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CHAPTER ONE
Nico stares blankly at the two men standing in his science room.  It's not every day that you get two of the Hall Leaders over to visit.  Ain't he lucky, he thinks dryly, reaching forward and picking up his glass of water to take a drink.  He hasn't offered them a drink, or even a chair.  He's not that considerate.
"Tell me," he says to Mastermental, "is there a reason this conversation has to take place here?"
"It's nice to meet you, as well," Century drawls, dropping down on one of the long science tables since no chair is being offered.  He's a large southern boy, at first sight, The Texan Hero.  He's been called "The Longhorn Hero" and several other southern clichés, and he makes sure his appearance fits them to a T.  "I've got a little problem, Technico, and Mastermental kindly offered your assistance."
"I have to say I thought I had plenty of my own problems to deal with lately," Nico says, looking at Double M.  Double M steps forward, tossing a folder onto his desk.
"That's probably the information on Jimmi--" Century starts out as Nico picks it up and opens it.  For a moment he stares at the picture on the front page.
"Seriously?" he asks Double M after a moment.
"You did agree to the mentorship idea.  You mentioned that you were looking for a fire type hero, remember?" Double M says.  "That the South Branch has Flameblaster made me more open to what he wants to hear.  I can only assume you feel the same?"
"Flame?" Century asks blankly.  "I'm not sure what Flame's got to do with this."
Nico ignores him, looking over the class and power levels.  He waves his hand, bringing up a hologram of the wiry pyrokinetic.  It turns when he waves a finger and Nico allows himself a little smile.  "I have a kid," he says to Century, looking at the large man.  "His name is Vinny.  He's got the ability to become an A class fire mimic."
Century catches on quickly, which shows as he relaxes and smiles slightly.  "I see.  You're thinking of mentoring him to my Flame.  That could work out for both of us, honestly.  Turn the page.  You did put Jimena's information in there, didn't you?" he asks Double M.
"I did.  But when dealing with any of the Superiors you need to put the carrot first," Double Me says simply.
“Well really, what I should say is that we might have a deal--IF your boy can handle the problem we’ve got.  I did want one of your students for this, but I was hoping for someone with a bit of… toughness.  This Vinny of yours, what’s he like?” Century asks.
Nico stares at him for a moment, thinking about the teen in question.   “He’s the second in command of the zoo kids, as we call them,” he says, waving the hologram of Flameblaster off.  “He’s one of the few kids that came out of a year of being kidnapped and stuck in a glass cell with his complete sanity, stability, and surprisingly, a talent for cooking.  Honestly I’ve got no idea where the cooking thing came from, but it’s useful.”
“He’s a cook?” Century repeats.  “I’m afraid I’m not seeing what he’s like with just that simple description.  Think you could expound on that?”
“If the whole world was falling apart around him, Vinny would be the one making sure everyone got fed before he got them out,” Nico says bluntly.  “He’s sharp as a razorblade, too.  He promises to be one of our best heroes, or he would be if he actually applied himself to more than just watching the cooking channel.”  He starts reading the information on the next page, a slight frown crossing his face as he gets further in.
“You see what we’re dealing with, then?” Century asks as he closes the envelope.  “The girl has just gone off the leash.  She’s not a bad girl by any means, but she’s involved with the wrong crowd.  They’re all talking about how they’re the new capes, running around vandalizing places!  And honestly, as much as I want to shut them down, the idea of doing that to Alonso’s little Princesa on national television, well, I can’t do it.  Alonso's saved this world’s bacon so many times I’ve lost count.”
He’s laying that good ole boy line on thick, Nico thinks, earning a slight shrug from Mastermental.
‘We do what we must,’ Double M says silently, ‘but he’s right about Voltdrain.  The man has saved this world several times already.’
Nico nods.  “I’m interested in Flame.  I’ll have to do a bit more research on him, though.”
“Are you going to save little Jimmi?” Century demands.
“We’ll see,” Nico says.  “Tell me, before I commit, though, how does Alonso feel about having his little ‘Princesa’ sent away to school?”
 
***
 
“So what do you think it is?” I hear Sunny ask.  We’re supposed to be going to science class right now, but the teachers had pulled us back, saying Nico was busy with a special meeting.  I saw the two guys that went in earlier. One was Mastermental, the head of Central Hall, the other was this massive monster of a guy wearing a hat big enough to shade half of Kansas City. 
Oh, right, I should introduce myself, huh?  Name’s Vinny Accardi.  Yeah, it’s Italian.  I’m Italian on my father’s side, but I grew up in America and have no ties with the mafia whatsoever.   I’m not related to Rocky, either, got it?  Now that we’ve got that cleared up, I’ll tell you one other thing.  I’m a super.  I’ve got fire abilities and go to a school for supers.  But I’m STILL not mafia.  Just in case you were wondering, got it?  Well, maybe a few generations back there was a cousin--but that’s just a story my dad told me when I was a kid.  Dad liked to tell ridiculous stories.  That’s what he called them when I called him out.  The rest of the world would just call it lying.
“That’s Century up there with Dad and Nico,” Max says casually.  We’re all sitting on the strange little playground that Nico and Taurus built for Sunny’s girlfriend, Adanna.  She’s a shape-shifter, one that turns into a black panther.  That’s why there are three of these adult-sized tree houses linked together by ramps with hammocks hanging off the side.  I claimed one of the hammocks already.  I’m tempted to take a nap.
"Who's Century?" Carla asks.  I glance up at the black girl sitting on the walkway above my hammock, a bit surprised.
"He's one of the Hall leaders, right?" I offer.  Something about this is making my brain itch, I just can’t remember why...
"Yeah, South Branch," Max says.  "He plays up the Texas accent when he wants people to think he’s just a ‘good ole boy’--but I'm pretty sure he's an Ivy League graduate.  Not sure which of them, but definitely Ivy League.  That means he wants something from the school." 
"Maybe he's just bringing in new kids," Morgan says. Morgan’s the head of the zoo kids, like me and Carla.  She’s sitting above me, as well, right next to Carla.  
There's a slight breeze rocking my hammock.  I yawn, wondering if anyone will notice if I go to sleep.  As interesting as this is (or isn't) this is really a nice place for a nap.  "Think they'll move into the dorm?"
AND I'm up.  "No more dorm kids," I say, sitting up abruptly.  "Please, for the love of God, no more dorm kids."
"Oh come on, Vinny, it'll be good to have new blood!" Morgan says, laughing at me.
"Blood is exactly what I'm worried about," I tell her before falling onto my back again and staring up at the sky.  "I doubt it's that, though.  More likely they'll want to build another school or something, right?  It's bad enough that all of us are away from our families, no point in taking the legitimate cape kids away from theirs."  I yawn and relax again, intent on getting that nap.
"They can try," Max says.  The son of Mastermental is way too much of a know-it-all for my tastes.  He always seems to be two steps ahead of everybody.  It's annoying, especially when he's smug about it.  "Dad had the blueprints for this place back when I was a little kid--he never built it until Nico was getting out of the Cape Cells.  That means Nico is the driving force behind the school system."
"He can oversee it from here, though.  You know, act as an adviser," Zoe, Nico's daughter and Max's girlfriend says.  "So Vinny might be right."
"Hah," I say, simply because I can.  
"Why aren't you going super villain, Vinny?" Max asks abruptly.  Wow, that was out of left field.  I turn slightly, looking at the black haired teen sitting at the next tree house.  "You'd make a good one."
"He is NOT going super villain," Morgan, ever the mother of the zoo kids, says.  "And why are you still trying to recruit people?  You've got two of our toughest students on your side.  We need more heroes."
"Ace is too busy drawing pretty pictures to be a threat," Jack says.  We all turn to watch the Goth boy in question doodling on an art pad.  "Besides, Vinny would make the super villain camping trips awesome.  Just think of the barbecues we could pull off!"
"You're planning on cooking hotdogs over my head, aren't you?" I drawl, easily picturing it.
"Absolutely."
"I'm not going super villain," I say.  "I'm perfectly fine being one of those second-rate heroes that only get cameos on TV.  They'll dress me up in red and orange and send me in to fight fires with the local firemen.  As long as I get paid and cable TV, I'm good."
"Wow, what aspirations," Max says sarcastically.  "Are you going to ask for the movie channels, too?"
"Think they'd toss them in?" I ask eagerly.  The entire group bursts out with laughter at that.  "Hey, free cable is free cable," I defend myself.  "A place of my own, cable, a good kitchen, man, that's all a guy can ask for in life."  I start my hammock swaying again, listening to them joke about my "lofty goals."
"Supers in the Hall get paid enough for more than that, you know," Max says.  "At least aim to be a well-known hero, if you're going to be one.  It'll look bad if a Cape High student turns out to be sidekick level."
"Especially when he's got promise," Morgan says, staring pointedly at me.
"I might start up my own restaurant, how's that sound?" I ask.  "Vinny's Bar and Grill.  It'll be a nice little place--”, I start laughing as random objects are thrown at me.  I'm half buried in paper balls and shoes when they go still.  I sit up and look at what they're watching, blinking at the sight of Nico and Century walking straight for us.
"Is there a problem?" Max asks, always the first one to speak for the group.  Personally I think Morgan should, but it's not worth the argument.  Morgan tends to shy away from heroes, anyway.  I guess I can't blame her, considering her dad.  He's a super villain.
"Vinny," Nico says as I start shoving stuff out of my hammock.  I go still, holding a girl's sneaker.
"Yeah?" I ask.
"Come with us."
Well, I think a bit regretfully, there goes my plans for being a second-class cape.  I climb out of the hammock and toss Emily her shoe back, shoving my hands into my pockets as they lead me away from the group.  "You sure you got the right guy?" I ask curiously.
"Do you really think that when there are only twenty-one of you I'd get the wrong one?" Nico asks dryly.
"A guy can hope, right?"
Century is looking at me with a scowl on his face, and I can tell what he's thinking already.  I don't live up to his expectations--whatever those expectations might be.  I might be a super, but I guess I'm not very impressive.  I'm sort of used to this fact, honestly.  There's something about me that has most people shaking their heads over the fact that I've got powers.  At least I've seen Taurus do it several times in gym class.
"Really, A class?" Century asks Nico.
"A class," Nico agrees. 
"What about that blonde boy that was sitting with the redhead girl?" Century asks.  "He looks more like--"
"That's Kid Liberty," I interrupt, feeling a bit offended by this point.  "They might hand me over for whatever it is you're planning, but they won't hand over Kid Liberty.  You should get used to that fact now."
"I'm not exactly handing you over," Nico says.  
"Then what is this about?" I ask him.  "And can you make it quick?  Someone's probably stolen my hammock by now."  We head inside as I wait for an answer, reaching the science room where Mastermental is playing with one of the explosives that Nico has us mess with.  Somehow that worries me almost as much as what's about to happen.
"You're going to do your first mission, kiddo," Nico tells me, taking the explosive away from Mastermental and dropping down on his desk.  "Meanwhile you're going to be mentored under Flameblaster--he's the pyrokinetic of the South Branch."
"Mission?" I repeat blankly.
"There's a gang of kids claiming to be supers down in the south," Nico says.  "We want you to infiltrate it."
"Infiltrate?" Century asks.
"Infiltrate," Nico says.  "Get this girl out of the group before we bring in a few of the others to bring down the gang entirely.  Understand?" he asks, holding out a picture of a girl to me.  I stare at the girl for a moment.  She's cute, a Hispanic girl with a thing for glow-sticks that match her eyes. Those glowing orange eyes clearly say she's not a norm.
"She's not claiming to be one, though," I point out in case they're morons, "she’s obviously a super."
"We know.  She's the daughter of Voltdrain.  I'm not sure what's going on down there, honestly.  Maybe they really are capes, but Century doesn't seem to think they are.  If they are, they're untrained.  Either way, they're causing trouble.  You're the first step in stopping it."
I look at him, raising one eyebrow at this strange pronouncement of faith.  "Really," I drawl.  "Where do you get the idea I can join a group of capes just like that?"
"Because you're second in command of a real group of capes already," he says.  "Compared to the zoo kids this should be a walk in the park."
I frown, still not comfortable with the fact that everyone considers me the second in command.  Even Morgan has said something along those lines.  Honestly, I don't see it. 
“This is what Morgan’s out to do, though,” I point out after a moment.  “Don’t you think she’d be a better choice to send in?”
“Not when she needs to steal powers to protect herself,” Nico says.  “The only one she’d have something to steal from is our target.  You come with defense built in, Vinny.  Plus--“  He hesitates, looking at Matermental and Century.  “Can I get a bit of privacy with the boy?” he asks.
The two nod and head out the door, leaving Nico and me alone.  “I know about your father,” he says.
I go still, and then shrug.  “He’s a norm,” I tell him.  “Far as we can tell I inherited this flame-on thing from my ma.  She died just after I was born.  You can’t pull a ‘your dad is in the cape cells’ on me--“
“But he is in prison--the norm prison.”
“So?” I say.  “He got caught stealing a car.  It’s not like I even would have noticed,” I admitted.  “I was in my own prison at the time.  Look, whatever leverage you think you got, you’re wasting your time.  Nobody’s even going to blink if you tell them I’m the kid of a prison inmate.”
“True,” he agrees, “but I can get him out, get him a job.  I’ve heard from Ken that he’s found God.  He’s cleaned up his act, become a model citizen.”
I stare at him, blankly.  “My dad’s a bible thumper now?” I ask, letting out a laugh.  “Man, it’s got to be another story.”  I don’t believe it. Don’t get me wrong--it’s not that I don’t believe there’s honest prison converts out there, I mean, I have to talk with Ken once a week.  He seriously believes in the stuff Christians say.  Because of him, I can actually see someone suddenly believing in God.  It’s my dad I don’t believe.  Like I said earlier, Dad’s ALWAYS telling me lies.  It got to where I couldn’t believe a word that came out of his mouth before I got caught by Collector.
“Ken can find out,” he says.  “Honestly, regardless of his personal beliefs, as long as he's cleaned up his act and you help me out, the offer's on the table.  I can get him a job working for the Hall, he’d do well there.  He’d be out of prison and where you could see him regularly.”
“All in exchange for me doing this mission?” I ask.  “So you’re bribing me?”
“Not just for the mission,” he says.  “Don’t lie, kid, I know exactly how much you’re applying yourself to your classes--you’re not.  You want to slide by in life.  Now usually I would let you.  I only put as much effort into your training as you’re willing to, but in your case,” he looks at me for a long moment, “seems a shame.”
I just stare at him blandly.  Inwardly I want to yell, I want to shout at him that I never chose to be a super, that I never chose to be second in command of the zoo kids--and I absolutely never chose to be caught by Collector!  How can I apply myself to something I don't care about?  That I never wanted?
Instead I just shrug, focusing on my father for a moment.  "I don't think it's smart," I say after a moment.  "He'll just lie to you like he did to me all my life.  Find another bribe."
"Ouch," he says, "that’s cold for a flame boy.  Fine, what do you want in exchange for saving the girl AND taking your mentoring seriously?"
What do I want?  I've pretty much given up on wanting anything in life, I never get it.  But... "They're a gang, right?  So I'm going to need a motorcycle," I say, starting to grin.  "I need to look cool to get accepted."
"Fine," he says, “and some cool spy supplies, right?"
"Course," I say, “and a haircut.  I'm going cyberpunk, right?"
"Cyberpunk," Nico repeats as he picks up the picture of the girl wearing glow stick earrings.  "That what they call it?"
I stare at him again.  "You're a technopath and you don't know what Cyberpunk is?"
He shrugs.  "You don't pay much attention to that sort of stuff when you're in the cells.  But you're willing to do it?  For a motorcycle?"
"Yeah, don't have much of a choice, really, now do I?" I say dryly.
He nods and heads out the door, leaving me in his science room all alone.  For a moment I look around, wondering what I've just gotten myself into, then I shrug and head out.  I've got to tell the others, right?
 
***
 
"So you're just leaving?" Carla asks as we sit in the main room of the dorm.  I'm sitting on a chair with a towel covering my shirt as Banshee shaves off half of my black hair.  She's going to leave the top long, which is why it's sticking straight up in a ridiculous pony tail, but everything from the crown down is going to be buzzed short.  Jack is waiting to the side with a needle and a few other things--he's going to pierce my ears.  WHY I let him talk me into that, I'm still wondering.
"It's a mission," I say, not willing to shrug because I don't want my hair messed up.  "I've got no clue how long it's going to take, but... can't exactly turn down two Hall Leaders."
"You could if you were a super villain," Jack says, playing with one of the eerily glowing earrings that Nico made for me.  "How do these things work, anyway?" he asks as he puts one down.  It stops glowing.
"They're like my bracelet," Morgan says from the couch.  "They run off of the super's power.  I bet they do more than just glow."
"Huh," he says.  Why he's so willing to help with this, I've got no idea.  He goes on, "Dad said to give you this."  He tosses me a simple black mask.  "Nico said to give you this," he goes on, tossing me a black smartphone.  "It's got everyone's numbers on it, under fake names.  Mine's Tin man, Trent's Leo, Ace's Oz, Dad's Kenny, Nico's Nick, you should be able to figure most of them out."
I catch it, looking it over.  It's custom, with a glowing red flame design on the back.  "Thanks," I say.  "How about my motorcycle?"
"Nico and Zoe are building it, I'm going to go there next and do the exterior," he says.  "Flames or something else?"
"Flames.  I'm not hiding my powers for this," I say, feeling a bit uncomfortable with the school bully going to such lengths to give me a hand.  "What do I owe you for it?" I ask, positive there's something in it for him.
He hesitates, playing with the earrings for a moment before speaking.  "I want your debut," he says.
"What?"  He just totally threw me for a loop.
"Your official debut--I want to be the villain.  It'd be awesome," he says, grinning at me.  "I know Max wants it, but I'm calling it before he does.  We've seen your stats, man.  We've been arguing over who gets it for over a week, now.  Even Ace seemed interested.  And now that you're goin' for official mentoring you'll be in the photo-op any day, now."
"Oh," I say a bit lamely, "that."
"He'll beat you," Carla says, startling me.  For a moment I'm positive she's talking to me.  Shockingly, though, she's looking at Jack with a positively ferocious expression.  "He'll wipe the floor with you."
"Carla," I say.
"We'll see," Jack says.  "It'll be interesting, either way.  But I've got it, right?  Your debut?" he asks as Banshee undoes the ponytail, pulls the towel off and hands me a mirror.  I stare at myself for a second, pushing the long hair up to see all of the buzzed part.  Jack steps forward, pulling an ice cube out of a cup.  "I've got two earrings, you want both?" he asks me.
Do I?  He looks WAY too comfortable with the idea of sticking a needle through my ear, I think.  "Yeah, I guess," I say.  I'm positive I'm going to regret it--both the piercings and the debut.
 
***
 
"Now, son," Century says as he drops down into a large, plush chair on his personal jet.  Why does a superhero that can fly need a jet?  Because his secret identity is a massively rich cattle baron or something, as far as I can tell.  Maybe it's oil, he didn't say, but it doesn't matter, I think as I look around, this thing is PLUSH.  "You're going to be living with Flame as his nephew--he's not too happy about it, honestly, but he owes his life to Alonso just like the rest of us.  Plus, they live in the same neighborhood.  You're there to try and get you on the straight road and away from bad influences."
"Okay," I say.  There’s not much else I CAN say.  "I guess if they ask I can tell them about Jack and Max or something," I add with a shrug.
"Don't let on that they're actually Maximum and Cold Steel," he warns.  "Or better yet, make them think you're lying.  I can see that.  But whatever you do, don't let it on that you're a Cape High kid.  Rumors have gotten out about your school--and a lot of the kids in my area are getting a bit... bitter about it," he admits.
"Send them over," I say.  "Nico will test them and bring them in if they're good enough."
"That's easy to say, son, but not so easy to convince the parents about," he says.  "There's a lot of tradition in the South Branch, part of it being my fault, I admit.  Hard to teach an old dog like me new tricks.  But if you convince me that you're actually learning something in that school of yours, I might consider it."
"In other words, you're one of the biggest obstacles," I say bluntly.  It startles a laugh out of him.
"Now I won't say that I am, nor will I say that I'm not," he says in that good ole boy drawl of his.  "Consider yourself a trial run."
Great.  Not only does my future hinge on this stupid mission, my school's reputation does as well.  I scowl, thinking of all the people who would be better for this job.  Several of them stand out in my mind.  "I'm not the best of the school," I tell him as we start to move.  The plane is lifting off, taking me halfway across the country, where I know absolutely no one, "I'm not even close."
"But there's a reason your principal chose you, don't you think?" he says.
I shrug, looking out the window instead of answering that.  I'm not sure I know why Nico chose me, other than the whole mentoring thing.  "So... Flameblaster, he's not happy about this?" I ask.
"I'm not going to lie--Flame's a confirmed bachelor.  He doesn't much like... anyone, really."
"Great."  I think for a moment before asking the one thing that’s been bothering me.  “How come you don’t think they’re cape kids?”
“That large of a group of teenagers with powers appearing, it doesn’t happen--especially in one area.  We would have heard or seen at least a handful of them in their emergence.  Teen capes don’t have that good of control--Jimmi kept blowing out her neighborhood’s power on a daily basis when she turned thirteen.  No, it’s something else--a drug or something.  Whatever it is, we’ll find out after you get Jimmi out of there.”
We fall into silence as he opens another folder and starts reading.  I hesitate, watching the world below for a moment before opening my own folder.  Here I am, half shaved head, earrings (the holes healed as soon as they were made, Jack was impressed by how they burned to heal), black, baggy jeans and a tank-top, reading a manila folder across from a rich man.  It's an incongruous image, I already know.
Jimena interests me.  I spend a moment looking at her picture, taking in the glowing eyes, the cat-eared hoodie, and the t-shirt that proudly proclaims "Burn" across her chest.  What is she trying to prove?
Here's the thing I've learned after spending so much time with the zoo kids.  Everyone is out to prove something.  They might not even know what that thing is, but they're out to prove it--that they're in control, that they're strong, that everyone else is untrustworthy. I've seen hints of all of that just in my own group.  Of course it makes sense--they didn't have any control in the zoo.  They were put on display like toys or animals.  So was I.  The difference is that I decided a long time ago that I didn't have to prove anything to anyone.  I was happy with that choice, you know?  Nothing to prove, nothing to stand up for...
So why am I stuck with the job of proving Cape High to an entire branch of the Hall?  I'm going to fail, I think, still staring at the picture of Jimena.  I'm going to fail and Nico's going to toss me out on my butt--and more importantly, take that absolutely sweet motorcycle in the storage bay away.  Not to mention everyone I care about will go on without me.
I let out a yelp as the manila folder starts to smoke before catching on fire.  I grab my water bottle and pour it on the folder.
"Problem?" Century asks mildly.
"None whatsoever," I lie.
"Hey, Vinny?"
I jerk, looking around to see if Carla snuck on when I wasn't watching.  Century is looking at me with a raised eyebrow.  "Did you hear that?" I ask him.
"Yeah, your earring is talking," he says before going back to his folder.
"Oh."  I reach up and touch one of the earrings curiously.  "What is it, Carla?" I ask.
"Tell Lance that I'm second in command while you're gone!" she says.  "He says he is, but he's not--I am!"
"Carla, you're the youngest in the group," I point out.
"So?  I'm the most responsible!"
"How are you responsible?" I ask her, fighting the urge to laugh.
"I want to be second in command!" she says, rather than answering that.
"Yeah, yeah, of course you do," I say.  "So the right earring is a communicator--what's the left?" I ask, touching it.  Music starts playing, almost making me jump out of my seat.
"It's a microcomputer," Nico says.  "Carla, we're in class, you're not supposed to be calling up Vinny just to take over his position."
"We want to hear this too, though," I hear Lance say.
"Okay, fine.  Listen up, Vinny.  Any computer you get close to should be accessible through the earring on your left ear.  You need to tap it twice and you'll get past the security, unless it's done by a technopath--that includes smartphones if you need to.  You can also use it to listen to any music or video on that phone I gave you.  Keep it on low, though, otherwise the norms will hear it.  And try not to break into anything Hall related... or government related, now that I think about it."
"You gave the boy an all-access pass to any computer on the planet?" Century asks sharply.
"Free video game cheats, AWESOME!" I say, grinning from ear to ear.
"Can I get one of those?" I hear Sunny ask over the link.
"Maybe on your first spy mission," Nico says.  "And from now on you can all call me N!"  I hear the entire school groan at this one.
"I don't get it," I say.
"It's like Q?  From James Bond?" Nico says.  "You kids are uneducated," he mutters.
"Says our school principal," I point out.
"Just for that I'm sending every Bond movie ever made to your phone," Nico says.  "You're not getting anything else until you watch at least half of them."
"I don't want to watch Bond," I say, “this is child abuse!"  I hear the others laughing their heads off.
"Don't laugh, you're all watching them, too," Nico says.  The laughter stops abruptly.  "Listen, Vinny, every single person in the school is listed on your phone.  Or if you want, you can tap your earring and get on the school channel, most of them have an earbud already.  We'll send someone running if you need backup, got it?"
"I'll go!" Carla volunteers.
"Please don't come," I say.
"We got your back, kid," Nico says.  "You're going to do us proud, we already know."
I look at Century, and then I stand and head for the bathroom, sure he could probably still hear me if he wants to, but wanting the privacy.  "I think you got the wrong guy, Nico, I seriously do--"
"What, think we should have sent Jack?" Nico asks.  "He'd terrorize the gang and take over, and then we'd never get the kid back--"
"He would not!" I hear Aubrey say.
"Sure I would," Jack says, “take it over, that is.  But I'd come back, I've got a girlfriend."
"I didn't mean Jack--what about Trent, or Max, or--or even Sunny?" I say.  "I'm not suited for solo missions."
"Sure you are," I hear Morgan say, "you can handle anything."
"He can," I hear most of the zoo kids agree.  "Man, remember the time he caught the kitchen on fire?  He didn't even break a sweat!"
"Which time?" Morgan asks, laughing.  "Relax, Vinny, you can do this with your eyes closed.  You'll be back home with us before you know it, I promise."
Why do they have so much faith in me?  I look in the bathroom mirror, seeing a punk with glowing earrings looking back at me.  I’m surprised Jack didn’t convince me to pierce more than just my ears, honestly.  He’s way too happy with a piercing needle for my tastes.  “There’s one thing Century didn’t mention,” I say almost silently.  “I’m here to prove that Cape High is actually teaching the students enough to send the South Branch kids to it.”
“Interesting,” Nico says.  “Well it doesn’t matter to me. I only took this job because it’s part of my probation.  If there are less kids involved there’s less work for me.”
I choke, shocked, and then burst into laughter at that reply.  “Aw, man, that’s good to know,” I admit.  “I was feeling a bit of pressure there.”
“But we want Voltdrain’s girl,” Nico says, cutting off my laughter.  “So forget about Century--the one I want you to impress is Voltdrain.  Get his little girl out of there, kid.”
“Why just her?” I ask.
“Because she’s a power absorber, it looks like.  That’s a skill that should be properly trained.  I’m not saying her father wouldn’t be able to--but if I understand it right, he’s not that good at controlling her to begin with.”
“A power absorber?  Like Morgan?” I ask.
“No, not exactly.  Voltdrain is capable of absorbing energy, not abilities.  So you give him a battery, he can drain it, you give him a nuclear bomb, he can drain that, too.  He’s even taken care of nuclear factories that were running a bit too hot--he has to go barefoot to do it, of course, but he CAN.  And has.  Do you see where I’m going here?”
“Why does he have to go barefoot?” Carla asks.
“Because the energy is too great for his body.  He can store a decent amount, but for the big things he conducts it straight into the earth.  He’s a specialist.  He’s also a very good man to have owing you a favor.”
I’m picturing those Hispanic wrestlers right now, the ones that do flips through the air and all sorts of crazy awesome tricks while wearing masks--Luchadores.  They’re AWESOME.  But I probably shouldn’t make that connection for a superhero.  Well… you know, other than the fighting and the masks.  What?  Seriously, ALL of us could be compared to wrestlers, okay?
Life is like a massive wrestling match, or something.  Well, you know, if you go to Cape High, that is.  Face it, Max brings a golden mic to every fight he’s in, there’s definitely a comparison.
“He’s not a luchador,” Nico interrupts.
“I didn’t--”
“Of course you didn’t think of a stereotype, you’re a good kid,” he drawls.  “You just went ‘lucha’ for no apparent reason.”
“But Lucha Libre is awesome,” I say a bit pathetically.
“True, but he’s still not one of them.  He’s a South Branch super hero, and don’t forget it.”
“Think they’d have a match while I’m down here?  Not Voltdrain, but--”
“Talk to Flame.  He’s your host down there.”  I hear a knock on the door and glance over as someone calls through it.
“Mr. Accardi?  It’s time to resume your seat, we’ll be landing shortly,” a lady says.
“Yeah, okay,” I say, coming out of the restroom and heading for my seat.  Century is closing his folder and buckling his seatbelt, which strikes me as a bit silly, but I do the same.
“Feeling better?” Century asks.
“Yeah,” I admit, “I am.”  I turn to watch out the window as we land, Texas, home of the South Branch.
Not home for me.
 



 
CHAPTER TWO
*Texas*
 
"I want to thank you for this, Flint," Alonso says, standing next to Flameblaster at the private airport.  "I know you don't think it'll work, but you're going along with it, anyway."
"Knowing that, you should really quit thanking me," Flint says bluntly, shoving his hands into his jean pockets and staring moodily at the plane coming in.  "I still say we just drag her out, take down the gang and call it a day."
"She thinks she's finally in a place where she fits," Alonso says in that typical gentle tone of his.  The shorter male is one of the nicest guys he's ever met, Flint thinks as he looks at the Hispanic hero, quiet, laid back, Alonso.  He's the type of guy that everyone would be comfortable either watching football with or talking about family problems with.  It's shocking when you find out that he's Voltdrain, one of the most powerful heroes on the planet.  "I can't take that from her without giving her something to replace it, Flint."
"You keep saying that, but--it's run by a super villain, Al," Flint says.  "You're trusting a kid that's being trained by a super villain--one that you've never met!  This is ridiculous--" he stops as the plane lands, biting his tongue.  
"I asked," Al says quietly as they watch the steps being pushed up to the plane.  His eyes are glued to the two coming down the steps, Century, their leader, and a thin, tan male carrying a ratty bag, wearing punk clothes.  The wind blows his hair up, revealing the shaved sides clearly. 
"THAT'S who they sent?" Flint asks, his jaw falling open.  "He looks like a worse punk than the guys Jimmi's running around with!"  He catches the depressed look on Al's face too late.
"I... we will try," Al says, squaring his shoulders from where they slumped.  Flint reaches out, clapping the shorter hero on the back.
"We'll try," he agrees.  He's going to have to live with this punk?  He feels his right eye starting to twitch.  The kid is probably one of those wanna-be bad boys. 
The sliding doors open and Century walks through them, followed by the kid in question.  Those glowing red earrings show up even without the light reflecting off of them, Flint thinks with a hint of surprise.  How does that work, LED lights?
"Flint, Alonso, good of you to come meet us," Century says, heading straight for them.  He drops a massive hand on the kid's back, shoving him forward.  "Vinny here's been looking forward to meeting you."
The boy looks bored, Flint thinks as he and Vinny shake hands, but that changes slightly when Alonso moves forward.  "Nico says you're the one he wants me to impress as a Cape High kid," Vinny says, much to all three of their shock.
"You didn't have to announce it, Vinny," Flint hears a voice say from the kid's earring.
"It sort of slipped out," Vinny says with a shrug.
"So what about the rest of us?" Flint asks, wondering exactly who this kid really is.  "Not going to try and impress us?"
"Nope," Vinny says, looking him straight in the eye.  "Do you want me to?"
He doesn't like this kid, Flint decides.  He's a smart aleck.
 
***
 
When I was a kid, well, when I was fourteen I took up dirt biking.  My dad taught me on this ancient piece of crap bike that didn't work more often than it did.  The motorcycle that Nico made me is as far from that dirt bike as the moon is from the sun.  I stare at in, taking in the twisting swirls of metal that represents flames, the shiny chrome rims, the--
"Where in the hell does a seventeen year old get a bike like that?" Flint demands from behind me.
"Nico and Zoe built it--with Jack's help," I say, heading straight for it.  "I'll follow you to your place, alright?"  I can't wait to get on the streets--
"It needs a license," Century says.  "I'll get one for you, but until then you're off the streets, boy."
But--shiny--I'm seriously close to crying right now, not that it shows on my face.  At least I hope it doesn't.  "This way," Flint says, walking away. 
"My bike--"
"I'll get it taken care of," Century says, patting me on the shoulder and pulling out a phone.  Reluctantly I follow after Flint, feeling that this spy mission just took a turn for the worst.
"Can I ask," Alonso says, making me glance over, "why did you take this job?"
I hesitate, shoving my hands in my pockets.  "I'm..." what?  Not sure, myself?  The wind flips my hair and I shove it out of my eyes, scowling slightly as I think.  "A cape kid shouldn't be left alone," I finally say, picturing the faces of the zoo kids.  "It's too dangerous."
"You'll be alone," he points out, “to a point."
"Yeah, but I'm not that same kid from the past," I say coldly, thinking of how I would deal with Collector or his lackeys if they came after me now.  Alonso blinks and I realize he's staring at my hair.  I reach up and pinch out the flame that started on a few strands.  Not cool, man, not cool, I need to calm down.  All these changes in such a short amount of time are making me lose it.  
I need to cook something.  Cooking helps a lot.  I spent that year in the zoo watching cooking shows on television, committing it all to memory, visualizing it in my head.  It was the only channel that came through clearly.  At first it had annoyed me, and I kept flipping through the channels, hoping another would work.  Then I started to enjoy them.  Now I consider myself a very decent cook.  Good enough to keep the zoo kids from complaining and some of them are extremely picky eaters.
"It's over here," Flint calls from the parking lot.  He's standing next to a red mustang.  I let out a sigh, slinging my bag over my shoulder a little better and heading for the car.  "You're not starting tonight," he tells me.  "Tomorrow you'll be going to her school--that's where she met the gang she's hanging out with.  You'll have to do what you can to get close to her.  I've got a file of pictures of the gang members we know, you'll see them when we get to my place," he says.  "If you screw this up, I'll light you like a match, boy."
"Mmhmm," I say, sliding into the passenger seat and staring at the people taking my bike away.
"I'm not kidding, boy," Flint says sharply.  "I'm a pyrokinetic--"              
I look at him, holding up one hand and doing a trick I've almost mastered during my time at school.  The entire hand lights on fire.  His eyes widen and he curses.  "So THAT'S why they stuck you with me!" he says.
"Yep.  You're supposed to be my mentor," I tell him.  "They aren't going to scratch her, are they?  Because I'm positive they won't let me go all the way back to KC to get Jack to fix it.  I owe him my debut for that thing."
"Your debut?" he asks.  "Who's Jack?"
"Cold Steel," I say.  
"The super villain?  The guy that rides sewer lids and fights with Kid Liberty?" he asks.
"He's a Liberty, too," I say, wondering what he's so surprised about.  "He's got a girlfriend and is pals with half the school--well, much as a bully can be pals," I add idly, watching out the window as he starts to drive.  I sort of get the feeling Jack's trying to get on my good side, too.  Not sure why, really.  It's a little flattering, though, I guess.  Having a friend instead of another zoo kid might not be so bad... even if he IS a super villain.
Flint goes silent, pulling up to a decent looking house and parking in the garage.  "We're here."
"You got a kitchen?" I ask as I get out.
"What?"
"Do you have a kitchen?" I repeat slowly, seeing as he misunderstood me.
"You should have told me you were hungry, we could have gotten drive-through."
"I don't eat drive-through."
"Yeah?  Well you're going to starve, then, ‘cause I don't cook," he snaps.  "We might have a frozen dinner in the fridge," he goes on, getting out of the car and heading into the house.
"Where's the nearest grocery store?" I ask as I get out of the car.
"What?"
"I'm going grocery shopping.  I cook," I tell him, closing the car door and looking around.  There's room for my bike.  Sweet!  "Are you allergic to anything?"  He's staring at me like I'm an alien, and I almost feel like one at the moment.  I don't usually get that long of a strange look when I announce my hobby.
"It's... down the street two blocks, turn left on Grundy, and about a mile down," he says finally.  "Do you... I dunno, need some cash?"
I hold out a hand to him and he digs out his wallet, pulling out a couple of fifties.  "Thanks," I say before running off.
Now don't picture me leaving a trail of dust behind me, I'm a decent runner for a cape kid, but Carla runs circles around me.  Literally!  She can sometimes go so fast that you see an afterimage.  Me, I'm about run of the mill in our class, faster than Ward, absolutely faster than Jack, but the Rosenthorn twins leave me in the dust.  I think I can clock about 80, maybe 90mph at my top speeds.  Good thing I don't need to be that fast to run a couple of miles.
I pull to a stop in the parking lot of Walmart, a bit surprised that this is where he sent me and then shrug and head inside, grabbing a cart along the way.  Sure I look like a punk right now, but everyone has to eat, right?  So why is the old guy that's supposed to be greeting me looking at me funny?  I ignore it, heading through the front and into the grocery area.  It feels a little awkward, doing the shopping.  Blackjack and Banshee do all the shopping for the dorm, since they're paranoid about letting us out on our own.  Then again, usually we have some random super villain lurking in the shadows and ready to attack.  Now all I've got is a group of punk kids somewhere--
I stop, seeing a familiar face.
Nobody told me Jimena was going to be here.
 
***
 
Jimmi is bored, and a bit irritated.  "This sure is some big Sunday night date," she drawls, not really wanting Tank to grab her in public like he is.  Sure it's just a hand on her hip, but she's irritated with her boyfriend at the moment.  "Weren't we going to the movies?" she asks.
"We don't have cash for the movies," Tank says, giving someone a dark look.  None of the others are here, though, she thinks, following his eyes.  All she sees is a dark haired teenager pushing a cart.  He’s probably doing his mom's shopping or something.  It's seriously not that big of a deal, she thinks in irritation.
"What's wrong with him?" she asks.
"What?"
"You were glaring at him, so what's wrong with him?" she asks.  "He's probably doing his mom's shopping."
"He was staring at you."
"Tank, glowing orange eyes," she says dryly.  "Everybody stares."  At one time she had felt self conscious about that fact, hiding them behind sunglasses or even fake prescriptions, but now that she's in a gang of supers she has nothing to hide.  She's one of a group.  Except... she shoves that thought down before it surfaces, not letting herself worry about it.
"I don't like him," Tank says coldly, still following the teenager in question.  He's going to start a fight, she thinks irritably.  He might be her boyfriend, but that's no reason to follow people in a grocery store!
"You're being paranoid," she snaps, pulling out of his hold.  "He's shopping for groceries, for crying out loud--look, he's even checking dates on the bags," she says, waving a hand over at the guy.  She stops, though, seeing his glowing earrings and punk haircut and frowning. He looks like that, but he's doing the grocery shopping.
Maybe there is something going on, she thinks, going quiet as they follow the teen.  Tank doesn't even notice how she's now willingly going along with this.  He's got a scent, and just like that ugly, slobbery dog of his, he doesn't plan on letting go.  She watches as the teen tosses various seasonings into the cart before he heads to the meat section, sorting through it with an expertise that doesn't go with his looks.  The cart is half full before she realizes it, and he's tossing in vegetables.  He's cute, she thinks idly, he’s skinny and sharp looking--not even close to as big as Tank, of course, but cute.
The people shopping don't seem to feel the same way, she notices as they move away from the teen unconsciously.  She sees a little girl about six staring at him with a curiously awed expression on her face.  Jimmi goes stock still, her heart beating double time.
"What?" Tank asks.
"He's a super," she whispers.
"What?"
"My dad--if you ever go shopping with him, you see that look on kids' faces.  That guy's a super."
"You're imagining it," Tank says.  "I'm a super, I never get that look."
She looks at him, shrugging his hold off again.  "Maybe they're used to you or something, I don't know," she says, "but I give you odds he's one."  Maybe she's imagining it, though, looking for supers in the shadows, or something.  Idly she grabs a pack of gum and gets in the line behind the guy they've been following.
He checks out, grabbing all of the bags out of the cart, and walks out of the store.  Jimmi puts the gum down and chases after him, forgetting about Tank entirely.  She comes out just in time to see a familiar red mustang pull to a stop in front of the teen.
"I figured it'd be easier if I picked you up," her "uncle" Flint says as the teen opens the back door of the mustang and puts the bags in.
"Uncle Flint!" she calls, starting for them.  A hand grabs her wrist and she looks at Tank.  "What?"
"Who's that?" Tank asks.
"My Uncle Flint," she says.  "Would you let go already?  I want to meet the new guy!"
"No, I don't think so," Tank says, hauling her closer.  She lets him, because her attention is on the teen who's staring straight at her.  The wind blows his hair up, and for a moment she thinks it looks like a lighted match.  The thought makes no sense, though, since his hair is black.
"Jimmi?" Flint asks.
"Let's go," the teen says, getting in the passenger side.  Flint hesitates, looking at Jimmi with a strange expression before taking off.
"What was that?" Tank demands, turning her so he's glowering at her.  "Out to make a new friend?  We were following him just a moment ago!"
"He's one of us, Tank!" she protests, pulling away.
"He will NEVER be one of us," Tank snarls.  "Get in the truck.  We're leaving."
"But--"
"Get in the truck, Jimmi!" he snaps.
 
***
 
"You could have introduced yourself," Flint says as he drives us back to his place.
"With her growling boyfriend right behind her?" I ask, snorting.  "No thanks.  They followed me for half an hour without introducing themselves. I really doubt they want me to."
"That boyfriend of hers," Flint says as we pull into the driveway, "is he a tank?"
"Don't know," I admit, "I haven't spent enough time with Trent to know for sure."  I get out, grabbing the groceries from the back and heading into the house.  "I'm not exactly the type that can pick up on whether someone's a cape or not," I admit as I start putting things away in the empty fridge.  He hadn't been kidding--he obviously doesn't cook.  "The boyfriend is going to make things harder," I say mildly as I sort out the things I want.  I'm starving, and something simple sounds decent.  A burger will do.
"He avoids us," Flint says, dropping down on a lay-z-boy and flipping the television on.  I suddenly feel like a housewife, but honestly it's not that new of a feeling.  "I think he knows Alonso's a super."
"Does he know he's Voltdrain?" I ask.  Honestly I'd never heard of Voltdrain until Nico brought him up, but that fact sort of shocks me, as well.
"No clue, it's not like he comes to the family barbecues."
"Barbecues?" I say, washing my hands and getting the burgers ready.  "I like barbecue.  Do you do dry rub or wet rub in this area?"  He looks at me as if I'm speaking a foreign language.  "Never mind, I'll ask someone that actually cooks."
"Your appearance is really throwing me off right now," he points out as I toss the burgers into a skillet.  "The whole cooking talk is really... off."
"I cook for all the zoo kids," I say, getting a salad ready and whisking up my own dressing.  "I'm second in command, or so they tell me."  I pull out the condiments, tossing together an easy combination topping for the burgers.  
"The zoo kids?" he asks.  I'm feeling the most comfortable I've felt all day, I think as I flip the burgers and glance over at him.  "That story--I know that one.  They're the kids that were kept as display for a depraved norm.  Some of them for--"
"Over a year.  I was at a year, almost," I say casually, waiting for his response.  "They stuck us in glass boxes and fed us through little holes.  There weren't any doors.  The bathrooms were in a corner in the back.  We had to come up with our own ways of having privacy for that.  It was really boring," I summed it up too easily.  There are a lot worse words than boring that apply to that year.
"I see," he says quietly.  "Why didn't you burn your way out?"
"There was only so much oxygen in my box," I say flatly.  I knocked myself out so many times in the middle of the night, trying to burn through the glass.  It was never enough.
He looks pale, I think as I put the burgers together and carry plates out to the front room.  I hand him one and sit down on the couch with my own, not mentioning the dining room table covered with junk.  It's good to eat.  I finish off my meal without a word, completely ignoring the unspoken tension in the room.  I feel it, don't get me wrong, but I have no reason to respond to it.  It had happened, we'd been let free.  Now I have new problems to deal with.
"Do you... want to talk about it?" he asks after finishing his own food.
"Nope, but we all do once a week," I tell him, standing and taking his plate and mine into the kitchen.  "America's Son comes and talks with us."  I glance at my watch.  "Right about now, actually.  He's a pastor, so he's pretty good at helping the rest of the group work through their issues."
"What about you?" he asks quietly.
"I don't have any," I say.  "It happened.  I got over it.  Life goes on."  My phone rings, and I sigh as I put down the dishes and pick it up.  "Yo," I say.
"It's time for our session," Ken says with a little smile in his voice.  "Want to do it over the phone or should I come over?"
"Phone's fine," I say.  I halfway expected this to happen, but arguing with an S class tank--
I stop, realizing belatedly.  "The boyfriend's not a tank," I tell Flint bluntly.
"How do you know?"
"Because I spend half an hour with the biggest tank on earth every week. There's a definite natural reaction to a tank.  He doesn't get it."
 
***
 
This kid, Flint thinks, isn't natural, especially not for a fire type.  He's cool-headed and stable, even discussing a tragic past with a bland expression and an attitude that says he was never bothered by it.  He can hear the teen talking with America's Son in the other room--they're talking about cooking, it sounds like, with America's Son doing the questioning.  This is his weekly therapy session?
Then America's Son asks something strange.  "How is it, not being surrounded by the zoo kids?"
Vinny goes quiet for a long moment.  "I feel... a bit lonely," he says quietly, "off."
"Don't worry, Vin, you'll find someone you can take care of down there," America's Son says gently.  "In the meanwhile, I want you to do me a favor, okay?"
"Yeah?  What?"
"Jack says he's been promised your debut when you get back.  I don't like the idea of it happening without you two practicing first.  Unfortunately, you're in different states.  So when you come up with a new move you have to Skype us and show, okay?"
"Fine," Flint hears the boy say.  He stops listening as he hears someone pull up into his driveway.  Idly he gets up, heading to the window and watching as the bike Vinny had brought with him is unloaded into his driveway.
"Hey, Vinny?  Your bike is here," he calls out.
"Coming!"  A few seconds later the boy comes out, looking almost excited.  He heads right past Flint and out the door, to where Century is standing next to the bike.
"You didn't tell me that it was electric," Century says in a mild tone.  "Although, considering your technopath principal, I should have realized.  Either way, here's your bike, the license is on it, here's your title, and here are your keys," he says, handing each of them to me.  "Now you need to get your bike license."
"Oh, right."
"Tomorrow you can go for the test," he says, “I’ve already made the arrangements.  It’ll be after school.”
Looks like he'll have to drive the kid to school tomorrow.  Running might make the kid stand out too much.
 
***
 
I can't sleep.  Flint's place is too quiet, I think, rolling off of the bed and heading into the front room.  Flint is gone. He's doing night duty, or something, leaving me all alone in the house.  I unlock the door and step outside, looking up at the night sky in only my boxers.  It's cooler than it was this morning, but still a bit muggy.  I don't mind, I decide as I look at the roof of the two story house.  I look around, then cross the street in front of the house to get a running start, jumping onto the roof. 
That's better, I think, as I lie down and stare up at the stars.  It’s good to feel the wind on my skin, playing with my hair, knowing that there are no walls around me.  It's a lot better.  Still lonely, I admit after a few minutes of looking up at the moon.
I keep thinking of Jimena.  No, not in a crush sort of way, or anything, just... she's stuck in my mind.  Probably because I'm here to save her, but I just walked away, leaving her with the pawsy boyfriend.  Guilt?  Yeah, probably.  Well, maybe.  She got herself into this, right?  She's a cape, she has a say in who she's dating, who she's hanging out with.  The only reason I'm here is because the adults in her life don't agree with all that.  That sort of makes me the bad guy to her, right?  Nobody likes being dragged out of a situation that they chose.
Do they?
"Sup?"  I jerk, looking blankly at the black clad super floating over my head.  For a second I just stare at him, until he lands on the roof and sits down next to me.  
"You flew halfway across the country just to say 'sup'?" I ask Max.
"No, I flew halfway across the country to yell at you for promising Jack your debut over a stupid motorcycle," he says, making himself comfortable right next to me.  "Nice night."
"It's too quiet," I say.  "My host is out saving the world, so it's just me in this big house."
"Aww, poor Vinny, want me to sleep over?" Max taunts.  "I'll change into my jammies and we can watch Bond movies until morning."
"That would be funny if I didn't actually have to watch them," I drawl.  "What do you want, Max?"
"You're vulnerable," he says simply.  "Without the rest of the zoo kids surrounding you, we can actually talk.  If Trent could fly and didn't have a curfew, he'd probably be here right now, doing exactly what I'm doing."
"Why?" I ask blankly, feeling even more stunned by that idea than I was by Max just showing up.
"Because you're going to have to talk to us when you're alone," he says, propping his head on his hands and looking at the moon.  "I don't get you, Vinny," he says.  "You've got the ability to become one of the perfect photo-op heroes, but you don't seem to give a crap.  You could do anything you wanted as a leader of the zoo kids, but all you do is make sure they're fed and watered."
"They aren't puppies, Max," I point out.
"My question is... what do we have to do to get you living again, man?" he asks, turning and looking me straight in the eyes.  "For some of you it's obvious, they're hurt and they're only starting to recover, but you... I don't even know," he says, sounding frustrated.  "It's like there's a part of you that is, put bluntly, dead.  And don't tell me I'm wrong, I've been watching you for months now.  You're probably going to become one of the ones I fight regularly."
"I think you're dreaming," I tell him, turning away.  "You want to see something in me that's never been there, Max.  Just because all the other capes have quirks--"
"It's not that," he says.  "I don't know what it is, honestly," he admits.  "You don't seem to have any dreams--any desires.  All you focus on is cooking!  Cooking is fine--it's great, okay?  But there's more to life than just cooking, Vin.  There are a lot of things. Are you honestly friends with any of the zoo kids, or are you just their second in command?"
"We're more than friends," I say, gritting my teeth, “we're family."
"Fine, but sometimes you need a friend more than you need your family," he says, "which is why we're going to send someone out to you whenever we can--"
"We?  Is Nico behind this?" I demand.
"No, I am.  And we'll only be sending apartment kids at first."
"Why?"
"Because I think you need to know that you can rely on us, not just be the guy that's relied on."
"You're a super villain," I point out, "have you forgotten that?"
"Titles don't matter for the Cape High kids," Max says.  Then he lets out a groan, falling back on the roof again and making himself comfortable.  "I'm already here, I'm not going back home in the same night," he declares.  "I'll go raid your clothes," he declares, dropping down from the roof and heading into the house.
"Max--you jerk," I mutter, giving up far too easily.  Looks like he hadn't been joking about the sleepover.  Man, here I thought the zoo kids were weird--turns out the apartment kids are just as strange.
 



 
CHAPTER THREE
"That's him," Tank says, scowling at the teenager lying on the roof.  They had been searching Jimmi’s neighborhood all night to find the guy.  "He was staring at my girl."  He glances at the older guy standing next to him, the one that everyone actually listens to in the Glowstick Gang.  "We gotta teach him a lesson, Speed."
"He doesn't look like much," Speed says, scowling.  "Was Jimmi pissed about him staring?"
"Does it matter?  I was!"
"Yeah, but--"
"We're taking him down, now, Speed.  We just need to get him down from there."
Speed scowls, looking at Tank for a long moment.  The guy's obsession with the super girl is starting to grate on his nerves.  It's amazing that she's still around, honestly, because she's way too good for an idiot like Tank.  She's just a moron, he adds dryly.  He would kick Tank to the curb, himself, if he could.  Unfortunately, Tank’s creepy grandfather is the one that provides the special glow-stick tubes.  They need those tubes.  
"Fine," Speed says.  He steps into the street, holding his usual metal pipe in his hand.  Half of the group steps out of the shadows, surrounding the house.
"Hey!  You!" Speed calls up to the teen above them.  "We need to talk."  There should be panic, he thinks idly as the guy slowly sits up, yawning loudly.  There’s a large group of guys surrounding the house in the middle of the night, lit eerily by the glow-sticks hanging from their necks.  But all this kid does is look at them with a bored expression.
"Man, I was just about to get to sleep," he says.  "Nice pipe, you a plumber?"
"You were staring at my boy's girl.  We're going to fix that problem now," Speed says, wondering why he suddenly feels a little nervous.  "Get down here."
"Come up here," the teen says.  "But you might want to make it quick, Max is going to find my clothes sooner or later."  Then, to Speed's complete shock, he yawns again and lies down.
"Take down the house," Speed orders the others.  They start forward, only to go completely still as the front door opens and a guy wearing a pair of knit pants and carrying a bag of marshmallows steps out.  He looks at them all blankly for a moment, but not nearly as blankly as they look at him.
"Vinny?  You didn't tell me there were visitors," the newcomer says.  "I would have brought more marshmallows."
"Dude, if you think I'm going to roast marshmallows for you, you've got another thought coming," the guy from the roof calls down to him.
"I even found sticks, man!"
"I'll tell you what you can do with your sticks--"
"Don't just stand there, take him down!" Tank bellows.  The gang rushes forward, only to get slammed to the ground so hard that Speed hears things crack.  He's guiltily glad that he hadn't listened to Tank.
"Dude, Max, let them up," the kid on the roof says, moving to the edge and looking down at them.  "I want to make friends here, not enemies."
"Oh, right," Max says.  The guys on the concrete let out groans and a few of them slowly get to their feet.  "Sorry."
"You guys are supers, right?  That's why he's dating the girl with the glowing eyes," the one called Vinny says, standing on the edge of the roof and jumping down.  He lands easily.  He’s wearing nothing but a pair of boxers and earrings that glow in the dark.   "I think supers should stick together, don't you, Max?" he asks his pal.
"How do we know you're a super?" Tank demands stupidly.  Tank needs his head bashed in, Speed thinks viciously.  As if it weren't obvious by the jump.
"This is my interview, right?  I show my powers and I get to join the gang--without you trying to take out my uncle's place.  He wouldn't appreciate that on my watch," Vinny says.  "Bear with me, I'm still learning," he adds as Max walks over to his side, getting a marshmallow out of the bag and a stick.  For a moment Vinny gives Max a dark look.
"What?  It's the perfect time for a s'more," Max says.
"Shuddup, Max," Vinny says.  The Max guy makes Speed more nervous than Vinny does, for obvious reasons.  Then, just as he's decided Max is the threat, Vinny's hair lights on fire.  The teen holds his hands out, clenching them as they light on fire as well.  He looks like a demon, Speed thinks as he takes a step back unconsciously, and he's staring straight at him.  "Whaddaya think?" he asks.  "Good enough?"
Good enough?  This is another honest-to-God super, Speed thinks in shock.  He would make the second real super in the group--with him they could do ANYTHING!
"I'm not impressed," Tank snarls.
"Dude, give up your girlfriend now, you've got no chance," Speed mutters under his breath before stepping forward.  "So do both of you want in?" he asks, looking at Max.
"Max has to head home," Vinny says, letting the flames die and holding out a hand to Speed.  "He's got school."
"School?  You actually go to school?" Speed asks Max.
"Yeah, my girlfriend insists," Max says, munching on marshmallows he'd roasted behind Vinny's back--literally.
 
***
 
I think this is going pretty well.  Well, other than Max using me as a fireplace.  I reach out, grabbing his stick of marshmallows from him and eating the last one.  "Well, I got school tomorrow, too," I say.  "So... do any of you go to school?  It really sucks being the new guy."
"Tank does," Speed says, “because Jimmi insists."
Okay, maybe not as well as I'd hoped, I think as I look at the muscle-bound teenager in question.  "Something’s off.  If these guys are capes I'll throw mine in," Max whispers silently as he takes the stick back.  He’s right, I think.  Century had said something along the same lines--there are too many of them, for one.  Maybe just the two in front of me are really capes.  I’m not sure, really.
"Doesn't matter," I whisper back just as silently.  "The one I'm after really is, and these guys have her."
"I ain't being friends with this girlfriend stealer!" Tank snaps.
"I'm not out to steal your girl," I say, looking him straight in the eyes.  I'm not, either.  That they want me to get her out of the gang is different from me wanting to date her.  The last crush I had was stupid enough.  I'm not going to repeat it.  I still wince whenever I see goggles, okay?  "I was watching her because it's obvious she's one of us."
The tall guy that's in control gives Tank a dark look.  "He's one of us," he snaps.  "Get over it."  Tank gives me a dark, hate-filled look, and I stare back at him blandly.  
"He's going to be a pain," Max whispers.  "Hey, light up again, I'm still hungry," he says a bit louder.  I give him a dark look, and then reluctantly light my hand up so he can roast his marshmallow.
"Don't you think you should take your powers a little more seriously?" the tall guy asks.
"Why?" Max asks.  "I do all sorts of stupid stuff with mine."
"And buses," I drawl, grabbing his stick when the marshmallows are perfectly brown.  If I’m the reason they’re toasted, I’m going to eat them!
"Don't make me throw a bus at you, man," he says, grabbing the stick back and eating the last one before I get the chance.
"Well... y'know, Max has a long flight in the morning, and I have to look good for my first day. So... talk to you tomorrow?" I ask the tall guy.  "Wait, what's your name?"
"He's Speed," the boyfriend says, "I'm Tank."
"How original," Max says.  "Can I guess--that's Illusion, that's Telekinesis, and that's, what would it be?" he asks me.
"Shape-shifter," I provide cheerfully. 
"Right!"
They're all giving us dirty looks, so I shrug.  "Sorry, he's got a terrible sense of humor," I say.
"What's your name?" Tank asks.
"It should be flames, right?" Max asks.
"Nah, it'd be Pyro," I tell him.  I have GOT to stop giving these guys crap--I blame it on Max.  I think there's a ton of things I could blame on Max if I let myself. 
"I like it," Speed says.  "Nice to meet you, Pyro.  And you?" he asks Max.
"Maximum," Max says.
"Like the super villain?  Isn't that ripping off his name?" Tank asks.
"It would be," Max says.  "I think I'm going to call the bed," he decides as he heads inside.  "You can take the couch, Vin!"
"Like hell I will," I say, chasing after him.  They're still staring at us stupidly as we close the door in their faces--and burst out laughing.
 
***
 
The house is in one piece, Flint thinks as he lands in front, going through the door.  The kitchen is a bit of a mess, and smells like burnt marshmallows--and strewn over the front room are two teenage boys, sound asleep.  He glances at Vinny, then heads to the other, who's sprawled across the floor and sleeping on a throw pillow.  He looks familiar, Flint thinks idly.
"Wake up," he says loudly, "time to get dressed for school."
"Five more minutes," the kid on the floor mutters, rolling onto his side and nuzzling into the pillow.
"Century said he was bringing in one of you, not the whole gang," Flint complains.  "When did he fly you in?"
"Max flies himself in," Vinny mutters, still half asleep.  He reluctantly opens his eyes, looking at Flint in his uniform.  "Red and yellow, how traditional," he says blandly before getting off the couch and stepping over Max.  "I'm taking a shower.  You're going to be late for school, Max."
"Don't wanna."
"Which means late to see your girlfriend," Vinny adds, "Zoe might find a new man."
"That will happen over his dead body!" Max declares, getting up in an instant.  "Nice to meet you. Gotta go," he adds to Flint, disappearing in a rush that sends paper flying through the room.
"His dead body?" Flint repeats a bit blankly before dropping on the couch and flipping on the news.
 
***
 
"So it's over at three, right?" Flint asks me as he pulls up to the curb of the school.  "We're going to get your license afterwards, so don't be late."
"I got it," I tell him as I get out and sling my bag over my shoulder.  "And Max shouldn't be over tonight... although there might be someone else, I can't swear," I admit.
"They really like you, huh?"
"I didn't realize that group did," I say quietly, still a bit stunned over the fact that I'd just hung out with Maximum half a country away from home.  "Three o'clock," I say, rather than going into it.  "Don't scratch my baby if you have to move her," I add before heading towards the school.
In all the movies this is where you're supposed to feel really awkward, maybe meet the girl you're going to crush on, or the guy you're going to fight with, whatever.  I have no expectations for any of that, honestly.  I'm just a wiry looking punk Italian kid from Missouri in a school full of Texans.  Sounds weird, huh?  Doesn't matter, I don't plan on being here very long at all.
Someone grabs my arm and I look over a bit blankly.  "Speed says you're one of us," Jimena says, grinning widely at me.  She's shorter than I am, with short purple-black hair and sunglasses that don't hide the glowing orange eyes at this distance.  "They're thinking of letting you join the gang!"
Like I want to be part of that gang, I think dryly.  "Cool," I say, giving her a slight grin.
"I'm Jimmi, by the way," she says, holding out a ringed hand.  I shake it, since she offered, and discreetly pull out of her grasp.  I'm getting some dark looks from all around--and Tank isn't even there to give them.  I catch a hesitant look cross her face, though, and wonder what I did wrong.  "So are you from around here?" she asks, covering it up quickly.
"Nah, I'm from Missouri," I say.  It's too late to hide the fact that I know Maximum.  "I've come to stay with my uncle for a little while--get some pointers on my... skills."
"The fire?" she whispers.
"No, the cooking," I drawl.
She starts laughing.  "If you've come to Uncle Flint to learn to cook you're going to be really disappointed," she says.
"So they told you I was at his place?" I ask.
"Yeah, and that you were with a Maximum impersonator," she says.  "Really, if you're from there, wouldn't it be stupid pretending to be him?" she whispers urgently.  "He's seriously dangerous, right?"
I think about Max. I think about all the sparring I've caught sight of during first hour at school.  "Yeah, I suppose it would be," I say thoughtfully. 
"Aren't you worried about him?" she asks.  "He's your friend, right?"
"I'm not worried at all," I say.  "He's tough."
"Yeah, but Maximum--"
"If Max went up against Maximum... it'd be really boring," I tell her silently, thinking--"Well, no, that's a lie.  There'd be a lot of mic hogging, a few new craters, and way too many buses involved," I decide.  She looks at me blankly and then frowns.
"You're making fun of me!" she declares.
"Teasing you," I correct, pulling out the piece of paper they'd given me.  "Um... where's locker 117?" I ask.  "Not that I have any books to put in it."
"Tell me why you're teasing me and I might help you out," she says.
"Fine," I say, leaning forward.  I shouldn’t tell her this, I know.  Century is going to kill me.  Nico won’t, though!  That decides it.  "Max IS Maximum."
"No... WAY!" she squeaks, her eyes lighting up.  "You're lying, right?  That's got to be a lie!"
"I'm from Missouri--that’s Central territory," I tell her quietly, "remember?"
"I want to meet him!" she breathes out, looking beyond excited.  "Who else do you know?  Have you ever met--" she lowers her voice--"Dragon?"
"Oh, yeah, sure," I say.  "Haven't had any weighty discussions with him, though, he doesn't actually talk much, he's usually drawing."
"Stop hitting on my girl, Pyro."  The growl makes me sigh inwardly and turn around to look at Tank.  He's a lot taller than me, almost by a foot, and broader.  I think, if I was a norm, or he was really a cape, I might have been nervous...
Nah.
"He’s not hitting on me, Tank," Jimena says, moving between me and the big guy.  "We were just talking!"
"I don't like you talking with other guys!" Tank snaps.
I go still, something clicking in my head.  That one statement really, and this is a bit of a shock, pisses me off.  "She's your girlfriend, not your property, Tank," I say in a mild tone.  "You should treat her with more respect."
"Don't give me that line, you've got no say in our relationship," Tank snarls, getting in my face.  I stare him straight in the eye, wondering if getting in a fight on the very first day might get me tossed out.  This school doesn't follow Cape High rules, there the rules say that fights will merely get you extra training time.  Dorm rules say that fights get your powers taken away for fifteen minutes.  The rules for this school are probably a lot tougher.
"Tank, cool off!" Jimena snaps.  "We were just talking about his friends from back home!  You met one of them last night!"
"Oh, right, the fake Maximum," he drawls.  "Big whoop."
"He's not fake," Jimena says.  I turn towards her and touch her shoulder, about to tell her to stop, but a giant fist slams into the side of my face instead.  For a moment I just stand there, looking at the fist blankly.  He'd just punched me.  Wow, that was pathetic.
"Next time I'll hit you for real," he says, almost stuttering.  He wants to play it off, huh?  "You see how fast I am?  I've got the power to back it up, you know!"
No he doesn't.  I just stare at him as he backs off, wondering if I should pretend to be hurt--or angry.  I probably should, if only for his sake.  His ego's got to be hurting almost as much as his hand is.  Wait... this sounds familiar... oh, right!  A tiny grin pulls at my lips unconsciously.  Ace had done this in his old school.
"You’re LAUGHING?" he bellows in my face.
"Just remembering something," I say.  He isn’t worth reacting to, I decide.  The bell rings and I look at my paper.  "Hey... where's room 214?" I ask a randomly passing kid.
"Tha--that way," the kid says, pointing.
"Thanks."  I walk away, leaving both Jimena and Tank staring after me blankly.  It's been a long time since I was in a real school.  It might be interesting.
 
***
 
Jimmi spent the entire morning worried.  Worried about Tank's hand, for one--it doesn't look very good, which makes no sense to her, and worried about Pyro's face.  She thinks his name is Pyro, at least.  It's probably a call name like Tank and Speed, though.  Boys are so focused on super names that it baffles her.  Of course she's GOT one.  She doesn't go by it, though.  She feels a little stupid calling herself "Burnout," out loud.  It's more of a little fantasy about being a real super and not just a bunch of kids trying to be.
She leans back against Pyro's locker, hugging her bag to her chest.  Tank had left around lunch, saying he had better things to do.  Honestly she hopes he went to a doctor, because his hand was starting to turn purple the last time she saw it.  But aren't tanks supposed to be invulnerable?
"You're blocking my way."  The cool, slightly amused voice makes her look up at Pyro.  He's... really good looking, a voice whispers in the back of her mind.  She instantly yells at herself for being a bad girlfriend.  Tank would kill her if he knew she thought that.
"Sorry," she says, looking away from him as she moves aside.  "How, um... how’s your face?"
"My face?" he asks blankly.
"You know, Tank hit it this morning?"
"Oh, right.  I think I'll live," he says as he tosses a few books into the locker.  "History, on the other hand, might kill me," he adds dryly as he grabs his bag and closes the locker, locking it.  "I gotta go."
"Where?" she asks.
"Flint's picking me up--I've got to get my bike license," he says, walking away.
"You're right," she says abruptly, making him stop.  "He should--you know..." oh the guilt, she thinks, "treat me... better," she admits quietly.
"You're a cape, Jimmi," he says, “you can fix the problem."
Then he's gone, leaving her feeling abandoned and a bit disgusted with herself for even thinking he might save her.
 
***
 
I watch as Flint pulls up to the curb, sliding into the passenger seat and staying silent as he starts for his house.  Maybe I should take her away from Tank.  It would cut this entire ordeal short and everyone would be happy--except that's not what I need to do.  Look, the zoo kids are LED by a female the same age as Jimmi.  Morgan isn't a weakling, she doesn't expect some other person to show up and save her--she spent the entire time she was in captivity trying one trick or another to get free.  Even when the rest of us had given up, she was still fighting for her freedom.  That's why she's our leader.  That's why I would willingly go to war for her.
I think... I don't know, maybe I want Jimmi to decide for herself what she wants.  She's in a situation that I'm pretty sure isn't good--I mean, seriously, they were talking about destroying a house just the night before.  Sure she wasn't there, but those are the kind of guys she's gotten involved with.  She seems to have chosen it by the way she's dating one of them.  Argh, I’ve had this argument with myself, already!
"There was a little redhead that came by with Firefly," Flint says abruptly.  "She wanted to come along."
I jerk, my eyes widening.  "Emily's here?"
"Yeah, when I told them you were going to get your license, Firefly decided they would go shopping and told me to call her when we were done."
"Why Emily?" I wonder, frowning slightly.  "I would have expected Trent or maybe Sunny."
"I don't know," Flint says.  "Who is she?"
"Kid Liberty's future partner," I say as we reach his house.  "Can I drive to the DMV?"
"No, but I can," he says, getting out of the car and heading for my bike.  "You can ride behind me!"
"But--it's MY bike," I complain as he pulls my flame patterned helmet on.
 
***
 
"Did you know the flames glowed like that?" Flint asks as we walk out of the DMV.  I have my license now.  I had to go through a driving course.  Honestly, I think Century pulled a few strings, because I’m pretty sure I should have been in there longer.  There had been a seriously confused look on the trainer’s face when he told me I was finished.  I guess Century didn’t want to waste time that should be spent doing what he wants me to do.  If anyone can circumvent the norm system, it’s the Hall, regardless of what branch it is. 
I also have a bike that has glowing flames covering the body.  I even have the ability to change the colors of the flames, or so Nico had told me over my earring link.  He seemed quite interested in whether I got my bike license or not.  He could probably sell bikes like this for millions, I think as I drive back to Flint's place.  I'm most likely his billboard for the South Branch supers, or something.
"How much do you think he'd charge for one of these?" Flint asks, practically reading my mind.
"Haven't a clue.  Nico builds strange things all the time--we spent an entire week pretending to be norm heroes just because he's got so many toys for them," I admit as we pull into his driveway and he hops off.  "Can't you fly?"
"Sure, but does it matter?"
"Good point."
He starts walking around the bike and I flip the switch to change the flames from orange to a dark purple.  "Stealth mode," I say jokingly.  Then I realize there's a black setting.  "Wait, no, this is stealth mode," I say, flipping it over.
"You got your license yet?" I hear someone from above.  Before I even glance up, Emily is dropping to the ground in front of me.  "Thanks, Liz!" she says happily to one of the most dangerous females in the world.  "I LOVE the hat," she adds, patting the massive cowgirl hat she's wearing.  She even has a dorky string under her chin, holding it on.
"I'll come to pick you up tonight before bedtime," Firefly says, landing next to the redhead and hugging her.  "Don't be too much trouble, will you?"
"I won't."
"Ditto, either," she says dryly.  "Vinny, I'll be bringing Aubrey over this weekend, okay?"
"You know I have a job to do--" I start out, only to groan as she flies away without listening.
"Sweet bike! Take me for a ride!" Emily says, hopping onto the pillion seat that Flint had just gotten off.
"Helmet," he says simply, handing his over.  She gives him a brilliant grin and hands him her cowgirl hat and slips on the helmet.  "Does the bike run off of your power like the other stuff he makes?" she asks.
"It's got a plug in, but I haven't had to charge it yet, so maybe half and half?" I say.  "Where are we going?"
"To meet Jimmi!" she says.  "She's going to be one of us, right?"
"How about we just go for a ride?" I say instead, starting to drive.  It's not like she'll ruin my rep if people see us.  Emily dresses way more punk than I do--she's wearing a pair of combat boots, zipper decorated black capris and a tank-top that has a picture of some redheaded cartoon character with striped stockings.  Her short red hair is streaked with white and blue, and she's got four earrings in each ear.  "Are your earrings glowing?" I ask her, glancing at her in my side mirror.
"Yep!  Liz made me some--well, sort of.  She more or less stole the basics from Nico's office and made herself some--then I stole them," she says.  "They don't do all the cool stuff yours do, but I like them! But anyway, Max says I need to talk to you."
"And whatever Max says, your group does, right?"
"Don't joke about this," she says in a quiet tone that makes me blink.  "We've been talking in our group--about yours.  I want to make friends with Carla, by the way," she says, her tone lightening again.  "She declared herself second in command as soon as you left and they've been doing this game of king of the mountain ever since.  It's hysterical."
"Yeah, sounds like her," I admit.  "Lance should be second in command with me gone, though."
"They're fine," she tells me.  "Oh, look, a smoothie store!"
In other words, I think, obediently pulling into the parking lot, I have to get her a smoothie.  She hops off the back of my bike and races in, leaving me to kick the kickstand down and hang up my helmet before following her.  She's standing in line--right behind Jimmi, I think with a slight twitch.  "Come on, Vinny, I already spent all my money going shopping with Liz," she calls to me.
I walk over, moving behind her and looking at the menu.  "Hey, Pyro," Jimmi says hesitantly.  "Is this your girlfriend?  If it is, you work seriously fast, don't you?"
"Oh, I'm not his girlfriend.  I'm just his friend," Emily says.  "Emily," she adds, holding out a hand to Jimena.
"Jimmi," Jimena says, her eyes lighting up as she shakes hands.  "Are you--um--you know?"
"Yep, I know," Emily says.  "I'm a natural redhead," she adds in a conspiratorial whisper.  I choke, looking away and trying not to laugh.  It doesn't work--especially when Emily hits me hard on the back.
"Oh, man," I say, snickering.  "That was great!"  Emily beams up at me proudly and even offers her knuckle for a bump.  I give her what she wants, still grinning.  "Nice timing."
"Thank you," she says as Jimena orders.  "Trent's still complaining that Max came out first--he's positive that Max wants you on their side, but that wouldn't be fair, since they just got Ace.  You're not joining their side, are you?"
"Remember I'm halfway across the country right now," I say quietly.  "Sides aren't that big on my mind at the moment, plus, Trent's more than enough for one side."
"Who's Trent?" Jimena asks as the line moves forward.
"My boyfriend," Emily brags, pulling out her phone and showing her a picture.  "Hot, isn't he?"
"He looks a little... normal for you," Jimena says with a frown.
Emily snorts.  "She called Trent normal looking," she says to me.
"He is normal looking, compared to his brother," I point out.
"Well, yeah, but EVERYONE is normal looking compared to Jack."
"True," I say, grabbing the phone and looking at the picture.  "Seriously, though, does it have to be a picture of him eating?" I ask her as I hand it back.
"Well yeah, when it's one of the Lib--" she stops, looking at me guiltily.  "I shouldn't have said that, should I?"
"Probably not," I say.
"Jimmi, you're coming to our--"
I cover her mouth with my hand.  "Emily?  Can I have a little talk with you?" I ask in a mild tone.  She reaches up and pulls my hand away.
"Can I get the smoothie first?" she asks.  "I'm next."
"Fine, but no talking, got it?" I say, sighing.  Jimmi is looking at us strangely.  I think she's figured out something.  Man, I've blown this job so big.  They're never going to send kids to Cape High--EVER.  "It's your turn," I point out to her.
"Oh, um, right," she says, ordering quickly.  When she gets her smoothie, though, she just steps to the right, watching us.  I get the feeling she's going to follow us.  Great. 
"I want a green apple smoothie and a strawberry and banana smoothie, and... what do you want, Vin?" Emily asks.
"Two--no, never mind," I say, catching myself.  "Give me--green apple?" I ask Emily.
"It's amazing."
"Gimme one of those, too," I say, not really caring.  We wait for our smoothies and Emily grabs her two before heading for the door as I'm paying.  I chase after her, seeing a familiar looking gang loitering in the parking lot.  "Sup, Speed," I call to the leader before heading for Emily, who's found a picnic table to the side.  Ditto comes out from behind a tree, reaching for the strawberry and banana smoothie.  She's wearing a different outfit than Emily.
"Both of you?" I say.
"I couldn't make up my mind," Emily says shamelessly, taking a long drink off her smoothie.
"She never has to," Ditto says cheerfully.  "So why are we supposed to keep all of this a secret, anyway?  Weren't we supposed to bring her home?"
"She's not a puppy," I say, sitting on the table between the two--they left a gap.  I can only assume that it’s for me.  I look at the gang in the distance, watching as Tank grabs her arm and hauls her over.  "She's dating that big idiot--thinks he's a tank."
Both Emily and Ditto stare at Tank for a long moment, then look at me.  "Is he?" they ask.
"He punched me and broke his fist on my face," I drawl.
"Like that guy did to Ace?" Emily asks, starting to laugh.
Ditto reaches up and turns my face to her, frowning as she examines me from all angles.  "Nope, not even a bruise.  But we don't know if Trent would bruise you, either.  Let's call him and have him try!"
"No," I say simply, "let's not.  Besides, it wouldn't break his fist."
"Oh well," she says, shrugging.  "We're here to talk to you."
"Because Max sent you," I say.  "What does he want you to talk to me about?"
They lean forward, looking at each other in front of me, then drop down on the picnic table bench so they're looking up at me.  "Max thinks you were affected by the zoo more than you're ever going to admit," Emily says slowly, taking a long drink of her smoothie.  
"And we have a little bit of experience with being in a really bad situation," Ditto says.  "Before you guys came we were brought in by Double M.  Actually," she admits, looking over at Jimmi, "we're from this branch.  There's a family in this branch that has two daughters.  They're... really mean."
"They were the ones that took me in when my parents died," Emily says quietly.  "They were nice at first, they helped me out and everything... it was a rough time for me."
"But as time went on... well, the sisters started taking things from Emily," Ditto says.  "They beat on her when she didn't give in.  It was really bad... and she had no proof because we heal really super fast."
"So I left Ditto in the house and ran away," Emily says.  "I was living in the streets when Double M found me, scrounging through the trash for food... it... wasn't good," she says awkwardly, looking in Jimmi's direction again. 
"Then they put us in Trent's home," Ditto says, both of them cheering up.  "And we had Jeanie and Ken and now we have Liz, who's amazingly awesome," she adds.  "She's the perfect adopted mom."
"We adopted her," Emily agrees, "because her dad's a jerk and her mom's gone, so she's ours.  Ours and Aubrey's, of course."
"Of course," Ditto agrees.  "So... did that help, any?" she asks me.
"Not for me," I say honestly.  "But... you might have made a good point."  I blink as I realize that Jimmi is looking straight at us, and wonder just how good her hearing is.  "Look, you two," I say, leaning my elbows on my knees and looking from one to the other.  "Max is wrong about me.  I am who I've always been.  Just because he has huge aspirations for being a cape doesn't mean I have to.  Honestly, the greatest thing in this entire universe is not being behind glass walls," I say almost silently.  "I'm just enjoying that fact every day."
"Well, yeah, that's good for the first couple of weeks," Emily says.
"But not for the rest of your life," Ditto says, looking over at Jimmi again.  "There are all sorts of ways to get into an abusive relationship, Vinny," she says quietly, "sometimes so-called 'love' is the most vicious door."
"I..." I say slowly, "I think she should choose for herself."
"But does she know she even has a choice?" Emily asks.  "You're here to--"
"No, I'm not," I say silently.  "It's implied, but it's not certain.  If I don't do my job properly, Century won't even think of it.  They don't like the idea of Nico teaching their kids.  How did we get you?" I ask curiously.
"I'm a ward of the Hall," she says.  "That means Double M can put me wherever he wants if he goes through enough red tape."
I shrug and pull my phone out of my pocket as it rings.  "Sup?" I ask, not paying attention to who's calling.
"Are you cooking tonight or do I need to pick something up?" Flint asks.
"I'll cook," I say, watching as Speed and the rest of the gang get up.  "I'm about to have a run-in with the group, though, so I might be a little late."
"Fine, but don't be too late or I'll pick up fast food."
"Sure," I say, hanging up as Speed reaches us. 
"Twins?" he says.  "I'm impressed, Pyro." He grins and drops a hand on Emily's shoulder.  She finishes off her smoothie as she casually pushes his hand away.
"Actually," I say, "they're dating a friend of mine."  Well, sort of a friend.  And is only Emily dating Trent or does he call Ditto his girl, too?  I mean, they're technically the same girl--nah, not going to ask.  That's not any of my business.
"The same guy?" Speed asks Ditto.
She grins evilly.  "He's just that cute," she says, turning and crossing her legs in a lazy manner.  I can see the woman she's going to become right now, I swear it.  "What's your name?" she asks.
"Speed," Speed says.  "In case you're looking for your own boyfriend."
"Nope, I'm good," she says before looking up at me. 
"They're just visiting," I say blandly.  "So what's up?  Anything interesting?"
"We were going to go out partying tonight, wanted to know if you wanted to join," Speed says.  I glance at Jimmi, because all of a sudden she's looking away.
"Sure.  But I've got to cook dinner tonight," I say.  "After that?"
"You cook dinner?" Tank repeats, bursting into laughter.  "What a little housewife!"
"You can cook?" Emily asks, her eyes brightening.  "Can you teach me?  Jeanie's tried, but I keep burning everything."
"Sure, but later," I say, ignoring Tank and the lackeys' laughter, "when I get back home."
"So you're from--" Speed stops.  "Where are you from again, Pyro?"
"Missouri."
"What part?" he asks.
"Originally Clinton," I say, "but I've been around a bit."  I look at my watch, and stand.  "So tonight?  Where do we meet?" I ask.
"Right here will work," Speed says.  "You've got a way to get here, right?"
"Yeah, I got a way," I say, glancing over at my bike.  It looks a bit plain without the glowing lights, now that I've seen them.  Oh well.  "See you tonight... 8?" I offer.
"Yeah, that'll work."
"C'mon, Em," I say.  
Emily hesitates, and then goes over to Jimmi with a wide grin.  "Nice to meet you, Jimmi," she says, grabbing her hand in a clasp before chasing after me.  We head for the bike and I get on, wondering what Ditto will do.  Somehow, though, the two manage to get on the bike behind me, and I take off.  Halfway down the road I feel Emily lean back and glance in the mirror.  Ditto is gone.
"What do they do during those parties?" Em asks curiously.  "I got the feeling Jimmi wasn't happy about it."
"I don't know, but I figure I'll find out tonight."  I flip the switch on the bike, glancing down as the flames turn blue.
"Oh, wow, that's awesome!" she says.  "Can you change the color?"
"Yeah."
"Turn it pink!"
"I'm not a girl!"
"Turn it pink anyway!"
I turn it pink, since she insists, and think back on her story.  "Hey, Em... does dating a tank scare you?"
"Do you think Trent would ever hurt me?" she asks.  "Even if I beat on him regularly, he's never so much as slapped me away, you know."
"Yeah."
"A tank is probably more aware of their own power than any other cape I know of," she says.  "Ken's the gentlest guy I've ever met, you know."
"A true tank, that is," I say a bit grimly.
"Yeah, even Jack is gentle, you know?  At least he is with Aubrey."
"Yeah."
 



 
CHAPTER FOUR
"I've been thinking," Flint says as we pull into the driveway.  He stops talking, though, as the girl behind Vinny pulls off her helmet.  "Melody?" he says, looking stunned.
"Emily," Emily says quietly.  "Melody was my mother's cape name."
"Oh--oh--um--" he stutters, "then why are you in Central?"
"How come you just noticed now, anyway?" I ask.  "You handed her the helmet earlier."
"I was distracted by the bike," he admits.
"I'm living with Firefly--she's my new mom," Emily says.  "And I've got a sister named Aubrey, now, too.  It's thanks to Mastermental and Cape High."
"Do you have a dad?" he asks.
"Taurus wants to be," she says wickedly, grinning with pure evilness.  "Me and Ditto use that fact to get good grades--it's great."  I feel sorry for Taurus, I think as I see her.  Especially since there are usually two of her.  "Aubrey's a lot nicer than us," she tells me.  "She thinks they'd make a great couple."
"Taurus?" Flint says, "And Firefly?  Oh man, their kids would be MONSTERS."
"I'd have little brothers or sisters!" Emily says, her eyes going huge at the thought.  "They'd be electric bulls or something!  That would be AWESOME!"
"Emily, are they even dating yet?" I ask her.
"He took her out to dinner once or twice!  And they sat together for Mega’s movie," she says.  "I think we should name one of them Adora--then if she turns out to be a shape-shifter we could call her Adora-bull!"
I give up, shrugging it off and looking at Flint.  He seems a bit stunned and is just watching her decide her imaginary little sister’s future.  "You were thinking something?" I ask, jerking him back to reality.
"Yeah... I'm supposed to be your mentor, right?  That means I need to teach you something for your fight with Cold Steel."
"Oh, right," I say.  "First dinner, then I have to be at the smoothie place at eight for... a party.  So between them?"
"Yeah," he says.
"I want to watch!" Emily says as we start in.
"Can I watch, too?"  I go still at the question, turning to look at Jimmi blankly.  "I sort of... um, followed," she says.  "It's okay, right, Uncle Flint?"
"Well... yeah," Flint says.  "Unless you've got more important things to do," he adds with a hint of sarcasm.  I glance at him and then at Jimmi, who suddenly looks like she wants to run.
"How fireproof are you two?" I ask, instead.
 
***
 
Uncle Flint is mad at her, Jimmi admits silently as she hides behind a brick wall in Flint's basement.  Emily is crouching down beside her.  They're there in case things go out of hand.  It'd been fun watching as Vinny cooked like one of those guys on television, but eating with an angry pyrokinetic had made the actual dinner extremely tense.
It's all her fault.  She should have known that her papa would tell Uncle Flint what she did.  How she'd yelled at Papa for being such a pushover, accused him of not being a "man" when he'd done nothing that time.  But that was Papa's fault!  Papa is a super hero--a superior being!  Just letting some norm get up in his face for taking a parking spot--it was ridiculous!  Papa could have CRUSHED that stupid car of his!  Instead he'd pulled out of the spot and let the man have it!
It made her so mad--it still does, Jimmi thinks as she grits her teeth.  She'd told Papa that he needs to be more aggressive, to be stronger, but Papa had patted her on the head and said that "sometimes it is harder to be kind."  
"Hah!" Wait, she'd said that aloud.  Whoops.
"He hasn't done anything yet," Emily says.
"No... it's just... I was thinking," Jimmi says, suddenly feeling everyone in the room looking at her.  She looks away from Vinny, who's simply watching her with calm golden brown eyes.  There's the other thing, she admits.  She HAS a boyfriend.  A boyfriend that's not the type to back down from anyone--that's manly and strong and--and a complete jerk, she admits silently as the guys get back to work.  She'd been so intent on getting a guy different from Papa after that fight that... Well, she might have been a little hasty.
But Vinny had as good as told her to deal with the Tank problem herself--which isn't manly at all, right?  But--
"Okay, light up," Flint says. "Everything you can, that is."
Vinny hesitates before shrugging off his shirt and lighting up both hands and his hair.  She totally forgets thinking about "manliness" and stares.  She doesn't even glance over as Emily discreetly pushes her jaw up from where it's hanging open.
"Really?  Shirtless?" Uncle Flint asks dryly.
"I’ve lost way too many shirts this way," Vinny says, not even looking at the girls.
"Is this all you can light up?"
"I..." Vinny hesitates, looking over at Jimmi and Emily and then back to Flint, "I woke up.  Once."
"How much?" Flint asks.
"Full body.  The bed lit on fire, but the lack of oxygen killed it," he says almost blandly.
"Lack of oxygen?" Jimmi repeats confusedly.  "What--"
"I see," Flint says.  "That makes sense.  Let's start with the basics--can you shoot?"  When Vinny nods, he moves and points to a concrete wall with a target scorched into it.  "Let's see your accuracy."
Vinny holds up one flaming hand and lets loose a fireball.  It doesn't hit.  In fact it falls to the ground several feet in front of the wall.
"Try it again."  That's the sentence that gets repeated for almost an hour, and by the time the hour is over Jimmi and Emily are sitting on the half wall they'd been hiding behind, completely forgetting why they'd been hiding in the first place.  Flint has a dark look on his face as he moves in front of the teen.  "You're a full body fire mimic hero, Vinny."
"I might be," Vinny says.
"You already said it happened once."
"Yeah, but it might have been a fluke--"
"You are.  Your hands are on fire, your hair is on fire, yet your head is completely not in the game.  Emily!  Does he do this back home, too?" he calls over to the redhead.
"Um... yeah," Emily says, looking guilty for some reason.  She hugs her knees to her chest.  "Everyone notices--even Taurus."  Vinny looks at her.  "Why do you think he's always shaking his head?" she asks him.
"I'm just a slow learner," Vinny says a bit too calmly.
"You're just--never mind.  It's been long enough and you've got w--stuff to do tonight, right?" Flint says, glancing at Jimmi for some reason.
"Yeah, a party."
"It's a school night!" Jimmi bursts out.  "He should go to bed!  Are you seriously going to let him go party?"
"Why not?  Your dad lets you," Flint says coldly as Vinny lets his flames go out.
"I sneak out!"
"With a super for a father, do you really think he doesn't notice?" Flint asks.  "Girl, your papa--"  He stops as Vinny places a hand on his arm and looks down at the teen.  "What?"
"Thanks--for the help," he clarifies.
Flint gives him a dirty look.  "Not much help," he says.  "Until you decide to put your heart into this you'll never become the cape you're meant to be.  Understand?"
"Yeah," Vinny says, but Jimmi's almost positive he's lying.  "I gotta go take a shower," he says, grabbing his shirt and slipping it on before walking past them.  "Em, is Firefly coming to pick you up?"
"Yeah."
"Might as well have her come now, I don't need backup for this," he says.
"Yeah," Emily says.  Jimmi wants to protest, but he's walking away before she can.  Instead she looks at Emily.
"Why would the oxygen run out?" she asks, dying of curiosity.
"He didn't tell you?" Emily asks.  "Vinny's one of the zoo kids."  Then she pulls out her cellphone to make a call, leaving Jimmi even more confused than before.  She hesitates for a moment before leaving.  She needs to find somewhere private and look it up online.
Something tells her she's not going to like what she finds out.
 
***
 
Seven thirty.  I look up from the homework I'm fighting with.  "Time to go," I say as I stand.
"You're taking this school cover pretty seriously," Flint says, looking at the books.
"I can't stand out," I say.  "We shouldn't have shown her that," I add quietly.  "She's going to start figuring things out."
"Don't you want her to?" Flint asks.  "I figured the reason your school was willing to send you is to get Voltdrain's daughter--and everyone else's."
"Nico wants her," I admit, grabbing my keys, "but Century doesn't trust us.  If she figures it out and Century says no, she probably won't be coming.  Sometimes false hope is cruel, Flint--if she even wants to come, that is."
"So you don't hope for anything, do you," he says, watching me closely.
"I hope to live through this and get back home," I say.  "Regardless of what happens, do you really think the group that sends their favorites halfway across the country are going to let me stay?" I add, a little twitch pulling at my lips.
"You only hope for things you know are going to happen, you mean.  That's not what hope is, Vin."
"It's the type of hope that works for me," I say flatly before heading out the door.
 
***
 
There would be no surprise if people found out that Ken has access to most of the prisons in states all over the country.  Of course the fact that he's “affiliated with” America's Son might help--but those wardens that he's grown to know over the years know him as “the preacher.” It's why he's gotten all the paperwork and information necessary to meet Vinny's father so quickly.
"Ken," Warden Blue says, offering a hand.  Ken shakes it, smiling at the shorter man.  "Good to see you, son.  I'm a bit surprised that you came for just one of our boys today."
"I'll get in touch for a sermon, later," Ken says.  "This one is related to a teen I'm helping through a rough time."
He's wearing a dress shirt, tie, and a pair of slacks along with dress shoes.  He reaches up and tugs at the tie, making a slight face.  Even if it is part of his "other uniform," he still isn't fond of it.  He ignores that fact and follows Blue down the hall to a simple room with a table and two chairs on either side.  A pair of guards stand to the side, nodding slightly as Ken greets them. He sits down in one of the small chairs, waiting patiently as they bring in Antonio Accardi.  He's a good looking man, Ken thinks.  Vinny looks a lot like him.  Ken stands, holding out a hand to shake with the chained man and then motions for him to sit down before doing the same.
"I was a bit surprised," Antonio says, "I've got a preacher that already comes and talks to me.  I didn't expect a new one to want to."
"I'm actually here for a different reason," Ken says.  "Your son is a ward of the Hall.  I work with them.  I've been spending some time with Vinny."
There's a hint of worry on Antonio's face.  "Is there something wrong with my son?" he asks.
“Antonio--”
“Tony, please,” Tony says.
“Tony--your son’s mother, who was she?” Ken asks quietly, leaning forward.  He sees Tony hesitate and wonders if he’s going to lie.  It’s what Nico said Vinny expected.
“Her name was Pamela.  Pamela Stokes.”
 
***
 
I pull to a stop next to the smoothie shop, flipping the glowing red lights off before turning my bike off.  I see Speed, first.  He’s sitting at the same picnic table that I’d been sitting at earlier.  He’s talking with a group of guys dressed a lot like me--mostly all black clothes.  This group has glow-sticks hanging from their necks.  In the late daylight they take on an eerie glow.
I kick the kickstand down and get off, heading for the group.  I’m curious about the glow-sticks, honestly.  They seem almost... familiar.  They glow orange, a lot like Jimena’s eyes, I think.
“So you actually came,” Speed says.  He looks confident, and slightly demonic in the dim light.  His grin stretches across his face.  “Welcome to the gang, Pyro.  Give him a stick,” he orders the guy next to him.
“He doesn’t need one,” Tank snaps.
“Give him one, anyway,” Speed says.  I blink as an empty tube is handed to me, one that dangles on a thin black cord.  “You’ve got to try this, man, it’s like nothing you’ve ever done.”
I look at the tube for a little while longer before slipping the cord over my neck.  I look around, seeing Jimena sitting underneath a tree several feet away.  She doesn’t look happy.  She’s staring at the screen of her cellphone--I blink as I see her wipe a tear away, wondering what she’s reading.  It’s probably some stupid romance book.  “Hey!” Speed yells at her.  “Get over here, Jimmi!  Charge up the new guy!”
“She doesn’t have to--” I say, a bit surprised as I hear Tank say the same thing.  He glares at me with unrestrained hatred.
“She’s MY girlfriend.  She doesn’t have to do what you tell her to,” he snarls at Speed.
“You know what, Tank?  You’re really starting to get on my nerves,” Speed says casually, reaching up and wrapping his hand around his glow-stick.
“Stop,” Jimmi says, “I’ll do it.  I just... need to juice up.”  Speed lets go of his glow-stick, nodding as she heads for the building.
“Go with her, Pyro,” he says.  I hesitate, looking at Tank.  He looks like he wants to jump me, but something’s stopping him--probably the group of guys that surround him.  It’s pretty clear that they follow Speed, not Tank.  I turn and follow Jimmi, shoving my hands into my jean pockets as she goes to the back of the building.
Oh.
“You shouldn’t be doing this,” I say quietly.
“It--it just spikes their electricity bill a little,” she says, climbing up a ladder and grabbing a cord.  Her entire body glows for a moment and I can see her aura flaring around her and her hair sticking up, floating in the air for a moment.  She comes down the ladder and heads for me, grabbing the tube hanging around my neck.  I watch in wonder as it starts to fill with orange energy.  “Do you want to try it direct?” she asks.
“I dunno,” I admit, watching the energy.
“Just a little.  It shouldn’t do too much, I don’t think,” she says, pressing her hand to my chest.  “It doesn’t really affect--”
My entire body lights up like a torch and she yelps, jumping away quickly.  “Well... crap,” I say as my clothes turn to ash. My phone drops to the ground, humming strangely for a second before flickering on.  It looks like Nico made it fireproof somehow. “I’m going to have to get some fireproof boxers,” I decide as she covers her eyes with her hands and starts to laugh her head off.
“Cover yourself!” she yells.  “Even if I can’t see through the flames, that’s just WRONG!”  The guys come running, stopping as they see me.  I look down.  She’s right.  In flame form you can’t see anything.  Thank God.
I look at the guys standing around me and it suddenly clicks.  I know why they feel they can claim to be supers--and why Jimmi might actually think they are.  She’s more like Morgan than she realizes.  She can amplify natural abilities.  Well... crap.
Actually, the real question is what I’m going to do when the amping up wears off.  I didn’t bring a spare set of clothes with me...
 
***
 
“Flint Stokes,” Flint answers his personal cell, wondering who would be calling at ten o’clock--his secret identity doesn’t have people that call that late. 
“Mr. Stokes, I’m Officer Jones--”
“Vinny,” Flint mutters, feeling a headache develop.  Yeah, that would explain the ten o’clock.  “I’ll be down in ten,” he says.
“Can you bring him some clothes?” the cop asks a bit blandly.
“He was naked?” Flint asks in shock.
“He’s borrowed a pair of gym shorts from one of our officers, but... other than that, he still is.”  This time he catches the hint of amusement in the man’s voice.  
“Was anyone with him?” Flint asks.
“From what we got out of him, a bunch of kids abandoned him--but there’s one sitting in the waiting room for him.  It’s a short haired girl with a glow-stick hanging from her neck.”
“Jimmi,” Flint says.  “Let me go change--I’m at work,” he says.  “I’ll be there in ten.”
 
***
 
“So...” the big bearded guy sitting across from me says.  “Streaking... as a hobby at least it’s cheap, huh?”
He’s wearing a biker leather vest and a KISS t-shirt.  He looks older than Flint is--but then again, I can’t exactly tell you how old Flint really is.  Either way, he’s staring at me funny and I have the strange urge to cross my arms over my chest.  Instead I look him in the eye and lift a hand, catching one finger on fire.
“Holy--” he yelps, jerking back as fast as possible.  I let the fire die. 
“My pants caught on fire,” I tell him blandly.  I hear two people walking down the hall that leads to the holding cells and wonder if Nico is one of them.  Getting tossed into prison only days after being sent down here can’t look good.  I stretch my legs out in front of me, wondering just how I feel about going home a failure.
I miss home... but if I go back a failure I could easily lose my position in the zoo kids, which, actually, isn’t that big of a deal.  Except who knows, Carla might actually get my position, and then she’d be bossing me around constantly.  I’ve got no choice, I think reluctantly as I get to my feet.  I’m going to have to beg for a second chance.  “Nico--”
But it isn’t Nico standing there with the cop, I realize as soon as I say it.  It’s Flint.  I find my hand going up to my earring (which seems to be fireproof) only to fall again, since Nico might not even know what happened.  Better off for me if he doesn’t, right? 
“Alright, kid, your uncle is here to bail you out,” the cop says, looking from me to the tall redhead standing next to him.  There’s a slight frown on his face as he does so.  “You two... don’t--”
“My dad’s Italian,” I say, rather than let him go down that trail.  Who knows where he’d wind up at?  “I take after him in coloring.”
“Officer--that kid--he’s a super--” the guy in the holding cell behind me says.  The others that are milling around shrug.
“He’s got a lighter, you’re just too drunk to notice,” one calls over to the bearded man.
“No--he--really?” he asks.
“Yeah.”
The officer looks at me, knowing full well that I came in buck naked.  The only clothing I wear now is a pair of shorts borrowed from one of the skinnier cops.  There’s no way I had a lighter on me.  He looks from me to Flint again, his expression changing.  “We’re going to have to take that lighter,” he says casually.  “Why don’t you two follow me, we’ll have a little talk about... fire hazards.”
Fire hazard... I like that, I think.  Sounds more like a super villain than a hero, but I bet I could pull it off.  Flint elbows me as I reach his side, hissing, “What in the hell were you doing?”
“I’ll explain later,” I whisper silently.
“Jimmi’s still in the waiting room,” he says in a normal tone.  “Can you send someone to tell her to go home already?” he asks the cop.  “She’s a little Hispanic girl in a hoodie.”
“The one with the glowing eyes?” the cop asks almost too casually.  “Sir, we were wondering if this was that sort of business when we saw her.  That’s why we’ve got a... visitor waiting to see you.  The girl’s already in there, as well,” he adds, opening the door to an office and motioning us in.
I blink at the sight of Century lounging in a chair, his feet on the desk and an impatient expression on his face.  “Boy, I didn’t tell you to get dragged in by the cops the first week,” he drawls.
“I have an explanation,” I say.
“It’s my fault,” Jimmi says, stepping forward.
“You’re the reason the boy was caught riding down the street buck naked?” Century asks, his expression going dangerous.
“I--”
“I burnt my clothes off by accident.  Jimmi can boost natural ability,” I say before Jimmi can try to explain.  “That’s what she’s been doing for the gang she hangs out with--sorry, Jimmi, but they’re norms,” I tell her bluntly. 
“What?  But I’ve seen them do things norms can’t do!  They’re--”
“You’re the one giving them powers.  From the way they’re constantly wearing those tubes you fill, and the way I shorted out after half an hour or so, it doesn’t last that long.  They’re using you, Jimmi.”
She looks like I slapped her.  “You were working with Century all along,” she says slowly.  “You were lying to me--Papa went to Century and Century brought you in to get me away from my friends--”
“Jimmi--” Flint starts out.
“You took him in, Uncle Flint!  He’s living with you--you knew all along that he was brought in because everyone wanted me away from my FRIENDS!  They’re all I have, and you’re all intent on taking me away from them!”
“They aren’t all you have,” I snap.  “They’re jerks that are using you!  You want real friends?  Talk to Century, get him to send you to my school.  Nico’s probably already gotten the transfer papers set up!”
“You have no idea where I’m coming from!” she accuses me.  “You have friends that come halfway across the--”
“I HAVE NOTHING!” I bellow, lighting on fire, much to the consternation of the cops.  “I have absolutely NOTHING you spoiled little brat!  My mother’s dead, my father’s in jail, I spent a YEAR as a prisoner of some sick freak that enjoyed watching me knock myself out trying to escape!  YOU!  You have a father that’s willing to do deals with the devil to keep your feelings from being hurt!  You have the biggest names in the South Branch bending over backwards to keep you from getting caught doing stuff you shouldn’t be doing!  You have no right to accuse me of ANYTHING!”
There go another pair of shorts, a little voice whispers in the back of my mind. I didn’t think I was still amped. She’s just staring at me in shock, but I ignore it, finally letting loose after months of holding it in.  “Do you have any idea what I deal with on a daily basis?” I demand.  “I’ve got kids back home that are mentally broken by what Collector did to them--I have to literally COAX them out of their rooms just to eat on the bad days!  And you!  You’re here boo-hooing over--over what?  A jerk of a boyfriend?  I have NO FREAKING CLUE what’s wrong with you, Jimmi--and you know what?  I don’t care.  I take back the offer of Cape High,” I snarl.  
“You know what you two and her dad need to do?” I go on, turning on Century and Flint.  “Spank her.  Ground her.  Put her in some sort of community service, Habitats for Humanity or something.  I’m done here,” I say, reaching up and touching my earring.  “Nico?  You there?”
“Yeah, kiddo,” Nico says.  The entire room goes still as they hear his voice.
“I’m coming home.  Voltdrain’s daughter is a bust.”
“Sure,” he says.  “Want me to pick you up?”
“I’ll drive--I’m not about to leave my bike here,” I say.
“Wait,” Jimmi says.  There’s a tear trailing over her cheek, I notice unfeelingly, “please.  I’m sorry.”
“You should be,” I say coldly, the flames dying down.  Century tosses me his hat and I casually cover myself with it--well, you know, as casually as you can in this situation.
“All I wanted were friends, Vinny--and nobody wanted to be my friend because I’m different from them,” she says, her jaw coming up, her expression turning stubborn.  “If--if you’re right, then I was stupid--I believed the first guy that came along and claimed he was one.  Can you blame me?  I’ve never met another cape kid before!  They keep me in the dark--I’ve had my powers for two years now!  I should be--”
“Learning from your father,” Century says coldly, “but instead you went off on him for being a nice guy, and started running around with all the wrong types.  If your mother was alive today, girl, she would have tanned your hide.”
The door opens before I can turn the knob, and Alonso walks in, moving almost silently.  “Excuse me,” he says quietly, “I think this is the time I speak up.”
Something about the man has my shoulders loosening.  He turns, looking straight at me.  “Señor Nico, Señor Vinny,” he says gently, “I ask for a second chance for my daughter.”
“Al--” Flint starts out.
“Flint,” Alonso says, turning to him, “I have been trying to be kind to my daughter--she is all I have left in this world.  But I see now that sometimes kindness can seem like neglect.  I will not have my precious Princesa be, as Señor Vinny has said, spoiled.  I know that you do not agree with Cape High, Century, they took one of your most promising children, but I have to try something.  
“I do not like your boyfriend, Jimena,” he says, turning to his daughter.  “I have tried, but I cannot seem to grow fond of him.  I do not think he is... an appropriate influence.  That is why your bags are packed and ready to go to Missouri, to Cape High.  If you are willing, that is, Señor Nico, Señor Vinny.”
I go still, staring at him for a moment before Nico speaks.  “I trust Vinny,” we all hear him say from my earring.  “His impression of the girl is most likely right on--”
“Wait,” I say quietly.  I swear Voltdrain can drain more than just electrical energy, because suddenly I feel tired.  “Mister Alonso,” I say, turning to him, “I was the one that was supposed to prove something.  All I’ve proven is that I can get tossed into jail for streaking unless I can get a pair of fireproof pants.  Your daughter’s spoiled, sure, but...” I reluctantly let out a sigh, “it can be hard being different.  I’ll accept.  But first, Nico?  Can you send down Trent and Carla?”
“Carla?”
“Yeah,” I say with a reluctant shake of my head.  “I need Carla. I would say send them by plane, but she’d hate that with a passion.  If Trent’s willing, send them by foot. Make sure she stays with Trent the entire way down, even if he IS going slow, got it?”
“Will do.  Tomorrow morning work?”
“Yeah, that’s fine.”
“Who’s Carla?” Jimmi asks.
“Carla is like... an annoying little sister that has an advanced case of ADHD,” I decide.  “She’s also a thirteen-year-old speedster.  If it’s not just irony, Speed should be a speedster with your help.”
“So?”
“She’s going to leave him buried in the dust six feet under,” I say simply.  “I’m going to show everyone the difference between a cape kid and a juiced up one--on television.”
“I’ll make sure she brings a mask,” Nico says.
“Why are you doing this?” Jimmi asks.
“Because the people that dare to claim to be us should know what they’re going up against,” I say.  “Also to show the norms in the area--and Jimena--that all the stuff they’ve been doing wasn’t done by capes.  We’ve got a name to clear.”
“So... who’s Trent?” Flint asks.
“Kid Liberty--son of America’s Son,” I say with a hint of satisfaction.  “Now, can I get some pants?  I’ll try not to burn them this time.”
 



 
CHAPTER FIVE
“Did he really ask for me?  Like by name?” Carla asks excitedly.  Trent glances at the girl bouncing impatiently next to him.  “Vinny NEVER asks me to help.  He’s always telling me not to do things.”
“Yeah, he asked for you--he also said you have to stay with me the entire run, got it?  So no running ahead, got it?” Trent says as he puts his mask on and then drops a hand on her shoulder to hold her still long enough to put hers on. He’d agreed to running halfway across the country without a thought--first because Max was right about building a relationship with the zoo kids, secondly because he wanted to see how quickly he could do it.  Carla was the perfect way to test himself. “No taking this off, got it?” he adds, tapping on the mask lightly.
“I got it, I got it,” she says, making a face.  “Wait, so it’s just you and me going?  No adults?  Does that make this a date?”
“My girlfriend says no,” he says with a little grin.
“Don’t worry, I won’t tell her,” she says cheerfully.  “Which way?  This?”  She starts forward, only to have her shoulder turned so she’s facing a different direction.  She doesn’t even look back at him before starting out--way too fast.  Trent snorts and races after her, kicking up his speed.
Maybe he should have asked for a child leash, he thinks a bit belatedly.
 
***
 
We’re skipping school.  I sit on the picnic table next to the smoothie place and touch my earring again, my phone in my hand.  It’s the coolest thing ever--I’ve found that if I twist it twice and tap it I can bring up any computer in the area on my cellphone screen.  This is definitely illegal, I decide.  As a future hero I should complain.  Instead I’m checking out all the music that Jimmi has on her cellphone.  There is a TON of Shakira.
She jerks as I start playing a song, looking over at me in surprise.  “You like Shakira?” she asks.
“Nope,” I say.  It’s not that I’ve got anything against her, I’ve just never really listened to her before.
“Then why do you have her on your phone?” she asks.
“I don’t,” I say, tapping on my phone a few times, “well, I didn’t, that is.  Looks like I can download.”
She stares at me blankly, but I ignore it until she peeks over at my screen.  “That’s MY phone!” she says in outrage, grabbing it from me.
“No, it’s my phone hacking your phone,” I say, holding it out of reach.  “And seriously, you take way too many selfies.”
“There’s personal stuff on there!” she snarls, tackling me.  “Stop looking at my Facebook!”
“If it’s on Facebook then it’s the exact opposite of personal,” I say, stretching my arm as far as it can go to keep the phone from her.  She climbs over me and grabs it with an angry glare.
“Just because you hate me doesn’t give you a right to do something like this,” she snaps.
“I don’t hate you,” I say.  “Sure I think you’re an idiot, but I don’t hate you.  You just... hit a sore spot yesterday,” I mutter.
“Vinny, you there?” Trent asks.  I look around for a second before realizing it must be my earring.
“Yeah, I’m here.”
“Thank God for the GPS system Nico put on my phone,” Trent says.  “We’ll be there in a minute or two.”
“Do you need to know where?”
“Nah, your phone is on this.”
“Is Carla behaving?” I ask, earning a surprised look from Jimena.
“Well she did get distracted when we passed a toy store,” Trent admits.  “Something about building bears--she dragged me in for a bit--”
“I made a Rainbow Dash plushie!” I hear Carla yell.
“Then I had to swear I’d take Emily and Ditto there when we got back,” Trent says.  “Something about a pink pie, or whatever.”
“Pinkie Pie!” Carla says.  “She’s the pink one with balloons for her cutie mark--”
“Yeah, her,” Trent says, cutting her off.  “So now we’re running across country with a massive plush pony,” he finishes.  I look up as the two step into sight.  “I’m pretty sure this is getting some strange pictures on Hero TV.”  He’s not in full uniform, but he’s got a mask and his symbol on his t-shirt, so it’s pretty obvious who he is.  “Sup, Vinny?  Don’t tell me you want a stuffed pony, too.”
I’m staring at Carla, who has a stuffed blue toy tucked under her arm and a huge grin on her face.  “Vinny!” she says, racing forward and hugging me tightly.  I can’t help the little grin that pulls on my lips as I hug her back.  “I didn’t miss you at all,” she adds.
“Thanks for that,” I say dryly.  I reach up and tap on her mask.  “Keep this on the entire time you’re here, got it?” I say.  “We’re not going to risk your identity.”
“You’re not wearing a mask,” she pouts.
“I’m not thirteen--but I’ve got one for the show.  How’s everyone doing?” I ask them both as Carla hugs her toy and looks at Jimena curiously.
“They’re fine, although I heard Carla caught the kitchen on fire a few times.”
“Being second in command sucks,” Carla says, looking at me.  “You didn’t tell me it came with all the cooking.”
“You should have figured that out yourself,” I say.  “You didn’t ruin any of my pans, did you?  If you did, I swear I’m going to put asparagus in every meal for the next month.”
“It scrubbed off!  Mostly,” she says before practically disappearing and reappearing next to Jimena.  “Do you like My Little Pony?” she asks.  “I know it sounds like a little kid’s show, but it’s amazing!”
“Um... I haven’t seen it?” Jimena offers, staring at the stuffed toy.
“You should.”
“She actually sits still long enough to watch it?” Trent asks me.
“It’s the only peaceful time we have--more than half the dorm watches the show,” I admit.  “But it gets a bit scary if someone tries to walk between them and the television.”  Trent starts laughing.
“I’m sure I’ll find out sooner or later,” he says. 
“Hey, hey Trent,” I hear over my earring.  Trent touches his ear.  “Liz says she wants to come with us--so does Aubrey,” Emily says.  “Aubrey wants a Fluttershy!”
“Yeah?  Who does Liz want?” Trent asks. 
“Oh, she wants Princess Luna, but I don’t think they have her--” she pauses and I hear someone speak in the distance.  “Oh, she says that if she shows up in full uniform that’ll be fixed really quickly.  No it won’t.  No, seriously, it’d probably still take months even with you terrorizing them, Liz.  Okay, a month.  Maybe.  That’s definitely going to get Double M yelling at you, though.”
“Um, not to interrupt the whole... pony thing,” Jimena says, “but what exactly are we doing?”
“We’re going to challenge the group to a fight, right?” Carla asks.
“Not exactly, we’re going to set up a competition,” I say.  “Jimmi, call Speed, have him and the gang meet us in front of Walmart, they’ve got a big enough parking lot and we can get permission easily enough.  Once we get this wrapped up we’re going home.”
“What about the cameras and stuff?” Trent asks.
“We’ll get them soon enough,” I say, “all we have to do is cause a sensation.”  I head over to my motorcycle, getting on.  “Follow--” Carla hops on behind me, much to my surprise.  
“Can we get me some new sneakers before we do this?  I busted mine,” she says.
“I don’t... I don’t know if I like this idea,” Jimena says.  “Are we just out to embarrass them?  Or is there--”
“When I first met the group they were planning on destroying Flint’s home to get to me,” I tell her bluntly.  “I’ve got an entire folder of things like that they’ve done at his place, things I bet you never heard of.”
“And they’re claiming to be teenage supers,” Trent says, his jaw tightening.  “Even our super villain teens have more class than that.  They aren’t professionals, they’re just thugs.”
“But--” Jimmi starts out.  “I... does it have to be on television?” she asks.  “They’re going to hate me if I do this to them.”
I hesitate and then shrug.  “If you’d rather stay here and in the situation you’re in, it’s no skin off my back.”
“I--I just don’t want to be hated, Vinny!” she protests.
“Fine.  We’ll find them ourselves,” I say.
“Wait,” Carla says, getting off and going to Jimena.  “Hi.  I’m Carla.”
Jimena blinks at her.  “Hi,” she says slowly.
“I’m second in command of the zoo kids!  So it’s my job to make sure everyone gets to where they should be, right?” she says before I can protest.  “I’ve got a LOT of stuff I have to take care of, like feeding everybody and making sure they don’t skip class, and making sure everybody actually comes out of their rooms--it’s a lot of work.  And I don’t think you’re in the right place right now.  Are you?”
Jimena slowly looks into Carla’s eyes.  “No,” she whispers, “I’m not.”
“Do you want to be in the right place?” Carla asks gently.
“Yes,” Jimena says, “I do.”
“Are you going to be a super?”
“Yes.”
“Then you should deal with bad guys a lot, right?” Carla says.  “Even if it means they don’t like you.”
“It’s not that easy--”
“It’s as easy as you make it,” Trent says.  “Look around,” he goes on, “remember this moment, because it’s the moment you decide which way you want to go.”  I look at him.  He even sounds like his dad right now.  “Either you stay someplace you don’t belong, or you go somewhere you will.”
“Can I... can I talk with Tank before the competition?” she asks.  “I at least owe it to him to break up with him face to face.”
“Fine.  Call him first,” I say.  “We’re going shoe shopping.”  I rev the bike (which doesn’t do much--electric bikes aren’t very noisy) and Carla grabs me around the waist--I didn’t even notice her getting back on.  I glance over my shoulder at Jimmi, and then wish I hadn’t.  I’m still irritated about that comment about having everything.  
That... is completely out of character for me, I realize a bit blankly as Carla tries to reach the switches in front of me.  Why am I still in a bad mood?  I should just forget about it and go on with my life.
Yeah, that sounds good.
 
***
 
She watches them go for a long moment, wondering why the fact that Vinny is still irritated with her chafes so much.  Sure he’d SAID he didn’t hate her, that she’d just hit a sore spot, but the moment his friends from Central showed up, he’d practically ignored her.  What, exactly, is his relationship with Carla, anyway?  Sure she looks like a little girl, but she was still awfully quick to hug him--
No way.  She is NOT getting jealous over that guy.  He’s got ice in his veins half the time, the other half the time he just flips over some unfinished sentence!  She hadn’t been talking about his family! She’d been talking about his friends!  Like the fact that he asked just last night and here they are, all the way from Missouri, ready to do whatever he wants them to!
None of the gang ever does that for her, a vicious little voice taunts her.  She’s asked for help a dozen times from the gang, only to get told they don’t have the time, or they’re too far away, or they’re just plain busy.  Busy doing what?  If Vinny’s to be believed it’s probably causing terror for the norms.  And it’s all her fault, she adds, her shoulders slumping.  She’d just thought they liked how the tubes glowed.  Maybe she is an idiot.  
She looks at her phone, bringing up the directory and finding Tank’s number.  She doesn’t have to stay an idiot, she decides.  “Tank?” she asks as he answers.  “Can you meet me at the smoothie place?  Oh... um... I’m skipping today.  Okay.  See you when you get here,” she says, hanging up and staring forward blindly.
She’s seen the information on the zoo kids.  It’s all on the Hero website, how Central Hall broke them out of their glass cages.  She watched the part where Vinny came out of his cage a million times, practically.  He’d been saved by America’s Son, who had shattered the wall with a single punch.  He’d looked so calm compared to the other kids, even packing a few things before coming out, mostly notebooks.  She wonders what he’d written in them.
Knowing how much he’d gone through just because he has powers makes her feel sick to her stomach.  She pulls her legs up to her chest and rests her chin on her knees, starting to reevaluate her life.  A father that is too much of a pushover doesn’t even compare to a see-through cell.  She feels a tear trickle down her cheek as she realizes just how selfish and spoiled she’s been over the past few years.
The biggest names in the South Hall were bending over backwards just to keep her from getting in trouble for something she was actually doing.  At the time she hadn’t understood what the big deal was--after all, she’s the daughter of Voltdrain.  That makes her special, right?
She looks up as Tank pulls his massive truck to a stop in the parking lot.  Her hands get clammy and she wonders if she can do this.  What if Vinny is wrong?  He’s only been around for a week, right?  He hasn’t seen all the things Tank can do--
“Hey,” Tank says as he gets out of the truck and heads for her.  “You could have told me you were skipping today.”
“It was a... last minute decision,” she says, looking down rather than looking at him.  “Tank, we need to talk.”
“Yeah?  What about?” he asks as he drops down next to her, draping a large arm over her shoulders.
“I think... um... that we should break up,” she says, looking at him finally. 
“What?” he asks.
“I think we should break up,” she repeats, pushing his arm off of her shoulders and getting to her feet to look at him.  “Are you and the gang just using me?” she demands.  “You’re using those tubes as a boost, aren’t you?”  She reaches forward, pulling the glow-stick out from under his shirt and ripping it off of the string.  “You’re using me for this!”
“Give it back, Jimmi,” he says, his eyes narrowing.  “It’s that Vinny guy, isn’t it?  He’s been messing with your mind and you think he’d be a better boyfriend than I am--a better super.”
Jimmi wraps her hand around the glow-stick and pulls the energy out of it.  “He says you and the others need to meet him in the Walmart parking lot.  You can prove you’re a super there.”
“You killed it,” Tank says, his eyes focused on the empty glow-stick.  “Why did you DO THAT?” he demands.
“If you’re a real super you won’t need it,” she says.  “Walmart.  If you don’t show up in half an hour I’ll assume you’re forfeiting and call the cops on you.”  She runs off before he can reply, but she hears him bellow with rage behind her.  
The guilt and relief she feels right now is making her a bit light headed.
 
***
 
“These sort of suck,” Carla says as we come out of Walmart.  She’s wearing a new pair of sneakers, one of the off-brand names that they sell, but she’s not very happy about it.  “They aren’t going to last all the way home, Vinny!”
“Well since I’m the one paying, they’re the best you’re going to get,” I tell her patiently, “and seriously, Carla, none of the shoes meant for norms are going to last for long.”
“How about this,” Trent says, seeing she’s about to start crying, “when we’re done here we’ll talk to the South Branch about seeing one of their tailors, okay?  We’ll get you a specialized pair.”
She nods, looking up at him with a hint of adoration.  I groan.  “Trent, quit babying her,” I say.  “If she doesn’t want to ruin her shoes we can send you both home in a car, or something.”
“NO!” Carla says, looking a bit panicked.  “I can’t stand car trips!  They’re so boring and you’re stuck inside forever and--”  Trent looks at me with a slight frown before touching Carla’s shoulder and making her stop.
“Hey,” he says, “why don’t you go find an empty part of the lot where we can have the competition while I talk with Vinny for a bit?”
She nods slowly, looking at me.  I nod.  She takes off, leaving me with Trent.
“What’s got you so mean today?” he asks bluntly.  “You’ve practically been ripping heads off--for you, at least.  You and I both know that Carla needs a gentle touch--all of the younger zoo kids do, don’t they?  You’re usually the guy offering that.”
I feel guilt rise up and I let out a sigh.  “I know,” I mutter, sitting down on my bike.  “This trip’s gotten to me for some reason.  I’m here to save a spoiled rotten brat that’s got as close to a perfect life as I could imagine,” I admit slowly.  “And last night she tried to go off on a rant about how I’ve got everything.  All because I’ve got friends and the only thing she has are posers.”
Trent shocks me as he starts to laugh.  “What?” I demand.
“I was there,” he says.
“Last night?”
“No.  Where she’s at--I was there.”  He drops down on the ground next to my bike, stretching his legs out in front of him.  “I wore my specialized boots,” he points out, “they’re made for super heavy wear.  But like I was saying--I was exactly where Jimena or whatever her name is.  No friends, couldn’t play sports, couldn’t show off the stuff I could do, because my secret identity would be blown.  I’ve got great parents, you know?  My mom and dad would have moved Heaven and Earth for me, but I was so stuck on the fact that I was all alone in this world that I didn’t even notice.”
I look at him.  When he just grins at me I smack him upside the back of the head.  “Feel better?” he asks, not even moving with the slap.
“A little,” I admit.  “Still, it’s so stupid!”
“It’s human nature,” he says, “if you’ve got nothing to compare your circumstances to, you always see the bad parts as really bad.  Being different isn’t easy, Vinny.  Being looked down on or avoided by all the people around you, it sucks.  With me they instinctively knew I was different if I did something to draw attention.  With Jimena--well, you saw her eyes.  Can’t exactly hide something like that.  I would have done anything to be able to join the football team--to fit in.  Instead I was looked down on by the jocks in the school since I had to sit out gym.”
“You had to sit out gym?”
“I had a running excuse with my coaches,” Trent says, “asthma and a few other weird things.  I had to just sit there and watch as the norms ran around in circles.  It was sort of like how Carla feels about car rides--boring.”  He looks at me.  “Want to know what changed things for me?”
“What?”
“Max.  He showed up following Zoe around like he always does, and found me.  Within minutes he had me pegged as a cape--maybe even seconds.  Even if he was one of the biggest super villains around, I still felt... indebted to him, like I owed him for it.  So when he told our group that we were going after you, well, I was the first to volunteer.  He took my girlfriend, instead.  Not sure on that one--did she flirt with you?” he asks curiously.
“Emily isn’t my type and I’m definitely not hers,” I say, looking down at the guy who’s already almost twice as broad through the shoulders as I am. You wouldn’t believe how happy I am that I’m telling the truth--making him jealous could easily classify a guy as suicidal. “She robbed me for smoothie money and told me a little about her past.  Then Ditto totally blew off a guy hitting on her, saying you were cute enough for both of them,” I add, grinning slightly at the memory.
“Yeah?  What guy?”
“One of the guys I plan on showing up today,” I say.  “So... are you dating just Emily or are you dating both of them?” I ask, unable to help myself.
“Trying to take Ditto from me?” he asks.
“Nope.”
“Honestly?  Ditto IS Emily,” he says after a moment.  “That she says different things, and that she reacts differently once in a while, well... Emily has a history of abuse.  Dad says she spent so long removing herself from what was happening to Ditto that she started thinking about her as a different person.  I don’t know if that makes any sense, but, well, when it comes right down to it--even if Emily winds up making more duplicates than just Ditto, or changes Ditto to look like someone else, whatever she does, that’ll be a part of her.  To me, as her boyfriend, all it really means is I gotta pay closer attention when one of them looks innocent and pay twice as much on a date.  It’s a really good thing I’m getting paid by the Hall now.”
I stare at him for a moment, and then let out a heavy sigh.  “So basically what you’re telling me is that Jimmi can change with a chance, so I shouldn’t be biting people’s heads off over it,” I summarize.
“And that a duplicator girlfriend can get seriously expensive,” he agrees.  “You can’t have a duplicator girlfriend unless another one shows up out of nowhere, though, so the whole changing part is the important thing.”
“Hey Vinny!  I found it!” Carla calls from across the parking lot, waving her arms over her head--the blue stuffed toy held firmly in one hand.
“Did you HAVE to let her buy the pony, though?” I ask Trent.  “Couldn’t it have waited until after the job?”
“It made her happy--and that kept her running beside me, because she spent the entire run down here telling me all her favorite episodes,” Trent says with a shrug.  “If they make fun of her we’ll knock them out, how’s that sound?”
I think of the group running like chickens the moment the sirens started, leaving me buck naked and arrested.  “Sounds excellent,” I say as I mount my bike and start it up.
“That is one awesome bike,” he says as we start for the area Carla chose.  She’s sitting on the ground poking at her new tennis shoes with a frown.
“Fine.  After this is over we’ll talk to Century,” I say, giving in.
“Thank you!”  She hops to her feet, bouncing up and down for a bit before stopping.  “Jimmi’s here!” she adds, racing away before I can say anything.
“She’s changed,” Trent says.  “You’ve done good--she’s not nearly as shy as she was when you first showed up.”
“She’s one that has,” I admit.  “I’ve got another six that still don’t talk to anyone other than other zoo kids and your dad.”  I watch as Carla drags Jimmi over, silently noting that her eyes look red.
“They should be here soon,” Jimmi says, wrapping her arms around herself.  Before we can say anything else, a truck pulls to a stop just a foot behind her, almost hitting her.  The door swings open and Tank jumps out, racing straight for me.  He’s got a glow-stick in his hand, I realize too late.
The punch slams into my face, sending me flying backwards.  I grunt as I hit a car, sliding down it and falling to the concrete, a bit stunned.  “VINNY!” Jimmi yells, racing for me.  Tank grabs her arm, hauling her back.
“You think you can just storm in here and take everything?” Tank demands, completely ignoring Jimmi’s struggling. “That you can take my girl, take my place?  I think not,” he says, uncapping the glow-stick with his teeth and shoving the open end to his chest.  He literally starts to glow and his muscles start bulging.
“Vinny,” Trent says, hauling me to my feet, “this is your fight, isn’t it?”
“Unfortunately,” I say, popping my neck.  “But you’re welcome to interfere if it doesn’t seem to be going my way,” I add evilly.  He lets out a surprised laugh and steps back as I drag my shirt off.  Should I feel guilty about beating up a norm?  Not when he hits like that, I decide, lighting my hands on fire and rushing forward.  I slam a flaming fist into his gut, sending him back through the air.  He’s heavy, I notice.  He doesn’t fly nearly as far as I’d hoped for, and he lands on his feet, catching his balance quickly.
My hair lights up, flickering above me.  I don’t think I can do a full body burn without another hit of Jimmi’s power, I just hope I don’t need it, I think as I see a large fist racing towards me.  His speed has improved with the power boost, I note as it slams into my gut, shoving me into the air for a moment.
“Light him up, Vinny!” Carla shouts.
“Put your mask on!” Trent bellows.  “We’ve got company!”
I grab the mask out of my pocket and slap it on.  The last thing I want is for norms to see my face on television.  It’s just in time, I think as a helicopter flies towards us, hovering above as they film the fight.  Tank grabs my bike, lifting it in the air over his head.
“KID!” I yell.  “SAVE MY BIKE!”
“On it!” Trent calls back as Tank throws the bike straight at me.  The Liberty boy jumps, grabbing the bike and flipping to his feet.  “Safe!” he says--only to look down.  “Well, other than the grip mark.  Sorry, Vin, think I bent your wheel.”
I curse and dodge another car, not bothering to try and get it saved.  Tank has this look on his face that’s starting to make me worried.  I think he’s lost control.  He’s also causing massive damage to the cars in the parking lot.  Every other car he grabs winds up with a piece pulled off before he sends it flying through the air.  He really needs to learn the proper way to throw them.  “I can help!” Carla says.
“Don’t!” I say, holding up a hand in her direction only to wind up getting hit by a car.  Ouch.  I’m pinned to the ground for a second and I curse as I see a blur rush past me.  “CARLA!” I bellow.  I don’t want her hurt!  The last thing in the world I want is for my little sister (or as close as I’ll ever get to one) to get beat up because some crazy norm is out of control on a power high!
I hear a gagging sound as the car is pulled off of me and tossed aside.  Trent hauls me to my feet and I look over at Tank, who’s having trouble breathing.  He’s in the middle of a miniature twister, I realize as I see the afterimage of Carla pass in front of him.  She’s going to suffocate him.
I ah... didn’t realize she knew how to do that.  I’m seriously betting she saw it on a movie and thought it’d be fun to try out.  “Carla, stop,” I say as Tank falls to his knees, grasping his throat. He’s starting to look a bit blue. “This is my fight.”
“But he--” she starts out as she pulls to a stop.  I place a hand on her head, between those two puffy pigtails she’s so fond of.  “He hurt you!” she says.
“Nah, I’m tougher than that,” I tell her.  “Have faith in me,” I say quietly, looking into her eyes.  “I’ve got to prove I can keep my position, right?  Go stand with Jimmi.  If he goes after her, grab her and take off, got it?”  I won’t let my little sister get hurt--or become an accidental murderer.  I never realized just how dangerous she was until now.  I’ll have to deal with that, later.  Right now I’ve got a fake Tank to take down.
“Yeah,” she says, nodding and racing away.  I look at Tank, who’s already starting to recover.  His eyes are wild, and I’m positive now that the excess power is more than he can handle.  I rush forward, slamming my burning fists into his chest as fast as I can.  I need to take him out before someone that isn’t super gets hurt.  He grunts, his body jerking with each punch, but he’s still conscious, somewhat.  His hand comes up, shoving me away. Even in this state his hits are pretty heavy.  I definitely felt that. He’s on fire thanks to my own hits, but he doesn’t even seem to notice as he staggers forward, drunkenly.  He shakes like a dog, his eyes clearing slightly.  A snarl pulls at his lips and he starts forward, hands clenched in fists.
I bring up my own fists, rushing forward and slamming one in his face, only to take a heavy hit straight to the solar plexus.  “PYRO!” he bellows, raising his fists into the air and starting to bring them down, aiming for my head. 
Jimmi races forward, jumping up to grab his arm.  I think she’s taking the juice he used from her, along with the flames that are trying to engulf him.  “Jimmi--” he says, glaring down at her drunkenly as his arms slowly lower.  “You unfaithful--”
Jimmi glares at him with rage.  “You’re not worthy of being faithful to,” she says coldly as he falls flat on his face.  She steps back, looking at him with a dark expression.  I almost get the feeling she wants to kick him.
“Mask her!” Trent barks at Carla, holding a mask in the air.  The mask appears on Jimmi’s face a second later.  It’s just in time for the news reporter that showed up when I wasn’t paying attention to come forward, a mic aimed at me.
“Who are you?” the news reporter lady asks me.  “Where do you come from?”  I look at Trent, who nods slightly.  I grab the mic.
“I come from Cape High,” I say, turning to look into the camera.  “I’m a teenage cape.  We heard about a group using some sort of drug to imitate us, making us look bad,” I say, pointing at the still unconscious Tank.  “We don’t appreciate that sort of thing.”
“You’re a Cape High student?  Is that the school Technico mentioned?” she asks.
“He’s our principal,” I tell her. “But we’re not done here.  Speed, we’re coming after you, next,” I say into the mic, staring straight at the camera.  “Either hand over the sticks or what happened to Tank will happen to you.”
“What’s in those sticks?” the news lady asks.  “Do you know?”
“I’m afraid that’s a trade secret,” I hear from above.  I look up at Flint, who’s floating overhead in full uniform.  He drops down next to me, dropping a hand on my shoulder.  “But the South Branch is pleased to cooperate with the Cape High students.”
“Flameblaster!  I noticed that this young man was using fire--is there a relationship between the two of you?” she asks.  
I look at Flame and then shrug slightly before speaking up.  “Flameblaster has volunteered to help with my training, ma’am.  We don’t have a pyro type in Central Hall.”
“So the South Branch supports the new Cape High?” she asks.
Flint speaks this time, “We support any form of proper training for our children--whether it’s being trained by their parents or a school.  A properly trained cape is an important factor for everyone, regardless of whether they’re capes or normal citizens,” he says, his hand still on my shoulder.
“I can’t help but notice your shirt,” she goes on, looking at Trent.  “Would you happen to be--”
“I’m acting as assistance in this job, ma’am,” Trent says with a crooked grin that looks a lot like his father’s, “not the limelight thief.  This is a special training for my classmate.”  He nods at me, and I nod back.
“And do you have a name, then?” she asks me.
“Fire Hazard,” I say, grinning wickedly.  What?  I like that one!  I look over at Jimmi.  “Did he call Speed?” I ask quietly as Flint steps up to the mic to talk.
“I don’t know,” she admits.  She walks over, poking him lightly with her foot, then sighing and pulling out her cell phone.  She waits impatiently, tapping her foot, and then hangs up, shrugging at me.
“Looks like we’re going to have to hunt them down,” Trent says silently as the cops and an ambulance finally show up.  We watch as they strap Tank to a gurney.  The ambulance leaves, leaving a familiar looking cop watching us be interviewed--oh crap, when did Carla get the mic?
“I ah, can’t help but notice your... toy?” the news lady asks Carla, who had grabbed her pony sometime when I wasn’t looking.
“It’s Rainbow Dash,” she says happily, holding it up for the camera.  “And don’t tell me I’m too old--the show is amazing!”
“That’s good to know,” the news lady says.  “Do you have a name?” she asks.
“Not yet,” Carla admits, “they told me I can’t debut until I’m older.”  
I race over, gently pulling her behind me.  “I’m afraid we need to go,” I tell the news reporter.  “We’ve still got some cleaning up to do before we’re done.”
“I see--but one last question before you leave.  Are the teens you’re chasing the vandals wearing the glow-sticks?”
“Yes, ma’am,” I say.
“You’ve heard it here, ladies and gentlemen.  The Glowstick Gang has caught the eye of some very impressive supers.  I know I feel safer already.  This is Nina Cortez from Channel 10, signing off.  And we’re done,” she says, putting her mic down and turning to Flint.  “Thanks for the heads up, Flame,” she says.  “Are you sure you two aren’t related, though?” she asks, looking from him to me and back.  “You both have the same chin.”
“Supers tend to have a chin like this,” Flint says blandly.
“Well, whatever,” she says.  “Thanks for the interview, cutie.”  She winks at me, grinning widely.  “And you!  Can I get your signature?” she asks Trent, digging out a pad of paper and a pen.  “My five year old just LOVES Kid Liberty.  He’s got your posters everywhere--including on his backpack.” He takes the pad and paper with a shrug.  “His name is Alex,” she adds as he starts to write.  With her occupied, I turn my attention to Carla, who’s sitting on the ground again, poking her shoes.
“V--Hazard, the tread wore off already,” Carla says.
“Oh, right.  Flame, can I ask a favor?” I ask. “Can you take Carla to the South Branch tailors and get her some shoes made for a speedster?  She’s gone through two pairs already.”  I move closer.  “And I don’t want her involved in this when Speed shows up with the gang.”
“If he’s like the tank kid, you might have no choice,” Flint says quietly.  “Speedsters are a lot more dangerous than you think, especially to fire types.”
“I don’t want her hurt,” I say, watching Carla.  She looks straight at me and sticks out her tongue.
“I’m tougher than you think--I’m second in command!” she says, getting to her feet and walking over.  “And when Morgan’s not here, somebody’s got to protect you--that big lug just watched!” she accuses Trent.
“He could take him,” Trent says with a shrug.  “This is Vi--Hazard’s training, remember?  We have to let him show off his stuff.  He’s due to take on my brother when we get back home. If he can’t take out a fake tank he’s got no chance of beating Cold Steel.”  He looks around.  There’s a circle of norms behind a line of cops that catch his attention.  “Time to leave, guys.  I’ll carry your bike, since I broke it,” he adds.
“Either you’re fixing it or you’re bringing your brother down to do it for you,” I tell him, still wincing over that.  “Let’s run.”  I take off, followed by the others, even Jimmi, as we race across town--Trent carrying my bike over his back.  I wind up following Flint, since I still don’t know the place that well, and we stop at the back of what I’m sure is the South Hall.  It’s a massive brick building with security cameras everywhere.
He leads us to a blank wall, which swings open with a word and we walk in, only to be stopped by several guards with guns.  “You’ve got to go through the scanner,” Flint says as Trent puts the bike down.  “Get that fixed, would you?” he tells one of the black suits, who rush forward to wheel the bike away.
Carla’s already gone through the scanner--several times.  She keeps going in and out and looking at the image from behind the guy operating the scanner.  I sigh.  “Carla, he’s not looking at your bones.”
“Yes he is!” she says cheerfully.
“We’ll have him take a picture, then--AFTER you hold still in the scanner long enough,” I say.
“Okay!” 
I blink as someone grabs me, jerking slightly as I look over.  Jimmi is standing next to me, her hand wrapped around my wrist.  She’s not looking at me, instead she’s watching Carla.  She takes a deep breath, letting it out slowly.  “I’m sorry,” she whispers as she lets go.  She heads through the scanner once they’re done with Carla, leaving a hot spot on my wrist where she’d touched.  She doesn’t look at me once.
“Can I ask why you’re here, Flameblaster?” one of the black suits asks.
“We need a pair of shoes for the speedster girl, and a non-friction jumpsuit, I’d think,” Flint says, watching Carla with a hint of amusement.  “And something fireproof and conductive for Fire Hazard.  He’ll get his official uniform when he gets back to his own branch, but I’d say something in gray and orange.  Honestly, for a fire mimic you only see the flames, so it doesn’t matter what it looks like.”  He looks at Trent.  “That one doesn’t need a thing--other than for you to fix Hazard’s bike for him.”
“And the girl?” the black suit asks, looking at Jimmi.
Flint hesitates, looking at Jimmi.  “What do you want, Jimmi?”
“I started this,” Jimmi says, “I should help finish it.  Can I get a uniform?”
“What colors?” the black suit asks.  “I’m assuming she’s from our branch since you’re offering a full--”
“Voltdrain’s colors,” she says.
“That’s--”
“Fine,” Flint says, “give her Voltdrain’s colors.  Make it obvious, too.  I want people looking at her and knowing exactly who she is.  That is, if you know who you are yet?” he asks Jimmi.
“I know,” she says.  “I know exactly who I am, now.”
“Good,” Flint says.  “Everyone follow this guy here, he’ll take you to the fitting area.”
“Thank you, Flame,” I say, holding a hand out to him.
“You’ve done good,” he says, shaking my hand.  “I figure we’re going to have to figure out how to continue your mentoring when we’re in two different branches.”
“You can fly,” I say shamelessly.  He gives me a dirty look that shows even with his mask.  I laugh as I walk away, following the others.  We’re about to get suited up for war.  I look at Carla, and then reach up, dropping a hand on her head.  She glances up at me, grinning widely.
“This is going to be fun,” she says.
 



 
CHAPTER SIX
“HEY!  I SAID TO SHUDDUP!” Speed bellows at the group horsing around in his messy front room.  The house they’re in is tiny, but it’s the only thing he can afford.  Somehow most of the gang winds up sleeping there, regardless.  It’s not that big of a deal, most of the time.  He prefers all the noise to the unnerving silence he has when he’s alone--except when he’s watching television.  
“What’s the big deal, Speed?  It’s just the news,” one of the guys says, holding the last pizza slice far over the head of the guy in front of him.
“It’s news about Tank,” Speed snaps.  The entire house goes silent, since no matter which of the three rooms they’re in, they can hear him.  All of a sudden there’s a rush to see the television.  The screen shows Tank’s burnt up body on the concrete, completely unconscious.  The camera pans over to the news lady and--
“Pyro,” Speed says, sighing.
“Man, you KNEW that was going to happen,” one of the boys says.  “It was just a matter of time before she got tired of his lame--”
“Speed,” Pyro says on the screen, “we’re coming after you, next.  Either hand over the sticks or what happened to Tank will happen to you.”
Speed watches for a moment longer before flipping off the television.  He sits back, contemplating what he’s just seen.
“That guy in the background... that was Kid Liberty, wasn’t it?” someone asks.
“Yeah, looked like him.”
“But there are only three of them!  Counting the kid with the toy--”
“Four,” Speed says.  “Jimmi’s on their side.”
“What do we do, Speed?”
“I don’t want to give up my stick!”
“We should fight!”
“If that group can’t beat us, they’ll send more,” Speed interrupts.  “They’ve got an entire school of them, and you saw what happened to Pyro when Jimmi gave him a boost.”
“So you think we should just hand over the sticks?”
Speed lets out a sigh.  “Get the box,” he says, stretching his legs out in front of him.  “We’re going to need it.”  The roar of approval is deafening.  Speed ignores it, wondering just how long they’ll wind up in prison for this.  Jimmi will probably drain their sticks. Actually, there’s a good chance those other super kids don’t have enough control--his group might wind up dead before she gets the chance.
He just has no choice, not at this point of the game.
 
***
 
The steady sound of a cane hitting the tiled floor of the hospital seems to ring through the ward.  The nurses look up, watching as an old man makes his way to the desk.  He’s got a glint in his eye that says he knows exactly who and what he is.  “Excuse me,” he says, stopping at the desk.  “I’m looking for a Wesley Will.  He was admitted earlier.”
“Wes--”
“They might have brought him in under the title of Tank,” the old man says.
“And you are?”
“His... guardian.”
 
***
 
“Look, Vinny, look!” Carla yells as she speeds past me for the fortieth time in the past minute or less.  “These shoes are AWESOME!”
The room we’re in is a massive training room, empty of practically everything except a small workout station in the corner.  There’s burn marks on the walls that I’m certain Flame put there, and several dents and craters put there by other capes.  We’re here to try out our new outfits.
I look over at Jimmi, who’s wearing a hoodie like top with cat ears that glow.  I... have no idea why.  She flushes slightly.  “Um, they set up a special battery in the coat--and since it had to glow, I thought, you know, something cute would be fun--”
I walk around her, seeing the various glowing parts in her uniform.  “This looks familiar,” I admit.
“That’s because I gave them a hand,” Nico says, making us all look up as he walks in.  “I saw the news and decided to come down.  Vinny, Trent, Car--” he blinks as Carla slams into him with excitement, wrapping her arms around his waist.  It says a LOT that he doesn’t even budge with the impact--he must have seen it coming.
“NICO!  I GOT SHOES!” she yells.  Then she goes completely still, her expression shocked and abruptly embarrassed as she realizes that she’s not that close to the principal at all, but she’s hugging him.  “I--I mean--” she says, bright red and trying to back up.  
“It’s okay, Carla,” he says quietly, patting her on the head and giving her a little grin.  “I heard.  Let me see them?”
“Okay!” she says, holding up one foot.  Then, since that seems awkward, she pulls the shoe off and hands it to him.  “I should be able to run all the way home with these with no problem!” she adds proudly.
He looks it over, turning it this way and that.  “They’re good,” he says.  “We’ll see about getting you more when we get home, okay?”
“Really?” she asks excitedly.  “In different colors?”
“You don’t like the purple?” he asks.
“I do!  I picked it!  But I want other colors too!”
“Okay, okay, different colors,” he agrees, handing back the shoe as he turns to me.  I’m wearing my new uniform, the charcoal gray and orange one.  The gray suit is outlined in a bright orange, as is the mask.  “Have you tried lighting up in that?”
“No,” I admit, “I was too busy getting dizzy from Carla running in circles.”
“Light it up,” he says.  “Let’s see how good they are down South.”
I feel like I should take my shirt off, I think as I look down.  I take a deep breath and let it out slowly before holding my hands out to either side.  They light on fire.  My hair goes up next.  Slowly my arms light up.  The sleeves are still there, I can feel them.  “I’m good,” I say, letting the flame leave.  My sleeves don’t even look singed.  “This will work.”
“Good,” Nico says before looking at Trent.  “I brought your uniform, since it looks like it’ll be a battle.  They’re in the changing room.”
“So I have permission to interfere?” Trent asks.
“We’ve actually accomplished everything I wanted--save for your training,” Nico says, looking over at me.  “Cleaning up this little mess is just a side job and the sooner it’s done the better.  In fact I had several volunteers wanting to come down with me--Morgan, Justin, Ace, Max, Aubrey--basically the entire school.  If you get beaten, I won’t stop them,” he admits.
“Justin offered to come down?” I ask, feeling a bit stunned.
“Yeah.”
“Wow.”  I look down, not knowing what to say.  Look--we all know that the zoo kids didn’t like Justin that much when he showed up, but recently he hasn’t been that bad, okay?  And since Ace has been dropping by to hang out with him Justin’s been downright tolerable.  Not to mention it isn’t completely bad to have a guy that sings and plays the guitar hanging around, now that he’s stopped hiding in his room all the time.  We get free concerts!
“Want me to go get him?” Nico asks.
“No, if I was going to ask for more backup I’d ask for...” I hesitate, looking at the two I brought here. 
“Lance!” Carla says.  “He could shape-shift into a dinosaur!”
“I vote Zoe or Sunny,” Trent says, making me glance over at him.  “What?  Sunny could surprise you.  Or how about Aubrey?  She could heal everyone, right?  Even Tank.”
“Mastermental doesn’t want Aubrey anywhere near here,” Nico says.  “Healing a kid that’s been terrorizing the area isn’t worth bringing her to anyone’s attention, in either his eyes or mine.  If you get hurt, we’ll tape it up and take you home to be healed.”
“I think Morgan would be good,” I say finally.  “Can I get Morgan?” I ask Nico.  “Would she work in this instance?”
“You could,” Nico says, for some reason glancing at Jimmi.  “She did offer to come.”
“Who is Morgan?” Jimmi asks.
“Morgan’s the greatest,” Carla says.  “She’s our leader--she can steal people’s powers!”
“Oh,” Jimmi says, glancing at me before looking down at her dark purple and orange uniform.  “I guess you wouldn’t need me, then, would you?”
Probably not.  It’s the first thing that goes through my mind, and then I realize I’m wrong.  “No,” I say slowly, looking at her thoughtfully for a long moment before turning to look at Trent and Carla.  “We don’t need any backup with you here, do we?” I decide.  It’s true.  With this crew amped up, we could take ALL of the Glowstick Gang down.  I hope.  I wonder why she’s staring at me like that, though.  Or why Trent is suddenly looking at both of us a bit strangely. 
“So you expect her to amp all three of you up, right?” Nico asks.  “With that coat she might be able to for a bit, but I think we might need a bit of reinforcement,” he says.  “Come on, one last toy before I toss you out for your first battle.”
“We can stay here while you take Jimmi,” Trent says.  “Since she’s the one that needs it, right?  I need to change into my uniform.”
“Sounds good,” Nico says, heading out.  “Come on, Jimmi, before they realize I’ve been messing with their computers this entire time.”
“You what?”
“What do you think of knee high combat boots?”
The rest of us look at each other silently until they’re gone, only laughing when we’re sure no one is listening.  “I heard he’s hacked the Central Hall so many times they call it being Technico’d,” Trent says before strolling over to me and draping a heavily muscled arm over my shoulders.  Is it just me or has he gotten bigger since I left for Texas? I know for a fact that he’s bigger than he was when I first started going to Cape High. “So?” he asks.
“So what?”
“You and Jimena, there’s a thing, right?” he asks.  “It’s pretty obvious.”
“What?  It’s not obvious to me!” I say, shoving his arm off of me.  “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“She’s got a thing for you,” Trent says.  “You see her face when you said she was all we needed?  She looked like she was going to hug you.”
“It was a logical conclusion.  She has the ability to amp our powers--that’s how I did my first full body burn.  If we amp a Liberty boy, what do you think we’ll get?” I ask him.  He pulls back, looking stunned at the very thought.  “Exactly.  And I’m not even sure we SHOULD amp Carla--we gave her coffee once and she burnt all the carpets in the dorm from friction.”
“Wasn’t. My. Fault,” Carla says in several passes as she races around the room.
“See what I mean?” I say, watching her--or trying to, at least.
“Doesn’t change the fact that Jimmi saw it as a compliment,” Trent says.  “She’s got a thing for you.”
“She just dumped her boyfriend an hour ago. She’s not going to start looking for a new one this early!” I protest.  “And I’ve given her no reason TO like me,” I add.  “I even hacked her phone.”
“How about coming all the way out here to save her from a gang?” Trent asks.  “Pretty hard to beat that.”
“I did it for the bike,” I say.
“So you don’t like her at all?”
“She’s a spoiled brat.  I told you all of this already!”
“But she’s willing to fight with you,” he says.  “A girl willing to fight with you isn’t one a cape can turn down that easily, Vinny, either as a friend or a girlfriend.”
I just look at him dryly and then shake my head.  “No.  I’ve already decided what I want out of this life--a spoiled brat girlfriend isn’t on that list.”
He just gives me a slight smile, clapping me on the shoulder twice with an extremely heavy hand.  I grunt with the hit, but he ignores it.  “Let her grow up before writing her off completely.”
“She’s older than Emily.”
“Emily had to grow up far earlier than she should have--although, seriously, she’s not THAT grown up, still watching My Little Pony and Pokemon.  Then again, Aunt Liz watches it too.”
“I’m not dating Firefly, either,” I have to point out before he says anything about it.  He starts to laugh.
“She’s dating Taurus,” he says.  “You wouldn’t have a chance even if you wanted to.”
Before I can answer that, Nico comes in again.  “We have news,” he says.  “The Glowstick Gang is making a mess at a smoothie store.  Time to head out--Trent why aren’t you changed yet?”
Trent speeds off to the restroom, changing and coming back in a few seconds.  It’s surprisingly reassuring to see him in full uniform for this.  “Carla, your mask,” he calls out to Carla, who pulls to a stop and slaps her mask on.  “Good.  Jimmi, your mask,” he adds to the other girl.
“Oh, right,” she says, pulling out a dark purple mask and putting it on.  
“Vinny, you’re still in charge,” Trent says.  “You know what to do?”
“Not a clue,” I admit, “I’d be happy to hand over the reins.”
“Nope, your job, you finish it.”
“I can do it if you don’t want to,” Carla offers with a huge grin and a pat on my arm.
“I think I can handle it,” I tell her, giving up.  The idea of Carla in charge of a battle is a terrifying thought.  “Carla, there’s going to be several of those guys like we just fought--the tallest one is the one I want you to watch out for.  He calls himself Speed, I figure it means he becomes a speedster like you.”
She nods, frowning slightly.  “That’s something I’ve never ran into,” she admits, her grin falling as she thinks about it.  “Can I beat him?” she asks me.
“You--” I hesitate, wondering why the idea of telling her “no” feels so utterly wrong in this situation.  “You might be the only one of us that can,” I hear myself say.  I place both hands on her shoulders, looking her straight in the eye.  “But when I tell you to do something, you do it, got it?  No questions.  Or if Nico tells you to do something,” I go on, looking at him.  “You talk the others through their fights, will you do it for me?”
He grins.  “Why do you think I gave you the earring?  Trent, Carla, earbuds in.  Jimmi, yours is built into your hood.”
I look over at Flint, who’s just come in with Century.  He looks at us, a frown on his face.  “Should we trust this to a handful of kids?” he asks bluntly.  “Vinny doesn’t even have his head in the game during practice.”
“He’ll have it for this fight,” Nico says so confidently I can’t help but stare at him.  “He’s got more at stake than himself.”
I look at Carla, and then at Jimmi, knowing both of them have never been in a real fight except the one with Tank.  I haven’t either.  It doesn’t matter, I realize.  There’s a reason I’m called second in command of the zoo kids, after all.
I’ll do whatever I have to, to keep my group safe.
 
***
 
Jimmi hops on the newly-fixed bike behind Vinny, wrapping her arms around his waist and thinking how much their uniforms work together.  No!  Definitely not something she needs to think about right now.  As soon as they’re finished here she’ll be leaving her home and going halfway across the country to live with strangers--that’s way more important!
“Vinny?” she asks quietly as he starts down the road.
“What?”
“Can I make friends there?  At Cape High?  In the dorms?”
He goes silent for a moment.  “Not with all of them,” he says quietly, “at least, probably not.  It’s difficult to get along with all of the zoo kids, even for me, and I AM one.  But you’ll have Carla and Emily, and I’m sure Aubrey and Zoe and maybe even Adanna will get along with you.  The guys, too.”
“And you?” she asks.
“Sure, if you want,” he says.  “More likely you’ll forget all about me when we get there, though.”
“Yeah, right,” she says with a snort, hiding the hint of rejection she feels.  “Why would I do that?”
“Because Justin lives in the dorms,” he says, “THE Justin.”  She goes silent, stunned.  “He’s single, by the way.  So if you’re looking to replace Tank, I would wait until we get to Cape High.”
Her teeth grit at the condescending tone.  “That’s what you think I’m doing?” she asks coldly.
“It seems like it.”
“You are SUCH a jerk, Vinny,” she snaps, “seriously!”  She’s tempted to get off the bike, but they’re going almost a hundred miles an hour, and the smoothie shop is right in front of them, so she waits until they pull over.  She jumps off as soon as he stops, turning to glare at him.  “I want to be friends, not date you!  But you can’t accept that, can you?  I bet everyone in your life has some sort of big hidden motivation in your head!”  But she had a crush on him, a little voice whispers.  She shoves it aside violently.
“Yeah,” Vinny says, “they do.  Why did you date Tank, anyway?”
She goes silent, not wanting to tell him that, but knowing she might as well.  “Because my dad--all he ever does is get pushed over or ran over or bullied by norms when he’s not in uniform.  He LETS himself be!  I wanted--I wanted a man that wasn’t like that, okay?  I wanted him to see that--that guys don’t have to be such pushovers!  Especially when they’ve got such awesome powers!”
“Maybe it’s because he’s got such awesome powers that he lets them do that,” Vinny says quietly.  “Your dad didn’t strike me as a wimp, Jimmi.  Sometimes what people need isn’t a guy that’s willing to throw around his powers.”
“Sometimes--not ALL THE TIME!” she says.  “Sometimes you need to assert yourself! You’re doing it right now, you know, by fighting the gang!”
He gets off the bike.  “I’m just finishing a job,” he says calmly, “it’s how I’m paying for my bike.”
He is SO frustrating, she thinks, tempted to kick the bike in question.
 
***
 
She is SO irritating, I think as I turn to face the Glowstick Gang.  They’re in the middle of tearing the smoothie shop down brick by brick.  Onlookers are screaming or snapping photos while the police try to stop the gang with foghorns and guns aimed.  
I hesitate, an evil thought running through my mind.  “Hey, Nico?” I ask, touching my earring.
“Yeah, kid?”
“Can I get one of those laughing gas cannons?  The best thing I can do against this crowd is knock out the slower ones.”
“Sure, pop up the seat of your bike,” he says.  My eyes widen in surprise and I walk over to the bike, ignoring the flash of speed that races towards me.  A heavy arm shoots out, catching Speed before he gets to me and clothes-lining him to the ground.
“No you don’t,” Trent says in full Kid Liberty uniform.  “The big battle between leaders takes place AFTER we take out the small fries.”
Speed gets to his feet, brushing himself off.  “Aren’t you the leader, though?” he asks.
The seat of my bike pops open and a tiny version of the gun Ace had shot off sits there.  Beside it are five different canisters, each marked with a ridiculous looking symbol.  “Which one is it?”
“Not the one with the skull and crossbones,” he drawls.  “Use the one with the freaky looking clown face.”
“Alright,” I say, sliding the canister into the mini-canon and aiming it at the smoothie shop remains, where most of the group is starting to notice us.  “Carla, Jimmi, Kid, hold your breath,” I say, then pull the trigger.
“What--” Jimmi starts out, only to blink as Carla grabs her and runs off at top speed.  The canister hits and starts to spin, spreading the strange gas through the entire area.  Even the cops and the onlookers will be affected, but I don’t care, I think as I hold my breath.  I’m not sure it’ll even affect me and Kid, honestly, since we’ve been through it before, but better safe than sorry.  I watch with a hint of satisfaction as the gang and the crowd slowly drop to the ground.  One cop even curls up around his gun on the concrete, snoring loudly.
“Is he allowed to do that?” I hear Century ask over the earring.
“Why not?” Nico says.  “If there’s a quick way to take out the weaker ones without killing them, I say go for it.”
“Seeing as you’re the one that equipped him for it in the first place,” I hear Flint say.  “Century, you didn’t notice that when you got it licensed?”
“I didn’t expect them to arm a seventeen year old kid,” Century mutters.  “What kind of cape are you raising that boy to be, anyway?” he demands.
“A leader,” Nico says simply.  “If you’re nicer to the kid, you might have a chance at borrowing him later on.”
The cloud has settled somewhat.  “Carla!” I say over the com.  “Grab the unconscious guys in black and pile them to the right. Jimmi, take their powers before they wake up.  The ones that are still awake are the ones we’ll have more trouble with.”
“Sir, yes sir!” Carla says cheerfully, racing back and starting to work.
“Trent, the gang members that are woozy, tripping over themselves, or that sort of thing, knock them out,” I say.  It’s only Speed that looks like he’s starting to recover already.  Trent trudges into the mass of bodies, punching one here and there and laying them out.  “Carla, take the ones Trent takes out,” I order.
“Okay!”
“How are you doing, Jimmi?” I call.
“They’re all amped to the max, I can’t hold it all!” she says.
“Take your shoes off,” I say.
“What?”
“Do not question me when we’re in the middle of a battle!” I snarl, only to wonder what’s gotten into me.  “Take your shoes off, direct it into the ground, not all of it--”
“Vin, they’re waking up,” Trent says.
I curse.  “Jimmi, boost Carla,” I say, knowing I’m going to regret it.
“Oh yeah!” Carla cheers happily.  I feel a breeze and almost am thrown over by it.  She’s been boosted.
“Now boost me,” I say, seeing Speed, fighting Trent.  Trent is keeping up--somewhat.  “I’ll take Speed on while you boost Trent.  Once Trent is boosted we’ve got this in the bag--”
“I don’t want boosted,” Trent says, slamming a fist through the air.  It hits nothing, but I see Speed rush into him, literally pushing him back with a flurry of punches.
“Why not?”
“Because it would be like saying these fakers are tougher than Max,” Trent says, hitting the air so hard that the pressure sends Speed backwards.  “I won’t insult Max like that.”
“Fine, then boost me,” I say.  “I haven’t gotten anyone to compare them with and I want this over quick.”
“Jack will be offended,” Trent says, sounding amused before falling silent.  Speed has changed targets.  He’s heading straight for Jimmi, who’s still busy taking the powers from his friends.
“ENOUGH!” Speed bellows, lifting a fist.  If he hits her at that speed--I stop thinking, lighting up like a torch and rushing forward, slamming straight into him before he reaches her.  His clothes catch on fire and he screams.
“The box!” he bellows.  “OPEN THE BOX!”
I glance over just in time to see a kid that had been hiding in the crowd get to his feet unsteadily and stumble over to a simple box near the edge of the shop.  Speed slips out from my hold and races over, grabbing something from inside.  It looks like a glow-stick bracelet, I think blankly as he pulls it on.  He hits his wrist against his leg and I see the glass bracelet crack.  
He starts to glow, much like Tank had when he applied the energy directly.  He reaches into the box again, pulling out a second bracelet.  He slips that on his other wrist, repeating the process.  “I’m not going down without a fight,” he says, looking straight at me.
“Let’s get this over with,” I say, jumping from one foot to the other for a second before launching myself straight at him.  He disappears before I reach him and I twist, only to blink as I’m caught in the middle of a twister.  It’s sucking away my oxygen--
I hear Speed grunt and watch as he’s tossed out of his tracks, sent slamming into the ruins of the smoothie shop.  Carla is standing there, a dangerous look on her face as she turns to him.  “I don’t think so,” the little thirteen year old says.  She disappears, and I see Speed’s body jerk again, his head going backwards.  Blood comes foaming from his lips.  “NO ONE HURTS MY FAMILY!” she bellows over the com.  I think Nico tweaked hers so we can understand her when she’s going that fast, because it sounds slower than usual.  I see the indents of punches on his chest without seeing her actually hitting him.
“CARLA! STOP!” I bellow.  She’s going to kill him, I think, racing forward.  “Stop!  You’ve won!”
I grab wildly, catching her only because I think she wants to be.  Her eyes are full of tears and when I pull her into a hug she starts wailing.  “I couldn’t stand it!” she sobs.  “Not again!  You kept--you kept fainting ‘cause--’cause of--”
“Jimmi, drain him,” I say over my shoulder to the stunned looking girl.  She nods and heads over to Speed, leaving me holding the sobbing speedster.  “Carla,” I say as she buries her face in my chest, shaking with sobs.  “Carla, it’s okay,” I say, patting the back of her head.  It’s a bit stunning--we’ve fought all these years, but here she is freaking out over a guy taking my oxygen.
“Not bad,” I hear Nico say.  “Century, bring in your black suits and clean them up, would you?  I would say that was wrapped up in a very clean manner.  Good job, Vinny.”
“Speed’s going to be a bit messed up,” I tell him honestly.  “Carla didn’t hold back, but as far as I can tell he’s not dead.  Jimmi, get those bracelets off of him after you’ve drained them.  Kid, can you grab the box?”
“Already on it,” Trent says.
I look down at Carla, who’s still sniffling pathetically against my new uniform.  I pick her up, sliding an arm under her knees to carry her away from the still sleeping crowd.  “Hey,” I say softly, making her glance up.  “Thank you.”
She leans against my chest and wipes away her tears.  “I... used to watch,” she whispers.  “We all did, when you tried to burn your way out.  And--and you--” she starts crying again and I feel a bittersweet smile pull at my lips.
“I know,” I say, “but we’re out, now.  There’s plenty of air here, and if another speedster ever shows up, you’ve got my back, right?”  She nods.  “We’re family, right?”
She looks up at me, a little smile breaking through the tears.  “Like brother and sister?” she asks.
“Yeah, like brother and sister,” I agree.  “Which means I still claim the right to give you a hard time,” I add.
“You... you’re a really good leader,” she says quietly.  “We made a good team, you and me and Trent and Jimmi, right?”
“Yeah,” I say, simply because we had.  Of course we wouldn’t have had to if Jimmi had been brought to Cape High before she got involved in this sort of thing, I think.  I don’t say it, though.  Instead I put Carla down, patting her on the head.  “You going to be okay?”
“Yeah, I’m fine.  But I’m still feeling jittery--can I go for a run?” she asks, starting to bounce where she’s standing.  Oh right, she was boosted. 
“Sure, but stay close,” I say, letting her go.
“I’m done,” I hear Jimmi say quietly over my earring.
“Good job,” I say automatically.
“We’re going to have to rebuild the shop,” Trent says.  “Since none of the villains are on the roster, we can’t get them to.  Shame I can’t drag Jack into it.”
“Do your kids always rebuild their war zones?” I hear Century ask, sounding a bit stunned.
“Of course they do,” Nico says.  “Jack’s especially good--he’s always on rebuild duty.  But that can wait until tonight.  Everyone head to the Hall--you too, Carla.  We’ve got some plans to make.”
“What about the group?” I ask.  “They had that box of glow-sticks, who’s to say they don’t have more like it?”
“We’ll leave that to the South Branch black suits to find out--this isn’t our territory, so it’s not our problem,” Nico says.  “Right now we’re going to draw up the transfer papers for Jimmi.”
“But--” Jimmi says.  I look over at her.  “I didn’t really do anything,” she admits, looking at the ground rather than me.
“You did the biggest part,” Trent says, “you kept them down without us having to do too much damage.  You’ll be a good addition to Cape High.  Except,” he goes on, “you’ll have to leave your home and family for a little bit, other than when they come to visit.  Can you do that?”
She hesitates, looking at me again for some reason.  “I... I’ll set it up so Dad can Skype,” she decides.  “And I’ll--I’ll call him every day, or something, or maybe every week.”
I shrug, realizing I shouldn’t say anything about fathers and their relationships with kids.  I’d decided to leave my own in prison just before I came here.  I think that I’m feeling a little bit guilty over that fact at the moment.  I head for my bike instead of saying anything, staring at it for a moment before getting on.  Jimmi gets on behind me without me offering.  “Can I get a ride?  I feel a little shaky,” she says when I don’t react.
I flip the switch on my bike, turning the flames to purple, just to distract myself.  Then I nod and start, heading for the South Branch Hall.  Maybe I should talk to Nico about Dad again when we get back home.  Maybe Dad really has changed. “Vinny,” Jimmi says, reminding me I’m not alone, “the norms are starting to wake up, and the rest of the group just left.  Let’s go, okay?”
“Don’t you hate me yet?” I ask quietly.  “I just made you take out the guys you considered friends, including your own boyfriend.  So why are you still hanging on?”
“They WERE using me,” she says, looking over at the smoothie shop.  “I liked that place,” she complains.  “They just tore it up because they’re jerks.  I hope they all get stuck in juvie or something.”
I pull to a stop next to the group waiting for us, heading through a secret entrance into the Hall.  We’re in a parking garage, so I pull into a spot and kick down my kickstand, turning my bike off.  “So we can go home now?” Carla asks, sounding a bit sleepy.  It looks like her boost has run off.  
“First we have to do some political things, Carla,” Nico says, patting her on the head.  “There’s a lot of red tape between the Halls that can get annoying as hell,” he adds dryly.  
“And they trust you to do it?” Trent asks skeptically.
“Hey now, I could do it if I wanted to,” Nico says, “but for your information, Double M is waiting in Century’s office.  I’m just here to sign where they tell me to.”  Even I have to laugh at that.  I blink as his hand drops on my head, messing up my hair.  “I expected a good job,” he says quietly, “you pulled it off.  Now I’m going to demand more of you in school, you know.”
I groan and then stop, looking at the others.  “Actually, there’s something I’d like to discuss with you,” I say, pushing my bangs out of my face, “when we get home.”
“Sure,” he says as we all get in an elevator and head upstairs.  The lights flicker for a moment and everyone from Cape High turns and looks at him.
“Nico,” Trent says mildly, “stop hacking their system.”
Nico looks at him blandly.  “Really, Trent, shouldn’t you have more faith in your principal?” he asks, faking an injured tone.  
“And?” Century asks.  “What did you find?”
“You need to revamp your security,” Nico says, “a twelve year old could hack it.  Here, I’ll do it for you.”  He looks serious for a few moments, and then looks at Century again.  “There we go.”  The doors of the elevator slide open.  It took him less than a trip on an elevator to get it done.
“You’re really no longer a super villain, right?” Century asks as we head down a hall.  “Because you would be more than I’d like to deal with, myself.”
“I’ve got a family to take care of,” Nico says.  “I’d rather not be tossed into the Cape Cells again.  Besides, my job’s entertaining enough.”  We head into a large room, where Double M is sitting in a chair in front of the desk, looking at his phone.  “Double M,” Nico says.  “We’ve wrapped it up except for the clean-up duty.  We’ll finish that tonight and be home tomorrow, after we’ve written up the transfer papers.”
“You didn’t have to sign anything to transfer my schools,” Trent says.
“That’s different,” Double M says.  “Nicely handled, by the way, Vinny,” he adds, nodding at me.  “We’re signing an agreement of temporary transference for Voltdrain’s daughter.  He’s in the restroom right now, he should be back soon.”
“Dad’s here?” Jimmi asks.
“Of course, he has to sign as well,” Century says, patting her on the shoulder before heading to his side of the desk.  
“We’re very careful of our super children, Jimena,” Double M says, getting to his feet and offering his hand to her.  “We see you as our future.  It’s a pleasure to meet you, my dear.  I take it you don’t mind the idea of going to Cape High?”
She nods, and then shakes her head, as if not certain which move is appropriate.  “I am looking forward to it,” she says finally.  
“I think I’ll go to the restroom, too,” I say, heading for the door.  I head through the mostly empty hallway, getting a few curious glances from the black suits.  The restroom sign catches my eye and I head in, only to stop at the sight of Alonso leaning over the sink, looking close to tears.  I hesitate, wondering if I should walk out again.  This looks like a private moment--
“It is fine,” he says, looking over at me.  “Forgive me, I am being inappropriate.”
“No--um--” I say, still debating on making a run for it.  “You’re um... it’s fine, right?” I say a bit stupidly.  “It’s probably hard on you, right?  Letting your daughter go.”  I let the words fall and look at the mirror.  I’m still in full uniform, mask and everything.  I don’t even recognize myself for a moment.  I look like a super hero.
“She is all I have,” he says quietly.  “Her mother, she passed away.  I have done my best trying to raise her, but I have not done well enough--”
“My dad, he’s in prison,” I say, cutting him off.  “He spent all my childhood telling me lies, and when I was captured by the Collector, well, I’ve got no clue if he even noticed.  He wound up in jail around that time.”
“The Collector?” Alonso repeats, looking at me.
“I’m what they call a ‘zoo kid,’” I tell him.  “We were kept like exotic displays.  The only good thing my dad ever did for me was teach me to ride a dirt bike.  When you think about it like that, you’re a way better dad than I’ve ever had.  She realizes it--otherwise she wouldn’t have asked for her uniform to be in your colors,” I say, grabbing onto the fact with both hands.
“She did?”
“She did,” I say.  “She says she wants to call you from the dorm at least once a week--if you ask Nico, I’m sure he’ll set you up a good way to talk.  A lot of the kids in the dorms call their family that way.”
“And you?” he asks.
“Like I said, my dad is in prison,” I say, heading out the door again.  I’d rather not discuss that topic right now, and thankfully he seems to pick up on it as he follows me into Century’s office.
“Voltdrain,” Nico says, walking over to us, “it’s good to meet you.”  They shake hands, but I’m busy staring at Nico.  He looks at me.  “This is one of the few capes that could make life extremely hard for me if I were still a super villain,” he tells me.
“Thank you for the compliment,” Alonso says with a tiny smile.
“Did you ever ask them about your Lucha Libre fights?” Nico asks me.  I know I turn bright red, especially when Alonso looks over at me.
“You enjoy Lucha Libre?” he asks, sounding surprised.
“Well, I’ve never seen the real thing--just the fighters on TV,” I admit.  “But it looked pretty cool!”  Jimmi is just staring at me, with a dark expression on her face as she crosses her arms over her chest.
“I am a fan of Lucha Libre, too,” Alonso says with a wide smile and a clap on my back.  “You should have mentioned it earlier!  I am sure we could have jumped the border and found a proper match to watch!”
“When he learns to fly, he can take you up on it,” Nico says.
“It’s just fake wrestling with a lot of flips!” Jimmi protests.
“Hey, now, don’t go making fun of an art form!” I say.
“If we could,” Double M says, “we have some paperwork to sign.”  He turns to face Century, taking the papers from him.  “Voltdrain, Nico, you two need to sign next.  This isn’t taking custody, of course, just formalities for when she’s in our branch.  Until you’ve graduated, Jimmi, it’ll be assumed you’ll return to this branch when you’ve finished.”
“That’s fine,” she says.
“You can apply to change branches when you’re a full grown cape, if you desire,” Double M goes on, getting out of his chair and walking over to her.  “Of course, considering your special abilities we’ll be extremely lax in keeping you in your own branch territory, so it’s more of a formality--for your father, as well.”
“It is true,” Voltdrain says with a little smile.  “I have been very warmly welcomed in all of the branches.  You will enjoy it, Jimena, there are a lot of nice supers out there.”
She nods and I abruptly realize she’s starting to cry.  She literally throws herself into her father’s arms, sobbing like a baby.  “I’m so sorry,” she wails.  “I’m so--so sorry!”
“It is fine, Princesa,” he says gently, rubbing her back.  “Everything will be fine, now.”
“I was so stupid,” she mutters against his chest.  
“We all do stupid things once in a while,” he says, “it is best to forgive yourself and go on.  There is no going back in the past.”  Half the room looks at Nico at that.
“No, seriously, I SWEAR I got rid of the watch,” he says, holding up both hands.
“Watch?” Century asks.
“Sometimes having a technopath is... a bit troublesome,” Double M says, rather than explaining.
“I’m starting to see that,” Century says, taking the papers as they’re signed.  “There’s one more paper to be signed, since Flame said he wants to continue mentoring your boy, there,” he goes on, holding out a sheet of paper to Double M.  “This gives Flame permission to enter and exit your territory for reasons of training.”
“Wait, you mean supers can’t enter the other Halls’ territory without paperwork?” I ask, finally cluing in.
“Of course not,” Double M says.  “Although I often get calls concerning Nico going on a leisurely flight,” he drawls, looking over at Nico.
“I don’t interfere, I just like the view,” Nico says with a shrug.  “Lady Rose enjoys going on a night flight once in a while, especially.  Of course there are exceptions to this--such as Voltdrain, Lady Rose, and other specialized S class.  You notice, they never complain about her coming with me.”
“Aubrey will be like that, right?” Carla adds innocently.  Whoops.
“Aubrey?” Century asks, looking interested.
“Aubrey is not up for discussion until she graduates,” Double M says mildly, “seeing as she’s a ward of the Central Hall.”
The interested look on Century’s face tells me this subject will come back up sooner or later.  Regardless, he takes the signed papers and hands them to a black suit, who slips back into the shadows quickly, leaving only us in the room.  “I have to admit,” he says with a curious look at me, “I’m surprised Flame is even willing to continue.  He didn’t seem very happy with the job when I assigned it to him.”
“Flame likes Vinny,” Jimmi says, pulling away from hugging her father.  “He spent a lot of time just trying to get him to shoot fireballs.”
“I think he finds me a challenge,” I drawl, feeling a bit embarrassed.  “That and I cook better than he does.”
“Well you’ve got your mentor, you’ve got our girl, and you’ve done your job,” Century says, looking at Nico.  “As soon as my tech guys confirm the fact that you actually did what you said you did, I’ll let you go.  Will you need a ride back to Missouri?”
“After we rebuild, we’ll take you up on that,” Nico says.  “Let’s go, kids--Jimmi, you’re coming along with us.”
“What?” Jimmi asks.
“You were in the fight, you’re in the clean-up.  Get a move on, girl, you better learn to keep up or you’ll be left behind,” Nico says cheerfully.  He stops, though, next to Voltdrain.  There’s something interesting there, I notice.  Even though Nico is one of the most dangerous guys around, I see a hint of respect in his eyes.  “You’re welcome to come up to Cape High any time,” he says, holding a hand out to the shorter male.  “Hell, if you ask me, you’re welcome to join Central Hall--”
“Ahem,” Century says pointedly.  Alonso lets out an honest laugh, though.
“I am relieved,” Alonso says with a slight grin, “since I plan on coming to visit, regardless.”
Century is staring at Double M, who smiles back at him.  “Really, Century, I’ve given up on reining him in for the most part--especially when what he wants could be extremely beneficial to me.  Remember, he IS the son of my previous boss.”
“Superior?” Alonso asks, his eyes widening.  “You’re the son of Superior?” he asks Nico, looking excited. 
“It’s not all it’s cracked up to be,” Nico says.  “Trent, Vinny, Carla, we’re leaving.”  He heads for the door, leaving the others behind as we chase after him.
“Nico was never very fond of his father, I’m afraid,” Double M says in an apologetic tone.  Jimmi follows us, a confused look on her face as we start for the elevator.  She moves closer, walking next to me, and I just KNOW she’s going to ask--
“Is he really Superior’s son?” she whispers silently.
“Yeah,” I say, not bothering to whisper.  “He is.  Personally I think he’s a million times cooler, though.”
“Thanks, Vinny,” Nico says as we get in the elevator and go down.  “I like to think I am, too.”
We hit the ground floor right as Carla’s starting to look bored, and head out.  “Leave the bike here,” Nico says as I start for it.  “I was planning on upgrading it before we leave, it might as well be in an air-conditioned garage.”
Then we head into the evening, racing for the smoothie shop that we have to rebuild.  After this is done, I’m done with Texas and the Glowstick Gang.  Thank God.
 
***
 
They’d been cleaned up, patched up and tossed into a holding cell.  For the most part they’re teenage kids, caught up in something they shouldn’t be, and now regretting it--or at least regretting going up against real capes.  They’re covered in bruises.  “I quit,” one says in a mutter.  “This whole super--”
“You can’t say that, man--Speed is going to show up sooner or later--”
“Yeah?  Well let him.  It’s his fault we wound up like this.”
The steady tapping of a stick hitting the floor alerts them to someone coming down the hall.  They go silent, wondering why someone using a cane would come here.  “Did someone call their granny to bail them out?” one asks.
“Yeah, right.”
They start laughing, only to stop as an old man comes to a stop in front of their cell.  “What a useless batch the boy brought into this,” the old man says, looking over each of them with a disgusted expression.  “Plenty of them, though,” he adds in a more thoughtful tone.  “Tell me, boys, do any of you have any of my tubes left?”
“What are you talking about, old man?”
“The tubes, the power containers I gave my worthless grandson.  Do any of you have any left?” he demands.  “Don’t play with me, boys, you don’t know what you’re messing with.”
“Sure we do.  It’s called a geriatric.”
“Big words from a boy that never graduated high school,” the man says with a snort.  “Hand them over,” he demands, holding a wrinkled, spotty hand through the bars.
“We don’t have anything, old man, and we wouldn’t give them to you even if we did!”
The old man brings up his cane, twisting the top of it and pulling it apart from the bottom.  Where there would usually be a sword is a long glowing tube.  The guys in the cell go silent, hints of terror on their faces as they realize what’s about to happen.  “Let’s put it this way,” the old man says with a slight smile.  “Either you give me what you’ve got left--or I take it from you.”
“They’re at the house, Speed’s house.”
 



 
CHAPTER SEVEN
I’m exhausted.  I spent the entire night rebuilding the smoothie joint with the others--if it weren’t for Trent’s massive amount of strength and a ton of special black-suit grade cement (it’s amazing stuff, it cements ANYTHING--including Carla, but that’s a story for another time) I don’t think we would have even gotten it done.  Well, we could have, if Nico had been willing to do more than the electrical work.  It turns out that the students in the field were expected to do all of the grunt work themselves.  Trent’s done a ton of it.
Now we’re sitting in Century’s personal plane rather than running home like we’d planned.  My fully revamped, super-speed electric motorcycle--the one that Nico rebuilt (speeding it up and probably adding more hidden canisters) while we were finishing up the painting--is in the cargo bay, completely useless for this trip.  Now all I need to do is kick my chair back and go to sleep.
“I can’t sleep,” Jimmi says abruptly, making me look over.  “How does she do it?” she asks me, motioning to where Carla is sound asleep in her chair.  “Or him?” she goes on, motioning to the snoring Trent.  “Don’t they know that life is about to change completely?”
“Your life,” I say.  “Your life is about to change completely.  Our lives are just going back to how they were.”
“You were on television--people are going to start looking you up online and expecting you to do the whole hero thing regularly now,” she says.  “Or did you not realize what would happen when you were leading a group?  And what about Carla?  Isn’t she too young to have made her debut?  They’re going to be looking for her, too!  And Trent--well, he’s Kid Liberty, isn’t he?”
“Yeah.  Look,” I say, trying to be patient.  “Everyone knows about Cape High.  Right now they might be trying to get info on us, but they’re just going to assume we’re still in training.  Like the typical sidekicks.  How often do you see people obsessed with sidekicks, huh?  They’ll find what they can and then forget about it until we’re fully working capes.  Now go to sleep, you’ve got a big move ahead of you,” I tell her, leaning my chair back.
“Where... um...” she starts out slowly.  “Where am I going to live?”
“In the dorm, probably,” I say reluctantly.
“Okay,” she says.  “Will Emily be there?”
“No, she lives in the apartment building down the street.  She’s Firefly’s foster daughter.”
“Oh.  Will Trent?”
“No, he’s in the apartments, too.”
“Oh.”
I look at her, letting out a sigh.  “Carla and I live there, along with Morgan and Lance and Ward and Justin and some others.  Look, you’ll be fine.  You won’t be alone, okay?”
“I’ve never lived anywhere except with my dad,” she admits, looking at me with a worried expression.  “What if I don’t fit in?”
“None of us fit in,” I tell her.  “We will always stand out.  And since we all stand out we all realize how hard it is for the others in the group.  We try to help them deal with it.”
“You do that, don’t you?” she asks softly, looking over at Carla.  “You’re one of the ones that help them deal with it.”
“What else can I do?” I ask.  “They made me their second in command.”  I yawn and close my eyes, ending the conversation there.  I need sleep if I’m going to be up to cooking dinner when I get back.  I bet everyone’s starving.
 
***
 
“Vinny!  Carla!”  The shout makes me look up as I step off the plane.  The entire dorm is standing nearby, with Morgan right at the front.  I head down the steps, grinning widely as they rush forward, grabbing me and Carla in hugs.  It’s not been that long, I think as they start trying to talk over one another, but they’re acting like it’s been forever. 
“Hey.”  The simple word has the zoo kids moving aside as Max walks through them.  He heads straight for me, holding up a fist with a little grin.  “You pulled it off?”
“I pulled it off,” I agree, bumping his fist with mine.  Morgan steps forward, pulling out of Carla’s hug and heading for the plane.  Jimmi is at the top of the steps, looking hesitant.
“Welcome to Cape High,” Morgan says, going up halfway and holding out a hand.  “I’m Morgan, leader of the zoo kids.  Wait--” she says, digging a glove out of her pocket and slipping it on.  “Just in case.”
The hands clasp and I can’t help but watch Jimmi’s face.  A hesitant look crosses her face before a tiny smile appears.  “Why the glove?” she asks curiously.
“Because if you take the power from my bracelet things might get a bit awkward,” Morgan says.  “Don’t worry about it.  Nico came this morning and told us you’ll be moving in.  So welcome to the family.”
“Okay, okay, the greetings are all well and good,” Nico says, stepping through the crowd in a pair of jeans and an America’s Son t-shirt.  He’d flown home before we even got on the plane.  He has that simple little black mask on that I’m positive he’s going to get rid of as soon as possible.  “Did Century come with you?” he asks me.
“Nope, he just sent us along.”
“Then this thing can go,” Nico says, ripping off the mask and tossing it over his shoulder.  Sunny catches it and slips it into his pocket.
“Dad, you know Mom complains when you lose those things,” Zoe says.  All of the apartment kids are here, as well, I realize.  It’s pretty crowded, really.
“Yeah, but Sunny got it, right?” Nico says, not bothered.  He turns to face the group of kids, placing a hand on Jimmi’s shoulder as he addresses us all.  “Everyone this is Jimena--she’s the daughter of Voltdrain.  If the electricity goes out, it’ll be either her fault or Zoe’s.  Now come on, we have work to do.”
“Work?” I repeat.
“You didn’t think Jimmi was the only one I’m bringing in, did you?” he asks.  “I’ve got a handful of new kids that will be starting next few weeks.  That’s why we need to get an empty dorm room up to living standards.”
“What do you mean by that?” I ask.
“We’re going shopping,” Nico says.  “We’re going to need sheets, towels, and clothing for Rocco.  I don’t think the kid has any.”
“Rocco?” Jimmi asks.
“Of course Rocco’s not the only one,” he says.  “We’ve got Falconess’ daughter coming, along with Jetta’s sister,” he says.  Ace, who’d been hanging out towards the edges until now, speaks up.
“She came?” he asks.
“She came,” Nico says almost gently.  “She and Falconess’ girl won’t be moving in, though, since they live close enough to commute like you do, Ace.”
“Did her parents agree to it?” Ace asks.
“No, but since her aunt is her legal guardian, she’s the one we had to talk to.  She was perfectly fine with the idea.” 
“So you’re taking the entire school to Walmart to buy sheets for one guy,” I say.  “Have fun with that. I’m going back to the dorm to take a nap.”
“Where’s your spirit of bonding, Vinny?” Nico asks with a grin.  “One night of construction work shouldn’t have you wiped out!”
“It wouldn’t have, if I hadn’t been fighting the entire day before it,” I tell him, walking off.  “Have fun, guys!”  I wave, not too surprised when a few of the zoo kids fall in behind me.
“If you come with us I’ll buy each of you one thing you really want,” Nico says.  “Of course that doesn’t include technology--but clothes, dorm room stuff, food, toys that aren’t video games, all up for grabs!”
The zoo kids pull to a stop and look at me.
“Oh for crying out loud,” I mutter, running a hand over my face.  “Come on, let’s go shopping.”
“Hey Dad,” Sunny says.  “What size of clothes does Rocco wear?”
Nico looks so blank that the entire school starts laughing at him.  “Well,” he says.  “Get stuff that’d fit Ace,” he decides.
“Hey Nico, are you sure I should be coming?” Jack asks.
“It’s Walmart,” Nico says dryly.  “We’ll pass you off as a crazy cos-player.”
“Ace?” Jack says, ignoring that answer.  “Can you make me look like a norm?”
“Yes.  But the question is ‘do I want to?’”
“Awww, man, come on, don’t be that way!”
“Hey, hey, make him look like a girl!” Sunny says.  He starts laughing his head off as Jack suddenly turns into the ugliest girl I’ve ever seen.  “That’s PERFECT!”
The kids that had been following me start to snicker.  These are the ones that never speak--in fact I’m a bit surprised they actually came along, even if it was for me.  Maybe it’s not so bad that I have to go, after all, if it gets them out of the dorms for a little bit.
“Wait--I don’t want to be a chick!” Jack protests.  His voice is the same, which makes the scene even funnier.  “Make me a guy!  I want to be a guy!”
I glance over at Jimmi as I hear her laugh.  See?  I knew she’d be fine.
 
***
 
Ken pulls to a stop in the parking lot, making sure his pass is showing in the window, and gets out.  This will be the second time he’s visited Vinny’s father in the past week.  He heads in, going through all the usual security procedures, and finally going into the same bare room he’d met Tony in previously.  The man in question is already waiting at the table, reading his bible with a slight frown on his face.  Ken lets a little smile show.  “It can seem a bit hard to take in at first,” he says as he heads for the empty seat.
“Yeah, you could put it like that,” Tony says, closing the book and putting it on the table.  “They said you wanted to talk to me?  Is it about Vinny?”
“It is, in a way,” Ken says.  “We’ve been looking into your sentence.  It’s possible that we can get you out of here if you go to work for the Hall.  Of course it would have to be a very closely watched position--luckily we have one open.”
“Really?  Where?  Doing what?”
“We need a janitor.”
“At Central Hall?”
“At Cape High.”
Tony goes quiet, looking at the book on the table for a long moment.  “That’s where Vinny’s going to school.”
“Yes, it is.”
“Well... I’m not too sure Vinny would appreciate it,” Tony says quietly.  “The last time we saw each other we had a fight.  Some... accusations were thrown around.  It wasn’t very pretty.”
“I’m not going to say that’s water under the bridge,” Ken says slowly, “but it seems a shame to let something that happened over a year and a half ago still hold your relationship hostage without even trying.  He’s your only child, right?”
“He is,” Tony says.  “I’ll... think about it.”
“You do that,” Ken agrees.  “One last thing, do you know if Vinny’s mom had any relatives?”
“I... think she had a brother,” Tony says quietly, not looking at Ken.  “I never met him face to face.”
“I see.”  Ken falls silent, a curious look on his face.  “I’ll look into it.  Now, do you have any questions about that?” he asks, motioning to the Bible.  “I’d be happy to help you out.”
“Yeah... I’ve got a ton of them, actually,” Tony admits, grabbing the book.
 
***
 
“Feeling lonely?” Flint asks as he sits down at the table across from Alonso.  The South Hall cafeteria is bustling, but when a super looks like he wants to be alone, he’s left alone--except by his best friends.  Flint looks at the platter in front of him, making a slight face.  Vinny’s cooking had made him spoiled, he admits as he takes a bite out of his burger.
“It is for the best, no?” Alonso asks, poking at his own plate of enchiladas.  He’d spent a week coming in and teaching the Hall chefs how to make proper Mexican food.  It had been worth the effort, but he still isn’t feeling very hungry.  “She will make friends of her own kind, she will be happy.”
“So when are we going to check on them?” Flint asks.
“Do you have plans tonight?”
 
***
 
Take twenty-one kids with super powers, all between the ages of thirteen and eighteen, and only one adult overseeing them.  Now make that adult Nico.  Yeah.  You’re probably getting a vague idea of just how things are going.
“Nico!  Can you make me one of these?” Lance yells as the group swarms the technology area.  He’s holding up one of the laptops that are chained to the table.  The security seems to be freaking out over it and a really annoying alarm is going off--I think he snapped the security chain.  Lance isn’t the strongest in the group, but a little chain isn’t a match for a kid that can turn into a gorilla when he’s bored.
“Put it down, Lance,” Morgan says, looking through the movies.
“You haven’t earned your laptop yet, Lance,” Nico calls, looking over the televisions.
“Sir, are these kids under your control?” a lady in a blue shirt demands.  “Could you please keep them from breaking the merchandise?”
“Who broke something?” Nico asks, turning to the group, as if he’s completely oblivious to the alarm.  Yeah, right.  
“He broke the chain!”
“Oh.  Hey, Jackie, fix that would you?” Nico says, waving to Jack--who still looks like a girl.
“Fine,” Jack mutters, heading over to Lance to fix the chain.  “It’s fixed.  Now tell Ace that if he’s going to make me a chick at least make me a cute one.”
“It’s fixed,” Nico tells the worker, ignoring the cute comment.  “Hey, what are we doing in this area, anyway?” he asks a bit blankly.
The entire group starts laughing at him.  “You’re the one that led the way, Dad,” Sunny says from where he’s looking through the CDs.  “We just followed.”
“Makes sense,” Nico says.  “Okay, let’s head out!  While we’re here, you can do some grocery shopping, Vinny.  I’m tired of listening to people complaining about starving.  Take a handful of the kids that have already chosen their item with you.”
“Sure,” I say.  I look over at Jimmi, who’s standing as close to me as possible even as she watches the rest of the group with an expression of wonder.
“I’m in!” Emily says, leaving Trent behind and coming over.  “Jimmi, are you coming?” she asks.
“Yeah,” Jimmi says, smiling at her.  “I don’t mind grocery shopping.”
A handful of others join us and I look at Nico, realizing what just happened.  He just put me in charge of another team.  “Morgan, you take another group and head into the bedding stuff,” Nico goes on, pointing to where the sheets are. “Make sure you get sheets, blankets, and whatever else he’ll need for his room.  Max, you’re in charge of clothing, you’ve got the best taste in the group.  Make sure to get something he can train in.  Sunny, Zoe, take the rest of them and find what they want--don’t break anything, got it?  I expect everyone to meet me at the front in an hour, ready to check out.”
“What about me?” Trent asks.
“Your job is to fix anything that breaks when they don’t follow instructions,” Nico says.  “You and Jack can both pull that duty.  Now head out, and don’t call attention to yourselves.  Anyone that gets in trouble with the guys working here has detention for a month, got it?”
“Ye-ess,” everyone says.
“Good.  Head out.”
We head out, my group going for the grocery part of the store.  Carla joins us, bouncing around like a ball.  “What do we want to eat this week?” I ask.
“How about tacos?” Carla asks.  “Or those cheesy chicken burritos?”
“Well,” I say, glancing at Jimmi, “why don’t we ask Jimmi?  Since it’s her first week?”
“I would like Mexican,” Jimmi says.  “I eat a lot of it back home, though, so maybe in a few weeks?”
“Can I come over to the dorms and watch you cook?” Emily asks.  “I’m serious about learning to cook.”
“I want to cook!” Carla says.  “Well, maybe, they didn’t let me try after the first time--I mean, I can definitely do it!  I swear!”
“You don’t have the attention span to cook,” I tell her.  “Tell you what, if I ever need a blender, I’ll call you in, okay?”  I have a blender.  She doesn’t need to know that fact.
“Okay!”
I feel like a housewife again, I think as I start filling a cart that had been left at the wayside with food.  Now that I’m feeding an entire dorm--plus an unknown guy starting next week--I’m going to need to work out portion amounts and budget appropriately.  I know Nico’s planning on paying, but he didn’t give me a set amount.  So how much--
“Can I ask something?” Jimmi bursts out, totally ruining my mental calculations.
“Sure!” Emily says.
“Why don’t they have a cook in the dorms?  Is it just Vinny doing all the work?”
“I enjoy cooking,” I say before anyone can answer.  “It’s where I feel most comfortable.”  I grab a bag of rice and put it in the cart, wondering if she’s going to keep going.  Knowing Jimmi, most likely.
“But you’re also a high schooler and you have to help with the younger kids, too, right?  Isn’t cooking a lot more work?”
“Vinny wants to cook,” Carla says quietly, “it’s what he always wanted.  We saw--um--he used to watch the shows all the time... back then.”
“It’s what keeps me sane,” I say bluntly before walking on.  “I’ve got a question for you, Em,” I declare, looking over at the redhead.  “Why do you want to cook so badly?”
“Because I’m dating a human black hole,” she says.  “Or did you not notice?  It’s only fair if we can take turns cooking when we’re adults.  Right now he’s the only one that can.”  Wow, she’s thinking long-term, isn’t she?  Well, that’s not any of my business, is it?
“Wait, I can’t believe I only now made the connection--Trent’s your boyfriend, right?” Jimmi says.
“Yeah, he is,” Emily says with a grin.  “I heard he made Vinny do most of the fighting down south--you didn’t get too beat up, did you, Vin?” she asks me.
“Nah, I did okay,” I say.  “He did sort of just shove the gig on me, though.  I’d have been perfectly fine handing it over.”
“That’s ‘cause you’re being trained to be a leader,” someone says behind us.  I turn, looking blankly at Jack--who still looks like Jackie.  Ace is trailing along behind him, his hands in his pockets as he looks around.  “I figured I’d follow you, make sure I’ve still got your official debut,” Jack says to me.
“Not looking like that, you don’t,” I say.
“I’ll take it,” Ace says, moving closer. 
“I already put a down-payment on it,” Jack says.  “You can have Emily’s.”
Ace and Emily look at each other, and I can tell by the look on Ace’s face that he’d never even considered it.  “Please?” she asks.  “It’d be a LOT of fun!”
“You aren’t ready yet, though, right?” I say.
“Not yet--but I’m getting close!” she says.  “I have a few new tricks up my sleeve, too!”
We reach the meat section and I start sorting through the various sausages.  “What do you guys think about grilling kielbasa?” I ask, picking up a package.  “I can ask Nico for a grill.”
“You’re making me hungry,” Jack says.  “How about this, we have a spar tonight while we get the family to barbecue.  Dad’s been talking hamburgers for the past week.  Then, when we get our timing down, we do your debut.  Might take a bit, but it’d make you look a lot better than the kids whose parents just call up and say that we’re fighting that night.  They’re always off on their timing and other crap.”
I hesitate for all of a minute and then shrug.  “Sure, sounds good, if I can get a nap in first.  I had a long day yesterday.”
“Deal,” Jack says, holding out his hand.  We shake.
“Deal,” Ace says, holding out his hand to Emily.
“YES!” she says, shoving a fist in the air and cheering.  Ace shrugs it off and puts his hand back in his pocket.
“WHEN you’re told you’re ready,” Ace adds.
I toss a few packets of the kielbasa into the cart and head for the hamburger.  We’re going to need a lot of it.
 
***
 
We wound up going to the bedding area as well, since Jimmi abruptly figured out she would need new things, too.  I’m so exhausted as we get back to the dorms that I tell the others to put the groceries up and stumble into my bedroom, falling asleep as soon as my head touches the pillow.  I need the sleep--I’ve got a spar with Jack ahead of me.
It seems like only moments before my eyes open again.  I can’t sleep.  I--wait.  I’m not in my room.  The heavy duty see-through walls that surround me are so familiar that I feel like throwing up.  There’s the burn mark that I made last week before I fainted.  I can see Carla in the distance, where she’s rocking almost maniacally, hugging herself and crying silently.  I look over at Morgan, who’s sitting silently in the middle of her room without moving.  Even with superior hearing I can barely hear if she’s breathing.  Sometimes I wonder if she can stop her heart entirely for long periods of time.  It’s a creepy thought, but it’s sneaked into my mind more than once.
It’d been a dream, a little voice whispers to me.  Those months in Cape High, the feel of wind on my face, the knowledge that I’m free--all a dream.  I’m back here with the broken television that only plays cooking channels.  I look over at it, seeing Wolfgang Puck droning on about a casserole dish.  I’ve seen this one before, I think, getting to my feet and walking to the wall.  I press my hands to the glass, staring out at the other kids in their prisons.  We’re doomed to be here for all eternity.
I feel a tear trickle down my cheek and get angry at myself for letting it get to me.  That dream--it would have been better if I had never had it.  If I hadn’t been shown freedom I wouldn’t be feeling this rush of hatred welling up inside of me--hatred for the Collector, hatred for myself for getting caught, hatred for everyone in my dream that had pretended to want to save me.
My hand lights up and the flames dance over my fingers, then up my arm.  It starts spreading over my entire body, burning off my clothes and leaving me a flaming mass of rage.  At any moment I’ll faint again as my flames take all the oxygen, but for now I throw back my head, screaming my rage, my sadness.
A strange beeping noise sneaks into my conscience.  What is that sound?
 
***
 
“FIRE!!” Morgan bellows at the top of her voice.  “Everybody out!”
“Where is it?” Banshee demands.
“Vinny’s room,” Morgan says. They both rush to the room and swing the door open, revealing an inferno that’s rapidly spreading, despite the sprinklers going off.  Banshee takes a deep breath and blows the flames out with a massive blast of air.  The only thing that remains burning is the teenage boy sound asleep in the middle of a bed of ashes.  He’s thrashing, jerking in the midst of a nightmare.  Morgan rushes forward, but someone passes her.
“I’ve got it,” Jimmi says, wrapping her arms around Vinny’s body.  For a moment it looks like she’ll burn, but the fire slowly dies down, leaving the teenage girl glowing a bright orange color for a moment.  She lets out a sigh, reaching up and pushing Vinny’s hair out of his face.  “What happened?” she asks Morgan.
“Probably a nightmare,” Morgan says quietly.  “I’m surprised he slept through it.”
“Well, it’s been a rough two days,” Jimmi says, “especially for him.  Can we get him a new bed?” she asks Banshee.
“It’ll be easier just to move him to another room,” Banshee says, already on the phone.  “Nico?  Yeah, I’m calling to tell you that Vinny had a nightmare.  We’re going to need to redo his bedroom.  Can you get something fireproof this time?”
“So... you can take his powers?” Morgan asks Jimmi.
“No, but I can take the energy the flames are giving off,” she says, reaching up and pulling a dead glow-stick from under her shirt.  She wraps a hand around it and it starts to glow a brilliant orange.  “Um...” she adds, looking down only to his stomach and turning bright red as she realizes his clothes had to have been burnt off again.  “I’m done here,” she declares, getting to her feet and heading for the door.  Morgan snickers as they leave the room.  “He needs fireproof pajamas,” Jimmi tells her, so red that she’s still glowing after she stored the spare energy.
Morgan starts to laugh.
 
***
 
For a moment I was almost knocked out.  The flames are gone, but I’m still in that tiny see-through hell, staring out blindly at the other kids trapped like me.  I turn away from them, sick to my stomach.  I wish I could save them.  I wish I could do something--ANYTHING to help them.  I’m useless.
“I’m sorry,” I say, lying down on the cot to the side of my room.  “I’m sorry.  I’m useless.  So freaking useless...”
“Vinny.”
I hear Lance’s voice, but it’s from a distance.  He’s probably trying to get me to cheer up or something.  Of us all, though, Lance has it worse.  They put a metal grill over the hole that they feed him through.  It has to be unlocked before he can eat--half of the time it doesn’t work when the Collector or his lackeys come to do it.  He’s probably skin and bones.  I know he doesn’t have enough energy to change.
“Vinny, you’re dreaming, man,” Lance says.  “Wake up.”  
Wait... what?
I close my eyes, and then open them again, slowly, staring blankly at Lance.  “Thank God,” he says.  “I was afraid you’d burn down my room, too.”
“What?” I ask.
“You burnt your room down,” Lance says, sitting back on the bed and shrugging.  “You were pretty out of it, too, so you slept right through it.  All of your stuff is charred, though, and it stinks.  Oh, and your boxers burnt off.”
I look around.  We’re in his room, which is pretty bare except for a few pictures of animals stapled to the walls.  The window is open and a breeze makes them flutter slightly.  “Lance... this might sound a bit stupid... but we ARE out of the zoo, right?”
“Yeah, we are,” he says.
I fall back onto the bed, running a hand over my face.  “I dreamed we weren’t,” I say quietly, looking away from him.
“We figured that,” Lance says.  “Look, this probably isn’t something you want to think about right now--”
“Definitely not,” I mutter.
“But the new girl saw you in the buff.”
“What?” I barely refrain from yelping.  “What happened?”
“She pushed right past Morgan and did the whole power absorption thing she does, it put out the fire Banshee didn’t put out, but you have GOT to get some fireproof sheets and boxers or something.  I got no clue what all she saw, but uh... congrats?” he offers.
I groan and cover my face with Lance’s pillow.  “What’s there to congratulate?” I complain against it.  “Not that it’s the first time.”
“What?” he asks.  “What all were you DOING down in Texas?”
“My clothes tend to burn off.  I’m a fire mimic, remember?” I tell him, pulling the pillow off of my face and glaring at him.  “Call Nico, tell him I want a year’s supply of fireproof boxers.  No--make it A LIFETIME’S.”
“Makes sense,” Lance says, pulling out his phone.  “I can’t believe we got Brandon out of the dorms for that long, though,” he adds idly as he waits for Nico to answer.
“Yeah,” I say, relaxing.  “He’s probably traumatized all over again, though, thanks to me.”
“Nah, we always figured it’d happen sooner or later.  Hey, Nico?  Yeah, this is Lance.  Vinny wants some fireproof boxers, a lot of them.  Naw, just plain black is boring--can we get something interesting--yeah, like My Little Pon--”  I hit him in the face with his pillow before he can finish.  “And sheets,” he adds blandly.  “Thanks.” 
“I am NOT wearing My Little Pony boxers for the rest of my life!” I yell at him.  The entire dorm starts laughing at that.  I get out of his bed, wrapping his sheet around my waist, and go to raid his dresser.  “Why do you have to be so short, anyway?” I complain as I pull out a pair of jeans.  Oh well, shorts should work.
“Your uniform survived,” he says.  “You could wear that for the spar.  They’ve already brought in a couple of grills, after all.”
“What?” I ask.
“The barbecue’s set up already.  You slept most of the day.”
“Go get my uniform, would you?  I’ve got no urge to get caught streaking again,” I say.  Lance hops off the bed and heads out of the room, leaving me standing here in a sheet.  At least I’m alone.  So... I burnt everything I owned over that stupid dream. At least I keep my notebooks of recipes in the kitchen. I walk over to the wall, bumping my forehead against it.  “I’m such a moron.”
“You’re coming into your true powers.”  The voice makes me jerk and turn, staring blankly at Flint, who’s in full uniform.  “Yo!  We came to check out the campus,” he says, leaning against the doorframe.  “Your room is a mess, though.”
“This isn’t my room,” I say, tightening the sheet.
“I wasn’t talking about this one.”  He walks in, looking around the room curiously. 
“A bit early to be checking up on me, isn’t it?” I ask dryly.
“By the looks of your bedroom, I don’t think so,” he says.  “I’m putting in for a temporary transfer.  I’ll be working here, in Central, until you’re fully in control of your powers.  I know this school is supposed to help with that, and I’m sure they’ve got some ideas, but I don’t feel comfortable just flying in once a week.  You could kill people by accident.”
“I didn’t--”
“Not here, you didn’t, but that’s thanks to Banshee, isn’t it?  Are all of your dorm mates fireproof?”
“No,” I admit.
“Then we need to start working on control,” he says.  “Don’t think I’m going to take it easy on you, though, I never do.”
“You don’t strike me as a guy that’ll go out of his way to teach someone,” I say bluntly, looking up as Lance comes in with my uniform.  He looks at Flint warily, a frown on his face.  “This is Flint,” I tell him, grabbing the suit and pulling it on.  “He’s Flameblaster--my mentor.”
“Oh,” Lance says.  I can see him shutting down, practically, his grin disappearing as if it’d never been.
“He’s fine, Lance,” I tell him.  “I stayed with him in Texas.  He’s not interested in keeping you as a pet.”  I reach over, patting him on the head twice before he shoves my hand away with a grin.  “So everyone’s outside already?” I ask.
“Yep, they’ve got the training field set up for fire, too,” Lance says, glancing at Flint shyly before heading off.
I stay there for a second until I’m certain he’s far enough away not to be embarrassed by what I say next.  “Lance can change into any living animal on the planet,” I tell him.  “That means he’s an exotic cape, according to Collector.”
“And would make a psycho a very nice little pet, huh?” Flint says quietly.
“Most people try not to mention that fact around him,” I admit with a shrug.  I can, but that’s because he knows I’d be the first to take out the person that tried.  “He’s cute enough as it is,” I add with an evil grin.  Lance has always been bothered by his pretty face.  His Native American genes are pretty pure, even if his hair is brown thanks to the unknown dad.  Flint is looking at me funny, now.  “What?” I demand.
“Nothing,” he says.
“Seriously, if you’re thinking something--”
“I’m just not used to seeing you smile like that,” he says.  “Is he your best friend?”
“He’s my brother,” I say.  “We’re family.”  I head for the door, not giving him time to reply, and step outside into a massive barbecue party.  “Why didn’t you tell me the cooking was already started!?” I bellow, making the entire group start to laugh. 
“Aren’t you the headliner tonight?” Ken asks me, flipping a burger.  “I think I can barbecue burgers well enough that it won’t offend you,” he adds teasingly.
“At least put some kielbasa on there,” I say.  “Carla, go get the long sausage out of the fridge for me, okay?” I say.
“Okay!” she says, racing away.
“We’re ready over here, too,” Nico calls from where he’s lounging in the sky above the training field.  “I’ll be guiding both of you, so make sure your earring is on.”
“Aren’t we going to eat first?” Jack asks.
“Oh, right, you’re a Liberty boy.”  Nico snorts.  “Fine, food first.”
“And music!” someone yells.  “We want music!”
“I’ve got my CD--” Justin says evilly, getting several things thrown at him for it.  I walk over to him, dropping a hand on his shoulder.
“It’s okay, man, you can always do it live,” I say shamelessly, grinning at him.  “Max!  Where’s your mic?” I call over to the teen flirting with his girlfriend.  He pulls out the infamous gold mic from his pocket and tosses it to Justin.
“What about backup music?” he asks me.  Nico waves a hand and music starts playing.  “This isn’t my song!”
“Sing it anyway,” Nico says cheerfully, dropping down and heading for the food line.  I walk away as Justin starts singing a song he doesn’t know all of the lyrics to, and find myself stopping at the sight of Jimmi sitting next to her father, chatting with Firefly.  I should thank her, I think.  I take a step forward, only to stop as a hand drops on my shoulder.  I look up blankly at Mastermental.
“I would like to thank you,” he says quietly, giving me a slight smile.  “You’ve opened up an entrance into the South Branch with this.  When you’re ready, I’ll be pleased to induct you into the Central Hall.”
“I...” I say slowly, feeling a bit self-conscious about the suit I’m wearing.  “I still don’t know if I want to be a headliner cape,” I admit, figuring he can read my mind anyway.  No point in lying to him.
“Son, you might not have realized it, but you already are,” he says, looking me straight in the eye.  “You’ll make a name for yourself even if you don’t intend to.  You’re a natural born team leader.  You’ve already got kids planning on trying out for that team.  I think that with this school, teams of teenage capes might become more prevalent in the cape society.  I look forward to it.”
He walks away before I can ask anything else.  I start to turn, only to find myself face to face with Jimmi.  “Hi,” she says.  “Um--”
“Sorry,” I say.  It just sort of slips out, as if some part of me has wanted to say it for a while.  “I... just... yeah,” I go on lamely.  “Sorry about forcing you to help me--”
“I don’t mind,” she says.  “Look, I just... I owe you a lot,” she says, letting out a frustrated sound.  “I mean you came halfway across the states to get me out of that stupid situation, and I need to repay you somehow, right?  So I--”
“You repaid me,” I say, lifting a hand to stop her.  “You repaid me way more than you’ll ever imagine.”
“How?”
“You stopped me,” I say, looking back at the dorm.  “Everyone I love lives in that building, Jimmi.  Everyone I’d willingly die for.  You saved them--and you saved me.  You don’t owe me anything now,” I tell her, placing a hand on her shoulder and staring at her until she looks me in the eye.  “Move forward.  Find a new boyfriend if you want, focus on the future.  You wanted to become a hero, right?”
“Yeah,” she says, “I do.”
“Then this is the right place, right?”  Now stop bugging me, I add silently, because I am POSITIVE that Jimmi’s way more trouble than I want to--she moves forward, kissing me quickly on the cheek, much to my shock.  “Wh--”
“You said I should do what I really want, right?” she says, bright red.  The entire group is watching us.  “I wanted to do that.”
“Your DAD is right over there--” I say, pointing at Alonso, who’s eating a cheeseburger.
“Jimmi, behave yourself, por favor,” he says, not looking nearly as bothered as I am.  He looks up as Flint sits next to him.  “Vinny, he is a good boy, no?” he asks Flint in a teasing tone.
“One of the best,” Flint says with a grin.
“Please, protest more,” I mutter, irritated with both of them now.
“Vinny, your kielbasa’s ready,” Ken calls over to me.  I head through the laughing crowd to make my plate, feeling irritable--and a bit off guard.  “You’re blushing,” Ken says silently as he puts the meat on my plate.
“I didn’t expect her to do that!” I mutter just as silently.  “She’s just--” I glance over at her, watching as a handful of zoo kids surround her, asking her questions.  I sigh.  “All I wanted was a place of my own and free cable,” I complain.
“I need to talk to you after the spar,” he says, making me look up.  He’s got a serious expression on his face that makes me worried, “away from everyone else.”
“Um... yeah, okay,” I say.
“I’m ready!” Jack yells over to me, tossing his empty paper plate in the trash.  “Nico, you ready?” he calls over to our principal.
“Yeah, I’m good,” Nico says, finishing off his food.
I groan and scarf my own food down, gulping a cup of water down before heading for the field.
 
***
 
“He’s not going to be easy to get, you know,” Emily says, dropping down next to Jimmi as everyone gets comfortable.  “You sure about this?”
Jimmi feels her neck turn red because everyone in the group can hear them.  “No,” she admits, “not sure at all.”  She watches Vinny step forward, face to face with the guy that already makes nightly news on a regular basis, and starts to feel a bit worried.  “He’s going to be okay, right?”
“What, fighting Jack?” Emily asks.  “He’ll be fine.  Jack picked him out to be one of his regular fights--it means he likes him, right, Aub?”
“Yeah.  He thinks this is going to be a blast,” a curvy brunette says with a smile.  “I’m Aubrey,” she adds, holding out her hand to Jimmi, “Jack’s girlfriend and Emily’s foster sister.”
“Jimena,” Jimmi says, shaking hands.
 



 
CHAPTER EIGHT
 
“So you go all the way to Texas and come back with a seriously cute girlfriend, huh?” Jack says.  “I’m impressed.  What all happened down there, anyway?”
“Nothing much, pretended to be a norm student for a day or two, got arrested, got in a few fights,--but I didn’t come back with a girlfriend... I don’t think,” I say, glancing over at where Jimmi has joined the ranks of girls on the sideline.  “She’s just rebounding from a jerk down in Texas.”
“Ouch.”
“Yeah.”
“Okay, boys, we’re going to start out light,” Nico says, stepping up to us.  “Don’t hit full force, keep your flames to your fists, and nothing below the belt, got it?  Also, nothing higher than two feet off the ground for the time being.  Once you two feel each other out we’ll toss in the tricks and fireworks.”
“One question,” I say, “how fireproof are you, Jack?”
“Good question,” Jack says, “let’s find out.”  He rushes forward, shoving a heavily plated shoulder into my gut and sending me flying.  I skid as I hit the ground, catching myself before I fall on my back and light up both hands.  I rush forward, punching him in the gut.  His shirt catches on fire but he doesn’t seem to notice as he slams a fist into my chest.  Soon we’re toe to toe, punching each other without bothering to block. Nico whistles.
“Time out, time out--Jack, you’re going to need a pair of fireproof boxers, too,” he says as we pull apart, breathing a bit heavily.  Jack isn’t that fast, I’ve mentioned it before, but each punch feels like I was hit by a Mack truck.  The scary thing is that he’s holding back.  You can tell it by watching him.  
“You’re going to have to move faster, Vinny,” Flint calls from the sidelines, lifting a beer to me.  I nod, glancing over at Nico as he tosses a pair of boxers with Panther’s name in large letters across the butt to Jack.
“Go put yourself out and change.  Remember, stop, drop and roll!” Nico says to the smoldering teenager.  No, his clothes are literally smoldering--it means burning without--oh just forget it.  Regardless, it looks like he’s fireproof.  Well, other than the skin still showing through the steel swirls that’s turning a bit red at the edges.  Jack walks away, carrying the shorts with him.  I think he figures Nico was joking about the rolling thing, because his pants are still smoking.  Nico walks over to me.
“What?” I ask as he looks me over.
“He hits harder than you do--several times over,” he says.  “You won’t change that fact no matter how old you get.  You’re going to have to learn to dodge it, enough to keep from getting taken out, at least.  Good thing is he’s slower than you are.  Bad thing is he’s got more experience than you do and fights dirty.  Watch his upper cut, half the time it’s a feint.”
“What about the other half of the time?” I ask dryly.
“That’s when you should watch it the most,” he drawls as Jack comes out wearing tattered burnt jeans that show hints of the black boxers underneath. “Since you two seem like you’ll be fighting often, I stole your idea.”
“It’s fine,” I say.  “Better than fine--nobody needs to see his butt, it would probably blind them.”
Nico snorts before lifting a hand.  “Okay, boys, back to work.  Let’s toss in... let’s see, full body flame on, can you do it?” he asks me.
“Maybe?”
“Light up whatever you can.  Jack, you can have your board, but keep two or three feet off the ground at most.  The area is still the fighting field,” Nico says before taking to the air.  “And go!”
I hear a whooshing noise and automatically turn, grunting as the metal surfboard slams me straight in the gut and takes me flying through the air in an entire lap around the field.  I can’t breathe at the moment or I’d be cursing Jack for the underhanded trick.  “Whoops, were you standing there?” Jack taunts as the board stops, dropping me to the ground.  “You’re tough enough for a little hit like that, right?”
I get my breath back, taking in a deep gulp of air.  That made me mad, really mad.  What makes me madder is the fact that he did it on purpose.  I hold out my hands, focusing on the anger and the evil grin on Jack’s face as he leans casually against his floating surfboard.  “What’s the matter, Vinny?  Feeling a little hot under the collar?” he asks.
I light up like a torch.  He’s fireproof.  He’s a jerk.  He can handle it.  I race forward, completely oblivious to the fact that I’m barely touching the ground before I slam into him as hard as I can, sending us both flying across the field.
It’s only when we’re brawling on the ground that I even register the fact that people are cheering at the top of their lungs.  Jack’s fist slams into my face the moment I dare to glance over at them, sending me into the air almost a mile.  For a moment I float there--
Then I fall to the ground, hitting the spot that Jack just rolled out of.
“Full on flame, YEAH!” Lance bellows, jumping up and down in glee.  “And flight!  AWESOME, MAN!”
“Ow,” I mutter, still laying flat on the ground, staring up at the sky.  Jack steps into my view, grinning at me slightly.
“Knew you could do it,” he says, holding out a hand.
“Why can he fly and I’m still having trouble?” I hear Trent complain.
“Different methods of flying,” Nico says with a shrug.  “It comes with different power types.  So what do you think, boys?  Can you put on a good show this weekend?”
“This weekend?” I ask.
“We’ve got a special showing downtown lined up,” Nico explains.  “They’re opening up a brand new kid’s museum--one that’ll have an entire wing dedicated to capes.  The big names are too lofty for a job like that, so they called up the school to see if we could provide some entertainment.  Keep it away from the building itself, though, we wouldn’t want to burn it down on the first day.”
“Dad or Mom woulda done it,” Jack says.
“Of course they would,” Nico says, “but Ken says it’d be a great way to introduce a new hero and passed on it.  Personally I think he’s planning on enjoying the show this time around.  Now,” he says, looking at me, “do you want a new uniform or are you good with the one you got down south?”
I hesitate, and then shrug.  “This one works.  They’ve got the whole fireproof thing down, it’s not even charred.  We might add a symbol or something, though,” I say, looking at the sleeves.
“Then go get cleaned up, you need to cool off and get mentally prepared.”  Then, strangely enough, Nico looks at me for a long moment, his mouth opening slightly as if he wants to say something.  He doesn’t, he just looks at Ken with a slight frown on his face.
I wonder what that’s all about.
 
***
 
Should he have done this?  The thought is repeating over and over in Ken’s mind as he pulls into the prison parking lot, once again dressed in a suit.  He really should have told Vinny, he admits to himself, but he hadn’t had time--the moment Jack and Vinny had stopped fighting the heroes from the south had headed over to monopolize the boy.  Just the fact that they were so fond of him after such a short amount of time said a lot.  Of course, after spending so much time with the boy in counseling, Ken isn’t surprised by that fact.
He stops before reaching the prison building as his phone rings.  Since the ringtone is a heavy bass dubstep song he knows exactly who it is before he pulls the phone out of his pocket.  “Hey, Nico,” he says with an inward sigh.
“I don’t think you should do this,” Nico says, cutting straight to the chase.  “Remember when you told me I shouldn’t let Morgan go see her dad?  It’s a lot like that situation.”
“Yes, but Vinny’s dad isn’t a sociopath time traveler,” Ken says.
“That we know of.”
“He’s a norm.  Vinny gets his abilities from his mother.”
“I figured as much, but it doesn’t change the fact that Vinny tossed the man under a bus for a new bike.”
“Nico, you realize that if anyone can change a man, it’s God, right?”
“Nope, don’t realize it at all,” Nico says.  “All I know is that Vinny thinks he has reason to not trust the man, and I trust the kid--especially after he pulled off the thing down south so fast.”
“If it doesn’t work out,” Ken says slowly, staring up at the norm prison with a slight frown, “we’ll put him to work somewhere else.  I just don’t want to give up this soon in the fight, Nico.  This man is all Vinny has as a blood relative.  Sooner or later the zoo kids will go their own way. Half of them already have plans on what they want to do with their lives.  Then who will he have?”
“Still them,” Nico says bluntly, “not to mention the ones that’ll willingly follow him into the field after seeing what he did in Texas.”
“Fine, I’m still doing it, though,” Ken says, hanging up and heading inside.  This time when the heavy “WUB WUB WUB” comes, he ignores it.  He really shouldn’t have let Trent pick the ringtones on his phone, he thinks dryly as the fence slams closed heavily behind him.
 
***
 
“It is time for me to leave,” Alonso says to me, making me look up from where I’m sorting through clothing in Lance’s room.  I’ve gotten quite a collection of t-shirts and jeans from the other guys in the school, since everything I own went up in flames--but since they figure I’ll wind up burning the clothes, every single piece is something they’d be happy to burn, I note blandly. 
I get up and head over to him, holding out a hand.  “Yeah, you’ve got work to do, right?” I say as we shake.
“Si, but I will be leaving Flint and my daughter here.  You will take care of them for me?”
“I’m not sure how much I can do about your daughter,” I drawl, only to shake my head.  “Sure, I’ll look out for them, and I won’t tell Flint you said I should.  He’s a full grown man, after all.”
Alonso laughs at that, patting me on the shoulder with his free hand before pulling me into a light hug.  He’s not that tall, but he’s seriously broad through the shoulders, making me feel like a toothpick.  “You are a good man, Vincent,” he says as he pulls away.  “I look forward to you joining our Hall.”
“I’m not--” I start out as he walks away.  Why would I join the South Hall, anyway?  I shrug it off and turn back to the clothing, wondering if any of it will actually fit.  As I’m picking up a shirt that has a stupid saying on it the door flings open.
“Vinny,” Carla says, “they’re bringing in an adult stranger.”
I put the shirt down and stand.  “Who is?” I ask her.
“Ken.”  She grabs my hand and tugs on it.  “You have to come and deal with it because Morgan’s not saying anything and we don’t want any strangers in here but we can’t say it because--”
“Calm down, Carla,” I say.  “Let’s just go see who it is before we run them off.”
“But I don’t want to meet a stranger--and what if the others find out?  You know how they feel about strangers!” Carla says.  “It’s not a kid stranger, either, it’s an adult stranger!”
“You said that earlier,” I point out as we step out of the dorm.  I stop, my excellent eyesight catching sight of the man standing at the top of the steps with Ken.  I go perfectly still, memories crashing through my mind.  I don’t even realize that she’s still tugging at my arm until she forces me a few steps forward, almost making me fall over.  “Carla?” I ask quietly.
“Yeah?”
“That’s not a stranger.”
 
***
*Texas*
 
The teen on the bed in front of him isn’t reacting to anything the old man does.  The doctors had informed him that there was a good chance Tank would never wake from his coma--he’d done too much serious damage to his body with his rampage.  They didn’t say it, but the old man knows that the boy has as good as fried his own circuits.  Even if he were to wake up again, he would have difficulty operating. 
He reaches up, pushing the hair of out Tank’s face and letting out a sigh.  He should have never let the boy get mixed up with a cape.  He, of all people, knew how dangerous it was to mix with their type.  The fact that this is going to take his only “family” away from him just proves it, he thinks.
Except...
His thin, weathered hand shakes slightly as he reaches into his pocket, pulling out a small plastic case.  There’s only one sample left, he thinks as he pulls the case open and stares at the plastic vial.
It sparkles slightly, even after all these years.
He stares at it for a long moment before standing and leaving the room.  Science has gotten much more developed since she created this, he thinks, holding it up to the light for a long moment before pocketing it again.  He glances up as a woman in a white coat comes in.
“Hello, you must be Matthew Will,” she says, crossing the room and holding out a hand.  “I’m Ginger Hanks, one of the doctors assigned to your grandson.  He’s in good hands.”
“He will be,” the old man says, ignoring the hand offered as he looks at the teen on the bed.  “I’m moving him to my own hospital.”
“What?” she asks, looking stunned as she lets her hand drop.  “Sir, in addition to my MD I also have a PhD in genetics--I’m fully equipped to handle this situation.  If you take him from this hospital you’re risking his life--”
“That’s good to know, but I feel confident in my decision,” he says, pulling out a phone from his pocket and making a call.  “Get him ready to be moved,” he orders her before walking away.
 
***
*Missouri*
 
The look on Ken’s face is a mixture of hesitation and determination.  He keeps glancing over at me as if he wants to say something, but Nico has already taken over.  “Okay, kids, this is a trial period only--Tony here is going to be working as the school janitor.  That means you should treat him with respect, since if you make a mess he’s the one that has to clean it up--and if he doesn’t clean it up, you’re the one that has to--”
“Does this include the broken walls in the training area?” Jack asks.
“No, those are still yours, Jack.  If you learned to actually go OVER the things, we’d be having a different conversation,” Nico drawls.  “Tony is--” he hesitates, looking over at me.
“He’s my dad,” I say reluctantly.  Almost everyone in the area, both the adults and the kids, turns to look at me in shock.  “Yeah, my dad’s a norm.  Don’t make that big of a deal of it, okay?”
“But--” Carla says, still stuck on “confused” according to her expression.  She looks at the rest of the group, then leans up, cupping her hands around her mouth to whisper in my ear, “shouldn’t you go say hello to him?  When did you last see him?”
I’m pretty sure half of the group heard her even with the hand-cupping thing, because I see them looking at me with the same expression.  I blink, though, as a heavy hand lands on my shoulder.  I can’t help but glance up at Flint as he moves to my side.
“Everyone has their own circumstances, right?” he asks the group, looking at each of them in turn.  They shrug and nod a bit slowly.  I look over at Dad, who I expect to be staring at me, but--
He’s staring at Flint, instead, his face pale white.
 
***
 
“Is there a problem?” Ken asks, making Tony look over at him.  “You don’t look very well.”
“It’s fine,” Tony lies through his teeth.  He looks back at the man standing next to his son, wondering if that’s a sign from God that he should just go back to prison.  Memories of the past are rushing through his mind, one in particular.
When they’d been dating, Pamela had tended to disappear for days on end, not calling, not answering his calls, not writing, nothing, only to show up as if nothing had happened.  Whenever he’d asked what was happening, she would blow him off saying she went to visit her brother for a bit.  She’d never introduced him to her brother, but one day he’d caught sight of her at a local restaurant, standing with a tall redhead man that looked a lot like her.
He’d stared at the man, the tall, lean looking male that matched her like a set of dolls.  A cold ball had developed in his gut as he realized that he’d been right about his girlfriend.  There was no way she was normal.  It was proved when he followed along behind them, watching as the man argued with Pamela for a long moment--and his hair caught on fire.  Neither of them seemed to even notice the sudden flames.  It was only when he heard the man shout that Tony stopped staring at the fire. “You’re wasting your LIFE, Pamela!  On a norm!  I talked with Century, he’s willing to take you back if you apologize--”
“I’m not going back,” Pamela said, “get used to the idea, Flint. I’ve found a normal life and I’m going to live it.”
“You’re so much more than normal, Pam,” Flint had said urgently.  “You’ll get bored, you’ll start hating the guy you think you love--”
“Go home, Flint.  Go find a perfect little super girl and settle down, and stop sticking your nose in my life!” Pamela said.
“Fine,” Flint said coldly.  “But this is it.  I’m not bailing you out anymore, little sister.”  Then he walked away, saying, “Until you come crawling back to the game, you and I have nothing to do with one another.  It’s for the best.”
He’d taken off, leaving Pamela leaning against the wall of the nearest building, crying.  Tony had just stood there, hidden in the shadows as he tried to figure out what he’d just seen.
He moves before realizing, crossing the field and grabbing the hand on Vinny’s shoulder, shoving it off.  “You disowned his mother,” he grits out, staring the taller man in the face, “you have no right to the son.”  The shocked look on both Flint’s and Vinny’s faces is ignored as he grabs his son’s arm and pulls him away from the man.
“What?” Vinny and Flint ask blankly.
“You won’t get anywhere NEAR my son,” Tony says, not answering that question as he steps between the two, “not until you apologize to my dead wife.”
 
***
 
What in the hell is going on right now?  I look from Dad to Flint and back again, confused.  “What, exactly, are you saying?” Flint asks in a quiet tone, one that makes the hair on the back of my neck stand.  I get the feeling that he’s started to figure something out.  “Are you telling me that--” he looks at me again.
“Pamela,” Dad says.  “We’ve never met, but I know what you did to her.  If you think I’m going to let you do whatever you feel like with her son, you’re mistaken, super or not.”
“Pamela,” Flint repeats quietly, “of course.”  He lets out a laugh, a rough, bitter laugh that makes me stare at him.  “This really is a little world, isn’t it?  I should have realized the boy was from the Pyrotechnique line--he’s too powerful to be a new line.”
He looks at me, a torn expression on his face.  I’m still reeling from the idea that Flint is my uncle--I never knew I had family on my mom’s side.  “How did she die?” Flint asks Dad abruptly.  “She should have outlived you twice over.”
“She...” Dad says, looking away.  “It’s none of your business,” he says abruptly.  “You disowned her.”
“I don’t think this is exactly the place to air all of your grievances,” Ken says, walking over and stepping into the area between the two men.  “I’m sure we can talk this out like adults, without bothering the children.”  He looks over at me and I see a hint of regret on his face. 
“It has nothing to do with me,” I mutter, starting to walk away.  I don’t know how my mom died, Dad’s never told me--and that Flint’s my uncle doesn’t seem to matter since Dad’s right.  If he disowned his own sister, he’ll probably disown me, too.
“Vinny,” Flint says sharply, “it has everything to do with you.  You’re coming with us.”
I look at them again, letting out a heavy sigh as we head into the dorm building.  I’m not looking forward to this.  I look at Dad, wondering why I suddenly don’t feel so angry at him.  There’s a dark expression on his face as he looks at Flint, and I see his hands clenched at his sides.
Maybe he’s willing to fight Flint for me, like he is about Mom?  I never thought Dad would fight for anyone.  It might be that I underestimated him.
I follow silently as we head through the dorm to Banshee’s office.  Ken closes the door and turns to look at each of us in turn.  “First,” he says, turning to me, “I’m sorry I didn’t warn you before I did this.”
I look at Dad and shrug.  “Yeah, I coulda used a heads up,” I say a bit dryly, “but it’s done.”
“I knew you would say that,” Ken says with a slight smile and a shake of his head.  He turns to look at Flint, next, stepping forward with an offered hand.  “Nice to meet you, Flameblaster.  I’m America’s Son--you can call me Ken.  I’ve been following your career, it’s impressive.”
“Thank you,” Flint says, taking the hand that’s offered.  “I can say the same.”
“And Tony, welcome to your new home,” Ken goes on, turning to Dad with another held out hand.  Dad hesitates before shaking the offered hand.  “Now, why don’t we get straight to the point,” Ken goes on.  “I’m not sure exactly what’s going on between you both, but I’d like to hear the full story.”  He sits on the table, motioning to Flint.  “Let’s start with what you know, shall we?”
He exudes this peaceful aura or something, I think as I drop down in the chair in front of the desk.  The adults can either fight over the desk chair or stand, I decide, since they’ll be the ones doing all the talking and it’s their fault we’re in here in the first place.  I yawn, kicking one leg over one of the armrests and leaning back. 
“I...” Flint starts out, looking at me for a moment.  “My parents had two children before they died in 1984.  The problem with our type...” he slows down, hesitating.  “Sometimes the fire control... backfires,” he admits.  “Mom and Dad went in to try and take out the flames in a forest fire.  Mom was an animal speaker--she usually could get the animals out safely. But the fire had gotten too large, and when Dad tried to control the entire thing--”
“It didn’t work,” Dad says.
“Yeah,” Flint admits.  “Since then I’ve been working with national parks and other areas that are at a high risk, but I can’t get all of them to cooperate.”
“That’s what happened to Pamela,” Dad admits.  “There was a forest fire up north and it was spreading too fast--it reached some of the local homes.  Pamela insisted on going up and seeing if she could do something.  She wasn’t even in the Hall, but there aren’t that many fire types in the Hall, so she claimed that it was the least she could do--”
“I told her not to do things like that!” Flint snaps, slamming a fist down on the chair I’m sitting in.  I practically get thrown out of it.  “I cut her off from the family business for that exact reason--”
“You cut her off from the family because you’re a callous--” Dad starts out in an accusing tone.  Flint turns on him, his hair lighting on fire.
“You have NO IDEA what you’re talking about!” Flint roars.  I get to my feet, moving between him and Dad.  I know, on some level, that it doesn’t matter when America’s Son is sitting right there, but my Dad is a norm.  I never forget that fact, but Flint might have.
“Stop,” I say, looking him in the eyes and reaching up to place my hands on his shoulders.  “He’s a norm.  You could accidentally kill him.”
“The reason I disowned her is because she chose to live a normal life,” Flint says, taking a deep breath.  His hair stops burning.  “The relatives of capes are always in danger--they could be dragged into the hostage job at any moment.  It’s best for everyone that wants to live a normal life to cut ties with the ones still in the game.  Sure I wanted her to dump you and come back to the game--she was my partner.  Two fire types are better than one, more than two are even better.  One fire type alone, though, is likely to overreach their powers.”
“You say that now, but I heard what you told her.  You said she would get bored of the normal life, and until she did you would have nothing to do with her!” Dad says angrily.  “My son grew up without an uncle because of that--my wife died without a brother!  But you’re just trying to justify your past rather than apologizing to my SON!”
“It’s fine,” I say, earning looks of shock from all around.  “I didn’t have a dad for a while there, either.”  Dad winces at that, looking away.  “It seems to me,” I go on, since I’ve already started, “that nobody’s happy with this situation, so why don’t we do this?  Flint, go back south, go back to your Hall, forget about me.  It’s not like being an uncle really means much, right?  Dad, if you really want to stay as a janitor, fine.  But don’t expect me to play catch with you when you’ve got free time.  I don’t.  I’m about to become a working cape this weekend, which will definitely cut down on my cooking time,” I complain.
“I am NOT ditching you!” Flint says, turning on me, “you’re all I’ve got left.”  Then he stops, looking a bit embarrassed that he’d just said that out loud.  “I have no family.  I regret what I did to your mom.  I honestly believed that she would get tired of a norm life and come back within a few months, but she never did.  And now...” I see a hint of a gleam in his eyes as his shoulders slump.  “Now she’s gone.  It went so fast,” he adds quietly, looking at his hands.
“I don’t want to play catch,” Dad says quietly, making me glance over at him.  “I just... want to try and be there for you, Vinny,” he tells me.  “Not that there’s much I can do for a working cape, as you say.”
“Even when you’re a working cape, you still need a family,” Ken says gently.  “Isn’t that right, Vinny?”
I think of the zoo kids, my hands clenching at my sides as I bite back the usual retort about already having a family.  Carla’s reaction is still too fresh in my mind to make me think they’d back me up--at least not unless I explained everything.  I don’t feel like explaining anything.  “I guess,” I say, simply because they’re all looking at me expectantly.
“Regardless, he can’t live in the dorms anymore,” Flint says.  I jerk, looking at him in shock.
“What?” I ask.
“The flaming up while sleeping problem,” he reminds me.  “We’ll need a place away from the dorms--”
“I refuse,” Dad says.  “You’re not running off with my kid--”
“We can build a small place here,” Ken says.  “I don’t believe the zoo kids would deal well with taking Vinny away--he was only gone for a few days and they were already threatening to burn the place down themselves.”
“Is that level of reliance healthy?” Flint asks, glancing at me.
“He’s their cook as well as their friend,” Ken says.  “Honestly, I have to empathize with them, there.  A good cook is something worth fighting to get back.”
I look at him dryly, the corner of my lips pulling up slightly at that statement.  “This is why Jack and Trent are avoided at lunch time, you realize,” I have to point out.
“Why’s that?” Flint asks me curiously.
“They tend to eat off your plate if you’re not careful.”
“Ah, well, we Liberty boys are known for our appetites,” Ken admits.  “But...” he hesitates, looking over at Tony, “I would suggest you live with them, but the entire reason we’re separating him from the group is because not all of them are fireproof.  Of course, we’ll do our best to keep it from happening again, but it’s not worth the risk.”
“I see,” Dad says, looking from me to Flint and back.  “I’m not fireproof, either.  Well, I should be shown my duties, now, right?” he says, heading for the door.
“Dad--” I start out.
He looks at me.  “It’s fine,” he says quietly.  “I still haven’t forgiven myself for not being there, Vinny, so why should you?”
I look away, not able to say anything.  That’s why I’ve been so angry with him all this time... but he’s a norm.  Even if he had been there, what could he have done?
No, I think, my jaw tightening.  He could have done the exact same thing that all the rest of the families failed to do.  He could have gone to the Hall.  He opens the door and walks out, leaving me standing there with Flint and Ken.  They want to move me out of the dorms.  I look at Ken, frowning slightly.  “Why don’t we just get one of those bracelets like Morgan has?” I ask.  “That’ll keep me from flaring up--”
“You need to have absolute control of your ability,” Flint says, “and relying on a piece of jewelry isn’t going to help with that.”
I just look at him, seeing just how strict a mentor he’s going to be.  “Fine, but if I burn all your stuff it’s your own fault.”
“About that,” Ken says gently, “do you want to talk about it?”
I hesitate, just long enough for someone to knock on the door.  “Yo, Dad?  Mom says it’s time to get home,” I hear Jack call through the door.  “You coming?”
“Yeah,” Ken says.  “We’ll discuss it tomorrow,” he says to me, patting me on the shoulder as he leaves the room.  “For tonight you can talk to Nico about where you’ll sleep.”
“Yeah,” I say, following after him.  We stop as we reach outside and I stare at the massive bonfire left unlit in the middle of the area.  It’s got wooden logs laid in squares on top of one another.  Surrounding it are other logs, with kids sitting on or leaning against them in a circle.  Nico floats overhead.
“I thought it was a nice enough night to camp out,” he says as he notices me.  “We’ll get your room rebuilt tomorrow.”
“Light it up, Vinny!” Lance calls to me.  The rest of the group chimes in and I can’t help but grin slightly as I light my right hand on fire.  I shove it forward, sending a fireball into the fire pit and watching it go up in flames.  For a moment I just stare as the fire starts to spread, watching as the logs start to pop and crack.
It’s like a miniature forest fire, I think, my mind going back to how my mother had died.  How my grandparents had died, as well, a little voice whispers.  They hadn’t described how it had happened, but I can imagine it all too easily.  They had probably lost control of their consciousness or something equally nasty--I blink as Jimmi moves to my side, holding out a bag of marshmallows.  “Want one?”
“No thanks,” I say, pushing the bag away from me.  “I’m good.”
I head for a mostly unoccupied log and sit down, using it as a backrest.  I’m not that surprised when Flint comes over, sitting on the log next to me.  “You realize,” he says quietly, “that her dad’s saved my life a million and one times with that ability.”
“I’m not looking for a girlfriend at the moment,” I say silently, watching her through the flames.
“You don’t look for anything, Vinny,” he mutters irritably.  “I’ve only known you for a week, and even I picked up on that.  You don’t want anything other than to cook, as far as I can tell.  You’ve got so much potential--”
“To do what?” I demand.  “Burn down the dorms?  Dress up in tights for the enjoyment of norms?  Or how about the new one?  Die in a forest fire,” I say, turning on him.  “It seems to be a really popular way to go, Flint.  You could have mentioned that fact to me when we started this stupid game of mentors.  I would have told you--”  I stop, wondering why I don’t even know what I would have told him.  It’s not like I can walk away from the zoo kids, denying that I’m a cape.  Even if they weren’t here to keep me here, the fact that I COULD--and DID burn down my dorm room is proof that it’s not safe for me to try and fake it as a norm.  People could die because of me.
“Told me what your mom said?” he asks softly.  “That you’ve found someone or something in the norm life and that you’re going out to live it instead of being like me?”
“No,” I say, letting out a heavy sigh.  The entire group is watching us silently.  Jimmi’s marshmallow catches on fire until the flames are creeping up the stick to her hand.  Automatically the flames die down and her hand starts glowing an orange color.  She doesn’t even seem to notice.  “It’s okay, guys,” I tell the group, wanting to calm them down.  “It’s not anything important.”
The image of the flame disappearing is stuck in my mind and I abruptly remember--”Jimmi,” I say, making her jump slightly, “thanks, you know, for earlier.  The dorm room,” I add.
I see a hint of red on her face as she turns away, going to get another stick and marshmallow.  “It’s fine,” she says quietly.  “We’re friends, right?”
“Yeah,” I say.  “Hand over the bag, I suddenly feel like a s’more,” I say, holding my hand out to the nearest kid.
 
***
 
*Texas*
 
It’s been a long day for Ginger Hanks.  The hospital never lets her take it easy and she’s always on call, but she loves what she’s doing.  The only part of the day that still sits poorly with her is the image of them wheeling the Will boy out of the hospital room.  He’d been transferred so quickly that her head still spun trying to figure out how a little old man could pull it off.
She walks through the hospital’s garage, pulling out her phone to make a quick call, telling her boys that she’ll be home soon.  It’s the first night that week she’s actually been home before their bedtime, she thinks with a sigh.  It’ll be good to see them awake for a bit--
“Ms. Hanks?”
The question sends a chill down her spine and she slips her hand into her pocket, grabbing the can of mace she keeps there as she turns.  A tall man in a suit steps out of the shadows, pulling a case forward to show her.  “I’m from a private investor--he’s interested in hiring you for a project.”
“I’m sorry, I really don’t have time for another job,” she says, knowing something shady when she sees it.  “Now I’m not sure how you got in here, but I suggest you leave--”
“We were told to start at half a mil,” the male says, opening the briefcase.  “It can go up, of course, the boss is quite generous with his workers.  He needs a geneticist.  He chose you.”
“What does he need a geneticist for?” she asks, staring at the money.  Her school bills, her two sons, the mortgage--all of it is racing through her mind as she thinks how much half a million could pay off.
“To save his grandson, Wes Will.”
She jerks, looking at him in shock.  “You mean the boy that was transferred out?  Had he left him in the hospital--”
“The boss likes to oversee such things himself,” someone says from behind her.  “These negotiations are taking too long, Hal, I say we just knock her out.”  She doesn’t have time to react before a rag covers her face.  Chloroform, her mind provides right before she falls unconscious.
“We were supposed to give her the chance to come willingly, Cob,” the man holding the suitcase says as he closes it and heads inside.  “Oh well, take her to the boss, I’ll take care of her ‘transfer.’”
“Sounds good.”
 
***
 
“Put her over there in that bed,” the old man says as the male nurse comes in.  “She’ll wake up soon, right?”
“Yes, sir,” the nurse says as he puts the unconscious doctor down.
“I take it the bribe didn’t work.  Ah well, until the people I sent to the capital come back with another she’ll have to do.”
The nurse looks around, seeing a large rottweiler laying unconscious on the operating table.  “Did he sneak down again?” he asks, hesitantly.  The sight of the old man standing next to the counter with a syringe in his hand makes him a bit worried.  The dog isn’t a bad dog, after all--
“I can’t keep him from it, so I figured I’d put him to use,” the old man says, holding up two different test tubes.  One is full of a glowing blue liquid that sloshes slightly as his hand moves, the other is glowing an eerie orange color.  First he sticks the syringe into the blue liquid, pulling just a tiny drop out, then he fills it with the glowing orange color, swirling both around.  The results twist and spiral in an eerie fashion, both fascinating and horrifying the nurse.
“Shouldn’t you wait until the geneticist wakes up, boss?” he asks.
The old man ignores him, staring at the syringe with a fascinated look.  “This is the only one I never tested,” he says, not bothering to look at the nurse.  “I always wanted to see what it would do, but wasting the entire thing on a dog seems a shame, don’t you think?”
 



 
CHAPTER NINE
*Missouri*
 
We built a small house next to the dorm, leaving enough room between the two for a fire to die.  Thankfully there’s no grass growing in this part of the canyon, so there’s nothing TO burn.  We got a day off of school to help with the house.  We just barely finished the plumbing and electrical work by the time the sun was setting, and that was only because Jack and Nico were helping.  The inside of the house was bare and open, more of a structure than a house at the time.  I ignored that fact and slept outside next to the bonfire along with Flint.  By the next morning, though, half of the dorm had made their way outside with us.
I woke up with Lance sleeping in a small fox form on my back.  It wasn’t the first time I woke up that way, if you’re curious.  He tends to sleep shift and travel.  The week went on like that, either studying in school, working on fireproofing the house, or practicing with Jack.  I caught glances of Dad cleaning, and he would wave at me, but I told myself I didn’t have time to have a proper talk.  
Now I’m standing in front of the new kids’ museum, ready for my debut. The week went seriously fast.
“Here we go, kid,” Nico says, patting me roughly on the back.  I know for a fact that half of the Central Hall is watching, either over Hall TV or from a distance.  I know Flint’s hanging out at the cafe down the street, I can see him.  He’s sitting with Ken and Jimmi, drinking a pop.  “Your Dad’s over there,” Nico says, nodding casually in the opposite direction, “sitting with Jeanie.”
“He’s not going to make a run for it or something, is he?” I ask.  “Now is the best time to escape.”
“When his son is about to debut as a hero?  I doubt it.  But if it makes you feel more secure, even I would have a tough time running from Jeanie,” he says, pushing me forward.  “Now get inside and get changed.”
“Are you going to change into uniform?” I ask as we head into the kid’s museum.  It’s huge and brightly colored, with full sized statues of some of the biggest fighters in history.  There’s the first Liberty--who looks a lot like Ken. His outfit is ancient looking and he’s got leather gloves.  Are those suspenders?  So weird!  Nico grabs me before I go over to inspect.  “Hey, can we bring the school here sometime?” I ask.
“Sure,” he says, “and if I suit up they’ll expect me to deal with the problem.  That would be contradictory to the plan.  Not to mention it wouldn’t be much of a fight,” he adds a bit dryly.  “You two, though, give a nice flashy little showing--make sure not to hit anything that’ll burn and keep the scorch marks to a minimum, got it?” he orders silently as we head for the restroom.  I nod, checking the stalls as he watches the door.  When I’m positive that no one is there, I slip off my outer layer of civvies and put my mask on.  There’s now a glowing orange fire symbol on the chest of my suit.  It looks good.
“Ready,” I say.
“Good, let’s get started.”
 
***
 
I didn’t expect it to be like this, I think as I step up in front of the massive building.  The new Kid’s Museum is right smack dab in the middle of downtown KC, made up of Grecian architecture, along with whimsical sculptures scattered over the yard in front.  The yard is full of kids and adults, waiting expectantly for a hero of awesome standing to show up--and they get me.
I take in a deep breath, knowing I should apologize.  Before I can say anything, though, one of the kids in the front points at me.  “Hey--hey, aren’t you Fire Hazard?” he asks.  “You were down in Texas last week, right?  It was all over Youtube!”
The audience suddenly starts paying attention to the conversation, and a handful of news reporters move closer, looking a lot more interested than they were earlier.  “Yes,” I say, absently taking the giant scissors that one of the workers is trying to hand me, “I’m Fire Hazard.”
“You worked with Kid Liberty, right?” one of the news reporters asks.
“Yeah,” I say, “I did.  He’s a great guy.”
“Can I get your autograph?” the kid asks, digging through his pockets for paper.
“If you don’t mind waiting a bit.  I’m actually here to do a job,” I admit, stepping closer to the mic they’ve provided.  “I have a letter from America’s Son--” I say, patting down my uniform to find it.  As a group the audience starts to laugh.  “I think I left it in my other tights, though,” I go on, giving up with a shrug.  “I’d like to thank you all for coming.  My name is Fire Hazard.  I’m one of the next generation capes.  The reason they sent me here is because this entire building is dedicated to the next generation--to the ones that will be running the future,” I say, turning and motioning to the museum.
The crowd starts clapping, some of it more enthusiastic than others.  “Some of you might know me now, some might have never heard of me before,” I go on as the clapping slows, “but even though I have a few special tricks up my sleeves, I’m just like the kids we’re inviting into the museum.  We’ve all got potential to be something great.  One of the fastest ways to that greatness is by looking to what people have done in the past and learning from it.  Thankfully this building provides us with a glimpse into that past.  That’s why I’m extremely honored to be the one to officially announce--”
“Wait up, wait up.”  The entire crowd and I turn, looking up at the sky.  Jack is lounging on his metal surfboard over their heads with a silver studded mic dangling from his fingers.  That’s why his voice echoed so well--he’s been ripping off Max’s trademark.  “You’re speaking pretty big for an unknown cape, you know,” he says to me.  “I came here expecting some big name, only to get a toothpick in tights.”
“This is an important ceremony, Cold Steel,” I say, pulling the mic off the stand.  “Why don’t you do something more important with your time--like an extra coat of wax?” I demand.
“Already buffed the chrome for the day,” he says, turning so the light of the sun gleams blindingly off of his arm.  I ignore it, putting the mic up and stepping away from the building.  The security guards rush forward to pull the crowd away from me as I light up my hair and arms.  The crowd screams as I throw a fireball straight at Jack, hitting him in the chest and knocking him off of his surfboard.  I rush forward as the circle of watchers widens, giving us room to fight. 
“What are you here for, Cold Steel?” I demand, grabbing him by the shirt.  He grins at me, showing teeth coated in steel.
“I don’t like the idea of shoving ancient capes down their throats,” he says cheerfully.  “Like my old man--he’s yesterday’s news!  I AM THE FUTURE!”  He sends me flying with that arrogant statement (and a heavy fist straight to the gut), but I catch myself quickly.
“I sense a daddy complex,” I taunt him, rushing forward and tackling him to the ground.  He flips me over his head, his foot hitting me in the gut and sending me into the air in a trick we discovered by accident during a spar.  I can light up like a match in the air if I focus on it.  It lets me stay up there and it looks pretty cool.  It’s just the boot to the stomach part that sucks.
“I ain’t got a daddy complex, you overgrown lighter,” Jack growls, jumping on his board and coming up after me.  He totally has a daddy complex, I decide as we float around each other in the sky.  He digs his hand into his pocket, pulling out a handful of small ball bearings.  They’re hollow, I know, Jack’s own special fireworks.  The crowd doesn’t know, though, which is the important part. 
“You’re so big on entertaining the public, why don’t you dance for them?” he taunts, flicking one of the ball bearings at me.  It shoots just like a bullet, straight for me, but I hit it with a fireball.  It lights up like a firecracker, sparking flashily before falling to the ground.  We repeat the trick, speeding up with each one, until it looks like a fireworks show between us and the crowd is cheering.  
“I don’t dance,” I tell him.
“Yeah?  Well then maybe this is more your speed,” Jack says as he rushes forward, slamming a fist into my face.  It sends me flying backwards a few feet before I catch myself.  Flying consists mainly of controlling my flames, and according to the rest of the group I’ve got the good life--I’ve seen Trent fall on his face more often than I can count.  Me, though, I come with built-in rocket boosters.  I rush forward, tackling Jack off of the board and carrying him into the sky.  This is supposed to be our big finish--except someone screams in terror, down below.  
I look down, blinking at the sight of a massive, dog-like monster throwing people out of its way.  The norms are scattering, grabbing their children and racing away.  A particularly brave mother is covering her baby’s stroller with her body as the dog bears down on them--
I don’t even think.  I just swoop down, slamming straight into the massive beast.  “What IS that thing?” I hear Jack ask over the com as I catch sight of him racing into the crowd, grabbing a few of the kids and flying them away before repeating the process.
“Don’t--know--” I grunt as the dog takes a bite out of my shoulder only to yelp and jerk away at the mouthful of flames.  He shakes his head angrily, snorting once before turning to growl at me and pounce again.  This dog is massive, almost as tall as I am on all fours, and apparently fireproof.  I grab both of his shoulders, lighting him up to test that theory.
“I think--see how it’s glowing slightly?  I think it might be Tank’s dog,” I hear Jimmi say urgently over my earring.  “Don’t kill him--someone did this to him!”
The dog yelps and gnashes at me angrily.  It looks like the burning hurts, even though he isn’t catching on fire.
“Hey, let me have him,” Jack says, coming down and jumping on the dog’s back, his arms wrapped around the massive throat.  “I’ve always wanted a dog,” he says, tightening his hold.  The dog’s eyes bulge and it starts to choke.  I hear police alarms racing towards us and I look over to see the terrified onlookers on the side.  They hadn’t been expecting this.  A fight between teen supers is one thing, a wild monster with super powers, on the other hand, is something completely different.
“We have to put him down,” I say.
“No!” Jimmi and Jack say at the same time.
“Not for good--just until Aubrey can take a look at him,” I say as the dog starts swaying.  It jerks and throws Jack off with a twist of the body, leaving just me to deal with him.  “Sorry about this, boy,” I say as I clasp my hands together over my head, taking to the air several feet before coming down--the double fist slamming down on his head.
The dog falls over, unconscious, hopefully not dead.  I let my flames die and watch it for a moment, only breathing as I see his chest moving.  “What did they do to you?” I ask, moving closer and touching his side.  The dog flinches away, even though he’s unconscious.  I want to check it out more, but I have an audience to calm down.
“Is everyone okay?” I ask as I turn to them.  “We’ve got ambulances coming now,” I assure them as I see a few looking bruised and battered.  Thankfully I don’t see any dog bites--I blink at the sight of several capes in their civvies mixed into the crowd.  I see Ken cradling his arm as if he’d been bitten, cleverly hiding the “wound” from the people surrounding him, asking if he’s okay.
“What is that thing?” a woman demands, pointing at the unconscious dog next to me.  “I’ve never seen anything like it!”
“It’s a mutated dog or something, right?” a kid asks, getting a little too close.
“Stay back--” I start out, only to jump as the dog started to move.  I light up my hands, only to blink as the entire dog is lifted off of the ground and Jack appears beneath it.
“Next time, Fire Hazard,” he says, slinging the massive dog over his shoulders and stepping onto his surfboard.  “Next time you won’t come out of it this easily, got it?” he says before flying away with the dog.
He totally did that just to steal the dog, didn’t he?  I turn as the sirens stop and the ambulances appear.  “This man was bitten!” a woman calls, pointing at Ken.  “He needs tested for rabies!”
“This man was thrown into one of the displays!” another calls, pointing at Flint.  “He needs to be checked!”
“Was anyone else hurt?” the cops ask.
The group moves closer, now that the dog is gone, and starts checking the children.  No one was particularly hurt, but the kids are excited beyond belief.
“COLD STEEL HAS A DOG!” one of the boys shouts.  “AWESOME!”
I groan.
 
***
 
So now I’m in the ER of the Hall building, not because Ken got bit by a dog or Flint got slammed into a statue, but because they had to be taken away in special ambulances to keep the facade up--and Jack had brought the dog here.  Why?  Because his girlfriend works here.  He and I are on either side of the massive, unconscious creature, holding him down in case he wakes up while she examines him.  Jimmi is standing next to the door, a worried look on her face.
“I never liked the dog, but I didn’t hate him,” she says.  “He’s slobbery and huge--bigger now, even--but he’s not a bad dog.  He never bit anyone.  Who would do something like this to an innocent dog?”
“I don’t know,” Aubrey says, opening one of the dog’s eyes.  “Um... his eyes are glowing.”
“What?” I ask, moving over to look.  Sure enough they glowed faintly, a very familiar orange color.  “Jimmi?  Come over here for a bit,” I say, not looking away from the glow.
She crosses over, stopping next to me to look at the eyes.  “That’s definitely--”
“Your power,” I finish for her.
“Yeah, I thought so earlier.”
“So you think someone amped him?” I say.
“No,” Aubrey says, watching the hand mark I’d burnt into the dog’s shoulders.  It was healing even as we spoke.  “This is more than just a boost.  I don’t know exactly what it is, but it...”
“It what?”
“Reminds me of Jack,” she says, looking at me.  “I think someone changed his DNA.”  We stare at her blankly for a moment before I tap my earring. 
“Nico, you there?”
“Yeah, I’m here.”
“Is Star Born still in the cells?”
“Yeah.”
“Then we have a problem,” I say.  Well, sure, we had a problem before that, but still--”Someone changed the dog’s DNA.”
The dog shifts under my hold and I’m almost too late as it starts snapping at Aubrey.  I grab her, hauling her back even as Jack shoves his fist into the dog’s mouth.  “Are you an idiot?” Aubrey demands of him.
“Heh, he might be boosted but I’m still hard enough to break his teeth,” Jack says.  “Put him under, would you?  He’s going to lose all of them if he keeps chewing like this.”
Aubrey groans, reaching forward and touching the dog’s back.  He falls silent, his eyes rolling back into his head.  “We’ll try to fix him,” Aubrey says, pulling Jack’s arm out when he takes too long.  “But I can’t make any promises that he’ll... be sane again,” she admits, patting Jack on the arm and looking over at Jimmi.
Jimmi nods.  “I just... why would someone do this to Tank’s dog?” she asks.  “And why is he in Kansas City when he’s all the way from Texas?”
“We’ll look into it,” Nico says over my earring.  “Until then keep the dog sedated--we have something that should be able to change him back.  I hope.”
“Nah, let’s leave him like this!” Jack says.  “He’s awesome.”
“We’re not leaving him like this,” Aubrey says, heading for the counter of the office.  “Now all of you out, I’m going to bring in some of the nurses to help me out with this--you’ll just be underfoot.”
“Also, Aubrey, if you can get us a blood sample I’d appreciate it,” Nico says.  “I need to let Star Born look at it.”
Jack’s cheerful expression turns dark.  “Keep her away from my dog,” he says, his hands clenching at his sides.
“I need to consult with her,” Nico says firmly.  “She might have an idea of where he got the boost from.”
“I’ll get the sample,” Aubrey says.  “Now everyone out, I’ve got work to do,” she orders, pushing Jack a bit futilely.
“Yeah, yeah,” he says, heading for the door.  “You and your work,” he adds as we leave.  “Don’t get hurt, got it?” 
“Of course not.  I can handle this,” she promises, smiling at him before heading right back in.  We move out of the way as a dozen people in black suits rush in, and I look at Jack.
“Your girlfriend’s pretty amazing, isn’t she?” I ask, a bit taken off guard by that fact.  Of all the kids in the school, Aubrey stands out the least in a lot of ways.
“She’s taken,” he says sharply.  “Keep your eyes to yourself, got it?”
“I wasn’t--”
“Sure you weren’t.  You’d better stay that way,” he says.  The three of us head into the waiting room only to stop short at the sight of my father standing there looking worried out of his mind.  He rushes forward, starting to reach for me only to stop a few inches away.
“Are you okay?” he asks urgently.
“Yeah, I’m fine,” I say blankly, “why?”
“You were in that fight with the massive dog--”
“Eh, no biggie,” I say.  “His owner was way worse to deal with.”  There’s this awkward silence between the two of us, which is promptly, and rudely, interrupted by the sound of Jack breaking into the coke machine.  The door is swung wide open as he tosses the lock that held it closed over his shoulder.
“Hey, Vinny, want a drink?” he asks.
“Should you really be breaking into a coke machine in the middle of the Hall?” I ask him.  He looks over at me and shrugs.  “Fine, give me a sprite, would you?” I say, grabbing the can he tosses.  
“Can we talk?” Dad asks.  “In private?”
I hesitate, glancing around for a moment before letting out a sigh.  “Sure, nothing better to do,” I admit, looking around for an empty room.  There’s a little side room off of the waiting area and I head inside, dropping down on one of the couches with a heavy sigh.  My head hurts.  I think this is probably one of the longest weeks I’ve ever lived through--well, since the Collector had me.
“I...” he starts out slowly, making me look over at him.  “You’re just a kid,” he bursts out, starting to pace back and forth.  “You’re still the little boy I taught to ride a motorcycle--”
“I’m not,” I say, cutting him off before he starts tripping down memory lane.  “Dad, while you were in prison I became the second in command of a group of super brats just like myself.  They’re training me to be a team leader when I’m older--I’ve had two different Halls express their interest in having me,” I go on, which is sort of true.  Even if it wasn’t Century that brought up the South Hall, it WAS Alonso, and I figure he’s got a lot of say in things.  He’s the South Hall’s golden boy, after all.  “I’m not a kid--I wish I was,” I admit.  “I’d like nothing more than to hang out with my family and cook.”
“Cook?” Dad repeats blankly.
“It’s a long story,” I admit.  “So why don’t we cut to the chase?  What do you want to tell me?”
“I’m--I’m scared,” he says, his entire demeanor seeming to fall as he drops into a chair across from me.  “I lost your mother this way,” he tells me.  “I don’t want to see you going way before you should, as well.  You can’t die before I do, understand?”
I look at him for a long moment before asking what’s at the forefront of my mind.  “Did you really become a Christian?” I ask him.
“Yeah,” he says, “I really did.  There’s not that many channels on the television in there, you know--but there are some fifteen Christian stations that are always playing in one area or the other.”
“So you were brainwashed, too, huh?” I ask, snorting with amusement.
“No,” he says, “I wasn’t.  I have a lot of things in my past I’m not proud of, Vinny,” he goes on slowly, taking a deep breath and letting it out.  “I was involved in gangs growing up, and I’ve never held a steady job once in my life.  I always thought I was too good for the work I was doing.  I didn’t even have a high school diploma, but I expected the world to be handed to me just because I was me.”  He laughs, shaking his head with a wry expression on his face.  “Sometime being told you’re good at everything isn’t good for you, you know?” he says.  
“Sometimes all it does is give you a big head and nothing to back it up with.  I’ve done things that still...” he hesitates, staring into the distance for a moment before giving me a little half smile.  “Well, when I heard that God Himself was willing to clear my record if I accepted his Son, I couldn’t exactly ignore it.  I told myself that I didn’t really expect anything, right?  Said there was a good chance that He didn’t even exist, but... since when has that ever stopped me from trying something?”
I let a little laugh escape me, since I remember that attitude from my childhood.  “So I went to my cell,” he goes on, “and I told Him flat out that I didn’t know if I believed for sure, but that if He WAS real--and this Jesus guy was real, I’d be willing to ‘negotiate,’” he finishes, now snickering slightly, himself.
“So did something happen?” I ask him.
“I’m sitting here, with my only son, just a year or so after it happened--no negotiations needed.  All I did was pray about it,” he says.  “That’s proof enough, if you ask me.  There have been other changes, too.  I don’t feel as angry as I used to, I don’t feel any desire to steal a fancy car I walk past.  I can... I feel--like I’m not alone.  Never thought I’d be saying something like that, honestly.  Sounds weird, huh?  But hey, I’m still really new to this, so I can’t explain everything that well.  All I can really say is that I’ve got... hope,” he says with a slight move of his hands.  “I never had much of that before, especially not after your mom died.”
“Hope, huh?” I say.  It seems like a foreign concept to me, even now.  “Well, long as you’re happy, I... I guess I’m good with it,” I say.  Maybe he’s lying, but somehow I don’t think so.  It’s not exactly cool to lie about stuff like God, I think.  Not that there aren’t people that do it, but I’m pretty sure Dad’s telling the truth.  He’s usually a lot smoother when he’s lying.
“What about you?” he asks.
“What?”
“You’ve got a dangerous future ahead of you, Vinny.  Do you have hope for it?” he asks me.
Do I?  I spent so much time ignoring even the concept of hope--hope that I would get out of the Collector’s box, hope that I would live a normal life--that I don’t even know what it feels like anymore.  “I’m afraid to hope,” I admit quietly, standing up, “but... maybe.”
I glance up, seeing Jimmi stepping into the doorway with a hesitant expression.  “We should be getting back to the campus,” she says.  “The doctors say Aubrey’s got a lot of work to do and we’re just underfoot at the moment.”
“Yeah,” I say, heading for her.  I stop, glancing back at Dad.  “You coming?”
“Yeah,” he says, “I am.”
 
***
*Texas*
 
The sound of a television blaring is what wakes her.  For a long moment she thinks she’s fallen asleep on the couch, and then the smells reach her nose.  It smells like a hospital.  Slowly Ginger opens her eyes, staring straight up at a bright light for a moment before blinking away her blindness and looking around.  The television is to the right, where a small group of strangers are standing, watching the gigantic flat screen.
“Boss, why’d you send the dog all the way to Kansas City, anyway?” a large man in nurse scrubs asks.
“I wanted to see what the boy is capable of,” an old man says in a cold, commanding voice.  “I’m not sure what type of game they’re playing up there, but I learned something interesting because of it.  Besides, that dog always was a pain in the neck,” he adds.
Ginger gets to her feet as silently as she can, swaying slightly once she’s upright.  She needs to escape.  She slips her heels off and walks barefooted in the opposite direction of the group.  Whatever they’re doing it’s a benefit to her, she thinks as she reaches the stairs.  With them preoccupied--
“Stop her, would you?” the old man says in a bored tone.  “We need her.”
She starts to run up the stairs only to fall onto them hard as someone grabs her ankle, pulling hard.  She struggles as much as she can, but the burly nurse carries her over to the old man, holding her hostage.  “Wha--Mr. Will?” she says as she comes face to face with the old man.
“I go by that now, yes,” he says.  “Ms. Hanks, you and I have a business matter to discuss.”
“What is this about?  Why am I here?” she demands.  “I turned down your big goons already!”
“You’re here to fix my boy,” the old man says, motioning casually to a hospital bed behind him.  “You were right that you were capable of fixing him, but you’re also here to help me out with a personal matter.”
“What’s that?” she asks, daring to glance over at the bed for a second.  This isn’t a legitimate hospital, she’s positive, but the equipment is good, if a few years old.  Why does an old man have something like this?
“You’re going to help me get revenge on the kids that put him in that bed in the first place,” the old man says. 
 
***
 
It seems like everything has gone back to normal, I think as I slip into the hammock of Adanna’s little playground.  The dorm group is gathered here again, hanging out after the fight as we wait to hear about the dog.  I’m not sure I like the idea of Jack having a massive mutant dog as a pet, honestly.  I mean, I’m one of the guys that’s going to be fighting him--
I blink as Jimmi slips into the hammock, pushing my legs over the side.  “I want to talk to you,” she says, hugging her knees to her chest.  It’s a bit crowded in the hammock.  I don’t think these were made for two people.
“Right now?” I ask, glancing around at the group that’s blatantly listening in.
“Right now,” she says.  Her jaw tightens as she looks at them.  “I might as well just say it here, right?  I bet you all can hear it anywhere we go, anyway.”
“It’s true,” Morgan says, “and those of us that couldn’t hear would hear about it from someone else.”
“Exactly,” Jimmi says.  “I... I made a few mistakes in my past, I dated the wrong guy, hung out with the wrong crowd, but I’m not going to let that bring down my future,” she declares boldly, looking at the group as well as me.  “I want you all to give me a second chance--”
“First,” Morgan says.
“What?” Jimmi asks.
“We’d be giving you a first chance,” Morgan says.  “Dating the wrong guy is something I figure a bazillion girls have done before, right?  That’s not even something that can be held against you.”
“Have you?” Jimmi asks Morgan.  The blush that crosses Morgan’s face is almost funny.
“I ah, don’t have time for relationships,” Morgan mutters, much to the group’s amusement (well, except for Ward’s, he’s scowling, but he’s always been a stick in the mud).  “But Vinny, if you’re holding an ex against her that’s just plain wrong!”
“Yeah, Vinny,” Lance says, grinning evilly.  “What about you and your thing for Noelle?” he teases.
I wince.  “Did you have to bring that up?” I demand irritably.
“Who’s Noelle?” Jimmi asks me.
“No one important,” I mutter, feeling heat creep up the back of my neck.  Jimmi is glaring at me.  “What?”
“You are such a hypocrite,” she says, pointing a well manicured finger at me.  “You go on and on about my bad choices in boyfriends and now you’re hiding a girlfriend--”
“Nah, not a girlfriend, just a crush,” Lance says.  “She went back to her own time.  But part of the time she wasn’t even really her, she was actually Morgan’s dad.  You had a crush on a GUY, man!” he hoots, laughing his head off.  “An OLD GUY!” he says, falling out of his hammock he’s laughing so hard.
“Lance, dude, shut up already!” I yell.  Jimmi’s just staring at me, her lips pulled up in a wicked little smile that I definitely don’t think I like.
“An old guy, huh?” she asks evilly.
“He had the ability to take people’s forms and abilities,” I mutter.  “I’m not the only one that fell for it!  That one blonde chick fell for him when he was pretending to be Ace, right?”
“Yeah, but we don’t care about her,” Morgan says callously.
“Are you still sore over how she tried to play Ace?” I ask, grabbing onto the new subject with both hands.  I sometimes get the feeling that Morgan--
“Ace is vulnerable and she was trying to use that just to get into the Central Hall!” Morgan says.
“Ace.  Vulnerable,” I say, staring at her.
“Ace is Dragon, right?” Jimmi asks me.  When I nod, she turns to stare at Morgan in the same way I am
“He might have been vulnerable then,” Justin says, sitting up from where he’d been laying quietly on the ground.  “He isn’t now.  You don’t have to go all mother hen about it anymore.”
“Mother hen?” she repeats.  “You should feel just as protective, you’re his best friend!”
“No, I should feel MORE protective,” Justin says, watching her with a strange expression.  There’s a strange little love triangle going on there, in case you haven’t noticed.  It’s just Morgan who’s too oblivious to figure it out.
“Hey, what would you do if someone tried to use Justin like that?” I ask her, knowing I’m being mean.  She starts to laugh.
“Yeah, right!  Like that could happen--he’s a playboy, he can take care of himself,” she says, waving Justin off completely.  Ouch, she shot him down even harder than I expected.  I can’t help but glance at him sympathetically.  He has a dry expression on his face--looks like he expected it, too.
“Does it get awkward?” Jimmi asks.
“What get awkward?” I ask.
“Everyone knowing who likes who and all the other secrets,” she says, “with the super hearing and whatever.”
“Yeah, but we’re sort of used to it,” Morgan says.  “We’ve got a lot more privacy than we used to.”  She hesitates for a moment, looking over at me.  “Speaking of which,” she says, which means she’s about to change the subject, “it’s been pretty much said that they’re going to give you a team, Vin.  Have you picked who’s on it yet?”
“You wanna be on it?” I ask her.
“I can’t, I have to keep a low profile for what I want to do,” she says.  “But--” she looks over at Lance.
“I want to,” Lance says a bit shyly.  “I might be useful in a team setting, right?”
“I want to, too,” Jimmi says.  “I want to be there if they send you in for forest fires and all that--like Dad is for Uncle Flint.  I can--I can help.”  I stare at her as it all finally clicks in my head.  I must be stupid, I think, my mouth dropping open, I was so afraid to hope that I stopped thinking, on top of it.  What’s worse is that people have been practically yelling it at me for over a week, and I STILL didn’t clue in.
I need her.  I’m not talking girlfriend or anything (yet, maybe), but if I had a partner with her abilities...  “I don’t want to make it like I’m using you, though,” I say quietly, “you know, to keep what happened to my mom from happening to me--”
“But I could.  Dad keeps it from happening to Uncle Flint.  They do prescribed burns together, and help all the nearby forests at least once a year.  I... I want to,” she says with a shrug.
“I could help get the animals out, first!” Lance says, getting excited.  
Carla, who’s swinging from a tire swing she’d talked Taurus into adding, looks up with a grin.  “I’m in!”
“Then... well... when you guys are ready for your debuts, we’ll talk to Double M about it,” I say, giving in too easily. 
Looks like my dreams of being in the background are completely shot, huh?
Well, I can still make sure I get all the movie channels.



 
Bonus Section:
 
Sous Chef
 
The sound of sizzling food comes from the kitchen and the entire dorm goes still for a second before looking at each other.  Vinny’s cooking dinner.  For a long moment the cape kids look at each other before Justin makes the first move.  He dashes for the kitchen, only to get tackled by Ace, who’s staying over for dinner.  The boys are jumped over by Morgan, who is promptly tackled by Carla.
The hall that leads to the kitchen is now so crowded that it’s about to burst.  “You don’t even LIVE here, man!” Justin says, struggling to get Ace off of him.  “You don’t get to help!”
“I stay over enough that I’ve got rights!” Ace says.
“Morgaaaan, I have to go to the bathroom!” Carla says, struggling to get free of Morgan’s grasp.  Somehow it went from her holding Morgan to the other way around.
“I’ve heard that one, one too many times, Carla,” the zoo kids leader says, holding on tight.  “I’m not about to let you help in the kitchen!  We just rebuilt Vinny’s old room, we don’t need anything else burnt down!”
“I didn’t burn the kitchen down.  I just charred it a little!” Carla protests.
“Ahem,” Blackjack says from behind them.  As a group they go still.  “What’s the big deal?” he asks.  “I’ve never seen you guys so intent on helping cook before.”
“Um, well--” Justin starts out.
“It’s this deal,” Ace says, rolling over and looking at his dad, “where whoever helps him cook gets to decide what’s for dessert.”
“They do, do they?” Blackjack says, looking thoughtful.  “I’ve wanted Rum Cake for weeks,” he declares before taking to the air.  The entire group jumps up as he starts going over their heads, grabbing onto him and trying to haul him back down.
“No way are we eating that!” Morgan says, holding on tightly.
“I’m getting Black Forest cake!” Ace says.
“I want cheesecake,” Carla says, dangling off the ground because she’s short, “with cherries!”
“I want ice cream sundaes!” Morgan says.  The sound of someone clearing their throat makes them all look over at the kitchen door.  Jimmi stands there, leaning against the doorframe with a little smile on her face and a whisk in her hand.
“We’re having churros and fried cinnamon ice cream,” she tells them before heading back inside.
The group drop to the floor.  “She’s good,” Blackjack says, shaking his head.
“What’s a churro?” Carla asks as they all walk away.



 
 
Welcoming Rocco
 
“Welcome to Cape High,” Nico says as he leads a tall teen to our little group.  He takes a moment to look at each of us, especially me, before going, “Have you guys just claimed Adanna’s place for your own?” he asks.
“Well she’s at home, right?” I say, swaying comfortably in my hammock.  “That means she’s not using it, and it’s just a waste of space if it isn’t being used, right?”  I look over at the teenager.  “You’re Rocco, right?” He’s got reddish braids and clothes that the Goodwill would burn. His skin is the color of coffee with milk in it.  Mixed, maybe?  Doesn’t matter. 
“Yeah,” he says, walking over and holding out a hand.  “Who’re you?”
“Vinny,” I say, shaking the hand.  “I’m a fire mimic.”
“Shadow walker,” Rocco says, glancing over as Jimmi slides down into my hammock again.  “Rocco,” he says again, offering a hand to her.
“Jimmi,” she says, pushing my legs over the side.
“Still not sure this thing is built to hold two of us,” I tell her.
“The other ones are taken,” she says as she shakes Rocco’s hand.  “I drain power,” she adds, looking amused as he jerks his hand back quickly.  “Electric power--that sort of energy,” she adds with a grin.
“Vinny, you can show him the ropes, right?” Nico asks.  “I’ve got a date.”  He heads off before I can reply, leaving our little group staring blankly at Rocco--and Rocco staring back in the exact same way.
“Hey,” Lance says from the porch of one of the tree houses, “you’re pretty old just to be starting out, right?  Did you just come into your powers?”
“Huh?  Nah, no way,” Rocco says, laughing at the question.  “I’ve been shadow walking since I was thirteen--hey, is there somewhere I can sit?”  He hops up on one of the porches before we can reply, looking quite comfortable.  “But I gotta admit, I had no CLUE what I was doin’ at the time--I wound up breaking into Fort Knox.”
We all turn and stare at him, earning a wide grin in reply.  “First time I ever saw that many guns in my LIFE.  Or that much gold, for that matter,” he says, swinging his legs cheerfully.  “But the worst part is Marigold--she’s out for my head, still.”
“Marigold?” Morgan asks, “from the East Branch?”
“Yep.  It was during her watch,” he says.  “Course it’s worse now,” he says thoughtfully.
“Why’s that?” Jimmi asks.
“Because I did it again just a few weeks ago.”
Lance is the first to laugh, leaving me to shake my head.  “Looks like we’re going to have a new villain, after all,” Morgan says.  “Hey, Vinny!  If you ask nicely, I bet he’ll let you have his debut!”
“Not a chance,” I declare.  “Rocco, that’s Morgan, she’s the leader of the dorms.”
He gets up, moving to where he can lean over her hammock.  I see them shaking as Morgan says, “I drain power, too.”
“Electricity?” he asks.
“Nope, yours.”  
The look on his face as he jerks his hand away has the entire group laughing.



 
Heart-to-Hearted Out
 
I’m a little confused at the moment, because for some reason the Rosenthorn twins have cornered me during our free outside period, and everyone else has abandoned me.  Being stared at from both directions by large green eyes and eager expressions is sort of unnerving.  “Um, yeah?” I ask when it doesn’t seem like they’re going to talk.
“We didn’t get to do the whole heart to heart thing,” Sunny declares.
“Yeah, and it’s MY boyfriend that came up with the idea,” Zoe says, looking at her twin, “I’m going to have to talk to him about leaving us out of the loop.”
“I’ll help!” Sunny says, grinning downright evilly.  “But first, we’re here to talk to you about important matters or something, right?” he says to me.  He reaches up, placing a hand on my arm and giving me a serious expression.  “Let it out, man, let it alllll out.”
“We’re here to be serious, Sunny,” Zoe says, giving her brother a dry look.  Then she looks at me.  “Do you need a hug?  Because we’d be happy to give you one.”
I choke, slightly, looking away from them as I try to figure out just what they’re thinking.  I’m almost positive that Zoe’s being serious, which makes it even funnier when she wraps her arms around me in the hug she threatened me with.  She pats me on the back, going, “It’s okay, Vinny, we’re here for you.”
I lose it.  I try and cover my mouth to keep the laughter contained, but somehow they misunderstand.  Sunny wraps his arms around me as well.  “Let it out, man, let it out!”
“It’s okay, we won’t tell anyone you cried,” Zoe says, patting me on the back more.  I burst out laughing, giving up on hiding it.  The twins pull back, looking at each other.  “This isn’t going how you said it would, Sunny,” Zoe tells her brother dryly.  
“It isn’t, is it?” Sunny says, frowning thoughtfully.  “Maybe we should try a different approach,” he decides, his expression getting downright devious.
“Wait a minute--no, seriously--” I say, backing up as quickly as I can with both hands up.  “I’m good, I swear I am!  I’ve had way too many heart-to-hearts!  I’m all heart-ed out.”  I take another step back, bumping into a wall.  I don’t remember there being a wall there--I turn, staring at the wall of dirt behind me.
“When did you learn that?” Zoe asks her brother curiously even as the wall starts to collapse--on me.  I jump back seconds before it collapses.
“I’m still working on it,” Sunny says with a shrug.
“Still, it’s pretty impressive,” Zoe says.  “But we’re not here to show off, we’re here to talk with Vinny about his whole nightmare problem.  I had an idea on how to help,” she says to me, pulling out a small metal half hoop and unfolding it.  “I thought if we looked into your dreams we could see about working through it!”
Somehow I don’t think this is a good idea.  “I ah--appreciate the concern,” I say, taking a step back, “but I think I’ve got it under control--”
“We’re going to have to put him to sleep for it to work, aren’t we?” Sunny asks.
“Well, it would be the fastest way--” Zoe says.
I light up, racing away as fast as I can. 
 
***
 
“You owe me ten bucks,” Zoe says, holding out a hand to her brother.
“I could have sworn it would work,” Sunny says, digging his wallet out of his pocket and pulling out a ten.  “Maybe we should have gotten Dad to bring in the mind-reading hoop instead of you.” 
“Oh, this isn’t the mind-reading hoop,” Zoe says, waving the hoop around.  “Dad locked that up the last time I tried to use it.  This is just an imitation.”
“Yeah?  What’s it do?”
“Mmm, I put it together, but I’ve got no idea--let me try it out on you!” she says, grinning wickedly.
Sunny races away as fast as he can, as well.



 
Trick or Treat
 
“Trick or treat,” the black teenage girl prompts, poking the three small boys standing in front of her.  She’s wearing a Star Spangled uniform, complete with the heeled boots and face paint, but it’s the three boys that really get attention.
“Oh, would you look at that--Honey, come see these three, they look EXACTLY like Maximum, Cold Steel and Dragon!” the woman at the door exclaims, practically squealing over how cute they are.  “How did you get the makeup to look so real?” she asks the Cold Steel look alike, pulling out her phone and taking a picture.
“It ain’t makeup, lady,” the miniature Cold Steel says, holding open a large pillowcase.  “You’ve got candybars, right?” he demands.
“Oh, right, of course!” the woman says, digging through her bowl of candy and dropping miniature candybars in each of their bags.  “Look at them, aren’t they amazing?” she says as her husband appears behind her.
“Really amazing,” he agrees.
“Thank you!” the black girl says with a wide grin.
“Oh, you look adorable as well, sweetie, I love your pigtails!” the woman says as the four start off.  The girl waves as they join a teenager standing in the street with his hands in his pockets.
“Hey, she gave you a Butterfinger, right?” the “miniature” Cold Steel says, looking in his bag before trying to look in “mini-Maximum’s” bag.  “Trade me.”
“Not a chance,” Max says, moving it out of view.  “I’ve got to admit, this was a brilliant idea--I’m a bit shocked it came from you,” he adds, looking at Jack.
“I’m the one doing all the work here,” Ace says as they start down the street.  “I think I should get a third of both of your candy.”
“I can’t believe I got stuck playing the role of the adult,” Vinny complains.  “I’m the one that should get a third.  I’m not getting any at all!”
“Isn’t this AWESOME?” Carla asks, looking around the neighborhood, practically bouncing.  “I get to be second in command again!”
“When did she become second in command?” Ace asks Max.
“Eh, let her pretend,” Jack says.  “She’s actually the one that suggested trick or treating.”
“Onward, to the big house on the corner!” Carla says dramatically, striking a “Star Spangled” pose.  “They’ve got to have a ton of candy, you can tell by all the decorations in the yard!”
The three biggest names in teen super villains look at each other.  “Yes, ma’am!” Max says, chasing after her.  The other two look at each other for all of a second before following with huge grins.
“Get me a candybar, too!” Vinny yells from behind.  “I’m going to need the energy to deal with Carla on a sugar-high!”
“TRICK OR TREAT!” all four at the door shout, completely ignoring him.



 
Coming Soon:
 
Cape High
Book 9: Ditto Ditto
 
“Okay, everyone,” Nico says from the front of the bus, standing even as we’re driving down the street.  “This is going to be a test--so even if you’re having fun, don’t forget it, got it?  Your job is to NOT stick out when surrounded by norms.  If you don’t think you can pull it off, well, you’re out of luck, because as soon as we’re dropped off the Hall is taking the bus back--we won’t be seeing it again until this afternoon.”
I raise my hand as high as it’ll go.  “What, Em?” Nico asks.
“I want to bring Ditto.”
“Then bring her out now--no poofing out of existence or doing things a normal kid wouldn’t be able to do, though, got it?”
“YES!” I say as my Doppelganger poofs into existence next to me--I glare at her, though, because that seat’s already taken.  “Ditto, get off of Aubrey!”
“But I LOVE Aubrey!” Ditto says, hugging our sister happily.  Aubrey lets out a little squeak of laughter before hugging her back.  
“I got a question,” Jack says from the seat behind ours.  “I can’t exactly NOT stick out, y’know?  And I’m pretty sure I can’t swim, either, so why am I getting dragged along again?”
“Trust exercise.  You’re going to have to trust Ace to keep up his illusion,” Nico says, grinning a bit evilly.
“No way, no how,” Jack says, shooting a dark look in the general direction of the Goth boy in question.  “I’m NOT going to a pool as Jackie.  The only bikinis we’re going to see are the ones on official girls, got it?” he says.  “I’ll fly home.”
“Oh come on, man, live a little,” Sunny says from where he’s liberally applying suntan lotion on his nose.  Do super heroes even get sunburnt?  I hope so, because other than that I have no idea why he wants to look like an utter dork.
“Sunny, put the suntan lotion away,” Adanna says, flipping the page of the book she’s reading in an idle motion.  “You look like an idiot.”
“I know,” he says with a wide grin.  “I’m trying to outdo Justin over there.”
“It’s a lost cause,” half of the bus tells him.
“Hey, I worked hard on this outfit,” Justin says.  He’s wearing the gaudiest looking Hawaiian shirt I’ve ever seen, giant flower swim trunks, and huge plastic rimmed sunglasses.  I can sort of understand why, of course.  Justin used to be one of the biggest teen idols around.  He’s only in Cape High because he lost control of his powers at his last concert and accidentally sent a few of his fans to the hospital.  It still doesn’t forgive that shirt, though.  I don’t think ANYTHING could.  Well, except maybe being blind.  Justin isn’t blind.
I grunt as I’m pushed almost into the aisle, glancing over at Ditto, who’s making herself comfortable between me and Aubrey.  I bet you’re wondering why I’m not sitting with Trent, right?  Well, I mean, if you know that he’s my boyfriend, that is.  It’s because Aubrey’s been working on a project again lately--she’s a healer--and she’s been gone for a lot of the time after school, trying to get that poor puppy that was experimented on back to health.  I miss her!  Ditto seems to, too, because she’s leaning her head against Aubrey’s chest like a little kid.
“Hey, why did you get middle?” I ask her.  “Switch places with Aubrey.”
“We’re almost there, Emily, she doesn’t need to--” Aubrey starts out, only to sigh as Emily jumps over her, “switch places,” she finishes as we hug her.  The bus pulls to a stop just as I’m getting comfortable.  “See?  We’re here.”
We watch as the kids in the front get up, filing out the door.  I reluctantly stand as it reaches our row, grabbing the bag of toys and swimsuits that Liz packed for us from the rack over our heads.  It’s promptly taken as Trent steps behind me.  “Here, I’ll get it,” he says.
“I can get it,” I tell him, not trying too hard to get it back, really.  I mean, when your boyfriend is a tank, he makes for a great bag boy--I blink as Sunny hangs his own bag over Trent’s shoulder, then hangs Adanna’s, and--before I can say anything, Trent’s carrying the back half of the bus’s stuff.  All of it.
“That’s a form of bullying, you know,” Nico points out from where he’s still lounging in the front of the bus.
“No it’s not.  He’s Trent,” Sunny says.
“It is when you’re norms, which is what you are for the day, remember?”
The bags are grabbed off of my boyfriend, but he grabs mine before I can tug it away.  “Carrying your girlfriend’s bag isn’t being bullied,” he tells me firmly.  It’s a huge bag--it’s got my stuff, Ditto’s stuff and Aubrey’s stuff inside, but he doesn’t seem to notice.  He wouldn’t.  He’s picked up buses bigger than the one we’re in, after all.
“Love you, Trent!” Ditto--yes, not me--Ditto says, jumping up to kiss him on the cheek before hauling Aubrey off the bus with her.
“Thank you,” I say, blushing slightly as I hug him before chasing after the others.  Sometimes I swear I’m going to murder my doppelganger.  She pulls things like that in front of the entire apartment all the time!  It’s embarrassing!
“Oh, please, like you weren’t thinking it,” she drawls as I catch up to her and punch her in the arm.  “Look how red she is, Aub!  So funny!”
“You’re a flirt,” I tell her.
“So?  He’s our boyfriend, I can flirt if I want!”
I roll my eyes and promptly jump on her back as soon as she looks back to Aubrey.  She lets out a yelp, but grabs my legs and carries me piggy-back to the large group of kids from the school.  They’re waiting for Nico to come and get them in.  Most of them are zoo kids, but there’s a few new faces mingling--Jimmi, who I met in Texas a little while back, and Rocco, who showed up this weekend in a ratty set of clothes and nothing else to his name.  
So far, I don’t know anything about him except his name.  Maybe I can use this pool party thing to find out more!  I blink as Trent pulls to a stop next to us, putting the bags down for a moment.  Nico walks past us, looking perfectly comfortable with a massive group of kids turning to watch him silently.  I wonder if we’ve already blown our “norm” cover with that.  Normal kids don’t wait silently for a teacher before they bellow for silence a few times, right?
Nico stops in front of all of us, looking at us for a long moment.  “Ace, go get Jack--and no Jackie this time, got it?” he says as his eyes land on the Goth boy.
“Yeah, okay, but--”
“No buts, either.  As for the rest of you--try not to break anything, no running near the pool, and if you get called out by a lifeguard, do what you’re told to, got it?”
“You’re staying, right?” Zoe asks him.
“Yeah, I’m staying.  Honestly a few others plan on stopping by, as well,” Nico says, looking up at the sign of the place.  It reads “Central Hall Water Park.”  He shrugs as he looks back at us.  “Try and pick out the ones you don’t already know and you’ll get extra credit for one class of your choice.”  He turns, going up to the front gate and handing over some paperwork as we look at each other curiously.
“Is Jeanie coming?” I ask Trent.  “Liz can’t come, which really sucks.  She’d be a lot of fun!”
“Don’t tell her that,” he says quietly, “otherwise she’ll go buy a swimsuit and electrocute everyone in the pool.”
“Oh, good point.”  Liz is my foster mom, mine and Aubrey’s.  She’s got the ability to turn into pure electricity.  “But she takes showers,” I say, trying to figure it out.
“Yeah, she can turn it off for that long, but it’s still a risk when there’s norms involved,” he says.  “If it’s unnecessary don’t risk it, right?”
“Trent, she’s using me as a horse again,” Ditto complains, making him look at her.  He reaches up, grinning as he ruffles her hair.
“You’re tough, Ditto, you can handle it,” he tells her.
“Okay, boys and girls, we’re going in,” Nico says as he heads for us.  “Keep together, make sure no one is lost--especially Carla,” he drawls as he passes the adorable black girl in question.  “You’ve got to behave, got it?”
“Ye-eesss,” she says, grinning from ear to ear.
“No running, got it?  None.  Even if we HAVE questioned your ability to run on water, we’ll test it somewhere not public.”
“Aww.”  That was half the school, if you’re wondering.  
“And now that Jack is back we can go in,” he goes on as we look over.  There’s Jack, looking completely human--with a blue Mohawk.  Wow, Ace is good.  “Looks good.”
“I’m only doing this because it’ll be funny seeing him sink,” Ace says, making Jack snort.
“If it makes you feel better, there are gigantic water guns you can hit people with,” Nico says. 
The two look at each other.  “I do believe I’ve just lost my date for today,” Aubrey says, laughing as they grin evilly.
“I’ll be your date!” Ditto says, dropping me and grabbing her cheerfully.  “Let’s try surfing!”
“I really doubt I’ll be good--” Aubrey starts out, only to be dragged off.  Thankfully I landed on my feet, I think as I grab our bag from Trent.
“We’ll be out as soon as we’re dressed, okay?” I tell him, racing after the other two.  I’m a little nervous, actually, going to a pool full of teenagers in bikinis.  Look, of all the girls in the school I’m the least “looks good in a bikini.”  I’m flat as a board, short, and my hair is choppy and bright red.
Actually--
“Sunny!” I say, veering course to grab the sleepy looking teen by the arm.  “Give me your suntan lotion.”
“What for?” he asks, looking down at the arm I’m grabbing.  His girlfriend is standing right next to him, so I guess it WAS a bad move.  I switch, grabbing Adanna’s arm instead.
“Tell him to give me the suntan lotion, Danna?” I ask, looking up at her and batting my eyes.  “I don’t want to risk getting sunburnt--I’m a redhead, you know?”
“Your girlfriend’s in full flirt mode today, man,” I hear Jack say.  I glance back to see him and Trent watching me.
“Give her the suntan lotion, Sunny,” Adanna says, reaching up and patting me on the head.  “She would look terrible with a burn.”  I grin at her and grab the bottle Sunny offers before racing off to the changing room.
“She’s just excited,” I hear Trent say as I enter the changing room.  
“Finally!” Ditto says.  “We thought you’d never get here!”
I toss her the bottle of suntan lotion and dig through the bag, pulling out the swimsuits to hand out.  “Aubrey, Ditto, and me,” I say, pulling out my suit.  I hesitate, looking at the two piece hesitantly for a moment.  “You think I picked the right one?” I ask finally.
“It’s perfect,” Aubrey promises as Zoe comes out of her changing stall in a sexy little black and white suit.  My little bit of self confidence plummets at the sight.  Stupid, I know, but it’s a girl thing.  “Go on, Trent’s waiting, right?” Aubrey encourages me.  “And I want to find Jack before he decides to mess with that water gun thing.  I’d like to spend at least a few minutes with him before we try surfing.”  We all head into the little changing rooms, changing quickly and heading out.
I’m a bit worried, still.  The sight of Trent standing outside the changing rooms, dressed in a pair of dark blue swimming trunks and sunglasses almost has me turning around--until he starts to laugh.  “Really?” he asks, staring at my swimsuit.
“I happen to LIKE Kid Liberty,” I say, sticking my nose in the air.  The top is more of a sports bra in shape, dark blue in color with a silver Kid’s Liberty symbol across the chest.  The bottom is a pair of boyish swim trunks with silver lace down the sides.  Ditto comes out a few seconds later, wearing a one piece with Liz’s mask clad picture printed across the front and her symbol on the butt.  She turns to show that part off.
“Liz bought that, didn’t she?” Trent asks.
“I picked it out!” Ditto says, hugging her swimsuit happily.  “It’s the next best thing,” she adds with a serious nod.  She wanted Liz to come, too.  We REALLY love our foster mom, okay?  But when your foster mom just happens to be one of the few S class females out there, not to mention someone that absolutely adores you, how can you not?  It’s so different from our last foster family.
“It figures she’d get girls as obsessed with herself as she is,” Trent says, shaking his head and taking our bag from us again.  “We’ve got a row of cubbies for this stuff, so get what you need and I’ll put the rest up,” he says.  We grab our things out of the bag and I grab the suntan lotion from Ditto, holding it up to him.
“I don’t want to burn, so can you help us put this on when you get back?” I ask, only to flush as he laughs.
“Yeah, I’d be happy to,” he says, heading away with our mostly empty bag.
“Nice job, Em!” Ditto says, elbowing me.
“What?  I can’t reach my ba--” I stop as she just stares pointedly at me.  “Oh, right.” I can always reach my back--there’s two of me.  “Oh well!”  Not like I’d take it back even if I could.
“Jack!  Don’t you DARE!” I hear Aubrey bellow from the water area, followed by the sound of her and several others squealing.  I move, trying to see what’s going on while I wait for Trent to come out.
“Is there a reason you’re just standing here?” someone asks from behind us, making a tiny part of my mind twitch without even realizing it.  I turn, looking blankly at a tall-ish blonde girl, one that’s glaring at Ditto.  She turns that glare on me.  “What, twin stupidity?” she asks, her hands on her hips.  “You’re blocking the way to the cubbies.”
I move a step forward, intent on giving her a piece of my mind, only to blink as someone grabs my hand.  I glance up at Trent, who automatically wraps an arm around my waist.  “Don’t,” he says quietly as the blonde glares at us and walks on past.
“Yeah, whatever,” I mutter, glaring after her for a moment before looking at him.  “Let’s go swimming!”  We rush in, only to stop and stare as we see the massive park in front of us.  There’s a gigantic swimming pool straight ahead.  To the right there’s a lazy river with people on inner tubes just relaxing as the twisting path pulls them along.  To the left is a massive water battle field.  I’ve never seen something like that before, I think blankly.
There are a ton of little kids in the field, chasing each other with squirt guns and water balloons, dodging the various spouts of water or hiding in the trenches that are probably small pools.  To the side, though, are the really powerful water guns, the ones that are attached to the ground.  That’s where I see Jack and Aubrey fighting over the biggest gun on the floor.
“Swimming or water gun fight?” Trent asks me as Ditto hops onto his back.  We get a few strange looks, one guy with “twins” but I ignore them, looking for the funnest thing to do.  “The moment we go on the field you know Jack’s going to shoot us,” he points out.
“Let’s do...” I stop, my eyes going huge as I see the biggest water slide I’ve ever seen in my life, “that,” I say, practically drooling as I point up at it.
He follows my pointing, looking up at the skyscraper that’s masquerading as a slide, and lets out a whistle.  “Wow, if I fell from that I’d definitely learn to fly,” he declares.
“Let’s do it!” Ditto says, cheering loudly.  “Onward, to the Plunge!”
We head for the line, waiting patiently for our chance to get on the massive scale to be weighed.  You wouldn’t think we’d top 550--we don’t, but we’re close enough that the guy with the piece of paper in his hand looks at us a little strangely.  I mean, Ditto and I barely top the five foot mark and are as skinny as can be, while Trent doesn’t have an ounce of fat on him.  He’s just muscular--and REALLY heavy.
“I work out,” Trent says blandly when the look lasts too long.
“He does,” I say, pointing at his arm, “ALL the time.”
“Yep,” Ditto agrees.  “So can we go up the stairs yet?”
“First I have to read this to you,” the man says, still looking at Trent a bit strangely.  He rattles off a lot of words, which I promptly ignore, then motions us up the massive stairway to the top.
“Did you see his face?” Ditto asks as we start up the steps, joining a seriously long line.  “Think he figured it out?”
“He would have if it’d been Jack,” Trent admits.  “He started out at over three hundred, but last we checked he was nearing four--Dad thinks he’s going through a growth spurt.”
“Shhh,” I say, noticing the norms in front of us glancing back.  “His brother’s seriously fat,” I tell one that’s bold enough to keep looking.  “Like REALLY fat.  Don’t go judging,” I add, giving him a dirty look.  “Fat people are people too!”
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