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CHAPTER ONE
I’m a disgrace to the Falconess name. Yeah, that’s where this story starts. A pretty pathetic place to start, don’t you think? Well, it’s not as bad as it sounds. At least it’s pretty here.
“Welcome to the family island,” Mom says, pushing me towards the towering jungle past the beach we’re standing on. “No Internet, no television, no indoor plumbing. This is where you’ll be training until Mom deems you worthy of going back. I just wish—” Mom lets out a sigh, looking at me with a sad little smile. “I wish things had gone differently,” she finishes, pulling me into a hug. “Be good Keliah, and try not to die. You have your phone if anything too bad happens.”
“Wait, what?” I say, shocked. She steps back and summons her wings, taking to the air. “Mom? MOM!” I yell as she flies away, leaving me just standing there on a beach. “I don’t want to die!”
She’s gone. I know she heard me, she’s just ignoring me. I’ve been abandoned on Grandma’s island, and Grandma is nowhere to be seen. All I see is a little island covered with trees and animals. No internet—
I grab my backpack, digging through it and pulling out my school phone. At least she hadn’t taken that, I think as I turn it on. To my surprise, though, Technico’s face appears on the screen. “You’re not allowed to contact anyone other than me and your mother, kid,” he says. “Sorry about that. This is for emergencies only until you’re no longer on suspension.”
“This IS an emergency!” I say. “She just dropped me off on an island in the middle of the ocean and told me not to die!”
“What island?” he asks, and I see him bring up a hologram to the side. “Is that your family island? I’ve heard rumors that your grandma retired to one.”
“Yes! But she’s nowhere to be found! Shouldn’t she come and GREET her only grandchild?” I demand angrily. “I hardly ever see her, as it is—”
“Keliah,” he says, interrupting my rant. “Go find your grandmother.”
“I didn’t—” I look down. “How’s Jennifer doing?” I ask, looking at the phone guiltily.
“She’s doing well,” he says. “I’ll tell her you asked.”
I nod, awkwardly. I deserve this suspension, we all know it. I lost my temper and hit a new girl at school. I didn’t think it would break her nose! We go to a school for super powered teenagers! But it had, and I still feel really guilty over that fact.
“I thought… you know… suspension is only for a week, or two,” I say.
“Your mom decided to do it this way, instead,” he says. “I’ll be sending your school assignments to you daily. You can do them on your phone—there’ll be a hologram keyboard prompt which will let you type properly. You never bothered to try and make friends in school, anyway, so it shouldn’t be too different doing it like this.”
“I—I tried!” I lie.
“Really?” he asks. “Sure didn’t look like it. But maybe I’m wrong. If you really want to make friends, I’ll let one student—whoever volunteers—call you once a day for a few minutes. If no one volunteers, well, then you get to talk to me, when I have the time. We’ll arrange a general call time when you find your grandmother. How’s that sound?”
“So… I’ll talk to you once a day?” I say, wondering how I feel about that.
“Me, or one of the others.”
I hesitate. “Nobody will volunteer,” I admit.
“Aubrey will,” he says.
“You said I couldn’t contact anyone and that this is for emergencies only.”
“Emergencies are negotiable in our line of work. And you can’t contact them—they’ll be contacting you through me,” he says.
He’s being really lenient for the guy that tossed me out of school. I look at him closely, narrowing my eyes slightly. “Why are you doing this?” I demand.
“I spent fifteen years in almost perfect isolation,” he says. “I know just how much a few minutes conversation can mean. But in exchange, I expect you to do your work and try your hardest at whatever gets tossed at you.”
“You—you can come and get me if I’m about to die, right? Not that I NEED your help,” I lie.
“You’re just being paranoid now,” he says. “Now go find your grandmother and see what she has in mind for you.”
“Okay,” I say as he hangs up. I take a deep breath, feeling less abandoned, now. Strange, huh? I mean, my own mother just dumped me like an unwanted puppy, but a guy I barely know promises to help, and I feel like the world is back on track. Maybe… I dunno, maybe it’s because Technico has to be one of the most powerful guys on the planet, and he as good as said he has my back.
I slip the phone into my pocket, grab my backpack, and look up at the jungle with a mix of worry and awe. It’s beautiful. I start forward, walking slowly and looking around curiously. The trees tower over my head, bright green leaves blocking the sunny day. It’s almost Christmas. Here I am, walking off of a beach into a summer daydream. “Grandma?” I call hesitantly. The word sends a flock of brightly colored birds flying.
No one replies. Maybe she’s not here? I mean, she CAN fly, right, so there’s a chance she’s gone shopping on a more civilized island. I just need to find her house, I guess. I head further in, wandering around for a good hour before I see a large, bungalow built into a gigantic tree. I speed up, excited to finally find it, and then stop as I realize something. There’s no way up into the house—no ramp, no rope, nothing. It’s just up some hundred feet up with no trees close enough to jump from.
I walk underneath it, looking for some entrance that I hadn’t seen earlier. Maybe I could climb up the tree it’s attached to? I look up, but the hole around the tree is too small for me to squeeze through. Um…
Look, I don’t have my wings yet, okay? I’m going to have to jump. I take a few steps back and jump.
My fingers are a few… nope, that’s another forty feet up, huh? I land on the ground again, growling under my breath. I can do this. I absolutely can do this. Okay, so I’m still just coming into my powers—that’s not a sin, you know! Oh, wait—I have an idea! I step back again, summoning my glowing bow and arrow. With a bit of concentrating, a rope appears connected to the arrow. I aim it at the house, pulling back as hard as I can before letting go.
The arrow goes up, and up, and then plummets to the ground pathetically. I groan.
“Try jumping again,” someone says from overhead. I look up, seeing my grandmother lounging casually on the house’s railing as if she’s been there the entire time. “You should be able to!” she cheers me on.
I give her the dirtiest look I can manage. “I already tried that—can’t you just drop a rope or something? You KNEW I was coming!”
Do you know how irritating it is to have a grandma that looks like a model? She looks young enough to be Mom’s sister. And she’s just sitting there in a cover pose, drinking a cup of coffee and silently laughing at me! “Oh, sugar, of course I knew you were coming,” she says. “This was my idea.”
“What?” I ask.
“Cape High, or wherever it is that you’re going to, it’s not the proper way to train up a Falconess. A Falconess needs to be tough as steel, not some generically raised photocopy of every other hero out there,” she says, waving a hand. “There’s no way a red white and blue hero can raise a proper Falconess, they’re too by-the-book.”
I stare at her. “You don’t watch much TV, do you?” I ask finally.
“Of course not, the reception out here is terrible.”
“So Mom didn’t tell you that Nico’s my principal?”
“I’m sure he’s just like the rest of them,” she says, blowing it off. “Now either you jump up here, or you’re sleeping down there. I suggest you get hopping!”
I take a step back and run a few steps, jumping up again. I feel like cheering when I get closer, but that desire disappears as I hit the ground again. “Good, good, bend your knees a bit more when you jump, though,” she says. “And don’t focus on the bottom of the house, aim for the roof.”
I step back and jump again, and again, and again, until I just simply fall on my back and stare broodingly up at the tree house. “I’m sleeping down here,” I declare irritably. “Can you throw down some food?”
“Sorry, chicklet, if you don’t make it up, you don’t get fed,” she says. “But don’t worry, there's plenty of fruit on the island. I hope you like coconuts and bananas! I love them, so I cultivated several plants,” she says. “There’s also a nice little patch of pineapples growing to the south of the island—they aren’t ripe at the moment, though.”
“So you’re going to make me forage?” I say.
“If you want to eat, you will,” she says. “I’m afraid your favorite fast food joint hasn’t made it out this far.”
I get to my feet and head out, feeling even more abandoned than when my mom dropped me off. My own grandma is going to let me starve. So what if I can’t jump high enough? I’m only now coming into my powers! I mean, Mom said I was a prodigy because my bow was so well done at such a young age! That counts for something, right?
Nope. It obviously doesn’t, I answer myself darkly. It looks like I’m a disgrace to the family name because of my power levels, too. I look at the trees I pass, having no clue what I’m looking for. I think I’ve seen bananas growing on television before… it’s a tall thing that looks like a tree, right? And coconuts grow in palm trees, but not all palm trees apparently grow coconuts, I think, staring up at one. There are no coconuts in this tree. Maybe this tree decided it didn't want to grow coconuts, maybe it wanted to grow bananas instead and then felt ripped off when it realized that bananas don't grow in trees.
Trees don’t have minds. Don’t bother pointing it out to me, I already caught that one.
Or do they? No, seriously, I’ve seen that Sunny kid talking to flowers before—OR maybe it isn’t that trees have brains so much as he doesn’t! Okay, that was a mean conclusion. I don’t even know the guy, other than the fact he’s a little weird around trees and dates a girl that’s a cat half of the time. I don’t really know anyone, actually. That thought makes me feel even lonelier, so I shove it aside quickly.
That tree I just passed had something growing on it, didn’t it? I step back and look up. Coconuts. I sigh and start climbing. I don’t even LIKE coconut, I think as I reach the top. I drop a few of them to the ground and jump down, putting them in a pile next to the tree and heading on to find bananas, next. There’s no point in carrying them all with me, right?
Why isn’t there anyone else on this island? The question bugs me as I tromp along, looking for something to eat. It’s decent sized—at least it had been from above when Mom carried me here. It’s got fresh water and fertile ground. You’d have thought that there’d be natives, right? But according to Mom, there’s only Grandma. I catch sight of bananas growing overhead and head for the plant, climbing up it to grab a bunch. I drop down and head for my pile of coconuts—or where they were supposed to be.
I look around, wondering if I went to the wrong tree. There’s no sign of them. I could have sworn the tree was here—but I guess all of these trees look a lot alike, huh? I start eating the bananas. They’re good. I’m still worried I’m going to die from malnutrition, though—I mean, if I never make it into Grandma’s house I’ll be living off of bananas for who knows how long, right? That can’t be a balanced diet!
I sigh and look up at the sky, wondering why I even care about disgracing the Falconess name. I don’t plan on being one, right?
What did she mean by them being “too by-the-book”?
 
***
 
“Oh she’ll be fine,” Angela says, lounging on a beautiful window seat as she talks to her daughter. “She’ll figure out how to get up here sooner or later, and until then there’s plenty of food if she looks hard enough. It isn’t as if she’ll starve to death.”
“Mom,” Melissa says, again.
“I KNOW you think I’m being too tough on her, but you survived it! If you can survive it, so can she—”
“MOM!” Melissa snaps. “Would you listen for just a minute?”
“Why so worried, sweetie?” Angela asks. “I’m explaining why this is a perfectly—”
“Dad is OUT,” Melissa says. “I’ve been trying to tell you for the past ten minutes!”
The phone almost cracks in Angela’s hand. She sways slightly, looking pale. When she doesn’t say anything, Melissa goes on, “The Cape Cells went down. I didn’t find out until I got back from dropping Keliah off. A handful of the—the inmates got free, after taking down all of the guards. Dad—”
“Is out, yes,” Angela says, her tone a lot calmer than her eyes. “I see. How… um, how did the Cape Cells go down?” she asks after taking a deep breath.
“There was a fight with another technopath, who apparently made Nico lose his powers for a bit. When his powers were down the other technopath cut the power on the Cape Cells,” Melissa says.
“And why is this Nico so important?” Angela asks, remembering the conversation with Keliah.
“You—” Melissa takes a deep breath, slowly letting it out again. “Mom, do you remember Superior?” she asks as if talking to a child.
“I used to work with him, and I don’t appreciate your condescending tone—”
“Nico is the son of Superior and Tatiana, Mom,” Melissa says irritably.
 “Nicolas?” Angela asks, shocked. “Nicolas is Keliah’s teacher?” she repeats, since it doesn’t seem to sink in. “Wait, they let him out of the Cape Cells?" She had never heard of someone getting out of the Cape Cells before, well, other than the ones that just escaped. 
“He goes by Nico now,” Melissa says, her tone calmer. “But yeah, they let him out. He’s the principal of Cape High, now. I wasn’t worried about her training; he would have done just fine. It’s her relationships that are the problem. She’s got such a huge chip on her shoulder and I’m not even sure why,” she admits. “She lost her temper and broke the nose of a weaker cape—”
“Yes, yes, you told me that part. You just didn’t tell me that she was being trained by a Superior!” Angela says. “I actually told her that he wouldn’t be able to, that he was too by-the-book,” she says, laughing even though it isn’t the time for amusement.
“He trained Firefly when he was barely older than Keliah, Mom,” Melissa says. “Do you really think I’d let some regular super train her? But I’m going to come pick her up. This little game of yours will have to wait until Dad is… until Dad is captured again,” she says.
“She’s perfectly safe here—”
“Mom! You are sitting on top of his secret base!” Melissa says. “He BUILT that island and we both know it. That’s the first place he’ll go—if he isn’t there already.”
A strained silence fills the room. “I’ll bring her up,” Angela says finally. “She can stay the night, at least, and you can come get her in the morning.”
“Both of you,” Melissa says.
“No,” Angela says. “I’ll stay here. I can deal with your father.”
“I’ll see you in the morning,” Melissa says instead of replying.
 
***
 
This place is really confusing. I stare blankly at the giant rock wall in front of me, wondering where in the heck it came from. I look to the left, seeing another rock much like it there, and then to the right—another one. It’s almost like a room, you know, except there isn’t a roof and there isn’t a door behind me. I turn, planning on walking out, only to stop.
There’s a man standing behind me. I let out a yelp, jumping back and bringing up my fists. “Who are you? How did you get there?” I demand, my heart pounding hard against my chest. He’s huge, with broad shoulders, a square jaw, and wearing a strange black, skin-tight uniform. His hair is long, and dirty blonde, his eyes, though, his eyes gleam red. He’s a super.
“I think those are MY questions, little girl,” he says, looking me over with a dark expression. “What are you doing on my island?”
“This—this isn’t your island! It’s the Falconess Island!” I say, keeping my fists up in a pathetic attempt at looking tough. I once got into a fight with Panther, although I didn’t know it was him at the time. He’d been so far beyond my skill level that it was almost funny. But that’s THE Panther, right? I don’t recognize this guy, so he shouldn’t be—
“Falconess?” he repeats, his eyes widening slightly. “Who are you? Are you her daughter?” he demands, his hand shooting out and grabbing my shirt. I’m standing on my tiptoes as I grab his wrist. “Are you?” he demands, shaking me.
I nod. He drops me, jerking his hand away. A strange look crosses his face. “I should have known Angela would—”
“Missy,” I say. “My mom—she’s Missy,” I say, since it’s clear he knows Grandma. Only a handful of people in the world know Grandma’s name.
“Missy?” he repeats, his expression changing.
“SHE’S Falconess, now,” I explain, not sure why I’m bothering. I jump on top of the rock to my right, intent on running away. A hand grabs my ankle, tripping me. I fall forward, onto the stone.
“No you don’t, kid,” he says, grabbing me under the arms and placing me in front of him. “Who is Missy?” he demands.
“My mom!” I say. “It’s short for Melissa! Are you stupid? I just told you that! Who are YOU?” I demand.
“And Melissa, she’s Angela’s daughter?” he asks, his tone changing slightly, like he already knows the answer.
“Of course she is! You don’t hand the Falconess name over to just anyone,” I say absently, looking at my skinned hands and knees. “That HURT, you jerk! I’m going to scream and you’ll regret it, understand? My Grandma will come here and kick your butt!”
“Is she…” he goes silent, a strange look on his face. He reaches forward, almost touching my face before I jerk away. “Is she doing well?”
“Yeah, I guess. I mean she’s ALWAYS working, so I don’t get to see her that often, but she seems okay. Why?”
“I see. Who’s your dad?” he asks curiously.
“His super name is Vertigo,” I admit with a shrug. “Some East Branch cape that I’ve only seen, like, twice.”
“Your own father and you’ve only met him twice?” he says.
“He’s more of a… donor than a dad, at least that’s what Mom says,” I say. “So… are you my granddad?” I ask, going straight to the thought that’s been lurking under the surface since he showed up.
“I… think I am,” he says.
“Don’t expect me to jump up and hug you,” I say darkly. “You totally assaulted me! And why are you dressed so stupidly?” I demand, pointing at the black suit.
“I didn’t—” he scowls, looking down at the uniform and starting to take it off.
“KEEP IT ON!” I yell, turning bright red and covering my eyes. “For the love of God, keep it on!”
He steps closer and I yelp, backing up more as he reaches out. His hand touches the rock behind me and the ground slides open underneath us. I drop like a stone, screaming for a second before he grabs me. I dare to glance at him. The uniform hangs around his waist, now. He lets go and I drop to a metal floor as he turns and walks away. “Don’t touch anything,” he warns me over his shoulder. I look up as the hole we fell through closes again. I’m trapped down here with a stranger that might, or might not be my grandfather.
A chill runs down my spine.
 
***
 
They’ll be coming for him soon, Austin, AKA Bombastic, realizes as he digs through the clothes he’d left down here almost forty years ago. He’d heard Technico was working for the Heroes. If they send Technico after him, he won’t have much luck staying free. But…
He dares to glance at the door leading to the main room as he pulls out some clothes. He has a granddaughter—a too talkative little beauty that looks like her grandmother in miniature. She can’t be more than thirteen, not with as weak as she is. Unless she’s a D-class, he realizes. If she’s a D-class, she’s about as strong as she’ll get.
He jerks as he hears the girl speak. “Hey, Nico—”
He races out in only his jeans, grabbing the phone from her and crushing it. “What was THAT about?” she demands. “That was my PHONE!”
“Was that Technico you were calling?” he demands.
“He’s—”
“How do you know Technico?”
“He’s my principal,” she says, still staring at the remains of her phone. “You jerk, he made me that phone! That was the only way I could reach the outside world!”
“He built it?” Austin asks.
“Yeah, everyone in the school has one,” she says, like he’s a moron.
“We have to leave,” he says, looking around wildly. He speeds up, grabbing everything he thinks will help on the trip and then grabbing her. “Time to go,” he says, heading for the underground dock. He hopes that the boats he had stocked and left there still work. If they don’t, he’ll have to fly and carry what he can, along with the girl. Two of the boats are almost fully submerged, much to his irritation. He heads for the third, which is more of a toy than a boat—he’d been playing with the idea of a land/sea hybrid. No doubt they’ve built the real thing since he got tossed into the slammer, but at least this one hasn’t sunk.
“What IS that?” his granddaughter asks, making a face.
“How we’re going to get out of here,” he says, picking her up and putting her in it. He waits for all of a second to see if her weight makes it sink and then hops in, moving to the motor and pulling it open. It needs replaced, he thinks irritably, hauling it out and tearing into it. Soon it’s stripped bare and he’s replacing all of the parts at top speed from his old stash.
“What’s your power?” she asks. “Actually, what’s your NAME? Who are you? Are you a hero, or a villain? It’s pretty obvious that you’re not a norm.”
“I’m called Bombastic,” he says, putting the motor back into place. “I’m a super villain that just escaped from the Cape Cells.”
Before she can say or do anything he takes off, jetting out of the dock and out to sea.
 
***
 
Bombastic? That’s got to be the STUPIDEST name I’ve ever—wait, he escaped from the Cape Cells? And he just kidnapped me! I grab onto the railing of the weird boat and look around wildly. We’re going pretty fast, but if I jump I should be okay. I can swim back to Grandma’s island and wait for Nico. He’s going to come, right? If he doesn’t come, he’ll send someone, right? Maybe Grandma will even notice that I’m missing—
“Don’t even think about it, girl,” my “grandpa” calls over his shoulder as he heads out to sea. “If you jump, I’ll just tie you up after I catch you.”
I look at him, wondering if he has some sort of psychic ability. Did he read my mind? How powerful IS this guy? If he was in the Cape Cells, doesn’t that mean he’s evil? Am I going to die at the hands of my own grandpa? My heart starts pounding as a chill runs over my spine. Jennifer, I am SO SORRY, SO SORRY! I’ll never hit anyone ever again! I look behind me, staring at the ever shrinking island—and I jump.
I hear Grandpa curse from behind me as I strike out, swimming as fast as I can. I should have gone to the pool parties at school. If I survive this, I’m going to beg Malina to let me use her pool—
“Got you,” Grandpa says, pulling me out of the water. “I TOLD you not to try that!” he says, pulling me to the boat. “Now I’m going to have to tie you up. I didn’t want to have to do that, you know.”
“You SUCK as a Grandpa,” I say, glaring at him angrily.
“Like you’re such a great grandchild,” he drawls. “Your skills are sub-par, too. How old are you?” he demands. “You barely have any strength—”
“I’m thirteen!” I yell. “I’m only just coming into my powers and I can already make a bow you—you jerk!”
He looks at me for a moment before abruptly turning me around and pulling up my shirt. I yelp, trying to keep it down. “I see,” he says. “So it IS part of the power. I always wondered.”
“What? And this is totally wrong—you’re groping your own grandchild!”
“Haven’t you seen your mom’s back?” he asks.
I go still. “The wings? Am I getting wings?” I ask, my terror turning into excitement. “I need a mirror! I want to see them!”
“You’ve barely got an outline," he says. “You won’t be flying any time soon.”
Here’s the thing—it’s a family secret, obviously, but each Falconess starts to develop a glowing wing pattern on her back when she comes into her powers. Once they’re fully grown as heroes it just looks like a tattoo, but for the first five years or so they have to keep them hidden. The official story about our powers is that we’re long, long lost descendants of angels, or something, but it’s all a lie. The truth is that a long time ago one of our ancestors was “genetically tattooed” by some super advanced alien, and it gave her the ability to summon energy constructs.
But—but how does he know so much about it? I mean, I know they were… well… (okay, yes, I AM blushing, shut up) boyfriend and girlfriend, but— “Why did Grandma tell you so much about us?” I demand, jerking my shirt down and looking at him.
“Because…” he goes silent for a moment, his eyes not focusing on me. I think he’s looking into the past. “Because things were different in the past,” he says finally.
“You were a villain, she was a hero, they couldn’t have been THAT different,” I say. “Why did you have to go and get tossed into the Cape Cells, if things were so ‘different’?” I demand. “Why didn’t you go GOOD?”
“You don’t know anything,” he says. “When I say things were different, I mean they were different!”
“Nico has kids,” I say, moving in front of him so I can glare properly. “His girlfriend had twins when he was in there! All of you Cape Cell villains are stupid! Have you ever thought about the family you left behind because you just HAD to be a—”
Oh wow, I sound like such a hypocrite right now, don’t I? I shut up and move away, looking around. “Where are we going?” I ask when I see nothing on the horizon.
“We’re going as far as we can,” he says. “Technico is going to come after you, isn’t he?”
“Are you scared of him?” I ask.
“Only a moron wouldn’t be,” he says. “Deathblow is at the top of the most wanted list,” he adds more to himself. “If you hadn’t contacted him, we would have more time.”
“More time for what?” I ask.
He looks over, a bitter smile on his face. “To be free.”
I look away, staring at the water instead of replying to that. I feel so torn right now that it’s unbelievable.
He curses, abruptly, and I look over. “Motion detected over Alpha Island, heading this way,” he says, looking at a beeping map. “He should come into sight at that speed in--” He punches the dashboard, and then slams a fist through the bottom of the boat before grabbing me and diving into the water. I barely have time to take a deep breath before he’s pulling me AND the ship under.
 
***
 
“Where is she?”
The question makes Angela look up from her search of the island. There, floating over her head— “Superior?” she asks, shielding her eyes. “I thought—”
“Not Superior,” the man says, landing in front of her, “Technico. Your granddaughter called me a few hours ago and then the connection was destroyed. So where is she?”
Angela stares at him, shaking her head slightly after a moment. “You look so much like your father,” she says after a moment. “You’ve grown up handsome. But Keliah should be fine,” I hope, she adds silently. “You might not have noticed, but we’re pretty secluded out here—and she IS a super, even if she’s only just coming into her powers.”
“I know that,” he says, looking around curiously, and then going still as he stares at the ground. “So… you’re into building your own secret base islands?” he asks almost casually.
“Wh—” She stops abruptly as things click. “Of course I am,” she lies, waving a hand. “Anyone would, don’t you think? You have a lot of time after retirement, you need to work out somehow or you go to flab.”
He looks at her for a long moment. “Mind if I see it?” he asks. “I’ve often thought of setting up an island like this one.”
“I would, but I’m a bit busy right now. And Keliah will be fine—don’t you have more important things to worry about than a girl who’s not even in your school at the moment?” she says. “I heard the Cape Cells had a little breakout.”
“Little isn’t the word I would use,” he says, still staring at the ground. She has to distract him, she thinks. “Did you destroy her phone?” he asks, looking at her.
“I—” she blinks, almost showing her surprise, “She needs to do this training without a crutch,” she says. “This is a family thing, Nicolas, and even if I didn't change your diapers back in the day, I still expect you to respect that.”
“I will, but I’d still like to see her before I go,” he says.
“I’m afraid you can’t do that—she’s in the middle of extremely important focus training,” Angela lies with a slight smile. “We can’t interrupt it or she’ll have to start over again.”
“I see,” he says, looking at her curiously. “Then I’ll just be going. I expect to hear from her soon, though. She might be on suspension, but she’s still one of my kids.”
“One that you would fly halfway across the world to check on?” Angela asks, stunned.
“Like someone mentioned earlier, her grandmother used to change my diapers,” he says with a little smile. “In case there are any problems,” he goes on, pulling a small phone out of his pocket, “call me. I’ll either send someone or come myself.”
She takes the phone, looking at it for a moment. “You used to destroy whatever phone I got,” she says.
“Then I owe you one,” he says. “It’s good to see you again, Falconess.” He takes to the air, looking at the island again with a hint of fascination. “You don’t rent this place out, do you? For family holidays? Because Summer and Sunny would LOVE it, and Zoe and I could have a lot of fun with that secret base.”
“I’ll consider it,” she says. “Now get going, you’ve got a world to save, right?”
“How do you know I’ll be the one saving it?” he asks with a hint of amusement.
“You are your father’s son, when it comes down to it,” she says.
“I just do it to keep him in retirement.” And then he’s gone, leaving her to let out a sigh of relief—and then tense again.
“What have you done this time, Austin?” she whispers, her hands clenching at her sides. There’s a tiny, colorful firework tattooed on her left hand ring finger, one that she’s thought about getting removed a million times before.
 



CHAPTER TWO
I can’t breathe. I’m going to drown. I try to jerk free of Grandpa. He looks at me and I see him realize the problem. We race to the surface and I take a deep, gasping breath, trying to refill my lungs.
“Sorry,” he says, holding me close. “Just breathe. You can do it.” I start coughing and he pats my back, like I’m a baby. “You’re okay,” he says.
“I almost… drowned,” I say between breaths.
“I’m sorry,” he repeats, “but Technico was coming.”
“We don’t have a boat,” I say, trying to get the hair clinging to my face off. “We’re out here with nowhere to go and no boat and—and you almost DROWNED ME!”
“I know, I know,” he says, looking at the sky instead of me. “He’s left,” he says, sounding stunned. “Come on, let’s find some dry land,” he tells me, taking to the air. I grab on, not used to this method of flying. Mom flies like a bird, her legs behind her, her wings catching the air. This is the sort of flying that the other capes use. It’s a hovering sort of weightless feeling that has me glancing down apprehensively.
“Why did he leave?” I ask, feeling abandoned.
“I don’t know,” he says, “I don’t care to find out. Maybe someone did something worse than kidnapping their own grandkid.”
“There’s nothing worse than that!” I say.
He actually laughs at that. “There are millions of things worse than that—at least in our case,” he says. “I’m going to get you closer to flying.”
“What?”
“You came out here for some reason, didn’t you? Your grandmother was going to train you, I bet.”
I find myself nodding.
“Then I’ll do it,” he says. “I’ve only got a short amount of time before they find me and toss me back into the Cape Cells.”
“If you knew that, why did you break out?” I demand. “You could have just stayed in there—”
I let out a little yelp as he wraps his arms tightly around me, burying his face in my neck. “This is the first hug I’ve had in almost forty years,” he says roughly. “You’re the first person I’ve talked to other than a handful of vicious criminals. We had five minute meetings once a year, if we were lucky. If it was Mimic I got stuck with, I didn’t even get a decent conversation half the time. Mimic is moody. With Deathblow it was all about how many of our kind he’d killed—”
“What—what did Nico talk about?” I ask, drawn into his story.
He lets out a rough laugh. “Technico told me about whatever machine he was designing at the time. He’s a genius—I tinkered, sure, car parts, old-fashioned bombs, but Technico—” he pulls back, grinning, “he could do anything he wanted with machines, even when he was in a power-blocking suit. You could hear music and television playing from his room, even if he didn’t have an actual radio or television. I had no idea how, but I wanted music so badly. It helped me think when I was trying to design things,” he says, his smile softening. “I mentioned it once, so he hijacked one of my robot guards when people weren’t watching.”
“You were friends?” I ask, stunned.
“Up until he set the thing to play Mr. Boombastic on repeat for an entire week,” he says dryly. “Then I was irritated with him for an entire year.”
“Mr. what?” I say blankly.
“It was before you were born,” he says, “thank God for that,” he adds dryly. “The rest of the Cells have called me Boombastic ever since.”
“Isn’t that your name?” I ask.
“Bombastic and Boombastic are different,” he says. “Don’t you go calling me it, too.”
“Grandpa Boombastic sounds kind of okay,” I say, trying not to laugh.
He groans and takes off, heading through the sky at top speeds. A smaller island soon appears on the horizon and I let out a sigh of relief. Land—we’re going to be on land again! He lands on the beach and looks around, heading for one of the trees to the right and pressing his hand to it. A panel flips open under his touch and he pushes a button. The ground slides open and he heads down. I hesitate, walking closer and peeking into the hole.
“Grandpa?” I ask.
“Just checking the backup supplies,” he says.
“Did you tell Technico about you and Grandma?” I ask, sitting down next to the hole. “Also, do you have water down there?”
“There’s a freshwater stream further inland,” he says, “along with several fruit trees. We won’t starve or die of dehydration.” He comes out, carrying some tins. “Most of this is too old, but a few things survived,” he announces. “The Twinkies might still be good!”
“Twinkies,” I repeat. “You’re joking, right?”
“Want to find out?”
“No thanks.”
He tosses a box over his shoulder. “Maybe later, I could seriously go for a cheeseburger right now,” he adds under his breath.
“Me too,” I say. “Um… should we tell Grandma that we’re here?” I ask. “She’s going to be looking for me—”
“I can’t,” he says.
“What?”
“Your grandma would throw me back in the Cape Cells as soon as she saw me—what’s your name?” he asks abruptly.
“Keliah,” I say.
“Okay, Keliah, here’s how this is going to go. We’re going to hide from the family for the next two days. All I want is two days,” he says. “After those two days we’ll go find your Grandma… and I’ll go back to the cells.”
“What did you do that got you put there?” I ask.
“I blew up a building… or four,” he says, looking at his hands.
“What? Were people in them?” I demand.
“Yeah,” he says, “there was. At least in one of them there was.”
“How?” I ask, not sure I want to know.
He holds up a hand and I watch in horror as it turns black with orange glowing cracks. He touches the tree nearest us and I watch as the black spreads over the plant. It explodes a second later. “Did you—did you know?” I ask in a tiny little voice.
“It doesn’t matter,” he says. “They’re dead and I’m the cause.” There’s a rawness in his expression that hurts my heart.
“But it’s NOT FAIR!” I say. “You didn’t know, did you? You thought they were empty—” I have to believe he thought they were empty--I HAVE to. If they weren’t empty and he knew they weren’t, he would be—he would be a murderer.
“It was Manslaughter, which means I didn't know they were there, but I still killed them,” he says. “It was the middle of the night. I was casing the joint when Superior caught me getting a bit too close. I should have run, but there was only one of him. If I came back later, I was sure I'd be facing the entire Hall. I thought I had a chance, even if he was Superior. I was wrong.”
“Why were you fighting with Superior?” I ask. “Weren’t you Grandma’s nemesis?”
“Sure, your grandma and I fought a lot, but this wasn't a typical job--I was planning on breaking into a government building,” he admits with a shake of his head. “Superior had ties with the government back in the day and even if he hadn’t… I was the first person tossed into the Cape Cells.” He shrugs and runs a hand over his face. “Now isn’t the time to dredge up old problems, Keliah,” he says, looking at me.
“Now is the only time we’ll have!” I say, my hands fisting. How has it gotten to this point? I’ve started to care for him in—in like an hour! I can’t even imagine how hard it must have been for Grandma to lose him! “Did you love Grandma?” I demand. “I want to know—was it like Mom and Vertigo, or was it—was it like America’s Son and Star Spangled?”
“America’s Son and Star Spangled?” he asks.
“They—they’re married and have two sons,” I say, wiping at a tear that’s threatening to fall.
“I could lie to you really easily right now,” he points out.
“You won’t,” I say.
“What do you want to hear?”
“The truth, duh!”
“The truth is that I have a tiny window of time before they capture Deathblow and go for the next most powerful cape,” he says. “That’s me, at least it is unless Mimic finds a powerful one early,” he admits. “Honestly, power-wise I might be number one, but D.B. has no self control. If I keep my head down there's a chance I'll be ignored for a bit, but I can’t swear to it. There were only seven of us in the cells, and the girl stayed behind.”
“The girl?”
“The new one—I never met her face to face before the escape, but you’d be surprised how robots gossip,” he says. “I think all those years with Technico in the building had something to do with it. Enough talking,” he says, turning and looking around. “Let’s get started with your training.” He never answered my question. Instead he holds out one hand, offering it to me. I stare at the hand—the same hand that blew up a tree. He watches me, and I realize that this is a test. If I don’t take the hand offered, what will he do?
I look at the tree chunks scattering the ground. He could easily kill me, and we both know it. I might have broken Jennifer’s nose, but I’m nowhere near this man’s league—he survived a fight with SUPERIOR. That’s got to place him in the A-class range, at least! And he kidnapped me!
“Afraid?” he asks.
“Absolutely not!” I say, grabbing the hand. For a second it feels too warm to hold onto, but I wave it off as my imagination. “What are we going to do?” I ask him.
“We’re going to get you closer to the sky,” he says with a grin. With a flick of his wrist he tosses me into the air, catching one foot in his hand. “You ready?” he asks as I wobble and try to catch my balance.
“Ready for what?” I ask, slightly terrified.
“To fly,” he says, sending me flying straight up. I scream, waving my arms and closing my eyes tightly. I didn’t see that coming! I plummet to the ground, only to blink as strong arms catch me. “Eyes open, fledgling,” he says as I dare to look up.
“What am I supposed to do?” I ask.
“You’re supposed to keep your eyes open,” he says dryly. He tosses me again, high above the trees. I look around in wonder before I start to fall. “Try staying upright!” he calls as I fall. I twist, landing on a foot in his hand. “Good,” he says. “This time shove off when I throw you, you want to get higher with each toss, got it?”
“Yeah!” I say, grinning from ear to ear. “This is AWESOME! Let’s do it again!”
“That’s what I thought you’d say,” he says. “You were born to fly, sweetheart, just like your Grandma.” He throws me again and I spread my arms as I reach the sky, imagining having wings like Mom. I can’t wait to fly on my own! “Now spread your wings!” he yells with a laugh.
I spread my arms out, just picturing the wings I’ll have one day. For a second I can pretend I almost feel them. I was born to fly.
 
***
 
She feels a little like a voyeur, Angela thinks as she sits in a tree a quarter mile away from the pair. She should break it up, she should send Austin back to the Cape Cells—but she can’t. The very idea of stopping this family moment makes her sick to her stomach. They’ve never met, never even knew the other existed, and yet—and yet here they are, clearly infatuated with one another. She’d lied to Nicolas. If Mastermental came, she’d probably lie to him. That’s one thing—lying to her daughter is another. She knows that Melissa has only fear for her father, since she’s never met him. All she knows is the information the Hall has.
All these years and Angela has never told her everything. How they were married on a tiny island like this one, and drank cheap beer as they tattooed one another’s ring fingers that night. How he’d built her a tree house just because she couldn’t handle living on the ground. How often she’d dreamed of him helping her raise their child. It’s so easy to picture a younger Melissa jumping into the air like Keliah is now. Keliah looks almost exactly like her mother had at that age.
“You moron,” she whispers, glaring angrily at him, now. All these years—and as soon as he was caught, it would be longer. The buildings he’d blown up? Not just ordinary buildings, oh no. He had to go in and destroy government buildings! She had TRIED to stop him—
She takes a shuddering breath as the memories race back. Her hand tightens into a fist and she wipes the tears away before they can fall. There has to be some way… isn’t almost thirty-eight years long enough? Isn’t it?
 
***
 
*Kansas City*
 
“Here’s the list of escaped capes,” Nico says, standing in front of the small group of heroes. They’re in the Central Hall’s meeting room. There’s a half circle table in front of him, with either the Hall Leaders themselves or a holo-screen so they can watch. “You all know that already, of course, but none of you were stuck in the same prison as they were. In order of most dangerous to least, we’ll start with Deathblow.” He glances over to Rocco and Shadowman, who are sitting in the chairs behind the Hall Leaders. “You two, especially, need to pay attention,” he says.
“Got it,” Rocco says. Shadowman just waves, motioning for him to get on with it.
“Deathblow is a cape killer. Justin’s dad died during his capture, but Deathblow took down five solid B-class capes before that. He enjoys killing his own kind—he brags about it. He is NOT someone I’ll be sending you after, Rocco,” he says. “Shadowman, he’s all yours. Start by finding him. He’s traditionally a West Coast cape, and there’s a good chance he’ll head back that way. He won’t be hiding. Our goal is to find him and take him down as quickly as possible. If he resists, I suggest we take him out. Now that we have Star Born’s power stripping serum, that’s a definite option.”
“How are the Cape Cells coming, son?” Century asks.
“I’ve got the crew that built Cape High working on it,” Nico says. “We should have it back up and running by the end of next week.”
“I would like to add some information about Deathblow,” Negatia says from one of the holo-screens. “He has no family that we know of, he was an orphan. He came into his powers unexpectedly, and the norms raising him didn’t know how to handle it. He has also had a sadistic nature since childhood—tormenting small animals, bullying weaker kids. Things rapidly spiraled out of control, resulting in him killing several norms before fighting and killing his first cape. Apparently that became a sick obsession. I really doubt he’ll wait to get to my branch before starting up again.”
“Very likely,” Nico admits. “Mastermental?”
“My best are on it,” Mastermental says. “Our S-class capes are on patrol twenty-four-seven.”
“Can he take down an S-class?” Marigold asks.
“Not likely,” Nico says. “Next on the list is Mimic—”
“I disagree,” Mastermental says. “Next would be Bombastic. Truthfully, if it weren’t for Deathblow’s personality, Bombastic would be first. He’s a very high A-class.”
“No, I would be,” Nico says. “Let’s all be honest, here. If we’re talking purely power, I should have never been let out. Boombastic isn’t a threat—he’s just a man that made a… huge mistake in the past.”
“I thought his name was Bombastic,” Isotonic says.
“It’s an inside joke, sorry,” Nico says. “Look, if it was up to me, we’d let the guy go.”
The Hall Leaders stare at him, as if he’s suddenly going rogue. Century and Mastermental glance at each other before Century speaks. “Son, he took out two government buildings. It resulted in the death of a two norms and the hospitalization of five. Not to mention he’s a jail-breaker—that in itself is something that doesn’t lend to letting him off the hook.”
“Then…” Nico says, his mind rushing, “give him to me.”
They start to laugh at the idea, only to stop as he just stares at them grimly. “Don’t you think you have enough on your plate, Technico?” Isotonic says finally. “With the school and the sister schools being built soon—”
“I’ll make him a teacher,” Nico says.
“ABSOLUTELY NOT,” the Hall Leaders shout. Even Mastermental says it, although not as loudly as the others.
“Our children are in that school,” Isotonic says. “Having a norm ex-con is one thing—even our most vulnerable children could deal with him if needed—”
“The kids are really fond of Tony,” Nico points out. “He’s one of their favorite staff members.”
“Regardless!” Negatia says sharply. “I will not expose Justin to a Cape Cells criminal—” she stops as he just raises an eyebrow at her, “that hasn’t been released officially by us, on good behavior,” she finishes.
“He’s BEEN behaving for almost forty years!” Nico says, his temper flaring. “I should have honestly said this earlier, but it slipped my mind with all the crap that’s been going on since I got out. Boombastic made a mistake, but he had a legitimate reason. He was fighting SUPERIOR. How was he to know there’d be norms in the building that late at night?”
“All buildings like that have late-night security.”
“That doesn’t mean HE knew it,” Nico says. He takes a deep breath, letting it out slowly. “If he comes back willingly, will you consider a hearing?” he asks, moving to the table and leaning on it. “If he comes back without a fight—if he comes back after Rocco over there asks him nicely, will you at least consider it?”
“You’re risking the life of my boy,” Century says sharply. “He’s not just Central, you know. I should have a say in who he’s sent after—especially if you plan on sending him alone.”
“I’ll send someone with him, then.”
“Who?” Mastermental asks.
“Me,” he says.
“Won’t that just intimidate Bombastic?” Isotonic asks. “Can he beat you?”
“No, probably not,” Nico says. “It’d be interesting to find out for sure, though.”
“Why don’t I take Skye?” Rocco asks. “She doesn’t look that intimidating, right? But I bet she could win in a fight.”
“Skye and her ladies are busy moving back into her secret base,” Century says.
“Then who should I take?” Rocco asks.
“It’s an island, right?” Nico says. “Take Malina.”
“Malina?” Negatia asks, startled. “You’re not taking Malina to square off against an A-class villain—”
“Surrounded by water? With the two paired together, they would have a decent chance,” Nico says. “But I’m waging my bet on them not having to even fight. We’ll send an adult with them, but one that only interferes if it gets too dangerous.”
“What adult?” Mastermental asks.
“How about Falconess?” Nico says. Mastermental looks at him sharply, but Nico just smiles a little. “You’ve already said that our S-class are busy. How about this—we send them in, Falconess watches from a distance, and I keep my teleporting watch at the ready. If things get too violent, I’ll step in and take over. I’ll also throw him into the Cape Cells, myself.”
“I’ll agree to that,” Century says.
“I won’t!” Negatia says. “Let’s be blunt here, people, he’s sending in two barely trained children to face off against a dangerous criminal!”
“You’re aiming for Malina, aren’t you,” Nico says. “You think she’s amazing and a crowd-pleaser, and she is, I’ll be the first to admit it, but you’re underestimating her. Malina is well on her way to becoming a Specialized A-class, possibly even a Specialized S-class with time. If you can’t put faith in her for this mission, how will you ever trust her for your team? She’s only two years from graduation.”
“But she IS two years from graduation,” Negatia says. “She is still a—a young adult, and this isn’t some silly story where throwing teenagers at the end of the world always works out!”
“Of course it’s not,” Nico says, “but what do you think she’ll say if she finds out you didn’t even trust her to try?”
“Nico, you were the one that said the escaped convicts would be the biggest problem,” Mastermental says, “and while I understand the necessity of sending Rocco to find them, I’m not sure we should let our students actually confront them. You, of all people, should know how important your students are to all of us. They are our future.”
“Why don’t I just take a power blocker gun with me?” Rocco offers. “I mean, it’d be easier all around—”
“He’s faster than you are,” Nico says, “even with your shadow walking. We’ll send Falconess as a distraction—”
“Wait,” Negatia says, her eyes glowing slightly. “This changes things. With a power blocking gun I’ll let you take Malina, as well—and insist that we send West HTV drones to cover the situation.”
“You realize that you’re going to have to talk to her about joining your hall before I give you special privileges, don’t you?” Nico says. “Since she’s Central at the moment, Central HTV will get to send the drones.”
“As long as we can play it on ours, as well, I’ll agree to that,” Negatia says.
“Agreed,” Nico says. “And we all know what Mimic can do, so we’ll move on to—”
“What about Star Born?” Isotonic asks. “How are you going to deal with her?”
“Surprisingly,” Mastermental says, “she’s chosen to move back into the Cape Cells when they’re finished. At the moment she’s staying in one of the cells at Central Hall. We’ve provided her with a new computer,” he adds. “Honestly, as long as she’s got her work, food, water, and other necessities, she’s happy.”
“So basically we’re just supporting her as she does what she really wants to do,” Isotonic says, a strange expression on his face.
“Exactly, and that’s why she was the one that didn’t run when she got the chance.”
“Why do I feel faintly used right now?” Isotonic asks.
“Because you are,” Nico says bluntly. “I can’t say anything—I did the same when I was in there. Now, on to the final three. Atlanti, Badmoon, and Massteria.” Three images pop up as holograms. “Atlanti will be heading for water—mermaid types usually do.”
“You’ve got a mermaid locked up?” Rocco demands, looking startled.
“Get the Disney image out of your head right now, kid, because Atlanti would beat you with a trout if she knew,” Shadowman says. “Besides, she’s more of an octopus type than a mermaid.”
“Why am I not surprised that you know her?” Nico asks. “Atlanti is very big on saving the creatures of the ocean—so she threw a few dozen whale hunter ships onto land, destroying several buildings and injuring norms,” he finishes dryly. “Had she gone through the proper channels, she could have done a lot of good—but her temper tends to get the best of her. We might send Malina out to find her, as well, if this trip goes well.”
“Badmoon is a wolf shape shifter with the ability to control creatures en mass,” Mastermental says, “not just wolves. He’s caused several towns to be evacuated when their pets started roaming the streets in pack form. He’s especially dangerous when near zoos. He has this habit of letting all of the animals loose.”
“We had a bit of trouble getting that group of monkeys off of that tower, didn’t we?” Century says mildly.
“They kept throwing… things,” Isotonic agrees.
“That sounds really smelly,” Rocco says, making a face. “Shadowman can find him.”
“Only if you take Atlanti,” Shadowman says.
“What does Massteria do?” Rocco asks.
“Confusion inducement,” Nico says. “He’s a psychic that likes to spread confusion and fear. Too many horror movies as a kid, I think. Now I’m not saying these guys aren’t dangerous—they are. But our first goal should be getting Deathblow out of the picture before they have enough time. With a bit of effort Massteria can cause an entire city to go into riots and panic mode. That’s how he got tossed into the Cape Cells in the first place.”
“Wouldn’t Massteria be the most dangerous, then?” Marigold asks.
“It takes him time to set up,” Mastermental explains. “With large groups you have to slowly spread out. We’re counting on that fact to give us time to catch the killer types first.”
“Since there are six of them and five branches, we should all start doing what we can to find them,” Century says. “There’s no logic in all of us focusing on ONE when we have a decent sized group of capes.”
“I agree,” Mastermental says. “But we’ll allow you to try and talk Bombastic into returning, Nico. That shouldn’t take long.”
“We can look, but it seems to me you have an unfair advantage with your finders,” Marigold says.
“That’s why I’ve brought Rocco here,” Nico says with an evil little grin. “He’s looking to branch out, so to say.”
“I want to go anywhere I want without having to fill out paperwork,” Rocco says, hopping to his feet. “So let’s talk sponsorships!”
“And what about Shadowman?” Isotonic asks.
“He’ll be doing this for anyone that needs him, to try and keep out of the Cape Cells,” Nico says. “Consider this his parole.”
 
***
 
It’s not on the news. That fact irritates him. Deathblow scowls at the television at Best Buy, wondering if he can get someone to change the channel. Maybe it’s on their HTV—but do norms even get to see that channel? He doesn’t know, he never paid attention before he was thrown into the slammer. He didn’t pay attention to a lot of things, actually. Now, though, he’s had years to think about what he would do if he ever got out.
There’s something he promised himself he would do before going out and rampaging through the world like he used to. It might take a little while, so he needs to keep his head down—which is hard, he thinks darkly. It’s like he’s been tossed into the biggest candy store in the universe and he’s starving, but he can’t do anything about it. If he starts too soon he’ll never get to the best part before they start hounding him again.
He reaches into the pocket of the coat he stole (which sort of covers his skin-tight uniform), digging out a grubby receipt from McDonald's. There are six names on the list, which he stares at for a long, long moment.
“Can I help you, sir?” a chubby man in a blue shirt asks. “If you’re looking for a television—”
Deathblow turns, looking at him for a long moment. “Do you know where I can find Massteria?” he asks.
“Massteria? I think it’s… you mean the eighties’ movie, right?”
“Not the movie, just Massteria,” he says.
“Is it a video game?”
Deathblow’s hand itches. He clenches it, forcing down his urges, and turns and walks away. He has a list—he has to follow the list—it’s all about the list. After the list he can come back and take care of this guy. His hand tightens on the list for a moment as he walks out of the store. Where would Massteria go, first? Somewhere dark, he decides as he looks at the sky.
Behind him, the man in the blue shirt smiles an unnaturally wide grin before walking out of the store. “Mike?” his boss calls after him. “Mike, it isn’t your break time yet—” his hand falls as his worker just keeps walking, not even responding to his call.
“Boss? The stall in the bathroom is locked,” one of the others say. “We think Mike’s in there.”
“What? But Mike just—” the boss says, looking confusedly at the exit. “What in the hell is going on here?”
Completely oblivious, Deathblow keeps walking, his mind on the problem at hand. Massteria can't fly. In fact, there's nothing impressive about the other man's physical abilities at all. Of the group, Massteria is the least likely to have gotten very far. Deathblow is betting on it.
Deathblow can't fly, right now, either. That would be stupid. Even he's noticed that the major names of the area have set up round-the-clock patrols. At the moment it's the Liberty couple. They've spread out, but he caught a glimpse of Star Spangled just a little while ago. He would LOVE to have a go at her, he admits silently, but he has a more important target. If the fight gets too intense, it could send Massteria running even faster. He doesn't want that to happen.
No, he thinks as he strolls down a random street, trying his best to fit in, he needs to do this logically--methodically. Where would Massteria head? He had never said anything about a base, or even a favorite Hall. Most of his talk had been about stupid horror movies of the past. Deathblow stops as he sees a gas station on the corner. There's one thing that might help. He heads inside, ignoring the strange looks that he gets, and grabs one of the newspapers.
"Hey--hey, you can't just leave with it!" the man at the counter says as he starts out the door. "You have to pay for tha--" Deathblow looks at him for all of a moment before the man swallows loudly. "Um, never mind. Have a nice day," he says as the world seems to hold its breath.
Deathblow heads out, the bell over the door ringing loudly behind him. He walks right past a group of thugs standing near the door, only to stop as he sees one of them staring at him. "You," he says, pointing at him. "Strip."
"You can't just go up to some guy and tell them to strip!" one of the others says. "At least offer to buy him dinner, first!"
The rest of the group starts to laugh, but it's a fake laughter. They move forward, surrounding Deathblow and pulling various weapons out of their pockets. He ignores them. "Give me your pants," he says to the one whose clothes look like they'll fit.
"Who's going to make me?" the guy asks, staring him in the eye. One of the others makes the first move, hitting Deathblow with a metal pipe. The pipe vibrates so hard he drops it, cursing. Deathblow doesn't even budge. There are people all around, most of them pointing little machines at them. Deathblow ignores them.
"He--he's a super," the one that had hit him says, taking a shaky step back before turning and running like a coward. The others in the group look from Deathblow to the guy he's trying to steal from before running away, as well.
"Now," Deathblow says, stepping forward. "Give me your pants."
"Aren't--aren't you supposed to rob people when you AREN'T surrounded by witnesses?" the man asks, swallowing loudly.
"Norms," Deathblow says. "They don't matter--"
"HELP! HELP!" someone starts shouting from the crowd. "STAR SPANGLED! AMERICA'S SON! WE NEED YOUR HELP!"
Deathblow lets out a sharp curse and takes off, running down the street so fast that the dust kicks up. He dives into an abandoned building, and then goes perfectly still, not daring to breathe for a long, long moment. Stupid, he thinks darkly. He's falling into bad habits already. He had JUST sworn to keep from garnering attention!
After a few silent moments pass by he opens the newspaper, searching for the movies. His eyes run over the page until they stop on what he was looking for. Looks like he needs to head downtown, well, after he gets some pants.
 



CHAPTER THREE
*Bombastic’s Isle #2*
 
“Got it?” I look up, pushing my hair out of my face and shaking my head. “You need to focus, Keliah, the fish are stupid but their instincts are right on. Keep calm and still and they’ll forget you’re there, don’t and they won’t.”
We’re fishing! Well, I guess you could call it fishing. I’m in the middle of the stream, trying to catch a fish with my bare hands. Grandpa Bombastic has already caught three of them. I haven’t caught a single thing—except a rock. I don’t think the rock counts. Right about now I should be really irritated, right? But it’s actually pretty nice. It’s beautiful, I’m barefoot, and the cool water feels awesome. It turns out that this is another one of the islands he rebuilt before getting caught. There’s a bunker underground and everything. That’s where we slept last night. I got the top bunk.
The bad part is the food—sure the fruit is great, but all the stuff he had hidden? It’s nasty. Forty years is way too long to be kept in storage. He told me to just eat it, since supers can live through eating anything, but that sentence alone made me nauseous. This morning I stared at the pile of white wrapped items with such disgust that Grandpa had said, “Let’s go fishing.”
That’s how we got here.
I jump as something brushes against my fingers, letting out a tiny squeal before realizing that it had just been a fish. Grandpa starts roaring with laughter, much to my shame. “That—what was THAT? A mouse squeak?”
“I didn’t see it coming!” I protest. “It had some sort of stealth mode!”
“A fish with stealth mode? Not likely,” he says. “You just weren’t paying attention. Go back to it.”
“Aren’t we going to train?”
“This IS training,” he says. “If you’re going to be a Falconess you need to learn to hunt properly,” he says as he starts to clean the fish. “Patience is a big part of your future job. Your Grandma sucked at it.”
“Wh—what?” I ask.
“She got bored,” he says, grinning as he guts a fish. “I used to get calls in the middle of the night, where she’d order me to tell her stories so she didn’t go insane doing her rounds.”
“So she sucked at being a hero at first?” I ask, eager to hear the story.
“To tell the truth, the Falconess were always big on walking the line between good and bad,” he says. “I think they call them ‘Antiheroes’ now? Some of your ancestors were downright villainous in their own right, claiming that the ends justified the means. Your great-grandmother, now I’ve got some stories about her that you can’t hear until you’re eighteen.”
“No way,” I say, falling back into the stream with shock. “Now you HAVE to tell me!”
“No I don’t,” he says. “Let’s just put it this way—your grandma marrying a super villain was practically vanilla in comparison—”
“Marrying?” I say. “You and Grandma were MARRIED?” I jump out of the stream. “Why didn’t you tell me that earlier?”
“I shouldn’t have mentioned that, huh?” he says a bit sheepishly. “I’ve got to practice on keeping things to myself. I seem to have fallen out of the habit—” He stops, going still for a second before turning to look at the forest. “They’ve come,” he says silently, grabbing me and taking to the air. We’re flying at top speed before I can even ask what he’s talking about. I bury my face against his shoulder, trying to breathe.
 
***
 
Rocco pulls back into the Shadowlands, wondering what to say to the woman standing behind him. Getting Falconess to come along had been easy enough, he’d just showed up at Central Hall and she was already ready to go. But telling her that her daughter was with the second most dangerous villain from the Cape Cells? And that he can’t get to them until they’re no longer over the ocean? NOT so easy.
“Is there a problem?” Falconess asks.
“You found him, right?” Malina asks.
“He…” he pauses, frowning as it hits him. “He must have picked up on me, somehow. He ran.”
“He ran,” Malina repeats.
“Yeah, he grabbed—um—well he grabbed something and ran,” Rocco says. “Do super villains usually do that if they’re not my dad?”
“What did he grab?” Falconess asks.
“Um… well… your daughter?” Rocco says hesitantly.
“My what?” Falconess repeats, her expression sharpening dangerously.
“Yeah… um, Keliah IS your daughter, right?”
Falconess shoves past him, only to step further into the Shadowlands. “Don’t just stand there, GET HIM!” she snarls, grabbing him by the shirt.
“I can’t—at least not until they land on ground again,” Rocco says, swallowing loudly.
“Yes you can,” Malina says. “There are plenty of shadows at the bottom of the ocean.”
“But we’ll… drown?” he offers, looking at her as if just realizing. “Okay, let’s go,” he says, not giving her time to respond other than a dry look.
 
***
 
“Grandpa?” I manage to ask as he slows down slightly. “WHO found you? I didn’t hear anything—and I’ve got good hearing!”
“Someone was watching us,” he says, pulling to a stop over the ocean and looking around. “Sorry, sweetheart, I’m a little paranoid now. Maybe it was nothing, but there are capes out there that can do that sort of thing.”
“We just left our fish—it’s probably getting all maggoty even as we speak and all I’ve eaten for the past two days is fruit and strange, out-of-date cardboard,” I say, getting frustrated. “If it WAS a super, why didn’t you just deal with—”
“Do you want me to add cape murder to my list of sins?” he demands. “Do you want to send me to the Cape Cells for the rest of my life? As it is, there’s the tiny hope that someday they might say I did my sentence—that someday I can come here and retire—but that’s stupid,” he says before I can. “I ruined that with my running.” He almost drops me in the ocean as he realizes that. He lets out a curse, hugging me closer for a long moment. “I still won’t do it,” he says finally.
“Do it?”
“I won’t fight,” he says, looking me in the eye. “They’ll take you as a kidnapping victim, it’ll be added to my felonies, but you’ll be taken home and kept safe.”
“No,” I say, only to be surprised when I hear it. “No,” I repeat again. “I won’t let that happen—sure you DID kidnap me, but Grandma would have left me sleeping on the ground and eating bananas all week, so it’s WAY better being kidnapped! At least last night I had an actual bed! So—so if YOU won’t fight, I will!” I declare brashly. “I’ll tell them—I’ll tell them that I kidnapped YOU!”
He stares at me in shock for a long moment. When I glare at him with my fiercest look he starts to laugh. “They’ll never buy it—” he stops, turning as a splash of water hits us both.
“Let go of my daughter,” Mom says, looking soaked but dangerous as her wings come out. Malina is standing behind her with Rocco holding onto her arm. He’s still in the water up to his waist.
“Your—” Grandpa says, looking stunned. I feel his arms tighten around me.
“No!” I say, squirming to try and face Mom. “I kidnapped him!” I declare boldly. “And if you want to get him, you’ll have to go through me!” I hold out my arms at my sides, trying futilely to block him from her. Have I mentioned that he’s over six feet tall? Well, I’m not, I’m like, five foot five. It’s really hard to block someone when they’re a foot taller than you, and a lot broader.
“Don’t lie, Keliah,” Mom says. “He’s a Cape Cells convict.” She waits for me to react, but she can wait all day long as far as I’m concerned. It didn’t shock me the first time, it won’t shock me now.
“I know,” I say. “I broke him out!” I add boldly. “He’s my—my first big caper as a super villain!”
“Keliah,” Grandpa says, leaning down so he’s next to my ear, “I’m going to drop you, sweetheart. When you hit the water, act like the brainwashing wore off—”
“Do you HAVE brainwashing abilities?” I ask him dryly, not bothering to lower my voice.
“Of—Of course I do,” he says, trying to sound offended. “Every super villain should have brainwashing abilities.”
“Grandpa, forget the brainwashing idea--just fly,” I say, rolling my eyes. He looks at Mom for all of a second before taking off at top speed.
“Grandpa?” I hear Malina repeat from behind us, and then we’re too far away to hear anything.
“This isn’t good,” he says, holding me like a princess as he rushes over several islands. “My two days' estimate was too generous—how did they find us, though? We destroyed your phone, we don’t have anything Technico could track—”
“That was Rocco,” I say against his chest. “I think Rocco doesn’t need anything to find someone.”
“And how did they come up from the ocean? A Falconess isn’t a water type super—”
“Malina is,” I say. “The little person that was standing on the water—she’s a water manipulator.”
“And what is Rocco?”
“A shadow walker,” I say, not even blinking as he lets out a swearword. “Exactly,” I agree. “But—but it’s too early,” I say, listening to his heartbeat. “I didn’t—I haven’t gotten to know you well enough yet.”
“Maybe that’s for the best, princess,” he says, the wind tugging the words away as soon as he says them. “We should stop.”
“What?” I ask as he lands on an island. “We can’t stop now—they’ll catch up to us!”
“That’s what I expect,” he says, putting me down and touching my chin. “I want you to grow up, Keliah, and become a great woman like your grandma and your mom are. But don’t just pick some random guy to provide the next Falconess. Fall in love. Tattoo your wedding rings under a gigantic moon. Live, little one, live for me.”
He takes to the air, turning in the direction we’d just left, and waiting.
Nothing happens.
“You know… that would have been a lot more dramatic if they actually followed us,” I point out after some ten minutes of waiting.
“It really would have,” he agrees.
 
***
 
*Back with Rocco’s Group*
 
“Mom?” Falconess says to the woman blocking their way. “What are you doing? He just KIDNAPPED KELIAH!” she snarls, her hands fisting tightly.
“He’s your father,” Angela says. She’d had to step in—they were going to catch him far too soon. “Just give him a few days, Missy, please,” she pleads. “He hasn’t hurt her.”
“You KNEW he had her?” Falconess asks, pulling back in shock. The betrayal is stunning. “Why didn’t you take her from him?”
“For thirty-eight years he’s been stuck in a small room, unable to speak to anyone that—that he loves, or that loves him,” Angela says. “Even in the norm system they get visits from their families. This is too much.”
“It’s how the system works,” Falconess says. “We can’t—”
“The system is wrong,” Angela says. “I’ve stayed silent too long. The system is wrong and this is our opportunity to prove it—”
“No,” Malina says. Everyone turns and looks at her. “Maybe it’s wrong for Bombastic, but it’s not wrong in other cases. Justin’s father was killed by Deathblow. He doesn’t deserve to be—”
“Justin’s dad wasn’t the only one,” Rocco says. “The others—I heard about all of them. Maybe the mermaid should be given a chance, except she hurt a lot of buildings and people, too. But Deathblow killed six supers and who knows how many norms. Honestly, he makes my dad look like a Boy Scout,” he says darkly, “and Shadowman’s a kidnapping mercenary for hire. Can we at least move to land for this conversation? I can’t fly and it’s a bit awkward hanging onto Malina like this. No offense, it’s not that I don’t like you—” he says quickly as she looks at him. “It’s just… awkward.”
Falconess goes down, picking him up like he weighs nothing. “And this isn’t awkward at all,” he says with a hint of sarcasm. Angela scoops up Malina and they take off, heading for the nearest island. “But we shouldn’t have let him run,” he goes on a bit blithely. “Nico got the council to promise to give him a hearing if he came willingly.”
“WHAT!?” Angela demands in shock.
“Yeah, if he came after I asked him they would be open to a hearing—he could have gotten out. But… technically I haven’t asked him,” Rocco says thoughtfully. “So there’s still a chance, right? Him running isn’t the same thing as fighting.”
“But he did have Keliah with him,” Malina points out. “Won’t that add to the problem?”
“We’ll go after him,” Angela says. “I’ll talk to him; he’ll understand—”
“I’m pretty sure that it has to be me,” Rocco says. “I mean, no offense, um, Mrs. Falconess, but Nico said if he agreed to come in when I asked him, he’d at least get a hearing. I think he likes the guy, which honestly made it easier on me, since I have to hunt him down—except all of this is being recorded,” he adds, pointing to a drone.
Both Falconesses turn and look at the drone with dawning horror.
“So the entire Central Hall is watching this?” Melissa asks slowly.
“Them, yeah, and all of West, too,” Rocco says. “Negatia wants to see how Malina handles it.”
Angela lets out a curse that definitely deserves to be bleeped out.
 
***
 
The theater is empty--well, almost empty. Sure it's a horror movie marathon, but it's the middle of the day and the middle of the week--plus, a lot of these movies are so old that you can watch them on TV. In fact, the theater had almost thought of cancelling it until the strange little man showed up and said he wanted a ticket. The poor lady at the counter had sold it to him, wondering if this was the kind of guy that had large holes dug in his basement and an endless supply of lotion. It was no wonder he got his ticket without paying for it. In fact, they'd even given him a complimentary bucket of popcorn, just hoping he didn't go crazy and kill them all, or something. That skin tight uniform and the crazy, glowing eyes all shouted that he was a super. Who knew what kind of powers he had?
So now here he is, sitting in a dark theater, watching TERROR II and munching on popcorn happily. As far as scary movies go, this isn't that impressive, he admits, but it's better than that fifties' crap that he'd had to watch in the Cells.
The door of the theater opens, but he ignores it, figuring it to be one of the people working there. He doesn't pay any attention at all as the person walks into the theater. In fact, he only gets irritated when the large man sits directly in front of him, blocking the screen.
"You're blocking my view," he says, leaning forward and starting to focus his ability. At least he does until the man turns and looks at him.
"Hello, Massteria," Deathblow says, "fancy meeting you here."
Massteria swallows, almost choking on a piece of popcorn. "Dea--"
"You have to know why I'm here," Deathblow says.
"No--no I don't," Massteria says. "We finished our business when we got out--"
"You're at the top of my 'most annoying' list," Deathblow interrupts him. "And we all know what that means."
"What, no Christmas card?" Massteria asks, trying, and for the first time in a long while, failing to put a sarcastic tone to the smart alec comment.
"I'm going to kill you, first," Deathblow says with a predatory smile. "So how would you like it. Slow, or fast? I was thinking I'd pull your head off--"
"Who's second on the list?" Massteria asks.
"What?"
"Who's second?" Massteria asks. "I might be able to give you a hand--the others won't be as easy to find as I am, you know. With two of us working together we'll be able to hunt them down--"
"What part of 'most annoying' do you not understand?" Deathblow asks.
"Why isn't Boombastic first? He's really annoying, if you ask me. He tried to stop you from killing that guard, right?" Massteria asks.
Deathblow goes silent, frowning as if he only just now remembered that. "I'm listening," he says after a moment. "But if you don't know anything, you're dead," he says.
"I know more than you do," Massteria says. "I was already a working villain when he was caught, remember?"
Deathblow stares at him for a moment and Massteria's gaze travels to the large hand on the armrest of the chair. It's gripping the top of the seat so tightly that the tough plastic shatters under his fingertips. "I know where he called his home base," Massteria says, only half lying. "If he's going anywhere, it'll be there."
"If you're lying, I kill you," Deathblow says.
"That seems fair," Massteria says, his sarcasm rising again.
"I thought so," Deathblow agrees. "Now let's go find Boombastic."
“And what about Mimic?” Massteria asks as they head out of the theater.
“Mimic? He’s long gone by now,” Deathblow says. “I’ll go after him after I kill you.” He walks right past a pimple faced teen sweeping the floor.
“Come back soon,” the teen says, grinning a bit too widely. They ignore him completely.
 
***
 
“Keep that new drone on Bombastic—the one Nico added a cloaking device to,” Andre says, watching over one of his operator’s shoulder. “I want to see what happens—and if I want to see, everyone else does, too.”
“Yes sir,” the drone operator says, following the escaped convict from a distance. At any moment Bombastic might notice, so he needs to get as much good footage as he can. “Sir, he has a child with him—should we be sending someone in?”
Andre watches the pair for a moment, frowning. “Get Nico on the phone and send over the coordinates. It’s the best thing we can do at the moment.”
“Yes sir,” one says.
 
***
 
“We’ll go even further!” I declare. “We’ll head for Antarctica and live with the penguins and then they’ll never… find us…” I slow down because even I know that’s stupid. We’re sitting on the beach, and I’m pretty sure he’s just waiting for Rocco to show up again. “You can beat Rocco without killing him, you know,” I say.
“How old is he?”
“Really old, like, I think he’s almost old enough to graduate. I shouldn’t even be in the same classes as him, you know? But they haven’t sorted us out by years yet. I think they plan to, though…”
“Almost old enough to graduate high school is really old to you, huh?” he asks me.
“Well he’s older than me,” I mutter, pouting slightly.
“But to me, he’s just a kid,” he says, getting to his feet. “I’m hungry. Are you hungry?”
“Yeah,” I say. “Grandpa, are we just going to wait until they come and find us again?”
He hesitates for a moment and I can literally see him thinking. “Well… we might as well continue your training if they’re going to take their time about it,” he says. “So come on, I’m going to throw you up a tree for some bananas.”
“Is this all we’re going to do?” I ask.
“What?”
“We might… we might never see each other ever again, and all you want to do is eat bananas and wait for them to capture you? My training isn’t that important, it’ll happen sooner or later—what do you want to do, Grandpa? What have you been dreaming of doing while you were in there? Well, you know, other than revenge and destruction.”
He looks at me for a moment. “I… could really go for a cheeseburger,” he admits finally. “Maybe go see a movie in the theater for once. Sure Technico set a few of us up with television after he got out, but you can’t beat the feeling of seeing a movie in a theater,” he says, smiling slightly.
“Then let’s do it,” I say. “We’ll have to get some sort of disguise, but I bet they won’t notice! And some money,” I add, frowning. Even if I did have my phone I couldn’t have paid for all of it—they would have noticed. So we’ll need cash to do it. “Where are the best burgers?” I ask.
“Back on the mainland,” he says.
“Then… we’re going to have to be careful,” I say. “Which Hall Leader hates you least?”
He chokes for a second before letting out a laugh. “What a thing to ask,” he says. “Mastermental’s done a few mental evaluations on me. He doesn’t seem to hate me that much.”
“If he’s done that, why hasn’t he let you out?” I demand.
“Because I’m still a dangerous cape, sweetheart,” he says, looking me in the eyes. For a second I feel a chill run down my spine.
“Nico’s a dangerous cape!” I protest. “They let him out!”
“He’s your principal now, right? But it’s a Hall controlled school, and he’s guarded by an entire staff of powerful capes, isn’t he? They couldn’t guard him with machines in the Cape Cells, anyway,” he says. “But enough of that—let’s go break into the states.”
I grin at him, knowing that this is stupid and not caring. If he plans on getting caught and thrown back into the Cape Cells anyway, why not let him enjoy the little time he has? I hold up my arms, feeling like a child, and he grabs me, taking to the air. I can’t help but let out a laugh as we race through the sky. “I can’t WAIT to fly,” I tell him, since he’s not going as fast as he had before. I can breathe this time. “I’m going to tour the world!” I decide.
“You do that, sweetie,” he says. “Travel the world, see everything you can, and then write me about it. Maybe they’ll let me read them when I’m too old to fly, myself.”
My happy mood is gone that easily, I think as I look at him. I cuddle closer, leaning my head against his chest and feeling helpless. “That’ll be too long,” I say quietly.
“It’ll be fine,” he says. “It’s how it goes.” I see the shores of America in the distance and suddenly realize that it’s the middle of the morning. Anyone could see us coming.
“How are we going to get there without being noticed, Grandpa?” I ask. “I mean, us flying in is definitely going to attract some talk.”
“How good are you at swimming?” Grandpa asks.
“I’m um, not that great,” I admit. “I mean, we live in Missouri, it’s not like we do much other than go to the pool once in a while.”
“Then we’ll find an empty beach before getting close enough that the norms might be able to see us,” he says, changing direction and going higher. We scan the beaches for a while before finding an empty, rather ugly spot down south. He goes in low, landing in the water several miles out. “Okay, Keliah, we’re going to swim in, but I’m with you, got it?” he says as I grab onto him.
“I got it,” I say. I start swimming, heading for the beach. This is actually pretty cool, I realize after a bit. Once I learn to fly, I’m totally going to hit the beaches more often! But the water is freezing. I’m shivering by the time we get to the beach and my teeth are clattering uncontrollably.
Grandpa lets out a curse as he realizes it, picking me up and running onto the land. “I completely forgot it was winter,” he says, hugging me tightly. He’s as warm as a fire, practically. He puts me down and races off, collecting twigs and wood. Soon he’s got a small fire pit set up. He grabs one of the twigs and it lights up with a tiny FWUMP! He shoves it into the stack of wood and sits down next to me. I grab his arm and wrap it around me, much to his surprise.
“You’re warm,” I say, blushing slightly. “And I want to see your tattoo,” I add, bringing his hand up and looking at the golden pair of wings wrapped around the base of his ring finger. “Does Grandma’s ring look like this?” I ask him.
“She’s got fireworks,” he says, looking at his hand, as well. “Or she did. I wouldn’t blame her if she got it removed.”
“I don’t know,” I admit. “I don’t see Grandma all that often, and I’ve never looked at her ring finger.”
“That’s a shame,” he says. “You’re a lot like her.”
“I’m not,” I say. “Grandpa—I’m not who you think I am,” I declare, dreading his reaction. “I’m not a good girl—I’m not a picture perfect super hero, either. I don’t even WANT to be Falconess. I want to be a super villain! I want to—” He’s just looking at me. Shouldn’t he be shocked by this point? For that matter, why is no one EVER shocked when I tell them this? Even my own mother had just groaned like I gave her a headache! “You’re supposed to be shocked now,” I point out.
“Nah,” he says. “I bet your mom went through the same thing. You’ve got super villainy in the blood, sweetheart,” he teases, grinning at me. “And I can’t swear that all of it comes from me, either. I did tell you that Falconesses were anti-heroes, didn’t I?”
“But—but Mom’s a member of Central Hall! You don’t get more heroic than that!”
“You dry, yet?” he asks instead of arguing with me.
“Um, yeah, I guess I am,” I say, looking down at my still damp pants. “Should we get going?”
“Yeah,” he says. “I’m going to need some sunglasses,” he adds, looking inland. “Let’s go find a cheap souvenir joint.”
“We need money, first!” I say.
“You said you wanted to be a super villain, right? Well, consider this your first job,” he says.
 
***
 
There are super heroes and black suits sitting in the large meeting room of the Central Hall. HTV is playing on the wall, with Nico lounging casually in the air over their heads with his feet crossed at the ankles and a bucket of popcorn on his stomach. “See?” he says to the ones below him. “How can we say a guy that spoils his grandkid—one that he had no clue about—is such a bad guy?”
“Aren’t you at least a little worried about Keliah?” Mega asks. “I admit he’s putting on a good show for the cameras—”
“This is a drone I built for Andre,” Nico says. “No, that’s a lie—I built it for the hell of it and realized I didn’t need it. Andre paid top dollar for it—it’s got a cloaking device.”
“You ripped off science fiction movies again, huh?” Ken asks, smiling slightly. The smile doesn’t change the fact that his eyes are as sharp as a hawk on the screen. “What he said about your evaluation, Double M, is it true?”
“Of course,” Mastermental says. More than half of the Hall is out searching for Deathblow, but Ken and Jeanie just finished their shift. Now Liz and Taurus are out on the job. “Bombastic has several triggers that can set him off, still. I did an evaluation a few years ago to make sure.”
“But everyone has triggers,” Nico says.
“Like Herold was for you?” Mega asks.
“Herold deserved it.”
“Nico handled the Herold situation well,” Mastermental says. “He’s still alive.”
“What are Bombastic’s triggers?” Jeanie asks. “Is Keliah in danger if she says something wrong?”
“I don’t believe so,” Mastermental says.
“They’re similar,” Nico says. “I honestly should have realized it earlier; I just wasn’t thinking about it. We all know how the Falconess line works. They’re practically Amazons. I wouldn’t be surprised if they weren’t secretly cloning themselves.”
“Don’t let Falconess hear you suggest that,” Ken says. “She might get ideas.” He looks at his wife. “That was uncalled for, sweetie,” he says, rubbing his shoulder where she had poked him just hard enough for him to notice.
“Yes, it certainly was,” she says. “Falconess is a very good woman, she just has… relationship difficulties. That’s not uncommon for capes, male or female.”
“Didn’t she used to flirt with you?” Nico asks, just to fan the fires.
“That was a very long time ago, Nico,” Jeanie says, sweetly. “She didn’t realize that Ken and I were together—it wasn’t her fault,” clearly meaning that it was KEN’S fault. Her attention never moves from the screen. “Is there any way we can help him with his temper, Mastermental?” she asks, her heart showing in her tone. “I hate the idea of separating these two. Family is so important.”
The group is silent, even as they watch the two on the screen plot how to steal money. The drone moves a little closer, catching their conversation. It rapidly becomes clear that Bombastic isn’t taking this theft seriously at all, while Keliah looks like she’s about to commit the biggest crime of the century.
“Okay,” Bombastic says, stopping at the corner of the building and crouching down next to his granddaughter. “All you need to do is bump into a man or woman looking at her phone. They aren’t paying any attention at all, so it should be easy.”
“Um, I just grab their wallets?” Keliah asks, watching the people and looking a bit nervous.
“Take whatever cash they have and put the wallet back—you should be fast enough for that,” Bombastic says, a little grin pulling at his lips.
“Right. Um…” she says.
“Or we could just see if one of the stores has a lost and found box,” Bombastic offers as she still hesitates.
“It’s just I TRIED to rob a building once and I got caught—” Keliah says, looking worried. “But Panther is up in Missouri, right? He didn’t move down here—”
“You were caught by Panther?” Bombastic asks.
“He was dressed like a regular hero at the time,” she explains. “I’m going to go to his ‘Super Villain Summer Camp’ this summer!”
“Sounds like fun,” he says. “Now, see that lady there?” he asks, pointing to the woman walking down the street. “Her purse is open and she’s glued to her phone. She’s the perfect target.” Then he gently pushes her out from the safety of the corner. She stands there, looking like a deer caught in the car lights. She stares, awkwardly, as the woman walks right past here, and then she turns on her heel and stiffly walks right back to Bombastic.
“I can’t do it,” she says in a tiny little voice. “What if I get caught and it gets YOU in trouble?”
He smiles, but doesn’t laugh. “Why don’t you go into that building, instead, and ask them if they have a lost and found. We’ll need a pair of sunglasses and a hat, got it?” She nods, looking close to tears at failing.
“She’s adorable,” Jeanie says, clasping her hands. “I’m so proud of her for making the right choice!”
“She wants to be a super villain,” Nico says dryly. “She was well on her way to being a problem child—looks like Boombastic has had a good influence on her.” He touches his earbud and says, “Rocco, hold off on going after Boombastic. Yeah. Tune into HTV, I think Falconess will want to see this.”
“Got it, boss,” Rocco says. They all hear him, even though Nico’s the only one wearing an earbud at the moment.
“Does he really have to call you boss?” Mastermental asks. “Technically he’s a part of my Hall.”
“He’s the one that decided to call me that,” Nico says with a shrug. “And he’s still a Cape High student—you’re the one that put me in charge of them. Until they graduate, they’re mine to deploy.”
“I see.”
They all turn their full attentions to the screen again.
 



CHAPTER FOUR
“Okay, sweetheart,” Grandpa says, slipping the sunglasses on. “Now we pick up enough cash to eat.”
“Are you going to steal it?” I ask. A part of me wants to see a professional super villain at work, another is worried that he might get caught—
“Petty theft is below a professional super villain, and robbing an entire boardwalk draws too much attention,” he says, pushing me forward gently and stepping out behind me. He tosses the baseball cap I found onto the sidewalk and turns to me, bowing extravagantly. I blink, staring at him blankly until he says silently, “This is where you curtsy, or bow, your choice.”
I curtsy as well as I can in a pair of pants and watch as he holds a hand out, still bowed. I grin, realizing what’s going on, and step onto the hand, balancing on the single foot as he lifts me up. The people walking past are starting to notice, which is good.
He raises me up so his arm is at his chest, and I jump straight up. This is exactly what we were doing on the beach, but the norms are stunned. I jump a few times before starting to do tricks. A flip, a pose, it’s almost as good as flying, I think happily as I somersault through the sky. I land head downward, standing on the single hand that lands in his. I twist, shooting a grin at the audience as I wave with my other hand. Change and cash is tossed into the baseball hat and a few phones are recording us. Crap—I should have thought of that, I think as I flip over, landing on the concrete.
“Thank you, thank you,” Grandpa says, bowing to the audience this time and grabbing the baseball hat full of cash. “Time to go,” he tells me, grabbing my hand and walking away. “That should be enough for a couple of burgers.”
“That wasn’t very villainous,” I have to point out as we start into the main town, looking for a fast food joint. “Burger King!” I announce as I see a sign. We go inside, heading for the counter. I can’t believe how much I’m drooling at the thought of fast food. I missed home… well, can’t call it home cooking, now can I? I missed junk food. “We’ve got a problem, though,” I say as we drop down at a table to wait for our food.
“What’s that?” he asks.
“They recorded us on their phones. If they put that up on the Internet, Nico will find us,” I say. I grab the number and head to the front as they call it, grabbing our food. He’s sitting there, frowning at nothing as I come back. “I’m sorry,” I say. “I should have mentioned that earlier.”
“No, it’s fine,” he says. “We can’t change what’s in the past.” We dig into our food, our mouths too full of food to speak for a while. Once I’m full I sit back in the uncomfortable chair and let out a happy sigh.
“We’ll just have to make a run for it,” I decide. “If we keep moving, Rocco and Nico will have a harder time following us!”
“No,” Grandpa says. “We have a date planned. A grandfather/granddaughter date isn’t something I’m going to miss because I’m too worried about being caught. But instead of a movie… let’s go to a theme park,” he decides. “There should be one or two around here, right?”
I hesitate. “There is…” I say slowly.
“And? Do you not like theme parks?” he asks.
“It’s um… it’s a South Branch Hall theme park,” I explain. “Mom took me a few years back, for vacation. There are all these rides based on super heroes. I mean, we’ve got a Central one back home, too. They’re pretty popular.”
“Let’s go,” he says.
“But—”
“It’s the last place they’ll think to look for me,” he says, looking more cheerful by the moment. “And it’ll be a fun way to spend my last day of freedom.”
“How are we going to get there?” I ask.
“We’re going to run. As soon as we can find out where the thing is, that is,” he adds belatedly, looking around. “Where can you get a map?” he asks a random stranger.
“On your phone?” the stranger offers, taken off guard by Grandpa. I mean, I guess he is sort of scary looking. I completely forgot about that fact.
“Can’t have a phone,” Grandpa says. “I need a paper map. You unfold it?” he prompts.
“Then, I don’t know, a gas station?”
“I should have thought of that,” Grandpa says. “Come on, sweetheart, we’re going to a gas station.”
“Thanks, mister,” I call to the stranger, following Grandpa out. “You sort of freaked him out back there,” I have to point out as we start down the street.
“Did I?” he asks.
“Yep. When can I start doing that?”
“Sorry, sugar, but the females of the cape world don’t tend to have that effect,” he says, “well, most of them. I’m sure one or two can properly freak people out,” he corrects himself.
“Like that Tatiana lady, right?”
“Tatiana?” he repeats. “How do you know about Tatiana? She died just a little before they caught me.”
“She didn’t stay dead,” I say. “They brought her to the future and Aubrey brought her back. She and Superior were living at the school for a while. She taught us Russian,” I say.
“Interesting,” he says. “But she’s a perfect example of a woman that could freak people out. I suppose there are a few others, the ones with specialized abilities are at the top of the list. Other than that, well, cape females tend to be too pretty to be scary unless they’re threatening you specifically.”
“That sucks,” I say. “I want to instill fear into people just by walking down the street!” I declare, trying to match steps with him. It’s impossible—for every one step he takes I have to take two or three. When I do try to lengthen my stride I wind up bouncing as I walk. That’s got to look stupid.
“Sorry, baby girl, I don’t foresee that in your future,” he says with a grin. “You will get stares, though. You’re already beautiful, you’re going to be a stunner when you’re full grown.”
I blush, giving him a shy little smile, which just as quickly turns into a frown. “That’s so sexist,” I declare, startling a laugh out of him. “A woman shouldn’t be judged by her face!” I declare, putting my hands on my hips. “She should be judged by her actions first, and abilities second! The face shouldn’t even come into the story!”
“You are definitely a Falconess,” he says. “Although your grandma tended to bait people by dressing like she did and THEN giving that speech,” he adds with a grin.
“There’s nothing wrong with dressing how you like!” I declare.
“Mmmhmm, but if you ever dress like your grandma did I’ll have to ground you,” he says.
I glare at him. “You MARRIED her when she dressed like that.”
“Which is why I understand just how powerful it is!” he teases me. His hand comes up, messing up my hair. “Just make sure people can focus more on your actions and abilities than whatever you wear, sweetheart. High heels look good but it takes a lot of practice before you can fight crime properly in them, or so your Grandma told me. I never tried it.”
“Heels or fighting crime?”
“Either.” He looks up and grabs my arm, pulling me into a shadow, his attention on the sky. I look up, watching as a purple and orange clad superhero flies overhead. We stay there, hidden in the shadows long after he’s gone past. “Voltdrain,” he says, “a very dangerous man to have as an enemy.”
“His daughter goes to school with me,” I say. “I think her name is Jimmi. I’ve never actually talked to her.” Then again, I’ve never actually talked to most of the people at school. I can’t admit that to Grandpa—he’ll realize how unpopular I am.
“Does she have his powers?” he asks, still watching the sky.
“Part of them? I don’t know if she can fly. I think she’s dating Vinny, or at least she’s trying to. I like Vinny’s dad, Tony. He’s our janitor!” I say, thinking of one of the friends I DO have. “He’s a norm, but he’s really smart and nice.”
“Yeah? Do you like that Vinny guy, too?” he asks as we slowly step out into the light again.
“Vinny’s weird,” I say. “I mean, he’s got the ability to light up like a torch, right? But for the most part he’s always reading cooking magazines. He cooks for the dorms—they’ve brought in black suits to do it for him a couple of times, but I think he WANTS to do the cooking. He’s already a working hero and everything, too. It’s stupid, right?”
“Stupid to want to do something outside of being a cape?” Grandpa asks. “Do you really think that?”
“Well… being a super takes a lot of time and effort, right? Shouldn’t you… I don’t know, relax? Cooking for so many people has got to be a lot of hard work, right?”
“Not if you love it,” he says. “Well, no, it’d still be hard work, but if he likes to do it, maybe he’s willing to put the hard work in. I used to mess around with machines all the time when I wasn’t working. I was an inventor.”
“Yeah, but inventing is, like, a big part of being a super villain, right?”
“I wasn’t inventing machines of destruction,” he says, “I was inventing useful things. That boat we sunk? It was supposed to be all-terrain. The military was working on them at the time, too, but I wanted to make my own. I lived on a tiny series of islands that I converted into secret bases. I wanted an easy way to get from one to the other—”
“But you could fly,” I have to point out.
“Sure I could, and so could Angela, but our daughter couldn’t,” he says. “She wouldn’t be able to fly until she was older than you. I had plans,” he says softly. “We were going to have so many kids that we couldn’t carry all of them to the next island.”
“Then… then… you knew you were a dad?” I ask, stunned.
“I knew I was a dad,” he says.
“And you STILL did something to get thrown into the Cape Cells?” I yell. “You—you! You could have had a family! You could have been there when I was born! You could have—you could have—” I take a deep, shuddering breath, wiping angrily at the tears that are falling. “You’re a terrible grandpa!” I declare, storming away. He’s going to follow me, right?
I dare to glance over my shoulder and see him sitting next to the building, his hand on his face. He’s not going to follow me, is he?
Hmph.
 
***
 
Ten minutes. I’ve been pouting, waiting for him to come after me for TEN WHOLE MINUTES and he hasn’t budged. Okay, now I’m mad. Well, I was mad earlier, but now I’m really mad! I storm back, standing over him with my hands on my hips. When he doesn’t even look up I glare at him before sitting down next to him. “I’m not happy with you,” I say.
“Everything,” he whispers. “Everything that could have been—”
“You’re a super,” I say, moving so I’m in his face. “You have lots of time ahead of you! Giving up isn’t going to get anything accomplished, but you have TIME. Grandma’s still single—well, I guess technically she isn’t, but she doesn’t have a boyfriend or anything, not that I know about! Maybe—maybe if you can avoid getting captured you can… I don’t know, get back together? You still love her, right?”
“It’s been half a lifetime,” he says.
“True love lasts forever!” I declare. It startles a laugh out of him. To my surprise he pulls me into a hug, burying his face in my neck. “Hey! I’m mad at you right now!” I say, shoving half-heartedly at him before sighing and hugging him back. “You were supposed to chase after me,” I complain, hating the pout in my voice. “You’re the one that says we only have a couple of days! Stupid arguments need to be wrapped up quickly!”
“You’re right,” he says. “I made a very stupid mistake all those years ago. Will you forgive me?”
“I suppose,” I say, grudgingly. “If I have to.”
“I’m afraid your Grandma won’t be so willing,” he says, sighing heavily. “Do you still want to go to the theme park? It’s winter—are we even sure they’re open?”
“If we can’t run off to Antarctica, why not? And the Hall theme parks are open year-round,” I say, pulling back. “But we need to get a move on it, otherwise we’ll be sleeping in the parking lot.”
“Antarctica is too cold for a little chicklet like you, sweetheart,” he says with a little grin. “You’d freeze to death before you came into your wings.”
“We’ll build an igloo,” I decide.
“You need to finish your schooling and stay with your friends.”
“I don’t—I don’t have any friends and mom is always working,” I say. “Even Grandma practically ignored me when I showed up on the island. Nobody will miss me. Actually, I—I got suspended for punching a girl, so they’ll probably be happy when I don’t come back, and—and—” I take a deep breath, looking away from him. I shouldn’t have said that.
“And?” he prompts.
“Nico… um… he said he would call me once a day and he might…” I feel like an idiot. I mean, even I know he’d be forcing people to talk to me. Well, maybe other than Aubrey, which doesn’t even make sense, because I was the one that had a crush on HER boyfriend—
“He might what?” Grandpa asks.
“He might, um, have some of the other students talk to me,” I say, looking down. “But it’s not like anyone will really want to—except maybe Aubrey, but Aubrey’s way too nice for her own good,” I declare. “I mean, I have—well, had, anyway, a crush on her boyfriend—”
“Did you want to talk to them?” he asks.
I hesitate before saying, “Who needs them? I’m perfectly fine on my own!”
He smiles slightly, pushing some of my hair behind my ear. “You and I are quite the pair, aren’t we?” he says with a hint of amusement. “Come on, let’s get going.”
“To the amusement park?” I ask, getting up.
“Sure, why not? I’ve always wanted to see what kind of ride they’d make out of Century. Did they manage to make it stop time?”
 
***
 
The classroom is completely silent. Blackjack had seen this as the perfect way to get out of teaching and turned HTV on, but his class was over a few hours ago. The television is still on. Every teacher that’s come in since has been given a very calm, yet unyielding expression from the class. It’s followed by a simple sentence from Max, “Sorry, but can we keep watching this? She’s one of ours.”
That he’s even claiming Keliah had most of the class looking at him strange the first time. Now, though, since it’s the third teacher to walk in, they just nod in agreement, turning back to the screen as soon as the teacher nods in return. Banshee is actually sitting in the back, watching along.
“I want to go to her,” Aubrey says abruptly. “Emily, can we go talk to her?”
“No,” Max says, answering for Emily. “Not yet.”
“But you HEARD her, Max! She’s just a little girl that’s been trying to act tough—”
The entire attitude towards Keliah has changed since they started watching. Max can see the rest of the group debating on joining the argument.
“She is tough,” Jennifer says, absently touching her nose.
“Maybe to you, she is,” Trent says, although not unkindly. “And that’s understandable. She promises to be a very strong cape. But right now… well, she’s one of the…” he hesitates, glancing over at Jennifer’s friends, Olivia and Elidee, and then over at Cisco, “she’s one of our… what should we call you guys?”
“Fledglings,” Max says, grinning slightly. “I liked that one.”
“It sounds stupid,” Jack points out bluntly.
“We can’t call Cisco a chick, though, even if he is the right color,” Max says.
“I dunno, he kinda looks like—”
“Jack!” Aubrey says in a scolding tone. “Ignore him, Cisco, he has no filter between his brain and his mouth. Trust me, I’ve checked.”
“Love you, too, Aubrey,” Jack says to his girlfriend, earning a teasing grin.
“Whatever,” Cisco mutters, ducking his head and turning a bit red at the “looks like” burn.
“The fact of the matter is,” Trent says, giving his brother a warning look, “those of you that are just coming into power are the ones we need to protect most. We’ve all been there, so don’t take it personal, fledglings. Soon you’re going to fly, or run, or whatever it is you’re built for. When you get to that stage you’ll get tossed out onto the field like the rest of us, and we’ll expect you to watch out for the next group of fledglings.”
“Because by then we’ll have graduated,” Vinny says, looking up from his magazine, finally, “and taking care of the norms, who are even more delicate than the ‘fledglings.’ This is just as much training as it is taking care of our own.” He hesitates, looking around the room. “Hey, does anyone know where Justin is?”
“He’s skipping class today,” Ace says. “He took one look at the screen and left.”
The older ones in the group go quiet. It’s only Olivia that speaks up. “Does he not like Keliah?”
“No, that’s not why he skipped,” Ace says.
“One of the escaped convicts killed his father,” Morgan says softly, still focused on the screen. “It wasn’t Keliah’s grandpa, but I bet it’s close enough to be a… tender spot for him. He saw his father die on television… sort of like this, I think.” Her hands clench for a moment. “My dad got out and is out there, somewhere, too, isn’t he?”
“Oh.”
“Shouldn’t some of you big names be out there searching for him?” Cisco asks. “Not this guy—I mean, Rocco’s got that handled, but the sooner the others… um, like your dad, are caught, the better, right?”
“They’ve got the S-class's on it,” Trent says, looking tense.
“Mom and Dad can take anyone,” Jack says, looking at his brother. “If anything, I’d feel sorry for the guy if he ran into them. They work as a team.”
“But our mom and dad are out there, too,” Emily says, glancing over at Aubrey. “Dad’s only an A-class. And there are like, four of the bad guys out there somewhere—”
“Dad?” Olivia repeats. “Who’s your dad?”
“She claims Taurus as her dad,” Max says, “since he and Liz are pretty much a thing.”
“Our gym teacher?” she asks Emily.
“I get really good grades in gym!” Emily says shamelessly.
The lunch bell rings, and they all jerk. Max’s eyes glue on Emily, since he can actually SEE that she’s up to some—she turns, looking him in the eye and giving him her sweetest smile right as a brick wall rises up in her mind, shoving him out.
“Ouch,” he says.
“I would appreciate it if you didn’t try to read my girlfriend’s thoughts, Max,” Trent says casually. “At least not without telling me what she’s thinking.”
“Just because we’re dating—”
“And future partners,” Trent adds.
“AND future partners,” Emily adds dryly, “doesn’t mean you have a right to my thoughts. Banshee, permission for Aubrey and me to check on Liz? You know she forgets to eat when she’s been on patrol.”
“Why does Aubrey need to go?” Max asks.
“Because she’s the one that can cook,” Emily says.
Banshee looks at her. “I’ll go with you,” she says finally.
“What? Why?” Emily asks. “We’re just checking on—”
“I might not be a telepath, but I can tell a ploy when I see one. If you’re going to hop across the country you’re taking someone that can deal with unexpected problems. Aubrey is extremely powerful, yes, but not in a way that would help.”
“I can go,” Trent and Max both say. “Or we both can go,” Max says as they look at each other. Arguing over this will take too long.
“Fine,” Banshee says. “Emily, Trent and Max—”
“But I was hoping—” Aubrey says.
“Emily, can you take three other people?” Banshee asks.
“If there’s time before coming back, I suppose,” Emily says reluctantly.
“I want to go, too!” Carla says, waving a hand. “She’s part of my team!”
“I don’t think I can take more than three without getting really tired, Carla—especially if one’s Trent,” Emily admits. “He’s a big guy.”
“Oh… well at least tell her hi for me, okay?”
“Why are they allowed to go?” Olivia asks. “Shouldn’t they be here where it’s safe, too? This isn’t like one of their shows—”
Both males look at her. “We’re not just for show,” Max says. “We’re working capes now, fledgling. And I qualify as an M-class, now.”
“What’s an M-class?” half the class asks.
“Mastermental,” Max says cheerfully. “He has his very own class.”
“That’s such a lie, man,” Freddy says.
“No, actually, it’s true,” Banshee says. “Mastermental is on level with an S-class, but since it’s only because of his psychic powers that he is, they just gave him his own class. You are close, but honestly I’m not sure you’re M-class yet, Max,” she goes on, looking at him. “Until you can manipulate items as easily as your father does I believe you qualify as an A-class. You’ll have to ask Nico to be sure, though.”
“I only just upgraded to A-class when I learned to fly,” Trent says sympathetically.
“Both of you will live to see S or M-class, I’m sure,” Banshee says. “It’s just something you’ll have to grow into. But they’re right, Olivia, they are qualified for this sort of work. Now, all four of you, I expect you to be back before classes are over for the day. We’ll be watching you on the screen.”
“Got it,” Emily says. “Um, should we ask Nico?” she adds, a bit hesitantly.
“Don’t draw attention to yourselves,” Nico says over the loud speaker. “Go in, do what you need to do, and then get back here. This is Rocco and Malina’s job.”
“Got it,” Emily says, heading out for the campus exit. She can’t teleport from inside the school.
 
***
 
“So, what's next?” Rocco asks.
“We’re going to the theme park,” Falconess says. “And you’re the quick and easy way to get there.”
“Are you sure you should?” Malina asks, looking worried. “I mean, things are going well, right?”
“Everyone is just assuming that he’s going to stay calm,” Falconess says. “That’s how he convinced Mom, back in the day. But the next thing she knew he was blowing up buildings and—”
“In his defense, he was up against Superior, right?” Rocco says. “I’ve seen Tatiana fight, it’s not an easy thing to go up against one of them. You probably have to throw everything you’ve got and hope it causes enough dust for you to get away.”
“Are you a villain or a hero, Rocco?” Falconess asks him.
“Villain,” he says. “I’ve got the papers to prove it, too. I’m not saying I agree with blowing up buildings, but I still hold to what Zoe said—you use the powers you’ve got. Maybe he just felt really out of his depth at the time and was doing the only thing he COULD do. I know I would, if I was fighting an S-class cape.”
“But you’re missing one fact,” Falconess says. “He didn’t HAVE to fight him. He could have just given in, held up his hands and let Superior bust him! If he had, he wouldn’t have—he wouldn’t have spent all of my life and most of his granddaughter’s life in a cell, unable to talk to anyone in his family.”
“True,” Rocco says. “But everyone screws up. Look, you can either hold it against him for the rest of his life, or you can forgive him. Personally, I don’t know Keliah all that well, but it looks like she’s made her decision.”
“Nobody knows Keliah all that well,” Malina admits.
Falconess sighs. “What should we do, Mom?” she asks her mom, looking over.
“He’s doing so well,” Angela says, still looking at the screen. “Let’s… let’s just watch and see,” she says. “I don’t want to make it look like we’re trying to cheat to get him on parole.”
“We should do it from somewhere closer,” Falconess says, reaching out and grabbing Rocco’s shirt before he can go anywhere. “You’re staying right where you are, Rocco,” she tells him. “We might need you.”
Rocco lets out a sigh. “I’m never going to get my homework done,” he mutters.
“Oh, sure you can,” Malina says. “It’s built into your com-bracelet.”
“Really?”
“Zoe insisted.”
“But first, take us to Texas,” Falconess says. “We can watch from the South Branch.”
Rocco nods and holds out a hand. “Fine, I might as well check in, anyway,” he says as they form a chain. He pulls them through the Shadowlands, leading them through the stinking wasteland and stepping out of the shadows behind the South Branch Hall. There are guards in black suits and cowboy boots standing there. Before they can say anything several guns are aimed at them.
“We come in peace?” Rocco says, holding up both hands. “Besides, I’m an unofficial official member. Since when did Halls decide to have guards on the outside of the building?”
“Since Mimic got out,” one of the black suits says, stepping forward with a machine in his hand. He scans each of them before checking the machine and nodding. “They’re clear. Now you can tell us your purpose for being here.”
“Well, this is Falconess and, uh, Falconess Sr.,” Rocco says, nodding to the women behind him. “And this is Malina, AKA Raindrop. I’m Nightstep—and you don’t particularly care, do you?” he says as they just stare at him blandly. “Are you really all military veterans?” he asks curiously.
“The vast majority, yes,” the spokesman of the group agrees. “But that doesn’t answer the quest—” he stops, reaching up and touching an earbud. “Yes, sir. Of course, sir,” he says. “Let them through,” he tells the others, stepping out of the way. “You should be familiar with this system,” the black suit says, only to pixelate and disappear. The others are gone as well, leaving only a small screen for a hand to be placed on.
“They looked real,” Malina says. “Nico’s been here, hasn’t he?”
“Seems like it,” Rocco says, pressing his hand to the screen. It blinks green and the familiar footprints appear in front of him. “This is definitely Nico’s handiwork.”
“This is… amazingly paranoid,” Angela says as Malina shows her how to have her hand scanned. She, unlike the others, has to answer several questions on the screen. Soon enough, though, they’re stepping through a wall that slides open and looking around. The same black suits they saw outside are standing to the side, watching them. Century heads past the guards and straight for Rocco.
“Hello, son,” he says, holding out a hand. The instant Rocco takes it the older man hauls him into a hug, clapping him on the back. “Good to see you, as always. Hello, Malina, Falconess, Falconess,” he says, shaking hands with each of them after letting go of Rocco. “You’ll understand why we left your drones outside, I believe.”
“We might, but HTV won’t be happy,” Rocco says.
“Don’t worry, HTV South will take over for this part of the show,” Century says. “If you’d follow me, we’ll find a nice comfortable room to watch the show from.” He hesitates. “And I will admit to being a bit disappointed that they chose my territory,” he says quietly.
“Why’s that?” Malina asks.
“Well, sugar, they were following our little deadly darlin’s around like puppies,” Century says, a little grin pulling at his lips. “The three make for quite the show.”
“Deadly Darlin’s? So Aunt Skye finally settled on a name?” Rocco asks. “Or is it a different group?”
“No, it’s Skye and the girls. We’re actually planning on releasing it as a Reality TV show once they go public. According to our HTV they should garner a huge audience. But seeing as we have an escaped convict in the area, well, most of the drones have been dedicated to following him, instead. And while the family bonding is nice, and all—”
“You’ve got a thing for my aunt,” Rocco finishes.
“I wouldn’t go that far—” Century protests.
“Everyone heard about the kiss, Century,” Falconess says with amusement. “I’m surprised—she seems a bit young for you.”
“That was just a celebratory action, darlin’,” he says. “Rocco here saved my life. I was enjoying the fact that I AM alive, still.” He leads them into a large den like room with massive couches in front of a large screen. “How did you like the new security system?” he asks.
“I think you’re trying to change the subject,” Angela says, her gaze sharp. “You always did like the sweet and innocent types, Charles.”
“You know each other?” Rocco asks blankly.
“Son, in our business you wind up running into everyone in the game sooner or later,” Century says. “Angela here was a member of the South Branch when I was first starting up—for all of a week or two, at least.”
“I was overseeing a new branch opening,” Angela says. “Now enough talk, turn the television on.”
“Did you ever, um, hit on her?” Rocco asks Century silently, nodding in Angela’s direction.
“Son, does she strike you as the sweet and innocent type?” Century says, not bothering to be silent.
“I think you’re both very sweet,” Malina says to the Falconess pair.
“Thank you, Malina,” Falconess says with a little smile.
The others start laughing, not even noticing as Rocco jerks slightly, a strange expression on his face. He looks around for a moment, frowning with confusion. After a moment he looks back to Century, the confusion still pasted firmly on his face. It’s always hard to tell if there’s an unwanted cape in the area when you’re right next to a very powerful S-class.
 
***
 
Mimic sits on the nearest roof of the small suburban neighborhood, watching the two villains corner the low-class hero. Not that they need both of them, he thinks as Deathblow lifts the man up by the throat. Either one of them could have the poor C-class cape cowering on the ground crying for his mommy. This has been one of the most entertaining weeks, EVER, he thinks with glee as they drag the man into the house. He takes to the air, landing in the backyard of the cape’s house, moving close enough to hear their discussion inside.
“He’s big enough to get that channel, right?” he hears Deathblow ask.
“How should I know? You just went after the first guy changing out of a mask,” Massteria says before yelping. “Fine! I’ll check, I’ll check,” he says. “Or we could just turn his television on,” he mutters a second later.
“Oh, yeah, right,” Deathblow says. There’s the click of a television being turned on, followed by a mishmash of sounds as the channels are flipped. “This it?” he asks.
“That’s it.”
“There’s Boombastic,” Deathblow says. “What’s that in the background?” he asks. “Looks pretty warm there…”
“This is footage from our sister station, South HTV,” Mimic hears a woman say. “We’re still following the escaped Cape Cell convict, Bombastic, as he travels with his granddaughter. We are now taking calls.”
“Call them,” Deathblow says.
“Are you kidding? What if they—”
“Do you want to live to find out what they do?” Deathblow demands. “CALL THEM.”
“You’re a real jerk, you know that?” Massteria complains. “Where the hell does this guy keep his phone—oh no, I am NOT going there—”
“Just get the phone already!”
Mimic almost laughs as he hears Massteria grumble and the sounds of spandex being tugged on. Oh, this is too rich. He only wishes he could see it for himself. “Fine, got it. What’s the number?” Massteria says. Deathblow rattles off some numbers. Massteria makes a strange series of noises before dialing and speaking. “Yeah, hi, I’m Torpedo from Central Branch—well, the reserves,” he says, in a completely different voice. “I was just wondering, do you know WHERE in South Branch this is?”
“Well, Torpedo, we last marked them in Texas, but they are on the move. We’ll try to keep everyone up-to-date, but at the moment, there’s no call for his capture.”
“Thanks,” Massteria says, hanging up. “There. We’re heading for Texas.”
“You got any idea how big Texas is?” Deathblow asks.
“We’re about to find out, now aren’t we?”
Mimic jumps into the air, racing away before the two can catch sight of him. Texas, huh? Sounds interesting!
 



CHAPTER FIVE
The amusement park looms ahead of us, but a sea of people blocks the way. I look up at Grandpa, wondering if he feels comfortable in such a large crowd. Would one of the norms recognize him? I mean, it's been almost forty years since he was out in public, right? So I highly doubt all these parents and kids have even heard of him, I know I hadn't. But he's pretty powerful, so maybe he was well known before he got tossed into the cells. I hope nobody over forty is out here...
"So, do we have enough money to get in?" I ask after a long moment. He looks around, frowning slightly as he thinks it over, and then an evil little grin pulls at his lips.
"No," he says, "but I've got an idea." He tugs me to the side of the crowd, where the wall blocks people from entering, and holds out a hand. "I want you to go in there and bring back some sort of mask," he tells me. "Whatever one you think will pass me off as entertainment."
"You--" I say. "They wouldn't let you in that easily!" I protest.
"Sure they would. If I take off the glasses, it's pretty obvious."
"Why don't we BOTH jump the wall, I mean, you can FLY," I say dryly.
"Where's the fun in that?" he asks. When I just stare at him and tap my foot he shrugs. "Fine, we'll go in from the back. Do they ever check your tickets when you're inside?"
"They didn't the last time I came," I tell him. I look at the crowd as we casually walk away from the main entrance. A little while later we're at the back of the park.
We're going to get caught, I just know it. It's actually more thrilling to do this when I do--I mean, it's one thing to steal, it's another to... break and enter. Okay, not breaking. I don't think we plan on breaking anything--"We're not going to break anything, are we?" I ask Grandpa.
"What?" he asks blankly.
"I mean, this will just be entering, right? Not BREAKING and entering."
He laughs at me. Rude! "Keliah, they paid millions to keep me INSIDE one of their facilities. A few bucks more isn't going to break the bank--and technically I'm just returning, in a way, right?"
No, not really, but I sort of like how it sounds. "How about this?" he goes on, still standing there with a hand held out to help me up, "Once you become big and famous you come down here and do a gig, for free? You can feel like this is just an I.O.U."
I blink. That DOES feel better--not that I'm worried about breaking and entering! I'm going to be a super villain! Super villains make a living off of breaking and entering!
"I'm good," I say, stepping into his hand and letting him throw me into the air. I land on the top of the wall, crouching there and looking over the park--you know, for guards and people. "And if I DO come back and do some sort of show, well, it's just to give myself a bigger name!" I declare boldly as he lands on the wall next to me. I jump into the park.
There are people back here, I realize belatedly. Most of them are too busy to notice us, since they're either chasing little kids or looking at maps, but there's a little boy about seven with a cotton candy on a stick. He's staring right at us with his mouth dropped open. I point at him for Grandpa to notice.
"Hello, little boy," Grandpa says, heading straight for him. I grab at his sleeve, but he doesn't even seem to notice. He crouches down in front of the kid and pulls his glasses down. "You didn't see anything, got it?" he says almost silently.
The boy stares into his bright red eyes, a mix of fear and amazement on his face. "Who ARE you?" he asks. "You're not on the Hall website!"
"I'm just a..." Grandpa looks at me, a bit confused.
"Well we ARE in a Hall amusement park," I tell him, groaning. "He EXPECTS to see Hall members walking around." I raise my voice so the kid can hear, "Leave the kid alone, Boom. We're here to do super secret research--he'll just get in the way."
"Super secret research?" the boy asks. I walk over to him, poking him in the chest.
"I think he heard too much, Boom," I say, looking at Grandpa. "We're going to have to kidnap him."
"We are, are we?" Grandpa says. "He'll get in the way. I say we just get rid of him--" he holds up a hand and it starts turning black, the lines of red cracking over his fingers.
"SO COOL!" the kid says, looking awed.
"This is the part where you run," I whisper in his ear. "Don't tell anyone, you'll ruin the big show--it's a surprise event," I add.
He nods and races away. I'm POSITIVE he's going to tell everyone he meets.
I groan. "We should probably leave," I admit to Grandpa.
Instead, to my surprise, he hands me a fake mask on a string. "Wear this," he says. "We might as well make a day of it!" There are cameras flashing and phones pointing at us.
"The Hall is going to see," I say silently.
"This is the last thing I expected to do with you, anyway," he admits. "We might as well go out with a dramatic boom. It's sort of my thing, after all."
 
***
 
The group sits on the roof of a building, watching the pair bluff their way into the park. Max has a little smile on his face. "I like him," he declares.
"Because he just threatened a child?" Emily asks, munching on a thing of popcorn. "Well, it WAS entertaining," she admits when the rest of the group just look at her. "I mean, they could have done it a lot better, though. Why not just land on one of the buildings and check the ground first?"
"Because he's letting Keliah test out what SHE can do," Trent says. "Until she can fly, this is how she'll have to do it. Besides, people are watching the sky—they expect supers to show up here." A little grin pulls at his lips. "And breaking in the back way is a cheap thrill, right?" he offers.
"So he's--he's playing?" Emily asks blankly.
"Exactly," Max says. "We're supers, Em. The experience is more important than the outcome more often than not. Which do you think he'll enjoy remembering once he's tossed back into the cape cells? Flying into a theme park or helping his granddaughter sneak in?"
"That's a sad way of putting it," Aubrey says quietly.
The others fall silent, since they all agree with her. After a long moment, Trent says, "Where's Rocco when you need him?"
"It HAS to be Rocco, right?" Emily asks, trying not to sound hopeful.
"Better safe than sorry," Max says. "Rocco needs to ask him. But I don't want him to show up just yet."
"Why not?" Trent asks.
"Because maybe we can get that show they were talking about, first," Max says, grinning evilly. "Who wants to be the hero?"
"We can't--we're both Central," Emily says, glancing over at Trent.
"Then we need a South Branch cape." He taps his ear. "Carla? Can you come down south?"
"You wouldn't!" Emily says. "She's not ready to fight a--"
"Carla, ignore him," Trent says. "We need to keep him on his best behavior--"
"No," Max says. "He's a super villain. We need to SHOW that he can play by the rules. A fake battle is a perfect way of proving it. If he willingly takes the fall for our cute little Carla--AND no one gets hurt, he's definitely playing by the rules."
"I'm coming!" they all hear Carla say over the earbud.
"We’ll make sure to give Keliah the heads up," Nico says, “and arrange for something harmless he can blow up. We might as well do it up right."
"Are you coming with her?" Trent asks.
"Do you even have to ask?" Nico says.
 
***
 
The conference room in the South Branch is rather similar to the one in Central Hall. There’s a half circle table, where Rocco and the others are sitting with Century, and a screen in front of them. The only differences are the carpet, and the metal wall art of horses decorating the wall.
"This is risky," Century says, scowling at Nico's image on the screen. "The whole cape world will be up in arms against him if Carla even gets a SCRATCH, and you know it--I'd be at the top of the list."
"Have you been watching him?" Nico asks. He's running, and Century sees the world behind him blur in the screen, but that's not a big surprise.
"He won't hurt me!" Carla says, sticking her head in the screen. "Keliah and I are friends!"
"Sugar, you know I don't--"
"Century, you HIRED me," Carla says. "That means you trust me to act like a hero, right?"
"I hired you to--"
"Be very careful what you say right now, Century," Nico says with amusement.
"I hired you to be a hero," Century says, inwardly groaning. "But I was planning on you being a... go-between between our people and the norm system, sugar. You would help with the rescue teams, like you did during that little Herold incident--not fight escaped Cape Cell convicts in public!"
"I can do both! I want to meet Keliah's grandpa. He seems nice," she says. "And I never DID get an official big battle debut," she adds in a scolding tone.
"Okay," Century says. "But the moment she gets hurt, you had better step in, son," he says in a warning tone to Nico.
"Like I said earlier," Nico says, "the moment that he steps out of line, I'll be the one that hauls him in. But I trust him, Century. So trust me."
Rocco looks at the Falconess pair. They look worried, so he has to say something. "Maybe this will help with showing the other Hall leaders that he's willing to play by the rules. I think, from what we've seen, he will. I hope." He's looks worried and the others notice.
"Are we sure?" Malina asks, worried as well. "She's my best friend."
"He'd better not hurt her," Falconess says, her face strained, her hands clenched at her sides. "Mom?" she asks Angela.
"Who is Carla?" Angela asks.
Rocco pulls out his phone, holding it up so she can see. "Is that your wallpaper?" Malina asks, her eyes widening slightly. A faint blush crosses Rocco's face.
"So what if it is?" he asks. "She's one of my best friends, too, you know."
"Mmmhmm," Malina says, a hint of teasing entering her expression.
"Be quiet," he mutters. "I've got pictures of everyone on here."
"But not as your wallpaper," she teases.
"An adorable little girl?" Angela asks her daughter.
"She's only a little older than Keliah--but she's a speedster," Falconess explains, looking uneasy.
"He won't hurt her," Angela says. "His biggest dream was being a father," she adds almost to herself. "He couldn't have changed that much since he was put in the cape cells. If he has... he's not the man I fell in love with."
"I hope you're right," Falconess says.
Century turns to them, looking worried, as well. The expression turns to confidence, a bit too quickly for it to be real. "Ladies, I trust Nico. He won't let Carla get hurt. And if he says that he trusts Bombastic, then I can only believe you're right, Angela." He looks at her, his eyes serious. "She'll be fine."
"She'd better be," Malina says.
 
***
 
I can't help but laugh as the Century ride comes to a halt. "That was AWESOME!" I say to Grandpa. "How did they get it to go through half the park like that?" The roller coaster had actually laced through several of the other rides, and half of the time I had been sure we'd crash.
"They didn't stop time, though," he says as he gets out of the cart and picks me up before I can climb out. I feel like such a little kid when he does that, sheesh.
"Did you like it?" I ask, suddenly realizing that for a guy that can fly this sort of thing might be sort of lame.
"I loved it," he says, hugging me briefly before putting me down, "since you loved it." He reaches up and pushes my hair back into place with a little grin. Everyone in the park starts roaring with excitement. We turn to the large screen on the wall.
There's a hero--no, I think as I stand on tip-toe to see. "Carla," I whisper, shocked at the sight of her. "What's she doing on the screen?"
"HY-BO! HY-BO!" the crowd on the screen with her starts chanting. "HY-BO! HY-BO!"
"It's Hypersonic Rainbow!" Carla says, holding a mic that has a rainbow on the handle. She gives them an irritated look, but all she gets in return is a wave of laughter. "Oh well," she goes on, waving the new nickname off. "Hi, everybody! I've come to play with you, today!"
The crowd roars with approval. The area we're in roars, as well. My gosh, she only debuted just a little while ago! How does she have everyone so in love with her already?
Oh, right. It's Carla.
"Come on," Grandpa says right next to my ear, tugging me out of the ride station and down a ramp leading to the main part of the park. "Do you know her?" he asks when we reach a clear area near a tree.
"She's Carla," I say. "She's one of my... um... friends." At least I want to think she's a friend. She doesn't hate me, at least! "She's a speedster--I'm not really surprise that she joined the South Branch, actually. I think there's an entire group of kids that are lined up to work with Vinny down here. But it's a school day, right?"
"You don't have winter break?"
"Not really--I mean, half of the school LIVES in the school, so they have classes year-round. I think it’s so they can graduate early and get out to work. I mean, a handful of them are ALREADY working, even while going to school."
"Not much of a childhood, is it?"
"Well... I sort of get the feeling that we're going to be playing for the rest of our lives," I admit. "It's not like the training is that bad, especially for the older kids. They have this place called the Apocalypse Field, and on Fridays they dress the robots like zombies and toss one of the stronger kids in to fight while everyone else sits around eating popcorn."
He stares at me. "Your school sounds pretty amazing," he says finally. "They haven't tossed you into that field, have they?"
"Only for the lower level drills, like crowd control," I say. "Someday, maybe, I'll be upgraded to something tougher."
"No doubt," he says. "Now where should we go next?"
"Um--" I head for the nearest map, leaving him behind for just a moment--until I hear Carla shout, "Kel--liope!" Before I can even turn, I'm grabbed in a tight hug. I blink, shocked. "Howhaveyoubeenallthistime?" she asks too quickly.
"Car--I mean Hy-Bo!" I say, letting out a little yelp as she lifts me up and swings me around. We're about the same height, but that doesn't seem to make a difference.
"Hypersonic Rainbow!" she scolds me as she puts me down.
"I like Hy-Bo," I tell her. "It sounds cute."
She hesitates. "You think?"
"Yeah," I say with a grin. We're surrounded by people taking pictures. I turn, looking around for Grandpa, but he's been eaten by the crowd. "What are you doing here?" I ask her. "Shouldn't you be at school?"
"I'm the newest South Branch hero!" Carla says happily. "So I can get into the amusement park ANYTIME I want! For FREE! I just need to do a little show to make everyone happy--is everyone happy?" she calls to the crowd. They cheer. "YAY!" she says. "Let's go on a ride!" she says to me, dragging me off in a random direction.
I glance over my shoulder, searching for Grandpa. I can't see him. I can't get free of Carla's hold, either. She's stronger than I am.
"We need to talk," she says silently, still grinning and waving for the crowd. "You came here with someone, right?"
"Um--no, of course not," I say, automatically lowering my voice as well.
"Don't lie--the cameras have caught you a few times," she says, glancing briefly up at one of the light poles that we pass. "This IS Hall property."
"He--" I say as we get in line for the Flameblaster ride. Instantly the people already in line motion for us to go forward. Carla takes the time to shake hands and give hugs all the way to the front, leaving me time to think of a lie. She just doesn't give me time to tell it when we get into the cart.
"I'm here to fake fight him," she says.
"WHAT?" I yelp.
"He acted as a villain, you set up that there would be a show, and I never got my big debut," she explains. "So Nico brought me here to do a big show--and you brought me a villain! It's perfect!"
"No it's NOT!" I say, starting to panic. "You can't fight him, Carla, you'll get--"
"Will he really hurt me?" she asks. "He didn't look that mean to me."
"I don't think he will," I say slowly, trying to think as the ride shoots off through a tunnel of digital flames. "But he's not trying to draw attention to himself--he CAN'T. Carla, he's--he's a--" I take a deep breath, terrified that this will blow up in my face. But I WANT to tell her. I can't let her go into this thinking Grandpa is just a random villain. "Carla, he's an escaped Cape Cell convict," I say silently.
"Then why are you running around with him?" she demands.
"Because he--he's also my grandpa," I say. The ride hurtles through the world, and we're surrounded by screaming norms and heavy music, but she heard me. I know she did. I dare to glance over at her, shocked to see her grinning.
"Then it'll be an AWESOME debut!" she says.
"You can't fight a Cape Cells--"
"Nico used to be one," she says. "He's Sunny and Zoe's dad and a pretty awesome principal. Just because he was in the Cape Cells for some reason doesn't mean he's an absolutely terrible person. Does it?" she asks me.
"He's not!" I say quickly.
"Then will he do my fighting debut for me?" she asks.
"I don't--I don't know," I admit. "We're supposed to be in hiding, but he thinks he's going to get caught soon and tossed back into the Cells. It's just--if he does, they'll know where he is and take him in."
"But the Cape Cells aren't finished," she says. "So they CAN'T toss him back in. And he hasn't hurt anyone yet, right? So--so maybe I can talk to Century, and ask him to give him a little more time."
"You'd do that?" I ask, my heart jumping into my throat.
"He's your grandpa. I've never met my grandpa--either of them," she says sadly as the ride pulls to a halt. "Go find him and ask him," she says as she gets out.
I nod, feeling stunned at the offer. All he has to do is one little show and he'll have more time.
Any little bit of time I can have with him is worth it, isn't it?
 
***
 
"So I think she's going to talk him into it," Carla says. The group in Century's office watches her closely.
"Are you okay with this?" Century asks. "He's a full grown and extremely dangerous cape, sugar. We don't want you accidentally getting hurt--"
"I'm going to do it! He won't hurt me and I'll do my very best not to hurt him, too," she says.
"You won't--" Angela starts out, only to blink as Century motions her to silence.
"Okay, I'll go with it, but where's Nico?" he asks Carla.
"He bought himself a turkey leg and is sitting on the roof of the main building," she says, pointing in the direction. "He's probably listening in on this conversation--he's really nosy like that."
"Of course I am," they hear Nico say. "What's the point of being a technopath if you can't eavesdrop on anything you want?"
"Be careful, Carla," Rocco says. "He's got the ability to blow things up, so make sure nobody gets hit by debris, got it?"
"Of course!" she says. "I can't let my adoring public get hurt!"
"Adoring public," Falconess repeats with dry amusement.
"From what we've seen of their reactions, she's not wrong," Century points out. "They could very well grow to love her as much as they love Skystep."
"That would be awesome!" Carla says, her eyes widening with excitement. "And then me and Skye can have a great big battle and everyone would be all 'oh, no, don't hurt her! But don't hurt her, either!'" She moves to the right and left, changing her voice with each sentence and acting anxious. Then she grins, hugely. "It would be EPIC!"
"I'm sure she'd love to do that," Century says, indulgently.
"Carla--" Malina says, her tone serious. The entire room turns to her, expecting something like a warning, "did you know that Rocco has you as his wall--" Rocco jumps, covering her mouth with a hand before she can finish the sentence.
"Be safe, Carla," he says. "If it gets too dangerous I'll grab you, okay?"
"What was Malina about to say?" Carla asks.
"Nothing important!" Rocco says quickly, only to grunt as Malina steps hard on his foot.
"Be careful and have fun," Malina says, shoving Rocco's hand away. "I love you!"
"I love you, too, Malina!" Carla says before waving cheerfully and hanging up.
"Did you get that recorded?" Malina asks evilly. "I'm sure Rocco would like to make it his ringtone."
"That she loves you?" Rocco asks. "No thanks. But it'd work for you."
Malina rolls her eyes before laughing.
 
***
 
"It's a trap," Grandpa says a few minutes later. I left Carla to deal with her fans and finally found him waiting for me near the nearest bathrooms. "It's time for us to leave," he adds, grabbing my hand.
"What if it's NOT," I say, not letting him pull me. "What if doing this stupid little show--where no one gets hurt and you take the stupid fall at the end, can get them off your backs until the Cells are finished? They'll go 'Oh look, he's playing nice with a kid, he must be reformed!' and we won't have to worry every time someone takes a snap with their stupid camera phones!"
"That's a lot of stupid," he points out, making me blush.
"Because you're being--" I stop it just before it comes out of my mouth. "I’m sorry," I say with a sigh. "I just finally got a little bit of hope, and you--you won't even listen to me," I tell him.
He looks me in the eye for a long moment. "So this Carla's your friend?"
"I--I think so," I say. "She's always been nice to me, even when I was being a total brat. I've never heard of her lying to someone before, either. I think she wants to do a big, showy, action-packed debut, and I think you can pull it off."
He looks at me. "They already know we're here, don't they?"
"Yeah," I say.
He looks in the direction of the nearest wall. "There's a good chance they've got the place surrounded, too, isn't there?"
"Probably," I admit.
"And even if they don't, Century can stop time."
"Yeah."
"So basically I have no choice," he finishes, running a hand over his face and groaning. "I want you to stay out of sight during the fight," he tells me, reaching up and tugging off the mask I'm wearing. "Blend in with the crowd. If this goes wrong, you need to get out of here and head back to your hall. Tell them that I kidnapped you."
"If you just play to the crowd and make sure no one gets hurt, we'll be back to how things have been going," I say stubbornly. "I trust Carla." Do I? Maybe this is a trap, like he said, and I'm just throwing him back into the Cape Cells. Do you have ANY clue how guilty I would feel if that happened? I would probably never forgive myself!
"Fine," he says. "But I'm going to need more than just this cheap mask--"
"No, the whole grungy civvies is a big deal in villain clothing nowadays. Cold Steel wears them all the time," I say.
He looks at me, raising an eyebrow. "So you don't even take your uniforms seriously?"
"Some do, some don't," I say with a shrug. "Try not to burn your pants off and it'll be fine."
He lets out a surprised laugh at that before looking around. "So... where's this big showdown supposed to happen, anyway?" he asks.
"Well, she's a speedster," I say, thinking about it. "So all you really need to do is cause a little explosion--she'll come running. But it can't be anything that'll hurt people when it explodes, so we need to find some props, or something."
"This is what all your super villains do?" he asks me, sounding suspicious.
"All the ones that are secretly affiliated with the Hall," I agree. "There are a few that don't work with them, but they risk--"
"The Cape Cells, I get it, but it still makes no sense."
"It makes good entertainment," I say, remembering several classes. "If it's entertaining, it doesn't HAVE to make sense--or better yet, it makes dollars and cents!"
He lets out a little laugh and tugs me along with him. "Come on, if they do shows like this all the time here, there have to be some props somewhere."
 
***
 
"It's a lot easier to find capes now-a-days, isn't it?" Massteria says as he types away on the keyboard. To the right of the pair a norm sits duct taped to a support beam. They're in the basement of this old woman's home, where her son has set up a nice little base. Massteria had found this one, and actually managed to keep Deathblow from jumping him until they got into the house. It was worth the wait, not that Deathblow would ever admit it to his "partner." They're now sitting firmly in the middle of the South Branch, where Boombastic is.
"Have you managed to find the HTV South channel?" Deathblow asks impatiently.
"I don't need to," Massteria says, smugly tapping on a key and bringing up a news station. "Looks like the entire world knows where Boombastic is at the moment."
The two stare blankly at their ex-cell mate facing down against a delicate looking girl with two poofy pigtails and a mask with sequins on it.
"You're kidding me," Deathblow says after a long, stunned moment. "He's doing a SHOW?"
"Maybe she actually caught him?" Massteria says.
"I doubt it. I mean, it's AT the South Branch Amusement Park," Deathblow says, reading the location off the bottom of the screen. "What sort of idiot goes to an amusement park OWNED by the Hall? That's it. No offers for him, I'm just going to kill him."
"If they know where he is, though, why did they send a little girl after him?" Massteria asks. "That's more stupid than going to an amusement park."
"Only one answer, Massteria," Deathblow says. "He's switched sides, just like Technico did. Come on, let's get going. We don't want to miss our Boombastic's big debut, now do we?"
 
***
 
There's an entire area of the park dedicated to being exploded. As soon as he'd started looking, Austin had been approached by a man in a black suit with a badge pinned to his coat. He'd been directed to the "playground" and told briefly which part was meant to be destroyed dramatically. It turns out they're well equipped for fires and explosions thanks to Flameblaster.
So now he's standing in the middle of the empty area of the park, with several drones floating overhead and probably the second most adorable kid he's ever seen posing dramatically in front of him.
"You're going down, Boom!" she says, pointing at him. "I won't stand for you ruining the beautiful, family friendly fun that everyone is having here!"
"You won't, will you?" he says, lighting up one hand. "And you think you can stop me?" Cheesy fight talk isn't something you have to memorize, thank God. As long as you get a good quip in here and there, the audience seems happy. He blinks, though, as she rushes forward--and apparently misses him. He looks down at his hand, where a tiny piece of plastic had appeared.
"Put it in your ear," a familiar voice says from the earbud. Austin almost drops it in surprise. "Don't react, Boombastic, you're on camera right now, remember? Just put the earbud in your ear casually."
Austin slowly turns, his hand sneaking up to his ear and slipping the earbud in. "There we go," Technico says. "That's Carla--she carries the ridiculously long name of Hypersonic Rainbow. She's one of mine."
"So why did you send her up against me?" Austin asks, trying not to move his lips. "I could hurt her."
"I'm betting on you NOT doing that," Technico says. Austin sees another blur race towards him and jerks, reacting to the punch the girl throws almost instinctively. He blocks it and throws a hit a good five seconds after she’s gone. "She's fast, huh?" Technico says with pride.
"She's terrifying," Austin admits, diving towards the nearest building and blowing up a small portion of it. It's Styrofoam, he realizes, trying not to laugh, or something along the same lines. He sees Carla dodge dramatically, as if some of it almost hit her. "Why are you doing this, Technico?" he asks, pulling a chunk off the ground and throwing it at where she just was.
"We have our reasons," Nico says. "Mostly I'm trying to get you out of the cells. It won't be easy--you just had to go and blow up most of it, didn't you?"
"I just--" Austin dodges another hit as she appears in front of him, throwing a hit of his own that he KNOWS is slow enough for her to run circles around. She catches it in her hands, grins at him, and jumps back as if it hit her. Had he been a norm, he wouldn't have seen the grin, she moved so fast. She crumples to the ground dramatically, looking stunned.
The crowd gasps, obviously worried about the girl. He steps forward, laughing maniacally, because this is the time for it. "Not so fast, after all, are you, little Hy-Bo?" he asks--only to get slammed into from behind almost as soon as she disappears from the ground.
He turns, grabbing for her but missing.
"Hold your breath," he hears her say over his earbud. He takes a deep breath just in time. She starts racing circles around him, sucking all of the air out of the vicinity.
"Pretend to--" Technico says, but Austin has already figured it out. His arm goes back to normal and he grabs his throat, falling to his knees as if he's suffocating.
He falls dramatically to the ground and she pulls to a stop, standing over him with a victorious pose.
"I will never let the bad guys ruin the fun found at South Branch Amusement Park!" Carla says, her voice echoing over the speakers all around them. The crowd cheers, waving their arms in the air as she throws kisses at them.
"Now, since she's distracted it's time for you to make your getaway," Nico says over the earbud. "All you need--"
Austin starts to get to his feet, only to stop as Nico lets out a curse. The crowd's reaction is changing. The screens over their heads shoot to various parts of the park, where it looks like the visitors are freaking out.
People are literally running over one another, trying to get out of the park. "What's going on?" Carla asks, her grin falling as she looks at the screens.
"I'm not sure," Technico says. "But I'm going to find out."
Austin looks around. "Where's Keliah?" he asks, racing away before anyone can answer. "Keliah!" he yells, taking to the air as the norms start to stampede like animals. He sees her, finally, clinging to a wall of a building and trying to stay out of the wave of humans.
"Keliah!" he yells, starting for her. Before he can make it, though, he sees someone standing in the shadows not far from her. His eyes widen as Massteria waves cheerfully at him, and then points at his granddaughter. How? How had he known? Austin's heart stops for a moment before pounding harder. He starts forward, but before he can get there, Massteria is standing right next to Keliah.
"Hello, Boombastic's granddaughter," Massteria says. It's quiet, and shouldn't possibly carry over the screams of terror and pain, but it echoes like a microphone in Austin's ears. "Don't move, otherwise I'll have to kill you. Your Granddaddy wouldn't like that, now would he?"
Keliah looks at him, her eyes narrowing. "Who are you?" she demands.
"You can call me Uncle Massteria," Massteria says, grabbing her. "Isn't that right, Boombastic?" Massteria asks him, a smirk on his weaselly face.
"You don't have a chance against me, Massteria, and you know it. Let the girl go," Austin says, dropping down in front of them. The norms try running him over, but he doesn't budge. They wind up going around him. He strides forward, reaching for the two.
"Why are you even doing this?" he asks Massteria. "What's in it for you? You have to know that the Hall watches this place like a hawk."
"Then why are YOU here?" Massteria asks him. "I didn't want to believe D.B. but I think he might be right. You've betrayed us."
"Are you the reason everyone's going crazy?" Austin demands.
"I am!" Massteria says, his eyes gleaming with pride. "Turns out all those years cooped up inside my own head were good for my abilities. I can come up with all SORTS of terrors that would have never occurred to me before. Every single one of these poor, pathetic norms is under my influence, or being ran over by someone that is. And do you know what else?" Massteria asks, looking almost drunk with power. "This world is filled with people terrified of their own shadows! It's so beautiful!'
"You're sick and depraved, Massteria," Austin says.
"Am I? Who's the one living out their greatest fear right now?" Massteria asks him. "Or do you really think I'm here?"
Austin blinks. There's no one in front of him, not even his granddaughter.
 



CHAPTER SIX
“What’s that?” Skye asks, jerking from where she’s standing in the middle of the mall. She’s got a pink plastic water gun in her hand and is in the middle of robbing the joint with her new partners.
“You said your money or your wives,” Ariel says, floating over their heads and looking a bit misty. “But I think it caused a lot of the guys in the audience to have a problem.”
“They’re still trying to decide which to give us,” Doris says dryly, holding her own water gun which looks even sillier than Skye’s, since she’s in her monster form.
“I said wives?” Skye says, blinking. “What was I thinking? I meant GIVE US YOUR MONEY OR YOUR CANDY!” she bellows at the crowd, waving the plastic gun over her head. The strange sensation that a stranger is in her territory disappears completely as she goes back to work. Voltdrain is due to show up at any moment, after all! She needs to get her fun in now!
 
***
 
"What is going on?" Angela demands as Century races out of the Hall building. While the others had gone with Rocco through the shadows, she’s come with Century, intent on getting there when he does. This is the worst time to be caught in one of his time stops, and she’s not going to risk it.
"I don't know," Century says, his eyes narrowed as he speeds up. He's going so fast that she has trouble keeping up with him. "Nico! What's going on?" he demands, touching his earbud.
"It seems like a psychic assault on the norms," Nico says. "I'm searching the recordings for any sign of a possible attacker. I think it's Massteria."
"Will it affect you?" Century demands.
"No, it shouldn't," Nico says. "I'm my mother's son, Century, I'm impervious to most things like that, at least once I realize what it is."
"Good," Century says, only to realize, "will it affect Bombastic?"
"It could," Nico says reluctantly. "We're going to need some backup if it does."
"I'm on my way," Century says grimly.
 
***
 
I'm surrounded by strangers. I look around, trying to find a way out, but no matter which way I turn, there are more of them. I try to sludge through the mess, but it's like trying to swim through molasses, it doesn't work. I'm being dragged along with the crowd.
I have no idea what's going on. I just know that my heart is beating hard against my chest and I'm certain that I'm going to die. Why? I mean, this can't kill me--I've taken classes for--
I see a little girl stumble to the right of me and I race for her, covering her body with mine before she gets stomped to death. People are stepping on me, kicking me as they trip, but I grit my teeth and bear it, looking into terrified brown eyes.
"It's okay," I tell her. "I won't let them hurt you."
"I'm scared," she says, starting to cry. It isn't a sweet little whimper--it's a top of her lungs wailing that makes my ears hurt. I wrap my arms around her, shoving myself to my feet and other norms off of me. I have to get both of us out of this crowd, I think, looking around wildly. There's a building a few feet away, but too many people between me and it to make it.
I have no choice, I think, bending at the knees and jumping as high as I can with the little girl in one arm. My fingers brush against the shingles of the roof, but I know I'm not going to make it--
A hand catches mine, hauling me onto the building. I look up at Jack, wondering when he had gotten there.
"Good job," he says, patting my head, "but not good enough," he adds, and shoves me off the building.
I scream.
 
***
 
"Nico, we've got a problem," Max says over his earbud, looking at the group surrounding him. It had been easy enough to block the attack on himself, since it was a large scale attack rather than aimed, but he’s worried about Trent. The other teen has gone perfectly still, his hands clenched at his sides. He moves closer, trying to read his mind--
'Ye, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death--'
Max doesn't recognize the words, but it seems that it's keeping Trent from freaking out. That's all he really needs. He reaches up, pressing a hand to Trent's forehead and tapping into his mind. A wall that's already building itself develops fully in Trent's mind.
Trent looks up. "Thanks," he says. “Emily?” he asks, looking for his girlfriend.
“I’m looking for them, but I don’t have much experience, and I’m still fighting off the attack,” Emily says, touching her temples even though it doesn’t help. It’s probably for the look of it—she is from the Star Spangled school of posing, after all.
“Don’t worry about that right now. We need to clean this mess up,” Max says as he turns to Aubrey, only to curse as he sees the healer floating. There's a bright glow surrounding her that's about to go off if he doesn't wake her from her terror.
He takes to the air, trying to push through her natural defenses without hurting her. It's like shoving through pure honey, he thinks as he grits his teeth and pushes harder. The power pulses and then shoots out in all directions. That brief moment allows him to reach her--
"Don't stop her!" Emily says as his fingers touch Aubrey's forehead.
"What?" Max asks.
"I think she’s helping people break free," she explains. “It’s sort of that instinctive thing she does—”
"But she's stuck," Max says, pressing a hand to Aubrey's forehead and breaking her free of the terror that's gripping her. "I would let millions of norms suffer a bit of a fright before I let one of our own," he says coldly.
"That's not very considerate," Aubrey says, landing. Her eyes stop glowing.
"Sure it is--especially when I think the two of us working together can do it without freaking out," he says. "Take my hand--"
"Wait," Trent says. "Keliah, Carla and Bombastic are in there. We HAVE to get them first before they hurt someone."
"Point," Max says. "I'll go after Bombastic, you go after Carla, you're the only one that has a chance of keeping up with her. Emily, you take Keliah. Meet back here. Aubrey, try and free as many as you can while we're gone."
The group nods and heads out, leaving Aubrey standing on the roof with her hands out to the crowds, her eyes closing and her jaw tightening as she tries her best.
 
***
 
I feel arms wrap around me--and more arms, until I'm almost suffocating from being hugged. Vaguely, as if from a distance, I hear a voice in my mind. "I'm not as strong a telepath as Max is, but maybe--Keliah, can you hear me?"
I jerk, another rush of fear running through me. Emily--she hates me--
"I don't hate you," she says. "You just hit a sore point with me--several sore points. Come on, Keliah, we need a wall. Picture a wall," she orders me.
I can still see Jack shoving me off the wall, feel the feet trampling me into the ground--
"A wall, Keliah. Picture the bricks--one brick, two bricks, red brick, blue brick--" she says. "You can do it, blondie. Just build a little wall--good. That's a good wall."
It looks like it's made of Lego's, I think as my imaginary wall starts to grow. I add a few painted bricks, since it's my wall, and there should be a little sniper hole--
"No holes," she says.
"Every castle needs... a sniper hole," I protest softly.
"No holes. Not until you're older," she tells me with a hint of amusement. "We need to shut this thing out completely. Also, Jack isn't even here, so that was completely in your head."
"He's not?" I ask, feeling a hint of hope.
"No. And he isn't the type to shove you off a building until you're closer to flying. Well, mostly. He'd probably toss some people off before that. But not cute little girls," she says.
"I don't--I don't like him more than I like Aubrey," I admit, not really paying attention to what I'm saying. My mind is almost fully focused on the wall I'm building. "Aubrey's too nice to steal her boyfriend."
She lets out a little, surprised laugh. "She is, isn't she?" she says. "She's here. She was worried about you."
"She's here?" I ask, jerking to the present as my mental wall is completed. I find myself being hugged by all three versions of Emily, and face to face with one of them. She grins at me. "Nice to have you back," she says. "It almost got me, too."
"What was it?" I ask, trying to squirm free of their hold.
"Fear," Emily says. "It was fear."
My eyes widen. "I need to get to Grandpa," I say, jerking free completely and looking around. "Why can't I FLY ALREADY!" I complain angrily.
"Max is going after him," she says. "Nico's looking for the source, and Century is on his way. We need to get you somewhere safe, Keliah. I know you need to get to your grandpa, but you're not on a level--"
"I don't CARE," I tell her. "He's MY grandpa! I'm not going to leave him alone--he's been alone for far too long! And he gets moody! Someone has to pull him out of it! I need someone to pull ME out of it, and so does he!"
"You don't understand, Keliah," she says, her voice far too calm and reasonable. "Fear makes capes way more dangerous than anger does. Do you really think he'll listen to you?" she asks.
"I have to try," I say.
"Then that's what we're going to do," she says as the other two disappear. "Hold on tight," she tells me, hugging me again. I blink and we're standing on a building near the middle of the park. I look around wildly, only to stop at the sight of Max and Grandpa facing off in mid-air. It's tense and I almost scream as Grandpa changes completely, his skin black with orange cracks. He rushes forward, slamming into Max with an outraged bellow.
"MASSTERIA!" The scream echoes in my mind as the two slam into the ground. "GIVE ME BACK MY GRANDDAUGHTER!"
"GRANDPA!" I bellow, jumping off of the roof and racing to them. I grab his shoulders, ignoring how it burns my hands. "GRANDPA I'M RIGHT HERE!" I bellow. "That's not Massteria--that's Max!"
I tug, my palms burning and blistering, but he doesn't budge until Max presses a hand to his face.
He turns back, naked save for a tiny strip of material, and shocked. I fall back, starting to cry with relief and pain. My hands, I think, looking at them--they're already starting to heal, thankfully.
"Keliah?" Grandpa says, turning to me. "Sweetheart--your hands," he says, looking stunned as he sees what I'm looking at. I shove them behind my back, only to cover my eyes with them a second later.
"I told you not to burn your pants off, Grandpa," I say, laughing a bit weakly.
"Oh," he says, letting out a curse and covering himself. "I'll be right back," he says, rushing away.
"How are your hands?" Max asks, making me look over. "You grabbed him."
"They're tender, but healing," I admit, looking at them. "I'd do it again," I say, stubbornly.
"I know you would," he says, standing and ruffling my hair. "Good job. Now get your grandpa and get out of here."
I nod, hesitating. "What about Carla?" I ask.
"Trent's on it," Emily says. "If any of our team can catch her, it's him."
"Or me," Max says. "So I'll just be going, now." He takes to the air, and I automatically glance at the screens above our heads.
"He's totally ruining what's left of his villain rep, now, isn't he?" I comment.
"Absolutely," Emily agrees. "Sucks to be him!"
 
***
 
"We've got incoming," Massteria says, looking up from his work, "from both sides. Technico is searching for us and Century's on his way--"
"I can take them," Deathblow says arrogantly.
"You can take them on your own," Massteria says, dropping his hands. "I'm out of here. Century has that time stopping thing."
"So you're just going to leave Boombastic?" Deathblow demands as the smaller man jumps off the building and starts to run. Reluctantly he chases after him, intent on getting an answer.
"I've taken care of him--for now," Massteria says. "He's about to get a message from one of my little plants."
"Plants? I thought you were a psychic type--"
"Don't be a moron," Massteria says. "I planted a THOUGHT in one of the more susceptible norms. He should be finding him about now."
They race away, AWAY from the direction that Century is coming from.
 
***
 
Austin pulls out a pair of sweatpants from the empty store, looking at them for a moment before shrugging and tugging them on. They’re too short, and rip slightly where the ankle elastic goes around his calves, but it’s better than being naked.
“Boombastic?” someone says from behind him. He turns, staring blankly at a little boy.
“Where are your parents, kid?” he asks.
“I have a message for you,” the boy says. “Massteria says that you’ve got a pretty granddaughter.” He goes still, and suddenly his eyes fill with tears. “Where am I? Where’s my mommy? WHERE’S MY MOMMY?” he wails.
Austin barely notices the boy freaking out. The message is repeating in his mind, over and over again. Massteria says he’s got a pretty granddaughter…
His mind goes back to the Cape Cells escape, reliving it so clearly that it feels like he’s there all over again.
 
It’s the usual day for Austin. For the next hour or so he’ll sit there, staring at the television until his brain almost fries, then he’ll get up and workout for a few hours. That’s a bit more of a challenge in the uniform, but not enough to keep his mind busy. Dinner will show up at seven on the dot, after which he’ll read one of the dozen books that he’d been given—probably the Bible. He’s already gone through the history books and practically memorized all the mechanic text books. There’s a pile of designs on his desk, which he’ll hand over to the robots when he’s certain the math is right. Then he’ll write another letter—
The lights flicker overhead and he jerks, looking at the ceiling. That never happens. The room goes dark. The collar on his neck sparks dangerously, just once, and all of a sudden he can feel most of his power flowing back into him. He reaches up, touching it with the barest tip of his finger before ripping it off entirely. “Do not move!” he hears Harry shout. “You’re not going anywhere!”
The sound of a wall collapsing says that the others aren’t listening. “We’re FREE!” Massteria bellows excitedly.
“Take this place down!” Deathblow shouts.
“I will avenge my fellow sea-dwellers!” Atlanti shouts.
The dramatic shouts are coming from all around. It’s only Bombastic that is staring blankly at the remains of his collar. He heads to the nearest wall, pressing his hand to it. The cracks spread over the concrete, glowing red before the wall explodes. He stares at it for all of a second before he hears the guards rushing for his branch.
“Massteria!” he hears Deathblow bellow. “Do your thing!” The sound of machines being destroyed come from the same direction.
“I don’t work for you!” Massteria yells back before saying a single word—a word that will echo in Bombastic’s memory for a very long time. “Gingerbread.”
The sound of running feet stops and suddenly Bombastic can hear fists slamming into flesh and grunts of pain. Bombastic steps boldly out of his room, looking around blankly for a moment before destroying the wall in front of him. It will take too long to make it through the maze of the Cape Cells. At any moment an entire Hall of heroes is going to show up. He wants to see the sun without being collared like a dog, just once. He goes through another wall, and another. Just one brief glimpse of freedom, he thinks as he steps through the final wall, looking up at the sun. His arms go out as he soaks up the sensation.
“Don’t just stand there like a moron,” Deathblow says from behind him. He’s dragging one of the black suited guards behind him. “Take out whatever guards are left.”
“Don’t kill him,” Bombastic says. Deathblow slams a fist into the guard’s chest before dropping him. Bombastic lets out a curse. “I just said—”
“Since when did you turn all goody goody, Boombastic?” Deathblow demands. “You’re the one that took out most of the building,” he adds, waving at the rubble of the Cape Cells.
“I was—”
“Enough of this!” Atlanti says, stepping out of the rubble. She looks down at the black shirt that brushes the top of her thighs. “Legs,” she says in disgust. “Ugly, rigid, lacking in all ways—”
“Unless you’re in the middle of Missouri,” Massteria says, stepping out from behind her. He’s a small, scrawny looking man with a weasel-like face. “We don’t exactly have ocean front property around here. Nice job on the building, Boombastic, they’ll be rebuilding for months,” he adds with a sarcastic tone that doesn’t quite fit. Massteria’s M.O. is sarcasm, so much so that he doesn’t seem able to change his inflection anymore.
“That was—” Bombastic says, looking at it, himself.
“Enough talk,” Deathblow says, looking at each of them in turn. “Where’s the scientist?” he demands.
“That new girl?” Massteria asks. “She’s probably still in there. What does it matter?”
“Huh,” Deathblow says.
“Standing here is just going to get attention,” Bombastic says, seeing the larger male looking thoughtfully at the building where the sound of fighting is still going strong. “How long will your freak-out thing last, Massteria?”
“I’m working on a very low level brainwashing,” Massteria says, still vaguely sarcastic in tone. “The more powerful ones will be breaking free soon.”
“For now,” Deathblow says, his lips pulling back in a predatory smile, “we run.” He’s gone before the others can react.
“I hate that guy,” Massteria says.
“We all do. He smells like bloodlust,” Badmoon says, the first thing he’s said since the escape. The others look at him, a bit surprised to hear even that. Before they can reply, Badmoon is wolfing out and racing away on all fours. Bombastic looks at the sky, taking in a deep breath; he DID destroy most of the building. They won’t be happy with that, he thinks as he runs, as well. Might as well see how far he can go.
 
He’s seen how far, he thinks now, his hand shaking slightly. It got him to where his granddaughter is in the sights of Massteria. He looks at the shaking hand, glaring at it angrily and clenching his fist, the arm changes, going black and cracked. If Massteria thinks he’s going to run, he’s got another thought coming. Austin might have been trying to play by the rules up until now, but the time for that is over.
NOBODY messes with his family.
But first, he thinks as he looks out the window, he needs to make sure Keliah is safe.
 
***
 
The blur rushes past so fast that it sucks the air with it, Trent thinks as the frantic Carla races past him. He takes to the air, trying to see what she's doing from above. There might not be a method to her actions, he thinks, but there's always the chance--
He blinks as he sees her pick up a screaming child, racing to a building and putting the little one inside. She's gone in a second and back with another one--
"Max?" Trent says, touching his earbud. "Do you think there's a chance that Carla is unaffected?"
"Why do you ask that?" Max asks from beside him. Trent looks over, a tiny bit surprised to find him there.
"Because she's pulling all of the kids out of the crush and placing them in a building--I think she's going for the littlest ones first."
"She is?" Max asks, looking as surprised as Trent had felt earlier. He frowns and looks down, focusing closely--"It's practically impossible to read her mind in this crowd. I can pick it out, sure, but she's thinking in hyper speed."
"Does she feel scared to you?" Trent asks.
"Terrified," Max admits, "but I think that's what her driving force IS right now," he goes on. "Nico, what should we do?"
"Let her keep going," Nico says over their earbuds. "If she's cognizant enough to realize what's going on through her fear, she'll break free of it soon enough."
“I hate doing that, though,” Max says. “I don’t like one of ours' being terrified.”
"If Nico’s right, she won’t be that way for long," Trent says. "I'll help her," he decides. "You go back and help Aubrey try to break down the assault. Nico, have you found the source?"
"They're gone--but we have another problem to deal with at the moment," Nico says. "Get to work, boys. we want this cleaned up before someone gets seriously hurt."
"Yes, sir," Max says with a slight scowl, flying away. Trent takes a deep breath and dives toward the mass of panicking people. He floats over their heads, surveying them to see who's most in danger. His eyes fall on a boy on crutches and he races towards him, only to stop as Carla appears right in front of him.
"YOU WILL NOT HURT THEM!" she snarls, jumping and tackling him to the ground.
"Carla! Carla, it's me!" he says as she slams rapid punches into his stomach. He almost feels them, he thinks as she goes faster and faster. "Carla, it's Trent! I'm here to help!"
"Don't lie to me!" she says, tears streaming down her cheeks. "You're a super that's threatening to hurt my siblings! I won't let you!"
"Carla, I PROMISE I'm not trying to hurt anyone," he says, wrapping his arms around her and hauling her into a hug. "Think, Carla, we went on a 'date' across the country? I got you that stuffed pony you sleep with at night? I'm Trent--I'm your friend!" he says, ignoring the way she's literally vibrating to try and get free of his hold. It slows down after a second as her eyes focus on him.
"Tr--Trent?" she asks.
"That's right, Trent," he agrees, giving her a little grin. "You're amazing, did you know that? But you shouldn't stop now."
"What?" she asks. "What was I doing? Did I--did I attack someone else?"
"No," he says. "You're saving the little kids in the group from being stampeded."
Her eyes widen and she hops to her feet. "Igottagosavethem!" she says in a rush before racing away.
"I'm going to help!" he hears Emily say over his earbud. "I'll take the north section, okay?"
"I'll take south," they hear Carla say.
"Then I'll take central," Trent says before taking to the air to find that boy in crutches again. "Not just kids, girls, we want to save the ones that will have trouble--crutches, wheelchairs, anyone that can't make it out on their own."
"And then we'll introduce them to Aubrey!" Carla declares.
"If we have the time," he admits, smiling slightly before rushing off to work.
 
***
 
There's something in his ear. He'd been all set to race through the crowds and find his granddaughter when he recalled the earbud that Carla gave him. He'd thought it would be melted by now, but it's still there. He taps on it, wondering how to get it working again, and then wondering if he WANTS to get it working. "Technico?" he says.
"Don't do anything rash, Boombastic," Nico says over the earbud.
"They're going after my granddaughter," Austin says coldly. "I know you promised to try and get me out--but I can't help you with that."
"Boombastic--"
"Are you here?" Austin demands. "Are you where you can get my girl and take her somewhere safe?"
"I am."
"Then--" Austin stops as a hand comes out of the wall next to him. The tall, thin teenager steps out of the wall, tugging Austin's daughter and the water controller from earlier with him.
"Boombastic," the teen says. "My name is Rocco--and I'm going to ask you to come back with me," he says.
Austin looks at his daughter, who he only recognizes because she's the spitting image of her mother and daughter. She's got a sharp, hard-to-read expression on her face.
"I've already told Technico," he says, "I'm going to have to regretfully decline."
"But--" the girl says.
"If you agree," Rocco starts out, "I was told you could--"
"Technico explained already," Austin says, giving his daughter a regretful look. "He's trying to get me out of the cells. I can only think you're part of that. But I don't care if I get tossed back into the cells--it's not as important as what I have to do right now."
"What's that?" his daughter asks. "What's so important that you'd be willing to go back?"
"The safety of my granddaughter," Austin says. "This is my fault--at least it is in part. I should never have let the others get out on the streets again. I know how dangerous they are. I'm sorry," he says, his heart breaking as he looks at her. "I'm sorry for everything, Melissa. I've always loved you--and regretted what I did to you and your mother," he says.
She opens her mouth, but he doesn't stick around to find out what she has to say. He takes off, running before they can try and capture him. He has to find Massteria and get rid of him. And, as much as he hates it, there’s something that’s been bothering him about that little fear-induced chat. Massteria had said, “I didn't want to believe D.B.”
Was it Austin’s imagination? It had all been in his head, after all, but Massteria is a psychic type… that conversation had seemed far too real. And if it was real… then there’s only one person that Massteria could know well enough to call D.B.
Deathblow.
 



CHAPTER SEVEN
"What are you going to do?" Angela asks as they pull to a stop over the theme park. She instinctively grabs Century's shoulder as he holds out his arms.
A light pulses from him and she watches as time stops. Birds flying past go perfectly still, the world below them stops, mid-riot. She can't help but search them for familiar faces--her daughter, her granddaughter, her husband--
"He's not here," Century says, cursing.
"Austin?" she asks. "I don't see him, but that doesn't mean--"
"Look at this, Angela, do you honestly think Bombastic could have done it? If there were more blown up buildings, sure, but the structures are all in place. This wasn't your husband," he says, "this was Massteria."
"What? Why would Massteria be here?" she asks, confused. "It's Hall property--and it's blatant about it! I remember Massteria from the old days, he was insane, sure, but he never struck me as stupid!"
"I don't know," Century admits. "But we have more important things to do right now. Ladies and Gentlemen, we have a Code 115, I repeat, Code 115. Prepare to evacuate the park," he says, touching his ear.
"You've already said that he's gotten away!" Angela protests. "What's the point in bringing in black suits when they'll calm down on their own soon enough? We NEED to find Austin!"
"Boombastic's going after Massteria," they hear someone say over Century's earbud. "I knew there was a reason I added an external power blocker to my master watch," Nico adds with a hint of smugness.
"Now isn't the time to brag, son. Why did you allow Bombastic to go?" Century demands.
"He says that Massteria's threatened Keliah. He turned down the chance to get his hearing so he could go after him. I can't blame him for that choice, Century. If he's willing to give up a life of freedom to make sure his granddaughter is safe, I can only support that decision. Also, you froze my kids again. Do you know how annoying that is?"
"I'll unfreeze them--"
"NICO," Angela says, reaching out and pulling the earbud out of Century's ear. "Go get my husband. I don't care what noble reasons he's got, I'll take care of Massteria, myself if I need to. Just don't let him toss away a future on this. If you do, I swear you'll WISH you could hide in the Cape Cells when I come after you."
"Falconess--"
"I changed your diapers, boy," she says, barely restraining from breaking the earbud. "You'd better listen right this instant."
"Yes ma'am," Nico says. "But if he CAN take out Massteria--"
"He can't," they all jump as Mastermental comes onto the line. "Of all the others in the Cape Cells, Massteria is the worst match-up for Bombastic."
"Why?" Century asks.
"Because fear played a big part in why he was tossed into the Cells in the first place. If Bombastic is overcome with fear again, the number of victims will be far greater than last time. Massteria has no ability or desire to save the people that are in the wrong place at the wrong time."
"Like Dad did?" Nico asks.
"Like your father did," Mastermental agrees grimly.
 
 
***
 
*Cape High*
 
"The cameras just stopped," Freddy says, poking the wall as if doing so could start the show back up. "What's going on? Come on, we need to know!"
"Century," Vinny says.
The other students look at him blankly, so he explains, "Century stops time--that's obviously what happened here. The drones must have been close enough to get dragged into it. That means he's got things under control, though."
"I swear I'm going to install power blocking systems into the com-bracelets," Zoe says, irritably, tapping on a hologram screen she's brought up. "It looks like he froze the majority of our team while he was at it."
"You can't do that, it'll ruin the show," Jack says. "I mean, seriously, if we all block each other's powers what sort of fight would that be?"
"I'll avoid putting one in yours, then," she says callously.
"Want me to grow some aloe vera for that burn, man?" Sunny says with a hoot.
"Shuddup, Sunny," Jack says, snorting.
"He's got a point, though," Vinny says. "For those of us playing the game, being affected by powers is a big part of the attraction. Think you could set it up with an on-off button?"
Zoe starts typing, only to jerk as a tiny beep goes off. She waves the file she's working on to the side and brings up a security system. "What in the world...?" she says, getting to her feet.
"What's going on?" Ace asks.
"Someone just opened the enhancement suit wall," she says, racing away. The others look at each other for all of a second before chasing after her. They come to a stop at the wall outside, where Justin is standing with a determined expression on his face.
"What are you doing?" Ace asks.
"I can't stand it," Justin says. "He's out there--he could be killing people even as we speak, and no one has done anything about it! Why haven't they caught Deathblow yet?" he demands.
"He hasn't killed anyone that we know of, yet," Zoe says. "But we're searching for him, I promise--"
"No you aren't! You're just a student, like the rest of us. You're sitting here, watching their stupid television, letting them run around chasing a guy that's not doing anything except playing with his granddaughter. I was GOING to trust them," he goes on. "I was going to wait and see Deathblow caught and--and his powers stripped. But they're taking too long and they're focusing on the wrong thing--"
"So you're going after him?" Ace asks. "You swore you weren't going into the game--"
"THIS ISN'T A GAME!" Justin bellows. Several of them cover their ears with their hands.
"Justin CALM DOWN!" Morgan says, stepping forward and reaching for him. He jerks back.
"Oh no you don't--I'm going to die WITH my powers, thank you."
"So you already know he'll kill you?" Vinny asks.
"Yes, he will. But I'm not going to make it easy on him," Justin says, turning back to the suits. "How do you put one of these things on?" he asks.
"You're not a fighter--you chose your future, remember?" Ace says. "We all know how hard it was for you when they asked you to save Kirsten, and this is a lot worse, isn't it? Deathblow--"
"Killed my father," Justin says. "He KILLED my father--the only blood relative I had. What do you want me to do, Ace? Stand here and wait for him to kill someone else I love? Malina is out there right now, Carla is out there, Negatia is out there--"
"Negatia can handle herself," Ace says. "She wouldn't be a Hall leader if she couldn't."
"What happens if he catches her off guard?" Justin asks. "Dad thought he had him beat--"
"We're all scared," Morgan says. "We're all scared, and we know where you're coming from, but you have to trust the adults--"
"Why should I?" he demands. "They failed the first time he was out there."
"No, they didn't," Ace says. "Your father caught him. That was NOT failure."
"I am working to find him," Zoe says, making the group turn and look at her. She waves a hand through the air and suddenly they see millions of YouTube videos on the wall. "Nothing goes unrecorded these days, Justin. I've gotten one video of him already, but it was too long ago for him to still be there," she adds, waving a hand and enlarging a video. "I am going to find him, and when I find him, I'm siccing every big name I know on him," she says, her hands clenching at her sides and a faint electric field covering her body for all of a second.
The group watches silently as Deathblow tries to rob a guy of his pants, only to race away as someone starts shouting for Star Spangled.
"You... you've been doing this all along?" Justin asks.
"Of course I have," she says. "Dad's busy in the field, so it's my job to do this part. Don't accuse me of doing nothing just because you can't see it. The same goes for the rest of the Halls."
"Can we help?" Vinny asks.
She looks at him thoughtfully for a moment before nodding and holding out a hand to the school. "Go in and pick a wall, everyone. We've got a lot of stupid cat videos to sort through." The rest of the group head in, leaving only her and Justin standing there for a long, silent moment.
“I want him stripped of his powers,” he says. “No, what I really want is him DEAD. If he’s dead, he can’t hurt anyone anymore.”
“We don’t kill,” she says. “But they can, and probably will strip him of his powers.”
“Zoe,” Jack says from the building. “What about Star Born, have they caught her?”
“Star Born never ran,” she says.
“What?”
“She stayed at the Cape Cells and patched up the wounded guards,” she says. “At the moment the Hall Leaders are letting her stay there with a collar on. She doesn’t seem to have any desire to leave.”
“She’s up to something,” he says grimly.
“She might be,” Zoe agrees. “Trust me, I’m checking in on that regularly, too.”
 
***
 
 “Chicklet!” the word shocks me, especially when I have no idea when Grandma got here. I’m being hugged tightly, my feet off the ground. “Oh, sweetie, I was so worried,” she adds, pulling back to look me in the eyes. “Are you okay? The crowd didn’t hurt you too much, did they?” she asks.
“Grandma?” I ask, looking around to see what the heck is going on. Century is flying away, leaving just the two of us standing here in a world that’s completely motionless. “What happened?”
“Oh, Charles stopped time,” she says. “He always has been too quick to stop everything. We need to get you somewhere safe, Chicklet, and then I’ll go find your mother.”
“What about Emily and Carla and Grand—” I stop myself, but too late. She has a knowing look on her face.
“Your grandpa is off on a stupid mission, but don’t worry, I sent Nicolas off to stop him,” she says. “That man always was too quick to jump the gun.”
“Nico?”
“No, Austin,” she says. Her wings flare brightly and she holds onto me as we take to the air. “I’m sorry I never told you about him,” she adds quietly. “It’s hard to talk about things like that. He didn’t hurt you, did he?” she asks.
“Not too much. He did cause me to trip, and he forgot that I can’t hold my breath as long as he can, I guess, but he’s a good grandpa,” I say, defiantly. “He shouldn’t be in the Cape Cells!”
“Just because he’s a good grandpa?” she asks me with a hint of amusement. “I bet there are millions of good grandpas in prison, Chicklet, or at least ones that would try to be.”
“He didn’t KNOW there were people in the building!” I say.
“I know, Chicklet, I know he didn’t,” she says in a softer tone, “but there were. We just need to convince everyone knows that he’s already done his time.”
“Has he?” I ask after a moment.
“I would say so,” she says, her jaw tightening slightly.
“He still loves you,” I say, even if he hasn’t said it in that many words. “Do you—do you still love him?”
“It’s been a very long time, Chicklet,” she says, looking down at me with a bittersweet smile.
“But you live on the island he built!” I say. “You can’t tell me you don’t still care!”
“Time changes all things.”
“Bull!” I say. “True love is forever! At least… at least I want to believe that,” I admit a bit softer, looking down. “Someone must think that, right? What about—what about Superior and Tatiana? They were apart for as long as you two were apart, and THEY still love one another!”
"Love is important," she says, a slight frown on her face. I can tell she's trying to simplify the problem for me, but if you've got to simplify something that means you've been thinking too much in the first place, right? "I do love him--at least I love the man he once was. I don't know who he is now, Chicklet. But regardless of how that turns out, we need to make sure he gets his hearing."
"Hearing?" I ask.
"We're working to get him out of the Cape Cells," she says.
"But Carla just said they might let him stay out until the Cape Cells were rebuilt," I say, a hint of hope rising in my heart. "Is there--is there a chance we can get him out?"
"Not if he continues on in the way he's going," she says grimly, “but I think Nicolas will be able to stop him. I hope he will, at least. Is he as powerful as his father?"
"Isn't that how Grandpa got tossed into the cells in the first place?" I ask. "But I don't know... I mean, in some ways I think he is, and in other ways, well, I think he improvises?" I offer. "He's got all sorts of watches that do crazy things that I don't think even Superior can--but there's one huge difference!" I say, getting excited.
"What's that?" she asks.
"Grandpa and Nico are really good friends," I say, grinning widely. "If anyone can stop him, it's Nico! But--but we should go, too, because with all three of us he'll HAVE to stop, right?"
"Oh, honey, it's too dangerous for you--"
"I'm NOT going to lose my grandpa!" I declare, narrowing my eyes on her. "He's the best and only grandpa I've ever had and I'm going to make sure he gets to that hearing and they let him out of the Cape Cells! And then you two can get back together and I'll come to visit all the time as soon as I can fly, and then you can have babies and I'll be a niece but really more like a cousin or something, because of the ages--"
"You've put a lot of thought into this, haven't you?" she asks dryly.
"Yes, I have! And when you have another daughter SHE can become Falconess and I can be a super villain!"
"Oh no, Chicklet, you are a Falconess from the soles of your feet to the top of your head," she says, picking me up and taking to the air.
"I am NOT! I'm going to be a villain!"
"Which is exactly why you're a perfect Falconess," she says. "Now quiet, little one, we don't want people to notice which direction we're going."
"Which way are we going?" I ask.
"The same way your grandpa went," she says. "We're going to do exactly what you suggested. We're going to team up with Nicolas and stop him with love."
"YEAH!" I cheer.
 
***
 
A hand touches Trent's shoulder and he jerks, looking around a bit wildly and then up slightly to look Century in the eyes. "Go on with what you were doing, son," the South Branch leader says. "I'll deal with the paperwork later."
Trent looks around. "Did you stop time?" he asks.
"It's what I do," Century says before flying away.
"Did you unfreeze my girlfriend?" Trent yells after him.
"She's next!" Century calls back. Trent takes to the air, floating over the frozen norms and taking in the situation. There are other supers racing through the crowd, accompanied by black suits. They're busy picking apart crashes and saving the ones being trampled. It's creepy, Trent decides finally. He knows all of the people are living, but they look like wax statues at the moment.
Trent heads into the crowd, helping the others with the job at hand. "Never going South," he mutters under his breath. "Never, ever, EVER going South."
"Why's that?" Emily asks over his earbud. He almost jumps before grinning with relief.
"We're sorting out norms like they're puzzle pieces," Trent explains. "This is creepy as all get-out. Is Max unfrozen yet?"
"I have jet lag," Max says. "My sense of time is completely off. Is everyone else having this problem?"
"It was only for a few minutes, though, right?" Emily asks.
"How should I know?" Trent asks. "Someone back at school, can you tell us how long we were out?"
"Three minutes," they hear Zoe say. "It shouldn't be enough to give you jet lag, Max," she scolds.
"But it did," he says.
"Remind me to never take you on an oversea vacation, then," she says.
"I'm perfectly fine!" Emily says. "You and I will go on vacation, Zoe!"
"Hey, now, I never said I couldn't handle it!" Max protests. "Don't go throwing away my vacations!"
"Emily and I will go overseas and take pictures of castles and things," Zoe declares cheerfully. "I'm sure it'll be awesome."
"Let's do it!" Emily says.
"Your girlfriend is ditching you, too, Trent. Shouldn't you speak up?" Max demands.
Trent pulls a small child that was frozen mid-trip off the ground. The look of terror frozen on the boy's face rips at his heart.
"I never said I wasn't going with them," he says, trying to focus on the banter as he works. He places the boy on an empty bench to the side. "Aubrey? Have you been freed?"
"I'm here," she says.
"I'll see about getting all of the injured in one place so you can patch them up. Hopefully you can get it done before the time stop runs out," he says. He motions to Voltdrain. "Can we set up an area for the injured? We've got Aubrey here."
"Sí!" Voltdrain says, his grim expression lightening into a smile. "That would be good. We will have it in the playground." He touches his own earbud and explains it to the South Branch people. "Tell Senorita Aubrey that it is in the area made of props, por favor," he says to Trent.
"Thank you, Voltdrain," Trent says.
"I'm on it," Aubrey says.
"Wait, where's Keliah?" Emily asks after a moment. "We need to make sure she's safe!"
"Everyone keep an eye out for Keliah," Max says. "She's one of our Fledglings. We're not going to let her get hurt. But we still need to do what we can here before time starts up again."
"Got it," Trent says.
"I'm going to spread out," Emily says. They all hear two poofs that show she's brought out her doppelgangers. "If it's already been three minutes, we don't have much time."
"Technically we have no time at all, since it was stopped," Max says.
"Max? Go back to whining about your jet lag," Emily tells him when the rest of the group groans.
 
***
 
Austin stops, looking around blankly for a long moment. Where is Massteria? He has no clue, honestly, but he has to find him before he starts something new. Who knew the guy would get so strong after being in lock-down for this long? He looks at his hand, a sudden thought occurring to him. How much stronger has HE gotten? He promptly shoves the question aside and takes off again, searching the ground for sight of the non-flying super.
He shouldn't have gotten much farther than this, right? "MASSTERIA!" he bellows, cupping his hands around his mouth. "COME OUT HERE AND FACE ME LIKE A MAN!"
"That won't work," he hears Nico say over the earbud. "Massteria isn't a man."
"What?" Austin asks. “Then what is he?"
"I’m thinking an over-sized weasel that shaves," Nico says. "You need to stop, Boombastic," he goes on. "I'm coming to get you. We'll go back to the Hall and--"
"And what, leave Massteria out here, free as a bird?" Austin demands, his teeth clenching at the very thought. "No. I'd rather spend another hundred years behind bars than let him run free. He sent a CHILD, Technico, he sent A CHILD TO THREATEN MY GRANDDAUGHTER!" he roars, his rage racing through him. He feels his power threaten to go out of control. He hasn’t had that problem since he was a kid. "What kind of sick monster threatens someone's family through a little boy that cries for his mommy?"
"I agree," Nico says, his tone calm. "He's not right. None of us are completely stable, but he definitely takes one of the top tier cupcakes."
"Top tier cupcakes?" Austin repeats, slightly distracted by that phrase.
"Can't say he took the cake when Deathblow was in the next cell," Nico says almost cheerfully. "But I might be spending too much time with kids. Either way, you need to stop and trust me. Not the Hall, not anyone else. I'm asking you to trust ME," he says. "Can you trust me to take Massteria out for you?"
"I--"
"Is that Technico?"
The question sends a chill down Austin's spine even before he turns. There, standing right behind him as if he'd been there all along, is Massteria. "Is it?" Massteria asks. "Ask him how he's doing, living as a tool for the Hall, will you?"
Austin lets out a roar and rushes the smaller man, swinging a burning fist through the other man's--through the air where the other's man face should be. Massteria's not there. Austin looks around. The world is wrong. What had once been a simple dirt road in the middle of nowhere is now a dirt road in the middle of a barren, alien land. The trees he'd hardly noticed before now look twisted and unnatural. He's all alone.
He scowls and starts forward. "I know you're here, Massteria!" he says. "Come out and I'll make it quick," he lies. "And I know you're trying to get in my head again!"
A laugh echoes from all around him. "Trying?" Massteria asks. "Haven't you realized that I've been in your head all this time?"
"You're a dirty liar," Austin snarls.
"I've always wondered, just how did you last as long as you did against Superior?" Massteria asks him. "He should have wiped the floor with you."
Cold sweat suddenly hits Austin and he turns, slowly, not surprised at the sight of Superior floating overhead, just as he had all those many, many years ago. “Do you think you could do it, still?” Massteria asks, tauntingly. “Or will you finally be killed at his hands, like you should have been all those years ago?”
“Superior,” Austin says, his throat dry. His mind races as he tries to judge the distance—further back, he thinks, jumping straight back as fast as he can. Further back and distract. If you distract him, he won’t have time to get close enough to use his abilities. What was it, a mile? It had been a mile distance back then, his wife had told him once. He just needs to keep a mile away from the other man.
He can’t die now, he thinks, touching the ground and using his powers. The explosion will happen in five… four…
He races away, leaving the ground to explode behind him. The sound of Superior cursing is enough to give him a tiny hint of hope.
He needs to find Massteria, he reminds himself, but if he slows down, Superior will catch him. If Superior catches him, he won’t let him live, not this time. He’s certain of that fact.
“BOOMBASTIC!” Superior shouts. Something seems wrong about that, Austin realizes vaguely as he plants another timed explosion. He doesn’t have time to think it through—he has to keep moving. “BOOMBASTIC, STOP!”
Austin takes to the air, flying as far away from Superior as he can, but before he can get very far, Superior appears with a pop and a puff of smoke, right in front of him. The fist that slams into Austin’s face sends him flying back a half mile before he drops to the ground. Before he can get up, Superior is in front of him again—but it’s not Superior.
“I said STOP!” Technico bellows in his face. “You’ve blown up half the countryside, you moron!”
Austin stares up at him, stunned. “Technico?” he asks after a moment, gingerly touching his teeth with his tongue to make sure he hadn’t lost any.
“Technico,” Nico agrees. “And that was just recorded,” he adds grimly, looking into the air and letting out a curse. “If I kill it now, we’ll both be in hot water.”
“I can’t do this—I have to find Massteria!” Austin says, shoving the other man out of his way. “He has to be close—”
“He’s long gone by now,” a hauntingly familiar voice says. Austin looks up, staring dry-mouthed as his wife lands a few feet away, their granddaughter in her arms. “Well, Austin, when you screw up, you do it up right, don’t you?” she says, surveying the pitted, rubble covered land behind them.
“Grandpa? Are you okay?” Keliah asks, pulling away from Angela and racing over to him. “He didn’t hurt you, did he?”
“Keliah—you can’t be here!” Austin says. “I thought I told you to take her somewhere safe,” he says to Nico, feeling betrayed.
“Tell that to your wife,” Nico says. “I can deal with Massteria. He won’t even get near her.”
“But he’s not alone,” Austin says. “I think Deathblow’s with him.”
“Is he,” Nico says, his expression hard to read. “I think—” he stops and touches his earbud. “Yes. Fine, we’ll be there soon—”
“What’s going on, Nicolas?” Angela asks.
“We’re bringing Boombastic in,” Nico says.
“I already—” Austin says, only to be grabbed before he can run. “I don’t have time for this, Technico—”
“I don’t care,” Nico says. “If we don’t go in now, you will NEVER have your hearing, do you understand?” he demands. “You just took out twenty acres.”
“So we all know how the hearing will wind up,” Austin says. “If I go in front of them, they’ll sentence me to life! If they’re going to do that, at LEAST let me take out Massteria first—”
He grunts as a flash hits him from the corner of his eye. He can literally feel his power draining out of him. “I don’t think you understand who you’re up against, Austin,” Nico says, in a surprisingly gentle tone. Austin feels himself hauled into an unbending hug by the younger man as they take to the air. He feels shaky with weakness. He has to shake it off. He can’t go to a hearing—
 
***
 
 “Ladies and gentlemen, I thank you for making time in your busy schedules,” Mastermental says. I look around the large room, my eyes going to the half-circle table, with screens in place of the Hall Leaders. Only Mastermental is here in real life, even if we ARE in the South Branch Hall.
“Mastermental, I’m still in the middle of cleaning up—” Century protests.
“I realize, but I also realize you have several of my younger capes there, helping. Besides, this shouldn’t take long. We come together to discuss the future of one of our Cape Cell escapees—”
“Wait!” We all look up as the doors burst open and Rocco races into the room. “I never got to ask,” he says. Mom and Malina enter right behind him.
“Technically, he answered the question without you finishing it,” Nico says.
“But he didn’t fight me,” Rocco says. “That’s part of the requirements, right? He had to not fight me when I asked him to come in—and he didn’t!”
“But you weren’t the one that brought him in,” Marigold says, “so it still doesn’t count. That means this hearing is void—”
“I agree, if we only go by the idea that Rocco had to bring him in,” Mastermental says. “That is why I propose, with no regard to previous agreements, to have a hearing discussing the parole of Austin Sitkin, AKA Bombastic, AKA, apparently, Boombastic, as well,” Mastermental says. “Nico, I believe you have some evidence to show the board?”
“Most of this you’ve already seen,” Nico says as the wall in front of the table starts flashing scenes of me and Grandpa doing things that—
“How did you know about all that?” I demand, blushing brightly as the conversation about robbing the lady on the street flashes over the screen.
“We’ve been watching you,” Nico says. He doesn’t even look guilty!
“That’s got to be illegal!” I declare.
“Do we really need to discuss legalities when we’re following an escaped convict?” Nico asks me. “But give me a minute, Keliah, I’m going somewhere with this. You’ve all seen how he’s conducted himself during the time out of the cells—yes, he DID break out, but I’d like to hear what he has to say about that, himself,” Nico says, turning to my grandpa.
“I just wanted—” Grandpa starts out, only to stop as they all turn to him.
“What did you want, Bombastic? Realize that I am using my abilities to see that you’re telling the truth,” Mastermental says.
“I just wanted to see the sun without being collared like a dog,” Grandpa says. “We all know that the Cape Cells is a maze, and I didn’t know how long I would have to get there, so I took the shortest route.”
“That’s…” the entire group turns to look at Marigold, “somewhat understandable. I’ve taken the shortest route, myself,” she admits.
“It isn’t reasonable for normal citizens, but we aren’t dealing with those, are we?” Isotonic says. “I have to admit it does make sense—but it doesn’t change the fact that we’re still rebuilding the Cape Cells because of you.”
“If he helps rebuild it, will you forgive him?” I ask.
“Keliah—” Mom says, but I ignore her, heading for the area in front of the table so they can see me.
“My name is Keliah—I’m supposed to be the next Falconess,” I declare boldly. “I’m from a long, long line of Falconesses, so even if you don’t know me, I’m sure you know my family.”
They nod, but look a bit irritated. “Sweetheart, we need to—” Century starts out.
“No!” I say. “You’re going to listen to me. I ASKED my Grandpa to do a fake fight with Carla because Nico wanted him to—you all must have seen it! And he did! He didn’t hurt her and he took the fall at the end, just like you wanted him to—to a fourteen-year-old girl,” I sneer, leaning forward and giving them my sharpest look. “I know what my grandpa can do—he went toe to toe with Superior!”
“Not exactly,” Grandpa admits.
“Be quiet, please, I’m trying to defend you,” I tell him. “He willingly took the fall—he played the game! It was probably really embarrassing to lose to a girl only a year older than his granddaughter, you know?” I toss in a dramatic pose, because I AM a cape, and then announce, “If he was a bad guy—one that deserves to be stuck in prison for the rest of his life, then he wouldn’t have done that! And he didn’t know there were people in the buildings! I say he’s done his sentence!” I declare.
“Keliah,” Negatia says, “regardless of whether he knew people were in there or not, he did a lot of destruction—then, and now,” she says. “We’ve seen the remains of what he did before you brought him here.”
“That was—” I start out.
“He was under the influence of Massteria,” Nico says.
“Nico, if you would take Bombastic and the others outside of hearing range, we’ll discuss this among ourselves,” Mastermental says.
“I would like to say something,” Grandma says, stepping forward.
“Angela—” Grandpa says. “Let them do what they will, as long as SOMEONE goes out looking for Massteria, I don’t care what happens to me.”
“We agree, which is why we’re trying to do this quickly. Now if you would leave the room,” Mastermental says pointedly.
I look at Mom and Grandma, feeling helpless as we head out of the room. I even turn to Nico, expecting him to do— “Son, you had best not use this to spy on the room,” I hear Century say over his earbud.
“Will it affect the judging?” Nico asks.
“It very well might,” Mastermental says.
Nico sighs and taps on his earbud. “Let’s go, people, to the cells,” he says, heading down the hall. I turn, looking at the room behind us. “Don’t even think about it, Keliah.” He doesn’t even look at me when he says that, I notice.
“I haven’t said nearly enough,” Grandma says. I see her hands clench angrily and I feel a rush of empathy.
“Neither have I!” I declare. “They’ve been forcing our family to work for them for generations, you’d think they OWE us—”
“They aren’t forcing us, honey,” Mom says. “We chose to work with the Hall—Mom was one of the founding members, weren’t you?”
“And my mother was part of the previous group of crime fighters,” Grandma says, waving it off. “Half of the time, at least.”
“But I’m NOT one of you,” Grandpa says. “This is ridiculous. I’ve already said they can throw me back into the cells—this is just wasting precious time.”
“Be quiet, Austin,” Grandma says.
 
***
 
"We could have had him," Deathblow snarls as they finally stop a few cities away. He looks around and heads into an empty building, taking his coat off and throwing it hard against the wall.
"You were running right next to me," Massteria mutters sullenly.
"You didn't do your job right!" Deathblow yells.
"I did exactly what you told me to!"
"You should have done it better!"
"Technico showed up!" Massteria yells. "You idiot, if we hadn't run, he would have gotten us too!"
"I can take Technico," Deathblow says, but he's not yelling any longer. "How soon after we ran did he get there?"
"Soon enough for me to pick up on it," Massteria says. "And you can't take Technico, none of us can."
"They hyped him up too much," Deathblow scoffs. "He's nothing special. If you ask me, it just proves what weaklings they are over in the Halls--"
"Rumor has it he's the only son of Superior."
"Bull," Deathblow says. "He probably just spread the lie to make people afraid of him. I was stuck meeting him at least every other year. He hardly even talked to me--too scared, I bet."
"He talked to me," Massteria says. "He builds weapons of mass destruction faster than you pick your nose."
"Yeah, right," Deathblow scoffs.
"One time, as I was leaving the meeting my robot guard started acting funny," Massteria goes on. "It would repeat itself--I got six meals a day because somehow it forgot it served me."
"What does that have to do with Technico?" Deathblow asks, a hint of jealousy showing in his eyes.
"He looked at me at our last meeting and said that I 'looked like a scarecrow on drugs.' I think he decided I needed to gain some weight. So he did something to my guard so I ate more."
Deathblow bursts out laughing. "Why would he care what you look like?" he asks.
"When Boombastic was depressed--same day, every year, because you could hear the thumping on the wall, well Technico would take over his robot and talk with him. Nobody told the guards, but we could hear it."
"I remember that," Deathblow says. "All this is telling me is that he's a sucker."
"He was wearing the same uniform we were--at least, AFTER he built the collars. Before that, they had him strapped down with millions of pounds. It didn’t work."
"Exaggerations and lies," Deathblow says, blowing it off completely.
"Could you use your powers when you were in uniform?" Massteria asks.
Deathblow doesn't reply to that. "So since it's your fault we ran, how are we going to get Boombastic?" he asks, instead.
"I..."
"You know something. You got in his head, right?"
"There is," Massteria says slowly.
"Then spit it out already!"
"He's got a pretty little granddaughter just coming into her powers," Massteria says. "That's the way to get to him."
"Then what are we waiting for?"
 



CHAPTER EIGHT
“Norm laws for involuntary manslaughter—” Negatia begins.
“We aren’t norms,” Isotonic interrupts, in a tone that says this argument has come up far too many times to count. “And you’re not taking into account the massive amount of destruction that he caused—”
“That is honestly par for the course in our job,” Mastermental says. “But ladies and gentlemen, I would like to propose another option.” They all look at him, expectantly.
“So you’ve decided that he’s not dangerous any longer?” Marigold asks.
“Oh, he is,” Mastermental says. “But we can hardly blame him for what happened—we’ve seen him under the influence of Massteria twice today. The first time, no one was hurt, the second—”
“No one was hurt,” Century says.
“Exactly, thankfully he was far from civilization. According to what we’ve learned from the guards at Cape Cells, he never touched any of them. He was telling the truth about seeing the sun. Now I know that many of you have children in the Cape High program, but the same logic for Nico upon his release would easily work for Bombastic, as well.”
“Would there be the chance of Nico and Bombastic working together to return to their old bad habits?” Negatia asks. “Because even the staff you’ve assigned would have a very hard time going up against the two if they did.”
“Do you not trust Nico? Even after what he’s done over the past year?” Isotonic asks her.
“I barely know the man,” she admits. “Mastermental, you evaluate his thoughts on a regular basis, don’t you?”
“The biggest thought in Nico’s mind—which I will admit is rather difficult to read—has nothing to do with going villain again,” Mastermental says.
“Then what is it?” the others ask, eagerly.
“Personal life,” Mastermental says. “Although his second biggest thought is how to celebrate Christmas for the school,” he adds.
“Does he know you read his mind on a regular basis?” Century asks him.
“It’s part of his parole setting—he’s read all of the paperwork involved, trust me. For the most part, though, he’s deliberately translating his thoughts from binary just so I can understand,” Mastermental admits a bit dryly. “I tend to focus on general emotions, honestly.”
“And what is his emotional state?” Negatia asks curiously.
“Enough about Nico,” Marigold says. “We’re discussing Bombastic. Can we trust him in a situation like the school?”
Mastermental is silent for a moment. “I believe so,” he says after a moment. “But this is not something I can decide on my own.”
“Falconess—Angela, I mean—will want to have a say in that,” Century says. “She’s married to him.”
“So he’s the present Falconess’s father? Or was that—” Negatia starts out.
“He is,” Mastermental says.
“Why not bring Angela in, as well?” Century asks. “Or better yet, when he proves himself for a few months, why don’t I place them in my sister school? I’ve been looking for teachers. And between Voltdrain and myself, he won’t be a problem if he gets a bit… problematic,” he volunteers.
“Your suggestion has been noted,” Mastermental says with a nod. “I’m willing to discuss it if things go smoothly.”
“I have a suggestion, as well,” Isotonic says. “He’s intent on hunting down Massteria. Why don’t we allow him to?”
“He’s at a disadvantage—” Mastermental starts out.
“Give him one of those external power blockers that Nico used when fighting Herold. Let’s let him prove he’s on our side,” Marigold says. “After watching him as we did, I think we can trust him that much. Besides, I like Falconess. She’s a good woman. She deserves a second chance at love. Some of us never will get that,” she adds quietly, glancing around the table.
“I never took you for a romantic, Marigold,” Negatia says.
“Don’t you miss Sonic Scream?” Marigold asks her.
“Every day, every minute,” Negatia says softly, “every second of my life.”
Only Isotonic looks a bit awkward at the conversation. Mastermental SHOULD, he thinks, but Mastermental never looks awkward. “So,” he says, to break the tension, “are we agreed? We allow him a chance to hunt down Massteria—under supervision. Consider this a part of his parole.”
“I think that might be quite dangerous,” Mastermental says, “but I’m willing—depending on who you suggest his supervision is.”
“I suggest Technico,” Isotonic says. “We’ll prove your belief that he’s completely trustworthy, as well.”
 
***
 
 “This is driving me insane!” I declare, pacing in the soundproof room in front of my family and a distracted looking Nico. “And why aren’t you all worried?” I ask them, placing my hands on my hips and glaring at them.
“They usually do this,” Nico says. “I heard that’s how they decided what to do with Pan when he attacked the Collector.”
“Pan?” Grandpa asks. “Panther? Or Panther’s son?”
“For you it would be the son. He’s that college roommate I told you about,” Nico says. “He’s got a wife and two kids. His daughter’s my son’s girlfriend, she’s a beauty. And when the Collector somehow caught sight of her—”
“Is this really the time?” I ask.
“No, do go on, this is fascinating,” Grandma says. “Who is this Collector? Is he a super?”
“Nah, he’s a norm—he was using Shadowman as a go-between,” Nico says.
“Shadowman’s still around?” Grandpa asks. “I’m shocked someone hasn’t killed him by now.”
“I was tempted several times,” Grandma says.
“No one likes Shadowman,” Mom says, still staring at Grandpa.
“Shouldn’t we just talk about the big pink elephant in the room?” I demand. “Mom, this is Grandpa Bombastic, Grandpa Bombastic, this is your daughter. You both know that, but you’ve not said a word to each other since we got in here!”
They look at each other, staying silent for a long second before Grandpa goes, “You’re as beautiful as I thought you’d be.”
Mom looks taken aback for a moment. She clearly hadn’t expected that opener. “Why did you do it?” she asks.
“I…” Grandpa looks around the room. “The government was clearly manipulating people with powers,” he says finally. “They had just implemented a law that all people with abilities were to be registered. There was no vote on it, no word to the public, but all of a sudden we were the same as convicted criminals. We were going to be watched like hawks. They would know who we were, where we lived—all because we were born different. I heard, from an inside man, that they already had a list of capes they were planning on hunting down, on the basis of them being too hard to handle. Several of them were already identified.”
“And you thought attacking their buildings would make them feel they were wrong?” Grandma demands.
“I was going after the list,” he says. “I wasn’t going to blow up anything—I was just casing the joint to break in, steal the list, destroy any copies, and leave. Unfortunately, Superior caught sight of me landing on government property in the middle of the night and jumped to conclusions.”
“Obviously they were the right conclusions, and I’m not sure how that consists of manipulation,” Mom says.
“Who do you think they would have sent after the unruly ones?” he asks. “The Hall was in their pocket. Superior couldn’t sneeze without them offering him a Kleenex. Well I might have been a villain, but I knew a ton of capes that were just trying to live normal lives. They weren’t out to hurt anyone, they were just out to make a living. And I had one daughter about to be born and more planned. Why should they know who they were? What right did they have?” he asks.
“Clearly it didn’t gain much ground, though,” Nico says thoughtfully.
“Oh, we’re all registered the moment we use our powers in public,” Mom says, waving a hand, “but the Hall has the list, not the government. And anyone D-class or below has the choice to opt out. Others, like the healers, well, they didn’t even realize they existed.”
“Mastermental stepped in after Superior ‘died’ and left the Hall to him,” Grandma says. “He took care of the problem in an almost terrifyingly easy way. I wish you’d have asked him before you decided to step in, Austin,” she says sadly.
Grandpa looks stunned. “How did he fix it?” he asks.
“A quick appearance on television,” Grandma says. “Had he wanted, the entire U.S. would have started rioting. In exchange, though, the government has his home number and the name he goes by now.”
There’s a slightly shocked look on both Grandpa and Nico’s faces. “Seriously? He took the fall for everyone?” Nico asks.
“They don’t know about Max,” Mom says. “They probably will once he graduates, but for now he’s been kept secret.”
We go silent, thinking about that for a long moment. “It’s still risky,” Grandpa says.
“This distrust of the government is a wonderful thing to walk in on.” We all look up, seeing Mastermental standing in the doorway. “We’ve come to a conclusion, so if you would come with me, we’ll finish up the hearing.”
“Should I feel flattered that you came personally?” Grandpa asks as he stands. He reaches up unconsciously, his hand almost touching the collar around his neck. It sparks. I wonder how often he did that when he was in the cells.
“I thought it prudent not to have the black suits find out what your little group was discussing,” Mastermental says, “in case it was something personal.”
We follow him to the other side of the Hall, going back into the meeting room. Grandpa steps in front of the table, looking from screen to screen with no hope on his face.
“What do you have to say for yourself, Austin?” Century asks in a remarkably mild tone.
“I… well… I ask that you don’t hold my crimes against my family. And that Keliah isn’t punished for going with me. She’s willing to do a show in the future to pay for sneaking into the theme park—”
“Accepted,” Century says cheerfully.
“Charles,” Mastermental says in rebuke.
“Well, you can’t blame a man for taking what’s offered, Frank,” Century says.
“There will be no punishment for your family, Austin,” Negatia says. “What we want to hear is why you think we should allow you to be released on parole.”
A hint of shock mixed with hope crosses Grandpa’s face. “I…” Grandpa says, looking over at us for a moment. “I just want to live my life and… and hopefully get to know my family,” he says slowly. “I don’t want to be a villain, or a hero, I just… I can’t even wrap my mind around it,” he admits. “I mean, I’ve dreamed of getting offered this for years, but I never expected it to happen. I just—they’re going to make me do something, aren’t they?” he asks, looking at Nico, suddenly.
“It’s called ‘parole’,” Nico agrees. “It’s where they make a list of demands and you have no choice but to do them. It’s how I wound up as principal of Cape High.”
“We can hardly slap you on the wrist and expect you to work at a fast food joint,” Marigold says dryly. “You have to be at a certain level just to be considered for the Cape Cells.”
“If we could rehabilitate those in the Cape Cells they would easily change the world,” Mastermental agrees. “And you, Bombastic, are at the top of that list. So will you consider working for us in exchange for a… more acceptable situation?”
“What would this ‘acceptable situation’ be?” Grandpa asks.
“We thought we would put you under the supervision of the very well-equipped Cape High staff,” Mastermental says. “That means we will be placing you with our children, under the supervision of some of the strongest retired supers around. We are still extremely careful about who we place with them, even then. But after seeing you with Keliah we believe we can trust you.”
“YES!” I say, jumping in the air and throwing up my arms in glee. “Will he be a teacher?” I ask.
“Cape High?” Grandpa says, “You mean I’d be working under Technico?”
Nico is grinning. “I’ll accept that,” he says. “I’ll put him in charge of the demolition and clean-up program. He can train the newcomers in home and car repair on site.”
“But,” Isotonic interrupts, “there’s one more task we’re going to give you.”
“It’s more of a… test of loyalty,” Century says. “We’re going to equip you with a power blocker and send you after Massteria.”
“A power blocker?” Grandpa says, frowning. “If I don’t have my powers—”
“One that blocks other people using their powers on you—Technico built something that should do the trick,” Negatia says. “Didn’t you, Technico?”
“I did,” Nico says, “But let’s be clear, here. If anyone is questioning my loyalty, I’d like to remind you that you were there. The external power blocker wasn’t to take you on—it was purely to bypass Herold.” He stares at them until they nod. “I can arrange for something.”
“And since we’ve all established that Nico is NOT out to take down all the Hall branches, he’ll be overseeing this mission of yours. It’ll be filmed, of course, so we’ll all see what you do,” Century says. “Are you willing to accept our terms of parole?”
“Willing?” Grandpa asks. “I would get on my knees to beg for the opportunity,” he says, with a stunned expression. “I’ll take it. If I work at Cape High, my granddaughter will be there, right?”
“She will,” Nico says. “Well, as soon as her mom declares she’s done with her punishment. It’s been longer than the week I would have required.”
“Yes!” I say, running over to hug Grandpa. I hesitate, though, looking at the Hall leaders. “That means he’ll have to get into a fight, though, right?” I ask them. They nod. “So you can’t punish him if he winds up blowing a few things up,” I tell them. “That’s his best power, you can’t expect him to not use it if he has to!”
“As long as you keep us informed on where the fight will be, we’ll do our very best to evacuate the area,” Century says.
“I’m sorry, I have to ask,” Negatia says, her curiosity showing, “Nico—may I call you that? If you were to overthrow a Hall, which would you aim for?”
“Hmm?” Nico asks. “Oh, I wouldn’t go for a Hall,” he says, casually. “I’d go straight for the North Pole; one night of actual work and an entire year of making toys? That sounds entertaining.”
“Can I vote on that?” Century asks, looking far too enthusiastic about that idea.
“No,” the rest of the board says.
“But I have my own little Hall, if you really think about it,” Nico says. “And when they graduate, I’ll still have a very large pull with them—someday very soon you’ll be leading entire Halls of people that have me on speed-dial.”
“Is he trying to make us paranoid?” Isotonic asks.
“Of course he is—he’s got a terrible sense of humor,” Mastermental says with a sigh and a shake of his head. “Nico, reassure those that don’t know you of your loyalty, please?”
“Star Born,” he says, holding up a finger, “Mimic, Kunnins, Mother, Herold, Shadowman, and Boombastic, just now.” He shows them his finger count before lowering his hands. “I’ve had a hand in catching all of them, with the help of teenage capes. I’m training those teenagers to be the best capes you’ll ever have. And if I can turn around so completely, I can promise you that Boombastic here will, as well,” he tells them. “Not because of you, but because he has the same thing motivating him as I do--family.”
“Are there any others that might be capable of changing like this?” Negatia asks.
The two men hesitate, looking at each other. “I’m still keeping an eye on Star Born,” Nico says. “She’s dangerous in ways we’re not used to, but she’s been surprisingly helpful as long as we keep her equipped with enough to keep her busy.”
“And what of the people she experimented on? There was Cold Steel, I know, but certainly there were others?” Negatia asks.
“For the most part we’ve returned them to normal with the help of our healers,” Nico says. “Cold Steel was a special case, since his system took to the change so quickly. The normal ones have been returned to their lives, and provided psychological help at our expense. One was… too far gone when we got to him. Others are still slowly recovering and growing accustomed to their new abilities. Mainly they’re D-class, and will return to normal society after they’ve completely recuperated. I don’t plan on bringing any of them into the school at this time.”
“He’s elitist,” Century says.
“I have one D-class—”
“Who is, I believe, technically a Specialized C-class, and can register higher with a simple uniform change?” Mastermental points out.
“She makes a good school reporter, too,” Nico says shamelessly.
“I see,” Negatia says. “Then I’m satisfied. Shall we call this hearing finished?”
“I second the motion,” Isotonic says. “Except how is my daughter doing?”
“Just fine,” Nico says. “All of the kids are. Our youngest, including Olivia, are making leaps and bounds with their training.”
“Good to hear.”
“And the older ones?”
“Massteria could be getting away even as we speak,” Grandpa interrupts. “So can this parent teacher meeting wait until afterward?”
“Of course. I apologize,” Isotonic says. “You’re free to begin your parole.”
“Thank you,” he says before looking at Grandma. “Take Keliah and get her somewhere safe,” he says. “I don’t want her anywhere that Massteria can get to her.”
“Rocco,” Nico says to the silent teen standing nearby, “we’re going to need your help.”
“Sure, boss,” Rocco says. “What about Malina?”
“Malina, you go back to Cape High with Keliah and her grandmother,” he says. “Zoe and the others are doing an Internet search for the other escaped cons, you can help them with it.”
“You just assume I’m going to take her to—” Grandma starts out.
“My security is the best in the world,” Nico says. “That’s the safest place she could be right now. I trusted you, Falconess, so trust me.”
Grandma hesitates, looking around the room. “So the Hall security isn’t as good as the school’s?” she asks.
“Of course it isn’t,” Century says. “He put a laser bubble around the school.”
“Highly illegal,” Negatia adds.
“You bet it is,” Isotonic agrees. “Why else do you think I sent my daughter there?”
“Then, I suppose we’re going to your school,” Grandma says to me.
“I want to see what happens with Grandpa,” I protest.
“We can see it on television,” she says, taking my hand. “Let’s go, Chicklet, your Grandpa’s got work to do.”
 
***
 
 “Tell me,” Mastermental says as he reaches the room that Nico’s confiscated for the external power blocker building, “how much of the conversation you ‘wouldn’t spy on’ did you spy on?”
Nico looks up from the gutted machines that surround him. Century will probably get irritated with him for the computers, but he ignores that fact. “Why, Double M, I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“They’ve really made some progress with computers, haven’t they?” Boombastic asks, staring curiously at the motherboard he just took out of the nearest phone. “I’m impressed. So is that why you got on their cases about not trusting you?” he asks Nico.
“I’m a technopath,” Nico says. “There are computers everywhere—most of which I programmed. Century brought me in for a few hours a while back to redo his security, remember?”
“You need to be more careful, Nico,” Mastermental says. He holds up a hand before Nico can go on, “I’m not saying that you shouldn’t spy—I expect it, honestly. In a way you are very right, you DO run a Hall. We all realize it. But allowing the others to get under your skin, and SHOW that they do, well, you open a door that is best left shut.”
Nico looks over at Bombastic, his expression changing slightly. “You’re right,” he says finally. “I shouldn’t have let the jibe about teaming up get to me. Honestly, I’ve been on edge since Herold.”
“Understandable,” Mastermental says.
“What happened with Herold?” Bombastic asks curiously.
“He was a technopath. He almost took over the White House,” Nico says. “He also caused a lot of destruction by taking out several of the systems. I still haven’t fully recovered the financial system, but let’s be honest, that’s almost as corrupt as the political,” he says dryly. “I have to take a shower after I work on it, every time.”
“You are not Herold, and we are well aware of it,” Mastermental says, “which is WHY we’re allowing you to fix everything he broke.”
“If it was just me, I wouldn’t care,” Nico says. “I’ve screwed up in the past—they’re probably right to ask questions like that. But my daughter is innocent,” he says, his eyes gleaming dangerously. “I won’t have them watching her every move—”
“Of course they do,” Mastermental says, holding up a hand to stop him before he speaks, “your daughter is only sixteen years old and they’re already approaching her about their own branches of the school. They look at Zoe with blatant jealousy of me,” he adds with a smug little smile, “and of Century, regretfully,” he adds after a second. “I was hoping to keep her purely Central, you know. She will be my daughter-in-law soon enough. I’d like to keep her close.”
“Not that soon,” Nico says, but the tension is draining out of him. “She’s only sixteen. I won’t let her get married until she’s twenty-one.”
“Eighteen is the legal age in Missouri, fifteen with parental consent, but I agree that that is too young,” Mastermental says.
“Wait—your daughter is dating Mastermental’s son?” Bombastic asks.
“It’s a small world, isn’t it?” Nico says. He touches his earbud. “We’re going to need a tailor up here,” he says. “We’re looking for something non-flammable. Thankfully South specializes in that.”
“Do I really need a uniform?” Bombastic asks.
“Do you want to burn your pants off again?” Nico asks, not bothering to wait for an answer. “I’ll keep my temper in check, Double M,” he says, “I shouldn’t have gone off on them like that.”
“Oh, I’m not worried about their feelings,” Mastermental says. “I’m worried about them realizing you have a sore spot that can be exploited. In several ways, Nico, my reputation is tied to yours.”
“Would they exploit it?” Nico asks curiously.
“Let’s just say you don’t get to be a Hall Leader by being nice,” Mastermental says.
 
***
 
"Even with him gone, the general populace is still panicking, sir," the black suit announces as he reaches Century. They're on the roof of the tallest building of the South Branch Theme Park. "We tried to clean up as much of the damage as possible while you stopped time, but it's just going bad again."
"We need a psychic type," Century says. "I'll talk over the cameras. I'll see if I can't--"
"We have one," Century hears Trent say over his earbud. "Two, actually, but Emily says she’s not up for something that big."
"Who’s the other?" Century demands.
"Maximum."
They go silent for a moment as Max lets out a curse over the com. "Do you have any CLUE how much damage my reputation has taken over the past few months?" Max demands. "First that video of me lifting the cars goes viral--do you know they have it in subtitles overseas? Nobody even TALKS and they still slapped subtitles on it! And now you want me to--"
"Max," Trent says.
"I know!" Max says angrily. "The greater good and all that, sheesh, I might as well trade in for a freaking cape," he says, his irritation dripping from the sentence.
"Thank you, son," Century says.
"Go ahead and get on the big screen," Max says, taking to the air. Century looks over at him, watching for a second as the teen raises his arms. "Aubrey, we need you working in the background," Max adds.
"On it," Century hears the healer say.
"They're already noticing me," Max complains before starting to work. "I'm not as good as my father, so try not to talk to me--I need to concentrate."
"Understood," Century says, seeing several drones start to surround him--and a few others hovering around Maximum. Poor kid, he thinks with amusement, this will be the final nail in the coffin on his villain career.
"Ladies and gentlemen!" Century says, his face appearing on every screen in the park. "This is Century speaking! I'd like to thank you for coming to our humble park today and tell you that every single one of you is going to get a free pass to this and every other Hall controlled park for the rest of the season."
The crowds slow down, but they don't look very happy about his offer. Well of course they wouldn't be, he thinks. They were just traumatized for no reason. "I'd also like to offer you each a signed picture of the southern hero of your choice. All you need to do is take your ticket stub to the Hall sometime and we'll get it for you. I have no doubt that poor Voltdrain's hand will be numb from signing pictures for days--"
They're calming down slightly, so he jumps on it. "And, as a one-time deal, only, I will do my very best to get signed pictures from THE Skystep. I will, of course, have to capture her to do so, but for you good people, I'm willing to deal with that for a few days."
"You can't do that to Skystep!" someone yells at him. "She needs to be free!"
"I can't? Well, sugar, she DID rob the Museum of Super Villainy just the other day, so I would say I have justifiable cause," he says. There's a bit of laughter, and the threat of violence has calmed down so much that he allows himself to smile. "Have I told you that she's getting partners?" he asks. “We have pictures that have yet to be released to the public of them.”
"What? Who?!"
"Skystep doesn't need partners!"
"Are they male or female?"
"Well, ladies and gentlemen, that will be another rare item you can trade your ticket stub for. You have the opportunity to be the first to see Skystep's new team. Now, if you're missing any children, or other family members, you will find them in this building, here. We didn't want them to be trampled in the little fracas, so our very own Hypersonic Rainbow rescued them--where is Hy-Bo?" he asks, looking around.
"She's playing with the kids," Trent calls over to him. "I think they're playing tag."
The ones that are still looking panicked in the crowd calm down slightly and rush for the building doors. The sound of children's laughter fills the air as the doors swing open automatically. "I do hope you forgive us for that," Century adds. Mentally he's debating how many lawsuits he'll be facing for all of this. He doesn't look forward to it.
"We've got them calm, now," he hears Max say over the earbud. "I'm going to leave--there are far too many people recording me right now." Century waves, sending the drones surrounding him away before replying.
"Thank you, son, when you do go hero, my door is always open."
"Century, if I ever go hero, I'm going to skip the leveling and aim straight for the top," Max says.
"Does your father know?" Century asks.
"He's a mind reader, of course he does," Max says.
"And you're dating Nico's little princess, aren't you?"
"I am."
"I see," Century says, shaking his head slightly. "It sounds like we have a very interesting future ahead of us."
 



CHAPTER NINE
"I wish he had sent Rocco with us," Malina says quietly as we stop and land outside of a little town. "This would be a lot quicker."
"Are you worried?" Grandma asks as she lets go of her. "We'll be fine. You have two full grown heroes with you right now."
"I know, it’s just that this would be a lot faster with Rocco," Malina says. "But I understand why he kept him--Rocco can find anyone."
"I'm starving," I say. "Can we get some food?"
"I’m afraid we’re going to have to. I haven’t eaten in days," Mom admits. "I can only fly so far without food."
"Oh!" I say, remembering something. "Mom! My tattoo is starting to show!"
"It is?" she asks, the first smile I've seen for a while crossing her face. "Well congratulations, sweetie. I can't wait to see it!"
"Technically I haven't seen it, either," I admit. "Grandpa checked. He said he always wondered if that had something to do with Grandma's powers."
"He checked?" Mom asks.
"Yeah," I say. "I'm not going to be able to wear swimsuits for a while, huh?"
"Not in public, no," Mom says. "Did he hurt you? In any way?" she asks as we walk towards the only restaurant in the tiny town.
"Nope! Well, nothing worth mentioning," I say. Why does everyone worry that Grandpa hurt me? Well, you know, other than the fact that he's an ex-con and can blow things up with a touch. "Other than trying to convince me forty-year-old Twinkies are still edible, that is."
"Ew," Mom says, making a face.
"Exactly, right?" We follow the lady that meets us at the door to a table, sitting down and picking up our menus. "Oh!" I say. "Malina, can you call Carla and see if she's okay?" I ask.
"Of course I can--but don't you think she'd like it if you did the calling?" she asks with a little smile. "I mean, if you two want to become friends, that's definitely a good first step."
I hesitate as she holds her phone out to me. "Are you sure she won't mind?" I ask.
"Are you kidding? She'd LOVE it if you called."
I reach out, taking the phone a bit awkwardly. "Thank you. Um... it’s pretty noisy in here, so I’ll try calling her from the restroom.” I see Grandma nod at Mom, but don’t actually register it.
I get up and head for the restroom, my mind whirling as I try to figure out what to say. What if she's busy? She might still be working at the theme park, trying to help everyone calm down, right? If I interrupt that, will she get mad? I don't know! I don't know Carla well enough to tell. But--but I'd like to, a deceptive little voice whispers. I want to be friends with her. I want to be friends with a lot of people, actually.
I look at Mom, who’s right behind me. “I’ll just be out here,” she says, stepping next to the restroom door. I nod and head in.
I felt so cut off when I was out with Grandpa. I'm not saying I didn't love spending time with him, but we were all alone. Now that I’m back in society I realize just how little interaction I’ve had for the past few days. I stop in front of the mirror and tap on the phone, my hand trembling with nerves. It’s the first name on the list. Oh… Carla and Malina are really close, right? I think? If they’re best friends, maybe me trying to become friends with Carla is—
The phone rings and I almost jump out of my skin. I rush to tap the answer button, and then realize I should have taken it back inside to Malina, since it’s her phone. “He—Hello?” I say, bringing it to my ear. I’ll just tell whoever it is that I’ll have her call them back.
“Malina! Malina, I need help!” I hear Carla say.
“No—um—this is Keliah. I was borrowing her phone. But I was going to call and ask—”
“I need help!” Carla says urgently. “He’s going to kill me, Keliah! I need your help, please!”
“What? Who’s going to kill you?” I ask, starting to panic. “Where are you? How can I get there?”
“It’s Deathblow! He’s going to kill me! I need—NO! STOP, PLEASE—” It cuts off with a scream and I hear a crushing sound. He must have gotten close enough to break her phone. If he’s close enough to break her phone, that means he’s close enough to break her, too! I need to focus. I should—I should—I don’t know what I should do! I don’t have time to figure it out, either! Carla needs me NOW! If I take too long, it might be too late!
I look around for the nearest exit. There’s a window on the far wall. I’m pretty sure it leads to the yard behind the restaurant. If I try to go through the restaurant I might wind up running over innocents in my haste. I can’t risk taking that much time. I need to save Carla!
 
***
 
 “That was easier than I imagined,” Massteria says, shaking his head as he sees the girl racing down the street. “She’s on the move, go get her,” he tells Deathblow, but Deathblow is already gone. He turns, watching as the girl is grabbed by the large man. She struggles, almost screaming before a hand covers her mouth.
“Playing with little girls, now, Massteria?” someone asks from behind him.
Massteria jerks, a cold chill rushing through him. There, casually sitting on the water tower above him, is someone he did NOT expect to see. “How long?” he asks, starting to tremble with fear.
“Since the beginning,” Mimic says, dropping down in front of him. “I was originally aiming for D.B. but, well, you have such an interesting ability,” he says. “I think I’m going to enjoy this.”
 
***
 
All of a sudden, it’s like the world snaps back into place. My mind clears and I suddenly wonder what the heck I was thinking. I mean, I just jumped out of a window of a building where Mom AND Grandma were, and they are way more qualified to—
I can’t breathe. Someone’s holding me with their hand over my mouth and nose. “Hello, girl,” an unfamiliar voice says right next to my ear. “If you want to live, nod.”
I nod, since I DO want to live. That doesn’t mean I have to go along with whatever he tells me. I squirm, kicking back and trying to head-butt him in the jaw, but all he does is laugh. That would work on a norm, right? I’m actually feeling dizzy from hitting my head against his jaw, but he’s laughing.
That leaves me to conclude, reluctantly, that he’s either a really hardheaded norm or a cape. With my luck, he’s a cape. I’m pretty sure I’m strong enough to get free from a norm, adult male or not. “Now, little Boombastic brat,” he says, “you’re going to help me get a hold of your granddaddy, understand? Now you just nod again, got it?”
I shake my head, only to wince as he tightens his hold. I feel like I’m going to break from his hold. Angrily, I nod, hating him more by the moment. He jumps up onto the roof of the nearest building, carrying me like a child. “Massteria, I got her,” he says. “Come on, I need her silent for the trip.”
I go still, looking around as much as I can with him holding my head in place. It seems like forever before a skinny, weasel looking fellow jumps onto the roof, a sheepish look on his face. “Sorry, D.B.” he says. “I had to use the toilet.”
I feel the hold tighten for a second and barely refrain from squealing in pain. “Don’t do that next time,” the guy holding me says, “otherwise I’ll just have to kill you ahead of schedule.”
“Yeah, yeah,” Massteria says. “So this is the granddaughter?” he asks, walking up to me and looking me in the eyes. “She’s pretty useless at this age, isn’t she?”
“She’s plenty useful as bait,” D.B. says, looking at him a bit strangely, “which is what we were out to do in the first place. Now… we need to find a television.”
I start struggling harder, trying to scream from behind his hand. It’s a pathetic little sound, but we’re supers. SOMEONE might hear it, right? I have to believe that Mom and Grandma are coming after me!
“She’s too noisy,” Massteria says.
“Then do your thing,” Deathblow says.
“I could, but what if she screams louder?” Massteria asks. “Knock her out, it’s the safest bet.”
“You’re…” Deathblow starts out. “Fine,” he says after a second. I feel a blow to the side of my head and the world goes black.
 
***
 
 “You told me to find Massteria,” Rocco says, looking to the two men standing next to him. “Here he is—at least he’s the strongest psychic type around other than Mastermental and Max. I know both of their energy, so I wrote them off. Another psychic is in Louisiana right now, but I’m pretty sure that’s that Rochester guy. And this one…” he frowns, poking the unconscious man. “He’s not giving off ANY energy right now. He was, though, I swear he was! It was only like, five minutes ago, before we went into the Shadowlands.”
Nico steps forward, pulling Massteria’s eyes open. One of his fingers starts sparking, and he holds it up so he can look at the eye. “Mimic,” he says, closing the eye again.
“What?” Bombastic asks. “What do you mean, Mimic?”
“Haven’t you thought about it, Boombastic?” Nico says, looking at him. “They’re going after each other.”
Bombastic looks startled. “What? Why?”
“Probably because it’s too risky to go after a big name right now,” Nico says. “And another reason is that we spent all those years bottled up together. How much time did you spend wondering who was in the other wings? What they were doing? Could you beat them, if you got the chance?”
“Did you wonder that?” Bombastic asks him.
“Of course not, I knew all of it,” Nico says. “But they didn’t. Think of it as a passing thought that quickly becomes an obsession. If you listened hard enough, maybe you could hear the others breathing.”
“Then why aren’t they going after you?” Bombastic asks.
“We’ve found Massteria, send a black suit to pick him up. Mimic got him, so he shouldn’t be too much trouble,” Nico says, touching his earbud. “And I didn’t say they weren’t,” he goes on, looking at Bombastic. “But the smarter ones will make sure to level-up before they do a head-on attack. I like to think of myself as the… final boss,” he declares arrogantly. “You can be the next to last boss,” he says graciously.
“What about Atlanti and Badmoon?” Bombastic asks. “Can we expect them to just show up somewhere?”
“I don’t know,” Nico admits. “They’re not like this group.” He looks up as he feels cars heading for their position. “The suits have arrived.”
“I didn’t think Massteria was, either,” Bombastic says, scowling.
“Nico? Nico, we have a problem,” Malina says over the earbud Nico’s wearing. “Keliah’s disappeared.”
“She slipped out the bathroom window,” Falconess says grimly. “She was just going to call Carla, so I’m not sure what happened. Whatever it was, though, we’re searching for her—”
“But we thought Rocco could find her faster,” Malina says. “Rocco, are you there?”
“I’m on it,” Rocco says, already standing on one arm in his “traditional dance of finding.”
“Thanks. Tell us when you find her,” Malina says.
Rocco goes perfectly still. “Nico?” he says silently. “Turn off the earbud.”
Nico waves a hand, indicating that it’s off. “What is it?”
“She’s not alone,” Rocco says. “We’ve got two really impressive powers with her.”
“They’ve got her,” Bombastic says, his hands clenching and turning black.
 
***
 
I was knocked out, right? But right now I’m sitting on a building, and I have no idea how I got here. I look out over the city, seeing the revolving restaurant not too far away; Downtown KC, my mind supplies. It’s the only thing it’s supplying. I look down, staring at the cuffs on my wrists. Those are Mom’s cuffs. Well, at least they look like them. I look closer, seeing that the right one’s actually one of the com-bracelets that Nico made us.
“Falconess,” I hear Trent say over the com. “Are you ALIVE? Because you’re missing the show.”
“Tr—Trent?”
“Liberty,” he corrects me. “If you’re late for another show, Falconess, I’m going to have to write you up. You’ve been messing up too often.”
“What? But I’m not—”
“It’s bad enough that you can’t even fly,” he goes on. I can practically see him shaking his head.
“I’m NOT Falconess!” I snap. “Where do you get off calling me—” I slow to a stop as I look at my cuffs again. “Why am I dressed like this?”
“Ask questions later, right now I need to cover for you. Again,” he says before hanging up on me. I don’t understand. I mean, the last thing I remember was going to lunch with Mom, Grandma and Malina… but maybe it was a dream? No. I don’t think so—
I hear someone scream and I turn, racing toward the sound without thinking. Someone is in trouble! I need to help—I pull to a stop as I reach the edge of the building, realizing abruptly that I don’t know how to fly. I grit my teeth and try to think happy thoughts. That’s how Peter Pan summons his wings, right? Wait… does Peter Pan even HAVE wings?
I don’t have time for this, the screaming is getting more urgent! I have to save them! I’m—I’m Falconess now, right? I need to be as brave and as powerful as Mom and Grandma were when THEY were Falconess. And if I’m wearing the uniform that means I should be up to their standards, right?
I HAVE to know how to fly. I step up onto the ledge of the building, looking down. Wow, this is a really tall building, isn’t it? You know, if I’d gone the sexy archer route I wouldn’t have to do this, I think as I step off the ledge.
All of a sudden, as I’m plummeting to the ground, praying for my wings to work, I remember the conversation I had with Trent and Carla all those years (I think?) ago. Who’s going to catch me?
“Keliah.” The word makes me jerk, looking around wildly. “Chicklet, you are a Falconess from the soles of your feet to the top of your head.”
“Grandma?” I say, looking around. The words are swirling all around me, echoing in my head. “Grandma, I don’t think you’re right—I can’t fly! I’m trying, but I can’t—”
“You were born to fly, sweetheart. Just like your Grandma,” I hear Grandpa say. “Now spread your wings!”
I spread my wings.
 
***
 
 “What the hell?” Deathblow says, jerking back unconsciously as the girl he’d been carrying sprouts sharp golden wings. They cut through the jacket he’s wearing before he gets far enough away. “When did she grow wings?” he asks, staring at her with a mix of irritation and curiosity. She’s floating, still unconscious, and he dares to poke at the wings that are holding her aloft. The girl goes spinning with the touch, until she runs into the side of a building. “Hey, Massteria, she’s doing something really weird.”
“I…” the girl says, only to trail off.
The two men look at her blankly for a moment before Massteria reaches for her—only to get his hand slapped away, hard. “I AM A FALCONESS!” the girl yells, her eyes opening. They’re glowing gold, just like her wings. “I’M GOING TO SAVE YOU!” she bellows, taking to the air with a flap of her wings and racing away.
“Did that… did that just happen?” Deathblow asks Massteria.
“That just happened,” Massteria says.
“But who—oh forget it, she’s getting away,” Deathblow snarls, taking to the air and chasing after the girl. Massteria stares after him for a moment, a curious look on his face before he starts to walk away.
As interesting as Deathblow’s powers are, he hasn’t had the chance to play with Massteria’s enough, yet, Mimic thinks.
 
***
 
"Okay," Rocco says as they step out of the Shadowlands. He looks around and then stops, staring up with a look of confusion. "I didn't know Keliah knew how to fly," he says after a second.
"That place stinks--" Bombastic starts out, only to stop as he hears what Rocco just said. "She can't," he says, following Rocco's eyes. He stares blankly for a moment before he sees someone following his granddaughter. "Deathblow," he snarls, letting out a curse and shooting through the air.
"But--" Rocco starts out.
"You're coming with me to get Mimic," Nico tells him, his expression dark. "I think the council will understand if Boombastic brings in D.B. instead of Massteria."
"Oh, um, okay," Rocco says, still looking worried. "But shouldn't we get Keliah out of there? I mean--"
"Boombastic can handle D.B. I think," Nico says, his voice lowering slightly on the second line. "Where's Mimic?"
"This way," Rocco says, starting to run. "He's on the move, so we need to hurry."
Nico nods, right on the teen's heels.
 
***
 
Faster! I have to go faster--if I don't get to the falling person in time they're going to go splat. I can't even imagine how terrible that would be. They probably have family and friends and loved ones--no, I'm not going to mess this one up.
"DON'T YOU DARE TOUCH MY GRANDDAUGHTER!" The shout echoes through my mind and I jerk, shocked to hear Grandpa's voice at the moment. The world that I'm seeing seems to shudder, and I blink a few times as I wake up, trying to figure out what's happening. The scream is gone. Was it ever there?
Wait... am I flying? I wobble dangerously as I realize that I'm several miles off the ground. "Grandpa?" I say, looking around. "Grandpa, where are we? I--I'm not sure--" I let out a squeal as I start to fall. The golden wings that I'm wearing shimmer, disappearing and reappearing erratically. "HELP!" I scream.
"I'M COMING--"
Someone grabs me, and for a second I'm relieved--until I realize that I know this hold.
"Hello, little Falconess," Deathblow says, next to my ear. "Seems like it's a big day for you, huh? I didn't realize you had your wings already."
I jerk, fighting as hard as I can to get free of his hold.
"Don't worry Keliah, I'm here," Grandpa says. "He won't have you for long."
"Really, Boombastic, do you think you can save her? You're no match for me. We both know it."
"You're full of it, Deathblow," Grandpa says. "You're just a two-bit killer with a big ego."
"Do you really think you should be saying that when I'm holding your precious granddaughter hostage?" Deathblow asks, tightening his hold on me.
I barely blink before Grandpa is right in front of me, reaching over my head and grabbing Deathblow by the throat.
"Let her go or I blow your head off," Grandpa says. I can see his skin start to change--it's getting really hot. At any moment his hand is going to turn pitch black and I can only grimace at the image of what would happen next. Sure I’d TALKED about it, but the idea is frankly nauseating.
"Since you asked so nicely," Deathblow says, grinning maniacally as he drops me. I plummet down, trying to get my wings to appear again. I have to fly--I can't hit the ground, I WILL go splat if I do.
“Come on, wings—” I say, gritting my teeth and completely failing to get even a flicker of a feather in return. “WINGS!” I shout, as if yelling at them will make them show up. I don’t want to go splat! I don’t even want to bounce—you know, if that’s an option. Okay, I think I’d take the bounce over the splat--
"Aren't you going to save her?" I hear Deathblow say with amusement. I hear Grandpa let out a curse and I see him let go of Deathblow, starting to head for me--
Deathblow's hand shoots out as he grabs Grandpa by the ankle and spins, throwing Grandpa flying through the air. I hear Grandpa shout, but I can't do anything. I'm too busy looking down at the concrete that's rapidly coming up to meet me. Splat or bounce, anyone want to take bets?
 
***
 
 “Keliah,” Bombastic breathes, catching himself in the air and turning, racing for her. Will he get there in time? He had been careless. He knows that, but he doesn’t care right now. He can curse himself AFTER he saves his granddaughter. She’s not even screaming, he thinks as he sees her. She’s just staring at the ground with a hint of rebellion in her eyes. He swoops down, grabbing her mere feet from the ground. “Gotcha,” he says.
“Grandpa!” she says, hugging him tightly. “I was taking bets.”
“Bets?” he repeats blankly. “Tell me later, sweetheart, right now I want you to go hide,” he says, dropping her on the ground. “Technico, come get my granddaughter,” he says, touching his ear.
“I’ll send Rocco,” I hear Nico says. “I’m going to take down Mimic.”
“Understood.”
I head for the nearest building at a run, glancing over my shoulder as I hear Deathblow laugh. “Oh no, I’m not letting her go that easily.”
He flies straight for me and I stumble over a rock, almost falling on my face.
“I don’t think so,” Grandpa says, moving between me and the other man.
“She’s making you weak, Boombastic,” Deathblow says. “Big bad Boombastic, I’ve never dreamed that you would be this pathetic in real life.” He slams into Grandpa, driving him into the ground and creating a crater mere feet away from me. I get my balance back and race away. I want to help Grandpa, but I’m totally out of my league. I hate being thirteen.
“Technico you big idiot!” I yell. “You said you had my back!”
“Yo,” Rocco says, stepping out of the shadow in front of me. “Time to go.” He holds out a hand and I stare at it, turning to look at the fight behind me.
“I don’t want to leave him. I was just going to hide where I could watch—and help if I could,” I say. “Can’t you help him? Do your shadow thing, Rocco!”
“This is his fight, and if he needed help Nico would have come, right? Come on, Keliah, you’re making it harder for him just by being here,” he says.
I glare at him, feeling the urge to yell that he’s just being a jerk and that NO ONE wants to abandon a family member in a dangerous situation— "If you’re safe, he can go all out, right?” he says.
I hesitate before taking the offered hand. He pulls me into the Shadowlands.
“Wow, this place STINKS.”
He turns to me, looking me in the eye. “Now,” he says, “do you really want to help him? Because there’s something you can do. It’ll be a bit dangerous, but…” he shrugs, “we can do it.”
“I’ll do ANYTHING,” I say, grabbing his hand urgently. “What are we waiting for? Let’s do it!”
“We need to find Malina,” he says, grabbing the hand holding his and dragging me along. “She’s got it.”
 
***
 
Deathblow growls, racing right past Bombastic and slamming a fist through the wall that Rocco and Keliah just went through. “Oh no, you don’t,” he bellows, stepping through the hole he just created and—looking around blankly. “Where did they go? I wasn’t done with her!” He turns, only to be hit so hard in the solar plexus that he goes flying a mile into the air. The next hit comes from above, where Bombastic is already waiting for him with his hands clamped together. The massive blow slams down on Deathblow’s head, burying him in the ground a mile below him.
“NEVER TOUCH MY FAMILY!” Bombastic roars as he tackles the other man, burying him yet deeper into the ground. He keeps punching Deathblow with rapid fire blows that seem more like one continuous heavy hit, they’re so fast.
It takes Bombastic several minutes of beating on the other man to realize what’s wrong. Deathblow is grinning from ear to ear, even as he’s being beaten. “What’s so funny?” Bombastic asks, grabbing his shirt with one hand and lighting up his opposite fist. “TELL ME!”
“You don’t know my powers,” Deathblow says, looking as if he’s run into the funniest joke yet.
“You’re a tank. It’s obvious.”
“Yeah, but have you ever wondered what TYPE of tank?” Deathblow asks, grinning wider yet, if it was even possible.
“I don’t care.”
“You should,” Deathblow says. “Do it, I dare you,” he says, nodding at the glowing fist. “No, I BEG you. Do it, Boombastic. You know you want to.”
Bombastic hesitates, wondering what the man is up to. “If I hit you with this, you’ll die,” he says.
“That’s what you think,” Deathblow says. “What’s wrong, Boom? Too afraid to become a murderer? Oh wait, you already are,” he says. “Involuntary manslaughter or something like that, right? What’s the matter, too scared to do it voluntarily? You chicken.”
“Shut up,” Bombastic snarls. “Technico, I’ve got—”
“No thanks,” Deathblow says, throwing him off of him. Bombastic slams into the rubble of the nearest building, shaking it off quickly. “I don’t feel like getting caught just yet. I’ve got a list, you know? You’re at the top, but you’re not the only one on it. I’m going to slaughter our ‘happy little family’ one by one, and when I’m done with that, I’m going after all the people related to Sonic Scream. I heard somewhere that he’s got a son. Some prissy little singer boy—I saw him on television. He looks just like his old man. I look forward to killing him again.”
“You won’t get that far,” Bombastic says, taking to the air again. “You’re going to be stopped here and now.”
“Then stop wasting my time and FINISH IT!” Deathblow bellows, tackling Bombastic hard. “Do it, Boom, hit me with your best shot!”
“If you keep throwing stupid lines at me, I will!” Bombastic shouts, twisting and flinging Deathblow away from him. “You know what’s most twisted?” he demands. “You and I spent YEARS having those stupid little five minute meetings. I always knew you were a psycho, but seriously, man, they were really boring meetings, even for you,” he says, frowning as he thinks about it. “Why am I on the top of the list?”
“Because you give me the biggest thrill,” Deathblow says.
“I would have thought Atlanti would do that—I’d be the first to admit she’s a million times better looking than I am.”
“Sure she is, but you’re the one that excites me.”
Bombastic stares at him. “You’re not my type,” he says after a moment. “Besides, I’m a married man—”
“Not like that! Go ahead and ask me, Boom—ask me what sort of tank I am.”
“Fine,” Bombastic says, sighing, “what sort of tank are you, D.B.?” he asks, dutifully.
“I’m a kinetic absorber,” Deathblow says. “Every time you hit me, you make me more powerful. You’ve hit me plenty,” he says, “but I was really hoping you would use your ability on me. Turns out you’re too big of a chicken to do that. Pathetic, I was looking forward to that the most.”
“So… basically you’re a masochist?” Bombastic says after a second of thinking. “All these years and I never wanted to know that,” he complains. “Technico, did you hear all that?” he asks, touching his earbud. “D.B. likes being—”
Deathblow tackles him again, at full speed.
 
***
 
 “Technico, did you hear all that?” Nico tries not to laugh—now is not the time to show amusement, and he knows it. He’s got Mimic acting as Massteria right in front of him. It’s a bit weird to think that he has more history with Mimic than this Mimic has with him.
“Technico,” Mimic says, holding up his hands. “I didn’t do anything, man—it’s all D.B.’s fault, you know? He kidnapped me and forced me to do all of this—”
“Stop lying, Massteria,” Nico says, playing along. “If you tell me everything, I might be able to keep them from stripping your powers. If we strip you of your powers, you’ll be stuck in a tiny hold next to the other stripped ones. Can you imagine having to listen to Herold for the rest of your life?”
“Okay, you got me—” Mimic says. “I did mess with the crowd at—”
“No you didn’t,” Nico says. “In fact, the only thing you’ve done is take down Massteria, isn’t it, Mimic?”
Mimic lets out a curse and rushes towards Nico, his hand reaching for his throat. “Feel your FEAR, Technico!” he roars, grabbing onto Nico’s throat. He stares Nico in the eye, grinning triumphantly for all of a second before starting to look confused. “What—” he says.
“Do you really think you could strangle me in Massteria’s form?” Nico asks.
“I was trying to use his powers,” Mimic mutters. “Oh forget it, I’ll use mine, instead—” Nico punches him in the gut so hard that he hits the wall of the building across the street.
“No thanks,” Nico says, tapping on his watch. “I got a new toy, Mimic. Let me try it out on you,” he says, a malicious grin on his face as he starts forward at a stroll.
“You’re psycho,” Mimic says.
“Wow, that’s the most hypocritical thing I’ve heard all day. You’re the craziest guy I know, Mimic—well, no, I think you’re a strong contender with a few others.” Nico pushes off the ground and flies straight at Mimic. For a moment he’s certain that Mimic will try to block. He sees the other man lift a fist—and then turn and run away as fast as he can. “Figures,” Nico says.
“KEEP AWAY FROM ME WITH THAT TOY OF YOURS!” Mimic shouts over his shoulder.
“I didn’t even tell you what it was!” Nico complains. Maybe this Mimic remembers him better than the Mimic from the future did, he thinks with a sigh. Of course the Mimic from the future had caught him off guard. He’d been expecting this one.
Mimic is gone. He looks around before taking to the air to try and find people. There’s a good chance the other cape will be looking for a new form. If he’s distracted with his hunting, it should be easier to capture him. He digs through his pockets as he searches for Mimic, pulling out the little gun that he always carries with him. One good thing, he thinks as he reaches a group of people, if he hits a norm, nothing should happen.
“Ready or not, Mimic, here I come,” he says. This is a strange, strange world, he thinks. It’s almost like Deathblow’s comment about being a “Happy little family” struck a nerve, he admits. It makes him want to take each of them down, and prove they aren’t the same, just—just like Deathblow was planning, he realizes. That thought stuns him. No, he tells himself. What he’s doing now has nothing to do with the “family” theory. It’s all about doing his job and protecting his school. If the norms don’t think they can handle their own, they’ll turn on all capes. The seeds of mistrust were planted by Herold, already. He will not let these idiots make it worse. This entire group is self-destructive, and he knows all of them really well. He’s the one that can stop them the quickest.
He watches the people below for a moment before aiming and shooting one. Nothing happens. He aims and shoots another, and another, until one staggers slightly, falling to his knees. Nico drops down in front of him, picking him up. He doesn’t recognize him, he realizes. If it was Mimic, he would have changed forms with that.
“What was… that for?” the man asks.
“Sorry, Mimic is—” Something large and metal (a small car, his abilities tell him) hits Nico in the back. When takes a step forward, deliberately anchoring his foot in the concrete, it hits him again and again. The crowd starts screaming.
“Why. Won’t. You. FALL?” a woman’s voice demands from behind him. Nico turns, ripping the car from the woman’s hand and grabbing her by the throat. There are several phones recording them right now.
“MOMMY!” a kid screams. “He’s hurting my mommy!” Every phone in the area turns to the kid.
“Do you really think your mom could hit a guy like that?” Nico complains before shooting the woman with the power blocking gun. Several people scream and a siren starts blaring—and then they stop as the woman turns into a man. “See?” he calls to them. “Super villain.”
“Then where’s my mommy?” the seven-year-old asks, his cheeks streaked with tears.
“We’re going to find her, and I’ve got someone that will wake her up, I promise,” Nico says before tapping on his earbud. “Life Light, I need you to come to my coordinates, we have a cleanup job for you. Boom, I caught Mimic. I’ll be there after I take care of this and drop him off with a security detail.”
“Looking forward to it,” Bombastic says a bit breathlessly over the com. “Come join the party.”
 
***
 
It's controlled chaos as the black suits start cleaning up the mess that Mimic caused. Half of the team went off with Aubrey to guard her as she helps the child's mother. The other half of the team is standing guard against the curious onlookers as two others prep the fallen super villain to be transported to the Hall. "We're taking him to South, right?" one asks as he unlocks the box with the power blocking collar and controller.
"Central is more equipped to handle him," the other says, "but we're on a timeline, so South it is."
"Is this the new version? How do you unlock it?" the one with the collar asks, looking it over with a slight frown. "Ever since Technico came, these things have been changed every week. There used to be a switch that only worked before they were activated the first time. " 
"It's a code on the controller, now--here, I'll do it," the second says, tapping on the controller. The collar snaps open and the one holding it starts to place it around Massteria's throat.
A slender, but unnaturally powerful hand shoots up, grabbing him by the throat, instead. "I don't think so," Massteria says, throwing the black suit through the air before turning on the other. He looks a bit incredulously at the gun pointed at him. "Do you really think that'll work on me?" he asks. "Especially when you've got so many other problems to deal with?"
"Give up now, Massteria, and it might be easier on you," the black suit says, staring him straight in the eye. Unfortunately, that's the worst thing you can do when facing off against Massteria. The black suit is still screaming as Massteria races away. He's completely forgotten by the villain as more important things come to mind. Now that D.B. thinks he’s been captured, Massteria has time to do what he’s been dreaming about for years.
He’s going to go see his daughter… and probably some more horror movies.
 
***
 
I step through the shadow, tugged along by Rocco. “Up there,” he says, pointing to the sky.
“MOM!” I shout as I see her heading in our direction. “HEY! MOM! WE NEED MALINA!”
“Keliah?” Mom says, dropping down in front of us and dragging me into a hug. “You’re safe! I was so worried—”
“Yeah, yeah, I’m fine, but I need Malina—does Grandma have her?”
“She’s right there,” Rocco says, pointing. Grandma is flying toward us as well, carrying Malina. “Hey! Malina! Do you still have the power blocking gun?”
“I do!”
“Oh no you don’t,” Mom says, pulling away just enough to give me the “Don’t even think about it” look that works even better when she’s in uniform. “You are going straight to the school, where you will watch the fight with the rest of the kids, understand? No ifs, ands, or buts, little lady—”
“I want to help Grandpa!” I say, jerking out of her hold. “And if it means lurking in the shadows looking for a chance to shoot a big bully kidnapper, then all the better!”
She opens her mouth, clearly planning on arguing. Grandma raises a hand, stopping her before she can.
“Can you arrange for her to shoot from the Shadowlands?” Grandma asks Rocco.
“That’s the plan,” he says.
“Can Massteria go into the Shadowlands?” she asks.
“He’s fighting Deathblow,” Rocco says. The color drains out of her face, but Rocco goes on, “But yeah, we can set her up with a clear shot from the Shadowlands—Deathblow can’t go into them without someone helping. There are only two capes in the world that can at the moment, and thankfully my dad’s not involved in this one.”
“Wait, what do you mean, ‘big bully kidnapper’?” Mom asks me, her eyes narrowing with suspicion.
“Nothing!” I say a bit too quickly.
“Did Deathblow kidnap you? Is that who took you?”
“Mom, the longer we argue the more chance of Grandpa getting hurt!” I tell her, grabbing Malina’s hand. “We need to get going—Malina, you can come with us,” I say graciously.
“Um, thanks?” she says a bit dryly.
“I’m going, as well,” Grandma declares.
“MOM!” Mom says, “You’re just encouraging her—this is far too dangerous—”
“Missy,” Grandma says, placing a hand on her shoulder, “your little girl is growing up, and she’s going to spend her entire life in dangerous situations. Whether she becomes the Falconess or not—”
“I’m going to,” I say, surprising myself, “I’m going to be the Falconess, but I’m going to do it with my grandpa right there to see it happen. And even if he is super, super tough, I’m not such a red white and blue goody girl that I won’t cheat,” I declare, placing my hands on my hips.
“You’ve taught her some very strange things already, haven’t you?” Mom says to Grandma, with a wry look.
“She’s a Falconess from the souls of her feet to the top of her head,” Grandma says proudly. “Now what are we waiting for? Let’s go cheat!”
“Yes Ma’am,” Rocco says cheerfully, holding out a hand to me. We form a link in the group and sink into the shadows, running through the stinky land as fast as we can.
I’m going to save Grandpa!
 



CHAPTER TEN
How do you beat someone that uses all your hits to make himself stronger? The question is at the forefront of Austin’s mind as he races away from the bulkier man. This is a lot like the situation with Superior, but worse in a way. If he explodes a building and the debris hits Deathblow, it’s likely to help the other guy out. How did Sonic Scream take him down again? He’d heard the story from Technico once. It’s a bit obvious, he realizes a second later. A name like Sonic Scream pretty much tells you what the other guy could do—well, you know, before he died.
A loud enough decibel can kill a norm, right? So even a tank would have trouble if the pitch was high enough—or loud enough. He can’t use a sonic scream, but a loud enough explosion might do it. He just needs to—
He turns, looking at Deathblow. If he attacks right at the ears, it might do enough damage to the man’s hearing that it’s worth the increase to his powers. He’s going to have to risk it—unless Technico hurries up with getting Mimic out of the way, he’s got a very limited choice of actions. With that thought he races forward, tackling Deathblow into the ground, burying him as far as he can as he places both hands over the other man’s ears and his hands turn black.
With most other capes this would blow their heads off. As it is, he’s just hoping it deafens the man. He feels slightly sick as Deathblow grins joyously. “Fina—” Deathblow starts out.
Austin uses his powers, and jumps back as the explosion goes off.
 
***
 
The ringing in his ears is unbearable. Deathblow barely manages to turn before he starts throwing up, his hands automatically going to his ears. He staggers to his feet, shaking his head and trying to get orientated. He stumbles, not able to stand up straight, and holds out a hand to the dirt next to him, hoping to stabilize himself.
His fingers sink into shadows and he watches as a small, familiar blonde head pops out of the shadow next to his hand. She says something that he can’t hear through the ringing, and points a light bulb at him. He would laugh, if he wasn’t so messed up.
The light bulb flashes and he feels his power rush out of his body. He falls flat on his face in the dirt.
 
***
 
 “Huh,” Technico says, making Austin look up as the other man joins him. “What just happened?”
“I blew out his ears… and then I think I saw a flash of light down there,” Austin says, frowning. “I expected him to recover by now.”
“A flash of light?” Nico repeats, his eyes widening ever so slightly. He drops to the ground next to Deathblow, shoving the other man onto his back and checking his pulse. “He’s knocked out, and barely alive. Rocco?” he says, tapping his earbud.
“Hey, Boss,” Rocco says.
“Did you just shoot him with a power blocker?”
“Nope, Keliah did.”
“Well… tell her she did good and go ahead and take her home—I need a black suit ambulance here, stat,” he goes on, tapping into another line. “We have an almost dead Cape Cell Convict here. I would put a collar on him, but it’d finish him off,” he says. “Don’t worry about security, I’ll be going with him.” He looks at Austin. “Congratulations,” he says. “You and your granddaughter just took down a mass murderer.”
Austin falls to the ground and then just flops back onto his back, staring up at the sky. “I’m free?” he asks after a second.
“On parole,” Nico corrects him. “Welcome to the staff of Cape High.”
“Is he going to live?” Austin asks, waving a hand loosely at Deathblow.
“Long enough for the trial and his powers to be stripped,” Nico says. “I’ll make sure of it. After that, well, we’ll stick him with the others that are stripped until he keels over from old age.” He pauses and touches his earbud. “Justin?”
“Yeah?”
“Your dad just saved the day again.”
“Wh—what?”
“Is that Sonic Scream’s kid?” Austin asks. “Let me tell him.” He touches his earbud. “Kid, your dad was how I knew how to stop him. I owe him my life—and that means I owe you, too. So thank you.”
“I’m… I’m glad,” Justin says quietly. “Thanks for… you know, telling me.”
“You’re welcome.”
 
***
 
We’re back at the school. It feels like it’s been forever since I’ve been here. I hesitantly press my hand to the monitor. It scans my hand and the glowing footprints appear. I follow them carefully, stepping onto the platform at the top of the canyon. To my shock, the entire school is either standing or floating in front of me. They start to cheer at the top of their lungs and Aubrey rushes forward, hugging me tightly. I don’t have to look behind me to know that Mom is a bit shocked by that.
“You did it,” Aubrey says. “You were amazing, Keliah!”
“She almost killed him,” Max says, floating above our heads. “Kudos on that.”
“Wh—what?” I say as Rocco steps in behind me.
“The timing,” Rocco says. “Your grandpa just blew out his ears—you hit him with the gun right afterward,” he admits.
I blink, feeling guilty. “I didn’t mean to—”
“It’s fine,” Justin says, shoving through the crowd. To my shock, he pulls me into a hug. “It needed to happen. When my dad blew out his ears, he recovered and—” he goes silent, holding me tight. This is really awkward, you know? He doesn’t even seem to notice that fact. “He’s still dangerous, even if you blow his hearing,” he says finally. “So you did the right thing.”
“It wasn’t on purpose,” I admit. “I just knew he was down and Rocco opened the portal, so—”
“Thank you,” Justin says, pulling away and looking at me with a bittersweet smile.
“Did you—did you want to do it, yourself?” I ask him.
“He thought about it,” Zoe says, dropping down next to me. She holds out her hand, and I look at it for a moment before taking it. “Congratulations on your decision to become a Falconess,” she says. “I look forward to seeing what you accomplish.”
“Thanks,” I say, only to blink as Jennifer shoves her way through the crowd. “Jen—” I start out, certain she’s going to punch me.
“I will forgive you for breaking my nose,” she says, “IF you let me interview you. We want to hear all about what happened while you were out there.”
“Um, okay?” I say. “Is Carla here?” I ask, looking around for the speedster.
“She’s still down in Texas,” Aubrey says. “I came home with Emily and Trent after I cleaned up Mimic’s mess, but Carla is on clean up, since she’s South Branch. I think Century is turning her into a mascot.”
“That’s not fair to Carla!” I say, suddenly outraged. “Carla’s far too good a hero to be a mascot—”
The group starts laughing at me. “She’s the perfect mascot,” Vinny says, the only one just grinning slightly. He’s standing on the steps. “She’s a kid and she actually enjoys hugging little kids and kissing babies. That’s exactly what they need right now. Obviously I can’t be the mascot—I’d catch too many things on fire. Plus, we’re all agreed that she’s a lot cuter than I am, right?”
“Well, yeah,” I say, still frowning.
“That means you can get T-shirts with her symbol on them, you know—and probably really soon,” Mom says silently from behind me. “Now go on, sweetie, I need to get to the Hall.” I nod as she and Grandma leave, my mind on more important things. I have to get one of those T-shirts. I would DIE before wearing it to school, sure, but I can wear it to bed! I need to replace all my Cold Steel shirts, anyway, right? I am SO over that stupid crush. I have more important things to do than chase stupid boys. I need to learn to fly!
 
***
 
 “We have some things to discuss before I send you on to your new job,” Mastermental says, straightening a pile of papers on his desk. “First, though, congratulations on the apprehension of Deathblow. While we expected you to bring in Massteria, we aren’t going to quibble details. This proves that you are loyal to the Hall, now.”
Bombastic stays silent on that and Mastermental lets a little smile pull at his lips. “Or, off the record, that you are beyond loyal to your family. I look forward to Keliah’s ascension to position. I would say I look forward to inviting her into the Hall, but I believe I won’t be in charge by the time she’s ready for that.”
“So what do we need to discuss?” Nico says. “I’ve got a ton of parents sitting outside the school, wondering why. If I’m going to bring in another ex-con, they need to know.”
“Understood, and agreed,” Mastermental says. “We have Deathblow under control. Once he recovered he was collared and placed in the Hall cells you rebuilt last week. He shouldn’t be able to escape.”
“And Mimic?” Nico asks.
“The same; we plan on moving them both as soon as the new Cape Cell building is up and functional—”
“Deathblow needs to be stripped of his powers,” Bombastic says. “He’s psychotic.”
“Agreed, and there will be a trial very soon.”
“You said ‘both.’” Nico says. “Shouldn’t it be all three? I sent Massteria in, as well. And even if he IS under thanks to Mimic—”
“But he is not,” Mastermental says. “That’s what I wanted to discuss with you. Massteria regained his senses after you collared Mimic. He recovered before the black suits could collar him—they both survived, but only thanks to Aubrey.”
Nico looks stunned. “I—” he says, only to curse and run a hand over his face. “I’ll get Aubrey,” he says, instead. “And I’ll catch Massteria.” He taps on the air, sending a text to Aubrey.
“I know you will,” Mastermental says. “But,” he says calmly, “I want you to remember this moment.”
“Yes, sir,” Nico says, looking down. His jaw ticks slightly. “I will.” He says nothing about the other victims, the ones that HADN’T woken up after Mimic was caught. No, he shouldn’t have figured Massteria would be the same, he thinks darkly. Massteria is pretty powerful in his own way. He should have made sure to collar the man, wiped out or not.
“Mastermental,” Bombastic says, “I’d like to talk to… the Falconesses,” he says, after searching for what to call them. “Can I do that before I go to the school?”
“Of course, they’re waiting in the corridor. While you go speak with them, I’d like to talk with you, Nico,” he says. Bombastic nods and leaves the room, leaving Nico staring grimly at nothing. “You made a mistake,” Mastermental says.
“I did,” Nico says. “I seem to be making them left and right nowadays.”
“You aren’t perfect,” Mastermental agrees. “But you, yourself, escaped the coma that Mimic left you in. I’m surprised you didn’t think someone else could, as well.”
“Do you want to fire me?” Nico asks.
“This is a very personal case for you, isn’t it?” Mastermental asks gently.
“It isn’t!”
“No, it is,” Mastermental says. “The connection between you and the other inmates, it’s deeper than I realized. You’re acting arrogant, because you’ve always seen yourself as stronger than the others. You are, of course, but I didn’t think that would make you underestimate them. That was my mistake,” he admits.
“I spent fifteen years,” Nico says, forcing himself to calm, “living in the same building as them. Every day it seemed like the world got smaller, and smaller, until it seemed like it was just them, me, and the guards. I could check the monitors, did I tell you that? I would look in on them daily, wondering what they were doing and if it was as boring as what I was doing. Yes, I underestimated Massteria. I shouldn’t have, but I’ve never known a more rat-like, useless horror-monger in my life. He’s the weakest of the lot, and we all knew it, B-class, at best. Even Badmoon could have taken him—”
“And that’s the problem, isn’t it?” Mastermental says. “You placed a ranking on him. I truly hate the ranking system. It allows the truly dangerous ones to be overlooked, simply because they aren’t as traditionally powerful as the others. Shadowman is a perfect example of that. I believe you’ve said something along the same lines, yourself.”
Nico stays silent, feeling like a kid for the first time in a very long while. Mastermental looks at him, a strangely sympathetic expression on his face. “You will, of course, remember that you brought in two of our Cape Cell convicts in one go,” Mastermental says.
“Not good enough,” Nico says. “I’ll get Massteria—”
“I have a small request concerning that, since we’re on the topic,” Mastermental says, leaning back in his chair.
 
***
 
 “So…” Austin says as he looks at the two women standing in front of him. He actually misses Keliah a LOT right now. Keliah would step up and act as a go-between, and they all know it. As it is, he’s looking at two beautiful and extremely unreadable faces. “I… want to start out by apologizing.”
They nod, and when he takes too long, his wife prompts with, “That was a very good start... is there more?"
“I won't do anything that stupid again,” he says. “I know it’s probably too late to… to go back to how we were, but—I would like to at least speak with both of you, once in a while?” He’s groveling and he knows it. “I’d like to get to know my only daughter,” he goes on, looking at Missy. “I know that you might not want to know me, and if that’s the case, I’ll not bother you—”
“You’re going to be teaching my daughter,” she says. “I can’t exactly ignore the fact that you’re in my life, now.”
“Yes, but—”
“I’m moving here,” Angela says, shocking him slightly. “I’m going to make sure that Nicolas’s schooling is up to my standards. She’s going carry the family name. Honestly, I would like to see her surpass me. I think she can, with effort.”
“So—” Austin says, trying not to feel hopeful. Like he’d told Keliah, it’s been an awfully long time. “You’ll be around?”
“I might,” she says, tossing her hair, “YOU have a lot to make up for, after all, so I might as well make sure you do.”
“Mom… are you flirting?” Missy asks, looking slightly shocked.
“I’ll be the first to admit that your father is an idiot—”
“Ouch,” Austin mutters.
“And he doesn’t think anything through,” she goes on, completely ignoring his reactions, “and he spent almost FORTY years locked up because of his stupid mistake, years that could have been spent making a family, like he always promised—I wanted six kids, you know,” she goes on. “Do you know that it’s really difficult for most supers to have children? It would have taken a lot of time and effort—”
“Stop! Just stop there, PLEASE!” Missy says, putting her fingers in her ears like a child. “I have no desire to think about my parents and… and EFFORT,” she adds, making a face.
“But then he goes and gets himself arrested,” Angela finishes, completely ignoring Missy’s childish moment. “What was I talking about again?” she asks, frowning.
“There was a ‘but’ in there somewhere, I think,” Austin says.
“No there wasn’t,” Missy says.
“It was an implied ‘but,’” he says.
“Maybe there was a 'but'—but I doubt it,” she says. “You went and got yourself thrown into the Cape Cells—”
“BUT!” Angela says, lifting a finger to stop them, “I used to love him. I used to love him with all my heart and soul, and I believe he loved me the same,” she says. “A love like that is a once-in-a-lifetime deal, Missy. It’s something that, if you get a second chance at it, you should probably see what happens.”
“I did—I mean, we should,” Austin says, that feeling of hope almost overwhelming him.
“But first I’m going to make him work for it,” Angela says. “I might be mature, but I am STILL quite a catch. So, I MIGHT consider—after a time, of course—letting him escort me somewhere nice.”
“Mom, you shouldn’t just come out and say that sort of thing, you know—it’s just too straight-forward,” Missy says after a long moment.
“Honey, I’m in my sixties. Now isn’t the time to dance around things expecting a man to suddenly develop telepathy. For crying out loud, Mastermental HAS telepathy and he never could keep a lasting relationship. If you ask me, you need to be a little MORE straight forward,” she says. “I want more grandchildren! Why haven’t you met a nice super boy and settled down?”
“I need to go check on Keliah,” Missy says instead of answering that. “You,” she says, pointing at Austin, only to change her tone. “I’ll… try to get along with you, for Mom and Keliah’s sakes.”
“Thank you,” Austin says. “I’ll try, as well.”
 
***
 
*Half an Hour Later*
 
The clearing in front of the school campus is somewhat crowded with supers—most of them in full uniform. Even Panther is there, looking extremely interested. The other supers, including all of the Branch Leaders, make a point in watching him a bit warily.
Nico is standing in front of them, with the staff of Cape High behind him. The students are watching from inside the laser field, invisible. Everyone’s attention goes straight to the technopath as he takes to the air. “Ladies and Gentlemen, I’d like to thank you for coming today. I know several of you have important jobs to do right now, so I’ll try to make this quick. Today we’ve taken down two of the escapees. It would have been three, but… we had a bit of a mishap,” he says, his expression grim.
“But it’s still three, in a way,” Ken says. “That’s Bombastic standing behind you.”
“Yes,” Nico says, “and he’s why we’ve come here today. All of you have ties with this school, mostly because you have a child in the school, some because you plan on enrolling your child once they’ve come into their powers. That’s why you need to be informed about this face to face. Boombastic is going to become part of my staff.”
There’s a mixed reaction to this, some looking shocked, others not surprised in the least. “Will he be a danger to my daughter?” Panther asks, while the others whisper among themselves.
“No,” Nico says, “but if you don’t believe me, I will transfer your children to whatever school you want to send them to—if it’s a private school, I’ll pay for their tuition.”
“What class will Bombastic be teaching?” Jeanie asks.
“I’m going to put him in charge of the clean-up training. He’s good with machines—not as good as I am, but good enough that he can teach repair, and strong enough he can rebuild buildings easily. He’s actually built several underground bases along a chain of small islands, which in itself is a pretty impressive task. This way, when we do branch out as a school, I can send him in my stead. Plus, he’s really good for demolition purposes.”
“Will he run, if you do that?” Mega asks.
“I don’t plan on it,” Bombastic says. “My family is here. I know I screwed up in the past. I won’t blame you if you watch me like a hawk, or don’t want me near your children, but I’m not going to leave. I’m going to do my best as a Cape High staff member. I screwed up, and I can understand if you don’t want to trust me, now, but I’m a changed man.”
“Are you, really?” Liz asks.
“Well… I’m pretty sure I am,” Bombastic admits. “And I only did what I did because they were trying to put everyone in a registry. The government wanted to know who we were, where we lived, what powers we had—” The group goes silent, nodding slightly in some cases. “But I’ve been told that’s been taken care of—for the moment,” Bombastic says. “It wasn’t right, what I did. I regret the lost lives more than you can imagine. And I know that my explanation doesn’t justify it, but you deserve to know.”
“Also, he’ll only be working with the students already in the field,” Nico says. “So now is the time to set up transfers, or whatever it is you want to do, knowing that another ex-con is on your high school staff. After this is done, I’ll be going after the other three.”
“It isn’t your job to recover the capes that escaped,” Negatia says, much to everyone’s surprise. “Really, people, we’ve put a heavy burden on Technico, already. I, for one, want him to focus on training my future teammates and leave this job to us. We’ve already depended on him for several things that are not truly his responsibility. Just because he’s the son of Superior doesn’t mean we should expect him to take his father’s place. I’ve learned that fact personally, with my own son. Nico, as one of the board, I dismiss you from the duty of hunting the escaped convicts.”
“I agree,” Isotonic says. The two look at Mastermental and Century, who are curiously silent. Only Marigold isn’t there to vote.
“Thanks, but no thanks,” Nico says. “They were released because I screwed up when dealing with Herold. I’m also the reason that Massteria got free after I captured him. You can’t expect me to just step down that easily,” Nico says.
The leaders that are there look at one another, frowning slightly. Mastermental meets their eyes one by one, nodding slightly. Only a few of the other capes still watch Bombastic with hesitation. Angela steps forward, taking Bombastic’s hand. “I’d like to make an announcement,” she says. “I will be temporarily moving back to Central—I’d appreciate a job in the school, as well.”
The atmosphere changes as every set of eyes shoot to the clasped hands. Jeanie’s the most obvious, she slaps a hand over her own mouth, barely muffling a squeal of excitement.
“How can I say no to that?” Nico asks. “I can arrange for an apartment in our building, as well.”
“Thank you,” she says.
“And what will you be teaching, Angela?” Century asks, grinning for the first time since this interview started.
“Oh, I don’t know,” Angela says, “I’m sure they’ll find something I can do. Won’t you, Nicolas?” she adds, looking at Nico.
“We lost my old man before he got very far in security training,” Nico says. “I think you should be able to cover that. Unless you can speak another language, then there’s always that. Some of these kids will be wanted all over the world.”
“I know one or two,” she says. “Does anyone have a problem with me teaching in your school?” she asks the group, looking strangely dangerous.
“Not at all!” Jeanie says.
“It’s fine with me.”
“Welcome, Falconess!”
“Good,” she says, pushing her hair over her shoulder. “I look forward to teaching your children.”
“Now, then, since everything is on the up and up, I have a school to run,” Nico says.
“I think, since we came all this way, that we should at least get to see how our kids are doing—an open house sort of thing,” Isotonic says. “I want to see their classes.”
“I see,” Nico says. “Fine, line up—but this includes me scanning those of you that I haven’t yet,” he warns them, motioning them forward and getting out his phone. “And don’t expect to see a play, got it? Or crayon drawings taped to the walls.”
“I can arrange for both, if you want!” they hear someone shout from inside the school.
“Who was that?” Negatia asks.
“Ace, no,” Nico says, snorting. “Just no.”
“Ace?” Negatia repeats.
“Dragon.”
“Oh.”
 
***
 
Days have passed. Justin walks alongside Nico, his hands clenched in his pockets as he walks down the hall of laser walled cells. “Here,” Nico says, stopping in front of one cell. There’s a man inside, laid out on a hospital bed, unconscious. “The hearing to get his powers stripped was today. I invited you today to see the event take place—you can be a witness on behalf of your father.”
Justin nods. “He’s not going to sit up, or recover between now and then, is he?”
“Not with what I’ve put in there,” Nico says, nodding to a small machine in the corner. “I still hate Herold with a passion, but that doesn’t mean he didn’t make an excellent power blocker machine.”
Justin nods, only to jerk slightly as the man inside speaks. “Is that Sonic Scream’s boy?”
“You don’t deserve an answer to that, D.B.” Nico says coldly.
“It is,” Deathblow says with a hint of relish. “Sonic Scream’s little mini-me. How nice of you to come see me, boy.”
“I’ve come to see you finished for good,” Justin says.
“Ha, like they’d do that,” Deathblow says. “They’re pushovers, boy. They don’t kill. They CAN’T kill. It’s bad for their image. They want the whole world thinking that they’re somehow better than they are. That they’re the heroes that will always do the right thing. It’s all bull,” he says. “They’re as corrupt as everyone else. They just hide it behind a mask.”
“You’re a murderer, Deathblow. Very few people are as corrupt as you are,” Justin says. “And I never said they’d kill you—but they should.”
“Then what will they do to me, little Scream? Toss me back into a box? I’ll just be waiting, like I have been for all these years, for the chance to come and kill you. The sins of the fathers, and all that. Your daddy got me tossed in—I enjoyed finishing him off, and I’m going to enjoy finishing you off, as well,” Deathblow says almost whimsically. “I have all the time in the world. I don’t age, you know? I just sit here, dreaming of when I’ll get to kill you.”
“They won’t kill you, but they will take your powers,” Justin says, shaking slightly with rage. “I’m going to watch them do it, too.”
“Wait, what?” Deathblow says, sounding startled. “What do you mean—”
“You’ll find out very soon,” Nico says. He places a hand on Justin’s shoulder, gently pushing him away from the cell.
“What do you mean, take my powers?” Deathblow yells after them. “WHAT DO YOU MEAN?”
He screams half an hour later as they do just that. Justin watches every second of it.
 
***
 
*Los Angeles, California*
 
Phoebe Woods walks into the upper class hotel, getting a nod from the guard and several people discreetly watching her as she goes. She’s beautiful—almost unnaturally beautiful, but that’s expected of a famous actress. She’s best known for the “Terror” movies, but she’s been in the horror flicks for years, under several different names and pounds and pounds of makeup. Only recently has she become famous enough to be known on sight.
She heads for the elevator, waiting impatiently as it heads to the very top floor. She hasn’t slept in weeks. She’s got an early morning ahead of her, on top of it all. The door slides open and she slides off her heels, walking down the fancy hall barefoot—and pulling to a stop at the sight of a street-bum sitting right in front of her door.
“I’m going to call the police,” she says, pulling out her phone. “I don’t appreciate stalkers.”
“Really? Trusting in the norms to protect you?” the man asks, looking up at her. “I thought I raised you better than that.”
“Da—Daddy?” she says, her voice changing in an instant. “DADDY!” she says, throwing herself into his arms. “How did you get out?”
“Hi, precious,” Massteria says, hugging her back. “Miss me?”
 
***
 
 



*Bonus Chapters*
 
Important Details
So here I am, back at school, and, to my shock, facing off with Jennifer, all over again. “Okay, just a little more mascara, Elidee,” she says as Elidee works on my makeup. “Freddy, how’s the light?” she asks, looking at the green-haired punk holding his phone.
“Looks good,” he says. “And so do you,” he adds, grinning.
Jennifer rolls her eyes. “Whatever, flirt,” she says. “Okay, just answer however you feel, Keliah, we’re only showing this to the school, right? So I’m going to start out with some simple questions and we’ll get more in-depth from there.”
“Um—” I say, only to get a dirty look from Elidee.
“Shush,” she says. “I’m working on my masterpiece.”
I stare at her blankly, only to almost get poked in the eye by a mascara brush. I try not to blink. My eyes are threatening to water by the time she’s done. She glares at me again when a tear trickles out. “Don’t you DARE ruin your makeup,” she says sharply.
“My eyes are dried out,” I say.
“Pansy,” she accuses me. “Woman up, girl, you look beautiful! Beauty is pain, pain is beauty.”
“Now!” Jennifer says. “Let’s get this interview started—oh, Olivia, did you get the mic?”
“I did, but I think he’s going to find out I borrowed it, soon,” Olivia says, racing towards us with Jack’s silver studded mic in her hand. “If he gets mad, I’m telling him it was all your fault.”
“Of course you are,” Jennifer says. “Now, places, people! We’re going to have our second full-length interview on the website after this, we need to make it look good!”
Elidee and Olivia sit down to the side, grinning at each other before looking at me expectantly. Jennifer drops down in the chair next to mine, bringing the mic to her mouth. “Hey, everybody! Blackbird here with the interview you’ve all been dying for,” she says. “We’ve got the next Falconess with us! Keliah just announced recently that she will don the family mantle. Can you tell us what changed your mind?” she asks me.
“Well,” I say, looking past her to where Mom, Grandma and Grandpa are watching us with little smiles. “It turns out that the Falconess has always been a bit of a bad girl—I think it’d be awesome to play both sides whenever I want.”
“Really? That does sound pretty awesome,” Jennifer says. “So how about you tell us all about what happened to you during your suspension? I know we saw some of it, but how did it start?”
“Mom dropped me off on an island in the middle of nowhere,” I start out, “and it just happened to be the island that Grandpa had turned into a secret base before he was tossed into the Cape Cells. It was also the place Grandpa went to when he escaped the Cape Cells.”
“Oh, wow—did you know he was your grandpa?”
“Not when I first ran into him,” I say. “He’s sort of terrifying when you don’t know him. But he turned out to be… really amazing.” I grin at Grandpa, who grins back at me.
“Tell us everything,” Jennifer says eagerly. “We want to know!”
“Hey! Who took my mic?” I hear Jack bellow from a distance.
“Maybe we should just stick to the important details,” Jennifer corrects herself.
 



My Maxy
 
Things have calmed down—Grandma and Grandpa both moved into an apartment, they’re next door neighbors. I came to visit them, so I’m not sure why I’m up in Nico’s apartment now. One minute I was hanging out with Grandpa, and then Nico invited him upstairs to see his work room, and I got dragged up with him. And now I’m sitting in the front room, feeling extremely awkward as Max walks in from the kitchen with a bottle of pop in his hand. “Zoe, you’re going to miss the movie!” he calls to the room Grandpa disappeared into.
“I’ve already seen it!” Zoe calls back. Max drops down on the other end of the couch I’m sitting on, looking at me thoughtfully. This is seriously awkward. I’ve hardly ever talked to Max—even if we are in the same class. But it’s just him and me in the room—
“Don’t worry, fledgling,” he says, grabbing the channel changer, “I won’t rip your head off.”
“I wasn’t worried,” I snap.
“Sure you weren’t,” he says, flipping through the channels. He’s about to change it again when someone on the screen goes, “Am I dating Maximum?”
He stops flipping channels. That is definitely NOT Zoe on the screen, I think, taking in the beautiful woman being interviewed. “Well, that’s my personal life, you know?” she goes on. “If there IS something between me and a very cute, sweet guy like Maxy—I mean, Maximum, I think it’s my right to keep it to myself.”
“Who’s that?” I ask.
“I have no freaking idea,” he says, looking stunned. “I’ve never seen her before in my life.”
“You heard it here, ladies and gentlemen, Phoebe Woods calls THE Maximum ‘Maxy.’ Tell me, Phoebe, do you think he’s going soft?”
“I prefer to think of it as… seeing the light,” she says, looking into the camera. “I think we’ll see more of Maximum’s good side in the future. I’m looking forward to it.”
I look at Max, wondering what he’s thinking. There’s a faint tick in his jaw and the channel changer cracks in his hand, crushing without him realizing it.
“What,” I hear Zoe say from behind us, “was that about?”
“I’ve never met her in my life,” Max says, turning so fast that I’m sure he gave himself whiplash. “I seriously haven’t—I would never cheat—”
“Of course you wouldn’t,” Zoe says. “But who the heck does she think she is, calling you ‘Maxy’? That’s even more ridiculous than Maximum.”
“That’s your biggest problem?” Max asks blankly.
“The world is going to start calling you Maxy-pad, and it’s not yours?” she asks him.
He goes pale. “That chick has to die,” he declares after processing the idea. “I’m going to go arrange an accident, now,” he says, hopping to his feet and kissing Zoe on the cheek. “Text me?”
“Sure, but no killing,” Zoe says, waving him off.
“I know, I know!” he calls from a few stories below.
“Now, let’s find out who this ‘Phoebe Woods’ is,” Zoe declares, dropping down in the seat next to me and bringing up a hologram screen in front of us. “Trying to claim my boyfriend, she’s SERIOUSLY going to regret that move,” she says.
“You’re terrifying,” I say, admiringly.
“Why thank you,” she says with a grin.
 



 
Chopsticks
"Still think that cooking is a stupid hobby?" Vinny asks as I step in front of him with my tray. I hesitate, wondering if I made a mistake by not bringing my own lunch to school, like I used to. 
"I--" I say, feeling myself blush. "You saw that, huh?"
"The entire super world did," he says, still just standing there with all of the food in front of him.
"Well... um... I guess it would be good to know how to cook out there," I say, trying to ignore everyone watching. "Especially when you have to live off the land or forty-year-old Twinkies. So, uh, sorry I called it stupid. I looked at those Twinkies--they were nasty looking," I make a face at the Twinkie memory, and to my surprise he lets out a laugh before placing a sandwich and a serving of fries on my plate. 
"Keliah!" Elidee calls, waving at me. "Come sit with us!"
I hesitate for all of a second before almost running over to the "Fledgling" table, where Elidee, Olivia, and Cisco are already sitting. I greet them, not sure what to talk about.
"So!" Elidee says when an awkward moment lingers a second too long, "you can make a bow and arrow, and wings, right? So what ELSE can you make?"
"You mean with my powers?" I ask, my mouth full of barbecue beef sandwich. It's like the meat is melting in my mouth. Okay, the guy is a really good cook. Maybe I was wrong, and he should focus MORE on the cooking and less on the hero work.
"Yeah," Olivia says. "Have you come up with any other weapons?"
"Well, Mom can make a gigantic mallet, right?" I say. "She can also make a sword, and a gun, and a cannon, and a--"
"We want to know what you can do, not your mom," Cisco says.
"Well..." I look down, feeling my cheeks brighten with embarrassment. "There IS one other thing I've practiced a lot..." They stare at me expectantly. "It's not very impressive," I add in a quiet little voice.
"Show us!" Elidee says.
"Well, okay--but keep in mind that I'm going to learn new things as I get older, right? I've got a book full of designs planned and everything--"
"Just show us what you can do, not what you're going to do," Elidee says, rolling her eyes.
I let out a sigh and hold up a hand, forming my most practiced item. They stare at me. Cisco's mouth drops almost to the table. "See?" I say.
"Chopsticks," Olivia says finally. "All that awesome power and you make... chopsticks."
"We eat a lot of Chinese," I say defensively, "and I can never find a pair when I need them."
"You could at least make a fork," Cisco says. "Maybe a spoon, or a knife, too--"
"What, so she doesn't have to wash dishes?" Olivia asks. "Look at my amazing powers--I use it for cutlery!" she says. "We need to get you training on something more impressive," she declares.
"Like what?" I ask.
"Like an oven!" she says excitedly.
"No, no way am I friends with a little Miss Easy-Bake," Elidee declares. "What you need to learn to make is a deep fryer. We'll fry EVERYTHING. Have you ever had deep fried Twinkies?" she asks the others.
"How can you eat like that and have such great skin?" Olivia demands. "That's completely not fair! I still get pimples, even though everyone SWEARS I should stop any day, now."
"One, I am NEVER eating Twinkies again, and two, why are we focusing on kitchen appliances?" I ask. I feel a hand on my shoulder and look up, a bit blankly, at Vinny.
"Ignore them," he says. "If you're going to start specializing in kitchen appliances, you should start with the most important of all," he says seriously.
I stare at him. "And that would be?" I ask.
"The coffee machine."
"Ooh, that IS important," Elidee and Olivia say. "Make it a cappuccino machine!" Elidee exclaims. 
I don't even LIKE coffee. I think that I'll keep that fact to myself, since they all look so happy. 
"Ladies and Gentlemen, may I introduce you to EXPRESSO GIRL!" Elidee says, standing and posing over me. Um... maybe I should tell them after all...
AFTER the entire school stops cheering.
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