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CHAPTER ONE
 
   *One Week Ago*
 
    
 
   “Listen, Sam, I know we go back a long way, but I can’t go on like this anymore,” the man on the computer screen says.  “I’m getting attention that I don’t like--you have to realize, there are things going on--we’re in a middle of a bit of a scuffle--”
 
   “You’re a politician, Herold, you’re ALWAYS in the middle of a scuffle,” Kunnins snaps.  He lowers his voice as he sees some of his workers walking past his door a little too slowly.  He probably should have closed it properly, but he wants to hear if something unexpected happens. “I have paychecks to pay, Herold, I need equipment, as well.  I’m just asking for a little more help.  All the money I had and most of my equipment was left behind with that unplanned move.”  For a moment he scowls, thinking of how close he’d gotten to being caught.  He’d tried to make it look like a minor set-back, but it hadn’t been.  He’d lost practically everything he had.  He’d almost lost the geneticist, as well.
 
   “I won’t lie,” Herold says finally, running a hand over his face, “I was really hoping all of this was in your past.  You told me you’d settled down--taken in a grandson, taken up a hobby--why are we right back where we’ve been for the past century now?”
 
   “They almost killed my boy, Herold,” Kunnins says.  “I need your help now, and we both know how much you owe me.”
 
   Herold lets out a sigh, turning away from the webcam and sorting through a few files.  While he’s busy, Kunnins looks out the window.  “I’m going to need a new place to lie low, soon,” Kunnins says, seeing a streak of color flash through the sky.  “There are too many supers flying past my window.”
 
   “So now you want money AND shelter?” Herold demands.  “I can do one or the other, I can’t do both.”
 
   “Sure you can, Herold, you run this place.”
 
   “I’m a politician, not a tyrant,” Herold says.
 
   “Just find a place,” Kunnins says as he stares out the window of his plush hotel room.  He stands, casually walking to the window, and pulls closed the drapes just as Voltdrain flies past slowly.  “I need the coordinates now, Herold, I think they’ve found me.”
 
   Herold lets out a curse before going silent for a moment.  “There’s one place--it’s one from my past.  I only know about it because I was the one that designed it.  Who needs to know the coordinates, you or someone else?”
 
   “Tell me, I’ll pass it on.  The less people who know about you, the better.”
 
   “It’s in Texas.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
   *Now*
 
    
 
   I lift my hand, letting the wind breeze through my fingers as we drive down the road.  Everything except the road is green.  Once in a while you see a herd of cattle, lounging next to small ponds or standing under tall trees.  This is Kansas.  Flat, boring, fields as far as the eye can see.  I glance over at my mom, watching her sing along with that CD she’s constantly listening to--this folk singer lady.  She’s beautiful, no, not the folk singer--my mom.  I still find it hard to believe we got her back.
 
   I guess I should introduce myself, huh?  The name is Sunny Rosenthorn, I’m a fifteen year old super that goes to Cape High.  My dad’s the principal.  His name is Nico, he’s a technopath like my twin sister, Zoe.  I take after mom--she’s an elementalist that specializes in plants.  Her name is Summer, but the world knows her as Lady Rose.  For almost two years she was missing--kidnapped by a very dangerous woman, but we got her back.  We also got our father, who we’d never met because he was stuck in the Cape Cells.  So now that I’ve done the whole little recap thing, I should probably tell you why we’re driving through Kansas.
 
   Ever since Mom recovered from her kidnapping she’s been dragging me out on the weekends to the farms in the area.  We help with the planting, with the growing, even help with animals, although neither of us have animal powers.  She can’t fly, so she bullied Dad into giving us his old Firebird--after he made it Eco-friendly, and gave it a better stereo system.  We have access to all the music on the internet and yet she still keeps listening to this CD over and over again.
 
   “Where are we going today?” I ask her.  She gives me a brilliant smile, as if she can’t wait to be up to our knees in whatever dirty job she’s got planned.
 
   “There’s a small farm near Arlington,” she says cheerfully.  “They emailed me asking for help with their corn crop--they think it’s going to be a long, cold winter this year.”
 
   “Okay,” I say, leaning back as far as I can in my chair and closing my eyes.  Arlington’s far enough away that I can take a nap.
 
   “Honey, no sleeping, we have something important to discuss,” she says.  
 
   “Yeah?  What?” I ask, reluctantly opening my eyes again.
 
   “Well, Pan called last night--he said you were planning on joining the boys for their summer camp?” she says in a questioning tone.  “Honey, I know your father’s an ex super villain, but I can’t say--”
 
   “I’m not doing it to become a super villain,” I say before she can jump to some crazy conclusion.  “I… I want to know more about Adanna,” I finally admit, feeling extremely stupid.  “And she’s hard to get some stuff out of--a lot of stuff, really, so I figure if I get a bit of training like she got, from her dad, maybe… maybe I can see where she’s coming from better.”
 
   She hesitates, which surprises me.  I figured she would encourage me, or something, because I’m trying so hard.  She looks over at me before facing the street again.  “Honey… don’t you think you’re a bit… young to be this serious?” she asks quietly.  “Relationships don’t always work out--”
 
   “I know,” I say, turning to stare out the window again.  “But they definitely won’t work if you don’t put in some effort, right?  I mean, Dad’s practically bending over backwards for you, right?  He offered you a different car, he offered to fly us both, he even made sure this has a fully equipped security system when you insisted on us doing this alone--”
 
   “That’s different,” she says.
 
   “How is it different?” I ask her.
 
   “Your dad and I--we’re--” she lets out a sigh, reaching out a hand and ruffling my hair.  “I just don’t want to see you hurt,” she tells me.  “I like Adanna a lot, Sunny, but you’re both really young.”
 
   “Yeah?  What about Max and Zoe?” I ask.  “You don’t seem to be panicking over those two!”
 
   “You’re right,” she says, letting out another sigh.  “I won’t get involved--I’ll just support you from the side, as always.”
 
   “Thanks,” I say dryly, feeling a bit irritated.  “Do you think Max and Zoe are too young?” I ask, unable to help myself.
 
   “A little,” she admits.  “Don’t tell your sister that, though, she questions herself about that sort of thing all the time.  I think Max is good for her, actually.”
 
   “And you don’t think Adanna is good for me?” I demand.
 
   “She could be--but without communication a relationship will wither, Sunny,” she says seriously.  “You can see how well it went for your father and me when we didn’t communicate properly--he wound up in the Cape Cells and I wound up raising twins on my own.”
 
   “Okay, you’ve got a point,” I mutter, the one to sigh this time.  “I’m working on it.  Can we talk about something else?” I demand.  “Like when you and Dad are going to make it official?”
 
   “Make it--like--like a wedding?”
 
   “You’ve got two fifteen year old kids and are living together, Mom,” I say bluntly.
 
   “We have separate rooms!” she protests.
 
   “Mmhmm,” I say.
 
   “We’re just sharing--” she lets out a laugh.  “I see exactly what you’re doing.  Fine, relationship talk is over for the day.”
 
   I lean forward, tapping on the stereo a few times and bringing up something a lot faster paced.  “If I can’t sleep, don’t play music that makes me sleepy,” I tell her.
 
   “There’s nothing wrong with my music!”
 
   “I can fall asleep anywhere, Mom, but that would make ANYONE snore.”
 
   “You should be growing out of that stage,” she says thoughtfully.  “Has your father checked your stats lately?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “Why don’t we do that when we get home?”
 
   “Sure, why not?”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “So what we’ve got is Kunnins--who somehow wound up with the Tank kid down in Texas,” Nico starts out, his feet kicked up on his table just to annoy Mastermental.  It’s bad enough that he forced Double M all the way out to the school campus, he thinks in amusement, but to be disrespectful on top of it!  Man he loves his job.  “He kidnapped a scientist--Ginger Hanks, who’s a fully trained geneticist, and was using her twin sons as leverage.  We know he’s experimented on a dog, caused Star Born to experiment on herself, and has a past of experimenting on norms, as well.  This is too much like that episode with Star Born for my tastes,” he drawls. 
 
   “We also know he’s working with Shadowman,” Mastermental points out.
 
   “Which brings in a touch of Collector, whoop-de-freaking-do,” Nico drawls.  “At least he doesn’t have a mentally slow version of my old man this go-round.  He just has the guy with the ability to kill an S-class tank if he’s sneaky enough.”
 
   “Rather than complaining about dealing with the same situation as before, don’t you think you should figure out how to clean it up faster this time around?” Double M says patiently.
 
   “That’s just it,” Nico says, “this can’t be the same situation as before.  We’re dealing with two different people.  Something is going to change, or mess up--it’s natural.  We need to look at the bigger picture.  We know that one of his past goals was to replace or kill off supers, right?  Does he still have that goal?  And if he does, who would he go after first?”  He turns, looking at Mastermental silently for a long moment.
 
   “You do realize I can read your mind,” Double M says.  “It takes away from the dramatic pause thing you’re trying to do--and I’m not sure you’re right.  While I do see the logic of taking me out first from your point of view, you need to remember that he’s living in the south.  If he’s going to take out one of the leaders, it would be Century, first.”
 
   “But I really doubt Century would appreciate us thinking he could be taken out by a norm,” Nico says, willingly going with that line of thought.
 
   “Of course he wouldn’t,” Double M agrees, sitting down on one of the long science tables and crossing his legs.  “Which is why we won’t mention it to him--we need something he won’t notice…”
 
   “There’s one option,” Nico says thoughtfully, “of course, it would mean trusting some of my kids.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “Panther is taking my villains for a week long camping trip.  Of course we can’t assume that Kunnins is ready to attack now, but we can find out if he’s sniffing around.  Panther and Max are well-versed in seeing plots like that--and if nothing comes of it, they’ll still have their special training.”
 
   “And Jack and Ace?” Double M asks.  “I noticed you didn’t include them in your well-versed list.”
 
   “Because Jack hasn’t plotted a thing in his life and Ace is still too new.”
 
   “Are they the only ones going?”
 
   “No.  Sunny’s going, too,” Nico says.  There’s a long moment of silence as the two look at each other.  Nico lets a little grin pull at his lips.  “He’ll be just as oblivious as the other two, I’m sure.”
 
   “Have you called your father yet?” Double M asks, changing the subject.
 
   “I’m still trying to talk Liz into being there when it happens,” Nico admits.
 
   “And why is that?”
 
   “I’m hoping to distract him with Mom.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   After a day of using my powers to help “encourage” the corn to grow, I am exhausted.  In fact I grunt as Mom nudges me awake, only now noticing that the car’s pulled to a stop.  “We’re home,” she says as I reluctantly open my eyes.  “You did a great job today,” she adds as I fumble for the car door handle and climb out.  I yawn in response, stumbling over to the panel that controls the security field and pressing my hand against it.
 
   My dad is paranoid--I think it comes from his days as a super villain.  The apartment building and the school campus down the road are both surrounded by domes of invisible lasers that are powerful enough to damage an S class super hero.  In order to get into either of them you have to input your handprint and walk on these glowing footprints through the field.  I’m not sure, but I think the panel scans you, to make sure you’re who you’re supposed to be.  Either way, he always makes me go in circles with those stupid footprints.
 
   I’m still a little off balance as I get to the front door, but I shake it off and turn to watch Mom come in.  I can hear most of the people inside from where I’m standing.  I think my hearing’s gotten better lately, which is sort of irritating.  Look, I know there’s all these grand stories about being able to hear cries for help and all that, but really, you don’t WANT to hear the Liberty boy’s dog fart on a regular basis--it’s disturbing.  I’m just praying that my sense of smell doesn’t get better.
 
   “Look, Nico, I really don’t think this is a good idea.”  I jerk, looking up at the top floor curiously as I hear my Aunt Liz  “Your mom definitely doesn’t need to meet me.  Like, ever.  If she never finds out about me I’ll be perfectly happy!” 
 
   “Liz, for an S-class super hero, you’re such a chicken,” Dad says. 
 
   “What’s taking so long, honey?” Mom asks, almost making me jump. 
 
   “Dad’s up to something,” I say, heading inside and up the stairs.  She’s right behind me, her expression darkening by the moment.  When we reach the top floor she swings the door open and places her hands on her hips--only to stop as she sees Dad and Aunt Liz fighting on the couch like little kids.
 
   “This is what he was up to?” she asks me.  “Play fighting with Liz?”
 
   “Hey, guys,” Nico calls over to us.  “Would you tell her that Mom finding out about her isn’t going to get her killed?”
 
   “You want to call Grandma Tatia?” I ask, heading over to the couch and dropping down in the empty spot.  “Don’t we usually call her tomorrow?”
 
   “This is a special call,” Dad says.
 
   “One that’s going to get me killed,” Aunt Liz adds, grappling for the channel changer.  “And it’s not Tatiana he wants to call--it’s our dad.”  The room goes silent as we all consider the idea of calling Superior.
 
   “I’m on Aunt Liz’s side,” I announce before heading for my room.  “There’s definitely no reason to call!”
 
   “There is, unfortunately,” Dad says, “I just don’t want to.”
 
   “Then tell him tomorrow,” I say, stopping and reluctantly heading for the bathroom first.  I need a shower, I’m covered in dirt.
 
   “Where is Zoe?” Mom asks curiously.
 
   “She and Max went out on a date,” Dad says.  “He’s taking her to the new car show at Union Station.” 
 
   “Is that smart?” Mom asks in a worried tone. 
 
   “Well so far they haven’t showed up on TV with a building burning behind them,” Dad says with a shrug, “and they’ve been gone an hour.  I figure that it’s fine.” 
 
   I step into the shower--yes, I closed the bathroom door and everything.  I can still hear them.  There’s got to be a way to turn the hearing thing down.  Maybe I’ll ask Adanna.  I think she’s got even better hearing than I do.  Oh well, I’m sort of curious about this, anyway.  No, not the Zoe date, I want to hear if they talk about Superior again.
 
   We call my Grandma and Superior once a week on Sunday nights.  We all gather around the big screen and talk--mostly to Grandma.  Superior is usually standing in the background next to the shiny ice walls of their front room, watching silently.  I’ve never actually had a full conversation with the guy.  He’s kind of… off-putting.  Look, I don’t know if you know all the greats of the super world, or any of that, but Superior is the guy that started the Hall.  He’s the guy that stood above every single hero that ever came after him, and probably the ones that came before him, too.  That doesn’t change the fact that he’s a serious jerk.  
 
   Grandma is a lot nicer, and she was once a member of the U.S.S.R.  Yeah, that says a lot, doesn’t it?  Well, sort of.  Grandma’s awesome.  She’s this huge S-class tank--she’s actually almost the same size as Superior, but with, you know, girly parts.  She loves the color pink, though, so she’s always running around in pink sweaters and wearing pink heart earrings.  I could see her going to a tea party without a second of hesitation--even one with little girls. Just picture this massive, muscular woman that’s over six feet tall sitting at a tiny table with her pinky finger up as she sips imaginary tea.  Got the picture?  Yep, that’s my grandma. 
 
   I get out of the shower and dry off, grabbing a pair of boxers from the counter.  I head into the front room again, expecting to head straight for bed.  Unfortunately Liz grabs me before I make it.  “Wait, what--” I start out. 
 
   “You’re going to make the call,” she tells me cheerfully, carrying me to the couch as if I weigh nothing.  To her I probably don’t. 
 
   “In my boxers?” I yelp as I get tossed onto the couch.  Before I can run the TV is on and I’m staring at Grandma Tatia--wearing only a pair of Mega boxers.  “Not cool,” I hiss at Liz, grabbing the blanket off of the back of the couch and covering myself. 
 
   “Sunny!  You are starting to develop muscles!” Grandma says cheerfully.  “I told your Grandfather that it was only a matter of time!” 
 
   I turn bright red, I know I do.  “Um, yeah, it’s all the training for school,” I say.  “I got a little taller, too!” I brag, because seriously, I was worried I’d be short my entire life.  “But Grandma, is Su--um, is Grandpa there?” I ask. 
 
   “Of course!” she says.  “Clifford!  Your grandson wishes to speak to you!” she bellows, stepping off screen.  I hear a whooshing sound and know he came flying.  From that loud of a noise, he was going pretty fast. 
 
   “Is there a problem?” Superior asks, appearing on the screen.  I hesitate, glancing over my shoulder at Dad and Aunt Liz--both are staying out of sight, the chickens. 
 
   “Tell him,” Liz prompts.  Dad just stands there, frowning slightly.  I have no idea what he’s thinking. 
 
   “Well… um… Aunt Liz is here,” I say, totally ratting her out.  “She wants to know if you’ve told Grandma Tatia about her.” 
 
   “And who is Liz?” I hear Grandma ask in the background.  The look on Superior’s face is priceless--he looks as if he’s going to blow a gasket or something.  I don’t even know what a gasket it, but I’m definitely sure he can blow it if he wants to.  “Is there yet another secret you are keeping from me?” she demands, coming into view again. 
 
   “Well… honey…” he starts out.  “I know it doesn’t seem like long to you, but in my timeline--” 
 
   “Enough of the dancing around, Clifford!  Who is ‘Aunt Liz’?” Grandma demands, her tone getting sharp. 
 
   “She’s… ah… our daughter?” Superior asks in a very hesitant tone. 
 
   “Our?” 
 
   “Well, her mother’s no longer in the picture--” 
 
   “Who is this mother?” 
 
   “I think her name was um… Sparky, right?” I offer.  I probably shouldn’t have said that, I realize a second too late.  Superior is glowering at me as if he would reach through the screen if he could. 
 
   “YOU HAD A CHILD WITH SPARKY?” Grandma bellows.  “AND YOU DID NOT TELL ME??”  Superior disappears from the screen with the tiniest of grunts, and I hear a few crashing noises from off screen. 
 
   “Now, Honey--” 
 
   “You do not use the affectionate terms with me, you philanthropist--” 
 
   “It’s ‘philanderer’ Mom!” Dad calls out cheerfully. 
 
   “Yes!  You philanderer!” I hear Grandma yell, accompanied by another crash.  “I will meet this daughter!” she declares, appearing in front of the screen.  “It is not her fault that her mother and I did not see eye to eye,” she goes on, her tone calming down.  Superior appears behind her, glaring at the screen darkly. 
 
   “This was your idea, wasn’t it, son?” he asks.  “I refuse to believe my own grandson came up with it.” 
 
   “It absolutely was,” Dad admits, grinning shamelessly.  “Liz, come here,” he says, holding out a hand to his sister.  She hesitates, shaking her head and waving her hands, but gives in quickly enough when he motions her over.  “Mom, this is Liz,” he says, wrapping an arm over Aunt Liz’s shoulders.  “Liz, this is Mom.”
 
   “Um, hi, Ms. Tatiana, ma’am,” Aunt Liz says, looking like a little girl. 
 
   “Oh, she is beautiful!” Grandma declares.  “I wish to meet you in person--I will go pack!” 
 
   “You can’t,” I hear Dad and Superior say at the exact same time.  “At least not how you’re planning, Mom,” Dad goes on.  “Look, I’ll arrange for you both to fly down, but if you fly yourself down you’re going to get a lot of attention.” 
 
   “You seem quite eager to get us back,” Superior says, his expression going sharp, “especially considering the fact you were the one that sent us up here.” 
 
   “Things have... come to light,” Dad admits, “and if I don’t tell you now, you’ll fly off the handle and I can’t have that.” 
 
   “What’s come to light?” Superior demands. 
 
   “Kunnins.” 
 
   “When?” 
 
   “Just the other day.  He’s working with a friend of ours.” 
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Shadowman.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Morning comes.  It finds us waiting for a plane to land--and me discussing something important with Dad and Mom.  “I don’t know if I should go,” I say again.  No, this isn’t the first time we’ve had this conversation.  “I mean, what if you need me?” 
 
   “Sunny,” Dad says, placing a hand on my shoulder and looking me in the eye, “I don’t like the man much, but do you really think that your granddad and I aren’t capable of dealing with one old man?” 
 
   Well, when he puts it like that... I sigh and look at the plane that’s about to land, trying to imagine how the norms are dealing with both Superior and Grandma flying with them.  I wish I could see it.  We head for the gate, and I shove my hands into my pockets as I move to Zoe’s side.  “So how’d your date go?” I ask her. 
 
   “He made me leave when we got to the newer models,” she admits, pouting.  “I just wanted to look under the hood!” 
 
   “Sure you did,” I say, reaching up and patting her on the shoulder.  “But at least he trusted you long enough to take you?  What did you do after that?” I ask. 
 
   “Making notes for your next date with Adanna?” she asks with a little grin.  “I don’t think she’ll find a car show nearly as interesting as I did.” 
 
   “I could... um... take her to the zoo?” I ask. 
 
   “She lives at one.” 
 
   “Oh, right.  Well it doesn’t matter, I’m heading off into the wilds with her dad and your boyfriend as soon as we get home,” I say reluctantly.  Actually I was really looking forward to this camping trip, you know?  It’s just the whole intrigue with Kunnins and the grandparents coming back--I really feel like I’m going to miss out on something big, as usual.  I know I’m not planning on becoming a super hero or anything, so I should just get used to being left out, but it still sucks.
 
   “The SVSC?” she asks.  “Tell me how it goes, okay?  It sounds like a lot of fun!” 
 
   “SVSC?” I repeat. 
 
   “Super villain summer camp,” she explains.  “Max is completely stoked.  He had T-shirts made and everything!”  Adanna and I tormented Max for a week before he found out what was going on.  Shame, that, it’d been a lot of fun to torture him with Panther’s “plans.”
 
   “You’re kidding, right?” I say, staring at her incredulously. 
 
   “This is Max we’re talking about,” Zoe says, looking at me with a dry expression.  “He offered to get me one in pink camo.”
 
   “Did you get it?” I ask.
 
   “Of course not!  I don’t look good in pink,” she says, shoving her hair over her shoulder.
 
   “They’re here,” Dad says as a plane lands.  “Get ready, kids, we need to look like a normal, happy family.”
 
   “We’re not one?” I ask.
 
   “Sunny, every plant in the building has turned to face you and your mom,” Dad says dryly.  I glance around, blinking as I see he’s telling the truth.  “Thankfully not many people look at plants.”  He wraps an arm around Mom’s waist, looking just slightly tense as people start coming off of the plane.  It doesn’t take much searching to notice when my grandparents get off--they tower over more than half of the people, and are twice as broad through the shoulders as the ones as tall as they are.
 
   “Zoe!  Sunny!” Grandma says, heading straight for us and hugging both of us at the same time.  It’s a bit hard to breathe for a second, but I ignore that fact.  She smells like candy.  I hug her back, as tight as I can, and she lets out a laugh.  “You have been working out!” she tells me.  “I almost felt that, kitten.”
 
   “A little,” I say modestly, grinning up at her.  
 
   “Now where is this Liz?” she asks us, turning as we point to Aunt Liz, who’s lingering far behind the rest of us.  “Well don’t just stand there, come here!” she calls over loudly.  Aunt Liz turns bright red, but heads over, pulling her baseball hat down a little lower.  I guess a white haired young woman does tend to stand out a bit, huh?  I watch curiously as Grandma heads straight for Liz and places massive hands on her shoulders.
 
   “Hi,” Liz says.
 
   “And what pow–“
 
   “Mom, do you think we can discuss this in the van?” Dad asks, interrupting her quickly.  We had to borrow a van from the black suits to fit everyone in.  You can barely fit four people in the Firebird.
 
   “Oh, of course, my love,” she says.  “But first we must get our luggage–I have brought presents!” she announces, heading for the luggage area.  I stand back and watch as she joins the throng searching for their bags, only to jump as a hand lands on my shoulder.  It’s not Dad’s–Dad’s been holding onto Mom this entire time.  I look up slowly, seeing Superior (I should probably practice calling him Grandpa,) standing next to me.  
 
   “How have you been, Sunny?” he asks me in an almost silent tone.  Is it wrong to feel slightly worried right now?  
 
   “Um... okay?” I offer, as if he’s going to tell me I’m wrong.
 
   “How about your abilities?” he asks.  “You’re the first elementalist in the Superior line, you know.”
 
   Ooooh.  So that’s why.  “I dunno,” I admit, frowning slightly.  “Dad did a test on me last night, said I’m still growing too fast to pinpoint where I’ll end up–that’s why Mom’s complaining because I keep falling asleep.”
 
   “I see,” he says, a satisfied smile pulling at his lips.  “I look forward to it.”
 
   “So do I?” I offer in that same questioning tone.  I dunno.  I mean, I don’t mind taking naps all the time, so it’s not that big of a deal–well, except when the earth starts reacting in the middle of my naps.  That’s kind of weird.  At least plants don’t try climbing up my pants as often–well, not if I’m awake.
 
   “Good boy,” he says, messing up my hair and heading forward to assist his wife.  I blink as Dad moves into the place he just left.
 
   “Don’t worry, Sunny, you’re my experiment, not his.”  I give him the dirtiest look I can manage, making him laugh.  “Are you packed?” he asks me.
 
   “Yeah, I guess,” I say.  “Adanna wrote down a list of stuff I’ll need, so I just went by that.”
 
   “Smart,” he says, watching as Grandma picks up a gigantic suitcase single handedly and heads for us.  “I do love her, but that woman would stand out from outer space,” he says silently, almost making me laugh.
 
   “Not as much as Su–um, Grandpa does,” I have to point out, looking at the people staring at Superior.  Then again, we’re getting some strange looks too–and Mom keeps moving discreetly to avoid pictures being taken of her.  The snap of phones taking discrete shots is really loud.
 
   “We’re ready,” Grandpa Superior (yeah, that works for me) says, heading for us with his own luggage.  “Your mother did all the packing,” he drawls when he sees Dad just look at them.
 
   “I figured,” Dad says.  “How long do you plan on being here, anyway?”
 
   “Until we’ve taken care of Kunnins,” Grandpa Superior says bluntly.  “For real, this time, no fake outs.”
 
   “Then we really should get going, right?” Mom says, heading for us with Zoe in tow.  “Zoe’s been getting far too interested in the machines for our own good.”
 
   “I can’t exactly help it,” Zoe says, glancing around.  “All these flashing lights just sort of draw your eyes, right?”
 
   “I am ready!” Grandma says cheerfully, now carrying yet another two massive pieces of luggage over her shoulder.
 
   “Mom, use the rollers,” Dad says quietly.
 
   “Oh, yes, but they are just so dinky,” Grandma complains as she puts her luggage down and starts dragging it behind her.  We head out, heading for the illegally parked van on the curb and opening the back to put the luggage away.  Soon we’re all packed into the van like sardines, with me, Aunt Liz, and Zoe stuck in back and Grandpa and Grandma in the middle.  Their knees are touching, I notice.  They don’t seem to mind–in fact Grandma takes Grandpa’s hand.
 
   “So tell me, Liz, do you have a family of your own?” Grandma asks Liz, turning to look at us.  “Children?”
 
   “Um, yeah, actually,” Liz says.  “I’m a foster mom for two of the girls in Nico’s school.  I consider them my own.”
 
   “Aubrey and Emily,” Zoe says.  “Aubrey’s a healer and Emily’s a duplicator.  Liz’s also dating Taurus.”
 
   “Taurus?” Grandma repeats curiously.
 
   “A shapeshifter,” Grandpa Superior says.  “He’s the black man with the strange hair that you started watching on the news, remember?”
 
   I really find it hard to combine that strange description with Taurus.  I guess it fits?  I mean, personally I would say the massive black guy that turns into this amazingly cool Minotaur--I’ve got all his comics, AND the cartoon set.  What?  Taurus is awesome!  Plus, dreadlocks aren’t strange, okay?  Maybe someday I’ll do them!  Although, honestly, white guy dreadlocks just aren’t as cool--
 
   “Oh!!” Grandma says, her eyes lighting up and a brilliant smile crossing her lips.  “The Minotaur man!  He is quite handsome!  And powerful–you have chosen a wonderful husband!” she says, looking quite enthused.  “When is the wedding?”
 
   “We’re ah, not quite that far along,” Liz admits. She’s blushing, I note evilly.  “So... um... how is it, living in a fortress of solitude?” she asks.  I’m pretty sure she just wants to change the subject.
 
   “There is a town not too far from us,” Grandma says.  “They are wonderful people, and so very welcoming!  I go there at least once a week to shop and see my new friends.”
 
   “Have they figured out what you are?” Dad asks.
 
   “They know I am a retired super hero,” Grandma admits with a shrug.  “They do not care–it seems to be quite a popular place for our kind.  There are others that live nearby, as well!”
 
   “Cosmic is just a hundred miles away,” Grandpa Superior says.  “We go fishing on Thursdays.”
 
   “So it’s a nice place?” Mom asks.  It’s like we’re talking about a retirement home instead of a massive field of snow and ice.  “You like your neighbors and there’s plenty of food?”
 
   “Get a bit sick of fish,” Grandpa Superior drawls.  “I’m taking a few cows home when we leave.”
 
   “Can you raise cows in that cold of an area?” Dad asks.
 
   “No, but you don’t have to worry about finding room in the freezer.”
 
   “Good point.”    
 
   “So what about you two?” Grandma asks.  “When is the wedding?  I assume, since you are on the same team, it will be a huge affair!”
 
   “Um, well,” Mom starts out hesitantly, looking over at Dad.
 
   “We’re not to that stage, yet,” Dad says.
 
   “You have two teenage children with super abilities,” Grandma says dryly.  “The entire world will know as soon as one makes their debut.  You cannot tell me that you would have the entire world looking at you as–“
 
   “Shacking up?” Grandpa offers.
 
   “Shacking up!” Grandma repeats with a perfectly dramatic tone.  “I was so looking forward to pictures to show my quilting group,” she adds, crossing massive arms over her chest, “and my computer group, and my beading group, as well!”
 
   “She’s found the local YMCA type group,” Grandpa drawls.  “She’s got at least four classes in a row.  Why do you think Thursday is fishing day?”
 
   “I tell him, ‘You will enjoy beading!  It is very relaxing,’” Grandma says, looking at us.  “He looks at me like I am crazy.  It is very entertaining.”                               
 
   The three of us burst out laughing, even Aunt Liz.  Grandma’s just got this wickedly amused expression on her face that I can’t help but find funny.  That and the image of Grandpa Superior trying to hold those tiny beads in a hand to string–oh yeah, that’s hysterical!  She seems to think so, too, because she shoots that same grin at Grandpa, who lets out a burdened sigh.
 
   “Cosmic’s wife is in the same clubs, isn’t she?” he asks, changing the subject.
 
   “Oh yes, Felicia is a wonderful woman!” Grandma says.
 
   “Felicia?” Dad asks.
 
   “Oh, she is a duplicator–she was a super villain, she called herself Duplicitous, I believe?” Grandma says in a very casual tone.
 
   “You know Duplicitous?” Liz asks, getting excited.  “Can I bring my daughter out to meet her sometime?  She’s been doing a lot of research on her work!”
 
   “Of course!  I will be happy to have you come!” Grandma says.  “It is hero villain relationship–quite scandalous, no?  This is why they retired,” she admits.  “You cannot have a world renowned super hero such as Cosmic married to a super villain, at least not in my time.  It is simply not done.  But it was done all the time, if you know what I am saying,” she adds with a wink.
 
   “Nothing as permanent as marriage, though,” Grandpa Superior says, “a few secret dates, that sort of thing.  If I remember correctly, Falconess had a fling with her super villain–not your Falconess, her mom,” he says, glancing back at me and Zoe.  “I always did wonder if he might have been Missy’s–“
 
   “Clifford!” Grandma says.  “We do not speak to children about such affairs.”
 
   “Um... Dad was a super villain when we were born,” Zoe says hesitantly.  “It’s not that big of a surprise, you know?”                        
 
   “Yeah, she’s got a point,” I agree.  “And our Falconess’s daughter wants to go super villain, right?” I say to Zoe.  “She’s kind of annoying, though.”
 
   “She’s got a crush on Jack,” Zoe drawls, “it’s more like she’s kind of delusional.”  I snicker, since I know exactly how Zoe feels about people crushing on Jack.  Oh, she likes Aubrey just fine, don’t get me wrong–she just questions her taste in boyfriends.  I don’t think she’ll ever forgive Jack for being... well, Jack.
 
   “Yeah, but that’s not the annoying part,” I say.  “It’s the whole ‘I’m going to be a super villain, so look at me,’ thing she’s got going on.”
 
   “Eh, she’ll outgrow it,” Dad says.  “She’s still a baby, you know–about the same age as Carla.”
 
   “What, seriously?” I ask, stunned.  “She’s only thirteen?”
 
   “Just came into her powers–actually Carla’s older than she is.”
 
   “Huh.”  We pull to a stop and I look out, expecting to see the apartment building.  Instead we’re parked in front of the campus, where a gigantic RV is parked.  I can see Dad’s hand in its design, because there’s a giant satellite dish sticking out of the roof.  It’s long, black and silver in color, and probably has several weapons hidden in strange places.  “Looks like your ride to camp is here,” Dad calls back to me.  “Get a move on it, Panther will leave you here if you take too long.”
 
   “I’m getting out, too!” Zoe says, squirming out of the seat and heading forward.  “I want to tell Max goodbye.”
 
   “How long are they going to be gone?” Grandma asks, frowning out the window slightly.
 
   “A week or two,” Mom says, sighing.  “Sunny, if you want to come home early, just call,” she adds as I make my way to the nearest door.  I have to climb over Grandma’s lap, but she doesn’t seem to notice.  She’s watching Zoe race over to her boyfriend for a hug.  
 
   “So she’s dating Mastermental’s boy?” Grandpa asks, “Already?”
 
   “They get along pretty well,” Dad says casually.
 
   “It’ll make for some interesting powers,” Grandpa Superior says.
 
   I get out and head over to the others, not wanting to think about kids or super powers.  Instead I stare at Jack’s shirt, tilting my head slightly as I study it.  It’s not nearly as bad as I thought it would be, I decide. It’s black, but that’s sort of expected with super villains, right?  “What?” Jack asks.  “Max gave it to me–I go through a lot of shirts, you know?  No point in turning one down.”
 
   “I think I like it,” Ace says, pulling his own shirt out and looking at it.  It’s got the words “Cape High SVSC Super Villain Summer Camp” across the front in white.  “It’s got my name on the back,” he says, turning so I can see “Dragon” written across his shoulders.  Jack turns without me asking, showing off his “Cold Steel.”
 
   “Here’s yours,” Max says, tossing me a dark green version.  “Wear it proudly, you’re the only non-villain on the trip.  I even made one for Cubby,” he adds, digging out a tiny kid’s version of the shirt.  “Cute, huh?”
 
   I look over at Ace and Jack, who sort of shrug, as if this were only to be expected.  “So um, where’s Pan?” I ask, shrugging out of my t-shirt and putting the new one on.  I’m such a follower.
 
   “He’s over there talking to your dad,” Jack says, motioning to our car.  
 
   “Oh crap,” I mutter, racing over.  It’s too late, the back door opens even as I stop, and Superior steps out, standing in front of Panther.
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER TWO
 
   “I am Panther,” Pan says with a courtly bow.  “I am the terror of Central Hall.”
 
   “He’s my girlfriend’s dad, Grandpa Superior,” I say quickly.  “Getting into a fight would really mess up my chances to get a date–“
 
   They ignore me completely, and I stare in horror as Grandpa Superior’s hand comes up.  I only remember to breathe when they shake.  “I knew your father,” Grandpa Superior says.  “He was a quintessential example of super villainy.  You look a lot like him.”
 
   “Thank you,” Pan says, smiling.  “Father was my prime example.”
 
   “So you will be training the super villains of the future?” Grandpa Superior asks, glancing over at the three guys in matching t-shirts.  
 
   “Just for a few weeks,” Pan admits.  “Your son is a very good trainer for them.  He’s got an impressive past of his own.”
 
   “He got caught.”
 
   “Well, there is that,” Pan admits.  “But he still has a strong foundation.  I merely plan on adding to it during the camp, of course.”
 
   “And the reason my grandson is joining you?” Grandpa Superior asks, placing a hand on my shoulder.
 
   “Sunny and Adanna plan on going to work in the forests scattered throughout the world,” Pan says.  “Seeing as he’ll be living out in the woods a lot, I thought this trip might help in his training.”
 
   “Where are we going, anyway?” I ask.
 
   “Texas,” Pan says with a perfectly bland look on his face.  I stare at him in shock, wondering why we need to go all the way to–
 
   “That’s South Branch’s territory, isn’t it?” Max asks, appearing behind us.  “Why are we going all the way there?”
 
   “I thought it would be more interesting to take you away from everything you’re familiar with,” Pan says.  “Now load up, please, we need to start out now if we plan on getting there by morning.”
 
   “What happens in the morning?” Jack asks, picking up his pack.
 
   “You start building your war bases, of course,” Pan says.  “It was a pleasure meeting you, Superior.  I will take care of your grandson as if he were my own child.”
 
   Yeah, but his daughter can kick my butt in a fist fight on a regular basis, so I really doubt that treatment includes the comforts of home.  “But my stuff is–“ I start out.
 
   “Mom told me to bring it along,” Jack says, motioning to the bag tossed to the side.  “Let’s go.”
 
   “Um... see ya, Grandpa, Grandma, Mom, Dad, Zoe,” I call over my shoulder, waving at them as I grab the bag and race for the RV.  “I’ll try not to die!”
 
   “He’s got some high aspirations there, doesn’t he?” I hear Dad say as I head inside.  This RV is nice.  There are bunks lining the walls which Jack walks over to and folds up.  There’s a small kitchen past that, complete with a stove, and there’s a computer area.  Before I can blink, Max pushes a few buttons and comfortable looking padded metal seats come out of the floor.
 
   “So…” I say, looking at the three.  “Who gets top bunk?”
 
   “Not Jack,” Max and Ace say without a second of hesitation.  “He weighs too much,” Ace adds.  “Even if he DID build half the thing, we still don’t trust him not to capsize the bunks.”
 
   “I’m a svelte four fifty, thank you,” Jack says dryly.
 
   “How do you even move?” I ask him, staring at him a bit incredulously.
 
   “Super strength, it came with the package deal.”
 
   You know, I’m starting to think there’s a connection between these three that I hadn’t seen before.  In fact they drop down in the chairs as if they’ve already settled who sits where.  It leaves me looking around for a place to sit--and staring blankly at the little boy peeking out from under Jack’s chair.  When did he get under that?  With his speed and hide-and-seek abilities, who knows?
 
   “So where are we going?” Jack asks, completely oblivious to the big blue eyes peeking out between his legs.  “Some sort of forest, right?”
 
   “Texas,” I say absently, heading for him.  He jerks back in shock as I get down on my hands and knees in front of him.
 
   “What in the--”
 
   “Cubby?” I say softly, holding out a hand.  “Come on out, buddy.”
 
   The other three go perfectly still, not even breathing.  I ignore them as Cubby slowly takes my hand and crawls out from under the metal chair.  “Hey, man,” I say, sitting down on the ground and grinning at him.  He gives me a shy smile back and promptly crawls onto my lap.  He’s staring up at the three with huge blue eyes full of worry.  “You might be a super villain-to-be, but these guys are scary, huh?” I ask him.
 
   He looks up at me and nods slightly.  “Don’t worry, they just play the bad guys on TV, I promise,” I tell him, patting his ‘fro.  Yes, Cubby has an afro.  He’s got to be one of the cutest kids I’ve ever seen.
 
   “Dat’s Cold Steel,” he says in a raspy voice, pointing at Jack.
 
   “Yeah, he is,” I agree.
 
   “An’ dat’s Max--Maximum.  An’ dat’s--”  He looks at Ace for a long moment, frowning thoughtfully.
 
   “Dragon,” Ace provides.
 
   “You don’t look like Dragon,” Cubby says, only to jump three feet in the air as Ace creates that dragon head illusion he uses for public shows.  The poor four year old lands on my head and is still trying to climb me like a tree.
 
   “Sorry, I won’t do it again, I swear--” Ace says, looking a bit panicked.
 
   “Cubby,” I say, although my voice is muffled because his stomach is on my face, “it’s okay, buddy, it’s just an illusion.  Ace, turn into a ninja turtle,” I tell him.  I feel Cubby twist, turning slowly to look at Ace again.
 
   “Mikey!” he says excitedly.  I pull him off of my head now that he’s not clinging so hard, and put him down on the floor.
 
   “Is that better?” Ace asks, still looking like Mikey.  He blinks as the little boy throws himself at him, hugging him tightly.
 
   “Cubby loves the turtles,” I say with a shrug.  “He’s also a Mega fan, but we don’t mention that in public.”
 
   “Yeah, I know those feels,” Jack says.
 
   “You’re a Mega fan?” Max asks him in an incredulous tone.
 
   “Well… not fan so much, but he IS my uncle, you know?” Jack says with a shrug.  “He’s not that bad when he’s around my parents--you can’t exactly act like a prat with them right there.”
 
   “Prat,” Ace repeats, snickering.  “Who uses the word ‘prat’ in America?”
 
   There’s a thoughtful expression on Max’s face.  “I think I like it,” he says.  “I’m going to start using that!”
 
   “It was mine first!” Jack protests.
 
   “You look like a prat when you say it--I can actually pull it off.”
 
   A metal ball speeds across the room, only to get grabbed by Max and thrown back.  “Hey, stop it, guys, you might hit Cubby,” Ace complains, bringing up his hands to cover the little boy’s head.
 
   “That prat started it,” Jack mutters guiltily.
 
   “You’re the prat,” Max says.
 
   “Prat,” Cubby says cheerfully, pulling away from Ace to get in the middle of the argument.  I think he thinks it’s a game.  “You da prat!”
 
   “Now you’ve got Cubby saying it,” I groan, feeling a headache come on.  “His dad’s going to kill us.”
 
   “Jack started it!” Max says cheerfully, completely passing the blame.  Those two never have liked each other that much.
 
   Before I can reply the door of the RV opens and we all turn and stare as Panther steps in.  The problem is that Cubby is still dancing in the middle of the room, pointing at everything in sight and going, “Prat!  Prat!”  He used to be such a quiet three-year-old… turning four changed him.
 
   “I see you’re increasing my son’s vocabulary already,” Panther drawls, staring pointedly at Ace--who still looks like Mikey, “and bringing in pop culture references.”
 
   “I accidentally scared him with my Dragon head,” Ace admits, “I was making it up to him.”
 
   “Prat, Papa! Prat!” Cubby says gleefully, completely not picking up on the vibe of the room.  He’s too excited by his new word.  Remind me to prank Jack for that one later, would you?  Maybe I’ll ask Justin what he HASN’T done yet.
 
   “Yes, Cubby, I know,” Panther says with a hint of hidden amusement.  It took me months of going over for dinner to pick up on that expression.  He walks over, picking the boy up and carrying him to a booster chair that comes up from the floor when he pushes a button.  It looks as if it were specifically designed for the boy.  There’s even a tablet on a mechanical arm that comes up when he’s buckled in.  Cubby starts tapping on the screen, completely distracted.  “Now, everyone buckle in--meeting Superior took a small bite out of our time.”
 
   “Sorry about that,” I say, rubbing the back of my head.  “Dad brought him and Grandma in because of the whole mutant dog situation, I guess.”
 
   “What about Krispy?” Jack asks, looking worried.  “He’s not going to do something to my dog, is he?”
 
   “Nah,” I say, “I think it has something to do with the guy that made him that way.”
 
   “Huh,” Jack says.
 
   “Regardless, we have training to do.  I’m certain that Superior and Nico can handle it with no problem,” Panther says, getting into the driver’s seat.  “Sunny, you’re in charge of Cubby while I’m driving,” he adds over his shoulder.  “Push the second button and your chair will come up.”
 
   “Um, yeah, sure,” I say, suddenly realizing what I was really brought here for.  I’m the babysitter boy.  I push the button.
 
   “He’s got snacks in the cabinet next to you.  Try to go light on the cheese curls, he’s a little too addicted,” Pan adds, checking the rearview mirrors and starting the RV.  Ace and I grab a seat as he starts to drive.  To my surprise, the moment I sit down in my chair, a tablet on a mechanical arm comes up.
 
   “How do I get mine?” Max asks, looking over at us.
 
   “Button on the right,” Jack says.  “You can’t actually stop Nico from pimping out a machine--half the time I caught him adding things without even looking, like all of a sudden there’s a computer console floating behind his back as he toys with the wiring on the other side of the RV.”
 
   “Sounds like Dad,” I say, tapping on the screen and staring blankly at the list of online classes provided.  “He programmed this with college agricultural classes,” I mutter.  “Was this chair made for me?”
 
   “We put you there so you can reach Cubby when you need to,” Pan calls back to me.  “Of the four of you, you’re the one I trust most.”
 
   “He’s got a point,” Ace admits.  “I don’t even have cousins--I don’t think I’ve even dealt with a kid younger than me before, except when I visit the hospitals.  That doesn’t count, does it?”
 
   “I have!” Jack says.  Everyone but Pan turns to look at him.
 
   “So we’re all agreed, Sunny’s the best choice,” Max says blandly.
 
   “Yep,” Ace says.
 
   “It wasn’t up for debate,” Pan drawls.
 
   “I didn’t try to flush all of them,” Jack mutters, crossing his arms over his chest.  The sound of muffled laughter comes from Max, but when I look at him he’s staring intently at his screen as if nothing happened.  Soon everyone has their tablets pulled up.  There’s a long stint of silence, until I stumble upon the games.
 
   There’s an image of everyone in the room on the tablet, and a ball floating in the middle.  I glance up, looking over at Cubby.  “You wanna play ball, buddy?” I ask him, leaning over and bringing up the game on his tablet.  He lets out a delighted laugh and smacks the screen with his hand lightly.  Max jerks, looking a bit blank.
 
   “There’s a ball in my screen.”
 
   “Dad programmed a ball bounce game,” I say as Jack leans over to look at Max’s screen.  Soon all of us are tapping on the screen, throwing the digital ball back and forth--until Max discovers the weapons part of the game.  Now digital explosions are flashing on our screens and Cubby is laughing his head off.
 
   So we’re a bit simple minded, okay?  At least the seriously long trip down to Texas will be entertaining!
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “We’re here.”  The words jerk me awake--okay, I’m lying.  It’s not so much the words as the ice cold marbles that are rolling down my shirt.  Either way, I’m awake.  I jump to my feet, doing a stupid dance to get the marbles out of my shirt.  Max merely records me with his phone and I realize belatedly that Panther’s holding the marble bag.
 
   “That was cold,” I complain as the last marble drops to the floor and rolls away.
 
   “Your father told me how hard it was to wake you up,” he says simply.  “We don’t have time to coddle you this trip, so get used to it.  Everyone up, we’re here.”
 
   “It’s the middle of the night,” Jack says, looking out the window, “and we’re surrounded by trees.  Shouldn’t we just pull down the bunks?”
 
   “Who said you could use the bunks?” Pan asks.  “You’re going to provide your own sleeping places.  Now out,” he says, pointing to the door.  To my surprise, he pulls Cubby out of his chair and hands him over to me.  “Him, too,” he says.
 
   “But--that’s--”
 
   “I hand him to the one that’s most capable in this setting, it’s not child abuse.  It’s incentive--if my boy catches a cold, I’m going to be extremely irritated.”
 
   “Sir yes sir,” I offer stupidly.  I’ve got a four-year-old and myself to take care of in the middle of woods I’ve never seen before.  Who knows what sort of wild animals are lurking in the shadows?  I don’t.  And while Cubby has great dexterity and whatever, he’s still not come into his true powers.  Well… crap.
 
   I grab our bags, slinging them both over my shoulder as I head out into the woods.  To my surprise, all three of the villains are standing right outside the RV, looking extremely serious.  “What?” I ask, adjusting Cubby slightly.
 
   “He didn’t say we couldn’t work together,” Max says.  “And it takes time to build a place to sleep, right?  So I figure for tonight we should cooperate.”
 
   “Super villains cooperate?” I ask.
 
   “Ace, put up a place for Cubby to sleep,” Max says.  “Jack, is there any steel in the vicinity?  We can use that for building material.  Sunny, how good is your plant growing ability?  Can you bring up trees close enough together to keep the wind out?”
 
   Jack glares at Max.  “Who made you boss?”
 
   “Do you want to leave a four year old outside the entire night?” Max asks him.  “One who just happens to be Panther’s son?”
 
   “Well… no, I guess not,” Jack mutters, reaching his hand toward the RV.  His familiar metal surfboard comes from off the roof and he hops on.  “We passed by a ton of metal up north.  I bet it’s a junkyard.”
 
   “Let’s see…” Ace says, glancing over at the boy.  “Something simple, so I don’t have to focus--” he waves a hand and a tent appears, complete with a comfortable looking blow-up bed that covers the floor.  
 
   “Thanks,” I say, heading over and slipping in.  I put the little boy down.  “Can I get some blankets?” I ask over my shoulder, covering him up when they appear.  Now that that’s taken care of, I climb out and look at the trees already surrounding us.  They’re huge, and rather close together, which should make this easier.  
 
   “What are you thinking?” Max asks me.  I realize I’m staring up at the tree limbs, and have been for a few minutes.  
 
   “Bears don’t climb trees after a certain age, right?” I say.  “I don’t wanna wake up to a bear attack.”
 
   “Bears,” Max repeats blankly.
 
   “Bears,” I agree.
 
   “Do they HAVE bears in Texas?”
 
   “Do you really want to find out in the middle of the night?” I ask, lifting my hands.  The trees start swaying.  It’s actually a lot easier to make the plants move than it is to grow brand new ones--soon the larger branches from three of the trees are weaving together to form a platform.  It’s not flat, but it’s flat enough, I think as the light-headedness hits me.  Using too much power always makes me feel a bit off-balance.  Thankfully I recover quickly.  “You guys can do the walls,” I tell him, falling onto my back in the grass.
 
   What?  I might have recovered, but he doesn’t need to know that!  Max snorts and floats up, landing on the platform of tree branches and looking around before glancing down at me.  “How do you plan on getting up here with the kid?” he asks me.
 
   “Jump,” I say.  Yes, he IS making fun of the fact I can’t fly yet--the jerk.  All three of the villains can fly in one way or another.  In Ace’s case, he can fly in two different ways.  Me, though, I’m stuck hoofing it until I learn to fly.  Used to be Trent and I were both flightless, but then the traitor had to go and learn to fly before I did.  Best friend or not, that still stings.  (Of course that doesn’t really apply right now--he’s not even here.)
 
   “I’m back,” Jack calls from behind me.  I glance over, blinking at the sight of several metal scraps floating behind him.  If that didn’t get attention from the locals, I don’t know what will.  Then again, Jack isn’t the discrete type.
 
   “We need walls,” Max tells him.
 
   “On it,” Jack says, heading for the platform.  The metal scraps start forming into walls and he runs a finger down the seams, binding them together.  “Ace, what’s taking so long?” he demands over the edge.
 
   “What’s Ace doing other than keeping Cubby warm?” I ask.
 
   “Getting firewood,” Ace says, making me glance over.  “SOMEONE should have worked harder to get Vinny on our side,” he adds pointedly.
 
   “Vinny’s too lazy to be a villain,” Max says, moving away from the platform and reaching out his arms.  Fallen tree branches take to the air, shaking hard for a second before floating up to him.  “We’re going to need a roof, right?” he says.  The leaves are literally pulled off of the branches as gravity strips them.  He’s gotten better control lately, I have to admit.  “Sunny, get us some vines to strap these together, would you?”
 
   “Sure,” I say, getting up again and jumping onto the platform.  I dig into my pocket, pulling out a handful of seeds.  This is a trick I learned from Mom, who used it to beat Dad once long ago.  I go over to the floating sticks and hold open my hand, letting the seeds sprout.  The vines shoot up, weaving through the sticks to hold them together.
 
   “That, I have to admit, is pretty awesome,” Max says, holding the sticks still for me.
 
   “Anyone got a lighter?” Ace calls from below.
 
   “Why aren’t you using an illusion for the fire?” I ask him, not looking away from my work.
 
   “I always wonder if there’s a chance of getting salmonella from cooking over imaginary flames,” he says.  “Speaking of which, someone’s going to have to break into the RV for food.”
 
   The three of us on the platform look at each other.  “Not--” I start out.
 
   “Sunny,” Jack and Max say without a second of hesitation.
 
   “Why me?” I demand.
 
   “You’re dating his daughter--he’s less likely to kill you!” Max says cheerfully.
 
   “Still need a lighter!” Ace calls up to us.
 
   “Rub two sticks together, you should be able to do that much, right?” Jack says.  “Aubrey stole all my lighters and made me swear off smoking,” he adds in a dark tone. It’s no surprise that the rest of us laugh at him.
 
   “Don’t build it down there, Ace, we’ll bring it up here!” Max calls over the side.  “Now, the roof is done, Sunny get to stealing,” he goes on, laying the makeshift roof onto the metal walls that Jack is finishing off.  “Jack, think you can rig up a fire-pit that’ll keep the rest of the place from lighting up like a match?”
 
   “Yeah, I can pull that off,” Jack says, making more of his random scraps float up and twist, forming into a metal bowl.  I want to watch, but Max reaches over, pats me on the shoulder, and shoves me off the platform.
 
   “Dinner, remember?” he says as I land on the ground.
 
   “Max, you’re a jerk,” I call up to him, taking a moment to check on Cubby.  He’s sound asleep and snoring softly, so I can’t use him as an excuse to avoid this.  All I need to do is get past the super villain with the best hearing in the ENTIRE WORLD.  Yeah, that’s not going to happen.  I head for my bag, digging through it and grabbing my wallet.  “Hey, Jack, did you pass any grocery stores or anything?” I call up to him.
 
   He leans over, looking down at me and pointing.  “Go about four miles that direction, you’ll reach the suburbs.  There are probably grocery stores there, but whether they’re open this late at night, I got no clue,” he says with a shrug.  “You sure you should leave Cubby here?”
 
   I hesitate, almost positive that Panther is watching us from somewhere.  Cubby’s my responsibility, but he’s sound asleep, right?  “If he wakes up from a nightmare pull the turtles trick again,” I tell Ace.  “I’ll be back in half an hour at most.  That way, right?” I ask Jack.
 
   “Straight that way.”
 
   “Shouldn’t we send one of the guys that can fly?” I mutter, stretching and shaking my head as they laugh.  Oh well--we all know where I stand in this group.  If you haven’t figured it out yet, it’s pretty much the bottom.  It only makes sense, especially on a trip like this.  I’m the only non-villain, no-name, non-flying kid in the group.  I’m also youngest and shortest in the group.  Jack and Ace are like, six feet tall, Max has grown a little, I think he’s approaching 5’10, me, I just reached all of 5’7 and a half.  I’m the little kid--well, other than Cubby. In a group of guys that act as bullies for a living, that makes me the lackey, right?
 
   So far, though, the worst thing they’ve done to me is make me go get the groceries, so I can’t complain.  I race through the woods, reaching a field and stopping for a moment.  The moon is massive and hangs right over my head like it’ll drop at any moment.  There are lightning bugs floating lazily all around me.  It almost feels like I’m in a dream.
 
   This is awesome.  I can literally feel the energy all around me, from the earth below me, the trees behind me, even the sky above me.  I can’t help but hold out my arms, throwing back my head and soaking it all in with a laugh.  It feels amazing!
 
   There are buildings in the distance, I notice, so I turn slightly and head for them.  It’s a good night for a run.  I’m going to have to thank the guys for making me go--who knew it would be my new favorite thing?
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “You sure you should be picking on Sunny like that?” Ace asks as he picks up Cubby and steps onto his floating silver circle.  Sure he can fly, somewhat, but this is still easier for him.  He reaches the newly made tree house and steps inside.  “He’s pretty dangerous, right?”
 
   “Sure he is,” Jack says, finishing up the grating on the fireplace, “but he’s also Sunny.”
 
   “What’s that mean?” Ace asks curiously.  “I’ve never really spent time with the guy, but I know his dad.  He’s going to grow up like Nico, right?”
 
   “In some ways,” Max says, bringing up the pile of kindling that Ace had left below, “in others, Sunny’ll always be Sunny.”  He puts it all into the metal fire-pit and heads for his bag, pulling out a lighter.
 
   “I asked for one of those earlier,” Ace complains.  “And I still don’t think it’s smart--he could wind up doing something to all of us if you push him too far.”
 
   Both of them start laughing.  “More likely he’ll get distracted or fall asleep on the way,” Max says.
 
   “Huh… well hopefully he goes after you two first.  Hey, did anyone make an actual bed up here?” Ace asks, feeling a tiny bit of drool fall on his neck.  “At least for this guy?”  The other two look at each other blankly.  “You might not realize it, but I can’t keep up an illusion and sleep at the same time.”  He watches them continue to look blank for a moment before letting out a sigh.  “Oh forget it, give me your clothes, I’ll use those.”  No wonder Sunny was put in charge of the kid.
 
   “Hey, don’t worry about Sunny.  We won’t bully him too much,” Max says as they dig out their clothes for the bed.  “He’s my girlfriend’s twin brother--you don’t mess with that.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Store, store, store… most of them are closed.  What time is it, anyway?  I’m pretty sure it’s past midnight already.  Is Texas still Central time?  I think it is, probably, they’re right in the middle, but south… ward, or something.  Southward--that’s a word, right?  I wonder if I should buy a ten gallon hat to fit in, or something.  Maybe speak with a southern drawl--nah, probably not.  More than likely it’d give me a lot of strange looks.  I really suck at accents.
 
   I should have talked to Vinny more about his trip down here.  Actually I’d like to talk with Vinny more in general, he seems like a pretty cool guy.  Well, you know, other than the burning-things-down part.  A part of me is probably always going to be a little bit worried by that.  It might be because I deal with highly flammable trees and plants.
 
   “Look at this, boys!”  The words make me turn, looking blankly at a group of men heading towards me.  “Shouldn’t you be in bed, boy?” the lead speaker asks.  He’s missing a few teeth, needs a shave, and looks far too fond of flannel in this hot weather, but whatever.  I don’t judge.
 
   “I’m avoiding curfew,” I say, seeing a gas station up ahead.  “Don’t tell my parents, okay?”
 
   “Oh, we won’t--if you give us your wallet,” the man says, pulling a gun from the back of his pants.  I’ve never understood the logic of sticking a gun down your pants--I mean, what if it goes off?  You’d have this bleeding hole in your butt!
 
   “I can’t,” I say, “I’ve got to get food for an entire group, and if I come back after being mugged I’ll never live it down--”
 
   “This ain’t a JOKE, BOY!”
 
   I let out a long breath and reach into my back pocket.  “Okay, fine, just give me a second.  I’ve got to get it out, right?” I pull out a seed, bringing up my hand and slamming the head guy in the gut with a thick vine.  It shoots forward, sending him flying back into the street and pinning him to the ground with one stalk.  “Wait, that’s not my wallet, sorry, think it’s in my other pocket,” I admit as the other men start backing away urgently.  “Oh, man, so THAT’S why the ride down here was so rough!” I say as I bring out an acorn.  “This grows into an oak!  Wanna see?”
 
   They run, but they’re passing right past the still-growing vine so I can’t help myself, really.  Green, leafy stalks wrap around their ankles, hauling them into the air upside down.  “You know, I still can’t find my wallet,” I say, walking over as the items in their pockets fall to the ground.  “So… why don’t I take yours?” I ask with a brilliant grin.  I scoop up all the wallets and a few other things off of the ground, including a really nice looking lighter.
 
   I stop at the main guy, leaning over and taking the gun from his fingers.  “This is a no-no,” I tell him, holding it up.  Think it’ll work?  It’d look really lame if it doesn’t--I grab the gun barrel and bend it.  It works!  Sweet!  Now I just need to get rid of it.
 
   I would say it’s well past time to get going, wouldn’t you?  I start going through the wallets as I walk away, pulling out all the cash before tossing the rest over my shoulder.  I should probably call the cops on them or something, right?  But if I take too long, I’ll be in really big trouble for abandoning Cubby.
 
   Yeah, they’ll be found sooner or later.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “What, exactly, is your boy doing in my territory?”  The question is a bit too loud for this early in the morning, Nico thinks, pulling the phone away from his ear.  “Not only is he running around unmasked, but he’s hanging people off of giant vines!”
 
   “He what?” Nico asks, wondering if he’s still sleeping.  “How do you know it’s my boy?”
 
   “Short kid, black hair, capable of growing massive vines with just a seed?  The poor norms he left hanging were all extremely helpful in their descriptions.”
 
   “There could be any number of black haired super teens with plant powers,” Nico says, quite proud of the fact he said it with a straight face.
 
   “He emptied their wallets.”
 
   “Who need a little spending cash,” Nico finishes.  “Can you tell me, why, exactly, they wound up that way?”
 
   “From what they say, he assaulted them and stole their cash!”
 
   “Have you asked the super teen what his side of the story is?” Nico asks.
 
   “He had the word ‘Sunshine’ written on his back,” Century drawls.  “He’s not just ‘the super teen.’”
 
   Max, Nico thinks dryly.  Sunny probably never even thought to look.  “And your point is?”
 
   “It’s really hard to NOT know who it was, Technico.  I’ve heard all about the kids in your school--Jimena is my niece, as far as we’re all concerned.  She checks in regularly.”
 
   “I’m going to have to have a chat with that girl,” Nico mutters.  “Look, it’s not what you think--I sent Panther off with my villains and Sunny to do a bit of specialized training.  More likely your norms tried to mug my kid--go ask him, if you want.  I’d like to hear that story, myself.  But they aren’t there to cause trouble.  They’re there for a super villain summer camp.”
 
   “All the way down here.”
 
   “Pan said it’d be best if they were away from everything they knew.  He thought it’d add to the challenge.”
 
   “And it has nothing to do with the Ginger Hanks issue,” Century drawls.
 
   “Would you send a super villain and four teenage boys to deal with that?” Nico asks.  “They’re just there for training--I thought Mastermental already went through the red tape for that.”
 
   He hears a few papers rattling and Century mutter a curse.  “That man,” he mutters.  “’Wilderness exploration for scouts and camp leader,’” he reads in a disgusted tone.  “How is that an adequate description for a super villain summer camp?  Now tell me who the other three boys are.”
 
   “Have they drawn attention to themselves?” Nico asks.
 
   “Not yet, but I doubt they’ve been here long.”  Nico hears him sigh and can practically imagine him rubbing his temple.  “I’ll go talk to them--but you’d better not be lying to me about this.  I don’t want any random acts of super villainy going on.”
 
   “Now I can’t promise they won’t be doing acts of villainy,” Nico says, “but it’s more likely they’ll be doing it against each other.  Panther is a big fan of competition.”
 
   “Fine,” Century says.  “You’d best be telling the truth, son.”
 
   “Have a good day Century,” Nico says, hanging up on him.  He dials up Pan.  Someone needs to warn him.
 
    
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER THREE
 
   “So I left them hanging,” I say over breakfast.  “So no more laughing over my getting mugged, got it?” I say, munching on my frosted honey bun.  What?  They might have had cereal in the convenience store, I just didn’t get past the junk food section, okay?  At least Panther took Cubby after looking at our breakfast--he’d only snorted at the thought of us eating it.
 
   “But still--it’s that baby face of yours,” Max says, grinning, “people think you’re an easy mark.”
 
   “Do you still have the acorn?” Ace asks curiously.  “And would it have killed you to get some coffee?”
 
   “I forgot,” I admit, downing my coke.  I would be asleep right now, but there’d been another little episode with freezing cold marbles.  Thus, we’re lounging around the fire-pit in our tree house as I tell them all about last night.  “But since Cubby’s with his dad, you’re welcome to go get it yourself.”
 
   “Sure, after breakfast,” Ace says, yawning hugely.  “So what’s going to happen during this camp, anyway?”
 
   “Super villain training, right?  Specialized classes on impressive entrances and exits--” Max starts out.
 
   “SUNNY!” Panther bellows from the ground.
 
   “You’re so busted, man, it’s not even funny,” Jack says with a grin that belies his words.
 
   “Um, yes?” I ask, going to the door and looking down.  “I have more honey buns if you want one--”
 
   “Century is coming here, thanks to you and your little encounter last night,” he says, crossing his arms over his chest.  “If you’re going to do things like that, really, don’t wear the shirt, Sunshine.”
 
   The other three start snickering, looking far too amused for my own good.  “Um… they tried to mug me first!” I say, hopping down from the tree house.  “It was self defense!”
 
   “So you mugged them in return?” Pan asks, his expression turning thoughtful.  “I’d say that’s worth ten extra points.”
 
   “So I’m in the lead, right?” I ask, grinning widely.  “Suck on that, sunshine boys!” I yell up at the trio.
 
   “Teacher’s pet,” Jack yells back.  “And you’re the sunshine boy, or haven’t you looked at your shirt?”
 
   “Wait, what?” I ask, trying to look at the back of my shirt.  Obviously it doesn’t work.  I shrug it off and turn it, looking at the back.  Sure enough, “Sunshine” is written across the back.
 
   I’m about to yell at Max for that when I notice everyone looking in the sky.  I glance over, watching with an inward sigh as the blue, white and red clad hero lands in front of us.  Century is huge.  I bet he’s a little taller than Dad and Grandpa Superior.  I know his jaw is a lot squarer.  I bet you could shovel with that jaw.
 
   “I’m here to hear what you have to say for yourself,” he says.  Wait.  I think I missed part of what he was saying while looking at his jaw.  Whoops.  “So what, exactly, happened?” he demands, looking straight at me.
 
   “They were trying to mug me.  I bent that one guy’s gun, by the way.  Him having a gun proves my point, right?  I tossed it in the dumpster next to the gas station.”
 
   “I see,” Century says.  “They pulled a gun on a fifteen year old boy, huh?”
 
   “And told me to hand over my wallet,” I say in my most injured tone.  “We’d just gotten here, we were kicked out of the RV and had no food--it was the middle of the night, you know?  So I got stuck going for groceries!”
 
   “You tossed a fifteen year old out of the RV without food in the middle of the forest?” Century asks Panther.
 
   “He’s the child of Lady Rose and Technico,” Pan says, “I really doubt he’s going to die.”
 
   “Lady Rose?” Century repeats, looking a bit surprised.  “I should have known that was where you got your powers from.  But don’t think you’re off the hook, son.  If we don’t find the gun, I’ll be back,” he tells me.
 
   “Well I can’t swear it’ll still be there, I mean someone might have found it between now and then.  Of course it’d probably explode, wouldn’t it?” I say.  “So if you find someone dead from an exploding gun, that’s it, got it?”
 
   He just looks at me and I can practically see him biting his tongue.  “I see,” he says instead.  “I’ll inform the suits of that fact.  Now--where are the other three?” he asks Pan.  “I want to know who to blame for any unscheduled villainous acts.”
 
   “I will be keeping them far too busy for that,” Pan says, “but fine--boys, time to come out.”
 
   “We’re not sure we should,” I hear Ace call from the tree house.  Century takes to the air, floating up to the tree house.
 
   “You brought Maximum AND Cold Steel?” Century asks Pan incredulously.
 
   “And Dragon--seriously, people, do I have to wear the dragon head all the time just to get recognized?” Ace complains.
 
   “I had requests to bring Falconess’s daughter, as well, but she’s not come into her powers enough--she’ll be joining us next summer,” Pan says.  “Now, if you’re finished with your interrogation, these boys need to get cleaned up and ready for their day of training.”
 
   “Yeah, I need to shave,” I hear Jack say.
 
   “How do you do that, anyway?” Ace asks.
 
   “I’ve got a grinder,” Jack says.  “It’s got a full set of attachments, including buffers--I, unlike you, have a girlfriend to look good for.”
 
   “Don’t lie, you’re a total narcissist,” I call up to him, “you just like to look shiny!”
 
   “Shut up, Sunshine!”
 
   “I’m watching you, boys,” Century says.  “If one of you steps out of line in my territory, you’re going to be on the nastiest duty I can think of for the rest of your life, got it?”
 
   “He’s going to make us clean Jack’s room, man--NOT cool,” Ace says.
 
   “You might be joking now, but you won’t be when it happens,” Century says before flying off.
 
   Pan lets out a whistle.  “ASSEMBLE!” he yells.  “Line up in front of me in one second or Century’s threat will sound like a vacation.”
 
   We line up.  Even Cubby appears next to me, still eating a piece of toast.  “Side by side,” Pan says after just staring at us for a second.  We move, standing side by side and waiting for him to speak.  He starts pacing in front of us, his hands behind his back like a military general.  “I am not here to give you merit badges,” he starts out.  “I am not here to teach you to canoe and wrap your boo-boos.  This is a super villain camp.  You will learn to be proper, accomplished, and entertaining super villains or you will be forced to go hero.”
 
   I see the color leave their faces from the corner of my eye.  “Permission to speak, sir?” Max asks.
 
   “You will speak when I tell you to speak, Maximum.”  Max lowers his hand.  “And while I have not said anything about your precious tree house yet, it does not mean I will allow you to keep it.”
 
   “What?  But we--” Jack starts out, only to slam his mouth shut as Pan looks at him.
 
   “The point of this exercise is to take you out of your comfort zones.  When you are super villains, you will rely on only yourself!  Your base will be made by you!  It will be guarded by you!  And the first one to say something about minions gets an automatic ten points off,” he says before anyone can open their mouth.  “Now, on to the point system--points will be rewarded for style, class, and deviousness.  I expect each of you to reach at least one hundred points.  You might think that’s easy, but remember, points can--and will be deducted.  If I don’t like the expression on your face, I will take away points.”
 
   He walks down the line, taking a moment to look each of us in the eyes.  “You can steal points from others,” he says when we just watch him with blank expressions.  “This is where your real bases come in.  If you manage to break into someone else’s base, you will earn five points.  If you have your base broken into, you will lose those five points.  And while villain alliances are allowed, you’ll be splitting whatever points you get among the alliance, so I suggest you keep them small--and short.  Cubby, you, too, will be building a fort.  Don’t underestimate my son.  Of all of you, he’s by far the stealthiest in the group.”  He looks at me, as if I’m going to argue.  I don’t say a word, but I do nod in agreement.  “Now, I will allow questions, and then you will begin your base building.”
 
   Max holds up his hand, earning a nod.  “What will happen to the tree house?” he asks.
 
   “I suggest you strip it for material,” Pan replies.
 
   “How big do our bases have to be?” Ace asks.
 
   “Big enough that you can sleep and keep your things in them.  Oh, and I almost forgot,” Pan says, heading into the RV.  He comes out a few seconds later with five boxes.  “These are your booty, your stolen goods, or whatever you wish to call them.  They will be a way of proving you’ve earned your points from others.”  He hands a box to each of us, and we look inside.  “Each is worth five points–Sunny, you have two more than the others, thanks to the little trip in town.”
 
   “So... does that mean Sunny’s the best super villain in the group?” Ace asks.
 
   “Sadly, yes.  The rest of you are starting out with five tokens, so you’ll have to earn the other seventy five points from me, or steal them from each other.  You will need to obtain and keep twenty tokens by the end of the two weeks.  These were created by Nico, so I’ll know exactly who has them, and who they belonged to first.”
 
   This actually sounds like a TON of fun.  I know the others are thinking the same, because they’re grinning like idiots.  Even Ace looks excited.  “If you manage to break into their base, you can only steal one token,” Pan goes on, “regardless of how tempting it might be.  To cut down on that temptation, I suggest you hide the majority of your tokens somewhere safe and keep only one in base at a time.”
 
   “Can we use our powers?” Jack asks.
 
   “Yes.  Don’t destroy the trees or start any fires, though, the last thing we want is Century showing up again.  Keep away from norms, as well.  If we get found out, we’ll have to cut the exercise short.  There will be a cease-fire three times a day, breakfast, lunch and dinner.  I don’t trust any of you to make sure Cubby’s fed properly.”
 
   “How can we build a fort without trees?” Max asks.
 
   “Use the stuff on the floor or go out and do some shopping, just don’t draw attention to yourself.  If you get mugged, well, they approached you first,” Pan says.  “Just change your shirts before doing it,” he adds with a pointed look at me.
 
   “I didn’t know it had that on it!” I say, even though I’ve slipped the shirt back on.  I like it, “Sunshine” or not.  I feel like a part of the group!  And I might sound like a nerd--I would NEVER admit it to the other guys, but I really think they’re the coolest group in the school.  Just for a little bit I get to be a part of it, you know?  
 
   Then again, who would have thought my bully not so long ago would classify as “one of the cool guys”?  I glance over at them, see them glance at each other--and then blink as they all turn and look at me and Cubby, the same expressions on their faces.
 
   “It’s good to see you all realize who the biggest threat is,” Pan says mildly.
 
   Wait, what?  “Who, me?” I ask a bit blankly.
 
   “In a forest, who would you think is most dangerous in the group, Sunny?” Max asks pointedly.
 
   “Um, still Ace.”
 
   “City boy, born and bred,” Ace says, raising a hand.  “I don’t know anything about trees, and what I don’t know shows.”
 
   “I was born and bred city,” I say.
 
   “But you’re an elementalist,” Max says, “surrounded by--”
 
   “Hey, if he’s too stupid to realize it, don’t tell him,” Jack says.  Pan is just watching us with amusement.  
 
   I shrug, feeling a little sheepish about admitting this, but I’m a bit too honest, sometimes, “I’m still getting used to them.  I mean, I can barely cover a thousand acres--that’s pretty small in farms nowadays, you know?”
 
   “A thousand acres… that’s a LOT of football fields, isn’t it?” I hear Ace whisper to Jack.
 
   “Close to a thousand?” Jack offers, “Not exactly… but close.”
 
   “I want to work with Sunny!” Ace says, raising a hand.  “You said we could have temporary alliances, right?”
 
   “He’s my future brother-in-law,” Max says, shoving Ace back, “I get him.”
 
   “Um, actually--” I start out.
 
   “We used to be foster brothers, I get him,” Jack says.
 
   “Actually--” I try again, glancing down at the little boy clinging to my leg silently.  Nobody seems to notice, I think with an inward sigh.  I lean down, picking Cubby up.  He crawls onto my shoulders, wrapping his arms around my forehead.
 
   “I believe he’s already picked his alliance,” Pan says with a slight smile.  The other three look at me sharply--before assuming the same sheepish expression. 
 
   “Well… that sucks,” Max drawls.  “Who wants to be my ally?”  The other two look at him and promptly laugh.
 
   “Yeah, right!” Jack says.
 
   “The guy that is STILL selling memberships to my fan-club?  I don’t think so,” Ace says.  Jack looks at Ace, who just stares at him.  I can see him thinking for a long moment, and can almost read his mind as he holds out his hand.  “A temporary truce,” he offers.
 
   “A ‘You scratch my back I’ll scratch yours’, huh?” Jack asks.
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “I am feeling distinctly left out here,” Max complains.  “Panther, can we pair up with you?”
 
   “I am the judge for this game.  I need to stay impartial.”
 
   “If I fly back to KC and get the little blonde, can I use her?” Max asks a bit desperately.
 
   “NO!” Jack says, looking panicked.  “I’m STILL in the doghouse over the donut thing!”
 
   “Then you might consider giving me a hand to keep me from doing it,” Max says, evilly.  “Until the bases are done, I propose a truce among all of us--allowing us to trade favors.  It can be broken as soon as the last base is finished.  Super villains are allowed to do the ‘you scratch my back’ thing, right?”  He looks at Pan.
 
   “You’re negating the idea of building your own bases by hand,” Pan points out dryly, “but I’ll admit it does work if you apply the temporary alliance rule--as long as both parties feel they’ve benefited more than the other.  You have today to build the bases.  If they aren’t finished by the end of the day, all truces are off.  Also, five points to Maximum for circumventing the rules with style.”
 
   “One day will be plenty, so fine,” Max says.  We repeat him, even Cubby nods.  We go our own ways.  I’m a bit surprised to see Pan take off first--heading for the base we already built.  When he jumps out holding the fire-pit, though, I understand why.
 
   “This is mine, now.”  I can’t exactly blame him--that fire-pit is awesome.  I bet he plans on taking it home when we’re done and setting it up by the tree swing.  It’d make for some awesome parties.
 
   “Think that’s why he insisted on killing our shared base?” Ace asks, not bothering to whisper.
 
   “Probably.  Who’s willing to trade for another one?” Jack asks.
 
   “I am!” I say.
 
   “Set me up another floor, would you?  I’ll go get the stuff.”
 
   The others jump on it, each arranging for a fire-pit of their own.  By the time we’re done, we wind up having to build most of Jack’s base for him.  Oh well, I decide, at least I can cook now!
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Not exactly what I was hoping for,” Kunnins says mildly for the fiftieth time as he looks around the underground base.  The hotel had been excellent--at least it had until Voltdrain started sniffing around.  Kunnins scowls as he remembers that little scene.  The chances of Herold helping him again are slim to none, and his own reserves are almost completely tapped.  He can’t even go back to his old home to see what’s salvageable.
 
   The place they’re in now is one of the government secrets that most of the government doesn’t remember.  Underground bases had been set up all throughout America during the Cold War.  They were guaranteed to keep even the strongest of supers from noticing them--supers like Tatiana.  This one comes equipped with generators, uncomfortable cots, and running water piped from underground and filtered through ancient machines.  The water tastes funny, the cots came complete with mice, and the smell is terrible.  Sure there are air vents connected to the surface, but they don’t help the staleness enough.
 
   “How is Ginger coming?” he asks one of the huge, muscular male nurses.
 
   “She’s asking for more animals to experiment on,” the nurse replies.  “She says she doesn’t agree with experimenting on animals, but it’s either them or the kid.”
 
   “Send someone to the local pet store,” Kunnins says, waving a hand.
 
   “Wouldn’t it be faster just to trap some of the animals up top?” the nurse asks.  “We found some traps in the back, the no-kill type.  We’ve already got the mice that were living in the cots.”
 
   An ear-bursting shout makes Kunnins’ right eye twitch as the twins race past them, pretending to shoot each other with ancient (and probably not loaded) rifles.  The only ones in the group that actually like this place are the twins.  They’re the source of the massive headache Kunnins has been fighting for the past week.
 
   “How about you take those two with you?” he says.  “They’re already half wild, hunting small animals might be good for them.”
 
   “What if they make a run for it?  Try to tell someone about us?” the nurse asks.
 
   “Tell them the moment they step out of sight is the moment you come down here and shoot their mother,” Kunnins says.
 
   “But we need their mother--”
 
   “We don’t need her capable of walking.  We’ve got plenty of wheelchairs,” he says in a bland tone.  The nurse barely hides a wince at the cold-blooded comment.
 
   “Yes sir.  Boys!  We’re going animal trapping!” he yells at the two.  They stop mid-battle, turning to look at him.  “That means fresh air.”
 
   “Let’s do it!” the twins say.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   So now I’m standing in the area I picked for myself and Cubby, staring up at the biggest tree in the forest with a sense of awe.  Look, I know Pan said it should be temporary, and I’m sure Cubby can make his own base--if he couldn’t, Pan would have never told him to.  Maybe I should just build him a floor not too far from my own, just so, you know, he’s doing his work, but I know where he’s at.  Yeah, that works.
 
   “Hello, beautiful,” I say, heading up to the tree and placing my hand on the trunk.  “You’re amazing, did you know that?  Wow, would you feel that life force,” I say, almost to myself as I look at my hand.  It’s like a steady flow of warm energy flowing through the huge tree.  “Can my little buddy and I spend some time with you?  Just for a few weeks, really.”
 
   Look, trees don’t talk.  I know that--I’m not crazy, or anything.  But if you’re planning on staying in a living thing for two weeks, it’s a bit rude not to introduce yourself, right?  I really should have introduced myself to the trees last night, but I would have looked like such a dork in front of the guys.
 
   The tree I’m touching is starting to respond, the limbs are moving gently, slowly shifting to reach for me.  Even the most rigid trees start to move when I ask them, or even when I look at them too long, sometimes.  The branches move lower, coming down and forming stairs all on their own.  “You ready, Cubby?” I ask the boy.  Cubby stares in wonder at the tree, nodding almost absently as I tug him along.
 
   The tree slowly stands, leaving us at least fifty feet off the ground.  I look around, heading for one of the largest branches and stepping on it.  Automatically the branches move either up or down, bunching together to form a floor, walls, and a roof.  It forms into a small, cozy little nest right in the middle of the branches.  It’s perfect for Cubby to work with.  I just need to find another branch for myself and we’ll be good to go.  I didn’t realize it would be this easy--I’ve never actually tried this before.  Good to know, though!
 
   “Hey!  Sunny!” I hear Jack bellow from below.  I step out of the place I built for Cubby, going further down one of the branches and looking down.  Jack’s got a fire-pit in his arms--it’s different from the ones he built the others, it looks like a ball with holes in the sides.  “I figured you’d want even less chance of sparks,” he says, holding it up.  The base holding the ball is wide and curved slightly to stand on a branch.
 
   “I appreciate it,” I say as he steps on his metal surfboard and comes up.  He hands it to me, looking at the tree curiously.
 
   “I don’t see much difference,” he admits, sounding a bit disappointed. 
 
   “Good,” I say.  “Thanks for this, by the way--” I blink as Cubby races past me, jumping onto Jack’s board and holding up his hands.
 
   “What?” Jack asks blankly.
 
   “I need a knife,” the little boy says. 
 
   “Do you GIVE a four year old a knife?” he asks me, looking a bit off-balance.
 
   “He knows how to use weapons better than you do,” I say with a shrug.
 
   “Okay.. um… wanna trade for something?” Jack asks Cubby.  “I don’t give things away for free, you know.”
 
   Cubby looks thoughtful for a moment before he digs through his pockets.  Finally he pulls out a worn looking pile of twine and holds it up to Jack.  “Twine?” he offers.
 
   Jack looks at it thoughtfully for a moment before shrugging and digging through his own pockets.  He pulls out a scrap of steel and both Cubby and I watch in wonder as it starts to warp, changing into a small dagger.  “You’re gonna want to wrap something around the handle,” he tells Cubby, holding it out handle first.  Cubby nods and jumps back into the tree with his new blade.  “Still not sure about that,” Jack says with a frown.
 
   “He knew what to ask and who to ask from,” I say with a shrug.  “He’s not a normal four year old, you know?”
 
   “What do I do with... string?” Jack asks, looking at it curiously.
 
   “Hang things?  Hunt for things?  I dunno, you’re the one that took the offer,” I say with a shrug.  “Thanks for this, by the way--I gotta go make my own base now.”
 
   “You need any help?” Jack asks.  “I’m willing to toss in a slide out of there, if you want.”
 
   “Why so helpful, Jack?” I ask, looking at him curiously.  “What are you after?”
 
   “Just thought that if I helped you now, you might help me later.  I’m not the most camouflaged in the group, you know?”
 
   “Use mud,” I tell him, “it’ll dull down your shine real quick.”  I see him wince, but he nods.  
 
   “Yeah, good point.”  He pulls away, flying off without asking for anything else.  I head back into the tree branches, finding Cubby in his little nest, sharpening twigs with his new dagger.
 
   “Cubby, what are you doing?” I ask him.
 
   “Squirrels,” he says.
 
   “You’re… sharpening sticks to deal with squirrels?” I ask.  He nods emphatically and keeps sharpening.  “How does that work?” I ask him.
 
   He reaches over and pulls a plastic tube out of his bag, showing it to me with a very serious expression.  “Blow,” he explains when I don’t look like I understand.
 
   “You’re going to kill them with sharpened sticks and a blowgun,” I say, earning a nod.  “Okay.  Well I’ll just go set up my own place, okay?”  He nods, still sharpening his weapons.  What does the kid have against squirrels, anyway?  I shake my head, shrugging it off.  He IS part cat, I guess.  Sure he can’t shift yet, but Adanna once told me that the blue eyes as a baby are a sign that he’ll have the ability when he’s older.  
 
   As I walk from his area, a path forms in the branches, almost like a hall.  You can hear them creaking and crackling slightly and I feel a bit guilty.  This isn’t a young tree.  It’s probably far older than anything else in the forest.  I can only hope that the guys don’t decide to attack it--I would hate to see this beautiful tree damaged.  Wait, there was a rule about not hurting the trees, right?  Good.
 
   I find a gigantic branch and step onto it, putting my fire-pit down and waving my hands to make the room larger.  The leaves rustle and there are more little cracking sounds, but soon the room is large enough for me to lay down in.  It’s almost lunch time, but I’m tired.  I let out a yawn, letting my eyes drift shut for just a moment.  It seems like forever since my last nap!
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “It’s still truce time,” Ace says as he follows Max through the woods.
 
   “We’re not attacking,” Max says, looking at the trees thoughtfully as they pass him.  None look right, so he keeps going.  “We’re just scoping out the competition.”  He had brought in an abandoned bus from the junkyard for his base.  It was easier than trying to build a base out of twigs.  Ace had stolen most of the metal walls Jack built earlier and created a tent out of them.  The question now is what has Sunny done?
 
   “Do you really…” Ace frowns and Max can almost see him thinking.  Ace has never really talked with Sunny, so it figures he’s a bit confused by the boy.  It also figures that there’s a good dose of worry.  “What’s he like?” Ace asks.  
 
   “Sunny?” Max says.  “Why haven’t you tried to talk to him before this?”
 
   “I dunno,” Ace admits, forming a crystal clear disk and stepping onto it to travel easier.  “I know he’s dating Adanna--and Adanna thinks he’s tougher than he looks.  I’ve thought about bringing him with me to the hospitals, but I heard he doesn’t want people to know who he is or what he can do.  He’s short, kinda pretty-boy looking, I guess… I mean, especially when I’m surrounded by your villainous mugs, the kid looks like an angel.  Why would he even want to join a super villain camp?”
 
   “Hey now, my girlfriend thinks I’m really cute,” Max says.  “It’s Jack that has the villainous mug.  And yeah, Sunny’s… well…” He hears a faint creaking sound and looks up at the largest tree he’s ever seen.  He looks at the ground, taking in the wild flowers blooming spontaneously in all directions--you can actually see them sprout from the ground if you watch closely enough.  “See that?” he asks, glancing over at Ace.
 
   “It’s like a freaking Disney movie,” Ace says in a stunned tone.  “You almost expect to see birds flying around, singing songs.  Doesn’t that drive him crazy?” he asks.
 
   “Nah, it means he’s sound asleep again.”  Max steps up, taking to the sky and floating nearer the tree.  He tries to peek through the limbs, searching for his girlfriend’s brother.  A part of him is thrilled that Sunny came, honestly.  The very idea of going up against a Superior--an elementalist Superior, no less, is a bit mind-blowing.  That Sunny’s one of the laziest, laid back guys he knows means he’s never seen the kid raise a fist, much less fight.  Sunny won’t have a choice this time!
 
   He stops, finding himself looking into the bluest eyes he’s ever seen.  They seem to gleam from the shadows.  They’re the only thing he DOES see for a moment, since the black boy’s skin and stillness blend into the tree limbs shadows so perfectly.  “Hi--” he starts out.
 
   The boy brings a small tube to his lips, blowing on it.  A sharp little stick hits Max right in the forehead, followed by an entire volley of them, forcing him to back up.  He puts up his hands in a non-threatening move.  “Cubby, it’s okay--I’m just here to visit--” the boy hops up onto another limb, pulling something back.  Rocks fly out, pelting the poor super villain.
 
   “You no touch Sunny,” Cubby says seriously, pelting Max with unerring accuracy.  The boy seems to have an unending supply of weapons, Max realizes with a hint of amusement.  It doesn’t hurt, but it is pretty annoying, he has to admit.  And he can’t exactly hurt the kid in return.
 
   “Time to retreat,” he admits sheepishly, flying several feet away from the tree.  He blinks as a vine shoots out of the ground, grabbing him.
 
   “What’s wrong, Cu--” Sunny asks, appearing next to the boy.  He blinks as he realizes just who he’s caught.  “Oops.  Sorry, Max!” he calls, waving a hand.  The vine unwraps and goes still.  “What’s up, guys?  Come to visit?” he asks as he sits down on a limb.  The little four-year-old terror climbs into his lap and looks as innocent as can be as Max flies back.
 
   “Your little pal has some serious defenses set up,” Ace says, floating up.
 
   “Huh?  It’s for squirrels,” Sunny says, glancing down at Cubby.  “I’m not sure what he’s got against squirrels, but I figure he’s got his reasons.”
 
   “Squirrels,” Max repeats, looking straight into blue eyes.
 
   “They noisy,” Cubby says in an almost bland tone.  Max stares at him as Ace chokes on a laugh and looks away.  The glare is turned on Ace, who looks back with a tiny smile.
 
   “They are,” he says.
 
   “Well we just wanted to check out your bases,” Max says, changing the subject.  “Since you know what we’re staying in, it’s only fair.”
 
   “Well… it’s not anything fancy,” Sunny says, moving Cubby off of his lap and standing.  “C’mon in, though, it’s not like you haven’t figured out where it is,” he adds with a shrug.  For a moment Max assumes that he’s just sleeping on a branch and then corrects himself.  Even if Sunny WANTED to just sleep on a branch, it wouldn’t work out that way.
 
   He lands on a limb and follows Sunny inside, glancing briefly down at Cubby.  Cubby points a finger at him, then two fingers at his eyes, and then points at him in the classic “I’m watching you” move.
 
   Whoever taught a four year old a move like that… would probably be Adanna, he thinks with reluctant amusement.
 
   “Huh,” Sunny says, making Max look up, “looks like the tree decided to decorate.”
 
   “The tree… decorated,” Ace repeats incredulously.
 
   Max looks past Sunny at the plush green floor and flowers decorating the wall.  “The tree decorated,” he agrees.  He’s not even surprised to see Cubby jump to one of the higher branches in the “ceiling” with his blowpipe in his hand.  The little boy is staring at him.
 
   “I don’t think he likes you,” Ace whispers silently as he moves closer to Max.
 
   “Trust me, I picked up on that,” Max replies equally silently.  They both stare at the boy, who gives them such a mischievous grin that he’s positive the boy heard every word.
 
   “Cubby, buddy, are you getting hungry?” Sunny asks, holding up his hands to the boy.  Cubby happily jumps into the offered arms.  “Me too.  Let’s go see if it’s lunch time yet!”
 
   The tree branches shift and Max takes to the air as he feels them leaning towards the ground.  Sunny walks down them as if they were a staircase.  They snap back into place as soon as the two are down, leaving Ace and Max standing in Sunny’s base.
 
   “How does he DO that?” Ace asks after a long moment of silence.  “Not the tree thing--the total obliviousness thing.  He’s faking it, right?”
 
   Max stares blankly thought the tree limbs, watching the two walk away.  “He’s dating the kid’s big sister, you know?  Imagine how dangerous it would be if Adanna was here instead of her little brother.”
 
   “Let me guess, he wouldn’t notice then, either.”
 
   “Not a thing.  Probably even less than he does now.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Your son is terrifying, my friend,” Pan says as he sits in a tree, watching the little visit go down.  “How are you dealing with your father?”
 
   “I’d rather talk about my kid,” Nico drawls over the phone.  “I’ve actually contacted Voltdrain over the energy output theory--it worked with finding Star Born.  He says for a while he was noticing spikes in the area, but they recently stopped.  We know how quickly they can move with Shadowman, so it’s not that surprising… but for the past week or so, we haven’t seen a thing.”
 
   “So they’re off the grid?”
 
   “It’s the only thing we can think of,” Nico admits.  “Voltdrain is as good as I am at sensing energy spikes in the system--actually, he looks out for them more than I do.  He says he thought he found them not too long ago, but they were gone soon--sooner than he could get permission to break into a four star hotel,” he adds in a disgusted tone, “I don’t like Shadowman, but I do admire his capabilities--he’s extremely good at running away.”
 
   “I see… being a super hero can be a bit tiresome, can’t it?” Pan says.
 
   “Seems like it.  Regardless, the old man and I are searching for clues--I got stuck searching the files of the hotel, he’s calling ancient contacts.”
 
   “Ancient contacts?” Panther repeats blankly.  “What--”
 
   “Retired supers.  I’ve got an entire faculty of them, remember?  They reach a certain age and decide to hang up the cape, settle down with either each other or a much younger norm, and set up shop in the real world.  It turns out that Superior knows several of them.”
 
   “I see…  I wish you good luck in your search, Nico,” Pan says, leaning back slightly and watching with amusement as Cubby rides on Sunny’s shoulders, chatting happily about cartoons. 
 
   “Now tell me how Sunny’s doing.  His mother and grandmother have been bugging me about it since the moment he left.”
 
   “Every single one of the boys has gone to see him since the base building happened.  They’re scoping out the biggest competition but he’s completely oblivious,” Pan says.  “My son has already set up a massive defense system in the tree they’re sharing--Cubby loves him almost enough to make me jealous.”  He smiles slightly as Nico lets out a laugh.
 
   “They do realize Sunny’s not going to be a super villain, don’t they?” Nico asks.
 
   “Sure they do, but that won’t stop him from playing the game I--” Pan stops, turning and frowning as he looks towards the west.  “There are people in the forest,” he says quietly, “two… three of them.  I didn’t hear them arrive.”
 
   “Really,” Nico says, “that’s interesting.”
 
   “That’s what I was thinking, as well,” Pan agrees.  “I’ll get back to you soon.  Tell your ladies not to worry, Sunny will be perfectly fine.  It’s the others that will have the most difficulty.”
 
   “Why’s that?”
 
   “They know each others’ weaknesses.  Sunny has only his lack of confidence going against him.”
 
   “That’s exploitable, too,” Nico admits.  “Bye, Pan.”
 
   “Goodbye, Nico.”  Pan closes the phone as he crosses the forest silently, staying in the shadows of the trees as he spies on the ground.  There are two children and a rather large man in the middle of the forest with no form of transportation.
 
   Just what is going on here?
 
    
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER FOUR
 
   “So where’s lunch?” Jack asks as they all reach the RV at the same time.  There’s no sign of Pan.  I even head to the RV, peeking in.  “I’m starving.”
 
   “He’s not here,” I say with a shrug.  “I’ll go raid the fridge for some hotdogs, you guys set up the fire.”
 
   “Sounds good,” Max says, although there’s a strange look on his face as he looks around.  “I guess I should be collecting wood, huh?”
 
   I head inside, looking around one more time before heading to the fridge to dig out lunch supplies.  Soon Pan’s absence is completely forgotten as we cook our hotdogs.  At least it is until he walks into the campsite, frowning thoughtfully.  “You’ve already started?” he asks us.
 
   “We were hungry,” Jack says.
 
   “True, it’s past lunch time.”  And that’s all he says as he gets his own dog and starts to cook it.  I can’t help but feel a little confused by this reaction.  Something’s not right.
 
   “So where were you?” I ask as casually as I can manage.
 
   He hesitates for a moment before speaking.  “There are norms in the forest.  I’m not sure if they’re camping, or what, but I suggest you try to avoid them.”
 
   “Who?” Max asks.
 
   “Two twin boys about twelve and an older man.”
 
   “Twins?” I repeat.  “I’d like to meet them.”
 
   “We’re avoiding norms, remember?” Ace says.  “That means no introductions.”
 
   Max is frowning slightly, and I can tell he’s thinking.  This time I don’t bother to ask.  Look, I know I should avoid norms, but I’m not like the other guys.  They won’t recognize me as being a super, right?  And I’ve always wanted to meet another pair of twins! 
 
   I should probably change my shirt if I plan on going to look for them, huh?  Then again, this is the second day I’ve worn this shirt, I should probably change it regardless.  In fact, now that I think about it, I could really use a shower.  “Hey, Pan?  Can we use the shower?” I ask.
 
   “There’s a small lake that way,” Pan says.  “I hope you remembered to bring soap.”
 
   “Lake?” Jack asks, looking up.  “Not sure I can swim, but…”
 
   “Awesome,” Ace says.
 
   “You better be careful, Ace, you might get a tan,” I tease him.  Somehow, even with all our outdoor training, Ace is STILL pasty white.  How he manages that, I’ve got no clue.  My skin gets darker all the time.  Right now I’m probably even darker than Max, and Max is part Japanese.
 
   “Should we bring Cubby?” I ask.  I think it’s hot enough to go swimming, right?
 
   “That sounds good.  I have a few things to do,” Pan says.  He’s gone before I can ask him what he has to do, leaving Cubby looking at me.
 
   “Hey buddy, want to learn to swim?” I ask him.
 
   “After the bath, I say we call the truce off,” Jack says, stretching his legs out in front of him.  His eyes move over the group, catching each of us.  “I want to get this game started--there’s no way I’m going hero.”
 
   “Sounds good to me,” Max says, eating the last of his hotdog.
 
   It feels like the truce is already over, even before the trip to the lake.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Animals are drawn to water,” Hal tells the twins.  They nod, glancing around curiously and wondering if he’ll look away long enough.  For a while they’d been happy--their mother was back and they’d never seen anything as cool as an abandoned military base, it’s like living in a video game.  Unfortunately, reality came slamming back as soon as they saw the gun Hal brought up with them.  It wouldn’t surprise them in the least if he shot one of them through the head.  They only need one hostage, right?
 
   “Is there water around here?” Lee asks.
 
   “There’s a small lake to the north,” Hal says, pointing in the direction.  “We’ll head in that direction and lay the traps.”
 
   “Are they going to die?” Michael asks quietly,  “You know, whatever we’re trapping.”
 
   “No, we’re going to use them for your mom’s experiments,” Hal says, starting north.  The two follow along with thoughtful looks.
 
   “She’s trying to make super heroes, right?” Lee says finally, looking to his brother.
 
   “Yeah, I guess.”
 
   “Think she can make us super heroes?” Michael asks.  “I heard that Cold Steel was made by a mad scientist!”
 
   Lee opens his mouth, about to reply, only to stop as they both hear a rebel yell and a loud splash.  The two look at each other before racing past Hal to the lake.  They stop several feet away, hiding behind trees and peeking out.  The light flashing off of metal skin almost blinds them.  They have to blink a few times to realize exactly what they’re looking at.
 
   The lake is full of teenagers--and one little kid.  But these aren’t just ANY teenagers, the twins realize.  That one closest to them is obviously Cold Steel.  He’s standing next to the water, washing off soap with a bucket.  Behind him, floating in the air above the lake is a guy that looks a lot like Maximum.  On the opposite shore is a massive waterslide.
 
   The twins look at each other, obviously thinking the same thing.  Tiny lakes in the middle of an empty forest don’t come with waterslides straight out of a giant water park.  They look at the guys sliding down, seeing an extremely pale one come down.  It has to be Dragon.  The little kid and the tan boy they have no clue about, but it’s obvious this is some sort of super villain convention.  
 
   They have to get out of here.  If an old normal guy is bad, a handful of super villains are WAY worse, right?  As a pair they turn and grab Hal, racing away as fast as they can drag the large man. 
 
   They stop about a mile away, panting heavily.  “What’s going on?” Hal demands angrily.
 
   “There--”
 
   “Were--”
 
   “Super villains,” the twins finish together, still breathing hard, “an entire group of them!  That HAD to be Dragon, right?” Michael asks his brother.
 
   “Definitely Dragon--and Cold Steel--he’s got metal on his BUTT, man,” Lee tells his brother.  “So it really isn’t makeup!”
 
   “Who were the other two?” Michael asks.
 
   “They got that school, right?  They’re probably not out in the public yet,” Lee says with a shrug.  “Either way, we can’t get caught by them!”
 
   Hal is just staring at them incredulously.  “So… there’s a super villain convention?” he asks finally, looking a bit stupid.
 
   “They were swimming,” Michael says, “and Cold Steel was naked!”
 
   “Yeah, what if there are snakes in that water?” Lee says.  “Or fish?”
 
   “I’d feel sorry for the snake,” Michael says thoughtfully.  “I mean, it’d probably break its fangs on him.”
 
   “Did any of them notice you?” Hal asks, as what’s happening finally sneaks in.  “Anyone look in your direction at all?”
 
   The twins look at each other and then back to him, shaking their heads.  “No, don’t think so,” Lee says.  “They would have caught up to us by now--Maximum especially.  He’s the fastest flyer, right?”
 
   “Yeah, Cold Steel’s not known for speed, and I don’t think Dragon’s all that good at flying yet, right?” Michael says.  They were constantly checking the stats on their favorite supers.  “So they’d be here by now.”
 
   “Cold Steel doesn’t HAVE to be fast,” Lee says, starting to walk now, the threat completely forgotten.  “Hey, aren’t we supposed to be doing something?” he asks abruptly.
 
   “Yeah, we’re trapping animals--”
 
   “We’re heading back for the base,” Hal mutters.  “But not straight there…” he looks around, searching the trees cautiously.  Somehow the word of two twelve-year-olds isn’t quite good enough for his tastes.  They could be watched even as they spoke.  “We’ll have to tell Kunnins--”
 
   “And get moved again?” Lee asks, making a face.  “We finally got everything set up yesterday, right?  Everyone’s been complaining about all the moves!”
 
   “Shut up,” Hal says, his hand going to his gun.  The boys shut up.  What good would a gun be against a super, anyway, though?  He hopes he doesn’t have to find out.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “You noticed them, too, didn’t you?” Max asks.  I stop dunking Ace and glance up at the floating teenager.  “Jack?” he says.
 
   “Yeah, I noticed,” he says.
 
   “The three people that were over there?” I ask, nodding slightly in that direction.  “Those were the people Pan mentioned, right?  Should we go find them?”
 
   “No, not yet,” Max says.  “Panther said to ignore them, right?”
 
   “He didn’t look like their dad,” Jack says.  “Then again, I’m the last guy that should mention something like that.”  Yeah, because he’s adopted--even before he was changed he looked nothing like the Liberty family.  “Still, why’d they just hide there?”
 
   “If you were a norm and came face to face with a lake full of super villains, what would you do?” Ace asks dryly.
 
   “Ask for signatures?” I offer.
 
   “Yeah, I probably would, too,” Jack says.  Ace and Max look at us like we’re morons for a second before continuing the conversation.
 
   “So we don’t follow them,” Max says.  “Is everyone clean?”
 
   “Yeah, we have been for a while now,” I say, picking Cubby up out of the water.  He’d taken to it far faster than I could have imagined.  Then again, he might have known how to swim already, I hadn’t asked.  “So?”
 
   “I want my hundred points,” Max says.  “In fact, I want ALL the points.  There’s no way I’m going hero.”
 
   “I’m NEVER going hero,” Jack says emphatically.  “This gig is a blast.”
 
   “I think it would be interesting to go hero for all of a few weeks and then stab everyone in the back,” Ace says, holding a blow dryer in his hand.  There’s no electric cord, but really, I guess he doesn’t need one.  
 
   “I could see doing that,” Jack says, looking thoughtful. 
 
   “You’ve got the perfect set up for it, with your family,” Max says.  “It’s part of the super villain gig, that fake ‘going straight’ routine.”
 
   “I’m not a villain,” I have to point out.  “So if I don’t have any points what’s he going to do to me?”
 
   “I dunno, but Adanna would never let you live it down, right?” Max says.  “Come on, Sunny, play the game properly.  This promises to be a blast.”
 
   “It does, doesn’t it?” I say, grinning.  “But I want fifteen minutes to get Cubby a snack and change, okay?  Then we’ll call the truce over--at least for us, right, Cub?” I ask Cubby.  He nods, looking serious.  I think he knows exactly how this game goes--I wouldn’t be surprised if he didn’t play it with his family.
 
   “Fifteen minutes,” Max agrees.  “Anything longer than that and we’re coming whether you’re finished or not, got it?”
 
   “Got it,” I say, picking Cubby off and racing away.  I need to see if Pan’s in the RV, I think as I reach it.  I dare to peek through the windows, but there’s no one there.  I head inside, rummaging through the fridge for a snack for the two of us, and we eat quickly.  When that’s done we race for our tree.
 
   There’s no one there.  In fact it’s so silent that I get a slight chill running down my spine.  Well of course they would go for each other first--I’m not even a real threat, right?
 
   “On three,” I hear in a teeny, tiny whisper.  I turn, shocked as all three of the biggest teen super villains around come racing forward from three different directions.  Max comes from above, Ace comes from the left, and Jack comes from the right.  They seem intent, I think, automatically lifting both hands.  Vines shoot out of the earth, grabbing both Jack and Ace for a moment.  They slice through them, but I’m too busy with Max to notice.
 
   He grabs me, dragging me into the air, and we wrestle all the way up to past the top of the gigantic tree.  For a moment I go still, looking over the world.  Yes, I just got distracted.  Bad move, I realize as he drops me, I should have at least gotten one more hit in. 
 
   I land on a tree branch that shoots out, catching my balance quickly and looking around.  Poor Ace is being attacked from all directions by Cubby.  I can tell that Ace doesn’t know what to do, because every time he blocks an attack he looks slightly panicked, as if worried he hurt the boy.  No, it’s Jack I need to worry about, I realize as I see him heading straight for my tree.  Jack is out to get my points.
 
   I lift a hand, aiming at the ground in front of his surfboard and bringing up a tree.  It slams into the nose of his board, sending him flying off of it and landing on the ground with a grunt.  He shoves himself to his feet, but before I can do anything more, Max rushes straight for me and slams his fist into my gut. 
 
   We go flying backwards and I manage to grab him, twisting him off course.  We hit the ground, skidding and sending dirt and grass flying before we manage to stop.  I twist, sitting on top of Max and grinning at him before I punch him.  Soon we’re flat out brawling.  I’d send him flying one moment; Max would send me flying the next.  I’m pretty sure Jack’s already gotten into my tree house already.  Oh well, I think as I get an extremely heavy hit to the jaw.  He can only steal one token, right?
 
   I bring my legs up, kicking Max in the gut and sending him flying off of me.  My arms come up as I hop to my feet and the earth rises up, wrapping around him.  “This is foul play, man!  I don’t think a full fifteen minutes passed!” I complain as a wave of gravity slams me.  It’s pretty heavy, I think as I’m forced to one knee.  Heavier than anything I’ve picked up before, that’s for sure.
 
   The dirt goes flying as Max breaks free of my little trick.  “Yeah, well getting me dirty right after a bath is foul play, as well, so we’re even.  Now come on, Sunny, you can do better than this!  I’m not impressed.”
 
   I shouldn’t.  I don’t know exactly what will happen.  I look at his smug face, watch him floating in the air without a problem, and do it anyway.  My arms go out and the trees start swaying as far as the eye can see.  But it’s not the trees that shock me out of concentrating.  It’s the rumble of the ground below me, starting to shake.
 
   I hear Jack yelp as he falls out of my tree house, landing on his butt.   There are cracks in the ground under my feet, and I step to the right as they start to grow wider.  I ah, think I just started an earthquake.  Whoops.
 
   “SUNNY!” everyone bellows.  I’m starting to panic, honestly, especially when I feel some of the trees start to fall because the ground is shaking so hard.  I have to do something, right?  How do you STOP an earthquake?  Is there some secret word?  I should have asked my mom before leaving!  Has mom ever caused an earth--
 
   I feel a heavy blow to the back of my head.  I stumble forward a few steps.  It makes me turn, staring blankly at Max.  “What was that for?” I ask in an injured tone.
 
   “It was SUPPOSED to knock you out,” he says.  “Looks like I’ll have to hit harder.”
 
   “The earthquake’s stopped already, Max,” Ace points out.
 
   “Well, yeah… guess it has,” Max admits, looking around.  “Can I hit him, anyways, because that was just plain STUPID,” he yells in my face.  “Are you a moron?  Of all of us, you should be the LAST one to do something that could mess up the forest that badly!”
 
   Guilt.  Oh the guilt.  I look down, not able to keep eye contact.
 
   “Hey now, you’re the one that challenged him,” Jack says, much to my shock.  “You can’t expect a guy to back down--and everyone knows it’s hard to get used to being an elementalist.  I still have problems, and I only got one element!”
 
   “He’s a Superior!  He should do perfectly fine using his fists!” Max says.
 
   “He’s an elementalist,” Ace says.  “You use what you’re best at--and Sunny’s never been in a super fight before, has he?”  He looks at me as I glance at him.  “You haven’t, have you?”
 
   I feel like such an idiot right now.  Like a little kid trying to fit in--and failing.  “No,” I admit, looking down again, “I’m still on basic training.  Dad says that I should be ready soon, though.”
 
   Max makes a scoffing sound, running a hand over his face.  I don’t get why HE’S the one that’s so mad--he’s the guy that told me to do better!  How can I do better unless I actually use my abilities?  I look around, only to stop as I see Cubby hiding in a bush.  He looks terrified, and the guilt that’s been plaguing me goes sour, turning into self-hatred.  I caused that.  I caused that look of fear in his eyes, the tears threatening to fall, the trembling bottom lip.
 
   In an entire group of super villains, I’m the bad guy.  “I--I need some time alone,” I mutter, turning on my heel and racing away at top speed.
 
   “SUNNY!” I hear Max shout after me.  I ignore him.  I need to be alone for a bit.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “So…” Nico says, staring at his father for a long moment, “Pan’s got nothing.  Voltdrain had something earlier, but with Shadowman working with them it’s too easy for them to move.  This is a LOT like the Star Born situation, except this time our target has found a way to effectively go to ground without spiking the local electricity.  I’m open to suggestions, but if we’re going south, we’re going to have to deal with Century.”
 
   Superior lets out a small snort and slams his fist on the long science table in front of him, crushing it.  “That’s school property, you know,” Taurus says in a mild tone.  He’s leaning back in one of the science chairs, sitting next to a rather silent Liz.  The very idea of Liz being silent catches Nico off guard.
 
   “Liz?  What are you thinking?” he asks.
 
   “How do we know they’re still in America?” Liz asks.  “If we go by that Rocco kid’s range of travel and add in the fact that Shadowman’s probably as old as Dad is, how do we know he hasn’t taken them across the world and is hiding in another country?”
 
   “Then we get in touch with the Halls across the world,” Superior says, “put out a warning that there’s an insane old man trying to turn norms into supers.  I’ll--”
 
   “You can’t,” Nico says.  “You’re dead, remember?”
 
   Superior lets out a curse, giving his son a dirty look.  “That’s never stopped half of the capes I know--”
 
   “We aren’t resurrecting you, Father, get used to the idea now.  You’d cause more trouble than you’re worth.  But--” Nico says, looking at Taurus and Liz, “Mastermental can do it.  He’s got the connections, right?”
 
   “Huh?  Oh, um, yeah,” Liz says, glancing over at Taurus as if checking to see she said the right thing.
 
   “Liz, is there something on your mind?” Nico demands.
 
   “Didn’t you pick up on the radio waves?” she asks.  “There was just an earthquake down in Texas--one right near where you sent Sunny.”
 
   “What?” the question echoes from all around.  “I didn’t realize you could hear radio waves, Liz--that must be handy,” Superior says in a somewhat impressed tone.
 
   “That isn’t the important part, Father--and by the way, Liz can do a lot of things you don’t know about,” Nico says, turning to the wall and bringing up the television.  The channels speed past until he comes upon one reporting the damage to the nearest town.
 
   “It’s nothing to worry about, so far no deaths have been reported,” Superior says.  “Really, I’m surprised this hasn’t happened before.”
 
   “It hasn’t happened because my son is notoriously laid back,” Nico says, looking irritated as he grabs his phone.  “Pan--what--”
 
   The rest of the room can hear Panther from where they sit, so the same surprised looks cross their face as he says, “Can’t talk right now, Nico.”
 
   “Why’s that?”
 
   “I’m dealing with a lunatic.  It’s a bit touch and go at the moment, can I get back to you?”  And the phone was hung up, leaving them all staring at each other blankly.
 
   “Well, then… I should probably warn his wife, huh?” Nico finally says.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   It had been going so well, Pan thinks a bit irritably as he watches the insane villain pace in front of him.  He’d just come in to check if Skystep had noticed anything off--as a super villain, he had assumed she would know such things--and then there’d been the earthquake.  Now, though, she’s freaking out as if the world is going to end, and he can’t make heads or tails of what she’s trying to do.
 
   “You just stroll right into my territory and go shaking up the world--what if someone was HURT?” she demands, turning on him, her hair swinging out dramatically behind her.  “It’s bad enough that the heroes are coming every day with their ‘you need a better house!’ bull!  I know what they’re out to do!  They’re out to toss me into the Cape Cells, but I’m not stupid enough to fall for that!  I’m staying RIGHT HERE!  Do you hear me, RIGHT HERE!”
 
   Pan has given up on arguing with her for the moment.  He just simply nods in agreement, although he can actually see why they’d want to move her.  Especially now that half of the building fell with the earthquake, he thinks a bit dryly, looking at the gigantic hole that used to be a wall.
 
   “What?” she demands, getting right in his face.  To be honest, he’d heard all about her attack on Central Hall, and he’d been a bit offended by the territory thing, himself.
 
   “I just came--” he starts out in as mild a tone as he can manage.
 
   “You don’t tell me why you came, I tell you why you came!” she bellows in his face.  Insane, he thinks for the fourth time in the past minute, especially when she stares at him blankly.  “Why did you come?” she asks finally, in a startling cognizant tone.
 
   “I was hoping for your assistance,” Pan says, not making a move from the chair she shoved him into.
 
   “You--wait, what?  Seriously?” she asks in a shocked tone.  “Mine?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “But you’re PANTHER,” she says, waving a hand wildly at the uniform he had dawned just to meet her in, “a big shot--one of the biggest names in the industry!  What do you need me for?”
 
   “I’m looking for information,” he says.  “Although I can see why you wouldn’t trust me, I’d like to mention that I’m not on the books in this part of the country--it’s strictly your territory, as well as a few others.”
 
   “It’s good that you recognize that,” she says, arrogantly.
 
   “I have brought down some students, but I can assure you that they won’t be intruding in your territory, either.”  Well, other than Sunny causing massive havoc with that earthquake, that is.  Really, he hadn’t thought it was strong enough to cause this much damage, he thinks as he glances at the hole in the wall.
 
   She’s in his face again, he realizes, pulling back ever so slightly.  She seems to have a habit of getting far too close.  There’s no doubt in his mind that Skystep has never even heard the term “personal space bubble” before.  If she has, no doubt she never asked what it meant.  “Did THEY have something to do with the earthquake?” she demands.
 
   “It… is possible,” he admits.  “I apologize.  In fact, as an apology, after our summer camp is over, I will have them build you a brand new base.  They’re well trained in such things.”
 
   “I don’t like earthquakes.  I don’t like avalanches, either.  Or tornadoes, or--”
 
   “I do apologize.  They’re young, they’re still learning.”
 
   “What sort of summer camp does a super villain run, anyway?” she asks, distracted.
 
   “For aspiring super villains,” he says.  He probably shouldn’t have, he realizes a bit belatedly.
 
   “I WANT TO COME!” she says, jumping up and down excitedly.  “Are there arts and crafts?”
 
   “In… a way?” he offers hesitantly.  “They’re expected to build their own bases.”
 
   “There should be more than just that.  It’s SUMMER camp, after all!  That means all sorts of stupid crafts!” she says, looking far too excited over the idea of “stupid crafts.”   “Who all came?  Are they all kids?  I like kids!  I have a niece, her name is Emily.”
 
   He truly wonders if Emily realizes she considers herself her aunt.  Then again, he either leaves her here in a home that’s falling apart around her, or he brings her to the camp.  As one of the few sane super villains in the world, he feels it’s his duty to look out for the clearly insane ones when he can.  “I will let you join our camp,” he says, holding up a hand before she starts jumping up and down, “if you tell me what you know about Kunnins.”
 
   “Kunnins?” she repeats.  “You mean that creepy old norm that kidnapped me?”
 
   “Yes, him.”
 
   “Don’t know a thing.  But I bet he’s looking for supers.”
 
   “Why is that?”
 
   “Why else would he have all the things to capture us?  I mean, I’m not the easiest person around to grab, you know?  So… there’s going to be macaroni art, right?”
 
   “I’ll be sure to pick up the elbow macaroni and glue from the store at the earliest moment possible,” he says agreeably, his mind already focused on something else.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “What just happened?” Kunnins demands as he looks at the ceiling.  There are cracks in the ten foot thick concrete, he thinks with a hint of wonder.  Whatever happened had been huge.  Several pieces of equipment are lying on the ground thanks to the earth shaking tremor.
 
   “Earthquake, sir,” one of his nurses says, picking up computer parts from the ground.  “It looks like a lot of our equipment was damaged.  Should we replace it?”
 
   “Steal it--but don’t get caught.  While you’re at it send someone to get more mice.  The twins and Hal were completely useless,” Kunnins says, running a hand over his face in frustration.  “Speaking of which, where are they?  Hal said he had something to tell me, didn’t he?”
 
   “You were in the middle of something, sir.”
 
   “Well I’m not now!  Tell Hal to meet me in my office.”
 
   “Yes sir.”
 
   Kunnins storms down the hall as best as he can, since he has to avoid several fallen items.  Something about this isn’t right.  Unless that earthquake was right over his head, it shouldn’t have affected the hidden base at all!  The chances of a massive earthquake right here, this far from the nearest fault line…  He’s frowning by the time he reaches his office.
 
   “You called, sir?” Hal says from behind him.
 
   “There was something you wanted to tell me earlier, wasn’t there?” Kunnins asks as he heads inside and sits down on his ancient looking chair.  “Tell me now.”
 
   “Sir… according to the boys there are super villains in the forest above us.”
 
   “What?  Who?”
 
   “They listed Maximum, Cold Steel and Dragon.”
 
   “I see.  All of which are teenage super villains.”  Kunnins pushes the button on his computer, hiding his relief that it still works.  “Get rid of them.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You heard me the first time,” Kunnins says.  “We’ve finally found an acceptable base to do our work, I’m sick and tired of being hounded by Voltdrain.  A few teenagers, super or not, are not going to get in the way of my progress!  Send Shadowman after them--or the cops.  Whatever you do, just get rid of them!”  He stops, his mind catching up with a few things.  “Wait… you said Maximum, Cold Steel and Dragon, right?”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “Aren’t they Central?  What are they doing all the way down here?”
 
   “I don’t know, sir.  According to the twins they were… swimming?”
 
   “Hmm.  Find out first and then get rid of them.”  He pauses.  “Send Shadowman, I pay him too much just to let him sit around doing nothing.”
 
   “He reads a lot of comics,” Hal offers.
 
   “Exactly.”
 
    
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER FIVE
 
   You know how I felt guilty earlier, just for scaring Cubby?  Well, it’s a million times worse right now.  I’ve returned to the nearest town and things are in shambles.  There are houses with caved-in roofs, fallen street lamps and trees, and panicking people hiding in strange places, certain that the earthquake is going to come back.  What do I tell them?  “Sorry about that, I was wrestling with a buddy of mine and I lost a bit of control”?
 
   At least I’m not wearing my SVSC t-shirt.  I’m going to have to wash it first--wait, no, that’s not what I meant to think.  Right now I’m just a normal teen--I head over to this group of people trying to pull a tree off of a house and grab it, pulling it off for them.  For a second I think everything’s fine, and then I notice that everyone is staring at me.  Probably because I’m still holding the massive tree up when they’d planned to drop it on the ground, huh?  
 
   “Um--it’s not as heavy as it looks,” I say, letting the tree drop.  “Is everyone okay?  You know, in the house?”  They turn--well, half of the group does, and head inside to check out if there’s anyone injured.  The other half is staring at me.
 
   “Nice hair,” an older man offers, staring at my tell-tale streak of white in the bangs.  It’s exactly like my father’s.  Crap, should have thought of that.
 
   “Thanks,” I say before turning and jogging away.  That was way too close.  I should go back to camp… I can’t.  Look, this is MY fault--all this destruction, all the worry--it’s all because I wanted to show Max up in a stupid fight!  I can’t let them suffer because I was stupid!  My weekends are spent working my butt off trying to help farms, which in turn helps people--THESE people!  Or at least people like these!
 
   I have to help.  I don’t have any choice, really, not when it’s like this.  But I can’t help and show my face at the same time.  I look around and duck down an alley, thinking quickly.  There’s got to be some store that’s got cloth I can use for a mask, right?  Or… I look down at my shirt, letting out a sigh and reaching for the hem.  I can always make a mask, right?
 
   “I should have known,” a drawling voice says from overhead.  I look up with a sense of dread, letting out a heavy sigh as I see Century floating over my head.  He’s got his arms crossed over his chest and that look on his face--the one that says “I’m extremely disappointed in you right now.”
 
   “Hi, Century,” I say, lifting a hand. “Do you know where I can get a mask?”
 
   “What for?”
 
   “Because I’ve got a lot of cleaning up to do,” I say, letting out a sigh.  “This is my fault--I was wrestling with Max and he tried to get me to try harder--and… I’m sorry.  But even I know that’s not enough to solve anything, so I want to help with what I can,” I say.  “I might be the kid in the group, and short, but that doesn’t mean I can’t pick up a bit of rubble.”
 
   “You created an earthquake while roughhousing, son.  That’s not the work of a little kid,” Century tells me.  He reaches into his cape and pulls out a simple black mask.  “Here, if you’re going to work, do it properly.”
 
   “So I have permission from South Hall?” I ask.
 
   “You have permission--but don’t go giving yourself some fancy name.  You haven’t had your debut, yet.”
 
   “I don’t plan on ever debuting,” I say.  “I’m going to work in the forests and jungles of the world.  You know, after I’ve graduated and everything.”
 
   “Really,” he says, his tone showing he doesn’t believe me.
 
   “Me and Adanna--Pan’s daughter, we’ve got it all planned out,” I say as I try to get the mask to stick.  It’s harder than it looks.  I blink as he lands in front of me, taking the mask away and putting it on properly.  “We’re going to save the big cats of the world and the Rain Forest, too.  I never… I never planned on doing something like this.”
 
   “Fine, go on, then.  I’ll tell the crew that you’re here to do grunt work.”  I nod, taking a step back only to jerk as my phone rings.  I pull it out of my pocket, looking guiltily at Mom’s picture.
 
   I am SO grounded when I get back that it’s not even funny.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “So…” Panther says as he looks over the four boys left at the campsite.  He notices that there’s a strip of metal through the center of the area, and signs of patchwork repairs that hadn’t been there before.  “Where’s Sunny?”
 
   The three older boys look at each other before pointedly looking at the woman standing next to him.  “Who’s she?” Jack asks.  “And why is she wearing that weird strip over her shoulders?”
 
   “That’s what boyscouts wear, right?” Ace asks.  “Like for their badges.”
 
   “We get badges?” Jack asks him.
 
   “Well, technically these could be CALLED badges,” Max says, pulling one of the little metal pieces out of his pocket and flashing it.
 
   “That’s a fake one,” Ace says.  “I switched it out for this one,” he tells the other boy, holding up a badge just like it.
 
   “We’re getting off subject,” Jack says as Max grabs the one Ace is holding and pockets it.  “Who are you?” he demands of Skystep.
 
   “This is Skystep,” Pan says, inwardly sighing.  Alone, each of the boys is a decent super villain.  Together they form more of an ‘evil three stooges’ thing.  “She’s going to be joining us as an assistant camp leader--” he holds up a hand as the woman starts to protest.  “She’s a fully established villain in these parts, and has been for several years.  She’s also in charge of arts and crafts.”  What?  HE didn’t want to do it!
 
   “Arts and crafts?” Ace asks, perking up.  “Can I get my sketchbook out of the RV for that?”
 
   “Of course!” Skystep says.  Pan looks over at her, just watching as she goes into “artist” mode.  He can actually see her embracing her new role, he thinks with amazement.  “Does anyone have anything else they want to show me?”
 
   Max and Jack look at each other, the same slightly baffled expressions on their faces.  Max shrugs, turning to Pan rather than replying.  “Sunny ran off after the earthquake.  He said he needed some time alone.  I think he freaked himself out a bit.”
 
   “I see,” Pan says.  “I’ll go find him.”  He moves closer to Max, leaning over to whisper silently.  “Keep her occupied.  Find out if she knows anything about Kunnins.  She’s utterly crazy, so it might take a bit of work.”
 
   There’s only a tiny twitch of Max’s lips in response to that.  “You,” Skystep says, appearing right in front of Max, “you look like an artist!”
 
   “Um, well--” he says, looking around, “I hate to admit it, but I’m not very artistically inclined.”
 
   “Come on, Max, you’re just being modest!  His stick figures are the best,” Jack taunts him, grinning evilly.
 
   “And you?  What art do you do?” Skystep asks, turning on Jack.
 
   “Metal sculptures,” Jack says, perfectly straight-faced.  “If y’got it, flaunt it, right?”  Now, Pan thinks as he watches her start bullying the boys about art, to see how they keep up their real camp duties while dealing with her--after he gets Sunny back, that is.  
 
   He heads into the RV, glancing over at Ace, who’s digging through the extra supplies.  “I don’t promise she knows anything about art,” he says quietly, “so don’t get your hopes up.”
 
   “But--” Ace says.  After a thoughtful moment he shrugs.  “Neither does the art teacher at our school,” he admits, shrugging. 
 
   “Keep an eye on Cubby for me, would you?” Pan asks, pulling out a t-shirt and a pair of jeans to change into.  “Of the three left, you’re the second one I would trust with my boy.”
 
   “Pan--” Ace starts out, only to stop as Pan pulls on a pair of sunglasses.
 
   “What?”
 
   “When you get back--um--well, Jack found something before he fixed the crack.  But Sunny comes first, right?”
 
   “Right.”  Pan steps outside, staring blankly at a gigantic metal sculpture in the middle of the clearing.  It’s a massive corkscrew looking piece made out of metal stolen from various bases.
 
   “And what do you call it?” Skystep says in a fake snooty accent, standing next to Jack.
 
   “I call it…” Jack starts out, only to stop as Cubby races to the top of the abstract looking slide and goes down it with a happy laugh, “Cubby’s playground?” Jack offers a bit stupidly.
 
   “Wonderful!” Skystep says, clapping happily.  “I want to try it!” she adds, jumping to the top of the statue.
 
   “Good job,” Pan says, patting Jack on the back before racing away.
 
   A few moments later, Max steps over next to Jack, a scowl on his face.  “Did anyone get the chance to tell him what we found?”
 
   “Don’t think so,” Jack says.
 
   “Make a swing, next!  We need a swing!” Skystep yells from the top of the slide.
 
   “I think we should check it out ourselves, tonight,” Max says.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Look, Adanna, I--” I say, speaking into the ear attachment that goes with my phone.  Dad has this habit of building strange things without thinking, right?  So I figured all I really need to do is leave my phone out where he can find it regularly and I get free stuff to go with it!  It works really well, too.  This little earpiece can be switched from phone calls to the school com link and back with just a single word.  Right now, though, I look like I’m mouthing something.  But even with the sound of all the people working around me, Adanna can hear my heartbeat over this thing.  “I messed up.”
 
   “Yes, you did,” she says.  My girlfriend is so compassionate.  “Sunny, what were you thinking?  You’re surrounded by trees--like you’ve always planned on being--and you knock them down?”
 
   “I didn’t mean to knock them down,” I say, feeling frustrated because I know she’s right.  “I wish you’d been here.  You would have slapped me upside the head before it got that far.  Are you sure you can’t come down here for the camp?”
 
   “I’ve already resigned my spot as Cub, Sunny,” she says with a sigh.  “You know that.  If the other super villains hear about me going to a camp for villains, it’ll make them question my resolve.  Both your father and Papa know most of them.  Word gets out.”
 
   “Yeah, okay, just use the whole logic thing on me,” I complain.  You’re probably wondering what I’m doing, huh?  Well since I’m wearing a mask, people keep waving at me to come over and pick up massive pieces of concrete and metal so they can check for victims.  Every time I pick up something I feel a little sick to my stomach and mentally start praying that we won’t find any dead bodies.  If I accidentally killed someone I don’t know what will happen to me.  Not to mention the very idea of being a murderer makes me feel like throwing up.  Yet I still keep running whenever someone waves to me, repeating the morbid process.  No wonder I’m talking to my girlfriend, huh?
 
   “I’ll use logic on you, because obviously you don’t use it, yourself,” she says irritably.  “Where was Papa when this happened?”
 
   “He’s sniffing around for something,” I say, picking up a fallen sign for the next person.  “I think he’s trying to get information.  I mean, he never said anything about bringing us all the way down here when the idea first came up, right?”
 
   “True.”
 
   “And why, of all places, in a forest that’s so close to South Hall?  That’s dangerous, right?  Century was on the panel that stuck him doing community service, right?”
 
   “Yeah, he wanted to burn the uniform after he was finished, but Mama wouldn’t let him,” Adanna says.  “We’ve got it in the basement, in a special display case.  It’s funny, because every time he walks past it he winces.”
 
   “You and your mama are mean,” I have to point out.
 
   “It’s how we show love.  Sunny--” she starts out, only to stop.  I let the silence last a few seconds too long.
 
   “What?” I ask.
 
   “I… I’ve been thinking…” she says slowly. 
 
   “If you’re going to dump me, can it happen AFTER I make sure I’m not an accidental killer?  I really don’t think I can handle the stress,” I tell her bluntly.
 
   “Dump you?” she asks blankly.  “No, it’s not that--why would I dump you?” she asks abruptly.  “Have you been flirting with those Texan girls?”
 
   “No!” I say, accidentally speaking too loudly.  I reach up, touching my ear.  “Sorry, I’m just on the com with someone,” I tell them as I haul up another fallen tree.  For a moment my heart hurts as I pick up on the last traces of life flowing through it.  I feel a little like a murderer, even without finding human bodies, I realize a bit abruptly.  “Sorry, tree,” I whisper, laying it down gently.
 
   I hear Adanna sigh, but she doesn’t tease me for talking to the tree.  I appreciate that fact.  “I think you need to be careful,” she says.  For a moment I think she’s gone back to the original topic, but she goes one, “those Texan girls are cunning.  They’ll just use you for your pretty face and break your heart.  That would make you used goods.”
 
   “Used goods?” I repeat incredulously.  “What am I, an Ebay item?”
 
   “Do you prefer the term ‘secondhand’?” she asks.
 
   “I’m neither used nor secondhand!” I protest, trying not to laugh.  Sometimes she says the weirdest things.  She’s even funnier in cat form, actually.  “And don’t you DARE say the word refurbished,” I add sharply.
 
   “No, because that indicates someone fixed you up,” she says.
 
   “Look, I will not go falling for a Texan girl,” I say, picking up yet another lamppost.  “Most of this trip is going to be spent with BOYS, remember?”
 
   “You had better not fall for--”
 
   “Adanna?” I say.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Quit trolling me.”
 
   “But it’s so easy!”  I smile slightly as she laughs before going on, “Your mother is worried about you.  You really should answer her calls.”
 
   “She’s going to ground me,” I mutter, “and Dad’s going to take his belt to me or something--what DOES a super dad do to a kid that causes something like this?”
 
   “Well, I got time out a lot as a child,” she offers.
 
   “He won’t beat you,” Pan says from behind me.  I jerk, turning to look at him--and stare blankly.  I swear that’s one of Dad’s t-shirts.  I’ve never seen Pan in anything less than semi-formal.  I think he thinks that t-shirts should always have a very expensive brand somewhere on it--and need to be dry-cleaned or something.  But here he is with a T-shirt that has a silhouette of Falconess on it.  It has the saying “Fly-by-Night Delivery” across it.  I bet Mom chose it--I really doubt she wants Dad running around with a picture of Falconess on his chest.  For that matter, I doubt Amara wants that for Pan.  I think I’ll avoid mentioning that fact.
 
   “Yeah?  What will he do?” I ask.  I’ve never actually gotten in trouble with my Dad before--at least not on this big of a level.  I’ve only known him for a little over a year, after all.
 
   “He’ll force you to do community service, which, apparently, you’ve already chosen for yourself,” Pan says with a slight smile.  “Hello, Adanna, it’s good to hear your voice,” he adds.
 
   “Yours as well, Papa!  How are they doing?” Adanna asks.  Neither of them speak louder for this--they don’t need to.  I shrug at Pan as someone yells for me.  I motion in the direction and he nods, walking alongside me as he shoves his hands into his jean pockets.
 
   “Your boyfriend caused a small earthquake,” Pan says mildly.  “Other than that, the other three are very much a ‘three stooges’ type setup, and Cubby is enjoying himself thoroughly.”
 
   “That’s great,” Adanna says in a happy tone.  She’s sort of a daddy’s girl, but I don’t mind.  She doesn’t mind me going out on weekends with Mom, I don’t mind her spending her spare time training with her dad.  I pick up whatever it is they tell me to pick up, glancing over at Pan once in a while.  There are certain types of supers that get a stronger reaction from norms.  Tanks get a huge reaction--they get avoided or stared at in wonder.  I’ve heard the same thing happens to Vinny, which makes sense since he’s part fire.  Humans are instinctively nervous about fire they’re not controlling.  They’re equally antsy around large cats.
 
   Yeah, you follow me with that one.  I just called Pan a large cat--one that walks like a man.  When he’s in cat form I figure he’s a large man that walks like a cat, or something.  That’s about the only way I can explain it, really.  I don’t think he’d be offended by that description.  Humans usually come second in his mind, with only a few exceptions.  Even Dad admits that, and they’ve been best friends since before I was born.
 
   “Sunny,” Pan says, forcing me to look over, “Adanna just asked you a question.”
 
   “Oh, sorry, I was just thinking,” I admit sheepishly.
 
   “Don’t worry, Papa, Sunny has that habit,” Adanna says.  “I think he falls asleep while pretending to be awake.”
 
   “I’m not asleep!  Well, not completely,” I add, ever honest.  “I was just noticing how your dad terrifies most of the guys around us, and they don’t even know why.”
 
   “I would hardly call it ‘terrifying,” Pan objects.  “I merely make them somewhat nervous.”
 
   “Somewhat,” I repeat dryly.  “Adanna, tell Mom that I had a little accident, but I’m cleaning it up properly,” I tell her.  “And you never told me what you were thinking.”
 
   “About the Texan girls?”
 
   “No, before that.”
 
   “Oh… um… well…” she says, sounding oddly hesitant.  I’m not used to hearing that from my girlfriend.  “There’s a… gathering after you get back, but you would have to dress up, and I’m planning on inviting Carla, Rocco, and Brandon--”
 
   Carla, Rocco, and Brandon?  I blink at the names, since I’ve never actually seen Adanna talk to any of them.  In fact, I’ve never even SEEN Brandon--he’s invisible like, ninety percent of the time.  “What sort of gathering is this?” I ask when she starts rambling a little.
 
   “It’s called ‘Capes of Ethnicity,’” Pan says.  “It’s a small gathering of African American capes.  It’s become something of a tradition.  It’s a… support system for the newer capes, whether they’re hero or villain.  Personally I think it’s just an excuse for a party.”
 
   I stare at him a bit blankly.  None of us are going to point out the pink elephant in this conversation.  Honestly, who cares?  My girlfriend is actually asking me out on a date!  Wait-- “Brandon’s black?” I ask.  “I mean, how do you even KNOW?  You never see the guy!”
 
   “I saw him once,” she says.  “But really, I think we bring in more ethnics, since it’s ‘Capes of Ethnicity’--Papa, can I invite Jimmi?  She’s Hispanic.”
 
   “I don’t mind,” Pan says.  “I’m sure your mother will enjoy meeting her.”
 
   “Vinny’s Italian!” I say cheerfully.  “And I’m pretty sure there are others in the zoo kids--hey, I know!  Let’s have it at the school!  I mean, unless you already have a place--”
 
   “I’ll discuss it with everyone,” Pan says.  “But you do realize that Italian is considered white, right?” 
 
   “I think we should rename it ‘Capes of ALL Ethnicity,’” Adanna declares.  “I heard one of the zoo kids say that Lance is part Native American.  There’s no reason we shouldn’t-it makes more sense to segregate by whether someone is hero or villain!”
 
   “I’m not the one that came up with it,” Pan drawls.  “But regardless, it’s good to support--” he stops and we both turn, watching as a man walks through the mess with a cage in his hand.  The cage is nearly overflowing with guinea pigs.  Not only that, I notice, but the man doesn’t even seem to notice all the people working at cleaning up.  He looks familiar…
 
   “Sunny?  You can finish your community service later,” Pan says silently.  “We’re following him.”
 
   “Who is he?” I ask.
 
   “The same man that was in the woods earlier--the one with the twins.”
 
   “What’s with all the guinea pigs?” I ask blankly.
 
   “That’s exactly what I was wondering.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “And that is how I defeated Century, himself!” Skystep declares, jumping on top of the RV and posing dramatically.  “THAT is how you be a super villain,” she goes on, pointing at each of the teens (and even at Cubby.)  “You had better be taking notes,” she snaps when they just look at each other blandly.  “Get your paper and pens!”
 
   “She’s completely and utterly--” Ace starts out in a whisper.  Max holds up a hand, stopping him before he finishes.
 
   “What’s that metal piece down there for?” Skystep asks, pointing at the sheet with a curious look on her face.  Either she didn’t hear him, or she didn’t notice.  Either way all the boys let out a sigh.  This was SUPPOSED to be a time of training to be super villains (although they’re already acting villains--the chance to learn from Panther is far too good to pass up!)  Instead, they’re babysitting one of the most insane capes in the world.
 
   “I patched a hole,” Jack says.
 
   “In the ground?”
 
   “Yeah,” he says.
 
   “Was there anything down there?  Like dinosaur bones?”
 
   “There was a really thick slab of concrete about ten feet down,” Jack says, earning dark looks from Max and Ace.  “Seems a bit strange, you know, considering this is a park, right?”
 
   “A national forest,” Max says.  “It’s a lot more than just a park.”
 
   “Yeah, well someone should complain.  They’ve been doing construction underneath,” Jack says.
 
   “Concrete?” Skystep repeats, a strange look on her face.  “I wonder…”  She looks at them, a serious expression on her face before she says, “Maybe it’s a secret base!”  Before they can reply she sinks into the ground, leaving them behind.
 
   “What if there’s nothing down there?” Ace asks after a long moment.  “Think she’ll suffocate or something?”
 
   “I have no idea,” Max says, dropping a hand on Ace’s shoulder, “but if she dies, it’ll leave a job opening perfect for you down here!  We’ll miss you, man,” he adds dramatically, pulling Ace into a full out hug.
 
   “Either you’re looking for my badges or you really miss your girlfriend,” Ace says, “neither of which will get you anywhere,” he adds, slamming a fist into Max’s gut as hard as he can.  Max grunts and let go.
 
   “Trent hits a LOT harder,” he points out.  “He doesn’t carry them on him, Jack, so we’re going to have to find them.”
 
   “Good to know,” Jack says, still frowning down at the metal patch job.  “You sure we should have let her go?”
 
   “Can’t exactly stop someone like that--even Pan didn’t,” Max says.
 
   “I vote we go after her,” Ace says.
 
   “Sounds good,” Jack says as the metal plate pulls away from the hole, “let’s do it.”
 
   “Wait, who takes care of Cubby while we go down?” Ace asks, stopping the others.  As a group they turn and look at the little boy. 
 
   “Rock, paper, scissors?” Jack asks.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   This is an education in itself, I think as I jump into yet another tree.  We followed the man all the way from the city--from the rooftops.  Pan can’t fly, you know?  But it doesn’t seem to matter; the guy deserves the title of absolute master of parkour.  I’ve never seen someone move this smoothly and silently, all the while jumping seriously long distances from building to building.  We reached the edge of the forest just a few minutes ago.  Trees seem even more comfortable to Pan than rooftops did.
 
   I’m actually learning from just watching him.  I didn’t think it was possible, but I can see just how he shifts his weight with each jump.  All I have to do is copy that movement--which didn’t work the first four or five times.  Thankfully we’re following a norm.  He doesn’t hear me when I land wrong.  The trees, though, are a lot easier for me thanks to my ability.  The big problem is that they keep trying to move to accommodate me, which makes a lot of noise.  I have to mentally tell them NOT to move.
 
   I see Pan glance back at me, a slight smile on his face as he nods.  Score--I got approval!  Adanna will be proud.  She hung up when we told her we were following someone, saying that I need to focus on the task at hand.  I get the feeling she doesn’t think much of my concentration.  I don’t see why, I’m perfectly fine at concentrating--
 
   I blink as a hand blocks me from moving forward, realizing with a bit of surprise that Pan’s already stopped.  When did that happen?  He points forward and I watch a bit blankly as the norm crouches down, pulling open a trapdoor that I hadn’t noticed was there.  He heads inside, going down what sounds like concrete steps.  The trapdoor swings shut again.
 
   I look at Pan, who looks back at me.  “So… um… I really doubt that he’s their dad,” I say quietly.
 
   “He might be,” Pan says, “but something tells me that it’s not a family friendly camping trip.  Now let’s get back to camp, Cubby is going to want lunch soon.”
 
   “Shouldn’t we follow him in?” I ask, mentally noting where the door is.  “See what he’s doing?  I don’t really care about the guinea pigs, but he’s up to something, right?”
 
   “He is,” Pan agrees, “and we will--when it’s not the middle of the day.  I work best at night.”
 
   “Yeah, okay,” I say, following him reluctantly to the campsite.  The sight of Ace, Max and Jack doing a heated game of rock, paper, and scissors makes me stop and stare at them blankly.  Cubby is just sitting there to the side, sharpening more small sticks with the knife that Jack made him.  He looks up as we come and jumps to his feet, racing to hug Pan.
 
   “Papa!” he says happily as Pan swings him up in the air. 
 
   “Where’s Skystep?” Pan asks the others as he hugs his son.
 
   “She went down,” Ace says, pointing at the hole in the ground, “to see what’s past the concrete.”
 
   Pan groans.  He looks at each of us, his eyes finally landing on Jack.  “And would you mind telling me why you told HER and not me?  You might not have noticed, but she’s pretty much unhinged.”
 
   “We noticed,” Max says.  “It’s just, well, she asked,” he finishes, shrugging.  “We didn’t think she’d actually go down.”
 
   “Obviously she would,” Pan says, sighing.  “As easy as it would be to leave her to her fate, let’s get going.”
 
   “Don’t you think breaking through that much concrete might risk bringing attention to ourselves?” Ace asks.
 
   “Of course it would.  That’s why we’re going through the door--”
 
   “I don’t think so,” a strangely familiar voice says.  As a group we turn, watching as a man steps out of a shadow on a tree.  “Hello, Pan, been a while,” Shadowman says.
“Not long enough,” Pan says, his stance changing.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   She LOVES it, Skye decides as she wanders happily through halls.  This is the perfect base for her!  There’s even electricity!  And she swears she hears water going through some of the pipes lining the walls.  It has a total ‘dark and mysterious secret base’ feel to it, one that will suit her to a tee!  She wonders, though, if it’s in the super villain shopping market.  Doubtful, she admits.  If it were on the list, she would have seen it in the Super’s Buyer Guide.  Oh well, she decides, dealing with those strange people in three piece suits and too-wide smiles (real estate agents, for those that don’t speak Skye-ese) is too much to ask of her.  She’s a super villain.  She’ll just TAKE the base!
 
   She stops as she hears footsteps, a bit shocked.  It had completely slipped her mind that people might actually be down here already!  No, she’d already been planning on where to put her weapons collections!  Not that she actually USES weapons most of the time, but every super villain is supposed to HAVE them!  Giant bombs and weapons of mass destruction--all those goodies!
 
   She’s so busy thinking about her weapons and toys that she’s just standing there, pressed against a wall, as two twin boys stop in front of her.  For a moment she looks at them blankly, wondering where they’d come from.  One of the boys holds out a half-eaten candy bar to her.  “Want some?” he asks.  “We found a TON of them--they’re ancient, but they still taste...”
 
   “Like crap,” his brother supplies.
 
   “Well, yeah,” the first says.  “Are you working for the old man?”
 
   “No,” she says, slowly relaxing.  “I’m secret base hunting,” she tells them.  
 
   The two look at each other, silently communicating.  “So... You’re like, a super villain or something?” one asks.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “What’s your name?”
 
   “Skystep.”
 
   “What’s your power?”
 
   “I can phase through matter,” she says, just falling into their pace, especially as they started getting enthusiastic.
 
   “That’s so cool--” one said.
 
   “It’s sort of like Shadowman, though--” the other said.
 
   “I am FAR better than that hack!” Skye declared vehemently.  “I don’t need any shadows whatsoever!”
 
   The two look at each other, nodding before they grab her hands.  “Hey, can you take OTHER people with you through stuff?” one asks, ever so innocently.
 
   “Of course!”
 
   “Can you help us and our mom leave?” they asked seriously, speaking in tandem.
 
   “I... guess?” she offered.  “Why you’d want to leave this amazing base, I’ve got no idea--but I’ll only do it if you give the base to me!”
 
   “Deal!”
 
    
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER SIX
 
   It’s so wrong to want a bag of popcorn right now.  Really, just the sight of Shadowman and Panther circling each other is straight out of the movies--two super villains going toe to toe--this is like, legendary!  Except it wasn’t scripted, and there’s a very real chance that someone could get hurt.  If it was just Shadowman that would get hurt, I wouldn’t care, but there’s a chance Panther could be.
 
   “I was wondering what teenage super villains were doing here,” Shadowman says in a casual tone, although his fists are up and he looks like he’s expecting an attack at any moment.  “To think there would be an actual big-name super villain here, as well!  What is this, some sort of daycare?”
 
   “It’s a summer camp,” Max says, taking to the air.  “You’re interrupting our training, Shadowman.  I could have sworn I told you we would take you out completely the next time we saw you.”
 
   “Do you really think I remember something so unimportant?” Shadowman asks.  “But I seem to be at a slight disadvantage--or not,” he says, slipping back into the shadows of the trees and disappearing entirely.
 
   “Get to the top of the trees!” Pan bellows.  We shoot up, but I’m the slowest since I can’t fly.  I feel a hand wrap around my ankle as I jump to the nearest tree branch, and am pulled down.  I slam to the ground face first, the air knocked out of me.  “SUNNY!” Pan bellows from above.
 
   I get to my feet as the hand holding my ankle lets go.  I look around, my hands in fists as I try to find him.  He could be anywhere--how am I supposed to find--
 
   There, I think, bringing up one hand by instinct.  The tree Shadowman is about to step out of moves, slapping him hard with all of its branches.  I hear him curse and feel him leave the tree.  My eyes close, since looking isn’t getting me anywhere.  I focus on the trees and ground.
 
   He’s below me.  I jump up and come straight down with a fist, hitting the top of his head as he starts to come up.  I hear him curse as he sinks back into the shadows.
 
   “What IS that kid?” I hear him demand from the top of a tree.  I open my eyes, looking up at him.
 
   “Technico and Lady Rose’s son,” Panther says before launching off his own tree and slamming into Shadowman in full panther hybrid form.  He’s massive in this form--almost as big as Taurus’s Minotaur.
 
   “Not the TREE!” I wail as I hear it start to crack with the weight of the hit.  I’ve already killed enough trees today!  I race over to the trunk, pressing my hand to it and forcing it to bend with the weight rather than break.  I won’t have another tree murder on my conscience, okay?  I glance up as a sharp light blinds me, seeing Jack race past to grab Shadowman from Pan and haul him into the sky.
 
   “Nice, Steel!” Max calls over.  “Hold him there.  We’ve got questions to ask.”
 
   Panther shifts out of his massive form, checking the tree before jumping to the ground.  “Good job, Sunny,” he said.  “Now, Max, Ace, ask him where his boss is.”
 
   “I’m not telling you anything,” I hear Shadowman say.
 
   “Jack, turn so the board and you are reflecting sun,” Pan called up to Jack.  I see Jack nod and shift, making Shadowman curse.  “Don’t think I haven’t heard exactly how to deal with you, Shadow--I know your weaknesses.  Now, before Max shows you just how good his gravity control has gotten, why don’t you tell us where your boss is?”
 
   “Why do super villains want to know?” Shadowman demands.  “This is none of your business!”
 
   “You attacked us, first,” Ace says.  “And regardless of what side we’re on, you’re the one interrupting our training time.”
 
   “Do you KNOW how rare it is to get a chance to be trained by Panther?” Max demands, glaring at the man.  “This was going to be epic!  But you just HAD to butt in on it--you are absolutely on my list,” he snarls.
 
   “Yeah, whatever,” Shadowman says, snorting derisively.  “Fine!  I give!  He doesn’t pay me enough for this gig--but I’ll only tell you if metal-mouth here lets me down first.”
 
   “He’ll let you down when you tell us where Kunnins is,” Max says.  Yeah, it just totally figures he knows all about what’s going on.  I don’t.  I never do--and I’m Nico’s own flesh and blood!  Well, yeah, okay, so Max is Mastermental’s flesh and blood.  I guess that sort of DOES trump me in status and all that--“If you don’t, we’ll let Sunny use you as training again,” Max adds, shocking me back to paying attention.
 
   “He’s the guy that caused the earthquake, you know?” Ace says cheerfully, floating on his little circle of light with his hands in his pockets.  Ace hadn’t even been there when we faced off against Shadowman last time, but he obviously doesn’t like the guy already.
 
   “What IS he?” Shadowman asks, looking down at me again.  I give him my cheesiest grin and wave at him.
 
   “A Superior elementalist,” Pan says.
 
   “Cute, ain’t he?” Max adds cheerfully.  “Let me think--wasn’t it a Superior that took you down last time?  When you were--oh, that’s right, trying to kidnap Sunny’s girlfriend!” he says, as if only just now remembering.
 
   He DID try to kidnap Adanna!  It’s been a while, okay?  She never mentions it and I’ve practically forgotten.  “Let him down!” I call up to them.  “I want to see what happens when he tries to drag ME underground,” I add with a vicious smile.
 
   “Underground?” Shadowman asks blankly.
 
   “He’s a dual elementalist,” Jack says.  “He’s got earth, too.”
 
   “I see... Okay, fine, he’s down there,” Shadowman says, pointing straight down.  “Now I’ve told you, let me go.  Super villains don’t go around capturing other super villains.”
 
   Jack looks at Pan, who nods.  He lets go of Shadowman, who drops down--right in front of me.  I stare him straight in the eye, my hands in fists at my side.  And then I realize--“I’m not a super villain,” I say, slamming my fist into his gut as his eyes widen.  It sends him flying back through the air and crashing into a tree.  He sinks into the shadowed trunk.  I can feel him for a moment before he’s gone entirely.
 
   “He’s gone,” I say.
 
   “He usually jumps ship about this time,” Max says.  “Looks like we’re going to have to save Skystep, huh?”
 
   The same look crosses all of our faces.  “Wouldn’t it be more ‘saving them from her’?” Ace asks after a long second.
 
   If I laugh, well, can you really blame me?
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “They’re coming,” Shadowman says as he appears in the small hospital set-up, “and I’m leaving,” he adds, grabbing his bag of things.
 
   “Wait!  Take us with you,” Kunnins demands.
 
   “No time--they’ve got too much power as a group, and frankly, you’re not paying me well enough for this,” Shadowman says bluntly.  He walks past them and through the wall, leaving them behind.  Ginger is still holding a guinea pig in one hand and a needle in the other. 
 
   Kunnins looks at the needle.  “That’s enough, there’s no more time.”
 
   “What?” Ginger asks.
 
   “Use it on the boy,” Kunnins says.  “We’ve got no choice--that’s his only chance--OUR only chance.”
 
   “I can’t DO THAT!” she says.
 
   “Either you do it or I tell the nurses to take out your brats,” Kunnins says in a cold voice, getting in her face.  “No, I’ll do it myself while they finish you off,” he threatens.
 
   “You wouldn’t,” she whispers.
 
   “Watch me,” he says.
 
   “Fine--I’ll do it,” she says, putting the guinea pig back in the cage and heading for the teenager on the bed.  Guilt rushes through her as she picks up his wrist, sliding the needle into his vein.  “I’m sorry,” she whispers to the boy before slipping the needle out of his flesh and stepping back.  For a long moment the two just stand there, watching the teenager for some sign of reaction.  The beeping of the machine monitoring his heart speeds up for a moment before calming right back down.
 
   “It didn’t work,” Kunnins says.
 
   “I don’t--I mean--” she stutters, shocked.  “I was positive--”
 
   The ceiling starts to crack.  They both look up, watching as a root shoots through the thick concrete.  Ginger hears Kunnins cursing as if from a distance.  The sight has her heart pounding so hard that the blood is rushing in her ears.
 
   They’re going to die.  She hears people screaming, and she’s positive that the ones not in the room with her are running away.  She only wishes she could.
 
   Where are her children?
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The cracking sound of the ceiling being attacked by roots makes Skystep look up from the two boys showing her around the base.  “Oh no he didn’t!” she snaps.  They both jerk as she lets go of their hands and steps into the air.  It looks as if she’s walking up steps as she heads straight up and through the ceiling.  The two look at each other and race for the exit they’d gone through to go hunting.  There is no WAY they were going to miss whatever it was that was about to happen!
 
   Skystep slips through the earth, heading straight for the little punk holding his hands out and downward.  “STOP THAT!” she bellows, slapping his hands.  “You’re ruining my new base!”
 
   “What?” Sunny asks blankly, glancing over his shoulder at Pan.  “But we’ve only got so much time--”
 
   “This is MY base!” she says, her hands on her hips as she glowers at him.  “I traded for it!”
 
   “What did you trade?” Pan asks.
 
   “I was going to get the two brats and their mother out...” Skye says in a mumble, because she HASN’T done it yet--she was going to!  She just got distracted!
 
   “Then go DO THAT and we’ll go through the door,” Pan says.
 
   “But you ruined my ceiling!” she complains.
 
   “We’ll fix it later,” Max says.
 
   “Remember, either you get the kids and the mom out or you don’t get the base!” Pan calls as Skystep heads down again.
 
   “Can we give her the base?” Ace asks after a second.
 
   “Not at all, but I’m sure we’ll find someone that can,” Pan says.  “Now come on, we can’t be certain that Shadowman actually left,” he calls, racing for the other entrance.  “Max, get Nico on the com--he’s going to want to hear about this.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “They’re right THERE?” Superior demands, already wearing his white uniform.  “You sent my grandson straight to where that psychopath Kunnins is--”
 
   “How was I supposed to know there was a place under a national forest, Father?” Nico demands as they fly over several crowded towns.  “I will, at least, thank you for not telling Mom,” he adds a bit dryly.
 
   “She was busy having a tea party,” Superior waved off.  “As much as I enjoy seeing your mother lose her temper, I’d rather not draw attention to this.”
 
   “You can’t kill him,” Nico says.  He stops mid-flight as Century appears in front of them.  “In fact, what you CAN do is talk to an old friend,” he adds, shoving Superior forward and racing on by.
 
   For a long moment Century stares at Superior blankly, a look of confusion on his face.
 
   “Nice to see you again, Charles,” Superior says a bit lamely.  He inwardly curses his own son.  He should have thought of this trick first!
 
   “I thought you were dead,” Century says.
 
   “Really, Charles, how often does that line get said in our line of business?  It’s practically a cliché.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “It isn’t working,” Kunnins says almost silently, still staring at the boy on the bed.  “Why isn’t it working?” he demands, turning on Ginger.  “WHY ISN’T MY BOY BETTER?”
 
   “I--it should work--but you didn’t give me the chance to--”
 
   “No excuses!” Kunnins snaps, bringing up his cane.  “I’ll MAKE it work!” he snarls as he twists the top of the cane off and pulls it up.  A faintly glowing stick slides out of the wooden sheath.  He moves forward, grabbing Tank’s hand and trying to force the glow stick into the boy’s hand.  Before he can manage, though, the flickering orange light fizzes and disappears from the stick.  A clear, empty tube is all he manages to get into the teen’s unresponsive hand.
 
   He stares at it, his shoulders shuddering.  “It--it’s gone,” he whispers, his head falling forward as he takes a shuddering breath.  “I’ve got more,” he says abruptly, straightening again.  “I’ll send someone to get them. I just--” he turns back to Ginger, only to see a familiar female pulling Ginger and the twins through the ceiling.  He reaches up, his fingers grasping for them and brushing the bottom of one of their shoes.  They’re gone.
 
   He looks at the two on the beds in front of him.  Will, who is still unconscious, a prisoner in his own mind, and Wes... Tank... Whatever the boy was calling himself last, a shell of what he could have been.  And him, a silent voice whispers in a sneering tone, an old man clinging to a boy that’s not even his true flesh and blood.  He slowly lowers himself into the wooden chair between their beds, letting the glow stick slide back into the cane with a soft little thump. 
 
   It’s over, he thinks, his entire body shivering slightly as the tension leaves him.  All he’d worked for, all he’d been fighting so hard to get, all gone.  The geneticist he’d captured was incapable of bringing back his boy.  He had spent all of his money on this--and it had failed.  Now the supers he had tried so hard to keep in check will find him and most likely take him out.  He almost looks forward to it, he thinks bitterly.  This life has been a failure.
 
   The lights flicker over head and he waits.  His hand reaches slowly into his pocket, his fingers tightening around the small gun he keeps there.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “I hear breathing and machines in this direction,” Pan says, only to look up as someone punches a hole in the ceiling.  We pull to a stop as Dad drops down in front of us.  “You’re going to have to fix that, you know,” Pan says to Dad in a casual tone.  “We’ve already been yelled at once for ruining Skystep’s new base.”
 
   “What?” Dad asks, his “business” expression changing to confusion.  “Have you found Kunnins or did they get away again?”
 
   “There are still three people in here,” Pan says, shoving the rubble and pile of concrete out of his way.  “You just threatened the stability of the ceiling,” he complains.  “Sunny, can you patch that hole?”
 
   “Um, yeah, maybe,” I say, lifting a hand to the ceiling.  Roots slowly knit together, closing the hole.  “But she’ll probably want concrete.”
 
   “Where’s Max?” Dad asks as he looks our little group over.
 
   “He got stuck babysitting,” I say cheerfully.  “We’re in my territory right now, so I get to come.”
 
   “The rest of us did rock paper scissors,” Ace adds.  “He probably thought Jack would pick scissors--he was wrong.”
 
   “Is Shadowman still here?” Dad asks.
 
   “We don’t know, but I highly doubt it,” Pan says as he starts running through the maze of halls again.  I don’t know how he can pinpoint where the sound of three people breathing is coming from, but I don’t ask questions.  He seems to know where we’re going and I don’t, which is the important part.
 
   “Are they moving?” Dad asks.  We’re going at a decent pace, so I’m not surprised when Pan pulls to a stop in front of a door and swings it open.  There’s a small bang and the shape-shifter goes still, locked in place by whatever it was that hit him.  Dad shoves his way past his best friend, his hand going out.  He goes still as well.  Now they’re blocking the room from the rest of us.
 
   “Do you really think I’ll go down this easily?” an old man asks from inside.  “I don’t know who else is out there, but I’ve got two very good hostages right here, and a needle full of some very potent super stopping chemicals.”
 
   “What are your demands?” Ace asks in a loud voice, waving at me with a hand.
 
   “This is Superior, isn’t it?” the old man asks.  “I’ll never forget that face.  I always knew he wasn’t truly dead.”
 
   “We’re willing to negotiate, sir, but only if you get to the point,” Ace says, waving at me urgently and motioning to the wall.
 
   “I want you all to turn around and leave,” the old man says.  “I’ll be keeping these two until I’m certain that you’re really gone.”
 
   I head to the wall next to the door, looking it over thoughtfully.  I dare to touch it, seeing what it’s made of.  Concrete, I realize.  Skye’s going to be mad at me, I think as I look over at Ace.  He nods.
 
   I punch a hole through the wall. I barely manage to see the dark expression cross Ace’s face before seeing my hand change.  It sort of disappears as a thick, muscular forearm in a white sleeve takes its place.  I punch the wall again, making the wall large enough to step through.  The old man turns, the color leaving his face as he sees me--or more specifically, he sees whoever it is I look like right now.
 
   “Two of--you’re DEAD!” he yells shooting the gun at me.  Whoever it is I look like has to be over a foot taller than me, because the shot goes far too high.  I keep moving forward, reaching for the old man.  “DIE ALREADY!” he screams, shooting over and over again.
 
   One shot catches me straight in the chest.  My body stiffens, no longer moving.  It’s obvious that the illusion is of Grandpa Superior, now, because it keeps moving forward as the old man shoots wildly.  The illusion grabs the gun out of his hold, crushing it easily.  The man hits him with his cane, twising rapidly and revealing a needle at the end.  He stabs it at the illusion, again and again.  “DIE!” he yells, panicking.  “You freak!  DIE!”
 
   Jack goes right past me, grabbing the cane and jerking it out of Kunnin’s hold.  “I’ll take this,” he says, breaking the needle with his fingers and rolling it into a ball.
 
   “I think we can call this a super arrest,” Ace says as he walks in, creating a pair of handcuffs and cuffing Kunnins--who’s still trying to attack the illusion of Superior.  I see his thin, spotty fingers clawing at the illusion.  It’s not an image I’ll forget any time soon, I admit.  That much pent up hatred, all these years after Grandpa supposedly died...
 
   I see Dad jerk.  For a moment his eyes glow unnaturally and I see his mouth moving.  I’ve seen this before--he’s rebooting.  Within a second, he’s back to normal.  “Did you have to destroy the gun?” he asks Ace, looking at the scraps on the ground with a slight frown.  “That might have been useful.”
 
   “Sorry, it didn’t occur to me,” Ace apologizes as he finishes cuffing Kunnins.
 
   Dad nods and then walks over to me.  I can’t do anything but watch as he looks me over.  After a long moment of staring at me, he taps my forehead.  I fall over.
 
   “Now tell me, old man, where is Shadowman?  Where’s the rest of your group?” Dad asks, turning away from me (leaving me on the floor.)  It’s a bit longer before I can move.  I jerk a few times before shoving myself to my feet.  Pan is shaking it off now, as well, I notice.
 
   “Gone.  They jumped ship just like the rats they are,” Kunnins says with a slight laugh.  “Get it over with, already--finish me off.”
 
   “We don’t kill,” Dad says, pulling his phone out of his pocket and tapping on it.  I’m surprised he can get any bars down here--then again, he IS a technopath.  “The black suits should be coming soon.  Spread out and make sure everyone really is gone,” he orders us, looking at me and then looking at Ace.  “Am I right in thinking you picked my son as the diversion?”
 
   “I thought he’d do something a little less straight-forward than punching through the wall,” Ace admits.
 
   “It worked--and you used me as a diversion!” I say accusingly.
 
   “You make a really great one, too,” Ace says.
 
   “Um, right, yeah, okay,” I mutter, blushing slightly.
 
   “Also, good job finding them in the first place, Sunny,” Dad compliments me, messing up my hair.
 
   “It was an accident,” I admit sheepishly.
 
   “Sometimes accidents work out well,” Dad says.  “Now get all of the genetic work together before the black suits come.  That will come in handy.”
 
   “But this is South Branch territory,” Jack says.
 
   “Which is why you need to move fast,” Dad tells him.  “When they do come, bring them to this room.  We don’t have anyone here that can help them.”  I look to where he motions, seeing the two males in the hospital beds.  One’s an old man, the other is a strange looking teenager.
 
   “Yeah, all right,” Jack says before racing away.  I look around the room.  Now that it’s quiet, I notice the squeaking.  For a moment I just stare at the cages full of creatures to the side of the room, one full of mice, the other full of guinea pigs.  I don’t think this is what Dad was talking about, but it seems cruel to just leave them like that.  I grab the cages and head for the exit, planning to let the mice loose outside and take the guinea pigs to an animal shelter or something.
 
   The sight of Grandpa Superior, Century, and Skystep standing there has me staring at them blankly.  “Sunny,” Grandpa Superior says, turning and motioning me over.  “Where is Kunnins?”
 
   “He’s caught,” I say, shrugging.  “We’re just waiting for the black suits to show up and collect everything left.”
 
   “That easily?” Century asks.
 
   “We beat up Shadowman and he ran for it,” I say.  “He was the only super Kunnins had working for him, and how they ran away.  There was a bit of a fight with Kunnins and a weird gun at the end--but we handled it.”  Although I’m still feeling a little tingly.
 
   “I find it interesting just how your little group came to be right where the bad guys were staying,” Century says, looking at me sharply.
 
   “We found it shocking,” Max says.  He’s sitting on the RV with Cubby next to him.  “I’m pretty sure this is going to blow the whole points game,” he complains, glancing at me.  “We’ll probably be dragged back home.”
 
   “Yeah, that really sucks.  That game was going to be awesome,” I agree.  “This ruined our summer camp.”  Even Cubby is nodding with a little pout on his face.
 
   “Maybe we can talk Pan into taking us somewhere else,” Max says.  “Also, what’s with the rats?”
 
   “Mice and guinea pigs--they were down there.  Think they were going to experiment on them,” I say, looking at the cages.  “Hopefully they haven’t already.”
 
   “Just in case, I think we should take them with us,” Century says.  “The last thing we need are super mice flying around.”
 
   I look at the cage.  I look at him.  “Can I keep one?” I ask.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “So,” Pan says as the ambulances drive away.  “There’s a lot of work to be done before we can leave.”
 
   “That’s right, that’s right!” Skystep says, her hands on her hips as she glowers at all of us.  “You RUINED my new base!  All these roots are coming through the roof!”
 
   “Ah, sorry ‘bout that,” I mutter sheepishly.  Dad and Grandpa Superior left with the van taking Kunnins away.  I’m not sure I want to know what they plan on doing to the old guy, he seemed pretty messed up after the illusion disappeared.  I heard someone say the unconscious guys were taken to the nearest hospital, as were the twins and their mom.  They needed to be checked out after being kidnapped for so long--both mentally and physically.  That’s what the black suits had told Century.  I feel unashamed about listening in. 
 
   “First we need someone to reinforce the walls and ceiling while Sunny withdraws the plants,” Pan says.  “Max, that’s your job.  Ace, you’re going to help with that, since there’s a lot of ground to cover.  Jack, you’re going to do the patchwork.  Remember to fix the rebar before laying the super cement.”
 
   “Yeah, I got it,” Jack says, giving me a dark look.
 
   “What?” I ask.
 
   “Next time don’t do it up so big, moron!” he says darkly.
 
   “It sort of grew bigger all on its own,” I say with a shrug.  “Couldn’t help it!”
 
   “Sure,” Jack drawled.  “We’re going down for this part--should Sunny?”
 
   “Can you do it from down there?” Pan asks me. I hesitate for a moment, thinking about it. 
 
   “Maybe?” I said.  “I can try.”
 
   “Then let’s go,” Jack says, heading for the trapdoor entrance.  I follow him, wondering if this is a smart idea.  I’m a lot less likely to get caved in from up here, right?  Jack turns and looks as I come to a stop.  “What are you waiting for?”
 
   “Nothing, really,” I say.  We head in.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “So summer camp is canceled, huh?” Max says as we climb into the RV.  “This whole thing with Kunnins is wrapped up--”
 
   “But the norms caught sight of us when they came to see what Century was doing,” Pan says from the driver seat.  “There’s no way we could stay there, we’d be filmed at all times.”
 
   “So it’s over?  I didn’t even get my points,” Ace complains.  I glance over at him as he looks at Jack.  “What are you doing?”
 
   “Aubrey just sent me a text,” Jack says, scowling at his phone.  “That Tank guy that Vinny took out down south was taken to our Hall’s ER.”
 
   “Why?” Max asks.
 
   “Because we have Aubrey,” Jack says, “and nobody’s willing to send her back down for this.”
 
   “So we’ve just got this massive overdosed creep in our Hall now?” I ask, feeling a bit uneasy about the decision.
 
   “Yeah, we do,” Jack says, texting something quickly before putting his phone away.  “How do you think I feel, knowing my girlfriend’s the one expected to fix him?” he adds darkly.  He REALLY doesn’t look happy about the situation.  “And it’s not exactly like I can go up there to check on them regularly.”
 
   “Emily could,” I say.  “But the guy didn’t look exactly intimidating when I saw him earlier.  He was in a coma.”
 
   “Yeah, like that really makes a difference,” Jack says.  “I was in a coma, too, remember?”
 
   “She’ll be fine,” Max says.  “Even if he’s messed up looking, he’s still a norm.  She can handle a norm.”
 
   “Yeah, you’ve got a point,” Jack says.  He looks over at Pan’s back.  “Hey, Pan?  Are we really calling this done?”
 
   “Who gave you that idea?” Pan asks.  “We’re just going to increase our territory.  I expect an actual base from each of you by the end of the week.”
 
   “How big will the territory be?” Max asks.
 
   “All of Central Hall.  You’re going to build a base there sooner or later, anyway,” Pan says.
 
   Well crap.  Oh well, at least I get to see Adanna again!
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “What was the plan, Kunnins?” Nico demands of the old man sitting in the chair in the middle of the room.  Century is to one side of him, Superior has been moved to another room--he looked far too eager to just take the old man out without asking questions.  “Are you trying to kill the capes again?  You go to ground for years, only to show up again now.  Why?”
 
   The old man looks at him with pure hatred.  “You shouldn’t exist.  Supers shouldn’t exist!  The world would be a better place if you all just up and died--especially you, Century.  You’re no hero, you’re just an oil baron that happens to know how to fly.  You disgust me!”
 
   “Is that why you kidnapped a geneticist and her twins?” Century demands.  “To find a way to kill us?”
 
   “Me, kill YOU?  No, it’s the exact opposite.  My grandson,” Kunnins snarls, “is almost dead because of your type.”
 
   “You mean Tank?” Nico asks.  “Tank did that to himself.”
 
   “He was protecting himself from one of your monsters,” Kunnins says.  His hands clench in their cuffs.  “A normal man has no chance against one of you beasts.  You shouldn’t EXIST!” he bellows.
 
   “Too bad,” Nico says coldly, “we do.  And Vinny isn’t a monster, he’s a hero.”
 
   “A title slapped onto your type to keep the masses blinded,” Kunnins says.  “Don’t think I don’t know what Superior really was.  He took out an entire base all on his own--one of our OWN bases.  He was the biggest monster of them all.”
 
   “You tried to kill his wife,” Nico snarls.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Tatiana.  She was his wife,” Nico says.  “Don’t think we don’t know what you did to her--does the name Mimic mean anything to you?” he goes on, seeing the old man’s look of confusion.
 
   “He was married to that?” Kunnins asks.
 
   “Don’t you DARE call my mom ‘that,’” Nico says.  “What made you start up again, Kunnins?  Either tell us everything, or we make a special little room for you in the Cape Cells.  It’s not for norms, but I’m sure we can make an exception,” he says.  “We’ll stick you in a tiny little room with only a single window and a pot in the corner.  If you’re lucky, they’ll remember to clean it once a week, or so.”
 
   “Technico,” Century starts out, forcing Nico to look at him, “maybe we should take a different approach.”
 
   “If we try being kind, I know someone that’s going to make a whole lot of holes in your walls to take over,” Nico says. 
 
   “He’ll have to fix them later,” Century says, stepping forward and showing a picture to the old man.  “These two people, they’re important enough that you didn’t leave them behind.”
 
   Kunnins doesn’t say anything, but his eyes are glued to the picture.
 
   “We have a healer,” Century says.  “No, I should say that HE has a healer,” he goes on, jabbing a thumb in Nico’s direction, “one that can accomplish miracles.  If you tell us everything, we just might have her help them.”
 
   “And what about him?” Nico asks.
 
   “His fate’s already sealed, he knows that.  This is for the kid and the man,” Century says, turning to Kunnins.  “What do you say?”
 
   “Mimic... Mimic took his soul,” Kunnins says.  “He’s the biggest monster of you all.”
 
   “The healer can bring it back,” Century says in a tempting tone.
 
   “I did it... I did it all for the boy,” Kunnins says, his entire demeanor falling.  “He’s all I’ve got left, and it failed.  It failed.  It was all a waste.”
 
   “What failed?” Nico asks.  The old man turns and looks at him--or through him, it seems.  All the life seems to leave him.
 
   “The shot failed.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “So we’ve got to find someplace in Kansas City--” Jack says, looking at the map that’s on each of our screens, “and build a base?”
 
   “The Central Hall area covers all the central states,” Pan says dryly.  “But since we have only a week and a half now, I would suggest keeping it close to home.”
 
   “It wouldn’t be fair to set up base right next to one another,” Max says, moving the screen up with a flick of his finger so a hologram floats in front of all of us.  He waves his hand, sending it spinning.  “Each person gets the area that stops in front of them,” he says.
 
   “That makes no sense,” Ace says.  “Each of us is suited for a different type of area--Sunny should have plants, Jack needs steel, I need the city.”
 
   “And what does Max need?  A freaking bus station?” Jack jokes.
 
   “I’d prefer a car factory,” Max says, leaving us all staring at him.  He DOES realize it’d been a joke, right?  But the thoughtful look on his face says he was taking it seriously.  That rather worries me, honestly.
 
   “Too bad we don’t have--wait--” Ace says, waving a hand and bringing up a section of the map.  “The old air base.  There’s a good chance they still have old equipment.”
 
   “I call it!” Max says.  “Thanks Ace!”
 
   “Yeah,” I drawl, shooting Ace a dark look, “thanks, Ace.”
 
   “Sorry?” Ace says sheepishly.
 
   “That just means you gotta find his spot, Max,” Jack says.  “I’m taking right in the middle of downtown.  Pan, can we get one of the abandoned office buildings?”
 
   “Sure, I think the Hall actually owns a few of them,” Pan says.  “You’ll have to go through Mastermental, for the formal paperwork.”
 
   “I’ll go through his son,” Jack says, lounging back in his chair and giving Max a shiny evil grin.
 
   They turn to me.  I’m staring at the largely wooded areas, a frown on my face.  “I can’t,” I say finally.
 
   “What?”
 
   “I’m not setting up a base near trees, not for this,” I say, looking at them.  “I’m not going to risk them on a game.  I still feel like a murderer for all those trees back in Texas,” I say quietly, looking down at my lap.  “And I think I should go back there after camp and keep helping clean up--maybe I can help.”
 
   “That’s perfectly understandable,” Pan says when the rest of them go silent.  “Of you all, Sunny’s the only one that won’t be considering keeping his base after the game.  The only thing you DO need to consider is what resources you’ll need in order to defend an attack,” he says, glancing at me in the rearview mirror.  “What will you need?”
 
   “Access to earth,” I say.  “I can do some decent things that way.”
 
   “I’m sure we can find something,” Pan says.
 
   “HEYYY!” the shout made all of us jerk and poor Cubby jump out of his seat, only to get jerked back by his seatbelt.  We all look up with a hint of doom as two boot-clad feet came through the car roof.  Soon Skystep is standing in the middle of us--and the map.  She puts her hands on her hips and turns in a circle just so she can glare at each of us.  “I’m part of this super villain summer camp!  And you just LEFT ME!” she wails, looking close to tears.
 
   “We thought you’d want to work on your new base, Skystep,” Max says when the rest of us just look at each other blankly.  “Weren’t you thinking of all the shiny weapons you could put down there?” he adds in a cajoling tone.
 
   “I can do that any time!” she declares.  “Who knows when I’ll get to go to summer camp again?”
 
   “How old is she, anyway?” Ace asks in a whisper.
 
   “I am all of twenty five!” she declares proudly.  We look at each other, daring one another to laugh first.  Then again, I could totally see Aunt Liz shoving her way into something like this, and she’s thirty.
 
   “I did say she could participate,” Pan says with a shrug, “as a camp leader assistant--which means you’re going to be an overseer, Skystep.  Do you think you can do that?”
 
   “I can do ANYTHING!” she declares.  “Now where’s my chair?” she asks, pouting slightly.  Silently we point at a button.  She doesn’t notice--she’s too busy looking around with a fascinated expression.  “What IS this thing?  A van of evil?  What does this button do?” she asks, pushing one.  Jack barely manages to jump out of his chair before it folds up into the floor.
 
   “It closes my chair,” Jack says dryly.  “And it’s not a van of evil, it’s an RV.”
 
   “RV, van of evil, same difference,” she says, pushing the button again.  “Hey, do any of you know Flameblaster?” she asks, changing the subject.  “Is he doing okay in Central?  How’s his nephew?”
 
   I stand and head over to the button pad, bringing up another chair.  Then, since she’s still trying to grill the others, I walk over and pat her on the shoulder.  “Skystep?” I say.
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “You can sit over here,” I tell her, tugging her over to the chair.  “It’s got a built in computer.”
 
   “Awesome!” she says, distracted as easily as that.  Then she stops, seeing the guinea pig in the cage next to my chair.  Century had let me keep him.  “Does that rat look weird to you?” she asks, pointing at it.
 
   “It’s a guinea pig, not a ra--” I turn as I hear metal screeching.  To my surprise (well, sort of--I might have slightly been hoping for something cool to happen) the guinea pig has tripled in size, growing rapidly bigger than the cage I had put him in--
 
   “Are those wings?” Ace asks, looking just as fascinated as me as the top of the cage brakes off completely and gets thrown across the RV.  The guinea pig is now the size of a Pitbull with gigantic bat-like wings sprouting from its back.  The thick red fur it once had is gone.  Now it looks a little like a naked mole rat with gigantic teeth and claws.
 
   “Can I keep him?” I ask.
 
    
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
   “The shot didn’t work,” Superior says as he and Nico race through the sky.  Trees are getting bent behind them thanks to their speed, but neither seems to care.  “They just sent him to MY Hall, completely unaware of what that--”
 
   “It’s no longer your hall, Father,” Nico says, having heard this rant several times already, “it’s Mastermental’s Hall.  We’ve already called ahead and warned them that there might be something off about the boy.  Besides, if it didn’t work instantly, how can we know if it’ll work at all?”
 
   They fly right over the RV that held the boys heading home from Summer Camp without a thought.
 
   “Did you warn Aubrey?” Superior demands.  “Aubrey is the most important of the kids you’re raising, if she gets hurt--”
 
   “Most important?  I know she’s important, but that’s going too far,” Nico says.  “What about my kids?”  
 
   “For personal reasons, they’re important--power-wise they’re important as well, but Aubrey is the difference between life and death, Nicolas, and you of all people should realize that.  I should have made Charles keep both of them,” Superior growls, crossing over yet another large town. 
 
   “We’re flying too low,” Nico says rather than reply.  He heads straight up, ignoring the sensation of phones snapping pictures of them.  For a moment he tries to lose his father, but that’s an exercise in futility and they both know it.  Instead, he winds up flying right next to the man and avoiding planes instead of people.  Why, he thinks a bit dryly, he keeps getting stuck working with the man he hated more than half of his life, he’s got no clue.  Although, he reluctantly admits, Superior has been a lot more tolerable since they went back to the past.
 
   “Call Aubrey,” Superior says, touching his ear.  Nico almost groans as Aubrey’s voice comes over the com link.
 
   “Hello?  I’m afraid I can’t speak right now, I’ve just gotten two new cases--”
 
   “Aubrey, this is Superior,” Superior says.  “If there’s a boy--what did he look like, Nico?” he asks, glancing over.
 
   “His name is Wes Will,” Nico says with an inward sigh.  Although he hates to admit Superior is right, he’ll do it for Aubrey’s sake.  “He’s the one that fought Vinny down in Texas--he should look pretty messed up, veins bulging and pale.  Do you have him already?”
 
   “I don’t know,” she admits.  “They just brought in the first one.  It looks like a Mimic job,” she says.
 
   “That’s not him,” Superior says.  “If they bring in the boy, we want you to stay away from him until they’re certain whatever Kunnins had him shot with didn’t do anything.”
 
   “But if--”
 
   “That’s an order, Aubrey,” Superior says sharply.  “And while you’re at it, bring in my daughter.  She’ll be able to handle whatever the problem is.”
 
   “Sir, I’m in the middle of the Central Hall.  I highly doubt whatever happens will be a problem--” Aubrey starts out.
 
   “I’ll call her for you, if you insist,” Superior says.
 
   “Father, would you PLEASE stop scaring Aubrey?  She happens to be my niece, and as much as I didn’t want to admit it, your granddaughter,” Nico says.
 
   “Which is why I think she should leave the Central Hall entirely, but since that probably won’t happen, I’m sending in my daughter.”
 
   “You’re over-reacting.”
 
   “I’m being cautious.”
 
   “I’ll call Liz,” Aubrey says in a tone that says she’s just trying to get them to stop fighting.
 
   “Good,” Superior says.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The mutant guinea pig seems stunned for a moment, and we just stare at it blankly as it slowly twitches the new wings coming out of its back.  “Pan?” Ace asks.  We’re still driving down the street as if nothing is happening.  “The guinea pig mutated.”
 
   “Try to keep it from causing a ruckus,” Pan says, merely glancing at it in the rearview mirror.  “It’s an ugly thing, isn’t it?”
 
   “It’d make a good evil minion,” Jack says.
 
   “No way, you got the dog!” I say--only to jerk as the guinea pig flaps its wings hard several times before taking to the air.  It shoots forward, straight at Cubby, so I tackle it to the ground before he can get there.  If my girlfriend’s little brother gets eaten by a mutant guinea pig, I will be kicked to the curb so hard--and then she’d dump me.
 
   The guinea pig twists in my arms, biting me hard on the arm.  It doesn’t quite pierce the skin, but it hurts!  I jerk away automatically.  The guinea pig races through the air and crashes straight through the window behind me, leaving a massive hole.  Pan pulls the RV to a screeching stop, pulling over to the side of the road and getting out.  “We can’t let that fly free,” he says to us.  “Everyone after him!”
 
   We don’t stop to think, we just race out, chasing after the flying mutant guinea pig.  Even Skystep is racing--okay, that’s not racing.  She’s sort of skipping through the air with a huge grin on her face.  “THIS IS EXACTLY HOW SUPER VILLAIN SUMMER CAMP SHOULD BE!” she bellows excitedly, practically dancing with excitement.  “Unleashing massive mutants on the unsuspecting public, finding secret bases in the middle of a forest--I want to do this EVERY year!”
 
   “We’ll invite you next year,” Pan says, “IF you catch that guinea pig for us.”
 
   “But it hasn’t terrorized the locals yet,” Skystep says a bit blankly. 
 
   “Found him,” I hear Max say over the com link.  “It’d be easy just to take him out--”
 
   “Don’t kill him!” I say.  “He can be tamed, I swear he can!”
 
   “We’re getting really close to civilization, guys,” Jack says.  “If we don’t catch him soon, he’s going to reach a gas station--”
 
   I race forward, seeing the guinea pig flapping wildly through the sky and Max and Jack hot on its heels.  “Try herding it back this way,” I say over the com, wishing once again that I knew how to fly.  I swear it’s going to happen any day now--it did for Trent!  Well, okay, Trent’s like a year older than me--
 
   The guinea pig turns and I barely realize it’s heading straight for me before I hear Max shout my name over the com.  “Wake up, you moron!  He’s heading your way!”
 
   I jump, tackling the guinea pig to the ground.  It seems stunned, jerking under my grasp as its eyes turn cloudy.  For a moment it seems like it’ll just faint--It explodes all over me.  “EWWWW!” I yell, jerking away and looking at the mess covering my shirt.  “NOT cool!  Definitely NOT COOL!”
 
   “Just picture the mess they’ll have in the South Branch Hall,” Max says, landing a good four feet away from me.  “Also, you smell really bad, Sunny.”
 
   “Thanks,” I drawl sarcastically, wiping a bit of goo off of my face, “I hadn’t noticed that.”
 
   “Think we could get him a shower somewhere?”
 
   “No, but we can attach a hose to the side of the RV,” Pan says, looking at the leftover parts of the guinea pig with a scowl.  “That’s going to cause problems,” he adds almost to himself.
 
   “You think?” Jack says.  “I figure it’ll get eaten by crows or something.  Nobody needs to know, right?”
 
   “What happens to the crows that eat it?” Ace says.  “Do they mutate, too?  Will there be massive flocks of mutated birds flying through the sky thanks to this?”
 
   We all look at him.  “Ace,” Max says abruptly, “leave the dramatic end lines for when you’re being filmed.”
 
   “Oh, right, sorry,” Ace says, looking a bit sheepish.  “Next time, on Super Villain Summer Camp,” his voice added from out of no-where, just like the voice-over at the end of a cartoon.  “Sorry, sorry, couldn’t help it!” Ace says, holding up both hands.  “It just sort of slipped.”
 
   “He can do his own voice-overs,” Jack says, staring at Ace with a mix of shock and admiration.
 
   “Don’t sound so impressed!  If you do that, he’ll never stop,” Max admonishes him.
 
   “Says the guy that brings his own mic to a fight,” the voice-over says.
 
   “Turn it off, Ace!” we all yell, even though Cubby is giggling his head off.  He must not be too traumatized by the exploding guinea pig.  I think I might be, though.
 
   “Can I get that hose now?” I ask, still dripping with gunk.
 
   “Ace is right,” Pan says.  “While I wash Sunny down, you three clean up the gunk.  There’s an extra ice chest in the back of the RV, make sure you get every last bit of it, got it?  Including the stuff that washes off of Sunny.”
 
   The others look at each other, then around for Skystep--who slipped away while they weren’t looking.  “Fine,” Jack mutters.  “We’re going to need a mop.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “So when is Jack getting back?” Liz asks Aubrey as they just sit there, watching the unconscious teenager in the bed.  Aubrey is starting to get frustrated--they won’t let her DO anything!  This poor kid is obviously suffering right in front of her, and was brought here BECAUSE she’s here, but she can’t even touch him because Superior is a--a superior PAIN!  She looks over at Liz, only now realizing her foster mom had spoken.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Jack,” Liz says, “and Sunny, and the others.  When are they coming back?  I know Nico and Dad will be back pretty soon, but are the boys coming in the RV?”
 
   “Yeah,” Aubrey says, her fingers literally twitching as she fights the urge to move forward and just do what she was meant to do.  It’s impossible for her to sit by idly when there’s something that can be done!  She gets up, reaching out and touching the teen before Liz realizes what she’s doing--almost.  Her wrist is grabbed in a firm, but gentle hold.
 
   “Not yet,” Liz says.
 
   “I have to do it, Liz--Mom,” Aubrey says, tears threatening to fall.  “I can’t just stand here and do nothing!”
 
   Liz hesitates, glancing at the door for a second before letting go.  “Go on,” she says, “but make it quick, if Superior finds out he’ll try to ground me.”
 
   Aubrey doesn’t wait for her to finish, she just presses her hand to the unconscious teen’s forehead, her eyes changing to white, her hair starting to float.  She’s like that as the door slams open and Superior and Nico walk in.
 
   “Why is she healing him?” Superior demands.
 
   “Because she can’t stand to see him like this,” Liz says.  “She’s a healer, Dad, that’s what she does--” she stops as Aubrey pulls her hand away and her hair stops floating.  “What happened?” she asks Aubrey.
 
   “This is going to take a few sessions,” Aubrey admits, starting to sway.  Nico grabs her before she falls over.  “They did something to him,” she tells Nico, leaning against him.  “He should be dead already.”
 
   Nico’s about to say something when his phone rings, instead of pulling it out, he simply says “Answer.”  For a second the room goes perfectly still, waiting to hear what’s happening.
 
   “Nico, we’ve got a slight problem,” Pan says.  “Your son wanted a guinea pig--one of the ones left over from the Kunnins raid.  Century let him have it.”
 
   “And?” Nico asks.
 
   “It mutated on the way here--it grew larger and a pair of bat-like wings.  It crashed through the RV window.”
 
   “Well crap, I’ll fix it when you get back--where are you and what happened to the pig?”
 
   “We chased it down before it got to civilization.  The problem is that it exploded,” Pan says in an almost bland tone.  “I had the boys put all the parts in an ice chest.  It’ll have to be destroyed, there’s no way I’m keeping my cold cuts in that thing now.  Oh, and I think your boy’s a bit traumatized by guinea pigs now.”
 
   “Because it exploded?”
 
   “All over him,” Pan says dryly.
 
   “Well, can’t exactly blame him.  It’s always a bit traumatic the first time.  So this guinea pig came from the Kunnins raid, right?”
 
   “Yeah.  It looked perfectly normal until we were halfway home.  It didn’t show any sign of mutating at all.”
 
   “Thanks for the information, Pan.  I’ll see you when you get home,” Nico says, hanging up with a flick of his finger and looking at the boy on the bed.  “Aubrey?  Is there any way you can speed it up?”
 
   “I’ll do my best,” Aubrey says, straightening and going back to the bed.  The look on Liz’s face says she wants to protest, but she doesn’t say a word.  A guinea pig exploding is one thing--a human exploding is something entirely different.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “I swear he still stinks,” Jack says as we continue along.  There’s a plastic bag taped over the window the guinea pig slammed through.  It’s flapping annoyingly right behind my head.  It doesn’t help that Jack is tormenting me over the smell.
 
   “I took a shower,” I say for the tenth time, practically.  “AFTER getting hosed down!  It’s all in your head.”  I can’t even turn away and look out the window--the black trashbag is blocking the way.  I reach up, touching my ear piece instead.  “Call Adanna--I can at least have a decent conversation that way,” I add with a dark look at the other three.  They’re holding their noses, the jerks.
 
   “What is it?” Adanna answers.  “It had better be important, Sunny, I’m in the middle of class.”
 
   “A gigantic mutant guinea pig exploded on me,” I tell her.
 
   “Is that all?”
 
   “Is that all?” I repeat incredulously.  “That was a pretty big deal in my book!”
 
   “Oh man up, Sunny, you should get used to those sorts of things now,” she says.  The sound of the entire RV choking on laughter has me turning bright red with embarrassment.  
 
   “I was hoping for a little bit of sympathy, here,” I mutter, turning my chair so my back is to the others.  I’m sure they can hear every word, regardless of which way I turn--well, Jack might not be able to.  Maybe.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she says, sighing.  “Poor baby, did it ruin your shirt?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And your pants?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And let me guess, your shoes?”
 
   “How’d you know?” I ask.
 
   “We’ll go clothes shopping when you get home,” she tells me.  “You need a suit for the party, anyway.”
 
   “Party?” I repeat.  “Oh, right--”
 
   “Party?” all three of the super villains behind me ask, looking excited.  I look at them.  I picture a classy party of well dressed capes being crashed by these three.  As if my day hadn’t been bad enough.
 
   “It’s a formal affair,” I say, trying to put them off.  “Celebrating ethnic capes--”
 
   “Sunny,” Max says, “you’re white.”
 
   “Well, yeah, but I’m going as Adanna’s date.”
 
   “I’m part Japanese,” Max says.
 
   “I’m silver,” Jack says, looking at his arm and rubbing a spot as if there was a smudge, “does that count?”
 
   “I’m pretty sure pale white should count--but if it doesn’t, I can change my color, you know?” Ace says. 
 
   “Tell Adanna we want to come shopping with you--and get our girls, they’ll want to come, too,” Max says.  I look over at Pan, seeing him watching us in the mirror again.
 
   “I want to go to a party!” Skystep declares, jumping to her feet.  I could have sworn she was asleep just now... Oh well.
 
   “Pan--” I start out.
 
   “It sounds interesting,” he says.  “It will definitely make it more entertaining than spending an entire evening trying to make small talk with Taurus.”
 
   “I just don’t want to offend people,” I admit with a shrug.  “I mean, it’s a special time for a minority group.  It’d be rude just to let everyone in without... I dunno, talking to the people running it.”
 
   Pan shrugged.  “RV, call Andre Harrison,” he says.  We all blink as a screen comes down between the cockpit and us, and a man that looks a lot like Taurus appears.
 
   “Nico?” he asks, only to look at us a bit blankly.  “Well this is Nico’s line--I wasn’t expecting a room full of super villains.  How can I help you, gentlemen--and lady.”
 
   “Sunny wants to talk to you,” Pan calls, “about the Capes of Ethnicity party.”
 
   “Hi, Mr. Harrison,” I say, since I’ve been chosen as the spokesman.  “I’m Sunny--”
 
   “Son of Technico and Lady Rose,” Pan adds helpfully.  “He’s an elementalist like his mother.”
 
   “Impressive,” Andre says, smiling slightly.  “And what would you like to talk about, son?”
 
   “Well, actually, um--” I say, glancing at the group surrounding me, “I was invited as Adanna’s date, right?  But I was talking to her and she mentioned a party, and these three--four--want to go to a party, and if we don’t invite them they’ll probably crash the party, right?  But Max is half Japanese, and Jack, well he’s silver, and Ace is so pasty it should be considered an ethnicity in itself, right?”  He’s laughing.  That’s a good sign, right?  “And Skystep is definitely one of a kind,” I add, since she looks like she’s about to say something.
 
   “Do you want to know why I started Capes of Ethnicity?” he asks, still grinning.
 
   “Well, yeah, kind of.  I mean, it’s not really any of my business, though.”
 
   “When I was a bit older than you, I kept trying to get into the Hall,” he says, leaning forward into the screen.  “It was my calling to save people--I’m a shapeshifter, like my son.  I thought, for the longest time, that the color of my skin was the only thing that kept me from being a Hall member.”
 
   “It wasn’t?” I ask.
 
   “The problem was who I approached when trying to get in,” Andre says.  “Your father and your grandfather came back in time--do you know what Superior said about Capes of Ethnicity?  He hadn’t realized there WERE any back then.”
 
   Max snorts and starts laughing his head off.  “That’s so stupid!” he says, almost falling over.  “I mean, he knew there were Japanese heroes--his second in command was one!”
 
   “It wasn’t his fault,” Andre says, but there’s a little smile on his face that says he doesn’t disagree.  “Had I gone up to the man, I give you odds he would have let me into the Hall at the drop of a hat, regardless of the color of my skin.  I shouldn’t have tried to go through Kunnins.  But things worked out, really.  I’m one of the most powerful capes out there, now, both in influence and in helping people.  I just do it without breaking things.”  
 
   We watch him, because this is honestly awesome, hearing his story.  “The reason I started Capes of Ethnicity all those years ago was to encourage both myself and my fellow black supers to speak up--to step forward. We shouldn’t let false pretenses and false beliefs keep us from becoming the heroes--and villains in Pan’s case, that we should be.  We should support one another--because at the time I started it, I honestly felt that we were the only ones we had.  Something tells me that’s no longer the case,” he says, looking at each of us.
 
   “We’ll support you,” Max says.  “Well, I mean, we’re super villains, so it might not mean much, but we’ll support you, right, guys?”
 
   “Absolutely,” Ace says.  “I’m a huge fan of Panther’s.  I’ve got a fanclub membership,” he adds, digging out his wallet and flipping it open.  I expect the others to make fun of him, but they do the same, each flipping open their wallet to show the card. 
 
   “I also got Taurus,” Jack admits.  “Don’t tell him, though, he’d never let me live it down.”
 
   “I’ll try to keep it to myself,” Andre says, looking pleased.
 
   “I’m a huge fan of both AND Adanna, and Cubby, and Amara,” I declare.
 
   “Dude, you’re dating Adanna.  If you weren’t a fan we’d talk her into dumping you,” Jack says.
 
   “Thanks for the vote,” I drawl darkly, earning a shrug and a grin.
 
   “Ace needs a girlfriend,” Jack says shamelessly.
 
   “He’s after yours, though,” Max says to him.
 
   “I’m not picky!” Ace says.  “They’re both pretty awesome.”  I really want to throw something at him, so I dig through my pockets and pull out a seed, hitting him in the forehead with it.  It instantly starts to sprout and vines wrap around his head, much to my amusement.
 
   “Go after a single girl!” I say before turning to Andre. “Does this mean we can invite people?” I ask him.  “I was going to ask Dad if we could host it at the school--”
 
   “Why not do it at the Hall?” Max asks.  “Dad would love to do it--we could turn it into a massive thing, where we show that Central Hall supports ethnic groups, especially among capes.  I’m sure HTV would be willing to cover it, wouldn’t they, Mr. Harrison?”
 
   He looks thoughtful.  “Am I right to assume you’re Mastermental’s son?” he says.  “I’ve heard a few rumors, but nothing solid.”
 
   “Yeah, I am,” Max says.
 
   “You realize the party’s slotted to be within a week, don’t you?” Andre says.  “I highly doubt your father can get a place ready before we can.”
 
   “I’ll get it ready by tomorrow,” Max says, a look in his eyes that says he’s not about to back down.  “We’ll have the doors open by six p.m.”
 
   “Really,” Andre says.  “You’re not even in Missouri right now, are you?”
 
   Jack, Ace, and I look at each other.  “We’ll fly,” Jack says.  “Can we, Pan?”
 
   “Sure,” Pan says, pushing a button.  The roof opens up.
 
   “I can’t fly--” I start out.
 
   “You can ride with me,” Jack says as his surfboard comes down into the RV.  I don’t think twice, I jump on.  I’ve ALWAYS wanted to go air surfing!  “My question is, why haven’t you made yourself a wooden one?” he asks as he gets in front of me.
 
   “I can do that?” I say blankly, almost falling off as he heads straight up, I’m so stunned by the idea.
 
   “I don’t see why you couldn’t at least try!”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “What about the base game?” Skystep asks, still lingering in the RV after the boys raced off. 
 
   “They would have spent most of this time stuck in the RV, regardless,” Pan says.  “Are you going after them?”
 
   “I think I’ll let them do the whole party decorating thing without me,” she says, heading for the seat next to Cubby.  “Hi,” she says to the little boy, giving him a huge grin.
 
   “Hi,” he says.  She looks around, blinking as the tablet hooked to the arm comes up.  “Do you know how to use this?” she asks him.  He nods and leans over, tapping on the screen for her.  “Ooooh, coloring!” she says happily.
 
   The roof closes and Pan drives on, leaving the two to color turtle pictures together.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Think we should have called Century?” I ask as we fly over cities.  This is awesome.  I know Jack is one of the slowest capes around, physically, but he more than makes up for it when he’s on the board.  It keeps him firmly set as one of the coolest teen super villains around--that and the whole metal skin thing. 
 
   “And tell him about the mutating rodents?” Max asks.  He’s on our left, the only one not flying on a board.  “I’m sure he’s figured it out by now.”
 
   “You can’t expect us to be THAT nice to the Hall,” Ace adds, grinning.  Somehow he’s gotten himself a pair of goggles--man, that whole illusion thing has GOT to be convenient.  I look at him curiously, seeing the huge smile on his face and thinking about it.  When he first showed up at school he had a huge chip on his shoulder and never spoke.  Now, though, he’s just as much trouble as the other two.
 
   Yeah, I don’t really fit in with this group.  “Y’know,” I say after they finish laughing, “I think maybe I’ll stop after the party.”
 
   “What?” Max asks.  “Stop what?”
 
   “The whole super villain camp thing,” I say.  “I’m not exactly right for it.”
 
   There’s a sudden silence as the other three look at each other.  To my surprise, it’s Jack that speaks.  “You know...” he says slowly, “we’ll be able to goof off fight with the rest of the school for the rest of our lives--”
 
   “Well, except for Morgan and Adanna,” Max says.
 
   “Yeah, them too.  But we won’t ever be able to go up against you,” Jack says.  “You’ll go off and save the world in a way that doesn’t involve super villains at all--well, most super villains.  Here you are, son of Technico, grandkid of Superior, and we’ll never be able to stupidly claim we beat you like Skystep claimed to have beaten Century.”
 
   “Or even tell lies about how close we were to beating you,” Ace says.  “I wouldn’t have understood what the problem was if we hadn’t gone on this trip,” he admits, glancing over at Max.
 
   Max smiles slightly.  “Now you do,” he says simply.  “You can’t skip out now, Sunny--we need at least one chance to beat you before you graduate.”
 
   “It wouldn’t be that hard--” I protest.
 
   They start laughing.  “Not that hard!” Ace says.  “Wow, man, are you really that oblivious?  You caused an EARTHQUAKE by accident!”
 
   “What’s scarier is that he’s still growing,” Max says.
 
   “Yeah, but it’s not so bad,” Jack says.  “He’s not the type to hold a grudge, right?  I bet all he plans on doing as a super is grow trees.”
 
   “I also go to farms,” I say, making them laugh even harder.  “What?  Food is important!” I protest, although a little grin is pulling at my lips because I see where they’re coming from.  “But I should go back down south, you know?  To clean up the mess I made.”
 
   “You can do that after camp,” Max says.  “I’ll fly you, if you want.”
 
   “That means carrying me,” I say, making a face.  “That is absolutely not going to happen, got it?  Jack can take me.”
 
   “Make your own board and take yourself,” Jack says, “I’m not a taxi service.”
 
   “Oh, come on, you’ll get to see the world!” I protest.
 
   “I’m seeing plenty right now--and I’m worried about Aubrey,” he says, staring straight forward and speeding up.  “They sent that kid to her, remember?  Who knows what’ll happen?”
 
   “Yeah, what if they used the same stuff on him as they did the guinea pig?” Ace says.  We go silent, each picturing a very disturbing image.  It’s so disturbing that I’m not going to tell you what it is.  I bet you already know, though.
 
    
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
   “Breathe,” Jimmi says as Aubrey staggers slightly.  She moves a chair behind the other girl, gently forcing her to sit.  “She needs a break,” she says to the others in the room.  They’d brought her in as support, and she’s giving it the best way she can.  In fact, as Aubrey pants slightly she heads over to the massive battery Nico had brought in for her and recharges herself.
 
   She hates looking over at Tank, knowing that part of the reason he’s here is her fault.  Vinny’s here, in the waiting room, simply because she’d dragged him along with her.  She only wishes that Aubrey’s boyfriend could be here, as well.  Not that Vinny’s her boyfriend, or anything--
 
   A hint of a blush creeps into her cheeks and she keeps her hands on the battery for longer than necessary simply because her back is to the room this way.  This is no time to think of dating, she tells herself sharply.  There’s a guy she used to date lying in bed behind her, in a very dangerous state. 
 
   No, actually she’d much rather think of the whole “Vinny dilemma” she decides.  Vinny is a lot easier to focus on and doesn’t cause her to feel nauseated.
 
   “I’m ready,” Aubrey says from behind her.
 
   “You aren’t,” Jimmi says as she turns back to her, “but we’ll do it, anyway.” 
 
   “Did you really make Vinny come all the way here during his training?” Aubrey asks.
 
   “Of course I did,” Jimmi says.  “I... Needed the support,” she admits, glancing over at Tank again.  “Your boyfriend will be here soon,” she promises.  “Er, not that Vinny’s my boyfriend--”
 
   “He’s not looking, I know.  That doesn’t mean you shouldn’t at least try to get his attention, or that he can’t be used as support.  He’s second in command--it’s his job to act as your support,” Aubrey says, a glimmer of a smile pulling at her lips as she holds out her hands.  Jimmi clasps them in her own, her eyes glowing orange as she gently pushes energy into the other girl.  Aubrey’s eyes light up and her hair floats.  “It isn’t easy, is it?” Aubrey asks gently.  “Seeing your ex like this.”
 
   “He was a jerk,” Jimmi says, looking at the boy in question, “but he doesn’t deserve to die because of it.”  Aubrey took to the energy recharge like a duck to water, she thinks as she looks back to the healer.  “Is this helping?” she asks.  “If it is, maybe I should come with you after school.”
 
   “It’s doing a ton,” Aubrey says earnestly.  “If you could, I’d really appreciate it.  I just wish we had more healers than me,” she admits.  
 
   “There aren’t?” Jimmi asks.
 
   “Not that we know of.  I think the only reason Collector even knew about me was, well, all I had in the world was my grandfather,” Aubrey says.  “One day, when we were walking to the park, he had a heart-attack.  That’s when I discovered my ability,” she admits as she touches Tank again, her hair floating.  “I grabbed his hands and was about to scream when it just happened.  I must have been caught on someone’s phone or something.”  She stops just as abruptly as she started.  “I have to stop.”
 
   “Why?  Is there something wrong?” Jimmi asks.
 
   “His body can only handle so much at one time,” Aubrey says, letting out a sigh.  “It’s just... I hope I’ve done enough to keep things from failing entirely,” she whispers, staring at him.  “Let’s go.”
 
   “I--I almost think I should stay,” Jimmi says.
 
   “Do you want your guilt landing you right back where Vinny worked so hard to get you out of?” Aubrey asks bluntly.  “You can stay if you really feel that way, but I really doubt that Vinny will.”
 
   Jimmi takes in a slow breath, torn between anger at the way she’d put it, and guilt because she knows she’s right.  “But he’s dying,” she whispers, “and it’s all my fault.”
 
   “Did you shove the tube to his body?” Aubrey asks.  “I know how easy it is to feel sympathy for a guy in a coma, Jimmi,” she goes on, grabbing Jimmi’s hands.  “Can you imagine what would have happened to me if Jack really was a jerk?  I can.  I was obsessed with making him well.  I thought it was some sort of destiny, or an epic romance--”
 
   “It was, wasn’t it?  For you, at least.”
 
   “We’re heroes, Jimmi,” Aubrey says, staring her straight in the eyes, “we make our own destinies.  And sometimes, even though I love him, Jack REALLY gets on my nerves.”
 
   “Wow, what a thing to come in on,” Jack says from the door, making them both look up.  A look of guilt crosses Aubrey’s face so clearly that Jimmi has to fight the urge to laugh.  “Here I come running just to tell you I’m home, and you’re complaining about me,” he says.
 
   “Jack--” Aubrey starts out.
 
   “No ‘Hello, Jack, I’ve missed you’?”
 
   “How can I miss you when your dog is constantly coming over, trying to climb in my lap?” she asks, her tone turning dangerously sweet.  “You remember your dog--the one you named after donuts that another girl GAVE you?” she adds.
 
   “That was--”
 
   “’Let’s name him Krispy,’ you said,” she goes on, heading straight for him and poking him in the chest with a finger.  “As you stood there like an idiot, drooling over donuts!”
 
   “You’re still mad about that, huh?”
 
   “You’re darn tootin’ I’m mad!”
 
   “Darn... tootin?” he repeated, starting to laugh.
 
   “Don’t laugh at me!”
 
   “Have you asked her to the party yet?” Sunny asks from behind Jack, making both girls look around him.  
 
   “Party?” Aubrey asks.
 
   “We volunteered to help set up a Capes of Ethnicity party,” Jack says, taking the hand that’s still pointing at his chest.  “Sunny got us invites.  I figured my girlfriend would want to come with me, but apparently she’s still pissed off over a thirteen year old whose name I don’t even remember.”
 
   “It’s Keliah,” Jimmi offered not-so-helpfully.
 
   “So some kaleidoscope girl brings donuts, and it gets me in the dog house,” Jack says, giving Jimmi a dark look for even mentioning a name.  “If anyone else had brought donuts I woulda done the same thing!”  The look on Aubrey’s face has him regretting that statement the moment it leaves his mouth. 
 
   “So you’re dateless, right?  Sucks to be you!  But we’re supposed to be working now,” Sunny says callously, grabbing him around the waist and hauling him off before he can even try and retract his comment.  He’s a little bit stunned as he realizes that the shorter elementalist has actually picked him up.  “You’ve got to do the tables, remember?” Sunny says.  “Gotta make sure they don’t break if someone loses their temper.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, I can carry myself, you know?”  Sunny puts him down.  “I’m so in the doghouse now, man,” Jack says.  “She’s still pissed about the donuts and the blonde.”
 
   “At least you didn’t cause an earthquake.”
 
   “Well, yeah, that’s true!  I bet Adanna’s pissed!”
 
   “Thanks for the sympathy,” Sunny drawls.  “Hey, that was the guy from the secret base, wasn’t it,” he says abruptly.
 
   Jack takes a long moment, frowning as he tries to remember.  “Yeah... Yeah I think it was.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The science lab of the South Branch Hall is awash in disgusting bits.  Century stops before even stepping through the door, not wanting to get that stuff on his boots--he tries to keep his uniform clean, and that stuff does NOT look like it’ll wash out.  “Can I ask,” he says in a mild tone, earning a dirty look from the goo-covered scientists inside, “what happened?”
 
   “They mutated, and exploded,” a particularly irritated woman said, wiping off her goggles, only to smudge them more, “all of them.  Whatever experiments the doctor was doing on them didn’t work.”
 
   “And considering their size and metabolism, it ‘didn’t work’ extremely quickly,” another said, using finger quotes to emphasize the words “didn’t work.”  “We’re going to do research on the leftovers, sir, but we need to get this cleaned up fast.”
 
   “We aren’t sure what contact with the creatures will do to us,” the first woman said.  “It’s actually quite fascinating--or it would be if I weren’t sure some of it got in my shoes.”
 
   “You’re lucky, I’m positive it went down my shirt.”
 
   “Well, um, carry on,” Century says, taking a long glance at the mess before turning to one of the black suits following him.  “Find out what Doctor Hanks was messing with--and make sure nobody does it again.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “And call Voltdrain, he should know about what happened.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “What’s going on?”  I look up as Vinny comes into the room, his hands in his pockets, a bored look on his face.  “You didn’t even stop and say hello,” he adds, looking at me and Jack pointedly--and then straight at Ace, who’s floating on his disk, hanging streamers from the ceiling.
 
   “We’ve got the rest of today and half of tomorrow to arrange a party,” Ace says.  “Max stuck his foot in his mouth.”
 
   “I was just--” Max starts out.
 
   “Just being arrogant, as usual,” Jack says from where he’s reinforcing some tables with metal rivets.  I have to admit, this party is definitely going to be different.  I mean, the tablecloths are riveted to the tables, and there’s a sign painted by Ace that has “CAPES OF ETHNICITY” with a tiny “all” written over it is hanging on the wall.  There are also disco balls hanging from the ceiling, compliments of Jack, again.  “Who here knows ANYTHING about running parties for adults?” Jack asks, point-blankly.
 
   We look at each other, admitting silently that he’s got a point.  Even Max shrugs, “I stick with sporting events, for the most part,” he says.
 
   “So... You just jumped on the chance to set up a high class party, without having a clue what a high class party is like,” Vinny sums up.
 
   “Pretty much,” Jack says  
 
   Vinny looks over the room, thoughtfully, and I can actually see his mind racing through the facts.  He seems so laid back on the surface, right?  But Dad’s pretty much proven he’s a tactician in the field.  “Well, one thing,” Vinny say, looking at the walls, “even if they’re adults, they’re still capes, right?  They should be easily entertained.  Why don’t we take advantage of what we’ve got--Ace, can you project pictures of Pan and Taurus on the walls?  Make them simple, block type pictures.  If you do that, we can get some of the black suits painting in the lines.  Sunny, we need some interesting plants--can you do topiary work?”
 
   “Yeah, probably?” I offer.
 
   “Get started on that.  We aren’t going for class--I don’t think any of you have enough to pull it off just yet,” Vinny says, heading straight into the fray and taking over, “what we’ll capitalize on is the fact that YOU are the ones doing it.  Jack, we want bling--get some of the shiniest metal you can find and do abstract sculptures for the tables.  Every time they turn, they need something interesting to look at, got it?” Vinny says.  “Do you have a caterer assigned?” he asks Max.
 
   “Not yet?”
 
   “I’ll get the chefs from the cafeteria working on a simple spread,” Vinny says, looking downright cheerful as he pulls out his phone.  “You’ll want to have a few small speeches written up, as well, Max, like thanking them for coming, and everything.  They’ll probably be less irritated when they realize what’s going on--finding out that super villains are hosting should make for an interesting night.  You might also come up with some entertainment, along with music.”
 
   “Irritated?” I repeat.
 
   “They’ll be expecting something completely different,” Vinny says bluntly.  “Who usually runs this thing?”
 
   “Taurus’s dad,” Max says, “Andre Harrison, owner of HTV.”
 
   “Yeah, they’re definitely going to expect something different.”  He started talking over his phone, ordering a list of food and adding a few tips on what might also be good to have.  It was a clear sign that we’d been assigned our jobs.  I head out, looking for interesting pots for the plants.  I want lots of colors and varieties for this!  
 
   By the time I come back with five various boxes and vases full of dirt in my arms, the others have already started their work.  I’m not sure, but I think that’s silverware Jack is making the abstract art out of... I wonder if he bothered to ask permission.  Max is making calls and jotting down notes at another table.  I’m pretty sure he’s doing more than one task at a time.  Ace is instructing a handful of black suits on how to paint his murals.
 
   I look for Vinny, who’s jotting down notes on his own piece of paper.  Aubrey and Jimmi are sitting with him, making suggestions as he writes, so I ignore him and place the boxes and vases in the corners.  I start at one of the boxes, a simple wooden crate I found in the storage area.  Not classy, I know, but I’ve got an idea.  I stick my hand into the center of the dirt, pulling it out slowly.  Tendrils of vines sprout out, spreading over the wooden slats and sprouting tiny leaves.  When that’s done, I stick a finger in the dirt between the vines, pulling it out slowly and bringing up a beautiful blue orchid.  I grab a stick and some twine from my back pocket, using it as a brace.  I repeat the process with the other crate I brought up, on the other side of the room.
 
   When that’s done, I move on to the vases, digging out a few more seeds from my pockets and getting to work.  These I plant dark pink and white trailing petunias in, gently tugging them out so they spilled over the rim of the vase on one side.  These I place on side tables, letting the flowers fall almost to the ground.  
 
   I repeat this with the other two vases, placing the final one at the front of the room, so it will be where Max does his whole speech thing.
 
   “Hey, Sunny, come over here for a bit,” Jack says, motioning me over.  I walk over, yawning loudly and wondering if I can skip out for a quick nap.  “Can you grow something in this?” he asks, showing me one of the silver sculptures.
 
   “It looks like an A,” I say after staring at it from all directions.  “Are you trying to kiss up to your girlfriend?” I tease.  He’d left a hole at the top, so I assume that’s where he wants something planted.  I dig through my pockets, pulling out a bit of extra dirt (what, I’m both earth and plant elementalist, of course I carry dirt with me) and pouring it into the hole.  Then I stick my finger into the dirt, pulling out a delicate trailing vine.  It tangles around the vase, much like the other vines did to the crate.  This time, though, roses blossom along the vines--it’s a climbing rose.  My mom loves these things, so I wound up learning them a long time ago.
 
   “Sweet,” Jack says, admiring how the roses reflect on the metal.  
 
   “We’re going to have to replant it later,” I warn him, “this isn’t nearly big enough.”
 
   “Yeah, sure, I’ll make a bigger one later,” Jack says, glancing over at the table where Aubrey is determinedly NOT looking in our direction.
 
   “Can you make me a cat like this?” I ask.  “As payment for the rose.”
 
   Jack looks at me, grinning slightly.  “Sure.  The rules still apply, right?”
 
   “Right,” I say.
 
   “Sunny.”  I look up, watching as my girlfriend walks into the room wearing a baggy pair of jeans and a Panther t-shirt.  I grin, forgetting about the flower pots entirely and hopping over a few tables to get to her.
 
   “Hey,” I say, trying to play off how fast I crossed a room just to see her.  I hear the guys behind me choke on laughter, especially as I reach up, trying to fix my hair.  “Come to help us?”
 
   “But you’re already done, right?” she asks, more than says, looking around with a slightly baffled look on her face.  “This is definitely going to be different,” she says, her eyes going to the paintings that are being finished by the black suits.  “They’re going to make you paint over those, aren’t they?”
 
   “Who knows?” I say.  “I think they’re awesome.”
 
   “One’s a super villain.”
 
   “Yeah, but the public isn’t allowed in here,” I say, shrugging.  “Hey, come see what Jack made for Aubrey,” I whisper, grabbing her hand and tugging her along behind me to the flowering A.  “I gave him a hand,” I add modestly.
 
   “Is that an A?” she asks, looking at it curiously.
 
   “Is it that obvious?” Jack asks, frowning at it.
 
   “He’s in the doghouse,” I say all too cheerfully, “over the Keliah and donuts thing.”
 
   She looks away, her shoulders shaking ever so slightly and I know she’s laughing her head off on the inside.  When she turns back, though, her face is perfectly straight.  “It’s pretty,” she tells him, “I’m sure she’ll like it.”
 
   “Yeah?” he asks, looking far more self-conscious than I imagined he would.  Having a girlfriend has made him a lot more tolerable, if you ask me.  “Think I should go get her donuts, too?”
 
   “Trust me on this,” Adanna says, “stay away from donuts.  Stay far, far away from donuts.  Hey, Aubrey, come over here, would you?” she calls over to the girl.
 
   “Not--” Jack says, trying to stop her.  It’s too late, Aubrey’s already heading over.
 
   “Think this will look good on the middle table?” Adanna asks in an innocent tone as she moves to show Aubrey the statue.  Aubrey stares at it, her expression turning softer as a little smile crosses her face.
 
   “It’s beautiful,” she says, looking at Jack.
 
   “You like it?” he asks.  “Sunny helped.”
 
   “Thank you for helping him, Sunny,” she says, looking at me.
 
   “It was his idea,” I say with a shrug.
 
   “Come on, Sunny,” Adanna says, tugging me away from the pair and down the hall.  She turns, looking serious.  “Are you okay?” she asks, taking both of my hands in hers.  “You look stressed.”
 
   I jerk slightly, a bit surprised that she noticed.  “I’m fine,” I say, “really.”
 
   “Don’t lie, you’re still stressed over the earthquake,” she tells me bluntly.  “Did you mean to do it?”
 
   “Does it matter what I MEAN to do?” I ask her, finally losing it.  “I did it--I could have killed people, Adanna!  Every time I picked up a tree or a power line, or something else I just KNEW there’d be a body underneath.  I still don’t know for certain that no one died because of me.”
 
   “You’re a Superior,” she says, pulling me into a hug.  I bury my face in her neck, clinging like a child as I fight the urge to cry.  “They might think that’s an amazing thing, in the norm world--I’m sure they would if they knew about you, but with great power comes great responsibility,” she says softly, rubbing my back.  “When this is over--and after your camp is finished, why don’t we both go back and help clean it up?”
 
   “You didn’t do anything wrong,” I mutter.  “You shouldn’t be punished for something I did--”
 
   “Sunny,” she says sharply, pulling away and giving me a dark look.  “Are we, or are we not partners?”
 
   Are we?  I look at her for a moment, trying to come up with an answer.  I must be taking too long, though, because her expression is getting downright dangerous.  “So we aren’t?” she says.  “I thought you were joking about breaking up with you, but I see you were being honest.”
 
   “I--” I start out.
 
   “Do you not trust me?” she demands.  “Do you think I’m so selfish as to not help when my boyfriend needs it?”
 
   “Of course I don’t!” I say, positive that something bad is about to happen.  “I just don’t want to drag you into my mistakes.  You don’t deserve that,” I say, shoving a hand through my hair.  “No one deserves that.”
 
   “We’re heroes, Sunny,” she says, “we were MADE to do the dirty work.  Our entire life is meant to be spent cleaning up the messes others make!  I knew that when I decided to go to the hero side--when I decided to date you.”
 
   “Yeah,” I say, letting out a sigh.  “You’re right--you’re always right,” I drawl teasingly.
 
   “And don’t you forget it.”
 
   “I just don’t feel like much of a hero now,” I say, looking away from her.  “You called me a Superior--but don’t you think a real Superior would have gone down there and accidentally made things BETTER?  Not worse?  I was playing, Adanna--a play fight over stupid points, and I did that!  How did--how did Grandpa Superior ever manage, anyway?  You know, to be the picture perfect hero that people adored?”
 
   “Why don’t you ask him?” she asks.  “He’s here now, isn’t he?”
 
   I look at her.  “He might be my grandfather, but he’s still Superior.  How can I ask him anything?” I say simply.  “So why did you come?  Want to help out?”
 
   “We’re going clothing shopping,” she says.  “Mama’s waiting in the car.”
 
   “Oh, right,” I say, “give me a second to tell the others.”  We head out after I yell into the room, stepping onto the curb and heading for Panther’s sleek black car.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Superior came partly out of habit, partly out of curiosity.  Within a few steps into the building, though, he hears his grandson a floor below, chatting with a few others.  Instantly he heads down to see what’s going on--only to stop as his grandson is pulled into a conversation with his girlfriend.  He stands there, hiding in the shadows and listening.  He hears it all, the conversation about the earthquake, the name “Superior” the comment about not asking him anything.  He doesn’t know what to say, honestly, which has a scowl crossing his face.  To be honest...
 
   He runs a hand over his face and takes off, flying through the building so quickly that several paintings fall off the walls.  Before Sunny manages to get into the car waiting for them, he grabs the boy, hauling him into the air and racing away.  “What the heck--” Sunny yelps, jerking in his hold until he realizes who he is.  “Grandpa Superior?” he asks blankly.
 
   “Quiet,” Superior says, heading for the fields of Kansas.  He knows exactly which one it is, he thinks, even after all these years.  He lands in the overgrown patch of land, putting the boy down.  “I believe,” he starts out, “that it’s about time I explained a few things.”
 
   “What?  Look, I totally just stood up my girlfriend back there, she’s going to be pissed.  Can I at least call her and tell her where we are?” Sunny asks.
 
   “I’ll take you back,” Superior says, “after I’ve told you the truth.  Can you clean this up?” he asks, waving his arm to indicate the abandoned field.
 
   “Huh?  I, uh, yeah?” Sunny offers, looking a bit confused.  “It doesn’t look like anyone owns it, though.”
 
   “They do--I do, actually,” Superior says.  “I inherited it.  I hated it, as well.  If you clean it up, I’ll let you have it.”
 
   “What?” Sunny asks.
 
   “All this land--as far as you can see, it’s yours.  I’ll have Mastermental alter the papers.  It fell under Hall ownership by default.  I never wanted to tell your father about it--and Liz would have told him, had I told her.”  A slight, bitter smile pulls at his lips as he looks to the right.  “Right there was the house I finally found so long ago.”
 
   “Found?” Sunny asks.
 
   “When the slave traders landed on the planet and tossed me off the ship,” Superior says, looking at him, “because I was worthless, even as a slave.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I won’t lie, I’m completely stunned.  No, not about him being an alien--there have been whispers about that since long before I was born.  It’s the idea of Superior being worthless.  He looks at me, a smile slightly pulling at his lips.  “I won’t lie,” he says, walking over and placing his hands on my shoulders, “I was extremely shocked to hear that there was an elementalist in the Superior line.  It brought back memories I didn’t want to remember.  But I thought about it, ever since I found out about you, and I think this is fate’s way of giving me a chance to deal with the demons from my past.”
 
   “Grandpa--I created an earthquake in Texas,” I blurt out, unable to stop myself.  “I’m a failure as an elementalist.  I don’t know where you’re going with this, but you’re probably barking up the wrong tree--”
 
   “I’m not,” he says, his hands tightening slightly on my shoulders.  “You aren’t descended from a god, Sunny.  The name Superior is a lie.”  He lets go, letting out a laugh.  “I can’t believe how good it feels to finally admit it,” he says with a hint of wonder.  “I am the most well known hero in all of history, Sunny!  They have movies after movies about my life.  They have statues of me in cities I’ve only flown over!  I am Superior!  And I started out as a rejected slave, abandoned on a backwater planet because I wasn’t worth the food it cost to feed me.  The people that owned this land took me in and passed me off as their son.”
 
   “They were your foster parents?  What happened to them?” I ask, looking at the clearly abandoned farm.  There aren’t any traces of a house, I think as I walk over to where he’d indicated.  No, there are.  There’s a brick building under the layers of dirt and grass, probably a cellar or something.
 
   “They died, almost a hundred years ago--I’m a lot older than I look.  They were no parents,” he says with a hint of derision.  “They used me for my abilities, all the while they hated me for being a freak.  They were afraid of me, as well.  I went to school because otherwise the neighbors would talk.  When I wasn’t in school or church, I was working their farm.  I tried my hardest to be useful, but I realized soon enough--I was still a slave.  They had children after they took me in,” he goes on, looking at the place I’m standing.  “They treated those children so much better than they treated me.  I slept in the barn, like an animal, while their precious children had beds and blankets.  The younger ones barely acknowledged me, except in school.  They had to do it there--it was expected.”
 
   “Then why did you inherit this land?” I asked.  “Why didn’t your little brothers and sisters get it?”
 
   “Because they were going to lose it, anyway,” he says, looking at me.  “The bank would have taken the land, regardless, so they decided to give it to me to look good in front of the neighbors, expecting me to lose everything before they even died.  The younger ones left as soon as they were able, never looking back.  It was only me that stayed.”
 
   “Why?” I ask.
 
   “To prove to them that I was superior to them,” he says with a snarl on his lips.  “You want to know what I did?” he asks.  “I went out--by then I could fly--and I found a mountain.  I beat on it until I found gold.  It took me twenty minutes,” he says ruthlessly.  His hand opens and clenches again, as if remembering the moment.  “In twenty minutes I found enough gold to pay off twenty plus years of debt.  I brought it back, dropped it on the table, and they started to cry.”
 
   “What did you do?” I ask quietly, feeling sick to my stomach.
 
   “I left,” he says.  “No one knows this story, Sunny, no one except you and me.  I haven’t even told your grandmother.  What you do with it, though, is your choice, just like this land.  I poured years of wasted sweat and effort into this land, and all I got out of it was a bad taste in my mouth.  I came back after they were dead and tore down the buildings, but it doesn’t change anything.  To this day I know the truth--I’m not a hero, I’m a slave in everything but name.”
 
   “But isn’t that what a hero is?  Not a slave, exactly--but a servant,” I say.  He jerks, looking at me in shock.  “Isn’t it a hero’s job to clean up the messes of others?  To do the dirty work, even risk your life for the sake of others?  The norms think it’s your JOB to dash into burning buildings, to pick up the pieces that they can’t--because you’re a hero.  I’m sorry,” I go on, honestly, “I’m really, really sorry that you wound up here--that you were treated like crap, but you--you’re better than them, Grandpa.  You paid off their debt, letting them die in peace rather than out on the streets.  You went on to save millions of people, on top of it.  I know that you hated them for what they did to you--but even then, you did the right thing.”
 
   He watches me with this impossible to read expression on his face.  It makes me hesitate, but I’ve already started.  I need to finish it, right?  “I know that what you’re seriously thinking when you’re doing good deeds matters.  We both know that what was in your heart wasn’t what you were acting on.  But don’t you think, after like, a hundred years, you should try and let it go?  Right now you’ve got a LOT of good things, right?  Grandma’s amazing, and I know Dad says he doesn’t like you, but he told me the other day that the two of you working together can accomplish anything.”  Well, close enough.  “Aunt Liz looks up to you, like SO much, and you’ve got me, and Zoe, and actually you’ve got Emily and Aubrey, too, if you want to claim them.  They’re family, now.”
 
   I feel stupid, because his expression hasn’t changed.  “I’ll fix the ground,” I say, motioning to the ground below me.  “I’m going to use it as a base for my summer camp, though, so, do you mind if I tear it up a bit, first?  I’ve got a fight with Maximum to finish.”
 
   “Mastermental’s son?”
 
   “Yeah,” I say, seeing the first hint of a smile on his face.
 
   “Make sure you wipe the floor with him.”
 
   “Absolutely.”  Then to my shock, he walks over, hauling me into a hug.  It feels like he’s going to crush me, but I ignore it.  How many people can claim to have been hugged by Superior?  I doubt there are many of them.
 
   “Thank you,” he says quietly.
 
   “Can you take me back, though?  I really did promise I’d go clothing shopping with Adanna,” I say.  If my voice is a bit breathless, well, it’s because an S class super hug is enough to crush ribcages.  So far mine’s still in one piece, thank God.
 
   “Of course,” he says, picking me up and taking off.  “Think you could learn to fly if I drop you?” he asks, halfway there.
 
   “I don’t know--maybe in a year or so we can try it!” I say.
 
   “We’ll do that, if you haven’t learned in the meantime.”
 
   “Deal.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “I still think he should wear a suit,” Adanna says.  She’s on the other side of Cubby’s seat, pouting because she got stuck in a dress and they put me in a uniform of browns and brass colors.  There’s a vine gently twined around my body, which looks a lot like part of the uniform but isn’t.  It’s my own little touch.
 
   “Well I was going to do that, until Ace called us and told us what he had planned,” I say, reaching up and patting the vine fondly.  “I think I’ll actually keep this uniform,” I admit.  “It’s pretty baggy and comfortable.”
 
   “Kim liked you,” Amara says from the front chair.  “I do believe she liked you so much that Adanna got jealous,” she teases.
 
   “I was not jealous!” Adanna says, blushing brightly.  
 
   “Don’t mind her, Sunny,” Pan says.  He’s in his formal uniform, and looks quite intimidating, even if he is driving a car full of family.  “Adanna was hoping to walk in with you--Prisma’s daughter is going to be there.”
 
   “I have no thoughts on Elidee, whatsoever,” Adanna says, her jaw going up in a stubborn move.
 
   “You look really amazing, by the way,” I say, completely distracted.  She gives me a dark look--one extremely similar to the ones I’ve seen from her cat form.  “I’m sorry I can’t walk in with you,” I say, reaching over Cubby’s car seat, offering my hand.  She looks at it for a long moment before she takes it with a reluctant expression.  A laugh escapes her as Cubby grabs both of our hands.
 
   “Cubby’s trying to steal my boyfriend again, Papa,” she drawls with amusement.
 
   “You can share,” Pan says, looking at us in the rear-view mirror with amusement.  Adanna leans over, kissing Cubby on the cheek in reply.  He gives her a huge grin.
 
   “After we pull it off, I’ll join you, okay?” I say.  “Then you can point out Elidee to me, okay?”
 
   “Absolutely not,” she says.  “She plays dirty.  She’s far too young for those tricks of hers!”
 
   “Honey, you can’t blame a pheromone emitter for that--at least not when she doesn’t have full control,” Amara says firmly.  “I highly doubt she even realizes what she’s doing.”
 
   “Oh, she realizes it,” Adanna says, crossing her arms over her chest.  She’s acting so... girly.  I actually think it’s funny, but I can’t let her know that.  She’d be mad for DAYS.
 
   ‘Wait, so you two know each other?” I ask.  “I thought cape kids were supposed to be kept away from each other until they’re older.”
 
   “Unless there’s a connection that can be explained in your alter ego life,” Pan says.  “Amara and Prisma were models together when they were younger.  No one would think a thing of the two getting together for visits now, and that includes introducing their equally beautiful daughters to one another.”
 
   I hear Adanna snort almost silently, but I’m positive the others heard it as well.  I know for a fact they did when Amara says, “Adanna, you will behave yourself, young lady.  Really, you’ve never been so against seeing Elidee before!”
 
   “Before this she didn’t have a boyfriend,” Pan drawls with amusement.
 
   “Papa!” Adanna says.
 
   “Sorry, kitten,” Pan says, but he doesn’t sound very sorry.  “Sunny, this is where you get out.  Try not to get yourself killed with this little prank of yours.”
 
   “We aren’t planning on it--plus, Dad and Mom will be there, right?  They’ve got my back if it backfires.”
 
   “As do I,” Pan says as I slide out of the car and head into the back entrance of the Hall.  Jack is leaning against the wall, his arms crossed over his chest, a little grin on his face.  Next to him is his metal surfboard.
 
   “I get the ceiling,” he says.
 
   “Yeah, like I would fight you for it?” I say, shaking my head.  “Is Ace ready?”
 
   “He’s got it all drawn up,” he says.  “All we have to do is take our places.”
 
   “And Max?”
 
   “Finishing up the final stuff.  Vinny’s doing the greeting, along with Carla.  Nobody outside of family will know we’re the ones behind it--well, family and Taurus’s dad.”  We head inside, touching a panel to go through the security, and into the room set up for the party.  Ace is standing in the middle of the room, pointing to one wall and then the next.
 
   “Sunny, you’re there,” he says, pointing to one of the walls.  “Jack, you’ve got ceiling, Max, are you ready?”
 
   “Did you ask Pan if we can get extra points for this?” Max asks me, still on the phone.
 
   “I forgot--but I bet if we pull it off we will.”
 
   “If you’re wrong, I’m taking yours,” Max says shamelessly.  “Yes, so they’re on their way?  Good.  We expect you in half an hour.”  He hangs up, looking to us.  “Let’s get this party started, shall we?”
 
   “YEAH!” we cheer.  This is going to be AWESOME.
 
    
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER NINE
 
   “Welcome to Capes of Ethnicity!” Carla says with a huge smile as she hands yet another pamphlet to one of party-goers and his wife.  He’s a large black man in a green formal uniform, from the North Hall.  His wife is in a more traditional dress.  She’s likely a norm.
 
   “And a little one like you is a super?” the cape asks her, looking indulgent.
 
   “I’m a speedster!” she says proudly.  “I go to Cape High--I’m the fastest in the entire school,” she tells him, leaning forward and stage whispering, “but don’t tell them that--it would embarrass them when I proved it.”
 
   “We already know,” Vinny calls over to them, causing those standing in line to laugh.  “Welcome to Capes of Ethnicity--I’m Fire Hazard,” he says in a bland tone as he hands out pamphlets as well.  He’s in full uniform, unlike Carla.  Carla is dressed in an adorably fluffy white dress and tiny heels.  “We ask that you follow the signs once inside, there’s a room with double doors--you’ll enter there.  We hope you enjoy the party.”
 
   “Welcome to Capes of Ethnicity!” Carla says as another group comes forward after the hero in green goes on in.  “Adanna!  Adanna, HI!” she calls suddenly, jumping up and down to wave at the older girl.  “I’m a hostess!” she yells proudly.
 
   “I can see that,” Adanna replies, much to the party-goers’ amusement.  “You look beautiful,” she says, getting out of line and walking over to the other girl.  Carla blushes brightly, looking shy all of a sudden.
 
   “Is your date getting ready?” Vinny asks.
 
   “We dropped him off just now,” Adanna says, sighing.  “Really, in a room like this, why they decided to do something this ridiculous, I have no clue,” she complains under her breath.
 
   “It’ll be fine,” Vinny assures her.  “Welcome to Capes of Ethnicity, please follow the signs.  You’re heading for a room with double doors at the end of the hall,” he says blandly to the next group going in, handing out pamphlets.  “I actually hope someone records it--it should be really entertaining.”
 
   “Dare I ask what you’re discussing?” Prisma asks as she steps up to them.  Her daughter, Elidee, is right next to her, wearing a beautiful dress--and looking straight at Vinny.  “I was wondering why the party date was moved up so abruptly--I didn’t expect the Central Hall to just take over.”
 
   “They haven’t, exactly,” Adanna says, her eyes on Elidee.  She seems to force herself to look at Prisma.  “This is a... joint effort, of sorts.  You’ll find out soon enough.”
 
   Prisma looks at her closely.  “Adanna, I’ve known you since you were a bump in your Mama’s belly,” she says, suddenly looking amused.  “I trust this will be extremely entertaining,” she adds with a brilliant smile.
 
   “I heard you got a boyfriend,” Elidee says.  “Is he famous?”
 
   “Not at all,” Adanna says mildly.  A sharp look enters her eyes, belying her tone.  “In fact he’s never going to be.”
 
   “You’re kidding me, right?  You go to a school full of famous supers and you pick one that ISN’T?” Elidee asks, looking stunned.
 
   “Fame isn’t that important!” Carla says, almost visibly bristling.
 
   “Carla,” Adanna says.
 
   “Sunny is Nic--” Adanna covers her mouth before she can finish that sentence.
 
   “That’s something she doesn’t need to know,” Adanna whispers into the other girl’s ear.  Elidee suddenly looks far too interested for her tastes.  Carla nods, though, relaxing.
 
   “Sunny’s a short little narcoleptic,” Vinny says as he hands out another pamphlet.  “I caught him napping at least three times the other day--did you know he can sleep with his eyes open?  Follow the signs, please,” he adds as another group goes in.
 
   “Yes, actually I did,” Adanna says, rolling her eyes.  “He sleep walks, as well--I dragged him around half of the mall before I realized he was half-asleep.”  Vinny and Carla start laughing, no doubt picturing it way too easily.  They have classes with him, after all.  It’s only Elidee who looks at her like she’s insane.
 
   “Why would you WANT a boyfriend like that?” she asks.  “You have really bad taste in boys, don’t you?”
 
   “Elidee, you’re thirteen,” Adanna says, “how can you have ANY taste in boys yet?”
 
   “You’re thirteen?” Carla asks, looking excited.  “So am I!”  She grabs Elidee’s hands and for a second there’s a matching look of excitement on their faces.  Elidee hides her own quickly, trying to look superior.
 
   “I’m a mature thirteen,” she says, snottily.
 
   “Oh go to the party already,” Adanna says, pushing the girl through the doors.  Then she looks at Vinny, a bit curiously.  “Why didn’t her pheromones work on you?” she asks him.
 
   “Pheromones?” he repeats blankly.
 
   “I believe we’re the final ones,” Pan says from behind them.  “Why don’t we all go together?” he asks, placing a hand on Adanna’s shoulder.  “Nico should be here later.”
 
   “Yes, Papa, I want to see this,” Adanna says as the group heads in.  “Did Taurus’s father already set up cameras inside?”
 
   “He did,” Pan says.
 
   “This should be entertaining,” Vinny says, grinning slightly.
 
   They reach the large room soon enough, watching the curious, and somewhat confused expressions on the party-goers’ faces.  There are several staring at the murals on the walls.  She’s seen the ones of Taurus and her father, so she automatically looks for the new ones.  She looks up, seeing a silver surfboard painted on the ceiling, with an image of Jack staring over the edge, looking down at the group.  Then she heads straight for a massive mural of trees on the far wall.
 
   It’s almost hard to see the brown clad male painted in the middle of the scene--but she can see enough to realize he-- “They painted him sleeping,” she says, shaking her head with amusement.
 
   “Who is he?” Prisma asked from behind her.  “I mean, I can almost understand the Maximum and Dragon murals--other than the fact they’re super villains, but this one...”
 
   “There’s a Cold Steel one, too,” Adanna says, pointing up.
 
   “This is some sort of joke, right?” she hears someone ask from the crowd.  “Why would they use super villains as paintings for a Capes of Ethnicity party?”
 
   “Not done in the best taste,” another agreed.
 
   “I like the forest one, though,” someone said, “it’s amazing.”
 
   “You haven’t answered who he is,” Prisma says pointedly, looking at Adanna.  Adanna lets a little smile pull at her lips as she reaches up, touching the face of the painting.
 
   “He’s my boyfriend,” she says quietly, pulling her hand away.
 
   “Does that mean your boyfriend is a--” Prisma says, her eyes widening as she looks at the various murals, and then at the trees that the boy in the painting almost disappears into, “an elementalist?”
 
   “He’s the son of Lady Rose,” Adanna says silently, pulling the reporter away from the wall.
 
   “Why haven’t I heard about this yet?” Prisma demands, her eyes bright with excitement.  “Your mother is going to get SUCH an earful,” she goes on, heading straight for Amara.
 
   “Did--did that painting just move?” Adanna hears someone ask.  She heads to her father, standing beside him and just waiting, turning to watch the mural of Maximum--as Maximum steps out of it.
 
   “I would say this is a stick up,” he says over his mic, “but I think in this case the term should be ‘stand down,’” he finishes.  The pressure comes down on all of them, so strong that Pan has to grab Cubby and Amara before they fall to the floor.  “Welcome, ladies and gentlemen, to Capes of Ethnicity,” Max goes on, absently lightening the load on those that look close to fainting.  His abilities have gotten more fine-tuned thanks to school and age.
 
   “Where we just want to say how much we appreciate all your hard work,” Ace says as he steps out of his own painting.  He’s in full uniform, as well, complete with an illusion of a dragon’s head.  The crowd is completely shocked--it shows on their faces.
 
   “And how big of fans we are,” Jack says, making everyone look up as he sinks down out of the ceiling on his board.  He stops, though, looking at the final mural for a long, silent moment, before going, “He fell asleep, didn’t he?” 
 
   The sound of muffled laughter from the group breaks the tension completely, but Jack makes it worse, pulling a small metal ball and flicking it at the painting of the forest.
 
   The entire room hears a snort and a muffled yelp before the fourth teenager steps out of the wall.  He stood there, looking at them all with a wide grin.  “I forgot my line,” he said after a count of five.  “Hi, everybody!” he says, waving at them cheerfully.  “We threw you a party!”
 
   Max’s heavy gravity disappears, leaving those that can fly floating slightly as they all turn to the nearest villain.  “Actually,” Max says, letting out a sigh, “he’s right.  But we had a totally cool super villain vibe going on, Sunny!  You blew it!”
 
   “Sorry, Max,” Sunny says.  The entire room starts to laugh.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Honestly, I’m glad they’re not trying to kill us, I think as Max moves to the flower I put in the front of the room.  Thankfully I doubt they’d expect us to do anything serious right here in the middle of Central Hall.
 
   “I’d like to thank you all for coming,” Max says, making everyone turn to him.  Absently I lean down, plucking one of the orchids from the crate display and growing another.  I head through the crowd, stopping next to Adanna and holding it out.  “As I’m sure you’re all aware, we’re part of the Cape High school system.  That means we’re actually affiliated with Central Hall--and that Taurus is one of our teachers.”
 
   “We’re also in a summer camp program taught by Panther,” Jack says, still floating over everyone’s heads.  “Thanks to two of you, we’re becoming the best super villains we can be.”
 
   “If you consider that a good thing,” Ace adds with amusement.
 
   “I have a question,” one of the super heroes says, pointing directly at me, “we all know who you three are, but who is he?”
 
   I hesitate, caught offering my girlfriend flowers in the middle of the room.  Awkward.  “That is...” Max starts out, looking thoughtful, “honestly, Sunny, I don’t know what all you want getting out, so why don’t you introduce yourself?”
 
   “He looks like a mini-Technico, doesn’t he?” someone asks quietly.
 
   “The twins!” I hear Prisma say in excitement.  She just figured it out--a little too loudly, I notice, because everyone is now looking at me expectantly.  The doors open and Dad and Mom come in, followed by Zoe and the rest of the family--including Grandpa and Grandma.  It sends a hush through the entire room, since they obviously recognize Grandpa Superior even out of uniform.
 
   “You’re right,” Dad says.  “Sunny, why don’t you introduce yourself?”
 
   I look at them for a moment, and then turn back to Adanna, holding out the flower again.  “I replaced it,” I tell her as she takes it.  She looks like she’s going to laugh, but she takes the flower--only to get it stolen by Cubby.  “I’ll, um, grow you another later,” I whisper before heading for the flower that Max had stepped away from.  “Zoe?” I ask, holding out my hand to my twin.  She comes over, taking the hand offered.
 
   “I... We, I should say,” I start out slowly, seeing every eye in the room directed at me.  Even the ones that were looking at Grandpa Superior are now looking at me, “we’re the kids of Technico and--” I look at Mom, who nods, “Lady Rose.”
 
   “You can go on,” Grandpa says as the crowd starts to murmur.
 
   “You sure?” I ask him.
 
   “We’re showing just how much we appreciate and trust the people here,” Dad says.  “As thanks for their hard work and dedication, we’re willing to let them in on the biggest secret of the century.”  He doesn’t raise his voice, but I’m positive everyone hears him, they all go silent.
 
   “Well, see,” I say--so sue me, I suck at speaking in front of a crowd, “I got invited because I’m dating Adanna, she’s Panther’s daughter, right?  So I was in the middle of Super Villain Summer Camp, not that I’m planning on being a villain, don’t worry, but--”
 
   “Sunny, you’re rambling,” Adanna calls up to me.
 
   “Sorry!  Well, I’m sort of the reason you’re getting hosted by super villains, sorry.  Oh, and Superior and Tatiana are my grandparents--and they’re not, exactly, dead.  They’re just retired.  Grandpa does a lot of fishing and Grandma knows how to, uh, bead stuff.”  I motioned over to them, but I hardly have to.  The entire crowd is cheering.  “But we’d REALLY appreciate if you didn’t let that out outside of the Super community.  The last thing we want is to force them out of retirement--I mean, this way we get to talk to them once a week, and they’re pretty happy, right?  And Grandma would probably have to go back to Russia, which wouldn’t be good.”
 
   The room nods.  “Trust us, Sunny, a lot of us have retired family members,” Taurus says.  “I’m sure we can all agree to keeping this a secret--on both sides,” he adds, looking at Pan.
 
   “Technico was my college roommate,” Pan says, “and is still a man I consider a very close friend.”
 
   “What’s interesting is that Sunny hasn’t made a debut,” Prisma says.
 
   “Oh, that.  I’m not going to,” I say with a shrug.  I can literally hear the shocked gasps that echo through the room.  “Are you going to, Zoe?” I ask her.
 
   “I’ve actually been thinking about taking over Cape High when I’m old enough,” she says, “or at least being one of the teachers until Dad actually retires.”
 
   “So no debut, huh?  Yeah, that sounds good,” I say, completely forgetting that we have an audience.
 
   “Wait, wait, waaaait!” Prisma says, waving her hands.  “You can’t do that to us!”
 
   “Can’t do what?” Zoe and I ask in tandem.
 
   “Drop a bomb like TWO teenagers in the Superior family not going into the business!” the large super in green says.  What was his name... Hard Knocks, or something, I think.  “Especially one that’s dating a member of the Panther family!”
 
   “I’m not planning on debuting, either,” Adanna says all too casually.  “Cubby will take over the family name.  At the moment, Sunny and I plan on doing behind the scenes work, right, Sunny?”
 
   “We’re gonna save the big cats and Rain Forests of the world,” I say.  “We can do a lot more work out of tights than in--although this outfit might actually work really well,” I add, looking fondly down at the baggy pants and shirt I’m wearing.  “Just because we don’t plan on being in the news doesn’t mean we can’t be heroes.  A lot of the world’s heroes never even get noticed, right?”
 
   “Lady Rose, Panther, do you agree with their decisions?” Prisma asks.  She actually pulls the mic out of Max’s hand for this.  She’s absolutely gone into interviewer mode.
 
   Mom walks over, since she’s still a super and that means automatically responding to this, and speaks into the mic, “I agree with whatever my children decide to do--as long as it’s not self-destructive.  I really don’t see how saving the Rain Forest can be anything BUT helpful to both him and the world.  I’m proud that he’s decided on it at such a young age, actually.  As for Zoe, I think she’ll make a wonderful teacher.”  She gives Zoe a brilliant smile.  Zoe grins back.
 
   “Panther?” Prisma asks.  “Amara?”
 
   “We’re fine with it--in fact I think it’s a brilliant idea,” Pan says.  “We do what we can for the large cats--”
 
   Before he can finish, though, a strange, unearthly scream rips through the air.  It’s overwhelming and sharp, pitched perfectly to break all the glass in the room.  Champagne glasses shatter, the bowl holding the punch does as well.  Red punch pours like a waterfall over the table and ground.
 
   I almost faint at the noise, barely managing to stick my fingers in my ear--only to pull them out straight away and race across the room.  I manage to grab my girlfriend as she tumbles to the floor, unconscious.
 
   No one manages to catch Panther.  Whoops.  But it’s when Jack slams to the floor, bellowing with pain that I really feel stunned.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   *Minutes before*
 
    
 
   “You look beautiful,” Aubrey says to Jimmi as they clasp hands.  “We need to move fast, I want to see the boys make fools of themselves,” she adds as she pulls away and heads for the still unconscious teen on the bed.  Her hair floats around her shoulders and she adds in “hair fixing” time to her schedule.  
 
   “I thought about getting an official version of the uniform I got at home,” Jimmi says, going back to her battery to recharge, “but then I realized I didn’t have to--I wanted to look pretty,” she adds, staring at the battery.  “Vinny left before I was even dressed, so I couldn’t show him.”
 
   Aubrey inwardly sighs, mentally shaking her head as she touches Tank.  Her eyes glow and she feels the power flowing steadily through the teen.  “You’re going to have to be patient with him,” she says, for what seems the twentieth time.
 
   “I know, but it’s hard to--it’s easier to focus on a one-sided crush than it is to focus on... well... this,” Jimmi says.  “Like you said, if I let guilt--”
 
   “Stop,” Aubrey says abruptly, her eyes glowing brighter, her hair sticking straight up.  “I said STOP,” she snarls at the teen on the table.  The force she’s using is so strong that Jimmi feels her hair threaten to stand as well.  The machines hooked up to Tank start beeping loudly, alerting the staff that something was wrong.  Tank’s body starts to shake, rocking back and forth as something shoves him off of the table.
 
   His eyes open, completely black, save for a glowing blue iris.  They don’t seem to actually SEE anything.  His shirt rips in the back as two large, bat-like wings with claws at the tips burst out of his back.  The shirt is torn to shred as spikes come out of his shoulders and forearms, and his fingers grow longer as they turn into claws.  His mouth opens and a scream bursts out.  The sound is so loud that Aubrey feels the world swirl around her.  She falls back, stumbling into a chair and covering her ears.
 
   The glass window shatters.  The machines start squealing, and the doctors running towards the room fall to the hallway floor, unconscious.  Jimmi is crouched on the floor, her hands over her ears as Tank screams again.  Those glowing blue eyes snap into focus as he jerks free of all the wires and cords.  Jimmi finds herself staring straight into those foreign eyes, waiting for him to recognize her.
 
   There’s nothing there, she realizes as he rips the blue hospital gown off.  He dismisses her and crouches on the bed, his wings spreading once, and then twice, before he launches himself through the broken window, flying away.
 
   “We need to get him back,” Aubrey says.
 
   “How?” Jimmi asks.
 
   “I don’t know,” Aubrey replies, realizing that they’re both yelling and can only just barely hear each other.  Her ears are ringing from the scream.  “But we’ve got to get him back--there’s still the chance he’ll explode.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “What was that?” I hear someone say--barely.  I can literally feel my eardrums healing, which would be awesome in another situation.  Right now it’s just disturbing.  I gently put Adanna down, leaning her against Panther.  I need to go see what’s going on--I’m not the only one thinking that, I notice.  Dad and Grandpa race out the door.  I do the first thing that comes to mind--I chase them.
 
   I see Grandpa pulling open the elevator doors and hear the shrieking of metal as Dad takes out the ceiling so they can fly up the shaft.  I can’t fly, I think as I enter the elevator, but I’ve climbed elevator wires before, so I jump, grabbing them and climbing up.  I get to the top just in time to see them already down the hall--heading straight for the room where the teenager from down south is.
 
   “What happened?” I get there just in time to hear Dad ask.
 
   “He mutated,” Aubrey yells, “he went that way--we have to find him!”
 
   Dad doesn’t hesitate, he just scoops Aubrey up in his arms (fluffy dress and all) and flies through the window.  I only have a second to react--I jump on Grandpa’s back, holding on tightly like I do Trent coming down the stairs in the morning.  Who would have thought being lazy would pay off so well?  We take off after the mutated man.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   For a long moment nothing happens in the party, except Jack slowly stops bellowing in pain.  He lies there, panting and holding his head.  The supers that surround him poke at their ears, looking at their fingers to see if there’s any blood.  It’s only Tatiana that looks perfectly calm.  She even has a cup of punch in her hand, although the punch bowl is gone.  For a long moment Summer looks at the woman, trying to figure out how she does it.
 
   “They are very quick to run into trouble, our boys,” Tatiana says with a smile, sipping from her plastic cup as if she were still in party mode.
 
   “Why didn’t you follow them?” Summer asks, getting to her feet and dusting off her flowing golden dress.
 
   “In this outfit?” Tatiana asks, motioning down to her own blue dress.  “I would not like to tear it--I am very fond of it, you know.  It is hard to find a dress that is flattering when you are a woman of my build,” she adds.  It’s quite obvious that she could have, in other words.  Summer lets a tiny smile cross her lips, only laughing when Tatia gives her a brilliant smile in return.  “Besides, Clifford has not stopped talking about how well he and Nicolas work together.  I would not wish to take that father son bonding away from them.”
 
   “Father, son, and grandson bonding,” Summer says, looking over at her daughter, who’s going from super to super, checking on them.  “I think Sunny followed them.”
 
   “Wonderful!” Tatia says, looking elated.  “These life or death moments make for lovely family time.  Now, since this is the Capes of Ethnicity party, where is that wayward daughter of mine and her boyfriend?” she demands, looking around the room.
 
   “Daughter?  So--you’re going to claim Liz?” Summer asks quietly.
 
   “There is no mother in the picture.  Clifford explained to me what happened, and how Nicolas tossed Sparky out of the house.  Do you think I should not claim her?” she asks, looking hesitant for the first time since Summer had met her.
 
   “I think she’d love it if you did,” Summer says.  “She didn’t come, though.  I couldn’t talk her into it--I think Emily’s been giving her too much trouble over dating Taurus.  But I can introduce you to Taurus!” she says.  “He’s right this way.”
 
   “Yes, please,” Tatia says, heading over to the large man in formal uniform.  He’s lying on the floor, only now waking up from unconsciousness--shape-shifter types tend to have better hearing than most.  Tatia doesn’t bother to wait for him to stand.  She leans down and picks him up, setting him on his feet as if he weighs nothing.  “Oh, he is better looking in person!”  To the still-groggy Taurus’s shock, she hauls him into a crushing hug.  “It is good to meet my future son-in-law!”
 
   “Um...” Taurus says, looking over at Summer, who’s now holding the cup of punch.  “Thanks, Ms. Tatiana,” he says, patting her on the back.  “What, exactly, happened?”
 
   “We don’t know,” Summer says.  “Nico and Superior went to find out.”
 
   “Oh.  Think we should clean up in here a bit?” Taurus asks, looking around.  Most of the capes are starting to recover, with only a few still completely out of it.  No one is panicking.  Even Cubby looks calm, and he’s the youngest in the group.
 
   “We could do with more punch,” Tatia declared, finally letting go of him.  “And we should check on the metal boy, I am not sure that sound was safe for him.”
 
   “Yeah, that sounds good,” Taurus says, going to get the punch.  When an S-class tank mentions needing more punch, it’s smartest just to get it for her.  Especially, he thinks, when she already considers you a future son-in-law.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “That sonic attack is going to make it difficult,” Grandpa says as we see the poor guy flying in front of us.  “Catching up to him is no problem, but if he hits us with that, he might do a bit of damage--even if it just means we fall out of the sky.”
 
   “I can create soundproof headphones, but we’re going to be there a bit too quickly,” Dad says, “and I didn’t exactly bring everything I’d need for them in this suit.”
 
   “I can grow some moss,” I say, digging through my pockets and pulling out some stalks.  “I was planning on using it to add to my uniform, but I fell asleep before I managed,” I say, holding the stalk in my hand and prompting the moss to grow.  It does, latching onto the sleeve of my uniform and rapidly spreading up my arm.  I grab a small bit and hand it out to everyone, since Dad and Grandpa are flying side by side.  When they’ve gotten theirs I pull some more off and stick it in my own ears.  I don’t know how much good this will do us, I can still hear, but at least everything sounds somewhat muffled.
 
   “It’s better than nothing,” Dad says.  “Thanks, Sunny.  Let’s go.”
 
   I grab on tight as they rush forward, moving to either side of the flying mutant.  What was his name again?  I think it was something like ‘Tank’ right?  I mean, it just seems rude to be calling him “mutant” all the time.  “Stop, Tank!” Aubrey says, drawing his attention.  “We need to go back--we don’t know if you’re completely stable yet!”
 
   Tank just glowers at her, swerving to try and get around the group.  “We need to get him to ground without hurting him,” Dad says.  “Sunny, can you bind his wings?”
 
   “It would be easier just to knock him out,” Grandpa says.  I find myself nodding in agreement.
 
   “If we hit him there’s a chance he’ll explode,” Aubrey says seriously.  “His genetic change happened so quickly that his body hasn’t had the chance to get used to it.  We need to be as gentle as possible with him!”
 
   “If I wrap a vine around the base of his wings, will it make him explode?” I demand, digging through my pockets with one hand and holding onto Grandpa with the other.  This whole not being able to fly thing SUCKS.  
 
   “It shouldn’t, but I’m not going to swear to anything.”
 
   “It’s our best bet--we don’t want to kill him,” Dad says, “I would hate to have to get a new formal uniform.”
 
   I reach out, holding one hand out to Tank with a seed in my hand.  The vines shoot out, tangling around his wings and drawing them together.  Tank starts to fall, screaming loudly.  Grandpa shoots forward to grab him--
 
   I fall off.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   It seems almost lazy, like the world’s slowed down, I think as I watch the world slowly heading for me--or I guess it’s me heading for it, huh?  Maybe it’s part of my powers that make it seem slow.  It feels good, whatever it is, I decide as I do a flip in the air.  Sooner or later either Dad or Grandpa is going to come and get me--
 
   I look around.  Nobody’s coming.  Okay, maybe I spoke too soon, I think, feeling a little bit of panic hitting me.  I don’t think I’ll survive hitting the ground.  I reach up, touching my ear and saying Adanna’s name.  What?  If I’m going to die I should at least apologize for standing her up, right?
 
   “Sunny?” she asks.
 
   “Yeah, um, I’m sort of falling,” I say, “from pretty high, too.”
 
   “You idiot, why call ME?” she demands.
 
   “Cuz if I die I figured I’d at least say goodbye,” I say, stretching out as if lying on a bed.  It’s harder than it seems, and I wind up flipping over a few times.  
 
   “Would you just yell for help already?” she says.
 
   “Oh, right, good idea,” I say.  “Gotta hang up, first,” I add, tapping the com.  When I’m sure it’s hung up I let out a bellow.  Two hands grab my wrist and I look up at Dad and Aubrey, who’s still in Dad’s arms.  They both have a hold of me.
 
   “You took your time yelling,” she says. 
 
   “Actually now that I think of it--let go, he won’t die from this height,” Dad says.  “Maybe he’ll learn to fly!”
 
   They both let go.  I’m going to fly--I’m going to fly--
 
   The tree that shoots up underneath me is far more welcome than I’ll ever admit, I think as it catches me in its branches.  “Didn’t work!” I yell at Dad.
 
   “Eh, we’ll try it again later,” he says.  “Da--Father!  Do you have him?”
 
   He almost called Grandpa “Dad.”  Did you notice that?  I did. 
 
   “I’ve got him,” Grandpa says as I drop out of the tree, “but he’s struggling.  If I hold him too tightly will he explode?”
 
   I head over to where Grandpa is holding Tank.  Tank is struggling, jerking this way and that wildly.  It’s actually a little worrisome, considering that I accidentally killed my guinea pig in a similar manner.  “Don’t hold him too tightly,” I say, “he could explode.”
 
   Aubrey jumps out of Dad’s arms and races over, grabbing for Tank’s arm--he lashes out, slashing her dress.  She jumps back, letting out a yelp.  I can see Grandpa get angry.  His arms tighten--
 
   “STOP!” I bellow as I see Tank’s skin start to change color.  “Just let him go!  He’s going to explode!”
 
   Grandpa lets go.  Tank races off on all fours, with a strange, jumping sort of run that reminds me of a wild animal.  “We’re going to regret doing that,” Grandpa says to me.
 
   “That’s how the guinea pig exploded,” I say, feeling guilty.  “I tackled it and it--it was SERIOUSLY disgusting, and he was a lot bigger than the guinea pig was.”
 
   “Will he survive?” Dad asks Aubrey.
 
   “I don’t know,” she admits, staring in the direction Tank ran.  “He might.  If he can live through the next few days without exploding I think, possibly, his body will adjust.”
 
   “We should find him and keep an eye on him,” Dad says.  “I’ll call Double M and get someone on it.”
 
   “I’m kind of worried about him,” I admit.
 
   “I’m terrified for him,” Aubrey says simply before looking down at her dress.  “How can I go to the party like this?” she asks, letting out a heavy sigh.  “I was finally going to forgive Jack for the donut thing, too.”
 
   “We’ll pick you up a new dress,” Dad says, patting her on the back.
 
   I look at her, a frown escaping me.  “Aub, was there anything you could have done for him?” I ask.
 
   She looks at me, a torn expression on her face.  “I might never know,” she admits.  “If he lasts the few days it’ll take him to stabilize, I’ll have them bring him back in.  We’ll see if we can’t figure it out.  I just don’t understand why it happened so quickly,” she says, looking at Dad and Grandpa.  “What, exactly, did Doctor Hanks use?”
 
   “We’ll find out,” Dad says.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Why did you do it?”
 
   The question lingers in the air.  It feels like a heavy weight pressing down on her.  Ginger can’t even look up at Century, she feels so guilty.  “He said if I didn’t do it, he would kill my sons,” she whispers.  “They’re all I have.  I had to do what I was asked.”
 
   “HOW did you do it?” Century asks, his tone not softening at all.
 
   “I was panicking,” she says.  “They never got a super for me to use as a base.  All they had was half a vial of--of this strange glowing liquid from the nineties!  We lost what little research material he had from his last geneticist when we lost the first place, and most of that was pure speculation, as far as I could tell.  I tried to figure out what the glowing liquid did, but I couldn’t seem to break it down OR reproduce it.  All I knew was that it mutated that dog--who he sent up here because he considered it a failure.  That’s not the same as being capable of fixing the teenager.”  She falls silent, her mind jumping back.  “The boys, when we got into the underground base, they started to explore.  They came to me when they found her.”
 
   “Her?”
 
   “The super in the tank,” she says, finally looking up, “the shape-shifter.  She was kept in suspended animation in the deepest part of the base.  We didn’t tell the--the man.”
 
   “Shape-shifter?  Do you know her name?”
 
   “They had her call name in her files,” Ginger says, finally looking at him.  “They called her Jersey Devil.”
 
   Century is silent for a long moment, staring at her before saying, “Jersey Devil was a man.  It was several hundred years ago, though.  Even he would be dead.”
 
   “This was a woman.”
 
   “Possibly a daughter?” Voltdrain offers from behind Century.
 
   “Here’s the important question,” Century says, moving closer and looking her in the eye, “Was she alive?”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “I will NOT sit around as they paint my nails and pluck my eyes and do all those torturous actions to me!” Skye declares as she sinks through the roof of her base.  She’d fully planned on going to the party--until she found out that it was a formal affair.  Once Pan’s wife had brought out the curling iron, she had run as fast as her legs could take her.  She has a new base to explore, which is far more interesting than putting on pantyhose.  Of course, a real party would be fun--maybe she can talk Panther into having a party when she gets back!  With candy and popcorn and piñatas!  And CAKE!
 
   She dances down the halls of her new secret base, humming a song off-key as she goes.  This place is perfect, although she’s going to need to get some smell-good stuff--it stinks down here.  She pauses, waves a hand in an erratic motion, and promptly turns down a random hall.  A room at the end of the hall is closed, with a huge “DO NOT ENTER” sign hanging on it.
 
   Of course she heads straight for it, swinging the door open wide and flipping on the lights.  The room is full of strange machines, the strangest a gigantic tube right in the middle.  Inside the tube is--she tilts her head slightly, heading over.  Inside the tube is a naked lady, whose hair is so long that it covers most of her as it floats around. 
 
   For a moment Skye just stares at the lady, her mind debating the pros and cons of having a roommate in a tube.  Well, since she obviously likes going Au-natural, Skye decides, there won’t be any arguments over borrowing clothes!  And she would make a really interesting subject for visitors, right?  “Here, check this out, I’ve got a lady in a tube!”  It sounds so SINISTER!  You can’t really be a super villain without having a lady in a tube, could you?
 
   Well, okay, she’s never heard of super villains with ladies in tubes--but that just makes her stand out MORE!  She grins widely and walks over, knocking on the glass that holds the woman in.  “Hey in there!  You awake?”
 
   Nothing happens.  Skye pouts a little, actually, at the lack of response, and does what’s only logical--she knocks louder.  “WAKE UP ALREADY!” she bellows.
 
   The lady’s eyes open, staring at her blankly for a long moment before starting to change colors.  The white part washes over with black, the brown iris turns glowing blue.  “Coooooool,” Skye says, but it doesn’t stop there.  The woman starts to shift, wings shooting out of her back and shattering the glass tube she’s in.
 
   “THIS IS AMAZING!!” Skye bellows--just in time to be tackled to the ground by the monstrous beast.  “So,” she says, completely ignoring the claws at her throat, “do you like top bunk or bottom?”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Days passed.  Grandpa and Grandma went home, but they both have phones, so I can call them any time I want.  Before the whole episode that started in Texas I wouldn’t have considered calling Grandpa, now he’s become my secret weapon--him and Adanna, that is.  Trent would be, too, but he’s an official hero.  You can’t use a hero in a super villain war, it’s just not right on so many levels.
 
   “Okay, I’ve got the base dug,” I say over the com, looking at the massive hole in the middle of the field Grandpa gave me.  “Are you sure they’re not going to find it?  Jack’s got that whole elementalist thing going on, as well, you know?”
 
   “Are you using metal?” Grandpa asks.  “I thought you were going to line the walls with tree roots.”
 
   “Yeah, I am,” I say, looking at the trees I’ve planted.  “I figure if I can layer the root system together I’ll be able to make some decent walls.”
 
   “Have you thought about how to break into their territories?” Adanna asks.  In my mind’s eye I picture her making cookies with her mom as she discusses war tactics with me.  It’s a great image.  “You know where Max is, right?”
 
   “Yeah,” I say, “he claimed the old Air Force base.  Jack’s in the middle of downtown in one of the buildings the Hall owns, it’s only Ace who I’ve got no clue about.”
 
   “Illusionists can be tricky like that,” Grandpa says.  “I wouldn’t put it past him to do some reconnaissance before even looking for a place.  Watch your back.” 
 
   “No, I heard Ace is getting ready for Emily’s debut next month,” Adanna says.  “He’ll want to build a base that can work for that, as well, right?”
 
   “Nice hole.”
 
   I almost don’t notice the comment, because I’m busy discussing Emily’s debut and growing massive tree roots over the top of the hole.  “Yeah, she’s completely stoked for it.  He says she’s been calling him at least four times a day to talk.”
 
   “I thought you didn’t know where he was?”
 
   “No, but I--wait.”  Someone’s behind me.  I turn, staring at Max just long enough for him to give me an evil grin.  He dives down, slamming me through the roof made of roots and into my hidden base.  
 
   “You didn’t think I was going to pass up this chance, did you?” he asks.  “Play it up big, Sunny!  This might be your only chance to play hero!”
 
   “Has anyone ever told you,” I grunt out, shoving him off of me, “that you talk too much, Max?”
 
   He lets out a laugh.  He’s enjoying this way too much.  “I’ve always wanted to go up against a Superior,” he says as he floats overhead.  “This might be my only chance--since I can’t exactly attack your sister, right?”
 
   “Why not?  Worried she’d beat you?” I ask, jumping out of the base and grinning up at him. 
 
   “Keep calm,” Grandpa says in my ear.  “He’s the son of Mastermental, there’s a good chance he’s got the same weakness.”
 
   “What?  Mastermental has a weakness?” I ask, shocked.
 
   “Sure he does--do you really think being able to see into people’s minds is always a good thing?  It does make it hard to not telegraph moves--”
 
   “I don’t think Max read minds yet, though,” Adanna says.  They start discussing it, but I’m suddenly too busy being lifted from the ground by Max’s powers.
 
   “I heard they tried to get you to fly by dropping you,” Max says, floating over to where he’s holding me in midair.  
 
   “They were busy with Tank,” I say, flipping over a few times, just because I can.  
 
   “Ah, the mutant--they caught him today,” he says.
 
   “What?  Really?” I ask, going still and looking at him hopefully.  “So he didn’t explode?”
 
   “Shouldn’t you worry about yourself more than him?” Max asks, only to look shocked as vines wrap around his ankles, pulling him down.  I drop from the air, crouching for just a second before launching myself at him.  I tackle him to the ground, causing a little crater.  He twists, flipping me onto my back and bringing up a fist.  I can almost see the gravity wrapping around his arm before it slams into the ground next to my face.
 
   “Sorry Grampa,” I say, “we’re making a bit of a mess.”
 
   “Nah, don’t worry about it,” Grandpa says.  “Feel free to tear the place up all you want.”
 
   “Are you discussing this fight with Superior?” Max asks, looking excited.
 
   “Yeah,” I say, “he’s helping me with my summer camp.”
 
   “This is so AWESOME!” Max says, jumping to his feet.  “Can he see it, too?”
 
   “No, he’s just on the phone,” I say, getting to my feet as well.  “Seriously, Max, you’re acting like a fan-boy.”
 
   “I should have brought my mic,” he says, completely ignoring me.  He strikes a dramatic pose (even though Grandpa can’t see us) and declares, “this is going to be the end of the Superior line, Sunshine!  I’ll take you out and my name will be spread throughout the universe!”
 
   “Dude, you’re dating my sister,” I have to point out, “and Dad is still alive and well--heck, GRANDPA is alive and well--”
 
   “Hey, don’t kill the drama,” Max says, frowning at me.  “This is the only chance I’ll get to use lines like these!”
 
   “Did you bring popcorn?” I hear Jack ask from above my head.  I jerk, looking blankly at the two sitting on his surfboard, watching us.  He and Ace look for all the world as if they’re at a sports match.
 
   “Is he seriously a super villain?” Grandpa asks a bit blankly.
 
   “He likes to be a glory-hound,” Adanna says, “he sees being a super villain as the perfect opportunity to act like a ham.”
 
   “I see.  That does sound like fun,” Grandpa admits.  I never thought I’d hear him say something like it.  It startles a laugh out of me.  “Not that I would do it, of course.”
 
   “Of course you wouldn’t,” I say, rushing forward.  Max and I start punching each other, brawling like boxers.  He hits HARD.  I’m pretty sure he puts gravity into each punch--and considering he brawls with Trent on a regular basis, it’s probably by instinct.  A particularly good uppercut catches me in the gut and sends me flying.  
 
   For a second I seem to float in the air and then I drop to the ground, shocked by the sensation.  I don’t have time to react before Max is in front of me again, punching me just like he had before.  “Stay up there!” he says as I go flying again.  “We might as well teach you to fly while I’m beating on you!”  My stomach hurts a bit--second massive hit to the exact same place in a row, you know? 
 
   Unfortunately this time I don’t even float--I just keep soaring until I fall into a tree.
 
   “Think his points are in the hole?” I hear Jack ask Ace.
 
   “Probably.  Let’s go check it out.”
 
   I hold out my hand and the tree roots shoot out, blocking the way for Jack and Ace.  “No you don’t,” I say.  Max takes advantage, pulling me off the ground and straight up with his powers. 
 
   “No plant powers up here,” he says as we float over the earth.  I ignore him, staring down at the world with a huge grin.  “What?” he asks, looking suspicious, “What are you grinning about?”
 
   “Do you know the biggest part of being a Superior?” Superior asks, loudly enough that I’m certain Max can hear it.
 
   “No, not really,” Max says.
 
   “We operate in spheres,” Superior says.  “For me it’s a mile to a mile and a half in any direction at an atomic level detail.  For my kids it’s any area within eyesight.  Now tell me, which do you think Sunny operates in?”
 
   “Oh crap,” Max says, just as the world below me starts to burst with life.  Trees and flowers and bushes and anything that comes to mind sprouts from the ground, forming a forest below.  I’m laughing like a loon.  This feels so AMAZING!  I hear Jack and Ace yelp in shock below, but it just makes me laugh louder.  I actually feel a bit light-headed, but this is such a rush that I don’t notice until I start to black out.
 
   Whoops.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “He grew a forest,” Superior hears Max say.  He can only assume the boy stole Sunny’s earbud.  “I caught him before he hit the ground, he’d be really mad if he accidentally killed one of his trees.  I hope whoever owns this place doesn’t mind, because I’m pretty sure he took out all the nearby streets, too.  It’s got to be some fifteen miles across, at least.”
 
   “It’s fine,” Superior says, feeling a grin spread across his face.  “Actually, it’s perfect.”  He hears Max hang up, but he stays on the line.  “Your son is a wonder,” he says.
 
   “He is, isn’t he?” Nico says, showing that he’d been listening in just like Superior had assumed.  “The kid will change the world, and nobody will even know about it.”
 
   “Is that for the best?” Superior asks.
 
   “It’s what he wants,” Nico says.  “You heard him--he’s a total failure at the actual fighting.  He’s not got an instinct for violence.”
 
   “He’s got an instinct for life,” Superior finishes.
 
   “He is his mother’s child.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Nico hangs up, standing in front of a large cage.  He watches the teen inside, taking in just how beast-like the boy seems.  When the boy’s black eyes fall on him it’s only for a moment.  He can actually see the simple calculations going through Tank’s mind--not prey, not attacking, ignore.  He’s searching for an escape, but hasn’t realized that there are locks yet.  They’ve brought Aubrey in twice, each time they’d had to knock the boy out just to get her near him.  She says there’s a chance he’ll never be human-like again.  The boy’s now being treated by Double M--who’s working to get him thinking as a human, at least.
 
   Nico sighs and shoves that thought aside, his eyes falling to the phone in his hand, another teen on his mind.  He leaps into the air, going high enough that he can see all of America, and most of Canada and Mexico.  The air is thin, almost non-existent here, but he ignores that fact.
 
   A simple message appears on the phone screen.
 
   You’ve got a son.
 
   It blinks once and then is sent.
 
    
 
   ***
 
   


 
   
  
 



Bonus Material:
 
    
 
   Superior: Origins
 
    
 
   *A long, long time ago*
 
    
 
   The ship makes strange noises.  He isn’t used to all the strange noises.  There are beeps and blips and various creaking noises that he’s almost afraid to ask about.  His home world doesn’t have all of these noises, the young boy thinks.  Nor does it have the large, hulking monsters that keep tromping past him, yelling at each other.
 
   “You bought a little KID!” 
 
   “He’ll be worth money!  He was a real steal, too, since nobody wanted him!”
 
   “WE don’t want him, either!  And when will he be worth money, in thirty years?  What are we going to do with a little kid?”
 
   The little boy is positive that they are talking about him--especially when the one that had just been speaking turns, grabbing him by the arm and hauling him off of the floor.  “He’s USELESS!  Look at the bone structure--he looks a lot like one of those Terrans!”
 
   “Now THAT is an insult,” the first says sharply.  “He’s not a Terran!  He’s nowhere near as pathetic as one of those!”
 
   “He’s as good as one to me!  He won’t be worth anything on the black market.”  The boy is thrown aside, hitting the wall of the ship and sliding down it, hiding the fact that it had hurt a bit.  The large blue-green man heads to the computer while the second one, the one that had been fighting for him, comes over, crouching down in front of him.
 
   “Here, boy, say ‘Masters,’” the man prompts.  “Mas--ters.”
 
   “Mas... ters,” the boy repeats quietly, trying not to stare at the bloodshot eyes looking at him.  They were huge and yellow instead of white, with slits down the middle instead of a round spot.  It’s really unsettling to him. 
 
   “That’s good!  Did you hear that, Ahka?  He can speak!” 
 
   “Why don’t you teach him to roll over and beg, next?” Ahka replies darkly, tapping away on the keyboard of their broken down machine.  “We’re getting rid of him.” 
 
   “What?  Why?  We’re going to make a bundle off of him!” 
 
   “We aren’t going to make a thing off of that scrawny little brat--he’s going to eat us out of house and home, and I’m not going to let that happen,” Ahka says.  “We’re passing Terra soon, we’ll drop him off there.  Nobody will think a thing if we land in one of those flat stretches with the four legged creatures.  Backwater planet,” he scoffed.
 
   “I paid good money for him!  How are you going to pay me back?”
 
   “By keeping him from eating all of the food we put away for the rest of our trip!” Ahka snaps, pulling away from the computer and turning to glower at the boy.  “We should kill him,” he says after a long hard stare.  “Bury the body and leave.”
 
   “We aren’t killing him!  We’ll just... we’ll just dump him off like you planned,” the other says reluctantly.  “Who knows, maybe they’ll find a use for him.  Clearly you’re not going to let me.”
 
   “Oh quit your whining,” Ahka says as the ship lands with a thump.  There’s a loud creaking noise as if something’s going to break, and then a section of wall opens up, turning into a ramp heading to the ground.  Ahka stands, grabbing the boy and hauling him down the ramp.  The land they’re on is strange, the air feels too thin and the colors are all wrong, but the boy gets no chance to point this out as Ahka heads back in.
 
   The ship hatch slams shut and the ship takes off, flying into the night.
 
   For a long, long moment the boy just sits there, watching the ship fly off, knowing that he’ll never see his home world again.  Then, a bit awkwardly, he pushes himself to his feet and starts to walk.  It seems like forever before he sees a square building.  He’s so happy that he starts to run, almost tripping over himself as he realizes how much lighter the gravity is.  He makes it to the door, grabbing the handle and pulling the door open.
 
   “Cliff, is that you?  I thought you were going into town today, honey!  You’re back--” a woman says from inside.  She steps into view, staring at him in confusion.  “Where did you come from, little boy?  What’s your name?” 
 
   So the boy says the only word he knows.  “Mas... ters.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Dorm Daze
 
    
 
   Justin
 
    
 
   “So there he was, chatting away on the phone to Superior, and Max--the moron--catches his attention,” Ace says.  We’re sitting in the main room of the dorms, playing a game of Central Hall Alliance.  Nico built the dorm this massive gaming system where anyone can grab their phone to use as a controller and join in--the screen is an entire wall.  In fact, I’m pretty sure we can spread it to another wall if we’ve got enough people.  Right now we’ve got about half the dorm lounging on couches, playing.
 
   “Did he have to?” I ask, grimacing as Vinny’s character catches me from behind, knocking me out.  Why is he playing a villain, anyway?  Wait, he’s not.  “I call foul play!” I yell at him.
 
   “Friendly fire,” he says, grinning evilly.
 
   “Of course not--Sunny’s completely oblivious to things like that,” Ace says as he taps away on his phone, shooting at Carla’s character.  “And honestly, it’s STUPID to draw his attention, because they fought for a while and then Sunny grew an entire forest.  I almost got violated by a tree because of that.”
 
   “Violated?” I repeat.
 
   “It poked me in the butt on the way up,” Ace explained.  The entire group starts laughing at the look on his face.  Even I can’t help but snicker, picturing it all too easily.  “So we had to climb our way out of an accidental forest and then carry Sunny home, because he was completely knocked out.  So I figured I’d stop in while he slept.  I’ve got an illusion me breaking into Jack’s place right now.”
 
   “What are all of you doing in here?” I hear Morgan demand from behind me.  “It’s the middle of summer, people, and Trent just now finished the school’s new pool!”
 
   “Seriously?” I ask, almost dropping my phone.  “I want to go swimming!”  I get a lot of blank looks and I abruptly realize that I was way too quick to admit that.  Okay, so I seem a bit too enthusiastic when Morgan suggests things.  So sue me.
 
   “Let’s go swimming, then,” Ace says, getting to his feet and heading for my room.
 
   “How did your swimming trunks get in my room?” I demand as I follow him.
 
   “Because I didn’t feel like running home when we went to the pool,” he says.  “Nice job jumping, there,” he drawls when I close the door behind us.  “Seriously, you should just tell her already.”
 
   “Tell her what?” I ask as I start digging through my clothes.  I really need to do laundry.
 
   “That you like her?” he says.
 
   “Let it die, Ace.  I’ll get over it as soon as I’m back on the road with millions of girls throwing themselves at me,” I tell him, shucking my clothes and pulling on my trunks.  “You’re the one that’s never going to get a girlfriend.”  I head out as he splutters, joining the others as they rush out to get to the pool.  Trent stands there next to a gigantic pool, looking quite satisfied with himself.  It’s concrete, and bigger than I thought it would be.  To my surprise, Malina is standing next to him.  The look of excitement on her face is bright enough to blind me.
 
   “So she finally came out, huh?” Vinny says as he steps up beside me.
 
   “Came out?”
 
   “About her powers.”  I watch in stunned silence as the tiny female steps out onto the water, walking to the middle as if she were standing on ice.  She raises her arms, starting to dance happily.  Water splashes and floats around her as she twists and turns.  It’s like the water is dancing with her--it’s got to be the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen.  “Pretty, huh?  Don’t let that fool you,” Vinny goes on, his hands in his pockets, “you can cut through steel with water if you know what you’re doing.  She got closer to breaking out of the zoo more times than I ever did.”  
 
   “But she’s so--so--” I say, feeling like an idiot, “cute,” I finally say.
 
   “She’s a little person,” Vinny says bluntly.  “Aubrey says she’ll probably only grow to three foot five.  If that’s the only reason why you’re calling her ‘cute’ I suggest you keep that thought to yourself.”  He walks away, leaving me a bit stunned.  How big of a jerk HAD I come off as at first?
 
   I head to the pool side, dropping down on the concrete and just watching Malina.  I see Morgan from the corner of my eye, but I don’t turn to look at her.  It’s only when Ace drops down next to me that I look up.  He’s got a thoughtful look on his face as he watches the girl, and suddenly the water she’s playing with changes colors.  Pinks, blues and purples flash over her head, dancing at her finger tips.
 
   “PARTY!!” Carla bellows from behind me.  I don’t even have time to blink before she’s jumping over our heads and cannon-balling into the pool.  For a second I worry that it will offend Malina--and then she bursts into giggles, diving in to wrestle with Carla.
 
   “Is it true?” Ace asks.
 
   “What, that you’ll never get a girlfriend?”
 
   “No, that you’re planning on going back on the road,” Ace says, looking at me.
 
   “Sure I am,” I say.  “Just like her,” I say, motioning to the pool, “I need to do what I was made to do, Ace.  I need to be on that stage, singing, making people happy.  And I need to do it soon, or people will forget who I am.”  I take a deep breath, saying what I’ve been hiding for over a week.  “My agent called me.  He talked to Mastermental--he’s trying to set up a summer tour.”
 
   “Oh.  That sounds cool.”
 
   “I would have jumped at it not more than a month ago,” I say, leaning back on my hands and looking at the sky.  “Now... I don’t know.  It seems sort of lonely.”
 
   “What’s Nico say?” Trent asks, stepping into my view.  I abruptly realize that everyone’s looking at me.  “Is he going to let you go?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I admit.  “He hasn’t brought it up yet.”  I look at the pool again, “but it’d be just a month or so, right?  I’ll be back when it’s over.”
 
   “Says the guy who was in such a hurry to leave and never look back,” Morgan says, grinning at me.  “I’m happy for you,” she says.  “We all are, right guys?” she asks them.
 
   “Who’s going to sing during our barbecue parties?” Carla asks, pouting.
 
   “We’ll make Max--he comes with a mic,” Ace tells her.
 
   “But can he sing?” she asks.
 
   “Probably not, but it’ll be entertaining seeing him try!”
 
   “We’ll miss you,” Carla says, looking at me, “a LOT--especially if Max can’t sing,” she adds a bit too bluntly.  I can’t help the laugh that escapes me.
 
   “Yeah,” I say.  “I’ll miss you guys, too,” I admit, looking from one to the next.  “But hey, maybe while I’m out there I’ll find more of us.”  I look at Morgan, but all I see is excitement in her eyes at the thought.  I doubt she’ll miss me at all.
 
   My heart breaks a little as she confirms what I’d thought all along.  It’s one-sided, and it always will be.
 
   Maybe a month away will be good, after all.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Malina
 
    
 
   I can’t believe I did that.  I actually did my stupid dance where people could SEE me--well, at least I held it in until we had our own pool.  It would have been beyond embarrassing to do it in front of hundreds of norms.  But it’s been SO LONG since I had a decent amount of water at hand!  Even now I’m fighting the urge to do silly water sculptures or tease Carla with--
 
   Before I realize it, a gigantic dragon made of water rises up, lurking behind my best friend, his mouth opening.  A drop of water falls from his tongue onto her head.  She turns from the boys next to the pool, staring up at the dragon with gigantic gold eyes--
 
   I choke for a second before laughing my head off as the dragon “eats” her.  To my surprise, though, I’m not the only one laughing.  Well, Carla’s not laughing, she’s too busy spluttering.  The rest of the group is, though!  Even Ace is roaring with laughter.
 
   “MALINA!!” Carla yells before jumping me, dragging me underwater with her.  I giggle, creating a tiny whirlpool to drag her away and then shoving her up into the air.  I hear her shout, “I’M ON TOP OF THE WORLD!” before she jumps off of the spout of water into the pool.
 
   I lay back, floating on the surface and staring happily at the sky--until Ace’s face appears right above me.  I can’t help but yelp in shock, almost drowning (which is REALLY hard for a water manipulator, okay?)  “Hey,” he says, grinning.
 
   “What?  I shouldn’t have used a dragon, sorry--” I say, hating just how tiny my voice sounds right now.
 
   “No way, that was awesome,” he says.  He’s crouching on one of those invisible disks, right above my pool.  “I want to recruit you.”
 
   “You will not!” Morgan yells from the poolside.
 
   “Hey now, that’s up to her,” Ace yells back.  “C’mon, Malina, join the dark side with me,” he says, turning those hypnotizing eyes on me.  I can literally see the silver moving through the black.
 
   “I’ll join!” Carla says, jumping on me.
 
   “You can’t,” Vinny says, carrying out a tray of lemonade with Jimmi trailing behind him with a stack of cups.  “You’ve already promised to be on my team.”
 
   “Oh, right.  Sorry Ace,” Carla says.
 
   “It’s okay, Carla, I’ll be okay,” Ace says, grinning at her before turning back to me.
 
   “I think she should come with me,” Justin says, to my shock.
 
   “Wh--what?” I say, knowing I’m blushing bright red.  Why are boys fighting over me right now?  This does NOT happen to me!  I find myself looking from Ace to Justin and back, trying to figure out if they’ve got sunstroke or something.  Maybe it fried their brains!  “I--I wasn’t really planning on going super,” I admit, looking down at the water.  “I thought I’d just get a job and--and maybe go into helping with child services?  Too many kids get lost in the system.”
 
   The entire party turns to stare at me--even Emily, who showed up when I wasn’t watching, but it’s Ace that speaks first.  “Do you really think you can’t help kids by going super?” he asks me curiously.
 
   “I guess--I mean, saving them from burning buildings or something, but--”
 
   “Not like that,” Trent says, making me look over.  “You can do a LOT more than just that.  You’re in the perfect place to become the champion of kids everywhere.  Supers get more attention than politicians in a lot of ways.  But you’d probably do better on our side than his,” he adds, jumping into the pool and swimming over.
 
   I’m feeling rather hunted right now, I think as Justin jumps into the pool as well.  “I agree with Trent,” he says, lounging in the water.  “If we can get you into the public eye we can bring up your causes in front of them.”
 
   “ENOUGH!” Emily bellows, jumping into the pool and climbing up Trent like a monkey climbing a tree.  “Can’t you tell you’re overwhelming her?” she demands.  “Malina needs to be treated delicately!”  Then she jumps off Trent’s shoulders and tackles me into the water.
 
   “How was that delicately?” I hear Ace ask as Emily and I play fight under the water.  She’s grinning at me, and I realize she did it completely on purpose.  I give her a thankful grin, heading back for the surface, away from the guys.  I rise up, stepping off the water onto the concrete.  Vinny holds out a glass of lemonade without a word.
 
   “Thank you,” I say, giving him a smile as I head for a chair.  The three boys are wrestling in the pool, giving me time to think.  Emily drops down on the chair to my left, Morgan drops down to my right.  “You can,” Emily says, looking at me with a smile.
 
   “Can what?”
 
   “Do anything you put your mind to--you would make an amazing super hero,” she adds, “but I bet you’d make an awesome children’s service worker, as well.  You’ve got a very gentle... atmosphere,” she says, shrugging as if the word is the only one she can think of.
 
   “But why would--um--they--” I ask, motioning to the roughhousing teens in the pool.
 
   “Well...” Emily stares at them, looking extremely serious.  “I’m guessing that Justin wants to drag you on the road and let you do some sort of show at his concerts.  Ace probably thinks a female super villain with water abilities would be awesome, and Trent--well, that ones the most obvious of them all,” she says.  “He wants you to help the world.  He’s a Liberty boy, you know?”
 
   “Is it something to do with--with me being short?” I ask.
 
   “I’m not that much taller than you are, you know,” she says drolly.  “I bet it had to do with your water dance.  Ace and Justin watched you even when Morgan came out in a bikini.  That says a LOT you know?”
 
   “It’s just a stupid dance,” I say, feeling a blush creep over my cheeks.  “I did it when I first realized I had powers--and it was so much fun that I couldn’t stop myself from doing it again today.”
 
   It’s getting shady.  Is it just me?  I look up at the sky, seeing a strangely low floating cloud cross over the sun.  Huh.
 
   “I’ll pay you.”
 
   Justin’s comment jerks me back into focus and I stare at him blankly.  He’s standing in front of me, a towel over his shoulders.  “For what?” I ask.
 
   “For being my opening show.  We could make it HUGE.  We’ll bring in pools and strobe lights, whatever you think you need.  All you would have to do is dance!”  There’s such an excited look on his face that I can’t help but feel a little enthusiastic as well.  “It’ll be awesome!  Come on, Malina, just for a month try being famous.”  He crouches down in front of my chair, looking me straight in the eyes.  “I’ll give you ten minutes every show just to tell people about--whatever it is you feel like telling them, I don’t care.  You can tell them you plan on taking over the world, if you want.”
 
   “I don’t want to take over the world,” I protest, fighting the urge to laugh.  “But--I’ll think about it, okay?”
 
   “Promise?”
 
   “Yeah, I promise,” I say, feeling a hint of dread trying to sneak in.  An entire month away from the others--it sounds like a huge amount of time.  He’s holding out his pinkie now, in a childish manner.
 
   “Pinkie swear,” he demands.  “Don’t tell me you guys don’t do it, still.”
 
   I hook pinkies with him.  “I swear I’ll think about going on the road with you,” I say.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Ward
 
    
 
   I’m still feeling a little weirded out.  No, not by the pool--I’m not even at the pool, although I can hear them.  It’s just all of a sudden after school yesterday Nico came up to me and handed me a DVD.  He didn’t say a word, just left it with me and walked away.
 
   It’s a copy of the Mega movie.  I didn’t go to the Mega Movie premier, I didn’t feel like sitting in a movie theater for hours on end watching a movie about the sort of stuff I’ll have to do for a living.  So I’ve never seen it, right?  But now I have the television to myself, and I thought I’d take advantage.  I’m not sure I should have.  I curl up my legs in front of me, hugging them like a little kid as I watch the man on the screen grow taller and taller until he’s towering over a building.
 
   Why would Nico give me a boot-legged movie of a man that has abilities like mine?  Is it because he plans on making him my mentor?  That makes sense.  I mean, Vinny’s got Flame as his mentor because they’ve got similar powers.  Of course, they’re related, too--no.  Not going to go down that path, I think as I turn off the TV and get to my feet.  Morgan won’t mind me using her computer, right?  All I want to do is look up my future mentor.
 
   I head for her room, feeling a bit guilty for not asking permission, and sit down at her desk.  I move the mouse, waking it up, and smile slightly at the pictures that make up her wallpaper.  There’s at least one of everyone in our group.  They’re all ridiculous.  I click on her internet and type “Mega” slowly in the url bar, waiting to see what it brings up.
 
   There are pictures after pictures of him with various norm women.  It looks like he dates around a lot.  There’s his movie poster, with the actor playing him doing a ridiculous pose.  There’s nothing personal, though, I think.  Not even a date of birth or what city he lives in.  People just assume that the Central Hall supers live in Missouri, but they don’t have to--not when they can fly, right?
 
   I scroll through a few more pages of links and pictures before closing the browser.  This doesn’t answer anything.  I don’t even know what I’m looking for, really!  I should just call Nico and ask him.  I close the browser and get up, leaving Morgan’s room and heading for my own, my phone in hand.  
 
   Why does this feel so urgent to me?  Why am I balking at the idea of getting a mentor?  It’s not like I didn’t see it coming.  I might be one of the younger zoo kids, but I’m not the youngest.  They’ll want to get me started soon, right?  But... Mega seems way too busy with all his movies and girlfriends to train someone.  There’s no way he’s going to want to be my mentor.  I should tell Nico that.
 
   I sit down on my bed, tapping on my phone and bringing up Nico’s number.  I can’t help but squirm as I wait for the call to go through, almost forgetting to talk when he answers.  “Hi.  Um, it’s me, Ward,” I say, sounding like a moron.  “Why did you give me that movie?” I hear myself ask.  I almost slap my forehead for blurting it out like that.
 
   “I thought you’d find it interesting,” he says.  “Did you not?”
 
   “He’s got an ego bigger than he can grow,” I mutter.
 
   “He does, doesn’t he?” Nico says, laughing.  “I want you to meet him--but you don’t have to, if you don’t want to.  Look, I have to ask, Ward, do you know your father?”
 
   I almost drop the phone.  “I... I don’t know anyone,” I say quietly, staring at the wall so hard that I can almost see through it.  Unfortunately, that’s not one of my powers.  “I’m an orphan.”
 
   “That’s what I thought,” he says.  “Do you want to meet him?”
 
   “You don’t--you don’t think he’s my dad, do you?”
 
   “I’m not sure, actually.  But there’s a good chance you’re related.  I just haven’t scanned him to be sure how, yet.  But just because you’re related doesn’t mean you have to like him, though.  Trust me, I’m living proof of that.”
 
   “Have you told him?” I ask.  “You know, about me?”
 
   “Not yet.  Sooner or later you’re going to debut, though.  He’s going to notice it for himself.”
 
   I look out the window, watching the others play in the pool.  “Tell him,” I say after a long moment.  “If he wants to meet me, he can come here.  If he doesn’t, well, maybe we’re both better off.  It’s a little too late to have a dad, right?  Or an uncle, or whatever he might be.”
 
   “It’s never too late for that.  If it were, I wouldn’t have my twins,” Nico says in a far-too-calm voice.  “Then again, I don’t have the massive ego that Mega does.  But since you’ve made your call, I’ll go make mine.  If you don’t hear anything from him this week, well, I’ll find you a different mentor.”
 
   “Yeah,” I say, not expecting much, “sounds good.”
 
   I hear him hang up and I pocket my phone, heading for my bedroom to get some swimming trunks.  I pull to a stop when I hear Trent call out, “Hey, Uncle Rob, what’s up?”
 
   “Hey, Trent!  I’m looking for a kid named Ward,” I hear a familiar voice say.  I go perfectly still, pretty certain that I know who he is.
 
   “He’s in the house.”
 
   The door opens and I can literally hear him walking through the house.  I should say something, I think.  I just didn’t expect him to show up this soon--or at all, really.  The steps stop outside my door and a knock comes after a few moments.  “Are you Ward?”
 
   “Y--yeah,” I say, turning to look at the door.  I can’t breathe.  I’m trying to, but something’s keeping me from it as the door swings open.  To my surprise, rather than a man in full red and gold uniform, it’s a plain looking guy in a pair of slacks and a dress shirt.  He stares at me for a moment. 
 
   “Hi,” he says.
 
   “Hi.”
 
   “Can I sit down?” he asks, motioning to the chair in the corner.  I nod, watching silently as he sits down and stares at me.  “We’re being spied on,” he mentions, not looking at the door.  
 
   “Yeah, probably,” I say.
 
   “My name is Robert,” he says.  This has got to be the most awkward conversation ever.
 
   “Ward,” I say, taking the hand he holds out.  “Um... If this is about the whole family thing--”
 
   “Technico says he can find out if you’re my son.  I have no siblings, so if you’re not, you’ll probably be from another branch of the Gigantess line.”
 
   “Gigantess?” I repeat, confused.
 
   “Our line comes from one of the first female supers ever recorded,” he says, smiling slightly.  “Regardless of how we’re related, you’re the first of my line that I’ve heard of.  I’d like to know you better--much better,” he goes on, looking me in the eyes.  “I’ll start your mentoring as soon as I can fit it into my schedule, and once you’re debuted we can line up all sorts of interviews!  We’ll be famous!  I’ll get you a complimenting uniform--possibly something in blue, what do you think?  We can OWN this, Ward.  We’ll be famous--well, I’ll be even more famous, of course.  I need to call my PR man, he’s going to love this!”
 
   He doesn’t even notice the twitch developing under my eye as he pulls out his phone and makes a call.  I REALLY wish I had kept my big mouth shut.
 
   


 
   
  
 



CARLA
 
    
 
   So Ward might be related to Mega, and Mega wants to use Ward as a publicity stunt, but that’s really not a big surprise, right?  I mean, of all the supers, Mega is the guy that’s CONSTANTLY in front of the cameras with a huge shiny grin, saying he’s just doing his duty, or whatever.  But still!  He’s a good uncle to Trent and Jack, I think, right?  I mean, Trent seemed pretty happy to see him--so maybe he’ll make a good dad for Ward?
 
   I sure hope so.  I mean, Ward can be a pain, but he’s still family.
 
   I blink as I hear my phone beep from my bedroom and rush to it, leaving the whole drama behind me.  “Hi!” I say as I answer. 
 
   “You still want to go home for the weekend?” Nico asks.
 
   “Can I?” I ask, my eyes getting huge.  I’m practically bouncing at the idea.  “Oh, wait, I need to change and pack and get presents--can you give me point five seconds?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   I kick up the speed, racing through all my chores and dressing.  I grab the phone before it hits the ground.  “Ready!”
 
   “I’m outside the dorm,” Nico says, “chatting with Trent.”
 
   “Coming!” I say, racing out the door.  He’s still hanging up his phone as I bump into him.  “So we can go see my brothers and sisters?” I ask excitedly.  The look of shock on Trent’s face alerts me to a little fact--I’ve never told anyone outside of the zoo kids that I’ve got siblings, have I?  Whoops.
 
   “All five of them,” Nico says.  “I even brought a special book just for this visit.”
 
   “I brought LOTS of books, too!” I say, holding up my huge bag of gifts.  “Let’s go!”  He takes my bags, slinging them over his back as we head up the side of the canyon and out into the world.  “Can we run?” I ask.  “I haven’t been on a run in FOREVER!”
 
   “Sure,” he says, pulling out two masks and handing one to me.  I’ve been wearing these anti-friction uniforms ever since I helped Vinny down in Texas, by the way.  Nico had me meet this amazing lady named Kim, who put together an entire wardrobe just for me in all of my favorite colors--which, well, are ALL the colors.  Today’s ensemble is a rainbow splattered pair of pants and a shirt with a kitty wearing headphones on the front.  It’s one of my favorites. 
 
   I really don’t think Nico even notices the kitty.  Oh well, my little siblings are going to love it!  I put the mask on and head out, trying to keep it slow so Nico can keep up with me.  “You can go faster,” he says.
 
   “Really?” I ask.  “Really, really?”
 
   “Really,” he agrees.  I kick it up a notch--and then another--and another--he’s keeping up with me!  This is so amazing!  I almost run past my house, I’m so excited by that fact.  I pull to a stop, leaving grooves in the concrete for half a mile, and look at him in excitement.  “That. Was. AWESOME!” I said, grinning from ear to ear.  “Can we do it again?  Huh?”
 
   “On the way back,” he says, running a hand through his hair.  I think the guys that run around in capes on TV have special hair gel, because they never look that messy on television.  Oh well, it was still awesome!
 
   Now I know you’re probably wondering why Nico came with me on a trip home--actually, now that I think about it, so am I.  I look at him, cocking my head slightly in a questioning manner.  “Why DID you want to come today?” I ask him. 
 
   “CARLA!” Mom shouts, coming out of our average sized home with her arms held out wide.  She runs forward, dragging me into a hug so tight that I find it hard to breathe for a second.  “Honey, it’s been so long since I last saw you!”  I wrap my arms around her, leaning in as much as I can.  She smells so good, I think happily, like home.  I almost don’t even notice the green light that flickers over us--almost.
 
   I turn, looking at Nico darkly.  He’s too busy staring at his phone with a thoughtful expression to notice.  “Mom, I’ve missed you SO much,” I tell her, not getting on Nico’s case just yet.  “Are you the only one here?”
 
   “Oh your brothers and sisters are inside,” she says.  “I told them to stay there until we found out who your friend is.”  She looks at Nico pointedly.
 
   “Technico,” Nico says, holding out his hand to my rather petite mother.  “I’m Carla’s principal at Cape High.”
 
   “He’s a great principal,” I tell Mom, knowing this is important.  “We learn all SORTS of things--I’m going to work with Vinny--he’s called Fire Hazard, who’s going to help clean up forests so there aren’t fires!” I say.
 
   “And did you tell my oldest daughter that it was a good idea to do this?”
 
   “She decided all on her own,” Nico says.  “Your daughter promises to be the fastest cape alive, ma’am.”
 
   “Promises?” I repeat, putting my hands on my hips.
 
   “You’re still not quite there yet,” he says, patting my head.  I pout for a second before shrugging.
 
   “So they can come out?” I ask Mom, turning with Nico’s hand still on my head.  I’m sort of used to being patted on the head, actually--I think it’s an unconscious move, or something, because Ken does it, too.  Heck, lots of people have done it, now that I think back.  At least his hand dropped while I was thinking about it!  Maybe because all five of my little brothers and sisters are racing out of the house, aimed straight at me.
 
   I move to the right, only to get chased.  I move to the left and then the right again, making them race after me with laughter.  I finally stop, though, dragging them all into as much of a hug as I can manage.  There are too many of them!  I wind up going from one to the next, hugging them each.  “I brought presents!” I announce.
 
   “YEAH!” they bellow excitedly.  It’s only one of my two sisters that is preoccupied.  She’s staring at Nico.  “Who’s that?” she asks me.  She’s all of five.  I wasn’t here for her birthday--I still feel guilty about that.  “He just shot green light at me,” she adds seriously.
 
   “Nico!” I say, pulling away from my siblings and storming over to him.  I put my hands on my hips and give him my most scolding look.  “Don’t scan my family!  It’s rude!”
 
   He places a hand on my shoulder, pulling me away from the group a few feet.  “Well, Carla, there’s a very good chance your abilities are inherited,” he says quietly.  “Don’t you think we should find out about your siblings before someone else does?”
 
   I go still.  “Oh.”
 
   “Plus, your mom has recessive abilities,” he says, much to my shock.
 
   “Seriously?”
 
   “Yeah,” he says.  “That’s why we’re going to have story time,” he says, holding up a book.  Before I can reply, he heads for my siblings, making them all go still.  “Hi,” he says.  Silently they bring up hands in greeting.  “My name is Technico--I’m your big sister’s teacher.  Would you mind if I read a story to you?” he asks.  They nod, each looking wary in their own way.  “This is called ‘So You Might be Super,’” he says, “it’s a very special book.  He steps into the air and starts floating as if he were sitting on something.
 
   “Hey, mister?” my sister asks.
 
   “Questions can take place after the book,” he says.  Mom comes over to me, a worried look on her face, but she doesn’t say anything as he starts reading.  “So your big sister is a super hero,” he reads, turning the book to show them a picture of me.  It’s a painting, I think as I walk over and sit down next to the kids.  I’m in a book!  “She’s really fast, and strong, and amazing,” he goes on, showing another picture of me.  Whoever drew it must have known--OH!  I bet Ace did it!
 
   “There could be a chance that you’re super, too,” he reads, showing a picture of kids in uniforms.  “Supers have all sorts of abilities.  One ability is sonic scream,” he reads, showing them a picture of Banshee screaming.  I blink as a headphone set lands in my lap, but don’t hesitate to put it on.  “Let’s hear you yell as loud as you can,” he says.
 
   They start yelling their heads off and I’m certain we’re going to get yelled at by the neighbors.  Nico doesn’t even seem to notice--he’s checking the decibel levels on his phone.  “Good job!” he says, raising a hand.  They stop screaming instantly and he turns the page.  “Some supers can lift really heavy things.  Let’s see...” he looks around, flies away, and comes back after a few moments with a pile of rocks in his arms.  “Don’t worry, ma’am, I’ll make sure no one gets hurt,” he adds in a bland tone as he lays out the rocks in a line from smallest to largest.  The final one is almost as big as my youngest sibling.  “Let’s see how much you can lift,” he says, “starting with the smallest rock and working up.”  The oldest starts, working his way up to halfway through--Nico takes it away before he hurts himself.  The others follow suit, one by one, not getting very far at all.
 
   It goes on like this, from one power to the next, until all of my siblings are exhausted.  “So... Nothing, huh?” Mom says.  “It’s for the best.”
 
   “Thank you for your cooperation, Ma’am. It was nice to meet you all.  And don’t worry, I’ll make sure Carla’s well taken care of,” Nico says, shaking her hand.  “Carla, are you ready?”
 
   “Um... can I come back next weekend?” I ask.
 
   “Sure,” he says.  I hug each of them goodbye and we start off down the street.
 
   “So nobody else has powers?” I say.
 
   “I didn’t say that,” he says.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Think they liked the book?” he asks.  “Ace drew it specifically for them.  Your littlest sister ran off with it, so I get the feeling they do.”
 
   “Nico, DO my siblings have powers?” I demand.
 
   “I’m going to have to get more like it, I think,” he says.
 
   “You’re not going to tell me, are you.”
 
   He gives me an evil grin.  “Nope, not at all.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Coming Soon:
 
    
 
   CAPE HIGH
 
   BOOK ELEVEN: LIFE LIGHT
 
    
 
   There’s actually an underground website that has hacked into Hero TV.  Not many people know about it, and the chance of actually getting on it is one in several thousand--much less getting on it more than once, especially since the Central Hall got Technico.  Technico shuts it down on a regular basis.  But there’s one night a week that he lets norms that know about it get on and scan through a few different “episodes.”  It’s a highly guarded secret and the night changes every week, but for those that are serious about it, they find it.  
 
   That’s what’s going on right now, midnight, North Kansas City.  It’s a small suburb neighborhood, where everyone goes to bed around ten o’clock.  The houses are all similar colors of bland.  The dogs are all safely tucked inside so they don’t wake people up with barking.  The house in the middle of the street is just as silent, save for an almost muted laptop.  The watcher is female, fifteen, and still shaking slightly from the day.  Her hand, mottled with bruises, touches the mouse, bringing up the video she’s watched a million times.
 
   A long moment after the video stops playing, she brings up her email.  Slowly she starts to type.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “So we’re going up to visit your grandparents,” Liz says as she shoves yet more clothing into her massive suitcase.  “Pack heavy, because it’s going to be cold!  Do we need to go shopping again?”
 
   “Liz?” Emily says.  “We’ve already wiped out three stores.  We don’t need more clothes--and even if we do, I can always teleport back, right?”
 
   “We don’t want to strain you too much,” Liz says, digging through her closet.
 
   “She’s still nervous about Tatiana,” I say.  Emily and I are already packed, and have been for days.  It’s just Liz that’s overreacting.  “Plus, Liz, you don’t get cold--you’re part electricity, and all S-class.”
 
   “It doesn’t hurt to be prepared!” Liz says, still digging.  “And of course I’m nervous about Tatiana--this could be a ruse to get us out in the middle of nowhere and take me out.”  She steps out of the closet, looking at us.  “If anyone could take me out, it’s definitely Tatiana.”
 
   I look at Emily, Emily looks at me.  The same look is on both of our faces, I’m sure.  Liz is in her paranoid mode again.  “Look, if she starts looking like she wants to kill you, we’ll tell them I’ve got pressing business at the ER and Emily will teleport us all home.  Okay?” I say.
 
   “Plus, Taurus said she almost broke his back with a hug, saying he was her future son-in-law,” Ditto says, popping into existence with an ice cream in her hand.  “I REALLY doubt she was talking about Nico marrying him.  Nico’s got Summer, right?”
 
   “Exactly,” I agree.  A faint blush crosses Liz’s face, which she promptly hides by going back into the closet to find something.
 
   I should explain, shouldn’t I?  My name is Aubrey Shetland--I’m the foster daughter of Liz Masters, AKA Firefly, and foster sister to Emily Dreyton, AKA Divine Justice.  They’re super heroes.  Well, actually, Liz is a super hero, Emily’s going to have her debut once we get back from our “grandparents” place, and then she’ll be a super hero, as well.  The grandparents in question are Superior and Tatiana--both legends in the super world.  Superior actually “died” some twenty years ago, but I accidentally brought him back to life a while back.  It’s--well, it’s a long story.  Let’s just ignore that as I tell you what I am.
 
   I am not a super hero.  If I were, I would have to pick a side, right?  I can’t pick a side--I’m a healer.  I heal whoever comes to me, whether they’re a hero or a villain.  In fact, I’m dating one of the biggest names in teenage super villains around, Cold Steel.  So I guess you could actually call me a neutral super.  I’m also not as strong, or as fast as the other super teens.  Visually I’m almost exactly like a normal seventeen year old girl.  I’ve got brown hair, brown eyes, and a body that wasn’t built for spandex.  I have a ton of healing ability (Nico says I’ll be Specialized S-class when I’m fully grown, I’m close to it already!) and one faulty, hard to control, attack ability.  It’s so hard to control that I’ve only used it once--and it bounced back off of Jack (Cold Steel) and hit me.  I haven’t been able to use it since.
 
   Now you know about my family and my boyfriend, and what’s going on, right?  So you’ll understand why I’m feeling a bit worried about going all the way to the Arctic just to see foster grandparents.  No?  Well, let me list the reasons.  First, I’m leaving the Hall ER without a healer.  They might have worked without a healer for years and years, but I still feel guilty for leaving.  Second, my boyfriend is a bit stupid.  Oh, I still love him, but I’ll be the first to admit he’s not the brightest--and there’s a little girl named Keliah in our school that has a major crush on him.  Sure, she’s way too young for him--
 
   “Aubrey,” Emily says.  I blink as I realize she’s standing in front of me.  “Earth to Aubrey!”
 
   “I--um, did I zone out?” I ask sheepishly.
 
   “Yep.  When was the last time you got some sleep?” she asks.
 
   “I think I got a few hours the other night?” I offer.  I tend to work long hours to make up for the fact I’m in school during the daytime.
 
   “Go get some sleep.  I’ll deal with Mom.”
 
   I nod, noticing Liz’s look at that statement.  “I do not need ‘dealt with’ thank you!” Liz complains.  “Do you think this shows too much skin?” she asks, holding up a full length parka.
 
   “No,” Emily and I say dryly.  “Where did you even get that, anyway?” Emily asks as she shoves me out of the room.  Ditto waves goodbye as I go past, still eating her ice cream.  
 
   “I spent a week working in the North Branch,” I hear Liz answer, “during winter.  I transferred back as quickly as I could.”
 
   I head for my bedroom, thinking a nap might do me good, only to stop as someone knocks on the door.  There are only a handful of people that it can be.  The security system for the apartment is strong enough that even S-Class supers can’t get through without going through the system.  I don’t bother peeking through the peephole before opening the door.
 
   “We have a thing,” Max says, holding up a piece of paper and waving it in front of my face.
 
   “A thing,” I repeat blandly.  For a super villain that’s held the Super Bowl ransom before, he sure gets excited over the strangest things.  
 
   “An anonymous email from someone in the area,” he says, pushing the paper into my hand when I just stare at it blankly.  “They want to meet you.”
 
   “What?” I ask, looking at the page finally.  “Why me?  Is the person dying or something?”
 
   “That’s the thing,” he says, walking right past me and to the couch.  He taps on the controller next to it, bringing up the big screen on the wall and grabbing the keyboard.  “Let’s see... Username, Mastermental, password--” he types a bit, bringing up what looks like the Central Hall’s main database.
 
   “Max, is there a reason you’re breaking into your dad’s information?” I hear Nico yell from the floor above us.
 
   “Yes!”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   I stare blankly at him--I would stare at Nico, but he’s a floor above, so Max gets all of my stares right now.  “You two are insane,” I say, when he doesn’t seem to notice.
 
   “Oh, I do this all the time at home,” Max says shamelessly.  “So this is what I have--first off, whoever sent the email has to be one of the ones that know about the hidden HTV website.  I checked the IP against all the hero and villain IP’s in the area, there’s no one that matches it.  She--or he, possibly--is going through a private server, which means it’s from her home.  There’s a small chance it’s from someone with powers.”
 
   “Why do you think that?” I ask.
 
   “Because of the letter,” he says.  “You still haven’t read it?”
 
   I skim the letter, my eyes tripping over and stalling on one sentence, “I need to meet her, I have to meet her.  I feel so alone.”
 
   “If she wants to meet me so badly, why didn’t she give us a name?” I ask as I finish the letter.  “Or an address?  Did she at least leave an email?”
 
   “Yeah, I’ll forward the email to you,” he says, tapping on the keyboard.  My phone chirps.  “There.  This way you can email her--but be careful,” he says, a bit abruptly.  “I don’t think it’s a trick, but you can never be sure, right?”
 
   “You should have thought of that before bringing it to my attention,” I say, bringing out my phone and staring at the email.  My heart is pounding against my chest.  My hands are slightly clammy.  This is it--this is a chance to find someone like me.  I know exactly how the writer feels, actually.  I want to know I’m not alone, as well.  “Can we--can we have Nico find out who it is?” I ask.
 
   “Sure, I can do that,” I hear Nico say over my phone.  When did he--oh for crying out loud.  It’s like living with Big Brother sometimes.  (I love Nico, I really do--I spent a lot of time working with him on Jack.  But he could at least ASK before hacking my phone!  I’m just so grateful that Jack’s not an internet boyfriend--can you imagine how awkward that would be with Nico around?  I can.)  “Huh...” he says.
 
   “What?” I ask.
 
   “Why don’t you email back and forth for a little while?” he says.  “I’ll look into the details while you’re at Superior’s place.”
 
   “What did you find out?” I ask.
 
   “It’s an entire family--there are three kids and their parents.  It’s hard to tell which one of them sent the email right off the bat.  I also want to see if there’s any history of supers in their bloodline.”
 
   “Okay,” I say.  “What gender are the kids?  How old are they?”
 
   “Two boys and a girl--the boys are seventeen and seven, the girl is fifteen,” he says.  I’m not sure I even want to know how he found out all those details.  “Don’t worry about that.  Weren’t you supposed to be getting some sleep?  You have to be at the airport at five tomorrow morning.”
 
   “We do?” I hear Liz yelp.
 
   “You told me to book you a plane, remember?”
 
   “I DON’T KNOW WHAT TO WEAR!” she wails.
 
   I head for my room.  A nap sounds better than ever, now.  I doubt I’ll be able to sleep, though, I’m too excited by the idea of another healer.
 
   Is it wrong to hope it’s the girl?
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   It’s around ten at night.  I finally managed to get a little sleep, but not much.  I just don’t want to miss saying goodbye to Jack before I head off, so I’m standing at the Style’s door with Emily and Ditto beside me.  I knock on the door, not surprised to see it swing open.  Jeanie pulls all three of us into a massive hug before we manage to say a word.
 
   “Oh girls, I’m going to miss you so much!” she says, hugging us.  “You’ll make sure to call every day, right?  And change your socks on a regular basis, you don’t want to catch a cold!  And make sure you write, too--”
 
   “Jeanie, we’re only going for a week,” Emily says, squirming in the tight hold.  Jeanie’s a tank.  Her hugs can be deadly if she’s not careful.  “And we can always teleport back,” she yelps as the hug gets a little too tight.
 
   “Well of course you can, but I still feel like I’m losing my babies!” Jeanie says, letting go.  “I’m so excited for you, though!  You have to tell me all about Duplicitous, okay?  She sounds amazing!”
 
   “Yeah,” Emily says, grinning.  
 
   Ken gently nudges Jeanie out of the way, and we’re dragged into another hug.  “You two be good, okay?” he says, grinning as he pulls back.  “And take lots of pictures.  We want to see everything, got it?  We’re going to be doing double time to cover for it, after all.”
 
   “Both of you?” I ask.  Just one of them is enough to cover for a handful of lower class supers, right?  And Central Hall has the biggest group of high ranking supers in all of the Halls--
 
   “They didn’t tell you?” Jeanie asks, looking surprised. 
 
   “Tell us what?”
 
   We both look up as a loud thump comes from outside.  I head for the door, peeking down the hall, only to stare at Taurus.  He’s got a full hiking pack that’s bigger than me--he just dropped it on the floor, which explains the thump.  “What--Taurus?” I ask.
 
   “You packed?” he asks me, grinning from ear to ear.  “I’m all set to go.”
 
   “Taurus is going with you,” Ken says from behind me.  “I’m taking over gym class for the week.”
 
   I let out a happy little squeak and race down the hall to hug Taurus.  “This is going to be AWESOME!” I say.  He catches me easily even though I throw myself at him.  I’m not surprised when Emily and Ditto pop up, joining the hug.  “How did you talk Liz into it?” I demand.
 
   “She invited me,” he says, hugging all of us.  “I get the feeling she doesn’t want to face off with Superior and Tatiana alone.”
 
   “It’s a family visit, not a battle,” I say, rolling my eyes, “but I don’t really care why she did it, I’m just glad you’re coming!”
 
   “Our first family vacation!” Emily says excitedly.  “This is going to be SO COOL!”
 
   “Freezing, even,” Taurus agrees with amusement.  “I was really hoping for someplace warm, but hey, you take what you can get.”
 
   “Oh!  We’ve got to tell the guys goodbye,” I say abruptly, remembering what we’d originally set out to do.  “We’ll be back,” I tell Taurus before heading back to the Style’s apartment.  This time Jack and Trent are standing at the door, looking impatient.  I head straight for Jack, looking up at him with a frown.
 
   “What?” he asks.
 
   “No taking food from people whose name you don’t know,” I say, poking him in the chest.  It hurts my finger more than it hurts him, and we both know it.  “No shoving ANYONE’S head down the toilet, and no bullying the zoo kids at all.  Understand?”
 
   I might love him, but like I mentioned earlier, he IS a super villain.  He’s also a bit of a bully when he’s in a bad mood.  “Hey, now--” he starts out.
 
   “Promise me, Jack,” I say, staring him down.  “I heard how snappy you got when I went to Texas--we won’t have a repeat of that, understand?”
 
   He sighs.  “Fine,” he says reluctantly, “except Max or Trent!  You can’t make me swear anything about those two, got it?”
 
   “Those two can handle themselves,” I agree.
 
   “And Ace!”
 
   “Nuh uh.  You don’t get to bully Ace,” I say.  “You can tease him, sure, and if it’s a legitimate fight, you can fight him, but no bullying.  He’s doing Emily a huge favor by being her debut villain, and we’re going to thank him by being nice to him, got it?”  Technically the summer camp is over, but the boys have kept up their little game of “points” as they call it.  I’m not sure they’ll ever stop, honestly, because they talked Nico into turning the game into a phone app.  And as soon as Sunny and Adanna get back from Texas, Sunny will start playing, too--at least that’s what Jack told me.
 
   “Oh come on, Aub, Ace can take care of himself, too!” Jack protests.  I give up, hugging him instead of arguing.  He wraps his arms around me lightly, resting his chin on my head.  “I already miss you,” he mutters.  That has got to be the sweetest thing he’s ever said to me.  Well, one of them.  Every once in a while he sneaks in a really sweet moment.
 
   “Me too,” I say, almost feeling the urge to cry.  It’s silly, I’ll only be gone a week, after all.  I sigh, cuddling closer and resting my head against his chest.  I can hear his heartbeat, strong and steady.  “Hey,” I say, pulling away and looking up at him, “I’ll bring home souvenirs, okay?”
 
   “Can I have a polar bear?”
 
   “Absolutely not,” I say firmly.
 
   “Not even a little one?”
 
   “Not even a little one.”
 
   “Then I’m good,” he says, grinning at me.  I reach up, kissing him lightly.
 
   “We need to get back to our apartment,” I tell him.  “There’s no point in trying to sleep, but we can at least close our eyes for a little bit.  We’re leaving in four hours.  You need sleep, too, you’ve got school in the morning.  So... This is goodbye,” I say, pulling away.  “I’ll call you, okay?”
 
   “Okay,” he says, reaching up and touching the metal rose hanging from my neck.  It shifts, changing into his super symbol.  I can’t help but roll my eyes.  “What?  Can’t have the supers up in the Arctic thinking you’re free,” he says.
 
   “Oh, please, Jack,” I drawl, “I don’t need to be branded--I’ll be faithful, regardless.”
 
   “It’s not you I don’t trust,” he says.  “Just think of me when you see it, okay?”  He reaches up and pushes my hair behind my ear, leaning down and kissing me again.
 
   “I prefer the rose,” I tell him.
 
   “Okay, we’ll compromise,” he says, touching the necklace again.  A rose appears above a much smaller version of his symbol.
 
   “I can accept that,” I say, amused.  I give him one more hug before grabbing Emily and Ditto.  “Enough teasing your boyfriend, we need to go,” I tell them as they let out a laugh.
 
   “Bye Trent!” Ditto says, waving happily as I drag them off.
 
   “Bye,” Emily says, looking a bit sadder than her doppelganger.  “If you get lonely, we’ll send Repeat, okay?”
 
   “Please don’t,” Trent says dryly.  Repeat is Emily’s second doppelganger, but she’s a bit harder to get along with than Ditto is.  “Send Ditto, instead.”
 
   “Love you, too, Trent!” Ditto says, grinning from ear to ear.  We head into our apartment, heading for our rooms to lie down.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Would you like to own Sunny’s SVSC shirt?  It’s now a teespring campaign!  But it’s only available until April 7th!  Check it out at http://teespring.com/capehigh_sunnyshirt
 
    
 
   Also, Pen and Cape Society has a brand new anthology coming out Mar 30th!  It comes with a short story featuring Skystep (it takes place before this book, but it’s still a lot of fun!) Preorder it here: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00UQLJ2I4
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   R.J. Ross has been writing since junior high, when she discovered that it could help her keep an A in English Class. She lives in Missouri, where she works as a secretary for the family business and spends all of her free time writing.  If you would like to see more of her work, you can find several short stories at amazon.com/author/rjross!  
 
                                             
 
   Like her on Facebook for bonus material such as character profiles, unpublished information, and status updates at https://www.facebook.com/capehigh!  Or check out her blog for free Cape High short stories at https://capehigh.wordpress.com or follow her on twitter @nosidekickhere
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