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ROCCO (A SHORT STORY)
*Previously Published in PCS's The Good Fight*
 
*A Few Months Ago*
 
Have you ever done something that seems like a good idea at the time, only to wind up on the most wanted list? Yeah, probably not, huh? Well I have. It all started some... what, four years ago? I was thirteen at the time, normal kid, as far as that goes, one parent household. My ma, she never told me who my old man was. Said he was dead, or gone, the story changed depending on what mood she was in, but it always ended with the fact that I should stop asking. I decided a long time ago that he was just some random guy she met. Nothing too big to worry about, really. Lots of kids grow up without a dad, right?
Thing is, not many of them can travel through shadows. It freaked me out the first time I did it--I had no idea how I did it in the first place, much less where I was going to come out at. Heck, some of the time I still don’t know. Shadows aren’t like doors. All shadows are connected through a giant space I like to call Shadowlands. At least, for me they are.
The only explanation I could come up with is that my dad, that useless guy that I never met? He’s probably a super. Not a very good one, I bet, since I’ve never heard of a Hall member that could travel through shadows, but a super. It’s not that shocking. I mean, sure, there’s only a handful of them compared to normal people, but they exist. They even form a group called the Hall in America, one that has five branches of super hero teams. 
So now I should probably say what I did to get on the most wanted list--and whose most wanted list that might be. Or maybe what my name is, huh? I will--give me a minute--
"I told you that you were supposed to be here at two!" The guy saying this is one of those creepy high dollar suits that do charity in the front of their shops and send out pre-teens with drugs in the back. How do I know? I'm watching him with a pre-teen right now, one that I like to consider a friend of mine. I wince as he backhands the poor kid across the room. "We have customers, Jamal!"
"I had to go to school," Jamal says, wincing and barely touching his face as he tries to get to his feet. "If I miss any more they'll call my ma--"
"Forget your ma! We had an agreement!" This is my cue. I step out of the shadows, right behind the kid. The man in the suit stares at me, until he sees the wooden bat in my hands. "You--" he says, reaching behind him. For a second I think he's going for a gun, and then he brings out a bag of white powder. "Here, on the house. Don't say I never gave you nothin', kid," he says, tossing it to me. I automatically catch it, looking at it for a moment.
Do I look like a druggie? Tall, skinny bi-racial kid with reddish braids, torn up jeans that need pitched, a Panther T-shirt that's seen better years, and run down sneakers that should be tied--okay, maybe a little, but still! That's profiling! I toss the bag of drugs to the side. "Get out of here, Jamal," I say.
The kid looks up at me, a worried look on his face. "But Rocco--" he starts out, only to stop and run as fast as he can to the door. I almost curse as the suit pulls out a small pistol, bringing it up to shoot at Jamal, but I don't have time. I grab the man's wrist, feeling the bones start to crack. The gun drops to the floor, going off. It's only pure luck that it doesn't hit Jamal. 
"You're finished, Mister," I say as he futilely tries to punch me in the stomach. It doesn't hurt--he's got no skills and hardly any muscle, like I said, business man. "You either stop peddling drugs through kids or I finish you for good, got it?"
He looks at me with a snarl on his lips and I'm certain I've got him. Then he does something I don't expect. He bellows for help. "HELP! I'M BEING ROBBED! ANYONE!"
I wince, almost letting go of his wrist. "You really think that's going to--"
The door bursts open and I dare to glance behind me, staring in shock at the very familiar looking woman standing there. Oh. Crap. I forgot that this was Central Hall territory. They're the most famous of the Hall branches--and in my position at the moment? The most dangerous. 
"Let the geezer go, kid," Firefly says, "and I'll try and make it easy on you."
I let go of the "geezer" and slowly raise my hands in the air. Can I accuse her of political incorrectness for that term? Probably, I've never called anyone a "geezer" in my life. But will I? When it's an S Class super heroine with electric abilities? Oh hell no.
 
***
 
"Who are you?" The demand comes, as usual for me, from the other side of a table. There are some shadows around, but I can't look at them yet--besides, none of them are big enough to walk through comfortably. Also, I'm not going to lie, I've always wanted to see the inside of the Central Hall. They were right, it is classier looking than the others.
"I have that information for you, Firefly," a woman in a black suit says, stepping out of the corner and handing over a folder. I want to argue right now, tell them I wasn't doing anything that deserves an interrogation, but nobody ever listens to me at this point, or at any point, if I'm honest. I watch Firefly flip through the folder, focusing on her hair. I'm almost positive she bleaches it to get that white color, but with supers you can't always tell. She's white, with a white, blue and yellow uniform, and short, spiky white hair. She's not bad looking, really, in a sharp way. She's got blue fingernail polish that's starting to chip on the edges. I didn't expect that. I mean, you don't usually think of super powerful beings painting their fingernails.
"Someone get a power blocker collar on this kid!" she bellows abruptly, making me jump. She must have found my power type, otherwise I don't think she would have bothered. There's no way a seventeen year old kid--super or not--would be a threat to her.
"This is unjustified detention!" I say. I'm rather proud of that one. What? When you don't go to school you have to watch a lot of news and Judge Judy for your education!
She just looks at me as two men in suits come into the room and try to snap a nasty looking metal collar around my neck. I shove them off, sending one of them across the room. "I didn't do anything," I say, only to find myself slammed down into my seat again--by a single blue nailed hand. She doesn't even strain to pin me to my chair and snap the collar around my neck.
"I'd rather you didn't run off in the middle of our little conversation," she says, "Rocco."
"I wasn't robbing him," I mutter, feeling drained. Not only is the collar making me feel choked, it's making me feel light headed, too. "I hate these things. Whoever invented them should be shot," I mutter, swaying slightly.
"That's my brother you're talking about," she says. "Please, go on, give me more reasons to want to throw the book at you--more than robbing Fort Knox."
Yes. That's what I'd been leading up to. Surprised? Not nearly as surprised as I'd been at the time. It'd been a mistake--I listened to the wrong guys, and wound up in the middle of the nation's gold collection, surrounded by guards with really big guns. Back then I thought people would listen to me if I told the truth. Stupid concept, I know--I mean, I was in Fort Knox.
It was actually pretty cool, you know, on a level of one to ten, it's definitely a ten when it comes to conversational pieces--
But anyway.
"Why did you rob Fort Knox?" she asks, now sitting on the table right in front of me as she reads the file. "It says here you were barely old enough to have powers at that time. Looking for drug money?" she asks.
"I never robbed it, I just took a look around. And I'm NOT a druggie," I mutter, more focused on not fainting than being a smart-aleck. It's always worse when they first put it on--getting drained of all my powers is like being a living juice pouch, the ones that go flat if you suck long enough.
"Then what were you doing with one of the local drug dealers?"
"You KNEW?" I demand, jerking back to focus with that statement.
"Of course we know," she says. "The cops have been collecting evidence on him for months--you almost ruined their sting. And you might not know this, but supers can't prosecute norms, only norms can." There's a hint of compassion on her face that I didn't expect to see. "We can't 'finish them for good' either." She heard that part, huh? "If you want a norm taken down, you have to help the other norms as much as you can, which means letting him think we have no clue what he's doing."
"Oh." I feel really stupid right now, not going to lie. I look down as much as I can with the collar on, wondering if Cape Cells will be as terrible as the stories I've heard.
"I'm going to be honest, Rocco, I don't want to send you to the Cape Cells but Marigold wants your head on a platter. Breaking into Fort Knox on her watch in her territory--boy, I'm surprised you're not a road pancake already!"
Marigold is the leader of the East Branch of the Hall--remember I told you that there are five different branches of the super hero group? Well, Marigold runs one of them. How do I know this? Marigold's almost caught me a million times. "Marigold's a pain in the neck," I say.
"She's got a reason to want you in the cells," she points out. "Take him away, put him in one of the temporary cells," she says to the men that hadn't been able to collar me. "Let him wonder which Hall leader I'm going to call first," she adds evilly as I'm hauled to my feet and dragged away. 
"I didn't do anything BAD!" I say, staggering slightly as I'm pulled away. The sudden movement makes me feel sick and dizzy, like I'm going to puke and fall into it at any second.
I am so screwed.
 
***
 
It's a terrifying image. Jamal stares up at the gigantic statue of Lady Justice. She's always scared him, he admits silently, especially when she's the first one he's got to look at before going into the Central Hall and admitting his sins to the most dangerous guys in the world. But--but Rocco had been helping him, so he sort of doesn't have a choice, right? Not after Rocco swore he'd save him, and did, sort of.
He's stood there too long, he realizes as a tall, muscular man stops next to him. Jamal glances over quickly, turning back to the statue as if he hadn't looked. There's a cold chill running down his spine from that one little glance. Sure the guy is wearing a t-shirt and a pair of jeans with his face mask, but he knows he's seen this guy on TV before.
"There a problem, kid?" the man asks casually. "With the statue, that is."
"N--no?" Jamal offers. Man, why did he EVER get involved with the rich guy? A handful of cash for running a tiny errand turned into something that has him standing on the steps next to the most dangerous new guy in the Central Hall, looking at a stupid statue of a woman in a sheet! He really wants to run right now. Sure, Rocco's a nice guy and all, and he's got a bad rep, but this isn't something a twelve year old can deal with!
"Then maybe it's a problem with the Hall?" Technico asks, turning and looking him straight in the eyes. Jamal takes one step back, then another, and then turns and runs as fast as his legs can take him in the opposite direction. 
"Sorry Rocco," he pants. "I don't wanna die."
 
***
 
"ALL BYY MYYSEELLFF!" I belt out at the top of my lungs. "DON'T WANNA BE ALLL BYY MYYSELLLFF ANYMORE!" Yes, it's an ancient song, one that I don't remember most of the lyrics to. But I don't have to. What I remember is plenty enough to irritate whoever can hear me. So far, though, nobody's seemed to notice. Man that's boring. At least I've gotten used to the collar.
Yes, I realize I'm in a cell with a laser wall in front of me strong enough to turn me into cinders. At least it's not one of the soundproof cells like they have in the South Branch. Yeah, they caught me for a while, too. But I can get out! These stupid collars just take a well placed shadow and a little focus to get around--
Focus...
Focus...
Isn't doing a freaking thing this time. I let out an angry bellow and kick the wall. All it does is hurt my foot. I drop down in the corner, taking off my shoe to look at my toes and make sure they're not broken or something. Not that I've ever had a broken bone in my life, no matter what stupid things I do, but I'm powerless at the moment. Like a norm. It could happen.
I glance up as someone pulls to a stop in front of my laser door. What am I, some sort of animal at the zoo? "Whaddaya want?" I ask, moving my toes. They don't seem to be broken! "Visiting hours are over."
"Oh, I'm not here to visit," a familiar voice says. I go perfectly still, feeling something like dread forcing my head to rise. "Hello, Rocco. Miss me?" Marigold asks.
I've changed my mind. Being all by myself would be great right about now.
 
***
 
Jamal falters, tripping over a curb and face-planting on the sidewalk. He's run MILES and he can't go any longer. "Are we done yet?" Technico asks from above him.
"What's wrong with you, man?" Jamal demands through gasps. "You don't just go chasin' down a twelve year old! That ain't right! That's harassment!" he demands. 
"I chased you for an extremely simple reason," Technico says, landing in front of him. "You ran. Any kid that runs as soon as they see a Hall member usually has a reason for it."
Jamal looks at him, frowning, "Why aren't you wearing a uniform?" he demands.
"I'll tell you--if you tell me why you almost wet yourself looking up at Lady Justice," he says, walking over and dropping a hand on Jamal's shoulder. "Over here looks good," he adds, leading the boy to a bench.
Jamal looks at him, chewing on his bottom lip for a second. "You used to be a super villain, right?"
"Yeah, I was."
"Was it by mistake? Cuz that's what happened to Rocco. And now he's stuck in the Hall and they might stick him in the Cape Cells, just cuz he was trying to save me from that guy who kept making me sell drugs! It's not right! How is that justice?" he demands, his outrage making him forget just who he's talking to. "They need a different statue if they're going to treat people like that! He's one of you, even!"
"One of us?" Technico asks.
"A super!"
 
***
 
"Lower the laser wall, I'll be taking the boy," Marigold says. "He's got his dues to pay." The lasers spark, and then disappear, leaving nothing between me and this massive tank of a lady. Marigold is an ironic name for a woman that can bend steel with her pinkie fingers, or whatever. She's got massive brass red hair and shoulders twice as broad as mine. She wears a red and gold uniform that nobody ever seemed to tell her clashes with her hair. She also towers over me by a foot.
"Hey, why ARE you called Marigold?" I ask as she reaches in and grabs my arm, practically breaking it with her hold. My hands are handcuffed in front of me, so I can't even try to shove her off. "Is it some sort of ironic thing? Like 'I am the night, I am
Marigold'?" I ask.
"Quiet," she says, dragging me along behind her. "You've been eluding me for too long, boy. The fact that you broke in during my watch--" she growls at the thought and suddenly I'm not that eager to make fun of her name. I wish it fit her. "You're lucky I'm a super hero, boy," she snaps. "Otherwise you'd be in serious trouble right now."
"I thought the whole reason I'm in trouble was because you're a super hero," I have to say. I also have to say that I need to learn to shut up. I also need to learn to stay away from Firefly. Far, far, faaar away. Because she totally just sold me out.
 
***
 
"Son of a monkey!" Firefly yelps and almost drops her phone, seeing the image in the central monitor. "Who called Marigold?" she yells at the group of black suits that do the background and cleanup work for the Hall. "WHO CALLED MARIGOLD?" she demands in a bellow when no one answers.
"She must have seen something on HTV, Firefly," one of the tech guys says. "You know you've got a camera on you ninety percent of the time."
Firefly lets out a curse. "I'm so going to blow up their cameras tomorrow," she growls, still holding the phone to her ear. "Come on, Nico, you're wasting precious time," she mutters, waiting impatiently for the phone to be picked up. "She's going to drag him back to the East Branch--oh forget it, I'm calling Mastermental," she mutters, hanging up and dialing another number.
"Why were you trying to call your brother first, in the first place?" the tech guy asks, flushing slightly as she leans closer to look at the monitor.
"Because the kid would fit in perfectly at Cape High," she says.
"But... didn't he break into Fort Knox?" the tech asks hesitantly.
"Exactly!"
 
***
 
"I think I feel sick," I say, vying for time. "No, seriously, I always feel like puking whenever I wear things around my neck," I tell her, giving her the most pathetic look I've got. "Is there any way you can loosen my collar?"
"Really," she says, giving me a dry look. "Do you really think the head of a Hall branch would fall for a line like that?"
I stare at her for a moment longer, and then shrug. "It was worth a try," I admit, reaching up and touching the collar. It shocks me. "Ow! When did they add that?" I demand.
"Central always gets the newest toys," she mutters. The light over our heads flickers. I look at her, but she doesn't even seem to notice until the hallway we're going down goes pitch black. I reach up, touching the collar around my neck. No shock.
Awwww yeah! Goodbye, Marigold! I take a step back, sliding into the shadows--except she's still got my arm. "Leggo!" I snap, jerking at my arm. My powers are back, but she's a tank. I'm not nearly as strong as she is!
"I'm not letting you get away this time!" she says, even as we step through the Shadowlands and into--I have no idea where we are right now. I look around, since my night vision is excellent, and then stare, my mouth dropping open.
"Seriously, Mega? Tighty-whities?" I ask of the man changing in the middle of the room. He's got his mask on, and his underwear, and is in the middle of stepping into his uniform. It looks like he froze the moment the lights turned off, which makes it even funnier. "Hey, Marigold, you really shouldn't use me for your peeping habits," I add evilly.
"I'm not--I never--" she says, letting go of me quickly. "I have no idea what he's talking about!" I take a step back, leaving her there. Time to blow this joint! I stop into the Shadowlands, glancing around hesitantly. This place I travel through, it's creepy. I swear that there are unidentified living objects running around, but I need to get this stupid collar off. I jerk at it, finally pinching the right place, and drop it. Good luck tracking that one, suckers.
I feel something brush against my leg. Time to get out, I think as I step forward. Hopefully it'll be a shadow that's not inside--I stop, staring blankly at the white haired woman who caught me in the first place. She's got a phone in her hand and is staring blankly right back at me.
"Wrong shadow," I say and take a step back, leaving her behind again.
 
***
 
"You just took out the entire Central Hall's electricity?" Jamal asks the man standing next to him.
"I left the ER up and running," Technico says, with a shrug. "But the generators are going to come up at any moment. Not much more I can do unofficially to save the kid, sorry," he says, reaching up slightly to pat Jamal on the head. "If he's as good as you seem to think he is, he should be able to escape sooner or later, now." He reaches into his jeans pocket and pulls out a phone, checking it. 
"But--what if he can't?" Jamal asks.
"He's a shadow walker, right? He'll be fine," Technico says, shoving the phone back into his pocket without calling anyone. "You up for a milkshake? I could seriously go for a milkshake about now," he adds, walking away.
Jamal looks at the Hall, and then looks at the crazy super that just chose what part of their electricity to kill.
"Hey, wait up," he calls, chasing after the crazy man. His class would never believe he had a milkshake with Technico. Maybe he should get an autograph, too!
 
***
 
It's a maze. I have no idea where the shadows in this place are going to wind up. I've popped out in two different rooms with heroes already, not to mention a room with a million and one guns that look like they're from outer space. Did I steal one? Hell no! Who knows what they really do? And frankly, supers that use guns just seem like cheating to me.
What? The baseball bat? That's different, I'd just been using it as an intimidation factor, okay?
Either way, I think I've got it this time. This definitely feels like... a... good...
I look around the obvious cafeteria, staring at half of the Central Hall blankly, but not as blankly as they're staring at me. "Um... how's the meatloaf?" I ask, climbing out from under the table just long enough to wave at everyone and get a good look (What? When else will I get the chance to see some of the biggest names around?)--man, Falconess is FINE in real life! Er, right--"Enjoy your meals," I say before diving back into the table's shadow.
Or trying to. I grunt as I feel someone grab my ankle. I'm dragged straight up, until I'm staring at a pair of seriously nice legs. I look up, blinking at the sight of... are those sequins? You know, I always wondered when I saw Star Spangled on television! Remember how I said I never thought of an S class wearing fingernail polish? Well, Star Spangled would be the exception. I could absolutely see this blonde beauty wearing nail polish, probably in red, white, and blue.
"Can I ask," she says in a surprisingly sweet voice. "Why you're in this part of the building? I'm afraid it's for Hall members only."
"Star Spangled, don't drop him!" I hear Firefly shout from across the room. "He's a slippery little brat," she complains as she crosses the room. I look over at her, still hanging upside down. (Star Spangled? She's a tank, too. I've heard she's a higher class than Marigold, but I'd rather see that fight on television than in person, thank you.)
Just as Star Spangled is about to hand me over to Firefly a giant hole is knocked through the cafeteria wall. Star Spangled automatically drops me and turns with raised fists to the intruder. I dare to glance back for a second just to see.
Marigold. "He's MINE!" she bellows. "Don't let him run! He's going straight to the Cape Cells!"
I would laugh, but I don't have time. I dive through the shadow under the table and race through the Shadowlands at top speed. I don't care what's in here with me at the moment, nothing is as dangerous as that old lady right now! I am leaving Central behind--and never going back, ever.
I pull to a stop and step through the nearest portal, leaning against the closest wall so I can get my breath back. It isn't from the running, it's from being plain old fashioned terrified--
This wall feels funny, cold and with ridges...
I slowly turn, almost scared to look.
That looks an awful lot like a stack of gold bricks, doesn't it? The sound of an alarm going off is quickly followed by the sound of several guns being cocked.
"I should have turned left at Albuquerque," I mutter, lifting my hands in the air.
 
***
 
So here I am--no, not in a jail, norms will never be able to catch me--I'm sitting on the top of Lady Liberty's tablet, enjoying the breeze and wondering, just for a moment, if I'll ever be a hero. I mean, all I really want to do is help kids like I was--kids that talked to the wrong guys and wound up in situations that they shouldn't be in. If I was a hero, I'd be able to do that. As it is, every time I try to do that now I wind up in more trouble than I started in. 
Now both the East Branch and Central Branch are out for my head--I'm never going to be able to join. Maybe if it had only been East Branch I could have gotten away with it. I've seen them on TV, when all the Heads have to meet for something. Mastermental from Central and Marigold don't like each other very much at all. In fact, I'm almost positive that none of them like each other--they're just faking it for the camera really poorly. But now that Firefly, the golden child of the Central Hall, has it out for me, well, I'm screwed.
I jerk as I hear the sound of a straw rattling in a cup. You know, that annoying sound that comes when the cup's pretty much empty? Well, it's coming from above me. I turn, twisting to see the person sitting on top of the statue's shoulder. It's obviously a super, probably one from one of the branches out for my head. I am SO busted. And I'm too exhausted to run away right now, even though I know I'll try. 
"Nice night, don't you think?" the man asks. He's just lounging there, trying to get that last drip out of a paper cup, wearing a pair of jeans and a t-shirt. The only concession to his super status is a simple black face mask. 
"How did you find me?" I ask, moving an inch closer to the largest shadow nearby.
"Tracking device," he says. "It's on your shoe," he adds helpfully. "Beautiful view from up here. I can see why you like it so much." You can see the city from here, lit up for the night. It really is pretty, at least I've always thought it was. And just being able to sit here, watching it? It's like being a real super hero. But I've got bigger issues to deal with, according to him. I bring my foot up, running my fingers over my shoe in search of the tracker. 
"I didn't do anything that deserves you hunting me down," I mutter. "Marigold's just got it out for me."
"For robbing Fort Knox," he says.
"I didn't rob it! I just... got in," I say. "But I shouldn't even bother, you capes are all the same--"
He ignores me completely, digging into his pocket and pulling out a piece of paper that's been folded into a square. He flicks it at me, hitting me square in the face with it. I grab it before it drops into my lap and unfold it, forgetting about the tracker for a moment.
There's a shield with wings at the top of the page. Underneath the shield are the words, "Cape High." I read the page twice as I try to wrap my head around it. 
"Where we teach the capes of tomorrow, both hero and villain. Now accepting any bearer of this page as a student with full scholarship, food, and boarding. Just present this page to the Central Hall," the man above me says in a bland tone, as if he's memorized the sheet. "Signed by Technico, Principal of Cape High, and Mastermental, Central Hall Leader," he adds.
"But I can't go into Central--" I start out, only to stop as he flies away. "Hall," I finish a bit lamely, still staring at the paper. I wonder how long he's been carrying this, I think as I look at the worn creases in the paper. It looks like it's been through the wash a few times, and folded more times than I can count...
But...
I'm almost surprised when the first laugh escapes me. I give in, though, laughing my head off over the entire thing. That had to have been Technico--who's from Central Hall--and I must have passed my entrance exam with flying colors, even if I'd had no clue it was one in the first place.
Supers are weird, you know?
And me?
I'm just super.
 



 
CHAPTER ONE
 
*The Present (After a lot of other stuff happened)*
 
My name is Rocco Stiltz, age seventeen, son of Gwenda Stiltz and… reluctant as I am to admit it, Shadowman. I don’t know his real name, don’t care. I’m a student at Cape High—which is why I’m in the middle of trying to hold an entire sports team hostage.
No, seriously, that DOES explain it. Why does it explain it? Because I’ve been assigned to Maximum’s team and Max has a thing for sports. It started out almost two years ago, when he held the entire Super Bowl hostage during their halftime show. So now we have a professional football team in a bus, some twenty feet off the ground at the moment. It’s a bit late in the season to get the baseball team, according to Max, even though he REALLY wants to get them, too. Me? I’m in the bus, carrying a football and a bunch of sharpies from one member to the next as Max does his speech to the people below.
“So sorry about this,” I say, holding out the ball to the next guy. They all make me look like a string bean, I note idly. None of them are capes, though—there’s a testing process before they’re even allowed to play college football, much less the pros. That means skinny little me is probably a good deal stronger than any of them. Doesn’t matter, though, I have a huge amount of respect for sports players. In a way, they’re a lot tougher than capes—they don’t have the whole ‘speed healing’ thing going for them. 
“So you’re all super villains?” one of the players asks, motioning to cute little Piper as she hands out gifts from the school. Max insisted that we give them something in exchange for their time—they have a game to get to in a few hours, after all.
“No, sir,” I say, “we’re acting as lackeys. We’re undeclared.”
“What do you mean?” he asks. 
“We’re high school students,” I say.
“Oh! Hey, they’re from Cape High!” the guy behind him says as Piper hands him a special pin with the school’s new logo on it. “Awesome—I knew they were from around here!”
“So why kidnap a football team?” another asks.
“Maximum’s a huge sports fan,” I admit, rolling my eyes. “We’re doing all of this to get an autographed football. You guys WERE told we were coming, right?”
“I was,” the coach says. “This is just a publicity stunt, boys, so relax and enjoy the ride. We should be ‘rescued’ soon, right?”
“Yes, sir,” I say, shooting him a grin. “Kid Liberty should be showing up at any moment—but actually, if you would all line up and grab hands, we should be leaving… now,” I say as Lance calls me over the com. He’s our eyes on the ground today.
“What?” the coach asks. “We’re not going to jump out of a flying bus, no matter what you tell us—”
“No, sir,” I say respectfully, heading for one of the walls. “We’re going to walk out of a flying bus.” My hand sinks into the shadow there, disappearing from view. “I’m a shadow walker.” The bus jerks, shaking wildly as Max and Trent start fighting. I hold out my hand and Piper grabs it first, holding out her hand to the nearest player and giving him a shy little smile. The player stands and takes her hand.
“This is crazy,” he says, “but hey, why not?” I give them a few moments to grab hands and I step into the shadows, dragging an entire football team with me. I think Max is having WAY too much fun with my freakin’ abilities, I decide darkly as I lead them through the Shadowlands. He definitely owes me for this one.
 
***
 
 “And then he goes off on an entire RANT about how he could have kept the bus as a memento,” Trent says as we lounge around the pool that night. It’s too cold to swim—unless you’re Malina and Carla, apparently. The rest of us are just hanging out drinking soda as the major players talk about the little football escapade this morning. The poolside is lit up with bright, colorful lights that change color randomly, and I find myself glancing over at the pool once in a while—especially as they let out squeals of laughter.
“You already blew it,” Max says as he sees me looking.
“Blew what?” Trent asks, distracted from describing the way they delivered the new bus to the players.
“Carla had a thing for him,” Max says cheerfully. “He blew it.”
“I didn’t realize she had a thing until—” I protest, only to get blown off by a wave of Max’s hand.
“You blew it. I caught sight of her chatting up that Cisco kid the other day when he was moving in—”
“Cisco’s only twelve!” I say, feeling irritated all around. I refuse to be replaced by a twelve year old. That’s just sad.
“You broke Carla’s heart?” Trent asks. The entire group goes quiet and I see all of the zoo kids, especially, staring at me. It’s only the girls in the pool that don’t seem to realize what’s going on. I can’t help but feel relieved over that—Carla would be really embarrassed, I bet, and Malina would probably get reve—
A shot of water comes from the pool, hitting me right in the face. “Okay, now his pants!” Carla says as I wipe the water out of my eyes. A freezing stream of water lands in my lap and I yelp, jumping to my feet. It looks like I wet myself, I think as I look at the two girls. They’re both grinning evilly.
Have I mentioned that it’s winter right now? I stare at Carla, who waves—and just to put the cherry on top, blows a kiss.
“Oh, that’s it,” I say, kicking off my boots and jumping fully clothed into the pool. It’s a bit of a shock, even though I’m a super, but I ignore it as I chase after Carla. She swims almost as fast as she runs, but she’s too busy shrieking and laughing to get far enough. I grab her around the waist, hauling her up so her feet are out of the water, and fall backwards, taking us both under. Maybe she’s forgiven me? I hope so, I think as she swims out of my hold. I surface. Before I can blink, though, I’m staring into gleaming ice blue eyes as Malina grabs my shirt.
Malina is a little person—she’s barely three foot five—but if she’s surrounded by water, she’s probably one of the most dangerous kids in the school outside of the major names. “I’m going to write it off as stupidity,” she whispers silently in my ear, “do you care for Carla?” she asks.
“Of course I do!” I say, so shocked that I speak a little too loudly. “I just—I’m—” I sigh, shrugging. I don’t know what to say other than that, honestly. I feel hands on my shoulders before I have to come up with something, so I willingly let Carla dunk me under. I go deeper, hanging out at the bottom of the pool and looking up at the world. The two girls in their swimsuits, the bright colorful lights lighting up the huge pool, the chill of the water that I’ve gotten used to…
And I remember the meeting with Shadowman. His statement about turning out just like him, it’s stuck in my head. The two girls above me, as well as a good portion of the ones hanging out poolside—they were all kidnapped by Shadowman. The sins of the father, and all that stuff, my mind whispers. 
She’s so freaking strong, I think as Carla glances down at me curiously. She’s strong enough to befriend strangers after all she’s gone through. She’s strong enough to like a guy with the same powers as her kidnapper. And she’s strong enough to act like nothing happened after he screwed up and broke her heart. My heart jerks slightly as I think about it. I reach up, rubbing my hand against my chest, wondering if I’ve held my breath too long. Instead of going up, though, I go down, heading for the biggest shadow in the pool and slipping through it. I can’t go off campus—Nico’s special force field keeps me from leaving, but I can go to my room. I head for it, coming through the wall and calling out for the lights to come on. They do, and I strip down, heading for my shower to wash off the chlorine.
Maybe there’s something wrong with my heart, I think as I finish my shower. I still feel weird, and off-center. I pull on some clothes and head out the door, only to stop at the sight of Carla standing outside my room. “Carla—” I say, a bit surprised.
“I uh—” she says, glancing both ways before shoving me into my room and stepping in. “I’m sorry, we can totally forget the whole crush thing because it was stupid and I’m over it now and we’ll both pretend it never happened and be happy as friends, right?” she says almost too quickly for me to follow. She gives me a hopeful look, and I find myself nodding stupidly, because that’s what she wanted.
“Yeah?” I say.
“Yeah,” she says, grinning at me. It doesn’t quite reach her eyes, but her eyes aren’t actually looking at me, anyway. They’re sort of glued to my shoulder. She jerkily sticks her hand out and I look at it for a second. She waves the hand. “Shake,” she prompts me.
I hesitantly reach up, not sure I WANT to shake on this. I’m moving too slowly for her, I can tell, because she reaches down and grabs my hand, shaking it without letting me close my hand around hers. 
“Now we can NEVER mention this again, right?” she demands before racing away.
I reach up, rubbing my chest with a little frown, wondering why it just started hurting again. Maybe I swallowed a bit of water or something, I decide. I guess a visit to one of the healers wouldn’t be a bad idea. Let’s see… Aubrey would be the best choice, but she’s in the apartments, next would be Bobby, I guess, since he’s a guy. Honestly, I should be healed by now, I think with a bit of frustration. It’s one of those few things my old man actually gave me.
I blink at the sight of Max standing at the end of the hall, watching me with a hint of amusement. “What?” I ask.
“Zoe sent me a text,” he says, holding up his phone. “She says you have to go to the other dorms.”
I go still, thinking of who lives in the other dorms—the Superiors are gone, moved out to play guard to Mother. The only ones still there at the moment are the healers, that Jersey Devil woman, Doris, and— “No. Not going. Tell your girlfriend to play with someone else’s life,” I say, starting to go past him. I take another step, but I don’t feel the ground beneath my feet anymore. “Max,” I say irritably.
“If you use your power on someone in the dorms, Morgan takes them!” Lance calls as a group walks past us, heading for their rooms.
“Morgan isn’t back from North Hall, yet,” Max says, not lowering me.
“It’s still against the rules,” Lance says.
“Yeah, Max, it’s against the rules,” I parrot, glaring at him and crossing my arms over my chest. At least my chest doesn’t hurt as much, I notice. Maybe it was indigestion.
“Why does Zoe want you to talk to Skystep?” Max asks.
I stare back, just as stubbornly. We’re almost the same age, and we just got back from a month on the road together, practically. I’m not intimidated by the name “Maximum” anymore. In fact, he and I are pretty good friends—except for when he pulls tricks like this. 
“I will CARRY you all the way there if you don’t explain,” he threatens me.
“You are so whipped, man,” I say, scowling at him. “Does she pick out your clothes for you, too?” I taunt him.
“Why yes, she DID pick out this outfit for me,” Max says with a smug little grin. “She says it makes me look even hotter than usual.”
I choke, barking with laughter as he poses. “You’re lying,” I accuse him.
“You’ll never know,” he says. “Who knows, I might have been reading her mind at the time,” he adds a bit blandly, still subtly crowing over the fact that his telepathy is finally working properly. “Either way, you’re changing the subject, so if you’d prefer to talk about something else—I think Carla just went to play video games with Cisco. They’ve got the den all to themselves, too,” he taunts.
I turn, wanting to go straight to the den and—and play chaperon. JUST play chaperon—
“You’re so obvious that I don’t even NEED to read your mind,” Max says, snorting as he starts for the stairs. I have no choice but to float behind him, so I kick back, lounging in the air. It’s the closest I’ll ever get to flying. 
“If I’m so obvious, why don’t YOU explain?” I ask, digging through my pocket and bringing out my phone. I tap on the screen, sorting through the music I stole while out in the field. I bring up some fast dance music and streaming it through my ever-present earbud, intent on ignoring whatever he’s doing until we pass a shadow. The moment he gets me close enough to a shadow, I’m gone, I swear. And then he heads STRAIGHT through the den.
Carla starts laughing her head off as she sees me. It takes me a few seconds to recover—I mean she’s sitting RIGHT NEXT to that freaking child of the corn kid, (why yes, I did call Vinny and check up on that team,) and my mind races. “Help!” I say, “I’m being kidnapped!” ignoring my ego shouting at me that I look REALLY stupid right now. And that Cisco kid is watching with a grin—okay, that chafes. But maybe if she comes and saves me, he won’t be grinning anymore, right?
“Bye, Rocco!” Carla says, waving at me cheerfully. “Max, can I go next?”
“Sure,” Max says, “after I’m done with my kidnapping job.”
She’s about to reply, but she glances at the wall where their game is going on and lets out a yelp, instead. “No fair! I was distracted!” she says to Cisco, sitting down and focusing on the game again. Ouch.
“Hey, at least invite Elidee and Olivia to play with you,” I call over my shoulder as Max drags me out the door. “I bet they’re bored!”
“Oh! Good idea!” Carla says, racing away. I relax as we step out of the building, not sure why.
“What, not going to mention that Jennifer girl, too?” Max asks dryly as we head for the other building. “Or better yet, the rest of the dorms?”
“What?” I ask.
“You’re so obvious, man.”
“Elidee and Olivia still have that lost look—I haven’t actually talked to them, sure, but it’s pretty obvious,” I say. “That Jennifer girl has a lot more self confidence. She’s around our age, right?”
“Mmhmm,” he says, heading into the second dorm building. I turn the music off, realizing I totally lost my chance to run thanks to his distraction technique. Before I know it, there’s a face right in front of mine. I jump slightly, shocked.
“Hiiiii,” Skystep says, waving at me with a curious grin. “Is there a problem?”
“Um—” I say a bit stupidly. “I—”
“Hi, Skye,” Max says as she steps onto his shoulder. “We just wanted to come and visit!”
“Visitors!” Skye says excitedly, pushing off of his shoulder and going through the ceiling. I can hear her from here, still, as she says, “Doris! We have visitors! And one’s a super villain, too! Maybe they can help you with your homework!”
“I really doubt a kid super villain will know how to plot out a major bank heist,” I hear Doris say.
“I figured it out when I was thirteen,” Max calls up at them. “I’d be happy to give you a hand—if Skye keeps Rocco company while I do it, that is,” he adds as I start to look for another shadow.
“Deal!” Skye says, coming through the ceiling again with a cheerful smile.
“Who IS he?” Doris demands, heading for the stairs and looking down at us.
“Maximum, at your service,” Max says with a little bow.
“Um… okay, fine, but you’re going to have to help me with the computer first,” she says slowly.
“What’s wrong with it?” Max asks.
“I’m not sure how to turn it on,” she admits.
“This might take a while,” Max says to me. “Have fun with Skye!” he adds, heading up the stairs. I look at Skye, who’s watching me expectantly, a huge grin on her face. 
“Hi?” I offer, holding up a hand. What DO I say? “Hey, check this out, turns out we’re related?” or maybe, “I’m not sure but my jerk of a dad thinks you might be my cousin, maybe a few times removed?” Yeah, that’d go over well—I drop to the ground like a pound of bricks as Max lets me go.
“You can’t fly?” she asks, hovering over me curiously.
“Nope,” I say, hopping to my feet and dusting my pants off. “I’m strictly ground—er, and shadow, I guess, based.”
“Shadow?” she repeats, her eyes narrowing. “Like Shadowman shadow?”
“Um, well… I guess?” I say, scratching the back of my head just for something to do with my hand. “He’s my dad—but I only met him like a week ago, or something. My ma raised me.”
“You aren’t going to kidnap anyone, are you?” she demands. “Because I’m a super villain but I don’t like kidnapping!”
“Nope, don’t plan to kidnap anyone—especially you,” I say, holding up both hands innocently. “Look, this was a stupid idea—I’ll tell Zoe that—”
“Zoe?” she asks, getting excited again. “What did Zoe say?” she asks, grabbing my arm and dragging me into the den. She’s walking on air, but she doesn’t seem to notice. I bet she doesn’t even realize that she’s sort of short. Maybe Zoe’s comment about height and being able to fly is truer than I thought.
“Ah, well—” In for a dollar, I think darkly, giving up. “Look, do you have a family line?” I ask, having heard a bit about the big family lines from our classes.
“I’m a Superior!” she says.
“You are NOW, sure, but what about before you were adopted?” I prompt. “Like, before you met Nico and them?”
“Of course not, I’m one of a kind!”
“Well, actually—according to my dad, you aren’t—not exactly,” I say, sighing and shoving my hands into my pockets. “You’re from the same line as I am—like, Shadowman thinks you’re his great, great niece or something—which makes us—”
“Family?” she offers.
“Yeah,” I say, shrugging, my hands clenched in my pockets. I feel like running right now, no lie.
“But--but I don’t want to be related to Shadowman!” she wails after thinking for a long moment.
“That makes two of us,” I say.
“So can we toss him out of the family line?” she asks hesitantly.
“Sure?” I offer. “I mean, the only reason I even admit to it is because it’s pretty obvious by my powers, but I’m ignoring it other than that.”
“OKAY!” she says, hugging me happily. “We can be family! I LIKE family! And I’ll be the super good aunt that listens to EVERYTHING! I’ve got lots of practice being an aunt!” she tells me happily. “And I want to meet your mom and any siblings you have—”
“No siblings,” I say, shrugging. “I was too much of a handful for Ma to want more. And you don’t have to be too worried about the whole aunt thing—I’m pretty much a pain in the neck—” she’s walking around me, and now she’s poking my hair. “Um, Skye?” I say as she gets in my face, grabs my chin and turns my head so she can see me from different angles. “Is there a problem?” I ask awkwardly, because she’s keeping me from opening my jaw enough.
“You’re cute!” she says happily. “I like having cute nephews!”
“Uh… thanks?” I say.
“Oh, but Sunny’s a little bit ‘cute’ cuter—you’re more ‘handsome’ cute,” she decides. “It’s good either way!” she decides, hugging me again. “What was your name again?” she asks after a few seconds.
“Rocco,” I say. “Rocco Stiltz. It’s my mom’s last name—I don’t even know Shadowman’s real name.”
“I like it!” she declares. “So now you need to tell me EVERYTHING! That’s what you do with aunts, right? Like if you have a girlfriend and if she’s cute and if you want to be a hero or a villain and all sorts of interesting things!” she says, pulling away and looking at me expectantly. 
“Uhhh,” I say, my hands brushing against my phone as I desperately search for something to say. I mean, I’m perfectly fine hearing about everyone ELSE’S lives—oh! There is one thing I like to tell! “Well, I’m not decided yet—but I did break into Fort Knox! Twice!”
“Oooooh,” she says. “I like Fort Knox. All the gold is so shiny and pretty!”
Wait, what?
I stare at her for a moment. “You’ve been there?”
“Oh, sure! When I was about your age!” she says. “It was kind of boring after a while, though, and all the shooting was loud. I didn’t steal anything--I thought about it, though! But it’s not like I could do anything with a gold bar—I mean, I was going to be a villain, right? So it’s not like I’d actually BUY things! That’s just silly!”
“Um… what DO you do, then?” I ask blankly. Think Marigold chased her around as much as she did me? Why isn’t SHE in the Cape Cells?
“Oh, I stole a credit card from Century a long time ago,” she says, waving it off. “I buy all my stuff with HIS money! It’s the perfect crime!”
Unless you know that credit cards can be canceled, I think, just staring at her. Slowly, though, I feel a little grin crossing my face. I mean, she’s actually pretty cute, isn’t she? And that explains why Marigold hasn’t caught her—Century likes her enough to fund her. 
“Absolute perfect crime,” I tell her, holding up a fist for her to bump. She looks at it curiously for a second before getting excited.
“Oh! The fist bump thing!” she says, bumping her knuckles against mine. It almost breaks my fist, but I shake it off. “Oh, hey, hey, can you help me with something SERIOUSLY important?” she asks. “I want to talk to someone, but she keeps avoiding me every time, so I want you to distract her while I grab her, okay? Or maybe I’ll distract her and YOU grab her, okay? But be careful, ‘cause she might melt on you if you startle her too much. She did that to me, once, and then she turned into a cloud.”
“A cloud,” I repeat.
“Uh huh, a cloud, and then she floated away, and even though I followed her, she wouldn’t talk, so it was pretty frustrating,” she explains. “But she’s PERFECT for my super villain girls group—er, unless YOU want to be in the group, that is, then it won’t be all girls,” she adds, frowning. “But you’re welcome to join! You can be our dashing getaway driver!”
“Yeah? Who all’s in the group?” I ask curiously.
“Me and Doris! And maybe Ariel if I can get her to listen! And I’d LIKE to have Sandra, but she’s being chased around by all the Hall leaders.”
“But… can’t all of you fly?” I ask after a second of thought. Well, other than Sandra, but she’s already written her off. Wait, when did Sandra come out? I miss so many things when out on mission, seriously!
“So?”
“Why would you need a getaway car if you can all fly away?” I ask.
“Because if we fly away, we won’t have a cute getaway driver waiting for us!” she says as if that makes perfect sense.
“Yeah, but I can’t drive, anyway,” I admit. “I never learned.”
“I could—” she stops, as if abruptly realizing something, “I never learned, either,” she admits, frowning. “We’ll make Nico teach us!”
“But I travel a LOT farther without a car,” I have to point out. “A lot faster, too.”
“Well, yeah,” she says, pouting. I think she’s just intent on learning to drive, now—but can you imagine her behind a wheel? Wait—
“Can you make other things phase through stuff?” I ask.
“Sure!”
“That WOULD be fun, wouldn’t it?” I say, just picturing it. “But I can’t,” I admit, sighing. “Technically, Max still has a few jobs left, and I’m still on his team.”
“But someday?” she asks.
“Definitely,” I say, trying not to laugh. “Now I should get going—I haven’t slept in a while, I need to crash,” I say. To my surprise, she drags me into a hug, holding on tight for a long moment.
“Don’t tell people you’re a pain to deal with,” she says, softly, pressing my head against her shoulder. “Don’t even think it. We’re different, but—but we’re not pains. We just need… stronger people than most, see? It’s not scary when they’re around.”
I’m feeling a bit awkward, but I nod. “Yeah, I guess so,” I say as she lets go. “Night, Skye,” I say, stepping back a few times before heading through the nearest shadow and back to my room. 
 
***
 
I can’t sleep. Look, I spent the time between thirteen and seventeen on the run. I just knew that the moment I stayed too long in one place, Marigold would find me. She was like a massive bloodhound, intent on tracking me down. It’s a bit of a miracle that I wound up here instead of in the Cape Cells, if you ask me. I kept stumbling into things I shouldn’t be involved in—and a lot of it was my own fault.
I want to be a hero—no, not the type that runs around in tights and has movies based on them. I want to be the guy that goes in and saves kids out of bad situations. I want them to feel safe because I never felt safe… I mean, even in the Shadowlands, where only two people in the world can go, I STILL don’t feel safe. There are things down there—living things. I’ve never seen one up close, but I’m positive they have sharp, pointy teeth and a lust for blood. 
I just got distracted. Whoops. Well, anyway, I think I might be a bit light-headed over having so many people around me now—people that NOTICE me, that don’t think I’m a freak when I go through a shadow, that I actually see on a daily basis. I LOVE being in Cape High. I’ve made it my goal to get to know everyone, to be the “big brother” figure, or just “brother” to everyone around. I want them to—
I want them to need me, I think, staring at the ceiling. Like, if I disappeared one day, they would go searching for me, even if they AREN’T really worried. And, a little voice whispers, Carla is definitely in the top five of that list—as a little sister, or whatever. She was part of the group that accepted me first. Right now, though, the reminder of her fake smile and the hand held out is haunting me. What will I do if she keeps pulling away?
I let out a curse, rolling over and getting to my feet. I need a midnight snack. No, I NEED sleep, but that one’s already out the window, so a snack will have to do. I pull to a stop at the bottom of the stairs when I see flashing lights. Someone’s in there, I think, sinking into the shadows and heading for the den. I peek through, only to let out a sigh of relief as I see Nico. He’s floating in the middle of the room, his hands out to the walls. I step out of the shadow, and he looks at me, not even surprised.
“Can’t sleep?” he asks.
“Yea—I mean, no, I can’t,” I say, looking at the walls. An image of him is floating there. “What’re you doing?” I ask, motioning to it.
“Building a new game,” he says.
“What?”
“It’s a strategy game. You’ll find your character programmed into your phone—he’s based on your abilities.”
“What’s the strategy?” I ask.
“How to take me down,” he says, much to my shock. I stare at him for a long moment, until he gives me a crooked grin. “Don’t look so shocked, Rocco—you’re one of the ones that could probably do it with the smallest team.”
“So you want us—the dorm kids—to put together a strategy to take YOU down?” I say, still trying to wrap my mind around it. “Why?”
“Because while we have Mother taken care of, we still have Herold out there,” he says. “I want to see what you, as a group, have learned from my training. It’s not a challenge if you already know the answer.”
“You’re going to send half-trained capes that haven’t even grown into their powers after an S-class super?” I demand. “It’s one thing to send ME in to get a watch when your mom is taking care of the fighting, man, but THIS is insane!”
“It’s a video game,” he says. “I don’t actually plan on doing it with you, so to say, but the research part is imperative. Think of it this way—I can’t make the Hall do this for me, but some of you have the same abilities, or similar ones to them. That’s why I’m setting the game up to play in both the dorms and the apartments. Honestly, I’m betting Liz will jump on it during her free time. In fact, I think I’ll put it in the teams’ RV’s, while I’m at it. We’re going to figure out how the easiest way to take Herold out is.”
“And you’re going to use that way?” I ask.
“Of course not,” he says. “This is my fight—actually, this is OUR fight.”
“What?”
“He broke your old man out of custody. We’ve got no idea where Shadowman is, but he’s probably working for Herold. Of course, you could ignore that fact, but will you?”
“But isn’t Herold trying to run for president?” I ask. “Why would he risk things by letting a super villain out?”
“It doesn’t affect the norm system,” Nico says. “I spent fifteen years in the Cape Cells, you’ve heard that, right? But in the norm system, I have no records whatsoever. As far as the world is concerned, I don’t exist. If I hadn’t wiped out my records, I’d be a stellar citizen named Nico Masters with a college education and pretty much nothing else. We rule over ourselves—our court is comprised of the five Hall leaders and any evidence we can provide.”
“So…?”
“What he does in OUR world won’t have any effect on what he does in his,” Nico says simply. 
“Oh,” I say, blinking. “So… even if Marigold has it out for me, I could pretend to be a norm and go to a regular school, if I wanted to?”
“Wouldn’t be a problem,” Nico agrees. “Do you want to? I can have you transferred—”
“No!” I say quickly. “I wouldn’t trade this place for anything,” I admit, rocking on my heels for a moment. “So Shadowman's not in the Cape Cells… me and him, we didn’t exactly get along well that last conversation,” I admit.
“You can find him,” Technico says. “Skye can find him as long as he’s not roaming the shadows, but you can find him, regardless.”
“Can you?”
“I can find his phone—but the moment I do, he’s usually switching to another one. Your dad is paranoid, for good reason.”
“So you want me to focus on Shadowman, while you take out Herold?”
“That about sums it up,” he agrees.
It’s dangerous—but not as dangerous as a lot of the stuff I’ve done in the past. “If I find him, how am I going to stop him? He’s a lot older than I am, and he’s more powerful, right?”
“He is,” Nico says. “And there’s a good chance he’s got a technopath behind him, just like you do. We just need to take that into account—”
“But—” I jerk, since I wasn’t the one that said that. There, standing in the hall, is Carla, her hand over her mouth.
“You should be in bed,” I say automatically. “You’ve got classes in the morning.”
“Classes don’t matter!” she says, stepping into the room. “You’re just planning on running off on your own to find Shadowman, right? You could get caught—or killed!”
“He won’t kill me, I’m his son,” I say, although now that I think about it, I’m not sure how much power blood ties have with him. I mean, I’m actively plotting to capture him and send him to the Cape Cells for the rest of his life, and I’m supposed to be the good one.
“You can’t go after him alone,” Carla says, her hands clenching at her sides. “Somebody’s got to go with you—I’LL go with you.” She looks pale when she says that, I notice. There’s a faint tremble to her body that says she’s actually terrified of the idea, but there’s also a stubborn look in her eyes. 
“I don’t ever want you or any of the others dealing with Shadowman again,” I say. “I’ll take someone, but not one of you—”
“Why not?” Nico asks, making both of us turn to him. “Carla, in a fair fight, you could wipe the floor with Shadowman.”
She jerks, her mouth opening in an instant protest, but Nico holds up a hand. “I’m not saying you’ll catch him for a fair fight very often, but you’re a lot faster than he is. You’ve grown a lot since you first came here. Just because you’re adorable doesn’t make you less dangerous, kid—you’re almost as fast as I am, and you’re not even fully grown into your power.”
“But—” I say, trying to put it into words. “She’s terrified of him!”
“Best way to get over fear is to face it,” Nico says callously. “But I won’t force you to choose her. You can pick anyone you want that’s willing to come.”
I look at Carla, who’s already turning away, and I realize that if I say no, I’ll be rejecting her again. “Are you sure about this, Carla?” I ask. She literally jumps at the question, turning to look at me with a mix of surprise and anxiety. “You can say no—I won’t force you.”
“I want to go,” she says, her shoulders squaring and her fists clenching. “I’m going to have your back.”
“Then…” I take a deep breath, “Carla will come with me.”
“Pick an adult to go as your supervisor, and you’re good to go.”
I wrack my mind, trying to figure out who I should take—and then I realize, quite simply, that I only have one choice. “Well… uh… me and Skye are related,” I say, “at least according to my old man. I just told her—and if she finds out that I’m running off to do something, and I pick out some other adult, well—I should at least offer the job, right?”
“Skye’s not exactly the picture perfect chaperon,” Nico points out a bit dryly, “but I do have a camera on her at all times, so I suppose I can check in randomly. I don’t expect you to be gone for long. Carla, why don’t you go get some sleep, you’ll be leaving in the morning and you need your energy. Rocco, a word before you leave.”
Carla looks at me for a second before leaving, and I look at Nico. “I don’t have to say it, do I?” he says almost casually.
“About Carla?” I ask.
“Yeah.”
“I swear I won’t let her get hurt,” I say seriously. “I will protect her with my life, I promise.”
He looks at me for a moment before smiling slightly. “I’ll hold you to it.”
“I’d Boy Scout swear, but, well, I was never a Scout. But she AND Skye will be perfectly safe. I’ll make sure of it.”
“Good enough,” he says. “Now go get some sleep, yourself. You’re going to be heading out tomorrow.”
“But Skye—”
“I’ll tell her,” he says.
“And the video game?”
“I think they’ll enjoy it, don’t you?” Nico says, glancing at the wall. “Revenge for all the time I give them extra homework. Who knows, if they beat me, I might put my old man in as the villain.”
I let out a laugh as I head for my room, yawning hugely. I feel… better, I realize abruptly. I have a job to do. Sure, I’m worried about Carla, and I’m worried about how I’m going to catch my dad—actually, WHY do I feel better?
The image of Carla sitting right next to Cisco flashes through my mind and I promptly shove it down. There’s absolutely nothing wrong with Carla becoming friends with the new guy. Seriously, I should get to know the kid, myself. I also need to get to know the new girls, but that’ll have to wait until I get back.
I drop down on my bed, not bothering to fight with the covers, and promptly fall asleep.
 
 
 





CHAPTER TWO
 
“Roooooccccoooo,” a voice says right next to my ear. I reach up, still mostly asleep, and try to wave the voice away. My fingers touch a cheek and I hear a giggle. “Wake up!” Skye says.
I roll over and cover my head with my pillow. “Five more minutes,” I mumble.
“Can’t! We’re going on a MISSION!” Skye says excitedly. “Carla’s already packed and everything!”
I shove the pillow away and sit up. “I gotta pack,” I announce as she jumps back. “I still haven’t washed any of my clothes,” I complain, groaning loudly. “I bet everything I own stinks like the Shadowlands.”
“I can fix it!” Skye says, heading for the massive pile of dirty clothes in the corner. She picks up an armful, only to make a face. “You’re right, they DO stink,” she says before going semi-transparent along with the clothes. She dumps the pile onto my bed and heads to the rest, repeating the process. I hesitantly pick up a pair of boxers, sniffing them curiously. They smell better.
“How do you do that?” I ask.
“Well it’s all a matter of molecular vibration,” she says with a shrug. “In order to phase through things I need to know—” she stops, tilting her head slightly and smiling at me. “It’s MAGIC!”
“I looked that blank, huh?” I say.
“Yep!” she says cheerfully.
“Skye, Skye! Is he up yet?” Carla calls through the door. 
“I’m up!” I call to her, dragging out my backpack and hesitating for all of a second before handing it to Skye. “Think you could do this, too?”
“Sure!” she says, repeating the process. I shove as many clothes into it as I can, hesitating for a moment.
“We’re going to need food, too, aren’t we?” I say thoughtfully. Okay, so technically Skye is the adult in this little team, but I feel responsible.
“We can always get fast food!” she says.
“Nah, with Carla’s metabolism, we’re going to need it on hand,” I say. “Carla, go raid the kitchen, would you? We need enough for a few days, at least!”
“Got it!”
“Got it as in, you’re going to do it now, or as in you just did it?” I ask after a second.
“Both?”
“Okay,” I say, grabbing a few of the non-packed clothes and heading into my bathroom to get dressed. “Say any goodbyes you need to say and we’ll head out as soon as Nico lets us out,” I say as I open the door. “The sooner we find my old man, the sooner we’ll be back.” 
“Already told them!” Carla says, looking at me hesitantly. “Are you sure about this?”
“I’m sure,” I say, pulling out my phone and calling Max. I woke him up, I think evilly as I tell him what’s going on.
“Want me to come along?” he asks.
“Not yet. If I run into a situation that calls for show-boating and a mic, I’ll call you,” I say.
“Will do,” he says, hanging up on me, probably to go back to sleep.
I grab the massive bag next to Carla and swing it over my shoulder as well. We head out of the dorms, and I stop, looking around for a second. “When we get back, I owe both of you a favor,” I tell them. “Skye, I’ll help you with Ariel, Carla, I’ll—”
“I don’t need anything,” she says. “I just want Shadowman in the Cape Cells before—before my little brothers and sisters come into their powers. You know, if they get any,” she says, looking serious.
“I’ll make sure of it,” I tell her. Yes, he is my father. I might even feel a little torn about this, if I think about it too long. “There’s just one little problem,” I say as we reach Nico and start up the steps out of the canyon, “I’ve got no idea what you mean when you say I can find him.”
“Oh, I can explain!” Skye says cheerfully as Nico steps through the force field. He hasn’t even said anything, I think, he just turns and watches. “I do it all the time!” Skye adds.
“Uh, okay?” I say. “So how do I do it?” We step out of the force field, standing in front of the school, and I look to my “Aunt” expectantly. 
“You must first… touch your toes!” she declares, dramatically. “And then we will do the traditional ceremonial dance of finding!”
Right, is there any chance of trading for a different adult, after all?
 
***
 
She lied. The fact is weighing heavily on Carla’s mind as she watches Skye lead Rocco through the most ridiculous dance she’s ever seen. He’s standing on one hand now, the other hand in the air, waving around. It’s funny, especially since she’s pretty sure HE knows there’s no dance needed. But she can’t help but feel guilty, because she lied. She hasn’t gotten over this stupid crush yet—
“Hey, Carla?”
She jerks, looking to the force field. She can’t see Cisco through it, but she can hear him. “Cisco?” she asks, heading for the wall but stopping before it’ll hit her. “What’s wrong?”
“Um… if you go down South… could you check on my dad for me?” he asks. “He’s never been on his own before—you know, at least since I was born. And he’s sort of a dork, so he’s probably getting into all sorts of trouble.”
“Sure!” she says, grinning now. Cisco is such a cute kid, she thinks happily. “I’ll tell him you miss him, too, okay?”
“Don’t!” he says quickly. “He needs to think I’m fine—I AM fine,” he corrects himself quickly. “It’s like Harry Potter, but with teachers that AREN’T out to kill me, right? I’m the chosen one, you know.”
“I’M the chosen one,” she tells him, placing her hands on her hips. “You’re the super blonde sidekick.”
“Hey,” he protests, “the sidekick’s supposed to be a redhead!”
“Emily’s her own sidekick,” Carla says, dismissing the idea. “Besides, the books AND the movies were too long for me, so I never finished them,” she adds with a shrug. “I can’t sit that long, I’d miss something!”
“You’re so ADHD,” he says, laughing. She jumps, though, as a hand drops on her shoulder. She dares to look up, seeing Rocco with a sharp expression on his face as he looks at the force field.
“We found him,” he says. “Time to say goodbye.”
“Oh,” she says. “Um, bye, Cisco—I’ll tell your dad you miss him!” she adds with a wave before letting Rocco pull her away. She waits until they’re a bit away before asking, “Do you not like Cisco? He’s a really cute kid!”
“I—” he says, looking a little off-balance. “We’re heading West,” he says instead of answering that. “So we need to know how we want to travel. You and Skye both run, in your own ways, and I guess I can run, but it might be faster if we take the shadows.”
“Let’s take the shadows!” Skye says. “I want to see what’s down there!”
“They aren’t friendly, so you might not see much,” Rocco says, looking around before heading across the street. “But let’s go.” He holds out a hand to Carla and she swallows loudly, staring at the hand for too long. Skye grabs it, and then grabs hers.
She just lost the chance to hold Rocco’s hand because she was too slow, Carla realizes, stunned. Her, too slow, she’s never had that happen to her before.
 
***
 
Moron. I’m a moron. This is NOT the time to focus on the whole Carla Cisco thing—and honestly I’m acting COMPLETELY out of character, because I’m the guy that likes everyone! Jealousy is some nasty stuff, man—
No. Not jealousy. I’m totally NOT jealous. I’m just… feeling protective, okay?
I step into the shadows and jerk, feeling that faint pulse from before become much more powerful. My dad’s down here, I realize, starting to run. That stupid dance actually HAD worked, not that I’ll ever admit it. I can feel him. I have to catch him before he goes through a shadow.
“Rocco—” I hear Carla say, but I keep running, seeing him in the distance. He’s just standing there, I realize abruptly as I skid to a stop. 
“Stay back, Skystep,” Shadowman says calmly. “I want to have a little chat with my kid.”
“Shadowman,” Skye says, and I can almost feel the tension.
“Either you stay back or I grab the kid and drag him out. You’ll be stuck down here until he gets free from me.”
I see a flash of movement from the corner of my eye. The monsters are restless because we’re not moving. “Wait,” I say, holding up a hand to the girls. “Let’s hear what he has to say for himself.”
“I’m touched,” Dad says, shoving his hands into his pockets and leaning back slightly. “You’re actually willing to listen this time.”
“Who broke you out of the Cape Cells?” I demand, knowing the answer but wanting to see if he’ll tell the truth.
“Herold. He’s using me to continue what his Mom started. He thinks she’s dead.”
“What?”
“They left the planet, I think, and when he asked I could honestly say that I couldn’t sense her anymore,” he says almost cheerfully. “It’s his own fault that he hasn’t asked again. But I’m pretty sure he wants revenge for his mother’s ‘death.’ He keeps watching the video when he thinks people aren’t watching.”
“Revenge against who?” I ask.
“Technico, of course, I get the feeling he really hates the guy.”
“Why are you telling us all this?” Carla demands.
“Carla!” he says, grinning brightly. “You’re looking good, kid. I haven’t seen you since our last little chat, have I?”
“The one through the glass wall?” she asks, her expression a mix of fear and anger.
“Enough!” I say sharply, moving to stand between Carla and him. “Don’t talk to her.”
“But Carla and I are friends, Rocco,” Dad says in a mild tone, his eyes gleaming with amusement. “We’ve been friends for about a year now, haven’t we, Carla?”
“I said to not talk to her,” I snarl, my hands clenching in fists. “You have no right to talk to her!”
“Really, I’m a bit disappointed in how it all turned out, though,” he goes on, as if I hadn’t said anything. “I was hoping that one of you would grow strong enough to break through the glass and kill Collector, yourself. I had high hopes for you, Carla. You were my… oh, fifth or sixth bet. It would have been higher, but you always were a cryba—”
I slam my fist into his face, hitting him with everything I’ve got and sending him flying backwards. “You’re the one that made her cry,” I accuse him as he slams against a rock.
“Oh, please,” Shadowman says after reaching up and jerking his jaw back into place. I can literally hear the bones healing. “She’s a super, kid. Supers ALWAYS have a traumatic childhood! They always have something dark and ugly in their past because they don’t belong in this world. Get used to it!”
“YOU are the dark and ugly thing in her past, you—”
“This isn’t between him and you,” Carla says, making us both turn to look at her. “This is between Shadowman and me and my siblings—butI’lltakecareofit,” she says. She’s speaking so fast that it sort of ruins the dramatic tension of that line—at least it does until she blurs past me and I see my father go flying again. I watch silently as she races past him, catching up before he even hits the ground and slamming a knee into his back before kicking him across the Shadowlands. I catch sight of Carla running past me, and stop, staring in shock even after she’s long gone. She’s crying.
“Carla!” I say, chasing after her. “Enough! Stop!” I think she wants to be caught, I realize as I grab her. I don’t think I could, if she didn’t. “Stop!”
“You got beat baaaaad,” I hear Skye say cheerfully. She’s crouched over my dad, who’s lying in the middle of the ground. She pokes him. “I almost feel sorry for you,” she adds, poking him again. “That musta hurt, huh?”
“I… was going to offer… my assistance,” Dad says, his voice a little raspy, but rapidly getting smoother. “But now I don’t know if I should.” 
“It’s okay,” I say, holding Carla tightly. “Skye, there’s a collar in my bag, grab it and put it on him before he heals completely—”
“I can give you info on Herold,” Shadowman says. “You know he’s more dangerous than I am.”
“That’s a LIE!” Carla snarls, lunging for him. I tighten my hold on her, my mind racing.
“How is he more dangerous?” I ask.
“He’s a technopath, like Technico. This world RUNS on technology. What do you think he’ll do if he becomes president, kid? To the villains like us—even to the heroes,” he says, sitting up and pushing Skye’s hand away. “You don’t get it, kid. He isn’t just hiding his powers to become president.”
“What IS he doing, then?” I ask.
“He honestly hates supers,” he says. “He hates his own kind. When he becomes president he plans on rounding up every last one of us, taking our powers, and finishing us off.”
“You’re lying,” Carla says, but it doesn’t have the same energy behind it. “Why would he work with you, if that’s what’s happening?”
“Because I can find them,” Shadowman says. “And so can you and you,” he adds, looking at me and then Skye. “Neither of you are safe. NONE of us are safe, not for long,” he says with a crazed hint of amusement. “But I’ve had a nice long life. You three, on the other hand, are just kids.”
“Why are you still working for him, then?” I demand. “Is it because he paid you?”
“I’m still working for him because this isn’t your stupid game of heroes and villains,” Shadowman snaps. “Someone needs to know what he’s doing, and I just happened to fall into the job. I don’t give a rip about most of the capes out there—if they live or die, it’s all the same to me, but maybe, just MAYBE, I don’t want it to be done by some self-righteous jack—”
I cover Carla’s ears, since she doesn’t need to hear such language.
“That thinks he’s better than the rest of us—even though he IS one of us,” Shadowman finishes, showing his disgust for the man.
“You kidnap our kind!” Carla snaps. “You’re just as bad as he is!”
“Kidnapping is one thing—murder is a lot more final,” he says. “And I never once believed I was better than the rest of the capes. I know exactly what I am, in the big picture. It’s the same thing you’ll be, Rocco.”
“He’ll never be like you,” Carla says.
“Sure he will—he’ll just have a different sort of boss. Technico’s already sending you out looking for people like me, isn’t he?” he says to me. “You’re going to be his little dog—the one that goes out and fetches whenever your master says to.”
“If he sends me after kidnappers and jerks like you, I’ll be perfectly fine with it,” I reply coldly.
“You won’t be paid nearly as well,” Shadowman taunts.
“I don’t care,” I say. But I’m not going to lie—I’m actually considering his offer. I shouldn’t. I know I shouldn’t. He’s not trustworthy, he’s a real jerk, too, and he did the things he did to Carla and the others—
“You’re thinking about it, aren’t you,” Shadowman says. “I’m not surprised. You ARE my son, after all. I didn’t think you’d be stupid.”
“Why should I trust you?” I ask. “I’ve got no reason to, and every reason NOT to.” I’m holding onto Carla as if she’s a lifeline, and I only just now notice. I should let her go—but I’m not going to. I think, when she’s not moving, I’m stronger than she is. When she runs, though, she’s got momentum behind her strength. I dare to glance down for just a second.
She is… bright red and has this strange little smile that keeps creeping over her face, only to turn into a scowl. It goes back and forth a few times in just the second I look at her. I think she’s probably having some sort of mental breakdown? Maybe? I definitely shouldn’t agree to Shadowman’s idea—she’s already on the edge!
 
***
 
I don’t like hurting people, but he needs hurt, but—oh wow, hug! OH EM GEE he’s hugging me—wait, I’m angry at Shadowman—but Rocco’s hugging me! Maybe I can forgive Shadowman just a little? No! He’s trying to manipulate Rocco! Not cool! But Rocco smells so good! I’m getting hugged! Ohmygosh did I remember to brush after breakfast? What if I have coffee breath? Will he find out I stole some of Blackjack’s coffee? I’ll get grounded again! But Blackjack uses all that creamer—think Rocco would notice if I hugged him back? Maybe I can just sneak my arms around him for a second—ooooh, that Shadowman’s such a jerk! I ought to--
Carla, obviously, has been having this sort of “mental breakdown” all her life. Don’t worry, though, she’ll survive.
 
***
 
 “Let’s call Nico!” Skye says, pulling out her phone and tapping on the screen before I can come up with a reply. “Hey, Nico! We found Shadowman!” she says cheerfully.
“Did you try to kill him again?” I hear Nico asks.
“Nope! Carla did,” she says, grinning evilly. “She had him flying around like a beach ball, too.”
“I’m not surprised,” Nico says. “Have you collared him?”
“He wants to play both sides,” Skye says. “Should we let him?”
“I didn’t say it exactly like that,” Shadowman says, just standing there with his arms crossed. I see him glance to the side and realize even he’s a bit worried about the creatures that live down here. “We can’t stay here much longer.”
“What do you propose, Shadowman?” Nico asks.
“I’ll keep you informed on Herold for a small price.”
“We could catch you now and you’ll never see a dime again for the rest of your life,” Nico says casually. “You’re no match for the group in front of you, and you know it. Either Skye or Carla can wipe you out, and with Rocco with them, you can’t hide.”
“Granted,” Shadowman says, “but without me, you’ll never have the inside track on Herold.”
“Do I need it?”
“Don’t underestimate him, Technico. He’s got your powers and a lot more hatred in him. We all know you’ve watered down since you got out of the Cape Cells.”
“I stripped you of your powers and broke your jaw,” Nico says.
“You could have killed me. You’ve gone soft.”
“Do you really think that’s going to make me want to work with you?”
“I’m keeping the fact that Mother-May-I is alive from him,” Shadowman says. “If you don’t want me telling him, you’ll give me a chance. And quickly, please, we’re reaching the danger point down here.”
We’re surrounded, I note as I dare to glance around. The creatures are all around us. I can actually see some of the bodies—they look like dinosaurs, with large, gaping teeth and snouts—
“Rocco?” Carla asks, making me glance down. “What are those?”
“Don’t worry about them,” I say, wondering if that’s why she’s hugging me so tightly. “I’ve not been attacked by them yet.”
“You just haven’t been down here long enough,” Shadowman says.
“Give Rocco your phone,” Nico says. “Rocco, you’re wearing your com bracelet, right?”
I glance down at the shiny cuff-like bracelet on my wrist. “Yeah, always.”
“Touch the screen of his phone to the com bracelet,” Nico instructs as Shadowman digs out his phone and hands it to me. I do as I’m told and hear a tiny beep from both. “Fine, we'll trust you for now, Shadowman, but the moment you mess up, you’re going straight to the Cape Cells, no board involved,” Nico says. “And don’t think I can’t do it—I’m the one that designed the place.”
“You did?” Skye asks.
“Well, me from the future did.”
“Okay, fine, agreed,” Shadowman says, now staring at the shadows. “Now, time to go. I’ll call you from a random phone as soon as I have the time—Rocco can come down and meet me, we’ll exchange information down here. He can’t reach here. He had better not notice what you did to my phone.”
“He won’t,” Nico says.
“Then time to go,” Shadowman says, racing through the nearest shadow. The three of us just stare blankly at his exit point. The monsters move into the clearing, large, grinning mouths and glowing eyes aimed straight at us.
“I think he’s right,” I say, letting go of Carla and reaching for her hand.
“DINOSAURS!” Skye says excitedly, bouncing like a cheerleader. “I want one!” I grab her hand and drag them both towards the creature, kicking it in the jaw as hard as I can and sending it flying. I race forward—only to have five more jump on top of us. I feel Carla and Skye pull out of my hold. 
“Carla! Skye—”
The dinosaur-like creatures go flying. I take a moment to gape at the two fighting, and then throw myself into the brawl. It’s not smart, but I need to get both of them together and to a shadow portal, which I can’t do until they feel it’s time to stop fighting. I slam a fist into a large, glowing eye and a knee into the bottom part of a jaw before twisting and roundhouse kicking another. I feel teeth clamp down on my shoulder and grunt, jerking to try and get it off. When it doesn’t go, I spin, using the beast to hit the others surrounding me.
Before Cape High, I wouldn’t have ever known how to fight like this. Now, though, I’ve been tossed into the Apocalypse Field enough times that this feels like a Friday afternoon. Is that awesome or scary? I still haven’t decided yet, myself. I take it from my “dad’s” response, he hasn’t had Zombie Friday. Sucks for him—the robots have the outfits and everything. We even have the creepy music playing over the loudspeakers!
I find a rock and slam the dino on my shoulder into it so hard that I feel his teeth shatter. He tears my backpack off as he goes, but I don’t feel like chasing him down for it. Now that I’m free of the extra weight I wade into the fight, elbowing and kicking my way to where Skye is—
“Twenty!”
“Forty-five!” Carla says as she blurs past us.
“Cheater!” Skye accuses the blur.
“LADIES!” I bellow. “It’s time to leave!”
“Not yet!” Skye says, sticking her hand into the next dino’s chest.
“SKYE! Don’t KILL it!” Carla says, pulling to a stop with an outraged look on her face. “They’re an endangered species!”
“There are tons of them!” Skye protests. “And that one tried to bite me!”
“But they’re really just misunderstood!” Carla protests. “They’re hungry! You can’t blame them for getting hungry, everyone gets hungry!” 
 “Okay, okay, I’ll knock it out,” Skye says, sighing. I look behind her, seeing several questionable bodies lying there. I say nothing. The less of them there are, the easier it is for me to travel.
“If I promise to bring them food later, can we leave?” I ask as one jumps me from behind. I slam the back of my fist up, catching it in the nose.
“I want to come with you to MAKE SURE you aren’t lying,” Carla says, placing her hands on her hips for all of a second before slamming her elbow into another dino.
“Fine! You can come—but we’re leaving now!” I say, grabbing her hand. She grabs Skye’s and I race for the nearest portal, leaving the dinos behind. I have no idea where we’re coming out at—I don’t care, anything would be better than down—
I stop and look around, feeling several sets of eyes on us. My eyes catch on a sign being held by some of the people in the crowd. It says “NO SUPERS IN OUR SCHOOLS.” I see a few pictures of big name heroes with red circles and lines crossing over them.
“Well, then,” I say, staring at the football field full of Anti-Super Society members (so says the massive banner right over my head.)
 





CHAPTER THREE
 
I take a deep breath and paste on my most pleasant smile. “Hello, everyone! I hope you’re all doing well today! We didn’t mean to interrupt, so we’ll just be going now—”
“Supers.” It’s a murmur at first, but it rapidly becomes a roar. I blink as they pull out weapons, rushing forward to attack. Before we can run, though, someone speaks over a microphone.
“Now, now, my friends, let’s let them explain themselves first,” a man says. I turn, looking at the man at the mic. I… I think I recognize him.
“It’s Justin’s ex manager!” Skye says. “Tom something! He used to be on the television whenever there were Justin interviews and I always yelled at the TV because he was talking too much.”
“Wait, Justin’s MANAGER is a part of A—er, the Anti-Super Society?” I demand. “Hey! Hey, he’s a FAKE!” I say, pointing at him. “Everyone! He’s a fake! He used to work for a super! He can’t be—”
“I quit when I found out,” Tom says, cutting me off quickly. “I can only assume that you’re here to ‘crash the party’ aren’t you?”
“Ah, actually we got lost,” I say, holding up both hands. “I’m just looking for the Royal’s game—” Crap, baseball season is over, isn’t it? “Which was months ago, wasn’t it? Man I’m confused. Ah, I bet this place cost a TON to rent, huh? I’m sort of amazed you managed to… fill it… so well…” I add, looking around at the enraged norms. “I think we should run,” I whisper to the two standing with me.
“No way! This is the perfect opportunity to show off my super villainy abilities! No villain in the world has robbed an entire football field of haters trying to kill them! I'll be famous--or better, I'll be INFAMOUS!” Skye says, jumping into the air. “EVERYONE PUT YOUR HANDS UP!” she bellows at the top of her lungs. “THIS IS A STICK UP!”
I groan, only to blink as Carla slaps a cheap black face mask into my hand. “A little late, but I always carry a spare!” she says, proudly. I slip it on—just in time to see a wave of angry norms rushing straight for us. I see one person get on another’s shoulders, reaching for Skye. 
“Hey! I didn’t mean it like THAT!” she yells, going higher.
I grunt as a group of norms tackle me. “Carla! RUN!” I say as I’m pushed to the ground.
“I’m not leaving you!” she shouts back, pulling the norms off of me. As soon as one is gone, though, the next tries to take her down. She shoves them away. I start shoving, as well, trying to get out from under them and to her side. We can’t hurt them—but they can try their very hardest to hurt US. I could slip through the shadows, I guess, but that’d just wind us up right back with the hungry dinos—
“SKYE! WE NEED TO LEAVE!” I bellow at the top of my voice. “NO ROBBING, JUST LEAVING!”
“Okay, fine,” she says, dropping down and grabbing Carla’s wrist. They literally walk through the crowd to get to me. “But let it be known, you people are really NO FUN!” she yells at them as they try to tackle us and wind up going through us.
I hear the snap of a flash and get blinded for a second as someone takes a photo of us. Crap. What I wouldn’t give for a technopath right now, I think as Carla and I are dragged through the crowd and out of the sports field. We make it a few miles down the street before slowing down. I hear sirens heading for the stadium and catch sight of a few riot control vehicles race past.
Not to mention our clothing is in tatters, I think dryly, looking us all over. “We look like we just went through a war in fast-forward,” I point out.
“You sure know how to show girls a good time,” Skye says cheerfully.
“Was that a date?” Carla asks a bit blankly. “Because next time I want to pick where we go, okay?” she adds, poking at a hole in her special-made frictionless clothing. “This was my favorite shirt—I think one of the dinos did it.”
I groan, running a hand over my face. “I don’t feel like finding a place to cook. Let’s just go somewhere to eat,” I say, turning and heading for the nearest hole-in-the-wall diner. “No, you can NOT stick them up, Skye,” I say before she even gets it out of her mouth. “And leave the masks on—we can claim to be lackeys for Max, if they ask.”
We head into the restaurant.
 
***
 
*Washington D.C.*
 
“Where have you been?” Herold asks as his assistant leaves the room and Shadowman steps out of the shadows. 
“Just doing a bit of research, boss,” Shadowman says. “How are things going on the campaign side?”
“Annoyingly. Everyone and their sister wants to be president,” Herold says, leaning back in his chair and rubbing his temple. “Politics is no place for people without thick hides. It’s a wonder there aren’t more supers in the business.”
“We tend to avoid the really dirty work,” Shadowman says.
“You’re a professional kidnapper.”
“Exactly, that’s clear cut,” Shadowman says, dropping down in the chair in front of Herold’s desk. “You politicians, on the other hand, have to explain to the world WHY the kidnapping was actually helping the world,” he drawls. “And you have to do it with the right air of sympathy. Seriously, you won’t find a super villain in the Cape Cells THAT devious. We pride ourselves on being more straight-forward.”
Herold just stares at him with a bland expression. “Do you have to practice in a mirror to do that?” Shadowman asks almost cheerfully.
“Have you found out anything about Technico’s whereabouts?”
“Not a thing,” Shadowman lies blatantly. “But I’ll keep looking. I’m sure that he’ll lower his guard sooner or later.”
“You told me you could find any super on the planet,” Herold says.
“In theory,” Shadowman corrects him. “In theory I can find any super on the planet—but you’re underestimating Technico. He and I have known each other for a very long time, boss. If anyone can figure out how to mask their presence from me, it’d be him.” That one’s true. “But shouldn’t you wait until you’ve won the White House to go up against him? You’re going to need an army behind you.”
“Why would I need an army? We’re both technopaths.”
“Absolutely true,” Shadowman says. He wants to point out things, but he’s not stupid. The less that Herold realizes the better off.
“I got an interesting email just a few moments ago,” Herold says, turning the screen of his computer towards Shadowman. “It seems one of the little rallies was interrupted by a boy with… strangely familiar powers,” he says, showing Shadowman a picture.
Shadowman barely manages to keep from cursing as he sees his kid, his niece, and Carla in the image. Sure they’re wearing masks, but those only work on people that don’t know them already. He hides his expression—at least he hopes he hid it. There’s a flash of something in Herold’s eyes that makes him wonder if he did it soon enough.
“I want that boy,” Herold says. “If he can do what you do, he’ll be perfect for the overall plan.”
“I really doubt he can—I would never be so stupid as to shadow walk into a sports field full of A—er, your Anti-Super Society members.”
“I have him walking out of the shadows on recording, Shadowman,” Herold says, waving a hand at the computer and bringing up a video of the assembly.
“Maybe you just can’t see the door,” Shadowman says, mimicking the bland expression Herold used earlier.
“Find him and bring him here,” Herold says coldly. “I want to see for myself.”
“Are you sure you’ve got time for that?” Shadowman asks. “Look—he’s with Skystep. THAT’S how they got into the building, not the kid. Now do you really want to mess with Skystep again? We already know she managed to throw off your mom’s brainwashing, right?”
“You’re right,” he says, thoughtfully. “And there was some sort of relationship with the man Mom swore was Superior, wasn’t there?”
“Yeah, that’s right.”
“Then bring me the boy and we’ll use him as bait to get Skystep to come to us.”
 
***
 
*Kansas City*
 
I’ve never been so happy to see the school campus before, I think as we reach home. “Man, that mission sucked,” I say, yawning. “And I still have to deal with that guy.” I hesitate, glancing over at Carla. “I’m sorry… you know, that we have to work with him.” What else can I say? I mean, he DESERVES to be in the Cape Cells for all he did to her and her group. “You don’t! I mean, I can handle that job. I’ll make sure you never see the guy again. That none of you ever see him again. Once we take care of Herold I’ll make sure he winds up in the Cape Cells, where he belongs. I promise.”
She looks down at her hands rather than looking at me, and I can practically see her mind racing. “I—” she starts out, only to stop. “Yeah, that’s good, gotta go,” she says, placing her hand on the panel and heading inside. Skye drapes an arm over my shoulders as we watch her go.
“Sooooo,” Skye says, “that was fun!”
“We were attacked by shadow dinos and haters, Skye,” I say dryly.
“Family bonding!” she explains cheerfully. “You’ll be the PERFECT getaway driver!”
“But—” I say, only to stop as she kisses me on the cheek and heads in, as well. I stand there for a moment, looking around curiously. What will happen after this? It’s pretty obvious that Nico’s upgrading me to a working cape. I’ve only been in this school for a few months, but I’m getting thrown into the game. I guess it comes with being one of the older students, or maybe it’s just because my powers are so… shifty.
“Are you going in?” I hear Nico ask from behind me.
“Is he right?” I ask, not turning to look at him yet.
“About what?”
“Are you just going to make me your dog? Send me out to fetch people?” I ask, finally looking at him. “Like a pair of slippers?”
“Take a walk with me, Rocco,” Nico says, motioning me to follow. “We’ll go get you some claw proof clothes from Kim, while we’re at it.”
“And teeth,” I say. “Carla has this big issue with killing them, so… I think I’ll be stuck dealing with getting chewed on.”
Nico nods and we start walking. By the way he’s walking, I can only assume he has something important to go over. “Do you know what Max, Jack and Ace are really training to do?” he asks after a long moment.
“Be super villains?”
“Well, that, yeah, but I’m going to tell you a trade secret—one that we don’t want getting out to the norms.” He nods at a house we pass by. “Max and Trent rebuilt that a while back, using my tech to replace the heater, air conditioning, all of it. They didn’t even have to report it to their insurance company. They’ve got a daughter with leukemia in the hospital right now.”
“Wait, what?”
“Astonishingly, everything in the kid’s room didn’t get hurt. Amazing, don’t you think?” Nico says with a little smirk on his lips.
“How did you know about the kid?” I ask.
“Ace has a habit of visiting children’s wards in hospitals. He puts on a little show to make them laugh.” Nico keeps walking. “Aubrey plans on stopping by, soon, as well—with her little class of healers. If I didn’t have my villains, do you really think we could pull something off like that with such precision?” he asks.
“So…”
“When we have things that don’t look good on the surface, but need to be done,” Nico goes on, “I use my villains. I need those ‘Dogs’ like you call them. They’re as important as Trent is to this game. And I’ll admit, I didn’t really care when I first started out, but I’m not the one that’s going to be running it. Zoe has big plans to make the world a better place. When you’re all grown, she’ll be the one calling you up when something needs done.”
“So… you want me to be a good villain,” I say.
“I do. But do you?”
“I don’t want to be like my father.”
“I don’t blame you,” Nico says with a snort. “I can honestly swear that if I send you after kids, it’ll be to bring them into Cape High—and they’ll have a choice of whether they come or not. No glass walls, just laser ones. Sure, you could compare the campus to the zoo, but my main goal is to get them out, not keep them in. You’ve been there long enough, do you think it’d be a bad thing?”
“No,” I say while glancing behind us. “So…” I hesitate, looking forward again. I can feel the last of my bruises healing. “We walked into an Anti-Super-Society meeting.”
“The stupidity of that name never fails to boggle me,” Nico says. “Where were they?”
“A baseball field, or maybe football, I didn’t look close enough.”
“How full?”
“Packed.”
“Huh.”
“Skye says it’s Justin’s ex manager that was running it,” I add. “What are we going to do about them?” I ask.
Nico’s silent for a moment, a thoughtful look on his face. “That’s a job for the heroes in the business,” he finally says. “We can’t fight it physically, that just puts them in the right. They are the reason we have guys like America’s Son, and Voltdrain, and all the picture perfect heroes that you will never find dirt on—even if you DO look into their personal lives. We turn the job over to the golden boys, let them do their jobs and a bit of baby kissing or whatever it is they do, and focus on the important parts.”
“They attacked us. They tried to hurt Carla,” I say, my hands clenching for a moment.
“Carla’s tougher than you are.”
“In some ways, yeah,” I say, honestly. “Physically she’s tougher than I am, but mentally she’s more vulnerable. Well… maybe,” I admit, thinking of the fight with the shadow dinos. “She insists that the shadow dinos are just hungry and she’s going to make me take her with me to feed them.”
“Shadow dinos?” he repeats.
“The monsters in the Shadowlands.”
He looks away, his shoulders shaking.
“You can laugh,” I tell him. “I can see the humor in the situation.” He starts laughing loudly. “Personally I think it’s smarter just to toss a few buckets through shadow portals and hope the things don’t figure out how to get out,” I go on.
“So you WILL feed them?” he asks, still amused.
“I promised,” I say. “And maybe if they’re not so hungry I’ll have less trouble,” I add, hopefully. “But I’ve got no clue WHAT to feed them, or how I’ll afford it,” I admit.
“Try the leftovers, maybe it’ll become a good way to get rid of trash,” he says.
“Good idea.” I look around. “Are we really going to walk all the way to the Hall at this pace?” I finally ask.
“Nah, we’ll take the shadows sooner or later. I want to see these shadow dinos of yours. But I have one more question for you,” he says. “Why were you willing to give Shadowman a chance?”
I go silent, staring forward as I shove my hands into my pockets. Why DID I give him a chance? “He seems to actually believe that Herold is out to take out super-kind. That it’s not just a game of heroes versus villains, you know? And Max said he was really old, right? So if he’s that old, and he’s stayed out of the Cape Cells this long, he’s got to have a good feel for how things are going--street sense. I don’t feel any sort of attachment to him, or anything—you know, other than the whole ‘Finally met my dad’ sort of stuff,” I admit, irritated at feeling even that much. “But that doesn’t mean I should underestimate him.”
“You’re right,” Nico says. “He’s definitely not someone that should be underestimated.”
“He wanted me to finish Mother off,” I say slowly. “He seems to think I could.”
“You probably could, in the right circumstances,” Nico says, "especially when you’re older. In an alternate timeline, your father killed my mom.”
“Oh. Wow,” I say. “So he wasn’t joking about finishing Mother off, huh?”
“He seems like a weasel, doesn’t he?” Nico asks with amusement. “He’s the first to abandon ship if things go south. He’s willing to work for some seriously nasty people, if they pay right. All of it makes you think he’s a relatively weak cape, right?”
“He’s not?”
“Not at all. He’s just…” he goes silent, thinking about it for a moment, "Single minded, I'd say,” he decides. "He doesn’t let his ego get in the way of his profit. In a way, I can almost admire his ‘street sense’ as you call it. Dislike it, sure, but there’s something admirable about being so slick in this game.”
“It doesn’t fit,” I say finally. “Every hero or villain you see in the news has a massive ego—”
“Not all supers show up in the news,” Nico says with a shrug. “Your dad is a prime example. Sure, WE know about him, but the world doesn’t—even after they went searching for him thanks to Mother, they didn’t remember it afterward. They didn’t remember him, either. The ones that are the most dangerous aren’t the ones you see on television, Rocco. They’re the ones working behind the scenes.”
“Yeah, I guess,” I say, giving up. “Has anyone beaten you in the video game yet?”
“No, but Ace and Max working together have gotten the farthest,” Nico says. “I’m just waiting for Zoe to try her hand at it.”
“That’ll be interesting,” I say.
“Yeah, it will.”
 
***
 
*Arctic Circle*
 
“And we will wait for the food to finish cooking!” Tatiana says cheerfully, closing the stove door and looking at Marie with a smile. “You have very much the talent for this.”
“I didn’t when I first showed up,” Marie says, sitting at the table. “I burnt everything. I cheated for years, just changing the food so it was cooked.”
“What changed?” Tatiana asks as she sits down across from her.
“Cinema,” Marie says with a laugh. “Seeing those perfectly dressed women pulling the food out of the oven, it looked so… glamorous. I decided that I’d try again. I even went to a class. I wanted to be the perfect wife and mother.”
“I am not understanding why your son hates you so,” Tatiana says finally, the words she’s been keeping down bursting to the surface. She’s never been good at keeping her nose out of things.
“I…” Marie says slowly, leaning back in her chair. “I didn’t know what to do as Wade started getting older. I manipulated his genetics, making him live longer, but he stopped me after a while. You see… he was already in his fifties when we met. He told me…” she takes a deep, shuddering breath, “when he reached the hundreds, he told me that he was looking forward to… to meeting Jesus. I told him that Jesus could wait—that I needed him here, more, but I think he just got… tired. And I let him die,” she whispers, looking at her hands. “I let him go, like he wanted. But when he was gone, it felt like a massive part of me was gone, as well. I lost my little world, the world I clung to, hiding in while I was supposed to be saving my planet. I… I threw a fit.”
“It is not easy, losing a loved one,” Tatiana says, reaching across the table and taking Marie’s hand. “My own Clifford, he had a very hard time when he lost me. I have been told he became quite a pain to deal with.”
Marie stares at her for a moment, and when that doesn’t work, she points out, “He’s still a pain, you know.”
“Oh yes!” Tatiana says, laughing. “He is very much a pain to deal with. But the new theater wing is wonderful, do you not think?”
“We were dragging in chairs for an entire day, Tatia,” Marie says. “All for a silly sports game. There are only three of us, do we really need fifty automatic loungers?”
“We are planning for the next World Series,” Tatiana says with a nod. “We are hoping that our home team wins yet again!”
“Russia?”
“Oh, no, Missouri!”
Marie stares at her for a moment before standing. “That’s nice,” she says. “Do you mind if I go freshen up for a moment?”
“No, of course not,” Tatiana says, waving her off. 
Marie heads down the hall, going right past the bathroom and to Nico’s massive room of technology. She looks around for a moment, a hint of confusion on her face that disappears when she sees the wall of monitors. She walks over, tapping on the controls. She knows the number by heart—
“Do you really think we’re stupid?” She jerks and turns, looking at Superior. He’s standing in the doorway, his arms crossed over his chest. “Step away from the computer, Marie.”
“You don’t understand,” she starts out.
“You want to call someone, probably your son,” he says, straightening casually. “But your son thinks you’re dead, and we’re going to keep it that way.”
“I just need to see him, to hear his voice—he’s all I have left of Wade,” she says pleadingly.
“While I suppose I can understand that, you still can’t call him,” Superior says. “Why don’t you go back into the kitchen now and we’ll chalk this up to a lapse in judgment? We’ll let you watch the presidential debates later.”
“You can’t DO this to me!” Marie protests. “You’ve cut me from my only family, you’ve trapped me up in this frozen hell, you’ve—”
“If it were up to me, you’d be buried several thousand feet under the ground, chained with two million pounds attached to each limb, while STILL wearing the collar. And according to my newest daughter, it gets VERY hot down there. You’ll get to see hell face to face,” Superior says coldly. “But maybe that would be better. You wouldn’t be complaining about the cold, that’s for sure.”
“You cannot blame a mother for wanting to see that their child is happy and safe,” Tatiana says from behind him. “Marie, it is time to fix the sides.”
Marie stares into Superior’s ice cold eyes, her hands clenching for a moment before looking down. “I’m coming, Tatia,” she says, stepping forward.
Superior moves aside, letting her go past him as he meets Tatiana’s eyes. She stares him straight in the eye, and then moves forward, kissing him on the lips. “Do not be so hard on her, my love,” she says, smiling slightly. “She is slowly coming in circle.”
“I know,” he says, not bothering to correct her broken metaphor. “But we can’t trust her.”
“This I know, as well.”
 
***
 
*Kansas City*
 
I came home near midnight, collapsed in my bed, and slept like the dead until now. “ROCCO!” someone yells outside my door, knocking hard. “Wake up, man! It’s time for class!”
“Shuddup, I had a rough day yesterday,” I complain, dragging my pillow over my head. The door opens and Max saunters in, a breakfast sandwich in his hand. I can smell it. We practically lived off the things during our mission. I feel like gagging at the smell. “Get that thing away from me, man,” I mutter, daring to glare at him from under the pillow.
“Wow, someone woke up on the wrong side of the bed,” Max taunts, taking a bite just to spite me, I’m sure. “And here I heard you dragged Carla off on a romantic date.”
“That was NOT a romantic date—and Skye came along,” I say, giving up on sleeping. I shove the pillow off my head and sit up. “First we run into Shadowman in the Shadowlands, then we get attacked by dinosaur things, and THEN I landed us in the middle of a freaking Anti-Super party, which filled an entire football field with haters.”
“Sounds like a fun day!”
I stare at him for a long moment. “Tell me you’re joking,” I say finally.
“I’m always up for a stadium full of people,” he says, finishing off his sandwich. “I’m surprised you weren’t. But come on, already, Nico says you get special training this morning.”
“What?”
“You’re going into the photo op game, right? We have to decide on your debut.”
“That’s not what he said I was going to do!” I yelp. “I thought I’d just be sent out to find people!”
“You’re going to be one of us, right? That includes being out there in the public eye,” Max says. “I offered to do the debut for you, but it doesn’t work when you’re both villains.”
“So who’s going to do it?” I ask, feeling worried. Trent’s the main guy for the hero side—I’d rather not get dragged into a brawl with him, okay? He’s a tank.
“Well, Vinny’s coming home,” Max says. “Since he’s fire and you’re shadow, it seems like the best choice to me. Although you could ask Emily, she’d probably be willing, and she’s coming up with Vinny.”
“Vinny?” I repeat, my eyes widening as I realize how obvious that one is. “That’d make for a good one, wouldn’t it? He could try and get rid of the shadows—but I’m not sure I’m fireproof.”
“I’m sure we’ll find out pretty quickly.”
“Thanks,” I drawl, giving him a dirty look. “I don’t know what good it’ll do, though, me being in the public notice. The biggest part of my abilities is that people won’t see me coming, right?”
“We want them to,” Max says.
“What?”
“We want people to see you coming. We want people jumping at shadows and wondering if the super villain—er… you need a name.”
“NOT Shadowboy,” I say quickly, "anything other than Shadowboy.”
“Or Procurer,” Max says agreeably.
“Procurer?” I repeat.
“It’s what the Collector called him. You don’t even want to know what it means over in England,” Max says, waving it off. “Now either you get dressed or I haul you out there in your My Little Pony boxers.”
“I am NOT wearing—” I look down, too late. He starts to laugh.
“Gotcha,” he says, heading for my closet. He digs through it, pulling out clothes and tossing them at me. “Weren’t you getting clothes made?” he asks.
“Yeah, but it’s not a rush order—I should get the first set tonight or tomorrow,” I say, getting dressed. “And I don’t even own a pair of My Little Pony boxers, you know.”
“I’m not going to say a word on that one,” Max says. “Seeing as you just went on a date with Carla—”
“It wasn’t a date! I’m absolutely positive that if there’s a chance of getting mauled involved, it’s not a date,” I say. My mind goes back to yesterday, lingering on the run-in with my father. “Or the guy that kidnapped her,” I add a bit blandly, tying my shoes. “I mean, even if she wasn’t only fourteen, can you imagine how awkward that would be? ‘Dad, this is my date—I think you already know her, seeing as you KIDNAPPED her,’” I drawl.
“You’re still hung up on the age thing,” Max points out.
“Oh forget it, we’ve got classes to get to, and I’m starving,” I say, walking out of my dorm room and into the dining area. I head for the kitchen, where a handful of black suits are working on making breakfast. With Vinny, you usually don’t get to request what you eat—you just eat what’s in front of you. With these guys, though, you can go, “Can I get some pancakes, a side of bacon, and coffee?”
One hands me a card with a number and I head for a table, waiting for my order to be up. I blink as Carla drops down next to me. “So?” she asks.
“So what?” I ask.
“What’s your name going to be?”
I open my mouth, about to admit I have no clue, when Cisco comes over and drops down on the other side of Carla. I stare at him. “Hey, Cisco! Did you hear? Rocco’s going to debut!” Carla says excitedly.
Cisco looks up at me, hesitantly. “Congratulations?” he offers.
“Yeah, thanks,” I say a bit gruffly. I feel relief when my number is called. It’s stupid—I even TOLD myself I would get to know the kid! I, of all people, know how tough it is being the odd man out, right? And didn’t I already decide I was the outgoing, friendly guy that liked everyone?
“Hey, Rocco!” Freddy says, making me look over. “Have you met the new girls yet?” He’s sitting at their table, I notice, and I wonder if they actually invited him to. “Come meet them!”
“In a second,” I say, holding up my number. “I gotta get food first.” I head to the kitchen, collecting my pancakes and hesitating as I step back out. One part of me is saying I should go talk with Cisco, the other—well, it’s not that surprising when I head for Freddy’s table, okay? “Hi,” I say to the three, grinning at them.
“This is Jennifer, Olivia, and Elidee,” Freddy says, pointing at each of them in time. I sit down in the empty chair, next to Elidee, and hold out my hand.
“Rocco,” I say as we shake. She’s cute—
No, she’s more than cute, I realize as she looks up with soul-stealing brown eyes. She’s beautiful—I’ve never seen a more gorgeous girl in my life—
“ELIDEE!” I hear Carla bellow from a distance. “Don’t you DARE!”
“Hi,” I say stupidly, not wanting to let go of the hand. “Do you have a boyfrie—” my chair goes sliding back through the room, with me still in it. It stops when it hits the wall. For a moment I just sit there, stunned. “What just happened?” I finally ask as everyone starts laughing their heads off.
“Rocco is off limits!” Carla says, glowering down at Elidee with her hands on her hips. 
“He’s your boyfriend?” Elidee asks. “You should have—”
“N—noooo, but—but he’s off limits!” Carla says. 
“Can I at least get my pancakes?” I ask a bit childishly as my stomach growls. “I’m starving.”
“Two girls fighting over you and you’re focused on the pancakes?” Max asks as he stops beside me. He shakes his head and waves a hand, using his powers to bring my tray to me. I grab it, but stand and head back to the table to grab the syrup and coffee. Elidee and Carla turn to look at me in shock.
“I’m guessing… pheromones?” I say, looking over at Freddy.
“Yep, she’s Prisma’s daughter.”
“I’ll remember that,” I say. “Nice to officially meet you, Elidee, Olivia, Jennifer,” I add, moving my tray to one hand and grabbing Carla’s arm. “Don’t fight with your friends, Carla,” I say.
“She tried to manipulate you!” Carla complains as I pull her along with me. “That’s dirty!”
“So is traveling by shadow,” I say, sighing as I drop down at the table Cisco’s sitting at. “Some of us come with shifty powers, Carla. It’s how you use them that make the difference,” I add, remembering the conversation with Zoe with a little smile.
“Trying to steal—” Carla stops, blushing slightly but still obviously pouting. “To steal—um—people’s attention is NOT right!” Then she stops, looking at me, “Unless you actually LIKED her, that is…”
“Nah, don’t know her,” I say, shrugging. “And it seems to me that you’re overreacting. How many guys has she tried that one since she came?” I ask Cisco.
“As far as I can tell, half of them? I think she sort of slips up a lot,” he offers. “But I haven’t been here that long.”
“Did you get angry over all of them?” I ask Carla curiously.
“I—it—well, it was sort of funny when she did it to Justin,” she admits, a little grin pulling at her lips. “You should have SEEN how mad Malina got! The pool started shape-shifting and everything!”
“Has she tried it on Max?” I ask, eagerly. “That will be one heck of a show!”
“No, but we should talk her into it!” she says, practically bouncing in her chair. “Oh, but that would probably get her cell phone destroyed,” she admits after a second. “I wouldn’t want to make Zoe mad—I bet it’s scary.”
“It is,” I say, nodding, “It’s pretty terrifying. But she could do it to Ward!” I suggest.
“Yeah, but… well, nobody would save him,” Carla says a bit guiltily. “I mean, he’s my brother and I love him, but—” 
“That’s so mean,” I say, cracking up.
“Ward’s a pain in the butt!” Carla replies. “And ever since he left, Mega’s been calling and asking for him, but Ward made us SWEAR to not tell him his phone number! So WE have to deal with the Mega calls!”
“Poor Carla,” I say, reaching over and giving her a one-armed hug by habit—and then going still. “Er, yeah,” I say, pulling away. “So what about Lance? He’s back, too,” I say, looking around for my animal shifter pal. “Actually, where is he? And Piper?”
“Lance is doing homework, Piper’s sleeping,” Carla says. “You all have a TON of catching up to do.”
“Oh. Crap,” I say, realizing abruptly that I’m in the same boat. I start eating as fast as I can.
“Did you see my dad?” I look up at Cisco’s question, realizing that I’d forgotten all about Carla’s promise.
“Sorry, Cisco, we didn’t get down South—we wound up running into Shadowman a lot faster than I thought we would,” Carla admits. “But we can call him! You can borrow my phone, okay?”
“Yeah,” he says. “Thanks.” I feel a little irritable, I think, quickly shoving it down. Maybe yesterday was tougher on me than I thought—
“What, exactly, is going on here?” I hear a familiar voice say from the door. I glance up, breaking into a grin as Vinny steps in.
“VINNY!” practically the entire cafeteria shouts excitedly. Carla’s gone with a whoosh, and I watch with amusement as she tackles him. That relationship doesn’t bother me in the least, a little voice whispers. So why does Cisco and her—
Nope, not going to dwell on it, I think as I get to my feet, clasping arms with Kaden and bumping chests. “Did you get bigger, man?” I demand as he grins down at me.
“A little,” he says modestly.
“Carla, you can get off,” I hear Vinny drawl.
“I didn’t miss you at ALL,” she declares proudly. “So why are you back?”
“Nico called me,” Vinny says, getting to his feet. “I’ve got a debut to plan out, right?” he adds, looking at me. “Unless you’ve picked someone else—”
“No way, if I’m debuting, you’re doing it,” I say.
“Have you picked your Hall yet?” he asks.
“As far as I can tell, I’m staying Cape High,” I admit, a bit confused, myself. “Nico offered me a dirty jobs sort of position, and it makes sense. Besides, I don’t have the best rep with some of the other leaders.”
“Officially you’d be a Central villain,” Max offers, walking over. “We’re a bit more lax on what Hall we work for on our side. Besides, all of the Cape High kids could change Halls at any moment—Zoe says Vinny’s probably going to wind up South, sooner or later.”
“That’s not been decided yet,” Vinny says with a shrug. “But I’m not as adverse to it as I used to be.” He looks at me again, raising an eyebrow. “So… you don’t mind if I see what they’ve done to my kitchen first, do you?”
“Nope, not at all—they make decent pancakes, though, so don’t be too harsh on them?” I add as he heads for the kitchen like a man on a mission. “Man am I glad I ate first,” I add as I watch. There’s the sound of pots clanking and Vinny talking very quietly to the group. Vinny never yells—I think that takes too much energy, or something. Vinny’s probably the most laid-back guy I know, but still, this is HIS kitchen. Everyone knows it.
“Well, there goes our ordering what we want for breakfast,” Carla says, holding my cup of coffee—oh crap, I think, grabbing for the cup. She gives me the most evil grin I’ve ever seen and disappears, reappearing across the room. “Oh wait, this is—hey, everybody! I GOT COFFEE!” she exclaims happily before taking a drink.
“ROCCO!” the entire room bellows at me as she tears around the room excitedly. 
“Well, then,” I say, turning and heading for the door. “I have training to get ready for. Sorry to dine and dash, guys, but—” I race through the nearest shadow, positive that I don’t want to be held responsible for this one. 
That I’m laughing my head off is something only the shadow dinos and I need know.
 
 





CHAPTER FOUR
 
“Now,” Nico says as Vinny and I stand in the middle of the Apocalypse Field. The Apocalypse Field has a much more technical name, but nobody except maybe Nico and Zoe remembers it. We renamed it when Nico started dressing the robots up in rags and red paint, telling us we’re doing a zombie run. I really think the guy watches too many late late night horror movies or something—the cheesy ones in black and white, I bet. Either way, it also acts as a sparring field for the big names. I never thought I’d have to use it that way, though. “Since it seems to be Rocco’s fault that Carla’s still in Mach 3 mode—”
We all turn, watching as the blur races sideways over the wall of the canyon. “She’s literally bouncing off the walls,” Zoe says, sounding fascinated.
“She ran over the pool, earlier,” Max informs her.
“We recorded it, right?” Zoe asks excitedly.
“Of course we did,” Nico says. “That doesn’t change the stupidity of ordering coffee and not keeping your hand on it at all times,” he goes on, giving me a pointed look. “Rocco, you’re on dish washing duty today,” he tells me.
“I have a legitimate excuse, though!” I protest. “Elidee brainwashed me.”
“That might be true, but you’re about to become a working villain. You really should get used to unfair circumstances.”
“It was an involuntary reaction!” I hear Elidee protest from the group. “He’s cute.”
I feel a bit of heat creeping up the back of my neck, but I don’t dare look over. “Okay, clean up duty, that’s fine,” I say. “Tony’s a great guy, it shouldn’t be that bad,” I add, glancing at Vinny. He smiles slightly but doesn’t say anything. His dad, Tony, is the janitor of Cape High—a norm that was in prison for stealing cars before this. He’s become one of the unofficial parent figures for the zoo kids in the past few months. I don’t know how well he and Vinny get along, though. That one’s a bit more complicated.
“Now, let’s go over the rules. This fight will be a bit different, Vinny. We want to show off Rocco’s special abilities at least three times in the fight: once when he shows up, as many times as he can pull off during the fight, and finally, the escape. Did you give him some of your new super grade boxers?” he asks. 
“He did,” I volunteer. The last thing I want is to wind up bare-butted in a fight in front of the school.
“Now, in theory you should recover from burns quickly enough that it’s just an irritation,” Nico says to me. “We’ll find out if I’m right.” He steps back and claps his hands. “Nothing higher than ten feet off the ground, no fireballs, at least for now, and remember to make it showy, but don’t destroy anything. I’ve already got a gig lined up this weekend, so get used to each other fast, boys.”
“What? This weekend?” Vinny demands.
“Century offered up a few places in his territory,” Nico says cheerfully. “I asked if we could use his oil refinery, but for some reason he wasn’t feeling THAT generous,” he adds evilly, looking pointedly at Vinny. The place would go up in flames. “He did mention an attempted theft of the Stevie Ray Vaughan statue, to try and prompt the opening of a museum—”
“Who?” I ask blankly.
“I can disown him for that, can’t I?” Justin asks Malina. “That’s definitely a disowning offense.” I glance over and see her pat his arm in a consoling manner. 
“No, but you can yell at him later?” she offers.
“But I doubt it’d work that way,” Nico finishes, ignoring that little conversation. “So we’re going to hit up the Villainy Artifacts Museum. You’re going to try and steal a few of the old school relics from villains gone by,” he tells me. “Most of them are wrecked beyond repair thanks to the heroes, so it’s no big deal if we mess them up more. But hey, it’s still an interesting place for a field trip—”
“I WANT TO GO!” Carla shouts, stopping long enough to grab onto Nico’s shirt. “Can I? Can I?”
“I’m not sure we can trust you around that many old bombs,” he tells her, not even blinking at the “Carla-outta-nowhere” attack. She gives him a sheepish grin and lets go. “Already over the caffeine rush?” Nico asks.
“I only took a sip! It tasted funny,” she says, giving me a look as it was all my fault that MY coffee tasted funny to HER.
“Fine, next time you order coffee and leave it where she can get it, make sure it doesn’t taste funny,” Nico tells me.
“But she shouldn’t be drinking coffee in the first place!” I protest.
“I agree with Rocco,” Vinny says. “Now, can we get to work?”
I take a step back as he holds out his hands in his typical “lighting up” pose, and sink into the shadows. Sure I’m going to find out if I’m fire proof here, but there’s no reason to start out that way. I take two steps forward and jump through a portal, appearing behind Vinny and shoving him hard. Before he can turn back, I step back again, slipping into the Shadowlands.
Okay, so this isn’t the way a hero would fight. I guess Nico was right to make me a villain. I don’t have to admit—
The portals are disappearing, I notice as the one in front of me closes. I dive for the next one, slipping out onto the field again. A flaming fist slams into my face, sending me flying backwards. I hit the ground, catching my balance quickly before racing forward. I jump, slamming into him in a full-out tackle, even though he’s on fire. My clothes catch on fire, but it only feels unpleasant, so I ignore it, slamming a fist into his face.
For a moment we brawl, trading blows. My clothes are flaming, but I just shrug them off as it gets to be annoying. Soon I’m standing in boxers (thank GOD we wear the same size—I’d hate to have them tear,) and I hear the crowd cheering.
“Wait, wait, wait!” Max shouts, making us stop. “This isn’t NEARLY entertaining enough!” he says, taking to the air just so he can look down on us. Napoleon complex, I swear. “There needs to be some sort of chemistry between the two of you—”
“I like girls,” I say before he can go on. “Although I guess Vinny’s kind of—”
“For the love of God, please don’t finish that sentence,” Vinny says dryly. “I’d rather NOT know what you think I am.”
“Not that kind of chemistry,” Max says. “Look at me and Trent—there’s an ongoing argument there. We clearly want to piss each other off. You two are acting like this is just doing your duty! How will you ever get a fan club if you do it like that?”
“We’re not out to get a fan club—” Vinny starts out.
“Actually he’s right,” Nico says. “Getting the norms’ attention is a big part of this job. They need to either love you, or hate you. And Rocco, you’re in the perfect position to get plenty of attention… try to give Vinny a hard time.”
I look at Vinny. I look at Nico. “You do KNOW him, don’t you?” I ask after a long moment. “Getting Vinny angry is impossible.”
“Then throw him off guard,” Nico says. “Vinny, can you go along with that?”
“Yeah, sure,” Vinny says with a shrug.
“I’m not really the mic type, though,” I say, looking at Max. He’s the KING of mic drops. “So it’s not like—”
“Max, loan him your mic, we’ll see if he’s right,” Nico says. The ever-present gold mic drops and I grab it automatically. “Now! From the beginning—and since you’re stealing a super villain’s weapon… Zoe, go get me something shiny, would you?”
“I’ve got the ghost trapper I made last week!” Zoe says.
“That’ll do perfectly. We’ll call it a torture chamber.”
“But what do I need with a torture chamber?” I ask blankly.
Everyone stares at me. Was it something I said?
 
***
 
 “Senator Herold, your one o’clock lunch appointment is here,” Herold’s secretary says. “You have a table at Picadillo’s booked for one fifteen.”
“Thank you,” Herold says, standing and reaching for his coat. He glances up, pasting on a smile at the tall Texan steps through the door. The smile slips, though, as he sees Charles Benton in person for the first time. 
“Senator Herold,” Century says, holding out a hand and daring him to take it. “I have to say just how pleased I am that you could fit me into your schedule.”
“I can’t say how honored I am that you’ve decided to support me,” Herold says, his smile snapping right back into place. “I’ve seen good things about how you’ve been redeveloping your refinery.”
“I brought in a consultant a bit back,” Century says. “But I can tell you all about that over lunch, I’d say.” 
“I can almost guess who you brought in,” Herold says casually as they head out.
“Hope you don’t mind using my driver,” Century says, as if they’re old friends. “I’m paying an arm and a leg to keep them for the week, I figure I might as well get my money’s worth.”
“No, not at all,” Herold lies.
“I thought you might say that,” Century replies, nodding to the secretary as they walk past and out the door. The limo on the curb is a Hummer type, and has bull horns tied to the grill. “So I went ALLLLLL out,” Century finishes with an evil grin. “I thought I’d bring some southern comfort with me—I hope you’re not allergic to cow hide.”
“Tell me,” Herold says silently as he poses and smiles for a camera in the crowd, “are you planning on killing me in the car?”
“And ruin a perfectly good cow hide interior?” Century asks. “No sir, that would be a sin against nature. We’re going out to lunch, where we’ll pretend to be nice and friendly for the on-watchers.” He slides into the car as a black suited man opens it for him, and waits as Herold follows. 
“Something tells me you’re not really willing to be one of my financial backers,” Herold says after the door closes. He leans back in the chair across from Century, watching the man with an unreadable expression. “You’ve made your feelings quite clear when we ran into one another before now.”
“I don’t like you, I won’t lie,” Century agrees, crossing his legs so his right ankle rests on his left knee. He’s wearing jeans. Herold’s eyes go down, taking in the ornate cowboy boots.
“You’re really pushing the redneck look, aren’t you?” he says.
“I find it makes people underestimate me. And these are thousand dollar boots, son. It's called Cowboy Chic.” There's a little grin pulling at his lips when he says that.
“You’re not paying anything for this driver, are you?” Herold says, looking around the limo.
“It was a pretty penny to get it brought all the way here,” Century says. “Now you and me are going to have a nice little chat, Herold. And when that chat is over, you’re going to withdraw from the presidency run.”
“That’s an interesting theory,” Herold says. “But by all means, let’s have that chat.”
 
***
 
I’m sore. The rest of the group is clapping, but all I can think of is relaxing in a bath, or something. We’ve been fighting for over an hour—and no matter what I tried, nothing seemed to phase Vinny. Not really. You can tell because there’s this second of thought before he reacts. Vinny isn’t the greatest of actors, but then again, neither am I. 
“Okay, we’ll call that done for the day. Everyone get to class—Vinny, Rocco, go grab a shower before going. And some pants,” he adds with a pointed look at me. “We’ll get you suited up in a semi-fireproof uniform before this weekend.”
“Yeah, thanks,” I say, rubbing a particularly painful bruise. I’m healing up already, thankfully, but I swear that Vinny hits the same spot every other punch. He’s got to be doing it on purpose. I head for the nearest shadow, stepping through. It’s just a few more steps before I can crawl into a hot shower and—
“Rocco.”
I go still. There’s no way that Shadowman can be on this side of the force field. But I’m not surprised that I can hear him through it, I think reluctantly. “Get over here, kid, we need to talk.”
“I’m going to be late for class,” I say as I head for the force field. Sure enough he’s standing on the other side. Down here you can see through it. “Is there something Nico needs to know?”
“There’s something YOU need to know,” Shadowman says. “You were caught coming out of a shadow—Herold has it on video. He doesn’t know if it was Skye that did it or you, but either way, he wants me to ‘fetch you’ for him.”
“Oh, so you’re going to kidnap your own kid to keep on his good side?” I drawl. “Why am I not surprised?” 
“It’s worth thinking about,” he says, his expression turning thoughtful. “I could drag you in and make it look like I’m faithful, and then you can escape when he’s not looking—or better yet, have someone come in and ‘rescue’ you. I really should have done that instead of taking all this time to warn you,” he goes on. I glare at him. “Why are you naked, anyway?” he asks. “You have some extremely strange hobbies in that school?”
“I was sparring with a fire type,” I say, shoving down embarrassment. “Not that it’s any of your business.”
“Why?”
“Because I’m going to debut,” I say.
“What? You can’t do that!” he says, sounding honestly shocked. “The LAST thing you want to do right now is debut! It’ll just get Herold MORE interested!”
“I’m going to be an official Hall villain—not one like you,” I say, scowling at him. “That means I debut and the world knows about me.”
“It means Technico is using you as bait,” Shadowman snarls. He steps forward, reaching for me only to curse as the lasers hit his hand. I watch his skin heal, but it did some definite damage. He stares at it for a moment before glaring at me. “This isn’t the end of this conversation, boy,” he says, "just a strategic retreat.”
“You were planning on using me as bait, too,” I say as he starts to walk away. “You were going to throw me under the bus! At least if Nico uses me as bait, I’ll have backup!”
“But Herold will know EXACTLY what you can do—and that we’re related,” he says over his shoulder.
“I never asked for that relation,” I say.
“Too bad.” He’s gone before I can come up with a reply. My phone beeps and I let out a groan, realizing that I’m late for class. I don’t care, I decide as I head for my room. I didn’t do my homework, anyway.
 
***
 
Even if it’s supposed to be a more discreet restaurant, Picadillo’s has several people turn slightly to watch the two men walk past. The young woman leading them has a slight tremble in her hands as she motions them to a booth in the back. It’s somewhat separate from the rest of the diners, and Century notes that fact without even blinking. “Thank you, darlin’,” he says as he sits down and takes the menu.
“Picadillo’s is one of my favorite places for business lunches,” Herold says pleasantly as he makes himself comfortable. “It’s the perfect place to have a private conversation without it looking private.”
“I’m flattered,” Century says, his good ole boy act in full swing, “being brought to your favorite place. I take it you come here often?”
“Often enough,” Herold says, flipping through the menu briefly before putting it down. “Now tell me, Cen—ah, should I call your Charles?”
“Charles is fine,” Century says, staring at the menu as if actually looking for what to eat.
“Then tell me, Charles, how do you plan to stop me from running for president?”
“I’m going to blackmail you,” Century says. “I always feel a bit wary, getting Mexican this far from home—I’m pretty picky about my Mexican food.”
“I’m sure you’ll find it excellent,” Herold says. “And if you think threatening to tell the world I’m what you are, well, you can see how I can’t take that seriously. You in the game are so intent on secret identities that you won’t even tell who the villains are.”
“You really think that, do you?” Century says, closing the menu and looking up. “I will admit it’s true—for those that are playing by the rules. But you see, Senator, you’re not playing by our rules. And when you don’t play by our rules, there’s no reason why we should play by yours,” he says, leaning back in the booth and stretching his legs out. His knees bump against the bottom of the table. “You realize just how dangerous a position you’re in? If the norms find out that you—”
He stops as the waitress shows up, taking their drink order. He waits a bit impatiently until she’s gone. But before he can say anything, Herold speaks.
“You just exposed your secret identity to me,” Herold says. “It seems we’re in the same position.”
“Not particularly,” Century says. “You see, there are no rules against one of our kind owning a personal business. Nor do I have a family to threaten. Of all the Hall Leaders, I care least about whether or not my true identity comes out.”
“As an oil baron?”
“Technico redid my system not too long ago. I’m being heralded as an eco-lover, now. Tell me, Herold, what do you think would happen if I came out as who I am, on top of that?”
“Every super villain in the area will target your company to attack you,” Herold says. “You think so highly of Technico, but you forget—I’m one, too,” he says silently, leaning forward.
“Oh, I’m not forgetting,” Century says. “I’m just confident that you’re not as good as he is.”
The look of pure rage that crosses Herold’s face disappears quickly, but not so quickly that Century doesn’t notice it.
“You all think you’re so superior,” Herold says, his voice measured in a way that says he’s being very restrained. “This is why your type needs to be put in their place.”
“No, boy, this is why YOU need to be put in your place,” Century says, leaning forward slightly. “We know exactly what our role in society is. It’s you that’s blurring the lines.” He looks up as the waitress approaches, smiling as if he hadn’t just threatened the other man. 
“Have you decided what you’d like to order?” she asks, smiling hesitantly at him.
“Well, I’m having a bit of trouble deciding,” Century says, his accent traveling ten degrees to the south. “Tell me, darlin’, what do you think is best here?”
“Oh, um, well I’m a huge fan of—”
Century’s left hand reaches out, touching Herold’s. The other hand drops on the table. A blue light shoots out from the hand, flowing through the room in all directions. The waitress goes perfectly still, her mouth still open to talk. The sounds of silverware clinking stops, the soft mumble of conversation stills. The world around them is completely stopped in time.
“A bit showy, don’t you think?” Herold asks, pulling his hand away. “Is this a threat?”
“No, son, this is a promise,” Century says, pulling his phone out of his pocket and propping it up on the table, "from the entire Hall.”
The other Hall leaders appear on the screen, each in their own square. “Hello, Senator, as always, it’s an experience,” Mastermental says.
“Do you really think a show of strength and a threatening phone call is heroic?” Herold asks with a little smile that doesn’t reach his eyes.
“This is just a friendly little reminder, Herold. We don’t want to start a war, now do we?” Isotonic says. “We want to offer a truce, supers to super.”
“A truce,” Herold says. “Is this bribery, then?”
“Of course not,” Century says. He has a glowing green syringe in his hand. When he pulled that out, Herold has no clue, but the sight of it sends a chill down his spine. “It’s just a little… negotiation period.”
“And that is?”
“A way for you to stop being a hypocrite,” Marigold says. “You can take the serum and become what you’ve been pretending to be, a norm. Your little war against us can go on, and we won’t be able to touch you again—at least not like we are now.”
“Or you can choose to stay a super and open yourself up to our laws,” Mastermental finishes. “I believe you’re young enough that it won’t kill you.”
“Is that how you finished off my mother?” Herold asks, his eyes glued to the serum.
“Why yes, yes it is,” Century says. “Courtesy of a woman that if we dig deep enough, has a tie with you.”
“Fascinating,” Herold says. “Shadowman, if you would—” A hand reaches out of the shadows beneath the table and he grabs it, pulled through. Century curses, hitting the shadow just as the portal closes.
“We just showed him our ace,” Negatia says. “You meant for that to happen, didn’t you?”
“Of course I did,” Mastermental says. “Now, we sit back and see how he plays it out.”
“I won’t lie, this stuff gives me the chills,” Century says, staring at the syringe with fascination.
“It won’t work on you without the power blocking gun shutting down your abilities first,” Mastermental says, waving it off. “Now clean up there and return to your base. He’s going to go after you, first, I think.”
“I know,” Century says. “I’ve got Nico working on it.” He stands, digging out a wad of cash and tossing it onto the table before walking away. Once outside he taps the building’s door and time jerks back into motion. He’s long gone by the time the waitress realizes the table she’d been serving is now empty.
 
***
 
As soon as I take a super quick shower and get dressed I head to the science lab where Nico works. I need to tell him about Shadowman’s visit, but I can’t say anything. He’s got holograms open so they surround him, and is moving so fast that he looks like a blur. It looks like he’s a conductor, running a symphony in fast-forward. There’s no sound, but each of the screens light up as he motions to them, flashing from red to green, only to go red again a second later.
This has to be a technopath war, I realize, watching in stunned awe. Another hologram appears, making me jump back as it takes my place. It flashes quickly and I see code crossing the screen. “Rocco,” Nico says, alerting me to the fact that he knows I’m here, “get Zoe.”
“Sure, boss,” I say, disappearing through the shadows. I appear behind Zoe a second later. “Your dad wants you,” I say as she glances up. I drag her through the shadows and back to his office. She blinks for a moment, and I can practically see her mind rushing.
“On it,” she says, heading into the mess of holograms. I watch, silently, as the two start working back to back. Soon the red lights are STAYING green. Whoever is on the attack is getting shut out, and fast.
“A false front?” Zoe asks, starting to laugh.
“Why not?” Nico says. “With you doing the shutting down, it gave me plenty of time.” They turn, bumping knuckles with matching evil grins. “He’ll figure it out soon, though, so don’t let your guard down.”
“On it,” Zoe says, her eyes going back to the holograms. “Does he know there are two of us?” she asks.
“No, and we’re going to keep it that way,” Nico says, watching his side of the holograms with a hint of amusement. “Thanks, Rocco,” he adds. “I appreciate your speed. You can go back to class, now.”
“Actually I can’t—I have something to tell you,” I say. “Herold knows about me, well, maybe.”
Nico looks over, raising an eyebrow. “Go on.”
“Shadowman appeared at the force field in the Shadowlands,” I say. “He says that Herold wants him to bring me to him. He’s got me coming out of the shadows on film thanks to the Anti-Super meeting. He thinks it might be Skye that did it, but he’s still after me.”
“Makes sense, so is Shadowman going to kidnap you?”
“That’s his father!” Zoe protests. “Shadowman might be evil, but even HE wouldn’t throw his own son under the bus!”
“Actually, after thinking about it, he said it might be a good way to make him look good,” I say dryly. “You know, bring me in, let you guys come in and save me. Especially when he found out I was going to debut.”
“And how did he find that out?” Nico asks.
“He caught me running around looking crispy,” I say.
“I see. Well… why not?” he says after a moment of thought. “I don’t trust Shadowman, but that doesn’t mean we can’t use him. Tell him that as soon as the debut is over, he can kidnap you. We’ll be looking forward to it.”
“What?” I ask.
“You can’t just toss Rocco under the bus, Dad!” Zoe says.
“Says the one that would have tested the shields on him a while back,” Nico drawls with amusement. “If Rocco doesn’t want to, we’ll bring Ace back and substitute.”
“What will we gain if I get kidnapped?” I ask. “Is it really worth it?”
“He’s just going to keep coming after you, don’t you think? Which would you rather have—a kidnapping we’re aware of and can turn to our advantage, or one we don’t see coming?” He focuses on the holograms, tapping on the air. Another screen turns yellow. “He’s starting to figure it out. Who wants to bet he throws a temper tantrum?” he asks, his grin downright wicked.
“Oh, I don’t think he will,” Zoe says, tapping away as well. “But we could put off the debut until after all this is over, if you don’t want dragged into it, Rocco,” she says, not even glancing at me. “You’ve already done plenty with stealing the watch from Marie.”
“I’ll… think about it,” I say, watching them work for a moment. “What shields?” I ask, abruptly.
“Hmm?” Zoe asks.
“What shields would you have tested on me?” I ask.
“Oh, we were going to see if you could get through the force field by shadow,” she says. “But we didn’t have a stun setting.”
“We still don’t have a stun setting,” Nico says.
“Oh,” I say. No, seriously, is everyone out to treat me like bait? I sigh. “You can’t,” I say, giving up before even arguing. “Get through, I mean—you can’t get through the force field, even in the Shadowlands. That means I don’t have to deal with any of the shadow dinos when I’m on campus—they all fried themselves when it went up, I think.”
“Good to know. Get to class, Rocco,” Nico says.
“Going now,” I reply, stepping through the shadows and heading for class.
 
***
 
 “I almost had him,” Herold says, closing down the holograms and falling back in his chair. “I was almost there. But all of a sudden it was like he was just playing with me,” he admits, running a hand over his face. He hates to admit that Century is right—that Technico is better than he is. No, not just better—”better” is how he would (if he was honest) describe the first part. It’s when he got trapped in the false business front that Technico went from “better” to amazing. He’d actually believed he’d gotten through for a minute.
“Technico,” Shadowman says, lounging in the chair in front of his desk and playing on his phone. 
“I realize that it’s Technico,” Herold says sharply. “I realize that they’re trying to throw me off guard, but it isn’t going to work.”
“Seems to me it already has,” Shadowman mutters.
“Once I have the presidency—”
“You don’t get it!” Shadowman says, getting to his feet. “The supers aren’t under U.S. law! They never have been, they never will be—they are ABOVE the law! That’s why when you wind up having a freaking LUNCH date with one of the Hall Leaders, you know you’re about to be gunned down!” He stares at Herold, his hands on the desk between them, his irritation finally shoving him over the edge. “You can’t beat them. Technico couldn’t beat them, and you just admitted he was a better technopath than you are. Face it, Herold, we’re well and truly screwed. They’ll take our powers and toss us into the Cape Cells, all because you got some wild hair to become president. Do you REALLY think they’ll allow a super to be the leader of the free world?”
“You just said they weren’t under the law.”
“They aren’t—they put themselves under their own laws,” Shadowman says, running a hand over his face. “I spent all this time avoiding their attention, only to fall in with you, who doesn’t even know how they operate!”
“If they’re above the law because of their powers,” Herold says, “we can fix that.”
“What do you mean?”
“That’s of no concern for you,” Herold says. “You have more important things to do—where is the boy I told you to bring me?”
A knock comes at the door, and they hear someone call through it. “Senator Herold, you’ve got an interview in an hour.”
“Right, of course,” Herold says, standing. “I’m coming.” He straightens his tie and walks past Shadowman, pausing beside him. “What are you waiting for, Shadowman? You have a job to do.”
“You’re out of your league, Herold,” Shadowman whispers. “You’re going to get both of us killed.”
“Do keep from being seen by my secretary,” Herold replies. “The last thing I want is to be seen with someone shady looking while I’m campaigning.”
“Ha ha,” Shadowman drawls before sliding through the nearest shadow and leaving him behind. Now… how can he use this for his own advantage?
He’s still frowning slightly as he heads forward. It’s only the sound of his phone vibrating that makes him stop. He digs it out of his pocket, looking at the text for a moment before letting out a laugh.
“This weekend it is, then,” he says, typing up a quick reply.
 
 





CHAPTER FIVE
 
There’s no rest for the Rocco. Yeah, that sounds about right, I decide as school lets out. All of my homework weighs a ton—that’s what I get for doing good deeds. If I wasn’t running around trying to save the world, maybe, just MAYBE I’d be caught up on school work. I groan and head for the tree houses behind the gym. It seems as good a place as any to try and get some work done. Why? Because that’s one of the hang outs for the zoo kids. If I’m lucky, someone will let me copy.
Thankfully there’s a small crowd of kids hanging out, draped over the tree houses or lounging in the hammocks. Even the new girls are sitting on a blanket nearby. “Hey, guys! Who wants to let me check their homework?” I ask with a cheesy grin.
“Yeah, right!” Lance says, barely looking up from his books, "like you know any of the answers.”
“I’m older than you are, you know,” I have to point out.
“You dropped out of school when you were twelve,” he says, jotting down another answer. 
“Yeah, yeah, well it’s not like I could go—think of how terrorized the teachers would have been when Marigold stopped by,” I say, looking around for a place to sit. Carla is sitting in one of the hammocks, her hand a blur as she does her homework at her own pace. She might be one of the youngest in the school, but she’s really smart. I think it’s because she gets bored and reads ahead.
I hop onto the platform over her hammock and lean over, trying to get her attention. She glances up, her eyes widen, and she lets out a muffled yelp of shock. “Don’tdothat!” she scolds me, still in fast-forward.
“When you talk like that you remind me of the Chipmunks,” I say. “Hey, hey, sing the Christmas Time song—”
She glares at me as people start laughing. “That’s not funny,” she says, deliberately slowing down. “What do you want?”
“Can I copy your homework?”
“No! Do your own!”
“But I’ve got work to do—I’ve got a debut coming up, and then I get kidnapped—” I say. “Wait, shouldn’t have mentioned that,” I admit as everyone turns to stare at me.
“Why are you getting kidnapped?” Carla asks. “Who would want you?”
“Ouch,” I say, grabbing my chest. “That was HARSH.”
“Yeah, yeah,” she says, rolling her big gold eyes and shoving me lightly. I sit up, turning and looking at the rest of the group.
“Okay, I’ll tell,” I say. “My dad’s going to kidnap me—you guys need to be my backup, got it? Because I’m going to have to escape from a technopath.”
“Nico?”
“Herold.”
“Did your dad warn you first?” Carla asks, a hint of fear in her eyes. I feel even guiltier with that look. The idea of Shadowman kidnapping anyone is probably going to keep her awake at night.
“Yeah, he did,” I say. “He warned me first, but then suggested we do it. Nico’s going along—he says it’s better to do it when we can use it to our advantage. I think he plans on exposing Herold to the press, or something.”
“I don’t…” Carla says, looking at her books.
“Huh?”
“I don’t like it!” she says. “It’s not right! You’re one of us—you’re supposed to be PROTECTED from jerks like those—”
“I’m not, though,” I say, cutting her off. “I’m not one of you. I’m a working cape, now. This sort of thing is going to be my job, Carla.” I take in a deep breath, letting it out slowly as I look at all of them. “I’m going villain. I’m going to be the one that’s sent into the shadows to hunt down the bad guys—probably by less than honorable means,” I say dryly. “I’m going to be one of the ones protecting YOU,” I tell her, “at least until you’re ready to go out and protect everyone else.”
“This is this and that is that,” she says, waving her hands emphatically. “You don’t see the other villains getting kidnapped!” She jumps out of the hammock, storming away and leaving her homework. For a moment I look at it, honestly tempted.
“Oh for crying out loud,” I mutter, jumping off the platform and chasing after her.
I hear, faintly, Vinny ask, “What was that about?”
 
***
 
She’s acting like a child, Carla thinks, sitting at the top of the steps into the canyon. She KNOWS that he can escape anything—well, with a little help, he can. He escaped from Central Hall! All Nico had to do was turn the power off for a few seconds. She’s heard the story several times, right? Shadowman can’t keep him in some glass cage like he had her, no one can! Well, maybe no one.
“Look,” Rocco says from below. “We need to talk.”
Reluctantly she looks down. He starts up the stairs when she doesn’t say anything. “It’s none of my business,” she says, looking away from him. “You can do whatever you want, it’s not like I have some say in it.” She sounds like a brat, and she knows it. Sometimes you just NEED to be bratty.
He sits down next to her, sliding his legs through the stair railing and staring out over the campus. “You know, I could be ripping off your homework right now,” he says.
She whacks him with the back of her hand, making him laugh. “That isn’t even close to funny,” she complains. “And neither was the Chipmunks joke!”
“That wasn’t funny—that was hysterical,” he says, grinning evilly. “I can just see you dressed up in red—”
“Shut up, it’s not funny!” she says, glaring at him. “I’m trying to act more adult-like! I’m fourteen, now!”
He starts laughing so hard he almost falls over. “Yeah, good luck with that!” he hoots once he has his breath back. “Says the girl that forces the entire dorm to be silent whenever My Little Pony comes on, or had Ace do an entire Lisa Frank style mural of a panther on her wall—I can’t WAIT to see Adanna see that, I bet she’d be shocked to see herself glitter-ized. You’re still a kid, Carla—”
Her hands clench on the bars of the railing and they start to bend.
“But not in a bad way!” he says quickly as the metal squeals. “I… I like the child-like aspect,” he says, giving her a shy little smile. “Even after you’ve been through so much, you can still be happy about little things. You’re one of my best friends,” he says. “You were one of the first people to accept me into the school. And I honestly think your little caffeine trips are hysterical.”
Best friend, she thinks, staring at the campus. That makes her feel so selfish, in a way. “I should support you,” she says, leaning forward and pressing her forehead to the bars. “But I don’t want to! This is just plain STUPID! There’s no reason to let them kidnap you, not unless you’re going to capture Herold or your—or Shadowman and put them in the Cape Cells, right? If you do that, I’ll support you. I’ll even go with you,” she says. “I can take out Shadowman! I almost did once, already! And while I’m taking out Shadowman you can go in and steal super secret information on Herold!”
“I don’t want to—”
“We’ll take it,” Nico says, appearing in front of them. “The three of you make a surprisingly good team,” he adds.
“Three?” Rocco asks, blinking as Skye pops out from behind Nico’s back.
“SURPRISE!” she says. “I get to be your kidnapping teacher! I don’t like kidnapping, but I’ll make an exception for you, Rocco!”
“Not ‘kidnapping teacher,’ Skye, you’re going to be his kidnapping overseer.”
“Is it just me or do both titles seem equally wrong?” Rocco says. “So this kidnapping is just a new way of infiltrating, right? What are we after that you can’t get through the internet?” 
“Who knows? But if he’s so kindly inviting one of my kids into his place of work, who am I to pass it up? Now, you two have homework to do and Skye, you’ve got… I honestly don’t know what you’ve got to do, actually.” He looks at his sister a bit blankly. “What DO you do?”
“Video games!” Skye says happily.
“Oh. Well that makes sense. Rocco, go do your homework,” he says before walking away.
Carla looks at Rocco, feeling like their little conversation was cut short. “Um, I should go let Cisco call his dad,” she says a bit awkwardly.
“Yeah, sounds like a good idea,” he says.
“I’m going to go play the new game!” Skye says, racing away. Carla looks at Rocco for a long moment before leaving, as well. He doesn’t seem interested in talking any longer.
 
***
 
The week passes in a blink of an eye. Suddenly I’m standing in front of the Villainy Artifacts Museum, dressed in my civvies. Nico stops next to me, looking at it with a hint of amusement. “They bring ALL of the artifacts here, regardless of the branch. South is the only one interested in showing it off.”
“So… some of your old stuff might be in here?” I ask, suddenly interested.
“As far as I know, yeah,” he says. “Hey, we might even find that old—no, wait, Andre stole that,” he says.
“Old what?”
“The clone I built almost forty years ago to save Superior from Mom,” he says. “It’s an interesting story, I’ll tell it to you sometime,” he adds as he starts inside. I look around, seeing other capes out of uniform lingering around. I see Carla and Skye exclaiming over one of the lawn ornaments and groan as I hear Skye go, “I WANT this! It’d be awesome in my secret base! Think they’d notice if I stole it?”
“Yes,” Carla says, “I do.”
“But I’ll be really discreet—”
“It’s the size of a basketball court, Skye,” she says. “You should at least wait until night time!”
“Okay! Want to come with me when I do?”
“I’m supposed to be going hero,” Carla says, pouting for a second, “but I’d really like to see it!” she adds.
“They’re planning on stealing the lawn art,” I have to tell Nico.
“I heard,” he says with amusement. “It’d be a waste of time. They took out all the working parts years ago. Now come on in, we can at least tour the place while we’re waiting for Vinny to do his grand entrance.”
“Grand entrance?”
“The reason Century was in such a rush to offer his land is that Vinny’s being established as a South Branch cape. Even his unofficial debut was here. Sure, he officially debuted back home, but everyone knows he’s a Cape High kid and he’s being trained in Central. The only problem with this is that people will think you’re a South Branch villain.”
“That’s a pretty big problem, right?”
“Is it?” Nico asks. “If you’re going to work for me and Zoe, you can claim both Central and South—we’ve been roped into both. We’ve got the official paperwork and everything.”
“I accept,” a tall, handsome looking man says as he heads straight for us. He’s wearing a suit coat, jeans, and a large cowboy hat. “Welcome to the team, Rocco,” he says, holding out a hand.
“Wait, what?” I say blankly as he takes my hand and shakes it.
“Does this mean I can claim the other three, as well?” he asks Nico, completely ignoring me.
“I can try and get you Jack and Ace, but Max is strictly Central,” Nico says. “You understand why.”
“Of course I do. So, Rocco, looking forward to your big debut?” he asks me, as if me being a villain in his territory is perfectly—oh, wait—
“Yeah, but, um, I wanted to thank you,” I say, feeling a bit awkward. “Skye’s my aunt,” I explain as he just looks at me. “Well, actually she’s my cousin who-knows-how-many-times removed, but she’s claimed aunt and you don’t argue with her. So… for everything you’ve done, thanks,” I say. 
A little smile pulls at the corner of his lips. He’s about to reply when Skye jumps between the two of us, holding out her arms in a protective manner—with her back to me.
“Don’t you DARE touch my adorable nephew!” she declares dramatically.
“Skye,” Nico says, reaching out and draping an arm over her shoulder, “we’re in civvies, right, little sister?” he asks silently. “That means you don’t know him.”
“I don’t?” she asks, leaning into the hug. “Okay! But that doesn’t mean I should let my adorable nephew just meet random old guy strangers, does it?” she demands.
“Skye,” I say, “it’s fine. Why don’t you go find out if there’s anything else you want to steal?”
“Oh, good idea!” she says, pulling away from Nico with an excited look on her face. “Now that we’re going to be moving back, the secret base needs some fancying up!” She runs off, leaving Century staring at me.
“You just sent her on a shopping trip in my museum,” he says.
I give him a wide grin. “Like Nico says, all of the dangerous parts have already been removed, right?” I tell him.
He lets out a laugh, clearly taken off guard. “That’s absolutely true,” he admits. “I expect you to replace whatever she steals, you know,” he adds pointedly.
“Ask Jack—he’s always leaving strange pieces of metal around,” I say. “I don’t figure I’ll specialize in strange machinery, myself. But I might be able to get you a dinosaur from another dimension?” I offer thoughtfully.
“I’ll have to look into zoos for that,” he says. “Now, I think it’s time for you to get into costume. You can use the security room up two floors and on the right.”
“Thanks,” I say, heading for the stairs. I quickly change into the uniform Kim made me and stare at myself in the security restroom’s mirror, hesitating as I see the mask. The uniform is something I had a big hand in deciding. It’s a super-grade material green and gray hoodie and baggy, multi-pocketed pants. The hood is lined with material like screens that are rigged to show the world around me. The dark grey mask is there in case my hood falls down. I slip it on and look for a good shadow. When nothing NOT disgusting (this IS a bathroom, you know? Shadows here tend to be way too close to the toilets,) stands out, I flip off the lights and step into the darkness.
 
***
 
His son--the words are repeating over and over again in Shadowman’s mind, because his irritation right now is trying to overwhelm them. They stuck the kid in a strange outfit—well, at least he isn’t wearing TIGHTS, Shadowman thinks as he watches the boy slip out of the shadows behind Fire Hazard. But regardless, the kid is becoming one of their show ponies! There to keep the norms entertained and happy. It’s irritating—he jerks slightly as his phone vibrates and looks around. He’s sitting on the building, hidden from the cameras by one of the ridiculous mad scientist creations that decorate the roof. No one’s watching him. No one seems to be aware that he’s even there. He pulls out his phone.
“Hello, Nico,” he says. “Are you sure that Herold won’t know you’ve called me?”
“Do you really think he’s better than I am at this?” Nico asks.
“He’s older, he’s had more time to learn,” Shadowman says.
“Most of the technology today is based on something I built in the Cape Cells. Are you ready?” he asks, going straight to the crux of the matter. “Once Vinny sends Rocco running, I expect you to grab him.”
“Why are you doing this to him?” Shadowman asks. “He’s not built to be in the limelight.”
“Of course he isn’t. He’s like us,” Nico says. “But Herold is proof that we can’t let the ones like us stay in the shadows, isn’t he? And so are you. I offered you the chance to do this right, you know,” he goes on silently. They’re watching the same thing—Rocco and Vinny sparring dramatically, lighting up the sky and crashing into leftovers from previous super villains.
“Why?” Shadowman asks.
“You’re a weasel, Shadowman, and we both know it. You don’t deserve a second chance.”
“I know, so why did you offer me one?”
“I wanted to see what would happen, I guess.” They watch silently as Rocco gets a good hit in, sending Vinny crashing into the machine behind him. “That’s why I took Rocco in, as well. Your son’s a good kid. He must have gotten it from his mother.”
It startles a laugh out of Shadowman, one that feels pretty rusty. “I’m sure he did,” he says. “The… kids from the Collector,” he starts out slowly. “How are they doing?”
“You really are the last one that deserves to hear that,” Nico says.
“I know,” Shadowman says.
“They’re doing well,” Nico says. “And almost every single one of them would beat you half to death if given the chance. I’m going to train them up so they can, and then I’m going to release them on the world. They’ll be in every branch,” he goes on. “I suggest you think about moving to another continent soon—that is, if you aren’t in the Cape Cells by then.”
“Your advice has been noted,” Shadowman drawls.
“Actually it probably won’t even work, then,” Nico goes on thoughtfully, “because they’ve got my kid wrapped around their pinkies—and she’s going to be up to building planes soon enough. Or if you’re REALLY unlucky, your own son will take them straight to you.” 
“Yeah—” Shadowman stops, straightening as he sees the crowd of norms suddenly surge. There are signs being held up. He lets out a curse. 
“Did you and Herold plan this?” Nico asks coldly.
“No!” Shadowman says. “I had this all under control! Why would he sic those stupid—”
Nico hangs up on him before he can finish. The entire building is surrounded, Shadowman thinks as he gets up to check. Anti-Super Society as far as the eye can see.
 
***
 
 “Why is it that every debut I have winds up like this?” Vinny mutters as we go still mid-brawl. We’re trying to keep going, but the shouting about supers being a danger to society is almost overwhelming. “Look, maybe you should fade out now,” Vinny whispers, shoving me away. I slam into the wall of the building and slide down into the shadows, staring up at him for a second before starting to sink into the ground.
A light hits me, and suddenly I’m stuck. I jerk at my hands, struggling to get free of the portal. I can’t move. “Nico?” I ask, panicking. “Nico, I’m stuck. I was going through the shadows and—”
“Breathe, Rocco,” Nico says. “We’ve just had a bit of a blip.”
“But I can’t move. I don’t have my powers, Nico. Someone stole my powers,” I say, trying my best and failing. 
“Herold,” Nico says darkly. “I’m sending Skye over—”
I jerk as I find myself surrounded by norms. Justin’s ex-agent steps right in front of me, a strange little gun in his hand. “Wh—what are you doing?” I ask.
“We’re proving that we don’t need supers to take care of your likes,” Tom says, holding the gun up and aiming it at me. “The entire world will see you taken down before you become a problem, kid. They’ll rejoice over it, too,” he says. “Get that collar on him,” he snaps at one of the guys beside me. I jerk, trying to keep away from the collar he’s holding. It snaps around my neck and I go limp, feeling faint. I hate these things. 
“Boss… he’s stuck,” one of the guys say, and I roll my head as much as I can to look over at him. I feel light-headed. I think I would be sick if I wasn’t fighting the urge to giggle. 
“Pull harder!” Tom snaps, only to scream as a hand comes out of his chest. He looks like he’s about to faint, too, I think with a laugh. He DOES faint as Skye walks straight through him.
“I’ll take this!” she says happily, grabbing for the gun. Before she can grab it, a light hits her, as well. She falls to the ground, almost falling on her butt. 
“Having problems, boys?” another man asks as he steps into the circle surrounding us. He’s dressed in camo, with the hat pulled low and hiding his face. It looks like he’s planning on going to war. “Taking down a teenage boy should be easier for you than this.”
I feel someone take my hand and almost yelp as I’m suddenly dragged down through the ground, into the Shadowlands. The world swirls in front of my eyes and I feel like all of my oxygen is gone.
I black out. I never was good with having my powers taken and lack of oxygen plus the nauseating smell of sulfur is more than my brain can handle right now.
 
***
 
 “What the hell is he thinking?” Shadowman demands as he looks at his unconscious son. The boy had fainted shortly after he pulled him down. He pokes at the collar strapped around Rocco’s neck, only to get shocked. His phone rings and he pulls it out.
“I’m going to give you the benefit of the doubt, Shadowman,” Herold says. “I’m going to assume that you pulled him down because they couldn’t get him out. To prove that fact, I expect you to bring the boy to Mom’s place in the next three minutes.”
“You—”
“Two and a half,” Herold says before hanging up.
Shadowman hesitates for that half a minute, taking a second to text Nico a quick sentence before grabbing Rocco and swinging him over his shoulder. He’s a failure as a father, but how is that a surprise? He’s been a failure at everything else. He heads through the Shadowlands, glancing at the beasts that are stalking them in the shadows. 
He steps into the light, right in front of Herold, and to his surprise, a tied up Skye.
 
***
 
 “People, people, this is NOT the time to be—” Century says, floating over the crowd of screaming protesters. They're starting to try and push past the cops acting as crowd control. “Can we all calm down, please?”
“Rocco?” he hears Nico say. “Rocco, come in, kid. Where are you?” The younger man lets out a curse and takes to the air, moving to float next to Century. “He’s gone. I can’t even pick up on his com bracelet,” he says quietly. “Only Herold could block me from finding my own tech, even if it is turned off.”
“You said that he was supposed to be kidnapped after this, not DURING this,” Century says silently.
“He was! I was talking with Shadowman as it went down. Forget it, we’ll find out what happened after I get him back—wait, where’s Skye?” he asks, scanning the crowd quickly.
“What do you mean, where’s Skye?” Century asks, turning on him. “Skye was NOT a part of this plan!”
“Actually she was—but not like this,” Nico mutters. The crowd is getting louder, now chanting their line about no supers in schools—even though this isn’t even a school setting. “I’m going to go find them. You take care of this,” he adds to Century. Century fights the urge to growl as he races away, leaving him to deal with the angry citizens.
“Now that is ENOUGH!” Century says as they start jumping, trying to attack him. He goes higher, well out of their reach. “Everyone, I want you to listen to me right this instant. This was NOT a threat to your children, or yourselves. No one was THREATENED by these two boys!”
“They were destroying public property!” someone shouts. “Someone could have been seriously hurt!”
“They had a commercial for the fight last week,” a teenage boy speaks up. “Are you a moron? This was all plotted out. Fire Hazard and the new guy probably KNOW each other, or something. IT’S JUST A SHOW! And you totally ruined it, man! I was going to see the new villain for his first fight, ever! LIVE! Do you know how awesome that would have been? Now it’s ruined!”
“You’re a fool if you don’t take them seriously!” one of the Anti-Super members roars back.
“You’re an idiot if you do!” he snaps right back. “They televise this stuff—you watch the fights on pay-per-view! Hell, South Branch’s most devious super villain is SKYSTEP and she’s—well, she’s awesome, sure, but she’s a total ditz! Can you seriously see Skystep out to hurt little kids? She practically IS one! You guys are just ruining one of the greatest forms of entertainment around, and I, for one, am sick and tired of it!”
“That’s just their ploy to brainwash you into thinking they’re safe,” Tom says, coming through the crowd, looking a bit pale. “Like a bear wearing a vest and riding a tricycle, people think they’re just there to entertain them, but don’t be fooled. That bear can still kill people.”
“That’s—”
“This is all part of their ploy, everyone! They lie to us and hide their true nature, leading us along willingly. But what do you think they’re really after, huh? Who knows when they’ll turn on us?”
“I do,” Century says. The crowd turns and looks at him. “Ladies and Gentlemen, the super world is minuscule. For every million of you, there might be ten of us. Of that small group, more than half of them are D-class, who are almost exactly like you. They make good cops and military, and unlike the more powerful capes, we encourage them to do so--they don't draw dangerous attention to the jobs like we would.” The crowd stares at him, several cynical looks, some surprised. “We aren’t out to attack your children, or you, my friends, we’re just out to raise our own and protect yours. I know that Senator Herold is on a rant, calling us out as dangerous, but apparently he doesn’t have all of the facts.” He motions over to Vinny, who’s standing on the building. “This is Fire Hazard, the nephew of Flameblaster, everyone. He’s seventeen, goes to Cape High, and loves to cook. Come on over, Hazard,” he says.
Vinny flies over, looking over the crowd. “They took Rocco,” he says silently.
“I know, but this is our part of the job. Talk to the people, son,” Century says before raising his voice. “Fire Hazard is likely going to be one of your local heroes as soon as he graduates. Why don’t you tell the people about yourself, son?”
Vinny hesitates for a moment. “Well,” he says, his mind still on the fact that Rocco is gone. He LIKES Rocco—Rocco’s like a family member. But Nico will find him, right? “My name is Fire Hazard, like he said, but since we’re going on about how dangerous supers are, why don’t I tell you what happened to me and my friends?” he asks, letting his flame die and landing on the ground. A mic is tossed to him and he grabs it without asking. He looks at Carla, who’s just standing there watching him, and apologizes silently for what he’s about to say. 
“I’m a part of a group called the zoo kids at Cape High. We’re called the zoo kids because some crazy rich normal guy decided he wanted to collect super kids and put us on display, like animals,” he says bluntly. “He hired a guy who kidnapped us when we were just coming into our powers. We were stuck in specially constructed transparent cages, unable to talk to or see our family members, unable to contact the outside world. Do you want to know why we’ve been visiting your schools? We’ve been trying to find the kids that are like I was, before someone else decides we make good collectibles.”
“Ha! That’s such a lie! You could have escaped—” someone starts out.
“There was only so much oxygen in those little glass cubes, mister,” Vinny says in a sickeningly matter-of-fact tone. “I would light up and faint, since I was only just coming into my abilities. Supers saved us. Cape High took me and the other zoo kids in, they gave us a home and a future as heroes. In my case, it might even be a future as YOUR hero.”
“V—Hazard,” Century says, looking a bit sad. “Thank you for sharing.”
“If you weren’t supers you wouldn’t have been captured!” someone shouts as most of the crowd tries to process what he just told them.
“So it’s my fault for being born this way?” Vinny asks. “Thank you, thank you so much for that informed opinion. Does anyone else want to blame what happened to me on me? For myself, I don’t care—you can say whatever you want. It happened, it’s over, but if you start in on—”
Century drops down, grabbing the mic from him and placing a hand on his shoulder. “It’s okay, son, you can stop now,” he says gently.
Vinny takes a breath, one not obvious to people not touching him. “Yeah, sorry for the outburst,” he says. “Our Principal’s daughter,” he says, taking the mic back, “once told us that we, of all people, should know how it feels to be weak and helpless. Because of that, we have more reason than anyone to protect the ones weaker than we are. So I’m asking you, knowing that you love your kids and family, and that’s why you’re doing this—” which is probably a lie, a cynical voice says in his head, “to trust me, to trust US. I’ll admit that we might be doing a few tricks for your entertainment, but we’re not lying in wait to finish you off, or whatever it is you think we’re doing. For one thing, none of us has a long enough attention span for that. Our history class comes in comic book form, you know?”
It startles a laugh out of some of them.
“Do you think he’s found them yet?” Vinny asks Century silently, lowering the mic.
“He’d better have, but just in case, we need to keep these guys occupied.”
 
***
 
 “I had it all under control,” I hear Shadowman say from a distance. I still feel like I’m choking to death, but consciousness is reluctantly coming back. “I was going to do this DISCREETLY. Now you’ve got a place OWNED by supers surrounded by your idiot brigade!”
“Were you?” Herold asks. “Were you, really? Because I’m starting to question your loyalty. You could have grabbed the boy at any time, so why wait an entire week?”
“He was in Cape High,” Shadowman says. I force my eyes to open, trying to focus. I have no idea where we are, which is a very odd sensation for me. Usually I have at least a vague idea, better than that if I’ve been there before. Right now, though, I’m completely lost. It must be because of the collar. “You don’t just waltz into Cape High, Herold. The security there is the best in the world. And even if you DO get in, the teachers are all retired super heroes.”
“You can walk through shadows, Shadowman, figure something out,” Herold says, walking over to Skye. “So… you told me she was how they got through the wall, but clearly you lied,” he goes on. “This boy, from what I saw of the fight, has abilities remarkably similar to yours.”
I see a tick appear in Shadowman’s jaw, but he doesn’t say anything.
“He’s your son, isn’t he?” Herold asks. “That’s why you were so protective. Who would have thought, a cold blooded mercenary suddenly worried about his child being kidnapped.”
“I brought him to you, didn’t I?” Shadowman growls. “If I really cared, do you think I would have done that?”
“It’s true, isn’t it,” Herold says. “As long as you’re paid, you’ll do absolutely anything. Mom had you figured out. I had my doubts. Mom was never the best judge of character, but she really had you pegged.”
Shadowman says nothing, he just stands there, his hands clenching at his sides. 
“I’ll tell you what,” Herold says. “Since he is one of the Cape High kids, and since Technico is so fond of the little brats, prove that you don’t care. Finish him.”
Shadowman jerks, shock on his face. “That was never part of this deal,” he grits out.
“Ten million,” Herold throws out, “for one kid.”
“I refuse.”
“Fine, I’ll do it myself,” Herold says. Shadowman lunges forward, his hand aimed at Herold’s chest. Herold shoots him with the power negating gun before he takes another step. Shadowman staggers back, looking pale and slightly older—I see wrinkles and his hair has white streaks in it. Is he old enough to turn to dust if he loses his powers? A part of me is praying that he isn’t. I don’t want to see my dad die in front of my eyes, especially when he was trying to—
He was trying to protect me, I realize in shock, snapping fully back into focus. Herold walks over to me, hauling me to my feet as if I weigh nothing. “Now, Shadowman, since you’ve proved that you have a weakness, tell me what you’ve been keeping from me,” he says casually, holding me up by the hair. “Otherwise your precious son gets it.”
“If you kill him, Nico will hunt you down,” Shadowman says. “You’ll be thrown into the Cape Cells—or executed.”
“That’s for me to worry about, don’t you think? Just tell me what you’ve been hiding and I’ll let the boy go, no harm, no foul,” Herold offers. “In fact I’ll make it a two for one, I’ll let Skystep go, as well. What really happened with my mother, Shadowman?” he demands harshly. “Is she really dead?”
“No,” Shadowman says, turning and looking at me. “She’s… she’s in the Arctic Circle, guarded by Superior and Tatiana.” 
“I see,” Herold says, letting me drop and taking a small breath. “That’s… interesting.”
“Would you have killed him?” Shadowman asks, already starting to look younger.
“Of course not,” Herold says. “But far be it for me to let an opportunity pass. Now, before I let them go, how shall I make them keep their mouths shut?” he says thoughtfully, looking at me. “If Mom was here, I’d have her wipe their memories. As it is…”
“Skystep is still unconscious,” Shadowman says. “We can leave her somewhere and she’ll not know a thing.”
“And the boy?” Herold asks.
“He’s a villain—no one will believe him—”
“I think we’ll keep him,” Herold decides.
“You said you’d let him go,” Shadowman says.
“I did,” Herold says. “But like you constantly enjoy pointing out—I’m a politician. I’m good at lying.”
“I can’t go to the arctic circle with this collar on,” I say. “I’ll freeze to death. If you take the collar off I’ll—I’ll promise to not tell any of the norms what happened here.”
“A reasonable offer,” Herold says. “But I want you to swear not to tell anyone, norm or super. Otherwise the collar stays.”
“Fine,” I say, fighting the urge to tug on it. It falls off with a wave of Herold’s hand. “I won’t have to—Superior’s going to notice you,” I add as I look at Shadowman. He’s almost completely back to normal. His recovery rate is astonishing. I figure in ten or twenty years, though, that would kill him. Herold seems to have figured it out as well, because he aims the gun at Shadowman. 
“I suggest you think more positively,” he says to me. “I’m sure we can all work together to accomplish what needs to be done. Think of it like politics, Shadowboy, you compromise a little, I compromise a little, and we can come to an agreement that changes the world. Now we’re going to put Skystep somewhere safe, so lead the way. I suggest you pick someplace discreet.” He picks Skye up, slinging her over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes and motioning me forward with the power negating gun. “Lead the way,” he says.
“I have to—um, we have to be touching,” I say, reluctantly reaching out. Shadowman takes my hand before Herold can, and grabs Herold’s wrist. I step through the shadow on the wall and into the Shadowlands. “We just need to find somewhere safe to leave her,” I say, leading the way through the eerie land. I look around, wondering.
“Here will work,” Shadowman says, letting go of Herold’s arm and hauling me through the shadow right next to us. I hear a trigger pulled behind us, but it’s too late, we’re already in the real world.
“You just left them?” I ask, turning on Shadowman with shock. “I can understand leaving Herold, but he was HOLDING SKYSTEP!” I bellow, starting for the shadow again. He grabs me, hauling me away from it.
“Skystep will survive,” he says. “She’s one of us.” He pulls out his phone, speed-dialing someone. “Technico,” he says. “We’ve caught Herold.”
“Where are you?” Nico demands over the phone. “Never mind, I’ve got your coordinates.”
“Nico—he left Skye—” I start out, only to have Shadowman hang up before I can finish. I tap on my com bracelet, trying to get a response. “What happened to my com?” I demand when nothing happens. I dig out my phone as I wait for an explanation. It’s dead, too, I realize with a groan. “He killed my gear,” I mutter, pulling up my hood just to prove it. The thin display on the inside is black. “He killed my gear and kidnapped my aunt! I honestly prefer MOTHER at the moment!” I say, kicking at a rock and sending it flying. “At least she pretended to like people.”
“She should have been taken out,” Shadowman says coldly. 
“How? By leaving her in the Shadowlands like you did our ONE other relative?” I demand. “What if Carla had been caught with her, would you have left her, too? No, wait, I don’t want to know the answer to that,” I say, holding up a hand to stop him. “You’ve thrown her under the bus once before.”
“I didn’t throw you under the bus,” he says.
“Out of some misguided guilt! Don’t think this makes me like you, because it doesn’t. It might have, if you’d grabbed Skye—”
“Wake up and smell the sulfur, kid! Herold has the same powers as Technico, and the same power stripping gun. He could have killed both of us in SECONDS,” Shadowman yells in my face. “I was risking everyone’s life just taking YOU with me!”
“One, that’s a lie—if I’d stayed, he would have had a way out and you know it. TWO, you’re risking Skye’s life right this instant!” I say, my hands clenching tightly as I fight the urge to—no, I’m not going to fight this. He TOTALLY deserves to be punched, so I punch him. He stands there, taking the punch without reacting for a moment.
“So what DID you do with Skye?” Nico asks from above us.
“NOW we can go get her back,” Shadowman says to me. “Was that really that big of a deal?”
“You just said he could have killed us in seconds,” I snap.
“But we’re not Skye,” he says. “Technico, we need to go into the Shadowlands.”
“Is that where you trapped him?” Nico asks.
“Along with Skye,” I say irritably. 
“I see.” He walks over, dropping a hand on my shoulder. My gear lights up with that single touch, much to my relief. It’s good to be back online. “Let’s go get her back,” he says. I nod and head for the nearest shadow, taking one step forward. Before I can blink, my leg is grabbed and I’m hauled into the Shadowlands as Herold hauls himself out past me. I stagger forward, looking around the Shadowlands blankly. 
“You just LEFT me!” Skye says, appearing right in front of me. “That was mean!”
“You’re awake?” I ask.
“Oh, that uptight guy woke me up, thinking I could get us out,” she says, waving a hand before glaring at me again. “It really stinks in here!” 
“Sorry—I mean, I’m really sorry,” I say, hauling her into a hug. I hold on as tightly as I can. “He didn’t hurt you, did he?”
“Nah, I’m fine, but I had some very strong words for him for what he did to Doris!” she declares. “He just froze her in time for like, forever! She still doesn’t know how to use a microwave! That is NOT right!”
I abruptly realize that Nico hadn’t come with me. “Nico’s probably dealing with him, now,” I say, grabbing her hand and heading out through the shadow.
 
 



 
CHAPTER SIX
 
“You can’t stop me,” Herold says, floating far above the planet. Technico is standing right in front of him, but neither of them has made a move yet.
“You’re stopping yourself,” Nico says. “The whole world will find out that you’re a super, now. Do you really think they’re going to vote a cape into office? Especially a cape that’s been telling them just how dangerous we are?” he asks.
“And how are they going to find that out?” Herold asks.
“I'm a technopath, Herold. I have built-in access to TV stations,” Nico says. “The entire world is watching you live, Herold. Why don’t you say hi? You’re so big on speaking publicly that I’m sure you can come up with something.”
“You—” Herold snarls, only to stop a second later and start to laugh. “You’re right!” he says. “I’m sure my polls are dropping like a rock right now, but do you know, I don’t NEED to become president to take over. This world is ridiculous, did you know that? Everywhere you go, they’re holding their technology. They can’t LIVE without their cell phones and their tablets—even the little ones! And do you want to know the worst part?” he asks with a maniacal grin, “The entire society is based on technology. Finances, security documents, prisons, war machines—and I’ve seen ALL of it grow. I can destroy this country with a snap of my fingers,” he says, holding up a hand.
“You wouldn’t,” Nico says.
“I’ve hated supers for most of my life, Technico,” Herold says. “I watched my father grow older and older while my mother stayed young and beautiful. I watched as he grew more and more afraid—afraid of losing her, afraid OF her. Do you know how sickening that is? When they went out in public, people assumed she was his daughter. When Mom corrected them, they looked at him as if he were robbing the cradle. My father was a GOOD man. He never deserved that. She should have grown old with him. And how do you think I felt, knowing that if I ever got married, I’d be just the same as she was? And then there were her powers. She was a freak—but she’s not dead, is she?” he says.
“You’re monologuing, you know,” Nico says casually. “And worst of all, you’ve gotten off topic. When you’re doing a villain monologue you need to explain how you’re going to pull off your grand destructive scheme, not complain about your mother. I’m not your therapist, you know. I’ve got a schedule to keep.”
“Now, son, why don’t we let him go on?” Century says, making both technopaths look up. The super hero is floating behind them, as if he’d been there all along. “I’d like to hear about his grand tragedy.”
“No, he’s right,” Herold says, snapping his finger. The world below them goes dark and Nico lets out a curse. “I’ve got a schedule to keep as well.” He races away, leaving them with a choice to make.
The sounds of cars crashing and people screaming fill the other two’s ears and they stay there for all of a second before Century looks at Nico. “Fix it, I’ll save the norms—Texas drivers are crazy enough when their stop signs are working,” he says, heading down. 
“How big is your reach?” Nico asks, only to see the city below go still. “I see,” he says. He doesn’t have time to discuss this, he thinks as he heads up higher. He’s got too much of a mess to clean up. He stops once he can see the whole North and South America, and holds out his hands, concentrating. After a second of searching he lets out a curse and calls his daughter.
“Zoe? Take to the sky, I’m going to need your help. He must have been setting this up for decades.”
“On it, Dad,” she says.
“Seriously, maybe Dad’s right about having more kids,” Nico mutters as he gets to work. “Wait—you froze my kids!” he yells after the already-gone cape. “He really needs to learn a new trick,” he complains irritably.
 
***
 
The instant Century showed up, Dad—I mean Shadowman—dragged me and Skye into the Shadowlands, cursing under his breath. “He’s going to stop time,” he explains, heading through the area. “I hate having my time stopped. It gives you jet lag.”
“So where are we going?” I demand.
“To the Arctic Circle,” Shadowman says. “The guy’s so obsessed with Mother that he’ll head there sooner or later. When he does, we’ll catch him off guard.”
“And do what?”
“Hi, dinos!” Skye says, waving at them as she follows along behind us. I think she’s forgotten that she was abandoned down here a few moments ago.
“He just took out an entire continent with a snap of his fingers, Rocco,” Shadowman says. “Do you really think the Cape Cells would hold a guy like that?”
“It held Nico!” I say.
“Nico’s always played somewhat by the rules—that guy just threw out the entire rule book.”
“Yeah… Why?” I ask. “I mean, he’s a lot older than Nico, right? And he’s gone through all this time without breaking the rules—”
“That we know of,” Shadowman says. 
“Actually that’s a lie,” Nico says from my com bracelet. I jerk, looking at it. “Yeah, I can reach your tech there, so don’t be surprised. I’ve got a few theories about your Shadowlands, but now’s not the time. Herold’s been planting computer worms since before the norms even knew computers existed. Why? I’ve got no clue—probably for a day like this one. They were inert, made to look like simple bloated code until he activated them—when I did notice them I thought it was just norm error and wrote it off. I don’t tend to spend much time studying what’s not broken. Looks like it backfired on me today. But you can’t go to the Arctic Circle—I need all the capes I can get helping.”
“Helping?” Shadowman asks.
“Yeah. All of America is falling apart, just like he said it would. I need all three of you to do something I swore I wouldn’t do.”
“What’s that?” I ask.
“Hunt down all the healers on the continent. Take them to the hospitals. People are dying right now, and I’m not going to let it be at the hands of a technopath.”
“They’re hidden for a reason, you know,” Shadowman says as we look at each other. “The ones I’ve met are all chickens—the adults, that is. They couldn’t care less about people dying.”
“I don’t believe that,” I say. “We’ve got healers at our school—none of them would back down. They just need to SEE what’s happening.”
“You haven’t met the adults—”
“I’ll do it,” Skye says. “But we can’t trust Shadowman to do anything, he’s useless,” she adds in a taunting voice. 
“If he doesn’t at least try, I’m going to account every dead patient to his record,” Nico says coldly. “So you’d better help or run very, very far, Shadowman, because I’m a lot younger than you are and I will hunt you down for as long as it takes.”
I look at Shadowman and I see him turn pale. “I’ll help,” he says.
“Go for the strongest ones first,” Nico says.
We agree and look at each other. To my surprise, Skye wraps her arms around me, hugging me tightly. “We might be villains, but we can do this and it won’t ruin our reputations,” she tells me, as if that had been what was bothering me. “Now, let’s go!” she says, letting go only to jump on my back piggy-back style. “Time to save the world! You know, so we can mess it up, later!”
I start laughing and head through the nearest shadow. Once we’re outside on a street somewhere in Kansas City, she drops off my back. “Time to do the searching dance!” she declares cheerfully.
“Searching dance?” Shadowman asks as he joins us. “What searching dance?”
“The traditional dance of searching!” Skye says, starting on the same—no, the dance she’s doing is COMPLETELY different from the one she taught me. I look at Shadowman, who’s just staring at her blankly.
“It seems to change each time,” I offer, jumping in on the dance just because it’ll make Skye happy. Since it’s so different, I toss in some of my favorite moves. It’s a short dance, because we only have so much time (none, that is) and I jump to my feet, pointing to the biggest power I sensed that felt somewhat like Aubrey’s. “I’ll take that one!” I say.
“Okay, I’ll take that one,” Skye says, pointing while still standing on one hand.
“And I’ll get that one,” Shadowman says, pointing north.
“You didn’t do the dance!” Skye says her hands on her hips.
“I’ve never done the dance in my life, nor will I,” Shadowman says before sauntering away through a shadow.
“The dance is great, Aunt Skye,” I tell her, patting her on the arm. “It really helps—well, sort of. It’s fun, anyway!” I say before heading through a shadow, myself.
 
***
 
A hand touches Carla’s shoulder and time snaps back into place. She looks at Century, confused. “Sugar, I want you to do a favor for me,” he says. “I want you to head out and find every wreck that you can. When you find them, if you need help, call in. Nico should have the com-links up by then,” She nods, looking around for an entire second before racing off on her mission.
Ten minutes later she pulls to a stop at the next wreck, searching through the mess for a second before slowing down enough to ask if everyone is okay. The people look stunned to see her, but quickly catch on that she’s a super—even though she’s wearing a shirt with a brightly colored tiger on the front. She’s got a mask on, at least! And all of her clothes are super-grade, so she hadn’t bothered to change into her lackey uniform. 
“Does anyone need to be taken to the hospital?” she asks.
“No, we should be okay,” a man says, looking a bit shaken up but unhurt. “What happened? Do you know who did this?” he demands.
“We’re still finding out, sir, but don’t worry, we’re fixing it!” she says quickly—almost too quickly, she realizes belatedly. “Our principal is on the case!” she adds.
“Your principal?” he asks.
“Technico,” she says. “He’s fixing things.”
“Wasn’t he a villain at one time?” the man’s wife asks curiously.
“Well, sure, but he’s changed a lot!” Carla says before rushing off to check the next wreck. They’re everywhere. Thankfully she’s only had to call in help twice so far, and it went smoothly. Even as she’s thinking that, she comes upon a burning mass of cars. Her heart drops to her stomach as she goes in. She pulls everyone out of the fire, feeling the urge to cry at how beat up they all look. She touches her com. “I’m going to need you, Ace,” she says. “We’ve got four people here that are unconscious and badly hurt. I think they’ll need stretchers.”
“Coming,” Ace says without hesitation. 
She taps on her com, making sure he has her coordinates. The little girl is in the worst shape, so Carla moves to her, gently pushing her hair out of her face. The girl looks four or five at most, with soft blonde hair and a delicate face. She reminds her so strongly of her sisters that tears escape. “It’s okay, sweetie, it’s okay,” she whispers. “Dragon’s coming. He’s going to get you somewhere—”
She jerks as she sees someone climb out of the shadows of the street wall. Automatically she strikes a protective pose, moving between the newcomer and the girl. The tension leaves her as Rocco comes into view.
“Hi, Carla,” he says. “I picked up on your message and brought you some help,” he says, tugging a woman forward.
“I don’t—I don’t know if I can—” the woman says, looking at the four unconscious civilians with a hint of terror.
“You’re the strongest healer I picked up on, outside of Aubrey,” Rocco says. “You can do this. You just need to trust yourself.”
“Who’s Aubrey?” the woman asks, only to head for the little girl that Carla’s still standing in front of. She goes down on her knees, touching the little one’s chest and closing her eyes. “Please work, please,” she whispers under her breath. The little girl’s face gains color and soon her eyes are open, the wounds healing before their very eyes. The woman lets out a sigh of relief and moves to the next victim. 
The street light over their heads flickers back on and Carla looks up before calling Ace and canceling the call for help. “Rocco’s got a healer,” she explains.
“I’m taking her to the hospital after this, and then I’ll be going after another,” Rocco says. “Also, if anyone sees Shadowman, do NOT arrest him—he’s on healer duty, as well. We can capture him after it’s finished.”
“Noted,” Mastermental replies, much to their surprise. “You’re patched into the Main Hall’s communications, kids. We can all hear you, regardless of what branch we’re from. Also be aware that the military, police, and other authorities are moving out rapidly, now. You can alert them to any problems you might run into—we’ve patched their call centers into line B.”
“Thank God,” Carla says, starting to smile slightly as she wipes away her tears. “I’ll be going ahead, then,” she tells everyone. “I’ll alert you to any problems I run into.”
“Carla,” Century says, making her jerk. “I’m proud of you, sweetheart. You’re doing good.”
“Thank you,” she says. “I’m trying my best!”
“Once this is all cleared up, we’ll discuss your debut,” he adds.
“Okay!” she says, rushing off to the next wreck.
 
***
 
I drop the first healer off at a children’s hospital and move on to the next. It’s a short trip through the Shadowlands, but I know for a fact I’m in the middle of the East Branch as I step out into the light. A hint of familiar dread goes down my spine, but I ignore it, looking around the neighborhood. It’s quiet, which is a change from all the wreckage I just came from. I turn, heading for one of the houses, knocking on the door. “Hello?”
No one answers, but I can feel them inside, just on the other side of the door. “Look, I know you’re in there,” I call through the door. “We need your help—the world needs your help. Open the door, please.”
Sure I could have come out inside the house, but that’s too much like kidnapping for my tastes. I honestly believe that they’ll help if we offer them an explanation.
“Go away!” a male calls from inside. “Just go away!” He doesn’t sound very old, but you can never tell with supers. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“The world is falling apart out here,” I say, pressing a hand to the door. “The streetlights have all stopped working, the hospitals are going to backup generators, but there were still problems in that short amount of time—and a lot of their machines aren’t operating correctly. People are dying, mister, and you’re one of the people that can help. Please, help,” I beg, leaning against the door. “They need you.”
“They hate me,” he says from the other side of the door. “They called me creepy. I—I can’t help them.”
I sigh and step through the nearest shadow, walking out behind him. He’s just a kid, I realize in shock. He looks younger than I am. His skin is white, his hair is white, and when he turns in shock I see that his eyes are blood red. “Yo,” I say, holding up a hand. 
“Wha—who—how did you get in here?” he demands, trembling.
“I’m a shadow walker,” I say. “And whoever called you creepy because you’re an albino needs to be beat up,” I add darkly.
“That’s—that’s not why,” he says, still staring at me.
“Then why?”
“Because—because—I can tell when there shouldn’t be something,” he whispers.
“Uh… huh?” I say blankly.
“If there’s a disease, or a drug, or even if someone’s smoking and it’s in their lungs, I can sense it and—and I reach in—” he says, moving his hand forward as if mimicking his healing technique. “And I pulled it out and they screamed and I was tossed out of school—”
I stare at him for a long second before letting out a laugh. “Dude, you sound like you’re a family member!” I tell him cheerfully. “Aunt Skye is going to LOVE you! But forget them,” I say. “You can be a hero right now, and shove it in all of their faces. You just need to come with me.” I hold out a hand and he looks at it, only to stare at my chest for a long, long moment.
“You don’t have anything,” he says, a bit stunned.
“Yeah, I know,” I say. “Capes tend to be super healthy.”
“My parents are afraid of me,” he says.
I grab his hand, tugging him to the shadow. “I’m pretty sure mine is, too,” I say simply, pulling him into the Shadowlands.
His hand tightens as he looks around, and I can practically feel his fear. “I can understand why,” he says as a shadow dino runs past. “I’m a bit scared of you now, too.”
 
***
 
*Somewhere High Above Central*
 
Nico glances over as Zoe flies closer, looking a bit wobbly at this height. He doesn’t say anything, but he holds out an arm, which she grabs onto, moving into his side before they go back to work. “It’s harder to breathe up here, Dad,” she says, as another system is rebooted.
“I know, kiddo,” he says. “This is too much for you at your age.”
“I can do it,” she says stubbornly, holding out her hands and concentrating harder. System after system, they methodically go through and clean up as much as possible. “The financial system is completely messed up, Dad,” she says after a second.
“I know,” he says.
“What do we do about it?”
“Try and fix it as well as you can, but don’t expect any miracles,” he admits. “What we need to focus on right now is electricity and any life support systems, private or public. Life comes first.”
“Why did he do this?” she asks after a long stretch of silent work. “I’m not asking HOW, I know how he did it, but WHY?” she asks, her confusion and heartbreak showing. “He’s the one that talks about how norms aren’t safe from supers—and he was the super that was most dangerous to them!”
“No,” Nico says. “We are.”
“Wh—what?” she asks, looking at him.
“There are two of us, and we know how to work together,” he says. “Do you know the biggest thing that will save the day?”
“God?” she asks.
“Well, partially,” Nico says after a second, “since that’s a big part of your moral compass.”
“Then what’s the other part?” she asks.
“You, Zoe,” he says, looking at her. “At sixteen you understand something Herold hasn’t figured out in some eighty years. Don’t ever forget what you’re thinking now—and if I do, make sure you remind me,” he adds with a slight smile. “There’s nothing worse than a technopath throwing a hissy fit.”
“Is that what this is?” Zoe asks. “He sure spent a long time setting it up.”
“More likely he planned on doing this AFTER he became president,” Nico says. “Once all of the banks went down and the electricity went out the norms would start rioting, opening it up for him to declare a state of emergency. With the state of emergency he could become more of a tyrant than a president. Once we caught and exposed him too early, he went ahead with the plan out of spite, I guess.”
“What a jerk,” Zoe says after a long second of stunned silence.
“He named his group the Anti-Super Society. I’m pretty sure he surpassed that title long ago.”
 
***
 
 “Shadowman, how’s it going?” I ask over the phone. I’m on my third healer, a large twenty-something man that seems almost resigned to being dragged along behind me. “I’ve just met a ‘friend’ of yours,” I add dryly.
“I will NEVER be that guy’s friend,” the guy says darkly. “And here you are, kidnapping me RIGHT after I got free—”
“You picked up lardo, huh?” Shadowman asks. “Good luck making him do anything.”
“Unlike you, I ASKED him to help,” I say. “You’d better be doing the same.”
“Ask, tell, either way I’m just the taxi,” Shadowman says. “I’ve delivered four to their local hospitals. Who knows what Skye’s done,” he drawls. 
I glare at the phone for a moment before hanging up on him and calling Skye on the com-link. “Skye, how’s it going?”
“I’ve made a new friend!” she says happily. “Mister Dispatcher, meet my nephew, Rocco! Rocco, meet Mister Dispatcher!”
“Ms. Skystep—”
“It’s just Skystep, silly!” Skye says.
“Skystep, I’m still not sure how you got access to this line—” the dispatcher says.
“We’ve all got access,” I hear Zoe say. I step through the shadows of a busy hospital, dragging the healer out with me. “Da—I mean Technico set this up for you and many other dispatchers across the country—you’re the one from your station that’s been assigned, you’ll be hearing from those nearest your area—it won’t hang up, in case you’re curious. We need your help to deal with the problems we come across. We can get there faster, but you’re the ones that are trained. We’ll do what we can, and what we’ve been trained for, but we hope that your side will take over as soon as you get there. That way we can cover more ground.”
“I see,” the dispatcher says. “I’ll do my best.” 
“Here we go,” I say to the healer. “Thank you for this,” I add as he looks around hesitantly.
“You there!” a nurse says. The healer jerks, looking cornered. “You’re going to need to mask that beard—come with me, we’ll get you suited up,” she says, grabbing his arm and tugging him along.
“That’s three delivered,” I say. “And yes, Mr. Dispatcher, you are talking to supers. We’re from Cape High. I’m on my way to find another healer, is there anyone that needs one on site?” I ask, looking around and feeling for the next healer.
“Bring one here,” Max says. “We’ve got a wreck on the highway.”
“Can you tell us your location?” the dispatcher asks. “And who is this?”
“Maximum,” Max says. “I’m in south KC at the moment, we’ve got a little pile-up, but I’m taking it apart,” he adds, rattling off directions. 
“Maximum?” the call center asks.
“Worst part is I’m being filmed,” Max complains as I head out to get him a healer. 
I head through the shadows, stepping out a few moments later. There’s a young woman that’s hiding in her house. I don’t have time to knock on the door, so reluctantly I head through the shadows, stepping into her pretty little front room. She’s got her back to me, and is peering through the spy hole in the door.
“Hi,” I say. She jumps and screams, grabbing a baseball bat from beside her door.
“Rocco? You okay?” Jack asks over the com.
“I’m fine, just surprised my new friend,” I say, holding up my hands. “Look, we both know what you are,” I say, muting the com-link as I stay right where I am. “I’m asking healers to help out right now—you can choose to stay here and hide, and I’ll go find another one, or you can help all of the people that really need it right now.”
“You’re a ghost—” she starts out.
“No, I’m a cape,” I say, “and so are you. We need you right now more than ever.”
“To do what? What can I do?” she demands. “Every time I touch someone they faint. I’m the last one you need out there right now.”
“Everyone?” I ask.
“As far as I can tell,” she says.
I hesitate before turning the com-link back on.
“Running out of time, here,” Max says. “We’ve got some ambulances on the way, at least—but the cars are backed up pretty far—I’m going to have to lift them,” he says. “Dispatcher, tell the ambulances heading for me that I’m going to make a clear path, would you?”
“I’m going to have to find another healer, Max, this one won’t work,” I say, feeling stressed out.
“I’ve got a five year old that’s bleeding pretty heavily, Rocco. The norms are trying their best to stop the bleeding, but it’s not looking good. Make it as fast as you can. His heartbeat--” he stops, his tone grim.
“Maximum, can you put pressure on the wound?” the dispatcher asks. “Not too much, just enough to try and stop the bleeding.”
“I can try, but I’ve sort of got my hands full,” Max says.
I turn away from the healer and focus, searching for the next healer. The one in front of me grabs my hand. The touch sends a strange rush of calm through me, but nothing that makes me faint. “Take me with you,” she says. “If he’s—if he’s dying, I can at least make it peaceful.”
I nod, wondering if I’m doing the right thing, and head through the shadows. I step out of a pile of empty cars, pulling her along with me. “You didn’t faint,” she says, looking stunned. “I touched you, but you didn’t faint.”
“I don’t know what your abilities are,” I tell her honestly. “So you’d better hope and pray they’re more than just knocking people out—this is Maximum’s first hero gig, after all.”
“Over here!” a norm calls from the center of the car piles. It looks like Max just piled them one on top of each other to the side after getting people out. They norms are all crowded in the center of the car piles. I head for them and the healer lets go, rushing to the boy on the ground. I watch as she crouches down, hesitating for a moment before touching the boy.
All of a sudden the boy starts levitating, his body glowing faintly as the healer continues to touch him. I’m not sure what’s happening, but it seems to be a good thing. I turn my attention to the floating line of cars to the right, leaving a path into the circle. An ambulance is driving beneath them. I look at Max, who has his arms out to the cars, and his game-face on. There are helicopters hovering all around. He’s being filmed by at least four norm news stations and HTV drones right now.
“This is totally killing my rep,” he complains over the com.
“Sorry about that,” I say. “I think we’re all going to have a bit of a problem after this, honestly. But I need to go.”
“Thanks, Rocco,” he says. “I’ll call if I need you again.”
“Got it,” I say before heading through another shadow. This isn’t over, yet.



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
“It is all hands on the deck time,” Marie hears Tatiana say from the mountain. “We should be out there, Clifford! Even if we are to be dead, there are more important things!”
“Nico has it all in hand,” Superior says. “The television was only down for ten minutes.”
“But there is more than just the televisions involved!” Tatia says.
Marie ignores the argument, forcing it out of her mind as she heads closer and closer to the barrier. There are supposed to be flags along the barrier, but the ever present wind, snow, and everything else has buried them already. She can’t tell just how close she is. With every step, she’s risking her life—but there are more important things happening right now. She wraps her arms around herself, tugging her coat closer as she searches through the swirling snow.
She can only hope that he comes to see her. He’s messed up so much, she thinks darkly, but she’s always known that there was something dark under the surface. Her son is not a happy man. She’d tried to give him focus, to give him a goal, hoping that it might help, but it seems it’s backfired. Really, she thinks, why would he even come here?
“Mom,” she hears him say. He’s standing at a distance, and she has to stare to see through the snow. 
“Oh Marvin,” she says softly. “What have you done?”
“I only did what you’d planned all along, Mom,” he says. “Now you have the gall to act like I’ve disappointed you?”
“I didn’t expect you to get people killed!”
“Oh, and do you REALLY think the supers of this world would have rolled over for me to take over the planet?” he demands. “Even you can’t be that naive. People were going to die one way or another. It was to be taken for granted as soon as you decided I would become the next president.”
“Oh, please, these heroes are only out to put on a show!” she says, but her confidence falls a bit flat as she sees a small flag peek out of the snow. “Mostly,” she adds.
“I know that, but they don’t seem to,” Herold says. “Century even came to my office. He took me out to lunch, all to tell me that he’s got my number. The entire group of Hall leaders told me that since I wasn’t playing by their rules, they don’t have to follow them, either. Tell me, Mom, what do you expect me to do, next? How can I live up to your grand expectations?”
A part of her desperately wants to tell him to take her with him. She reaches up, not quite touching the collar strapped around her neck. “I expect you to leave,” she says after a moment. “I want you to. I want you to leave and never look back, Marvin. And know… I will always love you, son,” she says softly as he disappears from sight. He’s going to die, she realizes with a sickened feeling building in her gut. They will hunt him down and kill him, all because she had some grand idea of giving him this planet before she left.
“For your sake, we will give him a two minute head start,” Tatia says from behind her. Marie turns, staring at the two in shock, a dawning horror hitting her as she realizes just how dangerous this visit really is.
“Please,” Marie says. “For my sake—let the others hunt him down, instead.” She shudders at the idea of living a life with the people that took out her only son. “I didn’t cross your barrier, I haven’t broken any of your rules—at least give me this,” she begs.
The two look at each other. “Fine,” Superior says after a meaningful pause. “But I get to call one Hall leader and tell him he was just here.”
She looks at him for a long moment, knowing that every second she can buy might save her son’s life. “Fine,” she says. “One Hall leader.”
He taps his ear. “Mastermental,” he says. “Herold was just here.”
“And you let him go?”
“We let him go,” Superior says grimly. “We have to live with his mother, after all. But if he shows up again, we won’t be so kind.”
“I’ll send someone after him.”
“Thanks.” He lets his hand fall and looks at Marie. “I already regret this. I’m going to call Nico,” he says, unconsciously using the nickname his son insists on. “He’s not a Hall leader, so I’m not breaking my promise,” he adds as Marie starts to protest. “Nico.”
“Mastermental already told me,” Nico replies. “I’m sending someone after him.”
“I would prefer you do it yourself,” Superior says. 
“Zoe and I are a bit busy at the moment, but as soon as I can, I will.” He hangs up before Superior can say anything.
“Clifford—” Tatia says, looking from Marie to him.
“I know,” Superior says. “I’ll go change.” He disappears into the mountain, leaving the two women standing there in the snow. 
“You were planning on taking him out, weren’t you?” Marie asks finally, looking Tatiana in the eye.
“Of course,” she says. “I am very disappointed.”
“Disappointed?” Marie asks, shocked.
“I was looking forward to it,” Tatiana says. “I would like to see what he is capable of—yes, he has caused much damage to the computers, but it is not what is interesting. I want to see how he is as fighter! Perhaps we will get to see fight on television,” she decides, grabbing Marie’s hand and tugging her. “I am looking forward to it!”
“You—you want to see the fight?”
“It is next best thing to being in fight,” Tatia says as Superior flies over their heads in a stark white uniform.
“He isn’t—” Marie starts out.
“He is going to help the humans,” Tatia explains. “One of us must, it is in blood!”
 
***
 
 “Rocco,” Nico says over the school com-link. I jerk from where I’m handing off another healer. “I need you to do something for me. Herold went to visit the parents—”
“They caught him?” Max asks, showing he’s listening.
“They let him go,” Nico says.
The entire school says, “WHAT?”
“They have to live with his mom—and guards or not, you can’t exactly have a civil dinner with that in the background. Besides, they’re retired—just asking them to guard Mother is above and beyond what’s required of them. That’s why I want Rocco to locate him. Do not engage—I repeat, DO NOT engage. Just send the location to the Hall leaders as discreetly as possible. I suggest keeping to the Shadowlands and not using your tech except from in there. That’s why I’m sending you instead of Skye, she doesn’t have the Shadowlands to hide in. It’s still dangerous,” he admits. “This won’t be like the mission to get my watch—there’s no S-class tank distracting him. I’m not sure where he’ll be holed up, but I want to keep him there until after we’ve finished our work here. Got it?”
“I want to go with him,” I hear Carla say. “I promised I’d have his back for the kidnapping—this qualifies, right?”
“Carla, you’re doing a seriously important job right now, kid,” Nico says. 
“So is Rocco!” she protests. “We need those healers!”
“Most of them have already been put to work,” I say, taking a deep breath and forcing myself to focus. “We’ve gone through and found all of the healers I can sense. If there are more, well, Shadowman and Skye are more likely to find them than I am. Besides,” I say, thinking about the job, “I’m built for this sort of work, right? I might as well be called the Dusk Dog,” I joke.
“That’s got to be the stupidest name since Cold Steel,” Max says.
“Hey! It was a million times better than Metallic Menace,” Jack says.
"I refuse!" Aunt Skye says, making me blink. "Dusk Dog is stupid--you can be Nightstep! And then when we team up, we can be Skystep and Nightstep!"
What can I say to that? 
"I like Nightstep!" Carla says, before I get anything out.
"Sounds better than Maximum," Jack says. "Maximum sounds like a magazine title."
 “I have done just fine going as Maximum—and it does have to do with my powers!” Max says. “Maximum weight,” he says far too smugly. The entire school starts to laugh at him.
“What, like an elevator?” Ace asks, cracking up. “Is THAT where you got your name from?”
“Oh shut up, I was thirteen at the time,” Max says. “It’s still a classy cape name.”
“Speaking of elevators, I’m helping anyone that got stuck in small spaces,” Emily says. “Does anyone need some assistance?”
“Okay, I’m going to find him now,” I say since the conversation has changed. Nightstep works, after all. I'd rather be associated with Skystep than Shadowman. I head through the nearest shadow, stepping out on an empty parking lot. It’s easier to find someone on the surface than in the Shadowlands. I turn, closing my eyes and searching for the strong energy of a technopath. Two above, I write them off and keep searching. Further… further… There.
My eyes widen as I realize where he is. “Got him,” I say. “He’s near the White House—Washington D.C.” I groan, running a hand over my face. “Can you keep Marigold off my back?” I ask as I enter the Shadowlands. 
“She’ll be informed,” Nico says. “But don’t worry—she wants his blood more than yours, I’m sure. Zoe, you stay here and keep working, I’ll go.” The comment is quiet, but we all hear it. It’s time to take down Herold.
 
***
 
The dispatcher call-center is busy, but not nearly as busy as they’d assumed it would be. “Mr. Dispatcher” as Skye has nicknamed him, is staring at the screens in shock, his mind reeling with all of the things he’s learned in the past twenty minutes. Someone had even apparently left the line he’s on open while having a conversation on a different one. He feels a little sick to his stomach at the knowledge that he’d actually thought about voting for Senator Herold. The dislike of supers isn’t new—especially to those that are involved with the usual authorities. Capes are seen as show-boaters and fools in those circles.
This crisis has been a massive eye-opener, and not just for him. Even the cops have been making off-hand comments about how enthusiastic the capes helping have been to see them. That scene with Maximum lifting the cars so the ambulance could come is already going viral wherever the internet has been restored. That’s the most shocking part, he thinks. The super villains—Maximum, Dragon, Cold Steel, they’re all out there in the middle of it all, lifting cars, putting out fires, doing the things that most heroes expect to be recorded doing. It’s actually a bit of a sore spot for the villains, if he’s hearing them right.
“Do you KNOW how much I’ll have to do to resurrect my career after this?” Maximum complains. The dispatcher wants to mention that they’re on the wrong line, but telling a well-known super villain that seems more risky than helpful.
“You can always switch sides for a bit. We would welcome you to our side,” Mastermental says with a hint of amusement. “But please keep all communications to a minimum on this line, it’s for communicating with the authorities.”
“Which line—” Maximum lets out a curse and suddenly the line goes silent.
“Are you recording that?” his boss asks from behind him. The dispatcher jerks, looking up and nodding slightly. “I’ll want to hear it when you’re finished,” his boss says.
“Yes, sir,” the dispatcher says quietly.
“Mr. Dispatcher,” he hears the young girl he’s been following most closely. “This is Carla! We’ve got a gas fire of some sort. Can you send someone to my coordinates?” she asks, rattling them off when he asks. The kids, especially, always know where they are. He responds, sending the coordinates on. “I’ll do what I can to cut it off until they get here—I’m good with fire,” she adds before he hears a whoosh of sound.
“Mr. Dispatcher, we truly appreciate your assistance,” Mastermental says over the line. “We also appreciate your discretion. Carla is one of our future stars—”
“She’s one of MY future stars, you mean,” Century says.
“Really, Century, with her speed and… personality, Carla could easily be in a few different Halls and still get bored,” Mastermental says. “But regardless, until she has a call name, we would appreciate you bleeping out her name for official records.”
“Oh good, the firemen are here, they can finish this—it was more stubborn than I thought it would be. Hello, Mr. Firemen! Thank you so much for coming!” Carla says. “I need to sit for a minute—” they go silent, listening to her breathe. “Okay, I’m good again,” she declares a second later. “And did Double M just call me ADHD?” she demands.
What sounds like the entire super community starts laughing. The dispatcher has to pull the headphone away from his ear, although a little smile is pulling at his lips.
“Of course not, my dear,” Mastermental says. “You are merely a very powerful speedster. While there are some... similarities, we cannot, and will not classify you as having an attention deficit. You are extremely good at staying on point, especially for a super of your type."
“I noticed that you're avoiding the 'hyperactive' part,” she says, making him laugh. “Well, whatever, has anyone heard from Rocco?”
“Mr. Dispatcher—” Mastermental says.
“We’ll delete that from the records as well, sir,” the dispatcher says, anticipating the suggestion. “Although I was led to believe he was a villain?”
“Well,” Mastermental says. “He is, but he is also a Cape High student. What we don’t promote—and would appreciate you keeping to yourself, is that the Cape High villains are… cooperative to a degree. That’s why Cold Steel, Dragon, and Maximum are helping today.”
“So their grades are dependent on this?” the dispatcher asks.
“YES,” at least three males say over the line.
“I see,” the dispatcher says.
“Mr. Dispatcher! I’ve got another one for you!” Carla says. The dispatcher goes back to work, silently wondering if there’s any way the cops could get her instead of the Hall.
 
***
 
There’s a protest going on outside the White House. It’s the first thing I see—but of course it is, I mean, it’s filling the entire area. People are literally packed in like sardines, shouting about the riots and the banks going down. Even if they know it’s Herold that caused this, they still blame the government. I bet there are rioters outside the Hall buildings, as well. But the question is—why is Herold here, of all places?
I look up, seeing him come down from above. Several of the soldiers guarding turn their guns on him, but he ignores them. “Ladies and Gentlemen, I understand why you’re so angry—”
“YOU DID THIS!” they scream, jumping and futilely trying to get to him. “THIS IS ALL YOUR FAULT!”
“It is,” Herold says. “And I’m also the one that can fix it.”
“WE DON’T WANT YOUR FIXES!” someone screams.
“Wait, wait, let’s listen to the man,” someone else says. “If he broke the banks, he can obviously fix them, right? What do you expect in return?” Several others chime in, agreeing with him, and those that were protesting seem to hesitate.
I fight the urge to speak up, to tell them that it’s stupid trying to make a deal with a guy like that. I can’t, though, because it would alert him to the fact we know where he—
I almost jump out of my skin as a hand lands on my shoulder. “We need to wait,” Shadowman says silently, right next to my ear. “Once he has his back to a shadow, we’ll take him out.”
“Wh—what?” I ask, shocked.
“I thought you were smart enough to catch on, boy,” Shadowman says, pulling me back into the Shadowlands. “We aren’t the strongest, or the fastest, or even the smartest, but we are one thing that the others have a hard time being. We’re sneaky and deadly.”
“I’m not deadly,” I declare. “I’m never going to be deadly—you might have murderous tendencies, or whatever, but I’m going to be a hero!”
“You just debuted as a villain,” he says dryly.
“Well I’m going to be a heroic villain,” I declare. “And right now, I’m going to call Nico and tell him what Herold’s doing. I can’t believe they were stupid enough to think they can negotiate with him,” I mutter as I tap on my com bracelet. “Nico, and anyone else interested, I’ve found Herold—he’s talking to the rioters at the White House. They think they can negotiate with him to get him to fix things like the bank systems.”
“I see,” Nico says. “Makes sense. He can’t win the presidency, but he can use this to his advantage.”
“HOW can they let him get away with it?” I demand. “Are they stupid? Because I really think they have to be!”
“Not everyone’s going to let him get away with it, son,” Century says. “I, for one, don’t plan on it.”
“Rocco—” Nico starts out.
“Nico, Shadowman is here—he—” I stop, looking around as I realize Shadowman isn’t standing near me, anymore. “He’s gone. Crap! He’s going to kill him!”
There’s a lingering moment of silence from the other end of the com. I glare at it when I realize what’s implied. “I’m going to stop him,” I tell them.
“Of course, right,” Century says, clearing his throat. “We can’t allow that to happen.”
“Sure, that’s what you were thinking,” I drawl, starting to run through the Shadowlands in search for my father. I see him watching through a shadow and head for him, wondering if he’s already done it. I hope not. It’s one thing taking the guy’s powers away, it’s another completely to kill him, right? I race forward, tackling Shadowman to the ground. “You can’t kill him,” I say, pinning him to the ground.
“Sure I can,” Shadowman says, throwing me off of him as if I weigh nothing. “Do you really think I’m going to give up this opportunity just because you say I have to?” He gets to his feet, heading for the portal again, only to curse. “They’re here,” he complains. “You just had to go and alert the big names, didn’t you? This could have been cleaned up by now!”
“No it couldn’t!” I say. “All you’d have done is kill him—there’d still be a mess everywhere else. But you don’t care, do you? You’d probably run off to someplace that wasn’t affected and be perfectly happy, wouldn’t you?”
“Wait, is this supposed to be making me feel guilty? Because, seriously, all it’s doing is giving me a good idea,” he says. “I like it. But you forgot the part about getting drunk,” he says. “Now I don’t have time for this—the moment they slam him into something, I’m going to finish it,” he says, heading for the nearest portal to watch the fight outside.
“I can’t let you do that,” I say, realizing just what it will mean. “If you do that, you’ll make either Nico or Century look like a murderer.” I race forward, tackling him again, but this time grabbing on—
And we slam right through the portal, into the fight. Well… it was supposed to be a fight, right?
 
***
 
Century, Nico, and Herold float over the White House, two on one side, one on the other. “Do you really think you have a chance right now? Give up now and we might go easy on you!” Century says after a long moment.
“You underestimate me,” Herold says. “Sure you have your picture perfect technopath beside you, but there’s one thing I have that he doesn’t,” he says. 
“And what would that be?” Century asks, his hand in the air, posed to stop time.
“A long history with both military and government careers,” Herold says. All around them large structures shoot out of the ground. They spread out, almost killing several people standing in the wrong places. Nico lets out a curse and shoots straight up, leaving Century to try and stop time. Half of the structures are stopped—but half is all that Herold needs in this case.
The structures let out a bright flash of light, blinding the time stopper hero. It hits him straight on, and he plummets to the earth, his body shrinking and aging rapidly as his powers are stripped. The huge wave of power blocking electric wavelengths is enough to strip ALL of his powers, unlike the little gun version.
Herold starts laughing, still floating within a glowing orb of light. “No super will be able to come within four hundred miles of this place,” he says, tapping into their precious com-link with a wave of his hand. “Just try and I’ll strip your powers, just like I did Century’s,” he says, “and Technico’s.”
The world jerks back into motion as Century’s power is cut off. The rest of the machines shoot up and light up the skies. The norms scream, covering their eyes from the light and cringing, as if it’ll do something. When the light doesn’t disappear they wave their arms blindly, running into one another. The only ones that seem to be affected more than blindness are the two familiar faces on the ground.
Herold goes down, standing over Shadowman and his son. “How convenient,” he says, leaning down and picking them both up by whatever machines they’re wearing. Shadowman floats strangely, held up by the cellphone in his pocket. He looks ancient, almost dead, and Herold lets him stay that way for a few more seconds before drawing him into the protective shield. “I can’t have you dying just yet,” he says. “I still need you.”
The boy looks much the same as he did before losing his powers—in fact he’s already stripping off all of his technology and ripping some sort of thin panels out of his hoodie. He drops to the ground, running away at a pathetically slow speed. Herold lets the boy go, his mind going to the largest problem in the area. There’s a chance that Technico got far enough away to keep his powers. It’s a slim chance—but he hasn’t seen the man plummet to his death just yet.
If Technico still has his powers, he has a problem. There’s one way to find out, he thinks, heading high into the air. He reaches out, finding the one spot Technico would guard with his life.
The Cape Cells go completely dark and half a dozen villains jerk as their collars spark and die.
 
***
 
I’m not running away, I’m making a tactical retreat. I don’t do well with bright lights, okay? But there’s something way more important in my mind—Century is down here somewhere and unlike me, he could probably die from having his powers stripped. I just need to wait until Herold’s gone and—I tug my hoodie forward, hiding from the light and looking down as I search for the fallen hero. There, I think, seeing the ancient looking man lying on the ground, dressed in uniform. I head over and pick him up, grunting with the weight. He’s lost a lot of weight in the change, but I’ve lost a lot of strength, too. I pull his arm over my shoulders and start walking. At any moment Herold is going to notice us, I think, trying to go faster. Century is barely moving—but he IS moving, which is a good sign. He’s still alive, just ancient.
“You should leave me,” he says in a raspy voice.
“Not a chance,” I say. “I need Hall Leaders to owe me—I’m a distance traveler. Being stuck in just one territory would suck.”
It startles a laugh out of him. I keep pulling him along, dreading the moment that Herold notices us. Did Nico escape? I hope so. I don’t think anyone else can deal with this guy if he didn’t. I know I can’t. “I hate to say this,” I tell Century, dodging a group of blind norms, “but maybe Shadowman had a good idea.”
“We try to avoid those ideas,” Century says. We can’t walk four hundred miles with him like this, I realize abruptly. He’ll die long before we get out. My eyes scan the crowd of blinded norms—and fall on a car parked on the street. That couldn’t have killed machines, right? If it had, the machines putting out the light would be off. I head for the car, cursing as the doors remain locked. “Okay, we can find another—surely someone left their doors unlocked and… and their keys in the car, right?” I say, my hope dying even as I speak. “I should have taken Skye up on her driving lessons,” I mutter, leaning Century against the car and running to the next, and the next. I finally come to a news van, swinging the back door open and looking inside—where a large man is hunched over a console.
“Thank GOD, man!” I say. “Do you want to be a hero?”
He looks up blankly, slowly tugging his headphone off. “What?”
“I’ve got to get Century four hundred miles from here—can you help us out?”
“Century?” he repeats, his eyes widening. “But why—” I’m running away before he can finish that, a long few minutes later I come back, practically carrying the fallen hero.
“Meet Century,” I say, helping Century up into the van. “And he’s going to die if we stick around here, so hit it.”
“But—oh wow, you look terrible,” he says to Century, stumbling slightly as he heads to the driver seat. Before I know it, we’re careening into the street, racing around other cars. “I’ve got tinted windows,” he says over his shoulder. “I’m pretty proud of them, you know? Hey, did you see a reporter from Channel 11 out there?” he asks. “I’m probably going to get fired for leaving her here.”
“We’ll get you a job with the Hall,” I say, crouching over Century to keep him from being tossed around. “Let’s just hope he didn’t notice,” I add, daring to glance at the back door. There aren’t any windows here, and I am extremely thankful for that fact.
“If I don’t make it,” Century says, making me look at him again, “Voltdrain will take over the South Branch. Flame will be second in command. Make sure they get Vinny and his team, as well.”
“You’re going to make it,” I say, grabbing his hand and holding it tightly. “We just need to go four hundred miles—at this speed it shouldn’t take any time at all,” I promise, looking him in the eyes.
“Tanks!” the driver says. “We’ve got tanks coming down the road! The military is coming to save us!”
I look at him. “Herold’s a technopath,” I say. “Whatever weapons they bring in, he’ll put to his own use.”
“Oh. Wow. That really sucks, doesn’t it?” he says after a long second. “We should tell them, right? Do we have time to tell them?”
“They’ll figure it out soon enough,” I say grimly. “Besides, if we’re lucky and they bombard him, maybe one of those stupid machines will get taken out.”
“Shouldn’t that Technico guy be taking care of this?” the driver asks me. “He’s a technopath, right?”
“Yeah, but he might have been caught in the light,” I say. “Except… Zoe wasn’t. Century, do you still have a com-link?” I ask. He smiles a bit, his eyes slightly faded.
“He didn’t think I was worth robbing,” he says. “Probably thinks I’m dead already—here,” he says, pulling it from his ear. “Maybe he hasn’t checked the dispatcher’s channel,” he says.
I slip it in my ear. “Zoe, we need your help. And has anyone heard from Technico?”
 
***
 
 “We screwed up,” Nico says to himself as he starts falling to the ground almost four hundred miles away. If there are any heroes around, maybe they’ll hear him, although he doubts there is anyone left. He’d almost managed, he thinks. He should have just crushed the machines, but he’d thought Century could stop time in time—hah. That sentence was ridiculous. He ignores that, his mind feeling extremely sluggish. “I’m going to die, I think,” he adds as he realizes that the fall is getting faster and faster. His powers are gone. He’d almost made it, he thinks darkly again. He was just a little too slow—
Someone grabs him around the waist, jerking him to a stop. He looks up, staring blankly at his dad. “He stole my powers,” he says flatly, once what happened sinks in.
“I noticed.”
“Can you land? I need to try a reboot,” Nico says.
“Reboot? This isn’t the first time you’ve used that term,” Superior says, landing and letting go. “How do you do that, if you don’t have any powers?” he asks curiously.
“I don’t know, but I have to try. The military is moving in—if he gets a hold of their weaponry, we’re even more screwed than we already are,” Nico says flatly, sitting on the ground and closing his eyes. “Come on… come on…”
“Should I get Aubrey?” Superior asks.
“Yeah, but not for me. It sounds like Rocco is trying to get Century out before he dies. Now go, I’ve got to focus,” Nico declares, looking angry. “I should have let Shadowman take him out.”
“Where is Shadowman?” Superior asks.
“Herold has him.”
“I see. Then I’ll just be going,” Superior says, flying away and leaving Nico sitting there. For a long moment the technopath does nothing except sit there and close his eyes.
“D—Technico?” Zoe says over his personal com-link. “What should we do?”
“For now stay off all lines,” Nico says. “Without my abilities I can’t tell if he’s hacking in or not. He probably is.”
“I can, but just in case I’ll use my phone, instead,” she says. The world goes silent and he concentrates on the fact that it’s cold. He doesn’t remember the last time he actually felt cold, a little voice whispers. The ground is hard, too, and he’s feeling really STUPID just sitting here hoping something good will happen.
Maybe he should have asked his dad for a television, too.
 
***
 
This is taking too long, I think darkly, listening to Century’s rough breathing. Even going sixty miles an hour, it’ll take too long. Zoe is on the other line, arranging something with Marigold—I don’t blame her for leaving me out of this conversation, honestly. Marigold and I don’t exactly get along. I almost jump as I hear a helicopter overhead. 
“Hey—um—Century? Kid?” the driver says. “This helicopter is hovering right over our heads—I think they want us to pull over or something.”
“Do it,” I say, feeling a trickle of hope hitting me. The van swerves, pulling to a hard stop, and I head out the back door, praying that it’s from Marigold and not Herold. I step out, holding up both hands and daring to look up. The light isn’t as strong here, but it’s still bright enough to make me wince. “Are you from East Hall?” I yell up to them.
“We are. Are you carrying who we’re looking for?” the man hanging out of the front seat yells back.
“How do I know you aren’t lying?” I demand.
“Because we’re official black suits, as you call us,” he yells back. “We’re just wearing our old gear—we’re retired military.” He tosses a wallet down to me and I grab it, looking at the official card inside. I flip through the rest of the wallet, earning a dark look, and then nod.
“He’s in the back, he’s really frail right now, so you’re going to have to land,” I call up to them. The helicopter lands and they bring out a stretcher to collect Century. “Do you have a healer coming?” I demand. “He’s going to need one.” I hand back the wallet as they load him on the helicopter.
“Yes, sir,” the man old enough to be my dad—well, not MY dad, obviously—says. “You’re coming with us,” he adds pointedly. I look at the van, hesitating.
“If you get fired, call up Central Hall,” I tell him. “Tell them Rocco said to call—no, tell them Nico did. I’m sure he won’t mind.”
“Got it. Thanks, I feel a little heroic now.”
“What’s your name?” I ask.
“Larry,” he says. “Larry Haggerville,” he adds.
“Got it. Thanks, man,” I say, shaking his hand before rushing to the helicopter. I jump into the back, only to lean back in my spot and breathe a little hard. “Man, I hate this feeling,” I mutter, running a hand over my face.
“What happened, exactly?” one of the suits asks, crouching over Century and checking his vitals. “Are you SURE this is Century?”
“That’s Century,” I say. “He’s wearing the uniform, isn’t he? Basically those lights strip supers of their powers,” I explain darkly. “I’m a shadow walker, I can’t even run without getting breathless, now. But the older capes, well…” I motion down to Century with a scowl. “It’s deadly.”
“How did Senator Herold do this?” the driver demands.
“He’s a technopath,” I say. “He’s responsible for all the havoc that’s been going down for the past couple of hours.”
“The biggest anti-super politician in the world IS one?” the driver asks, shocked.
“Nico exposed him on television, so he blew everything up, as far as I can tell,” I say. “Can you take me to a hospital near here?” I ask, looking over the world. “It’s that way, about forty miles. I mean, that’s where I left her, at least.”
“Left who?”
“One of the healers I hunted down,” I say, closing my eyes and slowly starting to feel better. We must be near the limits of the light, I think. I know exactly where I am. “If we keep going at this rate, he might not even need a healer,” I say, glancing over at Century. He’s already starting to look stronger. “Good. We’re going to need him.”
The one that had been trying to give him first aid looks shocked. “Wow,” he says. “That’s amazing.”
“Ah… um… you’ll keep all of this to yourself, right?” I say suddenly, realizing just how dangerous it is. “The whole losing powers problem—”
“Oh, that’s not a big surprise,” the driver says. “We’ve been given tours of the Cape Cells.”
“Yeah…” I stop, wondering why I suddenly feel worried. It’s right on the edge of my mind, like there’s a really big problem that we’re overlooking…
But that Mother lady is being guarded by Tatiana and Superior, so she isn’t the problem, right? So… considering all the crap that’s gone on in the past few hours, what ELSE could be wrong?
Instead of worrying about it more, I sit down and stare at one of the most famous heroes as he gets his powers back.
Wait, that means I’ll have MY powers back soon, right? I jerk, looking around the helicopter, and reach for the wall in front of me. My fingertips sink slowly into the shadow. “Just a little bit further,” I tell them. “Once we get to where I can use my abilities, we’ll be good. I can take him to a healer just to make sure he’s back to one hundred percent.”
“I hate to say this, but aren’t you a villain?” the black suit next to me asks. “Technically we shouldn’t trust one of the Hall Leaders to you—”
“He’s one of mine,” Century says, even his voice sounding stronger. “At least, he’s going to be. Aren’t you, Rocco?” he asks, looking at me. His eyes are sharp and clear, and he’s starting to fill out his uniform again, as well. For a while there it draped over him like a shroud on a skeleton.
“If I can keep working for Nico and Zoe on top of it,” I say, much to the shock of the black suits. “Speaking of Nico, has anyone heard from him?” And what about my father? He’s probably dead, or wishing he was by now.
That idea makes me feel a little sick, but I try not to show it.
 
***
 
The journey into the White House had been terrifyingly simple, Shadowman thinks as he’s carried along by Herold. All of the alarms are taken out with a wave of a hand, all of the bullets spark against the ball of energy that surrounds them and fall to the ground. “This is why I was never going to vote for you,” he drawls, unable to help himself.
“That hurts me, Shadowman, it really hurts me,” Herold says in a patently false voice. “Your son turned and ran like the coward he is, you know. You should be so proud of him. The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.”
“It doesn’t, does it? You’re exactly like your mother—crazy as hell.”
He gets thrown across the room, into the light. Slamming against the wall breaks his spine. He falls limply to the ground. And since his powers are taken, it doesn’t heal. He’s going to be crippled for the last few moments of his life. He should have killed the guy a long time ago, he thinks for the hundredth time. A shadow here, a pulled out heart there, it’s all part of a day’s work—
“Do you want to live?” Herold asks, moving in front of him. “I can save you.”
“What, now you’ve… got a God complex?” Shadowman asks weakly, feeling the edges of his sight start to blur. He’s not a stranger to pain, but he isn’t used to it sticking around this long. 
“Do you want to live, or should I start my new career with your death on my hands?” Herold demands. He totally ignores all of the guards that are surrounding them, their guns aimed at his back. “I must admit, this is going to be a lot nastier than I planned—but then again, we all know who writes the history books.”
“Who, nerds with… too much… time on their… hands?” Shadowman tries to quip. The world is starting to go dark for him. He can barely hear Herold’s over-dramatic talk.
“The winners do, Shadowman. The winners always write the history books. I can make this look like a triumphant rescue of a country going under, and no one will ever say differently.” There’s a crazed little smile on his face. “But you know what?” he says, “I can’t let you die just yet.”
“Why?” Shadowman croaks, well on his way to being unconscious
“Because I need you to find Technico, the last thing I want is for him to be out there. He’s a problem, and you’re going to take care of him.”
“Why?” Shadowman asks, again.
“Because otherwise I’ll let you die here,” Herold says far too casually, “right in the beautiful entry hall of the White House. Do you know how hard blood stains are to clean up?” he asks. “Do you really want to be remembered as the pathetic villain that died here? That is if I let anyone remember you at all?”
“Senator Herold, we have you surrounded,” someone calls over a megaphone outside. “Come out with your hands up!”
“Do you really think that’ll work on me?” Herold asks, picking Shadowman up again and dragging him back into the protective sphere. The sudden return of Shadowman’s powers has the other man healing rapidly. Herold turns and heads right over the guards still shooting at him, flying out into the light. There are tanks and helicopters and even fighter jets flying overhead. “Oh, how nice of you all to bring me presents,” he says, flying higher and holding out his hands. “I really appreciate it.”
The norms wearing sunglasses watch in horror as two of the tanks start turning their cannons on each other. “I love to start things with a bang,” Herold says. Shadowman can just watch with dawning horror from behind him. 
 
 





CHAPTER EIGHT
 
“We’re almost there,” the pilot says over his shoulder. “Your powers should be coming back now, right?” he asks me.
“It might take a little—” I jerk as a hand comes through the wall of the helicopter. I’m a little shocked by the sight of Aunt Skystep joining us—especially as she throws herself into my arms.
“ROCCO!” she says dramatically. “I couldn’t feel you! I was so scared!” she declares, kissing me on the cheek and clinging too tightly for my own good. I gasp a bit, trying to breathe. “I can only barely feel you, now—and—oh,” she says, looking over at Century. She lets go of me and heads to his side, looking far too serious for a moment.
“Hello, Sugar,” Century says weakly. His hand comes up, touching her cheek. “I thought for a bit I’d never see you again.”
She doesn’t move, still staring at him for a moment before shoving his hand away. “What were you thinking, you stupid-head?” she demands, poking him several times. “Stupid-head, stupid-head, stupid-head old geezer!” she declares, until he grabs her hand to stop her. “I couldn’t feel you, either,” she says, surprising me as a tear slowly slides down one cheek.
“I’m sorry,” he says, slowly sitting up and then shocking us all by kissing her—Skye, most of all. The punch would have killed him five seconds earlier, I think as it slams into his face. “I was asking for that,” he says after a second, reaching up and touching his jaw gingerly.
“PERVERTED OLD MAN!” Skye yells, grabbing me and hiding behind me for a second before abruptly moving in front of me, as if she can’t decide who should protect whom. “You stay away from my adorable nephew!” she declares, pointing at him. “You’re a bad influence! You with your sudden—sudden KISSY FACE!”
“I really doubt he’s going to try kissing me, Aunt Skye,” I say, trying not to laugh. I wrap my arms around her waist hugging her from behind. “I’m glad,” I say, leaning my chin on her shoulder, “that you worried about me,” I tell her, noticing the surprised expression on her face from the corner of my eye. “But you shouldn’t punch people right after they almost died and are just happy to see you,” I add, kissing her on the cheek. 
She was red earlier, now she’s BRIGHT red. “You! See, you’re already influencing him!” she accuses Century, pointing at him. But we all notice that she doesn’t hit ME. “So where are we going?” she asks, turning in my hold and looking at me expectantly.
“I’m going to take Century to Nico—that’s where we’ll meet up with Aubrey, who’ll heal that broken jaw you just gave him, and make a plan to take down Herold.”
“I’m coming with you,” she declares. “We need Carla, too!”
“Carla?” I ask blankly.
“We’re a team, remember? I’ll go get her!” she says, racing away before I can stop her. Instead I turn and stare at Century.
He gives me a slightly sheepish grin, his amusement clear in his eyes. “Now, son, I see that you two are family, but—”
“Don’t go traumatizing my extremely innocent aunt,” I tell him. “Got it?”
“The look on her face made it totally worth it,” he says shamelessly, grinning evilly. “Had I known, I would have done it years ago!”
“She’s right about you being a bad influence,” I say, groaning loudly. “Come on, let’s get going,” I add, holding out a hand and turning to the biggest shadow in the helicopter. He takes my hand.
 
***
 
Steel gray eyes open and Nico lets out a sigh, running a hand over his face. He blinks as he realizes that Aubrey is crouched right in front of him. Superior is standing behind her, but Nico ignores him. “Hey, kid,” he says to Aubrey. “Did you do that?” he asks.
“No, your powers came back on their own,” she says, glancing over to the right where the lights are only faintly visible. “What happened? How did he do that?”
“He went big,” Nico says, dryly. “And he set himself up with protection—somehow he found a way to negate a power negating wave. He must have been planning THIS for a long time, too. I really hate that guy,” he mutters, getting to his feet. “Have you heard from Zoe?” he asks.
“She was getting Rocco a helicopter to get Century out of there,” Aubrey says. “Nico, if Century was in there and his powers were taken—”
“There’s a good chance he didn’t make it,” Nico finishes for her. “On the other hand, if any of the other politicians were capes in disguise, they’re probably gone as well.”
“Nico!” she says, only slightly shocked.
“The last thing I want is to have two Herolds to deal with,” he says darkly, not about to apologize. “I screwed up,” he admits a second later, staring at the sight of his downfall. “Both of us did. We gave him time to monologue. Never give them time to monologue, Aubrey. It’s the stupidest thing you can do.”
“I thought it was part of the job,” she says. “Jack actually has to write his out and memorize them.”
“That’s the play villain—they can monologue all they want. It’s when you’re dealing with a real villain that you should just finish them off,” Nico says. “You’re supposed to be going to Century—”
“As soon as they exit the light, Rocco will bring him through the shadows,” she says. “He’s going to bring Century to you, so Grandpa and I just came here. Nico, all of this—could you have done this?”
“In some cases we don’t ask ‘could you,’” Superior says, placing a hand on her shoulder, “We ask ‘would you.’”
Nico gives him a dry look. “I’ve stopped you from going after the White House before,” he points out.
“That was extenuating circumstances,” Superior says. “The man that wanted to kill your mother was in there. This man, he didn’t even try to break his mother free when he found her.”
“No, he just executed a plan that’s been in the making for a very long time,” Nico says, frowning thoughtfully. “Maybe BECAUSE she was out of the way?” he asks, his eyes lighting up. “The little mama’s boy didn’t want to share, I bet. Doris said she was with him when he put her under—I bet she’s been there all his life, overseeing his every move. That almost makes me thankful you ignored us as kids, old man, because who knows how crazy I’d be if you were like that?”
Superior just stares at him, not saying a word to that. Instead he turns, looking for the nearest shadow, waiting for the shadow boy to bring Century.
“He’s kept his powers inside there,” Nico says. “That means he’s found a way to cancel out the canceling power waves—and the only ones I know that can do that are you and that ‘Mother’ lady,” he says, digging through his small cache of pieces and putting together a power negator. “Block this,” he tells his father, shooting him. Superior blocks it. “Now keep that up,” Nico says, clapping his hands together and pulling them apart. A hologram appears between his hands. “Okay, I think I know how he did it,” he says after a moment. “I’m going to need some tools,” he says, racing away.
A second later, a hand comes out of the shadow Superior is watching.
 
***
 
 “You’ve brought him?” Aubrey asks me as I step into the light. I tug Century through the portal, breathing a little heavily as I do. My powers are back, sure, but I feel like I just ran a mile. I haven’t felt this weak since I was thirteen and just coming into them. 
“Hello, Darlin’,” Century says, growing more like himself by the second. “I do apologize if I stink—someone forgot to mention that it was part of the travel plan,” he adds, looking at me pointedly.
“Sorry if I was in a hurry,” I drawl, having grown used to the stench a long time ago. “He’s getting better quickly, but it was still hit and miss for a bit there. Can you check him? And where’s Nico?” I ask, looking around curiously. “Shouldn’t he be dealing with this problem?”
“He got distracted,” Superior says dryly. “He’s making a power negation blocker, or something along those lines.”
“Why aren’t you going in there, Grandpa?” Aubrey asks as she races to Century’s side and grabs his hands. “You could stop all of this, couldn’t you?”
“I could, but I stupidly made a promise,” Superior says. “Besides, this is no longer my job—it’s my son’s.”
Century looks at him silently for a long moment. And then Aubrey asks the question both of us have been waiting for. “Who cracked your jaw?”
“Skye,” Century and I say in unison.
“Do I want to know why?” she asks after a long moment of shock.
“Nope,” I say. “You definitely don’t, especially if you claim her as family.”
“I want to know,” Superior says. “What did you do to my daughter, Charles?”
“Now, Clifford, you have to understand there were extenuating circumstances,” Century says, holding up his hands and grinning slightly. “You see, I thought I was going to die.”
“Not when you did it, you didn’t,” I have to point out.
“I was celebrating the fact I was going to live!” he says. I try not to laugh.
“What did you do to my daughter?” Superior asks again.
“It was just a little kiss!” Century protests, only to rub his jaw at the memory. “But that was definitely not a little slap,” he adds.
“You’re too old for her,” Superior says, but he doesn’t seem nearly as angry, now. In fact a little hint of a smile is pulling at his lips. “She cold-cocked you, huh?”
“And called him a perverted old man!” I offer cheerfully. “You should have seen her—she was trying to hide behind me, and then trying to hide me behind her, saying he’d be a bad influence on me. It was hysterical.”
“Okay,” Nico says, appearing behind me with a strange device in his hand and several household machines floating behind him. “We’re going to want as many of these as we can manage. I brought the parts with me.” He taps his earbud. “Zoe, kiddo, I’m going to need your help. How quickly can you get here?” he asks, only to look at me. “Never mind, I’ll send your transportation to you.”
I nod, only hesitating because I KNOW I have to tell him—or remind him, or something. “My dad is in there,” I say. “I mean, he’s probably dead by now, but if there’s even the chance—”
“You can get him out—as soon as I’ve finished our latest devices,” Nico says. “Now go get my kid.”
“Sir, yes sir,” I say, saluting him cheekily before heading for the nearest shadow again. I pause in front of it and flip so I’m standing on one hand, bouncing a few times in a circle before twisting back to my feet. “Found her!” I say cheerfully. 
“Was that really necessary?” Superior asks before I head into the shadow.
“Nope, blame it on your daughter, Uncle Superior,” I say evilly, heading out.
“Uncle?” I hear him say behind me. 
The sooner I get Zoe, the sooner we can put all of this behind us and finish cleaning up all of the messes.
 
***
 
 “I know what you’re thinking,” Herold says, not even looking at the man sharing his supportive bubble. “It’d be easy to kill me right now—or at least easier. It shows on your face. You were telling the truth when you said you don’t understand how politicians can do it. Your bloodlust is rather obvious. Let me guess, was it something to do with how your only son deserted you?” he asks. “Your little boy, the apple of your eye—”
“It’s got nothing to do with him,” Shadowman says. “I barely know the kid. The only reason I even have to claim him is because he has my abilities. I just feel like killing you,” he says, his fingers pressing against Herold’s back.
“If you do that, this bubble will disappear,” Herold says. “You’ll die with me—a pointless death to a meaningless life. Fitting, don’t you think? But I don’t think you’ll do it,” he goes on as he turns on him. “I think you’re too selfish to give up your life for anyone.” He reaches forward, grabbing Shadowman by the shirt. “You and I could work very well together if you would just get over this stupid vendetta you’ve built up in your mind. I need you, Shadowman, and more importantly, you need me.”
“I don’t need you—”
“Of course you do,” Herold says. “You’re a leech, a sponge, a clinger-on. You rely on people paying you for your services. It doesn’t matter what services they want, as long as you get paid for it, you’ll do it, won’t you? I’ve been around for a very long time, Shadowman. There are men all over just like you. Men that will sell their own mothers for whatever it is they want.” He motions with his free hand, “And as of now, I’m the richest man in the free world,” he says.
He wants to kill him, Shadowman thinks, but Herold is right about one thing—he really doesn’t feel like dying. It’s become an addiction, life. Long past the time most get bored of it, he’s still finding new ways to live it. And besides, if he dies, he’s pretty sure it’s going to get very hot, very fast. “You have a point,” he says instead. “We can do more working together, and all that. What, exactly, are you hiring me for?”
“I thought you’d say that,” he says. “I want you to find out if Technico is still alive. If he is, you’re going to kill him for me. If you do it, I’ll pay you handsomely. If you don’t, well, we both know what will happen to you.”
Shadowman doesn’t even blink. “Sounds like a plan,” he says.
 
***
 
 “You’ve been a lot of help, Carla,” the dispatcher says as the girl finally takes a break. “Whatever Hall gets you is going to be very lucky.”
“Thank you, Mr. Dispatcher!” Carla says. “I’m not doing much, though, the real heroes are all the cops and the firemen and the ambulance crews! I’ve met LOTS of nice people today, you know!” she says cheerfully. “I just wish I could be more places at once—”
“You’re doing great,” he says, feeling a mix of relief and amusement at her response. She really is, he thinks. She’s got such a sweet personality that everyone seems to relax when she shows up. That she’s obviously a super helps, sure, but what REALLY helps is that she’s earnest and trying help however she can. She’s young, though—he’s actually got a daughter only a year or two younger. “I’m proud of you,” he says. “I bet your parents are, as well.”
“Oh, I doubt they’ll find out,” she says, blowing it off completely. “I’m not debuted ye—AH! SKYE!” she yelps, suddenly. “You scared me!” she says, laughing.
“We’ve got work to do, Carla! The kidnapping compatriots are called for!” the woman says.
“Oh! Um, I need to go, Mr. Dispatcher,” Carla says over the line. “We’ve got to save Rocco!”
“Then I wish you good luck with that, ladies,” the dispatcher says, trying not to grin. “And Carla, when you DO debut, I know my daughter is going to adore you.”
“I hope so!” Carla says.
He leans back, taking a drink of water and letting out a silent sigh. Now that he’s seen the new generation of heroes at work, he’s going to have to get the word out. The idea that these kids are out to hurt the children is plain ridiculous.
 
***
 
 “Okay,” Nico says as Zoe and I step out of the shadow. He’s got a large pile of strange devices on rope piled to the side. “First thing we’re going to do is take out the power inhibitors—we’ll be using you to do that, Rocco. We need to be in the area below them, and we need to take them out at the same time—or close enough to the same time that he doesn’t catch on. That’s why we’re going to call in as many capes as we can. Thanks to my father, we have enough negators to pull this off as a group. I want them completely destroyed, got it?” he says.
Max, Trent, Emily, Jack, and Ace are with us, alongside Marigold, Century, Voltdrain, and most of the Central Hall capes—the ones that can fly, that is. Mastermental nods at me in greeting. The one that surprises me, though, is Doris. She looks ready to kill someone.
“He’s going to notice this,” I say, “especially if he talks Shadowman into working with him.”
“That’s a risk we have to take. Rocco, I’m going to ask a lot from you—”
“And me!” Skye says, racing through the air for us. Carla is standing next to me before I even realize it.
“I want to help, too,” Carla says.
“Good,” Nico says. “Skye, Rocco, find out where the machines are based. Take as many of the capes as you can. We need at least one at each of the machines. Keep one of these on you at all times,” he says, handing out the machines. “Volt, you’ve got a different job,” he says as he reaches Voltdrain.
“Si,” Voltdrain says, looking serious. “I will do what I can. You will be assisting?” he asks.
“No,” Nico says, “Zoe will from below, with the others. If Herold comes after her, Rocco will drag her into the Shadowlands. I don’t plan on letting that happen, though.”
“I want to take down Herold,” Century says abruptly, only to get Skye up in his face, poking him in the chest. 
“You,” she says, poking him again, “put this on and stay where you’re put,” she orders, grabbing one of the machines and shoving it at him.
“Now, Sugar, you don’t understand how much of a help I can be,” he says, taking the machine. 
“No, she’s right,” Nico says. “You need to do something more important. You need to buy them time to get where they need to be. As soon as Volt and Zoe have the power off, I want you to stop time on the surface. Can you do that?”
“And leave the underground time still running?” Century asks. “I should be able to.”
“Good,” Nico says. “There’s a chance that won’t be able to stop Herold, but it can stop everything else. I’ll be the one to stop Herold,” he says, looking so much like Superior used to in the pictures that I glance over at Superior. The similarities are blinding right now.
I almost feel sorry for Herold, honestly. I DO feel sorry for my dad. You know, if he’s still alive, that is.
 
***
 
The Shadowlands has never smelled so good, Shadowman thinks as he stands in the middle of the gritty, barren land. Well, barren except for the monsters. Can you even call it barren if it has so much bloodthirsty life in it? He looks around curiously, for the first time in a long time wondering where he actually is. He promptly shoves that thought aside as soon as it crosses his mind. He doesn’t want to know. He’d been too close to dying, he tells himself as he starts off. Now is no time to be following morbid lines of thought.
He’s about to leave completely when he hears people talking. Instinctively he moves into the darker shadows, watching his son lead a crowd through their private territory. “Okay,” Rocco says. “We’ve found what we think we’re looking for. I’m going to take you there, but as soon as you’ve gone through the portal you need to turn on your machine—”
“Machine?” Shadowman asks, stepping into sight. A miniature army of capes go on guard, surrounding him in a second. “Hey, now, wait just a moment,” he says, holding up his hands. “Actually, you, check me for some sort of bug. I checked earlier, but I couldn’t find anything,” he decides, nodding to Technico’s daughter. She steps forward, her dislike obvious on her face as she walks around him. She leans down, picking a tiny little thing off of his coat and crushing it between her fingers. “Well, looks like he’s been given a heads up,” Shadowman mutters, letting out a curse. He gets several dark looks from all around.
“I see you’re not dead, yet,” his only son (that he knows of, he thinks a bit dryly) says, coldly. "What did you agree to?”
“How do you know I’ve agreed to anything?” he asks, trying to look hurt.
“Because you’re alive and running through the Shadowlands,” Rocco says bluntly. “He wouldn’t let you be here if you weren’t on some sort of mission. What did you tell him you’d do?”
“Oh, nothing big,” Shadowman says. “I’m just supposed to kill Technico.”
“You won’t touch my dad,” Zoe says from right behind him. He holds both hands up without hesitating. She might only be sixteen, but he’s seen what she can do.
“I didn’t tell him about you,” Shadowman says. “If I was really out to help him, don’t you think I’d have mentioned the second technopath on the team?”
“How can we believe you?” Zoe asks.
“Because he didn’t tell me to kill you, look, we don’t have time for this. Go on and do what you’re planning and I won’t say a word,” he says, turning to face her. “I want him gone, done, dead. He’s mucking up the status quo, and he’s far too interested in me for my own good.”
“He’s right,” Rocco says. “If he’s seen or heard anything over that bug you just found, he’s going to become suspicious. We need to get to work, and we need to do it now. Just know,” he says to Shadowman, “if you try to kill Nico, it’ll be the last thing you ever do.”
“Have you ever asked why I took the panther girl into the sewers instead of bringing her to the Shadowlands?” Shadowman asks. Several startled looks answer his question. “He’s the one cape I wouldn’t put it past to find this place. I don’t want your little group to come stomping through my territory without the door being opened for them. You, Rocco, are the only other one that can open it—looking at it like that, I think it’s best for all of us if I just leave and you all work extremely quickly.”
He starts forward, expecting someone to stop him. “Let him go,” his son says. “I can always find him later. Zoe, get in position to take out the power.”
Shadowman walks away, a bitter taste lingering in his mouth.
 
***
 
Nico looks over at Voltdrain, who nods back with a slight frown on his face. He looks over at Century, on his right, who in turns looks over at Mastermental, to the right of him. At any moment Herold might notice they’ve got him surrounded. Or, Nico thinks as he hears more things explode, he might be too busy fighting the U.S. Military.
“I have to say,” he says casually over the com-link he’s closely monitoring, “the idea of using them as a distraction isn’t setting well with me. Is there any way we can get everyone out of there when I take on Herold?”
“They’re doing the job they signed up for, Nico. That it overlaps with our job is a sad reality,” Mastermental says. “I hate that it came to this—this is why we keep supers out of military and politics, you know.”
“We did offer him a choice,” Century says, holding out his hands. “Are we sure that those devices will keep my time powers from affecting you?” he asks Nico. Nico and Voltdrain look at each other before flying over and touching his shoulder.
“Just in case,” Nico says, touching his earbud. “Century, Voltdrain, Zoe, do it now. The sooner we stop time the more lives we can save.”
“Got it,” Century says. Voltdrain nods as well, holding out his hands to the scene. The lights flicker off exactly as the world in front of them goes abruptly still. Even the wind seems to stop blowing. The sounds of explosions stop and Nico is strangely torn by the urge to go in and save the ones that are about to die—
“I’ll go in and get them,” Marigold says, making them all look up. “Turns out this works against our powers, too,” she says, pointing at the machine strapped over her back. “You go and stop that madman. Usually I would argue, though,” she adds, looking in the direction of the White House. “This is my territory.”
“But it’s my fight,” Nico says. “Thank you, Marigold. Just for that I’ll let you bring in whatever kids you want. Cape High will welcome them,” he says.
“Hah,” she says. “I might take that offer up, but I’ve yet to see proof that your training is doing anything other than making them grandstanders of the first degree.”
“Watch the news after this is over,” Mastermental says, “I think you’ll be surprised. Now, I, too, will help get the people out of the line of fire. Nico, I can trust that you’ll at least attempt to not kill the man?”
“I can’t make any promises,” Nico says. “Some men deserve to die.” He rushes forward, leaving them behind and heading straight for the White House. Herold is there, looking around blankly.
“What have you done?” Herold asks as Nico appears in front of him. Nico doesn’t even bother to answer, he just slams a fist into Herold’s face as hard as he can. It goes straight through the electric shield, much to his satisfaction. The other technopath is sent flying backwards, slamming into the White House. Nico doesn’t hesitate before rushing forward again, grabbing the other man by the shirt and hauling him out of the wreckage.
Below them, blurs of working supers rush through the frozen chaos, pulling out norms and taking them to safe distances. They’re almost completely silent, which is good. Nico doesn’t want Herold to notice. He lets out a little grunt as Herold punches him in the gut, but stubbornly he keeps hold of the man. He pulls back a fist--
The first machine explodes below the surface—they both notice it, being technopaths. Herold jerks out of his hold, shooting straight for the ground with his fist out. Nico chases after him, grabbing the man around the waist and shifting his weight so that they both skid along the ground, ripping up the grass along the way. “Get OFF OF ME!” Herold bellows, turning to shove Nico away.
“You’re not going anywhere,” Nico says, slamming the other man through the wrought iron fence. “Other than possibly the Cape Cells if I don’t kill you first.” He grabs the fence that came with him, wrapping one of the poles tight around Herold’s throat. Herold jerks at it, his fingers warping the metal. Another machine explodes underground, and another, and another. The machines start collapsing inward, showing that time is starting to move again. He hadn’t asked Century how long he could hold the time stop, Nico realizes abruptly. He quickly grabs the power negator that Herold is wearing and crushes it in his hand.
The ground below starts to shake, and they both look down in shock as Doris in her monster form shoots out of the earth her taloned fingers reaching for Herold as her mouth opens to let out an ear-piercing scream. Both men have to stick their fingers in their ears, giving Herold the chance to run—and he does, racing away at top speed.
The Jersey Devil woman gives chase, flying as fast as she can. On some level, Nico can understand why she went off-plan, but it’s giving Herold a chance to recoup, since she’s not fast enough. And Herold recouping is the last thing they can allow him to do. “You had a job to do!” he yells back at her. 
“I’m going to make sure he dies!” she screams back, speeding up. He stops arguing with her and goes faster, racing through the sky in hot pursuit of the villain. He can’t let him get away, he thinks as he grits his teeth and breaks the sound barrier. If the world doesn’t see him take out this man, they’ll always wonder if he isn’t secretly just like him. There is NO WAY he’s going to go back to the Cape Cells.
The pole that he’d wrapped around Herold’s throat comes flying back. He dodges, cursing as he realizes that it could easily kill someone at this speed. He touches his earbud, barking out a sharp, “Incoming!” and hoping that someone catches it before it spears an unwitting norm. He can see Herold, he realizes. The other man isn’t as fast as he is, not in the long run. Too many years behind a desk, he thinks scathingly before slamming into Herold from above. They both slam towards the ground, spinning as Herold tries to get free—he can’t. Nico is stronger than he is. Eventually they hit the ground so hard that it forms a crater. Earth and trees go flying as they skid to a stop. 
“You’re finished, Herold,” Nico says, grabbing him by the throat and slapping a thin collar around it. The collar glows brightly, stealing the other man’s powers.
“Do you really think you can hold me, Technico?” Herold asks, glaring angrily at him. “Could they really have kept you?”
“Guess what, Herold?” Nico says coldly. “I’m better than you are. I’m stronger than you, faster than you, and a better technopath than you—destroying is easy, the real trick is putting it all back together again. But I’m even a better PERSON than you are, because I got over my inferiority complex a long time ago. We will never be them, but you know what? You were right about one thing—this world is made for our type. We’re surrounded by things that we understand better than the old folks ever will. But you,” he says, his rage showing on his face, “you just HAD to go and screw everything up! They’ll be watching me and my kid like hawks for the rest of our lives, because YOU got some stupid idea to take over the world! I’ll always be better than you are, and I’ll prove it by making it so you NEVER escape." 
He smacks him, barely refraining from killing him with the hit. He shakes the man when he gets no response, abruptly realizing that he knocked him out with the hit, and lets out a curse.
“Now, kill him,” Doris says, landing in front of him.
“I’m not going to kill him,” Nico says. “Killing him is too short and sweet an end. We’re going to do to him what he did to you,” he decides, looking up at her with ice cold eyes. “We’re going to stick him in a tube for a few decades. But I think, before that, we’ll strip him of his powers.” 
“Brutal,” Century says from overhead, making them both look up, “and overkill. I think, though, that this part is our job, son,” he says, dropping to the ground and pulling the unconscious technopath out of Nico’s hold. “My vote is that we strip his powers and then stick him in a cell right next to an old, old friend of his.”
“Kunnins?” Nico asks, a hint of a grin pulling at his lips.
“Exactly.”
“Being stuck in the tube might be kinder,” Nico says, handing him a controller for the collar. “Keep him within a mile or two of this at all times until we log him into the Cape Cell's control center. Now, since half of the Hall leaders are here to oversee this—” he goes on, looking up as the others join them, “I’m going to get everyone back on clean-up duty.”
“Before that,” Century says, looking at Mastermental, “we need a clear cut agreement on two of the students.”
“Rocco and Carla, I suppose?” Mastermental asks.
“I’m willing to negotiate, but I will remind you that Rocco officially comes from my territory,” Marigold says, crossing heavily muscled arms over her chest. 
“Rocco hates you,” Nico says bluntly. “And this is an agreement that will take a bit of arguing to conclude, so I’ll leave it to you brains of the business,” he adds, “and sooner or later you’ll realize that you should be talking to the kids, themselves.”
 
***
 
They don’t care about it anymore, Doris thinks, staring at the man just lying there, still unconscious. It happened, it’s over, they’ll toss Herold into some comfortable cell and move on—it’s obvious by how quickly they started talking about the kids. She wants to yell that the kids don’t matter right now—they have a murderer sitting right there! Where is the justice in this?
Where is the revenge?
"Now, this is definitely a subject to discuss--" Century says, in a tone that says "discuss" means "argue about."
She doesn’t know what they’re arguing about, she doesn’t care—her attention is on the technopath, who’s starting to wake up. The Hall Leaders don’t even notice, she thinks with rage. They’re so confident—
A part of her hates herself for relying on Nico. She should have gone faster, fought harder, made sure that SHE was the one that caught him. Another part betrays her by whispering that she went as fast as she could. She’s no match for Nico, not when he’s in the mood he was in back there. She’s tried to beat Nico in a GOOD mood—he took her down without even a punch.
Herold starts to sit up and Doris stops thinking.



CHAPTER NINE
 
The large, cavernous area deep underneath the White House was clearly once built to be a safety bunker. I see bunks against the walls and there’s the constant hum of generators in the background, since the power is still out. I don’t know when the last time a norm was down here, but it must have been a long time ago—otherwise they would have noticed the massive machines that are scattered through the huge concrete room. There are—or were, I should say, at least forty of them. All of them are destroyed, now. It’s a good thing we’re capes, because blowing them up had been pretty dangerous for a bit. 
“Done here,” Max says over the com-link, rather than yell from the other side of the room. “How is everyone else doing?”
“They’re all destroyed!” Carla says. I glance over as I feel a strong breeze hit me. She just went past. “I don’t think Nico could even put these suckers back together. But maybe we should take the parts with us?”
“Sounds like a plan,” I say. “Trent, Jack, Max, can you compress the parts as much as possible? They have to go through a portal.”
“On it,” Jack says. The sound of metal screeching makes me wince slightly. I look up at the ceiling, wondering how the fight is going—or if it’s already over. A part of me feels sick to my stomach, actually, because I know for a fact that my job isn’t finished. I need to go find my father. The longer I wait, the more of a pain in the neck it’ll be finding him.
“Has anyone seen Doris?” Skye asks.
“She went up,” Max says, pointing to the right where a gaping hole is still dropping dirt.
“Oh… um… that’s probably not a good thing,” Skye says after a moment. “I’ll go make sure she doesn’t do something that’ll get her tossed into the Cape Cells.” She takes to the air, not bothering with the hole. I look at the team of supers with more experience than me, and promptly follow, jumping to the hole and pulling myself out. I chase after my aunt as she homes in on Doris within seconds. To my relief, when we get there, Doris is just standing there, staring at the man surrounded by Hall leaders. I let out a sigh of relief—too quickly.
 Herold starts to move and Doris lets out a scream that shatters my eardrums. The Hall leaders jerk from their conversation. It seems like slow motion as Doris rushes forward, her clawed hand going straight for Herold’s chest.
I dive for the shadow on the ground, intent on stopping her. I come out a second later, knowing I’m too late—but the world is completely still.
“What—” I say, standing between the outreaching claw and the terrified looking Herold. He’s wearing a collar, I notice blankly. So why was Doris trying to kill him?
“Hello, son,” Century says, making me look over. He’s just standing there, as if he has all the time in the world. “You would have died, you know, or at least had a very long recovery time, at that age. But I do appreciate the gesture.”
“She was going to kill him,” I say, stunned.
“Of course she was,” Century says. “I was waiting for it. She wouldn’t try it with Nico here, but with us distracted, this was her only chance.”
“Why?” I ask.
“Because he left her stranded in an entirely new world, taking away everything she knew and loved,” Century says with a slight frown. “I still can’t let her do it, not when Skye has her heart set on her.” He turns, looking at Skye, who’s frozen in the air a few steps away. “Son, I want you to do something for me,” he says, looking at me. “Grab her and take her as far away from here as you can. The last thing we want is for the other Hall Leaders to realize what almost happened.”
“If she was going to kill him, in cold blood, shouldn’t she be stuck in the Cape Cells?” I ask, grabbing her.
“Hatred does ugly things to us all,” Century says. “She’s been holding onto it so long that she doesn’t see the chance to break out right in front of her. Now go, we’ll deal with this later.”
“Century?” I say, hesitating. “My dad got away.”
“I’m not surprised. He tends to do that.”
“I’m going to find him.”
“In your own time, son, in your own time.”
I shift my hold on Doris and step down through the shadow in the ground, carrying her with me through the Shadowlands. The further away, the better, right? She jerks back to life as I get out of Century’s reach. I let go as she roars and lunges forward. It’s almost funny how she jerks to a stop and looks around in confusion.
“Wha—”
“Hi, Doris,” I say, waving to get her attention. She growls at me, but I hold up both hands. “We couldn’t let you do what you were about to do,” I explain, as gently as possible.
“He was awake! They weren’t even paying attention—he could have run away and just gotten away with it!” she yells, rushing forward and grabbing me by the throat. “How could I just stand by and let him do whatever he wanted—”
“Hey, hey, I’m just the messenger boy,” I say—although it’s a bit choked sounding. I hate getting choked, I really do. “Century didn’t want to stick you in the Cape Cells.”
“It was MY CHOICE!” she bellows, but I see a tear escape her. “And he deserves to die for what he did to me,” she says, slowly loosening her grip on my throat. “He deserves to die for all of the things he did to people today, too,” she tells me.
“If that’s what the Hall decides, you know, after they put him on trial and all that, then he will,” I tell her, placing my hands on her shoulders. “But you and Aunt Skye—you’ve got a big future ahead of you,” I tell her. “You’re going to be one of the first all-female villain teams. You’re going to go up against the big names and probably get away with winning once in a while. You’ll be famous in no time, Doris,” I say.
“I don’t CARE ABOUT BEING FAMOUS!” she bellows, making me plug my ears again and sending the shadow dinos watching us running. “I want my missing years. I want my LIFE back—and he took it from me,” she says, starting to cry. “You don’t understand—you’re still a kid. I don’t fit in this time, I don’t know how things work, I break things that even SKYE can get right. I have to take classes children take! And I can’t figure them out! I feel like such a moron sometimes—”
“You’re not a moron,” I say, stepping forward. “I—I don’t know how I’d handle being tossed into the future all of a sudden, either. Look,” I say, wondering if this is the right thing to do, “I can take you anywhere. You can leave all of this behind, start over, and live however you want. I’ll tell Aunt Skye that you don’t want to come back, that you’ve got something you really want to do—”
“But there isn’t anything I really want to do, other than take out Herold,” she says quietly. “I—I mean, at least with Skye, I don’t feel like that big of a freak because, honestly, she’s weirder than I am.”
“Hey now, that’s my aunt you’re talking about,” I try to scold and fail, because I’m trying to not laugh.
“Nico said dying was too quick for revenge,” she says after a moment of looking away.
“That’s pretty cold,” I admit, thinking about it.
“Century says they should strip his powers and put him in a cell next to Kunnins,” she goes on, still quietly. “Think that’s mean?”
“Kunnins is…” I try to think, “from before I came, I think. We’d have to ask the other kids how mean it is.”
“It really stinks down here.”
“Yeah, it really does.”
There’s a pause before I say, “Want to help Skye convince Ariel to join your all-girls group?”
“I’m pretty sure Ariel’s crazier than both of us combined.”
“It should make you feel even more normal, right?” I offer after looking her in the eyes. She looks perfectly serious.
“Okay, why not?”
 
***
 
Maybe she’s not the only one thinking about getting tossed into a completely different life. So much has happened today, I think as I step through a shadow in front of the Cape High Campus. I—
“So,” Shadowman says, making me jerk. He’s just standing there, as if he’s been waiting for me all this time. “Going to throw me under the bus, now?” He holds out his hands in front of him, as if expecting me to cuff him. “I had the chance to finish him off, and I should have,” he admits, looking me straight in the eye. “But I didn’t want to die. This entire thing has just made me see they were right about me. I am a coward.”
“Why?” I ask.
“Why am I a coward? Probably because my parents didn’t hold me enough, or maybe the held me too much, hell if I know. I’ve been around for a long, long time, I don’t remember that sort of crap.”
“No, why did you come HERE?” I demand. “I was going to at least give you a running start.”
“You would have done that?”
“Well you’re not exactly the only one that wanted to kill the guy,” I say dryly, looking over at Doris. “The reason I have to catch you is right behind you. And every second you stand here, right in front of almost everything and everyone I care for, is a moment closer to me forgetting the head start,” I say, images of the zoo kids flashing through my mind. “But if you go to the Cape Cells, you’ll die. Those collars cut off your powers, you know.”
“Nah,” he says. “Sure they cut you down a good deal, but they don’t wipe it out completely—at least not enough to take away your good looks. So come at me, boy. Take me down properly as you start out a life as the system’s dog. If you don’t, they’ll always question your loyalty. They’ll always wonder if you’re going to become like me, or if you’re hiding something—”
I rush forward before he can finish, slamming my fist into his face and sending him flying backwards. I almost let him fall into the laser wall, but grab him just in time, throwing him away from it. A part of me remembers that I shouldn’t be able to beat him, since he’s older and more powerful—I ignore it. “You think you’re making me make a choice,” I tell him, still standing there, “but there’s no choice to make, old man. Yes, a part of me says you’re my dad, and that I should at least go easy on you, but another part of me says exactly what you just said. Except it wouldn’t be just them questioning it, I would question it, as well,” I say, walking over to him. He kicks out when I’m not expecting it, hitting my calves and making me fall.
“Do you need help?” Doris asks, just watching from the sidelines. “Or is this a family thing?”
“It’s a family thing!” Shadowman and I both say. I jump to my feet and tackle him, slamming him to the ground, only to curse as we slide right into the Shadowlands. We roll through the land, completely ignoring the monsters in here as I try hold on to him. He grins at me before throwing me across the room. I almost swear he aimed, I think blankly as he rushes forward, slamming into me again. What is he aiming for? I don’t have time to figure it out, I realize as we trade blows. He might not have training on the Apocalypse Field, but it turns out he’s got plenty of one-on-one fighting. He definitely has more experience in fist fights than I do.
We roll through a portal, out into the light of day. I hear people yelp in shock, but I ignore them, grabbing Shadowman by the shirt and punching him in the face. He grunts and repays me with a fist straight into the solar plexus. I try to get my breath back, letting go of him and grabbing my stomach. He jumps to his feet, racing into the Shadowlands again. I look around, seeing the crowd snapping pictures of me. I glance up, seeing beautiful, classic buildings all around. The cars to the left of me are driving on the wrong side of the road, I realize, staring at them blankly. Wait, no time to guess!
“Sorry ‘bout that,” I say, diving back into the Shadowlands after my dad. I see him as he races through another shadow and give chase, diving out into the middle of a rainy day in the middle of green hills as far as the eye can see. I think I catch a glimpse of a castle in the distance. “You were the one that offered to go down,” I tell him as I chase after him.
“If I’m going to be stuck in a box for the rest of my life, I’m going to at least see a little of what I’m losing first!” he says, laughing as he waves his arms around. “Scotland,” he explains. “Earlier was England, next I’m thinking Russia and China and—”
I stare at him. “Enough,” I say. “You’re not taking me seriously—”
“No, YOU aren’t taking ME seriously,” he says, walking over. “You, of all people, should have an idea of what I’m giving up because of you. I could run, right now, and only you and Skye would ever be able to find me. Do you have any clue how frustrating this is right now?”
“Nico would find you,” I say.
“Technico wouldn’t care, as long as I stayed off of his turf,” he says bluntly. “YOU are my problem, kid. YOU make me feel guilty. Do you have any clue how long it’s been since I felt anything?” he demands. “And here you are, all justice minded and out to save the world—with my powers and my eyes. It’s—it’s--” he lets out a curse, as if he can’t come up with the right word.
“You know, you’re right,” I say, looking around again. “This is beautiful. No one should be locked in a box, away from all of this beauty, especially if they’ve done nothing wrong.”
“So—”
“That’s exactly why I’m taking you in,” I say. “My best friends in the world were locked away, kept from everything like this. They couldn’t come here, they couldn’t see England or Russia or anywhere beautiful—they couldn’t even see their family, and they were KIDS,” I say, moving into his personal space. “This guilt trip you’re trying to pull, it won’t work,” I tell him callously. “But if it makes you feel better, I’ll send you pictures in the Cape Cells when I go places like this.”
“Ouch,” he says, seeming to deflate in front of my eyes. “That was cold.”
“The only problem is that I don’t have a collar on me,” I say, letting out a sigh. “I’ll give you as long as it takes for me to get a power negating collar. See what you want to see before you go in, because I’ll be coming for you tomorrow.” 
He has a strange look on his face, but I ignore it, heading for the nearest shadow and heading back home. I need to talk to Nico.
 
***
 
 “There’s going to be a press release!” Carla says at top speed as soon as I step out of the shadows. The clearing in front of the campus is full of students, teachers and Hall Leaders. “I’m going to be given a NAME!” she says, racing past me a second time. I look over at where Century and Mastermental are standing together with Nico, and head straight for them.
“Nico—” I start out.
“In a second, kid,” Nico says. “We’re drawing up an agreement for Carla,” he says, tapping on the air. “Okay, it’s now in my records that Carla is being sponsored by BOTH Central and South. That means you both get to foot the bill for her shoe and clothing addiction. Congratulations,” he says. “With the way she goes through shoes, it’s a good thing there are two of you. Rocco, we’ve already written up yours.”
“They’re special made shoes!” Carla says, moving to the middle of the group and bringing up a leg to show off the shoe. “I go through the normal ones even faster!” she declares cheerfully.
“Nice little rainbow design there, sweetheart,” Century says with a smile.
“I love color!” she declares excitedly. “All the colors! I like the bright ones best, but don’t tell the pastels, okay?” she adds in a stage whisper.
“We’ll make sure to keep that fact to ourselves,” Mastermental says with only a slight smile of amusement. “Carla, I am extremely proud of how you conducted yourself today,” he says, holding out a hand. She gives him a surprisingly shy little smile and takes the hand as delicately as a princess.
“I just did what I could,” she says primly. “I really, really like the dispatchers and the cops and the ambulance people—they were all so awesome and they helped me a lot! I didn’t have a clue what to do a lot of the time and they walked me through it. Can I work with them more now that I’m official?” she asks.
“Sweetheart, that’s EXACTLY what we want you to do,” Century says.
“Nico—” I say again.
“Don’t worry, kid, I’ve already arranged for your funding,” he says. “We could do a press release for you, too, but it’d blow the whole villain thing—”
“I don’t want a press release,” I say. “I want a power negating collar. I—”
“It was recorded,” Nico says. “Well, at least the first part. Are you sure you want to be the one to bring him in?”
“I—” I groan, running a hand over my face. “I HAVE to be the one to bring him in,” I say, feeling everyone’s eyes on me. “I have to be the one that puts him in the Cape Cells, for a lot of reasons. I just…”
“I’ll get you your collar,” he says. “But we’ve got a press release to get to, first.”
“We’re just letting him run loose—”
“Can you find him?”
“Yeah, I can find him,” I say, determinedly.
“Then we’ll find him when it’s convenient. Unless you WANT to step on Carla’s debut.”
“Oh, right. Sorry, Carla, didn’t think of that,” I say to her. “Um, what did you do with Herold?” I ask, looking around.
“Marigold has him,” Century says. "Don't worry, Technico made sure he couldn't escape before we left."
“He's surrounded by power negators as well as wearing a collar,” Mastermental sums up. “Now, Rocco, we want you to rest assured that we believe you,” he says, walking over and placing a hand on my shoulder. “I’m proud to have you as one of our villains.”
“Can you be proud of something like that?” I ask after a long moment. “It seems a little… backwards.”
“We’re Super Heroes, son, nothing we do is straightforward,” Century says. “And I owe you my life. I’m extremely proud to have you, as well. But now we have a press release to get ready for, right?” he asks. 
“Let’s GO!” Carla says, jumping off of Nico’s back and racing off.
“Does she know where the press conference will be?” I ask after a long moment.
“Carla? It’s at Central Hall,” Nico says, touching his earbud.
“Whoops!” I hear her say. 
“Now, shall we?” Mastermental says, taking to the air. 
“I’m just going to go change,” I say, heading inside. “I can’t go looking like this.”
“Everyone is welcome,” Mastermental says to the group of students and teachers. “This is a proud moment.”
“YEAH!” the group roars.
“And afterward we go back to clean-up duty,” Nico says, instantly killing the buzz.
 
***
 
I feel awkward, even though our group is scattered through the crowd. Everyone that isn’t in the middle of saving someone is here, waiting to see Carla’s debut—well, no, her debut was on the streets, helping everyone, wasn’t it? I honestly can’t think of a better way for the world to meet Carla. (I even checked my phone earlier—there are videos of her going viral. I might have bookmarked a few of them.) Now I watch as she fidgets behind Century and Mastermental, wearing one of those blindingly colorful frictionless outfits she always wears and a matching mask. She looks beautiful, you know? Those big gold eyes flashing brightly, a large smile on her face, she looks so happy.
That’s another thing I’m going to have to deal with, isn’t it? So much has happened that I’ve almost forgotten the awkwardness. I watch her, almost laughing as she keeps trying to peek around Century. He very gently pushes her behind him, and when that doesn’t work, pulls her forward and places a restraining hand on her shoulder. She looks up at him, giving him one of those wide grins of hers, laughing as he says something.
“Ladies and Gentlemen,” Mastermental says, stepping up to the mic. “We appreciate your coming to this very important press conference. We are here to inform you that Senator Herold has been apprehended. Rest assured, we will make sure that he will not become a problem ever again. As of now, all of the Hall branches are working closely with the authorities to clean up any lingering problems from his actions. Now, though, we have a very special introduction to make.”
Before he can say anything, Carla pops up in front of him, grinning widely and waving a hand. “HI!” she says. The entire crowd starts cheering loudly—those that don’t know who she is are clapping just because we are. I hear someone let out a loud whistle of approval and I laugh as she starts blowing kisses to the crowd.
“Ladies and Gentlemen, both Central and South Hall would like to introduce you to a very special super,” Century says, stepping forward and joining them. “Hypersonic—”
“Rainbow!” Carla says. Century and Mastermental look at her.
“Forgive me, I’d like to introduce you to Rainbow—” Century starts out.
“Hypersonic!” Carla says.
The two Hall Leaders look at each other. “Sugar, why don’t you just tell them what your name is?” Century asks after a second.
“I’m Hypersonic Rainbow!” she declares excitedly. “Hypersonic because I’m super fast—I’m the fastest at school except for Technico, but he says I’m still growing! And Rainbow because I love color! So I’m Hypersonic Rainbow!” she explains.
“Well then, ladies and gentlemen, we’d like to introduce you to our Hypersonic Rainbow,” Century says with a grin.
“She will, for obvious reasons, be a dual Hall member,” Mastermental says. “We’re extremely proud of Hypersonic Rainbow,” he says, looking at her with a fond smile. She gives him a shy little smile that quickly widens to a full-out grin. 
“Now I can answer questions!” she declares, turning to the audience, who start laughing, even those that hadn’t understood the cheers earlier.
“Hypersonic Rainbow!” one of the interviewers says as she waves at him. “Do you have a love interest?”
Carla turns bright red, but promptly says, “I don’t have time for boys, silly! I’ve got TWO Halls to work for and school! There are way more important things to focus on!”
Well, that settles that problem, I think with reluctant amusement. Both of us have that, don’t we?
I never did do my homework, did I?
“What’s your favorite color?” someone else asks.
“ALL the colors!” she declares. “But I like the bright ones best!”
“How fast can you go?”
“Were you in Texas with Fire Hazard and Kid Liberty?”
The questions come rolling in and she answers them just as rapidly. It quickly becomes obvious that they love her, because all of the questions are flattering and everyone’s smiling. I abruptly realize how impossible it is to NOT love Carla. She’s a thing of beauty and joy—like the rainbows she’s so fond of. She’s the perfect super to fix the problems between norms and capes, like the Anti-Super Society. When they see and hear about how hard she works for the people, even they will understand that we’re not all egotistic show-hogs.
So of course I love her. I feel a bit staggered at that realization, but quick on its heels comes another. I will probably always love her. I feel… really comfortable with that fact, I decide with a hint of amusement. And because I love her, and all of my other friends, for that matter, I’m going to make sure they’re exactly where they needs to be—safe.
This isn’t some grand romantic plan to get her as my girlfriend, or anything like that. One, I’ve got lousy timing—I’m pretty sure she’s over her crush on me. Two, I’m not even thinking of dating anymore. I have a lot of important stuff to do, too. The first important thing is getting my dad off of the streets. When he’s taken care of, I’ll take out everyone else that might be a threat. It’ll take time and hard work, but I’m the one that can hunt them down. 
It's one of those things my dad actually gave me.
 
***
 
 “Herold’s in position,” one of the black suits say over Nico’s earbud. “We’re ready to head in.”
The entire Hall had been there for Herold’s trial. There had actually been norms at the trial, as well, overseeing the whole thing. Because Herold wasn’t officially a super on record, there’d been a bit of a problem concerning whose court he was tried in. It was rapidly nipped in the bud when the Hall Leaders revealed the recording where Nico confronted Herold. So they’d sat in on the trial, watching Herold with looks of loathing and fear, and even gave witness to what he’d done when asked.
Now they’re heading for the Cape Cells, with Herold stripped of his powers, and riding in a long line of black vans. Nico is one of the supers flying overhead, accompanying him to make sure nothing goes wrong—
He stops, though, as the Cape Cells come into focus. Or, he slowly registers, the REMAINS of the Cape Cells come into focus. Slowly he reaches up and touches his earbud. “Mastermental? We have a major problem.”
“I can see that,” Mastermental says from behind him. He calls for the procession of cars to stop and moves to Nico’s side. “Heroes, in,” he says, motioning to the others. As a group they rush in, ready for a fight.
The place is empty—or almost empty, Nico thinks as he hears a familiar female voice. He turns, heading for one of the rooms. There, inside, laid out on tables, are all of the capes that had been protecting the place. They look near death, he realizes, heading straight for Harry. “Harry—” he says.
“He’s coming along quite nicely,” Star Born says. He looks over, staring in shock at the super villain standing next to a table of scalpels and serums. He turns and looks at the other guards, noticing the stitches and bandages that they’re sporting for the first time.
“You saved them?” he asks her. “Or are you experimenting on them?” he demands.
“I saved them, of course,” Star Born says, giving him a vaguely irritated look. “I’ve grown quite fond of them over the past year. And when that Deathblow fellow attacked, well, I couldn’t just let him kill my new friends, now could I?” she asks. “Now since you’re here, go get that healer girl. I can only do so much, you know.”
“Deathblow got out?” Ken asks from behind Nico.
“Of course he got out. He and Mimic are gone, along with some I’ve never met before. They weren’t interested in me,” she says. “But do you really think they would stay when the power went down?”
“How did the power go down?” Mastermental asks.
“When I lost my powers,” Nico says. “Herold must have done it then.” He lets out a curse, tempted to punch something. After a second of quick thinking he reaches up and touches his earbud. “Rocco? Have you found your father yet?”
“I’m almost there,” Rocco says. Everyone in the room hears it except for Star Born, who’s patching up another guard.
“There’s a change of plans—tell him we’ve got a deal to offer,” Nico says.
“Can we trust him for that?” Mastermental asks. “Shadowman is a criminal. We were planning to put him IN the Cape Cells—”
“That’s exactly why we can use him,” Nico says, knowing that Rocco is listening. “Rocco is the only one that can find him when he doesn’t want found, and he’s already proved that he’s willing and able to do it. If Shadowman doesn’t cooperate, he knows what’ll happen.”
“Got it, Nico,” Rocco says, hanging up.
Nico looks to Star Born, and then glances at Mastermental. “And her?” he says, as if abruptly realizing that he’s not in charge in this matter.
“Your father will not be happy,” Mastermental says as he looks over the fallen guards. “But I believe we can… come to some sort of arrangement.” 
“Mimic will go underground for a bit, it’s a big part of his nature,” Nico decides. “It’s Deathblow and the others that are the real problem.”
“Agreed,” Mastermental says. “But I am sure that we can take care of this problem quickly.”
“I hope so,” Nico says.
"If the you from the future built the Cape Cells, why didn't he plan for Herold?" Ken asks curiously, moving closer. "You, future or not, tend to plan for these sort of things, right?"
"Do you really think everything's stayed the same as the future me's past?" Nico asks. "Time is fluid--and we've made changes. Mom wasn't alive in his time, remember? Ace, according to Justin, was never trained as a super villain, and it goes on. Just because Herold went rogue for us doesn't mean he did for them. Or maybe in that timeline Dad stepped in and stopped Herold and Mother before all of this ever happened. Without Mom calming him down, I can see that happening all too easily. Or maybe I didn't screw up the way I did. There are a million explanations and none of them really matter. This is what's happening here and now."
"That future that we were given hints about is only one possible future," Mastermental agrees. "We shouldn't just assume that everything will turn out the way it... did, I suppose you could say. Basically, America's Son, when you're supers, the future is never set in stone." He looks grimly at the rubble all around them.
 



 
Bonus Chapters:
 
Walk Like a Healer
 
I pull Aubrey through another shadow, wondering how I got dragged into this. Well, sure, she can’t fly, and I CAN find the healers faster than her boyfriend can—oh, never mind, I think with a sigh. The hospital is bustling with people, and nobody even seems to blink at the sight of us wearing masks. I look around blankly for a moment. “I’m sort of surprised,” I admit.
“By what?”
“That he’s still here.” I turn, pointing as I feel the large healer Shadowman had once kidnapped. He’s walking down the hall surrounded by pretty nurses, with several files in his hands. 
“Ladies, you know I’m only starting—” the healer says, blushing slightly behind his beard.
“We know—and we’re extremely proud of you, Michael!” one of them says. “We just want you to check in on a few of our harder cases.”
“But I’m just supposed to be, like, sweeping the floor,” he says, only to catch sight of me. “YOU!” he says, pointing at me. “This is all your fault!”
I raise an eyebrow. “That you’re surrounded by beautiful women?” I ask. "My heart bleeds for you, man."
“That my parents kicked me out of the house!” he says. “I had to get a job—I’m only able to continue my studies because the hospital offered me a scholarship—and that’s only if I study to be a doctor!”
“He needs the title,” one of the nurses admits. 
“I’m so proud of you!” Aubrey says, much to Michael’s surprise. He blinks as she pulls him into a hug. 
“Um, thanks?” he offers. “Who are you?”
“This is Aubrey,” I say as she pulls back with a brilliant smile. “She’s the strongest healer I know, and I’m a pretty good judge on that.”
“I was worried when I heard that Shadowman had caught you, but you’re doing great,” Aubrey says, excitedly. “Is there anything the Hall can do for you? Do you need a place to stay?”
She’s younger than he is, but she’s acting like a mother, I notice with amusement.
“You aren’t planning on taking him—” one of the nurses starts out.
“Oh, no, not if he’s happy,” Aubrey says. “I’m so excited to see that so many of the healers have chosen to stay in the hospitals. Let me give you this,” she says, digging through her pockets and pulling out a phone. “I’ve got one for each of the healers out in the field,” she says, holding it out to him.
“A phone?” he asks. “Thanks, but money is kinda tight—”
“No need to worry about money. This is a—”
I cover her mouth with a hand. “Just take the phone, man,” I say with a slight smile. “If there’s any problem, you’ll find contacts on there that can help.”
“Um, thanks,” he says, turning it over and looking at the glowing caduceus symbol on the back.
“On to the next one,” I say, tugging Aubrey away.
“Bye, Michael!” she says, waving at him before following me. “Next is that boy you told me about,” she decides. “I want to talk him into coming to Cape High.”
“I’ll warn you—I think he’s scared of me,” I say as we head through the Shadowlands. 
“I’m sure he’ll get used to it,” Aubrey says as we step through a shadow and onto a lawn—one that’s loaded down with the Press, I think, stunned. Marigold is standing in front of the house, looking extremely defensive.
“Ladies and gentlemen, as much as I appreciate your admiration—” she says, her voice carrying even though she doesn’t have a mic, “I’m going to have to ask you to leave. I don’t know who leaked this address to the press, but trust me, I will be cleaning it up—you!” she says, pointing at me. “We need to talk, boy.”
I twitch, but before I can say anything, Aubrey is pushing her way through the crowd. “Hello, Marigold,” she says, holding out a hand. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you,” she declares.
“And you are?”
“Life Light.”
“Oh! You’re Firefly’s girl!” Marigold says, breaking into a smile. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, as well. How can I help you?”
“I’ve come as the healer representative of Cape High, actually,” Aubrey says. “I’d like to invite our new friend to join us—under the East Hall Branch’s sponsorship, of course.”
Since she’s taking care of that, I head back into the shadows, heading through to a portal leading into the healer boy’s room. I look around the pitch black room. It’s pretty homey in here, if you ask me. “Hey, you here, man?” I ask.
“Go away,” he says from under the bed. I head over, peering under. “I said go away,” he says, glaring at me. Did I mention I’ve got excellent night vision?
“We’ve come to save you,” I say. “Let me guess, they caught you on video, too, huh?”
“I went viral,” he mumbles pathetically. “Everyone thought I was a fraud.”
“How many people said that?” I ask, getting on my stomach for this conversation.
“Five.”
“And how many saw the video?”
“Over a million?”
“Then those five are the minority,” I say. “Want to come to Cape High? We’ve got WAY bigger freaks than you—and we won’t say a word if you reach in and pull something out—well, only if it’s you, because it’d be terrifying if it was one of the other kids doing it.”
“But—”
“At any moment Aubrey’s going to want to meet you and you’ll get pulled along at her pace, I’m sure. So I’m going to invite you properly. My name’s Rocco Stiltz, I’m a shadow walker, a debuted super villain, and a student at Cape High,” I say, holding out a hand.
“Your eyes are glowing,” he says, staring at me.
“It’s a trick of the shadows,” I say, grinning at him. “We’ll take you to the most secure place in the world—you’ll be surrounded by people that are a lot like you. And they’ll probably want to be your friends.” 
“Jonas,” he says finally, taking the hand.
“Nice to meet you again, Jonas. Now let’s go before Marigold remembers she hates my guts,” I say, tugging him into the shadows.
“What about that Aubrey lady?” he asks.
“Whoops,” I say even as my com-link flashes. “Hey, Aubrey!” I say, answering it.
“Where are you?” she demands.
“Coming right back, I swear.”
“I would hope so!”
***
 



 
Bad Luck Ladies
 
“ARIEL!” Skye yells, pointing at the pale skinned woman in a dramatic fashion. “You’re coming with us!” The entire cafeteria turns and stares at our little trio of abductors, and I feel the urge to groan. But I DID promise I would help Skye grab the water woman, so here I am. Doris, on the other hand, is just here to watch. She told us earlier that she didn’t really care if Ariel joined their team or not. Honestly, I think she’s looking forward to seeing Skye and me fail.
I have a bag hanging over my shoulder. It’s a pretty big one, but still—I’m not sure what Skye wants me to do with it. I THINK she wants me to throw it over Ariel, but that’s pretty risky when we’re surrounded by teachers, right?
“Skye,” Taurus says. “The girls and I wanted to know if you’d like to go mini-golfing this weekend.”
Skye looks over, completely forgetting the goal. “YES! I want to go mini-golfing! Can Rocco and Doris come, too?”
“Sure,” he says. 
“Yay! Now, back to the important part!” Skye says, pointing at Ariel—or where Ariel used to be. “Where’d she go?” Skye says irritably, much to the amusement of everyone in the room. “Ariel?” she asks, sticking her head through a random table. “Come out, come out, wherever you are!”
“Can’t she just find her?” Doris asks me.
“That’s way too logical,” I say, grinning. It gets me a dark look from my aunt. “Here, I’ll find her for you,” I offer, handing Doris the bag and doing my ever-lengthening finding dance.
“Does he really have to do that?” I hear Trent ask Max as I flip in the air and strike a dramatic pose on the nearest table, pointing the way.
“Well, he and Skye ARE related,” Max says. Most of the room gamely starts clapping for me. 
“She’s at the pool,” I tell Skye, earning groans from everyone.
“We could have guessed that!” Freddy calls from across the room.
“Off to the pool!” Skye says, striking a pose as well. “Doris, it’s posing time!” she says when Doris just walks toward the door. “You’re supposed to strike a dramatic pose and exclaim something important!”
“Yeah, yeah, we’re off to kidnap the sentient water,” Doris says, waving a hand, “AGAIN.” We head out, racing to the pool, only to see no one there. I sigh, dropping down on a chair. 
“I don’t think she wants to be part of your Dangerous Ladies, Aunt Skye,” I say as Skye keeps searching. “Maybe you should give up.”
“But—but how will we take out Voltdrain if we don’t have a rain woman?” Skye asks dramatically. “Or how will we rain on Flame Blaster’s parade without her? Or how will we flood Century’s stupid horn-car without her?” Now she’s just being over dramatic, you know? “HOW WILL WE GET A FLOAT FOR MARDI GRAS??” she bellows, falling to her knees.
“I don’t know how to drive,” a little voice says from the pool. We all turn, seeing Ariel peeking over the edge. “So I couldn’t get a float, anyway.”
“Am I the only one wondering what a float has to do with super villains?” Doris asks after a long second.
“Rocco can drive it!” Skye declares. 
“Still don’t have my license,” I had to say, only to get all three of them looking at me. “What, you, too, Doris?” I ask.
“Well, when I think about it, a float could be entertaining,” she says, shrugging. 
“Okay, okay, if I get my license will you join these two in their dastardly evil villainess league?” I ask Ariel.
“How come our title keeps changing?” Ariel asks.
“I was thinking you could go with an acronym,” I explain. “D.E.V.L. sounds awesome, don’t you think? Like Dev-L.” Why yes, I have fallen right into Skye’s pace. I like this pace, it’s entertaining. 
“I’d be leaving Malina, though,” Ariel says, hesitating.
“Oh, we’ll come up to visit lots!” Skye says. “All of my family is here! But if I don’t get back down home again, some chump is going to take my place as the most dangerous super villain around! But I don’t like D.E.V.L. it sounds to pitchfork-y. How about we become the…” she looks from one to the next, “Bad Luck Ladies?”
“My luck is lousy enough as it is—” Doris starts out.
“Like, it’s their bad luck they ran into us!” Skye explains.
“The B.L.L.?” I ask. “The bill?”
“It’s not supposed to be an acronym, silly!” Skye says. “Well, whatever we call ourselves, we are going to RULE the South Branch!”
“YEAH!” the other two cheer after a second of hesitation.
Looks like I’m going to have to learn to drive.



 
Posters
 
“I’VE GOT POSTERS!” The whirl of super-speed blowing past is shouting. I glance up from my video game (the first break time I’ve had for a while, okay?) and watch as Carla pulls to a stop in the middle of the room, a box of posters in her arms. “Hypersonic Rainbow posters! Century sent them up for me! I’ve already taken some to my little brothers and sisters and now you all get them! You can see my beautiful face every time you wake up!” she declares proudly.
“We already do,” Vinny yells from the kitchen.
“But not in uniform!” she says.
“They didn’t give you a uniform,” Lance points out from the other side of the couch I’m sitting on. “You kept changing your mind and finally Nico just said you’d wear your regular clothing and a mask.”
“I’m going to get a uniform!” she says. “When I finally decide what color I like best,” she finishes, much to our amusement. “It’s HARD, okay? I love all of the colors and picking just a couple of them is—it’s like being unfaithful!”
“Don’t worry about it, Carla, all of your clothes are super-grade frictionless,” I say, giving her a little grin. “That means they’re ALL your uniform, right?”
She blushes, but smiles back for a moment. “Now, who wants a poster?” she demands. “I only have a limited supply, so speak up or forever be poster-less!”
There’s a moment of silence, just long enough for her face to fall. I bet to her it seems like a lifetime, huh?
“I want one!” Morgan yells racing down the stairs. Carla starts grinning again.
“I want one, too!” Malina says, waving a hand wildly.
Freddy grabs one of the posters and unrolls it, staring at it blankly. “This belongs in a little girl’s bedroom,” he says finally, showing the room the extremely colorful, rainbow-studded, poster. “It’s like a rainbow threw up on it.”
“I happen to like it,” Malina says, glowering at him.
“Century and Mastermental say that my target audience is going to be young girls,” Carla says. “I’m supposed to represent the fact that girls make amazing heroes and that they can be awesome too!” She reaches for the poster Freddy’s holding, but he doesn’t let go.
“I didn’t say I wasn’t going to keep it,” he says, rolling it back up. “I just said a rainbow threw up on it.”
“I bet Emily would want one!” Malina says. “Should I text her?”
“Yes!” Carla says.
If I don’t move fast, I’m not going to get one, am I? I stand, heading for the crowd surrounding her, only to get blocked as Emily poofs into the room—right in front of me.
“I want a poster!” Emily declares, grabbing one. “And I was thinking that since we’re both heroes now we could think about teaming up!”
“Oh my gosh that would be AWESOME!” Carla says.
“Where are the posters?” Trent asks from behind me as he walks into the room. “I’d like one, too.”
“Here you go!” Carla says, throwing one to him.
The box is almost empty, isn’t it? I head forward again, only to groan as Max makes his overly-dramatic entrance. “Did someone have posters?” he demands. Another rolled up poster goes flying over the group and Max grabs it.
“Oh, I’m out,” Carla says, looking in her box. “Sorry, guys!”
I have seriously lousy timing. I watch as the others head off, plotting out where they’re going to hang their posters.
“Rocco?” Carla asks. “You okay?”
“Yeah,” I say. “I’m just fine—actually, no,” I decide. “Go put your mask on.”
“What?”
“Put your mask on,” I say, pulling out my phone. “If I can’t get a poster, I can at least get a picture. This is a big day, right? I want a reminder of it.” She’s already got her mask on by the time I finish talking, and is posing in a ridiculous manner. “Perfect,” I say snapping a shot. “Thanks, Carla,” I add, walking away happily.
A picture’s better than a poster any day, right? “No rainbow throw-up on this one, after all!” I add.
“ROCCO!” she yells. A pillow hits the back of my head as I start to laugh.



 
A Note from the Author
Hey, everyone! R.J. here! First off, I'd love to send a shout-out to my Facebook and blog followers for helping me with Carla and Rocco's super names<3 Hypersonic Rainbow was a group effort, but Nightstep was suggested by Fred Bright! And yes, I know Hypersonic Rainbow is a ridiculous mouthful--I'm hoping she shortens it when she's older, if only because it takes so long to type. 
 And now for the  news! The next book I'll be putting out will be The Advent Calendar from last Christmas. It was originally posted on my blog in December. For the most part it'll be fluffy stories about how the kids celebrate Christmas. I plan to add a few short stories about the adults before publishing it. After that we'll be returning to the official story line with book fifteen, tentatively starring Keliah.
I've also started a web serial story with Cheyanne Young (my book cover artist and a great YA superhero genre writer in her own right^^) It takes place in the year 3001 and follows the stories of two very different girls in the same world.  We update twice a week, on Mondays for me and Thursdays for her. You can check it out at newcapestory.wordpress.com
And one last little thing. Thanks to your wonderful support, I am now officially a small company! That means I get all the cool things like Social Security and Medicare set up for the future^^ It's called Book Candy Publishing, and consists of... well, me. I don't know if I'll ever be confident enough to publish other authors (somehow I doubt it), but it's still pretty cool! 
Now, what does this mean for you? The only change that you'll see is the name and maybe a logo stuck in the books, and possibly a blog url change, so don't worry! I'll continue operating in the same manner as I have so far, and inform you when my blog's been moved!
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