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“Vera, there's a supervillain in booth five.”
Dixie's sweet soft drawl barely rises over the everyday chatter from the dining room, the soothingly familiar clash and jingle of normal kitchen noises. But years of practice make it effortless for me to catch her words and prevent me from dropping the coffee pot in my hand in startled response. 
The lunch rush poured through the front doors of Tea and Strumpets thirty minutes ago, a discordant blur which flowed into every leather-upholstered booth and whisper-soft suede couch in my snug little cafe. Every day between eleven and two the cafe explodes with life, every booth full and every waitress on her toes. As the owner, I keep myself busy making sure my customers are content, arranging plates for the cook or ringing people up at the front register. Our menu bulges with steaming hot drinks made on request, delicious pastries and cakes we regularly order from private bakers, bagels and breakfast sandwiches for the morning customers and soup and paninis for anyone popping in for lunch. Every so often I arrange game nights or musical acts who grace us with slow jazz or cheery folk music. We know full well by now how to set a good mood.
I barely sit down from the time the front door opens to the moment I lock it at the end of the night, and I wouldn't have it any other way. 
That said, the problem with our usual flurry of activity is that I wouldn't notice a master criminal striding into the place and sitting directly on my lap, much less sneaking himself away in the booth all the way in the back and perusing the menu with silent patience. 
“Who?” I blurt out, far too loud, putting the coffeepot down on the nearest countertop before I do something stupid like spill the entire thing all over my vintage red slingback pumps. 
It's a stupid question. We both know it. Dixie casts me a condescending look before moving closer, lowering her voice even more as though the entire place were peopled with professional eavesdroppers. “Look, don't freak out, but I think it's Morris.”
“You think?”
“It's Morris,” she says, thoroughly exasperated. Not that I blame her. Morris never wears the same face twice, so it makes recognizing him difficult even with his rather selective wardrobe. And while other supervillains pop up every once in a while to raise a ruckus, most don't settle in for tea and empanadas first. They are, however, the only new faces we ever see in the cafe. It's a small town, so someone you don't recognize in Tea and Strumpets is more than likely to kidnap first and whip up some ransom demands later.
I'm already shaking my head as I lower my gaze, gathering everything I need for booth twelve's order of three cappuccinos and juicy slices of fresh blueberry pie. My fingers just might be trembling. “I can't deal with Morris right now,” I say. 
“Well, you're going to have to.” Dixie crosses her willowy arms, settling into a well-practiced sulk she really doesn't have the free time to indulge in. Dixie Kaufman grew up elegant and graceful, a failed dancer due more to repeated ankle injuries than lack of talent. But while well-toned muscles still weave in the usual patterns beneath her fair freckled skin, her cheeks carried baby fat that should have burned off a decade ago. She can still manage a decent childish pout with the best of them with those chipmunk cheeks, even nearing thirty the way she is. “I'm not serving the guy again. Not after the last time. I don't care how well he tips, he tries to put his hand on my ass again and I'll put my elbow into his damn nose.”
I wish I could just tell her to buck up and take the guy's order, but I've just never been that sort of boss. When I opened Tea and Strumpets five years ago, the only genuine coffeehouse in the entire county, I made a promise to the staff that I would not let my old life intrude on my new life in any way, shape or form. I succeeded for a little while, at least until Morris strode in the front door one day, slapped his leather gloves onto his table and demanded a pot of Earl Grey or else he'd blow the place sky high with his death ray. I contemplated kicking him out, but even after all these years of knowing him far better than I'd like to admit, I couldn't entirely be sure if that death ray business was an actual threat. 
I stood down and made his damn tea. He's just lucky I'm too classy to have freshened the pot up with a minty mouthful of spit.
The new deal with Dixie and the rest of the staff is that my old life can intrude on the cafe as much as it likes. I'll just have to be the one to serve it. 
I still don't know why he keeps coming back. Driving two hours out of the city and intimidating my staff on a regular basis can't possibly be as amusing as he makes it out to be. And while Benny's cooking is delicious, it's not that good.
The jaunty music issuing from the speaker system switches from Dave Edmunds to the Reverend Horton Heat, the same rockabilly playlist I always play. I never really got a chance to completely indulge in my love of rockabilly until I moved to town and opened Tea and Strumpets. My mother's strict rules about public appearances only allowed for so much leeway and meant my only vintage moments were the occasional theme nights at our family's favorite dance club. Now that I'm all by myself in this big bad world, I've become a gold medalist at dodging around laughing teenagers spilling out of overcrowded booths and small children playing in the aisles, a mean feat considering I'm typically wearing something like a skintight red-checked halter dress and patent-leather high heels when I do it. It's a look that sits far better on my full rounded figure than Park Avenue chic ever did, and I don't even have to starve away my curves to fit into them.
I deliver booth twelve their order, commend their choice of the blueberry pie with a plastered-on smile, and take a steadying breath before turning towards the back of the cafe. Morris isn't hard to miss even while wearing someone else's face. It's frankly a bit of a miracle that nobody else has recognized his signature eyesore of a suit and called the cops just yet. Not that Morris is wanted by the police anymore, of course, but most people don't really know that. His capture, rehabilitation, and release back into society had been quick, quiet, and painless. The wedding of Apocalypto and Lady Mab grabbed more headlines at the time, if I recall correctly.
Morris waits patiently in the back booth, his hands folded on the table on top of his gloves, his smile a rascally twist of his thin lips. He's taken his hat off, an immaculate black felt bowler I don't think I've ever seen him without, and arranged it on the opposite side of the table like he's setting a place for some tidy hat-eating guest he's expecting. His suit, as always, is flawlessly tailored and a rich shade of maroon you normally see on quirky people attending award shows. I always picture his closet containing twenty or thirty suits exactly like it, pressed to perfection with loving anal-retentive care.
The usual accoutrements that adorn every other booth – the sugar bowl, the salt and pepper shakers, the handmade menu covered in plastic – sit innocent and untouched not far from his right elbow. I suppose I should just be grateful he hasn't gotten bored enough to turn the ketchup bottle into a miniature nuclear device while he waited. He's done it before, and those things are a bitch to dispose of when you don't have a radioactive hamper on hand.   
As soon as he spots me approaching, Morris's smirk stretches wide. His bony fingers, spread out on the table, drum in anticipation like trilled piano keys. “Why, you look lovely today, my dear. Gained a bit of weight, have you?”
His compliment – and it is a compliment coming from Morris, regardless of what it might sound like coming from anyone else – tastes like cold lemon juice splashed into my mouth. The face I pull in response is neither attractive nor charitable, made only worse when Morris delivers a practiced performance of elevator eyes to the determined cling of my dress. The man is impossible. “Not an ounce, Morris,” I somehow manage to say with a certain amount of sweetness.
“Could have fooled me.”
“Stop being a slime and order something.”
“Or you'll what? Force me to vacate the premises?”
“I could.”
He simply flashes me a glimpse of startlingly white teeth, his lips pale like skinned fish bellies.
Sighing, I take a step closer to the table to let another customer walk past on her way to the bathroom. Morris, ever the optimist, takes it as a more welcoming sign than it is. “Vera, if you want to join me, you are more than welcome –”
“I'll pass,” I say. 
“Actually, it wasn't a request,” he adds, and puts a handgun on the table.
It's reflex to reach out, grab onto his bowler, and plop it down over the gun before anybody sees. He greets my resulting scowl with an even broader smirk than usual. Morris enjoys a good taunt, particularly when it's aimed at me. Anything that makes me uncomfortably aware of the world I left behind fills Morris with a sense of childish glee he can barely contain. At least he hadn't started in with that exasperating wheezy giggle of his. 
“What do you think you're doing?” I whisper harshly, glancing around in paranoia. Nobody appears to be listening to us, the gossipy legal assistants from the office next door not even bothering to give us a second glance. Of course, just because they don't know their lives are in danger doesn't make me feel any better.
“Oh, do sit down already,” Morris says, almost pulling a petulant pout at my reaction. “I don't plan on using it, and I'm a bit offended you'd believe I would even stoop to using a child's toy like that in here. At the very least, I'd never get my churros, would I?”
I make another face at that, wondering how he can even think about freshly-baked pastries and the possibility of his obtaining any that haven't been spit on after this. But I still find myself sitting down. Playing along with Morris's questionable social skills usually works out better for everyone in the long run. I'm certainly not afraid of Morris doing anything untoward with the handgun peeking out from under his hat, but I've got a cafe full of customers who took in and quickly dismissed the casually bland mask Morris slipped on before coming here today, thankfully too preoccupied with their own petty problems to register the suit. Morris's plastic surgery machine – a compact visual generator which shifts your skin so you can pass as someone else –  still comes in handy for keeping the peace in public settings, if the riot that resulted when someone supposedly spotted a Morris lookalike in Harrods a year ago is any indication.
Noting the look on my face, Morris almost visibly sags with disappointment, looking for a brief moment like a wrinkled empty suit dangling limply from a wire hanger. “Oh, for heaven's sake, Vera,” he mutters, “when I referred to the damnable thing as a child's toy, I was serious. It's a water pistol I picked up on the cheap at a dollar store. And besides, I'm surprised you don't think I have higher standards by now. You've certainly known me long –”
“All right,” I snap. I'm not going to fall for his wounded expression or the needy pull in his voice. Better men and women than me have crumbled like wet cookies under the weight of Morris's almost magical charm on far too many occasions to count. There's a reason he's taken over three countries and two different planets without lifting a finger or leaving behind a single casualty. 
“Why don't we skip all of the fun and you can tell me what you want to talk to me about?” I ask, pulling my crossed legs as close to myself under the table as I can manage. “And for the record, my breasts, my legs, or any of my other body parts are not up for discussion.”
Morris allows his smirk to soften, to shape itself into something a bit weaker and more sympathetic, but it only lasts a moment. The public face of the Quiz Master is a wild-eyed maniac in an expertly welded iron helmet cackling maniacally atop a steaming pile of rubble, but that damning image usually circulates among people who've never actually met the man. Morris isn't nearly that blatant. He's a three-card Monte dealer tricking you into giving him five bucks, except those three cards are a handful of deft strategic words and that wrinkled five-dollar bill is your car or your PIN number or a tiny container of plutonium.
There's a reason the planet of Ferlo fell in under an hour without a single life lost. Morris can be awfully persuasive when he wants to be.
He arranges his bowler more securely over the gun, clears his throat with a soft grunt, and gifts me with a steady gaze that jolts some of the irritation out of me.
“Your father,” Morris declares, “didn't come home last night.”
For a moment, I'm not sure I heard Morris correctly. “My father ...”
“... is missing. At least I think he is. Unless he's left me, of course.”
Taking a deep breath, I rest my elbows on the table and stare in an unsettled daze at the sugar bowl. It unsurprisingly has nothing to contribute to the conversation. And why would it? I imagine even an inanimate piece of crockery could be a bit shocked to overhear the most closely guarded bit of gossip in the superhero world. 
My name is Vera Noble. Perhaps you've heard of my father, Everett Noble, and when I say 'perhaps,' I am, of course, using massive amounts of sarcasm. My father has saved countless numbers of people over the years, using his superhuman mental abilities to rescue the injured, heal the sick, defeat the bad guys, and be home in time for dinner. You've probably seen him … well, pretty much everywhere. He's been on Wheaties boxes, shilled fruits and vegetables to kids as a health-conscious cartoon version of himself on TV commercials, and protected us all from four giant asteroids, numerous floods, dozens of crazed costumed lunatics, and seven alien invasions, all while sporting tights and a cape. 
My father is beloved, a real hero, a symbol of American strength. 
And then he had to go and leave my mom for his sworn enemy. 
When I speak again, I lower my voice out of habit, leaning closer so others in the booths around us won't hear. That my father left my mother isn't well-known, or known at all, really. Who he left her for … that would never go over well, no matter what sort of perfectly behaved citizen Morris might have become as a result. “You could have talked to Graham,” I say.
Morris scoffs. “Your brother would sooner toss me headfirst into the nearest jail than listen to what I have to say.”
“You brought that on yourself.”
“Yes, yes, I know I'm a terrible person,” he says, reaching out to pat my arm, his touch lingering for far too long. If there's one thing I've always liked about Morris, at least he doesn't stoop to pretending he's some sort of wrongly accused saint like some supervillains I could name. He knows his flaws. “And before you ask, I did go to Ivy for assistance, but it appears –”
“You went to my mom?”
My voice rises, sharp and anxious, and I cringe before shrinking into my seat. For once, Morris manages to restrain himself from laughing at my discomfort, a thin veil of guilt clouding his eyes. “Well, it was a lost cause from the start,” Morris says. “Her loyal doorman would neither let me in nor call up to her to inform her I was there.”  
That doesn't surprise me. My mother is a superhero too, but then again you know that as well. As famous as my father is, my mom – the strongest person in the world, the greatest hero the world has ever known, greater even than Dad – is far more well-known. She once rescued a secluded tribe of Amazonian natives who cheered upon spotting the great Paladin swooping down from the skies, her dark curls tumbling down her cape. She still doesn't know how they ever found out about her existence, but she never denies enjoying their enthusiastic reactions when she saved their village from accidentally mutated mosquitos the size of military helicopters. Ivy Noble will always be the first to admit being a bit of an attention whore, even though she's never been too thrilled by the phrasing.
Morris must have been desperate to try to talk to my mother. She'd quite literally rip his arms off before he could utter a single word, and shove the bloody end of one down his throat for good measure.
The problem, of course, is that Morris can neither go to the police nor appear before news cameras to plead for the safe return of my father. The public has a mental image of my parents, Paladin and Wavelength, the most amazing superhero team of all time, their real-life identities splashed in happy photo collages in the gossip rags for years now. There are a great many heroes who keep their everyday identities shielded from the public, but my parents have never been in a position to be among them. It's only the flexibility and sheer power behind my father's mental abilities that has kept their ruined marriage, eventual separation, and his subsequent relationship with Morris Kemp, the Quiz Master, a closely guarded secret. 
It's not that my father fell for a man, or even that he left my mother at all, that would burn him to cinders in the press. It's that he tore his gaze from his beloved wife, looked across the table at his mortal enemy, and decided he liked him better.
“It seems,” Morris says, his voice a lazy drawl, “that you are my only hope.”
I level my gaze at him across the table. “Morris, I am not a superhero anymore.”
“I understand that,” he defers, his smile crooked. “And apparently, even with that, you are the best option I have.”
 
 
 
 
The lunch rush drains from the cafe by the time two o'clock rolls around, giving me plenty of time to occupy myself with carrying out slices of warm pie to the few stragglers. Whatever it takes to avoid thinking about Dad, I indulge in it. 
Morris vacates the premises quickly enough after making his request, sweeping away his hat and his questionably legal water pistol and tossing off some far-too-casual comment about researching a few more outlets of assistance before breezing out of the place. I don't even want to think about what he means by that. For all I know of Morris these days, 'accessing other outlets of assistance' could involve engaging in door-to-door visits of every known and unknown villain on the east coast asking if he might be able to borrow a cup of vanished superhero.
By the time I finally get a chance to think about the whole situation for longer than a few short seconds, only a couple of seats still hold customers, my loyal regulars. The elderly Marcelo sisters silently pour out their fourth pot of tea of the day, and on the couch tucked against the front window Troy Lampwick scrawls with frantic scratches of his pen in one of his many wire-bound notebooks, working on yet another book he will probably never get published, the poor thing. 
Without the dependable everyday stresses, I can dwell. It's not something I'm really enjoying, truth be told, mostly because Dixie is absolutely not helping.
“You should have called the cops,” she singsongs, swiping needlessly at the front counter with a damp dishrag.
“I'm not going to call the cops on Morris,” I mutter, my chin cupped in my hand. “He didn't do anything. Besides, it'll just be more trouble than it's worth.”
“I don't think so.”
“That's because he grabbed your ass last time he was here.”
“Isn't that a good enough excuse? Because I think it's fantastic.”
I frown and focus on the cell phone I placed on the counter in front of me, humming along to “Hot Rodder's Lament” as it carries over the stereo speakers. Morris overcompensates for his very personal life in various ways that do more harm than good, allowing his unwanted hands to slip into restricted territory on any woman unlucky enough to cross his path. My father, the only one who can talk him out of anything, never quite reins him in, probably seeing it as yet another distraction to keep people from suspecting the two of them share everything but a marriage license. Morris's wandering hands are the major, but not only, reason my staff would rather dump a bowl of Italian wedding soup into his crotch than place it gently in front of him. 
However, it's not the most important problem I currently have.
This is not the first time my father has disappeared. Dad goes missing on a regular basis, vanishing in the space of a blink but always returning to the warm welcoming arms of the American public, and sometimes to his family if he's feeling particularly charitable. Dad's argument is always that we can stand to miss him just a little bit longer, but there's no telling how the general population will react to his loss. Heartwarming, isn't it?  
Of course, the glaring problem with his argument is that as a class seven hero, his disappearances could either mean he's gone on a short vacation or he's being mind-controlled to help someone take over the planet. As intelligent as Dad is, he does possess a certain annoying amount of naivete when it comes to his powers. I'm a class four hero: strong enough for defeat major villains, not powerful enough for world domination. When you reach class seven, the Superhero Licensing Board develops a way to destroy the universe simply so you can never take over.
When Dad vanishes, it's far more terrifying for the rest of us than he'd like to admit.
I drum the fingers of my free hand on the counter to distract myself from the impatient fluttering of Troy's notes. Or, more aptly, from Troy. As scruffy and unkempt as Troy Lampwick can be with his scratched black-rimmed glasses and weather-beaten Chucks, he could easily draw my attention away from the potential for a major apocalypse without lifting a finger. Somewhere under that brushy beard and overgrown brown hair is a stick-figure version of Clark Kent, and while I can't say the Jeremiah Johnson look endears me all that much, Troy hits so many of my kinks I might as well have built him out of parts in Morris's former evil laboratory.
I bite my lip and stare with purposeful intent at the phone. All it would take is one call. Just one call.
I just have to have the brass balls to make it.
Just when I think I'm approaching a firm decision on what to do, Dixie sidles up beside me and says, “I know what you should do the next time Morris comes in.”
“Don't you have work you could be doing?”
“Oh, Tara can do it,” Dixie declares.
I dare a furtive glimpse into the kitchen. Tara Pevec, my other waitress, tips back her head and laughs at another one of our chef's terrible jokes. Tara carries a flame for that man I cannot even begin to comprehend. Benny's crass, overweight, and about twenty years older than Tara, who only just graduated from the local high school a year ago. Tara does her job to absolute perfection when Tea and Strumpets bustles with activity, but as soon as the crowd dissipates and the mood settles to a tranquil lull, Tara disappears into the kitchen and that's the last we tend to see of her for hours. She'll be in there a while, braying away at another naughty limerick Benny discovered on the door of a bathroom stall at the nearest strip club.
“Dixie, I would really like to talk about this later. Or, you know, never. Never sounds good.”
“But I'll forget if I don't talk about it now.”
“That's what I'm hoping for,” I say, and slap on a frighteningly wide grin that almost hurts to sport.
Dixie rears away from me a little, scrunching her face up into an adorable pout. I love Dixie dearly, for being such a good friend and putting up with Morris and staying on at Tea and Strumpets even when we weren't in the greatest of financial shape way back in the beginning. But Dixie's nosiness has worn down a number of close friends in the past, and sometimes I imagine it's wearing me down as well. She tends to stick her nose where it doesn't belong and get it firmly lodged there. While Morris is fair territory, he's also a gateway to inconvenient family secrets I'd rather Dixie not even come close to approaching.
“Okay, fine,” she announces, tilting her head close to mine and whispering, “Changing the subject. So. When do you plan on pouncing on Troy like a hungry jungle cat?”
My gaze darts towards Troy, preoccupied as he is by the operatic espionages in whatever fantasy world he's created this week, before I shoot a silent warning in Dixie's direction. “Can't you change the conversation to a subject I actually want to engage in?”
“Oh, honey. Is this about Hazel?” she says, her voice a sympathetic hush.
I silently remind myself that regardless of how bothersome she can be, strangling her and disposing of the body would complicate the hell out of my weekend, no matter where I decide to leave it. “No, this isn't about Hazel. Not everything is about Hazel.” 
“Your love life is, to some extent.”
“Not right now, it's not,” I say past clenched teeth, the words gritting like pebbles in my mouth. Hazel isn't on my list of acceptable discussion topics under normal circumstances, so I can say with absolute certainty that I'm not the least bit eager about bringing her up now. “You know what? Can you guys handle the place for the rest of the day? I've got some errands to run.”
Dixie's brow furrows in confusion. “They can't wait?”
I shake my head, grabbing my cell phone and my red patent-leather clutch. “Sorry, they're sort of … life or death,” I say, trying not to wince. 
I really don't need to ask if my employees could handle running the cafe for me for a while. Dixie's gossipy, but she's definitely a responsible and able-bodied assistant manager when she has to be. It's a good thing, too, I think as I head out the front door and around the side of the building to the stairs up to my apartment. I'm not quite sure how long this situation with my father is going to take, so knowing I can leave the gang alone with Tea and Strumpets and won't return to a smoldering crater in the ground is an assumption I try not to take for granted.
As soon as I shut the door to my apartment behind me, locking it out of habit with a flick of my wrist, I take out the phone again and stare at it for a good long moment as I walk up the stairs, listing in my head every possible eventuality that could happen if I don't decide to help Morris out. Lord knows my dad could just turn up any moment without my help. Even if he doesn't, and if the cops and other superheroes insist on searching for him, there's nothing to say that they would find out about Morris and my father or that the eventual blowup would be as catastrophic as the two of them have always imagined it would be. Maybe the city will even volunteer to throw them an engagement party.
A dubious supposition, of course. There are still people in this town who won't even walk in front of Tea and Strumpets simply because I'm bisexual, and I've never threatened to blow up the moon or simultaneously robbed every bank on the east coast at the same damn time. 
The problem is that the general public peering in abject curiosity into the Noble family closet is the least of my worries. A few months back, Dad disappeared for three and a half hours. By the time he turned up, red-faced and tossing off good-natured jokes as two grim EMTs wheeled him and his two broken ankles out of the dilapidated building where he'd been rescuing a sick homeless man, the entire city was still rioting. A quarter of the fashion district still smoldered a week later.
When you take a small child away from its parents, you can usually count on them to burst into a tearful wailing tantrum. I've had thirty years' worth of life experience to impress upon me that a lot of toddlers, especially the ones who can't shoot laser beams out of their eyes or jets of fire out of their fingertips, never quite grow up in that regard. 
More frighteningly, though, he may not just be lying somewhere injured, unable to contact the rest of us. Morris, I don't doubt, is thinking the exact same thing I am. Supervillains have all sorts of clever tricks up their sleeves. There are villains who can steal your powers with a single touch, who can clone you with a wave of their hands, who can overcome even the strongest heroes to control their very minds.
A few terrified and overreacting humans doesn't look so bad when compared to some power-hungry psychopath with his very own Everett Noble to control.
I don't blame Morris one bit for being worried about Dad's sudden absence. Personal feelings aside, Morris knows damn well what someone with a grudge, a sudden lack of authority, and a large mind-control device could do.
If Morris can't get in touch with Graham or Mom to warn them, then I suppose someone else they can actually tolerate who knows the big family secret will have to do it. I'm not on close enough terms with anyone else they can tolerate who knows about Dad and Morris so, for lack of other options, that leaves yours truly.
Taking a cleansing breath to still my quaking nerves, I flip open the phone and dial a number I can remember off the top of my head, even without having contacted the agency in years now. I calm myself as the phone rings, waiting for it to connect and attempting not to have a minor panic attack. 
A pleasant voice finally greets me at the other end of the phone, and I say the words I wasn't ever planning on repeating for the rest of my days.
“Yes,” I say when the operator asks me my business, “I'd like to reopen my superhero registration.”
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An hour later, I begin to doubt my decision to investigate my father's disappearance.
“No, of course I don't have the coupon for a free month of rescuer's insurance from the last newsletter,” I sigh in exasperation, sifting through the chaotic mountain of forms and contracts I'd long ago stuffed into an accordion file in the back of my bedroom closet. Spreading it out on the dining room table had not been the best idea, I realize, now that I can see it in all of its unorganized glory. “I haven't received the official newsletter in – what? Oh, no, thank you, I don't need my subscription renewed –”
The cheerful representative on the other end of the phone continues along with the precise script crammed with suggestive selling points she undoubtedly has no choice but to repeat to me, the only fact currently restraining my growing frustration. I do work in customer service, after all. I know how these things work. Besides, I do have to give her some credit for hurrying along with this whole mess as quickly as she can possibly manage. All she had to hear was the name Vera Noble before she began tripping over her words to reactivate my dormant registration with the Superhero Licensing Bureau.
Being a superhero is not nearly the magical fairy tale of adoring public worship the average person imagines it entails. Between the licensing and the numerous tax forms and the complicated insurance plans meant to protect heroes and heroines alike from being sued by angry victims, superhero work is ninety-five percent paperwork and five percent actually saving people, an unappealing ratio usually not revealed until your first semester at Lord and Cape. The mind-numbing deskwork alone is usually enough to drive most superpowered individuals to simply register their powers with their doctors for health reasons and then head off to some pedestrian human college to study something less dangerous instead. Like, say, landmine tester or sword swallower.
Only the best and brightest push and struggle their way into earning that spandex costume.
Well, them, and anybody for whom superheroism is the obligatory family business, I think wryly.
I plop down on one of the dining room chairs and huff out an aggravated lungful of air that barely disturbs my neatly styled bangs. I'll freely admit I copied Bettie Page's hairstyle, the precise cut made all the easier to maintain thanks to my naturally wavy brown-black locks. Graham once declared that when done up in my vintage finest I look like a pin-up girl come to life, descending down from the dented nose cone of some WWII bomber and sauntering through the world with my head held high. It was the nicest compliment he ever paid me, before he went back to being a sexist manwhore and ignoring everything I did.
“Yes, I – well, I was hoping this would only be temporary – no, I don't have an updated version of my costume I'd like to register –“
I indulge in another five minutes of answering the representative's questions – have I saved anyone in the past five years, would I like to take a course on new rappelling techniques, do I need the contact number for an affordable local costume designer – before the ringing of my doorbell interrupts her spiel. I clench my fist in celebration of my good fortune, mouthing a silent, “Yes!”, in triumph, and say sweetly, “Oh, I'm sorry, miss, but it sounds like there's someone at my front door. Are we done for today? If not, I'm sure my mother would be happy to fill in the rest of my information.”
“Wow, seriously?” she blurts out, and laughter bubbles up in my chest. Mom works part-time at the SLB Center in the city, teaching refresher courses for heroes and heroines who've temporarily given up the workplace for maternity leaves, radioactive viral infections, supervillain attacks, alien possessions, and the like. She doesn't mingle with the rest of the employees, though, at least as far as I know. She certainly didn't before I left the city, and I doubt she's somehow become more gregarious since then. Offering some chirping phone jockey an excuse to spend a few moments in glowing worship of Ivy freaking Noble is bound to get my paperwork pushed through and my registration reopened within fifteen minutes. Hell's bells, even offering her the opportunity to approach my mom and ask might soften the inevitable rebuff and get the paperwork sneaked through anyway. 
An appalling number of people tend to handwave Mom's more cruel moments. It's rather embarrassing how much I've come to depend on her bad behavior, quite frankly.
“Sure, I'm positive she won't mind,” I say, forcing my words to fluff with concentrated cheerfulness. “After all, it is her daughter we're talking about, right?” 
“Oh, of course,” she says, a little breathlessly. 
Maybe it's a bit mean not to warn her that Mom might snatch my registration files from her trembling hands and snarl at her to scurry away, if she even bothers to wonder why I would be reopening my registration in the first place, but the length of the phone call may have finally caught up to me.
The doorbell rings again, insistent. 
“Coming!” I call out, and rush my goodbyes to the operator, requesting a text message when my registration officially reactivates and hanging up before she can start in on another canned sales pitch asking me if I'd like to sign up to receive the SLB newsletter in text form on my phone. It saves me from having to inform her that I'd rather have the Plague fly directly to my apartment once a month and infect me with whichever disease he's been infecting the criminals and ne'er-do-wells he captures with than have a jolly newsletter update with lousy but cheery clip-art emailed to me once a month. You'd think the SLB would have better things to spend its budget on than newsletters. Sensitivity training certainly comes to mind, if Mom's any indication.
I hit the button to hang up and rise to my feet, smoothing the wrinkled front of my dress before hurrying down the stairs to the front door. “I'm coming, I'm coming, I'm –“
I fling the door open and freeze as soon as I see who's there.
Hazel waits with fraying patience on the “Drinks Well With Others” welcome mat she gave me last Christmas as a gag gift, appearing about as dismayed to be here as I am to see her.
“Hey, Vera,” she says, looking anywhere but at me.
The world crumbles a little at the edges, slowing to a dead halt around me. “Hazel. Uh, hi.”
She reaches up to scratch at the bleached-blond pixie-short scruff of her hair, the antsy motion causing the hem of her gray tank top to ride up over the waistline of her jeans, revealing a strip of toned and tanned belly. I will not look, I will not look, I command my brain, reminding myself that Hazel is my ex-girlfriend, damn it, and she entered into that illustrious status for good reason.
“Do you mind if I, uh –“ She gestures into the depths of my apartment, taking an unconscious step forward. She jerks back when she realizes what she's doing. “I forgot one of my sketchbooks here.”
“You did?”  
“I think so. It's not at my grandma's place and it's got a sketch for one of my clients I did a few months ago, so.” She shrugs then, abandoning the sentence and letting me fill in the rest. I kicked her out, of course, made her vacate the premises in far too much of a hurry. Perhaps if I hadn't overreacted she wouldn't still have to come over occasionally, recovering the forgotten possessions she left in her wake.
It's really something I could fix with a couple of raspberry martinis, an empty cardboard box, and a little nerve. I just never seem to be able to find the time for it, or at least that's what I tell myself.
I finally notice her staring at me, her head in a curious tilt. She wasn't smiling before but she threatens to now, taking in my pristine hair and tailored dress, my vintage silk stockings with the seams up the back. It always amuses her that I take it to these lengths, the commitment I work towards when it comes to the quality of my retro wardrobe. Hey, anyone can throw thousands of dollars at Marc Jacobs or Oscar de la Renta. It takes real effort to hold onto a particular era in fashion and not let go no matter what, even if it means searching the internet for the few reliable plus-sized designers or learning how to sew my own damn clothes. At least the personal style I prescribe to still has something vaguely resembling class.
She points into the apartment again. “Can I?”
“Oh. Right, of course.” I give my head a slight shake to knock the bugs out of it. “It should be under the bed, I suppose.”
She walks past me without a word, not pausing as she heads upstairs to the bedroom that we had, up until four months ago, shared for a year and a half. I hadn't come to this town with the intention of dating anyone, whichever gender they might be. I tucked my bisexuality into the junk drawer in my kitchen, slipped into a saucy dress and a pair of burlesque sandals, and devoted myself to turning Tea and Strumpets into the answer to a prayer this sleepy little burg hadn't even known it desired.
Then Hazel Whiting moved to town to take care of her ailing grandmother, sweeping into the abandoned video store with her tattoo gun in hand and eying me with open fascination. I kicked everything into high gear, unable to stop myself from swinging my hips and sauntering past on a regular basis. It hadn't taken long to lure her out and test the waters, so to speak. The waters, it turned out, were warm and welcoming and wild.
And then they turned rough, toyed with me and tossed me around, and I decided I'd endured enough.
Which leads us to today, and my ex-girlfriend in my bedroom, and the constant reminder trilling in my mind that I am absolutely not supposed to be here right now.
I bite my bottom lip, stained with fire-engine red lipstick, and ponder calling in after Hazel to ask her if she can hurry up a bit. But hearing her rummage underneath my bed warns me it's not worth wasting the breath. She'll leave in her own time, and I'll just have to make the best of things and prepare to get out of here myself. A moment later, my hands wrist-deep in the pile of paperwork as I perform the exercise in futility of organizing my damn superhero-related documents, my phone vibrates its way across the dining room table, alerting me to a new text message.
Your registration is now complete. Welcome back to public service, Miss Noble!
I make a sour face. If they want to believe I'm reentering the family business on anything other than an extremely short-term basis, then so be it. I'll put my SLB account back into hibernation mode after I find my dad, and that'll be the end of it.
“Oh, my God, have you banged your head off something?”
I whirl towards Hazel's disbelieving voice, my stomach sinking at the stunned expression on her face. She points an accusatory finger at the SLB forms scattered in a haphazard mess on my table, her stormy gaze sparking with anger. She knows what she's seeing, of course. She straightened up the apartment far more often than I ever did while she lived here, her anal-retentive neatness somehow trumping even Morris. It only took her a week to find the inexpensive accordion file tucked away behind my shoe tree, bulging with five-year-old medical records and insurance claims. At the time, I'd never been particularly forthcoming when it came to my family or my past, much to her intense dislike. The argument nearly took down the building.
“Hazel, look –“
“You have, right? You tripped on those stupid heels of yours and slammed your head off the toilet and now you're off to do something stupid, aren't you?”
I sigh, crossing my arms. “It's not like that.”
“Oh, really?” She stalks toward the table, aiming to snatch up a fistful of paperwork and question why I've removed it from its hiding place. I stop her before she can reach it, my grip on her elbow loose, laid back and easy to shake off. 
“We broke up,” I point out, my voice low and steady and dead-sea calm. “We broke up and you moved back in with your grandmother.”
Her cheeks flush with color under a cinnamon splash of freckles, her skin bright with heated blood running high under the surface. “Yeah, well, I still get to worry about you,” she murmurs.
I startle, my hand slipping from her elbow, and she's gone before I'm sure I heard what I thought I did. The apartment door rattles as it slams shut in her wake, a few sheets of paper on the dining room table lifting on the draft it generates before settling back down again. 
I think, out of the blue, that my bangs may have deflated in the past five minutes.
It takes me a moment to come back to the now, to my missing father and his aimless boyfriend. When my focus returns, I jolt into action without thought, gather my cell phone, slip on my shoes and double-check every appliance to make sure they're shut off. I go through the usual mental checklist – the oven is off, the tap for the kitchen sink isn't dripping, the curling irons have been unplugged. It used to be longer, back when I wore tights and a cape and had more about which to be paranoid. 
When I'm sure I'm ready, my eyes shut.
An instant later I dissolve into nothing and disappear. 
 



3.
 
I haven't used my powers in five years.
Have I mentioned that? Because I really, really haven't used them at all. Not even a little bit.
My mind swirling, I stumble when I reappear on the steps in front of the gargantuan doors to the Rafters, the headquarters of the Fairness Brigade, which just happens to be my family's part-time team-requirement gig. All superheroes, even the most famous of the lot like my illustrious parents, fulfill a membership in a superhero team as a matter of course. In the city they work in shifts around the clock, like a specially trained group of firefighters who just happen to shoot laser beams out of their eyes or outrun the speed of light. One never knows when the planet might be invaded by marauding aliens or rained upon by enormous meteors. It helps to plan ahead and be prepared.
I press a shaking hand against the door to steady myself, patting at my sweat-dampened forehead with the back of my free hand. I should have practiced before I simply leaped right into the fray. A few short teleports would have been an excellent idea, perhaps a couple of hops from bedroom to kitchen and a handful of skips down to the cafe before I left. Superpowers are just like any other muscle, needing a good stretch and the occasional workout to remain in shape. 
I don't suppose I need to mention how lazy I can be if I try.
The Fairness Brigade – which should change its name, honestly; it's always sounded to me like a gang of overly perky people who go around to daycares and teach small children very valuable lessons about sharing – have the best record of any superhero team on the east coast. Usually there's a line of people at the front door waiting with infinite patience to be allowed in to make their case. Today appears to be a slow day. The granite steps, swept clean and scraped free of used gum and cigarette butts, hold only me. 
The Rafters is a historical landmark, the illustrious building having existed on this site since not long after Benedict Noble flew the Mayflower across the Atlantic and dropped it rather abruptly on the nearby shoreline. The Pilgrims weren't amused. Somewhere in between topping new heights of intense prudishness as though it were some sort of accomplishment and condemning superheroes as ungodly and possibly venomous as well, they drove the few superheroes who tolerated a trip I can only imagine was rather lacking in cheerful conversation onto this lousy slice of swampland. Led by Benedict Noble, the heroes promptly erected this grand monstrosity with its cavernous ceilings and the open supporting beams that gave the place its name. 
It wasn't particularly heroic when they turned away the Pilgrims that first winter and shared the first Thanksgiving with a visiting congregation of Native American heroes. But politeness doesn't always have to be a virtue, at least as far as Benedict Noble saw it.
Or any Noble, for that matter, I think wryly. 
I peer up at the cloudless sky, the midday summer sun brightening the stunning turquoise blue surrounding it. As I watch, someone flies past in the build-up towards an impressive sonic boom, their voluminous cape flapping out behind them in a silent greeting. Trying to identify the hero in question is worthless. The list of heroes I mentally flip through is five years old, lacking updates of new hotshots or recent retirees. I've been out of the game too long. 
The door swings open, sending me off-balance and nearly tumbling me into the arms of John Camden, the Brigade's resident social director. He smoothly latches onto me, righting me with a minimum of effort and lightly squeezing my upper arm for reassurance.
“M-miss Noble,” he says, sounding more stunned than he looks. 'Social director' is a more politically respectful term for what John does for the Brigade, or at least that was how my dad explained it to me. Butler or general dogsbody would probably be more apt. Nothing much fazes him anymore, not after thirty years with the Brigade. I would think growing up and continuing to live in the same small tidy apartment in the deepest sub-basement of the place helps. I suppose the more times your apartment floods with mood slime from other dimensions, the more likely you are to let things like that slide right down your back, though I don't imagine it's quite as literal as all that. “I didn't expect to see you today. Did you have an appointment with either of your parents I neglected to note?”
“Oh, no, don't worry about it, John,” I say. “I was just in the neighborhood, and I thought, hey, why not come visit Mom and Dad? They're here, I'm here ...”
I can't talk anymore after that. It's possibly because the sudden exertion involved with a spontaneous use of my powers like that makes my breath catch and heave, but probably because even I can recognize how much unlike myself I sound showing the least bit of excitement to see my parents. The back of my neck flushes with heat, shame and blood pooling under the skin at the nape. 
John's stoic expression holds. “Of course, miss. Your parents aren't available at the moment. Would you like to come in and enjoy a grape smoothie? I'm sure I can conjure up a fresh bunch out of the depths of the refrigerator.”
I grin brightly, madly enthusiastic, unable to stop myself. Grape smoothies are my favorite, a fact that John's apparently been storing for an opportune moment for years now. And Lord knows I could use the sugar rush. Leave it to John to make me feel at home when my father's unavailable to do so. “Are you kidding? I'd adore a smoothie right now,” I say, trailing behind him into the cavernous lobby of the Brigade's lodgings. 
“Of course, miss.” He closes the door behind him, a minor blessing considering the curious passersby who've paused on the sidewalk to rubberneck. I imagine anything out of the ordinary on the steps of the Fairness Brigade rates as a major soap opera in this neighborhood. Not many criminals possess so few brain cells that they would attempt to sell drugs or rob people across the street from a house routinely staffed by superhumans. 
John tips his head to me before walking into the shadowed spot underneath the looping staircase encircling the interior of the lobby. That bottomless hollow under the steps winds back into the cozy kitchen, yet another detail about the building I still recall clearly even though I haven't been back in years. I haven't forgotten the scooping dips of the wall dressings, either, the way the weighted maroon fabric dips in rounded pleats on the curved walls like the descending curtain in a movie theater. When I was little, I firmly believed the curtains would lift up when visitors least expected it, revealing the proud Brigade in all their awe-inspiring glory. Now that I'm grown, I suppose the interior design has that specific purpose, putting those who enter through its doors in their place.
I cross my arms and take a few steps towards the glass case in the center of the lobby, my heels tapping out a deliberate rhythm on the polished marble underfoot. 
The sterile airtight case contains a few highlights of the Brigade's illustrious history – Gatekeeper's crushed utility belt, the alien queen Icy Tot froze for all eternity in a compact and impenetrable ball of ice, Jaybird's magical bird whistle. I know every detail of the numerous artifacts gathered in the case, especially the main attraction. 
My great-grandfather's green and black costume sneers out at me from behind sealed plastic, preserved in a perfectly unblemished state. I never met Terrence Noble, but he's probably having an apoplectic fit somewhere in the afterlife knowing his great-granddaughter left the business. The lingering stories of his temper make my mother look like a gregarious kitten in comparison.
I'd be an absolute disappointment, but then again that's not exactly a new experience for me.
“You always gotta knock yourself down before you pick yourself back up, don't you?”
I smile at the recognizable drawl before I tip my head back and spot Nathaniel Doe leaning over the banister two stories above, his brown snake-skin ten-gallon hat only staying on with a silent strongly-worded prayer. He's all set to plunge head-first over the edge, I can see it coming, but he pushes back and swings his legs over the banister before that can happen. 
It's a small miracle that I don't even flinch as he lands in front of me in a reflexive crouch. His denim-covered knee barely skims the floor, the heels of his boots scuffing black marks across the marble. I long ago trained myself out of reacting to his impetuous stunts, his absurd and needless tests to see just how much his immortal body can handle. Nate has been my father's protg for ten years now, a fresh-faced outsider shipped into the city still dusty with Oklahoma silt. His baby-smooth knuckles still sported blood stains when he first shook my hand.
If I'm going to get a straight answer from anyone in this place, Nate's the one who'll deliver it to me wrapped up in ribbons and served with sweet wine.
“Oh, I feel better now that I've seen your ugly mug,” I say, right before he sweeps me into a bone-crushing hug and spins me around. A few twirls and some embarrassingly high-pitched squeals later, Nate puts me down, and I catch my breath long enough to add, “I definitely look a hell of a lot prettier than you ever will.”
“Yeah, well, I can't argue that.” He sports a jester's smile as he says it, then plucks the well-loved hat off his head and plops it down on my hair, tugging it down until my line of sight is blocked by the brim. “Stop staring at that damn body stocking, peaches. You'll get wrinkles.”
“Some of us like wrinkles, thank you very much.”
“Aw, wrinkles ain't that special.”
I pull the hat off, smirking up at him before yanking the hat back down over his shaved head. “You still haven't grown any wrinkles of your own, have you?”
“You're just lucky I like your pretty ass,” he grumbles, a rough good-natured growl.
Even though I stalked out of this same building five years ago with my head held high and what was left of my costume burning to flaky ashes in the wreckage, Nate and I share a tight relaxed relationship that I've never managed to cultivate with anyone else in the superhuman world. He still calls on occasion, I still email when I have the time. It's a relationship devoid of stress or pressure, which is just the way we like it. 
He's certainly easier to talk to than my mother and Graham in at least one respect. Nate, summarily excluded from my father's private life no matter how close they might be as co-workers, isn't privy to enough information to start ranting at any given moment about Morris breaking up our family. I might have to pretend that my parents are still playing happy families when I speak with Nate, but at least it's a laidback sort of make-believe.
He takes my hand and leads me to the cushy midnight blue seats arranged in a neat horseshoe at the bottom of the stairs, waiting for me to sit before taking the spot next to me. Nate sprawls like a sleepy spider monkey, and I roll my eyes before wriggling sideways to give him room.
“There now. Don't that feel better on those dainty little feet of yours than standing around in goddamn heels on marble floors?”
I have to give him that much, at least. “I suppose.”
“Oh, you suppose?” He grins and swats at the air in front of my bangs, infectious laughter bubbling up from his chest when I cover them with one hand and rear away from him. “Well, ain't you still the proper little princess.”
“So I hear,” I say.
“You ain't back here looking for a part-time job, are you? Because if that's the case, I can think of a dozen fast-food places that might make you happier in the long run.”
“Ha, ha, very funny.” I reach out and land a playful punch on his shoulder, knocking him off-balance. Nate slips to his elbows, slumping down against the velvety draperies at our backs, his smile bold and brilliant. “Actually, I was wondering if you've seen Dad around. I figured since I was in the city today I'd check in on him, but he doesn't appear to be at home,” I say. I neglect to add that I haven't even been there yet and know the only person I'll find at Dad's current place of residence will be an curiously unsettled Morris Kemp, the former Quiz Master. And it's not even worth it to pretend I might be here for Mom as well. Nate knows me too well.
“Hell, Vera, he took tonight off. It's date night.”
I've had a lot of practice since my father moved in with Morris in schooling my features into an implacable mask, cultivating the ability to delicately swerve any conversation towards a less uncomfortable arena. I may not be able to win at poker just yet, but I can deftly conceal my discomfort at times like this. It comes in handy with a casual declaration like that, dropped from Nate's lips like a gum wrapper tossed aside on the street.
Right, date night. I'd almost forgotten about date night.
“Your smoothie, Miss.”
John bows at the waist into my line of sight, producing a clear plastic carryout cup filled to its domed lid with whipped dark purple cream. I wonder for a brief moment if the carryout cup is a hint.
“Thank you, John,” I murmur, but he's already gone by then. 
I take a few cautious sips from my cup, savoring the rich delicacy that always defines John's culinary concoctions. He knows me so well. It's one of the things I've missed about being here. The thought reminds me of what Nate said about Dad's supposed plans for tonight. 
Mom and Dad's separation isn't legal, nor have they ever gotten a divorce. Dad can only alter minds, not paperwork. The fallout if Ivy and Everett Noble were to even have a calm private divorce would be ludicrous. If intrusive reporters got it into their heads to find out why they broke up – and Lord knows they would – our private lives could become completely unbearable. 
Cue date night, my parents' weekly public display of expertly faked affection. Once a week my mother and father dance cheek to cheek in front of the bustling crowd at the popular retro nightclub they frequent, giving the public a dependable romantic show. I imagine Morris spends those nights alone in the condo he shares with Dad, swilling eighteen-year-old scotch while sitting around in his underwear and building GPS tracking equipment out of tongue depressors and white chocolate chips just because he can. It's usually all the reason he needs, really. 
If this were simply the usual date night, though, Morris would have contacted me by now with a placating phone message and a sincere apology for my inconvenience. The fact that he hasn't is more discomforting than I would have thought.
“I suppose I'll just head over to Swing and see if I can intercept them,” I say, my own apology to Nate bleeding through my words as I rise to my feet. 
I expect him to shrug and go on his merry way, but Nate has other ideas. He bolts to his feet like a skittish colt, thumbs already hooked in the fraying waistband of his lived-in jeans. “Hey, I'll go with you,” he suggests. A cold melting weight floats in my stomach, a new and sudden occupant. “We're slower than a Sunday service for drunks around here today and besides, I ain't seen your mama in ages. Ivy's been avoiding my ass for some silly reason or another.”
He slings his arm around my shoulders, tucks me close, smothers me in his impenetrable cloud of earthy wood-and-leather cologne. It's the casual affection that does me in, the guileless glee at meeting up with me once again. Bringing Nate with me right now will be a mistake that might chip away at the secrets I hold dear. He embodies the spur of the moment, the devious chase, an unstable upset in any situation, but above all else, he does not know.
I take a deep breath, hold the lungful of air for a little longer than normal, then blow it all out, making a silent decision. When I exhale again, it's a surrendering shove of oxygen, aimed at the heavily sprayed bangs which are probably long ruined by now.
“Let's go, then,” I say, and take his hand in mine.
 



4.
 
We materialize in the ladies room of Swing, crammed chest-to-chest in the handicapped stall. 
With anyone else, I might be scrambling to escape the stall before my passenger spouted off any lascivious propositions. But this is Nate, more like a brother than my own brother's ever attempted to be. So I know he won't get the wrong idea when I slump forward into his arms, my forehead pressing against his sternum.
“Whoa there, Vera.” He clutches onto my shoulders, the sole support keeping me upright as I sway on my heels. “You know, we could have called a cab. They do still have those here.”
I laugh softly, steadying my quaking hands with a few cleansing breaths. “Well, I'll just have to practice my landings, won't I?”
His answer is an inelegant, derisive snort.
“All right, so maybe 'practice' isn't quite what one wants to hear at a moment like this,” I murmur.
Nate makes a soft amused noise and brushes his lips across the pale arch of my temple. “Peaches, you just keep talking and I'm guessing I'll find myself in a happier frame of mind soon enough.”
That perks my spirits up, knowing that Nate will always be happy to see me. I thread my fingers through his, fumbling my own slightly calloused fingertips over the unsettling smoothness of his. Nate's immortality possesses a few downsides, like an inability to scar or acquire wear and the growth of his supposedly thick golden hair slowing to a crawl before it finally began to fall out years ago. Nate's been shaving off the piebald patches left behind since before I met him. It probably doesn't even grow anymore by now.
“Come on,” I whisper, pulling open the stall door and peering around the pink porcelain exterior of the bathroom to verify we're the only occupants. “Let's go excavate my parents from whatever trouble they're getting themselves into, shall we?”
“I don't think your dad's gonna be all that thrilled if we get him out of this particular brand of trouble, you know what I mean?”
I ignore him and tug him behind me out into the club.
I haven't been to Swing in years, and it's apparent as soon as we surface from the dimly lit hallway leading to the restrooms that I've missed a major overhaul in the interior design. What once was red wallpaper and ebony wood stain has been replaced with cream wall coverings and rich chestnut accents. 
For as long as my parents have indulged in their public-relations dance displays here once a week, Swing has prided itself in its dedication to preserving and encouraging classic dance in timely styles. Just try to swan in the front door attired in a barely-there miniskirt and request anything dumped into the radio mainstream by a former boy-band member or treacly pop princess. The customers will cackle in gleeful delight as you're ordered to leave and probably pat you on the head on your way out as a condescending dismissal.
It's not that the clientele of Swing spit on the trendy bejeweled twenty-somethings swaggering through their midweek barhopping or anything so crass. Swing maintains a carefully cultivated atmosphere, mixed drinks that cost an exorbitant amount but taste like ambrosia, shuffling theme nights that include period-era dress code regulations and a full orchestra to perform the appropriate musical genre. 
Needless to say, there used to be some nights at Swing I rarely missed, back when they were the only chances I was allowed to be myself.
Luckily, neither one of us is offending the dress code too badly tonight. The orchestra pounds its way through a Benny Goodman standard, half of the musicians enthusiastically following the energetic tempo to their stomping feet. Women with plump waves in their hair and jackpot cherries on their swishing skirts cling to their dates, allowing men in wingtips and button-down shirts to twirl them around the dance floor. Couples taking a breather nurse martinis and sip from beers as they lean towards the walls to give others more room, pressing back against delicate cream wallpaper and stained accents.
“You sure your mom and dad would hit this place up tonight? Looks a bit too energetic for Everett's tastes, if you ask me.”
I tilt my head to give him a teasing glance and a lively grin. “You really don't talk to my dad all that much, do you?”
“Not even a little bit, peaches.” Nate blushes, ducking his head. “Everett's never been the talkative sort as is, especially if it's about you kids or your mom.”
I tear my gaze back to the dance floor, center myself on the infectious bounce and jam of the music rather than my crystal-clear mental vision of my father. He'd be tall and broad, his dark hair graying at the temples, his expression reliably stoic. He'd split his days between saving people with my mother and rescuing others with the rest of the Brigade, saying nothing to his teammates about what he engaged in when he headed home, but letting their rampant imaginations fill in the blanks. He'd go home and fall asleep in Morris's arms, and for the first time all day, he would breathe.
I think I'm going to throw up.
It's then that I spot my mother's effervescent smile as she and my father dance past us, weaving between other couples unfazed by the legendary superheroes prancing along with the music beside them. It's an understandably calm response. My parents come to Swing every week, plaster on cheerful smiles and make themselves a spectacle until closing. Regulars know them well and question if there's something wrong when they arrive late or miss a scheduled night. The day after my father left my mom, twenty hours after he toted bulging luggage out of my mother's apartment, the two of them were photographed performing an ardent jitterbug at Swing, their grins a secretive promise.
That's my parents in a nutshell. Pretense first, everything else second.
I dodge through the crowd before Nate can stop me, weave between dancing pairs who shout their annoyance in my wake. This could wait, I suppose. It would be a lot less confrontational if I simply hovered on the sidelines, waiting for them to escape the bustling dance floor for a cool refreshment and pouncing on them then. But that crack in Morris's smooth facade won't leave my memory. Morris wouldn't have come to me looking for my assistance if Dad's disappearance were due to something as pedestrian as the same weekly dance night he's been indulging in with Mom since they broke it off.
Something is not right, that much I recognize. 
Swerving around a rotund man who moves more gracefully than most of the thinner people on the dance floor, I finally come face to face with my mother and father. His bulky hand clutches her fingertips lightly as she spins, and her untamed ebony curls encircle her body from the twirling motion. Dad throws a disturbingly out-of-character smirk to the fascinated onlookers, not even deigning to glance Mom's way before catching her in a backwards dip.   
“Dad?”
Mom rights herself in an agile move, gaping with blatant joy at the sight of me. Dad's smirk doesn't falter, and one hand slides lower on Mom's back in a silent sign of possession. 
I swallow hard. I really didn't prepare for this nearly as well as I thought I had.
“Vera! What are you doing here, sweetheart?” Mom sweeps me into a stifling hug, too constricting, reeking of cloying floral perfume. I should be wondering what's brought on this abrupt bout of motherly affection, but I can't tear my eyes off my father.   
“I was just in the city for the afternoon,” I hear myself say. “And I haven't seen you in ages, so I just thought you wouldn't mind –“
“No, no, that's wonderful,” Mom says. She doesn't let go, giving me another gentle squeeze, then whispers in my ear, “I've got fantastic news.”
Nate weasels his way through the jitterbugging masses, beaming from ear to ear as he claps Dad's meaty fist in an affable handshake.
“Vera?”
“I'm listening,” I blurt out, although I pay more attention to Dad's far too jovial behavior. Mom smooths her hand over my curls, some comforting gesture she presumably picked up from either a Lifetime movie or some much more soft-hearted mother whose child she saved in between posed photo ops. 
I fidget, unused to the attention.
“It's your father,” she says, her voice pitched low enough for only me to hear. “He's coming home, Vera.”
 
 
 
 
I have never been what one would call a successful drinker. Hazel once referred to me as a dime-store lush, her teasing old-fashioned name for a girlfriend who could pick up a buzz just from sniffing the fumes from a freshly opened bottle of light beer. Arguing in my own defense would have been a moot point. I sampled my first alcoholic beverage when I was fifteen and ever since my body has stood firm on its decision to respond to the slightest taste of liquor by writhing suggestively on pool tables and then falling into a swoon that is quite frankly more of a belly flop onto the floor.
However, I can maintain some modicum of dignity if I stick to a much less regulated drug – caffeine. 
My heel continues its frantic tapping against the floor, the repetitive sound muffled by the vigorous melody of the band. I lean back so my elbows rest on the bar, propping me up in a lewd recline that does fabulous things to my figure, if I do say so myself. The dewy glass I've been sipping soda from for the past half hour contains more water than cola by now, mere slivers of ice rattling at the bottom. 
I should order a refresher, but I'm a wee bit preoccupied.
My mother's whispered declaration stunned me into silence, gifting my dad with a perfect opportunity to cajole her onto the dance floor once again. That left me gaping after them, afraid I resembled an oxygen-starved fish flopping on a boat dock, and unable to explain my thunderstruck response to Nate.
This doesn't make a lick of sense.
I drum my fingernails, neatly manicured and a vivid fire engine red, on the brass-plated edge of the bar as I fix my gaze on my parents over the lipstick-stained rim of my glass. They appear to be thrilled with one another, their blissful eyes only on themselves, their smiles dizzy with rapturous euphoria. The rest of us might as well not even be at Swing. We could simply be faceless cardboard cutouts existing as bothersome obstacles as far as the two of them are concerned. I'm supposed to believe, just like everyone else here, that they're wallowing in their own classic love story.
But then again, I've met them. Worst of all, I've met Morris.
Something here feels wrong.
“Care to dance, little lady?”
Nate's breathless voice lures me out of my troubled reverie. He signals to the bartender for a beer, pouring out charm like he's got an endless supply of it tucked away somewhere. I haven't paid attention to where he's been the past few minutes, presumably off romancing the loneliest of wallflowers. Nate likes his women shy and sad, needing a good pick-me-up. I like my men quiet and awkward and my women loud and opinionated. There's a good reason we've never dated and never will. We'll just never be each other's type.
"I'll pass," I say, my lips twisting in a wry smile. 
His chilled beer arrives along with a saucy wink from the bartender. He's already wound up and spinning wild, I can already tell. As far as he knows, he's acquired beer, women, friends, a night off and a happy boss in the past half hour or so. It's no wonder he doesn't seem the least bit off-kilter. 
"You better loosen up, Vera, or there ain't no way in hell you're getting out of that tight dress of yours later." His grin is wicked as he waves the steaming-cool neck of the bottle towards me. "You want to join the party? I'll let you smell my beer."
"Ha, ha, very funny."
"I'm no comedian, ma'am, I'm just some lowly cowboy," he drawls. 
I can't help but laugh. "Speaking of, you haven't been kicked out yet? You're toeing the line on Swing's dress code a little more daringly than they'll usually allow for." 
“Aw, the bouncer's a friend of mine, that's all.” He pulls a face at the sour tone of my voice. "Hell, you'd think you'd be happier to see your mom and dad again. You haven't been back in the city in, what ..."
"Five years," I say. My mom's furious shouts ring in my ears on occasion, and a tiny sickle-shaped scar still adorns my chin from a wayward chip of shattered porcelain. Apparently Mom hadn't adored her precious china quite enough not to throw it at me as I packed to leave.
On the dance floor, she beams as Dad guides her into a playful pirouette, excusing herself when she bumps into another dancer.
My stomach threatens to eject its contents at the sight.
"You okay?"
I start at Nate's question, the genuine concern in his words. Guilt swims through me. I wish I could tell him what was bothering me without opening a can of worms I'd rather not share with anyone outside my immediate family. God knows it's just not my secret to tell.
"I'm fine," I say, then run a reassuring hand over his forearm. "I'm just in an odd mood tonight, I suppose. Look, why don't you try and see if you can convince another one of those skittish little girls over there to join your sorry ass out on the dance floor?"
Nate ventures a hopeful glimpse towards the jittery young women sprinkled here and there along the edges of the dance hall, best friends or sisters, homely girls who've been dragged along by friends or relatives who abandoned them for a more attractive party. You can spot them easily, dotting the edges of the dance floor and taking up valuable seats at the bar. He's probably already mentally anticipating how much fun it will be to charm them away from the quiet safety of their seats and draw them out of their shells in between playful dips and sly self-deprecating jokes. So enjoyably predictable, that man.
He busses a hurried kiss across my cheek before ducking through the crowd with beer in hand in the direction of a chubby bespectacled redhead who cringes as soon as she spots him coming. I barely resist the urge to run over and assure her Nate's a lovely man, that what he likes in a girl is a sweet timid smile that's got plenty of room to grow. He couldn't be a heart-breaker if he tried.
A sudden leaden weight presses down on my shoulder.
I glance back to see my dad standing behind me, a broad smile stretching across his face. His hand gives my bare shoulder a light affectionate squeeze before he releases his firm grip.
"I wasn't expecting to see you today," he says. "Or any time lately, for that matter. I thought you would be too busy with the cafe."
I shrug, silently praying he doesn't feel the urge to embrace me. Mom wrapping her arms around me shocked me enough for one day, thank you very much. "The cafe can live without me for one afternoon. I guess I was just feeling a bit homesick, that's all." I attempt to cloud the lie with a teasing grin, hoping that Dad hasn't taken to snooping into other people's thoughts during our long estrangement. He'd certainly had ironclad rules about not doing so five years ago when it came to his own family and friends, but I still have no clue as to whether or not living with Morris for this long has warped the stiff instinct for protocol Mom drilled into all of us.
Dad tilts his head until he snags my attention and says, "You know, you could call more often."
"I'm physically capable of it, yes."
Luckily, he doesn't take that as good old Vera poking at a bull with a pointy stick, trying to start an argument I know I won't win. It's probably just my subconscious at work instead, testing the waters, and his soft expression signals he's letting it slide. 
I move closer, giving the people milling around us a casual glance to confirm they're all paying attention to their own damn business. When I'm sure of it, I force a harmless smile, speaking so softly I'm afraid he might not hear me. "To be honest, I'm here on behalf of Morris. According to him, you've been missing for three days."
Dad's expression, warm and rich like freshly baked brownies, doesn't falter. But I spot a flinty edge to the look in his dark brown eyes.
"Don't worry, sweetie," he says. "I'll take care of Morris, all right?"
I feel like I'm missing something. Instinct tells me that this isn't Dad speaking in euphemistic code to cover up a future bout of make-up sex I'd much rather not think about.
Mom rushes up to his side, her giddy laughter almost maniacal at this point. Her eyes glitter like polished onyx as she seizes his hand and tucks herself into his side. "You ready for another go, Everett?"
"You better believe it," he declares, and there's that alien smile that forces me to restrain a cringe. He gives me an odd look, a confusing too-smug mask that clears away like an unpleasant scent on a lucky breeze. "Don't be a stranger, Vera."
He's already walking away when I say, "I won't." It's more out of polite reflex than a desire to see him again.
In a moment I'm by myself, a deserted island among the partying revelers. Nate's off somewhere charming brilliant giggling fits out of the sweet but shy girls the other men in Swing made the mistake of ignoring. My parents continue to twist their way through a note-perfect dance routine straight out of a Fred Astaire movie.
And then there's me, settled neatly within the narrow limits of the dress code, all of the songs and all of the dance steps memorized long ago, and I don't want to be here.
The decision strikes me with a jolt. Before I recognize my own movements I've opened my cell phone and brought up the correct screen to issue a text message to Morris. 
Dad's with Mom, I type. You'd better talk to him yourself.
I flip the phone shut after sending the short message, then stalk towards the bathrooms with my head held high. Nobody needs me here, not really. Quite frankly I've only been here in the city a few short hours and they've already exhausted me.
Time to take my ball and go the hell home, I think.
This is not my world. Not anymore.
Unfortunately, something loud and sudden and explosive tells me this world doesn't want to give me up anytime soon. 



5.
 
The entire building shudders, threatening vibrations grasping the foundation and forcing small but ominous quakes through the frame. A chorus of terrified screams rise from the dance floor, carrying down the hallway, only lowering in volume when my father's commanding voice orders them to cease. 
My gaze darts from one end of the hallway to the other, searching for witnesses who aren't there. I bite my bottom lip as the club shakes ominously once again, and I silently debate my options.
I could just leave, of course. I have no obligation to save anyone. I haven't in a long time.
The building trembles once, twice, three times in succession.
This time, a framed painting tumbles off the wall, slamming to the floor not far from my feet with an audible crack.
The trembling continues, evenly repetitive.
My face twists in annoyance. I know what unnaturally large footsteps feel like. 
If someone up there is trying to pass me a hint when it comes to my immediate future in the rescue industry, they're lousy when it comes to subtlety.
Avoiding the frantic crowd rushing towards the side exits, I teleport out of the building, appearing across the street from the dazzling entrance to Swing, hoping to spot whatever enormous creature or evil machine is stomping its way through the city.
Instead, I'm just in time to witness the entire facade of the building shudder and slide downward in a loose flow of disintegrating bricks and melting steel, shoved downward by something large and bulky and unseen from above. It rolled toward the ground in a smooth wave like the security gate on a city storefront at closing. The tumbling cascade of debris sends me popping out of the way, leaping until I'm a few dozen feet farther away just short of the falling wreckage.
A flicker of movement from the alley running alongside the club draws my attention to Nate, who waves a steady flow of terrified dancers in period attire towards the parking lot at the rear of the alley. The facade itself continues its perilous avalanche, peeling downward like one long strip from a banana. I dart a quick glance in Nate's direction, just in time to catch him shooting me a worried frown before ducking into the alleyway after the scurrying clubgoers.
I don't even bother to worry about my parents. Hell, I had that trained out of me before I could walk. If they're still in the building, they'll get out on their own just fine without my help.
I leap three blocks away, figuring that it's far enough for safety's sake but close enough to estimate my next move. It goes to show how rusty I am that my guess is a bit off. I land on a tidy rooftop with a small garden and a quaint little patio just in time to see a huge spidery robot's gangly leg slam down on the other side of the roof from me. It pierces though the roof's surface, an entire collection of cheap patio furniture tumbling into the ragged hole it leaves behind when it jerks back out again. I barely keep my feet through the whole encounter, teleporting to the observation deck of the Mr. Perfect Memorial Tower while still out of balance, nearly tripping over my own two feet when I land.
I'm clearly safer here on the other side of the city than I was only a moment ago, but the observation deck is not quite as empty as I thought it would be. Lookouts from a few superhero teams keep a steady eye on the crisscrossing multitude of superhumans flying out of nowhere in organized squadrons to encircle the robots in a concerted effort to subdue them. I don't recognize most of the young heroes giving tense updates to their superiors through their communication devices of choice, but the Magician is a familiar face, a new Brotherhood of Bravery patch on his costume. He spots me and waves a bit too enthusiastically considering the circumstances.
I force an awkward smile and wave back. 
What are you doing later? he mouths.
I try not to cringe. If there's one thing Jerry's always possessed when it comes to his futile attempts to ask me out, even after five years away, it's impeccable timing.
Flashing him an apologetic look, I teleport away again.
This time, I land on the deck of my parents' penthouse, far enough away from the action to avoid both the gathering heroes and the devastating amount of damage the robots continue to inflict even as a growing flock of flying heroes swarm around them. I grasp the railing and squint to try and spot my parents among – 
My mother. Try to spot my mother. 
It'll be far easier to spot Mom than my dad from this height. Mom has superhuman speed and flight at her disposal. She can be in her brilliant yellow costume before Dad even walks out of Swing's ruined shell.
My grip on the railing tightens as I search for the familiar bright lemony spot against the dimming blue sky. 
From up here, it's easy to spot the three huge robots as one of them sinks to the streets below, its legs collapsing underneath as if snapped in two by some invisible force. A moment later, another one goes down, riddled with heroes who've landed on its surface like hungry fruit flies and set to pounding holes through the thick metal skin.
That leaves one robot left, and a city full of heroes to take it down.
I leap without thinking, landing on Three Wishes Boulevard in the middle of a street unsurprisingly devoid of drivers given the current forecast of giant spider robots attacking the city. Traffic tends to congest in a hurry when the meteorologist calls for three inches of snow in this city, but citizens are more than a little numb to supervillain attacks by now. People around here know the location of their nearest shelter better than they do their Social Security numbers.
My gaze catches on a teenage girl leaning over the side of one building's roof, frantically screaming for help as the final robot angrily stomps through the street in a sorry attempt to shake off its attackers. Two floors down from her, a huge jagged cut through the building's facade starts to crumble around the edges, silently warning it's about to disintegrate.
I tense, ready to jump.
The deteriorating wall beats me to the punch.
In an instant, the girl plummets, her terrified screams tearing through the air.
I teleport before I can think about it too much.
If I spared a second to contemplate exactly what in the hell I planned to attempt, a stronger part of my brain might have pushed forward to point out that my powers are still rusty from years of disuse. While it was on the subject, I assume it would have also helpfully supplied the difficulty level of catching someone in midair and landing without splattering one or both of us into an abstract pattern on the pavement.
I probably would have ignored it and pulled the same idiotic maneuver I currently attempted anyway.
When I materialize behind her with my arms around her waist, her screams intensify and the struggling begins. They warn you about this in Standard Rescue Techniques 103, how most people – when confronted with a strange person appearing out of thin air to grab them as they drop from a great height – will try to wriggle out of your grasp out of reflex. 
I latch on tighter, and it finally sinks in to her not to fight me just as I leap again.
The problem is that the saying about objects in motion staying in motion is just as accurate when you're popping from one place to another in the blink of an eye. If we're falling at a hundred miles an hour, reappearing on the sidewalk isn't going to alter that. It's a quick and easy way to shatter every bone in your body just standing still.
It's hard to explain and doesn't make a lot of sense, but then again neither does having superpowers in the first place.
I shift gears when we rematerialize, and suddenly we fly upward rather than downward.
Teleporters orient themselves to the world differently than your average person, low-level mental abilities helping us avoid teleporting into the ground or inanimate objects or people, landing us upright and on the Earth's surface. With enough practice, any teleporter can tweak their landings.
I don't think I have to tell you I had a hell of a lot of a practice growing up. 
As soon as the girl in my arms realizes we're rising rather than dropping, a shrill scream pierces the air, and she struggles once again.
“Give it a minute, would you?” I snap.
Apparently it's exactly the tone she needs to hear. She shuts up immediately, trembling in my arms.
Sooner rather than later, thank God, the pull of the gravity and the speed of our reversed freefall even out, and for a brief flickering instance we hover in midair. I let my senses snatch at that moment like a lifeline, hauling us in. A split second later we pop out of the air and reappear on the exact spot on the sidewalk where she would have crumpled in a broken heap if not for me. 
The girl shoves me away and bolts as soon as we land.
Can't say as I blame her, considering we land right there in the shadow of the struggling robot. It's clearly a valuable lesson that I need to work on my aim.
Heroes pummel the robot from all angles, tugging it towards the ground with ropes and wires and telekinesis, steering it in my direction. It moves forward at once, pushed just so like some poor high school kid shoved hard by bullies and stumbling until he lands flat on his face.
It's about to land flat on its face, all right. 
Right on top of me.
I close my eyes, scrunching them shut, and my body instinctively teleports backwards until it's outside the danger zone, skipping backwards in pops and jags until the robot slows to a stop just inches from my feet.
With the last robot destroyed, citizens watching the chaos throughout the city erupt in joyful cries. An off-key cacophony of resounding cheers rise up from the city streets, the relieved shouts of triumphant heroes and thrilled civilians carrying through the air.
I cough at the gritty residue still floating in the air from the robot's astounding crash, the road below my feet officially a lost cause torn to shreds by the massive angular legs. I'm tempted to rub at my eyes but know better, blinking rapidly to clear them for lack of water to rinse them out with. Applauding pedestrians loudly thank the heroes convening upon the metallic corpses littering the streets, yelling out words of gratitude even as firemen and police officers extricate victims from the broken buildings the robots thoroughly trashed in their wake.
The cheers rise in volume, and I wonder why for a moment before my vision clears the rest of the way and I take a good look at the heroes perched on the defeated machine in front of me. 
My father stares at me from the top of the robot's rounded dome, his arm around my beaming mother, his smile triumphant, his eyes cold and calculating. 
Well, I'll be damned, I think, the son of a bitch even took time out to change into his costume.
It's a brutal and tacky reminder of just why I gave up this life in the first place. Sighing heavily, I cross my arms and teleport back home, leaving my parents and Morris to their irritating private soap opera.
 
 



6.
 
Saturday night is open mic night. Tea and Strumpets is open until eleven on open mic night, and from six to eleven every amateur singer-songwriter in the county shows up to perform. It's usually not the questionable disaster it sounds like it could be. Mo and Jake – two seventeen-year-old prodigies from the local high school – have had firm possession over the six-o'clock slot for the past six months by the sly cheat of each signing up for a solo hour and then having the other one play back-up. I've never been able to call them on it, not with how good they play.
The thing about open mic night is that … well, I thought teleporting home would calm my battered nerves and soak me in the relaxing and familiar hustle and bustle of a normal busy Saturday night.
I was wrong.
“I could tell her to leave.”
“You most certainly will not eject her from this cafe,” I hiss to Dixie, placing the top slice of toasted pretzel bread onto a hot roast beef and pepper sandwich a little harder than I intended. Both of us grimace at the jagged hole my fingertips tear into the bread, and I toss it aside and reach for another slice before Dixie can say anything. “I can't have her kicked out of here when she's doing absolutely nothing wrong.”
“Why not?”
“Because then I'm the bad guy, aren't I?”
“Weren't you already the bad guy when you broke up with her and kicked her out of your apartment?”
I will not fire a good waitress on open mic night, I will not fire a good waitress on open mic night … “Dixie, Hazel is my problem and I will deal with her. Which I won't right now, because she's not being a problem.” I shove the plate holding the sandwich and a dewy glass of lemonade at her. “Now go serve Jody Casey her dinner.”
Dixie drops a completely unladylike sneer before sauntering off to deliver the special to one of our loyal regulars. Thankfully, Hazel is not one of our loyal regulars, or at least she's not one anymore. She's vegan, which limits her choices considerably even before you take in her food allergies. Her shopping list can fit onto a business card.
Forcefully humming along with the guitar players currently strumming away up front, I swipe at a few wayward crumbs on the metal table in the back where I've been preparing the meals Benny doesn't have to bake, grill, or saut. Tara teased me about making a swift retreat into the kitchen as soon as I spotted Hazel in the cozy reading area in the back of the cafe, but I prefer to think of it as assessing the situation, prioritizing the troubled waters ahead of me, and deciding that the customers need their soups and sandwiches far more than I need to get into a public argument in front of forty curious and hungry onlookers. 
Hazel and I broke up after a fight that started over nothing. A lost section of the morning newspaper, maybe. Spoiled milk, it might have been. I've never been quite clear on why we began to shout at one another one moment and ended the fight two hours later with me threatening to dump her, all right, in Argentina, and I'd leave her there and let her find her own way home, too. We screeched back and forth like angry parrots, she caught her things as I pitched them out the bedroom window at her. Just like that I was living alone again, and we remain prickly around one another to this day.
“Get out of my kitchen.”
I dart a surprised glance in Benny's direction. “Come again?”
“Get out of my kitchen,” he drawls, his words slow and condescending. It feels like he's talking to an obnoxious child crawling around underfoot, except it's just me, little old misbehaving me. I squirm as he advances on me with a cheese-stained spatula. “I'm not babysitting my boss. That's not in my job description.”
“It's not babysitting,” I say.
Benny grumbles out a peeved growl roughened by too many devoted years of cigar smoking. “Says you. I know how these things go. She sits out there waiting to you to come out and you wait in here for her to leave.” He shuffles back to the oven, shambling along like a sleepy rhino. “Ain't got time to deal with grown women behaving like yellow-bellied toddlers.”
I smooth my damp hands over the wrinkled material of the chili-pepper-patterned apron I tied around my waist upon stashing myself in the kitchen. I'm not afraid of Hazel. I'm not. I've faced down oversized mutated lizards the size of skyscrapers, so I think I should be able to handle an uncomfortable encounter with my ex-girlfriend. I don't even know why she's here yet. It could just be for something innocuous, maybe just to say hello. 
I mean, it's a wacky thought, but she might just be here to eat. Crazy, I know. 
When I finally steel myself and stride out into the dining room, ducking around Tara as she gives me an encouraging grin, I see that Hazel's changed seats, shuffling herself from the back of the cafe to the snug couch tucked against the unoccupied left front window. She'd plucked one of the books from the shelves in the back, some coffee-table book on modern art that must have been published way before either one of us was born. She curls up on the couch with her coltish legs folded underneath her, the book cracked wide open and cradled upside down in her lap.
Seeing the upside-down book draws out a slight smile on my face in spite of my reluctance. Hazel likes reading art books like that, saying it makes her reexamine her artistic perspective. According to her, it's how she became such a reliable tattoo artist.
I let myself take a quick glimpse around the room, uneasy about discussing anything with Hazel in front of a live studio audience, even if that particular audience paid a two-dollar cover charge to listen to Mo and Jake play lovelorn folk rock. This town's occupants have always been respectful for the most part. Occasionally a rotten egg would get thrown at the cafe over godless offenses as simple as holding Hazel's hand, a more prevalent annoyance when we first started dating. Almost everyone with a problem over the two of us sharing a chaste kiss moved on once they discovered that taunting a same-sex couple with horrid names didn't always lead to a morbidly amusing display of woe and misery. Anyone who would expect me or Hazel to burst into tears over anything short of a death in the family clearly has never met either one of us. 
Now we're simply the ones known around town for breaking up badly, who gripe about one another when we're apart and snipe at each other when we're in the same room. We make for a good freak show, the pair of us.
Hazel lifts her gaze from her upside-down book as I approach. She doesn't smile. “Hey,” she says.
“Hey.”
She stares at me.
I'd like to think it's reflex rather than romantic interest or argumentative instigation when I stare back. “What?”
Hazel narrows her eyes. “What?”
“You're staring at me.”
“I do that.”
“Stare at me?”
“As part of waiting for you to take my order? Yes.”
“Oh.” I blink. “Yes, all right, that makes total sense, actually.”
Her hint of a frown peeks out of hiding, tugging downward at the corners of her lips. I consider fumbling out my receipt pad and a pen before it dawns on me that there's not much left on the menu that she can order anyway. “So what will it be?” I ask. 
Something in the vicinity of her left eyebrow glitters in the sunlight, so either her eyes are sparkling with mischief or her newest piercing just has diamond chips and a good shine to it. “Well, what's good here?”
Oh, for crying out loud, I think in exasperation. “Hazel, I've got three meals left on the menu that you can feasibly digest without medical attention or a three-hour long lecture on the many ways they psychologically mistreat chickens in Guatemala, so how about you just pick some combo of the three and we'll call it an order?”
“Bravo, my girl,” a familiar voice rumbles.
I must have missed the tiny bell above the door tinkling a tuneless greeting as Morris entered, an astounding error on my part considering just how close to the front door I'm standing. But even though I didn't catch the ring of the bell, the sudden silence as Mo's fingers skitter across her guitar strings and the handful of flabbergasted gasps which follow would have been a wake-up call. 
Slow and steady movement out of the corner of my eye alerts me to Hazel rising up from the couch, easing to my side as harmlessly as she can manage. I don't suppose now is an ideal time to point out that I can take care of myself, especially against Morris.
Of course, Morris is not making that easy. 
Morris built himself a temporary plastic surgery machine not long before my father captured him and carted him off to Beddingfield Asylum for the twenty-seventh and final time. The turnover rate in Beddingfield is more than a little appalling. For a well-funded mental institution housing the superpowered and supposedly insane, patients flow in and out of Beddingfield's doors like a calm and dependable tide. Hollyoak Hills may be the only jail we can reasonably stay in without any chance of escape, but Beddingfield is where villains are more apt to go. For some reason, “crazy” is more comforting for the general public to accept than “perfectly sane but clearly dangerous.” 
That's not to mention the large number of patients who were previously doctors in the asylum or those who become therapists there after their release, whether or not they possess medical degrees. As far as I know, Dad continues to swear that the next comet hurtling through the atmosphere towards the asylum is absolutely not getting lasered to bits by the Brigade if he had any say in the matter.
In any event, the plastic surgery machine – meant for a single four-hour stint as another person and created for the ensuing chaos it would cause – was mostly just for kicks and giggles until Morris and Dad moved in together. Since then, it's been the greatest blessing to Morris's retirement he could have hoped for. He can have a normal life like this, safely venturing out into the world as someone else before going home to be himself with Dad.
Your average supervillain chooses to hide his true face behind a mask of leather or suede, or perhaps to shade over shiny burns or bold scars with carefully placed makeup. Morris, however, has a more refined way to cover up the stretched skin on his cheeks and the ear-to-ear slice which will forever dig through the skin under his jawline. With a flip of a switch on the plastic surgery machine he can veil his multitude of scars with rearranged muscles and smoothed skin for a short while. 
But today there are two black eyes, a split lip and what looks like a broken cheekbone to go with all of Morris's previous scars. He looks a very recognizable wreck, and it takes me a moment of looking into his eyes to understand it's not just a physical sort of tragedy.
He takes in the stunned, frightened faces of my customers and the terrified whimpers of small children in complete silence. When he speaks again, it's a weary sort of tired intimidation, one no sane person would challenge.
“Get. Out.”
With his wrecked face on display, everybody recognizes Morris Kemp, the great and supposedly bloodthirsty Quiz Master, destroyer of the Persephone Tower and temporary ruler of the alien planet of Ferlo before he obliterated it. 
They listen to his demand without question.
 
 
 
“Oh, they most certainly will not call the police,” Morris snaps derisively a few short minutes later.
I lower the damp dishcloth in my hand, the material stained brown with washed-away blood, and try not to make too childish a face at Morris's declaration. “Did you ever learn anything when you were taking over planets and blowing up buildings? Honestly, Morris.”
“There are exactly two police cars in this town, which presupposes eight police officers at most, if we're stretching,” he says, sounding almost offended that I might doubt him. “I've disabled the services of entire city police stations before. I think I can handle terrifying eight power-mad yokels from Mayberry.”
I resist the urge to point out that this particular town may actually be smaller than Mayberry, if I'm remembering my classic television trivia correctly. Also, we only have four police officers in town, none of whom are the least bit capable of dealing out a speeding ticket without coming off like tremendous self-important jerks. Morris's assessment of the local police force is unfortunately more apt than it should be. “You don't care that they'll come?”
“Vera, come along now.” The condescending way he says my name startles me enough for my hand to pull away out of reflex. “You're registered in the area, of course.”
“Of course,” I say, my voice low.
Enrolling with the county is never mandatory. Forcing those with superpowers to fight the forces of evil has always been more to the advantage of supervillains and their flunkies than the general populace. Smaller police forces leave superhero registration a strictly volunteer program for those who move into the area. While I haven't used my powers in five years I still signed up for the local volunteer superhero program the first day I moved into the area. Not that I needed to, of course – the east coast superhero teams cover vast areas under their umbrella of protection – but the obligation is ingrained in me thanks to twenty years of private rescue and recovery lessons and my own glorious family history, such as it is.
The police may come. They might even bash the door down in a sorry attempt to rescue me. The more likely scenario is that the police will hear the story of what's occurring in the toasty warm interior of Tea and Strumpets, confirm we're the only ones left in the building, and calmly assure anyone who worries about my security that Vera Noble can deal with one pesky beat-up supervillain all on her own. I've certainly handled the others who've tried anything in the cafe in the past few years quite nicely even without using my powers or breaking a sweat.
I embrace the loyal faith in my abilities, but it's still a bit disconcerting being left to your own devices at a time like this.
“So,” I say far too brightly, swiping at another fleck of blood on the inside curve of the bridge of his nose, “what exactly did you do to yourself?”
He winces at the press of the cloth against his blackening eye. “I did exactly what you suggested,” he says, shooting me a glance that silently informs me just how wretchedly guilty I should feel about that.
I pause in mid-swipe. “You went to Mom's place?”
“I was waiting for them at the penthouse when they returned from their night out,” he says. He doesn't bother to mention the robots. “You did say Everett was with her and suggest I should go take care of it myself, didn't you?”
Something feels off about his story already, not even taking into account the unsettling way his eyes shift to avoid mine. I tip my head down to try to catch his gaze. His injuries are relatively innocuous. He's upright, he's conscious, he's not suffering from anything more serious than he would have achieved on a busy day of light villainy.
It's a sign. If my mother had been the one to give him those black eyes, they wouldn't just be black eyes. With enough incentive to start a fight with Morris in the first place, Mom would have punched him hard enough to put a fist through his skull. Or to put his skull through a steel-reinforced brick wall.
Somebody with normal to slightly-stronger-than-normal strength did this. Someone who would have been with Mom when Morris searched for her.
“He wouldn't,” I hear myself say.
“Apparently, he would.” Morris sounds like he can't decide whether to be sad or bitter, and just settles for exhaustion instead. 
I bolt to my feet, the urge to pace off my anxious energy overwhelming me. Morris watches me with uneasy intrigue, my hands absently wringing as I try to work out how this would even be possible. Even outside of a costume, Everett Noble keeps his cool no matter how dire the situation. His superhuman mental abilities lead him to more intellectual pursuits, to tranquil hobbies and a lack of overreaction. He plays Go and chess and enjoys reading biographies of great superheroes throughout history like Mad Markos or Teddy the Bear. In his everyday life out of the spandex, he's never punched anyone. 
My heels clack against the hardwood floor as I pace.
“Dad wouldn't hit you.”
“Your father,” Morris says, “wouldn't even hit me when we were mortal enemies.”
“So why would he hit you now?”
“Perhaps there was a fly on my nose and he wanted to guarantee he killed it?”
I ignore his sarcasm and ask, “What did you say right before he hit you?”
He pretends to sink into deep thought, the wry tilt of his grimace a sign that there's only more aggravation to come in the near future. “I believe the incendiary insult I said to warrant that enjoyable beating was something along the lines of, 'Hello.'”
“Hello?”
“Yes, clearly I was asking for it,” he says dryly, clasping his hands and resting his forearms on his knees.
Sighing, I mutter, “I didn't say that.”
“And I don't believe you meant it, either.”
I pause in the middle of the cafe's reading area, leveling my gaze at Morris, searching for anything flip in his words or expression. There's nothing. He might be sore and bruised, he might be angry and depressed and weary all at once, but he doesn't believe that I'd enjoy seeing him this miserable. I should probably take that as a compliment.
“I apologize for implying as much,” he says with grudging graciousness. He runs his palms over the crisp pressed pleat in his trousers. “I have not exactly had the best of weeks, and so far you've been the only person who's listened to me and not responded to said conversation with violence. Sad as it is, you're currently the closest thing I have to a friend.”
“That,” I tell him, “is the most depressing thing I think you've ever said to me.”
Morris's smile almost breaks my heart. Almost. 
“Trust me,” he says. “I've noticed.”
I rest a hip against one of the booths and cross my arms, drumming the fingers of one hand against my skin as I ponder just what this all means. Dad, who's secretly shared a bed with Morris for the past five years, would never break up with him at the end of a fist, no matter how disastrous their breakup might be. Dad didn't get angry, he got quiet. You knew you were in trouble when he wouldn't even speak to you, when you were lucky if he acknowledged your existence at all.
All I can picture is the smug smile stretching across his face as he stood atop the felled robot, how out of character it appeared. It felt like he stole it from someone else to wear, some sort of macabre mask belonging on some happier person's face.
“Robot.”
Morris flinches when I speak, his attention obviously yanked away from whatever guilty memory he might be dwelling on. He shakes his head when he figures out what I mean. “I don't think so. Not unless we're talking about someone with more advanced knowledge of robotics than I have.”
I cock an eyebrow. “Not exactly unlikely. You haven't been allowed to touch anything electronic that's any more complicated than a garage door opener while you've been on probation.”
Morris responds with a brilliant smile that almost forces me to rear back in confusion. “I think I may take your belief that I've been very well-behaved the past few years as a compliment.”
It isn't, but whatever cheers him up right now, I suppose.
“What about clones?”
“I'm not sure,” he says. “I wasn't quite double-checking to make sure his scars were all accounted for at the time.”
I mentally race through the other options, a lengthier list than I'd like to admit. Villains can be creative, and replacing someone with a malleable dupe who'll follow your every order to the letter is easier than it used to be. There's a reason every superhero team genetically tests every member a dozen times over the course of the day. Sometimes paranoia means people really are out to get you and replace you with an evil twin.
“Brainwashing?”
“Oh, anything's possible.”
“Or maybe it could be amnesia?”
Morris sighs, rising to his feet and stretching with a muffled wince. “My dear, if you're already trying to figure out just what is causing Everett's odd behavior, far be it from me to interrupt you. I guess now would be an excellent time for me to leave you to your investigation.”
Investigation? Oh, he can't possibly think … but I can't … 
He grins at the play of confused emotions on my face, adjusting his bowler hat on his head in the large mirror on the wall behind my head. “Vera, I imagine it's unsettling to hear this from a reformed villain, but I know you better than you think. I'll bet you've buried yourself in work since returning from the city and have yet to discontinue your SLB registration. And your father upset you as much as he upset me.” A moment later, he gingerly runs his fingertips over one black eye and frowns in morbid amusement. “Well, maybe not quite as much as me.”
I shift my weight uncomfortably from one foot to another. Whatever is wrong with my father, the profuse apologies to Morris when this is all over may never end. 
“I think I'll leave you to your miniature Woodstock, then,” Morris says. He turns to leave.
“I'm astounded that you don't plan on helping out,” I blurt out. Morris has never been the sort to let others do his dirty work for him.
Morris pauses in the doorway, not looking back. “I think I'd do more harm than good if I got involved, don't you?”
I picture his black eyes and split lip and squeeze the slightly damp and bloodstained rag in my hand as if to remind myself it's there. 
With a subtle touch of his fingers to the brim of his hat, Morris leaves me alone with my thoughts and my coffee pots and my abandoned past catching up to me like a gathering avalanche.



7.
 
It's only after I make a few phone calls to reassure Dixie and Tara that I'm in one piece and that I've officially closed the cafe for the night, and after I migrate to the relative safety of my apartment, that I finally allow myself to freak right the hell out.
“Oh, for heaven's sake,” I say to the empty space in the apartment, only barely resisting the urge to kick something. I'm wearing open-toed shoes and it would only make my day just that much worse if I crack a toe, too, while I'm at it. I've never been the most reliable under pressure, and this certainly qualifies. Most of the time, I resort to tension breakers, like screaming at the top of my lungs or hitting something. That usually does the trick.
Frustrated, I stomp into my kitchen and I do the first thing which comes to mind, fishing a drinking glass out of the drying rack and throwing it against the far wall. Hard.
It's a good thing I have neither pets nor small children, that's all I've got to say.
Sweeping up the shattered remains of the glass from my kitchen floor is the usual wind-down after the cathartic explosion, giving me some time to shake off my restlessness. I'm used to this sort of reaction to tragic news or stressful situations. Breaking up with Hazel left my entire china set in ruins, along with the inexpensive set I hastily purchased at Wal-Mart to replace it. That set of dishes didn't survive the return visit from Hazel the next day, a destructive response to her futile attempt to either apologize to me or receive an apology from me. I've never been quite sure which, but I suppose a few trashed plates are less of a hassle than a broken fist and a hole in my wall.
I feel infinitely better as soon as I dump the jagged pieces of glass into my garbage can and shut the lid. The way I see it, I'm allowed the occasional dip into my mother's tantrum-throwing gene pool, as long as I get out and dry off before I have nothing left off with which to eat.
Now, of course, it's time to grow up and get back to the business of freelance superhuman private investigation.
A half-hour later, I'm starting to seriously ponder why I ever agreed to do this.
The constant low murmur from the television is the only sound in the apartment, unless you count the intermittent scratches of my pen across the brown shipping paper I've taped to my living room wall to allow me a central place to collect my thoughts. I'll freely admit to stealing the shipping paper idea from Troy, who mentioned it once in passing to Dixie. He told her he worked visually, needing to sketch out places or print out pictures to truly bring the characters in his mind to life. For some reason, the idea stuck with me.
I've tuned the television to one of the 24-hour news networks, the one most likely to feature even the most insignificant story about my dad and least likely to call him a Satan-worshiping terrorist anchor baby when they talk about him. My laptop sits open on the coffee table. I've been regularly refreshing the official website of the Fairness Brigade in one tab and the “Superhumans” section of my favored news site in another. I've been out of the loop for far too long. I can already tell. I don't even recognize half of the names who are listed on TMZ as attending this movie premiere or saving that burning orphanage. 
According to the TV news, this morning a trio of younger superheroes rescued a group of terrified schoolchildren from the mutant tentacled narwhal who routinely attacks the East Coast around this time of the year. I'm positive just from looking at the three costumed boys beaming gleefully for the national news cameras that I have milk in my refrigerator that came into existence before they did.
“I feel old,” I grumble at the boys on TV. 
I don't think the pout I make over that realization really helps me feel any younger. 
Another thing that doesn't exactly improve my mood is the current list of possibilities I've compiled as to who or what might have commandeered my father's body and personal life. It feels incomplete, but that could just be because five years away from active superheroism doesn't lend one to up-to-date information on the latest infiltration techniques. 
 
WHO IS DAD?

 
1.Robot/android/cyborg
2.Clone/evil twin
3.Brainwashed
4.Time travel/replaced with younger version
5.Drugs/alcohol/allergic reaction to nerve gas
6.Alternate universe version
7.Shapeshifter
8.He's the same Everett Noble he's always been.
 
The last one unnerves me, mostly because it's not outside of the realm of possibility for Dad to have simply changed his mind. He is human, after all, superpowers be damned. He's certainly allowed to decide that the secret life he's been living for the past few years has been both a lie and a hassle, and that he's neither in love with Morris nor willing to fake it for the sake of the status quo. After all, the only person who'd be hurt by his decision would be Morris, and if he did fall out of love with Morris, who would care or even know to give a damn at all?
It's a horrible, cruel option to consider. Something about the potential of my father treating Morris with such callous disregard makes my stomach swim queasily. And I don't even like Morris.
I rest my bottom on the arm of the couch, tapping my pen against my lips as I study the carefully organized notes I've scrawled on the shipping paper over the past hour or so. I do better when I can almost literally connect the dots. I've checked off the numerous reasons for why my father could be behaving the way he is. I've written down every suspect who could possibly desire to replace Everett Noble regardless of motive or lack thereof – Morris, my family, the Brigade – and the only person I've been able to eliminate is myself.
I suppose I could take it as a good sign that I've accomplished that much, even if it's something so painfully obvious as establishing that at least I'm not the culprit in question.
“I'm awful at this, aren't I?” I say to my empty apartment. “That's why I quit. Because this is way too difficult for any sane person to do by themselves.”
I glare at the wall and think forlornly that perhaps I need to break another glass.
One trip to the kitchen and two destroyed coffee mugs later, I make my way back into the living room just in time to see my brother's distinctive costume of red, black and gold dart across my television screen, a shot from a news story labeled “Superhero Arrested?” in scrolling text. 
I can't get to the remote to raise the volume fast enough.
“– was taken into custody only an hour ago, according to numerous reports from sources close to the Superhero Licensing Bureau. Fortress surrendered willingly to the proper authorities, but no reason for his arrest have been released as of yet. We will update with more information as it becomes available. However, as of right now, all we know is that Fortress, the son of supercouple Paladin and Wavelength, has been taken into custody by police on unnamed charges. Since Fortress cannot be held in normal prison cells, authorities plan to transport him to –“
I switch off the television and wince due to the migraine I feel creeping up on me.
“Well, this day just keeps getting better and better,” I say, mentally counting how many more dishes I can afford to lose.
 
 
 
 
Superhumans under arrest suffer their enforced captivity at Hollyoak Hills.
Hollyoak Hills dwells in a far less romantic or hilly setting than the rather random name implies, an open-air complex carved out of a jagged cliff face littered with the pitted glittery-green remains of a baconite meteor storm thousands of years ago. The prison itself resembles a misplaced Thai beach resort more than it does a maximum-security jail. A polished teak frame has been set into the rough stone as oddly natural as if it had grown out of it like a lost weed. The jarring facade sports expansive glassless window frames treated with filmy cream-colored curtains that whip in the unwieldy winds that toss and tumble through the narrow canyon. It could be the elegant featured setting for some yogurt advertisement, if only there were an unnaturally thin model posing in one of the visually stunning entranceways.
At least, that's what I see. The unspoken rule about Hollyoak Hills is that no one talks about Hollyoak Hills unless you're staying in it, and even that's debatable. It's certainly not a rule anyone wants to test. 
For your average human lacking in superhuman abilities, Hollyoak would be impossible to escape. There are no stairs that reach it from the tangled brambles on the cliff's edge high above or from the rushing river below, no way to climb down on ropes or chains that the highly reactive chips of baconite won't inevitably melt or fray. No one really knows where baconite comes from, or at least they hadn't discovered its origins before I left the business. What is known is that baconite has a mind of its own, behaves defensively, and doesn't particularly tolerate anyone with superpowers anywhere near it. 
Come to visit Hollyoak Hills, and you'd better plan not to make use of your abilities for a good long while.
Stay there for too long, and don't count on them ever returning at full capacity. 
I've never been to Hollyoak Hills before, not even when my maternal grandmother found herself thrown in jail for a mortifying bout of contempt of court. Mom offered to take me, but somehow the possibility of being unable to escape a claustrophobic room where my seventy-year-old abuela refused to stop shouting at her captors in Spanish or to change out of her skintight costume wasn't any more appealing to my ten-year-old self than it is now. I've experienced the dizzying, almost euphoric effects of baconite before, though, so the wrenching sensation which yanks at my balance as I land in the greeting station on the opposite cliff is not a new feeling, just one I loathe dealing with.
“Oh, hell,” a smoke-roughened voice says, my vision clouded from the stress of the jump. Gentle hands steer me towards a wooden stool. “There's a reason we recommend teleporters take the bus, kid.”
I give my temples an absent rub while taking in deep breaths through my nose and out past my lips. “I know, I know,” I murmur. It's one of the many reasons I avoid Hollyoak Hills. I can already feel the yaw and sway of my powers as they ebb low enough to make me dizzy. The depleted maw inside me yawns and falls asleep, effectively announcing its temporary shutdown. I'm not going anywhere for a while.
“Here, take this.”  As my sight clears, an older woman with a wide mouth and tired eyes wraps my hands around a steaming cup of what looks like heated milk. A taste test informs me it's not milk, it's hot white chocolate, one of my favorites. I'm not about to question how she knows that.
“Thank you. You didn't have to –”
“You ain't been here before, have you?”
The incorrect grammar grates, but I politely ignore it. Too used to it thanks to Nate, I suppose. 
She claps me on the shoulder, her hand too big and roughened by hard work. “No worries,” she says. It's only then that my ear picks up the slight pull in her voice, an old drawl peeking out from behind her words every so often. “Drink up and get a little sugar in you. It'll steady you some.” 
I nod, sipping absently at my hot chocolate as I take in my surroundings. I aimed for the compact greeting station across the ravine from Hollyoak Hills. The aim of the greeting station, as far as I understand it, is to give the captive heroes a place to meet with their families or legal council, a deceptively cozy place mocked up as a toasty English cottage. The casual comfort of the place is a lie. The building is a miniature fortress, almost as difficult to leave as the jail itself on the other side of the ravine. I won't escape until the jail's guards allow me to leave, and I'm not even a prisoner.
No one knows why or how. That's precisely the point.
The older woman settles into the seat opposite me, resting her folded hands on her denim-clad knees. Wrinkles bracket her eyes and mouth, smile lines and worry lines, a lived-in face in all the best ways. “Your brother's coming,” she says.
“Oh,” I say. “I didn't know you knew who I was.”
She just grins, a slow lazy pull of muscles.
Telepaths are like this. They don't shock easily, and they know when to keep silent. Most of them can't shut their powers off, can't flip them off like a light switch like other superhumans can. The ones who maintain their grip on sanity turn out like this, with an even keel and a serene air. Dad's like this, I remember, and thinking it tightens my jaw and forces my gaze to the chintzy porcelain ducks lining the mantel of the stone fireplace.
“I'm Marla, by the way,” she says. “In case you're curious.”
It strikes me that I haven't introduced myself yet, either, and wonder if it would be rude to just let her –
“No worries, kid. I already know who you are.”
I scowl, although there's no real menace to it. “Now, that's rude.”
“Not the worst thing I could have looked up.”  Her smile doesn't fade.  
I wrinkle my nose, not caring if she hears me as I silently ponder how she can read my unsettled mind when my entire sense of balance continues to tilt from side to side, making teleporting away from here impossible. The baconite pushes me around on some unseen level, keeps me quiet and unsteady, and yet she still finds a way to fish through my cluttered thoughts. 
She chuckles low and soft, sandpaper rough.
An instant later she's gone, swapped out with my startled older brother.
Graham and I have never been close. Graham is the golden child, with our mother's strength and our father's telekinesis, with undeniable good looks and magnetic charm. He's everything you would expect from the child of Paladin and Wavelength, possessing just enough of their combined powers to be a noteworthy force all on his own, a class six hero ranked in the upper echelon of Who's Who in Working Superheroes and Villains every year out of the past sixteen. 
Dixie even based an entire fantasy superhero team around him once judging solely by his SLB power stats. She scored five thousand bucks at the end of the year thanks to his significant saves at the Nevada dam break and the mutant wasps in Puerto Rico.
Graham is exactly the sort of elder brother a shy pudgy bookworm with only one measly ability least wants to follow through her formative years. No, tell me once again how wonderful and intelligent and handsome and strong my brother the shiny newly-lauded superhero is while I'm trying to slog my way through Atlas Shrugged for the AP English class I loathe. It's no wonder I spent so many of my teen years hiding away on uncharted Pacific islands eating bagged lunches and reading V.C. Andrews novels on the beach.
I can't imagine why Graham eternally graces me with such utter disdain. I suppose it was a bit of a turn-off for him when I decided I'd rather not threaten our father with a sound punch in the family jewels when he left our mother for a man who once sent a genetically engineered praying mantis to attack Philadelphia just because it was there.
What can I say?  Only one of us inherited our mom's penchant for daily temper tantrums, and it wasn't me.
He sneers as his gaze narrows ominously. “What the hell are you doing here?”
I barely resist the urge to throw a handful of bitter sarcasm into his face. He's certainly earned a bit of it. Just because I can't remember the last time we spoke to one another for longer than five minutes doesn't mean his sour attitude is called for.
Well, all right, maybe he's allowed a little leeway on that count.
“I'm visiting my brother at Hollyoak Hills,” I say. “I hear he's been arrested for some reason or another.”
His disgusted snort rings harshly in the cottage, a disconcerting noise when paired with the soothing crackling of the fire. He rubs his hands over the arms of the easy chair. “Yeah, something or other. You here to point and laugh, or what?”
“Why?  Were you arrested for doing something silly and ridiculous that I should be aware of?”
He starts, leveling confused brown eyes my way. “You mean you don't know?”
“For heaven's sake, Graham –“
“You don't,” he whispers, almost awed. “They didn't tell you, did they?”
I slam my mug down on the table beside me. “Tell me what?”
“Murder,” he says, and my breath hitches, an involuntary catch. “Vera, they arrested me for killing Morris.”
“That's … that's impossible.”
“You try telling them that,” Graham snaps. 
His fingers grip the arms of his chair, his knuckles whitening even through his unnatural weakness. My brother never deals well with his abilities numbing under the insidious influence of baconite. The last time I saw him suffering from its effects, his anger at the situation grew to the point where upon regaining his abilities he destroyed an entire roller coaster with his fists and his mind and his unrestrained temper. It wasn't one of his proudest moments, that was for sure. He didn't exactly enjoy paying back the amusement park, for one thing.
I shake my head, distracting myself from the ill wrenching feeling in my stomach. “I just saw him a few hours ago,” I say. “He was … well, he wasn't perfectly fine when I saw him, but –“
Perhaps it's the wrong thing to say.
Graham doesn't need to possess superstrength and telekinesis to wreak havoc. He bolts to his feet in a sudden move which startles me out of a relative calm, all six and a half feet of him unfolding from the chair like a contortionist who's crammed himself into a breadbox. The jerky motion knocks back the heavy oak-frame chair, a loud bang echoing through the cottage as it clatters against the floor. “They showed me a body, goddamn it.”
“I'm not saying you're wrong,” I quickly add, holding up my hands in a calming gesture. “I just … Graham, when did they start looking for you for this?”
“This afternoon when I took my break at work. They showed up at the Rafters and politely asked me to turn my ass in.”  He seethes, his massive fists clenching and unclenching at his sides. If he doesn't cool down and fast, there's going to be a hole in the nearest wall, superstrength or not.
I shove my stool away from the high table, the legs screeching across the hardwood floor as I snatch a pen and notepad from a visitors' center display near the front door to the cottage. “Enjoy your visit to Hollyoak Hills!” is emblazoned on both items in a loopy font. The entire uncomfortably encouraging set-up is only capped off by a rack of pamphlets nearby for mini-golf courses and cave tours in the area. 
I should have brought a purse with me, I suppose, a notepad and a pen and possibly a digital voice recorder just in case I missed anything in my notes. I used to carry them with me everywhere when I was on patrol, much to the constant amusement of my teammates. They could tease all they want, but those detailed, neatly printed notes came in handy more often than not. I click the pen open and smile far more brightly than the situation probably calls for. “All right, let's just take a deep breath and think about this calmly, rationally and professionally, shall we?”  
Graham scoffs at that.
“What time was it when they showed you the body?”
“I don't know,” he grumbles. “Six o'clock, maybe? I was too busy promising not to snap their weak fucking handcuffs. What does it matter?”
“It matters because Morris walked into my cafe at about six o'clock covered in bruises and claiming Dad pummeled him to a bloody pulp.”
“If only,” Graham says. 
I make a face. “Graham, please.”
“Please what?”
“Now is not the time.”
“Not the time for what? Being grateful somebody might have taken the son of a bitch out?”
“Yes,” I say, my words as dry as autumn leaves. “Perhaps expressing your joy that there's a dead body in the morgue with Morris's face is not the most intelligent thing to do when standing in the greeting station at Hollyoak Hills accused of his murder.”
Graham sneers, his arms akimbo, his bulging muscles swallowing the empty space in the cottage. His awful attitude sours the air around us. “Man, if there is one thing I don't miss about talking to you on a regular basis, it's you trying to make me out to be an idiot.”
“I'm not trying to make you look stupid,” I murmur, my gaze on the notepad as I continue writing down every bit of information that pops into my head. “You do that all by yourself.”
“Fuck off,” he barks, an angry reflex.
I cock an eyebrow. “See?”
Graham makes a dismissive gesture in my direction, cursing under his breath as he stomps around the cottage. He's not always like this, this growling impatient slab who paces with his shoulders rippling like a caged lion. In public he reins it in, prowls through crowds like an overgrown kitten. He's nice to people, polite to the elderly, gentle with small children. He saves his irritation for private moments, for situations he can't control or people he hates or … well, me.   
His narrowed dark eyes shoot me an aggravated glare. “Why can't I be happy that asshole is dead? That bastard broke up our family.”
It's not a surprise that he won't say Morris's name, at least not when he can insult his lineage instead. Graham's been known to leave the room, the building, and sometimes even the state if he knows Morris is there. And now he's locked away in superhero jail for murdering the man. “First of all,” I say, keeping my voice low and calm, “in case you didn't notice in the middle of all of the unofficial separating, Dad broke up our family. He's the one who fell in love with someone else, he's the one who left Mom. Morris was just the one he brought his luggage to.”  
He makes a face at that, but it's not like it's not the truth. Blame goes where it's due, as far as I'm concerned. I tap my pen on the notepad and add, “And second of all, we don't even know if he is dead. There's a body in the morgue at six at the same time he's walking and talking in my cafe. Something here is not right.”
Graham sighs heavily, deflating, his rage slowly bleeding away. He sinks onto the couch, dwarfing the wing-backed love seat, his knees scrunched up between his seat and the coffee table. “If you say so,” he says, clearly not meaning it.
It strikes me then that he's overly emotional considering the fact that Dad's supposedly returned to the fold, that Graham would never be this mercurial when he had a reason to celebrate. “Have you talked to Dad lately?”
He shakes his head, giving me a look of confusion. “Not more than I have to for work. Why would I?”
“You haven't talked to Mom either?”
“Mom and I aren't currently on speaking terms.”
“Why not?”
“Hell if I know,” he says with a shrug. “You know Mom. Whatever the hell I did, I'm just lucky she's only not talking to me as opposed to dropping a giant boulder on my head.” 
My smile teases when it emerges. “I think it lacks the element of surprise if she does it to you twice in one lifetime.”
His expression is muddled, amused but still a bit moody. He shifts from side to side, presumably as squeezed and cumbersome as he normally looks in cramped quarters. My memories of Graham have never been of someone small or child-sized, even if just in comparison to myself. He's always been built like this, a mammoth kid, a colossal teenager. He might have once been tiny and vulnerable, small enough to cradle comfortably in my mother's arms, but I can't picture it. Photos of my parents with my older brother when he was an infant are scarce. They would have needed to be in the same room with him often enough for that.
“I didn't kill him,” he says, so quiet I can barely hear him.
I start at that, my immediate thought that perhaps he honestly does believe that I wouldn't be surprised if he did kill Morris. I hate that he would think that, and that I'm not shocked that he would think that. I hate even more that if I didn't have so many questions about Dad and Morris at the moment, I just might consider it.
“Well, whoever it is you didn't kill, they might not even be Morris,” I try to assure him. I don't bother implying I don't consider him a suspect, at least not in this instance. Lord knows it isn't going to make him feel any better. Distraction might be a better track to take, anyway, so I force a smile and tease, “So how's life in the big house treating you?”
A tremulous spark flashes in his eyes, something fearful and timid that makes my skin crawl. He opens his mouth to say something, and I brace myself out of instinct, registering his suddenly darting gaze and expecting something I'm not going to enjoy hearing, and then –
He vanishes, gone in the space between one blink and the next.
I almost trip over my own feet backing away, Marla replacing him on the couch as though she's been sitting there all along. Her grin widens as I jolt backwards out of shock, not used to other people appearing and reappearing the same way that I do. “Sorry, kid, but your time's up.”
“But I wasn't finished talking with my brother,” I blurt out.
It doesn't appeal to her sense of sympathy, apparently. “I noticed,” she says, pushing to her feet with that muffled groan older people always seem to make when they get up. “There's a cab outside waiting to take you to the all-night diner in town so you can wind down a spell before you set sail.”
“But –”
“You can find your own way home after that, I'm guessing.”  She claps me on the shoulder, her warm expression not faltering when I yank my arm away from her touch. “Pleasure doing business with you, kid.”
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Thirty minutes later, Nate strides into the Berry Bay Diner, already chuckling as he swaggers towards me.
I stopped tapping my foot out of gross impatience about ten minutes after being tucked away in a booth with a plate of greasy French fries and a sweating glass of ice-cold lemonade, neither of which I touched. By the time Nate wanders in, his key ring twirling from one finger as he winks at the homeliest waitress in the place, I've had plenty of time to stare at my rapidly cooling meal and wonder exactly what the hell is going on.
Nate slides into the opposite side of the booth, making an apologetic face when his boots bump against my heels. “All right, I give,” he says, reaching for my plate and fishing out the least grease-soaked and limp fries from the pile. “What the hell are you doing out in Bugzapper, Bumblefuck, USA?”
“Visiting my brother.”
“Surprise, surprise,” he drawls.
I scowl, my arms crossed. “I didn't give you permission to eat my French fries.”
“You didn't give me permission to drink your lemonade, either,” he says, pulling my glass towards him. The lemonade swishes back and forth, paler than it had been when it first arrived, watered down by now with melted ice cubes. 
On any other day I might just shove the cold food his way and watch as Nate the walking garbage disposal devoured every ice-cold French fry and washed it down with lukewarm lemonade. Knowing Nate, he might even lick the salt off the plate, even if it's just to get a laugh out of me. Of course, he's not currently distracted by the wellspring of personal problems I'm swimming through against my will. I imagine he doesn't even possess half of the insider information that I do about Graham's current predicament. I wouldn't be a Noble if I weren't holding my cards closer to my chest than I'd admit even to one of my best friends.
My expression must have darkened considerably, as Nate's face falls, the French fry in his hand dropping to the plate. “Aw, hell, Vera, don't give me that look. I was just trying to lighten up the mood some.”
“They arrested my brother for murder, Nate.”
“So I heard. I do work in high places, or maybe you missed that.”
“They arrested my brother for murdering Morris Kemp.”
“Yeah, I noticed that, too. The baconite fry your brain or something?”
I huff out an aggravated breath, already disinclined to continue my merry stroll across the eggshells of my father's personal life and Morris's role in it. There's only so much sympathy I can show for Morris that won't come off sounding suspicious, especially when it's coming from the daughter of the superhero he toyed with and fought against for decades. I don't even know why I'm connecting any sort of sympathetic feeling with Morris. I just don't enjoy the sinking sensation behind my sternum or my steadily growing migraine.
Nate jabs a handful of French fries into the congealing dab of ketchup on the plate, happily fed and watered, no matter the cold clammy look of the food. Nate is easy to please like that, and always has been. Buying him off is a breeze if you can locate a genuine steakhouse with fresh sawdust on the floor and no qualms about turning out a slab of beef so rare they might as well just yell “Boo!” at a particularly skittish cow.
However, when a decent steakhouse is unavailable, a deserted greasy spoon will have to do.
“Are they sure it's Morris?” I ask.
Nate pauses in mid-chew to groan around a mouthful of half-masticated potato, realization slowly dawning in those gorgeous bottle-green eyes of his. “Tell me you didn't ask me to bring --”
“Damn straight I did.”
He frowns, the expression not sitting well on his perpetually good-humored face. “I told you not to tell me, damn it,” he says, digging absently through the pockets of his jeans with his free hand. He darts a quick glance around the diner, taking in with blatant relief the disinterested waitresses and the unoccupied chef smoking outside the front door. It doesn't stop him from leaning close, though, lowering his voice so he can't be heard even if the waitresses are faking their bored fixation with the level of salt and pepper in the diner's multitude of shakers. “Vera, I ain't got time for this. I've got to be back in the city in an hour for overtime with the Brigade. They're throwing a ticker tape parade tomorrow, you know that?  They're so glad to be rid of the Quiz Master, it's like they completely forgot about the damn robots. And the SLB is about ready to have Graham released from the clink just for kicking Morris's ass to the curb whether Graham did it or not.”
I cock an eyebrow. “A ticker tape parade? How classy.”
“Yeah, well, leave it to you city folk to celebrate when a supervillain gets bumped off,” he says with a shrug.
I want to argue that, but instead I drum my nails on my arm as he licks the grease from his fingertips so he can rummage around in the pockets on the other side of his body. Two weeks before I left the city, the Brotherhood of Bravery finally took down Commodore Electro in a tempestuous explosion that took out four city blocks and left behind only a few singed protruding appendages the Commodore wouldn't get much use out of anymore. (Oh, and dozens of innocent humans were left injured or dead, but it's not as if that really mattered, right?) Two days later, the Brotherhood used up a vacation day to go to the memorial service and egg the Commodore's hearse. Superheroes have more limits on their pity than any person with a lick of sense would presumably prefer. I don't know about anyone else, but I considered that one incident enough of a turn-off to add it to the list of reasons I'd suddenly begun to contemplate extremely early retirement.     
“And they're just going to let Graham go?” I ask. “No trial, no investigation, nothing at all?”
Nate shoots me an odd look as he finally wriggles the item he's looking for out of the pocket of his leather jacket. “Hell, after the grief that son of a bitch put your family through, I'll bet my last dollar they'll handwave it as self-defense even if Kemp was just dumb enough to cut in front of your brother at the damn post office.” 
“Morris never even hurt anyone,” I protest, feeling a bit stupid even as the words tumble from my lips.
“That's a bullshit argument and you know it, peaches.”
Sadly, I do.
The Quiz Master never killed anyone. It's a standout record among the supervillain ranks. He never harmed a hair on anyone's head, kept his hostages well-fed and entertained, and held his stereotypical mutant menagerie on a short leash. As far as supervillain records went, Morris's is almost tame. No matter how the media may portray him, Morris is and was practically a kitten. A kitten who chews on your fingers and needs to be smacked on the nose with a newspaper, but still. It's a large part of the reason Morris eventually received a strict parole for his troubles while other villains waste away in Beddingfield. 
Well, that, and his relative sanity.
The distinguishing detail that differentiates him from all other loonier villains is his obsessive fixation with anyone with Noble blood – my parents, my brother and me, and sometimes for added kicks the one grandmother I still have left alive. Ask him now, and he'd tell you he enjoys a challenge. I imagine that's not all he enjoyed about sparring with Dad, but just thinking that puts less appealing images in my head than I'd like to dream up.
I lean forward to rest my folded arms on the table, planning out every word before I say it, silently afraid of what I might let slip. “Look, I know the man could be exceptionally irritating, and that he spent the majority of his adult years committing vast amounts of robbery and property destruction, but he never so much as broke another person's fingernail. In fact, the only two people he ever aimed to bother were my parents –”
“Yeah, and distracted the piss out of 'em with elaborate plans that never went anywhere, as far as we know. If I didn't know any better, I'd think the bastard just liked screwing with the two of them.”
Or one of them, at least.
I roll my eyes, murmuring, “Ain't that the truth.”
“Come again?”
I wave a dismissive hand in the air, cutting off the conversation for now. If Nate wants to argue the merits of allowing a suspected murderer to go free simply because he's a superhero … well, I'm not sure I'm up to talking it out right now. Superheroes live by different standards than the average citizen and we both know it. 
Changing tactics, I wriggle in my seat and tilt Nate a wicked grin. “Take me to the morgue,” I say, as sweet as I can be.
His smile stretches from ear to ear, wild and mischievous, ready to play. “You're the strangest date ever, you know that?”
I hold out a hand and beckon him with a gesture.
“Give it here, Nate.”
He sighs, a poor put-upon sound, but a second later he slaps the item I asked him to boost from the Brigade and bring along with him into my palm. I make a soft triumphant sound as I look it over, so impressed by the newest upgrades I barely hear him when he sprawls in his seat and says, “We can go to a nice candlelit slaughterhouse afterward if you want.”
I run a fingertip along the sleek supple surface of the DNA pen. They've gotten smaller and lighter since I left the Brigade, probably the elegant work of some bored technopath with artistic delusions. Most technopaths have dreamy ideas like that, useless cravings possessed by talentless hacks who use too much of their brains on phenomenal technical prowess to spare any for creative pursuits. Ubuntu, the technopath the Brigade kept on retainer during my tenure, painted quite possibly the worst portraits of pie I'll ever see. As far as I see it, any piece of artwork that turns me off baked goods is clearly an abomination unto the Lord. 
“This is nicer than the ones we had back when I worked the field,” I say.
“When you had to walk to the villain's lair barefoot and capeless uphill both ways in the snow?”
Smirking sarcastically, I snatch the half-full plate from the table and pass it off to one of the waitresses as she stalks in the direction of the kitchen. “Miss, could you give these to a nice starving child somewhere?”
Nate whimpers as she carries it off. “Don't let anybody tell you you ain't your mama's daughter, you hear that?”
Clearly Nate is asking for the sour glare I throw his way.
 
 
 
 
Drunken spectators clog the city streets as Nate steers his chocolate brown Cooper through the brightly lit side streets. I slouch down in the passenger seat, cupping one hand as casually as I can manage over the right side of my face to shield myself from view. Beaming fratboys stumble off the sidewalk holding half-empty bottles and slap their free hands in good-natured greeting on Nate's windows. If they get close enough and recognize me, we may never get out of here.
Being hauled out of the car by enthusiastic drunkards and smacked repeatedly on the shoulders by well-meaning strangers is just about the last thing I need right now, especially since I still won't be able to teleport back home for another half-hour or so.
“Would you look at this mess?” Nate murmurs, slowing to let a couple of young glowstick-waving punks pass in front of the car. 
I don't dignify that with a response. The parade isn't until tomorrow, but that hasn't stopped the teeming masses from imbibing anything remotely alcoholic within reach and pouring out onto the streets tonight. It doesn't matter that yet another cumbersome destructive force crushed a few buildings and probably took out a few innocent people in the process. The Quiz Master is dead and the world is thrilled, and it suddenly strikes me to wonder where the hell my parents might have gone off to, and whether I even want to know. 
Nate leans forward in the driver's seat and squints. “Is that the Amazon Prince directing traffic?”
“Seriously?” I squeak, somehow managing to sink even further into the passenger's seat. Speaking of things I don't really need to deal with, yet another foray into one of the more embarrassing moments in my sexual history is high up on the list.
Nate's whooping guffaws fill the compact space in the car, his head shaking as he howls, “Oh, man, the look on your face ...”
I smack him on the arm, hard enough to make a point, soft enough to keep my hand from stinging afterwards. “I loathe you,” I say, my voice sulky as I fidget in my seat. “And your stupid hat. And your clown car.”
“Aw, peaches, you ain't got to worry none. Edward retired last year to become a very large kindergarten teacher. In Iowa, no less.”
I could make a crack about why anyone would want to go to Iowa on purpose, but it wouldn't be the first time an ex of mine has packed their bags and departed for destinations unknown in the handful of years following our break-up. I can never decide if I drive my exes to mass migration or if I just possess an attraction for people I suspect won't want to live in the same city, state, or quite possibly on the same planet after we break up. I suppose I should be shocked Hazel has yet to board a shuttle to Mars just to escape having to see me anymore.
Oh, I must be desperate for distraction if this is the subject I'm choosing to dwell on.
Luckily, Nate turns the car into the entrance to an underground garage at that moment and waves his official Brigade keycard in front of the sensor. It beeps as the neon-blue card passes through the air near the flickering red light, then spouts a thin violet light which flattens horizontally and scans Nate's long-suffering face. A moment later, a flexible metal arm whips out from the side of the box, and Nate sighs before offering his palm, the tentacle poking a glistening needle into the center for what I can only imagine is another DNA test. 
“That's new,” I murmur.
Nate pulls a discontented face as he holds up his palm for examination as if the pierced skin hasn't already healed over, delicate and baby-smooth. “At least the damn security nurses said please, thank you kindly, and sorry for the hurtin',” he says in a low annoyed voice, and the sensor's sweet feminine computerized voice pipes up with, “Voice print confirmed,” before the garage gate fades and shimmers down to a molecular level to let us in, yet another security feature I missed out on.
It doesn't occur to me until Nate pulls into his parking space in the small garage, the gate solidifying behind us into typical steel rails, that the computer didn't bother to confirm the identity of his passenger. Perhaps I should have taken that as a warning.
After we emerge with a stretching of tired muscles and a smoothing of wrinkled clothes, I give myself a moment to gather my composure. From what thin information Nate has been able to compile on the ride back to the city from calling the gang at the Brigade on his cell phone, the body's already been released by the police. If Morris were anyone else, if he were human or died of natural causes or had anyone to retrieve him, the body would still be under a medical examiner's knife, open wide to the knowing eye of a coroner. Instead, the police handwaved the legislative pomp and circumstance and handed the body over to the Superhero Licensing Bureau for disposal, presumably already thinking of the kegs they'll buy and the frilly cocktails they'll swill in celebration.
I suddenly, desperately want to go home. 
“So what's the plan?”
I glance Nate's way, taking in his puppy-dog eagerness with genuine confusion. “What plan?”
Nate chuckles. “Hell, Vera, it wasn't my idea to sneak into the SLB fridge.”
“Who's sneaking in?  I'm going to walk in the front door and ask.”
I start towards the door to the glass enclosure around the elevators, not waiting for Nate to catch up. I imagine I caught him off-guard by just stating I'd walk in the front door and request a viewing. Knowing Nate, he got his hopes up, expecting a complicated break-in under cover of darkness, a dramatic delusion stolen wholesale from some cerebral crime thriller. They can't be giving him much to do with the Fairness Brigade if that's the case, if he's only here to satisfy his never-ending craving for adventure.
He appears at my side as I jab the basement-level button for the elevator hard enough to make one of my nails cry out painfully in protest.
“You're just going to ask?” he says.
“Yup.”
“You think that'll work?”
I shrug. “Worth a shot.”
I step into the elevator feigning confidence, head held high, hoping I don't look half as anxious as I feel. Nate darts into the elevator just before the doors slide shut, his jewel-green eyes reflecting his concern. It's only after the mirrored doors of the elevator close that I get a gander of what my pitiful ass looks like after the terrible, no-good, awful day this has been. It's hard to believe the day isn't even over yet, midnight still a little while off. I flinch as I let my frazzled appearance soak in.
My curls frizz in the warmth of the enclosed space, my blunt-cut bangs rapidly deflating. My stockings relax and slouch a bit, my hem crinkled from being sat on for too long. The fluorescent light does my skin no favors, accentuating how my makeup and lipstick's long since worn away, cradling the bags under my eyes. I could be a blurry Bettie Page, a photo taken in the wrong lighting, a candid thrown away at the end of the shoot.
It takes a moment, but the sight perks me up. I look like I've been wrung through a ringer. It might come in handy.
“So what should I do?” Nate says.
I glance his way, my lips pulling into a sly smile. “Can you stand there and be pretty?”
“Oh, I think I can handle that much.”
“Are you going to start anytime soon?”
He beams, and his eyes sparkle, a wild tempting promise. “I'll get you,” he whispers. “You just wait.” 
When the elevator doors slide open, revealing us to the woman behind the counter, Nate and I are almost too busy swapping mischievous grins to exit.
“Excuse me,” the woman says. 
Her voice is a slamming force, served with a bite of military precision, and Nate and I move without thinking, bolting out of the elevator like spooked kittens. We stand there in the dimly lit entranceway, unsettled and unfocused, me tottering slightly in my heels, Nate stuffing his fists in his pockets and shuffling his feet like a recalcitrant child.
“The cafeteria is on the third floor,” she announces, her tone softening a little like brushed silk, the sound smooth and rich. She stands poker-straight and proud behind the clear sliding partition, her pressed white lab coat draping her reed-thin body. Her neatly divided cornrows swing down her back, secured out of the way with a knotted length of string that looks as if it's been snipped from a package wrapped in brown paper and plastered with mailing labels.
Her eyes, flinty dark pools, make me wish I could feel more of my powers than just the faint stirring yawns of it waking from its baconite-induced nap.
“Oh, we ain't looking for the cafeteria, doc,” Nate says, tipping his hat to her, pulling a wide harmless smile. I let him slather on the country-boy charm good and thick, following close behind him as he approaches the front desk.
The doctor – her lab coat says “Dr. Hale”; the child's crayon drawing taped on the wall behind her says it's for “Aunt Melody” with the D written backwards – stiffens as we approach, presumably recognizing us. I struggle with a smile, wondering if I'm supposed to be thrilled or saddened or scared about Morris, if Mom or Dad have released any sort of official statement to the press for me to go by. Maybe I should be wearing a pointy hat and repeatedly blowing a noisemaker or something.
“We're here –”
“– for the new meat,” she says, frowning at me now. A pang of suspicion shoots through me, raising tingling gooseflesh on my forearms. “Who's next?  Your second cousin, three times removed?  I've already had to wipe spit off the guy twice already.”
Nate makes a muffled choking sound.
“I promise to behave,” I say. My voice comes off weak and shaky.
She sniffs and shakes her head, but a moment later the buzzer for the main door echoes. Nate nudges me in the side, a silent encouragement, and I shake the vague unease from my head before pushing open the door to the SLB's morgue.
Dr. Hale's waiting for me when the door clicks shut behind me, a translucent green clipboard clutched in one arm. Without a smudged plexiglass partition between us, it's easier to see the plain yellow T-shirt and well-worn track pants underneath her lab coat, the battered once-white sneakers she must wear every workday poking out from under mud-stained hems. She's taller than me, taller even than Nate, and when she grimaces at the dress clinging to my curves and the heels clacking a steady tattoo in my wake I feel like I've committed a felony.
“You wear that to fight crime?” she asks.
“Oh, I don't fight crime anymore.”  
I casually forget to mention that my official costume hadn't been much more sensible. Of course, teleporters don't exactly have to worry about running in heels or megalomaniacs being alerted by the familiar tap of stilettos.
“How lovely for you,” she says, her tone dripping with sarcasm, then starts walking down the morgue's sole corridor, clearly expecting me to chase after her. I take a deep breath and follow with a respectful silence.
Superheroes don't just die. Neither do supervillains, for the most part. It would be nice if we all simply dropped of heart attacks or strokes or malignant tumors like normal people, if we were just harmless slabs of limp meat after that. We're not. We travel through lives that map out our existences in mushroom clouds and alien attacks, radioactive animals and genetic anomalies, and come out the other side pitted with track marks that glow in the dark and explode on sight. Morticians don't just throw us in a box and drop us in a hole. We should be so lucky.
We're delivered to the SLB's morgue, a sterile soulless storage center, and some overgrown child genius in a lab coat rolls us into a room the size of a closet and about as personable. The doctor checks off a mark on their clipboard, the first of many checkmarks. Your slowly decaying corpse gets a check every day if it doesn't inexplicably disintegrate in a cloud of dust or shapeshift into an entirely different person. If your body can refrain from giving the janitor exceptional amounts of cancer or erupting to reveal a gestating alien larva after a year, your family receives the honor of burying what's left of you.
Most families of superhumans, evil or not, contribute their loved ones to science in the end. After all, it's not as if science doesn't already have them.
Each candy-apple red door sports large numbers painted in lemon yellow above a rectangular viewing window. Computerized readouts report statistical information in minute detail on screens on the walls next to the doors. A quick peek into each window as we pass reveals the rooms to be filled with stark fluorescent lighting and a chill that manifests in a slight frost on the inside of the glass. 
I'm going to hate being dead in this place.
A horror-movie creak echoes from the smothered interior of one of the crypts, and I can't resist peering in at the body rearranging itself inside. The ribcage of the unfamiliar bare-chested corpse cracks open in a tidy straight line down the sternum, separating with ease as though hinged in the back. 
A moment later, a startlingly thick cloud of Venusian pixie bats pour out of the body. Their highly poisonous stingers drip venom all over the floor of the crypt and dot the tiles, searing bubbling circles in their surface.
Dr. Hale's slim hand appears out of nowhere, spooking me as she drops a detailed code into the touchpad beside the door.
As soon as she pushes the “Execute” button, the temperature gauge on the screen races abruptly upward. All of the air in the crypt appears to glow bright and swim with rippling heat. In the blink of an eye every living creature in the room disintegrates and rains dust onto the floor in an incinerated layer of cremated grit an inch thick.
“I've been waiting all day for him to do that,” Dr. Hale casually declares.
Stunned, I trail after her. 
It's one thing to know what the SLB's private morgue is for. It's quite another to see it in action. 
Dr. Hale pauses in front of door number eighteen, tapping out a code on the keypad monitor, barely glancing my way as the door pops open with a greeting hiss and a wisp of cool mist. “You've got five minutes,” she says, making another hash mark on her clipboard for reasons I don't even want to speculate about. “Don't expect to be left alone with the body. We don't do that here.”
I figured as much, but I can't resist a pout anyway. This would be a lot easier if I could simply test the body and leave, no witnesses, no awkward question-and-answer sessions. Sighing, I reach into my cleavage and remove the DNA tester from the hollow of my dress, cursing my lack of pockets when Dr. Hale gifts me with a pointed raise of her eyebrows. “Is it breaking some hard and fast rule for me to bring this in?”
Dr. Hale removes the tester from my hands, something in her expression softening slightly as she examines it with a clinical eye from a half-dozen angles. “It's not illegal,” she says. “And this one's issued by the SLB and doesn't appear to have been tampered with. Sure, knock yourself out.”
She hands it back, not bothering to add what's unsaid. The body would have been tested by now, no matter how lacking the autopsy might have been. I can't imagine I'm the first to request another DNA test, though, one taken from the body right in front of my disbelieving eyes. 
I wonder if Mom asked for one, too, tested him and got a positive response and then spit on him with a smile on her face.
“Thanks,” I murmur, ducking past her to go inside.
The walls of the crypts are padded and white, the nude body stretched out on the metal table, a strategically folded sheet draped over its hips.
If it's a clone, it's been tagged well, down to the last shiny-skinned burn and ragged scar. The bruises he'd been sporting at the cafe are missing. His defined brow and pointed jawline mark the face as a match, the brows thick and silver with elven angles to them. He looks, as always, like a middle-aged sprite run wild, like some otherworldly prankster escaped from A Midsummer Night's Dream. 
It looks like Morris.
Exactly like Morris.
I sway a little, just enough to make me question whether it's just a long day and high-heeled shoes combining to knock off my balance. I grip the cool edge of the table, steadying myself as the room swims in my line of vision. I take a deep breath and there's the sting of formaldehyde, the faint growing rot of dead flesh. 
Maybe it's Morris, maybe it's not, but it's definitely dead. 
Before I can talk myself out of it, I jam the DNA tester's retractable needle into the corpse's neck.
Technology has updated at an absurd rate while I wiled away my days serving coffee cake and piping hot green tea to small-town folk who've rarely if ever seen a working costumed superhero close up. Sometime while I was gone, they must have perfected the DNA testers to Olympic precision, wirelessly tuned in to the SLB's genetic mainframe and jolted with an extra bit of speed, because as soon as I jab the body with the damn thing, it beeps to alert me to a positive result.
I raise the tester to read the green digital letters as they flash across the undersized screen on the tester's flattened side.
MORRIS KEMP, the readout proclaims, %99.66 accurate.

My breath hitches as I fumble the tester in my shaking fingers, nearly dropping it onto the body.
“Told you,” Dr. Hale says from the hall.
She didn't, and she didn't have to, but the sentiment stands.
All right, I surrender. I officially have no damn clue what the hell is going on.
 
 



9.
 
 
Once my powers stretch back to life, I give Nate a hasty farewell and teleport back to my apartment, eager to get the hell away from the morgue. Unfortunately it's just a matter of switching up one dead space for another. Five minutes after I get back I'm stomping through the living room grumbling random theories under my breath like some crazy conspiracy nut.
Wonderful. One day dealing with my family and I'm tipping right back into frustrated lunacy.
What I need is a sounding board. I need a completely unbiased person to bounce ideas off of, someone who won't waste time with silly arguments. Someone whose mind whirls with possibilities, and above all someone who can keep their mouth shut.
I need Troy.  
“So what do you think?” I say a half-hour after I teleport to his house and pop him back to my place. I attempt to sound cheerful and helpful but fail miserably. “Got any brilliant writerly ideas?”  
Troy refuses to look away from the sloppy set-up on my living room wall as he sits on the floor with his back against the end of the couch and his gangly bare legs stretched out before him. He simply lifts his empty glass and shakes it in my direction once again, the slowly melting ice cubes jingling a musical request my way.
Frowning, I snatch the bottle of scotch from the end table and pour him another drink. “You know I apologized already, right?”
Troy smirks up at me, his face pulled so tight I almost cringe, and says, “Consider it part of my writing process.”
He fixes his attention on the wall once again, nursing the glass of scotch with all of the enthusiasm of a sleepy puppy. It takes me a long moment to summon up the courage to sit beside him on the floor, my fingers still wrapped around the bottle as I rest it on my drawn-up knees. I avoid glancing Troy's way mostly out of guilt, still a bit shy after what I did. I suppose I could have at least given him a warning or asked him if he trusted me or something equally trite before bringing him here, but I have not been having the best day by a long shot, and it's already later at night than I usually tend to stay awake anyway.
At least Troy doesn't appear to have that problem. If he's been wiped out by anything, it's his sudden disappearance from his house and reappearance in my apartment, not to mention the ensuing fumbling and rambling most people wallow in after hitching a ride with me on one of my teleportations. His brown hair sticks up in all directions, twisted wild by Troy's trembling fingers thrusting through the shaggy masses in frustration. Apparently I grabbed him right before he settled in front of his computer for the night, right after he changed into baggy boxers and a gray T-shirt a couple of sizes too big. He must have shrugged on the worn-thin plaid robe to hide his mile-long legs, scrawny and pale, like some stick figure brought to life. 
Lines of ink mark his fingers, accidental streaks of color sprinkled across his knuckles. Sometimes he twirls his pens when he's blocked, that much I notice at the cafe. He's not exactly agile. He drops them a lot, which gives me plenty of opportunities I never have the nerve to take to assist him by bending over to pick them up while wearing my tightest dresses. Mostly I just stare as he does it himself and let Dixie tease about my strange taste in men and wonder when in heaven's name I turned into a damn wallflower. 
I think I need mental help. Or an intervention. 
“Are you angry?” 
He chuckles at that, soft but harsh, steel wool scratching across my eardrums. “No, I'm just … I'm just stupid, I guess.”    
“I wouldn't have brought you here if you were an idiot. Particularly if you were any more idiotic than I currently feel. I haven't felt this moronic since Private Patriot dispersed amnesia gas into the underground mall –” 
Troy groans, shaking his head. “I guess this is what I get for burying myself in my writing.”
“I don't exactly advertise my past.”
“Oh, you don't have to,” he retorts. “I imagine People magazine and US Weekly do just fine all on their own.”
It's not an exaggeration, really. Departing for the great unknown and opening Tea and Strumpets in a one-cow town in the middle of nowhere lends itself to puff pieces and “Where are they now?” stories, all liberally sprinkled with cheery pictures of me pouring coffee for Mrs. Santamaria arranged next to dated images of me from way back when. I've only allowed three since I left the business, however, all fawning complimentary pieces with little actual substance. 
I imagine my official Brigade studio portraits would look nice sized down to fit between an update on my love life that starts out, “Speculation that Miss Noble lied about her bisexuality to create controversy to assist her exit from the Fairness Brigade abound ...”  Fortunately I left the superhero field at just the right moment, if you're morbid enough to call it that. I left my old life in between the Lemur getting arrested for routinely doing unspeakable things to his underage sidekicks for the previous two decades and an alien craft crashing into the Lord Disturbio Plaza building and killing hundreds. 
I just wasn't interesting enough to beat those, and slipped out of public life like a wet fish through clumsy fingers. 
“You're not going to tell anyone, I hope,” I say quietly.
He shoots me a disbelieving smirk, but I know he understands what I'm getting at. It's not the regulars whose coffee orders I've memorized or Dixie and Tara I worry about. It's some superhuman reporter or caped gossip blogger I fear tracking me down, picking up a scent and following it all the way back to Tea and Strumpets. I managed to shake most of them after a while, but now it's eager young pups straight out of journalism school searching for the salacious secret that any woman who's not completely straight or wearing a purity ring simply must be hiding.
They can harass me all they want when I'm in the city, but this is my home, damn it.
“Yes, now is the perfect time to ask me that,” he says, but his voice teases more than anything else. “Which part am I not supposed to be telling anyone again?”
It takes me a moment to realize what he's searching for, a gentle wave of his free hand towards the far wall directing my gaze back to the matter at hand. Oh, right. I'd almost forgotten about my ludicrous family problems. Sighing and blowing a lock of hair from my eyes, I say, “Preferably any of it, actually, with a focus on the fact that Wavelength has been having a torrid love affair with the Quiz Master for the past five years.”
Troy grimaces and reaches up to scratch absently at his scruff. “You had to say it out loud, didn't you?”  Another swift toss of the glass empties it, and he signals for me to pass him the bottle. 
I make a face, but hand it over anyway.
“How did your family even manage to cover this up?”  
He removes the cap from the bottle, ready to pour another glass, then glances my way and cocks an eyebrow. When I hold up my hands in surrender, he has the decency to place the empty glass on a coaster on the coffee table before taking a healthy swig of scotch straight from the bottle. 
“My dad's the most powerful telepath on the planet,” I point out. “If he doesn't want you to notice him kissing a notorious reformed criminal in Oktoberfest Park, you won't. Plus, there's the plastic surgery machine –“
“Okay, okay, I think I know too much about your family already.”
He scrambles to his feet, stumbles around a bit before righting himself. There's a moment where I'm terrified he's drunk too much and is of no use to me anymore whatsoever. But his eyes clear as he stares at the wall, at my tiny handwriting made sloppy from stress. The seconds drag by, taking him with them, leaving me still sitting on the floor in an ungainly sprawl.
“I don't mean to be a bother,” I say after a couple of minutes pass, the silence stifling, “but my dad's the one who's telepathic, not me.”
He ignores me for a moment, tapping out a silent tune with the bottle dangling from his fingertips against his thigh. Then he freezes, a soft “Huh” rising from him before he blurts out, “Tell me again what you said to your dad at that dance club about the Quiz Master.”
My brow furrows as I try to remember the exact wording of what I'd said, the words clouding in my mind beneath a cacophonous cover of trumpets and laughter and confusion screaming through my mind. “I said that Morris told me Dad had been missing for three days, and Dad said he'd take care of it.”
“You didn't elaborate?”
“What would there be to elaborate?”
“I need you to think, Vera,” Troy says, his voice curt as he turns around and crouches before me. He looks for the briefest of moment like he'll reach out to grasp me in a reassuring clutch, his hands on my shoulders, his thumbs teasing the soft skin of my neck. Instead he settles back on his ankles, an uncomfortable angle, and says, “Pretend your dad only knew what any guy on the street would know about your family. Pretend that he thinks that the Quiz Master is his enemy. What exactly did you say to him?”
I nod absently in silent understanding, my eyelids sliding shut in a heartbeat. I run through the memory filed away in my mind, weave through smiling swing dancers frozen in time in my head. I filter out the din of live music and mingled conversation, focusing on the words my father and I shared.
"To be honest, I'm here on behalf of Morris. According to him, you've been missing for three days."
"Don't worry, sweetie. I'll take care of Morris, all right?"
A dead cold weight sinks in my stomach.
“I think I may have given him a vague idea that Morris contacted me to imply that he'd kidnapped my father, presumably with the intention of forcing me into a dangerous situation,” I murmur. “At least, that's how Dad would have taken it if he … you know, wasn't Dad.”
Troy sighs,  “Would he have read your mind to double-check?”
“He doesn't read his family's minds. Haven't you read his autobiography?”
He pushes to his feet and scans the floor for his slippers in an obvious attempt to avoid looking at me. “Right. That must have been a quote that came later in the book than the puffed-up glory stories from his college days. I threw the book onto my lawn when I hit that adverb-laden anecdote about turning back the Martian bird people invasion all by himself. I think it may still be out there under my grass collecting moisture, mold and more bad literary reviews as we speak.”
I block him out as much as I can manage, mentally snatching at the loose threads from today while attempting to uncover where my father's reaction might fit into it all. So let's say the man who returned to my mother with open arms and a dimmed smile really isn't who he says he is. He arrives at their condo as though nothing is out of the ordinary, as though their public cover story of white picket fences never ended, and imagining my mother's reaction to his surprise arrival slips my arms around my chest in a sorry effort to warm myself up. 
“My mother would have noticed,” I rasp out.
“Would she want him back enough to fake it?”
Would she?  Mom would strong-arm every reporter at the Town Crier if it meant she could stop living the lie she's been suffering through the past few years. God knows she's got more than enough experience with lying through a bright clenched smile to smokescreen anybody at this point. It doesn't matter what my father might have told her before he packed his bags and left. A magically dim Everett Noble would be a public relations gold mine for her, easy and affectionate and buying into the traditional-family lie enough to tilt it towards reality. 
“I want to be adopted,” I groan, letting my head drop into my hands.
Troy puts the bottle on the kitchen counter, slowly tightening the cap back on. “I can't help you with that.”
“Any other bright ideas?”
He glances around, a little dazed, possibly more than a little exhausted, and murmurs, “I should probably go.”
I frown. “What's so bright about that?”
“You have a big day ahead of you tomorrow. You need time to rest before you do something you'll regret. And I'll do a hell of a lot better trying to help you sort this mess out if I can head back to the privacy of my own place and talk to myself like an escaped mental patient. So I should probably start walking home before it gets late enough for the first-shift folks in town to start hitting the road and catch me in this,” he says, doing a dramatic turn in his robe.
I giggle in spite of myself, on the verge of tears. “I stand corrected. That's brighter than I would have thought for this time of night.” I take a deep steadying breath, then say, “You know, I can give you a ride.”
“And I can throw up on your pretty dress. We all have our talents.” He pauses to bless me with a gentle smile. “Go to bed, Vera,” he says, heading for the steps down to the sidewalk.
He's still looking at me when I take the easy way out and teleport into the bedroom, materializing right under the blankets like the pro that I can be. His surprised laughter carries through the apartment, nudging me towards sleep, and a moment later the far-off click of the downstairs lock pushes me over the edge.
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My cell phone buzzes me awake on Sunday morning, jolting me out of a deep sleep at ten after five with demanding vibrations that jostle it off the nightstand and send it clattering to the floor.
I groan and press my pillow over my head, wishing I were the sort who could just roll over and slip back to sleep once again once the alarm's gone off in the morning. I've been trained out of that kind of indulgence, however, too many years of waking bright and early to open Tea and Strumpets ruining my ability to sleep in even on weekends or holidays. 
Shoving the dark heavy mass of my hair away from my face, I slither over the edge of the bed to snag the cell phone from under the edge of the bedspread where it's landed in the wake of its tumble. A quick check of the screen reveals a text message from my mother. Parade @ 11, party @ 10, remember your bells!  :D
She cannot possibly be serious.
Wait, what am I talking about?  Of course she's serious. Why wouldn't she throw a spontaneous party to celebrate Morris's sudden death?  She'd probably even give up precious beauty sleep to make all of the little paper hats herself.
And now that I've jammed my foot back in the door to my old life, she's apparently decided to latch onto my ankle and haul me in. 
There's no such thing as saying “No” to my mother. 
“I hate my life,” I declare to my bedroom.
After giving myself an appropriate length of time to mourn my tragic existence, I finally crawl myself out of bed with the lure of hot tea, warm muffins, and my usual cold shower to jolt me awake. Caffeine never works quite as well for trashing the still-fresh memory of my toasty bed as the icy splash of chilly water across my back.
I'm almost enjoying the leisurely stroll of my morning routine, my mind stubbornly avoiding any thought of my troubling family situation. It's easier to focus on brushing out my hair until it gleams, humming along to Eddie Cochrane as I scrub the breakfast dishes, and whatever else passes for inconsequential in my daily routine. 
Today will be hard enough for my mental stability, as far as I'm concerned. I might as well take it easy while I still can.
I'm fine until I get to my closet, nibbling at my bottom lip as I scan the contents. My mother will want me in Cynthia Rowley or Isaac Mizrahi, something current and striking, preferably a dress that makes me cross my eyes and silently calculate the dent its cost could put in my rent. She'll want the posh socialite she used to pretend I was, right up until I stopped fitting into even the largest sizes of whichever designer disaster she brought home and refused to starve myself anymore to squeeze into them.
Showing up in a low-cut poison-green wiggle dress is tempting, but I imagine I'll get farther with honey than vinegar in this instance. Sighing, I rifle through a colorful array of dresses before picking out the one least likely to get me disemboweled for my troubles.
By the time I saunter into Tea and Strumpets thirty minutes later, decked out in a red satin swing dress with its hem flaring out around my knees and a pair of black patent-leather heels with ankle straps on my feet, my nerves have finally started to crawl up on me. Luckily we're two hours away from the lunch rush, all of the booths empty save one, so if I do indulge in a minor nervous breakdown while I'm here I won't embarrass myself all that badly.
Troy shoots a sideways glance my way from his seat in booth two, the tip of his pen between his teeth, the only sign that he's affected by my outfit the slight slackening of his jaw as I head into the kitchen.
My cheeks warm with color as he stares my way. I'm almost grateful Dixie's not there to witness it and douse us both in a massive amount of playful teasing.
All conversation in the kitchen – the grand sum of it coming from Tara, one bubbly flirtatious stream of jokes – deadens as soon as I walk in. Benny lets out a low whistle, and Tara says, “What in heaven's name are you wearing?”
I swish the dress from side to side, barely concealing an uneven smile. “I know this might come as quite a surprise to you, but this is what's commonly referred to as a dress.”
“That's not a dress,” Benny rumbles. “That's a Frank Sinatra song.”
My smile brightens. “I'll take that as a compliment.”
“You'd better.”  He shakes his head, turning back to the pile of dishes he's working his way through washing.
“So where's Dixie?”
Tara frowns. “You don't remember?  Her niece's bat mitzvah is next weekend. She went to pick up a dress at the mall while she still had a chance.”
“Oh, right.”  I can't help but blush as I shoot a worried glance towards the dining area. Dixie mentioned something last week about possibly being late on Sunday, the only day this week she could afford to be late between the cafe and the two college classes she's taken this semester. Suddenly I feel like a horrible boss, sucking up all of Dixie's free time when Lord knows she doesn't have much to begin with.
“Oh, don't get your fancy panties in a wad,” Benny snaps as soon as he sees the look on my face. “We can handle this hole-in-the-wall just fine for one morning. I know this place means a lot to you, princess, but it isn't half as complicated as you make it out to be.”
Tara shoos him away with a warning look, her sun-browned arms casually crossed as she approaches to take a closer look at my outfit. I'd love to show off my dress for her to fawn over, but I'm more concerned about the day-to-day operations of Tea and Strumpets that I've been missing out on. “We're not a hole in the wall,” I blurt out, mildly offended.
Tara ignores the change of subject. “We're fine, Vera. We've had to scare off a few reporters who thought they were all sneaky, but Benny's been waiting to slip laxatives into the soup for ages now.”
“Please tell me you're not being serious about the laxatives.”
She just grins, snapping her gum until the chemically-produced scent of cherries wafts through the air. “Look, we'll call you if things really go haywire. You handle what you have to handle.”  She tilts her head just so, her crystal-blue eyes locking with mine as she tones down the sugar in her voice. “You holding up all right?”
I try to shrug good-naturedly, but in the end all I can manage is a fidgety squirm. “I'm not having a nervous breakdown. That's an accomplishment, right?”
“I hear your brother got out of the clink this morning,” she offers. “At least you've got that going for you.”
It's hard not to pull a disgusted face at that announcement. If Tara knows Graham is free to move about the planet as he pleases, his face must have been plastered all over the morning news the moment Hollyoak spit him back out into the world like an unwanted watermelon seed. I'd like to think that my mother didn't bother to text me the news of his release because she assumed I already watched the news, but then again I have met the woman before. With my luck, she'll probably spring him on me at the party with an enormous bow wrapped around his neck, at which point both Graham and I can share something in common for once and wish incredibly hard that we'd both been adopted.
“Oh, good, one less thing to worry about,” I say, my lips pulling into a pained smile that makes my entire face feel tight and numb. 
Something outside draws my attention – a honk of a car horn, the wail of someone's toddler; I'm not entirely sure – and I glance over my shoulder in time for a shock of platinum blond hair to catch my eye as it moves past the front window. For a brief distressing moment I picture myself at the party, hovering next to the catering table as I try to avoid my delighted parents, silently seething as I poke holes into an innocent plate of flan with a silver fork.
Nobody says I have to go into this mess alone. And to be completely fair, my parents did encourage me to bring someone. It's just a question of whether or not that particular someone would be willing.     
“I'll check in on you guys later, all right?”  
I don't wait for an answer, rushing out of the cafe in a swirl of red satin and dark curls. 
Hazel's almost halfway down the block before I reach her, unused to moving any faster than a brisk walk in heels. She finally slows after I call her name, clenching her fists before she turns, already prepared for the argument I can't blame her for expecting out of me.
One look at me and all of the fight bleeds out of her in an instant.
“Hot damn, Vera, where the hell have you been hiding that thing?”
The lingering blush in my cheeks from Troy's open gawking at my outfit flares to life again at her reaction. “Is that a thumbs-up or a thumbs-down?”
“It's a lethal weapon, is what it is,” she says, almost sounding aggravated. A moment later the bagger from Danielson's Grocery stumbles past with his raging case of cystic acne in full force and his jaw on the ground as he gapes at me. The warning sneer she shoots his way makes me feel far better than it probably should considering the current state of our relationship. 
“Thanks,” I murmur.
“You're welcome.”  She stuffs her hands in her pockets, shifting her weight to side to side, playing things casual. “I heard about your brother.”
I frown. “Yes, you and everyone else, it seems.”
Hazel knows me well enough to recognize the exhausted tone in my voice. “They didn't tell you he was out?”
“They texted me with the time and place for the party they're giving to celebrate Morris's untimely death. Does that count?”
“Wow, tacky.”
I tilt an absent nod her way, taking a quick assessment of the sidewalks on Main Street. It's a warm day, late spring sunlight toasting away the morning chill and gilding the angular edges of the buildings' facades. But it's still early yet for the rush of people taking their lunch breaks, a few weeks away from school's end and the inevitable spill of excited kids down the sidewalks. Only a handful of people can be seen meandering the streets, enjoying leisurely walks to the bank or the mini-mart or the library, all of them faces I recognize. If there's a reporter anywhere nearby waiting to pounce on me and wheedle out my opinion on Morris's demise, I can't see them.
I take a step closer to Hazel anyway and lower my voice just the same. “What are you doing today?”
Hazel's sharp, I'll give her that. It only takes a glance at my attire and a bit of quick sloppy mental arithmetic for her to connect the dots, holding up her hands in hasty defense. “Oh, not a snowball's chance in hell, gorgeous.”
“I doubt they know we're not a couple anymore, so it's not like it would be much of a shock.”
“You didn't tell them?”
“Morris talks to them more than I do,” I say. I try not to think about that, or that I can't seem to kick the habit of referring to him in the present tense, or just how many times I've attempted to call his cell phone since leaving the morgue and how there's unsurprisingly been no answer. “Look, everything is complicated and I don't really understand what's going on right now, but I need another pair of eyes with me right now.”  I cut her off before she can start making a vocal list of alternates. “I need someone there who's on my side, and the only way I can guarantee that is by bringing someone with me.”
“You sure I'm on your side?”
I can't restrain myself from huffing a derisive breath. “You're not on theirs.”
For a long moment she pins me in a place with a pinched look that makes me wish I could read the thoughts currently tumbling through her head. Her tongue piercing taps out a rhythm against her teeth. 
“Fair enough,” she says. “Okay, fine, I'll need a ride back to my grandmother's house to change.”
She takes my hand with a pointed stare, a clear cue for me to pop us over there with a wink and a thought, and it suddenly strikes me that she's never seen my powers at work. She's never witnessed the lightning-quick ghostly fade of my body as I teleport from one place to another. Not once has she held on and come along for the ride. I can do it, of course, and the worst she might experience is a headache that'll fade after a stiff drink, but mostly mere mentions of my abilities have been enough to send her flying off the handle.
She doesn't look particularly thrilled by the prospect of traveling this way, but she's still holding my hand.
“You look fine the way you are,” I say.
Her brow furrows in confusion, even when my fingers lace through hers. I can see why she might want to put on something dressier than a pair of baggy khakis belted with thin chains around her slim hips and a layered pair of tank tops stained with tattoo ink. She's dressed for her day off, not for mingling with a roomful of cheerily drunken superheroes, and maybe that's her advantage. She'll certainly be a hell of a lot more comfortable in this than she will if she has to court my parents and their friends in her fanciest clothes.
“You sure?” she asks.
I smile. “Trust me?”
It's a cheap shot and she knows it, rolling her eyes with all of the drama of a temperamental teenager. Her fingers tighten their weave through mine, and she grins in spite of herself. “Well, come on, then,” she says. “Hi, ho, Silver.”
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We arrive – because that's exactly my sort of luck – in the unlit closet of my old bedroom at my parents' place.
Hazel stumbles over a discarded pair of candy-pink suede boots I don't recognize, presumably refugees from one of my mother's charitable shopping sprees through the fashion district in my name. Hazel's hands snap out to clutch at my forearms, blunt nails digging into my skin out of reflex. 
I frown, reaching out to steady her. I don't often carry passengers. Even when I'm in tiptop shape, teleporting with someone else tends to be more trying on them than it is on me. “You all right?” 
She takes a deep cleansing breath. “You need a license to do that superhero shit, right?”  
I nod.
“Yeah, it shows,” she grumbles.
Frustrated, I let go of her, ignoring the worrisome dip in my stomach when she sways and bends forward to put her hands on her knees to catch her balance. “I'm still a bit rusty,” I point out. “What do you expect after five years between jumps, pinpoint accuracy?”
“From you?  Damn straight.”
I'm not quite sure how to take that. Elsewhere in the penthouse echoes the thrum-drum of the Mexican folk music my mother tends to play to fill the background during her cocktail parties, and I can't help but focus on that. It's easier than staying in the here and now, where Hazel's attempting to keep from hyperventilating and still managing to needle me at the same time.
I mentally debate flipping on the lights in the closet but dismiss it as a waste of time. “Come on,” I say, heading over to the door and opening it a crack to peer out into my room. Luckily, it's empty of drunken guests looking for a quiet place to make out or masked henchmen decked out in all-black outfits spying on the revelers, which happens more than you'd think at my parents' parties.
A moment after I step out of the closet and into the bedroom, shaking out my curls and smoothing down my dress when I've gotten more elbow room, Hazel follows. Her breathing's finally steadied and calmed, but her eyes narrow in confusion when she takes in our surroundings.
“Whose room is this?”
“Mine,” I murmur, my cheeks warming under the weight of her gaze. “Or at least it used to be.”
She says nothing, and I thank God for that much. Instead she gives the room a critical once-over, searching with a curious eye for a personal touch she won't find anytime soon.
I used to try sometimes to imagine the girl my mother believed lived in my room and slept in my bed when she decorated it. Whoever that girl was, she loathed movie posters and art prints, didn't care for prominently displayed photos, hated bright colors and did something with her free time that didn't involve books, television or music. She preferred bare gray walls and pristine white carpeting, kept her room as neat as a pin, and wouldn't know a personal touch if it bit her in the ass. 
Words cannot begin to describe the mindless enthusiasm I experienced upon moving into my very own dorm room in college, a room I wasn't ordered to keep modest and sterile just in case Seventeen decided to stop by and spontaneously photograph the place. I may have bought enough multicolored bean bags chairs to make the room resemble a psychedelic and particularly squishy version of Mars, but don't quote me on that.
Hazel tugs open the top drawer of the only curio in the room, unable to keep from barking out a laugh at the lingerie I'd never bothered to take with me when I left the city. If I remember correctly, most are demure numbers in flowery satin and lace, ridiculously uncomfortable to wear under costumes, each piece a few hundred bucks a pop. Hazel can certainly attest to the fact that I don't wear those anymore, preferring garter belts and leopard-print corsets. Hey, when I commit to a look I commit, damn it. “I thought you didn't talk to your parents anymore,” she says.
“I don't.” I crack open the door to my bedroom, peering down the hallway to the living room. Sultry acoustic guitar pours around me, low-slung Spanish lyrics twisting a sordid tale of lost love that tests my gag reflex. “Not a lot, in any event. Doesn't stop my mother from keeping my bedroom intact just in case I decide to stop throwing my never-ending temper tantrum and return to the loving bosom of the public eye.”
“I commend your restraint in not using air quotes when you said that.”  She sneaks up behind me and peeks around my shoulder, just in time to spot the Winter Witch stride past holding a nearly-empty glass and wearing a flimsy silvery frock that skims her pale thighs and presumably costs more than six months' worth of my rent. 
Hazel makes a disgusted noise, pulls me back, and yanks the door shut. “I can't go out there,” she hisses, and darts back into the closet before I can blink.
The muffled rattling of clothes hangers being shoved aside carries out into the bedroom, and I start to feel the first twinge of guilt at not giving her a lift home to change before bringing her along. “Now you get nervous?”
“There's a news photographer out there,” she snaps.
I frown, a bit disappointed in myself for not catching sight of Chester while I'd still been propping the door open. Chester Weeks has been flitting around my mother's holiday parties and society shindigs since before I could walk, all ninety sweaty hairless pounds of him. I grew taller than him by the time I was ten, and was lucky enough to have a simple if superhuman escape option for when he attempted to flirt with me when I was a teenager. I definitely haven't missed Chester at all. “Do you honestly care about that?”
“I care about my grandmother not giving me shit if I end up in the tabloids wearing a dirty tank top to a party full of rich people.”
“Okay, fine,” I say, stifling a growing spark of exasperation. “Come on, there's a ludicrous amount of designer outfits in there, you should be able to find something --”
Hazel stalks out of the closet with a frustrated grimace, designer shirts in muted colors streaming from her clenched hands like dangling banners. “Vera, are you on crack?  I can't fit into any of these.”
Rolling my eyes, I rescue the tops she's trying to throttle into submission and toss most of them onto the eggshell-white bedspread. Thanks to my mother's deliberate ignorance of my correct size or her hopefulness I'll find something pretty enough to diet for, Hazel's right. Everything fitted or sporting sleeves gets thrown into the heap, and I finally settle for a simple olive-green wraparound top. “Look, I can get us over to my mother's room, but we can't rob my mom's closet. She'll notice. My clothes are the only ones left, and besides, baggy is in.”
“Not that baggy,” she mutters, but strips out of her layered tank tops without prompting. I casually keep my gaze trained away from her chest, praying I'm not blushing as she tugs the wraparound top on. ”The shit you talk me into, I swear to God.”
I rest my hands on her shoulders and turn her around. I picked up a few tricks at my mother's knee, most of which involve properly applying makeup if you intend to wear a mask or the perfect demure smile to slap on for the paparazzi. But one of the many things I learned but never got a chance to put to good use was the quick and neat guerrilla alteration of clothes that won't fit. I still keep rubber bands, a sewing kit, bobby pins, and paper clips in my purse for just such an occasion. “Oh, would you calm yourself, Hazel,” I say, grabbing a thin cream scarf from a coat hanger to repurpose as a belt, “it's just a change of clothes.”
“You would think that,” she grumbles.
I finish twining the scarf in a crisscross around her midsection and feed it through the shoulder straps of the top, tying it off at the end in a loose bow so it will swing behind her. “You'd think I asked you to perform brain surgery in public or something.”
“It isn't hard, Vera. It's fucking humiliating, is what it is.”
“Yes, well, you didn't have to come.”
“You're the one who asked me to come,” she snaps.
My mind's already picturing the rest of the conversation and the inevitable screaming match. I sigh and rest my hands on my waist. “Can we postpone the argument until we go back home?  Please?”
“Sorry,” she says, sounding anything but.
“Don't be ...“ I catch myself before I get too far into another rant. Now is not the time to fall backwards through time into some regretful memory bustling with clipped words and shattered knickknacks. My gaze darts around in desperation, finally settling of the arching brush of her hair, the way the color of the top makes her freckles pop. 
“That color looks good on you,” I say. I can't even fault her the ink-stained khakis. Paired with the elegant olive-green top, she might have just wandered in from the nearest art studio, if you didn't know any better. People will think my mother's started inviting her favorite starving artists to these parties like some sort of perverse charity.
Hazel releases a derisive snort. “Nice try,” she says, but she's smiling in spite of herself. A moment later she tucks her hand into the crook of my elbow, a maneuver that might have come off classy if she weren't taking advantage of it to steer me towards the door with more force than necessary. “Well, come on. Let's get this dog-and-pony show over with.”  
I open the door to the stir of butterflies let loose in my stomach.
When I was little, I used to pretend that my family lived in a glass castle high above the city. I'd prance from room to room with a rhinestone tiara pinned into my curls, wearing some floaty pink number my grandmother picked up on the cheap just to make my mother bristle every time she caught me in it. And yes, before you even ask, I'm equal parts mortified and amused by that particular memory.
I thought I was a princess, and that we lived on the very top of the very tallest building in the city because that's where princesses live. It was more than a bit deflating over the years to discover just why that wasn't the case.
Mom took the growing lack of enthusiastic children living in the penthouse to steer the interior decorations full-tilt into modern stylish sterility. The walls are glass and steel all around, the windows tempered to let light in but stay pitch black and impossible to view into from outside. My parents can watch the world from on high, keep a cautious eye on whichever enormous mutant sea creature is attacking the city and respond accordingly. And now they can do so without turning to fly off to the rescue and tripping over my EZ-Bake oven or Graham's video games.
Or at least they could if they both still lived here.
Nearly everything in the place is cool steel or spotless glass, unmarred white walls and polished ebony flooring. The few spots of color – my mother's collection of genuine Aztec pottery saved and passed down through her family for generations, my dad's framed photos of family members in various skintight costumes that far outnumber the photos of us wearing anything else – pop against the neutral backdrop. I can only imagine what I must look like, a vivid red splash in a sea of neutral outfits. I must look like a walking blood splatter.
Most of the guests mingle out on the balcony. It's late morning by now but they still clasp delicate champagne glasses in their hands as they wave down at the parade passing below. I can pick out my parents milling among them, my father in a perfectly tailored suit, my mother decked out in a creamy Grecian cocktail dress. Mom's head tilts back as she laughs at something my father says which I can't hear, and goosebumps rise on my arms.
The guests staying inside to nurse expensive wine and barely tolerate Mom's playlist are mostly superheroes, that much I recognize even without their costumes. Unfortunately, they don't seem to be having any problem recognizing me right back. When Dr. Platinum spots me, she chokes on her drink and nearly does a spit-take, managing instead to splash pink-gold spots across the front of her ill-fitting herringbone suit dress. The Aphrodite Assembly, the whole dim gossipy lot of them, take one look at me and immediately huddle up to giggle at my expense like the catty wastes of designer shoes that the majority of them are. Shadow's the only one I can see in the immediate vicinity who shoots me what appears to be a warm welcoming smile of recognition, not afraid to stick out considering she's already wearing more fabric than any three other female guests combined between her conservative long-sleeved dress and simple hijab. 
Chester, the photographer, spots me from across the room and allows himself to gape for a brief moment before he starts frantically snapping away.
Oh, wonderful. I'd been hoping the reminders of why I left this particular life wouldn't be quite so blatant, but apparently no such luck.
“Deep breaths, Vera,” Hazel orders from behind a tight smile. “All the way up from your knees.”
I nod almost frantically, my head bobbing in a stiff jerking motion until Hazel's hand tightens on my arm.
Mom cuts through the stunned party guests like a laser slicing through a herd of snarling zombies. Before I know what's hit me, her arms sweep me into a hug. “Vera, you made it!”  
When I laugh, bursting forth with something that comes off painfully hysterical, Hazel's mouth screws into a confused scowl that she quickly attempts to smother. “This is where I make a joke about the traffic, right?” I say, my voice more shrill than usual.
Mom chuckles as though that's not the same tired joke I always tell after teleporting to prevent someone else being making it first. “And you must be Hazel,” Mom says, taking her hands before Hazel and her personal space issues can duck away. “I've heard such wonderful things about you. Did you do all of the work on your arms by yourself?  The detail is magnificent.”
It's a smart move, complimenting Hazel's intricate tattoo sleeves. Hazel didn't tattoo them herself – her buddy Jason does her tats and she handles his – but she arranged the artwork herself, a vibrant study in tropical ocean life. She shrugs even as her smile grows. “I get bored easily.”  She stretches out her arms, showing off the shy clownfish and seahorse families peeking out from her skin. “It's either this or draw on myself with Sharpies, and I grew out of that when I was five.”
My mother giggles as she leans close to me. “I like her, sweetie,” she stage-whispers. “She's funny.”  Something catches her eye from the other side of the room, and she tosses her hair and adjusts her posture without thinking. “Oh, and there's the mayor.”
She hustles away before I can say anything, weaving between the curious onlookers with breezy intent. Hazel shoots me a bemused look. “Are you sure she's a stone-cold bitch?”
I cock an eyebrow. “I could have imagined my entire childhood,” I say dryly, “but I doubt it.”
A moment later, Nate sidles up to the both of us, a bottle of microbrew in one hand and two champagne glasses held in the other. I recognize his standard black suit from the last few parties he attended before I left the city, apparently holding up quite nicely in the ensuing years. He must have left the cowboy hat at home, or at least had it stolen by a well-meaning coat check girl. His head's shaved so smoothly I can barely spot where persistent patches still attempt to grow, and my fingers itch to run my hand over it and make a joke about babies' bottoms. “You'll be wantin' these, I'll bet,” he says, extending the champagne glasses to us with a beaming smile.  
“Nate,” I say, unable to rein in how grateful I am to see him here. I almost thought I would go the rest of the day without seeing anyone other than Hazel who could tolerate my presence without storing up snide comments to make about me after I leave the room. “Oh, good, that's one more person who can keep me from giving myself a frontal lobotomy.”  
I move to reach for one of the glasses and freeze. “Which one is the sparkling cider?” I ask.
He shakes his head, his wily smile growing, and wiggles the glass in his left hand in mid-air. Trust in Nate to come prepared just in case I'm not in the mood to get plastered at one of my parents' stuck-up shindigs.
I pluck the glass from his right hand and take a quick drink, ignoring the pointed look he shoots me. “Hazel's vegan,” I point out. “She can't have the champagne.”  I know Mom well enough by now that if the waiters are passing out sparkling cider, it's there specifically for the handful of heroes with dietary restrictions. Mom's gracious like that. Shame she's not like that when there's not a party or a film crew involved.
Nate waits until I take another healthy swig to clear his throat, and I blush when I realize what he's getting at. 
“Oh, right. Hazel, Nate. Nate, Hazel.”
He gives her a polite nod, holding out a hand. “Pleasure to meet you.”
Hazel frowns as she takes the cider from him. “I don't shake hands,” she says.
I lift my gaze to the ceiling and try desperately not to have some sort of tantrum right here in the midst of the upper echelon of the superhuman community. I suppose I asked for that last one, however. Hazel's never been the cuddly type. She doesn't talk about why very much, but it didn't take me long to learn that getting her to accept a handshake or a hug from a stranger without a flinch on her part is a major accomplishment. If she thinks she can turn either down without causing waves, she will. 
She knows her audience well by now, obviously. Nate just shrugs and says, “Well, if it makes you feel any better, you ain't the only one.”
“It doesn't,” Hazel replies, but at least she grins when she says so.
Then it strikes me just what Nate said. “Wait, what's that supposed to mean?” I ask.
Nate bends close, appearing to anyone who might be curious like he wants our casual conversation to be heard over the rising din of six-string guitars and insistent drums pouring from the speaker system. “Everett hasn't touched a goddamn one of us since we walked in the door. Your mama, meanwhile, has been hugging everyone dumb enough to pass her like she's the world's worst pickpocket.”  
I can't help but grimace at that. If Mom's attempting to hide Dad's strange behavior, she's trying way too hard.
A raucous bang disrupts the relative calm of the party. A missile bolts past the windows of the penthouse, the glass rattling in the frames. Everybody in the penthouse tenses as one. Nate lowers his bottle with a scowl. “Aw, hell, Nucleo's sending another –“  
Someone flies past the penthouse at speeds approaching sonic levels, their costume a blur of black, gold and red. I could swear I see them wave, whoever it is.
The mood tones down again, back to the normal level it was at before the disruption. “Never mind,” Nate says. “Graham's got it.”
“Graham's back in the suit?  Today, of all days?”  
Nate shrugs. “He volunteered. Ivy says that's just his charitable nature.”  The smirk on his face as he finishes off his beer and deftly deposits it on the tray of a passing waiter displays his opinion of that particular assessment of Graham well enough. 
I frown, highly doubting Graham asked to work during this party because he's just that giving. “Has she met him?”  
He chuckles at that.
The demanding tinkling of a fork tapping against a glass resonates through the living room as the double doors to the balcony slide open and Dad moves into the doorway, catching everyone's attention. Mom must have picked out his suit, earthy shades of brown and red in his jacket and vest. It brings out the gold flecks in his brown eyes and the sharp angles of his cheekbones, drops ten years from his appearance and lessens the smugness in his smile. She hovers beside him with an adoring grin. If I didn't know any better, I'd firmly believe they've always been in love. 
“Friends and teammates,” he announces, “it's a pleasure to see you here today to celebrate the passing of a truly vile criminal I'm sure we're all glad to be rid of.”
A voice from the balcony calls out, “You most of all, right, Everett?”
Dad tilts his glass towards his old sidekick. “Oh, most definitely, Frank.”
“This is creepy as hell,” Hazel murmurs. 
I shrug. “We never claimed to be normal.”
“We, huh?”
I manage not to glare her way at that, focusing on my father instead.
“It's been a long time coming. I think we all know what a trying life it's been with Morris Kemp constantly on our heels, but I'd just like to thank everyone who came today for joining us as we cheer the loss of the Quiz Master. Good riddance to bad rubbish, I say.”
“I'll second that!”
A round of applause fills the apartment, and all I can picture is a lonely body on a table in a cold, badly lit room across town.
The crowd starts to move en masse out to the balcony to watch the parade. Nate trails out along with them with a parting wink, leaving Hazel and me behind to fidget and wallow in our awkwardness. Even from here, I can hear the cheers and chants of the crowds down on the street behind the party music, cheers that Morris is off somewhere on a chilled slab collecting dust. I feel like I've gotten lost somewhere and ended up upside-down and inside-out where grass is blue and the sky is green, all because I really can't find the enjoyment in celebrating the death of anyone, much less Morris. 
It strikes me, however, that right now I know exactly where my mother and father are. They're holding court on the balcony like the uncrowned American royalty they are.
“Wait here,” I say before I can stop myself.
Hazel glares at me. “Oh, no, you don't.”
“No one is at Morris's place,” I argue in hushed whispers. “The only people who know about the condo are Mom, Dad and Graham and they're all here or busy. Now's my chance. Just stall if anyone comes looking for me, all right? Say I've gone to the bathroom or something?”
What starts as a solid debate trips into hopeless pleading by the end. Hazel's lips press together in annoyance. “Fine, go,” she hisses.
I give her hand a reassuring squeeze, but she deliberately slips it from my grasp. Ouch.
“Five minutes,” I swear, then duck down the hallway towards my bedroom.
As soon as I'm out of sight, I teleport to the condo. 
And land directly in the middle of an inferno.
“Oh, you've got to be kidding me,” I yell, immediately teleporting for cover out of reflex.
I've only ever been to the building Morris and my dad live in once, for a delusional Rockwellian disaster of a family dinner that my father dreamed up right before I departed superhero work and the city itself in a temperamental swirl of smoldering spandex. In retrospect, my dad was only trying to make up for the whole homewrecking catastrophe. It would have been almost sweet if it hadn't actually been a fascinating exercise in futility, except with more explosions than usual. You'd think my dad had never met me or Graham before considering his protesting shouts when Graham threw the silver gravy boat through the brick wall between the dining room and their bedroom. On the bright side, at least we amused the hell out of Morris.
Needless to say, the condo – or at least the professionally maintained hallway outside the condo – hadn't been on fire at the time.
All right, it hadn't been on fire long. 
I pop out of the hallway and materialize on the landing in the stairwell, as close to the insufferable chaos in the hall as my powers will allow me now that they know what's going on. I can only imagine being rusty is still fogging my mind just enough to have stunned my senses into missing the fact that this particular landing point is a little more ablaze than I usually prefer.
“Oh, wonderful. Make it difficult for me, why don't you?” I say.
I take a deep breath and close my eyes, blanketing the entire floor of the building with the full reach of my abilities. It's a simple trick, an effortless display any teleporter can perform even at their weakest. The one thing we can all do, even slackers like me who give up the cape to go peddle free-trade coffee and Mexican desserts from dawn to dusk, is orient ourselves to the world around us in an instant. Our minds feel out our destinations no matter how far away they may be, skim the surface for people and objects, let gravity pull at us so we land in standing positions. 
A little concentrating is all it takes to crystallize the scene in my mind, building up the floor plan in my imagination in tangible miniature.
The fire is contained to the hallway, a bright blotchy block of red to my mind's eye. A single person in the hallway, wading through a pool of heat. No one else on the floor here, above or below.
Right. Fire alarm. I must have shown up too late for it.
“That was nice of him,” I murmur to myself. 
Whoever it is, I doubt they've caught a glimpse of me just yet. Firestarters have a tendency to take the supernatural pyromania to deluded extremes. Once they get started, they don't notice details very well. We always needed to cover the hell out of Flashpoint. He was once so entranced by his own fire-wielding that he missed the toddler son of Professor Neutron sneaking up behind him with a wiffleball bat, although he eventually noticed when the kid whacked him behind the knees.
If this firestarter's anything like most of them, he's disabled the sprinklers along with setting off the alarms. It's the first pop quiz you take in Safe Battle Techniques 101. Once you clear out the innocent bystanders, you can cause all the damage you want. 
Oh, fantastic. That just means I don't exactly have a lot of time before he destroys everything in sight. 
Steeling myself, I shove past the ingrained instinct to steer clear and teleport directly into the apartment Morris and Dad shared only last week, stumbling when I appear in their foyer to a growing heat tinged with smoke. The doors here are thick, but they won't hold this fire out for long, not if this particular firestarter's motives are exactly what I expect they are. 
He's destroying all evidence of the secret romance of Everett Noble and Morris Kemp in one sentient bonfire. He may not know it's the case, but he's doing so nonetheless.
I have to make this quick, scavenge whatever I can from the place and make do with what I find. 
“It would help if I knew what I need to find,” I mutter in between coughs.
The condo my dad and Morris share – or shared, I suppose – possesses far more intimacy than my parents' cold and sterile glass castle in the sky. It's all dark oaks and gold accents, forest-green leather and soft warm lighting, like one huge smoking room. Of course, with the power out and the place smoking in reality rather than simply in name only, attempting to navigate around their heavy antique furniture is asking for trouble.
“Think, Vera,” I say to myself, crouching low to the ground to access the steadily dwindling oxygen supply. What to take, what to take?  I don't have time to dig through the hundreds of neatly organized books lining the shelves built into the walls, any more than I can empty the file cabinets and desk drawers in Dad's office searching for an answer. If Dad – the real Dad – were going to have anything of vital importance, that's where he'd put it. Predictable and particular, that sums up Dad but good.
So forget Dad. Where would Morris hide something if he could see trouble brewing on the horizon?
I don't even have to ponder that one for long.
A blink and a wish later and I'm standing in the cramped bathroom of the spare bedroom, a hideaway no bigger than a closet which Morris showed me during the grand tour of the apartment, right before Graham started pitching expensive place settings through the wall and housewarming fell by the wayside. “And since we plan on having so very many guests,” Morris said dryly, gifting me with a knowing glance that made me fight the urge to immediately teleport home, “I'm sure we could hide the Hope Diamond and a substantial supply of yellow-cake uranium in the toilet tank and no one would ever find it.”
Sometimes, I wonder if that man is psychic or just always planning ahead out of habit.
I topple the box of tissues from atop the toilet tank and lift the lid, peering inside with thinly veiled disgust. I swear, the things I do for these people. At least it's not at the bottom of the toilet bowl, I suppose, although I don't rate this much higher.
Sure enough, something catches what dim light is available and issues a sparkling greeting from the depths of the murky water. Not bothering to think too hard about what I'm doing, I slam my eyes shut in disgust and plunge my hand into the tank, fumbling blindly until cool metal brushes my fingertips. I snatch up whatever it is, unsurprised when I pull it out to reveal a common house key, a rubber cover encasing the top. 
Wonderful. Now if only I knew what door out of the hundreds of millions on the planet it's meant to open. He certainly wouldn't hide a key for any door in the apartment in the well of his toilet tank. So what's left?
A wracking cough shakes through me, brought on by a sudden curtain of smoke sweeping through the spare bedroom. I tuck the key away in my bra – my outfits rarely have pockets, but you can't go anywhere without decent support when you've got a chest like mine – and take a shallow breath of ash-soaked air, readying myself to teleport to safety.
I stop before I go, shaking my head. No, I can't just leave. Not without knowing who's destroying the last vestiges of my father's life with Morris.
I only give myself a split second, just enough to catch a quick glimpse of the perpetrator and hasten my exit before I go up in flames like a bottle rocket. I pop from the bathroom to the stretch of hallway right behind him, a blur of red-orange heat in my mind's eye. If I leap quickly enough, hop in there and out again, I should be able to refrain from lighting up like a Roman candle and be able to identify the guilty party before making a break for it. I've done it before, surviving freezing conditions in a clinging thin wiggle dress, escaping without a scratch from supernovas. It should be nothing.
And it is, a single peek in and out before I teleport home. It should be routine.
Except I know it isn't as soon as I see the familiar red, orange and gold SLB-issued costume on the person.
I reappear in my bedroom at the penthouse with an audible whoosh, an errant fog of smoke trailing after me through the tear in reality I traveled through. I slap at the air to disperse the smoke, focusing on fanning the smell from the air rather than on the firestarter I recognized instantly once I could see him past the whipping smoke and bubbling flames.
Flashpoint.
What in heaven's name is a hero and a Brigade member doing scorching away the last remnants of my father's hidden life?
I rest my hands on my hips and says softly, “Oh, this is not good.” 
I find Hazel a few minutes later, tucked in an out-of-the-way corner away from the mingling party guests pointedly ignoring her, paying more attention to one of my mother's more expensive Aztec pieces than to anything else in the room. She jerks her head up before she even looks my way, sniffing at the air with a disgusted look on her face. 
As soon as she spots me she takes another sniff and declares, “You smell like a marshmallow roast at summer camp. What the hell happened?”
“Don't ask,” I say. If I tell her I just left a spreading conflagration, I'm just going to get my head ripped off.
Thankfully, she doesn't prod, at least not about that. “Find anything interesting?”
I remove the key from my bodice and pass it over.
She stares at it for a long moment, then frowns. “Is that a no?”
“Hell if I know,” I mutter. “That key could be for anything.”
“It looks like a regular old house key,” Hazel says, picking at the stiff rubber key cover until it starts to flake off in jagged little chunks. She narrows her eyes at the revealed metal, and I peer over her shoulder at the letters and numbers engraved in the bow of the key.
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I narrow my eyes in confusion. “Great. What's that supposed to mean?”
The corners of Hazel's lips quirk upward. “You are such a city girl,” she says. “That looks a rural route address. It's for a country road.”
I open my mouth to ask why Morris would have a key for some mysterious place located on a country road, but immediately slam it shut again when the answer dawns on me, dark and ominous. Morris's idea of roughing it involves having to suffer through tea steeped in bags or being forced to compose explosives from manure, so he isn't one to visit the countryside much. In fact, the only time he comes remotely near the countryside is when he visits my cafe. 
My random musings about why he would bother to drive all the way out to Tea and Strumpets for espresso and dulce de leche suddenly feel dim in retrospect. Of course he wasn't there just for me. He was there for whatever special secret he'd hidden out in the middle of nowhere.
I hiss out a curse as I snatch the key away from Hazel and tuck it back into my bra. Supervillains usually only hide one thing large enough to warrant keys and addresses. “I swear to all that is holy, I will bring him back specifically to kill him myself,” I mutter.
Hazel makes a face. “Come again?”
I shake my head. I'd rather not spread stories out of school until I'm sure.    
“Miss?”  
I turn to see one of the cater waiters holding out a tray with a deep purple drink in a hurricane glass. “I was asked to bring you this by a gentleman who wishes to remain nameless,” he says.
Call me crazy, but it looks to me like the same sort of grape smoothies I receive every time I visit the Fairness Brigade.
Frowning, I take the drink from the tray and immediately search for the person who ordered it sent my way. Unsurprisingly, a familiar bald head catches my eye, moving towards the front door.
John Camden?
It's not that John doesn't have a reason to be here. He's worked for the Brigade for decades now, a constant presence. I think I've seen him more than I've seen either one of my grandmothers. He's signed my permission slips for school when Dad was too busy giving entire armies of minions permanent amnesia with the power of his mind. John's a fixture in our lives, and it's a shame that a sarcastic voice in my head feels the need to pipe up that my parents might consider that “fixture” designation in terms of furniture rather than sentimentality.
But I've yet to see anybody at this party without superpowers, a massive bank account, or a job to do, Hazel being the sole exception. John doesn't get invited to these parties. As loyal and reliable as he may be, he stands out just as blatantly as Hazel. However, Hazel is someone's date. John, no matter how close to the family he may be, will always be seen as the help. 
My gaze follows John as I absently sip the smoothie out of habit and ignore the annoyed look on Hazel's face. “I'm sorry, am I invisible? You have a date. Why the hell are you getting anonymous drinks from strange men?”
“You realize we're not really dating, right?” I ask.
Hazel just whispers something under her breath my mother would probably not appreciate hearing. 
I take another sip of the smoothie, then frown. The underlying bite of something added to the usual flavors suddenly stands out like I've struck a vein of it threaded through the drink.
I'll be damned, the son of a bitch laced my drink with baconyl.
Baconyl is a rare chemical derivative of baconite. It's almost impossible to produce, only generated by two research labs, three superhero teams, and one supervillain, all of whom possess the secret process to make it. Unlike its source mineral, baconyl is practically powerless once it's been diluted into a cold liquid save for one important strength. Whatever the process entails, the resultant additive blocks other people's superhuman abilities from affecting you rather than negatively impacting your own powers. Therefore, it's the one drug that can keep my father out of your mind even if you want him in there, an impenetrable brick wall in your head that no amount of effort on his part has ever been able to break down. Dad keeps that particular information a close-kept secret for obvious reasons, and possession and use of baconyl is highly regulated by everyone from local governments to the international division of the SLB.
There's only six people alive who know that other than my father – my abuela
Noble, Mom, Graham, me, John, and … Morris. Right.
If John's slipping me baconyl, he knows damn well there's something wrong with Dad. 
John pauses before reaching the door and suddenly heads for the far hallway. It takes me a moment to realize it's my mother leading him in that direction, her dark brown hair whipping out behind her as she jerks him away from the rest of the party.
“That's not the point, Vera –”
I snatch her sparkling cider from her hand and place both of our drinks on the nearest flat surface, then latch onto Hazel's wrist. “Try to look like you like me,” I say, and haul her down the hallway towards the bedrooms.
I should expect her not to listen, especially to such an insipid instruction like that. I'm hoping she'll act flirty and silly, pretend to be buzzed from champagne, virtually harmless. It's the only distraction I can think of, I'll admit, but I'm not surprised when Hazel doesn't play along. “What? You 're not seriously dragging me off to –“ 
I spin her around in the middle of the hallway, my arm tucked around her waist, and press her in a corner I remember well. The nook right where the hall turns back towards the living room is shadowed just so you can make out with someone and not be recognized unless someone sneaks right up beside you. I should know. After all, why come out to your parents when they can just stumble onto your sixteen-year-old self during a party tucked away in a dark corner with your hand under the shirt of one of the cater waitresses, right? 
As soon as I position her just the right way, concealed in the shadows, just two indistinguishable humanoid shapes moving against one another, something clicks in Hazel's mood. “Oh,” she sighs as I hide my face in the crook of her neck.
From here, she has a clear view of my mom and John at the far end of the hallway, the two of them clearly not paying attention to either one of us. It's easy to ignore us, really. The hallway curves in a blocky U, the only dimly lit part of the penthouse even in the middle of the day. “What are they doing?” I whisper into her hair.
Hazel's head tilts towards mine, cushioned against my curls, close enough for her lowered voice to be heard over the echoing cheers and clapping coming from the balcony. “Arguing, it looks like.”
“Do they see us?”
“Fuck, I hope not,” she murmurs, and I almost pull away. She stiffens before I move, lacing her fingers around my wrist and hastily adds, “No, they don't.”  She tucks closer to me for a moment, burrowing her face in the dark veil of my hair, and I find myself distracted by her casual closeness right before she hisses in a breath and blurts, “Okay, I might be losing my mind, but I think your mom just tried to kiss him.”
I rear back out of shock, gaping down the hall in an effort to catch a glimpse of my mother and John Camden.
And that's when all hell breaks loose.
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Superheroes develop different reflexes than normal humans do. My father spent hours with me when I was a kid training me to leap without thinking when guns fired or explosions shook the ground anywhere near me. I don't have an active power, something I can expertly wield in a fight like superstrength or incredible speed or telekinesis. I just know how to run.
The explosive device goes off with a distinct crack and whizz, close enough for government work to the sound of a gunshot. 
I teleport out of the penthouse and onto the balcony with Hazel in my arms before I know what I'm doing.
“What the sweet holy fuck was that?” she yells, mostly straight in my ear. She almost pushes away from me until she notices just how close we are to the stone railing, at which point she practically climbs over me in a futile attempt to escape. A stream of curses even more venomous than usual pours past her lips. She's never been much of a fan of heights.
Over her shoulder, I can see party guests stumbling out of the sliding glass doors onto the open-air patio, gasping for breath as they emerge from the choking cloud. There's no flames at all that can be seen from where we stand, just billowing gray smoke clogging the exit. 
Hazel's blunt nails dig into my arms.
Before I can begin to contemplate just how massive the resulting blowup will be, I teleport her down to the lobby.
“Wait here,” I say, then pop back to the balcony before she can stop me.
Oh, that's going to bite me in the ass later.
When I reappear back on the balcony, just far enough from the smoldering exit not to be obtrusive to the escaping crowd, the penthouse is in a restrained sort of chaos. Ignoring the well-practiced responses to any emergency ingrained in the majority of us by now, we still cling to a naïve expectation that villains and their petty minions will hold off on attacking during social events like weddings and bar mitzvahs. It's stupid to believe so and we all know it, but it doesn't wipe the stunned expressions from the faces of the party guests tripping on their way out to the clear air on the balcony.
Heroes I don't recognize – some too young, others probably having moved to the city after I left – fly the guests to a rooftop across the street, much to the apparent delight of the cheering crowds below. I wonder briefly if they honestly believe this is all just a show, a cheap pantomime by their stalwart protectors for their entertainment. I wouldn't put it past them. When I broke up with Edward in front of the Icarus Theater downtown, a screaming match that even put some of my arguments with Hazel to shame, the gawking crowd applauded when it was over.
I can't see my parents anywhere, a minor shock. They could be inside making sure no one's hurt and left behind, ensuring that the place won't burn to the ground, but a weighted suspicious chill settles on my shoulders just the same.
When Nate emerges from the double doors with Chester's arm slung over his shoulder, I hurry over without thinking, throwing Chester's other arm around my neck.
Nate shoots me a disappointed grimace. “Aw, hell, Vera, don't you have any faith in my ability to do my damn job?  Chester here only weighs, what, eighty pounds or so?”
“One hundred and two,” Chester chokes out in between coughs, clearly offended.
Nate's lips twist into a sarcastic smile. “Oh, yeah, that's just beefy right there,” he drawls.
I shift my weight just enough for Chester to slump sideways, his camera swinging my way and banging against my midsection, and teleport over to the other rooftop with him before Nate can start in on me again.
It only takes a second to pass Chester off to someone else and pop back to the penthouse, the time between jumps so swift that Nate barely gets a chance to stop cursing in my wake before I reappear at his side. He starts when I flicker through the tear in space my initial departure left behind, a rough-edged portal only another teleporter could sense, and I get a resigned shake of the head from Nate for my troubles.
“I ain't never going to get used to that again, you know that?”
“Where are my parents?”
“Hell if I know,” he says, dodging to the side to let Whirlpool past so she can fan out the smoke with her powers. “Your mom and dad lit out of here not long after that damn thing went off. Everett tried to blow all of the smoke out of the penthouse with his mind, but no such luck. And Ivy … well, your guess is as good as mine.”
I frown, wondering if anyone else finds Dad's inability to filter out the smoke with his telekinesis or his sudden disappearance all that strange. But by now the balcony's been mostly emptied, only a few stragglers still left behind, all too busy coughing and waiting for a ride to look for Dad. “Dad couldn't draw the smoke out?  That's not exactly a complicated feat for him.”
“Give the man a little slack, peaches. It's not like it's not crawling with superhumans up in here. And the place ain't even burning. If I didn't know any better I'd think the caterers were just a little overenthusiastic cooking the hor d'oeuvres.”  Nate rubs a few smudges of soot from his face. He looks none the worse for wear and isn't coughing, neither of which is a surprise. He gives the rapidly dissipating smoke a dark look. “I didn't know any better, I'd call it your average everyday smokescreen. You sure your folks didn't just want all of us to clear the hell out a little early before anybody started rummaging through your mama's underwear drawers?”
My answering laugh might come off a bit too hysterical, but hopefully I'm the only who notices. “Right. Like my parents have anything to hide.”
Nate chuckles. “Hell, if anybody didn't need a smokescreen to hold his cards close to his chest, it'd be Everett.”  
I nod absently, avoiding his gaze.
My father is the most powerful telepath on the planet, his abilities so powerful my grandmother still claims that he made wordless mental demands while in the womb that were so loud they dropped her to her knees. His autobiography tells of a strained childhood drowning in other people's petty desires and the hateful thoughts they'd never be so crass as to speak out loud. He once told me that until he learned how to dial it back, it was like waking up every morning to a Nazi smothering you with a pillow while shouting bigoted epithets in your ear to the point of deafness. 
All I knew of my daddy growing up, of course, was that he was wise and polite, quiet and strong, and that he'd never ever read my mind, not even if he needed to in an emergency. I can't imagine any other man suddenly dropping into Dad's shoes who would behave with such restraint, not without the decades of intense practice Dad has under his belt. It'd probably drive them completely out of their minds, either with power or genuine madness.
The abrupt change in Dad's demeanor comes back to me then, its unwanted alien smugness, and I almost frantically look for something else to focus on. Now's simply not the time to dwell on that. “Did John get out?”
Nate frowns. “Come again?”
“I said –”
“Darling, you're all right!”  
Mom comes out of nowhere, pouncing on me like an enthusiastic jungle cat and wrapping her arms around me in a clinging embrace. I stiffen up immediately, unused to this as always, and shoot Nate a pleading look over her shoulder. He manages not to laugh – but only barely – before he wanders off to go check on the lingering party guests.
“I've been looking everywhere for you,” she says, stumbling over her overly loud words. “I flew over to the other rooftop but you weren't there, and then –”
“Mom, I can teleport, for heaven's sake. I think I can get away from something as simple as a little smoke.”
She pulls away, already shaking her head in understanding. Fat glistening tears well in her eyes, and I almost jerk out of her grasp at the odd sight. “Can we talk?  Just a moment?  I just want to make sure you're in one piece, that's all.”  She strokes my cheek, her wedding ring leaving a cool streak across my skin, and adds, “I worry.”
I'm bitter enough to want to snap at her, to bite back that maybe if she were so damn worried about me she might have tried picking up a phone or sending me an email or even just bothered to mention me in any of the People articles she's granted the magazine since I left the city, but somehow I manage to rein myself in. “Yes, of course,” I murmur.
She hugs me again, and for just a moment, I'm duped. Her toned arms slip around my chest like this isn't some weird social construct we just don't do, like we actually are this touchy-feely without the encouragement of cameras and a large crowd. I nearly fall for it.
“Take us to your apartment,” she suddenly growls into my ear, her grip on me tightening to the point of pain.  “Now.”
I don't even question her whirling mood swings. I just jump.
We land in my living room, a gentle ride considering how winded I'm beginning to get. I stifle my surprise that we don't end up sprawled across my bed in a jumbled mess, and I smooth down my dress as my mother steps away from me. My dress was already a disaster before we left. Now it's almost a lost cause. I'm definitely going to have to apologize profusely to my dry cleaner before she takes care of this. I might even have to bring along wine and a platter of cookies the next time I take my clothes to Betsy's shop just to butter her up. 
”You didn't have to squeeze me so tight.” I say.
“I didn't break anything, did I?”  Mom crosses her arms and gives her head an imperious toss, sending her dark hair tumbling over her shoulders. She gives the apartment a dismissive once-over, sneering derisively at the antique furniture and the ever-present scent of old books. When she speaks, her tone is chilly and distant. “You are not to mention John showing up at the party to your father, do you hear me?”
I can't help but heave a sigh of relief. Now this feels familiar. “Oh, there you are,” I say.
“Don't start with me,” she shoots back. “And it's no wonder you couldn't find me. Not talking to a person for five years can certainly make it difficult to identify them when you run into them again.”  
“The phone works both ways, Mom,” I mention, settling down on the couch. Any bit of rest I can get after the day I've had I'll gladly take, even if I have to deal with my mother while I settle into it.
She sniffs. “Knowing full well this is the sort of reception I would get?  I'd rather drive nails through my eyes.”
Typical Mom. Everything is more of an elaborate drama in her eyes than it is in anyone else's. “What were you doing at the party with John Camden?”
“I thought you might have seen us,” she says. The way she makes it sound, I must have spent the entire party shadowing her, waiting for her to do something maddening and accusatory. 
“Actually, Hazel was the one who saw you.”
She stiffens at that, an odd reaction as far as I see it. If my mother really is having an affair with John Camden, I can't see her being the least bit ashamed by it. “Did she?  Do I now have another problem on my hands keeping that scrawny excuse for a future daughter-in-law from racing off to the tabloids with her story?  She's not calling them up now, is she?  Maybe your relationship is all a lie and she's secretly nailing Chester on the side so they can work together to –“
“Oh, for heaven's sake, Mom, have you become a conspiracy theorist while I've been gone or have you just taken to watching telenovelas with Abuela?”
“You try living a double life and see how you like it,” she snaps.
I'm not even about to touch that one. “Hazel said she thinks she saw you trying to kiss John.”
She almost laughs. “Yeah, well, worked out as well as can be expected,” she mutters.
“What's that supposed to mean?”
Mom freezes, and if I were a betting woman I'd think she wasn't supposed to have admitted that. She chooses instead to go with her instinct, whirling on me and declaring, “Don't you dare tell your father that John was even at that party. He's got too many other things on his plate right now, and he doesn't need you distracting him.”
“You're lying,” I blurt out before I can stop myself. I know her tells well enough by now – the way her fingers tremble and grab at her dress so tightly the fabric audibly tears is a big one. I imagine if I checked with the Brigade I'll find Dad has been ducking his responsibilities, and that no one but my mother knows what he's been doing for at least a couple of  days. 
“I have enough practice for it, don't I?” she says.
A moment later, she's gone. A stiff breeze rattles the contents of my apartment, shaking the curtains and threatening to knock the books from the shelves in the living room. 
“Damn it,” I say, angry as hell that I didn't expect this out of her. It's not like she has to wait for me to take her back to the city. She can speed out and fly back whenever she felt like it. If anyone knows how to get in the last word in an argument, it's my mother.
There's nothing I can do about Mom after she's left, of course, other than settle into a strange sort of relief. The real Ivy Noble is still in there hiding behind the excited smiles and dreamy gazes she's been shooting my father ever since this whole tragedy started. I shouldn't be so comforted that my mother's being an utter bitch to me again, but I suppose it's not my family unless I leave feeling graceless, inferior, and exhausted. On the bright side, I don't have to go anywhere right now, so –
I bolt up off the couch, already blushing with shame.
Oh, hell.
I teleport back to the lobby of my parents' building, hoping that Hazel's actually listened to me for a change rather than done something both of us would regret, like returning to the penthouse or heading into the city or falling into an open well just because she can.
But she hasn't. I reappear in the lobby to find her sitting on the artfully uncomfortable steel and leather bench next to the elevator, leaning forward with her head down and her joined hands resting between her splayed knees. She's already frayed at the seams a bit in my absence, her thick blond hair losing its body, her pale skin pallid under the fluorescent lobby lighting.
She lifts her head, pinning me down with her gaze, and I feel like I'm sinking into the floor.
“Hey,” I say, feeling awkward and stiff.
Hazel says nothing at first, just stares me down with a far too serious expression that doesn't sit well paired with her pert little nose and definitive dash of freckles. It's a bit like Shirley Temple attempting to intimidate you, if Shirley Temple were carved out of stone and bone, hard and jagged around the edges and getting more ragged by the second. 
“Take me home,” she orders, her voice a raw bitter nerve.
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I reek of smoke, I haven't eaten in hours, and my head still buzzes from the baconyl's lingering effects. All I want right now is to go upstairs and fall asleep sprawled across my couch with nature documentaries on my television and a pint of half-finished cherry chocolate ice cream slowly melting in my lap.
Unfortunately, I might as well wish for a pony and a million dollars, as long as I'm requesting things I won't get.
I land outside of my apartment, fully expecting Hazel to make a run for it. I should have known better. She stalks toward my front door as soon as I release her hand.
All right, I guess we're hashing this out right now then.
When I follow, I half-expect to find the curtains still shuddering from Hazel's ill treatment of the door as she slammed it behind her. She could have gone home, but instead she fled upstairs with a bolt of energy spurred on by aggravation. She'll be raiding my fridge, of course, probably searching for whichever food I might have left around the house to be devoured without my permission. So much for the last of the fruit I have left in the house.
I open the door and head up the stairs, unable to resist thinking that if I were genuinely seeking out a fight, I could have simply teleported upstairs and really riled Hazel up.
I reach the top of the stairs to find Hazel tearing her way through an apple with sharp deliberate bites as she paces back and forth in the living room. She stiffens as soon as she spots me, her blue eyes narrowing in a calculating way that only for a moment makes me contemplate turning on my heel and heading back down to Tea and Strumpets to hide in the kitchen.
I slip off my shoes with a sigh before I pull out a kitchen chair and sit down. “All right, go ahead,” I say.
She scowls. “Go ahead with what?”
“We dated for a year and a half, Hazel. I know when you need to get something off your chest.”
“Oh, for fuck's sake, Vera.”  She tosses the half-eaten apple into the sink, pitching it hard enough for tiny bits of apple to spray into the air when it hits. “I'm not enough of a bitch to yell at you now.”
I lean forward, rest my arms on my knees. “I can take it.”
“Do you even understand why I want to yell?  Or do you seriously think I like to hear my own voice that much?”
“Look, I know you have a problem with my parents being who they are, but –“
“I don't give a rat's ass if your parents are the king and queen of the marshmallow people. What's freaking me right the hell out is you throwing yourself into the path of danger the way you just did.”
“So, what?  I should have just let whoever set off that smoke bomb get away with it and left all those people there to fend for themselves?”
“You quit that life, Vera. You torched your damn costume, for crying out loud.”
Actually, I threw it into the burning crater left in the Rafters by a badly-aimed atomic rocket in front of a slobbering phalanx of reporters, but I wasn't in the mood to quibble over that particular detail. “I can't just stop having superpowers, Hazel. Well, not without the use of a high-powered laser beam and a very determined supervillain, in any event.”
“You were at a party full of goddamn superheroes!  It's their job to take care of that sort of thing, not yours. You didn't have to do anything but finish your drink and watch a parade. That's it.”
“I wouldn't have watched that fucking parade if you'd wired a million dollars into my bank account.”
Hazel startles in response to my cursing, as unused to hearing four-letter words from me as I am to saying them. But I stand by my statement. I'd rather swallow acid than catch a glimpse of any more of that nauseating parade than I already have. 
“I worry about you,” she says, and for a moment her voice sounds very small, curled up and trembling like a frightened mouse. “I worried about you so much when we were dating, and now we're broken up and I can't stop. And this is what I worry about, all the time. Even now.”
“I'm trained to do this,” I point out, barely restraining the urge to throw my arms up in the air in frustration. “I've got a degree in this from the best college for superheroes in the country, for heaven's sake. I was the valedictorian.”
She sniffs dismissively. “Yeah, I noticed. I also noticed why the hell you moved here of all places.”
A jagged chill races down my spine.
“That's a cheap shot,” I murmur.
Her cheeks burn with color, the only sign she's the least bit taken aback by what she threw out onto the table. When I left the city, I started driving in my rarely-used pickup without any particular destination in mind and somehow ended up at a simple marble memorial in the woods just outside of town. I leaned up against it for hours and soaked in the sun under the two marble golems made up to look like costumed heroes, both of them staring down at me in dark disappointment. After I'd had enough of the silent persecution, I got back into town and put a down payment on the first building I spotted with a “For Rent” sign in the window. 
I have a life here – a job, a home, a new family I built from scratch – but as much as I try to pretend that I've severed my ties with the superhero community, there's still an enormous marble reminder that I'm never free from tucked away in the woods behind the high school. 
She rumples her hair with vicious intent, a sad excuse for a scalp massage. “Vera, your grandfathers couldn't catch a comet and they were indestructible. You've given yourself a second-degree burn baking cookies, for fuck's sake. I just –”  She sighs heavily, and her entire body appears to sag. “I worry. That's all.”
“You don't have to worry about me.”
“Well, somebody has to,” she says, her voice dripping with exasperation. “Finding somebody in your family who can find time in their busy schedules to give a shit about you is probably about as hard as I'm thinking it is.”
It's hard not to literally handwave her concern. It's possible I had the desire for a cookie-cutter family life drummed out of me long ago by too many years of Take Your Daughter To Work Day involving alien laser beams from outer space and teleporting supervillains into jail cells. “There are more important things in the world to them than worrying about me when I'm perfectly fine,” I say.
“Oh, yeah?  Which things, dropping giant boulders into active volcanoes to keep them from exploding or presenting at the Oscars?”  
All right, I'll admit skipping my twenty-fifth birthday party so they could present the Best Special Effects Oscar had disappointed me a little bit.
Hazel slouches against the wall, bony shoulders hitting the wall with a thump. “Sharona and Kate warned me I shouldn't date a superhero,” she grumbles.
I doubt I'm supposed to hear that, but it's hard to miss, and it manages to hit a nerve I never seem to recall is raw and frayed until it's too damn late. “No, Sharona and Kate told you you shouldn't date a bisexual. There's a difference.”
“That wasn't what they said,” Hazel says. From the tone of it, she knows she's said the wrong thing.
I can't help but get to my feet. “Oh, right. They called me the indecisive slut, if I recall correctly. Just out of curiosity, did they ever get back to you on that advice I requested in regards to what steps they took when they decided to be lesbians?  You know, to help me make up my mind and all?”
She sighs, her gaze darting away from me with thinly veiled guilt, and for a brief moment I feel awful about going there. Hazel only has a handful of lesbian friends – this town is so small Hazel and I pretty much are the gay community – and most of them have no problem with me even now. Some of them even like me. But Sharona and Kate don't like me any more than a lot of the straight folks in town do. The moment the word “bisexual” dropped from my lips, both of them wrote me off. You have no idea how much it stings to be necking with your girlfriend in the cozy back corner of some bar only to have two of her best friends interrupt to inform her of all of the ways I'll inevitably break it off with her for someone with a penis. 
“I don't want to fight anymore,” she says.
“Then why did you come up here rather than going home to your grandmother's?”
“Fuck, hell if I know.”
There's a reason I enjoyed our arguments a lot more when we were dating. Back then, it was practically foreplay. Now it's just an exercise in winding up the both of us and leaving us unsatisfied. It's a bad state to be in when I just wish I could snuggle into the depths of my bed linen with a steaming cup of hot chocolate and a questionably edited young-adult vampire novel and slip into a comforting coma.
Unfortunately, I can't. Not just yet.
“I have to go,” I say.
Hazel flashes me a dark scowl. “Then why haven't you gone already?” 
I give her a pointed look, one that makes her roll her eyes in response. She doesn't bother with saying goodbye after that, stomping past me on her way to the stairs.
She can lock the door on her way out. She always does.
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One of the few advantages as I have due to the strength of my bloodline is a more flawless sense of global positioning than most other teleporters. I might not be able to throw a car at someone or cause runaway trains to brake with the power of my mind, but I've never been saddled with the need to verify the exact location where I'm going to land before my departure. Lots of teleporters aren't so lucky. 
At least I've never had to stoop so low as to cart around a GPS tracker with me everywhere I go, I think with a disgusted shudder as I arrive at my destination.
It's not quite what I expected.
After a quick check of precisely which unpaved country road aligns with the address on Morris's key, I land with only a minimum of stumbling on the dirt road which aligns Morris's makeshift lair. The toes of my shoes rest mere inches from the unkempt edge of the lawn when I land, my aim still commendable. The grass here grows wild and untamed, a tangled waist-high crush of ferns and weeds and brambles. It subtly deters anyone from investigating further, warding off inquisitive strangers just as much as the rusted carcass of a '97 Chevy splayed catty-corner to the road. Anyone with a lick of sense wouldn't desire a visit to the unwashed trailer home tucked into the rambling jungle surrounding it, but then again there's always one wayward adventurer in every lot. 
I take a cautious step forward, only to hear a low insistent hiss from the depths of the gardener's nightmare before me. My hands slip to my waist as I give the lawn a dark warning look. I don't doubt that the hisses are simply Morris's conniving way of keeping away anyone not already frightened off by the dilapidated trailer and lush overgrowth. If I dig deep enough under the greenery, I'll bet I find mechanical snakes more likely to shock than bite.
Not that I'm about to test that particular theory by wading into that disaster area, of course.
“All right,” I say aloud to myself, “I'm Morris, and there's a nasty intruder encroaching on my lair. What do I do to keep them out?”
I take in my surroundings with sharp eyes, noting the distance between the crumbling trailer and the neighbors, the depth and thickness of the grass, just how realistic the deteriorating state of the trailer home may be. The Duffy farm peers down at the lot from a picturesque hillside a crystal-clear country mile away, a perfect view of Morris's lair on their hands if not for the unkempt flora guarding it in an impenetrable wall. The trailer sheds dirty gray siding and peeling maroon paint flecks, but the foundation itself holds solid, hinting at the dangerous reality behind the depressing illusion.
I only wish it were simply a pathetic excuse for a mobile home.
My frown twists my lips into a grim caricature as I crouch down to pluck a few rocks from the road's surface. Morris wouldn't set up a shiny new lair without the most sensitive and up-to-date security system he could whip up. I may not be able to spot the specifically bred killer squirrels in the shadows or the robot bees just waiting to strike, but there's always something, and I'm not dumb enough to teleport any deeper into its orbit and just hope for the best.
Standing back up again, I eye the compact open-air porch for distance, judging just how well tossing one of the pebbles in my hand in that general direction will turn out. My aim's never been all that brilliant when it comes to throwing anything. Sure enough, the first stone I pitch at the porch goes wide by about ten feet, plunging into the dense greenery.
A moment later a series of enormous rotating blades swipe through the lawn, felling the overgrown grass in one dramatic wave and disappearing into the ground as though they'd never been there at all.
I stand there for a long moment, silently blinking.
Well, that's certainly overkill. 
It would be easy for me to simply pop over to the porch and try the key, but I know Morris better than I'd like. I toss the next rock casually from one hand to the other, assessing just how far off I was the first time. The blades would have been a blaring neon sign to stay away. I imagine he programmed them not to dice any possible offenders so much as give them the impression Morris wasn't above slicing them thinner than potato chips.
“It's that sort of intimidation technique that generates parades in honor of your horrible death, you know,” I say quietly to Morris, wherever he may be.
The next stone hits home, skittering across the dusty floor of the porch and triggering exactly what I expect. A ripple in the air rebounds outward from the building as soon as the stone strikes. The wave cascades across the lawn, invisible to the human eye except for the way it rumples the newly cut grass. It moves through the air like rising heat off concrete, rolling outward from the trailer like steam from a hot paved road in summer. I somehow restrain my instinct to teleport to safety and allow the unseen wave to engulf me.
Doing so requires a certain level of trust out of Morris. I have to believe, at least for this one moment in time, that Morris wouldn't do anything to make this more difficult for me than it already is. 
Considering I'm trying to break into his highly illegal lair by not actually breaking in at all, he'd better deliver, that's all I've got to say.
Morris likes to know his adversaries, and the genetic pulse thrums outward for what feels like forever, the barely-there bone-deep hum it gives off fading after a minute or so. I freeze in place, a sudden teleport at this juncture probably an awful gamble. The concussive blast originating from the trailer would have registered my genetic signature, identified the proper containment course to keep me from moving any closer, and possibly whipped up a quick platter of my favorite foods while it's at it. Morris always did like his guests comfortable and well-fed, even if they were officially kidnapped for short but inconvenient periods of time.
I shift my weight from one foot to the other, waiting as patiently as I can manage.
A moment later, the light beside the door clicks on, a dazzling if perhaps not very welcoming shade of red. 
“Here we go,” I say, and leap.
In the next instant I'm standing, albeit anxiously and ready to leap again at the slightest provocation, on the small squat porch to Morris's lair. A quick bit of rummaging in my cleavage removes the key from its hiding place, and after a fast and dirty mental debate on the merits of simply walking into a confirmed supervillain's lair using the key to the front door, I throw caution to the wind, jam the key in the lock, and turn it before I can change my mind.
It opens just as easily as my own front door would have.
My mood brightens considerably when an arrow doesn't immediately fly directly at my head. Once bitten, a few dozen times shy, even after a long sabbatical.
The exterior of the building fools me, just for a moment. Even knowing what this place must be, it's difficult not to imagine due to its shoddy outward appearance that I'll be walking into a backwoods mansion of wood paneling and orange linoleum, something nearly retro enough for my own tastes if the outside of the trailer didn't hint that the inside would look like a minor disaster area. Luckily, my brain jerks to a start before I can kick myself, presumably hauled awake by the familiar punch-bright glow of computer screens and the greeting hum of white noise emanating from inside the opened door.
Sure enough, I cautiously enter to discover walls of advanced holographic computer displays and a multitude of shelves crammed with scientific laboratory equipment. However he managed to accomplish it all by his lonesome – and it would have been a solitary endeavor, no doubt; Morris prefers to work alone in every aspect of his villainy – Morris found a way to clear out the contents of the trailer and scrub away any evidence it might have once been contained patchy plaid furniture and elderly taupe kitchen appliances. He painted the walls an austere dark blue, set up an impressive mosaic of computer monitors on the front of the trailer, and replaced the kitchen with a fully-equipped (if rather cramped) laboratory. Everything in the place suffers under the grating harshness of fluorescent lighting, save the perfectly normal bedroom that still appears to be tucked behind the door at the far end. 
I frown as I shut the door securely behind me. Morris had done one hell of a job building the place, I have to grudgingly admit, even if the compact interior gives it the air of some amateur mad scientist's haphazard basement set-up. 
The other villains won't let him join in any of their reindeer games anymore if they ever see this place, I think to myself.
I rifle through a cluttered stack of schematics on a table and try not to remind myself that the other villains won't be inviting him to do much of anything anymore.
“How wonderful of you to visit, my dear.”  
I flinch and nearly drop the crumpled blueprint in my hand at the drawling voice, so achingly familiar I swear I'm mistaking it. I whirl towards the wall of monitors only to confront a paneled composite of Morris's face, scar-free but his just the same. I would know that smug smile anywhere. It's a shame it's not really a recording of Morris, or him broadcasting from some far-off place. No matter how rusty I may be, I'm still good at spotting an avatar for an artificial intelligence, it turns out. 
“Pity it isn't for a social call, is it?” he says. He almost sounds sad.
I cross my arms. “There's something astoundingly creepy about creating your AI in your own image.”
He shrugs onscreen, his answering smile completely unapologetic. “Some people enjoy talking to themselves.”
“Some people enjoy invading Guam with mutated sharks in their spare time,” I point out. Morris's adorable little foibles aren't quite as adorable as he believes they are, even in digital form.
“My, aren't we feisty today?  Someone's corset pulled a little too tight?”
“I can't imagine why I might be in a mood when I'm standing in a highly illegal lair that shouldn't even exist.”
“You needn't worry yourself, Vera. Although I suspect the fact that you've finally shown your pretty face here doesn't bode well for my creator's current state of health. You're not going to teleport me into the ocean and gleefully watch this entire trailer sink to the ocean floor, are you?  Because you should know just how many nuclear devices I'm hiding in my bathroom –”
“I'm not going to destroy your stupid lair,” I say, sounding far more petty and childish than I intended. I toy with the black casing of a disassembled device I can't identify lying on a nearby lab station, something that appears in its current state frighteningly like a pile of smashed syringes. The metal alloy casing is the only part left intact. I put it back down again, avoiding the jagged pieces. 
You know what?  I don't want to know.
The AI watches me with suspicious eyes, his gaze following my every movement. I'd like to say he looks intimidated by my very presence, but I must be doing something wrong, because if I had to guess his expression wavers between relief and pride. Leave it to Morris to create artificial intelligence that knows just how amazing it is. 
He clasps his hands together onscreen and asks, “So what exactly are you planning to do on this little excursion, if I might ask?”
Good question. “I'm thinking,” I say, stating the obvious after a long moment of contemplation where nothing comes to mind. 
“Your thinking doesn't include anything explosive, does it?”
I shoot the monitors a wry look. “You're awfully antsy for someone made in Morris's image.”
“You'll forgive me if I have my reasons for paranoia.”
“What's that supposed to mean?”
A loud whump echoes from outside, and the image of Morris on the computer monitors skips and jags, the digital version of a flinch.
“Bedroom,” he orders.
I don't even give myself a chance to question him. I vanish into thin air just as something pounds an insistent thump against the front door.
I reappear in the dimly lit bedroom of the trailer right behind the barely cracked door, a slim sliver of the outer room visible through the available opening. It's tempting to pull it open a bit wider, but my hands don't even touch the dark wood before the front door slams open. It smacks against the wall with a loud bang, making me flinch even though I'd been expecting it.
Dad glares at it as he stomps inside, knocking freshly cut grass from the boots of his uniform.
I only have a second to contemplate how he must have dodged Morris's security and why he hasn't already started destroying the place from the moment he walked inside. As soon as I jump, Morris's AI doppleganger vanishes from the monitors, and the room is dim by the time Dad fully enters, as casual as a hunter coming home after a long day in winter, toeing off his boots, removing his mask with an annoyed rub of his face with the back of his hand.
I hold my breath.
He's been here before. Whoever this is – not my father, it can't possibly be – has been here before, and he's gotten comfortable. 
He's not Morris, that's for damn sure. He's far too inelegant for that.
Is that what he left the party for?  To come here?
He settles in, pulls up a rolling desk chair, makes sure to tuck his cape under him just so the wheels won't roll over it and leave dark wheel scuffs on the material. It's a well-practiced move, a little habit heroes and villains alike develop not long out of school. I file the information away for safekeeping. Whoever he is, he's either a hero in his own right or spent a lot of time around superheroes and paid very close attention to their habits. 
He pulls up to the desk and begins to tap at the keyboard in deft knowing combinations. When nothing happens, his typing grows more frustrated and impatient, and he grumbles under his breath. 
I stifle a sigh of relief, and thank Morris – wherever he might be – for constructing an AI just as temperamental and stubborn as he can be.
Dad finally leans away from the desk and lazily spins the chair with one foot tipping back and forth on the heel. He reaches out with one gloved hand and raises it above a pen on the desk. His fingers dance in mid-air, tugging invisible strings that pull the pen up, up, around and around in a trembling pinwheel.
A moment later, it drops with a clatter.
It suddenly strikes me just how heavily Dad's breathing from that simple elementary parlor trick, with all of the ragged road-roughened exhales of a man who's just run a marathon. Whoever this is, he hasn't quite gotten the hang of Dad's telekinetic abilities yet. Which I presume explains when he doesn't appear to know I'm here. On the list of his strengths, Dad's telepathy remained a struggle, while his telekinesis took years of practice and his mind control came to him so easily he'd been able to do it as soon as he'd grown a brain in the womb.
It's a terrifying thought, that Dad's impersonator might have mastered his ability to control minds already. I press my lips together in a dark frown, trying not to dwell on it.
My gaze darts around the bedroom, desperate for more clues, more help. Whoever this is can't possibly have slept in the neatly made twin bed, too small for anyone over the age of twelve to comfortably occupy and decorated in an incongruous pairing of Transformers sheets and a She-Ra comforter. It doesn't fit with the rest of the place in an oddly charming sort of way, as if Morris gave the trailer a villainous overhaul only to suppose at the last minute that sleeping arrangements, however pitiful, might come in handy eventually, and perhaps he should keep the bed meant for the child of the previous inhabitant, along with the faded garage-sale linens.
The rest of the room is decorated in paranoia chic, the walls papered with surveillance photographs and SLB shipping invoices annotated with Morris's delicate handwriting. I wonder with more than a little sarcasm if perhaps Morris has gone legit and sold his considerable secrets to the feds, but I don't get much of a chance to ponder just how ridiculous a notion that might be. 
If the suspicious behavior of Morris's AI is anything to go by, he knows full well who the person inhabiting Dad's body might be. Morris is a thorough villain who likes to know his enemies. He would have done his research when setting up this hidden lair, especially if he were worried about some ambitious hero coming after himself, my dad, or – grudgingly, I must admit – me.
Morris didn't get to be one of the most notorious villains on the planet by not being thorough when it comes to paperwork.
Paperwork. Hard copies.
If Morris expected me to come here, he would have saved copies of anything he thought might be significant, and not just on the hard drive of his advanced database. My grasp on computers is not quite as broad as Morris's. I'm lucky if I can handle searching for plus-sized silk stockings and finding the occasional bit of erotic fanfiction without making my hard drive explode.
Morris would save me a file. As much as it shames me to admit so, I know him well enough to expect to find something in this room meant solely for me.
I give the bedroom a cursory glance, spotting a short wooden chest of drawers at the end of the bed. It's a cheap chipboard bureau small enough for a child and covered in peeling brown wood-print paper. Anyone else would dismiss it as just another left-behind hunk of junk, probably picked up for free off the same curbside as the rest of the furniture.
But Morris's AI knew me. 
Correction. Morris's AI expected me. 
I glance around the room again, and an unseen weight sinks in my stomach. A bed, a chest, an inexpensive bookshelf bought at some big-box store and crammed with secondhand copies of classic novels. Graham didn't read, and he didn't live near here. He wouldn't be stopping by, and he certainly wouldn't need a place to sleep, much less on a twin bed too short for his enormous frame.
Morris made me a spare room.
In his villain's lair.
Well, this isn't awkward, I think wryly. 
That said, the overstuffed bookshelves would be a good place to start looking, but if Morris wanted me to stay, the bureau would be even better. Whatever Morris hoped for when he carted this hideous furniture inside, it more than likely involved making me pancakes after I stayed the night and watched terrible horror movies with him and Dad like at some odd Halloween party.
Teleporting to the bureau so as not to draw attention with the clack of my heels on the floor, I crouch down and gently pull out the top drawer. No, nothing there. Nothing in the middle drawer, either. But the bottom drawer holds exactly what I expected to find, a thin manila folder with only a few sheets of paper inside.
I rise up again out of that uncomfortable crouch and rifle quickly through the papers in the folder. Each is a list of superheroes and villains – Dad's closest associates, the family's former employees, even a few distant cousins I've only met once or twice. They're all possible suspects, Morris's tight scrawl noting those with more to gain than others. 
The last list is of simple geography, heroes and villains who live the closest to not only the Noble family penthouse and Dad and Morris's condo, but the lair as well. What doesn't surprise me about the list is that my name is first, no exceptions made no matter how much Morris may like or trust me. 
What does surprise me is that directly under my name, the words Lampwick, Troy stare out at me in silent greeting.
My jaw drops open, and I make a small soft sigh I don't stifle quite quickly enough.
I'm sure I just imagine the audible snap of Dad's head jerking towards the sound of me, startled out of complacency by the muted rustling of a hidden someone in the bedroom. What I'm not sure of is what happens next. The frenetic noise of him rushing towards the bedroom and tumbling chairs in his wake fades from my ears as I teleport home on a jolt of pure instinct, the folder still clutched tightly in my hand.
I'm still teetering on my heels in the center of my living room when I finally realize that I'm safe, or as safe as can be expected with my father only a few short miles away. I should be more afraid that he may show up here, that he'll have the intestinal fortitude to attempt to confront me in my own damn apartment, but if whoever has taken hold of his body couldn't sense me when I was a mere ten feet away, I can't imagine they have a firm enough grasp on his powers to attempt confronting me at all right now.
I should be safe. For now, at least.
Unfortunately, that still leaves me one major problem to worry about. 
“Troy's a superhero?” I whisper.
Well, I'll be damned.
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A few hours of stewing in my own juices later, I'm mad enough to spit nails and piss acid, as Nate would so eloquently put it. 
I thought that distracting myself with my notes on this whole confusing affair would help me simmer down after the swell of grating annoyance I felt upon leaving the lair. Somewhere between Morris and Troy both lying to me, I reappeared in my apartment horribly tempted to head straight for the kitchen and throw every piece of dishware I owned at the nearest wall.
Instead, I popped directly into the middle of the living room in front of my scattershot notes like some sort of sign.
First thing that comes to mind, I thought to myself. Write it down, worry about the details later.
I stared at the wall for what felt like forever, the words blurring together. Finally, my jaw set in a stubborn line, I snatched a black Sharpie from the side table and crossed out the 'WHO IS DAD?' list with a large deliberate X. Then I scribbled one word underneath it all and tossed the pen aside before I could even think about blacking it out.
BODYSWAPPING glared out at me in silent accusation.
Now that I've had some time to let the possibility sink in, it makes a painfully obvious sort of sense. So obvious, in fact, that my rage boiled right back up again as though I'd never even attempted to stifle it.
I can't decide if the low sound I can't seem to stop myself from making is the result of the stresses of the last couple of days or the aggravations I can already see unfurling before me in my near future. 
The fact is I have absolutely no evidence that somebody swapped bodies with my father. I can't take my spontaneous guess to the officials at the Superhero Licensing Bureau and get them to investigate instead. They prefer hard evidence for obvious reasons, and even if whoever is currently occupying my dad's body has even a minimal grasp of his powers, it's still more than enough to keep anyone who might go rifling through his brain in a search for an unwanted squatter from finding them all that easily. The SLB has dozens of powerful mentalists on their payroll, but none of them come close to approaching Dad's level of power. I've seen them in the same room with my dad. Most of them can't stop fawning over him or asking for his autograph long enough to take peeks behind his mental curtain.
That leaves me with only a hunch. It won't exactly hold up in a court of law.
Well, unless you're precognitive, which I most certainly am not. 
And you know what?  I can't very well keep my family at arm's length the way I have and figure out what in heaven's name is going on. I feel like I've been waiting for the answer to who killed Morris and what's wrong with my father to tumble into my lap. At the rate I'm going, I might as well just make some tea, curl up on my couch, and watch reruns of Animal Channel documentaries until I trip over all of the answers I need, presumably during a trip to the bathroom. I sure as hell feel like that's what I've been subconsciously wishing would happen.
I huff out an angry breath and flop down on the couch, my arms crossing in preparation for a good old-fashioned sulk. 
It's not that I hate my family. I love them, I do. I just don't particularly like any of them that much. Fate sticks you with people it expects you to happily tolerate until you drop dead, and if you're lucky they might even turn out to be enjoyable company. Nobody in my family considers themselves all that lucky. The theory is that we get along a lot better when none of us live in the same house, city, state, galaxy, and possibly not even the same dimension of reality as one another, and by God, we're going to keep living apart and not speaking to one another as long as that theory pans out.
I always compare the way I feel about my mom and dad to the way Hazel feels about her parents, simply out of a lack of other families in my everyday hemisphere to go by. Go ahead and ask Hazel about the day her mom ran out on her and her dad, trailing after some professional gambler and never looking back. Even better, ask her about the day a few years later when her dad hauled off and sucker-punched his girlfriend in full view of everyone at Hazel's middle school. Hazel turned fifteen in a foster home where the uncle sneaked into her room at night and spent her sweet sixteen in juvie. Her grandmother showed up not long after, her last bout of cancer in remission, her next round a few years down the line.
Hazel still hurts, sometimes for the obvious reasons, sometimes because even the obvious reasons don't stop her from wishing her mother would come back or her dad would get paroled. 
Family. It's a goddamn crap shoot, is what it is.
I silently seethe, the lingering effects of the baconyl swirling through my mind in an impenetrable fog that's hard to miss now that I know it's there. It's just one more irritation that's not helping me restore my calm. It's a blatant neon sign that John Camden knows more than he's telling. Granted, the sum total of his interactions with me since this whole mess started has involved sneaking around behind my back, polite greetings that were probably lies, and slipping me spiked drinks. So really, at this point he's honestly given off more of an impression that he secretly wants to date-rape me rather than that he's trying to be the least bit helpful.
“All right, that's just disgusting,” I say, then shove away from the couch as I head off to the bathroom to splash some water on my face.
The problem, I realize as I'm halfway through drying my face with a hand towel, is that it's me. It's just me. 
Nobody cares but me.
I could leave this alone. I could let my mother wallow in whatever blissful Stepford life she wants, and I could continue to ignore the hell out of Graham. I could even let Morris rot away in the SLB's sterile solitary morgue without anybody to give a damn about him. If I really try, I'm sure I could just handwave the sneaking suspicion that someone else has taken over my father's life, and I can return to work and pretend that the smug beaming face gracing the evening news reports above the neckline of the familiar dark blue leather uniform belongs to my father.
If I push and struggle and grit my teeth, maybe I could even pretend that I'm not the only one who ever gave a damn that for the first time in his life, my father was honestly happy with Morris, even with all of the secrets wearing him down.
Thinking about Morris just makes me think about the lair, and about that damn list.
Troy lied to me.
He lied to me.
I keep repeating the statement in a deranged daze, clearly as a distraction from the fact that Troy neither lied to me about having superpowers nor possessed the sort of relationship with me where he had ever been obligated to tell me. His powers, whatever they may be, are his own damn business. And for heaven's sake, it took a sudden family implosion for me to reveal my powers to him, making my irritation over his unnecessary secrecy more than a little hypocritical. It's not as if I tripped over my own two feet to spill rosy anecdotes of my superhero past to him.
Of course, that doesn't mean I don't reserve the right to be bitter and resentful about it when the tables turn to my own disadvantage. 
 
 
 
 
“You're sulking,” Dixie accuses as she swerves around me into the kitchen of the cafe.
Huffing out an irritated breath, I shoot an annoyed glare her way. “I have to sulk somewhere,” I say, even though we both know that statement's categorically false for a variety of reasons, not the least of which being that there are much more important things I could be pitching a fit over. Troy keeping his true identity a secret doesn't even make the list, in all honesty.
She slides one of the precarious stacks of dishes in her hand, all of them crumb-covered casualties of the lunch rush, into the freshly filled sink. “And this is the somewhere you chose?” she drawls.
I can't resist a childish pout. “I have to go talk to my mom. I can't do it in the mood I'm in now. I'm liable to snap her head off over the stupidest little thing.”
Dixie mutters a few choice words to herself before raising her voice to say, “You know, whatever Troy's done, I can't imagine what it could be to drive you to the point of foot-stomping and breathing fire like you are.” 
Telling her exactly why I'm angry with Troy doesn't feel like something I'm quite ready to divulge to everyone and their sister, especially since I still haven't confronted him about the whole affair yet. It's not my secret to tell, quite frankly, so when I stormed into Tea and Strumpets a short while ago, I blustered something about lying liars who lie and giant lawnmowers. Sometimes I just don't make much sense when I'm angry.
I suppose I should give Troy the benefit of the doubt considering the source, but the trouble is that I am considering the source. Morris would never get something as important as potential threats to himself or his plans for world domination wrong. As pathetic as it may sound, if Morris says Troy has superhuman abilities, I believe him.
“I just can't believe you were willing to trust someone with a name like a Harry Potter character anyway,” Dixie says.
Giggles bubble up inside me before I can stop them, a white-hot thread of guilt trailing after them. Dixie made a similar crack about him the first time he introduced himself as Troy Lampwick, and the jokes got even worse once she discovered his middle name is Neville. He'd said something about it being a much-reviled family name and changed the subject, but the Harry Potter jokes still live on.
The bell over the door rings out a greeting, and the two of us peer out into the dining room to spot Troy himself tumbling into the place, saddled with his usual stack of battered cheap notebooks, dropping pens behind him as if he's leaving a trail so he can find his way home later. I wonder for just a brief moment if he ever plans on joining this century and hauling along a laptop one of these days, but watching him dump his belongings onto the couch in the front of the cafe like he owns the place reminds me that I'm still stupidly, irrationally mad at him.
Dixie frowns as she sidles up beside me. “Speak of the devil and he shall arrive,” she says.
“It's not like he has anything better to do,” I reply. 
She tilts her head in agreement. If Troy has a social or professional life elsewhere, we've yet to see any evidence of it.
I silently remind myself that I am absolutely not allowed to teleport him to the middle of Death Valley and leave him there. I head out into the dining room and ignore the curious looks of the one or two lunch-rush stragglers, striding straight up to Troy and ordering, “You. With me. Now.”
Breaking the bounds of politeness, I latch onto his wrist and teleport before he can turn me down.
I don't take us far, just to the shaded porch behind the cafe, littered with Dixie's old but comfortable lawn furniture and Tara's overgrown flower arrangements. It feels more like a misplaced jungle than anything else. It's quiet and solitary, hidden from prying eyes and ears just as long as the back door of Tea and Strumpets is firmly shut as it is now.
The second Troy realizes we're not in the cafe anymore, his expression darkens. “Vera, was that really –”   
“Why didn't you tell me you have superpowers?”
You would think from the stunned look on his face that I just slapped him hard across the cheek. His shock is short-lived, quickly shuttered behind an irritated mask. “Because I don't tell anyone. No offense, Vera, but that includes you.”
“You can't have done it for very long. Do you still have your SLB clearance?”
“I always have my SLB clearance whether I want it or not,” he grumbles, more to himself than to me. His eyes flash a silent warning as he gives an aggravated scratch to the tangled mane of his hair. “Look, I don't want to talk about this. If I didn't want to talk costumes and code names when they asked me to cram into spandex underwear every day of the goddamn year, I sure as hell don't want to have a nice involved chat about it now.”
“What can you do?” I ask, unable to stop myself.
He narrows his eyes, and for a moment I wonder if he's doing something to me I don't know about and definitely wouldn't enjoy. “Apparently I cause hysterical deafness when I ask for privacy,” he grinds out past gritted teeth.
“Troy, please.”  I reach out without conscious thought to place a calming hand on his forearm, but he shifts away from me before my fingers connect. “I don't want to ask you to help. Not like that. Whatever that may be.”
“Why not? You don't seem to have a problem asking me for help in every other regard.”
“That's an entirely different level of help. 'Look at this and tell me what I'm not seeing' is nowhere near 'use your superpowers to help me make all of this go away.'”
“Oh, please. I can already see where your train of thought is going and my brain already feels like it's melted.”
I frown, more than a little hurt that he'd think I of all people would stoop to using someone for their abilities. If anybody knows better than that, it's me and my progressively growing list of ex-friends and ex-significant others who broke it off for no other reason than my refusal to eliminate their need for international air fare. “You know, I'll have a little trouble steering the conversation down these crystal-clear train tracks you're imagining if I don't even know what model engine I'm driving.”
Troy makes a face. “I hate this metaphor already.”
All right, so he isn't the only one, then, I think sullenly.
A thought darts through my mind, distinct and insistent. “They paid you to leave the business, didn't they?”
He gives me an impressed look. “Lucky guess?”
“You have no job and I've seen your house. I know what a lazy subsidy looks like.”
Troy grimaces but doesn't deny it, a small blessing. At least he respects me enough at the moment not to make lousy excuses as to where his money really originates.
Lazy subsidies aren't common, and they aren't advertised from the rooftops by the powers that be. The less powerful you are, the less likely it is you may have even ever heard of them. It's not much of a loss. If you've never heard of them, chances are you'll never be powerful enough to qualify for one anyway. 
My mother has never been able to qualify for one, no matter how non-existent her physical limitations are, but Dad has, and presumably would have started receiving hefty checks in a private deposit if he didn't have the Noble name to keep him in costume for as long as he might like to stay there. Graham's chances are slim, and mine are nonexistent. But Troy lives off one.
Scruffy, frayed Troy Lampwick. It really is always the quiet ones, I suppose.
The SLB hustled him off to a little town in the middle of nowhere bereft of other superheroes or former superheroes (other than me, of course) and for good reason. Troy gets paid by the SLB to stay home, eat spontaneously concocted sandwich monstrosities, watch game shows and – above all else – not use his powers. Powers which, considering what it would take to entitle oneself to a fat weekly paycheck for life to do nothing, would have to be substantial.
Since removing someone's abilities has never had the best of success rates, you get a choice. If you're not suicidal, you get to spend the rest of your life carefree and financially sound, and in exchange you're leashed, ordered never to use your powers again, constantly monitored by the SLB's ever-vigilant faraway watchdogs. One false move, one wiggle of your fingers, and you'll be wiped out of existence so thoroughly your own mother won't recall your birth. 
They only fund your carefully monitored early retirement in a bid to keep you honest and docile.
And Troy's been very docile indeed.
Well, for someone with superhuman abilities, at any rate.
Curiosity tempts me to ask what he can do, what such a scrawny unkempt mess of a man might be able to do that would frighten the SLB enough to hide him away like this, but I should know as well as anyone that looks mean nothing when you're estimating someone's power. Once you save Boston from a mind-controlling tantrum-throwing toddler who enslaves the entire city for an enforced game of Duck, Duck, Goose, you learn your lesson on books and covers, and fast.
Sighing, I tilt my head until I snag his uneasy gaze once again. “I'm not trying to get you to do all my work for me, for heaven's sake,” I assure him.
He nods at that, distracted and disbelieving, a jerky bob of the head more than anything else. “Then what am I?”
It takes me a moment to dredge up an appropriate comparison. My crush on him isn't exactly something I'm interested in advertising, and neither is it the reason I've latched onto him more tightly than usual since this whole thing started. “You're training wheels,” I hear myself say, and while I don't know where the analogy came from it fits quite nicely in my head. “I don't need you to take over, I'm just going this alone and I need to know there's someone else around who knows what's going on and isn't going to start an argument with me every step of the way.”
“So I'm a crutch.”
“Oh, no. You'd be a lousy crutch.”  I give him an assessing look, the corners of my lips tugging upwards of their own accord, unable to completely conceal my amusement. “Definitely training wheels. Lightweight, easy to remove, but fondly remembered.”
Troy grimaces, his mouth a grim twist, but it's impossible to hide the color rising in his cheeks or the twinkle in his eyes. “You could put that in a Hallmark card.”
“Oh, shut up,” I say, but my words have no heat, and we're both smiling when I steer him back into the cafe.
 
 



16.
 
 
The sky is clogged with sickly gray clouds that threaten to burst forth with a good cleansing rainstorm when I pop onto the sidewalk outside of the Rafters a little later that afternoon. A sandwich and a quick power nap did nothing to refresh me, although I suppose it doesn't help that I haven't bothered to change out of my party dress. I still smell a bit like a campfire, alas, but it's a small price to pay for making a dent in the Dad enigma.
After the past two days, I'm done knocking. I shove open the door, tensed and ready to leap out of the way should the security systems decide I'm threatening enough to microwave.
My breath shudders out of me in thinly veiled relief when nothing happens.
“Miss Noble, I see you haven't been blown to smithereens by explosive devices,” John's familiar voice says. He stalks towards me from the kitchen entrance under the staircase, and for a moment I'm sure he's going to sweep me into his arms and give me a relieved hug, but he catches himself and stops a few feet away from me. “How nice of you to come and inform some of us you're not flat enough to slide under doors.”
I blush at the reminder. “Sorry.” I murmur. “Are you all right?”
John cocks an eyebrow. He turns towards the kitchen entrance and walks towards it without comment. I take the silent cue for what it is and trail after him. Tucked away the way it is, the kitchen's never been a large room with much space for anyone bigger than a teenage underwear model to navigate, but everyone who's on the Brigade or has been in the past learns to make do. I always thought the kitchen had its own fantastic abilities when I was little, the quick and precise way John would manage to make everything from a cheese sandwich to a six-course meal for visiting dignitaries appear from its depths in the blink of an eye. I still do even now, as John sweeps through the place gathering a glass from a cupboard, ice and grape juice from the fridge, a tiny vial of bright green liquid from his pocket.
We exchange a long and steady look before he pulls forward the blender and sets to the task of whipping up my favorite smoothie.
Attempting to be casual about the whole thing, I lean against the counter next to him and cross my arms. “Where is everybody?”
“Meeting in the conference room about the robot wreckage recovery,” he says, dumping the beverage's ingredients into the blender one by one. “There's no news or clues about who might have programmed the robots to attack the city just yet, but the teams have plans to venture into the warehouse district later based on an anonymous tip.”  
I shoot John a sly look as he starts the blender, then wait for it to stop before saying, “Should you be telling me quite so much about what's going on in there?”
“Probably not.”  He grins before pouring the blender's contents into the glass and handing it over. “Down the hatch,” he says softly.
I sigh, then down the drink.
John stares at me, oddly satisfied. For a moment, I suspect that he almost appears to be proud of me for some reason, possibly because I've gone from shilling coffee to bouncing around the east coast like a kangaroo high on sugar all in the space of two lousy days. I almost feel the urge to inform him I'm not actually making a permanent return to professional superhero work, or at least attempt to ask him once again what his place in all this is even though I know I won't get a straight answer.
As soon as I finish the drink, I pass the empty glass back to him as the thin fog crawls through my brain once again, tinged with an unwelcome wave of brain freeze from the ice in the smoothie.
Grinning, he gifts me with a respectful nod, and in a moment he's gone so quickly I nearly question if he was ever there at all.
Teleporting has turned right back into the bad habit it's always been, it seems, as I pop out of the kitchen and up into the common room before I can bring myself to worry whether or not someone will spot me and cry foul. The lights have been dimmed already when I materialize just outside of the conference room, hiding my appearance as I peer into the room through the slim window along the doorway.
Inside, the Fairness Brigade sits around a long meeting table, their collective gazes focused on the round serious face of the woman talking to them over an enormous flatscreen. Dolores Downes runs the Superhero Licensing Bureau, every invasive arm of the damn thing, from the original organization which licenses and insures superheroes against lawsuits and medical bills to the registered seamstresses who make our costumes. She's also my godmother. She's not reliable when it comes to birthday cards or Christmas presents, but if I ever want to have tea with the President in the Oval Office, she's an even better access point than either one of my parents.
I recognize all of my former teammates around the table, the past five years apparently thin on the ground when it comes to new recruits, presumably due to the Brigade's remarkably stringent standards. If you can't plug a supervolcano, organize a rioting crowd, and perform intergalactic glad-handing with the three-headed ambassador from New Atlantica, possibly all at the same time, the Brigade doesn't have much use for you.
Most of the members appear to be paying rapt attention, including my parents. Everett Noble sits near the front, Mom in the chair next to him holding his hand, her fingers threaded through his. His uneven smile rings a little too smug, even for Dad. My mom's mouth is set in a tight frown, and if I had to place bets I'd wager she's pulling away from the man wearing my father, shooting him the occasional veiled heat that no one else in the room appears to recognize for what it is.
The rest don't notice me, too busy with the web meeting in progress. Loose Screw staves off boredom wiggling his fingers at his cellphone, disassembling the pieces and weaving them back together again with a thought. The Muse absently sketches another superhero into existence in yet another of the hardcover unlined journals she fills and hoards in her office for future use, the pictures ready to be coerced from the paper and hauled into the real world for one brief display of power. On the opposite side of the table from my parents, Shadow speaks to Dolores in her low lyrical voice, giving her account of the robot invasion, her enveloping cowl pulled away and replaced by the hijab she wears during her off hours. 
Graham sits at the end of the table, presumably called in for overtime, his boots propped up on the corner of the table as he nurses a large glass of Mountain Dew.
I wonder briefly if John's been slipping Graham baconyl as well, but figure it would be a futile effort to even bother asking.
With a quick scan to ensure that either no one's noticed me or cares to acknowledge me, I close my eyes and aim for my father's office.
Where I land, however, is in the lightly decorated common area outside the ten offices for the current team members of the Brigade. Or, I should say, on the carpeted floor of the common area, tumbling onto my rear end as though I've run directly into a brick wall and recoiled backwards in a clumsy pinwheel before landing on the floor. I haven't, of course, but it feels like I have, every muscle in my body wracked with a sudden and inexplicable soreness. 
I glare at the door to my father's office, and the WAVELENGTH (Everett Noble) inscribed there in particular.
Hell's bells. The bastard installed a blocking device.
Blocking devices are expensive, durable, and potentially deadly to even the strongest teleporter. Only a rare few even bother installing the complex set-ups in whatever secret compartment or hidden lair they want to remain safe. Even most supervillains don't stoop that low. Of course, most of them think their precious lairs will never be found, mostly because they disguise them as – oh, say, pathetic rundown trailer homes with uncut lawns in the middle of the boondocks. 
Whoever is in my father, he suspected I'd be coming.
“I suppose I can't blame him for that one,” I say to myself, wincing as I get to my feet and set myself to rights.
Frustrated, I teleport to the lab at the rear of the third floor. Any identifiable bits and bobs from the invading robots would be there, already in the process of being dismantled by Loose Screw or waiting to be examined by Dad for psychic residue.
Assuming whoever's in my father has grasped enough of a handle over his abilities to pull off that particular move, that is. 
The lab is in the permanent state of organized chaos I remember fondly. Walking into the brightly-lit and well-stocked laboratory here is an assault on the senses, a definite lack of storage leading to evidence clogging the backlog like a broken toilet. Everything in the room from the bent leg struts propped up against the far wall to the small mound of screws and bolts on the exam table in the center of the room is labeled and isolated. But that doesn't keep the crowded space from feeling a bit claustrophobic. 
I stare at the table of disassembled parts removed from the impenetrable guts of the robots, my gaze catching on an eerily familiar piece of technology. Taking a quick look around to make sure there's not some curious intern sporting a white lab coat hovering nearby, I bite my bottom lip and pick up the small rack of cracked syringes, bound together in an even row by a metal casing twisted during the battle. I'm not sure what it's for, my grasp on the internal mechanics of these things woefully out of date and sparse even when it wasn't. 
But a little more shredded metal and broken plastic and glass …
Well, it looks almost exactly like the damaged contraption I saw in Morris's lair.
“Popping up all over the place these days, ain't ya?”
I hastily put the gadget aside and turn to face Nate as he ambles into the room. Nate's not one for spandex and leather. A repetitive cycle of worn jeans and faded T-shirts is as far as he's willing to move towards an actual uniform. His cowboy hat must have been abandoned in the cluttered depths of his office, his shaven head starting to shadow with a hint of uneven patchy stubble. Somebody needs a visit with a razor.
Nate lets loose a low whistle as his impressed gaze takes in the determined set of my mouth. “Itchin' for an ass-kickin', are we?”
That's one way of putting it, I suppose.
“I think my dad's been bodyswapped with someone else,” I state. No time for anything other than the blunt nasty truth.
He stills, and I know I'm not going to enjoy what he's about to say when he gives the area a furtive once-over before leading me into a dark area I can only presume is out of range of security cameras, listening devices, and certain hijab-sporting teammates who travel through shadows. “You know what's the funniest thing about that statement?” he drawls, lowering his voice. “Ain't the first time in my life someone's said that to me and meant it. I'm thinking I may been needing a less paranoid circle of friends.”
“You don't think he's behaving the least bit strangely lately?”
“You mean aside from being all over your mama like a wet T-shirt?”
I grimace at that. I know it's common not to like to think that on occasion your parents have something that is in uncertain terms a sex life, but there hasn't been any such occasion in the past five years for my mom and dad, and somehow that just makes the thought of it even more off-putting. “That is a more revolting mental image than I care to contemplate, but thanks.”
“Vera, you've been out in the weeds for five years,” he says, tilting his head to look me in the eyes, the gesture so condescending my hackles rise in self-defense. “There ain't no shame in it.”
My lips draw into a thin stiff line. It's not as though Everett Noble is just some neighbor I passed in my apartment building on occasion or one of those notorious attention-seeking professional victims every superhero team in the city has been pressed into rescuing on more than one occasion. He's my father, for heaven's sake. “You don't seriously believe I'm just imagining things because I haven't spoken to Dad in years.”
Nate's smile is heartbreaking, soft around the edges. “People do change, peaches.”
“Dad never changes.”
“I know,” he says, his words a bit more pointed than I expect.
I gape as I restrain myself from starting an argument by asking what that's supposed to mean, but an odd tug in my stomach distracts me. It's disorienting enough for me to pause, like the bob and pull of a loaded fishing line but with the end of the taut line secured to a spot just under my ribs.
“You feel that?” I blurt out, pressing a hand to my belly.
I don't know why I ask, but even as Nate asks, “Feel what?”, his eyes cloud in confusion, and his lips twist in discomfort as he lift a hand to hold against his abs.
He's holding himself in, I think, the thought popping into my head out of nowhere.
And that's precisely when the invisible line pulling at both of us snaps.
It starts as an icy-hot pinprick in my stomach, a miniature spot of pure sensation that crackles and writhes deep within me. I only barely register its existence before it explodes outward, shuddering through me like a thundering elephant released from unwanted bonds. I fall to my knees at the same time that my eyes slam shut, and in that instant the heat swallows me, engulfs my body and sweeps my consciousness away in a cleansing painless flush.
 
 
 



17.
 
When I wake up to a sliver of morning sunshine warming my face, I'm not where I was when I passed out.
Correction. That makes it sound like my usual parlor tricks at work, like I teleported of my own volition and reappeared somewhere else just as easily as I do all the time, save the last five years of my life.
No, for me to have teleported, I would have to be in the same body.
I know as soon as I wake that I'm not the same person I was before, at least not physically. Hard not to, when I immediately recognize that the contents of my jeans are not quite the same equipment that I'm used to. Also, there's the fact that I'm wearing jeans in the first place.
It's not the only change. I realize as I sit up that I'm not in the laboratory of the Rafters anymore, or even in the building itself. I'm in a dimly lit bedroom I don't initially recognize, the long curtains drawn mostly shut, the maroon bedding rumpled underneath my denim-clad legs. Someone dumped me on top of them, not even bothering to tuck me in or even toss a loose throw blanket over my legs. I've been abandoned asleep in someone else's bed.
More specifically, in Nate's bed, if the well-settled scent of his cologne mingling in the bedding was any indication. I wouldn't know. I love Nate, but not in the sort of way that's ever made me want to venture anywhere near his bedroom. 
Pushing myself up into a sitting position, I hold up my hands, my jaw dropping at the butter-soft surfaces of my larger palms and the pale unblemished skin.
Oh, no. No, no, no.
I'm in Nate's body.
I allow myself a moment to silently panic, my gaze darting in frantic skips and hops over every visible surface in the room. We didn't touch anything. We didn't even touch each other, for heaven's sake. We'd just been standing there, minding our own business, when we were suddenly jostled around like the bent cards in a game of three-card monty.
It suddenly strikes me that I'm alone in the room, and a bone-deep chill settles in my chest.
So if I'm in Nate's body –
“Then where the hell is mine?” I say.
The vibrating call which shakes the cell phone lying on the nightstand an instant later startles the life out of me.
My heartbeat doesn't even flutter a bit.
I press my palm against my hard chest, more than a little disconcerted not to be resting my hand over a not insignificant pair of breasts. It's so odd to recognize the difference that for a brief moment I put the cell phone out of my mind, somehow managing to ignore the demanding whirr of the vibrations that skitter it across the surface of the nightstand like a dancing cockroach.
My forced ignorance doesn't last long.
“Nate?”  
I jerk my head up as Shadow's voice carries through the room. It takes a moment for me to realize it's coming from the phone, now sitting still on the nightstand. Brigade-issued phones answer whether you pick them up or not. I mentally debate abandoning it and allowing her to simply think I'm ignoring her or fast asleep or whatever it is Nate does these days to avoid responsibility. But it dawns on me that regardless of the unsettling situation I'm currently wading through, walking around with Nate's handsome face allows me a tempting advantage.
Being Nate is one hell of a cover.     
“Nate,” Shadow says once again, low but demanding.
I snatch up the phone and hear myself bark, “Yeah, don't get your panties in a wad, Noor. I'm comin'. Can't you give a guy a chance to wake his sorry ass up?”
I bite back the urge to smile as Shadow makes faint irritated grumbles on the other end of the line. Nate's the sort to wear a bit thin on anyone remotely serious. While Noor al Salimah isn't exactly a mind-numbing drone, she's no sly joker, either. Work is work, and Shadow is no-nonsense about what she does for a living.
“Get down to the Rafters as soon as possible,” she orders, then hangs up on me.
I don't have the time for investigative reports on the rest of Nate's down-home bachelor pad or a quick shower or even a bite to eat. As soon as I rustle up a pair of his boots from the mangled chaos of his floor, I tug them on, snatch up his keys, wallet and phone, and snag a cowboy hat from the coat rack in the living room before darting out the front door.
The city swells with life when I exit Nate's apartment building from the rear entrance. The architectural damage from the robot attacks still scars a number of buildings nearby, and elaborate scaffolding already spiderwebs its way around at least three complexes I can see on my walk over to the Rafters. The Rafters employs the SLB's exhaustive reconstruction crew to fix any destruction from alien attacks or mislaid bombs. The rest of the city just has to fend for themselves on that count.
By the time I arrive at the front steps of the Rafters, Noor's simmered down from what I can only imagine was a barely restrained boil. She stands at the top of the front stoop with her arms crossed and her cowl already tightly in place, shielding her hair and most of her face from view. The rest of her muted black uniform fits in a loose style, boosted wholesale from a modest design for Muslim swimwear. Some things never change, it seems, even Noor's fashion sense. When Noor joined up, the two of us debated the style of her costume for hours one afternoon, arguing form and function and religious need, before settling on the flowing jumpsuit. 
I'd mention it, but my physiological digs aren't exactly what they normally are at the moment, and Nate wouldn't know that precise bit of Fairness Brigade trivia.
Her frown matches just fine with the concern of her light brown eyes, offsetting the softness of her lightly accented voice with more gravity than I'm used to. “Anything you'd like to tell me, Nate? Or did your alarm simply give up the ghost for the forty-seventh time in a row?”
I could tell her the truth easily enough. I could admit that there's been some horrible mistake, that Nate and I have switched up, that my body isn't here and I'm not sure where in heaven's name it's gone. 
I could … except.
Except this is a chance to sneak a peek at my father without him knowing it's me. 
Whoever it is, I have a gnawing suspicion he doesn't have quite the deft grasp on Dad's abilities as he would like. He didn't clear the smoke from the penthouse during the party. He magically appeared at the top of a tumbled robot in a way that made it look as though he'd been the one to take it down, when there's no way he could have gotten out of the rubble of Swing in time to defeat it. I can only imagine that Mom beat him to the punch and let him soak in all the glory, although the why of it is still a mystery. In any case, he's pulling whatever strings he can to impress upon the fawning masses that he's still the mighty Wavelength, and it's working.
Except for me, it seems.
“No,” I blurt out. I lower my hands so I don't look quite so ridiculous and add in Nate's signature sweet-as-peaches drawl, “No, I'm just dandy all over.”
Shadow's eyes narrow, but she doesn't question what I can only imagine is Nate's odd behavior. I'm not him, after all, and I'm a lousy actor, no matter how well I may have done in Subversion Techniques 201. “Then you might want to get here at the start of your normal shift for a change,” she says. I can't see her mouth while she's in costume, but I can picture her lips pursed into a tight frown. “We can't very well make use of you in the field if you're still asleep on your couch.”
“No, I can't imagine you would,” I murmur as I jog up the steps.
Shadow pauses halfway through turning towards the open front door. For a moment she's so painfully still I wonder if she hasn't frozen in place. I plaster on what I'm hoping is Nate's most charming smile. The moment passes, and her gaze softens somewhat. “Come along,” she says, and heads off into the building.
I breathe a quick sigh of relief. 
Well, that's one hurdle jumped. 
I shake out the last vestiges of Vera – my hesitance, my stubbornness, my desire to be anywhere but here at any given time – and try to relax and get comfortable in the Nate suit I'm wearing. Nate dares to be wild and unpredictable at all times, leaps from rooftops with abandon and lures in whichever shy awkward miss catches his eye from the sidelines. He's a whirlwind in a ten-gallon hat, a hundred pounds of charm in an indestructible five-pound bag. He's sly and playful, my best friend no matter how much time may go by between one conversation and the next.
I can be Nate. I can do this. 
At least, I think I can. 
I readjust the ten-gallon hat on my hairless head, feeling absurdly like I can't abandon even that useless token of Nate's third-rate costume, then sprint to catch up to Shadow, who's already woven her way towards the secondary stairwell to the lower level garage. The throbbing call to arms still cries out for attention, the siren a low bleat waiting for the team to leave until it will shut down. I'm suddenly reminded just how very much I haven't missed that infernal noise in the last five years. “So, what's the problem?”
“If you'd arrived when you were supposed to as I've ordered you to do on several occasions rather than oversleeping due to staying up late in order to catch football scores or sweet-talk girls over the internet, perhaps you wouldn't have to keep asking such silly questions.”
There's something about the tone of her cool steady voice that's changed in the past five years, and it takes me a moment to realize what it is. When I do, I nearly stumble as I follow her to the bottom of the stairs and the comforting embrace of the open space in the garage.
“You're in charge?” I blurt out.
I'm terrible at hiding my surprise. 
Shadow turns on me once again, and it's the first time genuine anger flashes in her eyes. “Is that a question?”
“Oh, no, ma'am, not even a little bit,” I bust out, and it's not. Noor is a dozen different kinds of sharp and observant, a quiet woman my own age. She trounced an entire army of Bigfoot monsters from another dimension all by herself and saved the city from one of the Scribbler's nefarious schemes while everybody else suffered through temporary blindness. I'm not sure why nobody else in the Brigade is all that keen on taking up the helm, but Noor's certainly got the chops. 
The thought briefly drifts through my head to wonder if Nate's earned that sort of defensive reaction, and I resolve to smack him upside the head whenever I find him and swap back if that's the case. Or perhaps I should leave that to Noor.
She shoots me a dismissive look before she ascends the steps into the obscene orange luxury van that serves as the Brigade's official transport. I used to jokingly refer to it as the Juice Box, until it became blatantly apparent an overabundance of mocking wouldn't persuade the SLB to issue us another less glaring color to identify our transportation with. 
Not that it mattered much to me, of course. If one can teleport, one doesn't have to ride in a tricked-out shaggin' wagon the same color as a brand-new traffic cone.
If only that were true right now, I think wryly.
I climb in after Noor only to be confronted with a sea of annoyed faces hidden behind masks or cowls or, in the case of Thunder, some fairly elaborate face paint in garish lemon yellow and royal blue presumably meant to distract from his spindly arms and stick-figure legs. The conceit didn't work when I was still a member of the Brigade, and it hasn't aged well since then. He's still a spindly creep whose power can be shut down with a durable muzzle or a strong case of laryngitis. 
“How nice of you to join us, Nate,” Mom says. She sits by herself in the seat behind a new SLB-employed bus driver I've never met before. She still somehow manages to fill out her skintight uniform precisely the way she did when she was my age, her legs and arms crossed in a silent shutdown. 
The seat beside her remains empty.
I smile and try desperately not to think about my missing body as I flop down into the seat beside her. I ignore her groan of disgust as the bus peels out of the garage, up the ramp and into the street without so much as a lick of warning to the normal traffic. Pretending everyone else isn't glaring at me as well is harder than it appears. “Where'd Everett wander off to? 'Cause you folks know damn well it ain't my turn to watch him, right?”
Mom doesn't have the energy to be annoyed by my carefree nature today, turning to the window to track our progress through traffic with narrowed eyes. “He volunteered to go ahead and scout the area.”
“Oh, he did, did he?” I'll just bet he did. I have an uneasy feeling that's not why he arranged to place himself at the head of the pack. Whoever is in Dad's body, he's done an awful lot of arriving or vanishing at the most opportune moments and separating himself from the pack just so lately. Location, location, location, I think bitterly.
“Well, the one we usually send in first decided he preferred an extended nap,” Shadow says from the seat across the aisle.
Somebody chokes back laughter a few rows back. 
“That guy doesn't sound very reliable,” I say to Shadow. “Maybe you should fire his sorry ass.”
“Don't tempt me.”  
I let loose with a Cheshire grin, unable to resist that definitively Nate expression, and relax somewhat when a soft buttery laugh emerges from underneath her cowl.
Score one to Vera. 
The rest of the ride to what I come to realize is the city's sprawling warehouse district settles into an awkward silence, one that even I can understand has nothing to do with my late arrival or our destination. There are no silent discussions, no hushed jokes, no snide comments about the Brotherhood of Bravery flying overhead on their way to another dangerous situation elsewhere in the city. 
There are no friends to be had here. It doesn't even feel like there's a team here, riding with me on a short bus into what could be a life-threatening situation. We could have picked these people up at random off various street corners and offered them a lift, for all of the connection that exists here in this depressing vehicle.
I can't help but ponder when the Brigade must have turned into this silent seething thing, this quiet uncomfortable handful of heroes who show up for a paycheck and little else. The brittle atmosphere stings so deeply I can't even savor Flashpoint's barely concealed sulk three rows back, his glowing hands rubbing absently at his arms to warm them.
I push my disconcerting observations aside as the bus skids to a stop on an unpaved access road leading towards a cluster of warehouses and processing plants that appear only barely functional. I honestly don't know why the city doesn't shut down this entire area and sell it off for condos or shopping districts. The only things it regularly spawns are a majority of the unemployed masses in the area, whatever contraband items the local crime syndicates have decided to counterfeit this week, and the occasional massive mutated biology experiment. 
The bus lets us out where we are, like it or not. The SLB only allows its drivers up to a certain distance away from any suspected lair to lessen the chances of their being taken hostage and dangled over a tank of starving sharks. It happens more often than you would think.
The walk up to the buildings, veiled from sight with just the right set-up of fences and smoke stacks, takes a bit longer than I'm used to. I itch to simply pop into the building on a thought, but that's just not happening. In this body I have to play along, need to mingle with the others as we hustle towards the abandoned toy warehouse that's our destination.
I wish Nate was here, not the least of which because he's got my body right now.
I'd really rather desperately like my body back.
Hanging back as casually as I can manage, I maneuver myself to Graham's side as he tugs at his gloves. “Hey, Graham, you seen your sister around lately?”
It's a shot in the dark, a slim hope that he might have seen Nate in my body when I was too preoccupied with reeling from the fact that I'd been abruptly evicted from it. “She's out of your league,” Graham says, not looking my way.
I'm almost stunned silent by the unexpected compliment, but somehow keep my cool. “My league's pretty wide open.”
Graham makes a derisive noise, then says, “She visited me at Hollyoak. That was the last time I saw her.”
Not precisely what I was looking for. “You ain't seen her today?”
He chuckles under his breath as he adjusts the wrist strap on his glove. “Maybe you haven't noticed, but Vera's a little hard to miss.”  
I wonder if it would be completely out of character for Nate to dislocate his testicles.
“Master's voice is calling,” he says.
I turn to see Shadow waving me over to where she stands at the perimeter of the complex, her gloved hand beckoning me with a subtle crook of her fingers. I steel myself for what I imagine can only be a fairly dangerous entrance plan as I walk over and bend close so our lowered voices won't be registered so well to anyone listening in from the warehouse.
“The alarm was called in by an anonymous source who claimed that we'd find our answers in this building as to who released those robots. We can't locate Everett, but X-Ray's picking up a heat register large enough to be him in the rear of the warehouse. Everett's GPS implant is being blocked by something inside the building. So I'd call it a safe bet –“
“– that whoever would plan far enough ahead to set up a GPS blocker rigged the joint full of explosives while he was at it,” I say. 
It's impossible to see her lips behind the thorough covering of her cowl, but her impressed smile bleeds into her words. “Awake again, I see.”
I shoot her a sly grin. “Where you want me, Noor?”
She gives the sprawling building next door a pointed look. “You can reach the roof of the warehouse from the ice cream processing plant next door. I'm guessing that's probably your safest bet inside.”
A chill settles in my stomach as I gauge the considerable distance between the two buildings. There is no convenient skywalk for me to cross. There's just a huge gap between the processing plant and the warehouse to span and Nate's daredevil reputation to rocket me across.
“That's a twenty-foot jump,” I murmur.
She gives me a friendly pat on the arm, barely restraining her amusement when she adds, “Try not to holler too loud when you leap.”
I have a hard time not glaring after her as she pulls back to join the rest of the Brigade.
“Try not to enjoy myself too much, she says,” I grumble. Just because Nate would be itching to make that jump if he were here right now doesn't mean that comment doesn't raise my hackles. 
I've never missed the ability to teleport so much in my life.
Reaching the roof of the ice cream factory is easier than it would be for most people, but it still doesn't beat teleportation. The factory's closed, not an uncommon occurrence considering the appalling state of the current economy and the still-likely chance of more gargantuan robots invading in the near future. Popping the lock on the front door is a simple case of deft fingers and steady hands, and after that it's just a matter of finding the right staircase for access to the roof.
I burst through the doorway to the roof eight minutes later, and I'm not even out of breath.
I'd worry more about making a bit of a racket and alerting whoever is in the warehouse to my presence on the roof, but I have no doubt that he already realizes I'm up here. “He” being exactly who I expect to be in there.
I hope that the man in my father's body is not keeping Dad locked away aside, captured behind bars in a body not his own. But I'm not holding my breath, even if I can do so forever in this body. 
Pausing far enough back from the edge of the roof to judge what exactly this particular leap would entail, I sigh as I notice what I thought I might find when I got up here, namely that the other rooftop is higher up than this one. 
Not only do I have to jump across a wide expanse, I also need to jump up while I'm at it.
“Brilliant,” I whisper. 
Nate could do this. It's not even a matter of simply believing in his ability to throw himself at a possibly explosive building and stick. Nate can't fly or jump higher than average. He's no more blessed than anyone he might pass on the street. He just gets back up a lot quicker than the norm, and living and breathing that simple fact makes him mighty, at least in his own mind.
Unfortunately, Nate's not here.
I debate how to pull this off, whether I should make a flying leap off the edge or if I need to set up a makeshift ramp out of whatever flotsam and jetsam I can find lying around the place. But I finally throw caution to the wind and run for it.
It turns out to be a bad decision, unsurprisingly.
The good news is that I don't plummet to the ground. I've seen what happens when Nate doesn't quite land right and I don't covet the pleasant experience of shattering the majority of the bones in my body on impact. Of course, the bad news is that I'm still stuck high above the ground, only my terrified strength to keep me from tumbling to the ground.
I dangle from the edge of the roof, my fingers digging frantically into the stone.
I can let go, I think to myself, the reminder a frantic litany in my head. I can let go, it's okay, I can let go.
It doesn't matter what this body can do. My mind doesn't want to hear it. Instinct screams at me to leap and leap now, teleport away from this place and land somewhere safe where I'm not in danger of dropping to my death.
Logic reminds me I'm certainly not going to die from the drop. But as far as my mind is concerned, logic can go hang. No pun intended.
I try to push myself back up onto the roof, but a quick peek over the edge doesn't reveal much for me to grab onto. I fumble for it anyway, and my fingers grasp with renewed fervor at the sun-warmed stone. Somehow I manage to catch hold, to attach myself to the roof with strength alone and haul myself up over the side with muscles I don't normally possess. 
Miracle of miracles, the damn cowboy hat doesn't even fall off.
I can hear the sound of low mocking laughter from the ground, presumably Graham's smug chuckles. I'm tempted to flip the bird over the edge of the rooftop, but I'm still getting over the fact that I haven't yet been blown to smithereens by veiled explosives. “Yet” being the operative word, of course.
“Nate?”
For a moment, the soft voice in my ear startles me, and I flinch before realizing it's Noor's voice in my ear, thrown through the shadows she controls like a superhuman ventriloquist. 
“Aw, hell, give me a minute,” I growl. 
I can almost sense Shadow's consciousness stepping back with hands raised.
I crouch as low as I dare, my only thought to crab-crawl my way across the roof to the door and enter the building without blowing us all to kingdom come. When villains of every stripe establish and assemble their lairs, they take great pains to set up as many obstacles as possible, more as a warning system than anything else. That's why immortals like Nate usually get sent in first for these sorts of gigs, so that anyone intent on dropping caped visitors into a pit full of snarling mechanical lions or dousing them in acid will have quite the tricky little cat to deal with.
Immortals like me, I think to myself, and silently wish I could still vomit. 
“The things I get myself into,” I mutter.
It's not quite as difficult as I imagine to get across the roof to the access door, or down the rickety metal steps to the open and dusty interior of the warehouse, or to weave my way through the moldy cardboard boxes of aged board games and musty dolls. 
In fact, it's not difficult at all. No booby traps, no sudden jets of flame, not even enough sting in the stuffy air to warrant a sneeze. 
That's never a good sign.
It's not hard to find Dad. He's not locked up or trapped, not handcuffed to a pipe or being dissected by aliens in retaliation for Morris's sorry if long-past attempts of intergalactic domination. There are no pods or gestation containers anywhere to be seen, nothing to indicate a cloning experiment run amok, no robotic equipment or mind control devices in plain view to shout a triumphant “Aha!” over. There's not even a computer or a desk or a damn desk chair.
There is simply my father, or the thing that's living in his body, sitting on a large box of rusty pogo sticks with one clenched fist resting on his knee.  
When Dad spots me he smiles, this wide unsettling stretch of his lips.
I wish so hard to be someplace else I'd probably draw out a nosebleed if I were in anyone else's body.
“How nice of you to join me, Nate,” he says, and there's something at the polite tone of his voice that forces me to take a cautious step back. “You were so distracted yesterday. I was almost afraid you'd scampered off for good to the nearest mechanical pony ride.”
“Clearly I'm a glutton for punishment.”
“You're certainly not the only one.”
There's something confusing and dizzying about the entire conversation, a twirling kaleidoscope of double meanings. “The others are worrying over you, you know.”
“Let them,” he says. “I'm still breathing and still in one piece. I haven't been possessed or chained. Quite frankly, I'm positively … peachy.”
Peachy. Nate always calls me “peaches.” I can't help but wonder if he knows who's really in this body.
“Then what's with the hold-up?” I finally ask. “Ain't got time to be wasting when there's bad folk to wrangle.”
“Slathering it on a bit thick, aren't we?”
I shift my weight from one foot to the other, not sure what to make of that.
“Besides,” he says, “why start making an effort now? Ivy does quite well all on her own while I'm unavailable. And she's so very generous, don't you think?”
I picture my mother standing behind him on the wrecked ruins of the robot, tilted just so at his side. All the newspaper photos would feature him in the forefront that way, the triumphant legendary hero. “I couldn't agree more,” I say.
“You might try telling John Camden that,” he snaps. “It appears the poor pathetic man has developed quite the crush on Ivy. Follows us everywhere like a lost puppy. Why, the last person to focus his obsession on our family got quite the nasty surprise in the end.”
So this is the story we're spinning, I think, and do a damn fine impression of feeling ill.
“This ain't the forum to be airing your petty bullshit, Everett.”
He grins. “You're right.”
That's all the warning I get.
In another body, in my body, I would already be out of the building if not the state, breathing a deep sigh of relief as the explosion blasts its way through the factory. I would be safe and secure and far far away, but instead I'm inside when the bombs go off in a dazzling and brilliant display, a flash of electric blue arcing in the air where my father stands. The roof collapses in a shower of broken steel and cement chunks, and before I'm given a chance to worry about Dad, everything goes a dull blinding gray.
I hear frantic shouts almost immediately.
It's a long tense moment before the slab of stone pressing me down and crushing various bones and internal organs is wrenched from on top of me. Within an instant that bright hot flicker shoots through me just under the skin, that pain that's not really pain at all. I'm as good as new by the time Graham bends over me and says, “You all right?”
It's a silly question and we both know it. Graham's lip curls, and he hauls me to my feet, gripping my shoulder tight enough to keep me upright while my ankle bones quickly reset themselves. 
“Everett was in there,” I say. 
To be fair, his body is in there. But I'm positive now's not the time to get into semantics over the contents of Dad's meat suit.
Graham stiffens, and for a moment I almost expect him to perform a rarely seen display of giving a damn about our father. Instead, he pulls his hand away as soon as he sees I'm in one piece and shoots an accusatory glare at Shadow, who hovers nearby with a serious look in her eyes that's all business. 
“Ivy's on it,” she says, mostly to me. Graham's already gone by the time she's finished speaking, off to join the rest of the team clearing away debris.
When I blink the clogging dust from my eyes, it's easier to see my mother flinging aside enormous cement blocks and twisted bits of rebar. Graham sweeps aside piles of crumpled iron and shredded cardboard boxes with a mere thought, while the others rummage through more manageable ruins in an attempt to reach my father.
I freeze, unable to force myself to join the others.
They'll find him alive. They will. Whoever he is, finding his dead body in the ruins of the toy warehouse is not the point.
Mom gives a triumphant cry. 
She hauls him from the wreckage and the others surround them, cluster close like enthusiastic rugby players and pester the both of them with worried questions about his possible injuries or jokes about his need for a newer, cleaner uniform. Whoever he is, his telekinetic abilities must have kicked in enough to protect him from the falling debris like an invisible umbrella.
Graham hangs back, an odd duck just like myself. When I stare at him in curiosity he stares back with just as much intrigue in his gaze.
A moment later Dad speaks, his words hoarse. 
“I found it.”
His voice is almost too low to be heard. But now that the rubble of the warehouse has crumbled under our feet and the sirens of emergency vehicles are still in their infancy elsewhere in the city, the words carry.
Mom strokes the dust from his face. “Found what, darling?”
He lets loose with a wracking cough. “The evidence we were looking for. It's in there under the rubble.”
I'll just bet it is, I think. The moment it dawns on me that he's lying, icy fingers trail up my spine.
Dad raises his head, punch-blue circles shading his eyes from view for a long moment. He stares at me in silent growing triumph.
“It's him,” he says, his lips twisting in a decisive sneer. “Nate was the one who released the robots.”



18.
 
There is no trial when they send you to Hollyoak Hills.
I don't remember much of anything that happens after Flashpoint and Graham tighten their steely grips around my upper arms. They haul me towards the SLB transport unit that roared onto the scene not long after the thing in my father's body made his stunning announcement and Noor contacted the SLB with a few quietly transmitted words. My volunteer bodyguards fling me bodily into the back of the transport unit, sending me slamming with a heavy thump against the far wall. 
There are no questions, no displays of evidence, no alibis or motives to be pondered. 
In the name of justice, a Noble never lies. It says so on bumper stickers and everything.
The vehicle starts to move before I manage even the slightest of protests, the bruises and lumps from my unceremonious pitch into the transport unit healing in an instant. I fumble into a sitting position and pull myself up onto one of the cold hard seats set into the wall. The SLB doesn't invest in anything elaborate for its transport units. It saves its money for the dampeners that ensure those interred in the back won't be able to escape.
Immortality is one of the many powers they don't dampen, but that's still not much of a help.
I debate pounding on the wall between the containment area and the driver and announcing that I'm not really Nate, that I'm Vera Noble and I've switched bodies, but I know from experience it will be a futile effort. The SLB's rules in regards to transporting prisoners hold firm. No stopping until the person in question is taken to Hollyoak Hills, no exceptions. Protesting that I'm not who they think I am will just be a waste of energy until I can get somewhere near a telepath.
I don't doubt that whoever's taken up residence in my father's body knows that rule as well. That means he doesn't need me gone forever, just for a little while. I'm betting he needs the authorities to put me away just long enough for him to carry out whatever nefarious plan he's attempting to pull off.
I very much do not want to think about what he plans to do while I'm gone. I may only be incarcerated for a few short hours, but any villain worth his salt could pull off a hell of a lot of damage in under an hour. Morris's bloodless takeover of the planet Ferlo only took thirty-seven minutes, and twenty-eight of those minutes were swallowed up waiting for the intergalactic pizza delivery.
Annoyed, I give the wall a good thump. “Hey, any chance I could hit a bathroom on the way to the joint?” I call out.
Silence greets me. 
“Guess that's a no, then,” I mutter to myself.
The ride to Hollyoak Hills continues in a tense silence only broken by the occasional thump of the tires dipping into a pothole or two, rattling my teeth in the process. The drawn-out ride gives me plenty of time to consider my options, what few of them there are. I wish throwing a balls-out melodramatic tantrum would get me released, but unfortunately it's not that simple. Better to just wait it out and play my hand when I can. 
I wish I could teleport. Even when I wasn't using my powers these past five years, the neon insistent spark of them shone brilliant enough to light and warm the inside of me. Without my powers I feel untethered and lost, unconnected and anxious, like I'm a zoo animal released into the wild without a map to direct myself homeward. I've never been one to get carsick, and this body isn't built for it. But there's something dizzying about being metaphorically handcuffed the way I am.
After a long dull drive, the transport unit stops. I can't help but tense up, backing against the wall farthest from the doors, my fingertips a bit numb from the dampeners. 
I shouldn't have bothered. Guardsmen ripped with enormous muscles will not be tearing open the doors to subdue me.
I blink and miss it, the lightning-quick swap from the back of the transport unit to a sparsely appointed waiting room in muted shades of gray. Flickering fluorescent lights give the room a washed-out pallor, like some surreal oncologist's waiting room competing with you to see who'll turn out to be more ill. The walls feature only a single painting, an unsettling abstract in slashes of black and white that causes me to wonder if I've suddenly gone colorblind. The sickly-sweet tune of early-era Madonna done in Muzak fills the air. I wonder sarcastically if this is how I'm about to be punished for a crime I didn't commit, by suffering through chintzy canned dance-pop I hate.  
An insistent throat clears on the other side of the room. I look over from the chair I've been dumped into to see a wizened elderly woman with thick bifocals tucked away behind a receptionist's desk. Her desk sits bare save for a single small flat touchscreen set into the desk's polished surface, but from this angle I can't see what's displayed on it. She fixes a gentle smile on me, her dark skin furrowed with deep lines.
Uncomfortable and confused, I push myself to my feet and approach her desk.  
“State your name,” she says, her voice a singsong. 
I debate telling her the truth. In these sorts of circumstances, the authorities never say, “Oh, well, in that case,” and send you on your merry way, especially if they're merely lowly nine-dollar-an-hour security guards or office clerks. They don't get paid enough to believe a word I or anyone else in my position would say.
“Nathaniel Doe,” I blurt out.
She gives me a gracious nod, and slowly types it into the scanner in front of her. After a long moment, she says, “State your date of birth.”
That would require me to know my date of birth, I'm tempted to say. “I'd prefer not to.”
“He's immortal, Rose. He doesn't have to answer that question.”  
I turn to see Marla standing behind me as though she's been there the whole time. She wears a dusty-rose pantsuit and subtle pearl jewelry. Her dark auburn hair tumbles over her shoulders in a rumpled cloud. She looks like she's just gotten off work at some real job with a definite dress code. 
There's something about the wry twist of her lips and the twinkle in her eyes that makes me stiffen.
She knows Nate. I don't know how, but she does.
“Well, aren't you a sight for sore eyes?” 
If she knows Nate, she'll know I'm not him. If she's a telepath, she'll know I'm not him. 
I wait. And wait. And after a long awkward moment, I say, “I suppose I just might be at that.”
 Somehow I just can't say it. Why can't I just say it?
 She approaches, her arms crossed, and the whole time I try to shove the words past my lips. I'm Vera Noble, I want to say, to shout at the top of my lungs. I know I didn't admit as much when I first got here, but I'm here now and I'm saying it. I'm Vera, not Nate, so you've got to let me go –
She can't even hear me. Shouldn't she be able to hear my thoughts?
“We've got a twenty-four hour hold on you,” she states, and before my heart can sink like a steel weight in my chest she continues. “They find anything on your sorry ass by this time tomorrow, we won't have much of a reason to hold you.”
The words just die on my tongue, weightless and airy, and float away before I can speak them. I'm not sure why or how, but if there is a switch in my brain labeled, “Say your own name,” somebody's poked their way in, flipped it into the “off” position, and glued it firmly in place.
I can think of only one person who might be able to pull that off. And if whoever is in my father's body has managed to tighten his grip on Dad's mind control enough to keep me quiet, that doesn't bode well for my chances of fixing any of this.
“Yeah, well, sometimes that's all they need,” I say, resting my hands on my hips. 
Marla's expression doesn't change. 
“You accusing Everett Noble of lying?”
God, I wish.
I lower my head. “Everett Noble wouldn't lie about something like this,” I declare.
That's true on a few levels. If that were Everett Noble in my father's body, he certainly wouldn't resort to subterfuge to get someone out of the way. He's already got quite enough bold-faced lying on his plate already without adding falsifying witness accounts or making up psychic evidence.
Marla cocks an eyebrow. “Is that an admission of guilt?”  
I say nothing. 
“Didn't think so,” she says after a long moment. She sounds like she wasn't expecting one.
She rests her hand on my cheek, a warm weight punctuated with a few “I told you so” pats.
A moment later, without any sort of warning, everything goes dark.
I reappear, to my stunned surprise, in a simple prison cell.
The walls have been painted a dull off-white and the floors tiled in gray linoleum flecked with black. A stainless steel toilet is attached to the wall opposite a simple bunk tucked with rough sparse bedding. Weak fluorescent lighting flickers overhead, highlighting the already pasty cell with an even more sickly tone. 
It's decidedly less terrifying than I've been given the impression to expect.
I sit down on the bunk with an exasperated sigh, my boots skidding a pair of black marks across the linoleum.
It's only a matter of time, of course. I don't believe for a moment that whoever is in my father's body had enough time to frame Nate for the release of those gargantuan robots before the Fairness Brigade arrived, or – an even more implausible option – that Nate genuinely is the person responsible for the spider robots. It's a gamble, what Dad's doing, but it gives him quite a bit of time to play. By the time they let me go from this place, he could –
A low clanging sound echoes down the hallway.
I stare in vague curiosity at the door.    
An even lower rustling drifts pasts my cell, skirts the floor as someone passes by, too short to be seen through the small rectangular window in the door.
I try to shrug off the eerie feeling that tenses my shoulders and settles there, but it doesn't work.
Another clanging, this one slightly farther away, sharp and meaningful like someone with a crowbar hitting one of the doors.
My fingers tighten in the coarse sheets.
It's not claustrophobia. It's not. Teleporters can tolerate the most appalling of conditions while they retain their abilities. Knowing full well you can escape oppressive heat or intense weather conditions or invading aliens with a simple thought does wonders for your state of mind. But there's no escaping this. There wouldn't be even if I were in my own body, with my own powers.
It doesn't matter where they keep me. 
I'm not going anywhere. That's the whole problem.
Voices carry from down the hall, raising and lowering in what sounds disturbingly like a growing argument. My teeth clench in a tight grind as someone shouts out an unintelligible threat. No one knows exactly what the interior of Hollyoak Hills contains. Former prisoners exit the prison vague or forgetful, their memories patchy. An ordinary jail, with the expected noises of disruptive prisoners or banging metal, just doesn't feel like this.   
An alarm begins to bleat elsewhere, screeching in a high needy tone that does nothing to calm me.
The window in the door is too high, still just too high, so that when there's the recognizable rhythmic thumps of people in heavy boots running past the door I can't see them. My brain registers how many people – one, two, three, and two more as well – in a distant fog.
Not five seconds later, another group runs by, pounding the walls, shouting out in triumph at newly allowed freedom. 
I don't notice myself slipping down to the floor, crab-walking my way backwards until I collide hard with the cinder-block wall. My teeth clank together from the impact.
I don't have to be frightened. I don't have to be frightened, damn it, except every noise and sound and voice that echoes through the place dances across my nerves wearing tap shoes tipped with razor blades. 
It sounds like a prison break, like a riot in its infancy. 
I know better, on some level. Hollyoak Hills doesn't have prison breaks. Those confined within its walls never encounter one another. They're kept isolated, safely contained in solitary quarters. Even a kindergartner in his first year at superhero day school knows that much about Hollyoak.
My lizard brain, on the other hand, doesn't want to listen.
It wants to cry out, wants me to teleport away and run for a secure haven. If I were in my body, I might be able to stifle the anxious tremble running through me and force myself to stay, would have the practiced fortitude not to pop out in fear simply knowing there's always the possibility I can do so whenever I choose.  
But here, in a different body with the door firmly locked to keep me in, with the raucous din rising outside, I sink into terror faster than I normally would under the circumstances.
I bury my face in my folded arms and wish to myself that this would all just end.
As if on cue, everything goes silent in an abrupt cutoff. 
“It knows who you are.”
I open my tightly clenched eyelids to see Marla crouched in front of me. Her auburn hair tumbles loosely over her shoulders, and she's changed from her pink suit into the faded jeans and flannel I'd expect from her. She grips my hands, her work-roughened fingertips rubbing away at them in a calming massage. It takes me a moment to register what she says, my mind too busy reining in my fear.    
“Come again?”
“Hollyoak gives you what scares you, deep down in your guts. You can't even tell what's hiding there, but it can.” Marla's maternal gaze connects with mine, less quietly flirtatious than it was when I first arrived. She gives the room a cursory gaze. She doesn't look impressed, and for a moment I'm almost insulted. “A jail cell with no escape? That's never been any immortal's worst fear as far as I've seen, and I highly doubt it's Nate's.”
I laugh, this high-pitched cackle, thready and surreal. I don't even know where it comes from. “You know him that well, do you?”
Her answering smile is soft but secretive.
I wonder for a moment just whose secrets she's keeping. 
She eases me to my feet and steers me to the bunk, sitting me down whether I like it or not. Her head tilts in a curious-puppy maneuver, and invisible fingertips skim the edges of my consciousness in a light airy touch that's meant to gentle a skittish mind as well as take a quick glimpse inside. I flinch, barely restraining myself from bolting for the still-secured door. The only fact that keeps me from doing so is that she doesn't seem to be reaching much deeper than the outermost borders of me, forced back the more she pushes.
I'm definitely not doing that on my own. 
“There's a cloud in your head, you know,” she says, curious in a faint way. “Fog's thicker than beef gravy in there if you've got the power to peek in. No wonder nobody can tell it's not you.”
My breath shudders out of me, and I make a soft happy noise I don't intend anyone to hear.
“You think it's a side effect of the swap?” I blurt out.
She watches silently for a long moment as I run my hands over the battered denim of my jeans in a nervous gesture. I feel well in so many ways, a steady heartbeat and a settled stomach, but my racing mind more than makes up for it, churning in my head and trying to force me to wallow in dizziness. 
“Could be,” Marla says. She stuffs her fists in her pockets and leans against the opposite wall. We could be at a backroads bar somewhere, the unvarnished floors covered with peanut shells and sawdust, Skynyrd on the jukebox and some unshaven biker fetching her a beer. It's a relaxing sight, whether she means it to be or not. “Could be someone else went poking around in there, too, while they were at it.”
My head bobs in a distracted nod, but my mind narrows in on that comment. It's not a possibility I care to entertain. It's easier – for me, at least – if there's only one person behind all of this. 
After dwelling on that for a moment, I look up at her. “How long have I been in here?”
“Longer than you think,” she says. “A few hours, really, if you want to get technical. Time flows a bit oddly around here.”
“So what now?”
“Well, I can't keep you in here if you're not Nate Doe, no matter whose body you're wearing.”
“How do you know I wasn't in this body long before –”
She makes a sour face. “I'm not stupid.”
“I never said you were.”
Her eyebrow cocks sky high, her lips a brittle twist. 
“You better not make me regret this, darlin',” she says.
There is no flash of light, no wave goodbye or grand display as she opens the door to my cell.
One minute, I rest on the cheap stiff linens of the cell's bunk. The next minute, I stand in the cozy interior of the greeting station, a crackling fire roaring up in the hearth to welcome me.
A large part of me wants to whoop and holler, to shout in triumph at having my freedom handed so casually back to me. The air feels as though it sweeps back into my smothered lungs in a rush. I wait for a minute, unable to stop a lunatic grin from crossing my face, fully expecting someone to appear out of thin air and order me back to my cell.
Instead, I'm left alone. 
All alone, blissful and free.
Now to go retrieve my damn body.
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I emerge from the greeting station to find a taxi waiting for me. 
I wish I could be more grateful that Marla would call a cab to get me back to the city, but something tells me this isn't some kind act of charity on her behalf, regardless of the fact that my immortality would be numb underneath the surface of my skin for the next couple of hours. The sooner I get back to the city, the sooner she doesn't have to deal with me anymore. 
Or possibly, the sooner I can vacate Nate's body and move him back in. 
I grimace as I slide into the back of the cab, trying not to imagine what Nate and Marla's relationship could possibly entail. He's practically my brother, for heaven's sake, certainly far closer to me than Graham's ever been. I can't begin to describe how much I'd prefer to avoid picturing the two of them circling each other like angry lions before shagging like bunnies, because that was certainly the impression I got from Marla.
My grimace deepens at the mental image.
In a weak sort of self-defense, I run through the recipe for cherry jalepeno tarts in my head.
The driver eyes me in the rear view. “Where to?”
A quarter-cup of confectioner's sugar, a quarter-teaspoon of almond extract … 
I give him the first address that pops into my head. Nate's place may not be safe, but I'm not dumb enough to try the Rafters right now. I can't imagine the greeting I'd get there would be entirely welcoming, lack of substantial evidence or not.
Leaning my head against the back of the seat, I shut my eyes and slow my breathing, attempting to vent the unsettled sensation still racing through my veins. Apparently being immortal doesn't eliminate a monstrous case of anxiety brought on by a half a day locked away behind bars.
As we approach the city limits, crossing the ramp onto Keller Bridge, I figure with a frown that it might help if I check to make sure I have something on me to pay the driver with. I reach back and pull the battered brown leather wallet from my back pocket, flipping it open to reveal more than enough money for the fare.
The worn corners of a few photos peek out from one small sleeve of the wallet.
I bite my bottom lip, abject curiosity tearing at me.
It's a horrible invasion of privacy the way I see it, fishing through Nate's wallet for anything more than cab fare. But it's been that kind of a day, and if there's one thing he'll learn after living in my body for a day or so, it's that I can keep a secret better than almost anyone at this point.
A blue paperclip holds his SLB card and driver's license together on the top of the small pile of cards and photos, the rest a loose disorganized mess. There's no medical insurance card to be had, of course. The rest consists mostly of discount cards for mini-marts and coupons for every burger place and steakhouse in town, half of which feature the hastily scrawled names and phone numbers of girls who I imagine all have impossible times getting dating offers from guys who aren't trying to win bets. At least Nate might be serious about calling them back. Maybe.
The photos, however, come as a bit of a shock.
The top one is a picture of the two of us from before I left town, me in some slinky black number I'd managed to sneak past my mother's critical eye, Nate with one arm wrapped around my midsection as I curl in his lap, the two of us clearly intoxicated and flashing peace signs and bright smiles at the camera. The few underneath it are about what I'd expect to find in Nate's wallet. A grainy photo of him on the front page of the newspaper after saving a bus full of nuns from tilting off the Keller Bridge into the river. Him with his arm slung over a gorgeous brown horse that appears to be more interested in eating his hat. The Brigade at my dad's surprise birthday party.
The next two make me bite back a gasp.
The first is of Nate, dressed in a neat stiff suit He poses for a sepia-tinted daguerrotype with his hand resting on the shoulder of a homely round-faced young woman with a sweet smile and a long high-necked prairie dress.
The second is a more recent photo of a painting in some gallery, a portrait that has to be at least five hundred years old. The subject sports a ruffed collar and a secretive grin and a face that looks so painfully like Nate my blood goes cold with realization.
He's never told me. Not that he has to, of course, and not that it's all that important.       
But that's what I get for assuming, I suppose.
I tuck the photos away, not all that keen to look at them and ponder for too long what they might imply, and remove enough cab fare and a substantial tip not long before the driver pulls up at the corner a block from Nate's place to let me out. Construction workers crowd the street, still clearing away the day-old debris from the robot attack.
The walk to Nate's apartment building isn't far, and it gives me a chance to clear my head. But it doesn't change the fact that it's still a walk rather than the comfortable immediacy of teleportation. 
I tug at my hat as I pass the busy construction zone with more than a few hardhats joking around and whistling at women walking past. They're not going to catcall at me now, of course, not while I'm wearing an immortal male cowpoke. But Nate's face must have been all over the news while I was gone, plastered on every newspaper in the city in fresh sharp colors on the front page. If they have no problem treating random female passersby like worthless pretty meat puppets, I can't imagine they'd take a moral stand against beating the tar out of the guy who allegedly kidnapped Wavelength.
I finish adjusting my hat, the brim shading my eyes and most of my face, and keep walking.
Arriving at the apartment building doesn't result in the frantic escape that I expect to have to make upon opening the front door. While the entrance lounge is surprisingly empty, there still sits a lone security guard at the front desk, not quite as involved in sudoku or a handheld video game as most security guards I've encountered in my career.
He catches my eye. For a moment I tense up, expecting a hard time.
Instead, he tilts a respectful nod in my direction, and reaches over to buzz me into the elevator.
I'm not exactly positive I'd like to know the specifics of why a security guard in Nate's building might still be so accommodating after he's been released from kidnapping charges. But there's a lot about Nate I'm not sure I want to know, friend or not.
It's almost a bit of a shock by the time I unlock the door to Nate's apartment and step inside, half-expecting a trained army of ninjas to appear out of every nook and cranny to dismember me. It can't be this easy to just … just go home. It shouldn't be this easy. It doesn't bode well.
Neither does the fact that when I call out to see if anyone is home, no one answers.
Not that a trained army of ninjas would answer if called, of course, but they're not the ones I'm looking for.
I don't care how safe things may feel right now. I want my body back.
Which, of course, means getting it back from the person who currently has it, wherever he may be.
It certainly doesn't appear to be on the premises, although it would be difficult to tell if Nate had been here recently in my body considering the state of the place. Nate decorates his apartment like an oil baron attempting to be a cattle rancher, all expensive but worn leather furniture and more than a few decorative animal parts displayed on the walls. The problem is that whatever his interior decorating tastes may be, they're hidden under a disaster area the likes of which would make even Troy cringe.
I nearly gag as I pick up a dirty sock from the coffee table in the living room using the encrusted tines of the discarded fork lying on top of it.
“How does he live like this?” I murmur, then grimace and toss both the fork and the sock into the sloppy mass of stained laundry and grimy dishes currently coating the floor. “I suppose it helps, not being able to vomit.”
Maybe I should clean while I'm here. If I wasn't positive I'm about five minutes away from a friendly visit from the neighborhood goon squad, I just might, if only to save Nate from being devoured in his sleep by a rapacious slab of sentient garbage. Hey, you never know.
Nothing appears disturbed as far as I can tell. But it's entirely possible he's already managed to master my abilities to the point where he really doesn't need to disturb anything if he doesn't want to. Lord knows he's got enough life experience to handle it.
“Or so I assume,” I whisper, taking in the decided lack of photos on the wall with a wry smile. 
Nate plays his cards close to his chest. I probably shouldn't find it as comforting a personality trait as I do, the deft way he conceals the staggering well of lies I know damn well he keeps to himself. Immortals don't have to lie about their age, never have to pretend they're fresh out of high school when they're actually a few thousand years older than those around them. They haven't had to fabricate nice, normal histories since the late 1600s, when the witch hunters called for the ungodly heads of the superhuman hero squads as well as those of the town's suspected heathens. 
They don't have to lie about their pasts, but they don't necessarily have to tell the truth either.
Immortals can whirl into a town with their pockets bulging with their riches and their names in neon lights, but they can just as easily sneak in under the radar with a single knapsack and a friendly smile. Change does immortals good and they succumb to it often, passing themselves off as green wide-eyed youngsters. Maybe they're just off the ranch, still shaking sawdust and manure from the grooves in their boots.
Etiquette says it's impolite to question an immortal's given personal history. Practice tells me and every other hero that they'll tell you what you need to hear and elaborate on the rest.
Simply being near Nate's possessions feels like a profound violation, but this is the only remotely safe place which came to mind. I don't feel the urge to add rifling through his underwear drawer to the list of unpleasant and uncomfortable things I've slogged through lately. 
A car horn honks, loud and shrill, and some warning instinct commands me to check it out. 
I peer out the windows that face out onto the street, easily spotting the broad shoulders and defined chin of my father striding down the sidewalk even from all the way up here. Nate's eyesight must be fantastic, I think, the words darting almost frantically through my brain.
Social visit or life-threatening encounter?
I imagine, I realize wryly, there's no reason it can't be both at once.
My gaze darts around the apartment in a futile search for a way out. The easiest way would be the fire escape, of course, but even John Camden would know better than to ignore such an obvious exit. He may even be waiting down there out of view as we speak, killing time until I try something as amateur as scaling the fire escape to the sidewalk below. I'm tempted to simply make a flying leap from the window, but this high up the damn things are firmly sealed. Besides, it's not exactly an option I embrace. 
So, trying to avoid him by going through the building, it is.
The front door of Nate's apartment faces the elevator, a common safety precaution among heroes. But I know there's another door in this apartment for a less traveled hallway accessible only in an emergency by heroes of the human and superhuman variety. Nate made joking references to the hallway on occasion, at least in my presence, calling it the only escape route at his disposal that might be even remotely as clever as my own.
Now it was just a matter of recalling which door in the apartment might lead there.
A normal person would probably have blocked it long ago with some obtrusive piece of furniture, but Nate has never been normal. I spot three doors that are distinct possibilities, but can't recall under my current level of stress just which one it might be. 
Clenching my teeth in aggravation, I grab the doorknob of the closest door and yank it open, frantic to find an escape route.
Something tumbles out of the closet I've apparently discovered, a heavy weight that hits the floor with a solid thud. I can't quite claim my resulting shriek to be the least bit tough or manly, which presumably makes me look about as ridiculous as I feel.
A body. Why am I not the least bit shocked that it's a body?
My heart races, throbbing a steadily slowing tempo in my chest as I force myself to focus. It's not as if I've never seen a dead body before. It's not even like I haven't seen another one this week. It's simply a bit of a stunner to be attempting an escape only to be slowed by a corpse falling out of the wrong door. Granted, I'm the one who opened the wrong door in the first place, but still.
There's no denying that the body lying before me is dead, its stiff limbs ripe with rigor, its pallor a sick grayish tinge I recognize all too easily. Years away from the superhero life don't scrub the distinct stench of slowly rotting flesh from your memory. On the bright side, at least this particular body hasn't been boiled in acid or turned into a zombie or dressed in a monkey costume as some strange calling card. Supervillains have an odd way of making sure their kills will be correctly recorded, so even now I usually expect to find bodies done up in mime grease paint or trussed up in – 
In a red satin dress and black patent-leather heels.
“Oh, no,” I practically moan. It's Nate's voice and Nate's body slamming down to its knees but my growing fear that can't stop saying, “No, no, no, no ...”
I reach out and roll the body over.
There's no mistaking the generous curves and dark curls, or the dress, for that matter. I bought it on sale from my favorite website, Pretty Kitten, along with a cheap pair of cherry earrings that broke during shipping. 
This isn't just any body.
It's me.
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I'm dead. 
Really, truly deceased.
Well, this is unexpected.
I wish I had the time to summon up the proper amount of terrified arm-flailing the sight of my own body sprawled gracelessly across an unwashed pile of Nate's forgotten laundry truly deserves. But at least I can think clearly enough through the startling shock to understand that now's not the time to moon in stunned fear over my own unfortunate demise. Now I have to get out, and fast, and I'll be damned if I'm leaving my body behind when I do.
“It's a good thing this bodyswapping nonsense isn't confusing,” I mutter sarcastically to my prone corpse.
If Nate's still in there, he's certainly not up for responding right now.
The saving grace of occupying Nate's body right now is that the casual masculine strength makes up at least a little bit for the lack of teleporting ability. I swing my own body into a simple fireman's carry with less effort than I expect, leaving me to devote most of my concentration to ignoring the distinctive pungent smell wafting off the body. 
Exhibiting an impressive measure of caution considering whose body I'm currently inhabiting, I head for the entrance to the apartment and crack open the door to peer down at the elevators. Only one elevator appears to be occupied, the numbers above it steadily lighting up in tarnished orange-red as the elevator rises towards Nate's floor. John has no reason to take the stairs, not when Nate lives on the twentieth floor and theoretically hasn't seen him coming. He doesn't need to sneak around. Chances are he's in there.
I don't even allow myself to question what I do next. I simply bolt across the hall and flip the switch for the fire alarm.
I'm not sure it's going to work, but Nate wouldn't live in a place like this unless it possessed a certain something to make up for the lousy interior design in the lobby. The eleven-hundred block of Labyrinth Drive features an expensive variety of apartments and condominiums known mostly for their state-of-the-art security systems. Their tenants range from heroes and supervillains to crooks and celebrities of a more pedestrian and human social set. If you're not quite sure you won't wake up any given morning kidnapped and sold to intergalactic slave traders, you move to Labyrinth Drive. 
I'm betting any fire alarm outside a superhero's apartment would have its own special purpose other than just to warn of fire, and my bet pays off. 
Throwing the alarm is enough to freeze the elevators where they are – along with every other door in the entire building. The lights dim, casting the halls in the eerie glow of the neon blue emergency strips along the ceiling, and the door to Nate's apartment slams shut on its own, locking firmly.
Angry voices begin to rise all over from the surrounding apartments. I ignore the worrisome noises to take a knee and rifle through my pockets for Nate's wallet. It's hard to do while holding onto a rather heavy body slung over my shoulders, but I manage to extricate Nate's SLB security clearance out from between his voter registration card and his lock-picking kit. 
A quick swipe of the security clearance past the keypad next to the stairwell door sends a loud click emanating from the lock.
I grin and kick the door open with one booted foot, descending the stairs just as the aggravated screams in my father's voice rise from the elevators.
Luck stays with me all the way down to the building's dimly lit parking garage. I pull out of the rear exit ramp in Nate's wee chocolate-brown Cooper with my sickly ripening body in the passenger seat just as the interior lights in the first-floor lobby reappear in my rearview mirror.
I only barely resist the urge to laugh in triumph as I speed towards home.
The ride itself is as painfully silent as you would expect. Obviously, intelligent conversation – or really, any conversation at all – is out of the question, unless you count my occasional one-sided complaints about the smell to distract me from where exactly the pungent scent of rotting flesh originates. I debate turning on the radio, but decide against it when I realize just how many songs there are that could pump through the stereo speakers to make this entire situation even more unbearably awkward. 
Tucking a blanket that Nate keeps in the backseat around the body, buckling it in, and pillowing my battered denim coat under its head does wonders to make my wayward corpse pass for a simple sleeping passenger. But it didn't do much to eliminate the uncomfortable absence of sound.
I wonder briefly if Nate's even still in my body, but quickly stifle the thought. That's one road that will only lead to a hefty serving of guilt followed by a heaping slice of fear, neither of which I have the metaphorical appetite for right now.
It begins to drizzle not far from home, just as I'm turning off the interstate onto the long winding country road that meanders for a while before finally deciding to cross through town. I zip through the familiar territory at just the right speed, fast enough to reach town as soon as possible, slow enough to keep from hitting any deer that might wander out into the middle of the road. The drizzling rain mists the windshield, barely heavy enough to worry about windshield wipers.
The body shifts in the passenger seat, and I reach out instinctively to steady it, my hand landing on the bare fleshy skin of what would, under normal circumstances, be my very own forearm.
I don't know what in heaven's name I'm even doing.
I don't know why I'm driving home. I don't know why I cradled my dead body in my arms and buckled it into Nate's car and left the city so quickly I may have left skid marks from the exit to the parking garage to the city limits.
I don't know ...
“Oh, for heaven's sake,” I hiss, and gun the gas pedal to the floor.
I'm barely within sight of the main drag before I nearly hit a zombie with Nate's car.
The car screeches to a halt when I slam on the brakes, and the seat belt is the only thing that keeps the corpse next to me from sliding into an embarrassing heap on the floor. I might be more concerned about the state of the body I'm hoping to return to eventually somehow, but … well, it's hard not to focus on the walking dead. They make themselves very hard to ignore, particularly the one currently licking at the glass of the driver's side window.
I wish I could say I'm surprised by this particular turn of events, but it's been one of those weeks.
Sighing, I swerve around the zombie still tripping over himself in the middle of the road and drive towards town.
“I am definitely going to have to take up alcoholism when this is all over,” I murmur to myself.
The closer I move to town, the more of the walking dead I spot shuffling around people's yards and stomping through the woods in aimless circles. Approaching the heart of Main Street in Nate's Cooper does nothing to diminish the sheer number of zombies that trudge in slow but persistent paths across the road. They ramble between hastily abandoned vehicles and terrified passersby, the majority of the town's inhabitants appearing to have enough sense to stay indoors.
I'm not the least bit shocked to see Hazel among the crowd refusing to duck for cover when they could be doing a little amateur zombie-wrangling, warding off a moaning female zombie so that a trio of screaming high school boys twice her size can duck into the safety of the town library.
Shaking my head, I park the car on the opposite side of the street and get out.
I lock the doors behind me. I don't expect the undead to try to turn my body into a buffet, but I'm certainly not taking my chances.
Hazel doesn't see me at first, too busy storming through a groaning huddle of zombies. The metal snow shovel in her hands swings with impressive force considering it's being wielded by someone who appears to weigh less than the shovel itself. One of the zombies tumbles to the ground, still gnawing at the air with its blood-stained maw. 
Hazel doesn't even flinch. She presses the business end of the shovel down on the zombie's neck, the edge of the metal sharp against its graying skin, and steps down on the upper curve, putting all her weight into it. 
The body lacks blood. The only indication she's succeeded in stopping it is the way the zombie's jaw ceases its futile biting as it tumbles towards the gutter.
Hazel doesn't even give herself a moment to savor the kill, giving the head a good thumping with one foot before moving on to tear a zombie away from little Timmy Collins.
So much for respecting the dead, I suppose.
I stalk towards her, pausing to punch a severely rotted cape-wearing zombie I sincerely hope is neither one of my grandfathers which attempts to take a bite out of my neck as I pass. Timmy Collins bolts towards the library as Hazel whacks a zombie's head into a messy splatter on the sidewalk. As I walk up, I catch her sighing a tired breath and reaching up to run a hand through her unkempt hair, only to stop herself as she grimaces at the gory spatters on her fingers.
“Need help?” I blurt out.
She turns to me in the middle of wiping her hand off on her ink-stained jeans, the muck blending in far too well with the numerous stains of faded tattoo ink. “Not even a little, but thanks anyway.”   
I can't resist a grin at that.
Recognition dawns in her eyes, and for a moment she casually ignores the irritatingly slow chaos rippling through town around us. “Hey, you're that guy from the Nobles' party.”
“Only physically,” I crack, and frown as it occurs to me that there has to be an easy way to explain this to her without starting an argument or dodging thrown appliances. Never mind that there aren't any random kitchen appliances nearby for her to pitch my way. I'm sure she could force them to appear out of thin air if she were truly angry enough, preferably directly above my head just to save herself the energy of tossing them at me.
Her eyes narrow at the face I make, and she steps closer to study me.
“Vera?”
I almost flinch backwards, wondering if maybe while I was gone she suddenly developed a raging case of telepathy. She's just that good, a voice in my head jokes, but it's true. It's so very uncomfortably true. “You are remarkably good at this game, you know that?” I say, and when I speak my words shake.
She takes another step closer. “How did you get in there?”
“Can we talk about this later?”
Frowning, Hazel gives the lumbering zombies currently touring Main Street at roughly the speed of strawberry jam a dismissive look. “We could talk about this now, really. This is easier than I thought it would be.”
My gaze drops to the old clunky tool in her hands. “A shovel?”
“I'm not as good a shot as Gram is,” she says with a shrug. “She took the shotgun.”
A shot rings out from the opposite side of town, and someone hoots and hollers in celebration. Hazel beams at the sound, absently twirling the shovel around in her hand like an expert ninja with a bo staff.
“You are having way too much fun with this.”
“I didn't realize there was a limit of fun to be had during a zombie invasion.”
“I suppose you wouldn't,” I say wryly.
Hazel bounces up and down a little on the balls of her feet, her itch for a fight thrumming excited energy through her veins as she searches for another zombie to take down. Her bright eyes dim somewhat when she spots something over my shoulder. “Is that your face trying to gnaw through that car's window?”
I sigh heavily at that, but don't bother looking back. With a question like that, I can just imagine what she's seeing inside the Cooper without having to verify just how accurate my imagination can be. I'm not sure what's causing this zombie infestation, or whether or not it's simply a coincidence that it's happening now, of all days, but watching my reanimated self lick the windows in the Cooper is not something I particularly want to witness. “Long story,” I say.
She pales, her freckles standing out in sharp relief against her skin, and the muscle in her jaw flickers an ominous warning. “Your body's … dead,” she says, and I can almost swear I feel our usual argument tap me on the shoulder and question if that's its cue to arrive.
“Is that the most important thing you want to fixate on right now?”
Hazel freezes. “Depends. Where did she go?”
I whirl around, knowing as soon as she says it just what's occurred. Sure enough, there's no body in Nate's Cooper, reanimated or otherwise. Zombies aren't exactly the most dexterous of creatures, so unlocking the doors to get out is a bit out of its range. However, it seems like using my superhuman ability to teleport down the block to fumble its way towards elderly Mrs. Tomasso isn't outside of its skill set even after death.
“You have got to be kidding me,” I say. 
I'm about to head down the street after it when I freeze in place. I lift one of my hands to stare at a palm lacking scars and lines. I study my body, not the one I'm trapped in but the one tramping towards anything that moves in my red silk dress. It bounces with deft superhuman power from one place to another with no firm grasp on landings or execution, more often than not tumbling to the ground as it materializes once again. 
I still have power, in more ways than one. 
“I wonder if that would be crazy enough to work.”
I barely speak loud enough to be heard over the moans and groans of the thinning mass of the undead, but trust in Hazel to hear me no matter how riotous the background may be. “I don't want to know, do I?”
I don't answer. I'm too preoccupied praying that what I'm about to try doesn't end too badly.
It's simple, really, the idea that pops into my head. It boils down to me and me alone, dodging errant zombies still grasping at anyone who comes close, moving as deftly as I can manage until I'm near enough to my reanimated body to say, “Hey, gorgeous.”
It turns towards me, recognizing the coaxing tone if not the actual content of my statement.
I tilt my head to bare my neck, and throw my arms wide open.
Hazel screams my name but I silence her with a simple hand gesture, just before I feel the sharp insistent sting of undead teeth tearing into my flesh. I wonder how this works, if my zombie self tears me to shreds and not a damn thing happens, if every bite it rips from my flesh fills almost instantly with another fresh strip of newly regenerated skin and muscle. 
It doesn't even take that long.
One bite, one taste of Nate's blood, and the zombie crumples like the dead weight that it is. I catch it in my arms before it can sag all the way to the ground. In an instant healthy color washes over the skin, chilled flesh warming under my fingertips. There's a low choked noise, and maybe it comes from my throat and maybe it comes from Nate's, but there's breath in him yet and that's all that matters.
There's breath in him yet, goddamn it.
I very nearly burst into tears, but suddenly I can imagine what Nate's very vocal protest would be against doing something so silly and worthless, at least as long as I'm going to be residing in his body when I do it. Aw, hell, Vera. Save the waterworks for your own pretty face.

By the time Hazel sinks to her knees beside me, threading her fingers through my body's limp dark hair, I can't stop laughing.
Soon enough, Hazel joins in. “She's breathing.”
The pronoun might be incorrect, but it can't be helped.
Hazel smooths the tangled hair away from Nate's current face as I take a quick look around the main drag. Zombies have never been an effective weapon in any way, shape or form. They lack speed and intelligence and are expendable as hell. Even the ones aping a good drunken stumble along Main Street in search of brains don't really matter, at least not to anyone who doesn't live here. 
But a few of the bodies are fresh. Very fresh. I could swear I spot the teenage girl who died three months ago in a motorcycle accident, grabbing futilely at passersby who recognize her and immediately rear away from taking her down.
I stare down at my wrist. It's not my wrist, not really, but …
But I could save them. I could bring them all back.  
I'm halfway to my feet when Hazel pleads, “Vera, don't.”  
My gaze drops to her face, unsurprised to see the warning look in Hazel's eyes. I can't imagine she'd want me to coat myself in brains and throw myself to the zombies, as it were. But for a brief moment I know exactly what she's thinking. Underneath all of the usual concern for my continued existence is the worry that I can't save them all, and even if I can, what then? I'm a hero, born and bred. I'm built strong and tempered in battle. I've had the same SLB-approved therapist on speed-dial since before I could talk. 
I can handle coming back from the dead. Your average human might not be so agreeable to the situation.
Hazel tucks a hand under Nate's neck as though she actually believes she can lug around my larger body. “Come on, let's get her somewhere safe and warm before she melts in the rain,” she says.
It's only when she mentions it that I realize it's been raining since sometime during Nate's feast upon my neck. I was a bit too preoccupied to notice at the time.
I take the body from her and cradle it in my arms, catching Hazel's eyes as I joke, “She's not that sweet.”
She grins. “You'd be surprised,” she says, and props the shovel up on her shoulder as she leads me over to the car again.
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“She's going to wake up eventually, right?”
A swift glance in the rear-view reveals that Hazel's given up on her seat belt and leaned forward to wipe the dried blood from my body's face with a spit-dampened napkin. It isn't the most hygienic method, but beggars and choosers, I suppose. 
“He. He's going to wake up eventually,” I clarify, daring another look at the body in the passenger seat before fixing my eyes on the blessedly empty country road. I hadn't been sure piling into the Cooper would work out, but Hazel being as scrawny as she is means she could fold herself into the cramped back seat. Hell, I imagine she could fold herself into the glove compartment with enough incentive. It still didn't eliminate the distinctive feeling of riding in a clown car, but we'd take what we could get. Small blessings are all we're allowed at the moment, it seems, since Nate has yet to come back to life again. 
“At least I hope he wakes up,” I add. 
I'm not sure I'll be able to live with myself if it doesn't work and I'm trapped in Nate's body for the rest of my new unnaturally extended lifespan, for more than a few reasons. I fidget in my seat again, still more than a little uncomfortable over those body parts which I'm not used to maneuvering just yet and with which I don't really plan on getting comfortable. 
As per usual, Hazel practically reads my mind. “You aren't the only one,” she says with a mocking sniff. “No offense, but if you end up getting stuck in that body, I'm never making out with you again.”
I can't resist shooting her a teasing smile. “Are you saying there's a chance we might make out again if I do get back into my own body?”
“Now's not the time to press your luck,” she warns. She peers out the window as I swerve around a zombie casually ambling across the secluded country road, her brow furrowing in concern. “You sure this is a good idea?”
“Not even a little bit,” I say. 
My grip on the steering wheel tightens until my knuckles go white. Five years I've lived in this area, and it's only in the last few days that I've learned there's another superhuman and a hidden villain's lair within a ten-minute drive of my apartment. As idiotic as it makes me feel for not registering either one of those facts before I practically tripped over them, I refuse to believe there's more of those in the general vicinity. Fool me three times and I may have to sign myself up for an MRI to verify I still have a functioning brain.
Speaking of Morris's lair, I turn onto the road leading to it with far more speed than I intend, scattering pebbles in my wake as the car skids and bumps its way from pavement to packed dirt. The zombies thin out as we approach, searching out far more populated areas in an effort to satiate their hunger, so the area is deserted when I pull the car to a rough stop in front of the trailer. 
Hazel stares at the dilapidated mobile home for a long time, then back at me with disbelief in her clear hazel eyes. “So you may be wrong about this whole secret-lair zombie-raising theory, right? Because if you just went through your whole superhero career resting your decisions on hunches, it's no wonder you quit.”
“That's not why I quit,” I say, unable to tear my gaze away from the trailer. A rickety rabbit-eared antenna that wasn't there before sticks up at a cock-eyed angle from the roof, a completely innocuous decoration if not for the eerie blue lights flickering at the end of each frail metal prong. I may not know how it works, but I don't need to be able to take apart a transmission to recognize a Buick, either. 
Ladies and gentlemen, we have a winner. 
“Besides,” I add, “you know of any other retired supervillains who built secret lairs out here? Because if so, I have no problem going to investigate them next.”
Hazel frowns. “I kinda don't like you right now.”
I'm unable to resist sticking my tongue out at her. I'm having that sort of a day.
A groan sounds from the passenger seat, and both of us perk up as my body shifts with an audible moan of discomfort. I let out a breath I didn't even realize I'd been holding. I may not be in my own body right now, but it's moving and breathing and heaven knows that's a damn sight better than its condition only a few short hours ago. 
I reach over and cup his cheek with one hand. “Nate?”
He swats away my arm with one limp wave. “All right, fine, I –“ He coughs hard, then says, “I believe you,” in a raspy voice.
It takes me a moment to understand what he's getting at. When it finally occurs to me that he believes me about my father being bodyswapped with someone else, I only refrain from smacking him on the arm due to the fact that I'd only be hurting myself, and quite literally at that. “Why, gee, thanks for that,” I drawl.
He cackles, that sly playful laugh of his. In my voice it comes out husky and mischievous, and for some reason I find myself glancing back at Hazel just in time to see her screwing up her mouth into an awkward grimace and forcing herself to look anywhere but at the front seat.
When I turn back to Nate, I catch him taking a good old-fashioned gander at his chest. Which used to be my chest. “Well, would you look at those?” he says, clearly more awed with my breasts when he's lugging them around than when I'm the one sporting them.
“I can, and do, and you won't, or I'll relocate your testicles.”  
“Knock yourself out, peaches. What with my line of work, you'd be amazed how often I grow spares.”
I grimace, unable to resist squirming in the driver's seat at the reminder. “Didn't you get enough time to admire those when we switched?”
“Hell, whoever the son of a bitch was who killed me, he yanked me away from you, konked me on the head, and dumped my sorry dead ass somewhere before I could even register I was missing one pair and gaining another. I was a little busy having a cerebral hemorrhage to pay much attention to your chest, peaches.”
It's not exactly a story I want to hear, particularly with Nate's brand of down-home crassness. I can't help but fidget in my seat every time I catch sight of my chest and remember what we swapped.
Nate frowns. “What?”
“Nothing.”  
I shift my weight again in a sorry attempt to get comfortable, and Nate yelps out a laugh when he figures out why I can't seem to sit still. “It ain't gonna get any more comfortable, Vera. Hell, just because I'm admiring these puppies don't mean I'm particularly enjoying the back pain that comes with 'em.”
“I hate this conversation more than words can say,” Hazel says, and punches the back of my seat a couple of times as a wordless signal for me to get out of the car.
The three of us get out of the Cooper with far fewer acrobatics and balloon animals than I was afraid we'd have to deal with when we arrived. Hazel scrambles out of the cramped back seat as soon as I yank the driver's seat forward, bursting out of the narrow space like the contents of a shaken soda bottle. Nate hauls himself out of the passenger side with all of the grace and dignity of a newborn giraffe. Pairing an unsteady gait with a new center of gravity, high heels, and a vastly different weight distribution leaves him swaying like a sailboat on choppy waters.
“Nate?”  
My voice is low, but it's quiet out here, and his name carries. 
In a rare show of politeness, Hazel pointedly takes a few steps away down the dirt road, turns away and fakes an exaggerated stretch. Nate says nothing, just rests his folded arms on the roof of the car and waits for me to speak.
I don't think I need to tell you just how strange it is to see yourself from outside of your own body – not in photos, not in a mirror, but standing not two feet away from you. You don't look like you imagine from what you see in photos and the mirror. The makeup's worn away and the dark curls have lost their luster, but underneath it all is me. My arms curve with too much body fat. My lips and nose are a bit too big, and the effect without makeup applied just so to lessen it gives my face a vague impression of having been assembled from all the wrong parts in all the wrong sizes. Age hasn't faded the long thin scar on my right cheek, or the notch in my left ear from having an earring ripped out during hardcore interrogation techniques by the Devil's Duo five months before I quit. 
I smile. I can't help it, really.
I wish I could feel worse about it when Nate studies me just as intensely and his expression sags with resignation, but I just can't.
“I peeked in your wallet,” I blurt out.
“Aw, hell, Vera –“
“I needed cab fare! For heaven's sake, Nate, you didn't actually think that would be avoidable under the circumstances, did you?”
“The Brigade's got a car service,” he snaps, pushing away from the car and shutting the door.
“I just didn't want to avoid telling you.”
“Anything else you've been avoiding telling me?”
Well, there is that one thing, I think, with a quick glance over at the mobile home.
Instead of saying precisely that, I murmur, “Nothing that's my secret to tell.”
Something suspicious and curious flickers in his eyes before he closes off and lets slip the same familiar laidback ease I recognize even when it's on an entirely different face than I'm used to. Adjusting the dress clinging to his new curves, Nate sniffs and goes a bit green at the lingering scent of dead flesh. For a moment, I'm terrified he's about to start spewing vomit all over the place and not stop. Holding my own hair back for a solid round of praying to the porcelain god is not an experience I'd like to suffer through. 
Nate walks past the car to sidle up beside me in front of it. “You weren't bringing me here to have a taxidermist stuff me, were you?”
“It's Morris's secret lair,” I sigh.
Both Nate and Hazel, who's taken up a spot on the other side of me, flash me the same dazed look. I've already told Hazel on the way here, of course, but not with the sort of bold bald-faced statement I just blurted out without warning. 
“This one of those secrets that ain't yours to tell?” Nate drawls.
“Can we argue about this later? Because as long as you're in my body, you're the only one who's programmed into Morris's genetic security protocols and can get anywhere near the front door.”
“I don't even want to know, do I?”  
I shake my head without looking his way. I slip the key I'd retrieved from my apartment before we left town from my pocket and hold it up for him to take.
Sighing, Nate swipes the key from my grasp, removes the heels he's still wearing, and takes a few cautious steps across the packed dirt of the worn country road. He pauses at the edge of the lawn with his toes barely touching the recently shorn grass. His arms hang down at his sides as his gaze locks on the grimy exterior, his limp hair tumbling over his rounded shoulders and his lips still stained with the blood he gnawed out of my currently unmarred neck. 
It takes me a moment to catch the tremble in his fingers, the washed-out color of his skin. I try to remember if I've ever caught Nate being afraid of anything and draw a blank. 
“You sure this is safe?”
His voice – my voice – is strangely deeper than I thought it was, the words rich like fine wine even as they shake and hitch. I step up beside him, tempted to take his hand to calm his quickly fraying nerves. “Fairly sure,” I say.
“Fairly ain't going to cut it, Vera.”
“Yes,” I blurt out, startled by the ice that threads through his bitten-off words. “Yes, I'm sure.”
The AI must have allowed Dad's body past the barriers and security protocols even though Dad wasn't actually taking up residence at the time, presumably because Morris wouldn't take a chance of truly harming Dad no matter what the consequences. It let me pass once without a genuine problem. If it can't tell Dad is not completely Dad, I doubt it will able to differentiate normal everyday me with Nate wearing a Vera suit grimy with things I'd rather not identify.
“I can't teleport,” he says, still not moving.
“You don't need to.”
His voice breaks a little when he says, “I can't heal, either.” 
“Oh, for fuck's sake,” Hazel mutters behind me.
I resist the urge to warn her away from speaking right now, knowing full well that will only make things worse. Instead, I lean close to Nate and whisper in my best Nate-drawl, “Peaches, nobody said you had to be fearless.”
The laughter bursts out of him, deep and rough, unexpected but amused. He shoots me a sideways glance while the corners of his lips tug slowly upward. After a moment he tosses his limp hair and slides his hands over the substantial curves of his hips.
He's ready, or as ready as he's going to be.
Nate places one unsteady foot on the grass, ignoring the ever-present hiss emanating from the depths of the lawn and the muffled whirr of readying blades from somewhere underneath us. The recognizable throb of Morris's security system shakes the air around us in an invisible tsunami of sorts. It rolls over all three of us before rebounding back to Nate and swirling around him like a draining whirlpool.
A moment later, he steps onto the grass with both feet.
I tense up as soon as he does. I wonder just how intelligent Morris's security system is, if it will suspect anything if Nate doesn't teleport his way onto the front porch like I would. These are the choices, I think wryly, let Nate walk across the lawn and possibly be sliced like an Easter ham, or let him attempt to teleport and hope I can locate him again if he accidentally ends up on some faraway island with no name from which I can't retrieve him.
Frankly, I'd rather let him take the chances with the lawn.
Hazel's hand darts out to encircle my wrist in a tight grip. Even without filling her in on the sordid details of what Morris's security system must entail, Hazel's encountered Morris at the cafe more than enough times for his sharp wits and impetuous moods to sink in. I dare a quick glance down at her, but she's not looking at me. I'm not the one she's worried about at the moment.
Nate's path across the grass is unbalanced and wobbly, once you combine the high heels with the soft unpaved ground. Even without the high heels, he lurches forward in slow determined steps, his mouth set in a thin nervous line as he approaches the trailer.
By the time he stomps up onto the porch steps, his face brightens with a wide smile. He hoots and hollers in such a Nate sort of way I almost forget it's my body he's currently occupying. “Hot damn!” he yells, and even Hazel's annoyed sniff covers up a low chuckle. 
“Unlock the door, you idiot,” I yell.
He waves me off, then leans close to the door to jam the key in the lock. 
A moment later, a row of flat squares of sod lift up from the lawn and flip over, settling back down to form a simple but effective stone walkway.
“Oh, now you gotta give a girl a sidewalk?” Nate says to the door as we catch up to him.
I dodge around him to open the door. “You are enjoying this far too much.”
“Which part,” he says, “the danger of death or the breasts?”
Hazel shoots him a dark look. “Please stop fixating on her chest.”
“You're not supposed to, either, if memory serves.” 
Her frown turns on me, and deepens as well.
I turn the doorknob and throw open the door, allowing Nate and Hazel to enter ahead of me. I have a sneaking suspicion if I gave them the chance, they'd never just follow me in. Considering the current state of affairs, I don't want either one of them out of my sight for any longer than they have to be.
Hazel and Nate waste too much time being awed by the compact but technologically advanced interior of Morris's lair. Neither one of them pays me much mind as I weave around them to rush over to the main control panel. The monitors refuse to spark to life, possibly tweaked by Dad before he left for the city. It has to be Dad who did this, or whoever is inside of him at any rate. He's the only other one alive who knows about this place, and zombies make for a simple distraction. He tried to buy himself some time, but whatever he needed it for he obviously didn't need that much of it. 
Thankfully, much like most other supervillains, Morris has never been one to forget a failsafe. Sure enough, flipping up what appears to be a wireless keyboard secured to the desk reveals three large unlabeled buttons hidden underneath; one red, one blue, and one green. 
He's always got to make things so very complicated, I think with a sigh. Or least he tries.
I know Morris and his stupid psychological games too well to even bother debating which one is the failsafe. I slam my palm down on the blue button harder than necessary.
Three shrill beeps echo through the lair before the lights dim, and the computers lose their soothing hum. The antenna on the roof slaps against it as it whirs to a halt and flips down, sounding vaguely like retracting landing gear on an airplane.
At least, I believe that's what it sounds like. Needless to say, my experience flying anywhere on a plane is severely lacking bordering on nonexistent. Why waste hundreds of dollars on a ticket and hours crammed into an airplane seat when a single thought can pop me to France or Japan or Mars or anywhere else I want to go? 
When I turn back around again, I find Hazel digging through drawers bulging with lab equipment and Nate running his fingers over the blueprints scattered across the counters. I hope Morris wasn't counting on keeping his precious privacy after death, that's all I've got to say. 
“I can't believe Morris managed to hide all this in here,” Nate says.
Hazel laughs. “I can.”
Making a face, Nate tugs at the dress again, an odd discomfort sparking behind his eyes. “Well, I've had buckets of fun being dead and all, but it did one hell of a number on me, so if you ladies will excuse me, I'm just off to powder my nose,” he says, barely able to hide his growing smirk.
“Oh, you do not,” I blurt out.
He shoots me a pointed look. “Peaches, you can't tell me you didn't hit a rest stop on the way here.”
“I had a body in my passenger seat,” I say, growling out the words past clenched teeth.
“Side of some nice secluded rural road, then?”
My glare could melt glaciers. “I hate you.”
Nate just beams in triumph and saunters off in the general direction of the facilities, presumably to linger in the bathroom for a bit longer than expected in a concerted effort to make me paranoid. I almost wish I could give him the satisfaction of being truly worried that he'll do something that will push the boundaries of propriety, but Nate won't touch anything more than he needs to. Love-'em-and-leave-'em nature aside, the man's got enough decency not to play with toys that aren't his without asking nice first. It puts him one up on a lot of people, sad to say.
“I wonder if I should warn him about the nuclear weaponry in there,” I whisper to Hazel.
“Please be joking.”
I flash her a wily grin and wink, feeling a bit more like Nate at the moment than I care for.
A moment later, Nate hurries back into the room, fumbling in a dizzy sway towards us with a worried look on his face.
“That's not a bathroom,” he declares.
Hazel and I exchange a confused look, then trail after him towards the door to the bathroom. He flings it open, then gestures at the interior with an insistent wave. 
We all peer inside. I can already feel Hazel's confusion brewing beside me at what looks like the expected cramped bathroom. The toilet features a fuzzy seat cover and the walls sport mock wood paneling. It's so painfully innocuous, it shouldn't look as sinister as it does, and doesn't if you're someone like Hazel. Except it's normal, a tacky sort of normal in a crisp modern world.
Any average person would suppose Morris had simply not cared enough to match a bathroom to the rest of the décor. As though Morris Kemp would suffer the indignity of a fuzzy pink toilet seat cover for longer than necessary. Much like the bedroom, if he really planned to use the bathroom for his own personal use and nothing more, he would have remodeled it into something a bit more modern.
Nate and I know better.
“Go on,” Nate says, nudging me with one elbow. 
I narrow my eyes in his direction, and he raises his hands in surrender.
“Don't look at me. You're the one with the immortality, peaches.”
I shoot him a look that could melt kittens – well, it could if I were Lady Eyesore, in any event – then walk into the bathroom and shut the door behind me. 
It takes a moment. There must be fantastic soundproofing of intergalactic origins in the walls, the bathroom stifling even the sounds of my breath and the steady drip of rusty water from the tap. No matter how unlikely it might be that Morris would use this pathetic excuse for a bathroom with its chintzy décor and musty air, he wouldn't leave the water unfiltered when he'd need it for his precious experiments. 
I'm unsurprised when after a long drawn-out silence there's a demanding lock and a click followed by the whirr of unseen gears and pulleys. The entire bathroom twists and falls at the same time, the slow descent of an elevator combined with the slightly dizzying disorientation of a roller coaster. 
When it finally stops and the door slides open, the revealed room  contains something I definitely had not expected.
A tiny black girl sits at a child-sized table cluttered with crayons and picture books, her feet barely reaching the floor. Her clothes are clean and her hair has been arranged into two round dark puffs pulled tight on top of her head. The room appears tidy and well-kept but soulless, a nice bed with clean white bedding and a small television not making up for the lack of color or windows.
It's a cell, I think. 
My mind can't drudge up anything much more coherent than that at the moment.
She lifts her head to look at me, and her wide sweet eyes hide behind thick glasses.
“Hi,” I croak.
The little girl smiles.
“Hi,” she says. Her voice is low and raspy. Maybe she's had a cold. “Are you here to take me home?”
My stomach sinks, a dark cold weight in my midsection. 
I nod and open my arms wide, and she launches herself into them.
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Shutting down the antenna on the roof of Morris's lair succeeds in lowering the previously-raised dead, but unfortunately it doesn't quite lower them back into the ground where they belong. During the ride back to town, Nate weaves his way at a respectable speed around prone corpses crumpled in the road. His face twists into a frustrated pout I recognize from catching it in the occasional reflective surface during trying times. 
The little girl – she murmurs her name, Sierra, not long after latching onto me and refusing to let go – nods off in my lap almost as soon as we cross from dirt road to paved. Her head tucks into the curve of my neck, her tiny body snuggled close. Hazel's gaze connects with mine in the rear view, her eyes occasionally dipping to take in the little girl in my arms.
When she catches me watching her study Sierra, she flushes a healthy shade of pink behind her freckles and fidgets in the back seat. “You need a bigger car, Nate.”
“Yeah, well, I don't usually carpool for the Ladies' Auxiliary League. Next time I'll plan ahead.”  
Hazel raises a hand to flip him off, but stops herself with a quick glance at Sierra and lowers her arm back into her lap.
Nate swerves around another limp body in the road before peering over at the little girl sleeping in my arms. “She okay?”
My voice is low enough that my scoffing laugh doesn't wake Sierra. “Do you want me to tell you how moronic that question is, or would you rather I just let that dawn on you all on your own?”
He frowns, his eyes drifting back to the road.
“Nah, you can leave me to it.”
Hazel makes a noise in the back seat that might have been a snort of laughter, but I'm too mentally exhausted to call her on that.
The ride to town threads along a rain-dampened country road littered with the occasional awkwardly slumped corpse. They spot the road like the sudden and inexplicable influx of roadkill they quite literally are, taking up valuable space stiffened possums and squished squirrels should be occupying instead. We maneuver around them without comment. Sierra, in all of her silent slumber, is lucky enough to miss most of it.
The town itself is no better. We turn the corner off Route 17 onto Main Street to confront the gruesome and depressing sight of my friends and neighbors loading misplaced bodies onto a flatbed truck, disregarding any semblance of respect for the dead. I imagine a fair bit of property damage and life-threatening manhandling is bound to turn anyone off basic manners.
Boys from the middle school toss abandoned body parts onto the truck before racing around to find more scattered here and there under benches and mailboxes. Mrs. Santamaria sits in a cheap lawn chair she's unfolded on the yellow line in the middle of Main Street next to the slowly rotting corpse of her long-dead husband, fending off all comers with the end of her metal cane.
Surprisingly, no one appears to be in the cafe. The heavy curtains have been firmly shut, the lights turned off, the “Closed” sign on display. It probably hasn't even opened today, the regular stream of customers understandably turned off by the walking dead clogging the streets. The front windows made it through the invasion intact, thank God. If they're safe, I doubt my apartment's been toyed with either.
Nate parks the Cooper in front of Tea and Strumpets, the zombie-mangled parking meter out front ignored as we spill out of the car. I doubt the cops in this town will be issuing parking tickets, although it wouldn't be a total shock if they ignored a zombie invasion to bill us two whole dollars for not filling the meter.
What does shock me is rounding the building to find Troy propped up in a crouch against my front door. His hair frays in an untamed tangle around his head, and his gray T-shirt is torn and smeared with something that looks suspiciously like freshly chewed brain matter. He nervously clicks a spring-loaded ballpoint open and closed, the tick-tick-tick an irritating greeting.
The three of us stop, the sudden jolt shifting Sierra in my arms, and I blurt out, “Troy?” in a choked voice, snagging his attention.
“Vera,” he sighs.
His worried eyes lock on Nate as he scrambles to his feet.
I can't throw up in this body, but considering the way Troy's gaze sweeps over Nate in my body, I'm sure I can make an admirable effort. 
He almost skids to a stop before reaching Nate, his clenched fists jamming into his pockets before he can reach out and do something he's going to regret in about a minute. “I know you can take care of yourself, especially against something this –“
“Troy?”  
His head snaps in my direction, and his brow furrows with a distinct lack of recognition. I force a weak smile I don't really feel and say, “Wrong Vera.”
Troy's gaze darts back to Nate, who smirks before sashaying towards the door to the apartment. He leaves the four of us behind, me with Sierra asleep in my arms, Troy clearly discombobulated from this new information, and Hazel hovering nearby, still debating with herself whether to stay or to go.
After a moment, Troy stares at me, at the distinctively masculine shell in which I've taken up temporary residence. When he speaks, his voice is tired. “Bodyswapping?”
“Unfortunately.”
“Bummer.”
I make a face. “You're a true wordsmith, Troy.”   
“I've spent the entire day wrangling zombies,” he says. He rubs a hand over his face, scratching at his beard as he adds, “My capacity for wit and sympathy only goes so far and neither really intersects with the other.”
“All right, I give. Your vocabulary's more impressive than I thought.”
Something sparks in his eyes, a glinting light behind the deep blue. I almost expect him to laugh then, to burst out in hysterical giggles of the sort you can't suppress when you think things can't possibly get any stranger or worse. As it stands, the smile that stretches oddly across his face forces a sympathetic cringe out of me. “I'd ask what happened,” he says, “but I'm guessing I won't get an answer.”
“What, my mental dislocation isn't answer enough?”
Sierra shifts sleepily, and I move my arms to get a better grip on her.
“I can take her,” Hazel blurts out.
She and I share a quick look before I pass the sleepy child to her, unsurprised when she has no trouble supporting the warm limp weight in her wiry arms. She trails after Nate through the open front door of my apartment, leaving Troy and I alone without a single complaint or snarky comment on her end. I almost feel the urge to call after her and congratulate her for not starting an argument or displaying a flare of jealousy. Maybe I should bake her cookies after all of this is over just for behaving.
Troy and I wait in awkward silence, the deafening absence of words in the air filled instead with someone sobbing and wailing out by the flatbed truck. We both fumble for whatever thread of conversation we're supposed to latch onto and tie around us.
Instead my frustration boils over, somewhere between Sierra and the zombies and this disastrous reveal. Once I figure out just how long we can stand here being awkward with one another, I stomp past Troy to follow the others into the apartment.
A moment later, he catches up to me on the stairs. 
“Can I ask you a question?”
I continue clomping up the stairs in Nate's thick-soled boots. “Am I going to be able to stop you without a muzzle?”
“I can fix this,” he claims, and I slow so abruptly he nearly walks into my back at the top of the stairs. “If you want, I mean.”
I'm not the only one who turns to gape at Troy like he's just declared he's the new king of the lizard people of Venus. Hazel peeks in from settling Sierra down on the couch to pierce Troy with a confused glare. Nate pauses in the middle of splashing water on his face in the kitchen, grimy hands halfway through a vigorous scrub as he stares over the ragged tips of his fingernails.
My brow furrows. “You could?”
“You don't believe me?” he says, offended.
I resist the instinctive urge to massage away a headache that can't exist in this body from where it might usually be dwelling behind my temples. “Please don't be that person who goes off on the entirely wrong tangent on me when you know full well what I mean. I imagine you're not having any more enjoyable of a day than I am considering you're covered in zombie guts and I have somebody else's penis.”
A choked sound erupts behind me, but I don't turn around to find out whether the source is Nate or Hazel. I'm not sure I want to know, quite frankly, and Lord knows it could be either one, but my money's on Hazel. Nate's getting far more amusement out of the whole situation than anything else.
Troy fidgets in place, rumples already wild hair and scratches at the back of his neck. “Fair enough,” he allows. 
The two of us share a quiet moment, this one much less discomforting than the one that stretched in pained seconds outside the building. But something catches his gaze, and his eyes narrow on something over my shoulder as he asks, “Is he supposed to be reading that?”
I whirl around in sudden realization, unsurprised to find Nate standing before the wall of notes with his hands resting on his full hips. 
Nate's not stupid. Taking idiotic risks with your life isn't stupid if you've got nothing to lose. No, Nate's more than sharp enough to pick up the important bits out of the tangled jungle of my compact chicken-scratch scrawl.
Throwing a fit and scrambling to cover my notes as if it will keep him from realizing the relationship between Morris and my dad will help no one. Mostly it'll just make me look ridiculous. Instead I sidle up beside him, slow and quiet, and bump an elbow against his to draw Nate's attention to me.
He doesn't look over at me, doesn't say anything, but he shifts his weight just so in a silent greeting. 
It's enough to wring the anxiety from me in an instant.
After a long moment, the words sigh out of him. “Aw, hell, Vera,” he says. “You can't keep shit like this lying around. You don't see me writing all about your daddy's sordid sexcapades in my diary, do you?”
I make a face. “That is disgusting, you know that?”
“Hell, it's apt, as far as I'm concerned. Just 'cause I already knew Everett's banging Morris –“
I shoot him an admittedly shocked look. “You already knew?”
He exhales, heavy and long and tired. It strikes me just how often he must play stupid, like he's not hundreds of years old, like he doesn't know where all of the bodies are buried, and their ancestors as well. “I don't miss as much as you think I do, peaches.”  
I nod absently. If anybody could hide his knowledge from my father's probing mind, it'd be Nate. 
Or, I think to myself with a secret smile, maybe Dad let it slide. 
Nate grimaces and tosses limp black hair in desperate need of washing, clearly getting far more settled into my body than any normal person would. “Time to hit the shower,” he says. “I smell like I died and went to heaven in the worst way possible.”
He heads off towards the bathroom, heels clicking against the hardwood floor. When the door shuts, it leaves the three of us alone with a sleeping child and a world of worry. Troy scrubs at his shirt with a wet paper towel as he peers out the living room window at everything going on down below. Hazel arranges a throw blanket over Sierra, who snuggles underneath it like a warm happy puppy. 
“She wake up yet?”
Hazel shakes her head as she tucks the green throw blanket from the back of the couch around Sierra's napping form. “She's had a long day,” she murmurs. 
I choke back a derisive laugh at that. It's one hell of an understatement.
She eases herself to her feet as gently as possible to avoid disturbing Sierra, tilting her head towards the kitchen in a silent prompt to follow. I'm not surprised by her ease with a kid. My impatience with rescued citizens extends to most small children. If they're not cute and sweet within the first thirty seconds, I'll admit they've usually lost my good attitude, and even then my patience wears thin quickly. There's a reason I'm counting on Graham to supply my parents with grandchildren.
Hazel, on the other hand, was never quite weaned off the mythical adorability of small children like I was. Whether or not we wanted kids in the future was just another arena where we fought in armed verbal combat and came out bloody.
Hazel splashes water on her face from the sink, scrubbing her hands with the gingerbread hand soap I keep on the kitchen counter. “I feel like I should call you on how this is the weirdest thing I've ever had to deal with when it comes to you, but I really don't want to hear what you'd have to shell out afterward.”
“I'm sorry for dragging you into this.”
She shakes her head as she dries her hands on her ink-stained pants. “Yeah, well, trust me, baby, if it hadn't been you, I think the zombie invasion would have disrupted my life pretty well all on its own.”
“I still owe you for all of this,” I say, my voice deliberately soft.
“Oh, yeah?” She reaches out and takes my hands. She's already threaded her pale fingers through mine by the time it occurs to me that we're not dating, that I'm not in my own body, that there's more than one reason for the gesture to make me feel vastly uncomfortable, but none which seems to want to stick. I shouldn't let this go on, shouldn't encourage her by allowing her to latch onto me like this, but I can't bring myself to let go.
It's nice. It's always nice.   
“Why did you leave the city in the first place?”
I almost don't hear her, her words are so quiet. When they register, I tense up out of habit. “Why does it matter?”
“You never told me.”
“I didn't?”
“You changed the subject a lot. Usually with your tongue.”
I frown. “I suppose that option is right out the window in this particular instance.”
“Yeah,” she says with a laugh, eying my currently male body with thinly veiled revulsion, “you might want to save that gambit for when the shit's really flying, baby.”
“Hazel –“
“Tell me why you left. That's my price.” She lifts her gaze to mine then, steely and determined. Her grip tightens on my hands, and it's obvious she's not letting me go anytime soon. I can stay silent but I won't walk away from this. “Was it because of your dad and Morris? Did you just have some mental breakdown that crashed and burned so badly you couldn't teleport? You're not secretly on psychotropic drugs you never bothered to mention to me, are you?”
“Yes, because I could have so easily hidden them from you for that year and a half we lived together,” I joke.
Her expression is steady and serious. “Vera, I'm trying.”
I nod. I know she is. I know she's attempting to take baby steps on the whole superhero thing, to dip her toe into the water without freaking out, but that doesn't stop this from being difficult.
“I took another girl as my date to my senior prom.”
I pause for so long after saying it that Hazel frowns. “That's it?”
I shake my head, plunge ahead before I can stop myself. “I wasn't allowed according to the school's rules, but I did it anyway. Mariel was … well, for starters, she wasn't a guy, and she wasn't a hero, and she wasn't rich or beautiful or anything else my parents would stand. She helped her dad repair motorcycles at his garage. She went to a public high school, had a couple of tattoos, was tough but nice.”  
Hazel's smile grows, a sweet wild thing. I can't say I don't have a type. “I think I would have liked her.”
“I think you would have torn each other to shreds,” I say, unable not to tease. 
She shrugs. “Yeah, probably.”
“My parents never hassled me about who I was. Not once. Not anymore than they would have if it were simply boys I was attracted to. Even when I had to go to movie premieres and club openings in designer dresses that were too small, I never once heard that I wasn't allowed to do so with a woman on my arm.”  
“So you left because you were happy?”
“I left because my dad had my prom picture on the desk in his office at his apartment. The one he moved into with Morris.” I stare at Hazel for a long moment, hoping she understands why it bothered me so much to see that photo on constant display, me in a frothy pink monstrosity my mother picked out, Mariel in a tailored suit with her short hair slicked down and dyed Manic Panic red. “I brought my girlfriend to the prom and I took a stand and they let us stay. They let us stay and nothing happened.”
I felt like something should, though, that a shoe should drop sooner or later. A few weeks later when I saw my parents faking a loving marriage for the cameras before the smoldering lobby of the Rafters while my father sported a deliberately benign expression, I decided that if anyone were going to drop a shoe, I'd much rather it be me.
It is not my fault that my father left my mother for Morris. It never has been. 
But when you can look at a prom picture and imagine an entire city of angry citizens pointing their torches and pitchforks your way for inspiring one of their greatest heroes to run off with a notorious supervillain, maybe it's time to take your ball and go home.
Or, more aptly, away from home. 
Hazel's sharp, just like she always is when it comes to me. “Vera –“  
A swimming sensation whirls through my head, funneling through my mind and bringing me to my knees. Hazel clutches onto my elbow, a sorry attempt to keep me upright. “Vera?”
A moment later, my consciousness flickers and blacks out.
I come to in my own body once again with hot water spraying directly into my face.
I shove at the shower head and stumble backwards, unable to stop my disoriented body from grabbing for my surroundings as though they'll vanish in a heartbeat if I don't. I'm wet and slippery with soap bubbles, so it's a shock I don't completely topple to the bottom of the tub and slam my face into the porcelain.
Outside, a familiar cheerful whoop fills the air, almost smothering a low muffled grunt of pain.
I want to cheer about being back in my own body, resplendent in soft rounded flesh and thrilled to have my breasts back. Instead I switch off the water and quickly dry off before throwing on a pink terrycloth robe. Nate managed to turn on the water and stand underneath it but didn't even get a chance to grab the shampoo, so my hair hangs damp, limp and still rank over my shoulder.
I tighten the belt of my robe around my waist and throw open the door to the bathroom.
Hazel's backed away from Nate, her brow furrowed in confusion as he hoots and hollers with no consideration for the little girl napping on my couch. Troy, meanwhile, is slumped onto the floor next to the couch, not moving. 
I ignore the others and go to him first, and my breath hitches when I get closer and see his fingers pretzeled at unnatural angles.
It doesn't make any sense, and makes a boatload of sense all at the same time.
I've seen what the remote watchers at the SLB can do when their rules and regulations are broken. Off somewhere even my vaunted all-powerful father can't mentally locate is what I've always imagined to be a small windowless room full of people too powerful to be heroes but not ambitious enough for common criminal villainny. They sit in their drab little cubicles and watch the whole damn lot of us, boring themselves into an early grave witnessing our check-balancing and laundry sorting.
Every so often they catch us in a crime, spot us using whatever phenomenal cosmic power they possess as we rescue without a license or wield our powers with reckless endangerment outside of our current security level.
Sometimes you receive a ticket in the mail. Sometimes you collapse in agony in someone else's living room, swimming back to consciousness to find your arm broken or a warning tattoo etched into your arm. 
And sometimes … well, sometimes the outcome is so much worse.  
I reach out to touch him out of instinct, but pull away when I notice the odd angle of his neck. 
“Troy, wake up,” I order. 
He doesn't move. His eyes, glassy and hollow, stay fixed and open in their sockets.
“Troy?” I ask. My voice cracks like punched glass.
A torn piece of notebook paper lies on the floor next to him. Hazel mutters a low curse under her breath as I pick it up and read the words hastily scribbled onto it.
I nearly drop the paper at the simple brief sentence. 
Vera and Nate return to their own bodies right now.
The period nearly presses a hole through the lined paper. The eerily bright green ink of the circle spreads outward, the point of the pen apparently shoved down on the paper with excessive force.
He'd pushed his will into his words, and he'd wanted.
“I didn't know the Scribbler had a son,” I hear myself say.
“He didn't.”  
I teleport in place out of ingrained reflex, reappearing in a standing position facing the unfamiliar speaker rather than struggling to my feet from my awkward crouch. Now it's Nate's turn to curse, a crass gesture I don't blame him for. Once I see the uniforms on the three men who've materialized in my living room, even I'm tempted to let loose with an impressive string of uncharacteristic slurs.
“Mr. Lampwick was not the son of the Scribbler,” one of the men says in an official tone of voice. His navy blue SLB-issued uniform sports a label which declares in dark red lettering that his name is Dr. Morioka, and through the dull fog in my mind I immediately know why he's there. He's a doctor. Doctors retrieve the bodies. “The Scribbler doesn't have any family,” Dr. Morioka continues. “Mr. Lampwick's powers being similar to his was merely a coincidence.”
Listening to him talk about Troy in the past tense forces bile to rise in my throat. “You didn't have to kill him,” I murmur. My voice doesn't seem to want to rise in volume, and my throat suddenly feels like it's been sandblasted.
Dr. Morioka's smile is gentle but firm. “There are laws, Miss Noble. And Mr. Lampwick understood them when he agreed not to use his powers.”
“He uses his powers all the time,” I snap. “All he does all day is sit in my cafe and write.”
“Have you ever actually looked at what he wrote?” 
I pause, unable to answer one way or another. Troy said they were stories, but he never let me read them.
Dr. Morioka takes advantage of my sudden silence to rest his hands on my shoulders and calmly move me aside. I faintly recognize Hazel's angry “Hey!” which I can only presume is due to me being treated like an obtrusive piece of furniture. But I don't protest, not even when the other two men unfurl a body bag and lay it out on the living room floor next to Troy.
I know better, after all. Troy merely used his powers and they killed him. I don't want to imagine what terrible fate will befall me if I start an argument with them.
“What was he writing?”
Dr. Morioka stops directing the other two men through binding Troy's limp fingers together, which I guess is meant to keep him from accidentally scratching a story into the sturdy plastic body bag. “Pardon?”
“Troy,” I say, and his name croaks out of me. “What was he writing?”
“Oh, that.” Dr. Morioka waves a dismissive hand in the air. “Grocery lists, mostly. Nothing that caused any serious damage.”
Nate's fists clench at his sides when he finally pipes up. I silently pray that he doesn't decide to throw a punch, although a morbid part of me wonders what they'd have to do to take out Nate for good measure. “Now how in the hell does returning Vera and me to our own bodies fall under serious damage?”
Dr. Morioka's professionally polite facade slips a tad before he firms up his smile again. “Mr. Lampwick's subsidy did not allow for emergency situations. Nor did it allow for him to use his abilities in cases when there were already heroes available to solve the issue at hand. Now, if you'll excuse us, we must transport the body to the morgue before rigor mortis sets in to ensure he doesn't permanently gesture something dangerous in sign language. We'll return to complete the clean-up process shortly. Thank you for using the Superhero Licensing Board for your disposal needs.”
“Wait –”
A blink of my eyes later, the three men and Troy's bagged body are gone. I'm impressed at their speed even for a teleporter. My head feels like I stuck it in a laundry dryer, a pounding headache growing behind my temples. The last few minutes swirl around me like a dizzying tornado. My stomach churns, and I wonder for a moment if my memorial to Troy will be me heaving my guts into my toilet for the next half-hour.
Dead. Troy is dead.
Oh, Lord, I really am going to throw up. 
Heavy hands weigh down on my shoulders, and it takes me a moment to recognize Nate's smooth palms on my skin. It's strange, how calming it is to know Nate is there, to hear Hazel sniffling in the kitchen. “Breathe, Vera.”
I inhale, then exhale. I'd been holding my breath.
“Again.”
Inhale. Exhale.
“Again.”
“No, I'm good. I just –“ I bend my head and close my eyes. “I need a moment.”
Nate leans close to whisper in my ear. “A moment's all you get, peaches. You know that, right?”
Breathe, Vera. “I know.”
I can't stand here forever. I can't even stand here for five minutes. My powers still simmer too low to use, and probably won't reach a good boil for a while. I can't hold off preparing to go into battle so I can stare at the floor and show respectful mourning for Troy's sacrifice.
I have to go shower. I can go feel bad in the bathroom.
If there's one thing I learned as a little girl at my mother's knee, it was how to compartmentalize during times of strife.
“I can do that, too.”  
Nate and I both look up to see Sierra peering over the side of the couch at us, still tucked up under the blanket, her gamine brown eyes peeking out over the silk-bordered edge. “Swap people, I mean,” she says in her soft wee voice.
“You can?” I ask.
She nods as best she can with her head still down.
There are reasons I don't want children. My patience only lasts so long, wearing thin more quickly than a two-dollar pair of pantyhose. My anger flares like sunbursts. I don't have a pet because I knew the first chewed-up shoe or pile of cat vomit will have me contemplating bringing it back to the store. Lord only knows how badly I'd react to filled diapers or regurgitated breast milk on my favorite dress. 
I stare at Sierra for a long moment, my expression deceptively serene, while a vicious voice in the back of my head hisses, Troy died because of you. 
When I finally believe I can speak without screaming, I sit on the couch next to her and ask, “Sweetie, did the man who took you ask you to do that?”
She nods again. “He told me to swap people and then I could go back to my Aunt Melody again.”
My breath hitches out of me at the name.
I know an Aunt Melody with a child's crayon drawings taped up on her office walls, one who would be in a prime position for John to discover and covet and take.
The morgue. He took the morgue director's niece.
I get to my feet with a quick glance at Nate and Hazel, both of whom appear to be as angry and frustrated with the whole situation as I am. I could just go back to the bathroom, take my shower, style my hair and wind down until I'm not a bundle of frayed angry nerves anymore. It would do me good, I'll bet. 
But I can't. Not really. Not until I know where we stand.
“Are you going to be all right?” I ask, almost as an afterthought.
Nate speaks before Sierra can answer. “I've got her, peaches.” 
Sufficiently satisfied, I grab a trio of pens from the side table, twist my hair up and jam a pair of ballpoints through the bun. Then I huff out my breath, pulling off the pen cap of the last pen with my teeth.
So much for my sabbatical. I've got a villain to defeat.
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It takes a while for my powers to return, which leaves us all waiting in a mournful silence. A quick shower and a hasty sweeping of my hair into a still-damp updo later, I duck into my bedroom to change into a black silk wiggle dress and a pair of black slingbacks. I suppose there are more sensible clothes to wear to a fight to the death, but I certainly won't find them in my closet.
Quite frankly, this is as professional as I get.
Instead of dwelling on Troy's demise, I focus on writing down everything I know about John Camden and his plans, whatever they might be in the long run, and what they appear to be in the now, while behind me a slow flurry of activity simmers. I zone out with such desperate fixation that I even manage to ignore the SLB disposal unit as they remove Troy's body and disinfect the living room so well you'd never guess someone just died there. 
Before long I'm drawn out of my numb reverie by the enticing scent of Chinese food.
By the time I emerge from my concentrated daze, most of the Chinese food is long gone. Everyone else sits around the kitchen table, holding court over a small cluttered village of soy-stained cardboard containers and plastic tubs slick with leftover broth. Sierra pokes her sleepy way through a plate of chicken and broccoli, surprisingly eating more of the broccoli than the chicken. Nate digs through the quart of lobster lo mein in his hand, while Hazel occasionally pops a forkful of plain white rice into her mouth.
Hazel pitches me a lukewarm egg roll that I catch in one-handed. 
“What did I miss?” I ask, right before taking a healthy bite of the egg roll. “Other than everyone ordering dinner during an emergency.”
Nate shrugs. “A man's gotta eat, peaches,” he says. “Little girls do, too.”
I glance over at Sierra, who chews a mouthful of broccoli as she pokes at the rest of her meal with a plastic fork. It strikes me that I never even asked if she was hungry, what she subsisted on in that little room in Morris's lair. Did he order her Chinese food or bring in burgers and fries? Or did he even care enough to supply her with something to eat?
Nate clears his throat, and I jerk my gaze away from Sierra before she notices. He gets to his feet to move closer to me, his hand digging for something in the pocket of his jeans, and I narrow my eyes suspiciously as he approaches.
 “Got you a little something,” Nate says, his voice low. “Requested it from the SLB team while you were washing me right out of your hair, so to speak.”  
He slips me a small round plastic cylinder, so warm and lightweight in my palm I barely register it's there. I nearly give it a surreptitious glance to identify what he could possibly have given me, but his grip tightens around my wrist, a silent warning. “Now, don't go saying I never gave you nothing for Christmas,” he murmurs. “That's a good five Christmases right there, and more besides, so you better not be expecting any flatscreen TVs or anything from me.”
It takes me a moment to realize what he must have handed me. My wide eyes lock onto the syringe inside the cylinder. Immortal blood is potent and diligent, a precious commodity. The price of immortal blood is high. A few drops will cure your cancer or fix your bones. 
Immortals can't simply dispense blood like walking kegs of magical healing juice. They have just as much bodily autonomy as the next jerk off the street, but preserving that right means regulating their use of that blood in return. I've never met an immortal who argued against the laws the SLB helped establish to keep them safe, to prevent them from being used as lab rats. 
They're allowed the occasional lapse, though. When I say “occasional,” I don't mean every few months or so. Most immortals go for centuries without donating to another person. As far as I know, Nate's never shared his blood with anyone. 
“I thought you were only allowed one,” I whisper.
His expression is light and yet inscrutable. I feel as though I'm trying to watch a play behind his eyes, but the curtains are firmly shut. “I asked if I could use it on Troy,” he says. “They declined. Said the little bastard had a DNR.”
I smile wryly. For normal people, a DNR requests no resuscitation in a medical emergency. For heroes, it means no raising us from the dead, no matter what the circumstances of our untimely demise. As much as I wish they would have allowed Nate to donate his blood to Troy, we both understand why he would choose death over a quickie resurrection.
“They let me have it anyway, though,” Nate says. He keeps his voice low, and I wonder if he genuinely thinks Hazel might want her own vial of immortal blood. I doubted it. Hazel would probably donate it to a children's cancer ward or something. “That lady in charge checked with the powers that be in the precognition department, and the next thing I know they're jabbing a needle in my arm and telling me it's mine to do as I see fit.”
“I can't take this,” I say, trying to push it back into his hand but failing as he deftly escapes me. “Nate, this is too much.”
“No, it ain't. It's just enough.”
“Just enough for what?”
He grimaces, a quick flash of guilt shadowing his eyes before it clears away like a thinned fog in a stiff breeze. “Aw, hell, Vera, you know exactly what it's for. You just ain't all that keen on saying it out loud.”
“Apparently neither are you,” I tease.
We look at each other then, clear and steady, and we both smile as one.
I sigh, though, as I slip the cylinder in the only safe place I have to stash anything in a dress this tight, tucking it into my cleavage without shame. “I don't think it'll come to that,” I say. It's more of a hope than a thought, really. I've already died once today. Twice just might be pushing my luck. 
Nate's smile is wry and a bit sad, and he reaches out to cup my cheek. His thumb skims a quick blink-and-you-miss-it path over my lips, and the pad comes away reddened with Cherry Jubilee lipstick rather than the hint of his blood that stained them only a few short hours ago. “It already has come to that, hasn't it?” he says. “If he ain't above killing Morris Kemp, I doubt he'll stop at little old you.”
I hesitate to point out that it'll be awfully difficult for me to inject myself with his blood if I'm dead, but I imagine it's labeled nice and neat, a blatant warning to anyone who finds my bloated corpse this time around. If found, poke with this.
I giggle in spite of myself, saucy and wicked.
“So what next?” Hazel murmurs. She stares in curiosity at me as she absently stirs her rice around the plate. 
“I take Sierra back to her aunt.” The little girl perks up at that, and I flash her a comforting smile. “After that … we'll see.”
“So you're going in without a plan, then?”
I can't help but laugh at Nate's question. “Is there any other way?” Summoning up my steadily growing courage, I clear my throat and call over his shoulder. “Sierra, you want to go home?”
Sierra's eyes widen, the fork falling out of her hand, and her smile brightens the room like the sun coming out after a hurricane. “Really?”
I nod, and she practically bolts from the chair so fast it nearly tumbles to the floor.
Her hand tucks into mine, tugging at me as she tries to lead me towards the front door I don't need to use. I shoot Nate a concerned look. I could ask him to come with me, I suppose, but this whole mess has already done enough damage to his life. I'd hate to think just how much more complicated things could become. With everything snowballing into more and more disastrous territory with every passing hour, the more people I involve, the more sloppy things will become for me and mine in the long run. “You staying here?”
Nate spots my train of thought the same way he always used to. “Don't you worry,” he says. “I'll hold down the fort but good on this end.”
Behind him, Hazel finishes off her white rice, surreptitiously giving us a concerned glance.
It makes me feel better than I should, that Nate's staying behind. But it does leave me without backup, an unsettling thought which spawns an irritating idea.
Tightening my grip on Sierra's small hand, I ask, “You ready to go?”
She beams up at me and pulls at my arm again, drawing me towards the only exit she knows.
Before I can question the relative intelligence of recruiting the closest thing I have to an ally in this whole affair, I teleport to my brother's apartment.
I land with Sierra in the cluttered hallway of an eternally trendy loft apartment complex I haven't visited in years. If the scattered contents of the hall are any indication, Graham's home hasn't changed much. It's still a cheerful enclave for starry-eyed young artists splitting precious rent control and the sort of married Lord and Cape graduates who dress their kindergartner in festive autumn knits before walking them to their first day of school at the Superkids Fly High Day School around the block. Lord only knows how Graham ever landed a spot in the building, or why a confirmed bachelor and unapologetic jock would have even kept it.
But stay he did, and here I am now, giving the door a sharp rap.
I figure I'll be waiting a while. Expecting Graham to be out somewhere bursting with beer and draped half-asleep over a Hooters waitress isn't much of a stretch given his track record.
Sierra tugs on my hand. “This isn't my house,” she says quietly.
“I know,” I said, giving her my friendliest smile. “I need to pick something up first.”
She bites her bottom lip and nods, but she ducks behind my legs just the same, hiding herself from view.
The door to Graham's apartment cracks open, revealing a pair of very familiar serious brown eyes about three feet lower than I'm used to encountering them.
“Hi,” a sweet male voice says.
For a brief moment, I wonder if I've teleported into the right building.
“Uh, hi,” I reply, lacking a firm enough grasp on the English language right now for a more involved response.
The crack widens, and the boy standing behind it studies me with grave curiosity as he nibbles absently at the skin around one neatly trimmed fingernail. I wish I could imagine my temperamental brother offering to babysit someone else's adorable moppet, but Graham's always been more likely to pawn off a small child in his care on the first person to cross his path who appears to be remotely responsible. Or so I thought, I can't help but realize. Somewhere between the tight dark curls and the defined cheekbones still shaded with baby fat, this doesn't exactly appear to be some stranger's child he can just throw in someone else's lap. 
“You're in a picture with my daddy,” the boy states.
“Oh, that one,” I say. There aren't a great many genuine photos of Graham and me together, save a single team portrait of the Brigade for which the photographer must have been slipped an obscene wad of cash to arrange us next to one another. As for any photos you might have seen of us partying together in Entertainment Weekly or the pages of Star, let's just say my mom and her need for good public relations are both far too glad for the existence of Photoshop. 
I take a deep breath to steady myself for the uncomfortable conversation I can already see coming and ask, “Is your daddy home?”
The little boy chews on his bottom lip as he leans back to peer around the door. After a moment of silent communication, he focuses back on me and declares, “He wants me to say no.”
Huh. I like the kid already. 
“That's not surprising,” I stage-whisper, bending closer to him to share, “He doesn't like me,” as though it's some fantastic secret.
“He doesn't like a lot of people.”
I cock an eyebrow. “Does he like you?”
“I'm working on it,” he solemnly informs me.
Graham appears behind him with a long-suffering sigh, resting his enormous hands on the kid's shoulders and making the little boy look even smaller than he already does, a round-faced munchkin cautiously peering out of toddlerhood. “You're a terrible bodyguard,” Graham says to the boy. He refuses to look my way. “Go eat your oatmeal.”
The boy frowns up at him. “It tastes like cement.”
“Oh, yeah? Have you eaten cement?”
“Yes.”
Graham makes a face. From the unsurprised look in his eyes, if that particular declaration is true it wouldn't be the first strange thing he's ingested. “Great, I know what to feed you for lunch now. Go on.”  
He steers the kid back toward the kitchen and keeps a sharp eye on his progress, presumably to make sure he doesn't wander off to watch television instead or eat something else he definitely shouldn't. The moment it's clear the boy's out of listening range, Graham's usual demeanor returns, standoffish and a bit tense, but with a surprise side order of resignation. “I didn't invite you here, Vera.”
I shrug. “It's a free hallway.”  
Sierra sniffles behind me, and Graham's eyes lower until he spots the little girl peeking out from her hiding spot. “Sierra?”
I narrow my eyes at him. “You know her?”
“Yeah, she goes to the day school,” he says. How he knows that particular fact isn't something he needs to expound on considering who answered the door.
Graham shoots me a calculating look, then holds the door open a bit wider. “We've got coloring books,” he offers.
Sierra needs no further encouragement. She bounds past him into the apartment so fast she nearly leaves a smoke outline of herself behind. Graham frowns after her before asking, “Where you'd pick that up?”
“Found her lying around in someone's lair,” I say. Before Graham can ask for more details, I add, “So when did you get one of those? I didn't even know you were a collector.”  
Graham's gaze goes flinty and dark. “Right after you left town, and before you ask, no, I wasn't filling a fucking void.”
I suppose I should just be grateful Graham doesn't take the opportunity to add that a scrawny four-year-old would never fill any void I left behind anyway. Fat jokes are beneath even him, although that's certainly never halted his liberal dispensing of them in the wrong social situations, like at the hundredth anniversary party of the Aphrodite Assembly's illustrious founding. You've never lived until you've seen my big brother being soundly trounced by an angry group of female superheroes who joined their team specifically so they wouldn't have to take any sexist malarkey from smug imbeciles like Graham. 
In a sorry attempt to take the edge off the conversation, I mention the obvious. “He looks like a pint-sized Dad.”
Graham lets loose a derisive snort. “Don't remind me. At least I've managed to train him out of lying through his teeth on a regular basis and he hasn't really had a chance to screw over the rest of his family, so he's one up on the old man.”
“Does he have a name, or is he just a pronoun?”
“Sam,” he says. There's a brief moment of internal debate on his part, a silent argument with himself over whether or not to add whatever bit of information he's clenching tight to his chest, but he finally breaks down and says, “Sam Hadley.”
My eyes widen. “Like Serena Hadley?”
“Exactly like that.”
I whistle a low impressed note. Serena Hadley has more money than God and about as much on her plate. Most heiresses in her situation gain their everyday amusements from spilling drunkenly out of limousines into a pile of paparazzi as they tumble their way to the next trendy bar on their social schedule. Serena's always been a bit too busy engaging in more intellectual pursuits to even pretend she's some pretty simpering idiot. Quite frankly, she's neither simpering nor stupid nor really all that pretty. Serena's constant boredom, innovative weapons designs, and bulldog tenacity led her to petition the Superhero Licensing Board for a special powerless license for those not exactly gifted at birth, by aliens, during an industrial accident, or so on. 
When not in costume as Dr. Platinum, Serena is sharp but plain, a clever geek roped with lean muscle but graced with a face like a mud fence slowly disintegrating in a hard rain. She may not win any beauty pageants, but it's never been her main goal in life, that's for damn sure. 
And she has a kid. With Graham. 
I would have thought Serena would have better taste, to be honest. 
“Didn't she threaten to castrate you the last time I saw her?”
“She tried,” Graham says, and he fights an internal war over being smug or embarrassed when he adds, “She just got … preoccupied.”
I pull a face. “All right, that's just repugnant.” Really, the last thing I want to picture is my brother having sex, much less doing it with Serena Hadley, of all people, and especially not after having a bombshell like a secret nephew dropped in my lap. “You never told me about him.”
He crosses his arms, his best impression of a petulant child. “Yeah, well, don't go looking for a shoulder to cry on, Vera. I didn't tell Mom and Dad, either.”
My jaw drops. I don't quite want to imagine what my mother might do if she were to discover she's been a grandmother for roughly four years or so. The mental image of a mushroom cloud comes to mind, and that's if I restrain myself to the more realistic outcomes. “They don't know they have a grandson?”
“Why should I tell either one of them a goddamn thing after the mess they made of our family?”
I wish I could be offended or even simply sympathetic of Graham's anger over Dad leaving Mom for Morris, but I just can't dredge up the betrayed rage anymore. It suddenly strikes me, cascading over me in a dull wave, just how tired being around my own family makes me. I reach up to rub at my temples, saying, “What planet are you living on, Graham?” 
“I could ask you the same question, you know.”
“I fail to see how I was supposed to know to call and ask if I had a nephew,” I snap back. I regret it almost as soon as I say it, not wanting to start an argument over this where any passing neighbor could decide to listen in. “Look, I can't deal with this right now, and I'm fairly sure you can't either. Did you know Dad and Morris's apartment burned to a crisp yesterday?”
“Good,” Graham says. “One less place for us to share awkward family dinners at.”
“Flashpoint was the one who burned it.”
He frowns. “Why the hell would Arthur toast that place?”
“Because Dad asked him to.”
“Bullshit. Whoever it was who asked him to burn the condo, it wasn't Dad.”
My eyes widen, and he flushes bright red. I don't bother to worry about the source of his rising color, or hide the smile that tugs at my lips as he reaches up to scratch at the back of his neck. “Well, look at you, all paying attention and whatnot. That's new and different for you.”
He shoots me a hard look. “Don't start.”
Something clatters loudly inside the apartment, and Graham glances over his shoulder. 
“Look,” I blurt out, before I can get horribly distracted from the reason that I came here today and Graham can get horribly distracted by an upended bowl of oatmeal. “I need your help.”  
Graham frowns. “To do what?” he asks suspiciously.
I cock an eyebrow. He's not that stupid.
A muscle in his jaw flickers. I can almost see the synapses sparking behind his eyes before he grumbles, “Fine. Just let me hustle Sam over to the neighbors.”
I fail to completely suppress my triumphant smile as he ducks back into his apartment, calling out to Sam to put his shoes on. 
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Fifteen minutes later, after Graham has thrown on his uniform – “We aren't going out for ice cream, Vera,” he snaps at me when I question him on it, then winces at the hopeful looks on the kids' faces – and hustled Sam over to the friendly heavily-pierced artist next door, I take Sierra's hand and latch onto his wrist.
A bit too enthusiastic to get back to her aunt for obvious reasons, Sierra tugs at me with nervous energy as we teleport to the morgue.
It takes her a moment to figure out what I've done, her limbs pinwheeling in a comic flail for a brief moment. But when it strikes her what I've done, Sierra turns to gawk at me with a delighted laugh. It quickly fades, though, replaced by a sickly pout.
“I don't feel so good,” she says. Her free hand clutches her tummy.
I frown as I kneel in front of her. “Sorry,” I say, glancing around for a water fountain. Two teleports in a half-hour is a bit much on anyone. A little time will settle her stomach after that ride, but some water would work better. “I wish I would have thought of this before we stuffed you full of Chinese food, sweetie.”  
She makes a face, her lips pursing in an adorable pout. Graham shoots me a frustrated look over her head, then shakes his head and heads for the office in an aggravated silence.
I rise to my feet once again, taking in the entranceway to the morgue. The Plexiglas partition between Dr. Hale's office and the entranceway has been slid shut, a flimsy gray shade hiding the reception area from view. Elsewhere, something low and slow by Cat Power flits through the air, a song I don't recognize for the longest moment before I finally realize it's a cover of “Satisfaction.” The lead singer's voice rebounds off the cold clinical interior, giving an already eerie office a chilling edge. 
“Dr. Hale?”  
If she's here, she doesn't respond when I call her name. Neither does anyone else.
I call her name once again as I approach the door to the morgue hallway with Sierra in hand, hoping that maybe she hadn't heard me the first time. The morgue would never be left alone, and this is about the same time of day that I previously came here. Her niece may have been kidnapped, but I doubt part of her deal with the kidnapper involved time off of work due to mental anguish. If she didn't have a personal day when I arrived the other day, I can't imagine she wouldn't be here now.
Sure enough, when I teleport past the locked door to the main morgue hallway with Sierra and peer into her office, it turns out she definitely showed up for work today.
She's held aloft by Graham's hand around her neck, but still.
I don't even waste time stopping to contemplate what's going on. I just pull the very sisterly maneuver of releasing Sierra's hand, walking up directly behind an entirely too focused Graham, and smacking him on the back of the head. 
It's not a hard smack, of course, and it wouldn't do much damage even if it were, but it's enough of a jolt to get him to loosen his grip. Dr. Hale drops to the floor, barely keeping her feet under her. Her eyes narrow at Graham, and for a moment I bless my lucky stars she doesn't have the sort of abilities that could result in my impetuous brother being wished into a cornfield somewhere. Well, at least not as far as I know, anyway.
“What the hell are you doing?” I yell at him.
Graham stands down, but his fists still clench at his sides, wringing invisible necks with barely restrained rage. “I'm just making sure,” he growls, not taking his eyes off Dr. Hale. “If Dad's been bodyswapped with someone, then what's to say she hasn't been either?”
“I can't take you anywhere, can I?”
“Who the hell comes to work when someone in their family is missing?”
“Of course. Because staying home and stressing out is much more relaxing,” I mutter. “Honestly, Graham.”
Dr. Hale shoots me a condescending look that silently informs me that I am not helping, but I don't really have a way of telegraphing that I know better than my brother does what she's suffered through the past week or so.
Graham, on the other hand, is too busy enjoying his current bout of unrestrained anger to imagine other possibilities than the most obvious. I'd be angrier about it bubbling up out of nowhere, but … well, I've met my brother before. “We've been hiding it from the media, but Dad's been gone since the factory incident,” he growls.
My brow furrows. “What do you mean, gone?”
“How many definitions of the word are there?” he snaps. He bites out his words like he's tearing them from a succulent piece of steak. “The man up and disappeared after they carted Nate away like he'd been a smoke outline the whole damn time. If I didn't know any better, I'd think he'd just shown up to get Nate out of the way and gone off to –“
“Aunt Melody?”
As soon as Dr. Hale spots Sierra peering out from behind my legs, her tough demeanor crumples in an instant. I expect her to call the little girl's name but a choked sob is the only sound to emerge from her throat. An instant later, Sierra bolts around my legs with a gleeful cry.
Dr. Hale sweeps Sierra into a fierce hug, swallows her whole with a voracious gulp of starving arms. Graham and I share an uncomfortable look. It's our job to stand there and hover, out of the loop, shifting our weight from one foot to another as Dr. Hale reacquaints herself with her niece, safe and well.
I try not to listen to the soft murmuring reassurances she gives as her hands run over Sierra, searching for hidden injuries. All of the barely hidden tension in her whipcord body bleeds away as Sierra's health becomes more evident, and she wraps her arms around her niece once again. 
“Thank you,” she says, her gaze connecting with mine over Sierra's shoulder.
“You're welcome.”
She sniffles at that, finally releasing Sierra as she gets to her feet. “I'd rather not be welcome to it again, if it's all the same to you.”
Understandable, that. I'm sure I wouldn't want my kid to be in a position to need to be welcome to future rescuing, either, if I had one. “That's fair.”
Graham watches the entire affair with unveiled confusion, his brow furrowing as Dr. Hale checks Sierra over once again for her own self-assurance. He doesn't apologize, of course. Heroes never do, and Nobles least of all. What he does is wrap his massive hand around my upper arm and lead me as gently as he can manage out of the way, which clearly means that I end up practically dragged to the corner of the room, my heels skittering across the floor. 
“What the hell aren't you telling me, Vera?” he snaps.
Nothing like the truth, I suppose, especially at this point in the whole ridiculous debacle. “John Camden got the little girl to bodyswap him and Dad.”
“And were you ever planning on telling me?”
“It's just a theory,” I hiss. 
It's a damn good one, though, as far as I'm concerned. I can't be sure that John Camden swapped bodies with my father, that he took control over Dad's life and turned it back into a hastily constructed white-picket mess. Sierra's been too scared to talk about it, but I don't think I need her to confirm it. What I can be sure of is that whoever is in my father knows the Brigade well enough to fool each and every one of them to believing he really is Everett Noble, that he's managed to maintain his cover for days, and that the John Camden I've seen since my return to the city has been everywhere and nowhere all at once.
It's just a hunch, but then again I aced Correct Hunch Determination Techniques 201 in my sophomore year at Lord and Cape. 
“Where did you come up with that pile of garbage?” Graham scoffs.
I shrug. “Possibly because he also got her to swap me with Nate, quite frankly.”
I probably should have mentioned that particular fact about me and Nate earlier, if the grim set of Graham's mouth is any indication. “You got what?”
I wave off his concern, since I highly doubt it's concern so much as frustration that's bothering him. I don't think it's occurred to him that my brief reassignment into Nate's body might have been hazardous to my health in more ways than one, any more than it has that our bodyswap isn't all some complicated example of just how out of the loop he is at any given time. “And besides,” I say, trying to bring the conversation back to the more important issues, “I've been out of touch with everybody for five years now. How do you expect me to know who to trust? Right now we can't even trust our own father. Why should I trust you, Daddy?”
Graham grimaces and releases his grip on me when I say that. “I can't make much of an argument against that one,” he mutters.
I can't help but sigh at his reaction. “You know, normal people would point out I should be able to trust my own damn family.”
Dr. Hale lets out a disbelieving laugh at that, drawing our attention. “You don't know a lot of normal people, I'm guessing.”
“She isn't related to many, either.”
All eyes turn to the door to the office, where my mother and father stand.
Mom in her body and Dad in John Camden's, technically, but still.
Looking at him right now may as well be a smack upside the head that I should have noticed. My father and John share a few traits in common. They're both serious and stoic when in public, but Dad allows himself to shed a bit of that regal austerity when no one's pointing a news camera at him, when it's just our family and no one else. John never stands down, or at least he's never done so outside of the lonely confines of his basement apartment in the Rafters.
The hesitant but warm expression on John Camden's face is so jarringly foreign I feel like an obtuse moron for not noticing it sooner.
I may not get along with my parents, but I'm still a daddy's girl. Dad may not have been the sort to dispense hugs and kisses like candy and money, but he never suggested carrot sticks over churros and diverted my mother's attentions when she waved another filmy designer monstrosity in front of me. He covered for me when I skipped out on my fourteenth birthday party to take a breather in the library at Trinity College with a cheap Regency romance and a smuggled banana nut muffin. 
It doesn't matter that he's not in the right body. 
I'm just suddenly, blindly reminded just how much I missed him.
A moment later I'm hugging him tightly, unable to pull away.
“I'm really mad at you,” I say, unnerved by the way he doesn't even smell like pipe smoke and cologne the way he should.
“I'm mad at you, too,” he murmurs.
He says it into my hair before brushing foreign lips across my forehead, but the words sink in just the same.
Mom hovers outside of our little familial conclave, makes herself small and insignificant simply by her pointed silence. When Dad finally releases me from the embrace of scrawny unfamiliar arms, her existence suddenly swims around me like a simmering pool of lava, intense and heated, inflaming my barely established calm.
“Where's John?” I snap, my words bitten off in jagged shards.
She doesn't flinch from my harsh tone of voice, but the slight narrowing of her eyes indicates I've struck a nerve. “Hell if I know,” she snaps back. “One minute he was standing right in front of me and the next he was gone. He's obviously figured out how to unlock at least part of your father's mental toybox.”
“You seriously expect me to believe you?”
Mom stiffens. “You may have been too busy being bouncing around the place to notice, but it's not as simple and clear-cut as you seem to think everything is.”
“You protected him,” I say. There's a difference between just recognizing it in the back of my mind and actually saying it out loud, putting it out there and letting the dealer call the hand what it is. 
“Of course I protected him! He was in Everett. Hell, he still is. Would you prefer I allow him to traipse around in your father's body with no care for the consequences of his actions?”
“And you didn't try to swap them back?”
“How? I was too close to the situation. John would have seen me coming a mile away. You, on the other hand …” She crosses her arms, a petulant display for someone creeping daintily around fifty years old. “That plastic surgery machine of Morris's comes in handy, that's all I have to say.”
Well, that certainly explains where the extra Morris came from. “That was you?”
“Yes, it was me.”  
“How did you even get access to Morris's plastic surgery machine?”
“Oh, it's not as though anybody was in their apartment to stop me,” she says.
I frown. “Mom, you didn't have to do that.”
“I had to get you to come to the city somehow.”
“It's called a phone,” I say, growing more exasperated with every passing second.
She cocks an eyebrow at that. “Oh, you know what one is? Because you haven't made much use of one for the past five years, have you?”
Oh, not this argument again. “You know, I would have listened to you without the plastic surgery machine. You didn't have to make yourself look like Morris.”
“He's the only one you talk to, isn't he?”
Even Graham groans at the betrayed jealousy threading through her words. It's nothing new for either one of us to deal with, unfortunately.
“Oh, for heaven's sake, Mom,” I mutter.
“I didn't know any better until I finally got in touch with your father,” she says. It must be sinking in, the aggravated looks on her children's faces, Dad's tired eyes and the way Dr. Hale is trying desperately not to rubberneck, because Mom's voice softens to a more respectable level as she goes on. “John wouldn't have let me get away with getting in touch with you as myself, and it's a miracle I kept my visit to you as Morris a secret as long as I did. If I hadn't come, it wouldn't have mattered if your father upended the family all over again or that Morris was dead. You wouldn't have returned otherwise, and you were the only hope we had.”
I'm stunned into silence with that particular admission. It's a compliment whether Mom likes it or not, that when things went south they saved me for last rather than not thinking of me at all. They could have easily left me to lunch specials and caramel lattes, that boring everyday life they imagine I have with its pedestrian problems and decided lack of radioactive exposure or evil robots. The fact that they still consider me a hero, even in the singular blunt way you usually find hidden behind a glass pane you break in case of emergency, is a sign of a higher level of respect than I would have expected out of any of them, especially my mother.
“What about me?” Graham asks.
Mom shoots him a pointed look. “Your sister doesn't have a small child to worry about.”
He pales, and his voice cracks when he asks, “You knew about Sam?”
Mom's laugh grates, a harsh bruised sound. “Please, Graham. I know you don't think much of me, but I'm not completely without a brain.”
My blood chills at the thought of my mother sitting at her desk with her perfect posture and glossy brown hair, occasionally peering out of her office door at my temperamental brother and thinking of his tiny son and reminding herself just what's at stake if she makes the wrong move around John. I don't envy her a bit. 
“Can you all please stop arguing?”  
All eyes turn to Dad, all three of us stunned to hear him speak up. Dad's normally not one to engage in the sort of histrionics the rest of us can't help but slip into on occasion, so hearing his voice raised – even if it isn't precisely his at the moment – makes it the sort of rarity that demands respect. 
He glares at us all. “We're a family, damn it. We can save this for Christmas.”
For a moment we all go silent. I suppose with any other family we might be having a good laugh at that one, but we haven't spent a Christmas together since before I left the city, before my parents' marriage fell apart, somewhere in between the Christmas where the potent insanity gas infected the water supply and the Christmas where the enormous tsunami took out the eastern end of the shopping district. 
We could easily be the sort of family who bicker over ham and mashed potatoes if we could ever manage to get to the dinner table in the first place.
“So what now?” 
Graham's question hangs in the air. It's a good one, judging from the looks on everyone's faces. I'm not the only one who stormed into this situation blind, it seems, the four of us exchanging awkward glances as we mentally dance around what we know and don't know. We'll come up with something eventually, of course –  
“Sierra can swap them back.”
… or Dr. Hale will do it for us. Either or, I suppose.
She crouches beside Sierra and murmurs the question I'd sure as hell like to know, if she's even ready to try another swap after everything that's happened to her. She's almost free to go home and sleep curled up toasty and warm in her own bed. As much as all of us would be a lot better off if she'd swap Dad and John back to their respective bodies, a discomforting tension settles at the back of my neck. I wonder for a moment if we're using her just as surely as John did, with only the setting and the status of the door lock changed.
I'm not as consoled as I'd like when she nods solemnly.
Mom doesn't seem to be quite as bothered. “I'll call John and convince him to come here so he'll be on his way,” she says, reaching into the utility belt of her skintight green and gold costume for her cell phone. 
“He doesn't need to be here to get swapped.” Dr. Hale shoots me a sideways look, a silent understanding. She wants this over just as much as I do, I'll wager. “Sierra's stronger than she looks.”
Her hands rest on Sierra's shoulders, an encouraging gesture, but it's hard not to focus on how very little she is. 
Mom considers that for a moment, studies Sierra with calculating eyes before saying, “He'll have to be here anyway.” Her gaze drifts Dad's way, looking for all of the world like the legendary superhero she's always been. “We're going to need you here in mind and body for this.”
The two of them share an inscrutable look, a thousand silent conversations occurring that not even Graham or I can decipher. Dad stands there, reedy and pale and balding, barely filling out someone else's department-store suit, baggy-eyed and exhausted under flickering fluorescent lights, but when he throws a familiar smile my mother's way it's hard to see the rest of it. “Don't worry, Ivy,” he says. “Wherever I am, I'll get here.”
“It's just John,” I can't help but blurt out.
I feel like a fool for doing so, after everything that's happened. No one is ever 'just' someone to a superhero, former or otherwise. A hero can lose their way and take over an international space station in order to manipulate the SLB into providing his dying wife with immortal blood for a cancer treatment. A charity worker can get frustrated with the system and steal alien gold from the Intergalactic History Museum to fund her soup kitchen. A civilian's innocuous talent can twist and darken and tear apart the world with the right motivation. If there's one thing we learn our very first semester at Lord and Cape, it's how stereotyping can turn around and bite you right in the hind parts.
Still, it's John Camden, of all people.  
Mom's lips tug into a wry frown. ”Vera, if you've learned anything the past few days, it should be never to underestimate that man.”
She turns to make her call, cupping her hand around it to keep us from being overheard. It gives me a moment to notice Dad's attention, drawn away from all of us in Dr. Hale's office to the sweet siren call of the morgue hallway. It shouldn't look like a lure, not to anyone in the right frame of mind, but Dad's got something here most people don't, and it makes it difficult to conceal his quiet pining.
I move up beside him, keeping my voice low. “Dad?”
He clears his throat, startled out of his reverie. “Are we ready?”  
“He's in the fifth cell on the right.”
His cheeks flush. “That wasn't what I was looking for.”
I cross my arms and flash him a steady look that brooks none of his lies, not even a little white one like this. 
“Vera,” he chokes out. I'm terrified for a second that he's about to cry. “There's so many things I've wanted to say to you in the past five years –“    
“Dad, if you're honestly going to tell me that me coming out of the closet as a teenager helped inspire you to leave Mom for a notorious male supervillain, I'll leave you all here and go home to have waffles with my ex-girlfriend instead.”
I don't mean to say it, but once it's out, it's out.
His breath hitches before he gives me a sharp nod. “Right, then. We'll just have that talk later.” 
We won't, but I'm certainly not going to tell him that now.
Mom finishes with her phone call, sweetly requesting that John come down to the SLB morgue so that she can give him a little surprise. I can only imagine where his mind must run to with that much information, delivered in such a pliant tone from my tough-as-nails mother. If he were smart, he'd know the gig is up and bolt in an attempt to place Dad's body as far away from the morgue as possible.
I sincerely hope he chooses now not to be smart. 
As soon as Mom closes up her cell phone, Dad says, “Someone has to tie me up.”
“We should put you in one of the empty crypts,” Dr. Hale suggests. “Just in case.”  
He pales at that, but gives her a determined nod. She heads off into the hallway to secure one of the crypts as Mom removes a pair of heavy-duty Borellian handcuffs from her utility belt. Borellian handcuffs are one of the more interesting items ransacked from the alien craft which crash-landed into the top floor of the Platt Building twenty years ago. They're meant to paralyze all of the flesh below the neck save the most vital of internal processes. You get hauled off to jail when you're captured with your hands stuck together at the small of your back and your entire body on pins and needles. But at least you don't ruin your underwear in the process.
Dr. Hale reemerges in the office carrying a solid steel chair which makes up in durability what it completely lacks in comfort. Behind her, the eerie hiss of the sterile breached air escaping into the hall from an open crypt gives off an unsettling soundtrack. She beckons us with a wave of her hand towards the crypt in a silent cue for us to follow.
She plops the chair down in the center of the empty crypt when we approach, and ducks around Dad as she exits. He gives the chair a long cold glare, then glances over at Graham, who hovers at the back of the group looking confused and out of place and angry about both. 
“You do it,” he says. “You won't leave any give because I'm in here, will you?”
Graham's sole response is a disgusted grunt. He doesn't hesitate as he navigates around the rest of us to pluck the handcuffs from Mom's grasp and follow Dad into the crypt.
Dad sits in the chair, hissing at the stark sudden cold pressing against his back, and Graham crouches beside the chair, his eyes narrowed as Dad places his closed fists through the slats in the chair's back. Graham secures the handcuffs around Dad's wrists with barely a hair's breadth of give, leaving Dad to strain against the bonds due more to a lack of comfort than a desire to escape. 
The two of them shoot icy glares at one another. Dad stifles a wince as the handcuffs lock shut.
Graham doesn't look back as he leaves the crypt, and as soon as he steps out into the hallway Dr. Hale slams the door shut behind him. Words can't express how distressing it is to stand outside a ten-by-ten crypt with most of your family and stare inside at your restrained father, waiting for him to turn into a psychotic monster before your eyes.
With her subject locked securely behind glass, Dr. Hale slips into professional clinician mode with practiced ease. “You'll be weak for a while after the switch,” she says after flicking a button on the touchscreen beside the door to turn on the speaker. “I wouldn't make any plans to operate any heavy machinery for the next few hours, and unfortunately that includes your brain when you get back into your own body. No powers.”
“No powers,” he confirms, nodding in understanding. “If I can.”
She narrows her eyes at him through the glass. “It's not a suggestion, Mr. Noble. Bodyswaps drain powers for a while.”
The muscle in his jaw tenses, a faint flicker from this distance. “I'll be useless if there's a fight to be had,” he warns.
“Better here and useless than not here at all,” Mom murmurs.
I'm not sure it's meant for Dad to hear. He catches it nonetheless, and the two of them share another one of those secretive looks through the glass.
Dr. Hale reaches down and gives Sierra a boost, resting the little girl on her hip so they can both peer through the glass at my father. Dad leans forward and smiles at Sierra through the glass window, warm and grandfatherly. “I'm going to be very mean in a moment,” he gently warns.
“I know,” she says in her small sweet voice.
I grimace, not really wanting to recognize just how she would know that.
Her eyes flicker a bright unreal shade of blue, the vivid color gone once again in a flash, and that's all it takes. Dad slumps in the chair with a pained groan, his secured wrists the only thing keeping him from collapsing to the floor. A brief instant passes where I expect his head to lift once again and everything to have stayed the same, Dad still locked behind John's ill-fitting facade.
When his head raises once again, we all take a subconscious step back, even with the safety of the door separating us.
We don't need a neon sign to tell us what's blatantly apparent, what screams out at us from behind a face pulled by unseen wires that tug and rearrange it into an eerie mask. 
That's not Everett Noble.
“Well, well, well,” John says, turning the full weight of his chilling gaze towards me. His words drip like melting ice down my back. “Look who rolled back into town.”
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It's absurdly easy to dismiss John Camden. 
What I remember of him from before I left the city in a costume-tossing huff is of a man who hovered just out of the corner of our collective eye at the Rafters. He washed and mended your costume and fixed your jetpack, kept all of your food cravings supplied and whipped up whichever frothy drink might relax you after a long day of rescuing civilians tied to train tracks or dangled over bonfires. If you asked me before today, I would have claimed he was harmless. He might be somewhere on the list of dangerous creatures between sleepy kittens and animated panda bears. 
The hand-knitted sweater vest, the black-and-white checked ascot and delicate reading glasses … his attire always has done the talking for him, politely declining to be noticed. He embodies the consummate professional, the sort of highly trained servant who disappears into the décor as though that were his job, like some home furnishings ninja.
On that count, Dad's successfully played the part to the hilt for days now.
But now that Dad's been swapped out, replaced by this body's more psychologically questionable owner, invisible strings alter the landscape of John's normally kind face. Maniacal glee tugs his facial muscles into sinister angles.
I maintain my position in front of the door, but just barely.
“You're back, I see.”
John gives me a deferential nod at that, a mocking show of respect. “I could say the same for you. Pity about that. I would have thought you'd get stuck in that irritating hayseed.”
I stifle the urge to defend Nate, dismissing it as a waste of time. “What can I say? I didn't like the dress code.”
“And you found my toy, as well,” he says.
He can't see Sierra from where he sits, of course, still and frozen like a statue in that weighted steel chair. But his mere presence back in his own body is enough to alert him to her escape. “She's not a toy, John,” I say. My voice trembles with the thought of dark possibilities I'd rather not entertain.
Laughter rumbles up from deep inside his chest, a rich roasted sound like some charmer's endearments raked over hot coals. “The look on your face right now is absolutely priceless, Vera. You know that? I hope you don't think I did something … untoward to the child. I was more preoccupied texting photos of the two of you to her at just the right time to make sure she put you both where I wanted you, at least for a little while. No offense. I simply had more important things on my mind.”
My breath shudders out of me in hesitant relief. While he's done more than enough damage to prove himself untrustworthy, this much I believe from him. He's too far gone to care enough to lie about something like this.
The more important things he mentions, however, weigh on my mind like crushing stones. “Like stealing my father's life out from under him?”
“You say that as if he were using it,” John sneers, the hatred in his words tempered by the tinny echo rebounding off the enclosed walls. “I wonder, did he bother to look around at everything he had – power, money, a good name, a beautiful wife – before he started screwing the bad guy?”
He's not the only one who's wondered that, but I'm certainly not going to encourage him by backing him up.
Graham, however, seems to have no compunction about egging on a maniac. “Well, he did have to pack,” he mutters behind me.
Mom levels a warning look his way, but keeps blessedly quiet.
I grit my teeth as I stare in at John, at eerily focused eyes leveled at me from a downward angle only appropriate for unsettling threats. What would you do, I wonder, if you spent your entire life cooking elaborate snacks or fetching just the right entertainment magazine for whichever self-centered superpowered do-gooder required it, and in the end you ended up alone in a sub-basement apartment at the Rafters eating tuna out of a can during your meager off-hours?
Probably get frustrated and steal someone else's life, I imagine.
I lean close to the glass, near enough that I could easily kiss the window and leave a teasing pair of bright red lips printed there. “You've had one hell of a good time lately, haven't you?”
John's laugh bristles along my spine like it's been wrapped in barbed wire and soaked in hot sauce for good measure. “Not yet, I haven't.”
“Not yet? Oh, honey, jail isn't half the jamboree you seem to think it is.” 
His lips curl, like a hissing snake poised to strike.
“Jail? I think I'll pass,” he says.
The handcuffs clatter to the floor just as Dad bursts through the fire door leading to the stairs, trailed by a belligerent crowd of howling citizens.
John stands, his unsteady gaze locked with mine the entire time. He fiddles with something on his wrist, adjusts it as he would a troublesome cufflink, and the door's lock audibly clicks open.
I step back out of reflex, fear flooding my stomach.
Something here is absolutely not right, I realize, right before I'm grabbed from behind.
My abuela once told me Dad could control the minds of those around him long before he could do anything else. She knew she was pregnant not because of a too-powerful kick or the supernatural movement of untouched items around her, but because people kept bringing her food. She would find herself craving pickles and peanut butter only to turn and find some confused random citizen bringing them both to her. He wasn't even born yet, but he wanted, and that was all it took.
Dad can force anyone to do anything, whether they want to or not. But he chooses not to, thanks to my abuela's firm training. The same cannot be said for John.
These aren't minions. These are slaves.
Worse, Dad's powers are so strong, his control won't wear off in spite of John's loss of possession of his body. They'll fight us for hours, until the command wears off or Dad changes their mind. 
With Dad's powers on the fritz thanks to the switch, we'll be minion-wrangling for a good long time.
A muscular biker locks an arm around my neck with tightening brute force and I teleport before he can let go, dragging him along with me. I only release him from the grip of my powers once we reach our destination. When I teleport back, I abandon him to his own devices.
The SLB can retrieve him from the Australian outback later if I don't get around to it myself.
I pop out a few more unwilling minions with the same casual ease to varied but equally remote locations – the Alaskan wilderness, the Amazon River basin, the Himalayas. They may not have volunteered to be John's lackeys, but they can't be allowed to remain close to the morgue. They'll still try to get back even if I drop them off a mere four states away. 
The moment I burst through the air back into the morgue hallway, my mind tumbles and swims, an odd sort of vertigo striking like a hard slap across the face.
I reach out and grab for the wall, tilting sideways on the precarious support of my heels, a sorry attempt to keep myself upright. It takes a moment for me to locate everyone else – my mother, sagging down to the floor with an arm wrapped around her midsection; Dad, his hands clutching his head; Dr. Hale, her teeth clenched as she smooths a cool hand across Sierra's sweat-dampened forehead, the little girl's pallor sickly and green.
John lurks at the head of the hallway, his vengeful glee barely restrained. His lips curl as he reaches for his right wrist. It's only then that I notice the small surreal door open in the skin there, revealing an intricate mass of cybernetic switches built into his arm.
The lunatic installed a damn power dampener into his body. 
Each flick of the switches in his arm sends a sickening jolt through us all. It may be a dampener, a device everyone in the hallway is intimately familiar with. But it's more powerful than most, would have to be just to take down heroes as strong as my parents, would need to be beyond the pale for my father never to have discovered its hidden existence beneath the skin of his borrowed body. John would have added in the cybernetics, looked at Everett and Ivy Noble and done the math, and added in more and more and more. 
I can't imagine where he could have gotten them. The black market is rife with them, of course, and the right blackmail with the right supervillain will get you far. It's just a matter of infinite patience paired with a sharp mind, and John's always had both in his own quiet way.
He must have been planning this for years. 
Correction … he must have known about Dad and Morris for years.
And instead of doing what anyone else in his place might have done – keep his tongue out of loyalty or sell his secrets to the tabloid most willing to pay – John stared at my mother, my gorgeous strong sharp-tongued mother, and seethed in silence.
The urge to teleport away from danger screams inside of me, demands I make a run for it and save my sorry hide before anyone else's. Instinct cries out, a teleporter's mind more flight than fight even in the best of scenarios.
The fact that the door to that option is firmly shut in my mind, locked by unseen hands, is not helping at all.
More mind-controlled minions bleed into the hallway from God only knows where, surging towards us like an army of rats charging away from disaster. All of us tense up, too confused by our sudden lack of powers to think straight at the moment. Dampeners don't usually affect the Noble family so strongly, at least not anything as compact as John's sporting, but whoever assembled the complex machinery built into his arm, if not his whole body, knew John's purposes well enough to install the robotic equivalent of a rocket launcher where others would have simply added a scalpel.
“Over here,” Dr. Hale calls, tapping out a practiced dance with her fingertips on the computer panel beside the crypt door she and Sierra crouch in front of.
Without powers, we bolt en masse to the enclosed safety of the open crypt, unconcerned with how we must look or what its current occupant must think of us, wherever he may be now. I'm the last one in, unused to running in or out of high heels. Dr. Hale herds the rest of the dizzy stumbling lot of us into the back of the crypt, away from the familiar body I'd rather not acknowledge, leaving me near the door to deal with the slowly stalking form of John following us down the hall. 
Without worrying about the consequences, I slam the door shut and enable the locks.
The instant the others realize what I've done, all hell breaks loose.
A cluttered cacophony of angry voices drowns out the discordant chorus of subservient passersby deferring to John's orders in the hallway. “Shut up, every damn one of you,” I snap.
“The crypt locks from the outside, Vera,” my mother states, as though I didn't already know that.
“Good,” Dr. Hale says. “Some of us would rather stay safely out of the line of fire, but thanks for asking.”
“Yeah, well, the rest of us like the line of fire.” Graham throws a smug glare her way but Dr. Hale gives as good as she gets, tucking Sierra behind her as she narrows her eyes and dares him to try anything. It almost makes me wonder if she's indestructible or simply rash.
When he aims his irritation at me, I refuse to back down, blocking the door with my arms spread wide. “You don't have your powers. Or maybe you've forgotten in the twenty seconds we've been in this crypt.” 
Mom throws her shoulders back and presses forward, intent on going out there regardless. “We can handle ourselves without our abilities –“
“Oh, really? When did this start? Because I don't recall any of you being particularly good at handling yourselves as everyday pedestrians. Remember that time you caught peacock flu and whined at me for the entire week each of you lost your powers? Unless something's drastically changed in the last five years, all three of you wimp out at the first sign that your powers are weakening. I can only presume that's why John got those shiny new upgrades of his. I bet he knew full well that every remaining Noble in the city couldn't rescue a kitten from a tree on a sunny day given a ladder and an entire fire brigade if their powers konked out.”  
Mom and Graham reluctantly pull back at that, unable to deny just how petulant they can be whether weak or strong. Even at their worst, at least Graham and Mom have the mental fortitude to recognize that they can be temperamental and spoiled, their egos overflowing into the empty space left behind by their ultra-slim senses of self-preservation.
Dad, on the other hand, charges forward anyway and pounds on the door with fists just as human and normal as they always are.
“Dad,” I say, my voice soft.
“I have to get out of here, goddamn it.” 
“And do what? Pummel his bionic arm with your terribly angry thoughts?”
“Vera, he used me to kill Morris.”
“Dad, now is not the time.”
“He was in me when he killed Morris,” he snaps. “Damn straight, now is the time.”
He's not angry with me, of course. He's angry about the body on the slab that none of us can bring ourselves to fully recognize by name, laid out under a precisely draped towel as though he's fallen asleep on the massage table at a day spa.
If he were alive right now, Morris would never stop lamenting being seen like this. 
But even without his powers, Dad's discomfort bleeds through the room like a potent drug at the bruises in the shapes of his knuckles marring the body's skin. Dr. Hale hugs her niece and stares up at my father with faint pity peeking out from behind her eyes. Graham leans his head back against the wall where he's propped himself, his body wracked with trembles I get the impression none of us are supposed to notice. Even my mother shoots Dad a look full of dismay and need, offering a shoulder to rest his weary head on, knowing full well he'll turn her down once again. 
I look over at my father, his gaze almost desperately diverted away from the body.
It's not as hard as I would have thought to know what I have to do.
Before I can talk myself out of it, I slip Nate's little plastic present from where I've hidden it inside my cleavage, flip open the small clasp with a flick of my thumb and remove the prepared syringe filled with blood. 
Nate's blood. Immortal blood. It revived a zombie. I can't imagine a normal corpse would be much more difficult for it to fix.
Dad makes a choked sound as I pull off the cap over the needle with my teeth and jam the syringe into the pasty skin of Morris's chest directly over his long-dead heart. I force down the plunger and hold my breath as the miniscule amount of blood threads its way through the needle into Morris's inert body. As soon as it's been emptied I pull the needle out and pitch it across the room, ignoring the tinny clatter as it skids across the linoleum.
Dad's voice has an unsteady ring as he whispers, “What did you do?” 
“I'm getting us a weapon,” I say, unable to look away from the body.
I fix my eyes on Morris, and I wait.
And wait.
And wait some more, until the tightly held air hitches out of my lungs and Dad's hands appear out of nowhere to skim over the surface of Morris's flesh. Even Graham turns to look, waiting, waiting –
When Morris breathes – finally, finally – the high wheezy sound of it sends us all scrambling backwards in shock. 
“Morris?”
Dad's voice barely carries, and when he speaks the words choke off in a brittle gasp.
Morris coughs, a ragged awful sound that somehow brings a healthy flush to too-pale skin. “You had better be Everett,” he rasps, “because I've had quite enough of pummeling imposters for one day.”
No one corrects him on how long it's been since he died. Dad's too busy laughing, lowering his voice as he cups Morris's cheek. I back away to give him space. It's hard to ignore everyone else in the room shooting me dark looks laced with disgust or resignation or maybe even a little relief, but I manage it quite nicely, if I do say so myself.
I may be the only one who looks away when Dad and Morris kiss simply to give them their privacy.
Mom, on the other hand, has no problem glaring at the both of them.
She must be in a better mood than I thought. Normally when she stares at someone like that, they're melting into a puddle of meat sauce due to her heat vision by now.
Graham signals to me with a few deliberate clicks of his tongue, summoning me to his new place by the door as though we're on some ludicrous secret mission for the Brigade like we used to be. I make a face as I swerve around my glaring mother to come to his side. He cocks his chin towards the window in the door for me to look out into the hallway. 
“He's using the bodies as weapons,” Graham hisses my way.
I roll my eyes. “Of course he is,” I say, peering out to spot a pair of glassy-eyed scientists from another section of the building hacking into the touchscreen beside the door to the crypt opposite and to the left of us.
“They're more powerful weapons than they look to be.” Dr. Hale sidles up beside us and eyes the makeshift minions with barely veiled contempt through the glass. They don't appear to notice or care that we're watching. “Most folks don't quite let it sink in why we keep these bodies in storage here. If they did, we might actually warrant a real goddamn security team for a change.” 
She points to the crypt John's mental slaves have taken to task, first with highly delicate electronic lock-breakers and, when frustration gets the best of them in some cases we can see, then with the nearest blunt object. One mind-controlled janitor pounds away with a sledgehammer at the touchscreen for the crypt three doors down from us. From the sound of things, if he hasn't thwacked a significant dent in the door, it's certainly not from lack of trying.
“The Ferret is in that crypt. He and Lord Spirit are both scheduled to go nuclear within the week. Their crypts are set specifically for containment under those circumstances. Penny Rocket's gestating a dozen minor interdimensional alien gods we can't destroy without breaking half a dozen anti-abortion treaties spanning four universes. Twelve infant gods who think you're their daddy are some pretty powerful weapons in and of themselves. And the Plague is carrying the plague. Unsurprisingly.”
“The Plague died?” I blurt out, unable to resist a mournful sigh. He was a nice guy, the incurable diseases he passed around like free candy on Halloween notwithstanding. “Nobody tells me anything.”
Mom barks out a derisive, “Ha!”, but thankfully restrains herself from starting in on yet another insult to what I might have been up to the past five years when I could have been calling home. 
Looking for a distraction, I glance over at Morris, my grin mischievous and tempting.
“Say, Morris, what can you build with what's available in this room?”
Morris smiles wide as his gaze sweeps over the room. We can almost hear him plotting, categorizing the contents of the room in his mind and assembling them into whichever toy he plans on making. His powers to manipulate matter on the molecular level may not be working, but his mind is still sharpened to a fine point.
He heads straight for the coolant system against the far wall and bangs against the edges with his fist until the metal grate covering it pops out. “Don't worry, my dear,” he says when Dr. Hale lets out an affronted gasp. “I'm sure a notorious supervillain easily disassembling your internal atmosphere stabilizers is more than enough leverage for you to requisition the SLB for something a bit sturdier. And perhaps a raise or two, all kidnappings considered.”
The murderous look she shoots him as he tears into the contents of the coolant system's hardware could melt the yellow lines off a highway.
I'm used to being useless. It's never been unusual for me to be the one just standing around twiddling my thumbs while someone with more power or more experience fights the giant lizard or smothers the threatening volcano. But aside from Dr. Hale, I'm the only one in the room with vast experience in the area of defeating boredom, and it shows.
Morris is busy, of course, elbow-deep in the innards of the crypt's computer systems and pasting together something undeniably brilliant with whatever he can scrounge together. Dad hovers at his side with concern and fascination and glee bubbling under the surface, but he still shifts his weight anxiously from one foot to the other, wanting to do something, anything, everything. Mom paces behind me like a caged jungle cat, flexing fists that now carry no more strength behind them than mine do and hating every minute of it. Graham glares out through the glass as though shooting John's minions dirty looks will cause them to jolt out of John's mental control in self-defense.
Dr. Hale curls up in the corner of the room with Sierra in her lap. She snuggles the little girl close and takes in the coiled-tight energy in my unsettled family before tossing a quizzical look in my direction.
I wish I could claim to be able to tame any of them, I think with a frown.
A few short minutes later, as Morris screws together the last of whatever contraption he's assembling with the edge of a dime he rummaged out of Dad's utility belt, John shouts something neither I nor Graham can understand and waves one of his human puppets towards the crypt.
“Morris,” I warn as a business man with empty eyes and a gruesome lump in his arms approaches.
“I'm almost finished.”
He secures the elaborate rat's nest of braided wires and misplaced screws around his wrist just as the minion dumps the body in his arms out onto the pale green linoleum. It rolls in a limp thump-thump-thump all the way to the front of the crypt door.
For a long strained moment, those of us crowded into the crypt stare at the window in the door. I wonder if everyone else is thinking the same thing as I am, expecting a massive explosion or a flaming whirlwind to rise up and suck us from the relative safety of the crypt.
Instead, it's an almost surreal level of silence when the first tentacle slithers a slimy trail across the glass.
Tentacles could mean any number of things. Some tentacle monsters are harmless and almost cuddly. Then again, if you were hooked on “Captain Manny's Hero Quest” like the rest of us were as a kid and demanded a real copy of his pet bio-engineered octopus puppy, you know that. Mom never was all that keen on any pet that could reasonably be named Cthulhu, but it didn't stop her from accepting one when it was freely given to us by a major network for my eighth birthday. I loved that weird little dog.
Most tentacle monsters, though, are monsters, any way you look at it. The majority of tentacle-wielding creatures may start out all sugar and spice. But a lifetime of people cringing away from you or making hentai jokes behind your back is bound to turn out someone who's just not quite right.
Outside the door, the tentacle slathers a thin layer of goo across the glass, tiny arcs of lightning sparking in its wake. 
The electrical traces skimming over the surface of the door bounce and sing before we hear the unmistakable sound of the lock unclicking.
“Oh, that was a mistake,” Morris says almost joyfully, and throws open the door to the crypt before any of us can stop him.
The hideous creature emerging from the formerly bloated corpse of some elderly woman I thankfully don't recognize as either a hero or a villain rears back as soon as Morris peers down at it. Its tentacles flail madly through the air for a moment, flinging sparking globs of slime all over. Morris is the only one of us who doesn't dodge the disgusting drizzle, which hits the floor in a blinding array of sparks as it splashes down and melts the linoleum underneath our feet.
“Hello, Edgar,” Morris says, his voice droll.
The tentacles slither in a trembling mockery of a bow before sucking back into the corpse and pushing it away from us in a deferential crawl.
It takes a moment for one of us – namely, me – to blurt out, “Edgar?”
Morris shoots a wry smile over his shoulder at me. “My dear, I might not still rule over Ferlo, but I do still have a bit of pull with its citizens. They did so appreciate my saving them from their self-destructing planet.”
Ah. I suppose that would explain it. It's not as though any of us would be able to recognize a Ferlian, after all. Oddly enough, Ferlians don't enjoy taking long vacations on the planet of their short-lived and supposedly terrifying dictator.
Then again, if Morris's last comment is correct, perhaps they're less terrified of Morris and more terrified of the millions who think Morris is some sort of diabolical madman. I'm not sure I want to know the difference.
Still, I can't help but repeat myself. “But … Edgar?”
Morris shrugs. “It was on his nametag,” he says, before peering out into the hall once again.
I think I'd prefer not to know where a Ferlian parasite is hiding a nametag. 
Mom makes a mad dash for the door while Morris still has it pried open, but he slams it shut once again before she can get out. 
“Wait!” Morris says, latching onto my mother's arm, his grip intentionally loose.
Mom jerks to a stop. She turns to face him in an eerie slow maneuver and her smile grows, sweet and deadly. “I'll tear your arms off,” she swears, positively gleeful about the prospect.
“Of course you may,” he allows, playing the gentleman just to get a rise out of her. “But perhaps you'd like to save your dismembering for after your powers return.”
She tenses at that but backs down immediately. She doesn't curl in on herself like a terrified animal, doesn't hide in the corner like a shaky punished dog avoiding the next kick from its abusive master, but the blow is low and inside. I've only rarely seen my mother attempt to get by without her abilities, and it's never pretty.  
I sidle up beside him and peer out the door. “Can we still get out?”
“The door won't lock again anytime soon. Ferlian slime packs quite a wallop.”
That's good to know. So now that we have an avenue of escape, I shoot his bracelet of wires a deliberate look. “So, what's your shiny new toy for?”
“Oh, this? Why, I'm delighted you asked,” he declares in a voice far too cheery for our current circumstances. He lifts his wrist to eye level and, with a wink in my direction, flips the sole metal toggle sticking up from the device.
A burst of warm static energy explodes out from the makeshift machinery, harmless to the rest of us but a shock to every computerized system it comes in contact with. The already disabled lock whirrs and sputters, while outside the crypt the touchscreen on the wall dies a quick death. 
“It is,” Morris says, “a very small, painfully cheap, garage-level EMP.”
As if on cue, John screams in frustration.
My smile grows five miles wide.
Morris takes a quick look out at the hallway. “Be a dear and clean up some of that mess, would you?”
It's only then that I can feel the lock on my powers crumble apart, falling to pieces in an instant. The others aren't so lucky, it seems, not quite as used to dealing with dampening fields as I am lately. Their abilities crawl from an unwanted slumber while mine burst forth in an instant, and I grin before popping out of the room.
John's still fiddling with the cybernetics in his arm as I dart around the room, latching onto every poor minion I can spot and dumping them into any far-off place that comes to mind – Siberia, the Andes, the Sahara and a dozen other locations they won't be leaving without post-battle retrieval from the SLB. John's mind-controlled army hasn't removed all of the bodies from their rooms yet, even given the span of a few precious minutes. When you splurge on the latest in cyberorganic implants, there's not a lot left over to spend on a loyal fleet of personal assistants, as opposed to a small troop of forced innocents struggling against your still-barely-controllable abilities. Minions working of their own free will would have removed all of the bodies by now in a smooth and orderly fashion.
I reappear from dropping the last of the minions into the Parisian catacombs just in time for John to restart his dampeners. The resulting jolt to my mind as I land just outside the now open door of the crypt leaves me dizzy enough for him to advance on Morris, Graham and me – the first three out of the room – with his other arm pointed towards us.
I'm not sure what firepower he's hiding in there. Considering what's in his right arm, I'm not all that keen to find out what's in his left one.
Morris darts between John and the two of us, bleary-eyed but thrumming with anger.
“I hate to be the cliché,” he says, cold and matter-of-fact, “but if you want to get to the kids, I'm afraid you'll have to go through me.”
Graham flinches at that, grumbling something about not being a kid in an indignant sulky voice that certainly doesn't lend the statement much credence.
Dad and Mom hover behind us, still nauseated and lightheaded from the abrupt back and forth of the dampeners being turned on and off. There's something about seeing my parents weak and helpless – the great Paladin and the mighty Wavelength felled by a crazed butler, of all things – that forces my anger to rise.
John doesn't expect anyone to stalk towards him with fire in their eyes, least of all little old me.
“Surrendering?” he says.
My fist snaps out like it's been held back by rubber bands, reined in and storing energy forever, connecting with his chin harder than I would have thought I could still pull off after years out of the field.
I forgot how much it hurt to do that.
“Not so much,” I say as his head snaps back. 
I cradle my sore fist as he regains his bearings, stinging pain shooting through at least one of my knuckles, but the moment he comes back to himself, that's when he backhands me.
Hard.
I wouldn't expect it out of someone with arms like pipe cleaners with the brushing scored off them, but John throws a solid smack when he needs to.
The others roar and stomp behind me like angry stallions, clearly intending to come to my rescue.
I wave them off with a simple curt gesture. 
John's smile pulls upward at the corners, bent and crooked and crazed, amused that I should be the one to stand up to him.
“I can do it again,” he warns, his hand raised.
My sole answer is to cock an eyebrow in a silent dare.
One of my college professors once said that you should never poke a tiger with a sharp stick. He was being literal at the time – Dakota North just needed to have her arm reattached after rescuing the vice president from China Doll for the fourth time – but as a metaphor it works quite well. However, John Camden is not now nor will he ever be a tiger. When his paw swipes the air, his claws aren't nearly as dangerous as he thinks they are. I dodge his hand this time, which he expects, but grab onto his wrist with one hand and flip open the latch on his arm to reveal the controls to the dampener I proceed to switch off, which he didn't see coming at all, if the disfiguring rage on his face is any indication.
Morris hauls me out of the way before John can try anything again, and underneath John's mutterings as he fumbles to restart the dampener is the tough encouraging voice of Dr. Hale.
I glance her way to see her whisper something to Sierra, stroke a calming hand over the little girl's cheek and allow her gaze to drift to my brother's encouraging face as he says something that looks vaguely like, “Go ahead, kiddo.”
I see it coming in my mind only a split second before Sierra closes her eyes and makes a wish.
Both John and Graham sink to the floor at the same time, crumpling to the linoleum like statues made of cheap tin foil under the weight of a healthy downpour. Their mutual collapse is so sudden none of us have the time to react, to scramble for John and secure him in time. 
All we can do is watch as they fall, and stand out of their way when their discomfort starts to fade.
Graham tenses as soon as his eyes reopen, rage simmering to the surface that's intense even by his vaulted standards. As soon as he looks my way, I back away from him out of reflex. I know my brother, whether he wants me to or not, and for all of his venom you develop a resistance to the bite after twenty years of tasting it on a daily basis. This is something different, a potent psychopathic strain of poison even he would never throw my way, and when it flashes in my direction I know enough to run.
I fumble backwards, latched onto by Morris and Mom and hauled out of the way just in time.
Almost as soon as Graham gets up, turning murderous rage on the man standing at the far end of the hallway, John rises to his feet as well, a wicked smile curling his lips.
“You really don't give me enough credit,” he says, and launches himself at my brother.
It takes a stark fleeting moment for it to sink in that it's actually the other way around, that it's Graham leaping at John.
Another goddamn bodyswap, I think.
John stands there too long in my brother's body, too disoriented by the sudden shock of changing bodies to move for just a handful of seconds. Going from a modified cybernetic body to a weakened one now powerless from the swap leaves John breathless and trembling. It's just long enough of a distraction for Graham to pounce on him, wearing his body and extending a hand slathered in a thick layer of tentacle slime.
My breath hisses out of my lung as soon as I catch the glint of light off the slime.
Morris commandeered the alien planet of Ferlo for a reason other than its questionable stability. As repugnant and foul as all the tentacles and slimy residue might be, the culture's vast store of technological advances far beyond anything humans could construct must have been more than enough to make Morris salivate with envy.
The problem, of course, was adapting the technology to humans when their durable advanced touchscreens and genetically specific computer systems worked for one important reason – their electrically-charged slime. Even a tiny droplet of the stuff is powerful enough to stun an angry hippopotamus into submission. 
Pressed against the highly volatile makeshift dampener secured under John's skin is like sparking a powderkeg even my normally invulnerable brother won't survive.
“Graham!”
I latch onto Mom in a sorry attempt to stop her from throwing herself at the fiery column that used to be her son, sparked to life in a bright explosive moment. Somehow, digging in my heels is enough to hinder her progress. She rears back from the intense heat, throwing her hands over her face in a welcome moment of instinct.
All I can focus on is the stifling heat, contained in size but apocalyptic in intensity, a catastrophe in an invisible tube. It blows itself out in one dizzying cascade of fire, burbling napalm that rains down on the floor and pockmarks the linoleum and then vanishes just as quickly as it appears.
Everything goes deadly silent. Even though the scorched floor still steams ominously, we can all see John is gone.
He's not the only one.
Somebody whimpers. It might be me or Dad or Morris, but I suspect it's Mom and I just can't look. I may not get along with Mom, but something about the slim chance it might be my selfish unsentimental mother sobbing over anything cracks something inside me. 
Nothing exists in the cold empty space where my brother stood only a moment ago.
Nothing at all. 



26.
 
An entire week passes before I can drag myself out of the house again.
The first night back home is a nauseating blur. I vaguely recall waking the following morning in the same dress I'd worn to the morgue, curled up on my bed in an uncomfortable ball on top of the comforter. I think I slept. I might have just passed out, wrung dry of emotion with makeup smeared across my face.   
I could swear I cried myself to sleep, but the memory feels like a hopeful lie.
Waking up on that second day, I debate leaving the blissful silence of my apartment for only a few short minutes before unplugging the TV and shutting off my phone. Secreting myself away in the restful cocoon of my apartment sounds like far too appealing an option to give up, at least for the moment. It's either that, or I can get all gussied up and spit-shined, my hair glossy and perfectly coiffed, my favorite tattoo-print halter dress pressed and dry-cleaned and skimming over my hips. I can step out the front door and into the bustling encampment of anxious reporters huddling around my front door, and I can let them assault me with inquiries about Graham's death or, worse yet, appallingly detailed questions about my father's sex life so uncomfortably invasive I'll go hysterically deaf in self-defense. 
Since I'm fairly positive I can't handle dealing with a physical disability brought on by curious members of the media badgering me about when I'm going to start calling Morris Daddy, becoming a hermit presents itself as a much more appealing option.
Granted, most hermits don't possess the ability to teleport to Thailand for genuine takeout, but the sentiment stands.
Two days after Graham's death, the Brigade holds a public memorial service in Oktoberfest Park. I only see the pictures later on by accident, the photos scattered carelessly across the Internet like tiny surprising black holes for unsuspecting mourners to tumble into. The shots show a silent sea of citizens dressed in black crowded into three-quarters of a square mile, hanging from trees or perched on playground equipment when elbow room becomes a commodity. 
It's a lovely memorial, or so I hear. From what Dixie tells me later on, the President even sends a nice flower arrangement.  
I don't go. Neither do my parents, for that matter, or any other Noble family member. Or Morris, as far as I know. They probably skip out for the same reason I do. Just because I didn't get along with Graham all that well doesn't mean I'm game for turning his memorial into even more of a media circus simply by showing up.
Serena feels the same way, it seems. She shows her face in the crowd, of course, but Sam is nowhere to be seen in the multitude of photos from the ceremony. I don't blame her, really. I'm not sure I'd want to bring a little boy who looks as though he fell out of the Noble family tree and bounced off every branch on the way down to a Noble family memorial laden with eager photographers, either.
Thinking about Sam rubs against a sore spot I didn't know was there, so I try not to. It's hard enough avoiding the memorial coverage, which pokes at that sore spot with a sharp brutal jab. But Sam is Graham, except smaller and presumably less prone to start arguments with me.
Sam is still here, and Graham isn't.
There is a saying the ancient Spartans used to tell their superheroes before they went off to battle:  “Come back wearing your cape, or underneath it.” Graham would have been proud to follow that motto to his grave.
Like it or not, Graham was a better hero than he thought he was. Better than I've ever been, I can't help but think.
I add that to the list of things I try not to dwell on. I use up more tissues that way.
Mom's publicist issues a concise statement the morning of the memorial that excuses the entire family from public displays of our collective grief and commends Graham for his heroism with all of the crisp pride of your average parent commending their child for passing their classes or not getting arrested. Well, of course he was a good hero, I think with a pained smile as I read it a week later. You don't get exultant kudos for doing something you're supposed to do.

The security camera footage from the morgue leaks the day before the memorial, a stop-motion series of painfully clear freeze-frames in black and white of Morris and Dad embracing. Mom's public statement doesn't mention that.     
Once they realize I won't be emerging to drop any more juicy family secrets for them to publish, or to expound on the one currently hogging all the headlines, the reporters gradually begin to dissipate from the area surrounding my building on the fourth day, scurrying off to whichever rock they currently reside underneath. By the fifth day of my self-imposed retreat, the sidewalks are devoid of anyone who doesn't live in town.
It's not much of an improvement.
I waste away most of the week with my first genuine vacation in years. You'd be amazed how utterly the prospect of packing a bag and flying off to some far-off paradise loses some of its appeal when you can go to Germany for chocolate cake for dessert and follow it up with a moonlight stroll along an Australian beach whenever you feel like it. I wander around in my silk pajamas and breeze through every book in my pile of unread novels and never, ever watch television, figuring it's probably best for my sanity.
For the most part, everybody I know leaves me to myself. Nate sends me a funny greeting card about an ugly man who unfortunately put on his thong backwards but - even more unfortunately - couldn't really tell. He doesn't sign it, but I recognize his angular handwriting slashing my address across the face of the envelope. 
My parents and Morris have the decency to give me breathing room. I dream one night that they've achieved that wonderful calming silence on their end by Dad and Morris locking my mother in a closet for the week, and only barely convince myself not to call and make sure that's not the case.
Dixie and Tara handle the cafe by themselves, the low bustling hum from below keeping me from having a minor mental breakdown and jetting down there to take over again. I doubt either one of them would be willing to let me in the state they must know I'm in, even though they leave me blissfully to myself. I fall asleep a couple of times in the middle of the afternoon, curled up on my carpet, a paperback in one hand and my head resting on a pillow, lulled into a peaceful nap by the everyday sounds from below that I miss with a bone-deep ache.
On the fifth day, my doorbell rings. 
“I brought you milk and bread and a couple of pomegranates because I know you like those and they were on sale,” Hazel says after shoving the bulging paper grocery sack into my arms. “And there's sweet potato chips in there, too. Oh, and I got you fudgsicles, and don't start, okay? I figured you could use some chocolate after the week you've had, so ...”  
Her voice trails off as she scuffs the sidewalk with the heel of her sneaker, kicking at invisible pebbles.
I clutch with an awkward grip at the heavy bag. “You didn't have to.”
She shoots me a meaningful look.
“But thanks,” I quickly add. “I mean, thank you. I just ...” I don't know what else to say. I didn't ask for her to go on a grocery run. I'm definitely running low on supplies, the racks in my fridge almost bare, my cupboards accumulating empty space. I stand there, barefoot and fidgeting. “You got me fudgsicles?”
She scowls, her pale cheeks a darkening pink. “Well, they make me feel better,” she says. “Screw my stupid diet.”
It's true, I remember that much, and it makes me laugh, bright and happy in spite of myself.
Hazel takes the opportunity to look me over for breaks or bandages, for injuries the news reporters might have missed in their obsessive analysis of the events at the morgue. She doesn't have to say as much, not with the determined set of her jaw or the assessing tilt of her head. From behind, I'll bet she looks sullen and introverted, tucking into herself the way she does, angling her hips and shoulders until all anyone will be able to see is the back of some midriff-baring tank top, her tattooed arms, and the untamed bleached scruff of her hair. It's a stark difference looking at her expression full on, the thinly veiled anxiety shadowing her dark blue eyes.
“Hey,” I say, my voice low.
Her gaze jerks up to meet mine.
“Hey, I'm all right. Not a scratch on me. Not even a little one.”
Our smiles emerge from nowhere, small and hesitant, and Hazel nods. “Yeah, okay, guilty as charged,” she admits. “But I still say you need the fudgsicles to boost your mood.”
“I'll take that under advisement.”
She reaches up to give her neck a self-conscious rub before softly tossing a goodbye my way. When she walks off, she's less tense than she usually is, a bounce to her coltish legs that makes her look vaguely like a happy gazelle. My grin widens before I shut the apartment door, spreading against my wishes. 
Being girlfriends again might be a mistake we should avoid at all costs, but friends … yes, we should be able to handle being friends. You know, if we don't tear each other to shreds first.
When I finally have enough of filling myself full of questionably healthy snacks and cheap mass-market paperbacks about women who can't decide between jumping the impossibly attractive man in their lives and beating the tar out of fictional monsters, going back to work feels a little less like punishment. I haven't watched television in days, and avoiding the internet is the only way to keep from confronting the inevitable glut of emails from people I'd rather not talk to right now. If I'm going to peek out into the world on my own terms, I plan on starting with the cafe and working my way outward.
I get up bright and early on the seventh day, my hair already washed and ready for styling, my red and white picnic pattern off-the-shoulder dress gently ironed. I don't have to go, of course. The others have been dealing with the cafe just fine on their own. It hasn't exploded, it hasn't crumbled underneath me, it hasn't been attacked by mutant alligators from the sewers or anything, at least as far as I know. I could stay up here forever if Hazel keeps showing up with groceries and I can finally scrounge up the urge to shop on the internet again.
I get ready anyway, taking a half-hour longer than I normally do. I blame the trips I keep making to my apartment windows, scoping out for roving reporters who might be hiding in doorways or dark corners.
When I reach the front door of the cafe at precisely six-thirty, Tara's already there, her dirty blond hair pulled back into a sloppy ponytail. She gapes at me as I approach, the keys to the front door fumbling in her grasp. Then her sunny smile peeks out. “You lost?”
I stop a few feet away, feigning confusion. “I still work here, right?”
“On occasion,” she jokes. Unlocking the door, she holds it open. “Go on, lazybones. In you go.”
Grinning, I walk past.
Benny arrives soon enough, bleary-eyed and unshaven as always. When he spots me, he says something under his breath I should presumably be glad I can't hear and heads off to hide himself away in the kitchen. Not long after, Dixie arrives, stumbling into the cafe and nearly falling flat on her face when she sees me putting fresh pastries out under the glass cases on the counter. 
“Oh, hey,” she blurts out. “You exist. I was starting to think I made you up or something.”
“Ha, ha.” 
“I thought it was funny,” Tara calls out from the kitchen.
Benny rumbles something that makes Tara burst into high-pitched giggles.
Some things never change.
It doesn't take me long to get back into the swing of things, if I do say so myself. It helps that the morning is like it always is, a steady stream of customers stopping just long enough for tea or cappuccino before running off to work. I keep my eyes off the local newspapers in the reading rack by the cash register, intent on avoiding the situation just a little bit longer. 
The door closes hard around noon, the bell over it jingling a happy greeting, and I turn just in time to come face to face with Morris and my father.
Dad has never been to my cafe. Neither has my mother, at least not as herself. But with my father it hurt more than it should. At least Dad seems to like me. It's a bit depressing when your father's former mortal enemy shows up regularly at your cafe for pie and your own mother can always find something more important to do.
The entire cafe goes silent.
“Aren't you supposed to be in jail?” I say to Morris, unable to completely stifle the teasing tone sneaking into my voice.
He waves a dismissive hand. “Pish tosh.”
“You built a lair.”
He leans close in a futile attempt not to be heard and stage-whispers, “I built an isolated office for my new probationary defense contract with the Superhero Licensing Bureau's weaponry division. It's certainly not my fault if someone else uses it for something other than defending the moon against the squid armies of Betelguese.”
I can only stand in silence and try desperately not to allow my jaw to drop. As ludicrous as it is to imagine the SLB contracting with a known supervillain, it also makes an odd sort of sense. Avoiding the grainy photo stills doesn't mean I haven't heard what they contain, haven't caught whispered mockery that dies as I approach. Morris sinking into Dad's trembling embrace, their famous faces tucked into each other's shoulders, wrapped up in one another just long enough for frenetic emotions to bleed away and leave them raw and open to a cheap twenty-year-old security camera.
It scares me on some level, that if the SLB's faraway watchers peeled away the curtain of my father's powers and peeked inside, they would have seen the same comforting embrace years ago, and if so didn't lift a finger to stop it. Instead they handed it a contract and told it to build giant robots.
I live in a strange world full of strange people, honestly.
“Morris,” Dad says, his low voice a warning.
Ignoring the venomous looks being shot their way from the nearby booths, Morris leans back to stand beside my father, his lips forming a close-mouthed mockery of a Cheshire grin as he elbows Dad in the side. With a small “Oomph,” Dad forces a tight smile.
“Hi,” I say.
It takes him a moment, but he finally says, “Hi, Vera.”
“Would you like something to eat? We've got fresh blueberry pie this morning.”
Morris beams, absently giving Dad's arm a pat. “Oh, you'll have to try that. Vera makes wonderful pie. It's to die for.”
Someone else in the cafe makes a muffled choking sound. I decide to ignore both the throttled sound from behind me and Morris's assumption that I'm the one slaving away over a hot oven and whipping up our baked goods every day.
“I'll have the peach cobbler, my dear, and a pot of my usual,” Morris says, then reaches out to grab onto Dad's hand, leading him towards the only empty booth left in the place. They sit on the same side of the booth, sharing a bench, Morris completely at ease and Dad staring in a low-key sort of awe at their joined hands resting on the table.
The other customers stare at the both of them, openly hostile, discomfort simmering in the air. I bite my bottom lip as I gather their food and serve them, wondering if I'm going to have to hold off a roomful of office workers and small-town retirees by wielding hot pots of orange pekoe tea like samurai swords. 
Breaking the silence, Mrs. Santamaria struggles to her feet, propping herself up with her walker.
I can see it coming, so it's not worth fighting it. I hold the door open for her, not bothering to stoop to faking a “Come back soon!” and a cheery smile for her. She won't buy it and presumably won't appreciate the polite white lie, not with the snide glare she shoots Dad and Morris's way as she scoots past me out the door. 
I suppose I should be grateful that she leaves enough money behind to pay for her meal.
“To hell with this,” I hear someone say.
A moment later, Mr. Carroll and his son toss money on their table and walk out, taking care to avoid looking Dad and Morris's way.
“Sorry, Vera,” Mr. Carroll says as he leaves, not sounding sorry at all. “My appetite just up and left me.”
A few more people trail out, making sure to pay before they go, most of them murmuring apologies to me even as they glare at my father and Morris before departing. I stare after them as they leave, wondering if this is social obligation or fear or genuine disgust, if they're leaving because they want to or because they just don't have the backbone to stay.
Or perhaps I'm just being far more optimistic about the rest of the human race than normal for a change.
Dad and Morris pass each other somewhat unsettled looks but don't move. Dixie hovers behind the counter, swiping absently at spots that aren't there but saying nothing. Tara and Benny argue quietly to themselves in the kitchen, but don't come out or look our way. 
I glance over at Hazel's grandmother, her face buried in the depths of a knitting magazine. “What about you?” I sigh.
She doesn't lift her head. “I'll take a chai, and keep them coming.”   
Aggravated shouting rises outside as I go to fetch Mrs. Whiting her chai, an enthusiastic string of colorful profanities growing in volume as the speaker moves closer. Hazel appears in front of the window as I'm handing her grandmother her drink. Hazel turns on her heels, walking backwards as she flips off one of the customers leaving the cafe, loudly implying something foul about their ancestors and farm animals. I can't imagine that will help with return business, I think with a wince.
Hazel stomps inside with a low wordless grumble and slams the door shut behind her. Sniffing the air in thinly veiled irritation, she gives Dad and Morris a frustrated look. If I didn't know any better, I'd think she was annoyed at the two of them for dragging her into this mess, regardless of the fact that no one asked her to defend them. I stare at her, blinking in confusion.
“Will you kick me out if I ask for a bottle of water?” she asks.
“Of course not.”
“Well, come on then,” she says, beckoning with one hand in a gimme gesture as she flops down on the couch in the right front window and grabs a book from the nearest bookshelf. “You know how I like it.”
“Room temperature, straight from the bottle, no lemon?”
She winks without smiling, then lowers her gaze to the hardcover murder mystery in her hand. “That's my girl,” she murmurs.
I roll my eyes, but bring her one of the unchilled water bottles from behind the counter, tossing it her way before sitting down on the other side of Dad and Morris's booth. I steal a plump blueberry from Dad's pie plate, grinning as I pop it into my mouth. He frowns, no heat behind it. 
“Oh, don't give me that look,” I say. “You two just scared off most of my customers.”
Morris makes a disgusted noise and waves a hand dismissively. “More trouble than they're worth, if you ask me.”
Just for that, I steal the rest of his peach cobbler.
Dad silently offers Morris the rest of his pie, and the two of them share a look, cautious and intimate. I shouldn't be here. I'm sure I shouldn't. I lift my gaze to see both Hazel and her grandmother watching us, watching me, and I look away before I can tell whether they're seeing Dad and Morris and getting ideas. Now's not the time to dwell on it. I'm still on vacation, at least in some small ways, and it can wait.  
I savor the silence, the sweet warm silence, and pour my father his tea. 
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