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				The Superheroes Union: Dynama
By Ruth Diaz

				What if your evil ex really was evil?

				TJ Gutierrez used to be a superhero. But after the birth of her twins seven years ago, she hung up the yellow spandex. Until the day her archenemy and ex-husband, Singularity, breaks out of prison. When it becomes clear he’s after the kids, she’s forced to call the nanny helpline—and once again become…Dynama!

				Annmarie Smith doesn’t have a superpower. She saves the world by keeping kids safe while their parents fight evil.

				She temporarily moves in with TJ, and the way the magnetic mama puts family first captures Annmarie’s respect, and maybe her heart—even though she knows better than to fall for a superhero. Still, it’s hard to resist their wicked chemistry. Kapow!

				But they can only hide from the world for so long. When Singularity’s quest for custody puts the kids’ lives in danger, can the two women conquer the evil villain and save TJ’s family—all before their first date?

				34,000 words

			

		

	
		
			
				Dear Reader, 

				August has a special feel for me. Not only is it my birthday month (and I’m firmly in the camp of celebrating a birthday month—one day just isn’t enough) but since I’m in North America, August is also the last hurrah of summer. It’s the time before my daughter goes back to school and lazy weekends at the beach start drawing to a close. In my professional life, August is also the one month of the year I try to take a break from the crazy travel schedule.

				So with all those things combined, you know what that means, right? I become self-indulgent and get in as much reading as possible. That’s why I’m thrilled we’re kicking off the month of August with the first book in the fun and flirty new contemporary romance trilogy, Aisle Bound. Planning for Love by Christi Barth releases the first of August, and I hope you love it as much as I do. It’s got all of the elements I adore in a contemporary romance: humor, passion, likable characters and, best of all, a happy ending. Christi is a wonderful, fresh new voice in contemporary romance. This book was so much fun to edit, and if you love contemporary romance, please check it out!

				Not only do we have Planning for Love releasing in August, we also have quite the lineup of debut, new-to-Carina and returning authors in a variety of genres. This month, I’m excited to introduce debut authors Bronwyn Stuart, Ruth Diaz and Jacqueline M. Battisti, each writing three very different genres, but each bringing us three amazing stories. Bronwyn presents us with a passionate historical romance, Scandal’s Mistress, while Jacqueline blazes onto the writing scene with her first romantic urban fantasy, The Guardian of Bastet. Ruth’s book, The Superheroes Union: Dynama, is exactly what you might imagine it to be from that title: a fast-paced superhero female/female romance.

				Also offering up urban-fantasy fare this month in the GLBT category are authors Heidi Belleau and Violetta Vane, with their co-authored male/male urban fantasy The Druid Stone. And if the male/male genre is what you enjoy, make sure you also check out L.B. Gregg’s August re-release of Men of Smithfield: Mark and Tony, a spicy contemporary male/male romance with a lighter edge.

				If you’re a fan of romantic suspense, we have two to help you indulge your cravings. Tina Beckett offers up In His Sights, while fans of Adrienne Giordano’s Private Protectors series will be pleased to see her back with another action-packed installment in Relentless Pursuit. If you’ve never read Adrienne’s books, Relentless Pursuit is an excellent place to get attached to her sexy heroes and strong-willed heroines. Or, if you want to start with something shorter, check out Adrienne’s novella, Negotiating Point in the Editor’s Choice Volume I collection.

				New Carina Press author Kaily Hart kicks off her paranormal romance series Fabric of Fate with Rise of Hope. Will fate alone determine their future or can they carve out their own destiny?

				Rounding out our August releases are three returning Carina Press authors. Joely Sue Burkhart’s The Bloodgate Warrior is an erotic fantasy romance sure to knock your socks off! Robert Appleton returns with another science-fiction offering in Cyber Sparks. And bestselling author Rebecca York brings us the sequel to Dark Magic with the novella Shattered Magic.

				I think you’ll find something in this month’s collection to help you indulge. And, hey, since it’s my birthday month, celebrate with me by indulging in more than one. I won’t tell!

				We love to hear from readers, and you can email us your thoughts, comments and questions to generalinquiries@carinapress.com. You can also interact with Carina Press staff and authors on our blog, Twitter stream and Facebook fan page.

				Happy reading!

				~Angela James
Executive Editor, Carina Press

				www.carinapress.com
www.twitter.com/carinapress
www.facebook.com/carinapress

			

		

	
		
			
				Dedication

				To my favorite superhero expert, Pete.
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				Chapter One

				TJ and the Invincible Woman were headed down the skyscraper-lined street when TJ’s phone rang. They were supposed to lure a giant bipedal shark on legs—one of the Iron Fist Guild’s pet projects, according to Control—toward the pier, but the ringtone was “Conjunction Junction,” which she really couldn’t ignore.

				“I’ve got to take a call, Vincy,” she said, her collar-mic automatically transmitting the words to her partner in the air. “How you doing up there?”

				The cops had diverted the early-afternoon traffic from State Street, but plenty of pedestrians remained gawking at the monster, which was to TJ’s advantage. Her modest jog—pacing the creature’s ponderous steps—made her look like any of a dozen rubberneckers doing the same thing.

				Hiding in plain sight was her MO as the Hidden Hand, no matter how many superhero groupies insisted she must have the power of invisibility. Who needed invisibility? The ability to move things with her mind had always been far more useful, from sneaking out of her bedroom window as a teenager to flying.

				She carefully kept the Invincible Woman floating out in front of the land shark while she fished her phone out of her pocket. Vincy was being the carrot, staying mostly out of reach until TJ brought her darting in to attack. It didn’t matter that punching, kicking, tearing or even full-body blows wouldn’t do significant damage to the creature. They still hurt it, so it kept going after her, while Vincy didn’t even bruise her knuckles.

				Her voice was slightly tinny through TJ’s earpiece. “I’m good—nothing really changes till we hit the bay. I’ll shout if things get out of hand.” Thank God Vincy wasn’t one of those prima donnas who believed that if you didn’t wear spandex and take the limelight, you weren’t really a superhero.

				And of course, since you aren’t really a superhero, you should shut up and take orders from your betters. Bullshit. Genes might make you a metahuman, but using those metahuman powers for good, that made you a superhero.

				And if you were an asshole, all wearing a costume did was make you an asshole in a costume.

				TJ answered the phone on the last ring while doing an awkward skip-step around some soup cans and other potential ankle-breakers littering the sidewalk. Somebody must have dropped their groceries in shock. “This is TJ Gutierrez, what can I do for you?”

				“Hello, Mrs. Gutierrez. This is Lindsay Santos, the school nurse.”

				Of course it was. The nurse was the only person at the school who couldn’t seem to remember that she was Ms. Gutierrez, thank you. TJ had finally given up.

				“I’m afraid I have Marisol sitting in my office with a fever of 102. We’ll need you to come pick her up.”

				TJ flung the Invincible Woman’s blue-costumed form at the shark’s sensitive gill slits. From the ground, she couldn’t see exactly how Vincy used the opportunity—she just dragged her out of the way again a few seconds later. Impressive teeth snapped at Vincy, but TJ kept her out of range and continued moving her partner steadily toward the pier. “Of course. I’ll be right there.”

				“She’ll be waiting in my office. Just give the front desk your name, and be sure to have your ID with you.”

				TJ resisted the urge to grind her teeth. She appreciated the school’s caution with her kids, but it wasn’t like she didn’t know the drill by now, and she was falling behind while her attention was split.

				Not good—TJ’s range was decent, but like anyone else, she had her limits. The Invincible Woman would survive a sudden fall, but being swallowed by a giant shark? Not so much.

				“I will, thank you. Bye.” She thumbed the red button on the phone’s face and sprinted toward the bay, dodging around a group of slow-moving tourists as she brought Vincy in for another pass. “Vincy, how close are we?”

				“Couple hundred yards to the water.”

				“Cool. We’re off the hook once you’re 100 yards into the bay. After that, it’s on Lightning Bug to take Jaws here out into the open water.” TJ’s phone, still in her hand, started playing Jim Croce’s “Working at the Carwash Blues” at high volume. “Son of a bitch, what is this? I go out on a call and all of a sudden I’m popular.”

				“Another call? You can take it. We’re not likely to have a lot of excitement at this point.”

				TJ flashed her press pass at the cops pulling bright orange barriers into place in the monster’s wake. Not like she actually worked for the press. But IDs created by the Superheroes and Metahuman Assistants Union—the Superheroes Union for short—were always good. The fake press pass got her into most places she needed to go without having to resort to her union card, which always drew too much attention, even if she pretended to be the undistinguished assistant to some superhero nobody’d ever heard of. “No, I’m lagging behind after the school called. It’s just work—it can wait.”

				“Kids sick again?” Vincy asked sympathetically.

				TJ was running too fast to waste breath on a groan. “What else? Or Marisol is. Bet you Esteban’s got it by tonight.” She could finally see the bay between the buildings.

				“Shit!” Vincy said.

				TJ raised her eyebrows, vaulting the twisted remains of a hotdog cart. She’d have worried about drawing attention, but she’d just watched two real reporters in front of her do the same thing. The cameraman’d had to go around, though. “What do you see that I don’t, Vincy?”

				“Somebody’s toddler’s out on the pier like it’s just another day in the park.”

				“Shit!” Beyond the land shark, tall buildings gave way to vendor carts and pocket-sized parks, and TJ could just make out the blue water of the bay. “Which side?”

				“East.”

				TJ crossed the street at top speed, telekinetically flying Vincy over the monster’s head to keep her visible. “How close am I to line-of-sight?”

				“Hard to tell from up here. Fifty yards, maybe?”

				“Good thing I don’t smoke.”

				Vincy laughed into her microphone. The land shark twisted awkwardly, trying to keep an eye on her. “Okay, any second now. There’s a news guy with a microphone kind of hovering right there, like he’s trying to decide whether to make a dash for the kid.”

				The pier opened up in front of TJ. She spotted the one gray-suited man acting like a human being instead of a reporter and used him as a landmark. And there was the kid, wearing one of those kid-harnesses with the leash trailing loose behind. Which was why you didn’t trust your kids to leashes, no matter how much you might want to yank on one occasionally. TJ kept half her brain on the Invisible Woman while she mentally reached for the toddler, lifting her—she thought it was a girl, too much pink for TJ’s taste—out of the way just before the monster’s left leg swung through the space the girl had been occupying. The child screamed, suddenly suspended in midair with no idea what was going on.

				Poor kid. TJ floated her toward the reporter who’d wanted to go after her, hovering the Invincible Woman out over the water at the same time. After a quick and fruitless glance around, the guy was ready for the catch, and she let go.

				An enormous splash announced the shark-monster’s entry into the water, accompanied by a screech of metal as it clipped the pier’s railing. It snapped at the Invisible Woman again.

				A glowing figure flew past her, distracting the thing. Lightning Bug was on the ball, thank God.

				TJ raised her phone as if she were surreptitiously taking pictures like the junior members of the news crews she hid among. She floated Vincy back to the pier, setting her gently on the pavement, the red blaze on her chest making her identity clear to anyone who hadn’t been certain. TJ let her deal with the cameras. It left TJ free to amble slowly toward the back of the crowd while Vincy put on that million-dollar smile of hers for the nice reporters.

				“Better you than me,” TJ whispered into the mic. “I’ve got to go pick up the kids.”

				The Invincible Woman couldn’t answer while she was on camera, but she nodded, her gaze never getting anywhere near TJ. For TJ’s purposes, that was perfect.

				Once past the police barricades and the excited mob beyond them, she headed for the nearest subway entrance. She remembered the call from work and dialed into her voicemail as she walked. Todd Chang was the head of the Foreign Service’s local research team. It made him the union’s point-of-contact—not just for the Foreign Service, but for the Department of State’s entire local office—in addition to being her direct supervisor. His voice spoke urgently into her ear. “TJ, this is Todd. I need you to call in as soon as you get this message. Singularity just escaped from Peacekeeper Penitentiary.”

				* * *

				It was the kind of building Annmarie would never be able to afford. She pushed 1204 on the keypad—nowhere near the penthouse, but just living in the building was impressive—and pressed the call button, turning her face toward the camera. “Annmarie Smith, from the childcare pool.” After a moment in which the client was undoubtedly comparing her face to the photo the union had sent over, the door clicked open.

				Annmarie appreciated the client’s caution. You couldn’t be too careful with kids and strangers—and superheroes’ kids were in more danger than most, she mused while she crossed the upscale entryway with its rows of shining brass mailboxes. Not that that had ever stopped her own parents from leaving her with whatever relative or friend they could find on short notice when they had to run out and save the world.

				She caught herself scowling into one of the mirrored panels between the elevators and smoothed the expression from her face. She’d never met the Hidden Hand before. She didn’t want to start on a sour note.

				The elevators were new and fast. On the twelfth floor, the doors let out onto pleasant dark green carpet beneath earth-toned walls bearing tasteful and subdued art. Each individual condo door appeared to be heavy, dark wood with the numbers done in brass, and each had its own security camera. At 1204, Annmarie rang the bell and put on her best unflappable air. Most superheroes she’d met were only too happy to put her in her place, given the smallest opening. As long as she came across as confident, she had much less trouble with the parents—and that meant less trouble with the kids.

				The door opened to reveal a disheveled woman wearing a frazzled expression on her light brown face. She couldn’t be more than five foot four in bare feet and had blue jeans on beneath her white blouse and navy blue suit jacket.

				“Oh thank God,” the Hidden Hand said. “Come in, come in. You are my own personal savior today. Twins are hard enough. Twins with the flu in the middle of a crisis…?” She stepped aside so Annmarie could enter, brushing a stray curl behind her ear.

				Annmarie entered, wondering vaguely if the blonde-and-rust highlights in that dark hair were natural. Not that it mattered—the woman was gorgeous, regardless.

				It was one thing to introduce yourself to a camera and another thing in person. “Annmarie Smith.” She offered her hand.

				The Hidden Hand let the door swing shut behind her and gave Annmarie’s hand a firm shake. “Call me TJ. They didn’t make you dress up for us, did they?” Her gaze took in Annmarie’s gray slacks and green blouse.

				“I just like to make a good impression.”

				TJ laughed. “You’ve made it. Now do you want to borrow a T-shirt or something? They’ve both got fevers, and there hasn’t been puking yet, but I’m sure it’s coming.”

				“Um, okay.” She wasn’t sure what she’d been expecting from the home life of one of Trade City’s most mysterious superheroes, but apparently she’d assumed something more imposing, with far less forthright concern over fever sweats and vomit. As introductions went, it was on the opposite end of the spectrum from that horrible moment where Titanium had made it abundantly clear to his over-privileged eleven-year-old that Annmarie ranked somewhere between the maid and the family dog.

				TJ led her around a modern dining area opposite a pleasantly cozy living room decorated in subtle grays, rich burgundies and children’s toys. The spacious bedroom beyond felt positively barren compared to the living areas, the unmade bed half-strangled by linen-colored bedclothes while a laptop sat at its login screen on a small desk to one side. A poster hanging above the bed, all rich reds and oranges in a weathered wooden frame, showed two women whispering together. There was no other decoration in the room.

				“Sorry for the mess,” TJ said. “I’d like to say it’s going to get better, but I have a funny feeling it’s not. Nothing today is going according to plan.” She bent to reach into an under-bed drawer and came up with a plain black T-shirt.

				“It doesn’t bother me.” Annmarie caught the shirt reflexively as the other woman tossed it to her.

				“Mama, Mari’s gonna throw up,” a small voice called from the other room. TJ took off at a sprint.

				Annmarie followed her, a few seconds behind in her reaction, T-shirt dangling from her hand. The voices led her to a second bedroom, where she found TJ rocking a little girl against her chest and crooning quietly while an unpleasant mass of vomit hovered nearby in midair. As Annmarie watched, a large plastic bowl levitated itself under the vomit, which then fell into it.

				That might just be the most amazing superpower she’d ever seen.

				From the other bed, a little boy watched her with fever-bright eyes. “Are you the babysitter?”

				“I am. My name is Annmarie.”

				“Oh good,” he said. “When Mama starts floating things, she needs help.”

				Annmarie tried not to grin. “What’s your name?” she asked, draping the T-shirt over her shoulder and walking toward the bowl.

				“Esteban.”

				She gripped the rim of the bowl, noticing the exact moment its weight settled into her hand. “I’m sorry to hear you’re sick, Esteban. I’m going to go flush this and change my shirt, but I’ll be right back. TJ, should I bring ginger ale or something?”

				TJ laid a quick kiss on the little girl’s forehead. “Please. It’s in the fridge. Cups in the cupboard to the left.”

				By the time Annmarie came back with the rinsed-out bowl in one hand and three plastic cups balanced on a plate, TJ had finally made it out of her suit jacket and was propping the little girl up on brightly colored pillows. “Marisol, this is Annmarie. She’s going to help take care of you while you’re home from school. Can you say hi?”

				“Hi,” Marisol said weakly.

				Annmarie settled the bowl back on the floor in its former location and held out one of the plastic cups. “I brought you some water so you can rinse your mouth.”

				Marisol took the cup eagerly. Annmarie stepped in-between the beds and put a cup of ginger ale on the nightstand for her, handing the other one to Esteban. “Do you need a bowl too, Esteban?” she asked.

				He shook his head. Both children had the same dark, tousled hair as their mother. “Got one, it’s on the other side of the bed. I don’t feel like I’m gonna throw up, though.”

				“We’ll hope that holds,” TJ said wryly.

				“Would you read us a story?” Esteban asked.

				Annmarie turned to Marisol. “Would you like a story, sweetie, or do you just want to sleep?”

				“Story, please. I feel a little better now.”

				“Okay, what story do you two want?”

				“Mama’s gonna be in the other room, okay? I have to do some work, but if you need me, I’ll be right there.” TJ stood up, a frown creasing her forehead. “Annmarie, if you have any questions, just shout.”

				The only question Annmarie had was how she could take that look off the superhero’s face. By taking care of the kids. It was the only superpower Annmarie had ever wanted, and it was its own kind of magic.

				She could make the day better for all of them.

				Leaning over, she brushed a sweat-dampened curl back from Marisol’s forehead. “I’m sure we’ll be fine.”

				* * *

				TJ watched, blank-eyed, as the plasma arc cut segments out of Singularity’s cell bars on her screen. She’d spent nearly two hours on the phone with Sean Lowe, her union rep, for this video. She’d gotten every piece of information the union had on the escape from Peacekeeper, but she didn’t know much more than she had before. Someone—presumably from within the Iron Fist—had smuggled a mitigator into the facility and used Singularity’s control over gravity as a skeleton key to break out some of their favorite gentleman villains.

				God, she still remembered her last argument with Jon, that gentlemen were the ones who sat back with their brandies and their cigars and ordered other people to do their murders for them. He hadn’t even tried to tell her it wasn’t like that—he was too far gone. He’d pointed out that, from a historical point of view, a few well-placed assassinations could have saved the world a whole lot of bloodshed.

				TJ watched her laptop’s screen as the fellow in the janitor’s uniform shut off the plasma arc and tossed it in the trash bin of his supply cart. From inside the incorporated mop bucket, he withdrew a matte-black box and put it carefully through the gap in the bars, avoiding the glowing edges. Singularity picked it up off the floor, still dripping, and opened it. In the security camera’s picture, she saw an alarm light start flashing.

				That was the first that anyone in Peacekeeper had known something was wrong.

				Singularity pulled an industrial-sized dog collar out of that box and fastened it around his neck. The bars on the front of his cell promptly collapsed under their own increased weight, shearing off several inches from the ceiling. The “janitor” said something to him. She’d ask one of the lip readers at her day job to take five minutes of personal time and watch the video. It was probably the Iron Fist’s grocery list of the men and women they wanted from the Peacekeeper facility, but she supposed she could always get lucky. The janitor and Singularity ran down the hall together, out of the camera’s view.

				According to the report, Titanium’s team had been on the scene of the prison break within minutes, but they were already playing catch-up. They’d lost track of the escapees five miles outside of the facility. FarSeer swore they’d just blinked out of sight, and Gear Girl’s sensors had said the same. It wasn’t worth TJ’s wasting any more time on the logistics of the escape. No, her next move had to be figuring out where they…where Singularity…would go next.

				Behind her, there was a quiet knock. TJ turned to find Annmarie standing in the doorway. “They’re both asleep,” the babysitter said.

				TJ closed her laptop’s lid. She took a deep breath. “God, did I say thank you?” She ran a hand through her hair, knowing she looked like she’d been running and sweating and catching puke all day. Annmarie, on the other hand, remained cool and blonde and didn’t have a hair out of place, despite having pulled TJ’s T-shirt over that smooth fall of hair and then run straight back into the twins’ room to take care of sick kids. The T-shirt was a little too short for the taller woman, and the flash of pale skin where it didn’t quite come to the top of her slacks was…distracting.

				Annmarie smiled, a dimple marking her left cheek cutely. “I think so,” she said. “I’d expected you to go back to the office after I got here. How long do you want me to stay?”

				TJ sighed. Todd would give her the personal days to deal with a family crisis, no problem, and she could take herself off the union’s on-call list. But she still couldn’t track Singularity and be Mama at the same time. Even after the kids got well, all it would take was him luring her outside and Marisol deciding she knew how to make waffles, and TJ would have a disaster on her hands. Okay, the apartment’s fancy sprinkler system would probably keep the twins from burning the place down, but it was still just too dangerous to leave her endlessly curious daughter alone with electricity, or fire, or anything under pressure, or… “That’s become a very complicated question.”

				“Then why don’t we go into the kitchen, and I can learn where things are in your cupboards while you’re working on an answer.”

				TJ found her expression lightening in the face of Annmarie’s practicality. She stood up, twisting to both sides and then leaning backward a little to flex stiffened muscles. “Fair enough.”

				They both left the bedroom, and after a few awkward moments where Annmarie went straight into the kitchen and began opening cupboards and TJ stood around feeling weirdly useless, TJ sat at the dining room table. She rested her arms on the glass surface and folded her hands in front of her as if she could calm herself by sheer force of will.

				“Have you worked for the union long?” she asked.

				Annmarie shook her head, never turning away from her cataloging project. “Just a couple of months now. I’d planned to work with inner-city kids, but with the economy the way it is, everybody’s had their funding cut. I couldn’t even get my old job at the preschool back—with a master’s degree, I’m overqualified. I’m pretty sure my dad pulled strings to get me the job offer with the union, but at that point, I couldn’t turn it down, regardless of nepotism.” Annoyance drew her face into a frown TJ could only see in profile, while her hands clung to the dark wood of a pair of cupboard doors. She turned her head and her expression smoothed into a practiced sort of neutrality. “I still get to work with kids, which is the important part.”

				“Your dad?” TJ asked, wondering if that meant what she thought it did. Annmarie hesitated. “It’s okay, Annmarie—you don’t have to tell me. I’m not after anything, I’m just trying to decide how much to tell you. Being a superhero isn’t always a picnic—that’s why the Superheroes and Metahuman Assistants Union was formed in the first place. It’s dangerous. Hell, sometimes just being around us is dangerous. Not all metas become superheroes, after all. Some of us become villains.

				“Maybe I shouldn’t drag you into this any deeper. I’m sure I can get somebody else from the pool, but God, you just dived right in with the Super Twins and the stomach flu, and you seem totally okay with it. I can’t help thinking that if you can handle that, you can handle anything.”

				Annmarie raised her eyebrows. “The Super Twins?”

				TJ stuck out her tongue, annoyed with herself. “My sister Jo calls them that, and now she’s even got me doing it. They aren’t metas, or at least, not yet. My ex and I are both puberty-onset metas, so Jo firmly expects the twins to go meta just in time for raging hormones and sullen silences. Every time she says it, I tell her I’m going to send them to stay with her each summer as revenge.”

				Annmarie was trying not to smile, but that dimple in her cheek betrayed her. “Family is great that way, huh? Tell her it’s no guarantee—both my parents are metas, and the only thing super about me is my immune system. It’s why I always volunteer for the sick kids—I’ve never been sick a day in my life.” She finished searching the bottom cupboards on that side and turned around, peering into the ones beneath the breakfast bar. “So clue me in. What’s happened, and how long do you need me for?”

				TJ rested her face in her hands. People like Annmarie—beautiful, educated, competent—always made her own more dubious life choices seem even stupider by comparison. “Some days I hate those superheroes like Titanium, with their arch-nemeses and their superpowered duels above Trade City and their secret hideaways. It’s all so melodramatic. The problem is, some of that crap just seems to happen, no matter how I try to dodge it.” She straightened up again. Annmarie was half-hidden by the pantry door, only her legs and the smooth curve of her behind sticking out. Well, at least that meant TJ didn’t have to worry about hiding her expression when she said the words. “My arch-nemesis is also my ex, and he escaped from prison this afternoon.”

				There it was—the stiffening of the line of Annmarie’s leg, followed by the moment where she straightened and stared at TJ. A few seconds later, she crossed the kitchen and opened an upper cupboard, standing on tiptoe to reach the top shelf. She pulled out a bottle of single malt. “Sounds like you could use a drink.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				Annmarie couldn’t believe she was pouring Talisker for
					herself, but TJ had refused to drink alone. “But this is the good stuff,”
					Annmarie protested, even as she poured.

				TJ shrugged. “I’ve got twins. One’s a mad scientist in training
					and one’s a…anime girl on crack, I guess, for Marisol. If her superpower is
					pulling giant mallets out of thin air, I’m screwed. Anyway, since I’m
					outnumbered, I can’t afford impaired reflexes very often. So when I drink, it
					might as well be the good stuff.”

				Annmarie capped the whisky, putting it safely back in its
					place. She carried the glasses over, setting one small pour in front of TJ and
					sitting across the table from the weary woman. “So your evil ex really is
					evil?”

				“You could say that. I’ve told the kids that Daddy isn’t a bad
					man, but he’s done some very bad things, and that’s why he’s in supervillain
					jail.” She lifted her glass, studying the amber liquid within. “We both wanted
					to change the world, back when we were in college. Trouble is, I plan to do it
					by working for the Foreign Service, while he eventually decided his way was the
					right way, the only way…”

				TJ gave herself a little shake that made her breasts jiggle
					delightfully. Apparently she’d taken off her bra before she’d changed into the
					burnt-orange T-shirt she wore. She sipped her drink.

				Annmarie brought her gaze back to TJ’s face, wrapping her
					fingers firmly around her own glass. She raised it and took a whiff of the fine
					single malt before daring a tiny sip. It was like being mugged by a peat bog in
					the best of ways, and it burned as it sat on her tongue. When she was sure she
					could talk, she said, “And now he’s out. What happened?”

				TJ’s distant expression was at odds with her matter-of-fact
					shrug. “It looks like the Iron Fist Guild staged a breakout, and he was
					convenient. He didn’t get much chance to be a villain before I caught on and
					turned him in. But Singularity does have a very impressive control over gravity,
					and he was always a thinker. Give him twenty years, he could be running the Iron
					Fist. He’s dead smart, he just doesn’t seem to get
					certain basic rules of thumb. Like the fact that a benign despot is still a
					despot.”

				And this woman in front of her, with the tousled hair and the
					feminine curves that begged to be touched—this woman who could throw grown men
					around with the power of her mind—she’d brought him down. Annmarie shivered.

				TJ sipped at her scotch, less weary and more serious as she
					enjoyed the drink, even though it couldn’t be having an effect yet. “Anyway, it
					doesn’t matter. What matters right now is that he’s fallen off the map, so I
					don’t know what he’s doing yet, but sooner or later, he’s going to show up
					here.”

				Annmarie choked on her scotch. She coughed and wheezed as it
					burned her throat, waving off TJ’s concern and an offer of water and trying not
					to die. When she had herself under control, she said, “Sorry. Looking for you,
					or for the kids?”

				“The kids. I don’t know what Singularity thinks about me—hell,
					I don’t know Singularity at all. I don’t know who he
					is, but he’s not the man I thought I was going to marry. But we both love our
					kids. Even locked up in Peacekeeper, he never forgot their birthday or
					Christmas.”

				That must be creepy, your kids getting birthday cards from your
					ex who was in prison. Annmarie eyed her scotch and then took another cautious
					sip. When this one failed to attack her, she asked, “Does he know where you
					live?”

				TJ shook her head. “I did everything I could to fall off the
					face of the earth after he went to Peacekeeper. I moved out of DC. I made sure
					my parents and sisters moved. I’ve got the kids registered as protected at
					school, so nobody can trace them by test scores or other records.” She finished
					the last of her drink and worried her glass between her hands. “I was Dynama,
					and I dropped that whole identity. No more yellow spandex, no more smiling in
					front of the cameras to make sure Latina supers got airtime. This building is
					shielded against remote vision and dowsing-variant powers, and we’ve been here
					almost a year now.”

				Annmarie tried to remember Dynama from newscasts or parental
					gossip around the dinner table, but yellow spandex and flying was as far as she
					got. Eight or ten years ago, Annmarie was still a teenager, and she’d spent most
					of those years trying not to know anything about superheroes. She’d never even
					heard of Singularity. “But you’re still worried.”

				“Yeah. He’s smart. He always was. He’s going to want the kids,
					and sooner or later, he’ll find us.” TJ leaned back in her chair. “I’m going to
					keep them out of school for a while and stay home so they’re never left
					unprotected, but I can’t work on tracking him and keep an eye on them at the
					same time. They’re at that age where they’re into everything—most of it trouble.
					So basically, I need a nanny for the duration, and I don’t even know how long
					that’s going to be.” She turned a dark, serious gaze on Annmarie.

				Annmarie’s heart beat faster in her chest. Her glass clacked
					softly on the tabletop as she set it down. “Till they catch him, or till you
					decide he’s not coming after all.” She wondered if her parents would have done
					as much for her, if a villain had ever targeted them.

				TJ stretched her arms out in front of her on the table,
					heedless of the prints she was leaving on the glass. She laid her head down on
					them. “He’ll come,” she said softly.

				Annmarie laid fingertips on TJ’s wrist. “You’re a good parent,
					not to risk leaving them alone. Of course I’ll stay with them.”

				TJ raised her head. She looked at Annmarie’s hand.

				Annmarie felt herself blushing, but she’d just make it worse if
					she pulled her hand away. She waited until TJ met her gaze, and damned if it
					didn’t make Annmarie’s mouth dry and her breath catch in her throat. Don’t do it, Annmarie. Don’t go falling for a superhero. That
						kind of thing never works out—they run off and save the world. It’s just
						what they do. She’ll never stay for you.

				TJ drew a short, deep breath, and her expression softened.
					“Thanks.”

				* * *

				“Heidi, calm down,” Sean said. The superhero nickname
					grated on TJ’s nerves, but it beat HH. There just weren’t many good ways to
					shorten “the Hidden Hand.” “He doesn’t know where you are.”

				It was too bad superpowers weren’t the limitless solution the
					public perceived them as. If they were, she could have delivered a telekinetic
					slap by way of Sean’s webcam. “Sean,” she asked politely, “do I look or sound
					anything but calm to you?”

				The union rep hesitated, a visibly caught-out expression on his
					freckled face. Forty-plus years since the women’s movement began, and a dozen
					since the union was established, and superheroines—especially superheroines of
					color—still had to convince the men in the system that they weren’t emotional
					(and what the hell was wrong with being emotional when the situation deserved
					it?) before they began the much more difficult business of trying to get
					themselves taken seriously. “You’re asking for a panic button. You know we don’t
					issue those unless there’s an imminent threat.”

				TJ kept her voice carefully even. “Yes I am.” The lighting in
					Sean’s office made the map on the wall behind him glow green in a way that hurt
					her eyes. “There is an imminent threat. I’m telling you exactly what will
					happen. Singularity will tell the Iron Fist that he wants to get his kids back.
					He will take on any mission they might assign him as payment for resources. He
					will take care of it quickly and efficiently, because that’s just the way he
					operates, and then he will set about finding us.”

				Sean’s eyes betrayed his discomfort as his gaze drifted away
					from the webcam. “You can’t know that. And anyway, your building’s shielded. I
					pulled some serious strings getting you that footage yesterday. I can’t get you
					a local panic button without some proof he’s coming after you.”

				TJ resisted the urge to rub her temples. “Sean, I’ve got two
					seven-year-olds and their very patient nanny here with me. For defense, they
					have a chemistry set and a fire extinguisher. By the time you get that proof, it
					may be too late. Building shielding is good, but you can track down anyone if
					you’re determined enough—it doesn’t take superpowers. Check my reliability
					matrix. I don’t panic, and I’m almost never wrong on a tactical question.”

				Running his fingers through his thinning red hair, Sean
					appeared less uncomfortable and more genuinely unhappy. “Look, I’ll see what I
					can do. But I’ve got to take it upstream, Heidi. Even if I get the go-ahead,
					it’ll take a while.”

				“It is what it is.” She managed not to sigh. “I appreciate the
					help, Sean.”

				He nodded. “Take care of yourself, okay?”

				“Yeah, you too.” She clicked to end the call and checked the
					clock in the bottom right corner of her screen. It was just after 10:00
					a.m.—Sean had been in a meeting already when she’d called the first time.

				She leaned back in her chair for a moment, contemplating the
					ceiling, and then straightened, glancing at her empty coffee cup. Tempting, but
					she was keyed up enough just wondering where Singularity was. The extra caffeine
					wouldn’t help, it would just give her a false sense of control, when the truth
					was she couldn’t control everything about this situation. She shouldn’t even
					try. She needed to soft-focus and see patterns, not hard-focus on the individual
					details. If Sean needed proof, she’d get him proof.

				She clicked the first contact in her list—the one represented
					only by a number—and requested a voice call.

				Control picked up before the first ring even started. “Hello
					again, Heidi.”

				TJ had made her first call to Control at seven-something in the
					morning, just as soon as Annmarie had arrived and the kids were settled. She
					knew Control hadn’t found any indications of the use of gravity powers yet,
					because the AI would have messaged her immediately if something’d come up.
					“Sorry to bother you again, Control. What ever happened to that shark?”

				Control might not be capable of sounding surprised, but the
					little hesitation before she answered gave it away. “Does this have to do with
					the search for Singularity?”

				TJ stared abstractedly at her closet door. “I don’t know. It’s
					just a bug in my brain right now. The shark could have been a coincidence, or it
					could have been a deliberate distraction while the Peacekeeper breakout was
					going on. But either way, it had to come from somewhere. Mutant animals take
					time to engineer.”

				“I see. Lightning Bug stuck a tracker on it and lured it out
					into the bay. We had hoped to track it back to its point of origin, but it
					self-destructed when it reached open water.”

				“Self-destructed? Not died?”

				“Both, actually. The self-destruct mechanism was not a part of
					the living shark, but it did kill the creature in the process.”

				That poor shark. Not like it had looked terribly viable as
					experiments went, but still. “Is the autopsy file restricted? Can I have a
					copy?”

				“Your union clearance is adequate. I’m placing a copy of the
					results on your hard drive now. The analysis is incomplete, but you have all of
					the raw data.”

				At least it would keep her busy until she got some solid leads
					on Singularity’s whereabouts. “Thanks, Control.”

				“Of course. Good luck, Heidi.”

				The type of research she did for the Foreign Service was easy
					compared to the autopsy file, but by noon, TJ was confident she understood.
					Giant mutant cyborg sharks. What the Iron Fist had wanted with one in the first
					place, she couldn’t begin to guess, but it had obviously been drawn away from
					some other project. The legs were newer than the rest of the creature, and she
					got the impression the union scientists had a betting pool going on whether the
					metallic skeleton had been in the original plans.

				It also had no relationship to gravity powers that she could
					find, or any of the Iron Fist’s known projects, either.

				She pushed back from her computer, stood and stretched,
					noticing the state of her bedroom as she did. God, Annmarie had seen this room
					yesterday. TJ hadn’t even replaced the bed since before the kids were born, let
					alone painted the walls. First she hadn’t had the money, and since that had
					changed she hadn’t had the time. She did a few squats and a back bend and then
					set about making the bed for the first time in longer than she could remember.
					You could still tell she hadn’t bought anything for herself since college, but
					at least it was neat.

				She changed out of the blouse and jacket she’d put on to make
					calls and into her purple Alice in Wonderland T-shirt. She hesitated a moment,
					then ducked into her bathroom to check her hair and dab just a little lavender
					oil behind her ears. She hadn’t put any on this morning, since she wasn’t
					actually going in, was all. It had nothing to do with Annmarie. Okay, they’d had
					that weird moment last night after the scotch where TJ’d been so drawn to her,
					but it couldn’t happen. It wasn’t fair to hit on somebody who was technically
					sort of working for you.

				When she left her bedroom, she found the twins sitting at the
					table, Marisol painting with watercolors while Esteban read a book. They weren’t
					quite their usual chipper selves, but they were both better than they’d been
					this morning, let alone yesterday. In the kitchen, Annmarie glanced up from
					stirring something in a saucepan and smiled.

				The corners of TJ’s mouth tugged upward in return. She realized
					it looked goofy, and turned away to ruffle Esteban’s hair. “Hey, mijo. Feeling better?”

				He put a bookmark in his book. That was her little pedant, all
					right. “Lots. Annmarie said if we stayed at the table for a little while, she
					could make us macaroni and cheese instead of soup.” He made a face. Esteban
					hated soup and only ever ate it when he was sick.

				She chuckled, glancing over his head at Annmarie. “Bribery will
					get you everywhere. Is there enough for four? And what can I do to help?”

				“You can sit down and not jog my elbow.” She poured a splash of
					milk into the saucepan, seemingly unafraid of splatters hitting her casual
					T-shirt-over-camisole combination. The shirts still didn’t reach the top of her
					jeans, even though they weren’t borrowed, leaving three lovely inches of
					waistline exposed. My God, does she actually have time to
						go to the gym, or is she one of those lucky people who just got good
						genes?

				Dragging her gaze away, TJ took her seat at the end of the
					table, inspecting Marisol’s artwork. “What’re you painting?” she asked. Marisol
					treated her to a five-minute explanation of Magic Girl
					Something-she-couldn’t-pronounce, who was apparently defending the world in a
					skirt just shy of indecent. TJ was sure that had something to do with her
					daughter’s artistic skills—she didn’t let her kids watch anything with hemlines
					quite that short.

				It could be worse. Instead of magic girls, it could be
					princesses.

				While Marisol explained, Annmarie set the table and put out
					glasses of juice for the kids and water for herself and TJ, pausing occasionally
					to stir something on the stove.

				My God, it’s like having a
					wife.

				TJ finally convinced Marisol to let her put the painting on top
					of the fridge, where it would be out of harm’s way when Annmarie dished up. By
					the time she was seated again, bowls of macaroni in some kind of white sauce,
					complete with cheese sprinkled over the top, sat on the table. Esteban was
					already chomping away, as thoroughly sick of soup as she’d expected. Marisol
					stuck her fork into the noodles, lifting one to her lips and brightening
					considerably when she tasted it.

				“Oh my God, is there real cheese in this sauce?” TJ asked,
					stunned.

				Annmarie blinked blue eyes at her, then laughed. “I saw the
					boxed stuff, but you had everything I needed to make real macaroni and cheese,
					and the kids and I weren’t in any hurry. So I figured, why not?”

				“This is really good,” Esteban said through a mouthful.

				“Esteban, don’t talk with your mouth full,” TJ corrected
					automatically.

				“It tastes different,” Marisol said.

				“Marisol, Annmarie went to a lot of trouble to make this!”

				Unrepentant, Marisol said, “It’s really good, Mama, it just
					doesn’t taste like macaroni and cheese.”

				TJ rolled her eyes heavenward, feeling the blood rush to her
					face and hoping Annmarie wouldn’t notice. The other woman’s eyes held subdued
					laughter, and the dimple marking her cheek gave her away again. “Everybody say
					thank you to Annmarie,” TJ said firmly, trying to regain control of the
					situation.

				“Thank you, Annmarie,” the twins chorused dutifully.

				“Thank you,” TJ added for herself.

				“You’re very welcome,” Annmarie said.

				They ate in silence for a few minutes, and TJ realized this was
					probably her best opportunity to tell the kids about Singularity. Something
					inside of her cringed at the thought. But they weren’t really sick anymore. The
					longer they were out of school, the wilder they’d get, and the harder it would
					be to focus them.

				She just hated having to do it at all.

				Ignorance was nobody’s best defense, though—she’d decided on
					that policy years ago. “So I had some news yesterday that I have to share,” she
					said quietly. “It’s not good news, but everybody has to know, okay, Mari,
					Esteban?”

				She waited until both kids nodded before going on. “Remember
					how I always told you that Daddy would be in prison for a long time? Well, he
					got out yesterday, but not because somebody let him out. He escaped with the
					help of some very bad people.”

				Marisol stopped chewing mid-bite, holding her fork in midair as
					if she’d forgotten it. “But I thought you said Daddy wasn’t a bad man.”
					Seven-year-olds just were not designed to deal with shades of gray.

				“Chew your food, please, Mari,” TJ said. “He’s not, but
					sometimes he doesn’t understand that he does bad things, or that the people he
					knows are bad people. There are lots of good people searching for them right
					now, but we don’t know when Daddy or the others will get caught.” She took a
					deep breath, trying not to be obvious about it. “In the meantime, there’s a
					chance that he might come here.”

				Esteban, bless his heart, asked the question she needed.
					“Why?”

				“To take you away from me.” She followed that quickly with, “I
					won’t let him. I know he loves you very much, but he would be a very bad parent,
					so I won’t let him take you. But that doesn’t mean he won’t try, and I don’t
					know if he’ll do scary things while he’s trying.”

				Marisol put her fork down, an unfamiliar worried expression on
					her small face. “He won’t hurt us, will he?”

				The look tore at TJ’s heart. “No, mija, Daddy would never hurt you.” She got up from her chair to hug
					Marisol, who, for once, didn’t squirm and hugged back.

				“Mama, the bad people—are they supervillains?” Esteban asked.
					“Because you said Daddy was in Peacekeeper, and only supervillains go
					there.”

				She’d said he was in Peacekeeper? TJ winced. She supposed she
					might have let that slip at some point. Well, it was probably better that they
					knew. “Yeah. Supervillains and the people who get caught up with them. And I
					helped send him there when I realized what he was doing, so he’s probably very
					angry with me.”

				“So if they were supervillains, it’ll be on the news, right?
					Can we watch?”

				TJ hesitated. She glanced at Annmarie, who appeared
					sympathetic, if not especially helpful. “Would you feel better about it if you
					saw it on the news?” she asked Esteban.

				He nodded. “I think so. And if Daddy’s coming here, maybe the
					news will say so.”

				Mijo, I only wish it were that
						easy.

				The kitchen clock showed two minutes till noon. “Okay then.
					Finish your lunch if you want to watch, and then we’ll turn on the news.”

				After that, TJ didn’t have much appetite, no matter how tasty
					lunch was. But the kids were finishing theirs, and with Singularity on the
					loose, she had no idea if she might suddenly have to do battle before supper. So
					she ate the rest of her macaroni and cheese anyway.

				“I’ll clean up,” Annmarie said. “You go watch with the
					kids.”

				Channel 7 always had news at noon, usually with a local slant.
					TJ sat on the couch, and Esteban and Marisol curled up one on each side of
					her.

				After finishing up the story about a fire in an old apartment
					building across the river, the news anchor said, “And once again, our top story
					of the hour: half a dozen Superheroes Union offices have been broken into this
					morning.” TJ’s blood ran cold. “The break-ins all appear to have been staged by
					the Iron Fist Guild, and there are few reported injuries. We take you now to SMA
					Local #14’s offices, where Latanya Wheeler is on the scene…”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Three

				When TJ had told Annmarie that her union rep would be coming over, her tone had made Annmarie wonder what he’d done to piss her off. Nevertheless, Mr. Lowe had been very good about answering questions for the kids, despite having butterfly bandages holding a cut on his forehead closed and TJ glaring daggers at him. They were all seated in TJ’s dining room, and once the kids were out of questions, TJ let them go play.

				Mr. Lowe sighed and bent to pick up his briefcase from the floor, his eyes closing briefly even as he grimaced.

				“Can I get you some Tylenol?” Annmarie asked reflexively. In her own apartment, she’d have offered a beer, but she wasn’t comfortable offering TJ’s whisky.

				Mr. Lowe said, “No, thanks. I took some, it’s just going to hurt for a while.”

				TJ’s shoulders sank, and some of the anger left her face. “I’m sorry you had to find out the hard way, Sean. What happened? The Iron Fist doesn’t usually care about bystanders one way or the other.”

				“I know.” He avoided TJ’s eyes as he set the briefcase on the table and opened it. “I went out front and tried to reason with them. After they shoved the bookcase over on me, I didn’t make that mistake anymore.” He took out a necklace that was undoubtedly far more complex than the golden capsule on a cord suggested and handed it to TJ, who examined the capsule and then put it around her neck without asking questions. “You’re going to be the nanny until we have this resolved?” he asked Annmarie.

				She nodded.

				This time he took a ladies’ watch from behind a flap in the case’s lid. “There’s a panic button built into this watch. You have to twist the knob on the side first—that’s what keeps it from accidentally going off. Then just press it in. If you do that, every red phone in the local chapter goes off and Control grabs your GPS coordinates. Every superhero who isn’t fighting for his or her life will come running.”

				Annmarie stared at the watch in his hand. It was a whole lot of responsibility, but she couldn’t help wondering how growing up would have been different if she’d had one of these on her wrist. If her parents had had the guarantee that someone besides them would always be watching out for her, would they have been more tolerant of juvenile behaviors instead of trying to turn her into a well-behaved little adult? “I understand.”

				“Once you press that, it can’t be undone. After that, the only way to call it off is if TJ calls in from her own red phone to tell us the situation’s taken care of. The idea is that, since you aren’t a meta, no one will even look twice at the watch. It will keep giving us your location no matter what happens. At that point, your job is to sit with the kids and wait to be rescued.”

				Annmarie knew this lecture. She’d started getting it in junior high when she went to her first slumber party, and when she still didn’t have powers by the time she started driving, she’d gotten it every time she went out with her girlfriend or borrowed the car. Not that her parents had the backing of anything as well-organized as the Superheroes and Metahuman Assistants Union—superheroes had only unionized about a dozen years ago. It took years before her parents were convinced they ought to join it, and Annmarie was old enough for them to leave her without a babysitter long before that. “Waiting is one of my specialties,” she said dryly.

				Mr. Lowe handed her the watch. Fastening it around her wrist felt significant, somehow. Here she was, tying herself even more tightly to the kind of stuck-up people with misplaced priorities she’d always sworn to avoid, and yet…TJ wasn’t like that. She was all about the importance of her family, even when the world needed saving.

				Somehow, the weight of metal around Annmarie’s wrist felt less like being locked down and more like being part of something. This was for the kids.

				TJ took Mr. Lowe into her bedroom to have what she called a conversation and what Annmarie suspected was really a council of war. Annmarie got the kids—already on the verge of mayhem in the way unsettled kids often were—redirected to play a board game. The three of them were still playing Apples to Apples Junior when Mr. Lowe left an hour later. TJ didn’t come out of the bedroom.

				Annmarie wondered if the other woman was really accomplishing anything, or just tying herself in knots, since there wasn’t much they could do until Singularity showed his face.

				Two movies and a minor accident with some modeling clay later, still no TJ. The stomach flu was only a memory, so Annmarie made frozen pizza for dinner. When TJ didn’t so much as stick her head out, Annmarie knocked on the bedroom door, then opened it far enough to stick her head in. “The kids are having dinner. You want some?”

				TJ glanced over her shoulder long enough to say, “That’s okay, you guys eat without me.” She turned back to her laptop.

				Annmarie waited a minute. “You know, at some point, you need a break. A night off. Play a game with your kids. Take a bath. Go on a date.”

				TJ leaned back in her battered office chair without actually looking at Annmarie. “I can’t just sit around and do nothing, knowing he’s coming. And I don’t date, anyway. I’m a mom, a superhero, and I have a full-time job. Who has time to date?”

				She had a point, and it wasn’t like Annmarie had been planning to ask TJ out—she didn’t date superheroes. “That’s a shame. You could use some company that’s not seven years old now and then.”

				TJ spun in her chair and glared. Suddenly her expression softened, going vaguely guilty.

				Not quite what I was hoping for.

				“I’m sorry, Annmarie, I totally lost track of time. You’re off at seven, right?”

				Annmarie grunted. “It’s not about my shift ending. Lord preserve me from superheroes and their round-the-clock schedules. I’m just worried about you, okay?”

				“You don’t have to—”

				“I know I don’t.” She stepped inside, closing the door down to a crack that let her keep an eye on Esteban and Marisol and lowering her voice. “In fact, unless you object, I was thinking I might just run home and pack a bag. Tell my roommates I’m on 24/7 for a while and crash on your couch for the duration. If Singularity comes calling in the middle of the night, you can’t deal with him and keep watch over the kids at the same time.”

				TJ opened her mouth, then closed it. “I can’t ask you to do that. You’ve been a godsend, Annmarie, but everybody needs some time off.”

				“Everybody but you,” Annmarie countered. It won her a scowl, but she ignored it. “You’re not asking, I’m telling. Somebody needs to be with those kids, and you’re no good to them like this.” She waved her hand vaguely at TJ’s desk—a gesture meant to take in the laptop, the hunched posture and the dark circles under the other woman’s eyes.

				TJ dropped her head into her hands. “I’m not supermom,” she said softly. “I know it. I do a pretty good job faking it most of the time, but how do I protect them from this? How do I save them from their father when I can’t even see him coming?”

				Annmarie lifted her chin and tried to put absolute faith on her face. “You’ll figure something out. Look, I’m going back out to the kids. Do what you need to do, tie up loose ends. You said bedtime at eight o’clock—be ready to say good night to them and take some time for yourself. I’ll go home to pack then.”

				TJ straightened up, rolling her eyes. But she had a smile on her face. “Yes, Mom.”

				* * *

				TJ smelled garlic. The clock on her laptop screen read 7:55 and she still didn’t have a solid lead on Singularity, though Vincy had offered to help stand watches at her apartment. TJ wasn’t prepared to invoke that kind of protection yet. She had a level of anonymity she really liked with this condo, and she wasn’t quite ready to give it up.

				She shed her jacket before opening her door, but she didn’t bother changing back into a T-shirt at this hour of the day. When she opened the bedroom door and saw the dining table, it dawned on her that the kids had eaten hours ago. Annmarie had cooked dinner.

				TJ’s face heated.

				Not dinner for the kids. Dinner for—the two of them, judging by the place settings. Her single set of cloth napkins had been employed, the good dishes were out, and there were candles. Real, honest-to-God white tapers, slightly dusty, in her little brass candlesticks.

				That jarred her out of her shock. Her eyes searched automatically for Marisol, who was just reaching for a slice of bread from the dish in the middle of the table. TJ started toward her daughter, but Annmarie stepped out of the kitchen and said, “Marisol, you had supper already.”

				“But it smells good.”

				“But it’s for your mama, because she forgot to eat.”

				It wasn’t like TJ could even complain about that—it was true. Marisol drew her hand back.

				“It’s bedtime anyway, Mari,” TJ said. “Let’s tuck you in.”

				When the kids were safely in bed, TJ shut the door behind her, ready to tell Annmarie that this was ridiculous and she certainly didn’t need looking after. Annmarie had dished up spaghetti and was spooning red sauce onto the plates at their places across the table from each other. Worse, the sauce smelled really good.

				TJ opened her mouth, but Annmarie cut her off. “I thought it was really sad that you didn’t even date. So I thought I’d bring the date to you.” She gestured at the carefully staged table. “Except I couldn’t think who might be safe to call to keep you company, so you’re stuck with me.”

				TJ couldn’t find a single thing to say that didn’t sound ungrateful. She closed her mouth and hoped she didn’t come off as too big an idiot. “Um. Thanks? I expected to be eating cheese and crackers tonight.”

				“If you remembered to eat at all?”

				She shrugged and tried not to look too sheepish.

				Annmarie took the sauce back into the kitchen, setting the little saucepan on a back burner and putting the lid on it to keep it warm.

				TJ walked around the table into the kitchen, heading for the cupboard where she kept the wine. She had just opened the door when Annmarie backed away from the stove, her hip bumping softly into TJ’s. TJ glanced quickly at the other woman and found her staring awkwardly back and blushing faintly. “Sorry,” they said in the same breath, and then laughed.

				TJ hiked herself up on the counter, kneeling on the black granite surface so she could reach her small wine rack. She wasn’t anywhere near as interested in wines as in single malts, but she knew reds were supposed to go with red sauces. She picked one at random—a Zinfandel that had probably been a housewarming gift from Todd—and set it on the counter beside her before hopping down.

				She found Annmarie watching her, a bemused smile touching soft pink lips. “You can levitate things, but you still climb up on the counters to reach what’s on the top shelf?”

				TJ turned away, opening the silverware drawer to search for her seldom-used corkscrew. There she went, still too short and too much a tomboy after all these years.

				A gentle touch on her shoulder almost made her jump.

				“I didn’t mean it like that,” Annmarie said quietly.

				A glance over her shoulder showed two faint lines of concern creasing the skin between the other woman’s eyebrows. TJ managed a faint grin for her. “Hey, I was climbing on counters to reach things long before I could levitate stuff. Besides, I really try not to levitate stuff at home most of the time—the kids need to see that that’s not generally appropriate behavior. If floating things becomes ‘normal,’ the next thing I know, Marisol will be fighting at school when she says Mama made things float and somebody else says ‘She did not!’”

				Annmarie’s touch slipped away, and TJ found herself missing the human contact. She blinked and went back to inspecting the drawer, spotting the corkscrew. “You cooked, why don’t you sit down while I pour?”

				She brought the wine to the table, pouring first for Annmarie and then for herself before setting the bottle down in easy reach. Taking her own place, TJ shook her head at the candles and good dishes and garnishes, more amused and less embarrassed this time. “It smells wonderful, but you know you didn’t have to go to the trouble of making everything fancy.”

				“I went looking for the napkins because I figured red sauce was an invitation to spill something on our shirts, and after that, it seemed silly not to set everything nicely.” Annmarie unfolded her napkin, tucking a corner into the top of her shirt by way of demonstration.

				TJ giggled. “A woman after my own heart,” she said, unfolding her own and putting it in place to protect her blouse. She picked up her fork, awkwardly wondering if there was some protocol about who had to start eating first when one of you had cooked—she was starved. Fortunately, Annmarie twirled a fork full of spaghetti, taking the decision out of TJ’s hands.

				She wasn’t sure what alchemy made the sauce from the cupboard taste like it had actual herbs and spices and—were those mushrooms?—in it, but she definitely appreciated the effort. After several bites, she took a moment to ask, “Where did you learn to cook? This is amazing.”

				A small, pleased expression spread across Annmarie’s face while she swallowed her spaghetti. “Um, I don’t know. Here and there, I guess. Mostly, I spent a lot of time on my own growing up. I started looking up recipes just to try them, and after a while you start…tinkering with things.”

				TJ just shook her head. “Wow.” Which was about 3000 words fewer than she needed for a conversation. God, she hadn’t been on a date since Jon—well, unless you counted that fiasco when Todd’s wife had set TJ up with her brother while the twins were at summer camp last year. And that had gone so badly, TJ’d spent the rest of the week at home watching old Mel Gibson movies and drinking strawberry daiquiris. Hell, she hadn’t had a date with another woman since her freshman year of college, and women were always just a little different than men, the ebb and flow of the conversation changing based on different assumptions and shared experiences. How did people do this? What did she and Annmarie have in common, besides taking care of her kids? “So you grew up in the bad old days before unionization, huh?”

				Annmarie’s eyes went distant for a moment. Then she smiled. “Yeah. No childcare, no healthcare, no survivors’ benefits. But I have a really good relationship with my grandparents and a long line of interesting babysitter stories to tell.”

				“Oh really?” That gave TJ something to work with. “I think my best babysitter story was the time my sisters and I decided to cut our hair while our parents were on vacation. Or maybe when Jo hit me with the phone book.”

				“What did you do that she hit you with the phone book?”

				“Um.” TJ snagged a slice of garlic bread and took a bite. It tasted every bit as good as it smelled. “I may have borrowed her favorite shirt and gotten chocolate ice cream on it. I was thirteen. She was twelve. It made sense at the time.”

				“Sometimes I wonder what I missed out on, not having any brothers or sisters. Then I hear stories like this and think I didn’t miss anything at all.” Annmarie smirked. “Not that I didn’t get into plenty of trouble on my own. I decided I was going to build a fort in my room once.”

				“What’s wrong with that?” Marisol and Esteban still built forts out of blankets and chairs sometimes. TJ swirled spaghetti up on her fork, digging in while Annmarie talked.

				“I got the tools and scrap lumber from Dad’s workshop and started to build the fort.”

				TJ almost choked on her spaghetti.

				Judging by the twinkle in Annmarie’s eye, that was the point. “By the time the sitter heard something over the television, I’d nailed up a nice frame to the foot of my bed and the wall next to it, and I think I had half of the first wall put up. She was so mad, I spent the rest of the night hiding under the bed.”

				The worst damage TJ and her sisters had ever done to the house was when they accidentally melted the bottom out of a plastic bowl trying to make popcorn. And they hadn’t thought they needed to hide under the bed afterward. She took a couple of sips of wine to make sure her throat was clear. “What did your parents have to say to her?”

				Annmarie chuckled. “They apologized for me, but they never used her again. I think the fact that I made at least four trips down the hall with wood and tools and she never noticed made her a little suspect. Me, I got the lecture about being a responsible girl, and they expected better of me.”

				What did you say to something like that? “How old were you?”

				Annmarie shrugged. “I don’t know. Five? Six?”

				And they’d expected better from her? Why hadn’t they expected her to be a kid, for God’s sake?

				“Dad had showed me how he used the handsaw and let me pound nails for him sometimes. I didn’t see why I shouldn’t do it on my own. I was going to be his good little carpenter for a while there.” One side of her mouth drew upward wryly. “I don’t know if they didn’t know it was completely acceptable reasoning for a kid, or if they’d just hoped they could train me better.”

				TJ shuddered. “At least you learned differently somewhere along the way.”

				“Why do you think I decided to work with children?” The smile spread across her whole face. “Everybody thinks it’s easy, like it was a gimme degree and anybody could take care of kids. They’re wrong. Some people are really bad at it, and some people just don’t care enough. A lot of supers just have too much on their minds. They get lost in the crisis and forget about what’s really important. So yeah, I may be twenty-seven and still living with my roommates from when we were all undergrads, but I love what I do.”

				“Good for you,” TJ said softly. She cleared her throat, trying not to go all awkward in the face of that confession. “Me too. I was the kid that was always a crusader in search of a crusade, and I went into the Foreign Service. Probably do more saving the world in my day job than I ever will as a superhero.”

				Annmarie shrugged and toyed with the stem of her wine glass. “The world needs both.” TJ could almost see the mental shake she gave herself. “So…how many sisters, and why did you all cut your hair?”

				By the time they’d finished telling babysitter stories, they’d gone on to music, and by the time they’d talked that to death, it was almost eleven o’clock. TJ felt stuffed with spaghetti and garlic bread. She’d had two glasses of wine—or was it three?—by the time she stood up and began collecting the empty dishes.

				Annmarie gave her a puzzled stare, then glanced at the clock, her eyes going comically wide. “Oops. Well I guess it’s a good date when I lose track of three hours.” She stood, blowing out the candles and reaching for the empty bread dish.

				“Don’t you dare,” TJ said cheerfully. “You cooked, I’ll clean.”

				Annmarie ignored her, bringing the dish and the wine glasses over to the kitchen counter while TJ began rinsing bowls. “Just that much, I promise. I’ve got to run home and pack, and tell my roommates not to report me as a missing person. But…I had a really good time.”

				TJ’s laugh slipped away from her breathlessly as she looked up from the sink and right into Annmarie’s eyes. She scrambled for a flippant answer, but it wouldn’t come. “Me too.” They were only inches apart, and TJ wondered, since it had been a “fake” date, if that meant she couldn’t kiss the other woman.

				Because she really wanted to.

				After several moments where the potential hung in the air, Annmarie pulled away, blushing again. “Okay, I’ll let you do the rest of the cleanup, but only because I have to pack that bag. Should I bring a sleeping bag with me?”

				TJ tried to make sure Annmarie wouldn’t see her regret. “No, the couch folds out. I’ll put sheets on the sofa bed while you’re gone.” Annmarie moved away, but TJ caught her hand, squeezing gently. “Annmarie?”

				Annmarie turned back toward her, still blushing. “Yeah?”

				“Thanks.”

				* * *

				TJ was always too cold at night. Theoretically, every condo in the building had the most up-to-date climate control available, but in practice, if it was the right temperature in the twins’ room, it was always too cold in TJ’s. She’d rather have been in some hundred-and-twenty-year-old loft with a tin ceiling, a clawfoot tub and plumbing that never did quite what you expected. But the modern condo kept the kids safer, and it wasn’t like she didn’t have the money at this point. She could put up with the air conditioning. So she used the comforter even in the middle of summer. So what?

				She struggled with the weight of the bedclothes as she fumbled toward her nightstand in the dark. That loud, annoying sound had to be her phone. One of her phones. She managed to pry one eyelid open and grabbed the one that was all lit up. It was her red phone. Why was her red phone ringing? She’d just had a call a couple days ago, and anyway…she’d had her name taken off the on-call list, she remembered slowly. She’d talked with Malika about it. She stabbed the call button and held the phone to her ear. “Hello?” Her voice was thick and sleep-muzzy in her own ears. “Hello?”

				No one answered.

				Dammit, she hated wrong numbers on her red phone. She hit the end button and glanced at her alarm clock. 2:13 in the morning and she was getting a goddamn wrong number. She closed her eyes, waiting for the inevitable call back from some idiot who had been too embarrassed to check the phone number when they had her the first time—and at two in the morning, whoever it was ought to be embarrassed.

				The phone rang in her hand. She pressed the button without even opening her eyes. “Hello?” There was the dreaded silence again. “You have a wrong number. Please don’t call me again—some of us are trying to sleep, here.”

				“Terry?” a voice asked hesitantly.

				God, that sounded weirdly familiar, but TJ hadn’t been Terry in years. Even her father knew better by now. She tried to shake the sleep out of her brain. “Who?”

				“Terry, this is you, isn’t it?” It was a man’s voice, distorted with the static of a bad connection.

				A chill that had nothing to do with the air conditioning stole over TJ, collecting into an icy ball at the pit of her stomach.

				“It’s me, Terry. Look, don’t hang up—just tell me, how are the kids? Are the kids okay?”

				She couldn’t have answered if she’d wanted to, her voice frozen in her throat, and she had to try twice before her shaking fingers managed to hang up.

				Jon.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Four

				Annmarie blinked several times in the dim light, trying to remember where she was. A soft, bell-like clang drew her attention, and she rolled onto her side, pushing up on one elbow. It dawned on her that she was on the sofa bed in the middle of TJ’s living room the moment before she spotted the other woman’s silhouette in front of the range light—fussing with a pan, probably.

				She wondered what time it was and found her attention automatically drawn to the unexpected weight of the watch on her left wrist.

				No, she didn’t remotely want to risk trying to illuminate that dial.

				She reached over the arm of the sofa to grab her glasses off the end table instead. The kitchen clock read 2:20, and TJ wore an expression not only abashed, but almost freaked out. There was a whole lot more worry in that expression than their mutual case of “I don’t know if it’s okay to kiss you” could begin to account for.

				“What’s wrong?” Annmarie asked.

				TJ shivered visibly, despite her blue terrycloth bathrobe. “Sorry, didn’t mean to wake you. I just thought…maybe some tea…” She looked back at her saucepan, her face drawn. “I didn’t use the kettle so it wouldn’t whistle…”

				“TJ, what’s wrong?” Annmarie swung her feet over the edge of the mattress. The gray pile carpet wasn’t bad beneath her feet, but the off-white tile of the kitchen floor was decidedly cool. “You’re not making any sense.”

				“You’re wearing glasses.”

				The water in the pot wasn’t bubbling yet. Annmarie took in the mug and the box of chamomile tea beside it on the counter. “I take my contacts out at night. They last longer.” She wondered if a blanket would stop TJ’s shivering. She set her hands on TJ’s shoulders. “TJ, what happened?”

				“He called,” TJ whispered.

				Annmarie didn’t have to ask who “he” was. She drew the other woman in, holding her close. “Oh, hon.”

				“On my red phone. They must’ve gotten the number when they tossed the union offices. He just…called. Asked how the kids were.” She sounded scared, her voice thin and dull.

				Annmarie stroked her back, for once thankful for Dad’s endless lectures on union benefits, back when he still thought he could convince her to become a superhero’s assistant. “None of those phones map to an address. He can’t know where you are.”

				“I hung up. It couldn’t have been more than fifteen seconds, maybe twenty. Not long enough for a dowser to get our location even if the building wasn’t shielded. I turned off the phone. I haven’t turned my red phone off except on an airplane since I joined the union when I turned eighteen.”

				So it wasn’t just about the threat to the kids and to herself. For TJ, it was an identity thing.

				“It’s okay, TJ. Just leave it off for tonight—you aren’t on-call anyway. In the morning, you can talk to whoever handles the phones and get the number changed. Singularity can’t track you from it. Just sit down, I’ll make the tea. It’ll be okay.”

				She’d suggest a shot of whisky in it, but having not only tasted but aspirated what TJ had in the house for whisky, she couldn’t help thinking that might result in a hangover on top of the wine.

				If anything, TJ clung to her more tightly, resting her forehead on Annmarie’s shoulder. “I checked on the kids. It was stupid, but I had to see that they were okay…”

				“It’s not stupid,” Annmarie said firmly. “It’s the middle of the night, and you’re worried, and they’re what you’re worried about. It’s not stupid at all.”

				TJ’s gaze fastened on Annmarie’s like she was seeking truth there.

				Bending her head, Annmarie kissed TJ’s lips. It was supposed to be reassurance, or that’s what she’d tell herself later, but the way TJ kissed back, fear sublimating itself beneath raw need, that thought didn’t last long.

				Neither did any other, as the desire Annmarie had felt for the other woman from the moment TJ had first opened the door flared low in her belly and swept over her in a heated rush. Kiss followed kiss, each deeper and fiercer than the last, punctuated by little nibbles. Eventually Annmarie tore herself away long enough to turn off the stove, and when she looked back TJ was wearing a hesitant expression. Annmarie slipped her hands carefully around the other woman’s waist. “Is this okay?” She kept her voice low, mindful of the kids sleeping in the other room.

				TJ’s giggle was almost hysterical. “Shouldn’t I be asking you that? I’m putting you in an awkward position—I’m kind of your boss.”

				“I like this position, I started this, and you’re thinking too much.” Annmarie kissed her again, willing TJ to forget for a while. Forget who employed whom, Singularity and anything else beyond lips and touch and lust.

				Annmarie wasn’t sure how they made it into the bedroom. She pushed TJ up against the door, getting it closed, and something went thunk. “Oh no, I didn’t hit your head on the door, did I?”

				“Less talking, more kissing.” TJ’s hands were firm at Annmarie’s hips as she walked her backward across the room in the dark. The bedside lamp came on apparently unassisted, providing a warm glow just as the backs of Annmarie’s knees hit the side of the bed. She fell onto it, bringing TJ with her.

				“Convenient,” Annmarie murmured during those moments where they dragged themselves all the way onto the mattress.

				“Hands full,” TJ complained. Or maybe it wasn’t really a complaint, since she had one seated firmly on Annmarie’s butt while the other squeezed her right breast.

				Annmarie moaned, working open the terrycloth belt around TJ’s waist. The front of the robe parted, exposing a broad swath of flawless skin between her breasts. Annmarie rolled onto her side, pulling TJ along with her. She ducked her head so she could lick her way around the inner curve of TJ’s breast and up her throat. It drew a gasp from the other woman, and Annmarie smiled.

				Searching fingers scrabbled at the hem of Annmarie’s camisole, inadvertently tickling. A breathy laugh escaped her as she clutched reflexively at her stomach. She leaned in to capture another kiss, warm and wet and wanting, and pulled the camisole off over her head.

				A long line of kisses made Annmarie shiver as TJ worked her way down her chin, the tip of her tongue lingering in the hollow of Annmarie’s throat before TJ’s lips continued their path down to her breast. Dark, curling hair hung loose around TJ’s head, flowing across Annmarie’s skin with a featherlight touch and obscuring her sight as a mouth latched on to her nipple. Annmarie took a sharp breath, squirming with pleasure while her hands pushed awkwardly at the robe as TJ sucked and nibbled gently.

				Annmarie gave up on the robe, slipping her hand inside it instead to explore the curve of TJ’s hip and the wonderfully smooth skin of her belly.

				TJ moaned into her flesh, the vibrations seeming to penetrate all the way to her backbone, making her buck up against the other woman. Who must have approved, because she moaned again, turning it into more of an extended hum while squeezing her other breast gently.

				“TJ!” Annmarie gasped.

				Like that was a cue, TJ rolled her onto her back again. Annmarie found herself at a loss for what to do with her hands while TJ played her body like an instrument, investigating each new gasp and sigh as if trying to understand it so she could top it. She moved her attention to the other breast, her hands stroking down Annmarie’s ribs and around the ticklish expanse of her stomach before tugging yoga pants and panties down, leaving her both exposed and trapped, the fabric binding around her knees. After a long moment, TJ began stroking lightly between her legs.

				Annmarie gave up, lacing her fingers into the other woman’s hair so she could see TJ’s eyes. She found a joyful wickedness in their depths as fingertips investigated her wetness. Then those fingers plunged inside her and her eyes closed as she groaned.

				She rode the sensations, lances of pleasure so sharp they were almost pain shooting through her. She hung there helplessly, adrift on a sea of need and subject to TJ’s whim, for some unknown amount of time before finally gasping, “It’s not enough. It’s not enough. I can’t—I can’t come like this.”

				“What do you need?” TJ’s voice was low and dark with desire.

				Oh God, she was going to make her say it. Annmarie’s cheeks burned. “My clit. Please, TJ. Please.”

				TJ chuckled against her skin, and Annmarie begged and whimpered until TJ’s thumb slipped up between her folds, drawing small circles around her clit. Annmarie heard a whine from the back of her own throat, but there was nothing she could do to stop it. She could feel all that need curled tight and low in her belly, and the touch wasn’t quite enough to let it out. She pressed up against TJ’s hand. “Please,” she whispered, trying desperately to get that pressure where she needed it.

				Finally TJ brushed the pad of her thumb across Annmarie’s clit and set her off. Annmarie pushed frantically into her thumb and fingers as the orgasm rolled over her, waves of bliss crashing through her and then slowly, slowly ebbing.

				When she could open her eyes, she found TJ gazing down at her, her face glowing with quiet delight. “I’d make you go down on me,” she said, “but I don’t have any dental dams.”

				Annmarie laughed breathlessly. “TJ, I can’t get sick. I can’t even carry anything. Super immune system, remember?”

				TJ blinked, nonplussed.

				Annmarie took her glasses off, aiming them at the nightstand in a short arc. They clattered and came to a stop against the base of the lamp. “So come up here already. And take off that robe. It keeps getting in my way.”

				* * *

				TJ woke to Janis Joplin singing about Bobby McGee. She groaned and reached automatically for her alarm clock, only to hear a disgruntled “Ngh?” as her arm thudded against flesh.

				Annmarie. Oh God.

				“I’ll get it,” Annmarie mumbled. “Which button?”

				I wasn’t even supposed to think about her this way. I really wasn’t supposed to sleep with her.

				“To the right of the big one.” TJ rubbed sleep from her eyes. She sat up while Annmarie stretched over to the nightstand, cutting Janis’s voice off in mid-word. “This is going to sound stupid,” she said blearily, “but did last night count as sexual harassment?”

				Annmarie turned her head, squinting a little at TJ. She reached back to the nightstand, grabbing her glasses and placing them on her nose. They gave her a sort of geeky sexiness that was almost irresistible, regardless of who had morning breath or whether TJ needed to pee. With her vision securely in focus, Annmarie’s gaze fastened on TJ’s face as she said, “Come closer, and I’ll show you just how harassed I don’t feel.” Sure enough, the dimple in her cheek showed first, before the smile crept onto her lips.

				That sounded amazing, but… “Wish I could, but if I jump in the shower now, I should be out before the twins are up. You can use their shower, if you want, or we can share.”

				“I share very well.” Annmarie leaned forward for a bespectacled kiss, and yeah, sweat and bed head and morning breath just didn’t matter sometimes.

				Despite a little playful groping in the shower and another attack of nerves on TJ’s part, they beat the twins out into the living room. TJ had a box of biscuit mix in her hand and Annmarie was just folding up the sofa bed when Esteban appeared in his Transformers pajamas.

				“G’morning, Annmarie,” he said, visibly confused at finding her already in the condo when he woke up.

				“Good morning, Esteban,” Annmarie said, contacts in and not a hair out of place. It was as baffling as it was sexy, TJ thought, running a hand through her own already-tousled hair. “Where’s your sister?”

				Esteban jerked his head back toward their bedroom.

				“Marisol never wakes up till I go in and pester her,” TJ said cheerfully. “What do you want for breakfast, Esteban? I was thinking pancakes, or maybe biscuits and eggs.”

				Esteban perked up, walking into the dining area and perching in his chair. “Pancakes, please.”

				“I’ll wake Marisol,” Annmarie offered.

				By the time they’d all finished breakfast, the alternating euphoria from waking up beside Annmarie and terror at the idea of really trying to date again while the kids were still so young had begun to give way to the memory of that middle-of-the-night phone call. This morning, though, instead of scaring her, it made TJ mad. How dare Jon try to shove his way back into the kids’ lives? How dare he try to intimidate her by calling in the wee hours of the morning? Singularity had abandoned them all when he’d decided changing the world was more important than his kids.

				Nothing was more important than the kids.

				After breakfast, Esteban turned on Channel 7 for the news. TJ tried to remember if they’d watched the news last night, and started guiltily when she realized she hadn’t been out of her bedroom for the kids’ supper yesterday, let alone the news. Well, no more of that. Sean wouldn’t be in until nine o’clock, and Malika wasn’t supposed to do red phone changes without his approval. Not that that would stop TJ from trying as soon as the union’s telcom coordinator came on shift.

				News must have been slow overnight, because the morning report was an unseasonal Oklahoma tornado, the situation in the Middle East, some local fishermen rescued by the Coast Guard, and the obligatory heartwarming story about a dog. TJ answered questions about Iran and Egypt for Esteban and went yet another round explaining to Marisol why they couldn’t get a dog, not while they lived in an apartment.

				Promptly at 8:30, she closed her bedroom door and logged in to her computer to call Malika. By the time she spotted the blinking light bulb that meant Control had sent new information to her attention, Malika had already picked up. The telcom coordinator was just sitting down at her desk with her coffee, and when TJ requested a new red phone, Malika immediately began telling her about the necessary paperwork and approvals.

				TJ cut her off. “That handful of the Iron Fist’s bright boys and girls who escaped the other day have my number. As long as that’s true, they can track me and my kids by it sooner or later as long as the phone is live. So either the number changes, or my red phone stays off.”

				Malika hesitated, the frown lines between her deep brown eyes growing more intense. She put her coffee down and keyed something into her computer. “If you ever tell anyone I initiated a phone change without getting the paperwork from Sean first, I’ll deny everything. I like my job. I plan to keep it.”

				TJ breathed a sigh. “Thanks, Malika.”

				Half the city away from her, on the other side of layers of encryption and protective software, Malika chuckled weakly. “I’ve got kids too, Heidi. But I’m going to put you through to Sean right now. You still have to explain this to him. And get him to send me those forms!”

				“No problem.” TJ let her smile show more than a few teeth. “I didn’t think he’d be in until nine. Great, send me over—I’ve been looking forward to it.”

				Malika’s mouse hand moved a little. “Sean?” Her eyes shifted away from TJ, presumably going to another window. TJ couldn’t hear the reply, since she wasn’t looped into that call, but a moment later, Malika went on, “I have the Hidden Hand on the line for you. It’s about Singularity.”

				Shortly afterward, the screen suddenly revealed Sean, his crisp blue suit marred by a few crumbs. She’d probably interrupted his breakfast, but it was gratifying to be taken seriously this time.

				“Sean, I need you to file for a change of red phone for me. Singularity called mine in the middle of the night.”

				Sean shook his head, visibly baffled. “How could he have gotten your number? They didn’t get anywhere near the computers.”

				He wasn’t really arguing that it had happened, TJ could tell, just trying to wrap his head around it. She blamed the hour and a corresponding lack of coffee. Fortunately, she had an answer for him—or at least, a really good question. “I don’t know—what are the odds they had a technopath with them?”

				His face stilled, his gaze drifting off into space. “If he has your red phone number, pretty good. There were four of them, including two I didn’t recognize.” He focused on her again. “Okay, we’ll consider your own phone dead and courier a new one out to you today. In fact, I’ll take it out to you. We have a couple of new couriers on. College kids. They both checked out okay, but the way things are going, I don’t want to risk one of them having been planted by the Iron Fist. The damn villains might protest they could care less about seniority and stipends, but after the break-ins, I don’t trust them to be as disinterested in the union as they always say.” His voice went indignant on that last part—Sean might not be a meta, but he knew his business when it came to the importance and running of unions, thank you very much.

				On another occasion, it would have made TJ smile. “So if they had a technopath, what else do you have on me that could be compromised?”

				He frowned. “Other than your health insurance choices and what your pension plan is like?” He reached forward, tapping keys on his laptop. “Emergency contact. That’s it. Your address isn’t anywhere but in my head.”

				There was a limit to what any superhero wanted to keep on file in a location where people kept track of them as superheroes. TJ’s emergency contact was Todd Chang, her boss and the man who covered her tracks when she had to take off on an emergency superhero call. Todd was a good guy and, after working for him for the past four years, a good friend. He was the one who had insisted her badge needed to identify her as Department of State, not just Foreign Service, because someday, she might need access to places Foreign Service personnel didn’t usually go. But he hadn’t signed on for this, and God knew no one else at her office had, either. She made a face.

				Sean raised his eyebrows in response.

				“That may be all, but it’s enough. Protect that head of yours, Sean.” Her lips pressed together in a grim line. “I don’t know about you, but I’m about to have a very busy morning.”

				He nodded. “Here, too. I’ll see you when I’ve got that phone.” He ended the call.

				TJ’s gaze was drawn inexorably back to Control’s blinking light bulb. An unhappy foreboding feeling tightened her chest, but when she clicked it, she found a synopsis of the Coast Guard rescue of that fishing boat instead of some new sign of Singularity. She almost closed it again in disgust, but she noticed the header on the Mayday transcript belonged to union dispatch, not the Coast Guard. Why had a simple Mayday come in through the union’s dispatcher?

				Skimming through the transcript, her eyes caught on the words “like a shark’s fin, but much too large.”

				Apparently she was right that the Iron Fist had recycled the first cyborg shark from some other project. What the hell was the villains’ guild doing under the sea? And why do it in this part of the ocean, where they were bound to run into problems with commercial fishing sooner or later?

				She put in another request with Control, this time for an exhaustive listing of oceanic projects and events within 200 miles of Trade City. The search could run while she warned Todd that the Iron Fist Guild might be making a visit to his office. She’d also make calls to her counterparts in research-for-the-local-government across three continents, broadening her quest for rumors about gravity misbehaving.

				Somewhere out there, Singularity’s distinctive powers would give him away. And if she managed to find out why the Iron Fist was playing Not-So-Little Mermaid with a bunch of sharks in the process, it was a windfall she wouldn’t refuse.

				* * *

				Keeping both the twins occupied and in sight now that they were well enough to be rambunctious again was challenging, but it was a challenge Annmarie thoroughly enjoyed. She’d never understood parents who just wanted their kids to play quietly and stay out of the way. Her own childhood had been full of that kind of solitary play, and while there was something to be said for toys and library books and a computer, kids needed social activities, not just at school, but in their recreation.

				Esteban wanted to play with a toy monorail set, and Marisol wanted an adventure video game instead. Annmarie supposed each could have played with their own game, but she said, “Why don’t we flip a coin?”

				Esteban shrugged. “Mom doesn’t like flipping a coin because she never wants anyone to think she made it come out the way she wanted.”

				Annmarie blinked. There were disadvantages to being a superhero she’d never thought of.

				Before she could suggest an alternative for deciding on a game, Marisol said, “Yeah, but she’s not here. I call heads! Annmarie, you flip it.”

				Bemused, Annmarie looked at Esteban. He shrugged again, and she went to get a quarter out of her handbag.

				“Okay, you’re supposed to say it while it’s in the air, Marisol.” She balanced the coin on her thumb and flicked it, sending it spinning while Marisol called heads again. She caught the coin as it came down and slapped it flat on the back of her left wrist.

				Esteban and Marisol both leaned in to watch as she drew her hand back, revealing George Washington’s face. “Heads! Come on, Esteban, help me get the mats. We’ll play monorail later.”

				Esteban didn’t seem too heartbroken as he and Marisol dragged a pair of square video game mats—the kind that always made Annmarie remember her college years, when a pitcher of strawberry daiquiris and a dancing game was cheap entertainment—from behind the entertainment center and plugged them in.

				“We’ll have to take turns,” Esteban said, “so Annmarie can play too.”

				Never let it be said that they hadn’t learned how to share. “You’ll have to teach me how to play first,” she told them.

				“It’s easy,” Marisol said, feeding the game disc into the player while Esteban turned on the TV.

				It was, and if it wasn’t the same as being able to run around outside, running across bridges and swinging on jungle vines at least let them burn off some energy while staying entertained. Video games had definitely gotten cooler since Annmarie was growing up.

				When that got old, Annmarie cut up apples for a snack and made the twins wash their hands afterwards before they started in on the monorail.

				Marisol was still laying monorail track and Esteban was fiddling with the magnets in one of the cars when TJ wandered out of her bedroom, wearing a blouse that was undoubtedly meant for work, not play, and a distracted expression. She walked into the kitchen like she wasn’t really seeing it, set her coffee cup down on the countertop and picked up the coffee pot. When she started pouring without noticing the pot was empty, Annmarie swallowed against a giggle, got up from the sofa and took the empty pot from TJ’s hand while the erstwhile superhero was still staring blankly at it.

				“Somehow, I don’t think coffee is the solution.” She bumped TJ’s hip with her own. “Want an apple? Brains work better when you’ve had food, and it’s been a long time since breakfast.”

				TJ focused on her. “Oh. Sorry. You’re right, I should eat something…”

				The coffee pot went back in its proper place, and Annmarie gave the other woman a gentle shove toward the dining table. “Sit down. Right now you’d probably cut yourself with the paring knife.”

				TJ rolled her eyes. “I’m not that bad, it’s just my brain is very full right now.”

				Annmarie chuckled as she washed a nice pink apple. “I can tell. You look like Esteban does with that monorail car, like there’s got to be some way to make it run better or the magnets aren’t operating quite the way he wants.”

				“That’s not so far from the truth.” Snatching the apple away before Annmarie could do more than reach for the paring knife, she took a solid bite out of it, chewed and swallowed. “I’m at that point where I know I’m on to something, but I don’t know what. What am I missing? It won’t jump out at me, no matter how much I stare at the screen.”

				But that doesn’t stop you from trying. Aloud, Annmarie said, “So do something else for a while. Eat your apple, watch your kids build a monorail. Clear your head.”

				TJ smirked. “You’re right. I know you’re right. That doesn’t mean I’ve gotta like it.”

				The two of them made their way back over to the kids, TJ sitting on the sofa studying the monorail track while Annmarie sat on the floor beside an elaborate curve Marisol had built in. Which is why, while Esteban and Marisol argued about whether the monorail would jam going around the curve, Annmarie was in a position to see TJ’s face go still, her eyes wide and her lips slightly parted. She stood abruptly, the half-eaten apple apparently forgotten in her hand as she walked quickly back toward her bedroom, disappearing around the corner and through the door.

				Annmarie grinned when she heard a printer start running in the bedroom. Neither of the twins looked up. “Why don’t you try it and see?”

				Marisol nodded vigorously, while Esteban frowned. “But it’s not finished yet.”

				Annmarie chuckled. It was a very Esteban kind of answer. “I know, sweetie. Look at it this way—will it break anything if you try it now?”

				The frown lifted slowly. “No. And then we’ll know if we need to fix it before we do the rest and have to redo all of it.” He repositioned himself at the start of the track.

				Marisol came to kneel beside Annmarie, where she’d have a good view of the curve. “It’ll work,” she muttered under her breath. Annmarie squeezed her shoulder.

				Esteban put the toy monorail train on the track and flipped a switch. The monorail started to move, picking up speed as it went, until it was doing a pretty good clip for a plastic toy. As it neared the questionable curve, TJ came back out of her bedroom, spreading a sheaf of papers out on the dining room table and arranging them carefully.

				“Oh, darn it!” Marisol’s exclamation made Annmarie turned back to see that, sure enough, the monorail cars were jammed, angled far enough over that the train dragged on the track.

				Scooting over on his hands and knees, Esteban said, “I’m sorry, Mari.” He draped an arm around her shoulders and hugged her a little. “If I had better magnets, or if they made the track pieces angle more, we could fix it. But it’s just a toy.”

				Over in the dining area, TJ drew a sharp breath. Esteban looked over, and so did Annmarie. TJ was staring at her papers, holding a—was that a crayon?—as if she’d forgotten it, her hand hovering above the printed sheets.

				“So we have to fix the track,” Marisol said. “How wide should I make the curves?”

				Esteban jerked his gaze away from his mother and started helping Marisol disassemble the track. “I’m going to go check on your mama,” Annmarie said quietly. The twins both nodded without looking up from their task. Annmarie shrugged to herself and stood up.

				Over at the dining table, the papers TJ had been arranging turned out to be a large-scale map of the coastline spreading out on both sides of Trade City. A big box of sixty-four crayons sat to her right, and she’d been shading and circling and making notations in several colors. As Annmarie watched, TJ located the red crayon and circled a tiny inlet to the north of them.

				“TJ?” Annmarie kept her voice low.

				TJ looked up with an unholy joy in her eyes. She answered just as softly, “I don’t know where he is. But I think I know where he’s going to be.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Five

				TJ jumped up as soon as she heard the door chime. No matter how antsy she was, she forced herself to walk slowly over to the screen mounted in the kitchen wall and check the image there before pressing the button to raise the gate to the building’s garage. But she had to admit, antsy didn’t begin to cover it as she waited for Vincy to park the SUV and take the elevator upstairs. She turned around, watching Esteban making faces as he dutifully finished the last of his carrot sticks, until the chime sounded again.

				Vincy was waving at the camera in front of the apartment door. TJ took the three steps from the viewscreen to the door, unlocked it and pulled it open. “Thanks for coming. I take it Gigi got held—?”

				“Tia Vincy!” Marisol shrieked. TJ smiled and stepped out of the way, the utter normality of her daughter’s reaction relieving a tension she hadn’t even known was there.

				“Hey there, kiddo.” Vincy stepped inside, scooping Marisol up and holding her on one outthrust hip like the seven-year-old weighed nothing. Which, to a meta with super strength, she did.

				Closing and locking the door again, TJ caught the direction of Annmarie’s gaze. Was she trying to see the superhero hiding in Vincy’s street clothes?

				It’s amazing how much difference spandex and a mask can make.

				TJ had never seen anyone look twice at Vincy in her street clothes for any reason but her enjoyably feminine attributes. And while TJ might occasionally be jealous of the kind of flat butt that required both good genes and a metahuman metabolism to maintain, she had to admit she’d much rather hold the slight curve of Annmarie’s in her hands.

				She gave herself a little shake. She could think about that kind of thing later—right now, she had to make sure the kids ate and Annmarie was comfortable with Vincy maintaining a superhero presence here while TJ and Gear Girl went up the coast. “Marisol, you need to finish your lunch before you can play with Tia Vincy. Vincy, have you eaten?”

				Vincy nodded. “Had a couple of hot dogs from a cart on my way to the garage. I tell you, of all the good reasons to move to Trade City, no one ever mentioned the hot dogs. Where are their priorities?” She grinned broadly and plunked Marisol back into the empty chair across from Esteban. She walked around the table to ruffle his hair. “Hey, squirt.”

				“Do you want a chair?” TJ asked.

				Shrugging, Vincy slung her backpack to the floor beside the sofa and perched on its arm. “I’m fine.” Her eyes went to Annmarie as TJ reclaimed her own chair. “You must be the nanny TJ mentioned?”

				Annmarie was her normal unflappable self as she answered, “Yes. Annmarie Smith. You’re TJ’s partner?” Her voice hitched a little on the last word, and she blushed faintly.

				TJ picked up her tuna sandwich just in time to hide her smile. She’d broken Annmarie’s composure. It’s not just convenient sex, she really does like me.

				The thought made her stomach flutter.

				Vincy chuckled with her usual equanimity. “Not that kind. Call me Vincy, please—the superhero name gets to be a mouthful after a while. Nice to meet you. I’m glad TJ found somebody willing to take care of the kids till we find this—” She glanced at the kids and visibly changed what she’d been going to say. “—guy. Not a good time to have your attention split.”

				TJ silently thanked her for not using rude words for the kids’ father in front of them—no matter how much he deserved it. “Speaking of splitting attention, I feel much better making this field trip knowing that Annmarie’s got her eyes on the kids and you’ve got your eyes peeled for Singularity.”

				Esteban swallowed his mouthful of sandwich in a hurry. “Is that Daddy’s supervillain name?”

				TJ tried not to wince. She should have called him Jon, but she wasn’t sure there was much of Jon left in the man who wanted to rule the world for its own good. “I wouldn’t call him a supervillain, mijo.” Not yet, anyway. “But yeah, that’s what he calls himself.”

				Esteban nodded seriously. Marisol didn’t even appear to notice, which was troubling. TJ wanted to know what was going on inside her daughter’s head, but now wasn’t the time to ask—not when Mama was about to go out the door to try and stop Daddy before he could actually commit a crime. When she’d turned him in to the Peacekeepers, he’d endangered a whole lot of people, but he hadn’t actually gotten away with the prize.

				She’d like to keep it that way.

				“So what held Gigi up?” She remembered to eat her sandwich as she waited for an answer.

				“Some super-secret project she couldn’t tell me about.” Vincy shrugged. “I don’t know why anyone worries—it’s not like I speak enough technomancer to make sense of it anyhow.”

				TJ grinned, and Annmarie snickered and then looked embarrassed. “Sorry, sorry. It’s just, I’m sure it wouldn’t make any sense to me either.”

				Vincy waved off her apology while TJ was still swallowing tuna sandwich. “Why be sorry?” Vincy asked. “Some of us aren’t cut out to speak machine. I don’t know what makes my computer work, either, or my cell phone. Oh. That reminds me, TJ. Sean drafted me when he found out I was headed over. I’ve got your new phone.”

				TJ leaned back in her chair, relieved. “Oh thank God. You’ve got no idea how happy that makes me.” With an active red phone, she wouldn’t feel so cut off.

				Vincy’s smile was lopsided. “Actually, I can take a guess.”

				Stuffing the last of her sandwich in her mouth, TJ pushed away from the table, chewing as she walked over to collect the phone. She caught the roll of Annmarie’s eyes in passing and felt a little sheepish. Annmarie was right—if TJ wanted Esteban and Marisol to have proper table manners, she needed to model better behavior. But she’d been sitting on her hands for so long, waiting for something she could actually do… It felt so good to take that phone in her hands and find Control on the speed dial and confirm that she was on and active at this number.

				As she finished calling in, Annmarie let the kids get up from the table and started collecting the dishes. TJ felt vaguely guilty, but Annmarie had pointed out yesterday that cooking and cleanup were part of her job. She’d be doing it if TJ were physically at her office, and TJ had things to do.

				Except at the moment, TJ didn’t have things to do. All she could do was wait on Gear Girl. And besides, this was Annmarie—she’d stopped being just a babysitter at dinner yesterday. She was more like a partner…

				Oh God, I don’t know her well enough to feel that way.

				Annmarie gave her a conspiratorial glance, shooing her toward the kids, who had dragged Vincy into the living room.

				TJ tucked the phone in her back pocket and turned that direction just in time to hear Marisol begging for an airplane ride. “Oh no,” TJ said preemptively. “No airplane rides for half an hour, Mari. You’ll throw up, and we’ve had plenty of throwing up already this week.”

				“But Mama…”

				TJ ignored the big soulful eyes.

				“Mama’s right,” Annmarie called from the kitchen. “I don’t think Vincy wants anybody throwing up on her.”

				Vincy sat down on the carpet and poked Marisol’s belly with one finger. Marisol giggled. “I’m gonna be here all afternoon, Mari. We’ll do airplane rides once your mama and her friend leave.”

				Marisol seemed cheered by that, and even Esteban grinned. “Let’s play checkers till then,” he said.

				The kids settled down to play. Now that they were healthy again, she ought to call the school and request a couple days’ worth of homework. And since there was no telling when she and Gear Girl would be back, she probably ought to do it now.

				One phone call and two games of checkers later, the door chimed again. She checked the video and blinked at the weathered face framed by graying black hair and a beard looming over Gear Girl’s shoulder, even as she buzzed them in.

				Why was Mad Mulligan with her? Not that TJ minded Mulligan—he was an entertaining curmudgeon—but this wasn’t union business.

				This was her business.

				It was bad enough she had to call Gear Girl in for expert help. Gear Girl was a technomancer—someone whose control over the mechanical often looked more like the laying on of hands than any kind of engineering. She and TJ often double-teamed the Iron Fist’s mechanical marvels, Gear Girl directing and TJ moving objects too large to manipulate by hand and too urgent to wait for a crane. They helped each other out often enough that calling in a favor was no big deal. She didn’t have that history with Mulligan. He was a flyer, never mind his affection for that bike of his, and TJ hadn’t flown since she moved to Trade City.

				“Sorry,” Gear Girl said as TJ let them into the apartment. “My Overlord had me up to my elbows in motor oil when you called.” Not that TJ could tell to look at her. Gear Girl’s signature vest with the gold gears on the front was missing, and her long-sleeved black shirt and black schoolmarm skirt didn’t show any stains. Which, come to think of it, might have something to do with her choosing black for her superhero outfit, steampunk motif aside.

				Since she was also minus her bulky utility belt and her short brown hair didn’t have goggles pushed up on it, TJ assumed her gear had gone into her shoulder bag for the subway trip. TJ glanced past her at Mulligan. “Let me guess, the motor oil is where you get involved.”

				Mad Mulligan quirked one bushy eyebrow and let the door fall closed behind him before answering. “The lass says that like she doesn’t like the Overlord. Or motor oil. Who doesn’t like motor oil?” The faint trace of an accent coloring his words managed to make “motor oil” sound ridiculous.

				Vincy stood up and waved. “Hey, Mulligan. You going along?”

				“He’s not,” TJ said.

				“I am,” Mulligan replied at the same time. He ignored the glare TJ shot him. “Heidi, if you’re right and Singularity uses gravity to affect the ocean, Gigi will have her hands full with the tidal turbines. You might want to go up against him alone, but I can promise you he won’t be alone, and it’ll take some time for help to arrive. If I go along, the worst that can happen is you don’t need me.”

				TJ sighed. He was right. She wanted this to be personal, but if Singularity did what she thought he was going to do, it wouldn’t be just her problem. It would be all of Washington Bay’s problem.

				“All right, you win. Let’s go.”

				* * *

				“Tia Vincy, who were those other people?”

				Annmarie had just sat down in the armchair to the side of where the kids had abandoned checkers in favor of showing the Invincible Woman some game they had on a tablet computer. Annmarie had thought that would keep them busy for at least long enough that airplane rides would no longer be outlawed, but TJ was barely out the door, and Esteban had already gone on to awkward questions.

				The Invincible Woman looked caught out, no matter how she tried to hide it. “Friends of your mama.”

				God, Annmarie remembered “explanations” like that from when she was growing up—the kind that didn’t lie, but talked down to her in trying not to tell all of the truth. She remembered Esteban’s expression too. From the inside. Before he could answer, Annmarie said, “You know how careful superheroes have to be about who knows they’re really superheroes, right?”

				That caught Marisol’s attention too. As Esteban nodded, she asked, “They were other superheroes? How come she didn’t tell us?”

				Vincy shot Annmarie a worried look.

				Ignoring it, Annmarie slid off the chair and sat on the floor, pulling her knees up to her chest and wrapping her arms around them. She always found it easier not to talk down to kids when she wasn’t literally talking down to them. “I don’t know for sure, ‘cause I’m not her. But when I was little, my parents had lots of different reasons for not wanting me to know much about their superhero friends. Sometimes they were just in too much of a hurry, because they had to go save people. Sometimes they weren’t sure if I could really keep a secret when things got hard at school and I wanted to tell mean kids how special my family was. Do you ever feel like that?”

				Marisol nodded slowly. “Sometimes, but I never tell. Mama says it has to stay secret. That’s why we don’t know Tia Vincy’s real name.”

				The Invincible Woman’s mouth settled into unhappy lines, but she reached over to stroke Marisol’s hair. “It’s okay, Mari, I don’t mind being Vincy for you. And you can say Vincy to anyone, and that’s always okay.”

				So TJ had told the kids more than Vincy was sure was safe. That was something, anyway. It made Annmarie feel better about having feelings for the superhero. At least, this particular superhero. “It’s not that Mama doesn’t trust you. It’s that kids can be way meaner than grown-ups. And you shouldn’t ever have to lie because of mean kids, except to protect your mama.”

				Esteban got up from the couch and sat down by Annmarie on the carpet. “Did your parents have superhero friends because they were superheroes?” His earnest eyes watched her face intently.

				She nodded. “And they were always worried about someone finding out and trying to hurt them by hurting me. There was no Superheroes Union when I was growing up, so they were extra careful. We moved around a lot, and I went to lots of different schools, and I couldn’t ever bring friends home.”

				“That’s awful,” Marisol said.

				Was it? Annmarie didn’t remember it being awful, she’d just gotten so tired of superhero this and superhero that. She smiled and shook her head. “It wasn’t awful, but it was kind of lonely. But you two are lucky, because you have each other, and your mama, and Tia Vincy, and probably lots of friends, am I right?”

				Both the twins nodded. “And you,” Esteban said.

				Her heart swelled a little, and she caught Vincy giving her a thoughtful look. “And me.”

				* * *

				TJ didn’t like abusing her government position for this kind of thing, but when she’d talked to Todd about it earlier, he’d growled and told her to stop being stupid. This was exactly the kind of unspecified, under-the-table duty he’d counted on when her position had been arranged. Research Analyst was such a nebulous job title, it would get her into a lot of facilities and functions she couldn’t otherwise be seen at without admitting she was a superhero. And neither of them wanted Singularity laying one super-powered finger on the Washington Bay test installation.

				So TJ was dressed in a gray pantsuit over a white blouse, while Gear Girl was her usual steampunked self and Mad Mulligan—who had never worried about maintaining any kind of secret identity—had thrown his signature brown trench coat on over grease-stained jeans and a Rolling Stones T-shirt. TJ tried not to appear annoyed or jealous. She’d chosen to become the invisible superhero to keep Marisol and Esteban safe. That secrecy was even more important with Singularity on the loose than it had been before, no matter how much she wanted to pull on a costume and a half mask and be up in the air watching for him. He’d have to come inland or swim up to the observatory anyway. Unless his powers had changed radically, he needed a line of sight to affect anything—the same as she did.

				She and Gear Girl dropped Mulligan off several miles away, where he could take to the air unobserved, and then drove the anonymous black SUV through town to the entrance for the oceanic observatory’s underground garage. At the gatehouse, TJ stopped the car and handed over her work ID. The gate guard’s eyes widened—she could practically see the words Department of State reflected in his irises. He handed it back and raised the bar across the entrance for them.

				A tunnel took them down into the garage, and by the time TJ put the car in Park and got out, a tall, swarthy man with a shaggy mop of black hair and enough nose for two was waiting for them beside an elevator door. He wore jeans, a polo shirt and a gloomy expression. As TJ and Gear Girl approached, he smiled at them, and even the smile was gloomy.

				“It’s not as bad as all that,” Gear Girl said. “We don’t bite, I promise.”

				TJ only managed not to roll her eyes by staying firmly in her professional persona. “Dr. Galvan? TJ Gutierrez, and my associate, Gear Girl.” As they reached him, she displayed her ID again. “I believe the Superheroes Union called ahead for us?”

				Dr. Galvan nodded. “Anything you need from us, you get. We’ve got a dozen different projects running out there, and it’s hard enough to keep the grant money flowing when everything goes swimmingly. I don’t even want to think what the funding situation will be like if we’ve got supervillains coming in and wrecking things.”

				“That’s what we’re here to prevent,” Gear Girl said.

				“Why don’t we start with a tour of your facility?” TJ lifted her wrist to check the old-fashioned wristwatch she only wore for this kind of dress-up occasion. “We expect that the Iron Fist Guild’s move will come in concert with low tide, which gives us just under an hour to get our bearings and have Gear Girl and our external backup from the Superheroes Union in optimal positions. I’ll be reporting potential points of vulnerability back to my department for best use.”

				Dr. Galvan used a key card to get them into the elevator. Only after the doors had closed and they were on their way up to the oceanic observatory did he ask, “So how will you know they’re coming?”

				Gear Girl shrugged. “We have the Coast Guard monitoring for any approach via sonar. We’re reasonably sure they’ll come in from the sea, though we have eyes on the aerial approaches as well. And we can’t be sure it will be this low-tide cycle, but if we make it through the next several days, the immediate danger should be past.”

				That appeared to put Dr. Galvan more at ease, and he conducted the tour with as little fanfare as possible and as much detail as Gear Girl’s mechanically inclined heart could desire. TJ followed the explanations in a general sort of way, nodding in what seemed to be the right places, while she kept her eyes on all the points where someone could enter the observatory from the surrounding ocean or come close enough to an observation window to affect what was inside.

				Of course, Singularity could always simply crush the entire observatory, rather than trying to affect just the tidal forces operating on the turbine generator installation, but she had a hard time imagining he’d do that. Jon had always meant to make things better, however misguided he was. At his worst, he’d taken a whole lot of hostages, but he would never have intended to kill them, only to use them as leverage.

				When the tour was over, Gear Girl turned to TJ and said, “The observation windows directly behind the tidal turbines. Not only is it the best vantage point, it’s also the weak point in the system—if he lacks a power quotient sufficient to interfere with the tide itself, he’d use line of sight on the turbines to collapse them as a backup plan.”

				That agreed with TJ’s own analysis, based less on an understanding of the engineering and more on the Iron Fist’s usual mode of operations. “We’ll take up positions there, Dr. Galvan, and if you could make sure that your staff are out of harm’s way and prepared to record data on any event that isn’t related to standard low-tide behaviors, my department would appreciate that.”

				Dr. Galvan nodded, his long face set in morose lines. “Sure, but what’s to stop them from coming in through one of the entrances and doing their mischief from the inside?”

				“Mad Mulligan,” Gear Girl said clearly, “do you have eyes on us?”

				Thank heavens for the ubiquitous presence of Bluetooth headsets these days. It made it possible for TJ to have her union-band earpiece in without anyone the wiser, so she heard Mulligan’s lightly accented answer.

				“Got the land-based entrances in sight, and according to the schematics, I’d be able to see the outline of the base if I could see anything through the soup they’re usin’ for water down there. At least the damn villains’ guild does secret lairs with a bit of flair, not just drowning them in the murk.” He sighed. “If the Coast Guard sees anything, I’ll be going in blind, but I’ll be going in.”

				That was Mad Mulligan all over—always the optimist. TJ kept her face carefully blank while Gear Girl smirked.

				“It’s not a secret lair, Mulligan, it’s an oceanic research station.” While he grumbled about mincing words, Gear Girl turned to Dr. Galvan. “My backup has the entire observatory on visual. If the Iron Fist tries for any other entrance, I’ll run and temporarily jam the door and he’ll be on them in a flash.”

				The unhappy administrator went on his way, and TJ and Gear Girl worked their way back to the now-empty turbine observation deck. TJ tapped her earpiece to make the mic live. “Control, we’re in position. What’s the word from the Coast Guard?”

				“Still nothing. A few echoes—perhaps large enough to be consistent with the cyborg sharks—but they do not appear to be coming any farther into the inlet, and there is nothing consistent with either a vessel or any number of divers.”

				TJ checked her watch again. “Twenty minutes.”

				“I hate waiting,” Mad Mulligan complained.

				Gear Girl, perversely, grinned. “That’s twenty minutes I can use to study the turbines.”

				Against her will, TJ chuckled softly. “At least somebody’s getting something out of this.”

				“No knowledge is wasted,” Gear Girl said cheerfully, peering out the windows through whatever filters her goggles were providing for this type of underwater viewing.

				The long bank of windows looked out on the peculiar oceanic twilight illuminated by the observatory’s external lighting. TJ wasn’t sure if anything at all would be visible without it, or if not enough daylight came this deep. Not that they were terribly deep, all things considered—the test installation for the bank of tidal turbines sat well into the narrow inlet.

				It was kind of interesting to watch seaweed swaying and fish and other things she couldn’t identify swimming past the windows, and the turbines themselves were probably interesting if you were someone like Gear Girl. To TJ, they were just the oceangoing equivalent of really large box fans.

				Dammit, she wanted to be in the air with Mulligan. Minutes passed like hours, leavened only by his voice in her ear, singing a series of drinking songs she’d never heard before.

				Low tide passed. TJ was beginning to wonder if the Iron Fist was ready to make its move this soon after all. She might have to stick around through the next cycle. Then the sound of footsteps running up the hall behind them had her turning in place, waiting for visual on whoever it was so she could stop them cold.

				A young man in a lab coat burst through the open doorway to the observation deck. “It’s not coming in.”

				“What’s not?” TJ asked.

				He shook his head like he couldn’t understand the question. “The tide. We’re past the low-tide point, but the water’s still going out. The tide’s not coming back in.”

				TJ only just stopped herself from speaking into her mic. While they were here, Gear Girl was the visible face—and voice—of the Superheroes Union. “Mulligan, he’s out there somewhere. Observatory staff just told us that the tide’s still going out, and it shouldn’t be.”

				“Let me see what I can find,” he said.

				“What does that mean to the observatory?” TJ asked the young man in the room with them. “Does anyone know what the impact will be, structurally or to the experiments?”

				The man shrugged. “I’ll see what I can find out—I’m just an intern. But for my money, it’s not like the place is going to fall down even if we’re completely dry. Some of the experiments will be destroyed, and Dr. Galvan’ll be pretty pissed.” His eyes went past TJ to the viewing windows. “Not sure what’ll happen when the water all comes rushing back in, though.”

				Didn’t that just figure? “Go find out,” she said sharply, waving him out of the room. “Gear Girl, do we need to evacuate?”

				Gear Girl swung her whole head, making sure her goggles had a good view of the edges of the windows and the turbines outside. “Not if we can invoke the Hidden Hand. I don’t think this wall would make it on its own, but if she can do structural reinforcement, we should be okay.” She walked up to the computers centered on the wall of windows. “I’m not sure the turbines will survive the extra load without some help, either, but that’s just a matter of burning out, and I can probably manage that from here, either hands-on or eyes-on.” She gestured from the computer screens to the turbines outside.

				TJ closed her eyes. She’d never wished she could be in two places at once so badly. “Mulligan, do you see anything out there? Can either Gear Girl or the Hidden Hand do more up top than down here?”

				“Still not seeing anything. I thought you said he’d have to get close?”

				Her hands clenched into useless fists at her sides. “I thought he would. He’s got to have line of sight, and I can’t figure out where he is that he’s affecting this volume of water without our being able to see him.” She forced herself to relax. She wasn’t sure she could get out through the dry land exits in time, anyway. “Right. The Hidden Hand stays with the observatory, then.”

				It was one thing to know that the water level was dropping and to reinforce the windowed wall that faced out toward the open water with the power of her will. It was another to watch the water brighten and then recede, waves splashing their way down the windows and then giving way to sunlight and ocean floor. The tidal turbines were still.

				“I see them!” Mulligan shouted in her ear. TJ flinched, while Gear Girl didn’t even appear to notice. “There’s some fuckin’ big thing out there. Barely comes up out of the water, and some guy’s standing on it. Can’t properly see it—must be some kind of cloaking—but I see him.”

				TJ growled. “And it fooled the sonar too. You’ve got to reach him before he goes back inside.”

				“You think I don’t know that? I’m on my— Oh, fuck.”

				Since she’d moved to Trade City, TJ had heard Mulligan in every mood from drunken camaraderie to screaming rage, but she’d never heard quite that note of horror in his voice. A looming sense of dread crept over her. “Mulligan?”

				“There’s some damn fools up by what ought to be the beach. They’re down there looking at beached fish, and they just keep going. Fucking tourists!”

				She swallowed hard, shaken by his tone of voice, even if she didn’t understand quite why that was so bad.

				Gear Girl said, “So? Their feet’ll get a little wet.”

				“A little wet? Lord give me patience with youth, and when you get home, Gear Girl, you look up the tsunami that killed all those Hawaiian schoolchildren who’d gone out to look at the fish flopping around.” His rant cut off abruptly. “Heidi, I’ve got to get them out of there.”

				Sick to her stomach, she said, “I know. Go. Control, can anyone else get here in time to help?”

				“The closest red phone to your location is fifteen minutes away, best response time,” Control said.

				TJ stared out the windows and through the gaps in the turbine blades. “Singularity is out there,” she whispered, “and there’s nothing I can do about it.”

				Gear Girl’s low voice rang as hollow as TJ felt. “Gravity is like that.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Six

				It was almost 8:00 when the door chimed. Vincy checked the screen and let TJ in. The slump of her shoulders told Annmarie more clearly than words how her errand had gone.

				“Damn,” Vincy said quietly as she closed the door again.

				TJ nodded. “We were so close.”

				Vincy gave the shorter woman a quick hug and then held her back at arms’ length. “We’ll get him. He still doesn’t know where you are, and we’ll get him before he has a chance to find out.”

				TJ smiled, but it wasn’t her usual bright smile. It made her look tired.

				“Quit it! Annmarie, Esteban splashed me!”

				Annmarie ducked into the bathroom to mediate in the “She stole my toothpaste”/”He splashed me” dispute. By the time the teeth were brushed and she had both kids tucked into bed and waiting for a story, she’d heard the outer door close again. She wasn’t too surprised when, a few minutes after she’d started the story, TJ slipped into the room to say good night.

				“Did you get him?” Marisol asked as TJ kissed her cheek.

				“Not this time. But we will.”

				Marisol nodded with a child’s faith and hugged her tightly.

				“Did you remember to eat?” Annmarie asked dryly.

				TJ gave her a slightly amused dirty look. “Not yet, but I’ll do that.” TJ moved to the edge of the other bed and kissed Esteban’s cheek too, before leaving Annmarie to finish the story.

				After the story was finished, the lights out and the door closed, Annmarie found TJ perched on the edge of the kitchen counter, staring glumly at the box of crackers in her hand. She’d made it out of her business suit, at least, and into ragged cutoff denim shorts and a black camisole that didn’t hide her white bra straps. As Annmarie approached, she set the unopened box down again. “I know, I’d be setting a terrible example. For what it’s worth, I think I’m going to pass on the crackers and go straight to chips and salsa.”

				Annmarie shrugged. “Nothing wrong with comfort food.”

				TJ hopped down, opening the pantry door to exchange the crackers for tortilla chips. A trip to the refrigerator produced a mostly full jar of salsa, and once she’d poured some into a bowl, she took everything out to the table.

				It was better than the counter, anyway. “There’s some leftover chicken if you want something to go with your empty carbs,” Annmarie offered, keeping her voice dry. She couldn’t offer much in the way of comfort, but she could inject enough humor to lighten the mood.

				One corner of TJ’s mouth curved. “I’ll think about it.”

				Annmarie followed her to the table, sitting down at right angles to her in the chair that was usually Marisol’s. “So you were right about where he was going?”

				TJ licked salsa and salt off her fingertips. “Yeah, I got that far. But I was wrong too—he never actually had to come into the installation, or right up to it on the outside. He did what villains do best. He cheated. He managed to interrupt the generator turbines from a distance. If Gear Girl hadn’t been there, he’d have destroyed them, and he almost killed a bunch of people just as a side effect. God knows what’ll happen when tidal power is ready to go large-scale. After this little stunt, the major seaboard cities may not be willing to risk turbine installations.

				“I couldn’t fly after him, and Mad Mulligan had to rescue some folks who would have drowned otherwise. So Singularity got away.” She looked vaguely guilty. “It’s all been personal to me, so I handled it personally, instead of like a real Iron Fist threat. I didn’t take a full crew with me, and he got away.” Behind the dull, distant note in her voice, Annmarie thought she heard a trace of some other emotion. Sorrow, maybe.

				Maybe that was what became of love when it didn’t turn into hate, but everything else was gone.

				“But you were right about where he’d be,” she insisted. “And if you were right once, you’ll probably be right again. You knew him, once upon a time, before he was a villain.” Annmarie shivered. What must that be like, to have known someone so intensely, to have loved him and planned to have kids with him and then watched him become someone who did everything backward from your own priorities? “So you’ll be able to figure out where he’s going next. You’ll get to him before he can get to you and the kids.”

				TJ stopped munching long enough to sigh. She dipped another chip into the salsa, the vivid colors of tomatoes and peppers a sharp contrast to the white corn, like the picture in her bedroom against the otherwise-empty walls. “I know where he’s going to go next, but it doesn’t help any.” She put the chip in her mouth, chewing and swallowing mechanically. “He’s going to my office. Except that he’s in the Iron Fist’s good graces right now, which means he has help. So he’s not dumb enough to go in person. If someone gets caught there, it won’t be him.”

				Annmarie tried to puzzle through that. “Not the local office for the Superheroes Union. He’s already been there. Your day job?”

				TJ nodded. “I called my boss this morning. Told him not to get in the way if they showed up. I can’t be there to protect people, and it’s too easy for supervillains to take hostages in that kind of a situation. On the superheroes’ side of things, we’ve got a handful of junior cops doing unobtrusive surveillance on the building. We’d do it ourselves, but there are never enough heroes to go around. The money isn’t in saving the world, it’s in using just enough power that you can line your own pockets without anybody catching on to the fact that you’re a meta. It’s one of the reasons we try so hard to recruit like-minded metahumans any time we hear about them manifesting.”

				That explained why it was always so easy for Mom and Dad to move to a new city. They’d be wanted anywhere they could go. It had always seemed like there ought to be more superheroes in the world, but Annmarie’d never really thought about why there weren’t.

				“So the cops will see them go in, but no one will be there in time to intercept them. Your boss will let them take whatever they want?”

				“Yeah.” TJ stared at her half-eaten chip like she couldn’t remember what it was for. “Safest way. The union should have some people there by the time they leave. Of course, since they haven’t hit the office yet, odds are they spotted the cops, no matter how sneaky they thought they were being. By this point, anyone who belongs to the Iron Fist Guild ought to be coming up with a plan that gets them in and out without getting caught. That’s the problem with smart villains.”

				Annmarie shook her head. “That sucks.”

				TJ’s laugh was more like a snort. “Yeah, it does. But that’s the way the game is played. The good guys have to follow the rules. The bad guys get to cheat.”

				How depressing. “You can’t save the world right this minute. And you’re not eating.” Annmarie took a deep breath. So much had happened since she’d turned off TJ’s alarm clock this morning. What if TJ thought they’d both be better off if it were a one-time thing? “Come to bed?”

				TJ bit her lip. “I don’t know if it’s a good idea. The kids—I mean, this won’t last forever. Eventually we’ll get him back into prison or run him off.” The belief in her voice was weak, but it was there. “In a way, I’m on vacation right now, the same as the kids are. When it’s over…I already told you, I won’t have time to date. There’s just too much to do.”

				Annmarie reached over and curled her fingers around TJ’s limp hand. “Not good enough. You don’t have to promise me forever, TJ.” Although maybe it could be forever. She’d never imagined she’d ever want to try that with a superhero. But when TJ explained the ins and outs of what made a hero a hero, and not a villain or just greedy, it made it easier to think about sticking around and finding out. “Just promise me tonight.”

				TJ’s dark eyes went inexplicably bright. She lay her other hand over Annmarie’s. “I promise.”

				* * *

				There was something beautiful, almost sacred, about undressing Annmarie. Last night, it had been about moving clothing aside and burning away her fear with desire. Now it was almost act of worship, removing her clothes while they still stood beside the bed, exposing creamy flesh to the slightly-too-cool air and running the surface of her tongue along goose bumps.

				“Tease,” Annmarie said softly.

				“Only sometimes.” TJ drew Annmarie’s T-shirt slowly over her head, murmuring approval as the blue satin bra beneath it proved to be a demi-bra that didn’t quite cover dark pink areola. “You have beautiful breasts,” she murmured, dropping the shirt to the floor.

				The paler woman’s faint flush colored not only her cheekbones, but the long column of her neck and the tops of those breasts. It suited her. “Small breasts,” she countered.

				“Perfect,” TJ said. “Soft and high and just exactly right.” She cupped one, loving how it just exactly filled her hand, and bent her head to lick her way around the other nipple, the flat slickness of satin strange on the back of her tongue as she tasted the puckering flesh. She sucked the hardened bud into her mouth, listening to Annmarie whisper her name and not stopping until she drew a soft whine of pleasure.

				“Didn’t anyone ever tell you you’re beautiful?” When Annmarie didn’t answer, TJ straightened up, finding her lover’s clear blue eyes gone distant. “Annmarie?”

				Annmarie turned away. “I think I was always too busy noticing what I wasn’t. Not enough up top. Not curvy enough. Not super enough.”

				TJ pulled her close, wishing she could go back in time and tell a younger Annmarie how little that mattered. “Being super doesn’t fix everything. You know, the first time my parents knew I had powers was when I was fifteen and they caught me sneaking out my bedroom window to meet my girlfriend?”

				“Second-story window?” Annmarie’s soft voice went faintly amused.

				TJ still remembered the lecture she’d gotten about how she could have broken her neck. She smiled. “Third. As the oldest girl, I got to have the attic bedroom. I finally told them that if they’d let her pick me up, I’d go out the front door like a normal person.”

				Annmarie chuckled in her ear. “How’d that go over?”

				“A lot better than I thought. My nana wasn’t real happy, but she got to brag about her granddaughter the superhero. She just went on and on about how I’d meet the right boy and forget all about dating girls. I didn’t try to tell her dating girls had never made me forget about boys.” TJ snorted to herself. Nana had been so happy to find out TJ was pregnant, like it proved something. “My parents, on the other hand, were much longer forgiving me for going out the attic window, levitation or no levitation, than for being bisexual. They have grandkids. They’re happy.” She stroked the soft skin of Annmarie’s back.

				A silent minute passed. Annmarie worked her hands into the back of TJ’s slacks and under her panties, leaving her shivering at the light touch that skimmed over the bare skin of her ass. “Undress and come to bed.”

				TJ’s breath quickened, and her nipples hardened beneath the white blouse that was never intended to be worn without a suit jacket over it. Lips brushed her ear, and the sudden sharp pinch of teeth on the lobe made her gasp with desire as a corresponding sharp pleasure shot through her abdomen. She let go of Annmarie and stepped slowly backward, sorry to lose the other woman’s touch. She unfastened her slacks and let them fall to the floor, heedless of wrinkles—after today, she’d have to have them dry-cleaned anyway. Her blouse went after it, followed by the white lace bra that didn’t show under that shirt and its matching panties.

				Annmarie smiled as she shimmied out of her jeans and underwear. She unfastened her bra, and TJ let her gaze linger as it bared those perfect breasts.

				“I want you face-to-face,” Annmarie said, sitting on the edge of the bed and patting the spot beside her.

				She let Annmarie maneuver them so they were lying on their sides, facing each other, and leaned in. They kissed, and TJ’s eyes closed. Each time Annmarie’s breasts brushed her own, electric shivers raced along TJ’s spine, but it was the unexpected tenderness of their lovemaking that took her breath away.

				Annmarie’s hand slipped between her legs, and TJ tried to return the favor, only to be stymied by the fact that she was lying on her right arm. Her left hand was free, but she couldn’t seem to get it to do exactly what she wanted, never mind that Annmarie’s gasps and moans proved the other woman wasn’t complaining. Gently, she hooked her left arm around Annmarie’s waist, rolling onto her back with Annmarie on top and maneuvering their hips so that she straddled Annmarie’s right thigh. She rubbed up against Annmarie as she fingered the other woman’s folds—not teasing tonight, but also without urgency.

				Annmarie made a small approving noise. “Is this enough?” she whispered. “Never was much good at balancing on one arm.”

				TJ moaned as she pressed up again. “All good. And if…you can still…make sentences, I’m doing something…wrong.” She rubbed her fingertips against Annmarie’s clit more firmly.

				Annmarie gasped. “No you’re not.” But she stopped talking, and they pursued each other’s pleasure tenderly, wordlessly, until they reached that shining point where everything came apart into joy and fulfillment.

				TJ listened to Annmarie’s breath slowing afterwards and stroked her hair, reasonably content. The sex didn’t fix anything—sex never did—but lying in her lover’s arms, at least TJ knew she wasn’t facing tomorrow’s problems alone.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Seven

				She’d warned them, and yet TJ still startled when her phone started playing her work ring tone at not-quite-eleven in the morning. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to hear the news from the office or not, but she had to know what had happened. She cut Jim Croce off right after “genius” and held the phone to her ear. “This is TJ.”

				“TJ, it’s Todd. He’s been here.”

				Having expected it didn’t stop the adrenaline spike the words produced. She turned away from her computer, staring at the white wall across the room. “Tell me exactly what happened.”

				“You know where the Giordano building is going up across the street? They had an incident with the construction crane. The arm swiveled out over our building, and the operators couldn’t get control of it.” Kinetic, ferrokinetic, technomancer… The list of possible powers that could cause that was endless. “We were evacuated. It all came to nothing, but we spent a couple hours on the ground, and when we were allowed back into the offices—”

				Against her will, TJ imagined some group of superpowered cretins strolling through the cubicles and offices of her friends and coworkers. Dammit. “He’d been there. The crane was a distraction.” Both classic and classy—scare a few people, distract the cops, get the witnesses out of the way, but nobody gets hurt, so it doesn’t provoke the type of inquiry the break-in would have otherwise.

				“We’d even taken you out of the computers. Kwasi down in HR noticed some of the filing cabinet drawers weren’t quite shut. He’d hidden your file, but we can’t swear they didn’t find it—you know what video coverage is like in this building. We’ve been going over the footage. We’re still at it, but a man and a woman definitely entered while we were evacuated. They’re fuzzy on the video, so we can’t make out faces…”

				“A technopath can do that,” TJ said calmly. She had to assume Singularity had her address. Now it was just a matter of how much Iron Fist backing he needed and when he’d make a play for the kids.

				“We think that when they couldn’t get what they wanted from the computers, they broke into the filing cabinets.” Todd sounded frustrated. “Like I said, we’re still looking, but I don’t know how much evidence we’re going to find if these people can play with our security cameras that way. For now, you’d better assume that they know where you live.”

				TJ nodded, even though he couldn’t see her. “I understand. Thanks for the heads-up, Todd.”

				“TJ, I’m sorry—”

				“Don’t be. You did what you could.” Given the speed at which bureaucracy moved, TJ was surprised he’d even managed to have her pulled from the computers. “At least nobody got hurt.”

				He sighed into the phone. “Yeah, I guess I should look at it that way. Good luck. If there’s anything else we can do…”

				“I’ll let you know,” she agreed. She hung up and tucked her phone into her back pocket.

				What next? Singularity would move on her building sooner or later. The shielding was good and so was the security, but with her address, all shielding would do was keep them from identifying her condo from the outside. And it didn’t take that much force to break through a window, not even the special kind you couldn’t jump out of or fire bullets through on the first try. Not when there were superpowers in the mix.

				First things first. It wouldn’t do any good to tell the kids what had happened, but since Annmarie was in the middle of this, she ought to know.

				* * *

				Annmarie spent most of the morning doing a little cleanup, helping Esteban spell words and trying to explain to Mari why subtraction really did matter. They had just had a break and settled down in front of their worksheets and textbooks again when TJ opened her bedroom door. She stuck her head out and said, “Annmarie, you have a minute?”

				Annmarie looked at the kids. “You two will be okay for a minute, right? Mari, if you need help on a problem, just circle it and we’ll come back to it when I’m done.”

				“What does Mama want with you?” Marisol asked.

				Probably nothing to make Annmarie blush, but she wasn’t sure that stopped her. “Maybe she needs help with her homework,” Annmarie said, standing and walking toward TJ.

				“It’s about Daddy, stupid,” Esteban whispered when she was almost to the bedroom door. She debated telling him not to call his sister stupid, but decided it was probably safest if she pretended she hadn’t heard that.

				Annmarie closed the door behind her. “What happened?”

				TJ’s face was drawn. “The Iron Fist hit my work. No one’s hurt, but they used a distraction and somebody rifled through the HR records, so it’s a good bet Singularity knows where we are now.”

				Annmarie shivered. It was one thing to know that a supervillain wanted custody of the kids in your care. It was another to realize that he could turn up on the doorstep at any time.

				“The way I see it, the next thing to do is either move the kids or get a guard on the building. With him this close, I can invoke union privilege for families and keep maybe half a dozen superheroes on the building at all times. I won’t have a shortage of volunteers. The catch is, if he doesn’t have the address, this could be a game to draw me out, get me to give away our location.”

				Annmarie made a face. She didn’t even like to think in these terms. If I didn’t want to risk it, I shouldn’t have stayed on to nanny the twins in the first place. I really shouldn’t have gotten involved with their mother. “Unless you turn it around on him.”

				TJ raised her eyebrows. “How do you mean?”

				Annmarie shrugged. “You said it could be a game. Make one for him, instead. Put a guard on the building, yeah, but take the kids to a safe house upstate or somewhere.”

				TJ blinked. “I think I love you.”

				Even though it was circumstance that prompted the words, Annmarie couldn’t help the little flutter her heart did in response. She grinned and tried to make light of it. “Love me later—I’ve got to go and help Mari with her subtraction.”

				* * *

				The only place in the apartment where TJ regularly violated her cardinal rule about not levitating things in the home was the storage closet. It wasn’t even that it was less effort to lift things with her mind than it was to lift them with her body—it took a toll either way. It was that she kept things the twins might need to reach on the bottom two shelves, and as a result, she kept stacking large, awkward things on the upper shelves.

				Like the suitcases.

				She kept an assortment of boxes and several bags of outgrown clothes in the air until she reached a point where she could see the bright red suitcase set her parents had given her for Christmas when the twins were three. As hints that they wanted to see their grandchildren went, it might not have been subtle, but it had been effective.

				If she could see it, she could lift it, up to about 700 pounds. The suitcases, nested neatly inside each other, floated out of the closet and down to the carpet, and TJ put everything else back on the top shelf, rotating and stacking boxes like it was a video game.

				“Where are we going?” Marisol asked from behind her.

				She put the last bag in place, mentally promising herself she’d take care of the Goodwill stuff before winter, and shut the door. The kids had paused their game of Mario Kart, and two sets of eyes regarded her curiously. “To a cabin on a lake. Annmarie’s going to drive you there when she gets back, and I’ll come up in a day or two.” Once she’d made the arrangements with Sean, TJ had asked Annmarie if she’d mind going to get a union SUV. If Singularity or someone he was working with already had eyes on her building, TJ didn’t want to be seen leaving, but Annmarie could be just anyone who lived here.

				“But…what about Daddy?” Marisol asked. Esteban just gave TJ his serious face, the one he wore when he was thinking too hard and not asking questions yet.

				TJ crouched down to unzip the largest suitcase. “We’re setting up a trap so that the police can put him back in jail until he learns not to do bad things. It may take a couple of days, and I have to help, which is why I’m not going in the car with you. Do you two want to share the big suitcase, or do you each want one of the small ones?”

				“Why won’t he follow us?” Esteban asked.

				TJ stopped in the act of pulling the middle suitcase out of the large one. It felt so good to be acting instead of reacting, she hadn’t stopped to think how the kids would react. She’d made it clear they were staying in the apartment to be safe ever since Singularity’s escape from Peacekeeper. Now she was having them leave, and she wouldn’t be with them. She set the suitcase down, straightened up to cross into the living room and plopped right down on the floor between the kids and the split-screened go-carts on the television. “Daddy loves you, mijo. He loves both of you. But he hasn’t seen you since you were babies. He doesn’t know what you look like now, and he’s never seen Annmarie. So we’re borrowing a car, and the three of you will just look like any other family going on vacation.”

				If only it really were just vacation. She was looking forward to a week on the lake with her kids, and she really, really hoped Annmarie would stay once she wasn’t the nanny anymore.

				The explanation settled Marisol right down, but TJ knew her kids, and Esteban was still worrying about something. She waited.

				“But he knows what you look like,” he said.

				TJ nodded. “And that’s how we’re going to catch him. A long time ago, before you two were born, my superhero name was Dynama, and I had a costume and everything.”

				Marisol’s eyes went wide.

				“I’m going to dress up in costume, and a bunch of my friends from the union are going to come here. We’re all going to stay outside the building, like we’re protecting it. Daddy knows there’s no other reason we’d be protecting the building, except to keep him from getting to you. So he’ll come here, and there will be lots of us, and we’ll catch him and take him to the police. And then I’ll come to the lake, too, and we’ll have a real vacation.”

				“Should we bring swimsuits?” Marisol asked.

				TJ nodded.

				Esteban worried his lower lip a little. “Will there be room for the bikes?”

				“It’s a big car. We’ll do our best.”

				By the time the kids were done arguing over suitcases and TJ was sure they had the essentials packed, Annmarie had returned. “Your parking garage is scary,” she told TJ. “I wasn’t sure I’d ever find my way out on foot. I thought I might have to call for help, and then you guys would be down there with a string tied to somebody’s bumper near the elevator so we could find our way back again.”

				TJ chuckled. “Never been down there. I haven’t owned a car since college. Will we be able to find the car when we go down?”

				“That shouldn’t be a problem. It’s a big black beast. I’ve never understood who’d want to own an SUV in the city.”

				“Any entity that sometimes needs to put five superheroes and two support staff in the same car,” TJ said. “Or in this case, two kids, two adults and two bicycles.”

				“You’re all set for that,” Annmarie agreed. “Have you packed for yourself, yet?”

				TJ shook her head. “I wanted to make sure nobody was going to forget their toothbrush or clean underwear first.”

				“Mama!” Marisol complained, affronted in the way that only someone who’d “lost” her toothbrush on a trip to Nana’s house could be.

				“I’ll take over here.” Annmarie grinned. “All I have to do is zip my suitcase.”

				It took almost no time for TJ to throw clothes and shoes into a suitcase, and only a few minutes to fill the little travel bottles she hadn’t used since the last time she took the twins to visit their grandparents. She supposed she should grab a light jacket. She hadn’t needed one yet this year, but it might be cool up on the lake. Actually, she ought to pack a spare since Annmarie hadn’t exactly packed with weather in mind when she’d started staying overnight at the condo.

				TJ checked the coat closet before remembering that she’d shoved the lighter coats in a drawer when she was hiding the kids’ birthday presents this summer. She went back into her bedroom, checking the drawers under the far side of the bed. The jackets were jammed into the first drawer, like she’d been in a hurry not to leave any evidence. She probably had. She yanked out the red sweatshirt on the top, which made it easier to get at the blue fleece jacket beneath.

				A flash of yellow caught her eye, and she swallowed.

				Well, she might as well pull it out now.

				Her Dynama costume was wrinkled from its years at the back of the drawer, but the fabric would smooth instantly when it stretched over her skin. Plain yellow, thank you, with no plunging necklines or red splashes on the chest to make her easier to aim at. It was warmer than it looked, but breathable, the fabric itself the brainchild of a costumer and a technomancer. It wouldn’t stop a heat ray or a bullet, but TJ had never had to worry about drowning in her own sweat or picking up casual wear and tear in the process of helping save the world. Hell, she’d ripped holes in her jeans as the Hidden Hand, but her Dynama costume didn’t have so much as a scuff.

				For a single mad moment, she wanted to put it on now. She could show the kids who Mama used to be. She could show Annmarie what she used to look like back when she could afford to be famous.

				But it wasn’t sensible. She left the costume on her bed and folded the jackets so they’d fit in her suitcase. She’d get everyone packed into the car and see them safely on their way.

				Then and only then would it be safe become Dynama again.

				* * *

				“Annmarie, are you sure Daddy can’t find us?” Esteban asked from the middle set of seats in the god-awful big SUV.

				They were far enough from the center of Trade City that they’d finally left the skyscrapers behind, and trees hid the houses. Their leaves had just begun to turn colors, despite the unseasonably late summertime weather. Midafternoon traffic ground slowly, if steadily, along the state route Annmarie had chosen over the interstate, despite the occasional traffic light. She risked a glance at Esteban in the rearview mirror. He always came across as too serious, even his laughter mostly in his eyes, but now he frowned and kept glancing nervously out through the windows.

				It made Annmarie take another look around, but all she saw were aging homes and shops. “I don’t know how he could even know where we are, Esteban,” she said firmly. “Even your mama doesn’t know exactly where we’re going yet—I’m going to tell her when she calls to say she’s coming out. She wanted to be sure a mind reader couldn’t find out from her. We should be completely safe.”

				“Nobody can read Mama’s mind,” Marisol said. “She always says she has really good mind shields.”

				Annmarie smiled at the staunch defense. “She told me it would take a really, really strong mind reader, and she didn’t think the supervillains around here had one.”

				“See?” Marisol said. “We’re going to go to the lake, and go swimming, and ride bikes, and have no more school, ever!”

				Annmarie laughed. “I don’t know about that last part. But we can have French fries. It’s almost dinner time. Do you guys like McDonald’s?”

				Marisol cheered, but Esteban only asked, “Could somebody read our minds?”

				“I never really thought about it. Why?” Horns began blaring. Annmarie realized the car was coasting to a halt, but she didn’t see any warning lights on the dashboard, and the car was still in Drive. She frowned, ignoring the fingers flying outside her window as cars began passing her. She put the car in Park and turned the engine off for a few seconds. She turned it on again. No change on the dashboard, and when she put the car in gear, nothing happened. The seatbelt tugged against her hip bones, as if one of the kids were pulling on it, but when she turned to them, they were still in their seats. And the horizon out the back window was…wrong, somehow.

				“Because I think we’re floating,” Esteban said, his voice thin and tight in a way Annmarie had only heard from a child before when she was doing her internship in the battered women’s shelter downtown. “Is Mama right behind us?” The hope in his voice was the desperate kind she knew from the shelter too—the hope of a child who needed to believe things would get better, even though he didn’t really think so.

				Annmarie took one more look all the way around the car. She still couldn’t see anything except other cars, but her vehicle was off the ground and still rising. She swallowed. “No, I don’t think she is.” She turned the button on the side of her watch and pushed it, feeling a little click as it slid home. “But she will be. I’ve just told her we need her.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eight

				“I hate stakeouts,” Mad Mulligan complained through TJ’s earpiece. “Too much waiting, too little action.”

				From her station on the top of the building, Vincy answered, “Hate ‘em all you want—just quit whining about them.”

				Hovering about 100 feet off the ground on the north side of her building, TJ grinned. Vincy and Mulligan got on famously, but they fought like cats and dogs and always had. The pair had been going at it for the last half an hour. It was almost as entertaining as Gear Girl’s ground-based commentary. The news stations, having realized that despite the presence of costumed superheroes, nothing was happening at the moment, had left an assortment of very junior staff with cameras and microphones stationed around the building, and Gear Girl was having great fun describing them and inventing conversations they could be having. Plus, she kept updating Twitter and relaying how #DynamaIsBack was trending.

				“Enough, Mulligan,” Lightning Bug said. Control had him stationed on the building’s south side. “If it were your grandkids, would you want somebody on protection detail bitching and moaning the whole time?”

				“I suppose not,” he grumbled. He might be pissed off, but Mad Mulligan didn’t risk saying that they weren’t actually a protection detail, they were a decoy.

				God, it was good to be back in the air. It was good to be back as a visible, acknowledged part of a team. The superhero gig had good days and bad days like anything else, but when it was good…the adrenaline rush, the camaraderie, the feeling of really having made a difference at the end of the mission…there was nothing else like it.

				Steady motion below caught TJ’s eye. A couple of students still in their school uniforms were waving up at her. She smiled and waved back.

				“Interrupt. I have an urgent interrupt,” Control said, the AI’s carefully modulated voice overriding all their earpieces. “We have an all-heroes call, coordinates forthcoming.”

				TJ’s stomach sank three stories without her. It was a panic button. It had to be. “Control, who else has a panic button right now?”

				“Checking.” The AI might not be able to sound flustered, but that didn’t mean she didn’t understand the urgency. “Two panic buttons in service right now. Records indicate both units are issued to the Hidden Hand.”

				* * *

				Traffic gave them a ridiculously wide berth, which Annmarie took to mean the other drivers could see something that she couldn’t. Since the roof was her only real blind spot, she had to assume it was above them. She had just unbuckled her seatbelt, planning to roll down the window and stick her head out, when the car began rotating. She snapped the buckle back into place, automatically shifting the SUV into Park, and craned her head around so she could see into the backseat again.

				Esteban was very pale, and tears tracked silently down Marisol’s face. Through the darkly tinted back window, Annmarie could see police lights flashing and officers dragging barricades into place while litter and light debris spiraled past them faster than the car spun. She swallowed back her own fear.

				“It’s okay,” she said, keeping her voice even and projecting reassurance and belief with every ounce of her being. “It’s going to be okay. Mama is on her way, and even if it’s Daddy outside, he won’t let you get hurt. He loves you, and he won’t let you get hurt.”

				She hoped TJ was right about that.

				“I want to go home,” Marisol said, reaching for her seatbelt as the car rose through the air.

				Annmarie’s heart leapt into her throat. “Marisol, leave your seatbelt buckled.” She stretched as far as she could between the seats, reaching out to take the little girl’s hand. “We’re getting moved around a little bit right now, and it might get bumpy. As soon as we’re stopped, I’ll come back there with you, but right now, I need you to stay in your seatbelt.” Marisol’s hand squeezed hers tightly.

				The car bucked and shifted beneath them, turning fewer circles now as it rose higher. Annmarie had a good, if nauseating, view of the street below them as the nose of the car angled down, the heavier engine block rising more slowly than the rest of it.

				“It’s like The Wizard of Oz, Mari,” Esteban said in that same tight voice, but he’d forced a smile to his face. “Everything’s going by the window, but we’ll be okay, because we’re in the center.”

				It wouldn’t be true if this were any natural storm, but Annmarie knew better. First the sudden lack of gravity, then the cyclonic wind—not nearly enough to lift a car on its own, but very effective when gravity didn’t apply.

				Was Singularity just the gravity power, or was he also the spiral wind? If she opened the window and shouted outside that he was terrifying his kids, would he hear her over the windstorm?

				And would he care?

				As if thinking about it were enough to affect it, the wind died down and then stopped entirely. The car was essentially stationary, from what Annmarie could see through the windows, but they were probably eight or nine stories up in the air. If whoever had a hold of them let go, they were going into the ground in the worst of ways, engine first.

				This might be the best chance she’d have to move around. She unbuckled again, climbing toward the back in a way that, without gravity to fight against, was weirdly like swimming. She slipped between the middle seats and into the back, where she turned and anchored herself between the twins. “Marisol, I want all of us in the backseat, okay? I’m going to hold you tight, and on the count of three, I want you to undo your seatbelt so I can pull you back here.” Marisol didn’t answer. “Mari, can you count for me?” She bent around the bucket seat, wrapping her arms around the little girl.

				Beneath Annmarie’s elbow, Marisol’s heart beat frantically. “Okay,” she whispered. “One. Two. Three—”

				Annmarie pulled. Marisol’s weightless form slid easily between the seats and into the back. Annmarie pushed her down onto the bench seat, murmuring, “Buckle in, buckle in now,” until Marisol got the belt across herself and snapped into place.

				Breathing a sigh of relief, Annmarie repositioned herself. “Esteban, you’re next.”

				“I know,” Esteban said quietly. “Are you ready?”

				“Yeah.”

				Esteban unbuckled, and Annmarie hauled him into the back, adrenaline making her hyper-aware of his small form, the fragility of his bones, and the terrible distance between them and the ground below. When he was belted in, she turned, bracing her legs against the seats in front of her to push herself down between the kids while she located the center seatbelt and snapped it into place.

				A knock at Marisol’s window had Annmarie all but jumping out of her skin. Marisol shrieked and squeezed over as far as she could, throwing her arms around Annmarie and hiding her face.

				Annmarie put an arm around her even as she took Esteban’s hand in hers. He clutched it tightly. Outside the window, the black-suited arm pulled away. The car shook in a gust of wind as the man outside drifted far enough back that she could really see him.

				He didn’t look like the devil incarnate. Villains most often didn’t, but somehow it was still a surprise to see a perfectly ordinary guy who was probably TJ’s age staring in through the window. His skin was tan, a shade somewhere between her own pale skin and TJ’s warm brown. Light eyes stared out at them from behind the black hood that came down to form a half-mask over his face. His dusty black costume had a circular white band around the center of his chest, strands of white branching out from it in a spiral, and the center of the circle was pitch black.

				A black hole, she realized. Or rather, a singularity.

				The car shook again, and he peeled his hood back as a draft blew him closer. He couldn’t be anyone else but the twins’ father. Marisol had his cheekbones, and Esteban the shape of his eyes. His straight, light brown hair, cut short, had lost out to TJ’s dark curls in his children, but they both had his chin. He knocked on the window again.

				“It’s Daddy,” Esteban whispered.

				“Yes,” Annmarie said softly. “Marisol, I’m going to reach past you and crack the window, okay?”

				“No!” Marisol said without lifting her head. “I don’t want him to come in!”

				Me either.

				“I know, Mari, but he can’t come in through that window. It’s too little. Maybe he just wants to talk.” Annmarie hoped so—it would buy them more time for TJ to ride in with the cavalry.

				Mari shook her head fiercely.

				“Mari, Esteban,” Annmarie said gently, “if I don’t open the window, he might break it so he can talk to us. I don’t want you covered in glass, so I’m going to open it now. You don’t have to look at him, Mari, you can stay right where you are.”

				Mari sobbed, but she nodded. Esteban squeezed Annmarie’s hand. Annmarie reached past her trembling charge to pop the back window open two inches.

				“Thank you,” Singularity said in a pleasant tenor voice that didn’t sound evil. “Are you the new girlfriend?”

				Talk about questions Annmarie really couldn’t answer right now. “I’m the nanny,” she all but growled, finding familiar ground in what she chose to do, even as they all floated in midair. “And you are terrifying the kids. Put us down.”

				Singularity used something—a door handle, probably—to pull himself farther up the car where he could see the entire backseat. His face softened, and he drifted back over, gripping the frame of the rearmost window to stop himself. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. It’s okay, kids, it’s just me. Don’t cry, Mari—Daddy’s here.”

				Marisol tried to crawl farther into Annmarie’s lap without undoing her seatbelt. “Don’t let him touch me!” she gasped.

				Annmarie bent farther over her and glared at Singularity’s stricken face. “What part of ‘terrifying’ did you not understand?”

				He frowned then, his eyes darkening with an emotion she couldn’t identify. Sorrow? Anger?

				“Marisol, Esteban, it’s just me. I know you don’t remember me, but I’m your father, and I would never hurt you. God, you look so much like Terry, it’s incredible.”

				Beside her, Esteban leaned around Annmarie so he could see Singularity. “Can we go on the ground, then?”

				The confusion on Singularity’s face would’ve been hilarious under other circumstances. Like on solid ground, with heavy bars between him and them and with that superpowers-inhibiting field they used at Peacekeeper. “What?” he asked.

				Esteban swallowed. “If you’re not going to hurt us, put us down, please. It’s scary up here.”

				Singularity shook his head, definitely sad-faced now. “I’m sorry, Esteban. Before I put you down, I have to make sure your nanny isn’t going to do something silly like try to run away with you. But you’re safe, I promise—I’m the one holding us all up, and I would never let you fall. You and your sister are coming home with me.” He smiled, not so much happy as hopeful. “We’re going to be a family, the way we were always supposed to be. I have nice rooms for you already, and later we can move into a house—any house you want.”

				“I want to go home,” Marisol announced, never moving her head from Annmarie’s lap. “I want to go to our real home. I want Mama!”

				Esteban leaned back in his seat. “We have a home,” he said loudly. “We don’t want you to take us away from Mama. She says you do bad things.”

				Singularity’s expression went pained. “Your mother doesn’t understand, is all. I was hoping it wouldn’t come to this, but I can see it’s going to take some time for you to get used to the idea. You’re coming with me now, kids, and maybe we’ll talk about visiting Mama later.”

				Mari cried more loudly, and Esteban said, “I’m scared, Annmarie.”

				“You’re not taking them,” Annmarie said—not that she had any idea how she was going to make that stick. Just keep him talking, keep him busy, anything to hold him off while TJ gets here.

				Singularity shook his head, as if they were having a perfectly reasonable conversation on the ground. In a park, maybe, or after dinner. “How exactly are you going to stop me?”

				Annmarie glared. “I’ll think of something. You can’t have them. They’re their own people, I don’t care if they’re seven. You don’t own them, and you can’t just take them like they don’t have any say in the matter!”

				He frowned and drew the hood down to mask his face again. “I’m their father.”

				“That’s an accident of genetics. I work with kids for a living, and I can already tell you’d make a lousy parent.” It occurred to Annmarie, in a distant sort of way, that she probably shouldn’t make him angry. But dammit, she was sick to death of so-called parents who weren’t worth the name traumatizing their kids and claiming they had some kind of divine right. And this one wanted to take her kids? The ones she’d promised to take care of? “I’ve only known them for four days, and they’re more my kids than they are yours.”

				It was harder to read his expression with the mask on, but Annmarie saw his jaw tighten with anger. He propelled himself forward along the car again, catching hold of the back door handle. She heard him trying the door, but the doors had all locked automatically after she’d started driving. In a minute, it would dawn on him that he could break the window. She swallowed and wrapped her arm around Esteban so she could hold both twins close. TJ, I need you. We need you.

				After trying the front door too, Singularity returned to the door by the middle seats. Bracing himself by holding onto the luggage rack, he drew his legs up to his chest. Those heavy black boots would make short work of the glass.

				A figure in yellow streaked along the right side of the car, slamming into Singularity and knocking him away. Annmarie patted Marisol’s side, breathing deeply with relief. “You can sit up now, Mari. Mama’s here.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Nine

				It had been TJ’s bright idea not to know where exactly Annmarie was taking the kids so no one could pickpocket her brain, but she knew the general direction, and she wasn’t waiting around for the rest of her team. Mad Mulligan and Vincy were still cursing her roundly for taking off without coordinates. She ignored them—this was her kids and Annmarie they were talking about. When the GPS data came, she was already close.

				As soon as she was sure that black speck in the air wasn’t a figment of her imagination, her heart crept into her throat. By the time she was close enough that she could see the SUV and Singularity clearly, he was already trying to get into the car. She put on an additional burst of speed and barreled into him. “Jon, you son of a bitch! Put them down!” TJ kept her arms wrapped around his ribs like they were dancing. No way in hell was she letting go, not when he could increase the gravity field around her until she couldn’t stay in the air anymore.

				“They’re not in any danger! Jesus, Terry—I hate the way you blow things out of proportion.” He squirmed, trying to break her grip without any leverage. She reinforced her hold, grappling with her mind more than her arms, and he gave up, merely twisting around until he faced her.

				“Put…them…down.” Judging by the apparent size of the police cars below, they had to be better than fifty yards up, and TJ’s inner eye could visualize all too well what a fall from that height would do to those precious little bodies.

				He rolled his eyes. “Let go of me and maybe I will.”

				TJ laughed bitterly. “Hanging on to you is the only reason you haven’t upped the gravity and smashed me into street pizza, just like you holding the car hostage is the only reason I don’t telekinetically strangle you or rip through your ribcage till I find that lump of coal you’re passing off as a heart. How’d you get up here, anyway? You don’t fly without somebody to give you a boost.”

				Singularity chuckled, and she was struck by the difference between this laugh and Jon’s laugh, the one that used to warm her insides and set her mind at ease. She’d known he was going bad when she’d followed him to the Udvar-Hazy Center and turned him in, but she’d put a man into prison, and a villain had come out.

				“Meet my partner, Updraft,” he said, pointing behind her and to her left. She risked glancing that direction just long enough to see a blue-costumed figure floating maybe twenty-five yards away. “The Iron Fist was appropriately grateful for my help with the escape. It didn’t take much persuasion for them to allow us to take on a personal mission.”

				She shrugged. In the lack of gravity, it rubbed their bodies together. There was a time that would have set her nerves alight in the best possible way. Now all it did was make that irritating sound of spandex rubbing against spandex. “Put us all down, okay? You take us in softly, I’ll hang on to you and stop levitating, and we can argue about this like civilized people.”

				“Oh no, I don’t think so, hon. I can see plenty of cops down there, and as soon as that car isn’t floating, they’ve got no reason not to shoot me. They think I’ve just endangered civilians—that’s what landed me in Peacekeeper, after all. Theft, even on the scale of that Blackbird, would have kept me in D.C., but by the time we took hostages at Dulles, they called it endangerment, and that got me Peacekeeper. It was never endangering, or it wouldn’t have been if you and the other heroes had just stayed away. But no, you had to go stick your nose—”

				“You’re monologuing.”

				He shook his head, unfazed, his eyes gone soft and sad. “The cops won’t understand that this is about my kids. Terry, how could you? I sent cards, I wrote letters. I thought you might at least bring them to visit. Instead, I find that not only do they not know me, they’re afraid of me? What did you do to them?” His wounded tone was almost worse than his words.

				She bristled. “My name is TJ, thanks. When you went rogue, I had to figure out who I was without you. I left Terry behind six years ago. And all I ever did was tell them the truth.”

				“That I’m evil?” he said sharply. “Is that what you think?”

				“That you do the wrong things, because no matter how smart you are, you have rotten judgment.” God, it was like all those arguments in their last months together, all over again. Hadn’t he learned anything in six years? What else was there to do in prison? “When Annmarie asked, I told her your problem was megalomania. There’s more than one right way, Jon, and most especially, there’s more than just your way.”

				“Annmarie, huh? That’s your little girlfriend?”

				If she hadn’t been so focused on the kids, his belittling tone would have made her see red. But she couldn’t afford to lose her cool. She couldn’t lift that car on her own, and her backup was at least a minute or two behind her. Maybe she should have let him ramble his egocentric way down memory lane after all, but she was sure she could hold him long enough—did she really have to listen to that bullshit? “And what if she is?”

				A rough wind licked around them, as if trying to separate them. Singularity raised his eyes heavenward, like she was the exasperating one. “Terry, she doesn’t even have any powers. She’s useless. Why would you want someone like that around our kids?”

				His tone was so reasonable, she wondered if he’d always been this blind. She’d loved him once. Had everything she’d fallen in love with been a lie? “She’s a better parent than you are,” she said softly. “She’s great with the kids, and I think maybe I love her.”

				Singularity’s eyes went hot, then, sudden rage apparent despite his mask. “She’s not their parent. I’m their parent.”

				* * *

				“What are they doing?” Marisol wondered.

				“I think they’re talking.” Annmarie watched out the window as Singularity and Dynama tumbled and spun in the wind which had suddenly picked up around the two of them.

				“Why are they doing that?” Marisol asked. “Why doesn’t she just make him put us down?”

				On her other side, Esteban stirred. Annmarie saw too much wisdom on his face, and his mouth opened to say something. She caught his eye, and he closed it again.

				Bad enough that he’d figured out TJ couldn’t lift them, because if she could, she’d have forced them down by now. Annmarie didn’t need either of the twins realizing that Daddy could drop them at any moment, and Mama couldn’t risk that happening. Whether he’d really do it or not. “I don’t know, Mari. We’re too far away to hear. But Mama is protecting you. Mama will always protect you, and so will I.”

				* * *

				The winds played around TJ and Singularity, spinning and twirling them so rapidly TJ had to close her eyes so she didn’t get sick. She hoped they were far enough from the car that the gusts wouldn’t affect it.

				“Updraft is getting impatient,” Singularity said into her ear. “He has strict orders not to let you distract me long enough for help to arrive.”

				“Swell. Look, this can be about you and me. Yeah, I turned you in. Be as mad as you want. Just put the kids down.” TJ hoped her backup was getting enough of this to know what they were walking into. She didn’t dare try to drop more specific hints. Who knew what Singularity would do if he caught on?

				“Not happening, Terry. We’re about to take a little trip. Sure you don’t want to let go? Go save your girlfriend, and let me have custody of the kids.” His tone of voice was so reasonable, it was scary. “You know I’ll take care of them. They’re mine—I love them. On the other hand, I can’t promise you won’t end up as a grease spot on the road if you don’t fly away now.”

				TJ’s inner ear told her they were relatively stable, and she opened her eyes to find a vortex of debris and a few unfortunate birds whirling around them. Beyond that, she saw blue sky and the barest hint of ground past her feet. “No sale, Singularity. It doesn’t matter what happens to me, as long as the kids are safe. And as long as they’re with you, they will never be safe.”

				“You never used to call me that,” he said as the winds tightened around them. “I was always Jon to you.”

				“Jon died.” Her words sounded breathy. She spotted the car beneath them, getting farther and farther away, and not because Singularity had changed his mind and put it down. “I used to believe there was something of him left inside you, but he’d never have put our kids in danger this way.” They weren’t high enough in the atmosphere to have difficulty breathing, but the air had begun to feel thin.

				Concern crept over Singularity’s face, and TJ wasn’t stupid enough to think it was because he’d lost her regard. She saw him look around, his eyes lighting on something over her shoulder. She felt his arms move and wondered if the Iron Fist had established hand signals or some other kind of physical code she couldn’t see at this angle. “We can’t breathe, you idiot!” he wheezed.

				The vortex was barely wide enough to contain them now, whipping TJ’s hair up over her head even in their still spot in the center. They’d stopped rising, no longer weightless as Singularity increased their local gravity, but the wind was so strong, they still didn’t seem to be sinking. Her heart sped in her chest. If they didn’t escape the whirlwind before Singularity lost consciousness, his alterations to gravity would blink out of being like someone had popped a soap bubble, and the car would fall.

				He continued to flail. “Updraft. Updraft, can you read me?”

				“He’s not answering?” she gasped.

				He wrapped his hands around his own throat in broad pantomime. “Updraft, enough!” Fear had begun to seep into his voice.

				“You’re a fool, Singularity,” she shouted against the winds. Her chest hurt, and something was wrong with her vision. “He’s doing it on purpose. You did your bit for the Iron Fist, and they don’t want you. Maybe they don’t trust you. They’re getting rid of the evidence.”

				“I can’t keep them up if I can’t breathe!”

				TJ could barely hear his words. She concentrated on the air above them, trying to restrain enough of it to keep them conscious, but it ripped right out of her mental grasp. The inflow below them fed almost entirely into the walls of the whirlwind, but she managed to hijack a tiny portion of it, routing it up and over her face. It cleared her head, but she couldn’t seem to separate it for two people, and when she held her breath and tried to switch it to Singularity so he could catch his, it slipped away from her.

				His eyes filled with panic, and his chest heaved uselessly.

				Refusing to succumb to her own fight-or-flight response, TJ reached down into the inflow again, trying to find them enough air to breathe. If she were a microkinetic, she could build the individual air molecules into a barrier above them, containing her purloined airflow and keeping them both conscious. But that control of bits and pieces too small to see was beyond her. She captured a few breaths, pushed the airflow toward Singularity, and lost it again.

				She wasn’t sure when the winds stopped whistling around them and became a sustained shriek past her ears, but she felt the laxity of his muscles and knew they were falling.

				She might not have any idea which direction they were facing, but “down” was pretty hard to miss. She automatically tried to “touch” the ground to levitate them, but stopped when her eyes fixed on the car, falling at very much the same rate as she was, just like Galileo had said should happen. She strained to reach it, but the distance between them put it out of her range. She was screaming and shaking Singularity, trying to get him to wake up.

				She had seconds.

				The streets and houses rushed up to meet them, but the car got there first, the nose plowing straight into the ground as the vehicle deformed before her eyes. She directed herself toward it even as the ground came into range, hoping against hope that the kids were in the back, that maybe they were okay—she’d lost Annmarie, but she couldn’t lose her kids. It just wasn’t possible. A dark stain spread across the pavement beneath the crumpled SUV, as if the car itself could bleed.

				The vehicle tilted, unbalanced, the back end tipping forward to crash to the ground. Then the whole area burst into flames.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Ten

				It was Lightning Bug who caught her, but TJ only realized that later, when she realized it couldn’t have been Mad Mulligan—she’d seen his signature brown trench coat streak across her vision. At the time, she only knew she had to get to the car. She had to get them out of that fire, but somebody had her from behind and wouldn’t let her go.

				She reached for it mentally, pushing herself to her limits and past them, her pulse pounding in her ears and a pressure building inside her skull like her head might explode. She gripped the crumpled metal, pushing and pulling at the same time, trying to rip through the steel behind the flames.

				A sudden localized downpour quenched most of the fire, leaving small pools of burning gasoline floating in the local potholes. Mad Mulligan followed that up with a careful landing, letting Gear Girl’s black-clad elegance touch down gently before he released her and ran toward the car. He just beat Vincy, who’d probably left a crater in the road where she landed, since TJ never saw Lightning Bug put her down. The two superstrong heroes searched out or made handholds on both sides of the car’s back end, slowly tearing larger rents into it.

				Tears streamed down TJ’s face while she struggled in Lightning Bug’s grasp, and she was as snotty as Esteban got when his allergies were bad.

				Esteban! Marisol! And Annmarie, whose only fault was being too good, too devoted to the kids and maybe, just maybe starting to fall for a used-up crusader who still wanted to save everybody, who’d been too noble to kill the father of her children, and now she’d let him kill her world instead…

				A violet glow began to penetrate the thick smoke leaching from the tires, but TJ still couldn’t see into the car. She raised an arm, wiping her nose and eyes on her yellow sleeve.

				“No!” Singularity screamed. It was only then that TJ realized she still had an arm around him, levitating them both reflexively. He must just have regained consciousness. “Marisol! Esteban!” He ripped out of her loose physical grip and started to sink.

				She let him go.

				“Put me down,” she said, so quietly she could hardly hear it over her own heartbeat. “It’s not burning anymore.”

				Lightning Bug let go of her, and they both settled to the pavement. Singularity touched down and ran toward the car, where Vincy backhanded him in a way that laid him out on the ground. He was lucky she left his head on his shoulders. Beyond her, no matter how TJ cleared her eyes, the violet glow persisted. She blinked and stared, afraid to hope.

				“Mulligan, tell me that’s not something you’re doing. Dammit, you’d better not be doing that, Mulligan!” She needed to believe it was coming from inside the car.

				If he answered her, she never heard it. At that moment, Vincy finally peeled enough of the rear quarter panel away to access the backseat, violet light spilling from a softly glowing barrier within onto the street. TJ could just make out movement inside. Her heart leapt, the surge of adrenaline pushing the throbbing in her head aside.

				It was a force field.

				One of the kids must have gone active, and somebody had a force field up. Somebody was alive in there! TJ ran to the opening and dropped to her knees, pressing her hands and face against the impermeable violet energy barrier.

				It evaporated at her touch and there was screaming—two little voices crying and yelling for their mama. Marisol was closest, hanging upside down from her seatbelt in the very back seat of the SUV. “It’s me, Mari, it’s Mama. I’m gonna get you out of there, just hang on.” TJ got her arms around her daughter and pressed the seatbelt button, passing her back to Vincy. “Everything’s gonna be okay now, just let Tia Vincy hold you, honey. I have to get your brother.”

				When she stuck her head into the car again, it wasn’t Esteban hanging there in need of help, it was Annmarie. “Hi, Dynama,” she said weakly.

				TJ looked past her. Gear Girl, outlined in the ragged gap Mad Mulligan had torn on that side of the car, already had her arms around Esteban. TJ squeezed his hand, letting the other superhero evacuate him out the far side.

				“The kids are safe?” Annmarie asked.

				“Yeah,” TJ breathed, relief flooding her. Mad Mulligan climbed in through the opening Gear Girl had vacated, maneuvering Annmarie gently out of the seatbelt and down to the deformed ceiling of the car, letting her sit on her own and collect her wits.

				“Good,” Annmarie said, and fell over, her eyes open but unseeing.

				“I need a medic here!” TJ shouted, backing out of the car as Mad Mulligan took Annmarie’s limp form out the other side. She got to her feet and pain pulsed in her head as if someone had hit her between the eyes.

				Vincy had both kids in her blue-clad arms, she saw, before her eyes closed.

				* * *

				The Invincible Woman, Lightning Bug, Sean Lowe and even crotchety old Mad Mulligan in his battered blue jeans and trench coat… They were all very nice, but they just didn’t get it. Annmarie had begun to object to their assumptions and their helpful attempts to shanghai her before the EMTs even had her out of the ambulance. An hour after that, she’d had a bag of fluids dripped into her veins, a couple of energy bars Mad Mulligan had forced on her with a nurse’s enthusiastic approval, and two Tylenol for her lingering headache.

				She was about ready to scream.

				Gear Girl, who today wore a black brocade vest with interlocking gears sewn onto it and large, dark-tinted goggles over her eyes, finally stampeded everyone out when the news came that Dynama, while still unconscious, was in a room and could have visitors. “If you’re very quiet,” the Invincible Woman had emphasized to Marisol and Esteban, offering one hand to each twin.

				They’d both turned to Annmarie for permission to go with Tia Vincy. Oddly touched, Annmarie promised she’d be along just as soon as the doctor would let her.

				Gear Girl pulled the curtain across the front of Annmarie’s E.R. niche and sat down in one of the bedside chairs while Annmarie breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank you,” she said to the quiet woman.

				“They don’t really know what it’s like.” Gear Girl smiled. “Vincy and Lightning Bug were born with their powers, and Mulligan’s in his fifties,” she said with the disdain of someone who’d recently graduated college. “It’s been a while for him. I don’t think he remembers what it’s like to wake up with a headache in the middle of a crowd of people, all of them trying to change your life for you while you’re still sitting there going ‘I did that?’”

				Annmarie sighed. “I still say there’s some kind of mistake. I don’t have powers. It must have been one of the twins.”

				Gear Girl shrugged. “That’s the nature of the beast. You don’t have powers, right up until the moment that you do.” She crossed her legs—clad in black skinny jeans instead of spandex or the long black skirt she’d been wearing yesterday—and leaned back in her chair, folding her hands in her lap. “What was your last thought when the car started to fall?”

				Annmarie shuddered, feeling that wrenching shift in her stomach as weightlessness had given way to the horrible acceleration of gravity again. “I don’t even want to think about it. I just knew I had to protect the kids.”

				“There you go,” Gear Girl said quietly. “My phone had just gone off with the text that the campus was going into lockdown when some asshole with a shrink ray walked into our engineering lecture. He started monologuing and I sneaked up behind him to see if I could break the stupid thing. By the time it misfired and caught both of us, it had somehow become a freeze ray—annoying, but temporary—and the next thing I knew, I had half the local union telling me that saving the world was way more important than a master’s in engineering.” She shrugged. “Don’t let them tell you what to do. It’s still your life, and you’re the one who gets to decide how to live it.” She grinned suddenly. “No matter what you decide, you’ll always be able to tell your grandkids that today, you were #NewHeroSavesKids—number three on Trade City’s Twitter trending topics.”

				Annmarie summoned up a weak smile. “Do you think they’d let me go see Dynama?”

				Gear Girl chuckled. “They aren’t in charge here. Let me go see if I can’t round up a doctor who thinks it’s a good plan.”

				* * *

				TJ opened her eyes on weak light spilling from around the edges of the vertical blinds. For a split second, she wondered where she was, because she’d put honeycomb shades in all the condo windows, but the faint antiseptic smell quickly gave it away.

				Hospital. Oh God, she was in a hospital, and Annmarie had fainted… She struggled to sit up, her limbs leaden and uncooperative, and finally found the button to automatically adjust the bed. Enough light filtered in from the hallway to show her a clock that read 4:15 and an occupied bed beside hers. She wondered if she could get out of bed without falling over, or if she ought to hit the call button and try to talk sense into whatever beleaguered nursing assistant came to check on her.

				The other patient in the room stirred. “TJ?” a familiar voice whispered muzzily, followed by, “Dynama? Don’t get up, you’ll set off like a hundred alarms.”

				TJ stared. “Annmarie?”

				Annmarie sat up unassisted—so apparently she was doing better than TJ was. A wave of relief swept through TJ, dizzying her enough that she was very glad of the hospital bed’s support.

				“What happened? Are you all right?”

				“I’m fine. They’re just keeping me for observation. Standard procedure, they said. You’re the one who had a ministroke.” Annmarie slid out of bed while TJ stared, crossing the eight or ten feet of linoleum that separated them. “Apparently, certain psionic types of powers don’t have a hard limit—they have a soft limit you can push past, if you don’t mind the risk of turning into a vegetable.” She leaned forward, resting her forehead against TJ’s.

				TJ wrapped an arm around her waist, the effort less now that she wasn’t trying to move her whole body, and pulled the other woman into a gentle hug.

				“Don’t ever do that again,” Annmarie whispered, ducking her head to steal a quick kiss.

				“Do my best,” TJ replied, wishing she could pursue those lips. “The kids? They were okay, but they had to be scared out of their—”

				“Just fine.” Annmarie perched on the side of her bed. “The hospital called your mother, and she talked with me and the Invincible Woman. ‘Tia Vincy’ took the kids home. She’s staying with them. The union would have sent another babysitter, but the Invincible Woman said there was no way she was leaving the twins alone with a stranger after what they’d been through today.”

				TJ’s heart rate increased, and she looked frantically around for the inevitable monitor. She concentrated on deep, even breaths until the number came back down to something less likely to drag a nurse into their room. “Singularity?”

				“Back in Peacekeeper. With enough new charges against him that he won’t be going anywhere for a very long time.”

				TJ breathed a sigh of relief.

				“His accomplice got away, though. Gear Girl said he took off just as the other superheroes were showing up.”

				“Probably on purpose—he wasn’t answering Singularity at the end there.” TJ wondered if the Iron Fist had always meant to get rid of Singularity, or if he’d become too big a liability when his inconvenient ex showed up. “I don’t care. I thought I’d lost you, all of you, and you’re okay. Nothing else matters.” She couldn’t sit up to hug Annmarie, but she captured the other woman’s hand in one of her own, drawing it to her lips for a kiss.

				Annmarie ducked her head, but there was enough light TJ could make out the smile on her lips.

				“So how’d you get them to put you in here, anyhow? Usually the doctors are all over that, because they know union rules about secret identities.”

				Annmarie shrugged. “I told them I was your girlfriend. The Invisible Woman backed me up, and I don’t think Mr. Lowe or the doctors wanted to argue with her.”

				TJ was surprised at the way the words made her heart swell. “You are. I mean, if you want to be.”

				Annmarie laced her fingers through TJ’s. “Yeah.”

				TJ beamed, happy to be alive, happy everyone was safe, that the kids were fine and at home… She blinked. The kids were at home. Annmarie was here, still in the hospital, for observation. Standard procedure, but it sure wasn’t standard procedure for fainting. “It was you, wasn’t it? The force field. It wasn’t one of the kids—it was you.”

				Annmarie turned to face her dead on, deep shadows making the unhappiness on her face even more plain. “Don’t start, please. They’re calling it Traumatic Onset Manifestation. I’ve had superheroes and Mr. Lowe falling all over themselves to tell me how wonderful it is that I have powers now. And gosh, it’s so easy to register with the union and get benefits and training. They’d be delighted to have somebody who can contain a villain in a force field until the Peacekeeper van shows up…”

				TJ frowned, caught between heartache at the misery in Annmarie’s voice and simple confusion. “You don’t want to be a superhero?”

				Annmarie leaned toward her, scowling. “Are you kidding? I’ve spent my whole life wanting not to be.”

				But…they needed superheroes so badly. “Why? There’s so much that needs doing, and you’re so good at being kind…”

				“Then let somebody else do it.” She ran a hand through her hair. “Jesus, TJ. I told you some of what it was like growing up in a world where the people I should have mattered to didn’t have the time of day for me, because they had to go off and save the world. I work with kids so I can be part of the solution. Why would I want to become part of the problem?”

				TJ swallowed hard, wondering if that was how Annmarie really saw her. “We’re not all like that. Maybe you won’t believe it, but the way you talked about them, I can’t help thinking your parents were just bad at being parents. That might’ve been true whether they were superheroes or not.” Annmarie started to pull away, and TJ squeezed her hand. “So you know what you don’t want. Okay, what do you want?”

				She blinked, and her resistance vanished. Her shoulders slumped a little as she said, “You know what? I don’t think anybody’s ever asked me that.”

				TJ smiled. “Then it’s about time someone did.”

				Annmarie’s gaze went distant, looking past TJ into empty space. “I want to take care of people. I want to work with kids. Families. I want to make sure everybody gets breakfast and help people in hard circumstances. I don’t want to save the world.” Her voice broke a little, and she focused on TJ again. “I just want to save you.”

				TJ hooked her free hand around the back of Annmarie’s head, bridging the space between them. Their kiss was deep and soft and seemed to go on forever, and TJ couldn’t think of any place she’d rather be. When it eventually drew to a close, she asked, “Can I take you on a date? A real date, with fancy dresses and dinner and everything?”

				Annmarie chuckled. “As soon as they let you out of here. Except you might want to lower your standards—I don’t think we’ll fit in at a place that requires fancy dresses with the kids.”

				TJ laughed. “We’ll hire a sitter.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Epilogue

				Dinner was amazing—four courses designed to be beautiful as well as tasty, with flowers and candles on the table and velvet draperies around the booth. TJ’s strapless red satin gown showed off her skin and hair to best advantage, and black heels made her curves even more pronounced. Annmarie had a new little black dress for the occasion—the kind with a plunging neckline that anybody who was bigger up top could never get away with. It didn’t go unnoticed, and every time TJ’s gaze strayed there, Annmarie felt warm to the tips of her toes.

				After dinner they went back to TJ’s place. TJ tipped the babysitter, and Annmarie wasn’t sure they’d have made it all the way to the bedroom if it weren’t for the possibility that the kids might walk in on them if they fell all over each other on the sofa. TJ stumbled in her heels, and they almost ripped Annmarie’s new dress getting it off, but it would totally have been worth mending the seam.

				And falling asleep in TJ’s arms?

				That was worth anything.

				Annmarie didn’t think they’d been asleep more than an hour or two when the phone rang. She sleepily identified it as one of TJ’s, not hers, and drifted contentedly half-awake while TJ said, “Yeah. Yeah. Yeah, I know. Of course I sound grumpy, it’s three in the morning. No, I’ll be there.” She put the phone down. “This sucks.”

				“Red phone?” Annmarie asked, opening one eye.

				She could barely see TJ nod in the cityshine coming through the window shade. “Sorry.”

				Annmarie kissed her. “Don’t be.”

				TJ got out of bed and crossed to the bathroom. The bathroom light blazed bright for a moment before she shut the door, just long enough for Annmarie to admire the fall of her hair and the swell of her backside. She smiled to herself in the dark and then had a thought. She turned on the bedside lamp, putting her glasses on while her eyes adjusted, and went rummaging through TJ’s drawers.

				When TJ came out of the bathroom, her eyes fastened on her Dynama costume. The bright yellow fabric stood out in sharp contrast to the new blue comforter where Annmarie had laid it out on the bed. “Annmarie, I can’t—”

				Annmarie shook her head. “You’re not alone anymore, hon. You don’t have to stop being super just because you’re also Mama.”

				TJ walked over to the bed, playing one of the costume’s cuffs between her fingers and wearing a torn expression.

				Annmarie stepped up behind her, arms encircling TJ’s bare waist. “Go be Dynama. Go save the world.”

				She turned in the embrace, arms going around Annmarie. “I love you,” she said softly.

				Annmarie kissed her, not feeling fluttery this time, not nervous, just…warm. Happy. “I love you too.”

				* * * * *
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