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CHAPTER ONE
"GET BACK HERE RIGHT THIS MOMENT!" I bellow, waving a fist in the air.  You're probably wondering who I'm yelling at, right?  Who else?  Justin.  Justin is a pain in my neck, okay?  People have started to think we're friends, but it's a lie!  He's just, I dunno, bugging me because I'm best friends with the girl that's dating the guy he might wind up fighting--
Yeah, okay, that even confused me.  Look, let me start over.  My name is Morgan.  Just Morgan.  I used to have a last name but I'm not about to claim it, especially when going to this school.  I'm turning seventeen in two months and twelve days.  I'm a normal teenage girl--what?  You're looking at me strange.  Okay, maybe I'm not completely normal.  For one, Justin?  Most normal girls have his poster on a wall or something.  I do too--it's got darts covering half of it, though.  Oh, and a red marker doodle of a devil horns and a pitchfork.
For another, I'm a power snatcher.  When I touch another super I take their main ability.  I've been lots of things, including a lightning bolt and a panther cub.  Just yesterday I touched the school principal in science class and tried to be a technopath for a bit.  All I managed to do is send all these metal pieces floating around bumping into my head, but still!  It was pretty awesome.  And I've stolen Justin's powers a TON of times.  He's got vocal powers, like one of those bird ladies from myths--sirens?  Or was it harpies?  Or maybe they were--well, either way, he's really loud.  You can send people flying just with your voice when you steal those!
Justin just got away, didn't he?  Crap.  Well, whatever, it's not like I want to deal with him right now, anyway.  I scowl as I look over the campus, wondering what to do now.  It's the weekend, which means only the kids that live in the dorms are here, along with Banshee.  Blackjack's the male dorm manager, but he's always gone on the weekends, playing poker games and probably cheating the entire time.  So... think... I could call Aubrey!  But right now she's so stupid over her stupid boyfriend that she's boring to talk to.  I still don't like Jack, okay?  I figure sooner or later she'll get a clue and dump him--
"Morgan."  I glance behind me, staring blankly at the sight of Nico walking down the steps that line the wall of Death Canyon.  Yeah, Death Canyon--the school is built inside--wait, nevermind, I'll explain that later.  Maybe.  Nico's walking down the steps with this strange girl walking behind him.  Wait--wait--wait!  I KNOW her!  It's the time travel girl!  Me and Justin ran into her not that long ago! 
"Wait, didn't you go home?" I say, confused.  She gives me a dirty look.  I don't think I like this girl.
"There's been a few delays in her trip home," Nico says.  "Until we've worked out the kinks, she'll be staying with your group.  In other words, meet your new roommate, Noelle.  Noelle, this is Morgan."
"But--" Noelle says.  "I was promised my own room!"
"Doesn't work that way, I'm afraid," Nico says.  "Now hand it over."
Noelle hesitates, looking at me, then at the campus for a long moment before bringing up her wrist and undoing a massive leather cuff with a watch on it.  She reluctantly hands it over to the large ex super villain.  "Don't break it?" she begs.  "It's all I've got to get me home!"
"If it wasn't broken already we wouldn't be having this conversation," Nico points out, looking at the watch curiously.  It looks tiny in his hands.  "I'll see what I can do with it.  Morgan, you can take care of this, right?"
No.  No I absolutely can't.  Unfortunately I'm still opening my mouth to say so by the time he's gone.  I look at Noelle, who's looking downright surly, with a pout on her mouth and her arms crossed over her chest.  Yeah, this is exactly what I wanted in a roommate.
"It's this way," I say reluctantly, heading for the dorms.  "Um... you should be careful not to accidentally touch me, okay?"
"Like I would want to."
"Well--I mean--" I really don't like this girl, I decide darkly as I fall into silence.  She can find out for herself what I was trying to tell her.  Her own fault if I steal her powers.  Whatever powers those are.  I mean, I thought she had time traveling power, but she just said that the watch was the only way she could get home--that means it's not innate.  Right? 
"Look, just because we have to share a room doesn't mean we have to be best friends," she says abruptly.  "I'm from the future, there's all sorts of things that I can't tell you because it'll interfere with the past, and everyone knows that the last thing you want to do is interfere with the past.  Otherwise next thing you know I'll never have been born and that would be terrible for me--"
"You said you can't tell me things, right?" I interrupt.
"That's what I'm trying to explain!"
"Wouldn't it just be easier to stop talking?"  Although I'd like to know some things about the future, I mean, who wouldn't?  But if it gets her to shut up, it's worth giving up on hearing. 
"Well, yeah, but..." she frowns as I glance over at her.  "I don't know much about you in the future," she admits.  "I don't think I've even met you before."
"Really?"
"Yeah," she admits.  "I mean, I think I might have heard of you once or twice, but nothing much.  So even if I did tell you, it wouldn't make much difference, right?  You probably aren't important enough to make the news."
......Wow.  Thanks.  What an ego-boost that was.
"I mean, you're probably not even very powerful, are you?" she goes on.  "Because everyone knows that the powerful supers make the news all the time--"
I think my right eye is starting to twitch.  Yeah, definitely twitching.  "Hey," I interrupt, "why aren't you staying at the apartment?"
"Because I know all about them," she says.  "I could ruin the future if I let something slip."
Yeah, should have seen that coming.  Everyone knows that the apartment kids are the ones that will become the big names in the future.  How could they not?  Big family names, unique powers--
"MORGAN!!" I barely manage to blink before a wiry thirteen year old girl slams into me at full speed, throwing us both to the ground.  "Tell Vinny that the television doesn't belong to him!"  I still haven't gotten my breath back.  Carla, a cute little black girl that's more legs and arms than anything else, is a speed type super.  Thankfully she hasn't fully come into her abilities, otherwise we'd have both been several feet in a wall right now. 
"Carla, you can't even sit still long enough to watch a show!" I protest.
"But they're interviewing Mr. Volt!" she says, grabbing my shirt and giving me huge, pleading eyes.  "I want to see the interview!  He's my hero!"
"Look, there's a ton of his interviews on youtube," I tell her.  "Why don't we let Vinny watch his cooking shows and use my computer to find all of them?"
"But this is a new one!"
"I bet we can find it online," I tell her.
"You promise?"
"If we can't find it today, we'll find it tomorrow."  She smiles, then looks up, going completely still.
"Morgan?" she asks in a stage whisper.  "Who's that girl?"  I glance in the direction she's looking, seeing Noelle.  "She's a stranger."
"She's Noelle," I say.  "She's going to be my roommate for a little while."  I sit up, pushing her off of me and reaching up to fix her two curly ball pigtails. At least I can touch hair and not steal anything. "Now up, time to go."
"Who's Vinny?" Noelle asks.
"He's a wanna-be cook that just likes cooking because he gets to play with fire," Carla says darkly.  The fight between Carla and Vinny is an age old thing, from back when we were stuck in the Collector's zoo, even.  The hyper-active black girl and the sharp witted Italian boy never agreed on anything. 
"He likes it for more than just that," I point out.  "Vinny likes his food, too.  And if he didn't cook, all of us would starve more than half the time.  Banshee can't cook worth beans."
"Yeah, yeah," Carla mutters.  I can tell she's already getting bored by the way she's looking around.  "I'll meet you in the dorms," she says abruptly, leaving a cloud of dust behind her.
"Before we go in," I say, turning to the steampunk girl.  "Do NOT insult anyone in the dorms based on their abilities or their... habits, do you understand?  It might seem weird to you, but I will not tolerate anything being said, no matter how weird it seems."
"So you've got a lot of different types of capes here?" she asks curiously. 
"Yeah," I say, "you could put it that way."  I step through the door of the dorms and quickly put my fingers in my ears to block out the screaming argument that's taking place.  I glance back, just in time to see the shocked expression on Noelle's face.
"I SAID TO SHUT IT!" the bellow literally threatens to rock the entire building and the zoo gang goes silent, turning to glower at Justin, who's standing at the top of the stairs.  The main floor of the dorms is full of kids ranging between thirteen (Carla's our youngest) to seventeen.  Vinny's hair is on fire again and Ward has him by the throat-- "What took you so long, Morgan?" Justin demands as he sees me.
"Is it over the television again?" I say, feeling a headache threaten.  "Ward, put him down, Vinny put it out, Carla stop crying, you're not a baby anymore," I say, storming through the group to stand in the middle.  "Ward!" I snap as the huge boy takes his time letting go.  "Put him down, now.  I've already solved the problem."  Ward rarely talks, but with his ability to change his size, he doesn't really need to.
"Carla," he says.
"Is going to look up Mr. Volt on my laptop," I tell him, patting him on the shoulder gently.  "Now let go."
He lets go slowly, his expression threatening.  Vinny drops to his feet and straightens his clothes.  "I need to watch this," Vinny says as if repeating something he's said several times.  "I need to know how he does the chocolate cake!"
"Chocolate cake?" I repeat.
"Valentines is coming sooner or later, isn't it?" Vinny demands, as if I'm not seeing the obvious.  "The holidays?  You do celebrate holidays, don't you?  At least let me make a huge cake!  And not one of those box ones, I'm talking two layers at least!"
I look at the rest of the room.  "Who votes we let him watch how to cook, or bake, or whatever?" I say.  The entire room, including Carla and Noelle, raise their hands.  "I say if it comes with food we celebrate it!  In fact, if you celebrate a different holiday when Christmas comes up, such as Hanukkah, put your orders in now!" I add as I start for the stairs.
"Can we celebrate both?  I've always wanted eight nights of presents," Lance calls from the stairs.
"Sounds good to me!" I say shamelessly.  What?  I never said I didn't like food or an excuse to party!  "But don't expect anything fancy, there's no way we can get out to go shopping," I add.  "It's going to be hard enough getting Blackjack to go shopping for the food."
"What's she doing here?" Justin asks, pointing at Noelle.  "I thought she went back to the future."
I glance back at Noelle, then shrug.  "She's stuck here for a bit."
"She's an outsider," Ward says quietly.  "Doesn't belong here."
"Ward," I say in a warning tone.  "There's more than just us in this world."  That's another little issue I have to constantly deal with.  This little group, except for Justin?  We were stuck in a sick exhibit of captured teenage supers by a crazy man for months, for some even over a year.  We come from all over America, but we've formed a close-knit group through our shared past.  In other words, most of the group is wary about outsiders--including Justin and the kids that live in the apartment building.  
"He barely likes us, much less outsiders," Vinny mutters as he heads back to the couch in front of the TV, grabbing a notebook and a pen to take notes.
"Don't," I say.  "Just let it go.  Carla, come on, let's go look up Mr. Volt."  I head up the stairs past Lance and Justin for my room.  "Where's Banshee?" I ask one of the kids that peek out of their dorm room.
"She's gone to the Hall," she says.  "She said you were in charge until she got back."
"Wish she'd told me that," I mutter darkly as we reach my dorm room.  "Noelle, welcome to our room," I say as I open the door.  The room is one of the bigger ones, with two beds and an actual laptop on the desk.  There's a rule in the dorms that says if you want to have a laptop you have to work for Nico doing something no one else can or wants to do.  I'd earned my laptop by the end of the first month--my job is to make sure no one in this group gets themselves killed, basically.  Vinny's earned his, as well, cooking for the group.  The rest of the group are still negotiating for theirs.
"It's kind of small, isn't it?" Noelle says, looking around.
"It's not like we spend a lot of time in here," I say as I drop down at the desk and bring up the internet.
"Hey, was that Justin?" Noelle asks.  "He's so cute at this age!"
"He's a pain in the neck at this age," I mutter, typing in my search.  Carla is bouncing around the room looking at everything--and in Carla's case, looking has to include touching.  "Carla, I found some," I say, getting out of my chair and motioning for her to sit down.  "All you have to do is click here and you'll get to watch it," I add as she bounces over and sits down.
"Thanks, Morgan!" she says, intent on the screen as she starts watching the interviews.  I head for my bed, fixing the stuffed animals she's messed up before dropping down on it.
"That's a lot of toys," Noelle says.
I look at the small pile, wondering if I should explain.  It's not any of her business, right?  "I like them," I say simply, picking up a stuffed black cat and looking at it for a long moment.  It reminds me of Adanna.  A knock on the door makes me glance up, watching as Justin steps in.
"We need to talk," he says.
"About what?"
"About Ward."
I feel a headache coming on.  I knew this was coming, I mean, you'd have to be blind not to, but really, does it have to be now?  "Not in here," I say as I get to my feet.
"Ward didn't do anything bad!" Carla says, jerking away from the laptop to glower at Justin.  "He was trying to help me!"
"Not now, Carla," Justin says.
"You can't say that to me--you're an outsider!  You've got no right to--"
"Carla," I say.  "Stop."
I'm sixteen years old.  Did I mention that?  I'm only sixteen years old, but I'm the leader of this group of super-powered, trouble ridden teenagers that have more issues than I can count.  Sometimes I think a laptop isn't nearly enough pay for this job.  I head out the door and down the hall to Justin's room, waiting impatiently for him to invite me in.
He opens the door, motioning me in and closing it behind him.  "Look," he says slowly, "I didn't want to bring this up, but it's gotten out of hand, Morgan."
"Since when did you care?" I ask.  "I thought you were trying to get kicked out."
"I was," he says bluntly.  "I've got more important things to do than jumping through hoops to make Nico happy.  But I've got to live here, just like the rest of you, and I'm starting to think I'm the only one that's actually paying attention to what's going on.  Ward isn't stable, Morgan--"
"NONE of us are stable, Justin," I say, something finally giving inside of me.  "Not a single one of us is stable in this group.  All of us have something that sends us over the edge or takes us back to the zoo!  But you don't get it because you weren't there!  It was just us in there, for months, maybe years for the ones like Ward and Aubrey.  So don't go judging--"
"I don't want to judge, I just want to not have to worry about waking up to find Vinny killed by accident," Justin says bluntly. 
"He wouldn't do that!"
"Or the dorms burnt down," Justin goes on.  "Vinny's got that lighter with him everwhere he goes."
"Nico says when he's older he won't need it," I have to point out.
"That's so reassuring," Justin drawls.  "Look, you can only do so much, Morgan.  You need to bring in someone from the outside--and I'm not talking Banshee.  You need to bring in a psychologist."
"An adult," I say.
"Yeah, an adult.  Banshee tries, I've seen it, but Banshee doesn't know half of the things that happen around here.  Look, I'm sure there's some cape somewhere that's got training for this--or maybe one of the black coats--"
"Where do you get off telling me how to run my group?" I demand, stepping forward and staring him straight in the eyes.  "You have nothing to do with this!"
"I live here, too, Morgan!  And until I learn to control my abilities, they aren't going to let me leave.  That means if your group winds up killing themselves, I'll go down with them, understand?" he says.  "I've tried ignoring it, it doesn't work.  And if you don't want to go to the adults about this, I will."
"You have no right!"
"I have every right," he says as his door is burst down.  Ward comes in, towering over us all and heading straight for Justin.
"You don't yell at Morgan!" Ward snarls.
"THAT WASN'T YELLING!" Justin bellows so loudly that the building starts to shake and Ward goes slamming backwards, out of the room and through the wall of the hallway.  Justin follows him, staring through the hole at the large boy that's starting to sit up on the ground floor below.  This is getting ugly, quickly.  I shove past Justin and jump through the hole, landing on the ground next to Ward.  I press my hand against his forehead.
Ward starts to shrink, turning into the small fourteen year old boy that he really is.  I start to grow, soon towering over everything in the room.  "Enough!" I bellow.  "Do you hear me?  I said it's enough!  Everyone in the main room, right this instant!  Including you, Justin."
I hear doors opening throughout the dorms and the entire group filters into the room reluctantly, even the ones that try to avoid crowds.  I do a quick headcount before speaking.  "I'm sick and tired of all the fighting.  So I'm going to implement a new rule."
"It's Justin's fault!" Ward says angrily. 
"Ward," I say.  "I'm not finished talking."
"But--"
"Let me finish talking," I say.  "There will be no use of powers against each other.  None.  If you use your powers to harm someone else in the dorms or the school, I'll take those powers away."
"What about during sparring?" Lance asks.
"In class, sure, out of class, I don't think so," I say.  How much water is this going to hold?  I can only take one power at a time and that's only for fifteen minutes!  They know that!  But I have nothing else to threaten them with--
The sound of clapping makes me glance up, watching as Banshee walks in.  She's clapping?  "Very nice idea," she says, making me feel a bit stunned.  "I'll get Nico to build a few toys to help enforce it."
"Banshee," I say, shrinking abruptly.  "This--um--" I glance at the hole above my head, feeling guilty.  "We ah... had a little disagreement, but nobody got seriously hurt or anything--"
"I heard we've got a new tenant," she says, looking around.  "You?" she adds as she sees Noelle.  Noelle is pale as paper and staring up at the hole.  She barely glances at Banshee before nodding silently.  "I've never met a time traveler before.  This should be interesting."
"I don't think it's enough," Justin says, making me glance over at him.  "Banshee, they need a psychologist."
The cry of outrage that comes with that is almost deafening.  I reach up and stick my fingers in my ears to wait it out.  Banshee lifts one hand after a second, gaining silence.  "I think," she says after a moment, "that that might be a bit too much for the group to handle--having a norm come in here is probably a bad idea--BUT," she goes on before he can reply, "America's Son is a preacher.  That means he's got some training for this sort of thing, I think."
The group goes silent, looking at each other.  I have to speak up, I think.  I'm the leader--
"I... I'd talk to America's Son," Carla says quietly.  "He's my favorite super hero."
"We don't need to talk to anyone," Lance says.  "He won't understand."
"Lance, no one will until you tell them," Banshee says.  "But I won't expect you to trust him straight off--I know most of you don't trust me yet, either.  I just thought you'd like to meet one of the most famous capes in the area--you do want to meet him, don't you?"
That has the group nodding and starting to get excited.  I glance over at Ward, taking in his dark expression, then over at Vinny, who's been surprisingly quiet through this--oh, he's still watching TV.  Yeah, that explains it.  He probably doesn't even care.  Of the entire group, Vinny seems the least traumatized by what happened to us. 
Thing is, though, I'm not sure I want to talk to America's Son, myself.  America's Son's been around for a while, right?  He's been an acting cape since before I was born.  That means there's a chance that if I talk with him for too long he might figure some things out.  Like where, exactly, I got my abilities from.  I've been avoiding Mastermental for that exact same reason.
The last thing I need is for them to find out who I really am.



 
CHAPTER TWO
"You don't seem very happy."  It's lights out time, which is usually a pretty peaceful time for me since I've finished up making sure everyone else has turned their lights out and all that, but now I'm stuck sharing a room.  Joy.
"It's lights out," I say as I pull my sheets up and close my eyes.  "That means no talking."
"You surprised me," she says.  "You know, growing huge like that.  I didn't realize you had that sort of power."
"I don't," I say, staring at the ceiling.  "Ward does."
"What?"
"I steal peoples' powers," I tell her with a sigh.  "Whoever's in touching distance I can steal their main power for fifteen minutes.  By myself I've just got the basics of the basics.  I'm practically a norm."
"You... wow," she says.  "How is it that I've never heard of you?" she demands. 
"I don't know," I say.  "Maybe I do grow up to do what Banshee was planning for me."  Or maybe I wind up like--No, I'm not even going to think that.  I'm going to wind up doing what Banshee came up with, finding more poor kids with abilities and nowhere to go.  
"What's that?" she asks.
"I'm going to go out into the norm world and find kids with new abilities," I say.  "Probably be a substitute teacher or something, so I can go from school to school.  That way when I find a new cape I can talk with their parents and get them sent here."
"Oh... so you're an undercover cape," she says.  "That makes a lot of sense, actually.  Is it because you're a first gen, yourself?" she asks.
"I--"
"I mean, it was probably a real shock, you know, the first time it happened, right?  You didn't expect it--"
"I did expect it," I hear myself mutter.  "I just didn't like it.  Now go to sleep, Noelle."  I roll over, turning my back to her as I silently curse myself for admitting what I just did.
"Wait--what?  How did you expect it?" she demands.  I say nothing.  "Morgan?  How did you expect it?  Are you a second gen or something?"
I just lay there, staring blindly at the wall and waiting for her to give up.  I should have kept my mouth shut.
 
***
 
It's Sunday, which means Ken spent the morning preaching at his church, but as soon as the family gets out he looks at his sons.  "We're going to your school today," he says as they pile into the car.
"Oh?" Jeanie asks as she snaps her seatbelt into place.  "What's going on?"
"Banshee asked me for a favor last night. I thought it'd be a good day to start," Ken says.  "I need to talk with the zoo kids.  It seems they're having a few... problems adjusting to life outside of the zoo."
"I shouldn't come," Jack says, tapping on his cell phone.  "Morgan hates me."
"I doubt she hates you--" Jeanie starts out.
"Nope, she hates him," Trent says.  "She thinks he's not good enough for Aubrey."
"She just needs to get to know you better," Jeanie says, smiling back at Jack.  Jack just stares at her blandly before looking at Trent.
"What do you think?" he asks the other male.
"Not a chance in hell," Trent says.
"Yep, that was what I figured," Jack says.
"Trent!  That wasn't very nice!" Jeanie protests.  "Jack don't listen to him, you're a perfectly fine boyfriend for Aubrey--"
"Well, either way, I would like all of you to come with me," Ken says, reaching up with his free hand to tug his tie off as they pull to a stop at a stoplight.  "From what Banshee's told me they need to start getting used to people other than their own little group.  And from the hole in the wall she told me about, I think it would be best that those people be... capable of dealing with temper tantrums."
"It was Justin, wasn't it," Jack says.
"Regardless of who it was," Ken says.
"It was absolutely Justin," Trent agrees.  "He hates you, too," he adds, patting Jack on the shoulder.
"Hands off when making fun of me, man," Jack mutters, shoving Trent's hand off.  Soon they're wrestling in the back seat like little kids, except the car is threatening to roll with it.
"Boys!" Jeanie says.  "Behave yourselves or I'm not giving second servings at lunch!"
The fighting stops, but the two keep glaring at each other, and as soon as Jeanie looks forward again, someone shoves the other.  When she looks back again, though, they look perfectly innocent.
"Are you certain these two are the two we should take?" Jeanie asks Ken.
"They'll be fine," Ken says as he pulls into the parking lot of the apartment building.  "Now, what was that about lunch?" he asks Jeanie.
"Weren't we going to school?" Jack asks.
"After lunch," Ken says.  "I'm starving."
 
***
 
"Has anyone seen Lance?" I demand at the top of the stairs.  I've searched half the building and the boy is nowhere to be found.  It doesn't help that his ability is animal shape shifting.  Honestly he could be hiding in plain sight outside and I'd have no clue.  Getting him to show up for this little session with America's Son is like trying to pull teeth with a pair of tweezers.
"He's gone," Carla says.  "He said he'd rather jump off a cliff."
I groan, giving up on him for now.  "Vinny!  Is lunch ready?"
"Are they going to expect us to feed them?" he demands as he leans out the kitchen door.  "Because I've seen Trent and Jack eat at lunch, I don't think we got enough food in the kitchen for those two!"
"Not if we eat before they get here," I tell him.  "So hurry up--it's fine if it's just sandwiches and chips, okay?"
"Sandwiches," he repeats.  "Fine, I'll make sandwiches."
That look on his face--it's not like I asked him to serve a ten course meal!  Sheesh, getting offended over something like sandwiches, for crying out loud--
"I don't have to come, do I?" Noelle asks.  "I'd rather not.  I'm perfectly fine without talking about my issues."
"You can stay in the dorm room," I say, feeling a headache coming on.  I just wish I could stay in the dorm room, too.  Even if it would mean being grilled by Noelle.  Being grilled by America's Son is so much worse--and way more dangerous.  Sadly, I don't think I've got a choice.  If I don't willingly talk with him, chances are good that most of the others won't, either.  And as much as Justin irritates me sometimes, he's right.  They do need to talk with someone.
"Sandwiches are made," Vinny calls a bit later.  The group heads into the dining area and start filling their plates.
"Good job," I tell him as I walk past.
"Thanks," he mutters.  "Hey, do I have to talk with him?" he asks more quietly.  "I don't have much to talk about--"
"We all need to talk to him," I tell him.  "Otherwise the younger ones that really need to talk won't talk, get it?" I say.  "A lot of the younger ones look up to you, Vin."
He snorts, clearly not believing that.  I don't know what else to say, so I grab a plate and get in line, grabbing a sandwich and heading for the main area to grab a seat before the couches are filled.  Banshee is sitting on the couch, eating her own sandwich, which means nobody else is, so I sit down next to her.
"So, are you ready for this?" she asks.
"Not at all," I admit, watching the other kids and feeling downright grim.  "Banshee... if..." I stop, trying to figure out how to put this.  "Never mind."
"You seem worried," she says.  "I really doubt America's Son will beat you over the head with the bible, preacher or not."
I hadn't even thought of that.  Actually... maybe if he's the type to do that he won't even notice who my powers resemble!  I'd way rather be lectured about things than be looked at as--well, I'd rather be lectured.  "Yeah," I say a bit belatedly.  "Probably not." 
I pick at my sandwich, lost in thought and wondering if everything is about to blow up in my face.  I almost don't hear the knock on the door, but everyone else does.  Banshee stands and heads for the door, leaving me sitting on the couch all alone.  She comes back a second later, leading a family, including Jack.
My worries about America's Son figuring me out go out the window.  "What's he doing here?" I demand, pointing at Jack.  "I'm definitely not talking with him in the room!"
"Nice to see you, too," the metallic teen mutters, giving me a dark look and crossing his arms over his chest.  "Aubrey's doing fine by the way," he adds in a taunt.
"Actually, she is," Trent says, walking over and dropping down in front of my couch.  "She and Emily have gone to the zoo with Liz--er, the real zoo, not--well, you know."
"She went to the zoo?" I ask, feeling a bit worried.  "Is that smart?"
"It was her idea," Jack says.  "She wants to see how it goes before she talks Nico into bringing this group there for a field trip."
I hate that he knows more about my best friend than I do.  But--I stare at him blankly.  "Why would we want to go to the zoo?" I ask.
"I dunno, ask her," he says, dropping down on the ground next to Trent.  The couch is empty except for me, but they're both sitting on the floor.  What in the heck are they thinking? 
"You know--couches are for sitting on," I point out.
"They always feel like they're going to break," Trent says, flushing slightly.  I stare at him blankly, then reach forward and touch the back of his head.  I look at my hand curiously.  Nothing seems to have happened.  I feel perfectly normal.  "What's your ability?" I finally ask.  "Cuz nothing happened."
"He's a tank," the large blonde man in a t-shirt and jeans says--that's America's Son?  I was so busy complaining about Jack that I'd just assumed they came with America's Son, but this guy's wearing a t-shirt that has Liberty Kid scrawled across the front.  That's Trent's cape name, which means he's wearing his son's t-shirt?  But if--nope, going to stop right now, I'm confusing myself again.  "It's good to meet you, Morgan," he goes on, reaching out and shaking my hand as if he doesn't know what it's going to do.
"You shouldn't touch--" I start out, but again, nothing really happens.  I don't change form, don't feel any different--
"Try picking up the couch," Jack says with a grin.  He's actually enjoying this?  He should know that if I'm now a tank I could totally kick his butt!  But--well--he's got a good point, I think as I get to my feet and grab one end of the couch.  It's like lifting a piece of paper, I realize as I have to brace myself to keep from accidentally throwing it.
"Wow," I say, using one hand.  I look at Jack, grinning evilly.  "I could totally kick your butt right now."
"Won't work," he says. 
"He's right, it won't," Trent says.  "But we can still see what happens!"  He gets to his feet, only to stop as America's Son looks at him.
"Fifteen minutes into it and she'll be seriously hurt," America's Son says.  "If what I've been told is correct?" he asks me.
"I can totally beat him in fifteen minutes!" I declare rashly.  I mean, I've still got the couch held over my head, it weighs nothing!  I'm a walking tank--
"No you couldn't," all three males say.
"I could!"
Jack snorts.  He actually SNORTS.  Like I'm asking for something ridiculous-- "You really think it'd make Aubrey happy if I accidentally hurt you?  Now any of the others, sure, but she'd dump me for sure if it's you.  Besides, don't you need to talk with... Dad?" he asks.  He seems to trip over the word "dad" as if he's unfamiliar with it.
I put the couch down so I can glare at Jack for a moment.  "I don't need to be first--"
"I would rather you were," America's Son says.  It's pretty obvious by now that that's who the blonde guy is, regardless of his shirt choice.  "If there's a room we can go to?" he asks Banshee.
"I've got an office at the end of that hall," Banshee says.  "Feel free to use that."
"Thanks, Banshee," he says.  "Jeanie, honey, I'm going to get started."
"Okay!  I'll spend some time with the kids, then!  Does anyone want chocolate?"
I look at the kids, nodding at them as they look to me.  It's not like Star Spangled is going to poison them.  I practically jump, though, when America's Son drops a hand on my shoulder.  "It's this way, right?" he asks, starting forward.  I have no choice but to walk with him, even though I should have his invincibility right now.  He doesn't seem to feel vulnerable or worried at all by that fact.
Who is this guy?  No, really, he's a full grown super that's practically invulnerable, a walking tank, and he's been deprived of everything that makes him that way--but he hasn't even winced away from touching me again.  We head into the office and he looks at the chairs before heading behind the desk.  He doesn't sit down behind the desk, though, he just pulls Banshee's desk chair around the desk and turns the other chair so they're facing each other.  Then he drops down in the chair that had been meant for me.
"Shouldn't you take the desk chair?" I ask.
"Think so?" he says curiously.  "I thought you'd want to do the questioning this time."
"What?"
"You're going to be trusting me with your entire team," he says.  "I'd think you'd want a very good idea of who and what I am before that happens.  We all know that even if Banshee and Blackjack live here, you're the one that's really in control, right?"
I hesitate for a moment before walking over to the desk chair and sitting down.  My feet barely touch the floor, because Banshee is taller than I am, and I feel somewhat dwarfed by both the chair and the large man sitting in front of me, but... I'm in charge of this conversation.  It's a heady thought.
"I'm not... exactly in control," I start out hesitantly.  "It's just I'm one of the oldest, and... they choose to listen to me, I guess."
"You're a natural born leader, according to Banshee," he says.  "The kids really respect you, and I don't think it's just for your powers, is it?"
"I... I try," I say.  "I mean, a lot of the time I bluff my way through things.  And it's getting harder.  Like, before we decided to bring you in we had a fight start--Justin and Ward--I... well, I had to bluff to make them stop, pretty much."
"That isn't how Banshee described it.  She said you came up with an effective way to keep them from using their powers on one another, without hurting anyone."  He grins slightly.  "Have you met Mastermental?" he asks.  He's changing the subject?
"Um, for a bit."
"He's not very big at all.  If it was a physical competition I could possibly beat him," he says.  "But he's, without a doubt, the perfect leader for the Hall at this point.  He's intelligent, a great strategist, and extremely good with dealing with people.  A leader doesn't have to be the toughest of the group, not in capes or humans.  You realize that, though."
Did I?  "Ward is stronger than I am," I have to point out.  "He's only fourteen, but he's a lot stronger.  I mean, most of them could kick my butt if they really wanted to.  All they'd have to do is avoid being touched--"
"True," he says.  "But have any of them challenged you for your job?"
"Why would they want it?" I ask.  "I mean, my job consists of making sure Carla doesn't burst out in tears, or that the television doesn't get fought over, or that everyone brushes their teeth--they call me a leader, right?  What I really am is a glorified mom, or something.  It's hard," I admit, finally letting it out.  "I spend all my time making sure that everyone's happy, healthy, and then Justin gets in my face about how Ward isn't stable--NONE of us are stable!  We're all just trying to live our lives and get used to our powers.  It's hard enough being teenage supers, you know?  Well add in the whole ordeal with the Collector and being stuck in that place, not knowing if you'd ever get out, or if you'd even WANT out--" I take a deep, ragged breath, trying to calm myself down.  "It's... hard," I finish lamely.
He nods, looking thoughtful for a moment before saying, "so what would you like to know about me?"
Wow.  That totally caught me off guard.  I know he said I would be doing the asking, but I didn't think he really meant it once he started asking questions!  I thought it was one of those stupid ploys to get me to talk--even if it did work.  "Um..." I say, trying to come up with something.  Wait, I know.  "Why did you adopt Jack?  He's obviously a bad guy!"
"Well, he's going to be a super villain, sure, but I wouldn't call him a bad guy," he says thoughtfully.  "It's more of an occupational choice than a lifestyle, you know?  But as for adopting him..."  He leans back in the chair, looking as if he's taking cares in picking his words.  "I know that your group has gone through a lot.  For a long time you were pulled away from your families and stuck in that place, but for Jack... well, he never had a family to begin with.  Everyone needs that support, especially the would-be super villains."
I stare at him blankly until he lets out a laugh.  "Oh, that look," he says with a grin.  "Let me put it like this," he goes on, leaning forward.  "In our world there are two types of super villains.  There's the ones like Max, who put on a show for the norms to follow, lose gracefully at the end and come back later with an even more entertaining show.  They follow the set rules of our society, the ones you're taught about in school.  Then there's the ones like Star Born--or Shadowman.  They don't care who gets hurt in the process, they don't follow the rules, and they wind up where Star Born is now."
"Where is she?" I ask.
"The Cape Cells," he says.  "But you realize the difference between the two types, don't you?"
I feel like the blood has left my face.  I shake my head because he clearly expects some sort of response, but can't come up with words.
"Those like Max have support and checks to keep them from taking their job too seriously.  Those like Star Born don't.  They honestly put themselves and their goals above others at all costs.  That's pretty hard to do when your adopted family loves you enough to try and keep you from going down that road.  That, Morgan, is why we adopted Jack."
"It doesn't work," I hear myself whisper.  "If that worked then--then Dad would--"  I barely stop myself.
"Your dad?" he asks.  "Morgan--"
"Even if you think you can save him, you can't," I burst out.  "You just stand there and watch, and Mom leaves and--"
He reaches out and touches my hand but I stand abruptly, sending the big chair I've been sitting in clattering backwards.  "You're stupid!  Your entire family is stupid!  You're just going to wind up with a family member in the cape cells like me!" I bellow.  "And it's your own stupid fault!"  I race out of the room, not bothering to open the door before going through it, then out of the building, barely stopping as I reach the canyon wall.
"Dad wanted to follow, heck, so did most of the room, but Banshee stopped them," I hear from behind me.  I turn, looking at Jack.  "Dad... still not used to that one," he adds, looking back at the dorms for a second before turning to me again.  "Look, I don't have the same great hearing as some of the others, but it was pretty hard to miss that last part.  I think we need to talk."
Where does he get off?  I stare at him, my hands fisting at my sides.  He's the last guy I want lectured by--
"I don't plan on landing in the cape cells," he says.  "I thought there for a while, before Star Born screwed me up royal, that I'd wind up in jail sooner or later, but I... look, I know you hate me, and I can get why, and I HATE to admit that Aubrey might be right--"
"Shut up," I say.  "Just shut up.  You have no idea where I'm coming from, you think you've got such a sob story behind you, since you're an orphan, so you use that as an excuse to--to be whatever it is you're going to be, but you have NO IDEA."
"Cuz you got someone in the cells?" he asks way too casually.  "It's like having a dad in prison, right?  I was in a house for a week or two that had their oldest kid in prison, not that they mentioned it.  I think they had some stupid idea of trying to fix me when they couldn't even fix their own kid," he says.  "It didn't work."
"Which is why America's Son is stupid!" I snap.  He's just proving that I was right!  "You're going to wind up in the cells and Aubrey will be heartbroken and everyone that actually likes you will be left behind!  It's not like prison, Jack, it's not like you can go in and visit them or even get letters from them, or--or anything!  I haven't seen or heard from my dad in six years, Jack.  I can't visit him, and now everyone knows that I'm related to a--an out of control cape!  They'll start watching me, they'll start wondering if I'm going to turn out like him, and if I am, they'll take me away."
"Zoe and Sunny are kids of a guy that was in the cells," he says.
"What?" I ask.
"Nico," he says, "he was in the cells for, what... some fifteen years?  They told you that, didn't they?"
It's supposed to reassure me, right?  But it's Nico we're talking about.  I snort, shaking my head.  "Nico... Nico isn't my dad," I say, turning away from him.  
"Then who is your dad?" he asks.
"Mimic," I tell him.  "My dad is Mimic."
I hear him take a step back, hear him suck in a short breath.  "Oh," he says.
Yeah.  Oh.
 
***
 
This is a world with supers.  You've figured that out by now, of course.  But there's certain supers that never make it into their own comic books.  They're the guys (and girls) that do things people just can't wrap their heads around.  Things that are twisted and wrong, or even just completely insane.  Mimic is one of those supers.
His abilities are mine, but stronger.  Dad can take everything from a person, their abilities, their personalities, their memories, even their appearances.  He can ruin people's lives as easily as he can breathe.  A touch here, a bump on a crowded street, and he's taking over someone else's life.  The target faints, and either recovers slowly or never recovers at all.  They're just stuck in a comatose state for the rest of their lives.  If it's a man, one that's the same basic size as he is?  He can take their lives over completely.  Worst of all, he can touch other people without losing the abilities he stole before them.
Mom didn't even realize he wasn't her husband until I was starting to walk.  He slipped up, got caught in his real form.  She grabbed me and ran, but it was too hard to raise me, who was already starting to look like Dad's real form.  That's when she realized who's daughter I was.  She told me later, when I was five, maybe six, that she tried.  She tried bringing me back, tried to make things work for my sake.  She didn't know how to raise a cape, not on her own.  It's just, she said, she couldn't keep pretending.  She couldn't live a lie.
It's amazing how that conversation still lingers with me even though I was so young.  At the time I couldn't understand, now I understand too well.  Even if Dad kept pretending to be the man she loved, he wasn't him.  He was the man that had as good as killed him.  The funny thing is, I swear he actually loved her.
The story got out.  Well, actually, another story got out.  Dad accidentally (I like to tell myself that, at least,) bumped into one of the famous heroes of the day six years ago.  You can't cover up something like that, not when the world is watching every move a cape wearing super makes on television.  It was caught on video, Dad bumping into Detriment, Detriment falling, Dad suddenly turning into a black man--well, you can guess what happened then.
The Hall took him in, started digging into his past.  They contacted Mom, but Mom claimed she'd never heard of him.  She'd left me with Dad when I was little, and never said a word about me to the Hall.  I was ten when Dad was caught, forgotten and left living in an apartment alone until child service caught wind of me.  Nobody knew that I was a cape brat.  I was put in the system.
I still remember the day they caught him, you know?  I was watching the television, hoping to see my favorite hero on the news--and saw it all when Dad did what he did.  Then, a week later, I sat in another chair and watched as they showed a TV report that went over all the lives that he'd possibly stolen over the years--including at least five different capes.  His name became nationally known.  Books were written and published about "Mimic Ruined My Life."  The whole world became fascinated with what he'd done, trying to figure out WHY he'd done it.  The TV psychologists claimed he wasn't all there, that he was probably mentally unstable because of his powers.
I know better.  At least, I think I do. 
You know, Nico never told me everything he saw on my powers readout.  I never asked.  I have this sickening feeling that I might get stronger as I get older.  I have no idea how old my dad really is.  He could be hundreds of years old, since capes tend to live a long time to begin with.  Who knows how long it took him to get as strong as he is?  And like a leech, he jumped from one interesting life to the next, walking away whenever he got bored.  I really wonder sometimes if I don't have half siblings that I've never met.
So yeah, "Oh."  That about sums up everything, really.
Back to the present.
 
***
 
"Hey!" the call makes me jerk, looking behind Jack.  For a second I stare at Noelle blankly, wondering what in the world she's doing.  "Get away from my roommate!"
I look at Jack, who's staring at Noelle blankly.  "If you tell anyone," I say, making him look at me again, "I will make life unbearable for you, got it?  Completely and utterly unbearable."
"I said to get away from Morgan!" Noelle bellows, her hands in fists at her sides.  "Don't make me hurt you!"
"I was just leaving," Jack says, shoving his hands into his pockets and walking past Noelle as if she hadn't just threatened him.  He didn't say anything about not telling anyone.  I bet the moment he gets back he'll tell everyone--
"I really hate that guy," Noelle mutters, standing next to me and glaring at the teen's back.  "He shouldn't be allowed to go to this school, he's a super villain!"
I look at her.  I can't really argue not liking Jack, because I don't like him, either, but... "They don't have super villains in the school in your time?" I ask curiously.  "We've got a couple of them."
"They don't--well--I mean--" she says, looking hesitant all of a sudden.  "I don't think they do?  I was supposed to be starting now," she admits.
"Wait--so when you suddenly showed up it was because you were going to start going to school?" I say, looking at her more closely.  "How OLD are you?" I demand.
"Um... fourteen?  Almost," she admits, turning bright red.
"And your powers?" I ask, seeing where this was going.
"I uh... I'm going to get them!  I'm already starting!" she says, sticking her chin up stubbornly.  "I am!"
"So... the only thing you know about supers in the future is what you see on TV," I sum up.
"My parents tell me things!  Sometimes," she admits, looking down.  "They're both really busy, okay?"
"Yeah?  Who are they?"
"I'm absolutely not telling," she says as she storms off.
Yeah, I still don't like her.
 



 
CHAPTER THREE
I hide in my room as soon as I get back to the dorm, thankful that Noelle seems to have found somewhere else to go. I don't start to relax until I hear the door downstairs open and people saying goodbye.  They're gone.  I let out a sigh of relief, knowing that this isn't the end of it, but still glad that for now they're not pressing the issue.  I sit up, tugging my knees to my chest and staring forward blankly.
They know.  The Hall will know soon enough, even if Jack doesn't tell who my dad is.  It's pretty obvious, since I let it slip that he's in the Cape Cells.  I can only figure that Mimic's the only one that has the same type powers as I do.
I wish I didn't know.  I wish Mom had managed to raise me after she ran, that she'd never gone back and dumped me on Dad.
"Morgan?"
I keep staring blindly at the wall, hoping that if I don't reply Banshee will give up.  I'm not that lucky.  The door opens and she steps in, crossing over and holding out a cell phone.  "Nico wants to talk to you," she says quietly.
I look at the phone, wondering if it will bite me.  Reluctantly I reach out and take it.  "Hello?" I say.
"Hey," he says.  "How would you like to get out for a while?"
I speak without thinking.  "PLEASE."
"Grab a jacket and a hat, I'll be there in a few minutes."
Wait.  "Nico, is this about--"
"Your dad?" he finishes.  "Nope, not at all.  I figured I'd just spring you from the joint for a little while.  Now get ready or I'll take whoever shows up first."
I grab my jacket and toss Banshee the phone, racing out the door.  I go up the steps to the exit of the canyon as fast as I can, but he's already waiting there by the time I get to the top.  "You're good to exit," he tells me.  I nod and press my hand to the screen of the panel that comes up, stepping on the glowing footprints that lead me through the force field and out into the real world.  I stop there, taking a deep, deep breath and looking around.
"The air smells different," I announce, looking up at the overcast sky.  "Is it going to snow?" 
"Probably," Nico says.  Here's the thing, in case you're wondering, I don't know Nico all that well.  Sure he's the principal of Cape High, and I've heard that he's the one that found out about the zoo and sent the Hall to rescue us, but I've never actually spent time with just him before.  It's a little nerve wracking, now that I think about it, but he's already walking away from the canyon, so I give up worrying about it and chase after him.
He stops at the apartment and suddenly I'm worrying that he'll make me go inside, but he turns and heads for a beat up looking car.  "Hop in," he says as he heads for the driver side.
"Where are we going?" I ask as I get in, pulling on my seatbelt out of habit.  He doesn't bother to put his on.  
"The Hall."
I unbuckle my seatbelt, planning on getting out again, but he looks at me.  "If you don't go with me, you'll wind up talking with Mastermental on your own," he says plainly.  "Do you really want to do that?"
I look at him for a long moment, picturing a meeting with Mastermental without anyone else there.  What would the head of the Hall do to the daughter of Mimic?  He's a telepath, right?  All sorts of freaky mind powers--he could wipe my memories or-- "I don't need to talk to him," I say.
"You do," Nico says.  "Because otherwise I won't be able to get you in to see your old man."
I stare at him, shocked at the very idea.  "They--I don't--" I stutter.
"I know your father," he says.  "I should have noticed it earlier.  I might not be able to get permission for this, but I want to try."
"Did--Did Jack tell you?" I ask a bit numbly.
"No, and Ken didn't either.  I just noticed him looking up inmates."
"What, you watched over his shoulder or something?" I demand.
"I don't need to," Nico says, putting the car into reverse and pulling out of the parking spot.  "I'm a technopath."  He starts driving and I buckle up again, watching out the window as I try not to worry about what's about to happen.  A part of me says I should stop him, tell him I want nothing to do with my dad.  The other says it's been six very long years since I've seen a family member.
"I don't... know if I want to," I say quietly.  "I mean, a part of me does, but he's--he's a--"
"Shawn is--" he interrupts, "well... he's a really powerful cape.  And the more powerful a cape is, the less... predictable they are.  It doesn't change the fact that he needs to see you're okay."  He pulls to a stop next to an old fashioned trashcan, rolling down his window with a crank and digging out his wallet to pull out a card.  He flips open a panel and slides the card in, then presses a button.  "Technico and guest."
"Declare your guest, please."
"Morgan, a student from Cape High."
A light flashes over the car and I blink, wondering if we were just scanned.  The wall of the building next to us slides open like a door and Nico turns into it.  It's a parking lot, one full of various models of cars all in the same pristine shape and black color.  It really makes this ugly car he's driving stand out, doesn't it?
"Boring, isn't it?" he asks, parking in a spot near the building entrance and getting out.  I have to fight with my seatbelt for a bit before I jump out of the car and practically run to catch up with him.  "Try and keep up," he adds as the doors slide open.  I blink at the sight of Mega standing on the other side, fully dressed in uniform and glowering at Nico with his arms crossed over his chest.  
"Nico, we need to talk," Mega says.
"Not now.  Do you know where Double M is?"
"The word is out, the public wants answers.  You've got every television station in the nation calling us up to try and get interviews--you really shouldn't have wrecked that camera--"
"It was their own fault for following me around," Nico says.
"AFTER talking to them," Mega goes on, completely ignoring Nico's comment.  "You should have taken it out first thing if you're going to take it out!  Now we've got salvaged video of you flashing your badge--everyone online has looked up your past!  They want to know what turned you good."
"Have Double M tell them later," Nico says, heading past Mega and into the building.  "Morgan, you coming?"
I look at Mega then duck around him to follow Nico inside.  I can't help but glance back at him, though, seeing an irritated expression on his face.  "He doesn't like you much, does he?" I ask quietly as I practically jog to keep up with him.
"He'll like me even less when he finds out what we want," Nico says.  "Mega and I will never see eye to eye."
"Maybe we shouldn't do it," I say, stopping.  "I mean, if Mega doesn't like it, I bet a lot of the other heroes won't like it, and--"
"What do they matter?" Nico asks me.  "I never even knew I had kids until I got out of there, but had I known... well, let's just say some things are more important than getting a dirty look from a cape."  He pulls to a stop at a door, staring at it for a moment before moving on.
"Wasn't that where Mastermental is?" I ask.
"No."  He keeps walking, not looking back at the door and not answering further.  I keep glancing back, then stare in shock as the door opens and a man looks out.  He looks exactly like Nico!
"Nico--it's--" I say, grabbing his hand.  The door behind us closes again and I turn.  The man is gone.
"Forget about it," Nico says.
"How can I forget about it?  That guy looked like your twin brother--"
"You can forget about it by not bringing it up," Nico says dryly.  He reaches an elevator and waits impatiently for the doors to open, looking around with a thoughtful expression on his face.  An alarm goes off.  I jerk and put my fingers in my ears even as a ton of norms dressed in black uniforms start to surround us.
"Technico, we have to ask you to stop," a man in the group says.  "It's nothing personal, of course, but Mastermental says that you keep messing up the files."
"I'm just standing here," Nico says with patent innocence.  "Haven't touched a thing."  He even holds up his hands, as if that's a reassuring comment.  My mind goes straight back to his comment about not standing over Ken (who I assume is America's Son) as he looked up my dad.  I look at him.  
"Okay, okay," he says.  The alarm stops.  Every single norm in the group looks at him as if they KNOW he was the one that turned it off.  "I'm a bit surprised," he admits.  "You actually found someone good enough to catch me.  Once."
"We would appreciate the courtesy of you asking first," the man says with a sigh.  He looks like this has happened several times before, and it's still irritating.
"I was just locating Double M," Nico says with a shrug.  "Nothing serious."  The elevator door opens and he steps back into it, grabbing my shirt and pulling me in with him.  "Have a nice day," he adds as the door slams shut.
I look away, covering my mouth with a hand because laughing at him will totally encourage him--which I never thought I'd say about an adult.  When he starts whistling along with the terrible elevator music, though, I lose it.  I can't believe I'm actually laughing in such a serious situation, but I can't help it.  He's outrageous!  "You just--" I splutter, "you just lifted your hands and--the looks on their faces--"
"This music is terrible, don't you think?" Nico asks, looking around again.  "Let's see..." he shoves his hands into his pockets and looks up with a thoughtful expression.  The music changes.  All of a sudden some old rock band is singing about "Love in an Elevator."  "There we go," he says.
I shake my head.  "That's almost as bad," I complain.  "It's ancient!"
"It's classic," he says.  "Okay, fine, what would you play?"
"I don't know, just not a Justin song," I say.  I instantly groan as "Lover, Lover" starts playing.  "I said NOT a Justin song!" I complain as the door opens.
"It's a remake, so technically it's not one!" he says as we step off the elevator and into a massive hall.  The seriousness of the situation hits me again and I fall silent, trying to hide behind Nico as he starts down the hall.  "Come on," he says.  "The brave, fearless leader of the zoo kids shouldn't be hiding behind an adult."
"When the adult is powerful enough to hack the Hall's security just to change the elevator music, she darn well does," I reply in a mutter.  "I want to take a different elevator down," I add as we reach the massive door at the end of the hall.
Nico knocks twice before opening it and strolling in without an invite.  Mastermental looks up from the paperwork he's flipping through, looking a bit irritated.  "Really, Nico, do you have to rile up everyone you meet?"
"I see you still haven't gone back to Iran," Nico says, dropping down in the chair in front of Mastermental's desk.  "Double M, we have a favor to ask."
Wow, talk about sucking at small talk.  Mastermental looks at me, expectantly.  "I did wonder why you were bringing one of the students.  Hello, Morgan, I hope you're enjoying your weekend?"
"Um..." I say.  Brilliant, huh?  Well you try talking to the head of the Hall about something like this and do better!  "Hi."  Yep, that's MUCH better.
"It's not every day that Nico braves the hallways of this side of the Hall," Mastermental goes on, looking at Nico.  "Especially lately."
"Old habits are hard to break," Nico says blandly.  "Avoiding an entire building full of super heroes and their lackeys is one of those habits."
"Or avoiding one hero in particular?" Mastermental offers equally blandly.  I look at Nico, wondering what they're talking about.  From the closed expressions on their faces I don't think it's something I'll find out anytime soon.
"Either way," Nico says.  "I want permission to nullify Morgan's powers--"
"Denied," Mastermental says.
"For long enough to take her into the Cape Cells," Nico finishes.
"De--what?" Mastermental asks.  "Really, Nico, taking a sixteen year old girl into the Cape Cells is a bit much, even for you."
"My--" I say, stepping forward.  "I mean--I don't have to go," I say, looking down.  "It was just... um..."
"Shawn Matkey is her father," Nico says bluntly. 
"Mimic?" Mastermental says, looking surprised.  His expression turns serious within seconds and he looks at Nico for a long moment.  "I'm afraid I can't allow that," he says finally.
"Why not?  At the moment she's mainly a norm as long as she doesn't come in physical contact with another super, Double M.  Nullifying her abilities would work just by putting a pair of gloves on her, much less a collar."
"There's a reason for the Cape Cell rules," Mastermental says sharply.  "And as a member of the Hall, I expect you to behave appropriately, which includes following those rules--"
"If Max was in the cells, you would go to see him," Nico says.  "I spent fifteen years not knowing that I had kids, Double M.  Do you have any clue what all I missed during that time?  Shawn knows he has a daughter out here, but he's stuck inside, surrounded by machines and only seeing another inmate once in a blue moon through rocket proof glass, if he's lucky.  And trust me, I've talked with all those inmates, they are NOT a replacement for a family member."
"The rule isn't just for the security factor, Nico," Mastermental says.  "It's also for the good of the family members--"
Nico lets out a searing curse and I glance at him, since he's standing now.  "How is it good for them?  Because they don't see how the guy's dealing with it?  Because they've got no clue?  You know what?  I got out, I did everything you asked of me, you OWE me, Double M."
Mastermental leans back in his chair, looking at Nico with a curious expression.  "Will you be willing to don your old suit for this visit?" he asks mildly.
"Absolutely," Nico says.
"I see.  This really means a lot to you, doesn't it.  But does it mean that much to you, Morgan?" Mastermental asks, making me look at him.
"I... I would like to see Dad," I admit.  "I don't agree with what he did--I mean, he hurt a lot of people by doing the stuff he did, and I don't--I don't know if he wants to see me, I mean--we..."  I shrug, not knowing what to say, really.  "If just for a minute," I say.  "There's things I would like to ask.  I don't know if he'd answer them, or anything, but... it's been six years, almost seven."
How did it turn out like this?  Just yesterday I was desperately trying to hide the fact that I was Mimic's daughter, now I'm discussing going to visit him in the Cape Cells with the head of the Hall!  This makes no sense.  It's like the entire world flipped on me and I'm trying not to fall on my head.
"You see, there's one risk that we're taking, taking you into this building," Mastermental says, still looking at me.  "Especially at your age.  Your father could try and manipulate you, make you think that breaking him out is a viable option."
"The Cape Cells," I say.
"Exactly."
"I'm a sixteen year old kid that can only take one power for fifteen minutes," I tell him bluntly.  "Taking on one of the most guarded places in the world on my own?  I don't think so.  I don't have any plans on attempting to break him out, I just... I just want to see him," I say, feeling a bit desperate all of a sudden.  It's like they're teasing me with this, placing an opportunity in front of me that I never thought I'd see, then pulling it away again.  "Please, Mastermental.  I don't like what he did, I don't want to become it, EVER, I want to be what Banshee thought I could be--but he's still the only family I have."
"Banshee?" Mastermental asks curiously.
"She thinks Morgan would be good for finding new capes in the norm system," Nico says.  "I can't say that I completely agree with it, since Morgan would be a great mainstream hero, but if it's what she wants to do, I won't stop her."
Mastermental smiles for the first time since we came in.  "I think it's an excellent idea," he says.  "And these new capes?  You'll send them to our school?"
"Yeah.  I mean, it'll take me a while to learn how to use my abilities, but yeah.  It's what I want to do with my life."  Most sixteen year olds only have a vague idea what they want to be, but they aren't capes.  I heard Adanna and Sunny already have their job plans laid out, and they're younger than I am.  "It'll keep them safe from guys like Collector, too."
"I approve," Mastermental says.  "I'll do whatever's in my capacity to see that it becomes a reality.  Do you have an idea of how you'll get into the position to find them?"
"Well, um... I thought I could become a substitute teacher when I'm old enough.  If I can go out before that, I guess I could transfer in as a student, right?"
"I'll see what I can arrange."
"Not yet," Nico says.  "And we're getting off the subject.  Morgan wants to see her dad.  I can set it up so she can, but I need permission."
For a moment my heart tries to jump in my chest as Mastermental looks at me closely.  I wonder if he's reading my mind and try to think innocent thoughts--which really isn't hard, because seriously, I don't want Mimic on the streets.
But I would like to see my father.
Is it strange that I try to separate the two?  My dad is Mimic, but I don't want to claim that Mimic is my dad, even though I have to.  It's enough to make me feel depressed and want to give up, just thinking that Mimic is Dad.  It's even worse when I start wondering what will happen when I'm older.
"You won't," Mastermental says, making me glance up at him.
"Won't what?"
"Become your father.  Regardless of if you get his level of powers.  If it bothers you so much I'm sure Nico, or possibly Zoe at that time, will be able to build a restrainer."  He puts the papers on the desk in a neat little pile and gets to his feet.  "I'll arrange the meeting--as long as you're both willing to allow me to come along, that is."
"Fine," Nico says.
I nod, feeling a sense of hope filling me.  "Do you know when?" I ask.
"It depends on how quickly I can get everyone ready for it," he admits.  "I believe we'll try and be ready in the next few days.  Also, before you leave, how is Noelle working out as a roommate?" 
I blink, completely caught off guard.  "She's kind of a brat," I blurt out.  To my embarrassment both males start laughing at that.  "Well, I mean--she's pretty spoiled, and she won't tell me anything, which I guess makes sense, but it's still irritating!  And she spent all this time telling me how I probably don't have good powers because she didn't even hear about me in the future.  Yeah, she's SUPER annoying," I decide.  "Justin's worse, though.  Can we get him transferred or something?"
"To where?  We're the only school for capes," Nico says.  "You can deal with it," he adds in a confident tone.  Sure he can say that.  He's not the one that has to live with them! 
"You don't have to deal with hearing him singing in the shower," I mutter.  "You can hear him through the entire dorm.  Um," I say, looking to Mastermental.  "Thank you, Mastermental."
"You're welcome," he says.
"Time to go," Nico says, getting to his feet.  "If I'm going to get you suited up for the Cape Cells I need to get started."
I nod, following him out the door and waiting until we're well away from Mastermental's office to ask, "We're going this way to avoid the room with the guy that looks like you, aren't we?"  Because I don't remember any of these hallways or doors, even if they do look a lot like the ones we passed earlier. 
"I have no idea what you're talking about.  This is just the fastest way to the garage," he says as we reach another elevator.  He presses the button, frowns, and presses his hand to the door.
"It's broken," I tell him, pointing at the very obvious sign on the wall.  "Due to supers," I read.  "How does that happen in the Hall?"
"Happens in the Hall a lot more often than it does in the rest of the world," Technico says, prying the doors open and looking inside.  The thick cords that are supposed to bring it up are broken completely and the elevator itself is on the ground far below us with a gigantic hole in the ceiling.  "Someone got tired of waiting," he mutters.  I stare at it, wondering what Hall member would blatantly do something like this.  "Well, might as well," Nico says, holding a hand out into the empty elevator shaft.
"We could go back the way we came," I say as metal parts start floating in the elevator shaft, rearranging themselves.  The cords come up to start reconnecting and Nico steps into the air in the elevator shaft, crossing over as if on solid ground to touch the cords.  They meld together, much to my astonishment.  Below him the elevator is rebuilding itself.  I can't help but be torn between watching that and watching him.
Nico is AMAZING.  It's only been a few minutes and the elevator is fixed.  He comes back, dropping down next to me on the ground and letting out a snort.  "You know, now that I think about it, it would have been faster to just fly down."
He closes the elevator door and waits impatiently for it to come back up.
 
***
 
I'm not surprised that we pull into the parking lot of the apartment building, but I am when he heads that way instead of toward the school.  He stops at the panel, looking at me.  "You coming?"
"Shouldn't I get back to the campus?" I ask, still climbing out of his car.
"No, I've got the tools I'll need for this here.  Come on."  He watches the sky as I cross the parking lot and only glances at me when I get to his side.  I think something's bothering him, but by the way he shut me down when talking about the white haired man, I know it's none of my business.  Instead I press my hand to the panel and head through the security field, stepping on the glowing footprints and waiting for him to catch up.
This is where Aubrey lives.  Sure, several others live here as well, I mean, Zoe, Sunny, Emily, Trent--but Aubrey's my best friend.  The others are just guys in my class.  I wonder if she's home from the zoo yet.  I glance up as Nico walks past me and starts up the stairs, following him a bit belatedly.  "So what all are you going to put on me?" I ask.
"I expect you to wear long sleeves and pants, as usual.  I'll make a power blocking collar as well.  When we go in we'll be led down several hallways to a large room divided by a thick see through wall.  Because your dad doesn't have vocal powers there will be a speaker in the ceiling that will let you talk," he says.  "The guards in his block are machines, save for the ones that will be leading us there--even if he does get hold of them, he won't be able to do anything with them."
"Why do I need to know all this?" I ask.
"So you know that you're perfectly safe," he says, looking at me with a serious expression.
"From my father," I say, looking back to the stairs because I'd rather not look at him right now. 
We reach the top floor and he leads me into an apartment building that's been turned into a massive computer lab.  There's working computers on one side of the room, and the entire wall is covered with what looks like a massive computer screen.  In the middle of it all is a table with what can only be a holographic screensaver--a ball bouncing around on top.  The other side of the room is full of tables covered with tools and machine parts.
"This way," Nico says from the computer parts side.  I walk over, still glancing over my shoulder at the ball that keeps going through "holes" in the table and popping out somewhere else.  Not going to lie, just watching that thing could keep me entertained for a very long time.  I know it and Nico seems to know it, too, because he taps his fingers on the table in an impatient sound.
"Sorry," I mutter, glancing one last time before looking at this side of the room.  I forget about the hologram as he waves a hand over the table, starting various things floating in front of us both.  That is so cool.  I know I've said it before, it just requires repeating.  The parts put themselves together and he pulls it from the air, moving closer and placing what looks like a chunky metal hoop necklace around my neck.  "This is what you'll have to wear," he says, holding up his hand in front of me.  "Try taking my abilities."
I grab his hand, intentionally trying to take his abilities, and feel nothing.  "Nothing," I say.
"Then that might be enough, but," he says, turning back to his table, "something a little more discreet might be useful as you start heading into the schools.  I was thinking gloves, but that's only good for winter and even then it'd only work outside."
"I like the necklace," I say, poking it.
"That's standard issue," he says.  "It's full power or none at all.  I think we need something a little more flexible for this job."  He starts more items floating and I watch curiously as they connect and disconnect, reforming into another version of a bracelet.  "Let's see... we'll need a discreet switch, something you can reach easily without being noticed..."
I sit on a nearby stool, watching him for a while before glancing back at the hologram screen saver.  "Why are you going this far for me?" I hear myself ask.  I can't bring myself to look at him, so I just watch the bouncing ball.
"It's not just for you," he says.  "It's for both of you.  If I find out another one of the kids is related to an inmate, I'll do the same for them."
"But you're going against everything for this," I say.  "I've already looked it up--nobody gets into the Cape Cells, especially if they have powers.  It's been that way since the place started.  I never expected to get to see Dad ever again."  A tear threatens and I blink hard, trying to keep it from escaping.  "I don't even know if I want to.  He did all those things--I would have been normal if it wasn't for him.  I would still be living with parents and I--I never would have been caught by Collector--"
"You know," he says slowly, "we can't help the way we're born.  We can't change our parents, as much as we might hate them.  Trust me, I would have done that a long time ago.  But... do you hate him?  If he died would you skip his funeral?"
"Of course not!" I say, shocked enough to turn and look at him.
"Then I need to do what I can and you need to work out what you can," he says, simplifying it far too much.  "This will work," he says abruptly, tossing me what looks like a charm bracelet.  "Each of the charms blocks a certain amount of power--actually it'll effectively be taking your energy to block your energy, turning you into its power source.  The large one is the controller, tap it and all the charms will light up one by one.  Tap it after they're all lit up and it'll turn off.  Only one of them is on right now, since you don't need the others yet, but when you get older you will.  Keep it on at all times."
I nod, slipping it on and looking at it for a long moment.  Looking closer, it's unlike any charm bracelet I've ever seen, with one glowing charm right in the middle.  I tap the charm until the glowing turns off.  I get off the stool, looking around because I know I'm about to be kicked out.  "Hey, is that Noelle's watch?" I ask, seeing it on the next table.  "Is it working yet?"
"Not yet," he says.  "It's not technology I've ever seen before, but that makes sense."
"Yeah, since she's a time traveler."
"She told you?"
"I was there when she first showed up," I say, heading for the watch.  It's partially taken apart with all the pieces surrounding it.  "How can you travel through time without the powers to do it?  Or does she have time traveling power?" I ask, glancing at him.
"Honestly?  Even if she does have those sorts of powers she wouldn't be able to jump very far in time at her age," he says.  "I'm not sure what's going on with that girl, but it's interesting.  Although there's another reason I stuck her with you."
"What's that?" I ask.
"If she turns out to be an assassin from the future, I want you to take her powers before she manages to get too far."
Noelle.  An assassin.  I stare at him to make sure he's not joking.  Then, when I can't tell, ask, "You're kidding, right?"
"Not at all.  Children have been used for nastier jobs since the beginning of time, practically.  They look innocent, they probably ARE innocent, which I have to admit, makes them worse."
I still stare at him, horrified at how easily he's discussing this.  "Noelle isn't an assassin," I finally say.
"Watch her a bit longer before declaring that," he says.  "Because if that watch was made by a technopath, it wouldn't have broken that easily."
"You think she broke it?" I ask, stunned.
"Or stole it before it was ready.  But don't tell her I said that," he goes on.  "We don't want her getting suspicious."
No, we just want ME getting suspicious.  As if I didn't have enough to worry about already!  "I'll keep an eye on her," I say reluctantly.  I've got a headache now, thanks, Nico.  We both glance up as someone knocks on the door, watching as a tall, beautiful redheaded woman peeks in.
"Nico, dinner's ready," she says.  She glances at me.  "For you, as well," she adds.
"I don't--" I start out.
"We'd be happy to have you, Morgan," she says with a smile.  This is Lady Rose, Zoe and Sunny's mom.  She was there when I first met everyone, but it's been so hectic since then that I almost forgot.  "If you want, you can call the dorm and tell them you won't be there?" she offers.
Before I can reply, Nico's tossing me a cellphone.  "Push three, star, three," he says.  I do as he says, listening as the phone rings for a moment.
"What now, Nico?" Banshee asks.
"Hi, Banshee," I say.  "I'm going to be at the apartment for dinner--can you tell Vinny for me?  I know he always gets irritated when people don't show up."
"Of course," she says.  "What happened?"
"Well... can I tell you when I get back?"
"Sure, I'm not the only one who wants to know."
That means I need to tell the entire dorm who I am, I think with a sick ball forming in my gut.  I'd rather not, but if Mastermental is going to take me, himself, they really need to know, don't they? Maybe? "Yeah," I say belatedly.  "Thanks."
I hang up the phone and hand it back to Nico.  "I can stay," I say.
"Good," Lady Rose says, "now enough playing with machines, let's eat!"
 



 
CHAPTER FOUR
It's almost nine by the time I get back to the dorm.  My head is spinning, so many things have happened.  The dinner was strange, being in an actual family setting rather than in the dorm setting.  I've never actually had a family dinner before, at least not since before Mom left us.  Even then, what little I remember about the meals is tense and stressful.  The meal at Nico's place had been... different.  They had two apartments, basically, with the wall taken out between them and the second kitchen converted into this plant nursery place.  I have a small potted plant in my hands now, a gift from Summer (Lady Rose insisted on me calling her that.)
I stop at the panel outside the canyon, juggling the plant so I can see the footprints and cross through the security system.  I'm alone, but I'm sure one of the adult capes is watching me from the apartment building to make sure I get home safe.  It's still a little strange, being out in the dark, all alone.  I stop, turning and glancing around with a slight frown.  It feels like... well, like someone's out there.
The footprints light up and I head inside, never losing the odd feeling that someone other than Nico or Summer is watching me.  I actually feel relieved when I get inside the campus grounds.  Maybe being stuck behind walls for that long has affected my mind.
"Where have you been?"  The question comes as I reach the bottom of the steps.  I look up blankly at Justin, wondering just how long he's been standing there.  Instantly I forget about the strange feeling of being watched and focus.
"What's wrong?  Who's hurt?" I demand, starting for the dorm.
"Nobody, but--"
"Nobody?" I repeat.  "Nobody's hurt--is someone dead?"
"No, everyone's fine, I think."
"Then what does it matter?" I ask irritably.  "As long as everyone's fine, where I've been is my own business."  I slow down, but keep heading for the dorm, irritated that he'd made me panic for a moment.  
"They're fine, but they fought through most of dinner," he says, falling in next to me.  "And every time I tried to get them to calm down they would turn on me, even the ones that'd been fighting each other!  I can't deal with them, Morgan!"
I stop, turning to look at him.  "Then stop trying," I say bluntly.  "Go back to the way you were at first, don't try and bother them and they won't bother you."
"This place is enough like prison as it is," he says.  "You'd really stick me in solitary on top of it?"
I wince, because his words make me think of my dad.  "It's either that or learning how to deal with them," I say a bit too sharply.  "Those are your two choices.  I asked to get you transferred and Nico said no."  I start walking again, leaving him standing there with a stunned expression on his face. 
"You were with the principal?" he asks.
"Yeah, I was," I say.  "Got a problem with that?"
"Why did you talk about me?"
"The subject of annoying people came up, of course we talked about you," I say callously.
"Thanks for that," he drawls in an irritable tone.
"You're welcome."  I open the door and instantly every single person in the dorm starts asking questions.  "One at a time!" I yell.  The room goes silent and everyone looks at each other--then at Vinny.
"Where were you?" Vinny asks
"With Nico," I say.  "There's... um... something I need to tell everyone," I go on, hating the fact that I needed to.  But do I?  Do I really need to tell them?  If they know I'm related to a crazy cape, will they still listen to me?  I stare at them, my eyes going from face to face.  If they stop listening to me, who would they listen to?  I don't--I can't--
"Are you in trouble?" Carla asks.
"No," I say.  "I'm not.  I just--there's somewhere I need to go in a day or two.  I'm not going to be gone long or anything, but I might miss school.  It's not anything--I mean, I'm not in trouble or anything, I swear," I tell them.  "It's... family business."  There.  I sort of told them.  I told them as much as I dare to.  I don't think I could handle it if this group starts to think I might turn out like Dad.  I mean, I know Mastermental said I never will, but that hasn't helped me as much as I hoped.  
I look at Justin, who's got a dark expression on his face, and I know why I still question myself.  If given the chance to start over with a different past, to be someone else with different responsibilities--or better yet, no responsibilities at all, would I turn it down?  When just having their basic abilities is a rush already?
I look away, guilt gnawing at me.
 
***
 
"So what didn't you tell us?" Noelle asks that night. 
"It's lights out again," I say, staring at the ceiling rather than looking at her.  "We're supposed to be asleep."
"I only have a little bit of time in this time," she says.  "Do you really think I want to waste it sleeping?  What's going on?  Does it have to do with Cold Steel--Jack?  Did he say something to you?"
"Jack?" I say, trying to figure out where he even came into this.  Oh, right.  She saw me and him talking/arguing/whatever earlier.  "Not really.  It's... family business."  I finally look over at her, Nico's comments about her being an assassin playing in my mind.  "Why DID you come to this time?" I ask her.
"I... it's REAL family business," she says snottily before turning so her back is to me.  "It's lights out.  Go to sleep."
Real family business?  Is she trying to say mine is fake family business?  That little brat!  I glare at her in the dark for a moment before rolling over so my back is to her, as well.
 
***
 
"Do you really think this is a smart idea?" Ken asks as Nico steps out of his apartment, ready to go to school.  Nico looks over at the twins, then back at Ken.
"How about we discuss this later?" he asks mildly.  "I need to get to work."
"You can be late," Ken says.  "I've already sent the boys down, your kids will be perfectly fine going without you.  We need to talk."
"Fine.  Go on, guys, I'll be there soon enough," Nico says.  Zoe hesitates and he can already see what she's thinking.  "Go, Zoe," he repeats more firmly.  Zoe is still far too nosy for her own good.
Reluctantly the twins start down the stairs and Nico silently mutters a curse as the door opens again.  Summer comes out, looking at them for a moment before holding the door open wider.  "I think we can discuss this inside?" she offers.  "Is Jeanie joining us?"
"She has cape business this morning," Ken says.  "She's being interviewed."
"Fine, then let's get this over with," Nico says as he goes inside.  Ken follows him, closing the door behind him.
"Bringing a teenage girl that's had a difficult past into the Cape Cells is NOT a good idea," Ken starts out.  "The only close ties she has are kids that have the same sort of problems as she does.  It'll be far too easy for her father to manipulate her--"
"Wait," Nico says, holding up a hand.  "Take a deep breath.  A thirty minute visit with Double M on one side and me on the other isn't going to give him the chance to try and talk her into something.  He'll be able to ask her how she's doing, what she's been doing since he last saw her, things like that."
"You're underestimating the desire for love, Nico," Ken says seriously.  "For family.  I would be happy to reunite her with her father if I knew he was mentally stable, but from the reports I've seen, he is absolutely not."
"He's a little strange, sure, but I wouldn't call him unstable," Nico says, frowning at the thought.  "I've talked to him a few times, he's just a bit strange is all.  It's to be expected from a cape that powerful."
"No, Nico, YOU are a little strange.  Shawn Matkey is a certified sociopath," Ken says, bluntly.
"Thanks for that evaluation," Nico drawls.  He looks at Summer.  "You're being remarkably silent," he complains.  "Don't you have something to say in this argument?"
"I... see both angles," Summer admits.  "I would have wanted my children to see you while you were in the cells, they grew up not knowing their own father, but at the same time... if Mimic is a sociopath with those abilities, I'm not sure... perhaps a one time thing?" she says.  "To reassure Morgan.  It's too late to take back the offer, she'd be heartbroken.  You understand, don't you, Ken?"
Ken hesitates, running a hand over his face.  "I want to believe that everyone can be saved," he says quietly, looking at them with a serious expression.  "That there's hope even for the worst out there.  I also know that he's been being treated for his ASPD, regardless, we should protect Morgan first and foremost.  If he says or does anything questionable, Nico, you'll get her out of there, right?"
"Of course I will," Nico says.  "It'll be fine, I promise."
Ken lets out a sigh, his shoulders relaxing.  "I need to get to work, myself," he admits.  "Mega's been slipping on his rounds lately."
"Really?  Too busy playing it up for the cameras, probably," Nico says.  "I heard he had a movie being made about him."
"Yeah, I figured that, too," Ken says with a shrug.  "Don't forget your promise," he adds.  "Oh, and Summer, Jeanie wants to know if you'd be interested in going shopping this Sunday after church."
"Tell her I'd love to," Summer says.  "Does she mind if Zoe comes?"
"Of course not, Liz and the girls are coming, too."
 
***
 
I sit towards the front of the classroom, angled so I can keep an eye on the rest of the zoo kids that surround me, but I'm not really paying attention right now.  I keep thinking that any minute Mastermental could show up and tell me they're ready for me to go and see Dad.  Part of me is excited, the other part dreads it.  What if he's in one of those silent phases?  Where he refuses to talk to anyone?  What do I do then?  Mastermental and Nico will think I'm so pathetic because my own father doesn't want to talk to me, even after six years of being apart.
I stare blankly at Carla, who has suddenly decided to put her face right in front of mine.  "Earth to Morgaaaan," she says, waving a hand.  "You there?"
"What?" I ask.
"Blackjack just asked you a question."
"Oh," I say, glancing up at him.  "I don't have any money, so I'm out," I say.  The entire room starts laughing, both sides.  
"Nice to know," Blackjack drawls, his feet still kicked up on the desk.  "But I was saying that someone's here to see you."
I jerk and turn so fast I almost get whiplash.  Mastermental is standing in the doorway.  I have no clue how long he's been there, I realize as I start fumbling to get all my books and things in my bag.  I accidentally flip my chair and almost trip over it to get to the door.
"Morgan?" Carla asks in a worried tone.
"I'll be back," I say, stopping in front of Mastermental.  "It's already ready?" I ask.
"Are you?" he asks.
"I--yeah, yeah I am," I say as I hug my bag to my chest.  "Is Nico ready?"
"He's waiting outside with your escort," he says as we walk away from the classroom.  I can't help but glance back once, wondering if something is going to change after today.  It's a ridiculous thought.  I mean, what could change from going to see one man for a visit?
 
***
 
There's three shiny black cars on the other side of the yellow tape that surrounds the canyon.  A line of black suits stand in front of them, armed and watching all directions.  I almost don't recognize Nico as Nico, even though he's standing right in front of me.  He's got his back to me and is wearing a form fitting black suit with a collar around his neck.  It's nothing like the collar he made me, it looks a lot like a metal dog collar and has a red spot blinking on the back.
"Does he really have to wear that?" I ask.  It strikes me as retarded, since he could have been the guy that made it.
"He does.  He invented it, actually," Mastermental says.
"What?  Why?"
"Because he got extremely tired of being chained and held under two million pounds of pressure."  I stare at him.  "He found going to the restroom to be the most irritating part of it," he adds almost blandly.
"But how could you trust it to work on him if he made it?" I demand.
"Oh, it doesn't completely," Mastermental says.  "Even with that specialized material of his outfit he can still change the TV channels and, as I've learned recently, hack the Hall's database.  But he behaved well enough so we didn't call him out on it.  Besides, it DOES work on the others."
"Done talking about my past, then?" Nico asks, turning towards us.  He looks like the perfect super villain in that outfit.  It's black, but has a sheen to it, like electrical wires are laced through it, glinting slightly.  It's cut like a cape uniform.  I mean, we all know it's the exact opposite of one, but I'm pretty sure it was designed by the same people that make the uniforms.  I wonder if they built the muscles in.  I mean, if they didn't, for an old guy he's seriously ripped.
"You remind me of someone," I say abruptly.  I can't pinpoint who, but it's the way he's standing, I think.  Who is it?  It's going to drive me crazy trying to remember.
"Forget it," he says.  "It doesn't matter."
Yeah, like that's going to make me forget about it.  I almost snort, but he's already moving forward and opening one of the car doors.  It seems like he chose one at random, because he leans in and looks at the driver.  "You have any powers?" he asks.
"No, sir."
"Not even ones that don't do much?"
"No, sir, perfectly human."
"Good.  Morgan, this's your ride," he says.  "Oh, and here's this for when we get to the cells--Mastermental, if you'd like to check it?" he goes on, holding out the necklace he made for me.
Mastermental takes it, pushing a button on the side and putting the necklace on.  He holds out a hand to one of the nearest cars, but nothing happens.  He nods.  "This will work," he says.  "Now if you would remove it?"
The necklace comes undone and falls into Mastermental's waiting hand.  "Thank you for your sign of trust," Nico says, handing a small controller over to the other man.  "I was starting to wonder."
"Appearances are important," Mastermental says as he pockets the controller.  I look from one to the other, trying to figure out the relationship between the two.  It seems complex.  And seeing them stand side by side like they are, it's like something in my mind is screaming at me that--
"Superior," I say abruptly, my eyes widening in surprise.  "You remind me of Superior!"
The dark expression on his face says that I probably should have kept that fact to myself.  "All super heroes tend to look alike," he says blandly.  Well, sure, I mean they all tend to have athletic bodies and tight clothes, but this is way beyond looking like a guy in passing because you're wearing tights.  If you picture the uniform in red and gold and toss on a cape, get rid of the white streak of hair--yeah, he looks like Superior.  I'm not talking the guy that played him in the movie, either.  He looks like those old photos they show on the television whenever an anniversary comes along.
Is he... like... Superior's son?  He's the right age, I guess--
"Time to go, then, don't you think?" Mastermental says.  
"Oh, yeah," I say, heading for the car that Nico decided on and sliding into the back seat.  The door closes behind me and I realize that no one will be riding with me.  It's just me and the driver. I glance at the rearview mirror, wondering if he'll want to talk, but he's wearing a pair of sunglasses and staring straight forward, which pretty much shuts me out.
So what do I do on this trip?  I think I'd just assumed that one of the two cape adults would ride with me, at least, but that's not the case.  The only thing I have that I can do is think.  I don't want to think right now, okay?  I mean, I'm doing this, but if I think about it for too long I might not WANT to do this, then it'll be unbearable, and something that I wanted to do will become something they're forcing me to do--
ARGH!  I need to stop thinking.  Focus on something else... hi.  Yeah, you.  How's it going?  Having a nice day?  Nice weather we've got here.
Lala--the car is slowing down.  Can you see around this guy's huge head?  Is it a red light?  I'm panicking here, I didn't realize Cape Cells was this close--oh, wait, it's speeding up again.  False alarm.
So yeah, this ride is really stressful.  I'm actually so tense that I don't even realize we're there until the door opens and Nico looks in.  He takes one good look at me and slides into the car, closing the door behind him.  
"Hey," he says.  "How's it going?"  That... sounds remarkably familiar, huh?  "You want to turn around?"
"What?" I ask, shocked out of myself.
"We can turn around right now, get some normal clothes on, pretend this never happened," he says.  I stare at him, so tempted that I almost feel myself nodding.  No.  I can't.  This is a once in a lifetime chance, a time to get closure, and until I do, I'll regret it.
"No," I say, taking a deep breath and snapping on my collar.  "I'm not a coward."  He grins at me, then opens the door, sliding out and waiting impatiently for me to get out as well.  He doesn't say a word about what I just said.  But I'm not one.  If I was a coward I would have been ran over by the other kids a long time ago.  
I step out of the car and look up at the building in front of us.  It's huge.  A mass of concrete and fences that I'm sure could kill a whale if accidentally touched.  There's guards in discreet places, so discreet that it takes a moment to realize just how many of them there are.  Not just norm guards, either.  A handful of them are flying around the building, as if waiting for someone to stick a hand out the window so they can shoot it off.
I look at Nico again, taking in his black suit and collar, and realize that there's a reason for this amount of security if he really is the son of Superior, like I'm guessing.  Even if he's not, I've seen him use his powers.  He could take down the government with a wave of his hand, or something.  Can't you picture it?  I am.  Nico floating in the air above the Whitehouse, holding out a hand--
I shake my head, trying to clear that image from my mind.  This is our PRINCIPAL.  The guy entrusted to lead as many next gen capes as they can pack into the building!  They wouldn't give a job like that to-- "Maaaaan, this place is still ugly," Nico says, looking up at the building.  "Hey, Harry," he adds as a fat man storms out of the building with a dark expression on his face.
"Don't tell me you're back," the bald man says to Nico.  "I was just starting to enjoy my job."
Wait, what?  This bald fat guy was Nico's guard?  He doesn't look like a cape!  He looks like a grandfather!
"Don't let looks deceive you, Morgan," Nico says, as if reading my mind.  "Harry here's a very powerful cape.  He can rearrange at an atomic level.  That's why he's still working even though he's well past retirement age.  That's why we spent so much time together back in the days.  Good to see you, too, Harry.  But don't get my room cleaned up on my account, we're just here for a quick visit."
"A visit?  You mean YOU'RE the one they've been running around getting ready for?" Harry asks.  "I thought it was someone important!"
"It is," Nico says, pushing me forward.  "Harry, meet Morgan.  She's the daughter of Mimic."
Harry looks at me, his mouth opening, then closing, then opening again as he tries to think of something to say.  Finally he starts to say something, only to stop as a car door closes behind us.  "Master--Mastermental," he says, straightening up and saluting.  "Good to see you again, sir."
"You as well, Harold," Mastermental says, walking over to us and shaking the man's hand.  "Working in the field just hasn't been the same without you, though," he adds.  "We've come to have a little family reunion, I hope you don't mind."
"Of course not," Harry says, clearly lying.  His face says that he minds a lot.  "But are you sure this is a good time for it?  She's pretty young," he adds with a glance in my direction.
"That doesn't change the fact that he's her father," Mastermental says.  "Now, if you wouldn't mind, I was told we'd have a guide?"
"That would be--" a younger man says, stepping forward.
"Me," Harry interrupts.  The younger man looks like he wants to protest, but Harry turns and looks at him.  "I'm sure you've been briefed on ranks, boy," he says sharply.
"Sir... I mean, yes sir," the man says.  "But--"
"Tell me, are you a norm?" Mastermental asks the younger man.
"Yes, sir, I am."
"Then I'm sorry, Harry, when it comes to Mimic I'm afraid we need to be careful.  You do understand, right?  That's why Nico and Morgan are both wearing power inhibitors."  He reaches out, patting Harry on the arm.  "Don't worry, we have everything under control."
"To be honest, that's why I worry, sir," Harry says.  "When you believe you have everything under control is when he's most likely to take advantage."
"We won't even be in the same room as him, Harry," Nico says, starting for the building.  "Don't worry, I trust Morgan."
Why?  I look from Harry to Nico, then chase after him as Mastermental starts for the building as well.  I can feel eyes on me from all directions, watching me closely.  Is this how Dad feels?  Like every single movement he makes is watched?  Like the moment he moves the wrong way or says the wrong thing he'll be pounced on?  It's disturbing.  I feel sorry for him if that's the case.
We stop at the doors and a light runs over us, scanning us for who knows what.  I wait impatiently, somewhat used to things like this thanks to the school, then watch as the heavy door slowly swings open in front of us.  I want to hold someone's hand, but that's a childish thought so I grab my own hand, holding them both in front of me.  The feeling in this place is... it's cold and hopeless.  Maybe it's all in my head.  That's what I want to believe, at least, even as I hug myself.  The hallways are wide and concrete, with a tiled floor.  The only sound we hear is the sound of our footprints--and since Mastermental and Nico are wearing soft soled boots, and I'm wearing tennis shoes, I'm the most noticeable one.
We turn left, then left, then right, then right, straight for a while, left, right--I'm starting to get lost.  That's probably on purpose.  By the time we pull to a stop at a door I feel a bit dizzy and completely disoriented.  I glance at Mastermental, then at Nico.
"You ready?" Nico asks me.
Am I?  I look at the door for a long moment, wondering what will happen once I go through, then I slowly nod, squaring my shoulders and stepping forward.  The door slides open and we walk into a large, empty room.  In front of us is that thick glass that Nico mentioned before.  I glance up, seeing a grate in the ceiling.  That must be the speaker.  I glance around.  There's no furniture, not even lines in the floor or walls.  It looks like solid steel.  
The room on the other side of the glass looks exactly like this one.  There's no one in there, though, so I glance at Mastermental curiously.  "He's not been brought in, yet," he says.  I wonder what all they're doing to him before they let him in.  I wonder who's doing it.  Even as I start trying to picture it a door opens in the other room and a man walks in. 
I've never seen this man before, but I know who he is.  Yes, all those years living with Dad and I never saw his true face.  He's thin, needs a shave, has tawny colored hair just like mine which hangs in locks around his face.  He has an almost dead expression in his eyes.  "If this is to talk to another inmate I'd rather--" he starts out.  He stops, though, staring at me.  "Morgan," he breathes out.
"Hi," I say, moving closer to the glass.  He's crossing the room, his hand coming up and touching it, as if he could touch me.  "Dad," I manage to get out.  Tears are starting to fall, and I'm not even sure why.  Seeing him in the same black outfit as Nico, seeing him look like he is... it's hard.  It's like looking at a stranger, but at the same time...
"You look so grown up," he says.  "I... I missed so much."
Yeah, like almost a year spent captive behind a wall exactly like this one.  Somehow, though, I can't say it.  Not when he's looking at me like he is.  "Yeah," I get out.  "I uh... got taller."  Great line, Morgan.  Brilliant.  "I'm going to a special school now--one where they're teaching me how to be a super.  I've got friends, too."
"I'm glad," he says.  "I wish... I wish I could be there for you, though.  I wish... I mean, we had a good thing going, didn't we?  We were making it out there in the real world, together.  I'm sorry," he whispers, leaning his forehead against the glass.  "It was an accident."
"What?" I ask.
"I didn't mean to--but this isn't the time to talk about that," he says, looking up at me again.  "Are you happy, Morgan?" he asks.  "All I want is for you to be happy.  If you're happy... maybe a part of me will be happy, too."
I didn't see how he could be.  I'm having a flashback right now, and I know it, but I can't seem to stop it from happening.  All of a sudden I'm alone in this room, staring through the glass of my own cage, where this time it's Dad that's visiting me.  Tears are threatening, because I know I'll never escape.  I'll be stuck in here for the rest of my life--"Dad," I whisper, pressing my hand to the glass.  "I'm sorry.  I wish--I wish it wasn't like this.  I wish we were still like we used to be--"
A gleam enters his eyes and he gives me a little bittersweet smile.  "I wish we could be, too," he says mournfully.  "I'd give anything--ANYTHING to go back and change what happened, Morgan.  I just... wish I could."
"Yeah," I say, my hand sliding down the glass.  "Me, too."
"I think that's enough," Mastermental says, placing a hand on my shoulder.  I glance up, having forgotten that he was even there.  "It's time to leave, Morgan.  Tell your father goodbye."
I feel off balance, and my head bobs up and down instinctively.  "Dad..." I start out, looking back to him.  "I still... I mean... I love you," I get out.
"I love you, too," he says.  "You're all I have in the world, Morgan.  Be happy."
I nod and let myself be led out of the room.  Mastermental wraps an arm around my waist and I instinctively lean into him, seeking comfort.  Dad is just like I was.  That thought is stuck in my mind.  It's not true, of course.  I try to tell myself that, I know it logically.  Dad did bad things, I didn't do anything other than be born a cape.  But seeing him behind the glass wall...
Well, things like that seem to fade a bit.
 



 
CHAPTER FIVE
We pull to a stop in front of the canyon and I slide out of my car, heading silently for the entrance to the campus dorms.  Before I get there, though, a hand lands on my shoulder and I turn, looking up at Nico.  "Listen," he says seriously.  "I'm not going to say you should forget about him and go on with your life, that's pretty much impossible, but don't start thinking he's just misunderstood, either."
I open my mouth, wanting to argue, but close it again as he goes on, "Every single person in the cells, they did something that warranted it."
"Even you?" I ask.
He hesitates and looks at the yellow tape that surrounds the massive Death Canyon.  "See that?" he asks, motioning to it.  "I caused that.  I was pretty sure there wasn't anything or anyone there at the time, but who can say for sure?" he asks.  "It didn't really occur to me at the time, honestly.  I wanted the extra space, so I made it.  The norms are still worried that they're being poisoned by radiation, or that whoever made the hole in the first place will come back and hit an inhabited area."
"Plus, when you have a super villain capable of building a weapon of mass destruction that actually works this well, well, you sort of have to hide him away until the norms forget about him," Mastermental says, heading for us.  "Now, as payment for this favor," he goes on, looking at Nico.  "You owe several reporters a press release--IN uniform, if you would."
Nico looks like he wants to protest, but his jaw only tightens a bit as he lets go of my shoulder.  "Go on in," he says.  "I'm sure the zoo kids are going to want to ask a ton of questions."
Yeah, but do I have any answers for them?  I bite back that reply as he starts talking with Mastermental, arguing over the logic of a press release.  Reluctantly I lift my hand to the panel that shoots up and head inside.  
 
***
 
A lot of things are bothering him, Nico admits as he steps into the back part of the Hall.  Firstly, that he has to get an entirely new uniform.  That bothers him a lot.  Okay, maybe the word "bother" isn't the right one.  "Irritates" fits the situation much better.  It irritates him that he's got to get a uniform.  It irritates him that he's got a press release already lined up for him within a few hours, as well.  What bothers him, though, was what happened with Morgan and Shawn.  Something about that meeting is stuck in his mind and he can't quite get rid of it.
He completely ignores the black suits as he heads for the elevator, only glancing at Mega curiously as he sees the man standing in front of the statue in the middle of the main room.  The statue of the original Hall.  Nico hates it, since Superior is right smack dab in the middle of the monstrosity.
"You'd think you'd never seen it before," Nico comments, leaning against the wall and crossing his arms over his chest as he waits for the elevator to get to his floor.
"Yeah... I mean, of course I have," Mega says a bit sharply.  He looks at Nico.  "What are you doing here?"
"What you were so intent on earlier--the press release.  But they won't let me go without a uniform."
"I see, that makes sense."
Nico stares at him, wondering why he isn't gloating more.  Mega seemed to think it was his duty to convert him into a proper super hero whenever he had nothing better to do, but this... "You feeling okay?" he asks.
Mega looks at him sharply.  "Of course I am."
The elevator dings and the doors slide open, leaving Nico with no choice but to step on.  He does, turning to watch the other male for a long moment as the doors take their time closing.  Something seems extremely odd about Mega, he decides with a slight frown.  Probably all that movie talk throwing him off.  They were supposed to start it soon, weren't they?
God help them all when the world realizes that Superior isn't dead, after all.  The very thought of word getting out makes him cringe, images of his father on the big screen flashing through his mind.  Mega is completely forgotten by the time the door opens and he steps out.
"Mr. Technico?" a woman at a desk asks.  "You're here for fitting?"
"Unfortunately," he drawls.
"Please follow me," she says, standing and heading for the back.  He's almost positive he's not going to enjoy this.
 
***
 
I stare up at the dorm for a moment--too long, actually, because the door opens and Carla rushes out, tackling me to the ground.  "You were gone FOREVER!" she yells, hugging me tightly before jumping back to her feet and grabbing my hand.  "Where'd you go?  What'd you do?  Did you bring me back something?"
"Carla!" I say.  "At least let me get my breath back!"  I let her pull me to my feet and into the dorms, only half paying attention to all the kids that move in to surround us.  What do I tell them?  What is there to tell them?
"You okay?"
I jerk at the question, looking up at where Justin is coming down the stairs.  It was him that asked it, right?  It sure sounded like him, but why is he even--oh, never mind.
"Yeah," I say.  "I'm okay.  I just... I dunno, need some time to think, okay, guys?" I say.  The group parts, letting me go through and up the stairs.  As soon as I reach Justin, though, my wrist is grabbed.
"You don't look okay," he says almost silently.  I look him straight in the eyes.
"I will be," I say.  "And grabbing me like that is dangerous."
"I'm so used to you stealing my voice I don't care," he says as he lets go.  I head up the stairs, trying to erase that little moment from my mind.  He'll probably regret that statement when I get stronger, I think as I reach my dorm room.  He'll accidentally grab me and get knocked out--
I totally forgot I had a roommate, I realize belatedly as I open the door and see Noelle sitting in front of my laptop.  For some reason that sight makes me feel nervous.  I wonder why.  "You should ask before using other people's things," I mutter as I cross over to my bed and lay down.  
"I didn't break it," she says a bit too quickly, scooting her chair away from the desk.  "Um..."
"What?" I demand when she doesn't go on.
"You're crying."
"Brilliant observation," I mutter, wiping at the tears that kept escaping me.  "Now forget you noticed."  I roll over, laying on my stomach and turning my head away from her.  I can't get the image of Dad's face out of my mind, of his hand coming up and touching the glass, of how he kept saying how me being happy is the same as him being happy--from behind a glass wall.  Memories are crowding my mind and the tears are falling in earnest.  I almost don't feel the bed dip behind me until I feel pressure against my side.
"I'm sorry," Noelle whispers.
I can't think of anything to say.  I turn my head so I can see her.  She's sitting on the bed with her back to me, but so close we're touching.  It's hard not to, though, since it's a pretty narrow bed.  It's just... I have no idea what to do about this situation.  And, I decide, I'm too depressed right now to care.  "I... I miss my family," she whispers.  "Even if in a way they're here, they're not them.  They don't know me.  I want to go home.  I just want to go home."
"At least you have a home to go to," I say hoarsely.
"Where did you go?  Is that what's making you cry?" she asks.
I turn away again, staring at the wall for a moment as I debate on whether I should talk to her.  Is she an assassin from the future?  I doubt it.  I mean, she sounds like she's close to crying, too.  "To see my father," I say.  "I went to see my father."
"But--isn't that a good thing?" she asks.  "You went home--"
"No, I went to see my dad," I say, my tone strained.  "There's a difference."
"Oh," she says quietly.  I hear her overly fluffy skirt rustle as she moves a bit and I glance over at her again.
"Is that outfit what everyone's wearing in your time?" I ask, wanting to change the subject.
"No... not exactly," she says, tugging at the skirt a bit self consciously.  "It's just... I want to be a time traveler.  I mean, I've got the watch and everything--so I thought I should start dressing like one."
"Time travelers dress in steampunk?" I ask.  "How many time travelers are there in your time?"
"Um... one."
"Who is it?"
"Me?"
"So... you're dressing how you think time travelers should dress," I sum up.
"Well if I'm the only one I need to set the fashion precedent!" she says, sticking her nose up in the air even as she squirms.  It startles a laugh out of me, one that sounds a bit congested thanks to the crying I've been doing.  "That's what Dad said, too," she says quietly.  "He made fun of me for an entire day before... before saying I look adorable and hugging me."
"You miss him?" I ask.
"Yeah," she admits.  "And my mom and my grandpa--I miss them all.  But... this isn't about me.  What is your father doing instead of being at home?" she asks, squirming so she's looking at me.  "Is it important?"
I stare at her for a moment.  "You know how you said there's things you can't tell me?  That means you're good at keeping secrets, right?"
"Yeah, I have to be," she admits.
"Then my dad... he's in the Cape Cells."
The door bursts open and half of the dorm falls in with shocked expressions on their faces.  Whoops.
 
***
 
Silver and navy blue.  That's what they've stuck him in, Nico thinks with a hint of disgust as he looks down at his new uniform.  At least it's not red and gold, he consoles himself. He managed to avoid the cape entirely, telling the tailors that if they put a cape on him he would shred it, regardless of what material it was made out of.  There'd been a long discussion of whether a shredded cape would be acceptable in a Hall member, but finally they gave in.  Mostly because they realized just how much he'd look like Superior if he had one.  Not that he doesn't already, he thinks in disgust as he glances at the mirror.  
He's supposed to step onto the stage any moment now, to tell the press who he is and how he's turned his life around and become a good guy, yadda yadda, all that stuff.  It makes him cringe just thinking of becoming the "Hall's Prodigal Son."  He can already see the newspaper headlines.  
He glances up as the door of his little changing room opens and Mastermental steps in.  The shorter man looks him over, nodding after a moment.  "Nice," he says.  "The circuit lines are a nice touch," he adds, looking at the silver lines that cover the dark blue uniform.  "Do they actually do anything?"
"Not a thing," Nico drawls, bringing up his hand.  "But the gloves do.  I put them together myself."
"And what DO they do that you need gloves for?" Mastermental asks. 
"Instant holographic television," Nico says cheerfully, lifting his hands palm upwards and bringing up a screen in front of him.  "I can get every single television channel on EARTH with these suckers.  Plus I can use it as a computer monitor if I need to show people things."
"I see," Mastermental says.  "Now I need to go introduce you, please refrain from cursing, being too politically incorrect and commenting on the general stupidity of the masses."
"Yeah, yeah," Nico says.
"Or the not so general stupidity of the press," Mastermental adds before leaving the room.  Nico lets out a sigh and follows him, waiting behind the curtain as Mastermental introduces him.
"Ladies and Gentlemen of the press, I know rumors have been rampant in the past few weeks.  I am here to quell those rumors by saying," insert dramatic pause, "they are all true.  The once dangerous super villain has joined the side of good.  I am pleased to introduce you all to the newest member of the main branch of the Hall, Technico."
Short and sweet, and leaving him with a million questions to answer, Nico thinks in irritation as he steps out from the curtain and into the flashing lights.  Mastermental walks past him.  "Do restrain yourself from killing cameras this time, won't you?"
"Can I mention the school?"
"I don't see why not.  It'll cause a massive shock to the norm population, which means more publicity, which, of course, means more students coming to get in.  Then we'll introduce entrance testing to make it truly elite."
"Fine," Nico says, stepping up to the podium.  He looks over the crowd, then stares at Mega, who's standing in the back with his arms crossed over his chest.  Is he acting as security?  The thought is forgotten as another bright light flashes in front of his eyes.
 
***
 
We're surrounding the television, practically sitting on top of each other as we watch the interview.  Thankfully it had interrupted what was rapidly turning into a grill session.  Even Noelle and Justin are sitting on the edges of the group, waiting to see what Nico says in his interview.
"I've never seen him in uniform before," Blackjack says from the chair he's claimed.  "I know he had one before, though.  Did you ever go up against him back in the day, Banshee?"
"Once or twice," Banshee says.
"How'd it go?"
"Why do you think I chose to focus on Panther, instead?" she drawls.  "Of all the villains at the time, Nico was the hardest to deal with.  It took all of Central Hall to catch him the one time we did."
"Makes sense.  I was in the South Branch at the time--"
"Quiet!" half the room yells as Nico steps up to the platform, wearing a blue and silver uniform.  Our attentions are glued to him.  I bet most of the world is, right now.
"Hello, everybody," Nico says, leaning against the platform in a bored manner.  He doesn't look too excited to be there.  "As Mastermental said, my name is Technico and I'm a recovering super villain.  Nice to meet you all."  It sounds exactly like a line from a television AA meeting, I think.  What in the world is he plotting?  "Before you ask, yes, I am a technopath.  I manipulate electronic machinery, I'm good with building machines and computers.  Now, I'm supposed to answer questions, so..." he waves at the crowd in a bored manner.
"Do you have any other special powers?  You were seen flying before," a man in the audience asks.
"I can fly, have super strength, all the basics," Nico says.  "My main ability is with machines."
"How strong are you?" a woman asks.
"Stronger than all of you," Nico drawls.  A few laughs are heard, although they sound a bit awkward, as if not sure he's joking.  "Honestly, I will confess one relationship that you might not know," he goes on.  We see the crowd at this, their faces either confused or anticipating.  "I have a half sister in the Hall already."
"Who?" a man asks.
"Firefly."
The crowd lets out a low roar as they try and deal with that.  Firefly is one of the few S class supers in the Hall, so now I'm positive they're trying to figure out Nico's ranking.  I can practically see them noticing the similarities.  Nico and Firefly have similar faces, even mannerisms, especially when doing a press release.  "If you're Firefly's brother, why were you a super villain?" a man practically yells to be heard.
"My sister wasn't even a working cape at the time I was arrested," Nico says.  "Her choice to become a super hero was after that.  For good reason, honestly.  The food in the cells is terrible."  That gets another laugh, one a little less awkward than the first one.  "I'd like to go on record now, though, saying that I'm not planning on going super villain again."
"Is that why you joined the Hall?" a woman asks.  
"I joined the Hall because--" he hesitates and looks at the cameras, as if contemplating something.  "I'm needed for a new project that's started," he says.
"And what project is that?"
"We call it Cape High," Nico tells them.  "It's a special school for budding supers.  We oversee their training and their growth."
"And why are you qualified for that project?" a man asks, his tone bristling.  "I don't think we should allow a super villain to train our future super heroes--"
"But I already have," Nico says, leaning forward again.  "Who do you think taught Firefly everything she knows?"  The shock can be heard even from this side of the television screen as Nico straightens.  "I think that's enough questions.  Thank you for your time," he adds in a bland tone before walking away.
"Well, then," Blackjack says, glancing at Banshee.  "Looks like we're coming out."
"They'll want press releases from the rest of us to make sure it's not just Nico running the place, of course," she agrees with a sigh, crossing her ankles in front of her.  "I'm going to have to dig out my old uniform.  I never did get Jack to fix the dents," she complains.  "But on the other hand, it'll take the focus off of Mega's new movie.  That upstart's been getting a bigger head than usual over that."
"Oh well," Blackjack says.  "I guess I saw it coming."
"Mega's big head?" Banshee asks.
"No, having to do a press release.  Mega's big head wasn't coming, it always was."
Banshee laughs at that and the rest of the group starts talking about the interview and how the school is now known about all over the world.  I can just relax a bit, knowing that it's changed the subject from me and my dad.  For most of them, that is.  Noelle and Justin are just watching me, with serious looks on their faces.  It looks like they haven't forgotten at all.
 
***
 
"So," Justin says.  Why he's in my room, I have no idea, but he is.  Everyone's already eaten dinner and gone their own ways to do homework or just hang out.  That leaves me vulnerable for an ambush, if Justin and Noelle's presences is any indicator.  "Your dad's in the Cape Cells."
"Thank you Mr. Obvious for being so discreet," Noelle drawls, giving him a dark look.  I think he just lost his pedestal position in her eyes.  I hope so, at least.  A girl can hope, right?  "She's having a really hard time right now, you know?"
"Yeah, but it's why we're here, right?" he says.  "We're doing an intervention or whatever."
"An intervention," I repeat.  "For what?"
"To... I dunno, fix things," he says.  He looks a bit red right now.  Is he embarrassed?  He should be, I mean, seriously, where in the world did he get "intervention" from?  "How long?  I mean, how long has he been in the... cells?"  What was he planning on saying before cells?  Slammer?  Big house? 
"Since I was ten," I say a bit too sharply.  "He got caught on camera taking out a super hero."  I don't look at them as I drop on my bed.  I can't.  "I mean, it's pretty hard for the world to miss a super hero going unconscious and a white guy turning black."
"He turned black?  How?" Noelle asks.
"He doesn't just take their powers, he takes their appearances and their memories and--it just wasn't pretty," I admit, shrugging.  "They couldn't let a guy like that stay on the streets--even if it was an accident.  So... I lost a dad and got tossed into the system, until Collector collected me."
"But--but if he hadn't had that accident he wouldn't have been caught, right?" Noelle says.
"I don't--I mean, I don't think you understand," I admit.  "He isn't... he's not a good guy."
"But neither is Nico, right?  He was in the Cape Cells," Justin says.  "People can change."
"If he knew what would happen, that you'd be separated and you'd only see each other once for the rest of eternity, he would have been more careful, right?" Noelle says urgently.  "You'd still be with your dad now, and you'd not have been caught by that other guy, right?"
"I dunno," I say.  "Maybe?"
"You'd definitely not have been!" she says.  It's pretty clear she's got it stuck in her mind.  "You could convince him that his abilities could be used for good!  Like Nico!  They could--they could use him in the Hall!"
Justin speaks before I do.  "What do you mean, 'she could'?" he asks.  "It's already happened.  It happened a long time ago, when she was just a little kid."
"Yeah... but she's not, now," Noelle says.  I stare at her, the feeling that what she's about to suggest is definitely wrong, or dangerous, or something.  "We could at least try, right?" she says, looking me in the eyes.
"I don't think--"
"You're talking about going into the past?" Justin demands.  "No way--you don't even have your watch, right?  It broke and you got stuck here, in your past!  Who's to say that even if you DID still have the watch, and it worked, that it wouldn't break in the past, too, and you'd both be stuck there?  Or what about the rules?  The time travel rules!  Everyone knows those!"
"Movie rules," Noelle says.  "I mean, I'm in the past right now and nothing's happened!  How do we know that we aren't DOING what we've already done and if you don't do it then you're messing everything up?"
"That's so convoluted," Justin mutters.
"It doesn't matter," Noelle says.  "What matters is that we have the ability, we should at least TRY!  It's just one tiny talk, one tiny little thing that needs to be changed--who would even notice it?  Other than, you know, Morgan?"
Lots of people, I think.  What happens if we change the past?  If I never get captured because my dad is watching out for me?  The zoo kids would probably still have been saved, since Collector still would have gone after Adanna, right?  They don't need me... but...
Noelle doesn't know everything my dad's done.  I do.  There were more lives than just Detriment's that were ruined by Dad.  Like my mom's... and her husband's.  If Dad hadn't done what he did, would they still be living happily together now?  Would they have kids--kids that don't have messed up powers like mine?  Maybe a dog, a little house, all the things I'd dreamed of when I was in the system.
If I was going to go back in time... shouldn't I fix the problem from the very beginning?  Dad ruined Mom's life, long before he ruined mine.  But--but if I did that, I wouldn't even exist now.  But if I didn't exist I would never have been stuck in the zoo, or tossed around like an unwanted doll, or even worry about becoming my dad!  I--I just--
"We need to find a way to get my watch back," Noelle says, jerking me back to the present.  "But I don't even know where it is.  Or if he's fixed it."
"I do," I say.  "I know where it is... but it's not fixed yet."
"Oh.  Well, it shouldn't take too long," Noelle says with a shrug.
"Why wouldn't it?  He said he'd never seen anything like it before," I say, trying to follow her logic.
"Well, yeah, because he hasn't invented it yet," she says as if it's the most obvious thing in the world.  Both Justin and I stare at her.  "What?" she asks.
"Why do you have a watch that Nico invented--or is going to invent?" Justin asks.
"Um... that's not important right now!" she says, blushing brightly.  "What's important is that we figure out how to do this--and we need to do it quick, because once he does get it fixed he's going to bring it to me and I'll go back to the future and nothing will have happened.  Morgan, you know you want to try, at least, right?"
Do I?  No, not what she's planning... but if I got the chance, would I go back and stop him from taking down Mom's husband?
"You do, right?"
"I... I might," I say.  "Maybe."
"Then we need to get that watch."  I shake my head, deciding with that statement that this is absolutely an insane idea.  Absolutely.  Like, so absolutely that I'm too busy freaking out to come up with another word than "absolutely."
"Can't, not gonna happen, no way, no how, just won't work," I say, shaking my head urgently.  "You don't know where it is--"
"But you do," Noelle points out.
"Which is why I KNOW it can't be stolen!" I say.
"Where is it?" Justin asks.  I'd almost forgotten that he's here.  I glance at him, hoping he'll see the reasoning behind my logic.
"At the apartments, in Nico's private lab," I say.  "That means we've got to find a way to get through the campus security, then through the apartment security, then back, then have private time away from Nico's cameras to use the watch--it's way too hard.  I mean, we'd get fried.  Literally."
He frowns and I feel a hint of hope rising.  He's going to say it can't be done--"The zoo trip," he says.  "Remember?  They're going to take us to the zoo sooner or later, right?  That means you'll get out of this one and have time away from the cameras... but getting into the apartments..."
"Aren't you friends with one of the guys that live there?" Noelle asks.
"Yeah?  Aubrey's my best friend," I say.
"Then suggest a sleepover," she says.  "The night before the zoo trip.  Would they let you?"
"Well, maybe... but she lives with Liz," I say.  "There's no way I can get past Liz and into Nico's lab..." but I probably could.  It's not the same as trying to sneak through a force field, right?  But what if I get caught?  Or what if I steal it and Nico hasn't fixed it at all?  Then it'd be useless!  There's too many chances in this plan... but Noelle's right, isn't she?  I mean, she probably won't even be born until I'm an adult and Dad's dead, or something, and I'll never have this opportunity again.
"When is the zoo trip?" I ask finally.
"Saturday," Justin says.  "But this is a really stupid idea--like seriously stupid.  What if you get stuck in the past?"
"Then we'll..." I frown, thinking.
"Go to Nico in that time," Noelle says.  "But we haven't because he would know how to fix the watch now if we had, so we know nothing will go wrong!"
"Again, that's the most convoluted logic I've ever heard," Justin complains, looking from her to me.  "Are you sure about this?  Do you really want to do it?" he asks.
Stop asking me!  If you keep asking me that I'll chicken out!  But I can't say that.  I really wish I could.  Thing is... I was born a super.  I decided a long time ago I would be a hero.  As a super hero my entire life is meant to be spent risking life and limb to save others, right?  That's how I've always seen it, after all.  What's more heroic than saving my own mother?  Even if it does mean I'll never be born?
"I want to do it," I say, looking down.  "I HAVE to do it."
Noelle squeals and jumps onto my bed, hugging me happily.  "This is going to be AWESOME!"
 
***
 
The week seems to take forever, yet pass by in a blink.  I'm pretty sure that the rest of the group has noticed, I mean they're sticking closer than ever.  I've been moved to the center of the group during classes, with Vinny on my right and Ward on my left, with the rest of the zoo kids taking up the other chairs.  I almost feel smothered, really, but I can't say anything about it.  Maybe they know they're about to lose me on some level... or maybe they'll never have had me.  I don't know, I'm as confused by this time travel logic as anyone else is.
"Now," Banshee says from the front of the classroom.  "We all know that tomorrow is the big day.  I realize that this might be difficult for some of you, but I'd appreciate if you restrained from using your powers while at the zoo.  I would prefer self control over asking Nico to put together a dozen or so power blockers.  You will stay with the group, act properly, and not start anything with the norms already there, right?"
"Yeah," the group mutters.
"Especially you would-be super villains," she goes on, looking pointedly at the back row of the other side.  That's the area Max and Jack sit in, I mean, I really doubt she's looking at Trent.  "No fighting, kidnapping, or otherwise causing destruction, understand?"
"Banshee, why are we getting this lecture now?" Max asks.  "Shouldn't this be left for the morning?"
"With a group of teenagers that have super powers I really should have been giving you this speech every morning for the past month," Banshee drawls.  "Now if there's no more questions, I'll let you talk among yourselves."
It's now or never.  Noelle glances over at me and I nod, getting to my feet and heading for Aubrey's chair.  "Hey, can I ask you something?" I whisper, leaning down next to her ear.  She looks up at me with a surprised expression that turns into a brilliant grin.
"Sure!" she says, getting to her feet.  Although she's on our side of the room she's taken to sitting right at the edge, right next to Jack, who's staring at me with a confused expression.  I wonder if he thinks I'll do something to her?  He'll probably try and spy on us, or something, I think darkly.  HE'S the super villain in training, not me!  I am NOT my father!
Er... breathe, Morgan, this isn't the time to get upset about Jack.  Aubrey has my hand and is tugging me away from the desks, so I let her, heading for a corner.  Of course half the group probably has better hearing than ninety percent of the world, but it's still a private conversation.  "What's up?" she asks.
"I was... well, I wanted to ask if..." I start out, suddenly feeling shy.  "I mean, they stuck me with a roommate and it gets a bit..."
"Awkward?" she offers.  "Oh poor Morgan," she goes on, having decided for herself what's wrong.  "Is there something I can do?"
"Well, you know, since we're all going tomorrow anyway... think I could sleep over?  It's been practically forever since we just hung out and talked," I say.
"Like a sleepover?"  I almost have a heart attack as Emily pops into existence next to me.  "That'd be great!  I'm sure Liz won't care at all!" she says.
"Ditto!" Aubrey says irritably.  "You're spying."
"Well, duh," she says.  Ditto is Emily's doppelganger, by the way.  She's a clone of Emily, who's a duplicator.  "That's what I was MADE for.  But it's not like this is really going to stay a secret."
"Are you sure Liz won't mind?" I ask.  "I mean, I did steal her powers once."
"Eh, she don't care," Ditto says with a shrug.  "Besides, Friday night's our movie night, it'll be fun with more girls!"
"Well--you have to promise not to tell some things before you come," Aubrey says seriously.  "You've got to SWEAR."
"Swear what?" I ask, feeling a little nervous.
"That you'll never tell what kind of movies we watch to anyone," Ditto says.  "ANYONE."
"Oh, wow... um..." I lower my voice, "is it something you shouldn't be watching?  Are there like, guys with freaky masks in it?"  Or worse?  Like, no clothes?  My mind is suddenly going places I definitely don't want it to.
The two look at each other and Ditto looks positively evil.  "Swear," she repeats.
"Okay, fine, I swear," I say, holding up both hands.  "Can I come?"
"Yes!" they both say.  I hear Emily call out the same from her chair across the room.  "This is going to be so fun!"
Right.  I really hope I'm wrong about the movies.



 
CHAPTER SIX
"So you've got everything?" Noelle asks as she hands me another shirt.  She's decided that I need help packing.
"If I bring too much tonight they're going to think I'm moving in," I complain as I shove the shirt into my already stuffed backpack.  "That is definitely going to clue them in on this.  Look, we aren't going to be stuck in the past like you were, right?  So it'll just be a night.  I don't want to be suspicious."
"I've been wearing the same two outfits for the past week," she says darkly.  "It's better to be over prepared.  Trust me on this.  You can never have too many clothes."
"Yeah, yeah," I say, fighting with the zipper of the bag.  "I'll just tell them my roommate is insane."
"Really, this is what I get for trying to be helpful?" she demands even as the zipper breaks.  "That's a piece of junk," she adds in defense.
"Right."  I fight with it until the things inside won't fall out and swing it over my back.  "I just hope they don't invite Jack over for these movie nights," I mutter as I head for the door.  Before I reach the knob she grabs my hand.
"Don't forget what you're going there for," she says urgently.  "Get my watch and bring it to the zoo with you."
"I know, I know," I say, grabbing the knob and turning it.  "I'll do it."  I blink as I find myself face to chest with Blackjack.
"Do what?" he asks.
"Do--um--" I stutter.
"Tell Aubrey that I really liked her shirt today," Noelle interrupts peeking around me.  "What are you here for?"  
"I'm here to take Morgan over to the apartments," he says.  "Nico's having a poker night and Liz said that if I wanted into the building I have to bring Morgan.  When Liz tells you to do something it's smart just to do it."
"Why?" I ask. 
"Honestly?  Because of all the capes in the Hall, Liz is the most likely to blow your place up.  I like my place, it's where I keep my stuff.  You coming?" he asks, starting down the hall.  I follow automatically, resituating my bag on my shoulder.  I hear a door open behind me and turn, seeing Justin watching me for a moment before closing his door again.  Why do I feel like he disapproves?  It was half his idea!  The jerk.
"Who's going to be at poker night?" I ask.  What if it's in his lab?  If it's in his lab and they play all night I'll NEVER get in to steal the watch!  Even if it's not in the lab, there'll be who knows how many supers in the room right across the hall, they'll definitely hear me!  I'm so busted--wait, breathe, panicking is a bad idea.  Think.
I've just got to try my best... and if I can't do it that way... I'll do my worst.
We're at the force field before I realize it, and I blink as Blackjack's hand comes down on my shoulder.  For a moment I look at him in confusion, wondering if he's going to ask something--like if I have spare change for his game, but he's got a serious look on his face.  "You're okay, right?"
"What?" I ask.
"Your dad, you know, after going to see him," he says a bit awkwardly.
"Tell me, Blackjack, WHY were you picked for dorm manager duty?" I ask him.  "Cuz it's clearly not for your great ability to comfort teenagers."
He drops his hand.  "Yeah, yeah," he mutters.  He looks embarrassed.  "I... ah..."  He hesitates and shrugs.  "I'm going through a divorce.  It was good to get out of the house," he says simply. 
I'm a bit shocked.  No, not just a bit.  "You're married?" I yelp.
"Not anymore," he says.  "Or should I say I won't be anymore?"
"To who?  Is she another super?  Do you have kids?" I ask as we leave the dorm and head for the apartment.  "No, if you had kids they'd be here, right?"
"She's a norm," he says.  "And so is my son.  He's your age, but he's never shown any signs, so..." he shrugs his shoulders.  "Capes... we don't have the easiest of family lives," he adds, looking at me.  "You know that."
"You couldn't tell by looking at Trent's family," I mutter.
"Ken's an alien," Blackjack says so seriously that I almost believe him.  What?  It's not that rare to find out that a cape is from another planet.  I'm pretty sure Superior was.  "I have no idea how he does it."
"The whole happy family thing?" I ask.
"It's probably because he's married to a cape," Blackjack admits as we reach the apartment building.  "She knows exactly what he's doing and going through.  But I honestly thought we'd... nah, this isn't something you discuss with a kid," he interrupts himself.  "But just so you know, stick with capes, Morgan.  Sure you're still likely to get hurt, but it won't be over not seeing what's important in life."
I wonder, I think as we head into the apartment, which one of them doesn't see what's important.  I don't know anything about healthy marriages, nor do I plan on ever getting married, so it's a useless lecture for me, anyway.  Especially since if I pull this off... I'll never be in the first place.
Wait, does that mean since I'm here that I don't--didn't pull it off?  Man I'm confused.  I'm about to chicken out, right here.  I mean, I like living and I love my Dad, cuz, well, he's my dad, but I don't want him messing up Mom's life or getting stuck in the cells or--my head hurts.
"LIZ!!" I hear Emily bellow from the stairway.  "MORGAN'S HERE!"
"BRING HER UP!" I hear Liz shout from above.
"DO YOU HAVE TO YELL?" I hear someone else bellow.
"YES!" both Liz and Emily yell back.  I feel a hint of laughter try to escape, even though I'm going through a serious problem right now.  What?  It's not like I can figure it out, I'm not a genius.  I just have to try, then see what happens.  Besides, focusing on that right now is stupid.  First I have to get the watch back before we can do anything at all.
I look up as Emily grabs my hand, dragging me up the stairs.  She's wearing pajamas and carrying a stuffed blob thing.  "Um, was I supposed to bring a pillow?" I ask.
"Nah, we got plenty," Emily says with a grin.  We stop on one of the higher levels and head down the hall, going through the door without knocking.  "I brought Morgan!"
The sight in front of me is shocking, to say the least.  Aubrey, Emily (my Emily must be Ditto) and Liz are lying on a giant pile of blankets in the middle of the floor, surrounded by snacks and stuffed creatures.  Weird looking stuffed creatures.  I look at them blankly, tugging my bag closer and feeling that this might be stranger than I thought.
"Come on in!" Liz says cheerfully.  She's got pajamas on, a pair of fluffy yellow pants and a t-shirt that has a picture of a yellow rat thing on it.  "Did the girls tell you the rule for movie night?"
"No telling what we watch?" I offer.
"Good.  Grab a blanket and take a seat," she says.  "We've got an anime marathon to start!"
Ditto grins at me and holds up her toy so I can see it.  "Ditto," she says, as if that explains the blob.
"Yeah, I sortta figured you were."
"No, this is Ditto, too," she says.
"Right."  Makes perfect sense.  Not.
"Morgan!  Come sit with me, we're going to start the first movie!" Aubrey calls, waving me over.  "I got popcorn!"
 
***
 
I have cheesy music stuck in my head and I'm surrounded by sleeping girls and Liz.  Liz is just as bad as a teenage girl, I've found out.  She likes cartoons, eats way too much junk food, and does prank calls in the worst possible way.  Like she called Taurus at one in the morning so Aubrey, Emily and I could sneak into his room while they were on the phone and raid his fridge--then she complained to him when we came back empty handed (because his fridge was empty).  Basically, I'm pretty sure she's crazy.  But fun.  That was definitely fun.  I'm glad, since I was sort of worried about Aubrey living with a stranger.  But now it's three in the morning, my mouth tastes strange, and I am so exhausted it's not even funny, but I've got work to do.
I slip out from under my blanket and look around, certain that one or all of them will hear me, and walk as silently as I can to the front door, almost having a heart attack when the doorknob squeaks slightly.  I glance back, but no one's moved, so I slip through the door and into the hall.  I head for the stairs, careful to step slowly, testing for creaks with each step.  This place is old, you know?  Even with tiles on the floor it could be creaky.  I'm forgetting something...
Oh, right, to breathe.
The stairs.  I let out a sigh of relief that the door to the stairs is propped open and head in, still moving as silently as I can.  I wish I could fly.  If I could fly this would be so much easier, and less stressful.  When I get to the top floor I take a moment to lean against the wall and take a deep breath in.  Almost there.  It's just a little down the hall and to the right.  I can do it.  I don't hear the poker game going on, so hopefully it's already over and everyone's gone to bed. 
Creep, creep, creep, more creeping, there, I'm at the door.  I reach up, my hand brushing the knob briefly.  The door swings open.  I let out a sigh of relief--too soon.  The moment I look into the room I see Nico sitting at the table on the computer monitor side, his feet kicked up on it as he watches all the various monitors.  I can see a pointer moving in a different way on each screen, but his hands are propped on his stomach as if he were watching a football game.
I can't do it.  I absolutely can't do it.  I slide to the ground next to the door and try and come to grips with the fact that I'm going to fail.  I'm going to fail and maybe it'll be a good thing--
Sound starts.  I turn, daring to peek into the room and see what's on the computer monitor.  It looks like a youtube video, with a heavyset guy on the screen.  "Look, we've all seen the press release about Technico," the guy says.  "But they didn't go nearly deep enough.  I've been doing research on this since I was a kid--Technico is--"
I can't listen to this now, I need to take advantage of the big mouth!  I get on my hands and knees and crawl into the room, unconsciously listening to the video even as I try and pass the back of Nico's chair undetected.  "Look, there aren't any technopaths other than Technico around right now, so most people won't know this, but Technico isn't just your run-of-the mill technopath!  Most technopaths can't fly, they aren't buff, either, and that he's Firefly's brother?  I'm thinking he's related to one of the big names--no, the BIGGEST name.  I think he's related to Superior, maybe a long lost nephew or cousin or whatever, but look at these pictures--"
I can't see the pictures.  I turn my head and look, only seeing a quick glance of cape before the pictures are put down again.  Wait, not here to watch, here to GET a watch!  I start crawling again, slipping behind the middle table of the machine parts section of the room.  It's a little safer here, I think, letting out a silent breath.  You know, I've mentioned that Nico is pretty awesome before, right?  Well, from the opposite end of the job, he's really, seriously, scary.  I mean, what if he's the shoot first, ask questions later type?  I could be dead any moment here!  What in the world was I thinking coming in while he's in here?
I almost run into the leg of the table that Noelle's watch is on.  I hold my breath, staring in shock at the wood right in front of my face.  Okay, enough thinking.  Too much thinking and I'll definitely get caught.  The room goes silent and I almost jump out of my skin.  I hear a rustling noise from Nico's direction, then another person starts speaking.  He's found another youtube video on him.  How many people are blogging right this instance about him and his press release, anyway? 
Oh, forget it, I think, getting to my knees and grabbing the watch.  Time to get out of here before I get caught.  I don't breathe until I'm slipping back into Liz's apartment and sliding under my blanket again, the watch clutched in my hand.  I've got to get some sleep, tomorrow we're going to the zoo.
 And the past.
 
***
 
I am so exhausted that I can't see straight, yet here I am, dressed in an outfit that I'm half sure matches, okay, not sure at all, standing in a parking lot and waiting impatiently for the line in front of me to get in this big black and silver bus so we can go to the zoo.  Aubrey yawns loudly from behind me and I feel her head thump against my back and stay there.
"I think she's asleep," Emily says, yawning as well.
Sure enough I hear a faint snore from behind.  "Yeah, she's asleep," I agree dryly.  "Wish I could be."  I reach down and pick up my backpack just on the off chance that I'll get to step forward.  I can't help but glance around, checking on all the others.  There's Noelle.  She's standing to the side of the line talking with Justin.  I can't help but wonder what they're talking about, especially when both of them turn and look straight at me.  "Um... can you take her?" I ask Emily, starting for the two.
I don't even glance back to make sure she's got Aubrey before crossing through the group and walking up to Noelle and Justin.  "Did you get it?" Noelle hisses the second I get close enough.
"Yeah, I got it," I whisper, glancing around to make sure no one's listening.  This isn't the place to be discussing it, I know.
"I still say this is crazy," Justin mutters, turning to look at me.  "You shouldn't do this.  You have no idea what's going to change if you do."
"I've got an idea," I say, feeling my face get hot.  I hate being accused of being a moron, which is practically what he's doing.  The worst part is he might be right.
"Where is it?" Noelle asks, looking at my wrists.
"In my bag," I say.  "Enjoy the night without me?" I ask a bit louder.
"It was definitely quieter," she says, matching my tone.  "I mean, the lack of snoring was amazing."
"I do not snore!"  I blink as Justin grabs my arm, tugging me away from Noelle.  "What?" I demand as he glances around with a worried expression.
"I think you're letting her influence you way too much," he says, digging a pair of ugly glasses out of his pocket and putting them on.  They're followed by a hat that's seen better days.  Honestly, now that I look, he's dressed terribly.  He looks like a walking advertisement of what NOT to wear.  "You don't need to do this--I know you miss your dad, but... time travel, it's dangerous, right?  You could get caught and experimented on, or you could get stuck in the past, or--"
"If I do, won't you be better off?" I ask.  "We both know we don't like each other.  I'll finally be out of your way."
"I don't DON'T like you, I mean, sure you're annoying half the time, but that doesn't mean I want you stuck in some time warp!  Don't do this, Morgan," he says, looking urgent.  Honestly, though, in that outfit he looks more constipated than urgent to me.
"You look like a moron," I have to point out.
"I don't want people recognizing me," he mutters, turning a bit red.  "But we're not talking about me!  We're talking about--"
"Alright, alright," I hear Nico call from behind me.  I turn to look at him.  He doesn't look like he's been awake all night--that is SO not fair.  A large man in a dress shirt and a pair of slacks steps up next to him, earning a strange look from Nico.  "Excuse me," he says to the group of kids.  "Something we can do for you, Mega?"
"Call me Robert," Mega says.  I've never seen Mega out of uniform before, he looks pretty boring in the typical super hero way.  Square jaw, narrow eyes, dark brown hair cut in a typical business style.  "I'm the vice principal, aren't I?"
"In theory," Nico drawls.
"Well I figured I would make sure this little trip goes smoothly," Mega says.
"Fine," Nico says.  "Kids, Bob here is going to be one of the adult supervisors.  Now, on to more important things.  Banshee already gave you the speech once, right?  No killing, maiming, or using powers where norms can see.  Morgan, you have your bracelet?" he asks me.
I dig through my pocket and pull it out, showing him before slipping it on.  "Good," he says.  "Start it up, you might accidentally bump into someone.  Nice glasses, Justin."
"Shuddup," Justin mutters, looking even redder than before.  "Going into the public was your idea."
"Yeah, yeah, well what are you waiting for?  Everyone in," Nico says, motioning the line to start into the bus.  I fall into the line, heading into the bus and looking around.  I half expect to see Jack sitting next to Aubrey, but the seat is empty and she's waving at me, now awake.
"Come sit with me!" she calls.
I glance back at Noelle, who's getting on the bus just now, and head for the empty seat.  "Where's Jack?"
"Jack can't come," she says.  "He sticks out too much."
"Yeah, he would," I say.  This could be the last chance I get to spend some time with my best friend, so I don't feel guilty for being happy he isn't coming.
"So... is there something you're not telling me?" she asks, turning to look at me with a little grin on her face as if something big is about to be announced.  I don't think so.  I mean, she would definitely try to stop me if I told her I was about to go into the past.
"Like what?" I ask.
"Like about that little scene with Justin!" she whispers.  "Are you two dating?"
I stare at her blankly.  "What?"
"He literally pulled you away from everyone, and he looked embarrassed, he was confessing, wasn't he?"
"Confessing what?" I ask, still completely blank on where she's going.  She groans.
"That he likes you?" she offers, as if it's an obvious fact.
"Justin doesn't like me," I say.  I'm not sure where she's getting this idea from, and it worries me a bit.  I reach up, touching her forehead.  "You didn't get sick from lack of sleep or something, did you?" I ask.  "You don't have a fever, but you can never be sure--"
"I'm not sick," she says.  "But you're oblivious."
"Oblivious to what?  Something that's clearly not there?" I say, shaking my head and facing the front again.  I feel like someone's watching me...  I glance up, looking at Mega, who's standing at the front of the bus.  Nah, it wouldn't be him.  I'm just feeling paranoid right now.  At any moment Nico's going to accuse me of stealing the time travel watch, or I'm going to look so guilty that someone actually asks what I'm about to do--
"Oh, it's there," Aubrey says.  "Which one of us has a boyfriend, huh?  You or me?"
"What does Jack have to do with this?" I ask her blankly.
"I'm better at reading guys!"
I stare at her.  "Really," I say dryly.  "You really just said that when you're dating a walking telephone pole."
"He's not a walking telephone pole!" she protests.
"I saw Sunny trying to put a sign on his back with a magnet the other day," I say.  "About a garage sale."
"It worked, too!" Sunny calls from the front of the bus.  Holy crap, he heard us?  How many people are listening to this conversation?  Is Justin?  Oh man, oh man, I REALLY hope not.  Seriously, he'll never let me live it down!
"You don't even have a garage," Max calls from across the aisle from him.
"So?  I can still sell stuff!"
I lean forward, resting my forehead on the seat in front of me and trying to disappear.  I feel someone tap me on the back of the head and I glance up, seeing Noelle looking down at me.  "You okay?" she whispers.  "You're ready for this, right?"
No.  Absolutely not.  I force a smile.  "Sure, I'm ready for this."  I feel a hand take mine and I glance back, looking at Aubrey.
"I know," Aubrey says, "that this is going to be hard on the group.  It--it's not easy seeing anyone in cages after... you know.  But I just--" she looks like she's going to cry.  I can't believe I honestly forgot the big problem about this trip.  I was so busy thinking about myself and my own problems that I forgot how a trip to the zoo might affect the zoo kids! 
"It's okay," I say, tightening my hold on her hand, grateful that I don't feel her powers this time.  The bracelet is working.  I get up on my knees in the seat and turn to face the seats behind me, where the zoo kids are sitting.  "Guys?" I ask.  "You okay?"
Ward looks a little pale and Carla looks close to tears, but Vinny is reading a cooking magazine with his feet kicked up in the seat next to him.  "We're fine," he says.  "I was thinking of grilling tonight, maybe make hamburgers.  Anyone interested?"
I see their faces.  First most of them look shocked, a bit offended, that he's taking it so easily, then Lance speaks up.  "I want chicken!"
"Grilled chicken?" Vinny says thoughtfully.  "Doesn't sound bad.  Who's up for grilled chicken tonight?"
"Can we grill corn on the cob, too?" Carla asks, her expression lightening at the thought.  "I LOVE grilled corn on the cob!"
"Sure, why not?" Vinny says, which is nice of him because he usually argues with Carla about everything, especially sides.  "We'll do some baked potatoes, too."
"It sounds great," I say, relaxing as they relax.  I want to remember this minute, this scene.  The group working together to face a problem.  I feel a little smile pull at my lips.  I'm glad that no one skipped because of bad memories.  Maybe Aubrey was right about doing this.  Maybe--
The bus pulls to a stop and I turn around, watching as Nico stands in front.  "Stay with the group," he says.  "If you need to go to the restroom or anything like that, tell one of the adults.  And as we've said several times already, don't use your powers, got it?"
"Got it," we call back when he seems to be waiting for a reply.
"Good.  Now, let's go."  He steps off the bus and we all stand, waiting for our turn to exit.  How are we going to find enough privacy to use the watch?  From the sound of it, we won't even be able to go to the restroom without an adult super there!  I look at Noelle, who's standing right in front of me, but I can't ask.  I just have to play it by ear.
 
***
 
Why is Mega here?  The question is stuck in Nico's mind on repeat.  Why is Mega here?  He's never shown interest in the school.  Sure once in a while he'll show up, but never more than for a few minutes to put his two cents in.  That he volunteered to oversee a day long trip to the local zoo, making sure a bunch of teenagers don't try and feed the smallest kid to the lions, well, it doesn't sound like Mega.  Especially when Mega has even been slacking on his cape duties because of the movie thing.
So why is Mega here?  Nico assumes it's to keep the cape brats from messing up, but even that's not enough motive for an egotist like Mega to come for a full day thing.  If anything he would usually lecture Nico for a few minutes about making sure they behaved and go on with his life.  Instead the cape in question steps off of the bus and stands to the side, watching each of the kids closely--and staring at Morgan.
Was it because of the trip to Cape Cells?  It has to be, Nico realizes.  Mega's worried that she was influenced by Shawn and wants to make sure she behaves.  But... he finds himself wishing abruptly that he understood human thoughts as well as he does computers.  Something still seems off about that conclusion as well.
He glances at the rest of the school staff, nodding to Banshee.  Without a word the adult capes shift their places, moving in a casual circle around the group and chatting with whatever kid is closest.  It's only Mega that hasn't moved, he notices.  "To the back," he says to him.
"The back?" Mega repeats.
"Move to the back of the group," Nico clarifies.  "Make sure we have no stragglers."  Since when has Mega needed clarification on things like this?  "You feeling okay?"
"Fine," Mega says, looking at the back of the group.  "Just fine," he adds before heading for the back of the group--right behind Morgan.  Nico almost curses himself for that oversight.
 
***
 
"So what did you watch last night?" Vinny asks.  I'm surrounded by zoo kids, all of them silently walking in a mob, with the more vulnerable ones inching to the center of the group.  It's no wonder that Vinny's on the side nearest the animals, it IS a wonder that Carla's decided to walk right next to him--although that might just be because I'm behind them.
"I promised I'd never tell," I say, glancing around.  We're walking past the otters right now, and they don't seem that unhappy to be behind a clear wall.  I hesitate, though, when I see Carla glance over at them.  She looks torn, as if part of her wants to go closer to see the animals play while the other part of her wants as far away from the plastic wall as she can get.  It's going to get worse, though, I think as I look to where the adults are leading us.  Those polar bears are definitely going to be behind glass.
"Hey," Vinny says abruptly.  "What's fluffy skirt doing back here?  Slumming?"  The entire group looks at Noelle, who's walking beside me.  
"Oh yes, I'm slumming," Noelle drawls, rolling her eyes.  "Like I know anyone in this time OTHER than you guys.  By the way, Vinny, your underwear are showing," she adds, pointing at his colorful boxers.
"That's FASHION," he says, looking self conscious.  He's probably fighting the urge to pull his pants up right now.  I give you odds.  He doesn't usually dress like this.
"So you show off your man panties on purpose?" she asks blankly.  "And people think MY fashion sense is weird."
I hear most of the group choke and Carla starts laughing out loud, earning a dirty look from Vinny.  "What?  She said man panties!" Carla says.  "That's funny!"
"They're boxers," Vinny says.  "You've got boxers in the future, right?"
"No," Noelle says straight-faced.  "I still wear panties in the future.  What kind of weirdo do you think I am?"
"Not YOU, you!  I mean--there ARE boxers in the future, right?  We aren't all stuck in real man pa--whatever they are, are we?" he asks, looking worried.  This is probably the most worried I've ever seen him lately, and it's over underwear.  Needless to say I'm trying really hard not to laugh.
Noelle has this positively evil look in her eyes as she looks back and forth.  "Okay, I'll tell you a secret about the future," she says in a quiet tone, making everyone lean in.  "I'm not supposed to tell ANYONE this, got it?  So keep it to yourself.  In the future, guys wear--"  She leans forward, cupping her hands around his ear and whispering something I can't hear.
Vinny goes pale. "You're kidding, right?" he says as she pulls away.
"I dunno, do you think I am?" she asks.
"Morgan, tell her to stop trolling me!" Vinny says.  The entire group, even the apartment kids in the front, burst out laughing.  A little grin pulls at Vinny's lips, even though he's the butt of the joke.  At least everyone's calmed down.  I watch him for a second and he gives me a full grin.  He did it on purpose.  Maybe he's not as callous as I assumed.  That's good, since he'll be the leader in my place.
We head for the polar bear enclosure, stopping at the glass window and peeking inside.  Neither of the polar bears are in the grassy area, so we have to move over and avoid bumping into a dozen little kids and their mothers to see the rock and pool area.  A huge polar bear is doing flips in the water, where he comes up right against the wall and shoves off with paws bigger than my head.  The group seems to have forgotten the problem with the glass walls and are exclaiming over how huge he is.  I feel a hand grab my wrist and glance up, looking at Noelle, who nods.
I hesitate, looking behind us.  Mega is standing there, his arms crossed over his chest, a slightly bored expression on his face.  "Hey, um, can we go to the restroom?" I ask him.
"In a bit," he says. 
"Okay," I say, turning back to the glass.  I'm thrown off guard at the sight of Justin looking straight at me.  Man those glasses don't do a thing for him.  He looks so stupid.  Wait, why's he looking at me, anyway?  I look away from him, staring at the polar bear instead.  "What's his name?" I ask curiously.
"Who, Justin?" Noelle asks.
"No, the polar bear," I say.  "He's got a name, right?"
"I dunno," she says.
"Alright, there's more kids that want to see the bear, so let's get moving," Nico calls from the door leading into the building part of the polar bear area.  We follow him and I bump against a ten year old kid.  For a second I stare at him, then I realize nothing happened.  I can't begin to say how grateful I am for the bracelet.  I let out a little breath, relaxing as we step into the building.  The group spreads out, looking around curiously and looking at the televisions hanging in the corners.  
"Keep moving, keep moving," Nico says, waving us forward.  He's staring straight at me, with a strange expression.  Does he know?  Has he figured it out somehow?  I mean, he's got techno abilities or whatever, doesn't that mean he can locate machines without even seeing them?  He's probably figured out that the watch is in my backpack-- "Mega," he says abruptly, "keep up."
I turn, looking behind me at the cape in question.  He nods but doesn't reply.  Is there some sort of bad blood between the two guys?  I mean, Nico was once a super villain and Mega's a super hero, so there probably is.  That might be a good thing, since it'll keep Nico preoccupied.  We step out of the building and start down a path.  I look up as Justin pulls back, letting most of the group walk past.  He slides in next to me, a rather hunted look on his face.
"I swear one of those ten year olds recognized me," he whispers.  "She was staring at me the entire time we were standing there."
"Maybe she was just terrified that something like you went out in public," I drawl.
"She's got a point," Noelle says.  "You look like a cartoon version of a nerd.  Even real nerds don't look like that, do they?" she says, glancing at me for confirmation.
"I've never seen it, but we're not exactly going to a normal school," I say.  "I mean, the closest we get to a nerd is Max, right?"
"I heard that," Max calls from the front of the group.  "How am I the closest to a nerd?"
"You're the smartest in the group, that makes you a nerd, right?" Sunny says a bit too cheerfully.
"I say Sunny's the school nerd," Max declares.
"He's not smart enough for that title," Adanna declares.
"Adanna!" Sunny complains.  "I thought you liked me!"
"Yes, but I'm not blind," she says.  "You have to be smart to be a nerd."
"That's stereotyping," Trent declares.  They're just going on, cracking jokes like that, while the zoo kids hang back and listen.  I can practically see my group's thoughts.  They don't exactly know how to deal with this situation.  The lines are trying to blur, especially when the apartment kids spread out, moving to the sides of the group.  "What about you, big guy?" Trent asks Ward.  "Who do you think the nerd of the school is?"
Ward looks at him, a hesitant expression on his face.  "Dunno," he says after a moment.  "Vinny?"
"I'm not a nerd," Vinny protests.  "Although nerds make good money when they're adults, so does it really matter?"
"He's got a point--if we weren't cape brats," Max says. 
"If you need to go to the restroom, this is the place," Mega interrupts as we reach two buildings.  I glance up at him, feeling his eyes on me, then nod.
"I need to go," I say quickly, heading for the restroom sign.  Noelle is quick to follow, even as the others head into the buildings to see what's inside.  I look around the restroom, leaning down to see under the stalls before turning to her and shrugging off my backpack.  "I got it.  I don't know if it's fully fixed, or what, but I got it," I say as I dig the watch out from the bottom.
She takes it, looking at it with a frown and turning it around.  "It looks fixed," she says hesitantly.  "We just need to change the date... it's like this--"
"Wait," I say, grabbing her hand.  "You need to know the right date, right?"
"It's six years ago," she says.  "Right?"
"No," I say, squaring my shoulders.  "It's eighteen.  I want to go back eighteen years."
"What?"
We both look up as Justin steps into the girl's bathroom, staring at him blankly.  "Hello, girl's bathroom?" I point out when he doesn't even bother to look ashamed.  "You're a boy."
"I don't care," he says.  "I've decided.  I'm not going to let you do this, it's stupid and dangerous."
"Eighteen... years... I think it's like this..." Noelle says as she fiddles with the watch.  "Yeah, this looks right, I think--" she yelps as Justin crosses the room and grabs the watch.  "Hey!  We're going to--"
I grab the watch from Justin, but he won't let go.  We start to struggle for the watch and I feel my grip shift on it, bumping into a button.  "No--" I hear Noelle say.  I see her reach forward.
Then she's gone.  The world is spinning around me and Justin.  I feel like I'm going to throw up.  That button I bumped?  I think it's the start button.  Wish I'd noticed that before.
 



 
CHAPTER SEVEN
Noelle takes a step back, staring at the place where the two had just been standing.  She glances up as she bumps into someone large and hard.  She expects it to be Nico--she knows he must have sensed that--but it's not.  "Me--Mega?" she asks in confusion.
"Good," the man says with a look of satisfaction.  "I was hoping that would work."
The door bursts in and Nico stands there, a look on his face that quickly turns to rage as he sees Mega just standing there.  "What happened?" he demands.  "Where's Morgan?"  He grabs Mega by the shirt, lifting him off of the ground.  "What did you do?" he demands.
"They--Justin and Morgan--they used the watch," Noelle says, childhood instincts kicking in.  "Grandpa Nico, stop, he didn't do anything--"
"Grandpa?" Nico repeats, turning his attention back to Noelle for a mere second.  It's all the time Mega needs to slam his fist into his stomach and send him flying backwards through the wall of the bathroom.
"It's too late for you to interfere, Nico," Mega says, stepping through the hole he just created.  "They're gone.  And you can't change what's already happened--well, YOU can't.  I can," he goes on, reaching into his pocket and pulling out a very familiar looking watch.
Nico gets to his feet, digging a hand into his pocket and pulling out a mask, which he slips on with an irritated look.  "Who are you, really?  I was starting to wonder when I caught you in front of the statue, now I know I should have trusted my instincts."
"Who do you think I am?" Mega asks with a crazed grin before launching himself at Nico.  He runs straight into a fist.  It slams into his face so hard that a cracking sound comes from his jaw.  The sound makes Noelle feel sick to her stomach, but it's far worse looking at the face.  It shifts, turning into a different one, then another, all in a blink of a second before it returns to Mega's.  The imposter Mega looks at Nico, grinning insanely.
"Mimic," Nico says, his eyes widening.  He slams a fist into the man's stomach, sending him flying through the air.  "Noelle!" he shouts, turning to her.  "Get out of here!"
"I can't leave you!" she says.  "This is all my fault!  I talked Morgan into going into the past!  I'm sorry!  I should have listened to you--"
"I SAID TO GET OUT OF HERE!" he bellows, taking to the air and rushing straight into Mimic.  They crash into a display, then through the display and into the ground below.  People are starting to notice, rushing forward with cameras to record the supers out of uniform brawling.  "Give up, Mimic," Nico snarls to the man he's got pinned by the throat.  "You know you can't beat me, no matter whose powers you're using."
"You're wrong, Nico," Mimic gasps out.  "There's one power I can use that'll take you down."
"Whose?" Nico demands.  Too late he realizes his own mistake.  He should have never touched Mimic's flesh.  He stares at the hand on Mimic's neck, then collapses, falling limply on top of the man that now looks exactly like he does.  The man flips them both over faster than eye can see and presses his hand to Nico's face.  Nico begins to shift, changing into Mega.  It won't last very long, but it doesn't need to.
"Now, then," Mimic says, getting to his feet.  For all appearances to the norms, Nico won and is right in front of them.  "Let's see..."  He looks around, seeing all the cameras and shocked looks on norm faces.  His hand comes up and every camera in the area explodes.  "That's handy.  Now..." he says, looking over at Noelle, who's glued to the place she's standing at.  "To take care of the evidence."
 
***
 
*The ????*
 
I feel sick.  Seriously sick, to the point where the moment we hit solid ground I find myself dry heaving.  I don't even realize where we are until I feel Justin grab my shoulder and shake it.  "Wh--what?" I demand, trying to get my breath back.  He just shakes my shoulder again, and I look up at him, wondering why he isn't speaking.
I expected to be outside.  I mean, I don't know why I expected that, but I definitely didn't expect to be in an all white room with... a... glass... wall.
I look up as I hear someone move, staring in shock at the man that's in the room with us.  It's my father.  He looks as stunned to see us as I am to see him.  "Mor--Morgan?" he asks, taking a step forward.
"Where are we?" Justin demands.  "Who are you?  How do you know Morgan?"  He gets to his feet, moving between me and Dad.  
"We're... we're in the Cape Cells," I say slowly, pushing myself to my feet.  "But--but we set it for eighteen years in the past--I think the watch is broken," I admit, grabbing it from Justin's hand.
"I wish I had time to ask questions," Dad says.  I blink as he appears right in front of Justin.  "But the alarms are about to go off."  He presses his hand to Justin's forehead and grabs the watch from me at the exact same time.  It won't work--he's wearing a collar and a suit--but even as I tell myself that he turns to the glass, opens his mouth, and screams.
The glass wall shatters into a million pieces and Dad races out, leaving me with Justin and no explanation for what just happened.  I look down at Justin, fearing the worst.  I know what Dad can do to people--but he's groaning.  "He stole my voice," he mutters, getting to his feet.  "I hate when that happens!"
"You're awake," I say, impulsively hugging him as I drag him to a standing position.  "Now we gotta go."
"What?"
I can hear footsteps racing for the cell, and I know that if we get caught we'll have a lot of answering to do.  I don't know what to tell them.  I grab his hand and run through the hole, racing down the hallway and for the nearest door.  I haul him in behind me, looking around.  We're trapped.  It's some sort of computer room, with lights flashing all around.  The only exit is the one we just came through.  
"What are we doing?" Justin demands.
"We just helped a very dangerous man escape the Cape Cells," I hiss.  "If they capture us, we'll be stuck in a cell just like the one he broke out of.  We NEED to get out of here--"  I look around, searching for something that might stop the alarm.  There's a flashing red button on the computer panel and I race for it, hitting it.
The alarm stops.  I'm not sure why the alarm stops, I'm just grateful that it did.  "Where are all the humans?" Justin demands.  "I heard them earlier--"
"This is Mimic's area," I say, trying to breathe.  "That means there aren't any humans in direct access to this part of the cells.  There can't be." 
"Who is that guy?" he demands.  "Why did he know your name?"
I tap on the computer, trying to find a blueprint of the building to get a way out.  "He's Mimic, AKA Shawn Matkey.  My father."
"Oh."
 
****
 
"Mastermental, there's been an incident at the Cape Cells."  The tone is calm, as is Double M's reaction.  He leans back in his chair, reaching forward only to tap on his mouse twice and bring up a hologram in front of him.  For a moment he watches the two teenagers in the image, then taps again, bringing up another image--where Mimic should be.  He catches it just in time to see the man disappear.
"Patch me into Maximum, please," he says.  "Actually, no, get me Jack."
"Jack?"
"Oh, right, you're new.  Get me Cold Steel."  He can sense her shock, but says nothing, just waits for the call to go through.  It will take a few moments, he's sure, while the girl tries to figure out just why they have Cold Steel on speed dial in the first place.  He waits, turning off the alarms in the Cape Cells and informing the guards of what happened as she tries to get ahold of Cold Steel.  It'll take a bit for that, as well, Double M knows.  Calling either of the Liberty boys during a meal time always means you have to wait, but finally the call clicks through.
"Double M," Jack says with an amused tone.  "What's up?"  He's still chewing on something as he speaks, Double M notices.  "New assistant?"
"Why yes, she is, actually," Double M says.  "But that's not why I called.  I need a small favor, Jack, before things get out to the public."
"Say the word."
"Break into the Cape Cells for me, would you?  I have a few idiots to get out."
 
***
 
"Don't make a sound," I whisper, creeping to the door of the machine room.  I heard footsteps out in the hall just a few seconds before.  Someone's out there.  But maybe if we can work together to take the guard down, we can steal his badge and use it to get out of the Cape Cells.  Once out of the Cape Cells we need to...
To what?  Go to school?  I'm not sure we're in my time right now--in fact I don't have a clue what year this is.  It can't be when we were supposed to go, because Dad wouldn't have been in the cells.  And telling what year it is by how Dad looks is impossible.  I have no idea how he ages.  He could look the same way he does a hundred years from now, for all I know.  Supers are known to age gracefully--or more like, impossibly.  
"Your dad just mugged us," Justin whispers.  "Your DAD--"
"Shush!" I say in a harsh whisper.  "Can you hear them?" I ask after a long second of listening.
"They're running away from this direction," he says.  The alarms start blaring again and I jerk, jumping to my feet and heading for the red button.  This time, though, when I push it, nothing happens.  The alarms just seem to get louder.  I hear the sound of crashing--the building is starting to shake.  Anything not bolted down starts falling to the floor.  I hear a loud creaking noise above my head and glance up just in time to be tackled by Justin.  The light that had been hanging from the ceiling crashes right where I was just standing.
"We need to get out of here," he says, dragging me through the door before I get the chance to protest.  "Whoever's doing this is way stronger than I want to deal with," he adds as we race down the hall.  There's fallen light fixtures littering the hall and we wind up jumping or running around them.  It takes up precious time, but it's a good indicator of where the front of the building is.  This place is a maze.
"That way," I say, pointing to the hall that has more debris.  "That's towards the front!"
"I'm looking for the backdoor!" Justin says.
"How are we to know there even IS a backdoor?" I demand.  "This is a prison, remember?  For capes!"
"Every building has to have fire exits!" Justin says, only to grab me and pull me to a stop.  Somehow we've made it to the front of the building--or what's NOW the front.  There's a massive hole right in front of us and the bodies of guards--both norm and super--are scattered among the rabble.  I really hope they're just unconscious. There's only one person standing right in the middle, facing us and smoking a cigarette.
"Is that--" Justin whispers, trying to haul me into hiding.  It's too late, I realize as the man looks straight at me.  I--I can't believe it.  I'm just standing here with my jaw dropped open as he tosses the cigarette to the ground, grinds it with his foot, and crosses over to loom over me.
"Ja--Jack?" I ask.  But this isn't the Jack I remember.  He's gotten bigger.  He's got broad shoulders and a dangerous look--well it would be dangerous if he wasn't staring at me in shock.  It's almost funny, or it would be if I wasn't trying to figure out what in the heck had happened to him.
"I don't believe it," he says.  "I knew it was somethin' strange, but--it's a MINI MORGAN!" he exclaims, bursting out in laughter and--to my complete shock--grabbing me in a massive bear hug.  "I thought you were in Africa!" he says, picking me up off my feet and swinging me around.
What.  The.  Heck?
"LET GO OF HER!" Justin bellows.  He's gotten his ability back, but it doesn't even budge the man holding me.
Jack goes still, looking over at Justin, then holding out a hand to the right.  A metal pole rips out of the ground and flies over, twisting around Justin all on its own.  Jack walks over, grabbing the metal that tied up Justin and picking him up with one hand.  The other arm is wrapped around my waist, still.  I can hardly squirm in the hold, it's so strong.  
"Time to go, kids," Jack says, walking over to a metal surf board and stepping on.  He acts like we don't weight a thing.  I yelp as we rise into the air, and, to my complete mortification, wrap my arms around Jack's waist and hold on tight.  What?  You try flying through the air on a slab of metal with no wings, or more importantly, no walls!
"You just broke into the Cape Cells!" I yell as I glance up to see him grinning.  It's worse for Justin.  Justin's barely on the edge of the surfboard, being held by the bar of metal.  "The entire Hall is going to come after you!  Are you INSANE?  Why did you do that?  You've gotten even crazier with size!"
"Not the entire Hall," he says.  "They gave up on doing that years ago.  Just Trent.  Or maybe Max, if he's not busy.  Either way it's worth it.  Now, I'm figuring you two weren't shrunk, so, what, time travel?" he asks, tilting the board to change directions.  We're practically sideways hundreds of feet above the ground, I think in terror, gripping onto him tightly.
"I think I'm going to puke," Justin mutters.
"You always were a sissy, Justin," Jack says, straightening again.  I can see a large metal building in the distance.  That's new.  But something else is new, too.  The sky starts to get dark, rapidly getting to the point where I can't see anything at all.  Jack lets out a curse and we start heading downwards.  "We gotta land," he says.  "Hold on, I'm doing this blind," he adds, tightening his hold on me.
"What's going on?" I demand.  "Is it the Hall?"
"Does it feel like Trent or Max to you?" he asks as we hit the ground.  He grunts and sets me down.  "Find a spot, sit down and close your eyes.  If anything happens just tell yourself that it's all in your head," he orders sharply, pushing me away.  I run into someone, feeling metal at my fingers.  Justin.
"Who is it?" I demand.
"Just do what I told you to!"  I hear his foot hit the ground, then nothing.  It's like all the sound has been cut off.  The pitch black silence is terrifying, but nothing compared to when the screaming begins.  Wind starts whipping around us and I grab onto Justin tightly.  But it's not the wind that's screaming.
I think... it's a man.
 
***
 
Jack lets out a curse, mentally noting that the kids are behind him and Ace is... Ace is... hell if he knows, he admits.  Somewhere in the area.  This little obsession that the illusionist has with him, well, for the most part he just deals with it, honestly.  It had taken him a bit of digging to find out who the guy was and why he kept choosing him as a target, but once he had...
"Listen Ace!" he bellows, cupping his hands around his mouth.  "This isn't the time!  I swear I'll play with you later--"  Wrong word, he thinks as the world flashes in front of his eyes and a man races straight into him, wielding a sword.  The sword slices through his coat only to hit his arm.  The steel on Jack's skin warps, shifting out and forming a two foot long metal spike sticking out of his forearm.  "I mean I'll FIGHT with you later," he grits out, blocking another strike with his newly made spike.
"DIE!" Ace roars.  But it's not the swordsman shouting.  The swordsman is another illusion, which means--Jack twists, spikes rising from his back and ripping through his trench coat to stop yet another sword attack.
"I've got KIDS here, Ace!" Jack bellows, cutting the head off of one illusion swordsman.  The body shifts into shadow and disappears.  It'll be back, of course.  None of the attacks on the illusions ever hurt Ace, as far as Jack can tell.  "And Trent will be--"
The world beneath his feet starts to shake, ripping apart and sending him plummeting into the gaping hole that just opened.  Jack curses and holds out his hand, calling his steel surf board.  It's too late.  He hits the bottom of the hole, grunting as his breath is knocked out of him.
"Jack!"  He can hear Morgan calling his name, but he hasn't got the breath to reassure her.  If she is from the past, she's probably from the time she hated his guts, right?  So why does she sound so worried?
"Jack," a different voice says as the air swirls in front of his eyes, forming into Ace.  The man is about his age, thin and wiry, with long, matted black hair and shadows under his eyes.  "Jack," he says again.  "I'm going to kill you this time."  There's a hint of desperation in his voice that he can't hide, even as he brings his hands up, holding a dagger in two tightly clutched fists.  "I'm going to kill you and it'll all be over--"
Jack groans, only to stare in shock as Morgan comes into view behind the other male, her hand held out.  "No--" he starts out, starting to shove Ace off of him.  But it's too late.  Her hand presses against the back of Ace's neck--
And the world goes completely still.  The sky clears, the wind calms.  Ace's eyes roll back into his head.
"What..." Morgan says as Ace collapses on top of Jack.  "What is he?" she asks.
 
***
 
*The Present*
 
"So what," Banshee says with strained patience, "exactly happened?"  They're back at the dorm, having grabbed all of the kids and ran off off before people could start asking questions.  "Nico, where is Morgan?  And Justin?  And Noelle!" she demands, moving in front of him.  "What did you do to Mega?" she goes on, pointing at the unconscious man on the couch.
"0100110101--" Nico says, only to stop and scowl.  "I mean," he says slowly, "Mega lost it.  All of a sudden he was--"
"Mega has never 'lost it' in his life," Banshee snaps.  "And if he did, it definitely wouldn't have something to do with kids!  What.  Exactly.  HAPPENED?" she demands again, getting right in his face.  "You swore you weren't going back to being a super villain--"
She stops abruptly, glancing over at the kids that are watching this entire thing.  Aubrey is crying, Vinny looks ready to kill, and the others are right in the middle--except for Zoe.  Zoe is staring at Nico with a confused expression.  But she lives with the man, right?  Of course, Banshee has never heard him speaking in computer language--binary, she thinks it's called--but she assumes that it's just a normal--
Is it normal?  Something seems... off.  About his voice, she decides.  His inflections.  "Nico?" she asks, her tone calm.  "You're the principal, so tell me what you think we should do."
"I'll take Mega somewhere where I can keep an eye on him until he wakes up," Nico says.  "Then I'll find out what he's done with the children."
"You can keep an eye on him here," Vinny says, getting to his feet, his lighter in his hand.  "And when he tells you what he did with Morgan, we'll go and get her."
"You don't need to--"
"You're an outsider," Vinny says coldly.  The rest of the zoo kids move behind him even as his hair lights up all on its own.  It's the first time he's been able to do that without a lighter, but he doesn't even seem to notice.  "You don't know us, we don't know you, and we don't trust you, either.  We want Morgan back, and we'll be the ones to get her back."
The group is large, but no threat to Nico.  Banshee lifts her hand, about to tell them to calm down, but stops when she sees Zoe and Sunny look at each other then stand.
"Dad," Zoe says, looking at Nico intently.  "DAD," she repeats when nothing happens.  Nico looks at her, finally.  "Aubrey should check on Mega.  He's been unconscious for too long."
"Aubrey?" Nico repeats.
"Of--of course, I should have thought of that--" Aubrey says, practically running across the room and pressing her hand to Mega's chest.
"Wait--" Nico says, but it's too late.  Aubrey's hair starts floating around her and her dark blue eyes turn white, glowing faintly.  He curses and takes to the air, racing at speeds so fast that the furniture is thrown against one wall--and he's gone, leaving them staring at the door that's barely hanging off of a hinge.
"What just happened?" Vinny asks finally.  His hair's out, but he hasn't even noticed it yet.
"Ban--Banshee?" Aubrey says, worry clearly evident in her voice.
"What, Aubrey?"
"There's no one here."
"What?" Banshee asks.
"It's not Mega.  I think... I think this is Nico, but... he's not here, either," Aubrey says.  "Like... his spirit.  His body's alive, but his mind... it's like a computer set on sleep mode.  It's--I can't explain it any better than that."
"But--then who was that?" Carla asks, pointing at the door.
"A shapeshifter," Banshee says.  But she can't think of someone with those abilities strong enough to take down Technico.  "I'm going to call Mastermental, you kids--"  But half of the group is gone already, chasing after the fake Nico.  Banshee curses, racing after them.  They have no chance against someone like that.  They're all going to get themselves killed.
 
***
 
He has his powers, Mimic thinks as he reaches the panel and presses his hand to it.  His body is a perfect copy--which is proven as the exit opens and he steps on each of the lit footprints, so why is it he was caught so easily?  And why is it that he's having such a hard time actually USING Nico's memories?  It's practically impossible!  Seeing into Nico's thoughts is like staring at a wall of numbers and letters that don't line up--in fact they float around and through each other, so even if Mimic DOES start to recognize a line it's rapidly overlaid with another--
He grunts and trips over himself as he gets out the exit, turning just in time to see the kids reach the force field.  He has to get out of here.  It's either that or attack children, which will get the Hall on his back so quick that his already spinning head will drive him insane.  So he jumps into the air and takes off, because flying is one of the few things he knows how to do in this body.  It's forming complete sentences that's hard.
Seriously, how does Nico live with this?
 
***
 
*The Future*
 
I find myself staring at the sleeping Ace, just sitting here next to him, staring.  "We need to leave, Morgan," Jack says.  He's standing there with an impatient expression, his metal surfboard under his arm.  Justin's been released, finally, but--
"We can't just leave him here!  The Hall is going to be here any second!" I protest, getting to my feet and grabbing the thin man on the ground.  He weighs more than he looks, I notice as I get him off the ground.  And he's tall--far taller than I expected.  In fact he reminds me of someone--
"If we take him with us, he'll just start it all over again," Jack says.  "And the Hall isn't coming--don't even think they are."
"Of course they're coming!  We just broke in and out of the Cape Cells and--and released a very dangerous guy!  They're going to be here any--"  I stop, looking into the air in stunned silence.  The Hall surrounds us, floating in a circle over our heads, looking way more dangerous than I've ever seen them in pictures.  "Ja--Jack--"
"Do you have your bracelet?" Jack demands, grabbing my wrist.  "Where is it?"
"I--I don't need my bracelet right now, we need to LEAVE!" I bellow, trying to jerk free of his hold.  
"Hold it!" Mastermental says.  "We've got you surrounded, so put your hands in the air--"
"Morgan!" Jack says, shaking me.  "Stop imagining the Hall!"
"I'm NOT IMAGINING THE HALL!" I bellow.
"You are!"
"Where do you get off--"
"Because Mastermental's retired!" he snaps at Justin before Justin finishes.  "He's taken a desk job--there's no way he'd be out here hunting down a single cape!  Especially one that he sent in the first place!"
The Hall disappears and I stare at him blankly.  "What?"
"Can we discuss this at my place?" Jack demands, leaning over and picking Ace up.  "Put your bracelet on," he orders.  I nod, digging through my pockets and pulling out my bracelet.  "Put it on the strongest level," he adds.
"How do you know so much about my bracelet?" I ask, pushing the controlling charm a few times before slipping it on.
"This might come as a shock," Jack says, waving his hand.  A plate of steel shoots out of the ground and he steps onto it, motioning us to come over.  "I keep these around the area just in case," he adds as we climb on, "but like I was saying, you and me?  We're friends in this time.  What, with you being my wife's best friend.  You've got your own apartment at the steel palace."
"Wife?" I repeat blankly.
"Aubrey," he says as the plate takes to the air.  "You had to see it coming, right?  I mean, we're dating even in your time, right?"  He looks over, grinning at me.  "I'm not that bad a guy, you know, even if I play one in the photo-op game."
I stare at him, wondering who kidnapped the Jack from my time and replaced him with this guy.  "I always expected her to come to her senses," I mutter finally.  I dare to glance around this time, only holding onto Jack's shirt as we fly through the air.  "How are you doing this, anyway?"
"I'd like to know that, myself," Justin says, not touching either of us but looking rather pale.  "I didn't know you could fly."
"I can't," Jack says as the large, evil castle looking building looms ahead of us.  "But I can make metal fly, which is just as good."  He lands the sheet of metal in front of the castle and picks Ace up again.  "I think it's time to shut up, though.  Telling you this stuff might mess up the past, right?"
"The past is already messed up, I think," I admit, feeling guilty.
"Yeah?  How?"
"Because I think my Dad went back in time.  And... I think we're stuck in this."  I feel a little sick to my stomach at that fact and find myself holding the bracelet that's keeping my powers--Ace's powers--in check.  "I need to talk to Nico," I say.
"I wish you could," Jack says.  "Problem is, nobody's heard from Nico in months."
 
***
 
*The Present*
 
Traveling by internet is distracting.  It's the main reason that Nico still hasn't allowed Zoe to access the internet even by computer, he thinks as he dodges yet another firewall and slips into the Hall database.  He needs to find Liz.  Or possibly Mastermental.  Mastermental would be good.  The only problem is, he thinks as he pauses in one of the machines, ever since they realized he's been hacking the database they've put up tiny little traps throughout the system. If he goes too fast he'll be caught.  If he's caught the norms will find out what's happened.  Even if they are black suits, they still might panic at the idea of a Cape Cell escapee with Nico's S Class super powers. 
He'd jumped ship as soon as he felt his consciousness leaving.  A sense of guilt is still gnawing at him--he'd left his kids alone with Mimic, including his (and this still messes with his head) granddaughter, who knew exactly what had happened.  But in this form he can only do so much.  He absently tweaks the computer system he's sitting in, speeding it up before he leaves for the next one.  Neither Double M or Liz are using this one.  
He stops in the next one, looking over the history and trying to figure out why anyone would want a history overview of the last--he stops, realizing too late.
"Is there a reason you're in my computer, Nicolas?" Superior asks.
Nico turns, reluctantly appearing in the monitor.  For a long moment he just stares at his father.  "I'm looking for someone," he says.
"You've found someone," Superior says.  "Unless you're lying and using the Hall computers for your own benefit."
"Yes, Father, I'm breaking into the Hall computers in the middle of the day for absolutely no reason.  Would you tell me where Double M is or not?" Nico demands, feeling like a rebellious teenager all over again.  "I've got a situation on my hands and I need his help."
"You need help," Superior repeats.  "Pathetic.  I thought you were better than that, Nicolas."
"My name is NICO," Nico grits out.  "Not Nicolas--and I'm wasting time arguing with you," he mutters, turning to leave.
"Tell me what's going on.  I'll fix it," Superior says.
"You never fix anything, you just finish things," Nico practically yells.  "I don't need you--I haven't needed you in over thirty years, I don't need you now--"
"Why did you come in this way?"
Nico goes still.  "Superior," he says quietly, shoving his own emotions down.  "Have you even met my kids?"
"Of course I haven't.  I've been stuck in this room having history shoved down my throat for the past two weeks.  Hardly time to meet the family."
"Well right now my kids are in danger--my granddaughter is in danger.  I don't have time to waste on you!"
"You're wasting time right now," Superior says, standing.  "Tell me who I need to go after and the problem will be solved."
"You always--" Nico starts out, only to stop.  He hates the man, but personal feelings all too often got in the way of logic.  The problem is that even his logic is saying it's dangerous--as much as Mimic needs to be taken down before he causes more problems, who's to say that Superior won't take him down permanently? Can he really let Morgan's father be killed by his own? "Fine," he says.  "I need you to find Mega--not the man that might look like him, the REAL Mega."
"The man that might look like him?" Superior repeats.
"The real Mega is unconscious right about now, and most likely hidden in this area--I think," he says slowly, "that I have an idea of where and when it happened, too."
"And where and when would that be?" Superior asks.
"In this building, about a week ago.  I think he came up the elevator shoot," Nico says, his virtual hands fisting at his sides.  "It happened while I was here.  He was in the building and I didn't even notice.  I let this--"
"So somewhere in the vicinity is an unconscious super hero," Superior says.
"Yeah.  See if you can't reboot him."  Then he's gone, jumping to another computer and leaving Superior standing there.
"Reboot him?"
 



 
CHAPTER EIGHT
*The Future*
 
"You should say something."  The sentence makes Justin jerk, staring at the steel covered man that looks far more dangerous now than he remembers him being--or he would look more dangerous if he wasn't lounging in front of a massive hologram game system playing what looks like a kid's monster raising game.  They're in the "Steel Palace" as Jack calls it, which is really just a regular (although huge) house with an intimidating front view and metal walls.  Okay, not completely regular.  Morgan is in the bathroom, leaving him here alone with Jack.  Joy.
"Say what?" Justin asks, staring at the 3D dragon waiting for a treat.  "Isn't that a kid's game?" he asks.
"Yeah, it's my kid's game, but it's still pretty awesome, don't you think?" Jack says, reaching out and patting the virtual dragon.  "Zoe developed it.  But I'm talking about Morgan."
"What about Morgan?" Justin says, looking to the bathroom instinctively.  She's been in there too long.  He's starting to get worried.
"You never did in my past, you know?  Even though it's pretty obvious, looking back on it," Jack says.  "You like her."
"I thought you were supposed to keep your mouth shut about this kind of stuff," Justin growls.
"I'm a bad guy," Jack says shamelessly, tossing the dragon a virtual fish.  "I can ruin history if I want.  It's practically in my charter."
"It's not any of your business.  Seriously, I thought you'd turn out a lot different," Justin complains.  "Cooler.  Way cooler."
"Is it really cool to be one of those brooding dark super villains that aren't ever happy?" Jack asks seriously, looking over at Ace.  The black haired man is sound asleep on a couch, snoring as if he hasn't slept in years.  He probably hasn't.  "Tormented for one reason or another?  Think it's cool, huh?  Honestly, it seems more disturbing than anything else."
"What changed you?" Justin asks, looking at him closely.  "Seriously, what changed you?  You're definitely not like this in the past."
"I was starting to be," Jack says.  "Do you know who my dad is?  Not the guy whose genes I used to have.  My REAL dad."
"What, America's Son?" Justin asks.  "Like that--"
"It matters," Jack says, glancing up as the front door bursts open.
"COLD STEEL!" the bellow echoes through the entire building.  "What in the heck were you thinking, breaking into the Cape Cells??  The entire world is expecting me to drag you in, now!"
"Sup, bro?" Jack says, getting to his feet.  Justin turns, staring in shock at the man standing in the doorway.  He's huge, and looks exactly like--"America's Son?" he says.
"Liberty," Trent says, then stops, doing a double-take.  "Justin?  When'd you get back from tour?  Wait, forget that--when did you shrink?"
"Time travel," Jack says.  "Mini-Morgan's in the bathroom."
"I... does this have something to do with the Cape Cells?" Trent asks.
"That's where they popped up.  Double M sent me to fetch," Jack says.  "Justin, get Morgan and head down that hall right there, would you?  We need to make this look believable, which is a bit dangerous for kids."  He holds out his arm, making a fist.  Two spikes of steel shoot out of his forearm, well over two feet long.  
A snort sounds from the couch before Ace sits up, rubbing his eyes.  "What just--"
"You brought ACE here?" Trent yelps.  "Are you insane?"
"Well... Crap," Jack says, staring at the man in question.  "Coulda sworn he'd sleep longer than that."
 
***
 
Nico's missing, Dad stole the watch, Jack isn't Jack--but is--but--I don't know what to think.  He's got to be in his thirties, but it's hard to tell with supers, remember?  If I'm right, we've gone eighteen years into the future, where I'm in Africa right now, doing who knows what, and when I'm in America I'm staying here in an apartment in a guy's house--the guy I can't stand the most, but am friends with--
I might be having a panic attack right now.  I mean, it's not something a super in training should have, but I can't seem to stop myself.  My head is spinning, I feel queasy, and the floor seems to be shaking beneath my feet.
Wait.
I look at the things on the counter--they're shaking too.  It's not me, I realize as someone starts pounding on the bathroom door.  The floor IS shaking.  "Morgan!" Justin bellows through the door.  "Trent is here and they're going to fight--but Ace--Ace woke up!"
The light over my head flickers, swinging back and forth before going out entirely.  It's not just the light, though, the entire room is pitch black.  I grope for something to hold onto as the room shakes in earnest.   "Is this Trent, Jack or Ace?" I bellow.
No one responds.  I run my hands over the walls, searching for something--a door handle--when all of a sudden a form appears in the restroom in front of me.  "Little girl, you shouldn't be here," Ace says.  He's all I can see, his pale white face almost glowing in the darkness.  His expression is changing, though.  At first it's a dangerous, intimidating expression, but now--now he looks plain stunned.
"I--" I start out.
"Morgan," he says, much to my shock.  His arms wrap around me, but all I feel is a cold brush of air as he hugs me.  "Morgan--"
The door bursts open and Trent (I think it's Trent?  He's wearing the same outfit, or something like it) grabs my arm.  "Let her go, Ace," he says.  "She's not from this time, she's off limits."
Ace disappears in a flash of smoke, leaving me staring up at Trent.  "Who is Ace, really?" I ask.  "How does he know me?"
"He's..." Trent hesitates a second too long before someone slams into him, sending them both flying into the wall.  For a second I think it's Jack attacking him, but it's a funny way of attacking, since his back is to the other man.  They both look a bit dazed after hitting, before Jack curses and gets to his feet.  
"Ace!" he bellows.  "You need to calm down, man!  CALM DOWN!"
"You have Morgan!  You have her and I need her!"  Ace's face appears all around us, large, small, floating in the air in a creepy manner.  It's like being in a house of mirrors.  "She was gone, but now she's here--"
"MORGAN ISN'T GOING TO TAKE YOUR POWERS, ACE!" Jack bellows.  The entire building starts to shake again, but this time the walls are rattling, pulling apart.  "I'm sick and tired of you trying to chicken out!  Trying to take the easy way out!  Man up, Ace!  You can still be saved."  That last line has a tinge of sadness to it, and I find myself looking at Jack's face.  He's honestly hurting right now.  "You can still be saved," he repeats.  "It isn't your powers that are out of control--"
"Jack," Trent says, touching Jack's arm.
"It isn't your powers," Jack repeats, shrugging off the hand.  "It's your mind."
An eerie laugh echoes all around us.  "You're one to talk, Jack.  You're the one destroying everything--the Cape Cells, your own home--"
"Ace," Trent says, stepping forward.  "You need help.  I'll call the Hall--"
"No!"  It's like a hurricane sweeps through the room and I can literally feel him leaving.  The room is suddenly lit again and I can see where all the walls have been distorted by Jack's powers.
"He left," Trent mutters, running a hand over his face.  "Why does he keep coming after you, anyway?" he demands of Jack.  "What did you do to him?"
Jack looks at the walls, sighing and holding out a hand.  They flatten again, returning to their original places.  "It's a long story," he mutters, glancing around.  "Where's Justin?"
"What?" I ask, looking around as well.  "He was just here--"  I start for the front room, looking for him.  "Justin?  Justin, it's over now, he's gone!" I call.
"He's gone," Trent says.
"That's what I just said--"
"No.  Justin.  He's gone.  Ace must have taken him."
"How do you know that?" I demand, turning on him.  "How can you possibly know that he's not just hiding somewhere--"
"I would hear him," Trent says.  "I've got decent hearing and this place tends to echo even the smallest of noises.  Don't worry, though, we'll get him back--and get both of you back to your own time."
"How do you know that?" I demand, feeling the faintest bit of hope and quickly shoving it back down.
"Because if you get stuck in the future you can't be here as an adult, right?  Morgan's in Africa right now, right?" Trent asks Jack.
"Yeah, she's helping out with the schooling situation and working with a special case that came up down there," Jack says.  He pulls out his phone, typing in a short message and waiting impatiently for a reply.
"Morgan, I want you to stay here with Jack, I'll go get Justin back--" Trent starts out.
"No," I say.  "It's my fault that he's here, all of this is my fault.  I'm the one that needs to go get Justin."
"Got my reply, she's still there," Jack says, pocketing the phone.  "And Morgan, you can't go after Justin."  We both turn and look at him as he lets out a sigh and runs a hand over his face.  "I should probably start from the beginning, huh?" he says, looking at us both.  "Why Ace hates me and why he's intent on getting Morgan--either of her."
 
***
 
*The Present*
 
He can't keep this form for much longer, Mimic thinks as he lands in the abandoned building in the zoo.  Nico's power is great, sure, and the shape is close enough that he isn't having a problem with it, but the memories--he can't handle the memories.  It's like being in a tornado.
"Let me go!"
It doesn't help his headache that the little girl's voice is so high pitched, he thinks darkly as he looks over at his hostage.  This empty part of the zoo had seemed the perfect choice for keeping her until he came up with a use for her, but she's more annoying than he'd thought.  "Shut up," he growls, crossing the room and glowering down at her.
"I have to use the restroom," she says in a surly tone.  "And I'm freezing.  You might not have noticed, but it's not exactly spring out there and this place doesn't have a heater."  Her teeth are chattering and she looks a bit blue.
"Aren't you a cape brat?" he demands.  "You're supposed to be tougher than that."
"I am!  I'm just--I don't have my powers yet," she says, shivering almost violently.  "I'm harmless, so let me go!"
"I don't think so," he says.  His head is killing him.  Every time he wants to say something he has two versions of it running through his head, along with a diagram of any and all machinery that he might pass by.  The watch, especially, is practically shouting at him because he's still carrying it around.
"Who are you?" she demands.  "Who are you, really?  I know you're not Technico!"
Yeah, he thinks, letting the shift fall, he can't pull off Technico.  He doesn't even notice the girl staring at him as he drops down on a rock, taking a deep breath and trying to get his mind straight.  "What IS he?" he mutters, rubbing his temple.
"Who--who are you?" she asks again, her eyes wide.  "You're--you're--"
He looks at her finally.  "Do I look like someone you know?" he asks.  
She swallows loudly and looks worried.  "Are you... um... are you Morgan's dad?"
"You know my daughter?" he asks.  Then he frowns.  "I should have brought her with me," he admits, shaking his head.  "I'll just have to go back and get her later--after I've fixed the problem in this time."
"She's my--this time?" Noelle asks, turning pale.  "Aren't you FROM this time?"
"I'm from the future," he says, as if that should intimidate her.
"My watch," she says, struggling against her ropes as hard as she can.  "You've got my watch, don't you?  GIVE IT BACK!"
"I see," he says, things clicking into place.  "If you don't have powers yet, you got this from someone that does, didn't you?" he asks, pulling the watch out.  "And the only ones that could make something like this are the Superiors, right?  So which is it?  Nico?  Or I heard he has a daughter--what was her name... starts with a Z..." he says.  "Well, whatever, if you're important to one you're important to the other, now aren't you?  That makes you useful to me."
"My grandfather will SLAUGHTER you," Noelle snarls, jerking at the ropes that bind her.
"I've already taken care of Nico, little girl--"
"I'm not talking Nico," she says.  "I'm talking Mastermental.  You are SO DEAD--"  Her rant is ignored as he stares at her, taking in just how dangerous a bloodline she comes from.  The child of Nico's daughter and Mastermental's son--
"I see," he says, standing abruptly and walking over to place a hand on her head.  "You need to be dealt with more carefully," he finishes, holding up the watch and pressing the button.
It's like they were never there.
A few seconds later a man appears in the middle of the abandoned area.  He looks around, curses, and kicks the rock that Mimic had been sitting on.  It shatters.  The man looks at his watch and pushes a button.
He disappears as well.
 
***
 
"It happened about a month or two after I woke up," Jack says slowly.  We're sitting in the front room as if Ace doesn't have Justin.  A part of me wants to say that the story can wait until we get Justin back, but another knows I need to know what I'm dealing with.  "I started as a working cape the same week I woke up, practically--I had no choice--but people started calling the Hall about me, parents of up and coming heroes in training."
"They wanted to get their kids' names out there," Trent says.  "Jack was the perfect super villain to go up against, since the entire community knew that he was actually under the Hall's control.  He was a Cape High kid."
"I did a few of those, faked a few falls for the tougher ones, wiped the floors with the kids that had no business being in uniform," Jack says, grinning slightly at the memory.  "Nico told me I could," he adds.  "He had it all lined up and charted.  It was fun.  Plus he oversaw it like he used to oversee you and Max's battles, at least on my side.  We figured nothing big would come of it, really... except there was this one chick that wanted to fight in a club.  We tried talking her out of it but she cheated, dragging me into this night club to show off her powers to a bigger group.  Thing is, Ace was there."
"I have a theory who Ace is, but I'm not sure," Trent admits.  "You know, don't you?"
"Yeah," Jack says.  I found out after he started launching attacks on me.  Look," he says, glancing at me, "I terrified the guy at the time.  He was going through a rough time, and... well, you almost get killed when a metal coated teenager bursts into your club and try not to have nightmares.  And when an illusionist has nightmares, so does everyone around him."
"Blackjack," I whisper, my mind flashing back to that little talk we had on the way to the apartments.  "He's Blackjack's son."  I knew he reminded me of someone!
"Yeah, he is," Jack says.  "But nobody knew Blackjack even HAD a kid back then--"
"I did," I say.  "I mean, I do.  But Blackjack swore he was a norm--they're going through a divorce right now, and he's going to leave his son with his wife, I think--"
"He's not a norm," Trent says.  "He's a Specialized S class.  More powerful than Blackjack ever was, actually."
The room is silent for a moment as I let that fact soak in.  "But if this happened already and I didn't go find him--why won't I go find him?" I ask them both.  "It's what I WANT to do with my life!  I don't care about fame or a costume or anything like that--I want to save kids!"
"I don't know," Trent admits.  "Maybe it didn't happen in our past... or maybe you forget?"
"I doubt it," I say.  "I mean, this is definitely not something that's going to be forgotten any time soon."
"You never mention it, though," Jack says.  "Maybe... there's a chance Double M wipes your memory.  I mean, since you knowing the future probably isn't that great an idea, right?"
I stare at him.  "You got a permanent magic marker?" I ask, getting to my feet.
"What?  Why?"
"Just get me the marker."
 
***
 
"We ready?" Jack asks as I step out of the steel palace and into the light.  "I had to call Aubrey and tell her to take Jason to your place," he adds to Trent.  "Hope you don't mind."
"It's fine," Trent says. 
I look at him, wondering if I'm right in thinking he's married to Emily.  He probably has kids, too.  Blackjack's words flash back into my mind and I wonder if just assuming that both of them are happy in their marriages is naive.  Then again--
"Emily's there," Trent says, seeing me looking at him.  "But you saw that coming, didn't you?"
"Is it easy?" I ask, flushing as I hear the question even though I'm the one that asked it.  "I mean, being married and a cape... Blackjack said that only a few capes can manage it.  Like how nobody knows what happened to Max's mom or--"
"It's not easy," Jack says as he steps onto his metal surfboard.  "I want to send you over to Aubrey and Emily, but I doubt you'll stay there, will you?"
"If it's not easy then how do you make it work?" I ask, stepping onto the board behind him.  "I mean, even norms get divorced all the time because they have other things that--that make it hard to stay together, right?  But you're both super heroes.  Doesn't that mean you have to put your jobs first?"
"Morgan," Jack says with a hint of amusement, "you grow up to be the poster child for single heroes, and in some fifteen years of living in what could conceivably be called our basement, you never once asked either one of us this, so why are you asking now?"
I grab hold of his shirt, not knowing what to say about that.  He glances back at me.  "Everyone makes their own decisions in life.  It's up to them to find a way to live with them, and if you can't live with the decisions you make, you probably shouldn't have made them in the first place, right?  My biggest decision was to go to Star Born--it almost got me killed.  Everything since then?  Well, I see that stuff more like... opportunities to prove I'm alive and I'm dealing with my choice."
"So being married is..."
"The best opportunity I've had," he tells me.  "Sure we got problems, she's working for the Hall, I'm a super villain, our kid is starting to develop metal spots, and I can't exactly go out and do the shopping, but we work through it.  You help," he adds, much to my surprise.  "When you're home you help out with a lot of things, on top of everything else you do. Far as I'm concerned, you're family.  Like a sister. So even if you DO get your memory wiped, try and remember one thing."
"What thing?" I ask when he goes quiet for a moment.
"That regardless of how much you might hate me in your time, I NEVER hated you. And after I got used to you, I always had your back.  I never told anyone about your dad, you know?  I even beat a few guys after the school got larger when they started talking about it."
I'm dumbfounded, even as he goes on, "Sure it was annoying when you kept giving me crap about dating Aubrey, but you were still her best friend.  That meant, to me, you were someone I had to watch out for--as in 'avoid when you were on the rampage', sure, but also seriously watch out for."
I feel guilty.  I never thought of Jack like that, I was certain that the entire school would learn about my dad from him--but they hadn't, had they?  He hadn't said a word.   They found out from me.  So... had he really been hiding my secret?  It'd happened so quick that I never even thought about it.
"You never told us why Ace is obsessed with Morgan," Trent says.  He's flying alongside us. 
"Ace, far as I can tell, ran into her one time and she took his abilities in self defense.  Thing is, that let him sleep.  I don't think the guy gets much sleep at all if you consider how intent he is on getting her."
"Why doesn't he just take a sleeping pill?" I mutter.  "I'm not a night light, you know!"
"If an illusionist has a nightmare, it tends to come real," Jack says.  "Did Blackjack ever have nightmares when he was living in the dorms?"
"Not that I know of," I say, picturing what could have happened.
"That's because Blackjack was trained from childhood, I bet.  He should have trained his kid, but like you said, he thought he was a norm.  Another factor is what's IN the mind," he says.  "Dad always says that what's in the heart comes out in one way or another.  In Ace's case it's a literal fact."
"So how do we find him?" I ask, looking around.
"Look for something that doesn't seem quite right," Trent says.  "He's an illusionist but he's an exhausted one.  He's probably hiding in plain sight."
"What does he need Justin for?" I demand.  "Justin isn't responsible for any of this and he can't help him sleep, either!"
"I would say... bait," Jack decides.
"For what?"
"You."
 
***
 
Justin stares blankly at the run down club's stage, wondering why he's there.  "Hello?" he says, looking around.  The place is falling apart.  There's a massive hole in the wall and scattered pieces of tables and trash all over the floor.  The stage itself can barely be called a stage anymore, with holes in the wooden floor and fallen lights and speakers.  It's a complete wreck.  "Anyone here?" he calls again.  "Anyone at all?"
He doesn't know how he got here. One moment he's pounding on Morgan's door, the next he's in this place.  It's creepy, and he's almost certain that it has something to do with the guy they picked up on the way to Jack's place.  WHY had he just watched as they took the guy with them?  Seriously, it's so easy to get dragged into Morgan's pace--even Jack had said they were going to leave the guy one moment then picked him up the next!  All because Morgan wanted to bring him along!
"I absolutely do NOT have a thing for her," Justin mutters, stepping over a piece of rubble and heading for the kitchen.  Maybe if that guy does live here there might be food in the fridge, right?  Right now Justin's feeling the fact that he hasn't eaten in some eighteen years.  Okay, sure he should be panicking right about now, but honestly, it's WAY past the panic point.  
"For who?" a voice asks from behind him, making him turn.  Ace stands there, a crazed gleam in his eyes.
"Who?" Justin repeats.  "For Morgan.  Everyone seems to think I like her, but they're wrong.  She's annoying.  You should stop trying to grab her or whatever, you'll just make your life more difficult.  Not only does she make everything harder than it should be, she comes with a whole pack of guys that are annoying, too."
"Who are you?" Ace asks.  "You look familiar..."
"Justin," Justin says, turning back to the fridge and opening it.  "I'm Justin.  And since you kidnapped me you've got to feed me, right?"
"Why... why are you so short?" Ace asks after staring at him for a long moment.  "And scrawny?"
Justin grits his teeth at the question, pulling out a half gallon of milk before replying.  "I'm from the past," he says finally, starting to search for cereal and bowls.  He finds something that looks like a bowl in the cabinets.  "I'm seventeen, okay?  I'm going to get taller."  He hopes.  It's alright to be 5'10, he admits, but being surrounded by adult capes over the past few months has made him feel exactly how Ace described him--short and scrawny.  
"You shouldn't be in this time," Ace says.  "If you run into yourself from this time it could destroy both of you, taking out the town--"
Justin turns, staring in shock as he sees a man appear.  The man has a white and blue uniform with a guitar slung over his back.  He's heading straight for Justin.  "Wait!" Justin says.  "Time out!"
The man ignores him, reaching forward--
Justin curses and waves a hand through the illusion.  "Quit it, you're creeping me out."  Ace lets out a laugh, which he stops abruptly.  The look on his face is shocked and confused.
"I... don't usually..." he starts out, frowning. 
"Usually what?" Justin asks, going back to making his cereal.  He could rightly be in the room with a psychopath, but he doesn't feel like he is.  Then again, he's always sucked at reading the atmosphere.  
"Laugh," Ace says.  "Usually I can't control what comes out--you know--I'm talking to a kid about this," he mutters, groaning.  "This is ridiculous."
"Why didn't you go to Cape High?" Justin asks abruptly.  "You're what, the same age as Trent and Jack, right?  So you should be in Cape High."
"Because Blackjack's in Cape High," Ace says darkly, turning and walking away.  The conversation is clearly over, leaving Justin to stare at Ace for a moment before digging into his bowl of cereal.  The milk tastes a little off, but not so much that it stops him from eating it all.  Justin's never gotten food poisoning in his life, regardless of what he ate.
"They're going to come here," he says.  "You probably shouldn't have brought me to your home."
"This isn't a home!  This is my lair of justice!"
"There's a fold out couch in the corner," Justin points out a bit too bluntly.  "You're living here, like a hobo.  How often do you talk to people?  Norms, capes, it doesn't matter."
Ace looks at him, then drops down on a tattered looking chair and flips on the television, not answering.  The news comes on and the room darkens as images of Jack breaking into the Cape Cells flash over the screen.  "He's evil," he growls, his hand fisting at his sides.
"He did it to get us out," Justin says, walking over to see.  "Mastermental sent him."
"Wh--what?" Ace asks in shock.
"We accidentally got sent into the future--and into the Cape Cells," Justin says, shoving his hands into his pockets.  "We thought we'd get stuck in the Cape Cells forever, but then Jack came, broke in, and got us out.  Not everything is how you see it on TV, man," he adds, glancing at Ace.  "Far as I can tell, when it comes to capes, NOTHING is how you see it."
"You of all people should be the last to defend Cold Steel," Ace says sharply.  "You two hate each other!"
"Sure," Justin says.  "But I've got plenty of reasons to not like the guy--I KNOW him.  You know how annoying he is?  The first time we actually talked he threatened to shove my head down a toilet!"
"See?  He's--"
"So I got his cell phone number and started calling him in the middle of the night to play my song, Lover Lover," Justin says, grinning evilly.  "It took me a bit of work to find out what the problem was, or I would have started doing it earlier."  Ace stares at him, getting an evil grin in return.  "It's hysterical.  He starts cursing and swearing my hair's going to turn blue from being flushed so often.  If I could get ahold of his phone I'd absolutely change the ringtone.  I'm still figuring out how to do that one."
"And he doesn't do anything?"
"Sure he does," Justin says.  "I'll be the first to admit that it's not that bright to fight with a metal controller--one time when I had to pee really bad I realized he had somehow solidified my zipper without me even noticing it.  I had to cut my jeans to get out of them cuz all I had was a strip of metal down the front with the zipper thing hanging there, taunting me."
Ace lets out a choked sound, then bursts out laughing.  "And don't EVER wear jewelry around him if he doesn't like you," Justin goes on.  "I thought it was just steel he could control, right?  Turns out he can mess with silver and gold, too, because I wore this bracelet one day and he used it to cuff me to my desk when I accidentally got too close to the metal legs.  I spent the entire class jerking to try and get my arm free--I looked like a complete idiot.  I was stuck there for almost an hour before the teacher noticed."
"And what did you do?" Ace asks, grinning.
"Nico's got control of the entire school's set up, you know?  Including the sound system.  So I snuck into his area when he was in the restroom and set it up to play my CD on every speaker in the school.  I figured he'd turn it off as soon as he got out, but he actually left it playing until school was out.  It was great.  Jack looked like he was going to kill me for the rest of the week."
"That's called psychological warfare, isn't it?"
"I learned it from a movie from when I was a kid," Justin admits.  "But yeah, if we still fight in this time I'm not surprised."
"So... what's it like, going to a school with other supers?" Ace asks quietly.  The darkness in the room seems to be shifting, clearing up just a little bit.  It's actually a real relief to Justin.  He lets out a silent breath of air, thinking seriously about how to answer that question.
"I didn't want to," he says finally.  "I had a life, a job--I was one of the most famous teen singers around, you know?  I had world tours booked!  But then I messed up and got stuck in the middle of nowhere with a bunch of muscle headed jerks.  Especially Jack.  Jack hated me the moment he saw me, so I hated him right back.  And then there was the dorms--the zoo kids, they hate me," he says bluntly.  "So not only was I going to a school full of jocks that hate me and have super powers, I'm living in a dorm of kids with MORE super powers."
"So what changed?" Ace asks.
"I--I... I don't know," Justin admits.  "I don't think anything really has, but... at the same time..."  He frowns, dropping down on a chair and thinking about it.  "The fight with Jack?  It's funny," he admits.  "Back when I was a singer, nobody would dare to do that sort of stuff to me.  And Morgan... I guess I consider her a friend," Justin admits.  "She's always fighting with me, too, but at least she doesn't give me the cold shoulder.  The rest of the zoo kids tend to pretend I don't exist, or just exist to be hated.  I'm not exactly used to that, you know?"
"It sounds like it's not worth it."
"Well... I gotta deal with it until I get my powers under control," Justin says, looking at the television again.  "What are you going to do with Morgan if she does come to get me?" he asks abruptly.
"I want her to take my powers," Ace says.  "She can do it.  She can take everything and leave you to sleep.  I heard her dad did it a lot before the Cape Cells."
"For how long?" Justin asks.
"Forever."
The single word sends a cold chill down Justin's spine and he just looks at the man for a moment.  "You want her to kill you," he says.
"I just want to sleep.  I never sleep.  I just want to sleep!" Ace says desperately.  "Without nightmares coming to life.  Can't anyone understand that?"
The darkness forms into clouds, swirling around them.  The frustration that Ace feels is starting to become real, Justin realizes as a flash of lightning hits the television.  It sparks and explodes, and even though he knows it's just an illusion he pulls back, staring at the flames that appear.  "Ace!" he says as the man in question seems to disappear.  "Ace, you gotta listen to me, okay?"
"Why?"  The voice is coming from all directions, disorienting Justin.  "Why should I listen to you when you don't understand any better than anyone else?"
"I do," Justin says, getting to his feet.  "I do understand.  I have nightmares too--everyone has them, especially capes.  We all have things in our past--things that we can't get out of our heads."
"What's so bad about your past, Mr. Teenage singer?" Ace demands.  "You were famous before you got chest hair!"
"Who wants it?" Justin says blankly, then shakes his head.  "You want to sleep, right?  That's your biggest problem, lack of sleep can mess with your head.  I can help you."
"You can steal my powers?"
"Well, no, but I can put you to sleep!"  He hopes.  Seriously, it's just a theory he's been messing with after looking up siren type supers of the past--Banshee had this one song she would sing that would knock out an entire army base.  If he can mimic it, he thinks a bit desperately as the fire starts to spread, then this will all be over and he can find Morgan and get back to their own time.
Somehow.
Maybe.
It's worth a shot.  When the clouds surrounding him start to still he opens his mouth and starts to sing.
 



 
CHAPTER NINE
 
*The Present*
 
"The guy that's not Nico is gone," Vinny says, looking at the kids standing around him.  "We can't go after him, and he's not coming back, so what we need to do is wake up the real Nico."
"But there's no one there," Aubrey says in a frustrated tone.  "His brain is operating on automatic, his--"
"He isn't the type to just lay down and get beaten," Zoe says, stepping forward and making them all look at her.  "I think I know what happened to him.  But... if I'm right, then I REALLY don't know where he is.  But I know he does."
"I had no clue he was that fast," Max mutters, looking behind them as the line in the dirt.  Nico--or whoever was impersonating him--had flown so fast that it scarred the land below him.  It's a bit frustrating to Max, honestly, because he's always thought he was pretty fast.  This is totally out of his league.
"Max!  Focus!" Zoe says.  "My dad is unconscious and three of our friends are missing!"
"One friend," Max says.  "Justin and the skirt girl are passing acquaintances at best.  I'll accept Morgan as one of us, though."
"So kind of you," Zoe drawls.  "Regardless of how you classify them, Dad knows what happened to them, I bet, so we--I need a computer," she says.  
"She's not one of you," Ward interrupts, stepping forward.  "She's one of US."
Max looks at him, his expression hardening for a moment before he lets out a sigh.  "Look, your name is Ward, right?  Fourteen years old, average grades, size manipulation powers.  You were stuck in Collector's zoo for thirteen months, or so, right?"
Ward says nothing, but he flinches.  Max steps closer, looking up at him.  "I'm going to put this simply.  There are all of fifty five cape brats in the world that we know of--plus your group.  With such small numbers, we're outnumbered by norms--including guys like Collector--by several million to one.  With those rates, do you really want to draw lines in the sand over which group you're in?"
"You weren't with us--"
"Sure we weren't.  If we were then you'd have gotten out earlier, simply because we have supers watching us like hawks.  You didn't.  All of you are either first gens or the kids of D class capes who never bothered to register their abilities.  You were vulnerable.  The only thing that changed is that Collector went after one of us.  In other words you wouldn't be here except for us.  You need us."
"And what, you don't need us?" Vinny demands, stepping between him and Ward, gently pushing the younger boy behind him.  "I don't appreciate you talking down to one of my group like that."
"How can we know if we need you or not when you don't even talk to us?" Max asks coldly.  "We understand you share a history together, but I'm sick and tired of leaving your group alone to lick each others' wounds.  Nothing will be accomplished like that.  You're either a hero or a villain in training, we don't care, but either way you're going into the cape world sooner or later.  We can help you with that, take advantage of that fact."
"How can you help us?" Vinny demands.  "Just who do you think you are, Max?"
Max grins, shamelessly.  "I'm Maximum, one of the biggest up and coming names around."
"And he's Mastermental's son," Sunny adds dryly.
"You didn't have to mention that fact," Max mutters.  "Look, we're willing to work with you, right, guys?" he asks, turning to look at the rest of the apartment kids.  "We want to find Morgan, maybe not as much as you do, but a lot.  And in order to do that we need to work together--and let Zoe find her dad."
"And I can see if I can do anything at all," Aubrey says, stepping out of the zoo kids group.  "Maybe I missed something the first time, maybe--"  She goes still as someone lands outside the force field, holding a large man in his arms.  The panel shoots up in front of him and he presses his hand against it--but nothing happens.
"Nico, you annoying pain," they hear him mutter before he starts tapping on the panel.  Aubrey looks pale, as if she's terrified.  She even takes a step back.  Instinctively the entire group surrounds her, with Max and Trent moving to the front, their hands fisting.  The field opens and the glowing footprints appear.
"Is that Distort?" Sunny asks, his expression darkening.  "I thought he was dead."
"He is," Aubrey says.  "That's not Distort."
"Then who is it?" Sunny asks her as the man starts flying, landing in front of them with a familiar looking man in his arms.  Sunny's dark look is gone, replaced with confusion.
"He's Superior," Aubrey says as Superior looks them all over, his eyes landing on her and staying there.
"What?" the entire group demands, except for Max.  Max just stays right where he is, his hands still fisted.
 
***
 
"Look, Double M, I know I'm hacking your computer--I'm IN your computer," Nico says to the man sitting in front of his screen.  "We've got bigger problems than this--somehow Mimic got out, but he's NOT out, and two of my kids did the time warp."
Double M holds up his hand, motioning for Nico to stop.  "Mimic's in his cell."
"I KNOW," Nico says, the urge to slam his head against something building.  "Look, I'm unconscious--my body is, at least, and I'm assuming it's either still at the zoo or he took it with him somewhere.  Either way he's masquerading as me, and I have no idea how much damage he's done--even I can't get past my own firewalls from this position."
"You can't get through your own firewalls?  I'm stunned."
"Well, I could," Nico admits, "but it puts the school security at risk for an entire thirty seconds, which is enough to do some serious damage when you're a cape.  Look, Mimic must have taken down Mega here, then used Mega to infiltrate the students' trip to the zoo, where he allowed Morgan and Justin to..." he dwindles to a stop, his eyes narrowing slightly as he runs the scenario through his mind.  "To go to the future or maybe the past, I'm not sure, where I can only assume they accidentally let him get the watch," he says.  "It's guessing, sure, but it explains why he's here and there all at the same time."
"I see," Double M says.  "And we come back to the most simple question of all.  Why in the world did you create a time machine watch?"
"We don't know for certain that I did it!" Nico protests.  Although, considering that Noelle is his granddaughter, it's really starting to point in that direction...
"Where is the time traveler girl?" Double M asks.   "I assume she's right in the middle of this."
"That's the thing, there's no way she could have gotten it back," Nico says, frowning.  "The watch was at the apartment--" he stops, remembering the sleepover.  "Morgan must have gotten it.  Well, whatever, we need to get all of them back and find Mimic."
"And what will you do with him?" Double M asks.
"Send him back to his cell."
"There's a much faster way to handle this situation," Double M points out almost casually.  Nico looks at him, raising an eyebrow.
"Of course there is," he agrees blandly.  "But I'm not my father.  I don't believe in that final of justice, especially when technically the Mimic now hasn't done anything to warrant it.  Nor do I want to wind up in the Cells again."
"I was suggesting that you plan NOT to build the time watch, but I have to admit, your idea has a nasty sort of merit.  It's second easiest to mine." 
Nico frowns, then goes, "I promise never to make a time machine of any sort."  For a moment he waits, then lets out a sigh when he finds himself still in the computer.  "I never was good at keeping those sort of promises," he admits.  "On to plan B!"
"Really, Nico," Double M says with a sigh.
"I ran into Superior, he should be looking for Mega," Nico says, turning and bringing up the Hall security system on Double M's computer.  He lets out a curse.  "He's gone," he mutters.  "He's left the building.  Why didn't I notice that earlier?"
"Don't assume everything your father does is wrong," Double M says, getting to his feet.  "I'm sure there's some logic behind what he's doing.  Perhaps you should be more worried about finding your body, while I see if I can find our little time traveler.  She didn't go into the future with the others, did she?"
"No, she shouldn't have."
"Then there's a chance she's still here."
 
***
 
The children in front of him look as if he's the villain, Superior notices.  He ignores that fact, certain that it's because the "other him" had worked with Star Born.  There's two that look familiar, a boy and a girl, but he ignores them as well, his eyes focusing on Aubrey.  "Hello, Aubrey, I could use your assistance," he says.
"Stay away from Aubrey," a black haired boy says.  Superior looks at him.
"And you are?"
"Maximum."
"Can you heal?"
"No."
"Then I suggest you move out of the way."
"What are you looking for Aubrey for?" a tall, familiar looking blonde male asks.
"You look like a son of Liberty," Superior says.  "I need assistance with Mega--something has happened to him that's knocked him unconscious.  I believe that Aubrey is capable of fixing it.  As future supers, you understand the importance of this."
The group turns, looking to Aubrey.  She hesitates for a moment, her eyes focusing on Mega's inert body.  "I'll do it," she says.  "Bring him into the dorm and place him by Nico," she says as she turns and heads into the dorm.  "If I can fix Mega, I'll have a better idea of how to fix Nico."
"Nicolas is otherwise occupied at the moment," Superior says as he follows the group inside.  
"Where is he?" the girl that looks like a Superior offshoot asks.  His granddaughter?  Great granddaughter?  Really, how does a great granddaughter happen when he's only been dead for twenty years?  "Where is my dad?" she demands when he doesn't answer quickly enough.
"Infiltrating the Hall's computers," Superior says.  She lets out a sigh of relief and visibly relaxes.
"I knew it," she says.  "He had to be somewhere like that."
They reach the dorm and Superior heads in, walking over to the table where Nico is lying before looking around.  Nico is too large to share a table, so he heads for the couch, putting the body down there.  He steps back as Aubrey steps forward, crouching down next to the couch and touching the body.  Her hair starts to float and her eyes change color.
This, he thinks, is one of the most valuable supers there will ever be.  It seems almost a shame that she's stuck in this tiny school.  Idly he makes a mental note to discuss her future with Mastermental.  He'll have to work around Nico, of course.  Nico probably thinks this is good for the girl, being stuck in a group of heroes in the making, but there's so many greater uses--
Mega jerks, his eyes widening and his hand shooting out straight for Aubrey.  Superior starts forward, but Mega's hand has already been grabbed by the Liberty boy.  Surprisingly, Mega actually winces.
"No attacking my brother's girl," Trent says.  "Take a deep breath and relax, Uncle Rob.  You're fine, whoever did this to you isn't here right now."
"Trent?" Mega says.
"Yeah," Trent says.  "You got taken down--we're not sure when or who did it, but we got Aubrey to fix you."
A hint of confusion crosses Mega's face, before (much to the entire room's shock) he pulls Aubrey into a hug.  "Thank you," he says.  She's blushing brightly, but she pats him on the back rather than shoving him away.  "I've heard stories about the ones Mimic has gotten, they never wake up."
"You did," she says.  "But--Mimic?" she repeats.  "Who's Mimic?"
"I see," Superior says, making them look back at him.  He gets the feeling that they forgot he was there.  "Mimic is the problem.  He often is."
"You know who Mimic is?" Aubrey asks him.
"Mimic is one of the oldest super villains around," Superior says.  "He's difficult to pin down, even for me, and often goes into hiding for years, even decades at a time."
"How powerful is he?" Max asks.
"Powerful enough to take down my son, apparently."
Everyone looks at the body on the table, even Mega.  "He took out Technico?"
"Not very well," Banshee says, drawing their eyes.  "You noticed how strange he was acting.  What was with all the zeroes and ones?  Binary?"
Sunny is silent until his phone rings.  He pulls it out and answers it as everyone shoots him a dirty look for interrupting a serious conversation.  "Yo!  Papa's Piz--Wait... Dad?"
 
***
 
*The Future*
 
"There!" I say, pointing to a flickering sign.  No, it's not the lights that are flickering, it's the entire sign.  After a second the sign disappears and the building changes, aging and falling apart in an instant.  "That's where they are, isn't it?"
"It's gone," Jack says.  "This is definitely not good--Trent, I know this will look bad on your record, but I'm going to need your help."
"You know him well," Trent says, glancing at Jack curiously.  "How?"
"I have a couple of guys I fight on a regular basis, you and Max included, but of all of them, Ace is my only REAL fight.  It'd be stupid not to know all about him," Jack says, landing on a building almost a mile away.  "Morgan, you need to stay here," he says, turning to look at me.
"No," I say stubbornly.  "I'm going to help."
"If she knocks him out, it'll be a lot easier," Trent says.
"That's the thing," Jack says.  "He's already knocked out."  He turns and looks at the rickety building with a frown.  "Somehow he actually fell asleep--a deep sleep."
"And what's the problem with that?" Trent asks, just as the roof of the building bursts open and a gigantic dragon lets out a roar.
"As far as I can tell, when he's deepest asleep is when he's his most powerful," Jack drawls as the dragon shoots out fire.  It hits a sign, burning it to cinder.  "Like I said--Specialized S class.  His most powerful hits?  Actually hit."
"Wow," I say, watching as the dragon starts to flap his wings.  It takes to the air, semi-transparent when the light hits it.  Inside the dragon I see a form--a body.  "Is that Justin?" I ask, thinking he's being held captive.
"No, that's Ace," Jack says.  "Morgan, we'll draw him away from the building, you sneak in and grab Justin while we take care of Ace."
"What are you going to do to him?" I demand.
"If we can get through the dragon, I can wake him up," Jack says.  "Which will cut his power in half.  I can handle him when he's awake."
"But he hates you, right?  You doing this to him will just make him hate you more," I say.  "What if I go in and steal his powers.  That's what he wants, right?"  I watch as Trent and Jack look at each other.  "What?" I demand.
"That would just encourage him to go after the you in this time," Jack says, moving closer and dropping a hand on my head.  "If he'd been trained at the school--if his head wasn't so full of darkness that it leaks out--if... there's a lot of ifs, and nothing concrete, Morg, but it comes down to this.  We won't let him get any big ideas, especially when it comes to one of our own.  And don't go off on a women's lib rant, or about how you're tough enough to deal with him, not when you're sixteen years old at the moment."
"What changed you?" I ask him, abruptly.
"I found God, family, and the Liberty way," he says with a grin.  Before I can reply, a shot of fire heads straight for us and I find myself pushed behind his body.  I can feel the heat hitting him, see his clothes start to burn.  For a moment I'm terrified that he's going to die.  I have no idea if Jack is fireproof--
"Get going already," Jack says, holding his hands forward and forming a shield with his metal.  "We've got to do this quickly!"
I nod and run in the opposite direction, looking for a fire exit to the ground.  I find one, sliding down the sides and jumping the last few feet to the ground.  I have no time to look up, I tell myself as I race through the streets, pulling to a stop in front of the building the dragon had come out of.
"Justin!" I call, climbing over some of the rubble.  "Justin, are you here?"  The place is a mess, with broken concrete covering the floor in a small mountain.  For a second I'm certain that he's dead.  He's probably buried under the rubble--
A piece of concrete slides down the hill of rubble and a hand comes out, waving a bit pathetically.  Oh, right, Justin's a super.  I finally let out the breath I hadn't realized I've been holding and start forward, digging at the rubble.  It seems like forever before I see his head.  "What happened?" I demand once he coughs up a lung or two.
"Dust," he mutters, coughing more.  "My lungs."
"You're a cape," I say.  "You're perfectly fine.  Now tell me what you did!"  Because I'm positive this is his fault.  It's unfair, I know, thinking he's the one at fault without proof, but I know Justin.  "Jack says this is because Ace fell asleep--really fell asleep.  You did it, didn't you?" I demand, still digging.
"I thought it'd help," he says in a surly tone.  "He's insane because he doesn't get enough sleep, right?"
"Probably, but when he's really asleep he's at his strongest," I say as another part of the ceiling crashes to the floor about two feet away.  I glance up through the hole and watch as Jack and Trent attack the dragon, wincing as fire flares through the sky.  "Come on, we need to help them," I say, pulling him out of the last bit of rubble.  "Anything broke?"
"I don't think so," he says after a long second.  He heads for the door and I chase after him.  "What are they trying to do?" he asks.  "They can't knock him out, he's already asleep, right?  So how are they going to stop him?"
"They need to wake him up," I say as he heads for the nearest building's fire exit.  He jumps, pulling the ladder down and starting up.
"I can do that," he says, turning and offering me a hand.  I stare at it, then grab the ladder and help myself up.  Why?  I mean, they've already told me that I wind up as the single heroes poster child.  It's not like accepting his help will wind up with us dating or anything.  But I just can't seem to.  Is it like Jack called it, a women's lib thing?  I mean, I ABSOLUTELY believe that women are strong--in fact look at Liz.  She's an S class.  So is Star Spangled!  That means that ninety seven or more percent of the cape world would get wiped out by either of them!  Plus, there's more than just physical strength there, right?  I also fully believe that there's nothing weak about accepting a helping hand--male or female.  That's why I'm free from Collector.
I just... you know... don't want to hold his hand right now.
Wow, how childish is that?  Wait, seriously, is this the time to even be thinking about that?  We've got a dragon to fight!  "I don't want him killed," I say to Justin.
"I don't want him killed, either--or even stuck in the Cape Cells," Justin says as we get on the roof of the building.  "I want to change history, Morgan.  Will you help me?"
"Our history?" I ask.
"No," he says, looking at the fight.  "His.  Now plug your ears, this is going to hurt," he adds.
I barely manage to stick my fingers in my ears before he lets out a scream.  The dragon is thrown back, slamming into one of the taller buildings before it disappears.  Ace starts to fall, only to get caught by Trent.
I let out a deep breath, certain that it's over.  There's no way that Ace, awake, can get free of Trent--
But somehow he does just that.  He disappears from Trent's hold, racing straight for me.  He doesn't look solid.  He looks like a ghost or a demon, his hands stretched out, grasping.  I start to run, but I'm not fast enough.  He wraps around me, holding on tightly.
"Please, Morgan," he says against my neck.  "Please take me out.  I can't stand it anymore."
His hold doesn't hurt, but I find myself frozen solid where I stand.  That plea--I can almost feel my heart breaking for him.  "I--I can't," I say, bringing up my arm slowly and tugging off my bracelet.  "But I can do something better."  He goes still, pulling away and looking at the bracelet as I slip it off and turn.  "Take this," I tell him, undoing it and putting it on his wrist.  I set it up for the strongest setting.  "It's not going to be like this, Ace," I tell him, looking up at him.  He has a stunned expression on his face.  "I'm going to go back to my own time.  I'm going to find you.  I'm going to save you."
"I can't be saved," he says.
"You can," Jack says from behind me.  "Either now or in the past."
"You--"
"Thank Morgan for her bracelet, Ace," Trent says as he lands beside us.  "You have no idea how important that is to her."
He looks at the bracelet again, a hint of confusion on his face.  "I feel strange," he admits.
"It's a power blocker," I tell him.  "Nico made it for me, so you can adjust how much power it blocks by pushing the glowing stone.  When all the charms are lit up, it's at top power, okay?  You can learn how to use your abilities with this, right?  So you don't need the me of now, which means I can go out and help all the other capes that need me, understand?"
He nods, hesitantly, but looks at me with a strange expression--one that has Jack stepping between the two of us.  "One," he says, holding up a finger, "Morgan's as good as my sister.  Two, this one's only sixteen.  Now you go find someplace to hide, the Hall just called me.  I've got to fight Zoe," he mutters darkly.
"Zoe?" Trent almost yelps.  "They're sending out ZOE?"
"I'm about to get my--" Jack stops, glancing at me, and (amusingly) censors himself, "butt handed to me."
"I want to see Zoe!" I say, forgetting for a moment that we probably have more important things to worry about than watching Jack get a smack down from a girl.  "Is she a super villain or a super hero?"
"Neither," Trent says.  "She's the new principal of Cape High.  That means she's a neutral nowadays."
I start to ask more when I feel someone watching us from above.  Slowly I turn and look up, staring at the woman sitting casually on thin air, watching us with amusement.  She's got a silver outfit on, with long black and white hair that hangs down to the middle of her back, fluttering slightly with the wind--
"Morgan," she says as she notices me noticing her.  "Look at you!  You've shrunk!"
"Time travel," Trent says.
"I've come here to make this look good," she says, hopping down to the rooftop.  "We're writing this off as some of my kids escaped the school to break into the Cape Cells, and Jack broke in to capture them and turn them into lackeys.  Once I get them back with a lot of dramatics, the Cells will get fixed and Jack will be written off as almost having gotten away with it."
"That's convoluted," Jack mutters.
"That's photo-op and school advertising," she says.  "Having the principal take out a Specialized S is just perfect to get kids begging their parents to come.  But I need to ask before we start, Morgan, how's my daughter?  She's not gotten herself into too much trouble, has she?"
Wait... what?  Noelle, maybe?
I can see it, now, honestly.  "She's fine, or at least she was when I last saw her," I say.  "But I sort of lost the watch."
"I see," she says.  "We'll discuss this after I deal with Jack."
I hear Jack--the same Jack that stood over a pile of unconscious capes smoking a cigarette--let out a whimper.  "Can't I ask for a different cape?  Vinny and I have a pretty good thing put together--"
Vinny?  Vinny fights Jack in this time?  "Vinny?" I repeat, since my mind isn't giving me any good answers.
"Vinny turned out to be an A class," Jack tells me with a grin.  "He's got a pretty decent fan following, you should be proud."
"Now, kids to the ground, if you would," Zoe says.  "I'll pick you up when this is over, okay?"  She seems different from my time, I think.  More confident.  I guess by the way that Jack's responding that she probably has some serious skills.  I wonder if she's an S class.
"She's as tough as Liz is," Trent says, grabbing both me and Justin and jumping off of the roof.  He lands lightly on the ground and starts running for cover as we hear a loud BOOM echoing behind us.  "Some say tougher," he admits as we reach a decent distance and stand back to watch.  "With her technopathy, she's almost as tough as her dad.  Almost.  But that's her favorite excuse to avoid the photo-op game and stick to the school.  Honestly, I'm a bit surprised she chose to take this job.  Probably because Double M asked her."
"And what about my gang?" I ask.  "Carla and Ward and--"
He looks at me, reaching up and messing up my hair.  "They're doing what they want to do," he says simply.  "Listen, Morgan, whatever happens in this time, it's not set in stone for you, I think.  I mean, I'm not sure, or anything, but the future is always something you can change, understand?"
"Nope."
"I'm confused, too," Justin admits, watching as Jack goes slamming through a building at a hundred miles or something.  He snaps a shot with his cell phone.  "It seems pretty set right now."
"Sure it is, for us.  But hey, I've seen enough cartoons and read enough books to know that this might just be one of several futures that could happen to you guys, right?  Maybe something you do when you go back changes your end results to a different one--one that--well, you know what I mean, right?  It's like a pair of trous--er, pants."
"Trousers?" Justin asks, looking at him.
"Terry Pratchett, English author," Trent says, wincing as another building is wiped out by Jack.  "I wonder if we really should have let Ace go like we did," he adds almost to himself.
I look at Justin, who's snapping more shots of Jack getting his head slammed into things.  He's enjoying this far too much, I have to admit.  "I don't know," I admit, rubbing my now bare wrist.  I feel like I'm naked.  
Okay, okay, I know you're just sitting there, staring at me because I'm whining over a stupid bracelet I can get replaced when I get back home while a fight is happening right in front of me.  So I'm going to break the fourth wall for a second and let you change POV's for the moment.  Er... point of view is called a POV, isn't it?  Well, either way, here.  I'll be back in a bit, okay?
 



 
CHAPTER TEN
She would be lying if she said she hadn't wanted to do this at least once, Zoe admits as she floats above the rubble, waiting for Jack to stand up again.  It's been a long time since she hated the man, of course, but she still dislikes the messes he tends to leave behind.  What, with her dad missing for the past few months, she's going to be the one stuck cleaning up the Cape Cells.  She doesn't have TIME to rebuild the Cape Cells!
"You could have called!" she says as he takes to the air again, coming up to face her on that silly surfboard of his.  "I would have gotten them out a lot more discreetly."
"Where's the fun in that?" he asks, grinning shamelessly.
"Seriously, how is Aubrey still married to you?" she demands, rushing forward and slamming a fist into his gut.  It throws him off of his board and sends him flying, but the board chases after him.
"She thinks I'm cute," he replies, catching onto the board and hauling himself back onto it.  The sound of a helicopter heading for them shows that their little brawl has caught the norms' attention.  It's time to play it up, and they both know it.  A tiny nod of the head from Jack has Zoe bringing up one hand in a cheesy pose (one that she blatantly ripped off from his mother.)
"I can't allow you to take them, Cold Steel," she says.  "They're students of Cape High and the future of our world!"  Lie, but only a technical one, she tells herself.  They're the PRESENT of this world, but letting out that the whole time travel thing is real is a step she's not about to take.
"That's why I want them," Jack says, grinning evilly.  Why is he still so good at looking like a no-good punk?  He's thirty five!  He should have outgrown the punk thing a long time-- she stops her inward rant as he rushes her, his steel coming out of his hand to form a lance.  It's like he's mocking her, she thinks as she grabs the lance, twisting and throwing him in the direction of the helicopter.  She hopes it makes for good footage, she thinks as he twists to avoid hitting it and grabs his board.  "Can you imagine what I'd do with an army of capes?" he asks.  "I'd RULE this world!"
The idea of Jack ruling anything has her rolling her eyes.  "I pride myself on being a peaceful woman," she says as he rushes her again.  A twist and a grab send him flying.  It's likely that he's stronger than she is, but she's faster.  Neither of them are going to mention her ability to lock his entire body with a wave of her hand.  That's definitely not photo-op material. "But you see, I will NOT allow anyone to have my precious students.  As far as their sneaking into the Cape Cells, well, that will be dealt with."  She can feel the cameras coming in for a close up and she tilts her head for the best angle.
What?  Just because she's opted out of the photo-op game doesn't mean she's going to do it poorly!
"Excuse me!" the reporter, a brash young woman that's practically hanging out the window.  "Can you tell me your name?  I've never seen you before!"  The pilot tries to say something about interrupting the fight, but she ignores him, intent on this scoop.  "I didn't think there was someone that could take Cold Steel down this easily!"
Well, then, Zoe thinks, perfect opportunity for two things.  Free advertising for the school and a chance for Jack to run.  "My name is Zoe," she says, turning to face the camera head on.  The wind tugs at her hair, showing the white undercoat in a dramatic fashion.  "I'm the daughter of Technico, and principal of Cape High.  We're currently enrolling new students, for those supers looking for quality education for their children.  All applications are to be sent to the Central Hall, please."
"Wh--what?" the reporter stutters.  "You're a principal?  Why aren't you--you know--saving the world?"
"I am," Zoe says.  "For centuries to come."  Then she drops to the ground dramatically, grabbing Justin and Morgan at the last moment, and taking off.
"You just used that as a commercial," Justin points out, grabbing onto her and looking around. 
"Of course I did," she says.  "You should know it--it's not the official school motto, but it's one we live by."
"More photo-op than black-op," both kids say, looking at her with a grin.  She grins back and hugs them both, much to their surprise.
"You two, I haven't seen either of you in MONTHS," she complains.  "Remember this when you grow up, some of us don't have the time to run around the world having fun, we need to live vicariously through the ones that do!"
"Zoe, can you get us back to our own time?" Morgan asks.  "We need to get back.  My dad--he's in the past.  I need to stop him."
"Morgan... even the you of this time couldn't stop your father," she says seriously, quietly.  "You might be an extremely good super, but he's got a lot more practice than you have.  You need to leave this to the adults.  But I can get you home.  It might take me a bit, but I have Dad's blueprints on the watch."
"Thank you," Morgan says.
 
***
 
*The Present*
 
Aubrey watches as the phone is placed on Nico's chest, wondering if this is actually going to work. Will she need to step in?
All of a sudden Nico's eyes open, glowing brightly as a series of strange commands come from his mouth.  "Rebooting... three... two..."  The eyes stop glowing and Nico sits up, cursing loudly.  "I can't believe I was so STUPID," he snarls, jumping to his feet.  "I'm going to deal with this--"  He stops as Superior steps in front of him, placing both hands on his shoulders.
"Stop," Superior says.  Nico stares at him with a look of loathing and Aubrey suddenly wonders just what their relationship really IS.  Of course she knows they're father and son, but that look isn't very family like.  Well, other than the fact that they look exactly like each other, that is.  There's not even wrinkles on Superior, which doesn't seem very fair.  It's mostly the hair and clothes that distinguish who is who.  There's about to be a family brawl, she realizes.  She takes a step back--only to stop completely as a flash of light makes everyone look up.
Morgan and Justin appear right in the middle of the group, holding onto a watch.  "I--where--did we make it?" Morgan asks, looking around.  Her eyes fall on Aubrey and she breaks into a smile.  "You're still single, right?" she demands, rushing forward to hug her.
"I'm not single!  I've got a boyfriend," Aubrey says, hugging her back tightly.  "Where in the world did you GO?" she demands.  "We were worried out of our minds!"
 
***
 
Mastermental catches the eyes of the children first.  They look up from the zoo animals and stare at him in wonder.  He knows that the chances of them seeing him in real life are slim to none, so he lands and heads to one of the younger ones, crouching down in front of her.  "Hello, my dear," he says.
Very seriously, the five year old girl holds out her hand.  Mastermental shakes it, letting a slight smile pull on his lips.  "Hi," the girl says, flushing brightly.  "You're Mastermental."  It wasn't a question, it was a statement of fact, one that makes him smile in earnest.
"I am," he agrees.  "And you're Kimi," he says.  "It's very nice to meet you, Kimi."
Her eyes widen in surprise as he stands, patting her head and nodding to her mother.  "Ma'am," he says, shaking her hand as well.  He turns, looking around at the crowd that now surrounds him, casually scanning them all.  "May I ask," he says, silencing them immediately, "if there are any areas of the zoo that aren't in use at the moment?  I'm looking for someplace quiet, off of the main area."
"There's the creepy building," a kid says.  "They're redoing it soon, but it's still there.  It's that way," he adds, pointing behind Double M.
"Thank you, Sammy," Double M says.  Names are easy and not that intrusive.  With kids, mainly, it'll just leave them excited for weeks that he knew what they were.  Besides, reading a child's mind is so simple that even norms can do it half the time.  He forgets about the little trick easily and starts down the path that the boy had pointed out, his mind open for anything.  Mimic could still be here.
The sound of sniffling catches his ears and he heads for it, stepping into a half formed concrete room.  The little time traveler sits there on a rock, hugging herself.  She looks up at him, and he can see that she's been crying.  "He--he trapped me here," she says, pulling her leg forward and showing a metal cuff on her ankle.  It's bolted her to the ground.  "I can't get free."
"I see," Double M says, crossing over to the lock and undoing it.  "Why didn't you call for help?" he asks as he frees her ankle.
"I didn't know when he would show up again--I don't want norms killed because of this," she says.
"Still," he says.  "They could have called us."
"I--I didn't think of that," she admits, looking down.  "I'm cold.  I just want to go back to the dorm."
"Of course," he says.  "Should we stop at the Hall first?  Have the doctors look you over?"
"No--I'm fine," she says.  "I just--I just want to be somewhere familiar."
"Then we'll take you there," he says.  He can't help but wonder if there's something wrong with this picture... he looks around.  "Do you know where he went?"
"I don't," she admits.  "But he's got my watch--he could be anywhere... or when, right?"
"Right," he says quietly, looking at her for a long moment.  He opens his mind, glancing at her thoughts just in case.  She seems normal enough.  He doesn't feel right prying too deeply, because knowing the future is dangerous.  "Let's get you back to the dorm, then."
 
***
 
"I'm not supposed to tell!" I say, bursting out in laughter at the sight of the entire group surrounding me with begging expressions.  "I swear, no matter how many puppy dog eyes I get, I won't tell you who wins the super bowl next year!  I don't even know!"
"Where DID you go in the future, then?" Vinny asks.  He's sitting on the chair across from me, looking as if the entire world hasn't even blinked at our absence.  I'd been right, I'm positive.  Vinny took over and ran the group in my place--you can tell by the way that Carla isn't sobbing or screaming about something he did wrong.  Instead she's leaning into my side with her arms wrapped around my waist as if afraid I'll disappear again.  I reach up, patting her hair.
"We went pretty far into the future," Justin answers.  For once he's in the middle of the group--in fact the group seems strange to me for a moment until I realize what's going on.  The apartment kids are scattered among the group.  I think it's strategic, by the way that Max is sitting on the arm of the couch I'm sitting on.  My eyes fall on Zoe, who's sitting on the ground in front of him.
I want to get to know her better.  I mean, I think she'd be an awesome friend to have, from what I saw in the future.  I never thought that way about the others--well, other than Adanna.  I'd like to get to know Adanna better, too, but I usually shove that thought to the back of my mind because I'm too busy dealing with my group to think of making friends that... that don't rely on me to lead them.
"What happened?" Lance asks.  "Did you meet yourselves or something?"
"Not ourselves," I say, still looking at Zoe.  She seems to clue in, her eyes widening.
"You met me?" she asks.  "What was I doing?"
"We can't tell," Justin says, repeating something we've both said several times.  "But it was pretty cool," he adds, pulling out his phone and holding it so no one else can see.  Almost instantly everyone swarmed over to look, both zoo kids and apartment kids--Max gets there first.
"Oh, man--" he says, then blinks.  "It disappeared," he complains.  "Why did it disappear?"
"I don't know," Justin says, tapping on his phone several times.  "They all disappeared.  Man, this sucks!"
"Because it hasn't happened in this time."  We all look up as Mastermental steps through the front door, followed by Noelle.  I frown at the sight of her and get up, rushing forward.
"Noelle!  Are you okay?" I demand.  She's shivering so I wrap my arms around her.
"I--I should be asking you that," she says through slightly chattering teeth.  "Flying is cold."
"I'm sorry, dear, I didn't realize your basic skills haven't set in yet," Mastermental says, patting her on the back.  "She needs warmed up, can someone make her a hot drink?" he asks the group.
"I'll do it," Vinny says, hopping to his feet and running for the kitchen.  I frown at the sight.  Vinny doesn't usually run for anyone... you don't think--
"Now I should really find out what's happened with Nico," Mastermental says.
"He's fine," Aubrey says.  "He rebooted himself and he and Superior left as soon as Justin and Morgan came back from the future.  They're looking for Mimic."
I blink, wondering why a strange expression crosses Noelle's face at that statement.  She frowns slightly, but it's gone in a second so I think I might have imagined it.  "From the future?" Mastermental asks me.  I nod.  "I see," he says.  "Banshee, may I borrow your office?"
"Of course," Banshee says.  "It's down the hall and to the left," she adds, pointing.  He nods and motions for Justin and me to follow him.  I glance at Justin, certain we're thinking the same thing.  We're about to have our memories erased.  I reach up, grabbing my naked wrist and following.  There's one thing I don't want to forget.  I wonder if Mastermental will allow it.
He motions us in as he opens the door and steps inside, closing it behind him.  "Now, I know this seems unfair, but I think you'll understand once I explain it to you," he starts out.
"You have to erase our memories," I say.  "I sort of figured that already."
"We don't need to know much of what happens in the future, because it's not set for us, right?  It's got to do with pants," Justin says.  "Like, the future we went to might not be the future that really happens for us, right?"
"You've done some thinking in the future," Mastermental says with a little smile.  "I do this, not because I want to take something away from you, but because I want to give something to you," he says, reaching his hands out.  "A future with no surprises is not a proper future."
"Wait!" I say.  "There's one thing we want to remember--please, Mastermental?  Just one thing--it can be one word, even, right, Justin?"
"Yeah," Justin says.
"Is it Mimic?" Mastermental asks.  "Because I'll allow one word and the impression that comes with it, but one word only."
I stop, feeling torn, even as Zoe's words echo through my mind.  I can't stop my father.  I've always known that.  "No," I say.
"Yes," Justin says.  "For her, it's Mimic.  For me, I want to remember the name Ace."
"Very well," he says.  "Will that work for you, Morgan?"
I look at Justin, realizing how much trust I need to put in him for this, then nod.  "That works," I say, closing my eyes as his hand presses gently against my forehead.
Mimic.  He's dangerous.
 
***
 
"So?  What happened?" Carla asks as we come out of the room.
"What happened?" I repeat.  I frown, feeling a bit thrown off.  "He asked us how school is going," I say.  "Nothing really big."  She looks as confused as I feel, until Vinny tugs her back, whispering something in her ear.
"Really?" she asks him.
"Really," he says.  "Now go on, you've got homework, right?"
She nods, but turns to me and hugs me tightly again before running off.  I feel a little lost.  The last thing I remember was me and Justin fighting over the time watch--a flash--and then we were in the front room of the dorm.  We must have jumped forward to the evening when everyone was back from the zoo, right?
"I need a shower," I say, feeling the smells of the zoo lingering in my mind.  I head to my dorm room, not even glancing over as Justin walks past me.  Aubrey's comment about him liking me is still grating me a bit, okay?  She's definitely imagining things.  I step into my dorm room, glancing at Noelle, who's on my laptop again.  "Don't break it," I warn her.
"I won't!" she says.
"I'm taking a shower, so if you have to use the restroom go to the one downstairs," I go on, grabbing some clothes from my dresser and heading into our restroom.  I close and lock the door behind me, pulling my shirt off.  Something in the mirror catches my eye and I move closer.
"Save... Ace," I read.  It's written on my stomach in black marker.  Who would have done something like that?  Me?
When?
And where is my bracelet?
 
***
 
The click of the lock makes Noelle look at the door.  The sound of water running makes her let out a breath as she relaxes in the chair--and grows several feet taller.  "We're finally together," Mimic whispers, looking quite satisfied with himself.  He has his baby girl again.
Soon, he thinks, he'll have everything he's ever wanted.
 
***



 
Coming Soon:
 
Cape High 
Book 6: Aces Wild
 
"Mr. King.  Mr. King.  Mr. KING!"
It's the third one that actually makes me look up, then, automatically, look around for my old man.  He's not here, but two dozen teenagers are, looking at me like I'm a moron.   
"Mr. King, I asked you a question," the substitute teacher says as I finally look at her.  Of course she's a substitute, the real teachers gave up on asking me things in my freshman year.
"You're wasting your time," Jenny says from the front row.  At least I think her name is Jenny... she's a cheerleader, and honestly they all look like clones in varying colors.  Black, white, Hispanic, doesn't matter, they're photocopies.  "Ace," and she drawls out my name, clearly saying she doesn't think it fits, "doesn't talk to anyone."
"I..." the teacher says, a few expressions crossing her face before she frowns.  "I would appreciate you treating your fellow classmate more appropriately," she says.
"Jenna's right, though," a jock says.  "Ace don't know anything."
"What idiot decided to call him 'Ace' in the first place, anyway?" Jenna asks the jock, earning snickers from the rest of the class.  It's like I'm not even there, I think, so I go back to doodling in my notebook, pausing for a moment before digging through my pens for an inker.  This weeks' masterpiece is a detailed drawing of Panther.  No, not a panther--Panther.  He's a super villain.  I've heard stories about him ripping people's heads off with a single swipe of his claw.  Sure, I've never seen it on TV, but I still believe it--
"Mr. King!  This is NOT art class," the sub says, making me look up.  She's standing over me, her expression dark as she reaches for the notebook.  "We do not doodle--"  Then she stops, staring at what she's just stolen.
"What's he drawing?" Jenna asks.  
"Is she naked?" the jock--Matt, or something--asks.
"It's not a naked woman," the substitute says quietly.  She looks stunned, but I ignore that fact, grabbing my notebook from--trying to grab my notebook from her.  Wait--what--it was there a second ago!
"Then it's a naked dude!" the jock says, laughing his head off as if he's made the best joke all year.  There's mixed reactions to this, but the teacher totally ignores him as she heads to the front of the class.  
"I'd like to have that back," I say quietly, unable to help myself.  Look, I bet you think I'm a nerd from all that's happened so far, right?  You're wrong.  But we'll discuss that later.  Right now this chick is standing in front of the class, turning my notebook around to show the entire class.
"I was told that you weren't good in any of your classes," the brunette says.  She'd told us her name was Ms. Lotus, but she doesn't look like any Lotus I've ever seen.  She looks like a retired model.  Not the old retired models that are sagging or plastic everywhere, but the ones that retired because they made enough cash to never have to work ever again.
And now everyone's staring at my picture of Panther.  I get up, crossing to the front of the room in three long strides, and grab the notebook.  "I don't see how this relates to music, lady," I say lowly before turning and going back to my chair.
"You should have thought about that before drawing it in class," she says.  Something's wrong here, I think as I sit down.  She's not acting right.  Usually I make teachers nervous.  The tall, sharp looking guy in the back, the one with the hair hanging in his face.  Pale white guy with dark, eerie eyes--I know they're eerie, I see them in the mirror every morning, okay?  They shimmer with this strange silver line flowing through them, and you can barely tell I have a pupil.  That I wear black all the time just makes me look more dangerous.  You know, the kid they automatically profile as the guy that'll bring a gun to school someday.
This Lotus lady is acting all wrong.  Even the rest of the class is picking up on it.  There's a nervous tension in the room that wasn't there before, it's probably her fault--
Wait.  They're not looking at her.  They're looking at me.  I look each of them directly in the eyes until they flinch and look away.  The jock takes the longest to flinch, but I see a sudden sheen of sweat appear on his forehead, accompanied by a look of confusion.  He thinks he could beat me, so he's wondering why he's reacting this way.  Idiot.  Like he's got a chance.
"Mr. King!"  I'm pretty sure this isn't the first time she's said it again, so reluctantly I look up at Ms. Lotus.  "See me after class, please," she says.  The room goes silent and I feel everyone looking at me again.  This is the first time in years that I've been the center of attention.  I don't like it.
"Fine," I mutter, going back to my drawing as she starts up her little lecture again.  I don't even know why she's trying, she's just a substitute.  I'm really not sure why people are actually listening to her, either, I realize as I glance around discreetly.  Even Matt is taking notes.  Something must have happened that I didn't notice, huh?  I don't think I'm going to ever find out, since nobody talks to me.
I wonder if she's got a thing for Panther.  I mean, she looked really interested in the picture, even showed the class.  Maybe she wants to confiscate the drawing or something.  Seriously, why did she have to take it up to the front, anyway?  I'm still scowling as the bell rings, but since I've been asked to stay I stay right where I am.  I wonder why half the class is walking past me on their way out.  Man that's annoying.
"Are you going to keep that?" one girl asks, making me look up.  She's staring at my picture.
"Yeah," I say.
"You could um... put it online," the guy behind her says a bit nervously.  "There's a competition on the Hall's fanpage--"  He stops as I stare at him, then pushes the girl forward so they can leave.
"Panther isn't Hall, moron," I hear someone say as they leave.
It seems like forever before they're all out of the room.  I spend the time finishing up the shading on my picture.  "It's gorgeous."  The sentence makes me jerk and look up at the woman sitting on the desk in front of me, watching.  "How much do you want for it?"
"You're propositioning a teenager?"
"I'm trying to buy a picture of my favorite villain," she says.  "I'm a Panther fanclub member--one of the founding members, actually," she says, pulling out her wallet and showing a card.  "Fifty bucks," she says.
"You're not supposed to do this in school," I have to point out.
"Seventy five.  If you sign it."
I stare at her.
"Okay, fine, but you're pushing it, mister.  One hundred.  If you add color."
"You do know this is a doodle, don't you?" I have to ask.  "I've got a painting I need to do for art class--"
"I'll take it!" she says, her smile almost blinding.  "It's going to be Panther, right?  Oh, man, would that look amazing in my office," she adds, looking extremely happy.  "I wonder if I could get Pan to come over and see it--wait, no, he's not allowed on school grounds..."
"Pan?"
"Ah, just a... friend," she says.  "Now, here's my email, so write me a note when you've got the painting started, would you?" she says, jotting down an email on a scrap of paper and handing it over.  "I'll be here all week," she adds.
"Yeah, sure," I say, feeling a bit thrown off.  I get up, packing up my things.  "Can I get a note for my next class, just in case?" I ask.  If I get another tardy I'll be in detention for the rest of high school.
"Oh, sure," she says, heading for the desk to write something up.  She hands it to me and I head on to my next class, wondering where they hired people from.  Wherever it is, they need to check their qualifications better.
You know how crowded halls are at high school?  You can't walk a step without bumping into someone, right?  Well, things don't exactly work that way with me.  It's like that old story about a sea parting when I walk down the hall.  I don't think it's even conscious on their side, they just sort of shift to one side automatically and a path appears in front of me.  Most of the time that path comes with people blatantly not looking in my direction.  Except for a handful.
"Hey," Matt says, stepping in front of me.  We're the same height, but he's broader than I am.  "What were you thinking back there, King?" he demands, getting in my face.  I look him straight in the eyes, not saying anything.  "You trying to speak up?  Trying to be famous or something?  You should just shut up and stay down, where you belong."
The entire hall goes silent, turning to see what I do.  Matt's on the football team, one of those guys that actually plays, not just sits on the bench.  I'm just the social outcast of the school.  I'm supposed to do something at this minute in time, everyone knows it.  I'm either supposed to do what he tells me or talk back and become that underdog that everyone roots for in movies.  But this isn't a movie.  So I just stand here, thinking of all the messed up things in my life and how insignificant this guy is in the long run.
"SAY SOMETHING!" he bellows in my face.  There's spit coming from his mouth.  Disgusting.  "You--" he snarls when I still don't reply.  His hand comes up.  It looks like it's in slow motion, but I don't dodge, just take the fist to the face.  It doesn't even hurt, I think, not budging with the hit.  He curses, grabbing his hand and almost whimpering.
"Matt!" Jenna cries out, racing forward.
"BREAK IT UP, BREAK IT UP!" one of the larger male teachers bellows as he shoves his way through the crowd.  Not that there's anything to break up, really.  I'm still just standing here, staring at Matt as he fights the urge to cry like a baby.  I can see it on his face.  I think he broke his fist on my face.  Now that's something that will be in the yearbook.  "What happened?" the teacher demands, turning to glower at me.  "Did you do this?"
"His face broke Matt's hand," a guy said from the crowd.  Everyone starts laughing, except Matt, Jenna, and the teacher, who is rapidly turning purple with rage.  
"I don't believe that," he snaps at the crowd.  "You, and you, both of you are coming to my office!" he says, pointing at me, then at Matt.  I didn't do anything!  You saw it, right?  Like it'd matter even if I said it, though.  Nothing I ever say in school is listened to.  You wanna know why?  Because one time when I was still a freshman they had us write papers on what our parent did for work.  
I wrote "My Dad is a Super Hero."
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