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CHAPTER ONE
 
My name is Max. No, actually that's a lie, my name isn't Max, but it's what I go by. I've gone by it so long that it might as well be my name, you know? Besides, none of that matters right now--right now I'm in a... difficult situation.
"So," Jack says, standing on his silver surf board and smirking at me. "What do you think, Ace? Think we should gang up on him?"
"Why not?" Ace asks. He's on one of those illusion disks that he makes all the time. We're a hundred miles off the ground--the two caught me on the way to school. "I think he deserves it, honestly. And who else could brag about taking THE Maximum out as soon as he switched sides?"
"I haven't switched sides!" I protest.
"The entire world is certain you're a good guy--they're trying to make me out to be one, too," Jack says. "So I figure if I throw you under the bus, it'll be the perfect way to establish myself again."
"I'm just doing it for the fun of it, myself," Ace says. "I've always wanted to see which of us would win."
"If you two gang up on me, you still won't know," I say, turning as they move around me. I feel a bit hunted, honestly. "It's time for class, anyway--if we miss first hour, we'll probably get detention, you know?"
"That's why we're ganging up. We can finish this long before the bell rings, right, Ace?" Jack asks, grinning his shiny grin. Swirls of metal cover his skin and his teeth are coated entirely. I heard once that his bones are, as well. His super villain name is Cold Steel. Ace, on the other hand, looks like a pale emo dressed in black leather and netting, with black and silver eyes that swirl. He's tall and thin, and has shaggy black hair that hangs in his face. His super villain name is Dragon--Jack and I had a big hand in naming him that. In fact, these two are probably the closest I get to having best friends. 
Sad, huh?
"Hey, what's taking so long?" I hear Rocco say over my com bracelet. "Class is about to start."
"Rocco should be invited," Ace says.
"No way, the more of us there are the less glory," Jack says, scowling at my bracelet.
"What's going on up there?" Rocco asks.
"We're going to take Max down for his first hero role fight," Ace says. "Want to join us?"
"Right now?" Rocco asks. "I didn't even hear the helicopters."
"There aren't any," Jack says.
"So what's the point? You don't have an audience. Just get to class, already--we've got a new teacher for our first hour."
"What?" we all ask, shocked. First hour is traditionally sparring time. We pair up against our biggest nemesis and practice our moves. Mostly it's just Nico overseeing us for that--he's the one that oversees our official fights, as well. "Who?" I ask.
"Keliah's granddad, Bombastic," Rocco says. "This promises to be interesting."
We look at each other, and I can literally hear their thoughts turn to the new teacher. Jack starts grinning again and spins his board, heading for the school. "We'll do this when we have an audience," he calls over his shoulder.
"I told you, I'm NOT SWITCHING SIDES!" I bellow after him, irritated.
"The entire world's been watching you save the day over and over again, Max," Ace says. "You've got to admit, it doesn't look good."
"They've seen YOU save the day, too," I say. "We all had to help with the whole Herold thing--"
"Yeah, but they didn't get ME on video, I made sure of it," he says. "You, on the other hand, have your face plastered everywhere." He flies away before I can come up with a reply, leaving me just floating there, alone with my frustration. 
I need to get to class. Actually, I don't. That's another thing that's been bothering me. Nico had a little talk with me the other day, asking me when I planned on graduating. I mean, technically I never had to go to high school to begin with--I had my G.E.D. I just wanted to go to Cape High. I wanted to be around my own kind. I wanted to fit in. Now he's basically telling me to get out--my own girlfriend's dad is kicking me to the curb, on TOP of all the crap about me switching sides, and the other villains moving in on me. 
If ever there was a situation that could get a guy down, it's this one. Kicked out of everything I enjoy, hunted down by guys that--okay, that's pushing it a little. I'm not surprised in the least that they're going after me. I'd do the same to them. It's still irritating.
"Max?" Zoe says over my com bracelet. "Are you coming, or not?"
"I'm coming," I say, letting out a silent sigh and heading for the school. I need to talk to her about the whole graduation thing, anyway. 
A few seconds later I pull to a stop in front of Death Canyon, landing inside the faded yellow police tape that surrounds it. A panel slides up out of the ground and I press my hand to it, stepping onto the lighted footprints that appear in front of me. I disappear from the outside world and enter the hidden school campus, just like I've done hundreds of times before. 
To my shock, the entire school is waiting for me at the bottom of the steps. They start cheering. "YEAH, MAX THE HERO!" Freddy shouts, letting out a loud wolf whistle. "Are you going to wear a cape? It'll be white, right? White is definitely your color!"
Zoe steps forward, giving me a dirty look. "Why did Jack and Ace know you were going hero before I did?" she demands. "I thought you said you weren't!"
"He's not," Nico says, stepping through the crowd, "but he might be graduating. His dad told me that it's time, and I have to agree--I also think we should have our most impressive student set the bar." 
I should be flattered--honestly, a part of me is, but still. "I'm not doing that, either," I say, walking down the steps and heading past the crowd. "We're going to be late to first hour."
I can feel them staring at me, but I just keep heading towards the Apocalypse Field, ignoring it. I almost jump as Zoe grabs my hand. "Max?" she asks quietly.
"I didn't agree to graduate," I repeat. "It's not even graduation time yet, right? That happens in May, or something. I've got half a year left, got it?"
"We aren't a normal school," Nico says. "You can graduate whenever you've fulfilled the requirements. You've had that done for months now."
"What are the requirements? Nobody told me what the requirements are," I say. "How do you fulfill requirements when you don't even know what they are?"
"A handful of shows, a road trip mission, more debuts in one year than most people do in their lives, you can't say that's not enough," Nico says, calmly. "You came to us with all the norm requirements, so you can't claim the schooling part isn't finished, too. You're ready to graduate, Max. And your dad seems to think you're just goofing off now."
"I am NOT goofing off--some of my best fights are based on training we do during first hour!" I say, turning to face him. "I NEED this school, Nico. I need it." The entire school is looking at me with a mix of worry and sympathy. "You can't just tell me I've done all I need to and boot me out!"
"Actually, I can," he says, "I'm the principal, it's practically the job description. If you have a problem with it, take it up with your father. He's the one that decided it was time."
"I will," I say. "In fact, I'll go do that right now."
"Max," he starts out, "after you graduate--"
I ignore him and head for the exit. I need to talk to my father, AKA Central Hall Leader Mastermental. This is NOT going to happen, got it? I'm definitely not graduating! And I'm absolutely NOT going hero!
 
***
 
*Central Hall*
 
"You're graduating," Dad says five minutes later. I'm standing in front of his desk, trying to look as righteously indignant as possible, but he hasn't even looked up from his computer. In fact, I haven't even said anything yet--I just stormed in. 
"I don't want to graduate!" I say.
"Max, we don't have time for you to keep playing at school like you are," Dad says. "You've gotten past the telepathic wall problem you had, you're a full-fledged, fully realized super, now. Yes, you need a bit more practice with your telepathy, but that's something that I can help you with, if you would give me about an hour. You need to be--"
"I need to be in the school!" I burst out, knowing I'm being childish and not caring. "I need to be with my friends--with my girlfriend! I can't just--"
"I need you to focus, Max," Dad says, his voice far too calm for my comfort. This is supposed to be an argument, right? So why does it feel so one-sided? "Once you graduate from Cape High, I will be turning over several aspects of the Hall to you. I cannot rightfully do that to a person who has so much homework to do."
"What?"
"I'm going to make you my second-in-command. I've been lax in finding one, but the situation with Century and Herold opened my eyes. If I die, there will be no one to step into my place."
"That means I have to be a hero," I say. "That's ANOTHER thing I won't do! Make Ken your second-in-command!" I say, clenching my fists. "Or Liz! Or Nico! There are a dozen high-class heroes that could easily take your place--not that you're going to die. Herold isn't a problem anymore."
"But they are not my son," he says. "I'm not asking you to switch sides--not unless I do die. You can easily run half of the Hall from the villain side. Half of the Hall IS the villain side. I'm not asking you to give up your girlfriend or your friends, either, but school takes too much of your time. That is time that could be better used running the Hall. You have no real reason for being there, anymore, Max."
I go silent, looking away from him as several thoughts race through my mind. "I want to be there," I say finally, petulantly. I hate that I sound like that, but I can't hide things from Dad. He's a telepath--a better one than I am.
"I would like to let you, Max, I honestly would," he says softly. "But we have three extremely dangerous villains still out there. The world is still recovering from what happened with Herold, and Nico is taking too much on himself. He works with me, when he needs to, but I believe that he would be far more willing to rely on you."
"I can do that as his student--"
"That's true. But as his student, he is still in charge of you. He still feels responsible for you. What I want you to be is a partner, especially when he is intent on hunting Massteria down. Max, you can't tell me you haven't been watching the Hall operations since you were twelve. You know this business inside and out. You often know things as soon as I do. You are my rightful successor, and we both realize it. Just because you're having fun pretending to be a normal teenager does not... it does not make you one, Max," he says, as gently as possible. It still stings.
"I was eight," I mutter.
"Even more reason," Dad says with a slight smile. 
"I... just need to think about it," I say, finally. "You're railroading me, and you know it."
"We need to capture Massteria, and you, my son, are the perfect cape to do so, even if you are a villain. Nico is too emotionally involved in this problem."
"And I'm not."
"You're not," he agrees. "Once this all works out, though," he says, making me feel a hint of hope, "I will be open to discussing furthering your education."
"College?" I repeat. "Normal college? Or are we talking Cape College?"
"That's something we will have to discuss with Nico when the time comes. If he doesn't feel like it, you could easily get into any school you wanted. You will be able to pick your classes, and go a few times a week, if you want. But first it is vital that we wrap up the problem at hand."
"So I graduate, capture Massteria, and go back for more advanced studies?" I say. "AND I can sleep in?"
"'Going back' is dependent on if we can convince Nico."
"I... then..." I say, my mind whirling with eventualities. "I guess I'm going to graduate. Can I get a new car as my graduation present? Zoe sort of stole my last one for parts," I say.
"And who's to say she won't do the same with this one?" he asks.
"It'll make her happy?" I offer, shrugging. "I've got to go... talk to Nico, I guess."
"Refrain from mentioning college just yet. That will just place you as his student again. Remember, Massteria first."
"I'll have homework when I'm in college, too, you know."
"Yes, I know, but hopefully it won't be so much busy work."
 
***
 
Yes, I know I was just bribed. I'm still not happy with the idea of not seeing everyone daily, but here's the thing--I know they're right. When I first started going to the school I was in a seriously dangerous place. I was desperate to find people like myself, desperate to have someone that understood. I'd spent most of my life alone. But when I found them, they accepted me, even knowing exactly who I was and what I could do. I'd needed that more than they will ever know. 
But... well, I don't need the classes. All of the stuff they're teaching? I know most of it (except art--I'm pretty much a lost cause there.) The stuff I don't know, well, I grasp it in the first ten minutes of class and get bored. It's gotten even worse since my telepathy started working--I can actually read the teacher's mind if I want. Tests are boring, and lectures put me to sleep. The only parts of the school I look forward to are practice hours, Nico's class, and spending time with friends. Yeah, I still can't read Nico's mind--and plus, he teaches some seriously interesting science. I've never seen so many blueprints in my life.
If I could get... like... a handful of training books a week, the power training classes, and Nico's class, I'd be good to go. It's not like I need a big college name on my resume, I already have a job that's about to be dropped on me. Like Dad said, it's going to take up a lot of my time. Yeah, if I said all of this aloud it would sound really egotistical, wouldn't it? I've tried to keep that thought to myself, but I can't exactly hide it from Dad, I guess.
I just... don't want to be replaced. I know what will happen when I leave. Trent will step up and start acting as leader, and I'll just be some guy that once went to the school. Some guy that's working for his dad, just like everyone else will be someday. I mean, what if Nico doesn't agree to the college classes thing? What will I do? Go to some local college? Pretend to be a norm?
That... actually sounds sort of interesting. I mean one or two classes in the real world wouldn't kill me, right? I could see how the other half live, establish a real secret identity, play by the rules--
"Max!" The voice from my com-bracelet finally sinks in. "Max, are you there?"
"Yeah, sorry, I was sort of thinking," I say. "What's up, Zoe?"
"What did your dad say?" she asks.
"It... well, it looks like I'll be graduating," I say. "I didn't want to, but--" I hesitate, knowing she'll be pissed if I keep things from her, but if I tell her over this, her dad will definitely know what's going on. "I mean, I've already got my G.E.D. and like your dad said, I've done enough to fulfill the unknown requirements--you really should make a list of requirements, you know? So people can keep track of them," I tell her. 
"So... are you going to go to college?" she asks. "Or are you going to go full time villain?"
"Yeah, that came up when I talked to Dad... Think we could talk somewhere we won't be spied on?"
"Um, I guess I can sneak out, first hour isn't over yet," she says. "Dad, I'm going to go talk to Max," I hear her say.
"That's not exactly sneaking out," I have to point out, a bit dryly.
"Tell him he needs to get back here soon. I've decided that he can't graduate without a graduation gig," I hear Nico say.
"Graduation gig?" I repeat.
"Caps and gowns are boring," Nico says. "If you want to graduate, you need to do something big enough to be seen worldwide, without anyone's help. I'm sure you can pull it off--if not, well, you'll be stuck in remedial classes for a few months before you can try again."
"Wait, what?" I say blankly.
"You have to earn the right to be called a Cape High Graduate," Nico says. "We've got a reputation to maintain."
"But you just let Skye and Doris--" I start out.
"That's different," he says, blowing it off. "Skye made a name before she was your age--she's one of the most famous capes in the South Branch, AND she's my little sister. Anyone that can waltz in and adopt herself into the Superior family like she did can do whatever she wants--within reason, and she wanted Doris as her partner. I heard you planned on taking the Masters name, right?"
"In the future--"
"Then you're going to show the world you're worthy of being a Superior, too," Nico says. "I still don't like the guy, honestly, but you can't say he's a second-rate cape. Besides, it's MY name, too."
"I'm feeling extremely ganged up on right now," I have to admit. "So Dad forces me to graduate, you say I have enough qualifications to graduate, but then you say I can't graduate without doing something else?"
"That IS your graduation," Nico says. "I'll do it to the rest of the kids going into the photo-op game, as well, if it makes you feel better."
"Yes, yes it absolutely does," I say.
"Then I'll give you and Zoe ten minutes to talk before you come in for graduation counseling."
"Will you be my counselor?" I ask.
"I'll let you choose any established acting villain you know," Nico says. "I would suggest Pan, because Skye is a bit busy at the moment. But you'll have to talk him into it."
I can't help the little rush of excitement that runs through me. "This... this is going to be awesome, isn't it?" I say.
"Only if you make it," Nico says. "Your ten minutes starts now, so I suggest you hurry up."
I race back to the campus, getting there just in time to see Zoe stepping out of the laser wall.
 
***
 
"So what happened?" Zoe asks Max. He reaches down, taking her hand and tugging her further from the school. 
"Dad says I have to graduate," he says quietly, looking in the school's direction for a second. "If both your dad and mine are ganging up on me, it's not exactly something I can fight."
"I... yeah, I can see how that'd be difficult," she admits. "But why?"
"Dad wants me to take a higher position at the Hall. It's not all that bad, really, I'd be over the villains, since Dad says they ARE half of the Hall. He also--well, don't tell your dad, yet, but he said something about going to college, which might be interesting--"
"Like an Ivy League college?" she asks, her eyes lighting up with excitement. "You could definitely get into one of those!"
"What?"
"If you go to a real high class school you might even stay awake through the classes!" she says. "Everyone knows you get bored at school, Max. I mean, I think our teachers are pretty good if you consider they're actually supers, but they're definitely not advanced enough for you. Not that I would EVER admit that to them--I mean, they do really good with our students. But we all realize that teaching isn't exactly their first love. Well, except Banshee. Banshee really loves teaching music--"
"Zoe, I don't want to go to an Ivy League college," he says. "I don't have the time for it, between work and spending time with you--I mean, seriously, if I WAS going to go to a norm college, it'd be some rinky dink community one. You know, with classes built around a work schedule."
"Spending time with me?" she repeats.
"Well, yeah," he says. "I mean, you're definitely one of my biggest priorities. It really sucked being out on the road and never getting to see you. But now we're both in Central, so--"
"You..." she says, looking at him for a long moment with a frown. "I don't like that."
"What?"
"I don't want you placing me above what's best for you, Max!" she says. "This is YOUR life, Max. You need to live it the way you want to, without worrying about a little sixteen-year-old high school student. It's not like I can follow you, I still have at least two years ahead of me, and then I'll need to get a college degree to run the school. You can't just stand around for two years waiting for me to catch up, understand?"
"Wait, what?" he says, looking at her incredulously.
"I love you," she says fiercely. 
"Well, yeah, which is why I'm trying to say--"
"No," she says. "I know what you're trying to say. You need to understand what I'M trying to say. Nothing would happen if you went to a rinky dink community college somewhere. You wouldn't accomplish anything, Max! You need to be challenged," she says urgently. "You need to be forced to use that massive brain of yours. You skate by all too often, Max."
"But I like skating by," he says a bit desperately. "As long as I've got you and my friends--"
"I'm not going to let you use me as an excuse," she says, her green eyes shimmering with tears but her expression stubborn. "You need to live up to your potential! That's why--that's why..."
"I don't think I like how this conversation is going," he says. "Zoe, you need to hear me out--"
"I think we need to take a break. You're going to start thinking about what you want to do, not what I want you to do," she declares. "I'm not going to tell our future daughter that you could have been an Ivy League graduate, but I kept you here because I was too selfish to let you go."
He groans. "This is--you're just-- Oh FOR CRYING OUT LOUD! You're not going to change your mind on this, are you?" he says finally.
"I'm not! I will NEVER be a weak, clingy girlfriend that stands in the way of your progress."
"And I don't ever want to stand in the way of your progress, either," he admits. "But I don't have time for an Ivy League college, Zoe--"
"But you could go!" she says. "You're so brilliant, Max, you can do ANYTHING! And even if it isn't Ivy League, you can still get into a really good college--any college that you wanted! I'm sure they'd let you in if you took a few tests!"
"You're intent on this," he says flatly.
"I am. I'm not going to be an excuse to not do your best."
"And what will you do while we're 'taking a break'?" he asks.
"I've got two school blueprints and curriculum based on what we have here to set up for Isotonic and Negatia, and even if I haven't heard from Marigold, I wouldn't be surprised if she called," she says. "And Cape High South is progressing quickly, so I need to start programming their school desks. Dad and I came up with a lightweight desk that should adjust automatically. We're going to set up a small factory in the back of the campus--that way we can have them for wherever we need them."
"So... you'd be working, too, huh?"
"Of course!" she says, giving him an almost real smile. "I've got so much I need to do that I've been a bit stressed out, honestly. I know Dad will help--he'd do all of it if I asked, but... I really want to prove that I can hold my own."
"So the break would help you focus on your work, too, huh?"
"Yes, it will," she says.
"Do we have some sort of deadline for when it will be over?" he asks.
"When things have settled down, and you've decided--without thinking about how it'll affect me--what you're going to do about college, we'll talk."
"So... we're not actually breaking up," he says. "We're just taking a break." He seems stuck on the "break" word.
"Unless... unless you fall in love with someone else, that is," she says, sounding as if the words are wrenched out of her.
"That would never happen," Max says. "Okay. If you're intent on it... well, we'll take a break. I don't want to get in the way of your work anymore than you want to get in the way of mine," he admits. "Just don't overwork yourself, okay?" he says, reaching up and pushing her hair over her shoulder. "I don't know if I'll be able to handle it, but I'll try," he whispers, leaning down and kissing her. 
She blushes a bit, and wraps her arms around him tightly. "It's just... just for a little bit," she says, almost to herself. "We've got really long lives, so a little break is nothing, right?"
"Yeah," he says. "Can you tell Nico I'll be there soon?" he asks, gently pulling away and taking to the sky. "I need to... think."
 
***
 
I figure I'll give it a week or two, and then explain how I CAN'T run off across the state just to go to college, because I've got bigger things to do, here. Look, I love the girl, but when she gets an idea of "how things SHOULD be" she jumps on it, and it's best just to let her run with it for a bit. I've had very little luck changing her mind about things.
But it's not going to stop me from having a mini pity party. Kicked out of my school, tossed aside by my girlfriend, the world positive that I'm going hero... wow, I'm getting depressed just thinking about it all. I drop down on the roof of a building a few blocks away, letting myself fall onto my back. Part of me feels like crying. The whole world has decided to dump me right now--no, I know they haven't, but it sure as hell feels like they have. What's worse is that Zoe dumped me BECAUSE she loves me--which makes no sense, but still sort of does, in a way. My head hurts just thinking about it. I run a hand over my face and stare hard at the sky, trying to clear my mind.
"So... you've been seen with a mysterious man lately," I hear someone say from below. It sounds like a television. "But no matter how many pictures are taken, we can't seem to get a picture of his face. Care to tell us about it?"
A vaguely familiar voice laughs before replying, "I think a girl should be allowed her secrets, don't you?"
"Is it Maximum?" the interviewer asks.
"If I tell you, it won't be a secret anymore," she--what was her name... Phoebe or something, says. That one chick that's so obviously "not" claiming to know me. I'd gotten bored with chasing her down earlier when I realized I would have to get permission from another Hall. "A super's secret identity is very, very important."
"You don't even know me, lady," I grumble, getting to my feet. My ten minutes are up. I need to get back to school. I also need to get a hold of Pan and ask him for help. If I can't get Pan, well, there are a few others I guess I could ask. I just really like Pan. Working with him might make all of this crap worth it.
What sort of job would have the entire world watching, but won't get me tossed into the Cape Cells?
I'm thinking something with buses, lots and lots of buses.
 
***
 
"So?" Phoebe asks as she walks into the dressing room. Her father is lounging on the couch. He looks up as she drops down next to him. "What do you think? Now everyone thinks that you're Maximum."
"Good job, precious," he says, moving the laptop over to the armrest of the couch. The image of Maximum floating over the crowd at South Branch Theme Park is frozen on the screen. He's been watching it over and over--well, in between watching horror movies. He has so much promise, but at the same time...
"Why are you so intent on going after Maximum, anyway?" she asks, grabbing a bottle of water off of the table and opening it. "I mean, I trust you, I know you've got some amazing plan, I'd just like to hear it," she corrects herself when he looks at her for a long moment. "I want to know what to anticipate."
"When I took over the park, he's the one that calmed it down so quickly," Massteria says. "He's supposed to be a villain, yet he plays on their side. It's disgusting. He either needs to pick a side or get out of the game entirely." That and he doesn't feel up to taking on Nico. He can't exactly say that to this little hero, no, villain-worshiping princess. Right now he needs her to have absolute faith in him.
"I'll make sure he does," she says firmly. "We'll deal with him, Daddy, you and me. And once he's out of the way, we'll go after the jerks that put you in that terrible place."
"That's right, precious," he says, "that's exactly what we'll do." But really, he goes on, it's annoying to have some upstart kid that can ruin everything he worked for in a matter of minutes. Of course, the smartest thing to do would be to bring him over to their side. With a psychic that powerful at his side, nothing would stop him from taking down the Hall!
And when he's taken down the Halls, he's going to get even with Deathblow and Mimic for all the crap they just pulled on him, he thinks, a creepy grin crossing his face. They're going to regret looking down on him. They're ALL going to regret it!
 
***
 
"You look depressed." The words make Zoe look up blankly as she steps off the bottom step and onto campus. Jack is just standing there, as if he's been waiting for her to show up. That doesn't happen.
"What do you want, Jack?" she demands. "If you think I'm going to tell you some sort of weakness that Max has, think again--"
"What?" he lets out a startled laugh. "If anyone knows all of Max's weaknesses already, it's me. This has nothing to do with Max."
"But you DO want something from me, huh?" she says. "Get over it and figure something out for yourself. I'm really not in the mood to deal with you right now." She starts to walk right past him.
"I have a favor to ask," he says. "I know you still don't like me, I don't blame you, but we've both moved well past what happened back then. This is about family--MY family."
"What?" she asks, coming to a stop. "What about your family? Is there a problem?" She's stunned. "I mean, I would have heard if there was a problem, you can't exactly keep secrets in the apartments. So--"
"Dad and Mom took us out to dinner a few weeks back," he says quietly. "They told us that they're thinking of trying to adopt a new kid, and I--"
"And what, you don't want a new sibling? Too bad, so sad, you'll just have to DEAL with it--"
"Would you shut up and LISTEN?" he demands. "What's up with you, Zoe? You're jumping to conclusions even faster than usual. I don't mind having another sibling! I'd be perfectly happy--well, if I knew the kid. I don't. I've never seen or met her before, and I don't know anything about her, understand? I don't want them jumping off into another relationship without having a clue. I mean, sure they're the Liberty family, and if anyone can handle anything strange, or whatever, it's them, but I still--I'm the one with the most experience with screwed up kids in the family. If we can't help her, well, it'll just make things worse. I don't want my family getting hurt. I will do whatever I have to, to protect them, get it? Even if it's a little dirty."
"What do you mean, dirty?"
"I want to see everything you've got on Sandra," he says.
"Sandra?" she repeats, her eyes widening with surprise. "Your family wants to adopt Sandra?"
"That's what I said. I don't know her--I heard she came out while I was out on mission, but nobody's gone into any detail. That's why I'm coming to you. Will you let me see her? I want to know what my prospective little sister is like."
"I... we don't have much," she admits. "Like you said, Sandra doesn't come out of her room very often. But... a Liberty," she says, a tiny smile pulling on her lips. "I... I mean I never thought of it, but she IS an extremely promising tank! She'd fit right in--and better yet, she'd probably be able to wallop you if you irritated her too much. She had me seeing stars for a second, there. Okay, fine. Come with me and I'll show you what she did when we were in lock-down. She's amazing, you know, I've seen her power levels. The biggest problem is getting her out of her stupid room. I've managed to bribe her out once, but it didn't last very long."
"You like her?" Jack asks, startled when she grins at him.
"Definitely," she says. "If she'd get over the chip on her shoulder, she'd be one of the biggest up-and-coming supers around, and she's just... what's the word for it... 'Sassy.' Yeah, I can definitely say 'Sassy' works. Oh, but if you DARE to make fun of how she looks, you won't like what I do to you," she adds, leading the way to the second dorm building. "We moved the kids living here over to the other dorms. It makes it easier to keep an eye on everyone, but there's no point in letting this space go to waste." She waves a hand and a wall turns dark. Soon he's watching Nico carry a gargoyle across the screen--and then the gargoyle launching herself at Zoe--
"Holy crap, she's awesome," he says, his face lighting up with excitement. "That's a girl, right? She's a girl?"
"Yes, she's a girl," she says dryly.
"She just totally laid you out there, didn't she?" he says.
"I told you! Well, not totally--she just knocked me off balance for a bit," she says, blushing slightly. "Either way, this is sort of intrusive, isn't it?"
"Shuddup," he says, looking embarrassed. "I can't exactly break down her door and haul her out just to say I want to know if she'll be a good little sister."
"So... what do you think?"
"She's freaking awesome looking, isn't she?" he says. "Not just that--she's tough. I want to talk to her. We just need to get her out of the room..."
"Don't go breaking the door down," Zoe says. "She'll never forgive you unless you've got a reason, got it?"
"Yeah... good thing this place is always in the middle of a crisis. It shouldn't be too long before I get the chance! Got any other videos of her? Oh, hey, you said you've got her scan, right? What's it like?"
"I don't know, that might be too personal to show you," Zoe says.
"Yeah, yeah, I can see that. So..." he says, still looking at the picture of Sandra as the video stops. "What happened when you went and talked with Max?" She goes still, her expression darkening, and then turns and walks away without answering. "Let me guess, he said something stupid?" he says, following her after taking a picture of the Sandra video with his phone. "Or better yet, maybe you did!"
"Shut UP, Jack!" she yells.
"I'm just asking so I can tell Aubrey!" he lies cheerfully.
"I can tell Aubrey, myself!"
"Then just tell both of us at the same time!"
"I still don't like you, Jack," she says, "and it's got nothing to do with the past--you're annoying!"
"Aw, come on, I'm adorable!" he calls loudly. The entire school starts laughing at that, including the teachers. "You're never getting rid of me, either--I'm dating your cousin! Someday we'll be considered family!"
"I can always hope she gets a clue!" she yells.
"We've got a kid from the future!" he says, roaring with laughter. "There's no WAY he's not mine!" 
"Yeah, yeah," she says, waving him off. "What happened between Max and me has nothing whatsoever to do with you, got it? It's not any of your business, so QUIT ASKING!"
"She's actually mad, man," Sunny calls over to them from where he's lounging in the sun. "What did you say to her?"
"I expected her to get irritated, but... huh..." Jack says, looking thoughtful. "Them flirting usually doesn't have this sort of impact, does it?"
"Nope."
"So... maybe he dumped her for that Phoebe chick!" he says, grinning from ear to ear, only to yelp as his pants pocket catches on fire. "Hey! That was my phone!" he says, pulling the blazing mass from his pocket. "What was that for?"
"IT HAS NOTHING TO DO WITH PHOEBE WOODS!" Zoe bellows before storming away.
"Wait... so he DID dump her?" Jack says, stunned.
 
***
 
"I don't believe that this is... smart," Pan says quietly. "While I have nothing against Max, he is barely older than my daughter, Nico. Yes, he is intelligent, but he is hardly mature enough to be a Hall leader, or even a second-in-command!"
"Yeah, I know. I'm pretty sure that Mastermental realizes it, too," Nico says. "He's good at what he does, and he's good at keeping track of things, but there's a lot more to running a group than that. The thing is, other than you, Reaper, and the Triplets of Terror, most of our mainstream villains are his age, and his pals. Reaper and the triplets won't care--they work the outer limits of our branch unless they're called in for a show. And other than them, we've only got people that come in from other branches for exposure and a handful of semi-retired villains that only do work when they get bored. But a lot of those guys have kids who are almost old enough to start going to school. Once they've graduated, I think Max will actually be up to the job of leading them, since he's a fast learner. Honestly, the only one that could have a serious problem with him is you."
"Yes," Pan says, "that sums it up very nicely."
  "But think about it, Pan. This is the first time a Hall leader has even suggested that the villains should have a leader--a person that could have a say in the council. Should we shut it down just because he isn't mature enough? Plus, he idolizes you," Nico says bluntly. "You know it, I know it, heck, everyone that knows him knows it. You are his definition of the perfect working super villain, and I've done my best to reinforce that ideal."
They both go silent as they think that question over. "You're suggesting I should take advantage of my influence over him," Pan says finally.
"If I didn't trust you with everything I have and then some, I would never put you in this position, but yes, that's exactly what I'm doing. That's why I'm doing this graduation gig in the first place. He needs to know he can go to you when he needs help, otherwise he'll wind up listening to Ace and Jack. While I like the kids, they're a bit..."
"Silly," Pan finishes for him, a little smile pulling at his mouth.
"Especially when you put the three of them together," Nico agrees. "It makes for an entertaining flow for our branch, which I don't think the heroes mind at all. Usually with this many S-class capes you have a lot of dark drama. It's really hard to do that when your villains are mic-carrying showboats."
"We are one of the most family-friendly branches, I have to agree. I feel quite comfortable with Cubby watching any of the three working."
"So what do you say, Pan? Willing to take over his next level of training?" Nico asks. "We can't let this chance pass us up. He's a good kid. With time and good advice, he'll be a great Hall leader."
"Yes, I think I see where you are coming from," Pan says, leaning back in his chair. "I would be honored to be his adviser."
"Good, because he just got back on campus. Now we're going to beg you to be his mentor. Try not to act too surprised."
"I will do my very best."
 



CHAPTER TWO
 
"So," Nico says. Yeah, I came back. It's second hour already, but I'm in Nico's office (AKA the science room) to do my graduation consultation. "It's completely up to you, Pan, but Max here needs an overseer for his graduation. In exchange... oh, I don't know, Max, what do you have to offer our friend for his assistance?"
I look at Nico, I look at Pan. "Money," I say, "your big cat preserve is always looking for donations, right? I can arrange for funding to feed the cats for a year, no, make it two years," I say. "I can also use the Hall resources to find more at-risk cats in the states."
Pan looks at me for a few moments, long enough to make me feel nervous. "I agree," he says finally. "I will take that deal--with one more addendum."
"What would that be?" I ask.
"When my son is old enough, he will need a sponsor that is allowed onto the campus. I am not, as far as the super world knows. I have agreed to that, because I believe the school will become quite large and the heroes with very young children might not be comfortable with me getting near them, but as a member of the alumni you will be allowed."
"Cubby's sponsor?" I say. "I'm... wow, yeah, I'd be honored. I mean, I would have thought Sunny would be a better choice, or Adanna, or both, actually--"
"My daughter plans on heading overseas as soon as she has graduated. You, on the other hand, will be right here, and I trust you as much as one villain can trust another."
"Then I agree," I say, bowing slightly. "I'll do my very best to represent you." Of course, his best friend IS the principal and I'll be more of a figurehead than anything, I suppose, but-- "But can't your wife do--no, never mind, you probably don't want the world knowing who she is, do you? Right now is fine, since we're still rather small, but you're right that the school will be growing."
"You catch on quickly," he says with a smile. "If needs be, we will come in person, but for the general meeting I can always check in over the phone for the vital details. Also, am I wrong in believing you will soon be in a position of power? Nico has told me that your father wants you to be over the villains of Central Hall."
My jaw drops. "Only in a way," I say, recovering. "What I'm mainly going to be doing is arranging the fight details and public appearances--as in you call me, tell me that you've got an idea, and I make it happen. You've already got that relationship with Dad, I don't plan on anything changing. No, that's a lie. I DO plan on streamlining it a bit and refinancing. Dad's focus is too much on the hero side of the job, it tends to leave the villains a bit underfunded and neglected. Not much, but I plan on improving it," I say.
"Will you be open to suggestions?" he asks.
"I'll be open to pretty much anything," I admit. "You've got far more experience and training as a villain than I do. I would love to hear what you think."
"I want to make suggestions!" I hear Jack say from the door.
"Your suggestions would be stupid, Jack," Ace says. The two saunter in as if they have every right to be here, this time with a few others. A phone gets stuck in my face by Freddy and Jennifer brings out a mic.
"We'd love to hear about your plans for the villains of Central High, Max," she says with a bright smile. She dyed her hair indigo, I note. That and her dark lipstick makes her look a bit more villain-ish, I guess, probably running with the whole "Blackbird" thing.
"Guys, guys, and Jen," I say, holding up my hands, "I'm in the middle of trying to get my graduation set up. Can we have this talk later?"
"I think we need more girls," Rocco says as he comes in, making everyone look at him. "What? Keliah WAS going to go villain, but she changed her mind. Now all we have is Jen, and Jen's having more fun being a reporter than actually doing the villainy thing. Sexy female villains are really important, right?"
We all look at each other. "Elidee," half of the group says, including me. "She's perfect for the villain side, don't you think?"
"I'm not sure how her mother will feel about that," Pan says. I abruptly realize he's still on the phone. Whoops. "But I do see where you're coming from. She would make an excellent traditional style villain."
Jack grabs one of the classroom chairs, dropping into it. He's soon followed by the rest of the group, except Freddy, who's walking around, filming whoever is talking at the moment. "Freddy, when are you going to debut, man?" Jack asks.
"What?" Freddy says, almost dropping his phone.
"You're going villain, right? He's going villain, right?" he asks the rest of us.
"I think it's more he's going cameraman for a pretty face," I say. "That absolutely counts as lackey."
"Hey, if you're a lackey, I'll pay you better," Jack says.
"I thought you were aiming to get Brandon," Ace says.
"I am. Him AND Ward made for an awesome tour. I could do some seriously amazing jobs with those two backing me up."
"Honestly," Nico says, "every kid that graduates from here is qualified to be a headliner. If they want to be lackeys, I'll personally make sure you pay them what they're worth--or should I say, I'll make sure Max makes you pay them what they're worth." He looks at me pointedly.
"Noted," I say. "He's got a point. You should be aiming to get D and C-class capes that want to be in on the show and just partner up with the kids in the school. There's no point in paying them when I would foot the bill and you just borrow them for certain jobs."
"He's not even in charge yet and he's already making decrees," Jack drawls.
"No, this makes sense," Ace says, "mostly because I'd love to work with Brandon. Can you imagine how much I could mess with people with his help?"
"And Ward is in line to take Mega's place," Nico says.
"Are they really father and son?" Rocco asks.
"That's not something I can tell you," Nico says. "It's between the two of them."
"Anyway," I say, "how should I proceed?" I ask Pan.
"Come up with three different plans, bring them to me this weekend, and we'll choose from those," he says. "Also, I would appreciate being informed whenever you do these little villainy meetings. Is this how you plan on running your end of the Hall?"
I look around the small group. "Of course not," I say. "Next time I plan on having drinks and snacks," I add before they can complain. 
"Then I'd appreciate it if you did it somewhere I can come, personally," Pan says with a little smile. He hangs up and for a second everyone looks at me expectantly.
"What? I would say alcohol, but it doesn't do anything with our metabolism," I say. "Plus, none of us are legal drinking age--"
"Is it true that Zoe and you have broken up?" Jennifer asks.
"Wait, what? Does that mean she's free, now?" Ace asks. "Because I would love to--"
"Hold it right there," I say. "I should explain. We're taking a break, not breaking up. Both of us have a lot on our plates."
"Sad," Ace says, shaking his head. "He's in denial."
"Wait, so he didn't dump her--she dumped him?" Jack asks.
"Looks like it."
"She hasn't dumped me!" I protest. "She's just got all that work with the schools and I'm busy with graduation and some other stuff. It only makes sense that we... take a break." Man I feel pathetic right now. I don't let it show on my face. "It's only temporary," I add defiantly.
"So... think I've got a chance?" Ace asks the others.
"No way," Rocco says. "I tried earlier. She laughed at me, and then she punched a hole through rocket resistant glass."
"Did she have to take a running start?" Jack asks interestedly.
"She didn't even step forward," Rocco says. "That is one dangerous girl. She'd make an amazing villain, wouldn't she?"
"Absolutely," everyone, even her father says.
"But she won't," I finish, a bit sadly. "She's got bigger stuff to do. Anyway, since I'm going to be busy, it's up to you guys to talk some girls into going villain. Malina would be an awesome villain, or how about Sandra? Sandra would be a great villain."
"Definitely," Jack says. "I would love to see her go villain."
"So what big job ARE you going to do?" Jen asks, even though she's putting away the mic. "It's for your graduation, right?"
"Wait a second," I say, turning on Rocco, "what do you mean you 'tried earlier'?"  
He grins at me, shamelessly. "You can't get mad now, bro, she's not your girlfriend at the moment."
"But she WAS when you hit on her!" I say. "Not right, man. And here I thought it was only those two jerks that would stab me in the back," I complain, pointing at Jack and Ace.
"We would," Jack says. "Villain creed, and all that."
"You're still a prat, Jack," I say.
"How's my fanclub coming, Max?" Ace asks, tapping his knuckles to Jack's.
"Doing quite nicely; you're lined up to make an appearance next week, by the way," I tell him smugly. "You've got that fight against Emily, so make sure you stop and give some signatures before it happens."
"Can I beat him up even if he's still a super villain?" Ace asks Nico.
"Sure, we'll set up a special," Nico says. "The back-stabbing trio, it'll get great ratings."
"Can I use that for my graduation gig?" I ask excitedly.
"No, you've got to be the obvious leader for that," Nico says. "Now get going, you've got work to do. All of you. Are you skipping class right now?" he asks, as if only just realizing it.
The others start laughing as they head out, leaving me sitting there. I can't seem to force myself to go, I realize blankly. If I go, I'll have to sit down next to Zoe, and everyone in the school already knows what's going on. Nico is staring at me.
"I..." I say slowly.
"Fifteen years," Nico says.
"What?"
"I spent fifteen years away from Summer," he says. "I figure if it's meant to be, even a break won't cause problems. If it's not, well, now is the best time to find out, right? Especially for you two. You're young. You both have a huge future in front of you. You have to have the right person supporting you, otherwise more than just you will suffer."
I go silent for a moment, trying to put my thoughts into order. "Then why did you accept us dating before this?" I ask him.
"Because who knows? You might be the right person. My daughter isn't stupid, Max, she's also a lot better at reading people than I am. I'm going to trust her to make the right decision." He looks at me pointedly.
"She says she's doing it for my own good, but I still feel... abandoned," I say, pathetically. It's true, I've just been trying to ignore it and focus on logic. Logically I know that this is just a big misunderstanding, and it'll be over sooner or later; emotionally, I'm frustrated and depressed.
"You're a super," he says, "get used to it."
I head out the door, those words lingering in my mind.
 
***
 
There should be this awkward feeling, I think as I step into class, like the world should go still and we try to avoid looking at each other. It's not working like that. Zoe is lost in her own little world, tapping on the air around her. She's online, in the middle of class, and the teacher isn't saying a word. I stop by Carla's chair, watching her doodle on her notebook in super-speed for a moment before tapping on her shoulder and leaning down. "Carla?"
"What?" she asks, jerking to look at me blankly.
"Can you trade me seats?"
She blinks, and then looks over at Zoe so fast that a normal person would get whiplash. And then, a bit to my surprise, she hops to her feet and gives me a hug before grabbing all of her things and appearing next to Zoe--who doesn't even notice.
"Nice of you to join us, Max," the teacher says a bit dryly.
When I sit down, Vinny claps me on the back from the desk behind me. "You alright?" he asks silently.
"Yeah, I'm fine," I reply, turning to watch the teacher. What is Zoe doing? Usually she waits until after class to do her web crawling, but she seems quite intent on this. I can't help but glance back at her, watching as her fingers flick the air. Her eyes are glowing.
"Is she allowed to do that?" Elidee asks, her voice meant to be heard by the teacher.
"If you would all ignore the technopath on a rampage, we can get back to class," the teacher says blandly.
I blink. Rampage? I turn and look at her more closely, trying to focus on her emotions. I tend to close down my abilities in class--there are too many random thoughts and Carla alone is enough to give me a headache. But right now Zoe's extremely easy to read, emotionally.
Well, my ex is definitely focused on something. It's the clear, calculating mindset that very few people can attain. Now I wish I hadn't traded seats. If I was closer, I might be able to pick up on more details. As it is, I'm feeling a bit... happier, actually. She hadn't lied when she said she had things to do. I don't think the teacher could get her attention right now even if he tried. I doubt I could, either.
"So, since all of the villains have already missed half of the class, why don't we just jump to the question we're all asking," the teacher says, lounging against his desk. "Max, what are you planning for your big graduation show?"
I look at him, and then around the room. The zoo kids, who I'm sitting in the middle of, are looking at me expectantly. "Need a hero?" Vinny asks. "Or is this another Trent job?"
"I... have no idea, yet. I need to sit down and plot. Pan wants me to come up with three ideas and give them to him to look over this weekend," I tell them. 
"What about that idea to mess with the super bowl?" Emily asks.
I blink. "I can't believe I didn't think about that--but I don't think they'll let me wait until February," I say, thoughtfully. "I'm still going to do that one, though, but Dad's in a hurry to get me out of school and working properly."
"Why?" Rocco asks.
"Because of what happened to Century," I say, my mind still on the Super Bowl idea. What if I combine two jobs? Like what I do this time leads up to the Super Bowl? My mind starts whirling and I pull out my phone, searching through the games that will be playing--and then stopping at a random news report. "Or..." I say, staring at the face of the main actress, "I could do something a little... different." I turn off my phone just in case Zoe is paying even a bit of attention, and stick it in my pocket. Usually big screen actresses don't come to Central territory, but who am I to pass up the opportunity?
Phoebe Woods is coming to Missouri for a special filming set in a haunted hotel.
 
***
 
*That Afternoon*
 
I can't focus. I was going to brainstorm out some ideas for the graduation gig, but all I've managed to do is stare at the wall for half an hour. I get up, heading for the computer desk on the other side of my room. I drop down in my chair and pull up the Internet, logging into the Hall and bringing up the information I've known since I was six.
Well, sure, it's changed a bit--she's moved to a new house in the suburbs and they got a cat. I've never had a pet. I mean, sure, I could get one. The Liberty boys have that drooling abomination for a pet, I'm sure I could find some other experimental creature, but I don't spend enough time home for it to be smart, no one does. Even now Dad is working at the Hall, searching for any signs of the escaped convicts. I should be doing the same, since my brainstorming isn't working. Instead, I'm bringing up my mother's home on satellite.
 There's a blue mini-van pulling into the drive, two kids getting out of the back, and the woman that gave birth to me getting out of the driver's seat. I have siblings. They're norms, and they don't know about me, I'm sure. I've got a step-dad that works at a phone company. I doubt he knows about me, either. In fact, sometimes I wonder if Dad didn't wipe my mother's memory of me, as well. I would have.
That sounds terrible, doesn't it? All of this is terrible. I'm spying on a family right now. Don't worry, I can't see what happens inside the house, but I can see the house. I can see them coming and going, I can see what they carry. That tells me what they've been doing. Right now the girl has a basketball under her arm and is wearing an orange shirt. They're coming back from their local YMCA. I went to the last game to see if she played. Nobody noticed me, because I dressed in civvies and stayed to the back. 
The boy is about ten, two or three years younger than his sister. He looks absolutely nothing like me. I look a lot like Dad, thin and sharp, with dark eyes and black hair. This kid has brown hair, blue eyes, and is leaning to chubby. The girl looks like our mother--which means if someone was really looking closely, they might see a hint of a resemblance.
I shut the window, shoving away from the desk and looking up at the ceiling. The screen blinks and I look over as Dad's face appears on my monitor. "Max, I'm not going to be back until this weekend. That won't be a problem, will it?"
"No, it's fine. I've got to come up with a handful of plans by this weekend, I probably won't be here much, either," I tell him. 
"Different plans?" he asks.
"I've got to pull off a job big enough to go viral internationally if I'm going to graduate," I say. "Didn't Nico tell you?"
"That's quite a task," he says.
"Yeah," I say.
"I can talk with him--"
"Panther's going to be helping me," I say. "Dad, Zoe--" I start out, only to stop myself.
"Zoe?"
"Won't be making it to our next dinner," I say, instead.
"That's a shame. I was looking forward to it."
"Yeah, me too," I say before hanging up. If I can't pull this off, how will I ever pull off taking over part of the Hall? That's why I'm sort of doubting the Phoebe Woods idea is going to work. No, I need something big, something over the top. It needs to be in Central, since that's my territory, which limits it somewhat (although I cheat when it's a sports thing. I owe all of the other Hall leaders a debt at the moment, ALL of them.) Politics are too sticky, especially after the whole Herold debacle. That leaves something smaller than the Super Bowl in sports, entertainment, or somewhere there are a whole lot of people.
There's always the option of going to the theme park--no. People expect villains to show up at the theme park and cause some havoc. I'm actually greeted by cheers whenever I swing by. I need to aim at something that would shock people...
Well, if no one else is setting something up, why don't I?
The thought slams through me so fast that I almost fall off of my seat. Who says I have to crash someone else's parade? Why don't I just set up a parade, or whatever, and crash it, myself? I have everything I need to do something huge, in fact, I might as well use what Central is best known for! Supers!
I move forward, tapping on my keyboard to call Pan. "Hi, Pan? I have an idea, already," I say. "I'm thinking of hosting a superhero convention."
"And?" Pan asks, raising an eyebrow. He's playing with Play-doh with Cubby, I note. He's got an entire tower built of the stuff in front of him.
"And I thought I'd crash the party," I say, my eyes gluing to the colorful toy. 
"Throwing a party just to crash it? Interesting," Pan says. "Draw up the plans and I'll look at them. But I still want three different plans."
"Sure, I've got a second that I'm sort of playing with, I'll write that up, as well," I say, thinking of the haunted hotel. "Hi, Cubby," I add as I see the boy watching me. "How's it going?"
The little boy points at his eyes and then points at me, just like he always does. "I know, I know, you're watching me. Good villain instincts," I praise him, grinning a little. "I'll just go write that up," I say, reluctantly hanging up.
I feel like a flight before I start working. It's a beautiful day. It'd be a shame to waste it, right?
It's gray and threatening to snow, but I ignore it.
 
***
 
"So what do we really do about him?" Jack asks. He and Ace are floating above the city, watching the super heroes do their usual rounds. Any moment one of their parents is going to call them up and tell them to get home, but with Deathblow out of the picture, it won't be that urgent.
"About who? Max?" Ace asks. "What do you think of hitting the amusement park this weekend? I haven't been back since I first debuted--I'd like to get some rides in before I actually do a show."
"Only if I can bring Aubrey," Jack says. "And then she'd want Morgan to come, and you'd be stuck on stupid until we actually went to work," he adds with a cheerful grin.
"I do not get 'stuck on stupid' around Morgan," Ace mutters. All those years of not having a friend, and now this; isn't he lucky? "I got over her when we went on tour together."
"Did you seriously?"
"Yeah, well... shut up," he says. That entire month or so of living in an RV with her, seeing her every time he turned around, well, it was no wonder he snuck out every chance he got. "She's got her entire life mapped out, did you know that? Like, she's already time-lined what country she's going to be in when she's thirty, or something. I don't even know where I'm going to be next week."
"Sure you do, you've got that fight with Emily, remember?" Max says from behind them. They both turn, not even that surprised to see him. "You two don't have to worry about mapping out your future. You've got a job for as long as you want it."
Ace and Jack look at each other for a second. "He's got a point. I suck at planning stuff, anyway," Jack says with a shrug. "I figure I'll just go along with the flow."
"What did you used to think you'd do?" Max asks him.
"Prison, probably," he says promptly. "Or I'd be in a gang, or I'd be dead. I didn't figure I had much of a future."
"What about you?" Max asks Ace.
"I... I had no idea," Ace admits. "I probably would still be sneaking into bars, and failing to get drunk."
"Your powers would have gone out of control, right?" Jack offers. "You'd be starting to go insane by now, I figure--I mean, we all saw that dragon when you lost control for a short while. Who knows, if we hadn't been there, you might have taken out a city."
"Thanks for the history lesson," Ace says dryly.
"What about you, Max? What did you expect to be?" Jack asks Max.
Max's expression is unreadable. "I'd still be a villain, just like I am, now. I've been planning on being one since I was six years old."
"Six? What happened when you were six?" Ace asks, startled.
"I found out my mom had a family without me," Max says. "But that's all in the past. Whatever reason I had for starting doesn't matter now. I love being a villain."
"That's a fact. This job is..." Ace looks down at the world below them, "even you guys," he admits, looking at them, "it's..."
"Yeah," Jack says, looking slightly embarrassed. "We know."
"What, is this where we have a group hug?" Max asks dryly. "Thanks but no thanks."
"You need a hug, don't you?" Ace says, grinning evilly. "Come here, Max, let me hug you!"
"If I needed a hug it wouldn't be from you," Max says, backing up.
"It's a bromance thing!" Ace says, moving closer with his arms out. "Come on, it's okay to admit you need a hug--" He grunts as a ton of pressure shoves him straight down.
"Keep your bromance to yourself!" Max says. "Or better yet, hug Jack." He waves a hand and Ace goes flying in Jack's direction.
"Oh hell no!" Jack says, racing away.
"Your bromance partner just ran away," Max points out.
"I didn't want to hug him, anyway," Ace says, sitting down on his little disk and floating over to Max again. "Look, we suck at it--I still can't get a girlfriend and I'm pretty sure Aubrey picked Jack, not the other way around, but... getting dumped by Zoe has GOT to sting, man. I mean, seriously painful, right? You must be kicking yourself over that one!"
"You started out well," Max says dryly, "but you're enjoying this way too much."
"Everyone's figured out that Noelle was your daughter from the future," Ace says. "This is no big deal, but seeing you all depressed, on the other hand, it's strangely cheering me up."
"You're a sadistic jerk, Ace," Max says.
"Nah, I just feel better knowing that the perfect high school couple can break up. You two could be pretty sickening."
"Jealous?"
"I was," he admits. "Not so much anymore, though. You're in the same position I am, now! Single villain, no prospects, I think I'll die a bachelor," he adds a bit dramatically. "Old, alone... old... really old, actually, since I'm going to be S-class."
"Okay, fine, I'll help you," Max says. "But it'll have to be quick because I've got a lot of crap I need to do, myself."
"Help me what?" Ace asks, suddenly worried.
"Help you ask Morgan out."
 
***
 
For a guy that once never talked to anyone, that epitomized the term "emo," Ace sure is cheerful, now. Who am I kidding? So is Jack. I guess having a job where you're expected to be over-the-top dramatic, only to just as dramatically fail can do that to a guy. We get PAID to act like idiots.
I--
The world blitzes in front of my eyes and I stare in shock at Ace. He's still dressed like a goth, but his eyes seem dead. I can't pick up any emotions from him, either. I glance around, looking at the barren land below. The air smells wrong--full of smoke, even this far up. The world below us is burning, I realize. It's burning so hot that I can feel it from here.
"Ace?" I say.
The dead-eyed Ace in front of me raises a hand, aiming it at me. I hear a scream from one of his dragons as it starts racing towards me.
"STOP!" I bellow, finally realizing that there's a foreigner in my mind. I shove with all of my power, both telepathic and gravitational. "GET OUT OF MY HEAD!" The world shudders and snaps back into place. "Where is he?" I snarl, looking around.
The only response I get is the sound of Ace cursing as he tries to stop himself from plummeting to the ground. He still hasn't quite gotten the hang of flying without a prop. Whoops. I take the pressure off of him quickly.
"MAX YOU--" Ace bellows up at me.
"Sorry, Ace!" I yell, waving at him. "Think happy thoughts!" He hits the ground at full force. "Those obviously weren't happy thoughts, man," I tease him as he groans and lies there, glaring up at me. He shoots me a very rude gesture before crawling out of the hole his fall created. Sure I feel guilty, but it's not like that's going to kill him--or even hurt him that much. Ace is really tough.
"What was that about? One minute you're meddling in my love life the next you're hitting me with a million pounds?" he demands. "Sure I was giving you crap, but that was NOT called for--"
Now that I'm sure he's going to live I ignore him, opening my mind ever so slightly to try and find my attacker. There are only a handful of telepathic types in existence. My dad wouldn't do that sort of thing to me, and Rochester isn't able to, even if he wanted to. He's a psychometric type. So is his son, but Cisco is one of the fledglings. 
If I'd been with a fledgling when that attack happened, I realize with shock, I could possibly have killed them. I mean, they can't fly, so it would have been unlikely in this instance, but still... "MAX!" Ace bellows, right in my face now. "What just happened?"
"I was just attacked by a psychic type, and I have a good idea of who it might be," I say grimly.
I was the one that was supposed to be hunting Massteria, right? So why do I suddenly feel like I'm the one being hunted? I haven't even gotten the chance to graduate yet!
How did he break through my wall?
 
***
 
That... that hadn't been what she expected, Phoebe thinks as she runs. She stops a few blocks away, standing patiently as a pre-called taxi pulls to a stop, just as planned. She'll leave the taxi in the next town and then move on to a different form of transportation. 
Sure, it was the first time she'd tried to use her powers on someone not a norm, but that reaction--it thrills her. That had been Dragon that was sent slamming into the ground, right? One of the most powerful villains around! Maximum had done it without even realizing! And his mind! His mind is the most powerful thing she's ever seen! (Since she's not looked into her father's, that would make him angry. Of course her father is more powerful, certainly!) But Maximum had tossed her out within seconds, almost making her faint. 
Her father wants him to work with them. She'd thought it was a waste of time at first, since he's just another fake--one of the on-screen capes that plays the game like a professional wrestler. But he has power. He has far more power than she'd expected. This test proves that once again her father knows better than she does. Next, she'll approach him in person. 
 
***
 
"HE'S hunting ME," I declare, storming into Dad's office and placing both hands on his desk. "I was just attacked," I tell him. He raises an eyebrow.
"Are you ashamed of that fact?" he asks.
"Of course I am," I mutter, pulling back and running a hand over my face. "The one thing I DO have is a very good wall. He must have found a crack, or something--"
"Who were you with?"
"Ace and Jack, well, actually Jack had just left."
"Then that explains it," Dad says.
"What does that explain?"
"Around your two best friends you lower your guard," he says, slowly, as if explaining this to a child. "You unconsciously want to read them, and allow them to read you. You do the same around Zoe. It's only natural that you want to relate better to the ones you care most about."
"Ace," I repeat, "and Jack; I can sort of see Ace, but Jack--"
"Is no longer even interested in Zoe and a fellow villain," Dad finishes for me. "I've seen the three of you together, Max. You might be somewhat mean about your teasing, but you all realize the others can take it. That isn't usually a problem, but you need to become conscious of it. How long was he in your mind?" he asks.
"Ten, fifteen seconds, max," I admit, starting to grow worried, especially when he furrows his brow.
"And what do you think he saw? Were you thinking of anyone recently that might be vulnerable?"
"I... well, Ace, Jack, and--Dad, Zoe dumped me," I say. "She says it's a break, and I want to believe her."
"I'm sorry, son," he says. "We'll arrange for the three to have psychic protection, perhaps those power blocking units Nico made, although I'm not sure how much Massteria's abilities will affect Zoe--"
"Wait," I say, remembering quite clearly what I had done before running into Ace and Jack. "There's another group of people," I admit, guiltily.
"Yes?" he asks. "The students?"
"No."
"Then who?"
"I... I used the Hall computer to check on my birth mother right before this," I say, groaning. I notice he only said a quick, "I'm sorry" about Zoe before going on with his work. My heart is breaking here, you know? You'd think he'd at least PRETEND to be sympathetic.
Dad goes pale. It's not something most would notice, but I pick up on it. "Your mother?" he says.
"Yeah," I say. "She was coming home--it looked like Layne had just finished a basketball game."
"Were they on your mind during this meeting?"
"Yeah, I guess," I say.
"Max... how long have you been checking up on your mother and her family?"
"Since I was six?"
He sighs. "She's going to hate this," he admits, tapping on his keyboard. "Nico? Can you arrange a safe house for a family of four?" he asks my principal. "In your apartment building would be best."
"What? Who?" Nico asks, looking startled.
"My ex-wife and her family."
"Wasn't she a norm?" Nico asks.
"Yes, and that is why we need a safe house."
"Okay, sure, I'll set up an apartment," he says. "Are you going to explain why?"
"I'll let Max explain it later. Right now I've got to go talk them into moving," he says before hanging up. "You can come with me," he says to me.
"But--they won't know who I am," I say.
"Max, EVERYONE knows who you are," he says as the ceiling opens up and he takes to the air. I pull out my mask and follow along, both dreading and anticipating this meeting.
 
 
 
 



CHAPTER THREE
 
"MOM! TELL HIM TO STAY OUT OF MY BEDROOM!" Layne screams from her bedroom. Wendy Brown inwardly groans. Her children are wonderful, she repeats to herself, her children are wonderful. They're just... a pain in the neck sometimes. All people can be a pain in the neck. They're normal children, well, except they can't be told that. They have to think they're exceptional in some way or another, that's what her books told her. Layne is a very good basketball player, Chet is extremely intelligent for his age, her husband John, is a wonderful man. She remembers these things every day, especially when her past arises in her mind. It's worse when she sees the headlines. She's absolutely banned all super related material, including the news, from the house. Her children hate that fact, but she's got several lies on hand if they start complaining.
She'd been young and stupid, and she regrets it now... well... parts of it. "Chet! Stay out of your sister's room!" she yells to the back of the house as she starts digging through the kitchen cabinets to find something quick and easy to make for dinner. Hamburger Helper is always good. Brown the meat, toss in the ingredients, and you're good to go.
The doorbell rings. "Layne! Get the door!" she bellows, her hands full of stuff.
"I--"
"Don't talk back to me, young lady!" she yells before Layne can get past that single syllable.
The door opens a second later and she hears her daughter say her memorized spiel, "We don't want any, we donate through our church, and we're not interes--MOM?" 
That final word isn't in the script, Wendy thinks, rushing into the front room. There, standing as if they have every right to be there, are Mastermental and Maximum, AKA her ex and her eldest son.
"Hello, Wendy. I'm afraid we need to talk," Mastermental says.
The sound of Chet racing into the front room means it just got a lot worse, she realizes numbly, but she can't focus on that--Maximum is staring at her.
She feels so guilty that she has to swallow to keep from throwing up, as all of the memories come rushing back.
"Mom? What are Mastermental and Maximum doing here?" Layne asks, trembling slightly. "Aren't they enemies?"
"Well, that's where it gets a bit complicated," Maximum says, taking his mask off. "We are during work hours. The rest of the time I usually call him 'dad.'"
"NO WAY!" Chet says, looking the most excited Wendy's seen him in a long time. "So who's your mom?" he demands.
"That's even more complicated," Maximum says, looking Wendy in the eye. "Hello, Mother," he adds, waving briefly. "We need you all, including your husband, to come with us." 
"MOM??" Chet and Layne exclaim, shocked. "You've clearly got the wrong place, our mom--" Chet goes on.
"Kids, please be quiet. Why are you here?" Wendy asks Mastermental and Maximum. "You have no right to just barge in here after all these years--"
"You're correct, and we apologize for interfering in your life, but I'm afraid we have no choice," Mastermental says, as calm as he always was. She had hated how calm he stayed, hated the way he could easily read her mind. At first it had been exciting, being known so well, but after a while it had started to drive her crazy. It seems it still does, she thinks darkly as they glance at one another.
"Why?" she says again, "What is so important that we need to pack up our lives and move the moment you say to?"
"We think I might be being targeted by an escaped Cape Cell convict," Maximum says. "He got past my mental wall somehow and there's a chance he found out about you."
"Mom?" Layne says.
"Not now, Layne," Wendy snaps. "Frank, you TOLD me I would never be dragged into this! You lied to me!"
"Well, you abandoned me, but you don't see me dredging it up," Maximum snaps.
"MOM!" Layne says again, grabbing and pulling on her arm. "Mom, why did you never tell us?"
"Because it was before you were born, honey. I have a past that I'm not exactly proud of--"
Maximum snorts. "Figures," he says.
"Max," Mastermental says with only a tiny hint of reprimand.
"Yeah, yeah. Look, this will only be until I capture Massteria. As soon as I've got him you can go back to this life, and you'll never see me on your doorstep again," Max says, looking each of them in the eye.
"Why don't I go collect John while you start packing?" Mastermental asks. "I'm sure I can arrange for some vacation time."
"And where are you putting us? Are you moving us in with you?" Wendy asks, giving in. You can't exactly say no to these people, she learned that a long time ago. Except she had said no, she remembers. He'd let her go without even a blink.
"You'll be moving into a very special apartment building," Max says. "It's where my principal lives."
"Your principal?" Layne asks. "You're in school?"
"I'm about to graduate, but yes," Max says, his tone softening slightly. "I go to Cape High. My principal is Technico."
She nods, still looking worried. "I um, I'll go pack," she says, heading for her bedroom.
"Layne--" Wendy starts out. She stops, realizing she doesn't know what else to say. "Chet, go gather your things," she says to her son, instead. "I should help you--"
"I'll help him, you get yours," Max says. "Which way, kiddo?" he asks Chet.
"This way!" Chet says, grabbing his hand and pulling him along. "I'm your BIGGEST FAN!" he declares, completely oblivious to the darker undertones of the situation. "Are you really my big brother?"
"Well... yeah."
"That is SO COOL!"
 
***
 
I wasn't expecting her to throw herself at me, apologizing for leaving me as a child. It still stings that she didn't, though, I have to admit. Her daughter is scared, confused, and hurt. I don't blame her for that, especially since her mother never told her about me. The son, on the other hand--
"So I had to save up all of my allowance and Dad took me all the way to the Hall to get it," he says as he digs under his bed for something. "I mean, Mom would KILL me if she knew about this, but it was just so cool--" he pulls out a shoe box with a little Maximum figurine in it. He picks it up and offers it to me. "I had to get it," he explains.
I take it, looking down at the mini-me with a slight smile. "I'm a villain, you know?" I have to point out.
"Yeah, but every story needs a bad guy," he says seriously.
"Your dad took you to get this?" I ask, crouching down because he's still down there.
"Yeah! Dad's a big fan of super heroes, but he doesn't let Mom know," Chet says. "What's your name? Your secret identity name. Can you tell me?"
"Everyone calls me Max," I say. "Chet, we need to get you packed."
"Yeah, um, I need..." he says, looking around the messy room with big eyes. "Clothes? And this, and this--" he says, getting up and grabbing things to place on his bed. "Are we going to be staying with you?" he asks as I start sorting through his clothes. Good lord, his mother obviously dresses him--these are terrible. I pick out the least offensive of the lot and toss them onto the bed next to his growing pile of books and toys.
"No, I live with Dad," I say, "you'll be staying somewhere a lot safer than my place."
"Safer than Mastermental's place?" he asks.
"Yeah, Technico's place--but make sure you follow his instructions exactly, got it?" I say, pausing to look at him. "This is serious, Chet, no running up to the door or anything, got it?"
"Yeah, sure," he says, looking worried, now.
"Good," I say, "because there's a laser wall powerful enough to fry a million birds around the place."
"Whoa," he says, "Really? Why?"
"Nico's got kids," I say, grinning slightly. "He doesn't want people going in and kidnapping them--not that many could, now that they're older." I start gathering other things that a ten-year-old might need, tossing them all into the pile. "Do you have a duffel bag?" I ask.
"Yeah," he says, getting on his stomach to climb under his bed. I wait a few seconds as he grunts and sneezes, and then wave a hand, lifting the bed into the air a few feet. He stares up at the bed in wonder.
"The bag, Chet," I prompt. He grabs it and scoots back so I can put the bed down. "Now pack, I'm going to go check on your sister," I say.
"You shouldn't go into her room," Chet says, "she yells at you for that."
"Hurry up with the packing, Chet," I say, not replying to that. I stop at Layne's door (she has a sign with her name on it) and knock. "Layne? Can I come in?"
I hear her go still and pick up on her mind racing. "I'm busy," she says.
"I know, I came to help; we only have so much time, kiddo," I say, unconsciously using Nico's term. "I promise I'll just help lift the heavy stuff."
 The door opens and she looks at me, her eyes red-rimmed with tears. "No thank you," she says before closing the door again. I sigh, giving up. 
"Make it quick," I say.
"You aren't my brother," she declares, opening the door again. "You're lying--you probably messed with Mom's brain to make her THINK she's your mother--"
"Why would I?" I ask. "If I was going to do that, don't you think I'd have picked someone else?" Her mouth opens and closes as she tries to come up with a reply. "There are any number of super females that would be fine with me as their kid, Layne," I say as gently as I can. "She couldn't handle having a seven-month-old kid that could fly. I can't blame her for that. I can't blame you for not wanting me as your brother, either. I would never have come here if I didn't have a very important reason. I can't let you or your family be at risk. Not because we're related, but because that's what we do as supers."
"You're a villain!" she declares. "That's all bull!"
I hesitate, looking into her eyes. She's so confused right now. "I'm a villain for work," I say slowly, "but think of my job as more of a... wrestling villain. You have to promise not to tell anyone this, right?" I add quickly as she blinks at me. "I'm just acting like the bad guy--I go in, act dramatic, and a hero comes along to stop me."
"Oh... well, yeah," she says, calming down. "But you keep doing it! If you know you're going to be beaten every time, why do you keep doing it?"
"Because it's a LOT of fun," I say with a wide grin. "I've got a mic and a spiel--my favorite hero is Kid Liberty; we practice our fights on a daily basis at school."
She gives me a look, crossing her arms over her chest. "You're a--a dork," she finally declares. "Here I am, with a super villain for a POSSIBLE big brother--and he's a DORK!"
I start laughing, to my own surprise. "But it's fun!" I tease her as she storms back into her room and starts throwing clothes around. "You want to meet Kid Liberty?" I ask.
"YES!" she says. "But I still don't agree with this--I've got a basketball game this weekend, am I going to miss it?" she asks, her expression falling.
I hesitate. "It's too dangerous," I admit. I can actually feel her heart breaking, I realize as she fights back tears.
"But I--"
"I... fine," I say, running a hand over my face. "We'll see what we can do." If we get enough capes at the game, maybe it'll be okay. I doubt it, though. Massteria's abilities are MADE for big crowds. I can't help but think of the scene at the South Branch Amusement Park. Even with all of us, Century still had to stop time and bring in black suits to keep people from getting hurt.
"Thank you, Maximum," she says, a tear falling. She wipes it away with her forearm. "And--and can I tell my best friend where we're going?" she asks.
"No," I say, hating that I have to. I only just now realized I even HAVE best friends, and here I am denying her. "You won't be gone long--you can tell them you're going on vacation, though."
"To where?"
"Some family member's place," I say. "A grandfather, or uncle's place, someone you've never met, yourself."
"Like... a Gruncle's?"
"A what?"
"A great uncle, like in Gravity Falls," she explains patiently. "They go to their Gruncle Stan's place and they run into all these--oh forget it," she says when she sees my face.
"And here I thought I was doing good knowing something about My Little Pony," I mutter.
"You know My Little Pony?" she asks, giggling.
"Only because Hypersonic Rainbow is addicted and she's constantly thinking about it!" I protest.
"Not only is he a dork, he's a brony!"
"I'm not a brony!" I protest. "I only know a little bit, because of Carla! I never watch cartoons," I say. She's calming down the more I talk, I notice. "You and Carla are close in age. She'd probably love to watch that show with you. In fact, we've got a handful of kids about your age. We call them our 'Fledglings,'" I say with a little grin. "They're just coming into their powers."
Her face falls. "And I'm NEVER going to come into my powers, because I don't have any, right?" she says. "I'm just normal, nothing special."
"You can play basketball with anyone that you want," I say. "You can BE anything you want. Those fledglings--especially the ones that will grow up to be powerful, they can't. Sometimes it's impossible to hide what we are, at least for long periods. You don't have anything to hide."
"Yes I do," she says. "I have to hide you, don't I?"
I hesitate. Once this is over, the best thing for all of us would be to wipe me from her memories, wouldn't it? I've never done such a big thing, but Dad can. Then she could live a normal life. That would be good--in fact I think I'll have Dad wipe me from Mom's memory, as well.
They all deserve to have a normal life, right?
 
***
 
"So... what are we doing this for?" Zoe asks as she throws together a small computer to turn a wall into a monitor. The room is being gutted and rebuilt all around her, with the Liberty boys and her brother doing most of it. She's in charge of the necessities, like wall televisions, phones, the coffee machine, the dishwasher, etc. 
"Mastermental said to put together a safe house for his ex," her dad says. "That's all I know."
"His ex? So... Max's mom?" Jack asks, looking up from the pipes that are floating around him. "Is that a good thing?"
"What do you mean?"
"Max basically said she's the reason he chose to be a villain."
"She's what?" Zoe asks. "He never told me that!"
"Hey, don't yell at me. You're not even his girlfriend right now, right? So he can tell whatever he wants to whoever he wants," Jack says callously, going back to work. The piping fits into the open wall, screwing together automatically. "I could make a million as a plumber," he adds with a hint of smugness.
"Plumbers get into some very dirty situations," Nico points out. He's wiring all of the electricity in the room. "And that's 'whomever'," he adds.
"Whatever. And I get into dirty situations, too," Jack says. "I don't get the whole anti-blue collar thing, honestly. Blue collar workers built America."
"What brought that up?" Nico asks curiously. "Not that I disagree."
"Just thinking about my late-night job," Jack says cheerfully. "Maybe I should have learned to be a plumber or a construction worker back when I was a norm."
"You basically are one, now, though," Sunny points out.
"True," Jack agrees.
"I think he was just changing the subject," Zoe says. "He doesn't want to talk about how MY boyfriend told him things he never told me--"
"Ex," everyone in the room says.
"Ex what?" she asks.
"Ex boyfriend," Sunny says. "You dumped him, remember?"
"Well... I..." she searches for something to say to that. "Darn it."
"Why did you do that, anyway?" Nico asks curiously.
"I want him to feel like he can go to whatever school he wants," she says. "I don't want to just tie him to Cape High for the rest of his schooling--Max is a genius, you know? He could easily make it into an Ivy League college somewhere, and become something big!"
"What, like the Hall Leader?" Trent asks dryly.
"Exactly!"
"He already is," the group tells her.
"Oh."
"Well it's not official until after he graduates, but once he has, he's going to take over the villain half of the Hall," Nico says. "It's as good as done. I really doubt he has time for an Ivy League college. Just flying back and forth would take up time better spent working. Besides, we're supers. Do you really think a college education is enough to impress us into following someone?"
"But he has so much to offer," she says. "It's like, his entire life will be spent in a tiny little group, when the rest of the world should see what he can do. Not as a super, just as himself."
"He's smart, sure, but his rapid comprehension is actually part of his power set," Nico says. "I'm not saying he wouldn't qualify as a genius if he was a norm, he probably would, but he's got an unfair advantage out in the real world. Reading an Ivy League professor's mind is just as easy, if not easier than reading ours." He smiles a little. "But I bet he'd love to hear you think that way."
"Besides, we might be a little group," Trent says, lining up the drywall to hang, "but we're seen by the entire world on a daily basis. There's no better stage for his ego than the one he's already on."
"That's a fact," Jack says, laughing.
"Why are they letting an eighteen-year-old take over a part of the Hall, anyway?" Sunny asks. "Isn't he too young?"
"Well, he IS Max," Nico says. "He's been watching the business end be run since he was a kid. He probably knows more about what's going on than everyone other than his dad."
"Yeah, he did once mention he knew about the snowsuits Liz bought," Trent says. "If he keeps track of clothing details, he keeps track of everything, right?"
"If I didn't think he would be a good second-in-command, I'd say so," Nico says, "and so would Pan."
"We're going to have villain meetings once he's in office, so we can tell him what needs to be done," Jack adds with a shiny grin. "And if he disagrees, we can always gang up on him."
"So..." Zoe says, looking a bit adrift, "no matter what I do, he's already got things planned out?"
"Pretty much," the group agrees. "He's got it planned out for us, too," Jack adds. "I wouldn't be surprised if he wasn't already making advertisement deals for me and Ace on the sly. Next thing you know my face will be on a cereal box."
"I'd put you in an oil company's ad first, or possibly WD40." Zoe almost jumps out of her skin as Max walks in. "But nice suggestion. I'll put out some feelers as soon as all of this is wrapped up."
"Can I pick the company?" Jack asks. 
"Give me a list and I'll work off of that," Max says, looking around. "The walls need to be painted."
"We had to rebuild it, the wiring in this part of the building is sub-par," Nico says.
"Yeah, but they're here already. I need you or Zoe to put them into the system," Max says.
"I'll do it," Zoe says, hooking up the wall computer with a wave of her hand. "I want to meet your family."
"Well that's not going to be awkward, at all," Max says as he heads back out the door. The ones in the room wait for all of five seconds before they burst out laughing.
"So is she out to get him back already?" Sunny asks his dad. "That lasted all of a day."
"Don't ask me," Nico says. "I still don't understand females in general."
 
***
 
"So... who all are you bringing in?" Zoe asks as we head down the steps. "Are they okay being left down there? We didn't know you were coming right now--"
"Zoe," I say, "they're fine. Dad's out there with them, along with a mini fleet of black suits. We're bringing in my... mother and her family--that's one husband, norm, and two kids, both norms. In fact, it's an entire family of norms. They should never have been involved in this life."
"She gave birth to you, didn't she? That automatically makes her involved in this," Zoe says, her green eyes narrowing slightly. 
"Yeah, well, she's sorry she did," I say. I'm a bit shocked when I feel a rush of anger come off of her.
"Did she say that to you?" she demands.
"Look, that's all in the past--"
"Did she tell you that she regretted giving birth to you?" she demands again, getting in my face.
"Zoe? Remember that we're taking a break?" I ask. "You're acting like an over-protective girlfriend," I tease her, fighting the urge to grin. 
"I'm acting like an over-protective friend," she says, heading past me and out of the apartment building. She must be angry, I think, she's changing her footprint pattern so it matches her steps. I follow her, having to dance over my own steps. That makes her look so much cooler than me, I think irritably. She doesn't even seem to notice as she walks up to the group. I slow down to a more leisurely pace, suddenly dying to see what she's about to do.
"Zoe," Dad says, holding out his arms.
"Mastermental," she says, looking irritated for a moment, because he just killed her righteous rage. She still accepts the hug, I note. "I thought you were working this week," she says, pulling back and giving him a smile.
"I was," he says. "Some things came up. What's this about you and Max?" he asks.
"We're... working on it," she says, glancing back at me. "Now's not the time, Double M," she adds silently before turning to the small family standing to the side. The wind is blowing, tugging at her hair and showing off the white part. It's obvious, just looking at her, that she's not exactly normal. They noticed that the moment she stepped out. 
"Welcome to Masters' Apartments. There is no reason to worry while staying with us--your neighbors consist of the Liberty family, Firefly and her daughters, Taurus, and the penthouse belongs to my family," she says. "My name is Zoe Rosenthorn-Masters, the daughter of Technico and Lady Rose."
She holds out a hand, as if daring them to take it. John is the first to step up, grinning like a fanboy. "THE Technico?" he asks. "I'm a huge fan--I remember him from when I was a teenager, actually. I'm John Brown. That's my wife, Wendy, my daughter Layne, and my son, Chet," he says, nodding to each in turn. I stare at him for a moment before looking into his thoughts. This is SO cool--I can't believe Wendy got us an entire vacation of this! She must have won some sort of prize! But I thought she hated super heroes...
I choke, looking away to hide my reaction. Someone still hasn't been told, huh? I look up, though, as Zoe steps in front of my mother. "So... is there some sort of relationship between you and Mastermental?" John asks, even though she's moved on. "I mean, I think we were all a bit surprised when you and he... hugged."
"Zoe is my future daughter-in-law," Dad says, "as well as the granddaughter of my past boss. We consider each other family."
The group goes silent, looking at me in surprise. Only Zoe doesn't look over, she just turns bright red.
"Past... boss?" Chet says. "You mean Superior?"
Zoe smiles ever so slightly. "Exactly," she says. "Superior is my Grandpa. Now, if you would please line up, youngest to oldest, I'll be programming you into my security system. This will be temporary, of course. Once you return to your normal life, I don't believe you'll be able to find this place again, much less get in," she says with a pointed look at Dad.
"Very true," he agrees.
"Wait, does that mean you're dating Maximum?" Layne asks as Zoe brings out her phone. Zoe hesitates, looking at me.
"Well... um... at the moment we're taking a little... break," she says. "He needs to get ready for graduation and I'm setting up a few new schools."
I need to tell her how impossible it is to be married to a mind reader before she makes the same mistake I made, I hear my mother think. Suddenly I wish Zoe could read minds. I wonder how she would react to that comment. She jerks, looking at me with surprise, and I wonder if I didn't--
'You just passed it on to Zoe, Max,' Dad says telepathically. 'You really shouldn't do that.'
"Excuse me," Zoe says, stepping in front of my mom. "Please watch your thoughts around Maximum. You're in a position to hurt him very easily, and I don't like it. Besides, we might be taking a break at the moment but it has nothing to do with his abilities."
"But he's--" Mom starts out.
"I'm a Superior," Zoe says, looking her straight in the eye. "Do you really think that a bit of mind-reading is going to bother me?"
"Zoe," I say, stepping forward and taking her hand. "Mother," I say, looking at my mom, "Zoe is more than equipped to deal with me as her boyfriend. In fact," I add with a little grin, "she terrifies most of the guys I know."
"Mother?" John repeats, looking extremely confused.
"Terrifies?" Zoe repeats, looking at me.
"Rocco told the story about the rocket-resistant glass," I explain before looking at John. "And it looks like you need to have a little talk with your wife," I add. "But for now, the sooner we're inside, the better." Zoe pulls her hand out of mine and starts scanning them all before instructing them on how to use the panel. Soon the entire group is silently heading into the building. Only Chet and Layne giggle a little as they walk on the footprints. By the time the group has made it up the stairs, the door swings open and Nico steps out.
"I have to apologize," he says. "We've gotten the first layer of paint up, but we need to let it dry. I'm going to get Malina for that. You're welcome to go in, but I suggest you don't touch the walls," he says, heading out past them.
"Why Malina?" I ask.
"She can pull out the moisture without ruining the finish," Nico calls back, flying down the steps. "If it's in my apartment building, I want it to look good."
"You didn't use the black suit paint?" I ask, walking in.
"Nico decided to go with a bit of color for this," Trent says, floating casually in the air. "All Blacksuit paint is white or gray. I think he's planning on renting it out after this is over."
"Who to?" Zoe asks, looking around the tan and brown room curiously.
"Well, we've been moving new capes in ever since this started," Sunny says. "I mean, Bombastic and the previous Falconess moved in, right? Of course, Bombastic did most of his work, himself. But I think Dad figures we'll just redo the entire building one apartment at a time and see who wants a place."
"This... this place really IS full of honest-to-God supers?" John asks from behind me. "Because that guy--he's floating."
Trent drops to the ground, making the floor shake slightly. "Whoops," he says.
"Too late, bro, WAY too late," Jack says.
"And that's THE Cold Steel?" John says. "Not just an actor painted that way?"
"Does this look like paint to you?" Jack demands, pulling up his sleeve. "I buffed just this morning."
To all of our surprise, John goes pale, staggering slightly. "So--so this isn't some sort of... amusement special?" he asks.
"John," Mom says, turning so she's looking him straight in the eye, "this is real life. Maximum is... he's actually my son."
"And--and his dad is--"
"Mastermental," she says, sighing. "I knew you wouldn't take it well."
"Take it well?" he repeats incredulously, getting his color back. "You had a husband and a son before me and you never told me?"
"You knew I was coming out of a bad relationship!"
"I thought it was an abusive boyfriend, or something! Not a marriage to the head of Central Hall!" he says through gritted teeth.
I walk over to Chet and cover his ears with my hands. "This is an argument that is better left to a private place, don't you think?" I say. My little brother pushes my hands away.
"He was going to find out sooner or later, you know?" he says to me.
"So..." John looks at me, and I can literally feel his fear, "THE Maximum is my stepson?"
"Only by blood," I say. "She doesn't count as a mother in any other way, so I can hardly pin the term 'stepdad' on you." I see my mother flinch, but I don't care.
"I'm still your little brother, though, right?" Chet asks me, looking worried.
"Only if you want to be," I say, giving in far too easily. I like Chet. "It's a pretty dangerous job, so I won't blame you if you turn it down," I add. I look up as Nico and Malina come in, forcing myself to calm down. I'm picking up on their emotions and it turns my stomach. I focus and bring up my wall, blocking all of it out. Why is it down in the first place?
I think I blame it on Zoe. Yeah, I'll blame it on Zoe. She'll never know. That and she's almost bristling with emotions. In fact, I realize as I look at her, she's sparking a bit in reality, too. "Zoe," I say, "you might want to step outside for a bit."
She storms out the door, her hair flipping in that way she has that says she is NOT pleased. I let out a sigh and turn to Malina, holding out a fist. "S'up, Raindrop?"
She gives me a worried look, barely touching her knuckles to mine. "Is everything okay, Max?" she asks.
"Yeah, well, no, but it'll be over soon enough. Malina, let me introduce you to my little half brother and sister," I say, placing a hand on her shoulder and motioning to the two. "That's Layne, she's thirteen, and Chet, who's ten."
"It's nice to meet you," Malina says, holding out a hand. My siblings hesitate for all of a second before accepting her handshake.
"How come you introduced her and not us?" Jack demands.
"Because Raindrop is awesome and you're scary looking," I tell him, "and a prat."
"I'm not scary looking!" Sunny protests.
"Okay, okay, line up," I say, waving them over. To my surprise, Emily and Aubrey stick their heads in the door.
"We want to meet your siblings!" Emily says, heading in. Before I can reply, the rest of the apartment is heading in, uninvited. It's a bustling, party-like atmosphere within seconds. It allows me to ignore the fact that my mother looks as if the world's turned over and she's barely clinging on.
 
***
*Belladonna Springs*
 
"Daddy?" Phoebe says as she gets to the hotel room. Belladonna Springs is a pretty little town, she reluctantly has to admit, but it's not Hollywood. She expects to find her father holed up in the room--and she gets it, she thinks as she steps into the condo. The sound of screaming comes from the television and she smells popcorn. "Daddy, have you been in here all day?" she asks, sighing.
"Hush, Precious, we're getting to the best part," Massteria says, waving a hand at her without even glancing back. "He's about to kill the last one standing."
"How is that the best part?" she asks as she walks over to the couch, dropping down next to him. "That's when the psychopath gets taken down, every time. If it wasn't for the fact that ninety percent of the movie is good, I wouldn't be acting in them."
"Oh, but it IS," he says, "because the villain always manages to come back in the next movie."
"I don't know," she starts out, only to jump slightly as someone knocks on the door. "Why don't I go get that?" she says, not expecting, or getting, a reply. She opens the door, looks blankly at the man standing there with a huge tray of food and then looks back into the room. "Honey? Did you order room service?" she calls to her dad. He waves a hand and she takes the tray from the man. "Thank you," she says before slamming the door shut in his face.
"But--my tip--" the man says. She pretends not to have heard him.
"Honey?" her father repeats with a hint of amusement.
"I'm convincing the world that I'm dating Maximum, remember?" she says, wheeling the tray over to the couch. "Speaking of which, I went to see him, today."
"And?"
"And he... he's amazing. Daddy, I want him. Sure he's a little younger than I am, but I can't be picky. That--that doesn't ruin your plans, does it? We can still take him out of commission--"
"Whatever my precious daughter wants," Massteria says, giving her a little smile, "my precious daughter gets."
She lets out a squeal, clapping her hands like a child. "Oh thank you, Daddy!" she says, throwing herself into his arms. "You're the best."
"So... how did you decide this?" he asks.
"I used my powers," she says, daringly. "And he sent Dragon slamming into the ground before he kicked me out. It was amazing, Daddy--he's so powerful!"
He gives her a strange look. "You have powers?"
She feels the smile she usually tries to keep hidden when she's not working stretch across her face. It's a spitting image of his.
 
***
 
It seems like forever before I manage to slip out of the apartments. Zoe never came back in, so I check upstairs before heading out. We need to talk again, it seems, which is a bit ironic. I mean, isn't a break a sign of NOT wanting to talk? Hell if I know, actually, I've never had a girlfriend before. I take to the air as soon as I'm out of the laser wall and open my mind. It's not hard to find her, really. I know her mind signature like I know my own. It's beautiful from a distance. It's only when I get closer that I find it a bit hard to follow. If we are going to wind up married, I think as I head for her, I'm going to have to learn binary and how to read blueprints at a glance, just to keep from getting a headache. I'm already starting to.
She's standing on the roof of the Hall, tapping her foot impatiently. She's at least got a mask on, I think as I see several norms taking pictures of her. "Zoe?" I say, making her look up. "Not the best place to throw a temper tantrum, honey," I say a bit dryly. I'm pretty sure we're being filmed right now. I'm in uniform, at the place where my "greatest enemies" congregate. This isn't a good idea.
She looks down at the norms and waves a hand, causing several of them to curse and tap on the screens of their phones. "I'm waiting for Mastermental. I've only been here for a minute," she says. "He's supposed to be back here by now, though, right?"
"You can catch him later," I say, holding out my hand to her.
"But I wanted to--" She gives up and sighs, taking the hand I'm holding out. "Fine. WE need to talk, too," she declares as I tug her along. "You're going too slow," she complains, speeding up. I let out a surprised laugh before chasing after her. The story of this is going to be all over the Internet before morning, but I don't care. In fact, I'm rather looking forward to it. It might kill all those rumors about me dating Phoebe Woods.
She pulls to a stop in Kansas, over a very familiar looking forest. "Here," she says, landing on her brother's land. "This will work."
I drop down next to her, watching her curiously as she starts to pace. She shoves her hair angrily before turning on me. "I don't agree with violence," she tells me. "No one has the right to hurt someone else, and I promise I never will. Those silly little shows that the supers do, that's another topic entirely--that's sparring. No one is deliberately trying to HURT the other."
"I know," I say, sitting down on the ground to enjoy the show.
"But your mother made me SO MAD!" she declares, sparking dangerously. "I wanted to yell at her, Max! And I don't even have the right to right now because I'm not your girlfriend! It's so frustrating!" She stomps her foot and leaves a foot deep impression. She pulls her foot out of the hole without even noticing it. "How can she be so--so mean and petty about Double M?" she demands. "Double M is one of the most amazing, sweetest men I've ever known!"
"I have to admit that you're a bit biased on that subject," I have to point out, "more than a bit. I mean, seriously, I'm seeing a definite bias there--"
"Oh be quiet," she says, waving me off. "I know his faults. I'm still fighting to get into the other Halls--he's a bit possessive, you know. And sure he's a know-it-all, so are you! But he probably did everything he could to try and make her happy and she just--ARGH!" she says, throwing her hands in the air.
"How would you feel if someone knew every thought you ever had?" I have to ask.
"You know most of them," she says, blowing it off. "It's irritating sometimes, sure, but it's not like I think anything I wouldn't tell you if you asked me!"
"Why did you really want to take a break, Zoe?" I ask.
She gives me a dirty look. "Because I want you to live up to your full potential and I--I'm afraid I might be..." she takes a deep breath, "I honestly don't want to hold you back. I mean, you're going to be a graduate and I'm just a little high schooler," she says, giving me a look that's supposed to make her look like "just a little high schooler." It fails, especially when the wind tugs her hair, showing the white undercoat. She's growing up in leaps and bounds. 
"If anything, I'm worried I'll be able to keep up with you," I hear myself say.
"What?"
"Just like you told my mother, you're a Superior, Zoe. You're growing so fast that I'm afraid I'll look away and you'll have surpassed me," I say. "I just happen to love that challenge, at the same time."
"Wh--what?" she says, seemingly stuck on that word.
"I love you," I say, starting to grin, "but you're also the one I consider my biggest rival. I saw your dad fly at top speed once--I spent weeks training to try and reach that speed. I'm still not quite there, but I'm faster than I was. I figure there will be that aspect to our relationship, as well. Either you'll chasing me or I'll be chasing you, probably both."
"You--" she stops, looking stunned. "You mean like Grandma and Grandpa?"
"Superior and Tatiana?"
"Yeah, Friday night is when they have these massive brawls. It's how they 'keep the spark in the marriage' according to Grandma," she says, smiling with excitement. "I want to do that! I didn't think I did until I saw the fight between Grandma and Marie--it looked like so much fun, Max!"
"I thought you were against violence," I have to point out.
"Oh, no one was really hurt," she says. "They were both S-class."
"It still probably hurts for a second. But sure, I'm up for brawling nights. It sounds like fun," I add, grinning. "I tried to get your brother to brawl with me, but he's boring. He wound up creating this place and fainting."
"So--um--" she says, looking awkward. "Are we back together?"
"No," I say, and see her flinch. "Let's keep the break going for a little bit longer."
"But--"
"Look, you were right," I say, getting to my feet. "We need to focus on our work right now. I've got to find Massteria and take him down so I can move my mother and her family out of your apartments. The sooner they're gone, the better off we all are."
"That's so sad," she says.
"It is what it is," I say, reaching down and taking her hands in mine. "And this break, it's letting us both think things through. I don't want to step into the future blindly, and I know you don't, either. Plus, I think it might be interesting to focus on our rivalry. Do your best to beat me, little Superior girl," I say. "Get your schools set up before I graduate and capture Massteria. You can hold it over my head for the rest of our lives."
I lean forward, only to get a positively evil grin. "Rivals don't kiss," she tells me, pulling out of my hold. She races away at top speed before I can reply.
I have no choice but to chase after her.
 
 



CHAPTER FOUR
 
"So..." John says. The apartment is empty save for his little family, but the absence of people just makes the elephant in the room seem even bigger.
"So," Wendy says. "What would you all like for dinner? Technico gave me a list of fast food places I can call that know how to deliver to this... place."
"I'm not hungry," Layne says. "I'm going to my room--that is if someone would tell me which it is."
"We need to have a family talk," John says. "So sit down, young lady, you are as much a part of this family as anyone."
"What about Max? Is Max a part of the family all of a sudden?" Layne demands.
John hesitates for a moment too long. "Maximum is--"
"He probably doesn't even want to be a part of this family," Layne exclaims before he can come up with something. "I mean, why would he? He's a super, we're all just normal and boring."
"You are not normal and boring, none of you are," Wendy says. "You're all very special. Max is... he's..." She sighs, running a hand over her face. "I gave birth to him, but I never knew how to deal with him, even then," she says softly. "He was just a baby, but he--it was like he understood every single thing I said, and a lot of what I didn't. I came into his room one night and found his diaper dropping into the trash. He had taken it off himself and was getting rid of it. Who knows, had I not stepped in, he might have put a new one on. The point is, he didn't need me at four months old. When he was seven months, he started floating his entire crib around the room--"
She takes a deep, ragged breath. "How can you be a mother to--to someone that was born not needing you?" she asks quietly.
"Did he really not need you, though?" Chet asks. "He still seems pretty mad at you for abandoning him."
"I didn't abandon him, I just knew that he needed someone else. Someone like him," Wendy says, trying to justify herself. It makes her feel sick to her stomach that she knows she's justifying. "And then I had you, Layne, and you needed me. You cried when your diaper needed to be changed, you--you fixed the hole that had been gaping inside of me. I needed a child that needed me."
"How do you know he didn't need you?" Chet asks. "I go to the restroom all on my own but I still need you."
"We're so very proud of you being potty trained, Chet," Layne says sarcastically.
"You know what I meant!" Chet says. "Does having powers mean you don't need other people? I mean, look at this place," he goes on, motioning to the apartment building. "They're families! They've got parents and kids."
"And they're all the same," Wendy says. "They're all... not like us. Or should I say, I wasn't like them?"
"You were his mom, Mom," Chet says. "Does he have a new mom?" he asks the group. "Would we have met her if he did?"
"Mastermental's single, the whole world knows that," Layne says.
"So he doesn't have a mom," Chet says. "That's really sad."
"You know what?" Wendy says. "I think I'll order Chinese. I could really go for Chinese right now." She stands up and heads to the sheet on the fridge. "This place sounds good," she says with fake cheerfulness as she pulls out her phone. She stops, though, as it doesn't turn on. "John, can I borrow your phone?"
John pulls out his phone and taps on the power button. "Mine's not coming on, either."
A buzzer rings and the fridge door suddenly changes, showing Technico's face. "I apologize for that, Mr. and Mrs. Brown, but while you're in my apartment I can't allow you to use those phones. I've provided phones for all four of you, they're on the counter to your left."
"Are you--were you listening in on our conversation?" she asks.
"I merely sensed you trying to turn on your phones, ma'am," he says in a bland tone. "I have a duty to those that live here, especially the children."
"I--I see," she says. "But why--"
"You can be tracked by those phones. I'd rather not have them tracking you to my home, thank you." The screen goes black again.
She looks back at John, completely freaked out by what just happened. Her son, on the other hand, is racing for the table to look at the phones. "SO COOL!" he says as he picks up the bright blue one. "Layne, do you want the green one or the orange one?" he asks. "Or there's a pink one--I was thinking Mom would want that one."
"What color of green?" Layne asks, walking over. "Oooh, lime," she says, picking it up. "Does it have any games on it?"
"I never agreed that you could use those--" Wendy starts out.
"It'll only be for the short time we're here," John says, picking up the orange phone. "We have to play by their rules, honey. I'm sure it won't be long before we're back home."
"They're going to lock us up here and never let us leave--"
"They won't," Layne says. "Max already promised to let me go to my basketball game."
"He did?" Wendy asks, startled.
"Yeah," Layne says. She taps on the screen of the phone and almost yelps as a game appears on the wall connecting the kitchen to the front room. "Oh Em GEE!" she says. "That is SO COOL!"
"Does it do that anywhere?" Chet asks, racing back into the front room.
"John!" Wendy snaps as her husband starts after him. "Would you please come and speak with me?" she demands through gritted teeth.
"But honey, how often can you say you've got a wall sized--"
"Now, please."
He looks at the two kids who are now playing a fighting game on the wall, and reluctantly heads back into the kitchen. "Honey--"
"They can probably hear everything we say in here," she says, dragging him closer. "We have no privacy, we don't have our own phones, we're basically being held hostage! Don't go with the flow, help me figure out how to escape!"
"Honey, America's Son is our neighbor. We're not being held hostage; we're being kept in protective custody. Relax. It'll all be over soon," he says, placing a hand on her shoulder. Just when she thinks he's truly being supportive, he turns and shouts into the front room, "I call winner!"
She watches him go, giving up all hope of ever being free.
 
***
 
I couldn't sleep. I spent the entire night doing research on the two plans I have in mind. I still need a third, but I can't come up with anything. It's actually pretty hard to focus on just two when all this crap is happening around me. I feel guilty, placing a norm family among my friends. Their identities are at risk, and we all know it. Of course, it's not quite as big a deal for the people in the apartments--all of their relatives are capes, right? Well, actually I've got no idea about Taurus's mom. In fact, I don't even know if his dad and mom are still together...
But hey, if I don't know any of that, there's no way in hell a norm family is going to find out. As for the rest... well, there's a chance they might find out that Superior and Tatiana are still alive. That would be bad. And Summer is opening a business soon, right?
I groan, running a hand over my face as I feel the guilt hit me hard. I should have never looked them up. I should have written it off as a dead end when I was a little kid. It still is one, honestly. My birth mother has made that abundantly clear.
I crawl out of bed and get cleaned up, slapping a mask on before I head out the door to school. I'll go to morning classes and then get permission to go over to Pan's for the afternoon hours. I want to show him my plans so far. I have to speed this up. Dad said to graduate before I capture Massteria, and I plan on doing what he wants. My future job relies on it, right?
Well, it's because of that, or because I get bored after lunch period... probably more the second one, honestly. I drop down in front of the school, about to touch the panel, when I hear Sunny calling my name. I turn, raising an eyebrow slightly as I see two new additions to the usual apartment gang. "Chet and Layne are going to sit in on class," Emily explains.
I look at my little siblings, my mind racing. "Well... I'm not sure what they should do for first hour--" I say.
"They're going to watch," Nico says. "I'm sure they'll find something to entertain them."
"Chet's only ten," I point out.
"They aren't going to be taking tests or anything," Emily says. "It'll definitely be more interesting than sitting in the apartment all day!"
"What are Wendy and John doing?" I ask.
"Sitting in the apartment," Nico says dryly. "I think we'd have to pry John away from his new phone."
"We played games on the wall until midnight," Chet says with a large grin, only to yawn. "It was awesome."
"Nico has the entire apartment building AND the dorms rigged up for that," Trent says, walking past them.
"Why is that guy riding piggy back on Kid Liberty?" I hear Layne whisper to Chet. "Do you have any idea?"
"Sunny doesn't wake up until around nine," Trent replies, clearly showing he heard. "If he misses school because he didn't get there on time, I get the detention."
"That makes no sense," Chet says.
"I've been saying that since it started," Trent agrees. 
"He's a hero," Nico says, "it's his job to do unfair, dirty work."
We head into school in a line, and I start to jump over the railing. Someone grabs my hand before I can manage. I turn, looking at Layne blankly. "What?" I ask.
"Can we talk?" she asks.
"Sure, I guess?" I say, looking over at Trent. "Mind putting off our fight for a few minutes?"
"I would, but you're lined up to go against Vinny today," he says.
"Really?"
"He asked for a trade since you won't be here much longer."
"Sounds like fun," I say, and grab my little sister around the waist. "Tell him I'll be there in a little while," I add, jumping off of the railing. Layne barely manages to keep from squealing. She grabs onto me so tight that her fingers turn white. "Layne," I say patiently, "I can lift buses with my mind. A less-than-ninety-pound girl isn't going to be a problem."
"Why can't you just use the stairs?" she demands.
"Takes too long," I say as I head for the empty land behind the school. "So what's going on?" I ask. "I've got classes to get to and a graduation job to plan."
"Mom thinks we're being held captive," she says. "Our old phones don't work, and that Technico guy came up on the FRIDGE. The entire wall turns into a computer or a television screen, and Mom and Dad can't leave--we can only come here," she finishes. "What's really going on, Max?"
I hesitate. "I've already told her that I'm being hunted by another telepath," I say, sighing. "It's nothing to worry about, I can handle the guy, but... well, you and your family could be used as leverage against me. Look, I was going to get some classes in, but you're right," I tell her. "I'll go out and see if I can't at least get an idea of where he is. Dad's just going to have to deal with me doing it out of order. When this is over, you and everyone else can go back to how life was, before."
She nods, but I actually hear her think, "Yeah, like that's going to happen."
"It will," I say. "It'll be exactly how it always was, I promise."
"Hey, Max?" I look up as I see Elidee heading for me. "Rocco said you wanted to talk to me?"
I blink, trying to remember--oh. So that's how he's playing it. "Well, actually," I say, giving her my most charming grin, "I was just going to feel out how you felt about going villain. We're looking for promising young female super villains, you know?"
"Who's that?" Layne whispers, tugging on my arm.
"Oh, right, Layne, this is Elidee, she's one of our 'Fledglings.' Elidee, this is my half sister, Layne. We want to make Elidee a villain."
"Why?" Layne asks.
"Because she's got pheromone manipulation abilities," I explain. "She'd be a great villain."
Elidee is blushing by this point. "I... I'll have to think about it," she says, looking down. "I was sort of planning on becoming a reporter like Mom."
"Take your time," I say. "Elidee, can you take Layne with you to your first hour? You're still doing the basic training routine with the healers, right?"
"Yeah, but Nico says I should be moving up in a few months," she says, shoving her long strategically curled hair over her shoulder. She's got a streak of pink in it, I notice. Well she DOES hang out with Jen a lot.
"The healer course should be safe enough if she wants to try," I say. "Go with her, Layne, you'll be fine," I tell my sister.
"So what powers do you have?" Elidee asks Layne.
"I... I don't," Layne says. "I'm just normal."
The look of shock on Elidee's face has Layne flinching. "She's still my sister," I say, "treat her as such."
"Oh, um, yeah, okay," Elidee says, looking worried.
"Thank you," I say, patting her on the shoulder. "I'll remember I owe you a favor when you join my team," I add as I head for the exit.
"I haven't said I'm going villain yet!" she yells after me.
"You will!" I call back. "How could you pass up the chance to be on the awesome side?"
"You're always running away with your tail between your legs at the end," she complains. "How is that the awesome side?"
"Because we're the ones that get to bring our own mics," I say, laughing.
"What about Chet?" Layne asks. "Where should he go?"
"Take him with you," I say. "He could stand to lose a few pounds!"
"He has a thyroid problem," Layne says, placing her hands on her hips.
"All the more reason to meet the healers," I say shamelessly. I tap on my com-bracelet. "Nico? I'm going hunting."
"You're supposed to be meeting up with Pan soon," he says. "Shouldn't you be focusing on your graduation?"
"Layne just told me that her mother is freaking out, thinking they're hostages. The sooner I find and get Massteria back into the Cells, the better," I say. "Graduation will just have to wait until after."
"Your father isn't going to be happy."
"Do you trust me to capture Massteria?" I demand.
"He DID get through your wall. Do you need one of my E.P.B.'s?" he asks. "I've set it up so that they're invisible--that glowing ball effect Herold had was sloppy work."
I hesitate. "Even if he's an old cellmate?" I ask.
"Because he is," Nico says. "I think I might make these suckers standard issue for all graduates."
"Not that," I say, only to stop myself. "Never mind."
"What's going on, Max?" he asks.
"Dad thinks you're taking this too personally to trust you with it," I say, giving up. "You're too involved in this problem. All those years you spent with the others, it got to you--I can understand. I've only spent a short amount of time with my classmates and I would have trouble hunting down--"
"You don't get it," Nico says. "You're too nice, Max. I don't have a problem at all hunting them down, one by one. My problem is that I got cocky and underestimated Massteria. Don't make the same mistake."
I hesitate. "I'll take the E.P.B." I say.
"There's one in my work room at the apartments," he says. "It'll hook right into your com-bracelet."
 
***
 
I can hear Wendy talking as I head up the stairs to Nico's floor. How I wish I could just go in, wipe her memories and send them all back out into the world, none the wiser. Layne and Chet can go back to their lives, Mom can forget she ever had a third kid. The world would be a better place for everyone. Well, almost everyone. It would be even better if I could wipe my own memories of checking in on them all the time. 
"Max." I look up at the beautiful redhead standing at the top of the stairs. "Honey, we need to talk."
"Summer, are you certain you can call me that when your daughter and I are taking a break?" I tease. "Don't you think Nico might get the wrong idea?"
It startles a laugh out of her, which makes me grin, even though I was just thinking some majorly dark thoughts. "You're cute," she says, "but if Zoe hasn't taken down all the Maximum posters in her room, she obviously hasn't given up on you yet. Now come on, I was serious. I want to talk to you about this job you're about to do."
I blink. "You know something about Massteria?" I ask.
"I know something about all of the Cape Cell inmates," she says, leading me through their apartment and into Nico's workroom. "I tried my best to keep an eye on Nico while he was in there, you know, but I didn't have the ability to get into the system like he did. But I do, now. Nico's downloaded everything about the Cells--even the smallest of details is on his computer. He's been going through it with a fine-toothed comb for the past few weeks," she explains.
"Why didn't he show me this?" I ask.
"Because he doesn't think there's anything of use. I don't know if there is, either, but I'm never going to hide something from one of my kids again," she says, looking me in the eye.
"But I'm not--"
"I think it should extend to friends of the family, as well, at least when it's something that involves risking their lives," she says. "I should have told the twins they were supers. I thought I had time," she says quietly. "Now I know better."
"Why didn't you?"
"Because they were living in the norm world. The Hall had no idea about them, I was their only protection," she says. "But when children are young, they say whatever comes to their mind. At first I feared them blurting out that they were supers, or that their father was in the Cape Cells. They just grew so fast. Before I knew it, they could have kept the secret, but I was so paranoid--" She takes a ragged breath, letting it out slowly. "I won't do that again," she says, turning to look at me. "I know this will take time you probably don't think you have, but don't you think you should at least check it out?"
I hesitate. I honestly haven't spent much time looking into the Cape Cells. "Yeah, I probably should," I admit. "Does he have it set up by prisoner?"
"Yes," she says, grabbing a keyboard that looks brand new, "here."
"Thanks, Summer," I say, dropping down into Nico's fancy computer chair. "I..." I hesitate, wondering what to say about her keeping the secret from the twins. "I sort of wish you had told them," I admit. "But it all worked out, right?"
"It did, but it so easily could have blown up in our faces," she says. "Keeping someone in the dark isn't a way to protect them, Max. It only makes them more vulnerable."
I feel like she just slapped me. I hesitate. "How old does a kid have to be to keep a secret, Summer?" I ask, instead.
"Your little brother and sister?" she asks, sitting down on the desk.
"Yeah," I say.
"Do you think they can keep it to themselves?" she asks.
I think about it. "Yeah. It's just..."
"Just?"
"I know for a fact that my mother regrets everything to do with my birth," I say as I bring up Massteria's file on the screen. There are several files, each tagged with a brief note. I stop as I see one noted as "Letters."
"Oh, Max," Summer says, sympathetically. "I wish..." she hesitates before walking over and hugging me from the side. I barely notice, because my attention is fully on the screen.
"Dear Massteria, I lost my first tooth today," is written on the first one in crayon. "Mommy says it means I'm growing up big and strong."
"Summer?" I say.
"I'm so sorry, Honey," she says. I pat her arm, twice, more to say I give and she can let go. Don't get me wrong, I like hugs from beautiful women as much as any guy, but this is important. Plus, someday she very likely will be the only mother I see on a regular basis. (Mother-in-law, sure, but with her like this I doubt that fact will matter.) 
"Summer, how old are kids when they first start losing their teeth?" I ask.
"Usually around six or seven," she says, "why?"
"Why would a six-year-old be sending letters to Massteria?" I ask.
"Oh..." she says, "maybe he has a child? Or they're a fan?"
I bring up another letter, and another, seeing crayon change to pencil, writing turn to cursive. "It never says that it's from his child," I say slowly, "but why else would they be writing so consistently?"
"So... Massteria has a daughter?" she says.
"Or a son, but the writing and the color choices indicate it's a girl," I agree. "Why didn't Nico tell me about this?"
"Because even if we know he has a kid, we have no idea who the kid is," Nico says over my com-bracelet. "There's no signature and no address on the envelopes. They were all left at the Hall, and had no fingerprints on them."
"So it's a dead end?" I ask.
"At the moment," Nico says. "But if you can figure something out from it, have at it."
"Do we still have the letters themselves?" I ask.
"There might be some in the rubble of the old Cape Cells," he says. "They took most of it down, but any paperwork and evidence has been placed to the side in boxes."
"Let me look through the rest of this and then I'll head over there," I say, clicking on another file. 
"Are you going to go see your mother before you go?" Summer asks as I scan through the files.
"I have no reason to," I say. "I might not have Dad wipe their memories of this, after all, but that doesn't mean I have to try and fail over and over again to pretend to be a family with her. What do you say, Summer? When I marry your daughter can I call you 'Mom'?"
"Of course you can," she says.
"That's good enough for me," I say. "And if any of your grandkids start flying before they can walk?"
"That's what they made those little baby leashes for, right?" Nico says. "She can take him out and fly him like a kite."
"Nico that was terrible," Summer scolds him. "And it might be a girl."
"Nah, the first one doesn't fly until she's older," Nico says.
I can't help but laugh, easily picturing Summer with a leash and a floating baby. "I'll get the leashes in all the colors," I say, grinning widely.
"We are NOT leashing our children, Max!" Zoe says over the com-bracelet. "Unless we absolutely have to, that is."
I stop, realizing something abruptly. (No, this has nothing to do with the child leashes, I swear.) "Nico? Can you get me permission to go into the South Branch?"
"What for?"
"I'm going to take the letters to Rochester," I say. "He doesn't need fingerprints to figure out who sent it."
"Swing by with that E.P.B. before you leave," he says.
 
***
 
In order to take the letters, I have to get them first, right? All dramatic announcements aside, I still have some digging to do before I can go rushing off into the sunset of "I told you so." Or however you want to put it. "Rushing off into the sunset..." Okay, it's wrong to laugh at myself, but that line was cheesy, even for me! I'm still trying not to laugh as I reach the Cape Cells. The new building is being built a few miles away, so this place is rather quiet at the moment. I stop, looking for the paperwork Nico mentioned, and see a few ratty looking boxes to the side. I open the box with a wave of my hand and set the papers floating all around me, scanning them quickly. None of them are what I'm looking for. I look over at the rubble, sighing reluctantly. I hate getting my hands dirty--
Oh wait, who needs hands? I take to the air again and wave a hand, lifting the rubble with my powers, searching quickly for any more paperwork that might have actually survived. I'm getting stronger, actually. I haven't mentioned this to anyone, but I'm pretty sure that Nico and my dad have noticed. I'm starting to get past the whole "gravity control" thing and into the finer details of being a full blown telekinetic. I'm not quite there yet, but I've definitely got finer control than I had before I started the school. Maybe I WILL officially get to M-Class before I'm twenty-one. It's always been sort of a dream of mine.
"Hi," someone says from behind me.
I go still, shocked that someone had managed to come up on me without me noticing. I turn, looking slowly at Phoebe Woods. "Who the hell are you?" I ask, keeping my expression neutral.
"I'm hurt," she says. "I mean, I'm your biggest fan and you don't even know who I am?" she asks, touching her chest. "I thought by now, for sure, you'd know my name, at least."
"It eludes me," I say, turning back to the rubble and starting to dig again.
"What are you doing here, Maxy?" she asks, walking just close enough to not get dirt on her clothes.
"It's Maximum," I say.
"Aww, but Maxy is so cute," she says. I don't look at her. She's up to something, and I don't have time for it. "What are you looking for?" she asks, again. "Can I help?"
"No," I say, deliberately sending a rock flying right past her.
"Do you treat all women like this?" she asks. "How are you ever going to get a girlfriend?"
I look at her, raising an eyebrow. "I'm not interested."
"Oh, so you like boys?" she asks.
"I'm not interested in you," I say coldly. "Whatever you say on television doesn't change the fact that there is nothing between us, and never will be."
"Is it that teenage girl on the video?" she asks. "Long black and white hair? Everyone's wondering who she is."
I don't say a word. She's annoying and nosy, and... "This isn't any place for a norm," I tell her. "You're intruding on cape property."
"Will the big bad villain call the suits on me?" she asks, flirtatiously.
"Yeah, sure," I say. "As soon as they realize I'm here, they'll come running. All I have to do is leave you standing there." I land, finally having found some more paper. I pick it up, sorting through the few scraps. One is wide lined with a single letter at the ripped edge--this is what I was looking for. I take to the air again, just as she almost reaches me. I look at her for a moment, daring to open my mind and see what she's thinking.
It's like looking at a steel wall. I blink, almost showing my surprise. I've never met a norm with such a solid wall before. The paper crinkles in my hand and I look down at my unconscious fist. I don't have time to waste on this chick. I need to go talk to Rochester--
"You have no idea what I can offer you," she calls after me. "You're messing up, Maximum. You and I are meant to be together. You'll never find someone that can suit you like I do."
I actually laugh at that. I can't help myself. Thankfully she's far enough away that she can't hear me.
 
***
 
"Where is he going?" Phoebe mutters as she watches Maximum fly off. Now that he's gone she dares to go into the rubble, looking at what he had found. A familiar piece of paper flutters in the wind and she leans down, pulling it out from under a rock. "No..." she says, her eyes narrowing. "He wouldn't be..."
Why would Maximum be looking for something here? The escaped convicts have nothing to do with him, right? She stands, looking down at the scrap of paper she had sent her father all those years ago, wondering what Maximum thinks he could do with this.
Her phone buzzes and she pulls it out, cursing as she realizes what time it is. She's got a shoot in ten minutes. Getting back to Belladonna Springs would take too long by car. It's a good thing she ran, she thinks, looking down at her tennis shoes. They should survive the trip back, hopefully.
She shoves her sunglasses on and takes off, intent on getting back in time to take a shower first. 
 
 



CHAPTER FIVE
 
"Hola, Maximum!" I look up as I reach the South Branch's border. There, floating as if he's been waiting for me, is the second-in-command of the South Branch Hall.
"Voltdrain," I say, glancing around to make sure no one is watching before approaching. "I should have permission to cross borders, I asked Nico to get it. I'm looking for Rochester," I say, holding out my hand to shake. He takes it with a broad smile.
"Si, si, we knew you were coming. I am here to tell you that you are not allowed to cause havoc and mass destruction, por favor."
"I'm not planning on it," I say, trying not to laugh. "I need Rochester to look into some evidence from the Cape Cells. I'm trying to find out as much as I can about Massteria."
"Then you need to head to the French Quarter," Voltdrain says. "But do not expect to run into Skystep, she is busy at the moment."
I blink. "I wasn't expecting to run into--" I start out.
"She is busy at the moment," Voltdrain repeats intently, staring me in the eyes. I open my mind. 'And I would very much appreciate if you would save her from it, she is driving the black suits loco,' he broadcasts. 
'Did Century actually kidnap her like he was talking about?' I ask.
'Si, she and her amigas, they are being held in lock down and forced to sign things.'
"How do you lock down Skystep?" I ask, so startled that I speak aloud. He gives me a dry look. 'I'll take care of it,' I tell him, sighing and rolling my eyes as I fly off towards the South Hall Branch. Technically, they probably have the right to detain her, since she DOES break the law on a regular basis, but Century's doing it just to cover his own mistake and we all know it. I wonder how long they've had the ladies under lock and key. Probably not that long--Skystep can drive most people crazy really, really quickly. Zoe absolutely adores her. I'm surprised the Superiors haven't launched a rescue mission already, honestly.
I pull to a stop as I see the Hall building in the distance. I open my mind, scanning the minds inside to see where she and the others are at. 'Skye?' I venture when I catch sight of her mind.
"MAX!" she bellows excitedly, so loudly that I can hear her from here. "Max! Max! They've KIDNAPPED US!"
'And you just told them I'm here,' I complain, groaning loudly as the searchlights start scanning the sky.
'Sor-rry!' she yells mentally. "HEY! WE'RE OUT OF DIP IN HERE! ROOM SERVICE!" she bellows at the top of her lungs. "Oh, and I lied," she adds impishly. "Max isn't here, I was just pulling your legs."
The search lights turn off and I can't help but choke on a laugh. I wonder how many times she's pulled that on them. I just need to sneak in and get them out, right? It shouldn't take too long. Although no one would ever admit it, I AM in their database. I should be allowed into the building if I go in through the back. I'll get them out and head on over to Rochester's place to get what I need.
I head for the back of the building, landing silently in the shadows and waiting there for a moment. "Hey, Nico?" I whisper into my com-bracelet, "I need another favor."
"Yeah? What?"
"Get me into the South Branch building without anyone being alerted, would you?"
"Why's that?"
"Because I have to rescue your youngest sister," I say.
"Got it," he says. The wall slides open and I head in, floating instead of actually stepping on the ground. I see a handful of black suits standing to the side, cleaning their guns. Well, crap. I hold out a hand and touch their minds. 'You see nothing,' I whisper, trying out a mind-trick that I've never actually put into practice.
They jerk, and one bumps into the table with the cleaning supplies and a nasty looking taser on it. The taser goes sliding across the table and falls toward the ground.
 I catch it with my powers, inwardly groaning over the fact that I'd botched it so badly. 'You can see!' I say. 'Just not me.'
They stop, breathing a little hard as they recover, and looking at each other. "What just--did you--" one says.
"Guys--guys, that thing is floating," a second one whispers, pointing at the taser I'm unconsciously keeping afloat. Another one grabs it, waving it around the room. 
"Who's there?" he demands. "Come out!"
This is NOT going the way I planned it. I go past them, hoping they don't wind up hurting someone or something while they're freaking out. I really need to practice my mind control abilities--I know Dad said I just needed an hour or so with him and I'd get it down, but I'm starting to wonder. Maybe I should talk him into a week of training, or something.
'She needs to stop messing around so much,' I hear Doris think darkly. 'The sooner she gets those stupid pictures signed, the sooner we can go, right?'
'Lalalaa... Lover Lover, I'm your lover, doot doot,' I hear Skye sing. Even her mind's voice is out of key. Then again, I've never been much of a fan of Justin's music, so maybe it was originally sung that way? I creep down the hall, my feet not quite touching the floor, heading for their room. I expected it to be down, I think as I reach the stairs, not up. But then again, that "dip" comment does lead me to believe it's not exactly the Cape Cells where they're being held.
Wait, is Century in the building? I never even thought to check. I open my mind again, searching for the Hall Leader in question.
"Hello, son," he says from right behind me. "She did tell you that I would let them go as soon as she finished signing a handful of pictures, didn't she?"
I sigh as I turn around, totally busted. "Was it the thing with the blind soldiers downstairs?"
"Not at all, although I know my team will be watching that one on repeat for a while," he says, grinning slightly. "Why don't we go have a little talk? One Hall leader to another."
"I'm not a Hall leader yet," I say as his hand clamps down on my shoulder and he pushes me in a different direction. "You realize that this is for the good of your black suits, don't you?" I add.
"HEY!" Skye says, the door behind me slamming open. She's wearing a necklace style power blocker instead of the collar version. It's shiny. "No man-handling my niece's boyfriend!" she says, storming out to glare at Century.
"Now, sugar," he says, "Max here is a future Hall leader. He and I have a lot to talk about and YOU three have a lot to sign before he can come save you," he says pointedly.
She glares at him. "I want more color pens," she says, finally. "And glitter! I want glitter!"
"Glitter isn't very super villain, though," I have to point out. She gets in my face for that.
"Glitter is EVIL," she tells me lowly. "You never get rid of it, EVER!" I don't even know how to argue with that one, so I guess I should just agree, right? I nod. She looks quite satisfied with my agreement. "I'll give you ten minutes, and then you are going to save me from all this, got it?" she declares. "Or else send one of my siblings and they can FLATTEN this stupid place!" she says for Century's benefit.
"They can't flatten a Hall, Skye," Century says in a tone that says they've had this conversation before, "they ARE Hall. Now if one of them was an acting villain like Max, here--"
"Max can flatten the Hall!" Skye says, jumping on my back. "We're family!"
Century looks at me when I actually contemplate it. "Well," I say, "she's got a point. But Skye," I say, "think of all the little girls that are looking forward to having your picture hanging on their walls. Think of all the little boys that have a crush on you."
"A crush?" she asks, sounding stunned.
"A huge crush," I agree.
"And they want my signature?" she asks.
"They want your signature," I say.
"And the little girls--do they want to be like me?" she asks.
"Every day in every way," I promise.
"Then I SIGN!" she yells, heading back into the room that's got music blasting in the background. "WHERE'S MY DIP? WE'RE OUT!" she bellows down the hall. "I need energy to make the little girls and boys happy!"
Century pushes me down the hall, radiating amusement that doesn't show until he and I are in his office. "Brilliant, son, absolutely brilliant," he praises me. "I am no longer going to complain to Nico for getting you in without my permission."
"He went through Voltdrain?" I ask after thinking about it for all of a half second.
"Of course he did," Century says, dropping down on his chair. "Now, tell me exactly what you're doing in my territory. I'd prefer to not be kept in the dark."
I reach into a discreet pocket of my uniform, pulling out the scrap of paper. "This was a letter that was sent to Massteria while he was in the Cape Cells. It might not mean anything, but I want to cover every angle. I thought I'd have Rochester check and see who it was that sent it."
"You can't figure that out?" Century asks.
"No, I can't. We might say that psychometric power is a form of telepathy, but it's not the same. Paper has no mind," I say with a shrug.
"I see," he says. "I agree, you've got my permission to see the boy. Now, for something more interesting, is it true that you and Zoe aren't dating any longer?"
"We're... taking a small break to get our work done," I say, not really surprised that he's heard the gossip. We're an extremely small community when you get right down to it. "But if you're thinking of trying to get her a date or something, I won't be happy."
"That's not the meaning of a break, Max," he says, leaning back in his chair with a slight smile. "She's one of mine, you know. I have to focus on what's best for her."
I place my hands on his desk, looking him in the eye, and smile. "Your concern has been noted."
"I only want her happy, of course," he says. "You see where I'm coming from. What with all that talk of that Woods girl--"
"I've only met her once," I say. "It was just before I came here."
"So you and she aren't an item?"
"Would you trade in a Superior for a norm?" I ask simply. 
"It depends on the norm and the Superior," he says.
"Then would you trade YOUR Superior in for a norm that's stalking you?" I clarify.
"Not a chance in hell," he says.
"Even if she was a cape, I still wouldn't even consider it," I say, smiling slightly. "We might be taking a break, but she's still the girl I plan on marrying."
"You're still young, son. You might want to take your time making a decision like that."
"Probably," I admit, "but I know my own mind extremely well. Want me to tell you yours?" I offer evilly.
"I'll have to pass on that offer," he says. "Now get going. You've got a felon to hunt down."
"Do you want to know Skye's?" I ask before reaching the door.
"Can you read it?" he asks.
"What do you think?"
"Can you read Zoe's?"
"Barely," I admit. "She is her dad's daughter, after all. I'll just be going now," I say before heading out of his office.
"Are you just going to leave us here?" I look up at Ariel, the newest member of Skye's team. She's been standing in the hall for a while, I guess. I should have noticed earlier. She has one of those power blocking necklaces on, as well, even though she already has the bracelet. I suppose that's because she can't control the necklace.
"He won't keep you long," I promise gently. "All you need to do is sign or even scribble on the pictures a little longer. Once they're done you'll get back to moving in."
She nods. "How's Malina?"
"Doing just fine."
"That's good," she says before heading back down the hall.
"Ariel?" I call after her. She looks back. "If he keeps you for longer than a day, I'll be back, got it?"
"Okay," she says.
You know, all three of them are older than I am, but I don't think that really matters. 
 
***
 
"And you let her go?" Century asks thirty minutes later, staring at the table of pictures. They're scribbled on and glitter-ized. It looks like a five-year-old got to them, he thinks with an inward sigh. "Do you really think the public would accept this?" he asks the black suit standing next to him.
"I was hoping to get that one for my daughter," the black suit says, pointing to one of the most brightly colored pictures. 
The wall lights up and Nico appears on the screen. "You know you couldn't have kept her trapped for long, Century," he says, not sounding bothered in the least about the fact his little sister had been held captive. "Besides, all you need to do is release a clip of them signing the things and everyone will be happy," he says, tapping on the air. His face is replaced by a recording of Skye and Ariel dancing with the glitter bottles while Doris liberally applies glue. "That should make everyone happy," Nico says, appearing again. "I even digitally added in masks to protect their identities... not that they need them."
Century looks thoughtful. "Put it up," he says finally. "Those that decide to sell them are going to make a mint, aren't they?"
"About that one picture--" the black suit says.
"Fine, but just the one, since you WERE acting as guard," Century says, waving it off. "If any of you others want one, you'll have to talk them into doing it again. Now does anyone know where they went?"
"Probably after Maximum, sir," the black suit says, picking up the picture almost reverentially. "I need to get a case for this. I think I'll hang it on her wall."
"How old is your daughter?" Century asks him.
"Three and a half months, sir."
Century lets out a laugh, walking out of the room.
"I'll give you a hundred for it," another of the black suits offers.
"Sorry, can't do," the first says. "This is going on the wall."
 
***
 
It's dark by the time I reach the French Quarter. The tiny bar that Rochester works at is bustling with people and music pours out of it like a waterfall. I can't help but pause, wondering if I should switch into civvies. The last thing I want to do is bust up the party. I land on the roof and zip out of my uniform. I always wear a really simple outfit underneath. A tanktop and a pair of thin pants work well enough to blend in. I pull off my mask, but I leave the com-bracelet on. The uniform and mask twist into a bag that I hang over one shoulder. Once that's done I look around for a discreet place to land below. I grab onto the wall of the building next to this and climb down. This is a bar, and everyone below should be busy enjoying themselves, right? So maybe they won't notice they didn't see me climbing up it earlier.
I look around before heading into the bar. It's bustling with people dancing and talking loudly. Rochester is playing, but unlike the last time I heard him play, there's an entire band with him. I head through the crowd, noticing that they unconsciously move slightly as I pass them. The song finishes just as I get to the stage, and the man singing looks down at me curiously. "I'm hoping you came for the music, boy, you don't look old enough for the drinks," he says.
I give him a little smile. "I'm--"
"Max!" Rochester says, slinging his guitar over his shoulder and hopping off the stage. "What's the problem?" he asks.
"I need a bit of your time, Rochester," I say, pulling the ripped piece of paper out of my pocket. "Can you take a five-minute break?"
"Who are you?" the singer asks me curiously. I take it he knows Rochester's other job.
"Just a friend," I say.
"From my day job," Rochester explains, looking at the paper. "C'mon, we'll go to the back," he says, turning and leading me away from the crowd. Someone puts a CD on as we leave, to keep the dancers happy. "Here we go," Rochester says, leading me into a small room full of alcohol bottles. "So what's goin' on?"
"You know about the escaped Cape Cell convicts?" I ask.
"Yeah, I know."
"I'm on the hunt for one of them. Can you tell me who wrote this letter?" I ask, holding out the scrap of paper. He takes it and holds out his other hand. I hesitate for a second before tapping on my com-bracelet and turning off the external power blocker. It's the only way I can piggy-back on his powers. The only problem is that shaking hands with Rochester is always risky. Well, it's too late to complain, I guess. I grab the hand.
 
***
 
The room is tiny and cramped. The wallpaper is peeling and yellowed, and the table that the writer is sitting at is white and wobbles slightly as she writes. "Dear Massteria," she says slowly, her words laboriously drawn out in crayon. "I--"
"Mary?" a woman calls from the other room. "Are you cleaning?"
"I'm writing a letter to Daddy!" Mary yells back. "I already cleaned!" She looks up as a woman walks into the room, an exasperated expression on her face.
"Honey, wadding up paper towels and swishing the mess around is not cleaning. But at least you remembered to put your gloves on," she says, making the little girl look at the white gloves she's wearing. "Remember, no touching the paper without your gloves."
"I knoooow," the girl sing-songs. "We don't want the big bad Hall huffing and puffing and blowing our house down." 
"Exactly," her mom says as she starts cleaning up the mess that Mary was obviously supposed to clean. "I know you miss him, honey, but... well..." she hesitates, clearly wanting to say something bad but unwilling to say it in front of her daughter. "Daddy's... probably not going to be coming back, sweetie," she says.
"He'll come back," Mary says, starting to write again. "He'll come back someday. I'm his precious."
"You are," her mom says, walking over and hugging her. "You're his precious princess Mary Phoebe Woods."
 
Max jerks free of the scene, stepping back and shaking his head as if to clear it. "What?" Rochester asks, jerked back as well.
"I know who she is," he says.
"Who the mom is?"
"No, who the daughter is." He takes a quick breath, letting it out slowly. "Thanks Rochester. I owe you," he says before heading out of the bar as quickly as he can.
"You're welcome?" Rochester offers a bit blankly, since the teen is already gone.
 
***
 
"You fly pretty fast!" The voice makes me glance to my side, a bit surprised to see Skystep racing along beside me. She doesn't fly, she runs on the air. We're somewhere in Arkansas, I think. "Hi, Max! Where are we going?"
"Aren't you moving back home, Skye?" I ask, trying not to laugh. "Actually, weren't you signing pictures?"
"We glittered them!" she says with a brilliant smile. "You looked like you were doing something more interesting!"
I pull to a stop, a sudden image of Skye under the influence of Massteria. "Nope, nothing interesting at all," I say. "Don't you have a base to work on?"
"Oh, Nico said he's going to help me out when he gets the time--we're getting a pool!" she says. "So what are you REALLY doing?" she asks, getting right in my face.
"You've gained a little weight," I say, "it looks good on you. Have you been up to see Tatiana lately?"
She frowns. "I don't wanna," she says.
"Why not?"
"Because the lady with the crazy eyes is up there and I don't like her," she says. "And quit changing the subject! What are you running all over the world for?"
I hesitate. "Skye..." I say, peeking into her mind. It's racing at a million miles an hour. Only a tiny portion is focused on ME. Superior once claimed that she was a genius, and I honestly believe it. That doesn't make her any less socially awkward--it actually makes her more. I should know, I fake being socially capable all the time. "It's top secret Hall stuff," I say, moving closer and lowering my voice. I glance left and right as if we might be being spied on. "Eventually I'm going to take over half of Central Hall."
She blinks. "You're going hero?" she demands. "BETRAYER!"
"I'm not!" I say. "I'm taking over the villain half."
"Villains aren't part of the Hall!" she says. "Quit lying to me, Max, or I'll get angry."
"We aren't and we are," I say, since I know she IS paid by the Hall, she just thinks she stole the credit card. Honestly, she's got unlimited spending, as far as I can tell. Century spoils the crap out of her. "You know how you have to talk the heroes into coming whenever you want to do something big?" We're gaining a crowd here, I think as I glance down. There are people recording us with their phones. I guess not much happens in a small town like this one, especially super related. Well, they can't hear us, so I guess it won't hurt anything, since we're both villains.
"Of course, because they're too lazy to come without me calling," she says, clearly irritated with the system. "Unless I DON'T want them coming--Century ruined my ice cream robbery!" she complains. "I was going to eat ALL of the flavors."
"That does suck," I say agreeably. "But I'm going to make sure none of the villains in Central wind up in the Cape Cells unless they really deserve it."
She looks at me as if I'm her newfound hero. "Can you keep ME from going to the Cape Cells?" she asks, grabbing my hands.
"Skye, I really doubt you're in danger," I say.
"He arrested me this morning!" she protests. "They put the glowy necklaces on us and forced us into hard labor!"
"Hard labor," I repeat, "that just happens to come with glitter?"
"I still have it in my hair," she says, ruffling her hair and sending a rain of sparkles falling.
"It was YOUR choice," I have to point out, trying not to laugh. "But I promise that you will never wind up in the Cape Cells. I'll pull every trick in the book if it comes to it."
"Really?" she asks suspiciously.
"Absolutely," I swear. "I'll be on the board. They can't toss someone into the cells without a majority vote."
"Yeah, but you're not a majority," she says.
"Century will help," I say. "Now why don't you go back and find your friends? I think you lost them somewhere along the way."
She looks around, a bit surprised. "Where DID they get to?" she asks. She starts to do her silly little finding dance, only to go perfectly still. For a second I think she's just adding to the dance, but then she looks at me.
Her expression is terrifyingly serious. I dare to look into her mind before letting out a curse. Massteria has gotten to her. How did he find us? Is someone streaming this? No, I don't have time to investigate. If she reacts like I did, I might have been lying about the Cape Cells. No, I think, I wasn't lying. I'm going to stop her before she screws up. She looks at me, and I suddenly know the real question I should be asking.
How does Skye respond to fear?
She steps closer, her hands clenched and raised. "You'll NEVER GET ME!" she yells--and promptly turns and races away at top speed. I let out a curse and chase after her, kicking up my speed to as fast as I can go. She's RUNNING, but I still can't quite catch up with flight. We're already approaching Texas. I stop, holding out my hands to catch her with my telekinesis. It holds her for a second and she squirms, her eyes huge and fearful as she looks at things I can't see. I fly closer, opening my mind to see into her delusion and hopefully bring up her walls--
A fist goes into my chest and I feel fingers touch my heart. I look down, seeing her with her hand stuck into my chest. "Let. Me. Go," she hisses, her fingers moving deliberately, wrapping around my heart just enough that I can feel them.
"Skye--" I say, moving forward. I take her face in my hands, knowing at any second she could probably kill me. "Here," I whisper, bringing up her mental walls for her. The shock of the action has her stumbling backwards, her hand slipping out of my chest. 
I had to lower my own wall to do that. Stupid, I think as the world shifts all around me. Now I have to deal with the intruder again, and my heart is still in shock from being grabbed. I lose control of my powers and plummet to the ground.
"MAX!" I hear her scream from a distance. I can't see her. The world is going white and I'm not sure where I am. I need to get my wall back up. I need to get my powers back in control. The world shudders all around me as I slam into the ground below.
 
***
 
I'm standing in front of the school, but something is wrong. Everyone is standing in front of me, with Zoe right in the middle. "You don't belong here," she says, stepping forward. "Get out of here, Max."
"What do you mean, I don't belong here?" I ask, trying to turn it into a joke. "This is some sort of trolling, right?"
"I said, GET OUT!" Zoe says, slamming a fist into my solar plexus. I can literally feel it against my spine, she hits me so hard. I get thrown straight up until I slam into the laser wall above. It shocks me, rattling my bones. It's going to kill me, I think, only to feel it stop. "No, that's far too easy," Zoe says as I plummet to the ground.
Why? I can't even say it, although my body is recovering rapidly. I cough, gasping for breath. I can't breathe, no matter what I do, the air just isn't coming. I can't do anything, I realize as she kicks me, flipping me onto my back. I'm powerless. She looks down at me, her green eyes murderous. "You should never have come back, Max."
"I--" I gasp, "I need--"
"What do you need?" she asks, grabbing me by the shirt and hauling me off the ground. "Actually, do you think I care what you need?" she asks. "I never want to see your face again, Max, and if you dare to show up here again, I'll rip it off."
I should fight back, but I can't. I mean, sure, we joked about fighting, and if it was just for fun, I'd do it--but this isn't fun.
"Get out of here," Ace says from the crowd.
"Did you really think we liked having you around?" Jack asks. "You're useless, Max. We don't need you, we don't want you. You'll never belong here. You're just a poor copy of Mastermental."
"He's too short to be that," I hear Sunny say. I dare to look over at him, hoping him making short jokes is a good thing. Coming from a guy that's still barely 5'7 or something, it's got to be a joke, right? No. He's staring at me as if I'm lower than the dirt under his feet. Of course he IS an elementalist, so he would value dirt, but--I thought we were friends.
I dare to look around the crowd, seeing cold, hateful looks on everyone's faces. Even Carla, who loves everyone, is snarling at me. And the woman I was certain I would marry one day grabs me by the throat, lifting me off of the ground. "I don't love you," she tells me, smiling slightly, "I never have. I was just using you for the Mastermental name."
Wait. What? Zoe couldn't care less about the Mastermental name. She's got a more impressive one. I might really respect my dad, but even I realize he's never going to be as famous as Superior was. Besides, she's never cared about names before--well, she's a bit fond of the Superior one, but not for that reason. She likes pushing herself to be better.
I stare at her, trying to see into her mind. I usually can, I just can't understand it. This time, though, there's nothing there. It's like running into a blank wall, or even a blank room. I look over at Jack, who's WAY easier to read than Zoe, and run into the exact same thing. In fact, I think as Zoe slams another punch into my stomach, I can't read any of them.
This is another fear trap. I should have realized it, I think as I pull out of Zoe's hold. I have two choices. I can either lift my walls and shove the attacker out of my mind, or I can hunt the jerk down and take him head on. If it's a battle of minds, can I win? He's older than I am, but I AM Mastermental's kid.
Do I put enough stock in that to take on another psychic type? Is my ego that big?
It sure as hell is, I think, completely ignoring the raging Zoe still trying to hit me. I hold out my hand to her. "You look pretty," I tell her, "but you aren't my Zoe." She pixelates and disappears. "The rest of you can go, as well."
"You'll be alone," Ace says.
I look at him, smiling slightly. "Is that a threat?"
"You'll be all alone," he repeats. I wave a hand, getting rid of them all.
"I've been alone ninety percent of my life, man, why should I start fearing it now?" I ask the empty campus. "Especially when you're all jerks." I start to walk through the campus. "Come out, come out, wherever you are," I call. "It's just you and me, now."
"You and me?" Nico asks from behind me.
I turn and look at him. "Are you hiding in that form?" I hold out a hand to Nico. "If you are, this is your chance to show yourself," I say before blowing my principal away. He disappears in pixels as well. It seems the most appropriate way to take a technopath out. "This is taking too long," I complain. "I need to see what's going on in the real world, so--" I take to the air and wave my hand, wiping out the school campus entirely.
There's no one there, not even my attacker. I let out a curse and turn, looking at the empty world around me. "WAKE UP!" I yell at myself.
 
***
 
"Max, Max, wake up, Max," Skye says, crouching over the unconscious teenager and patting his face repeatedly. "Wake uppppp, you need to wake up, please. I don't think I killed you, but if I did then Nico's going to ground me, I'm pretty sure. I don't want to be grounded, Max, so you have to wake up. I don't want you to die, either. Please don't make me go get a mad scientist to bring you back to life. I have very bad experiences with mad scientists."
He's not moving. She'd managed to grab him before he slammed into the ground, but he's still unconscious. She barely looks up as Doris and Ariel join her. "Max, if you wake up, I'll let you do a gig in my territory, I promise! It'll be a small, tiny gig, though. You can rob a gas station, okay? It has to be on the EDGE of my territory, but it'll be in my territory! Come on, Max, will a kiss wake you up?"
"What's going on?" Ariel asks.
"Max fainted," Skye says. "But he can't die because I don't want to be grounded or thrown into the Cape Cells."
"Why did he faint, Skye?" Doris asks suspiciously. 
"Um..." Skye says, frowning. "We were talking and all of a sudden there were all the Hall leaders and they were going to take me to the Cape Cells, and I tried to run away but they caught me, and decided that instead of putting me in the Cape Cells, they'd just KILL ME! So I had to defend myself! But then Mastermental turned out to be Max and I had my hand in his chest and there was this weird thing going on in my head, and then he fainted," she explains. "I caught him before he hit the ground, but he's just been lying there, dead--and if I killed him, Zoe will NEVER forgive me! And--"
Max's eyes open slowly and he looks at her. "HE'S ALIVE!" she shouts, dragging him into a hug.
He groans, trying and failing to get free of her hold. "I need to find him, Skye," he says.
"Find who?"
"Massteria." 
"I'll find him," she says, "but you don't look so good, so maybe it should wait? I thought you were dead!"
"I'm fine," he says, getting to his feet. "I need to find him. The sooner I find him the sooner I can..." he stops and there's a strangely lost expression on his face for a second. "No, that was the attack," he says under his breath. "Nobody's going to kick me out."
"Max, I'm not sure what's going on, but I think you need to sit down before chasing after someone," Doris says. "You look white as a sheet."
"I have to get him," he says, stepping into the air, only to stumble and hit the ground again. "I'll be okay in a minute--she just squeezed my heart a little. It threw me off."
"You need to go to our base and recover!" Skye declares, picking him up. It says something when he can barely struggle, he thinks darkly. 
"I have to find him--the sooner I find him the sooner my mom can go back."
"He kidnapped your mother?" Ariel asks, flying alongside Skye as she starts running for the forest.
"No, we did," Max says, "but we'll let her go as soon as Massteria is taken care of. She needs to leave."
The three go silent, but keep going. Max struggles in Skye's hold, almost escaping. "You can't take someone down in this state," Skye says. "You need to recover, and while you're at it you can tell us the story."
"What story?"
"The story about how you hate your mother so much," she says.
Max looks at her, smiling a bit bitterly. "I don't hate her," he says. "She hates me."
 



CHAPTER SIX
 
"Would you like to see the school grounds?" The question makes Wendy and John turn from the movie they're watching. "Sorry, I came up with your kids. They stuck around to watch the baseball game for a bit," Nico says, walking into the room behind the two. "I thought you might like to see where your son's been going to school for the past few years."
"I don't--" Wendy starts out.
"I'd love to," John says, turning off the movie and standing. "Come on, Wendy, how often do you get the chance to see where the heroes of the future are being trained?" he asks her eagerly. 
"And villains," Nico says. "We train both."
"That makes no sense," Wendy says. "Why is a school that's obviously affiliated with the Hall training villains?"
"Because you don't have a show if you don't have both sides," Nico says, looking her straight in the eye. "We train our villains to keep them from breaking the law."
"They break the law all the time!" she protests.
"Not super law," he says. "So you'll be coming with me?" he asks John, waving a hand in the air and tapping on something they can't see. "You're cleared to enter the campus--"
"I'll come," Wendy says. "I want to see what they do, as well."
"It's really awesome!" Chet says, "And the healers fixed my thyroid and my diabetes, Mom! Aubrey says I don't need to take insulin anymore!"
"Really?" she asks skeptically. "Will it stay that way?" she asks Nico.
"If he has problems in the future, have him come to the ER part of the Hall," Nico says blandly. "But it should be permanent. Aubrey is rapidly growing to be a Specialized S-class healer. We've seen and brought in others, but I haven't met one that will be as well-rounded as she is. She seemed quite fond of your son and daughter."
"Aubrey likes kids," Layne says, having dropped down on the couch. "I'm so freaking tired. Chet, why aren't you exhausted?"
"I'm too excited to be exhausted," he says, grinning hugely. "I did the entire course once! It was AWESOME!"
"You fell three times," Layne says. "Taurus had to put you back up on the bars."
"Yeah, but I still finished!" he says.
"I want him checked by his pediatrician before we make any major changes," Wendy declares.
"Please don't wait that long!" They all look up as Aubrey races into the room. "If you continue to give him medicine you'll              send his sugar plummeting and send him into a coma, or worse. Chet, can you go get your tester?" she asks him. "If you really need proof, just monitor his blood sugar levels for the next week."
"I--" Wendy says, only to stop as John touches her arm.
"Do as she says," he says. 
Wendy hesitates for a moment before nodding. "I suppose we can do that."
"Do you not believe she can heal?" Nico asks.
"It isn't that--it's just he is my only--"
"Your only what?" Nico asks, his eyes going dangerously cold. She hesitates for a long moment, looking at the people surrounding her.
"Excuse me," she says finally. "I need to put some shoes on before the tour, right?" She heads to the main bedroom of the apartment, leaving the rest of them just standing there, looking at each other. 
"She's... I think she's spent so many years hiding it that it'll be hard breaking old habits," John says, as if that's an excuse. Even he looks grim, but it's nothing compared to the looks on Nico and Aubrey's faces.
"I think," Aubrey says quietly, "that I'll leave you to conduct the tour, Nico. I need to get to work."
"Thanks, Aubrey," Nico says, placing a hand on her shoulder briefly before she leaves. "I think we need to have a little talk, before we go on this tour," he says as Wendy slowly comes back into the room wearing tennis shoes, "since your oldest son is out there chasing rabbit trails to try and find the person that's a threat to you."
"If you're trying to guilt me into--" Wendy starts out.
"Oh no, ma'am, I wouldn't do that. I'm here to offer you a bribe."
The group goes still, looking at him in shock. "What do you mean?" John asks.
"You don't seem to understand just how important Max is to our little community. I was a bit shocked when his dad offered to let me teach him, honestly. Your son is going to be the leader of the cape world one day. He's already lined up to be second-in-command of Central Hall, and he's only eighteen years old." She looks as if she's going to say something, so he raises a hand to stop her. "Your son is one of the kids that the entire school looks up to, and dreams of being like," he says. "I want you to be very careful of what you say about him in front of them. In fact, I want you to be careful about what you say about ALL of my kids."
"This sounds more like a threat than a bribe," Wendy says.
"If you do as I ask," Nico says, "I will be happy to redo your home. You'll live comfortably for the rest of your life. I'll even pay off any debts you have and put your children through college."
"Shouldn't Mastermental be offering this?" John asks, although he doesn't look happy. "Not that I plan on taking a bribe just for acting like a decent human being."
"He could," Nico says, "but I'm the one that's here. All I ask is that you treat my students, my staff, and Max with respect. If they say they can do something, and especially if I or someone else backs them up, I expect you to believe them. And if you really consider what I'm asking as something you would do naturally, well, then consider my offer as payment for us keeping you against your will."
"I'm surprised you're not bribing us to keep our mouths shut, as well," Layne says boldly. "What sort of trouble could we cause if we let out that we're Maximum's little siblings, huh?"
"Trouble for you, not him," Nico says. "Do you really want to be stuck in a safe house for the rest of your life?"
"Layne," Wendy says, "enough. We'll do as you ask," she says to Nico. "It isn't that I--that I hate Maximum. I just don't know him," she says. "I mean, I--never mind," she interrupts herself, giving up. "So... they look up to him?" she asks hesitantly.
"Of course they do," Nico says as they exit the building and head to the campus. "But maybe you should ask them, yourself." they step onto a platform and overlook the campus. There are kids playing a game of baseball in front of the school, with Kid Liberty on the pitcher mound and Sunny up at bat. 
"SWING, BATTER, BATTER!" the students are chanting from the field.
"I don't think that's very sportsman-like!" Sunny complains as the ball races through the air so fast that it screams. The bat hits it, sending it flying into the air. Vinny lights up on fire, racing up and catching it--only to groan as his mitt and the ball burn to a crisp. "WHOO HOOO! HOME RUN, BABY!" Sunny shouts, dancing from base to base much to the groaning of the opposite team.
"Nico! I need a fire-proof glove!" Vinny says. "This is the fourth one I've burnt up tonight!"
"Call Century, he's your sponsor," Nico calls back, heading down the steps. "Trent's started an after-school sports program," he explains over his shoulder. "It usually goes on until late."
"It's thirty degrees out here," John says, huddling in his coat, "should they be wearing shorts for this?"
"We don't tend to feel the cold," Nico explains.
"Malina's up to bat!" Jack shouts. "Everyone move in!" She turns, giving him the dirtiest look imaginable.
"Are you saying I can't hit?" she asks him. He grins back at her shamelessly, only to let out a curse and get thrown back as he catches the ball aimed straight at him.
"Ball!" Zoe shouts from her crouched position behind Malina.
"That was out!" Jack says.
"Sure it was, but it was funny, so BALL!" Zoe replies cheerfully.
Jack groans. "Nico! Can she DO that?" he yells to them.
"I saw nothing!" Nico says with a grin. The ball whizzes through the air and Trent grabs it. "Here, watch this," Nico says to John and Wendy, pulling out his phone to show them. The speedometer races up to over three hundred miles per hour as the ball speeds through the air. "Nice fast ball, huh?"
"Wow--is that safe, throwing that at her?" John asks.
"Trent knows what speed each of them can take," Nico says as the baseball bat cracks as it hits the ball. "Besides, Zoe's acting as catcher."
"A girl?" Wendy asks. "Isn't that danger--"
The entire school turns to look at her as she asks that. "I'm sorry, I shouldn't have asked that," she says. "As she's said, she's a Superior, right? Even if she's only a little older than my daughter--"
The group starts laughing and she blushes slightly, feeling completely out of her depth. "Should we go on with the tour?" she asks Nico.
"We'll start with the school building," he says, heading around the kids into the building in the center. The teenagers look at each other before going back to the game. "We've got a staff made of retired supers, and Taurus," he explains as they walk down the hall. He stops at a door, opening it to show a group of capes playing a game of pool. "This is the school faculty room," he says as some of the most famous people from the last three centuries look up and nod to him. "The offices are here, as well, but I'm not sure anyone really uses them," he adds thoughtfully.
"We do, you just took over the science room for yours," Banshee says, chalking up her pool stick, "so you never come in here except to upgrade the toys."
"Ah, yeah, that explains it," Nico says, closing the door and heading on. "Regular classrooms," he says, motioning to one.
"Is that a hologram blackboard?" John asks.
"Your kids' schools don't have that?" Nico asks, heading in. "Not even the desk tablets?" he asks, tapping on one of the desks. It lights up and they see rows of apps on it, including a card game.
"No, I don't think it's in the budget," Wendy says a little faintly. "In fact, I'm a bit stunned it's in your budget."
"It's not, I made them," Nico says. "I'm thinking of upgrading to holograms, but it might get in the way of reading the board."
"Yeah, I could see that happening," John says. "Do they actually do their homework on their desks?"
"It's more convenient. It's a bit tough to keep up with paperwork when half of the time they're running all over the country on special missions. Zoe's gotten everyone on a digital system, so they can do their homework on the com-bracelets if they need to. Most of the classrooms are like this. The science lab is in the gym, so we can either head over to that building or go into the first dormitory," he says, heading for the exit.
"Why did Chet fall?" John asks.
"Max put him on the healer's course," Nico explains. "It's built so that a decently fit norm should be able to accomplish it, since physical strength isn't their strong suit. You want to see it?"
"And you just let him do it?" Wendy asks. "He could have been hurt, falling!"
"You let your daughter play sports," Nico says, "so why are you so overprotective of your son? Especially when he's being watched over by a professional hero?"
"Chet has health issues," John says. "He's got asthma, thyroid problems, diabetes--"
"So you coop him up and stick a book in front of him, huh?" Nico leads them over to what looks like a jungle gym course connected to a climbing wall. "This is what he was on, after he was healed by our best healer," he says, letting them look it over. "That," he goes on, pointing to a large metal field with dents and battle damage scars, "is where we send the more advanced students."
"Does Max do that one?" John asks as they go closer.
"It's almost a challenge if he doesn't use his gravity abilities," Nico says. "We've got a few recordings of him doing it, if you'd like to see. The robots come out for various practices. Max is the best when it comes to Zombie Friday, although Jack has given him a run for him money several times."
"I'd like to see it," John says. Wendy is still staring at the field.
"Zombies? Like... robot zombies? Has anyone... died?" she asks.
"No, but a couple of them have lost clothing," Nico admits. "We keep everyone stocked up on clothes, so it's no big deal. Now, if you'd follow me, we'll go to my office and watch those videos. I've got a few favorites, honestly."
"Is he one of the ones that loses clothing?" John asks.
"Only once," Nico says cheerfully. "But that was his own fault for showboating. He wanted to prove that he could do the course and still use his mic."
"Why haven't you taken that stupid mic from him yet?" Wendy demands. "He would have a much better chance at winning if he wasn't always broadcasting everything he does!"
"And do you want your son to win?" Nico asks.
"I--I just--" she stutters.
The coldness in his eyes thaws a little as he looks at her, a tiny smile pulling at his lips. "Sometimes losing is a lot more difficult than winning."
"What does that mean?" Wendy asks John as Nico heads for the next building. 
"I... honestly have no idea," John says, speeding up so he doesn't get lost. "I want to see THE Maximum fight robot zombies," he urges her, grabbing her hand when she doesn't move fast enough.
"Does he play sports?" she asks, looking over her shoulder at the baseball game. "Could someone get hurt?"
"WE'VE GOT A FLEDGLING!" they hear Jack bellow. "Come on, Cisco! Try not to put us to sleep!"
They hear a whack and a cheer behind them as they enter the gym.
 
***
 
Chocolate milk, I think as I look blankly at the cup Doris is holding out. They fed me a frozen dinner earlier, I hope this will wash the taste out of my mouth. How they live off of that stuff, I have no idea. "This is a super villain base, isn't it?" I ask as I take the cup. "And you're all over twenty-one--"
"Skye likes milk," Doris says, sitting down on the beanbag chair across from me. There's hardly any furniture in the room, and most of it looks like they scrounged it off the street side. "Don't stare, we haven't finished moving in, yet. Skye keeps saying that Nico's planning to come down and help."
"He probably will," I admit, drinking the chocolate milk. "This actually isn't bad."
"You should see our candy collection," she says, looking amused. "That's the last time I let Skye and Ariel do the shopping without me. They came back with frozen dinners and fifty pounds of chocolate."
"And chocolate milk," I agree.
"Exactly. So--" she looks over her shoulder, only to stop and stare at the sight of Skye walking in, wearing the ugliest dress I've ever seen. "WHAT are you doing?" she asks.
"I'm going to act as Max's substitute Mommy!" Skye declares, dropping down on the chair next to me. "Now, sweetie, tell Mommy all about it," she says dramatically, tugging me over to press my head against her chest. I choke before bursting out with laughter.
"Oh, man, that was--that's--" I stop as she glares at me. "You're serious," I say, stunned. "Skye, you're like, seven years older than I am," I have to point out. I keep the fact that she's mentally a LOT younger to myself. "How about a... big sister?" I offer, since she still looks mad. "You can act as my big sister?"
She frowns for a second before nodding. "I can do sister!" she says. "I've got TWO siblings already!"
"Yeah, okay," I say. "So... why don't you change into a big sister outfit?" I ask. "You know, REALLY get into character?"
"OKAY!" she says, jumping up and racing away, presumably to get changed.
"You're indulging her," Doris accuses me. "Everyone indulges her. Do you have any idea how much of a pain that is for her teammates?"
"It's hard not to?" I offer. "A happy Skye is one that doesn't run off to other Halls and take them out."
"She got lonely," Ariel says, coming into the room. "You can't blame her for getting lonely."
"She caused a lot of havoc up in my territory," I point out. "Mega was out for almost two days, and he had a movie coming out at the time. He NEEDED to be in the public sight. We also had to send our only healer down here to deal with the mess she left behind."
"You talk like you were the one dealing with all of it," Doris says.
"I like to keep track of things," I say, shrugging. 
"Who are you hunting?" Ariel asks curiously. "It's not one of us, is it?"
"It's not one of you. I came down to get--" I stop, remembering abruptly what I had just found out. "I need to go to Belladonna Springs," I say, standing. "I need to see Phoebe Woods."
"Are you cheating on my niece?" Skye demands, walking into the room wearing another ridiculous outfit, this time with a mini-skirt.
"What?" I ask, blankly. "No! I need to see her for something completely different."
"For what?" Skye asks.
"To see if she's inherited Massteria's abilities," I say. "I don't know if she's involved, though. I just want to know if I'm dealing with one problem or two."
"And what if you are?" Doris asks. "Are you going to bring in some help?"
"This is my job," I say. "I still have to do something huge to graduate, too. If I can't handle those two simple jobs, I'm not fit to be second-in-command."
"But we were going to have a heart to heart," Skye says.
"Can I get a raincheck?" I ask. "Once all this is over, we'll have a pool party or something, okay?"
"Okay!" Skye and Ariel say.
"Sounds good to me," Doris says.
"But I was going to help you find Massteria," Skye says.
I hesitate. "Okay, I'll take you up on it," I say, touching my com-bracelet. "Century, I need to borrow Skye for a bit. I'll have her back... well, probably tomorrow, unless she gets distracted."
"Tell your father," he says. "She's going to be in your territory, right?"
"Yeah," I say, "she is."
"And she's willing to help?" he asks.
"I'm going!" Skye says, speaking at my com-bracelet. "And you can't stop me!"
"Then she's yours for the day, son. Don't make me regret it," Century says.
"Thank you," I say. "Um... you two--" I say, looking at Doris and Ariel.
"We'll stay here," Doris says. "There's a little lake not too far from here, we'll go swimming."
"Winter swimming!" Ariel says, clapping her hands. "I like that idea!"
"Okay, bye!" Skye says.
"AFTER we make sure Max is okay," Doris says, stopping us both in our tracks.
 
***
 
It's nearly light out. Doris made me stay there for several hours, telling me that if I didn't, she'd call Century. That had sparked an interesting fight between her and Skye, since apparently Century wasn't supposed to know where they lived. That I'd seen how much red tape and bargaining he'd had to go through to GET the place for them made it even more entertaining for me. I honestly feel a bit sorry for Century. It can't be easy being in love with Skye--she doesn't even realize most of the stuff he does to make her life easy.
But around six this morning, Doris gave up and threw us out of the base (after making Skye change into her uniform). Now Skye is standing in the sky, doing her silly dance. She stops abruptly, looking at me with a finger in the air. "Ummm... what am I looking for again?"
"A psychic type--you can find people by types, right? I heard that was how you tracked down all of the healers," I say.
"Okay! I feel..." She stands on one foot and slowly starts spinning. "One's over there!" she says. "Oh, that's Rochester," she says a second later. "Do you want to find Rochester?"
"No, I've already been to see him," I say patiently--or at least trying to sound patient. "I'm looking for a psychic type powerful enough to put in the Cape Cells, one that's NOT my father."
"Okay..." there's a slightly strange expression on her face as she slowly starts turning, looking curiously in this direction and that. Suddenly she jerks, a brilliant smile crossing her face. "I found one!" she declares. "Come on, Max, they're even using their powers right now!" she tells me, grabbing my hand and hauling me along behind her. I speed up, wondering why I still feel a bit light headed as I run. Oh, right, she attacked me last night, didn't she?
I watch her for a second as we race towards Missouri. You know, logically I knew she was an S-class. Everyone did, right? It wasn't hidden, Superior acknowledged her, she even took on the Superior name. She has the right to call herself "Skye Masters" if she wants. I mean, when you get adopted into a cape family, it comes with two family names, like Jack got. But even knowing that, I never really considered her dangerous to me. Let's face it, she's usually really weird, but mostly sweet and bubbly, right? It's one thing to say she took out a Hall and a half, it's another to have her hand stuck in your chest and her fingers wrapping around your heart. 
I wonder if this hesitation around capes is something that norms have to deal with all the time. My mind goes back to the look on my mother's face when I showed up. I can't help but think that maybe... maybe I can almost understand why she left, now. I mean, Skye is sort of like what I was to my mother, cute, maybe, but with that unspoken threat underneath. If you let it, you can become so fearful of that capability for violence that you completely ignore the rest of the person.
But the normal Skye--one not being brainwashed with fear--would never hurt me. I know that without a hint of doubt. Oh, if we did a staged fight she would knock me around a bit, but she would never, EVER do something that would wind up with me dead. It was only because she was overwhelmed with fear, herself, that she did it. "I hate it," I say.
"Hate what?" she asks, glancing over at me curiously.
"Fear, I'm really starting to hate fear."
"Are you--are you afraid of me?" she asks, coming to a stop with a vulnerable expression on her face. "I mean, I did--I did that--"
"Skye," I say, placing my hands on her upper arms and looking her in the eye. "I know what caused you to do it. I know WHO caused you to do it. You would never willingly do that to me," I say. "We're family, right?"
To my shock, she starts bawling like a baby. "I--I almost--I could have--" she blubbers. I pull her into a hug, awkwardly patting her back. "I didn't want to hurt you," she wails, clinging to me tightly. "I never--I never wanted--I never wanted to hurt someone! I never wanted anyone from the family to--to see me like that, either!"
"Yeah, I know. But you know what?" I say, pulling away and trying to get her to look at me. "It's okay. I forgive you, Skye, but it wasn't even your fault. You were being used as a weapon by a sick, sick man, and I had to get you free. I promised, right?"
She nods, sniffling pathetically and wiping at her nose with her forearm. "I was scared," she admits.
"That's why I'm hunting this guy down," I say. "I can't let what happened to you happen to more people, not any longer."
"That jerk is going down," she says, wiping her tears away and putting on a game face. "Now come on, let's go find him!"
 
***
 
*Belladonna Springs*
 
"Okay, take five," the director says, leaning back in his chair. Phoebe stands up, trying not to mess up her makeup. She hasn't had any sleep. When one of her co-workers saw Maximum on the news the day before, she'd decided to go see what was happening for herself. The image of Skystep plunging her hand into his chest had been... well, yes, terrifying, but also thrilling, in a way, she admits now. At the time, she'd been too scared that his death might be linked to her. It was his fault. She'd tried to get into his mind and missed. She wonders if he's still alive.
"Excuse me, sir, but you can't--you can't land here," she hears someone say in a startled tone. She turns, looking up curiously as two very familiar figures land on the edge of their filming lot.
"Maximum?" Phoebe says, looking stunned. She honestly IS stunned, so it's easy to pull off. So, he survived? Well, that's good to know. She'd actually been a bit saddened at the idea of him dying. He's just so interesting, even if he had been a jerk the one time they met. She'd been certain she could change him with a little effort!
He looks at her, and then he looks right past her, searching through all the people making the movie. "Where is he?" he demands.
"Where's who?" she asks as he comes closer. He's taller than she is, but he's not exactly America's Son. He shouldn't be this intimidating up close, should he?
"You know EXACTLY who I'm talking about," he says, stepping closer to glare at her. "Where is he?"
"I have no clue what you're talking about, but you're making a scene," she says quietly. They're being filmed. A little thrill races down her spine as she realizes exactly what this looks like to outsiders. He looks like he's in the midst of a jealous rage. "Calm down, Maxy," she says, placing a hand on his chest. "I don't know what you're imagining, but I've been here, working, all this time--"
"Don't touch him," Skystep says, moving forward. "She's the one, Maximum," she says, pointing at her. "She's the one I found."
He looks startled. "Really?" he asks. "She's the one?"
"Look, Maxy, my five minutes are up, and this is a closed set," Phoebe says. "I'm going to have to ask both of you to leave."
Maximum looks around, stopping as one of the security guards steps up. "I'm afraid she's right, sir. We're going to have to ask you to leave. There are clear procedures for supers when it comes to our work, even the villains. You haven't gotten permission to be here."
"This isn't the end of this conversation, Phoebe," Max says.
"Maximum, please don't make me call Central Hall," the guard says. He hasn't touched either of them, and he looks a bit pale, but he's standing his ground. 
"She's the wrong one?" Skystep asks.
"Yeah," Max says, sounding irritable. "She's the wrong one." He takes to the air and Skystep jumps up after him. The entire cast and crew rush towards Phoebe, acting sympathetic as soon as they're gone.
"I can't believe he did something that mean!" a co-worker says. "He's such a jerk!"
"No," Phoebe says, playing it up shamelessly, "I'm sure he has his reasons. But now isn't the time for this. We need to get to work, right? The show must go on!"
"You're so amazing, Phoebe."
"Thank you," she says. "I try."
 
***
 
Nico curses loudly as he sees the recording from Skye's hair pin. He should have checked it earlier, he thinks, irritated with himself. He'd just not thought a visit to his little sister would wind up being dangerous. "Max," he says, bringing up the teen on the phone.
"Yeah?" Max says.
"Where are you right now?" He doesn't wait for an answer, just brings up the info that Max's com-bracelet is sending in. "You should have been home by now. What happened while you were out there?"
"We found out some new information," Max says. "It turns out that Phoebe Woods is Massteria's daughter. She's the one that was sending those letters."
"And what else happened?"
"Skye was going to lead me to Massteria--I told her to look for a strong psychic type. She led me straight to Phoebe Woods. She's a psychic. She must have inherited her father's powers."
"And what ELSE happened, Max?"
"We left, since I didn't have permission to be on a closed set. But as soon as I get it I'll go in and find out if she's working with Massteria. I'll bring in both of them, if I need to."
"Didn't you have trouble cleaning up after Massteria attacked the amusement park? He was alone that time. If Phoebe Woods is his kid and a psychic, that means you're up against two of them," Nico says. "This isn't just some big show to prove you're better than the rest of the Hall--"
"Yes," Max says, "it is, or at least to show that I'm worthy to be a leader."
"And that little moment where Skye almost killed you?" Nico asks, since it's obvious that Max isn't going to admit to it on his own. "That's going to prove you're worthy?"
"That was--" Max starts out.
"Skye, bring him here," Nico says, "and don't stop on the way."
"But you--" Max says.
"All you've managed to do is tell us that a woman that's never been outed has powers. If she was a threat, we would have known by now--it's not like she's hidden from the public. What happened to you is way more important than what's happening to her. I was going to let YOU do the right thing, but here you are running off to prove you're big and bad without even checking in with a healer. Until further notice, you're off of this hunt, Max."
"How did you know?" Max asks.
"I've got a camera on Skye. But do you really think we don't monitor your vitals at all times?" Nico says. "I've got every kid in the school and most of the Hall in the system. If something happens to one of them, I know before they do." Unless I'm not paying attention, he adds silently, irritated with himself.
"Do you have my vitals, too?" Skye asks.
"Of course I do, Skye," he says.
"I feel so loved," she says happily.
Max groans, running a hand over his face. "If you've got my vitals, you know I'm perfectly fine now."
"I just feel like yelling at you in person. Why didn't you use your external power blocker?" he demands. "That's what we gave it to you for!"
"Skye, let's go," Max says reluctantly, not answering that question.
"Kid, if you keep going like this I'm never going to let you graduate. You'll be in your thirties before you get out of high school, do you hear me?"
"You're breaking up, Nico, I'm seeing some definite static here," Max says before hanging up on him.
"And now I'm offended," Nico complains, kicking his feet up on his desk, "saying that one of my machines could have bad reception."
"What heart attack?" he hears his daughter ask from behind him.
"Skye grabbed his heart for a few seconds," he says, turning to look at her, "when she was attacked by Massteria... or possibly his daughter, since it turns out she's got powers."
"He has a daughter?"
"Yeah," Nico says. "Someone named Phoebe Woods." He watches his daughter's eyes narrow with interest. "I take it you've heard of her."
"Yes, yes I have."
 
***
 
"Skye--I can fly," I say as she grabs me around the waist. "I swear I won't run away--so at least let me have a bit of dignity?" 
She hops into the air and starts running. "Nico is mad at me," she says. "He didn't say it, but I could see it in his eyes! I should have taken you home instead of to my base! I'm so stupid!"
"Your base was closer. Skye, you're overreacting--"
"It was bad enough that I almost killed you, but I was a bad sister, on top of it!" she wails. I give up, I can't get through to her this way. I use my powers, sending us both straight to the ground. It throws her off enough that I get free of her hold. The only problem is that we land in the middle of a bustling shopping area. There are people all around us, and every single one of them seems to have a phone in their hands.
"Are you two fighting? Or are you teaming up?" a kid asks eagerly. "Like for a huge villainous plot of destruction that'll be foiled by Kid Liberty and Divine Justice?"
"I LOVE Divine Justice!" Skye says excitedly as she hops to her feet, her worried look disappearing as she's distracted. "That sounds like a great plan! Maximum! Let's go do that!"
I look at her, only to get an excited grin in response. "We'll think about it," I say, taking to the air. "Come on, Skystep, we've got stuff to do."
"Coming!" she says, chasing after me. At least now I can fly on my own. That reaction has me thinking, though. I've heard that she's gotten pretty big in Central since that attack a while back. It looks like they weren't lying. Everyone we just met obviously knew who she was. "I'd like to do a team-up sometime!" she says. "Oh, but I want to work with Rocco first, since he's my nephew--Max, Max, do you know how to drive?" she asks.
"Yeah, I know," I say. "Why?"
"Can you teach me and Rocco how?" she asks. "We need to learn so we can have a float in the parade!"
That... is completely off the wall, but-- "A float?" I ask. "I could definitely go for a float. How about an all-villains parade?" I ask, my mind full of floats and giant balloons going through downtown KC.
"I'm IN!" she says eagerly.
"We'll have to wait to do it, I need to deal with Massteria first," I say, irritated that I'm being ORDERED to stop searching. No wonder Dad wanted me to graduate before I did this. At this rate I'll never find the guy.
"Do you think he's going to ground me?" she asks abruptly. I look over at her. "You know, for grabbing your heart?" She looks honestly worried. "I don't want to be grounded, I've got stuff I want to do."
"It wasn't your fault," I tell her, again. "The people I'm up against, they deal in fear, remember?"
"Oh, right," she says. "So... that's why I saw everyone about to kill me?"
"Exactly."
"And what did you see?" she asks.
"I saw..." I think about what I should say. "Just some random things."
"You're lying?" she asks me, moving close and looking at me. "Yeah, you're lying. What are you scared of? Maybe we can talk about it and feel better!"
"No thanks," I say as we reach the canyon. I land, only to stop as Zoe storms straight to me and grabs my uniform.
"You," she says, glaring at me angrily, "you had a HEART ATTACK and you didn't even check in?"
"I got better?" I offer a bit sheepishly. "It didn't take long--"
"When someone GRABS your heart, you don't just wait for it to get better!" she yells at me. "Get inside, I'm having every healer we've got take a look at you. I've already got them lined up."
"We're not dating at the moment, you know--" I say. She gives me the most dangerous look I've ever gotten.
"And you are LUCKY that we aren't," she says, "because if we were dating right now it would be a LOT worse. Now get inside and we'll have them scan you. After that you and I need to discuss Phoebe Woods."
"Yeah, okay," I say, heading for the entrance.
"Zoe?" Skye says hesitantly. "You're not mad at me, too, are you?"
Zoe hesitates, looking at her aunt with a sigh. "I'm a little miffed," she says, "but I forgive you. You were under an outside influence."
"YAY!" Skye says happily, throwing herself at Zoe.
"IF you agree to wear an external power blocker until this is all over," Zoe says, before glaring at me, "which is what SOMEONE else should have been doing at the time, as well."
"I'll turn it on when I go back out," I say with a sigh before heading inside. I should probably explain about Rochester, but I don't really feel like it. Just as she promised, all of the healers are standing at the base of the steps, waiting for me. I jump down, not bothering with the steps. "Okay," I say, holding up my hands, "I'm here to be tested, but I'd appreciate it if you did it quickly."
They line up and I wait a bit impatiently as each touches me, and declares there's nothing they can do. Aubrey's the last, and she takes the longest, scanning me thoroughly. I use the time to look into her mind, watching as she sees all of my organs. That is sort of interesting, actually. "He's fine," she declares, looking at Zoe. "His healing abilities are amazing."
"Thank you, Aubrey," Zoe says. "Now you can go talk to Dad," she tells me.
I nod and head for the gym, walking right past my little brother and sister.
"Did you almost die?" Chet asks.
I stop, turning and looking at them hesitantly. "Not... exactly," I say.
"Is it because you're chasing the guy threatening us?" Layne asks. "Are we the reason you almost died?"
"The reason I almost died was my own stupidity," I say. "Don't ever blame yourself for something I do. I'm the cape here, not you two."
"If it's that dangerous, why don't you leave it to the adults?" Layne asks. "There are stronger supers than you, right?"
"Not many," I say, inwardly sighing. It's so much easier when the only one that worried about me was a Superior. She has an idea of how tough I am and just gets mad when things like this happen. I look at them for a long moment before walking over and pulling them both into a hug. Layne lets out a little yelp, but Chet wraps his arms around me, clinging. "I'm not going to lose," I say.
"You--you'd better not," Layne says, trying to sound tough. "You're the only COOL brother I've got."
"You're the only cool sibling I'VE got, too," Chet says.
I let out a little laugh. "Thank you," I say, pulling back and looking at them, "but believe me when I tell you--"
"That he's not going to be doing this alone," Zoe says from behind me. "One villain we can send you after, but if his daughter is helping him like you think, there are two of them. You, mister, are going to accept help."
"Your father told you to graduate. The Hall will keep looking for Massteria like we have been, and you can focus on your graduation gig until we know where he is. Have you talked to Pan about your options?" Nico asks.
"Only one," I admit. "I was going to set up a Hall ran cape-con and then wreck it. But Massteria is clearly hunting me. This is the second time in the past few days that either me, or someone near me has been attacked," I say.
"Which is exactly why you should be here, where we can keep an eye on you," Zoe says. "You running all over the country searching for him makes it harder for us to give you back up, right, Dad?"
"The cape-con idea sounds ridiculous and completely illogical," Nico says, not answering her. "I like it. Is it big enough to go international, though?"
"Yeah, I think so... if I do it right, it is," I say. "I think there should also be a villains-only parade. What if I try to take over the Hall with all of this?"
"Luring all of the supers to the convention and then, what, brainwashing them to do your evil bidding?" Nico asks.
"I've got the psychic abilities!" I say cheerfully. "We might as well introduce the fact that I'm actually Mastermental's wayward son. Plus, all of this should be easy enough to set up, Kansas City is practically made for conventions."
"Talk to Pan, but I think he'll like it. Once you've got his approval you'll have to go to your father. How soon do you think you can pull this off?" he asks. "A convention should take a year, at least, to set up."
"Not for me. Give me a week," I declare, "and a dozen black suits watching Phoebe Woods for any sudden movements. It shouldn't be too hard--she's in the middle of filming a movie, she shouldn't be going anywhere."
"That will work."
And besides, a crowd is exactly the sort of thing that might lure Massteria to me. They can't complain if I've got both the villains AND the heroes of Cape High right there when he shows up, right?
 
***
 
"I humbly," Nico says through gritted teeth, "suggest that we take Max off of the Massteria hunt. I'll take it over."
"Denied," Mastermental says. They're in his office, which leaves Nico standing in front of his desk.
"Massteria has a daughter with his abilities. Her name is Phoebe Woods. There's a chance they're working together, and Max has already been hit by an attack on two different occasions. Something about him drew Massteria's attention. Yes, Max is a telepath, but he only just now came into that ability. He's still vulnerable. You of all people need to realize that he's still a kid!"
"He's old enough to vote, as well as go to war," Mastermental says far too calmly. "He made a mistake. I expected that. This is how he learns, Nico. Unless we allow him to get into situations that he doesn't know how to handle, he will never grow out of the belief that he can handle everything."
"He was in a situation that he couldn't handle, and he didn't even hesitate!" Nico says, dropping down in the chair behind him. He sighs. "Computers are so much easier to deal with," he complains.
"I'm touched that you feel so strongly about my son," Mastermental says.
"You're setting him up to fail," Nico says. "You know it, I know it. Why?"
"I am not setting him up to fail, I am setting him up to have difficulty succeeding on the first, second, and possibly even third time. You see, I do want him as my second-in-command. I've gone through a lot of trouble to make him acceptable at this age. Getting you out of the Cape Cells, setting up an entire school, and several other small things; I've put too much into this to let his ego be his downfall."
"So the only reason I got out of the Cape Cells was because your son needed training?" Nico asks, although he doesn't sound that shocked. 
"It was part of the reason," Mastermental agrees. "The other was because you had twins that no one knew of. Superiors need proper training, otherwise they train themselves. We both know how that winds up."
"Granted," Nico agrees. "And throwing an escaped con and his graduation at him at the same time would be...?"
"His final test, but let's be honest, the graduation gig was your idea, not that I don't appreciate it."
"The theory was that he would do first one, then the other, but he's trying to do it all at the same time. Also, I wasn't going to mention this, but I have to. Both Pan and I agree that he isn't ready to be a Hall leader. He isn't even ready to deal with this!"
"I think he's very close. It might take several attempts to accomplish it all, but that is what I anticipated."
"Have the other Hall leaders weighed in on this decision?" Nico asks. "I can't see Marigold agreeing with it."
"The others have their hands full," Mastermental says. "We still have Badmoon and Atlanti out there. Our little mermaid has been wrecking havoc along all of the coasts. She found out about that oil spill a few years back."
"Yeah, but... all of them?" Nico asks.
"All of them."
"Want me to send Malina out--"
"No, not yet. As long as we don't interfere, they won't try to interfere with Massteria and his... daughter?"
"Yeah," Nico says. 
"Interesting. And the daughter is that famous woman that claims to know my son?" Mastermental asks, looking amused.
"My daughter hates her with a passion," Nico agrees. "She's been trying to hide that fact from Max, but I think he's starting to get a clue."
"So... will she do something?"
"It's a possibility."
"But they aren't dating at the moment," Mastermental says.
"I know, that's what makes it entertaining," Nico says. "But on the other hand, if Zoe joins him, there's a good chance he won't learn the lesson you're hoping he learns."
"We'll see," Mastermental says. "If she assists him in catching Massteria, you have my permission to keep him for... let's say, special classes for a few months."
"Agreed," Nico says, standing and holding out a hand. "I've got some Christmas plans I want him to stick around for, so I'll take that deal." They shake hands, each looking far too amused. "You're right, though. He will be ready for this... just not yet. Until I think he is, I'm going to be watching him like a hawk."
"That's actually part of his mission, you know. He's supposed to get out from under your authority."
"Do you really think that him graduating will stop me from interfering?" Nico asks. "I plan on keeping tabs on these kids until they retire from the game. When that happens, I might just drag them back to the school as teachers."
"Don't tell Max that," Mastermental says. "He has goals."
"No complaints?" Nico asks.
"They need this family setting that you've created. I want to see them sending their children and grandchildren to the school, as well. When they do that they'll grow up under Zoe's tutelage, and then be under Max's leadership. If not his, then one of the other future Hall leaders, who I expect you'll have a say in training, as well."
"I see," Nico says. "THAT family setting."
"Exactly." Mastermental starts sorting through some paperwork before casually mentioning, "This graduation gig he's planned... will it involve a very big crowd?"
Nico goes still before a little smile pulls at his lips. "Yes, actually, it will."
 



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
I wake up in an unfamiliar place. For a long moment I stare at the ceiling, sniffing the air a bit blankly. "Bacon?" I say, sitting up. There are people all around me, lounging on the couches and chairs of the dorm's rec room. "Wait, why am I here?" I ask, looking at them.
"You fell asleep," Carla says from where she's doing her homework on the floor next to my couch. "So we put you on the couch."
"Oh... thanks," I say, looking down at my uniform. "I need to get going, I've got to talk with Pan and make some calls--"
"Take a shower first," Freddy says from where he's gaming. "You stink."
"You should eat breakfast, too!" Carla says. "Vinny said he's going to make enough for you, too."
"Yeah? I'll take him up on that," I say, yawning and stretching. I feel eyes on me, and I glance around, seeing a handful of our "fledglings" watching me curiously. Elidee and Olivia are sitting over at a table, trying to look as if they're not watching me. I head straight for them, grabbing the third chair. "Hello, ladies," I say, grinning as they turn bright red. "Mind if I sit here while breakfast is cooking? I'll try not to get close enough you can smell me."
They stare at me, and I can literally hear the suspicion racing through their minds. "Is this about turning me into a villain?" Elidee asks.
"Or is it because you're suddenly a future Hall leader and you want to be 'friends'?" Olivia asks.
"Both!" I say. "I think I'll be working with both of you in the foreseeable future, so now is the time to offer my hand in friendship--" I hold out my hand, but both girls just look at it. "Don't leave me hanging here, ladies. I know that while Isotonic and my father don't see eye to eye, that doesn't mean we can't, Olivia," I say, looking at her. "I think the future of the Hall branches is something we all need to think of. We're already being forced to work together over the Cape Cells incident, don't you think we could accomplish more if the leaders actually communicated freely?"
"So you're out to make connections before you graduate?" Olivia asks.
"Exactly," I say. "And you've only been here a short amount of time, while I'll be graduating in a week. Sure, I'll be stopping by once in a while, but--"
"You're pretty straight forward, aren't you?" Elidee says, looking at me thoughtfully. "You're supposed to be able to read minds and brainwash people, right? So why aren't you just convincing us that we WANT to do what you want us to do?"
"Because a very big portion of the school is right behind me, and wouldn't hesitate to gang up on me if I did?" I offer.
"Nah, he's usually like this," Rocco says. "He's probably the second most straight-forward villain we got."
"Who's the first?" Freddy asks.
"Jack."
"Oh, definitely Jack," the others agree.
"Ace isn't straight forward?" Olivia asks.
"How could he be?" Freddy says. "He's an illusionist. Whatever he thinks is real actually becomes real, right?"
"Breakfast is ready," Jimmi says, walking into the room. I look at her thoughtfully for a second.
"Hey, Jimmi, who's in line to be the next South Branch Hall leader?" I ask, even though I already know the answer.
"My Papa," she says, "why?"
"That makes you third in line?" I ask.
"Ha! No!" she says. "I have no plans on taking over the Hall. I'll let Vinny do that."
"No thank you," he calls from the kitchen. "I vote we give it to Skystep."
The room goes silent for all of a second before everyone starts to laugh. "She would NEVER do it, for one," I say, grinning at the image, "at least not for longer than a day or two."
"Rocco can have it, then," Vinny says.
"Not going to happen, I'm in negotiations to get into all of the branches," Rocco says. "Carla can have it."
"I'll take it!" Carla says, grinning widely. "We'll have glitter Fridays!"
"I can see Skye getting into that," I say. 
"Hey, who's Marigold's next leader?" Freddy asks. The room goes silent and everyone turns to me.
"She doesn't have one that I know of," I say with a shrug. "In fact, half of the Halls don't, at least officially. If they're like my dad, they've got someone hidden away that they're training. For Isotonic, that's probably what he's doing with Olivia, here."
"But I'm not in line for leadership," Olivia says, "Hard Knocks is. I'm just third or fourth in line, I think. Like, if they all died in a nuclear war, I MIGHT get to call myself Hall leader. Fortunately, Canada doesn't seem interested in blowing us all to smithereens."
"But you're still in the line," I say. "And Century picked Voltdrain--which is only logical. Voltdrain is powerful, intelligent, and has a massive fan base. Negatia..." I go silent.
"It used to be my dad," Justin says quietly.
"Yeah," I say. "It used to be Sonic Scream."
"So this is all fascinating, but what does it have to do with us?" Freddy asks.
"A lot," I say. "We're going to be deployed throughout the five branches. Don't you wonder who you'll be working for? Or, for the more powerful ones of you, who will be working for you?"
They look at me blankly and I sigh. "Don't worry, I'll make sure it's not too bad," I say, giving up on getting them interested in cape politics or aiming for leadership. Oh well, that's more up to the Hall Leaders than them, anyway. I head into the cafeteria, going to the kitchen to grab a plate. 
"So," Rocco says, dropping down next to me when I sit at an empty table, "what's this about a villain's parade?"
"Who told you?" I ask, starting to eat.
"Skye spent the night over at Nico's, who told her you were planning on it. She was so excited I could barely understand," he says. "Something about driving lessons and floats?"
"Well, it was pretty much her idea," I admit. "Want to help me brainwash Central Hall?"
"I thought you'd never ask," he says cheerfully. "But what about the other thing you were doing? I thought you were intent on getting your family out of the apartments."
"Yeah, I should probably talk to them about that, huh?" I say, scowling as I remember why I was in such a hurry in the first place. "Wait--wait, I've got an idea," I say. "I need to talk to Bombastic."
 
***
 
"No," Bombastic says a few minutes later. He's getting ready for school, which means I'm standing in his apartment, watching him flip pancakes. His wife, who is supposed to be living next door, is drinking a cup of coffee at the table. Why she's over here this early is absolutely none of my business. "You're not sending your mother's family off to my isolated island. Sure, it sounds good in theory, but there won't be anyone protecting them if Massteria gets a sudden desire to go swimming. Besides, Atlanti is out there."
"Yeah, but--"
"If Atlanti's out there, who knows what could happen on a few little islands?"
"I hope she doesn't flood them, it took forever to grow some of those trees," Angela says, getting up and refilling her cup.
"If she does, I'm sure either Sunny or Summer would be willing to help clean it up," I say. I sigh, giving up, because he's got a good point. "This is seriously frustrating," I mutter. "Well, thank you for hearing me out."
"Max, you realize just shoving them out isn't going to fix anything, don't you?" Angela asks. "Do you really never want to see your siblings again?"
I stop, looking away from them. Do I? It's what's best for everyone, right? But I feel a little sick to my stomach, nonetheless. I mean, even before I actually talked to them, I watched them. Right now I have the chance to get to know them--something I never imagined possible before this. I also have the chance to get to know the woman that gave birth to me--not in a loving, mother-son sort of way, but as a human being. Who is she? Why did she fall for Dad in the first place? What made her change her mind? Do I have some traits from her that I don't know about?
Oh, now it's turning into a Nature vs. Nurture question, isn't it? Maybe I can get some extra credit writing about how the mother that abandoned me is or isn't like me--I groan at myself, shoving those thoughts aside. Bombastic and Angela are just watching me with curious expressions.
"You just sent him off somewhere," Bombastic says to Angela. "Max, are you with us again?" he asks me.
"Sorry, I was... thinking," I admit.
"We could see that," Angela says with a little smirk. "These telepath types, they're always locked away inside their own heads. It can be a bit frustrating, really. Your father was terrible about it when he was younger."
"He was?" I ask, startled.
"Oh, yes. He would go off staring into the distance for long periods. Who knew what he was doing? He could have been reading minds or just trying to decide what to do for lunch," she says, waving it off. "Superior never did that--then again I wasn't certain Superior thought deeply about anything, really."
"You're kidding," Bombastic says, letting out a startled laugh. "Superior didn't think things through?"
"Pot, meet kettle," she says to him.
"True," he admits.
"Well, um, I really need to get back to work," I say. "Thanks for your time."
"Max," Bombastic says, making me pause. "If you're going to do something big, I'll be helping on the clean-up."
"Yeah, I look forward to working with you," I say as I head out the door and into the stairwell. My mother and her husband are here. The kids are probably getting ready for school, right? So now isn't the time to interrupt them... but on the other hand, I should tell them that it's going to take longer than I expected. Maybe I can call them?
"Oh, hey, Max," Trent says, making me look up. He's already got a sleeping Sunny on his back and is eating a breakfast sandwich which looks more like a couple of sausages wrapped in a pancake. "You're here early."
"I wound up crashing over at the dorms," I say, looking over his shoulder automatically. There's Zoe, walking with Emily, just as I expected. "Morning, Zoe. You're looking as beautiful as always."
"So, is he going to be flirting with you until you take him back?" Emily asks. "Because I'm almost positive I can get something out of this."
"He's not going to do that," Zoe says. "He's trying to appease me because he screwed up royally the other day. Isn't that right, Max?"
"I was perfectly fine," I protest. "I waited until my heart was back to normal, didn't I?"
"Stop before you dig the hole deeper, man," Trent advises me. "Trust me, you're already low enough."
"I can't be in the dog house if we're not dating," I say cheerfully. "Have a good day at school, guys. I'm going to see if I can go over to Pan's place to plot."
"Are you going to need me?" Trent asks.
"Yeah, but not just yet, I need to get everything set up first."
"Cool," he says.
"I want in!" Emily says. "You'd better not cut me out."
"I know," I say, only to stop as I see Chet and Layne peeking out at me. I give up. I need to talk to the family. I head down the stairs and stop in front of them. "I'm sorry," I say.
"What for?" Chet asks.
"Something I need to talk to all of you about," I say, herding them back to their apartment building. "It's frustrating to me, so I can't imagine how you guys will take it," I admit as we walk in. My mother and John are sitting on the couch, watching the news. "Can I speak with you?" I ask.
"Is there a problem?" John asks, looking worried. "Kids, you can go on to school--"
"No, they need to hear this, as well," I say, motioning for the two to join their parents. "I want to apologize. I haven't found Massteria just yet. I will, I promise, but it's going to take longer than I'd hoped, since something came up. That means, as much as I hate to do this to you, that you're going to have to stay here a little longer."
"I see," my mother says, frowning slightly. 
"I'm sure you're all doing your best," John says. "There's something we need to talk to you about, as well," he says.
"John, don't--" my mother says, touching his arm.
"I want you to be able to speak with the kids after this is all over," John says. My mother pulls her hand away, looking startled. "I know you three might not have much in common--you're a super, we're all normal, but they need to know their big brother. I know it's dangerous, that's why we're here now, right? But I'm sure that you can figure out a way to keep people from finding out that you're related."
I hesitate, stunned. "I'm... I see," I say, not knowing what else to say. "But you're right, it is dangerous--and it's going to be more dangerous soon," I admit. "I'm going to be a second-in-command pretty soon. That will make me a target, and everyone I know one, as well. I can't do that to you, or to Chet and Layne."
"You've got a girlfriend, isn't it more dangerous for her?" Layne demands.
"But she's not a norm," I say, knowing it's mean, but unable to put it any other way. "The only friends I have are capes. There are no records of me in the norm system--just what they know of my persona. I don't have a secret identity, guys, I have a few different fabricated identities that I can drag out when necessary. Dad did that deliberately."
"That's... that's terrible," John says, looking stunned.
"No, that's logical," I say. "I'm pretty sure that Nico's gone in and cleared up whatever little traces of me there might be, as well. When you think of all that... do you really think becoming closer to me is smart? I don't want my little brother and sister to be someone's only way to hunt me down," I say. "This is a relationship that no one should ever know about. Once this is over, the first thing I'll do is ask Nico to make sure there's no hint of it in public documents. You probably won't ever see me again, as well."
"NO!" Chet says. "That's STUPID! I hate you, Max!" he yells before racing off to his room and slamming the door.
"Good job," Layne says sarcastically, glaring at me before storming off as well. "You know what, I don't WANT you to be my brother. You're a jerk!"
I stand there, feeling both the adults just staring at me judgmentally. After a second I let out a sigh and head to Chet's room, knocking on the door. "Chet?" I say. "Chet, kid, you need to think this through."
"I hate you, you jerk! Maybe I don't want to be YOUR brother, how about that?" he asks. His voice is nasally, telling me that he's crying. Inwardly I sigh.
"Chet--" I say again, not sure what else I SHOULD say. "It isn't that big of a deal, is it? We've only known each other for a couple of days. Think of this as just meeting a stranger for a bit--"
The door opens and Chet looks at me, his eyes red, and glares. "What about you?" he demands. "Are you going to throw everyone that isn't a super out of your life? You're a gigantic chicken, Max! A coward!"
I wince, because that hit a sore spot. "Well maybe I take after our mom more than you do," I hear myself say. I feel her jerk behind me and I turn, looking at her defiantly. "You can't say you don't understand where I'm coming from, now can you?" I say to her. "You ran as soon as you could, because you know exactly what I'm trying to say. This life is too dangerous for norms. The best thing would have been if I wasn't born, but since I was--"
She slaps me. It doesn't hurt, of course, but I'm still stunned. "You're right," she says, "you have a right to disparage me, but do NOT do it in front of my children, in MY apartment! And until you realize that, I don't want you back here." Her words hit me harder than any slap could, and rage rushes through my body. How dare she lecture me? How dare she SLAP me? She gave up those rights when she ABANDONED me! She has NO RIGHT to order me--I hear the furniture start to rattle and realize I'm starting to lose control of my powers. I have to stop. I have to step back from the situation, and breathe. It's just that it's nearly impossible to do that when she's glaring at me with self-righteous fury.
"Wendy--" John says, looking at the rattling couch with a look of fear.
"Do we have an understanding?" she demands, completely ignoring what John is noticing.
"Oh, I understand, all right, Mother. Once this is over, you won't ever have to worry about me going near YOUR children, again," I say through gritted teeth. Maybe I did go too far with Chet and Layne, but... I turn and walk out of the apartment, not trusting myself to close the door. I have work to do. I also need to get some fresh air.
 
***
 
The Panterus Large Cat Shelter looms ahead of me, looking as beautiful as a high class resort. I land at the edge of the perimeter and step up to a familiar looking rock, which shoots out of the ground. The screen on the panel reveals Cubby looking back at me. "No," he says.
"Cubby, can you get your mama or papa?" I ask as he starts to run away from the screen. "Cubby?" I call as he disappears completely. "This isn't funny, Cubby."
"I don't know, I thought it was rather amusing," Pan says, appearing on the screen. "Come on in, you're in the database."
"Okay, thanks," I say as the familiar handprint appears on the panel. I press my hand to it and follow the glowing footprints that indicate Nico's favorite places. As I step off the final footprint, I look around. I'm not really in the mood to deal with people right now. I feel raw, honestly, but I shove it to the back of my mind and start forward after taking a deep breath. 
"You look like someone stole your favorite trophy," Pan says bluntly as he steps out of the building. "Did you finally realize that you and Zoe are no longer dating?"
"No... it's nothing," I say, looking around. Before I can blink, a squirt of water hits me from behind the nearest tree. I hear Cubby break out laughing as he steps into view with a water gun bigger than he is. "Hey!" I protest as I get shot again. "It's the middle of winter!" I chase after him as he races away. For a four-year-old, he's pretty fast--but then again, he and his sister were born with their athletic abilities. It runs in the Panther line.
"That's what he walked away for," Pan says cheerfully. "He's been looking for good hiding spots for weeks."
"Does Adanna play with him?" I ask.
"Of course, what cat doesn't get irritated when shot with water?" he asks, still grinning. "He loves when she shifts to chase him, especially."
I watch as Cubby peeks out from another tree, making a face at me. With the way this week has been going, goofing off with a four-year-old sounds like an awesome way to relax, but I can't. I've got work to do. I let out a sigh and hold out the folders I've brought. "One of these--the one I think will be most likely to go viral, calls for a lot of cooperation from the heroes of Central Hall," I admit.
"Do you think you can get it?" he asks.
"Possibly? I mean, I don't see them minding too much, but I'd definitely owe them some favors afterward. But I know I should have three, it's just that things are a bit hectic--but if neither of these work for you, I'll write something else up before leaving."
He nods, flipping through the folder. "Why don't you go keep Cubby busy while I look these over?" he offers.
"Can I?" I ask.
"Sure."
I don't wait for him to add a time limit. I take off into the trees, trying to hide my grin. "Come out, come out, wherever you are!" I call, hearing the tiniest giggle from the right. I wasn't sure that Cubby even liked me until now, honestly. The kid launched a mini war on me back when we were in SVSC (Super Villain Summer Camp, I've got the T-shirt and everything). Maybe that's just how he plays? I mean, he IS a cape kid, even as young as he is. I've heard that he's already learning all of the family fighting techniques, as well.
I hear a roar in miniature and blink as the boy jumps on my shoulders, covering my eyes with his hands. "I WIN!" he yells as I spin for a second.
"Oh you do, do you?" I tease, taking to the air. He lets out a little squeal before giggling wildly.
"Higher!" he urges me.
"I can't see!" I say, deliberately staggering through the air. I look into his mind, which is full of excitement and all the things he can see. I don't want to get too high, of course, or too close to the borders of the property. This place has the same laser wall as the school, and the last thing I want is to fry us both. But I CAN fly around when I'm looking through his eyes. He's got an excellent eye for distance and details. I actually expected that.
I reach up, holding onto his legs as I start flying around the estate. I deliberately make it look like I'm going to crash a few times, and he tugs on my head, trying to drive me like a car. 
"Boys!" I pull to a stop as I hear Adanna's mom call out to us. "Get down here! It's time for your mid-morning snack."
"Snack time!" I say, dropping to the ground.
"Awww," Cubby complains. "I wanna fly more!" he says.
"Maybe later," I say as his hands leave my eyes. "Hello, Mrs. Panterus," I say, walking over. "I'm sorry if I'm interrupting, but--"
"Oh, it's fine," she says. "Cubby looks happy, and so does Chinaza--" she stops when I look blank, "Pan," she provides.
"Oh," I say. "Sorry, I mean, I don't think I've ever heard his first name before," I admit. "Nico always calls him Pan."
"Trust me, it took me months to find out his first name," she says, waving it off. "Now if you'll follow me, we'll have our snack and Chinaza--Pan can talk to you about your plan."
"Did he have a problem with it?" I ask as we head into the kitchen.
"Yes, I have a problem with it," he says. "I wish I was the one that had come up with it."
I let a little grin cross my face. "But you're not coming out as a telepath," I tell him, dropping down at the table. "Did you like the villain parade part?"
"I'm already planning my float," he says. "But your time frame... it's too short. This will take a month or two at least just to prepare for. You also need to alert all the con-goers. It takes norms longer to get here--"
"I'm going to make it free," I say. "If it's free, we should have a full house even if we don't use too much publicity. We'll just toss up some posters on every corner and maybe have one of the big names announce it. It can't be me, obviously, but I bet Nico would do it."
"As for the other plan--" he says.
"It might be useful after I graduate," I admit. "Turns out that Phoebe Woods is more than just an entitled stalker, she's Massteria's daughter."
He raises an eyebrow slightly. "Interesting news," he says.
"I thought so."
"Then, since I'm your supervisor, I believe we need to make a call to your father," he says. "Do you plan on having him involved on-screen?"
"I thought we'd set it up so I've kidnapped him before this all starts," I say. "I can't exactly brainwash him, since he's going to be the one that needs to save the day. Once we have him out of the way, I can use his stand-in as a puppet."
"And who would his stand-in be?"
"I need to ask around," I admit. "Ken would be perfect, if he's willing to go along with it. No one would be surprised if he stepped up to the plate. And since he's got no telepathic ability whatsoever, he's a perfect scapegoat."
"Agreed, now, let's contact your father and get the ball rolling," Pan says with a wide grin. He stops, though, as a huge plate of cookies is placed on the table. "After snack time, of course," he says to his wife and son. I don't even blink as a glass of milk is placed in front of me, but I do wonder if the world is trying to tell me something. Yes, I know I'm still a bit short and milk is supposed to help you grow. But they really don't have to rub it in.
Oh well, I think as I grab my glass. It goes well with the cookies.
 
***
 
"So, you've been in his mind twice," Massteria says as his daughter drapes herself over the couch, sighing loudly. He's gotten a bit bored, hiding away like he has. "Did you find out about his secret identity? A little leverage against him might be the perfect way to make him more... cooperative."
She goes still, a confused look on her face. "What do you mean?" she asks.
"You..." he looks at her, suddenly realizing that while she's powerful, she's got no training in her abilities. "Precious, may I?" he says, holding up a hand.
"May you what?" she asks.
He reaches out, touching her temple and diving into her mind. It takes a few moments sorting through her memories before he reaches where he wants to be. "Daddy, what are you--" she starts out.
"Shhh, Precious. I'm concentrating here," he says. Going through her mind to look into Maximum's is a headache and a half, he thinks darkly as he finally gets what he wants. "No signs of a norm life or secret identity... Super, super--what's this?" he says, his eyes lighting up. "How fascinating!"
"What are you talking about?" she asks. "I just used my abilities to trigger his fight or flight reactions. I didn't see anything in his--" she stops as he brings up the image. "How did you find that?" she asks in an awed voice.
"I'm very good at what I do, Precious," he says, pulling his hand away. "That orange shirt, it looked like a uniform of sorts. Can you find out what it's from?" 
"Yes, of course," she says, flipping over so she's sitting properly and opening her computer. He looks at it with a slight frown.
"Not with that, Precious," he says. "You need to find out the old-fashioned way."
"What?"
"Technico," he says. "Anything digital can be found out by a technopath. We don't want it linked to you."
"Oh, right, um... I'll have someone look it up for me," she says, getting to her feet.
"That's my darling daughter," he says, flipping the TV back on. She heads out and he forgets she's gone until twenty minutes later, when she storms in.
"Found it," she says, "and better yet, I've found the girl wearing it."
"Oh? And how did you do that?" he asks.
"I've got connections," she brags. "I found a nerd in the lobby, he looked up all of the YMCA teams in Kansas City. We found a picture of her team, and everything. They've got a game on Saturday."
"Then it looks like we're going to have to find a way out without being noticed," he says, flipping the television off a bit reluctantly and getting to his feet.
"Oh, I can do that," she says. "It's my specialty, really. I just need to make a little visit to the makeup department."
 
***
 
*Central Hall*
 
Pan and I are standing in front of Dad's desk, waiting for him to finish looking over the plans I've drawn up.
"So you wish to make it look as if I was kidnapped--" Dad says as he flips another page of the folder.
"Not at first," I say. "We're going to say you've gone overseas to deal with something and that Ken is temporarily in charge. He's going to announce that we're celebrating Superior's birthday. We'll say everyone is invited to a free super convention right here, at the Hall. They'll come and be greeted by all the heroes, who will be acting strangely. Halfway through the convention, Ken will suddenly announce that we have a new Hall leader, the one and only son of Mastermental, Maximum," I explain. 
"And the other supers?" he asks, a tiny smile pulling at his lips.
"I got to them, as well. I'll announce that since I'm the Hall leader, I'll be bringing in my own team--and all of the villains will step out. We'll even have a parade, which, ah, I sort of promised Skye and her teammates that they could be in."
"Have you told Century?"
"I thought I'd pass it by you, first," I say.
"And how will we stop your dastardly plan?" he asks.
"You'll escape," I say. "We might have one of the younger capes find you, or something. Carla's always good for that sort of thing. I couldn't brainwash her even if I tried," I admit. "You and the younger capes will help the brainwashed capes come back to their senses, there'll be a big brawl, and we'll have a father son talk on live TV, where you ask me to switch sides and I refuse."
"And promptly escape," he finishes. "This definitely promises to make a good comic," he decides. "You'll have to discuss the particulars with the acting heroes, but as long as they're willing, I accept," he says. "Now, as for the Massteria subject..."
"I'm doing what you want me to," I say quickly, bringing up my mental walls as subtly as I know how. It's not subtle enough. His eyes are going sharp and the right corner of his mouth twitches slightly. That means he knows I'm hiding something from him. He's going to press it, I know. I've never had any luck keeping things from Dad.
"I see," he says, to my surprise. "And what of your mother?" he asks, going for a subject I want to discuss even less than the hunt for Massteria. I look at Pan.
"Should I leave?" he asks. "Family affairs should be kept personal."
"If you don't mind. Thank you for assisting my son, Panther," Dad says, "I truly appreciate it."
"It's an honor," Pan says with a little nod before leaving the room.
"I approve of your choice in mentors," Dad says. 
"So do I," I say with a little smile before sighing and dropping down in my chair. "Dad, I don't know how to handle this," I admit. "I should have never checked up on them in the first place. I don't want them to be in danger because they're related to me, but when I tried to explain that to them Chet threw a fit and Wendy smacked me for making her look bad in front of her kids," I say, just dumping it at his feet. I almost feel relieved to share it with someone, finally. Her children, I repeat silently, like I'm not one of them. Of course I'm not. She didn't raise me, she only gave birth to me.
"Do you dislike the kids?" he asks.
"No! I don't dislike them. I mean, Layne's got a bit of an attitude, but that's just her being defensive. Chet... he's smart, and so eager about everything. They're both good kids."
"And your stepfather?" he asks.
"He's a good man, as far as I can tell," I say. "I haven't spent as much time with him as I have the kids. I just... it's better for everyone if I cut ties with them. They won't be in danger if I'm not in their lives. Why can't they understand that?"
"Logic and love aren't always going to line up, Max," he says gently. "I know you've tried your best to make them, and I'm sure it's easier to do when the only people you're around are supers, but..." he lets it trail off, as if expecting me to fill in the gaps.
"This isn't love," I say. "Sure I grew fond of them, but don't go tossing some 'family love' line on this relationship. Just because there's a bit of blood in common doesn't mean there's anything else. I don't even feel right calling her 'mother,' much less 'mom.' She doesn't call me son, either, at least not willingly."
"And if you grew to love your siblings?" he asks. That's Dad's M.O. right there. He spent all of my childhood asking me "what if" instead of lecturing me on how I should or shouldn't do something. It's probably the most irritating way of raising a kid, ever. 
"I..." I say, thinking it through. "I would make sure they were protected, I suppose. I'd have them keep the phones Nico gave them, so if they wanted to talk to me, no one would be able to track the call. I'd set up black suits in the neighborhood, as well as guarding the schools. It'd be stupidly expensive," I decide with a snort. "They'd also be watched for the rest of their lives. That's no way to live." I stop when he doesn't say anything, realizing-- "But they already are, aren't they?"
"Not quite to the level that you spoke of," he says, "but it's true that she is my ex-wife. I tend to keep an eye on her situation. She could be used as leverage if someone found out."
"Do you still love her?" I ask him. "Or did you ever love her in the first place?"
"I was very fond of her. For our type, love is difficult, if not impossible," he admits. "Knowing what your loved one is thinking at all times is one thing, but them knowing that you know is something else. While you might not be paying attention, they don't realize it. They are always questioning whether you're listening to what they're thinking, and if you're judging them. Soon paranoia sets in, and they start looking at you with accusing eyes, as if it's your fault that they can't keep their thoughts secret. What starts out as intimate becomes intrusive, and love or fondness often turns to hate on their side."
"Zoe's different," I say. "At least, you know, she was when we were dating."
"Zoe is a very unique case," he says. "She probably realizes that you'll only understand a small portion of what you see, regardless."
"Not many others will have that, will they?" I say. I can easily see myself winding up like Dad, single, maybe with a kid, maybe not, and an ex that I have to guard for the rest of her life. "Why didn't you pick another cape?" I ask him. "Why didn't you find a woman that could deal with the mind reading?"
"Because I fell into... fondness," he says, "perhaps even infatuation. I knew I was going to have a son, because your daughter told me. I ran into your mother and there was an instant attraction. The timing was right, as well. I assumed it was fate. She would be the mother of the next Hall leader."
I stare at him. "On my behalf, I wasn't wrong," he adds when I say nothing, "she was the mother of the next Hall leader."
"But it's still ridiculous," I say.
"Working as a cape leads you to accept the ridiculous as normal on a regular basis," he says. "Plus, I am honestly still fond of her. I know it did not turn out how you would have wanted, or even I would, but I wouldn't change what happened for the world. Without her, I wouldn't have you."
I look down, and then back at him. "I love you, too, Dad," I say.
"The last thing I want is for you to hate your mother, Max," he says. "Try to see things from her eyes. You, of all people, must know how irritating it can be to have me as a family member."
"But Dad," I say, "I'm a lot like you."
"In some ways," he admits, "but Max, you are nothing if not your own person."
I take a deep breath and let it out slowly, nodding reluctantly. "So in other words, I need to try and... forge a bond."
"If you're rejected, you can come back and cry on my shoulder," he agrees. "The left one, please, I have work to do and I favor my right."
"You're so very compassionate," I tease as I get to my feet. "Hey, Dad, what do I do if Zoe suddenly decides she's better off without me for real?" I ask him, turning serious.
"Then you wish her well," he says, "and I'll let you use my right shoulder, if you need it."
"Thanks, Dad. I might take you up on it," I say as I head out the door. I stop as I see Panther standing to the side of the room. "Thank you," I say as he joins me walking down the hall. 
"Your relationship with your father is very good, isn't it?" he asks.
"Well, considering it's just the two of us," I say, "we've been through a lot together."
"And you've been through even more alone, I think," he says quietly.
"Dad has a very big job to do," I admit. "While he insists on keeping capes above D-class out of norm business, he still accepts invitations to mediate between countries. Some he can't help with, they've been warring too long to listen to a man in tights, but when it's a problem between two usually peaceful countries, he's the easiest way to solve things."
"In other words, he's away from home a lot."
"Yeah," I say, "he is."
He drops a hand on my shoulder, not saying anything more.
 



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
"So," Summer says as she watches her daughter pose in front of a mirror, "I never thought I'd see this day. Weren't you planning on staying out of the public eye?"
"If Max is going to take on two psychics, he's not going to do it alone," Zoe declares. She turns, trying to look at her butt in the skin-tight uniform. "Mom, seriously, we need to start complaining about how supers are stuck in ridiculously exposing clothing."
"I'm not," Summer says.
"What?"
"Oh, honey, I've never shown you my uniform?" she says. "I'll let you try it on sometime. It's very loose and comfortable. Your brother's uniform is a lot like it."
"Then why am I wearing this?" Zoe demands as she waves a hand at the silver uniform covered in a black pattern mimicking circuits. It's the same pattern as her dad's.
"Because you're obviously going to cover it with toys," Kim says as she walks into the room with several belts over her arms. "Here are a nice variety of our utility belts," she explains, laying them out on the table. "We've got several different styles, all of which will work with your basic uniform. We also have leg straps and shoulder straps. This way you never have to raid the nearby buildings. We've had several complaints about your father's hobby," she adds a bit dryly. 
"Ooooh," Zoe says, her eyes lighting up as she heads for the belt. "Can I have them all?" she asks.
"Can you wear them all?" Kim asks.
"Let's find out!"
Summer sighs and shakes her head. Heaven help the poor woman that caught her daughter's attention, she thinks with a hint of amusement. "Have you thought of a name?" she asks her daughter.
"Do you think I'll need one?" Zoe asks, already covered from her hips to her ribcage in belts. "I doubt this will take that long. I just need to expose her as a hidden cape and..."
"Just being a hidden cape doesn't mean she's broken a law," Summer points out, "not if she hasn't used her powers in public. If you expose her, she has one week to be registered with the Hall, unless she's D-class. If she's D-class she doesn't even have to do that. Honey, you need to think this through a bit more."
"She's out to steal my boyfriend, and she's probably aiding and abetting an escaped Cape Cells convict," Zoe proclaims. "I'm sure I'll find plenty of things!"
"The aiding and abetting, yes, the boyfriend stealing, not so much," Kim says, undoing three of the belts. "These go," she says, throwing them onto the table. "We can do one leg strap and a shoulder strap, I think."
"But that one carried more," Zoe says, pointing at the fallen belts.
"Then trade it for one you're still wearing."
"It's not even boyfriend stealing," Summer says. "She's just acting suspiciously so that the world thinks she's lying about not knowing him. Things like that happen all the time with our type. In fact there are several people on Facebook claiming that they're dating your father."
"You're kidding, right?" Zoe asks, looking at her blankly. "Dating DAD?"
"The world is full of crazy people," Summer says. "If I could tell them how much of a pain your father is, I would."
Zoe rolls her eyes. "Trust me, I know exactly what you mean."
"Are you going to tell Max what you're doing?" Summer asks. "You ARE planning on interfering with his work. I think he deserves to know."
"I'm not interfering with his work--I'm going to try and get Phoebe Woods to out herself in public," Zoe says. "There's already a viral video of Max and me on the roof of Central Hall--"
"Which you left up?" Summer asks, raising an eyebrow.
"It's very difficult to get a viral video down," Zoe says, looking innocent.
"Really," Summer says.
"Okay, so a little part of me LIKED the world seeing it," Zoe mutters, looking defiant. "She doesn't even KNOW him!" She scowls, "Except this morning I found a video of them together--remind me to yell at him for that, okay? It made it look like he was jealous over her! You don't think--"
"I'm positive that it's a misunderstanding. You'll find out as soon as you talk with him. But honey, fighting over a man is a waste of time," Summer says.
"That is absolutely true," Kim agrees. "But fighting FOR your man is a different matter. This Phoebe Woods is a super, right?"
"She's Massteria's daughter," Zoe agrees.
"And she's targeting Max? She's up to no good," Kim declares. "I don't blame you for stepping in."
"Do you not trust Max?" Summer asks.
"Well... I..." Zoe says, looking down at the belts as she tries to think. A rap on the door makes her look up.
"Is everyone decent in there?" Max asks.
"Max? What are you doing here?" Zoe asks, heading to the door and opening it. He doesn't speak for a moment as he looks over her uniform.
"I have an appointment for my 'fake good guy' costume. What, exactly, are you wearing?" he asks, even as he gets out his phone and snaps a picture of her. 
"Nothing," she lies.
"First you dump me, then you plan your debut without even telling me?" he asks. "I'm not sure which one hurts more, honestly. I would LOVE to be your villain--"
"You just assume I'm going hero?" she demands. He stares at her in shock.
"You're not?"
"I'm not even going to get a name. I'm just going to take care of... something irritating," she says, crossing her arms over her chest.
"Irritating?" he repeats, looking a bit confused before he stares hard at her. She quickly brings her latest invention to mind and he makes a face.
"No reading my mind," she says. 
"Zoe," Summer says. "You should at least tell him in case it interferes with his work. This isn't a game, sweetie."
"Okay, fine!" Zoe says. "I'm going to deal with Phoebe Woods. You clearly can't handle both of them, and no one else is stepping up to the plate to call her out on her powers, so I'm going to do it. Then you can take down Massteria, send your mother and her family home, and graduate! She was never in the original agreement in the first place. And I don't like you being filmed with her! What were you thinking?"
"Filmed?" he says blankly before going to the main point, "She's not that powerful--" 
"It doesn't matter that she's not powerful!" Zoe says. "The ones she and her father can affect ARE. You almost died, Max. You almost DIED because one of them got to Aunt Skye. You're constantly surrounded by supers that are strong enough to do some serious damage to you! Usually that's a good thing, but not if there's a chance they can be used as weapons AGAINST you! Even if we equip all of our capes with external power blockers, she can still use others. Even norms can be a problem if there are enough of them."
"Norms," he repeats.
"Yes, norms, or do you really think you could take on an army--no, don't answer that," she says, groaning as she sees his face. "I'm just going to go in and get her to expose herself as a cape. Once the world knows what she is, she'll be under our law instead of theirs. Under our law, we can arrest her for aiding and abetting an escaped convict. That way you can do your graduation gig without worrying about Massteria and her plotting some--"
"Or," he says, "you can partner with me in my plan to lure them both out into the open."
"What?" she asks.
"I'm going to use my graduation gig as a lure to get them out in the public. He's already attacked me twice, which means he's targeting me. Add in the big crowd that panders to his abilities, and me taking over the Hall, it's right up his sick little alley. We just need to make sure they find out about it."
"Do our dads know about this aspect of the plan?" she asks.
"No, and I wasn't planning on telling them, either," Max says. "There's a good chance it won't do anything and I'll graduate as planned. It's like fishing, really. I could be wasting my time."
"Hmm..." Zoe says. "Mom?" she asks, looking over at Summer.
"I think your father should know," she says. "He might be more helpful than you think."
"I really was planning on doing this myself, you know," Max says, looking a bit irritated.
"We're going to my dad," Zoe says. "Looks like I don't need the uniform--"
"Keep it," Max says, "maybe we can work it into the show."
"Well, I guess it is a bit less generic than my white one," she says.
"And it's already paid for," Kim says. "Now get over here and we'll finish adding all your belts."
"How about this," Zoe says, heading for the other belts, "I take these, too, so when I empty one I've got a backup ready to go!"
"Fine, but no wearing them all at once," Kim says. "I would be laughed out of the super tailor guild."
 
***
 
"Before we talk to Dad, you're going to make up with your family--" Zoe says as we head into the apartment building with our bags. I now have a good guy uniform. I only plan on wearing it for a little while, of course, but it still feels wrong to have it at all. 
"Wait, what?" I say.
"You're going to make up with your little brother and sister," she says. "Tomorrow's the basketball game, remember? You can't just ignore that because you're irritated with them." I watch her until she blushes slightly. "Or do whatever you want," she says. "I've got no say in what you do."
"Sure you do," I say, "you're my friend. I just don't know what to say to them," I add a bit darkly as I look up the stairs. "She slapped me."
"I know," she says. "It's hard to keep conversations in this apartment a secret." She reaches up and touches my cheek. "I know it's not going to bruise, I'm sure it didn't even hurt, but I'm still sorry that it happened."
"It's really hard to ask for forgiveness after that," I point out. "I mean, it's one thing to get hit by a super hero, it's another completely to get hit by your birth mother."
She wraps her arms around my waist, hugging me tightly. "If anyone can do it, it's you. You're super like that." She pulls back, giving me a look. "And friends hug, got it?" she says defensively. "We're still taking a little break, you know!"
I let out a laugh as she races up the stairs to her floor, leaving me standing there. After a long moment of fighting with myself, I head for Wendy and John's apartment. It takes me fifteen seconds of just staring at the door before I can force myself to knock.
I'm going to be the second-in-command of the Hall soon. I can't afford to chicken out when dealing with a handful of norms, related to me, or not.
"I don't CARE!" I hear Layne shout from inside. "I'm going to the game whether they say I can or not! I worked too hard for this, Mom! I finally got to be a starter!"
"But Layne--"
"No! I don't care if it's stupid and lame and I'll never change the world like MAX will, but this is what I do! It's who I am! You can't take that away from me," she finishes, her voice cracking a bit. She's either crying or close to it, and it's all my fault.
I grab the door handle. The door is locked. I wave a hand, unlocking it with my powers and walking in. "Look, I know I'm not your favorite person right now, but--"
"This is family business, Max," my birth mother says.
"And I'm not really family," I finish, saying what everyone is thinking, "but I am the guy that promised to take her to the game."
"But--"
"I made a promise," I say, "I'm not going to break it."
"I didn't make it to our last practice," Layne mutters. "They'll probably bench me, anyway."
"Not if you get some practice in, now," I say. "I'm sure we can talk them into letting you play."
"Why do you care? You obviously couldn't care less about us--"
"If I didn't care about you, I would let the entire world know you're my sibling," I say bluntly. "They could find you and hold you hostage, and then just wait as I never show up."
"You make no sense sometimes, you know?" she complains.
"I make all the sense in the super world," I tell her. "Come on, we need to put together two basketball teams."
"What?"
"Chet!" I yell at his bedroom. "Come on, kid, you're playing basketball!"
"I'm not talking to you!" he yells back.
"You'll be playing with super heroes!"
The door opens and he peeks out. "Which ones?" he demands.
"Whichever ones I can get at short notice," I say. "We'll let you take pictures if you don't show anyone."
He hesitates for all of a second before coming out. "I'm still mad at you," he tells me.
"Yeah, I know," I say, running a hand through my hair. I shouldn't have done that, I think a second later. Now I've got to wash off the hair gel. I have to get the extra-super strength stuff, because keeping hair spiky when you deal with gravity is NOT easy, trust me. "Now come on, I need to get there before the ones that live with their parents leave."
I head for the door, only to stop and look at my mother. "I'm working on it," I say, feeling vulnerable. "I promise I am. Soon you can forget you have an extra kid."
"Max, I don't--" she starts out, only to stop as I just stare at her.
"I don't need to read your mind to realize it, Wendy," I tell her. "I know that having me as your kid is too overwhelming for you to deal with. But honestly, I need to thank you."
"I--"
"Whether you like it or not, you've given me the chance to live. It isn't easy, it isn't always pretty, either, but it's something I value more than you know."
"It... it isn't overwhelming," she says quietly. "You and I are just... we're not..."
"The same species?" I offer. "Probably not," I say after a moment of thought. "Dad never did tell me where his powers come from, and an alien race makes sense. It's what Superior was, after all."
"So your girlfriend's an alien?" Chet asks. "I've seen that movie!"
"She's a quarter alien," I say, "her grandfather's an alien, her grandmother's Russian, and her mom is American, as far as I can tell."
"Max," John says, looking at Wendy for a second, "mind if I come watch?"
"Sure," I say as we head down the stairs. "Hey, Zoe, I'm going to go set Layne up with a basketball game, I'll be back in a minute."
"Got it," she says from the top floor. "Don't take too long, Dad's got something to tell you."
"Yeah, got it," I say, wondering what's going on. Maybe Nico's figured out what I was planning? He's not stupid, and he knows Massteria better than I do. 
I shrug it off and head down the stairs, seeing and ignoring the confused looks on the others' faces. "We're going to have to convince them that no powers are allowed," I say a bit cheerfully. "Although, honestly, powers are what makes the sports program we've got so fun."
"I did see a baseball game earlier," John says. "How come the ball burning to ashes didn't count as an out? He DID catch it first."
"Vinny?" I ask.
"Is he the boy that turns into fire?"
"Yeah."
"Then yeah, Vinny."
"It's a rule for when any sports equipment is damaged beyond usability," I explain. "If you destroy the ball, the other team gets a home run. If the ball hits the laser wall, it's an automatic out, since the guy that hit it destroyed it. It's to teach them control. Of course, some have more trouble with that rule than others--the Liberty boys have lost more games than the rest of the school combined thanks to that."
"Do you?" Layne asks me.
"No, not really," I say as we head out of the protection of the apartments. I automatically scan the area for any onlookers as we head from the apartments to the school. The sports program has already started when we arrive on campus, so I head for Trent, who's splitting everyone up into teams. Soon the school is playing a basketball game with my siblings.
As I start to leave, though, John grabs my sleeve. "Can we talk?" he asks.
I hesitate before nodding. "I've got to make it quick, though, I need to go talk with Nico."
"It shouldn't take long." I nod and lead him into the school building. "I think you need to spend some time with your mother," John says as soon as we step through the door. "I don't think either of you has the best opinion of the other, but that's just because you don't know each other. You're both on the defensive. Nothing will get accomplished that way."
"Nothing needs to be accomplished, other than I need to capture Massteria and let you four return to the way things were. Besides, Wendy has made it obvious that she doesn't want ANYONE to know me. Or did the 'Surprise, you've got an eighteen-year-old stepson!' not clue you in?"
"I can't argue with that, but I still think that you want to us--or at least your siblings, even if Wendy didn't want us to know about you. If you didn't, we wouldn't be in this situation, right? I might not come off as the smartest guy around, but I'm not stupid. You said they found out about us because you were checking up on my wife and children, didn't you?"
"I--"
"You obviously like my kids."
"I--"
"Why don't you come to dinner tonight? We're ordering pizza!"
I stare at him, sighing inwardly. "Can I get a meat lovers?"
"Absolutely," he agrees, holding out his hand. "Let's shake on it."
I take the hand automatically, only remembering that I have hair gel on mine a second later. "Oh, ah, sorry. You might want to wash that off," I say as he looks at his hand. 
"What IS it?" he asks. "I can't move my fingers."
"Oh, just some hair gel," I say, heading out the door. "I really need to get going. Making Nico wait is a dangerous thing."
"Max, I seriously can't move my fingers," he calls after me. "Max??"
 
***
 
"Tell him," Zoe says five minutes later, standing between me and Nico with her hands on her hips.
"Me tell him, or him tell me?" I ask, trying to look into her mind. It's crowded with blueprints for all of the tech that surrounds us, so I honestly have no clue what's going on.
"Dad, tell him," she says. 
"It's not really--" Nico starts out.
"He was thinking about using your graduation as a lure for Massteria!" she says, waving a hand. On the wall in front of us a website appears with details about the upcoming convention. "He wasn't even going to tell you--"
"You thought of it, too, huh?" I say to Nico. "So that makes this either harder or easier, doesn't it?"
Zoe looks from me to him before sighing. "Okay, I should have seen that coming," she says, waving a hand. "Did you make up with your family?" she asks me.
"Sort of?" I offer. "They invited me to dinner tonight--well, John did."
"Good," she says. "Now let's get started. You're using the Hall building, right?"
"I'm going to use the public area of the Hall building and that entire street," I say as a map pops up between us. "From here to here--I'll have it closed, of course, we've already put in the permit requests with the city. Now, let's get to the important part--if Massteria screws up my gig, do I still get to graduate?"
"NICO!" Skye calls, slamming the door open. "I've come up with my float design! Now build it for me, okay?"
We all stare at the crayon drawing of a gigantic chicken carrying a rocket launcher.
"Skye..." Nico says as he takes it.
"Yes?"
"This is what you really want?"
"Yes! Is the rocket launcher too much? I mean, I could go with a grenade instead, since it would look a little like an egg--"
"The rocket launcher is fine," Nico says. "I can toss in some grenades around it, too. The real question is, why a chicken?"
"It's not a chicken! It's a phoenix!" she says.
"Looks like a chicken to me," Nico says. She turns, shoving the picture into Zoe's face.
"Um... well, I sort of see it?" Zoe offers. "But you don't really have anything in common with a phoenix, Skye. Why not use something that represents you better?"
"But I like the chicken," Skye says.
"You just told us it was a phoenix, Skye," Nico points out. "How about you bring up that dinosaur that you and Liz made and ride that?"
"But that doesn't need a car!" she protests.
"And you can't drive, so it all works out!"
"But I was going to make Rocco learn to drive!" she says.
"We can do that later," Nico says. "Not that a travel type cape needs to know how to drive," he adds dryly.
"We're going to use him as a getaway driver!" she explains with a brilliant grin.
"In a car," I say, deadpan.
"Exactly!"
"So you can get away from supers that can fly."
"Uh huh! I've got a DREAM CAR!"
We look at each other before I venture to ask, "And what car is that?"
"It's a..." she pauses, making jazz hands for dramatic effect, "1958 Edsel Convertible!"
I open my mouth, but Nico raises a hand, a thoughtful look on his face. "I like it," he says. "I'll get you one, but only if you use the dinosaur for the parade."
"YAY!" she says, throwing her arms around him. "This is going to be AMAZING! I want the Edsel to be blue with white racing stripes and chrome hubcaps and--"
"For someone that can't drive, you sure know a lot about cars," I have to say.
"I watch lots of car shows!" she says with a bright grin.
 
***
 
It's six at night, and I'm floating above the apartment building parking lot, lifting whatever people ask me to. Below, there are several floats being built. Mine is at the center. It's a giant throne on top of the ruins of a bus. I mean, if I'm going to take over the Hall, it calls for some dramatics. I've got an entire pack of mics ready--then again, so do the other villains.
Jack's float is a massive twisting metal contraption that sort of looks like an evil castle at the moment. It keeps changing when he looks at it, so I don't know what his plan is. Maybe he'll just keep changing it as he goes along. That would be cool. And then there's Ace's float. It's an empty platform.
"You've got to do SOMETHING with it!" I hear Morgan tell him. "If you spend the entire time relying on your powers, you're going to be too exhausted for the fight that happens afterward."
"So what? I'll be the first to run, regardless, so I might as well make a good show of it," he says.
We stop, though, as Nico raises a hand. "We've got incoming," he announces, turning and looking at the street. "Did someone order pizza?" he asks.
"Oh crap," I mutter as I look at the apartment building. "I forgot entirely."
"Forgot what?" 
"I was supposed to eat dinner with my mother's family," I say, groaning. "I don't have time. I need to get everything ready--I've only got a week--"
"Hey! I know that guy!" Jack says, breaking out in a grin as the pizza delivery guy comes into view. "That's our usual delivery guy, right? I mean, he actually came back, TWICE! That's as good as regular, right?"
"I gave them the numbers for our fast food places," Nico says. "Someone stop him for a bit, would you? Rocco should be showing up with the dinosaur soon."
"I'm on it!" Jack says, jumping on the metal board that comes flying and pulling in front of the van. "Hey!" he says. "You can't come any further!"
"Are you robbing me again?" the driver demands, getting out and sighing. "EVERY time I've delivered here I had to go back and get new pizzas for the next order."
"Well, actually I was just going to stop you from getting run over by a dinosaur, but sure, if you're offering! Hand over all the pizza and I'll let you live," Jack says, grinning evilly.
"Jack!" Nico says. "No robbing the only pizza place in town that still delivers here." He heads for the bus, digging out his wallet. "I'll buy everything in the van," he offers.
"Deal," the pizza delivery man says, heading to the back. "Good thing I loaded up before coming. But what was that line about a dinosaur? That was a new one."
"It's just my little sister," Nico says, even as everyone turns and watches the building across the street. A gigantic triceratops skeleton walks out of the shadows, making creaky, cracking noises with each step.
"I brought my dino!" Skye announces from its back. "Who wants to go for a ride?"
"I DO!" Carla says, jumping up and down. "Where are Ariel and Doris?"
"They're coming Friday night," Rocco says, stepping out of the shadow. He stops at the sight of the pizza delivery guy staring with his jaw dropping down. "Do you have ham and pineapple in there?" he asks. "I'm STARVING." 
"This is why they hired me, huh?" the guy says, sighing. "I wondered."
"Why's that?" Nico asks.
"I was outed as D-class when they tossed me in prison," he says. "Couldn't get a job for the life of me since I'm a super ex-con, and then all of a sudden a place that basically spit in my face is calling me up and offering me a job and a car to do it in--"
"Hey, Max, go bring your family down here," Nico says, callously interrupting the sob story.
"Oh, right, sure," I say.
"You don't care that I'm an ex-con?" the pizza guy asks.
"I'm just glad you're not freaking out," Nico says, grabbing one of the boxes from the back and digging in. "Know anyone else like that? We get really tired of pizza and Chinese out here."
"Can you get them hired?"
"Sure, I can do that, I've got a lot of work that a decent D-class could do. But how about I hire you?" Nico says, looking thoughtful. "How attached are you to that job?"
I don't laugh until I'm inside the building. "Hey, everyone! Pizza in the parking lot!" I call up to the ones that can hear me. I head past the blur that is Ken racing for the exit and stop in front of my mom's apartment. 
"Did they manage to pay the poor man before he ran?" Summer asks, pausing to look at me questioningly.
"He's a D-class, he didn't get past the gaping stage," I assure her.
"Oh good," she says, heading on down. I take a deep breath and rap on the door twice before trying the handle. It's unlocked.
"Um, pizza's here, guys," I say, only to stop as I realize everyone is sitting in the front room, looking tense. 
"Max," my mother says, "I--"
"We bought everything in the van," I interrupt. "We're in the middle of making floats for my graduation. You're welcome to come down and eat with us, or I can bring up the pizzas you ordered."
"Oh," she says, looking both slightly offended and relieved. "I just--"
"Which would you prefer?" I ask. "Answer quick, because the Liberty family is down there. No pizza is safe."
"We're coming down!" Chet says, jumping to his feet. "I want to see Cold Steel's float!"
"And the rest of you?" I ask.
"I'm coming!" John says.
"Me, too," Layne says. "I've been stuck in this stupid apartment for too long."
"You got a lot of gaming in, though," Chet says as they head out the door. It leaves me standing there with my mother.
"I'm--" she starts out.
"I'm in the middle of two of the biggest jobs of my life," I tell her. "I can only try so hard--"
"How are you trying?" she demands. "You as good as told my ten-year-old son that you don't want to be his brother--"
"Because it's too dangerous!" I snap. "I like them. They're good kids that deserve to live their lives safe--"
"No one has a safe life, Max," she says, sighing. "This world is dangerous, no matter who you're related to. You can't let that sort of thing keep you from building bonds. I was wrong, doing what I did, I realize that now. Chet and Layne deserve to know everything," she goes on, grimly. "They deserve to know their brother, and... I can't stop them from it."
"And me? Do I deserve to know the woman that gave birth to me?" I ask.
She lets out a slow breath, and I see her mind rushing before she speaks. "I'm not sure I can ever be--"
"I don't need you to," I interrupt. "I don't need you to be anything other than who you are. If you even tried to pretend to be motherly towards me, I would know. I won't even call you 'mom,' I'll call you Wendy. But... I was being serious when I said I can't save your pizza if you take too long," I add.
"Then... I guess we should get down there," she says, looking at me for a long moment. "I don't resent having you, Max," she says softly. "I just didn't know how to deal with what happened after that. I expected you to not have powers until you were a teenager. When you started flying, it was... shocking to me. I was barely nineteen at the time, and inexperienced with normal children, much less super ones. And I think that... perhaps that shock has made me demonize you and your father over the years... maybe as an excuse to not hate myself. For that, an apology isn't nearly enough." She clearly had trouble finding the right words for that confession. I almost feel sorry for her... almost.
I go silent, watching as she walks away. I don't know what to say. But... well, if I just stand here any longer, they're going to eat all the pizza, aren't they? I head out of the apartment, still mulling over the new information. I stop, though, as I see the crowd of capes standing in the parking lot. There's music playing. The entire Hall is here.
"When did you guys show up?" I ask as I head into the crowd.
"Ken called," Falconess says, waving a slice of pizza. "We thought we'd join the pizza party and discuss your plans for our brainwashing."
"Right now?" I ask.
"We have a week, right?" Mega says from where he's draped an arm over Ward's shoulder. "We need to know exactly what you want us to do."
"Wow," I hear Chet say, "that's Panther."
I look over, seeing my mother's family just standing to the side, looking awed. I can't look at them long, though, because Nico walks over, placing a hand on my shoulder. "Get to work, Max. You've got a job to do, right?" he says.
I nod, taking to the air and looking over the crowd. For a second my eyes meet my mother's, and I see just how she sees me. The child she gave birth to is now the man the most famous supers in the world, both hero and villain, look to so expectantly. The distance between us seems even larger than ever before. I don't know what to tell her, honestly. Maybe I never will.
"Okay," I say. "First I would like to thank you all for coming. I'm sure you've heard that I'm in line to become second-in-command of Central Hall. Well, before I can do that, I need to pull off a gig big enough to go viral. With your support, I can do exactly that."
 



CHAPTER NINE
 
Morning comes. Sometime around eleven the night before, Wendy had packed up her family and gently prodded them back into the apartment. It had been a restless night, though, because she could hear the supers working outside all night long. She finally fell asleep out of pure exhaustion. Now, still a bit sleep-deprived, she crawls out of her bed and heads into the kitchen to make some coffee. She stops as she passes a window, and looks down. They're still there. There's a pile of sleeping kids to the side, but the older ones are still working on massive floats.
Why? The question that had lingered in her mind all night rears back up. Her son is only eighteen years old. He still hasn't graduated high school yet! So why are these much older, much more experienced supers following him so blindly? Is it because of his father? But Mastermental hadn't even been there last night, she would have noticed. They had been there because of Max, and Max alone. They even seemed excited. 
Of course, her son is terrifyingly powerful. Chet had bragged about him lifting his bed with a wave of a hand. She's seen videos of him lifting an entire street length of cars with his abilities, not to mention all of the buses. She's spent years watching him, knowing that she had brought a terrifying monster into the world, a super villain that could crush buildings and bridges with a thought.
But, a tiny voice whispers, he never has. Oh, sure, he's threatened to. She's always thought it was because the heroes got to him just in time. It's not like he hides what he's doing. But just last night she'd seen those very same heroes willingly do what he told them to, and grinning as if they're involved in the biggest prank ever.
A rap on the door makes her look up and tighten the belt of her robe. She opens the door a second later. Max stands there with a box in his hands. "Sorry, did I wake you? Our new delivery guy got donuts. I thought I'd offer you some," he says, holding it out to her.
"New delivery guy?" she asks, not knowing what else to say.
"Yeah, Nico poached the pizza guy," he says with a little grin. "The apartment has to be careful about fast food delivery, since they don't want them to get fried."
"Then why don't they just go out and get it?" she asks as she takes the donuts. She hesitates for a moment before saying, "You can come in."
"That's too logical," he says, hesitating for a second before following her. "Besides, whenever one of them gets food, everybody else decides they want it, as well, including the dorm kids--well, everyone except Vinny, that is. By the time that's over, they would need a van to carry all of the food. I think Nico built the new guy one last night."
"Why doesn't Vinny want it?" she asks.
"Vinny doesn't eat fast food, he's a gourmet," Max says.
"What... um, what ability does Vinny have?" she asks as he sits at the bar.
"He turns into a living flame," Max says. "He's the South Branch's Fire Hazard."
"I see," she says. "I should wake the others up--I don't want the donuts getting stale."
"Isn't today Layne's game? She needs the sleep, right?" he says. "I thought now might be the time to change our approach at getting to know one another," he adds, looking just the tiniest bit shy. "If we treat it like two strangers just meeting, maybe it'll be easier?"
"I... I guess that's one way of doing it," she says. "But as a stranger, you're still THE Maximum who's held up a Super Bowl and terrorized almost all of America at one time or another."
He just looks at her before a wicked little grin crosses his face. "I owe every single branch leader in the Hall because of that," he admits.
"I'm shocked," she says.
"Really? You don't sound that way."
"I mean that you asked permission," she says.
"I always follow the rules," he says. "I've walked the villain straight and narrow ever since I started. Not even one bruised norm in all of my jobs, at least not the official ones. There was a lot of bruising when I dealt with the cars, but it wasn't because of me," he admits. 
"Then why are you a villain at all?" she asks. "You're the son of Mastermental, you obviously have the respect of your peers. Why aren't you trying to be a hero?"
"I like being a villain," he says. "Without a villain, a hero is just a guy in tights. Without an EXCELLENT villain, a good hero will never even get a fan following. Once a hero debuts against me, they instantly get a position in their local Hall. Whether they deserve it or not, well, they'll have to prove as they go along. I'm making Kid Liberty one of the biggest names in the world--well, Jack and I are, to the point where he won't be under his parents' shadows. Do you have any idea how hard it'd be to get out from under the shadows of America's Son and Star Spangled?"
"So... you're working to make the heroes shine?" she asks, stunned.
"It doesn't hurt that I regularly get to do dramatic mic drops," he says.
"Mic drops?"
"Mic drops," he agrees, grinning at her.
She shakes her head, fighting a strange desire to laugh. "It's all about the mic, isn't it?"
"I've still got the best mic, regardless of what the others claim," he brags, only to yawn. "I guess I should get going. It's... nice, not fighting with you, Wendy," he says, standing and holding out a hand. 
"Why don't you worry about getting Jack out of their shadows?" she asks.
"Because he's a villain," he says. "Villains are made to lurk in the shadows."
"Is that why you're really a villain?" she asks. "Are you resigned to being in your father's shadow for the rest of your life?"
His eyes go cold as he looks at her, and she feels a little bit lighter for a second before his hands unclench. "I can't be in his shadow, no one even knows we're related. Sort of like you and me, now isn't it? But at least Dad doesn't hide it from those closest to him."
He walks out of the room before she can come up with a reply. She lets out a sigh, heading for the box of donuts that he left on the bar. Eating when frustrated is such a bad habit. Right now she doesn't care. She REALLY needs something chocolate.
 
***
 
I'm so freaking angry right now that everything not bolted down is rattling slightly as I head down the stairs. If something falls and breaks, I'll probably get a look from Nico, but I can't seem to stop it. Who does she think she is, going off and psycho-analyzing me like that? She doesn't know me! She has no right to say that I'm hung up on being Dad's kid! I'm PROUD that I'm the son of Mastermental! He's an amazing man that's changed the world for the better! He's a brilliant strategist and someone that knows how to properly lead!
He's everything I've been trained to be, basically.
Maybe I am in his shadow. I let out a sigh, sitting down on the stairs. The phrase "big shoes to fill" is trying to come up, but I ruthlessly shove it down. So what if I'm in his shadow? There are things that Dad's done that I would never do. There are things in his life that I would never wish to have. But at the same time, there are a ton of things that I admire about him, as well. I just...
When I have kids I'm definitely not going to coop them up, even in a mansion with as many computers and games as they want. They won't have tutors instead of school, either. I'm going to make sure she has every chance to make friends. Sure, she probably won't make them until she's old enough for Cape High--I mean, I'm still a realist. I've seen her, she's going to be a bit strange and hard to deal with. I know exactly where she gets it from, too, I think, groaning and leaning back on the stairs. I can hear everyone in the building if I actually listen. They're all getting ready for their day--
Taurus comes down the stairs, and I hold up a hand to catch his foot, stopping him from stepping on me. "Sorry," I say as he moves the tablet he was reading and looks down in surprise, "not the best place to have a mini melt-down, huh?"
He moves his foot from my hand, raising an eyebrow slightly. "Rough day?" he asks.
"Yeah," I admit, getting to my feet. "You probably already know, though, right?"
"If you're willing to admit to it, then yeah, I know," he says, reaching out and dropping a hand on my shoulder. "We all have... parent issues, Max. My dad never even joined the game and I still don't know if I'll ever do as much good as he has."
"Your dad is pretty impressive," I have to admit, smiling slightly as he starts to laugh. "What about your mom?" I ask him, my curiosity kicking in. "Is she like us?"
"Mom is an African hero. After she and Dad broke up about twenty years ago, she moved back. She's not very big on... well, people in general, honestly," he admits. "She specializes in animal protection, a lot like Panther does. She's got the skills of any animal she's been in contact with before."
"Really? So how did she and your dad get together?" 
"Dad's a shifter," he says. "Those type of powers are automatically drawn to one another. He met her on a vacation and they... fell in love," he shrugs, "but sometimes even love isn't enough to tame one of our kind."
"Do you miss her?" I ask. No wonder Taurus is so powerful. 
"I call her weekly," he says. "I've only gotten her once or twice in the past few years. She's too busy to hang out near a phone."
I go silent for a moment, thinking about it. "I can get you a vacation," I offer after a second. "When this is over, you, Liz, and the girls can go over and visit if you want."
"I'll think about it," he says, looking at me curiously. "But I've REALLY been trying to get them to the islands. Think you could get us time for a cruise?"
"I never said I was going to go on all of your vacations!" Liz calls from above.
"She never said she wouldn't, either!" Emily says, teleporting directly onto Taurus's back. "Let's go to Hawaii!"
"I'd rather go to Jamaica," Liz says, giving in far easier than I thought she would. "I've been to Hawaii." 
"I'm aiming to get Boombastic's island for a week or two. Maybe it'd work for you, too," Nico says, walking down the stairs. Liz, much like her foster daughter did to Taurus, jumps on his back, hooking her arms around his neck. 
"I've wanted to do this for months," she says happily. "What's so special about Boombastic's island?"
"It's actually a series of isles, each with secret bases built in," he says. "The entire family will have something to play with." He doesn't even bother to hook his arms under her legs, he just takes another drink of coffee. You don't really need to worry about a super falling off your back. "Max," he says, looking me in the eye. 
"Nico," I say.
"I went villain, too," he says simply, and I stare at him, stunned. "Now go get some sleep, you've got a little time before your sister's basketball game."
I nod, still focused on that comment. Nico is probably the most amazing cape I know, and he just admitted to having the same problem I do. "You know, Nico," I say after a second, "in a lot of ways you're more amazing than your dad ever was."
He gives me a little grin. "Thanks. I'd say that applies to both of us."
I head out, the anger from earlier slipping away as those words repeat in my head. "I can do this," I say quietly as I step out into the light. "I can absolutely pull this off."
The words are quiet, but they linger in my ears. I can only hope they're the truth.
 
***
 
"Max!"
I jerk, almost falling out of my bed at the loud call. "What--what's wrong? Where's the fire?" I ask, looking around the room--and straight at my little sister's face. She's on the screen of every computer monitor in my bedroom. 
"We need to leave for the basketball game. And your hair looks stupid," she says. "It's completely flat on one side."
"Thanks," I drawl, getting out of my bed and heading across my room. 
"Did you sleep in your clothes?" she asks.
"It saves time," I call over my shoulder before disappearing into my bathroom. One shower and shave later, I step out again in my best civvies--a T-shirt and a pair of shorts. That wasn't enough sleep. I'm dangerously close to being loopy, but I made a promise and I'm going to keep it. Doesn't stop me from yawning as I step onto the balcony and take to the air. I just need to get them to the basketball game, make sure nothing happens, and get them back to the apartments. After that I can crash for a few more hours before I go back to working on my master plan.
I land in the apartment building parking lot a few seconds later, looking at the fleet of black SUV's waiting for us. This might be a bit overkill, I think, especially since the entire Liberty family is coming down the stairs. Ken has a gigantic foam finger on one hand and Jack has his illusion watch on. "Really?" I say. "For a junior high aged basketball game?"
"For your little sister's junior high basketball game," Ken says. "This is important stuff, you know? I was always worried that I'd traumatize Trent by never making it to his games."
"Instead he traumatized me by never letting me play," Trent says. "So where's your disguise, Max?" he asks, tugging his baseball hat down a little lower.
I pull my fake glasses out of my pocket. "Ingenious, right?" I say as I put them on. "One minute I'm Maximum, the next I'm a studious looking teenager--"
"A. K. A. a geek," Jack says, taking the glasses from me and trying them on.
"Don't break those, they cost me a buck," I warn him. "Besides, there's nothing wrong with being a geek."
"How would you know? We don't have any geeks in our school," Trent says, taking the glasses from Jack and trying them on as well.
"I think the healer group qualifies," Jack offers.
"You're dating their leader," we tell him.
"Exactly, and they get into all these technical conversations that give me a headache," Jack explains. "Too many brains in that group--not that I have any problem with brains," he adds quickly as Aubrey walks out. "I like brains just fine, as long as I'm not up against them."
"So you've got a thing against smart heroes?" Trent asks.
"Is that an oxymoron?" I have to say. "I'm pretty sure that's an oxy--" I stop as Emily and her two doppelgangers walk past, giving me matching dirty looks. "Okay, I'll stop. We were already in trouble with the geek comment, anyway," I have to point out.
"Geeks are awesome," Emily says, blowing it off. "Besides, they're our biggest fans, so you really shouldn't make fun of them."
"Your fans are geeks," Jack says to me.
"So are yours," I say.
"You have the same fans," Trent says, rolling his eyes. He looks at me a bit more seriously, now. "Are you okay?"
"I could use some more sleep," I admit, yawning again. "Other than that, I'm fine."
"He means after the fight with your mom, moron," Jack says. He actually looks a bit concerned, as well.
"It's fine," I say. "Nico went super villain, too."
They look at each other, and Trent grins just a little bit. "Somebody needs a hug," he says, starting for me.
"No hugs!" I say, almost falling over to get away.
"It's okay, Max, we won't tell your fans you got a hug from Kid Liberty!" Ken calls over to us. I hear several shutters snap discreetly, but I don't see any phones out when I turn to look.
"You might have super powers, but that doesn't mean your feelings can't be hurt," Trent says dramatically, reaching for me again. I let out a yelp and jump back. Jack starts roaring with laughter as his brother chases me around the parking lot.
"Someone stop letting him watch after-school specials!" I yell as I race past the group.
"What in the heck are they doing?" I hear Layne say. I jerk to a stop, only to grunt as Trent wraps his arms around me, almost crushing me. I'm tough, don't get me wrong, but a hug from a tank is dangerous business.
"They're hugging!" Chet says, laughing his head off.
"Aren't they enemies, though?"
"See? A hug helps," Trent tells me, his amusement clear in his voice as he pats me on the back, hard.
"He's not nearly as cool out of uniform as he is in it," I mutter, tugging out of the hug. "You ready for the game?" I ask her.
"Um, yeah, I guess," she says, looking nervous. "I mean, if they let me play, that is."
"If they don't, we'll just have another game here," Trent says.
"Yeah, but in a real game, you can't hover to make a dunk," she tells him.
"I wasn't hovering! I was just calculating angles," he says, only to laugh as she stares at him.
"I thought I said you couldn't use powers for that game," I say. "Is anyone else coming to the game?"
"Mom and Dad will be down soon," Chet says. "But other than that, I think the Liberties are our bodyguards."
"I think that's overkill already," Layne says. "How am I going to explain them to my friends?" she asks.
"Tell them that we're your cousins," Jack says.
"And what about Max?" she asks, pointing at me. "What do I say about him?"
"Say I'm part of some big brother program," I say, draping an arm over Chet's shoulders. "Your parents think Chet spends too much time in the house."
"I have asthma," Chet says.
"You USED to have asthma," Aubrey says. "You're healthy as can be, now. You might think about joining the basketball team, too."
"I think I'd rather do soccer," he says thoughtfully.
"Sounds fun!" Trent says. "We'll play a game next week!"
"Maximum," one of the black suits says, making me look over. "We've arranged for your transportation. If you would all pick a car, we can head out."
I look over the cars, raising an eyebrow slightly. "Cut it down to the two full sized vans for us and change the color on one--Nico did add the camo effect to them, right?"
"Yes, sir, at least to two of the fleet, we've brought one of them. He says we need to negotiate for any more."
"Then we'll take those," I say. "Also, change into civvies, would you? The suits stick out too much. We'll meet you at the game, Ken and Jeanie can drive the vans. Take as few vehicles as for your group as you can."
"Your father said we were supposed to stay with you for this," he says, only to stop as the Liberties hold out their hands. "But, considering who your drivers will be, I suppose we can make an exception," he says, handing over the keys.
"Okay, everyone," I say as John and my mother step out of the force field, "let's load up. Black suits, we expect to see you there as soon as we pull into the parking lot, so I suggest you go get changed now."
"Yes, sir," the spokesman says, saluting.
We head for the vans, splitting up into two groups. I take my seat in the black one, looking at Layne, who's next to me. "Hey," I say, nudging her, "if you want, I can always bring in a few Greyhounds if your team is losing."
"You wouldn't!" she says, glaring at me.
I give her my most villainous grin. "I'll come up with a dramatic speech about the evils of teamwork and good sportsmanship," I tell her, cheerfully. "I'll have to take the roof off, though, to make it work. That's why I like outdoor sports better."
"You're not going to take the roof off the gym to terrorize junior high schoolers, Max," Ken says from the driver's seat. "You don't have clearance."
"Yeah, yeah, but you can't see her face right now," I say, laughing as she tries to shove me and fails. "Why don't you join a soccer team with Chet next summer? That'll make it a lot easier on me!"
"We'd be on two different teams," she says. "He's younger than I am."
"Still easier, since it'd be outside."
"We're here," Ken says, pulling to a stop. "Everyone out, stronger ones first. Do we expect anything to happen?" he asks me.
"No, but we still need to be careful. If he..." I go silent, looking at Layne with a bit of worry. "Nothing will happen," I say more firmly. "But just in case," I add to myself, tapping on my com-bracelet and making sure my external power blocker is on. "Now, let's go play a basketball game." I drop a hand on Layne's back.
"If they let me play," she says quietly. The look on her face has me fighting the urge to storm in there and flat-out demand that they let her play, or face the consequences. That urge catches me off guard and I blink a few times, calming myself.
"We'll see," I say. "If they don't, you can blame me."
She nods. "I will." She's silent for a moment before looking at me. "But you did let me play basketball with super heroes."
"Was it fun?" I ask.
"Yeah, it was REALLY fun." She stops, looking at a tall, older woman. "There's the coach," she whispers, reaching down and grabbing my hand. "She's busy, so maybe we should--"
I tug her along, heading straight for the woman. I open my mind, looking into her thoughts. Plays, stats, and as she sees my little sister, a good dose of worry. "Layne," she says. "Who's your friend?"
"He's--um--" Layne starts out, looking at me a bit desperately. She's completely forgotten our cover story.
"I'm family," I say, "Max." I hold out a hand to the woman. "She's been visiting me for the past week--we had a bit of a family emergency. Sorry that we didn't call you earlier, she doesn't have your number."
"Her family?" she repeats, the worry turning to curiosity.
"Yes, ma'am," I say. "But everything's better now. She's been worried that she won't be able to play since she missed your last practice."
"We missed you on Wednesday," the woman says to Layne. "I'll give your parents my number for the next time an emergency comes up. Now go get changed, you need to stretch," she orders with a little smile.
Layne's face lights up. "Thank you, Coach!" she says before racing off to the back. I jerk, suddenly realizing she's going to be out of my sight for a bit.
"Are you really a family member?" the coach asks me, looking at me sharply, "because I almost swear I recognize you..."
"I just have one of those faces," I lie with an easy smile. This is stupid. I've been telling them that I'd cut this tie, and here I am claiming it. She looks behind me suddenly, and I turn, seeing my mother and John walking towards us.
"Coach Mellie," my mother says. "I'm so sorry we didn't call earlier."
"Your... relative was just explaining," the coach says.
My mother looks at me with a hint of surprise. "Yes," she says, "I'm glad. We had a little mishap--"
"A family emergency," I say.
"Yes," she agrees.
"It's not something we really feel we can talk about just yet," John says, "but Layne was really sad she missed your last practice."
"I'm sorry, I was prying," the coach says, abruptly realizing she was being overly nosy. "Don't worry, Layne will be playing. She's one of our best."
"We appreciate it," John says. My eyes go back to the direction Layne went and I open my mind, searching. I find her quickly--she's talking with her teammates. She's fine.
"I'm just going to sit with the guys," I tell them, heading for where the Liberty family is standing next to the bleachers.
"It'll hold, I promise," I hear Ken saying as I get close enough. "Just don't sit right next to one another."
I drop down on the bleacher. "Oh, come on, guys, don't tell me you're scared of aluminum!"
"Can I hit him?" Jack asks.
"Don't you control metal?" I go on. "Can't you just reinforce it with your powers?"
The entire group looks at him. "Max, you're still a pain in the--"
"No need for name calling just because he's right," Ken says quietly. "Now sit down, we're drawing attention to ourselves. Max, how's your sister?"
"She's getting changed in the lockers," I say, not quite able to hide my tenseness over that fact. "Emily, could you--" I say.
"On it!" she says, heading out. That's better, I think, leaning back and relaxing. Emily will guard the lockers and call if anything happens. Now all we need to do is sit back and enjoy the game. I dare to glance around, catching sight of several black suits in civvies loitering in the crowd. Yeah, this is going to be fine. Most likely we're being overly paranoid.
I hope.
 
***
 
"Layne?" Emily says as she enters the mostly empty locker room. "Are you still in here?"
"No," Layne says from one of the stalls.
"You're not?"
"No, I'm not," she says.
"Is there a problem?" Emily asks, leaning against the neighboring stall. "Everyone's already out there. I think they're waiting for you."
"It's embarrassing," Layne says.
"What?"
"You're--you're YOU and your boyfriend is HIM and all of them are out there to watch--to watch me," Layne says, opening the door. "And we're not that good of a team even by normal standards," she adds. "It's bad enough that Max came, right, but what if we lose?" she asks in a whisper. "Or what if I fall on my face? Or what if I do something really embarrassing and it's seen by the entire family? I'll never live it down!"
"Cold feet?" Emily offers.
"Cold EVERYTHING," Layne says. "I was really looking forward to this game, but now I'm positive that I'm going to screw up."
"Do you really think we care if you win?" Emily asks a bit blankly.
"I CARE!"
"Well, sure you do," Emily says quickly, trying to think of the best way to put it. "But you're doing something Trent always dreamed of doing before we started going to our school. He's not watching just to judge whether you're a good player or not, I promise. None of them are, but Trent's probably the most excited."
"Then... why is he excited?"
"Because he gets to watch you do what he used to dream about doing," Emily explains. "The real thing--not one that has rules about breaking equipment involved. He always wanted to play normal sports. Why else would he work so hard to set up the after-school program? Heck, both him and Max are huge sports fans. And you know what?"
"What?"
"They're stronger than the professional players. It doesn't stop them from tail-gating and throwing parties. Don't worry about what they think, Layne. They're pretty simple minded when it comes to stuff they enjoy. Now, are you feeling better?" she asks.
"Yeah, I guess," Layne says. "I'm almost done, so you can go on in, okay? I just need a little time to alone, to focus."
Emily hesitates for a moment before nodding. "You're going to do fine," she says to the younger girl. "Now go get your game face on." She heads out of the locker area and into the gym.
 
***
 
"She should be here," Phoebe says quietly as she and Massteria walk right through the front entrance. There are guards, she notes, seeing them standing around trying to look casual. She can hear their thoughts. Several of them feel awkward doing their job in plain clothes, others feel relieved they don't have to wear a tie. They walk right past them, without even hesitating. Not even her greatest fan would pick her out when she's made up like this. A few discreetly placed latex prosthetics, several layers of makeup, and wigs have her father and her looking like completely different people.
"Of course she is," her father says. "This is where the big game is, right?"
"But what if he doesn't let her come?" Phoebe asks.
"Then we step back and try again. Now where would a player be?" he asks.
"Either in the gym, or in the lockers," Phoebe says, casually turning down a hall after looking at a nearby map. "I'll check the lockers," she says, "you look in the gym. There are... possible intruders here."
"Yes, yes there are," he says, walking right past one. "Thrilling, isn't it?"
"You're so bad," she says, almost giggling. "I used to dream of you coming to my special events, you know, all the plays that I starred in, all the sporting events."
"I'm sorry, precious," he says. "I'll make up for it, I promise, after we find the girl."
Phoebe nods and heads for the hallway entrance to the locker rooms, slipping in and heading for the mirror. She checks her wig while opening her mind slightly to try and find the girl. After a second her eyes widen and she turns, a brilliant smile crossing her face. "Who would have guessed?" she says, seeing a girl in uniform tying her shoes. "You're just the one I've been looking for."
The girl looks up, her mouth opening to ask what she means. Before she can even form the first syllable, though, Phoebe grabs her, looking her in the eyes and dropping a hypnotic suggestion. "You can come with me," she says.
Layne stares at her, slack-jawed for a moment. "I can come with you," she says.
"Good girl. But first, time to change."
A few seconds later, she's walking out with her "daughter," heading straight for Massteria and the back door. The wig she'd been wearing looks good on the girl, she thinks with a little smile. And as they reach the exit, Massteria reaches up, pulling the fire alarm with a matching smile on his lips.
 
***
 
"Okay," I say, getting to my feet as the sprinklers go off. "Grab the family, we're out of here."
"What if it's just a prank?" Jack asks. Trying to move through the large crowd is like trying to swim up-stream. I growl under my breath, trying not to hurt the people I'm attempting to get past. There are kids screaming and a general panic in the air, but it's not psychic incited. I would have noticed if it was something like that. It probably WAS just a prank, but I can't take chances.
"CHET!" I yell. "LAYNE! WHERE ARE YOU?"
"She was in the locker--" Emily says. "I'll go find her, she was just finishing up." She heads into the locker room, only to groan a second later. "Max, we've got a problem," she says. "I don't see her. Have any of the black suits seen her?"
"No sir, not that we know of," one of the black suits says over the com-link.
"Okay, that's it," I say. Ken grabs my shoulder, stopping me. "I've got to find her." He hands me a mask. "Oh. Right." I slip off my glasses and toss the mask on before jumping into the air.
"It's MAXIMUM!" someone yells. "HE'S DOING THIS!"
The screaming grows louder and I wince. Usually I appreciate this sort of reaction, but I don't have time for this. "LAYNE!" I yell. When there's no response I go as high as I can, scanning the room for sight of my little sister. She's not here. I race out the door, searching the entire building as quickly as I can.
"Max, we've got the rest of your family, have you found Layne?" 
"She's not here," I say, opening my mind.
'Hello, Maximum,' a man whispers in my mind. 'Sorry we can't meet face to face at the moment, I've got my hands full. But I'm sure you know what I'm about to say.'
'Give me back Layne,' I reply as forcefully as I can. I see several of the norms clamp their hands over their ears.
'You have great power but little control,' he says. 'We'll work on that.'
And then he's gone. I race out the door, taking to the sky to see if I can catch them escaping the building. There are people pouring out of the building, but no sign of my little sister or her captors. "MASSTERIA!" I bellow, clenching my hands and gritting my teeth. 
"Max!" I hear Trent shout.
"Spread out! Find him!" I snap. "He took my sister!"
I don't even bother to see if they do it--I just take off. I need to get her back.
 
***
 
"What just happened?" Wendy asks as she's loaded into the van by a muscular man. "Who are you?" she demands.
"One of the, well, the supers call us 'black suits,'" he says, pulling out a badge and handing it to her. "We're the security deployment of Central Hall. We're out of uniform, sorry."
"No, my... my son told you to change," she says. "But Layne--"
"You have the Liberty family and Maximum looking for her, ma'am. If anyone can find her, it's them."
"She's MY daughter," she says. "I knew I should have never let her come to this."
"He'll find her, Wendy," John says, wrapping his arms around her, and tugging Chet into the hug. "Max will find her."
"He's--I just feel so helpless," she whispers. "And how do we know he'll find her? He's constantly losing battles against other supers. How do we know he won't lose this one?"
"Ma'am," the black suit says, looking at her in shock, "in this job, losing can be a lot harder than winning is, especially for Maximum."
"That makes NO SENSE!" Wendy yells, throwing her hands in the air. "Why is it so hard to lose?"
"Because Max is stronger than most of the guys he goes up against," Chet says, "like WAY stronger. He's got psychic powers, gravity powers, enhanced intellect, and--and he's the only son of Mastermental, who's the only hero to ever get his own classification. I mean, Superior has to share his, right? But there's only one M-class in the world."
"How do you know all this, Chet?" John asks curiously.
"You might have been playing games all the time, but I found the cape files," Chet says. "Nico didn't say anything, so I guess he didn't care that I peeked."
"He didn't look so tough when Kid Liberty hugged him," Wendy has to point out.
"Kid Liberty is a tank, and well on his way to S-class, ma'am," the black suit says. "When you try comparing him to the students at Cape High, you won't see just how exceptional your son really is. They only let the most elite into the school."
"And how do you know all of this?" she demands.
"Because I've been trying to get transferred to the clean up duty squad ever since the school started," he says, looking at them in the rearview mirror. They're driving away from where her daughter was taken, she thinks as she looks over her shoulder. She feels sick to her stomach, just leaving her behind. 
"Max will get her back, Mom," Chet repeats, taking her hand.
"How do you know that? He's already tried to disown you, and I can't blame him. I disowned him."
"He loves us," Chet says simply.
"I don't--" she starts out.
"He. Loves. Us," Chet repeats, firmly.
"But who is it that took her?" she asks, giving up on fighting that statement. If her son wants to believe his half-brother loves him, she'll let him. She would never hurt his self-esteem, it's so fragile already.
"We'll find out, I'm sure," John says when none of the black suits in the van reply. "We'll ask Nico as soon as we get home."
 
***
 
What if I don't find her? What if Massteria gets into her head and freaks her out so badly that she's never the same? I'm panicking, and this time it has nothing to do with Massteria getting into my head. I should have never said we could go to the basketball game. I should have never checked up on them on the computer. I should have never even looked up my mother to begin with! She left me. I never even knew her. It should have stayed that way... except...
 
*Twelve Years Ago*
 
"Your son is... special," the latest tutor says. I'm spying from behind the door, and I'm pretty sure that Dad knows it, but he won't say anything. We've been through this same situation a few times already. "I'm just not sure that I'm the right tutor for him," she finishes. "I mean, it's one thing to teach a very smart boy, which your son is, but another to teach... well..."
"A child with abilities?" Dad provides.
"Exactly."
"You were supposed to be trained in teaching special students," he says mildly.
"Yes, but--but those are children with learning difficulties," she says. "What your son has is the exact opposite--"
"Sometimes opposites are more alike than you think," Dad says, only to sigh. "But thank you for your time and effort. Max will be sorry to see you go."
"I should--I should tell him--" she says.
"No, I'm sure he'll understand it better if I tell him," Dad tells her in a gentle tone. "We don't want you to be... persuaded against your will."
"He's a good boy, he really is--"
"I realize that," Dad says. "But he is more than you're equipped to handle. I cannot hold that against you. You'll be looking for a new job. I'll arrange for a referral letter."
"Thank you, Mister Frank," she says, her relief clear in her voice.
"Tell me, does he scare you?" Dad asks.
"I just--yes," she says quietly. "Yes, he does."
I get up, leaving the hall before she comes out. I don't want to see her. I thought she'd be different, but I was wrong. She was just better at hiding it than the others had been. I head out the front door, letting it close gently behind me. I'm six years old today. I only see my dad, the servants, the cook, and my tutor on a regular basis. I jump into the air, wobbling slightly before going higher. Our house is massive. It's not even a house, really, it's a mansion. We have a tall wrought iron fence around the entire place, and a pool in the back. It's Olympic sized. I'm usually fine staying on the grounds after the tutor runs off screaming. I mean, usually they last a week or two at most, but today I really can't stand the idea of being trapped like an animal inside.
'Max,' I hear my dad say telepathically, 'try not to get in trouble.'
I ignore him, taking off for the one place I know outside of the house. There's a nice little playground a few blocks away, where one of my earlier tutors dared to take me until I started floating the kids through the air. They'd ASKED to do it! But she hadn't listened to me, especially when the parents started screaming in horror. When Dad found out that she'd spanked me, he had almost lost his temper. While, he had told her in his calmest tone, spanking might work for most children, it will never work for his son. I was punished, don't get me wrong. I was stuck doing dishes for an entire month. 
The spanking hadn't even hurt, it was just mortifying. I'd almost lost control of my powers. She could have been really hurt.
I stop, floating over the almost-empty playground. There's the swing set, just like I remember. I drop down, heading for the swing and sitting on it. I'll never be a normal kid. I'll never go to school, and I'll never have a best friend, and I'll never--
"Hi."
I look up, staring at a boy about my age, blankly. When did he get here? I hadn't even heard him approaching me. I stare at him for a moment before realizing I'm supposed to answer. "Hi," I say, a bit awkwardly.
"Can I swing with you?" he asks, already sitting down in the swing next to mine.
"Looks like I can't stop you," I mumble, staring forward at nothing. I feel abandoned. It's stupid, and I know it. I just... I'd liked that one.
"Where's your mom?" the boy asks abruptly.
"What?" I say.
"Where's your mom? Mine's over there," he says, pointing at a woman reading a book on a bench. "She said I was getting on her nerves, so she dragged me out here."
"Is she going to leave you here?" I ask curiously.
"What?"
"Is she going to leave you here?" I repeat. "If you're that annoying, maybe she's just waiting for you to stop paying attention."
"NO!" he says, laughing. "That's stupid! Moms don't just leave their kids!"
"Mine did," I say quietly, pushing off the ground and starting to swing.
He goes quiet, looking at me with a worried expression. "Let's go find her," he says, getting to his feet and holding out a hand. "She's probably not got very far, right?"
"She didn't leave me just now," I say, staring at the hand. "She left a long time ago."
"Oh... so where's your dad?" he asks.
"At home."
"So you're all alone? Or with your babysitter?"
"All alone," I say, starting to swing higher. "I'm always all alone. I don't need a babysitter, anyway."
"You're weird," he says.
"Yeah," I agree.
"I bet your mom is looking for you," he says. "Moms don't just leave their kids for no reason."
"Mine had a reason," I say.
"Because you're weird?" he offers.
"Because I can fly."
"You're a liar," he says after staring at me in wonder for a few seconds.
"I'm not lying," I say. "I can fly. I can make you fly, too, but I got in trouble the last time I did it."
"You're a BIG liar," he accuses me.
"Want to see it?" I ask, getting off the swing and rising several feet into the air. "I'm a super. That's why my mom left me, that's why I don't have a babysitter, that's why--"
"Mikey, Mikey, come over here," his mother calls in that hoarse voice of someone trying not to scream. "Leave the super boy alone, okay?"
"You can make me fly?" Mikey says, glancing at his mom and then back up at me.
"Go to your mom, kid," I say, sighing as I hear her fumbling in her purse. She's probably calling the Hall, I think as I take off. Time to go home, Dad doesn't like it when I show my powers in public. I shouldn't have done it. That was just a normal kid. Normal six-year-olds see the world in black and white, right? They don't think like me...
But I keep remembering his comment about looking for me. What if she is? What if I'm wrong and she didn't leave me--what if she was TAKEN from me? Or maybe she has a secret so big that she can't stay or I might be in danger! That sort of line works all the time in super stories! I head back home, racing through the clouds to keep people from seeing me and landing on my balcony. I head for my computer, dropping down in front of it and tapping in the password for the Hall's main system.
It takes me a bit, but I find the hidden file Dad has and stare at the address for a long moment before closing down my computer and heading out. I'm not that familiar with the streets around me--I don't get out often, but I drop down a few times and check the signs. I finally find the apartment building she's living in and land on the ceiling, going down the fire exit until I've reached what I'm certain is her apartment. The curtains are open, so I dare to peek in, ready to run if I've got the wrong place.
I can hear everything going on inside. Not only do I have super hearing, the walls in this place are really thin. I jerk as I hear a child crying. It feels like someone smacked me, but I shake it off. Maybe I've got the wrong place.
"Wendy?" I hear a man call. "Wendy, where are the new diapers?"
Wendy is my mother's name, I think, staying right where I am. I feel frozen to the spot. "They're in the closet," she calls back. I know that voice. I remember it, even though most would say I couldn't possibly.
I jump into the air, taking off as fast as I can. She's got a new kid and a new husband. She's not looking for me--she's replaced me entirely.
 
For a long time I hated Layne. There, I admit it. I hated the same girl I'm looking for desperately right now. Want to know what changed me? I started looking in on them. I don't know why, maybe I'm a bit masochistic, maybe I wanted to see if my mother ever looked to the skies. Whenever she did I convinced myself she was thinking about me, even if I knew it was actually her checking to see if it would rain. But I kept checking in on them--we've got an excellent satellite system in the Hall. It helps us find the actual problems we can help with, like car wrecks or fires. 
I watched Layne grow, and then I watched Chet grow. Now I look at them and I see the only family outside of my dad that I can love without hesitation. Who would have thought that "being replaced" would wind up being such a good thing? Now I just--
Wait, I'm being stupid, aren't I? I tap on my com-bracelet twice. "Rocco, man, I need your help."
"On it," Rocco says.
"Where are you, anyway?" I ask after a second, checking his coordinates.
"I was looking for Badmoon up here in the North Hall," he admits, "but I'll be there in a second. What happened?"
"Massteria kidnapped my sister," I say. "I was going to take care of him with the graduation gig, but it looks like he's impatient to get tossed back into the Cape Cells."
"Anything I need to know?" Rocco asks from the ground below me. I drop down. 
"There might be two of them," I say simply. "Can you find two psychic types together?"
"Yeah, I can."
"Thanks, man, you're now my favorite villain," I say, relaxing.
"Does that mean I'll get a raise when you're official?" he asks, starting to do that ridiculous dance of his. There is absolutely no reason for the dance, and he knows it. It's just a nod to his Aunt Skye. 
"Is now really the time for the finding dance?" I ask.
"It's the dance of my people, man, don't mock the family traditions," he says, hopping to his feet. "Found them," he says, holding out a hand. "Let's go."
"Where?" I ask as he steps into the shadows, pulling me along with him. I run into the wall. Rocco sticks his head out of the shadow, looking at me blankly. "What just happened?" he asks.
I let out a curse, looking at my com-bracelet for a second before bringing up the external power blocker status and turning it off again. "The E.P.B. kicked in," I explain before grabbing his hand and going through the shadow. I'd like to say I got used to the stench when we were on the road together, but it's a lie. I burnt most of my clothes from that trip, because the smell never washed out.
"Belladonna Springs," he says.
"I really should have thought of that," I admit.
 



CHAPTER TEN
 
*Belladonna Springs*
 
"Daddy, as much fun as this has been, I have to go back to work," Phoebe says, looking at her phone. "I'm already five minutes late." They're at the end of the main street, where anyone could see them. No one is paying attention, yet. That will change once Massteria starts using his powers. As much as Phoebe wants to see that, though, she still has a job to do. "Sweetie, you be good for Uncle Massteria, okay?" she says to the still hypnotized girl. She'll need to ditch the prosthetics before she gets there. Thankfully she has the stuff to remove it waiting for her at the hotel.
"Yes, Phoebe," Layne says, tucking her hand into Massteria's and smiling at her. "I'll be good."
"Good girl," Phoebe says, patting her on the head before heading off. "I'll be back as soon as I can, Daddy," she adds, waving at them.
Massteria nods, watching her walk away before turning to look at the girl so innocently holding his hand. "Hello, Maximum's sister," he says. "What would you like to do today?"
"Anything you want to do," she says.
"Then why don't we have a little bit of fun?" he asks, tugging her down the street to one of the busiest areas. "Let's see what's in that mind of yours."
 
***
 
The shoppers pass by them with only the random strange glance. The two are just sitting on a bench, not talking, not even looking at each other. The man, in fact, is flipping through a magazine. The girl, on the other hand, is sitting perfectly still, her eyes only blinking once in a rare while. She seems to be barely breathing, but there's a tiny, fake smile glued to her face. Those that pass by only see it for a second. If they watched her longer, they would realize that something is extremely wrong.
 
*Layne's Mind*
 
"Come on, come on! Hustle, Layne!" her coach yells. Layne does her best to speed up, weaving through the other players as she dribbles the ball down the court. She can hear the cheers from the crowd, but she doesn't dare look over. She needs to make this shot. If she can make the shot, she'll win the game for sure! This is the first time she's played a game in front of Max, she wants to make sure he's proud of her when it's over!
She lines up the shot, certain that she'll make it. The ball goes flying--and then stops, floating eerily over her head. "What--" she starts out, looking around in confusion.
Max is there, just like she'd hoped, but it isn't the Max she's gotten to know over the past few days. He's dressed in full uniform, and the world around them is perfectly still. "Max?" she says. He looks at her, disgust on his face.
"Did you really think a stupid little game like this would impress me?" he asks, landing in front of her. The basketball drops to the ground, bouncing a few times before rolling into her leg. "My little sister," he says, scoffing. "Do you really think I'd ever accept a normal brat like you as my sister? I don't even consider you the same species, much less a blood relative."
She stares at him as his words stab her heart. "You're being a real jerk," she says, grabbing the ball from the ground and throwing it at him as hard as she can. It stops before it reaches him, floating there. 
"I'm just being honest," he says, taking the ball and spinning it on one finger like a professional. "You work so hard at this game," he goes on, flicking his hand. The ball goes flying across the court, slamming into the basket without his even looking. "Hours and hours of practice, pulled muscles, sweat, tears, I've seen all of it. It's so sad."
"It isn't," she whispers. "It's important."
"I've never had to practice something in my life," he tells her, showing his teeth in a facsimile of a smile. "I lift buses with my mind. I was flying before you were even crawling. I am what you will never, ever live up to."
"I--I know that," she says. "I don't care!" A tear threatens to fall, and she can't help but wonder if he's always thought like this. He hadn't, had he? Emily said--
 "Know what's really sad? I'm a super, so it's normal that I'm better than you. But our little brother is twice as smart as you are, and he's just a norm," he says, touching her chin with a knuckle. She jerks away. "That's just pathetic, little girl."
"I--I don't care," she says, clenching her hands as the tears trickle. "I'm myself! There's no one like me! I'm--I'm good at basketball, and--and--" And what else? The question hits her like a punch. How can she compare herself to a brother like Max? It was bad enough when Chet went to the private school for brainy kids. At least then she knew she was better at physical things than he ever would be, but--but there's no comparison between herself and Max.
"Awww, is poor little Layne going to cry?" he asks, taunting her.
"I HATE YOU!" she bellows.
"Oh, is that supposed to make me feel bad?" he asks. "I'm a super villain. I'm not going to care if one annoying little girl hates me. You mean less than nothing to me, girl."
She turns, running as fast as she can with the sound of his laughter echoing behind her.
 
***
 
"Here?" I ask as Rocco pulls me through a shadow portal. "It's the middle of nowhere," I add as I look around. We're surrounded by trees. From the slant of the ground, we're on a hill, but I expected that. This is hilly country. "I don't see them."
"I stepped out about a mile away," he explains. "There's only one psychic here."
"Is my sister?" I ask.
"I--well, actually," he says, looking a bit sheepish, "your sister's a norm, right?"
"Yeah."
"I can't sense norms."
"Really?"
"Not well enough to get a read on them. I can't tell if this is the one with your sister or not."
"Where's the other one?"
"About five miles that way," he says, pointing. I look in that direction for a moment before shrugging.
"We'll start with this one," I say, heading forward. He shoves his hands into his pockets, walking alongside me quietly for a bit. "So how's the hunt for Badmoon going?" I ask.
"It's a pain in the neck," he admits. "He's always on the move and he's erratic. It's like he's constantly getting distracted by things."
"Yeah? You need my help sometime?"
"I'm thinking I'll ask Lance," he says. "Badmoon usually stops where there are animals, so--"
"Going to use Lance as bait?" I ask, frowning slightly. "I'm not sure that's so smart..."
"Yeah? Why not?"
"Because Lance isn't our strongest kid," I admit. "I mean, he's good at what he does, and I can see him becoming a headliner really easily, but I don't know if we want to toss him up against--" I stop, since we've just come to a clearing. There are people everywhere, scurrying around crazily and silently. It looks like we've found Phoebe's movie shoot. "Crap," I mutter, "they won't have her here."
"But we've got the stronger psychic right in front of us," Rocco says, motioning to the mass. "In there."
"Stronger?" I say. Skye had led me straight to Phoebe, as well, I realize abruptly.
"Yeah. I can usually tell that sort of thing, remember? This is where the stronger of the two is."
"Hey! Hey! You two can't be here!" someone says. We turn, looking at a red-faced norm, who's waving a piece of paper at us. "If you two don't leave now, we'll have to have someone escort you off the property!"
"Sorry, we're just a little lost," I say, holding up both hands. "We're looking for my little sister," I add, just in case, pulling out my phone and tapping on the screen for a bit. I bring up a picture of Layne, showing it to him. "Have you seen her?" I ask.
He glances at the picture with an irritable look. "We don't have any kids here. You're looking in the wrong place."
"Okay," I say, "thanks for your time."
I turn and walk away with Rocco following along. "He hardly looked at the picture," he mutters irritably.
"Of course he didn't, he couldn't care less about a lost kid, but he wasn't lying. Now let's head to the next psychic," I say, looking around for a shadow. He heads in the exact opposite direction that I'm looking. "How do you know what shadow to use?" I ask him curiously as he holds out his hand. "And isn't it weird holding other guys' hands all the time?"
"Shouldn't you have asked that when we were touring?" he asks. "Besides, if I don't hold something they'll just run into the wall, so it's not like I've really got a choice."
"You know, I was planning on getting Ace and Morgan a date," I say as we head through the stinking hole he calls the Shadowlands, "want to come with Carla?"
Even in the shadowy area I can see him jerk slightly in response. "There's nothing between me and Carla," he says, "well, you know, other than the fact we're friends. She's over me already."
"You poor, poor shmuck," I say sympathetically. "So are she and Cisco a thing, now?"
"You have no idea how tempting it is to leave you in here," he tells me before holding out a hand. "Now shut up, we're on the job."
I take his hand and we step out into the light. My mind goes back to what's most important at the moment. I'm going to get my sister back. "Put your mask on," I say. "We're probably going to have a fight on our hands."
 
***
 
The tiny little room that Layne is hiding in is pitch black. She's breathing hard, but it still feels like no air is getting into her lungs. Her heart is beating against her chest. Max is going to find her. He's been hunting her for hours, now. She knows he could have caught her long ago, but he seems to take pleasure in taking his time. She hears his footsteps go past the door of her little hiding spot and her hands go clammy. She can't breathe. She's going to die.
After she left the gym she'd raced down street after street, searching for hiding spots from Maximum. As soon as she was sure she'd found one, he'd appeared again. He's playing with her, she thinks, soon he'll get tired of the game and catch her--
"Found yooooou," he sings as the door slams open all on its own. She backs up, stumbling into a set of shelves she hadn't known were there. Heavy items fall off the shelves, hitting her. She tries to stop them, but they keep falling, accompanied by the sound of Max laughing. It hurts. Each hit feels like it's going to break her. She lets out a scream, curling up in a tiny ball and praying that the assault will stop.
Max could stop it. Max could stop all of this--but he's laughing, as if her pain is funny. At that moment the falling items stop, suspended in air. "Poor little Layne," he says. She dares to look up, her eyes blurring with tears. "Did you hurt yourself?"
"Get away from me," she whispers, more terrified of him than she is the objects floating over her head. She's in some sort of janitor closet, she realizes now that she can see. It's tiny and creepy, and he's blocking the only exit. "Don't come near me. GET AWAY FROM ME!" she screams as he takes a step forward.
"But how can I save you if I leave?" he asks, only to laugh. "Like I would WANT to save you!" he scoffs.
"Do--don't--" she whispers, fear replacing the defiance as she sees his face. "Please, Max, please don't--" He takes another step closer, and the buckets hovering over her head plummet a few inches before stopping again. To her mortification, she feels a warm trickle of pee escape her, soaking her shorts. She knows he can kill her easily. He doesn't even need the things floating over her. He could probably kill her with a thought.
"It'll be easy--like swatting a fly." The room shakes as he grins far too widely and steps closer. She starts to float with a wave of his hand. "Oh, look, someone had an accident," he says. "This will definitely be a mercy job," he says, moving closer and touching her forehead.
The pain is unimaginable. It feels like her head is exploding. She screams at the top of her lungs.
 
***
 
"So nice of you to come," a man says as Rocco and I step out of the shadows. I jerk, turning with my fists up. We're on the curb of a public street. The man that just spoke is folding up a newspaper and standing as if he'd been waiting for me. My little sister is still seated on the other end of his bench. We're surrounded by norms with cameras. They seem to think this is another show. At any moment, though, they could be used as hostages. I don't have time to worry about that--Layne's in trouble.
"What did you do to her?" I demand, turning my attention to the unnaturally still girl. I need to go into her mind and pull her out, but I can't with Massteria here. Where is Rocco? I glance around, only to curse as I see him standing perfectly still, his eyes lifeless. Massteria got to him. Now I've got two people to save, a crowd to protect, and a psychic to go up against. I discreetly tap on my com-bracelet, trying to turn the external power blocker back on. It's a bit hard to do when I'm trying to maintain eye-contact with the man in front of me. I can't do it. "Nico," I say.
Massteria jerks, looking worried for the first time since I showed up. "You think I don't know that he isn't here?" he demands.
"What's up, kid?" Nico says from my com-bracelet.
"Activate my external power blocker for me, would you?"
"Why was it off?" he asks, but I know he's done what I asked.
"I can't travel with Rocco with it on," I say.
"If you want me to fix your sister and your friend, cut the line," Massteria says.
"I can fix them, myself," I say.
"Can you? Can you really? I won't lie, you have power, but you have no control," he says, casually putting down his magazine. "You might go in, thinking you can fix her, and screw her up a lot worse. She's what, thirteen? She's young and vulnerable--" he stops as I step closer.
"Get away from my sister," I say. I literally feel the crowd start to change. It's like sensing a herd about to stampede. I was told that Phoebe was stronger, right? But this guy has such control that I get the feeling I'm playing a sick game of cup and ball. The moment I look away from one of the cups, the ball is going to explode in my face.
"I'm already in her mind. She's living out her worst nightmare even as we speak," he says, smirking. As if on cue, Layne lets out a scream of terror. I grab him by the throat, lifting him off the bench.
"Let. Her. GO!" I roar. The crowd snaps. They start screaming and I hear sirens. Someone's called the cops. Someone else hits me from behind. When that doesn't do anything, more of them start attacking me, trying to get Massteria out of my hold.
"Do you really think I'm going to do that with you assaulting me?" he asks. "The world is watching right now, Maximum. They're seeing you assault a poor stranger."
"I'll make you," I growl, opening my mind and trying to get into his. It's like a steel trap. I might be stronger, I realize, but like I've already realized, he's MUCH more experienced. I'm going to have to break through his wall. Someone wraps an arm around my throat, trying to choke me from behind. "ENOUGH!" I shout, exerting pressure over the crowd. More than half of them fall to their knees. If I go heavy enough to send the other half down, I could do real damage to the ones that have already fallen.
"NO! NO! STOP IT!" Layne is screaming. "STAY AWAY FROM ME, MAX!" I'm not even near her.
"What are you doing to my sister?" I demand, turning my attention to her mind.
"If you go in, she could snap completely," he says, grabbing my wrist. He should be choking, I think.
"Max," Nico says. "Knock him out. Double M will fix her."
"Gladly," I snarl.
"I told you to hang up," Massteria says. "Otherwise even Mastermental will never be able to fix the damage I do to the girl. Not to mention all your... friends," he adds, looking over my shoulder. "They're under my influence, too, you know." I feel a hand on my shoulder, but it doesn't feel like the norms. I let out a groan as it tightens dangerously. "Oh, this is too amusing! This one thinks you're his dad," he says. "Talk about daddy issues!"
"Rocco!" I say, trying to jerk free of his hold. "Rocco, I'm MAX!"
"I'm coming to you," Nico says.
"I've got this all--" I grunt as Rocco slams a fist into my face, sending me backwards. My hold on Massteria loosens and I let out a curse as he gets free. Rocco disappears into the nearest shadow, leaving me with no idea where he is. "Nico, did you give Rocco an external power blocker?" I ask over my earbud. Before he answers, Rocco slams into me from out of nowhere. I wrestle with him, rolling so I have him pinned to the ground, and then press my hand to his face. "WAKE UP, MORON!" I shout.
He goes still before blinking a few times. "Max?" he says. "What are you doing?"
The crowd launches itself at us, trying to hold us down. 'Now,' I hear Massteria say telepathically, 'we seem to have a bit of a standoff here. You can attack all these people and possibly hurt them while I walk away with your precious little sister, or we can talk business. Which will it be, Maximum?'
"Rocco?" I say.
"Yeah?"
"Use your powers." I flip off the E.P.B.
"Oh, right, got it," he says, dragging me through the shadows. "What just happened?" he demands as soon as we're in the Shadowlands. "One minute I'm helping you find the guy, the next we're fighting!"
"He was controlling you," I say. "Well, more like he was influencing you. I don't have time for this, Rocco, I need to get my sister from him. He's messing with her mind, and I have to save her."
"Okay, okay," he says. "I'll grab your sister and you grab Massteria."
"Can we do that?" I ask.
"Once I get you started through a portal you shouldn't need me to hold your hand all the way out."
"What if you get controlled again?" I ask. "If you hurt my sister, friend or not, I'll kill you."
"I..."
"How about I distract him?" I say. "I'll act like I'm going along with his crazy ideas while you slip her into the Shadowlands."
"Got it," he says.
"Now get me out of here," I say. He leads me to a portal and I step into the light, flipping the E.P.B. back on.
 
***
 
Nico pulls to a stop overhead just in time to see Max step out of the shadows. "Alright," Max says, holding up both hands. "Let's talk. You said you had some sort of deal to offer me, right?" Before either of them can notice, Nico drops down on the nearest roof, hiding and watching. For now.
"I'm glad to see you've finally seen the light," Massteria says. "I'm willing to teach you how to use your powers properly, in exchange for your help."
"Yeah? And what do you need my help for?" Max asks.
"I'm going to take down the Halls, one by one," Massteria says. "They locked me up and threw away the key. They didn't even give me cable."
"That sucks," Max says.
"Doesn't it? But we won't stop there. Once we take down the Halls, we'll take over America. It's so easy, Maximum. I walk down the street and I'm almost overwhelmed by all their petty fears." He waves a hand at the crowd that's behind him. They're still piled on top of each other and a fight is threatening to break out. "They're terrified of their own shadows, even if they're pretending to be on vacation."
"You're lying," Max says, waving a hand and lifting half of the pile of people. "You're having a hard time controlling them right now. I can feel it." He drops them a bit down the street before looking at Massteria again. The norms start getting up, looking at each other in confusion. "But you're right about one thing," he goes on, walking up to Massteria. "I do want to take over the Halls."
"That's what I hoped to hear," Massteria says, starting to smile. 
"Rocco, do you have her?" Max asks over the com-link.
"Got her," Rocco says.
"Wait, what?" Massteria says, finally looking over at where Layne should be sitting. "When did you--" 
"Do you really think I'm going to need your help to take over?" Max asks, an unnerving smile crossing his face. "Or have you forgotten that you attacked my little sister!" he roars before slamming a hand down. The ground beneath Massteria's feet cracks and breaks, the concrete giving way and the water pipe below bursting over the crowd. Those still under Massteria's thrall break free, shrieking as the cold water hits them. "You messed with her mind! You tried to BLACKMAIL me!" With each shout Massteria gets shoved lower. If he weren't a super, he'd be dead by now. As it is, he's whimpering pathetically.
"Please," he whispers.
"Please, what, Massteria?" Max demands, hovering in the air above him. "Please stop? Please have mercy? Did you hear my SISTER when she said that?"
"Please... take me... back to the cells," Massteria says before fainting dead away. The hole he's in is flooding with the freezing cold water. He'll probably drown if he's not pulled out. For a moment Nico watches, slowly bringing his hand to his earbud, but then Max growls and lifts the unconscious man out of the water with a flick of his hand.
"Send me some black suits," Max says, tapping his earbud. "I've got some trash to bring in. And get me an ambulance. No, not for Massteria. It's for my little sister."
 
***
 
"How--how is she?" Wendy asks that night as Mastermental comes out of her daughter's hospital room.
"Between myself and Aubrey, she's recovering quickly," he says. "I won't say that this hasn't been traumatic for her, though. I am sincerely sorry for what happened, Wendy," he says quietly.
"You should be," she says, but the rage isn't there. She's too stricken to be properly angry. "How could this have happened?" she whispers.
"It was... a mistake," he admits. "I know that Max is killing himself over it--"
"Why isn't he here?" John demands. "He should be here!"
"I don't think he believes that," Mastermental says. "He doesn't feel that he has the right to show his face in front of you, now."
"I--"
"He's the one that found her, though," Chet says. "He saved her."
"That isn't how he sees it, Chet," Mastermental says gently. "He's the one that was supposed to be keeping her safe. I'm not sure how they got past the guards, but they did, and he feels it's his fault."
"We--we should have told her no," Wendy says. "She was so intent on going that--that we let her, even though he's been trying to tell us how dangerous it was from the start."
"No, he let her," Mastermental says, "and I did nothing to stop him. We all make mistakes, Wendy. I've made it so when Layne wakes, it will merely seem like she's woken from a very bad dream. Just as with most dreams, it will rapidly fade from memory with her waking."
"I think it might be for the best," John says. "Did they--what, exactly, did she experience? Is it going to have long-term consequences?"
"It was a very long nightmare that she couldn't wake up from," Mastermental says. "Being mentally assaulted as she was... Needless to say, I will make sure that he is punished for what he's done. I feel very strongly about this sort of attack. The mind is a very powerful tool, but it is extremely vulnerable."
"So basically it will be like she had a nightmare?" Wendy asks. He looks her straight in the eye, and lies.
"Yes, just a nightmare."
She takes John's hand, squeezing it for a moment. "John, why don't you and Chet go visit the other side of the Hall? Maybe you can get her something to decorate her room with."
He hesitates for all of a second before nodding. "Sure. Come on, Chet, let's go shopping." He tugs his son along with him, leaving the two to speak privately.
"I can tell when you're lying," Wendy says. "I might have been away for almost eighteen years, but your ticks are still the same. What aren't you telling me, Frank?"
"He used my son as the source of her fear," he says, his voice as cold as ice. "All throughout that never-ending nightmare she saw Max tormenting her, telling her things like she'll never live up to him, that she will never be important, and worse. That sort of abuse can damage the very soul of a person, especially when there was already that self doubt to begin with."
"I--I see," she says quietly.
"After I realized that Max has been keeping track of you, I had Nico do a quick search," Mastermental goes on quietly. "My son has checked up on your children after every big event in their life. I found out that he even went to her last basketball game. He was caught on their security camera."
"He--he did?" Wendy says, shocked. "I never saw him."
"He's very good at being discreet. But after this has passed, even if I wipe her memories, there's a chance that she'll be afraid of him, still. Fear is... it isn't something that's completely rational," he admits. "Even those that forget what's happened to them often have a strong reaction to things that are related to it."
"I see," she says. "And how do you fix fear?" she asks, more to herself than to him.
"Love," he says. "Love can fix fear, but even then it isn't easy. It takes a lot of effort and time, and with Max feeling as guilty as he is now, I'm worried that he won't even try."
"So she'll just be terrified every time she sees him fly overhead, or on television?" Wendy asks, her eyes narrowing. "No, I won't allow that. He's far too prominent here. I don't know how you're going to fix this, Frank, but you. Are. Going. To. Fix. This." She pokes him in the chest with each word. "You and our son."
"I will talk with Max," he says. "Once he realizes the problem, I'm sure he'll do his best."
"I hope you're right."
"But do you really want him near her when he's the reason she was in danger in the first place?" he asks.
"It wasn't just him... but even it if was, I have no choice," she says. "I won't allow my daughter to suffer any more than she already has."
 



CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
I can't sleep. I can't focus. I feel sick to my stomach and angry as hell. I want, for all the world, to break into the cells where they're keeping Massteria and do even more terrible things to him. I'll make what he did to Layne look like paradise. I'll make it so he's afraid to look at shadows for the rest of his life. And trust me, that life will be very short indeed. I climb out of my bed, pacing in my room for a few minutes before heading to the balcony. I need to talk to someone. Usually that would be Dad, but Dad has more important things to do right now.
My next choice is almost as bad. It's the middle of the night, so Zoe should be asleep right now, right? I just... I just really need to see her right now.
I stare at my com-bracelet for a moment, and then pull out my phone, sending a quick text to her. If she's asleep, she won't answer, right? That way I can feel like I tried, but I didn't disturb--
A text pops up. She's coming to see me. All I asked was if she was awake, but she's overreacting, like usual. I let out a sigh of relief, since that's exactly what I needed right now. Sure, I feel a bit guilty for her sneaking out like she is, but I drop down on the balcony railing and wait for her, regardless. I need to be told that everything is going to be all right, even though I know it won't be. I screwed up royally. My little sister--
I run a hand over my face, shocked to find that the hand is shaking. I've never had that happen before. "Max." I look up, and then do a double take, because Zoe's not alone. The Liberty boys flank her, with Sunny perched on the end of Jack's metal surfboard. "Oh, Max," she says, dropping onto the balcony and pulling me into a hug. "You look terrible," she says.
"What's with the bodyguards?" I ask, still staring at the three males that came with her.
"We're acting as chaperones," Sunny says, yawning. "I can't just let my little sister run off in the middle of the night to meet a guy."
"That makes sense," I admit after a second, "but why are there three of you?" I shouldn't have asked, I realize as he nods off even while I'm speaking.
"Sunny can't stay up past ten," Jack says, nudging him off his board and onto my balcony with a foot. Sunny merely rolls over into a more comfortable position, still sound asleep. "Besides, I've always wanted to see your place." He hops off the board and heads into my bedroom. "Holy crap, his room is the size of our apartment!"
"How are you doing?" Trent asks me, looking far more serious than his brother.
"You heard?" I ask, wrapping my arms around Zoe's waist. I can hear her heartbeat, and smell her shampoo. I don't think I can let go right now. I hate to admit it, but I needed a hug, and a hug from the girl I love just makes it so much better.
"We all heard," she says, squeezing me even tighter. "I'm so sorry, Max. Layne--"
"It was my fault," I say. "She was attacked because of me. He wanted to make some sort of deal."
"What sort of deal?" Zoe asks.
"He wanted to take over the Halls together. So I let him go on for a bit while Rocco saved Layne... and then I dropped gravity on him. He was begging to go to the Cape Cells before he fainted."
"But you could have killed him," Trent says. "He's only a B-class, physically, right?"
"I thought about it. I was already freaking out everyone around us by doing what I did. I think they've got it up on YouTube already. Belladonna Springs is in contact with the Hall to pay repairs. I messed up their sidewalk pretty bad. And when the black suits came, they couldn't put a collar on him, because he would have died," I say, the facts tumbling out of my mouth in monotone. "I had to sit in the ambulance between him and Layne. She was crying. I would look at her and then look at him and--"
"You wanted to hurt him more?" Trent asks. "Why didn't you?"
"Because... because I'm about to be a Hall leader," I say, "I can't start that sort of life with a dead guy on my hands. But she was terrified," I whisper, "screaming, crying while I was dealing with the crowd. I couldn't do anything about it! I was helpless, because if I tried to go in and fix her I was certain I would just make it worse. She was scared--no, she was terrified of me. It's really hard to ask 'What would Jesus do' when your little sister is screaming like she's about to die."
"Well your face is pretty terrifying," Jack says, coming out of my room with a drink in his hand. "He's got his own fridge in there. It's stocked--well, it WAS stocked," he says, grinning shamelessly. "Now it's pretty empty. You should get that refilled, man."
I just stare at him for a moment, only to shake my head. "Yeah, yeah, I get it. Let's hit the kitchen. Our cook is asleep by now, but I shouldn't get into too much trouble if we raid the fridge."
"He has a cook," Jack says. "Why don't we have a cook?" he asks Trent.
"Because Mom likes to cook," Trent says. "And he's the son of the Hall leader, while we're just Hall members, remember?"
"So we're lower class citizens?" Jack says as I tug Zoe along with me through my room and into the main house.
"We're not lower class, we're just more frugal. And we're leaving Sunny to sleep on the balcony," Trent points out.
"Yeah, think he'll catch a cold?" I ask.
"Probably not," Zoe says dryly. "But we could have at least put him on a bed. That's not what's important--neither is raiding the fridge," she says with a pointed look at the Liberty boys. "Max, we're here for you." She's tucked under my arm with both arms wrapped around my waist. "How can we help you? Has your dad come home yet to talk?"
"Not yet," I say. "He's still helping Layne. I hope he wipes all of it from her memories," I admit. "Zoe... I screwed up. This whole thing has been one screw up after another. I don't... I... I don't think I should be the Hall leader, after all."
"Yeah, you screwed up," Jack says. "You screwed up royally. You got your little sister hurt."
"Jack--" Trent says.
"No, he needs to hear this," Jack says. "You are NOT God, Max. You aren't perfect. You're going to make problems for all of us. And if you can't man up and take responsibility for your screw ups, I'm not about to follow you." He's right in front of me. He's gotten faster since he was first changed, I think as I pull to a stop.
"What do you mean?" I ask him.
"You're sitting here when your little sister is in the hospital because of you, aren't you? Why aren't you there?" he demands. 
"Because me being there will just make it worse for her," I say. "She's terrified of me thanks to Massteria. Do you really think I would show my face in front of her after that? She's been through enough!"
"So what, you're never going to see her again?" he demands. "I never had a family before the Liberties took me in. You have a family, and you're just going to cut ties? I would have given my left--my left ARM for a family! You don't get to just throw one aside!"
"My mom never wanted me," I snap, losing my temper. It's safe to lose my temper with Jack. Jack can take it. "She'll probably be HAPPY that I never show up again. It's the best thing I can do for them right now, understand? It's the ONLY thing I can do!"
"No, it isn't," I hear Dad say from behind me. I turn, letting go of Zoe to look at him. "You need to go to your sister," he says. "The sooner, the better."
"But I--"
"The sooner she knows that you are Max, and not the monster that Massteria planted in her mind, the better."
"I--" I say, wanting to argue. Even Zoe is looking at me expectantly.
"I'll go with you," she says.
I look at her for a moment. "I'd appreciate it, but don't you need sleep?"
"I'll take a nap in the waiting room if I need it," she says. "You don't need to face this alone."
I nod before looking at Dad. "What do I need to do?" I ask.
"Show her that you love her," he says. "That's what she needs most right now."
I nod, my mind rushing. "I'm going to have to do a bit of shopping, huh?" I say, heading for the door. "What do you get a thirteen-year-old girl?" I ask Zoe. "Think she's into My Little Pony--wait, no, I know," I say. "She likes something called Gravity Falls."
"And basketball," Trent says from the direction of the kitchen. When did he--never mind. I'm sure he's been there long enough to clean out the fridge.
"I would stay away from the basketball part," Dad says. 
"Got it," I say. "Come on, let's go shopping," I say, tugging Zoe along.
"I guess we should get Sunny, huh?" Trent asks, stepping into the room with a plate full of food. Jack grabs it.
"You do that, I'll clean up your leftovers," Jack says, digging in.
"And where is Sunny?" Dad asks curiously.
"We left him asleep on the balcony," Zoe says.
"So are you two back together, then?" he asks her.
"I, um--I'm--"
"Time to go," I say, letting the front door close behind us.
 
***
 
It's so stupid, Zoe thinks as they fly through the air. This whole "taking a break" thing doesn't mean anything! "I was trying," she says.
"What?" he asks, looking over at her.
"I was trying to take a break, to step back, and I keep screwing up," she says. "Almost as soon as I said we were going to take a break, I was sticking my nose in your business again. I have no self control, Max! I'm just nosy and pushy and--"
"Sure you are," he says, shocking her.
"You didn't have to agree so quickly," she mutters.
"Zoe, you're one of the most in-charge people I know. You do it instinctively."
"Yeah? Well you're just as bad as I am!" she accuses him. "Maybe we really don't belong together, since we're both so hardheaded and controlling--"
"Do you really think that's a problem?" he asks. "Do you think that just because we're both hardheaded we can't come to an agreement with enough work? Besides, is now really the time to argue over how we're likely going to argue?"
"I--well, no, of course it's not, but--"
"I needed you tonight," he says. "I needed someone to shove their way in and hold me until I--until I stopped shaking," he says quietly. "I've screwed up so royally, and now I'm not sure how I'm ever going to fix it. But if you're here, helping me, maybe--maybe I won't lose my little sister after all. If you're here, I feel like I can accomplish anything," he says, landing at the back of the store. "Do you not feel like that with me?" he asks.
"Well... I'm the daughter of Technico and you're the son of Mastermental," she says as she lands in front of him, taking her mask off. "Of course we can accomplish anything. It's even feasible that we could take over the world if we planned it out well enough."
"Well, that wasn't exactly where I was going with that sentiment," he says after a second, "but you do have a point..."
"It's just a simple matter of getting into the systems," she goes on, heading around the building. "We'd have to work on your brainwashing abilities, of course, but then we'd stream you on every television while I go in from the back--"
"You wouldn't do it," he says, trying not to laugh.
"Of course I wouldn't do it, I've been working for months trying to get everything FIXED after Herold did it, but I'm just saying that it's not inconceivable," she says. "Also, you're going into Walmart in your pajamas--you forgot to put shoes on, too."
"I did?" Max says, looking down a bit blankly. "Well crap, that means I forgot my wallet again. Looks like it's a five-finger discount night."
"You are NOT robbing Walmart for presents," she says, glaring at him. "I happen to have my phone. You can pay with that."
"With your phone," he says. "Wouldn't that pay from your account?"
She gives him a wicked grin. "Are you forgetting who I am?" she asks, taking his hand and pulling him inside. "Now let's go shopping!"
 
***
 
I sit, surrounded by presents, waiting for Layne to wake up. In the seat closest to her is our mother, sleeping fitfully. I'm pretty sure she's going to have a crick in her neck when she wakes up, but I can't say anything. Zoe is out in the waiting room, taking a nap. I'm going to assume that the Liberty boys took Sunny back to the apartments, but I could be wrong. I wouldn't be that surprised if they crashed in my room after cleaning the kitchen out completely, and for some reason that image doesn't bother me at all.
Layne starts thrashing in her sleep and I stand, walking to the side of her bed. I touch her hand and her fingers wrap around mine, holding on as she slowly relaxes again. I relax, thinking she's still asleep, and then her eyes open.
Her expression changes and the beeping of the machine speeds up, showing that her heart has doubled in speed. "Layne," I say, "it's okay. I'm not going to hurt you, I promise."
"Ma--Ma--Max--" she says.
"I know things are confusing right now, little sister," I say, "but I swear whatever you're remembering wasn't me."
Tears start pouring down her cheeks and she starts to wail like a little child. I don't know what to do. I look at the door, and then at my mother, who's still sound asleep. "Wh--what am I--" I start out. Suddenly I remember exactly how it felt when Zoe showed up and hugged me. It won't be the same, but it's got to be better than nothing, right? I sit down on the edge of the bed and pull her into my arms. "It's okay," I say, awkwardly rubbing her back. "It was just a very bad dream."
She moves a little, as if trying to get free, and I pull back. "In my dream you--you were such a jerk," she says, sniffing pathetically. "I hated you so much. I don't even remember what happened, but I know I hated you. You SCARED me!"
"I'm sorry," I say, grabbing tissues from the box and handing them to her. "It wasn't me, though. I promise it wasn't me."
"You were already trying to disown me!" she accuses me, shivering slightly in my hold. She feels so tiny and fragile, like she could be broken with one hand. But here she is, complaining instead of hiding. "You were a jerk to begin with!"
"I was trying to protect you from what just happened," I say. "You're too important, kiddo. I couldn't risk people finding out about you."
"I'm not important at all," she says, her voice nasally. "I'm the stupid sibling. Chet's smarter than me, and you--you're a super hero--"
"Villain," I correct her.
"Whatever. You've got super powers, and--and I'm not even that good at basketball," she says, her voice cracking as she fights more tears.
"When they took you," I say quietly, "I went stupid crazy with worry. It took me a good ten minutes to remember that I know a guy that could find you."
"Yeah, right," she says.
"It is right," I say. "Layne, you might have just met me less than a week ago, but I've known you all of your life," I tell her, pulling back to look her in the eye. "I've been checking in on you and Chet by satellite," I admit. "You're the only sister I've got, you know?"
"Stalker," she accuses me before blowing her nose.
I let out a laugh. "Maybe a little, but it was the only way I could check on my family," I admit. "I got you some presents," I say, motioning to the stuff in the room.
"Now you're trying to bribe me," she mutters, glaring at me. "You're a stalker, and a briber, and a jerk!"
"Guilty," I say. "But if you don't want this stuff I guess I can take it back. I'd hate to offend--"
"Is that a computer?" she says.
"Oh, yeah, that I can't take back--I mean I BOUGHT it, but only because Zoe rebuilt it in the middle of Walmart. We had some people really freaking out there for a little bit--"
"Really?" she asks, looking suspicious. "No way would she have done something that stupid."
"She once took apart a brand new Lamborghini on the side of the road," I say. "A computer is piddly stuff in comparison. I did have to put her mask on for her really fast--she was too busy to notice it, herself."
"Whose Lamborghini?" she asks.
"Mine," I admit.
She bursts out laughing and Wendy jerks awake, snorting inelegantly. "Wh--what? Who--Max?" she asks, looking at us both. "What's going on?"
"We're just talking," I say.
"Mommy," Layne says, her eyes filling with tears again. "I had the worst nightmare EVER," she wails, going right back to how she'd been before we started talking. I move as our mother gets up and pulls Layne into a hug, whispering into her ear. I should leave. I mean, they're having a mother daughter moment.
"Are you okay now?" my mother asks. "You know, with Max here?"
"Huh?" Layne asks, pulling away. "It was just a really bad dream, Mom. It wasn't REALLY him, you know?"
"I see," our mother says, looking over at me curiously before looking around. "What is with all of this stuff?" she asks. "Where did it come from?"
"Max gave it to me," Layne says and blows her nose. "He's bribing me."
"Well--I--we can't keep the computer. That looks far too expensive--"
"We have to!" Layne says. "Zoe rebuilt it in the middle of the store!"
"She did what?"
"I wish I'd seen it," Layne says.
"I still don't agree with all of..." our mother stops, sighing and pulling Layne into a hug again. "It doesn't matter. I'm so glad we got you back, baby," she whispers. "That's all I needed."
I step out of the room, leaving them to their privacy. Before I can get very far, Zoe appears in front of me. "How did it go?" she asks.
"She thinks that it was just a really bad nightmare," I say, hugging her and resting my chin on her head. "Thank God."
"So... it's mostly over, right?" she says after a second.
"Mostly?" I ask.
"You still have your graduation gig, right? And," her eyes harden slightly, "Phoebe Woods is still out there."
"You really don't like her, do you?" I say, my mind going straight back to that talk I had with Rocco.
"I suppose she's pretty enough," she says, almost cattily.
"I don't think I've ever heard you sound like that before," I admit, intrigued by this. "Are you... I don't know... jealous?"
"I just don't like her. That's not the same as being jealous," she says.
"Zoe?" I say.
"What?"
"I love you."
"What sort of time is it for that?" she demands, blushing brightly. "You need to focus on your sister right now--"
"Will you go out with me?" I ask. "I've had enough time to think. Your dad said this was the time to step back and evaluate, you know? But I can't picture a future without you. No, that's a lie," I say before she can speak, "I can see one, I just don't like it."
"But what about all the things we have to do? What if we don't have time for one another?"
"We'll make time," I say. "And if we argue, I figure we'll just work it out as we go. I don't want to throw something important away just because it means a lot of work. I was literally born to fight massive battles, you know? So were you."
She hesitates, and then sighs. "I thought we were going to act as rivals," she says.
"We still can," I say. "How are the schools coming?"
"I've got the blueprints drawn up and I've been talking with Rochester and Angel from South Branch about what they'll be teaching," she says, her enthusiasm showing. "I'm also in negotiations for a few other retired capes in the area--they get bored, you know? Teaching is a perfect way to keep them from doing the same stupid stuff that Grandpa does all the time. I mean, you can get away with spaceships and strange lights up there, but not down south--"
"Oh, I'm sure you can do it down south, too," I say, trying not to laugh. Stories of Superior trolling the humans have become famous at our school, since everyone KNOWS Superior. "Have you thought about just setting up teleportation booths in the Halls?" I ask. "We could just let them teleport to Cape High--"
"They want their own schools," she says, giving me a look. "If they want their own schools and their own teachers, who am I to stop them? Besides, a smaller group like the one we have leads to closer relationships. Most of the kids that will go to school together will wind up working together in the future."
I smile, relaxing as she goes on about her plans for the various schools. My sister is going to be fine, Massteria is taken care of, and I have the graduation gig well in hand. The world is back on course--well, except for Phoebe Woods. But she spent all those years in the human world without causing problems, so maybe with her dad gone she'll just go back to her work. It's not like she was really all that invested in this, right? She was just...
Rocco's words come back, haunting me; she's just the stronger telepath.
 
***
 
*Belladonna Springs*
 
"Oh, wow," one of the sound techs says as the crew leaves work for the day. He and a few others are staring at someone's phone. "He really did a number on that guy, didn't he? You don't think that's the guy he was asking Phoebe about, do you?"
"Shush! She might hear you!" the woman next to him whispers. "If she finds out that he did THAT to the other guy--"
"What's going on?" Phoebe demands, while walking over and reaching for the phone. The guilty looks on their faces say it's definitely not something she's going to want to see. She ignores the looks, focusing on the screen. The video is finished playing, so she taps on the arrow, starting it over again.
She goes more pale with each blow that hits her father. For once she can't hide her reaction--she's horrified by what she's watching. The phone cracks in her hand, making its owner jerk.
"Wait--my--that's my phone--" he stammers as she throws the thing at the nearest tree.
"That. Is. IT," she snarls. "How dare he do that?"
"Phoebe?"
She ignores them and storms off, trying to regain her composure. It's not working. Maximum just ASSAULTED her father! How dare he?? "Maximum must DIE," she growls, slamming a fist into a tree and knocking it over. She stares at the fallen tree for a moment, her chest heaving as she forces herself to breathe. It's stupid, she realizes after a moment, thinking that she can go up against him in a traditional way. She needs to plot this out before she does anything. She needs to find an opportunity, a time when he's too distracted to see her coming.
 
***
 
*The Apartment Building*
 
"Chet," I say, dropping him down on their apartment's couch the next morning. "C'mon, kiddo, time to wake up." He mutters something before curling up and going even deeper into sleep. "Oh well, I tried," I say.
"How was that trying?" his mother demands. "At least put him to bed properly," she adds with a sigh. "I'm exhausted, too," she admits. "It's been a very long two days."
I pick Chet up with my powers, heading to the bedroom to put him in bed. I feel guilty. I need to say something to Wendy about what happened...
"Ken, you can put me down now," I hear my sister say. "I just had a nightmare, I barely remember it now. I can still walk."
"Are you sure?" he asks. "It was either I carry you out or put you in a wheelchair--"
"Thank you," she says, "but it's kind of embarrassing," she adds. "I feel like a baby."
He lets out a laugh and I walk in on him sitting her down in a chair. "There we go," he says before looking at me. "The boys still haven't gotten back yet," he says casually. "Do you know where they are?"
"Probably crashing at my place," I say. "I think they had plans to empty every fridge in the house."
"Sorry about that," he says. "Mr. and Mrs. Brown, if you need anything, don't hesitate to call," he says to my mother and her husband before leaving.
I stand there, not sure what to say. They're all tired, I can see it in their faces. "Why don't I just let you all get some sleep," I say. "Once you've woken, we can discuss getting you all ready to move back to your place--actually, I need to get that ready, too," I admit. "We're going to install a security system. Don't worry, it won't cost you anything, it also won't call the cops."
"What do you mean it won't call the cops?" John asks.
"It'll call me or another Hall member," I say.
"I... see," he says. "Thank you, Max."
"I don't deserve to be thanked," I say quietly before heading out the door. I yawn, but I ignore that. Sure I need sleep, but I have more important things to do. I step out of the building's security, only to blink at the sight of every kid in the school working on the floats. "I didn't expect this," I admit.
"We heard what happened to your sister," Morgan says, looking up from the bolt she's tightening. "We thought you could use a little help."
"I appreciate it," I say. "I mean, really, thank you."
"We're helping with everyone's, not just yours," Vinny says from where he's placing plates of food on a table to the side. "Unless you're not allowed to have help in the background, that is."
"You don't tell Nico, neither will I," I say as I head to hit the buffet. I get the feeling that I won't have anything to eat at home for the rest of the day. "I owe you all," I say, stuffing a sausage into my mouth. "If you ever need a favor--" I stop, swallowing loudly as they all turn to me expectantly. "You already have something in mind, don't you?" I say finally.
"We want to be in the parade!" Carla says, appearing in front of me excitedly. "We can wear our uniforms--well, the ones with black uniforms can--"
"You can't," I say, getting the dreaded kicked puppy look of sadness. "YOU can't," I say again, placing a hand on her shoulder. "I have a bigger job for you. As for those of you with black suits, you're welcome to help with the parade."
"A bigger job?" she asks. "What am I going to do?"
"You're going to save the day, if you're willing," I say. "I'm going to 'kidnap' my dad, and you are going to find him and save him. Will you?"
"YES!" she says, jumping up in the air. "I'm going to be a headliner!"
"Your own comic before you turn fifteen," I agree. 
"Why me, though?" she asks. "Why not Emily or Trent?"
"Why not you?" I say. "We're ushering in a new generation while celebrating an old one. But it won't just be you--you're going to save Dad, and then help him free all the other heroes while I announce my takeover of the Hall. After they're free, we'll have the traditional big brawl, good guys win, story's over." 
"Okay!" she says. "I can do it! Oh, but... if it's for Superior's birthday party, shouldn't it be a Superior that saves the day?"
"The only Superiors that haven't debuted yet aren't going to," Nico says as he steps out of the apartment building's security field. "Besides, my old man's just an excuse to throw the party."
"Oh... IS it his birthday?" she asks.
"No one knows," he says, "not even him. Don't worry about it." 
"We should at least give him a present as thanks for using his un-birthday," she says, thoughtfully. "Vinny! We need to make a cake for Superior!"
"Nico just said he wouldn't care," Vinny says as the rest of the group fills their plates. "Besides, we would have to have Emily take it for us--she's the only one that doesn't run the risk of messing it up."
"We don't need to send a cake to Superior," Nico says dryly. "The only thing he's contributing to this gig is his name. For the rest of it, he'll be sitting at home watching everyone on the big screen. Next," he says, turning and pointing at Freddy and Jennifer, "you two will be doing your first official reporting gig for this."
"What?" Jennifer says, looking up from the float she's building, "I thought--"
"You're going to be documenting the less public details of the job, like the scene between Max and his dad. It'll be leaked later on."
"Only if we can use Brandon, too," Freddy says quickly. "You'll help, right, Brandon?" he asks, looking over at an empty area. The air trembles for a second before the invisible teen becomes visible.
"Sure," he says, "sounds like fun."
"Your hair has gotten long again, Brandon," Carla says, racing over. "Let's braid it this time!" He promptly disappears again as everyone in the group looks over at him. I can't help but laugh at that.
"He should be ready for his debut soon, shouldn't he?" I say to Nico.
"We just need to convince him of it," he agrees. "Now, let's get these finished. We're on a timeline, people, don't forget. We've got four days to pull this off."
"Thanks, Nico," I say.
"Oh, you shouldn't thank me. I've got a deal with your dad."
"What?" I say.
"Don't worry about it," he says way too cheerfully. "You'll find out later."
 
***
 
"Okay," I say a few hours later. I'm standing in the middle of a convenient clearing, wearing my most ostentatious uniform and makeup. Yes. I'm even wearing guyliner. Ace is probably going to laugh his head off when he sees this. "I'm pretty sure I'm wearing enough lipstick," I say to Elidee, who is enjoying this far too much. She gives me a shameless smile.
"Just be thankful I didn't use pink," she tells me, waving the "nude" colored lipstick around. "If you're going to be on television, you need to look your best!"
Dad is enjoying this far too much, as well. He's just standing there to the side with that tiny little smile on his lips that says he's roaring with laughter on the inside. I don't even need to read his mind to know it. "You didn't have to be here this soon," I tell him. "Also, don't you think he needs makeup?" I ask Elidee.
She looks at him thoughtfully before shaking her head. "He's fine," she declares. "Your daddy is a VERY good looking man for an old guy," she adds.
"Thank you, Elidee," Dad says. "So you've brought in an entire filming crew?" he asks me.
"Nico's idea. We're going to leak all the background stuff later," I explain, "including this desperate conversation of a father trying to save his son. You can pull it off with a straight face, can't you?"
"I like to think I have the ability," he says blandly.
"Also, you just insinuated that I'm not good looking," I add, looking at Elidee, who gives me a blindingly beautiful grin.
"Places, everyone! Places!" Jennifer says. "We want this to be as realistic as possible, so unless you're one of the Double-M's, not a sound, got it?"
"Got it!" Elidee says, racing off to a distance. Brandon touches both Freddy and Jennifer on the shoulders and they disappear. Suddenly it feels like we're all alone out here, and that this is really happening.
"Maximum," Dad says, making me look over at him. I jump into the air, as if I'm about to take off. "Wait, don't leave."
"Mastermental," I say, "we've had this conversation a million times, old man. Why do you suddenly think things will change?"
"Because you're my son," he says earnestly. I feel there should be some sort of dramatic music right now, but all I hear is the wind blowing. "You're my son, and I know I've made... mistakes in raising you, but I still don't believe that you are truly evil," he goes on. "Come back, Maximum," he says. "You will be welcome in Central Hall. Once people realize that you are turning over a new leaf--"
I land, walking up to him. He's still a few inches taller than I am. "I knew you would say that," I say, "and you're right. Once they realize who I am, I WILL be welcome, won't I?"
His expression turns puzzled for a second before he seems to realize what I'm saying. "That's only if you decide to change--"
"But haven't I already?" I ask, grinning wickedly. "All those rumors of me saving the day, that scene with the cars, have you ever thought of why I really did it?"
"You wouldn't--" he says.
"I already have," I say. "You're always begging me to switch sides, Dad, and I'm finally going to do exactly what you want." I pull out the power blocker gun. "You really shouldn't have let me work with a technopath, Dad," I say before pulling the trigger. 
"You--" Dad says as he staggers, falling over dramatically. It didn't actually work, but Dad's a really good actor. I reach into my cape, pulling out a delicate looking necklace. 
"All I have to do is slip into the Science room and grab a few toys. Technico is always playing with things like this," I say, as I latch the necklace around his neck as he fakes trying to get free. "All I needed was for you to come begging me to turn good, again. You're so predictable, Dad," I say, patting him on the cheek. "I do love that about you."
"Annnnd we're done," I hear Jennifer say. "Nicely done," she says, stepping out of invisibility. She's practically vibrating with excitement. "I can't wait to show Mr. Harrison," she says, taking the phone out of Freddy's hands and playing the video back. 
Dad stands, dusting himself off and taking the necklace off. "Is there anything else you need, Max?" he asks.
"Not for a few days, at least," I say. "Thanks, Dad, for going along with this."
"It's been quite entertaining so far," he says. "I look forward to seeing the rest of the show."
"I have a question," Elidee says. "HAVE you ever had that conversation in reality?"
"About me going good?" I ask.
"Yeah."
"Nope," I say. "When I decided to go villain, he was perfectly fine with it. I was six at the time."
"Would you have gone good if he had asked back then?" she asks.
I look at my dad, thinking about it. "I don't know," I admit. "Would you have asked?" I ask him.
"The problem with being a hero from the very first is that you can easily grow to believe your own press," Dad says, looking the small group of prospective villains over, "I wanted my son to know how it feels to lose on a regular basis. A good leader is someone that might lose, but will always pick himself up and try again. Had you not chosen on your own, I would have suggested you try it for a year or two, myself."
"Really?" I ask, stunned.
"Absolutely," he says, placing a hand on my shoulder. "I'm extremely proud of how you've conducted yourself, Max. Even if you weren't my son, I would still brag about you to the other Hall leaders."
"I... thanks, Dad," I say. "Now convince these guys that they need to take the villain route, too!" I declare, pointing at the three of them. "Well, Jen already has, but Freddy, Brandon and Elidee still need some convincing."
"That is their decision to make, Max," he says with a little smile. "I'm sure that we'll find jobs for them regardless of what side, if any, that they choose." 
"I don't think I'm meant to be in front of cameras," Brandon says, "I mean, they won't see me, anyway."
"That's the cool part of your power, though," Elidee says. "You're like a ghost, and you can make other people like ghosts, right?"
"You two could try and become villainous reporters, like I'm going to," Jennifer offers. "You'd make a good team, actually."
The look on Elidee's face says she's never even thought about Brandon before, much less working with him. "Mom doesn't have a partner," she says finally, blowing it off. "I don't think I'd need one, either."
"But I'm not--" Jennifer starts out, only to shrug. "Okay, I'm going to go upload this and get back planning my part of the parade. Mr. Harrison said he's going to loan me some drones!" she adds, excitedly. "This is going to be awesome."
"Can I drive the drones?" Freddy asks as he and the rest of the group follow her.
"Maybe one of them," she says. "I want to cover as much of the parade part as possible, so I thought I'd rope Elidee and Olivia into driving the others."
Dad pats me on the back. "Maybe next time," he says, with a hint of amusement.
"But Elidee would be the perfect villainess," I say a bit mournfully. "Oh well, Sandra's next on my list."
"You will have quite a fight for that one," he admits. "Both the Liberty family and Century have been looking into adopting her into their family lines."
"Seriously?" I say, a bit startled. "That'll be interesting."
"And also make it highly unlikely for her to go villain," he finishes. "The Liberty family already has their black sheep, and Century is more likely to train her up as a hero."
"True," I say, giving up on her. "That's if either of them actually get her out of her room."
"Now, don't you need to check on someone?" he says.
I nod, knowing my reluctance is showing. "I need to get them moved out as soon as possible, as well," I admit. "Dad... I should have never looked in on them," I confess. "I'm sorry."
"It isn't wrong to want to know your family, Max," Dad says. "I should have tried harder to bring you and your mother together--"
"No," I say, a bit too sharply, "you were right to do what you did, at least in that case. She and I will... it'd never work, the whole mother-son thing. At least she's a good mom to Layne and Chet. That's all I can really ask for."
"You still feel antagonistic towards her," he says softly. "I wish that was not so."
"My feelings don't matter," I say with a shrug. "I'm not the one that has to live with her."
"She's still your mother, Max," he says.
"How about replacing her?" I ask instead of arguing, starting to walk towards civilization. He falls into step beside me. "I'd be perfectly fine with a step-mom, you know? Pick a cape this time, got it? I've seen some of those retired cape ladies, they are still SERIOUSLY hot. It's a shame that Falconess's mom is taken, actually, she's a total babe--"
He starts laughing. "Most of the good ones are, Max."
"How about Negatia?" I ask, shamelessly. "She's a total hottie--"
"We do not encourage personal relationships among the Hall leaders, Max," he says. "Besides, she and I are not exactly compatible."
"Hmmm... that leaves Marigold out, as well," I say, only to burst out laughing as his face pales and he moves a step away from me. 
"Absolutely," he says firmly. "While Marigold is a very... good leader, she and I are definitely not compatible."
"Banshee!" I say.
"A lovely woman," he agrees, "but we have far too much history together for me to consider her as anything but a comrade."
"That sucks, because if I wasn't in love with Zoe, I would have hit on her, myself," I admit.
"She's old enough to be your mother," he says.
"Exactly why we're having this conversation," I say, grinning at him. "How about that Angel lady down south? I heard she's looking a lot better now that she's not insane."
"I was very impressed with her work before the tragedy that befell her," he admits. "While I don't believe I would seek a romantic relationship with her, I would enjoy speaking with her."
"Can I come with you?" I ask. "I'd love to talk to her, too. I looked up some of the old movies from when she was active, it was amazing."
"After you have finished your graduation job," he says, giving me a smile. "I look forward to it. Now, enough stalling, Max, go check on your sister."
"Dad," I say, taking one step into the air, "I'm proud to be your son."
"Not nearly as proud as I am to be your father," he says. I take off, heading back to the apartments.
 
 



CHAPTER TWELVE
 
"So... it's over?" Layne asks her family. She's feeling a lot better, so it's frustrating that they keep trying to make her sit down. "We can go home?"
"I'm not sure," her dad admits. "We haven't discussed the details with Max and the others yet. He said something about a security system, but if it's made of lasers I don't think I can agree."
"I don't want to go home," Chet says, playing a game on the wall again. "This place is a lot cooler. I want to go to Max's school."
"Max's school is for people with powers, stupid," Layne says. "You might be smart, but you don't have any powers."
"We don't call people stupid, Layne," her mom scolds her, absently. Layne looks over, a bit surprised at that tone. Usually she gets a lot angrier at the second worst "s-word." 
"But we can't go to their school," Layne points out. "For one, we're not even in high school yet."
"Yeah, but there are some thirteen-year-old kids in there, they're not old enough for high school, either," Chet points out.
"Can you imagine Carla in a regular high school?" Layne asks. "Sure, she's fourteen, but still. She'd never fit in. She'd be caught the moment she started writing something down."
A faint flush crosses Chet's face. "She's amazing," he says, defensively. "No one would care that she's different."
"Oh. Em. Gee," Layne says, her eyes widening, "you've got a crush!"
"I do not!"
"She's way too old for you," Layne says, shooting him down. "Plus, she's already famous."
"I said I don't have a crush on her!" he says again, glaring at her.
"On her," Layne repeats thoughtfully. "So you DO have a crush on someone! Is it Olivia? She's really cute when she's not turning into things!"
"I don't have a crush on anyone!" he says angrily. "YOU'RE the one with the crush."
"I don't have a crush," she says a bit blankly. 
"How about that Cisco guy, huh?" he says. "I saw you holding hands with him the other day--"
Layne bursts out laughing. "That's because of his powers!" she says. "He can tell you things about your past by touching you. It was really cool!"
They both look up as someone knocks on the door. "Can I come in?" Max asks. Layne looks over at her mom, who jumps slightly at the sound of his voice.
"Sure, Max," her dad says. "Come on in."
They watch silently as Max steps into the room. "How are you feeling, Layne?" he asks her.
"I'm fine," she says. "People are making too big of a fuss about this."
"Can I check?" he asks, crossing the room to crouch in front of her chair.
"Wh--what?" she asks as he holds out a hand.
"Can I check? I know my dad helped you, but I'd like to see it for myself," he says. "Unless you don't want me looking into your mind, which I could understand."
Layne hesitates for all of a second before taking his hand. "Okay, but don't go peeking into stuff you shouldn't see," she warns him. She blinks when all of a sudden she's pulled into her mind. Max is standing there.
"This way you can see what I'm doing," he says. The ground beneath them is a basketball court, but it feels like they're standing in the middle of a slow-moving tornado. She sees pictures floating all around, with the image of her holding hands with Cisco right beside them. "You let Cisco use his powers on you?" he asks.
"He said he doesn't see that much," she says defensively. "It definitely wasn't like this!"
"His dad would have been," he says. "His dad is the one that helped me fix my mental wall problem," he says with a little smile. "Without Rochester, I might not have been able to do this."
"Um, okay," she says, since she has no clue who Rochester is. To her shock, a tall blonde man with tattoos and piercings appears in front of her. He's got a shining red electric guitar in his hands. Music fills the air, almost making it vibrate.
"That's Rochester," he says. "Cisco's dad."
"He doesn't look old enough," she says.
"He's Nico's age--a little bit older than your parents, maybe. He just looks my age because of his powers," Max says as the man disappears. "Now, I'm not seeing anything too bad... I didn't expect to, though," he admits as he looks around. "Dad is nothing if not thorough. Got a couple of doors, but I expected those. They don't seem dangerous."
"Do you... do you like your dad?" she asks.
"I love my dad," he says, looking a bit surprised.
"But not your mom, huh," she says. It isn't a question.
"She..." he hesitates and she wonders what sort of lie he's trying to come up with.
"It's okay," she races to assure him. "It's none of my business."
He doesn't respond, he just gives her a crooked little smile that doesn't reach his eyes. She walks over, wrapping her arms around his waist and pressing her head to his chest. "What's this for?" he asks.
"You looked like you needed a hug," she admits. "Don't hate Mom, okay? She's only human."
"So... any memories you want wiped out?" he asks, changing the subject. "Embarrassing stuff that still haunts you to today?" 
"You sound way too interested," she accuses him.
"Never!" he says, only to start laughing. "Okay, maybe a little."
"Well, there are a couple of really bad goof-ups from basketball," she says, thoughtfully. "But I'll just be reminded of them when my teammates decide to bring it up, which they DO, all the time."
"Then we might as well leave them," he says. He pulls away, looking her in the eye. "I want you to know," he says quietly, "that you are an extremely smart, talented, and amazing kid, Layne. Don't let anyone ever tell you differently, they haven't been inside your head like I have, got it?"
She nods and he disappears. "You can come out, kiddo," she hears him say.
She opens her eyes, seeing the entire family watching her curiously. "That was really strange," she announces. Max gives her a little grin.
"Is she okay?" her mom asks Max, looking worried.
"She's better than okay," he says. "Now I should get going. I've still got work to do."
"He was in your mind, right? Was it weird?" Chet asks her. "Did it hurt?"
"You want to do it, too, don't you," she says dryly.
"YES," he says. "That is SO cool! It's like maybe I could have him find that one dream that was so awesome but I can NEVER remember how it ended--"
"Maybe later, Chet," Max says with a little grin. "We'll go dream hunting when I've got some time, okay?"
"You promise?"
"I promise."
 
***
 
It's the same cell that held Deathblow before he had his powers taken. Massteria is laid out in the hospital bed, with a few machines connected to him. They had only allowed him to heal enough that he wouldn't die before placing a collar on him. He's still a long way from being one hundred percent. He doesn't just have a black eye--it's more like his body is a giant fracture covered in a single bruise. The only reason he's conscious is because he's having an adverse reaction to the pain medicine. He hears someone walking down the hall, and knows that they've stopped in front of his cell. Inwardly he braces himself.
"Massteria."
"Technico," he says, "what a surprise. I didn't expect a visitor--"
"We need to talk," Nico says. Almost casually he waves a hand and the laser wall disappears. He steps into the room and the wall goes back up behind him. "Why were you chasing after Max, Massteria? I feel a little abandoned," he says, stepping up to the hospital bed. "Deathblow was going to go after me, but you--you just picked a random stranger--a kid."
"He was supposed to be a villain," Massteria says. "Why am I here when he was supposed to be a villain?"
Technico stares at him blankly, not reacting for a few second before he starts to laugh. "You never figured it out?" he says. "You had to have wondered when he helped out at the theme park. We don't play by traditional rules, Massteria. Hell, if you had figured it out, you would have been one of the most famous villains we have, wouldn't you? Shame."
"You always do this, Technico," Massteria complains. "You always dance around the subject like you're some all-knowing god. You know what? You're the one that doesn't know anything."
"What don't I know?" Nico demands.
"Like I would tell you," Massteria scoffs.
"You're lying," Nico says after a moment. "You always look more weaselly when you're lying. I wouldn't have thought it was possible if I didn't know you."
"You, aren't you supposed to be some reformed hero, now?" Massteria asks. "I really doubt I'd see America's Son assaulting a prisoner in their cell."
"I'm not a hero," Nico says, "and this isn't super business. This is about family."
"Don't tell me you bought into that whole line about 'our dysfunctional little family,'" Massteria scoffs. "We might have been prisoners together, but that's all it was. I'm not your brother, or your uncle, or whatever you're dreaming up--" The machines around him start beeping dangerously and he suddenly realizes just how bad a position he's in. 
"I'm not talking about that 'family,'" Nico snarls. "You deliberately went after a norm--a little girl. Do you know what I do to people that attack kids?" he asks.
"Do you really think I care--"
"If you're relying on the cameras to keep you from being killed, stop," Nico says coldly. "I've already put them on a loop until our little conversation is over."
"What do you do?" Massteria asks, weakly. "You didn't seem too bothered when Boombastic fought that little girl at the theme park--"
"That was an ACT!" Nico roars. "He never TOUCHED her. You threatened to drive a little girl insane! Do you see the difference?" he demands.
"Not particularly?" Massteria says after a long second. He lets out a squeal as the power of his collar spikes, shocking him so hard that it leaves his teeth rattling.
"Technico," someone says from the other side of the laser wall. Nico goes still before stepping back from Massteria reluctantly. They both turn, looking at the newcomer.
"Double M," Nico says. "You heard what he just said, didn't you?"
"I did," Mastermental says. "I'll be sure to inform the others when we have his trial."
"What are you doing down here?" Nico asks curiously.
"I'm supposed to be hidden away, am I not?" Mastermental says. There are several boxes of paperwork floating behind him. "I decided that this would be sufficient for my kidnapping spot." He waves a hand, sending the boxes into the cell next to Massteria's. "Is that a problem?"
"Somewhat," Nico says. "I'm almost positive that Max was planning on visiting Massteria, as well."
"That might have played a part in my decision," Mastermental agrees. "I wouldn't want anything to happen to Massteria before we put him on trial."
Nico glares at Massteria for a moment. "I would watch myself very carefully from here out," he says in a low tone. He waves a hand and the laser wall goes up again. 
"What does Maximum have to do with you, Technico?" Massteria demands.
"That's not the right question," Technico says as he steps out and the laser wall goes back up. "What you should be asking is what Maximum has to do with Double M."
"What?" Massteria says. Nico is already gone, leaving the question lingering in the air. All he hears from the cell next to him is rustling papers and the tap of computer keys. He wants to ask. He doesn't dare.
Instead his mind turns to his ace in the hole. Sooner or later Phoebe will find out where he is. There's always the chance she'll come and break him out. His daughter is nothing if not loyal to him. Until then, there's nothing he can do but wait. He closes his eyes.
Five minutes later he's experiencing the worst nightmare of his life, all while Double M calmly does his paperwork.
 
***
 
I fell asleep again. I'm not sure when, probably sometime in the middle of the night while I was finishing up the plans for the convention part. Sure, the Hall keeps a full stock of supplies, but there are several special items that we have to order. I've got a few thousand new Technico t-shirts coming over night, and a limited edition toy set of the two Liberty boys. It looks awesome. I also called in orders for the other hard to find villain goods. By the time this is over, every kid in KC will have a Panther plush, or a Dragon hat, or even better, a Maximum hoodie. 
So, in theory I should be sleeping on Dad's desk, since I took over his office, but I'm actually in one of the rooms reserved for single supers. I wonder if someone put me here. I shrug it off, stretching before climbing out of bed and checking my phone. I've been asleep for about eight hours. I guess I have been going without enough sleep for too long. It's still a problem, though--I need to work as quickly as I can to make up for lost time.
I head for Dad's office, only to stop at the sight of Zoe sitting at the desk, talking to a few black suits. "We're going to need security here, here, and here," she says, showing them blueprints of the Hall in hologram form. "This might officially be a takeover by villains, but no one should risk the chance of norms getting hurt. Max!" she says as she sees me, smiling brilliantly. "You're awake!"
"Have you been taking over my job?" I ask, heading to her. "You realize they could dock my grade or something if I don't do it myself."
"If they try I'll take full responsibility," she says. "You needed sleep. Now you go do the next video--we need a shot of you brainwashing Ken, right? I'm just here to make sure your orders get in and the booths are set up like you designed. I really like the limited Liberty set, by the way," she adds.
"Aren't you supposed to be setting up the schools?" I ask. I feel guilty about making her do grunt work, but she's got it set in her mind and I really doubt I could stop her.
"I got that in hand days ago. The construction crews have already gone in to build the foundations of the newer ones. Right now I'm just waiting for the Hall leaders to report back on what retired heroes they're going to recruit as teachers."
"Wait--that means you won, doesn't it?" I say, stunned.
"I won't brag too much," she says. "I'm modest like that."
"Isn't your kid in high school?" I hear one of the black suits whisper to the other. "Would you expect him to pull stuff like this off?"
"Are you kidding? I can't even get him to mow the lawn," the other whispers back. "I knew that Cape High was tough, but really--"
"We're not just any students," Zoe tells them, getting up and coming to me.
"Actually Nico said he plans to make everyone going into the photo-op game do one," I say. "I'm looking forward to seeing the Liberty boys do theirs."
"Really? I think Vinny's should be pretty good, as well," Zoe says. "I wonder if Carla and Rocco have to do two, since they're bi-Hall."
"Bi-Hall?" I repeat, snorting. "That's a new one. But I need to get going."
"If you're planning on going to the cells, say hello to your dad for me, okay?" she says, leaning up and kissing me on the cheek. 
"Dad?"
"He's set up shop down there, right next to Massteria's cell. I think he's there to make sure you don't do anything stupid," she whispers.
"I'll try to restrain myself," I say. "Thank you, Zoe."
"I'm just being nosy again."
"You definitely are, but I don't care as long as you don't get caught," I say as I head out the door. "If I screw up too much, they might make me do ANOTHER gig after this one."
"I'll try not to," she says. "You guys can't say anything, got it?" she says to the black suits.
"Won't say a word," they swear. She's totally going to get caught, isn't she? Oh well, I think cheerfully as I head down the hall, that means I won't have to graduate yet, after all. Besides, I always have the Super Bowl. If that's not a viral gig, I don't know what is.
I hesitate as I get to the elevator, wondering if I should check in on Dad. If I do, I'll see Massteria. If I see Massteria, I'll be far too tempted to do something I shouldn't. I push the button for the ground floor and slip out of the back of the building, calling Ken on my phone and then texting Jennifer. This shouldn't take too long, I hope. Ken is a decent actor.
Something nudges at the back of my mind, but I shove it aside. There are only a few days left. I need to focus.
 
***
 
*Belladonna Springs*
 
The screams echo through the room, lingering for a moment after the director calls cut. This is followed by a few nervous chuckles and sudden business as the crew and other cast members try to pretend they weren't scared. "Genius," the director says, stunned. "That was... that was amazing, Phoebe. You are definitely one of the best I've ever worked with."
"Thank you, sir, but really it's a group effort," she says, shoving her hair out of her face and looking at the blood on her hands with a strange little smile. "'The whole is greater than the sum of its parts', right? Aristotle said that."
"Yes, he did," the director says, looking away from her eyes abruptly. "Where's my coffee?" he snaps at his assistant. 
"Oh, right, yes, sorry, sir, I was just--I'll go get it now," the assistant says.
Phoebe heads off, keeping her head up and smiling at everyone she passes by as she goes into the makeup stall to get the blood removed. Tomorrow, she thinks, tomorrow she'll head up to Kansas City to go to the convention. It's been three days since her father disappeared. There's been no mention of him on television or online, which means there's only one place he could be. The Hall caught him again.
"It's the strangest thing," she hears one of the makeup artists whisper to another. "Two of the wigs went missing the other day, but the next thing I knew, they were there again. I thought I was going to get fired."
"Which wigs?"
"The blonde female and the brown male."
"Maybe someone felt like playing a prank or something. If they showed back up, I wouldn't even worry about it. Hey, did you hear about that Hero Con up in KC? I am SO tempted to go."
"You still do cosplay, don't you? I saw that Firefly outfit you made, it was amazing."
"I dabble," the girl says modestly. "I tried to get a job as one of the costume makers for the Liberty movie, but then this came up--I'm a huge fan of Phoebe Woods."
"She's right over there. Why don't you go get an autograph?"
"I can't do that, it's unprofessional!" It's yelped, just loud enough for Phoebe to smile just a little in satisfaction before turning.
"Is there a problem?" she asks.
"No--I--"
"We're just huge fans," one says. "Can we by any chance get your autograph?"
"I would be happy to!" Phoebe says as the makeup artist working on her finishes his work. "I admire your work so much," she says as she gets to her feet. "Like I'm always saying, a horror movie is nothing without skilled makeup artists. I'm surprised we got so many, considering how many super hero movies there are being made right now."
"Well, um, super hero movies don't have you," the fangirl says, blushing brightly. "I'm your biggest fan."
"Thank you," Phoebe says. "I won't lie, though; I've had a few fantasies about doing a super hero movie, myself."
"Re--really? Who would you want to play?"
"Firefly," Phoebe says, "I LOVE Firefly so much. I mean, she's strong and spunky and just amazing. I wonder if she's going to show up at the Hero Con in KC. It's a three-day thing, right? I would love to go..." She sighs, looking depressed. "But I can't, of course. I mean, I don't want to cause a huge commotion."
"That's true..."
"What if--what if you don't go as you?" the fangirl asks. "What if we make you up to look like a cosplayer? No one will think a thing about a cosplayer going to a convention! And, I mean, it's not the same as playing her in a movie, but Susie has a cosplay outfit--oh, I shouldn't have offered your work--"
"No! It's perfect!" Susie says. "I've also got Star Spangled and Lady Rose. I mean, if you wouldn't mind us going with you?"
"Would you?" Phoebe asks, looking excited. "That sounds like so much fun!"
"YES!" the two women say, excitedly. "Then it's a date! Oh, but we're going to have to get up really early--then again, that's not unusual in this work, is it?"
"Do either of you have a car?" Phoebe asks.
"We can get one!" they say enthusiastically.
"Then I will see you tomorrow morning, early," she says, hiding the maliciously triumphant smile that keeps trying to escape. This is it. This is her chance to get revenge.
 
***
 
*Kansas City*
 
It's the first day of the convention. In theory, it's a three-day thing, but honestly the plan is to have the Hall captured by tomorrow morning. Right now, though, I'm strolling through the convention dressed as a teenager with too much time on his hands. The rest of the school is doing the same, scattered through the crowd and pretending--no, Carla is honestly buying stuff from the various stalls. I watch her for a second as she hauls yet another huge bag of presents through the place with the air of a professional shopper.
"She's got five brothers and sisters, remember?" Zoe says from beside me. "She's got to get presents for everyone."
"Yeah, but aren't they coming?" I ask. Trust me, I remember very well that she has siblings. It's hard to forget.
"I don't know, I didn't get the time to ask her," she admits. "I'm betting they'll come for the parade, though. I think Dad was looking forward to checking up on them again."
"Checking up?" I ask.
"He's been keeping an eye on them, he thinks there's a good chance they'll develop powers like Carla's," she explains.
"Six... speedsters," I whisper, stunned. "That's terrifying."
"Isn't it?" she asks with a laugh. "I'm looking forward to it. Carla's adorable."
I give her a little grin, reaching down and taking her hand. "You really like her, huh?"
"I like all of our classmates," she protests. "Well, other than Jack."
"Even the more troublesome ones?" I ask. The Jack comment doesn't surprise me at all. "How about Ward? Ward can get annoying."
"Ever since he went on the road with Jack he's gotten better. Not that I want to say it's Jack's influence that helped. I think Brandon is more likely the one that did that."
"You're never going to like Jack, are you?" I ask.
"Never," she says.
"I'm hurt," Jack says from behind us. Zoe jumps slightly before turning on him with a glare that makes me worry about laser vision. He's wearing his illusion watch, and carrying a ton of bags that I'm almost positive belong to Aubrey.
"And sneaking up on people just makes it worse," she accuses him. "Should you two be seen together at this stage?" she asks me.
"It's no big deal, we're in disguise," Jack says. "Plus, all of the attention is on them," he says, motioning upwards, where all of the capes in the Hall are floating overhead. Once in a while they land, interacting with the crowd for a bit before taking to the air again and joking among themselves. Only Taurus and Lady Rose are land-bound, but Taurus is actually perched on a large speaker, so he's easy to find, and Lady Rose grew a massive tree to the side and is perched in the branches like it's her throne.
"Yoooo," Sunny says, jumping on my back and tugging his baseball hat down lower, hiding his bangs. "Carry me, man, this place makes me sleepy." He sticks his leg between Zoe and me and I fight the urge to throw him off for that.
"At least try not to kick your sister, Sunny!" I complain. He snores in my ear, but I'm pretty sure he's faking it. At least, I'm reasonably sure. "How can a massive crowd make you sleepy, anyway?"
"Everything makes him sleepy," Jack says. He looks up as someone laughs and we see Trent hanging out in the air with the rest of the capes. I look around for Emily, finding her posing with some kids a few seconds later.
"Aubrey, what are you buying now?" Zoe calls out as she catches sight of Aubrey with a huge bag.
"I got the limited edition Cold Steel toy," she says, hugging the bag happily. "It's so cute."
"It's not meant to be cute," Jack says irritably. "It's supposed to be awesome. I had no clue they were making it, though."
"And yet you claim to be Cold Steel's biggest fan, huh?" I say, since we're surrounded by norms.
"I'm not nearly as big a fan of Cold Steel as you are of Maximum," he says. "You've got freaking murals on your walls of him. That's seriously stupid, man."
"I don't have a mural!" I protest. "But now that you mention it, that would be pretty awesome. How much do you think Ace would charge for something like that?"
"Max, you are NOT getting a Maximum mural painted on your wall," Zoe says.
"Not even a small one?"
"Not even a small one," she says. "But me, on the other hand, I can get one!"
"So unfair," I complain, trying not to laugh. "Do you see how mean she is to me?"
"So you two are back together? Already?" Ace asks from behind us. I turn, moving slightly so he can join the group. "I was seriously hoping to have a chance with Zoe before it happened. That sucks."
"Where's Morgan?" I ask as Zoe blows his comment off with a laugh. I'm not about to tell her that he was serious.
"Over by the food stands with half of the zoo kids," he answers without even blinking. "Not that I was paying attention to where MORGAN was, just--I mean--I saw them," he tries to cover quickly. "You know, in passing." Sunny snorts right next to my ear.
"You're awake, aren't you?" I say.
"No!" he says quickly, only to burst out laughing.
"You're awake and laughing at Ace, aren't you?" I say dryly.
"YES!" he says, roaring with laughter. "Dude, just 'fess up and tell her you like her," he says. "Sure you'll get shot down, but wouldn't that be easier?"
"That was mean, Sunny," Zoe says. "It isn't easy liking someone."
"It was easy enough for you," Jack says. "Hey, so when does the next part of this thing start? I've had at least three different supers come down and force me to take a picture with them. Two of them were my parents," he adds under his breath.
"Who was the third?" I ask.
"Lady Rose."
"Seriously? You got a picture with our--" Sunny stops quickly before fixing himself, "with THE Lady Rose?"
"Yeah, she dragged me into it," he says.
"I haven't been dragged into any pictures," Zoe says, sounding a little depressed.
"I'll do it later," I promise under my breath.
"I don't want to be in a picture with the villain," she says silently before looking up. "Where's Firefly, anyway?" she asks.
"You want a picture with Firefly?" I ask. "Actually I'm sort of surprised," I admit, looking around. "I would have thought she'd be--" I stop as I finally see her. "She's over there dragging Ni--Technico around and making him take pictures with her," I say.
As a group we turn, watching the siblings for a moment. "I feel sorry for Taurus," Jack says finally.
"She does have a bit of a... brother obsession," Aubrey says with a sigh. "But she really does like Taurus, I promise."
"I'm just glad I don't have to wear a uniform," Sunny says. "Can you imagine how annoying it must be to be one of them right now? You probably owe them big time, Max!"
"I don't know, Mega seems to be enjoying himself," I have to point out, motioning to the massive crowd of women near the cape in question. "Annnnd he's got Ward again," I add. "That poor kid."
"I'm going to save him," Jack declares, shoving the bags into my arms.
"No you don't," I say, shoving them right back. "We can't draw attention to ourselves, remember? Besides, Ward IS his... well, you know," I add under my breath.
"Do we know?" Sunny asks. "I mean, we've been dancing around the subject for forever. Is Ward really Rob's kid?"
"Dad's never told," Zoe says, watching them curiously. Ward is tucked under Mega's arm and blushing slightly as the women surround them. "I bet he is, though. I mean, they look alike when you take the mask off."
"That poor kid," I repeat.
"Hey, now, Rob's not that bad out of uniform," Jack says. "I mean, sure, he's egotistical, but once you get past that he's a decent uncle. He probably wouldn't be a terrible dad if he got the chance. You know, as long as he isn't being a prat."
"Aww, Jack, I'm so proud of you, standing up for your uncle like that!" Aubrey says.
"That makes Ward your cousin, right?" Sunny says.
"Cousin," Jack repeats, looking thoughtful. "Yeah, yeah it does!" he decides, breaking into a grin. "I'm going to totally use that!"
"Hey, Sunny, where's Adanna?" Zoe asks.
"Standing in line for the Panther plushie," he says. "It's really, really long."
"Are you a moron?" I demand, shoving him off of me. "She's going to be surrounded by guys before you know it!"
"She won't hurt them unless they do something they shouldn't," he says with a shrug.
"I meant they'll be flirting with her," I say.
"So did I," he says. "But Cubby's with her, so it'd be hard to do. He's a bit picky--"
"Cubby's here?" I say, turning and heading for the line in question. I'm actually a bit surprised when the rest of the group follows along. I'm not surprised, though, when the crowd unconsciously moves out of our way. "They're picking up on it," I say quietly.
"Of course they're picking up on it--with a group like this, how could they not?" Zoe replies softly. 
"Should we split up?" Aubrey asks worriedly.
"I... I suppose," Zoe says, looking downright depressed. "I miss hanging out like this, though." Her hand tightens on mine.
"After this is over," I say, "why don't we go over to my place? We'll have a movie marathon or something, just the old crew." I stop at the sight of several teenage guys standing several feet away from Adanna, trying to be discreet about staring. They're failing terribly, I think as Sunny pushes past me.
"SUNNY!" Cubby says, pulling away from Adanna's hand and racing for him. "Where'd you go?" he demands.
"Hey, buddy," Sunny says, picking him up and tossing him several feet into the air. Cubby starts laughing wildly as he's caught, and perched on Sunny's shoulders. He turns to the rest of us and then points at me with two fingers, in his traditional "I'm watching you" salute. I return the motion.
"Hey," Sunny says, joining Adanna. "Max thinks you can't handle guys flirting with you."
"Why would anyone flirt with me?" she asks, looking honestly confused.
"Because you're beautiful," Zoe says, moving to her other side and pulling her into a hug. I was totally abandoned for a girl, wasn't I? Oh well, I think, grinning slightly. Before I can blink, though, Cubby is jumping off of Sunny's shoulders and jumping into my arms. It's a four foot distance between the two of us, I think as I automatically grab him. He gives me an impish grin before scrambling onto my shoulders and covering my eyes with his hands.
"Cubby! I can't see!" I say as he kicks me lightly with his heels. "And I can't do that here, we're surrounded by people," I add quietly, grabbing his ankles.
"YOU are beautiful," Adanna says to Zoe, "even if you are a little blind."
"Hey, where's my greeting, huh?" Jack demands of Cubby. I hear Cubby blow a raspberry at him. Ace starts laughing.
"Mikey!" Cubby says, pulling one hand away from my eyes and pointing at Ace demandingly.
"Sorry kiddo, I can't here," Ace says. He caves a second later and says, in the cartoon character's voice, "I really can't, bro!"
Cubby cheers. "You three are spoiling him," Adanna accuses us. "What happened during that summer camp?"
"We're not spoiling him!" I protest. "It's not our fault that your little brother is awesome." And he covers my eye up again with his hand. "Well, other than blinding me in a crowd of people, that is." I gently tap into his mind again, and I feel him squirm a little.
"That tickles," he says.
"Well if I can't see with my eyes, I've got to see with yours," I tell him logically. I realize a second later that I'm picking up on even more than sight. "Wow, he's got super hearing already," I say, stunned.
"On the level of your own?" Adanna asks.
"Maybe a little better," I admit.
"It'll get even better as he grows," she says as we follow her moving forward in the line unconsciously. Cubby is looking around curiously, catching onto details that even I wouldn't notice. He's got an idea of where each of the capes in the entire building are--by either sight, sound, or smell. I never would have thought a four-year-old would notice this, but he does it almost unconsciously. This kid... I was half joking about him being awesome, but he really IS, I realize with a bit of shock.
"Cubby, find Skye, would you?" I say quietly. He turns his head, looking straight at the woman in question. She's hanging out near a door, eating a gigantic turkey leg. He likes Skye, so he raises a hand, waving at her happily. "Okay, where's Nico?" I ask him.
"There!" he says, pointing at Nico.
"Where's Mastermental?" I ask him.
He looks around, and then frowns. "Not here," he says after a second of searching. "Somewhere, though," he adds thoughtfully, sniffing the air.
"He's downstairs," Adanna says quietly. "Good job," she adds, praising her little brother.
"Better than good," I say, still stunned. "Cubby, you are really amazing," I say, making him laugh. "Now I want to see what your sister can see--"
"Don't even think about it," Adanna says quickly. "I should be complaining about Cubby. You had better not be looking for family secrets."
"I'm just borrowing his senses, I swear," I say, holding up both hands. "He knows where every cape in the room is," I add quietly. "Even the ones not in uniform."
"Seriously?" Ace asks, sounding stunned.
"Yeah. Hey, Cubby, where's Rocco?"
He looks around, but when he sees Rocco, he only looks for a second before moving on. "Wait," I say, realizing, "you don't know who Rocco is, do you?" I feel him get depressed and I quickly tug him off of my shoulders, slipping him onto my hip. "Hey, hey, it's not your fault you don't know," I tell him softly. "We'll introduce you to everyone soon, okay? That way you'll know."
He still looks worried, so I hug him. "You can come to school and meet everyone, okay?"
"You're surprisingly good with kids, Max," Aubrey says.
"No I'm not," I say. "But me and Cubby, we've got a lot in common. When I was little I was a bit like you are now," I tell him. "I was amazing, too."
"Wow, that's not egotistical at all," Jack drawls, reaching up and messing up my hair. He pulls his hand away and stares at it. "What in the hell do you put in your hair, man?" he asks. 
"Your hand left an imprint on it!" Ace says, bursting out laughing.
"I'm afraid to touch anything, my hand might stick," Jack says, looking around. "Where's a bathroom--think they've got some Easy Green in there?"
"There might be a bit of toxic ooze in the mixture," I say shamelessly, lying... I hope.
"You're sick, man," Jack complains.
"Says the guy with his own personal buffer, besides, you're the one that ruined my hairdo," I complain.
"I'm going to have to change Cubby's clothes, aren't I?" Adanna says as she looks at us again. "Good job, Max," she adds darkly. "Now his shirt is going to stick to things."
"Not everyone can have naturally spiky hair in any circumstance!" I protest, trying not to laugh. Cubby is now touching his shirt and laughing as the shirt sticks to his hand. I'm going to have to change my hair gel, aren't I? That sucks. "I really liked that brand, too," I complain. "Okay, c'mon, Cubby, let's go find a bathroom, we'll get you cleaned up and fix my hair," I say as I take him from his sister. "Don't worry, we'll be back soon," I promise as I leave the group.
"I'm coming with you," Jack says. I look over, seeing a strange expression on his face.
"What's up?" I ask.
"Other than the sticky hand?" he asks. "I keep getting the feeling we're being watched," he says, even though he makes no move to look around. "But hey, I ain't the one born a cape, so maybe it's just paranoia."
I look at him. "Sometimes I really forget that fact," I admit.
"What fact?"
"That you weren't born like us."
"You of all people should know I wasn't," he says, looking surprised. "I mean, you're part of the reason I became what I did--not that I really want to talk about that. I was such a freakin' idiot that it's embarrassing."
"But it hasn't turned out that bad, has it?" I say.
"No, it hasn't," he says. "Not at all." He reaches up, patting Cubby on the afro. "Mom and Dad are talkin' about adopting someone else, y'know?"
"Yeah, I heard."
He looks at me, a little smile on his face. "I want her as my little sister," he says, simply. "If she keeps hiding like she is, I might have to drag her out, though."
"Are you sure?" I ask. "Right now you've got it pretty good."
"I'm sure," he says.
"She's got a lot of... issues."
"I know. So did I."
"Hey, hey, take a picture with me!" I hear someone say.
"We're just cosplayers, though," I hear a woman say with a laugh. "The real ones are taking pictures with people already, right?"
"You might be cosplayers, but you look awesome!" the guy says.
Cubby turns, looking at the people talking with a strange expression before he tugs on my shirt and points. I follow his finger, taking in three women dressed as Lady Rose, Firefly and Star Spangled. "Yeah? You want to take a picture with them?" I ask him, a bit confused. I know for a fact that he could get a picture from any of the three by simply waving at them.
"She's a super," he whispers.
"What?"
"Super," he repeats, looking at me urgently. "Is she Rocco?"
"No, Rocco's a guy," I say, but I'm staring at the three. Two are easy to read. The third, though, the one dressed as Firefly--
I let out a curse and head for the bathrooms as quickly as I can with such a big crowd. "What's going on?" Jack asks, following behind me.
"That was Phoebe Woods," I say over my shoulder.
"Who?"
"Massteria's daughter, she's here."
 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
"So what do you want to do?" Ken asks me two minutes later. We're in the private section of the Hall, which means we won't be seen chatting--but I still have Cubby. I need to take him back to his sister or she's going to hunt me down. At least the black suits are cleaning him up while we talk, I think as I glance over at them.
"I don't know," I admit. "If she causes a problem, we could have some serious havoc on our hands. But if she finds out that I know she's here, she might run."
"And you don't want her to run?"
"I want to catch her," I say. "I'd like to expose her as a hidden cape, if I can."
"She's a psychic, though. It's very difficult to expose a psychic type, especially when they've gained full control of their powers." He looks thoughtful for a moment. "Does she know that we have her father?"
"There's a good chance," I admit. "She probably thinks he's either here or I have him tied up somewhere."
"Then I suggest we keep the schedule. We don't want her realizing we know she's here. When she makes a move to search for her father, we'll get proof that she's intruding on super affairs, and go from there. Also, your hair looks ridiculous."
"Blame it on your son," I say, reaching up and trying to fix it without a mirror. 
"It's okay, Cubby," I hear Jack say. "They aren't going to do anything to you."
I look over, only now noticing that Cubby's trying to climb him like a tree to get away from the black suits. "Did they at least get the hair gel off of him?" I ask.
"They washed his arms and put him in a Cold Steel shirt, instead," Jack says. "I got to pick," he adds with a grin. "Are we ready for the big announcement, or are we going to capture that one chick first?"
I look at them, and see only trust in their eyes. "There's a chance she'll cause a riot," I say slowly, "So--"
"Do you know what she looks like? Did she come as herself or dressed as someone else?" I turn, watching as Nico walks into the room with a cotton candy in his hand. "Don't ask," he says as he sees me looking at it.
"She's cosplaying as your sister," I say.
"Which one?"
"Liz."
"That should stand out," he says a bit sarcastically. "There are at least a hundred Firefly cosplayers out there at the moment."
"She's the only one that looks like a doppelganger," I say. "She's with two other cosplayers, one dressed like Lady Rose, the other is dressed like Star Spangled. If we keep an eye on them, maybe we can go ahead with the next part of the plan."
"Got it, we'll set the invisible drone on them," Nico says.
"Isn't that Hero TV's?" Ken asks.
"I'll get permission," Nico says, blandly. "Now you three need to get ready for the big show, right?"
I nod. "Can you take Cubby back to his sister?" I ask him. "I don't think he'd trust the black suits to do it."
"Sure," Nico says, holding his arms out. Cubby jumps across the room, landing in his arms. "Let's go, kiddo," he says.
"We can fly?" Cubby asks eagerly.
"I'm already in uniform, so why not?" Nico says. "Max, go fix your hair," he adds as they head out of the room.
"You can pull this off, right?" I say to Ken.
"Pretending to be brainwashed? Sure, it sounds like fun!" he says, grinning widely. "I have to say, this is probably one of the more interesting plots I've been involved with. Do you plan on doing more?"
"I probably will, if I can pull this off," I say. "Now I need to fix my hair and get into uniform. Jack, you ready?"
He taps his watch and his illusion disappears, revealing he's in full uniform, save for his trademark trench coat. It's handed to him by one of the black suits, who's trying not to smile. "Thanks," Jack says as he shrugs it on. He waves a hand and his surf board comes into the room.
"Rocco, Ace, Pan, we're about to enter phase two," I say, tapping my earbud. "Go ahead and change. We're go in ten. Rocco, when Carla makes her appearance, make sure everyone notices."
I head for the restroom, going to the mirror and fixing my hair before changing into my 'good guy' uniform. I slap my mask on, staring my reflection in the eye for a moment. I'm about to announce to the world that I'm Mastermental's son. After this is over, a lot of people might question if it's true or not, but it'll still be in their minds.
Even if I'll still be a villain, people will expect me to live up to his standards. Can I do it? Can I really be a cape deserving the name of "Mastermental"? It'll be associated with me from now on.
"You ready?" Jack asks from behind me.
I look in the mirror, meeting his eyes. "Do you still feel awkward when people call you a Liberty?" I ask him.
He looks away and I wonder if he's not going to answer, but then he says, "Every freaking day of my life."
"Yeah, I think I can sort of understand that," I say.
"You'll never understand it," he says, but he doesn't sound angry. "You really are his kid. You have his powers. You'll do fine. I'm a bit surprised people haven't figured it out already, honestly. Now quit being a chicken, Dad's about to make his announcement."
"Got it," I say, heading out. "Let's take over the Hall."
 
***
 
"So I'm supposed to be in uniform now, right? I mean, I am, but I can change if I need to," Carla says over her earbud as she stares up at the Hall building. Taking her bags back to the school hadn't taken but a few seconds, and it got them out of the way of the big fight. Now she's about to step into the biggest job of her life.
"You're supposed to be in uniform," Zoe says over the com-link. "You're going to be the one that's obviously confused by what's going on."
"I still think it should be you," Carla admits. "This is Superior's birthday--the hero of the day should be his granddaughter, right? Or Sunny! Sunny would be a good hero for the day--"
"Carla." She stops, shocked to hear Superior on the line. "Do you really think today's my birthday?"
"It doesn't matter if it is, it's what we're celebrating!" she says, still just standing there. She feels wrong. This shouldn't be her role. "Why did they choose me?"
"Because Max can't brainwash you," Superior says.
"What?"
"It's physically impossible. Your brain is wired differently--you were built to process information quickly and move on. To a degree, all capes have that, but as a speedster, you're even more extreme," he says. "Max knows that, that's why he picked you to break his father free. And sure, my grandkids have that ability as well, but they aren't going to go into the fighting game, remember? So don't feel guilty that you're representing me. I would have picked you, as well."
"So he couldn't really do this in real life?" she asks. "Since all capes have it to a degree?"
"It would be a lot more difficult than you're playing it off to be," Superior says.
"Would you, um, would you really have chosen me?" she asks shyly. "There are a lot of supers that could--"
"For this job?" he says, "I believe I would have, yes. It shows good leadership skills, picking the right person for the job, but I expected that of Frank's only son."
"It has nothing to do with, um, me being a girl?" she asks.
"What does you being a female have to do with anything?" he asks. "Two of my three children are female, and if you ask either my son or me, we would tell you who we prefer."
It startles a laugh out of her. "Okay, then I'm going in!" she says. "I'll make you proud, sir!"
"I look forward to it," he says.
She steps into the Hall for the second time, just in time to see Ken float over everyone's heads with a microphone in his hand. "Ladies and Gentlemen, we would like to thank you for coming today. Not only are we celebrating the birth of the greatest hero we ever knew, we're also celebrating our brand new Hall leader!" Behind them there's a giant television screen, showing a close-up of his face.
The world around her goes still, and a murmur starts to rise. "Did Mastermental quit?" "Why haven't I heard anything about this? I've got the pay-per-view!" And various other statements along those lines echo all around her.
"I would like to introduce you to the third, and final Central Hall Leader," Ken says, his voice going monotone. He turns as Maximum comes down from the rafters, "the one and only son of Mastermental, Maximum."
The world goes still as Max gives everyone a blinding smile and takes the mic from Ken. "You can sit, now, America's Son," he says. Ken promptly drops to the floor and sits down in the middle of the crowd. "Yes, yes, you can cheer now," Max says arrogantly. "I would say 'take me to your leader,' but guess what? I AM YOUR NEW HALL LEADER!" he roars.
People start looking around, searching for the other heroes to step up, but they merely stand straight where they're floating and salute Max with the same blank looks on their faces as Ken had. There's a mix of fear and excitement in the air, and it grows as various villains step out of the shadows. Jack flies overhead, grinning and waving at everyone, while Ace brings out a few small dragons to fly through the room.
"Now calm down, calm down," Max says. "I'm here to explain the difference between my regime and my father's. In my Hall there are no villains, and there are no heroes. We're all just super," he says, almost purring the last word. "So this is just a happy celebration! My brothers, my sisters, we are finally one big, happy family!" he tells the supers. "Say 'Yes Maximum,'" he prompts.
"YES MAXIMUM!" all of the capes say, except the villains. The villains just look smug. Carla looks around as music starts playing, and sees Rocco standing at a booth to the side.
"LET'S GET THIS PARTY STARTED!" Rocco roars as a fast-paced song blares through the air. Carla looks at the norms, seeing their expressions. Before she can blink, though, Rocco grabs her hand, pulling her into a spinning dance in the middle of the convention hall.
"Nightstep! What are you doing?" she demands as the crowd turns to watch them, automatically moving so they have some "stage space."
"It's a party, Hy-Bo," he says, grinning at her as he prompts others to join the dance. A few the norms start to join in, laughing a bit too loudly. "We're no longer hero and villain," he says, pulling her closer. "We can get to know each other, now," he says wickedly. It's SO NOT FAIR, she inwardly wails. He's absolutely taking advantage of the crush she told him she was already over! She glances up, seeing them on the large screen overhead. HTV is televising this, she realizes.
She jerks free of his hold. "What have you all done?" she asks, looking at the supers still floating obediently in the air. "Technico? Firefly? America's Son?" she calls, but no one responds.
Lights start flashing over the crowd and she looks straight up, seeing Ace wave his hands and create a gigantic light display overhead. Rocco grabs her again. "Don't fight it, Hy-Bo. We're in charge of the Hall, now," he says, looking her straight in the eye. She knows her face is bright red. 
"Oh my gosh, they're so cute together!" she hears someone whisper. 
"No!" Carla says, jerking out of his hold again. "This is wrong!"
"What's wrong?" Maximum asks from right behind her. She jerks, and he grabs her hand, pulling her into a loose hug. "Tell me what's wrong, little Hy-Bo, and I'll make everything okay," he says. He cups her chin, looking her deep in the eye. 'This is where I'm supposed to try to brainwash you,' he says in her mind, sounding like he's close to laughing. 'Great touch with Rocco, there.'
'He totally caught me off guard!' she complains. 'That wasn't fair at all, I'm still not quite over that stupid--' She stops, even more embarrassed as he lets out a little evil chuckle. 'What should I do?'
'Pretend that you're pretending I brainwashed you, okay?' he says.
'Got it!' She blinks a few times before looking around a bit worriedly. "Um, yes, Maximum," she says, saluting him. "Whatever you say, Maximum!" she repeats.
"Good girl," he says, patting her on the head. "Isn't she cute?" he asks the crowd, turning away from Carla. She takes the moment to make a face at him, and the crowd laughs. "That wasn't meant to be a joke," Max says, as if he has no clue what she's doing. He turns, looking at her, and she gives him her most innocent expression. "Why don't you go back to playing with Nightstep," he says, pushing her gently towards Rocco. "He seems to have a bit of a crush."
"I--I--I--" she stammers as Rocco gives her a brilliant grin and holds out his arms.
"Come to the dark side, Hy-Bo," he says. "It's just a little dance."
She steps forward and he takes her hands, pulling her into the dance again. "Sorry," he mouths. "We need them to notice you." She takes a tiny step closer, her heart pounding against her chest. They're both just acting, she tells herself. There are people taking photos from all around, showing that the crowd has fully embraced this new plot line, and are enjoying it. For a moment, she guiltily lets herself enjoy it as well, dancing with the guy that turned her down--well, sort of turned her down. She's supposed to be brainwashed right now, right? So what's the harm in playing along for a bit?
The song comes to a halt and he grabs her hand, spinning her into his arms. She stares into his eyes, seeing a grin on his face, and realizes that she had been even more of a liar than she'd thought. She hasn't gotten over her crush on him--in fact, the moment he started paying attention to her earlier, she'd fallen even harder. The thin line between acting and reality is threatening to break the longer she stays here, she realizes. He might figure out that she still likes him--REALLY likes him.
"No," she says, jerking out of his hold. "I mean--I need to--I--" She looks at the crowd. "I can't do this," she says, starting for the crowd. They part and she makes a run for it.
"Hy-Bo!" he yells after her. "Boss, I don't think she's completely under--" he says to Max, only to stop.
"Don't yell at me, just go FIND her," Max says.
 
***
 
Brilliant, I think, trying not to laugh. "I thought he said he wasn't going to flirt with her," Ace says over the com-link. We had Nico set us up a villains-only line a long time ago. He never turned it off.
"I don't remember him ever saying that," I say away from the mic, trying to look irritated for the crowd. "That right there is going to make him famous."
"What do you mean?" Jack asks.
"He's going to forever be known as the villain that keeps trying to seduce Hypersonic Rainbow over to the dark side," I say, barely moving my lips as I look over the crowd. "There will be fans and haters, but he's definitely going to have people watching him."
"I was just trying to get her noticed," Rocco says. "I wasn't trying to flirt--"
Even Pan starts laughing at that.
"I KNEW it! You've got a crush on Carla!" Skye declares happily.
"You didn't know it," Doris says. "You had no clue."
"I totally knew it! I knew it before HE knew it!" Skye says.
"Sure you did," Doris drawls, giving up. "You know all about love matters."
"That's why sooner or later Justin will realize that he and I are perfect together!" Skye says.
"Never happen."
"Nope."
"Isn't he dating Malina?"
"Aren't YOU dating Century?"
"I will NEVER date Century!" she says. "I don't like Century at ALL! And I can't believe YOU were the one that said that, Ariel!"
"But he's always bringing us presents that you like," Ariel says sweetly. I'm almost positive she's doing it to torture Skye, but she sounds so innocent while she's doing it. They definitely make for an interesting girl group. I look forward to seeing them step onto the stage.
"As entertaining as this is," Pan says, "should we be doing something now?"
"We only have half an hour before the con closes for the day," I say, glancing at my com-bracelet. "We're going to finish this up with the party, and tomorrow we'll do the big parade. Nico, has Phoebe Woods done anything?" I ask.
"Not yet," Nico says. "Don't worry, we're keeping an eye on her."
"Where is she?" Pan asks.
"She's dressed up as Firefly with two other cosplayers," I tell him, a strange thought crossing my mind. "One is dressed like Lady Rose, the other is Star Spangled. Pan, can you see them from where you are?"
"I can see them," he says.
"But if she's the lady we found at the hotel, she's not with that group," Skye finishes for him.
I jerk, cursing loudly. "Then where is she?" I ask, uncaring at the norms are looking at me curiously. They probably think I'm talking about Carla, if the smiles on their faces are an indicator. I wish I was.
"Ummm... outside," Skye says, looking a bit confused. "She's leaving."
"What?" I say, blankly. "But--she didn't do anything..."
"Maybe she just wanted to go to the convention?"
 
***
 
"Soooo," Phoebe says, leaning into the nicely dressed man driving. "What's it like, being one of the infamous 'black suits'?"
He has a faintly confused expression on his face, so she pours just a bit more of her power into the hypnotism. He's hard to handle--not because of the usual reasons, either. This man is extremely focused, he's just had more interactions with psychics than most. On some level, he probably realizes what she's doing and is fighting it. That won't last long.
"I love my job," he says. "I'm in training for--" he stops.
"Training?" she prompts.
"They're going to... assign..." He shakes his head, visibly fighting the desire to talk. She reaches over and grabs his hand, lacing her fingers through his, and he looks at her, startled.
"Tell me," she whispers.
"I'm learning how to operate the special power blocker system that Technico is developing," he says, the words pouring out of his mouth. "It's connected to the satellites and can target anyone. That way if there's a rogue cape running around like Deathblow, we can shut him down within seconds."
"That sounds like a very big responsibility," she croons, her heart pounding heavily against her chest and her hands getting sweaty. "You must be very important."
"Nah, I wouldn't say that," he says, grinning slightly. "I'm just a really good aim."
"Of course you should be with a job that huge," she says. "Is it up and operating?"
"Yeah--well, only on a small scale," he admits. "We've only set it up for Central so far, but we're in negotiations for the other branches. Um... where was I taking you, again?" He looks confused again, but she merely smiles and leans up, kissing him on the cheek.
"Your place would be nice," she purrs.
 
***
 
"Keep the drones on the chase scene," Andre says, once again standing in the small control bus. "I have to say, this gig is providing an excellent amount of drama."
"Hypersonic Rainbow is great, isn't she?" one of his cameramen says as he operates the drone. "The camera loves her."
"It's how animated she is," Andre agrees. "Nico, I know I gave you the invisible drone for the party, but why aren't you recording?" he asks over his earbud as he sees a side monitor change.
"I'm checking the footage," Nico says. "She traded costumes with someone before she left. Why did she do it? None of this makes any sense. If she had a clear-cut way onto Hall property, why didn't she take advantage of it?"
"And what would she be looking for?"
"Her father, Massteria, it's the only explanation for her coming. She must know already that we know she's a cape."
"Where is her father?"
"In the cell right next to Mastermental's."
"Then is there really anything to worry about?"
"In my experience, if there's not a clear explanation it's usually someone up to no good," Nico says.
"True. Well if we find anything in our recordings, we'll be sure to tell you."
"Thanks, Andre."
"And I'd like to invite you and your family to dinner tomorrow night, with the family," Andre adds.
"You actually talked my sister into that?" Nico asks, amused.
"I can be very persuasive."
"Sure, I'll see if everyone can come. Right now I want to know why our intruder left and where she went."
"Can you do that when you're supposedly being controlled by Max?"
"He left the room shouting 'Find her,' so I can take a bit of liberty, don't you think?"
"Sounds good to me!" Andre hears his son say. "I'm getting bored with just standing here."
"Then everyone spread out and 'find her,'" Nico says. On the screens all of the capes suddenly leap into motion, spreading out to search for someone. The stalls start closing and the visitors turn to the big screen expectantly, waiting to see the final part of today's show.
"Tomorrow morning is the parade, right?" Andre asks. "I look forward to it." Then he stops. "Focus on camera five," he says. "The chase between Hy-Bo and Nightstep just got more interesting."
"Got it."
 
***
 
"Why are you chasing me?" Carla demands as Rocco steps out of the wall in front of her. "We're no longer hero and villain, right?"
"Why are you running?" he asks. There are drones floating around their heads, but neither of them look up. "I just want to be friends. Can you really hold that against me?"
"Really?" she asks. "You want to be my friend?"
"I really want to be your friend," he says, stepping closer, a little smile on his face. "It'll be fun! I can travel through shadows; you can go faster than the speed of light. We could do all sorts of interesting stuff!"
"Well, not exactly that fast, but my principal says I might be able to when I'm older," she admits, a bit shyly.
"Why don't we go back to the party?" he asks.
"Was it true?" she asks.
"Was what true?"
"Is Maximum really Mastermental's son? You seem to know him--weren't you working with him a while back?"
"You noticed?" he asks with a broad smile. "I was working for Maximum before I became a villain in my own right. But yeah, he's Mastermental's real son. They never see eye to eye, though. That's why he--" he stops, jerking slightly and looking around.
"What did he do?" Carla asks, moving closer. "What did Maximum do to Mastermental, Nightstep?" she asks, grabbing his face with both hands and forcing him to look her in the eye.
"He--ah--" he says. "Come on, Hy-Bo, don't you want to dance some more?" he asks, a bit desperately. "Or we could go shopping! It'll be fun!"
"What did Maximum do to Mastermental?" she repeats. "We're on the same side now, right? That means no secrets."
"Well..." he says, looking around a bit. "You didn't hear this from me, but--"
"Nightstep," Max snaps from behind him. "What are you doing?"
"Boss, I just--" Rocco says, the perfect picture of guilt.
"Are you that easily distracted by a pretty face?" Max demands. Carla's face turns bright red, and she promptly reminds herself that Rocco doesn't actually like her like that, he's just playing a part. Why they chose THIS way to do it, she's got no idea, and she's going to yell at both of them as soon as they're no longer on camera! "Well, she IS pretty," Max says, giving her a wicked grin. "Hy-Bo," he says. "Go with Nightstep back to the party."
She snaps a salute like she saw the adults do earlier, remembering that she's supposed to be brainwashed. "Yes, Maximum," she says.
"Good girl," Max says, patting her on the back. "Nightstep," he says, his tone sharpening. "If you start talking again, I might have to have a little 'talk' with you, as well."
"You--yeah, got it," Rocco says, his expression falling. "You don't have to do that," he adds quietly.
"I don't want to," Max agrees. "You're one of my favorites," he adds cheerfully. "Soon you'll be one of the biggest names around, well, next to mine."
"Thanks, Boss," Rocco says a bit dryly. Max walks away, leaving the two just standing there.
"He sort of looks like him," Carla says after a moment.
"Yeah, he does, doesn't he?" Rocco says, grabbing her hand. "Come on, we need to get back to the party."
"Nightstep? Where is Mastermental?" she asks.
He looks downward, only to look even guiltier. "I don't have a clue," he says. "Isn't he overseas again?"
She looks down as well, her mind racing. He just told her where Mastermental is, which is cool and all, but she still needs to come up with a believable way to get him to let go of her. "You know," she says, daringly, "I would like to be friends with you, too!" Which isn't a lie, right? They really ARE good friends! "We could go shopping and go to theme parks together! I've got a free pass to TWO of the Hall theme parks, you know," she brags.
"That does sound like fun," he says. "Do you want to go next weekend?"
"Definitely!" she says, pulling the hand that's holding hers up between them. "We can ride all of the rides!"
"Then it's a date," he says.
"It's going to be so much fun!" she agrees with a brilliant smile, tugging him towards the way they came from. "We can ride the rides and eat the food, and maybe we can bring some friends with us--oh--" she stops as they pass a restroom. "Can you excuse me for a little bit?" she asks. "I'll be right back, I promise," she tells him. He lets go of her hand and she makes a break for it, racing at top speed for the stairs leading to the lower floor.
She hears him groan from behind her and she fights back the urge to laugh. That had been fun! Oh, but now everyone will have the wrong idea about them, right? They'll think he was flirting with her, which is clearly impossible.
 
***
 
"Think she took you seriously?" I ask over the earbud. He's been through a lot when it comes to Carla! The poor guy is constantly ten steps behind. He needs all the encouraging he can get.
"Not a chance," Rocco says dryly. "She probably thinks I'm just playing it up for the cameras. I bet I get a lecture on how I made 'her Hypersonic Rainbow' look like a flirt, or something. But that's fine. I decided I don't have time for a girlfriend right now."
"Yeah, right," Ace scoffs. "You can keep telling yourself that."
"Why haven't you gotten a girl yet, Ace?" Rocco asks.
"I don't have time for a girlfriend right now," Ace says promptly. The entire villain com channel bursts out laughing.
"Don't do that, man, I'm being recorded right now!" Jack says, his laughter muffled. They hear a click and the channel changes to the school line and he speaks, again, "Screen is going black, black suits are escorting the audience out... Annnnd... the con is clear, I repeat, the con is clear. They're heading home now."
"Got it," Zoe says. "Dad, have you found her?"
"Working on it."
"I can find her!" Skye says, and I hear her moving around for a bit. I think she's doing her finding dance again. "She's... somewhere in Kansas," she declares. "Can you DO anything in Kansas?"
"Why would she be going to Kansas?" I ask blankly. Now don't get me wrong, Kansas City straddles the border, so it's not really that big of a deal jumping from one state to the next, but why would she go? If she was just here to enjoy the convention (which I seriously doubt) she would have gone back home--
"It's a three-day thing," Nico says. "She'll be back tomorrow."
"Well... put more guards on Massteria's cell," I say, grimly. "If she tries to sneak back in during the night, we'll catch her."
'That's another thing,' Dad says in my mind, making me jerk slightly. 'Max, have you ever considered how Massteria got Layne? You placed black suits around the entire building. It was a standard operation, one that they've been trained for since before they came to work for us. And yet, Massteria just walks right in and grabs her.'
'What? I mean... yeah, you're right. But I just assumed that he used a form of low-level hypnotism. It was a crowd of strangers, missing one rather... normal looking cape in civilian clothing isn't that hard. Let's face it, Massteria doesn't have the type of face you plaster on a box of cereal, after all.'
'But another psychic would notice the level of power one would have to use for that,' he says. 'If, however, they used a bit of visual trickery--'
'They wouldn't even have to hypnotize them--or if they did, it would be just a tiny bit,' I say, stunned. 'She's a professional actress. She spends her days pretending to be someone else. She understands body language and has open access to props and specialized makeup. It's so obvious, why didn't I think of that sooner?'
'Because when you found your sister, she was nowhere to be seen, and you assumed it was all him,' Dad says. 'We know that she came in wearing a Firefly costume. She's not your regular villain, Max. She lives and thinks like a norm.'
'So you're saying you think she helped Massteria kidnap my little sister,' I say.
'Yes, I believe she did.'
'And that I need to start thinking like a norm--or at least less like a show-boating hero.'
'Exactly.'
 
***
 
"I'm going to get you out of there," Carla says to Mastermental, looking around the room for the "off" button. She has to move quickly. That very thought makes her fight back a laugh. That was what she was made for! But if she moves too quickly, it might make for a less dramatic breakout. There has to be that moment where they risk being caught, and escape! That's what makes for good hero-work. Superior entrusted this job to her, and she's going to pull it off perfectly!
"It's to your left," Mastermental says, weakly. He's wearing a collar and looking rather haggard. It isn't a REAL collar, is it? She couldn't picture them putting a real collar on him! That would be too cruel!
"Is it this?" she asks, flipping a switch. She's almost positive the other cells have higher security. She doesn't mention that fact. "Why did no one let you out?" she demands, heading into the room, now that the lasers are down. "Don't they realize you're here?"
"My son has become very good at what he does," he says as she steps into the room. Instantly she moves to his side, supporting him as he tries to stand. "I'm not as young as I once was," he admits, reaching up and almost touching the collar. "Hypersonic Rainbow, I need you to find the controller for this."
"Right, um, is it connected to the computer or did he just, um--"
"It has to be close, otherwise it wouldn't be this strong," he says.
"Okay, got it," she says. "I hate to leave you, though--so I'll make this quick," she says, leaning him against the wall and racing off. She blurs through the entire floor, coming back almost an entire minute later with the fake controller in her hands. "I've got it, I just don't know how to turn it off," she admits as he takes it from her. He taps in a code and the collar comes undone, falling to the ground. With the collar off, he straightens, dusting off his uniform and bowing slightly to her.
"Thank you, my dear," he says. "You are a true asset to our Hall."
"Think I'll get an action figure after this?" she asks, excitedly. It startles an honest laugh out of him.
"Definitely," he says, placing a hand on her shoulder. "Now we need to leave before my son realizes what you've done."
"Mastermental," she says hesitantly, "is Maximum really your son?"
"He is," Mastermental says. "I truly did hope he would take my place as Hall leader one day, but not like this." He turns as the shadow nearest them starts to move, a hand reaching through it. "Hypersonic Rainbow, we must leave now," he says.
"Got it!" she says, grabbing his hand. He picks her up and they fly away, rattling all the papers they pass. The camera turns, focusing on Rocco stepping out of the shadow, just a few seconds too late.
"Maximum's going to kill me," he mutters as he sees the empty cell. 
 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
"Your daughter helped you kidnap my sister, didn't she?" I demand, standing at Massteria's laser door. "What else has she done for you?" I checked the reports before coming here. They removed a few latex prosthetics when treating him. I should have noticed those things in the ambulance, but I hadn't. I should have read the report, as well. I'm almost as angry at myself as I am him, right now.
"You're being delusional," Massteria says. "You don't think I could pull something like that off on my own?"
"Maybe you could have, but you didn't," I say. "How deep in this is she?" I have an idea, but I want a confession.
"My daughter adores me," he says, laughing. "She won't leave me here. She thinks I'm more powerful than Mastermental!"
"Yeah, you're both insane," I say. "So she's going to come and save you, huh?"
"Of course she will. She'll be here any moment."
"Actually, she's already left," I say. "She came to the convention, she played for a while, and then she left you down here to rot. You know what I think?" I say, feeling his shock and enjoying it, "I think she just wanted to make sure you'd stay down here. She doesn't need you anymore, does she?"
"She loves me," he says. "She still calls me 'daddy.'"
"Maybe she was just indulging her old man. Maybe she was trying to use you for something, who knows? Maybe if I ask her, she'll give me even more proof."
"Proof for what?" he asks.
"Proof to present to the council, so I can get your powers stripped for good," I say with a smug little grin. "She's already thrown you under the bus, Massteria. But who could blame her? You were in the Cape Cells for most of her life, right? She might have written you letters, but she hardly knew you. You were just a fantasy she built in her mind. I bet she was extremely disappointed when she met you face to face, huh?"
"You should know," he says. "How's that mother of yours, Max? Is she still looking at you like you're a monster?"
I feel rage run through me and I quickly try to shove it down. "My mother has nothing to do with this," I say, trying not to grit my teeth.
"She has her perfect little family now. Her adorable son and daughter--her NORMAL kids," he goes on, maliciously cheerful now that he's found a weak spot. "And then there's you. The one she tried to sweep under the carpet. How does it feel to know that she didn't even NEED the Cape Cells as an excuse not to see you? Did she ever even tell them about you before this?"
I want to hurt him. I already hated him before this, and now he's just making it worse. I force myself to calm down, breathing out slowly. "You're right," I say finally. "But at least my mother didn't pretend to love me before throwing me under the bus."
"She just threw you under the bus, huh?" he says, "Fitting."
I stare at him through the wall before walking away. I have more important things to do than have a petty fight with a jerk.
 
***
 
"If she's comes back tomorrow, I'll find her!" Skye says as she and Zoe help clean up the mess from the first day of the convention. Well, Zoe's helping. Skye is just following her around. "I mean, I could probably find her now, though. Why aren't we finding her now?" she asks. "We could drag her into the ground and leave her there!"
"I'm not going to bury her alive, Skye," Zoe says. "I don't use violence. And she didn't actually do anything wrong yet. We can't just hunt her down because she came to an open party, even if we want to."
Skye looks at her. "Oh don't be silly! You could use violence with no problem! You're a Superior!" she says, laughing. "You'd be really good at it, too--oh! What about when you took down the spaceship? I've seen it LOTS of times!"
"Those were extenuating circumstances!" Zoe protests. "Just keep an eye out for her," she says, sweeping the floor. "I don't trust her."
"Me neither!" Skye declares. "I think she's up to something."
 
***
 
*Somewhere in Kansas*
 
The black suit is sleeping--knocked out completely as soon as they got to his house. Phoebe has been looking around the small, but comfortable place curiously. So far she hasn't found anything from his work. It leaves her no choice but to try the trick her father showed her. It had been worth it, kissing up to him, she thinks as she enters the bedroom. She learned so many things about her ability while working with Massteria.
She sits on the edge of the bed, looking down at the handsome man for a moment with a little smile. Her hand reaches up, brushing his hair from his forehead before pressing to the flesh. She almost laughs as his memories of the new machine he's been training on rush through her mind. It's like she's right there.
 
*Bob's Memories*
 
"Alright," Nico says, standing in front of the small group of black suits. "You three are trained in satellite tracking already, correct?"
"Sir, yes sir!" they say, saluting.
"Good," Nico says, waving a hand. The wall behind him lights up with a view of Central Hall from above. "As you're all aware, we have access to our own satellites. Recently I've upgraded them with a new capability. You three are the ones I've chosen to train in using it. Does anyone have any questions?"
There's silence for a moment before one of the black suits raises her hand, "Are you planning on killing people with it?"
"No, of course not," Nico says. "Well... not unless they're pretty high up in the sky, that is. That could probably kill them. Make sure you avoid that situation."
"Sir, what exactly have you added to the satellite?"
"A power blocker," Nico says. "With this we can target a rogue cape and stop his powers without confronting him directly."
"And... forgive me for asking, sir, but does Mastermental know you've done this?"
"Well, he hasn't asked, yet," Nico says. "But I plan on telling him, eventually. Don't worry about that part. What we need to do is find out if it actually works."
"You haven't tried it?"
"Not officially," he says, grinning just a little too wide. "Now if you would follow me, we'll begin your training. All three of you are expert marksmen--and women, correct? Have you ever wondered which one of you is the best?"
 
She pulls her hand away, a bit surprised. She looks at the man again for a moment before patting his cheek and heading for the kitchen. If she's going to keep this up, she's going to need her energy and a plan. 
 
***
 
"She hasn't shown herself yet?" I ask. It's morning. We've been up for an hour, moving the floats to the Hall's parking garage.
"No, she hasn't moved from that place in Kansas yet," Rocco says grimly.
"It's strange," I say. I look at the floats that are just waiting for me to say we're ready. "I was really hoping to know what she was up to by now," I admit.
"MAX!" Layne shouts, running into the garage. "We're coming to the parade!" Chet follows her with a banner in his hand. It has MAXIMUM written on it in large letters. My mother and John walk behind them, wearing hats and sunglasses.
"You--" I say, hesitating. I really don't want them going, I think, especially when Phoebe is still out there, but I can't really force them to stay in the apartment when every cape in Central Hall will be there. "I'm not sure that's safe," I admit. "Are you sure you wouldn't rather watch it on television? Jen has plans to cover it from a booth, and everything--"
"What if we ride in your float?" Chet asks. "We can dress like minions! That way you'll be able to keep an eye on us at the same time as working--"
"Won't work," I say. "There's a good chance of the float being used in the fight."
"Then... we won't get to go to either day?" Layne asks, looking hurt.
"You caught the man that captured Layne," John says. "That means she's safe now, right?"
"His daughter is still out there," I say quietly. "The only way I would let you go is if you were someone else," I say.
"You're such a jerk, Max!" Layne yells.
"Zoe, can we get some watches?" I ask, tapping on my earbud. "Illusion ones. I need four. If you can add in external power blockers, I'd appreciate it." 
"Illusion watches?" Mom asks.
"I said I'd let you go if you were someone else, right?" I say. "Well, we'll just have to make you someone else." I take off, catching Layne before she can storm out. "Hey, now, I'm not unreasonable," I say, taking to the air as she squirms. "You didn't hear me just now, did you?"
"I heard you! You said you wouldn't let us go!" she says.
"Not looking like you are now, I won't," I say. "Calm down, you're going to the parade."
"What?"
"Just as someone else," I finish as Zoe flies into the garage with a box of watches in her hands. "I can't lock you up for the rest of your life," I say as I land. "Sorry, Zoe, I should have thought about this earlier."
"Nah, I stole Dad's blueprint a while back--I've been making them in my spare time. I just had to run home real quick to get them and toss in the E.P.B.s," she says, handing one to Layne. "Now let's get you set up," she says, waving a hand through the air and typing away.
"If I throw a fit, will you fly with me, too?" Chet asks.
I turn and look at him, laughing as I see how serious he looks. I wave a hand and he starts floating all on his own. "How's that?" I ask him as he lets out a cheer, flipping in the air.
"AWESOME!"
"Okay, everyone!" I say, taking to the air, myself. "Are we all ready for the first annual Villain Parade?"
They cheer, only to stop as Vinny goes, "What, you're going to do this YEARLY?"
"Why not? We've already got the floats!" I say happily. Most of the crowd groans in response. "Okay, okay, every other year."
"Next year the heroes get to do it!" Trent says.
"They already do--and it's always boring," I complain. "Zoe, are they ready?"
"They would be if you'd put your little brother down for a moment," she says, floating next to Chet and trying to put his watch on him at the same time. "He keeps doing flips when I'm trying to grab him."
I don't laugh, even if I want to. Instead I put him down and she puts his watch on before typing again. Soon I'm looking at a family that even I wouldn't recognize in a crowd. 
"Are we ready?" Nico asks from where he's lounging on a van from HTV. "Jen, Freddy, you good down there?" he asks, tapping on the side of the van.
"We're all set!" she says. "This extra-large monitor really does make it look like we're in a booth above the parade," she says. "That's awesome." 
"Then we're good to go. Max, do the honors," Nico says.
"Zoe?" I say, holding out a hand. "Want to ride my float?"
"I can't," she says. "I'm going to be working security."
"Be careful," I say, leaning down and kissing her. "Make sure she doesn't get close to my family," I add quietly. "I love you."
"Hey, Max, do you know why I can't dye my hair?" she asks, out of the blue.
"Huh?"
"I can't dye my hair. It always goes back to white really quickly," she explains. "Know why?"
"Why?"
"I'm the granddaughter of Tatiana," she says, smiling brilliantly. "Sunny and I have her neutralizing abilities! Isn't that awesome?"
"Yeah, but don't you have an external power blocker?" I say after she just stands there, expecting praise.
"Well, yeah, but that's not the point!" she says.
"Okay, okay," I say, laughing, "I'm happy for your newfound... already known ability."
"Hey, you made me praise you for your psychic abilities finally working!" she scolds me. "At least indulge me in this!"
"What brings this up, huh?" I ask curiously.
"Oh, I just wanted to brag a bit," she says. "No B-class psychic is going to beat me."
"I never thought they would," I say.
"Then why were you saying to be careful?"
"Because I don't want her accidentally killed," I explain cheerfully. "We've all heard the spaceship story, and--"
"Oh be quiet, those were extenuating circumstances!" she complains, pouting.
"Can we stop the flirting and get to business?" Jack demands. "I've got a date with Aubrey after this is over."
"Oh, so I can't flirt because you want to, huh?" I complain. 
"Good of you to realize it!"
"Okay, fine, let's head out!" I say. We only have this street closed for a few hours, anyway. It was a bit of a hassle going through all the red tape, so I'd hate to waste too much of it. The floats start down the road, with my bus float in the front. We don't have the gigantic balloons, sadly, but--I blink as a familiar dragon appears overhead. That makes up for the lack, I would say.
"Is that going to take too much energy?" I ask over the com-link.
"Jack and I have this plan," Ace says, "we figure we'll go all out today, and then you will owe us MASSIVELY when you're our boss. That way we can do whatever we want and you get all the paperwork, for the rest of your life."
That's pretty much what I was going to do in the first place, but he sounds so smug that I hate to point that out to him. "I want to do that!" Skye says eagerly. "Can I do that, too?"
"Skye," I say, "You're not Central. Besides, Century already DOES your paperwork."
"But going all out with everyone sounds like a lot of fun!"
"Try not to knock anyone out, okay?" I say. "We need everyone conscious for when we all take the fall, got it?"
"Awww, but--"
"Did you get those massive bags of candy I bought for you?" I ask, trying to distract her.
"Yep! Ariel is riding on the saddle bags!" I take to the air for a second, looking back at the skeleton dinosaur. The three women are lounging on top of a gigantic leather saddle. The triceratops has ribbon wrapped around most of its bones, and a definite sparkle that says someone got a hold of some glitter. All three women are munching on candy.
"That's for you guys to throw--gently--at the audience," I have to point out. "Try not to eat it all."
"We can't make any promises," Doris says.
"You gave my little sister candy to throw to the kids?" Nico asks over another line. He sounds like he's about to laugh. He's in the sky over the street, standing "guard" over the massive crowd that's waiting for us to show up. Most of the Central Hall is with him. 
"Hey, we don't have a band," Jack says abruptly. "How can you have a parade without a band?"
"I got this!" Rocco says, making us all turn to look at his pitch-black float. I've been wondering what he was planning for a while, honestly, but it was only just finished this morning. It's just a lot of black shapes, and, apparently, a turn-table. He hops onto the back and pulls on some headphones and the shapes light up with flashing LED's. Looks like they're speakers. I thought they'd be shadow portals, or something. "I had Nico set me up," he explains, "because if I trusted you guys to pick the music we'd be blaring something lame, like ancient rock music."
"There is NOTHING wrong with some AC/DC," Jack protests.
"Other than the fact that this is a party," Rocco says. "There's no point in trying to make them take us seriously. It doesn't work for anyone in this group except for Panther," he says. "So the only one I should apologize to for this is Pan. Sorry for this, sir," he says as he puts the dance music on. It blares over the crowd, and they start cheering as the parade comes into view.
"I think I take offense to the dragon retiring lyrics," Ace drawls over the com-link as the first song blares over the speakers. 
I try not to laugh as the dragon over our heads lets out a spew of fire into the air.
"My wife loves this song," Panther says. "Believe me, I have been subjected to worse."
 
***
 
The sound of cursing alerts Phoebe to the fact that her unknowing host has awoken. She takes another sip of her coffee and watches with amusement as he races out of his room, still tying his tie. He stops, though, as he catches sight of her.
"Who the hell are you?" he asks, looking shocked. "I don't remember drinking last night--"
She waves a hand and he goes perfectly still, his eyes glazing over. "Darling, how could you forget me?" she asks, putting her coffee down so she can walk over and fix his tie. "You're taking me to work with you, today," she says.
"Yes," he says, nodding. "We need to get to work," he goes on, almost snapping out of it. "I'm already an hour late."
"Then let's get going, shall we?" she says, heading out the door. "Today was a very important day, wasn't it?"
"It's the parade," he says.
"So everyone will be outside?" she asks eagerly.
"Well, yeah, that's the whole point of a parade."
"Wonderful!" she says. "While we're heading there, you can tell me all about your special job," she adds as he joins her in the truck. "I can't wait to see it in action."
 
*** 
 
The crowd is eating this up. I know and they know that they're supposed to be scared right now, but no one cares. The dance music is blasting, Ace's dragon is flying overhead and doing tricks, Jack's float is shifting forms, creating amazing sculptures in rapid succession, and Skye and her group are throwing candy everywhere. Right now they should be recording Carla and Dad starting to release the capes from "my power." We need to make the most of this party--it will be a short one. I grab my mic and wave to Rocco. The music stops, abruptly.
"Quiet, quiet!" I call, waving a hand. "I have an announcement to make. Those of you that came yesterday already know this, but I'd like to repeat it. I am Mastermental's only son." The crowd watches, bringing out their phones to record this. "So now that he's out of the picture, it's my right, no, it's my DUTY to take over Central Hall."
"Where is he?" someone shouts. "Where's Mastermental?"
"He's retired," I say, grinning evilly. 
"Why didn't he tell us that he was retiring?" someone asks.
"It was a short notice sort of thing," I say cheerfully. "He didn't notice until it happened, that is." The screen on my float lights up and the video of me taking Dad down starts playing. The sound echoes over the crowd so those that can't see can at least hear it. The crowd boos as the video stops and I let out my most evil laugh. "Did you really buy that line about not having heroes or villains anymore?" I ask. "How naive can you be, people? I've been planning this for months, now! I've been acting like the good son so everyone thinks I'm switching sides. Why in the world would I EVER want to be a hero?"
They start booing even louder, and I love it. "Really, people, I have an entire parade of VILLAINS here!" I taunt them. "Do you really think I'm not biased?" The dragon that had been entertaining them so much lands on the Hall building, looming there dangerously. "You'd better get used to this," I tell them. "You're looking at the members of the new Central Hall."
Panther shifts into his massive panther form and Jack takes to the air on his surfboard, buzzing right over the tallest heads. "Let me introduce you to the New Super World Order!" I say, my voice echoing. "With years of experience and a family lineage all the way from Africa, our second-in-command, and my personal mentor, PANTHER!" I yell into the mic. Pan shifts again, this time into his hybrid form, and several little kids let out squeals of fear and excitement.
"Next is our master illusionist, the man of a million faces AND teeth, the one, the only, DRAGON!" I go on. The dragon bows his head, revealing that Ace is riding on its neck. "And give it up for our metal manipulator, the man that shines so bright all of K.C. has to wear shades, COLD STEEL!" Every piece of metal in the area screams as he twists them with a flick of his hand. "And then there's our newest member, the king of shadows, and apparently a lover of dubstep, NIGHTSTEP!"
A heavy bass starts pounding over the speakers. I go on, as the sound lowers a second later, "We also have a very famous trio visiting us from South Branch for this little party. You know their leader, and I'm sure you'll get to know her new partners soon--Skystep and her ladies!"
That actually gets a roar of approval. "I'm sure that you all will be very comfortable under--" The screen on my float blinks, flickering a few times. "Wait," I say. "what's going on? I don't have any new videos planned for this!"
There's static for a moment before Dad's face appears on the screen. "Hello, everyone," he says. "I apologize for this slight... interruption in your festivities, but I have to make a small announcement."
"How did you get free?" I demand.
"With a bit of help from Hypersonic Rainbow," Dad says, looking straight at me. Carla peeks over his shoulder, grinning and waving. "She's a very promising new member of our Hall, don't you think?"
"I told you that she wasn't under," Rocco calls over to me.
"That's why I expected YOU to take care of the problem," I tell him. "You're the one that was flirting with her, you should have a cute little speedster girlfriend by now!" 
"I don't date villains!" Carla declares proudly.
"So cruel," Rocco complains. "I thought we had something!"
"Regardless of personal... affairs," Dad says, "I'm afraid the rumors of my retirement are greatly exaggerated. I haven't retired, and I don't agree with a Hall of villains. Technico," he says. Nico, who's just been floating with a lifeless expression on his face, looks up. "You really shouldn't indulge him so much."
Nico starts laughing. I make my most shocked expression. "Wait--you weren't--" I say.
"I'm always up for a parade," Nico says with a grin. "But it looks like I've been found out, so..." He pauses, looking thoughtful for a moment, "how does that go, again... MAXIMUM!" he declares dramatically, striking a pose and pointing at me, "your wicked deeds stop here!"
I stare at him, and then slowly bring the mic back up to my mouth. "Am I the only one that thought that was totally fake looking?" I ask quietly. The audience roars with laughter.
"America's Son," Dad says, making Ken look up sharply. "Star Spangled, Mega, Firefly," one by one he calls each of the Central Hall, and they "break free" of my mind control. "It's time to take back our Hall," Dad says. They all, turn, looking at me.
"Hey, hey, can't we all just get along?" I ask, holding up my free hand. "Violence never solves anything, you know!"
"Technico," Firefly says sweetly, "You just stood back and LET him brainwash me?"
"Well, sis, you know how it goes--you train a kid up right and you want to see him shine!" Nico says with an evil grin. "He almost got away with it, too. I have to admit, I'm a bit proud right now."
"Thanks, Principal Technico," I say, grinning shamelessly--only to find myself surrounded by super heroes. "Oh well, it was fun while it lasted," I say, slamming down on them with my gravity power and taking to the sky. It doesn't work. Soon we're in a free-for-all of showy brawls, and I'm face to face with Ken--until he punches me, sending me flying miles straight up.
"Ow," I say, rubbing my jaw. I stay there for a moment, watching the brawl and the crowd's reactions--and I see her. "We've got Phoebe Woods in the audience," I say, touching my earbud. "I repeat, Phoebe Woods in the audience, heading straight for--" I let out a curse, "My family," I finish, racing straight to the ground again. I don't know when she got here, or how, but I know how I plan on her leaving if she hurts one of my siblings.
It very well might include a body bag.
 
***
 
"Where have you been?" his supervisor demands as Bob walks into the room. "You were supposed to be here over an hour ago!"
"Sorry, sir, it won't happen again," Bob says, heading for the locker room to put away his things. 
"Some of the boys said you went home with a woman."
"A woman?" Bob asks, his mind feeling fogged all of a sudden. He doesn't remember going home with anyone... "No, sir, no women, I went home and slept. I was doing double duty, remember?"
"That's true. I'm surprised you made it back when you did," his supervisor admits. "Regardless, get to work. We need everyone on deck."
"Sir, yes sir," Bob says, heading out of the room and down the hall. He's supposed to be on guard duty, but he turns down a different hall, going down a set of stairs and pulling out his badge. He slides it down a security slot and then presses his hand to the panel, entering the Satellite Control room. He crosses the room and sits down in his chair, bringing up the screen he's practiced on so many times.
Now... who was he supposed to target again?
Right, everyone with powers, starting with...
 
***
 
"This is AWESOME!" Chet yells. It's like the ultimate party. His dad had even bought them snacks and drinks from a vendor on the side of the street. "Hey, they're throwing candy! Layne, look! They're throwing candy!" he says over his shoulder to his sister.
"Who wants candy?!" Skystep yells to the crowd. Chet automatically races forward through the crowd, and waves his hands in the air. His drink splashes over the edge of the cup and spills on his watch. He yelps as the watch sparks dangerously. "Oh crud, oh crud--" he says.
The illusion starts shorting out. One second his skin is dark, the next it's pasty pale. The people nearest him jerk, startled by the change. A hand drops onto his shoulder and a woman leans down, whispering in his ear, "Found you." 
"What--who are you?" Chet says, but the look in his eyes says he knows exactly who she is. "Let go of me!" He jerks, but he's no match for her strength.
"No, I don't think so," she says, her hand still firmly gripping his shoulder. "You really should be more careful, Chet, people are starting to stare. We wouldn't want them to realize who you are, now would we?"
"Don't touch me," he says, trying to jerk away. Her hand tightens slightly and he winces. "You're Phoebe Woods, aren't you? You're Massteria's daughter!" he accuses her.
"Do you really think you should be saying such a thing?" Phoebe asks. "You might get your big brother's attention."
"I WANT to get his attention!" he says. "MAX! MAX, SHE'S HERE!"
"You shouldn't have done that, Chet. I thought you liked your brother," she says as she turns, watching the super villain in question racing towards them. 
"He's going to take you dow--" Chet says, only to stop and stare in horror as a light shoots down from the sky, hitting Maximum in the back. The look of shock on Max's face is all the warning they get before he falls to the ground, powerless. "MAX!" he shouts, trying to go to his big brother. Phoebe grabs him, hauling him closer and patting his cheek.
"That hard of a hit probably killed him," she says, as if comforting him. "I mean, he did just lose his powers. Too bad, he was pretty impressive for a fake villain." The smug smile on her face says she's lying about it being "Too bad."
"Why are you doing this?" Chet demands. He knows that the others will come and save him soon--"HOW are you doing this?" he demands.
"He should have already shot... ah, there we go," Phoebe says as Technico starts to plummet to the ground. "I love it when a plan comes together," she says with satisfaction. "Now, Chet, you and I are going to take a little walk. I want everyone that thinks they can save you to get a chance."
She hears a woman scream and looks over, watching for a moment. Wendy is shoving through the crowd, trying to get to Max. "Max--" Wendy says, "Max, you--"
"Now!" Phoebe says, grinning broadly. She's taken out Max and the technopath, Bob is fully in control of the satellite system, and SHE is in control of Bob! "What was that stupid phrase, again? Oh, right. Come at me, bro," she says gleefully. One by one the heroes and fake villains will fall, and all she has to do is stand here!
 
***
 
"Max!" The voice is familiar, but I can't quite place it. Actually, for a moment I'm not even sure if that's my name. I hit pretty hard, there. I also feel as weak as a kitten and my head is killing me. "Max, wake up! You're not dead. You can't die--you're a super!"
Honestly, dying might be preferable to her incessant screeching. I gasp, trying to get breath into my lungs and failing for a very long moment. When the air comes back, I still try not to move too much because it hurts. I don't actually have much experience with pain. I mean, when you've had powers since you were a baby, you don't have much problem with falling on your head. Not that I haven't fallen on my head, of course. I do it all the time, especially when fighting Trent.
"I said to WAKE UP!" she yells right in my face. I groan. My powers are starting to come back, but it's nowhere near what they need to be. I wonder how-- "Can you... please stop screaming?" I ask weakly. "I've got... a killer... headache."
To my shock, when I open my eyes I find myself looking at my mother. "M--Mo--Wendy?" I correct myself, stunned.
"You're alive," she says, tears falling down her cheeks. "You hit so hard," she hauls me into her arms, hugging me so tightly that I have trouble breathing. "I didn't think you were dead, of course--you're too stubborn to die that easily--"
"Not so tight," I gasp, trying to squirm in her hold. "You're strangling me."
"What?" she asks.
"Strangling me," I repeat, patting her on the arm in an "I give up" move.
"You--you're a norm?" she asks, pulling away to look at me. "You're--you're beat up," she says.
"That's what happens when someone hits you with a power blocker," I say. "HOW did she hit me with a power blocker? Nico?" I say, reaching up and touching my earbud. "What just happened?"
"Sorry, Max, Nico's knocked out at the moment," Taurus says. "She got him a second after she got you. It looks like he hit his head when he fell."
"So we've got no clue?" I demand. "Everyone! She's somehow shooting power blocking from the sky. I don't know how, but stay away from her!"
"She's got a hostage," Ken says, "your little brother."
I let out a curse, trying to get to my feet, only to stagger and almost fall on my face again. I feel like throwing up. The world is swirling in front of my eyes. "I need to save Chet," I say, forcing myself to try again. I fall forward, onto my hands and knees. I thought I was helpless when Layne was kidnapped. This is far, far worse.
"Max, honey," Zoe says over my earbud, "stay down. I've got this."
"Don't--she'll take your powers--"
"If you'd been wearing your E.P.B. like you were supposed to, she wouldn't have taken yours," she lectures me. "Which is why DAD should have been wearing one, as well! He invented the darn things!"
"We were in the middle of a dramatic fight. You don't wear an E.P.B. when you're doing that, it'd be rude to your opponents," I say as I roll over onto my back. "I was supposed to be the one to finish this fight," I complain.
"Oh no, Max, this is definitely MY fight," she says. "Now just stay there and try to look dead, okay?"
 
***
 
"I wasn't actually planning on using this," Zoe says as she rushes into the back half of the Hall. She heads into a restroom, pulling her new uniform out of her bags. She changes quickly, strapping on as many belts as Kim would allow. She pulls her mask on last, stepping in front of the mirror and looking at herself. This is definitely worth making a temporary, one-time-only debut, right? Phoebe had almost killed Max and her father!
With that thought she heads out, raising her hand and waving it through the air to call Mastermental. "Double M?" she says. "Do we have any idea how she took Max's powers away?"
"I'm not sure," Double M admits, frowning. "It looked as if the light came from above--we know that her father is still in lockdown, so he can't be assisting her--"
"Do you think Herold left something that we didn't know about?" she asks. "Did she even know Herold?"
"I highly doubt it," he admits. "I'm honestly not sure how she got a hold of a power blocker from outer space--"
It takes Zoe all of a second to look up and think about it. "You don't think Dad would have done something, do you?" she finally says.
"A power blocking pulse from above--a quick and easy way to negate a super's powers..." Mastermental says, dryly. "Does that sound like something your father would do?"
"Really, Double M, why did you allow him to play with the new satellite?" she says, sighing in exasperation.
"Because he is the one that built it, my dear," he says, sighing as well.
"Fine, let's see--" she brings up the satellite information, only to groan. "It'd take over twenty minutes to breach this thing," she says, "even for me, his own daughter. What was he thinking?"
"I am almost positive," Mastermental says, "that he was thinking about other technopaths trying to get into his system."
"Fine," she says. "There has to be some sort of control room, do you know where?" she asks, bringing up the Hall systems again and racing through the building.
"Taurus is down," she hears a black suit say over the com-link. "Star Spangled is down. Cold Steel is down--will that kill him? He's not looking so good." 
"There," Zoe says, a chill running down her spine as she hears that last part. What WOULD happen to Jack if he loses his powers? She has to stop this. "I've found it." She slams open the door and crosses the room, stopping next to the man with a glazed expression and a finger on the trigger of what looks a bit like a joystick. "Stop right there," she says.
He completely ignores her, lining up another shot and pulling the trigger. She growls and presses her hand to the dash, freezing the entire system. "I said to STOP RIGHT THERE," she says as he finally looks up. He throws himself at her, clearly brainwashed, and she grabs his wrists. "I really don't want to hurt you," she says.
"Bob!" someone says from behind her. "What are you doing?"
"He's under Phoebe Wood's mind control!" Zoe says. "I don't want to hurt him, but we have to get him to snap out of it!"
"Shock him out of it," Mastermental says. "I'm sure you can manage that, Zoe."
"It won't hurt him too much, will it?" she asks.
"Do it very lightly," Mastermental advises.
"Miss Rosenthorn-Masters, we can knock him out for you if you really don't feel... capable," a female black suit says.
"She's the daughter of Technico, isn't she?" Zoe hears someone whisper. "Don't you think she could do it, herself?"
"She doesn't want to hurt him," another whispers back.
Zoe lets out a sigh and her finger lights up with sparks. "Sorry about this, Bob," she says before touching him with the finger. Bob jerks, vibrating with the shock, and she lets it die quickly. "Are you back?" she asks, worried.
He shakes his head, a confused expression on his face. "I feel like I just stuck my finger in a light socket," he says, his hair standing on end. "What just happened? The last thing I remember was a pretty lady asking me for a ride," he says, looking around. 
"You've been brainwashed," Zoe tells him, letting go of his wrists. "You're better now, I hope." She drops down in the seat that he'd been in earlier and starts tapping on the keyboard. "Let's just turn this off... and done. Now I need to go save my boyfriend," she says, standing up.
"Miss Rosenthorn," one of the black suits says. "You don't need to treat us quite so delicately. We're tougher than you think."
"I know that," Zoe says, giving him a brilliant smile, "but you're also the most important people in the Hall." She races away before they can respond to that, leaving them looking at one another with mixed expressions.
"Should we tell her differently?" one asks, finally.
"I think," the supervisor says after a moment, "that we'll just leave it. There's no harm in letting a Superior consider you too important to knock out. From now on, if one of us needs knocked out, we do it ourselves, agreed?"
Nobody argues.
 



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
"Why isn't she here yet?" my mom demands under her breath. She's still holding me, which is shocking. "She should be here already--is she really the one that should be saving the day?"
"Hey!" I hear someone shout. "Let go of the boy!" I turn, looking around and realizing that there's one group that haven't had their powers taken. All of my classmates that haven't debuted surround Phoebe in their black and silver or white and gold uniforms. Phoebe looks at them, raising an eyebrow slightly.
"Oh, please," she says. "Like you extras will be able to stop me when the real heroes couldn't. Go back to what you were born to do," she goes on, waving a hand, "crowd control."
The wave of fear that hits the crowd has me jerking with surprise. She's going to do what her father does--and she's more powerful than Massteria. I instinctively grab my mother's face, forcing her to meet my eyes.
"Focus on me," I tell her.
"What--what's going--"
"Look into my eyes, Wendy, focus completely on me," I say. "She's going to cause a lot of havoc right now, and I need to make sure you don't get dragged into it." I feel another little trickle of my power come back and I grab onto it, slipping into my mother's mind like I had Layne's. This is intrusive and wrong, and I feel guilty for it, but I don't have the strength to help anyone else right now. This is the least I can do.
 
*Wendy's Mind*
 
We're standing in the middle of her mind, which looks like a vaguely familiar house. She looks up at me, a hint of surprise on her face. "Where--what are you doing here?" she asks.
"I've got just enough power to help you out," I say, grabbing one of the chairs and placing it in front of the front door. "We need to barricade all the doors and windows in here," I tell her. "We don't want her getting in."
"I don't particularly want you in here, either," she says. I see one of the pictures hanging on the wall change, showing my father. I scowl, looking away and moving on to the next window. 
"We can discuss what happened between you and dad after we're done," I tell her, locking the window and pulling down the shade. "Don't worry, I'm not looking for secrets."
"Why are you doing this?" she asks.
"Because you already have walls," I say, "we just need to do a few little things to make you impenetrable. Everyone has a mental wall. Most people leave it down, so it's easy for a psychic just to walk in and do whatever they want."
"You're saying I'm..."
"When I'm done, it'll be hard to read your mind," I tell her, finishing my work and stepping back. "Now... I should leave."
"You... you aren't going to look around?" she asks.
"No. If you want to tell me something, you'll have to tell me face to face," I say. "Do you really think I'd take advantage of you? It's one thing reading surface thoughts, it's another entirely to delve into a person's mind. You especially don't do it to family." I feel vulnerable and stupid, saying that. All those dreams from when I was a kid, I'm not sure they ever really died. 
"I don't think I have the right to that title," she says, guilt showing in her eyes. "I'm just the woman that gave birth to you. Max, family is so much more than that. A birth mother might give birth to you, but family... family is always there for you, regardless of what happens. I was never... I was never family to you, Max. I tried, at first, but I failed. I regret that, now. I regret it so much that... that you probably don't believe me," she says quietly. "You don't even carry the name I gave you."
"Well, yeah," I say, trying to think of a polite way to put it, "but... seriously, I don't think I'm exactly... an Xavier guy."
"Xavier is an excellent name for a super!" she protests, only to laugh a bit. "You named yourself, didn't you? I should have just waited and let you decide."
"You weren't there," I say. I look around the house, not seeing much of me at all. "I just... I forgive you," I say, looking at her. "I'm not saying that I'll be playing catch with John in the front yard, or anything, I honestly don't think he'd survive the sort of things I throw. And I'm not trying to make it so we were always a family, or anything like that, but I won't hold 'Xavier' against you any longer."
It startles a laugh out of her. "It was really that bad?" she asks.
"I've heard worse," I admit, "but it definitely wasn't the best, either."
"Max... thank you," she says, looking at her hands and then looking up at him. "I should at least... at least show you this," she adds, heading to one of the doors I've been ignoring, dismissing it as a closet. She opens the door and I hesitantly step in, shocked to see videos of me in my uniform all around. Even my very first job is here, I think, pausing and watching. "I've been watching you, all these years," she says from the doorway. "I couldn't stop myself, even if I tried. I would sneak out of the house to watch you on my phone. Every time you got hit, I couldn't help but cringe, even though I was certain you deserved it. You just had to be the villain," she goes on, shaking her head. "You went up against so many stronger heroes--"
"They weren't stronger," I say.
"I realize that now," she says, "but at the time I truly believed it. I was... secretly dreading the moment you didn't make your escape."
"Yeah, well... I should probably tell you that when we leave here you really shouldn't look down," I say, still distracted by the images of me. "Also, do you have a room for Chet and Layne? I want to see them sometime."
"Of course I do, but bigger," she admits. "I got to see more of them than I did you. And what do you mean, don't look down?" she asks.
I move back into reality, bringing her with me, and she automatically looks down, letting out a scream. "Because I got my powers back," I say, "and Phoebe and her enraged crowd can't fly."
We're a good mile off of the ground. She grabs onto me for her life, terror in her eyes. "You are SO GROUNDED!" she says, making me laugh.
"It's really hard to ground a kid that can fly," I tease her, shamelessly, "Besides, don't you want to see what happens now that Zoe's finished taking out the laser in the sky?"
"She has, hasn't she? We're not going to go plummeting to our deaths, right?" she asks, looking up with a worried expression. "Wait, we don't have time for this! Go save your little brother!" she orders me. "And put me on something solid!" she adds quickly.
"Yes ma'am, I'm going to get you to safety," I say, wrapping my arms around her waist and taking off. "Is Nico conscious yet?" I ask, touching my earbud.
"I am," he says.
"The moment I get the authority, remind me to yell at you about whatever just happened," I say.
"Your father already has," he says with a snort. "My question is why Zoe didn't just zap the crazy chick with it rather than shutting it down for good. That's what I created it for."
"I ah... could have done that, couldn't I have?" Zoe says, making everyone on the line either groan or laugh.
"Dad, where are you?" I ask.
"I'm calming the crowd," he says. "There's one problem," he goes on. "We've lost sight of Phoebe Woods in the chaos. It's very likely that she ran for it."
I growl for a moment before sighing. "Thank you," I say, landing in front of the apartment building. "Go inside and don't you dare come back out," I tell my mother before racing away. I've got a fine mess to clean up, all the while staying in character. Fun.
"Max, you and Rocco go find her, I'll distract the crowd," Zoe says.
"What? Really?" I ask. "I thought you didn't plan on debuting."
"I've already got my uniform on, I might as well make use of it. Besides, Dad was right--I screwed up. This is the least I can do."
"I'm on it," I say. "Rocco?"
"Coming to you," he says.
 
***
 
Zoe's eyes go to the scene on the ground, even though she's well above the crowd. Jack is on the ground, screaming in pain. There are four different healers surrounding him. She still feels sick to her stomach. For all her comments about never liking the guy, she knows he's changed. It was just easier holding an old grudge than it was trying to make up with him. All sorts of awkward questions come up with the idea of forgiving him--at least they did before now.
She watches as Aubrey glows, her hands on Jack's chest, her hair floating around her. The glow reflects off of Jack's metal skin. They look... beautiful together, she thinks, a smile pulling at her lips. Even in their most dangerous moments, she can almost FEEL the love there, especially when he stops screaming and opens his eyes. A tired smile crosses his face and he kisses Aubrey in public, completely uncaring that people are watching.
"Are you back, Jack?" Zoe demands over the earbud.
"Yeah," he says, "all better."
"Then get your butt on your board and back in the air," she orders. "I'm taking over for Max for a bit, we need to make it look good."
"What will you give me in exchange?" he asks, shooting her a wicked grin. "I'm pretty happy just to stay right where I am, you know."
"When you've got permission, I'll help you convince Sandra," she says. "I'll help you get your little sister."
"We'll take that deal," Trent says. "Get off your butt, Jack, we've got a show to finish."
Jack kisses Aubrey one more time before jumping on the board that races to him. "You better keep your promise, Zoe."
"I will," she says. "I'd like to see Sandra as a Liberty." She waves a hand, not bothering with a mic to take over the speakers. "I AM LADY TECH!" she declares, "AND I'M ABOUT TO FINISH WHAT MAXIMUM STARTED!" she declares. The crowd starts to slow, staring in wonder as she holds out her hands and the floats start rattling dangerously. "Boys, time to herd some heroes," she says to the villains.
The villains start to grin.
 
***
 
"I knew you'd come here," I say, stepping out of the shadows. Phoebe jerks, looking at me in shock. "You create such a big problem that all of the black suits are honor bound to go out and do crowd control. Once we're all distracted and enough of us are powerless, you come in and do the 'good daughter routine.'"
"What's he ever done for you?" Rocco asks. "I mean, seriously, having a deadbeat dad isn't something that should encourage loyalty. Trust me, I know."
"You know nothing," she says. "Aren't you two supposed to be villains? Why are you trying to stop me, now?"
"Because HE attacked MY SISTER and YOU used my BROTHER as a shield!" I snarl. "Where is he? What did you do with my brother?" I demand.
"Oh, I let go of him before I snuck in here," she says, waving it off. "Now, turn around and forget you saw me," she orders. Rocco starts to turn but I grab him.
"No, you don't," I say. "You're staying right here."
"Don't say I didn't warn you," Phoebe says, sounding smug. I let out a curse as Rocco's eyes widen for a moment before narrowing. Before he can do anything, though, I grab him, hauling him close and activating my external power blocker.
"You're NOT going to mess with--" I start out, only to stop as I see her unlock her father's cell with a security badge and the laser wall go down. She gives me a smug look and we both turn, looking at Massteria as he starts forward. "Oh for crying out loud," I say, waving a hand and slamming her into her father. They both get shoved into the cell and I turn on the laser wall again. "That sort of crap only works when the villain is scary," I tell her, rolling my eyes.
"That was... seriously anti-climatic," Rocco says after a second.
"It was, wasn't it," I admit. "I mean, you had to see it coming. She's not a fighter type."
"You're going to regret this," Phoebe says touching the wall only to jerk away again as she's shocked. "You can't keep me here! I'm famous! The entire world will be against you!"
"Yeaaah, no, not really," I say. "You're a pain, and we're going to have to figure out how to reveal you've got powers, but... over all, I feel pretty good about this. Come on, Rocco, let's go finish our job." I start heading past the other cells, tapping my earbud. "We're going to need another power blocking collar on the cell floor. She'd probably fry to death if she tried to escape, but there's no point in risking it. I suggest you let Mastermental put it on when we're finished with the gig. And someone find my half-brother. If there's even a hair out of place on him, I'm going to be back," I call to Phoebe over my shoulder. I head for the stairs. I have a failed coup to finish. 
 
***
 
"Really? That was your plan?" Massteria demands of his daughter. "You wound up tossed into the cell with me!" He pauses, seeing a strange expression on her face. "Why are you smiling?" he demands. "What's so funny about this situation?"
"EVERYTHING!" she yells, snapping. "Everything is funny about this! I can't believe I followed you around like a stupid little puppy! I have WORK to do, and I'm stuck in this stupid cell--and you're stuck in a room with a hospital bed, like an old geezer! Don't think I didn't notice that," she snaps, pointing at the bed in question. "And what's with the stupid necklace?" she asks.
"It's a--" he stops, suddenly realizing just how bad it would be to tell her. It's too late. Her eyes widen as she peeks into his head.
"A power blocker?" she answers for him. "You mean you're like a normal person right now?" She starts laughing when she sees his face, and walks over, taking his face in both hands and looking into his eyes. "Let's have a look, shall we?" she asks, evilly. 
"You probably don't want to," a woman says from the cell next to them. "Who knows if you'll ever recover?"
Phoebe stops, letting go of Massteria and looking over curiously. "Hello? Who's there?" she asks.
"Star Born, stay out of this," Massteria says.
"Oh please, you weasel, like I really care about your strange relationship with the girl," Star Born says. "I just didn't want both of you waking me up screaming in the middle of the night."
"Who is Star Born?" Phoebe asks her dad. "I've never heard of her."
"I'm a scientist," Star Born says. "I'm the one that created... Cold Steel, was it?" she says. "Stupid name but brilliant success."
"You're a mad scientist?" Phoebe asks, intrigued.
"Oh, I'm far beyond the level of mad scientist," Star Born says. "I'm also a much better super than your father, I'd like to mention. But then again, so was everyone else in the Cape Cells, including the guards. Really, it's amazing that he stayed out there for as long as he did."
"If you don't shut up, Star Born, you will regret it," Massteria snarls.
"So you're more powerful than Massteria?" Phoebe asks, completely ignoring him.
"I think mold is more powerful than Massteria," Star Born says, thoughtfully. "I could tell you if I got the chance to do a few experiments."
 
***
 
"And we're back," I say as I slip out the back of Central Hall and fly to the roof as Rocco sinks into the nearest shadow. "Zoe, how's it going--"
I stop at the sight of my girlfriend floating over the crowd with a mic in her hand. The crowd is chanting, "LADY TECH! LADY TECH! LADY TECH!" and she's going, "You do realize I'm here to take over the Hall, don't you?"
"Dare I ask what just happened?" I ask, coming up behind her.
"All I did was turn your floats into something useful," she says, rolling her eyes and muting the mic. I look down, blinking at the sight of the Hall heroes trapped in a sparking cage. The villains are surrounding it, looking extremely smug. "And they tried to send Dad after me, but he's pretending that he hasn't gotten his powers back--I think he's fixing his stupid power blocker in the sky," she complains, pouting. "THIS is why I don't do photo-ops!"
"Did you at least leave some of the heroes out of the cage?" I ask silently.
"Of course I did. Our classmates and Mastermental are waiting for your return," she says. "Which is why there should be--ah, there," she says as one of the parts of the makeshift cage sparks and dies. With a cheer the heroes smash through the opening, taking to the air again.
"How did you get all of them in there?" I have to ask.
"The villains grabbed them," she says. "It was a lot of fun--you should have seen poor Taurus being dragged around by Pan."
"You can tell me the rest later," I say as we're suddenly surrounded. "Did someone find my brother?" I ask the group silently. Ken barely nods, glancing down at the mob to a group of black suits surrounding Chet, John, and Layne. "Thanks."
"Your girlfriend might be a technopath," Trent says over his own mic, "but don't think that means you've won, Maximum."
"You can't change the fact that I'm the son of the Hall leader," I say. "I'm the ultimate choice for the next leader," I declare, looking around a bit worriedly. All of the villains have at least two capes flanking them, now.
"I wish," Dad's voice says over the speakers, "that was true, Maximum." I look up, seeing Dad floating in front of the sun in proper dramatic fashion. "You would make a wonderful Hall leader, if you would give up your evil ways. This is your chance, son. Come back to the light, Maximum." He holds out his hand, looking like an angel of mercy.
"Sorry, Pop," I say, looking down as a hand comes out of the shadows, "I prefer the dark side." I grab Zoe's hand and then grab Rocco's, letting him pull us down.
 
***
 
"So, officially, Max is now a graduate of Cape High," Nico says that night, "which is why we're throwing this party." We're in the gym. There are three tables just covered in food against the wall and the disco ball has already been dropped, even if the music isn't on. My parents are here (not together, of course), so are my siblings, every cape that lives in the apartment, and Pan's family. Pan has actually entered the school. I feel honored that he's breaking his unspoken rule for this.
"Thank you, thank you," I say, bowing to the left and right with a grin. 
"There's only one problem," Nico goes on, although his tone of voice says it's no problem at all. "Because you had so much assistance in this job, I get to keep you for an extra month. You will be required to come to school as usual until January. Once that's over--"
"I go on about my business, right?" I say.
"Not a chance in hell," Nico says, stunning me to silence. "Do you REALLY think I would let you run half of the Hall with only a high school education?" he asks. "I'll be arranging special classes with the Hall Leaders. Every Monday you'll be traveling to a different Hall and following one of them around for the day. You will do what they assign you to do--in either a generic uniform or a black suit. The rotation will be decided by the leaders, since they're going out of their way for this. This includes following your father around. I'm going to encourage them to put you in charge of various dirty jobs; clean-up, cover-up, and so on."
My mouth drops open, but he holds up a hand to stop me from speaking. "On Wednesdays, you'll come here to work. You'll be acting as a student-teacher, assisting with homework, fight training, and anything else that I think you'd be good at. These kids will be your team, soon, and you need to keep in contact with them," he says.
"And the rest of the week?" I ask.
"Tuesdays, Thursdays and Fridays will be left open for your real work," he says.
"Might I make a suggestion?" Pan asks. I look over and nod. "We should have our villain meetings on Wednesdays after school. Amara has suggested we host it at our place, if you're interested."
"We'll make dinner for everyone," his wife says with a beautiful smile.
"We're in!" every villain in the room says.
"Can I go villain, after all?" Sunny asks. "I like dinner."
"Not if it's only for the food," I say. "It's bad enough we'll be fighting Jack for it."
"That's not actually an education, Dad," Zoe protests. "He should have real classes and teachers and tests--"
"He'll learn more this way than he would in any school," Nico says. "But I'll let you choose, Max. Would you rather go to a regular college, or do this?" 
"Well," I say, thinking about it for a moment, "it might be a bit of a pain following Marigold around, but other than that I think I can handle it. It'll also be easier to deal with my own Hall problems if something comes up. Sneaking out in the middle of a norm class seems like it'd be a pain."
"I agree to this," Dad says. "I'm sure I'll find plenty of interesting jobs to send you out on."
I make a face, already picturing the jobs he's got in mind. He gives me a hand and flashes a few images into my mind. "Thanks, Dad," I drawl. "I change my mind, Marigold might not be the biggest pain."
He laughs.
"So... can we eat, now?" Jack asks after a second of silence.
"Let's eat," Nico says.
The group heads for the tables, but I hang back, heading over to my mother and her family. "Thanks for coming," I say. "I don't get to throw a hat in the air, but hey, I don't look good in a dress, anyway."
"It's called a gown," my mother says. "Congratulations on your graduation, Max."
"Congratulations," Chet says, holding out a hand to me. I shake the hand, trying not to laugh. He steps forward, hugging me briefly. "Can I go get some food?" he asks his parents.
"Go on," John says. "Layne, you can--"
Layne throws her arms around me, holding on tight. "Are we never going to see you again?" she asks, looking close to tears.
"No," I say. "We're going to have to... change a few things, though," I admit. "We'll start rebuilding your house tomorrow, there will be a new security system installed--"
Zoe comes up beside me with a cup in her hand. "Along with at least one gaming wall each," she says.
"Seriously?" John asks, looking excited.
"Seriously," she says. "I'll do it, myself, as an apology for... everything."
"I'm the one that should apologize," I tell her. "I'm sorry all of this happened--"
"I'm not," Layne says, to my shock. "If it hadn't, we would have never met you, right?"
I look at her, reaching up and tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. "Who knows," I say. "Regardless, you'll be back in your home within a week. Nico says you can keep the phones, too. I expect to hear from you at least once a week," I say to Layne. "Got it?"
She sticks her tongue out at me before grinning. "I'm going to go get some food, then. I've seen the Liberty family eat. Three tables are NOT enough," she exaggerates before racing off.
"Max..." John says, stepping forward and offering his hand. I take it, looking him in the eye as we shake. "I'd be honored to be called your stepdad," he says.
"Well... thanks, John," I say, a bit stunned. "I... appreciate it."
"Not a problem," he says. "Can I tell my co-workers?"
"Probably not," I admit.
"Oh, well, it's still extremely cool," he gives in easily, heading for the food, as well. It leaves me with my mother and Zoe.
"Zoe," I say, silently, "you don't need to worry. We've dealt with it." She looks a bit surprised before nodding slightly.
"Then I'll just leave you to talk," Zoe says. "Congratulations, Max," she adds, kissing me on the cheek.
"Thanks," I say, grinning slightly. "I'll catch up in a bit, okay?"
"Okay," she says, heading for the tables. I can't help but watch her for a moment.
"She's... extremely tough, isn't she?" my mother asks, making me look over. She's watching Zoe, too. "I'm glad. She needs to be."
"I won't say it was love at first sight," I admit. "It took me... oh, about a day or two."
"Could you read her mind at the time?" she asks, but it sounds more curious than worried.
"I didn't actually learn to read minds until recently," I say. "But the fact is, even when I try to read her mind, all I usually get are a million blueprints for machines, and binary code. Her dad's worse. Even Dad gets a headache when he tries to read him. She's going to grow stronger as she gets older, and it'll be the same with her."
"You mean," she says, "you have no idea what she's thinking?"
"I can pick up on emotions and whatever toy she's building, but every emotion she feels shows on her face, anyway. But if I really want to know what she's thinking, all I have to do is ask," I say. "And if she really wants to kick me out of her mind, she'll build something to do just that. She's never going to feel helpless, Wendy," I tell her as gently as I can. "Not with me, not with anyone. She's..." I grasp for the word, and come up wanting, "amazing."
"Young love," she says, patting me on the arm. "Just wait until your first fight."
"We've already had one," I say, "about how we're going to fight." That makes her laugh. "So..."
"Go enjoy your party," she says. "I think Layne was right about three tables."
I grin at her and head for the food.
 
***
 
*Monday*
 
"We have a problem," Dad says as Nico walks into the room. I don't bother to greet him, I'm too angry right now. Outside, the heroes of the Hall have taken over the convention, but in here we're still wrapping up the problems--well, one of the problems. Massteria's hearing happened last night. He was stripped of his powers.
"We don't have a problem," I protest. "It's a simple thing--we force her to show her abilities, she's put under our law, and we strip her of her powers!"
Dad just looks at me. "It is taking too long to do that," he says, turning back to Nico. "We have had several calls from lawyers already. They insist on us returning their star talent, or else. Until she comes out as a super, this is norm territory."
"Then we'll take care of it the easiest way," Nico says. He turns to the black suit standing by the door. "Prepare a power stripping needle, would you? We're going to need it."
"We can't do that--" I start out, only to stop as he looks at me.
"I realize how much you hate her, Max," he says, "but do you trust me?"
"Of course I do. It's her I don't trust," I say, darkly.
"Bring her in," Nico says to another black suit. A few moments later he's holding a glowing needle in his hands and Phoebe Woods is standing in front of us. She's got a collar around her neck and a scowl on her face.
"I told you that you couldn't keep me," she says to me. "You have no right."
"Actually, I do," Nico says. "You see, I've got cameras EVERYWHERE. I'm sure I can dig up enough footage of you brainwashing people to prove that you're one of us. I'll toss in a blood test, proving that you're Massteria's precious daughter," he goes on, tapping the needle. "It'll take time, and money, of course, but even if you're famous, do you really want to pay for months and months of legal battles?"
She glares at him. "You have some better suggestion?" she asks.
"Sure I do. You're young, right? Twenties, thirties?" he asks. She doesn't respond, but he ignores that. "You're still young enough that losing your powers won't take your good looks. You've lived as a norm all these years, and become famous. You don't need your powers to do what you do," he says. "So we're going to offer you a very quiet, easy way out."
"You--"
"You get two choices," Nico says. "One, we strip your powers, let you go, and write your interruption of Max's job off as a guest performance. You go back to your life and none of us bring this up ever again. Or two, I expose you to the world as a hidden super. Once you're exposed, you're under our jurisdiction, and we get you a nice, cozy little cell right next to your 'daddy.' You'll be there for a very, very long time."
She goes pale, her eyes glued to the needle. "Is that how you'll do it?" she asks.
"It is."
"So... it's just a shot?"
"One shot, a bit of pain, and it's all over," he agrees. "You've got work to do, don't you?"
She swallows, looking sick to her stomach. "That's my choice? How do I know you're not bluffing?"
Nico waves a hand at the wall and scene after scene of her using her powers, or kidnapping my brother, or trying to break her father out, all show on the wall. "Any questions?" he asks.
"How much pain?" she asks.
"Don't worry, it's over... relatively quickly," he says, not answering the question.
"So... basically, you're blackmailing me, is that it?" she says.
"I like to think of it as negotiating," Nico says. "We're only going to take something you never really needed before your old man came around. You won't even miss it."
"I use it in my work!" she snaps.
"Trust your special effects guys more," he says, callously, "that's what they're paid for."
"Fine," she says, "do what you have to do, I'll sue you for--"
"Taking something you've never admitted to having?" I offer. She gives me a hateful look before sticking her arm out to Nico.
"Do it and let me out of here. If I never have to see any of you again, it'll be too soon," she mutters.
"You might want to be sitting down for this," Nico says, motioning for a chair to be brought over. She sits and sticks her arm out again, staring at both me and Dad as the needle is inserted.
She doesn't even blink as her powers are taken, she just stares at us, defiantly.
 
***
 
So here I am, the coup is over, I'm now a graduate--sort of, and I'm... well, honestly, I'm cleaning the Central Hall floor. All that partying created a HUGE mess. I make a face as I work, lifting the trash into the air with my powers. "I'm supposed to be a Hall Leader now, right?" I complain.
"Not quite," my father says as he walks into the room. He's got a clipboard and a pen in his hands. I don't even want to know what he's writing. "You are a second-in-command in training. When you're done here, we need to clean the street. I expect it to be clean enough to eat off of."
"It's NEVER been clean enough to eat off of!" I protest as I send the trash into the line of open trashcans. "And aren't Rocco and Ace doing that?"
"They're on construction duty with Bombastic, you are on sweeping," he says. "We have brooms, if you'd prefer," he adds in a helpful tone. I give him a dirty look and he laughs. "Truly, I do like this cleaning system that Nico's put in. It teaches you all responsibility."
"He did it so he wouldn't have to do it himself," I say.
"Of course he did," he agrees. He walks over to me, and I stop, looking at him curiously. "You have surpassed my expectations," he says quietly. "You are an exemplary young man, and I want you to know that while I would like to take credit for that, most of it has been you. You have chosen to become a man that I admire and respect. You know that I love you, but I also want you to know just how much I appreciate you--not as my son, but as a man. When the time comes for you to take my place, I will hand it over, happily."
"Thanks, Dad," I say, a bit stunned.
"But I also want you to know," he goes on, "that you do not just get handed a position like mine. Yes, I want you to be the next Hall leader, but if someone comes along that is more capable than you, I will not hesitate to hand her the title."
"Her?" I repeat, my eyes widening before I realize-- "You'd give the Hall to Zoe, wouldn't you? You're saying she's more capable than I am?"
"I'm saying she is at least equally as capable, and is not whining about her part of the cleanup work at the moment," he says. "She's been taking apart the floats ever since the party ended."
"I just worked my butt off and almost died--" I say, irritably, "and now you're threatening me with my own girlfriend? Well, it won't work! Zoe's got her hands full with the schools--"
"Oh, I'm sure you could run those for her," he says. "The audience was quite enthralled with her. I know she didn't plan on debuting, but those fifteen minutes in the limelight have made her famous. And we both have to admit that having my daughter-in-law take over the Hall would be a great addition to my legacy."
I stare at him. "What happened to 'hand it over, happily'?" I ask.
"I just want you to know that I DO have alternatives," he says, a little smile on his face.
"The Hall is mine!" I say as he walks away. "She gets the schools, I take the Hall. That's how we've planned it--besides, running the schools will be more work," I admit shamelessly.
"Work hard, my son, so you never have to find out," he says with a laugh as he walks away.
I go back to work.
 
 



*Bonus Chapters*
 
Group Dates
 
"So, we were thinking of getting a small group together to go to the movies," I say to Morgan, grinning shamelessly. "See, Rocco's got a thing for Carla, but he needs prodding--"
"I thought he already turned her down?" Morgan says, frowning slightly. "Carla said that that's already over--"
"From how I hear it, Rocco was still figuring out what was going on when she said she was over him, already," I say. "Your little sister's a bit hard to keep up with, even for another cape."
"Well... yeah, I could see that," she says. "But what does this have to do with me?" she asks.
"Well, if it's a group thing she won't realize we're trying to help a brother out," I explain. "So, want to come?"
"I guess," she says. "I haven't gone to see a movie in a while. It'll be nice to get out of the dorms."
"Then this weekend," I say. "Zoe will get you and the others permission to go off campus."
"Okay," she says, smiling, "this weekend."
I grin, barely refraining from whistling as I walk away.
Saturday comes in a blink of an eye and I wake up early, going straight to Ace's house. I land on the front step, knocking on the door. Ace's mom comes to the door, looking at me with a hint of resigned amusement. "Ms. Nyler? Can Ace come out to play?" I ask, in my most innocent tone. 
"Ace!" she calls over her shoulder, "You've got company!" She looks at me. "He doesn't usually get up until noon on the weekends."
"I know, but we need to get him ready for his date," I say as she moves out of the way.
"He has a date? He didn't tell me that!" she says, looking more enthusiastic. "Who's the lucky girl?"
"We're going on a group date," I explain, "and he probably didn't tell you because he didn't know." She lets out a surprised laugh as I head up the stairs and walk into his room without knocking. He's painted a mural that covers all of his walls and his ceiling. It looks like there's a dragon crouched over his bed, with wings that stretch over the walls. I know that dragon, I think as I look up at the head on his ceiling. It's Ace's main dragon.
There's a tank to the side of his room that catches my attention. I walk over, peeking inside at his little herd of turtles. "Max," he says from the bed, sounding half asleep. "Go away, it's too freakin' early."
"Can't," I say, "we need to get you cleaned up and dressed."
"I don't have a gig today," he says, rolling over and trying to go back to sleep.
"No, you have a date with Morgan," I say, heading for his closet and opening it. The massive pile of clothes stares back at me. "Have you ever heard of hangers?" I ask, glancing over at him. He's sitting up, staring at me blankly. "What? Did I stutter?" I ask.
"I don't have a date with Morgan," he says, slowly.
"You do--it's a group date," I say. "We're going under the pretense of letting Rocco go out with Carla. I figured it'd be me and Zoe, you and Morgan, and Rocco and Carla."
"So it's... not really a date," he says, falling back on his bed and yawning.
"It's a group date. Why is everything you own black?" I complain as I lift his pile of clothes and float them through the room to try and find something acceptable. "This will have to do," I say, tossing an outfit on his bed. "Go get showered and changed. We need to drag Rocco out of bed, next."
The dragon painted on his wall starts to move, and I look over, watching as its head comes down and he pats it. "Morning," he says to the dragon before getting to his feet. "I'm taking a shower," he says, heading into his bathroom. I stare at the dragon, who's turned its head to look at me. It opens its mouth, showing massive teeth and a forked tongue.
"Ace? You left your dragon on," I call over my shoulder. He laughs. "Okay... nice to meet you," I say, reaching up to try and pet it. It snaps at me and I pull my hand back. "Ace, here I get you a date with the girl of your dreams and you sic a dragon on me," I complain, walking around the dragon and heading for the turtles again. "At least you guys are cute," I say, tapping on the glass.
"I used to have one when I was a kid," Ace says, stepping back into the room fully dressed. "So tell me again what we're doing?"
"It's a group date. Morgan's coming to support Carla, and you, my friend, are coming to get closer to Morgan," I say. "So we're going to need to do this up right."
"Does Rocco know we're doing this?"
"Nope, so put the dragon up and let's go." He reaches up and pats the dragon again before it disappears. "That's an awesome trick, by the way. You ever think of getting a tattoo?"
"Of what?"
"I dunno, My Little Pony?" I offer sarcastically. "A dragon! You could pull it out of your skin like the dragon that comes out of your wall. The visual appeal would be huge."
"Yeah, but where would I put it? If I put it on my arm it'll be too small to do anything, and if I put it on my chest, I'd have to strip every time I want to use it," he says as we take to the air, heading for school.
"Leave it for a 'once in a while' thing," I suggest. "Like, the fight gets violent or your clothes get ripped, and they can pretty easily since you've got a thing for netting--then you pull out your dragon--" He starts laughing. "Your TATTOO dragon," I drawl, "and start throwing dragons at them. It'd be awesome."
"I could see that," he says with a moment of thought. "It sounds pretty cool, huh?"
We land in front of Death Canyon, heading inside. "Oye! Where's Rocco?" I call out to Lance, who's swimming in the pool as a dolphin. All I get in return is a bit of squeaking. "I'll... ask someone else, then," I say. He makes another sound and I swear he's laughing. "Hey! Where's Rocco?" I call out, seeing Freddy climbing the dorm wall.
"Still asleep," he says.
"Thanks, Freddy," I say. "Also, I'm interested in hearing about what Hall you want to join, so call me sometime, okay?"
"Yeah, yeah. I'm thinking of going HTV, though."
I head inside, shaking my head slightly as I head for Rocco's dorm. "Hey, can you do gigantic spiders?" I ask Ace.
"Yeah, why?"
I open Rocco's door, grinning evilly. A few seconds later Rocco races past us in a pair of boxers and a tank top, screaming his head off. "SPIDER! THERE'S A--" he pulls to a stop, turning and glaring at us. "That was NOT funny."
"How can we allow a guy that specializes in shadows be afraid of spiders?" I ask. "It's called shock therapy. We do this because we love you!" His look says he's not buying it. "Go take a shower, though, I can smell you from here."
"Hey, has anyone told Carla about this?" Ace whispers to me as Rocco reluctantly heads back in his room.
"Can we get rid of the three-foot-tall spider?" Rocco yells back at us. "Thank you."
"It was only a foot tall," Ace says.
"I... need to go find Carla. You make sure he doesn't run," I say, heading back into the mess of dorm kids. 
"Why do I feel I got the short end of the stick?" he asks dryly.
"Because you did," I say cheerfully. "Hey, where's Carla?" I ask Malina as she walks by.
"In the cafeteria. It's breakfast time."
"I want breakfast!" Ace says. "At least get me a coffee!"
"Got it," I say, since I AM giving him the short end of the stick. I head for the cafeteria, seeing a line in front of Jimmi, who's standing at the counter. 
"No shoving!" she calls out, holding a ladle up in a threatening manner. "That means you, Ward and Brandon, don't think I can't see you, Brandon," she adds. It shocks the kid so much that he comes out of invisibility.
"You can see me?" he asks.
"Yes, I can see you," she says. "You've got an energy signal, I can see you. You're a trouble maker," she adds, giving him a grin.
"Brandon's the best kid we've got," Vinny says from the kitchen. "Order up!"
"Mmmhmm," she says, grabbing the plates and handing them to the kids. The dorm kids are suddenly extremely interested, and every eye in the room is glued on Jimmi.
"What's he do when we can't see him?" Carla asks eagerly. There's my target! But I don't want to interrupt, because this is interesting. Oh, sure, I can find Brandon if I look for his thoughts, but most of the time I don't, I'm too busy blocking out the rest of the world.
"Noooothing," Jimmi sing-songs.
"Come on, tell us!" the group chimes up, eagerly.
"Go eat your breakfast," she says, laughing. I get in line, looking over at Carla, who's got a very heavy plate of food in her hands. That makes sense. She goes through a lot of calories with her speedster abilities. But... I check out the plates of each kid, realizing something else. Each kid's plate has the same basic thing on it, but each has a different amount, or more of this, or more of that--which would make more sense if they actually ORDERED their portions. Instead, they step up to the counter and Jimmi tells Vinny who it is.
It might be because he already knows their likes and dislikes, but I don't think that's it. I step up to the counter, and Jimmi looks me over for a long moment, thoughtfully. "You need more fruits and vegetables," she tells me. "Give me a stack of pancakes, topped in extra fruit, and a side of sausage," she says to Vinny. "And a glass of... milk," she decides.
"I was just going to get coffee for Ace--" I start out.
"Make it a double," she says.
"How do you know what I need?" I ask as Vinny goes to work.
"It's just a little trick," she says with a shrug. "Everyone has an optimal performance level, and what you put into your body affects how well you run. With supers, it's not that big of a deal, but it doesn't hurt! The proper amount of calories, though, IS important, especially for ones like Carla. The healers helped me at first, though," She hands a tray to me with two plates of food, two glasses of milk, and two mugs of coffee on it. "Now go get Ace," she says, waving me off.
"He'll show up sooner or later," I say, seeing Carla sitting down and heading for her table. "Hi, Carla," I say. "Can I sit here?"
"Sure," she says, glancing at the clock on the wall before scarfing down her food. "All done!"
"Wait--" I say, since she's already racing away. She's gone.
"You don't try to have a conversation with Carla on Saturday morning," Morgan says, sitting down next to me with her tray. "It's My Little Pony day."
I groan. I'm supposed to be a genius, right? So why didn't I think of that? Oh, right, because I'm not a Saturday morning cartoon guy. This... might not work as smoothly as I planned. But all is not lost! The movies don't start until four, at earliest. I was just hoping to get a lunch in, first, make a day of it and all that... 
I look over as Ace and Rocco walk in. "Ace, I've got your breakfast," I call over to them. "Jimmi insisted."
"Where's mine?" Rocco asks.
"Hasn't been made yet."
"Figures." He heads over to the line as Ace walks over, taking the second plate off of the tray.
"Milk?"
"I've drank enough milk lately to float a cow," I say, grabbing my glass. "I think the universe is trying to tell me I need to get taller." He laughs as he digs in.
"Did you talk to Carla?" he asks.
"It's cartoon day," I say.
"Good morning, Ace," Morgan says a bit pointedly.
"Oh, ah, yeah, morning," Ace says, as if just now realizing she's sitting there. He grabs his coffee mug as if it's a lifeline. "You, ah, you're coming to the movies with us, right?" he asks.
"Yeah," she says. "Max invited me." The tone suggests that it's all my fault if he's not happy with that fact. When did these two get so tense around one another? 
I finish off my food rather than get into that, and stand. "Well, I'm going to go find Carla," I say. "She's the only one we haven't asked yet."
"Wait until you get to a commercial," Morgan advises me. "Otherwise you might get yelled at." I head for the front room, stopping at the sight of a small group of kids on the couch, watching the show on the wall. Carla is right in the middle. I can't get close enough to ask her to a movie--if I ask her now, I'll wind up inviting all of the kids around her. I learned that one from Justin's little date episode. So I need to figure out a way to lure her away from the group.
I sit down on the edge of the couch, and I wait. And wait... and wait...
Seriously, how many episodes are they planning on showing? I yawn, barely covering my mouth with my hand, and find myself starting to fall asleep. I almost fall off the chair when they all suddenly get up. "Is it over?" I ask, waking up quickly.
"Now I'm going to watch all of the Equestria Girls movies!" Carla declares.
"Wait, wait, wait--" I say, holding out a hand. "I need to talk to you!"
"Huh?" she asks.
"Want to go to the movies?"
"Didn't you and Zoe get back together?" she asks, pulling out her phone and tapping on it.
"It's a group thing!" I say. "Look, I'm trying to..." I move closer, whispering in her ear, "try and get Ace a chance at a date with Morgan. But unless we convince them it's just a group thing, they might bail out, you know? So I figured you'd be the perfect way to convince them of it."
"Oh!" she says, her eyes widening for a second before she grins widely. "Okay! I can watch the movies later," she declares, getting to her feet. "I need to change!" She disappears and reappears a second later, dressed in the same babydoll outfit that Zoe got her for her birthday. "Let's go!"
"Okay, we just need to get the others," I say, getting up and heading for the cafeteria. The sight of Ace and Morgan glaring at one another catches me off guard, completely. "You guys ready?" I ask.
"They're arguing over him running off on the mission," Rocco says, coming over to me with a cup of coffee in his hand. "I get the feeling he's been trying to avoid her since then."
"Seriously? That was a while back!" I say. 
"Which is why she's so mad," Vinny says, sauntering over with his own coffee. "So what's going on?"
"We were trying to get a group together to go to the movies," I say dryly. "At this rate we might get to go next month."
"If we're lucky," Rocco adds dryly, glancing over at Carla. "Are your shows over?" he asks. She blushes a little.
"Yep! They're reruns, but they're still good!" she says.
"You're just going to make me do it, aren't you," I say, looking at Vinny.
"What movie were you planning on going to?" he asks, answering my question by NOT answering it. 
I sigh and head forward to where Morgan and Ace are arguing. "You were in the middle of work!" she says as I get there, "and you ran off to spend the day with Freddy and--and what's her name!"
"Jennifer," he says. "Her name is Jennifer. And it was an important trip! I was wrapping up stuff for my old life!"
"You kept sneaking out in the middle of the night, too," she says, glaring at him. "Who were you going to see, then?"
"I just got hot in the RV so I slept on the roof," he says. "You can't say that Jimmi didn't turn the heat up too high!"
"It felt fine to me," she says.
"Morgan, Ace," I say, stepping between them, "is this really the time or place? If we don't leave soon, we won't get to go to lunch before the movie."
Morgan gives me a dark look before taking a deep breath and letting it out. "Fine, let's go," she says, walking away.
Ace watches her go, groaning as soon as she seems out of hearing distance. "I don't get her," he says.
"That was definitely a jealous fit," I say.
"Yeah, right," he scoffs.
"Let me guess," I say after a second of thinking and just a brief glimpse into his mind, "you missed your sleeping partner, didn't you." He turns bright red.
"Sleeping partner?" Vinny asks, sounding surprised.
"Mmhmm, Ace has a--" I stop as Ace's hand covers my mouth.
"Don't put it that way, moron!" he says.
"Ace has a girlfriend?" Carla asks, shocked.
"I don't have a girlfriend!" Ace says. "I've got--" He glares at me, as if this is my fault. I tug his hand away from my face.
"It's sort of like... sleeping with a stuffed toy, in a way, isn't it?" I tease him.
"Max, I swear if you don't shut up--"
"Just tell us already!" the entire dorm shouts. It seems we've gotten an audience.
"I..." Ace says, glaring at me for a moment before sighing and bringing out his arms. The dragon painting appears behind him on the wall. "I've got this guy on my walls," he says reluctantly as the head comes down from the ceiling, as it had in his room. "Well, more like... coming OUT of my walls. He gets a little grouchy if I leave him in my paint field all the time. Thank you so much, Max, for making them think I sleep with a stuffed animal."
"So you sneaked out to sleep with your dragon?" Morgan asks from the door, looks like she came back.
"He wouldn't fit in the RV," Ace says, looking a bit embarrassed.
"You could have just TOLD us that!" Morgan complains.
"I knew," Jimmi says. "The tail always dropped down over my window." 
"You could have mentioned something," Morgan says to her.
"I liked it," Jimmi says. "I slept better without the light coming through."
Morgan lets out a sigh, looking torn. A bit hesitantly she walks over, looking up at the dragon. "Can I pet it?" she asks.
"You--ah, yeah, sure," Ace says. "Why not?"
Soon the dragon is surrounded by kids, and I'm giving up on lunch. Maybe we'll just stay here and eat whatever Vinny makes. I look up as Zoe walks in, looking a bit irritated.
"Are we going?" she asks.
"After they finish petting Ace's dragon," I say a bit tongue-in-cheek. She looks over.
"This is going to take a while, isn't it," she says after a moment.
"Yes, yes it is," I agree.
 



 
Phone Calls
 
"So I've decided what I'm going to do when I grow up!" Chet says over the phone.
"Yeah?" I ask. "What are you planning? Lawyer or doctor?" 
"Neither," he says. "I'm going to be a black suit!"
I stare at him, my jaw dropping open slightly. "I... see..." I say. "Have you told your mom that?"
"No, but Dad knows!"
"Okay, well..." I have no idea how to tell him the requirements for black suits. But then again, he WAS healed by Aubrey, so he could pull it off, physically... "Chet, you realize that the majority of our black suits are military veterans, right? That means you'd have to go into the army and serve the country for a few years before you could join."
"Are there any other ways to get in?" he asks. "I mean, I don't mind going that route, but..."
"It's dangerous," I finish for him. "Well, we do have our lawyers and doctors. They're the only exception to the vet rule, but we actually prefer if they have some sort of background with the military, as well. Don't go thinking that you can skip all of this and get a position because you're my brother, either," I warn him. 
"So..." he says. "I need to go into the military, and then... get a degree as a doctor or a lawyer?" he says.
"No, you can get the degree first and then enter the military," I say. "Honestly, if that's what you're thinking of doing, you need to do some research. It takes a lot of work just to get the medical degree."
"Huh," he says, looking thoughtful. "So why do they become black suits instead of just going to work as doctors?" he asks me.
"Well, for one, we pay well, and for another..." I go silent as I think of the other aspect of the job. "The black suit program includes assistance from the supers, in any way that might help them that doesn't violate norm or super laws. There's a form to fill out, but if a black suit is patient, he or she can request help from any super in the five Halls, even my Dad. Some people go through all of the things you're thinking about right now, just for that. Sure, it's regulated--they can only make one request per year, at most, but sometimes that's all you need. And honestly, if something big happens, the supers are likely to step in and help without the requests. We value our black suits."
"Then if I go through all that I can eventually ask Technico to make me a jetpack?" he asks, his smile almost blinding.
"You would spend a major portion of your life training just to get a jetpack?" I ask.
"Heck yeah!"
"Well... then, I guess?" I say. "I mean, you'll have to check the laws on where you can use it and--"
"But I can HAVE a jetpack," he says.
"I guess so," I say, giving up. "If you still want a jetpack when you're in your late twenties or thirties," I have to add.
"Who WOULDN'T want a jetpack?"
"Good question," I say. "But Chet, it's time for me to get back to class. I'm going to have to let you go, okay?"
"Okay! I've got some googling to do, anyway," he says, hanging up on me. Before I can even stand up, though, the phone rings again.
"Hey, Max!" Layne says, appearing on the screen. "What's it take to become a black suit?"
I groan.
 



 
 
Christmas is Coming
 
Nico leans back in his chair, his feet crossed at the ankles on his desk, a random toy floating in front of him. It keeps building itself, coming apart, and being rebuilt into something else. Classes are almost over. Once they're over, he'll go out and oversee the second training hour--
An alarm goes off and he waves a hand, using his teleportation watch to bring him to the entrance of the campus. He goes through the exit, looking around curiously, and then down, slightly. One eyebrow rises slightly. The petite woman standing in front of him is wearing far too much red and green. "Bells?" he says.
She blushes brightly for a second, glancing down at her shoes. "It's the height of fashion where I come from, I'll have you know," she informs him. "I'm here on behalf of--"
"Not here," he says, glancing over his shoulder. "We've got at least two kids that could possibly hear us from where they're at. Come with me," he says, heading down the street for the apartment building.
"Don't you at least want to know why I'm here?" she asks, speeding up to keep up with his extremely long legs. His legs are almost taller than she is, she thinks irritably. 
"It's almost December," he says.
"Yes, yes it is."
"Shouldn't you be making toys?" he asks.
"I'm not in that department," she says, pushing her hair over her shoulder. She feels self conscious, next to his ridiculous Mastermental of Puppets t-shirt and jeans. He looks like a slob, she decides, staring at the puppet on the back. "Should you really be wearing that?" she asks.
"You'd be shocked how often I hear that question. I love this shirt--I've got it in three different colors," he says, pulling out his phone and aiming it at her. "No offense, but I need to scan you in order for you to enter."
"But--"
"And you're scanned," he says, only to frown slightly, looking a bit confused. "I honestly don't have you in any system I've ever seen. Interesting... what's your name?"
"Toodles."
"Ability?"
"Magical animal controller."
Nico stares at her for a moment. "REAL ability," he says.
She gives him a dark look, and enunciates it clearly, as if he hadn't understood her the first time, "Mag-ic-al an-i-mal con-troll-er."
"So they exist?" he asks.
"Yes, they exist. Now, can we get on with our meeting?"
"Did you bring any of them with you?" he asks curiously. "I've always wanted to see a flying reindeer."
"No, I didn't bring them with me," she says. "They draw too much attention."
"So how did you get all the way to Missouri? Did you run? Fly?"
"I took a plane."
"In that outfit?"
"Yes, in this outfit," she says, sighing loudly. 
"Okay, just checking," he says, looking away for a moment.
"You're laughing, aren't you," she says, not asking.
He starts roaring with the suppressed laughter, so she just stands there, waiting for him to finish, her foot tapping with impatience. "Don't you think--" he says, getting his breath back, "that that might draw attention, too?"
"They thought I was auditioning for a children's movie," she says.
"You sure?" he asks, grinning evilly.
She sighs, again. "Mr. Technico--"
"Call me Nico."
"Nico, then, I have a very busy month ahead of me, so if we could get this over with, I'd appreciate it."
"Eh, I'll take you back," he says, blowing it off. "Come on in--press your hand to the screen and step on the footprints, please," he adds as she looks a bit confused. She does as he says and they head into the apartment building and up the stairs. A few minutes later they're in his apartment, and she's being served cookies and cocoa by Lady Rose, much to her shock.
"Please, call me Summer," Summer says, sitting down on the couches. "I've always wanted to meet one of Santa's elves."
"Then, um, Summer, Nico, I've brought a special invitation for your Cape High," Toodles says, digging into her bag and pulling out a slender wrapped present. She holds it out to Nico, who takes it with a curious expression. The present opens at his touch and a small digital screen pops up.
"Ho ho ho! It's an honor to meet you, Technico!" Santa says from the screen. "Thank you for being kind to Toodles. She's not used to being out in the real world."
Toodles blushes brightly.
"You do know they make these things called phones, don't you?" Nico asks, placing the present on the table and leaning back with his cup of cocoa.
"Hello, Santa, I'm a big fan," Summer adds.
"As am I!" Santa says cheerfully, "I'm a huge fan of both of you and of Cape High, Technico, which is why I wanted to make a proposal."
Nico looks over at Toodles, and then at the screen again. "I'm listening."
***
 



A Letter from the Author
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