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CHAPTER ONE

 *Four years ago in Texas* 
   
 According to the usual logic, he should be in third grade, Davis thinks as he tugs the backpack on his shoulder. It’s got a few books in it, but they’re not really the same as the ones the kids in the school are using. Of course they’re not, a little voice in his head whispers sarcastically, these children don’t even read books that don’t have pictures in them. They’re blundering, ignorant, and above all, not in his league. So why is he here? There’s a crowd of kids outside the front of the school, talking, joking, playing with stuff like game systems. He’s always wanted a game system. He stares at them for a moment too long before realizing what he’s doing. No, he needs to blend in. He’s here to… 
 What IS he here to do? He’d just wanted to get away from his mother and the latest tutor that she’d brought in. Of course most of his work is done through online courses, but lately she’s brought in specialists to lecture him. This week’s specialist is a brain surgeon. Sure, the subject is fascinating, and he’d actually been looking forward to it, but the man she’d hired has the most terrible handwriting on the face of the planet. Taking notes is like trying to decrypt a strange code, and it makes him feel like an idiot every time he asks “what does that say?” It’s even worse when the surgeon looks irritated with him, as if he’s mentally saying, “WHY am I lecturing this brat in the first place? He’s EIGHT.” 
 Davis wants to snap at him that it’s his own fault for never learning to write, but the last time he’d gotten “sarcastic” at a lecturer, his mother had taken away his dessert privileges for a month. Now, he merely bites his tongue, literally. He almost bit through it yesterday, when the surgeon had started talking down to him with a picture book featuring cartoon characters.  
 “Hey!” someone yells, making him look over. Two boys about his age are heading over. “The bell just rang, so are you coming in or what?” 
 Davis looks around, seeing that the crowd of kids is slowly filtering into the building. “You coming?” one of the boys asks, grabbing his arm and tugging him along. “You new?” 
 “Um, yeah…” Davis says, letting himself fall into line. He needs to sneak away just before getting into the building, because the adults will realize he doesn’t belong there, but… 
 “Hey, hey, did you see last night’s game?” one of the boys asks. “That was SO AWESOME!” 
 “Yeah, I saw it!” the other boy says. “That was SO AMAZING! Hey, hey, you saw the game, right?” he says, looking at Davis. “Did you see that touchdown at the end? When the guy did that dance? It was like this.” He starts doing the most ridiculous dance that Davis has ever seen, and then throws down his invisible football.  
 “Oh yeah! Oh yeah!” the other boy chants. “It’s your birthday! It’s your birthday!” 
 Davis feels an unfamiliar twitch pulling at his lips as he stares at the two acting like that. “I don’t watch sports,” he says as they both turn to him expectantly. 
 “You don’t watch sports,” one repeats, as if it’s a foreign sentence. “Okay, then what about Century and that bus load of nuns?” he asks, shrugging off the offense of non-sports watching people. 
 “I don’t watch that, either,” Davis says, although there’s a hint of sadness to this statement. “I don’t have a television.” 
 “You don’t have a television,” the second boy says. “Man, you must be some sort of freak, or something. EVERYONE has a television.” 
 “Television causes your hypothalamus, septum, sensorimotor area and visual cortex to thicken,” Davis says, automatically repeating what his latest lecturer had told him. “Reading causes the brain to engage and every time you engage the brain, it creates more neural pathways and more neural pathways allow you to…” he trails off as he sees the blank looks on their faces turn to irritation. 
 “You’re weird, man,” one of them says. “Come on, let’s go.” He grabs the other kid by the wrist and pulls him into the building. Davis stops, realizing that he’s almost to the door. People start running into him from behind, yelling for him to get a move on. Awkwardly, Davis steps out of line, starting to walk away. He can’t go in there. Even if he did, he’d just get more people staring at him, calling him weird or a freak.  
 “Hey!” an adult yells, making him look over. A large man wearing shorts and a t-shirt is running out of the school. “Are you trying to skip?” he demands. “We can’t allow that.” 
 “I’m not skipping,” Davis says. “Well, no, actually, I am, but—” he blinks as the man moves, blocking his way. 
 “Is there something wrong?” the man asks. “Are you hungry? We have a meals program set up for the children that haven’t eaten.” 
 “No, I’ve eaten, I’m just trying to—” 
 “You don’t have to lie to me, son,” the man says kindly. “Why don’t we go in, get you something to eat, and then you can go to class with everyone else.” 
 “I cannot go to class with everyone else,” Davis says. “I don’t go to this school.” 
 “You don’t go to this school,” the man repeats blankly. “I think we need to call your parents.” 
 “Davis,” someone says from behind him. Davis stops, turning and looking around. There’s a man heading for them wearing a white lab coat. He’s never seen—no, that’s not true, he realizes as the man gets closer. He’s seen a few pictures in his mother’s picture album. “Forgive my nephew,” Richard Penski says as he reaches the coach. “You see, since he’s so much further advanced than the children in your school system, he’s homeschooled. And while I’m certain that the specialists we bring in to teach him are much better equipped to deal with him than… well, no offense, you, obviously once in a while he gets the urge to see how the other children live. Davis, hasn’t your mother told you not to cause trouble for… normal people?” 
 “Uncle… Richard?” Davis says, still stunned. 
 “I’m back,” Richard says with a smile. “Have you missed me?” 
 “You really shouldn’t trespass, kid,” the coach says, giving Richard a glare before looking at his watch before heading inside.  
 “Mom said you were dead,” Davis says. “That you died before I was born.” 
 “If you had a sister like her, wouldn’t you fake your death, as well?” Richard says. 
 Davis thinks this over for a long moment before asking, “Can we fake mine?” 
   

***

   

*The Present Time, Kansas City* 
   
 “Okay, okay!” I say, falling to the ground dramatically. “You got me!” My five siblings let out cheers, piling on top of me, even the twins, Toby and Tommy. They told me just last week that they were too old to play supers. I lay there, staring at the sky for a good five seconds before letting out a deep breath. “Okay, I’m starving and you guys are heavy, so off!” I say, pushing them off of me. They start laughing as they get up and my youngest sister runs off to tell my parents something. Probably that she needs to go to the bathroom. I look up as Dad comes out the back door, holding a plate of meat in his hand. 
 “Are you sticking around for barbecue, sweetie?” he asks me. 
 “Not this time, Dad,” I say, grinning. “Tonight Vinny’s making hand-tossed pizza! If I get there quickly enough, he’ll let me pick my own toppings.” 
 “That sounds nice of him,” he says. “Is there something you need to tell us about?” 
 “About what?” I ask. 
 “About this Vinny boy,” he prompts. 
 “Ummm… no?” I say, a bit confused. “Well, I mean, his dad is our janitor and his uncle is living on the campus because Vinny almost burnt down his room one time thanks to a nightmare, and I THINK he’s got a thing for Jimmi, but Jimmi went down to South Branch because she’s the daughter of Voltdrain, and—” 
 He starts laughing, holding up his hands. “That’s enough, enough!” he says. “I think I get what you mean. So no crush on Vinny, is that it?” 
 “Ewwww,” I say, making a face. “He’s my BROTHER—well, my zoo kid brother, at least. We don’t have crushes in that group, that’s just icky.” 
  “She’s in love with Niiiiightsteeeep,” Toby says in a sing-song voice, smirking widely at I turn a glare on him.  
 “I am not!” 
 “She’s all, ‘Oh, Nightstep, come to the good side and we can make kissy kissy faces at each other!’” Tommy chimes in, hugging himself and making kissing sounds. 
 “I did NOT!” I say, getting more irritated by the second. “Nightstep and I are just friends!” 
 “Who’s Nightstep?” Dad asks as Mom comes out carrying more food for the grill. 
 “He’s that cute villain that walks through shadows,” Mom says. “Carla and he had quite a little flirtation during the villain parade, didn’t you, sweetie?” 
 “Not you, too, Mom!” I say, groaning. 
 “Cute, huh?” Dad says, looking a bit overprotective. “I don’t know if I want my daughter flirting with a villain.” 
 I roll my eyes. “He’s one of the Cape High villains, Dad, it’s not like he’s out doing anything that isn’t set up by the Hall,” I say. “You’re a black suit now, you should know all about that!” 
 “I spend my time with the cars, not the capes.” 
 “Well, you’ll find out about it sooner or later,” I say. “Now I should get going. Kisses!” I demand, grabbing my littlest sister and kissing her noisily on the cheek. I follow that up with my other sister, and then chase my brothers down, one by one. “Bye, everyone!” I say, hugging my parents and pulling on a mask before racing out the door. I pull to a stop about halfway across KC as I hear a voice echo over loudspeakers. 
 “Yes, everyone, I AM here to rob you!” I hear Max say. “You should count yourself lucky that I’m giving a discount today! For every two that give me their money, I MIGHT let the third go! If they’re kids, that is.”  
 “Hey, Nico?” I say, tapping on my comm-bracelet. “Who’s going up against Max, now?” 
 “Hmm?” I hear Sunny ask. “Mornin’ Carla.” 
 “Sunny! Hi! But it’s not morning, it’s six o’clock in the evening, you know?” I have to point out. “Can you tell me where your dad is? Or maybe just who’s fighting Max today?” 
 “I think it’s Emily, since Trent’s still on another planet, remember?” he says. “And Dad went up to the North Pole, ‘cause he has to help rebuild it, since he wrecked it.” 
 “Oh. Okay, then I’ll just sneak around the fight scene,” I say, only to groan as Max appears overhead.  
 “And who do we have here?” he says, grinning evilly. “I think I recognize that blinding uniform!” 
 “He found you?” Sunny asks. 
 “He found me,” I mutter. “Maximum!” I declare as the hologram disappears. “How dare you rob these good people?” 
 “How dare I? How dare you ruin my chances for taking over the Hall?” he demands. “Do you think I’m going to let you just run on by after you did that to me?” 
 “It’s your own fault! You’re eeeee-vil!!” I say with extra drama. “Bad will never win as long as good is there to save the day!” 
 “Good is naive, if it thinks that’s the case,” he says, coming closer. “Nightstep says hi, by the way.” 
 I glare at him, placing my hands on my hips. Before I can reply, Emily teleports, landing on Max’s head and slamming him into the ground. She hops up a second later, holding Max’s mic. “Good might be naive, but at least it’s not monologuing all the time,” she says as the crowd starts to cheer. “Hypersonic Rainbow, thank you for your help! But don’t worry, I can handle this.” 
 “I’m sure you can,” I say as Max gets up, dusting off the rubble on his uniform and jumps into the air. Soon they’re brawling in an appropriately flashy fashion, complete with smart aleck comments and mic stealing. I look around, making sure that no one’s in a dangerous place, and I head out, leaving them to do their thing. I’m not even scheduled to work today, so I could totally get Max in trouble! I might, too! He deserves it for calling me out! 
 “I’m on my way home, now,” I say to my comm-bracelet. “I’m starving, so if I don’t get my own pizza, I’m going to make Max buy me one!” 
 “Sounds good to me,” Sunny says. 
 I race down the streets, sending things flying as I go past, and finally reach my destination. I glance at my comm-bracelet to check the time, heading for the entrance of the school campus without really looking around. I think I’m in time. I REALLY want to put pineapple on my pizza! And then I was thinking I would have a meat lovers, and then— 
 “Hy-bo?” a woman says, making me look up in surprise. She’s tall, tough looking, and has dark skin. She looks familiar, but I can’t exactly place her… 
 “I’m always happy to meet a fan, but you really shouldn’t be here! It’s dangerous,” I tell her, defaulting to my “hero character.” 
 “Yeah,” she says, looking behind her with a slight smile. “All of the Halls have heard about the school security systems your principal put up.” 
 “Oh, you’re Hall?” I say. 
 “I’m Ruckus,” she says, pulling out her hero ID and showing me the hologram. “I’ve wanted to meet you for a while.” 
 “OH!” I say, relaxing. “You’re one of the Nemeses!” 
 “Is that our official name, now?” she asks. “I knew we should have named ourselves.” 
 “Well, it’s not OFFICIAL, but it’s what everyone calls you,” I admit. “Um, I need to call Zoe to get you onto the campus. It shouldn’t take long, so—” 
 “Don’t bother. I came here to see you,” she says. 
 “What?” 
 “I want to talk with you, if I could? I’d be happy to buy you dinner, somewhere.” 
 I hesitate, images of handmade pizzas floating away into the distance. “Sure,” I say, shrugging it off. I’ll get him to make me a pizza later. “But I should tell my teachers, so could you wait here for a bit?” 
 She nods and I head into the school campus, running into the cafeteria where Banshee is eating her dinner. “Can I go out to dinner with Ruckus?” I ask. “She wants to talk to me.” 
 “Are you sure it’s Ruckus?” Banshee asks. “Wait, who’s Ruckus?” 
 “Ruckus is one of Skye’s nemeses, and yeah, she showed me her ID!” 
 “Then sure, I don’t see why not,” she says, “but you might want to change into something less colorful.” 
 “Thanks!” I say, running to my room and changing. A minute later I’m back outside, with a candy bar in my hand. I finish it off as she looks over. “Sorry, I was running on empty. Now! Let’s go eat!” 
 “Your powers take a lot of fuel, huh?” she says as I move to her side. She’s got a curious expression on her face. “If I didn’t have a job tomorrow, I would want to see your campus. Maybe I will some other time.” 
 “Why did you come all the way up here, anyway?” I ask. “You could have just called!” 
 “No, I couldn’t,” she says. “This is something that needs to be done face to face.” 
 “Oh, um, okay?” I say, confused. 
 “I wanted to meet you, first. I never met Dolly before they teamed us up, you know? If I had, things would be different, now.” 
 “Do you not like Dolly?” I ask. 
 She goes quiet for a moment and I can practically see her thinking of the best way to put it. “If I had the CHOICE of partners… it wouldn’t be someone that wears six-inch-high wedges and has never thrown a punch in her life. All she does is play with toys,” she says, finally. “I mean, it’s gotten tolerable, sure, especially since her powers seem to keep Skye and Ariel distracted, but… it’s still a bit much.” 
 “So you came to meet me?” 
 “Century says you plan on being part of Fire Hazard’s team, but that would only be for forest fire season, right? I figure that gives you plenty of time to work with another team, as well.” 
 I think about it, and then give her a little smile, “You probably wouldn’t want that, though.” 
 “Why not?” 
 “Because I think it would be AWESOME to play with toys for a job,” I say. “I can actually sit through watching one of your fights! Usually I get a little bored after about three minutes.” 
 “Which works in my favor,” she says. “You can deal with the whole shrinking thing, and you can actually fight well enough to make it look like we’re really winning, instead of those three just getting distracted at the end.” 
 “So… you want me to be the third Nemeses?” I say. 
 “Exactly,” she says. 
 “Well… I can’t leave Central yet. I’m still in school, you know?” 
 “We have a Cape High South, though,” she tempts me, “I’m sure they wouldn’t complain if we brought you down—” 
 “My family is here, too, and my little brothers and sisters might wind up having powers. I’ve got to be here for that!” I say, stopping her. “But I WOULD like to do a show or two… you know, until I graduate! Once I graduate, I would love to be a member of the Nemeses, even if only part time.” 
 “Well… isn’t summer vacation coming up?” 
 “Our school doesn’t HAVE summer vacation,” I say. “We go year-round, so we can graduate faster. Plus, a lot of us wind up doing our work out in the field, like when we were hunting down all the healers. Do you have any clue where we’re going?” I ask her, looking around. 
 “I’ve never been in Kansas City before,” she says. “I figured I would follow you.” 
 “You probably should have mentioned that, earlier,” I say. “But don’t worry! I can find us somewhere to eat!” My stomach growls so loudly that I think the people we’re walking past hear it. I try to ignore that fact as I pull out my phone. “Show me the nearest pizza place!” 
 The screen lights up and I look at it thoughtfully for a second before pointing. “This way!” I say, starting forward only to have my wrist grabbed. “Hmm?” 
 “We’re not in uniform right now, remember?” she says quietly, pointedly glancing over at the norms. 
 “Oh, right,” I say. 
   

***

   

“Century,” Mastermental says, looking at the man on his computer monitor with a slight frown. “I don’t recall being asked for permission.” 
 “Permission for what?” Century asks. He’s got his feet up on his desk and is flipping through a magazine. “I haven’t even decided that I want her for the photo shoot, yet.” 
 “Photo shoot?” Double M repeats. “I’m not sure what you mean. I am talking about Ruckus entering my territory.” 
 “Ruckus is up there?” Century asks, looking a bit startled. “Hmm, wonder why. Is she in uniform?” 
 “No, not according to my reports.” 
 “Then you’ve got nothing to complain about.” 
 “She was seen waiting outside the Cape High campus for almost half an hour. Right now she’s speaking with Carla.” 
 “I see…” Century says. “Well, that makes sense.” 
 “What do you mean?” 
 “Ruckus doesn’t like Dolly, much,” Century explains. “She winds up carrying the weight of the fight on her own, according to her. So far, the girls have made sure not to double-team her, but I think it’s starting to hurt her pride. She wants a third teammate.” 
 “I see,” Mastermental says, relaxing visibly. “That does make sense. And since Carla is South Branch, as well as Central, she would be a very obvious choice to Ruckus. But why did she not go through you?” 
 “You know how difficult it is to get a cape that’s powerful enough to go up against an S-class. It takes time, patience, and a lot of axle greasing. And while I’ve been putting in requests with a few branches, including yours, I’ve also been waiting to see what happens with Sandra,” Century says. “And then Marigold stole her debut, even though she’s not East Branch. I’m still a bit chapped over that fact.” 
 “I am, as well,” Double M admits. “You have heard about her father, though?” 
 “That she’s Reaper’s girl? I heard. It’s good to know that he’s willing to step up. But that doesn’t mean she’s going to stay Central. She could easily choose to come down here once she graduates.” 
 “But Ruckus is unwilling to wait for either a branch transfer or Sandra to grow up, since she’s young,” Mastermental says. “She doesn’t see time as we do, I take it?” 
 “She’s in her twenties,” Century agrees with a sigh. “I should have known that their personalities wouldn’t mesh well. Their powers do, but… well…” 
 “Is there something I need to know?” Mastermental asks. 
 “Well… You’ve probably heard that I got Dolly from the North Pole, right?” 
 “How DID you get him to do that, Century? I have tried to recruit his elves and never made any headway. He expected me to trade one of my supers for it.” 
 “I didn’t trade him that, per say,” Century says, looking a little irritated. “I… ah… made him a promise that I’m not particularly looking forward to.” 
 “A promise?” Mastermental asks. “What sort of promise?” 
 “The southern hemisphere,” Century mutters, “for the next… five years.” 
 “You mean you’ll be acting as Santa for the southern hemisphere for five years?” Mastermental asks with a hint of surprise on his face. 
 “He’ll be providing all the toys and the sleigh, but… yes. I’m taking it on good faith that you won’t let this get out to the public. I will deny it to my dying day. The official story is that she wanted to be in the limelight, and elves never get that chance.” 
 “I will keep that knowledge to myself, then,” Mastermental says. 
 “I might let the kids know, though,” Nico says over the computer speakers. “This is just too good,” he gloats. 
 “Nico,” Mastermental says, “I recall having a conversation with you about eavesdropping before.” 
 “Yeah, but you’re both my Hall leaders, so I figured it was only polite to inform you that I was, this time. Plus, you’re discussing Carla.” 
 “Well, I… honestly have to appreciate being told,” Century says after thinking it through. “But only tell them if you can talk one or two of them into volunteering to help. I think I’ll see if I can get Rocco for the night, at least.” 
 “Makes sense,” Nico says. “Now, go on. Tell us about Ruckus and Dolly.” 
 Century makes a face before sighing. “Ruckus is the exact opposite of Dolly. Her childhood was rough. She grew up in New York City, in the Bronx. She never met her father, and her mother was… neglectful. When she was thirteen, and her powers started showing, she ran away from home.” 
 “And she’s a hero, now?” Mastermental asks. “How did she turn her life around?” 
 “She’s tough, and not just physically,” Century says. “She earned money by doing coin tricks on street corners, and bought a bus ticket for the furthest place she could afford. She wound up in my branch, hanging out near schools, until the system tried to bring her in. That was… roughly ten years ago, or so. When the system couldn’t handle her, they called me.” 
 “And you did what?” Mastermental asks. 
 “I put her in a foster home with a B-class couple that I know. They raised her, put her through school, and eventually she wound up here, working for my branch. But I suppose her past has never been forgotten.” 
 “And then you paired her up with a girl that knows Santa is real, because she was raised with him living right there,” Nico says, dryly. 
 “I suppose you could put it that way, yes.” 
 “Does Ruckus still keep in touch with her foster family?” Mastermental asks. 
 “She does. They still get together on a regular basis,” Century says. “I might have messed up with Emily, but it worked out well with Ruckus. I was hoping that the good relationship would calm her down.” 
 “It probably did, but it didn’t prepare her to deal with an airhead,” Nico says. The two Hall Leaders see his image appear in the corner of their screens. He’s got ice behind him, revealing that he’s calling from somewhere in the Arctic Circle. “Or, as much as I love my little sister and her girls, three and a half airheads.” 
 “A half?” Mastermental repeats. 
 “Half of the time Doris points out the problems with their plans.” 
 “That is… very true,” Mastermental admits. “But I hardly think that makes her a part-time… airhead, as you say.” 
 “The other half of the time she’s right in the middle of it,” Nico says with a grin. “Those three can be downright hysterical. It’s no wonder an ex-elf goes along with it so easily. But Ruckus seems to be more of the gritty, dark hero style.” 
 “I’m afraid that Carla will just make the situation worse for her,” Century says. “It would be rude to say that she’s an airhead, of course, but Carla is…” 
 “Always happy to play dolls?” Nico offers. “I can see why you were hoping for Sandra. She’d probably help balance things out for Ruckus. Unfortunately, I can’t afford to send her back and forth just yet. Her training has barely started. And I refuse to send her to the South Branch campus, for several reasons.” 
 “So what should we do?” Century asks. 
 “Let Carla go down for a short amount of time,” Mastermental says. “Place her in the new school. We’ll see how well things work out. We will, of course, need to get permission from you, Nico, and her parents, first.” 
 “Permission granted. She’ll be perfectly safe going up against Skye,” Nico says. “I’ll go speak with her parents, now, if you want.” 
 “I appreciate this,” Century says, sighing. “I really did think that things would be fine for a little bit longer. I suppose I should have paid more attention to the nuances.” 
 “This is a very temporary solution, though. Do not think I will keep her family from coming down and collecting her in a few weeks,” Mastermental says. 
 “Well, her father might be a black suit, but—” 
 “That is not the family I am referring to,” Mastermental says. “The zoo children are extremely protective of her.” 
 “Ah, true,” Century says. “Then I’ll take those two weeks.” 
 “And then, perhaps, you should ask the person you should have asked in the first place,” Mastermental tells him. 
 “What? Who?” 
 “I believe Jimena is well on her way to S-class? Did you really think I would give you one of my S-class capes when you have one of your own that will do the job?” 
 Century lets out a curse. “It’s too late, now, isn’t it? After Carla comes to play for the two weeks, I’ll ask Jimmi what she thinks.” 
 “Tell me, Century, why did
you not think of it?” 
 “Well… Jimmi’s been having so much fun playing nanny to the school kids…” Century admits a bit sheepishly, “I haven’t seen her smile so much in years. I didn’t even think of giving her a job, on top of it.” 
 “While I understand your familial doting, I think you should apologize for underestimating her. From what I have seen, she’s more than capable of dealing with whatever you throw at her, be it Skye, or taking over your Hall in the future.” 
 “She is, isn’t she?” Century says proudly. “But I don’t recall telling you that she was in line for my Hall.” 
 “You did not need to.” 




CHAPTER TWO


“So then she decided that we would make good roommates,” Ruckus says as I munch down on pizza, “simply because she doesn’t like living all alone in an apartment, and I just HAPPEN to have half a dozen empty bedrooms. What is she, five? It was bad enough that she moved into my house, but then she decided that we should have a house-warming party!” 
 “But YOU said that your parents left you that massive farmhouse in the middle of nowhere,” I point out around my slice. “You even said it was a little lonely without them there!” 
 “Well, they moved to an island!” she says. “That has nothing to do with this.” 
 “Then you should just go find a husband and have five kids, and then she would have to move out!” 
 “Five kids,” she repeats, staring at me. “That’s physically impossible, right?” 
 “My mom had six,” I say. “But is she really pushy enough to force her way into your house?” 
 She groans. “Okay, I MIGHT have mentioned renting out a room at the Hall, but I wasn’t talking to HER! I was trying to get some of the single black suits moving in. They actually LIKE cleaning!” 
 I just look pointedly at her and down another slice of pizza. There are two empty pizza trays on the table next to ours, and I add the latest to the pile. “Does she not clean?” I ask. 
 “She redecorates,” Ruckus says flatly. “She turned her room into a Christmas party.” 
 I choke before starting to laugh. “I want to see it!” I say. “Does she have a special bed, or something?” 
 “She had Santa bring down a REAL sleigh bed, all the way from the North Pole,” Ruckus says, sighing. “She hums Christmas songs when she’s cooking, and everything she makes tastes sweet—EVERYTHING. Even her hamburgers are sweet—” 
 “And you have to eat them?” I ask. 
 She stops, leaning back in her chair. “I’m a terrible cook,” she mutters. “So we decided that she would do the cooking, we’d split the cleaning, and I would take care of the field and any house repairs that come up. We’ve got fertile land, so I’m still raising all the crops that my foster parents did.”  
 “So you learned to farm, but you didn’t learn to cook?” I ask. “That’s the exact opposite of most people, you know.” 
 “What can I say? I prefer getting my hands dirty,” she says. “There’s something honest about working with the land.” 
 “There are plenty of things honest about cooking, though… er, not that I can,” I admit a second later, remembering the last time I had tried. “Vinny grounds me whenever I try to.” I begin to fidget, starting to feel myself again now that I’m not starving. That means the table starts vibrating. “I want dessert! We should find a yogurt place! Or maybe a creamery!” 
 “You just finished off two large pizzas,” she says. 
 “Speedster, remember?” I say. “I burn up a lot of calories. Also, Max tried to drag me into his show today, and I’m not working, so I’m going to send all of these bills to him! Zoe, hey Zoe, can you send a bill to Max’s credit card for me?” I ask, holding my phone now, even though I’m actually on the school comm-link. It looks less crazy to talk to the comm-link over the phone in public. 
 “Sure, just pay with your phone, I’ll have it billed to him,” she says.  
 “Hey, at least WARN me before you set it up for her,” Max says. “Oh, whatever. Carla, would you get me one to go while you’re at it? I haven’t eaten tonight.” 
 “Okay!” I say. “I’ll just go order his pizza, Ruck… um… what do I call you, anyway?” 
 “It’s Breanna,” she says. “Most people just call me Bree.” 
 “Okay, Bree,” I say, forcing myself to walk to the counter instead of run. I feel so adult right now! I mean, Bree is in her TWENTIES! We just went out to dinner and she talked to me like I was an adult, and I didn’t ONCE play any of the games that are right over there with the bright lights! I barely even touched the crayons! I step up to the counter, pulling out my phone and ordering the pizza to go. I think I could be a lot of help if I go down south and join the Nemeses for a little while. Maybe I can even get them to become friends! I mean, I think they’re an amazing pair, you know? They’re really becoming famous for a lot of reasons, and not just because they fight against THE Skystep. They’re beautiful, strong, and entertaining! And I LOVE the idea of playing in a doll house for a gig! 
 I’m getting so excited that people are looking at me strangely. Am I bouncing? I think I’m bouncing. I need to stop that, because I’m definitely going to blow my cover if I’m not careful…  
 My phone rings and I pull it out, answering cheerfully. “Hi there!” 
 “When you’re done getting my pizza, Nico says he wants you and Ruckus to swing by your house,” Max says. 
 “Okay, where are you?” I ask. 
 “On the roof down the street. I’ll change and meet you on the corner,” he says. 
 “Got it.” I take the pizza that they hand me and pay for everything, adding a generous tip for our waitress. “Bree! We can go now!” I say, heading out the door. Ruckus stands and follows, looking a bit strange. Oh no, did I worry her? Did I do something wrong? I don’t THINK I’ve done anything wrong…  
 “Over here,” I hear Max call. I turn, heading down the street. 
 “Who is that?” Ruckus asks. 
 “Max!” I say. “He paid for our dinner so I ordered him a pizza.” 
 “Max,” she repeats. “You’re not talking about—” 
 “Maximum,” Max says, holding out his hand to her. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m here to go with you to Carla’s house, well, as soon as I finish my pizza, that is,” he says, opening the box and digging in. “I’m starving. Emily is actually harder to fight than Trent is, since she’s constantly attacking from three different directions.” He manages to say this all the while he’s inhaling the large pizza. He finishes and wipes his face with a napkin, dotting at his mouth in a manner that makes him look a lot like his dad. “You’re technically trespassing, Ruckus.” 
 “I’m still in civvies. I’m perfectly capable of visiting a different branch as long as I don’t use my powers or draw attention to myself.” 
 “True, but you went straight to one of our most secure areas, and are trying to scout one of our working capes in public,” he says, looking rather stern. I feel a hint of panic hit as I look from one to the other. The LAST thing I want is for them to get mad at each other! They’re both my friends! 
 “Max, it’s okay! I’m a South Branch member, too, remember?” 
 “I realize that, Carla,” he says, smiling at me. “But you weren’t lined up to be one of her teammates, even by Century. She’s doing this all on her own. The proper procedure is to go through your Hall Leader, who will make the arrangements, ESPECIALLY for capes that are multi-branched, like Carla.” 
 “Where does a villain get off, lecturing me?” she demands. 
 “When the villain is second-in-command,” Max says. I feel a hint of gravity pushing down before he stops. I glare at him, because there’s absolutely NO chance of him losing control. That was on purpose. 
 “Stop trying to intimidate my new friend, Max! She might have done it in the wrong way, but I’m sure she has her reasons! You do have your reasons, right, Ruckus?” I ask. 
 “Century kept putting it off,” Ruckus says. “I need a partner that’s willing to get her hands dirty, otherwise we’ll become the laughing stock of the South Branch.” 
 “I think you underestimate what Dollface is doing,” Max says, but he relaxes visibly. “But the Hall Leaders have already discussed this at length. We just need to get permission to send Carla down there for two weeks.” 
 “Two weeks?” she repeats. “I was hoping for a month, at least!” 
 “You’re lucky you get her for as long as that,” Max says. “With Trent off-planet, I was hoping to bring her into our game up here. Ace was already hinting about wanting to go up against her. Our next-gen balance is completely off without Kid Liberty.” 
 “You should get Sandra to debut!” I say. “She would make a great hero! And she did do that thing over in Marigold’s branch, right?” 
 “I’ve been trying to talk her into it.” He starts walking, crumpling up the pizza box and tossing it into the nearest trashcan. “Of all the kids, I have the hardest time getting her to talk to me. She just stares for a long moment before snorting and walking away.” 
 “Were you wearing your uniform at the time?” I ask. 
 “I was, actually. I called her over the comm-link before I went to work today. Why would that matter?” 
 “Sandra finds men in super uniforms hard to listen to,” I explain. Ruckus looks away, but I can see her shoulders shaking slightly. “She’d probably laugh at you during the gig, too, so I would suggest lining her up against Jack.” 
 “So she wouldn’t laugh at Jack?” he asks. 
 “No, she would,” I say, “but Jack wouldn’t care, probably. He’s really fond of her.” 
 “Who is Sandra, anyway?” Ruckus asks. I pull out my phone and tap on it a few dozen times before handing it over.  
 “This is when she knocked Technico’s daughter for a loop.” 
 “Not that Zoe holds it against her,” Max says. 
 “So… she’s a rock?” Ruckus asks. 
 “She’s a rock mimic—oh, we need to turn down this street here,” I say, leading the group down my street. The house is lit up, and I hear the voices of my siblings all the way from here. They’re excited. The last time they saw Nico, he read them a book about how they might be super. If it had been anyone else, it would have been pretty chaotic. 
 “Carla, Max, Ruckus,” Nico says, stepping out onto the front porch. “Come on in. We’ve got some details to work out.” 
 “CARLA!” my littlest sister shouts. “You came back!” 
 “I came back,” I say, only now realizing just how long two weeks might be to a four-year-old. Maybe she’ll forget me before I get home? That would be— 
 “She won’t forget you if you’re gone for two weeks,” Max says, placing a hand on my shoulder. 
 “It’s very rude to read people’s minds,” I lecture him, waving a finger. 
 “I didn’t have to, it was written on your face,” he tells me with a laugh. “Mr. and Mrs. Johnson, it’s a pleasure to meet you. My name is Max, I’m… well, an alumnus of Carla’s school.” 
 “He’s doing his post-graduate studies,” Nico says. “He’s training to eventually take Mastermental’s place.” 
 “Oh, that’s really impressive,” Mom says, but the look on Dad’s face says he knows exactly who Max is. 
 “I’m a huge fan,” Dad says, holding out his hand. 
 “Of Mastermental?” Mom asks as they shake hands. 
 “Of Maximum,” Dad explains. 
 “Maximum? You mean—” Mom looks at Max, shocked. “This handsome young man is the scourge of the Central Branch?” 
 “Arrr,” Max says with amusement. I start laughing. “That’s exactly who I be.” 
 “Max!” I say, still giggling. “You should do a pirate theme heist someday! Oh, but wait until I get back, because I want to thwart you again.” 
 “It’s really hard to do something pirate based when you work in Central, though,” he admits, looking thoughtful. “But I bet Skye could pull it off.” 
 “I’ll ask her when I go down there!” I say, excitedly. “We can wear admiral hats and everything, Ruckus!” 
 Ruckus is just staring at us, and I get that feeling that I did something she doesn’t like, again. Huh… 
 “Go down there?” Dad repeats. “When are you going down there?” 
 “That’s what we’ve come to discuss,” Nico says. “If you all don’t mind going into the house, we can tell you everything.” 
 My parents head inside, gently herding my siblings out of the way, and we head to our front room. There are family pictures everywhere, covering the walls, sitting on end tables, or even knocked onto the floor. I take a quick second to rush through the room, picking everything up. “Carla, you don’t have to clean every time you come over, honey,” Mom says, smiling slightly. 
 “It’s the least I can do!” I say.  
 “Carla, why don’t YOU tell your parents what’s going on,” Nico says, sitting down on the nearest couch. I look over at Ruckus, and then at my siblings, who are watching from all around. “That way you won’t make them so dizzy.” 
 “Oh, well… I want to go down to the South Branch to work as a member of the Nemeses for two weeks,” I say. “I’ll either take classes at their school or do my homework on my comm-bracelet, I guess? So you don’t have to worry about me falling behind in my studies. But… um, can I go?” 
 My parents look at each other, and I see Mom bite her bottom lip. “You have to understand, sweetie,” Dad starts out slowly, “we lost you for so long—” 
 “You won’t let her get kidnapped again, will you?” Mom asks Nico. “I don’t think I could handle losing her again.” 
 “Mom, I’ll be perfectly fine! Even the people I’ll be fighting against are really good friends of mine, because Skye is Nico’s sister and Rocco’s aunt, and Ariel is Malina’s friend, and, well, I don’t know Doris all that well but she seems really nice if a bit grumpy, and—” 
 “If she does get kidnapped, it’ll just be for the photo-op,” Nico says. “And most likely she’ll be eating candy and watching movies with my little sister for the entire thing. She’ll be perfectly safe.” 
 “Oh, I want to be kidnapped by Skye! She’s got a pool and a lake and a sauna!” I say. “Oh, and I could use her teleportation booth and come up and visit!” 
 “Good point,” Nico agrees. 
 “So… her villains aren’t very villainous?” Dad asks. 
 “They’re completely unprofessional ditzes, and they like to hug,” Ruckus says. 
 “But I like to hug, too,” I say. “Hugs are nice!” 
 Max is watching her with a thoughtful expression, but he doesn’t say anything.  
 “They like to hug ME, and I’m the one that’s sent out to fight them on a regular basis,” she says. 
 “It doesn’t sound that dangerous,” Mom whispers to Dad. 
 “No, it doesn’t,” he agrees. “Where will she be staying during this time?” he asks Nico. 
 “We were planning on placing her in the Cape High South dorms,” Nico says. “They have plenty of room, and she might be a good influence on the kids that they’re training down there.”  
 “And the security system at that school?” Dad asks. 
 “The same as the one here,” Nico says, “deadly.” 
 “That sounds dangerous, too!” Mom complains. 
 “We’re extremely protective of our next generation, Ma’am,” Max says. “They’re our future… WE are our future,” he says as he sees me looking at him. “There are a lot of capes that are already lining up their retirement. Sandra’s dad has a list of people just waiting for a few more of the older kids to graduate.” 
 “Sandra’s dad?” Ruckus asks. 
 “He’s a villain, too,” I say cheerfully. “He’s a grim reaper, so they bring him in to fake super’s deaths. Then they retire to an island somewhere, like Keliah’s grandma did, right? He’s got a club in the apartments! You should come sometime.” 
 “It sounds like fun, sweetie,” Dad says, smiling slightly. “I’d love to meet your school friends, as well. But for now we need to focus on the task at hand.” 
 “Oh, right, Mom, Dad? Can I go to Texas for two weeks and fight bad guys… or bad girls, that is?” I say. “I promise to be on my best behavior!” 
 Dad and Mom look at Nico, who smiles slightly. “We make sure to keep coffee away from her as much as possible.” 
 “That’s good to know,” Dad says a bit dryly. 
 “I… I suppose we have no choice but to say yes,” Mom says, getting to her feet and hugging me. “But it’s going to be awfully lonesome around here without you.” 
 “I’ll call every day,” I promise.  
 “You had better!” 
 “I should go pack,” I declare, getting excited. “I’m going to need the new shorts uniform that Kim made me! Oh, and my swimsuit and my candy bars and… Nico? Can I run to Texas or do I need to get a plane or something?” 
 “We’ll make arrangements for that in the morning, Carla. I apologize for taking so much of your time, sir, ma’am,” he says to my parents as he stands. “But don’t worry. We’ll make sure she’s as safe there as she is here.” 
 “We appreciate it,” Dad says, walking over to him and offering his hand. “Thank you, as well.” 
 “For what?” 
 “You saved my baby girl,” Dad says, looking close to tears. “We honestly thought we had lost her forever.” 
 “You’re not the only one that’s glad we saved her,” Nico says, letting Dad hug him. “Carla’s one of the brightest parts of the school, and not just because of her taste in clothing.” 
 I make a face at him, and Max turns away as he tries not to laugh. “There is nothing wrong with liking all of the colors,” I say, placing my hands on my hips as they all start to laugh. “It’s only right to appreciate diversity!” 
 “Her dorm room looks like a rainbow threw up in it,” Max says cheerfully. “Ace took an entire day to paint it—he was complaining about glitter for two months after that.” 
 “I LOVE my dorm room,” I say. 
 “We know,” Max and Nico reply, in the same amused tone. 
 “Okay, now we should get going because it’s almost bedtime for my siblings,” I say, running around the room and giving hugs and kisses. “You guys sleep well, okay? And I’ll call you as soon as I get to Texas, got it? Oh, um, they’ll let Dad take the call at work, right, Nico?” 
 “I’ll make sure of it,” Nico says. 
 “Then I’m going to go back to school and pack!” 
   

***

   

The three remaining supers look at the door that Carla just rushed out of. “Well, thank you for your hospitality,” Max says, waving as he heads for the door. “We’ll make sure she’s perfectly safe and happy, won’t we, Ruckus?” 
 “Um, yeah, we’ll do that,” Ruckus says as they head out the door. Before she can run off, though, Max drops a hand on her shoulder. She tugs, but she can’t pull free. “What?” she asks. 
 “You didn’t follow protocol, which is one thing,” he says quietly, “but if you find yourself in a situation that you dislike, simply because Carla is being Carla, I won’t be happy if I hear she knows.” 
 “Why are you so protective of her? She’s a working super. She should be able to handle herself,” Ruckus says. 
 “She’s a zoo kid,” he says. “Not only is she a zoo kid, she’s one of the few that is open and loving, even after everything that happened to her. I want you to keep that in mind at all times.” His voice seems to echo in her head and she feels a cold chill run down her spine. 
 “Shouldn’t he be the one that’s saying all of this?” she asks, pointing at Nico. 
 “I like to think you’re mature enough to know better,” Nico says. “And Carla is tough. She’s probably one of the toughest kids I’ve got. Whatever you throw at her, she’ll be able to handle.” 
 “See? Even your principal thinks she can handle it,” Ruckus says to Max. 
 “Oh, I know she can handle your gig,” Max says. “It’s you that will have trouble.” He walks away before she can think of a response. 
   

***

   

“So you’re going to the South Branch?” Malina asks as I race around her, packing my bag. She’s sitting on my bed, playing with her phone as I work. “Are you going to get lonely?” 
 I pull to a stop in front of her, frowning slightly. “I’ll miss YOU!” I say, throwing my arms around her and hugging her tightly. “But I’ll be okay! It’s only two weeks. I’ve been gone for that long before! Well… sort of… not really.” Even when we were doing our outgoing team thing, I was teamed up with Trent, and we stayed in Missouri. When I went down to Texas to help Vinny, we came back the next day… Oh, wow, I really HAVEN’T been gone that long before. Now I’m getting nervous. 
 “Carla!” she says, sounding startled. “It’ll be okay, I promise! Don’t go panicking on me! Ariel and Skye will be there, right? They won’t let anything happen to you, I promise.” 
 “And if you do get lonely, you should go visit Voltdrain and Jimmi,” Vinny says from my doorway. I turn, looking at him. “I promise they’ll let you come over, no matter what time it is.” 
 I throw my arms around his waist, hugging him tightly even as he lets out a little sound of surprise. Our relationship is a bit rocky at times, since he’s always picking on me, but he’s still my big brother. “I’m going to miss you, too,” I tell him, pulling back, “but don’t let it go to your head!” 
 “I’ll try not to,” he says, his lips twitching with amusement. 
 “I need my colored pencils and coloring books!” I say. I can’t believe I almost forgot them! Adult coloring books are one of the things that Ken introduced me to, to try and focus my mind. I also like games, but all I need for those is my telephone and a wall at the dorms. Oh, and I should take my computer! Zoe made it for me, so it’s nice and fast. And I’m going to need extra underwear, in case I go swimming, and then— 
 “It looks like a twister in here, doesn’t it?” Malina says, grinning. The grin falls and I pause to look at her, seeing the frown on her face. “Um… I need to tell Ariel, don’t I?” 
 “Tell her what?” Vinny asks. I zip my last bag and sit down on the fluffy unicorn to hear what she has to say. 
 “About Toodles?” Malina says, as if she’s unsure about it, herself. 
 “You mean how Toodles is going to adopt you and you’re going to move up to the North Pole?” I say. “You haven’t told her, yet?” 
 “No… I’m kind of nervous about how she’ll take it. She thinks of us as family, remember?” 
 “Well… you can have more than one mother,” I say. “Look at Sandra, she’s got several families, now, right?” 
 “I… I just feel weird about it all,” she says. 
 “Don’t,” Vinny says. “Ariel isn’t mature enough to act as a mother. You’ve seen their shows. If anything, she should be a big sister, or maybe an aunt, like Skye is for Rocco. You can ask her, she’ll probably be happy to agree.” 
 “How do you know that for sure?” Malina asks.  
 “I watch HTV South,” Vinny says. “It would be stupid to ignore the branch I’ll be moving into in a year. Skye is one of their main players, so they constantly do reports on her, even the things that the public records when they’re not on the books.” 
 “I thought you only watched cooking shows,” Malina says. 
 “I can watch more than one thing while I’m cooking, I’ve got four walls. I keep the news on the east and the cooking channel on the south wall.” 
 “Makes sense,” she says. “But she’s old enough to be a mother… and we have similar powers, right?” 
 “Blood isn’t always what makes family, though,” I say. “Do you think I could take my unicorn with me? It’s really comfortable…” 
 “Not if you’re running,” Vinny says. “If you’re running all the way down there, you’ve already packed too many things.” 
 “Darn,” I say, pouting. “Maybe I should teleport, instead.” 
 “Either way, you should get to bed,” Vinny says. “You’ve got a lot of things to do tomorrow, right?” 
 “Yeah,” I say. “So what should I tell Jimmi?” 
 “Whatever you want? What does Jimmi have to do with any of this?” he asks a bit too obliviously. 
 “So I’ll tell her that you LOOOOOVE her and MIIIISSS her and—” 
 “Tell her hi,” he says firmly. “ONLY hi, got it?” 
 “How you wish she was heeeeerrrreee,” I go on. He walks over and catches me in a stranglehold.  
 “Hi, got it? ONLY hi,” he says, noogie-ing my head. 
 I let out a squeal, trying not to laugh. “Malina! Help me!” 
 “You started it,” she says, completely unsympathetic. I tap on his arm twice. 
 “I give! I give! I’ll tell her hi!” I say, dramatically. “You’re strangling me!” Well, not really. He’s just got his arm under my chin. He lets go, looking ever-so-slightly smug, which is the same as someone else gloating madly.  
 “That’s better,” he says, letting go. 
 “And THEN I’ll tell her how much you miiiiissss her,” I say, racing away before he can grab me again. Malina is laughing her head off, so it makes it all worth it.  
 “Time for lights out, everyone!” Banshee calls out. “Vinny, you need to head to your place.” 
 “I’m going,” he says, leaving the room, “but if I hear you said any of that to Jimmi, I’m coming down just to yell at you, got it?” he says over his shoulder. 
 “Yeah, yeah,” I say, piling up my things and heading for the bed as Malina gets off to go to her room. “Bye,” I add more quietly, falling onto my blankets and falling asleep.


 


***

   
  “Did you really go all the way up to Central?” Dolly asks as Ruckus walks into the house. She’s sitting at the dining room table, painting her fingernails red and white. “Didn’t Century say—” 
 “Century was taking too long,” Ruckus says, heading for her chair and dropping down. She lets out a sigh. “I practically got attacked by Maximum. What does Maximum have to do with Hy-bo? It doesn’t make any sense!” 
 “Maximum is the second-in-command of Central,” Dolly says, holding up her hand to examine her job. “And I’m pretty sure they went to school together, right? She’s such a cutie, so I’m not going to complain. She’ll probably be a lot more fun than you are.” 
 “I’m not looking for someone FUN!” Ruckus says. “Why does no one other than me take this job seriously? Even our villains treat this like it’s a huge joke! The only one that even halfway takes me seriously is Jersey. That’s one person out of four.” 
 Dolly turns and stares at her. “You don’t think I work hard?” she asks quietly. 
 “You play with dolls, Dolly,” Ruckus says. “It’s the same thing a six-year-old would do!” 
 “Do you have any idea how much energy it takes to do what I do?” Dolly asks, but her voice is tiny. “No, I don’t want to fight. All we ever do is fight. I thought we could at least TRY to get to know each other—I was going to offer to do your nails tonight, and everything! But—but I don’t feel like doing that anymore,” she says, getting to her feet and running off to her bedroom. 
 “Who said I WANTED my nails done?” Ruckus demands to the empty room. She growls under her breath as she sees the red fingernail polish left open and dripping on the tablecloth. “You can’t even clean up your own mess,” she mutters, getting up to do so. Her eyes fall on a box full of nail polishes, all metallic in nature, ranging from gold to opalescent. There are also gemstones and stencils, and a little plastic nail lamp.  
 She isn’t going to feel guilty. She isn’t. 
   




CHAPTER THREE


“Okay, Carla, you… well, I was going to ask if you have everything you need, but you’re only going to be there for two weeks, you know?” Nico says as he looks pointedly at the massive stuffed unicorn under my arm. It took me three trips in and out of the campus to get my luggage out here, and one of the trips was solely to get the unicorn. It was extremely hard to see the glowing footprints around him, too. “If you’re planning to run, I… guess I’ll carry half of it,” he says, just staring at the pile next to me. “Did you forget anything, though? Like the sink?” 
 “Can we teleport?” I ask, a bit sheepishly. 
 “Can we hold all of it and still reach the watch?” he asks in return. 
 “I can help,” Rocco calls through the force field that surrounds the school.  
 “Good idea. Get out here, Rocco, and just because it’s a good excuse, we’ll take the Shadowlands. I want to scan it and see if I’m right.” 
 “But the dinos might try to eat my unicorn,” I protest as Rocco steps into view. “and he might stink really bad afterwards, too… I guess I could spray him with something when we get there?” Or maybe they’ll have the super-sized washing machines like we have here.  
 “I’ll carry the unicorn,” Nico says with a sigh. “They won’t go after me.” 
 “They don’t go after Lance, either. Maybe we should get Lance to carry the unicorn and then—” I start out, only to stop myself as they just look at me. “Or… I could leave the unicorn here,” I say, pouting. I LIKE my unicorn, okay? A lot of the time I have trouble sleeping on my bed, so I sleep on the unicorn, instead. I figure if I’m that far away from everyone, I’m going to need all the comfort I can get, right? 
 “I’ll carry it,” Nico says, taking it from my hold and grabbing one of my bags, as well. “Rocco, you’ll have to grab my arm. I don’t have a free hand at the moment.” 
 “Got it,” Rocco says, swinging my backpack over one shoulder before leading us to a nearby shadow. He grabs one of Nico’s wrists and I grab the other. We step into the Shadowlands. It stinks down here, but it’s something I’m sort of used to. I glance around curiously, hearing rustling noises from a distance.  
 “You’ve been feeding them properly, right?” I say. 
 “I’ve been feeding them all the trash that the dorms and the apartments produce,” Rocco says. “They’ve started to get fat. I would blame it on the Liberties, but everyone knows they don’t throw away leftovers.” 
 “Good,” I say. We walk for a while, and with each step I feel more nervous. “Um…” I say. 
 “Hmm?” Nico asks, looking over his shoulder. 
 “I’m… do you think Ruckus even likes me?” 
 “She’s the one that invited you, isn’t she?” Nico says. 
 “But I don’t think she really KNEW me when she decided to invite me, because all her complaints about Dolly didn’t make any sense to me,” I say. “So what happens if I go to work with her, only to make things WORSE? Should I apologize for it?” 
 “If she has a problem with you, then she’s the one that has the problem,” Rocco says, so sharply that it almost makes me jump. “If this is all about her having a problem with Dolly, or even Skye and the girls—” 
 “Rocco,” Nico says quietly. 
 “No, Nico,” he says. “I don’t get angry, much, you know? But if that’s what this is, well, she shouldn’t be dragging Carla into the situation, she should be getting out.” Nico is silent for a long moment, and I look over at him. 
 “Carla,” he says finally, “you’re hyper—well, usually you are. Once in a while your leg starts shaking so much that the entire room threatens to vibrate. You constantly sing My Little Pony songs, too.” 
 “I’m sorry,” I whisper, guiltily. 
 “I wouldn’t change it for anything in the world,” he says, making me look up. “Well, no, I WOULD like to add an auto-tune to your voice modulator sometime, but that’s purely because… well, kiddo, you’re more enthusiastic about the notes than you are accurate. Lance starts to howl if he’s in another building at the time.” 
 “Shouldn’t it already have that? You made it so people could understand her when she’s running, right?” Rocco says. 
 “Are you saying I can’t sing?” I demand, placing my hands on my hips and glaring in their directions. 
 “Oh, you can sing,” Nico says, “just not always on key. If it makes you feel any better, Zoe is worse than you are. The girl’s got a tin ear.” 
 “I sing WONDERFULLY!” I say. 
 “You sing… very energetically,” Rocco says. 
 “You, too?” I ask. “Is everyone just going to tell me all the bad parts about me today?” 
 “Being tone-deaf isn’t a bad thing, Carla, it’s just part of life. Want me to list all the things you do better than anyone?” Nico asks. 
 “YES!” I say. 
 “You’ve got the biggest heart I know of,” he says. I feel my cheeks get warm, but a broad smile crosses my face. 
 “I do!” I agree. “I was a little worried about people, before, though, but I think there are only a few people as mean as Collector was, out there. And for every one of those people, there are millions of others that just need a smile, right?” 
 “Don’t ever stop thinking that,” Nico says. “And remember, Ruckus might be one of those people.” 
 “Do you really think that?” I hear Rocco mutter to Nico. 
 “No clue, but if anyone can smile for her, it’s Carla,” he replies, not bothering to whisper. 
 “I can!” I say, my resolution snapping into place. “I can absolutely do that!” 
 “That’s my girl,” he says. 
 “Now everyone grab on, we’re at the South Branch,” Rocco says. We step into the light a second later and I find myself pulled into a large hug. I let out a surprised laugh, looking up at Century. 
 “Sugar, you can’t imagine how much I appreciate this,” he says, putting me down. “We’ve already got your room set up at the dorms, but, well…” 
 “Well what?” I ask. 
 “Skye offered to take you in, as well, and then Dolly said that they have plenty of rooms at the farmhouse, if you wanted to stay there.” 
 “No,” Nico says. 
 “Well, I tried to explain that,” Century agrees, “it seems a little strange for the hero to be bunking over at their villain’s place. But Skye never does listen when she gets a wild hair.” 
 “Staying at Skye’s is fine,” Nico says, making me look over in surprise. “I’ve got the security system set up, there. Carla would be safe. Staying at some random farmhouse, on the other hand, isn’t going to happen.” 
 “What if we let you come in and set up the security?” someone asks from behind us. I turn, seeing Dollface standing there in her polka-dot dress uniform.  
 “Dolly!” I say, racing over to her and grabbing her hand. “Hi! I’ve come to work with you for an entire TWO WEEKS!” Which, let’s face it, is a pretty long time for me. It hadn’t sounded like it when it was first brought up, but when I thought about it last night, it got longer and longer. I’m going to be away from my family—both families for that long. It’s sort of scary.” 
 “Where’s Ruckus?” Nico asks. 
 “I didn’t tell her I was coming,” Dolly says, faking a smile. “We might be roommates, but we’re full-grown adults. We have our own lives, outside of the mask. So if you do our security, will you let her stay with us? That way we can respond to calls as a team.” 
 “We’ve already gotten a room set up for her in the campus,” Century says. “Jimmi was planning on having her for dinner one night, as well.” 
 “I’ll set up your security system. Rocco, go get Carla moved into the dorms, she can stay over wherever she wants on weekends. You only need an overnight bag for that, Carla. And the unicorn stays in the school.” 
 “But—” I say. 
 “No carrying the unicorn all over Texas,” he says firmly, “although I’m sure that would have your fans even more excited,” he adds with dry amusement. “Now, do you need anything from me before I go?” 
 I look at him, chewing on my bottom lip as my mind races, and then I remember something really important. “Oh! Cisco is here! Nope, I’m good. You can go on home after you finish over at Dolly’s. I bet the school is already missing you, right? They should be starting training hour soon.” 
 “Then I’ll do that,” he says, dropping a hand on my head. “Be good, or I’ll switch you over to the villain side.” 
 “That might be fun!” I say, getting excited. “Oh, but I can’t. My little brothers and sisters are watching.” 
 He lets out a laugh and walks away with Dolly, leaving me there with Century and Rocco. Rocco has a strange look on his face. I tilt my head, looking at him curiously. “You should say hi to Jimmi and Cisco before you leave, Rocco,” I tell him. 
 “Yeah, you’re right,” he says. “Well, we’re in the school system, right? Let’s go on in.”  
 Century picks up the unicorn that Nico had put down, and heads for the entrance. “We don’t have many kids, yet, but I’ve been working on that,” he says as he touches the panel that shoots up. This school is in a cornfield, not a canyon, and it sort of disorients me as I walk in. I’m used to something much more dramatic. The buildings are a lot like the ones back home, though. Well, that figures, since Nico designed it. “I want to look around!” I tell them before zipping off. I take a second to pause and look into the dorms, and then head for the kitchen, and then over to the school building, and then into the science building, and to the back, where… “No tree houses, huh?” I say, feeling a little adrift. We hang out at the tree houses, back home. There’s no pool, either.  
 “Is there a problem?” I hear someone ask from behind me. I turn, seeing a very attractive woman watching me with amusement.  
 “You’re Cheval!” I say, getting over my disappointment quickly. “HI!” 
 “You must be Hypersonic Rainbow,” she says, holding out a hand as I appear in front of her. She doesn’t even blink at my speed. “It’s a pleasure.” 
 “No, no, the pleasure is all mine,” I say, taking her hand in both of mine and shaking it enthusiastically. “I showed some of your old reels—Nicohadtoconvertthem—” 
 “Slow down, sugar, I’m not going anywhere!” she says with a laugh. 
 I take a deep breath, forcing myself to go slower. “Sorry, I’ve been working on that,” I admit. “But I showed your videos to my little brothers and sisters and they’re huge fans, now, too! Can you take me into the Mirrorlands? I’ve always wanted to go! I’ve been in the Shadowlands but it’s really stinky. Are there mirror-dinos? I want to meet a mirror-dino! We feed the shadow-dinos all of the school trash and they didn’t try to eat us on the way here, which is good, but Rocco says they’re getting fat, which probably isn’t very healthy for them, don’t you think?” 
 She stares at me. The silence spreads out for one beat, and then two, before she speaks. “Sorry, sweetie, I was just making sure you were finished.” 
 I give her a sheepish grin, and she laughs.  
 “CARLA!” Cisco shouts, making me look over. 
 “CISCO!” I holler back, waving at him with both arms over my head. He’s only thirty feet away, but it still seems to be the appropriate response. “I’m talking with THE Cheval!” I brag. 
 “Well, yeah,” he says, “she’s our history teacher.” 
 That sort of… ruins the whole bragging rights, now doesn’t it? “Well, she’s not one of MINE,” I say, “except for the next two weeks, that is.” 
 “Speaking of which, we’ll have to talk more, later,” Cheval says, looking at her watch. “I need to go prepare for class. Will you be joining us today, Hy-bo?” 
 “You can call me Carla,” I tell her. “I’ll see if I can go to class, or not. I’m moving in right now. Cisco, have you seen Rocco? He’s got my stuff.” I just sort of abandoned him and Century, didn’t I? Whoops.  
 “He’s in the dorms with Century,” Cisco says, grinning. “Hey, hey, you’ll finally get to meet my dad! He’s just the janitor, though, so I guess it’s not that impressive, huh?” 
 “Your father is extremely impressive,” Cheval says as she starts towards the school building. “A psychic type with the ability to learn skills is nothing to scoff at. And there is no shame in being a janitor, especially for a school like this.” 
 “Our janitor has a pretty big job, too,” I say. “Whenever Ken isn’t there to talk to, we go to him! Of course we get stuck scrubbing things while we do it, but he says if we’re going to be supers, we should get used to cleaning up other people’s messes, anyway.” 
 “Yeah, I guess that’s true. It would be less embarrassing if he didn’t whistle all the time he’s working,” Cisco says, blushing slightly. On a boy that pale, it’s easy to see his blush. He’s so adorable! 
 “Carla!” Rocco calls from the dorms. “What’s taking so long?” 
 “Coming!” I call back, racing for the dorms. I’m definitely going to have to get to know everyone here! We’ll probably be working together in the future, right? I AM South Branch, after all! I stop on the dorm floor marked “Girls” and look around curiously. One of these rooms is mine, but the one next to mine isn’t Malina’s, and Morgan isn’t down the hall, and— 
 Rocco sticks his head out a door, motioning me over. “Turns out Whitney’s your neighbor. That should be fun, right?” 
 I feel a little strange as he grins while talking about her. I shove that feeling down, quickly. “It will be! Um, except for the weekends, when I think I’ll be staying with other people. Is this my room?” I ask, stepping into the room and looking around. The walls are white. The bed is white. The carpet is blue. “It’s um…” 
 “Boring, isn’t it?” Century says. I look over at him. “Sorry, Carla, we haven’t had the time to personalize the rooms like at your school.” 
 “Or Ace, huh?” I say. “It’s okay, I still have my unicorn!” I say, dropping down on the huge stuffed toy. “I will survive, even if he is a bit stinky. Although I already miss the pool…” 
 “And the Apocalypse Field,” Rocco says. 
 “They don’t have an Apocalypse Field?” I say, my jaw dropping in shock. “But that’s the biggest part of our training!” 
 “We’re negotiating for one, now,” Century says. “Remember that we only have a handful of students at the moment, and Jimmi is the only one that could use something that complex. The rest are perfectly fine learning the old-fashioned way.” 
 “Oh,” I say. 
 “We’ve been doing a bit of promoting, though, on our HTV. In fact, you’ll be a big selling point when you’re fighting the Deadly Darlin’s,” he says. “We’ll make sure people realize it’s temporary, so they’ll be quick to buy the posters.” 
 “Is there anything you need me to get you, Carla?” Rocco asks. “You know, since I forgot to do my homework, anyway?” 
 “You can’t use me as an excuse for not going to class,” I tell him. “Go home, Rocco, I’ll be fine. I have new friends to make!” 
 He nods. “If you ever want to come back early, just call me, got it? I don’t care what I’m doing, I’ll come and get you.” 
 “I’ll be fine,” I say, emphatically. “Now go, you’ve already missed training period. If you miss Blackjack’s class… well, not much will happen, but you’re already behind on your schooling enough as it is!” 
 “I know, I know,” he says, laughing. “I’ve got to leave the campus to go home, though, so… bye?” 
 “Bye, Rocco,” I say as he leaves. My hand stays up in a wave until I hear him leave the building a few seconds later. 
 “If there are any problems, call me, first,” Century says. “I’ll take care of it. There’s no need to go running back home.” 
 I nod, letting my hand fall as I look at the boring bed, one more time. “I could use a sparkle-y pillow or two,” I venture, looking at him. “I like the ones that you can touch and they change colors.” 
 “I will get you as many as you want,” he says. 
 “And some posters?” I ask. 
 “How about I ask Skye to go shopping for you?” he offers. “It’s her shopping day, anyway. The girls should enjoy another excuse to spend my money.” 
 “YES!” I say, excitedly. “Let’s do that! It sounds like fun!” 
 “Then that’s what we’ll do,” he says, patting me on the back. “Now you’re going to be late for class.” 
 “Okay! Um, which class is it?” 
 “The only one that has people in it.” 
 “Then I’ll be able to find it!” I say with a smile. 
   




CHAPTER FOUR


“This is the place,” Dolly says, stopping in front of the large ranch style house. “Um, is that going to be a problem? You’re not going to put a laser wall around the place, are you? All the electricity makes my hair stand on end. I like my hair looking like this, you know?” she reaches up and pats the coif, affectionately.  
 “No, she’s old enough to handle being outside of the field, but I will be placing several cameras in the area. If you find it violates your privacy, I can take them down when she goes home.” 
 “Does Skye have that?” she asks. “I saw one when we went over for the pool party.” 
 “Yeah, Skye has that,” he says. 
 “But according to all of the reports, shouldn’t she be paranoid that people are watching her over hidden cameras and things?” she asks. “I did a study on her before I came to this branch, and the girl was… well… pretty much past paranoid and into neurotic.” 
 “She is,” Nico says, “but I’m her brother. I give them all access to all of the videos that are taken, and honestly I only check in once an hour. I don’t have time to watch them.” 
 “But still… isn’t that an invasion of their privacy?” she asks. 
 “It is,” he says, a strange little grin on his face, “if they actually cared about me seeing them do ridiculous things like their weekly eighties’ party, or pool parties, or the conversation about which instrument makes someone sexier. I actually muted that one until Skye demanded I buy her a guitar and the other two oboes. But don’t worry, I don’t film bedrooms or bathrooms. Think of it as a simple security camera, and me as the guy that comes running if someone breaks into the house.” 
 “Oboes?” she repeats, starting to laugh. 
 “She was intent on proving that guitars are ‘sexier,’” he says, amused. “She just assumed that anything with the name ‘Oboe’ can’t be sexy.” 
 “So did you buy them?” she asks, still giggling. 
 “No, I sent Rochester over with two oboes and a guitar, and they spent the entire afternoon making him play pop music on the oboe while they danced around like crazy.” 
 “Rochester did that?” she asks, looking awed. “He’s such a nice guy.” 
 “If you ask them, they might let you see the video,” Nico says. “Now, is there anywhere you want the cameras that isn’t on my plan?” he asks, swiping his hands outward and bringing up a hologram diagram of the building and the fields. There are little glowing lights scattered throughout the diagram. “These are where I plan to place them.” 
 “Ummm,” she says. “Do you really need to record the fields?” 
 “Yes, I really need to record the fields, especially the cornfield. People can use that for cover.” 
 “I can understand going this far for all of your students,” she says, hesitantly, “but there’s only Hypersonic Rainbow, right now, and she’s got two adult supers that will be right here with her, so is… is all of this really necessary?” 
 “She’s a zoo kid,” he says, taking to the air. A large drone carrying a case flies towards them, and she looks over as it opens and plastic and metal parts start floating through the air. “Until they graduate, I’m going to take care of them as if they were my own. For some of them, like Carla, I’ll probably take care of them even longer than that.” 
 “I heard you sent Fire Hazard down here without all of this,” she says. 
 “Have you met Fire Hazard?” he asks, looking over. 
 “No, not really.” 
 “I was sending him in to take care of a gang of upstart kids, not to be in the public eye. It took him a weekend, and he had them all cleared out with the help of three other kids. If I gave him two weeks, he’d probably clean up all of Texas just so he could go back to watching his cooking shows.” And then he stops, his eyes narrowing as he heads for the fields and drops down in the middle of the cornfield. 
 “What’s wrong?” she asks, running over to him. 
 He leans down, pulling a cornstalk from the ground. “That no-good, low-down…” he mutters, staring at the stalk. There’s a tick in his jaw. He looks at Dolly. “I need to check your house.” 
 “Um, okay? I thought that was what we were doing.” 
 “I’ll do that, too,” he says, crushing the stalk in his hand before taking to the air. He holds out his hands and Dolly’s hair threatens to stand on end as a wave of electricity covers the area. She hears a few tiny snapping sounds and yelps as she sees sparks in one of the fields. “What just happened?” she asks. 
 Nico drops down next to the spark and stomps it out. “He’s watching you, too,” he says grimly, heading into the farmhouse. 
 “Who’s watching me?” she asks, chasing after him. She has to jog, because she’s a lot shorter than he is, and it looks a little silly since she’s wearing seven-inch-tall wedges, but neither of them notices. “What did you mean by ‘too’?” 
 “The real reason Skye’s so agreeable to my cameras is because she’s paranoid,” he says, heading for the kitchen and unscrewing a light bulb cover. He pulls out a small camera that’s still smoking from being blown. “She uses my cameras to check for things like this.” 
 “That… that was recording us?” Dolly says, stunned. 
 “That was recording you, along with the corn stalk and a few others. It makes you wonder who else they’re recording.” He hadn’t found anything in the South Hall, and he’d gone through and completely redone their system several months back. So what’s the connection? He stops and almost snorts as he realizes how obvious it is. “Does Voltdrain ever come by?” he asks as he goes through the building, taking out all of the cameras. There are only a few, inside, but even just one is more than there should be.  
 “Other than when I first moved in, no, but I was going to invite him over again, soon,” she says. “I can’t believe he did this, though—” 
 “Of course he didn’t do it,” he says, looking at her. “Voltdrain’s the south’s equivalent of America’s Son. I was thinking he would have caught these. Neither of you are tech types, right?” 
 “No, not really,” she admits. 
 “These are extremely well made,” he says. “It’s no wonder that you didn’t notice. Whoever made them had some connection with super technology in the past.” 
 “How do you know that?” she asks. 
 “Because I’m a technopath, and this was either based on something I made when I was in the past, or something Herold did,” he says. 
 “Couldn’t it be another technopath?” she asks. 
 “It could be, but the parts are directly from SITEC,” he says. “I had Rochester look into them, earlier. Look, Dollface, I’m going to set up the security system, and then I’m going to go consult with Century. I’ll set up a wall for you to check any of the feeds whenever you want. If you see anyone on your property that shouldn’t be, I want you to call me, understand?” 
 “Yes, I can do that,” she says as the small cameras start floating overhead. Her mind is full of the fact that someone’s been watching them for who knows how long. Ruckus isn’t going to be happy. DOLLY isn’t happy. She wraps her arms around herself, hugging tightly. “The real world is scary,” she whispers. 
 “Not when you’ve got the Hall backing you,” Nico calls over from another room. “Don’t worry. I’ve got your back.” He comes out, heading to the front room and looking at the walls. “Mind if I set up your monitor here?” 
 “Is it going to take up a lot of space?” she asks, sort of happy for the change of subject.  
 “It’ll be the wall,” he says, tapping on the wall a few times before poking his finger through it in a pattern. She lets out a yelp as she sees the destruction. “Don’t worry, I’ll fix it in a little bit.” 
 “Dolly!” Ruckus says, coming into the farmhouse. “What happened in the fields? Did you light something on fire?” She stops as she sees Nico. “What are you doing?” 
 “I’m setting up your security system,” he says. 
 “We don’t need a security system, we’re supers,” she says. 
 “Ruckus, stop,” Dolly says. 
 “Did you TELL him to do this?” Ruckus asks Dolly. “What were you thinking? I’m going to call Century—” 
 “Someone was spying on us!” Dolly says. “Someone was spying with cameras and everything, and neither of us even noticed! We NEED a security system!” 
 “What are you talking about?” Ruckus asks. 
 “That burnt spot in the fields was from Nico blowing up a camera,” Dolly says. “He found more of them, both in the fields and in the house. He’s going to set it up so we can see what happens on all of the cameras he’s putting up, so if we see someone sneaking in, we can do something about it.” 
 “I want you to call me after you capture the person,” Nico says, finishing off the wall monitor. He tosses together a controller and places it on the table. “You’re going to want to get rid of that antique TV. It’s just taking up space, now.” 
 “If we do that, how will we watch TV?” Dolly asks. 
 “This is a TV,” Nico says, waving a hand and turning the wall on. “You’ve got all the HTV channels, as well as everything else. Carla will teach you how to use it, if you need her to. While I’m at it, let me see your cell phones.” 
 “Why are you doing so much for us?” Ruckus asks, her attitude changing. “I thought you were irritated with me for dragging Carla down here.” 
 “I send my kids out on missions all the time,” he says as Dolly digs her phone out of her purse and hands it over. “This is just another one of them. It’ll be good for her to get used to the South Branch, since she’ll be working here.” 
 “Can you keep my contacts and apps?” Dolly asks as the phone starts to float. 
 “I can transfer the contact list, but there are far too many back doors in the apps for me to trust them on my tech. I’ll give you the apps I give everyone.” 
 “But—but my Candy Smash!” she says, looking as if she’s about to cry. “Do you have any idea how long it took to get to that level?” 
 “Try the Technico game, the kids will love you,” Nico says callously. “I’ll be right back. The drone plane should have the parts I need.” 
 He leaves before they can reply, and Dolly looks pointedly away from Ruckus. “I’m not speaking to you,” she says, childishly. “You’d probably just make fun of my Candy Smash game, anyway, so I don’t need to hear it.” 
 “I didn’t say anything about Candy Smash,” Ruckus says with a beleaguered sigh. “How long?” 
 “How long was he here?” Dolly asks. 
 “No, how long were the cameras here?” 
 “He didn’t say,” Dolly says. “I’m creeped out, too, you know.” 
 “I’m not creeped out. I just don’t like it,” Ruckus mutters. “We’re SUPERS. We shouldn’t have problems like that!” 
 “And we won’t, not with a security system,” Dolly says.  
 “We ARE a security system, Dolly!” Ruckus says. “Forget it. We don’t have much choice but to trust him.” She stops as she hears someone else outside, talking. “Someone’s here.” 
   

***

   

“Nicoooo!” Skye says, pulling to a stop over his head. “HI!” She drops down on top of him, her stomach resting on his head as she looks at the things in his hands. “Hey, hey, Century told us to go shopping for Carla, so we got her LOTS of stuff, but they won’t let us on campus. Can you break into the system so we can decorate her room for her?” 
 “No, but I can take all the stuff you got her in and let her do the decorating,” he says, completely ignoring her presence on his head. “There’s one done. Ruckus! Where’s your phone?” he asks as the two heroes walk out of the building. 
 “It’s fine, I don’t use it much—” 
 “Hand it over. You’ll probably enjoy the Technico game better than Dolly would, anyway.” 
 Reluctantly Ruckus pulls out her phone, handing it over. He tosses the new phone over to Dolly before starting to work on Ruckus’s. “Where are your Larry and Curly?” Ruckus asks Skye. 
 “Who?” Skye says, blankly. 
 “Moe, Larry, and Curly?” Ruckus offers. 
 “Who?” Skye repeats. 
 “Never mind,” Ruckus says, giving up. “Where are Raindance and Jersey?” 
 “They’re waiting outside the school campus,” Skye explains. “So come ON, already, Nico! I’ve got to say hi to Carla and talk her into joining the job tomorrow at the ice cream shop!” 
 “You’re robbing an ice cream shop?” Nico says. 
 “OF COURSE! We’re going to wipe out ALL the ice cream and bring all the cookies home! It’s in our contract!” 
 “Something like that wouldn’t be in your contract, though,” Dolly says. 
 “It is, too! I told Century I wouldn’t do it unless we get the all-we-can eat treatment,” Skye says. “You want some?” 
 “You really did that?” Dolly says. “Yes, I want some!” 
 “Oh, but they want us to pose for the camera so they can use us for a commercial,” Skye says. 
 “Cookies aren’t a good enough payment for starring in their commercials,” Nico says, finishing up the new phone and tapping on it to call Century. “If they’re going to use you for that much advertisement, I’m going to make sure you get paid properly.” 
 “If they’re going to use us for the commercial, we want paid properly, as well,” Ruckus says. 
 “I’ll deal with it. You and Skye have some talking to do,” Nico says, walking away with her new phone. Skye hops off of his head, landing on the ground and looking at Ruckus, expectantly.  
 “Yeeeeessss?” she says. 
 “Yes, what?” Ruckus says. 
 “What do you need to talk about?” 
 “Nico found cameras in our field and home,” Dolly says. “He seems to think it has something to do with you.” 
 The playful look on Skye’s face disappears, turning dangerous. They’ve been fighting her for months, but neither of the Nemeses has ever seen her look like this. “He did, did he?” she asks. 
 “Do you know who’s doing it?” Ruckus asks. 
 “Not at all!” Skye says, too cheerfully for it to be the truth. “I should go tell the girls that we need to have someone take Carla’s stuff in for her. Buh bye!” She races off before they can say anything. 
 “Well, that was helpful,” Ruckus says, sarcastically. 
 “I think she knows something,” Dolly says, watching the villain go. 
   

***

   

“So we have a monthly trip that we take with Coyote—we’ve only had one, so far, but it was so cool,” Cisco says. We’re supposed to be having math class, but the teacher had taken one look at the kids surrounding me and said that we’d have a free hour for today. He’s listening to us talk, now. I keep finding myself glancing over at him, wondering who he is, but I haven’t had the chance to ask, just yet. “And they say that Bombastic will be moving down here next year to teach us how to clean up after our shows, but other than that, well…” 
 “Cisco says that we’re lacking a lot of the stuff that the main branch has,” Whitney says. “I’ve never really seen the main branch, so it’s not like I can miss something I’ve never had. And they DID build me a mirror room for first hour.” 
 “That sounds awesome!” I say. “Well… you don’t have the tree houses behind the Science building, or the pool, but really, the tree houses were for Adanna’s training. Do you have any shifters?” 
 “We’re supposed to be getting a wolf shifter, soon,” Jimmi says. 
 “A wolf shifter? Like, Badmoon?” I ask, worriedly. 
 “No, he’s from another line,” the teacher says. “He’s only got the one form.” 
 “But it was wrong of me to worry, anyway, because Lance is his nephew and I still like him, right?” I admit, frowning. “Oh, but anyway—” 
 “Horizon, when your class is over, can you send Carla to the entrance?” a woman asks over the speakers. “She’s got visitors.” 
 “Who are the visitors?” the teacher asks. I guess HE’S Horizon. I’ve never heard of him. 
 “Um, well… I don’t want to panic the children, so…” the woman says, hesitating. 
 “Is it Skystep?” Jimmi asks. 
 “Ah, well, yes,” the woman says. 
 The class starts cheering, except for the oldest male, who just twitches and crosses his arms over his chest. “Can we go see her, now?” Whitney asks. “We’re not really having class, anyway!” 
 “No one will panic, right?” 
 “Can I get my autograph book from my dorm room?” Marisol asks. She’s one of the newest faces, a beautiful Hispanic girl with the ability to bring her drawings to life. I think it’s somewhat like an illusion talent, but I’m not sure. I would have to ask Nico.  
 “If you make it quick,” Horizon says, standing and stretching. “Okay, everyone, go get whatever you want signed and we’ll meet you at the campus entrance. Carla, are you fine with that?” 
 “I’m fine! Skye won’t hurt anyone,” I promise. 
 “We never thought she would. Treble?” Horizon says, looking at the only kid that has refused to stand. 
 “I don’t like her, so I’m not going,” Treble says. 
 “Oh, right, she did kick your butt, didn’t she?” Cisco says. “We’ve seen that video a couple of times, already.” 
 “I’d rather not remember.” 
 “But it’s what got you into this school, right?” Jimmi says. “Even my dad has a hard time against Skye, so you really shouldn’t take it so personally.” 
 “Voltdrain does?” Treble asks. 
 “Sure he does, that’s why he just brings her food most of the time and it calms her down,” she says. “We keep inviting her and the girls to dinner over at our house, too. Speaking of which, Carla, would you like to come over tomorrow night to eat?” 
 “Sure!” I say, fighting the urge to run to the entrance. I’m feeling much better about this trip, since going to class. I think everyone will be really nice! I can’t wait to start working, too! I hardly ever get to go out on shows, back home. Sure, I got to do the debut against Bombastic, but that was FOREVER ago. Oh, and then I got to foil Max’s attempt to take over the Hall, but that was a long time ago, too, so I think I’m getting rusty. 
 “CARLA!” I hear Skye shout through the security field. “Carla, Carla! We got you the entire set of Deadly Darlin’s ACTION FIGURES!” 
 I stop, my mouth dropping down before I let out a little squeal and race for the entrance. I have practice entering and exiting the system at top speed, so I blur through it, throwing myself at the super villain waiting for me expectantly. 
 “SKYE!” I yell excitedly as she picks me up and swings me around. 
 “CARLA!” she says, putting me down and striking her forties boxer pose. “My NEMESIS!” 
 “Come to the light side, Skye!” I say, striking a dramatic pose of my own. I hear a roar of laughter from inside the security field and I fight the grin that’s threatening. “You’re better than this!” 
 “Of course I am!” she says, striking a tragic pose, “but I can’t seem to stop.” 
 I fall to the ground, stomach down. “Your logic has defeated me,” I say.  
 “DOG PILE!” Skye decrees, jumping on top of me. Ariel shrugs and then sits on her back, while Doris just rolls her eyes. “Hi,” Skye says, grinning at me. “We went shopping!” She phases through Ariel, leaving the water mimic sitting on my back. “Also, Nico’s on the phone with Century about tomorrow’s gig, you want to be in it?” 
 “Do I!” I say, hopping to my feet as Ariel floats aside. “Where’s it at?” 
 “An ice cream store!” 
 “I am SO IN,” I say. “Oh, um, can my new classmates and probably the teachers come out and get your signatures?” 
 “Yes! I can do their debuts!” Skye says. 
 “No you can’t,” Doris says. 
 “Why can’t I?” 
 “Because Century said you’re banned from doing debuts. Ariel or I could do them, but you can’t,” Doris tells her. 
 “But I WANT to debut people! Max debuts people!” 
 “Max plays along with being beaten by a newbie, and you have to be distracted just to be beaten by our nemeses,” Ariel says. “Carla, how’s Malina? Is she going to be lonely without you there?”  
 “She’s tough! And she’s got all of the other zoo kids there, AND I promised to call her a lot,” I say. “Everyone! You can come out, now!” 
 A group of people come out of the security field. “That’s sort of freaky looking,” Ariel says. 
 “I told Skye we shouldn’t watch that horror movie,” Doris says. 
 “Everyone, this is Skye, Ariel, and Doris!” I say, introducing them. “They’re the Deadly Darlin’s, and someday some of you will be going up against them!” The girls are surrounded by people a second later, with only the older teachers standing back and watching this with amusement. “Probably not any time soon, but someday! Well, except for you, Jimmi, I bet you could go up against them with no problems.” 
 “As soon as I get a better grasp on flying,” Jimmi says. “Papa says it shouldn’t be long. I’m picking up on it faster than he did!” 
 “You’re learning to fly?” I ask, excitedly. “I was wondering if you would!” 
 “Papa says he didn’t learn to fly until he was almost twenty. It isn’t like other capes, we’re actively channeling the energy that we’ve absorbed. Er, I would go on, but Papa wouldn’t appreciate me explaining it in front of them, I think,” she says, glancing at the Deadly Darlin’s. 
 “Oh, I knew how he flew YEARS ago,” Skye says, waving a hand. “I specialize in understanding powers, remember? It’s all good, It’d be a pain to fight until he’s out of energy, anyway. It’d probably take a few days, at least.” 
 “And she barely has the attention span for half an hour,” Doris says. 
 “That’s why they invented commercials!” Ariel says with a wide smile. She looks over at the teachers, curiously. “Um, are we going to have to fight any of them?” 
 “Nope! But it would be lots of fun, especially… her, and her!” Skye says, pointing at Angel and Cheval. She floats over to them, smiling eagerly. “You two can come out of retirement to play with me, right?” 
 “You’re adorable, but no,” Cheval says, patting her on the cheek. “But I’m sure when Whitney gets a little older, she’ll love to play with you, right, sweetie?” 
 “WHITNEY!” Skye says, as if just noticing the girl. “Hi! Let’s go on another adventure!” 
 “We’re skipping class for this, already, though,” Whitney says. “Um, can you sign Marisol’s autograph book?” She points to the young teenager who’s just standing there, shaking slightly, with the book held in white-knuckled hands. 
 “A new one!” Skye says excitedly, running over to her. “Ooooh, you’re interesting!” She pinches the poor girl’s cheeks, and then makes her do a fish face before grabbing both of her arms and lifting them over her head. 
 “Are you checking my power levels?” Marisol asks eagerly. 
 “Nope!” Skye says with a brilliant smile. 
 “Carla?” Doris says from right next to me. I look up, distracted from watching Skye. “Can we talk for a little bit?” 
 “Sure!” I say, looking around. “Will over there work?” I ask, pointing to a distant spot. She nods and we head there. All the while, I’m wondering what’s going on. I haven’t spoken to Doris much, at all. I look at her curiously as we stop, waiting for her to say something. 
 “Something’s off about Skye,” she says. 
 “What?” 
 “It’s hard to tell, isn’t it? She’s always a little bit off, but it just got worse. She went to see Nico, over at Ruckus and Dolly’s place, and ever since she came back, she’s been a bit…” 
 “Frantic,” Ariel says from behind me. I almost jump. I didn’t realize she had followed us.  
 “I didn’t notice,” I admit, “but I believe you, I promise. You’re her partners, you know her best. I can ask Nico what happened?” 
 “Yeah,” Doris says. “Thanks.” 
 “It started before she went there, though,” Ariel says. “Ever since the cameras found that thing in the woods, she’s been acting weird… er.” 
 “We’re pretty lax on weirdness, you know?” Doris says, looking over at Skye. “But whenever I shift, I can smell fear coming off of her. It’s not quite to where I can smell it in this form, but it’s definitely there.” 
 “What could Skye be afraid of?” I ask, blankly. “I’ve seen her face down dinosaurs and an entire field of super haters without even blinking. Not to mention, she’s a Superior, right?” 
 “But she wasn’t always one,” Doris says. “Plus, we’re all wondering why they brought you down here.” 
 “Umm…” I say as I ponder how to put it. “Ruckus wanted a third partner for your fights, but I’m just doing it for a couple of weeks.” 
 “Yeah? Makes sense,” Doris says, thoughtfully. “We have them outpowered and outnumbered. Not that it matters with these two airhea—darlin’s,” she says. 
 “SKYYYYEEE!” Ariel calls out, “she almost called us airheads again!” 
 “BIKINI OF SHAME!” Skye bellows, pointing at Doris. 
 “I didn’t finish the word!” Doris yells back. “For crying out loud, shouldn’t we at least get a NEW one? I’m really sick of the yellow polka dots. Yellow isn’t even my color.” 
 “You’ve got a bikini of shame?” I ask. 
 “It’s a teeny tiny itsy bitsy yellow polka dot bikini,” Ariel says. “But it only works on Doris because I don’t like clothing in the first place.” 
 “So how do they punish you?” I ask her. 
 “We make her do homework,” Doris says. “She’s reading at a fifth grade level, already, though, so it’s a good thing.” 
 “And how do you punish Skye?” I ask, trying not to laugh. 
 “We take away her video game system,” Ariel says. “She whines about it for about twenty minutes and then starts drawing another of her ‘comics.’” 
 “Which is more punishment for us than for her,” Doris mutters. 
 “Whatcha talking about?” Skye asks, coming over. 
 “Everyone, grab some of the things that they brought and we’ll take it all in,” Horizon calls out. We all look over, thankful for the distraction. “It’s almost time for your next class.” 
 “You’re going to sleep over at our place, right?” Skye asks me. “We can have a sleepover and do our makeup and have a pillow fight!” 
 “Maybe this weekend?” I say. “But I’m taking classes here, so I have to be back for training by Monday!” 
 “We can do that!” Skye says. 
 “I’ve got to go, now,” I say. “Thank you for shopping for me! I’m sure you brought LOTS of cool stuff!” 
 “We did!” Skye says. 
 I look at her for a second, Doris’s words playing through my mind, and I wrap my arms around her waist. “It’s okay, Skye,” I say, hugging her tightly. “It’s all going to be okay.” 
 “Well, of course it is, silly!” she says, but I hear a hint of something in her voice. Maybe Doris wasn’t imagining things, after all. 
   
   




CHAPTER FIVE


  
 *Skye’s “Secret” Base* 
   
 It’s well past midnight, and she’s almost positive that Doris and Ariel are asleep. Skye isn’t. She’s lying on her massive bed, staring up at the concrete ceiling, memories from long ago replaying over and over again in her mind. She grips the sheets, her knuckles turning white, only to let go when she hears the cloth start to rip. She takes a deep breath, sitting up and letting it out slowly.  
 “I have to get out of here,” she whispers to herself, standing on the bed and then going straight up through the ceiling. She takes another deep breath as soon as she reaches the surface. The moon is high above her, the grass and trees are rustling with the breeze, and— 
 She sits on the grass, hugging her knees to her chest. It hadn’t all been just in her head. He’s still watching her. Her… dad. 
 “No,” she says. “No, that’s not my dad. My dad is Superior. My dad is Superior,” she repeats, more firmly. “That was just a crazy jerk that liked to experiment on helpless little girls. He’s NOT my dad. He’s not.” 
 She falls onto her back, staring up at the moon with a mix of feelings. Maybe she should teleport up there to the Arctic Circle and make Tatiana wake up and make her cookies and hot chocolate, and then she’ll bug Superior until he offers her money to go shopping, again, and make him swear that he’ll never, ever lock her up and experiment on her… well, Superior wouldn’t NEED to do that, she realizes, starting to smile. If Superior wanted to know something about her, he’d just stare at her for a little while before patting her on the head and telling her to go bug her mother. He was the first one to realize that she wasn’t crazy, that she was smart. Sure, Nico and he fight all the time, but they never, ever turn on her. They spoil her.  
 That’s her family, not Richard Penski.  
 She digs out her phone, the one that she hasn’t broken simply because Nico made it for her. She taps on the screen, and Superior’s face appears on the screen. “Couldn’t sleep?” he asks. 
 “Just wanted to say hi,” she says, giving him a wide grin and waving at the screen. “Hi.” 
 “Hi, Skye,” he says, looking amused. “Have you started playing the boy’s game, yet?” 
 “That Technico game?” she asks. “But I don’t WANT to take down Nico, so there’s nothing for me to do in it, right?” 
 “There are a lot of other things to do,” he says. “Your mother’s got an entire string of vacation islands for you to visit, for one.” 
 “Vacation islands?” she asks. “That sounds fun!” 
 “We’ve got a real one that we’re building, as well, if you want to bring the girls up for a week,” he says.  
 “That sounds like fun, too, but we’ve got work for the next two weeks,” she says, “and Carla’s down here just so she can play with us.” 
 “That sounds fun, too,” he says, looking intrigued. “Maybe I should come visit.” 
 “Yes!” she says. “Oh, but you can’t just leave Mom up there with the crazy-eye lady, that would be mean.” 
 “Nah, they get along fine.” He looks at her for a second, thoughtfully. “Why did you really call?” 
 “Why shouldn’t I call my only dad?” she asks, trying to sound innocent. 
 “In the middle of the night?” 
 She chews on her bottom lip, looking away from the screen. “I was… just reminding myself who I am,” she says. 
 “A Superior,” he says, watching her closely, “not by birth, but by merit, which is even more impressive. Plus, it’s a lot less likely to get Tatiana angry at me.” 
 “Um…” 
 “What?” 
 “If… if…” she stops, trying to figure out what to say. “I can… come visit anytime I want, right?” 
 “Middle of the night doesn’t mean a thing up here,” he agrees. “You’ve got the teleportation booth, right? Drop in whenever you’ve got the urge. Nico does it, and I don’t even invite him.” 
 “You don’t have to invite him, he’s your son!” she says. 
 “Exactly,” he says. “And you’re my daughter, right? If anything, I like you better than him.” 
 “That’s not fair, you’re supposed to love your children equally,” she lectures him, even though it does make her feel good. 
 “I love him, sure, but liking and loving are completely different things.” 
 “It’s because we’re too much alike,” Nico says, interrupting the call. “If it makes you feel better, Skye, I like you better than him, as well. Now go get some sleep. Carla needs you at the top of your game for tomorrow’s gig.” 
 “Okay!” she says, yawning. “I’ll go do that.” She hangs up and sinks down through the ground, falling into the bed. She’s asleep within seconds. 
   

***

   
   
 “What’s wrong with her?” Superior asks his son, the call still on for the other two. 
 “She’s got a stalker,” Nico says, “and I think she might know who it is.” 
 “A stalker,” Superior repeats, almost blandly. 
 “I’ve got it in hand,” Nico says. “You’re also forgetting what you just told her. She’s a Superior by merit. She could handle this, if she needed to.” There’s a stretch of silence as they look at each other over the monitor. There’s the exact same expression on each face.  
 “How long has it been going on?” 
 “I’m starting to think longer than we’ve known her,” Nico admits. “All her paranoia about being watched, well, I don’t think it was paranoia at all.” 
 “I’m going down there,” Superior says, starting to stand. 
 “I’m almost positive it’s a norm,” Nico says. 
 “Her stalker’s a norm? Wait a second, you let Carla go down there, knowing that she had a stalker problem?” Superior demands. 
 “I wanted to distract her,” Nico says, “and Carla is a perfect distraction.” 
 “That… makes sense,” Superior admits. “So you want her distracted while you hunt down and take care of her stalker?” 
 “She’s my little sister,” Nico says. 
 “She’s adopted, or to put it more bluntly, she adopted herself, and you’ll still go that far?” 
 “I wasn’t lying when I said I like her better than you. If she wants to be my little sister, I’m going to treat her exactly like that.” 
 “And how do you know about her stalker?” Superior asks. 
 “Someone’s been filming her.” 
 “And you haven’t followed the feed?” 
 “It led to an old computer set up in an empty warehouse in England,” Nico says irritably. “I’ve got the capes over there watching to see who collects the data, but they weren’t really interested in doing it for free. I set up a camera, though, so we’ll see how that goes.” 
 “So you think whoever is stalking her set up a drop-off point of sorts overseas?” 
 “And has someone collecting the film and sending it to him through another channel, either physically, or digitally, but I’m leaning towards physically. I would be able to find it if it was digital.” 
 “How DID Knight take you entering his territory without permission?” Superior asks, looking amused. 
 “He’s trying to blackmail me,” Nico says. His father laughs outright. “He says that just because America is bigger doesn’t mean we should have a better education system for our capes. And now that I owe him a favor, he plans on putting me to work. Joke’s on him, though, since I have no clue what sort of education they have in England.” 
 “Don’t lie, son, you don’t have a clue about the education here, either,” Superior says dryly. Nico starts to laugh, shamelessly. 
 “That’s the truth,” he says. “Thankfully, we can hire people that do that part of the job. But I don’t particularly plan on starting a Cape High England. I might send over the blueprints, though, and let them work it out themselves. Knight seems like a decent enough guy.” 
 “I knew his father,” Superior says.  
 “Yeah?” 
 “He was one of those capes that your mother thought was… attractive,” Superior says darkly. “I never did like the guy, because of that.” 
 “She’s got a thing for Century, too, doesn’t she?” Nico says. 
 “Don’t remind me,” Superior says. “Your mother has a definite type. So we’re in limbo until you hear back from Knight?” 
 “Or I follow whatever leads I have here,” he says, holding up a tiny computer for his dad to see. “I didn’t destroy ALL of them.” 
 “Of course you didn’t,” Superior says. “Does Mastermental know you went to England?” 
 “I’ve got a teleportation watch,” Nico says. “You, of all people, should know just how handy that is. How’s your summer resort coming, Pop?” 
 “We’ve almost got the main building finished,” Superior says. 
 “I’m going to want to borrow it when the wedding is over, if it’s going by your in-game plans.” 
 “Talk to your mother.” 
 “I will, thanks,” Nico says before hanging up. He stares at the screen, and then brings up the image of Skye on it, seeing a look of fear in her eyes that he hasn’t seen since he first met her. HE had made her nervous, when she first became family, but Tatiana and Liz hadn’t, and Liz was the one that almost killed her. She had been worried about Superior, too, if he recalls correctly. 
 Maybe, he thinks, feeling stunned, Skye is afraid of men? No, she goes up against men all the time, Voltdrain, Flameblaster—in fact, she’d followed Flameblaster up to Central, right? So… what sort of person would make an S-class escape artist like Skye scared? Is he about to go up against someone on the same level as him? 
 But he could have sworn that the tech was norm created. The connection between it and SITEC is obvious, right? So… the real question is what sort of norm can make the one and only Skystep scared? 
   

***

   

The buzzing of my phone’s alarm clock jerks me awake. For half of a second I stare at an unfamiliar ceiling, my mind recalling where I am. I look over at the pillows that line the side of my bed next to me, grinning a bit. Each one is a picture of a South Branch cape—three of them are the Deadly Darlin’s, two of them are the Nemeses. They make me VERY happy. I get up and look at the room that looks like a rainbow threw up in it. I grin even wider. Skye had definitely gone all out for me! 
 “Carla?” I hear Whitney ask from my door. “Can I come in?” 
 “Sure!” I say, getting up and getting dressed as the door slowly opens. By the time she can see in my room, I’ve already gotten my shoes on. “Morning!” 
 “Good morning,” she says, looking around. “Wow, it’s… bright. Did you really want it to look like this?” 
 “I LOVE it looking like this,” I tell her, patting my gigantic unicorn before sitting on it. “So what’s up?” 
 “You’ve got a job today, right?” 
 “Uh huh! I’m going to an ice cream caper,” I say. 
 “That sounds like a lot of fun,” she says. “Um…” 
 “Um?” I say. 
 “I just… we’re probably going to be fighting each other in the future, right? So, I’m not sure how it works. Do we become friends, now? Or should we try to avoid each other? Or—” 
 “We become friends!” I say. 
 “Really?” 
 “Absolutely, we’ve got a lot of guys that go up against each other that are friends, and it makes it even funnier to watch. Like Max and Trent? Well, they’re not THE closest, but they get along fine! But Trent and Jack are BROTHERS and they’re constantly hanging out together off screen. I think their fights are the best because of it, too! And Emily and Ace get along really well, too! Oh, but they’re not best friends, either, since Emily’s best friends with Adanna and Zoe, and I would love to be good friends with them, too, but—” 
 “Wow, that’s a lot of names,” she says. 
 “Oh, whoops, sorry,” I say. “Let’s see, Max is Maximum, Trent is Kid Liberty, Jack is Cold Steel, Emily is Divine Justice, Ace is Dragon—” 
 “You know Dragon?” 
 “Sure, he’s the guy that painted my room back home—can I go get cleaned up while we talk? It won’t take me long, I promise!” I say, hopping to my feet.  
 “Should I try to become friends with the Nemeses, then?” she asks as I enter the bathroom. “Noni hasn’t gone and met them, so I was wondering if I should, you know? I mean, sooner or later I might have to go up against them, but they’re adults and I’m just thirteen… so it’s kind of presumptuous, right?” 
 “Why would it be?” I ask, around my toothbrush. I’ve already washed my face and brushed my hair. It’s only that I have to make sure to take the full two minutes brushing my teeth, since my smile is one of my favorite things about my looks. I eye my pigtails a bit thoughtfully, thinking of how much more adult-like Dolly and Ruckus look, in comparison. “Wait, never mind, I know what you mean,” I admit before she can reply. “Do you think I should change my hair?” 
 “What? Isn’t your hair one of your trademarks?” she asks. 
 “Well… I guess,” I say, spitting and rinsing. “I mean, everyone knows that I like the pigtails, but… but if I’m going to work with Dolly and Ruckus, shouldn’t I fit in better? If I go in there, now, I’ll just look like a little kid following them around, right?” 
 “But people like that you look young,” she says, “right? But if you WANT to change your hair, I can help you! I help mom do hers all the time.”  
 “Okay, yeah,” I say, feeling a little nervous. I’ve kept this same hairstyle for a while. Will I look different? Will Rocco like—no, no thinking about my stupid crush right now. Rocco isn’t even down here. This is all about me, and how I want to look, and how I want the world to see me. 
 “Well… you’ve got such amazing curls, maybe we should do something… like a ponytail? We could braid it to here, and then pull it up into one?” she asks, stepping into the bathroom and looking at my hair. 
 “So it wouldn’t be THAT much different?” I say, thinking about it. “I mean, I’d still have my poof, it’d just be a little more mature looking!” 
 “I like your pigtails,” she says, touching her own rather curly hair. “But yeah, it’d be similar, but different!” 
 “Okay! Let’s do it!” I say. “Oh, but I’ll have to sit still for it, won’t I?” 
 “Do you not like sitting still?” 
 “I have… um… a little bit of trouble,” I admit. “How fast can you braid?” 
 “Why don’t I get Noni?” she says. 
 Soon, my room is full of females. I’m sitting on the floor in front of the bed as Noni, I mean Cheval, braids my hair and Jimmi, who came after setting up breakfast, and Whitney discuss hairdos. “Shouldn’t you guys be getting ready for school?” I ask.   
 “Hold still,” Cheval says. She’s braiding really fast, but it still seems slow to me. Maybe this is why I usually stick to my pigtails. I don’t have the patience for this sort of thing. “Out to impress your boyfriend?” she asks. 
 I forget all about being impatient. “I don’t have a boyfriend,” I say. The only reason I don’t shake my head is because she has my hair in hand and I don’t want to mess it up. 
 “But she likes Rocco,” Jimmi says, teasingly. 
 “We’re just friends!” I protest. 
 “Is he Nightstep?” Whitney asks. “He’s REALLY cute.” 
 “He’s a really nice guy, too,” Jimmi says. “He’d be a lot easier to crush on than Vinny.” She has an irritated look on her face. “Carla, he hasn’t found a girlfriend while I was gone, has he?” 
 “I think he’s a little in love with Rachel Ray,” I say. She groans, only to laugh a second later. 
 “I could see that,” she admits.  
 “Isn’t she that lady on the cooking channel?” Whitney asks. 
 “YES,” I say in tandem with Jimmi. 
 “I HAD to pick a cooking fanatic to crush on,” she says, lounging dramatically on my unicorn. “Hey, maybe we should go watch Carla’s fight! What do you think, Cheval? It’s important for our schooling!” 
 “That might be interesting,” Cheval says. “We’ll ask the other professors and call Century, but I don’t see why we can’t. Would you mind, sweetie?” she asks me. 
 “It’d be fun!” I say. It’s not like we haven’t done things like that back at Cape High Central, after all. “Nico likes to take our school shopping, or to parks, or even out to pizza all the time,” I tell them. “And this school is smaller than mine, so you should be doing stuff like that, too, right?” 
 “We should,” Cheval says. “I know how to get to all of those places, easily, as well.” 
 My phone rings and I slip it out of my pocket, answering without turning my head towards it. “Hi, how’s it going?” 
 “Are you coming?” Ruckus asks. “We’re going to meet up down the street in twenty minutes.” 
 “I’m getting my hair done—” 
 “And we’re done,” Cheval says. “Why don’t you go on ahead and we’ll meet you there when we get all the permissions we need?” 
 “I’ll be right there, then, after I grab something to eat,” I say, hopping to my feet and racing into the bathroom to look in my mirror. I feel so strange, not seeing my pigtails. But… “I like it!” I say, preening. “Now I’m leaving!” I say, racing past all of them, through the cafeteria to grab some muffins, and out the door. I wave at a few people as I pass them, but I don’t take the time to see if they wave back. This is my very first job as a team! Wait, what if it goes wrong? What if I do something that doesn’t work with what they’re doing? What if— 
 “Carla,” Nico says over my earbud. “Your heart rate is a little high. Are you feeling okay?” 
 “You know my heart rate?” I ask, stunned. 
 “I’ve got you fully monitored,” he says. “You’re wearing your comm-bracelet, remember?” 
 “Oh, okay. Hey, Nico?” 
 “Yeah?” 
 “Ariel and Doris think there’s something wrong with Skye. Is there something I should do?” 
 “Just be yourself,” he says. “I’ve got the problem in hand.” 
 “Okay!” I see a flash of something, and I stop, looking over to my right. There’s a kid. He looks a bit younger than I am. The light must have flashed off of his glasses, I guess. “Hi,” I say, waving to him. 
 He stares at me in shock, the phone in his hand lowering before he turns and runs away. Weird… maybe he didn’t recognize me? I shrug it off and start running again, my comm-bracelet telling me whenever I need to change direction. 
   

***

   

“She saw me,” Davis says into the phone. His hand is shaking slightly. “You said she wouldn’t even notice me.” 
 “Aren’t you the one that’s supposed to be a super brainiac?” the voice on the phone says. “And yet you were stupid enough to believe me. Your mother is a bad influence on you, boy.” 
 “That’s NOT what I want to hear, Uncle Richard. What if she recognized me? I was there when she visited that stupid school,” Davis says. In contrast with his sarcastic tone, his heart is pounding and there’s a strange rushing sound in his ears. Logically he knows he’s panicking. He shouldn’t, he tells himself. He’s a genius, he can figure out a way to deal with this problem, all he has to do is calm down. 
 “Did you at least get a picture of her?” the caller demands. 
 “I—it’s just a blur,” Davis admits. “She moves too quickly to get a good picture. Why did you want a picture of her, anyway? I thought you were obsessed with Skystep.” 
 “She’s here to fight against Skystep,” the caller says. “Now hang up, there’s always the chance that your phone has been tapped.” 
 “I made this phone, it’s untappable—” 
 “Don’t underestimate them, boy, and get moving already. If you’re late, you’ll break our rule,” the caller snaps before hanging up on him. Davis pulls the phone away from his ear, glaring at it. The rule, he thinks with disgust, “Never fail to take advantage.” Yeah, it’s definitely Richard’s rule. He NEVER fails to take advantage of Davis. 
 “Don’t underestimate ME, old man,” he snarls, his hand clenching angrily as he fights the urge to throw the phone to the ground. He’s SMARTER than that jerk, so why does he have to be the one acting like the lackey? Just because he’s younger doesn’t mean he’s lesser! He takes a deep breath and forces his hand to loosen its hold. This was just the first part of the job. He’s out to get close to Skystep when she does her next big heist, which should happen any moment. He starts to run, wishing he was old enough to drive. He hates running. He hates his uncle even more. At first, sure, it had seemed so good. His uncle hadn’t spoken down to him like the tutors had. His uncle hadn’t treated him like a freak, either. He’d started to challenge Davis from the very beginning.  
 Some of his best memories are from Richard placing a large variety of household objects on a table and challenging him to make something special out of them. Back when he’d started, Davis had created an entirely personalized game system out of an old computer, a few broken motherboards, and some wire. Once he grew accustomed to that game, Richard began adding a story to the challenge. “What would you do if a super went out of control?” had started out as Davis’s favorite. He would study the super in question for weeks, researching old gigs, abilities, even searching out hints to their secret identities, and then he would build something that could possibly stop them. But after the first two trials, Richard had started acting more demanding than ever. Soon, every challenge had been centered on one super, only, Skystep. 
 Skystep was Richard Penski’s obsession, and it was starting to get under Davis’s skin. He would give anything to get away from that obsession. He would give anything to get away from his mom, too, now that he thinks about it. 
 He would… his lips pull up at the corners in a move that actually feels foreign to him. “Thank you, Uncle Richard, I think I WILL take advantage of this situation.” 




CHAPTER SIX


“Okay,” Ruckus says as I reach them. “Dolly, you’ll be doing the whole shrinking thing that you do, Carla, you and I will be working together. Is there anyone in particular that you want to take on?” 
 “I get to choose?” I ask, surprised. 
 “Well, usually I face off against Doris, since we’re both heavy hitters, but since this is your first time, yeah, I’ll let you choose. I can’t say that SKYE will, though.” 
 “I want to go up against Skye!” I say, bouncing excitedly. “I don’t think I can beat her, but it would be a lot of fun to try!” 
 “You know that she’s an S-class, though, right?” Dolly asks, looking worried. 
 “I know!” I say. “I’ve seen her fight and everything. We’ve fought together, even! I might have a tiny bit better chance against her because of that… except you’ve been fighting her for a few months, now, right?” 
 “Well…” Ruckus says, looking over at Dolly. “Dolly tends to keep her occupied.” 
 “It isn’t easy,” Dolly says. 
 “Sure it is, all you have to do is throw something colorful at her,” Ruckus says. 
 “Don’t fight, please?” I say, seeing an argument brewing. “If Ruckus is right, then I’m the perfect thing to throw at her!” 
 Dolly smiles. “I like your hair,” she says. I reach up, patting the braids a bit proudly. 
 “Cheval did it for me! Does it look more mature?” 
 “It looks great,” she says. “Do you want to borrow some lip gloss? I have something that should go perfectly with your coloring!” 
 “This isn’t the time for lip gloss, people. We’re about to go into a fight. Next thing you know, you’ll be trying to get her to wear high heels to work,” Ruckus says, her jaw twitching slightly. 
 “That wouldn’t work,” I say, “I can’t run as fast in heels, I’ve tried.” 
 Ruckus heaves a heavy sigh, running a hand over her face. “We’re here to prove that females can be competent super heroes in their own right, right? So should we even be discussing things like lip gloss and high heels in the first place?” 
 “Yes,” Dolly says, “we should. Looking good helps with you feel more confident, and confidence helps you succeed.” 
 I look from one to the other, feeling the urge to hide somewhere creeping up on me. “Um…” I say, making them both look over at me, “I think that… dressing pretty is fine, though…” 
 “Not if it interferes with how well you work,” Ruckus says. “She can barely run in those things, much less catch up with the Deadly Darlin’s.” 
 “But the Deadly Darlin’s can fly,” I say. “I don’t think any of us can do that.” 
 “I can at least jump,” Ruckus says.  
 “Just stop, already!” Dolly says. “All you ever do is attack me, lately, Ruckus. How can we work together when you’re always attacking me? And the last thing I want you to do is start attacking this sweet little girl, as well!” She moves, standing between me and Ruckus. 
 “I’m NOT attacking!” Ruckus says. “I’m just trying to point out the fault in your logic! You have to know that it’s ridiculous to go into a fight with an S-class cape wearing high heels!” 
 “Stop, please,” I say, quietly. “I think we all need to take a second to breathe.” 
 “You can’t even start to understand how frustrating this is—” Ruckus starts out, only to stop as I hold up a hand. I feel like crying. “I—” 
 “Do you have any idea how precious this is?” I ask her, looking at the ground. “We get to be out here, showing off what we’re capable of, and people ENJOY it. Even for a few moments, they can stop feeling alone, or caged, or whatever it is that they’re going through. It—THIS… it isn’t about you, Ruckus, and it isn’t about you, either, Dolly, and it’s not even about me. It’s… it’s about helping others, even if it seems silly, or ridiculous. I spent almost a year locked up, unable to run, and I know that there are people just like that out there, wanting just a moment of freedom from it. They’re just waiting for a reason to smile.” 
 “Carla,” Dolly says softly. 
 “So if you… if you think that what we’re doing isn’t right, or it’s not professional, or whatever it is you think it should be… well, I’ll take your place,” I say, finally looking Ruckus in the eye, “because I think shows like these are helping SOMEONE somewhere, even if they are ridiculous.” 
 “But we could help people in BETTER ways,” Ruckus says. “We have powers. We could go in and save them from serious problems, not from people robbing an ice cream store!” 
 “But the ice cream caper will make people laugh,” I say, shrugging. “If you want to go out and save people afterwards, feel free. Right now we have a job to do that has a different goal.” 
 “A pointless goal,” she says under her breath. 
 “I think I understand what you’re talking about, Carla,” Dolly says, taking my hand. “Making people smile is a very worthy goal, regardless of what Ruckus says.” 
 “Let’s just get this over with,” Ruckus says, throwing her hands up in the air. “They’re already on their way.” 
 I nod, knowing that nothing has been worked out, really, but I don’t know any better way to explain it. We don’t have time for this argument, anyway. Skye’s group is already at the ice cream shop. 
   

***

   

“There are so many flavors!” Ariel says, floating over the girl behind the counter. “Which should I start with, first?” 
 “Um,” the girl says, looking at the villains in their uniforms, a confused expression on her face. She’d been told that something was going to happen today, but she didn’t hear WHAT. “What’s your favorite flavor?” 
 “I like most of the flavors,” Ariel says, floating higher, her eyes glued to the ice cream behind the glass. “Hey, hey Jersey, what’s my favorite flavor?” 
 “Anything not banana,” Jersey says from where she’s standing at the front counter. “We’re here to rob you,” she says to the second worker. “But first, clear out all the cookies, would you? We want them in a bag. Skystep! What are you doing?” 
 “I’m checking out the back!” Skye yells from the back of the building. “They’ve got even MORE ice cream hidden back here!” 
 “Then grab some and get back out here. Who knows when the heroes will hear what we’re up to?” 
 “But I can’t choose which I want! They all taste so good!” Skye says. 
 “You’re not supposed to be eating that—” the worker says hesitantly. She stops as Skye comes right through the door, a spoonful of ice cream on her hand. 
 “We’re here to ROB you, we told you that, right?” Skye asks, licking the ice cream. The girl nods, not daring to speak. “That means we can eat the ice cream! Understand?” The girl nods again, but there’s a look on her face that says she wants to disagree. “Understand?” she repeats, waving the spoon at her. “I’m going to try ALL OF THE FLAVORS!” 
 “Put the spoon down, Skystep!” Carla yells as the door of the place opens. She stands there, posing dramatically in front of Ruckus and Dolly. “We don’t accept ice cream thievery in these parts!” 
 “Ohmygosh, it’s the heroes!” Skye says, gasping dramatically, and then sticking the spoon in her mouth. “Oooh, Raindance, you should try this one, it’s yummy!” she tells her partner, completely distracted. 
 “Which one is it?” Ariel asks eagerly. 
 “Since when have there been three of you?” Doris demands, the only one to stay on topic. “Who’s the midget?” 
 “I am Hypersonic Rainbow, and I’m here to stop your dastardly deeds!” Carla says, changing her pose, again. “Well, actually I’m just here to help for a little bit,” she adds a second later before rushing into the building. 
 “Dollface,” Ruckus says. 
 “I’m on it,” Dolly says, holding up both hands. 
 “Oh yay! I LOVE THIS PART!” Skye says. She and Ariel both start clapping excitedly as Doris rolls her eyes and rushes forward to take on Carla. The world shrinks all around them, and soon they’re standing in the middle of a toy ice cream shop, complete with plastic buckets that… have no ice cream in them, Skye notes with a pout. “I just wish she could shrink the ice cream, too,” she complains, throwing her plastic spoon over her shoulder. “Sooo… oh! Doris gets Hy-bo, this time! So who gets Ruckus?” she asks Ariel. 
 “Rock paper scissors?” Ariel asks. 
 “I call rock!” 
 “That’s not how it’s played, though… is it?” 
 “I’ll take both of you on,” Ruckus says, only to blink as Doris goes flying across the room. 
 “I can help!” Carla says, appearing beside her with a huge grin. “I’ll take…” 
 “She’s so cute,” Ariel says, clasping her hands together. “Can I have her? Can I?” she asks Skye. 
 “Mmm, okay! I’ll play with Ruckus!” Skye says, doing a fake karate pose. “Come,” she says, before moving her mouth like she’s still speaking, “Your Kung Fu is weak.” She adds a few more silent words, pretending to be a badly done dub. “Waaaaah!” 
 Ruckus just stares at her as Skye throws a poorly done kick, and then she shifts, her skin going metallic as she rushes forward to punch Skye in the face. 
 To the side of the room, Doris is picking herself up from the fallen plastic table. She makes a face. “For such a little thing, she hits pretty hard,” she says. Something plops on her head and she reaches up, touching something cold, sticky, and wet. Slowly she brings her hand down, looking at the melting ice cream on her fingers. “That’s… probably not a good sign,” she says, turning. Behind her is a ten-foot-tall ice cream monster, drooling chocolate syrup. 
 “Hey, hey, ICE CREAM MONSTER!!” Ariel says, pointing. It leaves her open for Carla to rush forward and send her flying with two open palms. “Does he taste good?” she asks as she soars right past Doris and hits the wall. 
 Before Doris can answer, the ice cream monster’s mouth opens and bites down on her head. 
 A puddle of water is where Ariel had fallen, but she quickly regains her form. “Oh, darn, I missed seeing her get eaten,” she complains. She hops to her feet and throws herself at the monster, wrapping her arms around it. “Let Jersey go, you stupid ice cream thing!” The monster tries to throw her off, and she’s swung back and forth as she clings to it. “This is SO FUN!” 
 “Let go of the ice cream!” Carla yells, grabbing onto Ariel’s legs. She winds up being tossed around as well as the ice cream monster starts thrashing out of control. “Whoa—whoa—what’s happening?” she yells, slamming through a row of plastic chairs and tables and sending them scattering.  
 “I think something’s wrong with the ice cream monster!” Ariel yells back, still holding on tightly. “Spit up our partner, you meanie!” She starts hitting the ice cream monster with a fist, but it doesn’t have much impact since she’s still holding on with her arms. “Spit her up! She’s bad for your digestion!” 
 “Maybe he’s Jersey intolerant?” Skye asks, distracted from the fight with Ruckus. That distraction gets her hit in the gut and sent flying straight up. She almost hits the ceiling before she stops herself. “Bad Ruckus!” she scolds the hero before diving straight for the other female and grabbing onto her back. She covers Ruckus’s eyes with her hands. “Now, say you’re sorry!” 
 Ruckus staggers slightly, blinded by the hold. She reaches up and tries to pull the hands away from her face, but she can’t budge Skye’s hold. “I’ll never say sorry,” Ruckus says. “You’re a villain!” 
 “Is that stereotyping?” Skye calls over to the others. “I think that’s stereotyping!” 
 “But Skystep, we ARE robbing the place!” Ariel calls back. 
 “Oh. Good point.” 

 


***

   

Dolly grits her teeth, trying not to sweat. She has a hard time keeping the usual four in her playhouse space, but now that there are five, it’s a wonder she hasn’t fainted yet. She forces herself to breathe, realizing that she had forgotten to while concentrating on the ice cream monster. Hopefully, Carla and Ruckus can wrap it up. 
 “That’s so amazing,” one of the women in the ice cream shop says, nudging her daughter. “I can’t believe they are actually in that tiny little toy house! Oh, oh, do you think that we’ll be on television tonight?” 
 “Shush, Mom, I’m trying to hear the fight,” the girl says, leaning closer.  
 That’s another thing, Dolly goes on in her mental gripe, she has no ability to play up to the crowd while she’s doing this. She’s so busy concentrating that all she can do is stand there like a doll, holding her hands out and wishing she had the ability to carry on a conversation while working. People are going to start hating her! She can’t show off her good points this way! And now that Ruckus is talking about changing her outfit, it’ll get even worse. All she HAS to appeal to the crowd is her looks! If she’s cute enough, they won’t care that she never says anything, or really even does anything except for shrink people!  
 She’s so busy complaining silently that she doesn’t even notice the boy sneaking closer to the toy house until he grabs it, starting to run away. 
 “WAIT!” she yelps, her concentration breaking from the shock. A poof explodes and the five supers appear out of nowhere. Those that can’t fly fall to the ground, grunting loudly. Carla is still holding onto Ariel, and brings her down with her. “What the—” 
 “JERSEY!” Ariel says happily, seeing the other female. “Did the ice cream poop you out?” she asks, tilting her head curiously. 
 “No, the ice cream didn’t poop me out,” Jersey says, glaring at her. “But I do feel the need for a shower. Skystep, can we go yet?” 
 “I was having fun!” Skye complains. “What happened?” She looks over at Dolly, running over to her and placing her hands on her hips. “Did you have an accident?” 
 “That boy,” Dolly says, looking around. “He tried to grab the dollhouse. Did anyone see him leave?” 
 The norms look around, shrugging after a second. Well, she can’t blame them for not seeing anything, the sight of five supers appearing out of thin air tends to distract people. “We’ll check the video later. Right now, Skystep! Jersey! Raindance! You’re under arrest for armed robbery!” Ruckus says, striking a pose. 
 Skye brings up her arms, flexing just enough to show that her muscles are rather small. “These are the only arms I NEED!” she brags, doing strong man poses. 
 “Oh, come on, already,” Doris says, grabbing one of the arms in question and taking to the air. “Raindance! We’re leaving! I need a long shower.” 
 “I’m grabbing our cookie bag, first!” Ariel says, grabbing the bag before grabbing onto Skye. Ruckus jumps, trying to grab onto her, but her arms go straight through as the three phase through the ceiling, getting away. 
 “That’s an amazing ability! I especially liked the ice cream monster!” Carla says to Dolly. “But we should go try to catch them, right?” 
 “We should,” Dolly says. The Nemeses run out of the building, chasing after the Deadly Darlin’s until they can slip out of sight. “That wasn’t supposed to happen,” Dolly says, showing just how stressed out she was by the mistake. “I had everything under control, but some strange boy just GRABS the dollhouse! I couldn’t even stop him! I don’t—I’m so sorry. I’ll… I’ll speak to Century about being reassigned—” 
 “How was a strange norm grabbing the dollhouse your fault?” Ruckus asks, surprising Dolly. “Had it been a villain, you could be blamed, but norms know better than to interfere with a gig! Or they should.” 
 “I still… I have ONE job, Ruckus! I stand there and people stare at me while I try to keep everyone from escaping the dollhouse! If I can’t keep that from being interfered with, then… then I’m a failure.” 
 Ruckus sighs, turning away and rubbing her temple. “Let’s go to the Hall. We’ll tell Century what happened and he can look into who the kid that grabbed the dollhouse was. Maybe we can even find out why he did it.” 
 Dolly nods, still not quite looking at her. “I’m still sorry,” she whispers, only to blink as Carla wraps her arms around her. 
 “It’s okay, Dolly, you didn’t do anything wrong. In fact, I had a TON of fun in there while it lasted,” she says, happily. “That ice cream monster eating Doris was AMAZING! And then we were all hanging on for dear life as it threw us all over the place, and Ruckus got to go up against Skye, and she looked really good doing it! That’s always a good sign when you’re dealing with Skye, you know? So you did GREAT!” 
 “Thank you,” Dolly says, smiling slightly. “I’m glad you enjoyed it.” 
 “I can see why Skye and the girls love you so much,” Carla adds. “Now let’s go tell Century to have one of the technopaths track down that jerk that ruined our game!” She starts out, on a mission, only to be grabbed before she can step out of the alley. 
 “OUT of uniform,” Ruckus says, letting go of her arm. She’s already changed into her jeans and Voltdrain T-shirt. 
 “Oh, right,” Carla says, tugging off her mask and digging through the tiny bag attached to her hip. She pulls out a tanktop and shorts, moving at a blur as she changes. “Ready!” 
 “And all I have to do is… this!” Dolly says, tugging off the top part of her uniform to reveal the cute little dress that’s underneath. She wads up the top part and sticks it into her bag, patting her hair once to make sure she hadn’t messed it up. “Okay, I’m ready to go!” 
 The three pause at the end of the alley, peeking out to make sure no one is walking past, and then head out, chatting along the way to avoid standing out.  
   




CHAPTER SEVEN


“What in the world just happened?” Century demands after watching the recording of the fight. He’d tried to be here in time to see it live, but there’d been a hiccup in traffic that he’d had to clean up. He’d come to his office, fully expecting to see something good, and he’d gotten it… until a somewhat familiar looking kid tried to grab the fake ice cream shop out of nowhere. “Are the girls fine?” he demands of the black suit next to him. 
 “They’re all fine,” the black suit says. “Dollface lost her concentration and the shop disappeared, but… sir, would you look at the boy?” 
 “What about him?” 
 “This,” the black suit says, placing an envelope on Century’s desk. He opens it up, showing the teen and an entire file about him. “That was Davis Monk, the super genius. He tried to get placed in Cape High, but his mother refused to let him go.” 
 “He’s wearing a hat and glasses in the video,” Century points out. 
 “Our drones are very good at facial recognition,” the black suit says.  
 “I see… well… then it might be that this is just a cry for help,” Century says, calming down after thinking for a moment. “If his mother won’t let him go to the school he wants, he might be trying to get our attention on his own.” 
 “That’s possibly it,” the black suit says. 
 “Would there be another motivation?” Century asks. “He’s a twelve-year-old boy, he’s hardly the type to try and kidnap a group of supers, especially when he’s smart enough to realize they could kill him easily. I’ll have to go make a visit to his house.” He stands up, straightening his bolo tie and reaching for his hat. Before he can get it, he catches sight of a foot coming through the ceiling. 
 “Our fun time was ruined, Century!” Skye says, pulling her partners down along with her. “You had better explain why my very first fight against Carla was cut short before I even got a chance to go up against her!” 
 “Sugar, I’m working on it, I promise, and I’ll be more than happy to arrange for another showdown, but right now—” 
 The door opens and the Nemeses group walks in. “We need Nico to find out who that kid is,” Ruckus says. “If he’s going to interfere in fights like that, he needs to be dealt with.” 
 “Yeah!” Ariel agrees. “What she said.” 
 “That’s the thing, ladies,” Century says, “we already know who the boy is.” 
 “We do? Then why haven’t we brought him in and punished him?!” Skye demands, standing on his desk and propping her hands on her hips as she glares down at him self-righteously. 
 “Because, Sugar, he’s the boy that should have been put in Cape High South, but wasn’t,” Century says. “He’s most likely acting up to get our attention, away from his mother’s influence.” 
 “Oh!” Carla says, her eyes widening. “You mean the mad scientist boy?” 
 Skye goes pale, looking terrified. “He’s a mad scientist? No way, no how! You can’t just bring a mad scientist into my territory! Send him to another branch!” 
 “Sugar, he’s just a boy,” Century says, a bit startled at her response. “He’s not going to do anything to you. He couldn’t even if he wanted to.” 
 “I don’t care! I won’t accept any mad scientists in my Hall!” she says, glaring at him. “Get him out of my branch!” 
 “Skye?” Ariel says, hesitantly. “Are you okay?” 
 “I just—I HATE MAD SCIENTISTS!” she yells, stomping her foot and breaking his antique wooden desk. “I don’t want them anywhere near me! And if you won’t get rid of him, I—I’m moving to another branch!” she yells at Century. Doris and Ariel look at each other silently before looking at him, as well. 
 “We’ll be moving, as well,” Doris says. “I’m actually not that fond of scientists, either.” 
 “I’m going wherever Skye goes,” Ariel says, jumping into the air to float next to her leader. 
 “Girls, girls! You need to calm down for a moment and listen to yourselves—” 
 “We ARE listening,” Skye says. “You’re the one that isn’t! A mad scientist ruined my life! I’m never going to let one near me again!” She grabs her partners and jumps into the air, dragging them through the ceiling behind her. Century just stays there, his jaw dropped slightly. 
 “What mad scientist?” Carla asks, looking at him. 
 “I… have no idea,” he admits, feeling stupid. “I’ve never heard of it before.” 
 “But if you don’t do something, she’s going to leave the Hall,” Ruckus says quietly. 
 “Wouldn’t that make you happy?” Dolly asks. “Once they’re gone, we’ve got no reason to be a team anymore. You can finally be the hero that you want to be instead of playing these… ‘ridiculous’ games.” 
 Ruckus looks at her. “You’re right. Maybe it will be a good thing for all of us.” 
 “Now, ladies, that is NOT a good thing for anyone,” Century says, looking at them sharply. “Skye is what puts the South Branch Hall on the map, regardless of whether you think it’s serious work or not. Since you two have started fighting the Deadly Darlin’s, I’ve been getting heaps of movie producers begging to make movies based on our branch.” 
 “Shouldn’t Voltdrain be that reason?” 
 “Oh, they’re asking to do a few based on him, as well, but you’re the biggest draw. I’m not going to let a small problem ruin everything.” He frowns, barely noticing as Carla lifts a hand.  
 “Century?” she says, “Can I go talk to them before you do anything?” 
 “Darlin, as callous as it might seem, there’s no question about what I’ll do,” he says, sighing. “I should call Nico before going to see the boy. Hopefully he’ll let him into his school.” 
 “Wait, what?” Ruckus says, looking stunned. “You mean you’ll let Skye get away with her temper tantrum?” 
 “The boy isn’t a set part of our Hall,” he says, “and it isn’t as if he’s in a situation where he can’t survive without a Hall, either. So yes, I’ll let Skye have a say in this. But I would like to know why she has such a problem with mad scientists.” He frowns, and the look on his face says that it’s more important to him than he’s actually saying.  
 “Isn’t it because you like her?” Dolly asks. 
 “Of course I like her, but I’m doing this as a Hall leader. My first and only job, practically, is making sure that my supers have the best life that they can.” 
 “No it’s not,” Ruckus says. “Your job is to make sure that your supers don’t go out of control and hurt people. Whether they’re happy or not has absolutely nothing to do with you.” 
 “That’s not—” Dolly starts out, only to stop as Ruckus raises a hand. 
 “You shouldn’t coddle her, Century. She’s a fully grown woman, regardless of how she acts,” Ruckus says.  
 “I’m going to go talk to her,” Carla says, looking from one to the other before running out the door. The room goes silent. 
 “You’re sure about this, Century?” Ruckus says after a long moment. 
 “I’ve made my decision. The boy is an interesting super, sure, but I won’t throw away a prize like the Deadly Darlin’s over him. I’m not a fool.” 
 The two women look at each other. “We should go, as well,” Dolly says. “Goodbye, Century. We’ll talk to you later.” 
 “Have a good day, ladies.” 
   

***

   

“Skye, would you at least TELL us?” I hear Doris say as I reach their base. “All you’ve done is tell Century we’re quitting and started packing up!” 
 “And I really don’t think you can pack the pool,” Ariel says. I take in a deep breath and let it out. 
 “Hi! Can I talk to you?” I call out. I hear a deep growl right behind me and turn, looking blankly at the ugliest looking dog I’ve ever seen. His eyes are glowing, I realize abruptly. “You’re one of Nico’s, right? Hi! I’ve always wanted to meet one of the robots! Oh, should I call you an AI, instead?” I ask, completely distracted as I race around the ugly dog. “But why did he make you so ugly?” I ask. 
 “He’s not ugly,” Ariel yells up at us. “He’s our precious chupacabby!” 
 “His name is Chooperic!” Skye says, coming up through the ground and wrapping her arms around Chooperic’s neck. “But if you came to talk us into staying while there’s a mad scientist in our Hall, it won’t work,” she tells me. “I’m not sticking around for that! No one’s going to experiment on me, or my girls, or ANYONE that I love!” 
 “Well… um…” I say, “Century already decided.” 
 “I KNEW he would sell me out—” 
 “He’s going to try and send the boy to Central,” I say. Her mouth drops open, and she stares at me in shock. 
 “What?” 
 “He’s going to go along with whatever you want, even if it means the boy is sent away from his family members. Even if a twelve-year-old has no chance of doing something to THE invincible Skystep, he’s still going along with what you want.” 
 “Well…” she stops, hugging Chooperic and burying her face in his neck. “I… AM sort of invincible,” she says quietly. “But you don’t know what they did to me, Carla! They… I was almost happy, but it was a lie,” she says. “He took advantage of my trust! He—he was supposed to be my FATHER but it was all a LIE!” 
 I walk over, sitting down next to her and placing a hand on her arm. “Why don’t you tell us what happened?” I ask. Doris and Ariel sit down, as well, facing us, waiting expectantly. Skye peeks up at them, and then over at me, shyly.  
 “It… started out when I was a child,” she says quietly. “No, it started out a lot earlier than that. I never met my parents. I was left at a church when I was a baby, and they put me in the system, and they sent me to a foster family. But… I don’t remember anything about it, since I was born with some of my powers. I mean… I guess when you’ve got a baby that sinks through the bed a bit and gets stuck, well, it’d probably freak you out a little, huh?” 
 “Nah, I wouldn’t be surprised,” Doris says. 
 “Thank you,” Skye says, sounding justified. “It seems like it would be perfectly normal to me, too!” 
 “But we’re pretty lax on what’s normal, you know?” Ariel points out. “Or maybe it’s the norms that have no idea what interesting is!” she decides a second later, sounding much more cheerful about that idea. “They’re way too stuck on normal to be any fun.” 
 “Most definitely,” Skye agrees. “But well, I didn’t use to think that way. I was handed over to this mean old lady social worker who tried to figure out what to do with me… I think she felt like I was… something shameful, I guess? She should have gone to the supers with me, but… well… I don’t think that the system even LIKES supers, or at least it didn’t when I was a kid. She would always give me this look, like, ‘Oh, there she is, again. It’s such a shame that she’s alive.’” 
 “You’re kidding,” Doris says, stunned. “She really said something like that to a child?” 
 “No, but that’s how she looked,” she says. “And she kept trying to find norm families to take me in, but… nobody wanted a girl like me. Until one day she told me she’d finally found a person that wanted to raise me. She… she introduced me to this man who seemed really happy to meet me. He was nice, so… so I started to get my hopes up. I thought I’d finally found someone that wouldn’t freak out if my powers messed up, you know? But… but he took me to this massive building and stuck me in a glass room, where they sprayed me with this gas that stopped my powers from working right, and… and…” 
 She’s starting to cry, so I wrap my arms around her, holding her as she tries to find the words. “Shh, it’s okay,” I whisper, rubbing her back. “It’s okay, it’s not now. There’s no room that can keep you trapped—” 
 “But I WAS caught again,” she says, pulling out of my hold. “There are more people out there that can do that sort of thing, and Century wants to TRAIN another of them? I thought he… I thought that he…”  
 “He DOES like you!” I say, urgently. “He likes you a lot! That’s why he’s so willing to let you send a kid away from his home and family!” 
 “Family?” she repeats. 
 “Yes. He’s got a mom,” I say. “I don’t know if he has anyone else, but his mom… well, she seemed a bit overprotective, I guess, but that’s a lot better than some mothers of supers. I mean, I guess she could move with him, so that would be okay…” 
 “Then they should do that!” she says. “They can move away from… their home…” 
 “I don’t want to move away from mine,” Ariel says, looking down. “We’ve only been here for a few months, but I feel the safest… and happiest I’ve ever been right here.” 
 “I wouldn’t mind moving,” Doris says, getting sharp looks from the other two. “Let’s face it, they locked me up in the room that became our sauna, remember? But even if you’re both airheads, and you KEEP making me wear eighties style clothing—” 
 “She called us airheads again, Skye!” Ariel says, looking quite smug at her tattle-telling. 
 “Punishment AFTER I finish my point, Ariel,” Doris says. “What I was TRYING to say is that I would be willing to live in a place like this just to stay with you two… you’re my family, now, right?” 
 The other two nod, looking at each other and then her. “We’re S.V.B.F.F.” Skye says. 
 “Super villain best friends forever,” Ariel agrees. 
 “So… it would be sad to leave your home… or your family… or both, huh?” Skye says, looking down. “Even for a mad scientist?” 
 “When they’re twelve, yeah,” Doris says before I can come up with a nicer way to put it. 
 “But I don’t like mad scientists!” Skye says, hopping to her feet. “I don’t like them, and I never, ever, EVER WILL!” 
 “But you don’t even know this one, Skye,” I say. “Can you really judge an entire group of people based on your experience with one? If you do that… then… then you’re a lot like that social worker that didn’t like you because you were a super, right?” 
 She goes still, mid-ranting pose. “I am NOTHING like that lady!” she yells, pointing at me. “I’m NOTHING like her!” 
 “Then… what if you meet the boy?” I ask. “If you meet him, you’ll be able to tell right off that there’s nothing he can do to you, right? You can tell people’s power levels, right?” 
 “Because I’m scared,” Skye says, dropping down to the ground again and hugging her knees. “I’ve been scared since Nico’s cameras found that other camera, an-and even if I KNOW it might not be him that put it there, I’m always wondering… what if it was? What if he’s been watching me all these years, just waiting for the chance to grab me again? Or whatever it is he’s trying to do? I don’t want to ever see him again! I HAVE a daddy now! Superior is my daddy! I have a mommy and a sister and a brother and partners and if he tries to take me away from all of that again, I…” 
 “We’ll come and take you back,” Ariel says, throwing herself at Skye and holding her tightly. “We aren’t like in the past, Skye. We have each other. If one of us gets nabbed, the other two will come running, no matter who it is that did it! Well… unless it’s Century,” she says, a second later. “Usually if Century grabs us we get free food and glitter.” 
 “If Century grabs one of us, we’ll make sure he knows when we expect her back by,” Doris says, just watching them. I get the feeling she would join the hug if I wasn’t there. 
 “So you’re not paranoid about Century, at least?” I say. 
 “Century plays by rules that we all know,” Doris says. “The last time he kidnapped us we had free room service and had to decorate our villain cards for a bit. I’m still finding glitter whenever I brush my hair.” 
 “Max saved us!” Skye says. 
 “No, he didn’t. He just told Century that he could only keep us for a little while before he came back and got us,” Doris says. “There’s a difference.” 
 “He WOULD have saved us, but we saved ourselves?” Skye offers. 
 “We finished all the cards and Century let us go!” Ariel says. “But anyway… we need to meet this mad scientist boy, and we need to know that he’s not out to kidnap Skye.” 
 “He’s twelve,” I say. “I don’t think a twelve-year-old would try to kidnap Skye.” 
 “But he did grab the dollhouse that had her in it,” Doris points out. 
 “Maybe he’s really not smart?” Ariel offers. “I mean, can a mad scientist be not smart?” 
 “No, he’s smart,” I say, frowning as I start to think about it. “Century thinks he just used you as an excuse to get the Hall’s attention without his mom’s permission… I mean, that’s the only thing that makes sense, if you think about it, right? It’s his brains that would have gotten him into Cape High, at least that’s what Zoe said…” 
 “Oh,” Ariel says. “So we were just being used, right?” 
 “We were just being used,” Doris agrees. 
 “What a little jerk!” Skye says, going right back to her mad stage. “He could have picked someone else! I was having fun!” 
 “Who else would be small enough for a twelve-year-old to grab?” I ask, shrugging. “Well, unless that twelve-year-old is a tank, then he could probably grab someone bigger. Although at that age, Kaden hadn’t even come into his powers, yet, so I’m sort of wishy-washy on that. Oh! But I heard that Nico had! So he could have grabbed someone a LOT bigger! And I heard that Max had his powers from birth, so he definitely could have, too, and then—” 
 “Carla?” Doris asks. 
 “Hmm?” 
 “You wanna stay over for the night? We’ve got a teleportation booth. We can get you to school before it starts, if you want.” 
 I blink. “Yes!” I say, jumping up and down happily. “Oh, but first we need to meet the geek—er, I mean, the brainy kid!” 
 “She called him a geek,” Ariel says, stunned. 
 “She did, she did,” Skye agrees. 
 “We should punish her for using such foul language!” Ariel decrees happily. “Bikini of shame!” 
 “Since when has ‘geek’ been foul language?” I ask. “There are people that LIKE being called geeks!” 
 “But we don’t know if HE likes being called that, so bikini of shame!” Ariel says. 
 “Won’t work,” Doris says, “it won’t fit her.” 
 “We’ll get her her OWN bikini of shame!” Skye declares.  
 I groan. Well, as long as they don’t invite people to see, I guess I’m okay with that. It seemed to cheer them up a lot! 
   

***

   

“What were you thinking?” Davis’s mother screams as he just sits on his bed, staring at her. “Why on earth would you do something so ridiculous? You were supposed to be shopping for clothes to take to college! You shouldn’t have been anywhere NEAR that debacle! Now we’ve got the Hall calling every ten minutes, wanting to talk to you! Do you have any idea what they could do to you?” 
 “Yes, Mother, I know all about the things they do to errant supers,” Davis says in a bored tone. Of course, he doesn’t FEEL bored. In fact, he’s a bit nervous about this plan, but he’s studied the South Branch supers. He has a very good idea of what they’ll do in this situation. They’ll see him interfere, come to lecture him, and he’ll play up the little kid thing. Once those idiots in tights decide that he just wanted attention, they’ll bring him under their wing— 
 The doorbell rings, and his mother goes still, the color of rage leaving her face. Now she looks deathly pale. There’s a hint of fear in her eyes, but he knows it isn’t for him. No, what his mother fears is the effect this sort of thing will have on her reputation. The only reason she’s so happy with him is because he makes her look good. He knows for a fact that she doesn’t really even like him. She thinks he’s a smart-mouthed brat that should be quiet unless he’s told to speak. His father had left for the exact same reason, he’s positive. In fact, he probably inherited the super genes from his dad, which is why they never could track him down to charge him child support. 
 “Well, aren’t you going to answer it?” he asks, since his mom is still standing there. 
 “We aren’t finished with this conversation, young man,” she blusters before storming off to the front door. He hears her pause before she opens it, to take a deep breath and fake a smile. He doesn’t have to see the smile to know it’s there. He’s seen it many, many times before. “How can I help you, Mr. Century?” she asks a second later. 
 “I do apologize for coming over without permission,” he hears the man say in a southern drawl, “but is it possible that I can speak with your son, ma’am?” 
 “Of course, let me just go get him,” she says, racing back to Davis’s room. “Clean yourself up, you look like a bum,” she hisses, “and then come to the front room and be prepared to apologize on your knees, if you have to!” 
 She’s gone before Davis can respond, so he stands up and heads to his closet, shucking the t-shirt and shorts and digging out his “proper attire.” The dress shirt and slacks is his least favorite outfit ever, but he has never told his mother that. He makes a point of tugging at the collar once in a while, though, which she always scolds him for doing. 
 “Davis, honey, are you coming?” he hears her call from the front room as he slips his shoes on. He doesn’t bother with socks. Instead he runs a hand through his hair and heads for the front room, mentally practicing his spiel about being just a kid. It’s going to work. It has to work, right? Of all the Hall Leaders, Century is the most likely to fall for a line like that. He’s never been more grateful in his life that his Hall leader isn’t Mastermental. 
 “Hello, son,” the large man says. Davis stops in his tracks, taking in just how tough looking the man is this close up. Century is wearing a suit instead of his uniform, but the mask and his size are enough to tell him exactly who he is. It’s not going to work. He’s going to get tossed into the Cape Cells, and he’ll never see daylight again— 
 “Davis, why don’t you say hello to the nice Hall Leader?” his mother prompts through gritted teeth. 
 “I didn’t mean to do it,” Davis says, falling to his knees just as quickly as that. “I just—I can’t handle the idea of being the big freak twelve-year-old at a college full of people older, and less intelligent than me. I want to be with people my own age, Century—” 
 Century holds up a hand, cutting him off abruptly. “I see,” he says. “Well, I think I can understand that, but I’m afraid that it just won’t work out—” 
 “WAIT!” someone says, rushing through the door and standing in front of Century. “Wait! We need to talk before you say anything,” the girl says. “Skye is on her way, so you just need to give her point five seconds! And… here she is!” 
 Davis’s mother turns and stares as three women come straight through the wall without having to break it down. “Who are you?” 
 “Mom, please,” Davis says, “isn’t it obvious who they are?” 
 “Davis, I suggest you watch your tone when you’re in the presence of strangers,” his mom says in a low voice. 
 “Ma’am, these are the Deadly Darlin’s, who your son tried to grab earlier today,” Century says. “Hy-bo, sweetie, would you mind explaining?” he asks Carla. 
 “Skye—Skystep wants to know that you’re not out to kidnap and experiment on her,” Carla says to Davis. “You’re not, right? Because I thought you were super smart, and that would be very… um… foolish,” she says, obviously replacing a different word with a wary look over at the Darlin’s. “And foolish isn’t a word that gets me punished, got it?” 
 “Experiment on her?” he repeats, in his most surprised tone. “Do you REALLY think I could pull that off? Everyone knows just how impossible it is to do that to an S-class cape! I was just trying—I’m sorry, Mom, but I have to be honest,” he says, interrupting himself and looking over at his mother. “I don’t want to go to college! I want to be a kid! Sure, I’m extremely intelligent, and of course I’ll run laps around the other super kids, intellectually, but I’ve never gotten the chance to be around my peers, and that’s an important part to becoming socially equipped. If things keep going like this, I’ll wind up being like that one man on the television show, and as funny as it is to watch, it seems like a very difficult life to live,” he lies through eyes full of fake tears. He’s seen his so-called “peers.” He was not impressed. 
 “I… I see,” she says after a long moment. “But I still don’t agree with you going to a school that wants to turn you into a super villain! I can’t accept that! Your brilliance will change the world someday, and it shouldn’t involve black tights and silly one-liners!” 
 He can’t disagree with that, but he isn’t about to say that in a room full of them, now is he? “Mom, I don’t plan on wearing tights,” he says, instead. “Tights are ridiculous, whether it’s real or staged. If anything, I would construct a device to go into the fight for me, while I oversee from some secret lair somewhere.” 
 “Which is a perfectly acceptable way of doing things,” Century says. “Technico will be more than happy to teach you that when you join his school.” 
 “Wait!” Carla says. “That’s exactly what we came here to talk about! Skye, tell Century what you decided, okay?” 
 “Wellllll,” Skye says, staring narrow-eyed at Davis. She walks over, leaning down so she’s looking him straight in the eye, and then she walks around him, grabbing his wrist and lifting his arm into the air. 
 “Hey, wait, what are you doing that for?” Davis asks, honestly surprised. 
 “You’re pretty flimsy,” she says, not explaining herself. “But you’re sinister,” she goes on to accuse him, poking him in the nose. “Don’t think I can’t tell, mister! I can tell! Your brain is going a mile a minute plotting devious things!” 
 “It is not!” he says, trying not to gulp as she gets right up in his face. 
 “Skye, you’re not a psychic, Sugar,” Century says. 
 “I don’t have to be!” she says. “I don’t like him, Carla.” 
 “You’ve barely even talked to him, though,” Carla says. “And if he does get put on campus, he’ll be watched by ALL of the teachers, even Rochester, right? And Nico and Zoe are checking in on a regular basis, so it should be fine! But if you send him all the way to Central, it’ll be too expensive and hard for him to come and visit his mom on a regular basis, since he’s not very strong or fast, right?” Of course there is always teleportation, but I’m not going to bring that up. He lives in the south, so he should be South Branch, right? 
 Skye looks from Davis to Carla, to Century, her face a sea of mixed emotions. “But he’s devious, I can smell it on him,” she says childishly. 
 “Skye, you can’t let the past impact how you see people now,” Ariel says, taking her hand. 
 Skye is silent for a long moment before she sighs. “Fine, but I’ll be watching you,” she tells Davis, pointing at her eyes with two fingers, and then at him. “He can go to the school.” 
 “YES!” Davis says. He’s more excited that she’s going to let him live than he’ll ever admit out loud. “Er, if that… means anything…” he says a second later as he realizes that she really shouldn’t have any say in whether he goes to the school or not. 
 “It does,” Century says. “I’ll have your paperwork drawn up posthaste.” 
 “I don’t recall saying my son could GO to that school,” Davis’s mom says, her eyebrows furrowing. He wants to tell her that it’s not the best look for her, but he doesn’t dare. 
 “Ma’am, your son is guilty of interfering with Hall business,” Century says. “He did it deliberately, and we have it on video. We have every right to bring him to court, or even demand that he be registered as a cape. He will have to do that sooner or later, regardless. We just planned on hiding it until he’d finished all of his schooling.” 
 “He’s a minor,” Davis’s mother snaps. “You can’t do that to a minor!” 
 “That’s where you’re wrong, ma’am,” Century says. “We have solid proof of his super genes, and that would leave a court of law no other choice but to assign him to our jurisdiction, regardless of his minor status. If he was a D-class or lower, there might be an argument, but his super intellect is already higher than that. Do you really want to get into a court battle with the entire Hall?” 
 She goes silent, looking over at Davis again. This time she honestly looks worried. “I… see,” she says. “Davis, is this REALLY what you want?” 
 “Yes, it is,” Davis says, looking her straight in the eye. “I want to go to Cape High South.” 
 “Then… I suppose I have no choice but to let you,” she says with a sigh. “We’ll have to make a few arrangements and speak to the colleges, first.” 
 “I’ll take care of that,” Century says. “Son, go pack, we’re going to move you to the campus.” 
 “WHAT?” Davis’s mother asks. “That was never in our discussion! We live plenty close enough to the campus—” 
 “Ma’am, a good part of the reason we’re doing this is to keep an eye on your son, and make sure he doesn’t interfere in cape business again. We cannot do that with him staying here.” 
 “I… I don’t agree with this,” she says. “Davis, just tell him that you’ll behave yourself!” she orders Davis. 
 “Mom… I think it’s for the best,” Davis says. “But I can call and visit on weekends, right?”  
 “Of course,” Century says. 
 “Then I’ll just go pack,” Davis says, turning and heading for his room. It had been a little touch and go, there, but he’d gotten what he wanted. 




CHAPTER EIGHT


“Sugar…” Century says as we step out of the house for a bit, leaving Davis and his mother to talk and get ready for the move, “you don’t tell a twelve-year-old that you can ‘smell deviousness on him,’” he says quietly, sounding a bit frustrated. He glances at the houses around us. There are a few curtains twitching in a telling manner. 
 “But I COULD smell it,” she says. I look at her, wondering if it’s just me or if this whole mad scientist thing made her even more childish than usual. She sounds like one of my little siblings right now. She’s even pouting like one. “I know the smell of deviousness,” she goes on, defiantly.  
 “He smelt like fear, mostly,” Doris says. 
 “What?” Skye says, surprised. 
 “I’m not going to say there wasn’t something a bit devious about the smell, but I picked up on fear, the most. Or did you forget that I’m a beast type shifter, in a way?” she asks. “Something isn’t as it seems with the boy. But you shouldn’t have any clue about whether someone smells devious or not.” 
 “I didn’t smell anything except for a little bit of B.O.,” Ariel comments. “Maybe I should practice sniffing people?” 
 “No, you are not going to go around practicing sniffing people!” Century says. “Look, girls, I’m willing to indulge you to a point, but this boy is now under the direct protection of the South Hall. That wouldn’t be the case if we had sent him up to Central, as I was planning. But since he is now a part of my Hall, you will refrain from assaulting him, tormenting him, or, yes, sniffing him, are we agreed?” 
 “We can’t even SMELL him?” Skye demands. “That’s ridiculous! I can smell anyone I want!” She deliberately walks over to him and sniffs him pointedly. “You smell annoying,” she declares. “I can SMELL the annoyingness on you!” 
 Century groans, running a hand over his face and taking a deep breath before letting it out. “Okay,” he says, turning and looking at them seriously. “I’m just going to say this once. The boy is now a future South Branch villain. That makes you competitors, officially, but I expect you all to behave like proper coworkers, when it all comes down to it. Do you understand?” 
 “I don’t trust him,” Skye says. 
 “I don’t care,” he says, bluntly. “I gave you the chance to send him to another branch, just to avoid these problems, but now that he’s one of ours, you just have to deal with it.” 
 “And what if he tries to experiment on me?” she demands. 
 “Then you leave the room!” Century says, throwing his hands up in the air. “You’re twice his age, I think you’ll be able to handle it, and if your daddy is right, you’re every bit the genius he is, just probably focused in a different direction.” 
 “She likes to teach our new robot tricks,” Ariel says. “We’re teaching him how to rob a bank while we’re distracting everyone!” 
 “Ariel!” Doris and Skye say, irritably. “That was supposed to be a secret!” 
 Century just shakes his head, clearly not going into it. “Carla, sugar, I can take you back to the school along with Davis,” he offers, turning to me. I look at him, and then hesitantly at the Deadly Darlin’s. 
 “I was going to spend the night at Skye’s,” I say, “But I should probably help make things comfortable for Davis, shouldn’t I? I’m the one that’s most used to how Cape High is supposed to operate…” 
 “Tomorrow night, then?” Doris says before Skye can speak. 
 “Then tomorrow night,” I agree, hugging Skye. “That way we can get fingernail polish and everything, right? And maybe we can get Ruckus and Dolly to come over and join us!” 
 “Okay, but only because you’re so cute,” Skye says, hugging me back. “We can gossip about boys!” 
 “And ROBBING THEM!” Ariel says, even more excitedly. 
 “Ladies, ladies, you… no, actually, I think I’m fine with that motto,” Century says after a second of thought. “You go out there, meet boys and rob them all you want.”  
 “Skye?” I say, looking at her. “Are you going to be okay?” 
 She looks at me, and I see the most serious, most mature expression I’ve ever seen on her face. “When it all comes down to it, I’m a professional, you know?” she says to me, earning shocked expressions from all around. “I’ll just stay away from him.” She starts walking up non-existent stairs. “I’m going home for a bit,” she says, looking down at us before she turns and races away. 
 “She’s going the wrong direction, though,” Ariel says, watching her. 
 Doris sighs. “Come on, Ariel, let’s go to our base.” 
 “But she’s going the wrong direction,” Ariel repeats as Doris grabs her hand. 
 “She’s going home to her parents,” Doris says. “She’s been acting strange for weeks, so maybe it’s best for everyone. Tatiana is good with her when she gets into these moods.” 
 “Oh,” Ariel says, “okay. Good thing I still have the cookies!” She takes to the air as Doris shifts into her monster form, and they fly away, leaving me standing there with Century. 
 “I… I shouldn’t have given them the choice in the first place,” he says after a moment, under his breath. 
 “No, you needed to,” I say. “She really would have left. She’s going through a lot right now.” I feel so at a loss. I’ve been tossed into a situation that I can’t fix with a smile and a cheesy line about saving the day. I’m not sure I’m up for this just yet. Back home, when people start falling apart, we always just call Ken… 
 I go still, remembering something that Vinny mentioned. “I want to talk to Voltdrain,” I say to Century. “Can I go there before meeting up with you at school?” 
 Century glances over at the boy walking out of the house with a huge suitcase wheeling behind him. “Sure, sugar, that’s fine.” 
 “Thanks, Century!” I say, waving before I race away. “Comm-bracelet, give me the fastest route to Voltdrain’s place, please,” I say, smiling slightly as an arrow appears above my wrist. It disappears a second later and Nico’s voice comes, instead.  
 “Turn left at the next street,” he says.  
 “Why no arrow?” I ask. 
 “At the speed you’re traveling, even a second of looking away can cause damage,” he says. “It’s safest for everyone if the machine gives you verbal commands.” 
 “But a second is a really long time,” I tell him, knowing it isn’t the machine I’m speaking to. His machine always sounds bored, but his real voice has a hint of cynicism on top of the boredom. 
 “I know, but you’re still coming into your speed. Who knows when you’ll accidentally kick it up a notch?” he says. “Just indulge me. So how’s it going down there? Having fun?” 
 I almost wreck as I hesitate, trying to figure out what to tell him. “Skye is acting strange, Nico, and I don’t think there’s anything I can do to help her. And I sort of understand where she’s coming from, too, because what would happen if I knew there was some crazy kid that was going to grow up to be like Collector going to school? I wouldn’t like it one bit! But she’s acting like a little kid instead of expressing it clearly, and I don’t know—” 
 “She’s being stalked,” Nico says bluntly, “and she knows it… or, I should say, she’s known it for a very long time, or she’s been suspicious, at least.” 
 “Oh,” I say. 
 “So she doesn’t know how to handle it. Where is she now?” 
 “Doris thinks she’s heading up to see Tatiana and Superior,” I say. 
 “That’s a good idea… except our old man might take it as an invitation to get involved,” he says. “He gets bored.” 
 “Wouldn’t you?” I ask. 
 “Absolutely,” he says shamelessly. “But at least the game kept him busy for a while. So why are you heading to Voltdrain’s?” 
 “Well, we don’t have Ken down here, right?” 
 “You’ve got Voltdrain, is that it?” he offers. 
 “That’s what Vinny pretty much told me to do. I need to talk to someone.” 
 “Good choice,” he says. “I’ll take care of Skye. Don’t worry about it, Carla.” 
 “But Nico,” I say, trying to think of something else. I pull to a stop in front of a cozy looking house and see Voltdrain step out of the front door. “Never mind. Make sure she comes back soon, okay? We’re supposed to do another gig soon, without the interruptions.” 
 “I will,” he says. I tap on the screen of my comm-bracelet and raise a hand in greeting.  
 “Hi,” I say. “Um, sorry for dropping by so abruptly…” 
 “We invited you to dinner,” he says. “I am more than happy to see you have come. Please, come in!” he moves, holding the door open for me. I let out a little breath that I hadn’t realized I’d been holding and allow myself to smile.  
 “Thank you,” I say. “Is Jimmi home yet?” 
 “She is staying after school for a bit,” he says. “Should I call her?” 
 “No, it’s fine, um, if you don’t mind?” I ask, looking around the house curiously. It’s a beautiful, colorful place, with a definite Mexican flare. There are tapestries hanging on the walls and handmade rugs on the floor. “Your house is so beautiful,” I say, giving him a smile. “Whenever I go home, the place is a mess. Then again, I’ve got so many little siblings that it shouldn’t be a surprise. Um…” 
 “Please, make yourself comfortable,” he says, motioning to a plush looking couch. I drop down, fighting the urge to fidget. I know for a fact that he can move faster, but he’s just sauntering to the kitchen. “Do you want a drink?” 
 “May I have some water, please?” 
 “Of course,” he says, pouring two glasses of water. I keep looking around, wondering how I’m going to put it. “Are you hungry?” he asks. 
 “I’m always hungry,” I admit. He laughs. 
 “I understand,” he says, bringing me the glass. “Would you like to help cook?” 
 “I’m not very good at it, though. Vinny keeps kicking me out of the kitchen.” 
 “Vinny is very possessive of his kitchen,” he says, smiling slightly. “But if you do not learn to cook, you will have problems.” 
 I nod and follow him into the kitchen, drinking the water quickly. “Um, I guess I’m early, then?” I say. 
 “You are fine, Carla.” 
 I nod as he gets the food out of the fridge and starts laying it out on the counters. He moves faster doing this than he had making the glasses of water. “You have some questions for me?” he asks as he starts washing the vegetables. “Come, you will learn to cut while we speak,” he says, motioning me over. I walk over, letting him show me how to hold my hands and the knife. “Now, start cutting at your own pace,” he says as I get used to it. 
 “Okay,” I say, going extremely slowly at first, and then speeding up. “So… you know… we go to talk to Ken whenever we’re not sure what to do, right?” 
 “I have heard,” he says. “Do you wish to call him?” 
 “Well, I could, but… you were closer,” I admit. He lets out a startled laugh. “I’ve heard Nico say a few times that you’re basically the South Branch’s America’s Son, right? Also, you know the people better than Ken does, so you might be able to help better than he would, right? So…” 
 “It is about the disagreement between Ruckus and Dolly?” he asks. 
 “Well, that’s part of it,” I admit, looking at him shyly. He motions to the vegetables and I look down, seeing I’ve hit my knuckles with the edge of the blade. “Oh, whoops, sorry. I don’t want to break your knife. But anyway, if you know they’re having so many problems, why haven’t you split them up yet? They’re just getting more and more hurt! Partners are a very important thing, right? They need to trust and like each other! But they don’t—” 
 “But they do,” Voltdrain says. “Oh, they do not see eye to eye, but if Ruckus did not trust Dolly, she would never go into the dollhouse.” 
 I go still before looking at him in surprise. “But that’s part of the job, right?” 
 He goes silent for a moment, working for a few seconds before saying, “The dollhouse, it is a form of a subspace, much like Rocco’s Shadowlands, and Cheval’s Mirrorlands. But instead of being there at all times… much like a… second layer to this reality, the dollhouse exists only for a short amount of time, and you are trapped inside.” 
 I blink, my jaw dropping open. I’ve never even thought about it like that before. “Can… can anyone get out of it?” 
 “Skye can,” he says, “the others, no. Perhaps if they work together, yes, but singularly, no, not unless they can distract Dolly. When she grows stronger, it will be even more difficult.” 
 “And the others realize it?” I ask. I hadn’t. 
 “Ruckus should,” he says. “She has rammed into the walls many times.” 
 “But… it isn’t like Dolly seems the type to do something… mean to anyone in the dollhouse,” I say. “I mean, we play in there. Of course, Doris got eaten by an ice cream monster, but that was more funny than dangerous. And I saw the fight with the Superior doll and the pony, and nobody was hurt, there, either.” 
 He lets out a laugh. “Dolly is an elf,” he says, shooting me a grin. “She is an elf from the bottom of her feet to the top of her head. She would never dream of actually hurting someone.” 
 “So it’s no wonder that Ruckus trusts her, right?” I say. “I never felt like I was in danger, and the Darlin’s seem to absolutely love doing it. Shouldn’t they trust her even less than Ruckus, though?” 
 “Do they need to, with Skye?” he points out. 
 “Well, yes, that’s true,” I admit. “But… if they trust one another, why can’t they work out all their problems?” 
 “Trusting someone does not mean agreeing,” he says. “They are very different. Dolly is an elf.” 
 “But you just said that’s the reason that Ruckus trusts her!” I say, getting irritated. He shoots me a grin, clearly amused by my tone. 
 “Trusting and liking are not the same thing, and what a person thinks she needs is not always what she truly needs. But…” he pauses, coming over to take the vegetables I’ve chopped, “We are planning on bringing in a more powerful partner, soon, but Ruckus is impatient. Century has brought up a name to me…” 
 I look at him, excited. “Who? You have someone in mind?” 
 “If she is interested, yes. I was planning to ask her tonight. But she is somewhat busy at the moment, learning to fly.” 
 “Jimmi?” I ask, almost bouncing. “She’d be PERFECT! Oh, but… if it takes too long, will Ruckus leave? If Ruckus leaves, then it’ll just be two against three again, unless you can find ANOTHER tank, right? Is there… is there something we could do to convince her to stick around?” 
 ”It might help if I give Ruckus what she thinks she wants.” 
 “What does she think she wants?” I ask. 
 “She desires to work with me,” he says, scraping the vegetables into his dish. “She will quickly learn that it is very dirty work, but not in the way she believes.” 
 “Aren’t you second-in-command?” 
 “I am, but I am also the one that goes to check on various facilities in all of the Americas,” he says. I turn and stare at him with huge eyes. “It is much easier to prevent troubles before they begin. But it has become easier, in thanks to your principal.” 
 “You two work together?” I ask. 
 “We communicate, yes,” he says, modestly. “Now, let us put this in the oven!” 
 I watch as he puts the cooking dish into the oven, absently eating one of the carrots I hadn’t chopped. “I would like to work with you!” I decide. 
 “I would be happy to,” he says, going on to the next part of the meal. “Here, you can beat the eggs for the dessert,” he tells me, showing me how to do it. A second later egg splatters all over the room. 
 “Um, sorry,” I say, wiping it off of my face. “Too fast?” 
 “Too fast,” he agrees. But unlike Vinny, he merely holds out the eggs. “Try again, chica, you will get it!”  
 “You’re okay with that?” I ask. “Every time I make a mess in Vinny’s kitchen, he gives me a rag and tells me to clean up while he does it.” 
 “But Vinny is feeding more than just three people,” he says. “It is fine. But I can show you how to do it, first, if you desire?” 
 “Yes, please!” I say, holding out the bowl. He slowly and deliberately cracks the eggs into the bowl, explaining how to start. I glance around at the egg that’s still dripping down the wall, extremely conscious of how that’s going to stick if we don’t clean it up.  
 “Carla,” he says, just a tiny bit sharply. I look up, startled. “Focus, chica, you have one job to do. The mess will be cleaned easily.” 
 “I—I’m sorry,” I say, looking down. I see his hand come out and he places it on my shoulder. I look up. 
 “This is something I once had trouble with, as well,” he says with a smile. “It is very easy to try to do all the things at once, especially for us, right?” 
 “The world is… really slow,” I admit. “And I CAN do a lot of things at once, and if I don’t do them, then there will be messes, and Vinny gets mad at me for the messes, and—” 
 “There will always be messes, Carla,” he says with a laugh. “If you do not focus on the task in front of you, the mess will become even messier. You must learn to not clean up the messes of others if it causes you to make one of your own.” 
 “While cooking?” 
 “While doing anything,” he says. “You have come here to do a job, Carla.” 
 “I—I came to try and help Ruckus and Dolly get along—” 
 “No,” he says, “you have come to act as the third member of their group, and that is only temporary. This is your first time acting as an official team. Focus on that.” 
 “But there’s MORE,” I say, almost moaning. “Skye’s going crazy over a kid that’s supposed to become a mad scientist, and she’s being mean to the kid, even though he’s still only twelve, and then there’s—” 
 “Is that your mess to clean up?” he asks, raising a hand to stop my rant. 
 I slowly shake my head. “Noooo… but—” 
 “Do you not trust Century and me to do our jobs?” he asks. 
 “Of course I trust you!” I say. 
 “Then…?” he prompts, motioning to the bowl in my hands. 
 “Then I should beat the eggs?” I offer, in a tiny voice. 
 “Then you should beat the eggs,” he agrees. “One day, you will be able to clean up after others, while performing your duties perfectly, chica, I promise.” 
 “And… I’ll be able to cook?” I ask, hopefully. 
 “And you will be able to cook… with the help of several kitchen timers,” he agrees. 
   
   




CHAPTER NINE


  
 *Cape High South* 
   
 “So this is the cafeteria,” Cheval says as she leads the young pre-teen through the campus. “We have a class that can teach you to cook, if you want to join it. They do the meals for lunch. Breakfast is continental and dinner is provided by black suits that come in the evening. If you have any allergies…?” 
 “Do supers often have allergies?” Davis asks, looking at her blankly. 
 “Well, no, not usually, but you are an interesting case, my dear,” she says, placing a hand on his shoulder. He fights the urge to shake it off. Everyone has been extremely friendly, and it bothers him. Well, not everyone. Skystep had accused him of “smelling devious.” While it had worried him at the time, now it actually seems better than this extreme kindness. At least one person has taken him seriously, even if she is pretty much loony. “Davis? Are you coming?” 
 “Ah, right, yeah,” he says, realizing that she’s already across the room while he’s still standing there. “So… um, yeah, I don’t have any allergies. You don’t need to worry about that.” 
 “Well, we do have a healer to fix it, if you had,” she says. “Do you realize how rare it is to get a healer? There was only one back in my day, and she was working for Central. A two-bit villain like me would never get close to her. Of course, I didn’t ever NEED her, but still, the fact stands—” 
 “Two-bit villain?” he asks, shocked. 
 “They didn’t tell you?” she asks, fluffing her poofy afro fondly, “I was quite the villainous diva back in my day. Fighting heroes is a blast. I think you’ll find it’s far more entertaining than actually being one.” 
 “But you always lose, if you’re a villain,” Davis says. “I hate losing. I’m definitely smarter than they are, so why should I degrade myself that way?” 
 “Oh, yes,” she says, stopping and looking at him, “the terrible ‘running away with your tail between your legs.’ I’m certain that Maximum had to deal with that problem when he was younger, too.” 
 “No offense, but I’m definitely smarter than Maximum,” Davis says. He shouldn’t be talking like this, and he knows it. He wants them to believe that his biggest desire is to be in their silly little game. But something about how open Cheval is being is almost compelling him to point out the stupidity. 
 “Do you really think so?” she asks. “It would be interesting to see.” 
 “You haven’t seen my IQ tests—” 
 “But he will have, the moment he meets you,” she says. “He’s not only a telekinetic, he’s a telepath.” 
 “That’s cheating,” Davis says after a second of thought. 
 “Do you really think a hero has a chance when their villain can read their mind easier than he can read a newspaper?” she asks. “It really is impressive how he continues to lose in a way that seems somewhat realistic, over and over again. Debuts, especially, must be difficult. New heroes are practically helpless against an experienced mind-reader.” 
 “But—” 
 “Of course, since you’re going to be South, that won’t be a problem,” she says, interrupting him before he can come up with an argument. “We only have Rochester.” 
 “Who?” 
 “The janitor, sweetie, he’s the only psychic type we have; and he’s a psychometric instead of a telepath.” 
 Davis almost trips over his feet as he hears that. “Psychometry… the ability to read the past of objects through touch?” he asks, unable to help himself. 
 “Yes, but I’ve been led to believe that includes people in his case,” she says. “Cisco is one, as well, I think, but he’s much too young to be very reliable.” 
 “And you made someone with that ability the janitor?” he asks. 
 “He only has a high school education, honey, and that’s only recently. We couldn’t tell the norm system that we allowed a high school dropout to be a professor here. We’re supers, which means we’re shady enough as it is.” 
 “I… see,” he says. “I’ve already got my G.E.D. though. I bet Maximum didn’t have that before he started going to Cape High.” 
 “He did,” a man says from behind him. Davis turns, seeing the most disreputable janitor he’s ever seen in his life. “Cheval, the mirror room is clean,” the man goes on, touching the brim of his baseball hat with the Cape High logo on it. “It should be good ta go for your next class.” 
 “Thank you, darling,” Cheval says. “I know just how much of a pain those streaks can be.” 
 “Nah, it was no trouble. Mind introducin’ us?” the man asks, walking forward and stripping off his latex glove before holding the hand out to Davis. Davis stares at the hand and then looks up at the innocent smile on the man’s face. 
 “Are you the janitor?” Davis asks. 
 “Got a problem with blue collar workers?” the janitor asks. 
 “I don’t shake hands with them,” Davis says, grabbing onto that excuse. Well, it’s sort of an excuse. He’s never shaken hands with a janitor before, so it’s true, right? It’s not like he’s ever even really dealt with a janitor before… he’s been homeschooled all his life until now. 
 “I see,” the janitor says, raising a pierced eyebrow as he looks over at Cheval. 
 “Rochester, this is the newest student, Davis. He’s a super genius. Davis, this is our prized janitor, Rochester Scythe. I expect you to treat him with the same respect you would give to your teachers,” she says firmly. 
 “He’s a janitor,” Davis repeats. 
 “Yes, he is.” She looks at him, a strange expression on her face, because she had just explained how important Rochester was just a few seconds ago.  
 “That means he’s always touching germ covered things, right? Super or not, I really don’t wish to shake hands with germs. Truthfully, I think shaking hands is a ridiculous and rather dangerous tradition, and can spread far more germs than should be allowed, regardless of what job a person has.” 
 “Oooh,” Rochester says, relaxing. “Now that makes sense. Ya can’t hold fastidiousness against a man, can ya? Super or not.” 
 “Thank you,” Davis says. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Scythe. My name is Davis Monk. I’ll be in your care from now until graduation.” 
 “Likewise,” Rochester says with another touch to his hat brim.  
 “Then, if you have things to do, I really should get back to my room,” Davis says to Cheval. “I want to make sure everything is put away properly.” 
 “Of course, you know how to get to the dorms from here, right?” she asks. 
 “I’m sure I can backtrack,” Davis says with a nod to her before leaving. The two adults stand there for a moment, watching him leave. 
 “He didn’t want t’ touch my hand,” Rochester says, “an’ it wasn’t because of germs, either.” 
 “No, no it wasn’t,” Cheval says. “I’ll make sure to keep an eye on that one.” 
 “Same,” Rochester agrees before walking away, whistling as he pushes his bucket and mop. 
   

***

   

“He’s here!” a kid yells as Davis reaches his dorm room. He blinks as he sees a small group of kids cheer from inside.  
 “Hello, Davis! Welcome to Cape High South,” a beautiful Hispanic girl says. She’s sitting on his chair in the middle of the room, one leg crossed over the other. The other kids are scattered through the room, watching him expectantly. “While some of us were hoping that the next kid would be a girl, we’re happy to have you!” 
 He stares at them. “You don’t have to lie, I’m sure that you’ll grow to dislike me soon enough.” 
 The room goes quiet for a moment before the oldest boy says, “He’s got a worse attitude than I do.” 
 “That’s definitely true, Treble, but he’s got something you DON’T have, too,” another boy says. 
 “What does that little twerp have that I don’t?” Treble asks. 
 “Brains,” the rest of the room says. “Now that we’ve got a brain in the bunch we can officially challenge the Central Cape High! Or at least you can, I’ve got a dinner to get to, soon,” Jimmi says.  
 “What in the world are you talking about?” Davis demands. “Even I know that the Liberty boys are in the Central Cape High. Just the two of them could wipe this group out—” 
 “NOT in Technico World,” The albino boy interrupts him. “They’re still stuck on the whole ‘beating Technico’ part of the game. I mean, they haven’t even joined one of the unofficial leagues.” 
 “Technico World?” Davis asks, confused. “I thought you were challenging Central Cape High.” 
 “We are. I’m Jimmi, Voltdrain’s daughter,” Jimmi says, introducing herself before bringing out her phone. The entire group follows suit as she aims the phone at the wall in his room. To his surprise, the wall lights up and several small screens appear, with avatars of each of the kids portrayed on screen. “This is Technico World. We’ve got a pre-programmed phone for you. Jonas, did you get it from Angel, yet?” 
 “I just grabbed one of the black ones,” Jonas says, holding a phone out to Davis. “But you should get rid of your old one after you’ve programmed all your personal numbers into this one. Zoe set it up so that your info would be inputted into the game if you press your hand to the screen when it prompts you to.” 
 Davis looks at the phone as he takes it, and then at the wall sized video game. His mouth opens as he automatically starts to explain how video games can reduce the amount of gray material in the— 
 “We NEED a brain for our team,” Jimmi says. “I’m not saying I’m stupid, but I’m one of our biggest hitters. I need to be out in the field, not acting as the field director.” 
 “So… it’s an RPG sort of game?” Davis asks, looking at his phone again. 
 “For supers,” a younger Hispanic girl says. “We are using our powers in a virtual world! It is so amazing! I have actually made friends!” 
 “I… suppose it wouldn’t hurt to try,” Davis says, slowly. He’s trying to hide the rush of excitement that’s running through him. He’s never, ever, played games with other people before. He’d always either been too busy with homework or sneaking out to study under Richard. Besides, he tells himself as he starts tapping on his new phone, he needs to fit in with this group, right? This is his hiding spot. But even with him trying, he realizes a second later, they’ll most likely hate him by morning.  
 Jimmi stops, looking at the screen with a sigh. “I need to go, guys, so get Davis set up in our base, would you? I can’t WAIT to see us finally take down one of the leagues.” 
 “Who should we aim for, first, Jimmi?” Whitney asks, with her eyes glued to the screen. 
 “Who else? The Invisiboys,” Jimmi says as she puts away her phone. “If we can take down Freddy, Brandon, and Lance, we’ll get our name up on the board!” 
 “There’s a board?” Davis asks, looking up from the image of himself that just appeared on the screen. 
 “There’s ALWAYS a board,” Jimmi says. “This one’s just not official, yet.” 
   

***


 


*The Arctic Circle* 
   
 Skye floats above the ice, staring at the large ice mountain in front of her. She got all the way up here, only to hesitate, she thinks with irritation. She’s about to turn around when she sees someone come out the door. “Skye! Hello, darling!” 
 “Oh, great,” Skye says to herself. “I don’t want to talk to you, crazy-eye-lady!” 
 “Now is that any way to speak to your aunt?” Marie demands as she places her hands on her hips. 
 “You’re not my aunt!” Skye says, pointing at her. 
 “I’m close enough. Now come in, darling, we’ve got hot chocolate on the stove, and cookies in the oven!” 
 “Chocolate chip?” Skye asks, after a long pause of deliberation. 
 “Sugar cookies. Tatiana got the recipe from Santa’s workshop.” Marie waves her over before sauntering into the ice castle.  
 “Santa cookies?” Skye says, heading inside without even registering it. “I want Santa cookies…” 
 “We will frost them together!” Tatiana says from the kitchen. “Come in here, kitten, they are almost done.” 
 Skye heads down the hall to the kitchen, throwing herself into the arms of the large woman standing by the stove. “M-mommy?” she says, bursting into tears. “I don’t know what to do.” 
 Tatiana wraps her arms around her, smoothing down Skye’s usually wild brown hair. “It is okay, my child,” she says. “It will all be okay. The family is on the luggage!” 
 “Luggage?” Marie asks as a bell dings. She opens the oven and pulls out the cookies. “Tatiana, I believe you mean ‘case.’ The family is on the case.” 
 “Luggage, case, it is same difference!” 
 “I like ‘The family is on the luggage’ better, anyway,” Skye mutters from where her face is buried in Tatiana’s chest. 
 “Of course you would,” Marie says, a bit indulgently. 
 “I’ve been acting… really childishly, though…” Skye admits, guiltily. “And it’s making it hard for Carla to feel happy, and I HATE that, but-but I can’t seem to stop, because he’s OUT there, and all I can do is just sit around and do nothing because I can’t track down a norm, and I don’t know what to do with a norm, even if I COULD find him, because I don’t want to risk the Cape Cells and—” 
 “Shh, shh, you are ambling, kitten,” Tatiana says. 
 “Rambling,” Marie corrects her. 
 “I prefer ‘ambling,’ too,” Skye says, daring to pull away just long enough to glare at Marie. “Hey, Mom? How do you tarry? Is it knitting?” She hears Marie choke on a laugh, but she ignores it. 
 “I am sure that if it is, I will learn how!” Tatiana says. Marie starts laughing, outright, at that. 
 “Darling, ‘tarry’ just means to stay, delay, or to wait in one place,” Marie says.  
 “Ah, then I am very good at it, already!” Tatiana says, proudly. “I am constantly doing the tarry.” 
 “Huh…” Skye says, frowning slightly as she thinks it over. “I’m terrible at it,” she decides. 
 “Yes, but you are good at many other things!” Tatiana says encouragingly. Skye starts to giggle, shocked that she can even do that, but the huge, encouraging smile on Tatiana’s face is enough to make the world seem right, again.  
 “So you don’t think I’ll ever learn how, huh?” she says, faking a pout. 
 “No, kitten, you are many things, but that is not one of them,” Tatiana says. “I do not tell my children that they are things that they are not! It is bad for business!” 
 “You mean—” Marie starts out, only to stop and shake her head. “Never mind, I’m going to leave that one as it is. Now who wants to frost cookies? We have an entire double rainbow of colors, here, since we can never agree which green should be considered green. We also have five different versions of red,” she says, pulling out an entire spinning rack of bottled frosting. “If you want different nozzles, we have a nice little variety, right here,” she adds, pulling out a large box and setting it next to the rack. 
 “Do you have any edible glitter?” Skye asks, eagerly. 
 “We were thinking you would never ask!” Tatiana says, pulling out another spinning rack. 
 “I should have brought the girls… oh well, more cookies for me!” Skye says happily, grabbing an armful of glitter and icing bottles. “Let’s do this! Is Dad going to come help?” 
 “Oh, Superior does not do frosting art,” Tatiana says, waving it off. “He is off on one of his fishing trips, again.” 
 “He’s looking into a better type of bait,” Marie adds with a little smile before she grabs her own frosting. 
   

***

   

Dinner was nice, and it calmed me down a lot, just talking with Volt and Jimmi. Jimmi seemed a little surprised when he asked her, but I think she’s excited about it. She kept looking at me, as if she was stealing my job, which is silly. I’m just a temp! Plus, I have TWO branches to work for, which is more than enough, even for me. But since she hasn’t decided for sure, yet, I shouldn’t tell the Nemeses or the Darlin’s. 
 I got home around bedtime and fell asleep the moment my head touched the pillow. Now that it’s morning, I find myself relaxing and wishing I could sleep in for all of five whole seconds before I jump to my feet and go to take a shower. We’re supposed to have a new gig today, to make up for the botched one, yesterday, right? I haven’t heard anything about it, yet, but I’m sure it’ll be fun! I hope that Skye’s calmed down, though. I mean, she seems to do fine, even when she’s not calm, now that I think about it. She’d pulled off that gig perfectly. I… have honestly never thought the words “Skye” and “professional” would ever belong in the same sentence, before, but they sort of do! I mean, for what we do, she’s an expert, right? She entertains the crowd, never hurts any of the norms, and she always shows up to her gigs. I would have heard about her being missing for a caper, I’m sure. 
 I’m dressed and ready in a few minutes, so I take the time to send a quick text home and check in on everyone as I’m heading for the cafeteria. I almost run into an unmoving object on the way. I look up, curiously, seeing Cisco’s dad just standing there, grinning down at me with his hands in his pockets. “Hi,” he says. 
 “You’re Cisco’s dad!” I say, excited. “Nice to meet you! You know, officially. I think I’ve seen you a few times before.” 
 “And you’re Cisco’s pal, Carla,” he agrees, holding out his hand. I know what he can do, trust me, but I guess it doesn’t matter. He probably knows all about our time in the zoo, right? I take the hand, shaking it. His eyes glow faintly and I wonder what he’s peeking at in my past. How deep can he get? Is he like Max, who only reads what’s on the surface— 
 He pulls away. “I should have known better,” he says, shaking his head.  
 “What happened? Did I break your brain somehow?” I ask, worried. 
 “Nah, but it’s like watchin’ a video in fast forward,” he says. “Don’t worry, I don’t know nothin’ about your crush on Nightstep,” he promises. 
 “Oh goo—” I stop as he laughs, and glare at him, my arms crossed. “That wasn’t funny,” I scold him. 
 “It’s even funnier with y’ makin’ that face,” he says. “Don’t worry, I really won’t say a word.” 
 “ESPECIALLY to Rocco, got it?” I tell him, pointing a finger at him. “I’m getting over it!” 
 “Of course y’ are,” he says, in what I think is supposed to be a placating tone. “An’ if y’ do, Cisco could use a girl like you!” 
 “Cisco and I are just friends,” I say, waving it off. “Oh, but I’m sorry that I ran into you. I should have been watching where I was going instead of texting and walking at the same time.” 
 “Nah, I was standin’ there on purpose,” he says. 
 “So you MEANT for me to run into you?” I ask. 
 “Yup,” he says with a grin, “I wanted t’ see how you reacted.” 
 “Because you’re a psycho… something?” 
 “Psychometric,” he says. “So you knew what I can do, right?” 
 “Yes, but you already know everything about the zoo kids, right?” I say. “So there’s no point in trying to hide it.” I shake off the darker thoughts trying to creep into my mind. Ken says that I need to make sure that I take every thought I have captive, which means saying, “yes, that happened, but it has no power over me, anymore. I have more important things to focus on.” That was REALLY hard when I was first starting out, but it’s gotten easier with practice! Then again, I usually wind up thinking about things like my crush on Rocco, or food… My stomach grumbles almost on cue. 
 “I do,” Rochester says. 
 “Do what?” I ask blankly. He looks at me, before shaking his head with amusement.  
 “Do know about what happened t’ you,” he clarifies. “Would y’ care t’ eat breakfast with me?” he asks, holding out his arm.  
 I take the arm without even thinking about it. “You’re picking up bad habits from Century, aren’t you?” I say as we walk down the hall to the cafeteria. “Oooor… there’s something you want to know!” 
 “Ya got me,” he admits. “I am a bit curious.” 
 “About what?” I ask as we head for a long table covered in… “Cereal and fruit?” I hadn’t paid attention last time, since I was in a hurry, but the muffins in a pile makes more sense, now. 
 “It’s a Continental Breakfast,” Jimmi says from where she’s putting out bowls. “Once we start doing things like Apocalypse Field, I’ll begin cooking larger breakfasts, but for now, this will do… except for you,” she corrects herself, looking at me for a moment. “Come on, I’ll make you something filling.” 
 I follow after her, forgetting all about Rochester with the promise of food in front of me. I’m actually a bit surprised when he follows me through the kitchen door. Jimmi starts digging things out of cabinets. “Papa was very impressed with your egg beating,” she tells me with a smile. 
 “He taught me how to not splatter it everywhere!” I brag. 
 “I noticed,” she says. “So, Rochester, why are you grilling my very good friend?” she asks, almost casually. I blink before looking over at him. 
 “You definitely sound like my boss’s daughter,” Rochester says, heading for one of the stools in the corner and sitting on it. “I was j’st wantin’ t’ hear how the ladies are gettin’ along.” 
 “The ladies?” I repeat. “You mean Ruckus and Dolly?” 
 “And the Darlin’s,” he agrees. “How are they?” 
 I hesitate. Before I can figure out what to say, Jimmi speaks. “Nico found cameras at the farmhouse. Whoever is stalking Skye has been stalking the Nemeses, as well. Carla, you need to be very careful.” Something makes me look over at Rochester, I’m not even sure what, but the look on his face is scary. He covers it up quickly when he sees me looking over, but not quickly enough. I’m extremely good at noticing little details like that, thanks to my processing speed. 
 “Y’ll be fine, Carla,” he says, looking at me with a smile that almost seems sincere.  
 “Um… but…” I say with a frown, “if Nico found that, why didn’t he tell me? Or why didn’t Voltdrain tell me last night?” I ask. 
 “They think it’s better to keep all of you in the dark,” Jimmi says, her irritation showing. “I tried to tell them that to be forewarned is to be ready, but noooo, they are playing the big bad heroes. And yes, I KNOW that they are capable of it, but it is still very offensive to me as a super!” 
 “Your accent’s showin’,” Rochester says mildly. She turns a glare so sharp on him that I’m surprised a laser doesn’t shoot out from her eyes. 
 “I do NOT have an accent,” Jimmi says through gritted teeth. 
 “No, you sort of do, right now,” I have to admit. “But I can yell at Nico if it makes you feel better. Did they at least tell you?” 
 She blushes, looking guilty for all of a second before admitting, “I sort of overheard it.” 
 “Would ya look at the time,” Rochester says, glancing at his watch. “I should get goin’, I got some stuff I need t’ do.” 
 “What about breakfast?” I ask. 
 “I’ll pick up a sausage biscuit,” he says, running out of the kitchen. 
 “He’s acting stranger than usual,” Jimmi says. 
 “He stood in front of me so I’d bump into him, and then he tested to see if I would shake his hand,” I sum up, my attention going to the food that she’s making. Yes, I know there are more serious problems to deal with, in theory, but I can’t operate on empty. I’m not quite as bad as Lance was before he lost his forms, but I AM pretty focused on getting my calories. I have to be. My metabolism is ridiculously fast.  
 “It’s almost ready,” she says, stirring the scrambled eggs. “But he actually did that? That doesn’t sound like him…” 
 “It’s because the new boy avoided shaking his hand,” Cheval says, walking into the kitchen. “Don’t mind me, darlings, I just prefer to make my own coffee. The sludge in the teacher’s office is terrible.” 
 “He did? He seemed pretty decent… well, from what little I saw of him yesterday,” Jimmi says with a frown. 
 “He refused to shake hands with Rochester, but he said it was because he was a janitor, and most likely had germs on his hands.” 
 “A super,” Jimmi says flatly, “worried about germs.” 
 “I think it hurt Rochester’s feelings,” Cheval says. “I mean, I went through something like that when I was younger. It never gets easier.” 
 “But you can’t read people’s pasts with a touch, right?” I ask, confused. 
 “No, honey, but I am black,” Cheval says. The room goes silent as we let that blunt statement process. “Things have changed a lot since I was young, and I couldn’t be happier, especially for you two and Whitney,” she goes on, smiling. “I’m especially proud of you, Carla.” 
 “For what?” I ask.  
 “For several things; you’re on the way to becoming the South Branch’s darling—well, one of them. Century is quite fond of showcasing powerful female capes. But I’m also proud of you for not shoving Rochester away, even knowing what he can do. You did know, didn’t you?” 
 “Cisco can do it, too,” I say with a shrug. “Cisco and I are friends.” 
 “Cisco is… not nearly as dangerous as his daddy,” Cheval says. “I’m not sure how to compare it…” 
 “He’s the Sunny in the Superior family,” Jimmi says. “Sure, one day that cute kid will become as big and dangerous as his daddy and grandpappy, but for now, he’s sort of… adorable? Don’t tell him I called him that.” 
 “Oh, I can definitely see that,” I say. “But I was never told that Rochester is that dangerous.” 
 They look at each other. “He wouldn’t be thought of that way in the Central branch, would he?” Cheval says. 
 “Not at all,” Jimmi agrees. “I never thought of him that way until I came down here. I mean, when you’re surrounded by those O. P.—” 
 “Hey! Don’t call my principal that,” I say, irritably. 
 “He’s O. P.,” Jimmi says. “But a lot of people would think Papa is, as well.” 
 “Because he IS,” Cheval says. “He’s one of the most overpowered capes in the world.” 
 “Oh,” I say. They look at me. “What? You didn’t say what it meant!” 
 “What did you THINK it meant?” Jimmi asks, curiously. 
 “Over priced?” I offer. They start to laugh. “Nico is definitely overpowered, though. I heard from Sandra that he took on Santa and Cosmic in the same day, and won both fights. He slept for a few days after that, though. But what does that have to do with Rochester?” 
 “Rochester can pick up any skill, EVER,” Jimmi says, “skill, not power. So if someone good at something that took a lifetime to learn touches him, he picks up everything they know, and he’s got the physical abilities to do it, no matter what it is.” 
 “So if he shook hands with an Olympic medalist, he would be as good as that person is,” Cheval says, “actually, far better in that case. He’s a very decent cape in his own right.” 
 “Huh…” I say. “So… why did he run off?” 
   




CHAPTER TEN


If he could fly, this would be easier, Rochester thinks for the very first time in his life. He’s afraid of heights, so he’s never once thought it was a problem before. All he’d wanted to do was find out more about the girl that his son is head over heels for, but something much more important has come up. “Nico,” he says, not bothering to dial as he pulls to a stop in a few miles from the school and gets his phone out. He’s calmed down enough to think rationally… sort of… at least enough to not run in public. “Where are you right now?” 
 “Huh?” Nico says. “Rochester, what’s up?” 
 “Why didn’t you TELL me that the ladies were bein’ watched?” Rochester almost roars. “Did y’ at least keep one of the cameras?” There’s silence on the other end of the phone, telling him that the other man hadn’t even considered telling him. “You’re the one that brought me into this in the first place, remember?” he demands. 
 “Yeah, sorry, I was just following the electric trail,” Nico says. “Look, I’ll come to you.” 
 “Where are you, right now?” 
 “Keeping my old man from barging in,” Nico says. “He keeps forgetting that he’s supposed to be DEAD.” 
 “I’m only dead when you feel it benefits you, and we all know it,” Rochester hears Superior say. “Is that the psychometric boy?” 
 “Yessir, that’s me,” Rochester says, not that bothered by being called a “boy” by a man that’s definitely over a hundred years old. 
 “Then we’ll start with him,” Superior says. Rochester hears a tiny beep, and then a rush of air makes him pull to a stop and turn to look at the two men who had just appeared on the street corner. People around them stare in shock, some jaws dropping, but more phones rising to take a picture. 
 “What in the heck were you thinking, old man?” Nico demands, only to hold out his hand to the cameras now aimed at him. “You don’t teleport to public places unless you’re in uniform.” 
 The onlookers try to move their phones so they can avoid the hand, but that’s not what the hand is for. They all exclaim as they realize that their phones have turned themselves off. Nico pulls out two throw-away masks from his pocket and hands one to his dad. Soon they’re standing there in jeans, t-shirts, and masks. “Ladies, gentlemen, I’d like to thank you for keeping this little episode to yourselves,” Nico says, taking to the air. 
 “You’re Technico, right?” a man says, excitedly. “Hey, now that you’ve got your mask on, can we take your picture?” 
 “Not at the moment, sorry,” Nico says. 
 “Who’s that? He looks familiar,” a woman says, pointing at Superior. 
 “He’s my body double,” Nico says. “You know, in case I want to take a break. Looks like a real person, don’t you think?” He reaches up and taps on Superior’s head with the back of his knuckles. “One hundred percent robot… and silicone, of course.” 
 Superior crosses his arms over his chest and glares at Nico for that one. “It’s amazing how far Technico has gotten with his robot technology,” he says, begrudgingly. 
 “So he’s a cyborg?” a kid asks. 
 “He’s an android,” Nico replies. 
 “But if he’s a body double, why does he have white hair?” 
 “I KNEW I should have overseen my fabric providers,” Nico says. “You know how ordering things online can get. Now, we really should be going. Tip your waiters,” he adds as he starts to fly away. Rochester looks at Superior, who looks back at him. 
 “I ah… can’t fly,” Rochester says, sheepishly. Superior stares at him for a long moment, and for the first time in a while, Rochester realizes how it must feel to be on the other side of the handshake. 
 “You mean you DON’T fly,” Superior says, reluctantly walking over and wrapping an arm around his waist. Rochester awkwardly drapes his arm over the larger man’s shoulders, and they take to the air. 
 “No, I can’t fly,” he says once they’re high enough. He tries to be discreet about not looking down, but he’s pretty sure the way he’s clinging is telling its own story. “Not in my power set.” 
 “We’ve argued that one, before,” Nico says over his shoulder. “The truth is that he’s terrified of heights.” 
 “We can fix both problems at once, you know. I’m planning on doing it to Sunny sooner or later.” 
 “Sunny’s already flying.” 
 “What?” Superior says, sounding shocked. “And he hasn’t told me?” 
 “We haven’t told HIM,” Nico explains, cheerfully. “I’ve got it all on video, if you want. For the last two weeks he’s been flying during his nap hour. We keep waiting for the drop to wake him up, but the earth comes up and catches him, instead.” 
 “Sleep flying?” Superior says. “Trust that boy to be the only super in history to learn to fly in his sleep.” He starts laughing. “Send the videos up to your mother. She’ll get a kick out of it.” 
 “Don’t tell him, though, I want to see him figure it out for himself,” Nico says. 
 “Ya’ll are strange,” Rochester says, only to accidentally get a glimpse of the ground and almost climb Superior’s arm in reaction. “How can anyone learn t’ fly in their sleep?” 
 “He’s a Superior,” they say, as if it explains everything. “But really, the kid is half asleep almost ninety percent of the time,” Nico adds with a snort.  
 “And when he’s not asleep, he’s a bit oblivious,” Superior agrees. “I’m a little worried about what he’ll be like as an adult.” 
 “Nah, Adanna will keep him from being taken advantage of. She’s got enough awareness for both of them.” 
 “They’re kids, though, it’ll be a wonder if they’re still together at that time,” Superior says. 
 “Annnd, here we are,” Nico says, landing in a large field. “Well, if they’re not still together by that time, I’m sure I’ll have been able to knock a bit of awareness into him. Rochester, here,” he says, and a small machine floats up to him. 
 “Why, ah, haven’t we landed?” Rochester asks, barely paying attention to the floating machine as he dares to look at the ground. 
 “I’m going to drop him,” Superior tells Nico, grabbing the small camera and slipping it into his pocket. 
 “Go a bit higher, from this distance he can land on his feet with no problems,” Nico says. 
 “Is this really the time?” Rochester asks, fighting the urge to wrap his legs around Superior’s. That would be even more awkward than—oh, forget it, he thinks, clinging as tightly as he can as Superior flies higher. “No, please, for the love of God, I don’t wanna die!” 
 Superior looks at him. “You’re not going to die,” he says. “I’m dropping him now.” 
 “Wait, can’t we—” Rochester lets out a yelp as Superior disappears from his hold, leaving him with nothing to hold onto. He starts to plummet to the ground, waving his arms and legs crazily as he pictures the mess that he’s going to leave behind. “I haven’t even gotten t’ look at the camera!” he yells just as the world goes still. He had expected an impact, he thinks as he slowly opens his eyes to look down. There, less than a foot away, is the ground. “Did… did y’ catch me?” he asks, just hovering there. 
 “No, I didn’t,” Nico says, standing a few feet away. “I wondered. Looks like you were right, Pop.” 
 Rochester drops to the ground face first. “Ooph.” 
 “Now that that’s settled, tell us where this came from,” Superior says. The tiny camera lands on the ground next to Rochester’s head.  
 “Shouldn’t… there be… some sort of celebration?” Rochester asks into the dirt. 
 “No time. Besides, you’re lucky we’re not pointing out how you’re almost forty and didn’t know you could do it until now,” Nico says, callously. “He’s practically the same age as me. That’s ridiculous.” 
 “Well, he WAS afraid of heights,” Superior says graciously. “It’s not like he’d be actively jumping off of bridges.” 
 “Either way, this upgrades his ranking,” Nico says. “Welcome to A-class, Rochester. Now tell me what you can find out about the maker of this camera.” 
 Rochester glares at him before he grabs the camera and his eyes start to glow. 
   

***

   

“So… um…” I say, looking at the bookstore where the gig will take place. We’re sitting on a bus bench, trying not to stand out. It’ll get awkward if a bus pulls to a stop, won’t it? Maybe we should have had this conversation over the comm-link, but it’s too late, now. “Do you really think a bookstore is a good gig?” 
 “Skye likes the comic book section here,” Ariel says, but she’s got a little frown on her face. “Where IS she? She should be back by now!” 
 “We can go ahead and start without her,” Ruckus says from where she’s standing with Dolly beside the bench cover. She’s dressed in civvies, complete with a pair of clunky headphones and gum. She blows a bubble, letting it pop. 
 “I think I’d prefer not having her, actually,” Dolly says, earning dark looks from Ariel and Doris. “It’s hard to have all five of you in the dollhouse,” she explains. “It’s part of the reason it was so easy for that boy, yesterday.” 
 “Well… that does make sense,” Doris says, begrudgingly. 
 “But it’s just not as fun without Skye,” Ariel says, pouting. “Maybe we could call in and cancel, or something? Can we do it tomorrow?” 
 “I can’t,” Ruckus says. “I’m going to go out on patrol with Voltdrain tomorrow.” 
 “You didn’t tell me anything about that!” Dolly says. 
 “It’s our day off, so it shouldn’t matter, right?” Ruckus says a bit defiantly. “We might be roommates, but we still have our own lives, you know.” 
 “Yes, but this isn’t about you going out on a date!” Dolly says. “You’re going to be partnering up with—” 
 “Not the time to discuss that sort of thing, you know?” Doris butts in as people walk past, glancing over at them curiously. “I’ll call Century and tell him we can’t do it—” 
 “Wait! Tell them to wait, Carla! I’m on my way!” Skye says over my earbud. “I slept in. It’s really easy to do up here, you know? It’s not like the sun does what it’s supposed to.” 
 “Wait, she’s on her way,” I say, interrupting the argument that’s brewing. “She slept in.” 
 Everyone groans. “Fine,” Ruckus says, “but tell her to get a move on it, we’ve got work to…” she stops, something catching her attention. “There’s a kid filming us,” she says silently. We all turn, even as she’s going, “don’t look—” 
 “Oh!” I say as I see a few outdoor tables at the restaurant across the street. “That’s everyone from school! It looks like they came to see the show.” I barely refrain from waving at them. “That should make this even more entertaining.” 
 “But he’s the one that grabbed the dollhouse, yesterday!” Dolly says, nodding at Davis, who’s filming us with his phone. “Maybe we should call it off. I’ve already got a million videos up on YouTube making fun of me for what happened.” She looks like she wants to cry over that fact. I don’t exactly blame her. 
 “He’s the devious smelling boy,” Ariel says, frowning at Davis. “Skye doesn’t trust him one bit.” 
 “Skye’s got… a bit of an issue when it comes to mad scientists. It has nothing to do with a twelve-year-old boy,” Doris says. 
 “I don’t…” I say, stopping myself before I say the mean things that are creeping into my mind. I don’t like being mean. I think everyone should have a chance to prove themselves, but what Cheval had said this morning is still bothering me. 
 “You don’t what?” Doris asks. 
 “I… I heard he refused to shake hands with Rochester,” I say. 
 “I refuse to shake hands with him all the time,” Doris says. “He can read all of your memories, right? Who wants someone on the hero side to see that sort of thing?” 
 “But… well, I can sort of understand that,” I admit, after thinking about it for a second. “But you’re an acting villain, right? So you have memories that he shouldn’t see, because of work, right?” 
 “Or because of the bikini of shame,” Ariel says, smiling evilly. I take a second to stare at that smile. 
 “What do you two make her do?” Ruckus asks before I can. 
 “Oh, nooooothing,” Ariel says. 
 “They make me scrub the pool,” Doris says, rolling her eyes. “It’s not that big of a deal, honestly, it’s not like anyone that matters sees me do it.” 
 “I matter!” Ariel says. 
 “As in, anyone I would be embarrassed to be seen by,” Doris clarifies. “Remember, I’ve seen you in way more idiotic outfits, and you CHOSE to wear them.” 
 “Eighties clothing is hysterical,” Ariel agrees, nodding to the rest of us, “so much spandex! Oh, oh, and then we dabbled with seventies stuff, too! We got those platform shoes with the fishies in the heel! Those were so much fun! But we didn’t like the idea of the fishies drowning, so we got fake fishies.” 
 “Can I come to your next dress up party?” Dolly asks. 
 “Yes!” Ariel says, hopping up and down and clapping her hands. Doris tugs her down to ground level. “Ruckus, you come too!” 
 “No, thanks. I’m allergic to spandex,” Ruckus says. 
 “Do you really think we’d buy that? You’re a super,” Doris says, only to glance over as someone comes running towards us. “There she is.” 
 “I brought cookies!” Skye says, waving a bag at us. 
 “Not MORE cookies,” Doris says, groaning. “Or did you forget the massive bag we brought home yesterday?” 
 “There can never be too many cookies,” Skye says seriously. “And these are SANTA cookies, all the way from the North Pole! Or, well, about two miles to the east of the North Pole, so it would be the… East-ish North Pole?” 
 “Northeast,” Doris says. 
 “No, east of north,” Skye says. 
 “Never mind. Everyone ready?” Doris asks the group.  
 “We’re ready,” Ruckus says. 
 Dolly takes one of the cookies from Skye, looking at it with a mix of happiness and regret. “It smells like home,” she says a bit sadly. 
 “We can take you there for a visit!” Skye says as Dolly eats the cookie. “Okay, girls! Let’s do this! Comic art books, here I come!” 
 I almost fall over. “THAT’S why you’re doing this?” 
 “SOME people think my comics are lacking in… visual appeal,” she says, glaring at Doris and Ariel. 
 “She’s a terrible artist,” Doris tells us. “No art book is going to fix it, either, but hey, I wouldn’t mind getting a few comic books while we’re here. They’re bringing out a new version of Reaper’s Tale, right?” 
 “Oh, I want that, too!” Skye says. 
 “Looks like the group across the street are already on their way,” Ruckus says with a nod to the now empty tables. “We’ll be there as soon as they pull the alarm.” 
 “Got it!” Skye says cheerfully. 
 “So the visit to your mommy helped?” Ariel asks. 
 “It helped a LOT! Well, other than them making me try on that stupid dress over and over again, I swear crazy-eye poked me on purpose. Joke’s on her, it broke her needles!” Skye says as they walk away. I stay where I am, watching silently as Dolly and Ruckus join me on the bench. 
 “Why didn’t you tell me that Voltdrain was going to take you on as a sidekick?” Dolly asks Ruckus. 
 “I’m not going to be a sidekick!” Ruckus says, sounding offended. “The Hall doesn’t even use the word ‘sidekick.’” 
 “It’s what you’ll be, though,” Dolly says. “You’ll follow him around as he does all the work, right? That’s a sidekick.” 
 I look down, wondering what I should say. I know why Voltdrain is doing it, and I have a good idea about what she’s going to wind up doing. I shouldn’t tell them, though, right? 
 “Carla,” Dolly says. I look up, and she pointedly looks down at my leg. I’m shaking it so fast that the entire bench is vibrating. I reach down, pressing on the leg to make it stop. “Is there something wrong?” 
 “Nope, not at all,” I lie. “I’m just excited to do our first full gig against Skye. I hope that nobody interferes this time… Well, at least the teachers won’t let him do something stupid, right?” 
 Dolly and Ruckus look at each other. “Dolly, do you know anything about that kid?” Ruckus asks. 
 “What? Why should I?” 
 “You’re like, Santa’s niece, or something, right? Doesn’t he keep tabs on all the kids in the world?” 
 “For one, I am not his niece. I just grew up in an elf family. For another, there’s a very discreet section of elves that are in charge of keeping track of who’s been naughty and nice. I wasn’t one of them, and neither were my parents. We were in the toy development section. That is a completely different part of the North Pole.” 
 Ruckus stares at her, and then snorts. “You all wore tinkly boots, didn’t you? As far as I can tell one elf is as bad as another.” 
 “You haven’t even MET another elf!” Dolly says, looking offended. “There are a lot of wonderful elves up there, and most of them have their own circumstances. You cannot judge them because they want to live out of the limelight and make the children of the world happy!” 
 “They never did anything for me!” Ruckus says, her eyes narrowing, her hands clenching in fists at her sides. “I was NEVER happy as a child! I was actually happier before I found out that Santa is real!”  
 Dolly’s expression changes to one of shock and dismay. “Oh, Ruckus—” she starts out. 
 “Come on, the alarm just went off,” Ruckus says, standing. 
 “I didn’t hear it,” I say. 
 “Well, if it didn’t go off, it’s about to. I know how they work.” Just as she says that, I hear the alarm go off. We head for the little building to the side where we’d been set up to change in, change our outfits, and head into the large bookstore. In front of us are the Deadly Darlin’s, who are all sitting on the front counter, tormenting the checkout man. 
 “Why do you not have the new Reaper series yet?” Doris demands. “I couldn’t even find the old version! Do you know how irritating that is?” 
 “Who-who is Reaper?” the guy asks, looking a bit pale. “I mean, I can order it in for you, if you want, and we can call you as soon as it’s in stock—” 
 “We weren’t going to BUY it, silly, we were going to STEAL it,” Ariel tells him, floating over his head just so she can poke him. “You don’t order out for things that you plan on stealing. But you’re really lacking in the merchandise if you don’t even have the Reaper series, right, Skye?” 
 “Reaper is AMAZING! Well, not as amazing as me, but still pretty amazing! I call this discrimination!” 
 “But-but—” the man says, tapping away on the computer quickly. “It says here that Reaper is a Central Hall villain. You might note that we have ALL of your merchandise right over there—” 
 “Ooooh,” Skye says, looking over, only to be distracted as she sees us standing in the door. “Do you have any Nemeses action figures?” she asks him. “I want to stage an epic battle after I’m done beating these three like drums!” 
 “I find that a bit offensive,” Ruckus says, doing her heroic pose. “We can have an epic battle here and now, and then take you in. I’m sure they’ll let you have your dollies when you’re stuck in prison for all the crimes you’ve committed!” 
 “They’re not dollies, they’re action figures,” Skye tells her, hopping into the air and running over just to poke Ruckus in the forehead. “You should know that! You’re a super hero!” 
 “Whatever,” Ruckus says.  
 “Wait, wait, we can’t start this fight yet,” Doris says. “Go ahead and order three copies each of all the new Reaper series, would you? We’ll come and rob you again when they get in.” 
 “I’m, um, not sure it works that way…” he sees all three of the Deadly Darlin’s look at him, “but who am I to say that?” he asks quickly, starting to type. “I’m going to need a phone number to get a hold of you—” 
 “We’ll have our dog check and see when it comes in,” Doris says, waving it off. 
 “Your… dog?” 
 “We’ve got a chupacabby!” Ariel says happily. “He’s the cutest, most amazing, most BEAUTIFUL—” 
 “Just order it,” Doris interrupts, getting a pout from Ariel. She ignores the pout, and turns to us, lifting her fists. “Now, let’s get this started.” 
 “Oh, oh, I didn’t get my comic art books yet!” Skye says. 
 Everyone in the room groans as she races away. “We’re not being filmed yet, are we?” Ruckus asks Dolly. 
 “Well, only by HTV South,” she says. “And every single super in the branch knows exactly how she is.” 
 “But it had better not get out to the public,” Ruckus says. 
 “We’re enough for you to play with until she does what she needs to do,” Doris says, shifting into her jersey devil form. “Or are you scared, little metal girl?” 
 “I could dance with you all day, screechy,” Ruckus says, her skin turning metallic. 
 “That leaves you two to play with me!” Ariel says, turning to face me and Dolly. She floats over to us, smiling so sweetly that it’s almost scary. “Do you two like to swim?” 




CHAPTER ELEVEN


“Where are they…” Skye says, phasing through one of the shelves to peek at the books on the other side. “Nope, not here…” She goes all the way through and starts down the aisle, searching for the art books. She usually doesn’t spend much time in a bookstore, so a part of her is enjoying this chance. Oh, sure, she needs to get back soon, but the five of them can play together while she’s doing this! It’ll give her girls time to take center stage for once. That’s hard to do when there’s someone as amazing and powerful as her there. 
 “Skye… Wow, I don’t even know what to say. I’ve dreamed of this day.” 
 She goes still, all thoughts of how amazing she is leaving as if they’d never been. She turns, and there he is, standing in front of her. “You,” she whispers. 
 “Skye,” he says, again. 
 “How DARE you?” she says, all thoughts of what’s going on downstairs leaving her mind. “How DARE you show your face to me now? Do you know what you’ve done to me?” She lifts her fists, fighting an inward battle with herself. It would be so easy to kill him now. If she kills him now, she’ll never wake up in the middle of the night from nightmares of the past. She’ll never have to worry about someone filming her without her knowing. She’ll never have to wonder if he’s grabbed some other trusting super— 
 But if she kills him now, she’ll be punished, and never see her family again. The thought makes her freeze, her hands clenching as she argues with herself. 
 He reaches into his coat, pulling out a small spray bottle and spritzing the air. The “spray” races straight for her, floating all around. “We need to talk, my girl,” he says. 
 “NO!” someone shouts, as Skye starts to take a step forward, her fist pulled back. She’s going to kill him, after all, she decides, just because he dared to call her that. Before she can reach him, a small body slams into her from the side, and they both hit the shelves, crashing into the ground, along with the shelf. “Don’t do it,” the boy says. Skye looks down, her eyes widening in shock as she realizes who it is. 
 “David?” she says. 
 “It’s Davis,” the boy says.  
 “Davis!” someone calls from the stairs. “Where did you go? Did something happen?” 
 Richard Penski looks at them for a second before shoving the spray bottle into his pocket and running away. 
 “Why did you do that?” Skye demands of the boy. “I was going to finally be rid of him! He’s still here! Get off of me, I can still do it!” 
 “No! You can’t!” Davis says, wrapping his arms around her waist. She starts to phase, but she can’t. “You can’t go after him, Skye,” he says, pulling up one hand and showing it to her. “He’s figured out how to stop you,” he says. 
 “Davis? What in the world are you doing, boy?” Cheval asks, coming into view. 
 “How did you do that?” Skye asks, the blood leaving her face as she stares at the hand he’s showing. 
 “He created nanobytes that randomly change their atomic vibration speed, Skye,” Davis says. “Actually… I created nanobytes that change their atomic vibration speed,” he corrects himself as he stands. “I’m… I’m the reason he might have been able to capture you.” 
 “You did what?” Skye asks. Her voice is tiny, just above a whisper. She clears her throat, since even in the worst situation she’s a diva, “You did WHAT?” she demands, grabbing his shirt and hauling him a foot off of the ground. The shirt threatens to rip, but the boy just stares up at her with a mixture of defiance and guilt. 
 “He’s my uncle,” Davis says. “And he said that you would be the most likely person to cause the fall of society.” 
 “I think,” Cheval interrupts, “that Davis and I will have a little talk while you go finish your job, Skye.” 
 “How can I focus on that when this is happening?” Skye demands. Davis lifts both arms and slides out of the shirt, looking rather skinny and pale without it. She points at him. “HE created things that can ruin my life! How can I let him go after learning something like that? After learning that he gave it to my WORST ENEMY? Those nanobytes—they change at different speeds, don’t they?” 
 “Yes,” he says. “And only one or two will be the same rate of speed at the same time. He’s the one that told you how your powers work, right?” 
 Skye looks at the shirt in her hand. “I HATE mad scientists.” 
 “But this one just saved you,” Cheval says. “He didn’t have to do that.” 
 Skye looks at Davis, her expressions crossing her face rapidly. “I still don’t trust you. You could have done it for a more devious reason! Don’t think I can’t smell…” she pauses and moves closer, sniffing him. “Well, either way, I still don’t trust you! There’s nothing that could have changed your mind that quickly, and we all know it!” 
 “That… yeah,” he admits. “You’re right. It doesn’t make any sense… other than Uncle Richard’s a real jerk.” 
 “Skye,” Cheval says. 
 “Fine!” Skye says. “I’m going, already! I need to wash up, first.” She points at Davis, and then points two fingers at her eyes. “But I’m going to be watching you, boy. I can get access to your school cameras, you know. I’ve got a dog!” 
 “She… has a dog,” Davis repeats blankly as she races away. 
 “Davis, focus,” Cheval says. “You and I need to have a talk.” 
 “Just a second,” Davis says, pulling out his old phone and tapping away, “I have to do this before she’s out of range to turn them off.” He looks at Cheval. “Now you can lecture me.” 
   
 *** 
   

*Somewhere Across the Galaxy* 
   
 “Okay, line up the shot,” Trent says to the tiny woman standing next to him. He leans down, watching from behind before he reaches out and adjusts her hold on the arrow. “Remember, the wind and the amount of force has a big impact on where it lands.” 
 “But the monster is eating—” 
 “Yes, I know,” Trent says, grimly. “But it’s better to hit properly the first time than to lose all your arrows and not hit once.” The government oppression had been worked out easily, once the people in charge realized they couldn’t bribe him or his mother, but all it had done was reveal a bigger problem. The people of this planet are starving, not just because of the over taxation, but because the planet has a vermin problem. Somehow an alien life form had wound up on the planet and bred like wild. It quickly started eating all of the vegetation that the people survived off of.  
 “Can I shoot?” the small woman asks. “My arm is starting to shake.” 
 “Okay, shoot,” he says. He watches as the arrow goes flying, hitting the creature eating the potato-like vegetable. It lets out a squeal and the potato falls to the ground. “Nice shot,” he compliments her. “Bring in the cleaners,” he calls over to the other small beings standing to the side. “Remember to be careful, it might not be completely dead.” 
 “You’re doing a wonderful job, Trent,” his mother says, making him look over. “Keep those swords ready, boys, if it moves, I want you to stab it. Contain and cremate, remember?” 
 “Yes, Star Spangled!” the cleaners say as they warily circle the green creature.  
 “I never thought that a sentient plant could be this dangerous,” Jeanie says as the watch the cleaners work. “At least we haven’t run into any of the big ones since that first one.” 
 “Don’t remind me,” Trent says. “I’ve got holes in my uniform from that jerk. Mom, we could just go in and clean up—” 
 “You know that we can’t do that,” Jeanie says. “This is something they need to learn to deal with on their own. If we just clean up what we can, they’ll be in the exact same position they were in before we got here. I just wish…” 
 “We haven’t found any supers among them, yet, but that doesn’t mean they don’t have any,” Trent says. “I think we should ask Cosmic to talk to his friends. Maybe they could have one assigned to the planet. Or maybe we should ask Summer to come here, after all.” 
 “I think, once the people of this planet learn how to deal with the grass eaters, we could ask her to come and help with the cultivation of edible plants, instead,” Jeanie says.  
 “But couldn’t she just go in and kill—” 
 “Again, that would cause them to be reliant on us. We can’t do that, Trent. If she comes in, I would just have her do what she does for the farmers of our planet. She would boost the growth of things that they’ve already planted.” 
 “I know,” he says. “It’s just… so frustrating.” 
 “I know, Trent. Boys, it’s still moving! Stab it again,” she calls to the cleaners, heading forward to give them a hand. “The rest of you, go back to your hunting!” 
 “Yes, Star Spangled!” they call out, racing off to find another grass eater. For a moment, Trent stands there, his frustration almost overcoming him. He understands that these people need to learn to take care of their own problems. He understands that they CAN take care of their own problems, as well. They’re learning quickly. But it doesn’t keep him from wanting to solve all the problems before he leaves. 
 He brings up his arm, tapping on his comm-bracelet. A hologram recording of Emily, Ditto and Repeat appears in miniature. “Hey, Trent! Hey, Trent! We beat up Maximum!” Emily says excitedly. “You should have seen it! He even tried to drag Carla into it, but we got the drop on him!” 
 “We LOOOOOOVVVEEEE youuuuu!” Ditto says, blowing kisses at him. 
 “But I love you most!” Repeat says. 
 “No, you don’t! I do!” Emily says, elbowing her doppelganger. “I really miss you, Trent. I mean, it’s a lot of fun being the star of the Central Branch, and all, but it’s not nearly as much fun doing anything else. And Carla’s down in South Branch, so it’s even more boring here than usual.” 
 “But we know you’ve got a job to do,” Ditto says. “So do your best, and don’t go falling for any of those alien girls, got it?” 
 “He’s already got us, he won’t fall for an alien!” Repeat admonishes her. 
 “Yeah, having a girlfriend that turns into three whenever she wants is probably every guy’s dream, right?” Ditto says. 
 “No it isn’t,” Emily says. “He had to ask for a raise just because you two eat so much whenever we go out for food.” 
 “Oh, no, maybe he WILL fall for someone else,” Repeat says, worriedly. “You’d better not! If you do, we’ll hunt you down!” 
 “How did this conversation turn out this way?” Emily demands. “Trent, we love you, and we’re waiting… a bit impatiently for you to get back.” The hologram stops and he stares at the air for a moment before hitting record. 
 “Hey, Emily,” he says. “First of all, I’m not going to fall for some alien girl. Who would, when they’ve got someone as amazing as you? And secondly… I miss you, too. I wish all three of you were here.” 
 “KID LIBERTY! COME QUICK! WE HAVE FOUND ANOTHER LARGE GRASS EATER!” one of the small beings that live there shouts. 
 “I’ve got to go, but… I love you, too.” He stops recording and takes to the air, heading in the direction of the screaming. 

 


***

   

There are books flying all around us. They keep grabbing onto Ariel and Skye, only to get thrown off. A bigger book has Doris in its maw, and keeps opening and shutting as if it’s trying to eat her. Ruckus is fighting with Ariel, and I, for the very first time, am up against Skye. I would be squealing with excitement, if she wasn’t acting funny. She keeps glancing at the wall, as if she’s WAITING for it to pop open. I race forward, tackling her. “HA!” I say, sitting on top of her, “I’ve caught you!” 
 She looks at me blankly for all of a second before frowning. “I liked your pigtails,” she complains before phasing straight through me. She grabs onto my ponytail and tugs lightly. “Let’s fix it!” 
 “This isn’t a time to do hair, Skystep! I’m here to capture you!” I say, shaking her off, or at least trying to.  
 “But you look so cute with pigtails!” she says. “Doesn’t she, Ari—Raindance?” 
 “Let’s fix Ruckus’s hair, too!” Ariel says, only to get hit by Ruckus. She turns into water, falling to the ground in a puddle, which takes form again, a second later. “Bad Ruckus,” she says, waving a finger in Ruckus’s face. She gets hit, again. 
 “Quit puddling Raindance, you bully!” Skye says, leaving me to jump on Ruckus’s back. She covers her eyes with her hands, blinding her. “Okay, Raindance, it’s time for the one-two!” 
 “Which one-two?” Ariel asks blankly. “Is it the one with the maracas?” 
 “We don’t HAVE maracas, here,” Doris calls in a muffled voice from the voracious book. 
 “But I like the one with the maracas,” Ariel says. 
 “Do the punch one!” Skye says. “You remember, the one-two punch!” 
 “That one’s boring,” Ariel complains.  
 “I KNOW it’s boring—” 
 I grab Skye around the waist and tug. “Get off of OUR partner!” I say, tugging hard. Doris finally escapes the book in a dramatic fashion, by ripping it apart, and stands, letting out a roar that makes me yelp and let go to put my fingers in my ears. I’m not the only one—Skye does the same, falling off of Ruckus’s back. “TOO LOUD!” she shouts. 
 “I thought I told you to wear your earplugs!” Doris says. 
 “CAN’T HEAR!” Skye bellows, still rolling around dramatically. 
 “I wore mine,” Ariel says, shrugging as Doris looks over at her. 
 “Oh, whatever. She’s useless, now,” Doris says. Ruckus and I both strike a fighter pose, ready for the two of them to attack, but all Doris does is walk over and grab Skye. “She’s going to be shouting for two days after this, even if she can hear,” she tells Ariel. 
 “Of course she is.” 
 “YOU BETTER BELIEVE IT!” Skye shouts, proving that she can hear every word. 
 “Just get us out of here,” Doris says as Ariel grabs her arm. The three of them go straight through the wall. I look over at Ruckus, and we rush forward, only to pop back into the real world as the dollhouse disappears.  
 “Where are they?” Ruckus demands. 
 “They got away,” Dolly says, covering her face with her hands. “They went straight up and through the ceiling. But… they didn’t steal anything.” 
 “They didn’t?” Ruckus asks, looking at the man at the counter. 
 “We didn’t have what they wanted in stock,” he admits, looking guilty. “Who IS Reaper, anyway?” 
 I groan, hiding the urge to laugh. No matter what, this gig is a LOT of fun! 
 “Carla,” I hear Nico say over my earbud. “Meet us at the Hall, would you?” I nod, slightly, and we head out of the building to “chase after the bad guys.” 

 


***

   

“Okay!” Skye says, standing in front of the Cape High South ten minutes later. “Let me IN!” she yells at the invisible wall. “I’m going to get everything out of that little twerp!” 
 “Skye,” Doris says. “Would you PLEASE tell us what happened that cut our show short, this time?” 
 “Chooperic! Get us into their school!” Skye says to their chupacabra AI. She’d gone home to take a shower and grab him so she could bring him here. The AI looks at her, whining pathetically before letting out a huff and sniffing the ground. The three of them follow him until he stops and taps a small rock with his paw. It shoots up, revealing a panel, much like the one that’s in front of Cape High. Chooperic sits down, his eyes glowing and the small monitor on the panel starts blinking, before it abruptly stops and Zoe appears. 
 “Bad Chooperic,” the teen says, shaking a finger at him. “You know better than to try and hack our systems.” 
 Chooperic whines, and then rolls over, revealing his belly and waving his paws in the air. It doesn’t have any effect on Zoe. “Zoe! We need to talk to that David whatever boy! So let us in!” Skye says, placing her hands on her hips. “This is your aunt ordering it, you know!” 
 “I realize that, Aunt Skye, but you’re still a super villain, and I’m not allowed to let adult super villains onto campus. But I can have them bring Davis out, if you would just give me a second…” She disappears from the screen and the three of them look at each other.  
 “Why didn’t Nico do that?” Doris asks. “It’s usually him telling us we’re doing something stupid, right?” 
 “We don’t do STUPID things, we do…” Ariel pauses, looking thoughtful, “ridiculous things!” 
 “Same difference.” 
 “No, if it was stupid, it would mean there was a chance of one or all of us getting hurt, right? Well, that’s REALLY hard to do, so we can’t do stupid!” 
 Doris pauses, clearly considering that statement from all angles. “That… actually makes a lot more sense than I’m willing to admit,” she says finally, “in a completely senseless sort of way.” 
 “In a completely ridiculous sort of way!” Ariel says.  
 “WAIT!” Carla yells from behind them. “We’re coming!” 
 Skye turns, her eyes widening as she sees Carla with two very familiar men walking behind her. “DADDY!” she shouts, running straight for Superior with her arms open wide. “When did you get here?” she demands as she throws herself into his arms. He hugs her back, not budging from her weight at all.  
 “We were just in the neighborhood,” Nico says, obviously lying. “Good to see Choop is doing well.” 
 The chupacabra jumps to his feet, his tail wagging wildly as he launches himself at Nico, much like Skye had done Superior. “Why on earth did you give them something that ugly?” Superior asks only to get three glares directed at him. 
 “He’s NOT ugly,” Skye says, poking him in the shoulder. “He’s our beautiful, intelligent, MAGNIFICENT—” 
 “Code breaker chupacabra,” Nico finishes, petting the chupacabra as the AI’s files float in the air in front of him. “So far he’s learned to use the microwave, the grill, hack into security systems—bad Choop—and do the Macarena. I’m not even sure HOW that works, since he goes on four legs, but whatever. He’s also getting quite the ego, being told he’s all that by his three girls. But there’s no sign of him getting mean, at all, which is good.” 
 “Of course he’s not getting mean!” Ariel says, wrapping her arms around Chooperic’s neck. “We have lots of little kid fans! We take him out whenever we’re not working and he gets petted by EVERYONE!” 
 “Except the store security people,” Doris says a bit dryly. “Volt had to go around and explain that it’s not bringing a pet into the building when the pet’s actually a robot. These two air—lovers think the dog will get lonely if we leave him alone too long. So we had to get him a special vest, and everything.” 
 “That was nice of him,” Nico says. “So… why don’t you four go on home? I’m sure you’re tired after all that work you did, today—” 
 “No!” Skye says. “I’m not going home! I’m going to talk to Davis!” 
 “But why would you need to talk to Davis, Skye?” Nico asks. 
 “Because-because—” 
 “Is there something you haven’t told us, Skye?” Superior asks. The stares directed at Skye have her panicking, and she looks around, as if hoping for someone to rescue her. All she gets are the same looks from her partners. 
 “Yeah, Skye, is there something you haven’t told us?” Doris says. 
 “Ohhh-KAAAY, I GIVE!” Skye says, throwing her arms in the air. “But not here, he might be watching,” she adds, looking around. “Nico! Scan!” she orders, pointing at her brother. 
 Nico looks at her for a second before shrugging and taking to the air. He holds out his hands and their hair threatens to stand on end as he checks the area. Before he’s done, two people step out of the security wall that surrounds the school. “You!” Skye says, pointing at Davis. “You’re going to tell me EVERYTHING!” 
 “You know, we could just go into the school,” Cheval says, mildly. 
 “Can’t, acting super villains aren’t allowed on campus,” Nico says. “Of course, we allow her into our branch, but she’s not an acting super there. Skye, there are no cameras anywhere, save for mine, but I’ll put up a field, if it makes you happy.” 
 “Why don’t we just take this to the Hall?” Carla asks. “I’m sure that Century wants to know what’s going on, as well.” 
 “Good point,” Nico says. “Skye? Are you willing to tell Century what’s going on?” 
 Skye hesitates, looking around the group. “It… it won’t get me in trouble, will it?” 
 “Why would it get you in trouble?” Superior asks. 
 “Because norms know all about my powers,” she says, “and it’s all my fault.” She looks close to tears. “It’s ALL my fault! I should have known better! I’m stupid! So stupid! I—” She stops as Carla hugs her. “I’m so sorry,” she whispers, hugging the young girl tightly as she starts to cry. “It’s all my fault.” 
 “Like hell it is,” Nico growls, making them all look over. “We’re going to the Hall.” 




CHAPTER TWELVE


The South Hall’s meeting room is silent, save for the slight sniffles that Skye is letting out. I look over at Davis, who got dragged along, seeing a confused expression on his face. I’m not sure what he expected, but this obviously isn’t it. Century clears his throat, hesitating for a moment before walking up to Skye and kneeling down in front of her, since with her sitting, she’s extremely short compared to him. “Skye, sugar, can you start from the beginning?” he asks softly. 
 She looks at him, a strange expression on her face, and then looks down. “You won’t get mad at me, will you?” 
 “I won’t get mad, I promise,” he says. 
 “Well… um…” she says. “When I was just a kid… I was adopted. I mean, I don’t know if it was official or not, really, I had Chooperic do a search, but he couldn’t find anything in the system, even in the classified stuff, so maybe they sold me. It makes sense, I guess.” 
 “They sold you,” Century repeats, his eyes narrowing. 
 “You said you wouldn’t get mad,” Skye tells him. “If you’re going to break your word, I’m not going to tell you!” 
 “I’m not mad at you, sugar, I promise,” Century says, changing his tone. He blinks as he’s pulled back by his uniform and Superior takes his place. 
 “You’re taking too long, Charles,” Superior says, grabbing a chair and sitting down in front of Skye. “All right, Skye, you’re going to tell ME the story, and if anyone from the Hall gets mad, they’ll go through me, got it?” 
 She looks up, stunned, and then smiles a little. “Okay, Pop,” she says. “So they sold me to this clean-cut, norm, right? And I thought I was going to finally have a family, and even a dog. I was all excited, because every family that saw me before that would freak out whenever I started floating, or something. It REALLY freaked one guy out when I put my hand through his chest. Norms are so uptight, you know? But I did it to this guy, and he clapped. I was so proud of myself… and that’s why I was stupid. I went with him. He took me to this big building and told me I was going to live there for a while, but it wasn’t what I expected…” She blinks as Chooperic shoves his way between her and Superior and climbs into her lap. He’s bigger than she is, sitting like that, but she just wraps her arms around him. “I FINALLY got what I wanted, now, which is awesome.” 
 “What did the man do to you, Skye?” Nico asks. 
 “He experimented on her,” Davis says, making everyone look over. “Has no one figured it out, yet? She changes the atomic speed. She could easily figure out how to turn one material into another. An entire building could be turned into Styrofoam, a safe could be turned into glass. LEAD could be turned into GOLD with her powers!” 
 They look at him blankly, until Nico says, “So? Pop does it all the time.” 
 “Not all the time, Nico. Once in a while, perhaps, but not all the time,” Superior says. “Your mother runs out of beads and getting them shipped out is a pain in the neck, not to mention expensive.” 
 “Who ARE you?” Davis asks Superior. 
 “Now’s not the time to get distracted, son,” Century interrupts. 
 “I… felt dirty. Like… like they had… it was like I was… used,” Skye whispers, burying her face in Chooperic’s neck. “How did you make him feel so real, Nico?” she asks, distracted. “Did Pop change the material?” 
 “Actually that was done by Kim’s father,” Nico says. “He’s an expert at material manipulation. He did all of the AI’s, including Pan’s new son.” They let her change the topic for a moment, since tears are streaming down her cheeks. 
 “Skye,” Ariel whispers. “My poor Skye!” She goes over, wrapping her arms around Skye and Chooperic. She’s starting to cry, as well. 
 “No, Ariel! I should have known not to trust him! It’s all my fault!” Skye says, getting angry again. “And now there’s his mini-me right over there, but the kid is SMARTER than he is, isn’t he? He’s got super smarts! And all he can think of is that I can change stupid lead into stupid gold, and I don’t need EITHER of those things, since I’ve got a credit card!” She points at Davis, angrily as she rants. “And I don’t need to change a building because whether it’s Styrofoam or brick, it doesn’t matter, I can go through it! And Pop is right, changing things is only good for making beads so that Mom can be happy! And even THAT is silly, because she can go out and dig up REAL gems with no problem, if she wants!” 
 “You don’t think like a normal person,” Davis says, sounding a bit surly. “Normal people would never think a credit card could replace turning things into gold whenever they want to.” 
 “It’s paid off by Century,” Doris says, just standing there with a grim expression on her face.  
 “That’s still…” he stops, waving it off as he focuses on the bigger problem. “You were a little kid,” Davis says, quietly. 
 “Yeah? Well you’re twelve, and you would know better than to—” 
 “You’re wrong,” he cuts her off, running a hand through his hair and starting to pace. “He was right, I knew he was right. I thought I was doing the right thing, helping him out. If anyone should know how dangerous supers can be, it’s me, right? I mean, I’ve had my powers since I was born. I was building laser guns when other kids were having trouble balancing building blocks. I almost killed my mom. And if I’M a threat to society, how much worse is Skystep? I ran a million different scenarios, all different ways that she could cause anything from a small town to all of America going down,” he says. “You play these games, pretending that it’s just some big show, when really, how easy would it be to turn norms into slaves? To take over this planet, entirely? All supers are a threat, and no matter what sort of joke you make, or whatever sob story you tell, you won’t change my mind on that.” The entire room is staring at him. “Don’t think I didn’t see what happened with that senator guy,” he adds, defensively. 
 “So you help your uncle, who… what? Plans on stopping Skye?” Nico asks. 
 “Yes! He’s what I should have been! He’s an intelligent NORM!” 
 “We could fix that,” Nico says. Davis looks at him blankly.  
 “You… what?” 
 I have to say something. I have to. My hands clench and I stand. Everyone looks over at that. “I…” I start out, distracting Davis. 
 “Don’t even say you’re not dangerous,” he cuts me off. “When you add super speed to force, the impact grows exponentially. If anything, you’re MORE dangerous than those tanks that the Hall’s so proud of, because other capes can at least dodge a tank!” 
 “Would you PLEASE let me finish what I’m about to say?” I demand. He closes his mouth, but continues to glare at me. “This is something we’ve argued over and over again, back at Cape High. Norms can be a threat, too. ANYONE can be a threat, if they have a reason to. But at the same time, even the most dangerous people in the world can be perfectly harmless, if they have no reason to do something! Motives are important!” 
 “Really,” he says, his tone condescending. “You really want to go into that? That holds no water, logically. If someone has the capacity to do something, sooner or later, they’ll do it. It’s only natural! That’s the very reason you do those ridiculous shows in the first place, isn’t it? So you can use your abilities in public? If that wasn’t the case, everyone in the Hall would be doing something that actually contributes to society instead of this farce!” 
 “If you feel that way, then why did you save me?” Skye asks, looking confused. 
 “Because… because…” he stops, frowning slightly. “Why HAVEN’T you turned everything to gold, yet? If I had the power to do that, I’d be living in a mansion with cute girls in maid outfits and a pool full of money!” 
 “You know that gold isn’t soft enough to swim in, don’t you?” Ariel points out. “A regular pool works WAY better than one full of gold.” 
 “And couches are a lot softer if you’ve got padding on them,” Doris adds. 
 “Besides, you’re wrong,” Superior says. “Just because you CAN do something doesn’t mean you will. People aren’t like animals, and even animals restrain themselves. A real wolf, not the ones in the stories, is a peaceful creature who only hunts to eat. Even spiders that can kill norms tend to run away instead. And supers aren’t suited for government work.” 
 “It’s too dirty, even for the villains,” Nico agrees. “You have to be a special type to do that sort of job.” 
 “I wasn’t talking government! I was talking about overthrowing the government and becoming a tyranny!” Davis says. 
 “Ahhh, but then we’d all have to agree with the guy running it,” Century says. “Oh, sure, Mastermental could pull it off, but he’d be constantly on guard against every other super in the world, especially me and our boy, Technico, here. He’d most likely wind up with his powers stripped.” 
 “Mastermental can’t take over the world,” Nico says, “if he did that, we’d be stuck with Max running the Hall, and he’s not ready to go hero.” 
 “How can you make jokes about this?” Davis demands. 
 “Who’s joking?” Nico says. 
 “I’ll take over the government!” Skye declares, hopping to her feet and posing. 
 “No, thanks,” Doris says. “You’d get bored after twenty minutes and I’d wind up doing all the paperwork.” 
 “Hey, did you bring any of those cookies?” Skye asks Ariel, proving just how long her attention span is. 
 “I thought you were the one with the cookies, today, Skye,” Ariel says. “I left our caper bag at home, because it was too big to carry into battle.” 
 “Darn,” Skye says. “I already ate all the Santa cookies.” 
 “WHY IS EVERYONE BEING SO CASUAL?” Davis bellows angrily.  
 “What’s his name, and where does he live? Rochester got amazingly little information out of the camera we have,” Nico asks, in a deceptively casual voice. Davis looks over, his eyes widening as he catches on. 
 “You—” 
 “That’s right, we just have one question for you to answer, and you can go back to dreaming about cute maids,” Superior says in a matching tone.  
 He looks around, and then looks at Skye, as if she’s going to save him. “He’s… he’s still my uncle,” he says, his face pale. “He’s the closest I get to a dad. I can’t just—” 
 “No!” Skye says. “Don’t tell them! Don’t tell anyone his name, got it? If they go after him, they’ll get in trouble, and Nico was already in the cape cells once, he doesn’t need to go back, and—” 
 “Skye, sugar, I’m a Hall leader,” Century says. 
 “And you’re still only one in five!” she says. “The others would see this as going against the norms and then you’d be punished, and I don’t want ANYONE stuck in the Cape Cells because I was too stupid to know better when I was younger! NOBODY gets his name, got it? This is MY problem.” 
 “Skye, you’re not making any sense,” Superior says, his irritation showing.  
 “I heard what happened to Pan!” she says. “And he got off light because-because the man did bad things to LOTS of supers, right? Well, this one just did something bad to ME, and I’m not anyone special, I’m just a silly little villain! I don’t want you to get in trouble for something that happened years and years ago! It’s all in the past!” 
 “But it’s not in the past, Skye. They said he tried to assault you in the bookstore, and he’s been filming you!” Nico says. “And anyone that says you’re just a ‘silly little villain’ is clearly blind. You’re the… what did you call yourself, ‘the undefeatable Skystep.’” 
 “She’s not going to give up,” Century says. “She gets stubborn about the darndest things…” 
 “His name is Richard,” Davis says. 
 “Don’t say another word, you little twerp!” Skye says, only to be grabbed by Superior to keep her from attacking. 
 “He’s my mom’s brother,” Davis tells them. “I never met my dad, so… he’s the closest I could get.” 
 “Don’t you DARE tell him where he lives,” Skye says from Superior’s hold. “You might not care about protecting your loved ones, but I do!” 
 “It’s fine,” Century says. “Don’t tell us. Carla, honey, why don’t you and Davis head back to school? We can send someone with you—” 
 “We’ll take them,” Doris says. “No one will attack us as a group, especially not a norm. And we’ll keep Skye from attacking him.” 
 “Thank you, darlin’,” Century says as he pulls out his phone. “Nico, Superior?” 
 “We’ll stay right here,” Superior says, letting go of Skye. 
 “Then everything’s decided. You’re all dismissed,” Century says. I look over at Davis, who looks like he wants to protest.  
 “Come on,” Doris says, herding the group towards the door. “The sooner we’re out of the Hall building, the better. The last thing we want is for them to figure out we’re here.” 
 I reach out, grabbing Davis’s hand. He’s going to start protesting any minute, so we need to leave before he can. He looks shocked at my touch, and it shuts him up as he stares at me blankly, following along behind me. 
   

***

   

“So…” Nico says as soon as everyone’s out of the room except for the three of them, “I’ll just start scanning the local records.” 
 “What in the hell is wrong with that girl?” Superior asks. His irritation shows clearly by the way the room around them seems to change colors for a second. “Does she really think that three S-class capes can’t deal with one pathetic little norm?” 
 “I really don’t understand how her brain works, Pop,” Nico says. “As far as I can tell, she thinks she’s protecting us by not getting us involved. She wouldn’t even explain what was going on when she asked me to set up her security system.” 
 “She’s the victim,” Century says, “and what’s happening is along the lines of survivor’s guilt syndrome. She blames herself for what happened.” 
 The two stare at him, and then look at each other. “How deep should we bury the guy?” Nico asks. 
 “I vote we encase him in rock and ship him into space,” Superior says. 
 “This isn’t something to joke about,” Century scolds them. 
 “Who’s joking? She was A LITTLE GIRL!” Nico snarls. “Powers or not, she was still a child! I’m going to hunt him down.” 
 “There’s an easier way,” Century says, holding up a hand to stop him. “Yes, can I get you to patch me through to Ms. Monk? Thank you.” He motions to Nico, who waves a hand. The sound of the phone ringing comes from the speakers built into the wall. 
 “Hello?” Davis’s mother says.  
 “Ms. Monk, this is Century,” Century says. “I apologize for any interruption I might be causing, but I need to ask you a quick question.” 
 “Oh, Century. Is Davis having trouble adjusting?” she asks. 
 “No, ma’am, I do believe he’s fitting right in. This is about your brother, Richard.” 
 “Richie?” she repeats, sounding confused. “What about him?” 
 “Can you tell us where he lives?” 
 The phone goes silent for a very long moment, and the three men look at each other with a hint of confusion. “I don’t appreciate this joke,” Ms. Monk says, her tone cold. “I’m not sure where you get off, pretending to be the Hall leader—” 
 “I truly am Century, ma’am,” Century says. “I’m not sure why you think this is a joke. Your son says he’s been in contact with your brother regularly, and we would like to meet him, ourselves.” 
 “You’re taking this way too far, mister,” she snaps. “Quit pretending!” 
 “Then can you tell me what’s wrong?” Century asks. 
 “My brother, Richie, has been dead for fourteen years!” She hangs up, and the click seems to echo through the room for several seconds.  
 “Say what?” Nico says, finally. “Now I’m even more confused.” 
 “Is Mimic still in the Cape Cells?” Superior asks. 
 “He is,” Nico says. 
 “Any time traveler versions running around that we don’t know of?” 
 “Not that I’m aware of.” 
 “Then we have a problem,” Century says, saying what they’re all thinking. “Nico, start searching. We’re looking for an impostor that’s been doing this for long enough to fool a genius nephew.” 
 “Longer,” Nico says, “because her brother’s full name is Richard Davis Penski, and he’s in the SITEC files, as well. He just retired, recently.” 
 “SITEC?” Century repeats, his eyes widening slightly, “What does this have to do with SITEC?” 
   

***

   

“Here’s a question,” Ariel says as we run to the school. Doris wound up picking poor Davis up princess-style, because he’s super, super slow. Even Chooperic is faster than he is. “Doris and I started playing the game with the Technico and all that, right? So we were playing with Sandra the other day, and she took down one of Nico’s bases all on her own!” 
 “But that’s not a question,” I point out. 
 “She’s just fangirling,” Doris says. “She’s really fond of Sandra.” 
 “I want her to come down to this branch so we can fight together!” Ariel says excitedly. “But what I was GOING to say is, if she can resist lasers and all that so easily, couldn’t she actually go through one of Nico’s security fields?” 
 I almost trip, shocked by the question. “Not yet, but there’s a slim chance when she’s older…” Skye says. 
 “Wait, seriously?” I say, looking over at her. “You think so?” 
 “She reflects the lasers,” she tells me, nodding, “except she likes Nico, so she probably wouldn’t. Oh, but that means her mommy could do it, too, doesn’t it? But I’m pretty sure that there’s more to the security system than just lasers, since Nico is super duper paranoid. I’m so proud of him.” 
 “To be called paranoid by Queen of Paranoia, herself, it’s quite the honor,” Ariel agrees with a nod. 
 “I NEED A CROWN!” Skye declares. 
 “How can you STILL be joking like this?” Davis demands. “We should have told them his address! And if he hears that I ratted him out, he’s going to find a way to get to me! He’s not stupid, you know!” 
 “We almost had her distracted and everything,” Ariel complains as Skye’s expression goes blank for a second. 
 I look over at him. “So why DID you rat him out?” 
 “I don’t know!” he says, sounding frustrated. “I just don’t like the guy, okay? And if anyone can get rid of him, well, it’s the Hall, right?” 
 “So this time you’re using me as an excuse to get rid of the thorn in your side,” Skye says. “I’m really tired of being used as your stepping stone, Mavis.” This time she’s obviously messing up his name on purpose.  
 He gives her a dark look before looking away. He’s blushing slightly. “Can you blame me?” he asks, finally. 
 “Sure I can,” she says, “Especially for the fact that you’re trying to use people I love to do it. I TOTALLY blame you for that. You should have used Gin and Tonic, instead. He’s a stick in the mud.” 
 “Isotonic?” I ask, surprised. “I’ve never really talked to him…” 
 “His name is Gin and Tonic!” Skye says. “Like the drink!” 
 “No it’s not,” Doris says. “And you’re just trying to distract us, again, Skye. We need to have a serious talk after we’ve taken the kids home, got it?” 
 “You can just drop us off here, if you want,” Davis says. “It’s not like anyone’s going to bother us. They’re a lot more likely to notice the three of you.” 
 “We told my brother we’d take you to the school, and that’s what we’re going to do,” Skye says stubbornly. “Besides, it’s right over there,” she adds, motioning to the field in the distance. We turn slightly, heading for it, and pull to a stop as soon as we can feel the electric field. 
 “Skye should be able to go through the wall, too, right?” Ariel suddenly says. 
 “Nope,” Skye says, after looking at it for a long moment. “He does that variable vibration thing, too.” 
 “What?” Davis says, stunned. “I’M the one that invented that—” 
 “No you aren’t,” she says, “Nico did it before you did, I bet. All of his security fields are like that! But it wouldn’t affect Sandra.” 
 “I’M the genius here—” Davis starts out, looking like he’s going to throw a fit. 
 “You’re smart, sure,” Skye says, her expression going serious, “but you can’t hold a candle to a technopath that has to keep out phasers like me, shadow walkers like Shadowman, S-class capes like when Pop was going crazy and stuff, and all SORTS of people that might want to kidnap the babies of the super world. ESPECIALLY when he’s as paranoid as me! Ahhh, my brother’s amazing!” she says happily, doing a silly little dance, “Which is why you’re NEVER to tell him where to find that bully kidnapper.” 
 “Skye, if he’s smart enough to—” I reach over, tapping Doris on the shoulder before she can finish that thought and shaking my head. “Fine, no one tells Nico anything else. Now, we need to get back to our base and start getting ready for Carla’s sleepover.” 
 “Carla’s sleeping over? YAY!” Ariel says. 
 “We’re going to kidnap her,” Doris says. “Right, Carla?” 
 “Right!” I say happily. “It’s going to be a lot of fun!” 
 We wave as they run away, and I start for the entrance of the school, only to have my wrist grabbed by Davis. “Wait,” he says. 
 “What?” I ask, turning back to him. 
 “Can you… can I ask a favor?” He looks like he’s never said those words in his life, and they taste terrible. He’s literally making the same face that Vinny does when we force him to eat overly salty popcorn. If I wasn’t so worried about everything going on right now, I’d start to laugh. 
 “What?” I ask. 
 “Not here… um…” he looks at the “empty” cornfield and then tugs at my hand, leading me away from it. “How far do his cameras cover?” he whispers. 
 “Oh, probably a couple of miles, at least,” I say. He groans, and leads me to the nearest tree, as if hoping the leaves will at least give us some privacy. 
 “I don’t feel right just leaving Richard with the nanobytes,” he says as we nearly hug the trunk. “I know she said to not tell Century, but what if we just sneak into his house and steal my tech back? Then Richard won’t have the only tool he can use against her, anymore, and everything will be… back to the obsessive stalking routine.” 
 “Is that really the only thing you made him, though?” I ask. 
 “Before I came around, he didn’t have anything that would do what the nanobytes do. Sure, he had research, and a few prototypes, but they wouldn’t have worked as effectively. She could have figured out how to get free pretty easily.” 
 “So… you want us to break and enter into a norm’s house, and steal—” 
 “It’s not stealing if I’m the one that made them and he never paid for them,” he says. 
 “Isn’t possession nine tenths of the law?” I ask. He gives me a look. “Okay, okay… but you know where he lives and where he keeps the nanobytes, right? So why do you need my help?” 
 “Because he has cameras everywhere in his building. I can hack into his security system to turn them off, but only for so long. While they’re down for that minute or two, you’re fast enough to get in, get the nanobytes, and get out. I’m not. Besides, I need to do my part with the camera system. The last thing we need is for you to be seen as a criminal, right? You’re one of their precious ‘heroes.’” 
 I think about it for a second before nodding. “It would be a lot easier if we just told Nico, and he went over the house and blew up all the nanobots,” I point out. 
 “But then we’d have to tell him my uncle’s full name, right? He’s probably figuring it out right now, but it’s going to take some time to get permission to deal with him, since Uncle Richard’s a norm. I looked into the standard procedures when supers are dealing with civilians—it’s a LOT of red tape that they have to go through to do anything. Did you know that the systems were completely separate?” 
 “Of course they are,” I say. “Mastermental says that no norm prison could hold a super over D-class. Well, actually, first he said that if they tried to arrest me, he’d brainwash people into thinking he was their mayor and get me out, and then he’d change my identity and send me to another branch, but he was just teasing me.” 
 “Teasing you,” he repeats, staring at me. “Obviously he’s thought it through.” 
 “Well, yeah, but he doesn’t have to, since HE’S part of the board that rules over supers in the first place. It’s made up of all the Hall leaders and their second-in-commands, you know, like Max and Voltdrain. But I don’t think they usually bring in the second-in-commands for most of it.” 
 “How do you know all of this? I mean, I know it, because I found the files, but you… don’t seem like the type to sit down that long.” 
 “Oh, thank you, someone ELSE is calling me ADHD. But you know what? I LOVE ADHD people, and I can see why it’s so difficult to sit still in a LOT of situations. I’m thinking of setting up a program that might help them learn easier, if I can get Zoe to help me! I think that if we added physical stimuli to each of the lessons we could—” 
 “You’re getting distracted,” he whispers. 
 “Oh, sorry,” I say. 
 “We need to do this as soon as possible so people won’t notice that we’re gone. We’re already pushing that time frame just by standing here.” 
 “Oh, good point…” 
 “So will you do it?” 
 “I… I think we should tell Nico… but…” I say, wanting to do what’s right, but at the same time understanding exactly where Skye is coming from. I heard about what happened to Panther. We all did. It was funny, sure, that he had to run around pretending to be a hero, but it could have been so much worse. His wife could have been stuck running that place of theirs all on her own. His children could have grown up without a father, as well, because nobody can go visit at the Cape Cells… I don’t think that would happen to Nico if he went in and dealt with this norm, but it’s a pretty thin line, isn’t it? Nico does stuff that he shouldn’t all the time. I mean, look at the time he basically kidnapped an entire pizza place! Or the many times he’s either fried or wiped people’s phones because he didn’t want pictures taken! He doesn’t seem to even care about the line between norms and supers! And if it’s to protect one of his own, like Skye, he could just go off and do something a lot worse than robbing the guy. 
 But… if I do this, won’t I be crossing that line, myself? 
 “Look, I have a KEY to his house,” Davis says. “It’s not breaking and entering if you’re welcome to go into the place any time you want, right?” 
 “I don’t know—” 
 “They’re going to come out and check on us at any moment, now, so do you really want to just stand here and argue this, or do you want to actually do something that could help Skystep?” 
 “I want to help Skystep,” I say, but I still feel uneasy. 
 “Are you strong enough to carry me?” he asks. 
 “Yeah,” I say, turning so my back is to him. “Hop on.” I don’t feel right about what we’re about to do, but wouldn’t it be good? The sooner this guy doesn’t have a weapon that can be used against Skye, the better! I mean, I’m not sure they would be considered a weapon, since they’re more of a form of restraint, but it’s still something that can be used against her! And it’s not like we can just tell her to stay out of the public eye for a while, she will NEVER take that kind of advice. I mean, she’s probably out there, right now, doing something silly as we speak. 
 “I’m here,” he says against my ear and I almost jump out of my skin. I hadn’t even felt his weight! 
 “You need to eat more or something, boy, you weigh less than my little brothers!” I tell him. “Now how do we get there?” 
 “Just because I’m not a burly type super—” 
 “My brothers aren’t supers, yet,” I say. 
 He sighs and points. “That way,” he says. Clearly that argument isn’t something he plans on having at the moment. 
 “You at least weigh more than my sisters do!” I try to comfort him as I start to run. I hear him choke a bit and realize that he might be having trouble breathing at these speeds. I guess I should just let the topic go. “How are you going to stop his cameras? Do we need to stop somewhere and get a computer? Or maybe you could borrow my comm-bracelet, but if you did that I’m pretty sure that Nico would notice…” 
 Instead of replying, he points to a street that’s coming up, so I turn, following his silent instructions. We finally pull to a stop as he points to a house at the end of a street in the suburbs. Beyond that house looks to be an abandoned field. Mostly it’s full of dead grass and a lot of weeds. I wonder why a genius scientist would pick such a crappy piece of land. The house isn’t even that nice looking. I bet it’s only got two bedrooms.  
 “So?” I ask as he slides off of my back. 
 “So I have a stash,” he says, turning and heading away from the house. He stops and starts kicking the dirt at the base of a tree to unearth a ratty looking backpack. He crouches down and starts digging through it, pulling out a tablet, a keyboard, and a drone. “Okay,” he says. “I should be ready in three minutes. While I’m doing this, you need to memorize the layout, so… ah, here it is,” he says, pulling out a few sheets of paper and laying them on the ground. He moves them slightly so they line up to show two different levels of floors. “This is the upper floor. Right there is the entrance to his underground lab.” 
 I look at the larger layout, my eyes widening as I realize that it’s got to be at least two times larger than the house layout. “What in the world… is that what’s under the field?” I ask him. 
 “Yeah,” he says. “Uncle Richard spent an arm and a leg, claiming that he wants a fallout shelter for the next big disaster. Nobody seemed to think he was all that crazy, considering where we live. He was rich enough to afford it, too.” 
 “So… even though his ‘fallout shelter’ was twice as big as his house, nobody cared?” I ask. 
 “This is Texas,” he says, sounding faintly amused. “’Paranoia, bibles, and guns’ might as well be the state logo.” 
 “Really,” I say, not believing him. 
 “Absolutely,” he says. “Have you memorized the layout yet?” 
 “A long, long, looooong time ago,” I tell him. “Do you know how slow life can seem, sometimes? It’s like it’s constantly dragging on and you want to hit the fast forward button, but it doesn’t work.” 
 “Um… yeah, sure,” he says. “Either way, here’s the key…” he digs through the bag and pulls out a rusty metal key. “When I signal, you go in through here, to the basement, and then enter into the secret lab here. The passcode for the secret lab is 1918, although I have no idea why. I asked him a few times, even about historical things that happened, and he never would tell me. It’s not even in his files. Once you get into the lab head to this station, here. There’s a lock on the door, but if you jiggle it a few times it should pop open. That’s where you’ll find a canister full of the nanobytes. Get them, get out.” 
 “But what if he’s there?” I ask, looking at the house with trepidation. “It’s the middle of the day, and he works from home, right? Otherwise, why would he have such a big lab?” 
 “Does it really matter? Aren’t you fast enough not to be seen by norm eyes?” he asks. “But right about now is his weekly trip to the store. He should be coming out in five… four… three…” he’s looking at his watch as he’s counting down.  
 “I’m not going to go in while he’s there!” I stop as I hear a creaking sound and look over as the garage door of the house opens and a car backs out. He tugs me behind the tree. 
 “See? I’ve got his routine memorized. It wasn’t hard. He’s an extremely regimented man. You can set your clock by him. I’m absolutely positive that he scheduled in that trip to try and kidnap Skystep,” he says, clearly not impressed by such rigidity. “Truthfully, just one quick read through of the villainy handbook points out exactly what I’ve known for a very long time. Being too regimented is dangerous,” he says. 
 “How long does his shopping trip last?” I ask. 
 “Thirty minutes,” he says. “That’s more than enough time, don’t you think?” 
 I nod, feeling an icy ball developing in my stomach. There are several reasons I’ve never seriously considered going villain. One is because the last thing I want is for my little brothers and sisters to see me as a bad example, and honestly that extends to all of the kids in the world. I will never choose to become a bad example! I’m a good girl with lots of people watching me and looking up to me! At least that’s what I’m aiming for, and— 
 “Time is ticking, Carla, and the cameras are down… in ten… nine…” Davis stops as he sees my face, letting out a groan. “Consider this a way to rescue a friend, if it’s really that big of a deal. You’re venturing into the VILLAIN’S hideout, remember? And GO!” 
 “OH!” I say, as it finally clicks. “Oh, then I can do THAT!” I grip the key and race for the house, my mind filled with images of breaking into a secret lab of a dastardly villain. Even if he’s a norm, he still totally counts as a villain! He tried to kidnap Skye! NOBODY kidnaps Skye! (Well, actually a couple of people have kidnapped Skye, but not on my watch!) 
 I unlock the door and head into the house, making sure to close it behind me. If any nosy neighbors are watching, a swinging open door is a red flag. They don’t realize they’re living next to a villain, so they might think I’m doing something bad. I head through the front room to the basement door and finally reach the discreet looking entrance behind the swinging bookshelf. My mental countdown is running, as I reach the door to the secret lab and type in the passcode, 1918. It’s obviously a year that means something to the guy, right? It doesn’t seem like something that’s just been randomly generated. I shove that thought down and enter the lab, racing through the tables even as the automatic lights come up. 
 “Help…” I pull to a stop, shocked as I hear that word. There shouldn’t be anyone down here, right? “Please… help me,” the voice says, but his tone says he doesn’t expect anything. “I don’t care if you steal everything here, just… please…” 
 I see the cabinet with the canister of nanobytes right in front of me. I can jiggle the lock, grab the canister, and— 
 “Please,” he whispers, and I smell tears. 
 I have thirty minutes, I tell myself. That’s more than enough time to save this man and get the nanobytes. I turn and head towards the sound of his voice.  
   




CHAPTER THIRTEEN


“So… you’re saying that Richard Penski retired just recently,” Nico says. He and Century are standing in front of Mr. Cage’s desk. There’s a slight tick in Nico’s jaw, because he’s been scanning the business’s files without the other man realizing it, and Century is starting to notice. He’s probably going to get yelled at, but he doesn’t care. “According to his sister, he’s been dead for fourteen years.” 
 “Oh, her,” Mr. Cage says. “Truthfully, if I was her sibling, I would have faked my own death, as well. Look, Richard Penski is a strange… fellow, but he’s not dead, and it couldn’t have been an impersonator, since in order to even get into the parts of the building where he worked, he had several physical parts scanned for clearance.” 
 “Those can be copied,” Nico says silently, looking over at Century. 
 “You’re thinking Mimic, again?” Century asks. 
 “Just because he’s the one we know of doesn’t mean he’s the only one. I mean, we’ve got Morgan right over at the school. He’s a long lived guy. There could easily be other kids.” 
 “That’s… actually worth considering,” Century admits. “And it isn’t as if that line is the only one with shape shifting capabilities.” 
 “Look, don’t you think his coworkers would notice if he started acting strangely?” Mr. Cage says, sounding irritated. “I really think that the problem is his sister. Either she lied to you, or he lied to her.” 
 “Except wouldn’t Skye have noticed if he was a cape?” Nico asks. 
 “Hmm…” Century goes on to speak in normal tones, turning his attention to Mr. Cage. “Antony, you might be right. She might have lied to us, it’s very possible, or he might have lied to her. We don’t have a truth-testing super on the docket, so we can’t know for sure. Either way, could you tell us where we can find this Richard Penski, now?” 
 “Of course,” Mr. Cage says, “but if you could keep this between us, I’d appreciate it.” He turns to his computer, only to stop and look at it for a second. “I wouldn’t be doing this for anyone other than you, Century, you realize that,” he says after the pause. A few seconds later his printer starts up and he turns to grab the sheet that it spits out. “This is his last known address. I can’t promise he’s still there, but it’s what I’ve got.” 
 Nico reaches out and takes the paper. “Thanks,” he says, turning and heading for the door. 
 “We appreciate it,” Century says. 
 “Can you tell me why you’re so interested in him?” Mr. Cage asks. “As far as I can recall, he was too busy with his studies to draw the attention of the Hall.” 
 “We’re just following some leads,” Century says, “nothing to be concerned about.” 
 They leave, and Mr. Cage brings up the security feed to make sure they’re out of the building before calling his security chief. “Scan the files, see what he was looking at,” he orders sharply. 
 “What?” the security chief says. “Sir, no one was logged on except for the usual suspects.” 
 “One, you really need to stop calling them that, and two, we just were visited by a technopath. There is no doubt in my mind that he looked at our files. You had better have been VERY thorough on cleaning up that mess from a week ago, got it?” 
 “Of course I was, sir!” 
 “You’d better have been.” 
   

***

   

Something tells me that Davis didn’t even know about this door. It wasn’t in the blueprints that he made me memorize, and it doesn’t even look like a door, it looks like a metal box of some sorts. I pry at the edges of the box, searching for some sort of handle. The only reason I’m even bothering is because I can still hear someone quietly crying from behind it. “I’m coming,” I say. “It’s okay. I’m going to get you out of there soon.” 
 “You can hear me?” he asks with a hint of surprise. “I’ve been calling for so long, but the only one that could hear me was him—or her—or whatever they want to be.” 
 I find a tiny switch and I tug and poke at it until I feel it move. The metal plate swings open, revealing stairs. I start down them. At the bottom of the steps it opens to a large concrete room. It stinks down here, and the only light is a bare bulb swinging from a wire overhead. There’s a man sitting on a cot against the wall. He’s dirty, and has a beard that’s well past his stomach, and not one of those deliberate beards that are everywhere nowadays, this one looks like he’s got a pet rat living in it. 
 He looks at me with watery eyes. “You came,” he whispers, getting to his feet and almost falling over as he heads towards me. “Someone actually came. It’s been so long—” 
 “It’s okay, mister, it’s okay,” I say, trying not to cringe when he touches me. He smells SO bad. There’s a toilet and a sink in the corner, but no soap to be seen. The only furnishings are a cot and a wobbly looking table holding an old box style TV and a clay doll. “We need to get out of here,” I tell him. “We only have a little bit of time before he comes back.” 
 “You’re right, you’re right,” he says, straightening and almost falling over again. “Sorry, I—I haven’t eaten in… a week or two, I forgot the last time he remembered to bring something down.” 
 “It’s okay,” I say, slipping my shoulder under his arm and helping him up the stairs slowly. I’m fighting the urge to pick him up and run, but he feels even lighter than Davis had been. He’s over six feet tall, so that means he’s all skin and bones, right? It would be far too easy to break one of his bones by accident. “Mister, can you tell me your name?” I ask. 
 “It’s Richard,” he says, “Richard Penski.” 
 I’m so stunned that I don’t notice that someone’s reached the door before it slams shut right ahead of us. I hear a click, and I realize that it’s been locked. Not even a half second later, I hear a hissing sound and I turn, seeing a puff of gas starting to enter the room. It hangs low, clinging to the floor for now, but I doubt it will stay there forever. Something about it sends a chill down my spine. 
 We’re stuck down here, in a concrete cell. Memories of my days in the zoo come crashing back as Richard lets out a moan of despair. In my mind’s eye I’m once again stuck in the glass walls. My heart starts doing double time and I find it hard to breathe. 
   

***

   

“What’s taking her so long?” Davis mutters. At any moment the cameras will switch over to a random frequency, and he’ll have to start all over again. He’s already running a program to determine the next setting. Sure, he’d set it up, but there are several different layers of randomization that are used. He could probably remember them, if he had the time to focus, but he doesn’t have that sort of time. It’s been two minutes already, and he’d expected her to be out an entire minute ago. He needs those nanobytes. Just stopping Skystep is only ONE of the functions he created them for, and he can’t afford to underestimate his uncle. They could be looking at a very dangerous situation, and it would be all Davis’s fault. 
 If he’s going to be the one at fault, he at least wants to be the one doing it in the first place! Besides, being in the school has opened up a whole new world for the boy genius. The computer systems that the kids play that silly game on is more advanced than anything he’s ever seen. He even found his way into some of the Hall files from his bedroom after he’d quit gaming the first night. It was almost like they were just waiting for him to stumble across them! For having such a secure system, they’re pretty reckless with their high security files. 
 “And… the cameras are back up,” he mutters as his computer screen starts to flash again. He taps on the keyboard quickly, even as the feed from the cameras come up in front of him. “Where…” he says, focusing on the camera feed for a bit. “Where did she go? Wait—” he jumps to his feet, shoving the tablet and keyboard into the backpack. The run to the door seems to take forever, especially since he’d experienced just how fast Carla is a few minutes ago. He needs to go faster— 
 Before he can open the front door, it swings open on its own and a hand reaches out, grabbing him by the shirt. “What took so long, nephew?” his uncle asks as he pulls him in. “I’ve been waiting.” 
 “But you went—” 
 “Do you really think I didn’t know you were coming? For being a genius, you’re pathetically foolish. It’s almost a shame that I’m going to have to take you out of their stupid cape games. You’d fit right in. I’ve been expecting you to turn on me for years, Davis. I was actually a little disappointed that it took you this long to get up the nerve to try. Oh, but of course it did. You’d never do something that might put YOU in harm’s way. You needed a patsy.” 
 “I wasn’t doing anything,” Davis says, through gritted teeth, his mind rushing. One thing isn’t adding up, though. How can a norm hold him so easily? Sure, the supers that he’s run into could, but his uncle isn’t— 
 “DAVIS! RUN!” he hears Carla shout from below. It’s barely loud enough for him to hear. “THAT’S NOT YOUR UNCLE!” 
 “Oh dear, oh dear, finally someone caught on,” the man holding him says. 
 “You’re insane,” Davis says, feigning calm. When he’s older, he’ll be able to handle this sort of thing without blinking, he promises himself, but right now he’s inwardly freaking out. “Who ARE you?” 
 “Davis! I am your FATHER!” he says, “No, no, I can’t even say that with a straight face. I’ll tell you exactly who I am, you little brat,” he asks, shifting Davis so he’s carrying him under his arm. He heads through the lab to a metal box in the back, touching the side of the front panel and letting the door swing open. “I’m one of the poor saps that your real uncle did his cute little experiments on,” he says before throwing Davis into the pit.  
 “Please,” a voice whispers from the dark room that Davis fell into. “Please… you can keep the kids… just let me out.” 
 “Oh, no, Richard, that’s not about to happen.” The door slams closed, leaving them in the pitch black darkness. 

 


***

   
 I’m panicking, but so are they. I can hear Davis’s heartbeat from here, it’s pounding so hard, and the smell of sweat and fear permeates the room. That gas is starting to fill the room, and I let out a little cough. I need to breathe. I need to do what Ken taught me to do to calm myself down. No, it’s not singing a My Little Pony song, although I HAVE tried that little breathing out exercise a few times. Unfortunately it’s just not as effective in high speed. 
 “What was it… what was it… Yea though I walk through the valley of the shadow of…” I get that far before groaning at how stupid I’m being. DUH. Shadows? I know a guy that walks through shadows—I’ve still got a serious crush on him, you know? Besides, I’m pretty sure I can break out of this place. It’s not a rocket resistant door, and I’m a lot faster and stronger than I was before. But that gas… 
 “He did it again,” Richard moans, curled up in a ball on the steps. “I can’t go on like this,” he whimpers.  
 “Who is that guy?” Davis asks me. His heartbeat is slowing, and I wonder if he’s caught on to the same thing I’m thinking. 
 “Richard Penski,” I say. “Who was that guy?” I ask him, motioning to the stairs. 
 “One of his experiment subjects,” Davis says, waving a hand at Richard. His tone is going to that cynical, annoying tone that says he thinks he’s superior to everyone around him. “Are you going to get us out of here or not?” he asks me, only to start coughing as he glances to the gas that’s rapidly rising. “What’s that… oh, crap, not that stuff. Wait, why is it so concentrated?” His eyes widen as he stares at it with horror, swallowing loudly before covering his face with his shirt. 
 “Do you really think that I’d leave you with your powers?” The screen on the antique looking television in the corner lights up, and the fake Richard Penski appears on it. “Oh, no, Davis, I know just how much trouble you can be if I leave you with idle hands. You’re too much like your uncle—your REAL uncle. You should thank him, by the way. He’s part of the reason you’re losing your powers right now. And you… you’re that hyper whatever girl, aren’t you? Breaking into someone’s house, shame on you!” 
 “My principal will be coming for me!” I tell him, only to cough and ruin the drama. “Just count your seconds, Mister Meany, because you’re going down!” He starts laughing and the screen goes black again. 
 “Great comeback,” Davis says, although his sarcasm is muffled by his shirt, “do you take classes for that?” 
 “Why yes, yes I do!” I say, doing one of my favorite Star Spangled poses, before I start coughing again. Look, I’ve got the fastest metabolism in my school, or, well, CLOSE to it. I don’t know how fast the twins are. But either way, my system will process this stuff quickly! 
 But until then… I think I need to sit down for a bit. My head is swimming and it feels like all of my energy has run out. 
 “I have to thank you, Davis,” the man on the screen goes on, holding up a canister, “I might be smart, but I would never have been able to create these without your help.” 
 “Those are MINE!” Davis yells, only to cough so hard that he falls to his hands and knees. 
 “No, these are all mine. I’ve got plans for these little nanobytes. But since the girl is right, I really do need to get going. I’m sure the gas won’t kill you… at least I think it won’t.” And he runs, leaving the camera filming an empty room. 
 “Can I call Nico NOW?” I demand, tapping on my comm-bracelet. 
 “That won’t work. He’s jamming—“ 
 “We’re coming, Carla,” Nico says over the comm-bracelet. “The address that we were given was a fake. Remind me to put you on cleanup duty for a year, though.” 
 “What? I didn’t—” I stop, because that would be lying. The gas is up past my chest now. The smell is starting to make me feel nauseous. I’ve never been sick before. I think this might be what it feels like, because I feel like I’m burning up and the coughing won’t stop. I try to cover it with my hand, but it doesn’t help, and something hot and drippy hits my fingers. I bring my hand up to look. “Blood?” 
 “You have to… come… get us first…” Davis says, as his arms and legs go out from under him. He face plants right into the stairs and starts to cough hard. “We’re… going to… die. He poured a year’s… worth in.” 
 What? I mean, I’m coughing, sure, and there might be a bit of blood, but this is temporary. I can definitely get used to it. I’m kind of surprised that I haven’t gotten used to it, yet, actually. 
 “You need to… catch him. We’ll be fine,” I say, only to start coughing even harder.  
 “I improved it,” Davis says, and I hear Nico say a word that he’d get in trouble for at school. “But he… used ALL of it.” 
 “We’re on our way,” Superior says. “Carla, stay with us. We’ll be there in two seconds.” 
 “One…” I whisper, the urge to cough leaving, the urge to sleep taking over. The blood on my hand seems to be glowing in my mind, even though I’m not even looking at it, now. 
 I hear metal screeching and turn, looking up at the door as Superior appears. “Don’t!” Davis says as he steps onto the stairs. Superior looks around with a hint of disgust and then holds out his hands. The air clears with a twist and a snap of the clouds that surround us.  
 “Hello, kid,” he says, walking straight past Davis and scooping me up in a princess hold. He stares at me for a second, and I can feel my powers come back. My natural healing kicks in, and my energy returns. A little smile pulls at his lips as I look up at him.  
 “My hero,” I say, batting my lashes at him. He lets out a laugh as he places me on my feet. He looks at me for a moment, until he seems satisfied with what he sees. He turns his attention to Davis. 
 “Where’s Nico? Did he capture the bad guy?” I ask. “Oh, right. That guy isn’t Richard Penski, HE’S Richard Penski. He’s been held captive down here for a really long time, I think. That guy is one of the people that he experimented on, probably before he captured Skye. I’ve got NO idea what his powers are, except that he can shape shift into other people, obviously.” 
 He seems to be ignoring me as he stands over Davis, so I stop talking. He probably needs to concentrate, right? Davis stops coughing, and I let out a sigh of relief, only to stare in shock as Superior makes him float with a flick of his finger, suspending the boy in the air. “You brought a little girl here, where you KNEW there was a gas like that?” he demands coldly. “Do you realize what you just risked?” 
 “He left. I swear he left,” Davis chokes out. “And it was never meant to be used like that. I programmed it to be released slowly.” 
 “Obviously he didn’t follow your programming.” He turns, looking at the frail man still huddled on the steps. “You,” he says, “have a lot to explain. Nicolas, have you found him?” 
 “No,” Nico says after a long stretch of silence. “He’s carrying a ton of machines, right?” 
 “He has the nanobytes,” Davis says, squirming a bit where he’s still floating in the air. 
 “Then… there’s something we REALLY need to know,” Nico says, “because I can’t find them.” 
   




CHAPTER FOURTEEN


“You’re kidding, right?” Davis says, pretty much expressing what Superior and I are thinking, I think, because we’re all just staring at Nico like he’s crazy. “You’re a technopath, right? Is this some sort of stupid ploy to add a cliffhanger? We don’t NEED a cliffhanger! We’re not even being filmed!” 
 “It’s not a ploy to add a cliffhanger,” Nico says, staring at the ground instead of us. I would say he was being sheepish, but that doesn’t match his expression. If anything, he looks angry. “I sensed something faint entering the earth, and then all of the signals were abruptly cut off. I even went to the upper atmosphere to check—I can see underground things just as easily as I can see anything else… but they’re not there. Did they have a kill switch?” 
 “I really doubt he destroyed them,” Davis says, sounding as if the very idea is ridiculous. “Those are perfect masterpieces, with the capability of being used for so much more than a stupid net for Skystep!” 
 “What’s his power, mister?” I say, turning my attention to the man sitting at the table, eating a sandwich I made him. We’re still at the house, waiting for Century to show up. He said he wanted to hear everything. I’m getting impatient. 
 “He…” Richard swallows the last bite and chugs down a glass of milk before going on, “he’s the first cape that we did a study on, but I swear… he came to us.” He looks over at Nico and Superior. “He wanted help. I just tried to give it to him.” 
 “And my little sister? Did she ‘want help’?” Nico asks.  
 “I don’t recall ever doing anything to a person that looks like you,” Richard says. “I’m sure I would remember dealing with a technopath.” 
 “I’m talking about Skystep,” Nico says, moving closer. I look over at Superior, because if anyone can stop Nico, it’s him, right? But he’s got a smile on his face that sends a chill down my spine. He’s not going to do anything, is he? I let out a silent sigh. 
 “Skystep was a problem child for everyone around her,” Richard says. “She was a danger to both herself and all of the people involved with her. I’m certain that you’ve come to realize that, by now, or are you supers really as oblivious as you pretend to be on television?” 
 “She’s not a danger!” I say. Wait, wasn’t I the one that was supposed to be protecting him? Whoops… but he just made me mad! “She’s perfectly fine, and an extremely professional super villain! She always arrives on time for work, she’s never hurt a norm, and she’s taking very good care of her new partners! And they take good care of her!” 
 He looks at me with a pitying expression that makes me want to punch him. “It seems even the younger generation of supers are blind to the truth.” I pull back a hand, about to slap him, but stop as Davis grabs my wrist. 
 “You could kill him,” he says. “And as much as he might irritate you, we need to know what he knows.” 
 “You… I know who the pigtail girl is, I’ve seen her on TV, but who are you?” Richard asks Davis. 
 “Your nephew,” Davis says. 
 “Are you sure?” Richard asks. “I really can’t see Gloria doing something that would ruin her figure, such as having children.” 
 “Now he’s accusing me of being adopted,” Davis says, only to stop and think about it. “No, I think I would prefer that, actually.” 
 “We’ve gotten distracted,” Nico says. “Who is he and what powers does he have?” 
 “He calls himself Clay,” Richard says, leaning back in his chair and looking around. “He’s somewhat similar to an earth mimic.” 
 “Like Sandra?” I say, looking over at Nico. 
 “How does he change to look like you?” Nico asks him, not answering my question just yet. 
 “He can change to look like anyone,” he says. “Of course he had trouble keeping his form when I first started working with him, but after a series of experiments, we figured out how to keep his forms stable and increase his chemical bonding capabilities. I still don’t understand why he’s so enraged. I’m the reason he could do all of this in the first place.” 
 The entire room turns and stares at him, including me. “Why is he so obsessed with Skye?” I ask. 
 “Ah, you know, I really don’t know,” Richard says. “He seems to see her as a sibling, of sorts. You know, like you do.” He looks at Nico, pointedly. “There must be a strange obsession with family in the super world. It doesn’t make any sense to me. The fact that you came from the same womb might be undeniable in certain relationships, but it isn’t something to obsess over. I might have come from the same womb as Gloria, but I have virtually nothing in common with her aside from that. Is it truly any wonder that I faked my death? She continuously kept calling me, demanding both my money and time.” 
 “As fascinating as all of this is, can we PLEASE get back to the subject at hand?” Nico demands as the door opens behind him. I look up, blinking in surprise as I’m pulled into a hug that I didn’t even see coming. I let out a yelp and start to struggle until I recognize the hug and the smell of Century’s aftershave. 
 “I’m so sorry, darlin’,” he says, right next to my ear.  
 “Do you really think that’s appropriate, Charles?” I hear Superior ask. I can’t reply, since suddenly it feels like a dam has broken inside of me. I didn’t even realize I was holding it in, but all of a sudden I’m sobbing like a child. I almost died. I can acknowledge that, now that I feel safe.  
 “I coughed up blood and that gas took away my abilities. I felt so weak…”  
 “I know,” Century says, rubbing my back. “Just let it out.” 
 “An-and I was supposed to-to recover, but I DIDN’T!” I wail as he sits down, still holding me. “My metab-metabolism…” 
 “I redid the gas to work on Skystep,” I hear Davis say from a distance. “It was supposed to stop an S-class cape. I didn’t think it would be used on someone weaker, I swear. And it was too concentrated. I meant for it to be released slowly over a long period of time. You can check the computer yourself, if you don’t believe me.” 
 “There was BLOOD,” I say, sniffling pathetically. “Century, I coughed up blood.” 
 “And you say you’re the one that made the gas like that,” Century says. I can’t see him, but I know he’s looking at Davis in an accusatory manner. 
 “It wouldn’t have made Skystep cough up blood,” Davis says defensively, “and like I said, what he poured into the room was meant to last at least a year.” 
 “I see,” Century says, still rubbing my back as his tone goes cold. “Son, you and I are going to need to have a very long chat one of these days.” 
 “We need to find this clay man,” Nico says. “Skye, can you come here?” 
 I pull away from Century’s hug, wiping at my tears. This is embarrassing. I haven’t cried like that since I got out of the zoo. I was only in the gas chamber for a few minutes… but we’ve already discussed just how long a few minutes can seem to me. “I want to help,” I say. 
 “While we appreciate the sentiment, I’m afraid that this is something for the adults to handle, sweetheart,” Century says. “We can bring Rocco in, and I’ll have Shadowman sent down from the North Hall. Isotonic’s been complaining about being saddled with him for a while, now. It’ll be good to have him owe me a favor.” 
 “I NEED to help, Century,” I say, practically begging. “I can’t do the same thing I did with Collector. I need to make sure he’s taken care of with my own eyes. You understand, right?” 
 “Darlin’…” Century says, and I can practically see him cave to my big gold eyes. I’m not bragging or anything, but I’m VERY good at puppy dog eyes. I’m not quite as good as my little sisters are, but I’m good.  
 “I’ll be sure to stream it,” Nico says, walking over to me. Pooh, I think irritably. The puppy dog eyes don’t work on him, huh. “You need to work on your poker face, kiddo, you’re obviously irritated with me,” he says, grinning slightly. 
 “I can help!” I say, giving up the cajoling. “I’m tough, and I’m fast, and wouldn’t it make the Nemeses look really good if their temporary junior member had a hand in capturing a devious villain?” 
 “If we just send them back, they’re likely to sneak out like they did for this,” Superior points out.  
 “EXACTLY!” I agree, with a good dollop of self-righteous posing and nodding. “It’s my duty as a super hero!” 
 “That’s why we should send them with Skye’s girls,” Superior finishes, much to my shock. I give him a look, which he shrugs off far too easily. “We’ll set that atrocity of a pet you gave them to guard the two, they won’t get out that easily, not even with the imitation technopath, over there.” 
 “Good point,” Nico says. He looks over as someone comes through the ceiling. “Skye, not bad on the timing—” 
 “YOU!” Skye roars, launching herself at Richard. Her hands are around his throat by the time I grab her waist and try to pull her away. 
 “Skye!” Superior says. Skye goes perfectly still, as if frozen in place. “Let him go.” 
 “But he’s the one that did all of those things to me!” she says. 
 “Part of it, yes, but not the cameras,” Nico says. “The cameras were done by a super.” 
 “A what?” she repeats, looking at him. “A SUPER was stalking me?” 
 “Yeah,” Nico says. “We’ve got a bit of a mimic situation.” 
 “Not HIM again!” she says after a few seconds of staring at him. “What is WITH all these repeat villains?” 
 “Skye,” Nico says. 
 “Can’t we get some new blood in here? How about a more traditional type villain? You know, one of those cat carrying types? The types where you never see their faces and they’re always threatening to hit people with rockets? Besides, I’ve never even MET Mimic, so shouldn’t he be stalking someone that’s foiled his plans in the past? Like you did!” 
 “I said it was a mimic situation, not that it was Mimic. This one’s an Earth Mimic.” 
 “What, like Ariel?” she asks. “Well, I guess that’s a LITTLE different… but we’re still pushing it!” 
 “Agreed. I’d prefer a rocket launching cat-lover once in a while, as well,” Nico says. 
 “REALLY, Nico?” Superior asks, raising an eyebrow. 
 “I can deal with a rocket.” 
 “Skye, can you find an earth mimic?” Superior interrupts. “I’m calling in the shadow walkers, as well. The sooner we find him, the better.” 
 “I can find him…” she says, frowning as she looks over at Richard Penski. “But only if you give HIM to me.” 
 “No deal,” Nico says. 
 “You can’t do anything to him, you’ll get thrown into the Cape Cells!” she protests. “And I OWE him for everything he did-unless it wasn’t him that did it? Did this earth guy experiment on me?” she demands. 
 “No, I was the one that experimented on you,” Richard says. Everyone else in the room turns and stares darkly at him. “Really, do you think that buffoon had the intelligence to find out how your powers work? No, he ruined my career by pretending to be me. Now I’m seen as some sort of crackpot used-to-be, I’m sure. The last paper that he published was pure rubbish!” 
 “I hate him,” Skye says to Superior. 
 “Hate is a strong word,” Century says, but it sounds more like he’s reciting for a kid’s show than really meaning anything by it. “It might be an accurate word, in this case, but it’s still a strong word.” 
 “Charles, if she hates the guy, she hates the guy. Considering what he did, well…” Superior looks at Skye. “How about we give him to your mother, instead?” he offers. 
 “YES!” Skye says, jumping into the air. “Do that! She’s supposed to be dead, anyway, so they can’t do anything to her!” 
 “You’re sadistic,” Century says. 
 “I know for a fact that Skystep has no mother,” Richard says, looking from one person to the other. 
 “Oh, she’s got a mom,” Nico says. “Now, go find the earth mimic, Skye.” 
 “I’m on it!” she says, diving into the floor. 
 “You aren’t really going to hand him over to Tatiana, are you?” Century asks when she’s gone. “I adore the woman, but I wouldn’t want to be on her bad side.” 
 “We’ll see,” Superior says. He turns, looking at Nico. “Where are the other two?”  
 “Doesn’t look like they got the message,” Nico says. “Pop, you can take them back to the school. Make sure Carla doesn’t make a run for it.” 
 “I would never!” I lie, posing. “I’m a super hero.” 
 “That’s exactly why you would,” he says. Superior walks over, herding both Davis and me out of the building.  
 “We can’t give him to Tatiana,” I hear Century say behind us. “She’s already overprotective of Skye.” 
 “That’s because Skye’s the cutest of her kids,” Nico says. “You could give him to me, instead.” 
 “We need to contact the norm police, I’m afraid. This is out of our jurisdiction. As it stands now, all we’ve done is save him. We should keep it that way.” 
 “True…” 
 I look up at Superior, who has a hard-to-read expression on his face, and then tug him away from the house for a while. Davis trots along behind, glancing over his shoulder a few times with a confused look.  
 “What happened?” Davis asks me. 
 “They’re going to call the cops,” I say as quietly as possible while letting him hear. “It’s the right thing to do, but Skye isn’t going to be happy…” 
 “You mean about the guy that’s been locked up?”  
 “Yeah, since he’s a norm.” 
 “My mom will find out that he faked his death… but that doesn’t matter right now.” He looks at Superior, urgently. “He has the nanobytes, Mister… whoever you are. Do you have any idea what he could do with a container of nanobytes? If they send Skye after him, it’s like they’re GIVING her to him! We can’t leave it like that.” 
 “My son built an external power blocker to stop super powers from affecting the wearer. She’s got one. The nanobytes shouldn’t work…” 
 “IF they were a super power,” Davis says. “Those aren’t super powers. They’re technology. Are we really going to risk it?” 
 “Don’t you just want to get the nanobytes back for yourself?” I accuse him. “You already almost killed us once for those things.” 
 “Yes, I want to get them back! But more importantly, I want to get them away from him! If he’s an earth mimic, do you know what sort of messed up things he could do with them? Regardless of what that Richard said, he’s not stupid. He’ll figure out how to reprogram them.” 
 “You two need to go back to the school,” Superior says. 
 “Do we really have time for that?” Davis demands. “Either he’s reprogramming them now, or Skye is finding him and he’s using them to capture her! I can stop the nanobytes. There’s a backdoor to the programming that I put in, myself.” 
 “Nico will find something like that easily,” Superior points out. 
 “Yes…” Davis stops, looking irritated. “This was partially my fault. I should at least be able to help. And all of this is wasting time that we could use to find Skystep!” 
 Superior wraps an arm around my waist and around Davis’s shoulders, and then he taps on his watch. I don’t even have time to complain before we’re standing in front of the cornfield that’s actually Cape High South in disguise. “Go on, and don’t come back out until this is over,” he says, pushing both of us forward. 
 “Superior,” I say, dodging his push and racing several feet away. “I’m going to help! If I stay here, all I’ll do is worry and replay being stuck in that basement over and over again, surrounded by people that… that aren’t family. I don’t want to do that.” 
 “Fine… you’re right, and I don’t have time to argue any longer. Boy, you go inside. Carla, you’re coming with me.” 
 “But they’re MY nanobytes!” 
 “You’re weak,” Superior says bluntly. “The only thing you’ve got that might contribute is your brain, and even that isn’t fully developed. In ten years, you’ll be somewhat impressive in your own way, but right now you will just slow us down.” 
 “Who are YOU to tell me something like that?” Davis demands. “You’ve got no right to look down on me like that!” 
 “Davis,” I say, “he’s Superior. And ten years is really impressive when you’re only twelve. Nico says I’ve still got a lot of growing to do, too.” 
 “Superior is dead,” Davis says.  
 “Some rumors are greatly exaggerated,” Superior says. “But if anyone asks, I still am. Now go in, boy, because you’re wasting time.” 
 Davis glares at him before turning and walking through the security field. “Why are you really willing to bring me?” I ask as soon as Davis disappears. 
 “I plan on throwing you at Skye to stop her from killing her stalker,” Superior says, scooping me up in one arm like a child and taking to the air. “Any arguments?” 
 I think about it for all of a second before shaking my head. “Nope, none at all.” 
   

***


 


*Sixteen years ago* 
   
 Richard Penski tugs on the tie that’s been strangling him all day, heading through the parking lot to his car. It’s past midnight again. It’s the third time this week that he’s worked this late, but he’s on to something large. The concept of containing supers against their will has been one of the burning topics around the world. Of course, when he says world, he means the scientific community. It doesn’t help that the Hall has recently been revealed to have a way of doing it. He doesn’t know where they got the technology, but it DOES prove that it can be done. And after several months of experimentation and research, he’s come up with a few theories of HOW they do it. 
 His favorite is the gas type of restraint. A certain substance that can either be breathed in or attach to the skin, which interferes with their powers. It’s messy, yes, but if it doesn’t affect the normal civilians, well, it seems quite useful, especially in situations where a super is going on a rampage. They would merely have to gas the super in question, not worrying about the crowd. 
 “Help…” At first he doesn’t even hear the word, his mind is too preoccupied dreaming up situations where his gas might come in handy, but then it comes again. “Help… me.” 
 Richard doesn’t hesitate before speeding up, heading straight for his car and pulling his keys out of his pocket. The theory of parking this far away from the building is logical. He doesn’t have the time or inclination to go to the gym, so he must get his daily exercise in another way. Walking to and from the car is sufficient, as long as he has a well-balanced diet. Now, though, he’s regretting that choice. “Please,” the man moans. 
 Richard starts to run. Several new scenarios are running through his mind, all centered on how foolish it would be to try and help a stranger in the middle of the night in a poorly lit parking lot. He really should have made the security officer walk to his car with him, but truthfully, it offended his pride as a man to do that.  
 “HELP ME!” the voice bellows as a wall appears in front of him, blocking his way. He turns, trying to run in the other direction. Masculine pride or not, that is NOT a human in front of him! He’s going straight to the security guard, and possibly the cops! Before he can go more than a step, something wraps around his ankle, and he falls to the ground. The grip on his ankle drags him across the concrete, scraping his face and tugging his dress shirt out of his pants. He screams, but something covers his mouth before it can catch anyone’s attention. It’s not a hand, he thinks, almost light-headed with fear. This isn’t a hand over his mouth. It smells like mud. 
 “I need your help,” the voice says from all around him. “If you promise not to scream, I’ll let you breathe again. Nod if you agree.” 
 Richard nods, emphatically. The object covering his mouth moves and he gasps for air. He’s about to try screaming again when he catches a glimpse of what’s holding him. Instead, he finds himself staring, his mouth dropped open. The wall is actually a moving creature. It has a mouth, and two eyes, but all three of them keep moving around, as if they’re merely floating on the surface of the mud creature’s… face. He can’t think of another word to call it, at the moment. 
 “What are you?” Richard asks. 
 “I’m… a freak,” the mud monster replies. “I need your help, Richard Penski.” 
 “You’re a super,” Richard says. “What do you want me to do? Will you kill me if I don’t?” 
 “I want to be human,” the mud says. “This science lab works with super things, right?” 
 “Yes, of course we do,” Richard says. “But why haven’t you gone to the supers?”  
 “I need help,” the mud repeats. It’s drooping and he hears a few plopping sounds here and there. “I can only stay… cogni… cogni… conscious for so long.” 
 “Cognizant?” Richard asks. The eyes that have drifted somewhat south open and close and the mud moves slightly, as if it’s trying to nod. “Well… I see how that could be a problem. Why don’t you come inside with me? All of my research is in there. I’m certain we can come up with something.” The fear has faded, but he’s still considering his choices. It would be smartest to have the security officer step in, or have him call the Hall… but… this is an opportunity like no other. He will have a willing test subject. With the help of this mud monster, he will be able to actually test his theories! 
 No, he has to do this, for SCIENCE! 
 “Professor Penski!” the security guard says as he walks back into the building. “Is there something that I can do for you? Can you tell me who… oh, oh wow… um—” The guard’s face turns pasty white and Richard sees him reaching for something under the desk. Quickly, Richard raises a hand, motioning for him to not push the button.  
 “This is a very important person, um, Myles,” Richard says, glancing at the badge on the guard’s chest. “He’s going to be assisting me with my research.” 
 “I—I see,” Myles says, turning slightly blue, now. “Is there anything I can… assist you with, then?” 
 “I would appreciate getting clearance to take my new friend to the basement,” Richard says, pointedly. 
 “Of course, of course,” Myles says, typing on the computer quickly. “You’re clear to go, sir.”  
 “I’m serious when I say that I don’t need assistance,” Richard says lowly. “I would really appreciate if you would move your hand away from the desk.” 
 “Ah, yes, I see,” Myles says with a look of worry before moving his hand. “Then I will leave you to your work.” 
 “Thank you.” Richard leads the mud creature down the stairs and looks around for a moment before heading to one of the unused rooms. “Here should be good. Why don’t you get settled and I’ll start the scans?” 
 “You can make me human?” the mud monster asks. 
 “I can do my best.” 
   
 *Now* 
   
 Deep underground Clay mentally shakes his head, thinking about how he had actually volunteered for the inhumane experiments. Yes, he had eventually gotten to where he could control anything the gaseous part of his body bonded with, but the sick, twisted experiments that had been “for science” were repeated again, on a little girl.  
 He will never forgive Richard Penski for what he had done to Skye. Had he found out back then… but it was too late by the time he did. That little girl had been subjected to— 
 “Found you! Which is sort of strange, since you don’t FEEL like an earth mimic, at all,” someone says, appearing right in front of him. They’re a hundred feet below the surface, he thinks in shock, but she’s just standing there, her hands on her hips as she glowers at him. “You actually feel sort of like… I dunno, a tiny super planet? But that would be really weird, because then you’d be a planet ON a planet, right? So you have to be some sort of earth mimic… I guess?” 
 “Skye,” he says. “You came to me.” 
 “I don’t know WHAT is going on in that muddy head of yours, but I’m not coming to you, I’m coming to get back the nanobytes and punish you for STALKING me for forever!” 
 “You don’t understand,” he starts out, taking the form of a human being. He reaches a hand through the dirt, trying to take hers, only to have his wrist grabbed.  
 “You’re the one that doesn’t understand!” she snaps as she starts to haul him to the surface. “You are a bad, bad person and I don’t like you filming me all the time! YOU deserve to go to the Cape Cells!” 
 “What he did to you, he did to me, first!” Clay says. She goes still, trembling slightly. “He helped me take on a human form, by increasing my natural capacity to form bonds with things like dirt, or rock, but the cost was too high. HE’S the monster, not you, and not me. He deserved everything that I did to him, and more! I did it for YOU, little sister! I did it all for you! I filmed you to make sure nothing like that ever happened to you again!” 
 “Oh, yeah? And why did you have the kid make the nanobytes, then? Those were made to stop ME!” 
 He hesitates for just a second too long, so she turns, punching him in the face. He feels his form break and he turns into his mud shape again, sliding through the dirt several miles straight up. Wow, he can’t help but think, she sure hits hard. 
 The canister of nanobytes is left buried far below him, but she’s so intent on beating him that she doesn’t even notice. She runs through the dirt, reaching him quickly and punching him again. He’s sent flying, breaking through the surface and slamming against a building with a splat. His body slides down the side before plopping to the concrete walkway. The norms are screaming, or watching in shock as he gathers himself up and takes his human form. 
 Skye slips out of the ground, standing in front of him with a look of rage. “How DARE you try to call me your sister?” she demands, completely uncaring that there’s an audience. “I’ve got a brother! He LOVES me! He doesn’t go around building weapons just to take me out! You’re going to PAY for everything you’ve done!” 
 “You’re being unreasonable,” Clay says, trying to calm her down. He knows that she’s moody, but he also knows that she tends to be easy to distract. If he can just distract her— 
 “SKYSTEP!” a girl bellows. “STOP!” 
 They both turn, watching as Hypersonic Rainbow rushes through the crowd and launches herself at Skystep. 




CHAPTER FIFTEEN


It’s not that she shouldn’t beat him up, don’t get me wrong, this guy totally deserves a butt whooping, but there’s a lot more to it than that. Skye is so angry right now that I’m afraid she’s going to kill him. I can’t let her do that. So as soon as Superior put me down, I headed right in, wrapping my arms around her and tackling her to the ground. Usually that would be impossible, but I think I caught her off guard. 
 “You can’t stop me, Hy-bo, he deserves it!” she says, struggling. “And if we don’t grab him now, he’s going to get away!” 
 “I know, but I’m not alone!” I say. “And we’re ruining your villain rep right now, unless we make the mud man out to be some sort of hero…” 
 “He is NOT a hero!” she bellows, phasing straight through me. She turns, seeing the mud man just standing to the side, watching us. I feel like punching him for that, as well. He almost killed me! But that’s the problem. “Skye, let the Hall handle this!” I plead, grabbing her wrist. 
 “I will not! I hate him! I hate him and I hate that mad scientist guy, too! As far as I’m concerned, they’re BOTH the problem! How DARE he spy on me? How DARE he spy on my nemeses? I’m going to make sure he never does something like that ever again!” Her wrist phases through my hold and she turns, racing for the mud man who’s just standing there. 
 Before she can get to him, Superior appears, blocking her way. She almost runs into him, but instead of doing anything to her, he holds out his hand to the mud man, who jerks wildly, but can’t seem to move from where he’s at. There’s a look of shock on his face. 
 “Technico,” he says lowly. “Take him in.” 
 “I’m on it,” I hear Nico say over my earbud. Nico, in full uniform, appears a second later, dropping out of the sky and bringing out a familiar looking toy gun. The light flash makes me look away. “You’re under Hall arrest, Clay,” he says, walking over and grabbing the man’s wrists. 
 With that touch, though, the hands fall to the ground and the wrists crumble, followed quickly by the rest of the man’s body. Where he had once stood is now a pile of dirt. Nico lets out a curse before tapping on his earbud. “Get a black suit out here… with a broom and a plastic container,” he says, his jaw twitching slightly. 
 “Is he… is he dead?” Skye asks, staring at the dirt in shock. “Did it kill him when you took his powers?” 
 “I had him pinned,” Superior says, frowning. “Did you sense him leaving, Skye?” 
 “No… I don’t think so, but it’s really hard to tell with him… I’m pretty sure he’s not really an earth mimic, or WAS an earth mimic,” Skye admits. “But that doesn’t matter as long as he’s dead… he’s really dead, right?” 
 “Unlike Ariel, he didn’t take a human form when he was shot,” Nico says thoughtfully. “That indicates that his base form…” 
 “Isn’t human,” Superior finishes up. “Well, the gun will wear off sooner or later. There’s always the possibility that he’ll regain his powers, then. Either way, get him scooped up. I don’t want to risk losing even a speck of dust.” 
 “Why?” I ask, looking over at him. 
 “Because if his body is fully made of dirt… we’re surrounded by it,” he says simply. “It’s possible he could transfer his consciousness to a whole new batch of dirt and we wouldn’t know it until too late.” 
 “No! I would find him!” Skye says. “Just LET him try something like that. I’ll make sure he regrets it for the rest of his life!” 
 We all look up as a line of black suit cars come down the street, stopping in front of us. They get out, speaking over their mics, and I elbow Skye. “You should be running about now, right?” 
 “Oh, right. Yeah, okay, but this isn’t the end of it!” she says, pointing at me, and then at Nico. “You two will never take me alive!” 
 “I’m strictly cleanup,” Nico says. “What about you, Hy-bo?” 
 “Oh! Right!” I say, grabbing for Skye in a ridiculously slow manner. “Skystep, you’re under arrest in the name of the Hall—” My arms go straight through her and she grins, patting me on the head before jumping into the air. 
 “You’re no match for me, Hypersonic Rainbow!” she announces, doing a Peter Pan style pose. “And you’re just copping out because you know you’ll never catch me, Technico!” she adds, pointing at him. Most of the black suits are just standing there, watching her, with the same serious looks on their faces. I swear I see a few of them fight down a grin as she poses, and then one launches a net, which she phases right through. “HEY! That was rude!” she yells at him. 
 “Skystep! Cease and desist in the name of the Hall!” he yells back. 
 She sticks her tongue out at him and blows a raspberry before running away.  
 “Clean up the dust pile,” Nico orders, “you can capture her later. Right now this is more important. And if there’s a canister in there, I want it.” 
 “Yes, Technico,” they say, snapping the black suit salute of a finger to the temple and getting to work. 
 “Hy-bo,” Nico says, turning to me and moving close enough the norms can’t hear. “How are you doing?” 
 “I’m… I’m okay,” I say. I’m not, really, but I don’t want to be alone, and I don’t want to be surrounded by strangers right now, either. I mean, everyone at the school seems really nice and all, but they don’t really know me, and I don’t really know them, either. I want my family, but if I go home now, they might not let me come back. I don’t know what to do, really… 
 “Do you want to stay over with Skye, tonight?” he asks. “I can arrange it with the school.” 
 “That… that would work,” I say. Skye’s not exactly family, but she’s close enough. Besides, there’s something I need to talk to her about. 
 “Then go on and call them, so they can get ready for your sleepover,” he says, his hand on my shoulder. “If you really need to go home, use their teleportation booth, got it?” 
 “Yeah, I got it,” I say as I pull out my phone. 
   
 *** 
   

Davis stands in front of the exit of the school, glaring at the console that’s refusing him access to the outside. He starts tapping on the screen, certain that he can come up with an override. Before he gets very far, the screen flashes and Zoe appears where the handprint had been. “Really, I could just let you keep trying, but it’s annoying,” she says. “Hello, Davis. Welcome to Cape High South. I’m Zoe, but you knew that already.” 
 “Of course I do,” he says. “But you’re wasting precious time by keeping me in here. I need to find the nanobytes.” 
 “I’m sure you think that, but do you really think that Technico can’t?” 
 “I am a genius,” he says, his hands clenching as hard as his teeth are. “I am completely capable of finding technology that I made.” 
 “And so is a technopath,” she says. “Relax, Davis, everything is well in hand. Tell me, did you know about the man pretending to be your uncle?” 
 He goes quiet, thinking back to the last few years. “I had nothing to compare him to,” he says finally, shrugging. “He was the only uncle that I ever knew. I didn’t like him, but I dislike my own mother, so that doesn’t say much.” He scratches his cheek, looking thoughtful. “When they capture him, what will they do with him?” 
 “Are you worried about him?” she asks. “Shouldn’t you be asking what happened to your real uncle?” 
 “I couldn’t care less what they do with my ‘real uncle,’” he says. “Regardless of blood, he’s still a stranger. I’m honestly confused as to why people think family bonds are so important in the first place. I’m related to my mother, but I would hardly choose to spend more time with her than necessary.” 
 “That’s really sad,” she says, giving him a pitying look. “Family is one of the most important things in the world.” 
 “You clearly have never spent time with my mother and uncle,” he says flatly. “If you’re trying to get some sort of information out of me by pretending to be compassionate, it won’t work. All I really need to know is when my nanobytes will be returned to me.” 
 “I would like to take a look at these nanobytes, myself,” she says thoughtfully. “How long did it take you to create them?” 
 “Two years,” he says, looking away. It probably would have taken her a fraction of that time, he realizes. She’s a technopath. What takes him months of planning and programming would only take a wave of a hand from her. He stares at her for a second. It isn’t fair. He’d been born with all this intelligence, but she makes him look like a fumbling idiot just by existing. 
 “At your age all I could do was run a little fast,” she says. “I didn’t really start coming into my powers until I was fifteen, and even then everything blew up on me for a while. You’re going to be extremely impressive when you’re older.” 
 “I don’t need you to be condescending,” he says, his expression cold. “You’re a technopath, like the one that built the security field. I realize just how low on the food chain I am.” It makes him feel useless and frustrated. He’d spent all his life with the belief he was gifted, that he was easily one of the most intelligent people on the planet, and then he comes here, where the REAL intellects had started stepping up, with powers to boot.  
 She’s watching him with a frown on her face. “Davis,” she says quietly, “is there something bothering you? Other than what’s happening with your uncle?” 
 “Nothing,” he says. “Just find out when they’re going to get my nanobytes back.” He turns and walks away from the panel, since he doesn’t know how to hang up on her. He would slam the phone down, if he had one. It’s really not satisfying this way. 
   

***

   
   

*Skye’s “Secret” Base* 
   
 “Should we go out and find her?” Ariel asks as she hangs another streamer. “I mean, I know she’s going through a lot, so what if she gets into trouble? We won’t be there in trouble WITH her, and that would be really sad. We should always be in trouble together!” 
 “Her brother is in town, and so is her dad, right? They said as much over the comm-link. We can leave her to them while we set this up,” Doris says. 
 “I’m on my way, now, actually!” Carla says over the speakers in the wall. “We had a mess with this mud guy, and… I’m not sure it’s really over, but it is for now. Do you mind if we do it tonight, instead?” 
 “Well, we’re setting up for you to come, now, so why not?” Doris says. “How’s Skye?” 
 “She’s on her way, too,” Carla says. “I guess I should apologize to the people at school. I’ve missed WAY too many classes.” 
 “You’ve been working,” Ariel says. “We’ve gotten fan letters talking about you, didn’t we Doris?” 
 “Yeah,” Doris says. “They think we should bring you over to the villain side and dress you up in costumes.” 
 “I think they want us to brainwash you, but none of us have brainwashing abilities. And it didn’t work when Max tried, right? So it’s pretty silly,” Ariel says. 
 “Yeah, it’s official that I can’t be brainwashed,” Carla says.  
 Ariel and Doris look up as Skye comes through the ceiling. Before they can say anything, though, Carla goes on. “Um, we need to talk to Skye about something when I get there, okay?” 
 Ariel and Doris look at Skye, who holds a finger up to her mouth. “What’s that?” Doris asks. 
 “Well… I…” Carla says, hesitating, “I went through the whole hating the bad guy thing when I first got out of the zoo, and it didn’t do ANYTHING but make me feel sick to my stomach, because the Collector wasn’t even aware of it, well, he wasn’t even AWAKE, but that’s not the point. I just… I don’t want Skye going through that, too. I mean, she’s probably GONE through that for a very long time, but she really needs to stop. It’s not good for her! Hating someone is like you drinking the poison that you want the other person to drink, or something… I can’t remember the saying right off the top of my head. But it’s terrible, and it causes so many problems for you, including how you deal with other people.” 
 Doris and Ariel look at each other, and then at Skye. “I think that might be a lecture you need to give all of us, Carla,” Doris says with a sigh. “Are you on your way?” 
 “Yep! I should be there in point zero—oh, I’m here. Can I come in?” 
 “Come on in, Carla,” Skye says. Carla lets out a little “eep” as she hears it. 
 “Oh, um, okay,” she says as the door to the underground base opens and she comes in. “Did you hear all of that?” she asks as they turn to greet her. Chooperic lets out a tiny “woof” and races towards her, jumping into her arms. 
 “Every word,” Skye says. “So… welcome to our secret base?” 
 The mood is completely wrong for the party setting that they’re in. Streamers, glitter, and candy is everywhere, and two dozen brightly colored balloons float around the room at different heights. 
 “Oh, wow,” Carla says, looking around, still absently holding the chupacabra, who leans his head on her shoulder and stares up at her happily. “Is this all for me?” 
 “Yep,” Ariel says. “Do you like it?” 
 “I LOVE it,” she says. 
   

***

   

*The Farmhouse* 
   
 The knock on the door makes both Dolly and Ruckus look up. The scene of the dirt man being swept up is playing on the wall. Both females look uneasy. “I’ll get it,” Ruckus says, standing. Dolly nods and picks up the dirty plates from the coffee table to take them to the kitchen.  
 On the wall, much to their surprise, the screen changes to show who’s standing patiently on their front step. “Did you know it did that?” Dolly asks Ruckus. 
 “I had no clue,” Ruckus says, but she visibly relaxes. “You can come on in, Voltdrain,” she calls out. “The door isn’t locked.” 
 The door opens and Voltdrain walks in with an aluminum covered tray in his hand. “I have brought a gift,” he says. Ruckus walks over and takes it with a smile. 
 “Thanks, we’re always up for free food,” she says. “Come on in. Is there something wrong? We’re still on for tomorrow, right?” She heads into the kitchen, putting the tray on the counter as she waits for his answer. He’s taking his time, looking around with a curious expression, before he heads into the front room and stares at the wall with glowing orange eyes. 
 “Yes, we are still working together tomorrow,” he says, obviously distracted. “This is Nico’s system?” 
 “Yeah, he put it in, not that Carla’s stayed over, yet,” Ruckus says. “We might have done it all for no reason.” 
 “No, it is very good to have,” he says, admiringly. “I will have to see if I cannot get the same system.” He turns and looks at them, his pleased expression turning serious. “I have much to speak to you about.” 
 “I’ll just go on to my room, then,” Dolly says, only to stop as he holds up a hand.  
 “No, Dollface, I desire to speak to you, as well,” he says. “This is about the cameras.” 
 The two women go silent, glancing at one another before Ruckus speaks. “I guess that makes us look pretty pathetic, doesn’t it? You probably want to tell us how stupid we were for not even noticing them—” 
 “I should have come by, earlier,” he says, waving her statements off. “I must apologize for my negligence. I ask that you forgive me.” 
 “How was it your negligence?” Dolly asks. “We’re full-grown supers. We should have noticed it, ourselves. Right, Ruckus?” 
 “Yeah,” Ruckus says. 
 “You are grown supers, yes,” Voltdrain says, “and I am very pleased to have you on our team. You are very capable in your own rights. But the cameras are not your areas of expertise, they are mine. I have also come to tell you that today we have found out who is responsible for what has happened.” 
 “Was it that mud man?” Ruckus asks. 
 “We have captured him… we believe,” he adds, honestly. “There is much confusion about his capabilities, and we are still missing some parts of what we were searching for, but rest assured, senoritas, we will make sure that all is taken care of.” 
 “So… now we’re supposed to thank you with tears in our eyes, right?” Ruckus asks. “I hate playing the victim.” 
 “I do not expect you to,” Voltdrain says, looking her in the eye. 
 “I HATE feeling vulnerable,” Ruckus says, starting to rant. “I’m a TANK, Voltdrain! I’m one of the toughest supers out there—except I’m not, now am I? All it takes are a few tiny computers that I could crush with a finger to make me feel like I’m that weak little girl in the dirty apartment building again! Is it because I’m a female? Maybe I’m secretly hysterical because I don’t have a Y chromosome—” 
 To her shock, he walks over, pulling her into a hug. “Shh,” he says as she goes stiff for a second before reluctantly leaning her forehead against his shoulder. “Anyone would feel vulnerable, Breanna,” he says, holding out an inviting arm to Dolly, who rushes forward to join the hug. “Your privacy has been violated.” 
 “And a simple hug is supposed to make us feel better,” Ruckus mutters. 
 “I like hugs,” Dolly says. “It’s making me feel better. I would have asked for one, earlier, but I don’t know Technico well enough for that.” 
 “I’m not sure we know Voltdrain well enough, either,” Ruckus says, but she doesn’t move. 
 “Oh, please, you’ve known Voltdrain all your life. You have some of his oldest comic books framed on your bedroom wall,” Dolly says. “Right now you’re being hugged by your childhood hero. It reminds me of Santa. I grew up on Santa hugs. He smelled like cookies and hot chocolate, but this is still good.” 
 Voltdrain laughs a little before pulling back. “We will deal with the man who filmed you,” he promises them. “But regardless of what has happened, you are both strong, powerful women that are capable of doing anything you put your minds to, right?” 
 “Yeah…” Ruckus says. “Do you talk to your daughter like this?” she asks. 
 “You have caught me,” he says, but he doesn’t sound very guilty. “Dolly, would you wish to come with us tomorrow?” 
 “I—” Dolly looks over at Ruckus, chewing on her bottom lip as she hesitates. “I would hate to interrupt…” 
 “You can come,” Ruckus says. “If you want, that is.” 
 “Then yes, please! I would love to see what you do!” Dolly says, excitedly. “Oh, but should we ask Carla? She’s part of our group right now, even if it’s temporary.” 
 “Carla is staying with the Deadly Darlin’s tonight,” Voltdrain says. “She has had a rough day, and needs their support.” 
 “Are they really the people she should be going to for that?” Dolly asks. “I mean, they’re a lot of fun, but they don’t strike me as the most… supportive.” 
 “They also have a teleportation device, in case she desires to go home,” Voltdrain says with a smile. “But they are more supportive than you think. They are quite happy with their teammates. They would willingly do whatever the others need, regardless of what it costs them.” 
 Ruckus looks at him. “Was that some sort of gibe?” 
 “I do not make gibes,” Voltdrain says. “If it is a bother to you, you should ask why. We can arrange for someone to help you work through it.” He looks at his watch, a bit pointedly. “I expect both of you to be at the Hall at seven tomorrow morning, in uniform, por favor.” 
 “Yes, we’ll be there,” Dolly says before Ruckus can reply. “Thank you, Voltdrain.” He nods and gives them a little smile before leaving. 
 “That was totally a jab at us,” Ruckus says after the silence stretches a bit thin. “What right does he have?” 
 “The right of one of our Hall leaders?” Dolly says, with a hint of sarcasm. “He’s not blind, Ruckus. I’m not surprised that they know we’re having… partner issues.” 
 “We’re not married,” Ruckus says, glaring at her. 
 “No, we just work together, fighting people that are more powerful than we are on a regular basis. If this was real, like you wish it was, one of us would be dead already,” Dolly says. “It would most likely be me, because it’s really easy to get the drop on a person that can’t move when they work! We’ve already seen a twelve-year-old do exactly that!” 
 “That was not my fault,” Ruckus snaps. “I’m too busy dealing with the people inside the dollhouse to come out and watch your back!” 
 “I don’t NEED someone to watch my back, because the Deadly Darlin’s would probably do it, if I needed them to! And they’re not even on our side!” Dolly shouts. 
 Ruckus stares at her for a moment. “I’m… not even sure what we’re fighting about right now,” she admits. 
 “We’re fighting about the fact that I will never be able to do what you think a super hero should do—” 
 “No, you would be fine,” Ruckus says much to Dolly’s shock. “I wouldn’t go into the dollhouse if we were capturing real supers. I’d watch your back while you kept them confined. Once the black suits showed up we’d use a power blocking collar and have them dragged off to the cells. The only reason I go into the dollhouse is because it makes the fight more entertaining.” 
 “Oh,” Dolly says. “You’ve… really thought this out.” 
 “But even that wouldn’t work on Skye,” Ruckus says, heading for the gift that Voltdrain brought. “Nice, he brought us a cake!” 
 “Don’t change the subject! How would we take down Skye? If we were doing it for real?” Dolly asks, chasing after her. 
 “I… honestly don’t think we could,” Ruckus says. “We could take down Doris, easily, especially if we could catch her alone somehow. Ariel would be a little harder, but we’d just need to use some sort of air-locked area as the base for the dollhouse. If water can’t get out, she can’t, right? I would have done the same with the mud man they caught earlier.” 
 “Well, we don’t have to worry about that,” Dolly says. “They’ve already captured him—don’t use your fingers! I’ll get a cake server.” 
 Ruckus snorts and licks the frosting off of her fingers. Her mind is repeating the offer Voltdrain had made so casually. She had gotten angry, but maybe he was right. It DID bother her. “Maybe… we could try it…” she says. 
 “Could try what?” Dolly asks. 
 “Get some partnership counseling,” Ruckus bites her bottom lip. “If you’re interested, that is.” She feels so awkward right now, but they can’t keep going like this, even she realizes it. She had thought a third partner would fix it, but all that had done was make the fighting part easier. That’s a big part of her problem, sure, but not all of it. 
 “We can… ask him about it tomorrow?” Dolly says. “I’m willing if you are.” 




CHAPTER SIXTEEN


“Are you feeling better, now?” Century asks as he enters the hospital room where Richard Penski is staying. The cops had come, but the Hall had, ever so kindly, offered a free room at their personal ER for Richard to recover in while his house was treated as a crime scene. They’d even called his sister, much to his remorse. 
 “It’s quite nice to be clean,” Richard says, looking down at the blue cloth gown he’s wearing, “but the clothing is… not to my style.” He’s hooked to a few machines and has a double I.V. in his elbow, since his body is still malnourished. He glares at them for a second. 
 “We didn’t figure it would be,” Century says, not apologizing. “This is usually reserved for any cape that got on Skye’s bad side. Thankfully it’s empty at the moment,” he explains with a quick glance around the place. He pauses, looking a bit confused as he sees a clay doll sitting on the table next to the bed. He doesn’t ask. “I’m sure you won’t want to stay here that long, so it shouldn’t be a problem.” 
 “Of course,” Richard agrees. 
 “Now… let’s get down to business. Who is that mud man that captured you?” 
 Richard goes silent for a moment. “His name is Clay. As far as we could establish, he’s an alien life form that landed on the planet several years ago. His actual form was, at that time, a gaseous ball, and a small rocky core, somewhat like Saturn. That form wasn’t sustainable on our planet. He nearly died when a strong wind blew, so he used his ability to form chemical bonds with natural objects, such as dirt and rocks, to create a… vessel, of some sort.” 
 “Like a suit of dirt,” Century says, “or the crust of the Earth.” 
 “Yes, exactly like that. And while it kept his core from being blown away, or worse, it wasn’t as easily manipulated as he would have hoped.” 
 “And that small rocky core? What does it look like?” 
 “It’s a glowing stone,” Richard says. “I didn’t get to study it nearly as much as I would have liked. But now that you’ve captured him, I’m sure you wouldn’t mind if I took another look, right?” 
 “A… glowing rock,” Century says, completely ignoring the rest of what Richard said. “Thank you for your assistance, Mr. Penski. I’ll let you return to what you were doing.” 
 “You did get the stone, didn’t you?” Richard asks. 
 Century doesn’t respond as he leaves the room. 
 “RICHIE!” Richard hears his sister shout, and he suddenly realizes why Century was so quick to leave. 
   

***

   

“We have a problem,” Century says as he steps into the room where the two Superiors are. 
 “Yeah, they didn’t get the nanobytes,” Nico says, staring at the pile of dust in the holding cell in front of them. “We’re waiting to see if he recovers. We’ll get where he left it out of him, then.” 
 “That’s the problem,” Century says. “Did either of you notice a glowing stone in all of that dirt?” 
 Superior is the first to react, saying a word that would be bleeped out on television. 
 “My sentiments, exactly,” Century says grimly. 
   

***

   

“So…” I say. We’re sitting in the front room of the Deadly Darlin’s secret base, playing Technico World. I have the chair and they’ve got the couch. Chooperic is draped over all three of their laps, belly up, but they don’t even seem to notice other than to pat him once in a while. I spend a good fifteen seconds just watching him try to get their attention, instead of doing what I should be doing. I was planning on checking in with people back home, soon, but I need to work up the nerve. If I tell them what happened today, won’t they want me to come home? I don’t want to go home, yet. If it wasn’t for the whole kidnapping and gassing thing, this mission would be absolutely AWESOME. I really enjoy working as one of the Nemeses, and I like meeting the kids at the other school. If I go home now, I’ll hardly know them at all! I don’t want that!  
 “Are you okay, now?” Ariel asks. I look over at her, feeling a bit confused. “You had something bad happen to you, today, right?” 
 “Oh… yeah,” I say. “I don’t know if I want to tell people back home about it, you know? I mean, they’ll get super overprotective and they might make me go home, and I don’t want to, yet…” 
 “They can’t make you go home, that would ruin our plans!” Skye says. “We still haven’t done the toy store gig, or the music festival! We were going to go to a country western show and do the two-step on stage before we robbed everyone!” 
 “Wow… that does sound fun,” I say. “I don’t much like country music, but it would still be so cool!” 
 “We don’t either,” Ariel says. 
 “Speak for yourself,” Doris says. “I like it well enough.” 
 “You never listen to it, though,” Skye says. 
 “Because the one time I listened to it, you started speaking with an annoying twang for the whole day.” 
 “Oh! I remember that!” Ariel says, clapping. “It was SO funny! All the people that have REAL accents just stared at her like she was crazy.” 
 “I have a real accent!” Skye protests. 
 “Which is why the twang was so stupid sounding,” Doris says. 
 “Why don’t you have a Jersey accent, Doris?” Ariel asks. 
 “My dad did,” Doris says, tapping on her phone and starting into the game. “I didn’t like him enough to want to sound like him, so I started taking elocution lessons as soon as I could. You know, by watching the news and pretending to talk like them.” 
 “Ooooh,” Ariel says, “that makes sense.” 
 “CARLA!” someone yells over the speakers. I look up, seeing Malina’s avatar racing straight for me. Sure, I could run, but that would be cowardly, besides, I’ve missed her a lot. I’ve been failing at that whole “checking in back home,” haven’t I? “Where have you BEEN?” Malina asks as her avatar hugs mine. 
 “Malina!” Ariel says. “Hi!” 
 “Ariel!” Malina says, but there’s a hint of shock in her voice. “Are you playing with Carla, today?” 
 “She’s staying the night,” Doris says as her character heads toward us. “How’s it going, water girl?” 
 “Um, fine. It’s just fine. I was just playing with—” Malina’s character turns and we watch as another little person character walks over. “Um, this is Toodles. She’s the head of the magical animals for the North Pole.” 
 “Oh, wow, that sounds really important,” Ariel says. “Are we talking the flying reindeer and all that?” 
 “Those and the abominable snowmen,” Toodles agrees. “It’s always a pleasure to meet Malina’s friends.” 
 “We’re more than friends! We’re family!” Ariel says. “Right, Malina?” 
 “Um, well…” Malina says. Her voice is heavy with guilt. “We’re both water based supers, so it sort of made a connection between us, you know, before Ariel joined the Deadly Darlin’s.” 
 “I see,” Toodles says. “Then… that makes us family, as well, right?” she says, her avatar holding a hand out to Ariel. “I’m planning on adopting Malina soon.” 
 I turn, looking at Ariel to see how she reacts. Her face is pale and the phone she’s holding slips through her fingers, falling to the floor. “I… I see,” she says. “Well, congratulations.” Her hands shake slightly as she reaches down and logs off of the game. Without a word, the other two log off as well, leaving me feeling confused as to what I should do. 
 “It’s nice to see you both,” I say to the two on the screen before logging off as well. The wall goes blank and I take a deep breath, letting it out slowly. “She wasn’t trying to hurt you, Ariel,” I say. 
 “No, it’s fine,” Ariel says. “I wasn’t much of a mother. I didn’t even stick around. I just thought—” 
 “Oh, Ariel,” Skye says, hugging her. “This isn’t right. We can’t just let her take Malina away from you! We’ll go up to the North Pole, right now, and we’ll tell them that she has no right to do this! We can—” 
 “What, take down Santa?” Doris says. “I don’t think that would work, girls, as fun as it might sound.” 
 “She doesn’t love me…” Ariel says. “I already knew that, though. She only got angry with me, all the time, and—” 
 “That’s not it!” I burst out. “It isn’t that at all! Ariel, you-you’re just-you…” I pause, looking down for a second before taking a deep breath and speaking the truth. “Malina never wanted to hurt you, Ariel, but… You might have the same style of powers, but you aren’t really… ready to be a mom. You’d be a GREAT aunt, though.” 
 “That’s…” Skye says with a frown. “No, I can sort of see that.” 
 “It’s fine,” Ariel says. “I get it. I can barely keep my human form even with the bracelet. I’m not… I’m just not mother material.” 
 “Being an aunt is a lot more fun, though,” Skye says. “I mean, you can show up at all sorts of random times, play with them, and then when you’re done you get to come home here and play with us! And when you’re an aunt you can have lots and LOTS of nieces and nephews, as many as you want! And you don’t have to worry about them getting jealous because they have a schedule!” 
 “A schedule,” Doris repeats. 
 “A schedule!” Skye says, phasing straight through Chooperic so she can float in front of Ariel. Chooperic falls into the hole she leaves, but she doesn’t even notice. “On Mondays, Zoe calls me and says ‘Hi, wanna go out to dinner tonight?’ And then I go out to dinner with the family when I’m not working! And then Tuesdays, I get a call from Emily and Aubrey, and they tell me about how things are going, and then on Wednesdays I get an actual VISIT from Rocco, who hangs out here for a while, and then on Thursdays Sunny always teleports me flowers, and then on Fridays I get called by Liz… but she’s a sister, not a niece, but whatever! And then I get a call from Cubby on the weekend!” 
 “Cubby?” I repeat. “Since when has Cubby been your nephew?” 
 “Oh, we’re not related, we’re coloring buddies,” she says. “We show each other our latest masterpieces!” 
 “I color!” I say, excitedly. “I want to get a call like that!” 
 “DEAL!” Skye says happily. “Oh, but… Ariel, are you gonna be okay?” 
 “If… if I become Malina’s aunt, and Toodles is her mom… would that make us sisters?” Ariel asks, slowly. 
 “Of COURSE!” Skye says. 
 “And I could ride the flying reindeer?” 
 “Most definitely!” 
 “That… sounds like fun,” Ariel says. “I guess I could be an aunt…” 
 “You’d be an amazing aunt,” I say, firmly. She would, too. I mean, this group is a blast to hang out with! “And instead of losing Malina, it’s more like you’ll gain Toodles, too, right? And Toodles is a magical animal controlling elf who likes My Little Pony. You can’t get any cooler than that!”  
 “I LOVE My Little Pony!” Ariel says, excitedly. “It’s one of my favorite shows!” 
 “See? PERFECT!” I say. “You two have lots in common, already!” 
 “Skye, we need to go to the North Pole and meet my new sister!” Ariel says, posing dramatically while still sitting down. 
 “Absolutely!” Skye says, posing as well. They both look at Doris, expectantly, who just stares at them for a long moment. 
 “Yay,” she says in a monotone voice, doing a half-hearted pose to make them happy. “But tonight we’re hanging out with Carla, remember? It’ll have to wait until later.” 
 “Fiiiiine,” Ariel says. Within seconds her excited look turns to worry. “What if she doesn’t like me? Sometimes I don’t think Malina likes me, either… and then if Toodles doesn’t like me, NO ONE in my family will like me…” 
 I hesitate, because what she’s saying sounds so familiar that it hurts. “I was brought down here to work with the Nemeses… but I’m pretty sure that Ruckus doesn’t like me, either,” I say. 
 “She doesn’t like you?” Skye asks, startled. “That’s so RUDE! I used to like her, but if she doesn’t like you, I don’t like her!” 
 “She never said she didn’t like me, though!” I say quickly, because it’s dangerous to not be liked by Skye. “I think… it’s more that she and Dolly don’t get along at all, and I wasn’t what she wanted for a partner, either. But tomorrow she’s going to be working with Voltdrain, like she’s always wanted, so that should be good!” 
 The three go silent and look at each other for a second before bursting out laughing. “What?” I ask, “What’s so funny?” 
 “Ooooh, it’s SO tempting to go see!” Doris says, wiping at a tear of laughter. “Skye, can we go see? PLEASE say yes.” 
 “YES!” Skye says. “I wouldn’t miss it for the WORLD!” 
 “I know that Voltdrain said his work was dirty, but… it can’t be any dirtier than cleanup classes are, right?” I say. 
 “Oh, it’s MUCH worse,” Ariel says, grinning from ear to ear. “He’s got to wear a suit and tie for half of it.” 
 “And he’s got to take a very, very, VERRRRY long shower for the rest,” Doris finishes. “It’s a good thing radiation doesn’t affect him, because some of those places he visits are just…” 
 “Nasty,” Skye says. “They don’t ever show it on TV, either, because a lot of them are kept secret from the world.” 
 “Ick,” I say, wrinkling my nose. “That does sound bad.” 
 “Not as bad as it smells!” Ariel says with a giggle. “So we’ve got tomorrow off?” 
 “Sounds like it!” 
 “Let’s go mini-golfing!” Ariel says, excitedly. 
 I blink. “Mini-golfing?” 
 “Century said we can only do that if we use the golf balls he got us,” Doris says. “We kept blowing out windows the first time. So we’ll have to stop by the Hall to get some.” 
 “Blowing out windows?” I repeat. 
 “It’s a city course!” Skye says. “I like the Houston one, but Ariel’s been trying to get us to go to Louisiana for a change.” 
 “A course in Louisiana?” 
 “No, a CITY in Louisiana. Let’s do New Orleans! We can’t bring Chooperic with us this time, though, since the Hall hasn’t told them about him. We can’t get Carla in trouble. Sorry, Choop,” Doris says, rubbing his head in apology. “Next time, okay?” 
 “Wait… you mean you play miniature golf… through the whole city?” I ask. 
 “We have a hole that we bring with us!” Skye says. “We prefer roof golf, but if you want we can go down to the streets for you!” 
 “That… sounds AWESOME!” I say. “I’m SO IN!” 
   

***

   

Deep underground the world is rumbling slightly, the earth and rocks swirling around the core that is Clay. He’s lost his body. He hadn’t had a choice, of course. If he’d been captured, he would be incarcerated, or worse. He still has so much to do. He makes his way through the ground to the canister he’d coated with his special mud. Other than his spy clay dolls, this is the last of his mud. It’s not enough to create a form with, but it might be enough to use as a sample. 
 The time he’d spent with Richard Penski had been painful, humiliating, and traumatic, but one good thing had come out of it. Richard had created a formula that greatly increased his control over whatever he bonded with. That was how he’d kept his form for so long. That was how he’d even been able to replicate Richard’s fingerprints and eye scan. Clay still finds it satisfying that the thing Richard had created was the very thing that kept him a prisoner for so long. But Richard has been taken by the Hall. He can’t get him to replicate the formula, and he’s lost a great deal of it… 
 The only choice he has is one that makes his very core shudder with displeasure. He has no choice, though. If he’s going to remain on this planet, he needs that formula. He needs a new body. 
 He stares at the canister of nanobytes, debating on how best to do this. After a long moment he moves forward, combining with what little mud there is and starting for the surface. 

 


***

   

*SITEC Enterprises* 
   
 The lights over the parking lot flicker slightly as Mr. Cage makes his way to his car. He has his keys in his hand and his phone to his ear. “No, I do not have a new plan. I’m working on it. Yes, I know we’re close to declaring bankruptcy… look, the only real alternative is taking out that annoying technopath, but I’ve heard way too many rumors about him being the son of Superior to not take it seriously,” he growls. “Look, I don’t have time for this. I’ve got a dinner date planned. No, it isn’t someone you know. Let’s just say it might be the inspiration I need to pull the company out of the hole. Yes. Fine. Good NIGHT, Dad.”  
 He pulls the phone away from his ear, hanging up with a jab to the screen. It’s not nearly as satisfying as slamming the phone down, but cell phones don’t work that way. This is why family businesses are a terrible thing. Even when your boss retires, he STILL feels justified in grilling you over how your business is being run. 
 He reaches for the car’s door handle, only to stop as a blob of mud splats onto his hand. “What in the world?” he says, looking up. There’s a pile of mud on the roof of his car. He would have noticed it sooner, had he not been fighting with his father. “Who did this?” he demands, looking around. “If this is your idea of a practical joke, you’re fired! I expect my scientists to be a lot more creative!” 
 The only response he gets is a breeze blowing a scrap of paper across the concrete. Most of the scientists are either still cooped up in their labs or already home. It’s well past dinner time, but he has some very obsessive workers at his business. 
 “Cage.” 
 The word makes him jerk and look around, a chill threatening to run down his spine. He ruthlessly suppresses it. He’s a full grown business man. “Yes? What do you want? Show yourself if you’re going to talk to me!” he says, looking all around. Out of the corner of his eye he sees the mud on his car move. 
 He reaches into the inner pocket of his suit coat, pulling a gun out with a shaking hand. “I don’t know what’s going on, but whoever you are, you had best step into view right now.” 
 “That won’t do any good, Cage,” the voice says. It’s coming from the direction of the mud pile. “And it’s really not a good idea to try. I’ve come here to make a deal with you.” 
 “Are you—no, I’m not even going to pretend to know what’s going on right now. What ARE you?” he asks as the mud keeps moving. 
 “I’m that dirty mess that you will never be able to clean up,” the mud says, a face forming for a second before disappearing again. 
 “Penski?” Cage says, stunned. 
 “Something like that. I need your help, Cage, and I’m willing to pay to get it.” 
 “What’s to stop me from calling the Hall right now?” Cage asks. The mud moves and a canister rises to the surface of the pile. 
 “These are,” the mud says. 
   

***

 *South Hall’s ER* 

 

 “Here,” Gloria says, shoving a brand new phone, still in the box, into her brother’s hands. “This time you will keep this on you at all times. Who knows what sort of maniac will decide to keep you as a prisoner for your genius next time?” 
 Richard stares at her, his hand closing on the box after a second. “I see that motherhood has affected your brain, sister,” he says. She glares at him. 
 “I’m not completely heartless, Richie,” she tells him. “And your nephew is a genius, as well. I’ll have to introduce you… or perhaps you’ve already met?” 
 “We did, for a second,” he says. 
 “How DID that monster impersonate you for so long?” she asks, sitting on the chair next to his bed as he opens the box. “Is that why he faked your death? Obviously I would realize he was an impersonator. I’m not stupid.” 
 “Of course you would,” he says, turning the phone on. “Did you get some sort of service for this?” 
 “Don’t worry about that, I have a family plan,” she says, waving it off. “Do you know what the Hall did to my little Davis? They dragged him off and placed him in their school! I should call the authorities—“ 
 “Gloria, we are in the Hall, right now,” he says. “Be careful of what you say. Now, I’m a bit hungry, again. Do you think you could be a dear and get me something?” 
 “Oh, right, right, I’ll be right back,” she says, standing with a huff and heading out the door. He waits until she’s closed it before reaching over and placing the phone in the clay doll’s arms. The screen lights up with an image of a very familiar place. 
 “Just what are you doing at our old stomping grounds, Clay?” he asks under his breath. 
   




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


 

 *Morning* 
   
 “Should we check in on Ruckus and Voltdrain first, or play golf?” Doris asks sleepily. I groan, waking up reluctantly and staring at the bright pink feathers covering my face. It takes a moment for me to remember where the boa had come from. Oh, right, I think as I shove it out of the way, we’d had a dress-up party after playing Technico World the night before, complete with karaoke. I know Nico said that if I had trouble I should go on home, but I’d honestly forgotten that something bad had happened around the second verse of my first song. Staying with the Deadly Darlin’s is the FUNNEST thing EVER! 
 “Golf first!” Ariel says from under a pile of pillows. Only her arm comes out, waving weakly before falling again. “After another… hour of sleep,” she mumbles. 
 “Has anyone seen Skye?” Doris asks. 
 I look around, taking in the empty pizza containers, a pile of half-eaten cookies, several piles of glittery or feathery clothing… “Nope,” I say, crawling over to the cookies to finish them off. My stomach is growling at me.  
 “Did she fall through a wall again?” Ariel asks, pushing the pillows off. “Remember the time we found her with her head through the floor?” 
 “Yeah,” Doris says, yawning and pushing her hair out of her face. “Hey, while she’s missing, somebody get me some scissors. I’m chopping this junk off.” 
 “You can’t cut your hair off, it’s one of our calling card… thingies,” Ariel says, standing and stretching. “Plus, Skye would be pouting for an entire YEAR if you did that. But we can braid it again.” 
 “If we do it now, I can avoid the whole flowers and ribbon debacle, right?” Doris says, grabbing a brush from a nearby table. “Catch, you’re on brushing duty,” she tells me, tossing it to me. 
 “I get to brush it?” I ask, staring at the mass of hair. 
 “Do it as quickly as possible, Skye might wake up soon,” she says, heading for the kitchen. I chase after her as she starts to dig through the fridge. “You don’t need me to stand still, do you?” she asks. 
 “Already half done!” I say cheerfully. She’s moving so slowly that it’s no big deal. Her hair is so thick and silky that I’m fighting the urge to hug it. “Do you want me to braid it a certain way?” 
 “Ariel can do that part,” she says as she starts cracking eggs into a pan. “Done yet?” 
 “Done!” I say as I finish brushing. “How do you keep it so silky?” 
 “That would be me,” Ariel says, joining us with a yawn. She holds out her hands, and I watch in wonder as they shift into liquid form, flowing into Doris’s hair. Soon it looks like the hair is in a giant bubble. The strands start separating and then braiding together as Doris scrambles eggs, like this isn’t an amazing thing. “I always make sure to wash it this way, too, since she hates taking the time to do it, herself.” 
 “It’s a pain in the… neck,” Doris says. I think she just censored herself for me, but I won’t point it out. “If Ariel wasn’t here, I would have shaved it off, Skye or no Skye. You done yet?” 
 “All done!” Ariel says, the water pulling away from Doris’s head. The hair is now braided and pulled up into a ponytail, one that still hangs well past Doris’s waist.  
 “Oh, wow, I should have had you do mine,” I say. Not that I don’t like my new ‘do, it just would have taken less time. “So… um… do we want to call Malina before we go golfing, or whatever?” 
 “I probably should,” Ariel says hesitantly. “Or maybe we should find out about what happened with Skye’s stalker guy! That would be interesting, right?” 
 “Finding out about a stalker is more interesting?” Doris repeats as she tosses some sausage into another pan. 
 “It’s important, right? He’s a creepy camera guy that was trying to record us, right?” 
 “Nico records us, but I don’t see you complaining about him,” Doris points out. 
 “Nico doesn’t record our bedrooms, and he’s pretty much just a security system with a sarcasm setting, right?” Ariel says. I choke on a laugh. 
 “He is!” I agree. “We’ve got the same thing back at school.” 
 “Girls! Girls! They have the Jerky Mc’jerkenstein that experimented on me AT THE HALL! He’s in the ER! I want to go and pull his plug! I don’t know if it’ll do anything, since technically he’s not dying, but I’ll feel better!” 
 Doris keeps flipping the sausages. “You can do it after we send Carla back to the school this afternoon… and you need to go get cleaned up,” she says, as if this isn’t a big dramatic moment at all. 
 “Fiiiiine, spoilsport. Also, you left out the flowers again,” Skye says with a pout before she heads off to the bathroom. 
 “I meant to!” Doris calls after her. 
   

***


 


*Across the Galaxy* 
   
 The small hut has light streaming in through the cracks in the wall. Trent is trying to get some sleep, but he’s failing thanks to the light beam right across his eyes. He brings up an arm, trying to block it from view. For the past two nights they’ve been fighting the big ones. In theory, they’ve gotten them all, but he’s not going to swear to it. That’s why his mother had finally made a call to Cosmic. They’re waiting for their replacement to show up, now. 
 “Thank you so much for your hospitality,” Jeanie says to the woman of the house. “You’ve been so kind to me and my son.” 
 “No, it’s nothing compared to what you’ve done for us,” the woman says, sounding a bit teary. “Your son, he’s actually young, isn’t he? We didn’t realize at first because he is so… large of stature.” 
 “He’s a growing boy,” Jeanie says with a laugh. “He takes after his father.” 
 “But we have allowed him to be placed in danger,” the woman says. “I am so sorry for that. Had we known—” 
 “It’s fine,” Trent says, giving up on his nap. He’s going to get rid of this uniform as soon as he gets home, he decides as one of the holes pulls on his chest hairs. He looks like he’s been dragged in by a cat. He hadn’t even been able to replace it, because the entire population of this planet makes Emily look tall. “All it did was ruin my uniform.” 
 “They could have killed you!” the woman says, angrily. “We do not allow our own children near them, what right do we have to allow…” she stops as he stands, walking over to her, “you?” she finishes, staring up at him. 
 He grins. “My girlfriend hits harder than the big ones do,” he tells her. 
 “Your girlfriend is terrifying, then,” she says. He starts laughing, and Jeanie rolls her eyes before smiling. 
 “His girlfriend is adorable,” she says. They all look over as someone knocks on the door. “And here they are! Do you mind if I get this?” 
 “No, not at all.” 
 Jeanie crosses the tiny room, opening the door with a hospitable smile. “Welcome! We’ve been waiting for you.” She moves out of the way to allow the tall green skinned alien to come in. “My name is Star Spangled, this is Kid Liberty, and this is your hostess, Me’kal’ni’ta. She’s a wonderful guide, and quite handy with a bow and arrow. And you are?” 
 “Cosmic,” the man introduces himself, nodding. “I believe you two know my mentor?” 
 “We do! He’s doing very well on Earth,” Jeanie says. “Did he tell you what you’ll be dealing with?” 
 “Yes, thank you,” he says, looking over at Trent. “And will you be becoming one of the Cosmic?” he asks in an interested tone. 
 “No, I’m strictly Earth, but thanks for the compliment,” Trent says. “Do we need to call Cos—I mean, our Cosmic to head home?” 
 “No, I would be happy to help you,” this Cosmic says, “if you would step outside, that is? Pardon us, Ms. Me’kal’ni’ta, I will be returning quickly.” 
 “It is of no problem,” Me’kal’ni’ta says with a slight nod of her own. The three of them walk out of the hut, Jeanie calling out her farewells to everyone they walk past, addressing them each by name. 
 “I cannot help but notice,” Cosmic says to Trent, “that your female companion has no holes in her clothing.” 
 “Ah, that’s because Mom’s faster than I am,” Trent says. “She’s ah, a lot tougher than I am, too… at least for now, that is.” 
 “That glorious woman is your mother?” Cosmic asks. 
 “Yep, and she’s married,” Trent says, pointedly, “with two kids.” 
 “Ah, yes, of course,” he says, a faint hint of purple on his cheeks. “Do you wish to change garments before returning home?” 
 “They don’t make clothes big enough for me, and I hated to tax their supplies. Everything that needs to be covered is, right? So it can wait.” 
 “Then I shall be sending you to my mentor, now,” he says as they reach the outskirts of the town. “You trust me, yes?” 
 “Do you have some sort of badge or ring to show us to prove you’re a Cosmic?” Trent asks curiously. 
 “I have this,” Cosmic says, bringing up the sleeves of his robes and revealing a glowing tattoo on his wrists. He holds his hands out and opens a portal to a very familiar snowy world. “Will it be sufficient?” 
 “Trent! Jeanie!” he hears Tatiana call from the hole. “You are coming home, now?” 
 “We’re coming!” he calls back, getting excited. The Cosmic next to him looks at him curiously. “What?” he asks, seeing the look. 
 “You suddenly seem much younger,” Cosmic says. “Is this woman your family?” 
 “Close enough,” he says as Tatiana sticks her head through the hole. Cosmic takes a step back, his green skin turning a pale color. “Good to see you, Tatiana!” Trent says. 
 “This place, it is not on my list of vacation spots,” Tatiana says as she looks around. “Ah! Trent! We must get you new clothes.” 
 “She’s…” Cosmic says. 
 “Tougher than Mom, I think?” Trent finishes for him before taking to the air. 
 “If so, it is merely because I am a bit older,” Tatiana says. “Jeanie! You are coming, yes, kitten?” 
 “Tatiana!” Jeanie says, heading over. “Yes, I’m coming! I had to say goodbye to some people. They are very friendly, here.” 
 “Then we will be going now!” Tatiana says, grabbing their hands and pulling them both through the hole. It snaps shut without Cosmic doing a thing, leaving him standing there, shivering slightly. 
 “An actual negater capable of that…” he says, rubbing his arms. “What a terrifying creature.” He silently promises himself that he won’t EVER go to this… Earth. 
   

***

   

“So… how have things been since we left?” Jeanie asks as she and Trent go through the snow and into the ice castle that passes itself off as Superior and Tatiana’s retirement home. “How is everyone?” 
 “Well…” Tatiana says, her expression going serious. “Skye, she is having a stalker problem.” 
 “A stalker?” Trent repeats. “Who would be that stupid? I mean, she dropped Uncle Rob like he was a bad habit, right? I mean, sure, he’s an A-class, but he’s a pretty strong one. I’d have trouble fighting him, at least…” The two females look at him and he shrugs. “Well, she’s dangerous, right? Even if she’s… um… so easy going.” 
 “Oh, Skye, she is no easy goer,” Tatiana says, blowing his excuses off. “She can be quite the fire bird!” 
 “I think you mean firebrand, Tatiana,” Marie says as they enter the work room. She’s sitting at the table, knitting, as if she’s perfectly content to stay as a prisoner. “You two would be… Liberties? I know the trend towards scruffy is a growing thing among the young ones, but… really, I think you might be going too far, child.” 
 Trent looks down, embarrassed. “Ah, well, the plants on the planet we visited liked how I tasted.” 
 “I can see that. They took several bites out of you. Would you like something of Superior’s? I believe he has a few shirts he stole from Nico hidden away.” 
 “Nah, I was thinking we would just teleport back home and I’d change there,” Trent says. “Does anyone have a teleportation watch?” 
 “I do!” Tatiana says, “But first we must feed you. It would not do well to send you home hungry.” 
 “Do you think we should check in with Skye? Emily said that Carla was down there, working with her,” Trent says, frowning slightly. He’s felt a bit protective of Carla ever since they ran across half the country together.  
 “And SITEC is in the South Branch,” Jeanie says. “We can have them properly dispose of our suits while we’re checking in. It would be terrible if we brought back something that might harm the norms.” 
 “We could do that?” Trent asks. 
 “How do you think the grass monsters got to the planet we just left, honey? Interplanetary travel is something that should be taken very seriously.” 
 “Yeah, that makes sense,” Trent says. “You don’t think we’re carrying any sort of virus, or something, do you?” 
 “Trent, honey, we’re supers. We don’t get viruses,” Jeanie says, “but you’re right that it’s better to be safe than sorry. We’ll have them check for that, as well.” 
   

***

   

I tug my hat down just a little further, wondering if people will recognize me in my disguise. I mean, sure, we’re not working today, but if people see a hero hanging out with a trio of villains, it could ruin their reputation, right? So we put together the most ridiculous outfit—one that makes me look like a wannabe villain! I’ve got a huge red and black poofy hat that covers my ponytail, a skintight shimmery top and pants, both with the Deadly Darlin’s logo on them, and a mask that looks like a star on one side and a heart on the other. It covers more than half of my face. 
 “HELLO LOUISIANA!” Skye bellows from the rooftop of a building in the French Quarter. “Don’t mind us! We’re here to play mini-golf!” 
 Every single person on the street below looks up. “I thought we were supposed to NOT be minded,” Ariel says. You know, sometimes I really think that she’s not as innocent as she seems… Doris looks away, her shoulders shaking as she fights laughter. 
 “EXACTLY!” Skye says. “We even got special balls that bounce off things instead of breaking them!” she tells the watching crowd, digging through the “Technico” bag she packed with goodies. She pulls out four expandable mini-golf clubs and pushes a button on one. A golf ball hologram appears, glowing bright neon pink. 
 “OOOOH,” the crowd says. “Have fun!” a musician on the street corner yells, waving at us. 
 “I’ve got blue! Doris has red, and youuu… get…” Ariel hands out the other clubs, pushing the button on mine, first. “Purple!” 
 “I’ll set up the hole!” Skye says, bouncing from one roof to the next, pausing here and there as if contemplating angles of bounces. Finally, she stops half a block away and puts a tiny machine down. “We’re good! Carla, are you okay with rooftops? Jersey can carry you!” 
 “Isn’t it a bit late to ask that sort of thing?” Doris says only to shake her head. “It’s fine. If you need a ride, it’ll make you seem even more like a norm.” 
 “I can jump pretty far!” I say. People are climbing onto the roofs all around us, bringing out their cell phones to record our game. “Plus, all of the buildings are really close, right? So it’s fine! Did Technico make those for you?” 
 “Yeah,” Doris says, “after our very first game. Seems like the mayor complained to Century… and charged the Hall to fix all the windows we broke.” 
 “That makes sense,” I say. “Did anyone get hurt?” 
 “Nope! It was NIGHT golf!” Ariel says, lining up her shot and swinging. Her bright blue ball goes flying through the air—in the exact opposite direction that the hole is in. I watch as it hits the next building, bouncing off and flying over our heads. It ricochets off of a billboard, hitting a building’s corner, and then bouncing off of a window. 
 “We like to make it fancy,” Ariel tells me. 
 The crowd cheers as it finally lands on the same roof as the hole Skye had set up. 
   

***


 

 Ruckus looks down at the black suit she’s wearing, a hint of confusion on her face. Voltdrain hasn’t explained why they’re dressed like this, he’d just handed her and Dolly clothing and told them to change, but bring their uniforms with them. Now they’re standing in front of a rather smelly building, holding clipboards. 
 “Hello, we are here to inspect,” Voltdrain says, holding out a sheet and a badge to the man that’s walking towards them. “We’re with the EPA.” 
 Ruckus looks at Dolly, who looks back at her before pasting a business-like smile on her face. This is definitely NOT what she’d thought they’d be doing. But from the look on the man’s face as he takes the paperwork Voltdrain offers, it’s legit. He grunts, and irritably motions for them to follow him. 
 “How did you do that?” Ruckus asks silently, moving to Voltdrain’s side. 
 “I have an… agreement with the government. If I pick up on something that is dangerous, I will inspect it, clean up what I can, and inform them of what is going on,” Voltdrain replies. “If you want, I can set you up for the specialized training that I went through with the EPA. The classes are very interesting. I believe they specifically tailored it for my abilities. It was very considerate of them.” 
 “So you’re specially trained for this?” Dolly asks. 
 “It is something I feel very passionate about. The norms are beautiful creatures, but… they are delicate. If I can do something that allows them to live healthier, happier lives, I will do so with all of my might.” They’re walking along as they speak, and his eyes run over everything, seeing things that no one else can. “I feel the same for you two, as well.” 
 “What?” Ruckus asks.  
 “That is why I would like to ask you about a prospective permanent third partner. Ah, but this is not the place. Perhaps later?” He moves forward, starting to write on his clipboard as he focuses on his work. “There is a leak, here.” 
   

***

   

“Hurry it up, Farkinkle,” Mr. Cage says, pacing back and forth in Thelma Farkinkle’s tiny office. The basement has been cleared out, or they would be using that. As it is, he’s starting to get claustrophobic in this room. The mud creature smells like dirt, and being in a tiny room… he stops, shoving that thought aside as he looks over at the culprit. It’s on the table that Thelma had shoved all of her books off, staring at the pictures of the Deadly Darlin’s on the wall. 
 “I realize that you’re in a hurry, sir, but you’re the one that had the security wipe all of Penski’s work! All I have here is a crappy copy that was done in a rush! And you might not have noticed, but my focus was on the Skystep files, not on… this… thing.” 
 “I am not a thing. I lived as Penski for fourteen years and neither of you even noticed,” the mud says irritably. 
 “If you lived as him, you should know how to do whatever it is he did for you!” Thelma snaps. “Why was I the one you chose for this job? I have nothing to do with it! I wasn’t even working here at the time!” 
 “Because I OWN you, Farkinkle,” Mr. Cage says. “If I revealed what you did to a super, D-class or not, you would be looking at a very long stint in prison.” 
 “HE never told anyone, so clearly it would be your word against mine!” she replies, clicking even faster. She wants this over and both of them out of her office. She saw on a forum that the Darlin’s are playing mini-golf again. If she catches the bus, she might, just MIGHT get there soon enough to see it for herself. Either way, she’s missing the live feeds! She’d nearly missed the last game! 
 “Then how about, ‘if you don’t do this, you will not have a job,’ will that be enough to motivate you?” Mr. Cage growls, right next to her ear. She goes pale, her fingers stilling on the mouse for all of a second before she starts searching the files again.  
 “Whenever I had problems, I would just ask him,” the mud says. 
 “What?” Mr. Cage asks. 
 “Pretending to be him. Really, as long as he had his… computer, he didn’t particularly care that I was going into work as him,” the mud says. “He even told me what to teach the kid.” 
 The two of them turn and look at the mud, both thinking the same thing. “So… basically he used you to make money while he did his own research,” Mr. Cage says.  
 “NO!” the mud replies. “I was punishing him! He experimented on me! He experimented on Skye! He’s a terrible man that deserved to be imprisoned.” 
 “Look around you, Clay,” Mr. Cage says, motioning to the tiny room. “This is where a scientist obsessed with their work practically lives.” 
 “Only because you haven’t offered me a bigger office,” Thelma mutters. 
 “If I did, it would be crammed full of more pictures just like the ones plastered all over your walls. How is your research coming, Farkinkle? Have you gotten anywhere, yet?” 
 “I’m working on it,” Thelma says. “Manipulating the density of objects isn’t a very easy task.” 
 “My… well, Penski’s nephew figured it out in two months. It took him a bit over a year to actually create it, though,” the mud says. “You’re saying that you’re not smarter than a pre-teen.” 
 Thelma’s grip on the mouse tightens for a second. “I don’t believe you.” 
 “That’s the basic ability of these nanobytes,” the mud goes on, “which is why you getting them for just digging up a little bit of information should have you working much, much faster.” 
 Thelma turns, her mouth opening to say something, but she stops as someone knocks on the door. “Crap, I wasn’t expecting anyone…” 
 “You, get out of sight,” Mr. Cage says to Clay before heading to the door. “What?” he demands. 
 “Mr. Cage, we have unexpected visitors,” the security guard says. 
 “Then send them away,” Mr. Cage says. “We don’t accept unexpected visitors.” 
 “But sir, it’s Star Spangled and Kid Liberty.” 
 Mr. Cage goes still, his mind rushing. “Tell them I’ll be there in a moment.” 
 “Yes, sir.” 
 “Keep digging, Farkinkle. Your job depends on it,” he says before heading out the door. 
   

***

   

“We should have picked up some clothes before coming here,” Trent says with a yawn as they wait in the front area of SITEC. “If I call South Hall, do you think they could bring us something?” 
 “Why don’t you call Emily?” Jeanie asks. “She can pack us a bag of our own clothes.” 
 “Sounds great,” Trent says, surprised that he hadn’t thought of it. He’s finally on his own planet, where he can see his girlfriend, and his friends, and he hadn’t even thought of that. “I’ve GOT to get some sleep,” he mutters as he taps on his comm-bracelet. 
 “TRENT!” Emily says as her hologram appears over his wrist. “You’re HOME!” 
 “Hey,” he says, giving her an infatuated smile. “Em, we’re in the South Branch to dispose of our clothes. Do you think you could bring me and mom something to change into?” 
 “Sure, but why there?” 
 “We’re at SITEC,” he explains. “They’re set up to properly dispose of foreign objects.” 
 “Couldn’t Nico do that?” 
 “Well… he’s got a habit of experimenting with stuff, you know?” 
 “Yeah, enough said,” Emily says. “Can you show me around a bit? Is there a security system good enough to keep me out?” He turns, aiming the camera of his comm-bracelet in all directions. 
 “I doubt it? They don’t have a technopath working here, at least not that I know of,” he says. 
 “Okay! But no complaining if you don’t like the clothes I bring, got it?” 
 “I was going to ask for—” 
 “NO complaining!” she repeats before hanging up. He sighs and sits down on the nearest chair, wincing as the plastic threatens to crack.  
 “The trick is to use a bit of flight power, sweetie,” Jeanie says from where she’s perched on a chair nearby, flipping through a newspaper. 
 “Oh… yeah, that makes sense… wait, should we even be sitting? We haven’t changed yet.” 
 “Star Spangled, Kid Liberty, if you would just follow me,” a woman says, stepping into the room. 
 “Ah, you might need to clean this chair, too, sorry,” Trent says as he stands to follow. 
 “I’ll make a note of it, thank you.” 
   




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


“HOLE IN ONE!” Skye bellows as the ever-growing crowd lets out a cheer. Somehow this golf game has turned into a holiday of sorts, complete with people selling drinks and souvenirs on the sidewalks. There are even more musicians on the corners than there’d been when we showed up. “YEAH BABY!” she cheers, dancing in the air, excitedly. 
 “With a five bounce record,” Doris says, pulling a pen out from behind her ear to write it down. “I’m impressed. How long were you planning that one for?” 
 “Since I put the hole down!” Skye says with a grin. 
 “I really SUCK at this game,” I say, “but it’s so much fun! I want to get some of these for the school campus!” I step up to the spot we’re supposed to shoot from, tapping on the button that makes my ball appear.  
 “It takes a little practice,” Doris says. “Hey, after this shot who wants to go check on Dolly and Ruckus?” 
 “Oh, I do! I do! By now they’re probably COVERED in slimy stuff! I can’t wait to see Dolly looking like that!” Ariel says excitedly. 
 “Is Dolly even going?” Skye asks, looking at me. 
 “I don’t think so? I mean, last I heard it was just Ruckus.” I line up my ball, looking at the buildings that surround us with narrowed eyes. If I hit there, with this much speed, I can send it… that direction! I think. Maybe? Oh well, it’s worth trying! I swing the club. 
 “You missed the ball, Carla,” Doris says as I search the air for it. I look down, seeing the glowing purple ball right where it had been earlier. 
 “Oh,” I say. “Whoops.” I pull back my club, this time looking at the ball before I swing. The ball goes flying, and I let out a happy little sound as it hits where I’d planned. 
 “Speaking of slimy…” Doris says, “should we find out what happened with the slime-bag that filmed us?” 
 “Eh, he’s probably dead. But I guess we could call Nico and ask,” Skye says as my ball hits the ground, nowhere near where I’d planned for it to go. “Oooh, that’s going to be hard to pick up…” 
 I stare at the ground, only to stop as my stomach grumbles loudly. “I’m starving,” I say. “Can we go get some food before we do anything? I mean, it’s not that big of a deal, since both Nico AND Su—you know who are on the case, right?” 
 “Ooooh, Cajun food!” Ariel says excitedly. “Hey, hey, everyone! Where’s the best place to eat Cajun food around here?” she calls to our crowd. “We’re hungry!” 
 “Are you going to pay?” someone yells. The rest of them start laughing at the joke. 
 “We’re not working today,” Skye says with her hands on her hips. “So there’s a… fifty-fifty chance.” 
 “Let’s be honest,” Doris says, “It’s more like forty-sixty, but the Hall’s always running around cleaning up the messes we make, so sooner or later they’ll get paid.” 
 “But aren’t you villains?” someone asks. “Why does the Hall clean up your messes?” 
 “Well, they can’t CATCH us, so they obviously can’t make US clean it up, duh!” Skye says. “So Century gets stuck with the job!” 
 “Look, how about whoever tells us the best place to eat gets a signature?” Doris offers as she hears my stomach growl loudly. “Whose, we won’t say, but you’ll get a signature!” 
 The crowd starts shouting out restaurant names, excitedly. “Oh, who said gumbo! Raise your hand!” Ariel says excitedly, pointing at the crowd. “I want gumbo! I LOVE gumbo! I even like SAYING gumbo!” 
 “Then gumbo it is,” Doris says. “Skye, sign their forehead.” 
 “Yay! I knew there was a reason to carry a permanent marker!” Skye says happily. “Awww, she’s too cute to sign, Doris! I’ll sign her shirt, instead,” she says as she reaches the colorfully dressed older woman who’d suggested it. I pull out my phone just in time to get a snapshot of Skye kissing her on the cheek. She signs the purse that the woman holds out, happily. 
 “Skye’s been a sucker for white haired ladies since she met Tatiana,” Doris says, shaking her head with amusement. “Gumbo, ladies?” 
 “Gumbo!” we cheer. 
   

***

   

“We’ve prepared a place to shower for each of you. Once inside, please remove your uniforms and place them in the container provided,” the woman guiding them says as she stops in front of two rooms. “This one will be for you, Star Spangled, and this one is for you, Kid Liberty. We’d like to thank you for—” 
 She’s cut off as a “poof” sounds and Emily in full uniform appears with two bags in her hands. “Kid!” she says. “Can I hug you, yet, or are you not sanitary?” she asks, making a face a second later after sniffing. “Not sanitary.” 
 “Thank you for stating the obvious, D.J.,” he says, dryly. He takes the bag she holds out to him, heading into the room that was provided. A few minutes later he steps out again, wearing a mask, an “I heart Divine Justice” shirt, and a pair of jean shorts.  
 “I would have liked a shirt like that too, Sweetie,” Jeanie complains as she steps out of her own changing room in a dress shirt and a pair of slacks. 
 “I haven’t made another one yet, but I will!” Emily says. She throws herself into Trent’s arms, kissing him quickly. “You’re BACK! We’ve missed you! Hey, since we’re down here, are we going to go visit Hy-bo?” 
 “Yeah,” he says, just holding her for a long second. “Just give me a bit.” She hugs him back for all of a second before squirming and patting his arm.  
 “Hey, too much PDA,” she says. 
 “A hug is not too much PDA,” he says as he lets go. “Mom, is a hug too much PDA?” 
 “Public display of affection? Mmm… possibly,” Jeanie says, “so where’s mine?” she demands, holding her arms out to Emily. Emily lets out a happy little sound, throwing herself into Jeanie’s arms as enthusiastically as she had Trent’s. 
 “It’s… nice to see how well you get along with your son’s girlfriend,” the SITEC woman says, smiling. “But as I was saying, thank you for using our services. We will make sure that everything is properly disposed of. I can escort you to the front, if you wish?” 
 “If you would be so kind,” Jeanie says, draping an arm over Emily’s shoulder, obviously planning on keeping her there. “And you can catch us up on everything that’s gone on while we were gone!”  
 “I know SOME of it,” Emily says, reaching out and taking Trent’s hand, “but I bet Hy-bo will know a lot more.” 
   

***

   

“Mr. Cage, the Liberties have left. We’re about to dispose of their uniforms now. Is there anything you need to know before we commence?” Ms. Mace barely glances over at Thelma as she makes her announcement, much less at the messy Deadly Darlin’ shrine of an office. Thelma feels her hackles rise, so she turns back to her computer and goes back to work. The last thing she needs to do is irritate the ever-perfect Ms. Mace. She’s heard too many stories of unexpected sackings thanks to this woman. 
 “No, I don’t—wait,” Mr. Cage says. “Why would Central capes come to us to dispose of their uniforms?” 
 “I did not ask,” Ms. Mace says. “From the reaction of Divine Justice, they weren’t around for a while. Perhaps it was interstellar travel?” 
 “I haven’t heard anything about interstellar travel… but whatever it was, it might be worth studying before you destroy them. See if they have any moon dust on their clothes. That crap’s worth a ton of money.” 
 “Yes, sir. What should we do if there’s something else?” 
 “If it doesn’t come from this planet, get some samples. We’re looking for anything that could be turned into cold, hard, cash.” 
 “You mean funding for our ever-growing research?” Ms. Mace offers. 
 “Exactly.” 
 “I’ll see what I can find, sir.” She turns and closes the door without even a word offered to Thelma. Of course she did, Thelma thinks, they hate each other. She clicks another folder, wishing she could say something, only to stop and stare. 
 “I… think I might have found it,” she says. 
 “Are you sure? The last time you said that it was a recipe for some sort of mutation maker.” 
 “No, no, I think I’ve actually found it this time,” she says. “I’ll whip up a batch and we’ll find out for sure.” She jumps up from her chair and heads to the back corner to dig out her chemistry set. It’s dusty, but she ignores that fact as she sets up the beakers and digs through her chemical closet.  
 “Now, on to business. The nanobytes, if you would,” Mr. Cage says, turning to the mud creature that’s watching Thelma like a hawk.  
 “Not until we’re certain she’s got the right formula,” Clay says without bothering to look at him. “I came here for one reason, Cage, and one reason only. Until I get what I came for, you won’t get near the tech.” 
 “Why so cynical, my friend?” Mr. Cage asks, with a smile that doesn’t reach his eyes. 
 “Who do you think was working for you all those years, Cage? It wasn’t really Penski. I know how you think.” 
 “How did you bypass our security system, Richard?” Mr. Cage asks. “It’s state of the art. We used several of the super machines to put it together.” 
 “I know. I helped build it,” Clay says, smugly. “Or have you forgotten how long I was here?” 
 “I’ve got it,” Thelma says, holding the vial of liquid up to the light. “Should we try it?” 
 “Sure,” Mr. Cage says. “Shoot him up. This mud glob look is disturbing.” 
 “Shouldn’t we get the nanobytes, first?” Thelma asks, looking from Mr. Cage to the blob on her table. “He doesn’t seem very trustworthy.” 
 “Oh, he brought them,” Mr. Cage says. “But she has a point. Show us the goods, Penski… no, really, what SHOULD I call you? Muddy? Fertilizer?” 
 “Ha ha,” Clay says sarcastically. “You’re such a wit, Cage. What IS your first name, anyway? I worked here for fourteen years and never heard it once.” 
 “Antony,” Mr. Cage says. “My name is Antony Cage.” 
 “Ant Cage? Hah. Yeah, no wonder we never heard it,” Clay says, moving away from the canister to give them a glimpse. They’re glowing slightly and it shows through the glass window in the side. “Now, the catalyst, if you please.” 
 “Is that what this is?” Mr. Cage asks curiously as Thelma crosses the room with the syringe. “Some sort of catalyst to make the mud obey you?” 
 “Your scientific knowledge astounds me,” Clay says as Thelma shoots the liquid into his mud. For a second nothing happens. The room is deathly silent. Finally the mud starts to shudder, jerking wildly as the catalyst kicks in. Mr. Cage runs forward, grabbing the canister before it drops to the ground. When he looks up, he sees a naked imitation of Richard Penski sitting on the table. 
 “Put some pants on, man, you’re blinding me,” he says as he stands. “No one wants to see that, trust me.” 
 Thelma looks away while taking off her white lab coat and offering it to the naked man. 
 “Thank you,” Clay says as he shrugs it on. “A little small, but better than nothing. Now…” he looks at Mr. Cage, “my nanobytes.” 
 “Oh no you don’t. These are our pay for giving you your form back,” Mr. Cage says. 
 “Do you really think I won’t hurt you?” Clay asks. “I used to fantasize about punching you, Cage. You were always a tightfisted mogul.” 
 “There are two Liberties within hearing distance, Penski,” Mr. Cage says. “All I have to do is shout for help and they’ll come straight through that wall. Do you REALLY think you’re a match for that? I keep the nanobytes and you go on your merry way to do… whatever it is you do, pretending to be human. I’m really not interested in your strange little hobbies.” 
 Clay visibly hesitates before glaring at him. “Then at least give me your pants.” 
 “My pants?” 
 “Your pants,” Clay repeats. “Otherwise we see if I’m faster than your shout.” 
 “There are two of us here, Penski. You can’t take down both of us at the same time.” 
 Clay holds out his hands and the two watch as they grow exponentially larger. “Do you really believe that?” 
 Mr. Cage lets out a curse and reaches for his belt. His pants drop to the ground. 
   

***

   

Skye’s going to find him soon, Clay knows that. She’ll pick up on his energy now that he’s in full form, and come running, bringing the Hall along with her. If that happens, he’ll never be able to sit down and talk with her rationally before she attacks again. The very idea of that happening makes him feel sick to his stomach. A part of him wants to call the real Penski and probe his mind, just like he had over the past fourteen years. Penski always willingly told him everything he needed to know. Of course, the longer he lived on this planet, the less he needed to know. So he might have, possibly, neglected the scientist towards the end, but it hadn’t killed him! He’d needed to lose some weight, anyway. The man never exercised. 
 Clay heads to the stairs that lead to the basement, tapping in passcodes that he’d programmed, himself. He pauses at the bottom of the steps, looking at the now-empty area. They’d wiped out everything. He doesn’t know why, but he has mixed feelings about it. The part of him that had been stuck in the glass cage feels satisfied, but the part of him that had pretended to be a scientist for so long feels regret. There had been a lot of research and information down here. It was probably Cage that had wiped it all out. A real scientist would have hesitated. 
 He shoves the thought aside and heads for one of the walls, making a fist and slamming it straight through the concrete. He hits it again, making the hole larger. Finally, when it’s large enough, he jumps through, completely ignoring the fact that he’ll get his stolen clothes dirty. He can form clothes out of the special mud, anyway. He’d just found it funny to steal Cage’s pants. He wishes he could see how Mace reacts to finding him pantsless in a female scientist’s office. 
 Now, he thinks, to pick up one last thing and go find his little sister. He knows exactly how he can make her stop long enough to listen. 
   

***

   

Superior is napping. Nico looks over at his father with a hint of irritation. They’re miles in the air, and if a plane comes through, they’ll be noticed, but his old man is taking a catnap in the sun. 
 “It’s a good thing you’re retired,” Nico says. “Falling asleep on the job like this…” 
 “Excuse me if I don’t get much sun where I live,” Superior says without even opening his eyes. “This feels amazing. Did you know that some norms thought that I was solar powered?” 
 “Solar powered? Really?” 
 “I never bothered to correct them,” Superior says. “But since I have your attention, I might as well put in a complaint. We need official guilds in the game, son. Think of it like the branches.” 
 “It’s on my list of special features to add,” Nico says. “The kids have been bugging me about that and a shopping district…” he stops, his eyes lighting up. “Found them!” 
 “What?” Superior says, opening his eyes and moving out of his lounging position. “What changed?” 
 “I’m not sure,” Nico says, “it’s like they weren’t there one minute and were the next. They’re… right there,” he says, pointing at the ground. “That’s…” 
 “Do you know, I met the elder Cage once,” Superior says as they both stare at the SITEC building. “I got the feeling he would steal the uniform off my back if he could get away with it.” 
 “And yet you still let them start that business?” Nico asks. 
 “You have to admire a guy that brassy,” Superior says with a shrug. “At least he would have done it with a professional smile on his face.” The two look at each other and Nico’s mouth twitches. 
 “You honestly just said that,” he says. 
 “If I’d been lucky, he MIGHT have let me keep my boxers.” The two start making their way to the SITEC building.  At the exact same time their expressions turn serious, at least for a second, that is. “We’re going to have to teach Sunny to guard his expressions.” 
 “Nah, if I was bringing a kid into this situation, it’d be Zoe,” Nico says as they land in the parking lot and head for the front door. 
 “What, you’d really bring my adorable little granddaughter to a place like this?” 
 Nico shoots him a look. “You’re right, she’d probably terrify them.” 
 “When she’s full grown, maybe,” Superior says as they walk through the door and find themselves surrounded by security guards. “Ah, right, this is your part of the job,” he says to Nico. 
 “I’ve come for the nanobytes,” Nico says, not bothering to be polite. 
 The guards turn slightly as a door behind them opens and a woman walks out. She’s wearing a business suit and has a professional smile on her face that makes Nico think of what Superior had just said. Maybe she learned it from the elder Cage. “Technico, what a surprise,” she says. “I’m a big fan of yours.” 
 “I’m sure,” he says, dryly. “Don’t try lying to me. I know right where they are.” 
 “Yes, but we’re the ones that have been commissioned with disposing of them,” she says. “I dislike having to remind you of our contract with the Hall, especially with anything found in the South Branch… but we really can’t just hand evidence over to the first super that walks through the door.” 
 Nico looks over at Superior for a second, irritated. He’s positive that his old man had some say in that contract. “Then I’ll just call Century,” he says, tapping his earbud. 
 “Why don’t I go get Mr. Cage?” she asks. “I’m sure that the two of you can work something reasonable out between you. I’m just a mere secretary.” 
 “They don’t use terms like ‘secretary’ anymore,” Nico says silently as she walks away. He makes note of how the guards react to her leaving, straightening their stances and doing everything short of saluting. “If she’s a secretary, I’m a tinkerer.” 
 “Mmmhmm,” Superior says, looking around the room curiously. “They have some very interesting toys, here,” he says, not bothering to whisper. The guns that the guards are holding come up, again, and Nico sees a faint shaking of their barrels. 
 “I thought this place worked well with supers,” he says. 
 “We work well with the ones that make appointments,” the guard nearest him says. “We’re not very fond of the uninvited type.” 
 “I see.” 
   

***

   

The knock on the door would have Cage jumping out of his pants, if he was wearing any. Sadly enough, he’s still sitting in his boxers, waiting for his butler to come with a change of clothing. During this time, though, he and Farkinkle have been joined by a rather heavy set scientist named Floyd Grahmm, with something so fascinating that Mr. Cage has forgotten that he’s pantsless at the moment. 
 “And you say it’s unlike anything you’ve seen before?” Mr. Cage asks, looking at the Petri dish. “You are our resident expert in plants, so I’m not calling you a liar, but… perhaps you just need to do a bit of brushing up on your studies?” 
 “If it was from this planet, do you really think they would bring their uniforms here?” Floyd asks. “Sir, I think we might have found an entirely new strain of plant. I need your permission to cultivate a sample.” 
 “It’s a shame we took out the glass cages downstairs, they would have made a good hothouse…” Mr. Cage says, thoughtfully. “Fine, permission granted. Of course, I expect to see results, Grahmm.” Grahmm is about to say something when the door opens and Ms. Mace appears. She stares at them, her eyes lingering pointedly on Mr. Cage’s silk boxers. 
 “This is hardly the right place, sir,” she says, unemotionally. 
 “Ah…” Mr. Cage looks down, silent for a moment. At least Grahmm was here, he thinks, glancing over at the now-blushing man. “Why are YOU the one embarrassed?” he asks him. “Farkinkle is perfectly fine with me being pantsless.” 
 “I was trying to repair my broken soul by watching the Deadly Darlin’s, sir,” Thelma says, from where she’s glued to her computer monitor. “I was so close, too.” 
 “That possibly might be too much information, Farkinkle,” Mr. Cage says, standing. “Is there a reason for your intrusion, Ms. Mace?” 
 “Yes, sir. Technico and… a friend of his are here. He’s demanding the nanobytes, which I was unaware that we had,” she says, sneaking in a rebuke. 
 “Ah, yes. They’re new,” he says. He looks around the room, and then, with a slight shudder, at Grahmm. “When was the last time you washed your pants, Grahmm?” 
 “Huh?” 
 “No, even I’m not that desperate,” Mr. Cage says, looking a bit green at the very idea. “Keep them occupied, Ms. Mace. My butler should be delivering a new pair of pants, soon. Besides, what right does he have to them?” 
 “Respectfully speaking, sir, what right does he NEED?” Ms. Mace says, her eyes shooting daggers at him. “He’s threatening to call Century.” 
 “Ah, yes, of course he is,” Mr. Cage says, heading for the door. “Take them to the special waiting room and tell them I’m in a meeting, and will see them in ten minutes.” 
 “Will your pants be here before then?” Farkinkle asks. 
 “Hopefully, but if not, I have a very large desk.” Both Thelma and Floyd jump to their feet to watch him saunter boldly down the hall in his boxers and a dress shirt. The looks on their colleagues’ faces is enough to have them choking on laughter for the rest of the day. 
 “That man,” Ms. Mace says, shaking her head. “Everyone, return to what you were doing! We do not pay you to watch… that.” 
 “That was Farkinkle’s office, right? You don’t think—“ 
 “Excuse me, but I was in there as well,” Floyd volunteers. “His pants were…” 
 “Destroyed!” Thelma says, quickly. “I was showing him my latest attempt at phase technology. It got a little messy.” 
 The other scientists turn and look at the two before heading back into their offices. There are some things better off not questioned when you’re in this line of work. 
   




CHAPTER NINETEEN

 “This is SO good!” Skye says happily. We’re right smack-dab in the middle of a nautical themed restaurant. If I had been with any other group of super villains, we might have gotten paranoid looks and a lot of empty tables all around. If I was with Nico, I definitely would have gotten that. But since it’s Skye, Ariel and Doris, well... 
 I turn and watch as a group of little kids holding paper menus tip-toe closer, surrounding Skye with big, expectant eyes. She ignores them for a moment, scraping the bottom of her bowl for the last bit of broth. One of the boldest reaches out, tugging on her shirt. 
 “WHAT?” Skye demands, turning to her.  
 “Sign?” the little girl asks, cowering behind the menu, only to peek around it. “Pweeeeeeassse?” 
 Skye stares at her before saying, “And what are you going to pay me?” 
 The restaurant goes quiet, and I start to say something before the little girl reaches into her pocket. “I got candy?” she offers. 
 Skye grabs the candy and the menu, pulling out her permanent marker and scribbling her name. “NEXT!” she says, holding out a hand to the next bravest child. 
 “I got… um… a bouncy ball?” he says, digging a handful of junk out of his pocket and offering it. She takes the ball and his menu, repeating the process. Doris shakes her head as I look over at her, until someone tugs on her shirt as well. It’s the same girl that had just given Skye candy. 
 “You just gave her your candy,” Doris points out. “How are you going to pay me?” 
 Soon the little kids are pulling out their pockets, or running to their parents to get some other form of payment. A huge pile of tiny toys and candy starts to build up on the table as all three of the Deadly Darlin’s get roped into signing. 
 “It’s just criminal making little children pay for signatures,” I hear someone complain. 
 “Are you kidding? Those are the Deadly Darlin’s. We’re lucky they haven’t robbed us blind,” someone else mutters. “Besides, that kid just paid with a shiny rock. Raindance looks like she’s in love with it.” 
 “Think it’d work if an adult tried it? I would LOVE to get their autographs.” 
 “Go try!” 
 “ENOUGH!” the white haired lady that had told us about the place says, coming out of the kitchen. “You little scamps stop bothering paying customers!” she waves a wooden spoon in the air, and they all scamper off to their own tables, giggling. “How have you enjoyed Nana Rae’s cooking, girls?” she asks us. 
 “It’s AWESOME!” Skye says, getting up and floating over the table to give her a hug.  
 “And how are you gonna be paying tonight?” she asks, pointedly. 
 “Send the bill to the Hall,” Doris says, shamelessly. “We’re not working today, so we can’t do a dine and dash, but you can always TELL them we did!” 
 “We have a reputation to protect,” Ariel says, only to pout at me as I hold up a hand. 
 “I can take care of it, Nana Rae,” I say, waving my phone in the air. “I still have Max’s account on my phone!” I tell the girls. 
 “Do you seriously?” Skye asks, getting excited. “Girls, we’ve got to go shopping!” 
 “And who is this Max you’ll be making pay?” Nana Rae demands. 
 “Maximum?” I offer. She looks at my “Deadly Darlin’” outfit and lets out a laugh. 
 “If it’s declined, I’ll be calling Century, myself!” she threatens as she waves to a girl that looks like she could be her granddaughter. “Bring them the bill, we’ll see what happens.” 
 The girl starts to walk over as the crowd laughs and asks how I got Maximum’s information. I’m about to tell them that I know his girlfriend when the girl trips, falling. The floor is shaking, making the silverware chime as they’re thrown about. I jump to my feet, grabbing the girl before she hits the ground and putting her back on her feet. The room is starting to shake wildly. I hear a dangerous cracking sound from the ceiling and I rush over, grabbing the couple that’s sitting right below the falling plaster.  
 “Everyone! Remain calm and find a secure place!” I yell, my voice modulator taking care of slowing it down for me. I almost stop as I see Skye floating in the middle of the room, enraged. “Skystep! This is an earthquake—” 
  “This is no earthquake,” she says. 
 “What do you think you’re doing? I was not told we would be having visitors today—” Nana Rae says. The ground beneath her shoots up and I race for her, grabbing her before she can go flying very far. “Who are you, little one?” she asks me, looking stunned. 
 “Hy-bo,” I say, giving her my best trademark smile before racing out of the building with her. “You stay out here, okay?” 
 “But my restaurant!” she says. “It’s going to be my daughter’s!” 
 “We’ll get it fixed up, I promise,” I tell her as I run back in. I get there just in time to see Skye slam her fist into the floor so hard that the impact causes the windows to blow out. 
 “GET OUT HERE!” she bellows. 
 “Not yet!” I yelp, as the norms rush for the door. I see a child, the same child that had so bravely bribed the trio for their autographs, hiding under a table, crying. I can’t leave her like that. I run over, shoving the table over and grabbing her. She looks at me, and then looks past me with a look of terror on her face. 
 I turn, seeing what she’s staring at. The concrete has risen up, broken and vaguely resembling a man. There are thin veins of mud covering the surface. “Skye,” he says, one rocky hand lifting to her. Before he can say anything else, Skye punches through his head, breaking the concrete as easily as if it was Styrofoam.  
 “Hy-bo! Get her out of here!” Doris yells. “Skye’s about to lose it!” 
 “Ye-yeah,” I say, shaking off my shock and looking at the mess of people trying to climb over each other to get out. They’re going WAY too slow, I think as I look around. I head for the wall, putting the girl down and moving a booth chair between her and me. I start hitting the wall, rapidly, pretending that I’m a jackhammer. It’s not quite as impressive as Skye’s one-hit dust making shot, but hey, I’m still young! 
 It’s taking too long, I think as I hear screaming, one second, two seconds, they’ve never seemed longer in my life. I step back as light hits me and move the bench chair to pick up the girl. “Come on, everyone! Leave in an orderly manner!” I call through the voice modulator. I’m doing this in Deadly Darlin’s garb, and it’s going to be plastered all over the news, I’m sure. I’ll be yelled at by the Hall for being seen this way, and my little siblings will see me hanging out with villains, but none of that matters right now. I have to save the people.  
 The ground shakes so hard that even I have trouble keeping my balance. The norms are rushing for the hole I just made, and I glance up as the walls and ceiling starts to crack. Um, maybe that extra hole isn’t helping the whole stability thing, huh? Especially since we already took out most of the floor, thanks to the concrete guy. Well, it’s too late to worry about that. 
 “Ariel, get the ceiling,” I hear Doris say as she shifts and grabs one of the walls that are caving in. “We need to get these people out of here as fast as possible.” She lets out a curse. There’s mud creeping up her leg. 
 “On it!” Ariel says cheerfully, rising into the air and changing into water. Soon, a transparent dome appears over our heads, catching the ceiling that’s caving in before it lands on everyone.  
 Some of the norms pause, trying to take pictures, and I can’t help but yell at them, “Keep moving, PLEASE! This is not a show!” They move a little faster, only to stop completely as Skye goes flying, slamming into the wall next to my hole. They stare, shocked, as she slides down a few inches before regaining her balance. 
 “How did he hit you?” Doris demands, distracted from the mud that’s reached her hip. 
 “He sprayed me,” Skye says. “Ariel, wash me off!” 
 “I sort of have my hands full, but I can try,” Ariel says from above our heads. 
 “What did he spray you with?” 
 “That little punk’s nanobytes,” Skye says. “He’s still got the bottle that he had the last time I ran into him. I thought Nico caught this bully, already!” 
 “I don’t want to fight with you, little sister,” the concrete monstrosity says. “You just need to know that everything I’ve done, I’ve done it for
you.” 
 “Pull the other one, it has bells on it,” she snarls, shoving her hair out of her face and jumping into the air. She staggers, letting out a yelp as she starts downward. “You’re kidding me! It even affects my AIR WALKING?” 
 The concrete monster raises a hand, grabbing for her. “We just need to—“ he’s cut off as Doris punches his hand, shattering it. Her eyes are glowing and her fangs are showing. I’ve never seen her look so terrifying, even during our fights with Ruckus and Doris. Her Jersey Devil form seems to pulsate once, twice, and then shoots up almost a foot in height. She’s as big as Tatiana, I think in wonder. 
 “Did you know she could do that?” Ariel asks as Doris launches herself at the concrete monster, crashing across the room and through the wall behind him, into the kitchen. 
 “That is SO AWESOME!” Skye says, forgetting for a second that she can’t air walk and jumping up and down. 
 “EVERYONE KEEP MOVING!” I yell as I realize that all of a sudden the norms are trying to get back into the building with their phones held high. 
 “Are you kidding me? Jersey Devil just EVOLVED!” someone shouts at me. “How can we NOT get this on camera?” 
 “By the ceiling caving in on you!” I say with my hands on my hips. “That’s it, I’m calling Century!” 
 The wall towards the street starts cracking and I turn, staring in horror as a hand made out of bricks appears, reaching for Skye. “Idon’tthinkso,” I say, rushing for it before anyone else notices and punching straight through it. The crowd starts to scream as the ceiling caves in entirely, almost falling through Ariel’s dome form. I find myself out on the street in front of the tiny restaurant, surrounded by broken bricks. Is he still here? Isn’t Doris supposed to be fighting him? They were in the kitchen just a second ago, so how did he appear in the wall? 
 The people continue pouring out of the building as the ground starts to shake, all over again. I turn, frozen in shock for an entire two seconds as I see what’s happening. The entire place is caving in, but it’s doing it strangely. Some parts are still standing up, while others start curving in—it looks almost like… 
 “It’s a hand!” the little girl that I had set on the street says, pointing at the store. “It’s a giant hand!” 
 I look back at the store, realizing that she’s right. Those parts that are still standing are fingers, and they’re closing into a fist as the norms desperately try to escape. 
   

***

   
 *SITEC Enterprises* 
   

“He’s taking his sweet time about this,” Nico mutters as he and Superior stand in the waiting room. They’ve already turned down coffee and magazines. While they’d been told it would be ten minutes, it’s been well over twenty. It’s obviously starting to get on Nico’s nerves, because his eyes are glowing. Superior looks at him, and then looks closer, raising an eyebrow slightly. 
 “Really, should you be complaining when you’re obviously entertaining yourself?” Superior asks. 
 “Even if they’ve got the nanobytes, they haven’t connected them to any of their systems yet,” Nico says. “Trust me, I’ve checked them all.” 
 Superior coughs, hiding a laugh. “You realize that if Charles hears that you’re doing this, he might get a bit… irritated.” 
 “If Century finds out that they’ve got super created nanobytes without even telling him about them, he’ll be more than irritated. He’s got every acquisition that they’ve made logged into his system.” 
 “And how do you know that?” Superior asks. 
 “How do you think I know that? I rewrote his catalog system almost half a year ago. South is as much my branch as Central is, now.” 
 “So under the guise of ‘upgrading’ their systems, you’ve helped yourself to all of their information, hmm?” 
 “Are you saying that you wouldn’t? Of course, the guy they portray in the movies might not have, but really, Pop.”  
 “Who needs an excuse?” Superior asks. “Unfortunately, processing data like you do isn’t my strong point.” 
 A surprised look crosses Nico’s face as he turns to stare at his father. “So you’re saying there’s something I can do better than you can?” 
 “I didn’t put it like that,” Superior says, crossing his arms over his chest. 
 “But that’s what you meant, wasn’t it?” 
 “I’m just acknowledging the fact that your skills can be… useful. That’s obvious, so I shouldn’t even have to say it.” 
 “Jealous?” Nico asks, starting to smirk. 
 “Hardly.” 
 “A man that can manipulate anything around him on an atomic level is jealous of my computer skills,” Nico says, gloating. “I should have recorded this conversation. Oh wait, I did.” 
 “If you want, I can turn on the television,” the woman at the desk offers, a bit pathetically. She looks like her knees haven’t stopped shaking since they entered the room. And since they’re speaking too quietly for her to hear, it’s unsettlingly quiet. They’re just standing there, side by side. She can practically feel gravity getting heavier, and she has no idea why. “I think the news is on.” 
 Nico flicks his finger at the television mounted to the wall, turning it on for her. It starts flipping channels, even ones that she’s certain she shouldn’t get on this network, and then stops on the news. 
 “I’m reporting from the French Quarter, where unexpected super activity is taking place,” the woman on the screen says. Behind her are people screaming as a building starts to collapse. “While we’re still learning what’s happening, it seems that all of the civilians have been evacuated by the supers inside.” 
 Nico lets out a curse as he sees a familiar blur running around in the crowd. “It’s Carla,” he says. 
 “I’ll go,” Superior says. “You get the nanobytes.” 
 “She’s one of MY kids, Pop,” Nico says, rising a foot into the air without even realizing it. 
 “And you’re mine, which makes her a grandkid, in a way, or a grand student. Either way, you don’t need to freak out—” 
 “Here,” Nico says, grabbing Superior’s wrist. He starts tapping on the air with his free hand before letting go. “Go as me,” he says, tapping on the screen of Superior’s teleportation watch. Superior seems to pixelate for a second before he taps on the screen, as well, turning the illusion off quickly with a pointed look at the woman at the desk.  
 “I’ll accept this early Father’s day gift,” he says, looking so smug that Nico realizes what he’s just done. 
 “I’m planning on taking it away as soon as this is over,” Nico threatens.  
 “Now that I’ve seen how the system works, you can try,” Superior says before rushing out the door with a grin on his face. Nico turns to the woman behind the desk, who’s just staring at him. 
 “What was… um… that?” she asks. 
 “I need to talk with Cage,” he says, ignoring what she’s really asking about. “Either you show me to his office or I go in on my own. Trust me, I know there’s no meeting.” 
 “I’ll, um… call Ms. Mace,” she says, reaching for the phone. 
   

***

   
 *New Orleans French Quarter* 
   

I have to get in there. I look at the gigantic brick hand with a frown, my mind racing even faster than usual. I can try punching through, again, but that doesn’t seem to be working for the three inside. I’m not as strong as they are. That leaves the option of looking for a gap between the fingers. I look at the crowd that’s somehow gotten larger, and almost groan as I see all the news reporters. Sure, they’re TRYING to sound serious, but this is practically a second Christmas for them, if the grins on their cameramen’s faces are any indicator. Century is going to have a LOT of cleaning up to do after this. 
 Well, that’s not my problem, I decide as I jump, grabbing onto one of the brick fingers and starting to climb. I won’t lie, this is actually a bit exciting. I wish I was in my proper uniform, though. I could brag about this for WEEKS, if I was. “Oh, you SAW me save that restaurant from the giant brick hand? I don’t like to toot my own horn, but, well—“ As it is, I can STILL brag about it to Trent and Emily! They’re going to be so jealous! 
 The fingers move and I grab on tight to keep from being thrown. Ahh, man, maybe I can talk Sandra into doing something like this. It’s really fun, if you ignore the whole plummeting to certain pain. 
 I stop as I hear a roar from inside. It’s followed by Skye shouting, “DON’T YOU DARE!” Well, maybe it’s not ALL fun. In fact, I should probably be worried, right? This creepy concrete guy seems to be obsessed with Skye, and has a way to stop her powers from working. I reach the tip of a finger and start tugging as hard as I can to pry it open. I need to get in there and help! Skye could actually be in serious danger! 
 “I’m on my way, kid,” I hear someone say over my comm-bracelet. “Just keep him busy for me.” 
 I tug at the finger, hard, and the bricks break, leaving a hole just big enough for me to slip in. “Got it!” I say as I drop into the fist. “No need to fear! Hy-bo is here!” I declare dramatically as I land, even though I haven’t checked out the situation yet. I really should work on that bad habit, I think as I see Doris and Skye pinned to the wall by the strange, nasty mud that had been climbing Doris’s leg earlier. 
 “Hy-bo, get out of here!” Doris snarls in a deep, raspy voice.  
 “I’ve come to save you!” I say, rushing over and tugging at the mud. It’s hard, harder than the bricks that I’d punched through, and it feels oddly alive. As I tug, the mud grabs my hands, tugging back.  
 “Hey, hey, STOP THAT!” I yell, shoving against the wall with my foot to try and pull free. “Let go of me!” 
 “It’s him,” Skye says angrily. “He’s holding us. He’s stronger than Doris is, even with her super cool new form. That’s totally cheating! And every time I break free he hurts her! I’m SO going to stuff him in a pot when this is done! You hear that, mud man? You’re going in a POT!” 
 “Where’s Ariel?” I ask. 
 “He dragged her underground,” Doris says, jerking at the mud again. Her arm breaks free, only to be grabbed by the mud again. “I really hate this guy,” she mutters. 
 “You need to listen to me,” a voice comes from all around us, and the mud seems to vibrate with it. “Skye, you and I, we belong together.” 
 “Sorry, not interested,” Skye says. “I’m going to put you in a BOX! And then we’ll call you Schrödinger and pump in all sorts of nasty stuff! And then we’ll ship you into outer space where you can float for ETERNITY! Or until you get hit by a passing meteor and dragged even further out into space! And then you can land on an uninhabited planet and STARVE! And then—“ 
 “That’s a rather detailed plan,” the mud says. 
 “You’ll turn into SPACE DUST!” Skye yells. “SPACE DUST, I SAY!” 
 “It’s also pretty redundant, but whatever,” he says after a few seconds of silence. “Skye, you and I have been through the same thing. We suffered the same, and that makes us the same! That makes us the only ones that will ever understand each other!” 
 “Oh, please,” Doris says. “Do you really think you understand her just because you were experimented on?” 
 “You!” the mud says angrily, “I HATE you!” The mud comes up, covering her face to try and suffocate her. “You can’t have her! She’s MINE!” 
 “STOP DOING THAT TO HER!” Skye bellows. 
 “LET HER GO!” I shout. I’m mad. Sure, I was planning on just keeping him occupied to give Nico time to get here, but he’s going too far! I grit my teeth and start to vibrate the hands he’s holding. Faster, I think, concentrating. I have to move faster. If I can move fast enough, I can break free of his hold. “Wait, you—“ the monster says as the mud starts to react to my actions. “STOP!” he yells, but I ignore him, moving even faster. I’m not going to stop just because a jerk that attacks Doris tells me to. I LIKE Doris. I didn’t really know her before this, but I’ve had a lot of fun with her! And she and Ariel make Skye feel happy and safe, like family SHOULD!  
 The mud that’s holding me starts coming off, floating in the air around my hands in droplets. I pull free, racing away to look for a pot. It’s probably not the BEST idea, but it’s the best one we’ve got at the moment. It’ll need a lid. Also, we need to find out what happened to Ariel! I really doubt getting stuck underground is enough to stop her. It doesn’t stop real water, right?  
 “HA! She got FREE!” Skye says, proudly. “She might be young, but she totally beat you!” 
 I hear Doris scream in pain a second later. “STOP THAT!” Skye bellows. “STOP HURTING DORIS!” 
 “He’s… got mud… I swallowed… it,” Doris says.  
 “You just wait until she poops that out!” Skye bellows. 
 “Skye,” Doris says, groaning. “You don’t yell that at a super villain.” 
 “We should have brought Chooperic,” Skye says. “He woulda bit you on the butt you pile of mud!” 
 “Then he’d have the same problem I’m having,” Doris says. I grab the biggest pot in the ruins of the kitchen, along with the lid. I’m going to go back in there, but I have to get all of him before he gets a chance to hurt Doris again. That means I need to get the chunk that’s in Doris’s stomach, right? I’m not sure how I can— 
 “Carla,” a soft voice whispers, making me look down. The floor is broken, even the concrete, so the sight of a trickle of water coming through the revealed mud doesn’t really surprise me. I mean, the water faucets are all broken and water is spraying everywhere. That this trickle turns into a hand, though, DOES surprise me a little, in a good way. 
 “Ariel!” I say in a whisper. “Are you okay? He didn’t hurt you, did he?” 
 “It took a little bit to put myself back together, but that turned out to be a good thing,” she says, her hand coming up higher and then pushing on the earth. Her head appears, grinning at me. “I found it,” she whispers, excitedly. 
 “Found what?” I ask. 
 “His core,” she says. “Unless we get that, he’s just going to keep going. And I will NOT have some nasty mud thinking they can beat pure water, like me,” she says, stubbornly. 
 “He’s been hurting Doris,” I whisper. Her eyes widen before narrowing, and suddenly I wonder if I shouldn’t have told her. If she has his core, she could probably break it, right? At least, she could try.  
 “Oh, he’s going to pay,” she says. Before I can reply, I hear Skye start to laugh. We both turn, looking in her direction. 
 “What’s so funny?” the mud man demands. 
 “You’re so out of luck!” Skye says, still laughing. “You’re SO SO SOOOOO out of luck!” 
 “What are you talking about?” he demands.  
 “Daddy’s coming,” she says. That gleeful tone is one that I’m going to hear in my dreams. 
 “Penski?” he asks. 
 “Oh, no, my REAL daddy,” she says. “Make sure you’ve got the pot ready, Carla! Daddy’s coming!” 
 “Got it!” I yell back, grinning. 
 “Explain what you’re talking about or I’ll make Doris wish she was dead,” the mud demands. A crash comes and light streams in, revealing Nico floating where a brick finger had once been. 
 “She means me,” he says. 
 “Technico is your father?” the mud asks, blankly. 
 “That’s not Technico,” Skye tells him in a stage whisper. 
 “I’ll go get the core,” Ariel tells me before diving back into the ground. 
 The crowd outside is shouting about Technico showing up, and I feel a bit confused, because he looks like Technico, and he sounds sort of like Technico, but Skye looks so confident— 
 Oh, I think as I look a little closer. I know Nico, especially how he tends to stand when he’s in the air, er... float when he’s in the air, I guess I should say. This version isn’t slouching nearly enough. “Hi, Superior!” I say, waving and grinning up at him. “You made it!” 
 “I really thought I’d gotten the voice right,” Superior says as he comes in. “Oh well. Let my daughter and her little monster go, mud boy.” 
 “She is NOT your daughter!” the mud roars before pulling away from Skye and Doris and launching at Superior. He completely engulfs the man, wrapping around him tightly.  
 “I am not a little monster, you know,” Doris says, irritably. “He called me a little monster,” she says to Skye. “I’m perfectly fine being called a monster, but I am NOT a little one!” 
 “You’re my FAVORITE monster!” Skye tells her, throwing herself into Doris’s arms and reaching up to pat her on the head. “I’ll tell Mom and she’ll yell at him for the ‘little’ comment, I promise.” 
 “Thank you,” Doris says, just standing there letting Skye pet her hair for a second before abruptly turning and throwing up. “He tastes nasty,” she complains as Skye holds her hair out of the way. 
 “Should we, um, help?” I ask, motioning to where Superior is still covered in mud. 
 “You can hit him, if you want,” Skye offers, only to stop as the mud on Superior starts to twitch and then jerk wildly before being slung off. He splatters all over the room, and I grab a table to stop him from hitting me. 
 “I’ll give you a moment to pull yourself together,” Superior says, staring at the mud with a cruel little smile. “I want you to realize just how much you DON’T qualify to be part of Skye’s family, so…” he holds a hand out to Skye and millions of tiny sparks appear on her skin before an ash like substance falls off of her. “There we go. Feel better, kid?” 
 “SO much better,” Skye says, taking a step into the air. “Get that spray bottle for me?” 
 The spray bottle shoots up through a crack in the ground, landing in Superior’s hand. “This one?” 
 “That one,” she says before attacking the mud ruthlessly. Each punch sends the mud splashing, and whenever it tries to grab her, it goes straight through.  
 “Skye! Skye! I got the core!” Ariel says, pulling herself through the floor again with a glowing stone in her hand. “Let’s crush it.” 
 “I’ll take that,” Superior says, holding out a hand. Ariel gives him a dirty look and I remember that she actually hates him for something that happened a long time ago.  
 “You’re Superior, right?” she says. “You don’t sound like Nico.” 
 “Does it matter?” 
 “You’re too tricky!” she accuses him. “How do we know you’re not the mud guy pretending to be Superior, pretending to be Nico?” 
 “It’s Dad!” Skye says. “Nobody has a power like Pop. Well, except for crazy-eyes, but she doesn’t count because she’s wearing a collar.” 
 Before Ariel can say anything, the rock she’s holding starts to sink into her hand. She lets out a yelp, throwing it at Superior. It stops in the air, floating. 
 “Skye,” the mud man says, his voice coming from all around. “All I ever wanted to do was protect you. I watched you to make sure no one did what Penski did. I watched your enemies, to make sure they didn’t, either. I love you, Skye. I have ever since I found out. Don’t let them do this.” 
 Skye turns, staring at the glowing rock, a strange expression on her face. “That isn’t love,” she says. “It sounds good and all that, but love doesn’t attack other people that care about their loved ones! Love doesn’t make people paranoid about being spied on for years! You don’t love me. If you’d loved me, you would have DONE something rather than just stalk me! I was alone! I was ALWAYS alone! And if you’ve been watching me all these years, you KNEW THAT!” 
 “And what has this so-called father of yours done?” the mud asks, trying to turn the anger on Superior. 
 “He gave me his name,” Skye says, her hands clenched at her sides. “He told me that I can come, night or day, and then they PROVED it! They had cookies and hot chocolate and they were waiting at the door for me! THAT’S LOVE! And Nico made it so I can go visit anyone I want whenever I want! THAT’S LOVE! And the kids call me and bring me hugs and gifts and THAT’S LOVE TOO! You don’t know what love is because you’re a stupid stalker!” 
 “You don’t understand,” the mud man starts out only to stop as Superior grabs the core. “Don’t! Stop it! Don’t—“ 
 “I could crush you, easily,” Superior says, “but my daughter wants something else. Carla, bring me that pot.” 
 “Let’s put him in a rocket and send him out into space!” Skye says excitedly. I rush over with the pot, holding it out to Superior and watching as the mud pulls away from the ground and walls and pours into it. “Oh, but we need to fix this place first because Nana Rae is amazing,” she adds. 
 “And the gumbo is really good!” Ariel says. 
 “We’ll let my kid take care of that,” Superior says. “Put the lid on, Carla,” he tells me, still holding the core. “I’ll transport this part, myself.” 
 “Got it!” I say, slamming the lid on the pot. The lid melds to the pot with a look from Superior and he leads the way to the wall, punching through it. “Should I call Century?” 
 “No point,” Superior says, looking into the air. “He’s already here.” 
 I look up, seeing Century floating overhead with a worried look on his face. He drops to the ground, and shockingly, hauls the Deadly Darlin’s and me into a massive hug. At least I’m fast enough to move the pot of mud to the side. We wouldn’t want that broken open, it’d be messy. 
 “Is everyone all right?” he demands roughly. 
 “Our reputations aren’t,” Doris complains. 
 “Doris threw up the mud man,” Ariel says, looking the least bothered of the three by the hug.  
 “Don’t remind me,” Doris says. 
 “You shouldn’t hug us! We’re villains and you’re a stupid do-good hero!” Skye says, poking Century repeatedly. 
 “And Skye couldn’t air walk,” Ariel says, “or phase.” 
 “Yeah? Well, you got dragged underground!” Skye says. 
 “And scattered,” Ariel agrees. “It was sort of interesting, but I had stuff to do. I had to save the day!” 
 “And Carla? How are you, sugar?” he asks, looking at me. 
 “I just got a little muddy,” I say. “He ruined our play day, though.” 
 “And Superior called Doris a little monster,” Ariel says, in that same innocent tone that means she’s knowingly getting someone in trouble. I’m positive she knows it, now, because Century’s eyes narrow as he looks around. 
 “Where is he?” he demands, letting go of us. “Nobody calls one of my darlin’s a little monster.” 
 “Yeah! I’m a BIG monster!” Doris says, even as her enlarged form shrinks to the smaller Jersey Devil form. 
 Century looks at her. “So it was the ‘little’ part that bothered you?” he asks. 
 She crosses her arms and glares. “Darn right, it was.” 
 “Also, that’s not Nico,” I whisper, pointing at the rather smug looking man. “That’s Superior.” 
 “You’re kidding me,” Century mutters, groaning. “He got an illusion watch?” 
 “I’m quite fond of it, too,” Superior says. “But we have more important things to deal with. Where’s the little toy girl? They’re usually somewhere the girls are.” 
 “She’s with Voltdrain today.” 
 “Shame... looks like I’ll have to come with you for the Council meeting,” Superior says. “A collar won’t work on this one.” He holds up the glowing rock. 
 “Is that him?” 
 “That’s him.” 
 “Then, ladies, why don’t you head on home? I’ll send in the black suits to clean this up, along with a few of the local contractors. You, come with me,” he says to Superior. 
 “I’d like to go back to the school campus,” I say quietly. 
 “Then I’ll call in someone to escort you,” he says. He reaches up, tapping his earbud. “Rocco? Son, can you do me a favor? I need you to escort Carla home.” 
 I feel my face turn hot with embarrassment. I wasn’t expecting that. 




CHAPTER TWENTY


 


*Somewhere in England* 
   
 Rochester lets out a yelp as he drops to the ground, not landing very well at all. This is the warehouse that Nico had found. When he’d failed to find out anything through the camera, Nico had told him about this place. Flying here had been the most terrifying thing he’d ever done, but he’d been set on seeing it for himself. If he can’t find it through the cameras, he can find it here.  
 He stares at the ground under his feet, wondering if people will notice if he dares to kiss it. He might be able to fly, now, but that doesn’t mean he’ll ever enjoy it.  
 “I don’t recall ever seeing your face before,” a sharp, British accented voice says from above. “Who are you?” 
 Rochester looks up, feeling rather underdressed in his jeans, t-shirt, and cheap toss-away mask. “I’m… well, I ain’t got a super name, so to say, but I’m from the Hall. I’m here t’ see the computer.” He points at the ancient looking warehouse. “I’m a psychometric.” 
 “And can you prove that?” the man asks, landing in front of him. He has a sword emblem on his chest, which means he’s THE Knight, leader of the supers in Britain. Rochester reaches into the back pocket of his jeans, pulling out his wallet and digging out his ID card. Before Knight can take it, he touches it with his thumb, making a small hologram of himself appear. 
 “Interesting,” Knight says, taking the card and touching it like Rochester had. Nothing happens. “Regardless, this is our job. You can go back to where you came from.” 
 “After I touch the computer and look around, I’ll do just that,” Rochester says, stubbornly heading into the warehouse. For a second he worries that Knight will attack him, but the man just follows him silently, watching him like a hawk. 
 The place is practically empty, save for a swinging lamp and a table holding an old computer and… he frowns, crossing over to the table and picking up a small clay doll. “What is this?” he asks Knight. 
 “I have no idea,” Knight says. “It wasn’t here the last time we looked.” 

 


***

   
 “Technico,” Mr. Cage says, standing. Thanks to his butler coming in the back way, he managed to get his pants earlier. Now, only his employees know that he’d been pantsed, and he controls their paychecks. There’s a very good chance it won’t get out… at least, he hopes. The last thing he wants to see is a YouTube video of him strutting around in his boxers at work. At least, he thinks, he keeps in shape. 
 “Cage,” Technico says. “Those nanobytes aren’t yours.” 
 “Ah, yes, those. Can you tell me whose they ARE, then?” Cage asks, sitting down when it becomes obvious that Technico isn’t going to shake his hand. “If they were created without permission, by a super, then they come under our long-standing contract. So… did you build them?” 
 “They were created by one of my students,” Nico says. “That makes them a school science experiment, and don’t lie, it’s not just super built, it’s super villain built. There’s a fine line, but it exists. I’ve read your contract.” 
 “Ah, yes…” Mr. Cage says, his mind rushing behind a fake smile. “And this student, is he a villain? I’ve heard that you’re the one that taught several of our up-and-coming villains, including Maximum, right?” 
 “This student is undeclared at the moment,” Nico says, a small smile that doesn’t reach his eyes crosses his face. “Until he’s declared, you have no hold on what he creates. And truthfully, I’m already negotiating to get your company fired. You see, I found several of your parts in a hidden camera, recently.” 
 “A hidden camera?” Mr. Cage asks, honestly surprised. “I’m not sure what you’re talking about. We don’t do that sort of work.” 
 “It was set to record the Nemeses,” Nico says. “You do realize just how big of a crime that is, don’t you? Spying on two of our biggest heroes? I have every right to search this place for evidence, since that same contract you’re throwing at me puts you under super law.”  
 “I honestly have no idea what you’re talking about,” Mr. Cage says, his expression troubled. “If someone is using our parts to create that sort of thing, I will make sure they’re fired as soon as possible.” 
 Technico watches him, looking thoughtful. “I actually believe you, this time,” he says. “But I’m a terrible judge of character, so you’ll understand when I have the black suits come in and check things out.” 
 “I hate to see our long-standing relationship with the Hall ruined because of paranoia,” Mr. Cage says. “Tell me, what sort of relationship do you have with South Hall, Technico? I was led to believe you were strictly Central, and on a trial period, at that.” 
 “I’m South, now, as well,” Technico says, waving a hand. A screen pops up in front of him, and he flicks a finger, turning it so Mr. Cage can see it. A black suit is on the screen. 
 “Technico, sir, is there something I can do for you?” the black suit asks. 
 “Tell him that I’m South Branch. He probably would question me showing him a card, considering I made the things.” 
 “Yes, sir,” she says. “The super known as Technico has permission to represent the South Branch in all circumstances, Mr. Cage. His clearance level is top tier, as principal of South Cape High.” 
 “Plus, they find it a pain in the neck trying to keep me out of the system I rebuilt for them,” Technico says. 
 “We try not to mention that, sir,” she says with amusement. “So have you recovered what you were looking for?” 
 “That’s what I’m doing, now,” Technico says. “But I’m surprised you’re the one that answered. I was expecting Century. This is his computer.” 
 “Yes, sir, but Century has stepped out, so all calls have been forwarded to me.” 
 “Thank you, Barnett,” Technico says. 
 “Sir, if I could, I would like to remind you that I’m on the list of prospective Cape High South workers,” she says. “In case you’re looking for more black suits for your clean-up classes, or anything else.” 
 “Shouldn’t you be in too high of a position for that sort of grunt work?” Nico asks.  
 “I like kids,” she says. 
 “Fine,” he says. “I’ll see what I can do.” He waves a hand, hanging up and looking at Mr. Cage. “We both know that I could get the nanobytes myself, or just plain destroy them. I would hate to do that, though, since it would risk creating an electrical fire.” 
 Mr. Cage looks at him for a long moment before sighing and standing. “I’ll retrieve them,” he says. “It’s the least I can do to make up for how much time you’ve spent.” He heads out the door as Technico watches him go, silently cursing the man. All of that had been a power play, and a very obvious one, at that. Mr. Cage understands that. And while it had been far too blunt for a true businessman, it had been about par-for-the-course for a super. He heads down the hall, knocking on Farkinkle’s door and then stepping in without bothering to let her reply. 
 “Take a very small sample of the nanobytes in a container and cover them with that mud sample we took from Penski,” he says quietly. “There’s a chance that it’ll hide it, or else he would have shown up earlier. I’ll be taking the rest of them to Technico.” 
 “But—” she starts out, only to hop to it as he gives her a look. Once he’s certain that she’s done as he’s said, he grabs the larger canister and heads out the door. The sooner he gets Technico out of his building, the happier he’ll be. 
   

***

   

“You haven’t called,” Rocco says as he pulls me into the shadows. “You texted once, but never replied to our response. You barely said anything to Malina when she saw you on the game, as well. Do you have any idea how worried we’ve been?” 
 “Yes,” I say, guiltily, looking around rather than at him. “But I had a lot of things happening!” 
 “That broken-down building we just left, was that one of them?” he asks. His eyes are glowing, so I can see his expression. “What happened?” 
 “Um…” I say, tugging at the hand he’s still holding. He ignores that, even tightening his hold.  
 “Did you get hurt?” he asks, pulling to a stop. “Did the person who did that hurt you?” 
 “He caught me for a little bit, but… well, no, he DID hurt me, but that was the other day,” I say, thinking out loud. “That stupid gas really got to me when he stuck me in that basement, but then I spent the night with Skye and the girls and it was a lot of fun!” 
 “Carla,” he says. 
 “We need to get some of those golf clubs from Nico for the school! Sure, I had to climb a lot of fire escapes to keep up with them, but it wasn’t that hard!” 
 “Carla!” he repeats, grabbing my other hand and standing in front of me. I blink as he leans down, my heart going into overdrive as he presses his forehead against mine. “What happened in the basement?” he asks. 
 I have to look straight down, or else I’ll be looking him in the eyes. “You’re too close,” I whisper. 
 “I’m fighting the urge to put you in a headlock and force you to tell me,” he says. “You keep changing the subject.” 
 “You’re making me nervous,” I complain. “This is bullying. What sort of example do you think you’re setting for the shadow-dinos? We’re trying to teach them to be kinder! Showing them how to bully is a poor example!” 
 He groans, pulling away and staring up at the ceiling for a moment. “I wouldn’t be bullying you if you would just tell me what happened!” he says as he looks at me again. 
 “So you ADMIT that you’re bullying me!” I say. “I’m going to tell Skye!” 
 “What happened that you’re so intent on NOT telling me about?” he asks. 
 “I…” I look away, taking a deep breath. “I was captured. It wasn’t for long, and Nico and Superior saved me, so it… it shouldn’t still bother me. It’s over now and… and I can relax, right?” I finally look up, feeling tears welling up. “I’m safe now, right? And so is Skye, and Doris, and Ariel, and it’s all over. It happened, but it’s over, and it has no power over me, anymore.” 
 He pulls me into a hug, holding me tight. “That’s right. It’s over, now,” he says. 
 The tears start to fall as I breathe in the familiar smell of his clothes and this place. “It stinks,” I complain. 
 “I know, I know,” he says, rubbing my back. “Bear with it. I’ve got clean clothes in an airlocked bag. I’ll shower and change when we get to school.” 
 “Why?” 
 “Because I obviously can’t leave you here alone,” he says, dryly. “I’ll stay for the week you’ve got left. I need to make friends with my future enemies, anyway, right?” 
 “You’re treating me like a little kid, again,” I say with a sniffle. “And you had plenty of time to be friends with Cisco, but you don’t like him. That doesn’t make any sense. You like everyone.” 
 “I know,” he says. 
 “Why don’t you like Cisco?” I demand, pulling away to glare at him. “He’s a sweet kid. He’s a lot nicer than my brothers!” 
 “I just…” he says, trailing off as he thinks about it. “He looks like a child of the corn.” 
 I poke him. “That’s a TERRIBLE reason.” 
 “I’m turning eighteen, soon, you know? It’s a big worry!” 
 A laugh escapes me and I start walking, only to be pulled back on course. “I don’t even know what that means. I’ve never seen that movie.” 
 “See? That’s why you can’t understand my problem!” he says. 
 “But he can’t be a child of corn, or whatever, because Rochester is his dad,” I declare. “He’s obviously not corn.” 
 “Maybe his nickname should be Corn,” he says. 
 “You’re going to start calling Rochester ‘corn’?” I ask, laughing. “That’s terrible!” I feel his hand take mine and assume that we’re near the school, but he just keeps leading me through the Shadowlands. I should pull my hand away, and I know it, but I can’t seem to make myself. 
 “I’ve missed you,” he says. “We all have. It’s a lot quieter back at Cape High without you.” 
 “I do sort of light the place up,” I say smugly. “I bet Vinny’s sobbing over his stove from missing me!” 
 “I wouldn’t go that far,” he says, “but you need to call them and tell them you’re safe.” He pulls me to the right and steps through a portal that I can’t see, tugging me out into the light. 
 For a second I look around, seeing the cornfield where the school is, and then I hear a very familiar voice coming from inside. I pull free of Rocco’s hand, blushing as I remember the hug, and race through the security field, heading straight for the three visitors standing there. “CARLA!” Emily shouts, holding out her arms. 
 “EMILY!” I say, throwing myself at her. Oh, sure, I should welcome Trent and Jeanie back to the planet, and I will! It’s just this is WAY too funny not to do, especially since I just ran right past Trent. I like Emily, she’s hysterical. She presses her cheek to mine and kicks her leg up behind her, so I follow suit. I hear people laughing all around us. 
 “Trent!” Rocco says, joining us. “Hug?” 
 Trent just looks at his open arms. “Oh, fine,” he says, hugging Rocco, who promptly kicks his leg up behind him. Emily and I start roaring with laughter, especially as Trent’s leg slowly rises, as well. He laughs and pulls away, clasping arms with Rocco, instead, and then turning to me with his arms open. 
 “Your girlfriend might get jealous,” I tease him as I hug him, fluttering my eyelashes. 
 “I am! I want another Carla hug!” Emily says. I laugh and pull out of his hold to hug Emily again.  
 “How can I say no!” I say, dramatically. We’ve got an audience, and they’re laughing at us.  
 “Excuse me, but I would like a hug as well!” Jeanie says, only to wrap her arms around both Emily and me and pick us up. I turn, hugging her, because who WOULDN’T want to hug Star Spangled? On the list of supers I’d like to hug, she’s definitely in the top ten! Maybe even the top five! Definitely the top five of female supers I’d like to hug! I wonder if anyone else has a list of supers they’d like to hug… 
 “So… what happened?” Cheval asks, making me look over. “It’s on the news, Carla, so you can’t tell us it was nothing.” 
 “I… um… you saw, huh?” I ask. 
 “We saw,” Jeanie agrees. “And it seems you’ve got quite the tale to tell us.” 
 “Well… it all started with Ruckus taking me out to dinner,” I start out. 
   

***

   

“We have the nanobytes,” Nico says as he walks into Century’s office. “I’ll deliver them to the kid after we take care of Penski.” He has a frown on his face as he looks at the canister in his hand. “But I almost could have sworn there were thirty more…” 
 “Thirty,” Century says. “How big are they?” 
 “Decently small,” Nico says, placing the canister on the table. 
 “And they’re built to stop Skye?” Century asks. “Destroy them.” 
 “If I destroy them, he’ll just rebuild them,” Nico says. “The boy is a genius. I actually wouldn’t mind bringing him up to Central with me, just to oversee his training, myself.” 
 “You’re that impressed with a child that makes weapons to be used against your sister?” Century asks. 
 “I have a game based on kids making weapons that can be used against me,” Nico says with a shrug. “I want my students to do exactly what the boy’s been doing. And I’ve been watching him and the South kids lately. Since they brought him into their gameplay, they’ve gotten a lot better organized. Don’t get me wrong, Jimmi is a very good leader, but the kid, he’s a tactician. He’s even lured Zoe into playing outside of her store, and he’s been playing for less than a week.” 
 “So… what you’re saying is that he has the makings of a Hall leader, like Zoe does?” 
 “Zoe won’t be a Hall leader,” Nico says, “although I’ve heard that Double M’s used her as a threat to keep Max focused. I’m not saying she wouldn’t be a good one, but her heart is with the school. She cares more about that than I do, really.” 
 “I know, which is why I brought her in on ours,” Century admits, still frowning. “I still don’t like those things being out of my hands… From all accounts, it could have gotten Skye hurt. It DID get Doris hurt. You don’t seem to understand just how important those girls are to me—to South Branch, that is.” 
 “I know exactly how important those girls are to you, Century,” Nico says. “They’re basically my little sisters. But which would be smarter, angering a kid that can develop weapons like this, or winning him over to our side? Right now he’s young. His mom is… well, I’ve got personal experience with parents that aren’t that good at the job.” 
 “Point noted,” Century says with a nod. 
 “Showing him that we’re willing to trust him is the first step. It worked with me.” 
 “When did we show we were willing to trust you?” Century asks. 
 “You gave me your kids to train,” Nico says. “Have I let you down yet?” 
 “Fine, do what you want, but keep an eye on that boy. I’m already getting flack about an unplanned fight,” Century complains. 
 “Not just that,” Nico says, waving a hand and bringing up a hologram screen. “They filmed you hugging the girls. It’s all over the net, right now.” 
 “They did what?” Century says, shocked. He watches the video before bringing it up on his own computer to see the comments. 
 “The general consensus is that everyone already knew the girls were just the ‘heels’ of the super world,” Nico says, “but you might think of some way to spin it. Brainwashing is always an entertaining idea.” 
 “None of the girls are psychics. Besides, Max pulled that gig off just last year,” Century says, frowning. “How much will it cost me to get you to dispose of the evidence, son?” 
 “Let the kid have his nanobytes and give me a one-on-one class three times a week,” Nico says. 
 “If it’s that cheap—” 
 “And I want extra funding to deal with the clay man. He’s going to be a pain in the neck to keep under control,” Nico finishes. 
 “I’ll see what we can drum up,” Century says. “Your father’s already heading for Central with him, and I need to get going, as well. Will you come?” 
 “I want to have a talk with the real Penski, first,” Nico says. “But don’t worry, I’ll be listening in on your meeting.” 
 “That’s exactly what I was worried about,” Century says, shaking his head. “And speaking of which, why on God’s green earth would you give Superior an illusion watch of you?”  
 “I forgot to wipe it, didn’t I,” Nico says after a long pause.  
 “I’m positive that you did,” Century says. “Wipe it now.” 
 “It’s too late,” Nico admits. “He might not be a technopath, but once he’s seen a bit of simple code like that, he’ll easily be able to reproduce it.” 
 “Simple code? I had several of my best minds try to build one of those and they’ve never gotten anywhere.” 
 “Simple to a Superior,” Nico corrects himself. “If the kid ever got a hold of one, he’d probably figure it out, as well.” 
 “He would?” Century repeats, suddenly looking intrigued. 
 “Most likely. Now you go handle that, and I’ll go have a chat with the real Penski,” Nico says, starting to walk out of his office, only to stop. “Also, give me Barnett for the school,” he adds, stopping at the door. “I like her. She’ll do well with the kids.” 
 “I’m not sending one of my best up to Central!” 
 “I meant for South.” 
 “Ah, if that’s the case, fine. You can have her on Mondays.” 
 “Got it.” 
 Century sighs and stands, flying through the open hole in the ceiling. He has a council meeting to attend. 
   

***

   

“Penski,” a man says from the door of his small hospital room. Richard looks up from the phone he’s holding. “Once you’re released, you’re free to go.” 
 “Then why is a big named super hero telling me that?” Richard asks as he sees who it is. “Technico, I believe you’re called?” 
 “That’s right,” Nico says. “I’m here to make sure you make it home, safely.” Richard stares at him, seeing the cold expression on his face. Super heroes are supposed to be more jovial, he thinks as the man turns and waves a finger. The television flips off, as do the lights. “I know what you did to Skystep.” 
 Richard says nothing, not even blinking at that comment. After a second, Nico looks at him. “If you ever go near my little sister again, you won’t remember who you are by the time you get out of your next prison.” 
 “Sir, he’s already been cleared to be released,” a black suit nurse says. 
 “Then once he’s finished dressing, have someone escort him home. The cops are finished, which means he has a lot of cleaning to do.” 
 “Thank you for your hospitality,” he says, simply, heading to the bathroom to get dressed. Hidden under the clothing is a familiar clay doll. 
   

***

   

“That was… utterly disgusting,” Dolly says as she comes out of the longest shower she’s ever taken. “I should have known this would be a bad idea. But if that’s what you want to do, I’ll put in for a new partner. Did you enjoy it?” she asks Ruckus, who’s sitting on the couch of their front room. 
 “I never want to speak of that, again,” Ruckus says, grabbing the channel changer. 
 “I thought you’d always dreamed of working with—” 
 “Never.” 
 “THE Voltdrain.” 
 “EVER.” 
 “And you’d be cleaning up all the dirty, smelly parts of the world—” 
 “Again!” Ruckus says. “That was WAY worse than I ever imagined! Not only did I not get to punch anyone, I swear that my skin is still glowing! Why didn’t you back out when he said we were going into the sewers?” 
 “How could I back down then? I might be girly, but I’m still as much a super as you are! And you always complain that I never get my hands dirty, so I had no choice but to show you that I could.” 
 “Well, yeah, but… that was beyond dirty. Dirty isn’t supposed to glow.” 
  “You could have said something, you know,” Dolly says. “Don’t blame it all on me. I was just waiting for YOU to back down, but obviously you couldn’t, since you’re tougher than any man, and like to get your hands dirty! Had you backed down, I wouldn’t have ruined a perfectly good nail job!” 
 “How could I back down? You’re obviously the one that needs to back down! You’re the girly one that doesn’t like to get dirty!” 
 “HA! That’s what you get for making assumptions! I can get dirty when I need to!” 
 “That wasn’t getting dirty, it was getting disgusting,” Ruckus mutters, making a face. “I’m perfectly fine with normal dirt, mud, gunk, even blood, but the glowing stuff is way above my pay grade. And him! He was actually grinning! What kind of person grins when in that sort of place?” 
 “He was laughing at us,” Dolly says. 
 “He was probably laughing at you,” Ruckus says. “You looked like you were going to squeal when the rat ran past.” 
 “It was a mutated rat, I swear,” Dolly says. “You saw it! They don’t grow that big! Do they?” 
 “It probably had rabies,” Ruckus decides. 
 “Stop, I’m going to have nightmares!” Dolly says. 
 “I’m starving,” Ruckus says. “I completely lost my appetite when it was lunch time.” 
 “I’ll go cook something,” Dolly says after a moment of staring at her. “I’m a little hungry, as well.” 
 “What do you think about his offer?” Ruckus asks as she finally flips on the television. “Do you think his daughter would be okay?” 
 “I don’t know,” Dolly admits as she starts digging through the fridge. “But from what he’s said, she’ll be as powerful as he is when she’s older, right? That means she could balance out the two teams. I just… I hope she likes me.” 
 Ruckus is silent, pretending to focus on the TV as she tries to come up with a reply. “Well, they’re going to send us a counselor, soon, right? Maybe we can… work things out before she joins us.” 
 “You know… you should find something like the EPA job that Voltdrain has,” Dolly says. “I mean, we don’t do gigs every day, and it would be a way to really help people. I don’t mean going down into sewers all the time, but… there are a lot of things that could use the help of a tank super, right? I was thinking I would like to do something like that, too, something that would help children. There are all sorts of programs out there for that.” 
 “Yeah,” Ruckus says, “yeah… that might not be a bad idea…” 
   

***

   

After I finished telling everyone what happened, Trent and Jeanie went home, leaving me to help Rocco get comfortable in the school dorms. I feel really awkward right now, because I’d almost forgotten that I’m crushing on him while everything was happening. You know, if he would just STAY up in Central for this trip, I might be able to get over my crush by the time I get home! Sadly, that doesn’t look like it’s going to happen. I shoot him a glare as I realize how unfair this is to me. I’ve already had a rough week! Why does he have to make it even worse? 
 “What did I do?” he asks, seeing my glare.  
 “Noooothing,” I say, walking past him. “I should go call everyone back home.” 
 “Tell me what I did wrong, first.” 
 “You don’t study back home, so how is coming here going to change anything?” I say. “You probably just came because no one else lets you copy their homework.” 
 “I did not!” he says, but he’s fighting a laugh and it’s obvious. “But that is a nice little side bonus…” 
 I poke him, and then pout, turning my back on him and waving him towards the boy’s floor. “I’m not going to bail you out anymore. I’m a working super hero! Cheating is wrong!” I yelp as he hugs me from behind, leaning his chin on my shoulder. “An-and now you’re trying to butter me up! That’s not going to work, mister! You do your own homework from here on!” 
 “Don’t go running off with other guys, got it?” he says, right next to my ear. “We almost lost you, and you didn’t even tell me all of it.” 
 “We were just trying to get his nanobytes back to keep the bad guy from using them against Skye!” I say, trying to keep my head. This is worse than the bullying in the Shadowlands! “How were we to know that he was a super?” 
 “You’ll just have to stick closer to me or Skye for that sort of thing,” he says. 
 I push him away, feeling so embarrassed that I want to crawl into a hole. “Go take a shower, you still stink. Actually, I still stink, too, and it’s all your fault—” 
 “Oh my gosh! Are you two actually dating?” Whitney asks. 
 “Wha-what? NO!” I yelp, jerking out of Rocco’s hold and racing across the room. “We’re just friends!” 
 He looks at me with an unreadable expression before giving us both a crooked smile. “I’m just going to go shower and change, then,” he says, stepping through the nearest shadow. 
 “Did anyone tell you which room was yours?” I yell after him, only to shake my head. “It won’t be the first time he’s walked in on the wrong room,” I mutter, waving it off. 
 “He liiiiikes you,” Whitney sing-songs. 
 “He just sees me as a cute little sister,” I say, trying not to pout.  
 “Mmmhmmm, that wasn’t like any brother I’ve ever seen,” she teases me.  
 “He’s just being clingy because of what happened. We’re a bigger group, but we’ve all been through a lot together,” I say, thinking of back home. “I miss them…” The wall blinks and to my surprise, everyone at school appears. 
 “CARLA!” they yell, waving wildly. Malina’s right front and central. “Do you want us all to come down? I’ve got a teleportation watch, now,” she offers.  
 “Or you could just come home,” Vinny says, looking faintly bored. Then again, he always looks faintly bored. 
 “I…” I look around, seeing the other students come out to see what’s going on. “I miss you all a lot,” I admit, “but… I can handle one more week! I’ve been having a LOT of fun, other than the whole bad guy showing up, and I haven’t even gotten to sleep over at Dolly and Ruckus’s place yet. But I know how much you all miss me,” I say, coyly, “I can’t blame you, of course, since I’m so amazing, and adorable, and such a good friend—” 
 “She’s fine,” Vinny says, waving as he starts to walk away from the camera. 
 “HA! I miss you LEAST!” I yell after him. 
 “THAT’S what a brother is like,” Whitney says, “right?” 
 “Right,” the entire group says in the same dry tone. 
   

***

   
 *SITEC Enterprises* 
   

“It seems to be some sort of semi-sentient plant, sir,” Thelma tells Mr. Cage a few days later, since Grahmm finally went home to sleep. “They began to devour each other after searching the test room. The best thing to do would be destroy them—” 
 “I want to see them,” Mr. Cage says, standing. “Are they trainable?” 
 “Not that we believe. They seem to operate on a very primitive level…” she gives up as he crosses the room and opens the door, motioning for her to go first.  
 “If we add some sort of chip, could we control them, then?” Mr. Cage asks as they reach the test room and watch the plant creature from behind the glass. “It’s almost… cute, don’t you think?” 
 A chill runs down Thelma’s spine. 



 

Snow Sisters

   
 “Okay, everyone clean up!” Toodles says, clapping her hands to get the attention of the elves. “I want this place to look spectacular! There are cookie crumbs on your table, mister, don’t think I don’t see them!” 
 Santa looks up, and then looks down at his table, coughing slightly as he starts to pick up. She nods, moving on to pick on other people. The elves send silent looks at Santa, begging him to interfere. 
 “Ah, Toodles, my dear…” he says when he can’t stare the entire room down, “may we ask what the problem is?” 
 “We have a visitor coming,” she says in a slightly panicked voice. “What will she think if she comes up here and sees the place a mess like this?” 
 “A visitor,” he repeats. “May I ask who?” 
 “My new sister!” she tells him, throwing her hands up in the air. “I have to make a good impression!” 
 “I see, I see,” he says, nodding and going back to his work. That lasts for all of a second before he realizes, “Aren’t you a bit old to be getting a brand new sister?” 
 She glares at him before doing that breathing technique of hers. “I’m adopting Malina, yes?” 
 “Well, yes, of course we—you are,” he says. 
 “And that makes her super family MY family,” Toodles explains, as if speaking to a child. “That means her unofficial aunt is now my unofficial sister. That’s how it works for the Superiors, as well. Tatiana explained all of that to me.” 
 “I… see,” Santa says. “So who is this new sister of yours?” 
 “Her name is Ariel,” Toodles says proudly. “She’s absolutely beautiful! She’s part of the South Branch, I think, but I still haven’t found out what her super name is. I really should have asked Malina…” 
 “Ariel,” Santa repeats, only to stop and stare at her in shock. “You’re now sisters with Ariel?!” 
 “And what is that tone supposed to mean?” she demands. “Do you have something against Ariel?” 
 “Well, no, my dear, but have you told Century this? I’ve been led to believe he’s extremely possessive—“ 
 “Possessive?” she repeats, her eyes narrowing. 
 “Protective,” he corrects himself, because unleashing Toodles on his brother is not a Santa-like thing to do. “He’s extremely protective of Ariel and her partners.” 
 “It has nothing to do with Century,” Toodles declares. She stops, her face lighting up. “She’s here! I’m going to go greet her. You! Bring a tray of hot chocolate and cookies!” she orders a random elf before racing for the stairs. “Oh, I hope she isn’t freezing!”  
 Santa stands, and follows behind, not about to miss this. 
   

***

   
 Of course, she planned to bring Skye and Doris along, but she’d found out that Skye had wrecked the place not too long ago, so it was probably best if she goes alone the first time. That’s why she’s floating over the North Pole, her arms waving this way and that as the snow swirls at her command. There are pretty little snowflakes showing through her skin, and she smiles at the sight. 
 “Oh, I like this place,” she says happily as her hair changes into icy dreadlocks. “It’s so pretty!” 
 “Ariel!” Toodles yells up at her. She looks down at the elf waving up at her. “Come in! You look like you’re freezing!” 
 “Oh, just a little bit,” Ariel says as she lands. “Isn’t it pretty? Look at my hand!” She holds it up to show the snowflakes. “I’m like a living snow globe!” 
 “You’re literally freezing!” Toodles says, grabbing her hand. “Come in! Come in! It’s too cold for you out here!” 
 “Oh, I don’t mind being frozen,” Ariel says, but she lets herself be tugged along. “I can control what form I am! And snowflakes are so pretty that I just couldn’t help myself.”  
 “I’ve got your hot chocolate, Toodles,” a large man says as they enter the workshop. “Is that your new sister? She’s pretty.” 
 “Thank you!” Ariel says with a smile, pushing her hair over her shoulder and taking a cup off the tray.  
 “Thank you,” Toodles says, taking the tray. “I have some cookies, too, if you want!” 
 “We’ve eaten SO MANY cookies lately,” Ariel says, only to take one. “First there was the loot from the ice cream store, and then Skye brought home Santa cookies from her mommy’s. And now I get Santa cookies from Santa! Yay!” 
 “Loot?” Toodles asks. 
 “Oh, sure, from when we robbed the ice cream store,” Ariel says, waving a hand to say it wasn’t anything special. “We’re in a commercial thanks to that!” 
 “Commercial?” 
 “Hello, Raindance,” Santa says, standing in their way and holding out a hand. “I’ve had the pleasure of meeting your leader, but not you or Jersey Devil.” 
 “Wait… you mean you’re a villain?” Toodles asks, still two steps behind. 
 “I’m a Deadly Darlin’!” Ariel says, turning with a beautiful smile. The entire workshop goes quiet for a second before half of them rush over. 
 “How’s Dollface doing?” 
 “Can I get your signature?” 
 “You’re my favorite of the Darlin’s!” 
 Toodles quickly loses sight of her new sister as she just stands there, soaking in the shocking fact. She, the head of the magical animal department of the North Pole, is now sisters with a super villain. 
   

***

   
 Toodles can’t bring herself to find her way through the elves that are STILL swarming around Ariel. Instead, she’s trying to figure out what to do. She can’t be family with a villain! It goes against everything she believes in! She has to tell her. She has to tell Malina, too, which terrifies her, because— 
 “Toodles,” Santa says, making her look up. 
 “Santa,” she says, “what do I do?” 
 “Well, you could save your new sister from her would-be suitors. If Century found out that some of my elves were trying to court one of his darlin’s, I’m not sure it would go well for us.” 
 “Shouldn’t he be happy? He’d be getting rid of one of his most dangerous villains!” she whispers, seeing the woman in question float up to the ceiling to ring a bell. The group cheers, since that’s the signal that a game has been won. 
 “I think you need to spend some time with her before you jump to conclusions, my dear,” he says with a hint of disappointment. “Why don’t you ask her to show you some of their jobs?” 
 “Toodles!” Ariel says, flying over and hugging her. “I won the game! It’s a good thing Skye isn’t here, though, because she’s crazy good at DDR. I’ve never won before because of that!” 
 “I see how that could be a problem,” Toodles says. 
 “Raindance, Toodles was just saying how she’d like to see you and the girls working,” Santa says. “Do you think you could show her?” 
 “I want to! I want to!” Ariel says. “Ummm… I have to do this, right? Nico? Hiiii, can you do me a favor?” she says, tapping repeatedly on her watch.  
 “Sure,” Nico’s voice comes from the watch. “What’s the problem?” 
 “I want access to our security videos, okay? I’m going to show my new sister what all we do!” 
 “All of it?” Nico asks. 
 “ALL of it,” she says. “Wait, no, you can leave out the bikini of shame videos. Doris would kill me.” 
 “Got it.” 
 “Can we go somewhere private?” Ariel asks Toodles. Toodles looks at Santa, suddenly worried, but he just smiles slightly and nods. 
 “We can go to Santa’s office, he never uses it except for naps,” Toodles says, leading the way. 
 The entire workshop watches them go, and then moves closer to try and hear what they’re watching. 
   

***

   
 Five minutes pass, and all they hear is Toodles say, “What on earth are you three—oh.” 
 Another few minutes pass before they hear Toodles start to laugh. Soon all they can hear is the two females roaring with laughter, interspaced with, “I can’t believe you DID that!” and “Wait, wait, it gets better!” And then, “Oh my gosh, you three are CRAZY! Can I come, next time?” and “Of course you can!” 
 “I really want to see what they’re watching,” the elf standing next to Santa says. 
 “You aren’t the only one,” he says, now worried. Maybe he shouldn’t have encouraged her to be so open-minded. He wasn’t sure he could handle losing his Tood--er, his magical animal controller. Before he can figure out a way to bring her back to the North Pole, the door opens, almost hitting the group. 
 “So? Did you two have fun?” Santa asks, reappearing several feet away. 
 “We’re going to go ride the reindeer, now!” Ariel says happily. “I call Vixen!” 
 “She’s actually her great, great, great granddaughter,” Toodles says, grabbing her hand and tugging her along, “she’ll love you!” 
 “Yay! And then you can come and meet my chupacabby baby!” Ariel says. “He’s an AI, but we don’t tell him, we don’t want him to know he’s adopted,” she stage whispers. 
 “I’ll make sure not to say a word about it,” Toodles says solemnly. “Don’t wait up!” she calls over her shoulder, waving goodbye. The door closes and all the elves turn and look at Santa. 
 “She’ll come back,” he says, “eventually.” 
 A cold wind blows through the workshop. 



 

Pegasisters

   
 “You absolutely can’t fly while we’re doing this,” I say, standing in front of Skye and Ariel. Don’t get me wrong, I invited Doris, but she said that she had to walk their chupacabra… all the way to Mexico. I think she’s planning on buying authentic tacos, or something? I didn’t ask. I hope she takes pictures! It’ll be interesting to see how they react to a chupacabra! 
 “Why can’t we fly?” Skye asks. She’s wearing a princess t-shirt that I’m almost positive she stole from Liz. 
 “Because then we’ll get mobbed by little kids and we might miss the beginning of the movie!” I say. “That would be HORRIBLE!” 
 “Oooh, okay! No flying!” Ariel says, tugging Skye to the ground. “We can’t miss the beginning! It might have a song!” 
 “Okay, but why are we still just standing here?” Skye asks, looking at the trees that surround us. “Shouldn’t we be heading to the theater?” 
 “We’re waiting for someone,” I explain. Almost as if called by that statement, a familiar “poof” sounds and I turn, ready to squeal. The squeal dies. Oh, sure, Malina and Toodles are here, like I expected, but… so is Santa. 
 “TOODLES!” Ariel squeals, much to Malina’s shock, and throws herself at Toodles, hugging her happily. 
 Toodles starts giggling, rubbing cheeks with Ariel as they hug. “We’ve come to watch the movie with you, Ariel!” Toodles says only to yelp in surprise as Ariel pulls her up into the air. 
 “Skye! Skye! Come meet Toodles! She’s the best big sister in the world!” Ariel calls over Skye. “Toodles, this is Skye! She’s the best super villain leader in the world!” 
 Malina, on the other hand, is just looking at the two with shock. I don’t think she expected that. I move to her side, hugging her. “They met a few days ago,” I explain. “Ariel didn’t come back until the day after. They seem to get along REALLY well!” 
 “I… can see that,” Malina says, still staring at them in shock. “But she just… no, it’s fine.” 
 “Why did you bring…” I ask as silently as possible, nodding my head towards Santa slightly. 
 “I need to know the trends, Carla, my dear!” Santa says, adding his trademark, “Ho ho ho!” 
 I turn and look at him, since the gig is up, “But you coming is worse than the girls flying! Even if you’re wearing civvies, it’s obvious who you are! We’ll have a line-up of little kids holding us up at the door! We’ll NEVER get in!” 
 “I’m sure it won’t be that bad!” he says. His eyes go back to the trio of females, and I could almost swear he’s frowning. I wonder why… 
 “Oh crud,” Skye says, stopping her chat with Toodles and looking up, much like a rabbit sensing a wolf coming. “Time to go, everyone!” 
 “I’m hurt, Skye,” Century says, appearing over our heads. He’s wearing jeans and a t-shirt, along with his mask. He drops down, deliberately standing between Santa and the still-hugging females. “Kris,” he addresses his brother. 
 “Charles!” Santa says, smiling in earnest, now. “I didn’t realize you were coming!” 
 “We’ll just sneak out, now,” Skye stage whispers, grabbing Ariel and Toodles and starting to tip toe on air, “Carla, Malina!” she adds, waving us over. 
 “Skye,” Century says, “do you really think that’ll work, Sugar?” 
 “RUN!” Skye says. I grab Malina’s hand and make a break for it, chasing after Skye, who’s pulling Ariel and Toodles along. 
 “Bye, Santa! Bye, Century!” I call over my shoulder before speeding up. I don’t think we can beat them, if they chase us, but… I’m pretty sure they can’t beat each other, either.  
 Nobody is going to muck up me getting to see the Pony Movie! Not even Santa Claus, himself! 
   

***

   
 “They just ran off,” Century says, turning to watch the fleeing females. 
 “Well, my brother, you don’t get between a woman and her ponies,” Santa says, seriously. “How about we go to lunch? You and I need to have a talk.” 
 “You can’t have Ariel,” Century says, going straight to the point. 
 “And you can’t have Toodles,” Santa says, giving up on pleasantries. “I’m perfectly fine with them being sisters, but if she asks for a transfer, I would have to refuse.” 
 “Why haven’t you asked the lady out, Kris?” Charles asks. “She’s got a good head on her shoulders, and is sweet enough to get along with my Darlin’s. Rumor has it, she’s lined up to be a mother, soon, as well.” 
 “She’s adopting Malina,” Santa says, “but she’s made it abundantly clear that it has nothing to do with me.” 
 Century stares at him. “Mmhmm,” he says. “Why don’t we go out for that meal, after all?” 
 “Are you taking pity on me?” Santa asks. “Why haven’t you asked your Skystep out, yet, brother? Don’t bother lying; I have my ways of knowing.” 
  “I have a very professional relationship with Skystep, just so you know, but if there was something going on… I can only say that unlike your Toodles, one mistake and my darlin’s would leave me high and dry… literally,” Century says. “Also, have you met her parents?” 
 “They’re my next door neighbors,” Santa says, patting Century on the back. “You poor, poor man.” 
 “You’re telling me,” Century says. They turn and start for town, giving up on the movie to find a place to eat. For the first time in years, they finally see eye-to-eye (if only for a moment.) 
   

***

   
 I tug Skye down, fighting the urge to squirm as we stand in line. There are little girls EVERYWHERE, all wearing pony shirts. “They’re just… so… cute!” I whisper, almost dancing in excitement. “I can’t wait to see it!” 
 “Hello, I’d like to get…” Toodles says, looking back and counting all of us, “five tickets to the Pony Movie, please!” 
 “Aww, you didn’t have to buy all of them, Toodles!” Ariel says, floating as she leans down to hug her sister. “You’re the best!” 
 “Floating, Ariel,” I whisper. 
 “You two seem to get along well,” Malina says.  
 “Ariel is quite a charmer,” Toodles says with a smile as she hands out the tickets and we head for the theater. “She had a few of the el—er, the boys back home quite in love with her by the time she went home!” 
 “I did?” Ariel asks, looking confused. “I didn’t notice!” 
 “You!” Skye says, pointing at her, “Did you at least rob them afterwards?” 
 “I didn’t know they liked me, so I forgot to!” Ariel says. 
 “Rob them?” Toodles asks, looking at me. 
 “Their motto is ‘Go out, meet boys, and rob them,’” I explain, only to reach out and tug Skye back to the ground as discreetly as possible. 
 “But how will you ever get a date?” Toodles asks. 
 “Oh, I’m not looking for a date,” Ariel says, waving it off. “I’m perfectly happy with how things are, and now my family is even bigger! We should plan out a family vacation!” 
 “I want to go! Pop said that he and Mom are building a resort up on some island,” Skye offers. 
 “That does sound like fun,” Toodles admits. “Malina, would you like to come?” 
 “Do you need me to?” she asks, only to stop. “Sorry, yes, I’d like to.” 
 I look at her, shake my head, and decide that we’re going to have to have a talk about jealousy in the future. Usually I’m the one getting all the talks, but this is one I know very, very well. I have five siblings. 
 “Is there something wrong, Malina?” Toodles asks, only to hold up a hand, “Oh, we can talk about it later, the first song has already started!” She races in, with Ariel and Skye right behind her. 
 I look at Malina, shrug, and run into the theater as quickly as I can without actually going fast. Jealousy is not nearly as big a problem as missing the movie! 
   

***


 

 *A tiny Mexican Restaurant in Texas* 
   
 Century looks at the line of little kids behind his brother’s chair. They haven’t even gotten to order their meal, yet, he thinks, shaking his head. 
 “She wasn’t joking, was she?” he says silently as an adorable four-year-old crawls into Santa’s lap. He sees the girl’s mother groan, covering her face with her hands. 
 “Ah… well, hello, Kristi,” Santa says with a silent sigh. “Have you been a good little girl this year?” 
 She grins at him. 



 

Bad Luck Brothers

   
 “Shhhh,” Jimmi says as Whitney sees her sitting in the hallway next to Carla’s door. Whitney pauses, looking confused, and then sits down next to the other girl when she motions her over. It’s only then that she realizes there are people in Carla’s room. 
 “You dragged me all the way down here,” an unfamiliar voice says dryly, “just to do this? Isn’t she moving back in a couple of days?” 
 “Yeah, which is why I should have brought you down sooner,” Rocco says. “But hey, a small painting isn’t going to hurt you, right?” 
 “One word, man, glitter,” the other guy says. 
 “That’s Dragon,” Jimmi whispers, cupping her hands around Whitney’s ear to do so. Whitney blinks in surprise. 
 “Also, what about the poor kid who gets this room after she’s moved out?” Ace goes on. Despite his words, the sound of a paint brush moving over the wall is heard. “If you’re willing to do all this for her, don’t you think it would be easier just to… I don’t know… ask her out?” 
 “So how IS Morgan, Ace?” Rocco asks. 
 “Low blow.” 
 “Now you know what I’m saying,” Rocco says smugly. “Maybe you should offer to paint her wall for her sometime.” 
 “Morgan? She’d probably turn me down. She doesn’t seem the type to like that sort of thing.” 
 “I’ve heard she’s got a bed covered in stuffed toys,” Rocco says. 
 “Seriously?” 
 “Yeah.” 
 “You just heard, though. You didn’t see it, yourself.” 
 “I might have got a glimpse of it, once.” 
 “What were you doing, looking in Morgan’s room?” 
 “Looking for Carla.” 
 “Oh,” Ace says. “Well, I hope whoever gets the room is a fan of hers, at least.” 
 “Okay, let me take a picture. I haven’t gotten a new wallpaper since her posters came out,” Rocco says. 
 “Are you still bullying Cisco?” Ace asks as they hear a phone click. 
 “I haven’t bullied him!” 
 “You ignore the kid, constantly. For a guy that knows everyone’s birthday and middle name five minutes after meeting them, that’s bullying.” 
 “You ignore people all the time.” 
 “That’s different. I’m Dragon.” 
 “Well, this is different, too,” Rocco says. 
 “How is it different?” 
 “That little corn cob has been sneaking pics of Carla ever since I got here,” Rocco says, irritably. “You’d think she’d notice, but the one time she did, she actually posed for it.” 
 The sound of Ace laughing seems to echo in the hall, and the girls cover their ears, grinning widely. 
 “You actually call him ‘corn cob’?” Ace asks. “That’s terrible, man. Who knows how long it’ll stick?! Besides, you take pictures of her all the time, too.” 
 “Yeah, but that’s different!” 
 “I thought you were just going to be friends,” Ace teases. “That you both have too much to do.” 
 “Yeah, well… shut up.” 
 “Your argument astounds me,” Ace says. “So, any cute girls down here?” 
 “Sure, but they’re either in love with Vinny or too young for you,” Rocco says.  
 “Jimmi’s still stuck on Vinny? Does she know she’s competing with his kitchen?” 
 “I don’t know, why don’t we ask her?” Rocco asks, sticking his head out the door. Jimmi and Whitney stare at him, in shock. “Wanna come in?” 
 “I want to meet Dragon!” Whitney says, jumping to her feet and heading in. She stops at the sight of the tall, pale Goth teen that has glitter paint on his cheek.  
 “Hi,” Ace says with a charming grin. 
 “She’s twelve,” Rocco says, “Seriously, man, how can you flirt with everyone EXCEPT the girl you’re crushing on?” 
 “All I said was hi!” Ace says, before turning back to the life sized painting of Carla in a mask on the wall. 
 “Oh my gosh, it’s adorable!” Jimmi says, moving closer. “But are you sure she’ll want that?” 
 “I offered to put it in Rocco’s room, but he punched me,” Ace says. Jimmi laughs. 
 “Wait, she’s here,” Rocco says. “I’ll go stall—“ before he can finish, Carla’s already at the door, singing a new pony song at the top of her lungs. She stops, mid-note, as she sees so many people in her room. 
 “What are you doing?” she asks. Jimmi and Ace move aside, showing her the painting. “EEE! Ace! Thank you!” she squeals, crossing the room and throwing herself into, not Rocco’s, but Ace’s arms.  
 “You’re welcome,” Ace says, shamelessly accepting the hug. “Like it?” 
 “I LOVE IT!” she says. “Oh, I need to take a picture and show everyone! Oh, oh, can you do this for my siblings back home sometime, too? They would love it, too!” 
 “It was…” Rocco says, looking irritable as Carla hugs Ace again. Jimmi reaches over and pats him on the arm, consolingly as his shoulders drop. “I really should learn how to draw,” he mutters under his breath. 
 “If this vacation gets any more awesome, I might not want to go home!” Carla says, not even noticing how the visual impact her words have on Rocco.  
 Rocco turns and hits his head against the wall. 
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