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CHAPTER 1

AN HONEST SESSION
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“So, Emily.” The woman’s voice was cold as she settled into the big, brown, comfortable chair across from her. “Can you please explain the issue?”

Emily felt her heart throbbing in her chest. She glanced to her left, searching for words. “Well,” she murmured, quickly dropping her gaze to the floor. “You see... uhm...”

“Just take a deep breath,” the woman said, her red lipstick stark against her mouth. “It’s fine. Everything said here stays here, if that’s what you want.”

“It’s just... You didn’t tell me about the plan for Victoria.” Emily finally looked up, meeting Harry’s eyes. “You hid the truth from me.”

Emily and Harry sat next to each other on a red couch, careful to keep some distance. Emily was still furious with him.

About a month ago, Harry had given orders to Jamal, a new soldier with an incredibly advanced suit, and Ramona, who was murdered by Victoria because she was accused of working for Dave Marty. Their mission was to kill Victoria. Emily had worked alongside them, believing they would only arrest her.

Harry sat with his arms crossed, silent.

“Harry,” the woman prompted. “In couples therapy, you’re supposed to talk to each other. That’s why you’re here. You both want to fix the problems in your relationship. Isn’t that right?”

“Yes,” Harry replied, his tone edged with annoyance.

The therapist continued to watch Harry, but he just stared out the window. “Are you going to look out the window for the rest of the hour?”

He didn’t answer.

Emily stared at her arm, mind drifting back to Victoria, who had broken every single bone in her body. She had underestimated her, badly.

“Even your posture says a lot about you.”

Harry’s head snapped toward the therapist. “Excuse me?” he snapped, anger flaring in his eyes.

“You’re closed off,” the therapist said, jotting something down on her notepad. “It’s true. Posture reveals a lot about someone. Maybe we shou-”

“Fuck this,” Harry said, standing up abruptly. “I’m done.”

As he turned to leave, Emily grabbed his arm and yanked him back onto the couch. She forgot her super strength for a moment, and the legs on his side of the couch collapsed with a crack.

“Damn it, Emily!” Harry shouted. “You know all of this is a bunch of bullshit.”

“Quiet!” the therapist snapped, glaring at them, clearly annoyed about her now broken couch. “I can see why the two of you are here. Harry, give Emily her answer.”

Harry finally looked Emily in the eyes. “I sent them to kill Victoria because I don’t want any more loose ends. I stopped trusting her after she left the Outcasts.”

“Then you shouldn’t trust me either,” Emily whispered, her voice small. Harry gave her a confused look, so she pressed on. “I was kicked out of the Outcasts, remember? All because of your stupid actions.”

Emily felt utterly isolated. The Outcasts didn’t trust her anymore, not after she’d been with the people sent to kill Victoria. The funny part was, she completely agreed with Omar’s decision. Not because she wanted to, but because it was the only way anyone would believe that Victoria wasn’t the bad guy.

“I remember,” Harry said with a sigh. “I agree, it was stupid. But Victoria had almost killed you.”

“After I almost helped kill her...” Emily murmured, eyes fixed on the ground. “You even decided to tell the world about it without telling me.”

“You were recovering at the base!” Harry shouted. “What was I supposed to do, let Victoria walk all over us?”

“What was so wrong with locking her up?” Emily yelled, standing. “Tell me! At least she would’ve lived. She could have gotten the mental help she needed.”

“Victoria would’ve found a way out!” Harry yelled back, rising to his feet as well. “She’s smart. She could have faked getting better, and if we brought her to Chile, she could just come back!”

Emily was silent, just staring him in the eyes.

“What do you have to say now?” Harry shouted. “I’m just trying to protect you! Without you, I would fall apart.”

“You didn’t need to use me to gain her trust,” Emily said, her voice small again as she sat down on the broken couch. “We’re married, and yet you still lie to me.”

Harry threw his hands in the air. “You know Victoria could have easily come after you. Especially after the failed attempt.”

“That’s right,” Emily said, turning to look at him. “And that was your fault. Because of you, Ramona is gone. And because of you, Victoria might actually show up at our front door.”

Silence settled over the room for a long moment.

“But the truth is, Harry,” Emily continued, her voice still barely above a whisper. “You wanted to protect us, or at least that’s what you keep telling yourself. But by sending half of humanity after Victoria, you made her mental health worse.”

“Wha-”

“Almost everyone she loves was killed. She already had enough trauma. Now one of the few friends she had left tried to kill her. The ex-partner of the Outcasts tried to kill her. You even told civilians to go after her. If that doesn’t mess someone up, I don’t know what does.”

Harry bit his lip, searching for a way to reply, to tell her she was wrong. But the truth was, she wasn’t. Civilians were in danger because of him.

“Harry, do you have anything to say to that?” the therapist asked calmly.

“Leave yourself out of this,” Harry snapped, turning back to Emily. “Emily, you know Victoria is the reason people lost trust in the Outcasts and T.O.P.A.H. I’m just trying to protect everyone. And yes, I messed up. But still.”

“I’ve lied for you, Harry,” Emily said, looking at him steadily. “Even about Jamal. I never told anyone about the suit he was wearing, with the weapons that could stop a Xyreon.”

“I know,” Harry said, pressing his hands to his face. He could feel the tears coming, but he held them back. “You don’t know what it’s like, Emily.”

“I don’t?”

“No, you don’t!” Harry shouted, lowering his hands. “You’re not in charge of a worldwide organization that’s supposed to protect the planet from every kind of power! Do I have superpowers? No. But am I the one who needs to protect the Earth, to protect civilians? Yes, I am.”

“Don’t I do that too?”

“No, not on the scale I’m doing,” Harry said, his tone flattening, becoming emotionless. “You’re an incredible hero, Emily. But you go somewhere, fix the issue, and get out. T.O.P.A.H. has to monitor everything, all the time. We have to make plans to keep our losses down. It’s so hard to protect people you love when you don’t have powers. That’s something you don’t understand.”

“I do,” Emily said, glancing at the therapist. “Before T.O.P.A.H. existed, I fought in the army. I protected as many people as I could. I was there when King Ivar invaded, or when New Vazuno attacked New York. Hell, I’m the one who got you out of King Ivar’s universe.”

“Okay, let’s switch the subject,” the therapist said, trying to calm them down. “Are there any other things you might want to tell Emily? Something you haven’t shared before?”

Harry crossed his arms, looking cornered. “I’m done,” he muttered, and walked out of the office.

“See? This is the kind of attitude he’s shown me for the last month.”

The therapist sighed, glancing down at her notepad. “Honestly, Emily,” she said, her voice flat, “I don’t think there’s anything I can do with this.”

“What?”

“You see, I’m not trained for the superhero and world-saving stuff. Normal relationships don’t have arguments like these,” the therapist said, her face expressionless. “Usually, it’s the woman losing interest in the bedroom, or the man not helping with chores.”

Emily stared at her for a few seconds, at a loss for words. “Are you fucking kidding me? You couldn’t have told me that before we came here?”

“Sorry,” the therapist said, looking apologetic. “These are things you just don’t hear every day.”
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CHAPTER 2

USELESS SESSION
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Walking through the front door of her house, Emily tossed her keys onto the stairs and sat down heavily. “Can we fix this?” she whispered, her hands pressing into her scalp.

She lingered there for a few seconds, lost in her thoughts, but quickly forced herself up and climbed the stairs. She didn’t want Rose to see her like this. She tried to sound normal. “Rose? Where are you?”

She knocked on Rose’s bedroom door. When there was no reply, she pushed it open. The room was empty, but messier than usual. That was strange for Rose; she was always so organized.

The past few months had changed her. Ever since writing that article about the Water-Comet, Rose hadn’t really been herself. She was still there emotionally, still Rose, but she didn’t keep things tidy anymore, and she’d stopped looking after herself the way she used to.

Emily stepped out and headed to the bathroom. She rapped on the door three times. “Are you in here?”

It was locked. Someone had to be inside.

It wasn’t the first time Rose had holed up in the bathroom, refusing to answer. Sometimes she’d stay in there for hours. Rose loved her baths, and Emily always felt the lingering heat whenever she entered after her.

Emily didn’t bother waiting for an answer. She went back downstairs, knowing Rose wouldn’t respond, anyway. In the kitchen, she could hear footsteps above. Rose must have finally come out of the bath.

Emily sat at the kitchen table, warming her hands around a fresh cup of tea. Everything just kept piling up. First Omar went missing, then Aessoid, the attack on Barcelona, and now Victoria. It was like one endless, spiraling drama.

“Hey,” Rose said as she entered, cheeks flushed and breath uneven. “You’re home early. How did it go?”

“Terrible,” Emily said, staring into her tea. “He walked out early, and the therapist couldn’t help. She wasn’t even qualified for what we’re dealing with.”

“That sucks,” Rose said, her breathing slowly steadying.

“Why do you keep taking those scalding baths?” Emily asked, her concern slipping through. “Every time you do, you come out red and out of breath.”

“I just like it,” Rose said, heading to the fridge. “It calms me down.”

Silence settled between them. Rose tried to break it. “Why don’t you try a T.O.P.A.H. therapist? They’re supposed to be experts in traumatic stuff.”

“I know, but I feel like they’d just take Harry’s side no matter what,” Emily said, taking a sip of tea. “I don’t want anyone choosing sides. I just want him to understand what he did to me.”

“So what do you think he should have done?”

“I don’t know,” Emily said, sipping again. “He thinks I don’t understand him, but I do. The thing is, even though I understand, I don’t know if I can ever trust him again.”

Rose gulped her water and set the glass on the counter. “Do you think you’ll ever be with him again? I mean, I miss him too.”

“I really don’t know,” Emily said quietly.

A knock sounded at the door. Emily stood, cautious. Since Harry told the world that Victoria was a threat, she’d been on edge.

But through the window, she saw Harry. As she opened the door, he barged in.

“What are you doin-”

“I kept something else from you,” Harry said, not realizing that Rose was listening from the kitchen while she filled a new glass of water.

“What a surpr-”

“Another portal appeared months ago.” Harry stared at the stairs, his voice flat.

“What?!” Emily shouted, anger flaring in her eyes. “How could you kee-”

“Me and Omar thought it would be best to keep it on the low,” Harry whispered, his voice small, shrinking. “We didn’t think that world would be a threat.”

“Omar knew?”

Harry’s tone sharpened as he looked her in the eyes. “Look. A T.O.P.A.H. agent went there. The world seemed completely normal. The portal opened in the basement of an empty house, so no one from that side knows.”

“Then why are you telling me now?”

He hesitated, then pressed on. “Because I’m trying to get a team together to go in and learn more about them. As you know, portals can’t be closed. We did find out there are a couple of people with powers there, but we couldn’t stay long.” His gaze lingered on Emily. “I know we have our problems, but I talked to Omar about you.”

“About me?”

“Even though you’re not officially part of the Outcasts anymore, you’re still allowed to come on missions and such, whenever you want.” Harry’s voice softened, almost pleading. “He’s angry with you, but he knows how valuable you are. You’re also allowed to be among the first people to go to Aessoid if the portal ever opens.”

“So I’m part of the Outcasts while not being part of the Outcasts?” Emily’s confusion was palpable.

“Yes,” Harry replied.

Neither of them noticed that Rose was still listening, but it didn’t matter. She was allowed to hear everything anyway.

“And when you’re with the Outcasts, you don’t have to give me any information about their plans or whatever. I promise I wouldn’t even think about asking you.”

Silence pressed in, heavy and unyielding, until Emily finally spoke. “You think it’s good between us again just because you got me back in the Outcasts? You walked away from our therapy session.”

“Oh come on, that woman didn’t know what the hell she was doing.”

“Still...” Emily looked away, pain flickering across her face. “Victoria is left all alone. People still want to kill her, thanks to you.”

“I’m sorry.” Harry buried his face in his hands. “I will find a way to fix this. But tomorrow, you have an appointment with Omar at the Outcasts building in Los Angeles.”

“Okay.”

Harry kicked at the air, frustration simmering. He knew he wasn’t supposed to ask anything of her, but he did anyway. “About the portal...”

“Sure,” Emily said, not backing down from investigating the other universe. “But first, tell me what you want to achieve with it.”

“Fine,” Harry sighed. “I want to ask the individuals there to join my superhero team. The one I’m creating.”

“What?”

“Don’t worry. I didn’t keep this from you,” Harry said, sarcasm threading through his words. “The Keepers of Peace. It’ll be a superhero team working from within T.O.P.A.H., and I want you to lead it.”

“Me?” Emily’s disbelief was clear.

“Yes, you,” Harry said. “The team will include Jamal.”

“What about Ramona, if she ever shows up again? I mean, Victoria couldn’t have possibly killed someone invincible.”

“She’s out. Her public image is too damaged.” Harry stared at the floor before meeting Emily’s eyes again. “I was thinking about a few others. I want Britney, Bob when he gets better, and the Fire-Comet, since she spends more time in the States than in Europe.”

Suddenly, Rose choked and spat out her water, coughing as if she couldn’t believe what she’d heard.

“Are you okay?” Emily asked, peering past Harry.

“I’m fine,” Rose managed, still coughing. “Completely fine.”

“So let me guess. The team you have right now is me and Jamal?” Emily turned back to Harry.

“Yes,” Harry admitted, shame in his voice. “The portal is in Germany. Berlin, to be specific. Make sure you’re at T.O.P.A.H. in two days.”
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CHAPTER 3

MEETING OMAR AGAIN
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Walking out of the spaceship soon after it landed on the helipad atop the Outcasts building, Emily made her way toward the door leading to the stairs.

The weather in Los Angeles was beautiful, and that was probably why Omar was here. He deserved a little rest after everything that had happened, though everyone knew he wouldn’t actually rest much.

As Emily descended the stairs, anxiety twisted in her chest. Maybe Omar didn’t want to talk, maybe he wanted to kill her. He loved Victoria, and everyone knew it. Given what Emily had done, maybe she deserved it.

She entered the top penthouse, a vast living room with a kitchen, balcony, pool table, and even a bowling alley. The space was open, modern, and almost intimidating in its luxury.

“Emily,” Omar called, stepping out from the kitchen. “Good to see you.”

Her heart pounded so hard she could barely hear herself think, but she forced herself to act as if nothing was wrong. “The place looks really nice after Liveos destroyed it with the red slime.”

“I know,” Omar replied, glancing around. “The new marble kitchen is incredible, and the bowling alley’s a nice touch.”

Emily stood there, waiting, unsure what would come next. Omar broke the silence. “Want something to drink? Soda? Lemonade? Water?”

“A lemonade would be nice.”

Omar walked to the kitchen, opened the enormous fridge, and pulled out a bottle of fresh lemonade. He poured it into a glass and set it on
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