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Homecoming

Thank God it hasnt snowed, I thought to myself as I got out of my car. Infiltration missions made me jumpy, and there was usually snow on the ground by now. Since the snowfall was unseasonably late, there was one less thing to worry about. My car was parked behind a wall, in what I knew was a blind spot in the security system. Standing on the hood of the car and utilizing some low-hanging branches, I easily scaled the 10-foot brick-and-rock barrier. Once on the other side, I planned a route that would be the most likely to avoid detection. Getting caught, I knew, would not bode well for my Christmas vacation.

The mid-December moonlight was bright and created sharp shadows, which I used to my advantage to conceal my approach. I retrieved my binoculars from the pocket of my midnight blue hoodie and looked at the window that was to be my infiltration point. Two men were seated at a tabletheir backs to me. I sighed. My inside man had assured me that room would be empty tonight; obviously, he had not done his job. I would deal with him later. In the meantime, I put away the binoculars and retrieved my lock picks. Sure, I could have just gone around the front, but this would be more of a challenge.

I avoided the view of the motion-activated floodlights and made it to the doorjamb. I peeked through the window again. The two men were still there, having what looked like an intense discussion regarding some papers on the table. I used the opportunity to pick the lock, trusting the rustling of the papers to mask the telltale sounds of my work. Once the lock yielded, I took one final precaution: a small bottle of WD-40 to spray down the hinges.

Success! I was inside the house, no alarms had been raised, and the two men continued their discussion, completely unaware of the intruder in the next room. It was time to teach my targets a lesson they would not forget.

BURGLE! BURGLE!

Upon hearing my exclamation, both men leaped from their dinner at the kitchen table, ready for a fight. I sidestepped a high kick from one, blocked a punch from another and dodged away from both as quickly as I could. One of them got sloppy and I was able to get him in a hold and use him as a human shield until both calmed down enough to not kill me. When I let him go, he turned around and grappled me in a suffocating bear hug.

Tammy! my brother screamed ecstatically. We hadnt seen each other since Thanksgiving, whichin our close-knit little familywas almost an eternity. Tim wrapped his arms around me so tightly I couldnt breathe.

Hello, Tamara, Paul said with his world-famous courteousness, rubbing his sternum where I had been able to get in a lucky kick.

Hey Dad  I managed to cough out. Can you get him off of me?

Tim? Paul said.

Yeah, Paul? Tim loosened his grip slightly. He had never gotten into the habit of calling Paul Dad, as I had, even though he had lived in the house four times as long as I had.

Shes turning purple, Paul said.

Tim released me. I gasped and started breathing again. Im sorry, Tammy, Tim said. Did I hurt you at all?

You couldnt hurt me if you tried, I said, taking a deep breath. Dont call me Tammy.

Paul pried Tim away from me and gave me a long hug.

Its good to see you again, Tamara, Paul said, his strong arms wrapped around me. Im very impressed you got this far without us knowing.

Thanks, I said, pushing him away. The only reason I got in was because Tim forgot to turn on the alarm again. Wheres Ed?

Hes in Montana for the holidays. You just missed him, Paul said. He looked at me and said, He knew you were coming.

I wouldnt even have tried to break in without getting his permission first, I said with a grin.

Paul smiled knowinglyit was true.

What are you doing home so early? Paul asked me.

I thought I might give Kristin the night off, I said. Besides, I missed you and Tim. All my friends had left to spend as much time with their families as they could. I got homesick.

Paul nodded knowingly. You know I cant let you go out with us until Im convinced you can handle yourself. I need to know you wont put yourself or one of us in danger, he said leading me to the table.

Oh please, Dad, I said, rolling my eyes. I took a big whiff of the roast beef and potatoes Tim had just placed in front of me and sighed happily. I got in the house without you knowing and fought you both off and came away not only alive, but completely unscathed. That should count for something. Besides, Ive been out working with Scott almost every night since October. I know you know thatScott says you call him every week to check up on me, I told him, grabbing my fork and digging into my potatoes. I had lived on take-out and cafeteria food since Thanksgiving and missed my home-cooked meals.

What you and Scott do in St. Lawrence is totally different, Tim said.

Both Karis here and Flash in St. Lawrence make their cities safe for law-abiding citizens. I may do things a bit differently in St. Lawrence, but its still basically the same job.

Tamara, dont forgetin St. Lawrence, you can fly, Paul said. Youre impervious to pain. As far as everyone knows, youre not human, youre a superhero.

How is that any different than here? Sure, Karis is a bit more vulnerable than Flash, but no matter what name Im using, I can still make grown men runand for good reason.You made sure of that. I can do this job no matter what team colors I am wearing and you know it.

I just want you to be in proper condition when you step back into Karis boots. I dont want you getting hurt because Karis cant do everything Flash can do, Paul said.

Dad, I was Karis first, I said. She is me. I can still wear her suit. Its just like riding a bike, or flying. We had had this same discussion hundreds of times before, and it had yet to be resolved.

But Karis doesnt fly, Paul said, pointing at me with his fork. Just remember that.

Tammy, what are you doing home? You werent supposed to be home for another week and a half, Tim said, completely changing the subject.

Dont call me Tammy, I told him again. Scott and I decided it would be safe for me to go home without raising too much suspicion. Flash had stopped patrolling town after finals week started at the majority of colleges in townit also gave me more time to study for my own tests. I hung around town a couple days after my finals were over and did some Christmas shopping in full view of the paparazzi, who still followed me wherever I went.

Besides, I missed you and I wanted to be home. Is that okay with you? I picked off a portion of meat and fed it to Kenny, my German Shepherd, who had been just as happy to see me as my dad and brother, but had wisely stayed away from the fight.

I guess, Tim said sarcastically before wrapping his arm around my shoulder and giving me a hug.

Is Scott stopping by for Christmas? Paul asked.

Hes going home to Iowa to celebrate with his family, I said. Is Daniel going to be here this year? Ive hardly heard from him since my graduation party.

He wont be here for Christmas, but hell be here for a couple days next week, Tim said. He said hes going to India to do something for a travel magazine.

Thats good, I said. I hadnt seen Daniel in nearly seven monthsthe longest we had ever been apart when Daniel was in the country. I had only gotten the occasional email from him during my first semester, which was extremely unusual for us. Since we had met, even if he had been out of the country, he had made it a point to keep in close contact.

Hows St. Lawrence? Paul asked.

I think there might be something special about my RA, but Im not sure yet. I wont mention anything to her, of course, until Im certain. My dean is not pleased that I keep getting back just at or right after curfew, I said. They wouldnt give me a room by myself, so I cant sneak in the window like I had planned. You know, Dad, work would be a lot easier if I had my own place off campus.

Tamara, we have been over this hundreds of times; until you can prove otherwise, the safest place for you to be is on campus. You know what happens when youre on your own, Paul said. Even when youre not on your own, trouble seems to find you.

Fine, I said. But just because I am disaster prone doesnt mean that Im not able to take care of myself. Im still alive, arent I?

Tamara, please trust me, Paul said. I know it would be easier for Flash to have her own apartment. I know you think I am being paranoid and over-protective. Please, though, humor me. Living on campus will be a good experience for you.

I nodded in agreement. I knew Paul was righthe usually was. I was having a blast living with people who attributed my good fortune to God and not exclusively to the gobs and gobs of Pauls money. I had a wonderful roommate, Lois, and our dorm section was headed by the best resident assistant one could ever hope to find. I felt safe there and, better yet, I knew I was safe there. Paul had paid for SLCU to double the number of full time security guards and hire eight additional part-time student guards. In return, the schools administration only asked that I work part time in the Admissions department and try to recruit prospective students. Though, but by this time, I was used to people using me simply for my last name.

Thank you, Tamara, Paul said, relieved I wasnt pursuing the argument this time.

What are your plans for tonight? Tim asked.

I guess Ill just work out for a while and then call Brian to see if he has the evening free, since Dads not going to let me have any fun.

I see you still have your priorities straight, Paul said with a smile.

You seem to think that I have gotten soft. I need to prove to you that I havent. Bryll understand. He knows what you make his sister do.

Just remember to leave enough time to digest before exercising, Paul said. He patted my shoulder. Its good to have you home, kid, he said, then walked toward the silver closet.

After finishing dinner and clearing the dishes, I brought my cara midnight blue two-seater with the vanity plate TAMMYaround to the house and Tim, Kenny, and I unloaded it. Tim had bought me Little Blue, as Taylor, my RA, called the car, for my eighteenth birthday. Tim had sworn that he chose the license plate only because TAMARA was already taken, but I still had my doubts. Tim grabbed my suitcase and laptop and I drove the car into the garage. We met at the foot of the stairs and I took my stuff from Tim.

I missed having you around, Sis, Tim said. Do you need any help?

I got it, I said. I missed you, too, Tim. He had always wanted a younger sister when he was growing up and I had always wanted a big brother; but that was not to be when we were living with our parents. Tim gave me a quick hug, and then went into the silver closet. I hauled my bags up one flight of stairs, and turned left.

I closed my eyes and breathed in the smell of home. Homeat least on this floorsmelled of Tim, Paul and Edmunds colognes and floor wax with a hint of wood varnish. I walked down the hall quickly and turned to second door on the right. I opened the door, turned on the light and entered my room, Kenny close behind.

As I was unpacking my bag, my cell phone rang. I rushed to the phone with Kenny on my heels. Paul had, the week before, updated my Waterford Industries does-everything-but-the-laundry-smarter-than-smart-Smartphone with the beta version of the latest model, and I was still waiting for the time to read through the manual. It took a few seconds to actually find the caller ID, and when I finally found it, it showed a number I didnt recognize.

I answered the call hesitantly. Somehow, my personal phone number had been published on some then-insignificant blog and I had been receiving calls day and night since. I refused to change my number, though; it had been my mothers number.

How may I help you? I asked in a no-nonsense tone.

Yes, hello, said a very familiar voice in the same tone. I was wondering if you knew what I could get my beautiful goddess for Christmas. I sighed in relief.

I dont know about any of your other goddesses, Daniel, but this one would like the last four years to do over again, I said without hesitation. Maybe the next time around I would be able to save my family.

Tamara, you know you have always been my one and only goddess, Daniel said with a laugh and using my name for the first time in quite a while.

I dont know that. How can I know that? Every time I hear from you, youre with another girl and you feel the need to tell me every single detail about everything you do, I told him.

Goddess, why would I want to give you what you want? he said, ignoring my comment. We met because of the massacre, and where would I be without you? Even if I could, do you really want to do high school over again?

I take that back, I said quickly. How about one of my very best friends award-winning photographs? Because of Daniels heros instinct for finding trouble, he had learned to take a small digital camera with him wherever he went, and was currently being considered for the upcoming round of Pulitzers which would keep his other three Prizes company when he was overseas.

That I can do, Daniel said. What are you doing tonight?

Im home, I said, going over to the couch with Kenny following. Unpacking could wait. Tim told me youre coming by this week.

Ill be there tomorrow, Daniel said. If I had known you were going to be home tonight, I would have been there to meet you. Im sorry I havent been in contact lately, things have been crazy. How are you holding up, goddess?

Im doing okay, now that Im home. Im doing a lot better than I was three years ago. This will be the fourth Christmas without them.

The first few Christmases without them are the worst, but it will get better, I promise. It will always hurt, but it will get better.

Thanks, Daniel, I said. I appreciate the callId thought youd forgotten about me or something. I was about to send Kenny out to search for you, it has been so long since Ive heard from you but once he found you, Id never get him back.

Naw, I havent forgotten about you. I could never do that, youre my meal ticket; always have been and always will beyou know that. See you tomorrow, goddess?

Ill be here. We have a lot of catching up to do. Are you going to be here for your birthday, then? Daniel turned 24 in three days.

I can be if you want me to, he said. Kenny there?

Yeah, here he is, I said, putting the phone up to Kennys ear. When Kenny heard Daniels voice, his tail started wagging. Kenny and Daniel had been close ever since the two of them had met. Daniel had been the first person Kenny had accepted after his masters deaths.

After saying goodbye to Daniel, I changed into some workout clothes and went downstairs. I opened the small door tucked under the stairs, entered the small room that housed the Waterford family silver and pushed aside one of the cabinets and placed my hand at a certain place on the wall. The case and the false wall behind it slid easily to reveal a small passage. I made my way down the passage as the case slid back over the passage entrance by itself and walked though the inky blackness for about 50 feet, following the familiar passage as it twisted and turned, leading me down a gradual slope.

When I emerged from the tunnel, I found Tim and Paul getting ready for a night of routine patrol. I told them Daniel had called and when he was planning on arriving the next day.

Kristin, in her Karis costume, was pulling her now-auburn hair back and getting ready to glue her mask onto her face.

Hey, Kiri, I said nonchalantly to Kristin. Kiri was the name Brian had given her when she was a baby, unable to say Kristin.

Tammy? Karis asked, looking up. I was still amazed how similar we looked when we wore the costume. No one would have confused us in civilian clothes, but put us both in Karis suit and not even Brian could tell us apart.

They didnt tell you I was home? I asked, going up to hug my friend.

Nope, Karis said. Sweet! I have been itching to get out on patrol all week! She released me after a quick hug and ran to the garage to retrieve her motorcycle. She hopped on, started it up, and sped away toward the exit after Krino and Krisis, who had already left.

I changed into the Flash suit I kept at home and sat down at the computer. I sighed happily, spun around in the managers chair at the computer, and gazed at the cave I knew so well.

After spending so much time recently around so many people, being all alone in the cave was the balm my frazzled nerves needed that night. The cave was one of the few places on Earth I knew without a doubt I was safe. My father and Paul had discovered the cavern when they were in high school, and even though I had never been down there with my fatherand he hadnt even been in the cave for over three yearsI still felt a connection to him there.

I was fiddling with the new computer programs Paul had installed while I was goneand putting off my physical trainingwhen I heard a loud, and unexpected, noise coming from the chemistry lab on a lower level.

My reverie was cut short; it was time to defend my fortress of solitude.


Adish

Silently, I got up from my chair and crept silently towards the lab. Over the years, I had learned to distinguish between the different sounds in the cave. Bats or other small animals that lived in the dark recesses of the cave caused most small sounds. People in the cave caused otherslike the one I just heard. Whoever was in the lab wasnt even trying to be quiet, which helped obscure the minimal noise I was making. The lab was on the ground floor of the cave in a room that had once been hollowed out by the river which ran beside it. Years ago, Paul had walled it off to create a sealed, separately-ventilated room and put the really caustic chemicals in there. Using my rocket boots, I silently floated down to the river level. The stairs would have been too loud.

I inched my way to the glass partition that separated the lab from the rest of the cave, hiding as well as my yellow and blue suit allowed. I saw the intruder and sighed in relief.

Brian! I said, opening the door. What are you working on?

My boyfriend jumped about five feet, dropping the test tubes in his hand.

Never do that again! Brian ordered. What if those had been dangerous chemicals? Do you know what some of these could do to us if were not careful?

Bry, if you were working with something dangerous, Dad would have made you put a sign on the door, you would have been working in the airlock, and you would be wearing protective gear. Do you really think Id not know that?

Though we had graduated high school together the May before, Brian was already over two years into college, having taken all of his general education classes on-line and in AP classes. Brian was studying biochemistry at Kingston State, which pleased Paul. Although Paul knew most everything anyone could know about almost everything, biochemistry was one of the few that he had yet to master.

What are you doing here? Brian asked, stepping over broken glass toward the broom.

I have called this place home for three and a half years, I said shortly. I dont need your permission to be here. What were you working on?

I was cleaning up, Brian said. I just finished my final project for Bio-inorganic Chem. Paul lets me use the lab here in exchange for occasional help with whatever hes working on. You werent supposed to be home for another week. What made you want to come home today? He took the dustpan and knelt down as I swept the glass.

I just wanted to come home. Bio-inorganic Chem? Really? If youre going to make something up to impress me, you should try a little harder.

Brian chuckled. Its a real thing, I promise.

He stood up and wrapped his arms around me. I melted into his embrace, laid my head on his shoulder, and sighed. I missed you.

Me too. Brian kissed my forehead. Not one to drop a subject, he asked again, Not that Im complaining, but what are you doing home? We werent expecting you for another week.

Homesick, I said again. Lightning and I decided that it would be okay if I came home a little early.

What are your plans for the evening? Brian asked.

I guess I pulled computer duty because Kiri took one look at me and sped away. What did you have in mind? I asked.

I would like to spend time with my girlfriend, Brian said. I pulled away from him a little.

Could you be a dear and man the computer while I work out? I asked. The gym at school cant hold a candle to the one we have here. Brian nodded and his smile faded. He dropped his arms and started toward the door.

Has anyone told you what Paul did? Brian asked, holding the door for me. He opened the mansion up for tours. We met with the promoterDavid Foxearlier this morning. Tours will start on Monday. Were going to install extra locks on the bedroom doors tomorrow.

Fox? I asked, walking through the door.

Yeah, why? Brian asked, looking over at me.

The name just sounds familiar. Why didnt Dad say something at dinner?

Tamara, we all knew what you would think of the idea, Brian said, looking over at me. He started climbing the steep, narrow staircase. I pushed a button on my utility belt. Small polycarbonate shields dropped down from the top of my mask and silent rocket boosters in my boots fired up. I broke away to run some diagnostic tests. Assured that everything was working correctly; I touched down next to Brian.

So what did everyone think I would think of the idea? I asked, walking toward the computer to make sure Krino didnt have any work for me to do.

We all knew that youd hate it.

But why wouldnt Dad or Tim say anything at dinner? I asked again.

We had a family meeting and I drew the short straw, Brian said. I had hoped I had more time to think of what to say.

This is still my house, I said, noticing that Brian had been included in the family. Why would they make a decision like this without consulting me first? What if  Just then, the computer beeped. Krino was calling from Jagger, the heroes car.

Flash, are you there?

Im here, Krino, I said, putting on the wireless headset and sitting down at the computer. I shot up a quick thanks to God that I got out of working out. What do you need?

Could you check the database for a criminal who has the ability to control fire?

As I pulled up the National Crime Fighters Association criminal database and searched abilities, I began praying fervently this was someone new. Only one criminals dossier came up, and he was one of mine. I groaned and laid my head on the desk. I started banging my forehead on the desk. I had thought I had gotten rid of this guy a month before.

Adi is here? I whined.

What are the specs on this Adi? Krino asked.

SorryAdish, I corrected, my forehead still resting on the desk. He has red hair, kinda frizzy. Hes thin, 5 foot 10-ish. He wears a red and yellow fireproof suit. His normal body temp is about 200 degrees. Does that sound like your guy? Would it be too much to ask for this guy to be a new mutant?

That is him, Krino said and I groaned.

Krino, dont go near him unless you have some sort of coolant in your suit. Whats going on?

The lower east side of town is on fire.

Yeah, that sounds like something he would do.

What are his weaknesses?

The usual: water, CO2 foam and me.

He is yours? Krino asked. You have not told me about him before.

Its a long story. Ill be there as soon as I can, I said. Hes scared to death of waterthinks it will kill himbut tell him Im on my way and he should calm down. I closed the communication channel before Krino could object.

You are going out? Brian asked, visibly disappointed.

I have to, I said. I opened up an instant message program and began to enter my myriad of passwords to get onto the secure NCFA communications website.

I thought it would look too suspicious if you went out as Flash, Brian reminded me.

Not with Adi here. As far as the press will know, Flash followed him up here. I sent an encrypted message to Lightning, letting him know that we may need his help. I ran to my changing room, found my contacts case and began the process to complete my transformation into a superhero.

Brian, apparently now used to the scramble that proceeded going out to fight a bad-guy, became serious. Be safe, Tamara. I dont know what Id do if you didnt come back. Adish sounds dangerous.

I laughed. Bry, Adish isnt dangerousat least not to me. Hes in love with me and thinks we can have a Romeo and Juliet thingforbidden love, star-crossed lovers, et cetera. He would never hurt me. Ill be back in an hour.

Wont everyone get suspicious when Flash shows up alone?

No one knows that Im home yet, and Ill hide out here for the next few days. Im sure Adi did this to get me here, anyway. I left the changing room and ran to the armory, going through the checklist in my head to make sure I had everything I needed.

Brian came up to me while I was distracted and took my hand. Just come back to me.

Dont worry, I said, moving in to kiss him one more time.

Have I ever told you how hot you look in your Flash costume? Brian asked with a grin.

No, but Adish has. And let me tell youthe costume is very hot when Adi is around.

Ha, ha, Brian said sarcastically. Okay, just go. Save the city, if its what you want.

Thought youd never ask, I said. I activated the rocket boots with a press of a button on the inside of my boot, and shields dropped from the mask. I rose and hovered about five feet above Brians head.

Ill be back, I reassured him, turned and twitched my right pinky finger. I shot off toward the caves exit. By moving the fingers on my right hand, I controlled my speed, the restaltitude and directionwas controlled by my body position. Having a strong core was essential to pulling off the illusion that flying came naturally to me, and, even after three straight months of flying every night and a million crunches, I was still sore every morning.

As I came out into the fresh air, I flew up about two hundred feet and could see a reddish orange glow from the east end of town. I turned on my communication unit, surgically implanted behind my eardrum, with a quick squeeze of my earlobe.

Krino, your Com on? I asked, flying toward the glow.

I can hear you, Flash. I heard the harried shouts of firefighters in the background.

I see the fire and Im on my way. Is Adi doing anything rash?

You mean besides setting everything on fire? Krisis asked.

Was anyone hurt? I asked, ignoring my brother. Adish had always been a firebug, but he had never hurt anyoneat least not when he was simply trying to get my attention.

I had first encountered Adish that October, shortly after Flash joined Lightning in St. Lawrence. He had been around for about a year before Flash came on the scene, but since our first meeting, he had been showing his face about once a week. He had even arrived at the scene of fires to assist St. Lawrence first responders in the hopes that Flash and Lightning would arrive to help. The young mutant had shown quite an interest in the citys newest superhero. I had tried my best to discourage his advances, but he still thought we had a future together.

No one has been hurt, Krino answered. So far we have been able to get everyone out safely. The police are evacuating the surrounding buildings and the fire department is here.

Adish will stay far away from them. Im going in. I need you guys to stay back. I know that will be difficult for you, but I know Adi and what needs to be done. Please, just trust me.

I flew lower as I neared the fire and located Adish with no problem. Dropping into the circle of cops and firefighters, I spoke with the closest pair of firefighters and told them what I needed. They ran off to follow orders and I walked up to Adish.

Adish! I screamed angrily over the roaring and popping of the fires.

Flash! he said, turning. He grinned. You did come!

Adi, what are you doin? I asked, going up to him. I ignored the warnings in my Com from Krino and Krisis. Why are you torching my friends town?

You left! Adish said, coming over to me. I read it in the paper!

I am going backits Christmas, Adi. What made you think of coming here?

I knew that you and Lightning were friends with Krino. I thought if I came here, Krino would get in touch with you and Id be able to give you this, he said, pulling out a slightly melted small white box. He knelt down on one knee.

Adish, this cant I began.

Flash, Adish interrupted. We belong together. I know we can make this work. We can run awaywe can go somewhere where they dont know us. We can start over.

Hes not doing what I think hes doing, is he? Krisis asked in my Com. From more than 50 feet away, I could feel Tims big-brother instincts kick in.

Adi, youre a criminal and Im a superhero, I said, backing away a few steps. Besides, you are going to be spending the next fifty years in Kirkbride because of these fires. Im glad no one was hurt, or you would be spending the rest of your life there.

We will work, Adish said stubbornly. He stood quickly, bits of sticky, hot asphalt clinging to his knee. Tears steamed as they rolled down his cheek. I know we will work if you wait for me. Adish pushed the ring box into my hand and moved closer.

Whats he doing? Krisis asked. Hes not trying to kiss you, is he?

Before Adishs lips made contact, I took out a length of heat-resistant rope, grabbed his hands, and tied them behind his back. His skin was hot to the touch, even through my gloves.

Adi, you know this wont work. Its just the way it is.

But I love you, Flash!

Flash! someone yelled. Adish and I turned to see Krisis running toward us. This was the last thing I needed, and just as I was about to get Adish taken care of for at least a few decades.

Who is this? Adish asked. His demeanor changed in an instant.

This is Krisis, he is Krinos sidekick.

Flash, Im glad I caught up with you! Krisis said. You havent visited as often as you promised me. He pulled me away from Adish.

Krisis, whatever it is you are thinking of, dont do it, I said quietly. I knew he heard me well and clear through the Com. Dont make Adish mad. His body temperature is linked to his temper. If he thinks he needs to protect me, he will get angry and start running hot, someone will get hurt, and it will probably be you.

Flash, I have been dealing with people like him longer than you have; I think I know what needs to be done, he said, gazing into my eyes in a way that made me want to throw up.

Get away from her! Adish screamed.

Krisis, do what he says. I turned quickly to Adish. Dont do this. Adi, I said. Calm down.

Flash, do you want to be rid of this guy or not? Krisis asked quietly.

Yes, but 

Then let me get rid of him, Krisis said. He looked at Adish, and the two men locked eyes. Krisis, staring at Adish the entire time, grabbed my waist and pulled me close. Before I could fight back, Krisis kissed me. I tried to push him away, but he was too strong.

Adish started screaming obscenities and the heat radiating from him intensified. The rope wouldnt last too much longer. Activating the hydraulics system built inside the suit to mimic Lightnings superhuman strength, I pushed against Krisis, sending him flying.

Flash! Adish screamed and ran to me.

Im okay, I said. I fought the bile rising in my throat; my brother had just stuck his tongue in my mouth. I dont know what got into him.

Hearing the beeping of a truck backing up, I looked over to my right. The firefighters had done what I asked and had brought a police van filled with flame retardant foam.

Adi, you have to go into that van. No one will douse you with water as long as you cooperate. I will come see you on my way back to St. Lawrence to make sure they are treating you well. Please cooperate. I dont want to have to hurt you, but I will.

You know Id do anything for you, Flash. Promise youll come and visit?

As often as I can, Adi, I promised. Just dont start any fires; the sprinkler system in Kirkbride isnt the best, and you may get hurt.

And this guy isnt your boyfriend? Adish asked as I led him to the van, glaring at Krisis.

Adi, I swear that there is no way on Earth Krisis is or ever will be my boyfriend. Now lets get you into that truck where no one can hurt you.

Adish nodded and allowed me to lead him to the waiting police van.

Comfy, he said, as he settled himself in the fire-retardant foam. Ill see you, Flash.

Bye, Adish. Be good, I said with a smile. I closed the van door and turned to the astonished crowd. And thats how we do things in St. Lawrence, I said. Without waiting for questions from the police or press, I activated my rocket boots and soared a few hundred feet in the air, meeting up with Lightning, who had been waiting to see if I needed help.

I have Adi wrapped around my little fingeryou know that. I had everything under control until Krisis came and kissed me. You couldnt have stopped him?

How was I to know he was going to kiss you?! Even Foresight Gal couldnt have seen that coming.

If she did and didnt tell me, shes in a lot of trouble, I said, again fighting tremendous nausea. It is going to be in the media for the next few weeks, too. Ill have to re-live it over and over. At least we wont have to worry about Adish for a very long time.

Good work, kid, Lightning said.

I try. Dad was wondering if you were coming by for a day or two before Christmas. Daniel is going to be here tomorrow, if you want to stop by on your way home.

Ill see what I can do, Lightning said, breaking off and heading toward St. Lawrence. I flew back to the mansion, where Brian was apparently waiting for me to arrive.

He kissed you? Brian asked before my feet even touched the ground. I saw a live news program replaying the kiss over and over on the 15-foot screen behind Brian.

I feel dirty, I said, going to my dressing room. I took out my toothbrush.

I told you that you had nothing to worry about with Adish, I called to Brian from my changing room, my mouth full of toothpaste.

No, now I just have to worry about Tim, Brian said. Your bedroom at your folks house is still a shrine to Tim. My bedroom at my parents house, which I still owned, was still wallpapered with fading posters, magazine photos, and website and newspaper articles, but just because I hadnt pulled them down didnt mean I still held out hope Tim would fall madly in love with me.

Brian, it was horrible, I mumbled, spitting toothpaste on the floor of my dressing room in the process. I came out of my changing room, drooling, walked over to the edge of the main level of the cave, leaned over the edge, and spit my toothpaste into the river twenty feet below. I turned, grabbed the towel Brian was holding out for me, and wiped my face.

The worst part was he thought he was protecting me; great way for the big brother instincts to show themselves. And I still have those posters up only because it annoys Tim.

Protecting you from what? Brian asked.

I tossed the slightly melted ring box to Brian and walked to my changing room to get out of my costume. I heard Brian whistle before I jumped in the shower.

I got a call while rinsing out my costume. I rolled my eyes when I saw the caller ID.

What do you want? I asked after putting the phone on speaker.

I was sitting in the airport, minding my own business, waiting for my flight and saw it live on the news. How many times, exactly, have you puked? Daniel asked with a smile in his voice.

Havent thrown up yet, but still a little nauseous. I brushed my teeth about ten times.

It wasnt that bad of a kiss, you know. Not from where I was sitting.

Not helping, I told him through clenched teeth, fighting another wave of nausea.

I know. Ill see you tomorrow morning and I can help you forget all about that kiss.

Not going to happen, I told him. Shortly after we met, Daniel had made it quite clear that he would love to have me as another notch on his quite-notched bedpost. I still wasnt exactly sure how much of his bravado was sincere, but either way, I had to continually make it quite clear he would never get his wish. Ill see you tomorrow, Daniel.

When I returned to the command center, Krino told me that the team had had no trouble transferring Adish after Krisis was forced to go out on patrol. Adish and Krisiswho had insisted on supervising the transfer of the prisoner to the local asylum for the criminally insanehad exchanged more than a few words on the way to Kirkbride.

I saw the ring box sitting on the desk and opened it. A three-karat diamond sparkled back at me. It was my turn to whistle.

Its got to be stolen, Brian said from behind me.

I shook my head. Adish had enough sense to know that I would never accept, let alone wear, stolen jewelry. It has to be bought and paid for. I never knew Adish was this committed. I only ran into him a few months ago.

Are you going to give it back to him? Brian asked, swiveling my chair to face him.

I closed the box and placed it on the desk. I cant accept this.

What are we going to do with Tim?

Im never going to kiss him againI can tell you that. I need to brush my teeth again!

Im glad to hear it, Brian said, leaning in closer to me. Now, what can I do to help you get over your traumatizing experience tonight?

Im sure you can think of something, I said with a smile.

I think I have just the thing, Brian said. Welcome home, my love. He tilted my head up and kissed me.


Dave

Dad! I screamed from my shower. I had returned from an all-night patrol with Krino a few hours earlier and was trying to get ready for bed. It was Saturday morning and all I wanted to do was climb in my warm, soft bed with my dog and sleep until it was time to get ready for church the next day.

Yeah, Tamara? Paul asked through my Comalthough Im sure everyone in the house heard my scream. Paul was barricaded in his home office, hidden in one of the non-descript bedrooms on the fourth floor.

Its happened again, I said, glaring at the stranger with a camcorder in his hand.

Do you have everything under control? Paul asked from his office. I could hear papers shuffling in the background and knew that he hadnt even looked up from his work.

Just a minute, I said.

I grabbed the intruder, who was still staring at me. I threw him in the bathtub and stepped out of it. The man, with a visitor badge clipped to his shirt, continued to stare at me. He was visibly disappointed that I had recently started wearing my bathing suit in my personal shower. I grabbed my robe and angrily flung it around my body. I turned the tub to cold and the man awoke from his trance. He scrambled out of the shower, dripping wet. I grabbed him by the shirt collar; and drug him out of my room.

Dad, wheres Dave? I asked in my Com.

Hes leading a tour, Tam, Paul said. Ill talk to him again.

No, Ill talk to him this time, I said. I threw my captive in front of me.

As I stormed down the hall, pushing the man and tying my robe around my body tightly, I heard another tour group coming up the hallway. A large man in a dark three-piece suit was leading the group. He saw me glaring at him and smiled broadly.

Folks, here comes Ms. Waterford, now, he said, gesturing in my direction.

Suddenly, the cameras started flashing. I threw the would-be peeping tom into the group, and grabbed David Fox by his suit lapels. I pulled him close to me and stared him down.

Fox, if this happens again, I swear I will make you pay, I growled quietly so our guests couldnt hear. I pushed him away, grabbed one of the complementary tour maps of Waterford Mansion, and stomped down the hall to the stairs.

What did I tell you, folks? I heard Fox say behind me. His voice had the slightest hint of sarcasm. Always a lady.

I turned to go upstairs without a backward glance. When I reached Pauls home office on the fourth floor, I pushed my thumb against a newly-installed pad on the door which scanned my thumbprint. The pads were programmed to only recognize family and David Fox, our tour guide.

Why do you have one of those and not me? I asked as I opened the door.

Because in a few weeks youre not going to be home, Paul said, staring at the computer screen in front of him.

I want a thumb pad on my door by the end of the day. This is the third time today someones barged in on me. Why did you agree to this?!

Because David felt that it would be a good way to reach out to the community and to make a few bucks, Paul said, searching through papers on his desk.

Since when do we need more money, Dad? I asked.

Not the point, Tamara. All the money goes to charity, Paul said without looking up. Im sure David didnt mean for those people to barge in on you in the shower.

Are you sure about that? How much do we really know about Fox?

Tamara, Im not going to get into this discussion again. Whats done is done.

Why not? I asked. This is our home, why cant we make the rules? Theyve walked in on me showering every day this week. It is a good thing I had the bright idea to shower clothed. One of these days, someone is going to see something they shouldnt. At least let me post Tim outside the door when Im in the bathroom.

Tamara, how would it look if Tim started standing guard? Paul asked. We dont need to start new rumors.

Can I call Daniel to see if he wants to come stand guard? I asked. I am pretty sure Daniel would come protect my virtue, since it doesnt seem to be on your mind at all.

Not everyone is at your beck-and-call, you know.

Whats the point of having all this money if I cant get my own way? I asked sarcastically. You know what would happenand how quickly it would get outif someone saw something they shouldnt. Why did we have to lock Kenny in the kennel? Id at least like to have an early-warning system.

Tamara, deal with it, Paul said. Weve all had to. Kenny is having a wonderful time out in the kennel with the rest of the dogs. And Im sure youre quite used to people coming into your room by now. Dont you keep your door unlocked at school?

Yeah, but theyre all my friends and theyre all women. I have never had a strange man with a camera try and take nude pictures of me in the shower at school. You wouldnt stand for that, Im surprised youre standing for this.

Paul put down his pen and came around the desk. He put his hand on my shoulder and looked me in the eye. Theres something else. Whats really bothering you?

I dont trust Fox. This isnt the first time weve crossed paths, but I cant remember where Ive seen him before.

What will it take to remember? Paul asked.

Spending more time with him, unfortunately, I said. Itll come to me eventually.

How about dinner tonight? You can get all your complaints out in the open and maybe youll remember exactly where you saw him.

Okay, Dad, I said. I looked at the map in my hand and showed it to Paul. If this got into the wrong hands, theres no telling what could happen. The silver closet is clearly marked.

Whats it labeled?

Waterford Family Silver, I said, reading the map.

That might get us into some trouble, Paul said. He took the map from me and studied it. The familys silver is renowned throughout the world.

Uh huh. Not to mention whats behind the silver, I said.

Ill talk to David after his last tour, Paul said, staring at the map.

Thanks, Dad. I turned to leave and Paul went back to his paperwork.

Tamara? Paul asked without looking up.

Yeah, Dad? I turned back to face him.

Close your robe, please. I dont particularly like it when you wear that bathing suit in front of Tim, let alone Brian. Paul looked up from his desk and smiled. But it is good to see you kept up on your training while you were gone.

I have to, I said, wrapping the robe around my body tightly and cinching the tie. The suit isnt the only thing that makes Flash a superhero, you know.

I walked out of Pauls office and down the stairs towards the cave. As I opened the door to the silver closet, I heard someone coming up behind me. Without thinking, I grabbed my assailant and threw him into the wall in front of me, and jamming my forearm beneath his chin, ready to throw all my weight into his neck.

What do you want? I asked Fox, pushing him up against the wall before stepping back.

The tour is wrapping up and we were wondering what you were doing, Fox said.

Im going to clean the family silver, I told them. I knew he didnt believe a word I said, but there was no other explanation for going into that room.

It is nice to see that you have a job, Ms. Waterford, Fox said. Even if you are doing it in your bathrobe. Fox reached out his hand to pat my head. I grabbed his arm and threw it back at him. I pushed past him toward the door to the silver closet. Get out of my face before I have to hurt you. Im not going to warn you again, I said, barely above a whisper.

What are you going to do? Fox asked, smirking. He was a foot taller than me and built like a linebacker. It was clear that he had sized up the odds and liked his chances in a fight.

You dont know me very well, I growled as I opened the door to the silver closet. I was not afraid of the weight and height differences. I had taken on men with and without abilities twice Foxs size by myself and come out victorious. But part of me still believed that we had tangled before I just couldnt remember who came out on top.

After making sure the door was securely locked behind me, I walked down into the cave and met up with Kristin and Tim. Kristin was lounging on a cot in the armory with a novel and Tim was playing the latest shoot-em-up video game on Krinos computer.

So this is where you guys have been hiding all week? I asked.

Better believe it, Tim said without his eyes off the computer screen. Paul hadnt approved of us installing games on his multi-million dollar crime-fighting computer, but that hadnt stopped us. I dont know what Paul was thinking when he said yes to this.

Did you have people walk right into your shower? I asked.

Tammy, you dont want to know what happens when they get into my room, Tim said.

I walked into my changing room and struggled into my Flash suit before going to the practice arena and programming the computer for just the right exercise routine. I had borrowed the holographic simulation program from the NCFA and had modified it. A few members, in their civilian lives, led the world in holographic and virtual reality research, and had perfected holographic images that looked, felt, and acted real.

Brian came down to the exercise room about an hour into my routine. He had just returned from turning in his final project for school. I only noticed he was there when the simulation powered down and the lights in the arena came up.

Hey, Brian, I said, panting. You wouldnt believe what happened to me this morning.

Not again? Brian rolled his eyes.

Yeah, I said. I sighed and looked at my boyfriend. I need to get rid of him, Brian.

What are you going to do?

I dont know yet, I said, and decided to change the subject. How were your finals?

A breeze, like all of them, Brian said, shrugging his shoulders. Kiri and I are leaving for Aunt Brees tonight. Everyone is dying to see you. Are you coming?

I cant, I said. Fox needs to gonow. I really do want to go, but I cant.

I want you to come, Tammy, Brian said quietly.

If I get rid of Fox in time, I promise Ill fly out myself, even if its midnight on Christmas Eve and I have to run over Santa to get there, I said. This is big, Brian.

Dont worry about David, Tamara. Im sure that everything will work itself out. It always does, you know that. Youre a Waterford.

Okay, I said, not wanting to tell him that everything always worked itself out for the Waterfords only after massive amounts of time, effort, planning, and a whole lot of work on our parts. Brian kissed my cheek and turned the simulation on as he left.

After exercising for a few hours, I showered again and went about avoiding the crowds by staying in the cave, fighting Tim for the computer. I turned on my Com to continue my conversation with Paul, but he was not alone.

David, Im sorry if she ruined your tour, but you have to understand that Tamaras very protective of the familys privacy, almost to a fault, I heard Paul say.

I can understand that, Fox said. But she must be used to her fame by now.

She used to be worse, Paul said. She started getting better after Trisha came along.

Trisha? Fox asked.

Trisha Terrence, Paul said. She is a reporter for The Kingston Gazette and The St. Lawrence Tribune. She has covered this family for years and eventually she and Tamara became friends. Its because of Trisha that Tamara can finally walk downtown without people mobbing her.

Paul wasnt exaggerating, either. I had joined the staff of The Gazette when I was fifteen taking the penname Trisha Terrence, the name of my father and mother. The familys trials and triumphs were well documented and citizens of our city began to root for usor not; but at least they had accurate information. Before Trisha started writing, less than half of the heroes adventures made the news, making some citizens wonder why we got away with things they couldnt. After Trisha began reporting on the trio, their popularity rating skyrocketed as the vast majority of residents came to realize who, exactly, kept them safe. When I moved to St. Lawrence, I began writing for The Tribune working the Waterford Beat.

Id like to meet this Trisha sometime, Fox said a few minutes later, still in Pauls office. She sounds intriguing. Maybe she can help me talk some sense into your daughter. Paul, theres something seriously wrong with her, Fox said. Ive been giving tours of celebrity homes for years now, and Ive never met anyone like that bitch.

Thats my daughter youre talking about, Paul said, irritated. I will not tolerate that kind of language about any member of my household.

She doesnt know how to deal with her celebrity; I know a lot of people who would argue that she should give it to someone who does, Fox said.

She doesnt want this life, she would gladly give it up if she could, Paul said, then changed the subject. I was wondering if you would like to join us for dinner tonight.

That sounds wonderful, Fox said. What time should I 

Our guests are getting into places they shouldntlike my daughters bathroom, Paul interrupted, changing the subject againsomething he routinely did in business to keep his employees and competitors on their toes. I wont hesitate to close my house and throw you out if even one of my familys possessions is stolen or any member of my family is put in danger. We can discuss it at 7 tonight during dinner.

Ill see what I can do, Fox said coldly.

That night, sitting around the dinner table with Fox, I hatched my plan.

So Dave, any problems with the tours today? Tim asked, right on schedule.

Nothing that I cant handle, Fox said, glaring at me. I glared right back, staring him in the eye. Paul tried to intervene and said something. Fox blinked and looked toward Paul.

Im sorry, what did you say? he asked. He glanced back to see me still glaring at him, spearing steamed carrots with my fork and bringing them to my mouth without looking at my plate, a skill Paul had made me practice. Tiny sweat droplets formed at Daves hairline.

You have no idea what youre up against, I whispered.

Fox must have read my lips. Bring it on, he whispered back with narrowed eyes.

I was saying, David, that getting into any kind of pissing contest with Tamara is a bad idea. Shell beat you every time. Paul looked at me and smiled. She got it from her father.

I smiled at Paul. Thanks, Dad, I said. At that moment, I completely transformed, and was civil, even complementary, to Fox the rest of the night. It was beautiful to see him squirm.

Later that evening, we watched the evening news as we had done practically every night since I joined the family. Paul, as was his after-dinner custom, sat in the recliner that allowed him a good view of the picture window where he would be able to see the Justice Signal, the searchlight that called the citys hero. It was a stupid name and Paul hated it, but it had stuckmostly because we couldnt think of anything better. Tim and I sat on the love seat that faced the windows behind Paul in case the signal was not in its proper place.

Dad, I think Im going to spend some time at my parents house. I said after dinner. I still dont know about Fox, and I need to get out of this house. I didnt mind the tours as much as the man leading them. I didnt mind that he was charging people to take tours of my house, because I knew Paul would spend the money on worthwhile pursuits. What I hated was that someone was making money on my familys death. While a lot of goodnot only for us, but for the world as wellhad come out of the deaths of our loved ones, we all still would have given up the mansion, the money, and the popularity for more time with our families.

With Kristin and her brother flying somewhere over the Midwest, I suited up and went out on patrol with Krino and Krisis. After saving the city from itself yet another time, I packed a bag, fetched Kenny, and went to my parents house in the suburbs where I worked on my stories for my newspapers before going to bed. After grabbing a bite to eat, I drug myself back to my old bedroom, thankful I would only find my bed waiting for me there and not some amateur film maker.

After a couple of days plotting, relaxing, playing with Kenny, meeting up with friends from high school, and looking through old photo albums, I was ready to make my move.

About a year and a half before, I had successfully infiltrated Doggett Industries and did more in 24 hours than Paul, Tim, and Edmund had been able to accomplish after two weeks under cover. I decided it was time for Anita Basil to go on a tour of Waterford Mansion. My blonde wig was still in my changing room in the cave, so I substituted a short red one and kept my natural green eyes. In contrast to the fashionable clothes I normally wore, I dressed in jeans, a t-shirt, and a frumpy hand-knit sweater that had been a gift from Grandma Weatherby the last Christmas. I broke out the stage makeup kit and got started on transforming my face.

Most Hollywood makeup artists focused on fooling the camera; Paul and Edmund had taught me to use makeup to fool people at close range. I hadnt been undercover since the Doggett case, but I regularly used some disguise or another when I went on face-to-face interviews for the papers. I took a lot of time putting freckles on my face and making myself look like a natural red headthough one with a deep, spray-on tan. Once I was satisfied with my appearance, I picked a random book from my parents book shelf and read it aloud in my best Georgia peach drawl.

I hopped on the bus route nearest my parents house and rode it all the way downtown. From there, I transferred onto the bus that went closest to home. In an effort to be green, Fox had insisted that public transportation be the only transportation to and from the tours. For a snowy morning a few days before Christmas, the bus was packed. Dozens of tourists crammed on the bus, and all were holding the same promotional brochure, one I had seen many times in the last week.

Catch a glimpse of how the other half lives  screamed the bright, bold, red title that ran along all three panels of the inside of the brochure. You may even get to see a hero or two! the brochure said above a photo from Waterford Industries Public Relations division of Krisis, Karis, Paul, and myself in the sitting room.

After a forty-five-minute ride, we arrived at the closest bus stop to Waterford Mansion, a stop that had been added to the route in the last month. All but two people on the crowded bus stepped into the cold December wind. A teenaged tour guide in a parka and ski pants welcomed us and led the way along the wall to the front gate. A freak winter storm had dropped almost two feet of snow in the last few days, making walking difficult. I made my way to the front of the group and tried to talk to the tour guide.

Wouldnt it be easier to have a shuttle service to get them from the bus stop to the front door? Specially in the winter. Its freezing out here, I said. Or maybe you can shovel some snow while you stand out here.

The hike is clearly stated in the brochures, the guide said. If the old farts cant do it, they shouldnt have come.

We arrived at the front gate, and the guide punched in the security code without even bothering to block everyones view. Once the gate opened, he ordered us to head for the house.

I followed the group, trudging through fresh snow, up to the house. I knew that inside it was warm and homey, but in the below-freezing temperatures the house looked cold and uninviting. The blinds were drawn, snow covered the roof, and only one thin wisp of smoke rose from the countless chimneys in the house. My home looked like a castlecold, lifeless and a good quarter-mile from our current position.

I looked around at the group. Everyone was looking to our guide to lead us the rest of the way. While I was looking at my house, our guide had closed and locked the gate and started the hike to the bus stop to lead the next group.

My hero instinct took over and I made my way to the front of the group to break a trail in the knee-deep wet snow toward the house. Fox had not even bothered to have the drive plowed. We trudged up the drive and slowly made our way to the front door. I went back to the end of the line a few times to make sure everyone was okay before heading for the door. I made a note to tell Fox that he needed to get a shuttle from the bus stop to the front door.

When I got to the door, the group was still standing outside. The door, they told me, was locked. I was about to blow my cover, take out my keys, and let everyone in when I saw the Please Ring Bell For Service sign next to the door. I rang the doorbell and we waited. Five minutes and about twenty rings later, the door finally opened. A blast of warm air hit us like a wave. Fox stood in the doorway grinning.

Welcome to Waterford Mansion, he said, smiling. I trust everyone had a nice stroll.

I pushed past him and went straight toward the study, where I knew the fire was lit. Everyone in the group followed me, pushing past Fox and storming into the mansion. Fox regained his composure and ran to me.

Where are you going? he asked, a polite smile betrayed by pure hatred in his eyes.

Were cold and wet, I drawled. We had to walk in the snow from the gate. Do you know how cold it is outside?

Of course! Why dont I give you all a chance to warm up before we start the tour? Fox said to the group. Lets go into the study.

After passing out thin paper hospital booties to wrap around our wet shoes, Fox led the group into a small room off the foyer across from the sitting room. The study, which we rarely used in the first place, had been converted into the official Waterford Mansion gift shop.

After only a few minutes, Fox told us that it was time to start the tour, and I knew it was time for me to start my clandestine recording device. Using my not-yet-out-to-the-public Smartphone, I logged onto Krinos computer, activated the tracking system, and checked on the location of my family. For the first time in my memory, everyone was out of the house. Tim was out doing some Christmas shopping, Paul was at a charity fundraiser, and Edmund was still out of the state. The computer said that their Com units were off, which fit perfectly into my plan. I told the computer to record anything coming through my Com and turned on the system.

Fox started with the history of the house.

Doctor Francis Porterthe wealthiest man of his timehad this house built to his exact specifications around the turn of the last century. The house took over five years to complete, but that was of no concern for Mr. Porter. Mr. Porter began the first health maintenance organization. With the help of a young Dr. Michael Waterfordfresh out medical schooland a handful of other medical professionals, he opened up the very first HMO in the world, right here in Kingston.

Unfortunately, he only lived in this magnificent house for two years before he died under mysterious circumstances. Mr. Porters maid found him in his study, slumped over his desk with an addendum to his will beside him, a pen in his hand and his sherry glass shattered on the floor. In the addendum to his will he named his young apprenticePaul Waterfords grandfather Michael Waterfordas his heir. Mr. Porter didnt have any children of his own, and Waterford had helped him build his medical practice into a state-wide institution.

Although the police refused to classify the death as a suicide, a thorough investigation failed to uncover any foul play and Michael was eventually cleared of suspicion. He inherited Mr. Porters estate, married, and had two sons, Philip and Thaddeus, and a daughter, Eleanor.

One afternoon when the children were young, Phil, Eleanor, and little Thaddy were playing on the top floor. The play got rough and, tragically, Eleanor ended up falling to her death.

Michael Waterford and his wife died under mysterious circumstances when Thad, their youngest, was 25. Philip had moved out of the house when he was 18 and went to Hollywood where he started, and still owns, his own special effects studio. The house passed to Thad, who followed in his fathers footsteps and went to medical school.

Thad married Mary, a nurse he met while attending medical school. Paul was born while his father was interning at the local hospital. The Waterfords hired retired Master Sergeant Edmund Wright, a decorated soldier, to care for their only son and take care of the house when Paul was five years old.

This was not entirely accurate. Thaddeus and Mary had become wary of an apparent Waterford curse and had hired Edmund to be head of security. Edmund, however, had done everything in his power to avoid Paul for the first three years he worked and lived in Waterford Mansion. Edmund only took on butleringthe cooking and cleaningafter the Waterfords death. And by the time I joined the family, the household chores were split equally. But I didnt feel it was my place to correct Fox on this point.

Beginning a trek home after spending the night volunteering at a local free clinic in town, Thad and Mary were brutally shot during a robbery in front of their 8-year-old son. PhilipPauls only living relativecame back home to raise his young nephew.

When Paul turned 18, he left the house Edmunds care and traveled the world, to find his role in it. When he returned home, Paul began Waterford Industries and his exploits since both at home and at work have been well documented. You all know how Mr. Timothy Fisher and Ms. Tamara Weatherby came to live in the mansion. Over the last decade, this house and its occupants have been in the news almost constantly. The occupants have become household names, and a lot of their misadventures are common knowledge.

Some people say that this house is cursed, haunted by Mr. Porters ghost. Suffering has hounded everyone who has lived here. Everyone who has lived in Waterford Mansion has met with an early end. But this generation of occupants have seemed to have out-lasted all the others. Perhaps this marks a turning point in the curse, perhaps they have access to something that is above curses, or perhaps they are just lucky.

Lets begin the tour, David said, smiling. Miranda is handing out maps of the mansion. I hope you all are up for a climb.

Miranda, a high school student wearing a red nametag, handed me a map. She also took the $25 per head entrance fee. I followed the group up the stairs, lagging behind as much as I could without raising suspicion. I ditched the group on the second level by quickly slipping away and hiding behind a support beam while everyones backs were turned.

I walked quickly to Tims bedroom. Fox had asked us to leave our doors unlocked when we were not home so he could easily open the gateway so complete strangershe called them our guestscould peer into our most private refuges. I entered my brothers room and quickly scanned my surroundings. I immediately grabbed Tims teddy bear, Mr. Snuggly.

I heard the tour group bumbling around above me and stuffed Mr. Snuggly into my oversized coat pocket. I also grabbed a small silver picture frame with a picture of me, Tim, and Kenny taken a year after I came to live at the mansion. I took a quick look around to make sure that everything was exactly how I had found it and closed the door and ran to the next room.

I took small, seemingly-insignificant things which I knew held the greatest significance to Edmund, Paul, and Tim. As the group was bumbling around the mostly-empty fourth floor, I was also able to get into and raid Brians and Kristins rooms on the third floor.

Hiding myself in a little nook under the stairs, I waited for the tour group to come to me. I could feel the vibration of at least one hundred feet trampling the empty bedrooms above me. The old house creaked and groaned under the extra weight. I emailed myself a few notes while I was waiting, mostly to remind everyone not to leave such precious items where anyone could find them.

The tour group began descending the stairs and I saw Fox walk past me and halt the group. I stood up and joined the group unnoticed.

Were starting into the familys living area now, and I have to again remind you that the family asks you to respect their privacy. If you do not comply, we will be forced to call security and have you forcibly removed from the premises. That said, let us continue.

We stopped at Brians closed door.

This is Brian Potters room. He moved into the mansion shortly after he began dating Tamara, Fox told the group. Actually, I had just learned of Brian living at the mansion since returning home from my first semester of college.

Can we go in that room? one of my tour-mates asked.

Im sorry, but Mr. Potter keeps his door locked when he and Tamara are together, David said. He made an effort to turn the unlocked knob, but never opened it.

Tamara is in there now? a young man near me asked.

Im sorry, I cant say anything about that, Fox said, giving us an all-knowing wink.

One of the women in the group just a few years older than I spoke up. I thought Tamara was dating Tim. Why would Tamara be in there with Brian if she has someone like Tim? Her comment made me want to throw up and Foxs response wasnt any better.

She has them both. Fox shrugged his shoulders and held up his hands. You know what these rich girls are like. It is not uncommon for Tamara to visit both rooms in one night. I hear that they are making a video soon. But we digress. I couldnt wait to see Brian and Tims reaction to Foxs answer.

We continued followed Fox down a floor and moved to the south wing, which housed the upstairs portion of the library and some guest rooms before returning to north wing and the familys main living quarters, stopping first at Tims room.

This is Tims bedroom, Fox said, pointing to the door. One notable story is this. A week after Thanksgiving a few years ago, the story goes, NothosProfessor Damon Luescherand thirty of his henchmen stormed Waterford Mansion, held the occupants hostage for almost six hours. That incident is well-documented. What is not so well-known is that Nothos raped Ms. Waterford that evening.

Everyone gasped, including me. A rape had certainly been the plan that night, but it fell apart when Nothos henchmen made the mistake of tying my arms with a bed sheet instead of a rope. I was beaten to a pulp, but the only thing Luescher got was a blow to the head when I freed myself.

Fox went on to fabricate the story of that night in vivid detail. However, even though Fox made it clear in his story that I was a victim of a horrible crime, he also said that I thoroughly enjoyed my first experience with a man and later thanked the cold-blooded murderer of my parents and brother after he finished with me.

Now wait just a minute, I said before I could stop myself.

Do you have a question, miss? Fox asked.

Would you mind explaining how you know there was a rape?

How do you know there wasnt? Fox asked, looking smug.

I have it on good authority that Tamara escaped her bonds and the rape attempt ended prematurely. Im sure you know what thats like, I quipped with a smirk.

According to whom, misswhat was your name again?

Trisha Terrance. And darlin, a journalist never reveals her sources, I said. Foxs face went pale, and I quickly turned and left the room before he recovered and began shouting for security. Once I was out of Foxs sight, I made a beeline for the door. I was greeted by two overweight rent-a-cops. Foxs concern for the security of my home was overwhelming.

Relax, boys, Im leaving. Yall be good and save some of the pastries for the tourists! I called out with a giggle, giving them a flirtatious wink. They smiled shyly and let me pass, and walked me back to the bus stop. Once at the bus stop, they seemed satisfied that I would stay there, reprimanded me, and returned to the mansion. I considered going back and using one of the alternate entrances to the cave, but the fresh snow would make it easy to track, and Id already had one close encounter so I was a good girl and returned to my parents house.

After spending a few minutes online at my folks house, I left to do some last-minute Christmas shopping, leaving my cell phone at home and my Com off. I met up with Amber, Brianne, and Sarah at the mall and we went on our annual last-minute Christmas shopping trip. Brianne and Sarah were in the homestretch of their senior year in high school and would be graduating in six months. Amber was attending the local community college getting her general education out of the way while she decided where and what to study.

Youre late, Tammy, Brianne said, coming up to me and giving me a hug.

I had a couple errands to run, I told them, giving Sarah a hug. Oh, Im gonna need you to ignore any call from Paul or Tim, or anyone connected to them. Shall we go?

We spent the next several hours having fun and shopping at the mall. As I had expected, after about an hour of shopping, my friends phones started ringing. And kept ringing. Soon, I was expecting to run into Paul around every corner of the mall, wanting to take me home and explain myself. When we finished shopping, I borrowed Sarahs phone and scanned the call log: dozens of calls from Tim, Brian, Kristin, Daniel and Scott.

When I finally got to my parents house that evening, the land-line was ringing. I looked at my phone. I had nearly 50 messages between family and friends. I turned on my Com with a pinch of my earlobe. I heard the emergency message telling me to check in as soon as I could. I picked up the landline and dialed the number directly to Pauls office.

Tamara. Home. Now, Paul ordered without so much as a greeting.

What is it? I asked innocently.

I know your handiwork when I see it, Paul said. Tim, as, Im sure, was your goal, is in hysterics. Brian and Kristin have flown back for this. Everyone is here but you.

Does Fox know it was me? I asked grabbing my bag and my keys.

That idiot doesnt even know anything is missing. Get back as soon as possible, and please bring back Mr. Snuggly. Tim is tearing the house apart looking for that bear.

Im leaving now, I said, walking out the door. By the way, security is not Mr. Fox only weak point. Have a listen to the latest audio recording in the Anita Basil folder.

Rush hour traffic moves for no onenot even daughters of extremely wealthy businessmen who moonlight as superheroesand I arrived back home just as the last tour was ending and the guests were filing out to await the next bus to go past our house. The news on the radio had just said that the temperature outside was just below zero, with a wind chill factor of minus 15.

Im home. Where are you, Dad? I asked as I headed upstairs.

Were in my office, I heard Paul say in my Com. I hope youre ready.

Ready for what? I recognized Foxs voice through Pauls Com.

You know I am, I said.

The doors open, Paul said as I walked up to the door.

Paul, we are all here, who are you talking to? Fox asked.

I opened the door and took my seat between Brian and Tim. I placed the backpack on the floor and smiled sweetly at Fox.

Okay, now we are all here, Fox said, slightly fazed. What did you want to talk about?

Could you tell me again what it is you tell the tourists when they come here?

I tell them about the history of the house and then we take a tour.

What do you say about the houses current occupants? Anything that was not authorized or common knowledge? Paul asked.

Nothing, Fox said, locking eyes with Paul. Only what you have already approved.

And your security?

My security is impeccable. No one has left with any of your personal items. Everyone is searched at the door as they leave, and security devices are placed on the doors to alert us when each door is opened and closed. The hostesses monitor those security measures at all times. I can personally assure you that none of your belongings are missing.

Mr. Fox, I want you to know that I take security very seriously. To that end, I have purchased support contracts from the big Internet auction and classifieds sites, and I have computer systems that scrape the smaller ones. The bottom line is this: if anything of mine goes up for sale, I know about it very quickly. If your security is as impeccable as you claim, how do you explain this?

As he spoke, he turned his flat screen monitor around, showing an auction of a certain highly-sentimental stuffed bear. I had been careful to make certain details appear in the photograph so that the authenticity could not be questioned. Of course, I knew about the systems Paul was talking about and I had crafted all of the auctions to make sure they tripped all of the alarms.

Wow! Tim, your bear is up to $5000 already! Brian said, looking closely at the web page. He refreshed the page and the price jumped up to $6500. Maybe we should leave him there and see how high it gets. We could use the money to pay for a security upgrade. Brian glared at Fox, who was obviously shaken.

No! Tim screamed. Not Mr. Snuggly! Tim leapt to his feet. He picked Fox up by the shirt collar, and stared at him, his eyes narrow. Get my bear back. Now! he growled.

I-I-Im sorry! I-I didnt even know it was gone until now, Fox stammered, visibly scared. He clawed at Tims arms, trying to free himself.

This is all your fault! Tim screamed in his face.

Things will soon get worse for you, Mr. Fox, Paul said. Family photos and heirlooms are missing, too.

Get him back! Tim screamed. You let someone take Mr. Snuggly! Get him back!

Tim, sit down, Paul said. Our meeting is not quite over. Tim put Fox down roughly into his seat, then came and sat down beside me. I put my hand on Tims arm. Tim was shaking. I honestly hadnt expected that violent of a reaction, but we all got kind of crazy over the holidays.

Youll get him back, I promise, I said quietly.

Paul closed the Internet window on the computer and opened another program.

Foxs voice played clearly through the speakers hidden around the room.

Were starting into the familys living area now, and I have to again remind you that these people ask you to respect their privacy. If you do not comply, we will be forced to call security and have you forcibly removed from the premises. That said, let us continue. 

What is this? Dave asked. You recorded me?

Pauls expression hardened. I take offense to you and your associates calling my father Thaddy. I also think my daughter and her brother would like to hear what you have to say next. The recording continued to play. Tim and Brian were understandably shocked at Daves assertion that I visited both of their rooms every night. Everyone was also appropriately shocked to learn that Luescher had raped me, and in the process ruined every other man for me.

Fox sat silently in his chair, obviously trying to disappear. Tim and Brian sat stunned. Thinking back to that night, and the faces of the two henchmen who watched eagerly for their boss to give them their turn as Luescher climbed onto the bed to rape me, I realized something I should have seen long before that night.

Where did you come up with that story? Paul growled.

He was there, I said. I looked at Paul. Dad, he was there. He was at everythinghe was the nurse that took care of Mom before she died, he was there that night with Luescher, at school, your kidnapping everything. I told you I knew him! I looked at Fox. Why are you slandering me?

His cover blown, Foxs demeanor radically changed. Your dad got me fired from the hospital after I accidentally knocked you over while we were trying to save your mother. When I appealed, they charged me with assault of a minor and revoked my license! After that, the only job I could find was as Lueschers henchmanall of his were either dead or in prison after the massacre.

After three years of hard work, working myself up to his confidant and second-in-command, you go and turn my boss into a law-abiding prick. Do you know how hard it is to be a henchman in this townespecially one in my positionafter your boss goes straight? I cant get my job back at the hospital thanks to my criminal record. If I can screw you, figuratively speaking, it will go a long way to establishing my credibility.

It will only be a matter of time until what I say here gets out to the press and your precious reputation will be ruined. If I can line my pockets at the same time, more power to me, Fox said with a shrug.

The criminals in Kingston have a lot of gutsnot a lot brains, but a lot of guts.

Maybe I should just let my lover punish you for allowing his teddy bear to be stolen. I said, regaining my composure. Fox stood quickly and backed to the door.

Mr. Fox, leave now and we will not press charges, Paul said, coming out from behind the desk to stand with the rest of his family.

What? I asked him. You may not, but I will. Paul gave me a nasty look and I shut my mouth.

Fox turned as proudly as he could and walked out the door and all of us sighed in relief. None of us wanted a fight, especially since Paul, Tim and I had fought him before.

Tim went back to his seat and put his head in his hands.

Poor Mr. Snuggly. Hes gone, Tim said.

Hes not totally gone, I said. You can always bid for him  Tim sighed mournfully. Or you can ask your sister to get him back. Close your eyes, Tim, I said, heaving the backpack onto a corner of Pauls desk. Tim obeyed. I pulled out Mr. Snuggly and put the bear in Tims lap.

Mr. Snuggly! Tim said. He hugged his bear tightly. Thanks, Sis.

Dont mention it, I said, smiling as I watched him hug his teddy bear. Sorry about that, but I had to get rid of him.

All this over a teddy bear? Brian asked, amazed at Tims response.

I turned to Brian. Mr. Snuggly is the one of the only things Tim has left from his old life. Hes lost almost everything else. You cant understand.

Im learning, Brian said, looking down and shrugging.

So it was you the whole time? Kristin asked.

Did you really think a common thief would know exactly what to take to get the reaction I needed? I asked, carefully dumping the contents of my backpack onto Pauls desk.

Why didnt Fox recognize you? Kristin asked.

I batted my eyes and turned on my southern drawl. Shug, this is not my first undercover mission. I winked at Paul, who was grinning.

Tamara, never take Mr. Snuggly again, Tim said, holding the bear in the crook of his arm as he rummaged through the pile for anything else that might be his.

Good work, Tamara, Paul said, pulling out the only surviving picture of his parents.

I told you I needed to get rid of him. What are we going to do with Fox?

Well let it go. Nothing really went missing, but we dont have the time to fix it. Tours are canceled as of this moment. We dont need anything else on our plates right now.

I dont think that is the last we are going to see of him, Brian said, quickly grabbing the journal I had found in his room.

I agree, Bry, I said. People like that dont give up easilybelieve me, Fox learned from the master. Now, lets go to your aunts house. Dad, Ill see you after Christmas.


School

I flew silently beside Lightning, cutting through the crisp night air. The recent early spring rain had cleaned the city, giving it a refreshed feel. Nights like that made the ability to fly spectacular and definitely worth the sore muscles the next day.

When I consider your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the stars, which you have set in place  I quoted. What a beautiful night.

Amen, Lightning said, enjoying the night as much as I was.

At that moment, a message popped up on my visor telling me I only had fifteen minutes until curfew. I told Lightning that he should continue on without me and flew as fast as my solar-powered rocket boots could propel me in the direction of St. Lawrence Christian University.

It took me ten minutes to get to school and clear the area for a safe, silent, andmost importantlyunnoticed landing. I landed in a quiet, dark corner behind a maintenance shed, where I had some clothes and a large gym bag hidden under a pallet of lumber. I struggled to pull on sweats and a turtleneck over my suit as quickly as I could, making sure to tuck my cape into my pants. After putting my blonde hair up in loose bun and shoving my head into a beanie, I struggled with my gloves and stuffed them into the bag. As soon as I was positive everything was secure, I threw the bag over my shoulder and bolted from my hiding place, sprinting toward my dorm. I ran as fast as I could across campus, whizzing past the security guards strolling up the walk toward my dorm.

Have a good night, Tamara! one of them chuckled.

You, too, guys! I called back.

I stopped in the foyer to catch my breath then walked up to my room on the second floor, trying my best to avoid my dorm-mates. I ducked into the bathroom and ran my head under the shower, quickly washing the blonde coloring out of my hair. I went into the handicapped stall and quickly pulled my suit off, stuffing it into my gym bag, and trading my rocket boots for flip-flops. I pulled my brown hair into a tight bun, praying that my roommate wouldnt notice it was wet. I pulled my room key out of my backpack, and mentally transformed myself from Flash to Tamarasometimes the hardest change of all.

As my key was in my rooms door, my RA poked her head out of her room next door.

Hey Taylor, I said innocently.

Just making sure, Tamara, she said. You have been coming in late lately.

Its just work. I will try to get off earlier in the future, I promise.

Just know that if this continues to happen, I may need to talk to Dean Kahlan about it.

Ill try harder, Taylor.

Taylor nodded. Have a good night, Tamara.

Thanks, you too, I told her. Taylor closed her door and I unlocked mine. Lois was at her computer putting the finishing touches on a paper due the next day.

You made it, Lois said without looking at me. She was used to this routine by this time.

Just barely, I said, dropping my gym bag on the floor and flopping down on my bed. I passed the security guards on the way up, but I made it.

Long night in the mail room? she asked.

They have me writing obituaries now, I told her.

Everyone at school knew that I worked at The St. Lawrence Tribune, but I never told anyone that I reported on the comings and goings of the citys superheroes and my own familys endeavors. And I certainly couldnt tell anyone I was one of the citys superheroes. It was a little lonely, but such were the consequences of the life I had chosen for myself. I still had my nights with Lightning, the occasional call from Daniel, and the nearly daily calls from home to allow me to vent my pent up frustrations, but it would have been nice to have someone always accessible.

I sat up and took a couple deep breaths. I was ready to tackle some homework.

How much do you have to do tonight? Lois asked, looking over at me.

Ill be pulling another all-nighter, I said nonchalantly, pulling out my psych book. I have three stories due for the school paper, a couple reading assignments and a short essay Im behind on. Those are due at eight. My boss has a few projects for me to do as well.

I still have no idea how you do it, Lois said. When do you sleep?

Ive been doing this for the last three years. Dad wanted me to take a few extra classes while I was in high school, and I have been a part of the family business since just after I got there, I told her. There were also a lot of parties I was required to attend. I get six hours of sleep a day; its just in ten-minute increments.

I dont think Id ever be able to do that, Lois said, saving her paper and shutting down her computer. She yawned. My eyes wont focus anymore. Im going to bed.

Sleep well, I said. Dont let me keep you up.

You never do, Tammy, Lois said, heading out the door and to the bathroom to prepare for bed. While Lois was gone, I turned on my computer and sent a quick e-mail off to Kristin and Brian back home to let them know what I had been up to that night.

I did homework for about two hours. Once I was sure Lois was asleep, I rinsed out my Flash costume in our sink and took a quick shower. After dressing in my pajamas, I stuck a piece of tape in the window, opened an instant message window to Brian back home, and went back to my desk to work on a story for the school paper; but firsta few rounds of Solitaire.

I chatted with Brian between paragraphs on my student newspaper story about plans for a new administration building. A few minutes later I heard a quiet tap at the window. I opened it, handed Lightningwho was floating outside my second story windowmy gym bag and bade him goodnight and good hunting. After finishing my homework about an hour before I needed to start getting ready for the day, so I climbed into bed and took a nap.

After my last class that afternoon, I found a note in my mailbox saying that the Dean of Women, Kahlan Underhill, wanted to see me right away. I headed off towards the deans department grumbling.

Dean Kahlan welcomed me right in with a fake smile; she was always wearing fake smiles. I knew she didnt like me very muchher eyes gave her away. She always wanted to be seen as the perfect Christian woman and something about that vanity rubbed me the wrong way. The female criminals back home, Ampelona and Najinca, had the same superior attitude. And, just like Ampelona and Najinca, Kahlan and I had already had a few run-ins. When she realized in the fall that I wouldnt go on any of her thinly-veiled guilt trips, she decided I was trouble.

Tamara, Im glad you could come at such short notice, Dean Kahlan said, motioning for me to sit on the couch in her office. I sunk into the overstuffed couch while Dean Kahlan sat in her high-backed managers chair, seeming to towering over me.

What would you like to talk about? I asked with strained politeness. If dealing with the social elite back home had taught me anything, it was how to be polite when all I wanted to do was punch someone in the face. I dont have much time. I have to be at work within the hour.

This wont take but a minute, Dean Kahlan said, continuing to smile. I just wanted to tell you that Taylor has informed me that you have been routinely coming in after curfew.

I work nights, maam, I said. You know that. I try my hardest, but sometimes my job keeps me late. I have talked with the security department, and they have agreed to let me in no matter when I get back. If I have the okay from Security, where is the problem?

You blatantly refuse to obey the rules set down for all of us, she said in her sickeningly sweet voice. You agreed to live under our rules when you decided to live on campus.

Tammy, Im sure you know by now that not everyone is as privileged as you are. Just because you can make your problems go away elsewhere doesnt mean that you can make them go away here. I simply cannot allow that. Your money cannot solve all your problems.

Dont call me Tammy, I said angrily. Do you have any idea as to what I had to do to earn this money? The Waterford name, money, fame, notoriety and everything else mean absolutely nothing to me. Dont you think for a second that if I had the chance I wouldnt trade this lifethis namefor my parents and my little brother in a heartbeat?

Tamara, you lost your family so long ago, you dont know what you would choose.

What kind of person do you think I am? Of course I would choose my real family in a heartbeat! I struggled out of the couch in anger.

Tamara, there is no reason to get upset. I just wanted to put you on alert. If you miss curfew one more time, we will have to put you on academic probationthat means no extra-curricular activities. If you are late after that, you will have to leave this school for the rest of the year. Those are the rules and everybody has to live by them.

Fine, I said, crossing to the door. I looked at my watch. I still had fifteen minutes before I had to get ready for work. I could still squeeze in ten-minute nap. I yanked the door open so violently it cracked slightly.

Tamara, Dean Kahlan called to me.

Were done here, I said, leaving her calling me back.

That evening over take-out Chinese with Scottwhile deciding whose name went first in the byline of our current storyI vented.

She says that if I get back to school after curfew again, Ill be on probation and one more time after that I get kicked out. I cant get kicked out of school. Can you imagine what the tabloids would do with that? Theyd compare me to Cashlin! I cant have that!

Cashlin Winterborne was the only woman Paul had dated since my adoption. The spoiled heiress and I had not gotten along and continued to engage in battles of wits and words whenever possiblebattles that, I must say, I very easily won.

Go over her head and get special privileges directly from the schools president.

Why didnt I think of that? I asked myself.

Because you need me and you always will, Scott said with a smile. But we need to go.

Whats up? I asked as I started for Scotts spare bedroom, where I kept my suit.

Uh uh, Scott said. He went in the room and changed into his spandex suit. I was about to go in after him when he shook his head. You are going back to school. You will check in with your resident assistant, and obey all the rules until we can figure this out. I will take care of the city.

Youre clipping my wings?

Only for a while, Lightning said. Come on, Ill drop you off.

But thats not fair! That means Kahlan wins!

Yes, shell win the battle; but I know you wont let her win the war.

I guess, I said, wrapping my arms around Lightnings neck and letting him fly me back to school. He set down in front of the student union, in full view of a good quarter of the student population, who immediately rushed out of the building into the cold to see the superhero.

Miss Waterford, you really shouldnt be walking alone in this city at this time of night, Lightning said loud enough for most people to hear. I had been complaining to him that life at school was getting routine, and I knew he knew this would stir the pot a bit. I could have punched himnot that it would have done any good.

Thank you, Lightning, I appreciate the ride home, I said, shooting him a look that could kill and wishing I had that particular ability.

Anything for you, Tamara, he said. He gave me a peck on the cheek before lifting off, shot me a wink and a playful grin from about 20 feet up before speeding away.

Taylor came running up to me. Was that Lightning? she asked in amazement.

He wanted to make sure I got home okay. Krino talked to him when the heroes learned I was going to be leaving for school. I had to be rescued so many times back home, I guess the heroes have taken a shine to me and wanted to make sure I was taken care of here, too. He pops up every once and a while to make sure I get to where Im going safe and sound.

Are you sure simple professional courtesy is why he has taken a shine to you? Taylor asked, her eyes dancing in amusement. Im sure by now you know what these superheroes are like. Are you sure hes not stalking you? Some of them like to latch on to their special projects.

Oh, I know exactly how they are, Taylor. Did you know that Dusan calls me his goddess? The guy wont leave me alone! You should hear some of the things he wants to do.

I dont know, Tamara, Taylor said with a grin, leading the way back to the dorm. Dusan is not here, and Lightning just kissed you. You may just have a superhero stalker.

Taylor came to St. Lawrence from Hawaii. She was tall, thin, and very athletic. Her eyes were the color of a tropical atoll and she wore her sandy blonde hair in a tight ponytail. This was Taylors first year as a resident assistant, and she had yet to really find her niche.

She carried herself with an air of superiority. With her head held high, she walked and talked with unnerving confidence. Some of the women in our dorm section and other people at the school didnt like her because they felt she was stuck-up and, for a while, I also found it offensive. The only people I had seen with that much self-confidence were the superheroes at the NCFAthose born with special abilitiesand those in Pauls social circles with old money.

The previous fall, I had joined the schools swim team to stay in shape and got to know Taylor, the team captain, quite well. The first time I saw her swim at practice, everything made sense. Only a specially-trained eye could tell that she was holding herself back when she swam with the rest of the team, but I knew without a doubt that she was very much more at home in the water than on dry land.

Taylor and I had never talked about it, though. I had spent enough time with mutants to know that they were not all evil and out to take over the world, but I had also battled enough of them to know not all of them thought highly of humans. I also knew of the pain that came with the exposure of a mutants secret. I didnt want to expose Taylors secretor invite her to join the NCFAuntil I knew exactly what her abilities were and how she was planning on using them.

The next afternoon it was time to put a plan into action. Trying to kill two birds with one stone, I had convinced Scott to help me investigate the ties between high-end hotels and organized crime syndicates by using marked bills. Getting the money in the hands of the shady hotel managers would be easy enough, so I decided to have some fun with it. And if I had to wow the school administrators, I wanted to do it in style.

I walked into the lobby of the most luxurious hotel in St. Lawrence wearing an old T-shirt, a pair of jeans I borrowed from Lois, and my most garish pair of flip-flops. The concierge refused to acknowledge my presence until I began raising my voice and demanded to see the manager.

I would like to reserve your nicest conference room for Friday in two weeks, including a catered dinner, if I could, I told the hotels manager after being taken into his office.

Excuse me? the manager asked with raised eyebrows.

I would also like to reserve three suites for out of town guests for two nights.

You do realize that that will be rather expensive, the manager said, his eyes glued on his computer screen. He discretely pushed a button under his desk. No one else would have picked up on it, but I had been trained to notice such things. The mans computer beeped and he began typing, as if to check room availability.

Im sorry, miss, but everything is booked up solid for the next three months. He turned to me. Im sorry, we cant help you here.

I am fully prepared to pay in advance, I said, pulling a bundle of cash out of my purse.

The manager blinked a few times and turned back to his computer. Oh look! We do have a few rooms open that weekend. May I ask why you would like to use us?

Business meeting, I said. How would you like your payment?

Cash is perfect, the man said, eyes gleaming. Under what name is the reservation?

Tamara Weatherby. How much will that come to? I asked.

The manager grinned. Like Paul Waterfords daughter, Tamara?

Yep, like her. You have no idea how many times Ive been compared to her. Nobody knew my name until her family died, I said with my own grin. How much?

Lets just call it an even $10,000. Five thousand for the conference room for two days, three suites at $600 a night for two nights, and $1400 for the catering.

Still seems a bit high to me, but okay, I said, handing the manager two bundles of $5000, leaving a third hidden in my purse.

You have to remember that this is short notice, the manager said with a grin, thumbing through the cash.

Well, if you put it like that, it seems reasonable. Could I get printed confirmation of the reservations? I didnt want to take any chances that my money would be pocketed and I wouldnt get my rooms.

The manager sighed and nodded, slightly deflated.

It was nice doing business with you, Ms. Weatherby, he said, standing and handing me my confirmation and proof of payment. I took my cue and stood.

Thank you sir, you too. I stood and moved to the door. With my hand on the doorknob, I turned to face the manager. Oh, could I ask one more favor?

Name it.

Could we change the reservation and put the rooms in my dads name?

Sure, the man said, ready to enter information into the computer. Whats the name?

Waterford, I said with a broad smile. Thanks!

The managers jaw dropped and a very familiar look of horror crossed his face. I never got tired of watching the light bulb turn on, folowed by a look of terror for having snubbed a Waterford. I turned and left the office before the manager could say anything, leaving him with his mouth wide open and met Scott in the parking lot.

Did everything go well? Scott asked as I got into the car.

Depends on who you ask. They went fine for us, bad for him. He charged me $10,000.

For what? Scott asked, starting the car and starting towards The Tribune office.

A conference room and three suites for two nights, I said, pulling up my shirt and taking out the small audio recorder. He charged me twice what the package was worth.

The bills are marked, right? Scott asked.

And in sequential order. Well be able to know exactly what he uses the money for. I did get my confirmation and proof of payment on paper just in case he loses my reservationI still need that room, you know. I get the first billing on this, right?

What makes you think that? Scott asked. I say we go alphabetical. He was never willing to concede top billing on a byline without a fight.

Im the one who thought of the story, Im the one who went undercover, and I put up my own money. Besides, unless were going to start using Flash and Lightning in our bylines, youre first in alphabetical order no matter what combination of names I use.

Fine, Scott said, turning into The Tribune parking garage.

You dont think that tying the most expensive and exclusive hotels in St. Lawrence to organized crime is a good story? And that guy is dirty. I need to take a shower after being in the same room.

Its a good story, Scott conceded.

Thank you. Now, lets get to work.

I talked with my editor about the stipulations that my school had put on me. Trisha would not be able to report on the exploits on the citys superheroes for at least two weeks. I explained my plan to him and he agreed to do his part when the time came.

Whens Trishas unmasking? Scott asked later that evening as we were sitting at Scotts getting ready for a night out on the town.

Two weeks, I said in the process of psyching myself up for the transformation into the citys super sidekick.

Can Flash stay out of commission that long?

Im not out of commission, I just have a curfew.

Sounds good, Scott said. Why dont you take tonight off, though. You have invitations to write and plans to make.

Again? Thats two nights in a row. Youre starting to sound like Brian.

Im sure you at least have some homework to do.

I do have homework, I conceded. Scott helped me pack my backpack and as I headed for the door I called over my shoulder, Ill see you Monday, partner.

Do you want a ride back to campus? Scott asked.

Dont bother. Schools only twenty blocks. Ill walk, especially after last night.

This time of night? Scott asked, turning to face me, but not rising from the couch. Are you sure thats safe?

I rolled my eyes. Dad and Tim have been unable to accept the fact that I can take care of myself. I dont want you to start, too. Its bad enough you dropped me off at school yesterday. My RA started joking that I have a superhero stalker, and its spreading.

If Paul asks, I gave you a ride, though.

Im not lying to my dad, I said. Besides, it wont work; he knows when Im lying. Youll just have to face the consequences of your actions, or lack thereof.

I promised to call Scott when I arrived on campus and walked out into the cool night air, shouldering my backpack. I arrived at campus, breathless, about half an hour later and went straight to my room to call Scott.

Youll never guess what happened on my walk. Nothing! I said when Scott answered.

And thats something to be so worked up about?

You dont understand, I said. That hasnt happened in years! No one tried to accost me, I didnt have to run off to save someoneI wasnt even asked for an autograph! It was great!

Congratulations, I guess Scott said. Have a good night, Tammy. Ill see you later.

I heard a key turn in the lock to my dorm room. I turned quickly and was relieved to see Lois come in wearing her work uniform. I waved to her. Even though the kidnapping attempts had all but stopped after moving away from home, I refused to let down my guardevery time I had become complacent in the past, something horrible had happened.

Have a good night. Dont do anything I wouldnt do.

Scott laughed Good night Tamara.

Good night, Scott, I said and ended the call.

Youre home early. Who was that? Lois asked, turning on her computer.

Scott, I said. He works at the paper with me. Turns out I dont have to work tonight.

Does Brian know? Lois asked, grinning mischievously.

About Scott? Yes, Brian knows. Besides, the way the paparazzi follow me, Im surprised I can do anything without Brian knowing.

Sounds like you have a good life, Tamara, Lois said, opening her notebook and reading the instructions for her next assignment. At least you dont have to work. She worked at a burger joint a block from campusit was the only work she could find. She hadnt eaten a french fry in nearly seven months.

Lois, please dont start this again. You know that I wouldnt wish this life on my worst enemy, I said quietly. I picked up the 5x7 family portrait taken for my churchs directory shortly before my familys death. I hugged the photo as a familiar pain welled up. I sighed and knew that staying on campus that weekend wouldnt be an option.

Im gonna go home. Lois, Ill see ya Monday. I stuffed some clothes into a backpack and walked out the door with the photo of my family in hand. I stopped by Taylors room and let her know I would be gone so no one could accuse me of skipping curfew.

Tay, I am going home for the weekend, I told my RA. Ill see you Monday.

Who is going to be there? Taylor asked.

As far as I know, its just going to be the family.

I dont know, Taylor said hesitantly. I rolled my eyes. Dean Kahlan had gotten to Taylor. My dean resented fact that I lived with three men that were not technically familyespecially since two of those men were the countrys most eligible bachelors.

Taylor, please, theyre the only family I have. Please, I need to go home.

Okay, Taylor finally said. See you Monday. I hope you feel better.

Thank you, Taylor, I said. Tell Kara I say bye.

Will do, Tamara, Taylor said with a wary smile.

Kara had grown up in St. Lawrence her entire life and was one of myand Timsbiggest fans in the city. When I introduced myself to my next door neighbors, her delighted scream was heard all across the citybringing Lightning to my rescue in nearly the blink of an eye, much to the amazement of Kara and Lois.

About three hours after leaving school, I pulled into the garage at home and turned off the car. Paul and Kenny were standing in the doorway to the house. Tim, I assumed, was out running around town keeping its citizens safe. Paul wrapped his arms around me and held me tightly.

Let it out, Tamara, Paul said, holding me closer. I started sobbing.

My parents and brother had died three and a half years before. I dealt with and accepted the death of my family quite a long time ago. Paul, Tim, and Edmund had done their bests to fill the void, but they knew better than anyone that nothing but God and time could make the pain go away. Paul, who had lost his parents over thirty years before, still felt the pain of separation on occasion. There was simply no other word for itwe missed our family.

As Paul walked me upstairs to my room, I told him about my problems with my dean.

We cant have you kicked out of school, Paul said. You know that.

I know, I told him. Cashlin would have a field day with that one. Paul opened my bedroom door for me.

Ill send Tim in to talk to you in the morning, Paul told me.

If you dont mind, I think Im going to sleep in tomorrow, I said. So dont send him in too early. Are Brian and Kiri home this weekend?

Sleep as long as you want. The Potters are out of the state this weekend, and although you know I love having them here, it might be nice to just have the family around, so we wont call them back. Now, why dont you go to bed?

Thanks, Dad, I said, walking into my room. Oh, youd never guess what happened tonight when I was walking home from Scotts place!

You walked from Scotts apartment to campus? Alone?

Dad, Im alive and unharmed, so it cant be that bad. Guess.

Paul took too long thinking about the question. Im sure he was going through all sorts of worst-case scenarios.

Nothing! I blurted out after what seemed like forever. I had a nice, quiet, relaxing walk, for once.

You know I dont approve of you walking alone, but I am happy for you. Paul kissed my forehead. Good night, Tamara.

I woke up well after sunrise. I struggled out of bed, dressed in workout clothes, pulled my hair into a quick ponytail, said good morning to Edmund, and stumbled outside.

I ran a few quick laps around the mansion with Kenny before stopping at the northwest corner of the property. A long time had passed since the last time I had been there. I stretched out my muscles before taking my sweat towel off of a graying marble headstone.

Thanks, Ry, I said to the headstone. I stroked the name inscribed and smiled. Youre finally good for something, little brother. I sat with my back to my parents headstone.

Hey Mom and Dad, I said aloud. Im sure youre just horrified at what Im wearing. I looked down at my scarred stomach. Especially with all the paparazzi outside. Look at this! Im wearing Spandex! Everyone can see my belly button!

I miss you guys, I said after a while. I closed my eyes and leaned against the cool marble. I stayed there for a long time, trying desperately to remember my life before I was a Waterford. A familiar voice snapped me out of my reflections.

Hey goddess, the voice said. I thought I might find you here.

I opened my eyes to see a hand reaching down to help me up. I grabbed it and found myself in Daniel Elliots strong arms.

Hey Daniel, I said, with a sigh as I melted into his embrace. Just spending some time with the fam. No matter what our situationand we had been in some sticky onesI had always felt safe with Daniel around, even before I had known that he was Pyramid Citys Dusan.

I know, he said quietly. His strong arms squeezed me tightly. The white wife-beater he was wearing did nothing to hide his muscular chest and rippling arms. Of course, as some of the worlds only non-super superheroes, Paul, Tim, Kristin, Daniel, and I had to continually work to keep our bodies at their best; those with special abilities had it easy. That he came over just to use the gym was never out of the realm of possibility, and always a nice surprise. But I had the feeling this was more than just a quick stop.

Daniel had lost his parents eight years before, and went to live with his aunt and uncle. About two years before we met, Daniels uncle was killed in a drive-by shooting meant for him. After that, Danielwho had been trying to reestablish his parents crime family when his uncle was killedvowed to keep his city safe and became the hero Dusan. The young hero quickly caught the attention of the NCFA and he was invited to join. Paul and Daniel met at the Association and Paul began financing Dusans fledgling operation in Pyramid City.

Paul had introduced me to the then-20-year-old a few days after the Massacre in the hopes that I would open up and talk with someone; Paul and Tim knew what it was like to lose parents, but they were both eight when it happened. Daniel, like me, had been 15. It had workedI found Daniel very easy to talk toand we had been very good friends ever since. I couldnt imagine my life without him in it. After being able to save others from the pain I knew so well, my friendship with Daniel was the best thing to come out of the Massacre.

What are you doing here? Dad said that it was just going to be the four of us this weekend. I pushed myself out of Daniels tight embrace. I grabbed my towel and wiped off my friends sweat before starting back toward the house.

I got a call from a friend who told me you might need a shoulder to cry on this weekend, Daniel said, grabbing the towel from me.

Who? I asked. Scott didnt know I had decided to come home, and Paul, Tim, and Edmund knew I didnt need any other shoulders but theirs. I couldnt think of anyone who would have known I was heading home who also knew Danielhowever, knowing his reputation with women, it didnt come as a complete surprise we could have a common acquaintance.

I have my sources, Daniel said with a mischievous grin. I knew my friend well enough to know that he would not be revealing his sources without a fight, so I changed the subject.

Howd you like to spend a couple nights in St. Lawrence at the end of the month?

A couple of nights with my goddess? he asked. He wrapped his arm around my waist and pulled me close. I would love to. But are you sure your roommate would like it? I didnt think your uptight, ultra-conservative, over-protective school allowed that sort of thing.

Youre not getting anywhere near my dorm, I told him, pushing away from him. And youre staying away from Lois. Were staying St. Lawrences best hotel.

Even better, Daniel said with a glint in his eye. Ill get you all to myself, then?

No, Im two missed curfews away from expulsion and Im trying to get special privileges to stay out late.

Why do you keep missing curfew?

Flash and Lightning are busy folks, which means I have to be out late, too. I am thinking about telling them about my alter ego.

Youre telling them about your night life? Daniel asked with raised eyebrows. What I was suggesting was unheard of. Secret identities were secret for a reason.

By this time in two weeks, three more people in this world will know that Im Trisha, I said, opening the door to the weight room.

Risky, Daniel said, pushing an unruly lock of brown hair from his forehead.

I know, but St. Lawrence needs me and I cant get kicked out of school. I dont know what else to do. Besides, you dont think there wont be an iron-clad non-disclosure agreement, do you?

Why dont you throw money at it? Daniel suggested. Just go over Kahlans head.

I am, but not in the sense that everyone thinks. Im just going to wow the administration instead of bribing them. So are you coming? I could use your support. I need as many people as I can to back up my story.

You can count on me, goddess, Daniel said, putting his hand on my back. You know I would do anything to help you. He grinned mischievously. Would you mind if I brought a date, since you dont want to spend the weekend with me?

Im not paying for one of your groupies, I said, moving away from him. Besides, you will be bunking with Tim, so dont even bother. Ill be staying with Dad and Edmund.

Youre no fun, goddess, Daniel said.

Thats mea big ball of no fun. Dont you dare call me your goddess, I said with a smile. Now, its about lunch time, isnt it? Im hungry.

Two weeks later, after my last class on Friday, I filled out an overnight card, packed a suitcase, and wrote a note for Lois telling her not to expect me back until Monday morning. I drove to the hotel and picked up the key cards to the three rooms I reserved. Surprisingly, I had no problem verifying my reservations with the hotels new management.

I left my stuff in the suite I had reserved for myself, Paul and Edmund. Tim and Daniel would be staying in the next suite, and Mr. Tunnell, the editor of The Kingston Gazette, and his wife would be spending the weekend in St. Lawrence at my expense. I inspected the conference room; sweeping the room for any electronic listening devices. I found and destroyed a few bugs, prepared the table, and checked the dinner menu.

At the appointed time, everyone arrived and I stood at the head of the conference table to address the handful of people in the room.

First, I would like to thank you all for coming on such short notice. Please let me begin by introducing everybody. Starting on my right, first this is the president of St. Lawrence Christian University, Dr. Daniel Ferny. Sitting next to Dr. Ferny is Dean of Women Kahlan Underhill. Next to Dean Kahlan is the head of Security, Samuel Olsen. Sitting next to Mr. Olsen is my boss and friend, editor-in-chief of The St. Lawrence Tribune, Mr. Matthew Brown.

I heard someone on my right let out a slight gasp, but I continued the introductions. When I finally got around the table, and was about to begin the bulk of the presentation, I noticed my dean sighed heavily and loudly, rolled her eyes, and crossed her arms. I ignored hersomething she absolutely hatedand continued.

Everyone here will be able to back up my story if you need additional proof, but I have invited you here because I need to be excluded from the curfew imposed on students at SLCU.

Thats why were here? Kahlan asked. We have already discussed this, Tamara.

Yes we did, Dean Kahlan, I said. But you did not ask for the whole story. The bottom line is that I need to get back to work. As Im sure Mr. Brown and Mr. Tunnell can attest, The Tribune and The Gazette newsstand sales and Internet traffic have been down in the two weeks I have imposed my own curfew. I need to be able to come and go at a moments notice, so I cant be stuck in my dorm room from 1 a.m. to 6 a.m. Other students are able to leave the dorm for night jobs, why cant I?

Tamara, what do you do? Dr. Ferny asked. Why would sales be down at newspapers because of you? I heard you work in the mail room.

The mail room?! Scott asked. You have people believing I work in the mail room?

Do you know how much of a fit my journalism professor would have if he suspected I worked anywhere else? I asked Scott. Professor Calvin absolutely refused to let me write anything that could in any way be associated with my family, claiming it was a conflict of interest. He would have had an aneurysm if he knew I reported on not only Waterford Industries, but my immediate family as well. Oh, and as far as anyone knows, Ive recently been promoted to obituary writer. Scott began grumbling under his breath. Matt chuckled.

But before we get into that, I ask that you open the packets before you. On the second page, you will find a nondisclosure agreement. I ask that everyone sign the agreement in front of them, and I remind you that these are legal, binding contracts.

Is this completely necessary? Dean Kahlan asked, pulling out her NDA.

It is, I said. If you refuse to sign, I will have to ask you to leave.

Dean Kahlan muttered under her breath as she hurriedly signed the document.

I assure you that all your questions will be answered in due course, I told the group. Tim collected the forms and handed them to Paul, who set them in his briefcase to go with him back home for safekeeping.

You asked me what I do, Dr. Ferny. I am a reporter for The Tribune and The Gazette.

But I read The Tribune every day, Samuel Olsen said. I dont remember ever seeing your name in the byline. I would remember something like that.

I write under a pseudonymTrisha Terrence, I said. In your packets are some of my clipsboth as myself from high school and college and as Trishas clips in The Tribune and Gazette. If you read carefully, you will see that the voice is identical in all instances.

Thats you? Dean Kahlan asked. She looked stunned.

I went on to explain how I came to work for Mr. Tunnell, taking both my parents names as a pen name. I also explained how I had come to have a relationship of sorts with Kingstons heroes.

Krino, Karis, and Krisis were the first heroes to hire me for public relations. In exchange for accurate reporting, they promised to keep an eye on me and make sure I stayed safe. As Im sure you all know, the last three years were very difficult, and I needed the heroes protection often. When I moved here, Flash and Lightning agreed to the same arrangement. I had met the superheroes once or twice before through Krino and Krisis. Mr. Brown just loved the idea. The supers drive web traffic.

Trishas name has not appeared in the paper as much in the last couple of weeks when reporting on the heroes. Im sure Mr. Brown could attest to the drop in sales. All Im asking for is the opportunity to do my job, I said. I know that this is an odd request, but the school has made special exceptions for other students who work at night, why not me? There was a knock at the door. Oh, that must be the food, I said. We ate dinner, and after the dishes were taken away, Dean Kahlan stood.

Had I known you would have gone to this much trouble, I never would have come, she said, grabbing her jacket angrily. This is just a blatant attempt to get around the rules. I cant think of anything more ridiculous. No paper would hire you to report on the things Ms. Terrence reports on.

Excuse me, Dean Underhill, Mr. Tunnell said. Ms. Terrence is the best reporter Ive ever had. She can be completely unbiased. Moreover, she is honest. She is a great writer and a generous friend. I have read her work of late, as she continues to send me her work for print in The Gazette. It has changed because she is not allowed to go out and report on things she sees.

Kahlan, hush, Dr. Ferny said. Tamara, had you come to us earlier, you would not have had to go to this much trouble. Please accept our apologies. From this point on, until you graduate from St. Lawrence Christian University, you will be able to come and go as you need. Mr. Olsen will get you security clearance and the code to disable the alarm.

Thank you, Dr. Ferny, I said. I appreciate it. Im sure Mr. Brown and Mr. Tunnel do, as well. I will have our lawyer draw something up this weekend, and have it to you by Monday.

Thats not necessary, Dr. Ferny said. You have already gone to too much trouble.

It really wasnt any trouble at all, sir, I said.


Nen

I waved goodbye to Lois and Kara and walked back to the dorm. Lois, Kara, the rest of my dorm section, and just about half of the student body of St. Lawrence Christian University had left that afternoon for a mid-semester retreat. I was unable to go because of a deadline at The Tribune and the first annual National Crime Fighters Association video conference.

The Association required that everyone get together at least once a year so that any changes in assignments could be discussed, vacation coverage could be scheduled, and problems could be resolved. We also used the few hours to gripe about our cities with those who could commiserate.

The video conference was necessary this year because quite a few of the Associations members could not get to our headquarters in Washington, DC that year without risking exposure. Daniel was in Asia again. Scott had been transferred to the Hong Kong office of The Tribune for a month and couldnt get back without raising suspicion. With Scott out of the country, I was under a tight deadline to finish four investigative articles, and I had to be out on the town every night to save the city.

I walked back to the dorm after seeing Kara and Lois off and as I walked to my room, I started my mental checklist of things to do to prepare for not only the conference but also a weekend of homework and heroing. Taylor and Karas door was open, which I found interesting. I had expected to have most of the dorm section all to myselfa nice respite from dorm lifethat weekend. The quietness of the dorm would allow me to get all my work done with time to spare.

I stuck my head in Taylors room to see her closing the drapes.

Tay? What are you doing here? I thought you left already.

Taylor jumped and turned around. She turned off her computer monitor quickly and walked toward me quickly.

Hey, Tam, she said, pushing me out of her room and closing the door behind her.

Whats going on? I asked.

Nothing, she said. I was just getting ready to go. What are your plans this weekend?

Im under a deadline at work and need to focus on that this weekend or my boss will kill me. I also have a few papers for classes. And, God willing, Ill actually be able to get a little bit ahead. What about you, where are you going this weekend?

Taylor laughed. You journalism majors are all alikeasking too many questions. Anyway, Im running late and need to get going. Ill see you on Sunday evening, okay?

I checked my watch. I only had fifteen minutes to get ready before the conference. Yeah, I guess I should get to work. Have a good weekend, Tay.

Thanks, Tamara, Taylor said, discretely pushing me toward my door. Dont work too hard, okay? Get some sleep, too. You look tired.

Dont worry about me, I said. Im fine. I took my keys out of my pocket and unlocked my door. Taylor walked back to her room and locked the door behind her.

I walked in my door, shut it calmly, made sure to lock it, and then frantically ran to the window to shut the blinds. I frantically dressed in the top half of my Flash costume, spritzed my hair blonde, turned on my computer, and glued on my mask. I stood on a chair and tacked up a white sheet behind me to block the view of Lois desk.

I pulled out the NCFA-issued web cam out of its hiding spot behind my desk and plugged it into my laptop. I adjusted the picture and looked at the clockI had 45 seconds. I logged onto the NCFAs official website, accessed a hidden link, typed in a series of passwords and I was ready to go with three seconds to spare. On the screen I could see Kuria, Krino, Karis, Krisis, Oros, and a few of the European and other heroes from around the world that had made it to headquarters for the meeting. Lightning, Dusan, Nen, myself and a few other superheroes had not been able to attend. I was able to see the faces plastered in separate windows across my screen in separate windows.

We each spoke about the work being done in our cities. When Nens turn came, she explained that she was keeping a low profile at the moment. There were a few people who she thought might be onto her secret and she needed to lie low for a while, which was why she had not been able to get out to help the local heroes.

But I must commend Lightning and Flash on their excellent work keeping St. Lawrence safe. I also must warn you that I have recently gotten word that Apoctopus has been seen in the waters off St. Lawrence and you should be on alert.

Thank you for the warning, Nen, Lightning said. I will leave that in Flashs capable hands as I am unable to help for the moment.

Nen, you are here? Would you like to cruise the harbor this evening to check out these reports? I asked. This was the first I had heard of the elusive superhero being in my town. From Lightnings reaction, he hadnt known either. I also was concerned about the arrival of ApoctopusI had heard very disturbing things about the criminal through the grapevine, and I was not prepared to battle him alone, despite Lightnings praise.

I would like that, Flash, Nen said with a smile. Her beautiful aqua eyeseyes every little girl wished she had, and which had sparked a booming demand in colored contactstwinkled happily behind her full-face mask.

A bit later in the meeting, Krino spoke up. Kuria, I know this is a bit unorthodox, but can we reexamine the Associations policy regarding admitting support staff? On a completely selfish note, it would certainly make life at our house much less stressful if Brian was allowed to know why some of you people are always hanging around his girlfriend.

Dusan guffawed and more than a few heroes began chuckling while I tried not to blush. Karis made up for it. It was not common knowledgeeven in the NCFAthat I was Lightnings sidekick as well as Krinos. Most of the Association believed I was taking a longand well-deservedrespite from heroing while I was attending school.

We can discuss this at the next Membership Council meeting. If no one has any further business, I will call this meeting adjourned. It was wonderful to see all of you again. Kuria disconnected the video link. Most of the other heroes did the same.

So where would you like to meet? Nen asked me before ending her video link.

I own a small cabin with a boathouse on secluded strip of beach near the city limits. How about we meet there?

That sounds good. I have not had a good swim in a very long time, Nen said. Although the waters around St. Lawrence are not the cleanest in the world, and I would know.

Yes, you would, I said. Would you like to do a plain clothes meeting?

I will meet you there in about an hour, Nen said. I changed out of my suit and stuffed it into my gym bag, wanting it with me in case Nen wanted to go out on a patrol of the harbor. I pulled my hair back into a tight bun and put on a hat, hiding my blonde hair, and spritzed my face with our special glue solventleaving absolutely no trace of the mask I had been wearing. I pulled down the sheet, and opened up the window blinds.

I changed into my bathing suit and pulled on shorts and a tank top over it. I grabbed my bag, threw on a pair of sunglasses to hide my blue eyes, and walked out the quiet dorm to my car. I drove to the little beach house I had purchased when I moved to St. Lawrence so that I would be able to get away from school for a whileand to house Flashs speedboat. A small boathouse was connected to the small shack and Id had a small but deep cove dredged to accommodate the boat. Small fish and other marine animals had taken up refuge in the cove soon after it was built.

I parked the car behind the boathouse and walked to the small shack to disable the elaborate alarm system. After dropping my stuff on the cot in the cabin, I walked out to the sandy beach and sat down on my beach towel. The tide was beginning to come in, so I situated my towel a few feet from the high tide line.

While I was catching up on my required reading, I heard a commotion out in the surf. I rose up on my elbows, looked out to sea, and saw a large black fin slicing through the water. Sea lions fled the water seeking refuge from their tormentorventuring onto my beach and rushing past me toward higher ground. The animals barked angrily at me.

I stood calmly, refusing to move from my positionif superheroes knew anything it was how to make an entrance. Suddenly an immense black animal burst from the pounding surf, stopping two feet from me. A woman in an aqua-blue bathing suit and wearing sunglasses hopped off the animals back and came to his head. She patted the animal and spoke to him.

Thank you, Jean Claude, she said. I will call you when I need you again. The orca nuzzled her hand and slid back into the ocean with the next departing wave.

Nen, I presume, I said.

Hello, Flash, Nen said, waving to her orca as he joined his pod waiting offshore.

Why dont we move to the cabin? I asked. A terrified sea lion started barking at me. I stopped in my tracks, not wanting to provoke the thousand-pound animal.

Please, allow me, Nen said. She walked calmly to the bull sea lion and reached out her hand. The sea lion immediately quieted and started purring. Nen put her hand on his head and knelt down to look him in the eyes.

It is okay, Phillipe, they are not going to hurt youthey are well fed. You and your family can go back out to sea and play without fear. The sea lion nuzzled Nens cheek and barked happily. He started quickly toward the ocean.

Thats quite the ability you have, I said, opening the door for Nen.

Thanks, it comes in handy sometimes, Nen said with a stoic grin, going into the cabin and taking off her sunglasses. I did the same. I closed the door and turned to face Nen for the first time. Our jaws dropped.

What are you doing here? Nen exclaimed.

Taylor? I asked. Youre Nen? I cant believe it!

I should have known you were Flash, Taylor said, giving me a hug. You look good as a blonde. But those blue eyes dont suit you without the mask.

At least I know its not totally obvious. Sometimes I think Im being so transparent its a wonder everyone doesnt know.

I know what you mean, Taylor said.

I chuckled. And here I was, just about to invite you to join the Association. I knew you were holding back during swim practice, I said. Now you know why I miss curfew.

Taylor laughed. I knew you were Karis, of coursewhich is why I fought so hard to get you in my dorm section. I never would have guessed you were Flash, too. I have been waiting for the longest time for you to approach me to get together and talk shop.

Dads always been a stickler for the rules. I am not even allowed to look up other superheroes dossiers in the database unless Ive met them in person. He never gave me the password to unlock your file, I said, moving to the stove. I set the oven to 275 degrees, turned the back right burner on to medium-low, and waited. Thirty seconds later a trap door popped open and exposed a keypad. I punched in the 12-digit combination and all manner of computers, weaponry, and costume accents were revealed.

Taylor whistled. Nice setup, she said.

Thanks. I just have one question, though.

Shoot, Taylor said sitting down at the table in front of a computer.

I remember my grandmother telling me of meeting Nen when she was a little girl on vacation in California before you moved to Hawaii. It was one of her favorite stories from her childhood. How can that be?

Taylor smiled. I age well, dont I? I probably met your great-great-great-grandmother when she was on vacation in California.

Why are you going to SLCU?

After a hundred years of heroing, I wanted a life outside of the seas again. I stumbled back into Christianity one day and wanted to see how muchif anyit had changed since its adherents had branded me a witch all those years ago, so I decided to come here. It seemed the best school to go toI still needed access to the ocean.

I accessed the NCFAs database and pulled up Apoctopus information. Most of the information, including a photo and his weaknesses, was blank.

I need to update that listing, dont I, Taylor said. She shrugged. Paperwork.

I know! Who do you think gets to do all the paperwork at home, I said with a grin. Krisis was ecstatic when I came on board because it meant he didnt have to do it. Now Im Lightnings sidekick, and have to do all his paperwork. So what can you tell me about this guy?

I wouldnt necessarily call him a guy. Hes a mutant octopus. Apoctopus and I met about thirty years ago. He and his allies are trying to destroy the oceans so that the food chain is thrown off balance. When most of the industries dependent on the ocean and its wildlife are decimated, Apoctopus will begin Phase II she paused dramatically World Domination.

Who isnt out for world domination? I asked. What else do I need to know?

He has a whole arsenal of weaponryhe can carry up to eight weapons at a time, which makes things tricky sometimes.

How so? I asked.

He has an old Cold War-era nuclear warhead, Taylor said, rolling her eyes. A nuclear sub on one side or the other sank and Apoctopus was able to salvage the craft. Im not sure if it works or not, but Im not willing to take that chance. Whenever I have the advantage, he pulls out the warhead and waves it in my face and I have to back off.

Call his bluff, I said. Even if it is live, wouldnt he destroy himself in the process?

Taylor shook her head. Its too risky. If it does go off, the marine life in the area will be destroyed for a century. I would survive and he wouldnt, but too many people will be hurtespecially if he detonates it anywhere near a large port city.

What are his weaknesses?

Taylor grimaced. Dont know yet. Ive been tracking this guy for what seems like forever, and he has never showed any sign of weakness.

Thats tough. At least all of my enemies slip up every once and a while, I said. Well, if you want to battle him in the St. Lawrence harbor, you wont have to worry about your secret. Scott and I will make up some sort of cover story.

Thank you, Tamara, I appreciate it, she said. She blinked a few times and asked, You work with Scott in civilian life, too? I thought you worked in the mailroom.

Nope; I work in the newsroom with all the real reporters and Scott. But we are the ones who really have to watch out for each other. The NCFA is such a boys club!

Tell me about it! Taylor said with a chuckle. Its gotten better in recent years since we started including you sidekicks, but heroing has always been dominated by the men.

Taylor, if youve known who I am, and have known my family longer than I have, why were you always giving me such a hard time when I wanted to go home? I asked my RA.

It wasnt by choice. Kahlan wanted to keep you away from them as much as possible. Theres something wrong with that woman.

Taylor grabbed a map of the harbor, spread it out on the table, and we began studying it. Oh, Ive been wanting to ask you for the longest time now, Taylor said, looking up from the map. Is the thing between you and Dan Elliot anything serious?

What do you mean?

Come on, Tamara, its so obvious that he likes you.

No he doesnt, I said. He thinks of me as his little sister.

Tamara, Taylor said, you told me that he calls you his goddess. And I knew before that, as well; his nickname has been floating around NCFA Headquarters for years.

Thats not by my choice. Ive been trying to get him to stop for years. Im sorry, but Daniels not in love with me. Besides, he knows Im dating Brian.

Silly, silly, Tamara, Taylor said with a smile. Whats it like living in a fantasy world?

Did you happen to call Daniel that weekend I went home a few months back? I asked. Daniels mystery informant was continuing to bother me, and Taylor fit the profile perfectly.

Actually, I did, she said. As you can imagineliving as long as I haveIve lost my fair share of loved ones, and I know how important it is to have someone who understands.

I was about to respond when there was a loud knocking sound from the boathouse. I turned the oven off and immediately all the toys retracted back into their hiding spots. Taylor and I walked to the door to the boathouse and opened it, expecting to see Apoctopus rise out of the water and attack. Instead, the water was calm and the boat was still.

So what was the noise we heard? I asked quietly.

Taylor sat on the deck and slid silently into the water. When she came back up about ten minutes later she had a dolphin with her. She was also in her costume.

Tamara, meet Minnika, Nen said. I knelt down and patted the dolphins head. The dolphin had a large, fresh cut from eye to mouth. Nen fingered the laceration carefully. Apoctopus harpoon gun, she said angrily.

So should I go get suited up? I asked.

Nen nodded. Minnika and her family have spotted Apoctopus coming this way. Nen pulled herself out of the water and walked with me back into the shack.

I changed into my Flash costume and joined Nen at the small table.

Nen he pointed to a spot on the map near the output of DC Enterprises Waste Treatment Plant. Hes here.

The most polluted spot of the harborfigures. Will you be able to get there? I asked.

Im able to go into toxic water. But I wont risk Jean Claude, Minnika, or the others. If Apoctopus stays there, I wont stand a chance. Its probably why he chose that location.

You do have a sidekick in this battle, you know, I said.

Dont remind me, Nen said putting her head in her hands.

Thanks, Taylor, I said. I was talking about me.

Oh, yeah, sorry.

Why havent I seen your sidekick around the NCFA?

I wouldnt take Safe there if my life depended on it, Nen said, shocked.

You dont trust your sidekick? A hero-sidekick relationship was nothing without trust, and the thought just seemed sacrilegious.

I fired him a few months back, and he refuses to accept it.

Sidekicks can get fired? What happened? I asked. I had never heard of sidekicks getting fired. I hoped that this new piece of information never got back to Krino or Lightning. My job would continually be in jeopardyKrino and Lighting were always complaining that I was insubordinate, even if I did end up being proved right almost all of the time.

He blew up Headquarters, Nen said with a sigh. Sidekicking was a mid-life crisis career change. He had been a manager for a supermarket chain. Apoctopus invaded Safes store after the octopus discovered the store had one of his pet lobsters in their live lobster tank. I was busy with Apoctopus and Saferunning away from the scene, mind youslipped on some sushi wraps and slammed into Apoctopus, knocking them both unconscious.

Safe? I asked. What kind of name is Safe?

A few days later, Safe found me and asked if he could kick for me. I needed someone to clean, take the hits for me, and play the straight man, so I decided to give him a chance.

Nen, sidekicks are not slaves. And were not the straight manthats what the heroes are for. Sidekicks get all the good linesits like a law or something.

But Safe didnt know that, Nen said with a mischievous grin.

Where did he come up with such a horrible name?

You think the name was bad, you should have seen his costume. Oh, and his battle cry? It was horrible! Soon after joining me, he was fired from his supermarket job after terrorizing customers. He changed into his sidekick costume in the employee bathroom one too many times and tried to rescue people from buying over-ripe bananas.

So what happened?

When I came to school last semester, I left him in charge. I figured, hes a grown man, he can take care of a few things. I left specific instructions to call me if anything happened. Well, a few days after the semester started, I got a call from Kuria telling me that emergency personnel had been called to my headquarters.

Safe was doing a routine scan of the oceans and noticed that a school of yellow fin tuna had been hanging around Headquarters for the past few days. He mistook them for Apoctopus school of swordfish. I dont know if youve ever seen a swordfish and a tuna together, but other than the fact that they are both fish, its hard to mistake one for the other. I sent the tuna there to check up on things, and Headquarters ended up getting blown up. After he got out of the hospital and through physical therapy he branched out on his own. Nen shook her head sadly.

This life isnt for everyone, I agreed. So are we ready to go?

Will you be taking the boat? Nen asked.

I was planning on itsome of us cant breathe underwater, I said.

Nen smiledobviously not amused. I wanted to know so I could get the animals away from your cove. The prop on that boat would do a number on Minnika and the others.

Fine, I said in mock annoyance. If you want to protect your animals, Ill let you.

Thank you, Nen said. We walked back to the boathouse and Nen slid into the water. A few seconds later, she lifted her head out of the water and told me it was clear, and that she would meet me near the waste treatment plant.

I rocketed out of the boathouse, spraying the walls with seawater and sped through the St. Lawrence harbor in my blue and yellow speedboat, dodging freighters, sailboats, wave riders, and others enjoying the spring sunshine. After flying, taking the speedboat out was my favorite perk of being Flash. I slowed when the water turned from a greenish blue to brackish brown. I stopped the boat about a mile offshore, directly above what I knew was the output pipe from the waste treatment plant. The smell coming from the water told anyone with a nose that DC Enterprises wasnt cleaning the wastewater as well as the government required.

Nens head broke the water and she climbed into the boat.

We have to do something about this, Nen said, looking at her sludge-covered hands.

Yeah we areI just cleaned and waxed the boat last weekend. Now look at it. I smiled at Nen and handed her a towel. Lightning and I trust Donovan Chad about as much as you trust Safe. Were working hard to put him out of business.

If I can do anything to help, please let me know.

Will do. Did you see Apoctopus anywhere? I asked.

I cant see two inches in front of me in that water. I dont want to send in Minnika or Jean Claude because I dont know what this water will do to them.

Let me see what I can do, I said. I flipped a switch. A monitor flipped up behind us at the stern and the screen flickered to life and a start-up sequence initiated.

Whats that? Nen asked.

Its my version of a fish finder. Its stronger than military, so you may want to get your friends out of the way. Nen nodded and slid into the water. She was back almost immediately.

Find anything?

Not yet. The sonar is having a hard time distinguishing between the seabed and I stopped and pointed. A long, dark purple, sludge-covered tentacle was sliding over the side of the boat, suction cups taking off the boats paint. Nen motioned for me to get back. A second tentacle slid out of the water, grabbed the monitor, broke it off effortlessly, and pulled it underwater. Four more tentacles grabbed onto the stern and started pulling the boat down into the water.

I leapt into the drivers seat and started the engine. The brackish water turned red, then inky black. The boat was released and shot out. We went 100 yards before I cut the engine.

Was that? I asked.

Nen nodded. He probably noticed the sonar and came to investigate.

I didnt see any weaponry, I said. Maybe hes not as well armed as you say.

Flash, if were going to work together, no more puns.

Boy, you really dont know how to work with a sidekick, do you? I asked. Nen, you have a lot to learn. Where is Apoctopus?

Hes probably regrouping for another attack.

I got him pretty good with the prop, I said. I dont think he is coming back.

Your propeller got the short end of the stick on that one, trust me. This isnt a regular octopus were talking about. Hell be back within a few minutes with his weaponry.

So hes arm ing himself? I asked with a grin.

Flash!

If you excuse me, I need to prepare for hand to hand to hand to hand

As ranking superhero, I order you to stop, Nen said sternly.

Youre not my superhero, you cant tell me what to do, I said defiantly. Krino and Lightning cant even tell me what to do.

Ill tell Kahlan that you have been missing curfew again, my resident assistant said.

Okay, Ill stop, I said, checking my utility belt one last time. Dean Kahlan still had it in for me, despite our agreement.

Suddenly, about 10 feet off the port side, the water exploded and a gigantic octopus rose up out of the water. His body was enormouseasily twice the size my boat. At the base, his tentacles were at least four feet in diameter. In his tentacleseach more than 30 feet longwas an eclectic arsenal of weaponry including an Uzi, a revolver that spent too much time on the bottom of the ocean, a harpoon, a flame-thrower, a Roman-era broadsword, and a butter knife.

Is this guy serious? I asked.

Very, Nen said.

She jumped into the water as the broadsword came down. I activated my rocket boots and shot up into the air, the sword passing under me and lodging in the boats wheel. I dodged as a stream of fire came toward me. Another tentacle rose slowly out of the water behind Apoctopus head, holding a large metal cylinder.

Hello, Nen, Apoctopus gurgled. Back off. I am taking over this town, and there is nothing you can do about it. You love these pesky humans too much. Its your weakness.

Nen backed off and was ready to admit defeatto a point, at least.

Nen, keep him busy! I yelled. Im going to get a closer look. Nen dove under the water. Apoctopus started to dive, but stopped when his head was halfway into the water. Fortunately, he also kept the tentacle with the warhead above water.

I swooped down toward the nuclear warhead. I took out a small screwdriver and opened a maintenance panel. Water gushed out of the bomb. Inside I found rusty wires and a corroded activation panel. Apoctopus couldnt activate it even if he wanted to. The Geiger counter in my suit, though, told me that there was still an unhealthy level of radiation coming from the Cold War relic, and I shouldnt spend too much time near it.

I was about to tell Nen she didnt have to worry about the warhead when a strange battle cry rang out over the churning water.

Safe Away!

I turned my head toward the sound just as something wet and slimy hit me right in the face and I was knocked out of the air. My rocket boots sputtered in the murky water and finally petered out. Thanks to Nens ex-sidekick, I would now have to replace my ability to fly. I had to be careful even running through a puddle if I didnt want to spend $150,000 to hand-make new boots. After breaking the surface and spitting the vile water out of my mouth, I did what I could to clean the muck off my face.

Through the haze covering my visors, I could see Apoctopus lower himself into the water and Nen following. Something hit my head and forced me back under the water. I rose again and turned to face my attacker. In a small metal rowboat a few yards away sat a pudgy man in a red and white sweat suit with a white, threadbare, fitted sheet as a cape. A crude blue-felt S was safety-pinned to the front of his shirt.

Ill get you, you fiend! Safe said. He was waving a dead trout at me. He threw it at my head and the limp fish fell three feet short of me, splashing me in the face.

You idiot, Im a hero, I said, spitting vile water out of my mouth. I made a mental note to pop every single chemical antidote I had when I returned to the cabin.

A likely story, Safe scoffed.

Would you like to see my NCFA membership card? I asked, swimming closer to the boat. Safe hesitated.

Im reaching in my belt and pulling out my card, I said calmly. Safe nodded, trying to show no fear, but failing miserably. I edged closer to the boat, pulled my membership card out of my utility belt, and held it up to Safe.

Safe reached down to examine my card, and I grabbed his wrist and pulled him into the water. I climbed into the boat and wrung the dirty water out of my hair. The bottom of the boat was filled with store-bought fish. Safes head broke the surface and he began sputtering.

I knew it! I knew you were a villain!

Im with Nen, I said. Youre going to get a bill for these boots, too. Nen was rightyou do give kicking a bad name.

Youre Nens new sidekick? Safe asked, struggling to the side of the rowboat.

No, Im Lightnings sidekick. Nen heard that Apoctopus was heading this way and asked for our help. Do you know the punishment for attacking an ally on the battlefield? The NCFA will certainly have something to say about this. Besides, I could be fighting Apoctopus right now, keeping my city safe. Instead, Im going to have to tow your sorry behind back to shore in your boat. Im going to make sure youre never allowed to work in this business again.

Safe grabbed the towrope and again tried to climb into the boat. I grabbed the oars and started rowing back to shore, dragging the sorry excuse for a sidekick.

Nen was on Apoctopus trail and now that she was sure that the nuclear warhead wasnt live, she could battle without fear of a world catastrophe. As we started into cleaner water, five or six grey dorsal fins cut through the water. Minnika rose out of the water to look at me.

Apoctopus and Nen should be coming out of the other side of the muck if you want a chase. If not, you can help me get Safe to shore, I told her. Minnika nudged Safe in the ribs. The dolphins hung around near the surface, all the while softly nudging Safe, until we reached more crowded waters. After we started nearing the ships in the bay, the dolphins descended, but by Safes complaining at the end of the rope, I knew that the dolphins didnt stray far.

I pulled up to a police boat patrolling the harbor and asked them if I could commandeer their small, motorized skiff. I waved off their questions, thanked them for the upgrade in transportation, and told them where I would leave it. I pulled Safe out of the water and into his boat.

Dont let me see you in this town again, I said.

With Nen handling the giant octopus, all I wanted to do was go back to my dorm and take an hour-long shower, but I knew my work was not done. I sped back out to the battle site to see if there was anything I could recover from my boat before it totally sank. As I sped out there, the pod of dolphins leapt happily beside my boat. They stopped at the edge of the murky water and allowed me to continue on my own. When I pulled up to where my boat had been, I stopped and lamentedI had liked that boat. I was there for about 30 seconds when a sludge- and ink-covered head popped out of the water. Nen, filthy and covered in muck, grinned from ear to ear.

We wont have to worry about Apoctopus showing up here for a while, Nen said, climbing out of the water and into the boat. Until he finds another warhead, anyway. Thanks.

Not a problem, I said with a wave of my hand. I dont think youll have to worry about Safe for a long time, either. Now, lets get back to Scotts. We both have to take a shower, then I have homework to do.


Daniel

Who knew that hero work could be so boring sometimes? I sighed, popping a handful of candy into my mouth. I looked over at my stakeout partner and smiled. The things they dont teach you at Superhero School, huh?

I know, right? he said with a half-smile. At least you dont have to go it alone this time.

More like, at least this time I can get some homework done, I quipped. Were not after one of my guys, anyway. I think you just called me out here so that you could stay awake.

Daniel and I had been on stakeout for six hours by that time and we had seen neither hide nor hair of our target: some big crime kingpin from Pyramid City that had come to St. Lawrence, no doubt for something nefarious.

My best friend had called me earlier that evening just as I was leaving my dorm for Scotts apartment for a night of heroing to ask if I wanted to join him. I had let Taylor know I would be gone all night, and who I would be with. Any other RA at the school would have instantly forbade me from spending the night alone in a car in a shady part of town with a man I wasnt related to, but not Taylor. I only had to endure a few minutes of good-natured teasing before I finally left with Taylors blessing. After grabbing my backpackstakeouts are nothing if not boringly tediousI texted Daniel to meet me just off campus.

We had spent the first few hours catching up; I hadnt seen Daniel for a couple of months, and we had a lot to catch up on, not least of which was the fact that I had learned a few months before that my RA was one of the founding members of the NCFA. Of course, Daniel had known Taylors secret identity and had never bothered to tell me, so hed had to endure an earful from me about that. Around four in the morning, I grabbed my backpack out of the back seat and took out some homework. Even with the very dark tinting in the sedans windows, I still used my red-tinted flashlight so I could read without blowing our cover or ruining my low-light vision.

What are you studying? Daniel asked.

Just something for one of my Bible classes, I told him. I have a test tomorrow. Its the last one before finals start. And I need to get a good grade.

Let me helpif thats okay, Daniel said.

My jaw dropped. I had long since given up on trying to get Daniel interested in anything relating to God. That he actually seemed interested in helping me study for a religion class was shocking. Whenever I brought up the subject over the previous nearly-five years, he just politely listened to what I had to say then steered conversation away, usually to the subject of one of his latest sexual conquests.

Who are you, and what have you done with my best friend? I asked, only somewhat jokingly. In our business, one never knew when one would run into a shape-shifting supervillain.

Daniel laughed. The twinkle in his eyes made me suspicious.

Lookyoure doing me a favor, Daniel said, so I might as well do the same. You ditched your study group to be here. Let me help you study.

Uh-huh, my voice dripped with sarcasm. Thanks for the offer, but no thanks. You mocking my beliefs all night isnt the kind of help I need.

Daniels grin grew wider. Now, goddess, would I do that?

Yes, I said bluntly and a bit aggravated. You have before. Many times.

Never again, I promise, Daniel said. Now hand over your study guide.

We spent the next few hours working on my test prep. Daniel, to his credit, kept his usual snide and irreverent comments to himself. He even surprised me with a few extra questions that made it seem like he was actually interested in the subject. When we finished, I realized that we had gone the entire night without a single coarse joke, lewd comment, or lurid tale of his latest fling. Even as we pulled into campus, Daniel had nothing to say about my fellow co-eds walking to their morning classes. When we pulled up to the dorm, Daniel parked the car and smiled at me.

Same time tomorrow night? he asked.

Tell me whats going on first, I said. I needed an explanation for his strange behavior.

Instead, Daniel pointed to the clock. You have to get ready for your test, he said. Well talk tonight, I promise.

I looked at the clock, realized he was right about the time, and bolted out of the car without so much as a goodbye. I had half an hour to shower, change, and get to my first class. For normal students, this wouldnt be as much of an issue but tabloids had already hacked into my campus records once before and their reporters scrutinized every tardy and low grade. I had gotten some unhappy calls from home after the story broke. Fortunately, any record of my secret life as a world-renowned star reporter was locked in the brains of Dr. Ferney, Dean Kahlan, and Mr. Olsen and was not on any campus computer.

After classes and a nap, I popped my head into Taylors room and saw that Lois and Kara were working on their final project for their philosophy class. Taylor was at her computer working on a term paper. I had some very important things to discuss with Taylor.

Hey guys, I said, hopping onto Taylors bed. Kara and Lois had quickly become the best of friends, and were often together in one of our rooms studying. Hey, I could use a quick snack before starting on my homework. Anyone wanna help? I asked. Taylor looked up at me and winked.

Sorry, were swamped, Kara said. But if you dont mind 

Sure, Ill bring you guys back something. Popcorn good?

Sounds great. Thanks, Tamara, Lois said.

Ill help you, Taylor said, getting up. I need a break, anyway.

Kara and Lois never wanted to help in the snack prep, but that didnt really bother Taylor or me much; in fact, it helped us quite a bit. We had begun to use food preparation as a code of sorts to signal to the other that we needed to talk about something heroic in nature. It, of course, doesnt take two people to microwave a bag or three of popcorn.

Whats up? Taylor asked. We still, of course, had to stay nonchalant and use code when in the dorm kitchen, but it was easier to talk in the lounge than in our room.

Do you know whats going on with Daniel? I asked.

What do you mean? Taylor asked.

Hes not acting like himself. I gave her a rundown of my night, and Taylor agreed that he was definitely acting out of character. Did he tell you anything?

He didnt, she told me. We dont talk nearly as much as we used to. He does call me every once and a while to check up on you, though.

What do you think could have happened? I asked Taylor.

Hmm. It could be amnesia, he could be a clone, he could have had his mind wiped, it could be some shape shifter, he could be a robot clone, a symbiote could have taken over his body 

Yeah, but I think my gut would have said something by now if he wasnt really himself, I said, throwing another bag of popcorn in the microwave and pushing a button. My gut says its him; its my head that is saying somethings wrong. Hes just different. Do you think he would have made some sort of huge life change and not told anyone? I asked.

What if he has? Taylor asked. Would that change things between you two?

What do you mean? I asked. I guess, other than the fact that I wouldnt have to avoid him and his favorite topic of conversation, not really.

Taylor slammed her palm into her face, then grabbed my shoulders and shook me.

Tamara! she said, nearly shouting. He adores you!

I knowhim and every other eligible bachelor in the civilized world. Whats your point? The microwave dinged on our second bag of popcorn and we headed back to Taylors room.

Whatever happened, he said hed tell me tonight, I said. We have another night of staking out planned, as long as I can get my RA to sign off on it.

Dont worry about that, Taylor said. So, who are you going after?

Apparently some bigwig or another came up from Pyramid City and Daniel came after him.

Anyone we know? she asked.

Not really, I told her. He wasnt in the database, at least.

National Crime Fighters Association members werent necessarily required to have a basic knowledge of every single supervillain and crime boss in the world, but it definitely helped. As a result, the Fiend Files, as the database was nicknamed long before I joined the NCFAsuperheroes love their alliterationsheld all the knowledge a hero needed to defeat any known villain in the world. I had recently written an encrypted Smartphone app for the NCFA so that the files could be accessed anywhere in the world.

Not in the Files, huh? Taylor asked. Are you sure this guy even exists?

I stopped, my hand on the doorknob, and looked at Taylor. Do you really think he would invent something this elaborate just to spend time with me?

Tamara, Taylor said, pushing past me and going into her dorm room. Of course he would. Hes crazy about you.

Whos crazy about you? Kara asked. She loved celebrity gossip and adored gossip about me specifically. Fortunately, she had never once betrayed my confidence and never spread around any stories of my life in the dorms to any of the gossip-mongers in the media.

Everyone, I told her. Its because of all those zeroes and commas in the bank account. Always has been.

Not us, Kara said, not for the first time.

Of course not you guys, I said, putting my arm around my roommate. And thats why I love you. Heres your popcorn. I gotta get ready to go.

Youll let me know what you find out? Taylor asked.

Of course I will, I told her.

I told Lois not to wait up for me and left the girls to their studying to prepare for the evening. I met Daniel at Scotts a few hours later, where the three of us had dinner. Daniel and I left for our stakeout a few hours after sunset.

After about half an hour of watching the front door of a seedy-looking apartment building, our uncharacteristically-prudish small talk was cut short by a sharp rapping on the window.

You want some company? a girl in a skimpy dress asked, leaning in the window. She was quite obviously a pro, and I dreaded the next words out of Daniels mouth.

No thanks, was all he said. He kept his eyes in his camera viewfinder and never once looked at the scantily-dressed woman in my window.

The woman looked at usand the energy bar wrappers and empty drink containers in the back seatand her demeanor changed immediately.

You cops? she asked, standing and backing away a step. I knew I had to watch our words or our quarryif we actually had onemight find out we were watching him.

Naw, I told her. Nothing like that. A guy who lives over there owes my boyfriend some money. Hes trying to skip out, so when he comes home, Freddie here is going to make sure to collect whats his.

Oh, okay, the woman said, still a bit leery. I wasnt sure if she believed me or not, but at least she had a plausible explanation as to why we were there.

She left and I rolled up my window. Daniel didnt even glance in the womans direction as she walked away.

Okay, Daniel, I said, tearing the camera away from his face and forcing him to look at me. Are you going to tell me whats going on? Youve gone the entire mission without any innuendo, raunchy jokes, or lewd stories of past flings. Dont get me wrong, Im not really complaining, but when did you start thinking with the brain above your waist? I confronted my friend in exasperation. His out-of-character behavior was beginning to concern me.

Daniel put down the camera and sighed heavily. Sorry, goddess, I should have told you sooner.

A few weeks back, Dusan got into a pretty tight spot. I was captured by Pillan and she put me in an ice cube. I really thought it was the endespecially when the heating element in the suit malfunctioned. I was scared, goddess. Pillan, I knew from Daniels sometimes-colorful anecdotes, was a mutant in Pyramid City who could control the weather; enough, apparently, to freeze Daniel in a block of ice. Though her weather-manipulating abilities were not usually the ones he told me about.

Vengeance was on Pillans trail that night and had tracked her down. She escaped butthankfullyVengeance stopped long enough to point a blowtorch and a couple of space heaters at the ice before he left to continue pursuit. I had hours to think before the ice was soft enough to break. It was days before I was warm again.

For the next few days, I was an emotional wreck. It was the closest I had ever come to really dying and I almost couldnt take it. I thought about you a lot over those few days, about what you meant to me, and how I have seen you go through some horrific things. Your parents death, when Luescher attacked you at home, and then everything with your family, your graduationyou were always a rock, no matter what happened over the years, and here Im an emotional wreck after a few minutes in an ice cube!

So, I looked into the one thing that youand Paul and Tim and Edmundhave gone on and on about since I met you; the thing you claimed kept you alive.

God? I asked. You actually sought out someonesomeone other than meto talk to you about God? Did you make any kind of decision?

I did, Daniel said. And, whether you like it or not, this is the new me.

Why didnt you tell me sooner? I asked. Why didnt you call when you got out of the ice cube?

I knew youd latch onto that instead of the really important part of the story, Daniel said with a slight grin. I didnt call because I already knew what you were going to say. I really didnt need another guilt-trip. I needed to figure it out for myself.

I sat silent for a moment, taking in everything I had just heard. Then, I turned to Daniel, smiled, and said, For what its worth, I like the new you much better than the old one. I just would have liked some warning before you freaked me out like that.

So, what theories did you and Taylor finally decide on? Daniel asked with a grin. Symbiote or shape-shifter?

Selective amnesia, actually, I told him. Another thing we were wondering: Is there even a reason that were out here? Please tell me theres some big crime boss in that rat-hole across the street.

Uh, hmm. That ishey, is that the new phone WI is rolling out?

I chuckled. So let me get this straight: You lied to me, in order to get me alone with you, just so that you could tell me you changed your ways?

Yep, pretty much, Daniel said. But you had fun sitting in the car with me all night.

Thats not the point, I said. You lied to me. What else have you lied to me about?

Daniel laughed. You want a list? We could be here all night. But I would remind you that that was the old me. The new me wont lie to you nearly as often. Probably.

Nice, I said sarcastically. Fine, just tell me the biggest one. What was the biggest lie you have told me in the last four years?

Really? Daniel asked. You really want to know?

I think so, I said.

Youre kinda putting me on the spot, here, goddess, Daniel said with a nervous chuckle.

Fine. Whatever. Forget about it, I said, a little perturbed. If there are so many that you cant figure out which was the biggest, then forget about it.

I know which one was the biggest, Daniel said. I just wasnt expecting to have to confess it so soon. I really dont know what to say.

Wow, then it has to be bad, I said. What, are your parents still alive? Youre not really Dusan? All those times you said you were out of the country you were just shacked up with some girl?

No, nothing like that. Less of a lie, and more of an incomplete truth.

What is it? I asked.

Daniel took a deep breath. This wasnt how I imagined this moment, but here goes. Daniel closed his eyes in concentration for a moment, then looked into my eyes. My feelings for you are not as shallow as I have allowed you to believe. I love you, Tamara.

Since when? I asked.

From the very moment I laid eyes on you, he said. You hadnt showered or eaten in three days, you had hardly slept, pain was etching your face and hardening your gaze, but you were still the most beautiful thing I had ever seen. And then I got to know you and I just knew.

Knew what? I asked, a little hesitant.

That I wanted to spend the rest of my life with you, he muttered quietly.

I find that very hard to believe, I said before I could stop myself. If what you said is true, you certainly picked a strange way of showing it.

Now you know why I never said anything, Daniel said. Well, that and Paul would have torn me limb from limb if anyone knew.

Yes he would have, I said. Can you take me back home now?

Sure, Daniel said contritely.

We drove back to the dorm in silence. I simply didnt know what to say. Sure, Taylor had been telling me that Daniel had a thing for me for nearly two months, but it still hadnt registered that she might not have been exaggerating.

If he had loved me as much as he said he had for as long as he said he had, why had he slept with nearly every girl he came in contact with and then decide to tell me all about it? And now that I knew, how would this change our relationship? Did I want it to change our relationship? Would we begin to avoid each other? I couldnt imagine my life without Daniel in it, and was scared that this would make things too complicated.

We arrived at my dorm and I grabbed my things and mumbled a goodbye to Daniel. As I was opening my door, he grabbed my arm.

This isnt going to come between us, is it? he asked, fear plainly visible in his eyes; the same fear I also felt.

You know that I cant live without you, I said with a timid half-smile. Ill see you again soon?

Ill be in Kingston next month for Kiris graduation party, Daniel promised.

See you then.

I bumped into Taylor on my way to my room.

Youre back early, she noticed. So, what was it?

Ill tell you about it later, Tay, I said.

He told you, didnt he? she asked. I nodded.

Hes also now relationship material, isnt he? Taylor asked. You two now hold the same beliefs on pretty big issues? I nodded again.

Just make the right choice, okay? Taylor asked. For all of our sakes, you need to make the right choice when it comes to your life partner.

Great, I said with a sarcastic smirk. So what youre saying is, No pressure, but the fate of the world hangs on you getting together with Daniel.

Taylor put her arm around my shoulder and gave me a squeeze. That sounds about right, she said with a laugh. Go, get some sleep, you look tired. Would you mind if I got the rest of the story from him?

Go ahead, I said. Good night, Taylor.

I fell asleep quickly thanks to my nightly sleeping pill, but not before I tossed and turned for a few minutes wondering what, exactly, Daniels admission meant for us.


Carissa

With Kenny obediently at my side, I walked down the stairs to join the party, already in progress. Dressed in the latest from Parisonly because Paul made meI tried my hardest not to brush up against Kenny for fear I would never get the dog hair out of the dress. I had spent two hours that day brushing and brushing, and he still had hair, which meant he could still shed. I held back for a few minutes on the landing, giving Kenny a chance to calm down.

Kristin had graduated from high school the night before, and the social elitewhether they knew her or liked her or notwere out en force to congratulate her. Kristin had lived in the mansion practically full time since I left for college, moving in about the same time as Brian. Ever since Kristin unofficially joined the family, the press and the citys socialites had been trying to meet her and get on her good side. It had workedshe was a much more receptive route to Paul than I had ever been.

Kenny and I made our way to the kitchen to see if Edmund needed any help with the caterers, or at least that was my cover story. Edmund, who always saw my ulterior motives, shooed me out of the kitchen and ordered me to entertain our guests.

I was not looking forward to attending the party, and had tried my best several times to gracefully bow out of the event entirely. Everyone in Pauls social circle was obsessed with one-upping everyone else, and big scandalsusually someone going home with someone elsewere always revealed the morning after one of these things. I had always been wary of Pauls partieswhich may have had more to do with the fact that my first kidnapping had happened right after the first of these parties I had attended. The kidnappers had entered the mansion disguised as caterers.

As we were walking back through the foyer, Kenny started wagging his tail furiously and yipping happily, and I looked up to see Daniel coming toward us. If I hadnt known him as well as I did, I never would have recognized him. Just a month before, no one would have said he was a day younger than 30, but without the stress and misery that had etched his face since the day I had met him, he looked no older than his 24 years.

Come here, boy! Daniel called. Kenny looked frantically between me and Daniel, whining but waiting patiently for my command.

Go on, Kenny, I said. Kenny leapt from his spot and ran to Daniel.

Daniel, I said, walking up to my friend and hugging him while giving Kenny and his fur coat a wide berth. What are you doing here?

I told you I would be here for Kiris graduation, he said, giving me a big, strong hug. I wasnt able to get here last night, but I promised her Id make the party. I knew that if anything went wrong at this graduation, youd have it all under controlnot like last time.

How are you doing? I asked, glancing the long scar on my arma year old and still painful from time to time. You look great.

I feel great. Its been the best month of my life, Daniel said, releasing me.

Whats the party look like? I asked.

Kristins parents invited their friends. Instead of mingling, the trust fund babies are pouting in one cornerled by Cashlin, of courseand all of us regular folk are having a great time.

Cashlin is like that, I said. Im surprised shes here. She hates it when us commoners are invited to the same parties she is. She hasnt come to anything Ive hosted in years.

Cashlin Winterborne and I had never really gotten along, but things didnt become openly hostile until one of her parties nearly ended with sexual assault. That had been the moment that opened Pauls eyes and ended their relationship permanently, and of course Cashlin blamed me for it.

I guess I have to face her sometime, I said. Come on, Kenny. I walked a few steps before Daniel grabbed my elbow.

How would it look, a beautiful woman of your social stature going to a party she is hosting without an escort? he asked. I cant believe Brian would ever let you out of his sight particularly with Cashlin here. Someone has to make sure you dont get any blood on that dress.That would be a tragedy.

Daniel, would you like a date to the party? I asked, seeing through my friends flattery.

Yes, please, he said with a smile.

Fine, I will allow you to escort meuntil Brian gets home.

Thank you, goddess. I do have to say you look especially lovely tonight. With a silly grin on his face, Daniel gave me his arm and we walked into the sitting room to congratulate Kristin. Kenny left my side to greet our guests, and we went up to Kristin.

Congrats, Kiri, I said, giving her a hug.

Thanks, Tammy, Kristin said, returning the hug. Amber, Sarah, and Brianne were hovering close by, eyeing the latest heartthrob to join the old-money crowd. Tim, who had been Ambers date to these things since my eighteenth birthday party, had decided to spend the day with Jeremy, his best friend. He had always enjoyed these parties as much as I had. The girls, though, were having fun, even if I was not.

When you finished middle school, would you ever in a million years have imagined that youd be holding your graduation party at Waterford Mansion?

Never, Kristin said.

Cashlins sickly-sweet voice echoed throughout the room. Tammy! There you are!

Ill catch you later, Kiri, I said. I have to talk to Linny. With a roll of my eyes, I turned on my heel to face Cashlin. Daniel gave my arm a reassuring squeeze. He also gave me a look that told me I had to watch myselfCashlin was not worth the effort. Neither of us needed the tabloid publicity, and I didnt need to pay for yet another nose job for Cashlin, especially since she had just fully healed from our last encounter.

Good evening, Ms. Winterborne, I said with all the politeness I could muster.

How are you doing this evening, Tammy? Cashlin asked.

Dont call me Tammy, I said. Im doing quite well, thank you. Im ready for summer break. College is hard, you know. Oh! maybe you dont, since you dropped out.

Im glad to hear you are doing fine, Cashlin said. I see you still insist on living in the past. She pointed to my mothers wedding ring, which I had worn on my pinkie finger since my mothers death.

I feel I should honor my parents memory, I shot back sweetly. Cashlins parents died in a yachting accident when she was 21. After the familys money was put in her hands, she dropped out of college to live the high life. College had been her parents dreamnot hers.

At least I had more time to spend with my parents, she said, groping for a comeback.

Yes, but my parents wanted to spend time with me. Cashlin had been kicked around numerous boarding schools. Now, you know how much I enjoy our conversations, but I have to greet our guests. Ill see you around.

I left Cashlin fumbling and stuttering and walked away. I made a quick appearance to the old money crowd before returning to the land of the sane. I had never much enjoyed their company, and left socializing with them to the experts and people with more patience than I. Looking through the crowd, I thought I recognized a face. I walked up to the lone woman.

Carissa? I asked with a gasp. Carissa Hamilton, Kristins mom, and my mother had been friends for years. They had been practically inseparable for as long as I could remember. She had moved to another state just two weeks before my father and Paul reunited.

Its good to see you again, Tamara, Carissa said, giving me a hug. Youve grown up so much since I last saw you. Im glad that your life has finally settled down. For a while, it seemed like one catastrophe after another was hitting this house. She looked to Daniel. Im glad you found yourself a good man to share your life with. I have to say you two make a very cute couple, and your mother would be very proud of you.

I looked at Daniel and laughed. Daniel? No, hes just a good friend. Im actually dating Kristins brother Brian. He couldnt be here, so I got Daniel to be my arm candy tonight.

Really? Carissa said. Well excuse me, then. You and Brian do seem like you would be a good match as well.

Thank you, Carissa. Are you back for good? I asked.

Carissa nodded. I just moved back a few weeks ago.

Would you like to say hi to Mom and Dad? I asked.

I would, she said.

If you dont mind, Daniel, I think I can handle this on my own, I said. He grinned and gave me a peck on the cheek. He used the kiss as a cover to let me know he would be going down to the cave. I led Carissa out of the room and through the kitchen to the weight room. Kenny saw us and followed, greeting Carissa with an enthusiastic lick across the face.

We walked out onto the grounds and into the late afternoon sunshine.

Its a lot different than my last house, isnt it? I asked, looking around at the sea of green around us as we walked down the worn cobblestone path toward the family graves. Carissa nodded.

What made you come back? I asked leading her down the path I knew so well.

My husband left me about a year and a half ago after an affair, Carissa said sadly. The only thing I had keeping me there was my job, and just a few weeks ago I was laid off after a merger with DC Enterprises. I decided to come back because this is home.

I know about that merger, I said. It was big news in St. Lawrence. Some there were very concerned about that merger and the power it would give Chad.

Donovan told us, in person, not to worry, that everyone would keep their jobsit was even in the merger contract. In the shuffle, about 150 people were laid off.

Chad is not to be trusted, I said. DadPaullearned that early.

We came to the marble headstones and I left Carissa alone for a while so she could say her final goodbyes to her best friend.

Paul came up the walk quietly.

Tamara, what are you doing out here? Cashlin is asking for you. Im not even going to ask.

Cashlin can wait. I have more important people to attend to at the moment.

Who is that at your parents graves?

Carissa Hamilton. Moms best friend, I said.

I dont think I remember seeing her before, Paul said. Over the years he had met most of my parents good friendsand thousands who claimed to be my parents best friends.

She moved away right before the massacre, I said. Mom was devastated, but only had two weeks to feel bad about it.

Carissa came back from the graves with tears in her eyes. She stopped short when she looked up and saw Paul.

Good evening, Mr. Waterford, Carissa said quietly. Thank you for allowing me to celebrate Kristins graduation with you and your friends.

Paul didnt say anything for a few seconds. I looked at him. He was staring at Carissa. I elbowed him in the ribs and he snapped back into reality.

It is my pleasure, Paul said, extending his hand. And please, call me Paul. Any friend of the girls is more than welcome here.

Then why is Cashlin here? I asked. Kristin didnt invite her. It was Pauls turn to elbow me in the ribs.

Tamara, why dont you get back to the party, Paul said.

Because your friends are in there. We know how well I get along with your friends.

Your friends are in there, too, Paul pointed out. I told him I wanted to spend a few minutes with my folks before going back. He held out his arm and Carissa took it. They began the short walk back to the mansion. As I watched them walk away, my gut told me that Carissas return would change all of our livesbut for the better or worse, I did not know.

It was getting dark, so I started back to the mansion. I met Cashlin coming out.

Leaving so soon? I asked as she rushed past me.

If Paul is not even going to notice me, what is the point? she asked without pausing to engage in our usual dialogue.

Paul is not paying attention to Cashlin? I thought. It was a revolutionary concept. I looked up at the darkening sky and saw the Justice Signal was out. Krino was needed, explaining Pauls behavior. I walked into the sitting room to find most of the guests gone. Paul and Carissa were laughing in a corner. I started walking towards them when Kristin stopped me.

Can you believe it? Kristin asked.

What?

Look at them! Dont they make a cute couple?

Paul hasnt had an interest in anything but you-know-what ever since I met himexcept for Cashlin, I said. Were in uncharted territory, here.

Well, this is good for him, Kristin said. Dont ruin it. Now we just have to get Tim hooked up and we can stop all the rumors that were fighting each other over him.

Itll be our summer project, I promised. I need to talk to Dad, I said, pointing out the window. Breaking away from Kristin, I went up to Paul.

Dad, may I speak with you for just a second? I asked, pulling on his arm.

What do you want, Tamara? Paul asked. I pulled him to a window and discretely showed him the Justice Signal, knowing that Carissa would be watching.

Are you going to go out, or is it up to me? I asked. Paul thought for a while, pulled between a great desire to stay home and his sense of dutynot to mention his pathological fear of letting me go anywhere on my own.

Ill take Daniel with me, I said after a moment. Have fun, but not too much.

Paul smiled. Thank you, Tamara. Happy hunting.

Have a good night off. You deserve it, I said. I kissed him on the cheek and left him to Carissa. I told Kristin I was going out and then went out to find Daniel. I ran into Brian, just getting home from work, on my way down to the cave.

I need to go, but Kristin will fill you in.

Brian nodded. Good hunting, my love, he said, after a quick kiss and before heading upstairs. I went to the silver closet and entered the cave. I found Daniel playing Tims latest computer game with Kenny sleeping at his feet.

Hey, goddess, he said, saving his game.

Brian just got home. You wanna go out and have some fun? I asked.

Im always up for some fun, he said smiling. Meet you back here in five?

Yeah, I said, walking quickly toward my changing room. I closed the door and pushed the intercom button to speak with Daniel in Krino and Krisis changing room. We only had about ten minutes before Brian came down. Although Kristin knew about Daniels secret life, Brian did not, and Daniel seemed determined to keep it that way.

Karis or Flash? I asked Daniel through the changing room intercoms.

Flash. Whos the woman Paul is so enamored with? Daniel asked.

Carissa, I grunted, forcing my arms through Flashs sleeves. You met her.

Is she a Cashlin clone? Daniel asked.

Not hardly. She was my mothers best friend.

Oh, so you would agree to this union, Daniel said.

If shes still like she was when I last saw her. But we need to focus, I said, coming out of my dressing room, holding my mask to my face as the glue set. I ran some diagnostic checks on my suit while Dusan went to the armory to restock his utility belt, and then went to the garage to borrow one of the motorcycles. I left a note for whoever pulled computer duty that evening and we headed out.

We arrived at police headquarters about 20 minutes later. We explained to Police Commissioner Stearns that the citys heroes were out of town and asked us to fill in for them during their absence. Commissioner Stearns then explained why he called us.

Katherine SkonyAmpelonahad slipped away from her guards while on a supervised leave to an inner city community garden. Ampelona had the ability to control plants. Because of this, she had been granted leave from Kirkbride to help at community gardens and parksproperly monitored, of course. The very limited amount of green spaces scattered around the city flourished under her care, and she seemed to get a certain personal satisfaction from doing it. She hadnt attempted to escape before this point.

Twice in three years, Ampelona had tried to kill me directly, and we had had our run-ins as sidekick and supervillain nearly a dozen times. This would be the first time she would meet Flash, however, and I resolved to treat this differently.

Dusan and I searched the citys gardens for nearly two hours. I knew we would find her in one of the few green spaces in the city. We finally found Ampelona sitting among the plants in a far-flung square of green. She was sitting among the plants talking quietly to the seedlings and budding flowers.

Ms. Skony? I asked. Ampelona raised her head quickly and scrambled to her feet.

What do you want!? she asked, backing away from us. She backed into a wall. The plants around our feet started rustling, as if in a fierce wind.

You broke the rules, Katherine, I said quietly. We have to take you back.

Dont make me go back, she pleaded. You have no idea what its like.

Yes, I do, I said. I visit Adish as often as I can, remember? I know what it is like, and I am working with the warden and the Waterfords to get conditions changed. You will see changes in the next few months. But you broke the rules and I have to take you back.

The Waterfords? Ampelona asked. Half of the inmates in Kirkbride are there for trying to kill one or more of the Waterfords. Why would they want to help us?

They do not hold grudges, Ms. Skonythey have forgiven you and your friends many times over. They are also well aware that they are the only people in this city with the influence to get things at Kirkbride changed. The simple fact that they are the ones leading the reform has gone so much farther than anything I or any of my companions could ever hope.

But you have to go back. You can either come with us peacefully or we will have to take you by force. Please, Ms. Skony, come here and let us take you back. I will speak with Ms. Waterford, and we will see what we can do about getting a greenhouse built on the grounds.

Youd do that for me? Ampelona asked, taking a timid, apprehensive step toward us.

Ms. Waterford and I are women of our word, I said. I cannot promise that the corrections department will allow it, but I swear to you that we will try.

Why are you helping me like this?

Because this is what I believe heroes should do. We should not only be helping the law-abiding citizens; in actuality, we should be helping you more. I am simply trying to set an example for the rest of my peer groupespecially Dusan here, I said, gesturing toward the hero hiding in the shadows. I glanced in his direction and smiled.

Thanks, Flash, he said sarcastically.

Ms. Skony, you need to go back. Will you come with me, please?

Ampelona slowly walked to me and I grabbed her elbow.

Dusan, would you mind continuing patrol while I escort Ms. Skony back to Kirkbride?

Sure, Dusan said, and ran off toward downtown.

I walked with Ampelona to the sidewalk and told her to hold on. I activated my rocket boots and we lifted off the ground. After leaving Ampelona at Kirkbride, Dusan and I met up and we headed back to headquarters.

When did you decide to go solo? Dusan asked as he sped by buildings and through traffic. Before we left, he had grabbed a radio communicator set to my Com frequency.

What do you mean? I asked, flying about 500 feet above him.

With Ampelonayou sounded nothing like a sidekick; no one-liners, no jokes, no sarcasm. Are you planning on going solo anytime soon?

I thought you were smarter than that, Dusan. No oneincluding youwould ever let me go solo. I just know Ampelona. If I had showed up lobbing the usual insults and one-liners the outcome would have been very different.

Flash, do you honestly intend to make Kirkbride a better place? Dusan asked.

Have you ever been there? I asked. The conditions are horrible. How are we to expect to rehabilitate these people when they have no recreation, no skill-building workshops, inadequate heating, and sometimes no water? Its torture keeping them there.

Goddess, youre such a pushover, Dusan said. I could tell he was grinning. These people dont deserve your sympathy. Many of them have killed peopleor tried to kill you.

I want to make less work for Krino, I said. It would be wonderful if he could retire because there arent any more enemies.

You do know that will never happen, right? Dusan asked.

I know, Dusan, but its a nice thought, isnt it?

It is a nice thought, Flash. Ill give you that. I just dont think it will ever happen.

Dusan, is that you? Brian asked over the Com frequency.

Good evening, Dusan said, in a business-like tone. How long have you been on?

I just came down, Brian said. I was wondering who was out there with my girlfriend.

Dusan, 2359, I said quickly. Dusan and I changed Com frequencies to an encrypted channel that couldnt be accessed from the cave. The computer in the cave also could no longer track our positions in the city. Krino had had me install this particular line of code in the event that someone discovered the cave while we were out on patrol and tried to use our communicators against us. The only reason Dusan knew the channel code was because he happened to be visiting when Paul and I wrote it into the Coms programming.

Krinos lab tech needs to show more discretion, I said angrily. He should know better than that by now.

I agree, Dusan said. Ill leave the bike near the north wall.

Understood. I lowered my altitude and came alongside Dusan as he slowed the bike.

Although Brian knew the familys secret identities, he was not privy to the secret identities of other heroes. Until the NCFA officially recognized our lab tech as a part of Krinos sidekick team, Brian was not allowed to know any of the other heroes identitieseven Lightning and Dusans, the two men with whom I worked the most after Krino and Krisis, unless the heroes decided to reveal their identities themselves. Since Brian was in the cave, Dusan could not return with me without risking revealing his secret identitysomething he was not yet prepared to do.

Dusan stopped the motorcycle beside the rock wall to the path leading to the cave. He dismounted and grabbed a spare change of clothes out of the saddlebags and pulled them on over his Kevlar and rubber suit. The clothes were Tims, but fit Daniel just as well. He pulled out a jacket and stuffed his face mask into the pocket.

Ill talk to Brian about Com etiquette, I assured Daniel.

See you in a bit, goddess, or are you going straight to bed?

Ill come say goodnight right after I have that talk with Brian, I said, mounting the bike and starting it.

Daniel began free climbing the nearly-vertical cliff wall and I sped down the path leading to a solid cliff face. Without slowing down, I sped through the wall of the cliff and entered the cave. Long ago, Krino had set up a holographic image across the entrance to the cave to dissuade the casual hiker, spelunker, or paparazzo from finding the cave.

Brian, when I am in costume, you must call me by my hero name, whether I am in the cave or not. What if someone was listening and heard you call me your girlfriend? I reminded him after parking the motorcycle.

No one can hack into the Com frequency. Wheres Dusan? Brian asked. Dusan had always been one of his favorite heroes, and I think he had been looking forward to meeting him.

He decided not to come back to the cave, I said and went to my dressing room to change. Whats going on upstairs? I asked after a quick shower to rinse off the smell of rubber. I emerged from the dressing room in my party dress. I had washed my hair quickly, needing to get back to the party as soon as possible. My wet hair, now back to my natural brown, was pulled back in a tight up-do, different than the one I had before, but still appropriate for my attire.

As far as I know, the partys dying down. Paul is still talking to Carissa, but most of the other guests have left. He looked over at me and grinned. I like that dress.

Thanks Bry. I should go break them up, I said. Its time for Carissa to go home.

You arent going to object? Brian asked.

Why does everyone keep asking me that? I asked.

Because you didnt approve of Pauls last girlfriend, Brian said.

Thats because Pauls last girlfriend was Cashlin. I dont approve of Cashlin. She could not be trusted with this secret, I said, motioning around the cave.

Can Carissa? Brian asked.

I dont know yet, I said. But Im beatIm going to go upstairs. Ill do all the necessary paperwork tomorrow morning, okay?

Sounds good to me. Ill be down here for a few more hours and keep an eye out for alerts and I have some projects I want to work on before I go to bed. Ill see you in the morning, Tamara. Brian pulled me close and kissed me tenderly. He then pushed me away. Tammy, you need to take another shower.

Id like to see you spend four hours in a rubber bodysuit and see how good you smell. I got Ampelona to willingly return to Kirkbride; Id like to see you do that, too.

I leave the heavy lifting to the experts, Brian said before returning to the computer.

I went to the stairs and through the silver closet. Listening at the door, I couldnt hear any noises, so I opened the door cautiously and listened again. Hearing no one, I opened the silver closet door and went through, locking the door behind me. After reminding Carissa and Paul of the time, and bidding them both goodnight, I went up a flight of stairs and turned right. I walked past the second story of the library and knocked on the last door on the left.

Oh, Danny Boy?

Just a minute, Tammy Anne, Daniel called. Need to get decent. I opened the door after I head it unlock and walked in to see Daniel wearing only sweat pants and a towel.

Oh, so this is decent for you? I asked with raised eyebrows, allowing myself the opportunity to admire my friends exquisiteif bruised and scarredupper body.

What? Daniel asked as he rubbed the towel on his head to dry his short hair. He tossed the towel on the bed and sat down on the couch. Would you rather I greet you at the door wearing nothing but a smile?

Daniel, I said with a chuckle, dont call me Tammyespecially Tammy Anne.

Ditto for Danny Boy, Daniel said. He motioned for me to sit next to him.

I had that talk with Brian. He is kind of sad that Dusan decided to take off without saying hello. Youre his favorite hero, you know. Well, after me. I sat down on the couch and reclined with my back against Daniels side.

I think he may suspect Im more than I let on, Daniel said, wrapping his arm around my shoulders. Its probably best if Dusan doesnt come around too much when I do.

I agree, I said. He was able to figure out Karis identity without me saying a thing. It probably wouldnt be hard to figure out your secret identity if he really sat down to think about it. Well do the paperwork tomorrow after he turns in. How long are you planning to stay?

I have to leave the country in a week. Ill only be gone for a couple months this time, though. Ill probably stick around here for another day or two, then go back home and spend some time with Aunt Naomi and Kayla and the boys until its time to leave. I should be back near the beginning of September. Maybe Ill come visit you in St. Lawrence after I get back.

Id like that, I said. I cant believe how good you look. Sorrow was not becoming.

Thanks, goddess, Daniel said. Its still okay that I still call you that, right?

As long as its not Tammy, I dont care what you call me, I said.

What about that other thing we talked about that night? Daniel asked hesitantly.

I havent had a lot of time to process it, what with finals and all.

Then we wont talk about it, he said. But when youre ready, I think we need to.

Yeah, we probably should, I said.

We spent a few hours talking about Daniels new life. My friend had changed so dramaticallyfor the betterthat I soon found myself inexplicably enthralled with the man next to me. At one point in our conversation, I looked at the clock and yawned.

Daniel, youre too comfortable. If I dont get to bed, Im ready to fall asleep right hereand I know Brian wouldnt like that. Ill see you tomorrow morning.

Yes, go. Youre still all sweaty and stinky, Daniel said pushing me off the couch. Go get clean. You have probably ruined that dress foreverwhich is just a travesty.

I laughed. Brian took one whiff of me and ordered me to the showers.

Its the sweet smell of victory and a productive night, but one can smell victory for only so long. Good night, goddess, he said. Sleep sweet. If you need anything, Ill be here.

I ran into Paul and Edmund on my way to my room. Paul had bid Carissa goodnight and now had a huge goofy smile on his face. I told them about our patrol. After my recounting, Edmund excused himself and went to his room to get a few hours of much-needed sleep.

What do you think of Carissa? I asked. Paul didnt answer, but his grin told me.

Dad, are you planning on telling her our secret? I asked.

Not until I absolutely have to, Paul said.

Dont even after youre sure, I said. We need to make sure shes safe.

I thought you knew her better than pretty much anyone here. She was your mothers best friend. Dont you trust her?

Yes, but too many people want to know all our secrets, and they could have gotten to friends of my family to get to meto us. Besides, we know better than most that people can change a lot in four years, dont we? Dont tell her anything until I tell you its okay, promise? I dont want to see you hurt, Dad.

I promise, Paul said.

So this is official? I asked.

Not quite yet, Paul said. But trust me, youll be the first to know.

The next morning, after my post-breakfast run around the grounds with the dogs, I decided to spend some time with my family, leaving the paperwork to Daniel. I took my Bible and started reading. I put the Bible down and thought about what my parents might think if they knew their daughter was a hero, but I was pretty sure Ryan would be appropriately impressed. I dont know how long I sat with my back to the gravestone, but when I looked up to see Carissa standing over me, the sun was already starting its course west.

Tamara, what are you doing here? she asked, sitting down on the path.

I was just thinking about life. I just dont know what Mom and Dad would say about what Im doing here. Would they approve of what Im doing? Would they be proud?

Tamara, your mother and father were proud of you no matter what you were doing. When we were together, your mom couldnt stop talking about you and your brother, Carissa said, putting her hand on my shoulder. Now, come on back to the house. Paul and I have something to discuss with you and Tim.

That evening, the gossip section of the evening edition of The Gazette became the first media outlet to introduce the world to Pauls latest girlfriend, Carissa Hamilton.


Anniversary

I woke up and looked outside. The bright early-June sunlight flowed through my curtains and stung my eyes. I closed my eyes until I woke up a little more. The clock radio had woken me up, spouting the news of Nothos escape from Kirkbride.

Luescher broke out of Kirkbride? I asked the radio. I shrugged sleepily. It wasnt unusual for me to learn these things as the public did; Paul didnt thinkas I didthat I needed to know where Luescher was every second of the day. Changed or not, hed still had a very big impact on my life, and I didnt want that to continue.

Something must have happened while I was at school. Too badI really believed he had changed, too.

The reporter continued. If any citizen should see Nothos, they should not try and capture him themselves 

I sat up, rubbing the sleep out of my eyes and grumbling at Paul for not telling me Luescher had been sent back to the asylum in the first place. I slowly climbed out of bed, stretching and yawning. My bare feet didnt hit the familiar rug covering the cold floor of my room at Waterford Mansion, which was my first indication something might not be right. I opened my eyes and saw I wasnt in my bedroom at home; I was in my old bedroom at my parents house.

I dont remember coming here last night, I said sleepily to Kennywho I didnt see, but always was within earshot when I was alone in the old house. Tim and Dad probably brought us here while I slept to keep me safe from Luescher. It wouldnt have been the first time. I pulled on my ear to turn on my Com. The system was silent, which set off a few alarm bells. When I couldnt find my phone, I went to the front room and called home on the landline.

Waterford Mansion, came Edmunds familiar and reassuring voice.

Hey Ed, I said, running my fingers through my unruly hair and blinking in the bright light coming in through the kitchen window. Are Dad and Tim back from patrol yet? The radio said something about Nothos breaking out of Kirkbride. Do you know what that is all about?

I am sorry, who is this? Edmund asked coldly.

Edmund, come on. Who else could it be? Its meTamara, I said.

Tamara? Edmund asked. Are you sure you are fully awake? Your father left here an hour ago, but he never went anywhere with Tim last night. He should be home by now.

My father? I asked. Ed, what are you talking about?

Tamara, who were you talking to? asked a very familiar voice from my past. I looked over and saw my mother walking into the room. I hung up the phone in shock.

Mom? I asked. I couldnt believe what I was seeing. When I recovered from the shock, I ran over to my mother and hugged her tightly, letting the tears fall.

Tammy, whats wrong? Mom asked, hugging me back.

Youre alive! I dont know how, but youre alive, I said. I released her and looked at my body. I had gained nearly 50 pounds overnight. My muscle tone was completely gone.

Mom, what day is it? was the first thing I asked.

Its Saturday. Tammy, are you okay? If you want to get a shower before Ryan, you better go now. I think I heard him waking up. You know how long he takes in the bathroom.

Ryans back too!? I practically screamed. I prepared to run into his room to be reunited with my brother. A now-familiar shiver went up my spine and I stopped short. Wait, why are we all up so early on a Saturday? I asked, turning to Mom.

Tamara, youre acting a bit strange this morning, Mom said. Were going to go over to the mansion, then were going to that museum opening tonight. Your brothers been talking about this exhibit forever, and Paul was able to get us in opening night. You know that.

I looked over at the family room mirror and saw I was 15 again. I racked my brain for an explanation. All I could come up with was that I had finally got what I had prayed for the past four yearsit had all been a horrible, wonderful dream. My whole life with Edmund, Paul, and Tim had been a dream. I was back with my parents, just like I had always wanted. The Waterford household was still a part of my life, but  what was going on?

It must have been a dream, I said to myself going over to the mirror to look at my reflection closer. The massacre, Luescher, Tim, Karis, the NCFA, Scott and Daniel, Brian, graduation it was all a dream. I looked at my left arm. I felt my stomach through my pajamas. My scarsand the rock-hard abs that made flying possiblewere gone. My mothers ring was back on her finger.

I didnt know if I should be relieved or devastated.

Tammy, Mom asked. What are you talking about?

I had a dream last night, I said quietly. It was so lifelike. I guess Im still half asleep.

Was it a good dream or a bad dream? Mom asked, coming over and looking at the reflection of the two of us in the mirror. I had forgotten how beautiful my mother was. Cameras never did do her justice.

Some parts were great; other parts were really, really bad.

What was your dream about? Mom asked, stroking my hair just as she had done when I was younger and had a nightmare.

Paul and Tim and me and Edmund, I said. Nothos was a big part of it, too.

Sounds like an interesting dream, Mom said. She smiled and said, Im just glad your dreams of Tim are no longer romantic in nature. Okay, well, we have to get ready for the day. Were going over there after your dad gets a quick nap. You better hurry before Ryan gets the bathroom.

Yeah, I said. I went to the bathroom and had my hand on the door handle when Ryan burst out of his room and pushed past me. I went to my room and sat down on my bed. I looked at the posters of Tim wallpapering my room. I wanted so badly to ask him what I should do. He always knew what to do.

I was 15 again. We had only met Paul, Tim, and Edmund eight weeks before, during Spring Break. Since then, Ryan and I had experienced unequaled popularity at school, but I had yet to achieve the popularity that would soon mar my social life. The Waterfords and the Weatherbys were all friendly, but we werent the family I thought we were when I had woken up. I didnt know exactly how to react to this new scenario, but I wanted one of the men in my life to come in and tell me everything would be okay.

I realized I finally had the chance to make everything all right. I could save my familys life. We didnt have to go to the museum that night. Maybe, if I could convince Paul it was too dangerous, we would go the next day. More times than I could countin my dreamI had said that I would have much rather lived with my parents. Now my parents were back, and I could save them and live a normal life, even if I did have to do high school all over again.

Before I made up my mind to save my parents, though, I thought about all the intimate knowledge I had about Paul and Tim that I hadnt known when I had gone to sleep the night before. Sure, I had known before that Tim was his own gay stalkerand together we managed the number-one Tim Fisher fansite on the Internet, FisherofTim.com. It was that knowledge that had completely destroyed any romantic feelings I had ever had for the man.

But I also knew what my dad was doing over there when Mom and Ryan thought he was working on a simple business merger. He was watching the city for Krino and relaying vital information. Dad was an integral part of Krinos operation by now, and I knew that computer even better even than Dad. And what about all the other information I knew about all the other heroesDusan and Daniel, Nen and Taylor, Lightning and Scottwas that accurate?

Suddenly, I didnt know what I wanted. I had my parents and Ryan backback from the dead in my opinionbut I already missed Edmund, Daniel, Paul, Scott, Taylor, and Tim. I had become accustomed to their love, help, and support being a simple phone callor tug on my earlobeaway. Now that I wouldnt have it, I didnt know what to do.

I began crying. I didnt know why I was grieving for a life that never actually existed, but I needed to grieve the loss nonetheless. The pain of losing my imaginary dream friends and family was almost greater than the loss Id felt when I thought I lost my real family.

I heard Ryan get out of the bathroom. A few minutes later, Dad knocked on my door.

Tammy? he asked, poking his head in my room. Are you okay?

I had a strange dream last night, and I dont know what to do.

What was your dream about? Dad asked, coming over to my bed and sitting down. I put my head on his shoulder as I did so many times with Paul. I closed my eyes and breathed in his cologne. He smelled exactly the same as I remembered. I had missed that smell.

Edmund, Paul and Tim, I said after a moment. We went with Paul to the art museum tonight and you and Mom and Ryan died. I went to live at Waterford Mansion because of the addendum to the will that you and Mom signed, and I was a hero. First, though, I just do your job, but they actually let me go out with them and Im a hero. I looked at him with tears in my eyes. Im a good hero. I even have people believing Im a superhero. I want to keep helping, but I dont think I can bear watching you die again. Dad, what do I do?

Tammy, you just had a bad dream, Dad said, giving me a hug. Thats all it was. But how did you know about the addendum?

So you do really work for Krino? Can you promise me we wont go to the museum tonight?

Dont worry about it, pumpkin. Just get ready to go. Were leaving soon. From what I understand, you and Tim are going to be pretty busy on that website of yours this afternoon. Hes got some big ideas for that silly thing, and now that he has your expertise to lean upon, hes going to make some big changes.

By the time we drove up to Waterford Mansion, I had come to believe that the years I had lived in the span of eight hours had not been a dreamit had been a vision. I had the opportunity to give it all up and keep my parents. We all had a second chance to set things rightthe one thing Paul, Tim, and I had wanted ever since my parents died.

We continued with the day that I thought I had lived four years previous. I found Tim in his room.

Hey, I said after he had opened the door.

Hey, Tam, he said with a grin. He grabbed his laptop and we went to the upper library, where FisherofTim.coms servers were. Since all seven of us were planning on being together for the exhibit opening, many random paparazzi and civilian photos would soon be being uploaded to the website. We had to make sure there would be enough room for them. We were also in the planning stages of putting together the Weatherbys fansite, much to my dismay. I had forgotten about that part in the dream.

Something bad is going to happen tonight when we go to the museum, I said as we were removing old pictures from Tims site.

What? Tim asked.

You and Krino arent going to come in time and Nothos will kill over a hundred people, including my parents and Ryan. I will eventually be the only survivor. Because of the addendum to their will my parents signed last week, I will come and live here.

That doesnt seem too badit will make it easier for you to help me with this thing, Tim said, focusing on the computer screen and not really listening. He blinked as what I said finally sunk in. Wait, me and Krino? What?

That doesnt seem so bad? Timberly, you of all people should understand, I said. No one in their right mind would choose this life if they knew what we had to give up.

What did you just call me? Tim asked. He rolled his eyes and cursed. Where did you hear that name?

His reaction just solidified my belief that my dream was really going to come true. Tim, pleasefocus. Yes, I know your brothers nickname for you, but that is not the point right now. You have to trust me on this one. Dont let Stearns stop you from doing what you know in your gut needs to be done tonight. Its what weve always wanteda chance to save the people we love. If we dont, I will lose everything to Nothosjust like you lost everything to Disuchos. Next Christmas, he will take the three of us hostage, wanting to get at Krino, Karis, and Krisis.

Karis? Tim asked. Where did you get the notion I know Krino?

Karis is my hero name. I am going to join up with you and Krino in August, well, I was. Its complicated, I think.

He looked at me funny, but I still knew him well enough to know that a part of him was relieved that I knew his secrets and he had someone in whom he could confide.

Its not going to be all bad, I said, looking back at the computer screen. You and I are the first sidekicks to become full members in the NCFA. You tell me over and over that Im the little sister that you always wanted. Tim, you come back to God, and youre happy again.

What else do you know that Ive never told a soul? Tim asked uncomfortably.

How long of a list do you want? Mr. Snuggly is your teddy bear; your grandmotheryour dads momgave him to you shortly before she died of cancer, just a few weeks before your parents and brother. Timberly is the nickname your older brother gave you because he had you convinced that your parents wanted a girl, but got you instead. Your own uncle Thomasyour mothers twin brother who likes to go by the name Disuchoskilled your family on your first day of third grade. You were spared just because you got on the wrong school bus. I could go on.

What are you, psychic? Tim asked.

I heard all of these things straight from your mouth. The press doesnt know anything about it and never will. You know that I know how important your privacy is to you. I wont breathe a word of this, not even to Ryan.

Why are you telling me all this?

Because we can prevent it, Tim! Mom, Dad, Ryan and I can all go home tonight and I can have them back, I said. I looked away and sighed.

But? Tim asked.

But I dont know if I want to lose this. I liked being a hero. I guess I could always hide in Dads trunk on Take Your Kid to Work Day, but I dont know how to ask Paul if hell let me join the team, and Id have to get in shape again. Do you happen to know when Daniel is coming by next? I know our relationship will be different this time, but I really dont know what Im going to do without him.

You would give up your family and endure everything else that you say will happen just to be with me? Tim asked. I thought you were the sane one, he mumbled.

Eww, TimI wouldnt date you if my life depended on it. Look, I know how crazy this sounds, but it will happen, youll see. But please, when it happens, dont let Stearns keep you out of the museum when your gut tells you somethings wrong.

Despite my vehement objections, we went to the Museum of Art and when Paul and Tim left suddenly, Ryan was again able to talk Mom and Dad into staying a little bit longer again. I kept my eye on the clock so we could leave before Luescher came. Ryan dragged his feet when I told them it was time to leave.

Ryan, youre being a dork, but I love you, I said, pushing my family toward the door. We made it out the door, but Luescher and his henchmen were right outside. As they stormed the building, they forced us back in. I was separated from my family again, but I had made sure that I had rectified my biggest regretmy last words to my brother were no longer I hate you. I gave up nearly all hope of coming out unscathed, I started praying that Tim had believed me, and the heroes would prevent the massacre.

Hours later, however, when Nothos ordered us to line up into three lines in the museum foyer and I knew Krino and Krisis were not coming in time, I thought of what I was doing. I was giving up Karis, Flash, the NCFA, Daniel, and probably Briannot to mention the men I considered my familyjust because I wanted my mommy. How selfish could I be? God had given me a glimpse into the future to give me the strength to face it, and I was throwing it all away? What would happen to Tim or Daniel or the people whose lives I would save? What would happen to Luescher if I didnt forgive him? I was so deep in thought that I forgot to duck down before Nothos men started shooting, the thing that had saved me in my dream.

I was shot multiple times in the stomach and chest.

It wasnt supposed to happen like this, I said to myself. The pain was excruciating. I was having trouble breathing, but I was on top of a pile of bodies instead of under it. My family was, again, unharmed and this time rushed to my aid.

I love you, I told them while I still had breath. Nothos men dragged my family from me and I had to witness my familys assassination, again, but this time I got a front-row seat. Nothos escaped, again, and his men, again, were not so lucky. The police burst through the doors as the henchmen continued shooting.

Krino and Krisis rushed into the museum a few short seconds after Luescher left. Krisis rushed right to me while Krino ran to my parents and brother. The sidekick called to Krino and the two of them carried me over to a corner of the museum.

I told you so, I told both of them with my last breath. Tell Daniel I love him.

Was this supposed to happen? Krisis asked.

I didnt answer.

Tammy?

I didnt move. Everything went black, and I prepared to die. This time, I would go with my parents. I prayed I would see my family in heaven.

Tammy? Tammy, talk to me! Krisis started mouth to mouth. I gasped for breath and opened my eyes. My eyes focused on Tims face just inches above me. I looked up and saw my familiar ceiling. I was back at Waterford Mansion.

Tim? I asked, coughing.

Tammy, Tim said, he gathered me in his arms and held me as if his life depended on it. I came in and you werent breathing and I couldnt wake you. You scared me.

Dont call me Tammy, I said hoarsely. What day is it?

Its Thursday, he said, letting me go. Its the fourth anniversary of the massacre. Dont tell me you forgot.

You mean it was all a dream? I didnt know whether to be relieved or sad.

What was all a dream?

I dreamed that the last four years never happened, but I still knew everything that would happen. I had a chance to save my parents and never live any of this, I said.

What did you choose? Tim asked.

I chose to stay with you and Dad, I said. Except I ended up getting shot because I didnt duck when I was supposed to, I said, throwing back the blankets. Kenny hopped off the bed and stretched. Then you came in and saved me again.

Im glad things didnt end that way the first time, Tim said.

I know, I said with a grin. Im just glad that none of us has to go through all that again. I got out of bed and went to my closet. Now, dear brother, if you would be so kind as to excuse me? I have to get clean.

I met Paul, Carissa, Edmund, Tim, Kristin, and Brian downstairs after my primping.

A dream? Paul asked, sitting on the couch next to Carissa. Edmund handed me a glass of orange juice and a small plate with fruit for breakfast.

Yep, I said sitting down next to Brian. Tim thought I was some kind of crazy psychic. He almost peed his pants when he found out exactly how much I knew about him. Is Damon still out on probation? I asked, changing the subject.

Paul nodded. Its a good possibility that hell come to the museum tonight.

He usually does, doesnt he? Youll stay close? I asked, knowing the answer.

We always do, he said.

What? Carissa asked. She looked concerned.

Professor Luescher will probably be at the museum tonight, Paul said. You dont have to worry, though; we know how to handle him. Weve had enough run-ins with him that we know exactly what to do. Well make sure he wont hurt anyone.

But how can you do that? Carissa asked.

We have been fighting with this guy for the last four yearstheres nothing he can throw at us that we cant handle, Tim said, sitting down next to me.

Like what, Tim? Carissa asked.

Its not for today, I told her. This day is always emotional enough without rehashing everything else Luescher did to me.

What could be worse than taking your parents and Ryan? Carissa probed. Everything else that I have heard about wasnt nearly as bad as that.

Tamara, is that a new dress? Edmund asked, looking at me.

Yep, I said.

It looks exquisite on you, Tamara, he said. The very picture of beauty.

Thanks, Edmund, I said. But it offers no means of protection. Im counting on my guys to take any bullets meant for me today. I knew that Paul and Tim were wearing thin body suits underneath their clothes. Brian, too, I noticed, was wearing a bulletproof vestjust in case.

Its what were here for, Brian said.

A look of trepidation came upon Carissas face. Paul squeezed her hand reassuringly and told her that most likely bullets wouldnt fly in the museum that night. However, it is always better to be safe than sorry. Our conversation turned to other subjects and we enjoyed a light lunch together.

Daniel called for his annual how are you doing on this anniversary conversation after lunch. I spoke to him for over an hour alone in my room, telling him of my dream, though I neglected to tell him my last words. They had even surprised me.

It would be nice for all of us to have that chance to decide, knowing everything that would come from that decision, he agreed. I know Im always quick to say Id like to have my uncle or parents back, but I dont know what Id really choose if I had the chance, or how my life would be different if they were still around.

We probably never would have met, I told him.

And thats reason enough to keep the status quo, Daniel said.

I am just glad I finally know what I would choose.

If I can be selfish for just a minute, Im glad you chose us over your family. I have no idea where I would be without you in my life, Daniel said.

I would have found some way to meet you. Ive gotten used to being your goddess.

I thought you hated that nickname, he said with a laugh. Even if you had made plans to meet me afterwards, I dont think it would have been the same. We kinda bonded over our similar experience, after all. Before I could respond, I heard a knock on my door.

I have to go. Its time to go to that stupid museum. Dad says Luescher may be there again this year.

Stay safe, goddess. I wish I could be there with you.

You say that every year, but you always are out of the country when I need you the most, I told him. Brian poked his head into my room and motioned for me. What Id really like is for you to keep me from having to go to these things.

Next year, goddess, I promise, he said for the third time. I will be praying that you come home safe and sound, as you have every year.

Thanks, Daniel. Ill let you know if anything interesting happens. Have a good night.

We climbed into the back of a limo and Edmund drove us to the museum. We arrived to cameras flashing and reporters screaming questions, just like every other year. After silently climbing the stairs, and entering the building, we stepped into the fourth annual Museum Massacre reunion, sponsored by The Kingston Gazette.

When people saw us enter, most rushed to greet us as old friendswhich most were by this time. We had always tried to gather once or twice a year outside of the anniversaries. I took my usual spot near the massacre memorial against the front wall. If I had to be in that horrible building, I was going to stay in a place I could always see the crowd and where I knew my back was covered.

Joea photographer for The Gazette, whom I only knew as Joe the Photographercame up and started talking to me and taking pictures of Paul and Carissa.

After an hour or so, I heard a voice near the back of the room and got cold chills. I knew that voiceas well as its ownermore intimately than I would have ever imagined the first time I was in the museum.

Hes here, I said to Paul and Tim, and started scanning the crowd. They instinctively came close and circled around me.

What? Joe asked, putting down the camera. Whos here?

Luescher, Tim said. She can smell him from a mile away.

I backhanded Tim and continued to scan the crowd. Uncle Barry, my mothers brother, saw us standing by the massacre memorial and came up to talk to Paul.

Do you see him yet? Paul asked while Uncle Barry greeted Carissa, whom he hadnt seen since he was in high school.

Hes hiding pretty well, I said, continuing to look over the crowd. Then I spotted the thin, little man who had caused me so much trouble. There he is, over by the punch bowl.

Who? Uncle Barry asked.

Luescher, I said. Where is Aunt Kyna? My aunt and uncle were expecting their first child any day, and if anyone needed to leave the building at that moment, it was my aunt.

She wasnt able to comedoctors orders. He didnt like the museums track record.

Mr. Tunnell came up the short stairs from the sunken foyer to where we were standing. How are you doing today, Miss Waterford? he asked, shaking my hand.

Hes here, sir, I said.

We will do all we can to keep him away from you.

Even though I had forgiven him, and he had supposedly changed his ways, I was nervous around the man who had taken my parents. Although Fox had assured us that his boss went straight, this was still a man who had committed horrendous crimes against the city and against me personally. There was absolutely no way I was going to let my guard down. The thin, short, unassuming man in a tweed blazer saw us watching him intently and gave me a half-wave before making his way through the crowd.

He just saw me and hes coming up here, I told the group of men around me.

Good evening, Miss Waterford! Luescher said cordially as he climbed the shallow steps. He held out his hand, and I shook itmuch to Tim and Brians distress.

Good evening to you, Mr. Luescher, I said, looking around at the crowd. It is a good thing no one else has recognized you as yet. You really should not be here.

Why is that?

Not everyone is as forgiving as I am, I said. I know quite a few who still want your head on a silver platter. They think you got off light.

But not you, Luescher said.

You got off incredibly light; you knowand probably agreethat you should be rotting in prison for the rest of your life. But those Kirkbride doctors said youre no longer a threat to me, yourself or others, so youre rehabilitated. Apparently, twenty-one months in prison out of thirty-six makes up for the deaths of 104 people, three hostage situations, a handful of kidnappings, and a whole host of things none but a very select few know about.

But, no, you have done your time, however light it might have been, and you have changedwhich is the important part. Who else would know that better than I?

I am glad to hear that, Ms. Waterford, he said. He tapped on his crystal glass and everyone looked at us. Paul motioned for my uncle to take Carissa where she would be safer. He and Tim moved between Luescher and me.

I know I do not have an invitation, and even if I did, you would not want me to be here. This is not a time to look forward, but a time of reflection and forgiveness. I wanted to take this opportunity to once again publicly ask for Miss Waterfords forgiveness for everything I have done to her, Luescher said looking at me. I would also like to ask for all of your forgiveness as well.

As people started to realize who he was, they started backing away from the stairs in terror. A frightened murmur began rumbling through the crowd. I had to do something quickly to prevent panic, and Lueschers words reminded me of my dream. I realized that he was asking for something that was long overdue.

I forgive you, Professor. The museum went deathly silent. He had asked for and I had given forgiveness privately the year before, this was the first time it had been uttered in public. I walked slowly to stand next to Luescher, and took his hand. I have been afraid of you most every day for the last four years. Not today. No longer.

I had a vivid dream this morning where I re-lived that day four years ago. I thought I could prevent the tragedy, but I was wrong. In the end I had to make a choice, and I realized two very important things: one, that even though its been extraordinarily difficult, these last four years have brought a lot of good into my life; and two, that Tamara Weatherby really did die that night.

What Damon Luescher intended for evil four years ago, God has transformed into something amazing. And so, I invite anyone who lost someone at the Massacre to come and give Luescher your forgiveness as well. Luescher was doing his best to maintain poise, but tears shone in the corners of his eyes.

Other massacre victims were moved by my speech, and a line formed. One by one, people came forward and whispered words of forgiveness. I could see a marked difference in both Luescher and the crowd. Suddenly, Luescher tensed.

Miss Waterford? Luescher whispered to me under his breath. Please stay calm, but a certain former associate is here, and he doesnt look like hes in the forgiving mood. Follow my eyes, and you will spot him.

Fox?

Luescher nodded subtly while being hugged by an old woman.

I turned to Paul. Daves here. Lueschers staring right at him. Paul looked at Luescher, then turned to follow his gaze and search for Fox.

Hes persistent, Ill give him that, Tim said.

He learned from the master, I said, nodding to Luescher. Find him. Ill stay here and protect this one if I have to.

There he is, Tim said, scanning the crowd. Tim, Paul, and Brian bolted from their spots to corner Fox. He had, since he had been fired from his position at Waterford Mansion, sold a few photos of me to some of the gossip shows and tabloids after he had digitally removed most of my clothing. After failing to appear at the libel hearing, there was a bench warrant out for his arrest. When he saw they were heading in his direction, Fox turned and started shoving people out of the way to escape. He tried coming my way, thinking to escape through the front door. When Luescher saw Fox headed towards us, he quickly left through the front door, hailed a taxi, and was gone.

While Luescher was making his escape, I took off one of my shoes and threw it at Fox, trying to slow him down. The shoe hit him square in the head, knocking him off balance. I ripped off my other shoe and ran to Fox. I slammed my knee between his shoulder blades.

I am sorry, Dave. I cannot let you do that, I said in monotone, grabbing his hands and pulling them behind him. Tim and Paul ran up and took over. Brian helped me stand and Paul and Tim pulled the man up. Police, alerted to the situation by someone on a cell phone, entered the museum. I walked over to the police to explain what was going on.

As far as I know, he has never been charged for his part in so many things he helped Luescher do, I told them after explaining the current situation. And he has a warrant out on him.

How do you know this, miss? one of the officers asked. His partner walked to Paul and Tim and took out his handcuffs.

Youre new here, arent you? I asked the cop. I am sure your partner will explain.

Ready to go home? Paul asked, knowing all I wanted to do was get out of that building.

Yeah, I said. Never a dull moment, huh? We started walking towards the door.

Tamara, youd get bored so quickly if things were quiet around here, Tim said, holding the door open. And you know it.

It does make the time go quickly, I said, walking to Edmund and the waiting limo.


Amber

As summer wore on, Brianne, Sarah, Kristin and I spent a lot of time together and my friends quickly returned to their place in the dynamic of Waterford Mansion. But I soon noticed that one of our five-some was chronically absent from our summer goof-off sessions.

Hey Amber, do you want to go out to the beach today? I asked one late July morning. In four years, Amber had never passed up an opportunity to go out in public with me.

I would love to, Tammy, Amber said evasively. I have some studying to do.

Studying? I asked. Amber had never been very studious in high school and just barely slipped byespecially after I went to live with Paul and she became obsessed with my fame.

Yes, studying, Amber said. Some of us will need to work for a living, you know.

What? Im working, I said. Im working at the paper in St. Lawrence. I got promoted to obituary writer over the school year.

Yeah, what a great promotion, Amber said with a laugh.

You dont think theyd let me report on anything important? I asked. What are you doing studying during the summer?

I found my calling, Amber said. Remember when I was in the hospital?

One dark winter night between Christmas and New Years Day, Amber had been in a hit-and-run car accident that had left her pinned in her car, broken and bleeding. Her phone had been damaged, and she was only able to re-dial the last number she had calledmy cell. I had been in St. Lawrence at the time to help Lightning out of a jam, so I had told her I would get her some help.

I had called Krisis, who pulled her out of the car, set her broken arm, and contacted the paramedics. He had stayed with her until the paramedics came, and then he had spent the next few days either at Ambers bedside or tracking down the hit and run driver. For the next six months, all I had heard was how wonderful both Tim and Krisis wereeven more than usual.

Youre thinking about being a hero? I asked. They may have something to say about that. Im pretty sure that they dont have superhero courses in college.

Amber laughed. Close. Im going to be an emergency room doctor. But I am already behind! I want to be in med school in a year and that means summer school.

Well, youre missing out.

I know, Amber said. But Im going to be saving lives at the end of my schooling. What are you going to be doing?

You never know. I could do some good. I ended the call and hatched my plan. Now, I just needed to find the right words to convince Paul.

Dad, did you know Amber was planning on med school? I asked after I found him in the library reading the latest criminal psychology textbook.

Paul nodded. Tim mentioned it, he said, looking at me over the book.

Why didnt you tell me? I asked, sitting in the chair next to him.

I assumed she had already told you, Paul said, putting the book down. Whats your point?

Althea needs an apprentice, I said. Althea Galen had been the familysand the heroesphysician since forever. She and Pauls parents had been good friends since before Paul was born. Amber wants to get in the fast-track to doctor-hood and wants to start saving lives as soon as she can. We need to think about what we are going to do when Althea is gone.

No, Paul said, shaking his head.

Why not? I asked.

Althea has never needed an assistant before, and do you really think that Amber can be trusted with our entire medical histories?

Well ease her into it, I told Paul. Althea may not need an assistant, but we need to think long-term. She does live and work in Old Town.

And that means what? Paul asked, clearly aggravated. We risk our lives every night.

Dad, all Im asking is if I can call Althea and hook her up with Amber. I know Amber wants the experience, and I think they would get along very well. Im not doing this because I think Althea will die tomorrow, and you know thats the last thing I want.

Paul looked like he was going to object, but instead he closed his eyes and took a deep breath. When he opened them, his expression softened. You can call Althea and see what she says, Paul said. Youre not planning on letting Amber in on our little secret, are you?

Its not a little secret, Paul, I said, using his first name for the first time in years. And not until we have to. Ill be sure to tell Althea not to spill the beans.

Good girl, Paul said. He picked his book up again and showed me the cover. Did you know that youre in here?

I dont remember giving a release recently. Is it good or bad? I asked.

Paul shrugged. The chapter is talking about how some criminals obsess over their victims. It documents in pretty good detail some of the things Luescher did to us, including some less-than-flattering things that were never released to the presssomeone has a very good informant. I think we both know who that may be. I have already called the publisher, WarriorFox Industries. You might want to check it out.

At least hes using my experiences to help people. Ill take care of this when I get a minute or two. Is there anything else useful in that book? I asked, looking at the cover.

Not really, Paul said, closing the textbook.

I called Althea the next day to talk to her about Amber.

Hello, Tamara, Althea said when she called me back. What can I do for you today?

Id like to schedule an appointment for a physical before I go back to school, I told her.

You know you can come in whenever you want, Althea said.

I also was wondering if you needed a medical assistant.

Are you wanting to go into the medical field? Althea asked.

Me? No! Id completely fall apart if I had to take care of an injured family member, you know that. Amber is going to med school. I just thought you might like to show her the ropes. She had a little excitement back in December and thinks she has found her calling.

Does she know all your sordid little secrets? Althea asked.

Not the really juicy ones, I said. But Ive known her since we were in kindergarten and she is trustworthy. Well tell her everything if and when the time is right. I was just wondering if you could give her a call and take her under your wing, maybe fast-track things a bit?

Of course, Althea said. Do you want me to call her?

Yeah, I said. I dont want her to know that Im behind this.

Not a problem, she said. Ill give her a call tonight.

Thanks, Althea, I said.

How did Paul take the news of you looking for my replacement? Althea asked with a laugh after I gave her Ambers number.

He took it better than I thought he would, I told her. Althea laughed again and said she had to get back to her patients.

I found Amber the next day at church. She came up to me and gave me a big hug.

A doctor called me yesterday, she practically squealed. She wants me to help out at her clinic. I cant believe this!

Thats great! I said, returning the hug.

Thanks for setting it up, Tammy, she said.

What did I do? I asked innocently.

Tamara, Amber said with an all-knowing look in her eyes. Dr. Galen works at the Thaddeus and Mary Waterford Memorial Clinic. It wasnt hard to put two and two together.

I think youll like Althea, I told her. Shes been my doctor for years now. I trust her completelyand you know how easy it is for me to trust people.

She sounds really nice, Amber said. I start tonight, actually. Shes going to show me around and make sure I know where everything is. I cant wait! Tammy, Dr. Galen even said that Ill even get a full salary. Ill be able to cancel my student loans and pay cash for med school!

Really? I asked. Althea was the only doctor on staff that was paid, and Paul paid her, not the clinic. The rest of the staff came in on a totally volunteer basis. On the way home, I asked Paul about it.

Amber said shes getting paida lotto work at the clinic. Thanks for being okay with this, Dad, I said.

No problem, Paul said. But in reality, I should be thanking you. I realized I was taking Althea for granted. She probably didnt tell you, but I gave her a raise, too.

I cant believe you have to leave already, Brian complained; he had been doing a lot of that of late. I dont know why you have to go to St. Lawrence so early. Your school doesnt start for another three weeks.

I need to go now so that when Flash starts patrolling people dont put two and two together. You know that, I said. I did the same thing last year.

Does Flash want to come out with us one last time? Paul asked.

Why not? I asked. I could use the practice. I also should go by Kirkbride to check on Adish. Hes been complaining that Im not visiting him as often as I should. I need to tell him Im going back to St. Lawrence and wont be able to visit until break. Flash had visited the city a couple of times that summer, each time in conjunction with a visit to Kirkbride.

Tim woke me from my Sunday afternoon nap by tossing throw pillows at my head.

Im going to miss you, Tim said. No one else lets me use their face for target practice.

Im going to miss my nice big bed, I said, stretching.

Is that all youre going to miss? Tim asked, looking disappointed.

No, Timberly, Im going to miss Edmund and Brian and Dad and the girls. And I guess Ill miss you a little bit. Life just isnt the same without you there to watch my back.

We went down to the cave, to see Kristin and Paul already suited up and ready to go. I emerged adjusting Flashs mask on my face five minutes later. I did a quick test run of the rocket boots and called it good.

Im ready, I said, double checking the battery power to make sure I had enough stored energy to last me the whole night.

Krisis came out of his dressing room about two minutes after I did. I flew down to him and hovered in mid-air. Beat you, I said.

I didnt know we were racing, Krisis said.

Silly Timberlywere always racing. Ryan always won everything. Its nice to know that I can beat you most of the time.

Wanna make a bet? Krisis asked. Krino called us over to the rest of the team and we joined together in a prayer for safety. After prayer, Edmund and Brian retired to their respective areas. Krino and Karis hopped in the car and the two drove off, leaving Krisis and I together.

Wanna race? he asked with a mischievous grin.

Ill beat you again, I said.

Betcha you wont, Krisis said.

Youre on.

Children, please do not take any unnecessary risks, Edmund called from the computer.

Lets go, I said to Krisis, Ill even give you a head start. Dont worry, Ed.

Okay, Krisis said. In a flash, he was off. I took off after him. Easily navigating the turns, I quickly caught up with Krisis. I let him beat mebut just barely.

We got our orders from Krino and navigated our way to the south end of town. Over the next three hours, I visited Adish in Kirkbride and Krisis and I foiled three break-ins, a few dozen muggings, a kidnapping attempt and an environmental protest at one of the many SUV dealerships. Karis and Krino had done about the same. It was a pretty slow night.

I was flying over buildings about two hundred feet above Krisis when I spotted troublemore trouble than it seemed.

Krisis, I said. Disuchos is coming towards us. Please let me handle this one.

Where is he? he asked, his demeanor hardened.

About five miles up the road, but moving fast.

Can you see him doing anything illegal?

Hes speeding, I said.

Good enough, Krisis said. Its enough to revoke his parole.

What are you planning? I asked, descending to street level.

Putting up a roadblock, Krisis said, parking the motorcycle to the middle of the road.

Krisis, Krinos going to kill you if you wreck another bike.

He wont hit the bike because Im going to be standing in front of it. I want you to stand back, he said. Disuchos had murdered Tims parents and older brother nearly 15 years before, but without Krino to hold him in check, Krisis still got a little crazy when dealing with his uncle.

Krisis, hes not going to stop, I said on the sidewalk, watching Disuchos car come driving up the street. Please dont stand in the street. Let the bike take the hit.

He will stop, youll see, Krisis said above the squealing of tires.

Krisis, hes not stopping. Krisis! Move!Krisis!

The car hit Krisis, pinning him up against the bike, which was then pinned under the car. I ran to the car, grabbing Disuchos as he tried to escape on foot. I tied him up quickly and threw him aside. I would have taken the time to give him the severe beating he deserved, but I was too concerned about my brother.

Krino, can you hear me? I asked.

Where are you, Flash? Krino asked through the Com.

On the corner of Main and Paseo, I said. I need you to pick up Disuchos.

What is wrong? Krino asked.

He ran over Krisis. Im taking him to get help, please meet us there.

We will be there in five minutes. Do not try and move him until we get there.

He doesnt have that much time. I pressed a small button in my boot. Using the miniature hydraulics system built into my suit, I lifted the Disuchos car with one hand. As gingerly as I could, I picked Krisis out of the wreckage and dropped the car.

Krisis, talk to me, I said, stroking his cheek. Krisis eyes fluttered open.

I should have listened to you, Krisis said quietly. Im sorry, Sis.

Dont talk.

You just told me to talk to you, Krisis said, trying to smile. He coughed and a small trickle of blood started to flow out of the corner of his mouth. Make up your mind.

I was in the air as soon as I saw the blood coming from his mouth. I flew as quickly as I could, with Krisis in my arms.

I always wondered what flying was like, Krisis whispered.

Ill take you flying sometime when youre not dying on me, I said. I alighted on the steps of the Waterford Memorial Clinic and burst through the front door. I ran Krisis to an examination room and laid him on the bed.

Althea! I screamed. Althea, help!

Dr. Galen burst into the room, white as a sheet.

Whats wrong? Althea asked, coming over to the table to do a quick once-over.

He was hoping to get back at his uncle, I said. Disuchos hit him going pretty fast.

Youre going to have to knock some sense into the boy sometime, Althea said.

I will, if he lives that long, I said, sweeping his hair off his mask. I looked at the clock. Todays his birthday, you know. I cant lose my brother on his birthday.

Do you have your glue solvent, dear? Althea asked, flipping Krisis onto his side and unzipping his suit. Amber is down in the basement. Call her up here, will you? Im going to need her, Althea said as I handed her my spritzer of solvent.

She doesnt know our secret yet, I said.

Now is as good of a time as any, wouldnt you say? she asked as she took off Tims mask.

If it will save Krisis, I said.

I was about to leave the room to find Amber when I heard her exclaim, Karis! Amber came running around the corner, and stopped short when she saw my blue and yellow suit.

Oh, sorry, I thought you were Karis, she said. Who are you?

I used to be Karis, still am sometimes, I said, not trying to disguise my voice.

Amber ran to the examination table and looked at the hero on the table.

This is Tim, she said, pointing at the body on the table. She stepped back a few steps and put her hand to her open mouth. She looked between Tim and me for a few seconds before she recognized me. Tammy? Amber asked.

Yes, dear, Dr. Galen said. Im going to need you to help me. Timothy is going to need surgery, and quickly.

But, but, Amber sputtered. I havent even taken my first pre-med class. I cant do this. Not to Tim.

Amber, if you dont do this, Tim will die, I said. Please help him. Amber balked and I grabbed her shoulders and pulled her off her feet. Help him! Amber, do something! Hes dying. I cant lose another brother!

Tamara! Dr. Galen said calmly but sternly. Youre not helping. If you dont put my assistant down, he really is going to die. I cannot do this alone.

Tam, came a whispered voice from the examination table. I dropped Amber and ran to Tims side. Amber joined Althea at the sink and started to scrub her hands.

Im here, Tim. What do you need?

Tam, Tim said. I promise Ill still be here when you come back. But you need to go.

Just dont leave me like Ryan did, I said.

You know I wont, he said. I cant let Thomas win after all this time. I ran into Karis in the waiting room. I walked past her and into Krinos arms.

Disuchos was going so fast when he hit Tim. Althea isnt sure he will make it. Ambers in there with them.

There is no way he will let Thomas win, Krino said quietly. Today of all days.

When Althea and Amber came out into the waiting room Althea looked exhausted; Amber was white as a sheet. I stood and walked up to my friend. Amber looked shocked to see all of us sitting anxiously in the waiting room, and finally recognize all of us behind our masks.

Amber, Im sorry about my actions earlier. I

I know, Amber said. Dont worry about it. Althea explained everything.

How is he doing? Krino asked.

He gave us a couple of scares, Althea said. But it looks like hes make it. I have to open the clinic in a few hours. Sunrise will be here soon, tooyou dont want people to see you coming out of the clinic. Take him and go back home.

Thank you, Dr. Galen, Karis said quietly.

Come on, Tammy, Amber said slowly. Ill let you see him.

I walked up to the table where Tim lay. His bandaged chest rose and fell slightly.

Is he going to be okay? I asked. He has always gotten kind of crazy when Disuchos is around. He wasnt as lucky as I when it comes to arch enemies.

Hell be fine, Amber whispered. I always knew you were hiding something big from us, but I never would have guessed that you two were my heroes. How long has Kiri known?

We can take him home now? I asked, barely hearing Amber.

Amber nodded. Dr. Galen says to get his mask and suit on and get him out of here as soon as possible. Ill be over after I get some sleep.

Thanks, Amber. I picked Tim up and carried him out to the waiting room. Krino nodded to me, and I walked out the back door of the clinic, where Edmund had the car waiting. I flew home as quickly as I could. As soon as I changed out of my costume, I ran to Tims room, where Edmund and Brian were watching over my brother.

Tamara, you need to get some sleep, Edmund said.

Ill sleep once hes awake, I said, sitting down on Tims bed. Could you call everyone and cancel his birthday party? Edmund nodded and left.

Tammy, why dont you let me take you back to your room? Brian asked.

Brian, I need to stay with him.

Exhausted, I lay down on the bed next to Tim and just listened to his rhythmic breathing. I tried not to fall asleep, but I woke up five hours later when Amber arrived for post-operative care.

Tim? I asked quietly. His eyes fluttered open and he looked over at me.

He grinned, and gingerly moved a strand of hair out of my eyes. His eyes, though still dulled with pain, sparkled. I told you I wouldnt leave you, Sis. I made a promise to always be here when you need me and I intend to keep it. Dont you worry about me.

Happy birthday, big brother, I said sadly. Edmund called everyone and canceled your birthday party, by the way.

Thanks. Tim looked over toward the couches and nodded.

Brian stood and walked over. He helped me up and took me down the hall to my room.

If I ever get hurt, will you wait on me hand and foot? he asked. He sounded mad.

Brian, are you jealous? I asked, yawning. Of Tim?

Maybe a little, he said with a shortness in his voice I had never heard before. All of your time and energy goes into everything but us.

Brian, I have obligations. I have responsibilities. You know that. You also know that wed both be doing the same thing if it had been Kiri.

Tell me, how much time have we had together this summer? Brian asked.

Not much, I said. I thought about it for a moment and sighed. Not nearly enough. Im sorry. So what do you think we should do about it? I dreaded his answer.

I would like you to give up Karis and Flash, Brian said. Lightning will take care of St. Lawrence, Paul, Tim and Kiri will still be here. The cities dont need you, but I do. Youre not invincible, Tamara. I dont know what Id do if I lost you.

I wanted to give him my answer immediatelyhow could he even suggest such a thing?but it probably wouldnt have been good for our relationship. I need to think and pray about this. I also need to talk to Lightning. Give me until tomorrow afternoon?

Thank you, Tamara, Brian said, squeezing my hand. I know how much they both mean to you, but you know where Im coming from, right?

You dont want to lose me, I said. I can understand it better than you can.

Thank you, Tamara, Brian said again. He gave me a quick kiss before he left the room. Im going to see if Paul needs me to do anything else before I hit the sack.

I didnt respond, thinking about what Brian had asked of me.

Are you okay? he asked.

Did he actually just ask if I was ok? I thought.What a stupid question.Can I still help people who are in trouble? I asked. I dont think Id be able to stand by and do nothing if someone is in trouble. I think the Association would have something to say about that.

Of course. I wouldnt expect anything less from you.

I nodded and Brian left. I tried to call Scott, but he didnt pick up. I tried Scott a few more times, my anger at Brian and his stupid request welling up. I needed to talk to someone, and then. Edmundwho had long ago made it clear that he was not the person to come to for relationship advicewould only tell me to follow my heart, which wasnt going to help much because my heart wanted both, and that was the one thing it couldnt have. Tim was in no condition to listen to my problemsand would pop stitches putting Brian in his placeand Paul was already at work, so I changed into gym clothes and called my best friend.

Whats up, goddess? was the answer after only one ring.

You will not believe what Brian just asked me to do, I huffed angrily. I grabbed the headset and jammed it in my ear. I needed to get to the gym to beat up a punching bag before I started breaking things in my room.

Did it involve whipped cream, candlelight, your amazing flexibility, and Paul in another hemisphere? he asked with a grin in his voice. If so, Im pretty sure I suggested it first.

Youre on thin ice, Elliot, I growled. I slammed my bedroom doorwhich I made sure could be heard throughout the mansionand ran down the stairs.

Ooh, that sounds like youre giving me the look of death. Glad Im not there to get the brunt of it, he said, laughing. Sounds serious, what happened?

I gave him the condensed version of our night as I warmed up in the gym.

Tims going to be okay, but its sent Brain into a tailspin. He wants me to give up the family business. Just the thought of Brians request brought a hail of punches onto the innocent punching bag.

You told him that instant where he could stuff his request, I hope, Daniel said after a few seconds of silence. Take it easy on that bag! It didnt do anything to you.

I told him Id think about it. Lightning wont be able to get along without Flash, so Im not worried. But how dare he even ask me to do such a thing!?

On the off chance a superhero doesnt need a lowly mortals help, youre going to tell Brian he does anyway, arent you? Daniel asked. He growled. I cant believe he would be that selfish. Goddess, this just proves that hes not right for you. Daniel sighed as he got control of his emotions again. Tamara, I empathize where hes coming fromthis life is definitely not the safest in the worldwe all worry about each other. But you have weighed the risks and done what you can to tip the scales in your favor. Sure, its a dangerous life, but I would never ask such a thing of my girlfriendespecially not a girlfriend who could kill me rather easily many different ways.

Im not your girlfriend, I told him. I know I should have given him my answer then and there, but Dad needs him on the team. What would that be like, if we were to break up? I stopped beating the punching bag and ran to the treadmill. I needed a good run before going back to killing the bag.

So youre going to let Brian dictate your life just because hes handy? Daniel asked incredulously. What, are you going to marry him and live a non-heroic life of boring domesticity for the rest of your days just because Paul needs him downstairs? Do you honestly think thats what Paul has in mind? Goddess, I thought you were smarter than that. Paul needs you much more than he needs Brian.

I know what I should do. I know what Dad would say, but Brian, hes

I know, goddesshes the normal life that you lostthat all of us want. But we simply cant have it; we made that sacrifice for the greater good. Youll never have a normal life; none of us will ever again. You need to realize that and move on. Even if you stopped being a hero, you are privy to some pretty big secrets. You wouldnt be able to go back to watching the news as a civilian. Besides, youre too good at it to just give it up for anyonenot Paul, not Brian, not me.

Daniel, youd never ask me to hang up my cape, and we both know it.

Of course I wouldnt, he said. Ive seen you in action. To go from what you were when we first met to what you are nowyou were out on your first patrol less than two months after starting completely from scratch! There are not many mutants who could have done that, let alone us humans. Are you sure youre not divine?

Only in your eyes, Daniel, I said with a smile. Thanks for the talk.

Youre going to dump him?

Im going to call Scott first and see what he says, then I dont know; Ill play it by ear.

Id hate for the world to lose Flash on his account.

So would I, but well see what Scott says.

Ill kill him if you want me to.

That wont be necessary, Daniel. But thank you for the offer, I think. Ill let you know.

Still on the treadmill, I called Scott.

Tamara, is everything okay? Scott asked after pleasantries were exchanged.

Not really, I said. I told him about Tims night and Brians request while jogging at a pretty good clip.

What are you going to do? Scott asked.

Daniel wants me to dump Brian.

You already talked to Daniel about this?

You werent picking up and I needed to let off some steam. I love Brianreally, I dobut I cant just give them up. Theyre a part of who I am. Its emotional blackmail!

Is he really telling you what to do? Scott asked. It sounds like hes asking you. He cares about you, Tamara. He doesnt want to lose you; you of all people should understand that.

I guess.

What are you going to do? You know where hes coming from. I guess you have to decide who means more to youBrian or Flash.

I stopped the treadmill and sighed. Do you need my help?

Tamara, um, you know I love working with you. I love having a sidekicka partner. Youve come in handy quite a few times.

But?

But I dont need your help. Honestly, I never have. I really think you should take some time off. Work on your relationship with Brian. If your relationship means as much to you as you say, you should show him.

You werent supposed to say that, I said.

What?

You were supposed to say that you couldnt get along without me. That way I could go to Brian and tell him that St. Lawrence would suffer, and I could still keep doing what I love.

Is doing what you love worth losing the one whom you love? I think you should work on you and Brian for a while. You really cant do better than Brian, without snagging a hero.

Is there a hero out there that thinks I shouldnt be dating Brian?

You know that none of us think hes good enough for you, Scott said with a laugh. Youre a superhero, for Gods sake, and he is not, you know that. Youre also making some of us jealous that you can juggle everything well as you do. Take a break, think about stuffitll do you good.

I guess I can try it for a few days and see how it goes. If I dont like it, I an always dump Brian like Daniel wants me to.

Thats the spirit, Scott said with a laugh.

Wow, I said.

What? Scott asked.

You and Brian accomplished in four minutes what Paul and Tim have tried to do repeatedly for the last four years.

They just didnt have the right approach to it, I guess, Scott said. See you in a week?

Make it two. Were still partners at the paper. You cant get rid of me that easily.


Disgraced

I absolutely hated to admit it with every fiber of my being, but having the pressures of heroing lifted from my shoulders did wonders for me physically and emotionally. My blood pressure plummetedwhich made Althea ecstaticand, thanks to Altheas magic sleepy-time pills, I was able to get more rest than I had in four and a half years. Once I moved back to St. Lawrence, I still spent most evenings at Scotts house so my name could go on any Lightning stories. I was content to stick with what I was good atthe Waterford Beat and doing some investigative articles with Scott.

Taylormy RA again that yearhad the same reaction to Brians request as I initially did. Quite a few late nights were spent in the Study Rooman unoccupied dorm room on the first floordiscussing the implications of what Brian wanted me to do. Taylor couldnt believe I had chosen to give up my life as a herofor a man, no less, and a civilian man at that. More than once I heard the phrase, Dan would have never done that to you.

Yeah, well, Daniel had his say and cooler heads prevailed. Besides, he and I are not getting together, I kept telling her.

Kara and Lois, however, were amazed at how relaxed, calm, and collected I was. For quite a while, Lois commented that I had never looked more at ease.

During Brians week-long mid-term break in October he came to St. Lawrence to spend some time with me, staying in the mens dorm with a friend from the basketball team who was lucky enough to have his own room. I took the week off from my job at The Tribune so I could spend some more time with Brian.

After two days of showing Brian around campus, dragging him to my classes, and working out in the weight room with Brians temporary roommate, Brian and I were closer than we had ever been. We began to talk more and more about our future together, and what that might look like. I greatly enjoyed these planning sessionsfinally, my life was getting some semblance of normalcy, and it was everything I had imagined it to be. There was never any mention of my role at Krinos side, or even at Krinos computer, which disappointed me. But, of course, a crowded dorm lounge was not the place to discuss such things.

On Wednesday, as we were walking to my next class, two strong arms grabbed me from behind and lifted me off my feet. Unfazed, I elbowed my attacker in the gut as hard as I could and prepared to drive my heel into a kneecap, but I was dropped after only one jab. I turned around to fight my assailant and found myself looking down at Daniel, lying on the ground rubbing his abdomen gingerly.

Good reflexes, goddess, Daniel said with a pain-filled grin as he picked himself up.

I squealed and wrapped my arms around Daniels neck, shocked to see him at my school. I hadnt seen him since May.

What are you doing here? I asked, releasing Daniel.

Im being shipped out to Papua New Guinea next week. I just got the assignment yesterday. Ill be gone a year, so I figured now would be a good time to visit.

Another magazine? Brian asked skeptically.

Environmental non-profit, actually. And the pay is wonderful, even for my rates, Daniel said to Brian. He looked at me and continued, I was thinking of spending a couple days here with my goddess before leaving for a year, but no one told me you already had company.

No problem, Daniel, I said. The more the merrier. I turned to Brian. Thats okay with you, right, Bry?

Brian looked at Daniel, then at me. I guess. He shrugged and looked at the ground. Sure. If hes leaving for a year, its fine. Ill just go home and spend some time with my folks.

Dont go, I said to Brian. You two havent ever spent any real time together. Its very important to me that you get along. Can you at least try to get to know each other? Why dont we make it a trio? Where are you staying, Daniel?

I dont really know, yet, Daniel said, picking his camera bag off the ground and shouldering it. Ill probably end up bunking with Scott.

Nonsense, I said, linking my arm with Daniels. The guest room in my dorm is open, Im sure they can squeeze you in. I will just need to talk to my RA about it. I knew exactly what Taylor would say, and dreaded the teasing it would cause for months to come. Having Daniel there, however, would be worth it. Id be able to sleep soundly for at least a few days, knowing he was just a scream away, even if he wasnt technically allowed past the dorms lobby doors.

Thanks, goddess, Daniel said, smiling.

Theres a guest room in your dorm? Brian asked. I hadnt even offered the guest room to Brian, and he looked upset.

I thought youd be more comfortable in the dorm with the other guys. Are you mad? I thought you liked staying with Gonzo. I let go of Daniel to give my full attention to Brian.

Im not mad, Brian said, softening. Gonzos a great guy.

Youre living with a little blue puppet? Daniel asked with raised eyebrows.

Jim Gonzales, a freshman on the basketball team, I said. Hes one of my spotters in the weight room. When I told the guys that Brian was coming, Gonzo offered to put him up.

Anyway, Im late and I need to get to Greek class. The professors here arent nearly as accommodating as my high school teachers. You can come with me, or hang out, or whatever. I have to get to class.

Ill come with you, goddess, Daniel said. I probably should learn more than just three words of Greek. I glared at him, thankful that Brian didnt know that Krino, Krisis, and Karis were ancient Greek wordsI judge, judgment, and grace respectively. I knew that I would have a lot of explaining to do when Brian finally found out that Daniel was his favorite hero.

Ill come, too, Brian said, grabbing my hand.

Cool, I said, fully aware of the tension between the two men. I knew Id have to keep myself between them most of the time.

After class, we went over to the cafeteria for some lunch. Taylor was a few minutes behind us and came over to the table we had claimed. She greeted Brian cordiallyshe was still mad at him for what he had asked of mebut practically screamed when she saw Daniel sitting next to me. Lois and Kara heard Taylors exclamation and joined us at our table. I introduced Daniel to Kara and Lois. Our roommates were appropriately impressed with the caliber of man I attracted.

What are you doing here?! Taylor asked, sitting down across from Daniel.

Visiting my goddess, Daniel said. Brian stiffened at Daniels nickname for me.

How do you know Tamara? Lois asked, sitting down on the other side of Daniel. She gave me a questioning look, and I knew Id be given even more good-natured teasing over Daniels nickname for months to come.

Daniel and I go way back, I told her. I heard Brian snort sarcastically. Weve had some similar experiences, and we bonded over those.

How do you know Daniel? Brian asked Taylor.

Uh, I was shooting a promotional brochure for a hotel in Hawaiione of my very first jobs, even before Tamara and I met. We met on the beach one day, and struck up a, er, friendship, Daniel said, starting to blush. It was the first time in over four years that I had seen Daniel embarrassed about one of his past relationships. Taylors expression changed slightly as well, but only for a moment.

I havent seen you in forever, Taylor! What are you doing here? Daniel asked.

Going to school, she said with a grin. Its so good to see you again, and here? Who would have guessed you would come here for a visit? Taylor shot me a grin.

Taylors my RA again, I volunteered, refusing to look Taylor in the eye.

Small world, huh? Taylor asked Daniel, exchanging a knowing glance. We heroes tended to find each other, whether we meant to or not.

Too small, sometimes, Brian said, glancing at Daniel, having no clue he was literally in the presence of greatness. Brian had come to every one of my Halloween parties as Dusan, and Nen had been one of the worlds first recognizes superheroes.

The rest of the day went fairly well. I had to intervene a few times to keep Brian and Danieland some of my female classmatesfrom causing a scene, but soon it was time for dinner. The three of us met in the dorms guest room.

Tamara, I would very much like to take you out to dinner tonight, Brian said. Cafeteria food is just not what were used to.

Speak for yourself, Bry, I said. The cafeteria is fine with me. I actually have quite a bit of homework to do tonight, and I need to get out to the darkroom and do some work for my Photo project. Would you mind if we make this an early evening?

Tammy, let me do this for you, Brian said, grabbing my hand. I want to take you out.

Well, Ive heard that Girls just want to have lunch ; I guess dinners just as good.

Brian chuckled, but Daniel looked at me in shock. Goddess, was that a Weird Al reference that I just heard?

What leg do you have to stand on? You got the joke. Ryan and Brian traded Weird Al albums back and forth for the longest time. I had to learn to love it or go absolutely insane. I think Ryans copy of UHF is in one of the stacks of DVDs at home.

I havent seen that movie in ages, Daniel said with a nostalgic grin.

Ill pull it out and well watch it next time youre over for a visit, I promised.

anyway, Brian continued. I would like to take you out to dinner.

Fine, Bry, I said. Where do you want to go?

I know a little place, Daniel said. Its very nice. Not too expensive, but still closer to fine dining than, say, fast food. And then I could give you a little help in the darkroom so you can get to sleep at a reasonable hour.

I dont remember inviting you, Daniel, Brian said angrily. Why dont you call Taylor and do something with her.

Guys, stop, I said. I dont know whats going on between you two, and I dont think I want to. You two need to stop thisnowor Ill make both of you leave. Mid-terms are next week, and I dont need this stress. Ill sic Althea on both of you.

Sorry, Tamara, they both mumbled. Neither of them wanted to be on Altheas bad side.

I would love to go outwith both of you. Ill call us a cab.

We arrived at the restaurant half an hour later, and sat down almost immediately. We enjoyed a good meal, and the guys were actually civil to each other. When Brian excused himself from the table to go to the bathroom, I had a few minutes alone with Daniel.

Daniel, whats going on? I asked.

Nothing, I swear, Daniel said innocently.

Why doesnt Brian like you?

I have absolutely no idea, goddess. Im a loveable guy. He changed his tone and became serious. If I had known that you were already spending the week with him, I wouldnt have come. I really dont know how much longer I can be civil to him, knowing what hes done to you, to St. Lawrence, to the world. Not without blowing my cover, at least.

So you would have left for a whole year in P.N.G. without saying goodbye? You know I wouldnt let you get away with that. When do I get to come with you on one of your trips? For years, Daniel had been promising to take me with him on one of his photojournalism excursions. Paul wouldnt allow me to leave while I was still in high school, but now that I was on my ownand I wasnt able to heroI was ready for a different kind of adventure.

If youre in the South Pacific anytime, come look me up, Daniel said. In fact, I would love it if you could visit. Im sure the non-profit thats paying me very well would like having Trisha write up a little something to go with the pictures. Ive worked with them beforewhen W.I. was accused of clear-cutting the rain forest.

Id like that, I said. Doing it for free would be a good tax write-off for Trisha, too. I like them; they were pretty fair with the company, especially after I proved Dad didnt know what was happening. Still, I wish you didnt have to be gone so often. Now that we actually have a chance to work together, I hardly see you anymore. Besides, we still have a lot to talk about, and we cant do that with Brian around.

Tamara, Daniel said, taking my hand in his. Its all because of you that I can do what I love, you know that. You also know that I promised Paul that I would pay him back for everything that he has done for me, and hes given me a lot of help over the yearsIm just about halfway there, but theres still a long way to go. Once Im free of this debt Ill be yours forever if thats what you want. But please tell me theres a better reason than Brian as to why you are not going out on patrol with Lightning anymore.

I still sneak in a flight every once and a while, I admitted, knowing Daniel would never breathe a word of it. But yes, its because of Brian that Flash is not flying the unfriendly skies. I guess its a pretty good trade-off. Most guys who want to date me just want my money or fame. The few that are actually interested in me for who I am cannot be trusted with my secrets. Id like to not be single forever if thats at all possible, so Ill do what I can to keep him.

If you were my girl, Id never ask you to give up what you love, even if I did think it was too dangerous, Daniel said. I know you can take care of yourself.

But Im not your girl, Daniel, I said, taking a sip of my water with lemon. The lemon was very strong and had turned the water slightly bitter.

No, youre not, Brian said angrily behind me. He plopped down in the chair next to me and glared across the table. Daniel pulled his hand back quickly.

We finished our meal in a tense silence. I noticed that the guys eyelids were starting to droop and I was getting tired myself. I suggested that we go back to campus and pick up where we left off in the morning. We paid the bill, left the tip, and walked outside. Daniel hailed a cab and we climbed in the back seat. I sat between the guys.

St. Lawrence Christian University, Brian yawned. I put my head on Brians shoulder and closed my eyes.

When I awoke, I was lying on a bed. A heavy weight was pressing down on my chest and abdomen. I opened my eyes to see a man lying on top of me. I pushed him off of me as forcefully as I could. He turned over and hit another body in the bed. Looking down, I saw that every stitch of my clothing was gone. I quickly grabbed the blanket from the bed and wrapped it around my body.

Standing up, I knew immediately that we had been drugged. I had been knocked out enough times in the last four years to know that fuzzy, dizzy feeling anywhere. I also knew immediately that panicking over what might have happened would not help the situation. I started taking stock of my surroundings, including the man who had been on top of me.

Daniel? I asked. He didnt answer. I heard a moan under Daniel.

Brian?

Tammy? Where are we? came a muffled reply.

I dont know, I said. I grabbed Daniels arm and pulled him off Brian, careful to keep a hand on the blanket. Daniel rolled onto his stomach and started snoring. Brian clambered out of the bed and stood. Both of the men were completely sans-clothing as well, except they had been allowed to keep their underwear on.

What happened? Brian asked. Tamara, where are your clothes?

I have no idea, but help me wake Daniel, I said. I sat down next to Daniel and tickled his side. He started giggling uncontrollably and finally opened his eyes.

He blinked a few times, looked at me and asked, Tamara, why are you naked?

I dont know, I told him. But youre mostly naked yourself.

Brian grabbed my arm and pulled me off the bed, placing himself squarely between me and Daniel. As soon as we were all standing somewhat steadily, Daniel and I began to take stock of our situation. We were in a basement room converted into a photo studio. The windows were covered with black butcher paper. A camera and flashes mounted on tripods all pointed toward the bed. The floor was covered with a layer of fine, white sheetrock dust, and showed clear footprints. The walls were unfinished drywall. Most of the footprints in the dust centered around the bed and camera. One set of footprints led out around a blind corner.

I found all of our clothes and other belongings piled in a corner behind the bed under some plastic sheets. I grabbed them and brought them to the bed. None of our personal belongings, money, or bank cards had been taken.

I dont like this, Daniel said, quickly pulling on his pants. He checked his wallet. Grabbing his jacket, he rifled through the pockets and pulled out a small digital camera.

Do you carry a camera around with you everywhere you go? Brian asked indignantly.

Im a photographer, Daniel shot back angrily. A very successful one, too. Now dont touch anything. Daniel ordered as he started taking pictures.

Excuse me, guys, Ill be right back, I said as I grabbed my clothes from the pile and moved to walk around the corner to dress.

Wait a minute, goddess, Daniel said, pushing me back into the room. Let me make sure that its safe before we get separated.

Daniel, thats not necessary, I told him.

Goddess, youre hardly in any condition to defend yourself, he said with true concern.

I looked down at my blanketed attire, and had to agree. Fine, I guess Ill let you be my knight in shining armor, or tighty-whities in your case, I said with a grin.

Im coming with you, Brian told Daniel, and they both ventured into the darkness. Brian and Daniel both thoroughly investigated the other room, deemed it safe, and came back. They were both surprised that I had used the time to get fully dressed again.

What? I asked them with a smile as I pulled my shirt over my still-flat and very muscular stomach. I was getting cold.

We were only gone for ninety seconds, Brian said, amazed.

Thats a nice skill to have, goddess, Daniel said with a grin.

It comes in handy sometimes, I told them, pulling on my shoes. Now its time to figure out why were here, where here is, why were alone, and what were going to do about it.

This flash has burned out, Daniel said after a little investigating. Whoever did this will be back soon. It doesnt take long to replace one of these if you know where to go. Grab the camera and tripod; the police may be able to get prints off of it.

Daniel took a pen from his coat pocket, and hit the automatic rewind button on the camera. I found and handed him a handkerchief, and Daniel popped the back of the camera and took the black and white film out of the camera.

Boy, theyre high tech, arent they? I asked sarcastically.

Goddess, we need to get this back to your darkroom, he said, wrapping the film canister in the handkerchief and putting it in his pocket to try to preserve fingerprints.

Im ready to leave whenever you guys are, I said.

Great, lets get out of here, Daniel said. I wrapped the blanket around the camera and tripod and followed Daniel and Brian as they followed the single track of footprints leaving the room. We climbed a few stairs carefully and opened a door. Bright sunshine stung our eyes.

Check a newspaper, I said to Brian as Daniel took some pictures of the outside of the building, including the address. I want to know what day it is.

Its Thursday, Brian said, reading the date on a nearby newsstand.

Good, weve been gone less than 24 hours, I said. Now lets go get that film developed. I checked a street sign. I started running the five blocks back to campus.

We burst in on a photography class using the darkroom. Pulling on rubber gloves and grabbing a light-tight bag, Daniel quickly loaded the film into a developing tank and went through the developing process as quickly as he could. I found a plastic bag, picked up the empty film canister, and handed the bag and canister to Brian.

More than a few of my fellow co-eds in the photography class looked jealous at the attention my two very-good-looking guys were giving me. As soon as the photography class had all entered the darkroom, and it was safe to talk more freely, I called home to let Paul and Tim know what happened.

Are you going to call the police? Paul asked.

Not sure yet, I said. Depends on whats on the film. Ill download Daniels pictures to my computer and save them, then Ill send them to you.

Tamara, its done, Daniel called.

Ill call you back, Dad, I said. Ill let you know whats going on when we know. I ended the call and thrust the phone in my pocket.

Youre not going to like this, Daniel told Brian and me, taking the film out of the spindle and holding it up to the light.

What is it? I asked.

Daniel grimaced. I dont know what it is, but I know what it looks like. I dont think we should hang these to dry here.

I looked at the clock. The class is going to be done in ten minutes. We will be able to print them as soon as theyre dry. My supplies are in my locker in the darkroom.

Goddess, these are not pics you want printed. You dont want any hard copies of these floating aroundtrust me.

It cant be that bad, I said. Can it?

Its bad, Daniel said. I dont even want to think about what may happen to us if there are other rolls out there. This roll of film here could completely ruin your reputation forever.

I leaned against Daniel and glanced at the negatives over his shoulder. Both Daniel and I had spent enough time in the darkroom to be able to quickly read negatives. My hand went to my mouth. Oh no! Oh, Daniel, this is not good, I said. Stop looking at them. please?

Brian looked at the negatives, pushing me away from Daniel.

What is that? he asked, pointing to a picture lower in the roll. Daniel grimaced again.

You do not want to know, Daniel said. He pulled his digital camera out of his pocket and tossed it to me. Goddess, why dont you take my camera and download the pics of the scene. Make sure they get backed up. If you can, bring reinforcements.

Will do, I said, catching the camera. I ran out of the darkroom and straight to my dorm. I sat down at my laptop, plugged in Daniels camera, and called home.

How bad is it? Paul asked.

Its bad, Dad, I said. Its really bad. I told him what the pictures looked like.

Tam, call the police, Paul said. Let them know what you know. The sooner its on record, the easier we may be able to convince people this was not your idea. If they believe that, youll have a better chance of getting through this with your reputation intact.

People wont care if photos are real or notthe most downloaded images of me are doctored in some way. If we have the only roll, though, this will begin and end here. But Im not holding my breath. Daniel seems to think that this roll was a decoy for us to find and fret over, and I think he might be right.

Keep me updated.

Dont worry about that, I said. The computer finished downloading the pictures from Daniels camera. I emailed the pictures to Krinos computer for storage and was just about to call the police when Lois came in.

Tamara, where have you been? Lois asked frantically. Taylors worried; we all are. Dean Kahlan is out for blood. What is going on? Gonzo said Brian didnt come back, and Daniel never used his room last night. Scott called and said you were supposed to do something and you never showed. Were you all together? Are you okay? What happened?

Lois, Ill explain later, I promise. Is Taylor in her room? I asked.

Lois nodded. Tamara, tell me whats going on!

I promise to tell you later. Whatever this is, its not done yet, I need to get back to them, I said walking quickly past her and out the door, carrying Daniels camera. I stopped by Taylor and Karas room and poked my head in. Taylor was working on her computer. Kara was gone, probably still in class.

Taylor, I said with authority and my head held highdespite the storm of emotions and a hint of swimmy head, as it was known at our housejust as an NCFA member should address a superior. Her demeanor changed instantly. I came in and closed the door.

Whats wrong? Taylor asked, without the panic I had heard in Lois voice.

I quietly gave her a quick rundown of events. Daniel told me to bring reinforcements, and who better than you? I asked. If you dont mind, though, I guess Ill also call the police as well no need to expose anyones secret identity. Taylor nodded and stood.

Why didnt you tell me Dan was coming? Taylor asked as we walked out of the dorm.

No one told me. Scott probably knew, but Scott never tells me anything, Im just his little sister Im not even that anymore. As per NCFA guidelines, when in public, sidekicks were always referred to as younger siblings. You know how it isyou never told your little brother anything.

Thats because I never trusted him, Taylor said with a sad shake of her head. Scott trusts you completely and you are more than just a little sisteror you used to be before you let Brian blackmail you into quitting. If Scott knew, Dan probably told him not to tell you.

I called the police and talked to a detective on the way back to the darkroom. He agreed to meet me at the journalism building.

The guys had no clothes on when you woke up? Taylor asked as we continued to make our way across campuswe had decided to take the longer, less-populated, way. She sighed wistfully. Lucky girl. Its been a while since Ive seen Dan without much on.

Im just glad I was the first one awake and was able to find something to cover myself before the guys woke upneither of them needed to see me in that state. At least they can walk around without shirts on and be decent.

Dans decent no matter what, if anything, he is wearing, Taylor said with an embarrassed grin.

Yeah, I noticed that, too, I said with a grin of my own.

Taylor laughed. Maybe we can see if theres a picture on that roll thats safe to print.

Maybe, I said. Ill see what I can do to convince Daniel that I should keep the negatives and well work on cropping it so that its safe to hang in the dorm.

Giggling, Taylor and I walked into the Journalism Building. We heard Daniel and Brian arguing all the way from the entrance to the building and ran down the stairs.

This is all your fault, Daniel said, backing away from Brian.

How is this my fault. If you hadnt come, trying to butt in on my girl

You had to go out to dinner. Do you know how dangerous it is for her off-campus? The only reason Scott and I let you date her is because you promised us you would keep her safe!

Youre the one who suggested that restaurant! I think I know what is and is not dangerous for Tamara. Ive known her a lot longer than you have, Elliot, Brian said angrily. Besides, Tammy is more than able to take care of herself, trust me. I know her a lot better than you do. And I dont need your or Scotts permission to date her.

Do you have any idea how dangerous her life really is? Has she confided in you everything she has gone through in the past four years?Everything?

Brian rushed at Daniel, fists flying. Daniel easily dodged out of his way.

Um, guys? I asked from the stairs. The men froze and looked at me.

Tamara, how long have you been there? Brian asked.

Long enough to see you both make fools of yourselves. If anyone is to blame, its me. But no one was harmed and we didnt have to bother any superheroes. The cops are coming to talk to us. Im the one who is going to get hurt, you guys will be fine. I pray that this is the only roll of film that he had, but well see. I continued down the stairs and stood by Brian.

Taylor! Daniel said with a grin. He crossed the room and hugged her.

Hey Dan! Taylor said, hugging him back. They whispered a few things before letting each other go. Taylor stayed close to Daniel after they released each other.

Just then, a large man clambered down the stairs and came up to us.

Miss Waterford? he asked, flashing his badge at me.

Yes, I said, coming forward and shaking the detectives hand. And these are the other two I told you about.

Good afternoon, Im Detective Conner. Why dont we go somewhere and talk?

Ill talk to you later, Tam, Taylor said. See ya around Dan.

Bye, Taylor, Daniel said, coming closer to Brian and me.

We went downtown with Detective Conner and he took our statements. Conner also took us to the hospital to get checked out. The doctor came back and told us that we had, in fact, been druggednot that it was any surprise to us. The doctor added that based on the levels still present in out blood, we should still be unconscious, which did not surprise me, either. I had always come out of a drug-induced stupor earlier than my captors anticipated.

That night, after Brian turned in, still feeling the effects of the knock-out drug, Daniel and I were able to speak frankly while in the darkroom doing my Photography homework.

These pictures are really good, goddess, Daniel said.

Thanks. I learned from the best and it wasnt my prof.

Aww, shucks; thanks, Daniel said with mock embarrassment. Then he became serious. What are we going to do if there is more film out there?

I dont know, I said, the pit in my stomach growing bigger. I had a bad feeling, and my bad feelings usually ended up being right. But I do know that as long as you and I dont let this come between us, it will all turn out fine. At that moment, a photographer from the yearbook came in and started reprinting a few pictures.

A few minutes after the yearbook student left with her newly-developed prints, Daniel whispered, Why did you let him clip your wings, goddess? There was a pain in his voice I had never heard before.

You know why, I said. I told you.

You dont seem happy about it, Daniel said.

Hes content and isnt thinking about leaving, I said, shrugging my shoulders and taking my exposed print to the developing tanks.

But hes not worth it, goddess, Daniel said, moving away from his enlarger and coming over to me. Think of what he made you give up.

I know, Daniel, I said, watching the image magically appear on the photographic paper. But Brian loves me for who I am, not how many zeroes are in the stock portfolio, or commas are in my bank account. He didnt simply ask me out to get on the front page of the papers, magazines, and websites. I looked at Daniel over my shoulder. Neither does he love me for launching his world-wide, award-winning career.

He looked at me with pain on his face. Tamara, thats not why He stopped when I turned back to my enlarger. Brian doesnt love who you are, because who you are is a hero, Daniel said, turning me to face him. He cant handle that.

He can handle it better than anyone else, I said noncommittally. Everyone else is out for a piece of my fame and money. How do you think my throngs of adoring fans would like it if they heard about what I did at night? What I used to do. Im stuck with Brian because he loves me for me.

Not every guy who claims to love you is out to take advantage of you, even if he may have ridden your coattails in the past. Youre rightthere are very few who are worthy of you, goddess. But your situation is not so dire that you only have one choice.

I shrugged and looked away. Who else is there?

Theres at least one I can think of, Daniel said. He pulled me close and leaned toward me. At that moment, we heard someone coming through the light-blocking hallway into the darkroom. We separated instantly and went back to work. Being caught in any sort of seemingly-compromising situationeven if it was completely innocentwas strictly forbidden on school grounds. If Kahlan had heard of it, she certainly would move for my expulsion.

Two days later, Brian reluctantly left. He had classes starting the next Monday and had to be home. That evening, Daniel, Scott, Taylor, and I were at the grocery store shopping for Daniels farewell dinner. While in the checkout line, we came across a new check stand tabloid. We all had a good laugh at the name the editorial team chose for its paper.

Who would ever name a paper The National Exaggerator, even a tabloid? It really doesnt lend any credibility to the paper, I said.

Tamara, this is a tabloid, Scott said. They dont have any credibility.

Daniel read a small headline above the title.

Goddess, we might want to buy this, he said.

Why? I asked.

Look at this, he said, opening to the page number indicated on the cover.

Oh, I said. I guess there was more film. I called home. Brian answered.

Bry, we have a problem. Get a copy of The National Exaggerator.

Its not, Brian asked.

It is, I said. This is not good.

When we arrived at Scotts home, we took out the newspaper and checked the damage.

Exclusive: Tamara Waterford in threesome with boyfriend and best friend! read the boldface headline of the five-page photo spread. The accompanying photos left little to the imagination. Even I had to, reluctantly, admit that it definitely didnt look like we had been drugged and posed.

This is not good, I said again. I sat on Scotts couch and stared into space while he and Taylor assessed the damage. Daniel sat beside me with his hand on my back, telling me over and over everything would be okay.

Please tell me these are doctored photos, Scott said. He looked at a photo and squinted. How does one even get into that position? His eyes darted between me and the paper, and then he showed me one of the pictures. Are you really that flexible? I glanced at the picture, looked at him, and nodded. Danielwho had promised me he would not touch the papergrabbed the rag from Scott and stared at the photos with his mouth open.

At least they got my good side, Daniel quipped uncomfortably. The caption boxes are well-placed, too.

Yeah, thanks, I said, extremely thankful that the editors had decided to adhere to the print industrys standard decency laws.

Taylor grabbed the paper from him and folded it up. Guys, this is not something to joke about, she scolded.

When we called, Detective Conner told us he had already seen the paper. I will admit it does match the negatives you took from the scene. We ran the fingerprints on the film cartridge and camera. They didnt match anything we have on file.

Could you run them past the Kingston PD database? I asked.

Sure, he said. Do you have an idea who did this?

An inkling, but Im not sure. You can understand, though, how many people out there might want to tarnish my reputation, I said. But please just check. If you dont mind, could you email me the file, I might have someone who might be able to help.

Who?

Just some friends of the family in crime-prevention who may have a more extensive database than anything you could access, I said. I have some nice connections.

Okay, Ms. Waterford, he said. I gave him my e-mail address and thanked him. I knew that if I had still been a Weatherby, I wouldnt have gotten the same consideration, and I didnt like it, but these were desperate times.

Any chance of finding the publisher of The National Exaggerator? Daniel asked. I relayed the question to Detective Conner.

Its published by a company called WarriorFox Industries.

I relayed the information to Scott, and he left to go check it out. Taylor followed.

Thank you, Detective, I said. Im sure you understand why I would like to expose this for what it is as soon as possible.

Of course. If you get a hit from your friend, you will be sure to let me know about it?

I will, Detective, I said. Thank you again for your help. I hung up on him. Scott, what did you find? I called.

Tam, youve made some powerful enemies, Scott called back. Look at who owns WarriorFox Industries, he said, pointing to the computer screen.

Donovan Chad? Your Donovan Chad? Daniel asked Scott.

The one and only, Scott said.

David Fox has teamed up with Donovan Chad? I sighed and put my face in my hands. I think Id rather still be dealing with Nothos. I went into the living room and called home with the newest developments. A few minutes after hanging up with Tim, I received a text.

Fox was behind the camera, I told Daniel back in the living room. Taylor had stayed with Scott in his office to help him with our response to The National Exaggerators pictures.

Hes out to ruin my reputation. What better way than this to ruin me? If this gets to schoolor if my relatives dont believe me when I tell them what happenedI will have a lot of explaining to do, if the deans department and administration will even let me stay.

Goddess, it will be okay, Daniel said. This hasnt hurt the reputations of any of the other heiresses that something like this has happened to. At least its not all over the Internet.

Yet, I said, finishing Daniels thought. Daniel, Im supposed to be different than those girls. Im not a party girl and everyone knows it. Why are you not totally upset about this? Oh, waitI know. Those pictures make it look like you just did the richest girl in the world, I said. But a good name is better than fine perfume. What is this going to do to my reputation?

Goddess, dont worry about it. Some people might look down on you, but the majority of people will read Scotts story and see the evidence and then move on to the next scandal. Besides, we havent done anything wrong, and doesnt the Bible also say You will be protected from the lash of the tongue, and need not fear when destruction comes?

Daniel grabbed my shoulders and looked in my eyes. Besides, Iof all peopleam not going to let something like this come between us, and you said that as long as were still good, it will all be okay. Well, what kind of low-down hypocrite would I be if I let something like this tarnish my opinion of you? Especially since I was there, too. But I dont want to hear another word out of you about this tonight. If it will make you feel better, Ill postpone my flight and stick around until this whole mess is settled.

Really, Daniel? I asked.

For you, goddess? I would do absolutely anything, you know that, he said with a grin.

Brian would kill you if he heard you talking to me like that, I said, grinning.

No, he would try to kill me; not that it would do any good. But hes not here, is he? Daniel asked. His expression softened. Do you need any help with dinner?

I know my way around Scotts kitchen, I said. I have the feeling I may need to disappear for a week or two soon, so if its okay with your non-profit, I think Ill spend Turkey Day with you.

Really?

Yeah. Lets plan on it. Ill figure it out and send you the details, just let them know they should be expecting my call. Weve been planning on doing this for only three years now, and its not like Dad can stop me now.

Ill be awaiting your email with bated breath.

Oh, I know you will. Ive been meaning to ask you: What were you and Taylor talking about in the darkroom the other day when Brian was making a fool of himself?

Nothing, Daniel said. I just thanked her for coming. If Brian thinks that there is something going on between Taylor and me, hell be less likely to think that Im hitting on you, which will make your life easier.

From the way you two were talking a few days ago, I got the impression that you and Taylor had a something more than a professional association going on.

Daniel ran his fingers through his hair. We did, once, but its in the past. Thats the reason Nen isnt on the membership committee at the NCFA anymore. Hers was the deciding vote in my favor. Daniel shrugged. People didnt like my past, and thought I shouldnt be trusted.

Why did you guys break up? I asked.

Daniel shrugged again. You know me, I met someone else, he nodded in my direction. It wouldnt have worked out, anywayyou know how the NCFA frowns upon mutants associating with us mere humans. But youre lucky to have her next door.

I know. Its been so nice to be able to confide in someone about the other half of my life. And a girl to boot. I think I would have gone crazy if it wasnt for Taylor. Now, I dont know about you, but Im hungry. Im sure Taylor and Scott are, too. Lets get dinner ready.

Daniel left the next day after I assured him yet again that I would be fine. Scott wrote his article, educating the public that we were abducted and that the photos were staged. With the corroborating statements from Detective Conner and the doctor at the hospital, we gained the publics trust. I took my midterms and everything began returning to normal. I sent e-mail updates almost daily to all parties involved.

Our lawyer sent an order to WarriorFox Industries, care of Donovan Chad, requesting the negatives and any hard copies of the pictures obtained in a fraudulent manner. Chads lawyers sent a polite letter to ours stating that they didnt know of any corporation named WarriorFox Industries, and any negatives and hard copies that might exist were certainly not obtained in a fraudulent manner. Our lawyers then sent a strongly worded letter on behalf of all parties involved threatening to sue if all issues of The National Exaggerator were not pulled from store shelves immediately. The morning after they received the letter, when I went to the local supermarketproperly disguisedwith Taylor, Kara, and Lois, all the copies of the tabloid were gone.

Then the spam started.

Salacious e-mails inviting everyone to view my hot threesome soon filled inboxes worldwide. I even received a few reports of a particularly disgusting pop-up ad circulating the seedier websites. Fortunately, Waterford Industries happens to be the leading manufacturer of spam filters and web servers, and a few software updates later, the flood was over as quickly as it had started.


Work

Tamara, arent you going home for Thanksgiving? Lois asked as I was packing warm-weather clothing for the week-long break, for which I was leaving a few days early.

I have to work through the holiday. Im going down south, I told her vaguely.

Thanksgiving away from your family? Lois asked. Why would you want to do that?

Its an adventure, I told her. My family knows what Im thankful for, and it will be a nice change of pace from the usual. Thanksgiving is at our place this year, and that never goes wellit hasnt since I became a Waterford. Some of my family still hasnt forgiven me for abandoning the Weatherby name. But, of course, that wont stand in the way of a free meal. It will be much more peaceful for me to just work through the holiday. Maybe everyone will work out their differences and I can come home to some peace in the family.

I had been just as vague with my plans with Kara, Scott, Brian and Tim, only telling Paul and Taylor exactly where I was going to be spending the next two weeks. Taylor thought it was hilarious and Paul had his reservations, but then, Paul always had reservations.

Brian wasnt happy to hear that I had taken on an extra job when I was supposed to be coming home and spending time with him, and he had wanted to discuss the situation. I refused to get into a fight about it. I told him in no uncertain terms that I was going to do it and he couldnt do anything to stop me. He had asked me to give up my life as a superhero and I had, I reminded him, but he wasnt about to keep me from working as well.

Daniel had pitched the idea of Trisha Terrence writing the copy designed to go with his photos to his non-profit and they had accepted readily. In my carry-on, I had a folder containing the environmental groups mission, values, and history to read on the plane. Daniel was to meet me at the local air strip after a very long flight.

I left St. Lawrence in the early morning hours of the Thursday before Thanksgiving and spent the next forty or so hours travelling. Although I could have flown myselfId had my pilots license for more than two yearsthe non-profit was providing airfare and I knew I would be able to get quite a bit of work done during my time flying commercial, which would help me meet my tight deadline. I needed to get this pro-bono work done by the time I returned home if I was going to keep up on my homework. Before the flight was over, I was able to outline the project, determining what it was I wanted to see, what I needed to see, and what I didnt necessarily need to bother with.

After entirely too much travel, the small, single-propeller plane landed roughly on a dirt airstrip surrounded by jungle.

Goddess, welcome to Eden! Daniel said as I stepped off the small plane as the sun was setting behind the mountains.

This was the first time I had seen Daniel in his natural habitat and what I saw in front of me made my heart skip a beat. The fresh air, long hikes, sunshinenot to mention the complete lack of stress from constant crime fightingmade him look more relaxed and at peace than I had ever seen him. He had even managed to knock a few more years off his appearance. Daniel looked even younger than I didthough thanks to my own stress I did look older than my own 19 years. With a few days worth of stubble, muddy clothes, sun-bronzed skin, and looking absolutely dashing, he walked up to the plane to greet me with a strong hug.

Youre blonde, he noticed. Love the blue eyes, too.

Trishas a toe-head, you know that, I told him. Ill change the color when I get back to civilization; but for now, you get to look at the yellow hair. I even did my eyebrows for you. Just remind me to touch it up every night.

Sounds good to me, he said, tugging playfully on my ponytail. Ive always thought you looked good as a blonde.

Thanks. Is it this nice all the time? I asked, gazing at the beautiful sunset.

Youre going to love it. You may not even want to go home, he said with a happy sigh, looking at the same sight in amazement. He grabbed my backpack and shouldered it. Is this it? What would you like to see first?

Thats it. I pack light. I grabbed a second, larger pack and handed it to him. This one, however, is for youa care package from back home. I had a quick layover in Pyramid City so I got to meet Aunt Naomifinallyand she sent you some things. Dad sent you some bug spray, a laptop, and a satellite phone. He wants to make sure that hes always able to contact me, but I also have been told to leave the electronics here for you when I take off.

But to answer your question, what I would like to see, and what I will see are probably two completely different things, I told him. Ive been traveling for nearly two full days straight. Id like to see a shower and a feather bed.

I have an old Army cot and a bucket of mostly-fresh water, Daniel said.

Its a good thing I had a life before money, isnt it? I asked. Otherwise, youd be in a lot of trouble.

You always have been a lot less maintenance than others in your social circle, he agreed, leading me to a waiting jeep. Right now, the plan is this: Well get some sleep and head into the mountains tomorrow morning. Are you up for a bumpy jeep ride and a long hike?

Sounds good. The gym is all the exercise Ive gotten lately, thanks to Brian, I said with a hint of spite as I followed him to the jeep. Im up for a climb.

We arrived at Daniels cabin just as the light was fading completely. He apologized for the lack of electricitythe generator was outrunning water, and indoor plumbing.

I do have a lovely mosquito net set up for you, though, he said as he opened the door to the one-room shack. It wont be a problem that you dont have your own room, will it?

Daniel, at this point, I will sleep anywhere.

Thats good, because this is all we have, he said. Ill let you freshen up a little bit, just let me know when youre decent so Im not stuck outside all night. He looked at me and smiled, then kissed my cheek, his stubble tickling my face. Its good to have you here, goddess.

I woke up after sunrise. Still jetlagged and half asleep, I couldnt remember where I was and felt a twinge of panic when I heard strange voices speaking outside the cabin. Relieved that I was still fully clothed, I grabbed my pack, pulled out my brass knuckles, and slipped them over my fingers. There was a quiet knock on the door and I prepared myself for a fight.

Trisha, you awake? Daniel asked through the thin door. We need to talk.

With a relieved sigh, I opened the door and saw Daniel and a native Papuan, presumably his guidewhich was probably why he had used my pen name. Daniel hardly called me by my given name in the first place, and never called me Trisha.

He looked down, saw my hands, and smiled. You forgot where you were, didnt you?

Pulling off the brass knuckles, I said, Im sleep deprived, and it wouldnt be the first time waking up somewhere strange. Youre just lucky you didnt come barging in.

I wouldnt have, Daniel said, discreetly nodding in the guides direction. We walked into the cabin to speak. I was closing the door to give us some privacy, but Daniel held it open and spoke softly. We have a problem.

What?

Soleh, the guide, will not allow me to bring you with us up into the mountains.

Why not? I asked.

The locals have very strict laws when it comes to unmarried women travelling with unmarried men. We could get ourselves and our guide into deep trouble. Technically, youre not even supposed to be in the country without a male family member.

Theyd have a lot of issues if they knew my family, wouldnt they? I asked.  They arent even my family. I came all this way; what are we going to do? Im not going home.

Daniel grinned. Just hear me out on this, okay? I have a missionary friend who lives about a half hour drive away. We can do a quickie wedding and Ill give you all the paperwork you will need to get it annulled just as quickly when you get back home. Solehs problem is solved and you dont need to get back on that plane. What do you say, goddess, will you marry me?

If its the only way we can stay here, I dont see any other choice, I said after thinking for a moment or two. But I dont have to tell you that just because were married, dont expect that Im going to  

Goddess, Daniel said, looking into my eyes. You dont need to say anything. But if you want to go into the mountains with me today, we need to go now and do this.

Yes, Daniel, I will marry you, I told him. If Scott has taught me one thing, its that I always need to do whatever I need to do to get the story. This definitely wouldnt be the strangest thing Ive done to stay on a job.

Daniel grinned. If this isnt the strangest thing youve done to stay on a story, youve been holding out on me.

We drove through the jungle in silence and exchanged vowsand, I was surprised to find out, ringswith the local missionary. For the ceremony, I used my pen name, but the paperwork had my real name on it. We swore the missionary to secrecy; no need for our marriage of convenience to be broadcasted all over the world on the 11 oclock news. One of the missionarys native helpers took one of Daniels cameras and snapped some pictures, assuming wed want to have a reminder.

Even though the marriage wasnt real, as I slipped a simple gold band on Daniels finger, I still found myself missing my parents and brothers presence at my wedding, which brought tears to my eyes. Even Daniels eyes welled up at one point during the short service. The simple ceremony in the jungle setting was strangely perfect. I knew my real wedding would be much larger, but not nearly as meaningfulif this had been meaningful in the first place.

We went straight from the mission to the highest peak on the island. Soleh drove the jeep as far as we could go, then we shouldered all the gear and hiked through thick jungle the rest of the way. Our guide was quite impressed that I was easily able to carry just as much weight as the two men without complaint. I had always done what I could to hide my incredible muscle toneI certainly didnt look like I could carry a pack weighing about as much as I did over ten miles of steep terrain without begging for a rest every 15 minutes and I had always used that to my full advantage.

When we finally found a suitable place to set up camp for the night, Daniel asked if I would like to accompany him to set up some camera traps to capture wildlife.

Why not? I asked, picking up my smaller travel pack and leaving Soleh to set up camp. We hiked up a game trail for a mile or two in silence. Arriving at a clearing, Daniel set his pack down, took a drink of water, and smiled at me.

Is this how you envisioned your wedding day when you were a little girl? he asked, handing me the canteen before pulling the first camera trap out of his backpack.

I laughed and took a drink. I never thought Id be getting married in shorts and a tank top at any rate. I know that Dad will insist on Cashlin being the wedding coordinator when I get married, and she would have had a heart attack if she knew this was my wedding attire. A smile crept onto my face as I thought of how pleasing a scenario that would be.

Paul has always had a soft spot for that spoiled  woman.

Thats not the word I use for her, I said with a grin. Knowing what a circus my real wedding day will probably end up being, I do have to say that I liked this one better. It made me miss my folks, and that is a plus in my book.

I thought I saw you crying, he said.

I wasnt the only one with moist eyes, I pointed out. What were you thinking about?

Daniel ignored my question and handed me the camera trap and began showing me how to set it up. He would retrieve the traps, download the pictures, and re-set them elsewhere after I left. We set up a camera trap and walked over to the opposite end of the clearing, by a small freshwater spring to set up another one.

If Cashlin drives you completely insane planning your next wedding, Im sure we can pull some strings to get you back down here for something more meaningful.

And ruin our little secret? Thats okay. I can handle Cashlin.

Daniel laughed, a little uncomfortably. You know, if you decide you want to stay with me, you wouldnt have to have another wedding for Cashlin to ruin.

Yeah, right. Can you imagine us ending up together? I asked with a chuckle.

It wouldnt be that bad, would it? Daniel asked, a little defensive. At least you wouldnt have to worry about being asked to give up your lifes calling. I have my own money and fame now; I dont need to borrow any of yours. I may have needed it before, but not anymore.

We worked in silence for a few minutes, setting up the trap, before hiking up the trail for the last trap. I thought about the man he had transformed into in just a few short months, and how much he had, even before that, meant to me and decided to answer his question.

Actually, we have always made a very good team, and I think you might be worth butting heads with Cashlin over. Aunt Naomi absolutely loves me, by the way. I cant believe it took us this long to meet! All she did was thank me over and over for being a good influence on you. Were meeting again for lunch on my return trip. Daniel smiled and started unpacking the gear we needed to set up next.

How do you like New Guinea so far? he asked as we were setting up the last camera.

Its as beautiful as you said it was, I said, programming the camera.

All kidding aside, I do apologize for this morning, Daniel said. You deserve a lot better than what we threw together this morning. I had told Soleh that a writer was joining us, but not that it was you. He was extremely surprised to hear through the gossip chain that you were, in fact, a woman. News reached Soleh before we even reached base camp.

The tabloids back home could take some pointers from the rumor mill here, I said as I held the camera trap to a tree, allowing Daniel to tighten the straps.

Thats the truth! Daniel said, marking his map. I just pray that the news of our wedding will get around just as quickly.

Is it really that important? I asked.

In places it can be. I didnt want to chance having to fight our way out of town.

That might make my clandestine trip a little less inconspicuous, I agreed.

Just a bit, Daniel said with a smile and shouldering a now-empty backpack.

I grabbed the canteen and took another drink. My eye caught the glint of my new ring on my hand. The simple, thin gold band fit wonderfully and wasfor my tastesperfect. I wondered whereand whenhe had gotten them. They did not look new.

Any other surprises in store? I asked as we made our way back to camp.

Not at this point, but I am sure youre smart enough to have figured out by now that we will need to share a tent for the rest of the trip.

Its a good thing Brian knows nothing about this, isnt it?

If he ever finds out I talked you into marrying me this morning, we would never see each other again, Daniel said.

I wouldnt let that happen. You should know that I cant live without you. And, unlike all of your doe-eyed groupies, its not just a figure of speechyou know how many times you have had to save my life in the past four years.

Im glad you think that way, Daniel said with a smirk. Boyfriends opinions should never come before a husbands.

That is true, I said looking sideways at him with a sly grin.

Just as we were coming around a bend in the trail to the clearing where we left Soleh and the gear, Daniel grabbed my hand and pulled me close. Before I could say anything, he kissed me with more passion than I had known before. Everything seemed to fade away; the jungle din hushed; and, after a moment, I didnt care about anything except my new husband.

From practically the moment we met when I was 15, Daniel had been trying to talk me into sleeping with him. I had always thought he had just viewed me, or at least my body, as a potential score, someonelike his numerous other conqueststo be bedded and subsequently dumped. I never doubted our friendship was genuine, but I also never doubted, even after his confession in the front seat of a car six months before, the feelings he always touted for me were not.

Feeling the passion, desire, and love behind that kiss, I began to re-think our relationship. Perhaps I was different than all the other girls. Maybe this could work out. Maybe staying with him was the right thing to do. But I still had some reservations.

Wow, I said, when Daniel pulled away, with what I knew had to be a stupefied grin.

Goddess, you have no idea how long Ive waited to do that, Daniel said with the same grin and a satisfied groan.

What was that for?

We are married, so technically I dont need a reasonbut I have one for you anyway. We just spent a few hours, alone, in the jungle; I figured we might as well look the part. Soleh will be watching closely.

Oh, so you plan on doing that again, do you? The prospect didnt seem nearly as burdensome as I thought it probably should.

As often as is necessary to keep our coverwhich, since were supposed to be newlyweds, will be quite often. Now lets see how sharp your acting skills are. I know you can do this, and we have to pull this off.

Youve said that before, I pointed out.

It is that important, Daniel said with a serious tone, especially if youre going to be leaving me here in nine days.

We walked into camp hand-in-hand. I had a quick bite to eat and then asked Soleh which of the two tents was ours. I gave Daniel a quick, but highly suggestive, kissa kiss that felt much more natural than I cared to admitand went into the tent to ready for bed. It had been a long day and I was still a bit jetlagged. After discussing the next days itinerary with our guide, Daniel came into the tent with the propane lantern, saw what I had done to the furnishings, and smiled.

Nice touch, he said, checking the pockets of his photo vest before removing it.

We have an image to maintain, I said quietly. I had pushed our cots together and had zipped our two sleeping bags into one. Just remembereven though this may be our wedding night  I started again.

Dont worry, goddess, Ill be a perfect gentleman. Daniel sounded a little annoyed.

You forget that I know your extensive history with girlsyou made sure of that. You hardly ever managed to find time for a second date, let alone marry any of them. Even if we are technically married, Im still not going to allow myself to be a notch on a belt. But could you explain one thing to me?

Anything, he said.

If, as you say, I have been so important to you for so long  I couldnt finish the question, a lump had formed in my throat.

Why did I screw around so much? Daniel asked, finishing my question.

I nodded, tears threatening to well up. Ever since you told me that night, its all Ive been able to think about. Why? I know I didnt share your feelings, but I couldnt have meant that much to you if you didnt even have the decency to even wait for me even a few months. Didnt you know that waiting for me would have been more endearing? And if you made it a habit before, whats to keep you from doing it again if ? I let the question hang.

It was worse than that, Daniel said with a quiet sigh. I couldnt stop thinking about you. Why do you think I spent so much time out of the country? In four years, I have filled five passports just trying to get you out of my head.

Every time I thought I had gotten over you, Id take one look at you and just want towell, to take you in my arms, drag you upstairs and show you how I felt. So I would restrain myself, play the gentleman, then go home and pick up a groupie and take my frustrations out on her. Then, like an idiot, Id tell you all the details in an attempt to make you jealous, so youd realize you felt the same way about me.

Daniel sighed and looked away for a moment.

The only thing I can say is that Im so sorry. But you, more than anyone, know how much Ive changed, Daniel said, turning back to me. He turned off the lantern and we lay for a moment in the dark listening to the jungle sounds.

I know, I said quietly. If you were still the man you were a year ago, I wouldnt have come in the first place. Besides, I could kill you if you tried anything.

Daniel laughed quietly. That also is true; and if not you then your dad or Tim, not to mention Scott, Taylor, and the rest of the Association. There are a lot of very powerful people I would need to avoid for the rest of my life if I got on your bad side.

You left Brian off that list.

Goddess, he would try, Ill give him that. But hes not one of us.

I know hes not, I said with a yawn. But hes trustworthy and loyal and is able to keep very important secrets.

You know that you just described Kenny, dont you?

You like Kenny, I reminded Daniel.

Those qualities are all admirable in a German Shepherd. When youre looking for someone to spend the rest of your life with, they are not that cute.

Daniel, as far as anyone on this island is concerned, Im spending the rest of my life with you and only you. I know that you and everyone else think Brian isnt good enough.

Of course hes not good enough for you, Daniel said in a harsh whisper. Youre a superhero and he is far from it. I still cant believe youre dating him after what hes asked you to give up.

Daniel, weve talked about this, I said. I cant dump him. I would never find anyone else who will have me that I can trust with everything. I sighed. I know that you and everyone else in the world seem to think Im some sort of wonderful catch, but Im not. Im not strong, and Im not braveKaris and Flash are. Im not even a hero anymore. I didnt even have the guts to stand up for myself and save my own jobmy lifefrom being taken away from me. Without them, I dont know who I am.

Daniel was silent for a minute. Tell me, why would you stay with someone who would take your lifes calling away? Maybe you should stick with me, goddess; we can skip the dating crap and just be marriedyouve always said youd never date me, well, now you dont have to. You are much more than Karis and Flash. They are a part of you, not the other way around. The people who know you, who love youwe love you, not the costumes.

Daniel, I started, but he interrupted.

But now is not the time for this discussion. We both need to be at our best tomorrow, and each day afterward. Ill take the first watch. Ill wake you around midnight. He put his arm under my neck and pulled me close. A wave of peace washed over me, and I knew sleep was not far off.

He kissed my ear lightly. Goodnight, wife, he said hesitantly. Sleep sweet.

Goodnight, husband, I said quietly and with a smile I knew he wouldnt be able to see. I slept soundly, peacefully, and nightmare-free without the use of medication for the first night in nearly four and a half years.

Sunrise found me dressed and starting breakfast. We had a long hike back to the jeep and then a hundred-mile drive to the next destinationa native tribe whose close-to-nature living the environmental group wanted to highlight as an example to all. We would be spending two nights in the village before heading to view some of the islands famous caves, then the northern beaches and then driving over the mountains again to explore the wildlife in the jungles of the southern half of the island. After four days driving around the south side of the island, it was back over the mountains to Daniels base camp for a night. The day after, a plane would come to take me back to the land of hot showers, reliable electricity, mattresses, winter, down comforters, and court systems to annul our marriage.

As I was lighting a fire to begin heating water for coffee, Soleh burst from his tent with a large machete in his hand and a savage look in his eyes. He let out a primal scream and I backed away from the fire quickly to take a defensive position near the pile of gear. I was not scareda machete was a pretty easy weapon to deflect, even without body armorbut he had a look in his eyes that I had seen in too many of my enemies too many times simply to brush it off. The scream woke Daniel and I heard some frantic scrambling coming from our tent. The tent flap burst out and Daniel started toward me, placing himself between me and our guide.

Seeing Daniel staring him down, Soleh lowered his weapon.

Mrs. Elliot, you must not be out here alone, Soleh said, sheathing the machete, but not the hate in his eyes. It is not safe.

I can take care of myself, I assured our guide.

But the jungle is not safe, he said, taking the water pot out of the fire.

Daniel turned to me before I could say anything. Are you okay?

Im fine, I told him.

Soleh, can you get us some food? We will begin tearing down camp, Daniel told our guide. With my hand still in his, he dragged me toward our tent.

What was that about? he asked, grabbing his camera gear.

Beats me, I said, pulling apart the sleeping bags. Did you catch that look in his eyes?

Yeah, Daniel said. Thats a look we need to pay attention to.

After sitting watch since the wee hours of the morning for the first time in a long while, a three-hour hike lugging an extra 150 pounds on my back, and packing everything back in the jeep, I was exhausted. The three of us piled into the front seat and we were off down the bumpy trail to our next destination. I laid my head on Daniels shoulder and closed my eyes, letting the undulating car rock me to sleep.

When I woke, Daniel and Soleh were talking. The road was less bumpy, and we were travelling at a fairly fast pace. I was lying down with my head on Daniels lap, and he was playing absentmindedly with my hair, letting it run through his fingers. I decided to listen to the conversation for a few minutes before letting them know I was awakea technique I picked up when I was younger and wanted to know what my surprises my parents had in store for us.

Forgive me, Soleh said after a long silence. But you do not seem like a man who married yesterday. Is there a reason you have not made her your woman yet? Do you not love her?

Daniel chuckled softly. Its not that; I have loved her since the first moment I saw her, he said. It is simply a matter of the wedding coming so unexpectedly. Neither of us expected this and we do not want to risk a pregnancy when she is going to be leaving in a week.

You were not planning on marrying her? Soleh asked with a hint of suspicion in his voice.

Not quite yet; she is still planning on leaving after her assignment is over, Daniel said. I was going to propose to her while she was here, though. This works just as well; well just have to wait a few more days.

Children are a gift from the Almighty, Soleh said. Why would you not want one as soon as possible?

Trisha, well, Daniel hesitated. Trishas a bit accident prone. Troubleand even violenceseems to find her wherever she goes. When we have children, I want to be there to be able to protect them as well as her.

A few miles down the road, I sat up slowly, rubbed my eyes, and gave Daniel a quick kiss and marveled at how natural it felt. At our next stop, Daniel discreetly asked me how much of the conversation I had heard.

Enough to find out you dont even trust me to be able to take care of myself and our children. I smirked at him playfully.

Daniel nodded and smiled at me, and for the first time I saw that he truly was madly in love.

If I could talk you into staying, that would be a different issue, wouldnt it? Id just have to get you knocked up and pushing out those babies and well fit right in here, Daniel said, wrapping his arm around my waist and pulled me closer. He lowered his voice.

Were going into pretty fundamentalist country. The isolated native populations shouldnt be much of a problem, but we may have issues when we get into more populated areas. I think it would be best if we stuck together at all times.

You may also want to think about covering that beautiful blonde hair of yours, he whispered into my ear before kissing it.

Daniel, I dont need you to protect me. I can take care of myselfand our children, I said. My mind was stuck on exactly how cute our children would be. Soleh called to us.

Despite what I may have said, I do know you can, goddess, Daniel said in a tone that told me he believed what he was sayingBrian, Paul and Tim used the same words, but in different tones. He stepped away from me and took my hand for our walk back to the jeep. But you should also know by now theres safety in numbers, especially when were not wearing anything bulletproof. And, do you really want to explain to Soleh why we havent yet?

Ill give you that, I said. Both of them.

Wow! Two-fer. Thanks, Daniel said with a grin. I appreciate it.

The rest of the trip was uneventful, at least in terms of our personal safety, but that could be attributed to the fact that we were never out of each others sight for more than a few minutes. There were times, especially in the larger cities, when one or both of us sensed danger, but we found each other quickly and no attack came.

Soleh continued to question Daniel about our physical relationship when he thought I wasnt listening, and Daniel gave him the same answers as before.

Pretending to be Daniels wife, spending nearly every moment with him, getting to know him all over again as a Christian man, not to mention all the intimacy associated with the entire situation, had brought up a host of emotions I hadnt considered when I agreed to do anything for the story. Daniel had become the very man I had always pictured myself withsomeone with whom I knew I could share my entire life. Best of all, he had the uncanny ability to keep my nightmares at bay, and I began to desperately want to explore why.

The day before I was scheduled to leave, we returned to Daniels small cabin. I couldnt wait to get home and take a real shower and fall into my soft king-sized bed with real sheets, but I would have to settle for the showers and hard mattress in my dorm. I had missed too much school already and was flying into St. Lawrence International via Pyramid City; I was scheduled to arrive back at campus just in time for a shower, my afternoon classes, and answering questions about my new tan. The thought of leaving, though, broke my heart as much as excited.

So this is our last night together as a married couple, Daniel asked as we prepared for bed. He gave me a few sheets of paper, our annulment paperwork, which I stuffed into my pack without another thought. How should we spend it?

In separate cots, I told himthough I was not quite sure of that anymore. I sank onto the cot and fell onto my pillow. Even if it means the nightmares come back.

What?

Ive had nightmares every single night since the massacre, but I havent had a single one since we married; and thats something you can be proud of. I closed my eyes and prepared to let sleep take over.

Goddess, please dont leave, he said quietly. Dont to go back to him. Stay here.

I have to. Before I could give him the long list of reasons why staying wouldnt be feasibleand the even longer list of reasons why I wanted to stayhe stood without another word and left the shack, returning long after I awoke for the first time that night in a cold sweat.

Sometime in the early morning hours, I awoke to the sound of pounding on the flimsy wooden door of the shack. Many angry voices wafted in from outside.

Daniel? I whispered into the dark.

Its okay, goddess, Ill get it. Its probably Soleh come to take us to the airport. We must have slept in. It sounds like he brought a few friends, though.

They dont sound happy, I said, a knot of apprehension growing in my stomach.

Well be fine, he reassured me, though I caught more than a little fear in his voice.

Daniel walked to the door and opened it tentatively. Soleh? I heard him ask.

Suddenly, the door burst open and two men grabbed Daniel and pulled him out of the shack. I sat, unmoving, frozen to my cot. I wanted to get up and help him, but I couldnt bring myself to move.

The men who had grabbed Daniel forced him to kneel in front of Soleh, a few yards from the door. Through the open doorway, I could see the large crowd of native men carrying torches. Soleh was speaking to them angrily, pointing alternately at Daniel, and then at me. I didnt need an interpreter to know what our guide was telling the group.

We had tricked them. We were not really married and had no intention of living as husband and wife. We had been spending the last 10 days living contrary to their moral laws.      A large man stepped out of the crowd. The torchlight glinted off something metal, curved, and sharp.

Daniel looked at me with fear in his eyes. I love you, goddess, he said. I love you so, so much. Im sorry for all the pain Ive caused you.

Without a word, the large man with the shining object stepped between me and Daniel, blocking my view. The pit in my stomach grew into a black hole as I saw him raise the object over his head. As it gleamed in the firelight, I could tell what it wasthe longest machete I had ever seen.

Daniel and I were going to die because I wouldnt let him be my husband. And why, I wondered in that split second, didnt I? He was my best friend. We had been through so much together already. He knew everything about me. He loved me. He was a godly man now, and hadnt even once tried to force the issue of sex while I had been there, despite our situationsomething that would have never happened eight months before. I knew he never would hurt mequite the opposite, he would keep me safe, even from myself.

Why hadnt I taken this marriage seriously? If I had, this would not be happening. I thought about what actually following through with the marriage would have meantno more nightmares; living in paradise, if only for the next ten months; returning to a country that touted Flash as one of its superheroes; and, best of all, being married to my best friend for the rest of my life.

But it was all too late. The man with the machete brought it down quickly and heavily and with a huge gush of blood. And it was all my fault.

I screamed in anger, fright, and heart-crushing sadness. The group of men finally turned their attention to me. I felt someone grip my arm tightly from behind. I began fighting him with as much fight as I had in me. I was sure I would suffer the same fate as Daniel, but I would make sure I didnt go quietly.

But I wasnt dragged outside to join Daniel in heaven. My captor wrapped strong arms around me and began rocking me back and forth.

Shhh, a voice soothed from beyond the grave. Its okay. You need to wake up now, goddess.

What? I asked. I blinked and looked around. The crowd disappeared, the door to the shack was closed, and Daniel was behind me, holding my arms to my body tightly.

If I had known your nightmares were this bad, I never would have left. Im sorry, he said.

Youre not dead? I asked, turning around. I put my hand to his face to make sure I wasnt hallucinating.

Dead? Daniel asked. That was a nightmare.

And one I was not about to let happen. I knew that Soleh would be coming by sometime in the next few hours or so to take us to an airplane waiting to take me away. I had seen the hatred in Solehs eyes before, and knew that he was quite capable of killing Daniel if he felt justified in doing so. I had to take that need away. And if that meant that I needed to actually be his wife, well, I still hadnt thought of a downside to that. I found his lips in the dark and kissed him deeply.

Are you sure? he asked, reading my intent.

Im sure, I said.

You will tell Paul that it was your idea before he sends assassins here to kill me, wont you?

Theyll have to get through me to get to you, I promised.

Thats all I need to know, he said. Now, how about we chase the nightmares away?

Right as Daniel was slipping my tank top off, a strange sound rang through the cabin. A sound that did not fit in the environment we had enjoyed for the past ten days. Something foreign but familiar.

What is that? he asked. I groaned and pulled away from Daniel, quite reluctantly.

Its my phone alarm. Soleh will be here in less than half an hour for my plane ride home.

Hit snooze and come back here, he said. He grabbed my arm and pulled me toward him.

But I need to go, I said, the thought tearing my heart in two.

So is this it? he asked with a sigh. Our short-lived and semi-passionate marriage is over?

I guess it is, I said. I pulled my hand back and started collecting everything I needed for the trip home. In the few minutes of silence, I had all but talked myself out of staying. Life with Daniel would never be normal, or, as normal as it could be with all the money and fame I had. While flying around the world at a moments notice sounded fun now, what would it mean for the children, if and when we had any? And what if we couldnt work as a couple? If we broke up and began hating each other? Could I take that risk?

My heart screamed at me to staywhich in and of itself surprised me; I had no idea those feelings for Daniel were there. But my brain screamed even louder that it was time to go. Daniels life was unpredictable and unstable; I knew I wantedI neededas much stability as I could get. I was glad for the broken generator and the dark. If Daniel had seen my indecision and tears, he probably would have been able to convince me to stay.

It doesnt have to be over, Daniel said, still on the cot, after a few minutes of silence. I could hear the emotion in his voice, and knew that he felt the same way I did.

I know. But I still really want normal, and you cant give me that.

Daniel sighed. No, I cant, but I dont think you really want that. I sensed his hand reaching out for me and took it.

Tell you what: If Im back for your birthday next month, Ill be back forever, and right now at this moment, I want desperately to be back forever. If not, then well just have to see. But really, I just need time to think and pray and processsomething I didnt have time to do between when you proposed and when we actually got married. Besides, do you know what would happen if I dropped out of college? Cashlin would win, and you know I cant let that happen.

Thank you, though, for showing me that I dont have to settle. And please dont hate me for leaving.

I could never hate you, goddess, Daniel said.

Twenty minutes later, Soleh, Daniel and I headed for the airstrip where a plane was waiting to begin the 40-hour trip back home. After my plane left, Daniel and Soleh would continue crisscrossing the island nation for another ten months.

As we were walking up to the airplane together, out of earshot of both Soleh and the pilot, Daniel stopped and grabbed my elbow.

If youre going to insist on leaving me, dont I at least get one last kiss before you go? Daniel asked.

A part of mea large parthad fallen head-over-heels in love with my best friend over the past ten days. If we had had an extra half an hour together that morning, this would have been completely a moot point. But if I had any chance of any semblance of a normal life, it would be with Brian. I didnt like being this confused, especially when it came to something as flighty as emotions. At that moment, however, I wanted to forget about Brian altogether.

When he saw my hesitation, Daniel told me quietly, Soleh is watching. If our evil scheme is discovered, it could mean some rather unpleasant things for me.

I guess I could give you one last kiss, I relented. I didnt want to give Soleh any reason to turn Daniel in. I had little doubt as to what would happen.

Youre going to have to sell it, Daniel said quietly. As far as Soleh knows, we consummated the relationship last night. We need to sell this or I may never come back.

Well, then, lets sell this thing, I said, starting to tear up. I had been able to cry on demand for a very long time, and the thought of Daniel not returning was more than enough motivation.

Nice touch, he said with a sad smile, wiping away the tears running down my face.

I try, I told him. I wrapped my arms around his neck and kissed him. For that moment, I really was leaving my husband in the jungle and an overwhelming urge to stay welled up. I wanted to stay and really be his wife and travel the world with him and move Flash to Pyramid City. I was about to tell Daniel that I wanted to return to the cabin to finish what we had started when we heard the plane warming up. He pulled away and we just looked at each other for a second or two.

I wanted so very badly for Daniel to ask me to stay just one more time so I could accept. Instead, he dropped his arms and said simply, You have to go.

Ill call you when I get to school, I told him, sniffing and wiping tears away. If you need me for anything, Scott and I can be here within the hour.

Ill come see you the minute I get back, Daniel said, picking up my bag and walking me to the waiting plane. Thanks for being my first wife, goddess.

It was my pleasure, I said. Let me do some thinking. There is a good chance that I may end up being your only wife.

We shared one final kisswith the pilot yelling at us about the timethen we were apart. On the plane ride to the nearest international airport, I allowed myself a good, long, therapeutic cry. I knew thatas well as releasing a lot of the emotions that had come up over the past weekthrough the islands gossip chain, my conduct on the plane would get back to Soleh and his friends and it could only help Daniel.

Part of me wanted to tell the pilot to turn around so I could stay with my husband. I wanted to forget school, forget Brian, forget going home, forget nightmares, and be my best friends wife for the rest of my life. I missed the feeling of empowerment I got just being around a good friend who knew my secret and allowed me to be myself.

Part of me, though, missed my friends, familyincluding my parents and brotherand boyfriend, not to mention the comforts of home like indoor plumbing. I knew everyone would also have somethingprobably a lot of somethingsto say if I stayed with Daniel.

But I still spent eight hours perfecting a Dear John letter to Brian so I would have it ready in case I decided to come back to Daniel for Christmas.


Donovan

When are youre coming to St. Lawrence? I asked Paul as I walked in the front doors of one of the most posh hotels in St. Lawrence, on assignment for The Tribune. Paul had called me on my cell phone after trying my dorm room and failing to find me.

I have to talk to someone about business, Paul said. Ill be in town for a week. But I just called to say happy birthday. Twenty, huh? Not a teenager for the first time Ive known you.

Its hard to tell sometimesthe last few years have been rather long and tryingbut 20 seems about right, thank you. And Ill have you know my teenage years could have gone a whole lot worse for you and no one would have blamed me in the slightest. The whole week?! I asked, getting excited. I hadnt expected to have him to myself for so long. With whom are you meeting?

A week is the plan right now, but you know how quickly things can change, Paul said again. He added quickly, You know that everything at Waterford Industries is on a need-to-know basis with Trisha around.

Fine, dont tell me, I said. Paul had learnedrather slowly, I might addthat he needed to be tight-lipped about certain topics. Things he said at home while speaking with his daughter tended to end up in print.

I was trained by the master, Paul said with a chuckle.

You have learned well, grasshopper. Besides, by now you should know that you just have to say those three little words and I wont print anything, I said.

I love you?

Off the record, I said, going to an elevator and pushing the button for the penthouse.

Out of curiosity, where are you? Paul asked. The muzak was blaring in the elevator and I knew he could hear it.

Im going to an interview, I said. Speaking of Trisha, Im on the clock now.

Meeting anyone interesting?

Just a source for a story Im working on. Let me know when you check in at the hotel, I told him. Im staying with you.

But you have a dorm room youre living in, Paul said.

But Id rather be with you, I said. I have already talked to Taylor about it, and she says it would be okay for me to stay with you when youre in town.

Tims not going to be here, Paul said, obviously trying to deter me.

Dad, we have hardly had any time alone together since I came to live with you, I said. I want to finally have some time just the two of us without Tim or Brian or Daniel getting in the way. Is it okay that I want to spend time with my dad? I was hoping to have some time for the two of us to talk about some things over during Christmas break, but Brian kind of hogged me the whole time.

I had planned to only have a quick visit at home to explain everything to Tim and Paul and then hop on a plane to spend the rest of my life with Daniel, but Brian had not let me out of his sight so I could make the travel arrangements or speak with my family alone. As it was, I had to quickly email Daniel about my change in plans when Brian was in the bathroom. I assured Daniel, though, that my not being there was not an indication of my decision.

Besides, I told Paul, If Im going to be running the company sometime in the next decade or so, I should probably know how it works.

I dont know, Tamara, he said hesitantly. He chuckled. Youre ambitious, arent you? Running me out of the company in only 20 years? What will Trisha do at that point?

Dad, if you dont tell me, Ill just show up at your dooryou know that.

I know, Tamara. Ill think about it.

Thanks, Dad. When are you coming down? I asked, getting off the elevator and heading to the penthouse doors. I knocked and waited for an answer.

Tamara, I have to go. Ill call you once I get settled in.

Okay, Dad, I said, putting down my bags.

I love you, Tamara, Paul said. Happy birthday.

The door to the penthouse opened and Paul, with his phone to his ear, stood in the doorway. I wrapped my arms around his neck and hugged him.

I love you, too, Dad.

How ? Paul started to ask.

Edmund called me last night, I said, picking up my suitcase and walking into the penthouse. He wants me to keep an eye on you while youre in town.

So your interview

Is with you, I said, leaning my suitcase against the couch and picking up the briefcase Scott got me for Christmas. Im doing a story on the possibility of a new division of Waterford Industries opening here in St. Lawrence. Tim told me about it and Matt told me to run with it. I take it that is what your meeting is about?

Youre just too smart for your own good, Paul said, closing the door to the penthouse.

I was trained by the master, I said. Who are you meeting?

Im meeting with Donovan

Chad? Id had no idea that Paul would be meeting with someone like Donovan Chad. Why? Youve heard Scott and I talk about him. If youve forgotten, hes also teamed up with our old friend David Fox. WarriorFox Industries is Foxs brainchild with Chads money behind it, I said. I dont know if Chad is out to get us, or if Fox had some other business plan that Chad wanted to get in on, but either way, theyre both out to get me. But you honestly want to go into business with him?

Chad is also the reason Carissa is back. Apparently, he broke a contract agreement and fired people when executing a merger. What does she think about you meeting with Chad?

Carissa doesnt know. I try to keep her out of the business side of things. She wouldnt understand all the ins and outs of the business.

What do you mean? I asked. She has a Masters in Business Administration from Kingston State. Shed probably understand Waterford Industries better than you do.

Carissa has an MBA? Paul asked, turning to look at me.

She didnt tell you? I asked. What did she say she did for a living?

She took the secretary position at the church, Paul said. She doesnt talk much about her life before moving back.

Really? I asked. A hint of a suspicion popped up in my mind. I pushed the idea out of my head and changed the subject. Wheres my room?

Paul pointed to a spare bedroom across the living area from his room.

I cant believe youre here, he said again, picking up my suitcase.

You know me better than that.

Apparently, not, Paul said, putting my suitcase on the bed. I didnt expect you to find me for at least a couple of days.

This is exactly the reason you and I need to spend some time together, I said, following him back out of the room. If Flash is going to work with you this summer, youre going to have to learn to anticipate me. You never let me go out on my own last summer; it was stifling.

So when is your first class tomorrow? Paul asked. He stopped and turned to me. Flash is planning on going out this summer? You are going to, I take it, talk to Brian about his restrictions on your nocturnal escapades.

Of course. You really thought I was going to quit forever just because he asked me to? Youve asked me to quit so many times, and I never quit for you. But after talking it over with Taylor, Daniel, and Scott I decided that if he cannot love me for who I am, then were done and Ill move on.

Do you have any prospects waiting in the wings to replace Brian? Paul asked with a grin.

You mean, including the celebrity stalkers and fire-controlling mutants? A few. Am I going to tell you who they are? Nope. As for class tomorrow, its Spring Break, I said. I thought you knew that. Its in the family calendar.

You have the week off and youre not going home? Paul asked.

Im going home with you after your meetings, I said, flopping down in a leather recliner.

I hope you dont get bored, Paul said heading to the bar for a $12 bottle of water. I was still amazed at how money was no object for Paul.

Bored schmored, I said, kicking my legs over the arm of the recliner and looking at him from over the back of the chair. Im going to follow you around wherever you go and record every little word you say. I may even finally get a Pulitzer out of thisyou know how popular you are. I was thinking something along the lines of A Day in the Life of .

Dont do to me what you wouldnt want done to yourself, Paul said, repeating the long-standing rule by which I had to abide to keep Trisha alive. We both knew that A Day in the Life of was out in that instant. Are you hungry? he asked. It is your birthday after all; I probably should take you out to dinner or something.

Starving, I said.

Whats good around here? Paul asked.

I rattled off a few of the more popular chain restaurants around the hotel.

Anything nicer than drive-thru or a $10.95 steak? Paul asked after hearing the options.

Not that I know of, I said. But then, I tend to go with people from school when Im not using The Tribunes expense account. My classmates dont have the same budget we do.

Do you need more money? Paul asked. I can raise your allowance.

Just because I dont take my friends out to a four-star restaurant every night doesnt mean I cant. Trisha has a paycheck to match her readership, so dont you worry about me killing you in your sleep for the life insurance. Tim? Maybehe doesnt do anything and someday may need the money, youll have to watch him closebut you dont have to worry about me. Ill ask around.

Paul smiled. Call Scott and have him join us. Its been a while since Ive talked to him.

I texted Scott and called the top food critic at The Tribune.

Colin? Hey, its Trish, I said after I was transferred to the critics desk. Im doing a dinner interview; whats your favorite in north-ish St. Lawrence?

Paul looked at me with a raised eyebrow, wanting to know to whom I was talking.

Colin Max, I said. Hes the food critic at The Tribune.

You know Colin Max? Paul asked, surprised.

Yeah, I said. Hes teaching me how to be an award-winning food critic.

I love his restaurants, Paul said. He left the room to prepare for dinner.

Who are you talking to? Colin asked. I could hear him flipping through his little black bookhe always kept a book of his review notes. By this time, he had quite the collection throughout nearly a hundred books.

My interviewee, I told him.

He likes my restaurants? Colin asked.

Totally. Col, you know how to pick em. Thats coming from Paul Waterford. Hows that for an endorsement?

Youre interviewing Paul Waterford? Colin asked. How did you get that?

I have my ways, I said. I know someone who knows someone. Colinalong with most of the department heads at The Tribuneknew my identity as Trisha Terrence, but he also knew I would rather be known as Trisha while on assignment. It had been hard for a while, but I had earned my stripes down in the trenches of the newsroom, and no one was complaining about conflict of interest anymoreespecially after I went after the family business, and Paul, when I thought they were doing something they shouldnt.

Then let me give you the name of one of my personal favorites, Colin said. Do you think youll ever be able to introduce me? Id love to meet him.

Im sure I could arrange that, I said. Dad is one of your biggest fans.

Really? Colin asked.

Thats what he said, I said.

Heres the restaurant. Let me know how he likes it, Colin said. He gave me the name, phone number, and address. Oh, and happy birthday.

When are we meeting Chad? I called to Paul after plugging the address into my phone to get the directions and make the reservations.

Tomorrow, Paul said. Have you met him yet?

Not officially, I havent been able to get an interview with him. He only knows that a well-known and well-read reporter wants to get in touch with him. Im pretty sure that if I wanted to speak with him, hed open his calendar right up, but why would I? He has The National Exaggerators original photoshe can see more of me than wed like to admit whenever he would like. Flash, on the other hand, has had many encounters with him.

You will meet him tomorrow, Paul said, coming back into the room. Did you bring anything nice to wear?

I have some business clothes, I said. I changed to my voice-over voice, Professional, sophisticated, a bit playful.

You sound like an advertisement, Paul said with a raised eyebrow.

I arched my back over the arm of the overstuffed chair to look at him upside-down. One of the designers here wants me to model his line. He said hed even put my name on it. I dont think Im going to do it, I said, standing and going to my room to unpack. My parents didnt die so I could sell clothing. He never had to say it, but I knew Paul never wanted me to use the Waterford name to do anything I wouldnt have been able to do as a Weatherby.

I called Scott and we met him at the upscale Thai restaurant in the north part of town. When we arrived, we found that Scott had invited Taylor to join us.

When Scott heard that Paul was thinking of forming a business alliance with Donovan Chad, he was against it, just as I had been.

He always has a hidden agenda, Scott said. The public only sees one side of himthe side he wants to show. He is behind most if not all of the major corporate crimes in the city.

Not to mention the destruction of the harbors environment, Taylor said. I dont know how anything can survive in that water. Im scheduled to do another PSA with one of the network affiliates next week about the condition of the harbor and ocean off of St. Lawrence.

How do you know he is behind everything? Paul asked.

He has repeatedly hounded us, I said. He has all but publically declared war on Lightning and Flash. Ive also been able to track some of the shell corporations that do the actual dirty work straight back to Donovan Chad Enterprises.

Its been a year since Nen, Lightning, and Flash teamed up to try and clean the harbor, Taylor said, her aqua eyes flashing in anger. The public is behind the superheroes, yet Chad continues to drag his feet, saying he has done nothing wrong, but he wont let the EPA inspectors do their job. Fish are dying. Nen wont allow her friends to come near the harbor anymore. Chad doesnt do a thing about it.

There are quite a few people in Kingston who hate Krino just as much. That doesnt mean that theyre out to take over the world, Paul said.

Granted, but the people in Kingston who dont appreciate Krino usually have limited financial means, Scott said. Chad has just as much money as you do.

Not quiteand the public likes me more, Paul said with a smile. Its all those charities that Tamara makes me give to.

No, I said. Its all because of me. Your popularity skyrocketed when I came to live with you and you know it. A lot of it is because of Trisha, as well.

So noted, Paul said.

But youre all forgetting the most important parthes teamed up with Fox. Fox is out to get me, that means Chad is out to get me, too, I reminded them. Just then, my phone rang. Excuse me, I should probably take this, I said and answered the phone at the table.

Happy birthday, my beautiful divine wife, Daniel said. Whatcha up to?

Thanks, Daniel, I said for everyone elses benefit. Dad, Scott and Taylor and I are just out for dinner.

The Boy Toy call you yet? he asked, his voice hardening, using the nickname hed had for Brian ever since December when I didnt hop on a plane and join him in the jungle.

Nope, not yet. Youre first, I told him. Want to say hi to everyone?

Sure, he said.

I passed the phone around everyone got to say hi and have a nice little chat with our friend. Taylors eyes danced with merriment as she answered only yes or no questions that Daniel posed to her. She finally handed the phone off to me with a grin.

Youre going to tell me what he asked you, I told her.

She smiled mischievously. No, Im not.

The rest of the dinner conversation turned to Pauls plans to expand his other, more heroic, projects and my involvement in St. Lawrence.

We love having Tamara on staff at The Tribune, Scott said. Shes really just what the paper needed. Shes also calmed everyones fears about being accused of a conflict of interest. But since Flash left, there hasnt been much for her to do.

Im working on that, Paul assured everyone at the table. I wasnt happy to hear about the forced sabbatical. We all know where he is coming from, and we all have the same fears for safety, but weve gotten more bumps, bruises, and broken bones from training and playing than from out on patrol. Of course, weve also been very lucky.

And I know Trish has done wonderful things for all of us, but I just have to watch my words around her. I never know when Trisha will rear her ugly head.

You think Trish has an ugly head? I asked in mock offense.

One of the ugliest, Paul said, smiling.

I turned to Taylor. I told you they dont appreciate a single thing I do for them; neither of them. Taylor laughed.

After the meal and bidding Scott and Taylor goodnight, Paul and I returned to the hotel and set up some frequency disrupters in case of listening devices so we could talk freely.

Come here, Paul said when everything was in place.

What? I asked, going up to him hesitantly. I didnt like the look in his eyes.

Are you going to tell me what this is? he asked, grabbing my left hand and twisting Daniels ring between his finger and thumb. Until then, I really hadnt realized I had put it back on after returning to school after the winter break.

I didnt realize it was still there, I said, looking at the band.

Who gave it to you? he said, squeezing my hand a little harder, his voice tight. And why?

Daniel, I said. Thanksgiving. We had to pretend that we were married to get around the moral decency laws there.

Thats all it was, though, an act? You didnt actually get married?

Yeah, Dad. I actually really married my best friend and a very high-ranking member of the NCFA only to leave him to go back to Mr. You-Cant-Do-What-You-Love, I said in a sarcastic tone to hide the fact that that was exactly what I had done. Nothing happened, so theres no need for you to hunt Daniel down and kill him to protect my virtue or anything.

So why are you still wearing the ring? Paul asked, dropping my hand.

It keeps the crazies away. Tell me truthfullyhow many times do you find yourself checking out a girls ring finger before anything else? Youd be amazed at how the number of propositions has plummeted since I started wearing this.

Paul half-grinned and headed for his room. Speaking of Daniel, he mentioned something a while back, he said, stopping. I hope you dont think I expect you to marry Brian simply because hes a useful member of the team. When youre ready to get marriedand then after waiting another 25 years or so to make sureI do not want you to think of whats best for the team. Think only about whats best for you. I dont want you settling for second-best, especially in this department.

I sighed. Of course Daniel would have talked to him about that.

So, he said nonchalantly and a teasing grin, would Daniel be one of your stand-bys if Brian doesnt allow you to return to duty? Because I think I could get behind that relationship now. Hes changed a lot in the last year.

Youre so much worse than Dad ever was, I told him.

Paul smiled. Thank you, that means a lot. I do have some pretty big shoes to fill.

And you do it well. Did you bring your work clothes? I asked.

You know I dont leave home without them, Paul said. Where do you keep yours?

Most of my work clothes are still at Scotts, I said. Thats why Dean Kahlan is threatening to kick me out of school againI keep missing curfew. She seems to think that the agreement we came to last year doesnt apply this year. While Im not going out with Scottthanks to BrianI still need to know that hes okay after patrol. Lois and Kara are getting used to my comings and goings. Theyve stopped asking questions. I dont know what I would do if Tay wasnt my RA. But I did empty out my closet at Scotts when I found out you were coming.

Just dont get expelled, Paul said.

I lose track of timeScotts no help, either. Its not my fault he cant wear a watch.

I know, Paul said. Just make sure you stay on the deans good side.

Ill just throw money at them and make it all go away again, I said, going to my room. Make sure you donate a lot of it next time the school does a fundraising drive. I looked at the clock. It was just after 1 a.m. I turned to Paul. I think Im going to cruise around town for an hour or two then come back and go to bed. I need to go flying. Please dont tell Brian.

If it comes up, Ill handle Brian. Would you like company? Paul asked.

Sure, I said. If you can keep up.

We changed and jumped off the penthouse balcony. Krino swung around with jump lines and grappling hooks from building to building as I flew beside him.

Heres Donovan Chad Enterprises headquarters, I said, alighting on a rooftop next to Krino, pointing to the building across the street. He lives in the penthouse on the top floor. Want to meet him?

Of course, Krino asked shooting a grappling hook at the radio antenna on top of the DCE building. The hook caught and Krino leapt off the roof and landed softly beside a glass patio table. I alighted next to Krino and waited.

Chad came out holding a glass of wine within 30 seconds.

Flash, Chad said, offering us seats at his patio table. It has been a while. I am glad to see you are still around. I see you have company tonight. It is always a pleasure to meet with you and your associates.

Chad, I said coldly, backing away from him. It was the first time I had seen him since learning he was financing my enemy and knew I needed to keep my distance.

He walked up to Krino and smiled like the Cheshire Cat. Your junior has atrocious manners. Donovan Chad; I am humbled to meet you, Krino. Chad held out his hand.

Thank you, Krino said, shaking the criminals hand. Flash and I met through Lightning. I was in the area and she insisted on showing me her city.

Chad laughed. The impetuousness of youth. Now if you will excuse me, I am expecting company. Having upstanding citizens of your caliber on my terrace may harm negotiations.

Company this late? I asked, knowing exactly what kind of company he kept.

They are from overseas, Chad said, glowering in my direction.

I went to the edge of the building and stepped off. After the rocket boots activatedjust slow enough to give me a scareI hovered about ten feet away from the wall and waited for Krino.

Chad didnt touch you, did he? I asked, as we were making our way slowly back to the hotel. I made sure to double back a few times.

We shook hands, Krino said.

Let me see your gloves, I ordered. Krino landed on a rooftop and I landed beside him. I pushed a button on my utility belt and the display on my visors changed and a small scanner embedded in my mask began its search. In the light of a full moon, I examined his glove carefully until I found a small tracking device implanted in the rubber between his middle and ring fingers on his right hand. Taking a pair of tweezers out of my utility belt, I removed and destroyed the device.

You never can be too careful with Chad, I said.

Tamara, Im impressed, Paul said once we finally got back to our hotel, showered, and changed. Youre really on top of things here in St. Lawrence. Its a shame you gave it all up.

It wasnt entirely my choice, I said, brushing out my wet hair. Every time I cant go flying, it makes me wish I had stayed in Papua New Guinea with my fake husband.

Im working on it, Paul said again. He went to bed. I did the same.

I woke up Paul opened my bedroom door. He looked down at me and smiled.

Did you sleep well? he asked. Youve certainly slept long enough. Are you that out of practice? I will have to have that talk with Brian.

Yes, on both counts, and thank you, I said, favoring my abs. Holding myself straight while flying took a lot of strength which, apparently, I had lost over the previous eight months, despite the countless sit-ups I had done to prevent muscle loss. I looked at the clockit was eight. When is our meeting with Chad? I asked.

In an hour, Paul said. He was wearing a navy blue business suit. All he had to do was put on his jacket and he was ready to go.

Give me thirty minutes, I said, jumping out of bed and crossing to the shower.

At 8:25, we walked out the door toward the elevator. Paul carried his briefcase and I carried my notebook. Looking every part the dutiful secretary, I had disguised myself enough so that no onenot even Timwould be able to identify me as Pauls daughter without a very close look. I also made sure to wear clothing that would ensure Chad wouldnt be looking at my face.

Take a note, Paul said after Chads secretary told us to have a seat. I grabbed my stylus and tablet computer. Make sure magazines at my office are up to date. Look at this, he said, holding up a NewsDay from five years ago. This even has me on the cover wait a minute Paul quickly flipped through the magazines they all have me on the cover.

I picked up a four-and-a-half-year-old magazinemy first magazine cover with the familyand marveled at how different I was from the girl in the photo, how different we all were. That magazine cover had officially launched Daniels career as a world-famous photographer. After the magazines publication, people began calling Daniel, and now he was in Papua New Guinea with a suspicious native guide, a few dozen cameras, and no wife.

I brought myself back to St. Lawrence, looked at the magazine cover again and clicked my tongue. Five years ago, though, this ego-stroking would have worked. Chad needs better research. I rolled my eyes and under my breath said, I have always hated that photo; I look like such a dork.

Ill agree with that, Paul said, throwing the NewsDay back down on the coffee table face down. The ego-stroking, not the dork part. I think youll end up being right about this guy, he whispered.

You just dont have any faith in me at all, do you? I asked, smiling.

Not one bit, he said, grinning. He kissed my cheek, something that didnt escape the notice of his secretary, who started tapping furiously at her keyboard.

Paul and I ignored her and we started going through what Paul wanted to cover in his meeting. Twenty minutes after nine, Chad paged his secretary to wave us in.

Here we go, Paul said quietly to me. Try not to hurt him.

Chad greeted us cordially and directed us to two chairs in front of his desk. Paul introduced me as his personal secretary, Anita Basil.

I apologize that we couldnt do this under more comfortable circumstances, but you know the life of a busy executive, he said.

All too well, Mr. Chad, Paul said with an all-knowing smile.

Call me Donovan, Chad said. What can I do for you?

Thank you, Paul said. As I am sure you are aware, I am planning on opening a division of Waterford Industries in St. Lawrence later this year. I do not believe that our two companies have to compete simply because our marketing departments want us to. I was hoping we could come up with ways to work together.

Im listening, Chad said, leaning on his desk.

The meeting went on and on. Most of the time, I didnt follow what the two executives were talking about, but I took copious notes anyway, thankful that I had my recorder.

Exactly what resources were we talking about? Chad asked at one point.

Well, I heard that you been doing a lot of research into mutations and their cause, Paul said. I would like to join in your research, send some of my best people to help you discover a cure for mutation. If we can somehow remove their abilities, they will be utterly powerless. I dont know about you, but Im tired of do-gooders ruining my plans.

Chads lips turned upward into an evil sneer. I knew I would like you, Paul, he said, leaning back in his chair. We do have a lot in common. We are both in the unfortunate situation of having someone constantly looking over our shoulders as we work. I am lucky; I only have one looking over my shoulder. I feel for you, PaulI would hate having three overseers.

You only have one? Paul asked.

Yes, just he rolled his eyes Lightning.

I thought St. Lawrence had two superheroes now, Paul said. In fact, I heard that Flash paid you a visit last night.

Where did you hear that? Chad asked. A look of suspicion crossed his face.

I have a working relationship with Trisha Terrence, who writes for The Tribune, Paul said. She cut her teeth in Kingston and I had the opportunity to get to know her when she and my daughter became friends. When she heard I was in town, she gave me a call. She and Flash are as closeprofessionally and personally, Ive heardas she is with the heroes in my city. Trisha told me of your late-night visit. Im sorry about bringing Krino down with me. That man follows me everywhere.

Think nothing of it, Chad said. The girl is of little consequence. I have not seen her for quite a while, and was intrigued to find her on my balcony last night. At the moment, I quite enjoy her visitsI find them amusing. She is nothing that must be taken seriously.

Dont rule out the rookies, Paul said. I underestimated Karis many times. Each time she exceeded my expectations, and it cost me dearlyeven if it was simply my pride.

Thank you for the advice, Chad said with a cordial smile. Paul, I like your proposal. Get it to me in writing, and Ill take a look at it and let you know.

I anticipated that, Paul said. I have all the financial reports, business proposals, building plans and everything ready. Anita?

I took a 100-page proposal out of my notebook and handed it to Paul, who gave it to Chad, who promised to look it over as soon as he had time.

When youve had a chance to look it over, give me a call. I will be in town for the next few days, Paul said, taking out one of his business cards.

Thank you, Donovan said, taking the card.

We all stood, and he shook our hands.

It was a pleasure to meet you both, he said. How long have you two been together?

Ive known Anita for years, Paul said. She was the daughter of one of my top men.

Does her father know? The question was directed at Paul, but Chad was looking at me.

My father is dead, sir, I said in my best Southern accent. He died tragically quite some time ago.

Im sorry to hear that, Chad said, taking the opportunity to place a hand on my shoulder. I glared at him, but didnt move away. Makes things easier for you two, I suppose, he said.

Paulsensing how uncomfortable I wasplaced himself between me and Chad. After her father died, I took her under my wing, gave her a job, and helped her get over her grief, Paul said. I am sure you know my own familys history. Anita fit into the family well. She is like a second daughter to me.

That explains quite a bit that my secretary e-mailed me before you entered. Then Tamara must know her quite well, Chad said, taking his hand off my shoulder.

Theyre very close, Paul said.

Youre a better man than I am, Waterford, Chad said, shaking his head. He looked at me more closely. You look very familiar, my dear. Have we met before?

I doubt it, Mr. Chad, I said, avoiding his gaze. I didnt want to even think about where he had seen my picture before.

Anita, lets go, Paul said before Chad could respond.

Before I knew it, we were standing in Chads secretarys office. I noticed that the magazines that had been on the coffee table were gone.

Would you like to schedule another appointment, sir? she asked.

Donovan will call me, Paul said.

Im sorry, Mr. Chad doesnt do that, she said with an amused smirk.

If hes interested in my proposal, hell give me a call, Paul said with finality. Before the secretary could respond, we had turned and walked out of her office.

Once we were in the car, we felt free to talk. I felt better knowing that any listening device we had picked up in Chads office would be jammed by the devices we had placed in our rental.

Paul let out a contemptful sigh. Why that arrogant, pious, son of a 

Yep, I interrupted. Thats why its so important for me to stay here. With Flash gone, he stepped up his attacks on Lightning. Taylor and I are both getting emergency pages from Lighting more often. Who knows what will happen when I move back home permanently.

Try and get him before then, Paul said. Are you hungry?

I had to skip breakfast this morning, remember?

How bout drive-thru then paying a visit to Scott?

Sounds good to me, I said. I know hell want to know what that happened.

How could just he assume we were sleeping together? Paul asked. Youre young enough to be my daughter.

He wouldnt hesitate to; I saw it in his eyes. I said with a slight shudder. Besides, if you forgot, I kind of am your daughter.

We returned to our hotel room later that afternoon to await the call from Chad. We werent holding our breaths. After spending a few days in St. Lawrence showing Paul my new city, we returned home without receiving Chads call.


Crossroads

That May, Brian and Tim graduated from college. Brian called me a month before commencement and told me the president of his school had called him into his office personally to ask him to speak at the graduation; I asked him what he did to do to get out of doing it.

I said yes. I froze!

That was dumb. So what are you going to speak on?

Probably the wonderful world of opportunities for us graduates, Brian said. Something like that, at least. I have total creative liberties. You know the drill.

If you ever need a writer to go over your speech with a fine-toothed comb, just let me know. Im always here to help, I said.

Oh, so youll get me that writers number? he asked playfully.

You havent told me what youre going to do after graduation, I said later in the conversation.

I plan to keep working for Paul, Brian said. I told you that before, didnt I?

I know youre working for Dad, I said. I dont know if you are going to move somewhere else and get established on your own.

I thought about moving to St. Lawrence to be closer to you, but I didnt want Paul to move down there too, so I decided to stay here. I thought about getting my own apartment, but you know what would happen if I moved out on my own.

Yeah, I said. I know. Tim and I had numerous fan clubsI had actually been a member of many of Tims fan clubs until I actually met him. Brians fan club organized immediately after we started dating. Brians fans were more subdued than Tims and mine, but he still got accosted on the street on a regular basis. My fans were Reason #572 Paul didnt want me living on my own.

I dont think getting an apartment alone would be such a great idea, I said. Who knows who youd find in your bed?

You know who Id love to find in my bed one morning? Brian asked. You.

Brian! I said with a mixture of shock and surprise; I had never heard him talk like that. He had always been almost too prudish. Brian showed none of the spice and passion that everyone said should be there, and definitely no where even remotely near the level I had enjoyed with Daniel. What if Dad is listening?

Paul knows how I feel, Brian said. Youll be home in time for graduation, right?

You have to ask? Tim would kill me if I missed his graduation.

But isnt that your finals week?

Yep. Im paying $100 to take my finals early so I get to spend the day with my family.

Youre paying how much? Brian asked, in shock.

You and I both know that $100 is pocket change, I said. But yeah, Im paying to see your speechso it had better not suck.

Brian laughed. Ill do my best.

Remember, youre not just embarrassing yourself, youre also letting Paul, Tim, Edmund and Kristin down. Youre also flinging mud in my face since were supposed to be dating.

So what youre saying is, no pressure?

Youll do great, I said. I know you will.

Thanks, pumpkin. Ill see you later. I have a test to study for.

Ditto. Ill see you Thursday. Dont call me pumpkin; Dad called me pumpkin.

Love you so much, Brian said.

I know, I said.

Brian chuckled. Yeah, right. Ill see you later.

As I got into town late the night before Brian and Tims graduation, I debated whether to call home. I wanted to surprise Brian with a speech rewrite. I parked behind the house and attempted to sneak in through the kitchen door. I had planned on surprising Edmund and Brian as they worked in the cave, but my surrogate grandfather was in the kitchen finishing the dinner dishes. I hadnt counted on Kenny, either.

My dog was so excited to see me I was afraid that Krino and Krisis would hear him across town and rush through the door any second to save the household from an intruder. I bent down to give Kenny a long hug. He eventually quieted down and I smiled at Edmund. After Kenny let me stand up, I moved to where Edmund was putting the dinner dishes away. I gave him a hug and made him promise not to tell the team I was home.

Hows Brians doing on his speech? I asked.

He will not let anyone read it.

So youre saying hes scared spit-less.

I could not have said it better myself, dear, Edmund said, grinning. He is downstairs now, should you want to say hello.

I have something better in mind, I said, yawning. Good night, Edmund.

Good night, my dear.

I hauled my suitcases upstairs, and plopped them on my couch, out of sight from the doorway. After changing into my pajamas, I went to Brians room to get his surprise ready. Just as I had suspected, his notes for his speech were strung out all over his desk. As he had said before, his speech was all about the many opportunities for the grads in Kingston and the rest of the world.

I had known Brian nearly all my life, and knew that the boy could not write a proper sentence to save his life. To help him sound more eloquent, I took a pen and started editing. Two hours later, when my eyes couldnt focus anymore, I called it quits, went downstairs, and climbed into bed.

I woke up when a throw pillow hit my face.

Im glad youre home, Tim said from the couch. Someone needs to keep your boyfriend sane todaynone of us can.

Im glad Im home, too, I said. I sat up as a pillow just missed my nose. Tim walked over to my bed and held out his hand to help me out of bed. How did you know that I was here?

You should know better than to ask, Tim said. Your big brother knows all.

Edmund told you, huh? I asked, rubbing the sleep out of my eyes.

Yeah, Tim said with the playful smile that drove all the girls crazy.

Is Brian awake?

Out like a light, Tim said. Come on, its time for breakfast.

I ate breakfast with Tim and Edmund; Paul had gone straight to the office from patrol. He needed to get some work done before graduation. After breakfast, Tim left to meet Jeremy, his best friend, downtown. He told me he would be meeting us at the university that afternoon.

After Tim left and I got a load of laundry in the wash, I sneaked upstairs and put an ear to Brians door. I could hear him snoring and opened the door.

The time away from both Brian and Daniel that semester had given me plenty of time to evaluate my relationship situation. I knew that, despite what I had told Paul, I really only had two choices for a lifelong companionhowever long that life may be. I was too invested in my life as a hero that I didnt have much time to invest in someone who was not either already privy to my secret or a fellow Associate himself. It was either Brian or Daniel; Krinos lab tech or my own personal globe-trotting photographer. And my lab tech was here and my photographer wasnt.

Brian could offer me a reasonably sane and stable future. When between jobs, Daniel could leave at the drop of a hat and be an ocean away with only 24 hours notice. One was exciting, the other safe. I had tried exciting and it was wonderful, perhaps safe would be wonderful as well, I wouldnt know until I tried.

I also knew that while some would have said that 20 was far too young to be thinking about marriage and children, my chosen vocation was such that if I wanted to have a family, I knew that I needed to start young. I never knew if a stray bullet or a well-aimed blow could take meor, possibly, my husbandout unexpectedly. If I wanted to get married, I would need to do it sooner rather than later, just to be on the safe side.

I crept into Brians room as quietly as I could and eased myself onto his bed.

Brian hadnt worn a shirt to bed, and I couldnt help but notice that he had been working out more than usual lately. I leaned over and kissed him. His eyes popped open immediately and he pulled away. When he saw who it was, he grinned sleepily and kissed me.

Surprise, I said.

Tamara, this is the best surprise a guy could ask for, he said. He pulled me closer and kissed me again. You dont know how long Ive waited for this.

Waited for what? I asked.

Brian opened his mouth, then thought better of it and laughed. This is the first time weve had alone since we began datingwe dont even have heroes around to chaperone.

You know what, it is! I leaned in to give him a kiss, but he pounced on me and began kissing me passionately. I was surprised at his energyI had truly suspected he did not have it in him. After a few moments I pushed him off of me and scrambled off the bed, thoughts of Daniel going through my head. A wave of guilt washed over meI, a married woman, was in bed kissing a man not my husband.

What? Where are you going? Brian asked angrily, then softened. Are you okay?

Yeah, sure, I said. We needed to stop, anyway. Hows your speech coming?

I hate giving speeches, he said, throwing himself backwards on the pillow. Please kill me!

I will do no such thing, I said. I have lost too many people in my life already. I turned to his desk and started working on the speech, allowing him to get out of bed, shower, and get dressed. I also took the time to get my head back on straight and remind myself that I really truly wasnt married to Daniel. An unconsummated marriage was simply a business arrangement.

You tried to get out of our graduation, Brian reminded me after he showered and dressed.

If you remember, Dad wouldnt let me. And I wont let you.

But you couldnt have forgotten what happened, Brian said. Ampelona, Nasira, Najinca, FearGus, and Disuchos crashed it and almost killed you. He fingered the long scar on my left arm from the operation to repair a bone shattered by a bullet.

Maybe theyll crash tonight too and you wont have to make a speech, I said, grinning. Im pretty sure I could arrange that.

Brian wrapped his arms around me and held me close. Im glad youre here.

Brian, theres something I want to talk to you about before we left tonight.

What is it?

It was time to clear the air, and to get my life back, one way or the other. I walked over to the couches in the living area of the suite. Brian sat next to me.

Brian, I know you want me to stop heroing, and I want you to know that I understand why, but you have to know that its who I am. I hate that I cant do it. And I worry about Lightning. There are times he really needs me. Hes not invulnerable, you know and Im worried that one of these days Ill lose my friend because I cant be there to save him.

I know, and thats one of the reasons I love you, he said.

I wanted to show you how important you are to me, but I cant help but think how many had to die so that you would believe that I loved you. If youre going to continue to insist that I cant be a hero, we need to reevaluate our relationship. I cant change who I am, and if you dont love Karis and Flash, you dont love me.

Dont say that, Brian said. You needed a break, and you know it. You were burning yourself out with college, Flash, work, and everything else you do. Do you really want to end up like Paul?

How do you mean?

Has Paul ever had someone he shared his secret with? Has he ever had someone he loved enough to take down to the cave?

Not since Ive been here, I said. It doesnt matter anyway. He has Tim and mewere his family. He loves us enough to let us help him.

According to a piece of paper, Brian said.

Do you really think Id be calling him Dad if I was just his daughter on paper? I asked angrily. Do you know how hard it was for me to start calling him Dad?

Tamara, calm down, Brian said. Look, until recently, he was content to be a lifelong bachelor. Im just asking if you would be content with that. Do you plan on marrying? Do you want your own children, or are you going to wait for God to drop some in your lap?

Ive never thought about kids, really, I said. I fought a smile as I thought about Daniel, still in the jungles of Papua New Guinea, and what a good father he would now make to all of our little hero children. I hadnt planned on marrying Daniel, and it had just happened. Why are you asking me all this? You havent answered my question.

Why dont you think about it? Brian asked. He slid off the couch onto one knee. He took my hands in his. Tamara Anne Weatherby, you know I love you. You know I love you for you and not your money or what you do. You know Ill never leave youyour dad and brother would kill me if I did. Brian smiled and took my hand. Marry me.

Can I come out of retirement? I asked. Without you ever asking me to quit again?

No one can stop you from doing something you want to do, Brian said. Paul and Tim know that. Daniel and Scott know that. Im sure Dusan, Lightning and the other superheroes know that. And I know that.

Mean it?

Uh huh, now answer my question.

Can I have a year to think about it? I asked. This is kind of an important decision.

What is there to think about? Brian asked.

I need to make sure that youre not going to go back on your word and forbid me from doing what I love. I also need to figure out if I would be better off with a hero or a civilianits a more difficult decision than you think. I cant just rely on what my heart says, like normal girls.

Brian rolled his eyes. Fine, you can think about it. But I want an answer by the end of the summer, before you leave for school. He took my hand and squeezed it.

Whats this? Brian asked, looking at the thin gold band on my finger.

Oh, its nothing, I said. Just a little something Daniel got me a little bit back. It was for my protection.

Daniel? Brian asked, his eyes hardening. And what do you mean by protection?

You have no idea how many potential stalkers its kept away, I said. Most guys dont look at my face first, but they always look at the ring finger second, and then decide if the rest of me gets the once-over.

They dont know what theyre missing, Brian said sweetly.

We sat talking and working on his speech until someone rapped on the door at three in the afternoon. I dove behind the couch. I knew Paul would kill me if he found Brian and me alone together. One of the stipulations to Brian living in the house was that we would never be alone together other than when we were both working in the cave.

Paul would like to know if you know when Tammy is getting into town. Its kind of late, and hes getting worried, Kristin said, coming in her brothers bedroom.

You mean Tim actually kept his promise for once? I asked, peeking out from behind the couch. I spotted a large frame in the doorway. Hi, Dad, I said meekly.

Tamara, Paul said calmly. I walked out into the hall. Carissa was standing near the stairs. She did not look pleased I had been caught in Brians room.

I know, Dad, I said, looking down at my feet. We shouldnt have been alone.

Tamara, Paul said. Look at me.

I looked at him and he smiled. Its good to have you home, he said, giving me a hug.

Youre not yelling, I said, stunned.

Just dont let it happen again, Paul said. I dont have the time or energy to baby-sit you two all summer.

Okay, Dad, I said. I started towards the stairs.

Tamara? Paul called after me.

Yeah? I stopped and turned around.

Did you get that thing worked out?

Yep; I get to come to work with you again.

Paul smiled and nodded. Good.

After extracting myself from Carissa, Paul, and Kristin, I went downstairs to my room to prepare for the guys graduation, and to make a phone call. I owed someone some kind of explanation. I hadnt taken the time zones into account when I called Daniels satellite phone.

Goddess? Daniel asked. He sighed heavily. Whats happened to you this time?

I just needed to talk to you. Hows New Guinea? I asked.

Hot and humid, Daniel said with a yawn. Our cover seems to still be in tact, even though, Im sure by now, our marriage is not. But I am pretty sure you wouldnt call just to ask about the weather. Is everything okay?

Its great to be home, I said. But it will be a rather interesting summer, I think.

Interesting for you means something completely different for us mortals, Daniel said, the sleepy fog slowly lifting from his voice. You dont need me to get on a plane, do you?

Tempting! But no, not right now.

So please tell me why you decided to wake me up in the middle of the night.

He proposed, I said.

Boy Toy? Daniel groaned.

Yeah, I said. We had that conversation you suggested we have and he asked me to marry him. That was something I wasnt expecting. And I may have kissed him.

When is the wedding? he asked after a few seconds of silence.

I havent given him an answer yet, I said. He let me have until the end of the summer to decide. You were rightI dont know if normal is really what I want, or if its even possible for people like us.

Is he letting you go back to work? Daniel asked.

Yes, he is, I said. I told him it was all of me or none of me.

At least you kept your wits about you, he mumbled.

What? I asked.

Dont mind me, goddess, he said. Let me call you back when my brain is awake. I dont really want to say something I shouldnt.

No problem, I said. Go back to sleep. Im sorry for calling so early.

Tell Tim and Brian congrats on graduating for me, Daniel said. I wish I was there. I love you, goddess.

Will do. Love you, too.

At five, we left for Tim and Brians graduation ceremony.

Are you okay? I asked Brian on the way to the stadium.

I think Im going to puke, he said. Promise me that if you see me start to stumble over my words that youll help me out.

You know I will, I said. Just to leave your Com on.

Com? Brian asked. I was talking about mercy-killing me.

Brian, Im not going to kill you. Youll do fine, I said.

I dont know if I can do this, Brian said, clutching his stomach, as we pulled into the university parking lot. Tim was waiting for us at the entrance and hopped in the car as we drove past.

Dude, youre going to be fine, Tim told Brian.

What was I thinking? he asked, putting his head in his hands.

I dont know, I said. I would have said no. I gave his hand a reassuring squeeze. Tim caught the action and he noticed the simple gold band on my finger. He caught my eye and raised his eyebrows. I shook my head slightly to tell him I wouldnt answer any questions about it there, but sometime when we were alone.

Graduation went smoothly and Brians speechas I had assured himwas a rousing success. Daniel called back the next morning, right before he went to bed.

Im sorry for earlier, Daniel said. You just caught me at a bad time.

No problem, I told him, brushing out my hair, wet from the very long, very hot shower to relax very tight muscles after going out on patrol for the first time in what felt like forever. Thanks for calling back.

Some other guy is proposing to my wife, of course Im going to call back.

I dont think I count as your wife yet, I told him. We never really did get a chance to seal the deal so to speak.

Thats your stupid phones fault, he said with malice. All you had to do was hit snooze, and youd probably still be here.

Ten minutes? Thats all? I asked. Thats not the impression of your prowess you gave me over the years.

If Id gotten the chance, I probably could have convinced you to stay in under two if Id had to, he said with a wry chuckle. But how did last night go?

Graduation was as boring as it should be. No fireworks, no flying bullets.

No more talk of marriage? Daniel asked.

Only from you, my dear, I said. I still have three months to think it over.

You shouldnt need three months, he said. Tell me, why are you even considering it? What makes a future with him worth all this time and effort and uncertainty?

Hes stable. Life with you would be incredible and fun and unpredictable, but, lets face itId be a hero less with you than I would be here. When youre not on assignment, we dont know where youre going to be from one week to the next. Life with Brian would allow me to put down roots. Id have a place to call home, not just a way-station where we store the things that dont fit in overhead compartments and camera bags. Both sound so appealing. I just need to figure out which one sounds better.

I can respect that, but that doesnt mean I like it. But I still say Im the better choice. I guess Ill just need to start praying youll figure that out.

I dont think thats necessary, Daniel. Ill get this figured out eventually.

Of course its necessary, Daniel said. Youre my goddess and I love you. I want you back here where we can share my one-room shack, sketchy electricity and no running water, and Ill do whatever it takes. And, really, how can you stop me from praying?

I know, Daniel. Thanks, I said. I love you, too.

Its no problem, goddess, he said. But its past my bed time. I should go.

Look me up when you get back home, I said.

Absolutely, Daniel said. Ill be out of here in five months. And I will need to know if Im going to be moving back to Pyramid City or to St. Lawrence.

Of course, I promised. Good bye, Daniel. Sleep sweet.

Good bye, goddess. I love you.

I love you, too, I said.

I took out a pen and pad of paper and started writing a list of pros and cons for staying with each of them. Five hours later, when my head began drooping and it was time to go to sleep, I was no closer to coming to a decision. I took my twenty-page, unfinished, list and locked it away securely in my wall safe on top of the annulment paperwork Daniel had given me the night before I left New Guinea. I wondered, as I fell asleep, if three months would be enough time to decide.


The Island

Congratulations, Tamara! You and Brian have been randomly selected from St. Lawrences collective student body to participate in a 2-week sociological study! It sounded like the junk mail my parents used to get, and it would have been thrown away if it hadnt been sent through bona fide certified mail. The letter continued: During this experiment, you and three other couples will both be waited on hand-and-foot by fifty of the worlds hottest men and women. Our goal is to test the bonds of love and loyalty, and to document the reactions of devoted couples being bombarded with temptation. 

While I had been reading the introductory letter, Brian had grabbed the full-color brochure. The experiment would take place on a South Pacific island, and apparently this so-called experiment would also be broadcasting live via the Internet. The brochure certainly made it look amazing, but I thought something smelled funny. Brian, on the other hand, was already sold.

Wanna go for it? Brian asked enthusiastically, his eyes sparkling. Just think about it: two weeks in paradise, lots of sun, and no museum. Look at the datesyoud finally have an excuse to miss the massacre anniversary.

It seems perfecta little too perfect. A free vacation right after we cleaned up the tabloid mess, conveniently during the anniversary of the worst moment in my life, with my famous boyfriend, on a remote tropical island. What could possibly go wrong?

Even if I had believed it was an actual offer, something didnt sit right with me. SomethingI didnt quite know whatwas telling me that this opportunity would be more than just a simple sales pitch for a time share or free vacation with my boyfriend. Before Brian got too attached to the idea, and before approaching Paul to sign off on us leaving on a vacation together, I needed to know more about these graduate students.

I had always gotten along well with computersa skill I inherited from my dadand my training as Karis had honed my skills even further. I looked up registration information for the website that was selling subscriptions to the online show using my phone. When the query came back, I started laughing hysterically.

Brian looked at me, confused. I handed him the phone and he started laughing too. I have a feeling that he doesnt realize that information is public record, or he might have tried to hide it a little better! The website was registered to none other than David Fox of St. Lawrence. The sociological study was clearly a poorly-disguised trap.

I looked to Brian with a glint in my eye. What do you say we turn the tables on Fox? I have a cunning plan. There are a few things we need to do before we leave.

Brians smile was wide and answer immediate. Im in.

For my plan to work, I would need help from the outside. And when it came to remote tropical islands, there was only one name that came to mind. After a brief and private conversation with Taylor, Nen was on her way to Waterford Mansion.

When Nen arrived in the underground cave, which conveniently had an outlet to the bay near Waterford Mansion, Brian and I showed her the brochure, the letter, and the information wed uncovered. She studied the brochure intently, then exclaimed, I know where this is! Ill give Fox some credit: that island is definitely paradise. I think youll really like it, assuming nobody tries to kill you or anything.

I really dont think he wants to hurt us. His plan has always been to line his pockets while ruining my reputation. Our plan, however, is to thwartor at least subvertFoxs scheme by neutralizing the eye candy gradually over the course of the two weeks. I mean, look at some of these people. Sure, the guys are buff, but you know theyd be no match for me. Dont get me started on the girls. Anyoneeven Tim, on a good daywould have no problem with the girls.

I heard that! Tim shouted from another part of the cave.

Yeah, not scared, I yelled back at him. Nen, Ill need your help with escorting them off the island safely. Brian, your job is to come up with a directional signal disruptor. We will need to be able to take out cameras individually.

Nen nodded. Since I know where the island is, Ill do some reconnaissance and make sure there is a camera-free zone somewhere on the island.

Brian grinned. I know just the thing.

In the meantime, I called the toll-free number on the bottom of the letter, accepted the invitation, and got started packing for the trip. Since this wasnt just a vacation, I packed a few extra  goodies that I knew would come in handy on the island. Over the course of the next week, Nen and I developed a map of where the cameras were located, and where we would be able to meet safely. Brian spent most of his time in the gadgets lab, perfecting the signal disruptor.

With our preparations complete, we left for the airport to meet the other couples. While we were waiting at the gate, we heard a squeal of recognition, and a young couple ran up to us and introduced themselves as fellow guinea pigs in the sociology experiment.

I cant believe it! Rachel said, shaking our hands. Her boyfriend, Reese, stood with his arms around her waist, looking me up and downsomething I didnt appreciate, but was used to. I cant believe that you two were randomly selected! This is going to be awesome!

Ive always wanted to meet you two, he said. He introduced a couple coming up to us as some of our fellow case studies.

Thats not! Katie shouted. It is! Tamara Waterford! Neil, Katies boyfriend shook my hand and nodded at Brian.

The last couple, Gil and Christie, also shook our hands. We boarded a borrowed television network jet and found our seats.

So how much do you guys know about this place? I asked after we took off.

Just that its a free trip to paradise with my Christie, Gil said.

I know this will be a defining point in our relationship, Katie said.

Dont worry, babe, Neil said. Nothing can take my eyes off of you.

So how long have you two been together? Reese asked Brian and me.

Officially? Since my eighteenth birthday, Dad wouldnt let me date before, I told them. I had other things I needed to work through before starting any kind of relationship.

Do you guys know Krino and Krisis? Gil asked.

Ive met them a few times, I said. After the massacre, I suddenly developed a penchant for getting into trouble. The heroes and I have gotten to know each other quite well over the last five years. Im the entire NCFAs special project, it seems like. I seriously wouldnt be surprised if one or two of the superheroes showed up while we were there.

For the rest of the six-hour flight, we talked with the other couples, trying to divert the conversation away from our lives as much as possible. We talked about our concerns over this vacation, what we might expect at the island, and the expected outcomes. After landing in Hawaii, we took a boat to the island.

When we boarded the yacht, Brian called me over to his suitcase excitedly. I didnt want to talk about it on the plane, and this is probably the only chance Ill have to show you before were surrounded by cameras. What do you think? He handed me what looked like a toy from a science fiction convention. It was about six inches long, with what appeared to be a blue bulb at one end. Brian pressed a button on the side, and the bulb lit up while the toy made a high-pitched electronic sound. There was a slider that extended the toy an extra three inches or so, but I wasnt sure if that affected its operation at all.

Its the signal disruptor you asked for. Just point it at a camera and press the button, and it freezes the last frame. When you release the button, it resumes operation. It does cause a burst of static, but its very short and indistinguishable from normal interference. Brian gave a demonstration using his phones video camera.

The yacht we took to the island only had six staterooms so Brian, and I had to share a room, despite our protests. We alternated nights sleeping on the floor, rather than share a bed. My constant nightmares were bad enough to keep me awake most nights, so I soon went back to my routine of taking power naps whenever I could.

During the days, we all had free reign of the yacht. When I wasnt down below deck with the men in the weight room, I was on the deck talking with Christie, Katie, and Rachel. The women were amazed to hear that I was still a virgin. They had seen Foxs photos of Brian, Daniel, and me and believed them to be genuine. Brian told me that the men had about the same reaction. Over the next few days, we were both finally able to convince at least those on the boat that we were telling the truth.

The day before we arrived at the island, our hosts, led by a man named Stuart, called us into the dining room to explain what would happen after we arrived on the island.

After a while, you will just forget the cameras are there, Stuart said. Please, just act normally. I know that two of our company are quite used to cameras by now. The rest of the group chuckled at his poor attempt in humor. Brian and I were not amused.

What are the living arrangements? I asked.

Each cabin has a bedroom, private bath, and a living area. Theres a king-size bed in your room. And really, dont hold back, he said.

So Brian and I will be forced to share a living space? I asked.

Arent you used to that by now? Stuart asked. Everyone knows that Brian moved into your house almost two years ago.

None of you have ever been to my house, I quipped with a grin. This got a few more chuckles from the group. Though, as soon as I said it, I was not quite so sure. Something about some of the crew and other staff seemed oddly familiar.

We finally arrived at the island, and I was ready to get out and stretch my legs, until I saw the natives. On the dock, waving their greeting, were fifty of the most attractive people in the worldwe were to call them Strumpets, according to Stuart. The women wore nothing but the stringiest of bikinis; the men, Speedos and smiles.

Just think, I whispered to Brian, who was staring at the Strumpets. These people were paid to have sex with us.

I know, he whispered back. But look at the reactions of our companions.

The other six people traveling with us grinned stupidly at the fleshy greeting. Their eyes danced with desire.

Such is the destiny of all who forget God; so perishes the hope of the godless. What he trusts in is fragile; what he relies on is a spiders web. He leans on his web, but it gives way; he clings to it, but it does not hold, I said sadly. I looked at Brian. He was looking at our welcoming committee as well. His eyes were full of pain for those on the shore who had sold their bodies for a chance to be famous. He looked down at me and smiled sadly.

He kissed me lightly and said, It looks like we have our work cut out for us. Brian glanced over his shoulder and saw Stuart standing beside us with a camera.

Dont mind me, he said. Just pretend Im not here.

Brian and I returned to our rooms and picked up our bags, with our host in tow. By the time we had gathered everything together, the boat had been invaded by the Strumpets. One of them approached me and reached for my bag.

Here, let me help you with that. He seemed friendly enough, but there were sensitive items in my luggage that I didnt want to risk being found.

Thanks, but Ive got it. Im stronger than I look. I flashed my warmest smile at him, and easily hefted both my and Brians bags up onto my shoulders. The Strumpet whistled, seemingly impressed. We disembarked from the yacht, and followed the marked path toward the cabins. A female Strumpet approached us with a seductive smile on her face, and she focused her attention on Brian.

Welcome! Is there anything I can offer you? The Strumpet leaned into Brian and caressed his muscular chest. Inspired by me and Paul and Tim, Brian had started working out with us. He wasnt a future superhero by any means, but he still benefited from the regular exercise. Brian was becoming very uncomfortable.

You could show us to our rooms, Brian suggested, gently pushing himself away from the Strumpet and putting me between them. She simply smiled at him and began a sultry walk down the dock. Brian and I followed her to our cabin. When we arrived, the Strumpet gave us a brief tour.

This is the living room, she said as we entered, gesturing to the furniture. The bathroom is to the left, and the bedroom is to the right. She looked directly at Brian. The bed is big enough for three. We spared no expense. She was getting uncomfortably close to Brian again.

I cleared my throat to get her attention. Thank you, you can go now. I gestured towards the entrance, and the Strumpet pouted and nodded. She sauntered through the door, looking back to catch Brian again and wink at him before she left. I closed the door and locked it, then crashed on the large bed, exhausted.

By the time I woke up, Brian had already unpacked our clothes. The luggage was stacked precariously in one corner of the room, which I thought was strange until I also noticed that there were white chalk marks on the walls pointing to what I now saw were the camera systems. The chalk closely matched the color of the paint, so it wouldnt show up on-camera. Then I figured it out: Brian had carefully put our luggage in the cameras blind spot.

So, what do you want to do now? Brian asked.

I was thinking of going for a swim. Want to join me?

Sure, said Brian. Someone has to protect you from the sharks and Strumpets.

I started to change in front of Brian, who, after panicking initially, soon realized that I was in no danger of exposing myself to him or to millions of Internet viewers hoping for a peep show. Years of public school gym class and living with three other guys had taught me how to change without actually getting undressed. When I was done I stepped out of my clothes. My swimsuit revealed several scars from my encounters with criminals both in and out of costume.

Im ready to go. You coming? I asked, walking out towards the beach. Brian caught up with me, and we took a moment to enjoy the island. We managed to escape the Strumpets attention, and enjoyed a semi-romantic stroll down the beach. It probably would have been a little more romantic without all the shark warning signs that had been newly erected along the coast. I pointed them out to Brian, who chuckled.

You like it? What better way to get seclusion than the threat of being eaten alive? a familiar voice called out.

Hello, Nen! I hope no sea life was hurt in the making of this safe zone. I turned to greet my friend who had arisen out of the ocean.

Nope! Just some prominent displays and a mangled surfboard or two. And I might have swam around with a fake dorsal fin on my back a few times. Nen giggled.

Nen, Brian, and I sat on the beach and reviewed the plan: Brian and I would sneak out at night and abduct several Strumpets and bring them here to this beach, where Nen would make sure they were transported off the island safely. During the day, we would observe the Strumpet behavior and target the most aggressive ones first.

Nen sniffed the air. You might want to get back. I smell dinner cooking. Brian and I found our way to the dining hall. The others had already sat down to eat, but the food was still fresh. The room was also swarming with Strumpets.

Tamara, right? Mind if I join you? A Strumpet asked after we sat down and were served. I recognized him as the Strumpet that had offered to help me with my bags.

I guess. I glanced around the room quickly, but all the other tables were already occupied. Whats your name?

Steve. Oh, and Im sorry about before. I hope I wasnt too aggressive. I have to be, you know. Its in the contract. If I dont hit on one of you a certain amount a day, I could be fired. He lowered his head and looked around conspicuously. Just as a heads-up, be ready for everyone here to never let you two alone.

I raised an eyebrow. Nice to meet you, Steve. Why exactly are you telling me this?

You dont recognize me? Oh, of course. Youve never seen me like this he gestured to his abs and Speedo before. I go to SLCU too, a year behind you. Ive seen you around campus before. We sat at the same table in the cafeteria once. Im not surprised you dont remember me, but for weeks my mom was telling all her friends that we had lunch together.

My jaw dropped. How did you end up here? The deans will be out for blood if this gets out.

Even without bonuses, this job is pays the rest of my way through college. I already promised my mom that Id keep my hands to myself, so I mainly just stick to being eye candy and acting friendly. It seems to be working so far.

I lowered by head conspiratorially. I already know this whole experiment is a farce trying to make me look bad. I could use a man on the inside. If you get fired on my account, Ill take care of your college bills. What do you say?

Well, that explains the bonus clause in my contract, Steve whispered. We get a $5000 bonus each time one of us sleep with you or Brian on-camera, but only $250 for the others. I thought that was oddly specific, but my agent had already signed me up and I couldnt get out of it. Sure, Ill help you out. I smiled warmly at him and gave him a peck on the cheek. Meet me and Brian in our bedroom in an hour, Steve. I winked at him playfully, selling it for the cameras that were no doubt watching us. Brian and I finished dinner, and returned to our bedroom.

Steve showed up right on time. I had packed our backpack with the tools we would need, and I gave the backpack to Steve. Brian carried a blanket, and we left for our rendezvous point with Nen. Once we were out of camera range, we set up a hidden base of operations so that we could come and go freely without worrying about being discovered by cameras.

After our nightly work was done and Brian and the rest of the island inhabitants were asleep, I sneaked out of the cabin to take a long walk on the beach, away from the cameras, just me and God, trying to figure out my life. I had given up on sleeping for more than an hour at a time after the first night. I also knew I had to start conditioning my body to run on a few hours sleep againI was scheduled to join back up with the team full time after we returnedand I had a lot on my mind that night.

Five years was a long time to be apart from my parents, and I still had a big decision to make. There was just so much about my life I wasnt able to tell Brian, and that bothered me more than I had realized. As I rounded a bend, I met Nen on the beach.

Have you seen Daniel recently? I asked Nen after a bit of last-minute logistical planning. We were sitting on the warm sand against a log, listening to the waves pound the shore and gazing up at the brilliant sky full of stars. I had a very important message I needed Nen to give him. I also missed Daniel terribly, and wanted any information about him I could get.

I saw him a couple days ago, actually, Nen said. I was in the area to talk a beached whale out of suicide. Dan was doing his thing, taking pictures of the whale. He wants to know if he should expect a return visit from you on your way home.

Am I finally so famous that a whale would want me to visit? If you really think it will help his state of mind, I will, but it might be difficult to explain, I said with a grin.

Nen glared at me, trying not to smile. Dan was ready to let me kidnap him and bring back him here. Hes going to be watching this thing, you know. He also told me to ask about your nightmares. He told me you would know what he is asking.

I thought he might be, I said. When you see him again, tell him Im not sleeping long enough to have nightmares, and I regret leaving my nightmare cure.

And he will know what that means? Nen asked.

Hell know.

Brian cannot help you with your nightmares?

No, he cant. Not Tim, not Dad, only Daniel for some reason, I said with a hint of regret. I started playing with Daniels ringstill right where he had put itabsentmindedly. And tell him that if there was any way I could, I would have come and visited him while we were in the neighborhood. But, with Brianhell know why not. I knew how much trouble both Daniel and I would be in should I be seen travelling to see my husband with a man who was hoping to become my husband. But, I need you to tell Daniel why were doing this. Im doing this for Daniel just as much as I am myself. Fox wronged all of us. Please make sure he knows that.

My best friend caught my tone and looked at me. Tamara, it is time to get serious. I know that you claim to love Brian and everything and I will admit that I am warming up to him a bit myself. But I also know Dan makes you happier than Brian ever could. After you returned from Thanksgiving break, you were the most happy I think I have ever seen you, so I know more happened over the break than you have cared to tell me. Dan told me that Brian asked you to marry him. Are you sure you would rather to choose spend the rest of your life with Brian over a life with Dan?

I dont know, Taylor, I said honestly. Daniel and I share so much. He knows how I feel when I talk about my parents and my fears of abandonment. He knows how good it feels to save someones life and catch the bad guy. He also knows how it feels to want to pummel the bad guy until the bad guy no longer breathes. Brian cant know how any of that feels. But on the other hand, Brian actually knew my family; he was one of Ryans best friends. And he has stuck with me through everything, including not being able to tell him about all of you.

Have you thought about giving Dan a shot at making you happy? Nen asked. Brian asked you to give up your calling for him. Dan would have never done that. I cannot think of anyone I would rather see my ex spend the rest of his life with than you, and I mean that in a good way.

Actually, Daniel and I are already married, I said quietly, confiding something I had not been able to say out loud for a long time. I was tired of keeping the secret to myself and while I knew Taylor would never let me hear the end of it, I also knew it would never be leaked to anyone else. I also knew that Daniel wouldnt mind me bringing someone else in on the secret, if it was Taylor.

What do you mean, already married? Nen asked, turning to face me.

We had to get married last fall so Soleh, his guide, wouldnt turn us in to the morality police or something. Its a rather long story. Ill tell you everything when I get a chance, I promise.

That explains quite a bit, she said quietly.

What do you mean?

Dan just was not his normal self. Now I know why. Tamara, Nen said standing. Come with me. I am taking you back to your husband. You should not be here.

As much as I would like toif only so I could get some sleepI cant do that, I said. I cant just up and leave. I still cant, in good conscious, throw all of this away. Besides, Dad needs Brian on the team; if I were to dump him and start a life with Daniel, where would that leave Dad?

What about what all this is doing to Dan? Nen asked. You know that is not what Paul has in mind for youa marriage of his convenience. You are Dans wife, Tamara. His wife! You should be with him, not here. You should be in his bed, not Brians.

Taylor, thats not fair," I said. You know I am not sharing a bed with anyone. Besides, absolutely nothing happened, even though we were married. As much as I hate to admit ityouve always been right; Daniel and I do make a good team and together we could be an incredible force for good. I can see us spending the rest of our lives together. I sighed. Part of me is screaming for me to take you up on your offer. But I have too many responsibilities here. And I still have another two and a half months to make a decisionthey allowed me some thinking time.

Tamara, do you really love Brian? Nen asked, looking at me. Enough to throw away what you have just admitted would be the best thing for not only you, but probably the world as well? Do you want to spend the rest of your life with someone with whom you can share your whole life, or would you be content being the wife of someone from whom you had to keep so muchsomeone who has already asked you to give up so much? Would you like to fulfill the commitment and the vows that you have already madeto a very good man who, I can assure you, loves you very much.

The sky was beginning to lighten. I need to get back. Ill see you tonight, Taylor. When you see Daniel next, give him my love. And tell him my decision is getting easier.

As Brian and I continued our nocturnal work, I noticed that the Strumpets had started actually leaving us alone. Within a week, their number was cut in half, and the ones that remained looked worried. But if the Strumpets were worried, Stuart was positively furious. He was on the phone with someoneprobably Foxand was yelling at the top of his voice.

Yes, theyre gone! Therere no bodies, therere no footprints, and therere no boats missing. Pause. No, theres nobody on any of the tapes that hasnt been accounted for. Longer pause. Yes sir. Y-yes. Of course.

I wondered about the last part. Obviously, he was keeping an eye out for any heroes that might be interfering. Fortunately, he hadnt thought to look seaward.

We sat with Steve again for lunch. The others think youre bad luck. Theyve noticed that any Strumpet that tries to get touchy-feely with either of you tends to go missing the next day. Stuart told us the price on your, um, heads had been doubled to $10,000, but so far nobody seems to be biting. Just be careful.

I glanced around. The other couples were busy with their food, each one allowing a Strumpet to feed them bite-by-bite. Most of the other Strumpets were chatting among themselves, but I noticed one of them staring straight at our table. I shuddered involuntarily, and he suddenly looked somewhere else. I took that as our cue to leave.

That evening, Brian and I were enjoying the sun. We smelled the now-familiar smell of a barbecue fire pit, and both of our stomachs rumbled.

Want to have dinner out here? Brian asked.

Sure, I said, starting to stand.

No, let me, Brian said. Ill get it. What do you want?

You know what I like, I said. I laid back down on the sand and closed my eyes. After a time, a shadow moved over me.

That was quick, I said, my eyes still closed. Whats for dinner?

The shadow sat down and leaned over me. Only after the shadow kissed me, did I think something might be wrong. I opened my eyes and wasnt surprised to see a Strumpet on me.

I tried to roll him off of me, but he had me pinned. Instead, he started to caress my chest. I pushed him away, hoping he would get the hint and leave me alone. Even though I was smaller, I knew I could still take him. But, if I used my full strength against him, there would be no more room for doubt over who was kidnapping the other Strumpets. I couldnt have Fox getting an inkling that there was more to me than met the eye. Luescher had suspected I was Karis, and I didnt need Fox going after proof.

Get off me, I ordered, but the Strumpet didnt seem to hear me. I started fighting harder, he got even more excited.

I saw the way you were looking at me at lunch, he said as he tried to pull down my shorts. You want this.

By this time, my eyes had adjusted and I recognized him as the Strumpet that had been giving me the evil eye in the mess hall. I started screaming for help, but the only person who noticed was a camera man, who was doubtless going to get a bonus for capturing my deflowering and was certainly not going to help me. I was at the point where I was going to blow my cover when I heard a rush of footsteps coming from the other direction, followed by a grunt as my attacker was tackled off of me.

By the time I had gotten to my feet, Steve had placed my attacker into a choke hold and soon rendered him unconscious. The cameraman was swearing up a storm, seeing his chance for a payday disappear as quickly as it had come. Everything inside me wanted to give the cameraman a taste of what the Strumpet got, but Brian and I had already agreed that the cameramen were off-limits. I heard Brian screaming my name from the jungle.

Brian! I screamed, and ran to him, appearing to all the world to be a hapless assault victim. I wrapped my arms around him and held him tightly. I turned toward the ocean to see Nen dragging the Strumpet out of the water by his hair.

Are you okay? Brian asked, wiping hair and sand off my face. Im so sorry I left.

Im okay, I said, burying my face in his chest. After a good long pretend-cry, I broke away and walked over to Steve, kissed him lightly on the cheek, and whispered, My place, tonight. Be prepared. I traced his abs playfully, winked at him, and went back to Brians side. I hoped Steve got the hint.

That night, there was a knock on the door and we found Steve on our porch, his belongings packed. I smiled, happy that he had understood my meaning.

Guess its my turn to apologize for being too forward, I said, grinning.

Well, between getting fired and the risk of that guy coming after me for revenge, I figured the safest way off the island was for you to disappear me. So, take me away! Steve held out his hands together in pretend handcuffs, and we both laughed. I guided him to our usual rendezvous point with Nen.

Now, this is something you cant mention in your tell-all book, I told Steve. Youre the only one we havent blindfolded when we brought them down here.

Steve nodded and promised he would keep quiet about everything. His eyes grew wide when he saw Nen coming out of the ocean.

Nen, make sure Steve makes it back to St. Lawrence safely. Hes been a perfect gentleman all week, and he doesnt deserve to be lumped in with the other Strumpets. Thanks for your help, Steve. I gave him a hug and handed him over to Nen. As they were walking to the rubber raft in the surf, Nen looked back at me and mouthed, I know him! Its STEVE! 

Nen came back later to pick up the Strumpet who had tried to attack me earlier that day, now black-and-blue. I silently relished the idea that the sea water would really hurt in his cuts, and was thankful that Nen would administer first aid and antibiotics when she arrived at wherever she was stashing the Strumpets.

The next few days were mostly uneventful, except that the Strumpets had become so paranoid that hunting them wasnt worth the risk anymore. After three days with no catches, I decided to stop hunting. I think Brian was grateful for the extra sleep. I still went out to visit with Nen.

Your tanning seems to be paying off, Brian said as he made the bed. There were just a few days before we were scheduled to leave the island.

All except my scars, I said, lifting up my shirt to reveal my rock-hard stomach, light splotches of every shape and size dotted otherwise perfectly-sun-kissed skin. I hate it.

Tamara, I think this is the first time Ive seen you worried about your appearance since we were in middle school, he said with a laugh. Dont worry, I love them.

Yeah, whatever.

As we sat down to enjoy a light lunch alone, there was a frantic pounding on the door. When we opened the door, Katie came in weeping. She sat down on the couch, holding her head in her hands, trying to get control of herself. After she stopped crying, she was able to tell us what was wrong.

I went to our cabin, and I found Neil in bed with one of those bitches, she sobbed. Neil looked at me as if nothing was wrong. He even had the balls to ask me to join them!

Do you want to stay with us tonight? I asked.

Would you mind? Katie asked through tears. I never want to see that bastard again.

We would be honored if you would stay with us, Brian said.

I dont want to be an inconvenience, she said.

You wont be, I said. Just move your stuff in. Well share the bedthe site will probably get more hits tonight. It will be like a good old fashioned sleepover. Besides, Brian has been sleeping on the couch since we got here, anyway.

Thank you guys so much, she said. You guys are angels.

The next afternoon, after we had helped Katie moved her things in, Reese knocked on our door.

Can I talk to you guys just a minute, he asked, his eyes red.

Come on in, Reese, I said, opening the door for him. Its Rachel, isnt it?

How did you know? he asked.

Katies staying with us after finding Neil in bed with a Strumpet, Brian said, nodding at Katies luggage in the corner of the living area.

I found Rachel in the hot tub with one of those damn Strumpets. Reese started to cry. Brian put his arm around the man. I was looking for her so I could take her on a walk to watch the sunset. I was going to propose to her on the beach as the sun went down. I wanted to spend the rest of my life with her. I loved her, and I thought she loved me. But instead, I found her humping someone she just met. We waited a whole year before we first made love. Why would she do this? Reese sobbed.

Reese, I said. Feel free to stay with us for the rest of the week.

A few minutes later, Katie walked in. We went for a walk around the compound so Reese and Brian could talk.

Whats wrong with Reese? Katie asked.

He found Rachel in the hot tub with a Strumpet.

Oh. Poor guy, Katie said quietly.

Yeah, so Brians talking to him now.

How do you and Brian do it? Katie asked.

When I do have sex, its going to mean something, I said.

I still cant believe youre still a virgin, she said. How did you do it? How can you wait this long?

Its surprisingly easy when your every move is in the news and your dad is both extremely wealthy and violently overprotective, I said. You would think Paul was my actual father the way he goes all protective sometimes. But, when were all the four of us have got, we watch each others backs pretty closely.

I dont know how you went through all that and came out normal, Katie said. How did you keep from killing yourself?

I nearly did. Fortunately, God put me with people who had been where I was and could help me cope. Paul, Tim, Daniel, and Edmund have been the best thing that ever happened to me. But I couldnt have done anything without God.

Tell me about that, Katie said.

For the rest of our walk, Katie and I talked about God and what he meant to me. At the end, when we came back to the door, Katie was ready to make her decision. We opened the door and saw Brian and Reese kneeling beside the couch, heads bowed. Katie and I went into the bedroom. I took my Bible and told her exactly what it meant to be a Christian. Katie listened intently. Fifteen minutes later, she was accepting Jesus gift for her.

We came out of the bedroom. Brian and Reese were on the couch talking. Katie looked at Reese and smiled.

You too? she asked.

Yeah, Reese said, smiling.

Brian and I left Katie and Reese in the living area and retreated to the bedroom.

We did it, I said, running into Brians arms. We got through this experience nearly unscathed, and we get to go home tomorrow.

Yep. How do you want to spend your last night in paradise? he asked.

You can do what you want, but Im going to go after the last of the Strumpets, which shouldnt be hard since I wont need to be nearly so careful. What are they going to do, send me home?

Okay, Brian said with a laugh. Have fun. Ill pack up.

That night, I dressed in the shower and climbed out the bathroom window. I wore black and blended perfectly with the dark island foliage, so anyone who was trying to track me would loose me quickly. I took my place by a well-used game trail and waited for my prey. By now, the Strumpets were traveling in pairs everywhere they went. This actually made my work easier, since it meant I would be spending less time hunting each of them individually. I had to work at an exhausting pace, and I hurt badly by the time I was done, but it was worth itthe island was now Strumpet-free.

As soon as we boarded the boat the next morning, Brian and I realized we were the only couple still talking to each other. We hadnt paid much attention to the others after arriving on the islandwe spent all our energy trying to stay away from the Strumpets and Stuart. Christie and Gil, we learned from Katie and Reese, had been the first to break up. They hadnt spoken to each otherexcept to cuss each other outsince the second night.

Stuart stood alone on the dock to bid us farewell and bon voyage.

I dont know where all the Strumpets went, Stuart said apologetically. I knew they wanted to be here to bid you farewell.

Youll find them, I told him. Ill e-mail their location to you when I get to Hawaii.

Ms. Waterford?

Dont worrythey have enough food and water to last them a few daysprobably more like a week since they dont eat a lot to maintain those figures, I said. I turned to look into the ever-present cameras. $10,000 to the first person who can email me the locations of all 50 Strumpets! Watch Twitter for #StrumpetWatch for hints.

Bye, Stuart! I said and boarded the boat without looking back.


Althea

Kristin and Brian went on vacation with their parents in the middle of August. I finally had to make a decision, and he reminded me that he wanted an answer as soon as he got back. I spent my time stressing over whose heart I would have to break.

I filled in as Karis and went out with Krino and Krisis every evening; it was the best two weeks Id had in a very long time. Andas I had learned long agowhen I was too exhausted to think, I didnt have the energy to weigh my options.

While foiling a jewelry store robbery one night, one of the criminals pushed over one of the large, heavy, oak display shelves in an effort to slow us down. Krisis and I dove out of the way, but Krinos right leg was in the shelfs path. Everyone in the store heard the sickening snap as the shelving fell to the ground. Krisis and I ran to our leader, who was writhing in pain. For all the protection the costumes provided, we still werent invulnerable, and we were being reminded of that all too often.

The criminals seized their opportunity and ran for the door.

Go after them, Krino ordered.

But, Krisis protested.

Krisis, go, I said. Ill handle this. Meet us at Altheas.

Krisis rushed out the door and after our prey.

I pushed a little button in my boot and activated my artificial super strength, which I had added to Karis suit that summer. Karis now had approximately the same strength as Krino and Krisis, but much less than Flash. Together, Krino and I lifted the shelving and he freed himself. I looked at his leg, which was twisted and at a 45-degree angle between his knee and ankle.

Krino, I said, trying to get him to focus on me. Are you okay?

My leg is broken, Krino said angrily. Do you think I am okay?

Althea is only five miles away. Well get you fixed up in a snapno pun intended.

I grabbed Krino and we made our way slowly to Jagger. We drove a few blocks past the clinic and pulled into an alley and continued on to Altheas on foot. I shot a grappling hook to a gargoyle strategically placed on the top of the building. I pushed the button to retract the grappling hook and Krino and I shot up to the second story of the building, where we landed silently on Altheas balcony.

I burst in the balcony doorkept unlocked during the night just for usdirectly above the clinic, and laid my broken hero on Altheas couch. He had passed out from the pain.

I ran down the stairs quietly and sneaked into the clinic, dodging patients. The Thaddeus and Mary Waterford Memorial Clinic, after financial help from Paul and other contributors, had been converted into a 24-hour emergency clinic for low-income families. Thankfully, it was a slow night. I found Amber in the supply room.

Karis! Amber said after I surprised her. What are you doing here?

Tell Althea to go to her apartment. Free up an examination room. Amber, do it quickly.

Whats wrong? Her eyes filled with fear. Is it Tim again?

Its Krino, I said. Please just do it. And please, when were in costume, you need to remember to call us by our hero names.

Okay, Amber said, grabbing medications and running up the stairs. I followed.

So youre a doctor now? I asked. Amber had sped through her medical training in record time with Altheas help and training and had graduated from medical school earlier that spring. This was the first time we had actually had time to spend together that summer.

Technically, thanks to all the on-the-job training credits I got, she said. Ill stick around here for a while, then try and get an internship at the hospital. I plan on coming back here after my internship is over.

Thank you, Amber, I said, running upstairs to Altheas apartment. As I was pulling the drapes, I accidentally bumped the button to activate my infrared vision. Across the street, I saw someone standing in a darkened window looking in my direction. Just then, Krisis swung down and knocked into me. I pulled him in the apartment and closed the drapes as quickly as I could.

Someone saw us, I said fearfully.

Its just your imagination, Krisis said. He crossed to Krino. Krisis knelt beside our leader, lying motionless on the couch.

Krino, are you okay?

Krino didnt answer.

Dad? I asked, kneeling beside Krino.

The door opened, and Althea entered the darkened apartment. Whats wrong?

Broken leg, I said. Hes unconscious now.

At that moment, Krino moaned and began stirring.

Dad! I said. Dad, are you okay? Dad, speak to me! Daddy, dont you die on me.

Kids, Althea said. We have to get him downstairs right now.

We gently picked up our fallen hero and went to the examination room. Althea told Amber to lock the door and listen for the doorbell.

Althea took out a saw used to cut casts, and cut off Krinos legging and boot, gently taking the top half off, leaving the bottom to act as a splint.

This is bad, Amber said.

Amber, grab the anesthetic. Were going to knock him out.

Just a minute, Krino said, waving Amber off. Krisis, did you get them?

They got away, Krisis said. But they dropped all their loot. The police were there when I went back to the store. I returned the merchandise and then came straight here.

Go get them, Krino said.

You got it, Krisis said. He stood and walked back to the window.

Karis? Krino asked.

Yeah? I asked.

Krinos face contorted in pain, and then he smiled. Did you know you just called me Daddy? And you didnt even want anything from me this time.

Of course I want something from youyou are not allowed to die on me, I said. I kissed him on the forehead.

I love you, too. Do not worry about me.

You know Im going to, I said.

Just promise me you will not do anything foolish when you and Krisis are out there.

Im not going with Krisis, I said. Im staying here with you.

Go, Krino said.

No, I said. Someone has to get you home. I have just as important work as he does to do right hereits called damage control.

Karis, Krino said, but I placed a mask over his nose and mouth and turned on the gas to knock him out.

Krisis left and I paced around Altheas apartment for a couple hours planning our smoke screening. I knew that explaining Krinos absence to the citys citizens wouldnt be a problem. Krino would go on an extendedand well deservedvacation and the NCFA would send Flash to the city until August, when she would return to St. Lawrence. Then the Association would send in a replacement until Krinos return. I used my secure phone to send a message to the NCFA alerting the scheduling department of Krinos injury and my ideas.

Explaining Pauls injury wouldnt be a problem either. Paul had broken his leg during a weekend rock-climbing trip, and was rushed to the family doctor to keep his injury a secret as long as possiblestockholders dont appreciate a CEO who routinely takes his life in his hands.

I called Kristin and Brian and let them know what was going on.

Do you want us to come back? Brian asked.

We can be on our own for a while, I said. Ill send Tim with the jet if Paul wants you. But Althea and Amber say he will be fine.

Amber came in every half-hour or so let me know how Paul was doing. I also received messages from and sent messages to many other friends around the world.

The break was more extensive than Amber and Althea thought.

Nen said her thoughts and prayers were with us. Dusan sent a similar message and promised to call me when he was free.

Paul would be on crutches for about six to eight weeks.

Kuria sent a list of the possible replacements for Krinos leave of absence when he was up to doing some business. Flashs temporary assignment to Kingston was approved by the Council.

I needed to be careful exiting the clinic so close to sunrise, as people may be around.

Lightning asked if we needed any help catching the perps.

The surgery was a success, and we could all get some sleep now.

I ran down the stairs after Amber and collected my hero.

I looked outside and didnt see anyone either on the street or looking down from windows, Amber said. You should be fine.

Thanks, Amber. Thank you, Althea, I said, picking up Krino and carrying him to the waiting room. I turned on my infrared vision and peeked out the window. I didnt see anyone on the street, but I was able to see a few people going through their morning routine in the apartment buildings surrounding the clinic. No one, though, seemed to be watching us.

After determining it was safe, I walked to the back alley and shot a grappling hook, which attached to a flagpole on the roof of one of the buildings. I nodded to my friends and left.

The trip to the car was tiring. Krino was heavy, made even heavier by a cast on his leg, but we found Jagger exactly where I left it. I loaded Krino into the car and drove home. Krisis met us at the cave and Edmund, Krisis, and I undressed Paul and got him into bed. Krisis looked at me and shook his head. He hadnt found the criminals responsible for Pauls condition.

We have to find them, I said. We just have to.

Youre right. Come on, lets go, Krisis said. I pushed past him and went down to the cave. I prepared myself without my usual chatter, psyching myself up for the battle looming on the not-so-distant horizon.

Sis, are you okay? Krisis asked.

I pushed him away and stomped towards Jagger. This one is personal.

We drove to the jewelry store in silence. The police and owner were still there assessing the damage. We hopped out of the car and walked up to the owner.

Can you please help me? the owner begged us.

That is why we are here, I said. We interrupted the robbery in progress. The perpetrators ran off before we had a chance to capture them. We do not like to leave things unfinished.

I ran after the criminals, Krisis said. They dropped the jewels; I think the police have the merchandise now.

Oh thank you so much, the owner said. Please, go in.

Thank you, sir, I said, following Krisis in the door. We walked past the police and started our investigation. The police in the store scoffed as we pulled out hand-held fingerprint scanners, black lights, and other investigative tools. Although their commissioner relied on us to back them up, and had deputized the three of us two years before, most cops in the city still didnt like us invading their turf, especially when we were better at their jobs than they were.

We pulled a fingerprint on a piece of broken counter glass the crime scene unit neglected to dust. Our scanner, with a satellite uplink to the computer in the cave, identified the criminal as one who worked for FearGusthe mastermind behind most of the petty theft rings in the city. The display, built into the night vision in our masks, also showed the last known address of the criminal.

Lets go, Karis, Krisis said. We walked through the shattered glass door of the jewelry store and jumped into Jagger.

We drove to the address the computer had given us, a warehouse on Straight Street. Parking a half mile from the warehouse, we went the rest of the way on foot, moving from shadow to shadow. We climbed to the top of the building and planned a strategy.

I wish Krino was here, I said. He would know what to do.

We dont need him, Karis, Krisis said.

Dont you say that, I said sharply. We need him and well always need him.

We dont need him right now, Krisis said.

So what are we going to do, Mr. Smarty-pants?

The same thing we always do. We go in, they start shooting, we win.

And thats just what we did. I contacted the police, and they picked up the criminals, andwonder of wondersFearGus. He had been too busy verbally assaulting his employees about leaving the scene of a robberynot to mention dropping the goods as they were fleeingto pay attention to what was going on around him.

Who knows who could have followed you back here!? FearGus screamed at his thugs. We took that as our cue and went to work.

Once back in Jagger, we congratulated ourselves.

We have to stop by Altheas, I said as we drove back home.

Why? Krisis asked.

She said shed have a prescription for Paulpain pills and all.

Great, Krisis said. He drove the car to a deserted part of the bluffs overlooking the sea.

This isnt the clinic, I said. Krisis, we need to get to the clinic as soon as we can.

Dont worry. Paul wont wake up for another few hours, but I have an idea.

Krisis, we need to get to the clinic before something bad happens. We need to go now.

Karis, calm down. Why dont you call your paper? We can make it a public relations thingKaris and Krisis honoring a citizen who is helping the community. That way, we wont have to change to go back there. Besides, we havent done a PR thing in a while.

Thats a good idea, Krisis, I said, pushing the bad feeling to the back of my mind. But I can call as you drive. I dialed the number for The Gazette on the speakerphone in the car and asked to talk to Mr. Tunnell.

Hello, Ms. Terrence, Mr. Tunnell said. Whats up?

I just got word that Karis and Krisis are going to make a public appearance, congratulating one of the citys volunteers. I thought you might like to send a photographer.

Thanks for the tip, Mr. Tunnell said. Ill send Joe. When are they going to be there?

I looked at Krisis; he held up three fingers. Theyll be there in about half an hour, something like that, I said.

Great, Mr. Tunnell said. Where will this be?

I told him the address of the clinic, then called Althea and left a message telling her wed be there in about fifteen minutes.

We parked Jagger in front of the clinic, jumped out, and started climbing the stairs. Just then, two men ran out of the front doors. Their clothing was covered in blood, but knowing that the clinic was the only emergency room in a ten-mile radius, that didnt raise any alarms. The men saw us and started running away faster. Krisis and I looked at each other, shrugged, and opened the front doors. In that neighborhood, we usually got that reaction when we were in costume. The scene that met us as we walked in the clinic floored us. The waiting area was splattered with blood. A trail of blood led us to the first examining room.

We have to find Althea, I said. I told you we shouldnt have wasted all that time.

And Amber, Krisis said quickly.

We searched the next examination room and found more blood but no Althea or Amber.

Krisis, what happened? Who did this?

I dont know, Karis, he said. But lets find them.

We searched the whole clinic and finally found Althea in her apartment. She was bleeding from a stab wound to her stomach as well as quite a few cuts on her face and arms.

Althea, I screamed, running to her.

Karis? she asked.

What happened here? I asked. Krisis crossed to the phone and called 9-1-1.

Two men burst in a little after you left, she said, fighting for breath. They demanded to know my connection with Krino. They wanted to kill you, and wanted to use me as bait. When you were late getting back they became very angry. They stabbed me and left me to die. I crawled up here to call the paramedics, but this is as far as I got.

Althea, what about Amber? Krisis asked. Was Amber here?

No, I sent her home right after you left. She needed sleep, Althea said quietly. Her breathing was becoming shallow.

Althea! I said. Dont leave us.

Tamara, dont worry about me, Althea said with a smile.

Dont leave, I pleaded. Please dont leave. You cant.

Honey, she said in her grandmotherly voice. Youll see me again. Timothy, Im terribly sorry for ruining your birthday for a second year in a row.

Please, Althea, I said. Please hang on. The paramedics will be here soon. You can get through this. You have to. What are we going to do without you?

Im leaving you in good hands, child, she said. She raised her handwet with her own bloodand patted my cheek. Ill see you again, Tammy. Take care of your family for me. She sighed and closed her eyes. Her arm dropped to the ground and her body went limp.

Althea? I said. I listened for a heartbeat, but didnt hear anything and started CPR immediately. Althea? Krisis, what are we going to do?

You have to pull yourself together, Krisis said, his own voice shaking. Joe and the paramedics will be here at any moment. There will be plenty of time to mourn her. Right now, you are Karis. You have no emotional attachment to this person.

I need to call Amber, I said numbly.

We will call her when we get home, Krisis said.

We heard the front doors open, and paramedics calling for someone. We ran down the stairs to them and Krisis showed them to Althea. I walked into the exam room that Paul had been operated on earlier that morning and found a prescription bottle on the table with Pauls name. I hid it in a compartment in my utility belt and walked out into mid-day sunshine.

I ran into Joe on my way out; he immediately realized something was wrong.

Althea Galen, the doctor we were going to honor, was murdered earlier this afternoon, Krisis told him. The police have not yet arrived, could you please take photos of the scene? Please see that you do not miss anything.

Not a problem, Joe said running into the building.

How are we going to explain this to Dad? I asked numbly once we were on our way home. Weve failed. Dad is going to kill us if he finds out we killed Althea.

Tamara, we did not kill her. This is not our fault, Krisis said sternly. His expression softened and he attempted a bit of humor. Theres not much he can do to us with that cast on his leg; at least well be able to outrun him.

Yes it is our fault, I said. If you hadnt stopped to call the paper, we could have saved Althea. If I had pressed you harder, she would still be alive. Now she is dead, and its my fault.

Tamara, listen to me: when we get home, I want you to cry. Cry on my shoulder; cry on Edmunds, cry with Amber, Kristin, Brian, even Daniel, if you can find him. I dont care who, just please, for me, just let it all out. Dont bottle this up like you do everything else.

Im fine, I said flatly. Ive lost people I care about before.

We got home, and Edmund met us in the cave.

How did things go? he asked.

We captured FearGus, I said. As well as the criminals that hurt Dad.

Good for you, Edmund said. Paul will be pleased.

No he wont, I said, going to my dressing room. We killed Althea.

What? Edmund asked.

Tamara! Tim shouted angrily. I told you, we did not kill Althea!

Althea is dead? Edmund asked. His face drained of color and he grabbed the arm of the computer chair and sat down.

She died in my arms, I said, coming out of my dressing room in civilian clothing, I still had Altheas blood on my face. I ran to Edmund and started weeping. Shes dead, Edmund.

No, Edmund said, his voice cracking.

Is Dad awake? I asked.

Awake and itching to get out of bed, Edmund said. You both had better go up and keep him thereit is what Althea would have wanted.

Come on, Tamara, Tim said, taking my hand. We have to tell him.

We walked up to Pauls room and knocked on the door.

Come in, Paul said. We entered and sat on the bed, careful to mind his leg. I shook the prescription bottle and Pauls eyes lit up.

From Althea? he asked, grabbing for the bottle.

I nodded.

God bless that woman, Paul said, popping two pills before even reading the bottle. He laid his head back and sighed, waiting for the pills to take effect. I started crying again and sniffed, and he opened his eyes. Tamara, why is there blood on your face? What happened?

We caught the criminals responsible for your injury, I said. And FearGus.

You caught FearGus? Paul asked. He grinned. Im impressed.

Dont be, I said. We killed Althea.

What? Paul asked. His face, already pale, lost all color.

We needed to pick up your pills, so we decided to stop by Altheas on the way home. When we got there, she had been stabbed. She died in my arms, I said.

What?

Althea is dead. I started crying. They were looking for us. We got her killed.

Tamara, Paul said, holding out his arms and drawing me close. Im so sorry.

I cried until I had no more tears. Dad, Im so sorry, I said.

Was Amber hurt? Paul asked Tim, who shook his head. Does she know yet?

Not yet, I said. She needs to hear in person. I called her home and asked her mom to tell her to come over when she woke up.

Just then, Edmund knocked on the door. He and Amber walked in. Ambers face lost all its color when she saw us.

Its Althea, isnt it? she asked. I knew I shouldnt have left. Where is she?

The morgue, I said.

Ambers legs gave out and she would have hit the floor, but Tim was there to catch her. When I left, I saw a couple of men standing out in front of the clinic. I usually dont get cold chills when people pass me anymore, but I had a bad feeling about these people. I knew something was wrong, she said. This is all my fault.

No, I said. Its mine. I wasnt careful enough when I brought Dad in. Someone found out that she was Krinos doctor. I should have been more careful.

Tamara, Paul said. This is not your fault. You couldnt have stopped this.

Yes, I could have, I said. I could have been more careful when you were hurt. But instead I was too concerned about you and Althea is dead because of itbecause of me. I got careless and shes dead. I started crying again. I knew we needed to get over there soon, but I didnt listen to my gut. I should have insisted Tim got over there as soon as we could.

Tamara, I will not let you go on believing this is your fault, Paul said. Paul put his arms around me and held me. Tamara, you didnt do anything wrong. I would have done the same thing if you or Tim had been injured, so dont blame yourself. Its the last thing Althea would have wanted.

Do Brian and Kiri know? Amber asked.

They know that Paul is out of commission, and they know that they need to come home as soon as possible, Tim said. They are going to be calling when they get to an airport. Im going to go pick them up and bring them home. I would very much like it if you would come with me. She nodded, taking his hand tenderly.

When Kristin and Brian arrived late that evening, I had locked myself in my room with Kenny and refused to let anyone come in. Brian finally took my door off its hinges, with Pauls blessing, and came into my room to try and offer his comfort.

Daniel called me a few days later to offer his condolences. Tim had e-mailed him the day before, after I refused to talk to anyone. His was the only call I took in three days.

Goddess, will you talk to me? Daniel asked.

I can prevent this from happening to everyone else, I said sadly. Why cant I keep it from happening to the people I love? Daniel, how many more friends will I kill? At this rate, youre never going to be coming home. Then what am I going to do? I couldnt live if I didnt have you.

This isnt your fault, Daniel said forcefully. I dont want you even thinking that. You will go crazy if you start believing that. I will come home. You will be the first to know. You are not going to lose me, not for a very long time.

Life was supposed to get easier after high school, I said. After Luescher went straight, things were supposed to get better.

Goddess, this was not your fault, he said again.

But I could have stopped it.

Do you want me there? Daniel asked. I can get away for a while for a family emergency. I can get Scott to come get me and be there for you tonight.

I really, really do, but you cant, I mumbled. I just didnt want to deal with the tension between Brian and Daniel. Tims here, and Brians here. Pauls going to be okay. You dont have to come back.

I know I dont have to, but say the word and I will, Daniel said. Ask Kenny, hell tell you. I laughed in spite of myself.

Thank you, Daniel. I needed that. I do really want you here, with me, but Brian would ask too many questions.

So what if Brian asks questions? If nothing else, I promise Ill see you again in a few months, okay? Remember to focus on the lives you saved, not on the ones lost. Even in your recklessness, you still saved Pauls life.

After a humble funeral, Dr. Althea Galen body was laid to rest in the northeast corner of the Waterford Mansion estate, between Pauls father and my brother.

Brian told me to not worry about making any sort of decision about his proposal. The end of the summer had been quite traumatic, and I couldnt think about myself, much less my relationship status. Daniel agreed, and once again promised to talk everything through with me the instant he returned home. I told both of them that Id have an answer for them by Christmas.

Amber took over control of the Thaddeus and Mary Waterford Memorial Clinic, with Pauls full support. Tim, who was still trying to find his niche in Waterford Industries, became the clinics administrator to allow Amber to concentrate on treating patients. I couldnt help but notice that Tim started spending long hours at the clinic to help Amber deal with Altheas death.


Decisions

Returning to the relative normalcy of college life after that summer felt like coming home. For the week after I emerged from my room after Altheas death and before I left for St. Lawrence, Brian had hardly left my side long enough for me to even go to the bathroom. Despite his telling me he would understand if I wanted more time to make a very important decision, he had taken the initiative to begin planning our wedding and life togethera life in which, I noticed rather quickly, Flash or Karisor working beside Krino in any capacitywere not even mentioned. Neither was Daniel. That Brian didnt even consider including the heroes, or Daniel, in talks about our life together concerned me, and Daniel, greatly. This life he was planning started with a wedding that coming December and did not include any input from me.

I moved back into the dorm for a third year of rooming with Lois after spending a week with Scott where both Flash and I got re-acclimated to life in St. Lawrenceand a week in which I was more than encouraged to make my own decisions, which was a welcome respite from the previous week. I, of course, went back to my job at The Tribune. Matthew Brown, the editor, was ecstatic to have me back on staff and put me right to work on writing about my family and on the return of St. Lawrences prodigal sidekick.

Lois and I were roommates again, and again we were next door to Taylor and Kara. Taylor wasnt our RA that year, having decided to focus more on her last year of studies, but she was still just a few inches away if I needed some heroic advice. The first night we were all back together, Taylor, Kara, and Lois locked me in our dorm room and made me recount every moment of my time on the island.

I heard that Nen came by. Are you sure she isnt stalking you? Taylor asked with a mischievous grin. I glared at her.

Taylor, you know that if any hero was going to stalk me, it would be Dusan, I said with a smile.

Oh, I know, Taylor said. But hes not here in the city, is he?

Hed probably tell me if he was, I said. Of course, that doesnt mean he wouldnt get Lighting to check up on me.

Kara looked confused. Why would Dusan care? she asked. He doesnt even live in Kingston.

He is best friends with Krisis, I told both Kara and Lois. It was not untrue; Daniel had been the closest thing Tim had to a friend from the time his parents were killed until he and I had met. I have met Dusan a few times when he was in Kingstonhes even saved my life once or twiceand he seems to have taken a shine to me.

Taylor giggled at my understatement. Do you think hell show up one of these days? she asked.

Oh, probably, but hell probably give me a heads-up before he actually does show up. Tay, Ill let you know when hes stopping by, I said with a mischievous smile.

Why would Taylor care? Lois asked.

Because hes her ex, I said with a grin, finally getting her back for all the teasing shed been heaping upon me for nearly a year and a half. Karas and Lois eyes got wide and they began peppering Taylor with questions while I sat back and smiled at her. Okay, so maybe it was more of an evil grin.

That weekend I walked around campus, drinking in the familiar smells, greeting old friends and stopping to talk to new studentsonly a few who recognized me from The Island. The rest recognized me from my five years in the public spotlight.

As was my custom, one of the very first places I returned to after moving back into the dorm was the gym. In the weight room, I found a few of my mens basketball team buddies getting ready for the tryouts for the upcoming season.

Tamara, Jim Gonzales said, flexing in front of one of the many mirrors. How ya doin? I loved the ending of The Island. Other than that, how was your summer?

Im so glad summer is over, I said, going to one of the weight machines. Gonzo, I cant believe you actually watched that garbage. But congrats on winning the contest. What did you do with the money?

It wasnt all garbageI saw you and Brian lead two people to Christ, Gonzo said. I dont have to take out any loans this year thanks to you. One of these days, though, youre going to have to tell me how you captured all those Strumpets.

Tamara, Nate said, coming over. Dont tell me youre benching more than 275 pounds now. My max the previous year had been 275I had relied on Flashs super strength too much, and I had lost some muscle strength, a fact Paul didnt look too kindly upon. Currently, I was working on 300 pounds, twice my own body weight.

Im not, but thats only what the machine goes up to and none of you lovely men have volunteered to spot me on free weights, I said, and began a set, lifting the bar with what looked to them as complete effortlessness. I saw the guys eyes widen in surprise and smiled. None of them could lift 275 a single time without grunting or breaking a sweat. I was working a lot harder than I let on, but no one needed to know that. Part of being a hero was acting like things that were extremely difficult to do were the easiest things in the world.

I looked at the clock. I have to go. Taylor and I have an appointment.

I finished my set, grabbed my things from the locker room, waved to Steve, and began my walk back to the dorm. Taylor and I met up and went to my beach cabin where we could rehash everything that had happened between Daniel, and Brian, and I that summer in private.

Tell me, Tamara, Taylor said. Why did you two get married?

To keep from getting killed by the radical locals, I told her.

You could have just gotten on a plane and left! Why did you make that kind of commitment? Especially when you knew you were leaving.

My instincts told me it was the right thing to do, I told her. Thats pretty much the only explanation I have. It was something I didnt even have to think about, really. God has blessed me with a pretty knowledgeable gut; it knows what its talking about, and it told me that staying with him was the right thing to do.

So then why didnt you stay with him? Taylor asked after thinking for a moment. What did your instincts say about leaving?

They didnt like it one bit, I told her. But Brian was the normal life that I thought I wanted.

Taylor picked up on my word choice immediately. Was?

Hes started dictating my life again. Hes going to make me choose between Daniel and him one of these days. Hes also going to make me give up Karis and Flash.

How do you know?

Instincts, I told her with a shrug. I dont have any solid proof other than my intuition, but its never been wrong, not once since the Massacre.

Are you sure you are not a mutant? Taylor asked. If your intuition is never wrong, that could be a sign of something special.

I shrugged my shoulders. Could be. I dont really want to do the test to find out and get that label. Taylor nodded knowingly, her aqua eyes sad. She had told me that she had been outed as a mutant many times in her long life, and very rarely did it come with acceptance and love.

Do you love Daniel? Taylor asked. Are you going to stay with him when he gets back?

I do love him, I said. But I dont know quite yet if Im going to stay with him.

You cant keep stringing him along like this, you know, Taylor said.

I know, I said. Its hard for me, too. I know what I want; I cant live without him, sometimes literally. But I dont know if we can make it work for the long termthe longest stretch weve ever been in the same town was a few weeks. Id go into a tailspin if I lost him to something other than the inevitable.

Tamara, tell me: With who else are you compatible?

Yeah, well. Thats not the point. I dont think I can risk losing him. Id rather have him as just a friend then have him as a despised ex. I looked at the clock. We gotta get back.

A few weeks later, I offered to write the introduction stories for the basketball teams upcoming seasons for the school newspaper. After coordinating schedules, I was able to find a time when every member of both teams would be available for dinner. I invited all of them out, my treat, to a local restaurant where I could get all the interviews in at the same time. Even better, the interviews would be on a Friday, which meant I would have all weekend to work on the story.

Right before leaving for dinner on the night of the interviews, I checked my email one last time. I only had one new message, but it was one I had been waiting nearly a year to receive.

Hey goddess. Im on my way back home now. See you soon! was all it said, but those twelve little words set my heart fluttering. Daniel would be home soon. Hed probably come to St. Lawrence for a visit after spending a few days with his family in Pyramid City. And then wed have a nice long talk and figure out some stuff. I knew a decision had to be made, and I believed I was finally ready to make it.

Just as I was about to leave the room, the landline rang.

Tammy, theres someone here to see you, Taylor said from the lounge. Figuring it was my ball team, I hung up the phone without a word and made my way to the front lobby. When I got to the loungethe only co-ed portion of the dormI saw Taylor talking with someone well-known to us both.

DANIEL! I screamed as I vaulted over one of the couches, missing its occupants heads by mere inches. He caught me in his arms and held me close. I knew that our public display of affection was against the schools rules, but I didnt care much; besides, if anyone other than Taylor knew the real nature of our relationship, it wouldnt have mattered anyway. And our hug was much more acceptable than the kiss I suddenly desperately wanted to give him.

Hey, Tamara, he said, laughing. He set me down on my feet. So, you missed me?

Why do you always ask that question? I laughed, a few happy tears escaping. You ask me that same, stupid question every single time youre gone.

I missed you, too, he said, squeezing me a little tighter.

I let him go, knowing that soon my dorm mates would get over their shock and the camera phones would come out. I just got your email. You didnt tell me that you would be coming here, I told him.

Of course I did, he said, moving a wayward strand of hair out of my face. I told you that youd be my first stop on the way home.

Just then, I saw some of my basketball team come into the lounge looking for me. I looked at Taylor. I have to take them out to dinner tonight for my story.

Taylor smiled. Dont worry about it. Give me the cash and the voice recorder and Ill take care of it. Have fun. Ill see you tomorrow.

Thanks, Tay. I have a list of questions they need to answer, and heres all the cash youll need. Make sure they know they can order whatever they want. If this isnt enough, let me know and Ill get you the rest tomorrow, I said, handing her my question sheet, voice recorder, and eleven hundred dollars.

Go, Ill explain everything, Taylor said. You two have fun.

We walked out the front door shoulder to shoulder and toward the parking lot. Where are you parked? I asked.

Daniel shrugged. I took the bus from the hotel. Well have to take Little Blue.

A hotel? I asked, getting out my keys. Moving up in the world, are you? Usually when he travelled on his own dime, Daniel crashed at a fellow NCFA members house rather than pay for his own room.

Yeah, a nice one, too, he said, taking my car keys and hitting the remote unlock. He opened the car door for me. I thought we should have a nice, quiet place all to ourselves to talk about some things, he said, starting the car. I also made reservations for dinner; again, my treat.

Wow, I said jokingly. Money burning a hole in your pocket, is it?

Most of what I earned over the past year will still go to Paul to pay off what I still owe him, but yeah, I thought that we might want a nice dinner. I have never taken my wife out on a date, after all.

No, you havent. Its about dang time. I looked over at him, grinned and again fought the urge to kiss him. I missed you.

I missed you, too, goddess, Daniel said, glancing over at me. He grabbed my hand and squeezed it. His expression changed a little bit. You didnt throw out that old ring I gave you, did you?

I looked down at my naked hand. Of course not, I assured him. I pulled a thin gold chain from under my shirt and showed him the ring. People were starting to ask too many questions, and tabloids were beginning to speculate, I told him. Ive still never technically taken it off. If I was inclined to get all sappy and girly, Id swoon something about it was always close to my heart.

Oh good, he said. And feel free to get all sappy and girly with me whenever you feel the need.

So, where are we going? I asked.

Tamara, just let me drive, he said. Stop asking questions and trust me.

Fine, I said in mock annoyance.

Daniel laughed and drove up to one of the most exclusive restaurants in St. Lawrence.

We had a pretty good dinner. The paparazzi that seemed to follow me everywhere knew that Daniel and I had been close friends for nearly five and a half yearsfor the first few years, if any news or tabloid organization wanted a good portrait of me or the family they had to go through Daniel. It was not uncommon for us to be seen together all nighteither out on the town or staying inwhen he was in town, and by that time the tabloids and other news outlets knew that nothing interesting or titillating was going to happen. Halfway through our dinner, my paparazzi shadows left and we didnt see them again.

I cant believe that you came to see me before going home to Naomi and the kids, I told him over our appetizer. Seriously, when did you get back?

All my gear is in my hotel room, youll see, Daniel said. I came straight here. You cant say that we dont have a lot of important things to talk about.

Well, I could say it, but that wouldnt make it true, I said with a mischievous grin. Do you want to start talking here?

Daniel shook his head. Somewhere a little more private. Considering the subject matter, I think that having a little privacy would be a better.

I agree, I said. I changed the subject to his year in the jungle, asked about Soleh, what his plans were for the next few months, and we basically made small-talk the rest of the night. He had uploaded some of his best photos onto his new W.I. tablet and, as was his custom, he let me have first pick of all of his photos. Ever since photos of me had launched his award-winning career, I had been given the first pick of any photos he took. He had even uploaded a few of the images of our wedding in the junglenot the best photos of the bunch, but I made sure to order every single one of themand we had even more fun reminiscing.

Half way through our meal, I got a text message from Brian. Gonzo said that you ditched the BB team because Daniel is there. Whats going on? I smiled in amusement and showed the text to Daniel.

Someones a bit too clingy, Daniel said with a small sneer.

Yeah, he has Gonzo checking up on me, I said with a roll of my eyes. Hes reverting back to the way he was before he asked me to quit my job. Somethings going need to change soon.

Hes way more dictatorial than your husband, Daniel said with a hard glint in his eye.

Yeah, he is, I said. Hes already gotten our lives planned outthe wedding is supposed to be on your birthday, by the wayand three of the most important people in my life are not going to be part of it. I texted Brian, Daniel just got done with his assignment, wanted to give me first dibs of his pics. Talk to you later. 

Youll talk to him later? Daniel said with raised eyebrows after I showed him my reply. Could this be the talk that you should have had with him last November when you should have been calling home to say you were staying? Have you finally worked up the nerve to tell him off?

Probably, I said. Kinda depends on what we decide to do. But I really dont think Brian and I are going to work out. Hes just too much of a civilian. Hes going to ask me to give you up soon.

Well, I could have told you that, Daniel said with a grin. Id do the exact same thing if I were in his place.

After paying the bill a few hours later, Daniel and I went to his hotel. Once again, I waved to the paparazzi hanging around the hotels front door and they waved back, but never bothered to take any pictures after seeing my company.

Dad probably wont even know that you came by until Brian tells him, I said as we walked up the 25 flights of stairs to his top-floor suite. At least youre not in any danger of him coming down here and killing you in your sleep tonight.

Not yet, at least, Daniel said with a playful gleam in his eye. That would really depend on what happens tonight.

How soon you forget, I said as we turned yet another corner to go up another half flight of stairs. I promised you back in the jungle that Id stand between you two should Dad come in a rage to kill you.

Oh, I havent forgotten. I also havent forgotten that you said that just before you left me, Daniel said.

This time, youre the one whos going to be doing the leaving, you know, I told him. No matter what we finally decide tonight.

Only for a little bit, goddess, Daniel said. Depending on what you decide.

My phone beeped at me, letting me know I had another text message from Brian. Called Lois & she said she hadnt seen you yet. You better not be with HIM. Go back to your dorm. NOW! Its either him or me Tammy. Im tired of this! >:-( 

Demanding, aint he? Daniel asked. He took my phone and began replying to Brian. Before letting me proofread or edit, he sent the message and handed my phone back.

What did you tell him? I asked.

See for yourself, Daniel said, opening the stairwell door to the top floor. I walked through and saw the last message and glared at Daniel, who grinned widely.

You think you can beat me in a game of quien es mas macho? Bring it on, little boy. Shes mine. Always has been, always will be. ~D 

Hes going to call when he gets this message, I told Daniel as he slipped his keycard into the door.

Daniel shrugged. Let him call. Whats he going to do? Hes two hundred miles away.

I opened an app appropriately named Bug Blocker on my phone and set the phone on a small glass coffee table in the middle of the room. Daniel pointed at my phone and raised his eyebrows.

Bug Blocker sends out a hypersonic signal that interrupts any audio or video devices in a 100-foot radius. We can talk freely without worrying it will get replayed on TMZ.

Good call, Daniel said.

But, what can Brian do? Brian can call Dad, Dad can call Lightning, and Lightning can come and chaperone.

Daniel shook his head. Wont happen. Scott is rooting for me. I think most of our more heroic friends are.

Im glad my personal life is such good entertainment for the entire NCFA, I said, a little annoyed.

Its our personal life, goddess, Daniel reminded me. Yours and mine, and I dont find all this indecision of yours very amusing, by the way.

Just then, my phone rang. Brys calling, I said. Should I take it? In response, Daniel ignored the call and turned down the phones ringer. The phone started ringing again almost immediately.

Hes not going to like that, I said, looking at the phone vibrate across the coffee table.

Let him not like it, Daniel said, coming over to me. What he likes or not should be none of our concern.

So, what are you going to do to convince me that I shouldnt stay with him?

Do you, as my wife, really want an answer to that question? Daniel asked.

Maybe.

Maybe? What? Daniel asked.

On the one hand, it would certainly make life easier for us, wouldnt it?

Sure would, Daniel said. But?

But on the other hand, what if I make my decision and we dont work out? I dont think I can risk losing you. If we dont work out, I dont know what would happen. Id rather have you in my life, even if its just as a friend, than have a lot of fun for a little bit only to break up and never see you again. I dont know if I could handle that. If Brian and I break up and never see each other again, Ill be fine because you will still be my friend. If you and I just the thought of it I cant 

My phone beeped, complaining about the missed call. It immediately began vibrating and ringing quietly again.

Come on, he said. Daniel took my hand and led me to the bedroom and shut the door so I wouldnt hear the phone. All his gear from the last years adventures was heaped up in a pile in the corner. Seeing it reminded me of all the fun, and emotional highs and lows, wed had on the other side of the world.

Daniel took the chain off my neck and his ring off the chain. He slipped the ring on my finger.

That stays there from now on, okay? Not until one of us diesthats what we promised, remember? I plan on keeping up my end of the bargain. You wont lose me, he said. We may have our disagreements from time to time, but what married couple doesnt? Well make it, goddess.

I smiled. Thats not a very convincing argument, I said. Compelling, but not convincing.

Daniel pulled me close and kissed me deeply, giving me little doubt as to how else he was planning to persuade me.

I was wondering when youd get around to that, I said when we came up for air. I have missed that.

If I had done it any sooner, someone might have seen it and reported on it, but I hated having to wait. He kissed me again. Are you still afraid? he asked. I shook my head. Daniel grinned. Do you still want some convincing?

I smiled, nodded, and kissed him.

Daniel made several very convincing arguments, and several hours later we were both asleep, exhausted and happy for the first time in a very long time. I slept soundly for the first time since I had left Daniel in Papua New Guinea.

I woke up well after sunrise and it only took an instant to remember where I was, who I was with, and what happened the night before. I looked over at Daniel.

Good morning, goddess, he said quietly. Regrets?

None, I said.

Good, he said with a grin. Because I hope you know that Im never letting you go back to him. Ever.

I smiled. Whos jealous now? I asked. Allyour past actions seem a little pointless now since it never made me jealous and you got the girl in the end anyway, huh?

Oh, Im insanely jealous, Daniel said. I always have been when it comes to you. Its probably best you know that now. You want me to believe you were never jealous? he asked with raised eyebrows and a slight grin. You probably also claim you never checked me out, either.

I was never jealous. You were like another brother to meyou were also way older than me. You were twenty when we met, and I was jail bait! Not that it would have mattered to you. No, I was more concerned with your health and emotional and spiritual well-being.

And you were practically naked every single time I saw you, how could I not notice? And Im sure that was always completely coincidental, wasnt it? But I wasnt checking you out. No, I was simply admiring Gods handiworkHis beautiful, muscular, brown-eyed, dimpled, perfectly-tanned creation. And now Ill be able to admire it whenever I would like, right?

Daniel grinned. Right, goddess. I suppose youre going to be leaving soon?

That depends on what my RA says, I told him.       I texted my RA and told her that I would be going to spend the weekend with family. I also texted Taylor to let her know I would be spending the weekend alone with Daniel and that if Paul or Brian asked them, she was to keep quiet about it. Taylor texted back congratulating us and assured me shed stay mum about the whole thing.

A few minutes later, I got a text back from my RA telling me to have fun with my family and I knew I wouldnt have to be back to the dorm until late Sunday evening. We stayed in for the rest of the weekend, enjoying what we came to call our honeymoon. We also discussed the future and how we would be announcing our decision to friends and family.

On Sunday evening, when I was preparing to return to the dorms we talked about the hundred text messages and fifty missed calls from Brian.

We have to tell him, I said. And Dad and Tim.

I know, Daniel said, absentmindedly playing with my hair. How about we tell your family at Christmas? Then, you can come to Pyramid City with me and we can celebrate New Years with Aunt Naomi and my cousins.

That far away? I was thinking more like tomorrow.

He showed me his phone. There was an email from Paul sent that morning leaving very little doubt that if Daniel was still with me, he was in very serious trouble.

Dad will soften when he hears that everything we did was in wedlock. We are consenting adults, after all, I said. Daniel shook his head.

We have to give everyone time to calm down before we poke at the viper cage, he said. Id like it if your dad didnt come remove some of my important body parts.

But, Christmas? Thats three months away.

I know, he said. But you know that I will not be able to stay away that long, not after this weekend. After we tell everyone, nothing else will ever keep us apart. I promise.

Cant you stay here? I asked him.

I want to, he said, pulling me close. I do. But you know that I cannot. I have to go back to Pyramid Cityand you know whybut it wont be home. Who knows, things might have changed enough in the past 12 months that they dont need Dusan any longer. But either way, I have to at least let everyone know Dusan is leaving for good.

I dont want you to go, I said sadly.

I dont want to go, he assured me. But we rarely get what we want.

We shared one final time together before I showered, gathered my things, and headed down to the garage. I made it back to campus just in time for curfew. I checked in with my RA and walked into my room to find Lois, Kara and Taylor waiting for me.

Where in the world have you been?! Lois almost screamed. Brian has been calling non-stop for the last two days.

I needed a few days to myself to figure some things out, I told them.

Did you get everything worked out? Taylor asked.

Yep, I said with a grin. Taylor grinned also.

Good.

Ill tell you guys about it later, I told them. But right now, I need to get some sleep. Im exhausted.

Ill bet you are, Taylor said, her eyes sparkling.

Shut up, Taylor, I growled. I liked to forget that she had slept with my husband long before I had. While I knew that neither of them had any inclination or desire to rekindle that relationship, I still didnt want to be reminded of it. Perhaps I was more jealous than I thought.

After Taylor and Kara left and Lois went to the bathroom to prepare for bed, I called Daniel quickly to let him know I had returned to campus safely.

Ill see you soon, goddess. And Ill call you when I get to Naomis. I love you.

I love you, too. Talk to you tomorrow.

Ending the call nearly ripped my heart out. I was able to hold my composure until Lois turned off her light. That was the first of many nights I silently cried myself to sleep. 


Explanations

Early the next afternoon, I met Scott in The Tribunes newsroom and we retreated to one of the quieter interview rooms where we could talk more freely.

I supposed Dad called you over the weekend, I said.

Paul, Tim, Brian, Edmund, Kristin, yeah, they called. Only ones who didnt call were Daniel and Taylor.

Im surprised you didnt come and find me. I thought you could hear Bug Blocker.

Yeah, I can hear it. I was able to find you pretty easily. And I must say two things. First: You, my friend, have an excellent body 

I groaned. How much of it did you see?

Oh, enough. You two seemed to be enjoying your clothing-optional weekendbut, fortunately, one of my abilities is that I can wipe anything I want from my memory. So dont worry, I dont remember any specific details and Im not undressing you in my mind or anything really creepy like that. But it brings me to my second point: Congratulations on finally making the right decision about your personal life.

How much, exactly, did you see? I asked. And how much did you tell Dad?

I dont remember exactly how much I saw, but I do remember that it wasnt something I needed to tell himits something you two do. No one else knows, especially since its so out of character for you. I always thought youd wait until you married for clothing-optional weekends.

Daniel and I have been married nearly a year now.

What? Scott asked.

Remember the two weeks I was gone last year? I spent it working with Daniel. We had to get married to get around the strict religious laws, otherwise Id have had to get right back on a plane and leave. And he wanted to give me another option than Brian.

Scott was silent for a moment, mulling over this new information. You should have told me sooner, was all he said.

I couldnt. I wasnt sure that I was going to stay with Daniel. The only one who knows is Taylor, and now you.

And now?

Do you really think Id do that with him if I wasnt planning on staying with him? Besides, Brian asked me to choose between him and Daniel, and I made my choice.

So whats the plan now? Scott asked.

Lay low, test waters, follow all the rules, and pray that Dad doesnt kill us when we tell him this Christmas.

Scott laughed. Have you at least given him a good explanation for completely dropping off the radar over the weekend? He would never admit it, but he was terrified something had happened to both of you.

Not yet. Hes at some electronics convention or something in Portland, Oregon this week. I dont want to bother him at work.

Well, youre in luck, Scott said. Either that, or youre in some really hot water. Weve been assigned to cover that convention.

Youre kidding. When are we supposed to leave?

In time to be there for opening ceremonies tonight. I was thinking we could take your jet. We will need to leave soon if you want to take luggage with you.

Fine, I said, deflating. Let me go get ready. Ill meet you at the airport in 90 minutes.

I texted Paul to let him know Id be there for the opening ceremonies of the convention that evening. I also texted Daniel to tell him I was having to see Paul sooner than we had expected. I let my RA know that I would be spending the week with my dad, and emailed all my professors, assuring them Id get my homework to them on time. I offered to take Lois, Kara, and Taylor with meif only so I could have a buffer between me and Paulbut they declined.

As I was pulling into my parking spot at the airport, I got a call from Daniel.

Hey, I said, grabbing my bag from the trunk and waving to Scott, who was standing near the hanger door.

I cant let you go into the lions den alone, he said. Ill come with you, if you can swing a quick layover in Pyramid City.

I think we can do that, especially since Im flying us there myself.

Sounds good, Daniel said. Ill meet you at the airport.

Oh, and just so you know, Scott knows. Apparently, he did a few fly-bys past your hotel window over the weekend. He says he wiped it from his memory, but this is the first I had heard about this particular ability of his.

Well, thats good news, I guess. It means I can at least kiss you once I come aboard. He didnt tell anyone, did he?

Hes leaving that up to us. Well talk about what well tell Dad once you get on board, I told him. But we need to leave now if were going to get there on time, especially with our new detour.

See you soon, honey, Daniel said. I cringed.

Stick with goddess, I said. Dont call me honey.

Whatever you say, babe, he said with a laugh. Told you that youd see me before Christmas. Love you!

And I told you that Id much rather get the explanations out of the way today and not Christmas. I love you, too.

I pushed my little plane as fast as it would go toward Pyramid City. After a quick stop, we were winging our way westward. After reaching cruising altitude, I engaged the autopilot and went back into the cabin.

Daniel was up in a flash and had his arms wrapped around my neck before I knew what was happened.

Hey, beautiful, he said, kissing my ear.

Hey yourself.

Thats it? Scott asked from his seat. I mean, you guys are supposed to be like newlyweds, arent you? And I only get to see a quick peck on the ear?

You saw enough over the weekend, I told him. Im not giving you another peep show to have to wipe from your memory.

Thanks for not ratting on us, Daniel said, keeping his arms around my neck.

No problem. Frankly, I didnt need Krino coming to St. Lawrence to kill you both. Speaking of, whats the plan?

Dads already said that Im staying with him in his room, which means that Daniel has to bunk with you, at least for the first night. If Dad buys my explanation, then it will be safe for Daniel to emerge from hiding. I doubt hell be able to bunk in my room, but he can at least come out of hiding and we can talk about stuff.

What is the official story? Daniel asked.

He already knows that we went through a ceremony to stay safe while in the jungle. Ill just tell him that you came by for the normal first-dibs of the pictures, we got to talking and decided that actually being married might not be a bad thing after all. After that, well see how it goes. Hell understand our reluctance to call Brian back when he hears that Im breaking up with him.

And sometime between all your personal drama, we need to report on all this technical crap, Scott said. He was not what one would call tech-savvy.

Dont worry, I told him. Your job will be picking up all the brochures for me and finding the human-interest fluff. Ill do all the heavy lifting on this one; its the only reason were going to this thing in the first place.

We made small talk for the four-hour flight, ate a light meal, and Scott and I looked over the notes our editor sent with him on the aspects of the convention he wanted covered.

As we neared Portland, the autopilot beeped. Looks like were getting close, I said. Better get yourselves strapped in.

Mind if I sit co-pilot? Daniel asked.

Of course not, I told him. He followed me to the front of the plane. Could you get the door?

Daniel closed the cockpit door and nearly ran to me. He grabbed me and kissed me so hungrily that I nearly forgot I had a plane to land.

Well get some time alone at some point this week if it kills us, I promised him.

Hopefully, it wont actually result in our death, Daniel said, a twinkle in his eye.

After landing the plane and checking in at our hotel, Scott and I headed over to the convention center across the street. By the grace of God, I found Paul in the crowd and stuck to him like glue.

I had decided to go to the convention undercover as myself. I knew that I would get a lot more info from these electronics reps than I would have as a reporter. Vendors and manufacturers always loved when I was seen with their product in my hand, even if it was at an electronics convention and I put it down quickly. Looking around, I also saw many different camera manufacturers represented and knew that Daniel would have just as much fun as I would looking at all the new products and innovations available, assuming hed eventually be able to walk around the convention freely.

By the time the opening ceremonies were wrapping up, I knew that Paul would not be attending any after parties. He had not said one word to me the entire time, even when he pointed me out to the crowd in a five-minute speech. When the convention was officially open, Paul put his arm around my shoulder, walked me out of the convention center, across the street, into the hotel, and to his room all without one word to me; though his grip became firmer with nearly every step.

When the door was shut and both our phones were running Bug Blocker, he only said one word.

Explain, he growled.

Im dumping Brian, I said.

We gathered that, Paul said without emotion. More.

Daniel and I decided to get married, I told him.

Last weekend? Paul asked, anger bubbling to the surface. You two got married last weekend?

No, I told him. I didnt want to lie to this man who loved me like his own daughter and who, for nearly five years, I had actually called my dad. I hoped I didnt have to, but in order to save the lifeor at least certain body partsof my husband, I would.

What happened last Friday? Paul asked. We sat at the suites bar and sipped water.

Daniel got back from New Guinea and came by my dorm to let me have the first pick of his best pictures and to catch up.

You blew off work on the school paper for that? Paul asked.

Hey, that was all Taylors idea. She took that over before I could say anything.

Continue, I was ordered.

We went out to dinnerhis treatbefore we went back to his hotel room. That was when he sent that text to Brian. It was definitely not my idea.

You would have been much more democratic about it, Paul agreed.

But Brian had started  being awfully clingy and demandingjust like he had gotten before making me give up Flash. I didnt like that much, neither did Daniel. Given the chance, Brian was going to try and take them away again, and thats a complete deal breaker. I dont know if you know this, but hes already planning a wedding in December and the life that he has planned does not include Karis, Flash, or Daniel. He told me that I needed to choose between the two of them. And I chose a hero.

Why did you not answer your phone for 48 hours?

Im getting to that, I told him. Daniel and I had been talking and reminiscing about our time together in the jungle that evening and we got to talking about how things might have been different if we had actually gotten married and I had stayed in the jungle with him. I guess time just got away from us and the next thing we knew it was Sunday night and we had decided to be married.

Did you sleep with him? Paul asked bluntly.

Of course, I told him. But it was hardly the first time Ive shared sleeping arrangements with Daniel. To keep our cover in the jungle, we had to share a tent. And I told you a long time ago that nothing happened then. Besides, Daniel is the only person on Earth that Ive found can chase my nightmares away and I needed some natural sleep.

I thought I saw a little bit of an extra glow about you, Paul mused. He seemed to accept the explanation, and I hadnt had to even tell one lie. His expression softened. Dont do it again. You worried me.

Im sorry, I told him. And I dont plan to. But regardless of what happened between me and Daniel, Brian and I would not have worked out. Hes asked too much and doesnt appreciate two-thirds of who I am.

Paul looked confused, and then realized what I was talking about. Tamara, youre much more than Karis and FlashId say he doesnt appreciate a quarter of who you are, but that is still too much. I asked Brian this same question last weekend when he realized hed lost you: Will you be able to go back to being friends?

He doesnt love what I do and thats a deal-breaker where marriage is concerned. But hes still someone Ive known for years and weve been through a lot together. I can be friends if he wants to be. But I think all we can be now is friends.

Are you sure you want to spend the rest of your life with Daniel? Paul asked.

Im sure, Dad, I said. Hes the best fit for me. Im just sorry that Krino is in the middle of all my personal life drama. I dont know if Brian will end up staying on the team if I break up with him, and Im sorry about that.

Krino will deal with that when the time comes. When are you planning on telling Brian? Paul asked.

Next time I see him; we were thinking about Christmas, but that seems too far away to string him along. Though Im pretty sure that he has gotten the point already.

Are you sure you want someone with Danielsersexual history? Paul asked again. Is he healthy? What if he gives you some disease? Paul looked genuinely concerned, and very uncomfortable.

Yeah, Dad, Im sure, I told him. First, you know that hes not the same guy who wanted to get into my pants when I was 15if he was, we wouldnt even be here. Second, health-wise, he swore to me that he used protection every single time and has always tested clean; it was one of the things we talked about over the weekend. Besides, can you honestly say that Brian is a better match for me than Daniel?

Paul half-grinned. That, my girl, is not the point. Did you guys decide on any details at all over the weekend?

Huh?

Dates, places, whatever, for the wedding?

Oh. Uh, not really. Hes here, though, if you want to talk to him yourself. Hes staying in Scotts room.

He sent you up here alone? Paul asked with a raised eyebrow.

We needed to test the waters before he showed himself and we figured youd be less likely to hurt me than him, I said. You absolutely terrify him.

Paul broke out into a smile. Good.

You wouldnt actually hurt him, would you? I asked.

Do you know what the NCFA would do to me if I hurt a fellow member, even in defense of my daughters honor?

So you wont hurt him? I asked.

Probably not, Paul said. Go get your stuff and bring back your fianc.

Yes sir.

I went down a few floors to the room I was supposed to share with Scott and used my keycard to get in. As I opened the door, I heard Daniel dive under the bed.

Its just me, I told him, chuckling. I looked around. Wheres Scott?

Looking for that fluff you were talking about on the way over, Daniel said, getting up off the floor. We have the room to ourselves for a couple of hours.

Yeah, but we need to get upstairs in a relatively short amount of time.

You talked to your dad?

Yep. Hes not going to kill you. But he wants to talk to you. Apparently, one of the things we should have talked about over the weekend was a date for the wedding.

Oh, Daniel said, picking up one of my bags. Well, we were kind of busy.

I smiled. Yes, we were. He did ask if we had slept together over the weekend. I grabbed my laptop case and my suit bag.

What did you tell him? Daniel asked, holding the door open for me.

I told him that of course we did, I said. Daniel grimaced. By the way, hell probably want to see your medical records. I told him that you swore to me that you always used protection before, but I might have forgotten to mention that we discussed it when I wanted you to use some last weekend and you refused to.

Daniel kissed my cheek. You needed to be my first something, and unprotected was the only thing I had left to give. But you actually told him that we slept together? And you say hes not going to kill me?

He may have gotten the impression that all we did was sleep. Im actually kind of hoping that I may be able to talk him into letting me sleep nightmare free this week. Not that wed be able to have a lot of funIm sure bedroom doors will have to stay openbut it would be nice to not wake up the entire hotel every night dealing with my nightmares.

If you can talk him into that, you would be the worlds best salesperson.

Ive sold refrigerators to Eskimos, you know, I said with a mischievous grin. And I got Dad to promise not to hurt you. Besides, hes had to deal with my nightmares for almost six years. He knows how bad they get. Im sure he would like to get some sleep as well, since I forgot to pack my sleeping pills.

We lugged my stuff up the few flights of stairs to Pauls suite and knocked on the door. Ready for this? I asked Daniel over my shoulder.

As Ill ever be, I guess.

Paul opened the door and his large frame filled the doorway. He looked down at Daniel, his expression unreadable. Looking gruff and menacing, Paul asked, Have you ever laid a hand on my daughter inappropriately?

No, sir, Daniel said. Which was, of course, true. Everything we had done was entirely appropriate for married couples.

Paul scowled for a few more seconds, before breaking out into a wide grin. He moved out of the doorway. Get in here, you two.

After we dropped my bags in my room, Paul slapped Daniel on the back. Congratulations are in order. Welcome to the family, I guess.

Thanks, Paul, Daniel said a little warily.

Come, sit, we have a lot to discuss, he said, pointing to one of the couches in the suite. Daniel and I sat on one and Paul sat a few feet away.

First, since when were you interested in marriage? Paul asked.

To be fair, I wasnt for a long time. I mean, people in Pyramid City used to joke that Dusan meant skirt chaser. But, a close call with Pillan and a close encounter with God gave me a new perspective; you know that Im not that guy anymore. I fell for Tamara a long time ago, and watching how Brian was treating her gave me the courage to make my move. Besides, look at her! Shes hot as hell! Daniel stole a sideways glance at me, grinning with a mischievous glint in his eye. I backhanded him in the chest.

Daniels grin faded and he looked directly at Paul. Joking aside, Im serious enough to put my mothers wedding ring on her finger.

I looked down at my thin gold band. While using his mothers wedding ring would have been a lovely sentimental gesture in any family, with our backgrounds it took on a much deeper dimension. Paul and I knew that Daniel didnt have much of anything left from his parents, and that he would risk losing something so precious to him meant more to me than anything he could say. It seemed to have a similar effect on Paul.

When do you plan on announcing your engagement? Paul asked.

We want to wait until we can speak with Brian, Daniel said. We need to talk to him and explain everything. He needs to hear it from us, not from the tabloids.

Paul nodded in agreement. When do you plan to get married?

Once I have my debt to you paid off, Daniel said.

Paul had a quizzical look on his face for a moment, followed by a look of sudden understanding, and a small chuckle. Now it was Daniels turn to look confused.

Daniel, youre an outstanding crimefighter, but you had better let Tamara handle the money. Tamara, when you have time, explain to your fianc the difference between a loan and a grant. The bottom line is that you never owed me anything.

Daniels jaw hung open, stunned. He turned to me. Loans have to be repaid. Grants dont. I was trying hard not to laugh out of relief; Daniel had said the weekend before that he still owed Paul multiple millions of dollars. Thankfully, it was Daniel who started laughing first.

With that out of the way, when would you want the wedding? Paul asked.

I looked at Daniel and resisted the urge to tell Paul to forget about a wedding entirely and let us get on with our lives. But we both knew that for appearances sake, if nothing else, wed probably have to have a public ceremony of some kind.

Probably next summer, I said; Daniel nodded. That would give Daniel time to get things wrapped up in Pyramid City, and I wouldnt have to worry about wedding plans and finals at the same time.

My phone beeped. Scott had sent a text message asking if Daniel was with me, or if Paul needed his help throwing Daniels lifeless body into the Willamette River. I texted Scott that everything was good.

Before I forget, Dad, I said. Daniels going to need to sleep in my bed this week.

Pauls gaze hardened. Over my dead body, he said sternly.

I only had 20 minutes to grab things before I had to head to the airport this afternoon. I forgot my sleeping pills.

Pauls demeanor changed instantly. You cant pick them up at a local pharmacy?

I dont know if I even have an official prescription. Althea just gave me a years supply a few weeks before she died.

Paul turned to Daniel. Tamara tells me that you can prevent her nightmares. How?

I dont know, Daniel said. Im asleep at the time. But I know that the one night we didnt sleep in close proximity in New Guinea, I could hear her screams from half a mile away, and that was through thick jungle.

Yeah, theyre not much fun to dream, either, you know, I told them both.

Paul thought for a long time, and I was already beginning to dread going to sleep. Finally, he sighed and gave his answer. Fine. On two conditions: Your hands are always kept to yourselves above the blankets, and you keep that bedroom door open.

Thanks, Dad.

You may be engaged, but until you actually get married, I want absolutely no messing around or anything that may be construed as messing around, or anything that may lead to anything that may be construed as messing around. And I will be doing random, multiple bed checks.

Of course, I told him. Daniel left to get his bag and let Scott know hed have the room to himself. Thanks, Dad, I said again once Daniel had left.

I reserve the right to rescind the privilege at any point. Ill call Amber to write you a script if I have to. And I dont want you two in this room alone together this week.

I understand, I said. Thanks for being okay with this.

I have to admit, I never imagined this would happen when I introduced you two. I was just trying to give you some sliver of hope so you wouldnt kill yourself. But you are righthes a much better match than Brian.

I, for one, am glad you did, I said. Even if we werent as close as we are, hes still helped me through the past six years almost as much as you have.

Have you talked at all about where you will live after you get married? Paul asked.

Not really. If we move to Kingston, I think well probably move into my parents houseIm sure you dont want a couple of newlyweds in the mansionat least for the summer. Well have to move back to St. Lawrence for my last year of college. Then, well just play it by ear. We may travel the world together, we may settle down, I really dont know. This has all happened so suddenly, we havent had a lot of time to talk things out. Normally, that sort of stuff is done while a couple is datingbut you know how many times I flatly refused to ever go out on a date with him. But I should probably get to work, I have some homework and an article or two to write and post before bed.

Congratulations, Tamara, Paul said. I mean it. I am happy that you and Daniel decided to wait to officially announce your engagement until after you talk to Brian. Ill talk to him when I get home and see if he wants to stay on the team, but he does already know that you two have broken up. He regrets making you choose between him and Daniel.

Even before he said that, I had made up my mind. He was going to take Karis away again, and I had told him that was a deal breaker.

How do you know that he would have made you choose between him and Karis? Paul asked.

I shrugged. How do I know anything? I just do.

Paul looked at me for a moment. Perhaps we should get you evaluated for a mutation, he said. Your intuition does tend to be right most of the time.

Try all of the time, I told him. But I should probably get changed and ready for bed before Daniel gets back. Good night, Dad. Thanks for understanding. Im sorry I frightened you. And I dont want to be evaluated. I already have enough labels, and mutant is not really one I want to add.

The rest of the convention was rather uneventful. Some new and interesting gadgets came out on the market, but none that really stumped me. After just a few minutes with each device, I knew I would be able to easily reverse-engineer them and improve them. But, considering the manufacturers limitations and what the gadgets did, most of them got good reviews from Trisha.

The new Waterford Industries phone, which I had helped develop, was introduced and gained rave reviews by everyone but Trishamy editor had required I not review that one. Daniel was wooed by every camera manufacturer and promised oodles of free merchandise. Scott hated every minute of electronic buzzing and beeping, but he was able to come away with a few features about the triumph of the entrepreneurial spirit. More often than not, though, he was running interference between Paul and Daniel and I so we could enjoy some time alone together, though never in Pauls suite.


Tests

A few weeks after the electronics convention, Kara came running up to me at full speed as I was walking to my last class of the day.

Hes here! she screamed, out of breath. Hes here!!! Lounge! Come!

Kara, calm down. Whos here, and why are you so excited about it? Kara had always been a bit excitable, but this was overboard even for her.

She took a breath and screamed, Tim! Tim is here!

Tim who? It was a Christian school, after all, and there were plenty of Tims and Timothys around campus.

Kara took a deep breath, calmed down slightly and grabbed my arm. Your brother is here!

Tim?! I screamed. Tim is here!? I dropped my bag, bolted past Kara, and raced across campus.

Timberly! I yelled happily, running into the lounge.

Tammy! Tim screamed and held out his arms for me. I ran into him with such force that we fell into a heap on the carpet. It had only been two months since Id seen my brother, but with everything that had happened since I left for college that year, it had seemed like forever.

Hey, Tam, Tim said, on his back, hugging me tightly.

Hey, Tim, I said. I rolled off of him and helped him up. What are you doing here?

I got a job, Tim said.

You? A job? I asked.

Yeah, Paul made me.

What are you now, like an underwear model? Its about the only thing youre good atstanding and looking buff.

Tim smiled and assumed a model-esque pose. I knew youd recognize my unique skill-set eventually. He laughed and stopped posing. No, WI had an opening here for something, and Paul made me take it. Im going to be living here now. I was wondering if you were interested in bunking with me again.

Of course, I told him. I didnt mention that having my own place off campus would also make things easier for us when Daniel came to visit. I just need to let my dean know and we will start packing my stuff up tonight.

Wait a minute, Tim said. I still dont have a place to stay. Im going to need to stay here in the guest room for a few days until we find a place that works for us. We have some unique criteria that we have to accommodate, you know.

You cant stop me from informing the dean and starting to pack, though, I told him. Come on, shell probably want to talk to you.

This is the Dean Kahlan that youve always been going on and on about? Tim asked as we walked across campus.

Yep, I told him. Shes not going to be happy that youve asked me to move in with you, but she cant prevent me from living with my own brother. But the job isnt the only reason youre moving here, is it?

Of course not, Tim said, smiling politely and waving at some coeds who were pointing at him and giggling.

Dad doesnt trust me and Daniel to stay apart from each other, does he?

Nope. Not one bit.

Thought so. So he told you?

Paul did, yeah. Bout time, too. You have heard how long hes been pining for you, right?

Um, yeah, I told him. He told me. He chose a funny way to amuse himself while pining, though.

You picked a good guy, for all his faults.

Thanks, I think so, too.

We arrived in the administration building and met with Dean Kahlan, which went a lot better than I thought it would.

I walked into her office and said simply, Im leaving.

Youre dropping out? she asked, a little shocked.

Nosorry to get your hopes upIm moving in with my brother once he finds a place.

Youre what?!

Shes moving in with me, Tim said. He held out his hand and Dean Kahlan shook it, a little star-struck.

Im sorry, but no, shes not, Dean Kahlan said. She turned to me. You cant move in with a man, especially one youre not married to.

I dont recall asking your permission. Im only telling you so you so nobody goes looking for me if theres a fire in the dorm or something.

You still cant expect to move out in the middle of the semester and get a refund on the housing, Dean Kahlan said.

Oh no! I said sarcastically. No refund?! Whatever will I do without that $2500? I looked at Tim. There goes our security deposit. Tim smiled.

He looked at Kahlan and smiled the playful grin that melted most womens hearts. My sister is a bit immature sometimes; I apologize for that. Ive been hired at the local Waterford Industries office, and Id like to have my sister around. Trouble tends to find us on a regular basis, so we look after each other. She would continue to be safe here, but I certainly wouldnt be. Id like to have her around to watch my back.

Kahlan smiled. Ill see what I can do.

Thank you, Tim said.

A few days later, Tim, my friends, and I moved my things out of my dorm with as little fanfare as possible. Lois, Taylor, and Kara were upset that I was leaving, but I reminded them that they would still see me in class and during the day and that they were always welcome at our place.

I had really missed living with Tim. We talked for hours about any old thing, just as we had since we had met nearly six years before. We spent hours discussing everything from what Waterford Industries was doing to what I was learning in school to the differences between St. Lawrences criminals and those back home. Tim told me that after a few nights away from the lab, Brian had come back and asked to keep his position as part of the team. He assured me that Brian knew that our relationship had come to an end, but he still wanted to be a part of the team.

Paul had told Tim and Edmund that Daniel and I were engaged, but Kristin and Amber did not know, for fear that they would accidentally tell Brian. It was nice to not have to explain the daily flurry of calls and text messages between me and Daniel, but unfortunately, Tim assumed his big brother role with a vengeance. He insisted that he listen in on my nightly phone calls to Daniel to make sure we werent planning on meeting anywhere, and checked my text message logs nightly to make sure we were not hiding a clandestine affair. I dont think all of that was entirely his idea.

A few days after moving in to our apartment, Tim went to work at Waterford Industries, St. Lawrence. Paul had given him a management position and he oversaw all new projects for Waterford Industries, from electronics to mechanics. He quickly figured out a bit about inventing himself and lost the boss son stigma. Tim excelled in research and development more than anyoneeven himselfthought possible. Soon, Krino and Karis, and even Dusan, Nen, and other heroes were using some of the inventions produced at St. Lawrences Waterford Industries facility.

Taylor, Kara, and Lois also came over to the apartment often, Taylor most of all. She was ecstatic that, for the first time since leaving Hawaii to attend school, she had someone she could discuss heroing with and a safe place to do it. Though I was not quite sure that my brother had not talked to Taylor and had her checking up on me to make sure I wasnt doing anything that he and Paul thought that I wasnt supposed to.

Even though having Tim around was great, I still wanted my husband, not my brother, to be sharing my apartment. Both Daniel and I were counting the days we could drop the engaged act and be together. But, the tabloid press was still lamenting the demise of my and Brians relationship. We couldnt be seen together more often than we had before, at least not until we talked to Brian.

One night in mid-October, Tim and Scott were watching TV in the living room while Taylor and I were working on a term project. Suddenly, my instincts started screaming at me, and decided to put it to the test.

Tim, can you open the door and let him in, please? I asked.

Let who in? Tim called from the front room. We heard a knock on our door.

How did you

Just open the door, I interrupted.

Tim looked through the peephole and sighed in relief. He opened the door to let the visitor inside.

Hi, Daniel! I knew who it was before he even walked through the door. I was no longer surprised when my already acute intuition bordered on the supernatural, but Tim and Daniel were both visibly impressed. I couldnt gauge Scott or Taylors reaction, but if they were surprised they both hid it very well.

How are you doing, goddess? Daniel asked, giving me a long hug. Tim was the only one in the room who didnt know that Daniel and I were married, but we both knew that Tim would most likely tell Paul if he found out. We had to keep up the rouse of an engaged couple, no matter how much both of us wanted to run to the bedroom and lock the door.

I told Daniel about my project with Taylor, while Tim turned off the TV and grabbed one of the chairs from the dining room table. He pushed between Daniel and me and separated us. Taylor checked the clock and motioned to Scott.

Im due in the harbor in fifteen minutes, she said. We need to make a quick trip to headquarters to make sure everything is in order. Ill get my stuff tomorrow morning, okay Tam?

Sure, Taylor. But I doubt these guys will let me work after you take off.

Oh, I know one of them wont, at least, Taylor said with a wink and a grin. Scott handed Taylor her coat.

Wheres Safe? Daniel asked.

I fired him again, Taylor said with a sigh. Its a long story involving a visiting foreign dignitary and a poison puffer fish; I really dont want to get into it. Tamara, Ill see you tomorrow.

Say hello to Minnika and Jean Claude for me, I said. I turned to Daniel. Its a great story, Ill tell you later.

Taylor promised that she would and she and Scott left, leaving us with Daniel.

So what are you doing in town? Tim asked.

There are some things Tamara and I need to discuss, and I had the weekend free, Daniel said.

Where are you staying? Tim asked.

I was hoping I could crash on the couch, Daniel said. He looked at me and grinned. That is, if my wife wont let me share her bed.

I definitely think that can be arranged, I told him, glancing at Tim, who looked confused. My resolve to keep our secret had been quickly dissolving into nothing. Suddenly, I didnt care what Tim thought, or what Tim would do.

Daniel, with a sly wink at me and a glance at Tim, gathered me in his arms, held me very close and kissed me, and I was more than happy to reciprocate, for more than one reason. Messing with Tim had always been one of our favorite pastimestogether or apartand neither of us could pass up this golden opportunity. If our secret was going to come out, wed better do it right.

Tims eyes went wide.

I also figured you might need a good nights sleep, Daniel continued, the twinkle in his eye fading slightly. You cant say that Im not good at driving the nightmares away.

You are good at keeping nightmares away, and I would like some sleep, I conceded. Along with, perhaps, some other bed-related activities.

Most definitely, Daniel said, his grin returning. Theres no perhaps about that.

Tim blinked, then he started turning pale.

Did you happen to bring our marriage certificate so Timberly here will let you keep all these promises youre making?

Of course, Daniel said. I knew this would be an issue, so its in my suitcase.

Oh good, I told him.

W-what are you two talking about? Wife? Bed-related activities? Marriage certificate? Tim stammered, grabbing Daniels arm. I slipped out of my husbands grasp and started for the table where my homework beckoned.

I have just a little bit of homework to finish up before we go to bed. Ill let you handle this one. I had to tell Taylor, so you get Tim.

Daniel explained the situation, and after Tim got over his shock, he left for the night to give us time for a proper reunion.

Not that Im complaining one bit about you coming, I said later that night, my head on Daniels chest. But what are you doing here?

We need to go to Washington tomorrow, he said. Id like to get some genetic testing done on both of us to see how likely it is our kids will have a mutation. Theyll be growing up in the spotlight as it is. If we have a green-skinned telekinetic who can manipulate water at will, Id like to know which one of us the press is going to blame.

Kids? I asked.

You dont want kids? Daniel asked.

Kinda hard to fit into the hero suit with a baby bump.

You want them eventually, though, right?

I guess, I said noncommittally. Why, do you?

I thought I did, Daniel said shortly. I dont know, I guess I always just assumed you would want kids. Youd be a natural at it.

Yeah, but youd make me stop heroing, I told him.

Only as long as is medically necessary, Daniel said. Youre too good of a hero to throw in the cape completely, but frankly I dont think youll even want to go out while youre pregnant and breastfeeding.

I dont know, I said.

If you dont want kids, are you on any kind of birth control? Daniel asked.

No, but up until recently I havent had much need, now, have I? Ill talk to Amber about it when were in Kingston next month for Thanksgiving.

I want you to at least think about kids, okay? Daniel asked.

Sure, I said. Can we not argue about this right now? We have so little time together as it is, I dont want to argue.

Of course, goddess. But hey, at least now well finally find out if your intuition is an actual mutation or if weve all been teasing you all these years for nothing.

Yeah, I said.

Dont you want a superpower? Daniel asked with a smile in his voice.

You know how the Association looks down upon those with powers fraternizing with those who dont, I told him. And if I amthat will change things a lot. Will they discount all the hard work Ive put in once they find out Im a little more than human?

Once? Not if?

Cant argue with my instincts, now, can we? Are you sure you want that green-skinned telekinetic?

Well see tomorrow, now, wont we? But well have fun anyway; we get to tell all our friends that were finally getting married, Daniel said, holding me close.

It will be nice to be in a place where we can actually tell people and not worry about it getting back to Brian, I said. It will be even nicer if we could tell them that we are already married.

Soon, goddess, Daniel said. It wont be too much longer.

The next morning, we flew to Washington, DC for our genetic testing. Daniel had wanted the Association to do our testing because they were better equipped to detect a mutant gene than a normal doctors test, and we knew that theyd be able to keep the records secret. We arrived at a non-descript parking garagewhich Paul just happened to ownat eleven that morning. Daniel pulled out a key card and inserted it into the reader. A section of the wall retracted, allowing us to drive through. Daniel easily navigated the labyrinth of tunnels and finally parked in an underground structure about ten miles away from the entry. We got out and went straight to an unmarked elevator.

Without speaking, I pushed the button for the sixth floor. The elevator silently raised us to our stop and the doors opened to a sterile, white hallway. We walked purposefully down the hallway, knowing we were being monitored. Our footsteps echoed along the white walls. We didnt speak, but walked in unison with our heads high. We both had, after all, worked very hard, and deserved, to be there. At the end of the hall, we came to a door. Daniel and I put our faces down next to an electronic eye. A beam scanned our retinas and finally we were able to enter the NCFA headquarters.

Samantha, the leader of the NCFA when she was going as Kuria, greeted us at the doorway. Welcome, you two. Its good to see you both. You should have told us you were coming, we would have had a lunch prepared.

Thanks, Sam, Daniel said. But were not here for a social visit. We would like to get tested.

For a mutation? Sam asked. Neither of you ever had need of a test before. What has changed?

Daniel grinned, took my hand in his, and told our leader and friend, Were getting married. We need to see if there is a mutant in our future.

Sam broke out into a huge grin and moved toward us, her arms open. Congratulations! she nearly screamed. She tried to hug us, but her arms went straight through our bodies. Kuria had been one of the first female superheroes in the world. Her mutation allowed her to walk through solid objects, and allow solid objects to pass through her, a very useful mutation in a physical fight. But, after a few decades, her mutation changed and she was no longer able to stay in her solid form. It was then that she was appointed head of the NCFA and given what amounted to desk duty in the world of superheroes.

Thanks, Sam, I said. No one knows yet, though. We need to tell Brian before we announce it to the world.

It wont leave this building, Sam promised. Now, lets go see if you guys will be bringing the next generation of heroes into the world.

As I had known all along, my test came back positive. I was a mutant. Sam and the rest of the NCFA skeleton crew were ecstatic for me and promised whatever help I needed on the psychological transition from human to superhuman and learning how to hone my powers. On the plus side, it meant that my teammates no longer had a reason to ignore my instincts. Paul would have to listen to me now. But, it also meant that what I had always believed was God shouting in my ear to be careful was just my mutation.

Daniels test came back showing that while he was genetically human, he had all the markers of being a carrier for the mutant gene, which didnt come as much of a surprise to us, considering the numerous documented mutagenic effects of the immense, mysterious, glowing white ancient monument that gave Pyramid City its name. We were told that, should we decide to have children, we had a one in four chance of our child having some sort of special ability.

I called Paul and Tim and told them the results of the test. Neither was too surprised, but it still came as a shock that they had been living with someone a little more than human. Daniel left for Pyramid City from DC, and promised to call me as soon as his plane touched down.

Youve always been my superhero, you know, he said when he realized I didnt share the same enthusiasm over my gift as everyone else did. Now, youre everyone elses, too. Nothing has changed. Dont worry about it; God is still guiding you through life and work. Now we just know how.

I know, I told him, a little melancholy. It doesnt help that youre leaving, either, you know.

Soon, goddess, I promise, Daniel said. Soon well be together and no one will be able to keep us apart.

Do you still want to have kids, knowing what they could be?

Of course, as long as theyre with you, Daniel said. Well be fine. Im surprised you dont see that yet.

It doesnt work like that, I told him. Im not psychic, Im intuitive. Theres a difference.

Daniels expression changed. Are you sure youre going to be okay? I dont want to leave if youre not going to be okay.

Daniel, Ill be fine. You think this is going to be the thing that breaks me, after all Ive been through?

Just making sure, Daniel said. I love you.

Love you, too. See you soon.

Two weeks laterafter Scott and Taylor had insisted on inviting some of our more heroic friends and family over to my and Tims apartment and throwing a small party to celebrate my new-found superpowerI was out on the town with Lightning. We were flying past DC Enterprises for our bi-weekly flyby when he heard gunfire. I followed him and we quickly found ourselves in the middle of a gang turf war. Bullets were flying everywhere, people were running for cover; a few had already been hit.

As was our usual routine when things like this happened, non-bulletproof-me handled getting all the civilians out of the way and Lightning calmly dispatched the gunmen, bullets ricocheting off of his body like popcorn. A few civilians caught in the crossfire needed medical attention, and I triaged them and performed whatever first-aid I could while keeping my head down and keeping the civilians safe.

When the bullets stopped flying fast and furious, I began carrying the more severely injured to the end of the block, where police and EMTs were waiting to do their job. I had to carry more than a dozen people toward help. I leaned heavily on my intuition, and by ducking and dodging when it told me to I was able to get through the battle unscathed. When the last civilian casualty was loaded into an ambulance, I went and helped Lightning capture the people responsible.

After a long and grueling hour, the city block was quiet and safe once more.

Good job, Flash, I heard Lightning say. He sounded far away. My vision went black as I heard him ask if I felt alright.

I woke up in my bed with Tim talking. I miss you, too, Tim said into the phone as he paced at the foot of the bed.

Tim? I asked groggily.

Tamara, talk to Amber, Tim ordered, handing me the phone.

Hey, Amber, I said, still groggy and a bit nauseous.

Hey, Tammy, Amber said. I heard you had a rough day. Tell me about it.

Not much to tell; big gun battle, gang war. Nothing new. Then I passed out that was new.

Im going to send you a package of meds and stuff that I think you might need. And a few diagnostic tests, just to rule some stuff out. Ill need to know why youre passing out before I clear you to go out with Lightning again, so dont even think about picking up a cape for a while. I want you to stay home tomorrow and get some rest. Drink plenty of water. Dont eat big meals, just graze today. Stop taking your sleeping pills until I get the test results back. Feel better.

Yes, doctor, I said. When can I expect this package?

Im sending it overnight mail, so you should get it tomorrow afternoon at the latest. Love you. Can I talk to Tim again?

Few last minute instructions? I asked.

Something like that, Tammy, Amber said with a laugh.

Okay, thanks, Amber, I said and handed the phone back to Tim. Tim took the phone and went into the other room. I looked at my phone and saw that Tim and Daniel had been texting about me for the past 14 hours. I gave him a call to assure him I was fine.

Are you sure youre okay? Daniel asked more than once.

Daniel, Im fine. I was just dehydrated or something. Amber is going to run some tests. Its nothing to worry about.

Of course its something to worry about. What if that happens again while youre flying solo?

I thought about it, and said, Okay, so thats something to worry about. But do you really think that Scott will let me go anywhere by myself until we get this stuff figured out? And Ambers already grounded me. But, tell you what, if you are really that concerned about me, you can come over and take care of me. Im supposed to take it easy for the next few days.

I think that can be arranged, Daniel said. Kayla has a Halloween program at school tomorrow and I promised her Id go. After the show, Ill catch a flight and take care of you all month if you want.

Sounds good to me, I said. See you tomorrow evening. Tell everyone I say hi.

The rest of the day Tim tried to made me take it easy, but it was hard. Taylor came over after her classes, bringing Kara and Lois with her and they fixed us dinner. Scott also stopped by to make sure I was okay, and let me know that, at this point, it looked like everyone who had been injured would survive the gun battle the night before.

I spent the rest of the night and most of the next day catching up on my homework and things I needed to do for The Tribune. In the early afternoon, the doorbell rang and a minute later Timwho had stayed home from work that day to take care of mebrought in a box.

Stuff from Amber?

Yep.

Thanks, you can leave it here. I grabbed my phone and punched in Ambers speed-dial.

Hey Amber, I said once Amber got to the phone. I just got your package and was wondering if you wanted to go through it with me.

Sure, Amber said. I have a couple of minutes. Most of it is vitamins and stuff. Ill need you or Tim to take some blood and send it to me for some testing. I sent you the vials to fill.

Theres really one thing that needs an explanation, its on the bottom of the box. In the blue box, Amber said. I found the box and was horrified when I read the outside. As soon as I saw the box, though, I knew that Ambers suspicions were correct. I pushed the idea out of my mind as forcefully as I could and told myself I was crazy, but took the small, blue box to the bathroom anyway because I knew Amber would want to know the results as soon as possible.

A pregnancy test? I asked her quietly, hoping Tim would not hear. Do you really think this is whats wrong with me?

Not at all, but in the interest of being thoroughand Paul wants me to be thoroughits a possibility we have to rule out, Amber said. Stranger things have happened in your life in the last decade. I mean, come on, you were just diagnosed as a mutant. Asexual reproduction wouldnt be the strangest mutation weve ever come across. I just want to rule it out.

Hey! Ill use my scary mutant powers of intuition on you if you dont stop.

Thatd be great. Perhaps you can let me know whats in store for my love life.

Whatever. Im just doing this to prove you wrong, I hoped out loud, taking the test out of the box.

It should turn blue if you are pregnant, Amber said over the phone.

How long does it take to know? I asked, staring at the strip.

Usually takes a minute or so, but it could be sooner.

It changed already, I said.

What color is it? Amber asked.

You were right, I said quietly. I had known the outcome of the test since the second I spotted the box, but I had so hoped my intuition was wrong, just once.

Its blue? she asked. What?! How!?

Its blue, I said dazed. I have to go. Dont tell Dad. I ended the call and walked with the test and the phone back into the bedroom. I sat on the bed in a daze. Tears started welling up in my eyes. This was not supposed to have happened. Not yet.

I immediately called Daniel.

I just got my stuff from baggage claim. Ill be there in half an hour or so. Do you have any idea whats wrong?

Um, yeah, I said. Just get here as soon as you can.

Goddess, whats wrong?

Just get here, okay? I asked.

God, why did you do this to me? I silently cried out.I dont want to be a mother. God, how could you let this happen? How are we going to explain this to everyone? 

Even above my souls shouting, I heard the familiar still, small voice whisper, Tamara, I am with you. You do not have to worry. I will help you through this, too. This is something to be celebrated, not feared. I curled up into a ball and started sobbing. My life as a hero was suddenly over forever. Tim heard me and rushed into the bedroom.

Tamara, whats wrong? he asked.

I showed him the pregnancy test, with its blue line. I was in shock. I couldnt have a baby.

What does this mean? Tim asked.

Im pregnant, I said, trying to stop crying.

What? he asked, the color draining from his face.

Im pregnantIm going to have a baby.

Are you sure? Tim asked.

I dont know what Im supposed to do.

Of course you do, Tim said. Youre supposed to come clean about this whole engagement fiasco and be with your husbandwho will be thrilled, by the way.

Until he remembers that Dad is really good at math, and that this kid will be born a month before when our wedding is supposed to take place.

Tim hemmed and hawed and said, Yeah, I can see how thats going to be a problem for you two.

Youre not off the hook either, big brother, I told him with a chuckle. You were supposed to be here to make sure that I didnt get this way.

We heard the front door open and close.

Its me, Daniel called from the front room. We heard him put his bags down on the couch. It sounded urgent over the phone, so I had Scott Daniel walked in the room, stopping short in the doorway when he saw my face.

Goddess, whats wrong? he asked.

When I told him, his face went white and he had to cling to the doorknob to stay standing. He shook his head, not wanting to believe what he just heard.

Are you sure? Daniel asked quietly, coming to kneel in front of me. I nodded silently, tears pooling under my eyes. I handed him the pregnancy test. His eyes started sparkling and he started to grin, then the true enormity of the situation set in. His grin faded in an instant and the sparkle turned to terror.

We could do the test again. Maybe its a false positive, Daniel said frantically. He grabbed my hand and held on tight. This cant be happening yet. Paul is going to kill us.

Daniel, the test is right, I said. Theres nothing we can do. Im so sorry. Can you forgive me?

Dont even think like that, theres nothing to be sorry for. If anything, I should be the one apologizing to you. He pulled me close. But I will take the punishment. Im not going to let him hurt you or the baby. We should have waited.

We did wait, I reminded him. We even waited for 10 months after we got married. How long are you staying? I did not want to be alone when Paul found out what had happened.

Forever, if thats what you want me to do, Daniel said. He sat on the bed and put his arm around my shoulder. Other than the good possibility of our imminent deaths at the hands of your dad, how do you feel? he asked.

I thought about it for a minute, listened to my instincts, and smiled widely. Were going to have a baby.

Daniel grinned and kissed me. Were going to have a baby.



Engaged

In mid-November, Daniel, Tim and I made the drive back to Kingston to celebrate Thanksgiving. From talking to Kristin, I knew that she and Brian wouldnt be attending the Waterford family celebration that year, but Daniel and I still hoped that Brian would be there and we could speak with him before he left for his grandparents house.

We arrived late, and even though I was tiring a lot easier and wasnt able to put in the late hours I had been before, Daniel and I still knew that we would have to talk to Brian as soon as possible.

Ready to do this? Daniel asked after helping me carry my bags into my room. I looked at my large bed longingly, for more than one reason, but finally nodded.

Id love to go to bed right now, but we need to tell him, I said. But first, I need to hit the bathroom.

Still sick? Daniel asked, following me into my luxurious, and very large, bathroom. I answered him by bending over the toilet.

Im sorry, goddess, he said after I washed my mouth.

At least knowing a few minutes beforehand when I am going to need to throw up is nice, I said with a half-grin, half-grimace. Would have been nicer if I had known that what we were doing that weekend would result in this.

I love you? Daniel said. He had been saying that a lot over the previous three weeksand usually in the form of a question, as if he didnt know of anything else that could help.

I love you, too, I assured him. Both of you.

We walked downstairs and toward the silver closet. Brians going to freak out more over you being down in the cave than us being engaged, I said.

Your instincts tell you that? Daniel asked, holding the door open for me.

Nope, I said. My two decades of knowing him. I yawned. Remind me to talk Dad into letting you sleep in my room again.

Good luck with that, Daniel said. You have a supply of sleeping pills here.

Amber says I cant take them.

Does Amber know? Daniel asked before opening the hidden panel in the silver closet to the secret passage down to the cave.

Amber knows about the baby, I told him. I havent told her about us. Shes assuming it was something to do with my mutation, some kind of asexual reproduction.

Daniel grinned. Now wheres the fun in that?

I know, I said with a grin. But would you rather risk her knowing exactly where he came from?

Daniel stopped. He?

Figure of speech, I told him. But were going to need to watch what we say this week. Dads probably going to order me to keep my Com on at all times, which means the computer is going to be keeping a record of everything that goes on. Ambers probably going to be doing some genetic testing on you and the baby when she finds out that were engaged.

So, what youre saying is another week of no fun, huh? Daniel said.

Unless you want to come clean about everything, I told him.

Paul would kill us, so no, Daniel said. Come on, lets come clean to Brian.

We walked down to the main level of the cave, and I saw Brian at his regular spot in front of the computer. Daniel stayed in the shadows.

Hey, I said hesitantly. This was the first time I had seen him since I had left for school that August.

Hi, Tammy, Brian said.

I have something I need to tell you, I told him. 

We have a lot to talk about, Brain agreed. He stood up and took a step toward me.

Im marrying Daniel, I said.

Brians face scrunched up in confusion. What?

Were getting married, Daniel said, coming out of the shadows.

Brians face went white. Tammy! You brought him down here?! Paul is going to kill you! What were you thinking?!

Ive known about this place longer than Tamara has, Daniel said. Im Dusan.

Brian grabbed the computer desk for support. What?

All those years, you were dressing up for Halloween as Daniel, I told Brian.

He looked at me. You knew that? All this time, you knew that and you didnt tell me?

Brian, of course I knew that. Ive known Daniel was Dusan since I joined the NCFA. Kristin knew Daniel was Dusan since she joined the NCFA. But we cant just go around revealing secret identities to anyone we like, no matter how much we want to.

No, Brian said, shaking his head. No, its not true.

Do you want to go down to the simulator and see me in action? Daniel asked with a smarmy grin.

And youre getting married? Brian asked.

As soon as possible, I told him. But we wanted to tell you first, before you read about it in the grocery store check out line.

When did this happen? Brian asked.

I told you Id win in a game of quien es mas macho, Daniel said with a grin.

I glared at my husband. Be nice, I ordered.

You went off and got engaged just because I asked you to choose between us? Brian asked.

Of course not, but it made my decision easier, I told him. It was only a matter of time before you took Flash and Karis away from me again. And Daniel would never do that to me.

How could you possibly know that? Brian asked.

I looked at him. Brian, I know things. You should know that by now. Im sure everyone told you about my test last month. Look, I didnt come here to argue. We came here to tell you before we told the rest of the world because youre my friend and I didnt want to hurt you more than I already have.

Thank you for that, Tammy, Brian said, though he didnt sound much like he meant it.

Can you let Krino know that were home? Im going upstairs and up to bed. Good night, Brian.

Night, Tammy. Thanks for telling me, I guess.

We went upstairs and I heard giggling in the sitting room off the foyer. I went to investigate and saw Tim and Amber sitting on the couch in an embrace I never would have believednot from Tim, anyway.

What in the world are you two doing?! I asked from the doorway

Tim and Amber separated immediately. Hey, Tammy! Amber said. She looked around uncomfortably. Tim didnt tell you?

You mean Mr. Biggest-Chicken-in-the-world? The guy who made me ask you out on a date for him? I asked. I glared at Tim. What didnt he tell me, Amber?

Were dating now, she said, getting up off the couch and coming over to me. He was supposed to tell you.

If youre dating him, you should know him better than that, I said with a grin.

Youre not mad? she asked.

Not at you, I told her. I glared angrily at Tim, who grinned sheepishly.

Come on, Amber said, taking my hand. Lets get you upstairs. I have a lot of questions for you about the baby. Good night, guys.

Daniel comes, too, I said, heading up the stairs with her. Amber stopped short and Daniel bounded up the stairs to where we were.

Why would Daniel come, too?

We went into my room and shut the door. I turned on the Bug Blocker app so that Brian and the computer downstairs couldnt listen in on our conversation.

Tamara, why is Daniel here? Amber asked. Why is he even here to begin with?

Daniel held my left hand in front of her face.

Yeah, what about it? Tammys been wearing that ring for a year now. Its just for show.

Daniel held up his own hand, showing her his matching ring, which had been his fathers. Amber, looking back and forth between the two rings, suddenly got it. Her eyes widened.

Youre ?

Yep, I told her. Tim knows, but please dont tell Dad. We havent yet found the right time to talk to him about it. He thinks were engaged. I looked at Daniel. You probably should take your ring off.

How long?! Amber asked. Wait, you guys got engaged?

I looked at the calendar, then at Daniel. Happy anniversary, Daniel.

He smiled and kissed me. Happy anniversary, goddess.

A year!? So the baby was made 

The old fashioned way, I told her. Sorry to burst your bubble. No virgin birth for you to write up in all the medical journals.

Technically, weve only been really married for about seven weeks, since I got back into the country, Daniel said.

Seven weeks? Amber said, her eyebrows raised.

Yep, I told her. Isnt it just my luck that I get pregnant my very first time?

Amber was silent for a moment. Wow, she whispered. She looked at me and smiled. Congratulations, Tammy. Lets make sure everything is okay.

Early the next morning, Daniel and I were awoken by a booming voice in the doorway.

What do you think youre doing?!

Morning, Dad, I said sleepily from under the covers. We were sleeping.

I think its time for me to leave, a fully-clothed Daniel said from his spot on top of the blankets.

I kissed him and told him Id meet him downstairs for breakfast.

Tamara, you know the rules, Paul said. No guy other than Tim can enter your room without my express permission.

Im sorry, I wanted to get some sleep, I told him, a bit perturbed.

What about your sleeping pills? Paul asked. You have plenty here.

Amber doesnt want me to take them right now, I told him. I knew that he was still concerned about my health after the fainting spell the month before. Besides, not one stitch of his clothing was removed since we got here, and he slept above the blankets. We both know what you would do if you found us in some compromising situation.

At least you know that, Paul said with a half-grin. We all need to sit down today and set up some ground rules for everyone with you and Tim back at home and Daniel and Amber here.

We talked with Brian last night, I told Paul.

I heard, Paul said. He told Kristin, by the way. Brian was still in shock that Daniel knew all of your secrets before he did.

I thought he would be, I said. I suddenly got a premonition that the toilet and I would become very close friends in the very near future. Ill see you downstairs at breakfast, I said. Daniel and I are going to send out a press release today and he wanted to get some engagement photos, or something like that. I should probably get up. We need to call our relatives before we send out the press release.

Paul left and I ran to the bathroom and dry-heaved for a while. After eating, and throwing up, breakfast, I wrote what ended up for some reason being the biggest news of the year and Daniel and I called all of our relatives before we submitted it to The Tribune and The Gazette. And, almost as soon as the news hit the celebrity fan, I got the call I had been dreading since I began thinking about having to do another wedding. The call came when Amber, Tim, Daniel and I were in the sitting room playing a board game. Right before the phone rang, I scribbled on a notepad, She wants to plan the wedding.

Hello, Cashlin, I said as I answered the call. How did you get my number?

Congratulations, Tammy! Cashlin yelled in her nails-on-a-chalkboard voice. I put her on speaker phone so Daniel, Tim, and Amber could be as disgusted as I was. Paul walked in the room and was drawn to the four of us, huddling over the phone. Daniel, Tim and Amber were quite impressed with my ability to know when she was going to call; all of them knew why she would be calling me.

Stop calling me that, Cashlin, I said. What do you want?

I just heard the news! I wanted to congratulate you.

No, you want to ruin my wedding, I said, a bit perturbed. I would have hung up, but then she would have simply called Paul and he would have said yes to anything she suggested.

Tamara, come on, you need a good wedding planner, Cashlin said sweetly. You have too much to think about, what with school.

How would you know how rigorous college is? I asked. You flunked out.

Tammy, come on, Cashlin said. She was starting to sound desperate. You know Im good at this. I will take care of all of the details so you can focus on your school work.

Youre hired! Paul called out from behind me. Cashlin, call me and well work out the details.

Cashlin squealed so loudly and so high I thought my phones touch screen would crack.

Dad! I said, spinning around. No!

Tamara, shes the best at this sort of thing. Paul said.

Dad, shell screw it up, I said.

Tamara, she can hear you! Paul said sternly. I taught you better than that. Cashlin is the best wedding coordinator in this country.

Dad, this is my wedding, I said.

And Im paying for it.

You know that when Cashlin takes over, shes going to end up getting this wedding in the Guinness Book of World Records.

You bet I will, this will be great! Cashlin said over speakerphone.

Shut up, Cashlin! I screamed at her.

Tamara, calm down! Amber and Daniel ordered in near-perfect unison.

You dont think you are worth that to me? Paul asked. He looked at me. I know Im not your father, but you should know that you mean enough that I would pay anything to make this day perfect for you.

I didnt say that, Dad, I said. But, its Cashlin. You know how I feel about her.

I know you dont like Linny, Paul said. But please, do this for me.

Shes going to screw it up, I whined. I dont want her at my wedding, let alone planning it.

Tamara, Ive made my decision, and its final.

Thats fine for you, I said. You dont know whats coming. You better just apologize to Amber right now. I hung up on Cashlin; angrily threw a pillow at Paul, whose phone immediately began ringing; and left the room. Daniel followed me.

Why are we doing this? I asked him.

Because one of us decided that it would have been a good idea to let Paul think that we simply decided to be engaged instead of telling him we were married? Daniel asked with a playful glint in his eye.

Then lets go tell him, I said. Right now. I cant deal with her. Something very bad will happen if I have to deal with her. It could mean losing the baby, it could mean I just get jailed for killing her, Im not sure yet.

Calm down, goddess, Daniel said. We cant tell him. Dont worry, Ill deal with Cashlin.

Thank you, Daniel. Youre going to regret that decision, but thank you.

The rest of the week was uneventful. Thanksgiving saw my entire extended family invading the mansion. Congratulations repeated over and over, suggestions on the ceremony, having to come up with a good engagement storyleaving out the part about where I had been and what I had been doing the previous Thanksgivingand trying to explain away my queasy stomach all blurred together. I loved my family, but I was also very glad when Tim, Daniel and I climbed back into the car and pointed it in the direction of St. Lawrence.

When we got back, Daniel and I discussed what, exactly, we should do with my school. By the end of the spring semester, my pregnancy would be obvious to anyone with eyes, and I was concerned that, with as visible as I was, the schools leadership would try to make me drop out of school until the baby was born.

We finally decided that I should tell my dean and see what her advice would be. It meant risking another person or two knowing that Daniel and I were married, and with every non-hero we told, we risked it leaking to the press or Paul finding out, but we decided that my school, especiallywith as much as they held me up in the public eyeneeded to know there was nothing to worry about. Even though it would have looked like I got pregnant out of wedlock, looks, in this case, were very deceiving.

Dean Kahlan was coming out of her office to go to lunch when I was making the appointment. I suggested we go out to a restaurant to discuss some things. Dean Kahlan agreed immediately when she heard it was my treat, and soon we were seated and served, eating at one of the most exclusive restaurants in St. Lawrence.

How do you like living off campus? Dean Kahlan asked. Congratulations on your engagement, by the way.

Thanks, I said. Living off campus makes life so much easier for me, especially now; which is why I wanted to talk to you.

Whats up? Dean Kahlan asked in the voice that sent shivers down my spine.

Well, Im pregnant, I said more nonchalantly than I had thought possible. I had never had any desire to be a mother, but over the past month I had gotten used to the idea, and Daniels enthusiasm and joy was infectious.

Youre what?

Preggo. With child. Bun in the oven. In the family way.Un polichinelle dans le tiroir.

Kahlans face fell and a look of deep concern came on. Tamara, Im so sorry.

Dont be, I told her. Daniel and I have been married for over a year now. I pulled out our marriage certificate and showed it to her. We just havent been able to say anything about it for various reasons. Dad wants us to have the big celebrity wedding befitting both of our world-wide fame, but we didnt want to wait to have a second wedding. Would you?

Why are you telling me? Dean Kahlan asked, looking over our very important piece of paper.

Because were too afraid to tell Dad, I said with a half-grin. Were planning on keeping this a secret until we cant any longer. We hope we can convince him to move up the date to this month. But since the school likes to use me in the promotional material, we wanted to be on record that the baby wont harm the schools image at all.

But what about your witness? People are not stupid, Tamara, Dean Kahlan said, handing my certificate back to me. If you have a baby three months after your wedding, people will assume that this child was conceived out of wedlock. All of those talks you have done over the years about waiting until youre married? All of that will just fly out the window. You need to come clean now, let everyone know.

I shook my head. We cant. Dad would be crushed. Well come clean after the wedding. Hell understand.

He may, but will everyone else? Kahlan asked. I really think you need to talk to him as soon as possible. You need to think of all those girls who look up to you.

I didnt come here for advice, I came here to inform you of a change in our situation, I told her. Technically, youre not even my dean any longer.

Tamara, I care about you. You may not believe that, but I do. You have a lot of girls looking up to you, and you need to think about them as well as yourself. Talk to your husband about it.

Hes more terrified of Dad than I am, I told her. But Ill mention it to him.

Thank you, Tamara, Kahlan said. Ill be praying that you make the wise choice.

A week later, after my last final, as I was enjoying my last lunch in the cafeteria for a month with Daniel, Kahlan found us and asked to speak with both of us privately. We retreated to an empty area off the commons and huddled in the lee of one of the buildings, trying to stay out of the sharp December wind.

Have you spoken with Paul yet? she asked. Does he know of your situation?

Not yet, Daniel said. Well tell him after we get married.

Dean Kahlan got that look in her eye that always made me wary. If that is what you have decided, she said simply. Ill see you in January, Tamara. She turned on her heel, pulled her coat closer and walked away.

Um, thats not good, I said.

Whats wrong?

I dont know specifically, but its not good, I said. Come on, lets go home. Tims at work, well have the place all to ourselves for a few hours.

I saw the apprehension in Daniels eyes vanish in an instant. Lets go home, he agreed.

When Daniel, Tim and I arrived at Waterford Mansion the next afternoon, Paul was there to greet us at the door. We had only gotten a few feet in the house when Paul ambushed us.

Tamara, he said in the gruff, Im very disappointed in you voice he had perfected rather quickly after I went to live with him.

Yes? I asked innocently.

Is there something the two of you need to tell me?

No?

I got a call from your dean yesterday, Paul said, looking down at us.

What, exactly, did she tell you? Daniel asked hesitantly. He pulled me back slightly, inching between me and Paul.

A full minute went by as Paul stared us down, a scowl on his face. Daniel tensed up for a fight, and I prepared to run for my life.

Instantly, Pauls frown vanished and he grinned from ear to ear. He wrapped his strong arms around us both, pulled us close in a bear hug, and began laughing almost hysterically.

Looks like Paul has finally lost it, Tim muttered as he brought some bags in from the car.

Do you two have any idea how much money youve saved me?! Paul said, laughing so hard tears began rolling down his cheeks. Daniel and I both breathed a sigh of relief.

What, exactly did she tell you? I asked, extracting myself from the hug.

Everything, Paul said, letting Daniel go. I cant say Im happy about you two bending the truth a bitor at least allowing me to draw my own conclusionsbut youre easily saving me over $60 million.

I told you not to hire her, I told him.

Yes, you were right, Paul said. It pained him every time he had to say those words, but I did so love to hear them.

Did she tell you anything else? Daniel asked.

Paul looked at him and glared. I asked you if you had ever laid a hand on my daughter, and you swore to my face you hadnt.

No, I said. You asked if he had ever laid a hand on me inappropriately. Theres a big difference.

Tamara, let me handle this, Paul said. Im not going to kill him, but only because hes your husband and the father of my grandchild.

We all paused for a moment.

Boy, those are strange words to say out loud, I muttered. I looked at Daniel. Well, at least I can get some sleep tonight without you wondering if Dad is going to come into our room in the middle of the night with a knife, I said with a smile.

Remember what we talked about in September? Paul asked. About where you two might live?

You want us to move out? I asked.

Just to sleep, Paul said. You two need your privacy, and we in the house dont need you two he trailed off and didnt finish his thought. He began looking a little green.

Goddess, what are you two talking about? Daniel asked. Paul looked at me with a raised eyebrow, and I realized that this was the first time Daniel had called me by my pet name in front of Paul.

Hes been calling me that for five and a half years now.

Why? Paul asked.

He claimed that I reminded him of some statue or something of a Greek goddess, I said. I think he was trying to get into my pants at the time.

Not that it worked, Daniel mumbled playfully.

And you let him keep doing it?

I couldnt stop him. I tried.

What were you two talking about? Daniel asked.

Come on, I told him. Were going home.

We collected our bags and packed them back in the car, and, after grabbing Kenny, drove to my parents house in the suburbs.

I was thinking that this could be our home when were here in town, I told him, giving him the grand tour of the 1600 square foot house.

Let me guess, this room was yours, Daniel said, pointing to a bedroom.

Howd you guess? I asked, knowing exactly which clues led him to his conclusion.

From everything youve ever told me about your brother, I dont think he was the one in the household who was obsessed with Tim, Daniel said with a grin.

Tim hates it, thats the only reason theyre still up, by the way.

Well, then I completely approve of your decorating skills.

After getting the full tour, we headed to the master suite that had once been my parents and prepared for bed.

So, what do you think? I asked him.

I like it, Daniel said. It will definitely be a nice place to come and unwind after a long night of fighting crime. He looked at me. Hows the baby treating you tonight?

Hes doing okay, I said. Why? What do you have in mind?

I can think of a few things, Daniel said, pulling me to bed.

Soon, Christmas was upon us and we all trekked to Grandma and Grandpa Vinings house, as had been Paul, Tim and Edmunds tradition for the last four years and my tradition as long as I could remember. Uncle Barry, Aunt Kyna, and Harpermy 18-month-old cousinand Daniel joined us for Christmas dinner and gift exchange. This was one of the first times my family had spent an extended amount of time with Daniel since he had turned to God and they all marveled at the difference in his attitude and behavior and acknowledged that he would be the most wonderful match for me.

I was doing well until halfway through dessert when my stomach turned. I excused myself from the table and spent some quality time with the toilet. When I returned to my chair, Daniel asked if I was okay. I nodded at everyone and tried my best to rejoin the conversation. I pushed my piece of pumpkin pie away and sipped at my water.

Tamara, are you okay? Grandma asked.

Im just a little queasy, I said.

Are you sick, honey? Aunt Kyna asked.

I looked to Paul for advice.

Tell them, Tamara. They need to hear it from you, Paul said.

I sighed and looked at my relatives. Youre going to be great-grandparents.

Their faces went white, and tears pooled in Grandmas eyes.

Is that why youre marrying him? Uncle Barry asked. Because youre pregnant?

Weve been married for over a year now, I told everyone. My being pregnant is not why we got married.

What!? Grandma asked. I took our marriage certificate out of my bag and it was passed around the table.

Tamara, you have to realize that it looks a little suspicious, Grandpa said.

Of course it does, but I want you to know that we have done nothing wrong. Its important to me that you all believe us.

When can we expect this in the news? Aunt Kyna asked. She hugged Harper closer. My young cousin protested and was let down to go play by the Christmas tree.

Im going to try and keep it out of the news as long as possible. Right now, we plan to release the news a few months before the due date, but the press will probably pick up on it sooner than that.

Do you want to tell them your other big news? Tim asked.

I glared at him. Well I have to now, dont I?

Whats going on? Aunt Kyna asked.

As part of the marriage stuff weve been doing, Daniel and I had some genetic testing done. It turns out my always-accurate intuition is some form of mutation.

And Daniel? Uncle Barry asked.

Hes human, I told them. Theres a 25% chance that our baby will take after me.

So my great-niece or -nephew could destroy the world? Uncle Barry asked.

Nope, I told him. Hell save it.


Pyramid City

After Christmas, Daniel and I flew to Pyramid City, Illinois, to spend New Years with Daniels aunt and cousins. I had yet to officially meet the cousins, and had only spent a few hours with Naomi in my lifetime.

You know, its strange, I mused after we had reached cruising altitude and the pilot had turned off the seatbelt light. We were flying in my own jet, but Paul had refused to give me access to the planes cockpit in my condition.

Whats strange?

Ive known you for five and a half years, and weve been married for over a full year. Its just kind of strange that I have never really met your family.

They may have caught passing glimpses of each other, but very few of my other dates ever met the family, if it makes you feel any better.

It does, actually, I said. Thank you.

Daniel half grinned-half grimaced. I should probably warn you, thoughI cant guarantee we wont run into one or two of my dates while were here.

Can we change the subject? I asked. He knew I didnt enjoy that particular one.

Fine, how about we narrow down baby names?

For the next three hours we debated merits of baby names, as well as the pros and cons of knowing a babys sex before its born.

Were not going to need the ultrasound for anything other than to determine if the babys healthy or not, I reminded him. And maybe not even then, but I dont think Id be able to convince Amber of that.

As we neared the city, Daniel began pointing out landmarks. The most distinguishing feature of Pyramid City was, of course, the tall, white, glowing pyramid in the center of the town. No one knew where it had come from, who had built the structure, or why, but the city had grown up around it and its diffused glow.

After his parents deaths at the hands of the Pyramid City Police Department, Daniel went to live with the only relatives he had lefthis mothers younger sister and her family. He shared the home with his aunt and uncle and three younger cousinsPeter and Drew, who were in elementary school at the time, and little baby Kayla, who was less than a year old. Peter, just a year younger than me, had started seventh grade and Kayla was only three when their father was killed and the cousins became even closer. Daniel, who had been 18 at the time, was forced into something of a father-figure role for his young cousins. Until very recently, he had called the house on Ash Street home.

After the plane landed and taxied to a hanger, we disembarked and walked to the terminal to rent a car. As we walked up to the counter at the rental agency, the female agent squealed and vaulted over the counter into my husbands arms. I waited patiently as Daniel tried to extract himself from her very affectionate embrace. Finally, Daniel dropped his arms and stood still, waiting for her enthusiasm to die down. He looked at me apologetically and shrugged his shoulders.

I told you for years that sleeping around was a bad idea, didnt I? I asked him. I looked around and caught the eye of the agencys manager, who was looking at his employee, completely aghast.

Antonia! the manager said after recovering. A faint look of recognition crossed Daniels face. The agencys manager ran over and pulled his agent off of Daniel.

Thank you, I told him, placing myself firmly between Antonia and Daniel.

I told you this might happen, he said. But you cant get too angry with me;youre the one who picked this place.

Oh, so this is all my fault? I asked him.

Yes, he said. Although, I cant promise that wont happen again.

I know, I said. But I won.

Daniel wrapped his arms around my waist and kissed my neck, for my benefit as well as Antonias. Yep, you did.

We got our car and were soon on the road. Daniel navigated us through the many side streets and twisting paths toward his aunts house.

So, who is your main competition here? I asked.

As Dusan? he asked. Well, heroically, there was Due Process and Vengeance, but they werent really competition. Vengeance is more a vigilante than we are and DP only shows his face in the courtroom. His mission is to defend those few arch-criminals that have actually reformed, or at least didnt do what they are accused of doing.

Have I met either of them? I asked.

You have met DP, but not as Due Process.

I dont suppose you can tell me where, I said.

I could, but you wouldnt like it, Daniel said. He was Lueschers first attorney, Mason.

No!

Yeah. Hes still afraid of you, by the way.

Poor guy, I said. I wonder if I should apologize to him while were here.

We arrived at Naomis townhouse and Daniel groaned when he saw the holiday display. Naomi loves Christmas, he said as he looked at the light display.

I can see that, I said. Reindeer and a sleigh adorned the roof and penguins frolicked in the small front yard. Colored, twinkling lights were tacked onto every window and doorframe. A woman in her early 40s opened the door and beamed.

Youre here! she said, wrapping Daniel in a bear hug.

We made it with no problem, Daniel said, dropping the bags and wrapping his arms around his aunt. I missed you, Aunt Naomi.

You look great, she said, letting him go. Who knew monogamy would suit you so well? Perhaps you should have tried it earlier. Daniel blushed.

He was waiting for me to catch on, I said with a smile. He could have probably done with a little more patience, but I cant complain too muchI won in the end.

Naomi smiled and gave me a light hug. Its good to see you again, dear, she said.

Thank you for having us. Ive been trying to get him to bring me to some kind of family function for a while nowIm sure weve heard everything about each otherbut hes been too chicken.

Dont worry about it, Naomi said, opening the door so we could come in. He didnt bring any of his other girlfriends by. She turned to Daniel. Just put everything in your room. Dinner will be on the table soon.

Thanks, Aunt Naomi, Daniel said. Follow me, Tamara.

He led me to his bedroomwhich had, before his parents had been killed, been his uncles studyand flipped on the light. I stood in the doorway with my jaw hanging.

Wow! And I thought my room was bad, I said. Obsess much?

What do you mean? Daniel asked, tossing bags onto the bed.

I pointed to his walls, every inch of which was covered with pictures of memost of which he had taken himself and not sold to the highest bidder. Daniel looked at his walls and smiled. Youre not the first one to ask that question.

That doesnt surprise me.

After unloading the car, it was time to join the family and start the holiday traditions. Daniels oldest cousin, Peter, who was a year younger than I; Drew, who was just a few weeks younger than Kristin; and 10-year-old Kayla joined us around the dinner table. Since Daniels parents and then his uncle had been killed, New Yearsa time to make a clean break of the previous year and look forward to the possibilities of the nexthad been one of the most meaningful holidays the family had enjoyed. The others, holidays like Christmas and Thanksgiving, still stirred up a lot of painful memories of family members who were gone, but they had claimed New Years as their own.

We had a pleasant evening of food and conversation, except that Kayla had been scowling at me from the moment we walked in the house. And her scowl only got meaner when Daniel made his announcement.

I know we told all of you that we were engaged, Daniel said. Well, that wasnt quite true. We actually had to get married for some reason when she came to visit me in New Guinea 

Some reason? I asked. Yeah, some reason like they would have killed us both if we didnt?

Thats a reason, Daniel said, smiling at me. Anyway, when I got back, we started talking about what would have happened if the two of us really had  gotten married. Then we realized that, really, we had. And one thing led to another 

And you popped the question to the richest girl in the world, we know, Peter said. He smiled at me suavely. Welcome to the family.

I smiled back. Thanks. Youre still not getting my PIN number, I said jokingly.

Not quite, Daniel said. We were already married. Were going to have a baby.

Oh, one thing led to that another, Drew said with a snide chuckle.

Yep, I said. Beginning of June, probably.

You only asked her to marry you because you knocked her up? Kayla asked angrily.

Kay, you didnt hear. We were married before she got pregnant, Daniel said. Kaylas face got red and she ran from the living room, up the stairs and slammed her door. We didnt see her for the rest of the night.

I dont think your cousin likes me much, I told Daniel that night as we were getting ready for bed.

What do you mean? The boys love you, he said. Whats not to love?

Whatever, I said, rolling my eyes. I meant Kayla.

Shell come around.

No she wont, I said. But I know why. Id probably not like me too if I were her.

And what is your grand theory of everything? he asked.

Youre the only dad she knows, I told him. And I took you away from her.

Yeah, I think youre right, he said.

I finished dressing for bed, and sighed heavily.

I know what that sigh meant, Daniel said knowingly.

What sigh?

Daniel rolled his eyes and smiled. What sigh? You dont need to even worry about that. When I was flying back from New Guinea, I bought myself a new bed, had it delivered and the old one hauled away.

You did? I asked.

Do you really think I would make you sleep on that bed? Nope, for as long as weve been married I have not slept in that bed.

Thank you, Daniel. I climbed into bed next to him. After hearing some of the things Antonia had wanted to do again with Daniel, I had not really looked forward to laying my head on the same pillow she had.

Not a problem, goddessI knew you were insecure enough to never want to sleep on that mattress.

When you say it like that, it makes me sound all paranoid.

And youre not? he asked with a grin.

Not about you, I said. I turned over and was ready to turn off the light and call it a night when Daniel began rubbing my shoulder.

Sorry, Daniel, I said, flipping off the light.

But new bed!

Not with all those pictures of me staring at us. Take them down tomorrow and well talk.

The next morning, when we all sat down to breakfast, Kayla sat next to Daniel and scooted her chair as close to him as she could.

Kayla, what are you doing? Daniel asked, elbowing her in the side to get a little bit more room.

She just missed you, is all, I told him.

The 10-year-old shot me a venomous glance. He wasnt talking to you, bitch, she spat.

Kayla! Daniel shouted. Thats no way to talk to Tamara.

Why not? Kayla asked, standing up. She ignored you for years and you followed her around like a little lost puppy. What has the selfish bitch ever done for you?

Do you really want an answer to that question, or are you just talking out your ass again? Daniel asked, looking at her with raised eyebrows. She is my wife, she is a member of this family, and you will treat her with respect.

Kayla sat down again and we enjoyed a pleasant, if quiet, breakfast. After Naomi and Kayla left to run a few errands before the New Years Eve celebration that night, Daniel wrapped his arms around me.

Sorry about Kayla, he said.

Dont be, I told him. I know why she doesnt like me, and I dont blame her; its the same reason I didnt like Cashlin.

Goddess, youre nothing like Cashlin.

No, thats why I dont like her. I didnt like her because she wanted to take my dad away from me. All I am is the one who took you away from her. I think Ill see what I can do about getting us some girl time.

While Naomi and Kayla were out, I had a second rental car driven to the house. Rather than taking Kayla out in the fuel efficient, family- and snow-friendly vehicle we had rented to get us from the airport to the house, I had gone out and gotten the most ostentatious, uneconomical, flashy, Italian, worthy-of-my-status-as-ultra-rich vehicle I could find.

Surely youre not trying to impress her, are you? Daniel laughed as I was signing for the rental car.

People expect me to be driving a certain type of car. Im simply helping her social standings in the neighborhood. If everyone knew how middle-class we actually are, well, that wouldnt do. I remember how to do thisI had to show off for Amber, Bree, Kiri, and Sarah too, when I was in high school. Kayla and I are going After-Christmas shopping, our treat.

Sounds good, Daniel said.

Couldnt hurt, at least, I said. Ill see you tonight; well be back long before the party begins. Ill callif I canif we get into any trouble.

Goddess, please, please be careful. You and Kayla are my two very favorite girls. Id tell you to stay out of trouble, but I know thats not possible for you.

Not really, I said, waving goodbye to the delivery driver. I dont need to be careful any longer, I just need to listen to my instincts. Besides, Daniel, if you can take these supervillains, Ill have no problem, I said with a teasing grin. Daniel didnt smile back.

Its not the villains Im worried about, he said with a frown. Stay safe, holler if you need anything. We saw Naomis sedan pull into the street. The two of them stopped short of the driveway and stared at my flashy, candy-apple red convertable.

Kayla, wanna go shopping? Some girl time? My treat, I said.

In that? she asked, looking at the car with shining eyes.

Yep, wanna come?

Kayla looked at her mom, Can I?

Naomis eyes flitted up to Daniel, who nodded almost imperceptivity. Sure, honey, you girls have fun.

Kayla jumped out of the car and ran to the new two-seater in the driveway. I assured Naomi that I would be able to take care of the both of usand that I could handle the car in the snow; I was still one of the youngest people ever to win Kingstons amateur stockcar road races, and without a scratch on my carand that we would be back in the early evening.

I got in the drivers seat, reminded Kayla about her seatbelt obligations, and had her direct me to the nearest mall in Pyramid City. We had to have a talk to clear the air.

Look Kayla. I know you dont like me, but can we at least try to get along for Daniels sake. He still loves you as much as he did before we met, I can assure you.

Kayla huffed, turned on the radio, and stared out the window. Catching her slight reflection in the glass, I recognized the look.

I know how it feels, I said, turning down the radio. I fought tooth and nail to keep my dad from dating for years. Even now, Im not too keen on the ideabut dont tell him that.

Your parents are divorced? Kayla asked.

My parents are dead; my real dad is dead, just like yours. I was talking about Paulhes kinda my dad, just like Daniel is kinda your dad. I know how scary it all is, and the feelings of abandonment. Were really not all that different.

Youre not my mom, Kayla said, folding her arms tighter.

I laughed. Good Lord, no! I just got out of the whole teenage girl thing myselftheres no way Im going to get back into it this quickly. I thought about my words and added, But Im also not going to keep Daniel away from you. He was yours first; youre used to having first-dibs; theyre still yours.

Kayla looked out the window and said, her voice breaking, But you always came first; since he met you, you came first.

Im sorryI didnt know. If I had known, things would have been different, I swear. I will make sure that he puts you first, I promise. I wont keep him from anything you want him to be a part of, okay? And we werent going to tell anyone yet, but hes going to stay here when I go back to St. Lawrence. There are still some things he needs to get done here before he moves in with me, so hell be saying with you and I will be leaving in a couple of days.

Okay, Kayla said noncommittally.

I know what its like, I told her again. The grief just eats you up inside sometimes, and the missing them, and not having them around for important things, and wondering if theyd be proud of you and what youve done  I had to stop because I was tearing up, and it was making it hard to see the snowy road.

Yeah, Kayla said quietly.

We arrived at the mall and parked directly in front of a conspicuous security camera. If the car was stolen, I knew I could pay for ten of them without even a dent in the portfolio, but why tempt fate?

Kayla and I spent the next few hours shopping uneventfully in the semi-crowded mall. We actually began to get alongalthough my extensive means, and my aptitude to get her whatever she wanted probably helped a bit as well. A few hours later, we were laughing at some hideous, unreasonable, ill-conceived, unbecoming new must-have fashion couture from Paris as we were walking to the mall doors. I had worn unassuming clothing and had taught Kayla the joys of going into the high-end, pricey, snooty boutiques and being snubbedeven conspicuously followed by store securityonly to have them realize exactly who I was when the debit card was flipped out. It had been one of my and Ambers favorite things to do when we were in high school.

My hand was on the crash bar of an outside door, ready to leave, when the door burst in and nearly thirty costumed henchmen burst in.

Figures, I said, then grabbed Kaylas hand and ran to hide.

I grabbed Kayla and we fled to an out-of-the-way corner near the door to escape the stampede and the oh-so-familiar screaming. I knew I could not close my eyes and shut it all out, no matter how much I wanted to, but fought hard to subdue the panic and the flashbacks of the night when Nothos had killed my parentsDads hand had also been on the exit when the doors burst in and the panicked screaming started. I prayed that we would be able to sneak out after everyone entered.

After the gun-toting henchmen burst in, their leader made his grand entrancefor some reason they always followed, never led, the initial charge. He was somewhat dressed as an Egyptian Pharaoh, though instead of richly-accessorized simple linen clothing, this royal wore floor-length robes of gaudy pastelspurples, blues, pinkswith feathers and obviously fake, gaudy, huge jewelry and the like. Behind him walked scantily-clad women carrying ostrich plumes and heaping bowls of grapes and dates and figs, all of whom were turning blue in the late New Years Eve chill; the women looked very relieved to be indoors.

Kaylabehind me, pushed into the cornerlooked over my shoulder and screamed. The Pharaoh heard her and began walking toward us.

Who is it? I asked, tilting my head back, refusing to take my eyes off of the criminals in our midst.

Its Pharaoh Sun Set, Kayla said. The awe in her voice told me she had never had the displeasure of having close contact with a villain. He was some kind of ancient Egyptian Pharaoh. Now he wants to turn Pyramid City into his empire.

Does he now? Fortunately, thanks to work I had done the previous semester on a project for one of my Bible classes on the Israelite Exodus, I knew exactly how to talk to this guy who thought he was one of the ancient monarchs.

Good evening, daughters of Hathor, the Pharaoh said elegantly, invoking the name of the Egyptian goddess of, among other things, fertility and motherhood. I would ask that you join me near the fountains. He snapped his fingers and two henchmen, dressed in the scant Egyptian garb of slaves despite the cold weather, grabbed us rather forcefully.

Pray, Pharaohlife, health, and prosperity be upon you, I said, bowing low and trying to keep my voice from shaking. What would the good god have of his servants?

Sun Sets sky blue eyes glimmered and he smiled. The Good God? I like that. I am, after all, the son of the sun god Re, and a god myself, he said as we were forced to walk to the ornate and pyramid-themed fountains in the middle of the mall. He turned to his henchmen and shouted, From now on, you must address your pharaoh as Good God.

I heard a few snickers from some of the henchmen, as well as a few of the other hostages who were being herded toward the center of the mall. Two of the henchmen pushed us toward the fountains in the food court.

It took nearly an hour to collect all of the hostages and bar all the exits. Every once and a while, we heard a single shot or two ring out and some distant shouting and a few henchmen ran to their companions aid. If I hadnt known from extensive experience exactly how these kind of hostage situations turn out, I could have sworn that it was the Pharaohs henchmen whose numbers were shrinking faster than the group of hostages was growing.

As usual, the first thing the henchmen did was to collect anything and everything of value from the hostagesincluding our phones. Fortunately, they assumed that the automatic rifles hanging at their sides were enough incentive for us to give them everything and they did not feel the need to frisk uscontent to have us hand over packages and purses and turn out our pockets. That meant that two very importantand possibly very usefulitems hidden on my person stayed hidden on my person. I once again thanked God for my intuition; otherwise, I wouldnt have had those items hidden.

Kayla and I relinquished our purses and phones quickly and then made our way to the middle of the increasingly-restless crowd. People were starting to get uneasy, as if they knew something bad was about to happen. Surprisingly, though, my instincts were silent on what the danger might be, other than what I had experienced in similar situations before.

I noticed a lot of people glancing up at the second and third levels periodically and wondered what they knew that I didnt. The entire situation was entirely too familiar and I needed information quickly and clandestinely. We stopped at one of the many pyramid-shaped fountains in the food court, where Kayla and I could dive into the fountain if bullets started flying. I sat down on the ground with my back to one of the walls of the pool and rested my head on my knees. I tried desperately to swallow the panic.

What are we going to do? Kayla asked, starting to get frightened. She sat down next to me and scooted close. I raised my head and put my arm around her shoulder.

I have a few tricks up my sleeve, I told her. Unfortunately, this is not the first time something like this has happened to me.

Really? she asked.

You know how I said my folks were dead? It was in a situation like this, I said, tryingand failingto not let the panic make my voice waver. A lot like this, really.

So what do we do? she asked, pulling her legs up and hugging her knees.

Exactly what youre doing now, I told her. We make ourselves as small as possible and if bullets start flying, get into the water and keep your head down as much as you can. Fortunately, no one seems to have recognized me, or theyd be keeping an especially close eye on the two of us.

Why? Kayla asked. I turned my head to look at her and raised my eyebrows. She caught the look and rolled her eyes. Oh, right, because youre rich.

Dont sell yourself shortDaniel would pay everything he had to get you back without a second thought. And, unfortunately, its common knowledge that I have friends who will do whatever they can to keep me safe.

What friends?

Friends that can be here soon to help us, I told her, pulling a phone out of my bra.

What are you doing?! Kayla asked in a harsh whisper. I thought you already gave them your phone. Theyre going to see that and kill us!

I did give them my phone; I just didnt give them the working phone, I said. Besides, Im getting help. I have the NCFAs number in here somewhere. Theyll route it to the closest Association member and we can be their eyes and ears on the inside.

You sound like youve done this before, Kayla said.

Too many times, I told her with a sigh.

I made a quick call to the NCFA emergency number. The computers in Washington automatically determined my location and routed the call to the nearest NCFA member. Fortunately, the closest member was Daniel, so I could keep the conversation brief.

Youre in the mall, arent you? he asked.

You have to ask? I heard him scrambling.

Kay there with you?

Yep. Were in the crowd by the fountains in the food court; were safe, for now.

Not with Sun Set around youre not. Hell be there soon. Kayla will tell you about it. Ill be there as soon as I can. Stay out of sight.

Will do. See you soon. Thanks.

Love you.

Mmhmm. I ended the call. Dusan is on his way, I whispered. I pulled up the NCFA supervillain database on my phone.

Whats that? Kayla asked, sitting close and keeping her voice down.

The Fiend Files, I said. Kayla looked confused. Its the National Crime Fighters Association supervillain database. I need some intel on this guy in case we are recognized. The more information I had, the more specific my intuition was in telling me the right course of action.

You can get onto that from your phone?

Yeah, I had to write the program myself, and beg and plead for the access, but I have an app for that.

Wow! What are you, a superhero or something? Kayla asked.

Over the years Ive become good friends with a few of themand thats common knowledge in the criminal underground in Kingston and St. Lawrence. The NCFA allowed me access so that when Im in situations like thiswhich is pretty oftenI know how to get out of it, I said, scrolling through the extensive list to get to the pharaoh. When I read his entry, all I could say was, Wow. I knew the pyramid was powerful, but to do that?!

Yeah, it can mess with someone, thats for sure, Kayla said.

But to bring a fictional television character to life?! You never told me that Sun Set was a character, not just an actor with a complex.

Dont forgetthe pyramid keeps him alive, too. I dont think anyone knows how many times Vengeance has killed him. He always comes back.

Just like a bad TV villain, I said with a stoic grin. What about Vengeance? I heard something about him from Daniel on the way over. Whats he like?

He does what needs to be done. With Dusan gone, he has filled the void.

So hes a hero? I asked. I did a quick search. I dont see him here in the database.

Oh, hed never be part of the NCFA. Like I said: he does what needs to be done unlike the superheroes.

I decided to let the conversation lapse and we fell into an uneasy silence. A few minutes of sitting and people-watching later, I had to call Daniel.

Im on my way, goddess, he said.

I know. I just need you to talk me down here.

Starting to panic? he asked.

Just a lot. This is all way too familiar, and Im kind of starting to freak out here.

What do your instincts say? Daniel asked.

You dont want to know. The only thing my intuition was doing was flashing back to the night that changed my life.

Whats wrong? Kayla asked. I looked at her and recognized the fear in her eyes. Is that Daniel? she asked me in a whisper. I nodded and handed her the phone.

Daniel, Im scared, Kayla whispered. No, hes not here yet; not that weve seen anyway, but some of Sets men are missing.

I looked around and counted heads. About a quarter of the henchmen were gone. Why had my intuition failed me? I should have known that.

Its not your fault you missed that, Daniel said to me when Kayla handed the phone back.

How do you know that I did? I asked.

You would have said something; and Vengeance isnt like anyone youve encountered in Kingston or St. Lawrence. I dont know if your instincts would have even anticipated something like that. Well be there soon; Scott flew over when he heard there was an issue herehe just assumed youd be in the middle of it. Dont try and be a heroif something goes down, stay down and keep Kayla and safe. Thats your job. Dont freak out on me, I need to you to keep my cousin and our baby safe. Dont try and save everyone, just the three of you.

Thanks, Ill try, I said.

Thats all I ask, Daniel said. Scott and I will be there soon.

Not two seconds after I put the phone back in my bra, I heard the familiar sound of a silenced weapon, the unmistakable sound of a body falling to the ground, and then the horrible sound of panicked screams.

In an instant, my training kicked in and I knew where the shots had come from, grabbed Kaylas hand, leapt into the water in the fountain to get away from the stampeding crowds, and began to move to put one of the large limestone block pyramids between me and Kayla and this new shooter. At the first shot, Sun Sets men began firing indiscriminately in the general direction of the shooter. Fortunately, though, they were not paying any attention to us.

He got here fast, Kayla said, her voice shaking a bit.

Who is it? I asked.

Vengeance, she whispered. Another muffled shot echoed through the malls wide and spacious interior. I only heard it above the screams was because I was listening for it. I noticed the shooter had moved about twenty yards.

I thought Vengeance was supposed to be a good guy, I said. Why is he shooting at everyone? I flinched as a third henchman fell, half of his head gone.

He is, Kayla said, staring at the dead man. Hes only killing the bad guys.

Heroes are not supposed to kill people, I reminded her. I put a hand to her head and turned her face away from the gore.

Says who? He is doing what no one else has the balls to. Hes stopping these people. What has Dusan done for us lately?

Hes killing innocents! He needs to be stopped.

Oh no, he never hurts civilianshes very careful about that.

Another calculated shot, another Egyptian dead.

I knew I had to do something. I ordered Kayla to stay put and edged toward the open. Before I was able to put my plan into motion, I felt my phone vibrate. I knew without having to look at the display that it was Dusan and Lightning telling me they were on the grounds and trying to find a way toward us.

The shots from above were coming faster now as the henchmen began shooting wildly at the malls second level; I knew that I had to do something fast in order to save livestrue heroes saved lives, regardless of their innocence; it was one of the principles upon which the NCFA was founded. I pulled a small but very powerful pistol out from under my shirt.

Where were you hiding that? Kayla asked in amazement.

I ignored the question as I took aim at the hero above us, factored for ricochet, listened to my instincts and readjusted, said a quick prayer, and fired off two rounds. As soon as the shots were off, I immediately flattened myself and Kayla against the pyramid, making sure that we kept the decoration between us and the shooter. A second after we hid again, the fountain we were in was peppered with bullets. Fortunately, the pyramid kept us completely safe.

Why did you shoot at Vengeance? Kayla asked. Now he thinks were bad guys! Hell come after us!

I didnt just shoot at him, I said. If I calculated correctly, he got two through-and-through in the shoulderenough to distract, not enough to kill. Heroes are not supposed to kill peopleI dont care who they are. I had to stop him.

I dont know if you stopped him, I heard a familiar voice say above me. But you definitely distracted him.

He should be okay, I told Lightning, hovering ten feet above our heads, oblivious to the still-flying bullets.

Hell live. Nice shot.

Thanks. I practice, I told him.

It shows; though Im not quite sure when you find the time with everything else you do.

You know where Dusan is? I asked Lightning.

Rounding up stragglers, he said. Love to stay and chat, but I have a job to do. Stay here until its safe.

In a flash, Lightning had all of the henchmens guns collected and destroyed.

Wait, Dusan is here? Kayla asked.

Yeah, he ishes the one I talked to on the phone, I told her. Apparently, even superheroes come home for the holidays.

Where has he been, do you know?

Im sure hell come find me when this is all over, I told her. You can ask him.

Hell talk to me, you think? Kayla asked, her eyes growing wide in hero worship.

Im sure he will, I told her. Hes a pretty nice guy.

Half an hour later, all of the henchmendead and aliveand Sun Set had been accounted for and the police were finally making their way into the mall to collect hostages. Kayla and I hung back in the bowels of a sporting goods store, drying off from our time in the fountain. We needed to get the once over from my heroic friends before the police got to us. I also didnt want to go through another round of interviews by reporters looking for the human interest stories.

Lightning and Dusan came in the store as the police broke down the malls front doors. Kayla squeezed my hand in excitement.

Guys, this is my husbands cousin, Kayla. Kayla, you know who these guys are. Dusan nodded his greeting and Lightning shook Kaylas hand.

What are you doing here? she asked. She looked at me and whispered, They know you and Daniel are married?

We got the call from Tamara asking for help, Lightning said. Tammy, are you sure youre okay?

Stop calling me that, I told him with a glare. Scott was becoming as bad as Tim sometimes. Yeah, were fine. Hows Vengeance doing?

Lightning shrugged. Hes gone. Just left a pool of blood and a soldering iron. I hear thats what usually happens, though. Fancy shootin pardner.

Got enough experience with hostage situations, thought Id try to be the hero this time, I said. Lightning chuckled. The conversation lapsed for a second. I nudged Kayla in the ribs.

Dusan, why did you leave? Kayla asked.

Dusan, who had been watching the interaction impatiently, perked up his head and looked at Kayla. I had to, he said.

But we need you here, Kayla said. Dont you like it here?

I absolutely love it here, Dusan said. I was born and raised here. Pyramid City and its citizens are extremely important to me.

Then why did you leave us? Kayla asked again.

I had to go, he said. He looked in my direction for a split second before turning back to Kayla. There was something I loved more.

Kayla crossed her arms defiantly. Let me guess, it was a girl, she said angrily.

Dusan chuckled. I see my reputation precedes me, even in the younger generations. Lightning smiled and I rolled my eyes. Yes, Kayla, it was a girl. But that doesnt mean I dont still love you, too.

Kayla, why dont we go home? Im sure Naomi is going out of her mind with worry, and I know Daniel is worried for both of us. Lets say goodbye to the superheroes, give our statement to the cops and get out of here.

Kayla shrugged in agreement.

Thanks again, guys, I told Lightning and Dusan. Im sorry to always be such a bother.

Its not a bother, Lightning said. Its good to see you again. Lightning gave me a hug before he left. I wished him a happy New Yearthe clock had just struck midnightand let him know Id be back for another semester of school in January.

Thanks, Dusan, I said, giving him a quick hug. I wanted to melt into his arms and let myself break down cryingor enjoy our first New Years kissbut that would have to wait. Kayla held out her hand to shake Dusans when he surprised her by wrapping his arms around her and holding her close. She stood dumbfounded for a second before she melted into his embrace.

I miss you, she whispered.

I miss you, too, he said.

The two of them escorted us to the police, where we spent the next half an hour giving our statements. I called Naomi and Daniel and told them just to wait for us at homewe were both fine and there was nothing they could do standing outside the mall waiting for us to return except attract reporters. When we were finally done talking to the cops Kayla and I were able to collect our purchases and walk out the front doors at 3 a.m., after nearly twelve hours as hostages.

We drove back to Naomis in silence; there wasnt much for either of us to say. As soon as we pulled onto their street, Naomi and Daniel were out in front of the house. I hadnt even yet turned the car off before both of them were at our doors, frantically pulling at us. I pushed Daniel away and toward Kayla.

Go to her first, I told him. Kayla, whose adrenaline was starting to wear down, was going into shock after the ordeal. I knewespecially after our talk on the way to the mallthat she needed her cousin more than I did. I quietly retreated into the house to prepare for bed. Peter and Drew looked at me expectantly from the couch in front of the TV, where news crews were still out in front of the mall talking with hostages.

Ill tell you guys all about it tomorrow, I told them.

Glad youre safe, Peter said.

I smiled and said, Thanks, but youre still not getting my PIN number. The boys laughed and wished me a good night.

After putting Kayla to bed, Daniel came in and collapsed beside me. He pulled the blankets over his legs and wrapped his arm around me.

Long day, he said.

Mmhmm. A better outcome than my first time.

Glad youre okay, he said.

Kayla okay?

She will be, Daniel said. He was quiet for a moment. Wheres the gun?

Away, I told him. But good thing I had it. I was able to save a few lives, even if they were just henchmen. I was silent for a moment and then asked, Vengeance wont come after me for shooting him, will he?

Daniel shook his head. If he figures out who shot him he may tail you for a while to make sure you wont hurt anyone else, but I think were okay. Whered you learn to shoot like that?

Edmund set up a shooting gallery down in the cave and taught me everything I know. But someone had to stop himheroes dont kill people, not even their enemies.

He doesnt hold to the same sentimentalities, Daniel said.

Obviously.

Im just so glad youre okay. Hows the baby?

Baby is fine, I assured him. What were Sun Sets demands? He never told us what he wanted.

Who knows? Daniel said with a sigh. Hes a villain from a campy 70-year-old superhero serial who was given immortal life by the stupid magic pyramid in the middle of the city. I dont think even he knows what he wants. Daniel was silent for a moment. You dont have to be brave anymore, you know, he said quietly.

You sure? I asked.

Yeah, just go ahead and let it out, but try not to wake everyone else up.

I let down my guard just a little and the stress of the situation overwhelmed me. I laid my head on Daniels chest and wept.



Fox

Tim and I returned to St. Lawrence after New Years. Since his chaperone services were no longer needed, Tim moved out fairly quickly to another unit in the complex. I started classes and everything was going well. Daniel joined me in St. Lawrence a few weeks later, after he assured me he had gotten all of the loose ends in his life in Pyramid City tied up. However, I wasnt quite so sure there were not a few things left undone.

When word got out that Daniel and I were living togetherwhich stayed a secret a lot longer than I had thought it wouldwe announced to the world that we had been secretly married the entire time. We still kept the baby news to ourselves as long as we could, but a few weeks after news of our marriage broke out, I saw an unflattering picture of me going to get the mail in the grocerys tabloid row with a huge red arrow pointing to my stomach and I knew it was time to say something. The press release was short, sweet, and to the point, and we never answered any questions about it from people we did not count as a friend. I was expecting a call from Brian, but one never came.

One afternoon in March, Daniel received a phone call from Pyramid City. Kayla was in a school play and she desperately wanted Daniel to come see it.

My instincts told me that it would be a bad idea for him to leave, but my instincts had been oversensitive lately. My intuitive nature would warn me of some imminent, horrible, life-threatening danger when the only thing wrong was a professor giving a pop quiz. Daniel had stopped going to classes with me after the fifth time I was absolutely positive that something horrible would happen. Amber had stopped rushing back and forth between Kingston and St. Lawrence every time I called her in a panic that something had happened to the baby. My instincts screamed at me every time I ate anything that it would end badly, and most of the time all I got was a little heartburn.

So, I let Daniel go with my blessing, and my promise to call him should something actually happen. He was a little bit hesitant of being gone on my twenty first birthday, but I assured him we would celebrate it when he returned in a few days.

I promised Kayla that I wouldnt take you away from her, I told Daniel. Im not going back on my promise.

I cant keep going down there every time she wants me, Daniel said. He had been looking forward to celebrating my birthday with me; it was the first time he had been able to since we had met.

Yes, you can, I told him. And you will. Im a big girl. I can wait a few days to have a birthday party. She loves you, and she considers you her dad. She needs you there. Youre going to her school play, and youre going to be with her for a full week.

But what if something happens to you? he asked. He rubbed my ever-expanding belly. I dont think I could live if anything happened to you or the baby.

I rolled my eyes. Daniel, Im a superhero, what could happen?

He smiled. Youre the superhero, you tell me.

Nothing is going to happen. The baby and I will be fine without you. Have fun with your family. Be Dusan again for a few days; I know you miss him.

Daniel was silent. Dusan hadnt followed him when he moved to St. Lawrence, and Daniel was starting to get a little restless. Organizations had been calling him almost non-stop asking if he wanted to shoot some photos for them, but he had turned down all jobs except for a few special events in St. Lawrence that I also had attended. He had started getting a little more confrontational and a little bit more demanding of me and how I should be baking our little bun in the oven, but I knew why that was. I had to admit I was also a bit testy for lack of heroic exercise.

You know what? I said. Why dont you take a month for yourself? All of this happened so suddenly we didnt have time to even think about what we were going to do with Flash, Dusan, and our civilian careers. We should have had at least six or seven months to figure this all out before a proper wedding, but apparently, God loves babies and wanted another one in the world. We havent ever spent this much time together before. Take a couple of months, go back to Pyramid City, go on a photo safari somewhere or take a job out of country. Do whatever you wantwithin reasonfigure some things out, and well talk about it all when you get back.

Daniels face fell. Youre kicking me out?

Only for a little while, I said. And not because you did anything wrong. You need time to figure things out, to make a psychological break.

What about the baby? he asked. What if something goes wrong?

If something goes wrong, I can have you back here in half an hour from anywhere in the world. Scott would go get you. We can do my birthday stuff tonight, before you leave.

Im not leaving, Daniel said with an air of finality.

Daniel, youre a wonderful hero, but a lousy civilianand getting lousier by the day. We both are, but Im the only one who has to be one. Go, save some lives. Kick some tail. Beat some heads. Decide who you want to be after the babys born and I can be out there with you. I know you want to.

Daniel smiled at the thought of heroing again.

Yeah, I thought so, I said. Go, have some fun. Well be here when you get back.

Are you sure, goddess? Daniel asked.

I already have Tim and Scott at my beck-and-call. Im sure you can convince Taylor to come over and check up on me every once and a while. Theyll understand why I made you leave. The press and tabloids may notand youll probably be vilified, having left your pregnant wife to go gallivanting around the globe for a few monthsbut the people that matter will understand why you did it.

Thanks, goddess, he said. Its too bad that youre pregnant. We could have gone out clubbing for your birthdaygiven the tabloids some good photos.

I looked at him and laughed. Daniel, if I wasnt pregnant, Id be spending my birthday night flying beside Lightning, not in some sweaty club with a drink in my hand.

You wouldnt want to be in, say, a sweaty bed? Daniel asked with a playful glint in his eye.

Perhaps, I said. Maybe after I got home from a successful night of crime fighting.

But, since youre not going out tonight, Daniel started.

As long as the baby likes dinner, I assured him. So you better pick well.

Daniel left the next morning for some undetermined amount of time. I knew he would not be able to stay away for very long, but the time apart would do us both some good.

My birthday, a few days later, came and went and featured a days worth of classes and work at The Tribune,  and a small, private party at my apartment with close friends and family. After the media circus of my previous five birthdays, my twenty first was nice, quiet, and relaxing.

A few weeks after my birthday, however, Dean Kahlan asked me to come into her office.

What would you like? I asked. Since Kahlan was no longer my dean, our relationship had become much more civil. Daniel and I had even forgiven her for outing us to Paul.

We need Trisha Terrance to do something for us, Kahlan said. That explained why she had asked to see me. The Dean of Married Students didnt have any ideanor would he, if it was up to usthat I was Trisha Terrance.

What do you want Trisha to do? I asked with a sigh.

We need her to write your story again, explain how long you and Daniel have been married, that this child was conceived in wedlock, and corroborate your story. If you could also explain Daniels current absence, that would be best.

Why? I said. I was getting tired of explaining the situation to absolutely everyone. I knew that the situation was all my faultif I had stayed with Daniel when we first married, I wouldnt have had this problem in the first place. But I didnt listen to my instincts, and so I had to tell my story once again.

Some of our donors have considered pulling their funding because they think were not doing enough to keep our students out of trouble. If there is anyone you told before everyone else that Trisha can interview, or if you can find that missionary that performed the ceremony to corroborate your story, please find them.

Ill see what I can do, but I cant guarantee that my editors want another story about my and Daniels relationship. It would probably only be picked up by the tabloids; I dont think the schools financial backers would consider that a credible source. Of course, I knew exactly what my editors would sayunfortunately, both Mr. Brown and Mr. Tunnell would both absolutely love the idea.

Just let us deal with that, but Dr. Ferny wanted me to discuss this with you. Your pregnancy has caused more of a stir than we initially anticipated. If you could do that for us, that would be so wonderful.

I cant promise anything, I lied.

Do whatever you can, please.

Fine, let me talk to my editors and my partner on the paper and Ill get back to you tomorrow.

Thank you for understanding, Tamara, Kahlan said. Her demeanor changed and she asked, Are you and Daniel okay? Would you mind telling me why he left?

Daniel and I are fine, I assured her. He just needed to wrap some things up. Hell be back soon, and we still talk several times a day. We hadnt planned on him having to move here so quickly, but our timeline was moved up because of the baby. I had to force him out the door, truth be told.

Im glad to hear that everything is okay, Kahlan said sincerely. You two always struck me as a very handsome couple.

After my last class, Scott picked me up and we went to The Tribune. Daniel had made me promise that whenever I was out on the town, I had either Tim, Taylor, or Scott with me, and when I was home the doors were to be locked and not opened unless my instincts said it was okay. I humored his paranoia only because I was quite used to humoring Tim and Pauls paranoia. Unfortunately, Tim, Scott, and Taylor took the job of protecting me seriously and wouldnt allow me to go anywhere by myself.

Scott called Donovan Chads secretary and set up an interview. DC Enterprises and Waterford Industries were now at warcorporately speakingand we, of course, wanted to get the opposing opinion before we finished our story on the wars. We went back to my apartment where I pulled on a blonde wig and popped in Flashs blue contacts before Scott and I walked out into the beautiful spring afternoon and started walking the mile towards downtown St. Lawrence to DC Enterprises headquarters for our interview. I still looked like myself, but in the outfit I had chosen to wear that afternoon, I was certain that Chad would not be looking at my face during the interview.

Are you okay? Scott asked me. I had snapped at him earlier, and now I was giving him the silent treatment.

Im sorry, I said with a sigh. Im just a little irritated with my dean. Apparently, some of the schools financial backers have pulled their funding because I had the bad sense to get pregnant by my husband after we got married, I said, kicking a rock.

What? Scott said.

An apparent out-of-wedlock pregnancy by the schools most visible student doesnt do the colleges image any favors.

So what do they want from you? Scott asked.

Kahlan wants Trisha to write a feature about how Daniel and I got married a year and a half ago. That way, they can claim that my pregnancy is not only nothing to be concerned about, but also something they didnt have anything to do with.

Scott rolled his eyes. Another feature on you?

Im not thrilled with it, either, I told him. But it also means I have to tell Taylor that Im Trisha. Kahlan wants me to interview anyone we told we were married during the nine months before he came back.

Scott looked at me funny. You havent told Taylor that you were Trisha?

Not that I can remember, I said. You already told her, didnt you?

I thought she knew, Scott said with a shrug. So how are you and the baby doing? Is he starting to take it easy on you?

Im fine, I said, rubbing my ever-growing stomach. Hes quieted down for now.

Are you sure youre up to this? Scott asked. Do you want to sit down and rest a while? We dont have to be at the interview for an hour. We have plenty of time. Come on, lets go sit down and have a coffee or something. I dont want you getting too over stressed. Ive heard that its bad for the baby. Are you sure youre even up to working?

Scott, Im finedont you start going all overly-over-protective on me. I dont like coffee and Amber and Daniel would have a fit if I even looked at the stuff. Dont you ask me to give up writingits all I have left until the kid is born and I can fit into my work clothes again.

Just then, a high-speed chase shot by us, police in hot pursuit. Scott began fumbling for an excuse. You know what, I just forgot 

Scott, you dont have to make stupid excuses for me, I said. I know exactly what you forgot. Just dont be late for the interview.

Please just promise me youll make it to the interview.

You need to stop worrying about me, I said.

Of course Im going to worry about you, Scott said, loosening his tie with a grin. Ive had to help get you out of trouble too many times.

Well then, whats one more? I asked, pushing him away.

Scott ran off and I continued walking toward DC Enterprises headquarters, about half a mile away. I was walking past an alley when my instincts told me something was very, very wrong and that I should cross to the other side of the street. I decided to ignore my instinctsthey had been a little extra jumpy of late. A second later, someone reached out and grabbed me by my hair. The wig slipped off easily and I tried to start running, but a hand slapped over my mouth and strong arms wrapped around my body. A blindfold covered over my eyes and I was led further down into the alley. I started fighting, but the man holding me was too strong and I was wearing heels so couldnt get a good enough advantage for a decent attack.

Look what we got, boss, I heard someone say.

Shell do, said another, very familiar, voice.

I sighed and immediately stopped fighting. Not again, I mumbled. I promised myself that that was the very last time I would be ignoring my instincts, even if they were jumpy.

Someone grabbed my purse and rifled through it.

Boss, look, shes a reporter for The Tribune. Trisha Terrence.

Let me see her.

The man holding me removed my blindfold and I stood blinking in the sunshine.

You?Youre a reporter? I heard the boss ask. I turned to face the speaker.

Good afternoon, Dave. So you found a new job, one that you are worthy of? Gang leader! How perfect for youat least now are your own boss. If you go soft, you certainly cannot blame me for it. What happened to WarriorFox Industries? Did I finally get to Chad enough that he was convinced to drop you as an associate? I asked. I looked at one of the henchmen. Stuart! Nice to see you again. Were you able to find all the Strumpets okay? Oh, would you be so kind as to have one of your guys take my recorder out of my purse and start recording? Thanks so much.

Trisha? Youre Trisha? David Fox said, looking me up and down. He shook his head and remembered why he was there. No matter. Right now, we need your money. You also have some connection with this citys superheroes, do you not? Both of you?

Take the money, I said. You know how much it means to me. Ive done a few interviews of Lightning, Flash, and the heroes back home. It doesnt mean Im on their Christmas card lists. Theyre on mine, but just because theyve had to save me so many times that, well, even thats kind of your fault.

Boss, one of the gang members said, pulling out my billfold. Look at this wad! There has to be a thousand dollars here.

Fifteen hundred, I said. I had taken the money out earlier to pay for some books that hadnt been on the required reading list, along with a little spare walking around money; I needed to purchase some larger pants, and Paul refused to let me be seen in discount-store clothing.

Someone who parts with fifteen hundred dollars that easily can afford to part with more, someone said. What bank do you use?

One of the men grabbed a debit card out of my purse. Fox pulled a gun and pointed it at my head. Your PIN number, please, Ms. Waterford.

Dave, youre such an imbecile. If you shoot me, youre not going to get my PIN number, I said laughing. I dont even give that number out to family.Daniel doesnt even know that number. And youd only have, what, about ten minutes to use the card until Dad gets every police officer in St. Lawrence to watch for activity on it. Youre not going to shoot me, and we both know it. You dont intimidate me; you never have.

Then well just have to hurt you in other ways, Fox said, playing with a strand of my hair. Perhaps you can stay with us for a while. He looked down at my expanding waistline. Or maybe well just hurt the kid and leave you alive to deal with the consequences.

Youre not going to hurt my child, I told him confidently, even though I wasnt quite so sure. Daniel will kill you if something happens to this baby.

Fox smirked. You think your so-called husband will avenge this thing? He left you and hasnt looked back.

Daniel will kill you if you do anything to his son. And I will die before I let you hurt him, I growled.

You do know that can be arranged, dont you? Fox asked with a wicked smile.

At that moment, Lightning swooped down and landed on a gang member, throwing things into chaos. I grabbed my notepad and small camera and started taking pictures to be able to remember what happened so we could adequately report the story. Lightning saving Tamara Waterford from a mugging, and possibly worse, would make the front page of every newspaper in the country. It would also make a much more pleasant story to write than my and Daniels marriage story.

I stayed out in the open taking notes and pictures until one of the gang members pulled out a gun. I dove behind some dumpsters more to protect my child than myself. I landed on someone already in hiding. Looking down, I realized I was on top David Fox.

In a single movement, Fox grabbed me, threw me to the ground, and put a knee on my chest. He pulled out a knife and held it to my throat.

Make a sound and Ill kill you, he threatened. He looked at me and whispered, You and Trisha are one and the same? Fox pressed the knife closer to my skin with a sick smile.

So I have more than one identity, I said trying to keep my cool. Really, who doesnt nowadays? Besides, do you really think any newspaper would hire me for anything more than the gossip column if I used my real name?

What other names do you have? Fox asked. The fighting on the other side of the dumpster stopped. I knew Lightning hadnt left because I could hear him searching for me.

What other names do you have? he whispered harshly.

You want them all? I asked, tapping the dumpster with my foot. That would take hours. Fox pressed the knife even closer to my skin. I felt a small trickle of blood run down my neck.

Tell me, or this goes deeper, slowly, Fox said.

Just then, Fox was violently lifted off me. I took a handkerchief out of my pocket and held it to my neck, then watched as Lightning dispatched my latest archenemy.

Are you okay? he asked me.

Im fine, I said quickly tying the handkerchief around my neck to stop the bleeding. I found my recorder and camera.

Are you okay? he asked more intently. Let me see your neck.

I took the handkerchief away from my wound to show him the small cut on my neck. Fortunately, the blade hadnt gotten anywhere near major vessels.

We have to get you to a hospital, Lightning said, pressing my handkerchief to my neck. He started leading me out of the alley. I fought his grip and stood my ground.

Lightning, were both fine, I said. What time is it?

Almost three, Lightning said. Were running late. Lightning flew off, and was back thirty seconds later as Scott.

I am thinking Ill go back to the office and start this story, I told him as we came out of the alley. I grabbed my wig from the ground. We could hear sirens coming toward our location rather quickly, and the last thing I wanted was another interview by the police. Ill put your name on it, if you dont mind, I said.

Are you sure youll be okay walking back by yourself? Scott asked.

The only reason I got into this situation is because I ignored my instincts. I need to stop doing that my intuition knows what its talking about. I need to start accepting the fact that Im a mutant and use my mutation to its full advantage.

Okay, but you know that if you get into trouble going back to the office, youre going to have to look out for yourself, Scott said. I need to get to DCE or Chad is going to blow us off again. Ill see you back at the office.

Thanks, Scott, I know. Have a good interview.

The evening edition of The St. Lawrence Tribune led with the story of my valiant rescue by the citys hero. Tim saw it and panicked, as I thought he might. Daniel saw it and completely freaked out. He called not five minutes after the story hit the website.

Daniel, Im fine, I told him. But if you want to come home, thats fine with me.

I can come home now? Daniel asked.

Yeah. Just today I had two different people mention or ask about your absence. I think its time for you to come home. Did you get everything done you needed to? Are you ready to come home?

Am I ready to come home? Whos the one asking stupid questions now? Fox could have killed you and the baby. That scares me, goddess.

Lightning was there. Im fine, and the best part is that since we filed in federal rather than state court, Fox will be spending many, many years in prison for not only threatening my life and the babys life, but also violating the restraining order we had put in place after the whole National Exaggerator fiasco. My instincts told me to not get my hopes up; but again, I ignored them, wanting so badly to believe my life would settle down.

Hows my boy treating you? he asked.

I laughed. Hes fine. Still growing like a weed, leaching everything he can get out of me. He wants you to come home, too.

Ill be home as soon as I can. I just need to pack up here if you want to call your pilot and see if he wants to pick me up.

Ill do that. Tim said he would stay here until you got back.

Tim knocked on the door to tell me it was time to eat.

I love you, goddess. Stay safe until we can be together again.

Ill do my best, Daniel. I love you, too.


Waiting

Want to tell me what happened? Amber asked sternly.

Daniel and I looked at each other, then looked at her and shook our heads. Daniel had called Amber to our little house in the Kingston suburbs when I was not able to move pain-free after waking up that morning. My instincts had been telling me it was time to start taking things easy, but of course I hadnt listened to them.

Amber looked at me with narrowed eyes and her hands on her hips, just as she had when she brought out the Im older than you, you need to do what I say attitude every year during the five weeks between our birthdays. Tell me what you did, she ordered.

I looked at Daniel and smiled. Should we give her all the details? Daniel giggled a little bit.

Ambers face contorted in shocked disgust. Eww!

Dont worry, its nothing like that, Daniel assured her. He looked at me with a twinkle in his eye. Although

I shook my head. Not a good idea right now. Remember, I cant move.

Amber shook her head, trying to clear the mental images floating through her head. Whatever, she said. Tell me, what happened.

Well, we were putting together the babys room yesterday, I said. I tried to let Daniel and the girls do all of the heavy lifting when it came to preparing the babys room, but it wasnt getting done fast enough. Daniel left to go get dinner after Bree and Sarah left and my crazy pregnancy nesting instincts took over and I had to move the crib from one end of the room to the other, I told Amber, who was still looking down on me with a scowl.

That big, heavy, wooden one I got you? The one that weighs like 70 pounds? The one I strictly forbade you from even touching until after the babys born?

Um, maybe.

Amber rolled her eyes and sighed heavily. Tamara, you could have seriously hurt yourself or the baby. Im surprised your crazy mutant intuition didnt tell you that.

Well, it might have said something, I told her. But I may have ignored it.

Since you did, youre not getting out of this bed until it says that the baby is coming, Amber said. She turned to Daniel. Yes, I know what Im asking of you, but this is serious. All sorts of things could go wrong if you let her out of this bed, especially if shes ignoring her instincts.

Bed rest? I said. Youre seriously putting me on bed rest?

Tamara, I would wrap you up in duct tape like a mummy if I thought that would stop you. But I seriously think you would find a way to get out of it if you were left alone.

How long? I asked.

Until the babys born.

But 

No buts, Tamara, Amber said. This is whats best for you and the baby.

Daniel? I asked.

Sorry goddess, Daniel said. I think we should follow doctors orders on this one. Ill make some calls and see if we cant get some of our friends to come over. Maybe I can get Sam or Taylor to come over and they can help you learn how to actually use your mutation for good instead of simply ignoring it when you see fit.

Daniel, it needed to be moved, I said.

I told you that I would move it when I got home, he said. Your gut told you to be patient. You didnt listen to either of us. There are consequences for doing that.

Wait, you have friends who could teach you how to use your mutation and you chose not to do that? Amber asked.

Of course I have mutant friends. The NCFA is full of them. You knew that.

But Tammy! Amber said. And I suddenly realized her reluctance at discussing my heroic life in front of Daniel.

Im sorry, Amber, I thought someone would have told you by now, I said. I turned to Daniel. She doesnt know yet.

Know what? Amber asked.

How could she not know? Daniel asked. Brian or Kristin should have told her by now. Besides, I would have thought it was kind of obvious.

I know, but she doesnt know, I told him. Amber looked very confused. You better tell her, I told my husband.

Daniel held out his hand and smiled. Hi, Im Dusan, nice to meet you.

Ambers face lost all its color.

Told you she didnt know, I said. Amber, now you know why Daniel is a much better match for me than Brian was.

Amber was silent.

Amber, are you okay?

You even married a hero?

Do you really think that I wouldnt have? I asked. Since you found out who I was, I would have thought that you would have been able to figure out that most of my close friends were heroic.

And who will be coming over?

A couple of my friends from the NCFA. I cant tell you who they are in costumethats up to them. But both of them have promised before to help me through the mental transition from human to superhuman.

Ill go make those calls, Daniel said. Youre staying in bed.

Theyre going to be mad at you for enforcing doctors orders, I told Daniel. I turned to Amber. Whats the prescription?

You can only get out of bed to go to the bathroom.

Oh, see, youll be out of bed more than you are in it, Daniel said smiling.

Youre not funny, I said, grabbing his hand and standing. May be truebut not funny.

And dont get mad at me, Amber said. This is your fault, not mine.

I guess on the plus side, it means I dont have to go to the reunion in a week, huh?

I wouldnt have let you go, Amber told me. That museum doesnt have the best reputation for keeping its occupants safe.

Thanks for that, I said. I didnt want to go anyway.

Well, now you have a good excuse to miss it, Amber told me.

Taylor and Samantha were the first of many friends and family to come byDaniel had sent a plane to DC to pick them up and bring them to Kingston. After they arrived, and after giving them some of my medical instructions, he left so we could have some girl talk. Taylor came in the bedroom, put her hands on her hips, and asked me, How long are you going to ignore it?

As long as it tells me I shouldnt do what I want to do, I told her. If I can figure out how to ignore it, I can pretend its not there. I can be normal again, even if it means that you guys will start looking down on me again.

You cant get rid of it, Tamara, Sam said. Dont you think that most of us wanted to get rid of our mutation for a normal life? But this is who you are now. Weve never looked down on any human just because were a little bit more, but especially not you. And our opinion of you has not changed.

But I dont want it, I said. If I embrace it, sooner or later news will get out and then everyone will know. I looked at Taylor. You know how much I enjoy my notoriety, just imagine what this is going to do.

Taylor shrugged her shoulders. Who better than you to show people that were not just superheroes and villains, but regular people who want to live regular lives? I know you dont want to believe it, but God has given this gift to you for a reason. It is a blessing, not the curse you wish it to be.

If you become the poster child for mutation, Samantha said, that would change a lot of hearts and minds. Whether you know it or not, youre already our best spokespersoneven when everyone just thinks youre human.

No, I said. I dont want it; I dont want to be differentat least not more than I already am.

Taylor sat on the bed. Tamara, what does your intuition say about coming out?

I dont know, I said.

You dont know because its not telling you anything, or because youre not asking it the question?

It wants to be questioned? I asked with raised eyebrows and a smirk.

Yes, it does. As you use it more, youll have to question it less and less, but right now, you have to ask it specific questions in order to get an answer.

Youre not intuitive, I said. How would you know?

My first husband was, Taylor said. His gut told him to marry me. I had just been branded a witch by the village elders, and his family hardly approvedand back then, it was essential to have family approvalbut he knew he was supposed to marry me. He knew in his gut it was the right thing to do, just like you knew it was the right thing to do to marry Daniel. Taylor grinned. Why do you think that Ive never given you a hard time about marrying him on an impulse? I knew then that you were one of us. Peter and I had 80 wonderful years together because he listened to his gut and stayed out of places he could get sick or injured. Centuries later, hes still the love of my life. I helped him; I can help you hone your skill, if you like.

If I take you up on that, my secret will come out, I said.

Taylor and Samantha looked straight at me. Would that really be so bad? Sam asked.

I sighed. I guess not. If you guys can do it, I guess I can, too.

Well start with an easy question, Taylor said. Is the baby coming today?

Probably not, I said. My due date isnt for another couple of days.

Thats not what I asked, Taylor said. Take the time to think about it.

I rolled my eyes, but humored her. After a few seconds, I got my familiar, certain feeling and shook my head. Nope, hes not coming today.

What are you going to name him? Taylor asked, a slight sparkle in her eyes.

Youll find out with everyone else after hes born, I told her. The babys name was one of the most hotly speculated topics of celebrity gossip of the year. No one knows except for Daniel and me and thats how its going to stay until hes born.

A few days later, Brianne and Sarah came for their babysitting shift. Amber had actually put together a schedule of people she trusted to make sure I wasnt out of bed for more than five minutes. Daniel had taken a job at Waterford Industries Public Relations department until the baby was born and we could figure out what we were going to do with our lives and had not been able to sit on me to keep me in bed like Amber wanted him to.

Hey Tammy, Brianne said, plopping down on the bed beside me. Whens the baby coming?

I dont know, I said.

Tamara, Taylor said sternly from the corner of the room. Think about it before you answer.

No, I told her. My training was starting to get on my nerves a little bit. Besides, Bree doesnt expect an actual answer to that question. Shes been asking the same question for two months now.

I dont care. Give her the answer youre getting, Taylor said. Its the only way youll learn to recognize your talent.

Tammy, what is she talking about? Sarah asked.

Tell them, Tamara, Taylor said.

I dont want to, I told her.

That is not a request, Taylor said authoritatively.

I sighed, glared at my superior, and looked at my friends. Daniel and I recently had some genetic testing done.

And? Brianne asked.

And, it turns out that Im a mutant, I told them.

When did you do the test? Sarah asked. How long have you known?

Um, about eight months, I told them. All of a sudden, I got a horrible feeling in the pit of my stomach. Im sorry I didnt tell you sooner. I was honestly hoping I would be able to ignore it or make it go away. Im really sorry.

Brianne and Sarah stared at me for a moment, then Brianne spoke. First you dont tell us about your marriage, Brianne said, her eyes flashing in anger. Then you dont tell us when something big like this happens!? Are we the first ones youve told?

Um, no. Daniel knows, of course. My family. Dad and Tim know, Kristin and Amber know 

You told Kiri and Amber and didnt bother to tell us!? Sarah asked, anger bubbling up.

I had to tell Amber, shes my doctor, I told them. Really, all I wanted was to be normal. I dont want anyone looking at me or treating me differently. Thats why I didnt tell you; I didnt tell anyone else, either. If I wanted everyone to know, I would have had one of my friends in the media write a story about it. Besides, I know how you guys feel about mutants. Ive been there during your mutant-bashing rants. Im sorry for keeping this from you, but I knew youd react like this.

Whats your mutant power? Brianne asked angrily.

My intuition, I said. Nothing dangerous.

If it was nothing dangerous, why did you keep it from us? Sarah asked, her eyes narrow.

Because of how youre reacting right now, I told them. Because of how youve reacted to those kids in high school who were outed as mutants. I paused, then added, And because of what youre going to do.

And what is that? Sarah asked.

Im not about to be the one to put the idea in your head, I told them. I looked at two of my best friends and said, Are we going to get past this?

Youre the mutant, Brianne said, her eyes hard. You tell us.

Bree, thats not fair, I said. Im still the same person I was yesterday, and last year, and ten years ago.

Sarah shook her head. No, youre not the same person you were ten years ago. You may be back living in the same house, but youre not that same girl. Come on, Bree.

The girls left angrily, slamming the door on their way out.

What are they going to do? Taylor asked.

Theyre going straight to the press, I said, grabbing my laptop. The press is, of course, going to believe them because theyre Brianne and Sarah. The only way to get on top of this is leak the story first.

Taylor stood up and ripped my laptop from my hands.

Taylor, I need to make sure everyone hears it from me first, I said, reaching for my computer.

Tamara, let it be. Just let it happen the way its supposed to happen. Let them release their anger. Give them that outlet. Are they going to come back?

I dont know, I said with a sigh. Taylor sighed as well.

Fine, Ill think about it, I said. Taylor had told me that she wouldnt accept I dont know as an answer to any of her questions ever again. Theyll be back once the babys born, I said. I think.

And when will that be? Taylor asked.

Not today, I told her.

When Daniel heard about the breaking news, he immediately wanted to hunt down Brianne and Sarah, but I calmed him down.

It would have come out eventually anyway, I told him. Its not that big of a deal.

Daniel looked at me incredulously, then sighed and half-grinned. Fine, goddess, well leave it alone. But you better let Paul know that were letting things take their course. When I left WI this afternoon, he was starting the paperwork to file a civil suit on your behalf against the girls.

A few days later, the calendar marked a dark day. For the first time since the news of my new mutant status broke, I was happy I was forced to stay in my bed. I spent the anniversary of my parents and brothers death in our house, and it was a lot more emotional than I had expected it to be. Sure, being in the house had brought up a whole lot of memories of the day-to-day normal life, but being surrounded by reminders on the day that they died was almost too much. I spent most of the day asleep.

When Daniel returned home from attending the massacre reunion in my stead, he found me awake, staring at the walls, unwilling to engage Taylor in any kind of conversation. Taylor, who had been sitting beside me on the bed, took him into another room. She stayed in my old bedroom for the rest of the night. Daniel came in and stood beside the bed.

Happy anniversary, I guess, he said. Taylor told me you havent eaten anything today. Are you okay?

Come here, Daniel, I said, holding my arms out to him. He sat on the bed and wrapped his arms around me. Does it get any easier? I asked. His own parents had been killed nearly 11 years before.

Not really, he said, his voice tight. Especially when you think about everything theyre not a part oflike our wedding and the birth of their first grandchild.

But your parents were a part of our wedding, I said, fingering Daniels wedding band.

And your parents will be a part of our lives; were living here in their house, arent we?

For now, I said. Its just a matter of time before this is taken away, too.

Goddess, you need to stop thinking about all this depressing stuff and get some sleep. Youre going to need to conserve your strength. Sleep, goddess, Ill keep the Boogey Man away. Im sorry I had to be away tonight.

Thats okay, I told him. Im glad you went; better you than me.

One morning, a few days after the massacre anniversary, Taylor asked her customary, Is the baby coming today?

I was finally able to answer, Yes, he is.

Youre sure? Daniel asked. You answered that question rather quickly.

Im sure, I told them.

Then lets get you to the hospital, Daniel said. I shook my head.

No hospitals. We wouldnt be safe in a hospital, especially not after Brianne and Sarah had their press conference. No, I think well be much better off if we do this at home.

What if something goes wrong? Daniel asked. Id feel more comfortable if both of you were somewhere with emergency medical equipment.

Nothings going to go wrong, I assured him. That is, as long as we dont go to the hospital. You dont want to know what will happen to me and the baby if we are in a publicor even a privatehospital. The babys going to be born at home.

How is he? I asked Daniel after Amber had spirited the baby off somewhere.

Hes fine. Ten fingers, ten toes, his skin is the right color, and not one strand of fur on him; just the normal baby hair. Hes perfect, Tamara, Daniel said.

Hes a boy? I asked, still dazed. I knew he would be, but I still needed to ask.

He is, I heard Amber say. You did great, Tamara.

Oh good, I said. When do I get to see him?

When Im done with him, Amber said. Let me do my job. You up for guests?

Sure, I said sleepily. As long as you give him to me first.

Youll get to hold him, I promise, Daniel said with a chuckle. Youve been holding him for the last nine months. Let the rest of us have a turn.

I must look awful, I said.

No, Daniel said. Youre beautiful.

You have to say that, I said. How is he?

Perfect, Amber said. Just perfect.

Terrence Jacob Elliotnamed after both of his grandfathersweighed in at seven pounds, 12 ounces and was 18 inches long. Amber pronounced him happy and healthy, alleviating Pauls fears that he possibly could have suffered because he was born at home. Amber praised us for our good job, and ordered me to stay in bed until I felt up to being up and around. Terry and I were moved upstairs to my old room, at least for the next day or so, and everyone settled into their own rooms for a nice long nap.

How are you, goddess? Daniel asked quietly, coming to sit beside me.

As well as can be expected, I said, eyeing the camera in his hand with suspicion. A camera in his hand meant something much different than one in the hands of the average new father.

He picked a good day to be born, dont you think?

I looked at my phone. We met six years ago today, I said. He did pick a good day.

So are you up for a few photos? he asked, holding up his camera.

How much can you get for pictures of your own son? I asked.

You dont want to know, Daniel said with a chuckle. These people are insane! Ive been promised more than all of our parents made in a year combined for one simple pictureincluding all of my parents undeclared income.

As long as you keep the best ones for us, I think I can endure some ridicule for not looking perfect right after giving birth. Considering the other pictures of us out floating around the Internet, I guess a few with messy hair and an exhausted look published in the magazines will be fine.

Goddess, you look perfect, as always Daniel said, snapping photos.

After about twenty minutes, Daniel put the camera down, put Terrence in the bassinette we had brought from home, and kissed my forehead.

Get some sleep, goddess. Sleep while he is. I have a bidding war to start and there are phone calls to make, but Ill stay here with you and try to keep it down. Ill be here when you wake up.


Escalation

Hey, Karis?

Karis. It had been a grueling two months recovering from the pregnancy. Between the intense training, the weight loss, and the lactating, it was a small miracle even getting into the suit. Thankfully, I also healed quickly. Krino and Dusan felt I was ready to have a night out, although it had taken a lot of convincing.               

Yes, Dusan? I asked. Krino and I were driving back to the cave, where Daniel watched Terrence while I was out.

Youre needed back here.

Were on our way. How is everything there?

He needs you, Daniel said. I could hear Terry whimpering in the background.

Tell him Ill be home soon.

You sure? he asked. It was something he had picked up from Taylor; it was his way of asking me if I was just pulling my answer out of the sky, or if I actually knew the answer.

Im sure, I told him. Thanks for letting me go out tonight.

You know that I cant deny you anything, Daniel said with a chuckle. Especially not a night of work.

You can have tomorrow night, I promised him.

Sounds good, goddess, Daniel said. I heard Krino sigh. See you when I get home.

I ended the communication link and looked at Krino. Still cant get used to that nickname, huh? I asked.

He did the right thing, never calling you that in my presence, Krino said, his eyes never leaving the road.

I told him you wouldnt appreciate it. He kept calling me that, though.

Do you have any other plans for the night? he asked.

Shower, change, then go home.

You are not going to go back out tonight? It is only midnight.

Yeah, but Terry needs me. I think well just pack him up and go home. Thanks for letting me tag along, Krino. I appreciate the workout.

Krino looked over and smiled at me. Any time. We miss you. Do you have any plans for tomorrow? We would love to have you all over for dinner.

I think Im going to go see if Bree and Sarah want to go to lunch, but I dont think we have any plans in the evening. Ill talk to Daniel when we get back.

Have you and the girls patched things up? Krino asked.

No, theyre still not talking to me. But I figure if theyll let me treat them to lunch, we may be able to patch things up.

If you cannot make it, just give Edmund a call. For now, let us plan on you coming over for dinner tomorrow evening.

Miss having me around, do you? I asked with a grin. That was the twenty-fifth invite since Terrence was born two months previous.

Perhaps, Krino said with a grin. We pulled into the cave. I hopped out of Jagger and went straight to my changing room and fed Terry before jumping into the shower. We made it back to our house about 1 a.m. and I fell into bed, completely exhausted. Daniel was right behind me.

Kennys barking woke me not 45 minutes later. As soon as I took a breath, I knew something was wrong. The clock radio by my bed was dark. I reached over and couldnt feel Daniel in the bed next to me. Suddenly, the ear-piercing squeal of the smoke detector shattered the silence. I threw off the blankets and ran to the bedroom door. I felt the handle. It was hot. Terrence, in his small bassinette in our room, screamed in fear. I grabbed my son, opened the bedroom window, and escaped into the cold, crisp August night.

Kenny! I screamed. The dog hesitantly jumped from the bed onto the dresser, which stood under the window. Kenny, come here, boy, I called. He hesitated. Kenny, come on, you have to jump. Youll die if you dont jump. Kenny, come on. Finally, the German shepherd jumped and ran to me. He pressed up to me. I could feel him shaking.

I grabbed the dogs collar and ran around to the front of the house clutching my child, calling to Daniel. I expected to see him near the car, calling the fire department. Instead, I found flames licking at the bumper.

I pulled Kenny to the car, opened the drivers side back door, and shoved the balking dog into the back seat. I placed a screaming Terrence in his car seat and released the emergency brake. The car rolled down the sloping driveway and into the street. I parked the car along the shoulder of the road, grabbed my cell phonewhich I had left in the car after coming homeand called the fire department. I stared at the yellow-orange flames devouring my childhood home, expecting to see Daniel emerge from the side of the house.

Kenny, I said after ending the call with the fire department. I took the dogs singed head in my hands and looked him in the eye. Kenny, make sure nothing happens to our baby, okay? I have to go find Daniel.

Kenny looked at me and licked my nose. I kissed his muzzle, then locked the dog and baby in the car, and ran to find my husband. I heard fire engines in the distance.

Daniel! I yelled above the roar of the fire. I ran to the back of the house and called through the window to my parents room. Smoke had started pouring out the window.

Daniel, can you hear me? I screamed. I couldnt really see anything at all with the smoke pouring out of the window. God dont let anything happen to him, I prayed.

Tamara! called a voice behind me.

I grabbed the hand of the person behind me and pulled him toward the fire. Daniel is still in there, I said.

Where is Terrence? Krino asked.

In the car with Kenny, I said.

Go back to the car, Krino ordered as fire engines stopped at my house. I will find him.

I ran back to the front of the house where strong arms wrapped around my waist and pulled me away from the glowing building.

Please, maam, a voice said behind me. Let us do our jobs.

But my family is in there! I screamed. The man wouldnt let go, and I spun around and saw a fire truck behind the man holding me. The firefighter dragged me back to my car.

Tamara? Tamara Weatherby? the man asked. I looked closer and in the glow from my childhood home I recognized a friendly face. Matt, one of my friends from high schoolhad always wanted to go into fire fighting as long as I could remember.

Matty! You have to let me save them!

Tammy, my friend said. Whats going on?

Matt, Daniel and Krino are in there, I have to save them.

Tam, thats what we do, Matt said, releasing me beside the car. Just let us handle this. You cant save them, but we can.

The firemen turned their hoses on my house and started beating back the flames, but no one ventured in the house to save my family. The knowledge that I could help, but was being forbidden to was excruciating. A firefighter emerged from the flames a few seconds after Matt let me go, carrying an unconscious Daniel. He laid my husband on the hood of my car. Immediately, a fire department paramedic began administering oxygen and Daniel woke up. When I saw he was going to be okay, I made a beeline for the front door. Matt tackled me before I could follow the firefighters in and pulled me back down the driveway.

Matty, someone has to go in and save Krino. Hes still in there.

Maam, another man said, coming up to me.

Yeah? I asked.

Is that your car down there? he stopped short. Tamara?

Sam? I asked. Sam and Brian had been best friends in high school.

Tam, did you know that theres a baby locked in your car? Sam asked, grabbing my arm and pulling me back to my car. Matt practically pushed me toward the car.

Yeah, thats my son. You seriously didnt know I had a baby? Sam, I thought you followed celebrity gossip better than that. But whos going in to get Krino? Hes in there, I screamed, pointing to my house. If you arent going in there to save them, I will. I threw off Matts arm again and started toward my house again, only to be stopped by a loud voice behind me. Daniel was calling me. I ran back to the car to tell Daniel to bug off and let me do my job.

Tam, think about Terry, Daniel said with a strong grip on my arm. You dont want him growing up without a mother.

Tamara, could you take him out of the car? Sam asked. Its getting kind of hot in there, we wouldnt want anything to happen to him.

I opened the car and pushed Kenny back as he tried to escape. I turned on the car and cracked the windows so Kenny could get some fresh air before I grabbed Terrence and ran back to the fire fighters standing in my driveway. Is anyone going in for Krino?

Greg and I will, Sam said, grabbing another firefighter. Sherm, you stay with Tamara, make sure she doesnt do anything stupid.

Righto, Matt said, then he turned to Terry and me. How old is he?

He was born in early June, I said.

Whats his name?

Terrence Jacob, I said. Matt, is Krino going to be okay? I asked.

I dont know, Tamara. Didnt you have some way of contacting the heroes when we were in high school?

Yeah, let me call him, I said, handing Terry off to Daniel and jumping into the car. I grabbed my cell phone and pretended to dial a phone number while I turned on my Com with tug of my earlobe.

Dad, have your Com on, I whispered.

What is it, Tamara? Krino said, coughing.

They wont let me come after you. Please tell me youre okay. Daniels out here, hes fine. The fire fighters are here, I said. Tell me where you are and theyll come and get you.

I do not know where I am, Krino said, coughing violently.

Hold on, Im coming to get you, I said.

No, you stay there. That is an order.

I cant live without you, I said. I heard Krino coughing and then nothing. Krino? I asked. I burst out of the car and ran toward the house. I was almost to the door when Matt tackled me to the ground and dragged me back to the street.

Tammy, you have to stay here, Matt said.

Hes dying, I screamed. Hes dying in there. I have to save him.

But who will save you? Matt asked. You wont get really far without any protection. Its too dangerous to risk going in.

Krino is in there. I have to save him. Let me go! I screamed. Daniel, still lying on the hood of the car with Terry, tried to calm me down, but had a coughing fit. Matt motioned for a nearby police officer, whowhile Matt and Daniel had me distractedhandcuffed me to Daniel. I looked down at my wrist, and back to Matt in disbelief.

Tammy, think of your son, Matt said. I grabbed my boy from my husband and clung to him with my free arm.

Terry, dont worry, theyll find Papa, I whispered in his ear. The boy watched the fire devour my house. His eyes sparkled in the fire. I exchanged worried glances with Daniel. I called Tim on my Com and demanded he come down and help.

Whats going on here, the fire chief in charge asked.

Sir, I said. There is someone in there, but Matt wont let me go in.

People are still in that? the chief asked.

Yes, sir, I said. Krino. Please send someone to go get him.

Sir, Sam and Greg are in there, Matt said, beginning to let the concern show through.

Gareis, Davis, report, the fireman screamed into his radio. He ran up the driveway to help coordinate the battle.

I cant see anyone, Sam said in Matts radio. Does Tammy know where he is?

Daniel sat up, put his arm around my shoulder and pulled me close. Theyll find him. You know that Krino wont let something as random as a fire take him out. And a fire in your parents house? Not after everything weve seen him go through, he said as he passed me the paper clip he always had on him and took Terry from my arm. In five seconds, I had gotten out of the handcuffs and walked up to the chief.

Why isnt the ambulance here? I screamed. Daniel needs to go to the hospital.

Its on its way, the fireman asked.

Whats taking them so long? I demanded.

Maam, its not easy what we do, the fireman said.

Tammy, just be patient, Matt said. He blinked a few times and looked at me again. How did you get out of the handcuffs?

Matt, I said, turning around to face him. I could very possibly lose another person for whom I care very much. Handcuffs will not stop me.

Tamara, Matt said. Sam and Greg wont let you down.

After what seemed like an eternity, the chief ordered his men out of my house.

Chief, wait, someone said. I see something. I think its him.

The ambulance arrived and the paramedics started working on Daniel and Terry. Both had oxygen masks on. They wanted to examine me and the cuts and scrapes on my body after being tackled on the driveway multiple times, but I wouldnt hear of it.

Dont bother with me, I ordered the paramedic.

Why not?

Because Krinos coming.

Sam and Greg came out of the house, dragging Krino. Daniel hopped out of the ambulance. As soon as the group was clear of the fire, the paramedics rushed up, hoisted my hero onto a gurney, and rushed him to the waiting ambulance. As soon as the one of the most important men in my life was strapped in, the ambulance took off. Daniel put his hand on my shoulder and said nothing. I knew he was thinking the same thing: It could happen again.

The firemen continued to fight the blaze that was demolishing my house as we watched the ambulance speed away. I turned around to watch the fire and saw something glinting in the red and yellow light. I looked and saw Krinos motorcycle sitting in the neighbors lawn.

I grabbed Terry from Matts arms and ran to my car. I grabbed his backpack-style carrier, shoved him in it, and flung it over my shoulders.

Where are you going? Daniel asked, sitting on the car.

I need to go to the hospital, I said.

Not with my son, youre not. Not on that thing.You may know that everything will be okay, but I dont.

Could you take Kenny and Terry home, then?

Yeah, Daniel said with a rasp in his voice. Make sure hes okay, and then give me a call. Ill make sure everything is ready when you get back.

Terry, scared out of his wits, started whimpering.

Its okay, baby, Daddy is going to take you to Gampy Ed, I said. I strapped him in his car seat and kissed his sooty forehead. Before he left, I gave Daniel a quick hug. We assured each other that Paul would be okay, and then parted ways.

I crept as quickly and as stealthily as I could to the cycle. I disengaged the anti-theft device and rummaged through the compartment under the seat for a helmet. I hopped on and sped away unnoticed. Krinos Com unit was still on, which made the ambulance a cinch to find.

I arrived in the ambulance bay of Memorial Hospital about a minute before the ambulance arrived. I took the time to hide the bike in the alley near the hospitalright beside Krisis motorcycleand ran to the emergency room after Krino. I barged into the trauma room where doctors were working on Krino, trying to find a way to get into the suit. Krisis grabbed my hand and pulled me into a corner.

Dont touch him! I screamed at them.

Who are you? a doctor asked. A very familiar doctor. Tamara? Are you okay? You look hurt.

Hi Dr. Archer, I said, throwing off Krisis hand and walking up to Krino. The cool floor of the hospital felt wonderful on the bottoms of my feet. Im fine. The heroes are close family friends. Krinos just suffering from smoke inhalation and heat stroke. The suit is fire resistant.

How do you know? a nurse asked.

Like I said, the heroes are family friends. They look out for us. My house was on fire, and he went in to save Daniel, he got caught in the house. I was able to call Krisis to come meet us here. Its heat stroke, nothing else. Is he going to be okay? I asked, stroking his cheek with my fingertips.

If we can get some fluids into him and get this suit off.

I can help you with that, I said. I picked up Krinos hand, pushed a small depression on the inside of his wrist, and twisted in just the right way to make the glove detach from the sleeve. Grabbing the zipper pull, I unzipped the sleeve and unhooked it from the bodice. I grabbed an IV needle from a stunned nurses hand, quickly inserted it into Krinos vein, and started the IV; Krino had made sure I was a fully-knowledgeable combat medic before I began patrolling with them. Now will he be okay?

We have to take him upstairs for observation, but I think so, Dr. Archer said.

Could you tell security to keep an eye on him? I asked. If word gets out that Krinos hurt, you dont want to know what kind of people would come in just to say they killed him.

Dont worry, Dr. Archer said. Well take good care of him.

Im sure of it, I said with a polite smile.

Krino, I whispered as they wheeled him past me. Hang in there. Dont you dare die on me. A male nurse wearing a surgical mask pushed me away forcefully. His touch sent tingles down my arm, making me stop in my tracks.

Tamara, you shouldnt have done that, Krisis whispered to me after they took our leader onto the elevator.

Kris, what was I supposed to do? He was hurt.

Lets let the doctors do their thing, Krisis said. Do you want me to stay here, or return with you?

Come, I said. I ran to the motorcycle, shoved my head in the helmet and rode back home as quickly as I could.

Soon, I was pulling on my Flash costume. Daniel still had a nasty cough, and was unable to suit up. Kristin was already changing, ready to go to the hospital to guard Krino, but I stopped her.

If it gets out that Krino is hurt, theres no telling what could happen. You need to stay here and save the city. Im going to get Krino and bring him back.

Brian, who had decided to continue on with the team, called Amber and told her to go to Krino in the hospital. Krisis and I were off again fifteen minutes after I rode in; Krisis riding on my back as I flew. As soon as we were closing in on the hospital, he dropped off my back and landed on the roof. I alighted next to him and took a homing device out of my utility belt. Turning it on, I set it to Krinos Com frequency. I stepped off the edge of the building and hovered outside the windows of the fifth floor.

I found it, I called to Krisis, who repelled down to the six-inch ledge. This is it. Could be trouble, though. Get ready to go in.

I opened the window quietly and alighted on the frame. What are you doing in here? I asked the figure slouched over Krino in my most authoritative tone.

Startled, the doctor jumped back and dropped the chart she was examining.

Your husband called me, she asked. What are you doing here?

Saving my dad, I said in my normal voice, rushing to Krinos bed. How is he?

Amber grabbed the chart she had dropped and started looking through it. You have to get him out of that suit as soon as possible, she said.

I do not understand how he could have heat stroke. The suits have a cooling system, Krisis said, coming in the window. We have to get him back to the cave.

I dont blame you, Amber said. Ive already had to double the security around this roombeing your doctor comes with some perks, like authority. Once Daniel paged me, I knew you would be here to get him sooner rather than later. Amber stopped the IV drip and began removing the IV. I dont know what it is, but he doesnt have heat stroke. The suit kicked in like it was designed to and got his temp down rather quickly, but just a little while ago, it began spiking again. I dont know whats going on.

But I want to know: Are you and everyone okay? Looks like you got a bit of road rash on you.

Amber, get a sample of that, just in case, I said, nodding to the liquid in the IV. Youll have another patient at HQ.

Tamara, youre being paranoid again.

Amber, do it, I said. She handed me a sample vial of the IV liquid. And call me by my hero name in public, please? I asked her for the hundredth time. Besides, its not paranoia.

Krisis unhooked the other machines from our hero and picked him up. Krinos eyes fluttered open and he started to say something.

Shh, I said, zipping up his suits sleeve and attaching the glove.

Thank you, he whispered.

Its what family is for, I said, activating my super-strength and picking him up.

Are you sure you can carry both of us? Krisis asked.

Im going to have to, arent I? I asked, jumping off the ledge.

We will need you as soon as you can get away, Krisis said to Amber. He gave her hand a quick squeeze, then jumped out the window climbed onto my back. We dipped a little bit, but I added more juice to my rocket boots and we gained altitude again.

When we alighted a few feet from the secret entrance to the cave my rocket boots were totally drained. My super strength was failing as well. Krisis took Krino and we ran to the clinic in the cave, where Edmund, Amber, Brian, Daniel, Terry, and Kristin were waiting impatiently for us. Amber had already checked out Daniel and Terry and given Daniel a clean bill of health to help us.

I gave the vial of the IV fluid to Brian without a word. My Flash suit was out of juice, so I went to my changing room to do the necessary changing. I made sure to set side the solar panels to recharge the next morning.

Hey, Amber, Brian called a little later when he got the results from the chemical analysis.

Yeah? Amber said, coming over.

I dont think this is supposed to be there, Brian said, pointing to a chemical compound.

What is that? Amber asked herself. I know that chemical.

Its cyanide, Brian said.

Edmund?! I called.

Here it is, dear, Edmund said, pulling a small pill bottle out of a drawer. He handed me two sublingual cyanide antidote pillsPauls own recipeand pushed me towards the clinic. I ran to Paul, who was now lying on the clinic bed unconscious. Tim had taken his costume off, and had soaked a blanket in cold water, trying to get Pauls temperature down.

I opened up Pauls mouth and popped the two pills under Pauls tongue. I closed Pauls mouth and let the pills dissolve and work their way into his blood stream. We had worked hard to build up immunities to the most common poisons, but sometimes we needed a little chemical help.

Do you think you could go get that fluid bag? Tim asked Amber.

I brought it with me, Amber said. You have me paranoid now.

She brought it in and Karis ran it through the computer. Tim came up behind me and put his hand on my shoulder.

Tamara, he said. Ill keep an eye on himyou have other things to tend to right now.

Where are Daniel and Terry? I asked.

Here he is, Brian said, coming into the clinic with my son. Daniel is in the back, resting. He asked me to watch Terry for you.

Thank you, Brian, I said. I took my place at the computer again.

Kiri, whats going on? I asked.

We have a suspect, Karis said. She showed us the IV bag and the results of the tests. There were a few sets of fingerprints on the bag, but only one that interested us.

Not him again, Tim said.

Hes escalating, I said. Hes not content to ruin my reputation, now hes trying to hurt me. He tried to kill us tonight. Next time hes going to do more than just try.

How did he get close to Paul, though? Karis asked.

I dont know, Kiri, but theres no question that it is his fingerprints on the bag.

I thought we got rid of that little windbag in St. Lawrence, Tim said.

Yeah I did, too, I said. Hey Amber, could you come here a minute? I called.

Amber came in and I showed her the photo on the computer screen.

Do you recognize him? I asked.

Yeah, he works at the hospital, she said. Hes an ER nurse.

I called the heroes close family friends, I said. Thats why he did this to Dad. I stood and walked out of the clinic. I felt a rage I hadnt felt in years begin to boil up until all I could think about was revenge.

What are you going to do? Amber asked.

I started heading towards the armory. I am going to hunt David Fox down and kill him.


The Hunt

Tammy, you cant kill Fox, Tim said as I loaded my utility belt with weaponry. Amber, Brian, and Karis looked on in the doorway to the armory in amazement.

Dont call me Tammy, I said angrily as I loaded extra lengths of jump line. This is the last time Fox is going to hurt me. He almost killed us, Tim. Im not going to let that go. Not anymore.

Tamara, you know what the NCFA will do to you if you kill someonetheyll take away your hero privileges. Youre too good of a hero to throw it all away.

So I should just let him come after me again when he gets out of prison? I asked. Tim, Im not going to let him hurt me again. And Im never going to let him put my son in danger ever again. This is something I should have done a long time ago. He deserves to pay for all the pain hes caused. He deserves to die.

I know youre upset about the fire, but this is not the answer, Tim said, grabbing my shoulders and forcing me to look at him. Think about what youre doing.

I know exactly what Im doing, TimIm taking the law into my own hands. Ive done it practically every night since I went after Disuchos for the first time six years ago. Im going after Fox and you cant stop me, I said, throwing off his hands. Hes not going to stop until one of us is dead, Tim. I have to protect my family. Are you coming with me or not?

Im coming, Tim said, running to his changing room.

Tim, no, Amber called. Dont do this. Youll be putting your life in danger.

What do you think weve been doing for all these years, Amber? I asked angrily, going to my dressing room. Tim has never needed your permission to go out with me before. Stay out of it!

Edmund, what do we do? I heard Kristin ask. Ive never seen her like this.

Paul and Tim have come to their breaking point before, and no lasting harm has come, he said. Do not get in her way unless you believe that you can take the brunt of her attack.

My parents and brother were gone, again. My dad, son and husband had been put in danger. Fox wasnt going to stop until he killed me; I couldnt let that happen. I would have to take him out first. It was all I could think about as I prepared myself for battle.

What can we do? Amber asked Tim as I came out of my dressing room as Karis. I walked quickly past them to the clinic.

Dad? I asked, coming up to the bed. Paul didnt say anything, but he was looking slightly better. Dad? I asked again. Dont worry, DadIm going to get him. Im going to get him and make him pay.

From the back of the clinic, I heard Daniel coughing.

Daniel?

Whats going on, goddess? he asked in a raspy voice.

Im going to find Fox, I told him.

What are you planning on doing with him once you find him? he asked suspiciously.

Its better if you dont know, I told him. I dont want to get you in trouble.

You cant do it, he said. I know youre mad, but you cant.

Daniel, he took everything away from us, I said.

Daniel chuckled, which turned into a raspy cough. I know your Wall of Tim took a long time to put up, but I dont think its worth killing a man over. Most of that stuff can be easily replaced. Terry, Kenny, and I are safe. You dont have to do anything rash.

I have to get ready to go, I said. Ill be back soon. Brian took Terry upstairs and said hed watch him until were ready to go up. Daniel nodded and laid back down.

Tamara, Im worried about you. Ive never seen you like this, Daniel said as I began to walk away.

Like what? I asked, coming back.

Youre out for blood. You werent like this with Nothos.

Professor Luescher didnt try to kill you, Terry, or Kenny. Luescher left me a house with memories. Fox took that away. Luescher has apologized; he turned his life around. Fox never will.

Fox needs to be stoppednow, I said. Theres no telling what could happen if Donovan Chad finds out our secret.

What makes you think that Fox or Chad is after our secret? Daniel asked.

Nothos always had a theory that I was Karis. Luescher had to have talked to his top men about it. Fox must be continuing his work. If Fox gets this information, we may never be able to stop him. He tries to slander mehe tries to slander usand when that doesnt work, he tries to kill me. Then he tries to kill Krino. He cant be allowed to continue doing this! I looked at Daniel, who was looking at me strangely. Ill see you when I get back. I love you.

I ran into Krisis on my way to the garage Im leaving noware you coming with me?

Give me one second, he said and ran to his dressing room. I jumped on a motorcycle and sped out of the cave before anyone else could stop me.

Karis? I heard Krisis say in my Com as I left the cave and started for town. The sun was just beginning to rise, and it promised to be a beautiful August day.

If we move quickly, he may still be at the hospital.

Im right behind you. What are you going to do if hes there? Krisis asked.

What I should have done a long time agomake him pay for what hes done. Kiri, I know youre listening. Could you send a picture of Fox to my bike? There should be one on file from when he was a tour guide. Thirty seconds later, the onboard computer beeped, signaling the upload from the computer.

Thank you, I said.

I shouldnt be helping you, Kristin said. Not with what you have planned. You could get all of us into a lot of trouble.

What? All you did was send me a picture. I dont need any more help than that.

Yeah, whatever, Kristin said, a little perturbed.

I screeched to a halt in the ambulance bay at the hospital at exactly 6 a.m. I took a small tablet out of the bikes saddlebag, plugged into a built-in port, and hit the file transfer button. Seconds later, David Foxs face smiled in full color on the screen. The photo was three years old, but Fox had changed little. Just looking at his picture made my blood boil. I armed the anti-theft devices on the bike and stormed into the ER.

Those in the waiting room gasped as they saw me stride up to the bullet-proof-glass-enclosed triage desk.

Excuse me, I said to the nurse at the desk. She was reading a romance novel.

Fill this out, she said in monotone without looking up from her book, handing a clip board through a small opening in the bullet-proof glass that separated us.

Maam please, I said, fighting the urge to put my fist through the inch-thick Plexiglas. Every second of wasted time was time Fox could use to slip through my grasp again. I knocked on the glass.

Look, I told youI cant help you until she looked up from her book. Karis!

Yes, now please, may I speak to with your attending physician?

Certainly. Come around to the door and Ill let you in.

Thank you, maam, I said. The nurse opened a door and I stepped into the ER.

Dr. Archer! the nurse called.

Karis, he said, holding out his hand. How can I help you?

Do you know him? I asked, showing him the photo of Fox.

That is Ryan Needham, He said. He is one of our RNs.

Do you know where I might find him now? I asked.

He should be upstairs caring for Krino. We assigned our best doctors and nurses to your partners case, Dr. Archer said.

You do not know? I asked. If the hospital didnt know Krino was gone, Fox could still be on the premises. For the first time, the situation might be in our favor.

Know what? Dr. Archer asked.

Krino is gone. Our associates took him someplace safer.

Safer? Dr. Archer asked. Theres no place safer than here.

On the contrary, doctor. When we analyzed the fluids Fox gave to Krino, we founda massive amount of cyanide in the saline. Fortunately, Krino spent years developing immunities to different poisons, cyanide being one of them.

Thank God for that, Dr. Archer said, visibly shaken.

Is Fox still around? I would very much like a word with him.

But why would Ryan do that? Dr. Archer asked, moving to the phone.

He was one of Damon Lueschers henchmen in years past. Since Luescher has changed his ways, Fox has been out of a job. He has a personal vendetta against Tamara Waterford, whom he blames for his current unemployment. We believe he tried to kill her tonight. Krino foiled his plans, so he took his frustration and anger out on the hero.

I cant believe that, Dr. Archer said. Ryan is the most caring nurse we have.

I am sorry to disappoint you, sir, someone said behind me. I turned around to see Krisis standing to my left. But we have irrefutable evidence.

Are you sure were talking about the same man? Archer asked.

You identified him from the photo, I said. Do you know where he is?

His shift ended an hour ago. You can check his timecard to see if he has already gone, Dr. Archer said, looking at the clock.

Do you know if he was here for his whole shift? Krisis asked.

Other than his hour lunch break about 1:45 this morning, he has been here since 8 last night, Dr. Archer said.

That gives him time, I said to Krisis.

Lets find him first, then well deal with what he did, Krisis told me. He turned to Dr. Archer. Do you have his home address or phone number?

He has us reach him by his pager, Dr. Archer said. Hes in the process of moving up here from St. Lawrence. Hes staying with a friend in town.

Of course he is, I said. Would you page him? It is imperative that we speak with him as soon as possible regarding Krinos care. I am sure you understand.

Certainly, Dr. Archer said. He shook his head. I cant believe that were talking about the same personRyan Needham is the best nurse we have. He moved to the phone and dialed a phone number. I looked at Krisis, who nodded. He was committing the number to memory in case we needed it later. After paging Fox, Dr. Archer offered us a seat in the staff lounge to wait.

Krisis, he is not coming, I said, pacing the floor. We are going to have to track that number and find him ourselves. He is not coming to us.

Karis, just wait.

Something terrible is going to happen, I said. We need to get back to headquarters as soon as we can. You need to trust me on this one. Hes not done yet.

Just then, a nurse popped her head into the lounge.

Here you are! I just got off the phone with Ryan. He will be in shortly.

What did you tell him? Krisis asked.

I told him that you wanted to speak to him about Krinos care. He understood and will be with you as soon as he can to give you follow-up instructions, the nurse said.

You told him that we were here waiting for him? I asked.

Of course, she said. He has always been saying how much he would like to meet you. You people are, well, heroes around here. The nurse smiled at her own joke.

Thank you, maam, Krisis said. The nurse smiled, nodded, and closed the door.

Told you hes not coming, I said again.

No, he is not, Krisis finally agreed.

As we walked past the nurses, one of them called out to us. Youre not staying to wait for Ryan? she asked.

He will not come, Krisis said.

Do not worry, I said. We will find him.

Krisis and I exited the hospital, jumped on our bikes and headed back toward the cave. When we arrived home, we went immediately to the clinic to find Paul sitting up and talking with Daniel. Both of them were looking quite a bit better. Edmund had a small plate of fruit for each of us for breakfast.

Dad, how are you feeling? I asked.

Ive been better, Paul said weakly, trying to sit up. Amber pushed him back down.

I dont think so, Amber said. If you get out of this bed, you will be going straight up those stairs and to bed.

Yes, Doc, Paul said with a sigh, lying down.

Fox had the opportunity to set the fire. He had plenty of time to punch out for lunch, set the fire, and be back to help any victims of the blaze, Krisis said.

Paul nodded.

How long do you think it will be before Fox comes out here? Daniel asked me.

I think we should be expecting him any time now, I said. Hes coming here before he goes anywhere else. The only person upstairs is Brian; hes watching Terry.

Get upstairs, Paul ordered. Daniel, who had dressed in his costume as soon as he heard we were coming back, donned his facemask and he, Krisis, and I quietly climbed the stairs. Kenny jumped up and followed us closely. We pushed the silver cabinet aside, but it didnt budge. We were only able to move it a total of twelve inches. I poked my head through the space. The door to the silver closet was open.

Did you go upstairs and leave the door open when we were gone? I asked Dusan. Leaving the silver closet door open was a big no-no on Pauls long list of things not to do. Even though the caves entrance was well hidden, Paul always liked having one more layer of protection between the cave and the mansion.

It wasnt me, Dusan said. Maybe it was Brian.

I shook my head. Brian knows better, I said. I squeezed through the entrance and looked around. The silver closet had been ransacked. The cabinet hadnt moved because it had been pulled off its nearly-invisible track. I pushed the cabinet toward the wall two inches, and it slid freely. Dusan and Krisis then joined me in the foyer, where I was standing in shock. Every room had been plundered. I bolted up the stairs to Brians room, closely followed by Dusan and Krisis.

Brians room was a messinfinitely more than usual. I checked everywhere, including Brians panic room. He and Terry were nowhere to be found. I ran downstairs to my room in the hopes that Brian had left Terry in my old room and had taken the baby monitor up to his. My room was in the same state as the rest of the house. Terry and Brian were gone.

Were too late, I said quietly. How could this happen? Why didnt I know this would happen?

Dusan took my hand. I looked at his full-face mask and didnt need to see his eyes to know that he was as devastated as I was. The three of us went back down to the cave without a word. We found Paul, Edmund and the girls in the clinic. Paul was starting to regain his color nicely.

Brian is gone? Karis asked.

And Terrence, I said numbly. My baby is gone, too.

Oh no! Amber exclaimed. Krisis went to her and wrapped his arms around her and she melted into his embrace. Karis ran to Edmund.

What are we going to do? Amber asked.

We are going to find him, Krisis promised Karis. He looked at me. We are going to find both of them.

Goddess, why dont you sit down, Dusan said. He wheeled the computer chair in and set it by Pauls bed. Just sit, he said quietly. I obeyed. Dusan knelt beside me, holding my hand. When he took off his facemask, I could see the tears pooling in his eyes.

Well find him, he whispered. If its the last thing we do, well find him.

What happened to them? Karis asked.

Fox took them, I said.

But where is Fox? Amber asked.

We do not know, Krisis said. The hospital was not very helpful. Fox only left them with a cell number and his hospital pagerno address or any other contact info.

Can we get into the hospital mainframe and get his number? Amber asked.

We already have it, Krisis said, and recited the number from memory.

Should we try to page him? I have my hospital-issued cell in my bag upstairs. I could call him from that so he would recognize the number as one from work. He already knows that there is some question about his care of Krino, I could call him.

Do it, Paul said. Krisis, why dont you go up with her, just in case.

Krisis nodded and followed Amber upstairs.

Edmund, could you and Kristin go upstairs and call the police? Paul said. If there is anything else missing, I would like to have official documentation. Kristin changed as quickly as she could and she and Edmund left to go upstairs.

Tamara? Paul asked. I looked in his direction. Tam, are you okay? he asked.

Terry is gone, I said. What kind of heroes are we if we cant protect someone in our own house?

Does Brian have a Com? Daniel asked, his voice thick with emotion. Daniel had been given the option of being included in our Com system, but had declined.

Brian has an external Com, but its not on, I said. We would know if it was on.

Tamara, both of youyou look tired, Paul said. Go upstairs, shower, and get some sleep. I promise to call you the instant we find anything.

But

Karis, that is an order, Paul said. Daniel, make sure she gets some rest.

Yes, sir, Daniel said. Come on, Tamara. Daniel took my elbow and helped me up.

Before I left the clinic, I turned back to Paul and said, I better not hear you get out of that bed as soon as were in the next room. You heard Amber. Paul grinned sheepishly.

Daniel led me to my changing room and closed the door behind me. He went to change in Paul and Tims changing room. I changed out of my suit and washed both my suit and Kristins mechanically. When I emerged from the changing room, I went upstairs with Daniel and Kenny to my room. I was physically and emotionally drained, and I started cleaning off my bed.

Goddess, you still smell like smoke, Daniel said. Why dont you take a shower? Ill clean up in here. He took a digital camera out of his pocket and started taking pictures. He looked over at me and explained. This is a crime scenewe need to document the evidence so the police can know what it looked like before I start.

I nodded and headed toward the bathroom without a word.

When I came out of the bathroom in my robe thirty minutes later, my room was spotless, the covers were turned down, a small fire crackled in the fireplace, and Daniel and Kenny were gone. I dressed, sat down on the leather couch facing the fireplace and grabbed one of the Bibles I had left in my old room. I searched the underlined, highlighted and noted verses for some comfort. For the first time I could remember, I couldnt find any comfort in the book that had kept me alive for so many years. The verses about comfort and safety and refuge seemed to taunt.

God, havent you taken enough away from me? I asked aloud. I just want my baby boy back. I heard a sound and turned to see Daniel standing in the doorway.

Is there any news? I asked, though I already knew the answer.

Not yet, Daniel said. The police will be here any minute. Amber is back downstairs tending to Paul. She paged Fox, but he has yet to call back. We will be monitoring Brians Com, and you will be the first to know if it turns on. Edmund and Kristin will entertain the police. Paul ordered both you and Tim to bed. Get some sleep, goddess. Daniel helped me stand and walked me to the bed. He tucked me in, kissed my forehead, and stood to leave. Im going to go down and see if there is anything more I can do.

Daniel, please stay. Theres nothing you can do and I dont want to be alone right now.

Of course, goddess, Daniel said, sitting on the bed. Dont you worry about anythingwell find them and theyll both be fine.

Fox will do anything to hurt me. What if he kills Terry?

Dont think like that, Daniel said, lying down beside me. He wrapped his strong arms around me. Whatever happens, well get through it together.

Im sorry I couldnt protect him.

Dont think like that, goddess, Daniel said. How could you have known?

I looked at him and raised my eyebrows.

Okay, but I dont blame you for not knowing. You are not responsible for our son being gone. Just close your eyes, goddess, and get some much-needed sleep. Youve had a long day. I will make sure the monsters under the bed dont get you.

Thank you, Daniel, I said. But I dont think Ill be able to sleep, not with our baby out there in harms way.

Just close your eyes, goddess, Daniel said. Ill worry about our boy for both of us.

Good night, Daniel, I whispered. I love you.

Daniel sighed deeply, pulled me close and held me tightly. Good night, goddess. He kissed my forehead. Go to sleep.

I closed my eyes and immediately fell into a dreamless sleep. What seemed like the next second, Daniel woke me.

We found them. Its time to go get Brian and Terry.

Where is he? I asked, sitting up. It was dark outside.

Hes at Waterford Industries, Daniel said.


Requiem

Krisis, Dusan, and Karis arrived at Waterford Industries thirty minutes later. Krisis drove Jagger while Dusan and I took the cycles. I had grabbed Terrys car seat and strapped it into the car before we left, hoping wed find him alive and unharmed. Dusan thought it was a good signa reassurance from my intuition that everything would be okay. My instincts, however, were silent, no matter how much I begged them to give me an answer to whether or not we would ever see our son alive again.

We parked the vehicles in an alley a few blocks away and ran to Waterford Industries. The sight that met us shocked Krisis and me. The familiar glass doors were completely shot out. The security guards, obviously surprised by the attack, lay dead in the dark entryway. The police had yet to arrive, and I doubted anyone had had time to call them. Kristin made the call at that moment, but we would have a very large head start.

I looked up; there was no moon and dark storm clouds had come in that afternoon. I felt a few raindrops hit my face. It would get very, very dark that night before dawn came.

This cannot go unpunished, Dusan said, closing a security guards eyes.

Fox will not leave this building alive, I told them resolutely. I walked past Dusan and Krisis and started toward the stairs. I did not want to deal with the police that night.

Karis, do not talk like that, Krisis said. There will be no more killing tonight.

Krino, where are they? Dusan asked. He had grabbed an external communication device before he left so he could keep up with our dialogue.

Upstairs, in the office, I said.

Kristin responded in the Com. Im pulling up the satellite imagery now. There was a brief pause. Theyre all in Pauls office.

All of them? I asked.

I only see two other heat signatures in the building. Someone must be holding Terry.

Is that possible? How can he do this with no henchmen? Dusan asked.

They left on Foxs orders, I said. Its harder to stop the organization when the henchmen are free to wreak havoc. Nothos used to do the same thing; he learned his lesson after all his men were killed or captured during the massacre. How many people were supposed to be working tonight?

On any given night I have five security guards, a staff of janitors and at this time of night there are usually twenty or thirty people working late, Paul said. He sounded stronger. Amber had given him permission to assist Kristin at the computer. He had almost suited up, but Amber put a quick stop to itthus succeeding where Althea had failed for years.

I cant see any heat signatures. Maybe everyone left, or got out before Fox found them, Kristin said optimistically.

Kiri, how long have you been doing this job? I asked incredulously. Fox would have made sure no one left the building alive. You should know that by now.

Krisis moved to the security guards desk and disabled the security system for the entire building using his personal password. Fox could no longer track our movements via security cameras and door sensors. He also cut power to the whole building. This meant that we would have to climb 75 flights of stairs, but it also meant that we would get a jump on any henchmen that decided to come back to help their boss. Henchmen were rarely in prime physical shape, and an 800-foot vertical climb would take the wind out of anyone not in peak condition.

We walked to the stairs and started climbing. We ran into a few janitors on the stairs, shot in the back of the head as they had fled. I swore again that Fox would pay with his own life, and again Krisis, Dusan, Paul, and Kristin told me not to talk like that.

When we finally arrived at the top floor, and Pauls office, we stopped and prayed for victory and safetyespecially the safety of the hostages. When we entered the receptionists office, nothing seemed out of place. We quietly double-checked with Kristin that Fox was the only enemy, and his location.

Hes sitting at my desk, Paul said. He sounded annoyed.

Can we get audio? Krisis asked.

Im working on it, Kristin said, typing furiously.

What about Brians Com? I asked.

We never did get a Com signal from Brian, Paul said. Someoneprobably Brianactivated a panic button in Terrys sleeper.

A few seconds later, Kristin came back. Okay, Im patching audio through to the Coms now. I also have video from the security cameras in Pauls office Im sending to your handheld. Good luck, you guys. Were praying for you.

Thank you, Dusan said. Well bring them both home.

There was a quick burst of static, and then we were able to hear the conversation in the office next door. Krisis pulled out his handheld video communicator and adjusted the frequency. The six hidden cameras in Pauls office were powered by solar panels on the roof and were not affected when we cut the power. Krisis pushed a button on the screen of the communicator and the cameras switched to night vision. We could see Fox sitting in Pauls chair with his feet on the desk. A gun sat on Pauls desk set pointed at Brian and Terry. Krisis changed camera angles using the handheld communicator and, sure enough, Fox was alone.

Brian was tied to a chair in the middle of Pauls office, facing the desk. Terry was lying precariously in Brians lap, asleep for nowprobably drugged.

What do you want with us? Brian asked.

Brian, Im sure your associates have told you that that question never gets answered, Fox said with a villainous chuckle.

I dont know what youre talking about, Brian said. What associates? Where are we?

You ask too many questions, Brian. Surely you dont think Im that stupid, Fox said.

Fox picked up Terrence, who continued sleeping soundly and was cradling him in his arms. Dusan and Krisis had to hold me down to keep from bursting into the office to rescue my baby. I grabbed the monitor from Krisis and watched intently; praying Fox would not hurt my child.

Such a beautiful boy, Fox said tenderly. Its too bad your mothers friends outed her as a mutant. I would have loved to have been the one to do that. I sent them lovely bouquets of flowers.

If you hurt him, Ill kill you, Brian said weakly.

I wouldnt dream of such a thing, Fox said, turning and carrying Terry back to Pauls desk. Unless it is necessary, he said, glaring at Brian.

No! I growled. Again, Dusan and Krisis had to hold me down.

Karis, its not time yet. We need to know what hes planning. If you go in there now, he may harm Terry, Dusan said quietly, his own voice trembling with rage. I know its hard, but we cant go in there yet. You know that.

Krisis agreed. Now is not the time to go busting in there to be the hero. We do not want Terry or Brian to get hurt.

What do you want with us? Brian asked.

In short? I want to make Tamara hurt. I will do that by whatever means necessary, Fox said, and took Terrence closer to the window to look at my son in the faint city lights. Brian leaned down to scratch his face while Fox was busy with Terry. We saw him scratch his ear to turn on his Com.

Brian, can you hear me? Kristin asked. Scratch your nose if you can hear me.

We saw Brians hand go to his face.

Brian, Paul said. Stay calm. There are cameras all around the office, and were watching Foxs every move. Krisis, Karis, and Dusan are just outside the door, but I cant send them in with a gun so close to the baby. We need to know exactly what he plans to do with you.

Brian gave the okay signal when Foxs back was turned.

Brian, Dusan said. Is Terrence okay? He seems to be sleeping too soundly. While his voice remained calm, I knew that he was fighting the same panic I was.

Are you sure Terry still breathing? Brian asked.

What do you mean? Fox asked, looking at Brian.

Terrence is a very light sleeper. He doesnt like being held when he sleeps, and he doesnt like strangers. He should have woken up by now. This is not like him. I was surprised that Brian knew that about my son.

The child is fine, Fox said after taking time to check.

Then why is he here? Brian asked. You dont need himyou have me.

I told you already; I want to make that bitch you claim to love hurt, Fox said, picking up the gun and pointing it at Brian. You see, I was hoping to just get in and out with the child, but you put up a fight.

Kristin broke in. Bad news, guys. It seems Fox has called for backup. Theyre probably going to enter the building soon. There are already reports of shots fired.

Call Commissioner Stearns to let him know what is going on, I said. The police downstairs are going to need backup, and a lot of it.

As soon as you can do it safely, get Brian and Terry out of there, Paul said.

We all froze when Foxs cell phone began ringing. He listened to whatever the person on the other end was saying. The phone call lasted all of fifteen seconds.

Good, Fox said, closed the phone, and tossed it onto the table beside Brian.

You will not need to be anxious about your fate for very much longer, Brian, Fox said. My friends are on their way. Once they get here, Ill decide what to do with you and the child.

Guys, this is not good, Kristin said from the cave. There are at least 50 people coming up your way. The police have no cover.

Call for EMS and backup, now! Krisis ordered.

We have to get in there, I said. Brian, you have to get Fox away from Terry.

Just then, Foxs phone rang again.

Brian saw his opportunity. He held out his hands for Terry. Fox gladly gave the child over, not relishing the idea of juggling an unconscious Terrence, the phone, and the gun. Fox walked over to Pauls desk, set the gun on the desk, and looked out the window, gazing out at the citys skyline. Brian took the opportunity to escape from the restraintsat least his arms were freeand try to wake Terry.

Dusan squeezed my hand and nodded. As ranking hero, it was ultimately his call as to when to go in. Krisis, Dusan, and I activated our night vision and silently crept into the office. If we could avoid a fight, we would. Krisis, Dusan, and I quietly crept to the door and quietly opened the door and entered the darkened office.

Yes? Fox asked into the phone. There was a pause. Of course the police cut the power. Just use the stairs. Have someone get to the computers and try and get the power back on. Another pause. Damn it, I know its 75 floors! Just use the stairs. Were not going anywhere.

Dusan motioned to us that he was going to go after the gun. Krisis motioned for me to rescue Brian and Terrence while he went after Fox. I knew this was not the time to argue with him. There would be plenty of time to argue about who should have done what once we were all safe in the cave.

At that moment, Terrence woke up and started crying loudly. Foxsuddenly alertwheeled around, grabbed the gun, and pointed it at Brian. Dusan flattened himself against Pauls desk, and Krisis dove under the table. I hid behind Brians chair. We didnt want to give Fox any excuse to start killing.

Its okay, Brian said above Terrys crying. He just woke up. Hes scared.

Its the kid, Fox said into the phone. He put the gun down and moved back to the window. How close are you to restoring power?

Come on, Bry, I whispered, cutting through the last of his binds. I took Terrence from his arms and whispered whatever I could think of to my child, trying to comfort him.

Just as we started for the door, the lights came back on. I shut my eyes immediately as the night vision turned bright white and heard Krisis and Dusan groan quietly. Our night vision compensated for the change in brightness almost immediately, but it didnt keep our eyes from being dazzled. I quickly gave Terry to Brian and ran to my partners. Fortunately, Foxs eyes were also dazzled and we were able to regroup before he realized we were there.

Run, Brian! Kristin screamed from the cave. Brian ran, but he also couldnt see very well, and he ran into a corner. Fox rushed over to him and grabbed Terrence.

I knew wed have to endure some sort of half-cocked rescue attempt, Fox said. I admit I never expected you to get all the way in the office. Im impressed.

Let him go, Fox, Krisis said. He is of no use to you.

No, but the child is. I will be taking Terrence with me. You may have what is left of this one, Fox said. He shot Brian twice in the chest. Brian slumped down and Terry started wailing. We rushed to Brian.

Brian, can you hear me? I asked. His eyes fluttered and met mine.

Im sorry, he said. He coughed a little blood before losing consciousness. Krisis began first-aid immediately.

Hes alive, right? Kristin said.

Kiri, we still need to get Terry back, I told her. I wanted to promise her that her brother would be fine, but I didnt have the time to think about it. We need to get Terry back. Where is Fox?

He is going to the roof, Paul said, his voice tight. Hell probably try to take my helicopter. Go get him, Karis. Make him hurt, make him pay for everything; take your pound of flesh.

I bolted from Brians side and I smashed into the door to the roof. The rain was coming down in torrents, and there was a quarter inch of standing water on the flat roof of the building. Fox saw me and sprinted for the helicopter. I caught up with him as he was trying to open the door. Terry was screaming. I grabbed Fox by the neck and turned him to face me.

So you finally caught me, Fox said defiantly. He held my terrified, screaming child in front of him like a shield. What are you doing to do now?

This, I said grabbing him by the neck with one hand.

I picked him up and carried him to the edge of the roof. Foxs face remained defiant, challengingas if being carried by his neck was a common occurrence. When I stopped at the very edge of the roof, Fox glanced down and saw he was suspended nearly 1000 feet above the sidewalk. His eyes filled with fear and his face lost all color.

Rain poured down on us. Water dripped from my nose and hair. Terry was soaked and was not happy about it. I heard the roof doors open and close. Dusan had followed me.

I Ill drop him, Fox threatened weakly.

I will drop you, I said, staring directly into his eyes. Terry continued to scream.

Heroes cant kill people, Fox reminded me. His voice had begun to shake.

You did not need to kill Brian, yet you did. Now I am going to send you to join Bry.

Karis, no! Dusan said behind me. He put his hand on my shoulder and talked calmly into my ear. Drop him and your career will be over. Goddess, I beg youdont do it.

Goddess, Fox whispered. I know that A light went on. I knew it! Luescher was right! You are Waterford! Now release me or I will drop your boy, Tammy. If you are a good girl, I may even give him back one day. And Mr. Elliot, as an act of gratitude for that little tidbit of knowledge, I can now make your life just as difficult as your wifes. Perhaps the same fate as your ancient physician?

You killed Althea? I asked. After he said it, I knew it was true. You killed Althea, I growled.

Fox smirked. The kid is running out of time, Tammy. You better put me down now.

For a very long moment, I wanted with every ounce of my being to drop him off that building. I wanted to savor the terror in his eyes as I watched him realize as he fell that no one would be coming after him to save him. I wanted to will my hands to grab Terrence and drop Fox at the same instant.

But I couldnt. I couldnt make my hand let go of his neck. Dusan, despite both of our secrets being exposed, continued to whisper anything he could think of into my ear. He was rightI couldnt throw away my career. I had worked too hard and come too far in so little time to throw it away. If I dropped him, Id just jump off after him out of instinct.

Fox relaxed a little when he saw the hate leave my eyes. I sighed and placed his feet on the edge of the roof.

Good choice, goddess, Dusan whispered, patting my shoulder.

Fox, confident that he wouldnt die that night, became defiant.

I guess I wont be needing this anymore, he said. He tossed my screaming child over the side of the building.

NO! I screamed. I pushed past Fox and leapt off the building after my child.

I realized almost immediately that I was not going fast enough to catch up with Terrence. On instinct, I pushed where the activation button for Flashs rocket boots should have been. A sudden burst of speed shoved me closer to the ground, and I began picking up speed at an unsafe rate. In my stupor preparing for the evening, I had grabbed my new set of rocket boots that had yet to be colored to match Lightnings costume. That the boots even worked after being soaked by the water on the roof was nothing short of a miracle.

Once I caught up with Terrence, I quickly rotated my body and hit the emergency turbo switch. The boots roared loudly, and even with the extra thrust, I narrowly missed the pavement. A few seconds later, I alighted on the roof of Waterford Industries, where Dusan was staring out over the edge of the building. Fox was gone.

You let him get away!? How could you do that? I asked Dusan over Terrys wailing.

Hes gone, Dusan said coldly. He looked over at me. I had never heard such a hard tone in his voice, and I hated that I could not see his eyes through his mask. I wanted to rip his facemask off so I could know exactly what he was thinking, but the news choppers were coming quickly. Karis, hes gone.

What do you mean, hes gone? You let him go?! I screamed, walking over to him. He backed away a few paces.

You went over after Terry and pushed him over the edge, taking him with you. I thought you werent going to kill him.

No I didnt, I said. I looked at Dusan. Did I?

You did. You killed him. Why didnt you grab him on your way back up?

On my way back up? Daniel, I just about hit the pavement myself. There was no way for me to catch Fox, even if I had known he was falling. Which I didnt! I said. His disbelief was palpable. Daniel, I didnt see him. You have to believe me. All I was thinking about was saving Terry. Thats all you should have been thinking about, too. Why was I the only one to go over the side of the building after our son?

Dusan only said, Its raining. Terrys uncomfortable. We should go home.

I began quieting my child as we walked back toward the door to the building. We met up with Krisis in Pauls office. Police and EMTs were swarming around Brian.

Theyre taking him to the hospital, but the preliminary diagnosis is good. There is nothing more we can do here, Krisis said, leading me away from the office. Where is Fox?

Dead, Dusan said. Krisis eyes went wide and he looked at me. I turned away from both of them and started the long journey down to the lobby.

I buckled Terry into his baby seat in Jagger, climbed behind the wheel, and started the car. Dusan and Krisis followed on the motorcycles. We drove quickly past the throng of onlookers, ambulances, police cars, wounded and fallen officers, and a sheet-draped body lying apart from the others.


Tribunal

The day after Foxs deathafter getting the go-ahead from AmberKrino met with Commissioner Stearns and the district attorney and explained the situation and my version of the story. Both guaranteed that Karis would not be charged with Foxs death. Fox had been a thorn in the citys side since before the Museum Massacre and the city was grateful to Karis for ridding the world of such a horrendous criminalespecially in view of all the police officers he and his henchmen had killed the night he died.

Brian had been remarkably lucky. The two shots to the chest had not directly hit any vital organs or arteries, and he eventually made a full recovery. Within the week, he was back home and ready to go back to work in the W.I. chemicals division.

Terrence came through the experience mostly unhurt. He had some hearing damage from the gun discharging so close to his head, but other than that he was unharmed. Amber told me that the hearing damage would most likely be temporary, and he should grow out of it.

With our house gone, Daniel and I moved back into the mansion. I spent the next few days staying busy replacing all of the essential items we had lostclothes, Terrys furniture, electronics, all of Daniels camera equipment, and the like. I threw myself into the murky world of insurance forms and replacement cost spreadsheets specifically so I wouldnt have to deal with what had happened that night. Daniel, also, seemed to be keeping his distance, and his silent treatment was excruciating.

I didnt sleep at all for the first week. Paul had put me on probation, so I wasnt able to go out on patrol, and Daniel spent every night familiarizing himself with Kingston and was not able to keep the nightmares at bay. The snatches of nap I did get, when I was completely exhausted, were full of nightmarish scenarios of Brian, Fox, Terry, fire, and Daniels cold shoulder. I didnt know which was more hurtfulthe fact that I had, albeit unknowingly, taken a life, or that the people most important to me in the world didnt believe it was unintentional.

A month after Foxs death I signed for a plain white unmarked tamper-proof, letter-sized envelope sent by registered mail addressed to The Waterford Household and Mr. and Mrs. Daniel Elliot. I walked into the kitchen and met up with the rest of the household.

What is that, Tammy? Tim asked, taking the envelope from me.

Paul took the envelope from Tim. His face lost its color and he let the plain envelope slip from his fingers.

That didnt take very long, he said sadly.

Daniel picked up and examined the envelope. Oh, goddess, he whispered sadly.

What is it? Kristin asked, taking the envelope from Daniel, ripping it open, and pulling out a short, two-paragraph typewritten note printed on NCFA letterhead. The note was addressed to Krino, Karis, Krisis, Flash, and Dusan.

In light of recent events, the National Crime Fighters Association hereby calls a tribunal. Your presence is required to determine Tamara Waterfords future as a member of the NCFA. 

The note gave the date and time for the tribunalto be held in two days.

So what does this mean? I asked.

It means that the NCFA heard about your part in Foxs death and they need to come down on youits not good PR to have a murderer in a heroes associationwhy do you think theyve never asked Vengeance to join? Daniel told me. No one will argue that some extenuating circumstances led to Foxs death. Hopefully, that will be your salvation.

But I didnt mean to push him off the roof. I didnt see him falling, I told them yet again, the tears threatening to reappear. What is going to happen if they vote against me?

You lose all professional heroing privileges, Daniel said.

What exactly does that mean?

It means that you will not be able to be a hero anymore, Daniel told me with pain in his eyes. You will still be expected to be a Good Samaritan and help those in immediate need, but you will not be able to go out on a regular basis and fight crime.

And if I assume another identity? I asked.

If the NCFA finds out, it will reveal your identityor identities in your caseto the press and move that charges be brought against you for murder and that you repay for whatever damage done to the city because of your crime fighting, Paul said.

Repairing all damage done to the city would bankrupt even us!

Not to mention our secrets would be out, Paul said. You know that cant happen.

They cant do this! I said.

They can and they have before, Paul said. You just need to plead your case and pray that they see your side of the story.

You are going to back me up, right? I asked, looking at them frantically.

Tim and I will be asked to testify as to what happened, since we were there with you. I may also be disciplined because I was the hero in charge, Daniel said. The rest will be up to everybody.

Youre going to tell them how I didnt mean to?

Tamara, the Council contacted me last week and asked for the communication logs from those two nights, Kristin said. Thats probably why we are going to have the tribunal. Everyone is going to hear what you said.We know you didnt mean to, but thats not what everyone else going to deduce from the tapes.

The Council is just going to ask us what happened that night. Its up to you to put up your defense. We cant help you, Daniel said.

But you dont think that I should get kicked out of the Association, do you? I asked. I was starting to panic. I cant lose Karis and Flash, too.

Goddess, youre a good hero, but you made a mistake. Just prepare yourself for the possibility. You know that no one there wants to be the one to cast the deciding vote against you, but it may happen. You need to plan for worst-case.

Daniel is right, Paul said. You killed someone, Tamara. Accidental or on purpose, that is something that shouldnt be done by anyonelet alone a hero. The Association cannot let that slidefor its own good.

Your best defense is to just go in there, tell them what happened, and throw yourself on the mercy of the group. Tim, Kristin, Daniel, and I cant tell them everything that happened between you and Fox before that night, but you can. You will have the opportunity to bring your entire history with him out in the open, and thats what you will need to do. We all have archenemies that we wish we could throw off buildingsyou know that. You may get some sympathy votes when everyone else knows your background with Fox.

You all still think I pushed him on purpose, dont you? None of them said anything. If you dont believe me, how could anyone else? Do you honestly think I can beat this?

No one has yet, Paul said after a moment. But no one else has had the same experiences with their enemy as you haveuse that to your advantage.

But what am I going to do if they take heroing away from me? I asked. I dont know if I could go on if Karis and Flash were taken away from me. Theyre the only things I have left.

Dont talk like that, Daniel said harshly. I thought we had talked about this before. You still have us. We still have Terry thanks to you. Kenny isnt going anywhere soon, according to the vet. Flash and Karis are not the only things you have left. You have gone through so much worse than this. Besides, you gave up the heroes on your own for a time. How would this be any different?

Dont you dare try to make this okay! I screamed at him. I have lost everything. I lost my parents and Ryanagain. Ive lost all of you. Now youre saying that I could lose my ability to keep this from happening to anyone else?

Tamara, calm down, Paul said sternly. If it comes to that, well figure something out. Ill make sure youre part of the team somehow. I know you want us to believe you didnt mean to kill Fox. Frankly, after everything youve gone through, Im surprised that this was the straw that broke the camels back.

And so Im just supposed to be all smiles and giggles when my own family doesnt believe that I had no intention of killing Fox? I asked, starting to cry.

Come on, goddess, lets go check on Terry, okay? Daniel said. He nudged my shoulder slightly. We still have Terry. Daniel took my hand and started leading me out of the kitchen.

I do still have Terry, I said quietly. He believes me.

Goddess, I want to believe you. But after everything you said that night, its hard. But Im not going to leave your side, no matter what happens. You know that. Remember? I promised.

Sure, I said noncommittally. Daniel opened our bedroom door and followed me in. Kenny jumped off the couch and ran to his best friend.

I checked on Terrence, who was still fast asleep, and then joined Daniel on the couch.

Goddess, could you look at me for a moment? he asked. When I looked into his eyes, he said, Tell me again and I will try to believe you.

Daniel, I swear on everything upon which I can swear that I didnt realize that I pushed Fox off the building when I was going after Terry. I swear that I didnt see him falling past me. If I had seen him falling, I probably would have saved his life, despite everything he has done to us. I was just too focused on Terry.

Daniel searched my eyes for even a hint of deception. After a moment, his expression softened and he smiled at me for the first time in a month.

You believe me? I asked. He nodded and a huge weight lifted off my shoulders. Thank you, Daniel. I wrapped my arms around his neck and held him as tightly as I could. I missed you.

What do you mean? he asked, holding me close. Ive been here the whole time.

No, you havent, I said. I cant really explain it, but you not believing me its been so hard. The nightmares have come back, Ive been so alone.

Im sorry, goddess.

And now, it looks like Ill never be able to patrol with you again.

Is that what your gut is telling you? Daniel asked.

I dont know, its not telling me anything. But you just told me to plan for worst-case; and not being able to help you every night would definitely be the worst-case scenario.

Goddess, I dont want you to stress about this. Some people at the Association may not believe that it was an accident and vote against you because they think it was premeditated. Others will understand that you didnt mean to push him over, but you did anyway, and they will have to vote against you solely on principle. You know that, dont youthat some may have to, even if they dont want to?

I know, I told him. I probably would, too, if I were themon principle.

But whatever happens, he said, taking my hand and fingering my wedding ring, whatever they decide, Im not leaving you. You know that, right?

Sure, I said noncommittally.

Tamara, ask your intuition, he said. For me. Please?

Fine, I said. I took a moment to think about the future and smiled at him.

Told you, he said with a grin. I cant promise you that Ill be around until were both old and wrinkled and living in Commander Goodbyes Superhero Retirement Home. But I swear that however much longer Im here, Ill spend that time with you and only you.

If my license gets revoked, I dont think Ill be able to get into Commander Goodbyes when the time comes.

If Im aroundand if it comes to thatIll make sure you get in, I promise, Daniel said with a grin. Now, how about we go out to dinner to celebrate this reconciliation?

I dont know, Daniel, I said. I am still freaking out about this tribunal. I need to sit down and think about my defense. Though I will appreciate it if you stay home tonight.

Want some sleep, eh? he asked.

You can call it that, I said with a grin. Daniel chuckled. At that moment, I got a text message from Amber telling me she was coming over to check Terrys hearing again.

Ill take care of that, goddess, Daniel said. You worry about what youre going to say. But this is the last time we can talk about it. Really, we werent supposed to talk about it with you at all.

Thanks, Daniel. For everything.

A few minutes after Daniel left, there was a knock at my door.

Tammy? Can I come in? a familiar voice asked.

Brian?

Yeah, he said, opening the door. I jumped up and ran to him and gave him a hug.

What are you doing here? I asked.

Kiri told me about the possible tribunal back when the NCFA requested the computer logs from that night. I started looking into what happened, and I think I found something useful.

Forget that for a minute, I said, leading him over to one of the couches in front of the fireplace. He was still walking stiffly, but looked remarkably well for being shot five weeks before. How are you doing?

As well as can be expected for a man whos been shot, he said. How are you doing? You dont look so good.

Its been a rough month, I told him. Not as rough as yours, but I havent been sleeping well. Enough about me, what did you want to tell me?

Two days later Amber came over to help Edmund babysit, and Paul, Tim, Kristin, Daniel and I flew to Washington, DC for the tribunal.

My family left me standing outside the meeting hall as they changed. I was not allowed to be in costume for the tribunal. I felt naked being in the NCFA headquarters without my costumewhich was probably the point. Heroes who had been my close friends two months ago refused to talk to me. I tried to make conversation, but everyone refused to talk to me. Somelike Nen and Kurialooked sympathetic, but were still under orders not to talk to the accused.

When the tribunal started, I was directed to sit in an uncomfortable chair in a corner of the meeting room. I sat and Kuria explained to everyone the reason for the tribunala hero had taken a life. She also explained the possible outcomes. The council could rule in my favor and I would retain my membership and the ability to heroand be disciplined in a way to be determinedor rule against me and I would be stripped of the ability to hero professionally.

Kuria asked Krisis to give his account. Krisis started his story from when we entered WI headquarters. He made a point to emphasize what Fox did to Brian and Terrence. After he finished his account, the other members questioned him about his testimony.

As Kuria and the other members probed further, though, Krisis finally hung his head and admitted, She kept saying all the day before that she would kill him. She was so angry at him for what he had done. He looked to me sympathetically as if to say he was sorry.

She was so mad at him, Dusan said. Mad doesnt even begin to cover it. But in the endwhen she had a chance to drop him on purpose, she didnt. She brought him back to the roof. Her only thought was for Terrence when she went off that roofas mine should have been. Since then, Foxs death has weighed so heavily on her soul, as has her familys refusal to believe her. I could hear the but in his voice, but he didnt finish.

Tamara Elliotyou have been accused of maliciously taking a human life. You have heard the testimony. This is your chance to speak. How do you plead? Kuria asked, sitting at the head of the large oak conference table.

I may have inadvertently pushed him over the edge of the building, but there was no way I could have saved both Terry and Fox, I said. It was an accident. Dusan has it rightall I was thinking about was Terry.

Krisis is rightI did want Fox dead at the beginning of that night. He had tried to soil all of my good names. If you check your spam folder, youll probably find links to pictures of Brian, Daniel, and me in some very unflattering poses. That was a minor inconvenience compared to some of the other things he has done.

Fox joined up with Luescher shortly after my parents death. I believe he was the one who told Luescher that I was still aliveprompting Nothos to pursue me relentlessly for three years, all over a lost job.

Just over a month ago, through arson, he attempted to kill me, Tim, Kenny, and Terry. He poisoned Krino while the hero was in the hospital.

The next day Fox invaded the sanctity of our home and kidnapped Brian and Terry right from under our own roof. Krisis, Dusan, and I attempted to apprehend him. When we arrived, we rescued Terrence. Brian was not as fortunate as my child, but is still expected to make a full recovery. On the roof of Waterford Industries, Fox discovered my secret identity, as well as Dusans. He also very plainly told me that he was the mastermind behind the death of our team physician last year.

Yes, I wanted him dead. And yes, I guess when he threw my son off of the top floor of Waterford Industries headquarters, I must have pushed him over when I was going after my boy. Foxs death was my fault, but it wasnt deliberate; I didnt even know that he was gone until Dusan told me after I rescued Terry.

But I would like to now present some evidence that proves that, even in terms of superhero physics, I wouldnt have been able to save him. Brian, our lab tech, calculated the physics of Foxs fall and he has determined that it would have been physically impossible for me to save Fox, even if I had known he had fallen.

How can we know this is true? one of the superheroes asked.

Our lab tech is ready to explain his calculations over video conference, if you will allow it.

You cannot do that, the challenging superhero said incredulously. You cannot bring a civilian into this proceeding.

I think I will allow it, Kuria said. This is a very serious matter, and we do not want to make the wrong decision.

Thank you, Kuria. If you allow me a minute, I will get everything set up. He will not be able to see anything on this end, and you will be able to question him on his findings.

A few minutes later, Brian started his presentation. By using satellite imagery from the encounter on the roof, the trajectories of all three of our falls, and simple laws of physics, Brian was able to prove that there was no possible way I would have been able to catch both Terry and Fox and save both of them. He even proved that the fastest superhero known in the Association would have had difficulty saving both my son and my enemy. A few of the more skeptical superheroes asked Brian some questions, but the change in the group was palpable. If I hadnt known the outcome before going in, I would have breathed a sigh of relief.

Thank you, Tamara, Kuria said after no one had any more questions for Brian. She proceeded with the vote.

The vote went quickly. While the vote was not unanimous by any stretch of the imagination, there were very few votes for my outright dismissal from the NCFA. I let out a sigh of relief, confident that I would be disciplinedand I knew that would not be pleasantbut I would not lose my membership in the NCFA or the ability to be a hero. And then we could go home and start rebuilding our life. Dusans was the last vote counted.

Dusan, how do you vote? Kuria asked. Everyone was looking toward the hero.

Come on, Dusan, I said quietly. Lets get this over withI want to go home.

Dusan mumbled something and hung his head.

Please speak up, Dusan, Kuria said.

I vote against, Dusan said quietly. Everyone began murmuring at how, exactly, my own husband could vote against me, but I had already known the outcomeand why he voted the way he did. I had made a mistake, and hadnt been as careful as I should have been. Foxs death was my fault, and I would have voted the same way had our positions been reversed.

The motion has been carried, Kuria said. She looked at me with sympathy in her eyes. Tamara, we will contact you in a few weeks, after we determine the appropriate punishment. Until then, you are not allowed to hero. she said. Some of the heroes began shuffling away, and quiet conversations began, our work being done.

Thank you, Kuria, everyone.

Kuria smiled at me. You knew this was going to happen, didnt you? she asked.

Of course I did, I told her. 

And Dusans vote?

No surprise. He pretty much told me he was going to vote that way. Suddenly, all conversations and shuffling stopped. Quite a few of the superheroes looked at Dusan.

Kuria raised her eyebrows and looked in Dusans direction. You spoke about this before today?

Dusan looked around at everyone and shook his head violently.

Not exactly, I told everyone. The only thing we actually talked about was what that white envelope actually meant. But even if I wasnt intuitive and I wasnt married to him, Ive still known him long enough to be able to read him pretty well. However, since I am married to him, Ive known him for what seems like forever, and I am one of you superheroes, it wasnt hard to know how he was going to vote.

Kuria smiled. Fair enough. We will be in contact soon as to the nature of your disciplinary action.

Thank you, I said. Ill look forward to it. Oros looked at me with raised eyebrows. The sooner I know what it is, the sooner I can get it over with and the sooner I can be back out protecting Kingston.

As we were flying home, Daniel came and sat down next to me. He had been purposefully avoiding me since we had boarded the plane.

Are you okay? he asked.

Of course, I said. I finally got all the insurance paperwork done, this whole thing is done with, and as soon as we figure out where were going to live, life can get back to normal.

You sure? he asked. You dont want to know why I voted against you?

Some may have to vote against you on principle, even if they dont want to, or something like that. Right? Now, if yours had been the deciding vote, youd be moving in with Kenny.

Daniel laughed, and we spent the rest of the flight budgeting the insurance money.


Revelations

A few weeks after the tribunal, I finally received word about my punishment for my part in Foxs death. I was, officially, not able to hero for the next 24 months. It felt like a death sentence until I read the stipulations. I was allowed, at the most once a week, to put on my Flash costume and visit Adish in Kirkbride. During my pregnancy, when I was not able to even fit into my costume, I had not kept up on my visitation schedule, and Adish had, apparently, lodged a complaint with the NCFA.

Well, at least its not a complete dismissal, Daniel said when we got the letter.

Yep, could have been a lot worse, I said. But, if you dont mind, I think Im going to go fly over to Kirkbride. I havent been flying in forever. While I hated the idea of continuing my visits with Adishwho was continuing in his delusion that we would someday be togetherit was a fair trade-off if it meant I could possibly be able to hero again soon. It wouldnt do, the NCFAs letter said, for a superhero to run away from a battle, and I had the blessing of the Council to intervene on an innocents behalf should the situation arise as I was flying to or from Kirkbride.

And they know full well my penchant for finding trouble, I said in amazement. I guess Ill just mostly be support staff for all of you for the next two years.

Not quite, Paul said, coming into the dining room where we were reading the letter. I have been asked to host a newly-discovered mutant. They want you to help her hone her powers and help shape her into a superhero.

What is this? I asked. Some kind of superhero exchange program?

Paul smiled. Something like that. Kuria says that this young mutant could go either way, and they want to make sure shes not pushed over to the dark side.

I can see how that might be important, I said. And how am I supposed to help her? I havent known about my mutation for more than a year.

Yes, but your type of mutation lends itself to helping others hone their skills, Paul said. You will know instinctively what your pupil needs before she does.

I looked at Paul. So, I guess this means that were staying here, at least for the next two years?

Paul smiled. Looks that way, he said. I was kind of looking forward to having the house to myself again with you and Tim up and out, but I guess its not going to happen now.

Whatever, Dad, I said. You were terrified of having this big, old house all to yourself. I know why we were invited over for dinner more nights than not.

I have no idea what youre talking about, he said with a grin. He looked at Daniel. Are you okay with this?

Living with my in-laws, Daniel said. Well, if it were anyone else, Id have to say no, but considering how large your house is, I think I can make this work.

Youre just as bad as he is, I told Daniel. I turned to Paul. He loves it here. He was asking me a week ago if it was too early to start calling you dad. When can we expect our new houseguest?

Probably in a few weeks. You have time to get settled in and get used to living here again. Oh, and you have to move to the other side of the house. You two and Terry will have the suites in the other wing.

A few days later, after everything was settled and furniture was moved so that we had easy access to the safe room in both our suite and Terrys play room, I started thinking about the night Terry was kidnapped. Something didnt add up.

Brian knew exactly where his safe room was, and about once every six weeks since I had first been kidnapped the summer my family was killed, Paul had surprise drills to make sure everyone in the house knew where the safest panic room was and could get to it quickly, efficiently, and relatively unnoticed. Fox should not have been able to kidnap my son and his babysitter.

The idea bothered me the rest of the day. That night, after the team went out on patrol, I took my place at the $50 million crime computer and pulled up the surveillance video from that night. The file had been manually deleted. But, of course, there were backups of backups of backups, and the final level only I could access. I had to go pretty deep to be able to find video from that nightwhoever covered their tracks did not want me to find thisbut I finally found what I wanted in a purposefully-mislabeled backup file.

I dont think even my gut had any idea about what I found. I searched for some video from the next night that the computer was programmed to record, and was equally shocked.

I made a DVD of the videos, backed it up onto my tablet and waited for the best time to bring it up.

After everyone had had their post-patrol nap, breakfast had been eaten, and Paul had left for his day job running Waterford Industries, I took the video to my husband.

Daniel, I need your opinion on something, I said.

As long as its not, Does this make me look fat, Im all ears.

Trust me, I dont need you to tell me when I look fat. I have the tabloids to do it for you. No, I just need to see something and know what you think about it.

Whats your gut say? he asked. Well just go with that.

I already know what my instincts say, I told him. And Im sure theyre right as always. I want to know what you think about it.

Daniel sighed. Fine, what is it that you want me to see?

I showed him the two videos I had recovered from the computer. He replayed them three times before putting the tablet down.

This is bad.

I know.

We need to tell Paul.

Thats what I thought, too. Do we wait until everyone is home this evening, or do we go see him now?

I think we should go see him now, Daniel said. He needs to see this first, before everyone else.

We took the tablet and the incriminating video downtown to the Waterford Industries building. We entered the private, hidden elevator and went all the way up to the top floor where Paul had his office. This particular elevatordifferent from the ones that everyone else rodecame up directly into Pauls office, no need to get permission from his secretary to enter. Paul was preparing for a meeting when the elevator doors opened.

Can it wait, Tamara? he asked.

How long? I asked back.

Until after lunch?

I shook my head. No, this has to be dealt with, I told him.

Is it that serious? he asked.

I nodded.

What is it about? Paul asked.

That night, I told him, knowing I didnt have to elaborate further.

Paul sighed. Show me, he said.

I took out my tablet, opened the video file and showed him what had concerned Daniel and me so greatly.

The first video, taken on the night of the kidnapping, showed Brian and Terrence when the rest of the team was downstairs. The time stamp showed that the video took place while Krisis and I were still at the hospital searching for Fox. The video showed Brian packing up a diaper bag with bottles, diapers, formula, and everything else he would need to care for an infant for a few days, including his car seat. When he finally was able to zip up the over-stuffed diaper bag, he made a phone call. I had edited the numerous hidden camera feeds to follow him down the stairs, into the foyer, and to the front door. He pushed the button to open the front gate and waited a few minutes. Then, he opened the door for Fox. When Foxs henchmen stormed in to raid the house, he looked a little confused, but stayed put and spoke to Fox for a bit while our house was pillaged. From the looks of things, when the henchmen were done, Brian went along willingly when everyone left.

Im sure Brian has a reasonable explanation, Paul said. His voice, however, conveyed his intense anger at the betrayal.

It gets worse, I said. Brian didnt know the next video even existed. He had deleted the first onea few timesbut didnt know that the cameras in here are motion-activated. The next one has audio.

Play it, Paul ordered.

I pushed the touch screen and the next video began playing. The video, showing Terry, Brian, and Fox in Pauls office, had been taken by a low-light camera. After Fox had gained access to the building and to Pauls office earlier that evening, they had made sure to keep the lights off to not attract attention before they wanted it. The video was grainy, the light was poor, but the audio was crisp and clear.

Let me know when you want me to activate the tracking device, Brian said. Terry appeared to be asleep in his car seat, but both Daniel and I knew he had to have been drugged; Terry absolutely hated being stuck in his seat when not in the car. Once Tammy is able to locate the babys signal, theyll contact the heroes and Karis and Krisis will be here within an hour. But it will go better for all of us if your henchmen leave.

Fox, rummaging through papers on Pauls desk, waved to his second-in-command and told him to pack everyone up and leave. He turned to Brian. Call them. I ended the video.

You know the rest, I said. What do you want to do?

Let me think about it, and well discuss it tonight at dinner.

Do I show it to Amber and Kristin?

Paul thought for a moment, then nodded.

Daniel and I went home, found Edmund, Kristin, and Amber, and showed them the video. Kristin refused to believe what she saw.

He knew what Fox was capable of; he never would have teamed up with him. He wouldnt have helped. The doorbell must have rang, and thats why he opened the door.

Kiri, if the doorbell had rang, we would have heard it downstairs, Amber said. I dont want to believe it, either, but look at the video. He certainly knew what he was doing.

But how would he even have gotten in touch with Fox? Kristin asked.

Brian is resourceful, Edmund said. He has been learning our computer system since Tamara left for college. He certainly could have done something as easy as track Fox down, and then deleted the videos.

Im sorry, Kiri, I said. I didnt want to believe it, either.

So what is Paul going to do? Kristin sighed.

We dont know yet, I told her. Were all going to discuss it tonight when Brian, Tim, and Dad get home.

That night, when the three men returned home, Tim and Brian saw the video for the first time. Brians face went from shock, to embarrassment, to mortification as we watched the surveillance videos in silence.

What do you have to say for yourself? Paul asked.

Where did you find these? Brian asked.

Nothing ever really gets deleted, I told him. I needed to know what happened that night, so I did some investigating. Why?

Brian hung his head and sighed. I was desperate. I thought I could handle being here, with you, and the baby, and, he glared at Daniel, him. But I couldnt stand it. I thought I dont know, it was stupid, but I thought that if I was the one who defeated Fox 

You thought Id fall in love with you again? I asked. You thought I would leave Daniel if you saved our son?

He wasnt supposed to shoot me, Brian said. I had it all planned out. When you guys had freed me, I was going to grab the gun and kill Fox. If I was your hero, perhaps then you would come back to me. Im sorry.

Terry almost died, I said. And Fox is dead because of me.

That wasnt supposed to happen, Brian said. You werent supposed to be the one who killed Fox.

And theres no telling what the long-term effects Terry may suffer because of the long-term sedation, Amber said. I still dont know what you used to keep him under control.

Brian hung his head. I dont know, either. Fox gave it to me. He sighed, and looked at Paul. What happens from here? he asked.

Youre fired, Paul said. You violated the sanctity of our home, you violated our trust, you used our technology and your knowledge of our secrets against us. You tried to cover your tracks. You are fired. You are still an asset at Waterford Industries; you may continue on there if you like, but you are no longer part of the team. You need to leave the house immediately.

I understand, Brian said.                                                                        

What is more, you can no longer be trusted with our secret. Paul snapped his fingers and the door to the kitchen opened. One of the more obscure members of the NCFA, whose main haunt was the dark alleys of Rio, came in.

Our friend here, Paul said, has the ability to remove memories. He will remove everything in your mind pertaining to your knowledge of our secret identities. You will continue to remember people, places, and important events that do not involve the heroes. It is easier for you if you do not resist.

You cant do this! Brian said.

Brian, this needs to be done, Kristin said quietly. The same would happen to any of us if we violated Pauls trust.

Youre going to just sit and let him do this? Brian asked his sister.

You shouldnt have done what you did, she said sadly. Ill find some kind of explanation for Mom and Dad.

The baby monitor began blinking. I need to go check on Terry, I said. I looked at my friend. Good bye, Brian.

I walked up the stairs, a huge knot in my gut. When Daniel came in about ten minutes later, all he said was, Its done.

I know it was the right thing to do, I told him. But its not going to end well.

Goddess, whats done is done. He made his decision, and now he has to live with it.

No, I said. He doesnt.We do.
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