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CAPE HIGH VILLAINY: A SIDE STORY

   

The book you’re about to read is a compilation of stories, some which have been published before, some of which were written specifically for this book. The stories all have one thing in common; they focus on the villains of the Cape High universe. If you’ve been following the series so far, you know that the super villains are as important in my world as the heroes are—actually, according to Max, they’re MORE important. Without a good villain, all you have is a man or woman running around in tights. 


For this side story book, I want to focus on a very particular set of villains. As much as I love the three stooges of evil (Max, Jack, and Ace) today we’re going to get a closer look at our side character villains, because let’s face it, every villain should have his or her day, right?

   
   






PANTHER

   

We start out with a tale that takes place relatively early in the series. In book four, Adanna was almost captured by a crazy norm who liked to keep burgeoning supers in cages like pets. Of course this led to the freedom of the “zoo kids,” but it also really angered Adanna’s papa, Panther. Panther had a little “chat” with the Collector, which wound up with Collector stuck in a hospital bed, unconscious. And while Panther’s punishment for this attack is briefly mentioned in the books, it was only seen on my blog, and now, here. (As an interesting note, this story is the first time that all of the Hall leaders were introduced.)


So may I present to you, revised and lengthened, “The Black Cat Files.” 
   




THE BLACK CAT FILES


 


The Trial

   
 The slender man walking into the hospital looks to be, at oldest, fifty. He’s one of the most handsome older guys that she’s ever seen, Betty silently assesses as he approaches her desk. “Hello, my dear,” he says with a little smile. “I’ve come to visit a business acquaintance. Mister Charles Colleck.” 
 “Oh--um--yes--I just,” Betty finds herself stuttering, even though she’s done this job for years. She starts tapping away on the computer to give herself something to focus on. He’s better looking up close. He has to be one of those classy rich men that run a business, she’s positive.  He probably has a beautiful trophy wife and two or more ex-wives behind her. So she needs to focus on the task at hand, not at glancing at his left hand… which has no ring on it. 
 “Oh, yes, I’m afraid he’s still not responsive, Mr.--“ 
 “Monet. Frank Monet,” he says. “I know, it’s been almost a month now, hasn’t it?” 
 “Yes, it has,” she says, throwing in a good dose of sympathy. 
 “I would still like to check on him, if I might,” he says. “His room is--“ 
 “He’s still in 309,” she provides. 
 “Thank you,” he says before walking away. For a moment she feels the urge to protest. Something... what was it? She frowns and settles back into her chair, her eyes completely skipping over the clock and the sign on the desk. 

No visitors allowed.

   

***

   
 Now, of course he really does need to deal with Panther’s assault on a norm. It’s expected of him, Mastermental admits freely--to himself. But this isn’t the first time he’s visited this particular villain. No, there’s no “super” attached to that title when it comes to Collector--the man barely has a spine, much less a super strong one. Double M knows the truth. 
 Double M steps into the silent hospital room, heading for the rather large bed in the middle. He looks at the machines connected to the man first, seeing that the blood pressure and heart rate are in no danger of falling, nor are any of the other vitals listed. Then he looks to the man himself, reaching down and pulling one of the bandages up. The scars, well, of course there would be, considering, but they have mostly healed. They’re all claw marks that barely dug past the surface as they crisscrossed the large man’s ample stomach. 
 He was maimed, yes, but not as severely as the reports have it. In fact, Double M knows exactly why the man is still unconscious after all this time, and it has very little to do with Panther--and everything to do with a misplaced step and a very hard table corner. 
 “You keep coming at odd times,” a male says from behind him. “Waiting for him to wake up?” 
 “Is there any other reason to visit an unconscious man?” Double M asks, turning to the male nurse with a blasé smile. “Good evening to you, Nurse Hendric. It’s good to see you looking so... stern, as usual.” 
 “You don’t belong in here. This is a no visitor area.” 
 “Why yes, the weather is quite lovely, thank you,” Double M goes on, completely ignoring that comment. 
 “Don’t try lying to me like you do the desk ladies,” Hendric snaps. “I know what you are.” 
 “You do, do you?” 
 “You’re a lawyer of some sorts. Out to cash in on the obvious super attack here. But if you ask me, he deserved it. I saw on the internet where they broke those kids out. This tub of lard was behind it.” 
 “I hardly think it appropriate to call anyone a ‘tub of lard,’” Double M points out mildly. 
 “I don’t have anything against fat men, I’m not that slender, myself, but that--“ he looks at Collector, “being,” he spits out, as if he’s offended at having to use even that word on such a vile creature, “was capturing kids. Super or not, I figure a kid is a kid, right?” 
 A little smile pulls at Double M’s lips. “You’re very right.” 
 “Besides, it’s the huge knot on the back of his head that put him in a coma, even the doctors know that,” Hendric goes on, warming up to the topic. “Sure, I figure it was Panther, or someone with claws that did it, but the cuts weren’t deep enough to kill him, and they didn’t hit any of the main arteries. He wasn’t out to kill, although it might have been harder with the excess body fat.” He walks over to the unconscious man, looking him over. 
 “Yes, as I’ve concluded, myself,” Double M says. “But it’s very reassuring to have the word of a medical expert to back me up. Now I will leave you to your work, and neither of us will say anything of this little visit, as usual.” A lie, he fully plans on reporting to the other branch heads at the meeting. He has been hounded by them for the entire month, after all. Now he must, finally, deal with the issue that’s been lurking under the surface. 
   

***

   
 “Chinaza Michael Panterus, AKA Panther the tenth, I believe, please approach the council.” His voice echoes, Double M thinks with a sigh. He hates those times when his voice echoes. He watches silently, not looking to the left or to the right as the large African man in chains approaches the circle of chairs. The council is made up of the leaders of each branch of the Hall; North, South, East, West and Central, which has Double M sitting right in the center, as usual. That none of them really like each other? Well, that’s a story for another day. 
 Pan stops in front of him, ignoring the others as well, his eyes meeting Double M’s boldly even though his arms are hooked behind his back and a power inhibitor collar is around his neck. For a super’s trial, all precautions are taken. 
 “It has come to our attention that you have willfully attacked and harmed a normal citizen,” East Branch’s Marigold says, her voice sharp and shrewish. She has never agreed with Double M’s take on super villains, she thinks it is foolish and irresponsible. “How do you plead?” 
 “Guilty,” Pan says, “as long as you understand the full circumstances for this situation.” 
 “There are no circumstances great enough to--“ 
 Double M lifts a hand, stopping her. “I have heard these circumstances. I believe they’re in the file I sent to you before this council was called, Marigold?” he adds mildly, looking at the large woman finally. She blushes faintly, glancing at the file that has barely been touched in front of her. “But, since this is a fair trial, please tell us your side of the story, Panther.” 
 “I am a father and a scientist first,” Panther says proudly, his eyes going from one branch leader to the next. “I do not know if many of you know this, but in my personal life I run a large cat sanctuary, one that takes in and protects wild creatures unlawfully brought into the country as pets. I was informed that one was in need of a new home--“ 
 “Please get to the point,” the North Branch leader, Isotonic, says in a bored tone. 
 “Deciding to go to fetch the cat I left my only daughter with a very good friend of mine, Technico. While she was with Technico, there were attempts to kidnap her.” 
 The council--those that haven’t bothered to read the file--look at each other in surprise. “Your daughter... is she a super?” Marigold asks quietly. 
 “Yes, ma’am, my daughter is a very promising shifter. She is my pride and joy, and I would do anything for her. It speaks just how much I trust Technico when I say I left her with him--and how much that trust is rewarded when I say that she was protected and saved more than once during my trip.” 
 “Technico... Technico is that new boy of yours, right, Mastermental?” Negatia asks. 
 “He is,” Mastermental says. “He’s also Superior’s only son.” That sends a wave of shock through the group, which he had anticipated, and now enjoys. 
 “This kidnapping attempt was by Shadowman--but it was because he was hired. Nico found out that it was done by the norm Charles Colleck. And not only was he out to kidnap my precious daughter, he had kidnapped several other young supers, as well,” Pan says. This got an outright gasp from Marigold, which she promptly looked ashamed of. 
 “That is no reason to take revenge on your own. As a norm he should have been put into the norm system, forced to pay for his actions--“ the South Branch leader (who had read the file) says. 
 “I know the norm system, Century,” Panther says. “They would have been paid off just like everyone else he runs into. Or had he been put into the system, it would have not compared to the trauma he gave those young children in glass cages. I went there as a warning--one that he wouldn’t forget. I admit to roughing him up somewhat, but I did not put him in that coma. I wanted to put him in that coma, I won’t lie, but the man jumped to his feet, trying to bribe me as he backed up and stepped on yet another piece of trash in his room. His footing went out and he fell backwards, hitting his head on his desk.” 
 There’s a look of disgust on Panther’s face at this. “I will plead guilty to assaulting a norm, but I did not, at any time, plan on killing him. If you must punish me with the Cape Cells, I ask only that you do not hold this against my children. Adanna desires to be a hero, and Cubby has only just begun to talk.” 
 “She does?” Marigold asks. “And you support it?” 
 “I suppose I must,” Pan says with a shrug. “She has lofty goals that I have to appreciate. She plans on saving large cats in their native lands, rather than saving them after they’re already caught.” 
 “If you would take Panther out of the room for a bit, we will discuss this among the council,” Double M says to Mega and Falconess. “Do take him far enough that he won’t be able to hear, perhaps the soundproof rooms on the other end of the building?” 
 “You’re joking, right?” Marigold asks. 
 “I assure you, I wouldn’t be surprised if he could hear from there, as well,” Double M says with a hint of amusement. 
 The group goes silent as the two heroes take the super villain away, watching him with curious expressions. “We can’t take the Cape Cells off of the table, regardless of his motives,” Isotonic says. “Not only did he assault the man, he did it through breaking and entering--“ 
 “Really, Isotonic, he’s a cat burglar, of course he did it through breaking and entering,” Century says. 
 “What he did--tell me, they rescued the children, didn’t they?” Negatia asks Mastermental. 
 “Yes, they did. I take it you all understand just how precious a super child is to us,” Mastermental says. The others nod slightly, looking forward at the spot where Panther had been standing. “Just the loss of one is a major assault to the super community. That a norm--that anyone, really--would dare to go out kidnapping them and keeping them in glass cages as Collector did... It’s hard to fathom.” 
 “You have a son, don’t you, Mastermental?” Marigold asks. 
 “I do.” 
 “What would you have done had he been kidnapped?” 
 “That’s a controversial subject in itself, Marigold,” Double M admits. “My son would have destroyed the place on the very first day. But I do know where the question is heading for those that don’t have prodigies for children. Those with children who can get captured before coming into their powers fully will find it weighing on their minds.” 
 “I have a daughter,” Isotonic says quietly. “She’s only just starting to come into her powers--but with the right information, she could easily be held captive.” 
 “How would you handle the situation, Isotonic?” Century asks, leaning his massive, muscular frame back into the chair so he can look at his fellow Hall leader. 
 “My first thought is that I would have killed him, but of course I’m a hero, we don’t do that sort of thing. No... honestly, I wish to plead the fifth on that one.” 
 “Regardless, I did question what happened in that room, so I did a bit of research,” Double M says, pulling a small circle of metal out of his pocket. “Nico is, obviously, very interested in the outcome of this trial, and as such he provided me with a recording device.” Double M tosses the metal circle onto the table, where it starts to spin. Hendric appears in a hologram floating above it. 
   

***

   
 The soundproof cell on the opposite side of the Hall actually is far enough away to keep Panther from hearing them. It's not really on Pan's mind. He's more focused on sitting in a soundproof room with two A-class super heroes and a power blocking collar around his neck. They've had a few run-ins before. Who's to say they aren't going to get a bit of revenge on him now? 
 “So why did you do it, anyway?” Falconess asks, crossing her very long legs and leaning back as if this was a chat over tea. The woman is dangerous, Pan will be the first to admit, but she hasn’t made a move to attack him. Or even jab him when no one was looking. Mega had earlier, slightly. 
 “I believe you heard my side of the story already,” Pan says in a deadpan voice. 
 “Yes, of course we did. But you could have done things in a different manner. Sent some sort of warning, blown up a house he wasn’t in at the moment, traditional attacks.” 
 “Those wouldn’t have shown him who he was dealing with,” Pan says. “I don’t believe he knew who Adanna’s father is.” 
 “I see.” 
 “And you wanted him to?” Mega asks. 
 “My daughter is beautiful,” Pan says, and although he’s proud of that fact, he doesn’t say it proudly at this moment. It’s a statement of a fact. “She promises to be as beautiful as her mother. There were several... incidents in my wife’s past because of her appearance. People grow obsessed with someone that beautiful... they become stalkers. I’ve had to deal with a few of her stalkers before. I figured it was best to nip Adanna’s first stalker type in the bud before it truly got nasty. He very well could have kept trying to get her.” 
 “That... makes a lot of sense,” Falconess says quietly. 
 “How can you even agree with him?” Mega asks her. 
 “Have you ever had a stalker, Mega?” Falconess asks. “Because I have, it isn’t pleasant.” She stands up as the door opens. 
 “You can return to the conference room,” a man in a black suit says. He disappears as they stand up and head out the door. 
 “How many of those are there?” Pan asks, looking around curiously. “And how do you keep track of them all?” 
 “Various ways, fingerprint, facial recognition, eyeball scans, we even have their dental records in the system,” Falconess says, “plus several other identification methods that I can’t tell you about. I would toss out sneaking in dressed as one of them, if I were you.” 
 “I don’t think any of their uniforms would fit me,” Pan admits. 
 “I’ve met your daughter,” Falconess says as they start making their way across the building. “I’ve yet to talk to her in human form, but her cub form is quite adorable.” 
 “I knew you knew who she was!” Mega says, pointing at Falconess in an accusing manner. “You played it off in front of the entire cafeteria!” 
 “It was entertaining. Besides, she didn’t learn anything there that she didn’t already know,” Falconess says. “She was quite fond of the sausages. That was the weekend that this all took place,” she goes on, turning her attention back to Pan. “There was a recording of Shadowman’s attempted kidnapping. If they haven’t brought it up yet, I’m sure we can bring it to their attentions.” 
 “Thank you,” Pan says quietly. 
 “I have a daughter,” she says, equally quietly. “I wouldn’t tell you this under other circumstances, of course, but in light of the matter... I understand why you did it.” 
 “A daughter? Really?” Pan asks, letting a grin sneak past him, even though he still has no clue what will happen to him. “They're a joy, don’t you agree? Well, of course a son is, as well, but you know what I mean.” 
 “She is,” Falconess says. “She’ll be turning thirteen this year. I’m both worried and excited.” 
 “Consider Cape High,” Pan says as they reach the conference room. “It has done wonders for my Adanna.” 
 “I have been,” Falconess admits. “But she’s got the most outrageous crush that it might be troublesome.” 
 “On who?” Mega asks, showing that he’s still listening. “Is it that Justin kid?” 
 “No, of course not,” Falconess says with a sigh. “It’s Cold Steel.” 
 Pan chokes, shocked. “Really?” he asks. 
 “She was in line the day his poster came out. Really, I don’t see what she sees in him--I would hope for her to like a more wholesome boy, like Kid Liberty!” She opens the door and they both go silent, remembering why they’re there. 
 “Chinaza Michael Panterus, please approach the council,” Mastermental says. Pan feels a hand on his back before he walks forward, stopping in front of the group. “In light of the evidence, and based on the work you’ve done in the past, we will consider this the first mark on your record.” 
 “Really? The first one?” Century asks, looking over at Mastermental. 
 “Panther has never killed, and has, as much as this might shock you, always followed the regulations when staging an attempted robbery or heist. Truly, Century, the man is a legitimate scientist with a family background in villainy. He is, in all ways, shapes, and forms, playing the photo-op game.” 
 “To be honest,” Pan interrupts, “I much prefer this set up to how my forefathers operated. It brings in extra funding for my cat sanctuary and keeps the threat of the Cape Cells off my back.” 
 “And since this is the first mark on your record, we will settle for community service for three months. Mr. Panterus, we will arrange for Kim Nao to create a nondescript hero costume for you this weekend.” 
 “What?” Pan asks, although the question is echoed by both Mega and Falconess. 
 “You will assist the Hall until your community service is complete, acting as a generic super hero. All super villain activities will be on hold until that time. If this doesn’t work, we will discuss the Cape Cells. Do I make myself clear?” Mastermental asks. 
 “Yes, sir,” Pan says a bit numbly. Inwardly he was wondering what his super hero name would be. Black Cat? Or something equally bland and ridiculous. 
 “You are dismissed. Report to work on Monday after dropping your daughter off at school.” 
 He was not looking forward to it. 



 
   
   

Black Cat and the Mega-lomaniac


 

 *One Week Later* 

 

 "Really, I prefer something--" Pan says as he stares blankly at the uniform the Hall's tailor, Kim Nao, had built for him. It's a dark gray, with a silver design covering the arms and back in swirls. The mask even has ears. Not once has he had to wear cat ears--he usually provides his own. "Else," he finishes belatedly. Now, of course his Panther uniform has several versions. He even has a shadow panther uniform, one in grays and browns meant for the more subtle jobs, but not one of them has curly-cues, or whatever these mock tribal designs are… or ears. 
 "Of course you do," Kim says. The tiny Japanese woman is the greatest super tailor on the Hall's docket. She's also the one that designed most of his Panther uniforms on the sly. "That is why you're wearing this. Black Cat doesn't come from Africa. Black Cat is a new hero straight from the middle of America. You'll want to dull that accent of yours whenever you speak." 
 Pan stares at her. "And the codpiece?" he says after a moment. 
 "Regular villains tend to aim low," Kim says, patting him on the arm because she's too short to reach his shoulder. "Relax, Pan, you're only supposed to do this for a few months, I doubt you'll even have to worry about it." 
 He gives her a dark look, reluctantly stripping down to his boxers. "It doesn't change the fact that Amara insists on seeing my new uniform," he says as he steps into the suit, zipping up the hidden zipper on the side before pulling on the mask. "My wife is going to insist on photos." 
 "Ah, yes, the infamous portfolio," Kim says. She doesn't even blink at the sight of him in boxers. She's seen it several times before. "So tell me, are you working solo?" 
 "Of course not," Pan says. "I'm doing community service--that means they've stuck me in the position of sidekick." A faint shudder goes through both of them and her expression mirrors his. 
 "Oh, you poor man," she says. "Do you know who?" 
 "They're passing me around, according to Nico. I'm not sure who's first, though--" 
 "And I want to see the script--yes, I want to see it! It's a movie about me, isn't it?" Pan stares at Mega as the man steps into the room. "Send it to my agent," Mega finishes. "I have work to do." 
 No. Please, God, no. It's pure willpower that keeps Pan from saying that line out loud. 
 "You'll be working with me tonight," Mega says. "We're going to head over to Waldo. There've been rumors that a new super villain has set up shop, we need to find out for sure." 
 "A new super villain? Is it Cold Steel?" Pan asks, abruptly interested. Not that he wants to take the boy out, of course, but it's rather a bold move to move in on his territory--then again, if it is Cold Steel, he won't mind. The boy shows promise and will obviously be working a different style of villainy. 
 "No, Cold Steel is still in school," Mega says. "We'll know when he's setting up a base. It's not something we'd bother hunting down." 
 "True," Pan admits. "So this new super villain, who is it?" 
 "Some C or B-class with a talent for robbing banks," Mega says. "Really, I'm a bit surprised you haven't met her yet, she's in your territory." 
 "Her?" Pan repeats a bit blankly. 
   

***

   
 Now, really, Pan thinks as he jumps from one building to the next, he shouldn't be so surprised at the idea of a female super villain. In fact, he isn't at all. Females make great super villains. The real surprise is that a B-class female super villain is trying to set up in Central's territory, and if Mega is an indicator, not following standard procedures. Obviously she isn't, he adds, because she would have at least introduced herself to him. 
 Of course, Star Born had done the same--but Star Born hadn't been playing the brawling game. This one, apparently, has. He almost jumps to another building before realizing that his "partner" has been spotted by the public. 
 "Mega! Mega! Mega!" the crowd chants as the showboat hero starts floating above their heads. There's even a spotlight, Pan thinks in disgust as he slips into the shadows. How does this man get anything DONE? 
 "Hello, Kansas City!" Mega booms out, holding up his arms with his fists in the air. "I am MEGA!" They roar in response, the women screaming in joy as he lands on the ground in the middle of the group. This HAS to have been planned, Pan thinks with an inward groan. But there's no way he's going to get caught up in it, so he slinks back further into the shadows of the rooftop, wondering if he's going to spend the entire night waiting for the egomaniac below. "I'm pleased to tell you that filming of my new movie will take place right here!" he hears Mega say. "We're looking for extras!" 
 He should have brought a book, Pan decides as he sits down and looks up at the moon, or maybe his tablet. He's in the middle of researching-- 
 His excellent hearing picks up the sound of glass being cut a mile away. For a moment he debates ignoring it, because clearly Mega hasn't heard a thing, but on the other hand, it's better than just sitting here. He gets to his feet silently, glancing at the spotlight once more before taking off in the direction of the glass cutting. 
 It's simple enough to jump from building to building. He's been doing parkour since before most people even realized it was a sport. He stops on the building next to the sound of the glass, looking down into the alley behind the jewelry building, where a young female is slipping her hand through a hole in the back door, reaching for the handle. 
 "Really," he says, trying to keep his accent out of his voice. "Wearing all black? Breaking in the back door? Are you really even a super villain?" 
 She jerks her arm out of the glass door and turns to look up at him. "I am Black Cat! Mistress of the night!" she declares. 
 "No, I'm sorry, I claimed that name already," Pan says, only to wince as the alarm starts going off. "You didn't even turn off the security system?" he demands, plugging his ears with his fingers. 
 "I was going to, but you interrupted me!" the thief snaps. Pan groans as he hears the sound of police sirens coming down the street, but she doesn't even notice. She's too busy undoing a whip from her belt. "You're the first super hero I've run into in this town," she declares. "Once I beat you, I'll run this place!" 
 He stares at her blankly even as she starts climbing up the wall. "You're serious?" he says as she drags herself onto the roof next to him. 
 "I'm going to take you down, you--you Black Cat imposter!" she declares. 
 "You've never heard of the Central Hall?" he asks, stepping to the right as the whip comes down. "Mastermental? Even that arrogant blowhard, Mega? Surely you've heard of Firefly!" 
 "Ha! They're too busy posing for the cameras. I haven't seen a single one of them!" Her whip slashes out again, but he sidesteps to the left, practically ignoring it. 
 "My three year old is better trained than you are," Pan says, shaking his head with a sigh. 
 "Ohhh, so you bring out the smack talk, huh? Well my GRANNY looks better in tights than you do!" she declares. When he starts to laugh at her, she stares at him in confusion. It's just long enough for Mega to land on the roof behind her. 
 "I see you've cornered the suspect, Black Cat," he says. "Young villainess, you are under arrest--" The thief's eyes grow wide and she jerks, twisting to look at Mega. The smell of panic reaches Pan's nose and he inwardly sighs, slipping a hand into his belt and pulling out a small ball. 
 With an imperceptible flick of his wrist, the smoke bomb explodes at the woman's feet, giving her the opportunity to run--which, he's pleased to see, she does. Mega does exactly what a super hero should do, and starts coughing. 
 "I believe she's escaped, Mega," Pan says dryly. 
 "Next time," Mega says, posing majestically as the helicopter arrives to film it. "We'll get you next time--did you catch her name?" he asks silently. 
 "She wants to call herself Black Cat," Pan drawls. 
 "We'll get you next time, mysterious villain!" Mega repeats loudly. 
 Pan rolls his eyes and steps back into the shadows, leaving the limelight for Mega. 



 
   
   
   

Black Cat and the Bird

   
 *The Next Day* 
   
 He isn't going to lie, he's still thinking about that naive little super villain as he pulls his car to a stop in the alley. A panel shoots up and he rolls his window down, looking at it. "Pan--Black Cat," he says, sighing, "reporting in." 
 A green light runs over his car before the wall next to him slides open and he turns into the Central Hall parking lot. He parks and checks his phone before getting out and heading inside to change into his uniform. There's a chance he'll be stuck with someone else extremely annoying, but not as good a chance as it had been. He's already been paired with Mega, after all. Maybe, if he’s lucky, he'll get someone interesting. Like Liz. He would enjoy catching up with Liz--he still remembers her from her brother's days in college with him. 
 He steps into the back part of Central Hall, an area usually forbidden to him, and heads for the changing room he's been assigned. As he gets there he notices Falconess in full uniform talking with one of the black suits near his door. "Falconess," he says with a slight nod. 
 "Black Cat. I've been informed that you're joining me on tonight's rounds." 
 "I see. Good to know," he says blandly before heading into his changing room and getting dressed. He takes a moment to stare at his image in the mirror. Nope. He still hates it. Oh well, not as if he has to see himself in the mirror during this gig, anyway. He steps out of the changing room and looks at Falconess, who's leaning against the wall. "Are we ready?" 
 "You can't fly, and I'm not going to carry you through the night. Can you keep up with me?" she asks. 
 "I can," he says. 
 "Then we'll be heading to the Waldo district." 
 "Again?" Pan asks. "Are you trying to find out about the new super villain, as well? I really doubt that she's worth all this trouble." 
 "So it's true, you ran into her last night?" she asks as they start for the back exit. "Tell me what you observed." 
 "She's young," Pan says after thinking for a moment, "barely trained--I told her that my three year old is better trained than her, and I wasn't lying. She wants to be called Black Cat--which I would happily give to her, if I didn't need the title for the next few months. I would say she's C-class at best, even if they claimed she was B," he admits. "And if I was training her to be a super villain I would work on her skills of observation. Frankly, I don't think she's ready for the big leagues yet." 
 "I see," she says in a bland tone. "From what I believe, I'm in full agreement," she adds. 
 He looks at her, something about that comment bothering him. "I noticed she was a bit short--" 
 She steps onto the street, bringing out her arms in a graceful manner, and shimmering golden wings appear from her back. He can't help but admire that ability, even though he's got no clue how it works. Illusion? Perhaps, but he doesn't think so. Honestly, they never even say on the official Hall websites how she flies. 
 "Energy craftsmanship," she says, answering his unspoken question. "I wouldn't tell you if you weren't likely to figure it out yourself before the night is over," she adds. "But don't bother to ask where I get my energy from. That's a family secret." 
 "I see," he says, admiring the wings. "It is a very interesting ability." 
 "If you don't keep up, I'm leaving you behind," she says as her wings flap and she shoots into the air. He watches her for a moment, and then starts to run, racing down the streets until they get to the Waldo district. There he starts jumping from roof to roof. Unlike with Mega, when he hears people start calling out Falconess's name she doesn't respond. She seems quite intent on finding this super villain. Almost too intent, he admits as she stops, hovering over the building he's standing on. 
 "Tell me if you hear anything," she says. "My hearing is good, but yours is better, I believe." 
 "It is," he says without fake modesty. "As is my sense of smell," he adds as he jumps to the top of the highest building in the area, perching there and scanning the area. Random people chattering or taking pictures of Falconess, a steady stream of cars passing by, the sound of doors opening and closing-- 
 "If you were worried about your daughter," Falconess asks quietly, "would you tell someone?" 
 Oh. He goes perfectly still as the realization strikes him. Falconess believes that the little super villain might be--"Your daughter?" he asks. "Do you think she would do this?" 
 "I don't know," she admits almost silently over the communicator. "But I've been worried she might have a bit too much freedom." 
 "I see," he says. "Well--when I said her training was lacking--" 
 "No, it is," she says. "I'm not offended. We've only just begun with her training, since her basics have started showing." 
 "I believe it," he says. "But until we catch her, we shouldn't assume that she's the one," he adds. 
 "Yes, of course. I fully agree," she says. 
 "You still wonder, though, don't you?" 
 She sighs. "Really, why does she have to crush on Cold Steel?" she complains. "Ever since she fell for him, she's been spending her time obsessing over super villains." 
 "It's almost as bad as having a daughter dating a future super hero," he agrees with amusement. "Now if you don't mind, I'm going to take this bud out so I can hear properly." He slinks into the shadow of the rooftop entry and pulls his entire cowl off. It's an annoyance, he thinks as he shifts into his were-panther form. The excellent hearing he claimed in human form triples, and then quadruples again. Being able to hear so many sounds can actually become a weakness to those starting out. Thanks to being a super for several years, though, he's overcome that fact. 
 A scratching sound from the north... glass again, he thinks as his ears twitch, someone cutting glass to break into a building. Really, if she IS Falconess's daughter he might offer to teach her better methods of breaking and entering, he decides as he shifts back and pulls on the annoying cowl. "I've found someone," he says, "to the north about three miles." 
 "Straight?" 
 "Straight." He glances up as she flies overhead, and then starts chasing her, jumping from roof to roof with ease. He's actually a bit proud to note that no alarms go off this time. He pulls to a stop on the building next to the robbery. He doesn't even glance up as Falconess lands on the roof next to him, he just watches the black clad super below, noting things he hadn't thought about before. Tall for a thirteen year old, short for an adult, slight build with the promise of strength--honestly, having a daughter only a bit older than she is should have clued him in. 
 "She is so grounded that it's not even funny," Falconess mutters, stepping forward. Automatically his hand goes out, pulling her to a stop. "What?" she whispers. 
 "Think of this from her point of view," he whispers, still watching the girl. "She's doing this for a reason, right? It could be attention from her crush or you, it could be to prove herself, but having her big, powerful mother land in front of her and ground her like a child is hardly going to help your situation." 
 "Then what do you suggest?" she asks. 
 "Let me school her," he says. "She'll feel she's being treated seriously--or as seriously as she deserves in her own right, not as your daughter. I'll do this in exchange for one thing." 
 "What?" she asks. 
 "Send her to Cape High--Nico will wear her out so much that she will not have the energy to do this. And if she chooses to be on our side when she graduates, she will know how to play the game." 
 "I'd rather she didn't," she admits. "But fine, agreed." 
 "Now you disappear before she notices you," he says before jumping off the roof and landing silently behind the would-be super villain. "I'm proud of you," he says, once again toning down his accent. "You got around the security system much better this time." For someone barely started with her training, she is bright and quick to catch on. 
 She whirls around, this time holding a simple blade. It's not energy, he notices. She just brought a dagger with her. For a moment that makes him scowl--not for the reasons most would think, though. Using a dagger against anyone when you haven't been trained is dangerous--not as much to them as to yourself. 
 "You! Why is it always you?" she demands. "Are you out to be my nemesis?" 
 It almost makes him laugh, comparing this little girl to his old nemesis, Banshee. A little grin does pull at his lips, but he doesn't outright laugh. "I think you need more training before I would contemplate that," he says. 
 She growls and rushes forward, her dagger held wrong, and far too tightly, in her fist. He barely has to move to dodge it. He grabs her wrist as she starts passing him and twists her arm behind her back. "Now, then," he says. "I should take you in for breaking and entering--" 
 "NEVER," she snarls, twisting hard in his grasp to get free. She's tiny, he thinks, still holding her with little effort. It somehow reminds him of Adanna's cub form. The promise of power is there, but it's not useful. 
 "I didn't realize you were this young last time," he apologizes right next to her ear. She goes perfectly still and her eyes widen behind the bandanna she's made into a mask. "What you're going to do now is go limp for a moment. I'll act as if you've been subdued, then you twist and lash out with your foot at my legs, understand?" He slips one of his smoke bombs into her hand. "Then you will throw this to the ground hard and run at top speed away from here, understand?" 
 "I just robbed--" she starts out almost silently. 
 "No, you just attempted to rob," he corrects her. "You need training." 
 "But--" 
 "Now, twist," he says in an urgent whisper. Automatically she twists, lashing out at his legs. He lets go and takes a quick breath before she throws the smoke bomb to the ground and races away. He steps out of the smoke and looks around in an appropriate manner before starting off-- in the opposite direction of the way she ran. 
 "I still don't believe I should let her get away with this," Falconess says over the communicator. "I'm going to head home and catch her sneaking into the house. I can punish her for that, at least." 
 "But you'll keep your half of the agreement," Panther says. 
 "You know I will," she says, already half across town. "As if I could send her anywhere else," she adds. 
 He stands there for a moment, wondering if he should just call it a night. After a moment of debate--spend the night out on the streets, alone, pretending to be a super hero, or spend the night with his beautiful wife and children... 
 Well, it's pretty obvious what wins. 



 
   

Black Cat and the Lightning Bolt

   
 *The Next Week* 
   
 One thing about being a fake super hero, Pan thinks as he sips coffee in the Central Hall cafeteria is that they get long weekends. He’d enjoyed his, which makes it even harder to come back to this ridiculous job. Of course, his villainy work is often ridiculous, as well, but he doesn’t have to do patrols on top of everything else! He merely has to call in and tell them that he’s going to be at this place at this time and everything else is handled. Truthfully, villains have it much better than super heroes— 
 “You’re with me, today, Pan!” Liz calls from the door. He glances over, a little smile pulling at his lips as he sees her, which quickly changes to a frown. 
 “Shouldn’t you be wearing your work uniform?” he asks as he stands and walks over to her. She’s wearing the gaudiest version of her uniform that he’s ever seen. It’s literally glowing.  
 “Not for today!” she says. “Today we’re doing one of my biggest, most stupendous jobs ever.” 
 “Directing planes in a storm?” he offers. “You do recall that I cannot fly, correct?” 
 “No, we’re going to the premier release of the Firefly video game!” she says, grinning from ear to ear. “I had Nico set up the basics for the game before I sold it to a game company. I’m going to be on ALL of the game systems, ALL of them. And you, my friend, are going to get to witness history in the making.” 
 “I’m… surprised you’re not dragging Nico to this, instead,” he says. 
 “I would, but he doesn’t want to wear a uniform,” she explains. “But anyway, the debut is at the gamer convention downtown. I have to go for all three days, but they said I only get you for one, so I’ll be dragging Falconess along, tomorrow. Falconess doesn’t even PLAY games,” she says. 
 “You could ask Taurus, instead?” he offers mildly. 
 “Does he play games?” she asks. 
 “Do I?” Pan replies. 
 “You can’t tell me that you were my brother’s college roommate and never played video games,” she says. “Cowl up, we’re going through the public part of the building,” she adds idly, putting her own mask on as they walk down the hall. “I’ll get you a copy of the game for Adanna. It’s a little too old for Cubby, but maybe by the third or fourth one, he can play!” 
 “I’m sure he will enjoy it,” Pan says, giving up on this argument. He’d much rather hang out with Liz at a video game debut than follow Mega around, even if it does promise to be a similar experience. 
 “Best thing? I get to play all of the other games and get paid for it,” she says. “I’ve got a list of booths here that are willing to pay for me to show up and play for just ten minutes. There’s a schedule,” she says, pulling out her phone and showing him the schedule. “I’m bringing you along mainly for the Dance Dance Revolution.” 
 “Dance… what?” he asks. 
 “DDR,” she says, “it’s a game where you have to step on the panels that correlate to the lights on the screen. There’s music, too, so you’re supposedly dancing. If we’re going to give a show, we’re going to give a GOOD show. It’s actually a pretty old game, but it’s so popular that they always set up a booth.” 
 “So we’re heading downtown? Are we running?” 
 “Nope, we’re taking the Black Cat Mobile,” she says, walking past the Hall visitors and onto the parking lot. There, looking far too cartoonish for his taste, sits a fancy black Lamborghini Diablo with the same curly cues on the hood and sides as his uniform. 
 “You’re kidding me,” Pan says. 
 “We got it for cheap because the last owner wrecked it. Nico rebuilt it,” she says cheerfully. “We’re going to redo the paint later and sell it, but for now, your ride, sir.” 
 “Which means I’ll be driving you, hmm?” 
 “Well, a car for a flying cape isn’t part of the budget,” she explains, hopping into the passenger seat. “And I can’t go driving around in a lambo for my daily living. I’ve got two daughters to set an example for.” 
 He lets out a little laugh and gets into the driver’s seat, admiring the car for a second before starting it up. “It is a beautiful piece of art—and you say Nico rebuilt it? Can you tell me just how he changed it from the original design?” 
 “He made it eco-friendly, like the rest of the cars we’ve got,” she explains.  
 “Ah, yes, that does sound like something he would do,” Pan agrees as he automatically follows the lit route on the counter. “Do we have a specific parking spot?” 
 “We’re going to park right in front of the building and turn the special lights on,” Liz says, grinning. 
 “So ostentatious,” he says. “I approve.” 
 “I thought you might,” she says. “We should have a black suit waiting to park for us, so it’s not like we’ll be there for long. Just long enough to please the crowd.” She points to the spot waiting for them and they pull to a stop.  
 Liz hops out, jumping into the air. “HELLO GAMER CON!” she yells to the people waiting to get into the convention hall. “WE’RE HERE TO PARTY!” 
 The roar that gets in reply actually has Pan thankful for the cowl he’s wearing that covers his ears. Usually for this sort of headgear, they add some speakers, but he doesn’t need them. He gets out of the car, drawing several looks from the audience. “Hey, he looks familiar!” someone says. “Doesn’t he remind you of Panther?” 
 “Are you tryin’ to say all African American men look the same?” someone else demands. “That is SO—“ 
 “I’m not saying that! I’ve just got a poster of Panther on my wall, I see his jaw on a daily basis—“ the speaker gives up as everyone starts glaring at him. “Fine, forget I said anything.” Pan silently thanks Nico for the voice modulator that he added to the uniform. It’s extremely hard to remember to change an accent that you’ve had all your life. 
 “Everyone, this is Black Cat,” Liz says, cheerfully. “He’s working as a temporary assistant for the Central Hall, so be nice to him, okay? Now some of you might have already heard, but I’m here for the most amazing, most stupendous, most AWESOME news ever! How many of you have preordered the Firefly Game, huh?” 
 The crowd roars again, forgetting about Pan that easily. 
 “I know for a fact that you’re gonna LOVE IT!” Liz says. “But not only will we be unveiling my own, personal game today, I’ll be hanging out all weekend, visiting all of the booths! You might even get the chance to go up against me in a game!” 
 “Firefly, Black Cat, it’s a real honor to meet you,” a man says from behind Pan. Pan turns and looks at the black suit for a second before he hands him the keys and steps away from the car. The black suit looks at the keys with a strange expression before he gets in the car and drives off. Liz and Pan head into the convention.  
 “Okay, first I need to go… this way,” Liz says as the crowd throngs towards her, waving pieces of paper for her to sign. In seconds, Pan is separated from her. He looks around, seeing wary gazes where Liz had gotten cheers. A little boy only a few years older than his son stares at him for a moment before saying, “Who’re you?” 
 “Black Cat,” Pan says. 
 “What powers do you got?” 
 “I’m… good at jumping,” he says, wondering, for the first time, what powers he’s SUPPOSED to have in this form. 
 “So?” 
 “I’m REALLY good at jumping,” Pan says, and then jumps, grabbing onto the catwalk far above them and pulling himself onto it. It’s better than being asked questions that he hasn’t bothered to think out, he decides. 
 “Oh, cool,” he hears the kid say. Before he can do anything else, though, a beep comes from the earbud built into his cowl.  
 “Pan, what did you do with the car?” Nico asks. 
 “I gave the keys to the black suit, like your sister told me to,” Pan says, going still as he foresees the shoe about to be dropped. 
 “No, if you’d done that, the black suit that was sent to get the car would have the car right now. She doesn’t have the car. So…” 
 “She?” Pan repeats. 
 “One of the Hall’s best drivers,” Nico says. “Trust me, I made them take a test before deciding who would drive my car. So who DID you give the car to?” 
 “A black suit that showed up while your sister was posturing. So… I take this to mean I’ve just been robbed?” 
 “Brilliantly,” Nico says with a sigh. “Are you busy right now? Or do you want me to go clean it up for you?” 
 Pan looks down at the masses of people, and winces at the noise that’s coming through the protective cowl. “I can spare a few minutes,” he says. “I firmly believe in cleaning up my own mistakes. Do you have some form of tracking for the car?” 
 “Are you forgetting who I am? I’ll send the coordinates to your phone.” 
   

***

   
 “I can’t believe I did it,” the man says, freaking out. “I mean, it was there, I was there, I was cosplaying a black suit, and he just handed me the keys—“ 
 “I can’t believe you’re such an idiot!” his brother says, still staring at the car parked in front of his house. “Not only did you steal from the HALL, you brought the evidence straight to MY HOUSE! Don’t you know what the newest Hall member is? He’s a TECHNOPATH! He’s going to show up any moment now, and we’ll all be tossed into prison—“ 
 “No, no, I’m going to take it back,” the thief says, speaking quickly, “I’m going to take it back in a—in a few minutes, after I show it to Sharon. She’s going to regret dumping me once she thinks I’m a black suit—“ 
 “FORGET SHARON!” his brother bellows, grabbing him by the lapels. “Take the car back NOW. Maybe they’ll let you off with a couple of years in prison—“ 
 “Or maybe we’ll take care of it, ourselves,” a voice says from the roof of the house. The brothers turn, looking up slowly at the black clad super sitting there. “The one that’s getting blamed for this little escapade is me,” Black Cat says, dropping to the ground lightly. “Although you’re wearing the suit, I’ve been informed that I should have asked for your identification, as well.” 
 “Are you—are you going to arrest me? I was going to bring it back, I swear!” the thief says. “It was just—it was there, and I was there, and—wow, you’re a lot bigger than I remember,” he finishes, staring up at Pan as Pan gets closer. “Are you going to hurt me?” 
 “Keys,” Pan says, holding out his hand. The keys drop onto his palm. “Now get in the car,” he orders as he heads for the driver’s side. 
 “But—“ the thief looks over at his brother, who’s recording this entire thing on his phone.  
 “Get in the car,” Pan repeats. The thief gets in the car. He looks far too excited for someone just caught by the Hall, Pan thinks as he glances over.  
 “I’m sort of surprised that they didn’t make it fingerprint activated, or maybe eye-scan,” the thief says, looking around the car. “I mean, really, keys? It’s a bit out-dated, don’t you think? What year is this? I mean, I know it’s a Lamborghini, so I haven’t really ever driven one before, not that I wouldn’t—well, I DID, really—“ 
 “Please stop speaking,” Pan says, shifting the car into drive and taking off. He only has a few minutes before Liz will notice that he’s gone. If he disappears too much from the job, she might complain. Not that he thinks she will, but he has no desire to give her the opportunity. The last thing he wants is to be stuck doing another three months of this. 
 “So… what’s your back story?” the thief asks. “Oh, I should introduce myself. I’m Allen, I’m a computer tech advisor. I really did mean to bring it back, I just wanted to show it to a few people—“ 
 “Allen,” Pan says, irritably, “please stop speaking.” 
 Allen goes silent, looking around again as they pull to a stop in front of the convention hall again. This time there’s a woman waiting there in a suit, her black suit ID in her hand. He parks, gets out of the car, and looks at the ID. “This is what you’re supposed to ask to see, sir,” she says with a little twitch of her lips. 
 “I see,” Pan says. “You’ll understand why I did not realize this.” 
 “Yes, sir, and I’m a huge fan, by the way,” she says as he leans down, opens the passenger door and drags Allen out of the car. 
 “Put him to work cleaning or something,” Pan says. 
 “Sir, he stole a Hall car—“ 
 “He didn’t steal it, I gave him the keys. Besides, all he wanted to do was show his brother and his ex, and then bring back,” Pan sums up dryly. “You WERE planning on bringing it back, weren’t you?” 
 “I swear on my mother’s—well, she’s not dead, so, um… I swear,” Allen finishes lamely. 
 “Hey, Pa—Black Cat,” Liz says over his earbud. “Where are you? I’ve got the DDR booth in five minutes.” 
 “I’m on my way,” he says. “I need to go, you can handle this, right?” he asks the black suit. 
 “Yeah, I can handle this guy,” she says. “Get back in the car, you’re going with me to park it, and then I’ll call Mastermental and see what he wants to do with you.” 
 “Am I going to get to meet him?” Allen asks. “Can we like, lay down my sentence face to face? Also, do you have a boyfriend?” 
 “Just get in the car,” she says, sighing. 
 Pan heads into the convention, silently wondering what’s so impressive about this DDR game. He jumps again, heading through the rafters to the DDR booth and looking down at where Liz is talking to the crowd. Honestly, in all his years as a villain, he’s never actually gone up against her in a fight. She doesn’t DO fights. She does this sort of thing. Truthfully, he prefers it that way. He dislikes being shocked, it makes his fur in cat form stand on end for days. 
 “And I’m going to show you just how much rhythm I have, everyone!” Liz says over the mic. “You’re going to swear you’ve seen an angel in action, got it? I’ll be accepting love letters afterwards, so please, refrain yourself for now.” The crowd starts laughing and she grins at them. “So I arranged for an epic showdown between me and the new guy—where IS the new guy, you ask?” 
 Pan drops down from the rafters, landing behind her. “Here,” he says, tapping her on the shoulder. She turns, staring at him. 
 “You’re as silent as a cat,” she complains. “Everyone, this is the newest temporary member of Central Hall, BLACK CAT! And all of you here get to see me show him who’s got the best game in the Hall,” she brags, posing ridiculously. “Now let’s get started!” She hops onto the first platform and Pan reluctantly steps onto the second, looking it over curiously. “Where were you?” she asks silently. 
 “Getting the car back from the black suit impersonator,” he says. 
 “Say what?” 
 “LET’S DANCE!” the machine says. It takes a few seconds for him to figure out how it works, but as soon as he does, the crowd starts cheering their heads off. It doesn’t hurt that it distracts Liz from asking questions, he thinks. Within a blink of an eye, they’re tied and their time at the booth is over. 
 “This isn’t the end of it,” Liz says, pointing at him. “As soon as this is over, we’re going to set up a game at my place and fight it out until one of us is the clear winner!” 
 “Mmhmm,” he says, amused. 
 “So who stole the car?” 
 “I think I’ll get one of those for my place, as well,” he says, turning on his heel and starting back for the booth. “My children will love it.” 
 “Oh, no you don’t! I want to hear the whole story!” she says, grabbing his arm as he starts laughing. “This time I’LL be the one to have the story to tell! I know for a fact that Nico told you all sorts of stupid stories about me!” 
 “Do you think he would set up the speaker system for me?” he asks. “We have to be extremely careful about Cubby’s hearing.” 
 “You’re changing the subject.” 
 “Of course I am,” Pan says, making her laugh. 
   

***

   
 *That Night* 
   
 “So he really ditched you in the middle of the show?” Amara asks as she carries a tray laden with snacks into the play room. She and Liz are chatting happily as the others take turns playing on the DDR machine. “I’m actually extremely surprised—“ 
 “Nah, you shouldn’t be. Your husband is notoriously bad with massive crowds like that,” Liz says, sneaking a piece of pineapple off of the tray. “It was pretty loud, even for me, and I’m used to that sort of thing. But it wasn’t the middle, it was the beginning. SOMETHING happened that he’s not telling me about.” 
 “Go Cubby! Go Cubby!” Aubrey chants as she watches the two battling on the DDR machine. 
 “Hey! You’re my sister! Shouldn’t you be cheering for me?” Emily demands. “I’m getting beaten by a three-year-old here!” 
 “I’m not going to tell him to take it easy on you,” Adanna says from where she’s watching. “Good job, Cubby! Show her who’s boss!” 
 The silent boy is grinning from ear to ear as he rapidly hits each of the glowing panels. 
 “You really do need to come over more often, Liz,” Amara says, smiling at the sight of the kids playing.  
 “I know, I know, it’s just our schedules are terrible,” Liz says, grabbing her cup from the table and sitting down on the couch. “Also, it felt a little awkward when Nico was in prison,” she admits honestly. 
 “It would have been fine,” Pan says. 
 “I was a hero,” Liz points out. “I’ve felt guilty over that since… well, it happened.” 
 “You were young, and you had a very big decision to make,” Amara says. “I think you made the right one. You make an excellent heroine.” 
 “Awww, man, he won again,” Emily says, dramatically. “Okay, Aubrey, your turn!” 
 “Cubby, do you want a snack and a drink?” Amara calls over to her son. “Adanna can play for a little while, right?” 
 The boy looks over at her, pouting. “Oh, he can do one more round,” Adanna says. “I enjoy seeing them beaten by a three-year-old. I’m recording it for posterity.” 
 “She means blackmail material,” Emily says dryly before going to the couch and sitting down near Pan. “So how was working with Liz?” she asks eagerly. 
 “Loud,” Pan sums up, making everyone laugh. 



 
   

Black Cat and the Mecha-man


 

 “What sort of strings did you pull for this?” Pan asks as Technico stops beside him, looking smug. The smug look falls, and is replaced by what most would fear to call a “sheepish” look. Pan had no such fear. “You didn’t pull anything, did you?” 
 “You have to realize there are less than a dozen supers in Central Hall,” Nico says. “Of course you’re going to wind up working with the Liberties sooner or later, but they’re off tonight, so you get to work with me.” 
 “What do you DO at night?” Pan asks. “I was certain that you don’t have patrol duty…” 
 “I have cleanup duty,” Nico says. “It turns out that Mega ran into two of the triplets this morning.” 
 “The triplets?” Pan says, surprised. “I was under the impression that they weren’t speaking to one another again.” 
 “No, two of them aren’t speaking to the third. North and West are in the middle of a truce, which Mega threatened by flirting with them both,” Nico says. “They took out a few miles of a small Kansas town with his face after they found out. Had he stuck to one, he would have been fine, but you know how it is with the triplets. Their weather manipulation abilities overlap.” 
 Pan chokes, turning away as his shoulders start to shake. “I shouldn’t find this—“ he starts out. 
 “It would be funnier if I wasn’t the one that had to clean up,” Nico says. Pan gives into his laughter. “Laugh on the way there, cat-boy, we’ve got to run if we’re going to get it fixed before morning.” 
 Pan pulls his cowl on and gets to his feet, stretching for a second. “Okay, let’s get going. Is there a chance of running into the two?” 
 “The triplets? Nah, according to Mega they left after the sirens started going off. He’s really got to learn to pick his timing, you know?” 
 “Like you know much about timing,” Pan says.  
 “I know better than to flirt with two of a set of triplets at the same time. It takes a special kind of ego to be that dumb,” Nico says as they head out the back part of the Hall and down the street. Oh, sure, they could drive, or take a plane, or whatever, but a bit of a run on a beautiful night is nice once in a while, especially since Kansas is so close. Soon they pull to a stop in front of the devastated town. There are people sorting through the wreckage with frustrated looks on their faces, and Nico sighs before taking to the air. 
 “Ladies, Gentlemen, and everyone else, I have to apologize for the actions that took place here,” he says, his voice picking up on anything electronic in the area. It echoes from all around, reaching those that aren’t close enough to hear him speak first-hand. “My name is Technico, I’m here to clean up this mess.” 
 He turns as a rather large drone approaches them, watching as it lands nearby and opens up. Smaller robots come pouring out of it. “Black Cat? Can you listen for any living beings that might have been caught up in the wreckage? I’m sure they got the norms out, but there’s always the chance of animals.” 
 “I would be happy to,” Pan says, heading into the rubble. He goes in far enough that the norms can’t see him and pulls the cowl off.  
 “I should have known,” a woman says, making him stop. He turns, looking at the rather delicate looking female, his eyes widening slightly. 
 “South!” he says, grinning at her. “It has been a while, my friend! How have you been?” 
 “You’re a traitor to our side!” she accuses him. The third of the triplets, she’s always been the most hot-headed. “Working as a hero, I disown you! I disown you, and I disown your family! Except the girl, I like the girl,” she says. 
 “No, no, you do not understand, South, I am being punished,” Pan says. “I attacked a norm, and in repayment, they are making me work as a generic hero for a few months.” 
 “You attacked a norm?” she asks, hopping down from the pile of rubble she’s sitting on. “What did they do to deserve it?” 
 “He tried to have my daughter kidnapped,” he says. “I was showing him just who he was messing with. But this is no reason to disinherit me! Amara would be heartbroken if she knew, you know.” 
 “Oh,” South says, frowning. “I see.” She’s about to say something when suddenly robots surround them, starting to clean up the rubble. “Wait, wait, wait! I was looking through that! Who’s doing that?” she demands. 
 “Hello, South,” Nico says from above. She looks up slowly, her eyes widening with surprise. 
 “NICO!” she says, jumping into the air and throwing her arms around him. “When did you get out of the Cape Cells?” 
 “About half a year ago, more or less,” he says, hugging her back. “How’ve you been? How’s East?” 
 “We don’t speak about East,” South says, pulling back and glaring at him. “You should know better. The ‘Quadruplets of Terror’ sounds terrible, so we’ve disowned him.” 
 “Again?” 
 “ALWAYS,” she says firmly. “Besides, three sexy female triplets are a better combination than three girls and their brother.” 
 “So what are you looking for, South? Maybe I can find it while we clean this mess up,” Nico says as the robots keep working. 
 “The reason they fought,” she says. “They’ve been on remarkably disgustingly good terms for three whole days. Something interesting must have happened.” 
 “Mega,” Pan says. “Mega happened.” 
 “That pompous man?” she says. “No, there’s got to be something more interesting than a man.”  
 “Well, if we see anything, we’ll tell you,” Nico says. “Pan, we’ve got a bunch of black suits coming in with their special supplies. If you want, you can go help them patch up the buildings that my robots are putting together. I’m going to start redoing the machines that were destroyed, unless you’ve found any animals?” 
 “Ah, I haven’t heard anything,” he says. “I’ll keep an ear out for them while I work. South—“ 
 “I’ll keep a low profile,” she says, heading off.  
 “Do you think there’s more to this than a fight over a man?” Nico asks Pan over their com-link. “You know how the triplets are; they’re constantly fighting over everything.” 
 “I do,” Pan says, “and truthfully I prefer it that way. When you put the three together you get quite the storm.” 
 “Literally,” Nico says. “The story is that their father could call down the storms all on his own, right? I never met him, since he retired before I donned the mask.” 
 “That’s correct. He was a very impressive cape, as well as a rival of my father’s. But all of his children range around B-class, if not slightly lower.” 
 “So it wasn’t genetic, then. He must have had some sort of power source, or catalyst, you think?” Nico asks. “Do you think that’s what they were fighting over?” There’s a curious look on his face as he looks around, flying higher, and Pan sees him scanning the rubble. 
 “It’s very possible,” Pan agrees. “Of course it could be something much more shallow with these three… I think they enjoy fighting each other more than they enjoy fighting super heroes.” 
 “Hmm,” Nico says. “If there was such a thing… hypothetically speaking, of course, do you think it would glow?” 
 “Hypothetically speaking?” Pan repeats. 
 “Roughly five by ten inches, rectangular object with glowing marking and a docking bay of sorts on the side,” Nico sums up. 
 “You found it, didn’t you.” It wasn’t a question, Pan knew better than that. 
 “It’s possible,” Nico says. 
 “And what will you do with this hypothetical catalyst?” Pan asks. 
 “I’m thinking it needs to be kept far out of sight of the triplets,” Nico says. “Go find her and keep her occupied while I discreetly run off with it, would you?” 
 “I will try my best,” Pan says, listening for the woman in question before pulling his cowl on and heading towards her. She’s gotten closer to the civilians, who are watching her warily. She’s not the strongest cape around, but it’s still enough to make norms feel wary. The only reason they’re not really freaking out is because her sisters were wearing their uniforms, and she’s dressed in civilian clothing. They must not recognize her as being one of them. He suddenly wonders what name she goes by when in civvies. He’s never actually asked before. 
 “South,” he says quietly. She looks over at him, raising an eyebrow as he waves her over. Casually she starts for him, ignoring the curious glances from the norms. 
 “What is it? I’m out of uniform right now, you know,” South says, glancing over at the black suits that are spreading through the crowd. Vans full of helpful civilians and news reporters are starting to show up even as they speak. 
 “Do you have any idea where your sisters went?” he asks, mentally calculating how long it will take Nico to get away. He should be gone by now, right? But he’s also controlling all of the robots… 
 “Who knows? Who cares?” she says, waving it off. “Unless you think they found something—“ she stops, her eyes widening. “What… is that?” 
 “What is what?” Pan asks, suddenly worrying. 
 “I can feel something really powerful moving… east,” she says, starting to walk in that direction. 
 “South, I’m sure you’re imagining something—“ 
 “He found something, didn’t he?” she asks him, her eyes lighting up with excitement. She starts to run, but he moves quickly to block her way. Unfortunately, although she’s a B-class cape, she can fly. He can’t. She takes to the air and goes right over his head, leaving him to silently groan. What’s worse, he thinks, is that if she picked up on it, there’s a chance that her sisters picked up on it as well. 
 “Nico? We have a problem,” he says before racing after the flying cape. 
   

***

   
 Nico turns, looking at the three females that have him surrounded. He’s already at Central Hall, and he’s already handed over the weapon, but that might be a bad thing, he realizes belatedly. There’s a really easy way for these three to get inside the Hall, even with his security measures. “First of all, it’s been a long time. It’s good to see you all,” he says. 
 “Hello, Nico,” South says. “Hand it over.” 
 “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” he says. 
 “Daddy’s device,” West says. “You have it, we want it.” 
 “How about Mega? I’ll give you Mega, instead, and you can do whatever you want to the guy. I’ll be happy to look the other way—“ 
 “Give me the DEVICE!” North bellows, her hands clenched at her sides. “If I get that device, I won’t ever need to work with these two idiots again!” 
 “Who says YOU get it?” South demands. 
 “I’m the oldest!” 
 “By five minutes!” West says. “That doesn’t count!” 
 “Ladies, ladies, do you really need some hyped up mechanical tool to do your best as a villainess?” Nico asks, still trying and failing to cool them down. 
 “YES!” they all say. “So hand it over or we’ll take down your precious Central Hall!” North adds. 
 “What if I don’t feel like taking down the Hall?” South demands. “I don’t have to go along with every stupid little thing that you decide, North!” 
 “If we don’t take down the Hall, we won’t get Daddy’s weapon!” North says, her irritation clear in her voice. 
 “Can’t we all just get along for once?” West says. “You know that we’re stronger together! We’re as strong as Daddy was with his weapon when all FOUR of us get together! But you two keep FIGHTING and East—“ 
 “Not with HER leading! We’ll never work together with her leading!” South says. 
 “Oh, and who’s supposed to be the leader, then, you?” North asks. “You can’t even lead a conversation! And don’t bring up East, West! We’ve all decided to let him do his stupid show instead of joining in, and everyone’s happier for it!” 
 “Show?” Nico asks. 
 “He’s doing…” North starts out, only to shudder. 
 “He’s doing stage magic, okay? He’s a Las Vegas magician, and there’s no shame in that!” South says. “If you ask me, that attitude is really hypocritical coming from a woman in tights and a mask!” 
 “Mother would kill him if she was still alive,” North says. “You know exactly how she felt about that place!” 
 “She just didn’t get along with the mobsters in the area, and you know it,” South says. “She always said that they were gaudy and lacking class compared to the family she came from! But that was seventy years ago.” 
 “As understandable as your hang-ups are, this is hardly a reason to argue. Your brother chose to do what he’s doing. He probably makes really good money, too,” Nico says. He’s got them preoccupied, he thinks, now he can only hope that Pan knows what to do. 
   

***

   
 Pan steps through the Central Hall’s security field to find a handful of black suits looking strangely at the machine that Nico had given them a few minutes earlier. “Mastermental is on his way,” one says to Pan, “but until then, we need to place this somewhere they can’t find it, right?” 
 “No,” Pan says, frowning. “If they can’t find it, but know it’s here, it’ll cause even more problems for the Hall. I would destroy it, but that will do nothing except further anger them… as well as Nico, no doubt.” 
 “Why would that anger Technico?” the black suit asks. 
 “If you had a device that somehow could turn a lower B-class cape into a prospective S-class, would you destroy it?” Pan asks them, reaching out and taking the device. He lets out a startled sound as his feet leave the ground. “Whoa, this was not what I expected…“ he says, trying to keep his balance. He’s never flown before, and he’s not certain that he likes it. “However did Nico bring this here without blacking out the entire planet?” he asks, turning the machine this way and that. 
 “So what do we do? Should someone take it away from here?” 
 “That might work, for a small period of time,” Pan says. 
 “I have to ask, sir, but how is it that no one’s ever heard of this device?” a black suit asks, staring at it with wonder. “Every D-class cape in the world would kill to get their hands on that thing. Does it work on norms?” 
 “I would rather not find out,” Pan says, examining the machine closely. He’s not the technopath, he inwardly complains, he’s not the one that should be stuck with this problem! 
 “So what should we do?” the black suit asks, again, his eyes glued to the machine.  
 “Why is it that they only found it now? Their father must have hidden it over thirty years ago,” Pan says to himself. He stops as his fingers brush against what feels suspiciously like a switch. “Ah… perhaps—“ 
 “”Wait, Pan, that’s—“ Nico says over his earbud. It’s too late. Pan has already flicked the switch. The room lights up and all of the norms around him start to float for a second before the lights turn off and everyone, including Pan, falls to the ground. 
 “Nico? What just happened?” Pan asks. 
 “You just overclocked the motor,” Nico says, sighing. “Now it’ll take another thirty years for that ancient chunk of metal to generate enough energy to work again. Ladies, I have to apologize, it looks like this was a waste of time—“ 
 “Thirty years to generate energy?” Pan says, picking up the machine again. 
 “It’s an antique,” Nico says. “It’s possible that even with another thirty years, it’ll never recover. But regardless, it would have only boosted one of them for a week, at most.” 
 “Then give it to me,” Pan hears North say. “I’ll hold onto it until it’s regenerated the energy—“ 
 “No, give it to me!” South says. “She’ll never share it!” 
 “I’ll take it! And then when it does recharge, I’ll make sure everyone gets a chance to use it,” West says. 
 “Oh, please, West, like we’ll really go along with that,” South says. “I vote they bury it somewhere and we go and find it again when it’s recharged. That’ll give everyone the exact same chance of getting it.” 
 “Ladies, ladies, it’ll only be good for a week at most, even then!” Nico says. “Do you really need to make such a big deal out of it?” 
 “YES!” they say. 
 “Then I’ll make sure it’s buried somewhere top secret,” he says.  
 “I don’t like it…” North mutters. 
 “Fine, go bury it. Make sure it’s really deep this time, got it?” West says. 
 “And somewhere these two will never think to look!” South says. Pan holds his breath until he’s certain that the triplets have left, and then looks over as the door slides open and Nico walks in.  
 “Crisis averted,” Nico declares. The black suits start cheering. 
 “You could recharge this, couldn’t you,” Pan says, holding up the machine. 
 “They never asked,” Nico says, taking it from him. “Gentlemen, do some research and find a good place to bury this, would you? I need to get back to my cleanup duty.” 
 “How did Stormbringer spend so many years doing what he did when it would only last a week?” Pan asks as the black suits head off with the machine. “As I recall, he was famous for his earthquakes, but he also specialized in twisters, tsunamis, and several other massive acts of nature.” 
 “He was an avid meteorologist, and used his weather manipulation powers to accurately predict it months before the others did,” Mastermental says as he walks into the room. “More than ninety-five percent of his so-called acts were just things that would have happened without his help. Remember, back then they weren’t as accurate as they are now. But thanks to his grandstanding, millions of lives were saved because we evacuated the areas he would ‘attack.’” 
 “How do you know all of that?” Pan asks curiously. 
 “He was part of my branch, of course.” 
 “I… see… but then, how did he create a machine like that? I really doubt a weather manipulator could be a technopath as well!” He looks over at Nico, since Mastermental frowns thoughtfully in response. 
 “That thing? I’m betting it’s ancient alien tech. It was probably used to run a space suit of some sort, long ago,” Nico says, waving it off.  
 “And you’re comfortable just letting them bury it somewhere? Without dissecting it?” Pan asks. 
 “No need to, I grabbed the blueprints on the way over here. Thanks to that old clunker, I’ve got some new toys just waiting to be made!” 




 


SKYSTEP

   

When we first met Skye, she was seen as a rather dangerous enemy, and possibly the woman that killed Emily’s parents. Because Vinny’s uncle, Flameblaster, moved up to Central, she followed him (it was boring without her nemesis!) but when she saw Emily, (who looked exactly like the best friend she had lost previously,) she caused all sorts of havoc, and Liz almost killed her. Of course, as the series progresses, Skye gets a loving family and an all-girls villain group, but when she first showed up, she was probably the loneliest and most paranoid character in the series. Around that time, the Pen and Cape Society was planning to put out their first anthology. I really wanted to get a better look into Skye’s head, so I decided to use her as my MC for the short story. I have to admit that even to this day whenever I get milk at Wal-mart, I think of a scene from this story.


 


So without further ado: “I am SKYSTEP” (Previously published in PCS’s book: The Good Fight 2: Villains) 
   
   




I Am SKYSTEP 

   
 It’s the sound of sirens that wake me. I grunt and roll over, looking at the window to see if there’s enough light worth waking up for. Hmmm . . . It looks like it’s about noon. I guess I can wake up at noon. I mean, I’m totally out of things to eat, right?  
 I don’t bother to take the sheets off, I just phase through them. Hey, what’s the point when sometime in the middle of the night my leg did it already? I step out of the pile of blankets and sheets that make up my bed on the floor and head for the bathroom. I turn on the water—nothing happens. It looks like they turned it off. I’m going to have to visit the water company again. That’s always such a pain—they don’t take me seriously until I do something dramatic. Then again, I LOVE being dramatic.  
 Something’s off. It feels like I’m not alone.  
 I look around, curiously—Someone’s watching me, or recording me. I know they are. They’re ALWAYS watching me. It’s probably the government. I look around, my eyes narrowing. I can’t see anyone, but—“I know you’re here!” I say, waving a fist. “I don’t know where you’re watching from, or who’s pulling your strings, but I’ll NEVER CRACK! You’ll NEVER LEARN MY SECRETS! Oh, you don’t like that, huh? HA! I am SKYSTEP! I LAUGH AT YOUR ANGER!  
 “Well, whatever, if you want to see something dramatic you’re going to have to wait. This is my day off from super villain work.”  
 I’m starving. I head to my fridge. (Thankfully they haven’t cut my electricity. I think Voltdrain has something to do with that. He’s such a busybody, no wonder he’s a South Branch hero.) I look inside, at something . . . green. I’m pretty sure it wasn’t a vegetable to start with. I poke it, just in case, and give up when it falls over. Nope. I might be a little crazy, but I’m not THAT crazy. I sigh and close the door, grabbing my norm clothes and shrugging them on. It’s time to go shopping. I hop into the air, phasing through the wall and running through the sky, the world fifteen feet beneath me.  
 My socks don’t match, wait, where are my shoes, anyway? Now this probably wouldn’t be a problem if I weren’t already halfway to the grocery store, huh? I stop, just standing on the air high above the street, and look down at my shoeless feet thoughtfully. There’s that sign at the store that says “No shirt, no shoes, no service” right? I think they put it up for me the last time I went to the store in my PJs. But I need stuff to eat, if you don’t eat, you die, right? Or get really, really hungry, at least!  
 “Hey! Hey you! Lady!” I say, walking down invisible steps and onto the sidewalk. “What size shoes are you wearing?”  
 “Um—seven?” she offers.  
 “Darn it, I need an eight!” I complain. “Does anyone here wear a size eight?” The entire crowd on the sidewalk look at each other and then at me, shaking their heads.  
 “There’s a shoe store right over there, Skystep,” a little girl offers with a huge grin.  
 I get in her face, because—”YOU DO NOT GRIN AT A SUPER VILLAIN!” I yell, waving my arms in the air. She starts laughing her head off. I straighten and cross my arms over my chest, tapping my foot as I wait for her to stop. For some reason, that makes her laugh even harder. Soon I hear little snorts of laughter from the crowd, so I turn to glare them into submission.  
 “I like your socks,” the little girl says as soon as she calms down, pointing at them.  
 Well, then, that’s more acceptable, I think. “Thank you,” I say. “I’m very fond of them, as well.” One has Maximum’s logo the other has a teddy bear. They rock! With my ego appeased, I strut off to the shoe store, certain I made my point—whatever point that was. The bell rings over my head and I look around the shoe store, seeing a college age girl sitting at the front desk. When she sees me she stands, a strange look on her face.  
 “Can I help you?” she asks.  
 “I’m looking for shoes,” I say, heading down the aisles, “I need them to go shopping.”  
 “Okay,” she says, “but don’t you need them to go shopping here, too?”  
 “What would be the point of shopping for shoes if you already HAVE them?” I demand. “If I had shoes I wouldn’t have to buy shoes so I could go shopping! Duh.”  
 “That’s a good point, I guess?” she offers as I grab a box off of the shelves and pull out a pair of tennis shoes.  
 “How much damage can you do with these?” I ask her, holding up the shoes. “Do you think you can break skulls with them?”  
 “Probably not,” she says, “but they’d be good for running?”  
 “I do a lot of running,” I say thoughtfully. “Do you have any with metal toes? I think it’d be a great compromise!”  
 “Not the tennis shoes here, sorry. I mean, they exist, but I’ll have to special order them. Maybe we could find you some boots that have rubber soles?”  
 “Great idea!” I say, “To the boots!”  
 “Can I ask—are you Skystep?” she asks. “I mean, you’re out of uniform and all that, but you remind me of her so much.”  
 “Why would you think I was Skystep?” I ask.  
 “Because you’re walking half a foot off the ground?”  
 I look down. Whoops. I drop down to floor level. “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I say in my best “bland” voice.  
 “I’m a huge fan of Skystep,” she says, “I’ve even got her poster at home. She’s just so…”  
 “So?” I prompt.  
 “Fun to watch,” she says, grinning widely at me. “Here, these should work,” she says, picking up a pair of display boots and showing them to me. “What size?”  
 “Eight, can I get them in neon colors like the tennis shoes?”  

 


***


 

 I decided on the tennis shoes after all and I stole them! Well, sort of. See, Century once dropped a credit card during one of our epic battles and I stole it from him! So every time I go shopping, I’m robbing the head of the South Branch Hall, it’s AWESOME. I figure he’s just so loaded with cash that he doesn’t even notice I’m using his card, so he hasn’t canceled it yet. I even had her order some steel toed tennis shoes for me! I’m really looking forward to those.  
 Now, I think as I head for the grocery store, it’s finally time to go shopping! I’ve got all my clothes on this time, shoes included! So they shouldn’t have any reason to yell at me for coming in, right? I head into the Wal-Mart, holding my head high and even grabbing a shopping cart. I glance down, making sure I’m walking on ground, and head into the store. I nod at the old man that greets people, but my attention is already drawn to all the things in this place. Movies! Clothes! I bet they’ve even got shoes. If they’ve got the steel-toed tennis shoes here, I am going to be SO mad.  
 I head down the main aisle, looking around curiously. There’s an entire display of T-shirts to the right featuring Voltdrain. He’s been even more popular since he did that press release about his daughter going to that school, Cape High. (It’s in Central, like that silly Panther—who I totally beat as a super villain! I rock!) I refuse to wear Voltdrain material, but for once I have no desire to cause a ruckus about the whole massive display. I suppose, of all the heroes, he’s the one I can tolerate most… possibly.  
 “Skystep.”  
 I’m just thinking about him and now I’m imagining his voice, huh? “Skye,” I hear him say again. Slowly I turn, seeing a muscular Hispanic man standing behind me. He’s wearing a T-shirt that says “America’s Son” across the chest.  
 “I could have sworn America’s Son was a blonde,” I say, tapping my chin. He just looks at me with that “I see what you did there” expression. “I’m just grocery shopping!” I say, raising both my hands in the air. “I’m not here to break the law this time!”  
 Okay, there might have been a few little incidents at various grocery stores, a few slight misunderstandings. I’m not perfect and I swear that the checkout lady started that last one. “Don’t you have more important things to do, Volty?” I ask, grabbing my cart again and starting down an aisle. Just as I expected, he follows me. He’s such an annoying goody-two-boots. “Oh, look, Valentines candy is still on sale!” I wheel away from him to go raid the aisle, barely hearing him as he calls someone.  
 “She’s just grocery shopping,” he says. “She will behave herself, I am sure.”  
 And he’s gone, leaving me to peacefully continue my shopping spree.  
 Wait, why did I come again? Oh, hey, there’s one of those game stations! I look at the ten year old playing and grin. No competition.  
   

***

   
 Century leans back in his chair, kicking his feet up on his desk and rubbing his temple. Skystep going anywhere is a pain in the neck. It’s easier now, of course, since he “accidentally” dropped a credit card last fight. She isn’t nearly as apt to just walk out of the place with her loot this way. He’s positive she takes joy out of the fact he’s “unwittingly” buying all her stuff. Thankfully she’s too ditzy to realize just how much she could get away with spending. As it is, he’s paying less this way than he would if she were on the official South Branch Hall docket. That actually worries him a little when he thinks of it. Is the girl even eating?  
 Wait, now’s not the time.  
 He looks at the male standing in front of his desk, an even bigger headache threatening to emerge. “So you’d like to join the South Hall,” he says. “Is there a reason you came to my alter ego’s business to ask me about it? This place has nothing to do with the Hall,” other than that silent “I know who you are” threat. He’s sure the boy is gloating over the fact he knows Century’s secret identity. The boy, who looks about sixteen, is dressed in jeans and a t-shirt. It’s a wonder that he even managed to make it into Century’s office. The security at Texan Son Oil is usually good enough to catch things like this.  
 “Because I’m going to show you that I’m ready,” the boy says. “You were just talking about Skystep, right? I’ll take her out and prove it.”  
 “Now just wait one moment, son,” Century says, trying to hide his reaction to that cockiness, “at least tell me your name and powers, we don’t want to start anything with Skystep—”  
 “So you ARE scared of her!” he says, “That’s pathetic! An entire Hall afraid of a single girl!”  
 Century groans, running a hand over his face as he tries to keep from yelling at the boy. “You don’t seem to understand, son—”  
 “I am NOT your son! I’m Treble Clef!”  
 “Trouble Clef,” Century says.  
 “TREB-uhl,” Treble repeats, “I’m music powered.” Century just stares at him. There’s a long enough pause for Treble to look a little awkward before he shoves his old-fashioned boom box forward. “I get my power from this,” Treble says.  
 “And you think you can take out Skystep?” Century asks blankly.  
 “Tell me where she is and I’ll prove it!”  
 He’s sending the kid to his own butt-kicking, Century thinks. “She should be getting out of Wal-Mart on 75th Street soon,” he says with an inward sigh. “Let me make a few calls and get everything arranged.”  
 Well, if the boy survives, he might send him up to Central. They seem to do well with little upstarts like him.  
   

***

   
 I don’t like any of these milk dates. I’ve been looking through them for several minutes and none of them are good—it should last a month, at least, right? Growing irritated, I step through the milk and shelves to see if they have more milk in the area behind the shelves. The old man working there screams and falls back, grasping his chest as if he’s about to have a heart attack. “Do you have ANY fresh milk?” I demand, completely ignoring his shock.  
 He shakily picks up a gallon and holds it out to me. “Thanks,” I say as I take it, phasing both the milk and myself back through the shelves. I put the milk in my cart, along with a ton of candy, some new shirts, new pants, a new pair of PJs, a huge pile of frozen dinners, three boxes of cereal (the stuff with extra sugar and colors not known in nature!) and new underwear in bright neon colors! I’m pretty sure the bra glows in the dark, which is AWESOME! The best part is that Century is buying it all! I’m practically floating as I head for the checkout line, and then I actually see the lines. “Why are these lines SO FREAKING LONG?” I yell.  
 A woman races forward, waving at me. “I’m open over here!”  
 “Goody!” I say, starting for her checkout line. Someone steps in front of me. I stare at the back of their head, wondering if cutting a super villain in line is justifiable cause for dismemberment.  
 “Sir, I don’t…” the cashier says, looking at me with a worried expression.  
 “Don’t what?” he asks, putting his handful of things down.  
 “Th-that’s—” she stutters.  
 “Skye.”  
 I look up and see Voltdrain standing in front of the checkout counter, looking straight at me. I guess I can’t maim a guy for cutting in line when a super hero is watching, huh? Oh well. “I didn’t do anything!” I say. What is he, my babysitter? “Don’t you have more important things to do?”  
 “I was getting lunch,” he says as he holds up a Subway sandwich. “Do you want some? There is one for you, as well.”  
 “Gimme!” I say, phasing straight through the despicable line-cutter and grabbing the bag he holds up. I hear a crash and turn just in time to see the norm faint into my cart. “You had better not have crushed my eggs!” I tell him as the cart wheels back and he lands on the floor. I’m getting more irritated by the minute, at least I am until Volt hands me a Pepsi.  
 “You are checking out now, no?” he prompts as I start to eat my sandwich.  
 “Oh, right,” I say, putting the food in the cart and moving the unconscious guy out of my way. “Here, you can have him,” I say as I hand him to Volt and start unloading my cart. He very discreetly (not really, we’ve got a TON of onlookers,) puts the man on a bench up front. I check out.  
 The lady looks at the credit card, looks at me, and goes, “Can I—can I see some identification?”  
 “I—” I start out, digging through my pockets. I’m so busted. With a mix of triumph and worry, I pull out my SVID, Super Villain Identification card. She looks at it, looks at me, and runs the card. Score! Wait, why did that work?  
 “I am here to inform you that you have a job outside,” Volt says as I wheel my fully loaded cart past him.  
 “It’s my day off! Wait, is it you?” I ask. It would explain why he’s been following me around! Besides, it should be fun!  
 “No,” he says, “it is a teenager that claims to have music enhancement powers. Do not kill him, please.” He stops at a small black bag sitting next to the bench he’d put the norm on. “I have brought you a uniform,” he says, handing me the bag.  
 “Really, I’m a super villain,” I tell him irritably, “I don’t need a super hero taking care of me!” But I grab the bag and head into the bathroom, regardless. I head into a stall and pull out the uniform, looking at it blankly for a moment. They made a new one. I keep finding uniforms just lying around, usually RIGHT after I tear the last one! I TOLD you someone’s watching me all the time! 
 There, I’m ready! I step out of the stall and look at myself in the mirror, adjusting my mask and pulling my top down—there’s got to be a bit of cleavage for these things, you know? Bad girls need to look sexy! It’s in the rule book. I step out of the bathroom, seeing Volt sitting there patiently. My stuff is gone. “What did you do with my groceries?” I ask him. “Did you steal them? I had a month’s worth of frozen dinners!”  
 “I sent them to your home,” he says. “It is unprofessional to have a super villain worrying over her eggs getting broken.”  
 “Well whoever took them had better not rob me! I don’t trust those black suits of yours, they’re shifty.”  
 He sighs and just stands, following me as I make my way out the automatic door. There’s really loud music playing outside. There’s a large area that’s been cleared of people and cars. The norms are watching from a distance with their fingers in their ears. A teenage boy is standing in the middle of the clearing, his boom box at his feet. He looks like one of those cheesy anime fighting guys, wearing ragged jeans and a vest. His fists are wrapped in white bandages and there’s a mask tied (yes, TIED, that is so eighties!) around his head. It sort of reminds me of that turtle cartoon from when I was a kid.  
 “SKYSTEP!” he yells over his music, pointing at me, “You’re going DOWN!”  
 “I am?” I ask. I look over at Volt, who’s doing his best to look like a norm bystander. He shrugs in silent response to my question. “Well, okay!” I sink through the ground and then head back up, right in front of the teenager. “Hiiii,” I say with a huge grin. I watch in surprise as he flips over onto his hands, kicking out at me in a dramatic fashion. I jump back, more to go along with the drama than anything else.  
 “I am Treble Clef!” he declares as he hops back to his feet, bringing his fists up. “I’m here to take you down!”  
 “What is this obsession with ‘down’ anyway?” I ask, jumping into the air and floating there as I watch him. He jumps, tackling me to the ground—or trying to, at least. Instead he just goes straight through me as I go intangible, almost falling on his face. I float down, looking at him curiously. “Did you hurt yourself?”  
 “Why aren’t you taking me seriously?” he demands, growling at me.  
 “You interrupted my shopping day,” I tell him, smacking him lightly upside the back of the head. “I only go shopping twice a month, you know, it’s a big deal!”  
 “You’re a super villain! Super villains don’t go shopping!”  
 “Sure we do!” I flip in the air and kick him in the face with my brand new tennis shoes. Yes, the uniform came with boots. I like the tennis shoes better! He falls back, grabbing his nose. “Listen, kid,” I say, landing on the ground with my hands on my hips, “you don’t have a chance against me. Why are you even here? I have groceries to put up!”  
 “I want to,” he says, his voice muffled from the broken nose, “join South Hall.”  
 “As a super?” I ask.  
 “Yeah, you got a problem with that?” It sounds more like “Aah, ooo godda probrem wid dat?” but I’m ignoring that fact. I speak excellent broken nose.  
 “If you’re going to join a Hall, there’s one important fact,” I tell him, jumping into the air and flipping. The heel of my new tennis shoe slams into the back of his head, sending him face first into the concrete. I stand over him with my hands on my hips, “you can’t try to fight a super villain until they’re actually committing a crime!” I look at my shoes, pouting. “Now there’s blood on my new tennis shoes,” I complain as he groans and pushes himself up slowly.  
 “You’re a known super villain,” he says, his hand shooting out and grabbing my ankle, “if I beat you, I’ll be known.”  
 “But you can’t beat me,” I tell him bluntly. “Wasn’t music supposed to make you tougher or something? I can’t tell the difference.”  
 He shoves himself to his feet, kicking and punching wildly—which makes it far too easy to avoid. “I’m going to beat you!” he snarls, throwing another punch. His fist goes straight through my chest.  
 “Don’t you know what I am?” I ask him. “I can phase through anything—that means physical attacks don’t do anything to me—especially when they’re slow and obvious. Do some research before picking who to fight, okay?”  
 I hop back, bored with this game already. “Maybe you’re tougher than a norm thanks to the music, but you’re not on my level,” I tell him, stepping into the air and patting him on the head. “Come back when you learn a new trick, okay?”  
 I hear Voltdrain groan as I race away. I don’t care. I didn’t do anything that would get me in trouble—but Century absolutely DID. If Volt knew to warm me, someone set this all up, right? I stop mid-air and turn, heading for Texan Son Oil. Century has some explaining to do!  
   

***

   
 “Really, gentlemen, as fascinating as your ‘offer’ is,” Century starts out, looking at the three men standing in front of him, “I’m not interested. Now I really need to get back to work.” 
 He should have told his receptionist not to let anyone in, he realizes as he sees a foot sink through the ceiling behind their heads. He’s positive he ordered special boots for Skye’s new uniform, ones that look professional, so why is she wearing neon pink and blue tennis shoes? Well, really, he rebukes himself, why wouldn’t she be? This is Skystep, after all.  
 “Gentlemen, I’ve changed my mind,” Century says, standing up and walking around the desk, “I do want to talk to you about your ‘long-term investment’, after all.” He places a hand on their shoulders, one by one, and stops their time. They look like statues, he thinks with amusement as he turns to face the super villain that’s in the middle of… wait, what IS she doing? He just stares at her blankly.  
   

***

   
 “What? Volt bought it but I didn’t have enough time to finish,” I say, munching on my chips. I’ve stolen his massive leather office chair and spread my food out on the desk while he was busy doing illegal things to norms. Did I mention he was the head of the South Branch Hall? “You, mister, are in biiiiig trouble!” He looks sort of cute in a cowboy hat and suit. Sure he’s an old guy, but I have got to say, he definitely doesn’t look it! Thanks to his time abilities, he still looks like he’s thirty. And that look of confusion on his face—its selfie-worthy. I really need to get a phone. “What do you think you’re doing, interrupting my shopping trip?” I demand, waving a finger—okay, two fingers and a chip—at him.  
 “I notice it didn’t take you long to deal with him,” Century says. “How good was he? Was he worth sending up to Cape High?”  
 “Do you really think I can tell?” I ask, finishing off my sandwich and taking a long gulp of Pepsi. “He swings wildly and plays heavy music, neither of which do much for me, you know? He didn’t die, if that’s what you’re wondering. But I was shopping! You’d better be certain those black suit guys didn’t rip off all of my new stuff!”  
 “My people are extremely trust-worthy, your things will be fine,” he says, letting out a sigh, “but I will admit to sending the boy. You were just going to Wal-Mart, Skye, it’s not that big of a deal.”  
 “It’s a big enough reason to defeat you!” I declare, hopping onto his desk. Ewww, I stepped in my trash. That was NOT well thought out. I pick up my shoe and look at the sole to make sure nothing got on it. It’s bad enough I got blood on them, earlier!  
 “Again?” he asks, looking far too bored for my tastes.  
 “AGAIN!” I declare dramatically, hopping off the desk and rushing for him, only to be stopped as he barely touches my hand. I can’t move. He did that stupid time stop thing again! It must have just been on part of me, though, because I can still see him move. Now he’s just casually walking around me. I hear a button being pushed and him say, “Irene, make sure I don’t get any calls or visitors for… oh, let’s say half an hour, okay?”  
 “Yes sir, Mr. Benton.”  
 “Thank you,” he says, and I hear another click. “Now Skye, honey,” he says, coming back to me and standing right in front of me, “you know better than to attack me in my place of business.” He places both hands on my shoulders and time snaps back into place. “Why don’t we put this off until tonight?”  
 “No you don’t! You ruined my shopping trip with that kid!” I say, shoving his hands off and giving him my darkest glare. “I had groceries to put up! And I still need to go bully the water company into turning my water back on! And don’t call me honey!”  
 “They turned your water off?” he asks. “I’ll make a few calls--”  
 “I AM A SUPER VILLAIN!” I bellow at the top of my lungs, cutting him off. “I DO NOT ACCEPT HELP FROM HEROES!”  
 He stares at me. “You took the sandwich from Volt,” he points out, when I just keep glaring.  
 “That was different! He—he forced it on me! That’s right!” 
 “Sure didn’t look like he was forcing you to eat,” he drawls, just raising one eyebrow at me. “Look, Skye, I know I took a few moments of your day, I should have called you first. Oh wait, I can’t, because you don’t have a phone.”  
 He sounds vaguely irritated by that fact, doesn’t he? “What do I need a phone for?” I ask. “I don’t need to talk to people! I’m a super villain!”  
 He lets out a sigh, running a hand over his face. I get that reaction a lot, actually. “Go home, Skye,” he says, “go home and look at the book the suits left there, we’re getting you a new base.”  
 “HA!” I proclaim, “LIKE I BELIEVE THAT! You’re just luring me into moving into the Cape Cells!” It’d be the ultimate bait and switch! They would lead me into a fancy room and then lock the door!  
 Someone knocks on the door. “Mr. Benton? Are you okay?”  
 “I’m fine, Irene,” he says—only to groan as the door bursts open and a rather black and blue Treble storms in.  
 “HA! I knew it!”  
 “Knew what?” Century asks blankly.  
 “You’re DATING her!”  
 “WHAT?” I yelp. “I’m not dating him! I’m yelling at him for ruining my shopping trip by sending YOU!”  
 “Oh would you look at the time,” Century says in a patently fake tone, looking at his wrist where there’s no watch. He doesn’t need a watch, I guess, not with his time powers. “I’ve got a meeting coming up, so if you two could find your way out, I would appreciate it.”  
 “This isn’t over, old man!” Treble says. “I—I could have totally beaten her if she hadn’t run away!”  
 “No, son, you couldn’t have,” Century says in a patient tone. “Before you try to get into any of the Halls, you need to find out just what you can do. Once you know your limitations you need to find out who’s out of your league. After you find that out, you need to find out who needs to be taken down and who just needs to be . . . kept calm.” He looks straight at me.  
 “I do not need kept calm!” I say, outraged once again. “I was perfectly calm before you ruined my day!”  
 “And spending all this time with me isn’t making it better, now is it?” he says.  
 “Oh. Good point,” I admit. “I’m still mad at you, though!” I announce, jumping into the air and heading for the ceiling. “This isn’t the end of it!” I add, pointing at Century. “I’m watching you, mister.”  
 Then, since I’ve had the final say, I head through the ceiling and to the water company. I’ve got some heads to knock together.  
   

***

   
 Century lets out a sigh, pulling out his cell phone and dialing quickly. “Yes. I’d like to pay Skystep’s water bill—and have it transferred to South Branch Hall’s account. Who am I? I’m Century. The address is—” he rattles off an address as Treble stares at him incredulously. A few moments later, he hangs up. “Now I’m going to put this simply, son,” he says to the teen, “that woman could do far more damage than you can possibly imagine.”  
 “So why do you let her just wander around like that?”  
 “Because at heart she’s just a silly little girl,” Century says, heading over to the three men still frozen in time, “she’s easily distracted, and more importantly, easy enough to keep happy— for the most part. We did have a bit of trouble when Flameblaster moved, but she’s calmed down since then. She makes a good super villain—the ladies adore her, especially, and she’s fun to watch.”  
 “She’s insane,” Treble says.  
 “Well, it’s true that she doesn’t… exactly…. operate according to your understanding of sanity. Most of the powerful ones don’t. She just tends to take the cake.” He digs through his papers and pulls out a simple business card. “There’s a place you can try up north, they call it Cape High. They might be willing to train you to become a super hero, if you’re still interested after that butt kicking.” He tosses the card at the teen. “Tell them Century sent you.”  
 Treble stares at the card for a long moment. “You—you can get me in?”  
 “No, but I can get you tested. Now go on, I’ve got work to do.”  
 “Thanks. No, seriously, thank you,” Treble says, gripping the card tightly, “I’ll do that.”  
   

***

   
 As soon as I slip through the water company’s roof someone rushes forward, hands up. “Miss— Miss Skystep, we are SO sorry for the misunderstanding. You should find your water up and working as soon as you get home.”  
 It had to be Century. For a moment I’m tempted to give the norm a hard time. I never ignore those urges, so I get in his face just like I had with the little girl, and go, “You got off easy this time.” I’m quite satisfied by the way all the blood rushes out of his face and he nods, silently. I suppose I’ll forgive Century—just this once.  
 I head home, forgetting entirely about the water, and slide through the ceiling into my comfy second-hand chair. There’s a book left on the coffee table. (Someone fixed the fourth leg. How rude, I was rather fond of the three-legged look.) I lean forward, picking it up and flipping through the pages of lairs for rent. After a second I throw it across the room. “I AM SKYSTEP! I DON’T NEED HELP FROM SUPER HEROES!” I bellow, just in case they’re listening. “If you’ve bugged me, I’ll find out!” I add in warning.  
 I head into the kitchen. I’m intent on counting every single piece of food in the fridge to make sure the black suits didn’t rip me off. I don’t trust them, you know! Any group that has interchangeable members like that has GOT to have some sort of mad scientist behind it—one that specializes in clones. I’ve had one too many run-ins with mad scientists, thank you very much.  
 I stop, staring blankly at the shiny box on my kitchen counter. That’s a Pokémon bundle, right? When did I—oh, wait, there’s a note! I cross over to the box, picking up the note and opening it.  
   
 For Skystep,  
 This is a gift for dealing with the boy.  
 I thought you’d like it better than cash.  
 Yours,  
 Century  
 P.S. It’s not bugged, I swear.  
   
 I rip into the box, excitedly pulling out the game system. What? Even super villains like video games! Now, which starter should I pick? Is there a way to pick a ghost type? Maybe I’ll be able to beat the ten year old next time if I get enough practice!  
 “I’m serious, here, if there’s someone watching me, you need to stop! I’ve got monsters to catch!” I say, just in case there IS someone watching me. I barely even notice the cell phone sitting on the counter, charging.  
   

***

   
 Century turns, tapping on his computer a few more times before picking up his phone. “Did she get the package?”  
 “Si,” Voltdrain says. There’s a hint of amusement in his tone that Century ignores.  
 “Did she like it?”  
 “Si, very much. She’s staring at it as it charges.”  
 “Like I told the boy, earlier, some of us just need to be kept calm, or better yet, busy,” Century says with satisfaction.  
 “Is that all there is to it?” Volt asks quietly. “Many of the other Hall leaders would have done something else.”  
 “Hero or villain, the capes in this area are mine to deal with,” Century says, “and if that means giving a girl a toy, that’s exactly what I’ll do. She’s gone through enough, don’t you think?”  
 “Si, she has.” The phone clicks gently, signaling that he hung up. Century hangs up as well, staring through the window in front of him. Finally he picks up his hat and stands. He’s got super hero work to do. 
   




THE DEADLY DARLIN’S

   

As the series progresses, Skye makes more friends, and actively recruits two other girls for her all-girl villain group. The first is Doris, who Skye found in her new underground base, frozen in a time capsule. Having lost a very large chunk of her life thanks to that, Doris is still the most adult-like of the trio. The second, and final member of their group, is a woman that we first saw in Steampunk Time, captured by the government until Mimic released her on a whim. Named Ariel (after The Little Mermaid) by Skye, she’s a water mimic, and has trouble keeping from changing into a liquid form without the help of a bracelet from Nico. Although all three of the girls have a rather tragic past behind them, they have bonded together to form a very strong sisterhood. 


In “Deadly Darlin’s,” first seen in Cape High Christmas; A Side Story, we see just how well the three work and play together. (Also, thanks to a comment by Skye in this story, “Go out, party, meet boys, and ROB them!” has become the trio’s motto for life.)


 





Deadly Darlin's

   
 *Texas, Skye's “Secret” Base* 
   
 "Okay," Nico says. We look up from the toys he's installed in our secret underground base, waiting for him to go on. He looks at me for a long, long moment, before letting out a sigh. "Skye." 
 "Yessss?" I say, trying to look innocent. Something about that tone tells me I'm about to get a lecture. 
 "No kidnapping people to your secret base, got it? The last thing we want is for some moron to get access to the teleportation booth. They might not be able to use it, but we don't need pictures of it floating around. " 
 "Why DID you give her a teleportation booth?" Doris asks. "We all know she can go anywhere she wants with a bit of running." 
 "All three of you are set up to use it," Nico says. "This way if you want to visit the family you don't draw attention to it. Mom says you all need to stop by at least once a week, I think she thinks you'll starve on your own. Besides, if an S-class super villain and her team can't protect it, who can?" 
 "I don't have any desire to go see Superior," Ariel says.  
 "I can go," I say, frowning slightly. "But that means running into that Mother lady..." I frown, still irritated with her for brainwashing me. "I'll call first!" I decide. "Did you put in the school coordinates, too?" 
 "Outside of it," Nico says. "I don't allow any teleporting into the campus, not even for Emily. Now--" 
 "I've stocked up the kitchen and redid the ventilation system," Zoe says, coming into the room. "Aunt Skye, if you need ANYTHING, just call, okay?" she asks. "Don't get into too much trouble, and make sure that Century knows if you're going to be gone for longer than a day or two--" 
 "Yeah, yeah, sheesh, it's not like I'm going away to college!" I say, although I'm secretly thrilled over how they're acting. No one's ever been so worried about me before! 
 "It feels like it," Nico says dryly. "Try not to party too hard, ladies--" 
 "The pool's finished," my nephew, Sunny, says, walking in and dusting off his hands. I jump over to his side, hugging him happily.  
 "Thank you, Sunny!" I say. 
 He gives me a little grin. "It was more for Ariel, y'know, since she's a water type, but you're welcome. We should get going, though. You guys, I mean ladies, need to unpack and everything, right?" 
 "Absolutely!" I say. "Now shoo, we've got a lot of work to do!" 
 The other two in my new little league of villainy look at me blankly as my brother and his kids teleport away. He's got a watch. Unlike my machine, it goes ANYWHERE he wants it to. But anyway, now is where I explain some things! My name is Skystep, I'm a wonderfully powerful super villain extraordinaire! And in front of me, staring at me like I did something stupid again, are my brand new partners in crime! Ariel, a water mimic, who can turn into any form of water, and Doris, a Jersey Devil shape-shifter-- 
 "Is she introducing us in her mind again?" Ariel asks. 
 "Probably, I think she's plotting out her next self-drawn comic," Doris says, dropping down on one of the couches my other nephew, Rocco, brought in for us. "It would be more understandable if she could actually draw." 
 "You just don't understand my unique style," I say, posing dramatically. 
 "Unique style?" Ariel asks. 
 "She just sucks at art," Doris says, totally shooting my claim down. 
 "It's not my fault that they don't do super villain comics!" I complain. "But this is our first official day as a super villain group! We need to CELEBRATE!" 
 They look at each other, and then at me. "We've been working on this move all week," Doris says. "Shouldn't we just relax for a bit? We can do a job tomorrow, or something--" 
 "Who said anything about a job?" I ask. "This is like--like spring break! We should go out, party, and meet boys!" They stare at me. "And ROB them!" I finish. 
 "Oooooh," Ariel says. "That makes more sense," she says to Doris.  
 "Of course it does," Doris says, picking up the phone that Nico made for her. Everything she touches on the screen brings up a bubble first, explaining what it does. That was really nice of him--Doris isn't very good with technology, she was stuck in a tube in this very base for a very long time. Speaking of that tube, we got rid of the entire room and put in a hot tub! Well, Nico did. "Everyone knows she has a thing for Century." 
 "I do NOT!" I yell, grabbing a pillow off the nearest chair and throwing it at her. "He's a pervert!" 
 "I would like to get to know the area," Ariel says. "I mean, since we're going to be living here and... well, I'm not a cloud." 
 "Maybe I can finally find a place to get my hair cut," Doris agrees. 
 "Not the hair! I like the hair!" I protest. They ignore me, getting up and heading for the exit. "How would YOU feel if I chopped MY hair off?" I demand, grabbing Doris's hand and being dragged along behind her.  
 "I wouldn't have a problem with it," she says. "Besides, YOUR hair doesn't drag on the ground behind you." 
 "You're breaking my heart," I moan pathetically. "It was going to be one of our super villain trademarks!" 
 "And the fact that I turn into a Jersey Devil monster doesn't do enough?" 
 I jump on her back. "You'll have to cut through me to get to it!" I declare as we step out of the secret base and into the forest.  
 "Fine," she says. "We'll do that." 
 "Noooo!" 
 "Why are we in the middle of a forest?" Ariel asks, floating over our heads and looking around curiously. 
 "Because our secret base was once a secret government facility. It's built under a national forest, so if you see any campers just smile and wave," Doris says as she keeps going with me hanging on her back. "I didn't really want to come back, but her highness here insisted." 
 "We DID get rid of that room, though," I have to point out, feeling a bit hurt by the "highness" comment. 
 "That's one of the biggest reasons I was willing to come," she says, sighing.  
 We reach the edge of the forest, only to stop at the sight of Century sitting on a camping chair next to a checkered blanket, drinking a cup of coffee. He's got an ancient looking plaid thermos on the ground next to him, along with two manila folders and a picnic basket. It looks like he's there for the long haul. 
 "Why are you here?" I demand, jumping off of Doris's back and moving between my partners and the head of the South Branch Hall. "We haven't done ANYTHING yet!" 
 "I'm just here for the usual, Sugar," he says, uncrossing his legs and reaching down to pick up the folders. "Doris, Ariel, I'm going to need a few signatures. Don't worry if you didn't bring a pen, I brought one for you." He holds the envelope out to them. "Since you're both going to be official South Branch villains, we like to have it in writing." 
 "Why do we need to--" 
 "How else can I pay you?" he asks. "Don't worry about bank accounts, we pay in cash. It's an 'under the table' sort of thing." 
 "What?" I demand, getting angry. "You can't pay them, they're VILLAINS! And you've never paid ME!"  
 "Sugar, you stole my credit card," he says, smiling ever so slightly as he continues to hold out the folders. "You have an unlimited spending account, which, I might add, you take joy in mentioning every time I turn around. But you're originally South Branch, so you were automatically registered the first time you robbed a bank. Our newest sweethearts here aren't." 
 "Don't call me sweetheart, cowboy," Doris says, grabbing the folders from him and looking at them both. She hands one over to Ariel after deciding which is hers. "This calls for at least two jobs minimum per month," she says, sitting on the blanket. "Does that count if we work as a team?" 
 "Of course," he says.  
 "Who ARE you?" Ariel asks him. "Some random cowboy man?" Oh, right, he ISN'T in uniform, is he? Stupid Century, coming to see super villains in civvies! Doesn't he have ANY professionalism? 
 What? I know how to be professional! 
 "This is the grand and mighty yadda yadda Century," Doris says, grabbing the pen he offers and scrawling her name a few times. "Here," she says, holding out the pen to Ariel. Ariel stares at it, looking worried. "Do you... ah, know how to write?" Doris asks her after a moment. 
 "I'll sign it for you!" I declare, grabbing the pen from Doris and the folder from Ariel.  
 "Don't worry about that, Ariel. You can just make an X," Century says. "We can set you up with a tutor for reading and writing, if you want." 
 "Don't look down on me!" Ariel says. The sky starts to get cloudy and I get excited. 
 "YAY! RAIN!" I say. "Wait, wait, I need to do my traditional rain dance!" I start waving my arms in the air, dancing crazily, the pen and folder still in my hands.  
 "Is she Native American?" Doris asks Century. 
 "Not a bit, that I know of," he says. "But give her enough time and I'm sure she'll adopt herself into a tribe." 
 "Native Americans ARE AWESOME!" I declare, throwing my arms toward the sky and looking up expectantly. "Their rain dances probably work, for one," I add. In fact the clouds are gone, now. I look at Ariel, who's giggling for some reason.  
 "She just--" Ariel says, pointing at me. "I was the one making it rain, Skye," she tells me. 
 "At least you didn't indulge her," Doris says dryly. "Come here, I'll show you how to make an X," she adds, taking the folder from me and heading to Ariel. 
 "Did you do a rain dance, too?" I ask Ariel. 
 "I don't HAVE to do a rain dance!" 
 "That doesn't mean you CAN'T!" I protest. "If you can throw in a dance, you absolutely should!" 
 "Okay, okay, I'll throw in a dance," Ariel says as Doris shows her how to sign her papers. 
 "Now you're indulging her," Doris scolds her. "She might officially be our leader but we don't have to do everything she says." 
 "I'm--" I say, my eyes widening as shock hits me. "I'M the leader?" I ask, giddily. 
 They just look at me before looking at each other. "I nominate myself," Doris says. 
 "TOO LATE!" I yell. "I'm the leader! I'm the leader! We need to pick our colors! I call red! Red is always the leader! Or should it be pink, because we're girls?" I ask, frowning as I run into the BIGGEST decision in my LIFE! "We can totally be like the Powerpuff Girls!" 
 "You've already got a costume," Century says, taking the folders as they're handed over. "And the red thing only works for heroes, Sugar. You're a villain, remember? The two of you should stop by the branch to be fitted for proper uniforms. Come in the back way. Now, who's hungry?" he asks, unpacking the picnic basket. "I brought subs!" 
 Ariel and Doris grab the sandwiches even as I start to protest. I glare at Century, walking over to poke him in the chest when that doesn't seem to faze him. "MY group of villainous ladies, go get your own," I say, putting my hands on my hips. 
 "Of course they are," he agrees, pulling out another sandwich and offering it to me. "I'm just giving a little helping hand." 
 I give him my best stink eye before snatching the sandwich out of his hand and dropping down on the picnic blanket. "We're not working until this weekend," I tell him as I eat. "We're going to make ourselves at home, got it? And we're going to--" 
 "Go out and meet boys," Ariel says. There's a tiny twitch beneath Century's eye when she says that, I notice.  
 "And rob them," Doris finishes. 
 "I see," he says, starting to smile as he takes a drink of coffee. "So you want to feel your oats, is that it?" 
 "Skye's declared this spring break," Ariel says. 
 "Well, I have a suggestion for one place you could go to let your hair down," he says. "Rochester's back to playing his gig over in New Orleans." 
 "Rochester?" I say, getting excited. "I want to go!" 
 "Isn't he a hero?" Doris asks, looking at me. 
 "He's a teacher! Or he's going to be!" I say. "That means he works for my brother! Besides, I like him. He has cool powers and can play a guitar! Guitarists are sexy," I add with a happy little sigh. 
 "She's got us there," Doris says to Ariel. 
 "Guitarists are sexy," Ariel repeats, frowning as she thinks about it. She nods after a long moment. 
 "You just took that as a fact, didn't you?" Doris asks her. 
 "Are they not?" she asks. 
 "Well... yeah, sortta? I don't know, I guess it depends on the guitarist," Doris decides. 
 "WAIT!" I say abruptly. "This is some devious trap!" I declare, pointing at Century. "He's luring us into thinking we're playing but then some random wanna-be-super hero will show up and challenge us to a fight!"  
 "Now, Sugar, Rochester's my only psychic type. I wouldn't do a thing like that to him--especially when he has a standing invitation to Central," he says, looking innocent. That's a DEFINITE sign he's lying. "I'm just offering up a nice little place for a ladies night out." 
 "In other words, he'd do it to US," Doris points out, "but Rochester is one of his favorites." 
 "Of course you're my favorites, too," Century says. "Three beautiful villainesses? What other Hall can claim that? But you're tougher than he is, you can take anything I throw at you, I'm sure." 
 "We shouldn't be your favorites," Ariel says, frowning. "We're super villains and you're a super hero, that makes us enemies, right?" 
 "It DOES!" I say. "He's breaking the rules!" 
 "Especially with that kiss a while back, right, Skye?" Doris says evilly. My best friend! She's gone evil! I would be so proud, you know, if she wasn't being evil to ME. I stick my tongue out at her, and when she only laughs, I tackle her to the ground. 
 "Ladies, ladies! If you're going to in-fight at least make sure there's a camera around! The norms eat up that sort of drama." 
 "What kiss?" Ariel asks. 
 "Century--" Doris begins. I cover her mouth with a hand. 
 "That is not something we discuss!" I say loudly. 
 "Kissed Skye!" Doris says, pulling my hand away from her mouth. 
 I glare at her, and when that doesn't do anything but make her laugh, I whack Century's leg--hard. "Hey, now, I didn't do anything this time--she was the one that said it!" he says, obviously trying not to laugh. "On Skye's behalf, she hit me hard when I DID do something, too," he adds, rubbing his jaw at the memory. 
 "Is there something wrong with kissing Skye?" Ariel asks. 
 "Yes!" I say. "When you're not ASKED to, and you're a perverted old man with kissy-kissy issues!" I hop to my feet. "Enough talking! We're going to see Rochester!" I declare, and then give Century my most dangerous look. "YOU have to go do the hero-ing thing, now, so shoo!" 
 I will NEVER admit that it had been my first kiss. That Jerky McJerkinson stole MY FIRST KISS! I will never forgive him!  
 "Are we going, or what?" Doris asks, finishing off her sandwich and getting to her feet. 
 "So is Rochester a sexy guitarist?" Ariel asks as we leave Century behind.  
 "Remember the blonde guy with all the piercings and tattoos?" Doris asks her. "He came to the school and there was a party?" 
 "I think so?" Ariel says. "I was too busy hating Superior and getting to know Malina." 
 "Do you still hate Dad?" I ask. 
 "Yes, but there're more important things to do," she says. "Right?" 
 "Right!" I say, throwing an arm over her shoulders and then dragging Doris over for a group hug. "Let's go meet boys!" 
 "And rob them!" the two agree. 
   

***

   
 Century casually gets up, packing up the little picnic. "You can step out, now," he says. A form detaches from the shadows, heading for him. "Hello, Ruckus," he says to the uniformed woman. She's tall, taunt, and beautiful in a sharp, dangerous way. Her skin is the color of dark cocoa and her hair is cut short, accentuating her high cheekbones and glowing bronze eyes. "You've gotten your glimpse, so what do you think?" 
 "They're strangely adorable, aren't they?" she asks, frowning slightly.  
 "That's why I've called you," Century says. "My three deadly darlin's need some serious competition. The world is slowly starting to realize that girls can run the show. I want to take advantage of that. I have their contract. They're signed up for two gigs a month, minimum. I want you and Dollface to be the ones that face them for at least a third of those gigs." 
 Ruckus hesitates. "Can we take them?" she asks. 
 "Power-wise?" Century asks. "The two of you would have trouble taking Skye on her own, much less all three of them. But Skye plays by the rules if she's kept happy. Right now she's the happiest I've ever seen her," he admits, looking in the direction the girls went. "The other two you have a decent chance against," he goes on. "You two are some of the most impressive capes I've seen outside of Central, and I am, frankly, proud to have you on our team." 
 "Not as impressive as Skye, though," Ruckus says bluntly. 
 "Skye is an S-class," Century says. "She's adopted into the Superior line. They didn't even blink at the idea of her carrying the name." 
 "Then why do you let her act as a villain?" Ruckus asks. "She should be a hero, if heroes can't beat her." 
 "Oh, she can be beaten," Century says, "just not by you two." 
 "You can beat her, then?" 
 "Of course I can. But why would I want to? Skye is one of the most loved capes in the South Branch. I'm just betting on the fact that Ruckus and Dollface will be loved, as well," he says, looking at her pointedly. 
 "How do you plan on that happening?" Ruckus asks. She looks as if she doubts it'll happen, herself. 
 "By throwing you two at them," he says. "Don't hide who you are, sugar. Be bold and strong, because that's a big part of you, but don't be afraid to show the rest of you, as well. And remember that they have their problems, we all do, but they're just trying to make a place for themselves in this messed up, crazy world of ours." He looks at her, smiling slightly. "I'm going to make that place, for all of you." 
 "So what do we do now?" she asks. 
 "Go to the bar," he says. "And make sure that Rochester doesn't hit on my Sky e. I like the boy. I wouldn't want her punching him. It could easily get him killed." 
 "By her or by you?" she asks dryly. He gives her a little smile that's hard to read. "Do we go in uniform?" she asks. 
 "Keep it under your civvies." 
 "Understood," she says. 
 "Unless you see a good chance to make a dramatic moment," he adds. "Try not to crash the bar, though. I've got an investment in it." He walks away, leaving her standing there with a strange look on her face. 
   

***

   
 "Is it just me or are people staring at us?" Ariel asks as we walk down the streets of New Orleans' French Quarter. I can't help but stare at the beautiful old buildings and all the colorfully dressed people walking around us. Music fills the air thanks to the amazing street musicians. This place is SO COOL! 
 "Well, if either of you would actually walk on the ground we might get less looks," Doris says dryly. 
 "I am walking on the ground!" I declare, only to look down and discreetly drop down a few inches. "Well, NOW I am," I say.  
 "I never really understood the point of walking," Ariel admits, still floating along beside us. 
 "Me neither!" I say, grabbing her hand. "Great minds think alike!" I say happily. We'd flown (or in my case, ran on air) here, since it was fastest, but now it's still daylight. I don't know if Rochester will even be at his club. Speaking of which, "Um, do either of you know where he works?" I ask them. 
 "YOU were the one that was supposed to know that," Doris says after they both stare at me for a moment.  
 "Yo, Skye!" I hear someone shout from behind us. I turn, seeing Rochester standing about a block away with his guitar slung over his shoulders. "You're goin' the wrong way. You came t'see me tonight, right?" 
 "Rochester!" I say, running over to him happily, dragging Ariel behind me. "We've come to party! Doris graduated! And this is our official spring break!" 
 "Spring break, huh?" he asks, not mentioning that it's just barely January. "Sounds like quite the party. Nice t'see ya again, Doris, um..." he looks at Ariel a bit vaguely, "water lady," he finishes. 
 "Ariel," I provide. "Her name is Ariel, like the little mermaid!" 
 "Ah, makes sense," he says. "Nice t'meetcha, Ariel," he says, holding out his hand with a tiny, wicked little smile. 
 "Oh no you don't," Doris says, grabbing Ariel's hand before he can touch it. "Skye might like you, but we all know you're going to be one of the guys we go up against. No inside information for you." 
 He gives her a shameless grin. "Can't blame a guy for tryin'," he says, only to drape an arm over my shoulders. "This way t'my work," he says, tugging me along. "The boss called me up on my way here an' said you'd be along. I think you'll really like it!" I blink as my feet touch the ground again. "But y'might want to keep closer to floor level." 
 I blush, feeling a bit awkward, but forget about it quickly as he leads us into a bar. The place is ancient looking, but beautiful in its own way. Posters of bands and musicians hang in frames on the wall and the tables are made of heavy, ornately carved wood. The only people in the building other than us are a group of older men sitting on the stage with instruments, and another man behind the bar. 
 "We been tellin' the boy to bring us a pretty lady, an' here he brings us three!" one of the men say, wiping away a fake tear. "I'm so proud, so very proud!" 
 "These are jus' FRIENDS, Sam," Rochester says dryly, leading us to the stage. "This here is Skye, Doris, an' Ariel," he introduces us. "Skye's big brother is the one teachin' my kid up north." 
 "Hi!" I say, waving a hand furiously. "We've come to party!" 
 "Any friend of Rochester's is a friend of ours," the bass player says, getting up and holding out a hand. I shake it, trying not to grip too tightly. I don't want to hurt his hand! "How would you ladies like to hear us warm up? Buford, make the ladies some drinks!" he calls to the man cleaning glasses. "What's your pleasure, pretty ladies?" he asks us. 
 "Anything is fine," Doris says before I can. "In fact just a beer would be fine, right, Skye?" she asks me. 
 "I dunno, I've never had alcohol before," I say innocently. The entire room other than Ariel turns and stares at me. "What's it taste like?" 
 "How'd you find such an innocent one, Rochester?" Sam asks after a second of silence. 
 Rochester hesitates, thinking long and hard. "I'm thinkin," he says after a long moment, "that there ain't no point in tryin' t'get her drunk, but you can if y'want," he says after a second. 
 "Rochester, we're supposed to keep--" Doris says. 
 "Ariel's floatin', Skye's feet ain't touchin' the ground, and I would trust these gents with my life," Rochester sums up with a little smile. "Gentlemen, these three are--" 
 "We already know, son," the bass player says. "I am Clovis James, ma' petites, and we are the Sundown Blues Boys. That ornery coot on the drums is Sam, the pianist is Charlie, and our horn man goes by Beau. A pleasure to meet Rochester's fellow super heroes--" 
 "Villains," Rochester corrects him. 
 "Villains?" Clovis repeats, looking confused. 
 "These three are the boss's 'Deadly Darlin's'," Rochester says. 
 "We're the Femme Fatales!" I declare, giving him a sharp look. "NOT the Deadly Darlings!" 
 "I don't know, Femme Fatale's pretty overdone," Doris says. "And all that new talk about feminism makes me think we'd irritate a lot of people by calling ourselves Deadly Darlin's." She doesn't sound as if she thinks that's a bad thing. 
 "Deadly Darlin's and Femme Fatales mean roughly the same thing, right?" Rocco says.  
 "Now, I've always seen a femme fatale as more..." Clovis starts out, only to get a sharp look from Rochester, "cold-blooded," he says, not missing a beat. "Personally, I think Deadly Darlin's would be an amazin' band name." 
 "Why does the 'ing' sound keep changing?" Ariel asks. 
 "Because they're southern," Doris says. 
 "Aren't we southern, too? I made an X," Ariel says. "So we're the Deadly Darlin's." 
 "I like the deadly part, but 'darlin's' is NOT powerful!" I declare. "I'm powerful! I'm the most powerful super villain in the WORLD!" 
 "Of course you are," Rochester says. 
 "She is?" Sam asks with a look of unbelief. 
 "I am!" I say, giving him a dark look. 
 "She is," Doris agrees in a dry tone. "She's not the most evil, or bloodthirsty, or violent, or even ... well, villainous, but she's probably the most powerful." 
 "Then it be an ironic name," Sam says, starting to grin. "Like us old folk calling ourselves boys." 
 I blink. "I like ironic!" I decide. 
 "Then we're the Deadly Darlin's," Doris says. "You're Skystep, I'm Jersey Devil, and Ariel is..." she looks at Ariel, blankly. "What do we call Ariel?" 
 "Raindance!" I decide. 
 "Okay, Raindance," Doris says when Ariel smiles and shrugs. "Now, are we taking a break or what? Someone mentioned drinks, right?" she asks, heading for the bar. 
 "It fits them, doesn't it?" I hear Clovis whisper to Rochester. 
 "Like a freakin' glove," Rochester whispers back. I give them a dirty look, but before I can say anything Doris shoves a bottle into my hand. 
 "Your very first beer," she says, tapping her beer to mine and handing Ariel a third. "Also, you have free reign to yell at Century every time he leaves off the 'deadly' and calls one of us darlin'," she adds with a cheerfully evil grin. 
 "But it's our name," Ariel says. 
 "WE can call ourselves darlin', but him saying it is too sexist not to take advantage of it," Doris says. 
 "So--so the NAME is a TRAP?" I ask, my eyes widening excitedly. "Best name ever!" 
 "Only if he forgets the 'deadly' part, though," Doris admits, drinking her beer.  
   

***

   
 "This is it?" Dollface asks as she and Ruckus approach the little bar. "Where Century's favorite plays? It's a bit... small." A strong wind blows and Dollface reaches up, patting her pinned up black hair to make sure it doesn't mess it up too much. "And I dressed up for this," she complains, motioning down to the retro red and white dress she's wearing. Her polka dot wedges are so high that she's almost as tall as Ruckus is. 
 "You realize that we're likely to get into a brawl, don't you?" Ruckus asks, dressed in jeans and a t-shirt with Voltdrain's symbol on the front. "We're not coming to meet boys." She still isn't sure why Century teamed her up with Dollface--they're almost exactly opposite. The only things they have in common are their skin color and the fact they have powers. But maybe when this goes wrong (like it's BOUND to) he'll just have to split them up and give them new partners! If she's REALLY lucky, she'll be able to talk him into letting her work with Voltdrain! 
 "You have no sense of style," Dollface tells her, looking over Ruckus's outfit with a judgmental expression.  
 "You have no COMMON sense," Ruckus says. "You're wearing heels to a bar fight!" 
 "He didn't SAY we were supposed to fight," Dollface says. "We're just here to meet our future nemesis... nemesi? What's the plural for nemesis, anyway?" she asks, frowning. 
 "Nemeses," Ruckus says, idly. "It's nemeses. You're a super hero, Dolly, you should at least know that much. But there are three of them and only two of us, so you had BETTER bring your A-game, regardless of whether it's a fight or not." 
 "Did you see that press release for Hypersonic Rainbow?" Dollface asks. "She's so adorable. Isn't she supposed to be coming to our branch? Think we could get her as our third?" 
 "A hyperactive speedster?" Ruckus asks, suddenly interested. "That's not actually a bad idea," she admits. "She's still really young, though--she's one of the Cape High kids, right?" 
 "Yeah, but she's working! Of course her uniform will need to be changed." They step into the bar and everyone turns to look at them. 
 "Bar's still closed, chères," the bartender calls to them. "We'll be opening soon, though." 
 "How soon?" Ruckus asks. 
 "Let them stay, Buford," one of the men says. "It's almost opening time. A few more pretty faces don't hurt anything, no?" 
 The youngest in the band heads forward, holding out a hand to them. Ruckus looks into the silver eyes of Century's psychic and wonders if she can get away with not touching him somehow. Before she can say anything, though, Dollface takes the offered hand. Ruckus almost lets out a curse as Rochester's eyes gleam faintly. 
 "A pleasure t'meetcha, Dollface," he says with a little bow over her hand. Dollface stares at him in stunned silence, a blush creeping over her cheeks. 
 "How did you--" she starts out. Ruckus reaches over, pulling her hand out of his. 
 "Don't touch the psychometric," she says silently. 
 "But he's so cute!" Dollface replies, equally silently. A positively wicked grin crosses Rochester's face at that. 
 "Ooooh!" Skye shouts happily from the table, where she's got a massive glass full of unnaturally pink liquid in her hands. "You can't call random ladies doll face, either!" she declares. 
 "You caught on quick to that one, eh, chère?" the drummer says to her. She grins at him. 
 "Cheers!" she says, waving the massive cup in his direction and then chugging it down. 
 "You'd best be layin' off that, Skye," Rochester says, turning back to the most dangerous villain around. "Your big brother would kill me if you actually got drunk." 
 "I'm a full grown woman!" Skye declares. "Gimme another, Buford!" 
 "You just HAD to introduce her to the frufru drinks," the long haired woman says to the pale one. 
 "I liked the colors," the pale one says. 
 "My name is--" Dollface starts out. 
 "Dolly," Ruckus supplies before she can go on. "Her name is Dolly. Isn't that right, Dolly?" she says pointedly to her partner. 
 "That's right, you can call me Dolly," Dollface says, sitting on one of the tables and crossing her legs to show off her long, perfectly shaped calves. "So, what's your name, Mr. Handsome?" she asks Rochester with a flutter of her eyelashes. 
   

***

   
 This stuff is SO GOOD! I wave the massive cup in the air, planning on going for a refill, only to blink as I hear one of the two girls call Rochester "Mr. Handsome." Does he get girls flirting with him a lot? I look up as more people come in. The bar is rapidly filling up and the band moves to the stage, warming up. Ariel comes over, sitting on the table next to me. 
 "It's crowded," she says, and I can feel her tension. "What do we do in a crowd this big?" 
 I hesitate, wondering the same thing. I'm not even surprised when Doris sits with us, so we're all back to back on the little round table. It suddenly doesn't seem like such a great idea to go out where we're surrounded by norms. And Rochester is flirting with some stranger, so it's just us three in a crowd of strangers--and we can't even rob them. 
 "We are the Deadly Darlin's!" I say in a bolstering tone. "We can deal with anything! We can sure as heck learn to party like a norm!" 
 That Dolly lady's friend saunters over to us, sitting on one of the chairs that belong to our table. "Are you three okay?" she asks quietly. 
 "We're perfectly fine," Doris says. "We just need another drink." 
 We all look up as someone taps on the mic. Clovis gives us a brilliant grin. "We are the Sundown Blues Boys," he announces, getting a cheer from the crowd. "And tonight we're celebrating some friends of ours coming to see us. Isn't that right, Darlin's?" he asks us. 
 "Do we get angry if he calls us that?" Ariel asks. 
 "I think we'll allow it," Doris says, swinging a leg over the other and leaning back against us. I wave at Clovis, completely forgetting that I felt uncomfortable a second ago, and then, since I can, I blow him a kiss. He laughs, reaching up and pretending to catch it. 
 "And someone, who will remain nameless, put in a request for you three; this is called 'Darlin'," Rochester says into his own mic before he starts to play. Clovis starts singing and the bar is suddenly full of dancing people. 
 I hop off the table, grabbing Ariel and Doris's hand and pulling them out onto the dance floor. The music is good, the atmosphere is awesome, and everything's going fine--until Ariel goes perfectly still, a look of shock on her face. 
 "What?" Doris asks. 
 "Someone just grabbed my bottom," Ariel says, looking stunned. 
 "They did what?" I ask. "Who would be that stupid?" I look behind her, seeing a drunk with a beer in one hand and a leer on his face. "Hey! Hey, you!" I say, pushing past Ariel. "Did you just GROPE my friend's butt?" 
 The man looks at me, taking another swig of his beer. "So what if I did? That's what people come to bars for, isn't it?" 
 I make a fist, pulling it back, only to blink as someone grabs my wrist. I look at Dolly's friend blankly, wondering why she would stop me. "Let me," she says before punching the guy for me. "From what Century says, you'd kill him," she explains as Rochester rushes to catch the jerk before he slams into Clovis. Clovis keeps singing, shockingly enough, as Rochester tosses the drunk to a large man, who calmly drags him out of the bar. 
 "Who are you?" I demand. 
 "Ruckus," she says, tugging her shirt down just enough to show a uniform, "one of your new nemeses." 
 "Nemeses? Doris, what's a nemeses?" I ask, completely thrown off guard. I don't even notice as a woman approaches Ruckus, grabbing her arm and getting in her face. 
 "You just hit my man!" the drunk woman says, slurring slightly.  
 "He just groped my—my…" Ruckus stops, obviously trying to come up with a word. "Oh forget it," she says as the woman throws a drunken punch at her. She dodges it easily and grabs the woman's wrist, pulling it behind her. 
 "HEY!" I say. "I'M the one that protects my darlin's behind!" I jump on Ruckus's back, wrapping my legs around her waist.  
 "Ladies! Ladies!" Clovis says. "We're going to have to toss you out, if you don't behave!" 
 "Don't attack MY PARTNER!" The last two words seem to echo louder and louder and I turn, watching in shock as that Dolly lady holds both hands out to us and grows larger. 
 Distantly I hear Century say, “Okay, boys, time to clear the room,” but he’s nowhere to be seen, now. 
 "What the--" Ruckus says, going still. She doesn't even seem to notice the norm lady smacking her with her purse. I look around, still hanging on her back, and see Rochester, Ariel and Doris, and two other norms that were too close to the fight. We're in--a fake bar? I hop off of Ruckus's back and head to the nearest table, picking up a tiny, plastic tankard. It's empty. 
 "This. Is. SO COOL!" I say, squealing excitedly. I look up, seeing the roof, and then head up, sticking my head through the roof to see outside. There's Dolly, looking massive and glowing slightly. "Hey, hey, Dolly, did you just make us doll-sized?" I ask her. 
 She jerks, her eyes widening as she takes an automatic step back. "How did--" 
 "Relax, relax, I want to keep playing," I assure her. "Is there some automatic way to get out, though? You know, for when we do it for television?" I pull myself all the way out, sitting on the roof of the building--and almost crushing it as I grow to full size again. "Oh, whoops," I say, floating in the air over the tiny dollhouse sized bar. "Guess that answers that question!" 
 "S--so I really can't--" Dolly says, looking panicked. 
 "No, Dollface, you can't," I hear a familiar voice say. I turn and glare at Century, not even surprised to see him. He's lounging at one of the tables, dressed like an overpriced cowboy and drinking a beer. "I told Ruckus, didn't I?" 
 "But I'm not a fighter type--I'm not that strong, or fast! And I CAN'T fight when I'm holding them in the dollhouse!" she says. "That's why you picked a brawler type for my partner, right? I shrink, contain, and toss in some traps and Ruckus does the--" 
 "That. Sounds. AWESOME!" I say, getting more excited by the moment. "So we'll be in like, a real life mystery house sort of thing? Best nemesis EVER!" I exclaim, throwing myself at her for a hug. She lets out a yelp and I hear a tiny popping sound from behind me. 
 "What just happened?" Doris asks. "Why are you hugging her, Skye?" 
 "She's the best!" I declare. "She has the COOLEST POWER--well, you know, other than mine," I admit. "And Ruckus is going to be the muscles! So I like her, too!" I declare, jumping over to hug her, as well.  
 "Not cool," Ruckus says. "SO not cool--you expect me to take all three of them on while you're out here?" she demands, getting in Dolly's face. "Do you know what she is?" she demands, pointing at me. 
 "I--" Dolly says, looking pathetic. 
 "She's a freaking SUPERIOR!" Ruckus yells. "S-Class, carrying the SUPERIOR name! I can't take on all three of them! I want a new partner!" she says to Century. 
 "Skye, are you willing to play by their rules?" Century asks me. 
 "YES!" I say. "Hey, hey, can we do one of the haunted houses? Then can you throw in scary sounds and doors opening and shutting?" I ask Dolly. "We can TOTALLY do a Scooby Doo thing! I call Velma!" 
 "You'd be the worst Velma, ever," Doris says dryly, now sitting on a table and drinking the beer she just stole from Century. 
 "Where did the dollhouse go?" Ariel asks, looking under the table Doris is sitting on. "I want to see it from the outside!" 
 "It was ADORABLE!" I tell her. "But I think it disappeared when I tried to hug Dolly." 
 "No hugging the nemeses if it ruins the playing field," Doris says. "That was pretty interesting," she goes on. "What do you think, Ariel? Want to play house with them?" 
 "How will they get the cameras that tiny?" Ariel asks. "Can you shrink the cameras, too?" she asks Dolly. 
 "I think so?" Dolly says, as if questioning it, herself. "It's all about mass--I can only shrink so much, you know, but drones should be small enough to toss in." 
 "You're totally ignoring something," Ruckus says. "We can't beat them," she tells Century. 
 "You don't have to," he says. "You just need to look like you come close. The Deadly Darlin's seem to be interested." 
 "I notice that you cleared out the bar for the night," Clovis says. 
 "I do apologize for that," Century says. "I'll pay whatever you lost in profits. I needed to see how this would go. I will offer this, though," he says to Ruckus, "I'm trying to get another tank female--she's still young, and she's a bit self-conscious, but she would be perfect for your team." 
 "Is it Sandra?" I ask, excitedly. "Oh, but she needs to graduate first." 
 "We were hoping to get Hypersonic Rainbow," Dolly says. 
 "She's young, too," Century admits. "Once in a while she might be able to join you, but she's got a lot on her plate, since she's part of two Halls. But if I can get Sandra, you three might be more equally balanced." 
 "Who is Sandra?" Ruckus asks. 
 "She's a gargoyle!" I say.  
 "You realize," Rochester says mildly, "I was right in there." 
 We all look at him. "You're cute," Ruckus says. "but this is a girls-only game, right, Century?" 
 "Sorry, son, but ladies-only fights are the next big thing in supers. We need to jump on the bandwagon before the Halls actually headed by ladies catch on. Unless I establish a nice little routine before they do, I'll forever be written off as the sexist male leader," Century says cheerfully. "I'd rather leave that title to Isotonic." 
 "Gin and Tonic?" I say. "But he doesn't use all the pet names, so--" 
 "You're more sexist," the rest of the group say, both the heroes and the villains. 
 "Mmmm... I dunno," Rochester says. "He calls me 'son' all the time and I'm almost forty," he points out. "I've heard him call Voltdrain that, as well. Is there somethin' like... equal opportunity sexism? Or is that ageism?" 
 "Now, son--" Century starts out. 
 "Forget about the whole sexism thing," Dolly says. "We have a bigger problem. I can't hold Skystep in. Maybe we shouldn't be the ones that go up against them." She looks at Ruckus, a bit guiltily. "Maybe we should go back to where we came from--" 
 "I refuse!" I say. "We like you!" I tell them. "Right girls?" 
 "She hasn't thrown a fit over our spring break being ruined yet," Doris admits. "That means she's happy." 
 "If Skye's happy, I'm happy," Ariel says. "And if you run, she'll chase you. She can be a real pain when she's chasing you." 
 "She can find ANYONE," Rochester agrees. "It's part of her abilities." 
 The two heroines look at each other, looking a bit worried. "They won't just LET us beat them, will they?" Dollface says. 
 "Sure we will," Ariel says. "Right, Darlin's?" 
 "It's part of the job. I mean, I'm a bit surprised they're not making us do debuts like they do the Cape High kids," Doris agrees. 
 "I want to do debuts!" I exclaim. 
 "The last time I tried to let you do a debut you knocked the kid for a loop and your brother refused to take him in as a student," Century drawls. "The kid's on the waiting list for our branch to open, now." 
 "Who?" I say blankly. 
 "Exactly! You don't do well for debuts, Sugar," he says. 
 "Sexism!" Ariel says cheerfully, pointing at him. 
 "You terrible, terrible man," Doris says dryly, making him laugh. I stick my tongue out at her. "So, when's our first official gig?" she asks. 
 "Funny that you should ask," Century says. "I was thinking this weekend would be perfect weather for a grand premier." 
 "Wait... did I just shrink?" the woman with the purse asks blankly. 
   

***

   
 "Uniforms, check," Doris says, stepping out of the bathroom in her new skin-tight uniform. It's dark gray with blood red accents. The back has slits showing her skin, but that's just so her wings can come out when she transforms.  
 "How come you get a sexy uniform and I don't?" I demand, irritably. 
 "Your uniform is as skin tight as mine is," she points out. "Whatever sexy comes into it, it's got nothing to do with the uniform," she adds with an evil little smile. 
 "Ariel, if I beat Doris to a pulp do you think we can still do the job?" I call over to our other partner, only to blink as she steps into the room in an even sexier uniform than Doris is wearing. It's a shimmering material that seems to float around her, sort of like those old Genie outfits with the tummy showing. 
 "Why would you want to beat her up?" Ariel asks, sashaying over to us, not looking bothered by how skimpy the uniform is. Then again, she DID spend a lot of time naked before Nico gave her the power-blocking bracelet. But she was a CLOUD at the time! 
 I look down, patting my rather flat chest. "It's okay, girls," I tell them. "You're still growing!" 
 "No they aren't," Doris says.  
 "If I say they're still growing, they're still growing!" I say, posing just because I can. 
 "Are they really?" Ariel asks, looking at my chest closely. "Um, what are 'they'?" she asks after a long moment. 
 "Her boobs," Doris says. "They aren't growing. Your metabolism is too fast for you to gain weight, even up top," she tells me. "But what does it matter? They just get in the way." 
 "It DOES matter! How am I ever going to get famous?" 
 They stare at me, and then point at the various "Skystep" posters that are plastered over the walls. "You're the most famous super villain in the South Branch," Doris says dryly. "And word has it you're starting to get a following in Central, too. You're the biggest draw in our new gig, too, and we all know it. Century wouldn't have put two relatively new heroes up against us if we didn't have you to draw the watchers." 
 "So... Dolly and Ruckus are relying on me?" I ask, my eyes starting to sparkle. (Okay, I'm lying, I've got no idea if my eyes are sparkling, but I've ALWAYS wanted to say they are!) 
 "Of course they are!" Ariel says. "You're the hero of this!" 
 "No she's not," Doris says. "She's the villain." 
 Ariel shrugs. "Whatever!" 
 I blink as my phone rings, pulling it out of my pocket and answering. "Hi! The amazingly undefeatable Skystep is speaking to you!" 
 "Hello, amazingly undefeatable Skystep," Nico says with a bit of dryness. "Did you manage to fit all of that on your cape?" he asks. 
 "I NEED A CAPE!" I say, shocked that I'd never thought of it before.  
 "No cape!" he says. "It was a joke! But anyway, the whole family's out here, waiting for your grand entrance--and has been for the past twenty minutes. Where ARE you, little sister?" he demands. 
 "Oh crap, we're late!" I say, almost dropping the phone. "Time to go, Darlin's!" 
   

***

   
 "That's Superior," Dollface says as they survey the crowd, still dressed in her civvies. "That's Superior just standing there, waiting for the show to start--he's reading a comic book--I can't do this, Ruckus. I thought I could, but I can't--" 
 "Dollface, BREATHE," Ruckus orders. "Besides, right next to him is most definitely THE Tatiana, isn't it?" she adds, looking almost as pale as Dollface does. "SHE'S the one you should be panicking over." 
 "Who's Tatiana?" Dollface asks blankly. 
 "Only the best female tank in the history of tanks," Ruckus says in an awed voice. "A Russian hero from the cold war--she was the one they thought could take down Superior." 
 "Ooooh--so THAT'S why the guy heading for them looks so familiar!" Dollface says.  
 "Technico is--oh. That really explains a lot, doesn't it?" Ruckus says, swaying slightly before shaking it off. "THAT is her big brother," she says. "The ex-super villain that's running a school for cape kids, the one that took down that Senator Herold guy. The one that Rochester said would kill him if she got drunk. What happens if we actually WIN?" she asks. 
 "They congratulate her for a game well played," Century says from behind them. Both females turn, looking at him. "Ladies, you need to relax. The biggest, most well-known super villains in the world are either related to, friends with, or being taught by that man right there. He knows the game better than anyone." 
 "They've made us wait for twenty minutes," Dollface says.  
 "WHY are we at a toy store?" Ruckus asks Century. "What sort of super villain group robs a toy store?" 
 "One led by Skystep," Century says, simply. 
 "Oh, but am I supposed to shrink THEM, too?" Dollface asks, motioning to the group in the store. It's mostly empty, save for another woman and two teenage kids. 
 "If you can," he says, frowning slightly. "Honestly, it might be a bit much trying to hold that many S-class, wouldn't it? Take the kids if they're close enough--she'll love showing off for them," he says. "Leave the adults out of it." 
 "Will it make them mad?" Ruckus asks. 
 "Not if they can watch what's going on, and with Nico around, they should be--" the door slams open. "They're here," he says, fading into the background. "Do your thing, ladies." 
 "You mean we wait until they do their thing, first," Dollface says with a little sigh. 
   

***

   
 "HANDS IN THE AIR, EVERYONE!" I shout, waving my "finger gun" in the air as if I was actually armed. "This is a stick up!" 
 "No it's not, it's a finger up," Ariel says, floating over my head. "Jersey, did we bring any sticks?" she asks Doris, who's already shifted into her monster form and is trying to look dangerous, it sort of fails at that question. 
 "I didn't--that's not what she meant, Raindance," Doris says. "She means we're robbing the joint." 
 "But if we rob them first we won't get to play with the toys," Ariel says. "I thought that's the whole reason we came here!" 
 "But if we steal the toys we can take them back to the base--" I say. 
 "Hold it right there!" 
 I turn to see Ruckus and Dollface standing in front of the door, dressed in brightly colored uniform and posing against one another. 
 "Oh noes! It's heroes!" I say. "How come we don't have a pose?" I ask Doris and Ariel. 
 "This isn't the TIME for poses, Skystep," Doris says, striking a fighter pose. I want to complain that she's lying through her teeth, but fighter pose is better than nothing! I strike one, bringing my fists up like a fifties' boxer.  
 "Put'em up, put'em up!" I say, dancing back and forth.  
 "Let the hostages go," Dollface says.  
 "We have hostages?" I ask the other two. There's a moment of silence as they look around, a bit pointedly. "Oh! Hostages!" I say, excitedly. "Hi, hostages! How's everyone doing tonight?" I jump to the nearest one, wrapping my arms around Nico's throat and pressing a finger to his temple. I have to float to hold him like this, but seriously, who cares? Big brother hostage, yay!  
 "Leave or this guy gets it!" I declare. He doesn't even blink. Think he saw it coming? 
 "Let the hostage go," Ruckus says, starting to glow slightly as she begins to use her power. I'm not sure WHAT she's doing, but it looks like it'll be cool! "And put the finger down." 
 "Ooooh, can we steal this?" Ariel asks from the side. I glance over, my eyes widening at the shiny new game system she's looking at.  
 "I want it!" I say, letting go of Nico and racing for Ariel. The world twists around us and I glance over at Dollface, watching as she grows larger. AWESOME! "What are you--" I say before we're sitting in the middle of a plastic looking copy of the toy store. 
 "Oh, poo, it doesn't work anymore," Ariel says, still poking at the controller. 
 "Where are we?" Doris asks, taking a swipe at a toy stand with her claws. "Plastic," she declares, looking around. "Where are the hostages?" she asks. "Where are the heroes, for that matter?" 
 "I don't know," Ariel says, floating down one of the aisles. "Oh, hello, mister man!" she says. I race over to see what she's found. 
 "It's a Superior doll?" Doris asks, staring blankly at the toy that's a good foot taller than us. 
 "Ooooh," I say. "He's got a cape!" I tug on it, searching for the snaps and undoing it. "I claim it!" 
 "I like his boots," Ariel says. "Think they'll fit me?" 
 "You can try!" I say. Soon the two of us have him stripped down and are wearing his uniform--sort of. "I feel SUPERIOR!" I declare with a dramatic pose. The cape? It touches the ground. And his top is hanging off of me, but I don't CARE. This is awesome! 
 I hear a grunt and I start to turn, knowing Ruckus has found Doris, but then the strangest thing happens. 
 The Superior doll attacks us. 
   

***

   
 "They stripped you," Nico says to his dad, watching the television screen with amusement. It was supposed to be for the game system, and isn't even attached to either the net or cable, but no one says a thing about that. 
 "I noticed that," Superior says dryly. "She seems overly fond of the cape." 
 "I refuse to let my little sister wear a cape," Nico says, irritably. 
 "She is wearing one right now, Nicolas!" Tatiana says cheerfully. "I do not see you stopping her." 
 "And it looks like the distraction technique worked well," Century says with a little smile as the cameras switch to the fight between Ruckus and Doris. "Well done, Dollface. You caught on to their actual weakness first thing." 
 Dollface doesn't say anything, one, because she's still got a camera on her, and two, because fighting with a plastic doll, even with her Toy Box lineage and Specialized S-class ability, isn't something you can chat while doing. This is especially true when you're fighting with two extremely powerful supers. 
 "Has anyone actually shown what Ariel's powers are?" Nico asks. 
 "In character? No. This is her debut, remember?" Century says. "Hers and Doris's, and to be honest, this is Ruckus and Dollface's first main role debuts, as well." 
 "Really?" Nico asks, glancing over at Dollface. "That ability can't be a first gen thing. It's got to be--" 
 "She's from the Toy Box line. They specialize in toy related skills, shrinking, or manipulating, that sort of thing. Dollface has an extremely impressive ability called 'playing house', shrinking, containing, AND basic item manipulation. You wouldn't believe how much work it was to pry her out of my brother's hands." 
 "How did you?" Tatiana asks in her heavy Russian accent. "She is very much talented young woman. I would not be letting her go, either." 
 "Because I promised she'd be going up against Skystep," Century says. "If the two can pull this off today, we're going to make them famous. That's exactly what she wanted, so he reluctantly let her go." 
 Dollface jerks, acting as if she was just hit. "Ruckus?" she says. "You need to hurry. I can't hold both of them much longer!" 
 "Nobody told me the Jersey Devil kicks like a mule!" they hear Ruckus snarl over the speakers. "Throw another toy at them, it'll keep them busy for hours!" 
 "We're not here to keep them busy, we're here to stop them!" Dollface says, but holds out her hand to the side, aiming it at the toy rack to her left. One of the pony toys disappears from the box and appears on the screen. 
   

***

   
 "I'm coming, Doris!" I yell over my shoulder as I struggle with the plasti-Dad. This is SO cool! I dodge his grasping hand and grab one of the plastic swords off the nearest display. "Back, you plastic abomination!" I yell. 
 "I got it!" Ariel says, jumping on the toy from behind and wrapping her arms around his neck in a chokehold. "Why's this not working?" she asks after a second--before the head pops off. "Oops, sorry, not sorry," she says, holding the head away from the body. The body starts struggling, trying to get its head back. I'm almost laughing--when something headbutts my butt. 
 "Hey!" I say, turning and staring at the plastic pony that had just assaulted me. "That wasn't nice, pony!" I scold. The pony comes up past my waist and looks a lot bulkier than the cartoon makes it out to be. It paws the ground, and I get a BRILLIANT idea!  
 "I'm gonna ride it!" I say over my shoulder to Ariel, who's still fighting with the headless Superior doll. 
 "Um, okay?" she says, struggling dramatically.  
 "YEEHAW!" I say, jumping onto the pony's back. "Let's do this!" 
 "WILL ANYONE GIVE ME A HAND OVER HERE?" Doris shouts. "SHE'S REALLY STRONG!" 
 "Can't! I'm in the middle of a rodeo!" I yell back cheerfully, grabbing onto the mane and waving a hand in the air as it starts to buck. "Somebody time me!" 
 "SKYST--" she's cut off short and I turn to see what happened. The pony throws me and I slam into the Superior doll. We land in a puddle of water and I look down.  
 "Oops, sorry, Raindance," I say, floating up so she can pull herself together.  
 "Skystep," Ruckus says from the entry of the aisle. "You're going down, now." 
 "Who are you?" I ask, blankly. 
 "I am Ruckus! And I'm going to take you in once and for all!" she declares with a pose. "You can't go anywhere, my partner has you trapped. So it's your choice, do you want to do this the easy way or the hard way?" 
 "What did you do with my Jersey Devil?" I demand. 
 "She's out cold," Ruckus says, popping her knuckles and striking a fighting pose. I race right past her, falling to my knees next to Doris, who's back in human form and sprawled over the ground.  
 "Jersey! Jersey!" I say, pulling her head onto my lap. "If you're dead, can I have your TV?" I ask. She groans and I pat her cheek. "I'll take that as a yes," I say. "I will avenge you!" I declare, hopping to my feet and hearing a tiny thud from where her head hits the ground. "Oops, sorry," I add. "Good thing you're not awake, huh?" 
 Ruckus slams into me, tackling me into a display. She hits pretty hard, huh--"Oooh, shiny!" I say, looking at her hand. It's taken on a golden sheen. In fact, all of her has. "You're a metallic type?" I ask. 
 She hits me again. "No wonder Jersey had trouble in a fist fight," I say. "Did she try her scream on you?" I ask. 
 She grins, evilly. "I always carry earplugs," she says before slamming--or trying to slam into me. Instead she goes straight through, hitting the wall instead of me.  
 "I shoulda thought of that!" I say. "She gets all sorts of screamy whenever I walk in on her in the bathroom, you know? But there are THREE of us and everyone always goes to the same bathroom since it's the best one! Her hair takes way too long to--" Ruckus punches me, sending me flying backwards. 
 "Stop hitting Skystep!" Ariel shouts, jumping on Ruckus's back and riding her like I had the pony. I look up as I hear stomping footsteps--just perfectly two seconds too late. There's the headless Superior doll riding on top of the pony. 
 "SO awesome," I say, right before the two of them slam into me, sending me flying back and into the wall of the toy store. The world seems to go "POP!" and all of a sudden my little team is lying on the floor of the real toy store, staring blankly at Dollface, who looks at me in shock before bringing up her fists. 
 "Raindance! We're leaving!" I say, grabbing Doris and slinging her over my shoulder. "But this isn't the last you've seen of us!" I add, pointing at Dollface and then at Ruckus. "Next time we're going to rob a haunted hotel, got it?" 
 "She just HAD to add that, didn't she?" I hear Nico say silently. 
   

***

   
 We drop down on our couch later that evening to see what the news says about us. To my surprise, though, the first thing they show is a reporter standing with a Native American. "Do you find it offensive that she's calling herself Raindance?" the reporter asks. 
 "We can't just assume that she's not one of ours," the man says.  
 "She's awfully pale to be Native American," the reporter says. 
 "Yes, but I've seen the video--she turned into water, right? Her coloring might be part of her powers. We aren't going to say one way or another until we know more about this 'Raindance' girl. My daughter's a big fan of Skystep, you know? But we don't approve of cultural--" I mute the TV. 
 "Girls!" I yell. "We're going to go visit the natives!" 
 Doris sticks her head out of the bathroom, sopping wet from a shower. "What for?" 
 "To get Ariel adopted!" I say. "That way she can keep her name!" 
 "But I don't KNOW if I'm Native American," Ariel says, stepping out of the pool room. "I don't have any clue where I came from. The first thing I remember is being stuck in a cell by the government." 
 "Then you already have something in common with them!" I say cheerfully. "You both were screwed over by the government. Besides, you're WATER. Everyone's more than sixty percent water, right? That's as good as a blood tie!" 
 "So how are we going to even talk to them?" Doris asks. 
 "Easy! We're going gambling!" 
 The two look at me as if I'm crazy. Then, after a long moment, Doris sighs. "Let me finish my shower, first." 
 "Think they'll have those frufru drinks there?" Ariel asks. 
 "I'm betting on it!" 
   



 
   
   

This brings us up to the present timeline, and a brand-new couple of Deadly Darlin’ shorts. And since I don’t want to give any spoilers, I’ll just step aside and let you read them!


 





Skye’s the Limit


 

 “This is ridiculous,” Ruckus says. “Should we at least point out that we’re sitting right here?” 
 “I think they’re adorable,” Dolly says, smiling happily as she eats her second burrito. “Besides, can you really blame them? These are delicious!” 
 “Hey, hey, I can hear you!” I say. Today my girls and I are doing something death-defying! “And we’re NOT adorable! We’re hungry! So make fast with the burritos, people!” We’re robbing the South Branch’s cafeteria! I would have NEVER done this before I had my own team, you know, and even then I wouldn’t have done it except for one thing--it’s Taco Tuesday. (We like the burritos better, really, but Taco Tuesday rolls off the tongue better than Burrito Tuesday, right? Good thing they’re doing both!)  
 “I want extra hot taco sauce, please,” Ariel says, perched prettily on the edge of the table I’m standing on. “I like it with a little kick.” 
 “Sir, they came again,” I hear a black suit mutter into his earbud. I turn, pointing at him. 
 “You! Shush! You’re our hostage, remember?” 
 “You should have at LEAST brought a more gun-like water gun, Skye,” Ruckus says, finishing off her meal. She looks over at Voltdrain, who’s calmly reading a book at the table next to them. “This is all your fault, you know. If you hadn’t taught the cafeteria how to make authentic Mexican food, they wouldn’t be here.” 
 “Si, but I have invited them over to dinner several times. They say they find this… more exciting,” he says, turning the page. “But perhaps they will come now that Jimena has returned?” 
 “Jimmi?” I say, distracted. I’ve never really met her, but she’s one of my big brother’s students! “I want to meet her!” 
 “She would like to meet you, as well!” he says, smiling widely. “We can have dinner this weekend?” 
 “Let’s have a barbecue! We can bring the grill up!” Ariel says.  
 “Nico built that barbecue grill, but we STILL haven’t figured out how to use it,” Doris says, “so that’s out. Unless we can find someone that knows how, that is.” 
 “Skystep!” Century says, the doors of the cafeteria slamming open as he makes his dramatic entrance. “What are your demands?” 
 “Hmm?” I ask, looking at him. “Oh! Um… Ariel wants extra hot sauce and I want extra avocado,” I say. 
 “And I want extra sour cream,” Doris decides. 
 “Those are your demands,” he says flatly. 
 “Mmhmm,” I say, hopping over to Voltdrain’s table. I pause, realizing that I’m holding a perfectly good (bright pink, yay!) water gun, and aim and shoot Century in the face. “Bang!” 
 He wipes it off, (although he could have easily avoided it,) rolling his eyes before nodding to the black suits. “Go ahead and serve them.” 
 “But sir—“ 
 “While you’re at it, get me an especial,” Century says, heading for Ruckus and Dolly’s table and sitting down. “Hello, ladies, how are things?” he asks them. 
 “I feel more like a babysitter than a hero, you know,” Ruckus says, looking pointedly at me. Oh, right, Ruckus and Dolly are our sworn nemeses, aren’t they? Oh!! 
 “Ruckus, Ruckus! You’ve got metal skin! You should be able to figure out the barbecue grill, right?” I say, running to her side and throwing my arms around her shoulders. “Come to our barbecue!” 
 “Just because I get a bit metallic once in a while doesn’t mean I can understand your brother’s technology,” she says, pushing me away as I try to nuzzle her cheek with mine.  
 “Skyyyye! They brought the food!” Ariel calls from our original table. 
 “If you don’t hurry, I’m going to eat yours,” Doris threatens. 
 “My burritos!!” I wail, racing over to the table and digging in. I shoot Doris a glare and move my arm to block her from my plate. NOBODY messes with my burritos! 
 “What’s this about a barbecue?” Century asks. 
 “You’re not invited!” I say, sticking my tongue out at him before going back to eating. “Dolly, you can come, though!” 
 “Is Rochester coming?” Dolly asks. 
 I frown and don’t answer, wondering why I still feel a little uncomfortable with the idea of those two flirting. Maybe it’s because Rochester hugged me. Well, sure, stupid Century actually KISSED me, but he was out of his head at the time due to circumstances. Rochester just hugged me for no reason at all! Well, sort of. I rapidly shove another fork of food into my mouth to try and distract myself—and promptly choke on it. 
 “Slow down, Skye,” Doris says. “It’s not like I’ll really steal it.” 
 I look at her, and the worry disappears as easily as that. “Let’s barbecue steaks!” I say. 
 “We’ll have to go shopping for that,” Ariel says. “We got in trouble the last time we went shopping.” 
 “We get in trouble EVERY time we go shopping,” Doris points out. 
 “That’s what makes it fun!” I say. “Or we could go steal a cow…” 
 “You’re not stealing a cow,” Century calls over to me. “You wouldn’t be able to butcher it, even if you did.” 
 “I could too! I’m a villain!” I say, offended by that. 
 “More likely, you’d name it something stupid and keep it as a pet,” he says, bluntly. 
 “He’s right, you know,” Doris says after a second. 
 “I want to name it Eric!” Ariel says excitedly.  
 “You can’t name it that,” Doris says. 
 “But I like Eric,” Ariel says. 
 “We should have never let her see that movie,” Doris says to me. 
 “We should put bows on her horns,” Ariel decides. 
 “You’re going to name a girl cow ‘Eric’?” Doris says. “That’s a bit—“ 
 “What color bows?” I ask Ariel. Doris groans and goes back to eating her tacos. 
 “I will provide the meat,” Voltdrain says. “I am sure I can figure out the barbecue grill for you.” 
 The entire cafeteria starts cheering, including the black suits, and I suddenly wonder who all will wind up coming to our party. “Shouldn’t they be more worried about going to a villain barbecue?” Doris asks me. 
 “Boys, break out the water gun supply!” one of the black suits say over his earbud, grinning from ear to ear. 
 “I guess not?” Ariel answers Doris with a shrug. 
   

***

   
 “How did it turn into this?” Doris asks as we stand at the edge of the clearing. Our precious lake is behind us, already full of people. Not only have almost all of the off-work black suits come, but so have their families. There are almost a dozen little girls in frilly swimsuits. They keep staring at us with looks of awe. 
 “It is a wonderful grill!” Voltdrain says from the massive grill that Nico built us. He doesn’t seem to have any problem understanding all of the buttons. I really should tell Nico that he needs to make our toys easier to understand. Oh well, I’ll just kidnap Voltdrain whenever we want to use it. He cooks better than we do, anyway. 
 Oh, and by the way, Jimmi is SO cute, but right now we’re busy being hostesses. “You brought me a gift, right?” I say, thrusting out a hand to the next person waiting in line. Appropriately, the black suit woman digs through her bag of swimming supplies and pulls a bag of candy out of the bottom.  
 “Will this work?” she asks. 
 “YAY!” Ariel says, grabbing the bag from me and ripping it open. “I love suckers!” 
 “Don’t eat all of them at once, you’ll make yourself sick,” Doris says. 
 “Your kids can get in for free, I guess,” I say, looking at the two boys in swimming trunks. The youngest one is staring at me a little too closely, so I lean down and poke his nose. “Whatchu lookin’ at?” I demand. He looks up at me with big, excited eyes. 
 “Should you be teasing little boys, Aunt Skye?” I hear a voice ask from behind me. 
 “ROCCO!” I say, turning and throwing my arms around him. I kiss him on his cheek, noisily, since it’s become a habit. “You came!” 
 “And I bet more people would have come if they knew you were throwing a party,” he says. “You didn’t even invite me! But today’s my day to check in on you, remember?” 
  “I should go invite everyone--” I say, stunned that I hadn’t thought of it earlier. 
 “Liz is on patrol, Emily and Aubrey are both working, and the twins are out tasting cakes for the wedding, so… I’ll bring them next time, okay?” 
 “Aww… well, I guess everyone’s here, then!” I say. 
 “Century’s not,” Ariel points out. 
 “Shut the gate, nobody else gets in!” I say, completely ignoring that. “Now that Rocco is here, we’re all good!” 
 “But shouldn’t we wait for Century?” Rocco asks as I head for the lake, tugging the over shirt I’m wearing off and revealing my bikini. It’s got my logo on the butt and my left boob! I’m quite proud of that fact. 
 “What do you think, Rocco? Isn’t your aunt sexy?” I tease him, posing. 
 “Skye, we don’t have a gate,” Ariel says. 
 “Just ignore her,” Doris says. 
 “And Ruckus and Dolly haven’t gotten here yet,” Ariel says, making me pause. 
 “Well, THEY can come in,” I say, “but nobody else!” 
 “I’m absolutely not watching anymore,” Doris says. 
 “I want to go swimming!” Ariel says. “We got all the gifts, right?” 
 “We have enough candy to feed a state full of hungry children,” Doris says. “’All in all, it’s a decent haul.” 
 “You made them pay?” Rocco asks, laughing. 
 “Well, duh! Hey, hey, you didn’t answer my question! Don’t I look sexy?” I say, striking another pose. 
 “Skye, we’re family. You don’t check family out, remember?” he says. I pout at him. 
 “He just doesn’t want to tell you how flat you are,” Doris says, striking the same pose I’m holding. I give her a dirty look, because even I know she pulls it off better than I do. 
 “Is it like this?” Ariel asks, posing as well. Rocco clears his throat and looks away, discreetly. He didn’t look away discreetly when I did it! The punk. Oh well, I think, breaking into a grin, at least he’s here!  
 “Next pose!” I say, changing my pose. If they’re going to copy me, I might as well get some entertainment out of it! 
 “I’m not doing that,” Doris says, staring at me. 
 “You look ridiculous,” Ariel says. “I’m going swimming now, so…” 
 “You can just stay like that,” Doris finishes, and the two of them walk away, leaving me in the running man pose.  
 “You two are no fun!” I yell after them, and then drape my arms over Rocco’s shoulders, happily. “Hey, Rocco, hey, Rocco, have you asked Carla out yeeeet?” 
 My hanging off of him had no effect, but my question made him blush. Score one for me! “Carla and I are just friends, Aunt Skye,” he says, walking towards the lake and towing me along with him. I float, so it’s not hard to do! “Besides, you’re my favorite girl,” he teases me. 
 I go still, something occurring to me. “Have you gone to see your mom?” 
 “Huh?” he says. 
 “Shouldn’t your mom be your favorite girl? I mean, I can be one of them, sure, but Mom is MY favorite girl, and then there’s Emily and Zoe and Doris and Ariel and I REALLY like Sandra! Oh, but we can’t forget Liz! I love Liz! She’s the best big sister EVER—“ 
 “I get it, I get it, you love lots of people,” he says, laughing. “But… well, it’s better for all of us if I stay on this side of the super line.” 
 “But she’s your mom,” I say. Don’t get me wrong, I understand ALL about the super line. “I would like to meet her.” 
 He heads for the barbecue grill, not replying to that. I can practically feel him thinking. “I… well, Skye, you know I love you a lot, right?” 
 “Awww, you’re gonna make me blush!” I say, squealing happily. 
 “Well, the point is…” he says, making me go quiet. “If she thinks I’m a bit… scary, well… you’d probably terrify her.” 
 I know, I think, changing my hold to a hug. “I terrify lots of people,” I tell him seriously, only to yelp as water squirts me in the back. “What the heck?” I demand, whirling around to see Century standing in the middle of a crowd of little kids, holding a squirt gun in his hands. It’s not a LITTLE squirt gun, it’s one of those that are roughly the size of a shotgun. He’s wearing swimming trunks and a pair of sunglasses. 
 “Okay, boys and girls,” he says, motioning to the kids, “ATTACK!” 
 Water drenches me as they all start firing. The smallest one barely comes up to Century’s knee, and giggles as I squeal, trying to block the water with my arms. Oh, sure, I could let the water go THROUGH me, but where’s the fun in that? Rocco starts laughing, moving so he’s hiding behind me. He’s like, a foot taller, so it’s not working very well, but he seems to enjoy trying. 
 “ARRRIIEEELLL!” I shout.  
 “On it, Skye!” she says cheerfully. The children look up in shock as the water from the lake rises over their heads in a wave before crashing down. 
 “Bringing a water mimic to a water gun fight is foul play!” Century says, having covered the smallest of the group with his body. 
 “We’re villains!” I say cheerfully, racing off to get my favorite water gun. For now, I’ll let Rocco think I’ve forgotten about his mom problem. “Also, I specifically said you weren’t invited, Mister!” 
 “I suppose I’m the villain, today, then,” he says. 
 “Doris! PREPARE THE WATER BALLOONS!” I order, striking a “Captain Jack” pose. 
 “Aye aye!” she says, heading for the hidden stash of balloons. 
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 Rocco grins as he moves over to the barbecue grill. His eyes are on the fight, but he doesn’t even blink as a drink is handed to him by Jimmi. “Hey, Jimmi, good to see you again,” he says. 
 “You’re not even looking at me,” she says. “Papa, do you need any help?” 
 “Si, you can start preparing the sides for the burgers,” Voltdrain says, smiling at her offer. 
 “Oh, I can help—“ Rocco says, finally looking over. “I’m never going to get used to that,” he says, almost to himself. 
 “Used to what?” Voltdrain asks, flipping a burger. 
 “Well, the contrast between your power level and your frilly apron, to start with,” Rocco says, looking pointedly at the pink frilly apron that says, “Villains do it with Style” across the front. 
 “It is Skye’s,” Voltdrain says with a huge grin. “I am growing quite fond of it, though.” He tugs lightly on one of the ruffles. “I believe that her mama has sent it to her, it is very nicely embroidered!” 
 “Tatiana made it?” Rocco says, startled. 
 “Si!” 
 They all start to laugh.  
 “What’s all the laughter about, hmm?” Dolly asks, making them all look up. The petite woman is wearing a red and white polka dot bikini and a pair of high heels, along with a floppy white sun hat and oversized red sunglasses. She’s got a bag of swimming supplies over her wrist and a bottle in her hand. “I brought a housewarming gift!” she declares happily. 
 “WE brought a housewarming gift,” Ruckus says, dressed in a much more simplistic white one piece. “You made me pay half, remember? Who are you?” she asks Rocco, looking at him curiously. “You look familiar…” 
 “Nightstep,” Rocco says, holding out his hand. 
 “Oh! You’re Skye’s precious nephew!” Dolly exclaims. 
 “The good looking one, instead of the super cute one,” Ruckus agrees, glancing at Dolly with a twitch of her lips. 
 “We see pictures of you all the time,” Dolly explains. “We’re going to go up against you sooner or later, right?” 
 “I’m sure you are,” he agrees. 
 “That means I’m going to go up against you as well, right?” Jimmi says. “Me and…“ she stops, chewing on her bottom lip for a second. “How IS Vinny, anyway?” 
 “Not bad, but I think he misses you,” Rocco says. 
 “Really?” she asks, excitedly. 
 “Or it might be your dad that he misses,” he admits, “he’s kind of hard to read.” Voltdrain chokes on a laugh, looking away from them, his shoulders shaking from amusement.  
 “ROCCO!” Skye yells over to him. “Get over here and fight for my honor!!” 
 “What honor?” he yells back, “You’re a villain!” 
 “My honor as a villain!” 
 “How can I argue something like that?” Rocco asks the others, handing Jimmi his drink and rushing into the water fight. 
   

***

   
 “Aaaah, I’m tired,” Doris says as she floats past me on a pool floatie. “All those little kids…” 
 “You didn’t have to take them all for a flight, you know,” Ariel points out from her blow-up killer whale. “You could have said no.” 
 “They didn’t scream as much as I’d planned,” Doris says with a scowl.  
 “Your plan of terrifying them pretty much backfired,” I say cheerfully. I’ve got the floating island and chair, but that means the girls keep coming over to get their drinks from my table. “You should try and be more like me!” 
 They both look at me. “Did you see her terrifying ANYONE today?” Doris asks Ariel. 
 “She might have scared a fish!” Ariel offers. Everyone’s gone, except for us, but at least they cleaned up after themselves! It’s good to have black suits, I guess. 
 “I scared more than one fish!” I protest, proudly. 
 “She scared an entire school of them,” Doris says dryly. Ariel starts giggling. 
 I shoot them both a dirty look before sighing and taking a drink. “Girls…” I say, only to hesitate. 
 “What?” Ariel asks. 
 “What happened?” Doris asks. 
 “I’m… um…” I try to think of how to put what’s worrying me into words. “I love Rocco, you know?” 
 “Like, marriage sort of love?” Ariel asks, stunned. 
 “Nooo, that’s icky, we’re aunt and nephew!” I protest, making a face. “I love him like he’s my own kid!” 
 “You’re not old enough to be his mommy,” Ariel says. 
 “You know what I mean! But the problem IS his mommy,” I say, frowning. “I don’t like it. I mean, there’s a lot of stuff in his past that’s… not good, and I’m going to bop Marigold on the head for what she did to him someday, but… but he should at least have a good relationship with his mom, right?” 
 They’re both quiet, and I look at them. Doris shrugs. “I never met my mother. I always sort of wondered if my dad ate her.” 
 “Okay, that’s… really gross,” I say, finally. 
 “I’m pretty sure the ocean just sort of spit me out when someone dropped nasty glowing ooze in it,” Ariel says. 
 “That’s… not nearly as disturbing as Doris’s theory is, so I’m good with that one,” I decide. 
 “So does that mean I send glowing ooze a mother’s day card? Or would it be the father’s day card?” Ariel asks. 
 “I vote father,” Doris says. 
 “And we should go visit your mom on mother’s day!” I say. “Beach day!” 
 “Sounds like fun,” Ariel says.  
 “So what are you going to do about Rocco’s mom, Skye?” Doris asks. Of the three of us, she’s the only one that tends to stay on topic. I really need to break her of that bad habit—it’s bad for her health! 
 “Ooooh, I don’t know,” I say, “maybe we should go visit?” 
 The two look at me and smirk. 
   

***

   
 The thing is—the very important, big deal, VITAL thing is… well, Rocco’s mom is a norm, right? I have no idea how to find her. That’s why me, Ariel, and Doris are now posing dramatically around a tied up Century in his South Hall office. We have Century CAPTURED! 
 “You’ll never get away with this,” Century says in a bland voice. 
 “I know I said one of us should do it, but why am I the one that has to hold him down?” I ask Doris. I’m sitting across Century’s lap, just in case he tries anything funny. It’s only right that of us does the sexy pose for this sort of thing—we’re a group of southern femme fatales! We live and breathe sexiness (well, sort of… at least I try! Doris and Ariel ignore it most of the time.) But when we voted it was two to one! 
 “Well, you’re the one making the phone call, right?” Ariel says, leaning on the back of the chair. “So you need to be right in the screen!” 
 “Tell us how to call Marigold!” Doris demands as she pokes Century in the head with her water gun. 
 “Ariel, trade places with me!” I order. 
 “Sorry, but Doris says I can’t,” she says, giving me an innocent look. “She outranks me.” 
 “But I outrank her! I’m the leader, here! I don’t feel like being the sexy one this time!” 
 “Oh, quit whining, Skye! And we all know you’re lying. You ALWAYS feel like being the sexy one,” Doris says. 
 “Doris, darlin’, you just need to tap on the second button to the left of your hand—there you go,” Century says helpfully. I look at him, and get a grin in response. “Anything to bug Marigold is perfectly fine with me, Sugar,” he says. 
 “What’s all this about?” the brassy haired woman demands from the screen in front of us. “Century, REALLY?” 
 “I’m being held hostage,” Century says, innocently. “Talking to you was their first demand.” 
 “Really,” she repeats, clearly not believing him. 
 “We want information!” I say, sitting up. “Give us what we want or Century gets it!” 
 “As much as I’m positive he’d enjoy that, I refuse,” she says. “Tell Voltdrain that I look forward to working with him.” 
 “Hey, hey, don’t be mean to Skystep! It’s not nice,” Ariel says. “And we set this up just for you, you know! You can at least tell us one teeny tiny little fact!” 
 “That’s right,” Doris agrees. 
 “Do what they want, Marigold, I’m begging you,” Century says. I feel his hand on my waist and turn, glaring at him as I realize that he tore the rope. I didn’t even NOTICE! 
 “Get back in your ropes, mister,” I tell him, poking him. 
 “This is just sad,” Marigold says, shaking her head. “You really let those girls walk all over you, don’t you?” she says to Century. 
 “They’ve been playing extremely well with others, lately,” he says cheerfully. “Who am I to deny some of the biggest stars of my Hall? What is it you ladies want, anyway?” he asks me. 
 “We want to know where Rocco’s mom lives!” I say. “He’s my new nephew, so I need to meet her!” 
 “And why didn’t you ask Rocco for that information?” Marigold asks. 
 “He doesn’t want to tell me,” I say, looking down. “He seems to think she’s scared of him.” 
 Marigold is silent for a moment, and then she lets out a heavy sigh. “She is,” she says. “She… well, you aren’t filming this, are you?” she asks. 
 “No, ma’am,” Century says. “Do you really think I’d let them show three little girls getting the drop on me this easily?” 
 “What happened with Rocco’s mom?” I ask, ignoring the hand that’s still there. I’ll punch him for it later, right now more important things are going on. 
 “Back when he first developed his powers, he broke into Fort Knox,” she says. “I’m sure you’ve heard about it, but what you don’t know is that I planned on dragging him back to the apartment he lived in, at first.” 
 “What?” I say, shocked. “But he said you chased him for years!” 
 “And I did,” she says, “because when I got to his mother’s house… well… her reaction wasn’t what I was expecting.” 
   

***

   
 *Four Years Ago* 
   
 “Ms. Stiltz? Can I speak with you?” Marigold asks after knocking on the door of the rather small apartment. The walls are thin, the carpets are ragged, and she hears several babies crying in the distance. She also hears the woman inside the apartment let out a heavy sigh. 
 The door swings out and a rather harried looking woman glares at her. “What?” she demands. 
 “Your son—“ 
 Ms. Stiltz looks at the symbol on Marigold’s chest. “So you’ve finally come to get him? Well, you’re too late, he’s not here.” 
 “Come to get him?” Marigold asks. 
 “He’s one of you, isn’t he? His eyes glow in the dark, you know. I walked into his room and there were two glowing eyes in the crib…” She takes a deep breath. “It just got worse as he got older. He would walk through the apartment in the middle of the night, never bumping into anything, never bothering to turn on a light. When I got home from a midnight shift, he would be there, watching, with glowing eyes. You couldn’t hear him move, you didn’t know when he would just appear. The neighbors are scared of him,” she says, as if that justifies her talking about her own son this way. 
 “Ms. Stiltz… your son is special, but—“ 
 “Do you know how many men have been scared off by that boy? I think I’ve found Mr. Right, but the moment I introduce them to my kid—ha, I’m sure you can imagine. Or can’t,” she adds, looking at Marigold. 
 “I see,” Marigold says quietly. “I’ve met many norm parents that… feel differently.” 
 “They were probably the ones with the cute kids, with those comic book style powers,” Ms. Stiltz says, only to look away. “My son travels through shadows. He even smells like he’s been spending time with the devil. Whether consciously or not, people notice, don’t think they don’t. He’s got all the thugs in the neighborhood knocking at the door. I tried to be a good mom,” she whispers. “I tried... it’s just more than I can… do. This—this is more than I can handle, bringin’ Hall leaders straight to my door—usually a mom just needs to worry about the cops!” 
 “So you’re saying I should do what I feel is right?” Marigold asks. 
 “He’s on a path that leads to no good. I can’t straighten him out, I’ve tried. You do it,” Ms. Stiltz says before closing the door in her face. “Don’t let him come back here,” she yells through the door. 
 Marigold stares at the door, her face impossible to read. 

 


***

   
 “So why didn’t you take him in?” Century asks, frowning, “Get him a foster home?” 
 “That boy—“ Marigold says, “when I first started trying to find him, I TRIED to bring him in, but he’s a slippery little brat. He ran the moment he saw me. Don’t think he was sleeping in alleys, though. He could go anywhere he wanted—and he did.” 
   

***

   
 *The Past* 
   
 “I thought about bringing in the police, but the bad publicity was more than I could handle,” the hotel manager says as he leads Marigold down the hall. “I don’t believe in ghosts—especially ghosts that watch television and take showers. We’ve had several of our best maids threaten to quit because they swear they feel like someone’s watching them. And the people on this floor have complained about their room service being half-eaten, or completely gone by the time they bring it into their room.” 
 “Is it this one?” Marigold asks as they stop in front of the room at the end of the hall.  
 “Tell me the truth, Marigold. ARE there such things as ghosts?” 
 “Not that I know of, sir, but if there are, I really doubt they eat,” she says, watching him unlock the door and motion her in. She looks around and then heads straight for the bedroom.  
 “Then do you think I’m right? Is it a super?” he asks, looking even more nervous than when he’d mentioned ghosts. 
 “It’s a very real possibility, sir. There’s nothing on your security camera, but there are signs that someone’s been living here,” she says as she looks at the messy bedding. She hasn’t mentioned that she’s got a very good idea of who it is. The kid’s still a minor. The last thing she wants is to make the world aware of him. “I… hate to say this sir, but it might be too dangerous for someone… of your stature to stick around.” 
 “You won’t destroy anything, will you?” he asks, worriedly. 
 “I will do my utmost not to, but in the case something is destroyed, feel free to send the bill to the Hall. In fact, send the bill for this hotel room, as well. I’ll be sure to get it covered.” Then she gently, but firmly pushed him towards the door. 
 “I can’t tell you how thankful I am for your help, Marigold. I was certain you would send someone else—“ 
 “I would never do such a thing,” she says. “You’ve been very helpful whenever we throw our conventions. In fact, our fan site has several people posting rave reviews for your place.” 
 “Oh, really? Well, we do enjoy our supers and their fans,” he says, cheering up. “I also have to thank you for linking our site on yours! We’ve really gotten a boom thanks to our good relations.” 
 “That’s good to hear,” she says, and then promptly closes the door in his face. “Alright, kid,” she says, her voice low, “time for you and me to have a little talk.” 
 She hears the faintest of yelps from the bathroom and races for it, swinging the door open. She’s there just in time to see the boy turn the lights off. When she turns them back on a second later, he’s gone. 
   

***

   
 “He went from hotel to condo to penthouse lofts,” she says with an irritated expression on her face. Doris, Ariel, and I start laughing our heads off, because it’s SO easy to picture. “You might think it’s funny, but somewhere along the line he figured out that I would cover the bill. He started ordering the most expensive thing on the menu and telling them—TELLING them to send the bill to Marigold.” 
 “That does sound like something Rocco would do,” Century admits, a little grin pulling on his lips. I’ve moved off his lap and am sitting on his desk, since he doesn’t seem like he’s planning on running. Sitting on his lap makes him too close. He might do something terrible if I get too comfortable—like—well, I don’t really want to know what goes through that mind of his. 
 “He went back to his mother’s, once,” she goes on, her voice turning serious. “It didn’t go so well, and she wound up calling me again. So he ran.” 
 We fall silent, and I feel the urge to cry. “I don’t like her,” I decide. 
 “She had her own circumstances,” Marigold says. “It’s difficult, dealing with our kind. A lot of humans don’t know how to—or don’t even want to try. But the boy kept running, and I kept chasing. It was frustrating.” 
 “You still shouldn’t have threatened him with the Cape Cells!” I say, glaring at her. 
 A little smirk pulls at her lips. “I wouldn’t have left him in there long,” she says. 
 “But you would have put him there?” 
 “He spent three years making a laughing stock out of me,” she says. “That boy is trouble.” 
 “Did you ever fear him, though?” Doris asks quietly. 
 Marigold snorts. “He’s not a demon, regardless of what his mom said. He’s just a smart mouthed brat. He’s South Branch, now, right?” 
 “He’s mine and Central’s,” Century agrees, “but we’re in negotiations to let him travel to other branches. He’s not the type you limit to one branch.” 
 “I’m glad,” she says, shocking us all. 
 “About what?” 
 “About how the boy’s life is going, now,” she says. “You say you’re his aunt, now?” she asks me. 
 “I am! And I’m going to take care of him!” I say a bit rashly. “He’s my precious, adorable, good-looking nephew!” 
 She looks at me, a tiny snort escaping her. “You’re Skystep, right?” 
 “That’s right,” I say, sensing I’m about to be insulted. 
 “Do your best,” she says, to my surprise. “If anyone can track him down, it’s probably you.” 
 “Rocco hasn’t been running,” Ariel says. “He even came to our party!” 
 “But… considering what she just told us, do we really want to go meet his mother?” Doris asks me. I frown, looking down at Century’s desk since I need to think. I pick up a random piece of paper, staring at it for a moment before realizing what it’s about. 
 “I want to meet her,” I say, firmly. “Send us her address or Century gets it!” 
 “Fine,” Marigold says. “Although I have no interest in whether Century ‘gets it,’ or not, since it’s none of my business what you two do together—“ 
 “Marigold,” Century says, but he sounds a bit amused, so I glare at him. 
 “There, it’s sent to Century’s email,” she says, typing quickly for a second. “You also have permission to enter my territory for two days. If you stay longer than that, I will find out. Century, I’m leaving this to you to handle—if it gets out that our type is terrorizing norms, I won’t be happy.” 
 “I planned on it,” Century says. 
 “I won’t terrorize anyone!” I say.  
 “If at all possible, can you do it while in disguise?” she says before hanging up. I stick my tongue out at the monitor.  
 “I’m going to go clothes shopping!” I say, hopping to my feet and racing out. I need the PERFECT disguise! 
   

***

   
 “So,” Century says as he looks at the two women still in his office. “Did you really have to make her hold me down?” 
 “It’s called fan-service!” Ariel says. 
 “But don’t get any big ideas,” Doris says, staring at him. “We’ll let you flirt with her, but when the day is done, Skye still comes back to us.” 
 “She’s ours!” Ariel agrees, sitting on the desk in front of him. “You can like her and date her and stuff, but you can’t keep her, got it?” 
 “So you’re saying…” he says, “you don’t mind if I flirt with her.” 
 “Oh, SHE does, but we’re okay with it, as long as you don’t break her heart. If you break her heart, well…” Doris says, glancing at Ariel, “you won’t like what we do.” 
 “We’ll tell her mommy!” Ariel says, her bubbly smile somehow more intimidating than Doris’s glare. “And if that’s not enough, we tell her big brother.” 
 “Not her father?” Century asks. 
 “I’m sure he’ll find out,” Doris says, looming over him.  
 “You seem to be a bit mistaken here, darlin’s,” he says, leaning back in his chair, “What I feel for Skye is in no way improper—“ 
 Doris snorts, waving a hand before he can go on. “You can keep telling yourself that, but I didn’t see you shoving her off, now did I?” 
 They all look up as a foot comes through the roof. “Hey, girls! I came up with the PERFECT disguise!” Skye says as she fully enters the room. “We’re going to go as his teachers, doing a home visit!” She’s got three ugly dresses hanging over her shoulder. “If she even asks, I’m SURE Nico will back us up!” 
 “That’s… actually not the worst idea you’ve ever had,” Doris says. “On the other hand, those dresses definitely ARE.” 
 “They’re ugly,” Ariel agrees, nodding. “If my teacher dressed like that, I would never listen.” 
 “You don’t listen even now,” Doris says as they each grab one of Skye’s arms and tug her towards the wall. Doris shifts into her monster form, because otherwise they’ll just be dragging her after they leave the building. 
 “Well, then YOU two pick the dresses!” Skye says as they phase through the wall. 
 Century sits back, picking up the piece of paper that Skye had looked at earlier, a little sigh escaping him as he realizes what had motivated her. It’s a report from the black suits about how the first Coyote family training session had gone. Ever since she was adopted into the Superior’s family, she’s decided that family can’t fail. The fact that Lance and his grandfather are starting to become acquainted must have reinforced it in her mind. 
 She might be a genius, if her adopted father is right, but that doesn’t mean she isn’t naive. In fact, of the three of them, only Doris seems to have the best grasp on reality, and she still has trouble operating a microwave. He stands, tapping on the intercom system. “Tell Voltdrain that I’ll be out of our territory for the next day or two, would you?” 
 “Yes, sir,” the black suit on the other end of the line says. “Can I ask where you’re going?” 
 “I’m going to try and keep my three darlin’s from getting their hearts broken,” he says before walking away. He needs to get some civilian clothes ready. 
   

***

   
 *The East Branch*  
   
 We’re in business suits! Ariel and I are wearing skirts and everything, but Doris has pants on. I stare at her, pointedly, and she glances down. 
 “I don’t do skirts,” she says. “Besides, none of the teachers at your brother’s school wear skirts, anyway.” 
 “She doesn’t know that!” I say, stepping forward and almost falling on my face. I never realized how hard it is to walk in pencil skirts before.  
 “You’re floating, Skye,” Ariel says, sauntering down the hall of the apartment building in her heels and skirt. She looks sort of wrong in that outfit, even with her hair piled on her head and a pair of fake glasses on the tip of her nose. 
 “You know,” Doris says, looking from her to me, “for once, I think Skye pulls a disguise off better than you do.” 
 “What do you mean?” Ariel asks. 
 “You look like a pretend nerd, but she looks totally real,” Doris says with an evil little grin. “I mean, can’t you picture her tripping and dropping all of her books?” 
 “She’s not carrying books,” Ariel says. 
 “It’s the image, Ariel, not the reality,” Doris says. “Is he still following us?” she asks more quietly. 
 I touch my finger to my chin and focus. “Yep! He’s outside the building. He’s so annoying.” 
 “Well, just ignore him,” Doris says. “We’re going to pull this off—“ she reaches over and tugs me down so my feet are on the floor, “just fine.” 
 “It’s room 306, right?” Ariel asks. “Is that it?” 
 “Yep!” I say, grinning at her. The grin falls and I take a deep breath, straightening the jacket of my suit. “Okay, girls, think serious thoughts.” 
 “Isn’t she the one that never thinks serious thoughts?” Doris asks Ariel. 
 “I try not to think at all, it makes following her a lot easier,” Ariel says. 
 “That… is actually true,” Doris says.  
 I look at the door and try to calm my nerves. I can’t even argue that comment, because right now I wish I hadn’t followed me. This is Rocco’s mom. If… if I do something wrong, won’t it hurt him? He doesn’t seem like he has anything against her, even after what all she did. But… but Rocco’s really accepting, right? He’s such a great kid… 
 I feel tears threaten as I think of what my nephew has been through. The hand that had risen to knock on the door falls. Maybe I shouldn’t do this. Maybe things are better left alone. Maybe— 
 A large hand reaches past my head, knocking twice on the door. I look up, staring at Century in shock, not even reacting as his hand drops on my shoulder. “What—but—I…” 
 He’s wearing a suit, I notice, and instead of his usual bolo tie, he has an actual tie on. He looks really, really good, not that I will EVER tell him that. He gives me a little smirk, and I suddenly wonder if he can read minds. If so—I totally think that Vinny should wear shorts and a short cape and follow Flameblaster around with some sort of stupid sidekick phrase, like… holy (fill in the blank), Flameblaster!  
 “Are you going to back down after coming this far?” Century asks me. Okay, guess he’s still not psychic. Too bad, I had some great ideas for Voltdrain’s uniform, too. 
 The door opens slowly, and a large African American man looks back at us with a strange expression on his face. “Sorry, I’m not lookin’ to convert.” 
 “Convert to what?” Ariel asks. 
 “He thinks we’re a religious group,” Doris explains. 
 “No, sir, we’re not here to convert you,” Century says, “we’re here to speak to Gwenda Stiltz?” 
 “Do you have a problem with my wife?” he asks. 
 “You’re… married to Gwenda Stiltz?” I ask. 
 “What’s it to you?” 
 “Who is it, Johnnie?” a woman yells from inside. 
 “Some of those door-to-door religious people!” 
 “Tell them I’m not interested!” 
 “We’re not door-to-door anything, ma’am, we’re here from your son’s school,” Century calls out. 
 The man in front of us freezes, looking shocked. “You have the wrong place,” he says, starting to close the door. I reach up, touching it, but he must assume I’m a norm because he keeps trying to shut it. He looks a bit shocked when he can’t budge it. “Gwenda doesn’t have any kids.” 
 “Is that what she told you?” I demand. 
 “I… let him assume it,” I hear a woman say. She steps forward, pushing Johnnie out of the way. “I knew this would happen sooner or later. What’s he done, this time?” 
 “Your son is already part of two Halls, ma’am,” Century says, his expression not showing the shock that I’m feeling. I mean, I should have seen it coming, right? Marigold told us, but— 
 “Halls?” Johnnie repeats. “What do you mean, Halls?” 
 “Johnnie, aren’t you late for work?” Gwenda asks. 
 “I’m off today.” 
 “Well, go out and get a beer or something, this has nothing to do with you.” 
 “You have a son, and you never told me—and those two ladies are floating a foot off the floor!” he says, motioning to me and Ariel. Doris discreetly reaches out and drags both of us down to floor level again. “What are you hiding from me, Gwenda?” 
 “I—“ she takes a deep breath, running a hand over her face before glaring at us. “You might as well come in.” 
 We walk into the small apartment, and I look around. There’s no trace of Rocco. There aren’t any pictures on the wall, there isn’t even the news reporting on supers on the television. I don’t know why that surprises me, but it does. 
 “I already told the Hall leader that she can do whatever she wants with him, so I don’t see why you’re here,” Gwenda says, turning to face us. “He’s better off, and so am I.” 
 “You’re his mother,” I say. The look on her face makes me feel like I just said something stupid. 
 “Who are you?” she demands. “Why are you so interested in Rocco, anyway?” 
 “This is his aunt,” Century says, placing a hand on my shoulder, “on his father’s side.” 
 “Well that one’s obvious. It sure isn’t on my side.” She looks at me, her eyes going to the floor, pointedly. “So you’re like him, huh?” 
 I feel something I haven’t felt for a long while—rage. My hands clench into fists at my sides and I start to take a step forward, only to be grabbed by Ariel and Doris in a group hug. 
 “Breathe, Skye,” Doris murmurs. “Breathe.” 
 “She’s mean, but we don’t want you to kill her,” Ariel says. 
 “I’m not ‘like him’,” I say, staring at her and ignoring them, “I’m much, much more dangerous.” 
 “Skye!” Century says. 
 “How can you talk like that?” I demand. “You have a WONDERFUL, intelligent, and KIND kid that accepts everyone! How can you not accept him?!” 
 “Because…” she takes a breath and lets it out slowly, obviously debating on what she’s about to say, “because I could NEVER give him what he deserved,” she says. “I could never be the right mother for him! I could never do the right thing. If he had stayed here, he would have been taken in by the gang—they live just down the street. He would have been used, and there was no way I could stop him! He can walk through the shadows! How do you make a kid that can walk through the shadows obey curfew? ESPECIALLY when I work nights! He—he was already starting to get all buddy, buddy with Tepaco! He was a thirteen-year-old boy, hanging out with the biggest gang leader in the state!” She’s crying, I realize, stunned. Her husband wraps his arms around her, but the look on his face says he’s still several steps behind us. 
 “So… you’re sayin’ that my stepson is a super?” he says. 
 “Don’t be stupid, Johnnie! Of course he is! You’re staring at four of them right now!” she says in frustration. “I turned him over to Marigold, hoping that she would straighten him out before it was too late—I forced him on her. I wanted him out of this neighborhood before he became a super villain. I did the right thing, right? You said he’s part of two Halls, right?” 
 We go still, and Century clears his throat, tugging at his tie a bit sheepishly. “Well…” 
 “Rocco IS a super villain!” Ariel says cheerfully. 
 “I really expected Skye to be the one to say that,” Doris says. 
 “Rocco is one of our acting super villains,” Century says, a little smile pulling at his lips, “along with these three. I plan on him becoming quite the headliner.” 
 “What?” Gwenda says, staring at him, dumbfounded. 
 “His super name is Nightstep,” Doris says. “He’s going to specialize in showy burglaries—“ 
 “And be our get-away driver!” Ariel says. “Oh, and drive our float for Mardi Gras!” 
 “You turned my son into a super villain?” 
 “I think he’s going to be going up against Carla, right?” I say, looking at Century. “They’re in looooove! But he’s too dorky to tell her.” 
 “Carla is Hypersonic Rainbow,” Century explains. 
 “Oh, I’ve seen her!” Johnnie says. “She’s pretty cute.” 
 “But Ma’am,” Century says, “if you’re so concerned with where you’re living, we can arrange for you to move somewhere nicer. It’s the least I can do for the family of one of my boys.” 
 “You turned my son into a super villain!” Gwenda growls dangerously. “THAT’S EXACTLY WHAT I WAS TRYING TO AVOID!” She looks around before grabbing the nearest cup to throw at Century. He catches it, easily. 
 “Now, Ma’am, you don’t seem to understand—“ 
 “My son is a good boy! He was just going down the wrong path because he was in a bad place!” She throws something else, but Century catches it as well.  
 “Now, Ma’am, I would explain if you would just calm down!” 
 “Villains get paid by the Hall,” Doris says, making Gwenda stop, “pretty well, too.” 
 “I don’t get paid!” I complain. 
 “That’s because he gave YOU a credit card with unlimited funds, and no pay-off due,” she tells me. “You’re the ‘darling’ of the South Branch, and everyone knows it. But he’s already offered these two a house, remember? It’s pretty obvious that Rocco’s official.” 
 “Who IS he, thinking he can come in and offer me some new place—“ 
 “Century,” all three of us answer, dryly. 
 “He’s—seriously?” 
 “You’re Century?” Johnnie asks, his eyes lighting up. “I am a HUGE fan! Can I get your autograph? You’re my second favorite Hall Leader—I mean, you gotta know that Mastermental’s my man, right? THAT is a classy guy, Mastermental.” 
 The look on Century’s face has me laughing my head off. “You should see your face!” I say, rubbing it in. 
 “Everyone has the freedom to choose,” Century says, a bit grumpily. 
 “So... Rocco’s mommy loves him, too, right?” Ariel says. “Aren’t you glad, Skye?” 
 “Mmmm…” I say, looking at Gwenda thoughtfully. “But HE thinks she doesn’t, and honestly that’s more important to me. So…” 
 “So?” Doris asks, a wicked little grin starting to cross her face. 
 “Soooo…” I say. 
 “We’re gonna do something bad, now, aren’t we!” Ariel says, letting out a happy little sound and clapping her hands. “Ooo! I LIKE being bad!” 
 “What are they talking about?” Gwenda asks, looking nervously at Century. 
 “Ladies, we’re not in our territory just now,” Century says, not answering her question. 
 “Yeah, but we can GO to our territory!” I say. “All right, girls! Time for the dramatic reveal!” 
 “No dramatic reveal until we get to the South Branch!” Century says as the girls start to unbutton their blouses. 
 “No, no, I think I want to see this dramatic reveal,” Johnnie says, only to get glared at by his wife. 
 “What’s the fun of wearing disguises if we don’t get to do the dramatic reveal?” I demand, already out of my coat.  
 “These stupid suits have too fragile of buttons,” Doris complains as more buttons drop to the floor. 
 “Doris—“ Century says. 
 “If I don’t change into my uniform, I can’t go home,” she says. “These two airheads don’t need wings to fly, remember?” 
 “She called us airheads again, Skye,” Ariel says. 
 “Ooooh, someone’s gonna get punished!” I say, grinning widely. 
 “I didn’t say airheads, I said—um—fair heads, that’s right! These two FAIR heads don’t need wings—“ 
 “Pool cleaning duty! One week!” I say, and then strip off my shirt. 
 “Ariel can clean the pool with her powers!” she says. 
 “But you gotta do it in the bikini of shame!” Ariel says cheerfully, stripping down to her uniform. I strike a pose, since that’s what you do for grand reveals, and Ariel copies me. Only Doris grumbles as her pants drop to the ground, revealing her uniform, as well. 
 “Hey, wait—you’re—“ Johnnie says, only to stop and yelp in terror as Doris shifts into her monster form. 
 “You’re coming with me!” I say to Gwenda, scooping her up in a princess hold. “Jersey, grab the big guy! He’s family, too, now!” 
 “Can’t I hitch a ride with the water girl, instead?” Johnnie whimpers as Doris crosses over to him, looming over him with glowing eyes and large clawed hands. 
 “Rocco, son, can you come here?” I hear Century say. “Your aunt and her girls are acting up again.” 
 “Sure thing, boss,” Rocco says. 
 “Awww, you’re going to ruin my fun!” I complain. “Well, we still have time, girls, let’s run!” I race straight for the wall and Gwenda screams as it looks like we’re about to hit it. When we phase right through it, she goes limp, and I glance down just long enough to see that she’s fainted. Whoops. I probably should have warned her first, huh? 
 “Skye! We need a hand!” Doris yells from the other side of the wall. I stick my foot through the wall, since both hands are full, and someone grabs it, so I pull them through. Unfortunately, along with my two partners, Century comes out as well.  
 “I’ll only allow you to do this if you take them back to our territory,” Century says. 
 “Fiiiiine,” I say, turning and racing for the South Hall territory. 
 “You kidnapped me!” Gwenda says, clinging for her life. At least she recovers quickly! “That’s a crime!” 
 “We’re family!” I say cheerfully, “this is just a family trip, right?” 
 “This is AWESOME! Can my new son fly?” Johnnie asks at the top of his voice. 
 “I like him, he’s a keeper,” I tell Gwenda, grinning at her. “But no, Rocco can’t fly, he travels through shadows!” 
 “But Skye,” Ariel says, moving to run beside me. I’m not going top speed, they have trouble keeping up with that. “Isn’t Rocco a villain? Villain’s can’t kidnap other villain’s parents—at least, not to get paid for, right?” 
 “This is pro bono work!” I say cheerfully. 
 “Oooh! Hey, Doris! We’re doing pro bono villainy! Does that make us like Robin Hood?” 
 “I don’t—that is…” Doris starts out, only to decide, “absolutely. It absolutely makes us like Robin Hood.” 
 “YAY!” both Ariel and I say. 
 “How can you just let them do this? Aren’t you a Hall Leader, Century?” Gwenda demands, since obviously her husband is happily going along with this. 
 “I will be sure to prepare a nice basket for apologies, ma’am,” Century says, flying along behind us. He could easily stop this, and we all know it.  
 “Century has a crush on Skye!” Ariel says cheerfully. “So we get away with all SORTS of things!” 
 “That is not why I’m letting you do this,” Century says. “If this truly was traumatizing Ms. Stiltz—“ 
 “Mrs. Verti,” Gwenda says. 
 “Mrs. Verti,” Century corrects himself, “then I believe she would say clearly that she never wants to see her son again. If you can say that, ma’am, I’ll turn all three of them around and return you both to your home.” 
 “I—“ Gwenda says. “So where in the South Branch are we going?” she asks reluctantly. “I’m going to miss work, so I expect to get a phone call before whatever it is you’re planning goes down.” 
 “That’s fine,” I say. “We’ve got a really fancy phone!” 
   

***

   
 Rocco steps out of the shadows, looking around the familiar apartment with a scowl. Skye and the others are gone, he knows that straight away, but he still checks all of the rooms to see if his mother is here. 
 He stops as he sees a picture hanging on the wall. It’s of his mother and a man he’s never met. The frame is one of those that say “Just Married” across the top. His heart jerks, and his hand falls to his side. She’s married. He hadn’t even been invited to the wedding. 
 He runs a hand over his face and wonders if he can just go back to the dorms. Maybe he can cheer up if he gets a few of his buds to hang out with him. Or maybe he should go over to Max’s place and— 
 “Nightstep!” he hears Skye say over his earbud. He almost doesn’t want to answer. “I have kidnapped your mother and your step-daddy! I’m going to show you, once and for all, who’s the biggest villain in the south!” 
 He stops, her words making him blink. “Skystep, um, I already know—“ 
 “You think you can save them?” she goes on. “Just try!” 
 “Skye—“ he says. 
 “Roc—“ 
 “His name is Nightstep,” he hears Ariel say. 
 “Nightstep?” he hears his mother say. “Don’t come—wait, what was my line, again?” 
 “You’re supposed to say that he’s no match for the three of us,” Doris prompts. 
 “Well of course he isn’t, he’s a teenage boy!” his mom says. 
 “No, I think he could take me on,” Doris says, thoughtfully. “He might even have a chance against Ariel in a one-on-one, right?” 
 “I dunno, maybe!” Ariel says. “He’s cute, so I might take it easy on him.” 
 “But he’s got no chance going up against Skye,” Doris says.  
 “Of course he doesn’t! I’m the most powerful villain IN THE WORLD!” 
 “Nightstep, don’t come!” his mother says urgently. 
 “She’s the most powerful,” Rocco says, quietly, “but she’s not the most villainous, or angsty, or even dangerous. I’m coming to get my mom back, Skystep.” 
 “We’ll be waaaaiting!” Skye says happily. Rocco taps on his earbud, just standing where he is and looking at the picture. 
 He’s scared, Rocco admits to himself. Here his mom obviously has the life she wanted, now that he’s out of the picture, and Skye is dragging him right back into it— 
 “Rocco,” Century says over his earbud. “Son, Skye is doing this for your sake.” 
 “She shouldn’t bother,” Rocco says. “Century, Mom’s married. What if getting dragged into this ruins her marriage? I’ve already ruined a good chunk of her life, what excuse do I have to make it worse?” 
 “I don’t think you need to worry about that,” he says. 
 “Of course I’m worried about that!” Rocco bursts out. “She deserves a good life! One that doesn’t include super problems.” 
 “Just come, boy. I’ll be watching over the whole thing.” 
 “I… is it okay if I yell at Skye for this when it’s over?” 
 “That’s perfectly understandable.” 
 He takes one last look at the man standing next to his mother in the picture and heads through the nearest shadow. 
   

***

   
 *Near Skye’s Hidden Base* 
   
 “Sooo, this is a grand show-down between the reigning champion villain, ME, and the new up-and-comer, Nightstep!” Skye says, waving a stick in front of her face like it’s a mic. “Make sure you aim the hairpin at me, okay, Doris?” 
 “It’s aimed, it’s aimed,” Doris says, holding a tiny hairpin in her hand as if it was a camera. “Can’t we use the phones instead of this? You know that you don’t get that good of a picture with it!” 
 “Ohhh, good point. But then again, who else can say they recorded a major heist with a hairpin?” 
 “I’ll use the phone!” Ariel says, pulling her phone out of her suit and aiming it. “Now we’ve got two angles!” 
 “Are they ALL crazy?” Gwenda asks Century. She’s tied to the trunk of the tree he’s sitting in. 
 “Well, you see, ma’am, Skye’s an S-class,” he says. “That gives her a bit of leeway in… interpreting reality. But in this case, her big brother is the one that made the hairpin. It’s a fully working camcorder and tracker.” 
 “Who’s her brother?” Johnnie asks excitedly. Sure, he’s tied to the tree next to Gwenda, but even if he wasn’t, he wouldn’t budge for anything. 
 “Technico,” Century says. “She’s an adopted Superior.” 
 “And—wait, Superior? Technico is a Superior?” Johnnie says, his voice breaking, he’s so excited. “And she’s adopted, AND my son’s aunt—“ 
 “Stepson,” Gwenda says. 
 “You know I always wanted a son,” Johnnie says. “Well, now I got one! And he’s related to Superior!” 
 “You never once said you wanted a son!” Gwenda says, irritably. 
 “Details, honey, details. Besides, what’s mine is yours, and what’s yours is mine—including your son!” He stops as he feels the ropes binding him loosen, and then fall into his lap. “What—“ 
 “He’s here!” Skye says, looking around the woods expectantly. “We should have waited until morning, huh?” They all look at the sky, where the sun is rapidly setting. 
 “You didn’t think of that, earlier?” Doris demands. 
 “Well, it IS three against one!” Skye says. 
 “Eep—“ they all look over as Johnnie is pulled into the shadow at the base of the tree. 
 “Although, I honestly didn’t expect THAT,” Skye admits. 
   

***

   
 “What the—“ Johnnie stops, blinking several times. The area is completely dark, save for two glowing eyes. 
 “I’m sorry that you got dragged into this, sir,” a teen says. “I’ll grab your wife, now, and take you back to your apartment. I hope you can bear with the smell—“ 
 “Rocco?” Johnnie asks. “You’re Rocco, right?” 
 “I… ah, yeah,” the teen says. “Sorry about getting you drag—“ He lets out a surprised yelp as Johnnie wraps his arms around him. “What—“ 
 “You’re a lot taller than I thought you’d be,” Johnnie says. “Skinnier, too. Don’t you eat, boy?” 
 “All the time,” Rocco admits, “it takes a lot of energy to do what I do. Um… so you know who I am?” 
 “I’m sure she would have told me eventually,” he says, as if covering for Rocco’s mother. “We’ve only been married for a few months, now. You don’t exactly come out of nowhere and say, ‘by the way, my son’s a super.’” 
 “I see,” Rocco says. 
 “But should you really ruin Skystep’s fun like this? I thought she had some epic showdown planned.” 
 “Sure she does,” Rocco says, grinning, “but I’m not stupid. I have no chance in a fistfight with those three.”  Rocco heads back to the shadow portal, reaching for his mother. “Darn it,” he mutters. “They must have noticed.” 
 “What happened?” Johnnie asks. 
 “Skye must have grabbed her while we were talking.” 
 “Come out, come out, wherever you are!” he hears Skye call.  
   

***

   
 Oh, don’t get me wrong, at this distance I know exactly where he is, even if he IS in the stinky Shadowlands. This is all about DRAMA! And JAZZ HANDS! Well, it’s sort of hard to do jazz hands right now, since I’m holding Gwenda, but in my heart, I AM DOING JAZZ HANDS! “Here, Nightstep, Nightstep, Nightstep! I’ve got a treat for you!” 
 “Is Nightstep a cat?” Ariel asks Doris. 
 “No, but he IS a cat burglar!” I explain. 
 “That’s so…” 
 “Cheesy,” Doris finishes for her. 
 “I want a kitty,” Ariel decides. “Skye, can we get a kitty?” 
 “I thought we were getting a cow,” I say, frowning. “Or maybe we should get a goat, that way if Jersey gets hungry, she can suck its blood!” 
 “That’s a Chupacabra, not a Jersey Devil,” Doris says. 
 “Oh! Let’s get a pet Chupacabby thing!” Ariel says, excitedly. “Are they cute?” 
 “I think I might have a third or fourth cousin that’s a Chupacabra,” Doris says thoughtfully. “But he might be dead by now.” 
 “Was he cute?” Ariel asks. 
 “Don’t know, never met him—AH!” I look down just in time to see Doris’s leg grabbed from beneath and her body hauled down into the Shadowlands. 
 “He got Jersey!” I say. “Ariel, stay away from the shadows!” 
 Gwenda is holding on tightly to my sleeve and I look down at her, surprised to see a worried expression on her face. “You’re really good at acting,” I tell her. She almost jumps when I say that. 
 “Who’s acting? Is this really my son?” she asks. 
 “Oh, sure, but as long as they don’t stay in there long enough to attract the dinos, they should be fine,” I reassure her. 
 “Dinos?” 
 “Shadow Dinos! They’re a lot of fun on a weeknight!” 
 “There are dangerous creatures in there?” Gwenda asks. 
 I’m about to answer when I notice Ariel heading for a nearby shadow, looking excited. “What is she—“ 
 “Really? Really?” Ariel says. “I can have it?” 
 “I’ll text it to your phone,” I hear Rocco say, right before Ariel’s wrist is grabbed and she’s dragged into the shadows. 
 “RAINDANCE!” I bellow, dramatically.  
 “Skystep,” Rocco says from behind me. “Now it’s just you and me.” 
 “What did you do with my partners, Nightstep?” I demand, turning to glare at him. He’s just standing on the ground with his hands in the pockets of his hoodie, grinning slightly. Nice entrance! 
 “They’re somewhere safe,” he says. “You’ll get them back as soon as you let the lady go.” 
 “What’s so special about this lady, Nightstep? Why is a villain acting like a hero?” 
 “So… kidnapping your partners to use as leverage counts as heroic?” he asks. “I did not know that. But that lady has nothing to do with what we do, Skystep. She’s a random civilian that shouldn’t be brought into our business.” 
 “A random civillian?” Gwenda repeats with outrage. “I’m your MOTHER!” 
 “I don’t know who you think I am, miss, but I’m definitely not your son,” Rocco says calmly. “You’ve got the wrong woman, Skystep. So let her down and face me, one on one.” 
 “Do I?” I ask. “You took out my cameras, you know, so we’re not being recorded anymore.” 
 “Your cameras?” Rocco repeats. 
 “Yep! The girls were doing the filming. So now tell me the truth, is this lady your mom?” 
 Rocco looks at Gwenda, a troubled expression on his face. “Skye, I told you that I didn’t want to bother her, so why’d you do this?” 
 “Because you’re family!” I say. “You should at least see your mom once in a while! And—and—“ 
 “She’s better off without all the crap I come with, Skye,” Rocco says. “She’s even gone and gotten married—she never could, back when I was living with her. I kept freaking out her boyfriends, and I didn’t even realize it until it was too late. I got her in trouble with the Hall, too.” 
 “Rocco—“ I say, and then stop, because I don’t know what else to say. 
 “I’m sorry, Ma’am,” Rocco says. “I can take you back to your place, now. Um, I don’t know if this messed up your work today, or not—“ 
 “I…” Gwenda says. “What did you do with Johnnie?” 
 “Eh, Doris and Ariel are with him, and they won’t let him get hurt,” Rocco says. “Skye—“ 
 “You two need to TALK,” I say, stomping my foot on the ground, only to crack it. “Whoops. Oh, no, that’s my ceiling! I need to get Jack to fix it!” 
 “Skyyyyyeee—“ Rocco says. 
 “You two talk while I go call Nico!” I say, slipping through the ground. “I’ll be right back! I promise!” Now, to make sure they actually talk! 
   

***

   
 “It seems you’re doing well… as a super villain,” Gwenda says, when Rocco just looks at the ground with a slight frown. 
 “Huh? Oh, um, yeah, sorry.” 
 “Sorry?” 
 “I wanted to be a hero, but it turns out that villains like me do a lot of good in this game. It’s also a LOT of fun—but… well, you don’t have to worry about people finding out, Skye isn’t really fond of the Hero TV thing—“ 
 “I see,” Gwenda says. 
 “I ah, didn’t know you’d gotten married,” Rocco says, looking vulnerable. 
 “It was a bit of a… whirlwind thing,” Gwenda admits. “I would have told you, but—“ 
 “No, it’s fine,” Rocco says. “I know that you didn’t want to freak him out. I don’t blame you. Besides, now I have my life, and you have yours—“ 
 “Are you happy?” Gwenda asks. 
 Rocco blinks. “Happy?” 
 “You’re not involved with any shady people that would try and use your powers for their own benefit, are you?” she demands. 
 “You mean like Tepaco?” he asks, grinning a bit evilly. 
 “YES like Tepaco! I should have never let you get near that man—“ 
 “I got him tossed into prison when I was, what, fourteen? Fifteen?” 
 “You what?” she asks. 
 “He was using some of my friends as carriers. After I took him down, I started hunting down other jerks like that. That’s how they caught me, actually, well, it got me into Cape High, so it’s not all bad,” he says, thoughtfully. “Oh, but I hang out with some SERIOUSLY shady guys, now, honestly. You don’t get much shadier than Ace—well, unless you’re me, that is.” 
 “I just KNEW you would—“ 
 “He’s Dragon,” Rocco says. “He doesn’t need my abilities, his are powerful enough. I also hang out with Cold Steel and Maximum, who are, surprisingly, pretty nice guys. Okay, Cold Steel can be a bit of a jerk, but at least he’s funny!”  
 “So you… you knew that Tepaco—“ 
 “Mom, do you think I’m stupid?” Rocco asks. “Well, okay, I DID do a few stupid things in the past, so maybe that’s a bad question, but… you raised me better than that.” 
 She stares at him, and then, to his horror, starts to cry. “Hey, hey, don’t do that! I didn’t mean to make you cry! The last thing I ever wanted was to make you cry!” Awkwardly he walks over, patting her on the shoulder. 
 “It was the only thing I could think of!” she wails, wrapping her arms around his waist. “I couldn’t get you to stop seeing him, and you were hanging out with all those bad boys, and—and I KNEW you were going to get stronger as a super—you needed a good influence! You needed someone that would—“ 
 “You could have just talked to me, you know,” he says, irritably. 
 “I TRIED! But you just kept going on about how Tepaco was really a nice guy—“ 
 “Well, he seemed like one, at first!” 
 “I KNEW he was fooling you!” 
 “It didn’t last long!” he says. 
 “And things just kept getting worse at the apartments,” she says. “You were supposed to go to the supers, not stick around a ghetto place like ours!” 
 “Well… I woulda took you with me,” he says, “but I didn’t want to get you targeted by Marigold. But hey, it seems like it’s worked out okay for both of us, right? Well, you know, unless this meeting ruins your marriage…” 
 “Rocco,” Century says, making Rocco look up in the tree, “don’t you think you should bring your stepfather up from the Shadowlands? I really don’t know how long a norm will last down there, do you?” 
 “Oh, right, that’s true, isn’t it?” Rocco says, letting go of Gwenda and racing for the nearest shadow. He comes out a second later, pulling Johnnie by the hand. Doris follows, hauling Ariel by the waist. 
 “No, we are NOT keeping a shadow dino as a pet!” Doris says. 
 “But it LIKED me! It kept trying to climb into my arms!” Ariel protests. “Don’t worry, baby, I’ll come back for you!” she cries to the shadow portal as it snaps closed. 
 “That… was terrifying,” Johnnie says as Gwenda runs over to him. “It was dark and scary, and there were monsters creeping around—“ 
 “Sorry about that,” Rocco says. “Don’t worry, Century will provide you a way home. I have to apologize again. I’ll definitely have a talk with Skye for doing what she did—“ 
 “No!” Skye says, making them all look over. “This isn’t how it’s supposed to end!” 
 “Skye—“ 
   

***

   
 I can’t believe they’re just leaving it like this! They were so close to doing the happy ending thing!  
 “Gwenda, you didn’t tell him that you love him, even if he IS a super! Rocco! You didn’t tell her that you want her in your life! This isn’t how it’s supposed to end!” I say, grabbing Rocco’s arm and reaching for Gwenda. Before I can touch her, Rocco grabs my hand.  
 “Skye,” he says, moving so we’re face to face. 
 “But there was supposed to be a moment where you—you forgave each other and promised to—to be part of each other’s lives—“ I say, trying not to cry. 
 “Skye,” he says, leaning forward so his forehead is against mine. “Thank you. But… I don’t think that would work.” 
 “Why won’t it? You love her and she loves you!” 
 A bittersweet smile pulls at his lips. “She didn’t even tell her husband about me, Skye,” he says. “What you did could have ruined her marriage.” 
 “I—“ I say, stunned. “I didn’t—well—a relationship without truth isn’t a good one, anyway!” I declare. “An—and if she’s so ashamed of you, then I’LL adopt you! I’ll be your mom!” 
 “But then who would be my aunt?” he asks, hugging me. “Look, I—“ 
 “I do love you,” Gwenda says. “And the reason I didn’t tell Johnnie was because I can’t risk blowing your super identity. Those are important, right?” 
 “They’re important for you,” Rocco says, resting his chin on my head. When did he get so tall? Was he always this tall? I sigh and lean against his chest, listening to his heart. “I don’t want anyone to use you as leverage, you know, like Aunt Skye just did.” 
 “I was doing it pro bono!” I protest. 
 “I… I see,” Gwenda says.  
 “If you want, I can ask Mastermental to wipe Johnnie’s memory, though,” Rocco says. “Then you two can go back to living how you were, without me being a problem. I know Max had a problem like this, earlier, but hey, we can clean this up a lot faster since it’s only him involved—“ 
 “Don’t I get a say in this?” Johnnie asks. “If I promise not to tell anyone that my stepson is a super villain, can I keep my memories?” 
 “Why would you want to?” Rocco asks. “I just tossed you into the Shadowlands for a good twenty minutes.” 
 “Well, yeah, but we’re family, now, right? I have a daughter—she lives with her mother, sure, but… I know how hard it is, not being able to see your kid on a regular basis. I won’t let that happen to Gwenda.” 
 “Johnnie,” Gwenda says. 
 “Besides, I’ve always wanted a son. It’s not like your real father’s in the picture, so someone needs to step up to the plate!” 
 I go still before slowly looking at Rocco, who has a strange expression on his face. “Well…” Rocco says, “would you look at the time. We need to get you both back home, now. Boss, can you arrange for a plane?” 
 “Of course,” Century says, dropping down from the tree. “As well as a phone from Nico, so you can call your son once in a while without worrying about tapped lines.” 
 “I… I don’t know if Rocco would appreciate me doing that. I’ve not been the best mother—“ 
 “Call me,” Rocco says. “If I can’t answer at the time, I’ll make sure to call you back. And, um, congratulations on your wedding.” 
 “Thank you,” Gwenda says, looking over at Johnnie. “I think I might have done better than I first thought, actually.” 
 “Then we should get you home. We’ve got a car outside the forest, and that will take you to my personal plane,” Century says. “If you’d just follow me, I’ll make sure you get out of the woods safely.” 
 “Thanks, Century,” Rocco says. He blinks as Gwenda holds out her hand. 
 “I… I’ll call you,” she says as he takes the hand. “I have a lot of apologizing to do.” 
 “Yeah, me too,” Rocco says, smiling at her. I step out of the way and then drag them both together. 
 “This is hugging time, sillies!” I say. 
 “Oomph, Skye—be a little more gentle with my mom, would you?” Rocco says. 
 “Oh! Sorry, Gwenda!” I say. “But I’ll call you, too, okay? You can come with us to Mother’s Day at the beach!” 
 “I think maybe a beach trip is a bit… much, this early in the relationship, Skye,” Rocco says. “You tend to stand out even in civvies, you know? Remember how we don’t want to draw attention to her?” 
 “Well, yeah, I guess… but we definitely need to do something together! Hey, Ariel, which ocean are you claiming as your mommy?” I ask, totally distracted. 
 “If you’ll just come with me, Mr. and Mrs. Venti,” Century says, herding them away. 
 “Bye, Mom,” Rocco says, watching them walk away. “What’s this about Ariel’s mom being an ocean?” 
 “I don’t know which—where are the best beaches?” Ariel asks. 

 


***

   
 “So…” Johnnie asks when they finally get home. On their kitchen table is a three-ring-binder that he doesn’t remember putting there. He ignores it for the moment. “Why did you never tell me?” 
 “I’m sorry… I just… well, I love you, Johnnie, but he’s
my son,” Gwenda says, urgently. “I had to do whatever I could to protect him, even if it meant… giving him to the Hall. He’s too dangerous to be with me, here, and I’ve always thought that it’s too dangerous to tell people about him… even you. I hope you can understand.” 
 “He didn’t seem very dangerous,” Johnnie says. 
 “Not when he’s surrounded by others like him, no, but when he’s surrounded by all of the bad influences that live around here, he is… or was. That’s why I… well, that’s why things turned out the way they did. Now, what’s that?” She reaches for the binder, flipping it open and then just staring at the first page. 
 “What is it?” 
 “It’s… a house,” Gwenda says, slowly flipping through the pages. “Three bedrooms, two bathrooms—“ 
 “How much does it cost?” he asks. 
 “It… it doesn’t,” she says. “It would be a gift from the South Hall… so we can live closer to Rocco after he graduates.” Tears are pouring down her cheeks. “He even has a list of jobs in the area for us. Johnnie—I—“ 
 He wraps his arms around her, kissing her temple. “Do you want to be near him?” 
 “Yes,” she says, sobbing. “Please, Johnnie.” 
 “Then we should start packing.” 
   
 *** 
   
 “So,” Rocco says, dropping down on the couch in our front room, “you really…” 
 “Yesss?” I say, sitting down next to him and waiting expectantly. 
 “You should have TOLD me, Skye,” he says, not praising me at all. Darn it, I wanted praise! Oh well. “You can’t just run off and kidnap a guy’s parent, you know? There are definitely better ways to handle things.” 
 “But you wouldn’t go and talk with her!” I say. “I had to do it!” 
 He sighs, leaning his head against the couch and staring at the ceiling. “Did you call Jack?” 
 “Huh?” 
 “There’s a crack in your ceiling,” he says, pointing up. 
 “Oh, no! My ceiling!” I say, jumping up and looking around wildly for a phone. “I need to call Nico! I need to get it fixed!” 
 “I’ll take care of it,” he says, getting to his feet. 
 “Are you… are you mad at me?” I ask, looking down at my feet. “I just wanted to help… I never had a mother, you know? Not until Tatiana. And—and—it’s important to have a mother, even if she’s not your REAL mother, because—“ 
 He stops in front of me, placing his hands on my shoulders. “Skye,” he says. 
 “Yes?” 
 “You did what you thought was best and I still love you, okay?”  
 I smile, wrapping my arms around his waist happily. “I’m glad!” I say. “Now help us with the biggest decision of our LIVES, okay?” 
 “The biggest decision?” he asks, bringing out his phone and tapping on it. “What’s the biggest decision?” 
 “What kind of pet we’re going to get,” Doris says. “It’s between a cow, a cat, a shadow dino, and…” 
 “A Chupacabby!” Ariel says. 
 “I don’t think we can find one of those, though,” Doris points out. 
 “We will! I’m sure there’s a Chupacabby SOMEWHERE just waiting for a loving family!” Ariel says firmly. “We just need to FIND it. Oh, but I did like the shadow dino… Can we have TWO pets?” 
 “Biggest decision, huh?” Rocco asks us, looking amused. 
 “Pets are a very big responsibility!” I explain. “You have to feed them and water them and all sorts of things!” 
 “Then I’ll see what I can find,” he says.  
   
   
   
   






Beach Darlin’s

   
 “Okay! So we need to lather up the lotion and make sure that we get our noses really well,” Skye says as she drops the bag of towels and beach toys onto the sand. “And then we’ll take lots of pictures and—“ 
 “It’s so pretty,” Ariel says, staring out at the water.  
 “But did we have to come to a beach where people are?” Doris asks, shrugging off the large t-shirt she’s wearing to show off her simplistic red swimsuit. “NORM people?” 
 “Well, YEAH, this is practice for fitting in with norms!” Skye says. “Now, let’s go say hello to Ariel’s mommy!” 
 She leaves all of their stuff there and runs for the waves, completely ignorant of the strange looks her group is drawing. The other two notice, and aren’t happy about it. “Doris? Why are they staring at us?” Ariel asks. 
 “Because Skye just ran twenty feet without touching the ground?” Doris offers, dryly. “We should have used the teleportation device and found an uninhabited island.” 
 “Yeah,” Ariel says, her eyes roaming the beach until they fall on two rather good looking men with surfboards. “Ooooh.” 
 Doris looks over, a bit confused. “Ariel?” 
 “I’m just going to be over there, okay?” Ariel says, heading for the men. 
 “What in the world is that girl thinking? Those are obviously norms,” Doris says, reluctantly turning to set up their beach towels and gaudy umbrella. It isn’t like she’s going to stop Ariel from chatting up guys, she decides. Ariel’s a fully grown woman; she can make her own decisions. And she’s heard of norm-super relationships that work out, right? She glances over again. 
 “Hi!” Ariel says to the two men, smiling at them. The guys start grinning, certain that their day just got even better.  
 “Hello, there,” the blond man says. “Can we help you?” 
 “Yes! I would LOVE it if you would!” Ariel says.  
 “How?” the dark haired man asks. 
 “Hand over the boards!” Ariel says, the waves stopping, and then rising into the air, hovering over the two surfers’ heads. Slowly they look up, their jaws dropping in shock. 
 “You—you want our boards?” the blond asks. 
 “Mmhmm!” Ariel says. “I don’t want to drag you out to sea, or anything, if I don’t have to. So…” 
 “You can have the boards,” the dark haired man says. 
 “YAY!” she cheers, grabbing the boards and running. The water that had been hovering falls, drenching the poor surfers she leaves behind. “Doris! Doris! I got us some toys!” 
 “THAT’S what you were so excited about?” Doris asks. 
 “Don’t they look like fun?!” Ariel says.  
 “Hey, hey, I want one!” Skye says, rushing back to them. “Why’d you only steal two?” 
 “Because there were only two to steal,” Ariel says. “We can find you something else, though, I’m sure!” 
 “You’d better, I don’t want to be left out on all the fun!” Skye says, still pouting. “Sooo, we have surfboards and sun and—we should have brought something to eat for lunch!” 
 “I want a hotdog!” Ariel says, sticking the surfboards in the sand a bit too deeply. “Did we bring any money?” 
 She and Skye turn and look at Doris, because Doris is the only one that thinks about that sort of thing. “Fine, I’ll go get hotdogs,” Doris says, heading up the beach towards the pier.  
 “Wow, that’s a LOT of hair,” she hears someone whisper. Sure, she braided it and pulled it up, but it’s still pretty obvious that it’s long. 
 “She’s such a babe,” someone else says. “I’m gonna go talk to her.” 
 “Did you see what her friend did? She’s probably a super on vacation, man.” 
 “That just makes it more interesting. Here, hold my beer.” 
 Doris keeps walking, ignoring the man that’s trying to catch up to her. Unfortunately, that’s hard to do when he gets in line behind her at the hotdog stand. “Hi,” he says. “Here on vacation?” 
 She doesn’t even look back at him, just steps forward as the line gets shorter. He, not getting a clue, places an overly-familiar hand on her waist. “Hellooo—“ 
 Their cover was blown a long time ago, thanks to the others, and this guy even KNOWS she’s a super. Her irritation knows no bounds. She shifts, her wings flinging his hand off of her as she turns to stare at him. “Did you want something?” she asks as people start screaming. 
 “Wha—what—you’re—“ 
 “JERSEY!!” a little girl screams excitedly. “Mama! Mama! IT’S JERSEY!!” 
   

***

   
 “I’m hungry,” Skye says, lounging dramatically on the beach towel. “Where are the hotdogs!” she yells, waving a hand in the air. 
 “I heard screaming,” Ariel says. “Maybe someone made Doris mad?” 
 “Well if she’s in a fight, she should at least TELL us so we can join the fun!” Skye says, hopping to her feet. “Where was the screaming?” 
 “Mmmm…” Ariel says, looking around. “I don’t know?” 
 “Then we must find it!” Skye declares, racing off in a random direction. 
 “But I don’t think Doris went—“ Ariel starts out before shrugging and chasing after their leader. Wherever Skye goes, it usually winds up being entertaining! 
   

***

   
 “Hello, um, South Branch? We’ve got a… little problem,” Doris hears someone say from a distance. She looks around, her eyes falling on the teenage girl at the counter.  
 “Who are you calling?” she demands. “Put the phone down. All I want is three hotdogs and some waters.” 
 “But you—you attacked that guy,” the girl says, motioning in the direction that the guy had run off in. 
 “No I didn’t,” Doris says. “He grabbed me in a way that made me feel uncomfortable, so I changed into something more comfortable.” 
 “I saw it!” someone yells. “She’s telling the truth!” 
 “You could have just, I don’t know, told someone that he did that?” the girl says, but she’s hesitating now. Working on the beach like this has shown her how rude some people could be. 
 “Listen, kid, I’m a super—not only am I a super, I’m a super villain,” Doris says, trying to keep her calm. “I shouldn’t have to yell for some big strong man to save me when another big, strong,” and here she snorts, “man thinks he has the right to touch my body simply because I’m showing some skin. You hear that, people? No one comes to the beach just to get groped—“ she stops as a little girl races for her, wrapping her arms around her waist. 
 “Jersey, you’re my favorite!” the little girl says, grinning up at her with a missing tooth. 
 “Well… some types of grabbing are okay,” Doris says reluctantly, patting the little girl a bit awkwardly on the head. “Why don’t you go back to your mom, okay, kid?” 
 “Liza, get over here!” a woman hisses urgently, looking pale. The girl reluctantly heads towards her, leaving Doris with a longing look. 
 “Hey, Jersey!” a familiar voice yells. Doris looks over, sighing at the sight of Rochester waving to her. He’s wearing a black suit. It covers his tattoos, but it doesn’t hide all the piercings. “I’ve been sent t’ oversee this… publicity stunt.” 
 “I’m surprised they sent you, and not someone else,” Doris says, relaxing. 
 “Where are the other two?” Rochester asks, making his way through the crowd. “Sorry ‘bout this, everyone, I’m from South Branch. Once in a while a villain decides t’ do a good deed an’ contacts us. Since we’re hoping t’ convert them over to the good side, we do our best t’ give them a hand.” 
 “How is this a ‘good deed’?” a guy yells at him. 
 “It’s a lesson in respectin’ women,” Rochester says with an easy smile. “Can I get… half a dozen hotdogs an’ another half dozen waters?” he asks, since no one’s ordering. 
 “Um, sure, okay,” the girl says, turning to start putting the food together.  
 “Who are you, mister? Can you take her down if she gets mad?” a woman asks. 
 “Not a chance,” Rochester says cheerfully, handing three of the hotdogs to Doris. “But I AM one o’ their favorite guys, right, Jersey?” 
 “Skystep likes you,” Doris says simply, shifting back to her human form. She takes the mask he hands her and slaps it on, even though it’s a bit late. Then she heads for the condiment counter, motioning for him to follow. “Why the black suit, though?” 
 “They aren’t giving me a name or a uniform,” Rochester explains as he starts fixing up the other hotdogs. “I’m more of a… specialist, sort of thing. So they stick me in this suit and send me out here to make sure you don’t kill anyone. Century would have come, but—well, he’s busy with paperwork, and it’s the weekend, so I don’t have to work until this eve’nin.” He tugs at his tie, ripping through the cloth and then cursing. 
 “You wore a suit to a beach,” she says, only to stop as she hears something. People are yelling—and cheering. She decides to ignore it, even though there’s a very good chance that— 
 “Found the others,” Rochester says, stripping off his suit coat and revealing a sleeveless dress shirt. 
 “Did that come with the sleeves removed?” she asks. 
 “They tore before the tie did,” he says, grinning as he starts jogging towards the noise. There’s a large crowd of people watching two people surf. “Oh… huh…” Rochester says, looking a bit befuddled. 
 “What are they doing now?” Doris asks as she catches up to him. She stares at the two women surfing on the biggest wave since the last tsunami. “I saw nothing.” She turns and starts to walk away. Before she can get too far, though, he grabs her wrist. 
 “If that hits the beach, every norm in the area and several buildings will be taken out,” he points out. 
 “But they’re having a lot of fun,” Doris points out. “Okay, fine, I’ll get them to stop, but you OWE me.” 
 “Century owes you!” he says. “I don’t pay debts just ‘cause I’m workin’ for the guy!” Doris shifts and shoves off of the sand, launching into the air. As soon as they see her, Skye and Ariel start waving happily. 
 “This is AWESOME!” Skye yells excitedly. “Did you come to surf with us?” 
 “No! Rochester says the wave is too big!” Doris yells back. 
 “No it’s not! I wanted to make it bigger!” Skye says. 
 “We left a really shallow spot behind us, and the fishies might not be happy about it,” Ariel says, “but it’s LOTS of fun! Here, you can ride behind me!” 
 “Ariel, bring the wave down,” Doris says, sighing. “There are kids on the beach.” 
 “But—“ Skye says. 
 “Umm…” Ariel says. 
 “It’s too much fun to stop!” Skye says. 
 “But you’re going to drown everyone on the beach!” Doris says. “So stop the wave already, Ariel!” 
 “It’s a little… too late?” Ariel says. Doris blinks as the wave starts to crash to the ground. 
 “PULL BACK AS MUCH AS YOU CAN! SKYE, ROCHESTER! GRAB THE NORMS!” Doris bellows before racing to the ground and grabbing as many norms as she can. Suddenly the world stops. 
 “What were you thinking?” Century demands. Skye, Ariel, and Doris look around a bit blankly, and then up at the wave that’s frozen right before it hits the ground.  
 “We were surfing!” Skye says. “It was a lot of fun until Doris started yelling at us.” 
 “Ariel, I’m going to start time on the water in sections from the back, I want you to start calming it down, got it?” Century says, deciding not to respond to that comment. 
 “Okay, okay, I can do that,” Ariel says, flying to the back of the wave. 
 “And you! I sent you to calm these three down!” Century says, pointing at Rochester. “The girls deserve a fun time at the beach, but in moderation!”

 “In my defense, Doris was ‘bout t’behead a guy for gropin’ her in the hotdog line,” Rochester says. “She’d gone full-on Jersey, an’ everythin’.” 
 “I… well, yes, I can see how that would be a problem, but Doris, darlin’,” Century says, turning to her, “you can do that without shifting!” He sighs, running a hand over his face. 
 “Ready for the next section, Century!” Ariel calls. He holds out his hand and they quickly reduce the wave to a mild six footer. “There we go! Now let’s start time again and have a bonfire!” 
 “Masks on, first!” Century orders. They reluctantly take the masks Rochester hands out, pouting slightly. 
 Time snaps back into place and all of the screaming norms still on the beach get slapped with ocean water, which calmly flows back into the sea. “No more ‘better’ waves, girls, got it?” Century says, striking a pose over the ocean. 
 “We got itttt, go away!” Skye says, pouting. 
 “I apologize for this, ladies and gentlemen. Enjoy your vacations.” He flies away leaving the villains still sitting there, being stared at.  
 “Bonfire!” Ariel says, jumping to her feet. “Bonfire, bonfire, bonfire!” 
 “Bonfire!” Doris and Skye shout, jumping up as well. “Rochester! You provide the music!” Skye says, pointing at him. 
 “But I got work tonight—“ Rochester says, only to give in as they all stare at him. “Fine, I’ll call the boys,” he mutters, pulling out his phone. 
 “We need to do one of those super cheesy dances from those old surfer movies!” Skye says, excitedly.  
 “Hey!” Doris says, as all of the norms that had been screaming and running start coming back. “Weren’t you all running for your lives?” 
 “Well… yeah, but this looks like fun,” one of the guys that had his surfboard stolen says. 
 She stares at him for a moment before shrugging. “Then dig us a firepit, would you? Skye! Think we can kidnap Fire Hazard for this?” 
 “I’ll call Nightstep!” Skye says happily. “There should be enough shadow for him to get here, now, right? He can bring Emily, Aubrey, Zoe, and Sunny, too! Am I missing someone?” 
 “Bonfire!!” Ariel says, dancing like a loon. 
 “So,” the blond surfer guy from before says, moving to Ariel’s side. “You wanna dance?” 
 She looks at him, blankly. “Do I know you? Hey, Skye! Have him kidnap the pretty boy singer while he’s at it!” she says, running over to her friend. “We’ll have a REAL party! Oh! And bring Malina!” 
 “Ooh, good idea!” 
   

***

   
 As the sun sets over the ocean, Rochester and Justin play in the background while everyone dances in the sand. Ariel stops dancing as the latest song ends, and says, “I’m just going to talk to Mom for a bit, okay?” 
 “Tell her hi for us, too, okay?” Skye says. 
 “Ariel, I don’t think that—“ Doris starts out. 
 “It’s the mother I’ve chosen,” Ariel says, her eyes clear and focused. “I know it isn’t true—if it was, I wouldn’t have a human form whenever I lose my powers, but it’s the back story I prefer to… to what really happened.” 
 “What did happen?” Doris asks softly. 
 “They gave me to them,” Ariel whispers. “My human parents, I don’t even remember what they look like… but I remember that they were scared of me. They handed me over to the military to get fixed, but all the military did was lock me up until Mimic let me go.” 
 The two look at each other before wrapping their arms around her. “Well… then go say Happy Mother’s Day to your mother, Ariel,” Skye says, pulling away and motioning to the ocean.  
 Ariel steps forward, pauses, and then runs back to the bag of beach stuff they brought, digging out a sloppy, handmade card. “Happy Mother’s Day! I made you a card—I’m not very good at writing yet, but hey, I bet you’re not very good at reading, either,” Ariel says. “But I can read it for you, okay?” 
 “She didn’t need fixed,” Skye says quietly as Doris moves to her side. They’re watching their fellow criminal speak happily to the ocean. “She just needed loved.” 
 “She also needed Nico’s bracelet,” Doris points out. “But… at least now she’s a little bit happy, right?” 
 Ariel turns to them, smiling beautifully. “I’m extremely happy,” she says. “Also, Mom wants us to do some cleaning for her this weekend, okay? So we’re gonna need a LOT of trash bags.” 
 “I’ll get them!” Skye says. 
 “I’ll get those spiky stick things,” Doris says. 
 “And we need to kidnap a healer to fix the coral—that wave wasn’t very nice to it.” 
 “We’ve got a lot of work to do, huh?” Skye says. 
 “Yep.” 
 “That wave was still TOTALLY worth it.” 
 “Yep.” 




Child o’ Mine

   
 “I’d like to thank you for coming all this way, Doris,” Mastermental says as he leads her to the cage. She’s been here before, but there was nothing she could do about the boy then, and there’s still nothing she can do, now. A part of her just wants to turn and walk away. 
 “There’s nothing I can do, you know.” 
 “I realize that you think that,” Mastermental says, “but of all of the stimuli we bring in, you’re the one he reacts to the most strongly.” 
 “Because he sees me as a threat,” Doris says. 
 “It’s better than not seeing you at all,” he says. They stop in front of the cage where the boy—Tank, he calls himself, is perched in a tree, sleeping. She feels a little sick to her stomach, seeing him. He can’t change back to human form, he only has the mind of a predator, as well. He’s no longer human. 
 “I’ll leave you two alone,” Mastermental says quietly as she sits on the ground outside the cage. For a long moment after he’s gone, she doesn’t say anything. Tank wakes up, turning and looking at her. He drops down from the tree and heads for the laser wall, crouching in front of it and staring at her. 
 “Good to see you’ve learned not to shock yourself,” Doris says. “I know you’re in there, kid. It shouldn’t have fried everything… at least I don’t think it should have.” 
 He flexes his wings, trying to look bigger than her. Doris sighs and then shrugs her shirt off, revealing her uniform. She shifts, and says, “Okay, okay, you’re still bigger than me, but size isn’t everything, kid.” 
 The boy in the cage smirks at her, clearly believing otherwise. “Talk, Tank, focus your mind and speak to me,” she whispers, not daring to hope. She asks this, every time she comes. It never works. 
 He lets out a scream, instead, and she groans. “Not that sort of talk. Speak to me, kid. There’s got to be something left of your old mind… right?” If there isn’t, that… she doesn’t know what it means for her. This kid wasn’t the nicest of guys, she’d heard the whole story, but he doesn’t deserve to be locked away like an animal, either. 
 He looks at Doris for a long moment before turning and heading back to his tree. “Maaaan,” she mutters, lowering her head for a moment. “Not gonna work, huh?” 
 “We need to be patient,” Mastermental says. She looks over as he walks towards them. “He showed more signs of humanity just now than he has since he was changed. It means we’re making progress.” 
 “I just hate seeing him like this,” she says softly. “I mean, I didn’t even know him, before, but… he’s the closest to a blood relative that I’ve got, right? They used my DNA on him.” 
 “You didn’t choose that,” Mastermental says. “You have no obligation to help him.” 
 “Of course I do,” Doris says. “Skye helped me get out of my cage. The least I can do is try and help him. I’m sorry, Mastermental. I wish I could be more help.” She stands, shifting back to her human form. “I’ll come back when I have another free day. It’s sort of hard sneaking out without the girls finding out, though.” 
 “Have you thought of telling them?” 
 “If I did, what do you think Skye would do?” she asks, a hint of amusement on her face. “She’d be out to adopt the kid, you know? She’s far too enthusiastic about family. I can’t just let this guy run through a national forest, not like he is. And her breaking him out would cause problems, too.” 
 “I see, that does seem likely,” Mastermental admits. 
 “But… can I go inside, just for a moment?” she asks, looking at the cage. “He might be a little bigger than I am, but I doubt he’s stronger.” 
 “Are you sure?” Mastermental asks. 
 “I’m sure,” she says, heading for the door to the side of the cage. Mastermental follows, placing his hand on the panel next to it. The door swings open and Doris walks in. “Tank,” she says. She expects him to race forward, possibly attack, but he does neither. He just stays where he is in the tree, watching her. She walks up to the tree, looking up at him. “Hey, kiddo, not going to attack?” 
 “Mmmaa,” the boy says. She goes still with shock. In reality, Tank has only Kunnins left as family, and Kunnins had actually adopted him. He has no blood relatives left, either. But here, he’s calling her—“Maa,” he says, his hand reaching out. She takes it, pressing it to her cheek. 
 “Yeah,” she says, tears threatening to fall. “I’m here.” 
 Slowly he pulls his hand away, closes his eyes, and goes back to sleep. 
   
   




Big Brother

   
 “So… if I recall correctly, you once told me that you were positive that people were watching you all the time,” Doris says as Skye reaches up and adjusts one of the various cameras that are scattered throughout the base. 
 “Mmhmm,” she says, moving so she’s right next to the camera in order to see where it’s pointed. “Oh, this should be a good view of us, right? This way we can record our deep conversations when we hang out on the couch!” 
 “Focus, Skye,” Doris says. “We’re trying to have a ‘deep conversation’ right now.” 
 “Oh, I forgot to check the one in the kitchen!” Skye says, racing through the wall. Doris groans, running a hand over her face and looking at the camera for a moment before following. 
 “Skye! Don’t you think it’s a little weird that you’re just letting him record everything we do, when you used to be so paranoid about being watched all the time?” she demands as she catches up with her “fearless leader.” 
 “Now we can do a cooking show!” Skye declares happily. 
 “Skye! Your brother hasn’t even HIDDEN all the cameras watching you!” Doris says. “Ariel, back me up, here, don’t you think it’s weird that she’s so happy about it?” 
 “It’s her brother, though. He doesn’t really care what we do, except maybe to laugh at it,” Ariel says from where she’s munching on kelp chips on the couch. “And she’s perfectly happy with her brother watching her, right, Skye?” 
 “Yep! Also, also, they have this really awesome little feature,” Skye says, moving to the front room and placing her hands on her hips. “Nico-bots! Run privacy scan two-one-one!” 
 Doris jerks as every camera in the building starts to scan the place with a green light. The light goes over her, over the walls, over the furniture, not leaving even an inch of space unlit. 
 The wall in front of them lights up when the scan is done, and a report comes up. “There is a non-Nico-bot recording device near the lake,” Nico’s voice reports. “No signs of humanoid life forms.”  
 “Destroy it!” Skye orders cheerfully. 
 “Destroying,” Nico’s voice says. “Recording device has been destroyed.” 
 “YAY!” Skye cheers. “Now! The camera in the pool room!” she says, racing off. 
 “Her brother is just as paranoid as she is,” Doris says, finally, looking stunned. “Skye, it was probably someone watching for wildlife! You shouldn’t do that unless it’s actually IN our base!” 
 “You’re not paranoid if someone’s really out to get you!” Ariel says cheerfully. “Nico-bots, show us the time that we did that cheesy eighties dance-off, again! I LOVE that one!” 
 The wall lights up with the three of them wearing leg-warmers and big hair and Ariel starts clapping excitedly. Doris looks at the video and gives up. “Fine, I’ll go get the popcorn,” she says, heading for the kitchen again. 
   

***

   
 *Somewhere in a Mad Scientist Lab* 
   
 “Not another one! That’s the second one this week! Igor! Go buy me the parts for another one!” 
 “My name isn’t Igor—“ 
 “I said, BUY ME THE PARTS!” 
 “Yes, Master.” 




SHADOWMAN

   

Shadowman… what can I say about Shadowman? Shadowman is the poster child for the underbelly of the Cape High super universe. He’s been involved in several of our big plots (just for the money, of course,) and has been known to jump ship whenever things get too dangerous. He has very few redeeming qualities, and yet… I still enjoy writing him. I won’t go so far as to say he’s my favorite side character villain, but he’s definitely one that will be around for the long haul. (That is, if he ever gets free from his current job as the Hall’s lackey^_~)

   




Shady Conversations

   
 “So,” Shadowman says, leaning back in Isotonic’s chair. He’s got his son on the line, much to the kid’s irritation. “How’s it going? How are your grades?” 
 “Really,” Rocco says, “do you really expect me to believe you care? What do you want, Shadowman?” 
 “Who says I have to want something to call my only son?” Shadowman asks innocently. 
 “That we KNOW of,” Rocco says. “I wouldn’t be surprised if I wind up with half-siblings all over the world.” 
 “I haven’t picked up on any,” Shadowman says honestly. “I mean, sure, they could still be too young to be showing their powers…” Rocco stares at him. “But that’s not why I called.” 
 “Why DID you call?” Rocco demands. 
 “I’m bored,” Shadowman says, kicking his feet up on Isotonic’s desk. “Ever since we brought in the last of the escapees—“ 
 “We? You didn’t bring in ANY of them, old man,” Rocco says. 
 “Technicalities,” Shadowman says, waving it off with his hand. “It’s hardly my fault that Superior and Isotonic can’t see eye to eye. You know how it is with these S-class guys, egos ten times bigger than their IQ’s. So… I’ve noticed you’ve been running around a lot, lately.” 
 “Your point?” 
 “Find any nice places to set up a home away from home?” 
 Rocco groaned. “No, I’m not going to find you a place where the capes can’t find you,” he says, coldly. “If that’s all you want to know…” 
 “Talked to your mother, lately?” Shadowman says. “How’s she doing?” 
 “Leave my mother alone,” Rocco says. 
 “I have nothing against your mother,” Shadowman says, honestly surprised that he might think that. “A lovely woman, I’m sure.” 
 “You really can’t remember who she is, can you,” Rocco says, groaning. “We’re all better off that way, if you ask me. Also, when did they give you an office?” 
 “This old place?” Shadowman says, motioning to the rather lush décor. “I picked it up for good behavior.” 
 “You’re lying. The call said it was coming from Isotonic. I was HOPING he was calling to get me on the books,” Rocco complains. “Instead I have to look at your ugly mug.” 
 “No, no, I’m not ugly, that would be a pain,” Shadowman says. “I am perfectly average looking in every way. People can’t pick me out in a line-up, which is a very nice thing to have. It’s a shame that you look the way you do.” 
 “What do you mean by that?” 
 “I just had to have a pretty boy for a son,” Shadowman complains. “Generations of plain looking guys with our powers, and what happens? We have a pretty boy for an heir. If anyone here should be complaining, it’s me.” 
 “If that’s all this call is about, I’m hanging up,” Rocco says. The screen goes black and Shadowman lets out a little snort of amusement. Like he’d let the kid do that. He glances up as the office door opens and Isotonic walks in. 
 “What were you doing?” Isotonic demands. 
 “I called my kid,” Shadowman says honestly. 
 “I see. Well, that’s fine, but get out of my chair, would you? I’ve got work to do.” 
   

***

   
 *Three days later* 
   
 “I think I’ve found the stupidest cat video on the internet,” Shadowman says, proudly. Rocco stares at him from the screen in front of him. 
 “And that’s enough to call me about?” he demands. 
 “It’s something that should be shared, don’t you think?” 
 “No, no it’s not,” Rocco says, only to groan as Shadowman starts the video playing in the corner of the screen before he can hang up. “Great, now I’m never going to get that song out of my head.” He hangs up. 
   

***

   
 *Two days later* 
   
 “Turns out that there’s a super who specializes in changing people’s appearances,” Shadowman says cheerfully. “I’ve got an appointment lined up for you for a month from now, we’ll fix those pretty boy looks of yours, no problem.” 
 “I am NOT getting plastic surgery to look boring,” Rocco says, almost laughing. 
 “You just don’t understand the importance of a normal appearance,” Shadowman says.  
 “Cancel the appointment, Shadowman, I’m not going.” 
 “You’ll regret this for the rest of your life, you know,” Shadowman says. 
 Rocco hangs up. 

 


***

   
 *Two days later* 
   
 “Hey, can you get Nico to set me up with that game thing you’ve got going on?” Shadowman asks. 
 “You want to play the Technico game,” Rocco says.  
 “They have me just sitting around doing nothing, right now, so yeah, I’d like to play a video game,” Shadowman says. “Come on, it wouldn’t make much of a difference, right?” 
 “How’d you find out about the game, anyway?” Rocco asks. 
 “Isotonic heard about it from his daughter, so he’s been trying to get the North Branch in on it.” 
 “And you came to me, because he hasn’t gotten it yet, huh?” 
 “Exactly,” Shadowman says, grinning wickedly. 
 “If I do this, will you stop calling me all the time?” 
 “I swear I will,” Shadowman says. 
 “Fine, I’ll talk to Nico.” 
   

***

   
 *Two days later* 
   
 “So,” Shadowman says over the earbud he’s wearing, “how do you play this game, anyway?” 
 His son’s avatar turns and stares at him before he hears Rocco groan. “THIS is why you swore you would stop calling me, isn’t it?” 
 “Who needs to call when I can bug you in a game?” Shadowman says. 
   
   






PHOEBE WOODS


 


Phoebe Woods is the daughter of Massteria, one of the Cape Cell convicts that got loose in the last plot arc. She originally had psychic powers, specifically the ability to invoke terror and mass panic, just like her dear old dad. Those were stripped from her after she went after Max and his family, and she was sent back to her job as an actress that specialized in horror movies. So why am I saying all this? Most of you know it by now, right?


Well, it’s because Phoebe Woods hasn’t given up on getting her powers back, especially since she met Star Born. The story that follows was originally supposed to be in Rocky Road. It turned out to be too long, so I pulled it and turned it into a short<3 This is actually the reason I started this compilation to begin with! This and the excuse to write Skye and Cubby stories^_^


 


 





Two Faced


 

  “Crashtastic, super hero, as well as stuntman for super movies,” Mastermental says, leaning back in his chair and looking at his son. Max is flipping through the man’s file, now. “He wants to transfer here, temporarily, because he plans on being the stuntman for the next Liberty movie—Ken’s, to be precise.” 
 “He’s not muscular enough,” Max says. 
 “That’s not for us to decide,” Mastermental says. “He’s asked for admittance into the territory for a few weeks, planning to get to know Ken and how he fights. He says Kansas City is cheap, so he’ll provide his own housing.” 
 “What does Negatia say to this?” Max asks, pulling out a picture from the file and looking at it. “Wouldn’t she be losing an important part of her team? According to this, he’s a very decent B-class cape. Super speed, strength, flight…” 
 “She says he’s too busy making a name for himself as a stuntman to be much use to her. He has the Hollywood bug, apparently.” 
 “So she couldn’t care less?” 
 “While she didn’t put it in those words, precisely, yes, that’s how I read it, as well,” Mastermental says dryly. 
 “So… he’s just planning on following Ken around for a few days, right?” Max says. “Have you heard anything bad about him?” 
 “I’ve heard almost nothing at all,” Mastermental admits. “You’ve yet to go to Negatia’s Hall, correct?” 
 “I’ve been to Century’s,” Max admits. “Century’s was pretty much exactly how I expected it to be. He’s definitely not someone I want to make an enemy of, but I don’t think that will be a problem.” 
 “You had barbecue for lunch and went to the theme park for the afternoon, didn’t you,” Mastermental says. 
 “We did have a bit of an argument over who has the better barbecue,” Max agrees, grinning slightly and leaning back on the back legs of his chair. “I’m lined up to go to Marigold’s next Monday. I’m not sure how I feel about it, but it should be interesting.” 
 “So what do you think we should do about this Crashtastic?” Mastermental asks. 
 “You’ve already decided, haven’t you?” Max asks, closing the folder and tossing it onto Mastermental’s desk. 
 “I’ve decided that this is for you to deal with,” Mastermental says, much to Max’s surprise. “You can do all of the research that you want, or even go meet him, if you wish. Or you could just say yes or no. This is up to you. I have more important things to worry about than a Hollywood want-to-be.” 
 “Thanks, Dad,” Max says, snorting. “So basically, on top of all my other duties, I’ll be babysitting a movie star with flight abilities.” 
 “I’m impressed with how quickly you’ve picked up on things,” Mastermental says. “Now I believe you have work to do, correct?” 
 “It’s good of you to acknowledge that,” Max says as he stands, scooping the file back up. “Also, Zoe wants to cook this Friday, are you going to be home for dinner?” 
 “I’ll make sure I am. She’s a wonderful cook.” 
 “Then I’ll just be getting permission to enter the West Hall,” Max says, sighing. “Negatia hates me, you realize.” 
 “Yes, I do,” Mastermental says. 
 “This is going to be fun,” Max says sarcastically as he walks out the door, waving his goodbye with the file. 
   

***

   
 *West Hall Branch* 
   
 “Yes, thanks,” Crashtastic says, still on the phone as he walks into the West Hall. He’d been called in, and he isn’t sure what to expect. He’s almost positive that Negatia has given up on him. Then again, he realizes, it could be about his request to go to Central. He’s extremely excited about the upcoming movie auditions—it could be his real break-through as an actor! He stops and looks around the meeting room, expecting to see Negatia. All he sees is an Asian looking teenager wearing a pair of ratty jeans and a Technico t-shirt. Crashtastic hangs up his phone and slips it into the pocket of his cape. “You don’t look like you should be allowed into this part of the Hall.” 
 “You think?” the kid asks, grinning crookedly. He’s lounging in one of the plastic chairs near the door with one hand in his pocket and his phone in his other. He puts the phone away and stands. For a second his posture is perfect, and there’s a strangely formidable aura coming off of him, but it disappears as he slouches. “You’re Crashtastic, right?” 
 “Yes, I am,” Crashtastic says. “Should I call the security?” 
 “Oh, you can, but it’d be really annoying for both them and me. The name is Max,” the teen says, holding out a hand. “I’m here to talk to you about your request to spend some time in Central. Why don’t you take a seat?” 
 “You’re a kid,” Crashtastic says, only to suddenly question that assumption. Yes, he looks about eighteen, at most, but his instincts are trying to tell him that not everything is as it seems. He looks at the hand, reluctantly shaking it for a second before letting go. 
 “I just graduated,” Max brags. “I would say I was at the top of my class, but, well, it was a pretty small class.” He heads down the stairs to the curved table, and drops into one of the council chairs. He kicks one foot up on the table. “Tell me why you think you need to do this? I thought you were just the stunt man.” 
 “I see,” Crashtastic says, lying through his teeth as he follows. He’s still extremely confused as to why they’d send a kid to talk to him—even a strange kid like this one. “Well, honestly, more than just being a stuntman, I want to break into the acting world,” he says, slowly sitting down in the single chair set up in front of the curved table. “I mean, I’m already capable of doing all the flying and things, and I’m good looking, so why do they need some norm to do anything? I’m the total package. They’re having open auditions next month for the upcoming Liberty movie. I’m going to try out for America’s Son’s role.” 
 “So you think you can impress the director, or something?” Max asks. 
 “I know I can,” Crashtastic says urgently, leaning forward slightly. “All I need is to properly prepare for the part. If I can say that I followed THE America’s Son around, learned how he moves, how he speaks, I’ll be a shoe-in. That’s why I’m here.” 
 “So you’re basically using your Hall connections to get an unfair advantage,” Max sums up. 
 “This is life or death for my career, Max…” he stumbles over the name, wondering why he wants to say something longer. And then it occurs to him. “Maximum!” 
 “Speaking,” Max says with a quirk of his lips. 
 “You’re a villain—” 
 “Yes, but you should understand how this works,” Max says. “I’m a villain on-screen, but in real life, I’m the second-in-command of Central Hall, in training,” he says. “You’re one of my assignments.” 
 “So… they couldn’t even make the time to deal with my request, themselves?” 
 “The Hall Leaders are busy people, Crash,” Max says. “And from what I’ve heard, you don’t make the time to deal with their work, so why should they deal with yours? Just because of that, I’m tempted to say no. You’re using us. You aren’t even pretending not to be, but that wouldn’t work on me, anyway.” 
 “Aren’t you using the Hall to become famous, yourself?” Crashtastic demands.  
 “No, I’m becoming famous to make the Hall famous, there’s a difference,” Max says. Crashtastic suddenly feels like he’s at the most tense interview in his life. This teenager is—well, for one, he’s already at a higher level than Crastastic will ever get. He’s heard rumors that the kid is well on the way to M-class. 
 ‘He’s also a telepath,’ Max whispers in his mind, making Crashtastic jump back in shock. “But you’re right, I’m still only eighteen. Legally I can’t even drink, not that it would do anything for me in the first place. So you should have an advantage, right?” 
 Not likely, Crashtastic admits to himself, knowing that Max can hear him. “Look, if you can read my mind, you know that I’m not going to cause any problems. I just want to follow America’s Son around for a few days. And since you don’t even interact with America’s Son, you’ll never even see me!” 
 “Who told you I don’t?” Max asks. 
 “What?” 
 “My girlfriend lives in the same apartment building, and I fight one of his sons on a regular basis,” Max says. “I go to barbecues with the man all the time. It’s Kansas City, that’s what we do. What you’re asking is far more personal than you seem to understand. Besides, Star Spangled is going out of town this weekend, so he’s got both of the Liberty Boys to feed…” 
 “I’ll do anything you ask,” Crashtastic says seriously. “I’ll even cook for them, I don’t care.” 
 “Can you cook?” 
 “I will learn really quickly.” 
 “Hmm… I’d have to ask them,” Max says. Crashtastic sees the moment of hope and he stands up, only to fall to his knees. 
 “Please, Maximum. I need this for my job.” 
 “Why haven’t they asked you to do it, already?” Max asks. “Like you said, you’re good looking, you can fly—” 
 “But I don’t have a big name. This town will give millions of jobs to one man instead of giving one job to the millions of men trying to get them. It’s sickening, really.” 
 “So why do you keep trying?” 
 “Because I want to be that one man,” Crashtastic says honestly. It makes Max laugh, which he sees as another good sign. “So… will you let me?” 
 “You said you’d find your own accommodations,” Max says. “You’re going to a town where people see supers even more often than the people in Hollywood see actors. You had better hope that your acting skills are as good as you think they are.” 
 “Thank you, Maximum. Thank you so much,” Crashtastic says. “I’ll go get packed, now!” 
 “I expect to see you at Central Hall in two days. If you take longer, I’ll call this whole thing off,” Max says, pulling up his sleeve to show the strangest watch that Crashtastic’s ever seen. He taps a few times on the screen, and then, to Crashtasic’s shock, he disappears. 
 “He would show off, wouldn’t he?” Negatia says, making Crashtastic look back as she steps into the room. “Well, he’s dating a technopath, so it figures he’d get one of those teleportation devices.” 
 “I always thought he was just a villain for pay,” Crashtastic admits, looking at her. 
 “Oh, he is,” the beautiful woman says, “but he’s also Mastermental’s son. Be very careful when you’re in their territory, Crashtastic. You’re cute, but you’ve done nothing to make me feel like saving you if you get yourself into trouble.” She pats him on the arm twice before walking away. He stares after her, wondering why he suddenly feels a little nauseous.  
   

***

   
 *Two Days Later, Central* 
   
 Crashtastic tugs on his collar, looking at the woman sitting on the edge of his hotel bed. “Honey, you didn’t have to come along,” he says as she stands and walks over to straighten his tie for him. “Weren’t you planning on reading the scripts you’ve been sent?” 
 “I can do that anywhere,” Phoebe says, smiling at him. “Right now, I need do it here, so I can support my man.” She pecks him on the lips. “This is a big deal for you, right?” 
 “Well, you told me to try—” he starts out. 
 “You’ll do more than try,” she says firmly, “you’ll succeed. You’re going to be the biggest name in the business, sweetie, and I’m going to proudly walk by your side as you walk the red carpet. I’ve got the dress all picked out, already.” 
 “That does sound good,” he says, his mind full of visions of her in revealing dresses, and every man in the world watching them, enviously. 
 “You’re going to be late, baby,” she purrs. 
 “Are you coming along?” he asks. 
 “Oh, no, I don’t think so,” she says. “I have a LOT of work to do. Why don’t you go on ahead, and I’ll be here, waiting to celebrate with you when you get back.” 
 “Are you sure? This might be the only opportunity you have to see the hidden parts of a Hall,” he tempts her. 
 “And how will you explain bringing your girlfriend to work?” she counters, patting him on the cheek. “Be brave, Ben, you’re super.” 
 “I just hate the thought of dragging you all the way to nowhere, like this, and leaving you in a cheap hotel room,” he says. “How can I make it up to you?” 
 “By going on to be famous, of course!” she says. “Now go, or they’ll think you’re always late to things.” 
 “You’re right,” he says, looking at his watch before kissing her on the cheek. “I’ll be back in no time.” 
 “I hope not! You need to take this seriously. Your future is hinged on this!” 
 He laughs and heads out the door, leaving her to stand there for all of a moment before heading for her massive pile of luggage. He hadn’t asked about why she had brought so much this time. She’d convinced him that no woman travels without at least four pieces of luggage just to survive. She pulls open two of them, looking over the variety of makeup and wigs inside. She has a creepy smile on her face until she has to stop because she’s applying makeup there. She glances over at the tablet propped on the table next to her, watching a woman reporting on HTV. 
  That video is all she needs, at least for now. It won’t get her into the back part of the Hall, she knows, but it might get her some information. She always has Crashtastic for the other part. 
 “This is Barbara Gentry from HTV,” she says, practicing the voice and expression in her mirror, “signing off.” 
   

***

   
 “Mega! Hi, Mega! Down here!” a somewhat familiar looking woman shouts up to the super. Mega stops mid-flight, searching his mental list of women. It isn’t someone he’s dated, he decides as he starts down, so it’s probably something that needs to be done—like a cat in a tree. He dislikes cats, but he ignores that fact and pastes an easy smile on his face. The smile turns brighter as his mind finally supplies a name to the face. 
 “Barbara Gentry, right?” he says, landing in front of her. “To what do I owe the pleasure?” 
 “I’m surprised you recognized me,” she says, smiling flirtatiously, “since I specialize in the legwork.” 
 “How can I not recognize my favorite HTV reporter?” he asks, giving her his own flirtatious smile. “How can I help you on this beautiful day?” 
 “I was thinking of doing a follow up on the whole Star Born situation,” she says. “The entire world wants to know what you’re going to use her for.” 
 “Star Born?” he repeats, searching his memory. “You mean the scientist that was in the Cape Cells?” 
 “Yes. She’s the one that’s at the Hall right now,” Barbara says. “Is there any way you could get me inside to interview her? There are a lot of people that have a vested interest in her future.” 
 “I’m not sure that’s possible,” he says, racking his brain for a way to stay in her good graces and still turn her down. He likes the HTV reporters having a good opinion of him. Heck, he likes WOMEN having a good opinion of him, which means he’s got twice as much on the line here. 
 “I’m certain that someone as high up at the Hall as you are is more than capable of getting me a tiny interview,” she says, looking up at him. “You ARE one of the most popular capes in the Central Hall, aren’t you?” 
 “Well, yes, of course I am—” he starts out. 
 “You’re my favorite, too,” she says. 
 “I’m flattered,” he says, honestly. Barbara Gentry is a very attractive woman, after all. It doesn’t hurt that she’s a super! Now that he has a son to worry about, he’s been thinking it would be good to set an example for the boy. A steady relationship might not be so bad— 
 “So you can get me that interview?” she asks. 
 “I can get you that interview,” he says, rashly. She smiles brilliantly at him, clasping his hand between both of hers.  
 “You’re a hero, to me and all of the capes dying to hear what’s happening with her,” she says, looking him in the eyes.  
 Something’s wrong, he thinks abruptly, a tiny frown pulling at his lips. There’s something off about her… 
 “Can we go, now?” she asks, eagerly. 
 “Well, um, I don’t see why not,” he says, shoving his thoughts aside. “Let’s be off.” 
   

***

   
 *Not too far away* 
   
 It’s a rather unsettling sight, if he’s going to be honest. There, casually hanging out in the park, are three Liberties, sitting on a picnic table. Well, Crashtastic thinks, he supposes he can call them “Liberties.” America’s Son is not a boy, so calling them all the traditional “Liberty Boys” makes him feel a bit awkward—especially since he’s almost positive that two, or possibly all three of them could wipe the floor with his face. No, he tells himself, this is no time to back down. “America’s Son, Kid Liberty, and… Cold Steel,” he says, walking over to them and holding out a hand to each in turn. “Thank you SO much for this opportunity. I really don’t think I could do this without your help.” 
 “Follow our old man around like a stalker?” Cold Steel says with a dry look at the hand offered, “Probably not.” 
 “Jack,” Kid Liberty says, and Crashtastic looks at him expectantly, waiting to be stood up for, “even with our help, he’d still have trouble if Max hadn’t agreed to this.” 
 “You’re right. We should have a little talk with Max after this, shouldn’t we?” The brothers look at each other, matching looks on their faces. 
 That… had not been what he expected. “Boys, boys,” America’s Son says, “that’s your hunger speaking. I apologize, Crashtasma—” 
 “Crashtastic,” Crashtastic says. 
 “But we Liberty Boys run on our stomachs. Do you mind if we change and get something to eat before we start?” 
 “Are both of the… teens joining us for this job?” Crashtastic asks. He’s feeling a bit out-numbered. He shoves his insecurity down. He’s FAMOUS, or, at least, he’s going to be. These three are just cheesy live actors that run around in ratty clothing or tights.  
 “We thought it would be the easiest way. The movie is based on the family, right?” America’s Son says. “So if you’re trying for the part of, well, me, then you need to know how I interact with my boys.” 
 Cold Steel gives Crashtastic the most evil grin he’s ever seen, one that shines metallic.  
 “Can I ask, how do you plan to hide… well, you?” Crastastic asks him. The teen brings up his thick black leather watch and taps on it. He seems to blur for a second before a semi-normal punk sits where he’d just been. 
 “Did Nico tweak that? You’re looking less skinny, this time,” Kid Liberty says. 
 “Nah, I talked Zoe into doing it in exchange for an extra trip to the junkyard for parts.” 
 “It’s good to see that the two of you are getting along better,” America’s Son says.  
 “So you… just let him run around with a watch that can turn him into anyone?” Crashtastic asks, stunned. “Is that even smart?” 
 They just look at him for a second, before America’s Son says gently, “You don’t seem to be… as acquainted with Hall policies as we assumed. Do you not do much for your Hall?” 
 “Um, well—” 
 “He’s never even been mentioned in the West Hall comics,” Cold Steel says. “He’s not an acting cape.” 
 “Max said he was only loosely affiliated, simply because he’s too strong to go unlisted,” Kid Liberty says. “He’s an actor with super powers.” 
 “I think we’ve started out on the wrong foot,” Crashtastic says. “Here, why don’t I take you all out for breakfast? Then we can discuss… well, everything. What do you say?” 
 The three look at each other, breaking into grins. “He’s not so bad, after all,” Cold Steel says. 
 “I like him!” Kid Liberty agrees. 
 “I should warn you, we tend to eat a lot,” America’s Son says. “How do you boys feel about The Cafe?” 
 “Oh, yeaaaah,” Kid Liberty says. “Hey, can we invite the girls?” 
 “Maybe after he has to foot the first bill,” America’s Son says. “Trent, time to change.” Crashtastic looks around for a place for them to change, but when he looks back he finds them already wearing jeans and T-shirts. They’re a bit more muscular than… well, most people, with the boy-next-door good looks of blond hair and bright blue eyes. They’re clearly father and son, or possibly brothers. They probably wouldn’t stand out that much if it weren’t for the Mohawked, grungy looking punk standing right next to them. Of course, he realizes, the punk is as big as his brother is. In fact, as he falls into step alongside them, Crashtastic realizes that he’s actually a bit skinny and frail looking in comparison. 
 “If he’s going to act as Dad, think we could bulk him up?” Cold Steel asks, looking him up and down as if he’s a twig. 
 “Well, it worked for you,” America’s Son says, making Kid Liberty start to laugh. “You have to admit you were a bit skinny when we first got you.” 
 “I was wiry as a norm,” Cold Steel says, a bit defensively, “and it’s not like I ate much while I was laid out for those couple of months.” 
 “So it’s true?” Crashtastic asks, “you’re a…” 
 “Mad scientist experiment? Or are you asking whether I’m adopted?” Cold Steel asks, bluntly. 
 “Um, both?” 
 “Then yeah.” 
 “Yeah, you’re a mad scientist experiment, or yeah, you’re adopted?” 
 “Exactly,” Cold Steel says, almost cheerfully. “I was changed at sixteen, and adopted at seventeen.” 
 “That’s… pretty amazing. Do the Liberties—” 
 “Styles,” America’s Son interrupts. “When we’re in civilian clothing, we’re the Styles. You can call me Ken.” 
 “Trent,” Kid Liberty says. 
 “Jack,” Cold Steel says. 
 “Ah, well, then you can call me Ben,” Crashtastic says, a bit stunned that they’re so freely sharing their secret identities. Well, if they ARE sharing them. They could easily be using fake names. “But aren’t you worried I might tell—” 
 “Everyone in our school and our apartment knows exactly who we are,” Jack says. “But if it gets out to the general public, we’ll know how.” He looks Crashtastic in the eye. “Do you want to be the one that does that?” 
 “No, of course not,” Crashtastic says.  
 “That’s very kind of you, Ben,” Ken says. “Now, let’s get going before they run out of the good gravy!” 
   

***

   
 *Central Hall* 
   
 “So the prisoners are kept in an area closed to the public, but I believe you should be in Technico’s systems?” the black suit leading Mega and Barbara says, glancing back at her. “You’re Blackbird’s legal guardian, right? I’m sure you’ve been to the school before, even if you haven’t been here. We just need to do a quick scan and retina test—unless you have an identity card on you?” 
 Mega looks over, surprised. “You’re Blackbird’s legal guardian?” he asks, even more intrigued. “Recently they’ve been showing some of her work in Central Hall—she’s got a lot of promise!” 
 There’s a strange look on Barbara’s face, he notices, and he looks a little closer, wondering what the problem is. “I—well, yes, yes I am, but I forgot the card back at HTV,” she says. 
 “Oh, then we’ll just do a quick scan,” the black suit says, pulling a small machine off of the wall. 
 A phone rings and Barbara holds up a hand, briefly. “I have to take this, I’m sorry,” she says quickly, turning away from them and pulling out her phone. She checks the screen, frowning in thought before texting back. “I’m so sorry, something major has come up,” she says. “Can we do this another time?” she asks Mega. 
 “Of course,” he says, still wondering why something feels off about this whole thing. Maybe he’s paranoid. That whole episode with Mimic taking his place still lingers in his mind. But Mimic is back in the Cape Cells, he’d checked, more often than he likes to admit, especially after that latest cell break. He would know better if he actually had talked to Barbara more often. Honestly, he usually speaks to Prisma, because he’s an open book, and seeks out interviews on a regular basis. Barbara Gentry is more of a researcher for ongoing stories and developing dramas. 
 He watches her leave, only stopping as the black suit clears his throat. “She’s quite a beautiful woman, isn’t she?” he says. 
 “Yes, yes, she is,” Mega says. “Have you heard if she’s involved with anyone?” he asks, knowing exactly how extensive the black suit gossip system is. 
 “Not that I’ve heard,” the black suit says. “She’s raising her niece.” 
 “Why is that?” Mega asks. 
 “Ah, it’s my lunch hour, sir, do you think we could—” 
 “I would be happy to treat you,” Mega says, catching on quickly. Good information should always be recompensed! He forgets the off feeling he’d been experiencing completely as he and the black suit head for the cafeteria. 
 Phoebe curses her luck, her mind racing as she tries not to break into a run. She’d been so close. If she had her powers, still, she would have easily gotten in, but now… she almost trips as she realizes something. Now all she needs is to get that card they’d talked about from the real Barbara Gentry. That isn’t an impossible task, she thinks as a smile crosses her face. She just needs to work a little harder. 
 But first, she thinks as she glances at her watch, she needs to get back to the hotel room. Ben should be heading back, by now. 
   

***

   
 “So how did it go?” Phoebe asks as Ben walks into their little hotel room. “Did he like you? Did he show you anything new?” 
 “I underestimated how much it would cost,” he says, looking a bit stunned. 
 “What?” she asks. 
 “I should have brought more money. I should have saved up for a month, maybe two—” 
 “Ben, you’re not making any sense, honey. What happened with America’s Son?” 
 “I offered to take him and his sons out to a late breakfast,” Ben says, still looking like a zombie. “They ate, and ate, and ate some more. And then Ken said they should stop early, because they don’t want to take advantage of me. It cost me three hundred dollars, just for that one meal.” 
 “You’re kidding,” she says, almost as stunned as he looks. 
 “Three. Hundred. Dollars,” he repeats. “In Missouri! I thought this place would be cheap! Actually, it WAS. You should have seen how much they packed away, it was no wonder people were staring at us.” 
 “Oh, honey, do you need help?” she asks. 
 “I can’t take your money—” he says. 
 “I was going to offer to cook for you,” she says. “We can save a lot of money by buying in bulk, but I can’t let people realize who I am.” She frowns. “You never know what a crazy fan might do.” 
 “So… how would we do it?” he asks. “I mean, could you cook here and then I’ll take the food with me?” 
 “I know I wasn’t going to get involved, but… well, it’s REALLY boring just sitting here, Ben,” she says, throwing a hand in the air. “I can only read screenplays for so long, you know!” 
 “So… maybe some sort of disguise?” he asks. 
 She gives him a smile and kisses him quickly. “Have I ever told you how much of a genius you are?” she asks. “I need to practice my makeup!” She runs off before he can say anything, and he smiles slightly, proud of himself. 
   

***

   
 Yes, she needs to find Barbara Gentry, she thinks as she touches up her makeup one more time and looks into the mirror. She’s wearing green contacts this time. She rather likes them, they add to the red wig quite nicely. She straightens her clothes, sucks in her stomach, hating that she’s gained weight recently, and then heads out of the bathroom. Yes, she needs to find Barbara Gentry, but this meal might offer up some unexpected benefits. She can’t let Ben give up this early in the game. If he gives up, she won’t have any excuse to stay here! 
 “Honey, we need to go to the grocery store first, right?” Ben asks as she comes into the main room. He glances over, looking stunned. “You look great,” he says. “Although I sort of feel like I’m cheating on you, now.” 
 “Don’t get used to it,” she scolds him, smiling slightly. “Are you sure about that outfit, though? I mean, jeans and a t-shirt—and for the t-shirt to be a super hero… shouldn’t you try for a more professional look?” 
 “It’s how they dress,” he explains, looking down at the Century shirt he’s wearing with an awkward expression. “Ken was running around in a Mastermental t-shirt.” 
 “Is Ken Kid Liberty?” Phoebe asks. 
 “No, he’s America’s Son—but I can’t tell you if it’s his real name or not,” he says. “It’s not like Ken is that unique.” 
 “America’s Son runs around in character tees?” Phoebe asks as they head out the door. His hand is on the small of her back, but she ignores it. “I would never have pictured him as being like that.” 
 “Me either, but apparently it’s the thing around here. Both Trent and Jack had t-shirts like that on, as well.” They head for the little car that she’d rented, and he gets into the driver’s seat. “Now, do we know where the nearest grocery store is?” he asks. 
 “We would, if you’d let me drive,” she mutters a bit irritably. “I mean, I think it’s that way, you know, where the sign is?” she says quickly, trying to cover her irritation. This is wasting time, but it’s necessary. “So? Are you going to do any interviews while you’re out here? Since you’re hanging out with the big leagues of the Hall, I bet all those pretty HTV interviewers are following you around, right?” 
 “Not that I’ve noticed,” he says. “That would be really cool, though, wouldn’t it? I mean, everyone would see how hard I was working—“ 
 “Only the supers would see it, sweetie, they don’t let just anyone see this sort of thing.” 
 “Huh… well, it’d still be a bit of advertisement, right? Especially for the interview. It might be pretty impressive to the director, if he sees it, right? Maybe they’d let me get a copy?” 
 “I’m certain they would! We just need to let someone from HTV notice what you’re doing,” she says, smiling a bit wickedly. She knows JUST who that person should be. 

 


***


 

 “We’ve just gotten an anonymous tip on the Liberty boys,” Barbara’s administrative assistant says, holding out a note to her. “It’s not very interesting, but things have been quiet lately, so I figured I’d let you choose what to do.” 
 “Thank you so much for that,” Barbara says dryly, taking the note. She looks at it for a moment, leaning on his desk. “It sounds a bit interesting. I mean, it isn’t every day that we get to see the three of them together.” 
 “Sure it is, just not hanging out in public like that,” her secretary says. He’s young, good looking, and planning on taking her job someday, but she ignores that. His passion makes him eager to find the most interesting jobs. “I can go and look into it, if you don’t want to,” he offers. 
 “Thank you, but no, I can take a second to check it out.” She waves the piece of paper as she walks away. “Good job, Charlie, I’m sure that sooner or later you’ll be chasing down your own leads.” 
 “I sure hope so. This job is so boring,” he mutters, falling back in his chair and going back to trying to balance a pen on his nose. 
   

***

   
 “This is it?” Phoebe asks as Ben pulls to a stop twenty minutes later. The entire back seat of the car is full of overflowing grocery bags. The place in front of them is a small area next to a tiny lake. It has a grill to the side and picnic tables under a metal roof. It’s quaint, and empty, save for three large males sitting on or next to one of the picnic tables.  
 “This is it,” Ben says, getting out and opening the back door to grab a few of the grocery bags.  
 “Here, we can help with those,” the oldest man sitting at the table says, getting up and walking over. Ben willingly hands him the bags, and then hands another few bags to the teenager that follows. Within a second, the back seat is empty. “And this must be your lady friend. I’m sorry--I don’t think Ben told us your name?” Ken says to Phoebe. 
 “Mary,” she says with a smile, holding out her hand. “Mary Jones.” 
 “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mary,” Ken says, shaking her hand gently. “I have to thank you for coming this far out of your way, but since this is a barbecue, I’d be happy to do the cooking.” 
 “And then how would Ben learn from you?” she asks. “No, I’ll do the cooking. You four can do all your training. I can’t thank you enough for this; Ben’s been so excited ever since you agreed to help out. He’s a wonderful actor, you know? I can’t wait to see him on the big screen.” 
 “Mary’s always been my biggest fan,” Ben says, draping an arm over her shoulder and giving her a fond smile. “Thank you for this, sweetheart, I’ll definitely make it up to you.” He kisses her temple before walking into the grass with America’s Son. Phoebe looks at the bags of food, and then over at the grill. She’s never barbecued in her life, she realizes belatedly. She walks over to the grill, looking at it blankly. 
 “There a problem?” a gruff voice asks from behind her. She turns, looking at the teen with the Mohawk. “Here, I’ll get it set up for you,” he says, digging through the bags and pulling out some charcoal, lighter fluid, and a lighter. She steps out of the way without a word, watching him closely. 
 “You’re…” she says. 
 “Cold Steel,” he says, twisting a knob and then groaning. “Freakin’ thing is so rusty that it broke off… Think they’d notice if I rebuilt it?” he asks over his shoulder. 
 “Go for it,” Trent says. “You can turn it back after you’re done, if you want to.” 
 Phoebe watches silently as the rusty old grill comes apart with a hand movement from the teen. The pieces float all around them, rust falling off like rain. “You… you were a created super, right?” she asks. 
 He looks over at her. “Yeah,” he says. He stops, glancing over at the road. “We’ve got a van coming. Pop, you might want to drop to the ground—“ 
 The metal pieces fall to the ground and he and Trent move to stand in front of them, only to relax as a van with the letters HTV on the side comes down the road. Phoebe almost cheers at the sight of Barbara Gentry parking the van and hopping out with a notebook in her hand and a drone following along behind her. This is EXACTLY what she had hoped for! Behind her the pieces of metal start floating again. 
   

***

   
 It’s a gold mine, Barbara thinks as she gets out of the van and motions for the drone. “Liberty boys! How surprising to see all of you in the same place!” she exclaims, waving happily to America’s Son before heading to the teens on the patio. “Cold Steel, are you destroying public property again?” 
 Jack looks over as the metal keeps floating. “I like destroying public property just fine, but this is a barbecue grill,” he says, as if he’s pointing out the obvious. “I would never willingly destroy something we’re going to cook our lunch on.” 
 “You DO run on your stomach, I’ve noticed,” she says. She turns, looking at the redhead standing near him. “Are you cheating on that cute little girlfriend of yours?” she asks. 
 “Are you joking?” Jack asks, his eyes widening at the question. “This lady’s dating the guy up there.” 
 “My name is Mary,” Phoebe says quickly, holding out a hand and pasting a smile on her face. “I’m dating Crashtastic. He’s planning on being in the up-and-coming Liberty movie.” 
 “Oh! So that’s the reason for the family gathering?” Barbara asks. She motions the drone over to where America’s Son and a stranger are flying. “That’s some dedication, coming all the way out here.” 
 “Crashtastic is VERY dedicated,” Phoebe agrees. “Would you like to join us for lunch? One more won’t hurt! And I’m sure you’d like to talk to everyone, right?” 
 Barbara’s eyes gleam. “If you’re inviting, I would LOVE to.” She makes herself comfortable at the picnic table, leaning back against it to watch Jack work and Trent dig through the groceries. “So, boys, tell me, are Jennifer and Freddy dating yet? She keeps telling me they’re just friends.” 
 “Not that I know of,” Trent says, grinning slightly. “Freddy’s a good guy, though, if you’re worried about it.” 
 “He’d make a good villain,” Jack says. 
 “How does that make him a good guy?” Barbara asks, plopping her purse on the table next to her. It’s clear that she’s extremely comfortable with this family. 
 “When a guy can climb walls like he does, do you see him duking it out or robbing banks?” Jack asks. 
 “No, you’re stereotyping, Jack,” Trent says, taking a huge bite out of an apple he’d found. “He could go hero, but if he was going to, I think he’d have said something by now. He’s a little older than I am. He’s probably got an idea of what he wants to do by now.” 
 “Who is Freddy?” Phoebe asks.  
 “He’s one of our classmates,” Trent says, leaving it at that. “Hey, Barbara, I bet Dad and his friend are a much better story than we are. I mean, the entire world knows that we eat a lot.” 
 Barbara lets out a surprised laugh and stands. “And neither of you are willing to fess up about your love lives, right?” she says, motioning for the drone. She walks towards the posing capes, leaving her purse behind her. With one of the biggest teen names in hero-ing right there, she doesn’t need to worry about purse thieves, right? 
   

***

   
 “So… I have yet another thing to thank you for. So, thank you. I didn’t even think about how I’ve never used a grill before,” Phoebe says, unfolding the table cloth she’d brought. She’d easily let them take over the cooking, and made herself busy—right next to Barbara’s purse. Casually she moves the purse to the bench, not doing anything more just yet. She can practically taste her victory, it’s so close, but she has to hide it. 
 “It’s no big deal, but you’re welcome,” Trent says, looking at her with a slight frown. “You live in Hollywood, right? What do you do?” 
 “What does anyone do in Hollywood?” she asks with a laugh. “I’m a would-be actress, just like everyone else. You might recognize me from commercials! I was a beleaguered mother whose child made a mess?” 
 “There are a lot of those,” Jack says. 
 “Yes, but I like to think I was the best,” she says. “Can I help you with that? I really feel guilty just handing all the work to you—“ 
 “It’s fine,” Trent says, flipping a burger. “We’ve got a lot of experience with grilling. We should be thanking you for bringing the food.” 
 “Well, you’re welcome,” she says, sitting on the picnic bench next to the purse. She crosses her legs and leans back, draping her arms over the table. “I can’t tell you how honored I am to be here. I’m a HUGE hero fan. Well, you probably figured that out considering who I’m dating.” She glances over at the practicing supers, but neither of the boys seems to care what they’re doing or who she’s dating, even. They’re too busy focusing on the food. 
  “You brought some fruit,” Jack says, digging through the bags. “Dessert?” 
 “I thought I would make a fruit salad,” she says. “It’s the perfect weather for it, right? Are all of your winters this mild?” 
 “Nah, it’s sort of a crap shoot in KC,” Jack says, digging out all the fruit. “One day it’s warm, the next we’ve got an ice storm, and it’s got nothing to do with the supers living here. Mind if I sharpen your knife?” 
 “It’s still in a package, are you saying it’s already dull?” she asks, looking over. 
 He shoots her a little grin. “Metal elementalist, remember?” He opens the knife in question and runs a finger over the edge. While they’re both distracted, she uses one hand to rifle through the purse next to her. Her heart speeds up slightly as she sees the card just lying there, practically on top. 
 She slips it out of the purse, hiding it in the sleeve of her shirt until she can put it somewhere safer. Step two, accomplished. Now, she just needs to find another sucker to take her in to talk with Star Born. “Ben? Honey, can I speak with you for a minute?” she calls out. It’s time to leave, and she needs to do it quickly.  
   

***

   
 “I’m so sorry for leaving early, but I have to get some rest, Ben,” Phoebe says, leaning back in the car chair and sighing loudly. “It’s hard to keep up with all you super people. I thought I was in good shape, but apparently I’ve overestimated myself.” 
 “You did wonderful, honey. I think the boys really liked you,” he says, pulling into a parking spot outside their hotel room. He says that, but he’s got a confused expression on his face as he looks over at her. “You go take a nap. I’ll be back as soon as lunch is over.” 
 “Take your time,” she says. “I doubt I’ll be awake when you get back.” She gets out of the car, clutching her purse to her side. She needs to get in to speak with Star Born now, before something else happens. She shouldn’t use Barbara’s face, and she knows it, but… well, time is of the essence. Ben is almost done. He’ll expect her to go back to Hollywood with him, and she has no excuse not to. She has to risk it. She has to do this quickly. 
 She calls an Uber as soon as she’s changed and put her special makeup on. The black car swings to a stop in front of her a few minutes later. She gets in, telling her destination. It’s taking forever. If she had her powers, she would just run there, but now… well, this is the best she can do. 
   

***

   
 Mega pulls to a stop over the lake, his eyes widening as he sees two supers floating in the air, posing. A little grin escapes him, but he, of all people, can’t laugh. Posing is a very important part of the job. 
 “Mega!” America’s Son says, catching sight of him. “I knew you had rounds today, but I didn’t realize you were covering this area. Come join us!” 
 “I would love to,” Mega says, flying over. He stops for a second as he sees a familiar face below, and a hint of nervousness catches him off guard. Barbara Gentry is HERE! He still can’t quite shake off the strange feelings he’d had the day before. Maybe if he talks with her today, he’ll figure out what was wrong, before. 
 “This is Crashtastic,” America’s Son says, introducing the man next to him. “He’s aiming to play my part in the upcoming movie.” 
 “Ahhh, an aspiring thespian!” Mega says, smiling widely and holding out a hand. “I’m quite fond of actors. Have you met George Jackman? He played me in my last movie. He did a wonderful job.” 
 “I have not, but if I ever do, I’ll tell him you said that,” Crashtastic says. “I have to apologize for Mary, by the way,” he says to America’s Son. “I think the jetlag is still affecting her.” 
 “No, no, it’s more than fine,” America’s Son says with a smile. “You got back in record time, for driving. But I am worried about her. Has she not been feeling well?” 
 “She’s usually the picture of health,” Crashtastic says, frowning slightly. “It has to be jetlag.” 
 “Well, since you two are busy,” and he has no idea who they’re talking about, “why don’t I go keep the lovely Barbara Gentry company?” 
 Ken laughs. “She is pretty, isn’t she?” he says. “Have fun, Mega.” 
 Mega gives him a stellar grin before landing next to the woman in question. “Barbara, nice to see you,” he says, his mind going straight back to his latest worry. He has a son. Of course, he hasn’t told anyone, since his son doesn’t want to make a big deal about it, but it’s grown to be one of the biggest thoughts in his mind. He needs to set a better example for Ward. It doesn’t hurt that Barbara is quite a beautiful, intelligent, and capable super. He can’t let a fleeting moment of paranoia ruin what could be a very good thing, right? 
 “Nice to see you, as well, Mega,” she says with a smile. 
 “Are you still interested in getting that interview with Star Born?” 
 She stares at him blankly. “Interview with Star Born? What interview with Star Born?” 
 He blinks, feeling as if the world is shifting slightly under his feet. “You asked me to get you into the security area to speak with her just yesterday.” 
 “No I didn’t,” she says. “Yesterday I was covering Falconess reading to school children.” 
 He goes pale. “Mimic,” he whispers. 
 “You think Mimic stole my identity?” she asks. “No, that’s not possible. If it was Mimic, I would be unconscious right now, right?” 
 “Yes, of course, I knew that,” he says, a little bit of the color coming back. He frowns, though, looking confused. “But she looked exactly like you, she even sounded like you.” 
 “I think we need to tell the Hall about this,” Barbara says, but she’s already flipping the page of her notepad, “after you tell me everything that happened, that is. This sounds like quite an interesting story!” 
 “You…” he says, looking at her with a hint of surprise. 
 “I?” she asks. 
 “You aren’t worried that there’s someone out there copying you?” 
 “Of course I am, but that won’t stop me from getting the story! I have people sniffing at my heels, trying to get my job, you know.” 
 “I like that. Tell me, Barbara, are you seeing anyone right now?” The surprised look on her face makes him smile. 

 


***

   
 The car pulls to a stop and Phoebe gets out, heading through the big, crowded front door and tugging her wide hat down so it shadows her face. She heads for the back, smiling at one of the people wearing black suits. “Hi, I’m Barbara Gentry? I came to interview Star Born.” 
 The black suit looks at her with a smile. “We’ve been expecting you!” he says. “If you would just follow me, I’ll take you to her. Do you have your ID this time?” 
 “I do!” Phoebe says, pulling the stolen ID out of her purse and handing it over. “So you’ve been expecting me since yesterday?” 
 “We have,” he says. “Mega told us that you’d be back.” This is too easy, she thinks, wondering why she suddenly feels worried. No, she can’t turn back now. It’s all or nothing. If she gets caught, well, they won’t be able to do anything. She’s a norm. But… she could be arrested by the norms.  
 Is it really worth the risk? The question lingers in her mind as the black suit leads her to an elevator. Is she about to throw away everything, just in an attempt to get her powers back? But she can’t handle being a norm! Any moment she’s going to be too old to be cast in a role—Hollywood is perfectly happy employing older men, but older women have no chance in hell. Sure, there are exceptions, but not many.  
 She has no choice. 
 “She’s just down this hall,” the black suit says cheerfully. Phoebe looks over at him, wondering at how easy he seems to be with this situation.  
 “So you don’t mind her being interviewed, even though she’s your captive?” 
 “Why should I? I trust HTV implicitly.” 
 She stops, something about the “I” in that statement bothering her. “You seem quite authoritative for a black suit.” 
 “I do?” he says, only to stop at one of the laser walls. “Star Born, we have a visitor for you. You don’t mind being interviewed for a bit, do you?” 
 The woman inside the cell turns. She looks terrible. There are dark shadows under her eyes and her expression is unreadable. “I refuse,” she says. 
 “Don’t be like that, Star Born, she came all this way to speak with you. You should at least give her a fake smile and a proper blow-off,” the black suit says. Phoebe stares at him, shocked that a black suit would speak that way. From what she’s seen of them, they’re usually far more business-like.  
 Star Born fakes a smile. “There, are you happy? Or will you bring in one of your psychics to wipe my mind like Technico threatened?” 
 “Wipe your mind?” Phoebe asks, stunned. 
 “Oh, did the little nosy reporter not know?” Star Born asks, her tone turning mocking. “When I tampered with someone’s powers without their approval last time, the slap on the wrist I received was a threat to wipe my mind, just like they did to the wolf man.” 
 “They did?” Phoebe asks. 
 “Now, now, it wasn’t us that wiped Badmoon’s mind,” the black suit says, “it was his brother. I’m sure Mastermental can do it, though. You see, as much as we appreciate your mind, Star Born, we still can’t have you running wild. You should understand that, right, Ms. Woods?” 
 Phoebe goes still, “Who?” she asks, covering her surprise quickly. 
 “Phoebe Woods,” the black suit says, turning and looking at her. He touches his watch and his appearance changes, revealing who he really is: Maximum. “Star Born, Ms. Woods here wants you to give her powers again. She dislikes the idea of getting old, since Hollywood is a difficult place for older women. So, since I’m such a nice guy, I’ll let you answer for yourself.” 
 Star Born looks at him, and then at Phoebe. “Get bent, Woods,” she says. 
 “Ah, that wasn’t very polite,” Max says, smiling slightly. “Here she worked so hard, coming all this way, dressing up and doing her makeup so she looks just like Barbara, and you just shoot her down that quickly. You should at least make her offer money, first.” 
 “Are you actually enjoying this?” Phoebe asks him. “You even went so far as to use an illusion to bring me down here, just to see her shoot me down?” 
 “I want you to see for yourself,” he says, “otherwise you’re too stubborn to ever give up. Also, Barbara Gentry called about someone pretending to be her just before you showed up. Did you really think it would be that easy?” 
 “EASY?” Phoebe demands, snapping completely, “HOW was this easy? I’ve been working my butt off to try and get into this place, only to have you saunter in and pull this stunt! Do you realize how much of a career killer being a norm is? I’ve already lost a role that should have been mine because I have a wrinkle! A WRINKLE! You arrogant jerks think you can do whatever you want, just because you have powers! And look at Star Born! You’ve killed her spirit! Do you not feel any guilt??” 
 “Do you?” he asks. 
 “I have nothing to feel guilty about!” she says. He looks at her, and she realizes that he’s poking around in her mind. “Stop—don’t—“ 
 “You’re lying to yourself, and you know it,” he says. It surprises her. “Besides, you might have lost one job, but you’ve gotten offers from five others. And you’re more interested in makeup and directing than you are in acting, anyway. So why are you here, trying this, when you’ve got so many other things going for you?” 
 “Because—because—“ 
 “Look, Phoebe,” he says. “I don’t like you, I really don’t like what you did to my sister, but that’s all in the past, just like your super powers. The door to this world is shut. There are other doors opening all around you. So stop looking behind you and start moving forward. When you can no longer act, go on to become one of the best directors in horror movies that the world has ever seen. You can do it, easily, even without super powers.” 
 “So… you brought me down here, just to tell me this?” Phoebe asks, her anger slowly fading. 
 “That, and you’re trespassing since you got in by pretending to be someone else,” he says. “I can have you hauled off by the norm police, and oh, what a scandal that would be. I won’t lie; it sounds extremely entertaining to me.” 
 “You wouldn’t!“ she says. “You KNEW who I was!” 
 “I most definitely would, and really, in that outfit, how could I know you weren’t Barbara? You even have her security card,” he says, smirking evilly as he pulls out his phone. “Hello, Chief? I’ve captured a norm intruder.” 
 A moment later she’s being cuffed and pushed into the back of a police car, her hatred for Maximum stronger than it ever has been before. 

 


***

   
 This never would have happened when she was a super, Phoebe thinks darkly as the metal door slams shut behind her. She’s in a holding cell. There are a few other women in here with her, but they ignore her. She resolutely keeps from looking at them, hoping desperately that they won’t recognize her face. 
 The sound of footsteps coming down the hall makes her glance up. Her heart starts to pound as she sees Ben standing there with one of the guards. It slows down a second later, because she sees the look on his face. 
 “It seems someone’s paid your bail,” the guard says. “You should thank him.” 
 “I will,” she says quietly as she stands, heading for the open metal door. “Ben—“ 
 “Not here,” Ben says sharply. “They’ve decided not to press charges, but we’re supposed to be out of their territory by tomorrow morning. What were you thinking—no, not here.” 
 She stays quiet, wondering why she feels sick to her stomach right now. She expects him to dump her. She’s only been using him, right? He’s probably figured it out by now. He’s not the brightest crayon in the box, but he’s not that oblivious, right? She would dump him if the situation was reversed. So why does it feel like she’s going to cry? 
 They get her things back and head out, silently getting into the car. For a moment, neither of them say anything, and then he hits the steering wheel so hard that part of it breaks off, bouncing off of the dash. He lets out a curse. “Now I’m going to have to pay for the repair, too,” he mutters, falling back in the seat and running a hand over his face. 
 “Ben—“ 
 “No,” he says, glaring at her. “I don’t want to hear any more of your lies, Phoebe. Just tell me—were you using me just to try and break into Central Hall?” 
 “I…” 
 “’Go and follow America’s Son around,’” he says, mocking her voice, “’You can be a star, I just know it,’ you say. You set ALL of this up!” 
 “Yes,” she whispers. 
 “Why?” 
 “They stole my powers.” 
 He goes still, a look of shock on his face. “Your what?” 
 “They stole my super powers. I… I did some bad things, with my father… and it was either give up my powers, or get tossed into the Cape Cells. I… I chose to give up my powers,” she says, the tears finally starting to fall. “But there’s a woman in their basement that knows how to create supers. She created Cold Steel. I was going to go in and have her give me my powers back; I’m getting older by the day, Ben. I can’t continue as an actress if I get older. They’ll laugh me out of the business. I—I only have my career left, and soon even that will be gone—“ 
 “What about me?” he demands. “You had ME.” 
 “Soon I’ll be old and you’ll still be young and beautiful, Ben! You’re a super!” 
 “I’m a B-class,” he says. “I’ll live to be a hundred and fifty, maybe sixty, it’s not that big of a difference. I’m already in my sixties.” 
 “You’re what?” 
 “I never told you?” 
 “You don’t look a day over thirty,” she admits. 
 “Super, remember?” 
 “You’ve really been trying to break into Hollywood that long?” 
 “We’re getting off the topic, don’t you think?” he says darkly. 
 “No, really, I knew your acting was bad, but not THAT bad—“ 
 “Well, THANKS for pointing that out,” he says. “Tell me the truth, Phoebe. Did you ever love me?” 
 She’s silent, and he starts to reach for the door handle. “Not at first,” she says quietly. 
 “At first?” he repeats, his hand falling. “Does that mean… you love me, now?” 
 “I don’t know!” she says, throwing her hands in the air. “All I know is that when you walked down the hall, just now, I felt like my heart was breaking. And—and Max said I should go into directing. I’ve never told ANYONE that I dreamed about being a director! I didn’t even want to admit it to myself, since I’m a woman! There are very few female directors out there, Ben! But it still felt like—like…” 
 “Like?” he prompts. 
 “Like… maybe… there might be a future for me,” she says, looking down. “Maybe I could grow to be a crotchety old woman that directs world-famous horror movies, and… and you could be my trophy husband, or boyfriend, or—well, that’s a pipe dream, now, isn’t it?” 
 “A trophy husband?” he repeats, a mix of surprise and amusement on his face. 
 “I’m not a nice person, Ben,” she says. “I realize that, now.” 
 “I knew you were good at acting, but not THAT good,” he says. 
 “What’s that supposed to mean?” she demands. 
 “You just realized it NOW?” 
 “Weren’t you the one dating me? Obviously, you must have thought I was a nice person!” 
 “Honey, you giggle whenever people die in horror movies,” he says bluntly. “And then you critique the villain over how they should have done it better. Also, you’ve got a REALLY creepy smile whenever you’re mad. I’ve fended off several reporters in the past just because I was worried for their lives.” 
 “If I’m that bad, why did you date me?” she demands. 
 “Because I find that sort of thing hot,” he says with a teasing leer. “Now… let’s go get our things. We’ve got a very long flight home.” 
 “You could have told me that you like bad girls,” she mutters, finally. “Also, I don’t think we can get plane tickets this late in the game.” 
 “Who said anything about a plane? Super, remember?” 
 She looks at him. “So… you’ll break up with me when we get home?” she asks. 
 “Are you kidding? I’m going to be your trophy husband, remember? Plus, you don’t need to know how to act to wield a chainsaw.” 
 “Oh, no, Ben, you had BETTER learn to act if you’re going to be in one of my movies,” she says. “I only cast the best.” 
 “So… you’re giving up on getting your powers back?” he asks after they grab their things and pile them on his back. He picks her up in a princess hold and takes to the air, starting the long flight back to Hollywood. 
 “Oh hell, no, there’s more than one way to skin a cat, right?” 
 He lets out a sigh and then grins a bit crookedly. “I thought you’d say something like that.”





REAPER


 


Reaper is the one of the newest villains to our cast, and is probably the least interested in the job. He specializes in faking people’s deaths for a lot of money. Several heroes have “fallen” at his hands, and then retired to a nice little island somewhere, or, possibly run off to flirt with norms three times younger than they are. Recently he’s discovered that he has a daughter, Sandra, and is intent on becoming part of her life, even to the point where he’s willing to move into the apartments… sort of.


I’ve wanted to write a story like this next one since one of my betas and I decided that Reaper should wear Zoot suits when he’s not working. (Originally I had him in pinstripes.)


Enjoy!


 





Dead Beats

   
 “So they call themselves… the Deadly Darlin’s,” Reaper says, looking thoughtful as he motions where Nico and Ken should place the next couch. He’d looked at the apartment they offered him, and then he’d looked at the empty, open basement. It’s pretty obvious which won. The basement has more room for dancing. 
 “Yeah,” Nico says, placing the antique looking couch down. “I don’t remember moving you in being a part of the lease, though.” 
 “Customer service,” Reaper says. “But I feel I have the right to complain if there’s anything about death in a title. Or at least meet them.” 
 “Hey… um… deadly dad guy,” Sandra says from across the room, “I’m not sure this counts as art or dirty pictures—also, if you get on Skye’s case, I’ll disown you.” 
 “Those are called pin-up girls, sweetheart, they used to be considered dirty, now they’re considered art, so it’s the best of both worlds,” Reaper says, seeing the giant pictures she’s hanging on the wall. “But you know these ‘Deadly Darlin’s’?” 
 “I know ‘em,” she says, tilting the picture she’s holding left, and then right before flipping it completely over. “Are you sure you should be letting your innocent teenage daughter look at these?” 
 “Doesn’t everyone like to look at pretty girls?” 
 “Not particularly—in fact the prettier they are the more irritating they tend to be,” Sandra says. “I’m just sayin’, it looks like she’s missing some parts of her outfit.” 
 “Shoes,” Reaper says blandly. Nico and Ken look away, clearing their throats slightly before they regain their composure.  
 “Well, whatever,” Sandra says, hanging the picture. “Are you tryin’ to meet Skye and the girls?” 
 “I would love to,” Reaper says, smirking slightly as he drops down into his favorite chair. Well, his NEW favorite chair. He’d left his underground base as it is and paid to have this place done in the same style—but more nightclub like. There’s a giant dancing floor in his plans, as well as a stage with an old-fashioned mic right in the middle. “Once we get the club up and running, you can invite them.” 
 “So… basically you want the Deadly Darlin’s to come to your club… in the apartment’s basement,” Sandra sums up. 
 “Know any bands I can hire for the night?” 
 “I know one, but you’ll have to bring them,” Nico says. “You mind Blues?” 
 “I LOVE Blues.” 
 “Then I’ll make the arrangements.” 
 “Next, Sandra needs an outfit… In fact, everyone that’s coming does. I’ll call my tailor, Hisato Nao.” 
 “Nao? Any relation to Kim?” Ken asks. 
 “Her daddy,” Reaper says. “We’re old friends. He could hardly speak English when I first met him, but he was still one of the finest creator type supers I’ve ever met. He’s gotten better with age. I’ll have him come tomorrow, so anyone who wants to come to our opening in costume should come here. Tell them to wear clothes they don’t mind being turned into something else, it’ll cost less money.” 
 “Are they paying for the costumes?” 
 “If they can’t afford it, I will. If they can, yes,” Reaper says. “I haven’t had a good party in years.” 
 “I’m still not wearing a dress,” Sandra says. 
 “We’re going to need a better speaker system down here,” Nico says. 
   

***

   
 “So we’re going to get Flapper dresses?” Emily says excitedly as she waits in line. “AWESOME! Should we tell Skye?” 
 “He’s already having daydreams about three ‘Deadly Darlin’s’ hanging out with him, I don’t think we should encourage it,” Sandra says dryly. “And I am NOT wearing a dress. I’ll take one of those funky suits like he wears, I guess.” 
 “Zoot suit,” Emily says. 
 “There’ll be dance classes after this, right?” Adanna asks from where she’s standing behind Emily. 
 “You’re actually going to do that?” Sandra asks. 
 “It looks like fun?” Adanna offers. “I’m going to make Sunny learn.” 
 “I will be happy to teach you all,” Reaper says, walking up to them. He tilts his fedora—a dark red one with a white band, this time, and gives them a grin. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. I think I’ve seen your picture before, little kitty. Your grandfather showed it to me when he last visited.” 
 “Grandfather?” Adanna repeats, looking shocked. 
 “Mmhmm,” Reaper says. “Fellow villains tend to meet up once in a while. So, who’s going to call this… ‘Skye’?” 
 “You’re really intent on it, aren’t you?” 
 “I like supporting new super villains,” Reaper says with a magnanimous hand movement. 
 “He likes pretty girls,” Sandra says, blowing the grand move with a single sentence. “He’s got a ton of pin-up girls hanging on the walls over there.” 
 “I want to see them! I LOVE pin-up girls!” Emily says. “They’re so cool looking and the outfits are amazing!” 
 Sandra stares at her as Reaper starts to laugh. 
 “I like your style, kid,” he says. “What’s your name, what’s your power?” 
 “I’m Emily! I’m a duplicator, there are three of me,” she says as two soft “poofs” sound and her doppelgangers appear on either side of her. “I’m partners with Kid Liberty, but I’m pretty good at being my own partner, really.” 
 “I can see that,” Reaper says. 
 “Next!” Hisato Nao calls. “You had best pay me well, Reaper. I am retired,” he adds as Sandra moves forward. Hisato looks at her for a moment before standing and walking around her. “This is that daughter you spoke of?” 
 “She is,” Reaper says. 
 “Beautiful,” Hisato says. “We will put you in rhinestones.” 
 “I don’t wear dresses,” Sandra says. “I’ll put up with a suit.” 
 “I think I can work with that,” Hisato says. 
 “Skye! We’re going to have a party!” Emily says, holding her phone, now. “Bring the girls up here to the apartments and you can get flapper dresses for it with me!” 
 “I told you—“ Sandra calls out. 
 “Thank you, Emily, I appreciate your assistance,” Reaper says, looking far too satisfied. And then he heard a very familiar voice.  
 “Alright, everyone, just down these stairs... The theme of this party is Swing, so think Flapper dresses, Zoot suits or pinstripes, and wingtips.” Jack walks into the room leading a very long line of teenagers. “It’s not my style, but hey, it IS style--Reaper, meet all of the kids in Cape High.” 
 “All of them?” Reaper says, his slight smirk falling. 
 “Well, not ALL of them,” Jack says. “Technically we have a South Branch, too. Get in line, people, we need to streamline this.” 
 “This place is amazing,” Vinny says. “But the real question is, how’s the kitchen?” 
 “I want to see it ALL!” Carla says, zipping around the room rather than standing in line. “Hey, hey, this lady’s not wearing underwear, is she? I mean, all you can see is her hip, but I really doubt she’s wearing any. Oh, hi! Are you Sandra’s daddy?” she asks, standing right in front of Reaper, now. 
 “Weren’t you over there just—“ he stops himself, shaking his head before holding out a hand. “A pleasure to meet you, little speedster.” 
 “A pleasure to meet you!” she says, taking the hand and curtsying before grinning widely at him. He lets out a short laugh. “Hey, hey, if you’re Sandra’s daddy, that makes us family, right? Because we’re all zoo kids, which makes us siblings. Are you going to teach us to swing dance?” 
 He looks at her, stunned. His jaw is slightly hanging, he’s so shocked. “You’re a zoo kid?” he asks a bit hoarsely. 
 “Uh huh,” she says.  
 “How many of you are zoo kids?” he asks, turning to the line of kids. More than half of them raise their hands. “I see. Well, um…” 
 “Carla,” Carla provides. 
 “Carla, the Swing Dance comes from the forties, the Flapper dresses come from the twenties—you’re talking a whole different generation… for the norms, that is. I enjoyed both,” he says, giving up with a grin. “I could probably teach you any dance from the past you like, sweetheart, just say the word.” 
 “How did you learn to dance all those dances, looking like… well, death?” Sandra asks curiously. 
 “I owned a little underground club,” Reaper says. “Everyone knew who I was, but back in the days of prohibition, nobody cared. The government turned a blind eye to a guy like me doing things. After the prohibition was over, I kept it open, and they told younger people about it, and so on, until… oh, about World War II ended, maybe a little after, think about 1950. After that, I decided to get into Wall Street, closed the club, and took up a different occupation. I still followed the trends, though. You can’t get past the love of music and dancing that easily.”  
 “So is there going to be alcohol?” Jack asks. 
 “Doesn’t do anything for most capes, at least not for long,” Reaper says. “But for those over twenty-one, yes. For you kids, though, we’ll set up a soda fountain, where you can mix your own flavors, since I don’t feel like bringing in a soda jerk. That’ll double for the adults making their own drinks.” 
 “So… where are you going to sleep?” Vinny asks, leaving the line behind. “Ah, found the kitchen. Nice setup,” he says as he sticks his head through a door.  
 “I’ve got a room set up,” Reaper says. 
 “Next!” Hisato calls. 
   

***

   
 “Here,” Reaper says, handing a flat cup and a clay bottle to the man sitting on the couch before dropping into his own chair. He’s got a glass of whiskey in his hand. “Straight from Japan, as usual. There are three more under the counter,” he adds.  
 “Appreciated,” Hisato says. “You always were good at providing the hard to find. What is on your mind, my old friend?” 
 “Those kids,” Reaper says, “I was just aiming to meet a few villain girls, but… did you see what happened to the ones called the ‘zoo kids’?” 
 “I did,” Hisato says. “My daughter is quite enamored with them.” 
 “My daughter IS one,” Reaper says, grimly sipping his whiskey.  
 “Helllooooo! Are we too late for the fittings?” a woman asks from right over his head. He looks up, raising an eyebrow at the sight of a head coming through his ceiling. “We would have been here earlier, but Dolly decided that she wanted to come—it’s really hard to plan a trip with someone when you’re in the middle of fighting them, did you know that?” 
 The skinny female slides straight through the ceiling, pulling four other females behind her. Three of them fall as soon as they let go of someone else’s hand. Reaper moves his table and Hisato grabs his sake before they can crash into it. “My name is Skystep!” the skinny girl declares, her hands on her hips. “The most powerful villain in the WORLD!” 
 “I should take that as a challenge, shouldn’t I? Reaper says, taking another drink. “You’re cute, kid.” 
 “This place is amazing,” the African American woman wearing the very fluffy looking skirt says, looking around. “I’ve always loved retro!” 
 “Why was I dragged along?” another asked, standing and dusting her jeans off.  
 “Um, well, uh,” Skye says, blushing slightly. “So… I’m Skystep and these two are my partners, and those two are my nemeses! And we’re here because my niece told us to come to a party!” 
 “You bring your nemeses to parties?” Reaper says, looking over at Hisato. Hisato is very discreetly finishing off his small bottle of sake, rather than speaking. That might be because Ariel dropped down next to him and is looking at the drink in his hand with big eyes. 
 “Is it good?” she asks. 
 “It’s an acquired taste,” Hisato says, drinking another cup. 
 “I can acquire taste,” she says, still giving him puppy dog eyes. 
 “I’m certain that you can,” Hisato says. 
 Reaper discreetly turns his attention back to Skye. 
 “They wanted to come!” Skye declares. “So we brought them! This is Dolly and Ruckus and my partners are Doris and Ariel. We want fancy dresses!” 
 “SHE wants fancy dresses, I could care less,” Doris says, looking around the room. “Ah, but I like the bar. Is it a ‘make your own’ sort of thing?” 
 “You have to be properly dressed to use the bar,” Reaper says, not letting his amusement show. She gives him a dark look before shrugging. 
 “Fine, but I don’t do dresses.” 
 “What is wrong with dresses? I can make you beautiful dresses that you will enjoy,” Hisato says, pulling his cup away from his mouth to complain. To his consternation, Ariel plucks it from his grasp and takes a drink. 
 “Oh, wow, this tastes weird,” she says, making a face, “and it’s warm.” 
 “That is why I said it was an acquired taste,” Hisato says, taking the cup back. “Now line up, I will dress you for the party.” 
 Reaper stays right where he is, drinking his whiskey and watching the little group of villains and heroes discuss fashion. This was what he’d wanted, right? Pretty girl villains hanging out in his place, a guy gets to this age and simple things make him happy— 
 “So, you’re death,” Doris says, sitting down next to him.  
 “Hmm? Ah, yeah, I’m the Grim Reaper.” 
 “Jersey Devil,” she says, holding out a hand. He gives her a little smile, shaking the hand. 
 “Nice to meet you, I think I had a brief run-in with your father… or grandfather?” 
 “Probably my father,” she says. 
 He pours himself another drink. “Ladies, can I ask a question?” They probably don’t know, but it’s weighing on his mind so much that he can’t enjoy the situation.  
 They stop talking, turning to look at him curiously. “What’s the problem?” Skye asks. “We can help!” 
 “What do you do with a group of kids that’ve been treated like crap?” 
 “You mean the zoo kids?” Ariel asks, grabbing for the sake cup again. 
 “My daughter is one. I love her, but… I’ve got no clue how to help her through it.” 
  “It’s not easy dealing with something like that. You can’t just fix it overnight, you know?” Ariel says. 
 “Nope, not at all,” Doris agrees. “At least I was unconscious for all of mine. How was it for you, Ariel?” 
 “I was conscious,” Ariel says.  
 “So you two were like that, too?” Reaper says, stunned. 
 “Chained up by the government,” Ariel says. 
 “Locked in a tube by the same… sort of, it might have just been Herold,” Doris agrees, taking the glass of whiskey that Reaper is holding and downing half of it. “But then we were picked up by Skye. We goof off for a living.” 
 “It’s a lot of fun!” Ariel agrees. 
 “AWW, MY GIRLS!” Skye yells, throwing herself at Ariel, and then at Doris. “I love you, too!” 
 Doris holds up the whiskey, trying not to spill it as she’s hugged. “But what we’re saying is… just be there for them, I guess.” 
 “Yeah,” Ariel says, tugging Skye down onto the couch next to her. “Being loved can help.”  
 “According to Hall gossip, America’s Son is acting as their counselor. That’s why so many have been open to joining other Halls,” Ruckus says, holding out her arms as Hisato’s powers kick in. Her clothes warp and she’s suddenly wearing a flapper dress. “Anyone ever seen the play, Chicago?” she asks, shaking slightly so the strings swish. 
 “Is that why you’re suddenly going along with this?” Dolly asks, laughing. 
 “I loved the movie version,” Ruckus says, grinning.  
 “Hello? Are we too late for the fitting sessions?” a woman calls from the door. 
 “LIZ!” Skye says excitedly, jumping up and racing towards her. “Let’s get ready for the party together!” 
 “Then we’re not too late, after all,” Ken says, stepping into the room. “I’ve always wanted to try on a Zoot suit.” 
 “Ah, just the man we were talking about,” Reaper says with a smile. 

 


***

   
 *The Next Day* 
   
 “What you need is some old fashioned, big band action down here,” Sam, the drummer of the Sundown Blues Boys says as the group walks into the basement club. “I always dreamed of playin’ a place like this, though.” 
 “It’s beautiful,” Clovis agrees, taking it in. “We had to book another band to take our place just so we could come, but it was worth it. How long have you had this place, sir?” 
 “I’m not a ‘sir,’ feel free to call me Reaper,” Reaper says, smiling slightly, “but it’s going on… two weeks, now, I’d say. But I used to own a place like this back in the past.” 
 “Well, Reaper, when you get to be my age, you think twice about being rude to the Grim Reaper,” Clovis says. “Boy, we need our instruments on that stage, there,” he tells Rochester. 
 “Sunny and the Liberty boys are bringin’ ‘em through the wall, Clovis,” Rochester says. “I’ll get ‘em down here as soon as possible.” 
 “I have the contracts here, and I’m sure you already realize that this place is to be kept secret, you’re in a band with one of my kind,” Reaper says, nodding towards Rochester. “I do appreciate you coming, gentlemen. I have a few of those… black suits, they call them, learning how to play properly, but until then, I’ll be relying on canned music. That’s not a proper way to throw the first shindig.” 
 “It is not,” Clovis agrees, looking at the glove that Reaper’s wearing. “Will that—“ 
 “You’ll be perfectly safe, but if you don’t trust me…” Reaper says, lowering his hand. 
 Clovis grabs the hand. “I’ll take your word, Mr. Reaper.” 
 “We’re coming down with the instruments, now!” Sunny calls down the stairs. “Hey, if you’re looking for a regular singer for down here, I brought someone. She was here to visit, anyway!” 
 “Is THAT why you dragged me down here?” a girl demands irritably. She’s carrying a guitar case. “I just came to see Sandra.” 
 “Alyssa?” Reaper says. 
 “Glory be, we get help from an angel!” Sam says, happily as he sees the teen step off the stairs.  
 “I’m just an amateur,” Alyssa says as she steps into the room. “We’ve got Justin over at the dorms, he can do it.” 
 “So you’re a singer, are you?” Clovis says, walking over to her. “I’m always on the lookout for another singer.” 
 Alyssa looks at them all, and then turns and yells up the stairs, “SANDRA! GET DOWN HERE RIGHT THIS INSTANT, GIRL!” 
 “COMING!” Sandra yells back. 
 “Now, Alyssa, why so worried?” Reaper asks, almost laughing.  
 “Why do you think?” the teen demands, crossing her arms and staring at the band that’s now surrounded her. “I’m feeling a bit hunted, here, and I don’t even know why. You haven’t even heard me sing!” 
 “There’s the mic,” Reaper says, nodding to it. “Give it a shot.”  
 “I’ve got a granddaughter her age,” Sam says, happily, “I love the girl, but she’s got no sense of rhythm at all.” 
 “I can top it,” Clovis says, “my grandson CAN sing, but refuses to, says it’s ‘not cool,’ or whatever the hip phrase is. They keep changing it weekly. But I tell him, ‘How are you gonna get a wife if you don’t sing? You ain’t that pretty!’” 
 The rest of the band starts to laugh. “Kids today just don’t understand the importance between music and courtship,” Sam agrees. 
 Before they can go into that, Sandra comes down the stairs. “What took so long?” Alyssa demands, but she doesn’t look nearly as nervous, now. All the talk about grandkids has calmed her down, not that she’ll admit it. 
 “There were cookies,” Sandra says, wiping her mouth. 
 “You made me wait for cookies?!” 
 “I brought you one?” Sandra holds the cookie out. Alyssa pouts before grabbing it and eating. “So you gonna sing? Everyone’s going to show up here soon, for the party, though.” 
 “What do I sing?” Alyssa asks, hesitantly heading for the mic. “I don’t know any Blues. I REALLY don’t know any, um, whatever type music goes with this place,” she adds, looking around a bit blankly. 
 “Anything you want, angel,” Clovis says. 
 “Oh, um, okay,” she says, heading up the steps of the stage and picking up the mic. “Testing? Um, hi, okay, let’s do this,” she says as the band comes up to set up their instruments. To their amusement, she starts singing a gospel song. 
 “Should we say somethin’?” Rochester asks Reaper, grinning widely. 
 “I always have loved that old gospel music,” Reaper says with a smile. Rochester laughs. As she sings, people start coming down the steps, dressed up in their new outfits. The adults, the kids, even half of the Central Hall, all start cheering as Alyssa finishes her song. 
 “Lovely, sweetheart, just lovely,” Clovis says. “We’ll get you some songs to sing when they start up their band. It would be a sin to not introduce you to Ella Fitzgerald.” 
 “I approve,” Reaper says, smiling widely. “She was a very talented woman.” 
 “Um, thanks,” Alyssa says, blushing as she runs down the steps. 
 “Well, everyone, welcome to the newly open… what are you planning on calling this place, Reaper?” Clovis asks as he takes the mic. Behind him, the band is setting up. 
 “It doesn’t have a name. It’s just a friends-only sort of thing, after all,” Reaper says, leaning against the bar with a glass of whiskey in his hand. 
 “I think it should be called Dead Beats,” Jack calls out. “It’s owned by the Grim Reaper, right?” 
 “Welcome to Dead Beats,” Clovis says. “We’re the Sundown Blues Boys, but since this place is more of a big band sort of place, well, we’ve decided to change things up. Grab your horns, boys,” he calls to the band. Everyone but Sam and Charlie grab a horn and Sam starts pounding out a fun, addictive beat. Charlie adds a fast-paced piano to the mix. Swing music fills the air and the crowd starts to grin, heading for the dance floor. Reaper heads over to the soda fountain and starts making drinks, putting the alcoholic ones to the right and the non-alcoholic ones to the left. Once he’s made a few, his eyes fall on his daughter, who’s sitting on the couch, watching the dancing. He grabs a drink for her and walks over, handing her the glass before sitting down next to her. 
 “Nice suit,” he says. 
 “You, too, the gold isn’t nearly as blinding as I thought it’d be,” she says.  
 “Like the place?” he asks, draping an arm over the back of her couch behind her.  
 “Why’d you do all this?” she asks. “Seems like a lot of money for just a little group like ours.” 
 “There’s nothing I wouldn’t do, just to spend some time with my kid,” he says, taking a drink. “This isn’t your style, I know, but it’s what I’m good at. It looks like your fellow zoo kids are having fun.” 
 “Yeah,” she says, smiling slightly. “And I dunno, I could get to like this music.” 
 “You know,” he says, his hand idly touching her braids, “I’m new to this whole dad thing, so… any advice?” 
 “I’m just as new to the whole ‘having a dad’ thing, so I don’t know,” Sandra says, watching as Sunny and Adanna start to swing dance. “But, I gotta admit, this isn’t a bad way to start. You did good.” 
 “So tell me, Sandra, do you sing?” he asks. 
 “If you like the sound of gravel,” she says. “Leave that job to Alyssa.” 
 “Then do you dance?” he asks, standing and grabbing her hand. 
 “Oh, no, I definitely don’t know how to—“ she yelps and lets out a startled laugh as he scoops her up by the armpits. “I have two rock feet!” she protests. 
 “And now’s the best time to break them in!” he says, grinning and carrying her to the dance floor. 
 He can’t fix their problems, he thinks as he swings his laughing daughter around the floor, but he can do the love thing that they mentioned. She’s already got him wrapped around her pinkie, and she doesn’t even know it. 
 “WE ARE HERE TO PARTY!” Skye yells, making them all look up as her group of girls comes through the floor. 
 “What took you so long?” Sandra asks. 
 “Traffic!”




CUBBY

   

There have been many side characters that I’ve enjoyed writing over the years, but the one that’s probably stood out the most in my mind (other than Skye) is Cubby. Cubby is the youngest of our regular cast, and the heir to the Panther name. He hasn’t come into his shifting abilities yet, but unlike most super children, he does have a few skills already. Most importantly, though, he’s probably the cutest little kid in the Cape High universe. No, I’m not biased… okay, I might be a little biased. But there is one thing that IS absolutely true:

   




Everybody Loves Cubby

   
 The big blue eyes peeking over the side of her bed make Adanna groan and roll over. “No, Cubby,” she mutters, pulling her pillow over her head. She feels the bed tilt slightly and groans even louder as her little brother climbs onto her back, tugging at the pillow. “Cubby, no!” she repeats, her voice muffled by the pillow. “Papa already said that you had to wait until you’re older—” she lets out a yelp as something cold touches her back, literally jumping a foot off of the bed, even though he’s still sitting on her. “Did you bring a piece of ice into my room?” she demands, tugging him off and giving him a sharp look. 
  He gives her a wicked little grin, holding up an ice pack for her to see. “I wanna go to school,” he says as she grabs it from him. “I gotta meet everybody!” 
 She rolls her eyes and silently plots her revenge on Max. This is all his fault, after all. He’d convinced her little brother that he should go and meet everyone so he can find them in a crowd. “MAMA!” she yells. “TELL CUBBY HE CAN’T GO TO SCHOOL!” 
 “I think it would be good for him to get out!” Amara says, sticking her head into Adanna’s room. “Besides, I have a lunch date with Barbara and Prisma today, and you know how bored he gets with all of the girl talk.” 
 “But he’s not old enough to go to school!” Adanna says, already picturing how this will wind up. “There are dangerous places at school, he could get hurt.” 
 “That’s why I expect you to watch him,” Amara says. “Just think of it as more training to be a super hero, kitten!” 
 Adanna lets out a whine and falls back on her bed, covering her face with the pillow this time. Cubby tugs the pillow out of her hold and gives her a triumphant smile. 
 “I go get dressed,” he declares, hopping off of the bed and running to his room. 
 “Oh no you don’t! You aren’t going to school with your shorts on backwards!” Adanna yells, jumping to her feet and chasing after him. “You always put them on backwards!” 
 “It’s perfectly fine if his pants are on backwards, Adanna! That’s how he learns!” Amara calls. “I’m very proud of him for dressing himself!” 
 Adanna groans, again. She’s never going to hear the end of this at school. 
   

***

   
 Cubby’s eyes widen as he looks out the window. He can get out of his car seat, and he does that as the car pulls to a stop, but a single look from his father stops him from jumping out of the car. “Cubby,” Panther says, “you behave yourself at school today. Listen to your sister and the teachers.” 
 “Uh huh,” Cubby agrees. 
 “No running off in the middle of class, either, understand?” 
 “Yes, Papa,” he says, his legs swinging impatiently. He wants to go in. He’s finally going to SCHOOL! 
 “Papa, you did warn Nico, didn’t you?” Adanna says, swinging her bag over her shoulder. 
 “He’ll be fine,” Pan says, not quite answering the question. She gives him a look before getting out and opening Cubby’s door. The little boy hops out of the car and races past her, waving his arms in the air as he sees people.  
 “Hey guys!” he calls excitedly. “I’M HERE!” 
 “CUBBY!” several people yell excitedly, three in particular. Max, Jack, and Ace all race towards Cubby, with Max getting there first. He scoops the little boy up in a hug. “How’s it going, Cub?” he asks with a grin. 
 “Is it even your day to be here?” Adanna asks. 
 “It is,” Max says. “I didn’t expect it to be this cool, though.” Adanna fights the urge to roll her eyes. “Are you coming to school today, Cubby?” 
 “Uh huh!” Cubby says, grinning widely. He’s surrounded by the biggest names in teen villainy, at the moment, and he absolutely loves it. “Where’s Sunny?” he asks, looking around. 
 “Still asleep,” Jack says. “He’s not much of a morning person.” He looks over at the car, waving. “Mornin’ Pan.” 
 “Good morning,” Pan says. Belatedly, the other two villains say their greetings as well, and Pan holds out his arms to Cubby, who jumps. “Be good,” Pan says, kissing him on the cheek. 
 “Bye, Papa,” Cubby says, squirming to try and get free. 
 “I’ll take him!” Ace says. Cubby jumps into his arms. 
 “Do Mikey!” Cubby orders. 
 “I can see he’ll be fine,” Panther says with amusement. “Cubby, Adanna, I love you. I’ll be here to pick you up as soon as school is over.” He gets in the car and waves at them as he drives away. 
 “He DIDN’T tell Nico,” Adanna says, sighing. 
 “Hey, Cubby, I think you put your shoes on the wrong feet,” Ace says. They all look down at his shoes. 
 “At least his pants aren’t on backwards, this time,” Adanna tells them, giving up. He’s learning, she thinks. He picks out his own clothes and dresses himself, so shoes being on the wrong feet isn’t that big of a deal. “He’s not stupid, though,” she adds, just in case they were wondering. 
 “’Course he’s not,” Max says. “Shoes that small look a lot alike, right, Cub?” 
 Cubby nods, seriously, and squirms free of Ace’s hold to sit on the ground and switch his shoes. “Now can we go to school?” he demands as he gets to his feet. Everyone starts laughing and Jack picks Cubby up, sitting him on the surf board floating next to him. 
 “Zoe? Is Cubby in the school system?” Max calls over his shoulder. Zoe, Sunny, and Emily are coming out of the apartments. 
 “Cubby!” Zoe says, excitedly. “Yes, he is! He’s in all of the systems here. Are you coming to school with us, today, Cubby?” she asks as she reaches them. Cubby nods, and presents his cheek to be kissed, like it’s to be expected. She laughs and kisses him, hugging him, as well. 
 “He is, but he has to be on his very best behavior,” Adanna says, looking pointedly at her little brother. “Isn’t that right, Cubby?” 
 “Yee-eees,” Cubby says. 
 “What’s Cubby doing here?” Nico asks as they reach the entrance of the campus. 
 “I KNEW they didn’t tell you!” Adanna says, throwing her hands up in the air. “Mama and Papa decided that Cubby needed to get out for the day, so… this.” 
 “Okay.” 
 She stares at him. “Okay?” she repeats. “That’s all you’re going to say?” 
 “One, he’s not just any kid, and two, we need to think about opening up a section for the younger kids, anyway. There’s always a chance that someone will be born with their powers, or like Cubby, part of them. Or maybe the kid will just be part of a really famous family and need the extra protection, again, like Cubby,” Nico says, picking Cubby up and setting him on the ground. “Cubby, touch here, and then step on the footprints.” 
 Cubby does as he asks, walking very carefully on the footprints. As soon as he’s through the security, he breaks into a run, stopping at the railing and staring out at the campus in wonder. “HELLO CAPE HIGH!” he bellows with his fists up in the air. 
 “Hi!” Cubby falls onto his bottom as someone appears right next him. He looks up at her in shock. “Oh my gosh, you’re SO CUTE!” the girl says. “I’m Carla.” 
 “Cubby,” Adanna says as she enters the campus, “what do you say?” 
 “Hi,” Cubby says, moving behind his sister as soon as he can and holding up a shy little hand in greeting.  
 “Is he your little brother, Adanna? He’s four? I have a four year old sister!” Carla says. “Oh, oh, are we starting up a daycare? Nico, are we starting up a daycare? Can I bring my siblings here? Oh wow, you have blue eyes!” 
 Cubby looks at the people that just came in, wondering if they kept up with the girl. “The eyes are part of the panther shifter power set,” Adanna says, picking Cubby up. “It’s an indicator that he’ll be a panther shifter when he’s grown. Soon they’ll turn golden brown, like mine.” 
 “How cool!” Carla says. “Oh, Nico, I’m going first today!” 
 “You won the draw again?” Nico asks as they start down the stairs. 
 “It’s not my fault that I can see what they’re about to do during rock paper scissors,” Carla says. Cubby is watching her closely, so closely that Max stops next to him, patting him on the back. 
 “She’s really cute, huh?” he teases. “Should we put him with the healers for their obstacle course? He shouldn’t have much trouble with it.” 
 “I’d rather keep him where I can keep an eye on him,” Adanna says. To her surprise, though, the entire school is waiting at the base of the steps. 
 “It’s a stranger,” Malina says, and they all start laughing. 
 “Is that lil’ guy a villain or a hero?” Freddy asks. 
 “Villain,” Cubby says proudly. 
 “What we have here is the future Panther. You can call him Cubby,” Nico says. “He’ll be sitting in during your classes today. You can all meet him during your breaks, though, since it’s already time for training. Everyone to your spots!” 
 The group breaks up, heading to their areas, and Adanna starts for the large metal field where the most powerful of the students train. Cubby looked at it, an expression of confusion on his face. 
 “What’s that?” he asks, pointing at it. 
 “It’s the Apocalypse Field,” Adanna says, joining the group to the side. They watch as Carla steps onto the field, turning to grin at them.  
 “I’m ready! What am I going to do, today?” Carla asks excitedly. 
 “Today we’ll go with one of the crowd control drills,” Nico says. “Carla, you need to catch and deliver a purse thief to the local police on a busy street. Do not hit or bump any of the norms. If they feel threatened, the crowd will start to riot. Sure, it wouldn’t happen that way in real life, but hey, this way is more entertaining.” 
 “Got it! But where will the purse thief be?” Carla asks, looking around. 
 “That’s part of the job. Find them yourself.” 
 Holes open up in the metal field and to Cubby’s amazement, robots wearing ragged clothes pop out of the ground. Their eyes light up bright red and they lift their arms in front of them. “Wait, wait, we’ve got it still set for zombie apocalypse,” Nico says, waving a hand. The arms go down.  
 “Robots,” Cubby whispers excitedly, leaning forward to get a better look. 
 “That’s right, robots,” Adanna says. 
 “I. Am. A. Robot!” Cubby says. 
 “Mmhmm,” she says, absently putting him down when he threatens to fall out of her arms. He’s off like a shot, squirming through the rest of the students to get right up next to the metal field. Carla is racing through the robot field so quickly that she leaves a streak of color behind her. She stops, once in a while, but with her speed it barely registers as happening for most people.  
 “Found him!” she says abruptly, grabbing one of the robot’s arms. Cubby lets out a cheer and moves closer, wanting to see— 
 The eyes of the robots on the field light up and they all turn toward Carla. Everyone in the crowd groans. “She grabbed the wrong one,” Jack says. “Carla, you need any help?” he calls out. 
 “I’m okay—” 
 Cubby lets out a little yelp as he’s dragged into the field. He quickly climbs up the robot, clinging to its head like a hat. The robot he’s riding doesn’t even notice him, so he gets the perfect view of the riot from overhead. His eyes scan the area, and he sees one of the smaller robots carrying a bright red handbag. He’s found the purse thief! Without even a hint of fear, he leaps from the robot’s head, landing on another. He jumps from one robot to the next, steadily making his way towards the purse thief. He’s going to make it! He’s— 
 “CUBBY!” he hears his sister shout. The robots stop and Cubby almost falls off of the head he’s on, he’s so surprised. “Cubby, what do you think you’re doing?” Adanna demands. 
 “I found purse,” he says, pointing at the robot. Since that’s been explained, he goes back to his job, leaping from robot to robot. It had been a lot more fun when they were moving, he thinks as he reaches the thief. He grabs the purse and waves it in the air. 
 The entire school roars with cheers—well, almost the entire school. He sees his sister giving him “the look” and then feels someone picking him up from behind. He turns, looking up at Carla, expecting to be praised.  
 “That was very reckless!” she scolds him. She props him on her hip and heads off of the Apocalypse Field. “You could have been hurt! What would your mommy and daddy say if you were hurt, huh?” 
 But… but he’d found the purse thief, he thinks, silently offering the purse to her. She sighs and hands him over to his sister. “It was brave, but still reckless,” she says again, placing her hands on her hips. “Oh, but it’s your sister’s job to do the scolding. Sorry, Adanna.” 
 “It’s fine,” Adanna says, “I think you covered everything.” 
 “I’m next!” Freddy calls out. 
 “Why don’t I hold Cubby, this time?” Nico offers. Cubby sighs and climbs into his arms, only to be placed on Nico’s shoulders. They rise into the air, giving the boy the perfect view of the field below, and he forgets that he was yelled at as easily as that. 
 “Higher!” he urges excitedly. Nico goes a few feet higher.  
 “Okay, Freddy, you’re on crowd control today, level yellow. And start!” As the field bursts into action below, Nico turns his attention to Cubby. “Cubby?” 
 “Mm?” Cubby asks. His eyes are glued to the field below. 
 “How would you like to play a game?” 
 “Okay!” Cubby says. 
 “Max, Zoe, can you take over here? Cubby and I are going to go play,” Nico says almost silently.  
 “Got it,” Max says. “Have fun, Cubby!” 
 Cubby waves to the teen as Nico flies off. They head past the dorm building to a series of tree houses. “All right, Cubby,” Nico says, landing. “We’re going to play tag. But instead of me playing, you’re going to play with something I’ve made, okay?” 
 Cubby nods as he’s put down, looking up at Nico seriously. He knows Nico, Nico comes over for dinner with Summer a lot, but he’s never actually been alone with him before. He smells like machines, the boy thinks. It’s not his favorite smell, but he also smells a little like flowers, and dirt, too, so he can ignore the metallic aspects.  
 The sight of metal parts floating in the air distracts the boy, and he fights the urge to jump at them. His eyes move rapidly, chasing one piece through the sky as it connects to another, and another, until a humanoid robot lightly drops to the ground. All thoughts of not liking the smell are forgotten as he looks at the robot in wonder. It looks exactly like one of the robots on the metal field, except it’s his size. 
 “This be too easy,” Cubby says after a second of thought. 
 “It will?” Nico asks. 
 “Mmhmm, robots are slow,” Cubby tells him. 
 “This one isn’t,” Nico says. The robot in question jumps, leaping into the air and grabbing onto the nearest tree house ramp. “This one I based on you.” 
 Cubby’s eyes grow wide as the robot dances on the ramp, making it jump. “Really?” he asks. 
 “Really,” Nico says. “Now go play tag.” Cubby jumps, racing after the robot with a gigantic smile and lots of giggles. The robot really IS as fast as he is! He chases the robot, jumping from one tree house to the next for a very long time. 
 “How long has he been playing like that?” he hears his big sister say as his fingers brush against the robot, finally. 
 “Hmm?” Nico says, looking up from the computer screens floating all around him. 
 “Did you make him rest, or drink, or get a snack?” Adanna asks. “I should have wondered what was going on when he didn’t show up for first hour.” 
 “He never asked to,” Nico says. Adanna groans. “What, his vitals are fine—” 
 She storms past him, jumping onto the bridge and reaching for Cubby. “Come on, Cubby, it’s snack time.” 
 “I’m not hungry,” Cubby says. “I almost caught Robot!” 
 “You can catch the robot after your snack and a nap,” Adanna says, grabbing his hand. 
 “CUBBY! Hey, Cubby, come talk to me!” Max beckons. To Adanna’s irritation, her little brother jumps off of the tree house bridge and runs straight for Max. 
 “He needs to eat and drink something!” Adanna says, chasing after her brother. Behind them, completely unnoticed, the little boy robot sits down, hugging his knees. 
 Nico waves a hand through the computer screens and they disappear. He doesn’t even look at the robot as he follows the others.  
   

***

   
 “Oh my gosh,” Banshee says as Adanna tugs Cubby into the room by the hand. The little boy has a half-eaten banana in his other hand, and he takes another bite as the teacher crosses the room in a blink and places her hands on her knees so she’s closer to eye height. “Hello, you adorable little guy! Are you Panther’s boy?” 
 He looks up at her, swallowing his bite of banana before looking at his sister. “Say hello to Banshee, Cubby,” she prompts him. 
 “’Ello,” he says. 
 “So cute,” Banshee says, blatantly fan-girling. “Cubby, do you like music?” 
 He nods hesitantly as he looks around the room, and then up as Adanna places a pair of earmuffs over his ears. “His hearing is already exceptional,” she explains before pulling her own earmuffs on, as well. 
 “Ah, then we’ll be sure to keep it quiet, today, right everyone?” Banshee asks the room. 
 Adanna gives her a dry look. “Why do I never get that special treatment?” she demands. 
 “I had Nico make those earmuffs, didn’t I?” Banshee says, giving her a one-armed hug. Adanna snorts and Banshee gives her a smile. “But with Cubby, his hearing is still developing so he’s twice as vulnerable as you are. Now, places everyone! Places! Today we’re going to talk about theme songs! How many of you have a theme song already?” A few hands go up. Cubby’s hand goes up, as well. 
 “He’s already got a theme song?” Brandon says, startled into visibility. 
 “He’s going to inherit his,” Adanna says. “But really, Papa says they’ll have to revise it a bit, to make it more contemporary. They did it with him when he inherited the name.” 
 “Well, either way, today we’re learning the Panther theme song!” Banshee says, going to her desk and bringing up the music on their lit-up sheet music tablets. “Look it over and we’ll get started!” 
 “It goes ‘dun dun dun—dun! Dun dun dunnn,’” Cubby explains, singing the theme song as he stands at the front of the classroom. 
 “I don’t think I got that, Cubster,” Jack says, clearly lying. He’s a member of the Panther Fan Club, he knows the song by heart. “Can you do it again?”  
 “Pay attention!” Cubby scolds him before launching into the song again.  
 “I didn’t get it, this time!” Justin claims, waving his hand over his head. “Can you do it again?” 
 Cubby lets out a huge sigh, shaking his head. “You gotta pay attention!” he proclaims. “It goes like this!” 
 They get him to do it four more times while Banshee records the entire thing. It only stops when Adanna clears her throat and gives them a sharp look, her foot tapping the ground. They all try not to laugh as they busy themselves getting their instruments ready. 
   

***

   
 The little robot sitting on the bridge starts to move. He looks around, but doesn’t see anyone there, not even his new best friend or his maker. He gets to his feet, walking across the bridge and heading for the nearest ramp. He’s lonely. His friend was supposed to come back, right? So why hasn’t he come back? 
 The little robot really isn’t like the ones on the Apocalypse Field. All throughout his playing with Cubby, he’d grown rapidly, because of the AI system that Nico used to program him. He’s a learning robot. It’s a concept that Nico has been working on for as long as he can remember, practically. 
 Why yes, he had used his best friend’s child to experiment with. Is anyone really that surprised? 
   

***

   
 “I don’t WANNA go to lunch!” Cubby complains as the group heads for the cafeteria. “I’m not hungry.” 
 “How can you grow big and strong like Papa if you don’t eat?” Adanna asks. It isn’t that he’s not hungry, she knows, it’s because he’d been having so much fun during music class that he doesn’t want to stop. The entire class had been about him, after all! He looks around, distracted as a girl walks past him. His nose twitches, and Adanna silently groans. She knows what he’s about to do. 
 Cubby tilts his head, not quite sure he trusts his nose, and hears the faint sound of— “Rock!” he says, pointing at the girl. 
 “Cubby—” Adanna says as Sandra stops and turns to look at them. 
 “Cat,” Sandra says, pointing right back at him. Adanna’s mouth drops open slightly as Cubby bursts out laughing. 
 “I’m not a cat yet!” he protests, letting go of Adanna’s hand and running up to Sandra. That response clearly means she’s now his friend. “You smell ‘lectric,” he says, sniffing again. 
 “Yeah, yeah, it’s probably this,” Sandra says, glancing around before tapping on her watch to drop the illusion. “Scary, huh?” 
 His mouth drops open for all of a second before he reaches out and pokes her arm. 
 “He doesn’t mean to be—” Adanna starts out, worried that Sandra will get mad. Sandra’s extremely touchy about her looks, and the entire school knows it. 
 “I like little kids,” Sandra says as Cubby lifts her hand, looking at it curiously. “They don’t seem to care that I look like this.” 
 “You strong?” Cubby asks her. 
 “I’m really strong,” she says. 
 “Carry me!” he demands, jumping onto her shoulder.  
 “Cubby! You don’t just jump on people you’ve just met!” Adanna says, a bit stunned that her once-shy little brother is acting like this. “Sandra, I’ll take him—” 
 “Nah, it’s fine,” Sandra says. “He doesn’t weigh anything. But I’m going to lunch, so if you eat something, don’t drop it on my head, got it?” 
 “I won’t!” Cubby says. He pauses, looking around for a second, a strange expression on his face as he hears something. But before he can say anything, Sandra heads into the cafeteria. 
   

***

   
 “Hello,” Cubby says, sliding down Sandra’s arm and standing in front of the ordering register for the cafeteria. 
 “Hi!” Carla says, grinning widely. “Are you hungry?” 
 Cubby nods. 
 “Wellll… do you want chicken tenders?” she offers. “Or grilled cheese?” 
 “I don’t remember putting either of those things on the menu,” Vinny calls from the kitchen. 
 “But you can make them!” Carla says. “He’s four, he likes that sort of thing.” 
 “Hotdog,” Cubby decides. 
 “A hotdog it is!” Carla says. 
 “I want a hotdog,” Sandra says, “or three. Do we have pickle relish?” 
 “Not only did I not put hotdogs on the list—” Vinny starts out, sighing as he steps into the area. He stops, looking down at Cubby, who’s looks up at him, expectantly. “Fine, who else wants hotdogs?” he asks the room at large. Hands go up throughout the room. Most of them have already eaten, he notes dryly. “Okay, everyone out! We’re going to the grill.” 
 A cheer roars through the room as he heads into the kitchen to grab several packages of hotdogs and chips. “Carla, come get the condiments.” He feels a rush of air pass him twice and heads out, certain that the condiments are there already. 
 “Let’s get this barbecue started, shall we?” he says as he steps onto the concrete that surrounds the pool. There are three large barbecue grills on the patio, and he heads to his favorite, lighting it up with a snap of his fingers. “Wait, can the kid swim?” he asks, belatedly. 
 “He loves to swim,” Adanna says. “But it’s still too cold right no—” she almost jumps as she hears a splash, but when she looks over she’s relieved to see her little brother perched next to the edge of the pool, looking at Malina, who jumped in. Just as she’s relaxing, though, Cubby kicks off his shoes and jumps in, as well. 
 “Cubby! No!” she says, running over to the pool, only to blink at the sight of water shaped like a giant hand holding her brother on its palm. 
 “It’s too cold for non-water-types,” Malina tells him, gently placing him back onto the concrete patio. “Vinny, can you dry him off and warm him up, please?” 
 “Yeah, sure, come here, kid,” Vinny says. Cubby’s shivering like crazy, but he still hesitates as Vinny motions him over. “Come on,” Vinny says, motioning again. The little boy takes two tiny steps and then blinks as he finds himself lifted and flown over to Vinny, thanks to Max. “There we go,” Vinny says, tugging him closer and placing a hand on his back. In seconds, Cubby’s clothes are dried and several pictures of Vinny warming the little boy are taken. “What?” Vinny demands. 
 Cubby yawns. 
 “You’ll make a good daddy, Vinny!” Carla compliments him. “You made him warm, so now he’s sleepy.” 
 “He can’t sleep! He’s got to eat first!” Vinny protests. “I dragged all of this out here because of him! Hey, hey, wake up, kid,” he says. 
 “I haven’t seen him this panicked since Cisco came out of the corn,” Zoe says. The first one to laugh is Kaden, and she shoots him a look, “You can’t laugh, you freaked out, too.” 
 “Let’s be honest,” Max says. “Seeing Cisco come out of a corn field would freak me, out, too.” 
 Zoe starts to tease him, only to stop and look to the right. “What?” Max asks. 
 “Hmm,” she says. 
 “Look, you can sleep after you eat. The hotdog is almost ready,” Vinny says. “Wait, here, let me warm it up by hand.” He points a finger and one of the hotdogs lights on fire. He pulls the hotdog off of the grill with a pair of prongs and blows it out. “There, all done,” he tells Cubby, placing it in a bun. 
 Cubby blinks sleepily up at him, still leaning against his leg. He yawns again, and everyone else starts laughing. Vinny looks at the group, and then down at the boy. “Help?” he says, looking over at Adanna. 
 She takes the hotdog from his hand and squirts mustard on it before picking up Cubby and feeding it to him. The little boy looks like he’s about to fall asleep, but somehow manages to eat half of it before crashing. 
 “Want me to take him?” Max asks Adanna. “He’ll probably sleep better at the dorms, and you guys need to finish up before classes start back up.” 
 “Sure,” Adanna says with a smile. “Thanks, Max.” 
   

***

   
 His best friend! He’s being taken! The robot scans through his files—which consist of the school database and any local news reports—he’s being taken by a BAD GUY! He looks at the kids that his best friend had been with, wondering why they’re just letting a bad guy run off with his friend. All they do is line-up for hotdogs.  
 There’s only one choice, the little robot decides, HE’S going to have to save his best friend. All the adults are useless! He sneaks away from the party, climbing up the side of the building to avoid notice. No doubt Maximum will take his best friend to a secret— 
 To a secret— 
 The little robot looks down blankly (and rather disappointedly) as Max carries the sleeping Cubby into the dorms. No, he thinks, no, this is a good thing! He knows where Maximum’s secret base is ALREADY! He can save his friend! 
 Oh, but he’s missing something… something vital and important for a hero! 
 He needs a cape! AND A THEME SONG!! He looks around, and his eyes fall on the Cape High flag flapping in the wind. That’ll do for the cape… now for the theme song.  
   

***

   
 “Here we go,” Max says, placing Cubby on the couch in the rec room. He drops down next to the boy and leans back, closing his eyes and letting out a sigh. It’s been a month and a half since he started his post-graduate work. The new schedule has been tough on him. Well, no, not the schedule. The days he has to help Negatia have been tough on him. Century can handle anything, and if he has a crisis, he just stops time so he can clean it up. On those days, Max gets to play more than work. Marigold just gives him grunt work that he can do in his sleep, and Isotonic does the same. Only Negatia and his father hand over the reins to their respective Halls and then sit back and criticize how he handles things. 
 He can still hear Negatia’s sarcasm now, and it’s been a day and a half since it happened. He glances over as Cubby makes a tiny sound and rubs the boy’s back, casually sending a calming thought. Cubby falls even deeper into sleep. Max closes his eyes, thinking about taking a nap, as well. 
 Music starts. It jerks him awake, because it’s playing over all of the speakers in the dorm building. It’s a fast paced, cheerful song about being a superhero. He frowns and gets to his feet, intent on turning it off before Cubby wakes up. 
 The lights blink, and then turn off. The sprinklers start going off, and Max groans, waving a hand to keep the water from falling on Cubby. Cubby’s awake, he thinks. He’s going to be grumpy. “Great,” Max says. 
 Cubby looks around in confusion, and then up, seeing water falling on something invisible and changing direction before it hits him. “It’s loud,” he says. 
 “Sorry, Cubster,” Max says. “I think the system is messing up. I’ll call Nico—” he taps on his earbud, and then frowns and taps again. 
 “Bad guy!” a little boy’s voice says over the com-link, “I’m gonna beat you up!” 
 “What?” Max says blankly. “Look, kid, I’m not on the clock right now—” How did a little boy get on campus? The question makes him stop, suddenly taking this more seriously. He opens his mind, searching for the source of the voice. The only minds he picks up on are Cubby’s and all the other people who belong here. “Where are you?” he demands. “Come out and face me… like a super hero!” 
 The lights come back on and a small robot wearing nothing but the school flag as a cape is standing in front of him with its hands on its hips. Max’s jaw drops. 
 “ROBOT!” Cubby exclaims happily. 
 “I’ve come to save you!” the little boy voice says over the speakers. Max looks up, realizing something a bit worrisome. This rogue robot has access to the school’s computer system. “He’s a bad guy that’s grabbed you!” the robot points at Max in a dramatic fashion. Max feels the urge to clap, but he stops himself. 
 “Is just Max,” Cubby says, looking confused. 
 “He’s MAXIMUM!” the speakers say, sounding frustrated that Cubby doesn’t seem to understand. 
 Cubby stands, but Max moves between the two of them. “Wait, Cubby,” he says, “he’s a robot, so he shouldn’t be acting like this. Robot, stand down.” 
 “You grabbed my friend!” the speakers accuse him, again. The robot itself can’t speak, but that doesn’t seem to be a problem. The sprinklers start pouring heavily and the walls of the rec room light up. “I’m going to SAVE HIM!” 
 Max jerks as a spark comes from the ceiling. It jumps from sprinkler to sprinkler, above the water, creating a net of electricity over his head. It looks like Nico added a bit of extra security to the building, and it’s about to be used against him. Getting electrocuted probably won’t hurt him, but it WILL hurt Cubby. 
 “Stop that right this instant,” he says, holding out his hands and asserting pressure. The robot’s metal body starts to creak. “You could hurt Cubby!” 
 “NO!” Cubby says, racing past Max and reaching for the robot. Max has no choice but to stop the gravity. Cubby is tough, but he’s still close to normal. The electricity over their heads sparks dangerously and Max curses as Cubby hugs the robot. He grabs both of them, racing out of the building.  
 “NICO!” Max yells. 
 The sprinklers and the sound of sparking electricity from the dorms stop. Max lets out a sigh of relief, only to grunt as a metal foot kicks him in the thigh. Max looks at the robot, blankly. 
 “Robot!” Cubby says, “Max is friend!” The robot looks from him to Max, and then back, clearly confused. 
 “Well, then,” Nico says, making Max look up. “Prototype nine—” he says something that sounds like code and the robot Max is holding goes perfectly still, the light of his eyes turning dark.  
 Cubby looks at the robot, and then pokes it. “Robot?” 
 “Robot’s in time out right now, Cubby,” Nico says, walking over and pulling the robot body out of Max’s hands. “It looks like he needs a reboot.” 
 “Reboot?” Cubby repeats. He watches as the robot is dismantled and his eyes fill with tears. “No—NO!” he says, grabbing the robot head out of the air and hugging it. “Nico, no!” he says before starting to wail. “Ro—ROBOT!” 
 “What did you do to my little brother?” Adanna demands from behind them. 
 “He KILLED ROBOT!” Cubby bellows, still sobbing. Adanna moves to his side, pulling him into her arms and glaring at Nico and Max. 
 “I haven’t killed him,” Nico says. “He’s just gone back to code.” 
 “How do you expect a four-year-old to understand that?” Adanna demands. “Shh, it’s okay, Cubby. It’s okay.” 
 Cubby sniffles, looking down at the metal head in his arms, and then nods. “I wanna go home.” 
 “I’ll call Papa,” Adanna agrees. 
   

***

   
 *Ten minutes later* 
   
 Pan storms into the Science classroom, completely ignoring the fact that he’s not supposed to be on campus. “What did you do to my son, Nico?” he demands, only to stop and stare. 
 Nico is standing in front of a child sized robot. This one doesn’t resemble the ones on the Apocalypse Field; instead, it looks like a sculpture. The detailed face, the perfectly shaped eyes, nose, mouth, even ears, all of it is enough to stop Pan in his tracks. Nico is building the robot by hand, rather than letting the pieces fit together in the air, like he usually does. To the side, Zoe is tapping away on the air, clearly lost in her work. 
 “I didn’t expect the robot to be that self-cognizant,” Nico admits.  
 “You mean Cubby’s friend?” Pan asks. 
 “Yeah, Cubby’s friend,” Nico says, shooting him a grin. “I had to cut down his access to the main computer, and he’s seriously reflecting on his actions right now—” He waves and the wall lights up. It doesn’t show anything, but they hear a little boy’s voice singing a song about being a superhero. “Prototype nine,” he says. The singing stops. “Weren’t you supposed to be reflecting?” 
 “Maximum is a bad guy,” the little boy’s voice says, clearly pouting. 
 “Max only PLAYS a bad guy,” Nico corrects him, “remember?” 
 “Yeeeeees,” the little boy’s voice says. “Is my new body done?” 
 “Is that… so you’ve actually accomplished it?” Pan says, stunned. “You always said you would, even back in college—” 
 “An actual artificial intelligence,” Nico says. “Zoe’s been helping me, recently. It would have taken a lot longer without her. I still wasn’t sure how well it would work until today.” 
 “You should have never left him alone, Dad,” Zoe says, completely ignoring the compliment. “You know he’s curious!” 
 “I know, I know,” Nico says. 
 “So… that child speaking… and this robot—” Pan says, looking from the screen to the robot being built. 
 “Mmm, yeah,” Nico says. “He’s a bit like Pinocchio, I guess.” 
 “And you plan on raising him?” 
 “He’s a computer system,” Nico says. “It isn’t—” 
 “I will take him,” Pan says. 
 “PAPA!” Cubby bellows. They turn as the boy races into the room, heading straight for Pan. “Nico is bad! He killed Robot!” 
 “CUBBY!” Robot says.  
 “Robot?” Cubby says, looking around in confusion. 
 “Hi, Cubby!” Robot says. “I’m getting a new body! And a new cape!” 
 “No capes!” Nico says, automatically. “And you ripped the school flag.” 
 “It’s my cape!” 
 “It’s not a cape, it’s a flag.” 
 “It is TOO my cape!” 
 “Prototype nine!” Zoe scolds. “Now is not the time to be arguing, you’re in time out. Besides, if you want a cape, you need to ask, not steal.” 
 “Yeees, Zo-wee,” the robot says in a sing-song tone. 
 “I will raise him,” Pan says. Both technopaths look at him. “My home is in your system, and you can check on him any time you wish.” 
 Zoe and Nico look at each other. “He’ll need a new body in a year,” Zoe says. “He’s going to want to grow along with Cubby, and we’re still working on the growing metal idea.” 
 “I’ll bring him back for that,” Pan says. 
 “Don’t you think you should ask Mama, first?” Adanna asks from the doorway. 
 “Ah, yes, of course,” Pan says, looking flustered. “I’ll just be right back.” He pulls out his phone and heads out to the hall to call his wife.  
 “Robot can come home with us?” Cubby asks his sister. 
 “Um, well,” Adanna says, looking at the robot body. “If he doesn’t, I’m sure you can come here and play with him, okay?” 
 “I wanna take him home!” 
 Adanna sighs and looks at the screen where cartoons are now playing. “That’s him?” she asks Zoe. 
 “That’s him,” Zoe says. “He’s a very good AI… he just got a little excited.” She sighs. “I’m working on his programming right now. I told Dad he should have made that one a girl…” 
 “You’re changing his personality?” Adanna asks. 
 “Just a bit, I think he should be more serious,” Zoe says. “With great power comes great responsibility. If we make him more mature—” 
 “But then he wouldn’t be Cubby’s friend—he’d be someone else,” Adanna says. “Can he learn from what happened?” 
 “It’s the theory, yes, and so far he’s been doing fine, but—” 
 “You can’t just go in and change someone’s personality because it’s easier to deal with, Zoe,” Adanna says, tugging Cubby closer. “I think we should raise him, as well.” She hadn’t at first. One little brother is annoying, two would be twice the handful, but— 
 “We have permission to take him home,” Pan says, stepping into the room. 
 “And you will let us check in on him whenever we need to?” Nico asks. Zoe looks like she wants to protest, but stops when he looks at her and shakes his head slightly. 
 “Of course,” Pan says.  
 “And when we open up the elementary part of the school, you’ll enroll both of them.” It wasn’t phrased as a question. 
 “Certainly,” Pan says. “I’m glad to hear that it’s in the works. I’ve wanted to enroll Cubby since you began the school.” 
 “Cubby’s almost old enough, now,” Nico says. “He wasn’t when he was three.” 
 “We will agree to disagree on that,” Pan says. “Now, will you, or will you not allow my family to raise this child?” 
 “This AI,” Nico corrects him, “and sure, if you want. His body will run off of your power, but that shouldn’t be a problem. He’ll need to check in on a daily basis, where Zoe or I will check his programming. Prototype nine, you will only interact with the internet with supervision, got it?” 
 “But—” 
 “No buts,” Nico says, waving a hand. The lit-up wall panel dulls and the robot’s eyes light up. “Be good, listen to your parents, and don’t wear capes. Capes are dangerous.” 
 “But I LIKE capes!” 
 “No capes,” Nico repeats. 
 “Unless you’re playing dress up,” Pan says, shooting a look at Nico. 
 “So—so he’s coming with us?” Cubby asks. 
 “He’s coming with us,” Pan agrees. “We’ll have to give him a proper name, though. Prototype nine is unacceptable.” 
 The robot jumps down from the table he’d been standing on and rushes forward, throwing his arms around Cubby excitedly. “My best friend!” he proclaims happily. 
 “Robot!” Cubby says, just as happily. 
 “Is there anything else we need to know?” Pan asks, looking at them. 
 “I’ll, um, send his learning programs to your home system,” Zoe says, looking at her father. 
 “Then that should be all,” Nico says, walking over and placing a hand on Cubby’s back, another on the robot’s. “You two be good to each other.” 
 “Yeah!” the boys say. “Let’s go home! I show you cats!” Cubby says to the robot, tugging on his hand. The two boys race out the door, leaving Adanna and Pan no choice but to follow. 
 For a long few minutes the room is completely silent. Then a message floats on the air in front of Nico, sent by his daughter. ‘You planned that, didn’t you? You’ve wanted to put the most advanced one in an outside environment for a while, now.’

 “Why ever would you think that?” Nico asks, only to laugh. “Now, what should we do with the other eight?” 






THE CAPE CELL INMATES

   

The Cape Cell inmates were the villains of our last arc. A lot of them have been stripped of their powers because of their actions during the cell break, but they’re still being held prisoner by the Hall (even if they’re old, now.) It was suggested, during the arc, that the Hall didn’t put in nearly enough effort to rehabilitate them. After thinking about it, it has been decided that Technico will have a part of the rehabilitation, since one, he knows them all very well, and two, he volunteered. Mastermental is still wondering what he’s up to, thanks to that.


 


 





Cell Class

   
 The day before the first class starts, a letter pops up on everyone’s wall screens. Each is given a choice, whether they want to join Technico for a group class, or stay in their rooms. Every single one of them hits the “yes” button. Although things have changed in the Cape Cells, including the ability to go to the gym on a regular basis, they are still bored enough to see what Technico has planned (and probably complain about it.) 
   
 *Now* 
   
 Nico is sitting on a large desk at the front of the room as they’re led in by the guards. “Hello, boys and girls,” he says dryly. “I’ll be here in person for this first day, but more often you’ll see me here, on this screen.” He waves a hand and a screen lights up behind him. “Another cape will be here to oversee you when I’m not. Don’t get any big ideas, Mimic, they’ll all be guarded against your abilities. Now, it’s been brought to our attention that the Cape Cell system hasn’t focused on reforming you. They want to change that, so I’m here to start working with you, trying to help you out as much as possible.” 
 “NOTHING CAN HELP ME OUT WHEN YOU’RE LETTING THE PLANET DIE!” Atlanti bellows dramatically. 
 “And that’s why for our first class—wait, first, gentlemen you can leave, please,” Nico says to the guards. 
 “But—“ 
 “No, Mastermental says to watch them through the one-way mirror,” Harry says. The group heads out and the door snaps closed behind them. The light in the room pulsates twice before all of the chains fall off the prisoners.  
 “Wha—“ Deathblow says, looking up for the first time. Ever since getting his powers stripped, he’s been silent. It’s actually a bit of a surprise he had accepted the invitation, in the first place. 
 “Today we’re going to focus on Atlanti’s major problem, in a way that’s not going to get anyone killed,” Nico says, waving a hand. Plastic and metal pieces float through the air, landing on the tables in front of them. “Take a seat—for those of you that still have powers, well, you’ve probably noticed you don’t, at the moment. You never will during this class. I will, though, so don’t get any big ideas about rushing me. It wouldn’t be smart.” 
 Slowly, reluctantly, they each find a spot far away from each other—or as far away as possible. “What are you talking about, Technico?” Mimic asks. “What are we making today?” 
 “I’m not good with machines,” Massteria mutters.  
 “The directions are on your table, and correspond to each of the pieces. When you pick one part up, the attachable part’s outline will glow. We are making small, portable ocean cleaners today.” 
 “Ocean cleaners?” Atlanti asks, looking stunned. 
 “Out of recycled plastic and metal, specially coated to keep them from contaminating the water,” Nico replies. “We’ll be building these once a month and I’ll have them delivered to the Halls with access to water. I’ll probably come up with other designs for this sort of thing—my fiancée and kids are pretty big environmentalists, as well.” 
 “So… so… this will clean up oil spills?” 
 “And plastic, and any other toxins that shouldn’t be there,” Nico agrees. 
 “So we’re all supposed to be doing this? You might not have noticed, but not everyone here is a tree hugger,” Deathblow says. 
 “For you others,” Nico says, “well, for all of you, we’re going to set up a two-part system. Each of you will get a pet. If the pet is kept safe, happy, and clean, we’ll let you take turns deciding what sort of class you want to have—within reason. Cheesy splatter films are… negotiable, depending on rating. Video games are very likely. Basically, if you have an idea, or a cause, we’ll do something for it. Even if your cause is something silly, as long as it doesn’t hurt anyone, we’ll do something for it. Of course, if you want everyone else to go along with your idea, you should probably go along with theirs.” 
 “Can I have a fish?” Atlanti asks. 
 “We’re getting a tank set up in your cell as we speak,” Nico says. “I don’t expect you to fall in love with your pets, but I do expect you to do your best. Also, America’s Son will be coming to speak with you, one on one, on a regular basis.” 
 “So… if I want to force all of these jerks to learn ballroom dancing?” Massteria asks, looking over at Deathblow. 
 “We’ll provide the dancing shoes,” Nico agrees. 
 “And if I want to drive a monster truck over Massteria’s head?” Deathblow asks. 
 “We’ll get some virtual reality systems up and ready,” Nico says. “But DB, you’re the one we’re going to watch the most closely with your pet.” 
 “Where’s the wolf boy?” Mimic asks, looking around. 
 “Badmoon is going through a different system,” Nico says. “We’ll bring him in once we’re certain you won’t do anything to him.” 
 “Do anything to him?” Atlanti asks. “How could we do something to him?” 
 “I’ll explain it as you work,” Nico says with a hard-to-read expression. 
 “I still have my powers,” Massteria whispers towards Deathblow. “You don’t.” 
 “Shut it,” Deathblow says. 
 “If I ever get you alone, I’m going to make you scream like a little girl.” 
 “Shut it!” 
 “Well, there goes Massteria’s first class choice,” Nico says. A calendar comes up on the screen and it blinks, the day with Massteria written on it going blank. 
 “That’s not fair!” Massteria says. 
 “Is it?” Nico says. “Do you really think I’m going to allow you to get into that sort of thing?” 
 “Do you really think that treating them like children will work?” Herold asks from the table in the back. He has his ocean cleaner already put together. “Can I finish his?” he asks, pointing at Kunnins, who’s just staring at the parts. 
 “I’m treating them how they’re acting,” Nico says. “Besides, he’s lying. Massteria doesn’t have his powers anymore.” 
 “Will we ever get them back?” Deathblow asks. 
 “You? No. You’re a serial killer, DB. In some states you’d have gotten the chair by now. But it seems like, for most of you, that your genetics are extremely good, as well. I didn’t expect that. When we stripped Mimic of his powers—“ 
 “I still have my powers!” Mimic protests. 
 “Not the you from now, the one from the future,” Nico says, “he died pretty fast. How old ARE you, Mimic?” 
 “I can’t remember,” Mimic admits.  
 “Figures.” 
 “This is more like an old folk’s home than a prison, anymore,” Atlanti mutters, looking around with a scowl. “Work faster, you old billygoats! We might get to make more of these wonderful machines!” 
 “I would, but Herold stole my pieces,” Kunnins mutters, glaring at his ex-friend. “It’s bad enough that I’m surrounded by supers, now I’m getting my things stolen by them—“ 
 “Kunnins, we CAN send you to a normal prison,” Nico says, “all we’d have to do is let them know you’re still alive and what you’ve done.” 
 Kunnins glares at him, crossing his arms over his chest. “How’s the boy, Technico? Have you killed him, yet?” 
 “We’ve been working with him,” Nico says. “He actually spoke to one of my colleagues the other day.” 
 “Re—really?” Kunnins asks, shocked out of his grump.  
 “He’s grown attached to the real Jersey Devil. The one that Herold stuck in a suspended animation pod,” Nico says. 
 “Here, you can do mine,” Deathblow says, waving to Herold. His ocean cleaner is completely untouched. Herold gets up and walks over to take the pieces. 
 “I’ve finished!” Atlanti says proudly. “Give me another to make!” 
 Pieces drop onto her table, as well as Kunnin’s, and everyone falls silent for a bit, either working, or thinking about what they want to do for their day. 
   

***

   
 “Can you believe how well this is working?” Harry asks the guard standing next to him. They’re watching the class through the one-way mirror, stunned. “I heard he started doing something similar with Star Born, over at the Hall.” 
 “It’s because he’s Technico,” the other guard says, shaking his head. “He turned a room full of some of the most dangerous people in history into a high school class. I had to bribe a lot of people to be part of the guard for this, you know.” 
 “Trust me, I know.” 
 “But will it work?” another guard asks. 
 “We can only hope.”  
 “Sir, the pets have all been delivered, along with their supplies,” a robot informs Harry.  
 “Good,” Harry says. “I hope this works. If they wind up killing little puppies and kitties, we’ll have PETA after our throats. What did he give Deathblow, anyway?” 
 “A canary,” the robot says. 
 “Technico always did have an ironic streak.” 
   

***

   
 After the class is over, everyone heads back to their rooms. Herold drops down in his comfortable chair, closing his eyes as he leans back, only to open them again as a bit of weight presses against his shin. He looks down, seeing a small cat rubbing against him. A little smile pulls at his lips as he scoops the cat up. It widens as he sees a suspicious glow to the cat’s emerald green eyes. “I can’t believe it,” he says in wonder. 
 And then a bell dings and his screen lights up with his mother’s face. 
 It’d been a very good day, until now. 
   

***

   
 “Hey, what did everyone get?” Massteria asks over the chat program on his screen. They’d known it was there, but this is the first time someone’s used it. “I got a corn snake.” 
 “An anaconda,” Mimic says. “This cage is massive, but he’s beautiful. Just look at those glowing yellow eyes.” 
 “Hey, anyone want to trade me? I hate birds,” Deathblow says. 
 “I’ll feed it to my snake, if you want,” Mimic offers. 
 “That’d blow my video game day, so no,” Deathblow mutters. “What about you, fish girl? Anything that’d taste good fried?” 
 “I’m too happy right now to try and kill you for that comment, Deathblow,” Atlanti says. “They gave me an octopus.”  
   

*** 

   
 *Somewhere in Texas* 
   
 “Skye! Doris! Ariel! Anyone here?” Nico says as he appears in their front room. Under his arm is something that looks suspiciously like a chupacabra. “I brought a gift for you.” 
 The girls come from their various rooms, dressed in pajamas and yawning loudly. “We had a late night, Nico,” Doris says. “Can we make this quick?” 
 “What’s that?” Ariel asks. 
 “A pet, just for you,” he says, putting it down. “Right now his name is Prototype Eight. You can feed him, if you want. I set it up so he could process it, but for the most part he’ll run off of your energy.” 
 “It’s a chupacabby!” Ariel says, squealing excitedly. “Skye, he got us a chupacabby!” Skye and Ariel start jumping up and down excitedly, while Doris just stares at Nico. 
 “You’re welcome,” he says. 
 “It’s a robot,” she says. “You gave them a robot. Does it have built-in lasers, or something?” 
 “Not yet. Maybe when he gets older,” Nico says a bit obscurely before teleporting away. The chupacabra looks at her, his eyes glowing red, and then pads over to sit in front of her, long tail wagging. Reluctantly, she reaches out, patting him. Sitting down, his head comes up to her waist. 
 “We will name him Choop!” Skye declares. 
 “I wanted to name him Eric, though,” Ariel says. 
 “Chooperic!” Skye says. 
 “YAY!” Ariel says. 
 “Hey,” Doris says to the newly-named “Chooperic,” “By any chance, do you know how to operate the microwave?” 
 Chooperic barks. She decides to take that as an affirmative.  

 




 

So, for the final story, we have a main character that isn’t a villain. Yes, I know, I’m breaking my own rules, but while I was deciding what our next plot should be, I realized that I needed this to open it up. And since I was already writing a book of shorts, I figured it would be easiest just to add it here! So without further adieu, I present the first Rochester short story.





Graduation Gig

   
 The man wearing the janitor’s uniform walks down the hall pushing a mop and a bucket on wheels. No one gives him a second look, even if they notice how many piercings he has. No one cares what the guy cleaning the toilets looks like. Stopping in a hallway, he puts down the “wet floor” sign and starts mopping expertly, his body doing what it needs to as his mind goes somewhere far, far away. 
 In this instance, that far away is Kansas City, Missouri, Cape High. 
   
 *Two days ago* 
   
 “Okay, Rochester, since the South Branch has already opened, you’re going to at least need your high school diploma,” Nico says, lounging at his desk in the science room. “And since you’re going to graduate from Cape High, a paper test isn’t going to do it, is it?” 
 “Yeah, but—“ Rochester says. 
 “We have requirements for our graduates, even for the stealth type capes,” Nico goes on, ignoring how Rochester is trying to interrupt. “And while you’re South Branch, and might assume that Century should be the one bossing you around, this is about your graduation. You’re going to do this to graduate,” he repeats, emphasizing the words. 
 “In other words you need someone t’ do somethin’ shifty, an’ you’re usin’ the whole graduatin’ thing t’ put me t’ work,” Rochester sums up. 
 Nico gives him a shameless grin. “I’ve got a few boys that would theoretically work for the job, but you’re the one that’s best suited to bring the information back. Not to mention, this place would notice teenagers.” 
 “Where is it?” Rochester says, leaning back in his chair. 
 “It’s called SITEC. Their by-line is ‘Where science and technology meet,’” Nico says. “They’re the lab that specialized in cleaning up Hall messes before I came on board. You know that museum of mad scientist experiments? Well, they’re the ones that made the displays safe for the public.” 
 “So… the Hall trusts them?” Rochester asks. 
 “Apparently,” Nico says, “Century is good friends with the owner.” 
 “And you’re still sendin’ me in t’ check things out,” Rochester says. 
 “Century might trust the head guy, but every barrel of geniuses has to have a few rotten apples,” Nico says.  
 “But you took over all the stuff they were doin’, right?” Rochester says. “Shouldn’t they be more paranoid about you than you are of them?” 
 “Nobody’s more paranoid than me,” Nico says, almost proudly, only to stop and correct himself, “okay, Skye might be more paranoid than I am… slightly. I recently added a few tweaks to her security system that were all her idea. That’s actually part of the reason I want you to go on this mission.” 
 “Skye?” Rochester repeats, shocked, “What does this have t’ do with Skye?” 
 “That’s something I’ve been wondering, myself. For now, though, I want you to go in and do a bit of research. Find out just how far they’ve gotten with their studies on super genetics and if they’ve destroyed all evidence of any mad scientist weaponry, or if it’s being used in what they’re doing. Anything interesting, basically, should be reported to me.” 
 “An’ how do you expect me t’ get into this place?” Rochester asks, already knowing the answer. 
 “I’m not getting you a written invitation, if that’s what you’re asking. Go in however you want, but don’t get caught. You’re a full grown cape, you should know how to do that much, right?” 
 “So get in, get info, get out,” Rochester sums up. “I’ll haveta do a bit of research.” 
 “I’m relying on you,” Nico says, getting to his feet and crossing over to Rochester to shake hands. “I’ll have your diploma waiting as soon as this is over. Then you’ll be welcomed as a teacher, officially.” 
 “What kinda job only needs a high school diploma for a teacher?” Rochester asks. 
 “The school janitor,” Nico says. “You aren’t going to be teaching the real sciences, or anything. But I plan on you helping the kids with emotional problems, as well, under the table, that is.” 
 “Thanks,” Rochester says a bit sarcastically. 
 “We’re supers,” Nico says, “we tend to collect emotional baggage.” 
   

***

   
 So here he is, mopping clean floors while the real janitor is out on an unexpected trip to see his ailing grandmother. He needs to get to a computer, he thinks as he finishes up the floor and then uses his set of keys to get into the room he’s blocked off. The janitor’s memories are at the forefront of Rochester’s mind, including a mental blueprint of the entire building, and lunch hours for all of the scientists. 
 What does this place have to do with Skye? The question is repeating over and over in his mind, and his hand almost tightens too much on the door handle. He likes Skye. Skye was the first person in the South Branch that he considered a friend. In his life, he’s not had many friends that accept him after finding out about his psychometry. Even more importantly, she doesn’t hesitate to touch him. That means more to him than she will ever know.  
 He heads through the office that he’s just broken into, looking around for a moment before heading to the rather grungy looking desk. He reaches down, touching the keyboard. He doesn’t press any of the keys, doesn’t try to get into the files, he just touches it. His eyes glow faintly as memories rush through his mind. 
 The person that uses this keyboard has been researching tanks, hoping to design a special suit for military purposes. Or, Rochester notes, that’s the line that the man has been giving his superiors. Truthfully, the scientist is a huge fan of female tanks, and uses this research as an excuse to obsess over them and still get paid. He tells his superiors that studying lab samples will help him to create a new alloy and he has several hair samples of the weaker tanks. He dreams of getting a chunk of Marigold’s or Jeanie’s. He’s bought several things off of the black market that were claimed to be genuine samples, but so far it’s always been some sort of animal hair. Considering both their jobs and their S-class tank natures, it’s not surprising he’s found nothing.  
  “Hey!” a man says as he steps into the office. “What are you doing in here? I didn’t ask for a janitor!” 
 “Sorry, sir, I’m filling in for Tommy,” Rochester says. “I’m from the same company,” he adds, tugging out a card and flashing it. 
 “I don’t care, get out!” 
 “Yes, sir,” Rochester says, walking right past a Marigold poster and not saying a word. He isn’t worried about that one, he thinks, as long as the Hall has Shadowman under wraps, a norm has no chance of getting too close to a tank, male or female. He packs up his mop and bucket and moves on to the next office in his mental map--the room that had sent off an internal alarm the moment he found out about it. 
 He sets up like he had for the last one, mopping the floor, his mind sorting through the information he’d learned, almost absently. There’s a lot of genetic research tossed in, and it’s a new subject for him. He’s never really bothered to use his ability on intellects. He’s gone to fighting tournaments, and he made a habit of sneaking into prisons when he was younger, just to see what got the inmates caught. He’s been to hundreds of bars and orchestra performances, as well, usually to sneak into the back. But scientists have never really interested him. 
 “If you’re going to clean in front of my office, get that gum out from under the bench over there,” a woman says, stepping out of the office and looking him over.  
 “That bench?” Rochester asks, pointing to the one across from her door. 
 “That’s the one,” she says, leaning against the doorframe. It looks like she plans on watching, he thinks, feeling a bit awkward as he crouches down to start cleaning. She isn’t the type to stand out in a room. She’s got her hair pulled back, and big plastic framed glasses. She doesn’t look like the type to sexually harass a janitor, either, he thinks, glancing over, so this isn’t about checking him out. 
 “I wouldn’t’uv thought people’d chew gum in a place like this,” he says. 
 “More than half of the people working here are just fanboys that happen to have the right schooling to be called scientists,” she says, pushing her glasses up her nose with a scowl. “No one takes it seriously. Have you gotten it all?” 
 “Yessum,” he says, cleaning off his scraper and standing. “I’m new t’ the job, filling in for Tommy—“ 
 She looks at his face. Maybe he didn’t even HAVE to explain who he was, he realizes belatedly. To people like this, janitors are interchangeable, right? But then something changes, and her eyes narrow slightly. She steps forward, reaching up and grabbing his chin so she can look at his face. He pulls back, but that brief touch made his eyes glow faintly as he picked up on a little of her past and her name. Busted, he thinks darkly. 
 “It’s you,” Thelma Farkinkle says. “Skystep’s--“ she stops herself, looking both ways before grabbing his arm and tugging him towards her office. “Come with me!” she urges him. 
 He follows. She closes the door behind them, locking it quickly. He’s too busy looking at all of the pictures of the Deadly Darlin’s lining the wall. There are sections and reports about the places they’ve robbed, the people that have encountered them on their off days, and there—he thinks as he sees a grainy picture of himself, a picture of him on the beach. 
 His internal warning bell starts to go off. Maybe this was what Nico was talking about? This lady is clearly obsessed with the girls… 
 “You’re their favorite person!” Thelma says, so excited that he almost falls over. “Oh, my gosh, I have so much to ask you! I’ve interviewed several people that have run into them, but it’s just not the same as talking to one of their actual FRIENDS—oh, where should I start—I need to record this! Where did I put my camcorder? It’s got to be somewhere, right?” She starts digging through all of her papers and files, throwing them this way and that without a care. “I’VE FOUND IT!” she bellows, holding up a camcorder a second later.  
 “Ma’am—“ he starts out, only to be pushed down into a chair on top of yet more files. “I’m not sure—“ 
 “You’re sneaking in, I get that, don’t worry, I won’t blow your cover—I figure if you help me, I’ll help you—that whole ‘scratching of backs’ thing, you know what I mean,” she says. “Tell me what you know about the Deadly Darlin’s,” she orders. “ALL of it. How did you meet? Do you see them on a regular basis? Do any of them have a boyfriend, or a lover, or whatever they want to call it?” 
 “I’m afraid that all of that is confidential,” he says, taking his most businesslike tone.  
 “Then I’m afraid that you’re breaking and entering,” Thelma says, standing and starting for the door. 
 “Wait!” he says. “Have you been… stalkin’ the Darlin’s?” he asks. 
 “What?” 
 “I was sent in here t’ find out if this place has some sort of relationship with Skye—er, Skystep. So have you been takin’ private pictures, or anythin’, of the Darlin’s when they’re not on the clock?” he demands. 
 “I wish—I mean, of course I haven’t! Look at the pictures for yourself, everything’s from sightings from the public or news reports. If I was stalking them, do you think I’d have to rely on you to find out about their love lives? I LOVE the Deadly Darlin’s. They’re my—my—heroes! Well, they’re villains, sure, but you know what I mean!” 
 “You mean… you’re a fangirl, posin’ as a scientist, just so ya c’n make money obsessin’ over your favorite capes,” he says. She turns bright red. 
 “Fine! Yes! That’s exactly what I mean. Do you have a problem with it?” she demands. 
 “As long as you don’t go too far, not really,” he says. “I c’n sortta understand it, even,” he adds, looking at a particularly good picture of the three together. 
 “I WAS working in the weapons of villainy dissembling branch,” she says, calming down. “It isn’t that we got much from Skystep, of course, but I have a nice little collection of water guns and everything that she left at crime scenes. But then most of us were either laid off or placed in paper pushing jobs like the one I’ve got. Right now they’re looking into branching out into other fields of super science, just to keep this place open.” 
 “And what does that have to do with stalkin’ the Darlin’s?” Rochester asks. 
 “I’ve been looking into how what little we know about her phasing ability can be applied to science,” Thelma says. “I dug for WEEKS before finding this information—can you believe they went and hid it? There are so many applications that we could use it for! Really, it’s amazing that they had it over fifteen years ago and no one even mentioned it when they hired me three years ago!” 
 Rochester goes still, his eyes widening. “Fifteen years?” he repeats. 
 “Roughly, yes,” she says. “It was one of the scientists that left to pursue his own research a few years ago, but we have to have papers published regularly in order to keep our jobs, so why did he never publish it? I really have to admire how much he found out… I just… sort of wonder how he got this much detail,” she admits, going to her computer and tapping on the keyboard.  
 “So he’s not here?” Rochester says. “Can ya tell me where ya found that information?” 
 “Hmm?” she says, looking up. “Sure, it should be in what’s the basement, now. But I really doubt they’ll let you in without special clearance, even if you are dressed as the janitor. But you’ve got to tell me, are you just a black suit? Or are you something else? I’ve never heard of a black suit with powers, before.” 
 “Time t’ go,” Rochester says rather than answering that. He gets to his feet and heads to the door, leaving her before she can come up with an excuse to keep him. He packs up his bucket and mop and starts for the stairs, his mind rushing. He needs to get into the basement. Usually that should be easy for a janitor, though, right? So why did she seem to think it would be impossible? What did they keep in the basement?  
 A better question is will Thelma keep his secret? He turns, looking behind him as the door to her office closes. He has no way of being certain, so he needs to work fast. He heads for the janitor closet, putting the mop and bucket away, and starts to search through the memories he’d picked up from the real janitor. 
 The janitor never went into the basement, but he knew how to get there. Rochester heads for the back of the building, walking as if he knows exactly what he’s doing—a great way to not get stopped. People barely glance at him as he heads down an unused hall, reaching the door that’s triple locked. He digs out his lock picks and gets to work, moving with a speed that would make people behind him think that he has the keys. 
 Time to see the skeletons in the closet, he thinks cheerfully. He’s always been better with skeletons than real people, anyway. 
   

***


 

 Thelma’s mind is swirling, and she’s trying to figure out what to do next. An actual super—she saw his eyes glow—is in the building. Not only is he a super, he’s a friend of the Deadly Darlin’s! She just let him walk out, she realizes a second later. “No,” she says. “No, no, I can’t let him go this easily. He’s…” she goes to her computer, tapping on her mouse and bringing up the South Branch Hall’s website. She already knows what she’s going to find, but she checks it, anyway. “He’s not registered as a working cape,” she whispers, racing for the door and down the hall. 
 She needs to find him before he escapes! She HAS to know what he can do!  

 


***


 

 Rochester doesn’t dare whistle as he makes his way down the stairs of the rather spacious basement. The place smells of dust and stale air, and there are cobwebs everywhere. He ignores them, and crouches down, touching the floor. Usually only extremely strong emotions will last this long. Fortunately, there had been no lack of those.  
 So now, just as he and Zoe had stood in the space ship in the past, he stands in the basement, watching scientists walk past, or even through him. There aren’t many. This is a part of the building that only a few have access to, but those that do are nervous. He turns his attention to three scientists whispering in the corner. 
 “They’re going to find out,” the first man says. “He should have never brought her HERE.” 
 “And where else would he take her?” the second man asks. “We’re the only place that has a set-up for that sort of thing.” 
 “It was a theoretical experiment!” 
 “With the theory that one day a super is going to be too hard for the others to control, right? Well you’ve heard about what they have at the Cape Cells! They already have this technology!” the third whispers. 
 “But we do not! What happens if ALL of the supers suddenly decide that they don’t like play acting and want to take over the planet?” the second counters. 
 “And this is just another step in making sure we’re capable of dealing with that situation,” the third man says, coldly. “She’s young, but you’ve seen what she can do. If we can prove that we can keep her contained, we’ll prove that we can contain any of them.” 
 Rochester stands slowly, his fingers lingering on the ground for a second as he tries to control his anger. He hadn’t expected this when he first came here. He’d sort of wondered if they were recording her, or something, but this… 
 If he was a different cape, he would be tempted to topple this place to the ground. He can’t, and not just because of strength. If a super abruptly destroys a science lab that supposedly has good relationships with the Hall, things will not look good for the supers. No, he needs to find out everything about what they did to Skye, report it to Nico, and then wait for the Hall to deal with this problem. Of course it happened a long time ago, and the guy that did it doesn’t work here, any longer… that could make it a little more difficult. 
 He starts walking through the dusty basement, pausing to touch a wall here, a floor there, slowly making his way to the holding cell where they had kept Skye captive. He stops at the door, examining it for a moment. “How did they hold her in with this?” he asks, startled into speaking out loud. It looks like glass. He knows what Skye can do. Concrete is no big deal for her powers, in fact, he’s pretty sure she can go through lead, so why would glass be able to hold her in? Of course, she might not have been that strong over fifteen years ago, but it had sounded as if she had powers already. 
 He steps into the room, looking at the shattered remains of furniture that litter the floor. He almost hesitates to look, but he does, crouching down and pressing his hand to the floor. 
   

***

   
 *The Past* 
   
 “So… you’re my new Dad?” a much younger Skye says as she follows a tall man into the room. She lands on the ground as they step in, looking around curiously. “I mean, I knew they were trying to get me adopted, but… um… I thought I’d be staying in a house, maybe an apartment, or I’d even be okay with a trailer, you know? But this is sort of… weird.” 
 “I know, Skye, we just need to bear with it until I can make enough money to move into a trailer,” the man says, earnestly. He reaches out, placing his hands on her shoulders. “You can wait that long, right?” 
 Skye looks at him, hesitating before she nods slightly. “Um… do I get a mom?” 
 “Not yet,” the scientist says. “I’m afraid I’m so busy working that I can’t seem to find a wife. But that just means I have more time to spend with you, right?” 
 “Um, okay,” she says, turning and looking around the room. There’s a bed in the corner, a dresser, even a little bathroom behind a screen. “Couldn’t I just use the bathroom that we passed on the way here?” she asks, pointing to the door. 
 “We wouldn’t want you getting lost in the middle of the night. This is better,” he says. “Now why don’t you make yourself at home while I go get my own room ready?” 
 She nods, looking around again with a worried expression, but the scientist doesn’t even seem to notice. He races out the door and hits a button, closing the glass door behind him. A fine mist fills the glass room that Skye’s still in, and she starts to choke, falling to her knees with her hand over her mouth. 
 “Prepare the needles,” the man snaps. “Soon we should be able to draw her blood.” 
 Rochester, who’s watching all of this, steps forward, his hand reaching for the fallen girl and sliding through her. Very rarely does he forget that he’s just watching a memory, but he has, now. It costs him. 
 The same door that closed on Skye closes behind him and a fine mist fills the room, making him choke. 
   

***

   
 Thelma watches him through the glass, a bit worried that the gas might have lost its power over the last fifteen years. If it has, he’s going to kill her. She heads to the machine next to the window, turning it on. All of this is in the research she’d dug up on Skye. In fact, this is the place where she’d found it. She hasn’t told anyone about this place yet. She’s extremely happy about that fact, right now. 
 “What… are you…” Rochester gasps for breath. He’s on his hands and knees in the room, and she’s a bit worried that the gas didn’t work the way it was supposed to.  
 “This, well, you have to understand,” she says, tapping on the keyboard. It clacks with each tap. “I’ve never heard of you, before, and yet all of a sudden you’re best friends with Skystep? You’re not even on the Hall docket, you know? And here you are, breaking into a building that’s closely associated with the Hall. So… how am I to believe you’re really Hall? Who are you, mister? What are your powers?” 
 She’s growing frustrated, though, because the computer is so slow, compared to hers. It’s amazing that Penski could even get information on Skystep with it before rage-quitting. “Come on, come on, I know there’s a scanning system in here, somewhere—“ 
 The hand that slaps against the glass makes her jump a foot in the air. She sees Rochester’s hand against the glass. “Don’t try to escape! That gas prohibits you from using your powers!” she says, but her voice trembles slightly. It had seemed like such a good idea, before this. No, she tells herself, grabbing the mouse and clicking on things randomly, this is still a good idea. He hasn’t escaped yet, right? 
 “If ya let me out,” he says through the glass, “I won’t hurt you. I won’t even tell people ya kidnapped an’ gassed me.” 
 “If I keep you in, you won’t get the opportunity to try,” she says, working as fast as she possibly can.  
 “So ya knew they kept Skye in here?” he asks, his hand still pressed to the glass. “Ya knew, and you didn’t tell anyone?” 
 “If I were to tell people, they would take the research I searched so hard for away from me. This information might save my job! I NEED my job, mister,” she tells him, finally finding something worth looking into on the computer. “This might be it. Now hold still and let me scan you!” she orders him. 
 “Who did it?” he asks. “Who trapped Skye in this room? What’s his name?” 
 “Huh?” she says, looking over. “Why do you need to know?” 
 “Tell me what his name is,” he says, his anger leaking into his voice. For the first time, she realizes that his eyes are glowing. He has his powers. She’s going to die. 
 “HEY!” someone yells, making them both look over. With a mixed feeling of relief and worry, Thelma sees a security guard race into the basement. “This area is off limits! What are you doing down here?” he demands. 
 “He—he broke in,” Thelma says, weakly. “I didn’t know what else to do—I knew we had a way to restrain his type down here—“ 
 “His type?” the security guard asks, looking into the glass room for the first time. “A janitor?” 
 “She’s gotten some crazy idea that I’m a super,” Rochester says, snorting. “So she trapped me in here and used this weird—“ he coughs, a bit dramatically, “gas on me. I’m not sure what it’s supposed to do. Is she tryin’ t’ kill me? Am I gonna get cancer? You gotta get me out of here, man! I was just tryin’ t’ do my job!” 
 “His eyes were GLOWING!” Thelma protests. “He’s got to be a super! He knows the Deadly Darlin’s!” 
 “Miss… I think I need to call the boss,” the security officer says, looking from her to Rochester and back again. “This is above my pay grade,” he mutters as he turns away from them both, pulling out his phone. 
 This is the time that Rochester could escape, or call someone higher up than him to clean this up. He knows that. He could easily break through the glass wall and run for it, but he won’t. Instead he drops down to the ground that’s still littered with broken furniture, and waits. 
 He might not get his degree from this, since he was caught, but he doesn’t care. He wants to see this boss of theirs with his own eyes, and find out if the man knew what his company had done to Skye. This is personal. 

 


***

   
 Thirty minutes pass with Rochester just sitting on the floor. Well, he did get up for a moment, searching through the broken pieces and finding one thing that hadn’t been busted, a cheap little ukulele. Now he’s leaning against the wall, watching for the boss and strumming out a song on the toy. This ukulele had been the only thing that Skye had liked about being stuck in this prison. He could see her memories through the toy. She’d never had toys before this. Now, sure, he’s heard that Century keeps her and the girls well stocked with video games, but back then…  
 “What is this all about?” a man demands as he steps into the basement. “I was in the middle of a fundraiser!” 
 “Ms. Farkinkle seems to think that the janitor is a super, sir,” the security guard says, looking nervous. “I’m not sure how you want to handle this, since, well, if she had come to me instead of locking him up, I would have known what to do, but she… well… you can see for yourself.” 
 Rochester stops playing, places the toy on the ground almost reverentially, and stands. “Sir,” he says, walking up to the glass.  
 “Get him out of there,” the man says.  
 “Mr. Cage, he’s a super,” Thelma says quickly. “If you let him out, he might hurt someone!” 
 “You’re a super?” Mr. Cage asks, looking at Rochester. 
 “I’m not required t’ answer that question, sir. Everyone knows that ya can’t discriminate against D-class capes in the workforce.” 
 “D-class,” Mr. Cage repeats. “I see. And you’re a janitor?” 
 Rochester doesn’t smile, although his bait has been grabbed most beautifully. “Yessir,” he says, touching his hat brim. “But I wasn’t informed that this place was anti-super.” 
 “We are exactly the opposite,” Mr. Cage says, looking honestly surprised. “We work quite closely with the supers, we always have.” 
 “Then why d’ya have this place?” Rochester asks. “Someone was kept here, an’ from what Thelma there said, it’s a good chance that it was South Branch’s Skystep.” 
 Several emotions cross Mr. Cage’s face before he quickly hides them all. “I see,” he says. “I had wondered…” he says, almost to himself. “I’m afraid I didn’t know about this study at the time. I didn’t find out that something had happened here until after it was over. I never did find out all the details, or even who, exactly, was involved. My scientists are extremely good at deleting evidence. That’s one of the things that they’re paid to do.” 
 “J’st call me the janitor,” Rochester says. “I ain’t done anything t’ earn the title Mister.” 
  “Well, Mr… Janitor,” Mr. Cage says, “there was only this when I found out. I had no proof that they were doing something illegal at the time—“ 
 “Ya could have called the supers in. There’s one that can read minds,” Rochester says. Mr. Cage stares at him, not saying what’s obvious, so Rochester says it for him, “but ya didn’t want t’ lose the contract, did you?” 
 “There are two ways we can deal with this, Mr. Janitor,” Mr. Cage says rather than answer that. “You can leave, and forget that you saw anything, and we won’t press charges for breaking and entering. Trust me, I can get your fingerprints easily. Or we can do this the hard way.” 
 “An’ what is the hard way?” Rochester asks. 
 “We sue you,” Mr. Cage says.  “You are not one of our employees, trust me, I would know. You’ve entered this building under false pretenses and are sniffing around in off-limit areas. That’s clearly a crime. So what’s your answer, Mr. Janitor?” 
 Rochester looks at him. “I guess I have no choice,” he says, lying through his teeth, “I’ll keep what I’ve seen t’ myself.” 
 “You had better. Let him out,” Mr. Cage says to Thelma. 
 “But he—“ 
 “I said to LET HIM OUT,” Mr. Cage snarls. “It was bad enough that they did something like this when I didn’t know. There’s no way I’m going to allow it to happen again, right in front of me.” 
 The door slides open and Rochester tips his cap before walking right past them. They watch him go, silent until he’s long gone. 
 “I want this place completely cleared out,” Mr. Cage says. “Leave no sign that any of this was ever here, do you understand? And you,” he says, turning on Thelma, “I’ll deal with you, later.” 
 She nods, swallowing loudly as he storms away. For a moment she’s too shocked to think of anything. Something about that conversation breaks through her numbness. 
 “I… I never told him my first name,” she says. 
   

***

   
 *Cape High* 
   
 “So… yeah,” Rochester says, now sitting on one of the long science lab tables. “I don’t know f’r sure, but he didn’t seem t’ know that it was Skye held captive.” Technically he hadn’t told Nico what had happened. Instead, he’d shown him by using his powers. He still has a headache from that first moment, where Nico’s thoughts had hit him. He reaches up, rubbing his temple and making a face. “I swear you’re worse than ya were last time.” 
 “You caught me in the middle of something,” Nico says, absently. He’s got a frown on his face. “Did you at least take the ukulele?” 
 “I figured I’d get her a new one,” Rochester admits. “That one had too many bad memories attached. So… what are you going to do about it?” 
 “You never found out the name of the man that did it,” Nico says, “so I’ll have to do a bit of digging. From how Cage reacted, well… he’s not going to be my target, just yet. That doesn’t mean I won’t be keeping an eye on him.” He looks at Rochester for a moment. “And what do you want to do about Thelma Farkinkle?” 
 “Huh?” Rochester says. 
 “She held you captive and tried to drug you,” Nico says. “Don’t you have a problem with that?” 
 Rochester hesitates, before shrugging. “I was more irritated ‘cause she wouldn’t tell me the name.” 
 “I thought that was what you would say,” Nico admits. “We’ll make sure to keep an eye on her, as well. She seemed a little too obsessed with the girls.” 
 “Did they get a scan of me?” Rochester asks. “You can find out, right?” 
 “I’ll find out,” Nico says. “Now… since you were captured, you’re going to have to do a few more things before I feel like giving you your degree,” he decides, smirking ever so slightly. Rochester groans, already knowing where this is heading. 
 “Fine,” he says, “but I’m gonna need one of those illusion watches, this time.” 
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