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CHAPTER ONE
 
The past is the past, and this might be Ace's school, but I don't have a choice, right? This is the only open house that the school's ever had--and even then it's not really "open." We'd gotten a special invite from the school principal, Technico, and I can only assume the others did too. But this is Ace's school. That's the fact that keeps repeating over and over again in my mind. Sure I might have made fun of him—Ace was CREEPY when he was pretending to be a norm! He's obviously a freak, right? Well, okay, his whole going super villain thing makes it better—I mean, if you're freaky and you know it, OWN IT. He has definitely owned it. I mean, every time I walk down the street I see someone wearing a "Dragon" shirt, or a hat, or even a tattoo once in a while.
You're probably wondering what I'm talking about huh? Well, it's either focus on Ace, or focus on the fact that I am definitely the oldest kid standing here by like, four years. I dare to glance around, seeing the other kids watching each other curiously. Three of them seem to know each other—two boys and a girl. They're trying to hand her things—rocks, toys, all sorts of weird things, and she keeps yelling at them to go away.
"That's Isotonic," Aunt Barbara whispers, making me look at the man standing behind the group. "That's his right hand man, Hard Knocks beside him—I believe the two boys are his," she says. "Prisma is going to DIE when she hears I got first dibs on this story—"
"I'm going to what?" someone asks from behind us. I turn, giving the beautiful black woman a large smile.
"Aunt Prisma!" I say, eagerly accepting the hug she offers. "I didn't know you were coming!"
"Jen-Jen!" Prisma says, always excited to see me as well. "You look more beautiful every day, sweetie!"
It's totally a lie. Look, at one time I might have been the picture perfect blonde cheerleader, but I've had a rough go of it since Ace outed himself. I look stressed. I'm no longer a cheerleader—I also chopped my hair off super short, with only long bangs framing my face. And I swear I've gained five pounds. Probably all that stress eating. My sister NEVER gains weight, that lucky—
"I don't see why I'm getting dragged along for this," Elidee says, making me look over. "You're just using me as story bait, aren't you? All of a sudden they have open house for people with super kids and BAM I'm dragged out of my school and shoved into this one!" Elidee is Prisma's daughter—beautiful, boy crazy, and only thirteen years old. That would be bad enough if she wasn't a pheromone manipulator. Yeah. It's THAT bad. "Jen," she says, looking at me. There's a worried expression on her face. She walks over, grabbing my arm and pulling me away from the group. "I REALLY don't want to go in there," she whispers.
"I know why I don't want to go," I say, hesitating, "but what's your problem?"
"Adanna goes here! She's got a boyfriend and EVERYTHING, and he's a freaking SUPERIOR," she wails. "How am I going to beat that?"
I groan inwardly. "Elidee," I say patiently, touching her shoulder, "boys are nothing but trouble. You're better off single."
"Jennifer!" Aunt Barbara says in exasperation. "Don't tell her that!"
"She's thirteen, she should learn it in one way or another," I say shamelessly. "It's better that she learns it from someone that loves her!" I add with a cheeky grin.
"So how IS Matt these days?" Elidee asks evilly. I give her a dark look.
"Dating a brunette," I say dryly.
She's about to respond when a large man in a t-shirt appears to walk out of nothing in front of us. He steps over the tattered yellow police tape that surrounds Death Canyon. Norms still think it's radioactive—I did as well, until recently. "And you are?" I hear the big black man behind us ask.
"That's Technico," Isotonic says. "Technico, good to see you again," he adds, stepping forward and offering his hand.
"My new little sister says 'Hello, Gin and Tonic,'" Technico says blandly, only briefly shaking his hand.
"I thought his name was Isotonic," Elidee whispers to me silently. The flustered look on Isotonic's face tells me he hadn't expected that.
"Tell her hello for me, as well," he says after all of a second. "I'd like to introduce you to my daughter, Olivia," he goes on, turning and motioning the girl with the two boys forward.
The expression on Technico's face lightens and he gives the girl a smile, holding out his hand. "Olivia," he says, offering it to the daughter. "Call me Nico, I'll be your principal."
"Who's your new little sister?" Olivia asks, hesitating over the hand.
"Skystep, she's deliberately a trouble maker. Don't worry—I'm fully human—well, no, actually I'm only half human, but nothing that'll change you," he adds quietly. She takes the hand he offers. "And you two would be Hard Knock's boys," he goes on, looking at the boys. "Have they inherited your animation abilities?" he asks Hard Knocks.
"They actually haven't come into their powers yet," Hard Knocks says, "but there's a good chance."
"So this is just a tour for them?"
"For now," Hard Knocks agrees.
"Why are you wearing a Panther shirt?" one of the boys asks.
"He's a super villain," the other says. "You're a hero."
"Actually, I'm not," Nico says, looking around at the adults in the crowd. "My name is Technico—I'm an ex super villain, in case you hadn't heard. I spent fifteen years in the Cape Cells for the use of a Weapon of Mass Destruction. It seems I forgot to fill out all the paperwork first."
"Wait—a weapon of mass destruction?" I ask. "What did you destroy?"
"I'm the one that created all of this," he says, motioning to the massive canyon behind him. "It didn’t take long."
I feel a little light headed. I look at Aunt Barbara, but she doesn't even react. I get the feeling she knew all of this already.
"Now's the time to back out if that bothers you," Nico prompts us. His hand shoots out, stopping the twins from running past him—towards the canyon. "No you don't," he says. "That's dangerous—especially for you two," he tells them.
"Is this the infamous dome?" Isotonic asks. "I really don't see it," he adds with a hint of surprise.
"I'm sure you would if you got closer," Nico says, reaching down and picking up a stone. "Throw this at the canyon," he tells one of the twins. He throws it, and they both cheer as it explodes and laser lights spark. All of a sudden they're throwing every rock they can find. "Enough," Nico says. The boys stop. "There is a laser dome surrounding the entire canyon. It's enough to turn back even an S-class super. I tweak it on a regular basis, upgrading it in my spare time."
"And what about curious norms?" Isotonic asks. "Have you had any of those?"
"We have--this entire area is on camera, and if unexpected movement happens a staff member checks it out. They tend to run when a super comes. The dome is for those too fast for me or other staff members to catch. Now I'm going to have to scan each of you before allowing you in."
"Scan?" I ask. "Like—like you'll know everything about us? Even our levels?" I do NOT want that! The entire world will find out that I'm a D-class hero! It's almost worse than being a norm!
"Don't worry, I don't share your information," Nico says. "But it does mean you have to trust me. Again, here's a chance to turn and run."
"I get the feeling you don't want new students very much," Hard Knocks says.
"I like to get all of this over with—you're going to trust me with the training programs of your kids. That means everything they do out on the field will be something I taught them. Do you really want that?" Nico asks.
"You trained Kid Liberty, Fire Hazard, and Divine Justice," Isotonic says. "They're excellent examples of teen capes. You're also the founder of the clean-up system in Central Hall. Everyone's pushing to get that in our Hall, as well."
"I knew that no good deed would go unpunished," Nico mutters. I choke on a laugh, surprised at just how irritated he looks. "You," he says, motioning me forward. "You get to go first. You've been putting this off long enough, don't you think?"
I look at Aunt Barbara, who just smiles slightly and motions me forward. Nico pulls out a cell phone, aiming the camera lens at me. A green light scans me, and I wait, unable to breathe, as he stares at the screen. "Do you want to see?" he asks.
"No—I—yes," I finally say, walking over next to him to look. I see an image of me, I think, drawn in lines. Most of the lines are black, but there’s a handful of ice blue scattered throughout. I have no idea what it means. “Those blue lines--”
“Your power lines,” he says. He points at a little list to the side of the image, strength, speed, air manipulation, all of them are listed. The only one above the single digits is air manipulation. That one’s actually at 55%. That’s like, a barely passing grade, right?
"Do you have any idea what I can do with this?" he asks me quietly.
"Not much," I mutter.
"I'm a genius technopath, Jennifer," he says silently, leaning down next to my ear. "I make machines that can help norms compete with B-class heroes. Imagine what I could do with someone that's already a cape. Double M can't argue with that, especially if it's for one of his own."
My eyes widen. So THAT'S why he was willing to let me in! That's why I keep getting little notes from the school, reminding me I've got a standing invite!
"You just want to see what you can make and get away with," I accuse him silently.
He gives me a wicked little grin. "He won't ask a question if it's a girl that's helped us out in the past," he adds. "Next, Olivia, step up, let's get your bios. Do you plan on staying after the tour or do you need to go home and pack?" he asks as she quickly races forward, standing next to me. She's a pretty little thing with long dark brown hair and big hazel colored eyes. She looks at me a bit shyly for a second before belatedly answering Nico.
"I'm packed. My mom wants to come see the campus, but with Dad out of state, she says she needs to stay with the Hall. Can she come next week?"
"Sure, just send a heads up through the Halls," Nico says as the green light flickers over her. "Not bad, you've got a lot of promise," he says as he looks over the phone. "You are your dad's kid, after all. You—it was Elidee, right?" he goes on, motioning to Elidee. "Let's get your stats."
She has this look on her face that tells me she's going to try something stupid. Look, I've known Elidee for years—ever since I came to live with Aunt Barbara. I can tell when she's about to do something stupid. I glance over at the boys, first, seeing their faces go slack and their eyes glue on her as she walks towards us. Yep. She's doing that thing of hers.
"Hiii," she says, moving closer to Nico. He looks at her, raising an eyebrow before glancing at Prisma.
"She takes after you," he says as he scans Elidee with his phone. "You promise to be quite a pain," he says, much to Elidee's shock.
"Wh—what?" she yelps.
"It might be entertaining, though, so I'll allow it," Nico finishes. "Adults next, a quick scan should be all I need from you—you're all in the Hall records. Once we're done with that, we'll start the tour."
The adults fall in line and I watch him scan them quickly.
"How can he call me a pain?" Elidee whispers as she moves to my side.
"You tried to seduce him," I whisper back. "Are you crazy? He's an adult—not only is he an adult, he's an ex super villain!"
"I just wanted him to let me do what I want!" she whispers back, as if that was a perfectly good excuse.
"You ARE crazy," Olivia whispers, making us both look at her. "He's the son of Superior—that's what my dad says."
"He's the WHAT?" I yelp, too loudly.
"SHHH!" both girls hiss at me as everyone else turns to look at me.
"Before we go in, I need to make sure none of you are brainwashed," Nico says, completely ignoring us. He shows each of us a quick video, one that I'm not quite sure I caught everything on it, and then motions us to touch a metal panel. "You're all clear," he says. "Touch the screen and follow the footprints on the ground. Wait on the platform for the rest of us to join you when you get inside."
"Is Fire Hazard going to be here?" Olivia asks excitedly.
"Unfortunately most of the class is out on a mission. You'll only get to meet a handful of the students," Nico says.
"Hiiii." I look at Elidee, who's been flanked by the boys when I wasn't looking. "You're pretty."
"You smell good, too," the second says.
"Do you have a boyfriend?" the first asks, shoving his brother away.
Elidee looks at them, notes that they're shorter than she is, and walks away. Or at least she tries to walk away, I note with amusement. They follow her like puppies, trying to get her attention. I can't help but glance back at Hard Knocks. He shakes his head, looking amused. "Looks like Olivia lost her fanboys," he says quietly to Isotonic.
"She will forever be grateful," Isotonic agrees. "If your kids weren't intent on showing their love by bugging the crap out of them, they might have better luck with girls, you know."
"I keep trying to tell them that," Hard Knocks says, letting out a laugh.
Yes, I'm not powerful, but I AM a wind manipulator. I can hear really, really well. I glance over at Olivia, who's staring at the twins, and then at Elidee, who's trying to escape them without actually running away. I can't help the hint of a grin that crosses my face. This is actually amusing. I mean, here's Elidee saying how much she wants a boyfriend, trying to avoid two boys that will probably grow up to look like their Dad—and Hard Knocks is seriously good looking for an old guy. And Olivia is—if I'm hearing her gritting her teeth properly, extremely irritated by all of this.
But none of this is my business. I'm being forced to leave school in my junior year, and tossed into a school of kids that are WAY more powerful than I am—and probably younger! I step into the line blindly, feeling sorry for myself again, and jerk as I realize Isotonic is standing behind me.
"I noticed, Nico seemed most interested in you of the new group," he says silently as I look at him. "What are you?" he asks me.
I swallow, wondering why I have the sudden urge to tell him everything. He's one of the greats. He's the leader of the North Branch Hall. "Nobody you need to notice," I say quietly.
"My daughter promises to be at my level when she grows up, yet all he said was she had a lot of promise. I didn't get to be a Hall leader by being stupid. If Technico seems interested in a kid, it's for a reason."
I turn, glaring up at him.
"Jennifer," Nico says, making me look up. "It's your turn."
I almost yelled at a Hall leader, I realize in shock. Blindly I head forward, pressing my hand to the handprint on the screen and following the glowing footprints inside. I'm almost shocked as the campus comes into sight. It only covers a portion of the massive canyon, but it's still impressive.
"Welcome to Cape High," Nico says from behind us. "It's only the beginning for our school. With groups like you coming in, we're already starting to expand. That structure over there will be more dorms," he tells us, motioning to a group of norm clothed supers working on a large building. "And soon the classes will have to be split by grade level. That means, Isotonic, if you have any retired supers that are qualified to teach, we're welcoming applications. Right now most of my kids are out trying to rescue the outed healers. You might have already heard about them. That's another thing you have to realize—once you've gotten past a certain level of training, I won't hesitate to send you out into the field." He pauses for a second and lets us soak in that statement. "Now head on down the steps and we'll begin the official tour."
 
***
 
My name is Jennifer Berkley. Honestly, I'm not even sure why I claim that last name anymore. My dad, George Berkley, died before I ever met him. I mean, I guess he was a nice guy--he adopted Jetta, after all, she was from a previous relationship--one with another super. My mom remarried again when I was two. All I've known is my step-dad, and he's pretty much a puppet for Mom. I think I'll change my last name to Aunt Barbara's when I'm older, even if it is my mom's maiden name. Jennifer Gentry sounds good, right? Of course most people are going "You're a girl, you'll get married and change your last name soon enough." Whatever. I might have thought that back when I was interested in Matt, but no thanks. Romance is SO last season.
But here's my story. It's a real simple one, and I'm sure it's been played out a ton of times before. I'm the second kid—the one that mostly took after my norm dad. I'm just the excess baggage. I have NEVER lived up to my big sister. I always had lower grades, lower IQ scores, lower everything. I heard the sentence "Why can't you be more like your sister?" so many times that it's burned into my eardrums. I was always a disappointment to Mom, and she made no attempt to hide that fact.
Once Jetta came into her powers it really blew up in my face. She could do no wrong in the sight of Mom and my step-dad. Even when I started kicking up some wind they barely even acknowledged it. In fact I think Mom's words were, and I quote, "Honey, would you STOP THAT? I'm trying to listen to your sister!"
I got frustrated. The more powerful Jetta grew, the more invisible I seemed. When I finally confronted Mom about it, she yelled at me. Like it's my fault I'm not the same person as my sister. Like it's my fault that I—
Yeah, well, anyway, next thing I knew I was on a plane to Kansas City--alone. Mom didn’t even bother to come along, she just shoved me out of the house. When Aunt Barbara insisted on having the proper guardianship paperwork signed, Mom drew up papers handing all parental rights over to Aunt Barbara--she signed, notarized, and filed them all in the East Branch. She never even stepped foot in Kansas City during the process. As of that time, Aunt Barbara was my only legal family.
It got better. I’m not that great as a super, but as a norm, well, I’m fantastic. I excelled at all of my classes, became a cheerleader, and started dating boys that were popular--all the best things in life, right? Sure, a part of me hated myself for just giving up on the cape--but the cape gave up on me first, okay? My FAMILY tossed me out and never looked back.
And then Ace started talking. Sure, I had the feeling he might be a super, I mean, it’s kind of obvious if you watch him long enough. But he was quiet so I could just ignore him. The only reason I was stupid enough to make fun of him that one time was because he’d never done anything about it. Matt liked making fun of him, I liked Matt, and Ace didn’t care. It all worked out, until it didn’t.
Things just kept getting worse after Matt broke his fist on Ace’s face. All of a sudden Ace was a big name and I was an idiot for sticking up for Matt. Then, even MATT became a Dragon fan! What a moron, right? But I’m even stupider--I thought, hey, he’s a fan of Ace now, right? So he’ll be a super fan of me if I tell him that I’M a cape too!
Wrong. He just looked at me like I’m a freak--and all my insecurities from my family came rushing right back. I AM a freak. Not in a good way, and not just among the norms, either. I’m just as big a freak among the supers, a useless cape. A D-Class, like my sister told me.
There is nowhere I fit in. I’m not going to fit in at this stupid school, either. I don’t even know why I’m here at this stupid tour to begin with--I’ll be flunked out of super school within a week.
“Now, if you will follow me,” Nico says, jerking me back to the present, “I’m going to tell you about the other half of our training.”
“And what would that be?” Aunt Barbara asks.
“The super villain training. Now that we have three of the larger names in teenage villains on the streets, we’ve gotten a bit of a reputation for it,” Nico answers with an evil grin as he leads us past an archery field. “Listen closely, Jennifer, because I think you’ll fit in perfectly there.”
The entire group turns to look at me in shock, but they’re not nearly as shocked as I am.
“What?” I ask finally.
“I’m thinking of making you a super villain,” he says.
“Wait a second!” Aunt Barbara says, “that wasn’t in any of our discussions! My niece is NOT a super villain!”
I’m still stuck in shocked mode. It must show, because Nico lets out a laugh. “Of course you don’t have to, if you don’t want to,” he says, “but I’d say you were passing up an interesting opportunity. Do any of you think you’d like trying out super villainy?” he asks the group.
Both boys bounce on their feet, waving their hands wildly. "I'll note that for when you join," Nico says, his hands moving through the air as if he was typing on a keyboard. "Now, are there any questions?"
"What does the super villain job even involve?" I ask. I can't help myself. Being a super villain is something that never even occurred to me.
"You will be trained, outfitted and sent out to give newcomer heroes their debuts. You lose dramatically and run off to fight another day."
"And I'm supposed to WANT to do that?" I demand.
"The boys seem to enjoy it. Why don't you try the school out for a few weeks before deciding? You'll understand better. For now, why don't we go see our training areas—including those I use to train my villains on dramatic entrances and exits."
 
***
 
The dining table is silent, save for the tiny clinks of our silverware on the plates. It's an unnatural silence, one of those "You have to speak first" silences that get awkward after a few minutes. This time it's Aunt Barbara that breaks it. She puts her fork down in her plate with a loud clink.
"You're not going to that school," she declares. "There is no way I'm letting him take my beautiful girl and make her a—a SUPER VILLAIN!"
I stare at my fork of lasagna, wondering why all of a sudden I don't feel like going along with her. "I'm going to get beat, regardless," I say, not looking at her. "I saw my stats, Aunt Barb. The only thing that looked even passable was my air manipulation ability. The rest of my abilities are in the single digits, speed, strength, basically anything good. I’m useless as a cape."
"That is NOT true! You'd be a perfectly fine cape! And if you don't want to go into the super business, I can get you a job at HTV. They hire all sorts of classes for their business!"
"Yeah, like I could be a reporter," I say, but the sarcasm is absent this time. "Actually… it wouldn't be bad working for HTV," I admit, playing with my fork. There are a lot of D-class capes working there, right? "But…"
"It's GREAT working for HTV," Aunt Barbara says, her face lighting up. "Everyone that works there is amazing. You know Prisma! She's a prime example!"
"Yeah," I say. She gives me a sharp look. "I just…" I start out slowly, far too intent on staring at my food, "it's like he offered me something Mom always said I couldn't have," I say. "Like, FINALLY someone thinks I can be a super. It doesn't even matter which side I'm on, it's still more than anything they thought I could accomplish."
"So you're just going to let him turn you into a villain?" she asks. "You are BETTER than that, Jennifer," she says urgently. "You are more than a silly villain that has to take the fall every time!"
"I would take the fall regardless of what side I'm on, Aunt Barb!" I say, standing. "I'm not hungry anymore," I add. I stop, too conditioned, and grab my plate to take it into the kitchen and put it in the fridge before storming off to my room.
It's silent for a moment, until I hear Aunt Barbara dial on her cell phone. "Mr. Harrison? Hi, sorry for calling so late. Can I ask you something?" I jerk, almost heading into the front room again. I hear the door close, showing that she walked out of the house. I'm so tempted to follow, I think, but she left on purpose—there's no way she'll let me hear the rest of the conversation. Instead I drop down on my bed, digging out my yearbook from last year and flipping through it. This picture is someone that pretended to be my friend. So was she, and her, and her, and him…
None of them talk to me anymore.
I slam the book closed and throw it at the wall, falling back on my bed and staring at the ceiling. Maybe it isn't the future I want, maybe it isn't going to be any better than what I have now—but it can't be worse. I'd rather be surrounded by people that hate me from the first. Being surrounded by people who used to be my friends is a million times worse.
I hear the tiny click of a door closing and let out a heavy breath. "Aunt Barbara?" I call.
"Yes?"
"I want to go to Cape High."
"I see. Then… I'll call the Hall and tell them your decision."
"What did Mr. Harrison say?" I can't help but ask as she comes into my room.
"He seemed very enthusiastic about you becoming a super villain," she says, frowning. "I'm sorry, Jennifer, I guess he's not looking for more workers right now."
"Yeah, okay," I say, my heart dropping into my stomach. It looks like my future was decided for me, after all.
 
***
 
"Barbara just called, freaking out over the super villain thing," Andre says, looking at the man on his computer screen. "I told her that it's a great idea, but now she thinks I'm a real jerk. I dislike my employees hating me, Nico."
"I realize that, but you're the one insisting on absolute silence until you're ready to start hiring," Nico says, kicking his feet up on the desk. "She's a pretty little thing, she has decent grades, and even a D-class wind manipulator can be trained to be impressive. I think, though, that Elidee would be perfect for this project, as well."
"She would, wouldn't she?" Andre says, a little smile pulling at his lips. "Her mother would try to kill me if I even suggested she go the villain route without explaining why. Barbara is easier to handle."
"She's also too young to launch into the program. I can offer up a few others that might interest you, though," Nico says. A folder appears on the screen next to him and he flicks his hand. "Looks these over, I think Freddy, especially, should interest you. He'd make an excellent hidden camera operator. Of course Negatia's already put in a bid for him, but he's still technically up for grabs."
"I'll look into it," Andre says. "Of course this is risking them actually choosing villainy full time, isn't it?"
"That's a risk you knew you were taking when you decided to do this," Nico says easily. "But still, I think it'll be a nice addition to your channels."
"I hope so," Andre says. "It’s a channel fully dedicated to the villains, rather than just interviewing them here and there. This is the first time any of the HTV stations have tried something like this—I want to do it right."
"Agreed," Nico says. "But you realize this means I get a free subscription for life, right?"
"When have you ever paid for a channel in your life?" Andre says. "Villain TV will be no different."
 





CHAPTER TWO
 
I glance back as the back door of the car opens and Elidee slides in. She doesn't look happy at all. When she sees me looking back at her, her expression turns into a flat-out glare. "This is all your fault, Jen," she accuses me. "I could still be in my REAL school. Do you have any idea how much time it took for me to get where I wanted there?"
"A day?" I offer. "Trust me, Elidee, this will be better," I lie. I have no idea if it'll be better or not. All I know is that I hate the idea of going back to my old school more than the idea of going here. Pretty sad, huh?
"I really can't be seen with you if you're going super villain, you know," Elidee says. "No offense, but if you could duck down and sneak out the other door when we get there—"
I wave a hand and wind blows through the car, even with the windows up. "MY HAIR!" she yelps as it gets messed up.
"You were asking for it!" I say, laughing. Yes, I'm older than she is by almost four years, but still! She totally asked for it.
"We'll arrange for you to drive yourself when we get there," Aunt Barbara says as we pull to a stop in front of the canyon. "I'm sure we can find a place for you to park."
"Do I need to pick up Elidee on the way?" I ask.
"I can walk," Elidee says, crossing her arms over her chest.
"You can pick her up," Aunt Barbara says firmly. "I don't think they have a bus, or anything, which I suppose makes sense. They can't exactly advertise where they are." She gets out and we follow suit, looking at the rather bare looking area and yellow tape. "So… um… if EITHER of you wants to come home, or anything, just call me, okay? If it gets too tough or they try to kill you, I'll be there before you can count to ten, I promise," she says, turning to us and placing a hand on my shoulder. "Don't hesitate to run, got it? Oh, but don't run into the lasers, that would be bad."
"We'll be fine, Aunt Barbara," I say, sighing—and hugging her, just because she looks so pale. "We'll watch out for each other—and if it really gets bad, we'll just look for the nearest hero, right? They said all of the teachers are actually retired heroes."
"I know, but you're my girls!" Barbara says, dragging Elidee into the hug, even though she's still trying to fix her hair. "I can't help but worry!"
"We'll get them a ride," I hear someone say from behind us. I turn, looking blankly at a tall black man and his daughter. "I'd be more than willing to offer my services, if you're interested. I'm sure my wife would insist, actually," he says. 
I have no idea who he is, but by his build and the fact he's here, he's obviously a super. "Pa—Panther?" Barbara asks, looking pale. "I—I'm sure it'll be perfectly safe—"
"We protect our children," he says, dropping a hand on his daughter's shoulder. She's beautiful—probably the most beautiful girl I've ever seen, I think, fighting jealousy. I glance at Elidee—she's not fighting her jealousy at all. She's glaring at the girl.
"Elidee," the girl says.
"Adanna," Elidee says, darkly. "Where's your boyfriend?" she demands.
"He's coming," Adanna says. "And you are?" she asks me.
"Um—I'm Jenn—Jennifer," I say, almost saying "Jenna." I hold out a hand. "Nice to meet you."
"Adanna Panterus," she says, shaking the hand I offer. "Elidee's mother and mine know each other. She and your daughter would be perfectly safe coming to school with us, ma'am," she adds to Aunt Barbara. 
Why haven't I met her before? I glance at Aunt Barbara, and think about it for a moment. I suppose it's because she's overprotective. Knowing that I'm a weak cape, she wouldn't want to introduce me to a super villain she doesn't know or trust--even if a friend of hers trusts him. I guess I can't blame her for that, really. 
"I—um, well, I'll consider it," Aunt Barbara says hesitantly, still peeking at Panther. He's out of uniform, so he doesn't look all that scary, really. He's one of those super classy looking guys in pressed slacks and shiny shoes--you know the type. I could easily see him as a college professor or something.
"'Daaaannnaaaa," I hear someone call from behind us. I turn, staring a bit blankly at the two guys heading for us. One is huge, blonde, and blue-eyed. He looks like a text book case of super hero. For a moment I'm sure he's the one that Elidee is so jealous of. He's got to be a Superior—but the smaller guy riding on his back drops off of him and heads straight for us. He stops right next to Adanna, looking at us all sleepily. "Who're you?" he asks.
"You've already met Elidee, Sunny," Adanna says dryly.
"Eli… Elidee… Oh! Right!" Sunny says, grinning at Elidee boyishly. "Sorry, we just got back from clean-up duty in Texas," he admits with a yawn. "Welcome to the school. And who's this one?" he asks Adanna, pointing at me. "Have I met her, too?"
"You are…" the blonde teen says, heading for me, "Jetta's sister, right?" he says, offering his hand. I try to hide my wince at that description. "Jennifer. They told us you were joining the school a month ago."
"I had some… family issues to deal with before coming," I say a bit blandly as I take the hand offered. It's probably the lightest handshake I've ever been given. I look at his hand, and then up at him. He gives me a sheepish smile.
"I have to be careful," he says.
"ADANNA!" the shout echoes through the air as someone rushes past me and tackle hugs the black girl in question. "You're home!" a petite redhead says excitedly, squeezing Adanna tightly.
"I am, but why are you?" Adanna asks, blushing slightly.
"Oh, we found our healer and then Justin got put on Mother's Most Wanted list, so we're out of the fieldwork game for now," the redhead says, still clinging. "But you could have CALLED me!"
"We got home late last night, sorry, Emily," Adanna says. "But we really should go inside school before speaking."
"Yeah, I guess. Nice to meet you, new guys," Emily says, letting go of Adanna and offering her hand. "I'm Emily Dreyton, the big guy is Trent Styles—he's my boyfriend."
Elidee looks from Sunny to Trent, and I grab the back of her shirt, tugging her away. She's going to get us both hated before they even realize how pathetic a cape I really am. "We'll go first, since you guys seem to have some catching up to do—Aunt Barb, it'll be fine if we ride with Mr. Panterus, right? You need to get to work—you're late already."
"Oh, right. Of course," she says. "Love you, honey, have a good day!" she yells over her shoulder, already to her car.
"You too," I call back, blushing slightly. Most girls my age don't act openly affectionate with their guardians, right? Well, it's awkward for me, too, but… she's the only one that actually SAYS she loves me. I can't let awkwardness get in the way of hearing it. Not after how my life has gone.
"You two are just SO sappy," Elidee says, rolling her eyes as we head for the panel. "It's just like one of those stupid TV shows from when my MOM was a kid. I'm surprised she hasn't put you in skirts and pigtails."
"Oh shut up and go in already," I say, pushing her into the panel. We head down the steps, and I'm so focused on not tripping and falling down them that I don't even realize there's a group of people standing at the bottom. It's a bit astonishing that I didn't I think as soon as I see them. They're quite an impressive group.
"Nico?" I hear Trent ask behind me.
"Boys and girls, meet your substitute teachers," Nico says, moving past our group to stand next to the line-up. "First off, my littlest sister, Skystep."
"SKYE!" Emily shouts, racing over and tackling the woman in question. "I thought you were undercover," she says, hugging her tightly.
"I got my cover blown," Skye says, shrugging, "but it's okay, I get to spend time with my FAVORITE nieces EVER!" she says, hugging Emily just as tightly. "Aubrey and the healers are in the dorms," she adds.
"Ahem," Nico says.
"Sorry, Nico, you can go on now," Skystep says. I know her, I think. She's a super villain, right? Maybe he brought her in for my training?
"Skystep is going to take over Blackjack's first hour," Nico says. I hear the guys behind me squirm slightly and dare to glance over at them. They look confused. "And I'm going to let her teach whatever she feels like telling you about—EXCEPT art," he says to Skystep.
"But—"
"No art. You suck at art. Tell them about all your trips into science."
"Okay!"
"You might be surprised to find out that Skystep has forgotten more about the physical sciences than most people will ever know," Nico says with a hint of amusement. "She knows anatomy, biology, and geology inside out."
"She's a certifiable genius," the large man standing next to her says. He looks a lot like Nico. "Trust me, I've scanned her brain."
"Awww, thank you, Pop!" Skystep says, hugging him.
"This," Nico says, moving on to the large man, "is Superior. He's going to be in charge of security and security training—especially for you, Trent. Since I dragged him down here, I might as well make him work."
"I just happen to be his father, as well," Superior says dryly, one large arm draped over Skystep, as if a retired hero hugging a super villain is a daily thing.
"This lovely lady is my mother," Nico says, heading to the next in line. The woman is almost as tall as he is, and almost as broad through the shoulders. If you've ever seen those muscular women that do the poses—well, picture that, but a LOT bigger. She has white hair and is wearing a pink t-shirt with kittens on the front. "Ms. Tatiana will be in charge of languages. Learning Russian will be good for you," he says to us. "And last in this group, but not least, is Doris. Doris will be going through the villain training classes with anyone that wants to join. She's lined up to be Skystep's partner-in-crime down south after the current situation blows over."
"So Mom's not teaching?" Emily asks.
"Liz is on Hall duty, now that she's back home," Nico says. "Now, you also have some new classmates—the healing class has come down, as well," he says as a group of teenagers come from behind them. "This is, for those that don't know her, Aubrey. She's the head of the healer training group. The others are Alyssa, Bobby, and Kirsten," he says, motioning to each of the rather normal looking kids in turn. "They'll be staying in the new dorms, only because I need to justify the massive mansion my parents decided to build for their temporary stay. The girls will be on the first floor, the family on second, the boys on third. Once my parents move out, we'll move them to the first dorms until we can get more supervisors."
"New dorms?" Sunny asks from behind us.
"We built a new building behind the older dorms," Superior says. "Are you awake yet?" he adds. To my surprise, I see Sunny's eyes widen.
"Grandpa! When'd you get here?" he asks, rushing past us to hug him.
"It's before nine, isn't it," Superior says dryly as he hugs the teenager.
"I'm surprised he even noticed the comment about dorms," Nico says.
"Your boyfriend is strange, Adanna," Elidee whispers to the other girl.
"He is not strange, he is just lazy," Adanna says, not bothering to whisper. "His brain doesn't actually function until nine in the morning, unless he's been sleeping outside."
"So… he's a Superior?" I ask, staring at the boyishly cute guy greeting the people in front of us. He's just, like, the epitome of "cute." Don’t get me wrong, I don't have anything against cute boys. I've just always preferred the tougher looking ones. But if he is a Superior, that makes him REALLY tough, right? He doesn't look it. 
"He is." I look up, seeing Superior looking straight at me. "Sunny is the only elementalist in the Superior bloodline. He'll grow into the look," he adds with a glance at Nico.
"Not any time soon, though," Adanna says silently. I glance at her, seeing her eyes glued to the boy in question. There's a hint of a smile on her face—I get the feeling she likes how he looks. The romantic part of my brain (that I've been trying to kill) is squealing over just how cute that is. I shove it down. I'm a future super villain, darn it!
"So, since we've taken up our personal training time with introductions, we'll go straight to first hour," Nico says. "Skye, you know where your class is, right?"
"I'll show her!" Emily says, taking Skye's hand. "This is going to be awesome—but I always fall asleep during this class, so don't take it personally," she says.
"Oh, that's fine," Skye says cheerfully. "I'm awake WAY before my usual time—it'll be a lot of fun to force you to stay awake, too!"
"What?" Emily asks, pulling to a stop as Skye heads on ahead of her. "She just—that—"
Trent grabs her hand and hauls her along, saying, "Time for class, Em."
 
***
 
*Kansas City Zoo*
 
Hard Knocks, AKA Julian Kuro, pulls his sons to the side as yet another group of kids come to see the massive polar bear. "Don't block the way, boys," he says quietly.
"He's huge," Mitchell, his youngest, says. "His paws are as big as my head."
"He is," Julian says with a little grin. "But we need to get going soon—your mom will only tolerate us vacationing for so long, you know."
"It's educational vacationing," Jules says. He's only a year older than his brother, and barely a few inches taller. They're often mistaken for twins, since they look so much alike. "She said we had to write a report when we get back." Both boys make a face and Julian laughs.
"She IS a news reporter," he says. "She's big on bringing back reports. Now let's move on to the penguins!"
"Okay!" the boys say, starting off at a run. Julian starts after them, only to stop as the colors of the world start to skew. He looks around, his fists automatically coming up in a defensive manner.
"Now, now," a woman says from behind him, "is that any way to greet Mother?"
He turns, his hackles rising, his fist punching out. It's grabbed, stopped before it can even gain momentum. The woman standing in front of him reaches up, grabbing his jaw. "Who are—" he starts out. He stops, though, as he drowns in the most beautiful kaleidoscope eyes he's ever seen.
"Good boy," she says, the hand holding his chin letting go and patting him on the cheek. "Mother has a job for you."
He feels his head nodding all on its own.
 
***
 
The whispering behind me is a bit disconcerting. I mean—for one, isn't the school principal usually too busy to be in the classroom? But he's not the only one—the entire staff seems to be lounging in the air or on the ground behind our desks. And the ones whispering are Trent—who I'm positive is Kid Liberty, and Nico, himself.
"Are you sure this is smart?" Trent whispers without a sound. I only hear him because the wind picks up the vibrations his breath lets out. (It's an air manipulator thing.) He's standing next to the floating principal, a worried look on his face. "Not that we have anything against Skye, but from all I've heard, she's not mentally stable, and she's way more powerful than the class is. How do we know she won't go off and attack someone if they say the wrong thing?"
"She's a little strange, sure, but it's perfectly safe," Nico says. "Your girlfriend trusts her."
"Is she really a genius?" Trent asks.
"The further away from a hundred IQ you are, the more difficulty you have dealing with society," Nico says. "It doesn't matter if you're above or below. You see it a lot in supers, especially the high class ones like her," he explains silently. I dare to glance around, noting that only Adanna seems to have her head tilted slightly the way I do. She's listening in, too. "She's one of ours, now—it seems to help with that problem."
"Okay!" Skye says from the front of the room as she hops onto the desk. "I'm going to teach something super, super cool!"
"YEAH!" Emily shouts, cheering her on with arms in the air.
"How you phase through a table!" Skye says. Emily drops her arms.
"I am afraid it will not work for them, kitten!" Tatiana calls from the back. "It is a very special talent that is yours alone."
"Oh—but—they can at least try, right?" Skye says. "See, it's just a matter of vibration—all atoms vibrate at a distinct speed, right? So you just need to figure out the vibration speed! Also, you need to take into account there might be more than one thing—especially underground." Abruptly, though, she stops, frowning. "But last time I tried to teach that, it got me kicked out of school," she says after a second. "Then the men in white coats came and tried to dissect my brain—you won't dissect my brain, will you?" she asks Nico.
"Nope, you're good," he says.
"Skye, why don't you tell us about what you SEE when you're doing it, instead?" Emily asks, daring to glance back at the rest of us.
"Okay! I've seen a LOT of dirt." Then she stares at us. "Am I done?" she asks after a long moment.
"What ELSE do you see down there, Kitten?" Tatiana prompts.
"Um, well—see, I didn't go allllll the way through because I got bored pretty quickly," Skye says, turning to the board and drawing a lopsided circle. "See, this is the earth! It's not a real circle, it's sort of oval-ish-y, or so, and a lot of it is covered with water—which is fun to go under, too! But I'm talking about the dirt part right now. See, there are these layers to the earth, like this is the crust and this is the mantle, and the outer and inner core. For the most part, though, I stick to the crust. I once went lower, but there's nothing interesting there and it starts getting hotter the further down you go. And once you get through all the really dense rocks, you get to this plastic-y liquid—it's kind of icky. But in the crust you get all sorts of interesting fossils and underground caves and lakes and rivers! I've found entire dinosaur skeletons—I even brought one up and made it into a toy!" She looks over at one of the boys I haven't met and winks. "I'll let you guys ride it if you want!"
Wait—that's Justin, isn't it? My mouth drops open and I have to push it closed again.
"He's too young for her," I hear someone mutter silently behind me, "and not even close to her class."
"You're an elitist jerk, Father," I hear Nico reply equally silently.
"You can't tell me you approve."
"Sure I can't," Nico says, "but you're still an elitist jerk."
They aren't looking at the worried expression on Justin's face, or the way he glances back at them, and then over to another of the students.
This is better than a soap opera, isn't it? I can't help the little smile that threatens to cross my face—at least I can't until Adanna turns and looks straight at me, a thoughtful expression on her face. What is she looking at me for? Did I make a strange sound? Has she realized that I don't actually belong here, since I'm D-class? She turns back to the front after a second and I let out a silent sigh of relief. It's probably too soon to feel relieved, I know, but I don't have to deal with it until after class is over.
"Um, is there supposed to be homework assigned, or something?" Skye asks the people in the back. "I never actually got past freshman year," she admits a bit guiltily. "Can I still teach if I don't have a degree?"
"Huh, good question," Nico says. The entire class turns to look at him. "Well, since you're just a substitute, I don't think it's a problem—but if it makes you so self conscious, why don't I set up a… Super G.E.D. program? I'll give you a few tests and if you pass them, you're an honorary graduate of Cape High."
"Can Doris do it too? I bet she never graduated either!" Skye says excitedly.
"Sure, why not?"
Is he this casual about everything? He goes on before I can guess, "Of course, since it's a super high school, you'll have to do more than just some paper tests. Is that okay with you?"
"YES!" she says. "Will there be sparring involved?"
Nico looks over the classroom and I see several of them jerk, shaking their heads wildly. "Anyone back here want to spar with her?" he asks, looking at the staff group instead.
"I'd be happy to," Superior says, smiling.
"Anyone else?" Skye asks. She looks rather pale, now, I notice. I can't blame her.
"It'll be fun, Skye! Grandpa set up this game for me and Repeat one time—I never touched him, but it was still really cool," Emily says.
"We can play it like that, if you want," Superior says. "I take it that it'll have to wait until after school, though."
"Nah, we've already messed up most of today's schedule anyway, plus, the group in the field shouldn't be the ones having all of the fun, right, guys?" Nico says, standing. "Come on, everyone, time to place your bets!"
"My money's on Skye!" Emily says, chasing him as he heads out of the room. The rest of us get up, following at a rapid pace. I quickly fall to the back, letting everyone go on ahead. The only problem with that? Adanna falls back right next to me. "Your hearing, it's exceptional," she says silently. I'm so tempted to ignore it—if we were in my old school, I would have—but this is one of my new possible friends.
"I'm an air manipulator—it's not exactly hearing like you're thinking, I think," I say, feeling awkward.
"That's still very impressive. You will make a very sly super villain," she says, giving me a brilliant smile. "I look forward to seeing it." She's dating a Superior—one that's obviously well loved by the same guy who complained about Justin—THE Justin not being on the same level as Skye, right? I'm not stupid, I realize exactly what that means. If Superior approves of her, that means she probably outclasses me by a mile. Well, she would, wouldn't she? She's the daughter of Panther, one of the biggest names in super villainy in the world. Sure, he can't fly, but he has FOUR forms. Most only have three.
"Thanks," I say simply. I don't feel like explaining my lack of qualifications—ever. "I'm still considering it, though," I add a bit belatedly as we step out into the sun. I look up, my senses picking up on the breaks in the wind thanks to the invisible lasers. I can actually hear the almost silent buzz. That is a pretty terrifying thing to put over a school of teenagers. I wonder if it's even legal.
"Before we begin, be aware that you WILL run into the security field if you go too high," Nico says. "While it is a dome, keep to the top of the canyon, no higher. And since you're family now, I don't need to say this, but no vital shots. Other than that, it's up for you two to decide the rules."
"Tag," Superior says, disappearing and reappearing behind Skye. "You're it," he adds, tapping her on the shoulder before racing away. The grin that crosses Skye's face is almost blinding. She hops into the air and takes off, chasing after him so quickly that I can't see her anymore. Instead I turn, following the changes in the wind and TRYING to see them. After a moment I give up and look over at the others, seeing their heads turn left, and then right, following the fight far more easily than I can. They start cheering all of a sudden, only to groan, and I figure Skye almost got him.
"He is very happy with this," I hear Tatiana say. Her Russian accent is awesome. "You did good, Nicolas!"
"I didn't do this to make him happy," Nico says with a hint of amusement. "If I knew it was just going to be a game of tag, I would have thrown the kids into it, as well."
I would have DIED. I am so glad he didn't do that. I look away as he glances over at me, not comfortable with the fact I was watching them. He might even know I can hear them. That is definitely awkward. The chase goes on for so long that I actually sit on the ground and pull out my phone to play on Facebook after a while. At least an hour or two passes.
"YEEEESSS!" The sudden bellow makes me jump, especially when the rest of the group starts screaming their heads off. I look up, seeing Superior floating overhead with Skye's fingertips touching his back. "I did it!" Skye says, shoving a triumphant fist into the air. "I tagged him! Just barely, but I did it!"
"She did it," Nico says, not even whispering. "That in itself should get her a Cape High diploma," he admits, glancing over at Tatiana.
"Oh, no, Nicolas, it is only to be expected of one of my children!" Tatiana says, waving it off.
"You adopted her," Nico points out.
"It does not matter! She is mine now! No back takes!"
"Mom!" Skye says, diving at the tank of a woman. "I did it!" she says happily as Tatiana catches her.
"You did very good, kitten! I am proud of you!" Tatiana says, not moving an iota from the impact. "Next, we will test your dramatic entrances!" she declares. "You ARE a super villain, are you not? It is all about the ridiculous drama!"
"Dramatic entrance class?" Nico asks. "Good idea. Who wants to be the hostages?" he calls out to us.
"Me!"
"I'll do it!"
"Can I bring in my doppelgangers?"
"What's the setting?" I turn, looking at all the very enthusiastic looking teens. Not ONE of them is saying no. If I say no, I'll look like a complete pansy.
"Let's do… the traditional bank heist," Nico declares. "Jennifer, consider this your first assignment—you get to be the teller lady."
I gulp, feeling a chill run down my spine. "I don't—"
"I'll be the super hero, if you want," Trent volunteers. "Unless you want one of you guys to do it?"
"Good question—Skye, would you mind taking a fall for an A-class?" he asks Skye.
"For my niece's boyfriend… mmm…" she taps her chin with a finger, looking thoughtful, "I suppoooooseee," she says with a sigh, "but no getting cocky about it!" she adds, appearing right in front of Trent and waving a finger in his face.
"I'm not that stupid," he says with a little grin. "I sort of see this as more MY challenge than yours," he admits a bit sheepishly. She's short and skinny and he's already twice as broad and a good foot taller than she is, but HE'S the one that considers it a challenge.
"Um, what am I supposed to do?" I ask, holding up a hand hesitantly.
"You get to push the button!" Skye says, turning to me with a huge grin. "I did it once myself, but then Century yelled at me and said that it's always got to be the woman behind the counter."
She pushed the silent alarm button herself? Why is it so easy to picture that?
"You pushed the button," Nico repeats, staring at her.
"It was a BUTTON," Skye says, as if that explains everything. "And that one was RED. Who wouldn't want to push it?"
I can't help the choked laugh that escapes me—especially when everyone else starts to fight laughter, as well.
"I would have!" Emily says, laughing openly. "That'd be AWESOME!"
"It does sound entertaining," Superior says with a faint smile.
"You're going to make her a button, right?" Skye says to Nico. "One that brings in the super hero and all the dramatic norms with megaphones, right?"
"Fine, we'll have a big red button," Nico says, pulling a handful of metal pieces from his pocket. "All for you, Skye. Now everyone set up a reasonable bank setting and I'll toss an alarm system together. Be ready in ten minutes."
 
***
 
Olivia is on the other side of the table, supposedly my current customer at the bank. She looks a bit confused, I note. "Do you think this school is always like this?" she asks, glancing around the large gym room. We've got tables lined up to signify the bank desk, and other tables to the left for bank workers to sit. Emily is occupying three of them. It's a little disconcerting. Two of the healers are at the doors, acting as security guards. Elidee is a few tables down from me, acting as another bank teller.
"Sometimes," Nico says as he walks over with a little button in his hand. Olivia's jerk shows she didn't plan on him hearing. "This is actually a big part of the training—when I don't just toss people out into the field to figure it out themselves." He crouches down next to me and attaches the button to the bottom of the table. "There we go. Push this when she comes in," he tells me.
"You haven't mentioned my… problem to anyone, have you?" I ask him silently. It earns me a blank look.
"What problem?" he asks.
"My—my lack of qualifications," I reply.
"You listened in on conversations even my kid couldn't hear from his seat," Nico says. "Just because you can't do what he can doesn't mean you're unqualified. Ignore the scores, Jen, they don’t really matter in the real world." He walks away, as if that made sense. It's NOT just a score—it's a summary of who I am as a super. And who I am is just barely above flunking. I know I'm obsessing over it, but every time I see Skye do something, it's a constant reminder. "Places, everyone! We want this to be realistic!" he says as he reaches the middle of the room. The staff is above us, watching with amusement—and popcorn.
I glance over at the double doors as a head comes through them—LITERALLY through them. They're still closed. "Are we ready?" Skye asks as she peeks around. "Is the button in place?"
"The button's in place, now get out and do it properly," Nico says, taking to the air.
"Okay!" she says, disappearing through the door again. Both doors burst open and she storms in—a foot off the ground. "This is a stick up!" she declares, pointing her finger at each of us. "Nobody move!"
I move, my hand sliding under the table as discreetly as I can. "Ah ah ahhhh," she says, pointing her finger at me. "You're going to push the button, aren't you?"
"Wh—what?"
"Hands up!" she says, waving a finger at me. "No button pushing until I say so!"
"I don't have a button," I lie. "She's got the button," I add, earning a scathing look from Elidee as I motion over to her.
"You doooo?" Skye asks, heading over to her table and leaning over so she's in Elidee's face. "You've got the button?"
I push the button.
The alarms start to go off and Skye's so distracted that she doesn't even look at me—it's probably because of the flashing lights that fill the room. I have to say, this alarm system is a bit over the top. I mean, did he really have to add in red and blue strobe lights—is that a disco ball coming down? That's totally a disco ball. WHY is it a disco ball?
"YAY!" Skye says, throwing her arms in the air and dancing.
The doors slam open and Trent comes flying in, looking quite dramatic himself. He jerks to a halt, though, when he sees her dancing in the middle of the "bank." You can actually see him take a second to recover from shock before he goes, "Put your hands in the air, Skystep!"
"They're already in the air, silly! It's a PARTY!" Skye yells, waving her arms happily.
"Skye, it's a bank robbery," I hear someone stage whisper, "not a party."
"But there are LIGHTS!" Skye says, pointing up.
"Nico, kill the lights, would you?" Trent says dryly.
The lights stop. As soon as they stop, though, Trent goes flying backwards through the doors behind him. Skye stands there for a second, her fist still in the air. "I liked the lights," she says to the still swinging doors. Trent comes back through a second later, tackling her. She goes translucent and Trent slams straight through her, falling into the table in front of me. If he had hit any harder, he would have crashed into me. I let out a little yelp and race away. I do NOT want dragged into this fight.
The button must have been hit when the table broke, I realize belatedly, because the lights start flashing all over again. "YAY!" Skye shouts, dancing for a moment until Trent slams into her again. This time he actually hits her. She has this patently shocked look on her face that I'm sure she's practiced in a mirror.
A loud whistle rips through the air and we all look up, even the two brawling. The lights turn off. "Okay, break it up!" Tatiana says, floating overhead. "A very lovely play, kitten! The entertainment value is perfect! Do you not agree, Nicolas?" she asks Nico.
"It'd be on every news channel in the country," he agrees with a grin.
"You realize, though, that banks don't have disco balls, don't you?" Trent asks dryly, letting go of Skye and stepping back.
"I had ten minutes, I reused a few of my old toys. So sue me," Nico says, lying blatantly. I can tell when someone lies like that—I have a lot of experience seeing it. I just shake my head at this one. "Nice work, especially you, Jen," he says, to my surprise. "Quick thinking and not losing your head is a great attribute for a super villain. Unless losing your head is part of the gig, that is."
"Did I pass?" Skye asks, looking a little vulnerable.
"Absolutely," Nico says.
"YAY!"
The lights come back on and I glance over at Nico. There's something going on here. I almost think he's deliberately spoiling her. I mean, how else can you interpret letting her talk about whatever she wants, and making this into a party? Look, I don't know Technico—I've only seen him on TV, but I HAVE seen him on TV. That interview with Prisma showed him as a guy that doesn't do anything he doesn't want to. So why is he going above and beyond for a girl he says is adopted? And newly adopted, at that. Can you even adopt someone that's a fully grown working cape?
Well, maybe you can if you're Superior and Tatiana.
It's possible that he did something to Skye that he feels guilty about, and now he's making up for it. Or… maybe he's just really indulgent with family? To the point where he'll spend an entire school day (the FIRST day for some of us) goofing off like this?
No. Shove it down, stop asking questions. I mean, just because I thought, for a moment, that it'd be cool to be a reporter doesn't mean ANYTHING. Aunt Barbara as good as told me that Mr. Harrison isn't interested in hiring me. I mean, you can't be a Hero TV reporter if you've got a degree in super villainy!
But…
That doesn't stop me from writing a journal, now does it? Maybe it'll only be for myself, and maybe it's stupid, but… wouldn't it be really awesome to have a story about this? I could change the names and identities or whatever if I ever DID try to sell it. It'd be one way to make some money, since clearly my education is going to be useless. Well, useless unless I take up bank robbing or other illegal heists. Maybe I could even get a job as Ace's lackey.
Wow, that's a sad prospect.
The rest of the group has jumped into the party. There's even music playing now. Only Elidee and Olivia come over to stand next to me, looking a bit lost. Since when did I become the mother in this situation? I'm just as new here as they are!
Oh, right, I'm the oldest.
I look at Elidee, who's staring at Adanna. Adanna is dancing with her boyfriend, which doesn't seem that strange to me, but Elidee doesn't look like she agrees. "This school is crazy," she says. "It totally messed up Adanna—and we're next, aren't we?" she asks, looking at me.
"It's not that bad," Olivia offers. "Nobody's shoved strange objects at me, and nobody said anything when I turned plastic in class earlier."
"You turned plastic?" Elidee asks her.
"Yeah, but I don't think anyone even noticed," Olivia says.
"We noticed." I jerk, since I hadn't heard anyone come behind me, and stare blankly at a boy with green hair shaped like a lizard clinging to his head. He jerks in response to my move, and takes an utterly silent step back. "It's um—we—" he says nervously, "I can't do this," he says, turning to race away. He looks like a badboy punk—he's got earrings and gauges and everything, and the hair is an obvious sign, right? But he's running away from three girls.
Just… what is going on here?
"Freddy, don't be a chicken!" I hear the tiniest girl in class say. She's barely over three feet, but she's in high school. That means she's one of those little people, right? AWESOME! I really got into this television show about them for a while—they're so amazing. I mean, they have to overcome so much, and they DO IT. That's something I really admire. Sometimes I don't think I'll ever overcome my own problems.
"But—" I hear the green haired boy say.
"You can do it, Freddy, talking to three pretty girls is no big!" I hear Justin say. Maybe he thinks the music will cover it, but I hear every word.
"You just made it worse, man," Freddy says to him. "You might think talking to girls is no big, but the only ones I talk to are either taken, or my sisters."
"Malina turns me down daily, you know," Justin points out.
"Because you're just annoying me," the girl says.
"Harsh," Justin says, grasping his heart. "She's so mean to me, man, SO MEAN."
"You're an idiot," Freddy says, swallowing. I'm trying NOT to blatantly watch this, but it's fascinating. So Justin likes the little person girl? I did NOT see that coming. And by the way she just rolled her eyes, she doesn't take it seriously.
"He's not my type," Olivia says, making me look over at her. "I'm in love with Fire Hazard," she adds for my benefit.
"Fire Hazard isn't even here right now—and you don't even know his name," I have to point out. "How can you be in love with him?"
"Because he's dreamy," she says, sighing.
"I don't know... he's kind of cute, in a way," Elidee says thoughtfully. "And he knows this place a lot better than we do--I bet he'd be useful. And I DO want a boyfriend--"
Oh lord, I've got to save the poor guy before he winds up being Elidee's slave. She pulls a small mirror out of her pocket and checks her makeup. For crying out loud, she's only thirteen!
"No you don't," I say, covering the mirror with my hand. "He's our classmate and this is our first day. Behave yourself."
She gives me a pout. I just stare at her.
"You like that type?" Olivia asks me.
"It's about being friendly to our new classmates so they don't ostracize us, not about my 'type,'" I tell her. They both flinch and I know I've hit a nerve. "I'm not on your level and I had trouble—tell me, how many real friends did you have at your old schools?" I ask. "I said REAL, Elidee," I add before she can reply. She looks down, a hint of guilt in her eyes. "So be nice, no brainwashing the boys, no making the girls jealous, none of that."
"What IS your power, anyway?" Olivia asks Elidee suddenly.
"I'm a—" Elidee starts out, hesitating for a moment. I can almost read her mind. Olivia's trying to be our friend, since we're all new, but the moment she tells her, there's a chance she'll stop. "I'm a… a… I've got my mom's powers, okay?"
"What's your mom, then?" Olivia asks a bit irritably.
"She's a pheromone manipulator," I answer. "Elidee's ability is to make people fall in love with her. Remember what happened to the two boys from the tour?"
Olivia stares at Elidee. "Enemy of all women!" she declares, pointing at her, only to start to laugh. "You can have them, they're annoying," she adds. She hadn't felt that way at the time, but I don't mention that here.
"How old are they?" Elidee asks.
"Eleven and twelve."
"WAY too young," she says, dismissing them. She's barely thirteen, I think dryly.
"I'm going to fix this," I say, squaring my shoulders and starting for Freddy and the others. My eyes fall on Malina, who's now standing in front of the two boys, watching me with a little smile. There, I think as I head straight for her, that's where I'll start. "Hi," I say, holding my hand out to her. "I'm Jennifer. Those two are Elidee and Olivia," I add, waving a hand in their direction.
"I'm Malina," she says, her smile broadening as she takes my hand. "I'm sixteen, if you're wondering."
"Nope, I sort of guessed," I admit.
"This is Freddy, and this is THE Justin," Malina says, pointing to them in turn. "And I think you've met Emily and Trent, they're over there—" she starts listing off the kids that are still dancing, pointing to them each. Olivia and Elidee move over, literally bumping into me to stay close.
"Is anyone else hungry?" I hear Skye ask. The lights stop and the music dies. "I'm starving."
"It's lunch time," Nico says. "Let's get lunch and then resume classes for the rest of the day. We'll finish up your G.E.D. test later."
"Okay!"
"Vinny isn't here to cook, so Nico brought in some black suits to do meals for us," Malina says. "It's not as good, but it's passable."
"Who's Vinny?" Olivia asks.
"Fire Hazard," Malina says.
"He's, um, our brother," Freddy says, looking at me a bit shyly. He gives me a little smile when he notices I'm watching him. "He's really good at cooking."
"I see," I say. I don't know what else to say—this is a guy I can't hear when he moves. That fact is blaring through my mind right now. I've never met someone I can't hear moving. It's as unsettling as going to a silent movie for the first time.
All I have is my hearing and a tiny bit of wind control, after all. What do I have if you take one of those things away? Even norms can blow wind.





CHAPTER THREE
 
"She totally avoided me for the rest of the day," Freddy complains as they head over to the new dorms that night. He glances over at Justin, shoving his hands deeper into his pockets as he waits for some sort of assurance. Instead all he sees is the older boy glancing back at the newest dorm dweller—Olivia. She's the only one that hasn't had time to get to know the other dorm kids.
"It's hard being the new kid in these dorms," Justin says.
"Not her, man! The blonde! Jennifer," Freddy says. "Stick to the topic—and I thought you were in love with Malina."
"It's not love, it's just another one-sided thing," Justin mutters under his breath. "Besides, she doesn't take me seriously at all. And I wasn't talking about flirting with her! She just looks lonely," he admits, shrugging.
"Carla will deal with that," Freddy says, blowing it off completely. "See? She's already moving in," he adds as the black girl heads for Olivia. "My problem is Jennifer," he says. "The more I tried to talk to her, the more creeped out she looked," he adds darkly.
"It's probably the hair," Justin says.
"But I like my hair," Freddy says, reaching up and patting the lizard on his head. "And she only stared at it for a moment. I dunno, it was weird… it was like, every time I approached her, she jumped."
"Wait, what's her power?" Justin asks, something clicking in his mind.
"I dunno, something about wind?"
"Oh. Then you're out of luck, man," Justin tells him, patting him on the back. "Try for one of the others."
"Is it because of how I smell?" Freddy asks, his eyes widening. He lifts one arm and sniffs. "That's it, isn't it? I took a shower two days ago! How picky can you get?" he demands.
"Two days?" Justin repeats.
"I took it on Friday," Freddy says.
"Man, I'M going to start jumping every time you come near," Justin says, sniffing. "You REEK."
"I'll take a shower after the meeting," Freddy mutters as red creeps up the back of his neck.
"It won't stop her from jumping," Justin says casually as they enter the new dorm building. The den room in the new dormitory is similar to their own, full of plush high-end couches and walls covered in flickering images. The biggest difference is the large oval table on the side. Superior, Nico, and several others are already sitting there, going through holographic images. To the right of the table, Skye and the healers are playing a game of Dance Dance Revolution.
"Why won't it stop her from jumping?" Freddy demands.
"It's a sound thing," Justin says. "I had trouble with it when I first met you, too—I just covered it better. Besides, I think she might—just MIGHT—hear better than I do, slightly," he admits.
"It isn't that she hears better," Nico says, "it's just she's trained herself better than you have."
"What?" Justin asks. "I spent years training to be a singer—I hear pitch perfectly!"
"I'll explain it later. Everyone take a seat," Nico says, motioning to the couches as he stands. "We're going to have a dorm/apartment meeting."
The group is small—the kids that don't live on campus or in the apartment aren't here, that includes Jennifer, Adanna, and Keliah. The ones still out on missions aren't here, either. There are almost as many adults as there are kids at the moment, actually. "You're probably wondering why I brought Superior in," Nico says, moving to stand in front of the group. "We're dealing with a difficult opponent right now, one that conceivably has the same powers as Superior. I'm going to bring the others back in as soon as possible, as well. The only problem is—she's going after the healers," he says.
The atmosphere goes tense. "What does she want with healers?" Olivia asks. "It's that Mother lady, right? The one that was on TV and made everyone go insane?"
"That's her. And to explain what she wants with healers… Kirsten, you were captured by her, do you know?" Nico asks the purple haired healer.
"I honestly don't know," Kirsten says. "She tried to brainwash me and it didn't do anything, and she tried to change my weight and that didn't do anything, either—at least not for long. It's not like she wanted me to heal her, so… I really don't know," she repeats with a shrug.
"She didn't want you to heal her, sure, but she didn't want you to heal anyone else, either," Skye says. She's stopped her game and is now floating above them. "It was pretty obvious," she adds when everyone in the room looks at her. "If I was going to do a REALLY big job I would get rid of the healers, too—but not you, Aubrey, I looooove you!" she adds, dropping down to hug the girl in question from behind. "I'd keep you with me!"
"Awww, thank you, Skye!" Aubrey says with a little smile. "But I'm not happy with the idea of stealing my healers at all," she adds, her expression going serious. "Grandpa should be out there looking for her, if that's the reason you brought him here," she goes on. "If she is the same as he is, who else can take her on?"
"I thought of that," Nico says. "Honestly you have a point—Dad's the best bet against her, but at the same time, what do you think happens when you pit two S-class heroes against each other in a fight?"
"It gets dramatic, there's lots of smack talking, and the villain takes the fall," Trent says.
"USUALLY that's what happens," Nico agrees, "but this isn't a usual case. Let's look at some other aspects," he says as a hologram appears in front of the group. "First off—her calling herself 'Mother.' She makes all of her brainwashed people call her that. The only one we've seen calling her that without the glazed look in his eye is Senator Herold. He's also, if what Doris told me is correct, a technopath."
The entire room jerks, including some of the adults.
"So what are you saying?" Superior asks, speaking up for the first time.
"We've already got proof that your race mixing with humans results in technopathic abilities," Nico says. "You're looking at it," he adds, motioning to himself. "That's what leads me to believe—"
"Herold's her real son!" Skye says cheerfully. "You can totally tell by the noses. They've got the same nose."
"And that, too," Nico drawls. "He's old. He's at least close to eighty, maybe older. Since that's the case, Mother—or whatever her real name is, is even older than that. So why hasn't she made herself known before this?" he asks.
"She was planning all of it for a really long time?" Emily offers.
"That's possible, or it might be something else. I want to find out why—I also want to completely crush Herold," Nico finishes. The out-of-the-blue statement has the room staring at him incredulously.
"Taking it a bit personally, aren't you?" Superior says.
"He's the biggest hypocrite I've ever seen," Nico says, turning to Superior. "It's one thing to be a villain, I used to be one, myself, but to go on television ranting and raving about norm's safety from supers, when he IS one? That was strike one. To get people up in arms over my students, that's strike two."
"What's strike three?" Skye asks.
"He went after family," Nico says, looking her straight in the eye. "Technopath or not, Herold needs to be taken down."
"Are you going to confront him head on?" Liz asks, frowning.
"For a battle of technopaths?" Nico asks, smiling slightly as he turns to her. "Where's the fun in that?" She rolls her eyes. She doesn't look that surprised, though. "But it's almost too easy," he says. "Right now he's in the spot light almost twenty four seven."
"Whatever you do, don't get tossed into the Cape Cells again, please," she says.
"Duly noted," he agrees. "Now, are there any questions?"
"Yeah, what are WE supposed to do?" Sunny asks. "This group right here. We're not out searching for healers, so what's our job?"
"You'll be doing the same job as Superior is. Guarding our healers and keeping an eye on our new students. The more Herold brainwashes the average citizen against heroes, the more the supers living in hiding will send their kids to us. It's too dangerous with the hero-hating going on."
"Hey, why can Jennifer hear better than I can?" Justin asks. "Is she higher than B-class?"
There's a sudden tenseness in the room as they wait for Nico's reply. He looks honestly hesitant to say it. "No," he says slowly, "she's not above B…"
"Then what is she?"
"She's doing the best with what she has," Ken says, speaking up for the first time. "I'd like to meet her. From what I've heard, she's quite an admirable girl," he adds with a pointed look at Nico.
"I think, honestly, that I'm going to have to invite her to move into the dorms," Nico says. "You might get that chance soon."
"Into the dorms?" the zoo kids in the room ask. "Why?"
"Because that way there's less of a chance of her getting brainwashed between school days."
They go silent, looking at each other and then straight at Superior. He raises an eyebrow. "I only do that on Wednesdays," he says blandly, leaning back in his chair, "and holidays."
"Clifford!" Tatiana says, smacking his shoulder. "You should not lie to the children!" There's an audible sigh of relief from the room—until she goes on, "You have done it on other days as well!"
 
***
 
I didn't sleep last night. I tried to, I really did, but my mind was spinning like a top and I couldn't seem to stop it. There's just so much I need to take in. I tried making a list of pros and cons around midnight. Pro: no one found out I'm D-class, but that can change at any moment. Con: Freddy. Pro: I have two definite friends and a few prospects. Con: Freddy—no, that was mean. I mean, he probably doesn't even realize that he freaks me out. It's not like he looks scary or anything. Well, okay, sort of scary, if you don't like the punk thing, but—
"You're hyperventilating," Aunt Barbara says as I stare blankly at the plate of food in front of me.
"I'm not," I say, not quite lying.
"You're close enough. Do you want me to call in sick for you?"
"No. It's just—there's a kid in the school that I can't hear unless he talks," I burst out. Her eyes widen slightly with surprise.
"Really?" she asks. "Even if he gets close? No clothes shuffling, or anything?"
"Nothing. He moves completely silently."
"How is that?"
"I don't know!" I wail. "It's freaking me out, too. I even TRY to hear him and nothing happens!"
I jerk as someone knocks on the door. I glance at Aunt Barbara, who heads for the door with a slight frown on her face. I hear the door open. "Hi," I hear Nico say. "I wanted to have a talk with you and Prisma."
"I… is something wrong?" Aunt Barbara asks.
I get up, grabbing my bagel off of my plate and heading to the front room. Nico, Prisma, and Elidee are standing in front of Aunt Barbara. She looks a bit worried. I can't really blame her, even if Nico IS wearing a t-shirt with a picture of Mastermental and a lot of floating puppets dressed like some of the heroes. There's America's Son, Star Spangled and Mega all with foam bats in their puppet hands.
"You can't tell me he lets you wear that in public," I say before I can stop myself. Nico gives me a wicked grin.
"He hasn't seen this one yet," he admits.
"You should be on it, too," I tell him, since I haven't gotten in trouble.
"Oh, I am," he says, turning and showing me his back. A puppet in his uniform is tied up on the back with his own strings and a strip of duct tape over the mouth.
"That's a terrible statement, you know," Prisma points out. "If people knew who you were, especially."
"Only the kids and teachers see it," he says, dismissing it. "Besides, everyone expects me to be the rebellious son. Now, let's get to business," he says. "Your daughters are vulnerable. A lot is going on right now, with the Mother problem. I would like to offer a more secure setting until this problem has been taken care of."
"What do you mean?" Prisma asks.
"I'd like to move your daughters into the dorms," Nico says. "It'll be temporary, but it's safer in the dorms than it is in your homes, even if both of you are B-class capes."
I see Aunt Barbara turn pale. She looks at me, an abandoned expression on her face. I can't help but walk over and hug her. "I'll be fine," I say, looking at Nico. "I can't just leave Aunt Barb—"
"No," Aunt Barbara says, clinging to me in a way that makes her words a lie. "I love you," she tells me, looking me in the eye, "and your safety will always come first. It'll only be for a little while, right?"
I look at her, knowing she's telling the truth. Honestly, I might complain about my family kicking me to the curb, but I think this was the best thing that ever happened to me. Regardless of what happened in the norm school, the fact that I moved in with Aunt Barbara is something I would NEVER change. "It'll be over in no time," I promise. "And I'll call you every day, okay?"
"You'd better," she says.
"I'm not sure I agree with this," Prisma says. "My daughter is at a very delicate point in her growth—and she'll be living on a campus with boys, right?" she says to Nico. "Who's to say she'll not get herself in trouble?"
"My parents are the dorm parents of the building I'm putting her in," Nico says a bit dryly. "With Tatiana as her dorm mother, do you really think anyone will touch your daughter?"
"Oh. Well," Prisma says, blushing slightly, "when you put it that way."
"Who IS Tatiana?" I ask. "She can't be an unknown—not when she looks like a tank!"
"Oh, she's not just a tank," Nico says, "she's the only person that's gone toe to toe with Superior and won on a regular basis. But she died in the seventies, as far as the world is concerned. It's no wonder you don't know who she is."
"She's a Russian hero, honey," Aunt Barbara says, "she was in America as a détente offering during the Cold War. At the time we sent Superior over there."
"And they were in love?" I ask. "Oh my gosh, that's so romantic!"
"Ask her about it sometime," Nico says. "But now I need you both to be packed and ready to move—the sooner we get this done, the better."
I pull away from Aunt Barbara and head for my room, digging out the same huge suitcase I brought with me when I moved here and start packing. It takes a lot longer this time, I notice. When I first moved here, I barely filled it. This time, I think with a little smile, it's not nearly large enough. Aunt Barbara tends to spoil me. But then again, I know for a fact that her closet is three to four times fuller than mine is—she's a bit of a fashionista, really. Well, she would have to be with her job.
For a second I mourn the fact that I'll never be able to say the same about myself, and then I shove the last of the clothes I'm bringing into the bag and zip it up. It's time to get my toiletries and go. If I don't do this quickly I'm going to start bawling like a baby, and at seventeen, that's ridiculous. I need to act like an adult.
I finish packing and head to the front room. I'm not that surprised to see Elidee with several bags beside her, as well. She looks terrified. She keeps glancing up at her mom, as if Prisma will stop this from happening. "Does Adanna have to move into the dorms, too?" she asks Nico with a hint of hope.
"Adanna's house has the same security system as the school," Nico says. "She's in a place where we can get away with it. Unfortunately you two live in town—that's too close to civilization to put up lasers."
"What about her commute to school?" I ask. "Isn't she vulnerable then?"
"With Panther as her driver and them in a car I made? No, she'll be fine," Nico says. "You two have special circumstances."
"Olivia is in the same building, right?" Elidee asks a bit shyly. "And Carla?" She didn't mention boys? I look at her in surprise.
"No, they're both in the main dorms," Nico says, "but they're close enough it's not a big deal. You'll have plenty of friends."
"Okay… but you'll be in the same dorm, right, Jen?" Elidee asks me.
"I'll be in the same dorm," I promise her.
"Then I'll do it," she says. "Let's go." We head outside, where I stop and stare blankly at a Firebird sitting in the driveway.
"If you were going to make us pack, why did you bring a two door car?" I ask finally, turning to look at Nico.
"The trunk is bigger than it looks?" he offers, shrugging. He reaches down and grabs our bags, heading for the trunk in question.
"I'm surprised you didn't use one of the Hall vehicles," Aunt Barbara says, staring at it.
"Summer insists on me driving something Eco-friendly. I haven't gotten around to converting the Hall cars yet," Nico says, stuffing the bags into the trunk. It doesn't want to close, I notice a bit dryly. But that's not the important thing.
"Shotgun!" I say quickly, before Elidee can. I am NOT crawling into the tiny back seat unless I have no choice.
"Shot—" Elidee repeats, only to glare at me when she realizes what I just did. "That's not fair!" she complains.
"I called it, you didn't, it's fair," I say shamelessly as Nico straps the trunk shut with a cord. Seriously, how can he be a school principal? It sort of baffles the mind. "Here, I'll help you get in," I say helpfully as I head to the passenger door. I start searching for the lever to lower the chair, only to blink as the chair folds into the baseboard of the car all on its own.
"Do those usually do that?" Elidee asks from behind me.
"This one does," Nico says. "My daughter did it a few weeks back, since she keeps getting stuck in the back."
"Oh. Can she fix the trunk next time?" Elidee asks, climbing in.
"She could, but we never stick her in the trunk," Nico says blandly.
I have no reply to that, so I climb into the car.
 
***
 
"Can I ask you a question?" I say to Nico as Elidee heads into the school. He's grabbing all of our bags from the trunk. She could have at least PRETENDED to offer to help, I think with a mental shake of my head.
"Shoot," he says, closing the trunk.
"How is he so silent?" I demand. I can't help myself, it's at the forefront of my mind. Sure there are bigger issues, like how are they going to deal with Mother, and all that stuff, but this one is important!
"The zoo kids, especially, have started to go to Kim for their clothing," Nico says, handing me my computer bag. I sling it over my shoulder, still waiting for the full explanation. "Kim makes their clothing out of the same material as she makes our uniforms. One of the requirements I have for Freddy is stealth level material. She complains because the colors he picks aren't stealthy at all, but she still makes them."
"So they're running around in super grade clothing?" I ask blankly.
"You want some?"
"Of course I do!" I say. "But that doesn't change the fact it's freaky," I say, giving him a dark look. "Does he even notice what it is?"
"Nope," he says, heading for the yellow tape. I follow along behind him, intent on getting more information. This school is so strange! "He moves silently by his very nature—he's a wall climber. So adding silencing clothing to an already silent kid, well, it's enough to throw off the capes that have a natural advantage over him—and you," he adds, looking at me pointedly. "Actually, it's more likely to throw you off than them, at least it is until I put him in the field."
"So… um, what was her name—Carla! Those skinny jeans—"
"Frictionless," Nico finishes.
"Huh," I say. "Isn't it expensive?" I ask abruptly. "You know, clothing them?"
"Sure it is," Nico says, motioning me to go first through the force field. I do all the steps, touching the panel and dancing on the glowing footprints, and then I wait inside for him to come. "These aren't normal teenagers. We don't just provide a once-or-twice-daily meal, we provide everything they need. For the most part they're sponsored by their parents, a Hall, or me."
I look at him in surprise. I wonder just how many of these kids are living off of him without even realizing it. "Is Aunt Barbara my sponsor?" I ask, suddenly worried. How expensive IS this school? If it's too much, I need to go back to my norm school—
"Andre Harrison is your sponsor," he says. "Yours, Elidee's, and Alyssa's."
"Wait, what?" I ask.
"You and Elidee are for obvious reasons, he just chose to sponsor Alyssa because he wanted to," Nico says with a shrug. "Most of the kids don't know this—not many even think to ask."
"Who sponsors Carla?" I ask.
"At the moment, Central, but South is in negotiations," Nico says. "She's lined up to be part of Vinny's team, and Century wants them all. That includes Jimmi, who's already his, and Lance, who promises to be quite the show stopper for kids, especially. If the other Halls got wind of it, there'd be a flat-out war. Malina's already the center of one," he says, heading down the steps as if the huge bags weigh nothing.
"I see," I say. No I don't. Why would Mr. Harrison say to go ahead and be a super villain, only to turn around and pay for my schooling? "Why did Mr. Harrison tell Aunt Barbara to let me go ahead and become a super villain?" I ask, unable to stop myself.
"That is something I'm not at liberty to answer," Nico says. "Just trust me on this—once we get you set up for a few long-distance weapons and a stealth suit, you'll make a perfect super villain."
"Long distance?" I repeat, thrown off by the idea.
"You control the wind, you've got superior eyesight and hearing. Do you really think I'd toss you into a fist fight when you're the perfect sniper type?" He shakes his head, as if amused I would think that way. "Banshee will tutor you and Keliah in archery on Mondays, and then you'll spend your first hour doing target practice for the rest of the week. Your last hour will be spent doing the healers' obstacle courses. Physically they're about the same level as you."
I feel a bit dizzy with hope. It's astonishing how he makes it all sound so simple. "If I'm such a great spy, I bet my sister would be a million times better," I mutter, forcing myself back down to reality.
"Not a chance," Nico says. "Your sister's too much of a glory hound to even contemplate this style of work. Tell me now, though, do you think you're too good for it?" he asks, turning to look me in the eye. "If you think you want to be on the big screen someday—"
"I don't," I say quickly. "I'm not even sure I can pull off what you've got planned," I admit, looking down. "But I'm going to try," I say, clenching my hands for a second before looking him in the eyes. It's not enough, being a cheerleader, or being a little bit better than normal people in simple things. What matters, I think, is being better than who I used to be. Or, well, since I'm going villain, would it be 'worse than who I used to be'? I frown, trying to figure that out. "Even if I AM a D-class," I say boldly.
"You're a D-class?"
I let out a little yelp, jumping and turning to glare at Freddy. "DON'T DO THAT!" I yell, waving a finger at him. "Stop sneaking up on me! I swear I'm going to put a bell on your neck, you freaking cat!"
He blinks, staring at me in complete shock. After a second his expression turns into a frown. "So that's why you don't like me?" he asks.
I feel guilty. "I don't even know you," I say with a sigh. "But it is really disturbing for me, okay?"
"Huh."
"I need to move in," I say, heading for my bag and picking it up. "Where's my room?" I ask Nico.
"That building, room 204," he says, motioning to the newest looking building.
I walk off, not caring whether Elidee realizes she needs to move in or not. Now Freddy knows both of the things I was trying to keep to myself. Great. It's only the SECOND day at this stupid school and I'm already outed. I'll probably never make friends here, and be alone for the rest of school. Also, does a degree from Cape High even count for college? I mean, are they even certified? These are REALLY important questions if you're not going into the 'family business.'
I should write or call Mr. Harrison and thank him, I realize abruptly.
Yes, I AM avoiding thinking about how my reputation, which I have yet to build, is already shot. Can you blame me?
I step into the dorm building, looking around curiously. The smell of something cooking catches my attention and I head in, looking around curiously. "We are in the kitchen," Tatiana calls in her beautiful Russian accent. I head for it, following the sounds she makes. Inside I'm greeted by the sight of the group from yesterday gathered around a huge, wooden table that looks hand carved. "Hi!" Skye says, waving at me from her seat on the other side of the table. "Did you lose your little smelly friend?" she asks.
"Smelly?" I repeat.
"She means the pheromone user," Superior says, reading the newspaper as if this was a "Father Knows Best" episode or something.
"I'm not sure where Elidee went," I admit, my stomach rumbling at the smell. I should go find her. I should eat. I—I don't know what I should do, really, I think as I let go of my luggage and take a deep breath.
"Is there a problem, kitten?" Tatiana asks me, turning with a compassionate gaze.
"I—I just—" I say, taking a deep breath, "Everyone—everyone is going to know," I say, the full impact of what just happened hitting me like a bomb. "Everyone will know."
"Know what?" Skye asks.
"That—that I'm a loser," I say. 
"Why would that be?" Tatiana asks, walking over and pulling me into a hug. I'm feeling pretty smothered by her chest, but I ignore that fact.
"Freddy knows I'm—I'm a D-class," I whisper.
The room is supposed to go silent now, right? It doesn't. The sound of Superior turning the newspaper page seems to echo. He didn't even stop READING for crying out loud! To add insult to injury, he asks, "So?"
"Everyone will find out!" I say. "It's bad enough I was a freak at my last school, now I'm one here, too."
"Oh, kitten," Tatiana says with a sigh.
"Does it bother my son?" Superior asks.
"N—no?"
"Then it shouldn't bother anyone else. If it does, tell an adult. If it's an adult it bothers, tell one of us."
"I shouldn't have to tell anyone," I complain. "I should have just kept my mouth shut—I'm so stupid!"
"It's okay to be normal," Skye says, hopping over the desk and walking on air to the stove. "I used to dream I was normal. Then I'd wake up—usually somewhere really strange," she admits as she takes over the cooking. "Like one time I was halfway through the floor of my apartment—head down, right? That's about the time everyone else moved out of the building," she adds thoughtfully.
"So… it doesn't bother any of you?" I ask belatedly.
"S-class, S-class, S-class, and Doris over there is an A-class," Superior says, pointing around the room. Doris is the long haired woman that hasn't spoken once that I know of. "We're as far from the average cape as you are, just in the opposite direction."
"That means we're bigger freaks than you are," Skye says, flipping pancakes. "Eeee, I can actually say 'we'!"
"There is a HUGE difference between you and me," I say. "I can barely pass as a cape—"
"And we can never pass as norms," Tatiana says, her tone surprisingly gentle. "Do not think it is easy, going out in public. The normal ones, they avoid us without thought. Some others express great fear, just being near us. I am retired—I am supposed to be dead, kitten. It is very hard to live a normal life when the normals themselves, they do not accept me."
Oh. Okay, I can actually see that. "But you can do amazing things!" I say, not ready to throw the towel in just yet. "I'm just—all I've got is good hearing and a bit of wind blowing. ANYONE can blow wind," I say. Skye starts giggling. "With a FAN," I add for her benefit.
"Oh, you don't need one of those!" she says, waving it off.
"If you keep looking down on yourself, how do you think you'll ever accomplish anything?" Superior asks, closing his newspaper finally and looking at me. "You're the first D-class in the school, right?"
"I… think so? I mean, I guess that's right if you say so."
"Consider how many other D-class kids there are, that dream of getting in here. If you fail, what chance do you think they'll have?" Superior says.
I see the long haired girl shoot him a strange look and wonder what's not being said here. "I will show you to your room, now!" Tatiana says, grabbing my bag and leading the way inside.
"From a man named Superior," I hear an unknown female voice drawl silently.
"She's not going to be in the family line, so her class level makes no difference to me," I hear Superior say. "A super is a super—at least she's trying to do something with her abilities. Besides, Nicolas has turned down at least five D-class kids since we got here."
"Then why was she let in?"
"I don't know, but I'd like to find out. If she runs in terror this early, I'll never know."
"Do not be taking it personally, kitten," Tatiana says, drawing my attention to her. "My Clifford, he is very protective of his family name. It is all he truly had for a very long time."
I nod, hesitating. "So only S-class people are allowed into the family?" I ask her.
"Oh, Clifford is accepting of high A-class, as well!" Tatiana says with a smile. "But you did not fall in love with my grandson at first sight, did you?"
"He's cute?" I offer, wondering how to answer that. It's sort of a "darned if I do, darned if I don't" question, isn't it? "He's not really my type—and he's dating Adanna, right? They look really good together."
"They are very good for one another," Tatiana says. "But it is not easy to carry the Superior name—I would not wish it on many."
"Would you wish it on Adanna?" I ask.
There's a second of hesitation that crosses her face before a slight smile takes its place. "She has already lost a name nearly as famous. She was once to be the next Panther."
"So she was born for greatness," I say, thinking of that old saying about having it thrust upon you.
"Yes, but it is not her status or her level that makes me accept her," Tatiana says. "It is her, as a person. Do you not think that is how all people should be accepted?"
I nod, still feeling torn. On one hand I think I should be offended at the blunt "you can't be a Superior." But that's just stupid. I wouldn't WANT to be a Superior. I'm pretty worried about just being a SUPER. Adding the "ior" to the end would be terrifying.
"I will tell you this," Tatiana says, "if you truly were in love with a family member of mine, and they loved you in return, I would not hesitate to deal with my husband for your sake," she tells me, looking me straight in the eye. "Do not let others get in the way of your future."
"How did Skye get adopted?" I ask as she leads me into a large, open room.
"She asked to be!" Tatiana says cheerfully.
"She asked," I repeat blankly.
"Oh, yes, she was so adorable that I could not turn her down," she adds, as if it explains everything. "She is very entertaining, as well! I am proud to have her as my daughter!"
"Don't you worry about her having the Superior name? She's a super villain, right?" I can't help but ask.
"Oh, it is fine to have a black sheep here and there. It adds the spice!"
My conclusion? This family is terrifying, but I'm already half in love with Tatiana. She would be an AMAZING grandparent. Superior, not so much. "So, um, this is my room?" I ask as I look around. The room is huge, complete with its own bathroom, I notice as I see an open door. "Wow."
"It is a bit small, but it is not bad," Tatiana says with a little smile. "Your friend's room is next door. Do you know where she has gotten to?"
"No, but I should go find her," I admit, reaching for the bag she's still holding. "Thank you, Ms. Tatiana."
"Just Tatiana is fine, kitten," she says, letting me have the bags. "I will support you, little one, so do not fear the future here," she adds in a serious tone, placing one large hand on my shoulder. "It will not be so bad."
"Thank you," I say, feeling a hint of tears well up. I put the bags down and start for the door. "I'm just going to find Elidee," I tell her, giving her a little smile as I head out. For a second I just stop, standing in front of the dorm. I hold out my hands, closing my eyes and focusing on the wind. There are only a few small breezes right now, but it's enough to give me an idea.
I turn and head for behind the gym building, looking curiously at the tree houses I find there. Elidee is standing next to the tallest one—but it's the small panther lounging on the deck right in front of her that has me staring. "You've gotten bigger," Elidee says, not touching the cat.
The cat, on the other hand, reaches one paw out, bopping her on the nose. Elidee jumps back, touching the nose in question. "Don't do that! My face is IMPORTANT!"
I can't stop the laugh that escapes me. Elidee and the cat both look up at me. "You need to check out your room, Elidee," I tell her as I walk over, "and meet our dorm parents--they can show you which one it is."
"I wanted to—" Elidee says, looking guiltily at Adanna. "Yeah, okay," she says instead of finishing. "But this isn't the end of it, got it?" she adds to Adanna.
Adanna yawns in her face, showing sharp white teeth and a complete disregard to whatever Elidee is threatening. She looks a bit older than a cub, I think, but definitely not full grown. "So… why are you so tiny?" I ask as I take Elidee's place. I promptly shut my mouth as soon as she gives me a sharp look. She gets to her feet, raises her front left paw, and bops me on the nose just like she had Elidee. I reach up and rub my nose, not because it had hurt, but because I did NOT expect that.
"All shifters start out as babies in their new forms," I hear someone say from behind me. I turn, watching as Sunny heads for us. "Adanna's actually a little past the cub stage, but she's not quite to the teen," he says as he heads for the beautiful panther. To my surprise, he gets the same sharp look I got seconds earlier. "First hour is over in five minutes," he tells her. "Nobody cares if I wake up a little early," he adds, reaching up and patting her head. She goes up on her back legs, grabbing the arm trying to pat her. Before I can blink, they're play wrestling, complete with her biting his hand a few times.
"Doesn't that hurt?" I ask as he goes still for a second, looking pointedly at the way she's biting him.
"She never tries to break the skin," he says, shrugging. "She has a bit of trouble balancing her instincts with her human side, but she's getting better," he adds as she lets go of the hand and shifts into her human form.
"No, I just enjoy chewing on you," Adanna says shamelessly. She looks at me, then, a curious expression on her face. "You've not been assigned a first hour, have you?" she asks, hopping off of the tree house and walking over to me. "We should ask Nico what you should do."
"What's first hour?" I ask.
"Self practice," Sunny says. "I sleep."
"I spend it in my cub form," Adanna says.
"Oh. Um… he said something about target practice?" I offer.
"Keliah's spot," Adanna says to Sunny. Sunny frowns in obvious confusion. "Keliah? Falconess's daughter?" Adanna prompts. "The blonde with a crush on Jack? She's part of Trent's team?"
"Oh, right, her," Sunny says. "Um… where is she again?"
Adanna rolls her eyes. "Follow me," she says to me instead of replying. "It's because he sleeps all the time," she adds, motioning to Sunny. "He is the laziest super I've ever met."
"I'm growing!" Sunny protests. "I'm taller than you are, now!"
"You mean you weren't before?" I ask him.
"I've grown a few inches!" he says proudly. "But, uh, yeah, I do sleep a lot," he admits only seconds later as he yawns hugely. "Who are you again?"
"Sunny! It's not like we have that many new girls in school," Adanna says.
"It's better that he doesn't notice them," I tell her. "Elidee is more likely to get strange ideas if he pays attention."
She lets out a sigh. "So you know about that," she says.
"Yep."
"She is way too young to be stealing boyfriends!" she complains.
"I think she wants your attention more than his, though," I say thoughtfully. "As soon as we got here, she went to you, not to the dorms."
"Are you both moving in?" she asks me.
"Yeah, Nico showed up this morning and told us to pack," I say, not going into details. "Is he always like that?" I ask them.
"Dad? Nah, sometimes he'll just ignore people entirely," Sunny says. "He likes computers better. I mean, sure there are exceptions—family, friends, any of the students that actually try, but for the most part, he'll always pick whatever he's messing with at the moment. And he doesn't always think about how the stuff he's messing with will mess with the people, either."
"But he's a super hero!" I protest.
"No he's not. Sure, he's a super, but he's not a hero. He calls himself neutral. He IS training super villains along with heroes, after all. It wouldn't be right to pick a side." He shoots me a little grin, shoving his hands into his pockets. "He's gotten better! Slightly. Okay, not really," he corrected himself quickly. Adanna just shoots him a look.
"My papa is like that, too," she admits after a second of silence. "He prefers large cats to people, as well."
"Is that why you came to this school?" I ask her, "because Nico's neutral?"
"Not at all," she says, giving me a smile. "I came because Papa and Nico are best friends from before any of us were born."
"It's a really small world. I mean, Aunt Liz is best friends with Jeanie—Star Spangled, who's married to Ken, who's America's Son, and Dad's best friends with a major name super villain."
"Aunt Liz?" I ask.
"Firefly."
My jaw drops open for a second. "On what side?" I demand, even though I've got a good idea.
"Dad's side," Sunny says. "Mom doesn't have any siblings."
His mom is… "It's Lady Rose, right?" I ask, remembering the scene from HTV a few months ago. Only now am I really getting the full depth of what I saw. I hadn't been paying attention at the time.
"Yep. I get my powers from her—well, the plant powers, at least," Sunny says. "She's overseeing Max's team, though, so it's a bit lonely right now."
"He usually spends his weekends helping out local farms with her," Adanna says, her hand taking Sunny's. I don't say a word. "Here's the target practice area," she goes on, motioning forward. It's a shooting range, complete with a target system at the end of the field. There are at least five target shooting lanes, but there's only one student standing there. She's got a glowing golden bow in one hand and, as I watch, an arrow forms in her opposite hand.
It's beautiful. I can't help but stare in wonder as she lets the arrow fly—and misses the target completely. I hear her growl under her breath, but she doesn't hesitate to make another arrow.
"Keliah," Adanna says. I see the other girl jump slightly before turning to us. "You're going to have a partner here, starting tomorrow," she says. "This is Jennifer. Jennifer, this is Keliah," she introduces us.
"Shouldn't it be Nico telling us this?" Keliah asks, staring at me. I don't think she's very happy about this at all.
"We can confirm it with him, if you want. He's probably watching us now," Adanna says, motioning to a tiny little black speck on the pole next to the targets. "This entire campus is on camera."
"Well, other than the bedrooms and bathrooms," Sunny says, "but the hallways outside them are recorded."
"That's GOT to be illegal."
"When you've got enemies that can walk through shadows, it's better safe than sorry," Adanna says.
"Then shouldn't the rooms be recorded?" I ask, a chill running down my spine. This school has a lot of enemies, doesn't it?
"No, but it picks up the sounds from inside the room just fine," Adanna says. "I watched the screens once, it was… really boring."
"For some reason Dad finds it entertaining," Sunny says with a shrug. "Probably for conversations like this." A tiny beep sounds and I look around as the others pull their phones out. "Time for Skye's class," Sunny says. "We can ask about first hour after that," he adds as we start for the main school building.
I take one last glance back at the target practice, feeling a strange mix of worry and longing. This is what I'm supposed to be able to do, right? But even norms can shoot things, so I guess it's not that impressive…
But it looked like fun. I'm now having visions of myself as a sexy super villain archer, racing through the night, doing villainous things for good reasons—no, shove it down, I've never even touched a bow and arrow before, much less shot one. I'd probably fail completely at it—
"Hi everybody! Welcome to class!" Skye says cheerfully as we walk into the room. "Grab a foam noodle and follow me, okay?"
"Wait, what?" I ask as I see a massive pile of foam pool noodles.
"Well Nico says I can't take you to the ocean—but we've got a pool, so I can bring the ocean to you! All we need is the pool andddd—you!" she says, grabbing one of the healers. "So we're going swimming!"
Before anyone can reply, Skye races through the wall, dragging the poor healer girl behind her. I hear her squeak as she's pulled through the wall head first.
This school never fails to astound me.
 





CHAPTER FOUR
 
"So how are things going?" Nico asks, kicking his feet up on the table in front of him and watching the hologram of Double M with a slight frown. Even through the hologram it's pretty obvious the man hasn't had much sleep. "Have you found out anything new?"
"She's gone underground, and there's not enough legitimate evidence to show her connection to Herold," Double M says, irritably. "We have Skystep and Justin's word, but Skystep is a villain and Justin is one of your students. Not only that, he's a famous musician with a history of 'flakiness,' I suppose you could call it."
"What about Kirsten?" Nico asks. "Or is it the same line about being one of my students?"
"I do plan on using them, if needs arise, but I'd rather keep them out of the public eye in this case if at all possible. Negatia feels the same."
"Kirsten is in line to go back to her as well, isn't she?" Nico says thoughtfully.
"Unless she decides to take up one of the other Halls' offers," Double M agrees. "She'll be highly valued as a mind healer. Speaking of psychics—my son tells me you've had a dream walker all this time and failed to mention it."
"Piper," Nico agrees. "She's locked down most of her abilities."
"She has?"
"Yeah. Too much time with the zoo kids," he says. "I've been watching her closely, and scan her whenever I get the chance. I'm not sure she'll ever be willing to use her full abilities."
"And yet you sent her out in the field."
"With your son and Summer as her protectors. She wanted to go. I'm hoping it's a good sign of her recovery, but I won't swear to it."
"So all but one of the zoo kids are now operating parts of the team?" Double M asks.
"Yeah."
"What's happening with our Sandra?" Double M asks almost gently.
"She's still spending all of her time in her room," Nico says with a sigh. "She's gotten to where she'll talk to me through the door and let Ken in once a week, but that's it. She doesn't even talk to the other zoo kids."
"Not even Aubrey?"
"Not even Aubrey."
"We can't allow that to continue much longer, Nico. We're getting new applications daily. Things will have to be more official."
"I know."
"And I've heard from Isotonic that Hard Knocks boys have started showing signs of coming into their powers."
"Already?"
"Something about the trip seems to have prompted the powers to kick in."
"They're in love with Elidee," Nico says. "Maybe fighting over her sparked something."
"Speaking of which, what IS Andre planning with your new students?"
"That's his story to tell, Double M."
"Okay, then tell me yours. Did you really need to bring Superior and Tatiana into school? If word gets out, we'll have quite a bit of feedback."
"I can hack my security system," Nico says. "If Herold IS a technopath, and I believe he is, I have to assume he's at least on the same level as I am, and that Mother is on Dad's," he shrugs, his expression cold. "If either of them decides to come after Skye, Justin, or any of my healers, she'll run into the perfect defense."
"If she is on your father's level, I assume we would have heard of her before."
"Not necessarily," Nico says, "but that's one of the things I plan on finding out."
 
***
 
The pool would be a surprise if we hadn't seen it when we did the tour. What IS a surprise is when everyone compliments Trent over it, even the teachers. "It's absolutely beautiful," Tatiana says with a huge smile as she claps a hand on Trent's shoulder. "Very nice job."
"I get a lot of practice with construction work thanks to Nico," he says, blushing slightly even as he grins.
"He did it ALLLL for me," Emily says proudly. She's sitting on Superior's shoulder like a parrot. Why, I have no idea, but he hasn't tossed her off yet.
"Yeah, but the zoo kids—especially Malina like it, too," Trent says. "And since we get put on lock down a lot, we might as well have something to do, right?"
"Um, Skye?" I hear Malina say quietly. I glance over at them, seeing her tug on Skye's shirt. "Skye, there's something I need to tell you—"
"Now you can make my memories seem real, right? All detailed and everything?" Skye asks the healer girl she still has by the hand.
"Skye?" Malina says, her voice still tiny.
"In a second! This is going to be awesome!" Skye says to her, her attention still on Kirsten.
"But—"
The pool water starts churning, foaming and rising. Skye doesn't even seem to notice.
"Skye!" Malina says loudly, tugging her arm. "I let Ariel live here!"
"Ariel?" Skye repeats, turning and staring at the massive fount of water coming out of the pool. It slowly takes form, turning into a woman of water that towers over all of us.
"You know, like from the Little Mermaid?" Malina offers.
The water woman reaches out one dripping hand, wrapping her fingers around Skye's body and lifting her off of the ground.
"Malina, could you at least TELL us when you put a super villain in the pool?" Trent asks with a sigh.
"I thought I just did?" she offers.
"Drop my daughter right this instant," Superior says, taking to the air and floating in front of the water woman.
"Su… peer… eee....orrrr…" the water woman says, turning on him. A spout of water slams into Superior's chest.
"Ariel!" Malina says, looking even smaller in comparison to the large water woman. "You stop attacking my teachers right this instance!"
"Mimic," the water woman whispers.
"The Mimic you knew died of old age," Superior says, coldly. Water hits him straight on again, so hard that it sends the S-class hero flying backwards.
"Hey!" Skye yells, "don't pick on my pop!" She slips through the hand, running up through the air as if climbing stairs. "We're supposed to be having class!" she adds, flipping in the air and slamming both feet in the water woman's face. The water splashes as the woman loses her form. Those of us on the ground get soaked thanks to that. For a moment I think that's all that's going to happen—until I feel the water welling up on my skin, solidifying into a gel-like substance.
"STOP IT NOW!" Malina bellows at the top of her voice, throwing out her hands. The gel turns liquid again and falls off of my body. "I let you take off your bracelet when you wanted to, I let you stay in our pool, and this is how you repay me?" she says, storming to the poolside and placing her hands on her hips. "NICO! We need the gun again!"
"Malina—" the water woman says, sounding pathetic.
"No, you deserve this," Malina says. "I welcomed you, even when you attacked us. I offered to help you. But you attack our teachers without cause!"
"She has a cause. She was friends with Mimic," Nico says as he walks up to the group. He has a strange looking toy gun in his hand, which he shoots the pool with. A woman drops from mid air, falling into the pool. "Not sure she can swim in that form, Malina, so you might pull her out."
"But—" Malina raises her arms, causing the water to lift and the woman to fall onto the concrete poolside. She's naked, I note, blushing slightly. The males in the crowd turn away from the scene, even Superior and Nico. Tatiana, on the other hand, steps between her husband and the naked woman, her expression impossible to read.
A second Emily appears with clothes in her hands. She offers them to the naked water woman, who quickly gets dressed and pulls on a bracelet that was hanging next to the pool. "He killed Mimic," the woman says, pointing at Superior.
"We took his powers away. He died of old age without them," Nico says. "The one from this time is still alive, in the Cape Cells."
"You still killed him," she says, tears falling silently. I have no idea what's going on, but it seems pretty serious.
"He killed—" Nico starts out.
"Please, Nicolas, allow me to take over," Tatiana says, moving to stand in front of her. "I am sorry," she says, drawing the woman into a hug. "It is not an easy thing, no matter what side you look from." The water woman starts sobbing noisily, clinging to Tatiana tightly.
"He—he saved me," she wails.
"He saved me, as well," Tatiana says gently, "in his own way." She picks Ariel up, carrying her like a child. "Skye, it is okay if I do not do this now, yes?"
"Yes—I mean no—I mean, okay," Skye says, looking a bit confused. "I think?" She hesitates before looking over at Nico. "Um, what should we do now?"
"Go ahead with your plan," Nico says. "You wanted to show them the ocean, right?"
"Okay!" she says happily. "Everybody into the pool!"
 
***
 
It’s a strangely comfortable silence, even though Ariel is still sniffling. She’s carried by the large woman into a building and set down at a table. “I will get you something to eat,” the woman, Tatiana, says. “It is good to have comfort food when you are grieving.”
“He—” Ariel starts out.
“Superior,” Tatiana provides. “Or Clifford, if you are married to him,” she adds with a little smile as she pulls out the makings for macaroni and cheese. “It is true that they took Mimic’s powers away. It was time, though, that killed him.” She starts whisking up a rue, clearly comfortable in the kitchen. “We are mere humans without our powers, and Mimic was well into his hundreds,” she goes on.
The sniffling has slowed. “He would have lived longer,” she whispers.
“Yes, very likely,” Tatiana agrees, mixing all the ingredients together and putting them in the oven. “But Ariel—I may call you Ariel, yes?”
“I don’t remember my name,” she admits.
“Then Ariel,” Tatia says, “I am over a hundred years, myself,” she says, turning to the woman. “I was grown before the U.S.S.R. came into power. I have seen my motherland change many times in my lifetime. We, be we heroes or villains, cannot expect to stay the same if countries do not. Everything in this world has an end, kitten, but enough about that. You were fond of Mimic. Can you tell me how he saved you?”
Ariel stares at her, looking a bit surprised at the change of subject. “He freed me,” she says, her eyes turning to the table. “They chained me up, kept me under lock and key, and he came and rescued me. I owe him my life,” she says urgently.
“Then live it,” Tatia says, putting the dish into the oven. “Live it fully, live it for as long as you have it, kitten. That is the best repayment that a hero can get.”
“He wasn’t a hero.”
“To you, he was,” Tatia says simply. “The little water girl, she is yours?” she asks, a smile on her lips as she sits down at the table. “She is very bossy."
“Her name is Malina,” Ariel says, wiping away the last of her tears. “She’s so beautiful. I was drawn to her water powers—there aren’t any others that I’ve run into. I… I don’t know if we are related, but—”
“Family is not always blood,” Tatia says. “If you and she are willing to be family, there should be no problem!”
“She might not be so willing,” Ariel whispers. “I attacked her friends… I can’t always focus when I’m in water form. I just—”
“Then that is what you will train to do,” Tatia says, reaching out and grasping Ariel’s hand. “You will learn to control your powers—you are in the perfect place to do so! This is a school that trains such things. And once you are in control of your powers, you can spend time with your new daughter—and perhaps you will get along with mine!”
“Wh—what?”
“The girl that was kicking you in face—she is building small group of female super villains down south. It would be a very fun thing to join, I think. Were I not supposedly dead and well-established hero, I would be joining as well!”
“But I just found Malina,” Ariel says.
“Then talk her into joining South Hall. I am well aware that they are interested in her!”
“I… I’ll see,” Ariel says. “How did he save you?” she asks, having to work up her nerve to do so.
“He took my powers, my consciousness, and my form and buried me deep in the ground,” Tatia says.
“Oh.”
“Yes. As I said, it was in his own way.”
 
***
 
We were eaten by a killer whale, and a giant squid got a little too touchy-feely, but the scene with the dolphin pod had been amazing! When the other teachers came to see why we weren't coming to their classes, they got dragged into Skye's. We wound up spending the entire day in the pool, save for when Skye got hungry.
Now, however, I'm regretting it. I don't burn as easily as norms, but I definitely don't RESIST burns as well as the rest of the school. I'm looking distinctly reddish right now. My shower is definitely on the cold side. I finish up, gingerly patting myself dry with the softest towel I've got. There are healers here, right? I should go talk to one of them. Maybe I can have it turned into a tan—I would LOVE to have a tan!
I head out of my room after dressing in the softest tank top and shorts I've got, and go searching for Aubrey. She's the leader of the healers, right? I stop in the hall, listening intently for a second until I hear her speaking. Well, that was easy. She's talking on the phone—I can tell because the male voice has that faint echo to it. I wonder who it is.
"You still can't say it, can you," Aubrey says with a little laugh. I don't want to interrupt, so I should leave, right? Maybe if I leave the building it'll give her some privacy. "It's fine, Jack. I know you do. How is your search going?"
"We had a bit of trouble with our last crowd," I hear the rough, slightly raspy male voice say. "There was another group of Super-phobes mixed in with the regular watchers. They spent the entire time shouting at us for trying to get into their schools."
"You don't DO the school thing," Aubrey says.
"I know that, you know that, but they didn't seem to care. I'm actually a little worried about Vinny," he says quietly. "Don't tell him that, it'd probably offend him. But it's dangerous out here."
"That's why we need to find my healers," Aubrey says. "Jack, are you or my brothers in danger?"
"Nah, not with Mom here," he says. "In or out of uniform, Star Spangled can deal with anything, right?"
"Have you heard from Max's team? I'm worried about Piper, especially," Aubrey says.
"They're all over the place," I hear Jack say with a laugh. "They've got Rocco, so they've been traveling by shadow. Last time I heard from Max, he was somewhere in the islands, taking a day off while Rocco tried to figure out how to get back to America."
"But you do talk with him, right?"
"Yeah, we're keeping close track on everyone still in the field," Jack says. "Even if we don't exactly like one another that much, we still check in. But Max has gotten a little more tolerable since the summer camp."
"I bet he says the same thing about you," Aubrey says. "But has anyone been HURT?"
"I heard Justin got mobbed and kidnapped—but when is that a surprise?"
"Jack!"
"It's true—he gets kidnapped more than all the girls in the school combined. I should start calling him 'Princess.' Wait, I already do."
"Jack, you're terrible!"
"I'm sorry, your princess is in another tower," Jack says. Aubrey starts to laugh. "But look, Aub," he says, his tone more serious, "I'm going to find your healers. I ain't sure what all is going on with this Mother chick, or the sudden super-hating, but I do know we've got a lead. Are YOU safe?"
"I've got Grandpa Superior down the hall and Grandma Tatiana in the kitchen," Aubrey says a bit dryly. "This place is safer than Fort Knox."
"I'd hope so—everyone's heard Rocco's story."
"I miss you," Aubrey says. I suddenly recall that she's obviously talking to her boyfriend. I'm totally eavesdropping on a private conversation. Crap. Maybe I AM meant to be a devious super villain. The guilt has me hanging my head for a second before I get to my feet. I'll go find a different healer. "Is someone out there?" Aubrey asks as I take a step.
Busted.
I hesitate for all of a second before peeking inside. "Hi," I say a bit sheepishly. "I—"
"You're bright red!" Aubrey says. "Jack, honey, I'm going to have to call you back, okay? Love you."
"Yeah, uh, me too," I hear him say before they hang up. I feel a blush coming on, but at least it won't show with my sunburn, right?
"I didn't want to interrupt anything," I say.
"It's fine," she says. "Let's get you healed up." She has a hesitant look on her face, which I can almost interpret.
"Didn't Freddy tell you?" I ask.
"Tell me what?"
"I'm only a D-class. That's why I get sun burns and stuff."
"No, he hasn't said a word that I know of," she says, standing up and tugging me into the room to sit on the bed. She touches my shoulder lightly and her hair starts to float. Her eyes are glowing white, I think, unable to look into them for long. It's mere seconds before I feel cool relief as the burn fades into—
Pasty white again. Yay.
"You ah, couldn't leave the tan, huh?" I ask as her eyes stop glowing.
"Oh, sorry," she says. "You DO have a bit of self-healing. I didn't expect it, actually, and when my healing prompted it, I'm afraid it kicked in," she admits.
"Can you—um—can you fix me?" I ask.
"Fix you?"
"Like, fix my ranking. Boost my abilities. That sort of thing," I say, a hint of hope rising up inside of me. I might have come into this as a D-class, but with a little bit of tweaking I might even be better than my sister!
She hesitates for a second before sitting down next to me. "Cold Steel is my boyfriend," she says. So that Jack guy was Cold Steel? The surprise must show on my face because she lets out a little laugh. "Don't worry, he might be a pain sometimes, but he's actually a really good one. But he was born a norm."
"I think I heard a rumor about that somewhere," I admit.
"Yeah. You see, he got into a very bad situation because he thought he wanted to become a super. He almost died. He would have died if we didn't have technopaths in the school. The metal in his system was wrapping around his internal organs—and heading for his heart."
Well, there goes my appetite for dinner.
"But—" I start out, "It wouldn't be the same for me," I say. "I mean, I already have powers, all you would be doing is a bit of… I don't know, an upgrade?"
"It's dangerous, still," she says. "Jennifer, you were accepted into this school for a reason, weren't you?"
"Because Ace put in a good word for me," I say, looking away. "Which I don't even get—it's not like he's got any reason to like me. All I ever did was either ignore him or make fun of him back in our old school."
"Maybe you should ask him," she says. "I'm sure there's a good reason. Even if there isn't, don't you think you should thank him?"
"Yeah, I guess," I say, wondering if I really feel thankful. But… classes have been pretty amazing, and I'm getting to meet people that most of the world would give anything to meet. "I just… I just wish I actually fit in here."
"Do you really think power level is going to make someone fit in?" she asks.
"Yes."
She just looks at me. I sigh, my shoulders dropping. "You've got more to worry about than I do, though, don't you?" I say. "You know, with your boyfriend out there when everyone's so anti-super. Sure, he's tough, but he's got to have a weakness, right?"
"He does," she says. "Certain frequencies can do a lot of damage to him. The metal in his skin doesn't react well to it—it's sort of like hitting a tuning fork," she admits. "Don't tell people, though, okay?"
"I won't say a word," I swear. "So Justin is his worst enemy?"
"If he knew the right pitch, he would be," she says, "but Jack's too stubborn to admit it. I am worried about him. I'm also worried about the other teams. I mean, I feel so guilty over this entire situation," she says softly, looking down at her hands. "It's all my fault, and all I can do about it is hide." She looks at me, her expression serious. "I'm a borderline Specialized S-class, Jennifer. That makes me a very high ranking super. And yet, right now it doesn't do me a lick of good. It isn't your class that matters. It's doing what you can WHEN you can. Stop obsessing over what you aren't, Jennifer, start asking yourself what you ARE," she says, placing her hands on my shoulders. "You might find out that you're everything you need to be."
Yeah, right. Whatever. Not that I say that thought out loud, of course. But I do feel kind of lame when I think about all the things SHE has to worry about compared to myself. It's probably best just to leave, now. "I should get going," I say. "I bet you've got a lot of work to do, right? Thanks for fixing my sunburn."
"Any time," she says with a little smile. "And Jennifer, Freddy really didn't say a word to anyone."
"Yeah, I guess he didn't," I say as I head out the door.
A bell dings, signaling that dinner will be ready in about an hour. I head for my room, planning on changing my clothes. When I get to my dresser, though, I'm distracted by the sight of a phone sitting there. It's a custom piece, but I guess that makes sense--Nico must have made it for me. I bet it's got a tracker on it. He can probably even hear my conversations, which is seriously creepy—but…
I pick up the phone, staring at it for a long moment. I COULD use my old phone. Do I trust Nico? Do I trust anyone in this school? But if I can't trust them in something like this, how can I LIVE here?
I tap on the phone, checking out the apps and opening the contacts. Andre Harrison is the second on my contacts—contacts that I obviously didn't put in. Aunt Barbara is first. The rest of the list looks to be everyone in the school, I guess. I see a lot of names I don't recognize. And—that says America's Son. I stare at that for a moment, and scroll down. Star Spangled, Mega, Falconess—the ENTIRE Central Hall is programmed into my phone. That's Mastermental right there. I have Mastermental on SPEED DIAL. Not that I'll ever use it—but still!
Wait, I was doing something, right? I scroll back to the top of the list, staring at Mr. Harrison's name for a long moment before tapping on it.
"Harrison speaking," he says. It was only the second ring.
"Um, Mr. Harrison?" I say, feeling a little bit panicked. I should have planned out my thank you speech, I realize. "This is Jennifer—you know, Barbara's niece?"
"Jennifer! It's good to hear from you, sweetie," he says, that sharp tone he answered with turning warm. "How is school going so far?"
"It's… well, it's a little wild, actually. I mean, we've got Skystep as our first hour teacher—I think she's a substitute," I say, "but I have no idea who the first hour teacher usually is. But—I wanted to thank you."
"Oh?" he asks.
"Yeah, Nico told me you were Elidee and my sponsor," I say. "I mean, I should probably make Elidee call and thank you, herself, but I'm the older one, so it's my job, right?"
He lets out a little laugh. "It's fine, sweetie. Just as long as both of you feel comfortable there."
I stare blankly forward, wondering how I can bring up my biggest problem. It's awkward—I mean, the room I'm sitting in, the classes I'm going to, even the food I'm eating in an hour, all of it comes from him. So—"Why do I need to become a super villain?"
I asked that out loud, didn't I? Whoops.
He goes silent for a moment, and I automatically try to backpedal. "I mean—it's fine, I know I'm not impressive enough to be a hero—"
"Jennifer," he says. I instantly shut my mouth. "If you don't want to be a villain, I can't force you to be, but," he says slowly, "you see… this is something you absolutely need to keep to yourself, okay? Can I trust you to keep a secret?"
"Of course you can," I say, wondering what I'm about to get into.
"I need you to be established in the super villain community. That means making a name for yourself, and, if possible, making friends with the trio of villains. You already have a connection with Dragon, don't you?"
"I… guess?"
"Well capitalize on it."
"What for?" I ask, almost silently. There is definitely a super secret reason for all of this, I think as a thrill runs down my spine.
"Because, sweetie, you're going to be the first reporter for VTV--the first villains-only channel in the HTV set-up," he says with a smile in his voice. "That is, if you want to be. I've been following your schooling since you moved here. In fact, with how your aunt brags on you, the entire company has."
My heart leaps into my throat and my hands go clammy. "A—a super villain reporter?" I whisper, trying to ignore how my heart is pounding. I can TOTALLY do that as a D-class, I think, fighting the urge to squeal excitedly.
"That's right," he says. "Nico agrees that you'll be perfect for the sneakier aspects of the job, as well. But sweetie, you have to SWEAR to keep this to yourself. I need you to graduate and I want to set up the channel without my competitors hearing about it. They might be sister companies, but I still like being ahead of the curve."
"I swear! I absolutely swear!" I say, jumping to my feet. "Not a single word!"
"So you're interested?" he asks.
"I'm IN," I say, fighting the urge to strike a victory pose. "It'll be hard to not tell Aunt Barb, but I can do it!" I add quickly. "I need to make sure I take journalism classes—do they even HAVE those here?" I ask, my mind racing. "And I'll need to lose those stupid five pounds—but that shouldn't be hard here. And—"
"You can figure all that out in the next year," he says, laughing.
"Oh! Is Elidee—" I lower my voice, listening for eavesdroppers a bit belatedly, "is she going to be—you know what—as well?"
"I would like her to be, but that's up to her and her mother," he says.
"She'd be awesome, wouldn't she?"
"You'll be amazing, as well," he says. "Don't sell your talents short."
"So—I need to make a name for myself, right?" I say. "So they'll take me seriously."
"Exactly."
"I'll go tell Nico that I'm in," I say, even as the thirty minute gong rings. "He knows, right?" I add, not wanting to make assumptions, even though he's already mentioned a few things that make me think so.
"Yes, he knows. He's the only one I've approached about it, so far."
"Okay, good," I say. "Mr. Harrison, I will do my VERY best to live up to your expectations."
"I fully expect you to," he says.
"I should go," I say, heading for the door. "I'll call you again—or you can call me, okay? I just need to talk to Nico before dinner, okay? Wait, he's not here—I've got him on speed dial! I'll call him. I'm just—I—bye!" I say, hanging up as he starts to laugh. "Oh my gosh, ohmygosh, ohmygosh!" I squeal, jumping up and down excitedly. "THIS IS AWESOME!" I yell, dancing like an idiot. I blink as one second there's no one there, and the next half of the school surround me, looking curious.
"What's awesome?" Freddy asks.
"Um—I—ah—" I say, feeling ridiculous. "Nothing?" I offer stupidly.
"It's clearly not nothing," Justin says, watching me with a little grin. "You got good news?"
"Shouldn't you all be doing something important?" I ask, trying to distract them. "Like getting ready for dinner?"
"Tell us what's amazing and we'll go," Malina says.
"I… um… I really can't tell," I admit. "I swore I wouldn't. It's super secret stuff. But it's nothing bad?" I offer as I see Elidee watching me along with the rest of them. Where has she been? She keeps disappearing on me. I'm supposed to be watching out for her, right? I feel guilty just looking at her because of that.
"Super stuff," Freddy repeats. "Yeah, we should leave her alone," he says to the others. They nod, heading off their own directions. Only Elidee and Olivia stick back, looking at me curiously.
"You can tell US," Elidee says, crossing her arms. Olivia hesitates before nodding.
"We're friends now, right? The new girls in school," Olivia says.
"That and we practically grew up together," Elidee says, motioning from me to her.
"I've only known you three years, Elidee," I have to point out. "But I CAN'T tell anyone yet," I say, walking closer and lowering my voice. "It could risk something super important for my future if I talk, okay?"
"It's a guy," Elidee says, looking at Olivia.
"You've got a boyfriend?" Olivia asks me. "Do we know him? Is he a super? You're going to break Freddy's heart, you know."
"It's NOT a boyfriend!" I say, starting to laugh. "But it does involve a guy, I guess," I add, since it throws them off track. "Just trust me, it's a good thing," I say, grinning at them and dragging them into an impromptu hug. "It's a REALLY good thing." It is, right? I think being a reporter would be AWESOME—especially one for HTV. Well, no, it'd be VTV, right? Villain TV. SO COOL!
I should totally call Ace and thank him for vouching for me! He is completely forgiven for being creepy, okay? TOTALLY forgiven.
"Why is she hugging us?" Olivia asks Elidee.
"I have no idea," Elidee says, sounding confused. "Maybe she ate something funny?"
"Or maybe her mind just cracked," Olivia says. They both pull away long enough to give me sympathetic looks. "It'll be okay, Jennifer. Everything's okay." She pats me on the shoulder.
I roll my eyes. "I haven't cracked," I tell her. "I just got some good news."
"Your sister was kicked out of the Hall?" Elidee asks.
"How is that good news?" Olivia asks.
"Trust me, you don't know her sister."
"It has absolutely nothing to do with Jetta," I say. That fact makes me even happier. I mean, of all the teenage supers out there—including my older sister with better abilities—Mr. Harrison picked ME to be the first reporter! "But I need to make another call, okay? In private."
They pout at me, but reluctantly head off as the fifteen minute gong sounds. "Oh, and Elidee?" I say, "You really need to call Mr. Harrison and thank him for sponsoring you."
"Sponsoring?" she repeats.
"We have sponsors?" Olivia asks, looking equally blank.
"We have sponsors—although yours is probably your dad," I tell her. "Now get. I've got adult things to do."
"Hah, like she's an adult," Elidee mutters as they walk away.
I stick my tongue out at their backs and look around. The safest place for this chat looks like the top of the steps. I head for them, running to the top of the canyon. There's a little platform on this side of the force field, and I drop down there, bringing out my phone again.
"Speaking," Nico says. I can already tell that I don't have his full attention. I don't care.
"Nico, this is Jennifer," I say. "Um, thanks for the phone, by the way."
"I give them to all the students—it's easier to keep them from being tracked through their phone records. Destroy your old one, won't you?" he adds. His voice says he's still not fully focused on me. I'm good at noticing that sort of thing.
"Yeah, I'll ask someone to do that for me," I say. It isn't something I can honestly do myself—well, I mean, I'm CAPABLE of doing it, I just don't think I CAN do it. It's like killing an old friend. "Nico, I want to start that super villain course you were offering. I want to be a super villain."
"You talked with Andre?"
"Yeah. He told me everything," I say, back to feeling like squealing with excitement. "I'm going to be the best I can—that means doing whatever I need to, right?"
"It's good to hear you're committed," he says, his tone changing slightly. So I finally have his attention, huh? "We'll put your training courses together in the morning."
"Thanks," I say. "Did you… did you really tell him you think I'll be good for the job?" I ask.
"I think you will—but that's not what matters. Do you think you can do the job?"
"Not yet?" I admit. "But I can GET to where I can, right?"
"Good. That's all I needed to know. Now get to dinner, it's almost time, right?"
"Yeah."
 
***
 
"So," Nico says, hanging up the phone and looking at the holographic screen over his desk. He'd muted the com-system while talking to Jennifer. The entire VTV was a secret, even from—or should he say ESPECIALLY from the right hand man of Isotonic. "You want to enroll your sons into Cape High."
"They're starting to show signs, especially the oldest one."
"I thought they were twins," Nico says.
"They aren't. Jules is about a year older. I'm glad, actually, they were both over nine pounds at birth."
"Nine pounds, huh?" Nico says, looking away. "I'll have to ask Summer how big the twins were."
"Weren't you there?"
"No. I didn't even meet them until they were fifteen," Nico says a bit flatly. "If you think they're ready, bring them back down—after you fill out all the paperwork giving us the right to train your successors in Central," he adds. "It's one thing if they're not officially affiliated; it's another thing completely if they're the kids of acting members. Isotonic will want to make sure they can't be signed off to another branch without his knowing."
"Would you do that?"
"I've got a lot of kids to keep track of," Nico says with a shrug. "As long as they're on my campus, I make sure they stay where they should. Once they're graduated, however, they can do whatever they feel like. It's up to the Hall leaders to keep that in check," he says. "But since I've already got a few wars going on over some of my kids, I thought I'd be a nice guy and warn you ahead of time."
"Well thanks for that," Hard Knocks says dryly. "Is it true that you've got Skystep there?" he asks.
"What, think she's going to go out of control?" Nico asks. "It's true, but she's not a problem."
"Why do you say that?" Hard Knocks asks. "I remember all the reports of how she took down most of South and half of Central just because she was irritated."
"She did, didn't she?" Nico says with a little smile. "I should probably tell you this, actually—she's acting as a substitute teacher. My usual first hour teacher is on a mission with his son's team. So here's your chance to back out—do you really want your sons taught by Skystep?"
"What's she teaching?"
"This morning it was marine biology," Nico says. "I think they were swallowed by a whale."
"How?"
"I've got a psychic that specializes in mental healing," Nico tells him cheerfully. "She can do halfway decent illusions from other people's memories. Skye took advantage of it."
"That makes sense," Hard Knocks says. "Did the kids learn much?"
"Who knows? But they stayed awake."
"Well that's good to hear. I'll be bringing the boys back in the next few days, will that work?"
"That's fine," Nico says. "I'll get two of the rooms set up for them." They hang up and Nico goes back to his work, yet another watch floating in front of him.
 
***
 
"So that's what happened with Skye," Mother says, leaning over Hard Knocks' shoulder now that the screen has gone black. "Good job, sweetie," she adds, kissing the large black man on the temple. "You've done well."
"Mother?" Jules asks, making her turn and look at the two boys sitting on the second bed of Hard Knock's hotel room. "We made you a picture," he says, holding out a piece of paper proudly. She walks over, smiling brilliantly as she takes the picture. The smile falters, though, falling slightly as she looks at it. "Are those lasers coming from my eyes?" she asks him.
"It was my idea!" Mitchell says proudly. "Because you're super powerful and your eyes can brainwash people!"
"I… see," Mother says, a thought occurring to her. She has the father—that much is obvious, but these two… "Mitchell, Jules? Who am I?"
"You're Mother!" Jules says.
"Mother!" Mitchell agrees.
"Good. Don't forget that." She walks over to their father, placing the strange artwork on the table in front of him.
"I'm bored again," she hears Mitchell say. "And I don't think your kiss-up plan worked, man."
"It would have worked if you hadn't drawn in the freaky eye lasers," Jules says. "Let's try again—this time you need to make her look super hot. Super ladies always like to be seen as super hot, right?"
"I don't think so—I think she should look all-powerful, or something, that's why the eye lasers!"
"But she doesn't HAVE eye lasers!"
"That we KNOW of! She might have all sorts of powers that she hasn't shown off yet," Mitchell says seriously. "Oh forget it, I'm going to play games," he says with a hint of disgust. "You can draw your own kiss-up pictures."
"But you're the better artist!"
"Deal with it," Mitchell says smugly, pulling his phone out of his bag and tapping on it.
"But why are you going to school, anyway? You haven't shown any abilities at all," Jules says.
"Sure I did—didn't I?" Mitchell says, frowning. The look in their eyes says that they're starting to remember what's going on. The erratic, fast paced jumping from one subject to another always has been a problem with Mother keeping control of someone. Basically, the more random a person is, the easier it is for Mother's brainwashing to not stick. You don't get much more random than pre-teen boys (unless you're a pre-teen girl, or Skye. Skye definitely tops the list of random.)
Thankfully, Mother has stopped paying attention to them. "Why don't you call your friend up North, sweetie? Tell him you'll be a little late," she whispers in Hard Knocks' ear.
"Yes, Mother. Anything you say."
 
 





CHAPTER FIVE
 
I hardly slept at all last night. I mean, I TRIED to, but my mind would go straight back to the idea of being a reporter. What type of reporter? I mean, I pictured myself sitting in a plush chair interviewing people like Ace, or Cold Steel—and I couldn't see it happening. Besides, he'd said something about "sneakier aspects." So does that mean I'll be sneaking into secret bases and reporting without the bad guys knowing? I can picture it! I mean, how awesome would it be to see the super villains working behind the scenes?
My mind would go from one thought to another, the excitement keeping me from sleep—even if I WAS exhausted from the day of swimming. Now I'm yawning loudly as I head out from the dorms to find Nico. He said we would decide on my training this morning, right? And I THINK I'm right about training with Keliah, but I have to know for sure, otherwise she'll run me off again. Probably doesn't want people seeing how bad a shot she is. I wouldn't.
"Um." I jerk, turning and looking at Freddy blankly for a moment. "I got a bell," he says, holding out his hand and revealing a small metal bell for me to inspect. "Will this help?"
"You're going to actually wear a bell," I say a bit stupidly.
"Adanna got it for me," he says. "I figured I'd hang it from one of my earrings. She says it should be quiet enough for most people not to notice—that's okay, right?"
He's not my type—he's sort of stalker-ish, too, but seriously, this has to be one of the sweetest things anyone's ever done for me. Sad when I have to say that about a stalker. "It's not going to bother you?" I ask.
He shakes the bell. The sound is a mere whisper of a chime, but in contrast to his usual entrance, it's a start. I mean, I can't even hear his heartbeat with that suit on. With that—my eyes widen and I walk over, grabbing his shirt to feel the material. It LOOKS like jeans and a shirt, right? This is that super grade material—
"Wh—what the—" he yelps, looking shocked.
"Take this off, would you?" I say. He turns bright red, which would be amusing if I was actually paying attention. Instead, when he doesn't move fast enough, I tug the shirt off of him. We've got an audience of stunned on-lookers, including a handful of thirteen year old girls. Whoops.
I turn away from him, holding the shirt up to the light. Nothing comes through. It's a surprisingly light material, and really soft! "This is really nice! I want it!" I say excitedly.
"Uh… I guess you can have it?" Freddy offers, making me look over. He still looks slightly confused. "Not sure it'll fit you right, I mean, it was made for me."
He actually has a lot more muscle than I thought he would. But anyway—"No, I mean, I'm still not sure WHY it's soundproof, but it's awesome," I admit. "For my future job it'd be perfect!"
"Future job?" he asks.
"Yeah, as a—" I stop myself just in time. "As a super villain," I say, instead. I give him a broad grin, handing back the shirt. "You can have this back, thanks," I add, feeling a blush creep over my face. I just stripped the poor guy—I'm never going to hear the end of it, am I?
I hear something other than laughter. I jerk, looking over at the dorms a bit blankly as a once familiar chime catches my attention. My phone? But my phone is in my pocket—I reach into my pocket, pulling it out. Oh, right, this is the phone Nico made for me. The ringing is my old phone—and that ring tone is—
I run for the dorm, heading for my room. Class is about to start, but I ignore that fact. I head to my bags, pulling out my old phone and staring at the name on the screen.
"Is something wrong?" I jerk, looking at Freddy. He followed me?
I look at the phone again, watching the word "Matt" change to "Missed Call."
"Freddy?" I ask, standing and taking a deep breath. "Can you do me a really big favor?" I ask, slowly, hesitantly holding my phone out to him. "Can you destroy this?"
He hesitates. "Can't you do it yourself?" he asks. "You don't look like you want to, though—"
"It's my old life," I say, looking at the phone with a bittersweet smile.
"So… I shouldn't do it in front of you, right?" he offers. "It might be too painful or something."
"Yeah, but—" I say slowly, hesitating. I shove the phone forward as soon as I realize what I'm doing. "Just do it quickly. Nico's orders."
"Jennifer, time to assign your first hour," I hear Nico say from outside. He doesn't raise his voice. He doesn't need to.
"Nico's calling. Make sure you destroy it, okay?" I say to Freddy, heading past him.
"He is?" he repeats blankly.
"Thanks, Freddy," I call over my shoulder, stopping to feel the wind before heading for where Nico stands at the archery field.
"Good, now let's get you set up," he says, heading for a nearby shed. It slides open when he waves a hand and I stare blankly at an entire arsenal of bows and guns. "We're going to start simple and work our way up," he tells me. He turns, grabbing a mechanical monstrosity of a bow and examining it for a moment. "This should be a good way to start," he says, handing it over to me. "This one doesn't have the explosive arrows," he adds as he hands me a quiver full of strangely marked arrows. "Oh, don't use the red ones."
"Why shouldn't I use the red ones?" I ask, wondering why I feel a little shiver of dread go down my spine.
"They catch on fire."
"I'll be sure to avoid them, then," I drawl. Really, THIS is the principal? "Actually, why don't you tell me what ALL of them are, so I don't end up accidentally killing myself."
"Where's the fun in that?" he asks.
I stare at him.
 
***
 
"Destroy the phone… destroy the phone," Freddy mutters to himself. The phone in question feels like it's burning a hole in his pocket as he heads to his first hour study. He's supposed to spend it keeping out of sight of EVERYONE. He's gotten good at avoiding people, even heroes, but talking to himself is ruining that. He races away as Carla yells out his name, pointing. "I haven't started yet!" he yells over his shoulder as she starts laughing.
He heads across the massive canyon, to the area where nobody goes. The campus only covers a small portion of it, so that leaves a lot of room. He'd spent his first few weeks hanging out here, since it was easy—it was also boring. Right now he could appreciate that fact. He climbs to the top of one of the larger rocks of the canyon wall, perching there as he pulls the phone out.
Destroying it will be easy, he tells himself. He just needs to crush it—it won't take much effort at all—the thing is norm made. He just can't shake the words "It's my old life" out of his mind, much less the look on her face. He had been happy to throw his old life away—even before he'd been captured by the Collector. His entire past is something he's hidden even from his new brothers and sisters. He feels a little guilty over that fact once in a while, but—
Well, how could he tell them that he'd been stolen from one prison just to be put in another? When Shadowman came, he was about to start his second year in Juvie. He got tossed in as soon as he'd turned thirteen and was caught joyriding in that cop car. Needless to say, he wasn't nearly as traumatized by the Collector episode as the others had been. A part of him figured he was better off.
He shoves the memories down, feeling that old self-hatred welling up. It'd been fun at the time, sure, but seriously stupid. If he hadn't done that, maybe he could have told the others about his past. Another thing? Shadowman had dangled it over his head like blackmail. Not to mention all the silent jeering over how he'd actually STAYED there. First he'd been mocked for being tossed in, and then he'd been mocked for not escaping as soon as he could. Well—he jerks out of his thoughts as the phone dings.
A text? He hesitates for all of a second before reading it.
 
MATT: Hey, I heard you got transferred—can you get me Ace's autograph?
 
Matt? Who the heck is Matt? Freddy scowls, trying to shove that hint of jealousy down. It's none of his business who Matt is—
He digs his own phone out of his pocket, scrolling through his contacts and landing on Ace's name. He taps it, waiting impatiently for Ace to answer as the phone dings again.
 
MATT: R U there, Jenna?
 
"Sup?" Ace says, tearing Freddy from the screen. Why, oh why, hasn't she put a lock on this thing, Freddy wonders a bit pathetically. "Freddy? You there?"
"Yeah, um, sorry," Freddy says. "Hey, Ace? Who's Matt?"
"Who?"
"Matt—he's probably from your old school. He knows Jennifer well enough to text her?" Freddy offers.
"Oh… uh, he's probably the guy that broke his fist," Ace says. "Why?"
The guy that broke his—Freddy's eyes widen with surprise. "THAT guy?" he says, letting out a bark of laughter.
"Yeah, pretty sure. Why?  How do you know he's texting Jenna?"
"Jenna transferred over and she gave me her phone to destroy," Freddy says, looking at the phone in question. "I just feel a little wrong about doing it—she called it her 'old life.' That sounds really important, right?"
"So you're reading her texts, instead?" Ace asks. "You've got a thing for her, don't you."
"I don—okay, fine, she's a babe, okay? And one of the few girls around my age that aren't related to me as zoo kids," Freddy mutters guiltily.
"You realize, you zoo kids AREN'T related, right? You could totally date one of them—"
"Don't even go there."
 
MATT: Hey, me and my GF broke up—maybe we could meet up sometime?
 
Freddy's hand tightens on the phone and he blinks as the thing crushes.
"Whoops," he says.
"Whoops what?"
"I destroyed it."
"Wasn't that what you were supposed to do?" Ace asks.
"I don't like that guy," Freddy says, his irritation showing. "He just texted her because he wanted your autograph, and when she didn't reply, he hit on her."
"Yeah, but she wanted the phone destroyed, right? So forget about it. Also, you probably shouldn't tell her you read that," Ace says. "Just tell her you destroyed it."
"I want to be honest," Freddy says, stubbornly. "I mean, she already hates me, so it's not like she can hate me more, right?"
"She hates you?"
"She finds me freaky—I guess I move too silently or something," he admits, feeling a blush creep over his cheeks.
"Too silently? Actually, yeah, I could see that," Ace admits. "But…" he hesitates for a moment and Freddy can almost hear him thinking. "Want to get rid of Matt once and for all?"
"You might be a super villain, but I ain't!" Freddy yelps, shocked that Ace even offered.
"Not that way!" Ace says. "It's just from what you told me, he's going to start chasing her to get to me or something, right? If that's the case, she might never get rid of him."
"Like a stalker?"
"Pretty much. So we'd be doing her a favor, right?" Ace says cheerfully. "We've got the next three days off—and I could use a little break from the team, so why don't I come on down and get you out of there?"
"Tonight?" Freddy asks. "Can you do that?"
"Talk to Nico, tell him you need to go shopping for a—I dunno, something like underwear or whatever."
"Underwear."
"Yeah, or something for your room—just meet me outside the canyon after school lets out."
"Are you trying to get away from Morgan?" Freddy asks knowingly.
"Shuddup and go get permission."
"I can't, it's still first hour," Freddy says. "What are we going to do to the guy, anyway? Are you going to give him your autograph?"
"Freddy," Ace says, "I'm an illusionist."
"Yeah, but—"
"I'm hanging up now."
"Come on, Ace—at least give me an idea!"
"Here's an idea—try to record Jenna next time she says something. Bye."
The click of the phone being hung up is all Freddy gets when he starts to ask why. Instead he stares at the phone blankly before pocketing it and looking at the crushed plastic in his other hand. So what should he do with it, anyway? Bury it? Take it to Jennifer to show it's destroyed? He squeezes it again, making sure it's good and broken before tucking it into his other pocket. Sure he feels a little guilty, but he'd done what she asked him to! Eventually.
 
***
 
Archery IS fun. Or it would be fun if I didn't have a blonde little girl glowering at me every time I get closer to the target than she does. I have a bit of a headache from all the jealousy filled vibes she's letting off. "Do you want me to help—" I start off, when I catch her staring again.
"I've been doing this a lot longer than you have!" she says, jerking her head as she turns away from me.
"Well, yeah, but—"
"Keep to your side of the field and we won't have any problems, got it?" she says, shooting me a dark look. "Just shows up out of nowhere, taking over MY gig—she's even another blonde! That is SO not right," she mutters under her breath as she creates another arrow out of nothing.
"I'm not stealing your gig!" I protest, my irritation showing. "I'm just doing what Nico told me to do!"
"I'M the one that's going super villain archer!" Keliah snarls, her arrow disappearing as she storms over to me. "I've been planning this since I was a kid! But do they even think of that? NO! They just bring you in and hand you all the fancy bows and whistles—"
"At least I get close to the target," I say, knowing it's childish but not caring. "Maybe you should learn to hit things before you start claiming to be so great."
"I've hit things before!" she says. "I blew out a tire!"
"It must have been a whole lot bigger than your target, then," I say cattily. Hey, she started it! I offered to help—you saw that, right? She's just angry, and I'm not going to put up with it—
The fist to the face sends me flying before my brain even realizes it's coming. I grunt as I fall to the ground. She just broke my nose, I realize. It's bleeding. "Looks like your nose is bigger than the--oh--oh my gosh," she says, her cocky expression turning into shock. "Are you--I hurt you? You're bleeding--I've never even SEEN that much blood before--" Before I can blink, though, Nico is standing between us.
"Aubrey, can you come to the archery field?" he says, touching his ear. "Keliah, detention. In fact, we're looking at a little talk with your mother."
"I didn't mean to--she's older than I am! I mean I'm sorry--but--I would have sworn--what sort of super gets their nose broken?" she asks, looking from me to him and back. "This makes no sense! She's got to have all of her powers already! She's old!"
"There's a reason I've chosen her to be a sniper type," Nico says quietly. "Keliah, I'm not going to say it again. Go inside."
"But—" she stops as she sees his face and gives me one last guilty look before heading into the school building, her eyes gleaming with tears. I glance over as I see Aubrey coming out of our dorm building, running towards me.
"Oh, Jennifer," she says, falling to her knees next to me and reaching up. I force my hands away from my nose so she can touch my face. Her hair starts floating and her eyes glow, but I barely notice it as I feel the relief come.
"She started it," I mutter as I try to wipe the blood off of my face. Aubrey pulls a handkerchief out of her pocket and starts doing it for me. "I was trying to help her with her aim! It's easier if you understand how wind affects—" I groan, feeling like an idiot. "I want to train when she isn't training," I tell Nico.
"I'll have to build you another archery field--although I suppose I should do that anyway, considering I plan on training you for explosives, too." He hesitates. "It might take me a day or two, though, and it would be better if you could keep training here while you wait. But since she's looking at suspension, it shouldn't be a problem."
"If I have to, I'll train after school," I say. "I just want to get to where I can do my job properly, I don't need temperamental little girls getting in the way," I say, feeling surly. "And isn't she Falconess's daughter? Doesn't she have a WAY bigger role to fill than this one?" I demand, getting more irritated by the moment.
"Keliah doesn't like the idea of having to fill her mother's boots," Aubrey says. "I don't think she meant to hurt you this much, but I will definitely have a talk with her about this. We can't allow this sort of thing to go unchecked, even if she IS planning on going super villain."
"She just broke my nose, so you won't hear me disagreeing," I drawl. She sighs.
"This isn't the first time something like this has happened," Nico says, tapping on the air as if it were a keyboard. "We're going to have to make a few rules about fighting or even rough-housing when not under direct supervision. Of course the Liberty boys will just have to take that outside, because stopping them is pretty much stopping family bonding... This should do it--we'll announce it to the class later."
"What did you do?" Aubrey asks him.
"Added it to the rule book. If I'm going to be bringing in weaker, specialized capes, I can't have them dying on school grounds." He waves a hand, and looks at me. "Do you want to talk to her about this?"
"No, but we probably should. Someone needs to have a talk with her about punching people," I say, heading for the school. I turn back a second later and grab Aubrey's hand, hauling her along with me.
 
***
 
As soon as I go in, I hear Keliah in the third room down the right hall, mopping the floor. I pull Aubrey to a stop outside the room, motioning for her to be silent. The younger girl isn't alone. It sounds like she's talking to an adult, and I don't recall hearing this voice among our teachers. How did a stranger get in here? IS he a stranger? I mean, I'll be the first to admit I've not been here long.
"I--I didn't MEAN to break her nose, but she's stealing everything! I just--I feel like nothing will ever go the way I want it to. They don't take my plan to be a super villain seriously! They just pat me on the head and secretly expect me to take over Mom's job when I'm old enough."
"Planned or not, you still broke her nose," the man says gently. "Did you expect that to happen?"
"Of course not!" Keliah says. "She's a student in a super school—she should be tough, right? I didn't expect--"
"I'm a janitor in a super school," the man says, answering my biggest question. "I'm not nearly as tough as my own son."
"Well, duuuh," she says. "Your son's Fire Hazard. He's a super, you're not. We all know that—but she's not a super, either! She can't be one, right? I should tell Nico that she's not, and that it'd be better for everyone if a fake super wasn't in the school, including her!"
"You could do that," the man says mildly, "It would settle who the archer villain is once and for all."
"Yeah, I guess--I mean--"
"Except you'd have cheated to get it," he goes on. "You'd always wonder if you really deserved the position."
"I didn't--" she splutters for a moment and I hear the mop stop moving before she mutters, "But... I AM the daughter of Falconess—"
"Ohhhh?" he says. "So your family connections make you more deserving, then?"
"That's not what I was saying!" she protests.
"It sure sounded like it. I thought you already said you didn't want to BE the next Falconess."
"I don't!"
"Then you just don't mind using that title to get what you want, is that it?" the man offers. "I can see that."
"I'm not using it like that!"
"It sure sounded like you were," he says. "But who am I to talk? I'm just a norm that cleans up after you supers."
"You—you are NOT!" she says. "And there's nothing shameful about being a janitor! It's hard, icky work, and you said it's how you can stay out of prison and close to your son, right?" she says, her voice softening.
"That's true," he says. "Do you hold me being weaker than you against me?"
"Of course not!"
"Then do you think it's right to hold it against a fellow student?"
Silence. I look at Aubrey, who looks just as intent on listening in as I am. It's wrong to spy, I know, but I'm seriously starting to like our janitor. I wonder what his son is like.
"No," she says quietly, "but I don't have to like her, right? Not when she's stealing my gig."
"I'm not," I say, stepping into the room. "At least not, exactly," I admit as they both turn to look at me. "Look," I say, my hands clenching for a moment as I take a deep breath, "I can't tell WHY I need to become a super villain, but it's not for the same reason you probably want to be—it's all for a—for a job prospect I've got lined up. One that—that a D-class can do," I say, my shoulders slumping slightly as I come out and say it. “I won't be in the middle of the big fights, or in the movies, or anything like that, not like you will be."
"D?" she repeats.
"Yeah," I say. "One step above a norm, and a short one at that. Even without the Falconess name, you'll still be far above me, but I have something I CAN do. Something I need to learn archery for—"
"And guns," Nico says from behind us, "and I'm thinking rockets, too."
“But—” Keliah says, looking from me to Nico and back. “Why did—why did you bring in a D-class cape? She could be seriously hurt here! And D-class--they should be in regular schools, and live regular lives--they're the only ones in our world that CAN."
“Just because they can doesn't mean they have to,” Nico says, dropping a hand on my shoulder. “Jennifer has several reasons to be here, but the only one that matters to you is because I feel like it. And if you have a problem with that, I suggest you keep it to yourself.” I see her flinch slightly and hear her suck in a sharp breath. She didn’t expect that. “If you think that your mother’s name will give you leverage with me, you’re out of luck,” Nico goes on coldly. “Even Mastermental’s kid doesn’t get a say in who I let into the school, and he’s dating my daughter.”
“But—”
“Thank you, Tony,” Nico goes on, looking at the silent janitor with a slight nod. “It’s good to have at least one voice of reason in the place. I see where your kid gets it from.”
“My kid gets it from being apathetic to everything other than cooking,” Tony says dryly. “But I should get back to work.” He gives Keliah a slight smile before walking past us. I turn and watch him leave, wondering what his story is. I guess he just came to work here because of Fire Hazard?
"I'm sorry! I really am--I lost my temper and I--I acted stupidly, okay? But she's taking my job!" Keliah says, tears threatening to fall as her hands fist at her sides. "I always wanted to be the mysterious archer villain, but here she comes waltzing in and is perfect for the job. It isn't fair."
 “Life’s not fair,” Nico says callously. “If you really feel so threatened by a no-name super, do you really think you’ll ever out-do your mother?” he asks. “I know EXACTLY how it feels to be in someone’s shadow, Keliah. I’ve done exactly what you’re planning on doing, too. Do you know where it’s going to get you? I do.”
“Where?” she asks.
“Cape Cells has a nice little room just waiting for my replacement,” he says flatly. “Of course I’m training my villains to avoid that ending, but if you’re so blinded by this inferiority complex, who knows what will happen?” She looks down, only daring to glance up as he moves to stand right in front of her. “You aren’t meant to be creeping in the shadows, Keliah. You aren’t built for it, either.”
“Wha--what? Why?” she asks.
“Mostly because your power glows,” he says simply. “Do you really think you can sneak up on someone when you’re glowing?”
She stares at him, dumbfounded. I can’t help the snicker that escapes me. “He’s right, though!” I say. “I mean, even the STUPIDEST of heroes is going to notice when you bring out your weapon. They’ve got really good eyesight.”
The expression on her face is so perfect that I bring out my new phone and snap a shot. “Hey!” she protests. “What was that for!”
“I’m going to commemorate the moment you realized just how stupid your idea was,” I tell her. “This way when you’re famous, I can remind you.”
“You had the EXACT SAME idea!” she protests. “You’re just as stupid as I am!”
“No, because it works for me--you admitted it, yourself,” I say before Nico can. “I can control wind—that means I can change the direction of the arrow, and I don’t have any flashy abilities that’ll catch peoples’ eyes.”
“Yeah, yeah,” she mutters, pouting.
“Now, since she has a reason to use the archery field, and you don’t, we’ll move you to a different self-practice section after your suspension is finished,” Nico says, bringing up a schedule hologram out of nowhere. “We’ll focus on hand to hand combat training—Pan said you needed to learn your basics better, anyway. I’ll pair you up with Malina—”
“She still owes me time,” Aubrey says, speaking up for the first time. “If we can get a ride to the Hall, I’ll take her during first hour.”
“Deal,” Nico says, completely ignoring the protest that Keliah is trying to give. “We’ll pair you up with Malina after the week of suspension and the week of ER work is complete,” he says, tapping on the hologram before looking at me. “That gives you the archery field in the morning.”
I hesitate for all of a second, since I just clearly got her kicked out of what she wanted. “Thanks,” I say. There’s not much else I CAN say. She broke my nose! I have every right to gloat right now, you know? Call it karma—and karma can be a real witch, right? She totally deserves getting the boot. “Oh, look, time for the next class--I've got to go change, first,” I say, turning and walking away as quickly as I can.
I don’t feel guilty. I DON’T.
Really.
"Falconess?" I hear him say behind me. "You need to come in for a bit--we need to have a talk with your daughter and the suspension she just earned."




CHAPTER SIX
 
I jump as I hear a tiny tinkling sound behind me when I walk into the classroom. Freddy. I turn, looking at him expectantly. He’s got a frown on his face, I realize a bit belatedly. “Something wrong?” I ask him. “Did you—”
“I did it,” he says, shoving his hands into his pockets. “It’s dead.”
“Thanks, Freddy,” I say, letting out a sigh of relief. “Not like anyone is going to call me on it—oh, but I need to tell Aunt Barbara I have a new—” I stop as I notice the look of guilt on his face. “Seriously, is something wrong?” I ask him, starting to worry.
“Um, well—” he starts out.
“Class is now in session!” Skye says as she drops through the ceiling with a huge smile on her face. “We’re going to talk about pretending to be a norm today!” she declares proudly. “Clearly, since I’m an adult, I have PLENTY of experience at it,” she adds, sauntering down a row—a foot off the ground. “But since this class is about YOU learning, not me, we’re going to talk about what YOU think is the best way to blend in!”
She’s clearly using us to learn how to blend in. I mean, it’s so obvious that I can’t help the grin that crosses my face. She catches sight of it and points straight at me. “Jennifer!” she says, “you have lots of experience, right? You go first!”
Thank you, Skye, I think darkly, giving her a dirty look. She grins at me, floating in the air as she waves me to the front of the class. “Up front, and center!” she orders.
I get out of my chair and head to the front of the room, looking the group over. I stare at them, trying to think of a way. Some of them are just outright OBVIOUS to anyone that’s actually met a super. “Well, first off, always act like you’ve got somewhere to be and something to do,” I say slowly. “Even if they think you might be one, if you’re gone quick enough they won’t get up the guts to ask,” I say, sitting on the desk. “Now, DATING someone, on the other hand, will take a lot more work—”
The sound of Freddy hitting his forehead on the desk makes me jerk and look at him. There is OBVIOUSLY something bothering him. I stare at him for a moment, until Trent speaks up. “That’s why Nico says it’s easier to date one of our own. You can’t exactly go up to someone and say, ‘by the way, I’m Kid Liberty,’” he drawls.
“You had BETTER not,” Emily says, giving him a look. “Your girlfriend might get REALLY irritated.”
“Would she?” he asks, giving her a wicked grin.
“She absolutely would,” Emily says.
“Well for those that DON’T have a super boyfriend or girlfriend,” I say, rolling my eyes at them, “there are a lot more available norms than supers. You can’t blame someone for falling for a norm, either. People are people, right? Whether they have powers or not. It’s just traditional to keep your secret identity and hero identity separate, right? So at least wait a few months—which means hiding it in the meantime. First—don’t use your powers around them,” I say, holding up a finger. “If it’s involuntary—like hearing, or smell, or whatever, don’t REACT to it. Remember that they can’t hear like you can. And if you can walk on air—DON’T,” I say, looking at Skye pointedly. She’s floating upside down again. At my look she lets out a little yelp and flips over, dropping to the ground.
“Right, right,” she says, straightening her clothes and patting her hair. Her fingers linger on a little hair piece and she smiles slightly. “Well, that’s great advice! Now let’s hear someone else’s take—Justin! You talk!”
“Can’t,” Justin admits almost cheerfully, “I’m an outed super—I don’t have to pretend to be something else.”
“Oh,” Skye says, her face falling.
“Freddy can talk!” Justin says, pointing at the green haired boy.
Freddy jerks, panic clear on his face. “About what? I didn’t do anything—” he says too quickly.
I stare at him, noticing how he glances at me for all of a second before looking away. I’m pretty sure he can’t meet my eyes. WHAT did he do? I have to know!
“We’re talking about pretending to be norms,” Justin prompts.
Freddy stares at him. “How should I know?” he asks finally. “I don’t exactly have much experience.”
“What about before you were captured by Shadowman?” Trent asks.
Freddy’s eyes widen for a second. “Nothing happened before then. NOTHING. I need to go to the restroom,” he says, standing quickly and heading out of the room. The room is silent, and I look around, expecting SOMEONE to get up and go after him. No one moves.
“Is he going to be okay?” I ask hesitantly.
“He doesn’t talk about before the zoo,” Malina says. “We’ve tried—he does that every time.” She motions to the door, showing what “that” is. “Well, he does now that he’s got a door. Before, he would just stop talking for a few hours—sometimes days. We’ve all got… touchy points,” she says, looking at her desk instead of me.
I start for my desk, only to stare at it for a moment before heading for the door. “Restroom,” I lie over my shoulder, closing the door behind me before anyone can protest. I look around, but he’s nowhere to be seen. My eyes close and I let out a slow, heavy breath, holding my hands out.
I hear the sweet little chime first. It echoes like a bullet in my mind. I open my eyes and head out the building, straight for the canyon wall. There, I think, sitting on a rock halfway up the wall, staring at something in his hand. “Freddy?” I say.
“I destroyed your phone,” he says quietly. “But… um…”
I go to the rock wall, looking at it for a moment before starting to climb. It’s a little awkward, since I’ve never done this before, but I manage to scramble up to near where he’s sitting. Why? I’ve had a rough enough day without sticking my nose into someone else’s problems. So why am I doing this?
Maybe it's because even if he’s not my type, and he’s kind of socially inept, I still see him as a possible friend. “You know,” I say when he barely glances at me, “I’m the biggest hypocrite ever.”
“Huh?” he asks, looking startled.
“I mean, who am I to lecture them on how to act normal? I practically AM one—I never had to pretend anything.”
“I’m bigger,” he says after I watch him, expecting him to laugh, or protest or something.
“What?”
“I’m a bigger hypocrite than you ever will be,” he says, holding what’s in his hand to me. It’s a ball of plastic and metal, packed tight. “Here’s your phone, by the way,” he says. I take it, staring at it blankly.
“You weren’t kidding, huh,” I say. “You did a number on it.”
“There’s no fixing it—unless you’re Nico,” he agrees. “But Nico’s the one that told you to destroy it, right?”
“Yeah,” I say, looking at the ball of parts. “What happened before you met everyone?” I ask. “I’ll tell you about my past if you tell me yours.”
“You’re the LAST person I want to tell,” he says, snorting and looking away.
“Did you kill a guy?” I ask.
“No!”
“Rob a bank?”
“No, but I could,” he says thoughtfully. “I mean, it’d be really easy to avoid the cameras and alarms, right?”
“You’re going villain?” I ask, suddenly excited. “No, wait, that’d make you my competition—and I have enough people outshining me already—”
“I was in Juvie,” he says abruptly. “Crap, I was trying to keep that to myself,” he mutters. “As if you don’t hate me enough already.” He runs a hand over his face. “I just kept that a secret for over a year and the moment a pretty girl asks—man I’m stupid,” he complains. “Don’t tell the others.”
“I… I don’t hate you,” I say. “I just was freaked out by the silence thing—but actually I can hear you breathing,” I realize, looking at him. “I just didn’t notice it earlier. I was too busy focusing on everything else.”
“You can hear me breathing?” he repeats. “And you thought I was the creepy one.”
“It isn’t creepy!” I protest. “Well, much.”
“Who’s Matt?”
“What?” I ask, thrown off completely.
“He… Ace said not to tell you, but he tried to call and texted you,” he admits, stretching his legs out in front of him. Here he is, sitting on a small rock on a wall and he looks like he’s lounging on a couch. I’m precariously perched on a rock larger than his, trying not to fall off. So not fair. “He… called?” I ask. Again?
“Yeah, and when I didn’t answer, he texted—but he’s just out to get close because you’re coming here,” he says quickly. I flinch, because that old, nasty hope tried to come up before he said that. He'd called more than once... but I made my decision when he called the first time. “It was pretty obvious. Who is he to you?” Freddy asks.
“My ex,” I say. “What did he say?”
“He was trying to get you to meet up with him.”
“And what did you say?” I ask.
“Nothing! I just destroyed the phone like you told me to!”
“So why did Ace tell you not to tell me?” I demand, climbing closer.
“Aren’t you going to ask how I got in Juvie?” he asks as I get in his face.
“Freddy, seriously—you have a lizard shaped haircut. Am I REALLY supposed to be surprised by that fact?” I say drolly. “I bet you’ve got a tattoo somewhere.”
“Well, not yet,” he admits. “But I was thinking I’d have Ace design me something for my back—”
“Why did Ace tell you not to tell me?” I demand.
He stops, the look of obvious guilt crossing his face once again. Well one thing about the guy, he’s really easy to read. I stare at him, giving him my strictest look. “Well… he thinks that the guy could get stalker-ish,” he says finally, looking away.
“Yeah, right!” I say, starting to laugh as soon as the shock fades. “The entire reason Matt started ignoring me is because I told him I’m a cape! Why would he just do a complete one eighty now?”
“To get Ace’s autograph,” he says. “Ace is pretty famous now, you know?”
I stop laughing. “So you guys think he’s just planning on using me to get to Ace?”
“I wouldn’t!” he says, holding up both hands in a placating manner.
“You have his number on speed dial,” I drawl.
“Well, even if I didn’t, I wouldn’t. That’s just a jerk move.”
I sigh, leaning back as much as I can. “Yeah, but that’s pretty much all I got once I came out,” I admit with a shrug. “Forget about him, he can buy an autograph book and go to the shows just like anyone else does.”
“Er… well… yeah, okay,” he says. I look at him, raising an eyebrow questioningly.
“NOW what aren’t you telling me?” I demand.
“Well… Ace is going to stop by after school,” he says, pulling out his own phone and messing with it so he doesn’t have to look me in the eye.
“Yeah? And what are you going to do?” I demand.
“I don’t know?” he offers. “Something to get rid of the guy—”
“You can’t kill him!” I say.
“We don’t kill! We’d just scare him off,” he says.
“This isn’t about your crush on me, is it?” I demand. His face turns red with embarrassment. “Because if you’re just trying to get rid of him because you think I like him still, you’re wasting your time. He’s not worth the effort.” He doesn’t say anything, just keeps messing around with his phone. “Freddy,” I say, “just don’t do anything stupid, okay?” I say, reaching up and touching his arm. He jerks, looking at me in surprise. “I mean, I don’t want you guys getting in trouble over something that’s already over. I’m starting a new life, remember? New phone and everything,” I add, pulling out my bright blue phone and showing it to him. “Look, it’s got glowing clouds on the back and everything,” I add, showing him. Stupid, I know, but it’s so cute!
“Huh,” he says. “Nico put a lizard on mine,” he says, showing me the bright green lizard on the back of his phone. “But it’s not about—y’know, the crush. It’s just I don’t want ANYONE to be used because of the school. This is supposed to be a safe place.”
“So if you were in Juvie, why were you such a chicken about fighting?” The question makes us both jerk and I almost fall off the wall before Freddy grabs my arm. We were so busy talking that we didn’t notice Justin coming up on us.
“I—I didn’t have to fight in Juvie,” Freddy says, looking over at him. “I was just thirteen when I got in—and I’m really good at getting stuff, so…” he shrugs. “I played lackey for some of the older guys and did just fine. I didn’t start coming into my powers until just a little before I was kidnapped. So… yeah. I guess it’s finally completely out of the bag, huh?”
“I think they already know,” Justin says, walking over and climbing up to us. “Or or at least guessed. It doesn’t matter.” He looks at me. “Nico’s looking for you.”
“What?”
“He says he’s ready for your upgrade.”
“What?” I repeat, since for a famous guy he sure doesn’t make much sense.
“You mean like what he did with Ace before he got his powers back?” Freddy asks excitedly.
“Seems like it.”
“Let’s go!” Freddy says, grabbing my hand and jumping off of the wall. I barely manage to squeak a bit before we land and he’s dragging me to the school buildings. “Can someone explain how a technopath can upgrade—” I stop as we burst into the gym, seeing everyone staring at me expectantly, “me?” I finish stupidly.
“There are two ways,” Nico says, making me glance to my left. The technopath is standing next to a wall of bodysuits and weaponry.
“I swear ALL of the walls open up to something like that,” Justin says silently from behind me. That’s NOT reassuring.
“As I was saying,” Nico says, “there are two ways we can upgrade you—one is far more entertaining for me than the other. That’s why we’re going with it.” I look at Freddy, who’s grinning from ear to ear. I look over at where Olivia and Elidee are standing together. They look fascinated. So… I’m basically the entertainment for the day, huh? I sigh, reluctantly walking over when Nico motions him forward. The entire school body is here, isn’t it?
I dare to glance over, seeing Superior watching with utter fascination, standing next to a large blonde man that I’ve never met before—but he looks like Trent.
“You can meet Ken AFTER you try this on,” Nico says as a suit of sorts comes flying off the rack. It’s a typical super uniform, done in black and silver, I think with a hint of surprise. At least it looks like one until the parts separate and start to float around me. “I’ll change this when I’m certain I’ve got it right,” he adds as the parts close in on me.
“Wait, they just go over my normal clothes?” I ask as they start to snap into place around my legs. “This is going to make me look fat, isn’t it?”
“Like I said, we’ll fix that after we get it working,” Nico says a bit too cheerfully. I can’t reply—I’m too busy fighting claustrophobia. “And it’s on,” he says as the snapping sounds stop. I look down, staring blankly at the suit.
“It’s bulky,” I say, trying to move. It takes a second to get used to the extra weight.
“Mmm, you’re right,” he says, walking around me. He flicks a finger and several pieces unsnap from the uniform and float away. “We’ll start out with the school uniform version, first,” he says, leaving bracers around my wrists, boots on my feet, and a chest plate. “With Ace’s version we had wires, this one will work a bit differently, since you DO have a bit of power,” he says, bringing up a hologram screen and typing on it. “We can tap into that power and create the connections, like… so,” he says. The uniform parts start glowing slightly and I feel something like electricity wrapping around the exposed parts of my body. I suddenly feel a lot lighter, I realize with surprise. “Now try jumping.”
I look at my feet, bend my knees, and jump. The floor drops out from under me—no, wait, I’m pushing off of it. It doesn’t FEEL like I’m making an effort, though. Trust me, to get this high I usually have to put as much power as I can into it. I land, catching my balance quickly. “That was awesome,” I say.
“Not really,” Nico says, tapping on the hologram screen more. “That was barely B-class.”
“What are you aiming for?” Superior asks.
“Something better,” Nico says. “I can’t get away with this often—they’ll start asking questions, so I need to do it up right this time around.” I see the faint glow get stronger and feel even lighter than I did earlier. “Now try running. Wait—let’s see… Malina, run with her,” he says. That’s totally cheating, isn’t it? I look over at the much shorter female with a frown. She’s got really short legs—it’s not fair!
“But—” I start out.
“Okay!” Malina says, moving next to me and crouching in a starting position.
“Don’t go easy on her,” Trent calls out.
“I—” I start out.
“I won’t!” Malina says.
“And go!” Nico says before I can reply. Malina races away, leaving me in the dust in mere seconds before I start to run. Dang she’s fast! I speed up as much as I can, barely catching up with her on the first lap. This is AWESOME! I feel my eyes start to tear up from the speed until I’m blinded by it and have to stop.
“I need goggles,” I say, taking in a deep breath and letting it out. “Was that fast enough?” I add, looking over at the group.
“It was decent,” Nico says, still working. “We’ve got a steady B rating now. Of course Malina would be faster if her legs weren’t so short,” he adds.
“So sue me for having short legs,” Malina mutters, having stopped a few feet in front of me.
“You’re a Specialized A class, your speed doesn’t really matter,” Nico says, not even looking at her. “Especially when we get you assigned to a spot near a beach.”
She blushes slightly, a little smile on her face—probably at the idea of living near a beach.
“Next, strength,” Nico says, stepping away from the screen and looking around. “Everyone outside,” he says, heading out the door and expecting us to follow. 
I start forward, blinking slightly as the large blonde man falls into step next to me. “Nice to meet you, Jennifer,” he says, offering a hand. I shake it, finally realizing who he is.
“America’s Son, right?” I say.
“You’ve heard of me!” he says, grinning.
I start to laugh, completely taken off guard. “Who HASN’T?” I ask. “Shouldn’t you be at work now, though?”
“Taurus is on rounds today,” he says, waving it off. “I’ve wanted to meet you for a while, so I decided to stop by.” He stops as we step out into the light, his eyes going over the crowd and landing on Skye, who’s floating over head. “There are a lot of interesting changes happening right now, so it seemed like a good time to stop by.”
“Why did you want to meet me?” I ask.
“Because,” he says with a little smile, “unlike a lot of them, you can choose.”
“Jennifer, over here,” Nico calls, motioning me to where several rocks of varying size have been lined up. “We’re going to test both strength and stamina, so start with the smallest first.”
I nod, heading for the first rock and picking it up. My mind, though, is still stuck on what America’s Son said. I can choose. I can walk away from this all and live a normal life, and nobody would blame me. I knew all of that.
But what really sticks in my mind is that he thinks the others can’t. I glance around, seeing them grinning as they watch me lift stones, and realize he’s right. The norms notice the difference—it might be unconscious, but they do. I mean, Ace is the perfect example. He never fit in at our old school. People would get out of his way when he passed, and you could literally FEEL their knee jerk reaction whenever he talked. How much worse must it be for the S class?
“Nice,” Nico says, alerting me to the fact that I picked up the largest stone. I didn’t even realize it, I think with shock. It’s the size of a truck, and I’m holding it a good three feet off the ground! “You can put it down now.”
I put it down, blushing brightly as the group starts to cheer. I KNOW it’s not my power doing it, okay? It’s the suit. But it’s still pretty awesome! “So, um, this is my school uniform now?” I ask, motioning down to it. “How do I take it off?”
“Button on the right forearm cuff,” Nico says. “Take it off now and I’ll get it set up so it's voice controlled--your voice only, of course. Otherwise you'd have a lot of awkward moments on the field.” I push the button and the pieces fall to the ground.
“That’s not going to hurt it, is it?” I ask worriedly. I don’t want it breaking every time I take it off!
“Nah, it’s built to handle A class force,” he says as the cuff with the button floats over to him. “We’ll start on your weapons system tomorrow.”
“Isn’t it a bit early for weapons?” America’s Son asks. “She hasn’t gotten used to the uniform yet.”
“She might as well get used to both quickly,” Nico says. “She’s got a job prospect lined up and only a year left of school.”
“A job prospect? Not a Hall?” Malina asks, looking interested.
“Yeah,” I say. “I’ve got a job that I’m training for.” It is SO AWESOME to be able to say that. I mean, sure my big sister is out there saving the day under Marigold’s watchful eye, and she’ll probably have her own comics someday, but I am going to be seen on a daily basis in every super home around, as well as all the Pay-Per-View shows that the norms can buy!
“That’s cool,” Malina says, her curiosity showing clearly.
“Yeah,” I say simply, with a smile.
 
***
 
“Couldn’t we have just brainwashed Skystep again?” Shadowman demands as he slings a healer woman off of his shoulder and drops her onto a broken down couch. This is nothing like the abandoned building they were in earlier—now they’re in an abandoned hospital. Okay, so it’s a LOT like the previous building. Just creepier, he thinks as he looks at the broken remains of the ancient hospital, A LOT creepier. He’s a bit surprised it hasn’t been torn down yet. It’d serve her right if a wrecking ball came through the wall while she was using it, he thought evilly. “She’s got the ability to hunt down capes just like I do.”
The female he just brought in gives him a dark look. “Why are you kidnapping us in the first place?” she demands as he takes her gag off. “I’m not a super! I’m an accountant!”
“You’re a healer,” he says.
“I’ve never healed anyone in my life!"
“Quiet, please, I’m watching Marvin talk,” Mother says from where she’s perched on the nurse’s desk in front of a tiny television. “He has such a wonderful television presence. He’ll make a wonderful president,” she says. “Shadowman, sweetie, did you get me something to eat while you were out? I’m starving!”
“I was a little too busy with the fat cape delivery system, Mother,” he says, drawling the word “Mother” out with as much scorn as possible.
“I am NOT fat!” the adult healer snaps.
“No, you’re just scrawny,” Shadowman tells her. “Look, why don’t I just go GET Skystep?” he offers, turning back to Mother. “I’ll hold her down, you brainwash her, we make HER do all this!”
“The last time you had a little run-in with Skystep, she destroyed my base with your face, sweetie. I really don’t feel like repeating that. Plus, Marvin DID make me promise.”
“How about that Hard Knocks guy you’ve got following you around?” Shadowman asks. “He’d do the job just fine—”
“I only have him for a short amount of time,” she says. “He has a different job to do.”
“Hard Knocks?” the accountant asks. “You mean from North Branch? He wouldn’t team up with you monsters!”
“Oh, he has,” Mother says. “He was easy. The focused ones always are. It’s the ones like Skystep that cause me problems. Did you know she was a genius?” she asks Shadowman curiously.
“A genius?” Shadowman repeats. “Not likely.”
“Oh, she is,” Mother says. “That’s one of the biggest problems I had with her—that and her lack of fear for herself. You, on the other hand, are a dyed-in-the-wool coward,” she tells him. “I don’t even have to brainwash you. I just have to keep you on a leash.”
He hates her, Shadowman thinks, his hands clenching for a moment. He hides his reaction quickly, his mind racing. “Very true,” he says almost blandly. “You have me pegged, Mother.” She laughs, pleased with how easily he admitted it. “Have you dealt with many cowards, Mother?” he asks her casually.
“Oh, no—at least not the ones willing to accept they are,” she says. “More often than not people pride themselves on their bravery.”
“That’s good to hear,” he says. “I’ll just go back to work, then,” he adds, sliding through the shadow on the floor and leaving her behind. It IS good to hear, he thinks as he strolls through the hellish Shadowlands. Someone that has no experience with cowards doesn’t know the most dangerous fact about them.
A coward can be the most dangerous person around when they feel cornered. They tend to plot their revenge far more thoroughly than the brave do.
 
***
 
I’m panting as we go through our final hour. Nico took my special suit, so I’ve got to do this without it. The healers are right next to me, except for Aubrey. Aubrey is probably the toughest of the group—she’s already climbed the massive rock wall twice and is halfway up it for a third go. I look at the other healers, taking in their expressions. Bobby is watching Aubrey with an awed expression, Alyssa is playing on her phone, and Kirsten is trying to look over at where Justin is going through the “big boys” course. She’s pretty obvious—I mean, I caught her staring at him almost all day long.
“Justin fan?” I ask her, taking a deep breath between words. I just got off the wall.
“It’s way more than just fandom,” she says dramatically. “We’re meant to be.”
“But he’s got a thing for Malina,” Bobby says, looking over at us.
“You’re a hypocrite, Bobby,” Alyssa says. “You’re totally in love with Aubrey, and she’s actually DATING Jack.” She doesn’t even look up from her phone to say that. I get the feeling they’ve had this conversation several times.
“Yeah, but at least I’m smart enough to know it’ll never happen,” Bobby says with a shrug. “Jack would kill me with one hand behind his back.”
“Cold Steel, right?” I offer.
“Yep,” all three say.
“Sorry, Bobby,” I say, reaching over and patting his shoulder sympathetically. “One sided love sucks.”
“Malina doesn’t like him back!” Kirsten says. “He’ll get over it and realize the truth!”
“Yeah, and then Skye will move in,” Alyssa says. “She’s got a thing for him, too.”
“Skye’s too old for him,” Kirsten mutters. “And she might be a genius, but she’s crazy.”
“Oh, her dad would never let that happen,” I say, unthinkingly. I find myself watching the other group, too. They’re at this large metal field with mechanical people attacking them. From what I hear, they have different training exercises to go through—everything from crowd control to zombie apocalypse. So far, only Trent’s had the zombie apocalypse setting. That one was SO amazing to watch.
“Superior?” all three ask, making me look over. They’re ALL looking at me in wonder, even Alyssa.
“Well, yeah,” I say. “You don’t really think he’d let his S-class adopted daughter date a guy that’s not in her class, do you?” I ask, thinking about that conversation with a hint of amusement. “He’s real nice about class unless you’re dating one of his family members,” I drawl.
“What class IS Justin?” Bobby asks the others.
“He’s a high B,” Alyssa says. “Like, if he actually focused and trained he might be able to pass as an A,” she adds. “We saw all his information the last time he got kidnapped.”
“Do you know what class everyone is?” Kirsten asks. “What about me?”
“Nope, no clue,” Alyssa says. “I only know the stuff I’ve seen during healings and stuff. I think Aubrey knows a lot of them, though.”
I start to say something, only to jerk as I hear a loud splash of water. I turn, looking over at the other training field. Justin is suddenly soaking wet. That’s not what interests me. Malina literally has one hand up in a fist. In front of her a hand created out of water mimics her, looming right over Elidee’s head.
I run as fast as I possibly can, intent on saving my friend. “Don’t do it!” I say, grabbing Malina’s arm. It’s like grabbing a granite statue. Malina is tiny, but I can feel the power difference between us. She WAY outclasses me.
“What happened?” Justin asks, spluttering and wiping the water off of his face. “Why am I soaked?”
“You had a little accident, man,” Freddy says, snickering shamelessly.
“You do NOT brainwash one of ours,” Malina says to Elidee, completely ignoring my tugging. “Even if it’s with pheromones! Do you understand?”
“I didn’t mean to!” Elidee says, pathetically, staring up at the water fist. She could run, sure, but I don’t think that’s clicked.
“Sure you didn’t. Only ONE boy falling over himself for you, when we’re surrounded by them,” Malina says, her expression unyielding. “And he just happens to be a famous singer. I really believe that,” she adds with a snort.
I give up, because she's right and we all know it. “Elidee, did you use your powers on Justin?”
“I—I just—” Elidee says, looking close to tears. “I just wanted to see if it’d work,” she admits, pathetically. "And--and sometimes when I meet a really cute guy I... um... sort of slip up," she whispers.
“Hey, wait,” Justin says, walking over to Malina and touching her hand. She lowers it and the water splashes over Elidee and everyone nearby. “It’s okay,” he says, walking up to Elidee. “Don’t do that again, okay? You’re cute enough without it to get attention.” Elidee turns bright red and he grins at her. “But you’re a bit too young for me,” he adds, “so thanks for uh… asking? But I regretfully decline. We can still be friends, right?” He holds out a hand.
I don’t think he sees the dark look on Malina’s face. That’s probably for the best. She looks at me, and then grabs my arm, tugging me down to mouth level. “You need to keep an eye on her,” she whispers silently. “She’s trouble.”
“She’s hitting on your boyfriend, of course she’s trouble,” I tell her just as silently. “But there are a lot of girls out to get Justin. I didn’t think he was this much of a nice guy, though,” I admit, watching as he charms Elidee. “I always thought he was an arrogant jerk.”
“He’s gotten better,” she admits. “He used to be one. And he’s not my boyfriend!”
I look at her. “So you’d have gone water-monster on her if it’d been Freddy?” I ask. Her eyes widen and I see her mouth open slightly before closing.
“Get away from Jennifer!” Elidee says loudly, shoving her way between us. “She’s MY friend,” she declares angrily. “You and your freaky water powers keep your hands off of her! You'll probably try to drown her when she tries to talk to him, too!”
“Elidee—” I start out.
“No! I might have used pheromones on him, but that’s no cause to drown me!” she says.
“Elidee,” I say again, inwardly sighing before I wrap my arms around her, hugging her from behind and promptly getting soaked. “You totally brainwashed her boyfriend,” I whisper in her ear. “And she only poured water on you—that wasn’t enough to drown you.”
“It’s still not right! People don’t do things like that to me!” Elidee says, but I can tell her outrage is calming as she relaxes against me. “Like I’d want to steal her stupid boyfriend, anyway. He’s SO last year.”
“Actually, that messed up tour made my sales jump,” Justin says, looking offended. “I’m in the middle of recording a new CD because of that.”
I roll my eyes. I’m actually not surprised to see Olivia move over to our side, standing with Elidee.
“You can’t blame her for losing control of her powers!” Olivia says angrily. “All of us have that problem at one time!”
“Girls,” I say, dragging Olivia into the hug. “Nobody got hurt, okay? Elidee needs to watch her powers just like the rest of us do—” lie, I don’t have to watch my powers at all, but they need to hear it, “and Malina was just protecting a friend from Elidee’s devious clutches,” I tease Elidee, squeezing her lightly and earning a tiny hint of a giggle. “You, my girl, are trouble with a capital T, and you know it.”
“She’ll be a LOT more trouble when she’s older,” Freddy says.
“That’s a fact,” Justin admits.
“But for now,” I say, holding the two girls close. I feel motherly. Who would have thought I’d go from cheerleader elitist to big sister? “Elidee, apologize to Justin.”
“Malina owes me an apology first!”
“Elidee,” I repeat. I see Adanna watching us from the crowd, her eyes glued to Elidee. “Did Justin flirt with you first?”
“Well… no.”
“Then you owe him an apology.”
“I’m sorry,” she mutters, not even looking at him. I’m about to make the rounds, demanding apologies from everyone when Freddy moves. The tiny bell chime alerts me to it. He stops by Nico, looking nervous.
“Hey, Nico? Ace said he wanted to go somewhere after school with me—can you let me out?” he asks silently.
Nico raises an eyebrow. “Ace should still be up north.”
“He said he needed to get some fresh air. I could use some, too.”
“Yeah, okay, but wear a hat,” Nico says with a pointed look at Freddy’s hair. “If anything happens, call.”
“Thanks.”
“I want to go, too,” I say, heading for them. I get several startled looks from the other kids. “To—to say thanks to Ace, you know?” I add quickly. “He’s the one that recommended me, right?”
“Ace is coming home?”
“I want to go!”
“Has he found any healers yet?”
The questions come at a flurry, but stop just as abruptly as Nico raises a hand. “Freddy?” he asks, looking at Freddy.
“Um… I don’t know if it’s smart,” he says, “too many people draw too much attention, and he’s not going to be here long, right?”
“I’m going,” I tell him, glaring at him with my arms across my chest.
“Jennifer’s going,” he mutters, clearly bullied. I don’t care if I bullied him—this is about MY business, and I’m not letting them run off and do anything without me!
“Then you two should go take showers and get ready to blend in with norms,” Nico says with a curious look for both of us. “You realize, that there’s a lot going on out there, right?”
“We’ll be fine—Ace is with us, right? He can make us look like anyone,” Freddy says. “We won’t stick out at all.”
“I’m holding you to that.”





CHAPTER SEVEN
 
“He’s probably got someone watching us from overhead,” Freddy says as we step out of the force field that surrounds the campus. “He’s seriously paranoid about kids getting kidnapped—can’t really blame him, though,” he adds, pointing to the sky. “Look, see? Firefly.”
I look up at her, earning a cheesy grin and a wave.
“Good,” I say.
“Why good? How are we going to deal with this when YOU’RE here and SHE’S here and—where’s Ace, anyway?” Freddy asks, looking around. “He should have been here by now.”
A piece of the nearest tree’s trunk pulls away and shifts into Ace. I quickly shut my mouth as soon as I realize I’m gaping.
“What’s she doing here?” he asks.
“What, no hello?” I demand. “No ‘We’re just going to go deal with Matt for you now?’”
He has the grace to look guilty, only to turn and look at Freddy. “Seriously? You couldn’t keep your mouth shut for ONE day?” he asks.
“She forced it out of me,” Freddy says shamelessly, holding up both hands. “She’s violent, man—she had me pinned against the wall and was threatening my life—”
“I did not!” I protest, trying not to laugh.
“There might or might not have been brass knuckles involved,” Freddy whispers loudly. I feel my face turn bright red.
“I do NOT have brass knuckles,” I protest. “Not yet, anyway,” I add after all of a second.
“Not yet?” Ace asks, looking curious.
“Um, I’m going super villain,” I admit a bit shyly.
He raises an eyebrow for a moment before holding out a hand. “Welcome to the dark side, oh villainous lady,” he says. I grin slightly as I take it. I feel a little guilty, really. Here he is, doing so much for me when we weren’t even friends back at our old school. Sure, there might be a revenge aspect to this—
There probably IS a revenge aspect, I realize, looking at him sharply. “Are you using this as an excuse to get even with Matt?” I ask.
“I—I am HURT you would even suggest such a thing,” he says after all of a second, complete with dramatic hand movements. Wow, he’s changed. I mean, back in the old days I’d have never seen him speak, much less lie so outrageously. “I’m doing a favor for an old friend!”
“He’s getting away from Morgan,” Freddy says.
“Freddy, I can do terrible things to you, man, and then make it look like it never happened,” Ace says, glaring at the other male. “I am NOT afraid of Morgan!”
“He’s got a crush, and now he’s stuck on a bus with her ALL the time,” Freddy goes on, not even phased by the threat.
“But… isn’t that a good thing?” I ask, confused.
“Not when she’s oblivious! I’m trying to get over her!” Ace says, looking quite put-upon. “So instead of talking about that, let’s go deal with Matt,” he says, waving a hand to his side. A large silver surfboard appears next to him, one large enough for all three of us. “Step aboard, ladies and gentlemen. Air Ace at your service!”
“So Morgan is terrifying, huh?” I ask as I gingerly step on the illusion. It’s solid. That’s shocking. The illusions from Skye’s class had been mere images. “HOW is this solid?” I ask, poking it with my foot. “I mean, I’ve heard all of your illusions were, but I thought it was just to you, or something.”
“He basically creates temporary matter. He’s just that good,” Freddy says, happily hopping on the board and dropping both hands on my waist. I give him a dark look. “I don’t want to fall off,” he says innocently. Is it just me, or did he become a LOT more trouble when Ace showed up?
“You,” I say, “falling off of ANYTHING.” He grins at me. He’s got a sharp, narrow face and a lizard haircut, but he looks like a little boy getting away with a trick right now. Ace steps in front of me.
“If it makes you feel better, you can grab on,” he tells me as the surfboard takes to the air. “I was a bit surprised that Nico let you in,” he says as we head straight up. I’m suddenly happy that Freddy’s grabbed me, I would definitely have fallen off with this angle. I grab Ace’s black leather and mesh coat with both hands, just to have something to hold onto, myself.
“He did it because you asked him to,” I say, daring to glance down. “This is utterly—” I start out, only to change my mind as I see us fly past Firefly, “awesome.”
“Hey, Liz,” Ace says, waving at her.
“Ace,” she says, falling in beside us. “What are you up to?”
“Just getting friendly with some new converts to the villain side!” he says. “Freddy, you’re going dark side, too, right?”
“Um, maybe?” Freddy says. “I haven’t really decided yet—I mean, I’d be pretty good at it, I bet—unless you’re trying to make me your lackey like Jack is Brandon.”
“But you’d be a great lackey,” Ace says. “And don’t worry, I can keep a low profile,” he tells Firefly—before we promptly disappear. I don’t have time to be surprised, because we’re racing away now.
“You’d better not get kidnapped!” she yells after us.
“We won’t!” he yells back.
I think about asking. I decide not to. It is REALLY distracting looking down and seeing nothing, by the way. I think I’m having a mild panic attack, but I can’t be sure. 
“So what sort of super villain do you plan on being?”
“What?” I ask.
“What sort?” Ace repeats. “Your gimmick--am I going to be in direct competition with you, like I am the guys?”
“Absolutely not,” I say, shaking my head almost wildly. “Nico wants me to learn how to use a bow—and um, I think he said something about guns and rockets?”
“Ooooh, so femme fatale sort of thing?”
“What, with the skimpy outfits and luring innocents into my web sort of thing?” I ask, only to pause and think about it. “Nah, Elidee would be better at that,” I decide after a moment. “When she’s OLDER, of course.”
“Elidee?” Ace repeats.
“She’s a thirteen year old pheromone user,” Freddy says. “She had Justin wrapped around her pinkie until Malina got irritated.”
“Malina?” Ace asks. “Man, I’ve missed a lot, haven’t I? What’s going on with Malina?”
“Well we were on a team together, right? And Justin had to do something that coulda got him killed, so he forced her to go on a date with him. Then EVERYONE went on the date, because he’s a moron. So it’s sort of up in the air,” Freddy says cheerfully. “But she DID get jealous—course it might have been overprotective, since she got kidnapped with him for a little bit. I dunno, it’s weird.”
“But doesn’t Justin like Morgan?” Ace asks.
“Sure, but with her out on the road with you, he pretty much gave up,” Freddy says. “It’s only you that’s too stupid to realize what an opportunity this is.”
“Ha! Right!” Ace scoffs.
“What’s going on with your team, man?” Freddy asks.
“I’ve got Morgan and Jimmi—and my Dad,” Ace says, flying over the town and pulling to a stop over our old school. We’re miles over their heads. Below us the football team is starting practice. “So every time I turn around, they’re ganging up on me. I did this wrong, I did that, I left the toilet seat up, I can’t run around in boxers,” he complains. “We’re living in that stupid RV, what do they expect me to wear to bed?” he asks.
“Yeah, it sucks living with girls,” Freddy says sympathetically.
“Excuse me? I’m standing right here, you know,” I have to say.
“Does Superior run around in boxers?” Freddy asks. “You’re living in a dorm with that group, right?”
My face turns BRIGHT red as I picture it. Both guys start laughing their heads off. “He does NOT!” I protest. “He’s a gentleman!”
“You’ve only been there for a couple of days, though,” Freddy points out.
“You’re both morons,” I tell them, focusing on the ground below rather than go on with the conversation. I wince as I see Matt get completely sacked by another player.
“So which one is he?” Freddy asks.
“Quarterback, right?” Ace says. “So he’d be in the first twenty numbers, or something…”
“He’s number seven,” I say. “He was so proud of getting ‘lucky number seven.’” I can’t help but add as I watch the pile of guys slowly crawl off of Matt.
“You mean the guy that just totally got owned?” Freddy asks.
“He’s—” I start out, barely stopping myself before I jump to his defense. That’s just stupid, I scold myself. He’s the one that dumped me, I have no reason to defend him—especially when he DID just get owned. “Yeah, him,” I mumble, sighing.
“You know, I heard Trent wanted to play football,” Ace says casually, just watching as Matt’s pulled to his feet and brushed off. “I never could understand why.”
“Are we just going to stand here and watch him get trampled? Because as amusing as it is, it’s not getting much done,” Freddy says. “What’s the plan?”
“This,” Ace says, holding out a hand. A phone appears right in front of my eyes and he brings it up to his ear, waiting patiently. Below, everyone starts to pat down their pants, looking for the ringing phone.
“Do they even HAVE pockets in those pants?” Freddy asks as Matt pulls a phone out of his pants pocket and holds it up.
“It’s mine!” he says.
“No,” I say, a bit stunned, “they don’t.” He actually—ALL of them actually—how stupid can you GET? Freddy is laughing so hard he’s leaning against me. All of a sudden he shuts up, because a black strip covers his mouth, but I can feel him shaking with laughter even with that.
“Hello, Matt,” Ace says in a dark, sinister voice.
“Wha? Who is this?” Matt asks, looking around as he heads off the field.
“Dragon,” Ace says.
“Ace? Seriously? Oh, man, this is AWESOME! Was it Jenna? Did Jenna tell you I was asking about you?” Matt asks, turning into a complete fan-boy in a blink of an eye. “She’s finally good for something!”
Freddy stops laughing and rips the black tape off of his mouth. I’m too busy reeling to react to that.
“Regardless of how I heard, why don’t you and I meet up?” Ace asks. “Talk about old times.”
“Yeah! Sure, I’d love to! When?”
“How about now?” Ace asks, whacking Freddy’s hand away from the phone. “It’s got to be somewhere people won’t notice—I’m supposed to be up north right now. How about the park by school?”
“Sure! I just gotta get out of practice—I’ll be right there,” Matt says, hanging up.
“That guy’s a total—total—” Freddy starts out, still reaching for the phone until it disappears. “What a waste of flesh,” he says, his hand falling now that the phone is gone. “Jennifer?” he asks, placing a hand on my shoulder when I don’t respond. “Look—”
The touch snaps me out of my shock. Suddenly I’m angry. That was just the final straw, I think, my hold tightening on Ace’s jacket. “I can’t believe I didn’t laugh when he broke his stupid hand on your face,” I say, fuming. “I was actually sorry for him!”
“Ready to get a little revenge, then?” Ace asks.
“Do YOU want revenge?” I ask him.
“Honestly? I don’t care about the guy anymore. Because of his stupidity, I wound up where I belong. But it sounds like an entertaining way to waste an afternoon, as long as nobody dies or anything,” he admits. “So I vote yes.”
“YES,” Freddy says, “Me too, I vote yes.”
“I—” I start out, my mind going back to how hellish life had been for the past few months. His words keep repeating in my head, “She’s finally good for something.” “I’m better than that,” I say, my chin going up.
“But I’m not,” Freddy says. “So you can just sit back and watch,” he tells me, grinning evilly. “Nobody uses one of my friends. So what are we going to do?”
“Nothing that you’ll feel guilty about,” Ace says, looking back at me with an evil grin. “We’ll call this your… initiation to the dark side, what do you say?”
This is my chance, I think as my eyes widen. This is the perfect way to get in with one of the big three! If I can get Ace’s respect now, I’ll be one step closer to my goal! “I’ll help,” I say boldly, “but you have to do a favor for me, afterward.”
“This entire thing is a favor for you,” he says.
“One I didn’t ask for,” I point out. “Come on, Ace, it’s just one little thing and we’ll be even.”
“Tell me what it is, and I’ll think about it.”
I hesitate, glancing at him and then at Freddy. I can’t tell them the truth, exactly, but I CAN tell them part of it! “I want to interview you,” I say. “It’ll only be seen in the school—the only phone I have is the one Nico gave me, right? So it’s not a big deal!”
“Interview me?” he repeats blankly.
“My aunt’s a reporter—I thought it’d be fun to do some reporting for the school—like a school newspaper, right?”
“Just for the school, huh? Yeah, sure, why not?” he says, relaxing and starting forward. “But they probably know more about me than you do.”
“I went to school with you for like two YEARS,” I say.
“Doesn’t matter.” He looks at me seriously, “In all that time, did we ever talk?”
I have no reply, because we both know the answer.
 
***
 
The park is abandoned at this time of day. Matt walks up to the picnic tables, looking around for a moment before sitting on top of it. He pulls out his phone, checking his teeth in the camera before taking a selfie of himself. He’s going to record this, he decides, tapping on the screen. It’s going to BLOW UP YouTube, man—he’ll go down in history as Dragon’s personal friend!
“Seriously?” he hears Jenna ask. He jerks, almost dropping his phone as he sees her walking towards him. She looks good, is his first thought. His second thought is that she also looks really pissed off. “You seriously thought Ace would come to see you?” she asks, giving him a pitying look. “I mean, really, I knew you were stupid, but not THIS stupid,” she says, pulling a blue phone out of her pocket and waving it. “Regardless of how I heard, why don’t you and I meet up?” comes from the phone. It sounds exactly like the call from Ace.
“Jenna?” Matt asks blankly, “You tricked me?” She smiles—but there’s something positively wrong about that smile. He’s seen her smile a million times, and not once did it send a chill down his spine. “But we’re friends—”
“We were NEVER friends,” Jenna says, walking over and poking him in the chest. It sends him flying off of the table and onto the ground. He scrambles, trying to stand up, but can’t seem to get his feet under him. “I was stupid enough to have a crush on you. I trusted you, Matt,” she says, reaching down and picking up the wood and metal one piece picnic table with one hand. She holds it over her head as if it weighs nothing. “Yet here you are, trying to use ME to get in touch with Ace,” she says, waving the table around. “Do you have ANY IDEA HOW MESSED UP THAT IS?” she bellows.
“I—I was just—there—” he stutters, covering his face with his hands. “Not the face, please? Not in the face!”
“I think he wet himself,” someone says from behind him. He jumps, turning to look in shock at the teen standing behind him. “Ace, he definitely wet himself over here!”
Jenna and the table disappear, blown away like smoke in the wind. There’s the table, just like it’d been when he got there, and Ace, standing on top of it with his hands in his pockets and an evil grin on his face.
“A—Ace?” Matt asks, the blood leaving his face. “Were you just screwing with me?” he asks, listening to his heart slow down. He almost had a heart attack, he thinks.
“Just a bit of a friendly greeting,” Ace says, hopping off the table and walking over to him. He holds out a half gloved hand, which Matt hesitates to take. Slowly, though, he takes the help, getting to his feet and looking down. “There’s a restroom over there,” Ace offers, motioning to the restrooms. Matt turns and makes a run for it.
“I’ll—I’ll be right back,” he says over his shoulder.
“We’ll be waiting,” Ace says in a friendly tone.
 
***
 
I’m sitting on the surfboard all alone, floating over the park with my phone pressed to my ear. “He’s such a putz,” Freddy says with a snort. “We’re not done here, yet, are we Ace? PLEASE say that wasn’t all we’re going to do.”
“Jen?” Ace asks.
“Well, he did wet himself,” I say, torn between old habits and my new desire for revenge. Seeing my ex-crush trembling in front of a fake version of myself had been—okay, I won’t lie, that’d been really satisfying. Maybe I’ll be a good villain, after all. “Maybe just a few more tricks?” I offer guiltily. “Nothing that’ll kill him, got it?”
“We don’t kill,” Ace says. “It’s part of our villain code—otherwise we risk Cape Cells. But do you want to come down, or are you good up there?”
“I’m kind of enjoying it,” I admit, moving so I’m lying on my stomach on the board. “I can feel the wind so much better up here. I wish I could fly,” I admit.
“I’ll never fly, either,” Freddy says.
“It’s not all it’s cracked up to be,” Ace says. “Now shush, he’s coming back out.”
I keep the phone out, more so they can hear me than me hearing them, and watch, feeling a little thrill run through me. This is SO bad. I mean, you’re supposed to turn the other cheek, and all that, right? But sometimes bringing egotistical, USING jerks down a few pegs should be considered a gift to society. I mean, consider all the people he’s bullied over the years? Like ACE! I hadn’t seen it that way at the time—I admit I was stupid, but HELLO, Ace is a super—supers can’t be bullied. Well, Matt obviously hadn’t realized that before he punched him!
Okay, maybe a little of this thought process is justification for letting Ace and Freddy do what they’re about to do.
Just a little.
 
***
 
Matt, dressed in his gym clothes, steps out of the restroom. “Hey, you guys wouldn’t mind if I went home and got something else to wear—” he starts out.
“Sorry, can’t do that,” Ace says, shaking his head a bit sadly. “I’ve only got so much time to hang out, you know? I’ve got a big job coming up. I can’t be late.”
“So you uh—you’re going to do some epic villainy or something?” Matt asks, eagerly. “You’ve got a SCHEDULE for that?”
“Of course I have a schedule,” Ace says. “I’m a busy guy.” He drops down on the table, leaning forward so his elbows are on his knees. “So tell me, Matt, why are you trying so hard to get a hold of me?”
“Well--you’re awesome,” Matt says a bit stupidly. “I mean, if you had just SAID something back when you were in school--”
“Said something? Like... Oh, maybe, ‘Hey, my dad is Blackjack’?” Ace asks, his tone almost casual. “I distinctly remember doing just that.”
“I’d have believed you!” Freddy says, jumping up and swinging off of the playground like a monkey.
“Thank you, Freddy, for the show of faith,” Ace says.
“Well--you never backed it up!” Matt says. “You could have just whipped out some crazy illusion and EVERYONE would have believed you! Then you and me, we could have ruled the school!”
The table Ace is sitting on shifts into a massive throne and a little crown appears on his head. He even has a scepter in his hand, which he waves around. “Something like this?” he asks.
Freddy doesn’t even blink at the sight of his clothes changing, but he does roll his eyes as the court jester bells ring cheerfully.
“Exactly--well, maybe not so much um... ruffles,” Matt says, motioning to Ace’s new red, black and white outfit.
“Off with is head!” Ace shouts, holding out his scepter. Massive men in black hoods appear with axes in their hands.
Matt jerks, looking from one to the other with pure terror on his face. “Wait--I meant--we--I want to keep my head!”
The executioners fizzle out, swirling like smoke for a second before they’re completely gone. “You don’t seem to get it, Matt,” Ace says, hopping off his throne and waving a hand. His outfit changes, turning dark and gothic--what he usually wears during work. “What you did, man, it was the best thing that ever happened to me.”
Matt stares at him, obviously confused. “But--”
“Breaking your fist on my face turned out to be the very best thing that ever happened to me in my life, man. That’s why I’m here. I want to thank you.” Ace walks over to him, placing his hands on his shoulders. They’re eye to eye. Ace is not nearly as broad through the shoulders, but they both know who’s more dangerous. “I want to do something for you. What do you want me to do?” he asks.
“I--I just--um--” Matt says, digging through his pockets. “I just want a selfie,” he says stupidly, holding up his phone.
“Alright, Freddy, get over here,” Ace says. “Take our picture.” Freddy jumps down, grabbing the phone and messing with it until Matt shows him how to take the shot. While that’s going on, Ace takes a step back.
A second later a massive dark red dragon stands behind them. “Okay, say cheese!” Freddy says. Matt starts to grin, looking back--
And promptly screams like a little girl as the dragon opens his mouth.
“Awesome shot!” Freddy says, even as he deletes all the evidence on the phone. The dragon disappears and Ace starts laughing.
“Sorry, sorry! I couldn’t help myself,” he says, draping an arm over Matt’s shoulders. “I’m just messing with you, man,” he says, grinning hugely. “You see, we also came here for another reason,” he goes on. “Jen, I’m bringing you down, now,” he says.
Matt slowly looks up, following the two boys’ eyes to where Jenna is coming down, sitting on the silver surf board in the sky. “Jenna--”
 
***
 
I won’t lie, I didn’t exactly want to come down--but you can’t say no to the guy keeping you afloat, right? I look at Ace, who has a surprisingly sympathetic smile on his face. 
“Hey, Matt,” I say, holding up a hand in a rather lame wave. “How’s it going?”
“Um--I--it’s going fine,” Matt says. “How’s school?”
“It’s good,” I say, a bit surprised to realize I actually MEAN it. “It’s really good. I mean, I’ve met all sorts of cool people. I’ve got friends--friends that DON’T care that I’m different. Well, I guess they wouldn’t, since they’re different, too...” I say, almost to myself.
“One day, I hope she figures out what I did,” Ace says, walking over and leaning against the board I’m sitting on. “You being a total dirtbag is probably the best thing that ever happened to us. I mean, if you weren’t such a jerk, maybe we’d both still be here pretending to be less than what we are. What do you think, Jen?” he asks me.
I blink. “Oh my gosh, you’re right!” I say, starting to laugh. “I mean, being a cheerleader is fun and all, but I’ve got an awesome future lined up thanks to Cape High!” I say. “Wow--when you put it that way... I should thank you, too, Matt! There is no bigger jerk than you.”
“What?” he asks stupidly.
“They’re calling you a jerk, man,” Freddy says, clapping one hand down on Matt’s shoulder. I see his fingers tighten slightly and Matt winces, almost falling over from the pain. “I’m pretty sure that means she doesn’t want to date you,” he adds dryly.
“Oh definitely not,” I say, waving a hand. “I mean, I don’t even have my old phone--this old life, well, it’s better left behind me, right? I’ve got a lot to do as a super, and none of it involves you,” I tell Matt, looking him straight in the eye. “You understand, right? It’s not you--actually, that’s a lie. It’s totally you.”
Ace starts laughing his head off and Freddy grins like a villain. Matt still looks confused. I almost feel sorry for him. “Look, Matt, somewhere, deep deep down, I know there’s a nice guy in there. Maybe, after we leave you here and don’t look back, you should think about how the people you bully feel. Be a nicer guy to people. Don’t go through life only being thanked for being a jerk.”
“And a user,” Freddy adds, letting go of Matt’s shoulder. 
“Yeah? Well Jenna’s no better than I am,” Matt says, pointing at me. “She’s a royal--”
“Sure, I used to be,” I say, honestly. “But I’ve come to realize that there’s a lot more to life than popularity. I mean, I survived when you outed me. Everyone in school hated me, because of you. But hey, that's just another reason I should thank you, I guess. Are we done here?” I ask Ace.
“We’re done,” he agrees, pulling himself onto the board. Freddy jumps up on my other side, pulling me to my feet. We leave, and I’m proud to say I don’t even look back.
I do take a deep breath. “He’s right,” I say.
“About what?”
“I was a jerk, too.”
“I was an anti-social goth,” Ace says. “I never spoke to anyone in more than single syllables.”
“I was a petty thief,” Freddy says.
“Consider Cape High a new life, Jen. Live it how you want. Do you want to keep being a jerk?” Ace asks.
“No,” I say. “I don’t. But you’re still a goth,” I have to point out.
“Sure I am, but I’m a social one!” he says, grinning over his shoulder at me.
“So... The whole Matt thing is done now, right?” Freddy asks.
“Beyond done,” I agree.
“Wanna go on a date?”
I blink, looking up at him in surprise. That was TOTALLY out of left field, I think. Well, sort of out of left field. I hesitate.
“I mean--like a group thing,” he says quickly. “We’ve got Ace for a little longer--you don’t want to go back to your team yet, right, Ace?”
“Not really,” Ace says. “Wanna go do something fun?” he asks me.
"Can it involve the interview you promised me?" I ask, getting excited. This is it! This is my chance! I can send a copy to Mr. Harrison to show that I'm working towards being an awesome reporter.
"You're pretty intent on that, huh?" Ace says. "Planning on going to work for HTV?"
"Um, well," I say, hesitating. But saying I'm aiming to go to HTV isn't the same as saying I want to be a part of a whole new television channel DEDICATED only to villains, which will be a part of HTV-- "Yeah, actually," I say. "I want to be a reporter, like Aunt Barb. I mean, I could try and join a Hall and fight crime all day, or I can dress fabulously and just report on it!"
"That's pretty villainous in itself, isn't it?" Freddy says, laughing. "She'd rather look good and make a bigger name off of it than actually stop it."
"Hey, you're going to film it for me, right, Freddy?" I ask, turning to look up at him. "Please?"
"Ace's interview? Sure, I guess?" he says, blushing slightly. "As long as we can get some food, too," he says. "I'm starving."
"Sounds good," Ace says as we go invisible and he heads into town. "Where do we want to eat?"
"It's got to be someplace where what you do won't stick out, if we're doing an interview, right?" Freddy says. "How about that dinosaur restaurant?"
"Sure," Ace says. "Sounds fun." He turns, heading away from downtown and Freddy grabs onto me again. I don't say a word.
 
***
 
"We can wait a little longer," Mother says, waving a hand as she leads Hard Knocks and the boys through a jungle-like setting. "There's always time for dinner, first!" she adds cheerfully, her eyes going to the animatronic dinosaur with amusement. "I've always wanted to see this place--unfortunately my own child was far too old by the time it opened up. You need kids to come to a kid restaurant, right?"
"Yes, Mother," Hard Knocks says. "We're happy to assist, right, boys?" he asks Mitchell and Jules.
"Sure," Mitchell says, looking around in wonder. "This is pretty cool."
"It's not as cool as when Dad does the wooden dino trick," Jules whispers.
"Well, yeah, but it's still cool," Mitchell says with a shrug. "I like dinosaurs." He stops, though, as one of the larger dinosaurs turns, looking in his direction. Something seems wrong, he realizes as reptilian eyes focus on his face. He unconsciously takes a step back, bumping into the guy behind him. "Um, sor--" he starts out, turning and looking up at the black clad teenager. His eyes widen as the guy looks down at him with dark, swirling eyes.
"Not a problem," the guy says, smiling just a tiny bit evilly. "Freddy, Jen, what's taking so long?" he asks over his shoulder.
"Mitchell!" Mother snaps. "Keep up, son."
"Oh, um, yeah, coming, Mother," Mitchell says, chasing after his group. When he gets to his brother, he grabs Jules' arm, tugging on it.
"What?" Jules asks.
"I think I just saw--" Mitchell stops, closing his mouth tightly as Mother turns and looks at him. 
"What did you see?" she asks.
"A triceratops," he says. "It moved. It was like it looked straight at me."
She laughs. "I'll have to see that for myself after dinner!"
"Um, yeah, okay," Mitchell says. He glances over his shoulder, searching for the black clad teenager. Is it possible?
What would Dragon be doing in a kid's dinosaur restaurant?





CHAPTER EIGHT
 
Even with as crowded as it is, we get a table really fast. I think it's because of Ace--I mean, no one SEEMS to realize who he is, but he's still a really strong super. They tend to get an unconscious reaction from the people around them. Soon we're sitting in a booth towards the back, with a giant dinosaur display right next to us. We're a bit secluded, which is nice. It's really noisy in here. I'm trying to block out all the conversations, but I can't help but wince slightly when things get too loud. I've already gotten used to a quieter setting, huh?
"Okay," Ace says, lounging in the vinyl booth exactly how he'd lounged on his false throne. "Let's get started."
"Shouldn't we pick what we want to eat first?" Freddy asks, flipping through the menu.
I flip through, pick something at random, and wait impatiently. The waitress appears as Freddy's still searching, and we order our drinks. I get my new phone out, searching through the settings. "Um, how do you record on this, anyway? It's got the strangest OS I've ever seen," I admit.
"That's because it's a Technico," Ace says, reaching over and taking it from me. He holds it so I can see the screen and shows me how to access the school system. "If you record it with this, it'll go straight to the school computer," he explains. "That way you don't have to worry about how long the interview is--and the screen resolution is hi-def, always," he adds with a grin.
"But what if I don't want it going straight to the school? What if I want to edit it first?" I ask.
"You tap here--it'll go to the account for your files," Ace says. "Only you and the technopaths should be able to access it there. You can't actually keep Nico and Zoe out of things, you know? That's why if you two start dating, you should keep personal stuff personal, if you know what I mean."
I swear I turn bright red. I know Freddy does. "I'm not planning on dating anyone," I say quickly, focusing on my phone a bit too intently. "So who is Morgan, anyway?" I ask, more to change the subject than anything else.
This time there's a faint blush that crosses Ace's face. "She's ah... a friend," he says. "She's also Freddy's sister--well, they call each other siblings," he adds. 
"She's one of us zoo kids," Freddy says. "She was trapped by the Collector like I was. She's our leader. Ace has a crush on her."
My jaw drops open slightly before I force it to close. "So she's what, hot, blonde, and--"
"She's nothing like your sister," Ace cuts me off. "Morgan's... bossy and tougher than steel. It's a one-sided thing, well, it WAS a two-sided triangle sort of thing, but Freddy says Justin gave up. Her side is completely apathetic," he admits, looking at his hands. "So I've been trying to get over it--it's really lame to have a thing for a teammate."
"How's that working for you?" I ask, leaning forward. 
"I don't remember my love life--"
"Or lack of one!" Freddy chimes in, getting a dirty look.
"Or lack of one," Ace agrees dryly, "being part of this interview agreement."
"No, that was just me being nosy," I say honestly. "I'm not even recording yet--" the waitress comes up, hands out our drinks, and takes our orders. It's a decent distraction, and I sit back in my chair, casually listening to what the other tables are saying. If we get noticed my interview could totally be blown, right?
I absently twirl my finger, changing the air waves from one table to the next to see what people are talking about. Freddy and Ace are watching me. "Do you know what she's doing?" Ace asks quietly as the waitress leaves.
"Maybe she's listening to the music?" Freddy offers.
I roll my eyes and wave my hand, cutting off the spying for now. "It's nothing," I say.
"Didn't look like nothing," Ace says. "What were you really doing?"
"Just checking to make sure we aren't going to be interrupted," I admit, shoving the phone into Freddy's hand. "Here, you record this, we're going to start, okay?"
"Okay, but move over next to him so you're in the screen," Freddy says, motioning me over. I move so I'm sitting next to Ace. "You need a mic," he says.
"So sorry that I don't come equipped with a mic--" I start out, only to blink as Ace hands over his trademark silver one.
"You really should, every villain should have one," Ace says. "We stole the idea from Max."
"I'll make a note to get one," I drawl before bringing the mic up. "Hello, everyone, we're here with one of the biggest names in teen capes around--the one and only, Dragon!" I say quietly after making sure it's not on. It's one thing to have a mic for looks, another to announce that Dragon is in the building to an entire restaurant full of parents and kids. "Dragon, first off, I'd like to thank you for coming here during your busy schedule--can you tell me what you're working on right now?"
"I'm touring up North," Ace says, looking at the camera. "I want to spread the fear of the Dragon throughout all of America. It's a big job, but someone has to do it, right?"
"Absolutely true," I agree, trying not to laugh. "But we all know that your latest little experiment blew up in your face--does it have something to do with that?"
His expression turns surly. "It did not 'blow up,'" he says, "it just had a few... glitches. I don't recall this question being on the list of approved topics, blondie," he adds dangerously.
"I don't recall there being a list of approved topics," I say brassily.
He twitches his hand and a list appears. "Better yet, here's a list of things NOT to ask. Memorize it."
I give him the dirtiest look I can, inwardly laughing my head off as I take the sheet. "Oh, wow, these are PERFECT questions to ask! Thank you, Dragon!" I say evilly.
"Oh my gosh, you kids are adorable!" I jerk, looking up in shock at the waitress. She has our food, but she's just standing there grinning from ear to ear. "Is this a school project?" she asks. "You know, a pretend interview?"
"We--" I start out.
"It's not really for school," Ace says, catching on way faster than I do. "We're members of the Dragon Fan Club--there's an entire site full of people that post pictures and videos of him, right? And since I sort of look like him, we thought we'd see if we could fool them."
"Dragon's the best," Freddy adds, giving the waitress a friendly grin. I grab the phone from him, since this is too good to NOT record. She, on the other hand, winds up staring at his hair.
"I can see you're a big fan," she says. "I'm more of a Maximum fan, myself--"
"Heretic!" Ace says, pointing at her. "Begone with you, you Maximum lover!"
"But leave the food first," Freddy says quickly, grabbing the plates from her and handing them out. I choke on a laugh, catching the waitress's face with the camera before speaking.
"He's joking--we all know that Maximum and Dragon get along--"
"They do not! That little pipsqueak is a pain in the neck!" Ace announces. "He's like, five foot nothing but has an ego the size of Mount Rushmore," he drawls.
"Okay, okay, I can tell when I'm not wanted," the waitress says, laughing it off. There's a hint of worry, though, I can hear it in her voice. On some level she's worried about Ace--she hasn't looked him in the eyes once, I notice as she asks if there's anything else we need before leaving.
"That's another reason I prefer Cape High," he says quietly, looking over at me. "Did you just record that?"
"Of course I did," I say. "It was funny." I hand the phone back to Freddy and pick up the illusion paper, skimming it cheerfully. "Okay, romance is at the TOP of the list--"
"Nope, no way, no how, I'm going into the priest-hood," Ace declares, his collar changing.
"You're not even Catholic, man," Freddy says.
"Oh, right... hmmm..."
"So you're going to talk about romance?"
"No, I'm deciding what religion I'm going into," he says. I throw my napkin at him.
"Okay, fine, no romance questions! I bet everyone knows about it anyway," I say, laughing as he grabs the cloth napkin and starts messing with it. "The next on the list is... trips to the children's hospitals?" I read, a bit confused. "What trips to the children's hospitals?"
"There aren't any--"
"Ace, this is for the school, only," Freddy says. "We all know about the hospital trips."
"Okay, fine, I'll talk," Ace says. "When I first was outed, you were there--Matt punched me in the face in the hall and broke his fist, right? Well shortly after I was outed I ran into Mimic. Mimic stole my powers and pretty much my identity, leaving me to start Cape High as a norm. Gray eyes, pimples, no powers whatsoever. Nico put me in this robot uniform that let me keep up--"
"Oh, wow, so that's where it's from?" I ask Freddy.
"What's from?" Ace asks.
"Nico put me in one, too--I mean, ah, screw it, it's only the school seeing this. The biggest claim to cape-hood I have is a 55 in my air manipulation," I say. "So Nico put together a suit for me so I can keep up."
"So I'm guessing you're a... specialized C class?" Ace asks.
"What? I thought that made me a D," I say blankly.
"Nah, if you've got some serious skills in one particular thing, it levels you up in a specialized way, right? I mean, I'm Specialized A, going on S, at least that's what Nico told me," he says. "Besides, ranking doesn't really matter if you know how to use what you've got properly. What all can you do with air manipulation? Suffocate people, for one, manipulate fire, manipulate a bit of weather, too--"
"She can hear things only Adanna can hear, too," Freddy offers.
"Sound manipulation," Ace adds agreeably. "I bet we could have you flying with the right stuff. You know those body suits--wingsuits. Ask Nico to get you one. Heck, get you some fine dust and you can have explosions with a bit of practice. You could do it in all different colors--they had a huge news report about how color runs can go flammable, right? Use it. Since you can control the fire directions, you can make it really flashy," he goes on, looking enthused.
All those years I was in school with him, he never talked this much. He hardly talked at all, actually. And here he is, going on about how to me ME, the girl that tormented him in his last school, into a decent cape. I stare at him, stunned.
"What?" he asks, suddenly looking self conscious.
"What changed you?" I ask. "I never thought I'd see you talk this much--much less try to help an ex-bully."
"I... I dunno," he says, looking a bit sheepish. "Cape High changed a lot of things for me. I've got friends--I spend my weekends hanging out with Justin and the zoo kids... people don't avoid looking me in the eye at this school. You saw what she did," he adds, motioning vaguely in the direction of the waitress. "I got that all of the time, no matter how I acted."
"Awww, group hug!" Freddy says, throwing himself at Ace. I burst out laughing as Ace shoves him off, trying not to laugh.
"Not in public, man!" Ace says.
"Oh, so you want hugged in private, huh? You're so daring!" Freddy says evilly.
"Ew, no, go hug yourself," Ace says, making a face. I'm dying, I think as I roar with laughter. I almost don't hear the boys, because of that. 
"So what do we do?" a familiar voice asks a few booths away. I turn, watching as two black pre-teen boys walk slowly towards us. My eyes widen. "He's a super villain."
"Yeah, but he goes to Cape High--he can warn them, right?" the second whispers. They're trying their best to be silent, and I see them glance warily behind them. "She's going to ask what's taking so long, Jules," the second one whispers silently.
"Tell her you had to poop," Jules whispers. "A really big one."
"YOU tell her that!"
"Okay, I'll tell her you had to poop, forget about that for now--we need to tell Dragon what Mother--"
"Boys!" I hear their father call. "What's taking so long?"
"We uh, don't know where the bathroom is," Mitchell calls back.
"It's that direction," their father calls back. The two boys look at each other, swallowing loudly before turning and heading away from us.
"What can we do?" I hear one ask.
"I don't know... but if she catches us, she might kill us."
And then they're gone, leaving me clenching the table in front of me. Freddy and Ace are staring at me blankly.
"We need to call Nico," I say.
"Why?"
"Because something really bad is about to happen."
 
***
 
"All I know is that Mitchell and Jules were at the restaurant, and they seemed to be talking about Mother," I say over the phone as we fly back to the school campus. "I think they were with her there--their father was there. Is it possible that she's got Hard Knocks working for her?"
"It's possible," Nico admits. "It actually makes sense. They're due to be admitted into the school at any moment."
"So they're trying to infiltrate the school?" I ask.
"That's most likely. Did either of the guys hear the conversation?"
"Nope," Ace says. "Didn't hear a thing."
"We were laughing at the time--I'm sort of shocked that Jen heard it," Freddy admits.
"Well get back here and don't get seen," Nico says.
"We're on our way," Ace agrees, speeding up. I grab onto his coat, holding on tightly as we race through the sky. It's unsettling, not seeing myself or the board when I look down. We're invisible again. It's sort of like the flying dream everyone supposedly has, but creepier. Maybe it would be like the out-of-body dream. I've never had it before.
"They're coming," Freddy says abruptly. I turn, looking behind us. Just as he'd said, I see a car heading down the street behind us. I can only just see Hard Knocks in the driver's seat. One of the boys is sitting in the passenger seat. It looks like a casual trip--he's even doing the speed limit, I think with wonder. 
"What are they going to do?" I ask. "You know, are they just going to waltz in with the kids?"
"I don't think Mother's with him," Freddy says. "Do you think we could talk him out of it? He's not a villain, right?"
"He's Isotonic's right hand man," I say. "We met them when we were being brought into the school. They were touring, you know, since Olivia is Isotonic's daughter. I think they plan on coming when they start coming into their powers."
"Hard Knocks--does anyone know how he fights?" Ace asks.
"Not a clue," Freddy admits.
"Nico asked him about some sort of... animation ability?" I offer.
"Animation... like he brings objects to life?"
"I guess?"
"That could be a pain," Ace says. "But if we keep him from entering and he attacks the school, the capes will think he's gone rogue--if the right hand of a Hall Leader goes rogue, do you know what that'll look like?" he asks, swerving slightly. "We have to stop them before he gets to Cape High." He reaches up and taps his earbud. "Nico, this is Ace," he says.
"What's the problem?"
"We can't let them get to the school. If he attacks the school, the entire super world will know before bedtime. I'm working in Isotonic's territory right now, officially--that means we owe him, right?"
"Do you think you can take Hard Knocks down as a villain?" Nico asks.
"I don't know," Ace says. "It's possible--but I don't want to hurt him. What we really need is for someone to see if Mother's brainwashed him and get him back to normal."
"Superior can do that."
"But we can't let him get close to the school," I say. "We have to make it look like Hard Knocks is the hero, fighting the villain Dragon, right?"
"Not just Dragon," Nico says. "Dragon and a few of his new lackies. Ace, dress them up in your colors. Jen, Freddy, you're going to help him in any way that you can, understand? If you can knock Hard Knocks out for a little while, we might be able to fix him without the world finding out. Where are you aiming to catch him?"
"One of the empty buildings a few miles from school," Ace says. "They're Hall property, right?"
"Yeah. Okay, I'll get Dad moving out, you distract Hard Knocks. Whatever you do, don't make it look like you suspect Mother's behind it--and if she's with them, do NOT confront her until Dad gets there."
"We don't think she is. What are you going to do?" Ace asks him.
"I'm going to get the press," Nico says. "Andre is Jen's sponsor, it's only right that he gets first crack at a showing like this promises to be." 
He hangs up, leaving us silent for a moment, before Freddy says, "Andre Harrison is your sponsor?"
"Um, yeah, is that a problem?" I ask, feeling oddly defensive.
"I didn't even realize we HAD sponsors," Ace says. "Now get ready, guys, I'm going to drop you off before I make my entrance."
That's all the warning I get before my outfit changes and I'm tossed off the board--several miles above the ground. "Oh, and spread your arms!" he yells after me.
I'm grateful I have such good hearing--otherwise I would have never heard him over my screaming like a little girl.
 
***
 
"Dude, that was cruel!" Freddy says to Ace. "She could die!"
"Not if my theory is right," Ace says. He looks down, watching as Jen spreads her arms, catching the wind. She seems a bit unsteady at first, but soon it looks like she was born to fly. "Yeah, I'm actually jealous--she caught onto it a lot faster than I did. Oh well, your turn!" he says, shoving Freddy off the board.
"WHERE ARE MY WINGS?" Freddy screams as he falls.
"Whoops--I almost forgot," Ace says, snapping his fingers.
 
***
 
"Did you hear that?" Mitchell asked from the back seat. "Someone screamed."
"Well we are getting close to Cape High," Hard Knocks says. "I'm sure they're doing some serious training." His voice is monotone, like he seriously doesn't care that a girl was screaming in terror just now. Jules looks back at his brother, the same worried expression mirrored on their faces. They're so busy looking at each other that they yelp when the car pulls to an abrupt stop.
Jules turns quickly, staring in shock at the black clad teenager on a surfboard right in front of their car. The surfboard shifts to a small disk in front of his eyes. "I know you," Dragon says, looking down at them with a maniacal grin. 
"Dragon," Hard Knocks says, his expression changing slightly. There's a hint of confusion in his eyes, the first emotion that's shown ever since they got in the car. "Weren't you--"
"FACE ME!" Dragon bellows. The car twists and splits, leaving them exposed. Jules struggles with his seatbelt, barely getting it undone before jumping over the back seat to save his brother. They manage to get free and make a run for it.
"How did he know?" Mitchell asks as they race for the nearest building. "We didn't even get close enough to be heard!"
"I don't know, but he did!" Jules says excitedly. 
"Jules, Mitchell," they hear someone say, "get to the school campus."
They look around, seeing no one. "Who--" Jules starts out.
"Are you brainwashed by Mother?"
"No! She's got our dad, though."
"Then go to the school. Tell them you're willing to take the test to prove it," she says.
"Yeah, okay," Mitchell says, grabbing his brother's arm and dragging him along. Jules looks like he wants to ask more questions. They don't have time for that.
 
***
 
This is AMAZING. I never even imagined being able to fly this easily! As soon as I send the boys off to the campus I jump off the roof, spreading my arms and legs and calling up the wind. I twist, daring a flip before catching the wind again. "If you're done playing, Jen, you can get down here and help me out," I hear Ace say over the earbud that I don't remember putting in.
"Oh, right, sorry," I say, twisting and heading down by bringing my arms in. This is a wing suit, right? It's a bit different, because the flaps automatically withdrew when I landed on the roof--but it's an illusion, so I guess convenience is built in, right? I wonder if Nico can make one that does the same thing!
I land several feet from the fight, watching in shock as the car that Ace had split starts shifting, turning into a massive robot. Hard Knocks is standing in full uniform on its shoulder, his eyes glowing brightly as a massive fist slams down on Ace's head.
"A--DRAGON!" I shout, racing forward. I see the fist being shoved up, and realize he managed to catch it. It's still heavy, though, and I can see him strain to lift it for a moment before he sends it flying. Hard Knocks jumps off of the machine, racing forward to slam a massive fist into Ace's face. Ace goes flying back.
"Arrows on your back, bow at your waist, just click the button on the staff," Ace says over the earbud. I grab a tiny staff from my belt, fumbling for the button. It clicks and I have a bow in my hand. I reach over my back, grabbing one of the arrows, only to stare at the bundle where the arrowhead should be.
"You're as bad as Nico," I complain as I line up my shot. "Freddy, where are you?" I ask as I let the arrow fly.
"Making sure the kids get to school," Freddy says. "The taller one keeps trying to look over his shoulder."
The arrow bursts as it hits Hard Knock's chest and fine powder clouds over him. "Now, snap your fingers," Ace says. "When you're doing it on your own, you'll have to change the amount of oxygen in the air, got it?"
"Yeah, I think so." I snap my fingers, wondering how he managed this--and why he isn't doing it, himself. The cloud catches on fire, covering Hard Knocks for a second before dying. The robot he'd created turns on him, slamming into him from behind. Hard Knocks is the one that goes flying this time, falling to the ground several feet away and rolling to his feet in a practiced move. One of the dying trees that scatter the sidewalk starts creaking, twisting out of the ground. The trunk splits down the middle, forming legs. 
"I see," someone says. I jerk, looking to my right, where Superior is standing like he's been there for the past twenty minutes. When did he get here? He drops a hand on my shoulder when he sees me looking at him. "Can you cut off his oxygen from here?" he asks me.
"Are you being recorded?" I ask, glancing up and searching for the camera drones that should be showing up soon. "Nico said he was going to call Mr. Harrison--"
"Keep your eyes on Hard Knocks. I can manipulate cameras so they won't see me," he says, "don't worry about that. Can you render him unconscious?"
"It depends, I've heard some of the higher class capes don't need air--at least not for a while," I say, hesitantly. "But you could do it--"
"We don't want them to realize I'm interfering, remember?" he says. "We need an obvious explanation--which is why you're going to show off your own special talents. You've done well so far, I'd say."
"I'm not wearing the power boosting suit," I say. "But I've got the wind suit--"
"We'll put the two together," Nico says over my earbud. "Take him down, Jen, and we'll let you call yourself Phoenix, if you want."
"I'm NOT going to call myself Phoenix," I say, bringing up both arms and focusing on the wind. I can almost see it moving around Hard Knocks, I realize. 
"Blackbird?" he offers.
"I'll consider that one," I agree, pulling the air away from Hard Knocks and to me. He starts clawing at his throat as he falls to his knees.
"Good," Superior says, holding out his hand. I have no idea what he's doing, but he lowers his hand a second later, looking satisfied. "Fixed. Dragon, time to throw the fight--that is how you do it, right?"
"That's how we do it," I hear Ace say over the earbud. "But Jen's going to have to take the fall, too. Hard Knocks, can you hear me?" he asks.
I look over at Hard Knocks, who's sucking in air now that I've stopped pulling it away. He coughs, but he recovers quickly. "What just happened?" he asks quietly. "Why can I suddenly hear you?"
"Illusion of an earbud," Ace says. "You were under Mother's control, so we had to attack you--but now you're back to normal. You need to save the day now, like a proper hero."
"Where are my sons?" Hard Knocks demands.
"We sent them to Cape High," Freddy says. "They're safely inside the dome."
"You saved me, I can't--"
"Play it up for the camera, Hard Knocks, or this was a waste of an intervention," Nico says sharply. "This is what I train my villains for--are you going to let it go to waste?"
"No, I get it," Hard Knocks says. "When did I put my uniform on? Never mind, I'll ask that later," he says, holding out his hand to the fallen robot made of his rental car.
"Once he takes me out, you're welcome to run in fear, Jen," Ace says, going up higher in the air. The sky starts to grow dark, heavy clouds appearing out of nowhere and spreading. A shock of lightning shoots down, dramatically almost hitting the North Hall hero. "You think you can just come into MY territory and not expect me to get offended?" Ace demands loudly.
The wooden puppet tree, which had been just sitting there, forgotten about, jerks back into motion. I glance over in shock as the rest of the trees in the area start copying its form, large branches becoming arms, trunks splitting into legs. Before I can even yelp, one of them grabs me, hauling me tightly into the branches as a prisoner.
The rest jump along with the robot, reaching for Ace in the air. I can barely see them through the thick branch prison. I jerk, trying to get free. This isn't enough to take out Dragon, though, and I think Hard Knocks realizes it.
I hear a heavy groaning noise from the building behind me. I twist as much as I can to see what's going on. The entire abandoned building is starting to move, I realize in shock. A large slab of concrete goes flying, slamming into Ace as he's trying to dodge the trees. I watch in shock as it hits him straight on and he starts to fall.
"DRAGON!" I bellow.
The tree limbs move and a hand grabs me, pulling me free. "Dragon, he's--" I start out, barely looking at Freddy.
"Eh, he's fine," he says. "He saw that coming from a mile away."
"Yeah, once the trees started moving I traded places," I hear Ace say over the earbud. I look over at the concrete pinning him to the ground, watching as Hard Knocks heads to it, pulling it off of his fallen body.
The body turns into smoke and blows away.
"This isn't the end of this!" Hard Knocks bellows for the cameras. The sound of Ace laughing echoes from all around.
"Time for us to make a strategic retreat," Freddy says, racing away. I hesitate for a second, wondering if it'll work from the ground, and spread my arms and legs, activating the wing suit.
I call up the strongest wind I can manage, and fly away.





CHAPTER NINE
 
"THAT WAS AMAZING!" Elidee screeches as soon as I walk through the force field. She throws herself into my arms, only to go still. "I mean, you know, for your first time," she adds, pulling back and fixing her hair.
"You're amazing," Jules says, standing a few feet away on the platform and staring at her in awe. "I mean--yeah..."
"Amazing," Mitchell agrees, sighing happily.
"Did you brainwash them again?" I demand.
"I did NOT! I haven't even talked to the little rugrats," she says, shooting them a scowl. "They're doing this all on their own!"
"How's our dad?" Mitchell asks me, snapping out of it slightly. "We saw it all on that wall over there, but did you fix his brainwashing?"
"Yeah, Superior did it," I say, looking around. He had left right after fixing Hard Knocks and I hadn't even realized it until just now. I blink as a pair of arms wrap around my waist and look down at Olivia, who's sneaking a hug.
"It was scary," she says, pressing her face against my shoulder. "Hard Knocks is a lot stronger than you are, right? So why'd you fight him? You should have left it to Dragon!" She looks close to tears, so I wrap an arm around her waist, pulling her closer.
"I was safe, I swear," I tell her. "Heck, half of the time Superior was standing right next to me. And it's not like I actually got into the fist fight part of it!"
"The tree grabbed you, though!"
"Eh, I was just stuck there when the concrete started to be tossed," I say. "I think it was how Hard Knocks planned to keep me from getting hit." We've only known each other for a short amount of time, so it's really nice to feel so loved, I think. 
"But you flew, which is awesome," Freddy says as he walks in behind me. I turn, giving him a little grin.
"Yeah? Well so did you," I say. "It's not exactly the biggest show of power, considering norms can do it, right?"
"Not from the ground, they can't," he says. "I jumped as high as I could and I still couldn't get air born, so I'm guessing that's a Blackbird specialty, right there."
Blackbird. It's not nearly as hardcore sounding as Falconess. In fact, it's sort of ordinary sounding. You see blackbirds everywhere. I mean, I guess I could go by Crow, or Raven, but... "Think I should dye my hair?" I ask, thoughtfully.
"Ace could make it look like a bird!" Freddy offers.
"NO!" most of the people around us say.
"I don't plan on any hair sculpting," I tell him. "It might work for you, but I'm just not cut out for it."
Olivia groans. "That was a terrible pun," she complains.
"Yeah, yeah," I say, only to frown. "Mother's still out there. We didn't capture her, we didn't do anything, really, except put on a show--"
"You did do something," I hear someone say from behind me. I turn, watching as Hard Knocks walks into the campus. "You saved me. And you did it without exposing my problem to the super world, much less the norms. If the norms knew that we could be brainwashed and used as weapons, the entire push of the Anti-Supers would gain far more momentum than we could handle," he says as a boy that looks a lot like his son steps out from behind him. He turns to the boy, smiling and holding out his hand. "Thank you."
The boy seems to morph as the illusion drops and Ace takes the offered hand. "Not a problem," he says. "It's what I do."
"I can see that," Hard Knocks says, frowning slightly. "You know, I thought it was a joke, when he started talking about the villains during the tour, but there might be something to it. I really don't think that what just happened would have worked out so well if a hero faced me."
"Your rep would have been a little tarnished, but nothing too bad," Nico says as he heads for us. "We would have wrote it off as a misunderstanding. But it was still easier to use Ace for the job. Now, I know Superior said he fixed your brainwashing, but I'm paranoid, so you, you and you," he says, motioning to the Hard Knocks family. "Come here and watch this video, we'll see if there's anything left. Also, did you tell her our coordinates?" he asks as he leads them away.
"No. I would never tell anyone that hasn't been given them by you--it goes against my code, since this is a Hall facility. I don't think she could make me do anything I wouldn't have done normally."
"Good."
I step back, watching the three stare intently at the video that Nico shows them, and jerk slightly as my phone rings. I did not expect that, I think as I gently free myself of Elidee and Olivia. I walk down the steps as I answer the phone. It can only be someone that Nico knows, so I'm not worried, but a little privacy is always nice.
"Hello?" I say.
"Are you okay?" Andre Harrison asks. I hear another line trying to ring through. I bet it's Aunt Barb. I'll call her back.
"I'm fine," I say, letting out a laugh. "It was actually a lot of fun," I admit. "We saved the day by being villains, Mr. Harrison--I never actually believed that could happen!"
"Nico has a strange way of looking at the world," he says, his tone turning amused. "You looked amazing, by the way. Was it all illusion?"
"Well, a lot of it was--the stuff I used, at least. But I think we're going to add it to the uniform that Nico's building me. I was the one that made me fly at the end--with the help of the wing suit. And I'm really getting fond of the bow and arrow, but Nico said something about rockets, so I have no idea what my final weapon will be. Maybe I'll just stick with trick arrows, you know?" I drop down on the steps, still running on adrenaline. "I just acted like a working cape, Mr. Harrison!" I say excitedly.
"You did," he agrees. "Do you want to give up on the reporter part?"
"No way--I actually interviewed Ace right before we did this--just for the school, sure, but I did it! If there was a way to combine the two--you know, like acting as a villain and getting scoops on the other villains, that would be the perfect job!"
"That's actually what I had in mind," he says. "It's to be assumed that not all villains will willingly sit down for a chat--that's why we only have a small amount of villain interviews on HTV. We try to get more, but more often we get second-hand ones, or none at all. With you, and any of the others we get, we can send you in to spy on them. And if you get caught, well, you're just the competition, not an actual threat."
"And by going to Cape High, I get the chance to become friends with the up and coming big three, right?" I say. "Or, in some cases, their girlfriends, right?" I grin, leaning back and crossing my legs as I admire the plan.
"We won't mind," Ace says. I literally jump, turning to look at him. He's just sitting a few steps up from me, and I'm pretty sure he's been there for a while. "I mean, seriously, the latest trend in villainy around here is personalized mics. In fact, if I called Max he'd be stoked to hear we're getting our own personal reporter."
"Really?" I say. "So... I can call you guys up and say I want an interview, and then we can make it LOOK really dramatic, like I'm spying on your latest plans?"
"Sounds fun," he says, grinning.
"How about your love life?" I ask evilly.
"Keep your nose out of that," he says.
"But I really want to meet Morgan now!" I say. "Oh, Mr. Harrison, Aunt Barb has been trying to call me for a while. Can I call you back after I tell her I'm okay?"
"Sure," he says. "And you did well. I expect you'll be making a few more mini-debuts in the future?"
"I want to get some more training in--this was sort of out of left field, but I definitely plan on it!" I say.
"And have you thought of a name?"
"Yeah," I say. "I'm going to be Blackbird."
"Simple, but I like it," he says. "Now, before I let you go, I'm going to give you your first assignment."
"What?"
"Talk that Freddy boy into working for us. Nico says he'll make a great cameraman for you."
"Talk--but--" I turn bright red, hearing him laugh knowingly.
"I'm sure you can convince him easily enough. Say hello to your aunt for me," he adds before hanging up.
I groan as Ace starts laughing. I give him a dirty look, even as my outfit changes back to normal. "Oh shut up, it's not the same as asking him to date me!"
"Sure it is--worse, even," Ace says. "It's asking him to be your future partner. Ask Trent about that sometime."
"Whatever," I say, knowing that my face is bright red. "I can fly," I say after a second, my mind going back to the biggest revelation of the day. "Sure, I need special equipment, but not much." I feel a thrill race through my body and I jump to my feet. "I need a new uniform! It should be the same silent material, but it needs to connect when I want it to, so I can take off! This is so awesome! Thanks, Ace!" I give him a brief hug before racing up the steps and looking for Nico.
I come to a stop at the sight of Freddy standing there. "Hey--" I start out.
"Do you like Ace?" he asks.
"Um, I--" I say, thrown off guard. "Well yeah, I mean--"
"Then I'll stop bugging you," he says.
"What?"
"I mean, I don't think you've got that great a chance, since he's got a thing for Morgan, but--"
"I don't like him like that!" I say, shocked. "I like him as a friend, and just a friend."
"But you just hugged him--"
"He showed me how I can fly--I would hug ANYONE that did that," I say bluntly.
"So... does that mean I still have a chance?" he asks.
"I don't know. Do you?" I ask him, walking right past him. When I don't see him anywhere, I head back down the stairs, yelling, "Nico! I get a say on my colors, right? I'm thinking shiny black and maybe a bit of dark blue, but I want it in that silent material like Freddy wears!"
I don't dare to look back at Freddy until I'm halfway across the campus. He's still standing there with a confused expression on his face. 
I still fully believe that boys are nothing but trouble, don't get me wrong--but it looks like I'm going to be really, really good at trouble from here on out. 
Maybe, if he plays his cards right, I MIGHT give him a chance. 
 
***
 
For a moment she got to play family, Mother thinks as she sits down on the table of her little headquarters. It was a lie, of course, and the children hadn't actually liked her that much, but still, it had been entertaining. A husband, kids... she'd spent so long focusing on that sort of thing. 
"It failed," Shadowman says blandly. "Really, what were you even planning with that one? Other than wasting a bit of time?" He'd been the one to watch the thing first hand. She'd had to rely on what he told her. She looks at him for a long moment, wondering if he'd told her everything. She really doubts it.
"Hard Knocks is a well-known, respected member of the super society, isn't he? If I could use his children to infiltrate the school, I could get the younger generation of supers on our side. It's just a matter of manipulation and time. Or barring that, I could try and convince him to attack the school for no reason and show that even the heroes are unstable and shouldn't be trusted--it would have taken a bit of work and a lot of misdirection, but I think I could have managed," she says. "But most importantly, he was heading for Cape High. The entire world knows that Cape High is run by Technico, who, as we now know, has a relation to Superior. I need to find Superior--which would be easier if you would just TELL me where he is."
"Superior is dead," Shadowman says, looking her straight in the eye. This time she KNOWS he's lying to her. "Superior died a very long time ago, and regardless of all those cliché 'back from the dead' plotlines the capes pull, they never really do come back from the dead. Almost dead, sure, but not DEAD, dead. Only one guy in history did that, and He was a God, not a super."
 She stares at him, trying to get into his brain. But he's grown completely immune to that in this short amount of time. It's extremely annoying. "You're lying, and we both know it, but if you won't tell me where he is, I'm going to do whatever I can to find him--and his son is the best way to do that."
But really, she had seen a handsome man with adorable children and just couldn't help herself, she thinks silently. She misses that family feeling, pathetic, but true. "Enough of that," she declares. "Bring me a computer."
"For what?"
"What does it matter, Shadowman?" she asks, looking him in the eyes. "Bring. Me. A. Computer."
He sighs and heads out, grumbling the entire way. 



 
The Blackbird Show
 
"Since we don't have a journalism class, and you'll be graduating soon, I've made a deal with Andre," Nico says, leading me into my own room. He'd kicked me out for half an hour, leaving me to wonder what, exactly, he was doing. I'm about to find out. "Now, I had to add a few things to your room, so it might seem smaller. If you want to expand into the next door room, I'll be willing to negotiate," he adds as I step into my room.
The entire right side of the room is now a conglomerate of glowing blue parts and metal. "Desk," Nico says. A desk folds out from the wall, glowing faintly. It even has a keyboard built in. "Monitor one, three, and five," he says. The wall above the table lights up in three different places. "Two, four, and six," he goes on. The spots between the first three light up. "Monitor one, bring up Cape High, Blackbird," he commands.
It's a simple directory, with one recording listed. "You have a mouse," he says, looking over at me after a second. "I just find mice annoying--you can run all of this by simple commands if you want."
"So... you gave me a massive high tech computer system because I don't have a journalism class?" I say blankly, looking at the well padded ergonomic chair sitting in front of me. I have the oddest feeling it'll conform when I sit in it.
"No, you're going to run a vlog," he says. "And since this will be seen by your future employer, I expect you to make it look really good."
I look at him, shocked. "Mr. Harrison will see this?" I ask.
"He'll be your teacher," he says. "Well, more of a mentor. You'll be expected to do something weekly--you can write news reports or interview people in the school, like you did Ace. But Andre isn't the only one who'll see it. This will be seen by the school, faculty, and possibly a few of the parents, as well," he says. "At least, the main page will be. You're welcome to set up folders in the Blackbird files, so you can record and edit things. Your phone is, as you've already discovered, a very good camera. But if you need to cover an event I'll give you access to the school recording system. You CAN get away with a single report a week, but will you?"
"Not if I can help it!" I say, excitedly.
"Your mom--"
"You mean Aunt Barbara?" I say, not really bothered if he IS calling her my mom.
"Yeah, I mean her. From what I've heard, she's better equipped to carry the mom title," he says, much to my shock. "Unless she can swear absolute secrecy, she won't see this--she's too much of a reporter. Although I might be willing to let her see one or two if you cover something off-campus."
I hesitate. "How much is this--" I wave at the gorgeous setup, "costing Mr. Harrison? Because if it's too much I honestly can't accept--"
"Andre's one of the richest capes in the world, you know," he says.
"I don't care," I say. "If I'm living off of him, I have to be responsible."
"The setup cost me... a trip to the junkyard that won't be made up until either Zoe or Jack come back from their mission, and half an hour," he says with a shrug. "But if you want to pay me back, I can drag you out there to dig through scraps for an hour or two. It isn't costing Andre a dime. Now if you think you need more room since I made your room smaller, THAT will cost him."
"No, it's fine," I say, looking at my massive room with a snort. "I think I'll survive. Thank you," I say, itching to sit down in the chair.
"If you do a good job here, I'll set you up with an RV for your future job," he says, "as payment for being our reporter. With all the villains out there, I think you'll be living on the road."
"That sounds amazing," I say, giving into the temptation and sitting down. "So... um, how do I call Mr. Harrison?"
One of the screens flash and a rather surprised looking Andre Harrison appears on  monitor number one. "Jennifer?" he asks. "So you've gotten your new setup?"
"I have!" I say, grinning broadly. "Now I just need to figure out how to use it."
Nico leans forward, pointing at a key. "To record yourself, just hit that." he says. "And you've got your choice of vlog layouts that you can use. They're all titled 'The Blackbird Show.' We can change that if you want to."
"Thank you, Nico, for helping her out so much," Mr. Harrison says.
"Oh, it's not altruistic," Nico says. "This should keep the kids busy, too."
"This is so amazing," I say as the layouts come up on one of the screen. I grab the mouse, clicking on the interview with Ace and dragging it down into the one I like best. It starts playing automatically, and I start typing in the area under the screen.
"We've lost her," I hear Nico say.
"Looks like it," Andre says. They sound amused, but I don't have time to reply. I've got a news report to make! I don't even notice when Andre hangs up and Nico leaves--I'm too lost in the future. 
Next, to learn how to edit video! I bet there's a program for that, here, too!
 



SUPERIOR GIRL
 
 
by
 
R. J. ROSS
 





CHAPTER ONE
 
*Vinny's Team - Texas*
“I’m thinking of changing my last name,” I say, curled up in the back seat of the RV. I know for a fact that Vinny, Flame and Kaden can hear me, but I don’t care. They can just deal with the fact that Max calls me on a daily basis. I mean, I haven’t seen my boyfriend in weeks, thanks to this mission. I can at LEAST have a twenty minute call.
“To what?” Max asks.
“Rosenthorn hyphen Masters,” I say. “I mean, at first I didn’t think I’d EVER want Dad’s last name--and it got worse when Grandpa showed up, but they’re not really that bad,” I admit. “I mean, I don’t know if Sunny will do the same, but at least one of us should claim the Masters name, right?”
“Sounds good,” he says. “I like the sound of Max Masters just fine.”
“Wait, what? I said I was changing my last name, not you.”
“Yeah, but I don’t HAVE a last name,” he says. “So when we get married and have the little time traveler girl, she’s going to need a last name. I’ll just take yours and it’s all solved.”
“That’s so weird,” I say, trying not to laugh. “It’s always the girl that takes the new last name!”
“Then you’d just be Zoe,” he says. “Which doesn’t sound nearly as impressive as Zoe Rosenthorn-Masters, and I couldn’t shove the Masters name in people’s faces.”
“But wouldn’t it be Max Rosenthorn-Masters? Since you’d be taking my last name?” I ask teasingly.
“Can we get a soundproof room in here? I think I’m going to be sick,” I hear Vinny drawl from the front of the RV.
“The restroom is right over there,” Kaden says in that mild, sweetly helpful tone he always has. Don’t be deceived, though, he’s just making a joke.
“You both need to get girlfriends!” I call up to them, not bothering to cover the phone. “Then you can make other people sick! It’s a lot of fun!” I add with an evil grin.
“Max Masters sounds more epic than Max Rosenthorn-Masters,” Max says, completely ignoring me heckling my teammates. I do it often. Especially to Vinny--since it’s SO obvious that Jimmi’s in love with him. He’s just a moron.
“We’ll be reaching the South Branch Hall soon,” our driver, Kate, says, looking over her shoulder at us. “You’ll all be expected to make yourselves known, so I suggest getting into your uniforms.” It's finally time, huh? We've been doing small gigs for the past few weeks, all in South Branch territory, but this is the first time we've actually visited the Hall, itself. I'm feeling a bit nervous about actually coming face to face with Century.
“Yes, Kate,” I say, getting off the little bed and heading for the pull out closet. “Max I’ve got to let you go,” I tell him.
“Love you,” he says. I turn bright red, still not used to hearing that.
“You too,” I say, seeing several eyes watching me. I hang up and give them all a dirty look. “I’m taking the bathroom,” I tell them, dragging my uniform into the bathroom before they can say anything. The suit looks like everyone else’s--white and gold, with the Cape High logo on the back--is nothing like theirs. I tweaked it a bit while Dad wasn’t looking. Sure, if he stopped by, he’d know--but he wouldn’t call me on it. He’s already heard about me tweaking the RV.
The suit glows faintly as I zip up, letting out a little chime to say I’m logged in. I smile slightly before stepping out of the bathroom and heading for the door. I’m not planning on going hero, but if I have to wear a uniform, it’s darn well going to be the coolest one around, got it?
The RV pulls to a stop and Kate swings the door open.
“Ahem,” Flame says, dropping a hand on my shoulder, “you don’t mind if I go first, do you?” he asks as I look up at him.
“Oh--um--not at all,” I say as everyone starts to laugh at me. “I was just doing what I was told to do!” I tell them. “Kaden, you have to put the uniform ALL the way on,” I scold him, seeing the top half hanging down around his waist. Kaden is one of the zoo kids--one of the ones we never even saw until recently. They went through a lot, so you can’t exactly blame them for hiding from the world. They were all captured and held on display by a sick freak of a norm called the Collector. They come in all shapes, colors, and ethnicities, but all are pretty impressive.
Kaden is probably one of the most impressive of the group. He’s a Polynesian kinetic energy absorber. Basically, he’s a tank class--the type that actually gets a little larger and a LOT stronger with each hit he receives. He’s already huge--well over six foot, naturally, and in the middle of a growth spurt. I swear he’s grown half a foot naturally since we left school. A bit ironically, he’s got a super sweet personality--other than his passionate hatred for shirts.
“I don’t want to tear it,” he says, giving me huge brown puppy eyes, since it works better on me than getting rebellious.
“It won’t tear,” I tell him, crossing my arms over my chest and just staring at him. “Kim made it specifically for your growth spurts, and we need to make a good impression,” I lecture him. He looks down and I sigh, walking over and placing a hand on his massive shoulder. “You can leave it unzipped,” I tell him, reluctantly.
“Okay,” he says, tugging it on.
“Running around shirtless all the time,” Vinny says, shaking his head, “I tried to teach him manners, I really did.”
“It suits his class,” Flame says, stepping out of the RV. I head to the window, watching as he shakes hands with Century and Voltdrain. Absently I reach up and try to fix my hair, hiding the white undercoat. It doesn’t stay hidden.
“Let it show,” Vinny says, still lounging at the table with his booted feet up on the chair next to him. “They’ll figure out who you are soon enough.”
“I’m trying to make a good impression,” I tell him. “One day I’ll have to deal with him concerning Cape High.”
He gives me a crooked smile. “Century is probably the most straightforward of the Hall Leaders. Trust me, you’ll be fine.”
“More straight forward than Mastermental?” I ask.
“You REALLY think Mastermental’s straightforward?” Vinny asks, his eyes widening slightly. “The man who sent your dad to the Cape Cells, only to pull him out sixteen years later and make him train every single super kid they can get a hold of?”
“Well... when you put it that way,” I admit.
“Is Century a good guy?” Kaden asks Vinny.
“From what I saw of him, yeah,” Vinny says, getting to his feet. “But I’ll always like Voltdrain best.”
“I heard that!” Flame yells back at the RV.
“I meant you to!” Vinny calls back.
“Señor Vinny! We will get to see a Luchador fight this week!” Voltdrain calls. “I have tickets!”
“Time to step out,” Vinny says, heading for the door with a massive grin on his face. “Sup, guys,” he says as he hops out of the RV and heads for them. “Can you get two more tickets for my pals?” he asks Voltdrain with what comes the closest to a look of excitement I’ve ever seen--at least on him.
“Sí! I would be happy to,” Voltdrain says, turning to us with a smile.
“Um, I’m Zoe Rosenthorn-Masters,” I say, looking from them to Century. I hold out a hand, which he takes, engulfing it in a hand that’s as big, if not slightly bigger than Grandpa’s. “This is Kaden,” I add, looking over at the final member of our team. “We’d like to thank you for letting us do this mission--”
“Your father didn’t tell you everything, did he?” Century asks.
“What?” I ask blankly.
“He offered your services in return for letting you three do whatever you wanted,” he tells me. “You see, we’ve got the basics of our own special high school started, but we need the technology to run it--and according to Nico, he won’t let us call it Cape High South unless it’s up to his standards.”
“A sister school?” I ask. “You’re building a sister school?”
“We are. We want our kids here, where they can stay with their parents if possible,” he says. “We’ll be more open to taking in the lower powered kids, as well. From what I’ve heard, your father’s a bit of an elitist.”
“We have a lower powered kid! Well... One. Dad just admitted her last week,” I say. “But I see your point,” I add, giving in when he just looks at me. “I don’t suppose you’ve given me plenty of parts to work with, have you?” I ask a bit hopefully. “I prefer not to spend an extra day scrounging from a junkyard.”
“Are you sure you’re up for the job?” he asks me. “You’re such a tiny thing--”
“I turned sixteen last month,” I tell him. “I’m the daughter of Technico and Lady Rose, the niece of Firefly, the granddaughter of Superior and Tatiana,” I tell him, my uniform glowing more as I try to fight irritation. “I’m perfectly capable of--”
“Zoe,” Flame says, walking over and placing a hand on my shoulder, “calm down. The RV is starting to float again.” I look over at our RV, blushing slightly as I see it floating a foot off the ground. The cars in the parking lot next to us are starting to rattle, as well. “She can do it, Century, don’t worry about that,” he says as I wave discreetly at the RV, making it go down.
“I see,” Century says, looking around almost casually. “Then I’ll have my people give you the coordinates. There should be plenty of spare parts there. If there aren’t, well, it’s the black suits’ fault and you’re welcome to raid their toys.” I see one of the black suits jerk slightly, but he keeps his mouth shut. “Once that’s finished, we’ll sign the agreement forms. Albeit a bit belatedly,” he adds dryly.
“Sir,” the same black suit that had jerked says, heading forward. “Shouldn’t you warn them about--”
“Oh, they don’t need to hear about that,” Century says, his eyes glinting with amusement. “They’re full grown capes, they can handle anything that’s thrown at them.”
“Then we should get to it,” Flame says. “Kids, back inside. We’ve got a surprise side task on our hands.”
“Before you go,” Century says, heading for Kaden, “what’s your name, again?”
“Kaden, sir,” Kaden says.
“I’m always looking for a good tank, son. Consider this my invitation to join South Branch,” he says, holding out a hand.
“You don’t know anything about me, sir,” Kaden says, hesitantly looking at the held out hand.
“Sometimes it’s just obvious,” Century says. “That was a traditional tank stance you took when Zoe lost her temper,” he adds, nodding to me. Kaden blushes and then grins a bit sheepishly. “You were planning on rescuing the RV, weren’t you?”
“I didn’t want her destroying it sir. All my stuff is in there.” 
Century laughs, taken off guard. “Well it’s good to know you’ve got such a high level team, Vinny,” he says. “I expect you to do just as good a job this time as you did last,” he adds, looking at Vinny with what can only be described as “satisfaction.” I know, from playing with Dad’s computer, that Century has the biggest bid on Vinny’s future. In fact, he’s out to claim Vinny’s future team--including Lance and Carla. (Jimmi’s already South Branch.) I didn’t think it would happen, until I heard Vinny earlier. Vinny likes him. There’s a chance he might go for it.
“You know I don’t plan anything,” Vinny says with a little, wicked grin tugging at his lips. “I’m really only along to see some Lucha Libre.”
Voltdrain starts laughing at that one.
“That’s the one with the masks and the flips, right?” Kaden asks quietly. “That’s going to be awesome.” Vinny and he bump fists, grinning at each other.
“Kate, do we have the coordinates?” I ask our driver.
“We’ve got them,” she says.
“Then if we have to do this before we’re 'officially' on duty, let’s get it over with,” I say. “It was nice meeting you all. Oh, I almost forgot! Voltdrain, your daughter wanted me to give you something,” I say, racing inside and grabbing an envelope. I come out, handing it over. “She’s headed North, but she’s with Ace and Blackjack--she’ll be just fine,” I tell him as I hand it over.
“Gracias,” he says with a little smile.
“Now, let’s go,” I say, heading onto the RV. I feel jittery. All that talk about family ties, and I really AM wondering if I can do it without Dad showing me the basics first. I’ve outgrown the whole “blow all the things up” phase, but I’m not sure I’m out of the training phase. Sure I rebuilt the RV, but the basics were all there and I might have hacked into some of Dad’s blueprints. Possibly. Especially for the two new motorcycles in the trailer alongside Vinny’s.
“And Zoe and Kaden need to get their bike licenses,” Flame says before the door swings closed. “Arrange that for us, won’t you, Century?” He grins a bit evilly as the door shuts before Century can reply. “That’s what he gets for dumping grunt work on us,” he says as he heads to his chair and brings up a tablet.
I tap my earbud, intent on giving my dad a hard time.
“Zoe,” Dad says.
“You sold me out,” I accuse him.
“Nah, it shouldn’t take but a few hours. I’m sending you the blueprints now. I also sent a list of things you’ll need to the black suits,” he says, calming me down easily. “I just couldn’t spare the time to go down, myself. Besides, I plan on you doing this a lot more after you graduate.”
“Building school systems?”
“And other tech jobs,” he agrees. “This is so much easier than that cloning myself idea I had earlier.”
“You would clone yourself,” I repeat dryly.
“I would, but I doubt I’d be able to stand the guy. Besides, you’re a lot cuter. Do you have them?”
I bring up my hands, clapping once before pulling them apart. A hologram appears there. “Got them,” I say. The plans float in mid-air and I move my hands, looking at them from all directions. “Okay, got it.”
“That’s my girl.”
“Has Sunny gotten home yet?”
“He has. He’s fine.”
“I’ll call him later,” I say. “See ya, Dad.”
“Nice additions to the suit, by the way,” he says.
“BYE, Dad,” I say, hanging up on him. “Change into something you don't mind getting dirty,” I say a bit reluctantly, heading for my closet. I'm going to keep the gloves on, I decide. I like the gloves. “I’m going to put you all to work.”
“Aren’t you the team leader for this?” Flame asks Vinny. I can hear him through the door as I change in the bathroom--not that he cares.
“Would YOU argue with a Superior kid?” Vinny asks.
“I see your point,” Flame says.
“I’m just doing this so we can do YOUR mission,” I tell Vinny as I come out in jean shorts and a tank-top. I place my gloved hand on the table next to me and transfer the hologram to its system. Soon the specs are floating in front of me, a mixture of miles of code and several mechanical blueprints. I flick through them idly, examining some of the larger machines thoughtfully.
“Can you understand any of that?” Kaden asks the others.
“It looks like a machine,” Vinny says.
“I got that much.”
“That’s about all I got, too,” Flame admits.
“So I’m not the only stupid one,” Kaden says. “That’s good.”
“Wonder what they weren’t telling us,” Vinny says, looking thoughtful.
“We’ll find out soon enough,” Flame says. “Century’s just testing you.”
“Me? What for?” Vinny asks.
“Because he’s first in line t get you for his Hall. You’re dating a South-ie, and the nephew of another,” Flame says.
“Jimmi and I are NOT dating, you know,” Vinny says after a long moment.
“Only because you’re a chicken,” I tell him. He shoots me a dirty look.
 
***
 
“I don’t care WHAT them folks at Hall said, you find that ghost!” Mrs. Feldkin says, waving her cane in the air. “I’m not leavin’ this place, and I’m not givin’ it up to no tight wearin’ prancin’ pansy with a FAKE name, neither!” she declares at the top of her voice to the two males standing in front of her. “I’ll FIND that ghost and PROVE I ain’t loony! Then we’ll see who needs to be put in a home!”
“Look,” Rochester says, lifting his hands in a placating movement, “Ms. Feldkin--”
“That’s MISSUS Feldkin! Missus Amelia Feldkin! Just because my Marcus has gone to the great beyond doesn’t mean I’m ashamed of him!”
“Right, yeah, but MRS. Feldkin--I ain’t sayin’ there’s NOT a ghost--” Rochester starts out, earning a dirty look from his partner--AKA his twelve-year-old son, “but I can honestly tell you that the ghost don't got nothin’ t’do with South Hall.”
“I HIRED you to FIND THE GHOST!” she bellows. “An’ don’t be comin’ back here until YOU DO!” She slams her screen door closed in his face, leaving the two just standing there, staring at it.
“Do you remember her hiring us?” Rochester asks after a long moment.
“The ghost is probably her dead husband, getting revenge for her screaming at him all his life,” his son finally says, sighing heavily and dragging his over-sized backpack up his shoulder. “Has anyone told her that South Branch already owns this land?"
“Of course they have. And you can’t explain that sort of stuff to someone with Alzheimer, or whatever it is,” Rochester says, running a hand through his buzz-cut pale blonde hair and groaning. “Century ain’t gonna like this,” he adds to his son, picking up his own bags and looking around. His eyes fall on the massive half-built building to the right, right in the middle of the old woman’s cornfield. The corn is overgrown and really should have been cut down by now. They'd started, of course, but, well... then came the "ghost attacks."
“So what do we do?” Cisco asks, staring at the building as well. “SOMETHING ran off the construction workers, you know.”
“I know, I know,” Rochester grumbles, looking down at his civilian clothes. “Come on, kid. We won’t hear the end of this until we get rid of whatever it is.”
“This is child abuse, you know?” Cisco says, following along behind his dad. “There are rules against making me work at this age. I’m supposed to be going into junior high right now.”
“Yeah, yeah, you've told me several times," Rochester drawls. “Don't think of it as work--consider yourself a ghostbuster, boy! Like those old movies!” he says to his son, heading into the field at an easy lope. “It'll be fun!”
“I don’t believe in ghosts,” Cisco says defiantly. The way he glances warily at the moon rising over their heads, and then at the half built building says differently. “And I don’t remember being hired!” he complains, chasing after his dad.
 
***
 
“Rochester and Francisco Scythe,” Century says, leaning back in his desk chair and looking at Voltdrain.
“Sí, but do you know anything about them?” Voltdrain asks, a hint of worry on his face. “You just let them waltz in and begin working--do you trust an unknown super around our Vinny?” he adds, his biggest worry coming straight to the fore. He's extremely protective of Vinny--he could easily be his future son-in-law!
“They’re Psychometrics. They learn things about the past from touching things or people. According to them, they’re upper B-class--well, the dad is. The son is just starting to come into his powers, and having a bit of trouble at it,” Century says, pulling out a rather thick folder. “The dad grew up bouncing from state to state, and was making a living as a guitarist in New Orleans before his kid accidentally outed himself,” he goes on. “I won’t lie, Rochester’s got a bit of a sketchy record from when he was younger--he did a bit of time in Juvie, but as far as I can tell, he’s cleaned up since he became a single dad.”
“I see... But you should have still warned Vinny!” Voltdrain says.
“I want to see what they do about them,” Century says. “Scythe isn’t on the Hall docket yet--this is as much his proving point as it is Vinny’s.”
Voltdrain just looks at him for a long moment before sighing and walking out. “I will keep an eye on it,” he says simply.
“I expect you to,” Century says.
 
***
 
“Admit it, you’re enjoying this trip,” Vinny accuses Flame as Kate pulls to a stop in the middle of nowhere. I jerk, leaning over to stare out the window. 
“I’m playing nanny,” Flame says, “to a bunch of beginner capes. How is that something to enjoy?”
“I don’t plan on wearing a cape,” Kaden says. “Or a shirt.”
“Kate? Are you sure we’ve got the right place?” I ask after staring into the cornfield for a long, long moment.
“This is where the GPS led me,” Kate offers, a frown on her face as well.
“We’re here?” Kaden asks with a hint of excitement. He gets up, making the RV rock slightly as he races out the door. “I want to see--” he stops right outside the door. “It’s uh…” he says, backing up and bumping into the side of the RV. We rock even more. Now don’t get me wrong—I upgraded the shocks! It’s just Kaden is a pretty big kid. I bet you're wondering how they kept him in the glass cage, right? Well, Kaden is a kinetic absorber. That means he has to receive force to expel it—the more he gets hit, the harder he hits back, get it? If he doesn’t get hit at all, his strength level is probably about lower C-class, in super ranking terms. (It'll go up as he gets older, of course.) But in the cages, no one ever even touched him, and they put in special, shock absorbing walls just for him. How generous of them, right? (I’m being sarcastic.)
I head out, stepping onto the rather bumpy road and looking at the cornfield in front of us. There, in the middle, is a half built structure and abandoned equipment. It looks like whoever was building the place just up and ran in the middle of the job.
“They’ll be back in the morning,” Flame says, stepping out of the RV and looking around. “It’s almost sunset—the day’s over for them, right? Let’s set up camp and get some sleep.”
“Kaden, you get the rocks, I’ll get the firewood,” Vinny says, dropping a hand on Kaden’s arm. Kaden’s taller and twice as broad as Vinny is, but there’s a grateful expression on the larger boy’s face that says exactly who’s in control of the situation. Vinny IS the second in command of the zoo kids, after all.
“I’ll see what’s going on,” I say, heading for the abandoned building.
“Think you should go with her?” I hear Vinny ask Flame. I ignore them, heading for one of the large excavators just sitting abandoned to the side. For what I’m about to do, Flame won’t be much help. Wow, that sounds arrogant even to me. But it’s true! He’s not a technopath. 
“Let’s see what you have to tell me,” I say, tapping the hood of the machine and breaking into its computer. In one part of my mind I see all the parts that make it up—it needs a new carburetor—but I ignore that for now, bringing up the log of activity. I scan a week of work, another, and another, and then there’s nothing. “It’s been two weeks since anyone’s used this,” I say, opening my eyes and looking at Flame. “This campus is supposed to consist of three buildings and several large fields—I think they’re planning on negotiating for an apocalypse field,” I tell him. It’s not in MY schematics to build, but it’s definitely been drawn up into the outline. I bet Dad’s planning on trading for something far more important than a mission for that one. “They’d need a seven foot deep, football field sized hole for that one,” I say.
“We’re going to build an apocalypse field?” Vinny asks.
“Apocalypse class is my favorite,” Kaden says, looking excited. “Nico said I could try the zombie setting when I got back.”
“Why we even HAVE a zombie setting, I’ve got no idea,” I mutter, shaking my head before heading for the next machine. “And we aren’t the ones building it—the apocalypse field is far too expensive to throw in for a simple meet and greet tour,” I lecture them. “Even for Dad AND me it takes a week or so to build one,” I add. “Each of the robots needs to be made, the settings need to be programmed, the field itself needs to be made—it’s a ton of work.”
“So why do we have one?” Vinny asks.
“Because it’s OUR school,” I say with a shrug. “Seriously, do you even have to ask? You live in a dorm that’s a gamer’s dream. That’s definitely not because the school needs it.”
“I need it,” Kaden says a bit pathetically. I shoot him a look, making him laugh. I touch the machine, bringing up the log quickly.
“Two weeks,” I say, frowning. “This is a forklift—they should be using it all the time to move material. There’s no way both would have been sitting around, unused for two weeks unless nothing has been happening in all that time.”
“We’ll find out what’s happening in the morning,” Flame says. “Did you get the firewood?” he asks the guys.
“We’ll do it now,” Vinny says. He and Kaden walk away, leaving me staring at the half walls of the building. 
None of this makes sense to me—I jerk as something brushes against my leg and look down. “A cat?” The cat rubs against my calf, and I hesitantly reach down, patting it gingerly. I’ve never had cats—the closest I’ve got is Adanna, not that she’d appreciate that statement. But you’ve got to admit, she DOES turn into one--a much bigger one, sure, but still a cat. “Where did you come from?” I ask, starting to pick him up. He runs, darting out of my hold before I manage. I chase after him, stopping at the sight of a rather ramshackle looking farmhouse. The lights are on inside, and there are cats EVERYWHERE. They’re sitting in the windows, running around in the yard, perched on the roof—everywhere you look, there seems to be a cat.
I hear someone move inside. The movement is slow and accompanied by a rhythmic thumping. “Dad-blasted fools,” I hear a woman mutter. “And you! You ghost! Don’t think you’ve won this!” Suddenly the thumping stops, and I can hear her heartbeat. “Is that you, ghost?” she asks, starting for the door if the thumping is an indicator. I can’t help myself—I jump back about twenty feet, hiding in the corn as the front door opens. Sure I’m a super—but creepy old cat ladies are still a little scary, okay? That fact is proved when I see her. She’s dressed in a ratty looking robe with her hair sticking out at all angles. She looks angry—well that’s obvious, she’s waving her cane in a threatening manner. “YOU STAY OFF MY LAWN!” she shouts.
I hesitate, wondering what I should do. No, I KNOW what I should do—I should step into view, introduce myself, and ask why she’s still on what’s supposed to be Hall property. Had Century stolen it from her? Sure, Vinny thinks he’s a good guy, but I don’t know him from Adam. He very well could be robbing old ladies in his spare time.
“Zoe, dinner’s ready,” I hear Vinny say from behind me. I watch as the old woman goes back in, locking the door behind her, and turn and head back to camp. I need to think about this. And possibly look into the financial records of the South Hall—when I can get away with it.
 
***
 
“He gave US this job,” Rochester says, sitting at the top of a tree several miles from the newcomers. “What are a bunch of kids doing here? They're obviously capes--you can feel it from here.”
“Dad, I’m hungry,” Cisco says, sitting at the foot of the tree and staring out at the RV.
“I know,” Rochester says, jumping down lightly from the tree and stretching his arms over his head, “thing is… we’re broke.” He digs in his pockets, pulling out a handful of change and two rumpled looking dollar bills. Cisco gives him the dirtiest look a twelve-year-old can manage. Rochester shrugs a bit sheepishly, grinning slightly in a guilty manner. “There are two options,” he says, holding up two long, ringed fingers, “one, we go in town an’ try t’busk.”
“What’s the other?” Cisco asks.
“We rob the newcomers,” Rochester says. “I’d say we hit the old lady up for food, but the last time we tried that she whacked me with that cane of hers.”
“Shouldn’t the HALL be paying us?”
“It’s a… ‘you get paid if’ya accomplish it’ sort of gig,” Rochester says, shoving his hands into his pockets and shrugging.
“There’s a third option,” Cisco says, getting to his feet. “We ask them.”
“What?” Rochester asks, watching in shocked silence as his son walks off, heading to the large fire pit. The fire they’ve created is massive—towering well into the sky. “Kid—” he starts off, only to curse and chase after Cisco as the boy reaches the campsite by the street. “This ain’t gonna turn out well,” he mutters.
 





CHAPTER TWO
 
“This is really good sa—AAARGH!” Vinny screams, jumping to his feet and then onto the roof of the RV. I’m staring. No, seriously, I’ve NEVER seen Vinny scream in my life. That Kaden’s freaking out as well is sort of ignored, because VINNY is freaking out. Vinny doesn’t freak out. This is just so weird.
“What the--” Flame asks as Vinny raises a shaky finger at the field’s edge. A blonde boy is stepping out of the field.
“Child of the corn!” Vinny whimpers.
I start to laugh. This is just TOO FUNNY!
“It’s not funny—he’s gonna kill us all,” Kaden says, only to stop and frown. “Well, no, I’m not eighteen yet,” he says after a long moment before sitting down. “Vinny, I’m eating your dinner! It won’t go to waste that way.”
Vinny panicking is funny, but I abruptly realize that I have no idea what they’re talking about. I turn my attention to the newcomer, who looks really confused. He’s not alone.
“Hi, there,” I say, getting to my feet. “Where are your parents, little boy?” I ask. He looks about ten, maybe a little older.
He gives me a sharp look, which quickly changes to a sad one. “My ma’s dead,” he says pathetically. “It’s just me and my dad, and he’s dragged me off out to the middle of nowhere, and we’re starving,” he tells me, big silver eyes looking straight into mine. “I haven’t eaten in DAYS—”
I glance back at Vinny as he drops off the roof of the RV and heads inside, coming out with a new bag of sausages. “Why don’t you sit down,” I say, motioning to one of the large logs sitting around the fire. “We’ll get you a stick and you can cook up a sausage.”
“Thank you!” the boy says, throwing his arms around my waist. I jump as I feel his hand brush my butt, a bit shocked. The hand moves to my waist and I write it off as a slip of the hand.
“It’s fine,” I say, patting him on the back a bit awkwardly. “Why don’t I get you a stick?” I offer.
“Cisco!” a man says, appearing at the edge of the campground. “Where’d you get to, y’little punk?”
“Dad! They’re going to feed us,” the boy calls back.
The man that steps into the clearing is tall, whipcord lean, long legged, and as blonde as his son. It’s so blonde that a shade or two lighter would be white. He’s got more piercings than Jack used to—both ears have them all the way up to the cartilage, and there’s a stud under his lips. He even has his EYEBROW pierced, I think, staring at him for a moment too long. His arms are almost black with tattoos, and his fingers are decorated with more jewelry than Justin tends to wear. He doesn’t look much older than Vinny, though. I mean, like, I could see him passing as twenty-one, although I bet he gets carded—but he’s got a kid that’s got to be at least ten! Seeing his dad, I bet he’s older. He totally touched my butt on purpose, didn’t he?
“Who are you?” Flame asks the newcomer, his eyes narrowed slightly. “And what are you doing on South Branch land?”
For a second the man looks over at him, a sharp expression in silver eyes that aren't as metallic looking as my Dad’s. He seems to be thinking, but his expression changes quickly, a cheerful smile on his face as he crosses over and offers Flame his hand. “Rochester Scythe,” he says. Flame looks at the hand offered, but does nothing. “There’s this crazy lady living over there that hired us,” he explains.
“Shouldn’t you be eating there, then?” Flame asks even as Vinny hands Cisco a stick and the bag of sausages.
“Well, she’s crazy,” Rochester says. “She thinks we’re here to hunt ghosts.”
“Ghosts? Seriously?” I hear myself ask. Look, I’m a Christian, sure, and I believe that there’s a spirit realm and all that—well, you know, where it can’t really be seen or heard, or anything, but ghosts? “Like in a horror movie?” I ask, still trying to wrap my mind around it. I guess I believe in ghosts, I decide after a long moment. I’ve just never seen one, other than on TV.
“Strange sounds, things bein’ moved without anyone helpin’, cold chills down your spine, runnin’ off entire construction companies,” Rochester lists idly. “I ain’t sure it’s a ghost, I won’t lie, but the old lady seems certain it is.”
“What is she still doing here?” Flame asks.
“She claims she owns the land,” Rochester says, giving up on shaking and dropping down next to his son. He steals the stick and bag of sausages. For a second he just holds the stick, looking at it thoughtfully, and then he skewers a sausage.
“She says she’s going to prove she’s not crazy and that there IS a ghost,” Cisco says, taking the hotdog bun Vinny offers, along with the condiments. “So Dad says we’re going to find the ghost. If I were you, though, I’d leave now.”
“I’m not afraid of ghosts,” I declare boldly. “I came here to do a job and I’m going to do it.”
“You’ll be sor-rry,” Cisco says, looking over at me. “The ghost’s ran off guys twice your size.”
“Yeah? Well they weren’t me,” I say stubbornly and grab the bag of marshmallows to make a s’more.
 
***
 
“Welp, we’re screwed,” Rochester says as they watch the group head into the RV later that night. He and Cisco had left after dinner, but they can still see the other group from their new campsite.
“What do you mean?” Cisco asks.
“The redhead? He’s Flameblaster. I brushed against him before leaving, since he didn’t wanna shake,” Rochester says, heading for their camp. “They sent in an already hired cape t’deal with the problem. What do y’think of West Branch?”
“But why is he with kids?” Cisco asks.
“Don’t even suggest Central—I ain’t nowhere near their level,” Rochester goes on, completely ignoring him. “Accordin’ to the fansite, the only A classes they got are Mega and Falconess, right? Maybe one or two others, but nobody that gets screen time. That’s the A CLASS, kid. Down here, they got Century, who’s S, Voltdrain, who’s Specialized S, an’ Flameblaster, who’s a really high A, or Specialized S, dependin’ on who you ask. The rest are my range or lower. I’m good with second fiddle, or more likely, the dirty jobs--”
“Dad,” Cisco says sharply. “I’m sick and tired of running.” He kicks a rock, sending it flying. “Why don’t we at least TRY to find the ghost? The Hall can fight it out with the old lady after that. But… if we don’t get him within a week, we can leave, okay?”
Rochester sighs, running a hand over his face and shrugging. Casually he opens his guitar case and pulls out his guitar. It’s the only thing worth money that he hasn’t sold—cherry red electric, complete with a built in amp for all the street corner playing he’s done in the past. He tunes it by ear, and starts to play one of his “thinking songs.” Cisco waits impatiently, irritated with his dad’s bad habits yet again. A part of it is guilt, he admits silently, watching Rochester stare down at his guitar with an unconscious smile. His dad would have been perfectly happy spending the rest of his life playing guitar, but because of him, they had to find a Hall. 
Cisco had outed himself when he’d been grabbed by a cop and saw into his past. He’d started screaming. Seeing the memories of being shot tended to freak a guy out, okay? At least it had him. The cop had been a bit freaked, as well—he’d only been grabbing Cisco because the shop owner accused him of shoplifting. To have the kid start screaming in horror at a light grab was definitely not expected. Even after he’d let go, Cisco had been pale faced and panting. They’d let him sit in the office as they called his dad. The media and YouTube ate it up, saying that the cop was hurting him, or that something even worse was going on. It had gone viral.
Rochester and Cisco were packed and gone within half an hour, leaving no trace behind. All of their friends, all of their makeshift family (mostly old men that played in the band with Rochester) all left behind. “I miss Sam,” Cisco says quietly, speaking of the old black man that had been teaching him to play the drums.
“We’ll find you another teacher when we get into a Hall,” Rochester says, not missing a note.
“It’s more than just that,” Cisco says, his hands fisting. “I was happy—you were happy. We were finally someplace… right. It’s all my fault,” he whispers.
“It is NOT your fault,” Rochester says, finally stopping and putting the guitar away. He moves in front of his son, crouching so they’re eye to eye. “The first time it happened t’me, I did a lot like you did. I didn’t expect it, didn’t want it, an’ I sure as hell didn’t know how t’deal with it. What you did was natural,” he says, firmly. “I know anyone woulda done the same.”
“I should have kept my mouth shut,” Cisco declares.
“And now you can,” Rochester says. “Now c’mon, I can at least teach you t’play the guitar, if not the drums. Soon y’won’t even need a teacher, you’ll just have'ta touch the instrument a master’s already played.” Or a weapon, he thinks silently, but he doesn’t want his kid fixating on that part of their abilities.
“Are we going to find the ghost?” Cisco asks.
“We’re gonna find the ghost,” Rochester says reluctantly, looking up as a cold breeze brushes over them. “Prob’ly sooner than we want to.”
 
***
 
The sound of the guitar is keeping me awake. I can only assume it’s that Rochester guy—unless it’s the ghost. Okay, I might, or might not be jumping at every little sound, wondering if there really IS a ghost.
“Are ghosts real?” Kaden asks, echoing my thoughts in an uncanny manner.
“Ghosts aren’t real, go back to sleep,” Vinny says in a tired voice.
“How do you know they aren’t real?” Kaden asks him. “Maybe you’ve just never run into one before. I mean, there’s all sorts of weird stuff in the world—and Santa’s real.”
“How are Santa and ghosts alike?” Vinny asks.
“You never see them, but they exist?” Kaden offers. “They’re both sort of strange and watch you when you don’t know they are? I mean, ‘He knows when you are sleeping,’ is pretty disturbing, if you ask me.”
“Nico knows when you’re sleeping, too, you know. He’s probably listening in right now--that’s just a part of our lives, lately. Besides, we don’t KNOW that Santa exists. You’ve been listening to Carla too much lately,” Vinny says. “Zoe? You’d know, right? Does Santa exist?”
“Why would I know?” I ask, giving up on pretending to be asleep. I have no comment about Dad checking in--he’s probably right. Dad’s nosy like that. That, and why else would he let me go off with a team of almost all boys? He’s probably watching us like a hawk.
“Because Superior lives up in the Arctic Circle, where Santa’s supposed to live, right? You can’t tell me he hasn’t run into the guy.”
“Maybe Cosmic is Santa,” I say, thinking about it. “That would make Duplicitous Mrs. Claus—which would mean that Mrs. Claus is an ex-bank robber.” There’s silence for a moment before everyone in the RV, even Kate and Flame, start to laugh.
“I can’t un-see it,” Kaden says, rolling over and dragging his pillow over his head. “How can I ever sit through Carla talking about going to the North Pole, imagining Mrs. Claus the bank robber?” he demands dramatically.
“She could stick people up with a loaded candy cane,” Vinny says.
“Loaded with what?” I ask.
“Gumdrops.”
“Riiiiight,” I drawl, snorting. “I could almost see Cosmic as Santa—if he wore a wig and a fake belly suit, or something, but I definitely can’t see Duplicitous as Mrs. Claus. Besides, they’ve only been retired since, what, the eighties? Santa’s been around forever.”
“They pass the mantle down, right?” Flame offers. “Like we do as capes. Once Vinny’s a full-time South Branch cape, I plan on retiring for a while, maybe heading to the islands for an extended vacation.”
“Just for that, I’m staying Central,” Vinny says.
“I should have known you would say that,” Flame drawls.
Before anyone else says anything, though, I feel the faint hum of electricity still running through the van flip off. The others might not even notice, but I sit straight up, looking around wildly. When I sense no obvious cause—such as a blown fuse or something, I get to my feet and head to the discreetly placed power box to the side of my bunk.
“What’s wrong?” Kate asks from her bunk over the driver’s seat.
“Someone killed our RV,” I say, opening the box and touching the wires.
“I turned it off—”
“No, you turned the engine off,” I say. “I refitted the RV to run off of our energies, letting things such as air conditioning, defenses, and the Wi-Fi to continue working whether the RV is on or not. When you’ve got a car full of B and higher class capes, you should take advantage of it—one of the first things Dad taught me,” I explain, only half paying attention to my words. The rest of my mind is checking the wires for whatever I might have missed. Sure I could turn it back on, but if there IS a faulty wire, I could risk burning it down. Then we’d be stuck here. 
“Nothing,” I say after a very thorough check. Mentally I start it back up, hearing the humming sound—
One of the switches under my hand flips, turning it off again.
I let out a tiny scream, jumping back and bumping into Kaden’s bunk. The RV lights up as Flame and Vinny move in front of me, their hair on fire. “What happened?” Flame demands.
“The switch went off—all on its own. It wasn’t me, and it wasn't a breaker blowing,” I say, still freaked out.
“It’s the ghost,” Kaden says behind me. His voice is soft, which makes it even creepier.
“Everyone out,” Flame says. “We’re sleeping by the bonfire tonight.”
It says a lot when I’m the first one grabbing her sleeping bag and heading out into the night.
I stop and look at the RV, wondering if it’s too childish to call my dad in the middle of the night so he can check it for bogeymen. I’m seriously tempted, regardless. Sure, he’d have to come across half the country, and would probably get in trouble with the Halls again, but it might be worth it. The only thing that stops me, even as my hand reaches for my earbud, is my dad, himself. He would NEVER let me live this down, I think a bit dryly. I’d be hearing cracks about checking under my bed for the rest of my life. I still remember that moment when we first met, practically, where he held out his hands and asked me if “Daddy needs to help?” in such a sarcastic way. Nope, not calling him.
“I am NOT letting some stupid ghost ruin this mission,” I say, my hands clenching at my sides. “We’re going to get rid of it, one way or another.”
“How?” Vinny asks.
“Well… we’ll start by a ghost catching device,” I decide. “I’m going to need some parts,” I decide, heading for the abandoned structure. Hopefully they brought the pieces I would need like Century said they had—otherwise this is going to be a very long night.
 
***
 
Nico jerks slightly as he sees one of his screens blink. He starts tapping on the air, as if writing on a keyboard, going through the same schematics that his daughter is checking. “Huh,” he says, frowning when he finds nothing. The screen comes on again, showing his daughter touching the circuits. He listens in—and then sees the switch go off. The last thing he hears is his daughter screaming.
He gets to his feet and heads for the door. Before his hand settles on the doorknob, he stops himself. This is his daughter’s first mission—also, racing across the country would easily bring attention to her that he doesn’t particularly want at the moment. He scowls, his mind racing, and turns back to his computers. This requires a less hands-on sort of approach--one that starts with waking Century up, he thinks with evil satisfaction as he waves a hand. A bit to his surprise, Century already has his personal computer on. The older man gives him a disgruntled look when he takes over the screen. “Now, son,” he says, “this is my HOME computer.”
“I realize that,” Nico says.
“Then you should realize that it’s not polite to hack into a HOME computer.”
“Really, Century, when will you learn that I don’t do polite, especially when one of my kids is in a dangerous situation?” he asks, his expression going hard. “If it were my son, I might yell at you—but this is my daughter,” he says. “What, exactly, did you send my little girl into? Your life might be dependent on this answer, so I suggest you be succinct.”
Century hesitates, a troubled expression crossing his face before he leans forward, his elbows resting on the desk. “Well… it’s like this—”
 
***
 
The only sounds around are the steady breathing of people sleeping at the campsite, and the clanking noise of metal bumping against metal. It’s the second that draws Rochester. He slips through the night, blending in as easily as he breathes. His clunky combat boots are back at his own camp, along with his socks. He’s going barefoot for this job—which makes him extremely glad it’s a corn field and not a cow field, he thinks dryly. His feet are tough enough to walk on anything, but he doesn't have any desire to step on a cow patty. With each step he picks up on small details, what animal last passed through, the last rain, the last snow. Most importantly, WHO had walked this land last, and where they are now. All of the land in the field is connected, after all.
Not that he needs that information to find the girl, he realizes with a hint of amusement. He can hear every movement she makes. She’s not trying to be quiet. He glances back at the camp, just checking to be sure no one’s guarding her, and then jumps on top of the half-built wall between him and her, crouching there like an owl. There, he thinks, standing in the half built building wearing blue and pink striped pajamas and strange white half gloves. She’s so intent on the machine she’s building that she doesn’t even notice.
It looks like a small torture device, he decides, or one of those old… sarcophagus, his mind supplies. The ones the Pharaohs are buried in. It’s metal—a dark, shiny gunmetal, and she’s welding one of the sides together with—is that her FINGER? She’s got a helmet on, with the mask pulled down, but she’s creating the spark with her finger, so… seriously, what’s the point? He’s a bit stumped by that one. He reaches down, touching the wall on the off chance that something has happened since the last time he touched it. Nothing. A breeze, a random cat peeing on it, a bird or two taking a moment to land before flying off. As long as nothing happens, he thinks, the ghost is perfectly content to leave it alone.
For now.
But that’s the thing, he thinks, standing and walking silently along the wall. Why haunt a building that’s brand new? Oh, he doesn’t doubt that there are ghosts—those three years of living in New Orleans have been enough to make him a believer—well, in a way. What he truly believes is that certain people invest SO much emotion—most often bad—into a place, that it lingers long after they’re gone. The amount is so great that even norms pick up on it and it affects the world around it. And since Rochester is primed to pick up on emotions lingering to begin with, he had thought it’d be the perfect job for training his kid on.
Except the ghost DOESN’T leave the emotional traces, he thinks irritably. Things just move, or a freezing cold breeze passes by, or whatever. And the old lady is intent on proving that the place is haunted—except according to Century, nobody said anything about ghosts before he bought the land. It’s like a huge chunk of the story is missing—and if the girl’s machine can help, he thinks, he might be able to figure it out. He goes still as the girl stops abruptly and digs one hand into her pocket. She pulls out a handful of tiny parts and tosses them into the air, where they float above her head. This is his chance, he thinks, running silently over the wall. His hand shoots out, grabbing one of the screws—just in time for her to look up and see him.
“What the—” she says, jerking back. “How did I not hear you?” she demands. “What are you doing with my screw?”
“’Ello,” he says a bit lamely, still stretched out with his fist in the air.
“Give me my screw back,” she demands, storming up to the wall and holding out a demanding hand. “You almost gave me a heart attack—and why didn’t you TELL us you were a super?” she adds as he slowly lets the screw drop into her hand. It’s already given him a decent amount of information, actually. He just needs to let his mind sort it out. He blinks as she pulls her cell phone out and shoots a green light at him.
“Hey!” he says, “what the hell was that?”
“You spy on me, I spy on you,” she says rudely, turning away from him and looking at her screen. “Oh… you’re a psychic type—” she stops, turning cynical green eyes on him. “I wouldn’t have guessed,” she says, even more rudely.
“What does that phone tell you?” he demands, hopping off of the wall. Before he gets close, she pulls a small light bulb out of her pocket and shakes it at him in a threatening manner.
“Don’t make me use this,” she tells him.
“A light bulb.”
“That’s right—you won’t like what I can do with a light bulb.” Confusion makes him go still, so satisfied, she goes back to looking at her phone. “Huh,” she says. “I’ve seen Mastermental’s scans, you know, so I know you’re not a telepath, or a telekinetic. What are you?” she asks him.
“I ain’t tellin’,” Rochester says stubbornly. “And I still ain’t sure what you’re gonna do with a light bulb,” he adds.
“Why does your son speak better than you do?” she asks.
“I made sure he got the schoolin’ I didn’t—well… I tried,” Rochester admits, guilt hitting him. 
“Is he coming into his powers?” she asks, looking honestly concerned. It throws him off guard. “It’s always hard for capes with a lot of promise—I would think a psychic type would have it pretty bad, wouldn’t he?”
He schools his face in a bland expression, not saying one way or the other. She completely ignores him, digging a card out of her pocket and holding it out. “My group—well, other than Flame—we come from Cape High,” she says. “My dad’s the principal. We might be able to arrange something for your son. Or, if we can get rid of this ghost problem, we can see about him getting into this one.”
“This one?” he asks.
“This,” she says, motioning all around her, “is going to be Cape High South. I’m here to put in the computer system.”
He stares at her, almost falling over with shock. “THAT’S what this is?” he asks.
“Yeah,” she says. “But it’s sort of at a standstill now, isn’t it?” she says with a sigh. “I bet the ghost ran off the norm construction workers, didn’t he?”
“Yeah.” He scowls, looking around. This, he realizes, this is exactly what he’d not even dared to dream about. “So… in this school, him freakin’ out if he sees somethin’ ain’t gonna get the world’s notice?” he asks after a long moment.
“No, it shouldn’t,” she says. “It might get his teacher’s notice, but that’s sort of the point of school, right? How do you mean ‘sees something’?” she asks.
“I need t’get into the old lady’s house,” he says. “Can you an’ your team give me a hand?”
“Why?” she asks.
“Because I haven’t had the chance t’see what she knows,” he says simply.
 
***
 
I’m not sure if he’s creepy or not. I mean, I want to trust him for some reason—he obviously cares about his son, but at the same time—”How old are you?” I ask curiously, glancing over my shoulder at him.
He blinks, and a frown crosses his face as he starts tapping on his fingers—then asks me, “What year is it?”
I tell him.
“Well… think that makes me, what, close to forty?” he offers, looking thoughtful. “Somewhere around there. I ain’t paid attention to that in years.”
“You’re seriously the same age as my DAD?” I say, shocked. Dad looks older than this guy—but it might be because of their build, that and the white in Dad’s bangs. “You look barely older than I am!”
“It’s the baby face,” Rochester says with a hint of disgust. “I always did look like a kid.”
“And the piercings, and the ratty looking jeans,” I point out, “and going around barefoot doesn’t help much either.”
“Y’wanna make fun of me more, or wake up your team?” Rochester drawls.
“We’re already awake,” Vinny says, his hair lighting up. We’re surrounded. Wow, Dad’s creeping classes have really paid off, haven’t they? I barely heard them coming. Then again, I wasn’t listening for it. One of the first things I did when I learned to control my powers was train myself to IGNORE sounds. There is such a thing as hearing too much. But maybe I’ve gotten a bit too good at it.
“Step away from Zoe,” Kaden says.
“It’s okay, guys,” I say, holding up my phone. “He’s one of us.”
“If you’re saying that just because he’s a cape, well that means Shadowman’s one of us, too,” Vinny says all too calmly. “You might be Nico’s daughter, Zoe, and we’re not going to make light of that, but you’re still on MY team. It’s a pain in the neck, but I’m the one responsible for making sure you don’t get caught up in something dangerous.”
“I trust him,” I say. “At least for now,” I add when Rochester opens his mouth. I shoot him a sharp look when he dares to give me an injured look. “He’s a psychic,” I add, waving the phone at them.
“Psychometric,” Rochester says, sighing.
“Um… He’s crazy and obsessed with foreign measurements?” Kaden offers.
“Psychometry—I can pick stuff up by touchin’ things,” Rochester explains.
“Well, yeah, you usually have to touch things to pick them up,” Kaden says, looking at him as if he were a moron. Vinny turns away slightly, but I think he’s laughing if his shoulders' shaking is an indicator.
Rochester just stares at him. There’s an awkward silence for the count of five before he turns and looks at me. “I need t’get inside the old lady’s house. Maybe she knows somethin’ about the ghost that she don’t remember.”
“We were supposed to do this in a day,” Vinny says. “We can’t do it if we’re busy trying to keep someone busy so you can rob them.”
“Not rob, just touch a few things,” Rochester says. “An’ I could do it if it were only the old bat—it’s the cats that are the real problem.”
“So what are we supposed to do about the cats?” Vinny asks.
Rochester looks at me. “Just how big inside is that ghost trapper thing of yours?” he asks.
I stare at him. “You want to capture ALL of the cats and put them in a metal box.”
“Makes sense t’me,” he says cheerfully.
“Schrödinger’s cat,” Vinny says, “in a mass quantity. That’s just twisted.”
“Schro-dinger’s what?” Kaden asks.
“It’s an old question—if you put a cat in a box is it alive or dead?”
“You can tell, 'cause the box would be moving, right?”
“Well there’s a thing of poison involved, I think—but regardless, that’s absolutely animal abuse, especially if there aren’t holes in the box. Are there holes?” Vinny asks me.
“It was made to keep a ghost inside, remember?” I say. “We’re not putting the cats in the box.”
“Who IS this lady, anyway?” I ask. “I mean, she’s living on a farm in the middle of nowhere, in a rickety, falling down house, with way too many cats. Century bought this land from her, but they haven’t moved her off of it, and she’s… what does the ghost have to do with her?” I ask, looking at Rochester.
“As far as I know,” he says slowly, “she thinks that catchin’ the ghost will prove she’s not crazy, an’ that’ll get her land back from South Hall.”
“But she’s the one that sold it to them, right?” Vinny asks.
I hesitate, and then do something I’m probably going to get in trouble for. I clap my hands, pulling them apart and bringing up South Branch’s financial details. The rest of the group stops, watching as I search through all the various transactions. “Oh,” I say.
“Oh, what?” Vinny asks.
“The farm was sold to Century—but not by her,” I tell them. I tap the air a few more times, hacking into various records. “It looks like her nearest living relatives—second cousins’ grandkids, or something—had her placed into a care facility. It looks like they gained power of attorney when she was diagnosed with dementia—because of her obsession with saying the house was haunted, and possibly all the cats. That’s classic hoarder mentality.”
“And she somehow made it back here when the nurses weren’t watching,” Flame says quietly, his tone somber. "Before they managed to get people in to take the cats away, I'm betting."
“But the house IS haunted, isn’t it?” Kaden says.
“Whatever turned our power off earlier is real,” I say. “It might be a ghost,” I add, yawning. Look, Dad can stay up for nights on end, but I can’t. I’m abruptly realizing that fact. “I planned on trapping it to find out for sure. Something that can move things in the physical world has to have SOME sort of energy, right? Maybe?” It had made sense to me earlier, at least! “And if it’s energy, I can capture it.”
“So if we prove there’s a ghost, then she can prove she doesn’t have dementia, right?” Kaden asks. “And get her land back!”
“Well, possibly? And possibly not—but is her having her land back a good thing?” I ask, trying to put it as gently as I can. “She’s out here all alone. Cats don’t count. I don’t mean it’s good to be in a care facility with other people that really DO have dementia, but—what about those retirement villages they show on TV? Or someplace where she can be around other people with her interests? Besides, then all the work that’s already been done on the school will be a waste.” I motion all around us. “This is the perfect place for a Cape High. Nobody will notice things going boom when you’re out here in the middle of nowhere.”
“And what about the cats?” Vinny asks as we reach the homestead. There seem to be MORE of them than there were the last time I came here, I think a bit dizzily. “That’s definitely not sane,” he points out, as if we weren’t already aware. Look, one, two or even three I can understand, but this has to be at least ten times that many, and clearly an old lady alone isn’t a pet rescue mission.
“Well,” I say, “maybe we should call PETA?”
The screen door rattles as it opens and the old lady in question steps out with a massive basin full of cat food in her hands. “Here we go, lovies!” she calls out as all the cats come running. “Breakfast is serv—who are you?” she demands, seeing us. “Get off my lawn!” 
Rochester is gone. I know that without even looking, but it’s reinforced when Kaden mutters “He’s gone,” under his breath. Now we have no choice but to distract her—
Well, actually we DO have another choice, but it’s sort of nasty just to ditch him like that.
“Hi,” I say, stepping forward. “We’ve got an RV that we parked nearby—but for some reason it won’t start now. Can we hook up to your electricity and charge the battery?”
She stares at us, suspicion clear on her face. “And why is a little girl in pajamas doing the talking?” she demands, looking over at Flame. 
“She’s the bossiest of us all,” Flame says with a simple shrug. “I tried talking them into waiting until we can call a tow truck, but she—”
“I’m from Kansas City,” I say, “it is WAY too hot down here to go without AC.” I wave my face with a hand, hoping it convinces her. It IS hotter here, after all—but I’m a cape. Temperature doesn’t really bother me. Although I think it’s even hotter in the RV without power because we have two fire types.
“I—” the woman hesitates, looking from me to Vinny and Kaden. “You’re a big one, aren’t you?” she says to him. “Where’d they grow you?”
“I’m Polynesian,” Kaden says. “My family line comes from Hawaii, but I was born on the mainland,” he says, shrugging. I glance at him, abruptly aware that I have no idea about his family life. Where are they? Are they capes, too? With his size and decent amount of ability, I can’t believe he’s the first in his line—
“One of those island boys, huh? Like in the Elvis movies?” the old lady asks curiously.
There’s this look on Kaden’s face that has Vinny turning away, hiding his laughter again. “Something like that,” Kaden says blandly.
“Or like in Lilo and Stitch,” Vinny offers shamelessly. Kaden shoots him a look. “He keeps trying to learn the bongos thanks to that,” he lies.
“Shut up, Vinny,” Kaden says, “or I’ll tell her about your Mafia ties.”
“Mafia?” the woman asks, looking worried.
“I’m NOT related to the mafia! My dad’s a janitor!” Vinny says.
“Can we hook into your electricity?” I ask. “It shouldn’t take long, I just need to—”
“You just need to?” the woman asks me, looking at me closely. For a second her eyes seem to focus and clear, looking at me closely.
“Um—my dad’s an electrician, so he taught me how to do it,” I say, wondering just how long we have to stand here.
“I wish I could believe you,” the old woman says, shaking her head almost mournfully. “And I might have—if you hadn’t brought THIS into my house.” She steps aside and I look up, watching as Rochester floats into view. For a second I think he can fly, but then I realize his arms are bound behind his back by something invisible.
“It’s not a ghost,” he says, struggling, “it’s HER.”
The old woman turns, smacking him upside the head with her cane. “You were supposed to catch the ghost!” she declares in a crazy voice. “Why didn’t you catch the ghost?”
The cane breaks against his head, but she doesn’t even notice. Thankfully Rochester is a pretty decent cape, because that should have done a lot of damage. “Get my kid and get out of here!” Rochester yells at us, still struggling as the old lady smacks him again with the broken cane. “She’s a super strong telekinetic! An’ she’s totally off her—OW!” he snarls at the lady, who’s shoving the broken cane up his nose now. “Tell Century!” he yells at us.
“We can’t just run,” Vinny says, his hair and hands lighting up. I dig through my pocket, pulling out the light bulb that I threatened Rochester with. I pull out a handful of parts, my mind jumping to the power blocking schematics—and something grabs all of my nuts and bolts from the air, pulling them away from me.
Vinny’s fire is literally pulled away from him. It flames in the air for a second before dying. He starts to gasp for air, falling to his knees and grabbing desperately at his shirt. Kaden charges forward, his hands clenched angrily—but the world goes still as Flame casually reaches down, grabs a cat by the scruff and drapes over one arm.
“Let the boy go or the cat gets it,” he says, reaching up and patting the cat with his free hand. 
Vinny falls to the ground, gasping in huge gulps of air. The old woman stares at Flame as if he were the biggest villain of all time. “Put Buttons down,” she says, starting forward. Kaden moves, blocking her way. She doesn’t even hesitate to swing the broken cane at him, hitting him in the side. “PUT BUTTONS DOWN!” she screams at the top of her voice. The wind kicks up and a strange howling sound fills the air. The screen door of her house starts rattling, as do the storm shutters, even though they’re bolted to the siding. The cats race away, shooting past or even through our legs to get away from the rampaging old woman. I see shingles on her roof start to move, ripping away from the roof and flying in circles over our head. Larger things, like a gnome statue, take to the air, creating a dangerous looking cyclone right over our heads.
The cat Flame’s holding jumps out of his arms and races away as if its tail were on fire, but the old lady is too angry to notice. She starts floating, her eyes glowing eerily, her arms out at her sides. 
“We have to calm her down,” Flame says. “Keep her distracted—don’t do any damage unless you have to, and don’t get caught. Zoe! Do you have a way to stop her like your dad does?”
“She took my parts,” I say.
“Get new parts.”
“I’ll have to find them—the house is closest,” I say, grimly.
“Make it quick,” he says, lighting up his entire body and taking to the air. “She’s got an oxygen stopping trick, it’s not good for any of us here.”
I nod, turning and racing away from the entire thing. I need to get in through the back—if I try for the front door, it’ll distract her too much. “WHERE DO YOU THINK YOU’RE GOING?” she bellows after me.
“Please! I—I don’t want to die!” I cry. “I’m leaving!” I feel something wrap around me, hauling me off the ground for a bit and turning me towards her. Something inside of me snaps when I squirm and nothing happens. “Oh that is ENOUGH,” I snarl, my hands clenching where they’re pressed against my sides. Every light in the house behind her flickers before coming on. I literally FEEL wires pulling out of the walls, ripping through the plaster and wood. Ruthlessly I jerk them out until they’re sprouting out of the roof like vines. She doesn’t even notice until they start to wrap around her.
“Wh—AAAAHHH!” she screams. “THE GHOST! THE GHOST HAS COME FOR ME!”
All of the floating objects drop to the ground abruptly. The woman is sobbing, jerking erratically against her bounds. I didn’t electrocute her, don’t worry. I might have gotten angry, but she’s still a very old woman. If she’s a cape, I can’t even imagine just how old she must be.
“Don’t kill me—don’t kill me,” she sobs, still struggling. “I’ll give it back—I promise I’ll give it back.”
“If I take her powers,” I say, realizing something terrible, “she might die.”
“What?” Kaden asks.
“I don’t know how old she is, but she looks really old. If she loses her powers, she’ll go the same way Mimic did,” I say, my heart breaking as I see her crying. She’s all alone out here, with no one that seems to care. She’s clearly not right in the head, but that’s not her fault. I just—
“Give what back?” Vinny asks, walking over to her.
“The—the ship,” she whispers. “I’ll give it back. Tell the ghost to not kill me,” she says.
“Let her down,” Vinny says to me. “Let’s see this ship of hers.”
 





CHAPTER THREE
 
She was once one of the greats. The sentence is echoing in Nico’s head as he reluctantly heads onto the school campus, walking past the school building and to the second set of dorms. “Hey, Mom?” he says as he walks in. “You here?”
“I am in the kitchen!” Tatiana calls back. “Are you hungry, Nicolas?” she asks, sticking her head out the door. “I am making pancakes!”
“Yeah, I could go for that,” he says, heading for the table where his father is already sitting. The older male has a newspaper. The only way he could have gotten today’s newspaper is by leaving the campus and buying (or stealing) it, but Nico doesn’t mention it. Keeping Superior locked up is like trying to restrain the wind. It isn’t going to happen, not for long.
“You usually don’t stop by here,” Superior says, flipping the page.
“We have a little… issue down south,” Nico says, frowning slightly. “Do either of you remember a woman called The Angel?”
Superior lowers the newspaper and looks at Tatiana. Tatiana looks back.
“Yes, we are knowing of her,” Tatiana says. “It is a very sad tale, that one.”
“What happened to her?” Nico asks.
“What issue?” Superior asks, his eyes narrowing slightly. “Zoe’s in the south. Does this have something to do with her?”
“It might, but I need to know exactly what happened with The Angel.”
“She went insane,” Tatiana says, “just as she was starting to make a name as the first strong female heroine in the thirties. She would have been one of the greatest advances for our kind. She was very, very powerful telekinetic.”
“What made her go insane?” Nico asks.
“No one could ever figure that out,” Superior says. “One moment she was headlining the news, the next she disappeared. A few of that day’s heroes went looking for her, but when they came back all they could say was that she wasn’t… right, anymore.”
“I’m going to the South Branch,” Nico says. “Call Mastermental and tell him I’m already gone.” And then he IS gone, leaving his parents to clean up the territorial mess he’s about to create.
“Really, what part of ‘I’m supposed to be dead’ doesn't he remember?” Superior drawls.
“Oh that one is obvious!” Tatiana says cheerfully. “The part where it is not convenient for him. He IS your son, Clifford.”
 
***
 
He’d seen it. Cisco’s heart is pounding hard against his chest as he runs as fast as he can. He’s going to go to the South Hall and YELL at Century for getting his dad captured—and then he’s going to MAKE him come in and fix all of this. There’s no way he’s going to become part of a Hall that lets freaky old ladies with super powers just run around without supervision—or whatever.
He’s only made it about a mile and a half before he has to pause and take a deep breath. Sure, his powers are coming in, but they happen in short bursts, okay? It’s not his fault that he doesn’t have super endurance yet! It’s coming!
“Hola,” someone says from over his head. “Is there a problem?” Cisco looks up, taking in the sight of Voltdrain dropping down in front of him. Voltdrain—the ultimate hero. Cisco’s read his comics, has his T-shirt, and was even DREAMING of the day he’d get to meet the Hispanic hero when they first thought of coming to this Hall, but now—
“Dad was captured,” he pants, “by the crazy old lady. And she started a twister of lawn gnomes and all the cats went running and—and she’s going to kill them all! And it’s ALL YOUR FAULT!” he bellows, throwing himself at the hero. He starts crying. “Dad was never supposed to be a hero! He’s a MUSICIAN!”
To his surprise, even as he’s futilely trying to hit the guy, Voltdrain wraps his arms around him in a hug. “It is okay, little man,” Voltdrain says gently. “I will save them.” That simple promise makes Cisco go limp, resting his head against Voltdrain’s chest.
“It’s not your fault,” he says. “It’s mine.”
“It is no one’s fault,” Voltdrain says, picking him up and taking to the air. “It is just life. It is difficult, coming into your power, no?” he asks, flying through the sky at speeds so fast Cisco has to turn towards him to breathe. “My daughter, she had a hard time, too.”
“You’ve got a daughter?” Cisco asks.
“Sí, she is my princesa,” he says. “It is there?” he asks Cisco as they get to the house. “Did she pull the wires out, the old woman?”
“No—no,” Cisco says, staring at the wires sprouting out of the roof blankly. “Where did they all go?” he asks, looking around.
“We will find out,” Voltdrain says, landing in front of the house and putting the boy down. “I am sure it will be very interesting.”
Cisco nods, looking around before heading to one of the wires lying on the ground. He picks it up slowly, and promptly falls on his butt. “They caught her,” he says, his worry turning to excitement. “With this,” he says, holding it up.
“Zoe,” Voltdrain says, a little smile pulling at his lips. “She is very impressive for her age.”
“The girl?” Cisco asks, looking shocked. “The GIRL did it? But that was Flameblaster with them and—”
“The girl is of the Superior line,” Voltdrain says, heading into the house. “You should not underestimate her because she is pretty.”
Cisco turns bright red.
“But since they have it in hand, perhaps we should not interfere?” Voltdrain offers. “It IS their mission, no?”
“Oh, um... Okay?” Cisco says, looking at the house. “Can we go flying again while we wait?” he asks, getting excited.
“Sí, of course!” He glances over as he picks up on a familiar electric signal. He hopes that they don't mind being filmed by S-HTV for this, he thinks with a sigh as the recording drones hover around the house. He would do something, but they don't appreciate when he messes up their toys. They make him replace them.
 
***
 
“It’s down this way,” the woman says, slowly making her way down the stairs. She had to uncover a trap door in the front room floor to get us here. Getting through the house itself STILL has my nose burning from the smell. “I kept it. She said not to keep it, but I kept it. She said to bury it—but I couldn’t. It—it’s alive. It attacks me every night--psychically,” she whispers, her tone creeping me out even more. The entire basement doesn’t feel right. In fact there’s this humming of unfamiliar energy that keeps trying to get my attention. I almost feel like I’d be pulled down the stairs if Kaden wasn’t walking in front of me. His broad back is enough to stop it.
“Look at the walls,” Vinny says from in front of Kaden. I look up to where he is, my eyes widening as I see glowing green—I’m not even sure WHAT it is, really. It looks like some sort of alien plant life growing over the walls. It pulses slightly, reminding me of a heartbeat. It must have had plenty of time to grow, because it’s well up the walls and covering parts of the ceiling. I bump into Kaden’s back as he stops abruptly, and try to peer around him.
There, in the center of the overgrown basement, is an egg shaped spaceship, with walls made of the same glowing green plant life as the stuff that covers the wall.
I jerk as a full-out attack hits my mind. No—no, it’s not an attack, I realize abruptly. It’s a set of schematics. In the blueprints I see several flashing red lights signifying damage—and pain. I shove past Kaden, rushing for the ship. “You poor thing,” I say, running my hands over the side as if it were a pet.
“Zoe, step away from the space ship,” Flame says, lighting up.
“No! Don’t,” I say, raising one hand to him. “It’s okay. It just wants to go home,” I tell them, looking back at the ship. The schematics are so perfect, I think as they swirl through my mind. “This ship—it’s both a machine and a living thing. I’ve never seen such a thing before! It’s amazing! But it’s really badly hurt.”
“It tries to get into my head,” the woman whispers with a mix of hatred and obsession. “I won’t let it! My head is my own! It's trying to make me crazy!” I can imagine what that did—the ship desperately trying to get her to help, her desperately trying to keep it out of her mind. It makes sense, now, I think as I look over at her. Being "attacked" mentally every night for who knows how long, it's no wonder she thinks her own powers are a ghost out to get her. She's probably well past crazy by now.
“I need to get it out of here,” I say, looking to my team, instead. “I can fix it—but I need time and space.”
“The ghost—”
“The ghost is you, Ma’am,” I tell her. “YOU are the ghost.”
“But—she said—”
“Who said?” Vinny asks.
“The woman with the kaleidoscope eyes, she looked me straight in the eyes an' said a ghost would haunt me as long as the ship was around—but I couldn’t bury it—what if it grew?” she asks, staring with terror at the egg—no, I realize abruptly—the SEED shaped ship. I look around, seeing the green growth slowly trying to crack through the dense concrete of her basement, and realize.
“She’s right,” I say. "Not the lady that talked about the ghost--I think that was Mother brainwashing her, or something. But she--" I motion to the woman, not sure what her name is, "is right."
“What?” Flame asks.
“If she had buried it, what do you think would have happened?” I ask, motioning to the growth that surrounds us. “How far would this have spread? It feeds off of energy and nutrients. So far it’s been living off of her electricity—which it’s actually forcing to run even after they shut it off, but can you picture what would happen if it had unlimited access?” I ask. “It wouldn’t MEAN to create a blackout, but it would.”
“How do you know all of this?” Flame asks.
“It showed me its schematics,” I say, shrugging. “I think it thinks I’m… related to it somehow.” I reach up, placing my hand on the egg. “I think it’s… well… Grandpa’s an alien,” I say. “That means somewhere out there in the universe is his home planet. I think that’s where this ship came from, and it thinks I did, as—” I yelp as a hole opens in the side of the ship and it sucks me inside.
“ZOE!” Kaden shouts, racing for the ship and slamming his fists on the side. I feel the ship shudder at the hit. I peer through the translucent green windows at him as the ship starts jerking wildly. It throws me back and I slam into the inner wall—which reaches out and wraps around my waist like a seatbelt, a seat forming quickly under my thighs. It’s kidnapping me.
“I DON’T WANT TO GO TO SPACE!” I shout, finally realizing what it plans a bit too late. The ship takes off, slamming through the house and roof, leaving the ground below. 
 
***
 
“Bring it down,” Flame says to Vinny as they both light up. Kaden grabs the old woman and jumps out of the wreckage, gently putting her down at a distance before slamming one fist into his opposite hand. For a long time he hadn’t been able to bring up enough power from this move, but he’d gotten stronger when he hit fifteen—his powers had really kicked in. Now he can work up a decent amount—enough to jump, at least. He does so, aiming for the flying seed and grabbing onto the green tendrils hanging from the bottom. He hauls himself up, hand over hand.
Vinny appears to his right and Flame to his left, both fully lit up. Kaden would tug on his collar if he actually had one. Suddenly, though, the ship starts squirting a strange, slimy green liquid that coats it and them.
Vinny yelps slightly as his flames go out and he starts to plummet to the ground. Flame manages to dodge the goo, barely. Kaden almost falls off, but he digs his fingers deep into the side of the ship, not about to let go. “Give. Me. Back. ZOE!” he roars, trying to rip into the ship and failing. It keeps regrowing, even around where his fingers are.
A flower blooms right in front of his face. It’s strangely beautiful, and he finds himself staring at it for a second too long. A fine mist spouts out, hitting him straight in the face.
The world starts to spin as he falls to the ground. He vaguely hears Zoe scream. The guilt hits him hard as he slams into the ground, creating a tiny crater with his weight. He’d failed someone he cares for again, he thinks. The first person outside of the zoo group that he considers a friend—and the stupid alien plant is going to take her.
“Not if I have any say in it,” he snarls, getting to his feet. The impact from the ground rushes through him and he feels himself grow larger—and more powerful than he’s ever been.
Sure, Ward gets larger, too, WAY larger than he ever could, he thinks as he crouches, but every wrestling match he’d had with his brother had ended the same way—with him winning. Ward might have the size, but he doesn’t gain more strength the longer they wrestle.
He jumps, grabbing the ship again and punching that smug drugging flower straight in the face—you know, if flowers had faces, that is.
The ship is jerking, floating erratically and he almost falls off again as it starts plummeting to the ground. Something is going on inside, he realizes as he looks through the window.
Zoe does NOT look happy. In fact, a tremble of fear races through Kaden and he doesn’t even know why—but this time he willingly jumps off the ship. “SHE’S GONNA BLOW!” he bellows at Flame. “RUN!”
“The ship?” Flame asks.
“No! ZOE!” he yells as he hits the ground running.
“What?”
A powerful burst of light explodes from the ship, rushing out in all directions.
 
***
 
“YOU KIDNAP ME, YOU ATTACK MY FRIENDS,” I bellow, totally losing it. The ship is shuddering like a whipped puppy after I let loose my rage. The plant has semi-protected the technology parts, but I still did a lot of damage, and I know it. It staggers, hitting the ground, but I feel no regret. “YOU COULD HAVE KILLED KADEN! HE CAN’T FLY YOU STUPID—STUPID SHIP! AND VINNY! YOU TOOK OUT HIS FLAMES!” I shove off the now limp seatbelt, getting to my feet so I can yell at it properly. “I told you, I didn’t want to go to space! I was going to fix you, so YOU could go, but I’m NOT GOING WITH YOU!” I yell, kicking a hole through the wall and climbing out.
I grab the thick green vines on the bottom of the ship, starting to spin. I’m going to toss the thing off the planet—it deserves it! It goes up, swinging through the air like a slingshot—
“Zoe! Please do not!” I hear someone say. I look up blankly as Voltdrain drops to the ground with Cisco in his arms. He puts the boy down as I slow and drop the ship to the ground. Wait—I’m not on the ground.
I look down, seeing a good ten feet between my feet and the ground. “Oh, hey, I’m flying,” I say, completely distracted. I drop like a rock, barely landing on my feet.
“What is that?” Voltdrain asks me, making me look over as he approaches the ship. “I have not seen such a thing before.”
“It’s a space ship,” I hear Vinny say from a distance. I look over, seeing our team leader lying on the ground, covered in this nasty green fluid. He looks rather disturbed, I notice as he sits up. But he doesn’t look hurt. “This is disgusting,” he says, trying to wipe the fluid off. “Your space ship peed on me, Zoe.”
“I don’t think it’s pee, exactly,” I say, feeling guilty. I glance over as the wreckage of the house shifts again and Rochester shoves free. Now I feel even MORE guilty, I think as he dusts himself off and heads to us. Cisco runs to him, throwing his arms around his waist.
“You’re alive!” Cisco says.
“Like that’d kill me,” Rochester says, patting him on the head before heading for the ship. For a second I think he’s going to attack it, but all he does is place a hand on the side. He pulls away a second later, turning to motion to me. “C’mere, would you?” he says.
I hesitate for all of a second before walking over. To my surprise he lifts one long fingered hand, pressing it to my forehead. His other hand goes to the ship.
The world shifts dramatically.
 
***
 
We’re standing in a strange plant nursery, of sorts. I look around, and then over at Rochester, who’s just floating a few feet over the seed ships that cover the ground as far as the eye can see. Each one has a wall enclosure around it, sort of like a seed tray on Earth, but far larger. I look down. I’m not touching the floor either—and I’m pretty sure that the seed ship beneath me is the one that Rochester had just been touching seconds before.
I look around, expecting people. There should be caretakers or workers here, right? But as far as the eye can see, there’s nothing but the ships. They’re starting to outgrow their little enclosures. “They should be moved,” Rochester says, motioning down. “That’s what it says—the ship knows it should be moved to a bigger spot, so it can grow. I… ain’t sure why a ship would need to grow, though,” he admits, looking confused.
“They’re alive,” I say, walking forward, my eyes on the ships below us. “I’m not sure what it is they’re made of, but—” The ships start reacting all of a sudden, shivering in anticipation as someone finally approaches us. It’s a female, I think as I turn to see her stumbling towards the field. She’s grasping her side, and she almost falls on her face for a moment. She has long silver hair that’s being tugged into her face by the wind, and eyes that remind me of— "Kaleidoscope eyes,” I hear myself say as I see the colors change in the light. Mother.
“Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds?” Rochester asks.
“What?” I ask blankly.
“The girl with kaleidoscope eyes—it’s a famous line from a Beatles song,” he explains, giving me a look that says clearly it’s MY education that’s lacking now. “Don’t you know your classics?”
“I’m not really a Beatles fan,” I admit, wondering why I feel guilty. My attention goes to the woman, who’s making her way over the seed ships, cursing as she tests one after another.
“Dead… dead… Too small to fly…” she says to herself, crawling over one after the other. “Have to—” she falls, turning and looking into the air. “Get away—” she whispers to herself.
I look in the direction she’s looking, but see nothing. She’s reached the ship beneath me by now, and I see it open at her touch. She falls inside and the green material closes again. I jerk as I feel electricity pulse from the direction she’d been looking—just as abruptly as I’d felt it, it dies. For some reason that sensation shocks me. It makes my heart hurt.
“Come on,” Rochester says, grabbing me. “The memories are movin’.”
Next thing I know, we’re standing inside the ship, where the silver haired woman is unconscious and strapped to the wall. I look at the walls, and then reach out, touching them. “Destination: nearest living Lerrestian,” I say. “Lerrestian?”
“Well… it might be a planet, but it sounds like a person,” Rochestersays, looking out the window curiously. “This thing really books it, huh?”
“A person… or a race,” I say, bringing up as much information as I can. “The planet we just left—it was Lerrestia,” I say. “She’s looking for another of her kind.” I look at him, shocked by just what that means. “That means—everyone on the planet is dead.”
“Except her.”
“And someone here--if she's got the same powers as Grandpa, like Dad thinks, maybe it's him?" I say.
“Looks like whatever it was that killed them did a bit of damage to her, too,” Rochester says, motioning to her. “Somethin’ musta wiped them all out. Hate to meet whatever that was,” he says, almost too casually. “But this is Superior’s home planet, right? I bet it was some sort of civil war.”
“A civil war that wipes out the entire race?” I ask, terrified by the very idea.
The ship jerks, slamming through some sort of barrier. I glance out the window, watching as the same green fluid that hit Vinny coats the outside. The ship is going through the atmosphere, I realize as I look closely. We’re landing on Earth. It had been so fast—or fast forwarded somehow. Either way, the woman strapped to the wall starts to wake. She looks confused at first, but quickly adapts and looks through us out the window. 
The ship crashes to Earth, skidding for miles before stopping, and the woman shrugs off her belt and crosses the tiny ship floor, stepping through a hole that opens automatically. I only barely see another woman standing outside. She’s beautiful, with long golden brown hair and a uniform of white and gold. She reminds me of someone…
“Zoe,” I hear Dad say.
“Time to go back,” Rochester says. I feel his hand lift from my forehead and suddenly I’m back in the present.
“Dad?” I say, looking up to the right, where Dad is standing next to Voltdrain. “When did you get here?”
He hauls me into a hug.
 
***
 
So they’re surrounded by people, Nico thinks, picking his daughter off the ground in a bear hug, he doesn’t care. Whatever just happened with the bleach blonde guy made her cry. He hasn’t seen his daughter cry but once or twice in the time he’s known her, he thinks. This time it obviously isn’t over a boy or her mom, so—
“I’m fine,” she protests, squirming slightly in his hold. “What’s wrong?”
“You were crying,” Kaden says. “Didn’t you notice?”
She goes still, and then pulls away enough to wipe her face with her sleeve. “Oh,” she says. “Dad, we found a ship from Grandpa’s home planet,” she tells him. “I sort of um, damaged it more…” she turns, looking at the green, pulsating egg thing with a slight frown. “I think it’s how that ‘Mother’ lady got here.”
He looks at it, and she can actually see him bringing up the ship computer. He scans it thoughtfully, searching through information that has only started making sense to her in the past year. “This is… fascinating,” he admits, moving closer. He puts her down, touching the ship with one hand.
“Be careful—it kidnapped me already,” I warn him, only to feel like an idiot the second it comes out of my mouth. “I guess that won’t happen with you, huh?” I ask sheepishly.
“Not with that massive hole you kicked in it, it won’t,” he says.
“Your daughter flew for the first time, as well, Señor Nico,” Voltdrain says with pride.
“She did?” Nico asks, glancing up. “Her mother’s going to kill me for not having it recorded,” he complains, looking at his daughter.
“Sorry,” she says guiltily. “I didn’t realize I was doing it at first.”
“What had you flying?”
“I um…” the bright red cheeks makes his grin turn wicked. “I sort of… um… got angry at the ship,” she admits sheepishly. “So I was going to toss it off the planet?”
“She had that sucker spinning, too,” Vinny says. “You should have seen Kaden, he was running away like the house was on fire.”
“Well, she’s sort of scary when she’s mad,” Kaden admits openly. “And she shot out this huge wave of electricity—”
“Oh crap!” Zoe says, racing away to the building that was only half finished. “I killed them!” she wails. “Dad? Can you help me?”
Nico looks at the ship, noting the tendrils that have already sunk into the ground. “Voltdrain, I’m taking this with me,” he says to the other hero. “You can have Century take it up with Double M later.”
“Sí, but I will not let him argue much. I do not want it in my area, thank you,” Voltdrain says, looking at the ship. “It is… disturbing.”
“Yeah, it sort of is,” Nico admits before heading to his daughter. “What did you kill this time?” he asks.
“Um… everything?” she offers, shooting him the biggest green eyes he’s seen since he talked with her mother last.
“Then we’d better get started,” he says, smiling slightly.
“That one needs a new carburetor, while we’re at it!”
 
***
 
“Dad?” Cisco says, making Rochester look up. “What do we do about her?” he asks, motioning to the silent old woman sitting near the wreckage of her home. “It’s… sad.”
Rochester hesitates before dropping a hand on Cisco’s shoulder. “Wait here.”
“Can you help her?”
“Yeah,” he says before walking over to Amelia and crouching down in front of her. “Mrs. Feldkin,” he says, holding out a hand. “The ship will leave—you ain’t got a reason t’be here anymore.”
She looks up at him, her bright gold eyes clear and focused. Slowly she nods, looking down at her shaking hands again. “The ghost,” she whispers. “The ghost—”
“We have a mental healer,” Technico says from where he’s rebuilding one of the excavating machines. “We can bring her to her. Who are you, anyway?”
“He is a new South Hall member,” Voltdrain says. Rochester turns, looking over at him. “I will have you added to the docket soon, Senor Rochester. I can think of many things you will be able to help with.”
“Um—but doesn’t Century gotta—”
“I am qualified to say who can be in our Hall,” Voltdrain says with a hint of modesty. “It is not something I take advantage of, but I have a little authority.”
“Well—actually,” Rochester says, looking around before heading into the rubble of the fallen house, “we don’t need a healer,” he says, coming out a few moments later with a white uniform. It’s tattered and faded, with tattered looking feathered wings hanging from the back. He takes it over to Amelia, crouching down again in front of her and pressing his hand to her forehead.
“Now,” he says, smiling slightly, “time t’remember bein' an Angel.”
 
***
 
We’re standing in Century’s office. The ship’s been crated and taken away in a large truck heading to Central Hall, where it’ll wait for Dad to decide what to do with it—or Grandpa. There will be a very interesting conversation when we get back. But right now, Dad is trying to negotiate without Mastermental.
I’m not sure this is a smart idea.
“I told you that I would help you with your school—even though it’s my daughter’s inheritance I’m building up in Central,” Dad says, as if he’s making a grand sacrifice by letting Cape High South exist, “she has it in her heart to take over the school, and I’m the last person that’ll stand in her way—”
“You’ll still have your school,” Century says, looking over at me.
“But it won’t be impressive without ALL the cape kids coming to us,” Dad says. I dare to shoot him a look. We all know where he stands on this—the fewer kids he has to train, the better, if you ask him. “We’re making a huge sacrifice here. That’s why it’s only understandable that you give me Rochester, here, for my staff!” he finishes, dropping a hand on Rochester’s shoulder.
“Wait, what?” Rochester asks, shocked.
“No,” Century says simply.
“No?” Dad repeats. “Why not?”
“Because your leader is a psychic type. We don’t have any. Rochester is EXACTLY what I’ve been looking for.”
“He’d still be South Branch—officially,” Dad says. “We’d just have him up during the week—”
“I can’t fly,” Rochester says.
“You can’t fly,” Dad repeats, looking at him. After a second he pulls out his phone, doing EXACTLY what I did, and scanning him.
“His psychic abilities are really, really good,” I provide. “Besides, we can hook him up with a plane or something, right?”
“No,” Century says, giving me a dry look. “How about this,” he says, putting the folder he’s been looking at down. “You can have him as part of the staff—but it’ll be the staff of Cape High South.”
“What?” we all ask, even Rochester.
“Mastermental was right about you making the best training plans,” Century says. “Why do you think I was having you—or your daughter—set up the computer? I fully expect you to connect the two schools so you can oversee the procedures from Central. We’ll provide the staff and the hands-on work, you—both of you, I suppose, will be the ones outlining the training procedures.” He looks at me. “And when you’ve graduated, you’re welcome to come down and work here until your father’s worked off his debt to super society. We will, of course, give you both dual Hall memberships—which will let you come down south whenever you want.”
“I don’t remember agreeing to that,” Dad says.
“Mastermental did.” He leans back in his chair, grinning smugly. “Think of just how big a legacy you’ll be leaving your daughter, Technico. Not just one school, but two. And if the other leaders have any brains, possibly more.”
“I can’t be a teacher,” Rochester says, “I don’t got no high school degree.”
Dad looks at him. “We can deal with that. I've got a G.E.D. program set up, already. But that wasn’t what I wanted you for, anyway,” he says.
“Huh?” Rochester asks.
“I have a mental healer that needs a bit of training, but I also need to find out exactly where Senator Herold comes from--and why he’s doing what he’s doing. He covers his digital tracks really well, from what I've found. But the sort of stuff you can find isn't so easily hidden,” Dad says.
“Well if THAT’S what you want him for,” Century says, “I’ll give them both to you for the time it takes to finish the new school, for a small favor concerning my personal company.”
“I’ll do it,” Dad says, shaking Century’s hand. He hesitates, looking over my team with a thoughtful expression. His eyes stop on me.
“I want to help,” I say, stepping forward. “I can help find out about Herold better than anyone.”
“I can’t risk it,” Nico says. “I don’t want him learning about you, or your brother.”
“Dad, when we looked into the ship’s past, I felt someone die. When I felt it—it was like losing a family member. I think—I think there might have been technopaths that lived on Grandpa’s planet, just like us. That means that if Herold IS a technopath like you think he is—”
“Then we're right to think that he’s Mother’s actual son, huh?” Dad finishes for me. “We’ll argue whether you go on the mission later—right now we need to see your grandpa,” he says a bit reluctantly. “Boys, I’m going to send down Emily to take Zoe’s place, since her mission got cut off early, any problems with that?”
“No, sir,” Vinny says. “Can I get a shower?” he asks Century. I laugh as I realize he still has a green goo coating.
“Of course, son. The black suits will lead you to a locker room, if you ask them.”
I look at Century as Vinny walks away. “You’re offering us a lot of trust, you know,” I have to point out. “Do you think that’s smart?”
“Honey, Jimmi can’t shut up about you and Aubrey and the others,” Century says. “She’s very impressed.”
“Sí, with our powers we understand what you are doing,” Voltdrain says.
I’ve hardly talked with Jimmi, I think, feeling a bit stunned. She just fell in with the zoo kids so quickly that I felt a bit awkward… “She is?” I ask, feeling shy.
“She insists that we can trust you both, and from what I’ve seen of your school’s students, I have no reason to doubt it,” Century says, looking at Dad pointedly. “It’s not your past that matters to me—it’s what you do with your present. Besides, Mastermental brags too much about having all the Superior kids. The least he should have to do is share them. Although,” he says, standing and looking Dad in the eye, “if you risk the life of my Skye again, it’ll give me full authority to make you pay for it.”
“Understood,” Dad says.
“NOTHING is going to happen to MY Aunt Skye,” I declare, shooting them both sharp looks. “Or I’ll deal with it, myself,” I add boldly, shocking a hint of a laugh from Century. What? Aunt Skye is adorable! “But what are you going to do with um—Mrs. Feldkin?” I ask.
“She’s starting to deal with what’s happened to her,” Century says. “It’ll be a bit of time, but I think we can set her up as a teacher once she’s gotten everything together. We might even rebuild her home, so she can live close to work. We'll get the cats fixed and have the students help take care of them. There tend to be a lot of rodents in cornfields.”
“That was your plan from the start, wasn’t it?” Rochester asks, abruptly.
“I was hoping, when I found out you were a psychic type,” Century says. “There are some that it would be a shame to lose. She’s one of them.”
“From what Mom said, I believe it,” Dad says. “I’ll be taking these three, then,” he says, pulling Rochester and Cisco over. I head for him, wrapping an arm around his waist even as Cisco starts objecting—
And then we’re standing in front of Grandpa, Grandma, Skye, and Doris. “Zoe!” Skye says, throwing herself at me with a happy grin. “You’re home!”
“Hi, Aunt Skye!” I say, hugging her back. “I’m back!” We pull away, smiling happily at each other, because, seriously, that sort of welcome is THE BEST!
“And where is my hug?” Grandma demands, holding out her arms—and promptly wrapping them around both of us. I laugh, enjoying the group hug until someone pulls me up and out of it. I feel like such a little kid right now, I think as I turn to grin up at Grandpa, wrapping my arms around his shoulders, since he’s holding me a good two and a half feet off the ground.
“Hi, Grandpa,” I say. “We have some stuff we need to talk about.”
“Your granddaughter flew for the first time,” Dad brags.
“I expected no less,” Grandpa says, still holding me like a two year old. “Did you get it on video?”
“I didn’t show up in time.”
“Bad Nicolas,” Grandma scolds him. “We will just have to do it again!”
“But Grandpa, we found a ship from your home planet,” I say, going to the point. “We’re having it brought up here—”
“No, we’re having it taken up to the Arctic Circle,” Dad says, much to my surprise. “The last thing we want is for it to have access to open ground.”
“But—it’ll die,” I say.
“We’ll bring in enough earth for it to survive off of, but no more, at least not for now. It’s too dangerous to let grow unheeded.”
“True,” I say, feeling a bit mixed up over the whole thing. “But it’s amazing—it’s a living machine, Grandpa! I’ve never seen such a thing before. But—well…”
“We’ll discuss it later,” he says. “First you need to get cleaned up and changed.” I abruptly realize I'm still in my pajamas, which look a bit tattered now.
“Yeah,” I agree, slipping out of his hold and looking around. The campus it to our left, the apartment building is to our right. “I’ll be right back,” I say, heading for the apartment building. I hide a yawn. I don't have time for sleep, yet. I have more important things to do.





CHAPTER FOUR
 
Rochester’s hand drops down on Cisco’s shoulder as they watch the girl that wiped out a space ship and several massive excavating machines with a single move get passed around like a child. “Dad?” Cisco says, looking up at him.
“Yeah,” Rochester agrees when he sees that look. “Looks like she’s the family's baby.”
Cisco nods, not saying anything else. Before Rochester can go, the one called Skye appears right up in his face, scowling.
“Who are you?” she demands, poking him in the chest. He takes a step back, holding up both hands in a placating move.
“I’m just a musician!” he says, instinctively.
“He’s a psychometric,” Nico says. “On loan from South Branch—we have to give him back when they’ve got the school built. Now—” he starts tapping on the air like a keyboard. “Rochester, Cisco, you’re both cleared to enter, so everyone inside. Touch the panel and step on the glowing footprints to get through the force field.”
“Oh, so he’s like a library book?” Skye asks, her scowl disappearing as easily as that as they all head in.
“Somewhat,” Nico agrees. “But if you go by that logic, you’re on loan, too.”
“I do what I want!” she declares dramatically, even posing. “I’m a super villain!”
“And she is family, so if anything, SHE is on loan to them,” the massive white haired woman says in a Russian accent. They’re standing on a cliff overlooking one of the biggest canyons Rochester has ever seen. He looks at her as she holds out a hand.
 “It is nice to meet you, Psychometric,” she says. He doesn’t even hesitate—he shakes the hand. He expects to see a little, but the images come rushing into his mind like a torrent. He goes still, his silver eyes glowing faintly, not that he realizes it.
“Dad?” Cisco asks a second later, shaking him. “DAD! You zoned out!” 
A tap hits his cheek and he finds himself staring into Tatiana’s amused eyes. “I see,” she says. “So that is what a psychometric is! It is very interesting!”
“Did you—um—see what I saw?” Rochester asks. "You shouldn't have, but that whole thing with Mimic--I think it might have--"
“Oh, yes, I am sure it did. I saw it all,” she says. “You will keep the more personal aspects to yourself, I believe,” she adds with a hint of steel.
“Abso-freakin’-lutely,” he says, stepping back and holding up both hands. “I didn’t expect t’see as much as I did, trust me. I'm pretty sure that run-in with Mimic made you a bit… more open psychically than y’should be,” he admits. “There’s ways t’fix that, though,” he adds helpfully.
“So what DID you see?” Superior asks, looking even more dangerous than his wife.
“Just a bit of the past, Clifford, it is nothing to worry about!” Tatiana says, patting him on the shoulder fondly. “Rochester will keep it to himself, will you not?” she asks Rochester.
“Won’t say a word—but uh, if y’could keep from touchin’ my kid, I think we’d both appreciate it,” he says, pushing Cisco behind him.
“Do me! Do me!” Skye says, squirming in between him and the others and grabbing his hand. He blinks as more images wash through him—her getting tossed out of her home, out of school, her living on her own so young--and he hauls her into a hug, much to even HIS surprise. She lets out a little squeak. “What??” she asks, starting to giggle a little awkwardly.
“Sorry—” he says, letting go as abruptly as he hugged her. “Sorry, I just—” he looks around, seeing some extremely dangerous people watching him like a hawk. “You an’ me—we grew up a lot alike,” he admits. “It’s good to have family,” he adds a bit more quietly, reaching behind him and pulling Cisco into his side. “I’m glad y’got yours, now,” he adds, looking at Tatiana and Superior pointedly.
A little smile pulls at her lips. “I have a HUGE family now,” she brags. “I’ve got a brother and a sister and nieces and a nephew and a pop and a mom and—I’ve even got a roommate! Doris, shake his hand!” she says, grabbing the long haired lady’s arm and tugging.
“No way I’m touching him,” Doris says. 
“But it’s interesting!” Skye says.
“Not to me.”
“How do we know we can trust you?” Superior asks, making Rochester look over.
“I’m a South Branch Hall member now?” he offers, wondering if death by Superior is written off as a legitimate form of suicide. “And I don’t wanna die,” he adds, when Superior doesn’t even blink. “I got stuff t’do, y’know?”
“Have you touched him?” Superior asks Nico.
“Just his shoulder,” Nico admits. “But why not?” he says, holding out a hand to Rochester. Rochester hesitates before taking the hand. He jerks back almost as soon as he touches him, shaking his head.
“Holy crap, man, it’s like trying t’look into the biggest science fair in the universe—from the back!” he complains, trying to force all the random information and blueprints out of his head. The entire room starts laughing, even Superior.
“I actually expected that,” Superior says.
“Cisco—don’t touch him, him, or her,” Rochester says to his kid, pointing them out. “In fact, if y’can avoid it, try not t’touch any of them. It’ll give you a headache.”
“What about Zoe?” Cisco asks. “I didn’t get a headache with her!”
“She’s not fully grown,” Nico says. “Now, we need to get to Dad’s home base and deal with the ship—after that I need to do some research.”
“On what?” Skye asks.
“On where Herold grew up. I have a small lead, but I can't be sure until you confirm it. We’re going to see EXACTLY where he came from,” he says. “We already know where this ‘Mother’ came from, now.”
“Not all of it,” Rochester says. “We know the race was wiped out, but we don’t know who did it, or why,” he admits. “I suggested civil war, but I can’t swear to it. The ship didn’t know. An’ we don’t know why kaleidoscope lady is lookin’ for you, either,” he says, motioning to Superior. “But we know she crashed at Mrs. Feldkin’s place, made her a bit crazy with brainwashin', an’ left the ship.”
“In the thirties,” Tatiana provides.
“So she’s been here since somewhere around 1930,” Superior says, “and is only now coming to the surface. Why?”
“We don’t know, but we’re going to find out,” Nico says. “First, though, we deal with the ship.”
 
***
 
It’s cold up here. I tug the snow suit I borrowed from Aubrey a little tighter around me, just to block out the wind. Dad and Grandpa are standing to the side, the crated up ship floating above our heads. The thick green roots have already broken free of the wooden slats. We hadn’t asked the black suits to come up all the way to Grandpa’s house—which meant the past hour we’ve been getting the crated ship off of the truck down in a tiny Alaskan town, and bringing it up here. Sure people took photographs—but we made sure they didn’t turn out, at least most of them. This is going to add to the alien obsession up here, since the roots escaped through the slats of the crate and were flying around the entire trip. Grandpa’s alien legacy is still going strong.
He finds that amusing. No, he’s not said a word, but there’s this evil little grin on his face that says Mastermental will probably be hearing from Isotonic again. Yes, I know ALL about the transformer spaceship—Emily is my best friend AND cousin, after all!
“Will here work?” Dad asks as we reach a wide strip of ice far outside the normal reach of humans. Grandpa and Grandma’s mountain is within sight. “Should we tell Cosmic?”
“He’ll hear all about it later, I’m sure,” Grandpa says, taking to the air. “Hold the ship there, I’ll melt the ice.”
“Wait! We promised earth, too,” I say. “I don’t want it to DIE—”
“Fine,” Grandpa says. The ice below him turns into a pool of warm water as he holds out his hand. Dad pulls a massive bag off the top of the crate, tossing it to Grandpa. It promptly opens and pours into the water. The ship is lowered in, next. That hole I kicked into the side? It’s almost healed. I don’t know whether I’m relieved or shocked by that fact.
“It needs electricity,” I say. “Can we run a line from the mountain?”
“We’ll set up a generator,” Dad says, heading for the mountain to get the parts. It leaves me standing here over the buried ship with Grandpa. It feels like a funeral.
“Would you ever go?” I ask, the question that’s been bothering me escaping.
“Where?” he asks.
“Back to your home world, to Lerrestia.”
“Do you know, I never knew what it was called until you just told me?” he asks with a hint of amusement. “Has Sunny told you my story, Zoe?”
“No,” I say.
“I will. And when you’re done, you’ll understand why I consider Earth my home,” he says, dropping down next to me and placing his arms over my shoulders. “It all started before I even knew how to talk.”
 
***
 
Grandpa’s story is still spinning in my head as we appear in front of the school campus. He hasn’t told Dad. He’s told Sunny, and he’s told me, but no one else. I feel a bit humbled by that fact, honestly. I’m so focused on it, though, that I don’t notice Dad heading for the campus until it’s almost too late. “What’s going on?” I ask, chasing after him. “Aren’t we going to find out about Herold?”
“That’s exactly what I plan on doing,” he says. “But I also brought in a handful of students while you were out in the field, so I might as well do it where I can check up on them,” he explains. 
“Oh, um, right,” I say, following. “Besides, you just ditched Rochester and Cisco in there, didn’t you?” I add a bit dryly.
“There is that, too,” he admits. He stops for a second, apparently listening to something--and then says, “You know them better than I do, so why don’t you check on them? Find out how the new students are doing, while you’re at it,” he says. “I’ll be in my office.” We head inside, going our separate ways. I should really insist on helping him find information on Herold, I think as I look around the campus. I mean, I’m a technopath, too—I’m perfectly capable of tracking down people on the internet! It’s one of the most basic skills in our bag of tricks, right?
But, a little voice whispers, I have a few tricks that my dad DOESN’T, and we both know it. Namely, I’m WAY better with people than he is. That’s probably why he was so quick to hand the job over to me.
Plus, I think as I hear familiar voices, he probably skipped out to avoid this. I head for the campus, where there seems to be a small crowd gathered around Rochester, Cisco, Skye and… “Justin?” I ask.
“Hey, Zoe,” the famous teen idol says. “You’re back early.”
“What, exactly, is going on?”
“It’ll be GREAT!” Skye says, bouncing on the air. “Rochester is a guitarist and Justin, you’re a guitarist, even though I’ve never SEEN you play—but this will prove you are one! It’s like that one scene from the movie with the dueling guitars and the devil going down to Texas—”
“Georgia,” Rochester says.
“Wherever,” Skye says.
“And that’s a fiddle thing,” Justin says. “Do you play a fiddle?” he asks Rochester.
“I could if I had one on hand,” Rochester says.
“NOT FIDDLES!” Skye yells. “Guitars!”
“And what, exactly, would be the point?” Justin asks blankly. “We’re supposed to be in class right now, right?” He looks over at Banshee, who’s the teacher for this hour, and she just grins cheerfully.
“It seems like a perfectly good music lesson to me!” she says. “I’ve seen you before,” she adds, jumping off the roof and landing in front of Rochester. She’s got a thoughtful look on her face. “You’re the guitarist for the Sundown Blues Boys, aren’t you?”
“I was,” Rochester admits.
“Was? What happened? How are they going to replace you?” she asks, looking honestly worried.
“Cisco, ah—”
“I got outed,” Cisco says, looking at the ground. “It went viral, too, so we had to run.”
“I’ve never heard of him,” Justin says.
“It’s from New Orleans' French Quarter,” Banshee says. “I like to go there when I get the chance. The music is amazing—and Rochester’s band was one of my favorites,” she says. “But Skye, it’s a bit mean to—”
“Duel!” Skye says, heading for the guitar case hanging over Rochester’s back and tugging on it. “Doesn’t everyone want to hear them play?” she asks the group.
“YEAH!” the students yell excitedly.
A bit mean? I look at Banshee, who has a look of resigned amusement on her face. I look from Justin to Rochester, thinking about it for all of a second before Malina steps in front of Justin, her hands on her hips as she glares at the rest of the group.
“This isn’t fair, and we all know it,” she says. “Justin is a singer who knows how to play the guitar, it’s not the same as a guitarist who knows how to sing—do you sing?” she asks Rochester.
“Well enough to do back-up vocals?” he offers. “They threatened to fire me if I tried to be lead.”
“But—” Skye says, pouting down at Malina. “I wanted to hear them play.”
Rochester slings off the case, opening it and pulling out his guitar. “Do you know any blues?” he asks Justin. “Or are you strictly pop? I prefer blues, m’self, but I can do either.”
“I know some blues,” Justin says, placing a hand on Malina’s shoulder and grinning at her. “Thank you,” he adds quietly. I see her blush and can’t help but grin. “Do you know ‘Close to you’?”
“Which one?”
“Stevie Ray Vaughan,” Justin says.
“You’ve got good taste,” Rochester says, grinning.
“I’ll get Justin’s guitar!” Freddy says, racing off to the dorm. He gets back a second later with a well-loved acoustic guitar. 
“Let’s head inside to the band room,” Banshee says. “I’ll play drums.”
I look at Skye, who’s looking from Justin to Rochester and back, excitedly. I get the strangest feeling that she’s making up her mind over something. I look up as someone bumps into my side and then drapes an arm over my shoulder. I glance up at my twin, my eyes widening with surprise.
“Sunny!” I say, hugging him tightly. “You’re back! Oh man, I was going to call you but there was this... ghost issue, that wasn’t a ghost--but it’s been forever!”
“Sorry I wasn’t there to greet you earlier,” he says, hugging me back. “We were in class.”
“How was Texas?” I ask, even as Adanna joins us. I pull her into the hug, just to see the surprised look in her face.
“We got most of it cleaned up,” she says. “We’re missing the concert, though. Should we take this inside?”
“Absolutely,” I say. “I want to see Justin get owned,” I admit. “I’ll record it, but I refuse to show it to Jack.” Sunny laughs as we head into the school.
 
***
 
The Shadowlands smell bad, no matter how often he comes down here, Rocco thinks as he heads through the shadowy plane. “We’re at the school boundaries,” he says over his shoulder to Max.
“How do you know?” Max asks.
“It’s the only place around that has an electric force field that shows up here,” Rocco says dryly, picking up a rock and throwing it into the shadow in front of them. It goes up in sparks. “Well, no, there’s also the apartment building, but that’s it over there,” he says, pointing to a shadow a few feet away. “Our principal is freaking terrifying,” he admits with a shrug. “I have no idea how he did it, but he did.”
“My girlfriend had a hand in this one,” Max says, looking at the shadow for a long moment before looking back at the rest of the team. “We can only be here for a little while—we’ve got work tonight.”
“We’ll check in on things and leave,” Summer agrees. “Take us out in front of the campus, please, Rocco,” she adds, looking at Rocco. He nods and heads to a shadow behind them, grabbing the nearest hand. They link hands and walk through the shadows into the light. Even from the street in front of the apartment building they can hear the sound of a live band—and Justin singing.
“Looks like we came home just in time for a party,” Max says, grinning and heading for the entrance of the campus. 
“Awesome,” Rocco says, following close behind him.
 
***
 
The band room is PACKED. It's a somewhat small room, simply because half of it is built like a giant bleacher. There are chairs on each of the steps leading up. The group and the band are all standing on the flat part of the room at the front. All of the teachers, Grandma, Grandpa, Skye, Doris, every student that’s no out on mission, including three new girls—we're all here. The cutest part of this is how Malina, standing closest to the band, turns BRIGHT red whenever Justin looks over at her. I thought Justin had a thing for Morgan? But he’s obviously flirting with Malina, so I guess he got over it? I shake my head and look for the three new girls. I have to jump a bit to find them.
They’re standing near the far side of the room, crowded together with cups in their hands. I try to slip through the crowd, but it’s so tight that I have to grab Sunny’s shoulder and push myself up. “Hey!” he says as I stand on his shoulders. “Warn me before you do that!”
“Sorry, Sunny,” I say as I push off of his shoulder, jumping over my classmates--and landing on Trent just to see how he reacts. His shoulders are broad enough that I only need one of them, so it should throw his balance off, right? Nope. He doesn’t even move, just looks up at me with a grin.
“Hey, Zoe,” he says. “You owe me one, you know.”
“What for?” I ask, still perched on his shoulder.
“My girlfriend got sent down to take your place.”
“Doesn’t that mean I owe EMILY?” I ask as the song changed to a crooning tune about not giving up on love.
“We were going to have a party tomorrow night,” he says, “after I got back from another school visit.”
“Okay, sure, I’ll make it up to both of you after this is over,” I say, hopping off of his shoulder and landing in the small clearing in front of the new girls. They stare at me, especially the younger two, with wide looks of shock. They’re all pretty, I note, the oldest a blonde with short hair, the one on the left with an olive complexion, dark hair, and a hand that is starting to turn red plastic like the Solo cup she’s holding. “Let me guess, Isotonic’s daughter?” I ask her.
“Um--” she says, looking down at her hand and blushing. She shoves the hand and the cup behind her back quickly.
“It’s fine,” I say, “in fact, it’s awesome,” I add when she obviously doubts me. “I’m Zoe--Nico’s daughter,” I add, holding out my hand. “I wanted to welcome you all to school,” I add, looking over at the other two with a friendly smile. 
“I’m Olivia,” Olivia says, hesitantly bringing her cup out from behind her as she shakes my hand. “And yeah, Isotonic’s daughter.”
“I’m Jennifer,” the blonde says, shaking my hand next. “No famous father to mention, but I am the niece of Barbara Gentry--she's a HTV reporter.”
“Ace has mentioned you, though--and you helped my Aunt Liz find Mimic,” I say. “Thank you.”
“You're welcome,” she says, smiling slightly.
“And you are?” I ask the last girl. She’s a stunningly pretty black girl with long black hair that’s curled at the bottom. She looks a lot older than her records say she is.
“Elidee,” she says, shaking my hand with a perfectly manicured hand. “I’m Prisma’s daughter,” she adds.
“So how’s it going, being in a new school?” I ask them. “Any problems?”
"Nico set up Jennifer to be the school reporter!" Olivia says, grinning. "So she REALLY should be recording all of this for her blog--it's called 'The Blackbird Show' and it already has an interview with Ace!"
"I'll check it out," I say, looking at Jennifer. "That sounds awesome."
"I'm going to ask Nico about using the school cameras to cover this," Jennifer explains. "There's no way I can get it all with my phone, not with this crowd."
"I'll set it up for you," I promise. "How are you two doing?" I ask the others.
“It’s nice,” Olivia says, “not getting stared at when I accidentally change. I mean, I miss my mom and dad, but--well, I get tossed around a lot, since they’re divorced, so it’s kind of nice waking up in the same bed all the time, too.”
“You can Skype them, at least, right?” I ask.
“Ah, not really? I mean, I was going to bring my computer but your dad said it wasn’t nearly secure enough. So... I mean, I can CALL them, sure, because I’ve got the phone Nico made me--”
“Let me see that,” I say, holding out a hand. She hands it over and I move closer, showing her as I bring up Dad’s special app. Her dad appears on the screen, jerking slightly as we appear on his home computer. “Any computer your dad is close enough to,” I tell her a bit evilly. “Right at your fingertips.”
“Isn’t that illegal?” Olivia asks.
“Olivia!” Isotonic says, breaking into a smile. “How did you just do that?” he asks a bit blankly.
“Oh, it’s probably illegal, but it’s only for close family so I doubt they’ll call you out on it,” I say, waving it off. “But if any of you have any other problems, or need camera help, just call me--I’m in your contacts under Zoe. I’ll see what I can do.”
“Can I get that to contact my aunt?” Jennifer asks. "I know my computer calls Mr. Harrison, but I haven't tried Aunt Barb."
“Sure!” I say, fixing her phone next, and then Elidee’s. We chat for a bit, listening to the music, until I’m certain that they’re all relatively happy with the new school. I go to the back, where someone’s set up drinks and popcorn while I wasn’t looking, and drop down in the seat next to the table. This has been a REALLY long day--two days, actually, I think with a yawn.
I catch sight of Skye, who sees me looking up and drops down on my lap. I let out a little giggle as she drapes an arm over my shoulders. She’s a little taller than I am, but she’s really skinny and light, so it’s not like I mind her sitting on me.
“Guitarists are so sexy,” she says happily, watching the two guys with stars in her eyes. I can’t help but laugh. Thankfully the music is loud enough to keep many people from noticing our “chat.”
“Are you picking which is your favorite?” I tease. Inwardly I’m lecturing myself that I need to go find Dad and see if he’s made any progress in finding out about Herold, (or maybe get some sleep,) but—really, how often do you get to see something like this? I glance up at the cameras on the room, discreetly reaching up as I check their view and changing them slightly. That should fix the problem for Jennifer's blog. Dad and his tendency to over-do everything comes in handy, honestly.
The door swings open and I look up as Max, Mom, and the rest of their team walk in. “Mom!” I say, wondering if it’s rude to toss Skye off. Before I can decide, she’s already off my lap and throwing herself at Mom. The look of surprise on Mom’s face TOTALLY makes it worth it.
“Lady Rose!” Skye says happily. “I’ve wanted to meet you!”
“Um, it’s very nice to meet you, too, Skye,” Mom says, hugging her back a little awkwardly. I’ve found that you get to know Skye REALLY quickly. I know I did—she called me up once when I was just starting out on the mission down South and declared we were now family and that she loved me. It was probably the second most shocking call I’ve ever gotten, but hey, at least that one left me grinning for an entire day.
“Zoe!” Max says, heading for me. “I saw the spaceship encounter on South Branch's HTV—are you okay?” he asks, pulling me out of my chair and into a hug. I hug him back, leaning my head on his shoulder. "The video died when you let out that electrical pulse, so we had no clue how to find you. Your mom decided the best bet was to come here, first."
“We’re fine—Vinny and Kaden are already back to work,” I tell him, leaning up for a tiny kiss. Most of my family is in the room, so it’s sort of awkward to do even that. “Emily’s taking my place while I help Dad out—or am SUPPOSED to help Dad. He ran off to work on it alone,” I add irritably.
“Yeah, but you get to see—who’s that?” Max asks, going still as he looks at Rochester. 
“Rochester—he’s the newest South Branch cape,” I say. “He’s almost Dad’s age—doesn’t look it, does he?” I ask, looking back to the musicians. 
“How do you know he isn’t working for Mother?” Max asks, pulling away from me and heading for Rochester. The music stops as Rochester looks at Max, a bit warily. "I've memorized all of the Hall members, I've never seen him before. Maybe he just joined to be a spy."
“There a problem?” Rochester asks, his tone mild.
“Who are you?” Max demands. “How do we know you aren’t secretly working for Mother?”
Rochester hesitates, looking around the room for a moment before letting out a sigh. “Rochester Scythe,” he says, holding out a hand to Max. “Newest South Branch cape, single dad, guitarist,” he sums up as Max takes the hand.
The two jerk, and for the first time that I’ve noticed, Max’s eyes start glowing just like Rochester’s do. He starts floating—but so does Rochester. I watch as the entire room goes silent, watching this curiously. Well, Max IS supposed to have telepathy, right? I bet—
“Holy crap, why didn’t you TELL me you were a psychometric?” Max demands, jerking free from Rochester’s hold a second later. Rochester drops to his feet, looking a bit stunned. After a second he starts laughing, much to my astonishment.
“You’re a telepath!” Rochester says. “I never shook with a telepath before—man what a trip!”
“Is he working for Mother?” Grandpa asks.
“No, most of his mind is just music, the rest is stuff he swore not to tell—but nothing to do with Mother,” Max says, shaking his head with a hint of amusement. “I’ve never gone that deep before,” he admits, looking around the room. I see his eyes fall on me. “I—I can do it—” he says, stunned.
 “What exactly did you get out of my brain?” I demand, placing my hands on my hips.
“Some spaceship blueprints?” he offers a bit sheepishly. “A lot of binary, and that my eyes are glowing. Man—you—you just—” he says, turning to Rochester. “Thank you!” he sums it up, grabbing the confused looking Rochester in a hug and thumping him on the back. “Zoe! I’m a telepath!”
“Well, we knew that,” I drawl.
“But I can actually USE it now!” he says, bouncing like a little kid before grabbing me in a hug and swinging me in a circle. “I gotta tell Dad!” he says, holding me a foot off the ground like I weigh nothing.
“Wait—” Rochester says. “I just unlocked MAXIMUM’S telepathy?” he asks, staggering slightly as it sinks in. “Can we NOT tell my boss? I’m almost positive that’s firin’ material.”
“Oh, Century won’t care,” Skye says cheerfully. “He’s not our branch.”
“You sure?” Rochester asks her.
“Positive!”
“Well… then alright, then,” he says.
Max puts me down and digs out his phone, speed-dialing his dad. “Hey Dad? I’m a telepath!” he says.
“We knew that,” I hear Mastermental say.
“But it actually WORKS now!”
“Zoe?” I hear over my earbud. I step away from the others. “We’ve got the coordinates. Is everything wrapped up there?” Dad asks.
“Rochester unlocked Max’s telepathic abilities,” I say.
“He did? I didn’t know he could do that…”
“Neither did he,” I drawl with a hint of amusement. “Are we going now?” I ask.
“In the morning,” he says. “Tonight is my night to sleep, and I’d rather do it on a full charge. Get Rochester and Cisco set up with a room in the dorms, would you? And tell the teachers that Cisco will be sitting in on their classes tomorrow.”
“Sounds good,” I say before getting to work.
 





CHAPTER FIVE
 
“The information is scarce—which is only to be expected of a technopath, but what I can find, he grew up in this house,” Dad says. He, Rochester and I are standing in front of an empty house in Kansas, early in the morning. It’s in the middle of nowhere, and obviously no one lives in it now. “He was born in 1940, making him seventy-five. His father’s name was Wade Herold, his mother’s name was Marie. According to all records, they were middle class citizens, his father worked as a millwright for a small car company that went out of business without making much of an impact on society.”
“So they lived here?” Rochester asks, heading for the door. He touches the handle. He frowns, touches the handle again, and then looks at us. “Nothin’,” he says with a shrug.
“Nothing?” Dad asks.
“Not a thing. The last person that touched this handle was Herold, sure, but only when he installed it—some three years ago.”
“Three—”
“YEARS?” I say, shocked out of my silence. I start circling the house, looking at it closely. I even touch the side, checking the wiring that runs through it. It’s old. Not so old that it should be dangerous, but a lot older than three years. “Maybe it was a new door?” I ask, glancing up at Dad. He’s floating over the roof, a frown on his face.
“It’s possible,” he says. “Let’s go in and see what we can find.”
Rochester digs through his pockets, pulling out a small pack of metal picks. I look at Dad, who just drops down to sit on the roof and watch the psychometric work. “You know, we could have just broken in,” Dad points out as the lock pops open.
“It’s the art of things,” Rochester replies, putting his picks away. “If y’go around just breakin’ down doors, you’re no better than a thug.” He turns the handle and the door swings open. “Shall we?” he offers.
Dad jumps off the roof and I follow along, looking around the rather Spartan house. There aren’t any pictures on the walls, and there’s hardly any furniture. The furniture that IS there is IKEA style—the type that you could find anywhere. Rochester pauses and touches the nearest couch, a strange expression on his face.
“What is it?”
“Well, Herold DID bring it here,” he says, sounding hesitant. “But again, three years ago. I think—” he heads for one of the walls, touching it and going still. “This entire house has been rebuilt,” he says finally. “We need t’go to the basement,” he announces, heading for the garage. We follow, completely relying on him for this one.
“The wiring is old,” Dad says, “but he could have used the same wiring from the destroyed house—since he’s a technopath.”
“But who destroyed it?” I ask as we reach a concrete set of steps in the garage. Rochester heads down them, into the basement. I pull to a stop as I step in, staring around in shock. The house that I had expected to see above is here--in a way. All the furniture, all the homey touches—pictures of family members—and all of it has been torn to pieces. I crouch down, picking one of the torn images. “Dad? Rochester?” I say. “You might want to see this.” They head to me, looking at the picture.
“That’s Mother, right?” Rochester says. The woman is standing with a man that looks almost twice as old as she does, and a young man. She looks happy. 
“And that’s Herold,” Dad says, looking at the young man in the picture. “So…”
“She came here… and started a family,” I say. “So what, she spent the past seventy-five years or something playing Susie Homemaker?” I ask, feeling a bit lightheaded with the thought. “She got married, had a kid, lived in a little house in Kansas, and—”
“And her husband grew old while she stayed the same,” Rochester says. “It ain’t as easy as y’think,” he admits. “Not that my lady stuck around that long. In fact, she sortta stuck around long enough t’dump Cisco on me an’ run,” he admits. 
“I’ve heard tales that Century’s wife died of old age,” Dad says. “Still, it rather ruins the crazy maniacal chick out to take over the universe vibe she had going on, doesn’t it?”
“Dad,” I say dryly.
“No, really… why would she spend so much time underground, raising a family, and then all of a sudden have--or let her son run for president, kidnap every healer she can get her hands on, and brainwash several others—including Skye and Justin?” he asks.
“She was looking for Grandpa when she came here, right?” I say. “Maybe somehow she found out he was still alive?”
“Or maybe when her husband died, she decided it was time t’do somethin’,” Rochester offers. He walks around, picking up random objects and holding them for a few seconds each. “One moment the man’s there, the next he’s gone. It’s like a blink of a screen for the things, but that lil’ blink did a lot. They were destroyed right after it.”
“Huh,” Nico says. “What do you know about Herold--the son, from this stuff?” he asks.
“Not much,” Rochester admits. “None of this belonged to him. I think he moved out a long time ago.”
“I just,” I say, still staring at the picture, “I… I’m having a hard time putting these two things together. I mean, it looks like she was a loving wife and mother, right? But she kidnapped our friends, and she brainwashed them, and—it just doesn’t fit! Bad guys are supposed to ALWAYS be bad, right? Or at least have some sort of tragic past that—well, okay, she has a tragic past, but it was a long time ago! And it looks like she got over it! What is she after?” I demand. “Why is her son running for presidency? Why—why did she brainwash my aunt? It doesn’t make any sense!”
“But it does,” a sweet, somewhat amused voice says from above. I look up, watching in shock as the house literally develops a hole over our heads. The silver haired woman sits on the roof, her legs crossed and hanging over the edge of the hole. “You steal my ship, you break into my home, do you really think I wouldn’t notice these things?” she asks.
“Well, yes, actually,” Dad says when there’s a long pause. “Did you think she’d notice?” he asks Rochester.
“Nope, not really,” Rochester says.
“Zoe?” Dad asks.
“Really?” I ask. “Right now?”
“Well, I mean honestly, if she’s like Dad, she’s only got a certain range—and we’ve been in Texas and Alaska and Kansas in the past day and a half--”
“Fine, you caught me! I caught sight of a video on YouTube with Superior and the crate up in Alaska,” Mother says, waving a hand. “Really, must you kill all the mystery? But since no one was there when I got up there, I decided to check on my other little hidey-holes and here you are—so predictable,” she says irritably. “And who is that? I can see that she’s a Lerrestian half-breed—”
“The term ‘half-breed’ is REALLY offensive, you know,” I say, crossing my arms over my chest. “And honestly, I’m only a quarter alien. Grandma was human, and so is Mom.”
“I see. Oh, where are my manners? Here you are in my home, and I’ve done nothing about it! I should offer you something to drink. I’m such a bad hostess—I’ve gotten out of habit, you see,” she says.
“Do you spend a lot of time on YouTube?” Dad asks.
“Really it all depends—someone has been hiding away all the healers, so it’s been a bit boring waiting for Shadowman to come back with the newest recruit,” Mother says. “And Marvin gets so touchy when he finds out I’ve been out and about. He can be quite obsessive about such things,” she says, waving a hand. I look at Dad, who’s about a foot off the ground, but still acting as if he’s not going to do anything.
“Tell me one thing,” I say. “Why? Why are you doing what you’re doing? Why are you kidnapping innocent healers? Why are you brainwashing my friends? Why is your son hiding his abilities and running for president?”
“Oh, is it that time already?” she asks.
“What time?” I ask.
“The time for the villainous monologue, where I tell you why I did it, while expecting you to do nothing but stand there and listen?” she asks. “Do you really think I’m that stup—”
I don’t even see it. One moment Dad’s there, the next he’s grabbed her, pinning her arms behind her back and floating several feet over our heads. He has a power blocking gun in his hand, which he aims at her head. He pulls the trigger. He pauses, though, looking at the gun for a second before pulling the trigger again.
“Really,” she says, “do you REALLY think that would work on me?” she asks, elbowing him in the gut and shoving him away. “You, of all people, should know my abilities! You are no match for me, boy,” she says, floating in the air. Her hair whips around her, tossed by the wind. “I’m the same as Superior!”
“You’re nothing like Grandpa Superior,” I yell, my hands clenching at my sides. “Grandpa Superior is worth a thousand of you!”
“Oh, how cute,” she says, looking at me, “such loyalty. And you? Are you going to stick up for Superior?” she asks Dad.
“Nah, I hate the guy,” Dad says before launching himself at her. I wince as I see his fist slam into her face. I mean, seriously, she’s the bad guy, but she’s still a girl—no, I take it back. She totally just slammed her knee into his gut so hard it sent him flying about a mile back before he catches himself.
“We’ve got to help him,” I say to Rochester.
“I dunno, looks like he’s holding his own,” he says, just standing there watching them.
I growl and head into the house. I’m going to need some parts for this.
 
***
 
“Wasn’t there some sort of rule—that the really high class supers shouldn’t fight?” Mother asks as she fists her hands together and slams them down on his back. Nico grunts as he slams into the ground, barely catching himself before going too deep. “Something about blowing up the planet?”
“Clearly you don’t watch enough anime. That’s what makes it entertaining,” Nico drawls, shoving off of the ground and slamming into her with his shoulder. But she's right--as long as it's purely a physical fight they can get away with it, but it'd be better to finish it before one of them breaks out the powers. He keeps going, aiming straight up. The higher they go, the less oxygen there is, but neither of them seem to notice. In the blink of an eye, he has her by the throat, and is choking her. 
“Do you know, there IS a way to get rid of your type,” he tells her, his eyes narrowed dangerously. “It’s what happened to my old man. Oh sure, it didn’t finish him completely, which is a pity, but it was enough to take him out for a very, very long time.”
“Wha—” she gasps.
“What, you ask? It’s a black hole.”
“And exactly how do you plan on producing a black hole?” she asks as he loosens his hand enough for her to talk.
“Easily,” he says, holding up his left wrist. “I just happen to have a teleportation watch right here. It blows, we have a black hole.”
She stares at him in shock. “You wouldn’t,” she says. “You’re risking your entire planet! Millions of people would die if you created one here! Are you crazy?”
“Since when have you cared about millions of humans?” he asks. “You kidnapped MY SISTER, you brainwashed her into thinking you were some sort of god. NO ONE touches one of my family, adopted or not. Besides, a handful of people might die because of this, but that’s better than you controlling the masses like they’re cattle. I hate brain control.”
“You’re twisted,” she says.
“Tell me what you’re up to,” Nico says. “Tell me why you’re doing all this, or the watch goes boom.”
“You would die, too!” she says.
“That’s a risk I’ll have to take,” he says with a little smile that doesn’t reach his eyes.
“Fine! I’ll talk!” she says. “I was going to give this planet to my son and then take Superior back to Lerrestia with me.”
There’s a long moment of silence between the two before Nico goes, “What?”
“Our race is DEAD. Our planet is like the ships—a sentient merge of technology and life. It turned against us—it let out this strange pollen that drove our people insane, and we started to attack one another. They all DIED. All of them except me, and your father,” she says. “I don’t know why, I—I think one of our technopaths started messing with something he shouldn’t have. Your type always were more brains than common sense—you’re the perfect example! Why did ANYONE allow you to make a teleportation watch that can turn into a black hole?” she demands angrily.
“You’re one to speak!” Nico says, “Why would anyone let YOU run around kidnapping innocent healers and making an unregistered cape run for president!”
“I'm going to take the healers back to Lerrestia with me to fix the planet!” she says.
“Really,” Nico drawls.
“Well, not at first,” she admits. “At first I wanted to take out the healers to keep them from stopping Marvin from his takeover, but really, they could come in handy, don’t you think? Now be a good boy and let your future stepmother go,” she says.
“I really doubt my present MOTHER would appreciate that,” Nico says.
“Superior’s married?” she asks. “To whom?”
“Tatiana.”
“The Russian hero?”
“Yeah.”
“Well… that does make it more difficult,” she says, thoughtfully. “Oh well, now I just need you to—” she reaches up, grabbing his face and looking him straight in the eyes. “Listen to Mother, Technico. Let. Me. Go.”
His hold on her throat loosens ever so slightly as his mind fights off the attack. It’s enough—she’s gone before he shakes it off completely a few seconds later. He dares to look down, cursing as he realizes— "She took the watch.”
“I’M COMING DAD!” he hears his daughter shout from below. He looks down, focusing on the ground below—and on his precious little girl with what looks like a hand-made rocket launcher. “Sorry it took so long, but I’m ready now!” she adds.
He heads down.
 
***
 
So it took me a while to find a pipe large enough for the rocket I made, so sue me. I watch in confusion as Dad comes down alone. “Where did Mother go?” I ask, looking around.
“She got away,” he says grimly. “We need to get back to Cape High,” he goes on, walking over and picking me up. He stops, though, looking at Rochester. “You’re certain you can’t fly?”
“Dad? Why do we need to fly?” I ask.
“She stole my teleportation watch,” he says.
“What?” I demand.
“Stupid move on my behalf, I’ll admit, but we don’t have time to argue—sorry, Rochester, you get carried,” he says, grabbing Rochester’s wrist and taking to the air.
“How do you ALWAYS get your stupid watches stolen?” I demand as we race back to Kansas City. At least it’s a short trip. Poor Rochester is freaking out a little. You can tell by the way he just climbed Dad’s arm and is hanging from his bicep. 
“I’m thinking I should make one big com-bracelet that only releases with my voice, but I’ll build that later,” Dad says.
I go silent for a long, long moment, before saying, “Yeah, I could see that. Or maybe an eye scanner,” I decide.
“Wait—how many watches do you got?” Rochester asks, daring to look over at me. He’s been staring down at the ground so intently this whole time. Maybe we should have asked him how he feels about heights, huh?
“There was a time travel one—”
“Which my daughter from the future was running around with,” I supply. “She’s going to be a handful,” I add.
“Did you expect anything less with Max as her dad?” Dad asks simply. “Of course, you know you don’t HAVE to wind up with Max—”
“Dad!” I say.
“The future isn’t set in stone, is all I’m saying.”
“I liked what little I heard about that future,” I say. “But anyway, there was a time travel watch, a teleportation watch—”
“And an illusion watch,” Dad says.
“An illusion watch?” I ask.
“I made it for Justin so he could go out in public.”
“I want to see the blueprints!” I say excitedly.
“If I drop you, think you’d fly again?” Dad asks me as we see Kansas City on the horizon. “Your brother is still ground-bound, you’ll be able to shove it in his face if we get it on camera now.”
“Shouldn’t we be more worried about Mother havin’ the teleportation watch?” Rochester asks.
“She should be more worried than we are,” Dad says with a satisfied smirk.
“Why’s that?”
“She’s got my tech on her--I can find her ANYWHERE, now.”
“Oh,” Rochester says.
“Want a phone?” Dad offers.
“What, not gonna offer me the leash an’ collar alternative first?” Rochester asks dryly.
“But it DOES get you free phone service for life,” I say.
“It might be worth it,” Rochester says after a long moment of debate.
 
***
 
His dad was gone when he woke up, leaving Cisco in a place where he doesn’t know ANYONE, and isn’t certain what his powers will do if he touches someone. Will they react? Will he have another freak-out moment like he had with the cop? He digs through the little travel bag and pulls out a pair of gloves. “School is starting, kitten!” he hears the Russian woman call from the door. “I let you sleep through the training hour,” she adds before walking away.
He pulls the gloves on, wondering what his dad saw when he touched Tatiana. It was probably something violent, or too adult for him, or something. A part of him REALLY wants to touch her to find out. He turns, only to yelp like a puppy as a head comes through the door—LITERALLY through the door. It’s still closed.
“Hiiii,” Skye says, stepping the rest of the way through. “You okay?”
“I—um, I’m fine,” he stutters slightly, suddenly grateful that he dressed already. “Shouldn’t you, um, go through the door without going THROUGH the door?” he asks.
“What would be the point?” she asks blankly. “It's time for my class, so you've got to come, okay?"
“Um… okay?” he says, looking at her blankly. She gives him a brilliant grin, hopping to her feet—a foot off the ground. 
“Okay!” she says, grabbing his hand and hauling him off of his feet. He doesn’t even have time to yelp before they’re going straight through the door. They start down the hall, but Skye pulls to a stop as Tatiana calls out.
“You will NOT skip breakfast!”
“Whoops,” Skye says, turning and going through the hall wall into the large kitchen. Cisco barely has time to take in the sight of Superior sitting at the head of the table before he’s plopped down in a chair. “Breakfast time!” Skye says, reaching up and messing up his hair. He goes still as an image flashes through his mind of—
“Wall wide video games?” he says blankly.
“You like them, too?” Skye asks, dropping down next to him and taking the plate Tatiana brings her. “They’re ALL OVER the dorm walls if you use your phone!" she says, digging in. “I played all night!” she says shamelessly. “Thank you, Mom!” she adds as she drenches her pancakes with so much syrup that he’s positive she’ll get cavities. 
“My son tends to add things that don’t need to be there,” Superior says, looking up from his newspaper at them. “You’re that Rochester’s son, right?”
“Cisco,” Cisco says, looking at him cautiously.
“You can’t fly, either, can you?”
“No, sir. I’m still coming into my powers, actually,” he admits, wondering why this apparent family breakfast suddenly terrifies him. “But I doubt I’ll fly, even when I’m grown.”
“But what WILL you be able to do?” Superior asks, looking far too interested for Cisco’s taste.
“Um, well… play any musical instrument that’s been played by someone else?” Cisco offers. “I think I’m going to pick up a lot of stuff just by touching people or things. Dad does. Well, except singing. Regardless of how good you pick up the skills, if you don’t have the pipes, you don’t have the pipes,” he says, repeating something Rochester’s old band had said far too often.
“That extends to fighting, though, doesn’t it?” Superior asks, folding up his newspaper and leaning forward with a slight smile on his face. “Not talents, but skills,” he sums up.
“Um… I guess?” Cisco says hesitantly. He slowly digs into the food he’s given, wondering what Superior is thinking.
“Who are our best fighters here?” Superior asks Tatiana.
“Trent is here between missions!” Tatiana says. “But if he does not pick up the tank strength, I am not sure that the moves will work,” she adds thoughtfully.
“Freddy’s pretty good! Falconess has been coming to train him,” Skye says. “We can try him!”
“He’ll be a lot lighter on his feet than Cisco is right now, but it’s a decent idea,” Superior says.
“What?” Cisco asks, looking at them blankly.
“Freddy’s a wall-climber!” Skye says, finishing off her food in record time. “You’ll like him!” she adds. “Can I go get him?” she asks Tatiana and Superior.
“Sure,” Superior says, standing. “Meet us in the gym, we’ll try this there.”
“But—I’m only NOW coming into my powers,” Cisco says.
“We only have you for a short time, kitten,” Tatiana says. “Do not worry, it will be enjoyable!”
Cisco says nothing, just downs his glass of milk and stands, since Superior is watching him patiently. “Okay, let’s try it,” he says, squaring his shoulders and looking at the two supers.
“Let’s have him touch Trent, first,” Superior says as they head across campus to one of the school buildings.
“But we did not ask for the entire school to—” Tatiana stops as they step into the gym, looking around. “Oh, never mind! They have all come for us, on their own!” she says, smiling brilliantly as the small school group parts for them to walk through.
“Now the real question is,” Superior says, looking over the group thoughtfully, “how long do the stolen skills last?”
“We will be finding out!” Tatiana says far too cheerfully. “It will give us an idea of just how dangerous his father is, no?”
“Dangerous?” Cisco asks blankly. “But Dad always says he’s second rate, at best, a B-class.”
“Oh, yes, according to the scale,” Tatiana says, waving it off. “But with certain abilities, it is not the letter that is mattering. It is how you use them.”
“A good example of that is Shadowman,” Superior says, his expression dark.
“Who?” Cisco asks.
“A shadow walker.” Superior waves a green haired boy forward. “Freddy, come here, we need your help.” Cisco watches the boy with the lizard haircut head forward, his eyes lighting up.
“AWESOME hair!” he says. “Who did it for you?”
“Dragon,” Freddy says with a grin.
“Oh, wow—can he do mine?” Cisco asks, forgetting about the Shadowman comment completely.
 
***
 
“Shut up,” Shadowman says, shoving the newest healer catch into the corner. “That’s enough whining, it’s not like I killed you,” he ignores the man’s complaints and looks around. “She’s not even here,” he says, his scowl growing darker. 
The healer is a young man—probably a little over twenty. He doubts the guy had even been on Technico’s list. He looks down at the heavy-set male, taking in the beard and ancient cartoon t-shirt complete with stains. “When was the last time you actually went out in public?” he asks. “Do you even have a job?”
“I’m going to college,” the man says in a surly tone. “Online.”
“Right,” Shadowman drawls. “A perfectly useful healing skill, and you’re spending your entire life holed up in your parents’ basement, staring at a computer screen.”
“Like your opinion means anything to me,” the man says, scoffing.
“Listen up, boy—”
“I have a name. It’s Allen.”
“Do you really think I care?” Shadowman asks. “You healers are really starting to piss me off,” he says, looming over the man. “Do you know what you could do with your abilities? That one—she’s an ACCOUNTANT,” he says, waving at the tiny, thin woman sitting in the opposite corner. She doesn’t stick out in an empty room, much less a crowd. “She’s got the ability to heal cancer at the tips of her fingers, and she spends all her time crunching numbers. You’re all MORONS!”
“We can all see how good trying to stick out is doing us,” Allen drawls. “We didn’t ask to be outed—I WASN’T outed, so how did you find me?” he asks, suddenly confused.
“I can find anyone with powers,” Shadowman says, waving it off. “Family ability.” It was easier to go after the adults, he’s decided. The adults are less likely to bring Technico’s attention, they are less likely to be noticed as missing, and they still count as work. Once Mother truly starts trusting him—
Well, that’s when he attacks, he promises himself. Taking her out will be a privilege.
A tiny sound makes him look up, staring blankly at Mother as she appears out of nowhere. “Oh, this IS fun,” she says, looking at the watch on her wrist. It’s far too big for her. “Shadowman, sweetie, what have you brought me this time?” she asks, looking at Allen.
“A college kid,” Shadowman drawls.
“He kidnapped me!” Allen accuses, pointing a finger.
“Well of course he did,” Mother says, waving a hand. “I told him to.”
“Why?”
“Because I’m collecting healers, of course,” Mother says, turning back to the watch she’s wearing. “Oh, would you look at this—he left all of his destinations!” she says, tapping on the watch. 
“Is that Herold’s?” Shadowman asks.
“Oh no, of course not. Herold doesn’t ever make such interesting toys. This is Technico’s,” she says, dropping down on a nearby chair and crossing her legs. “A teleportation watch. I really can’t trust him to keep it, though.”
“Why’s that?” Shadowman asks.
“Because he says if you destroy it, you create a black hole,” she explains. “That’s apparently how Superior got taken out in the past. So I took it.” She looks at him, a mild expression on her face. "Well, it ALMOST took him out," she says, silently calling him out on his comment about Superior being dead.
He stares at her, and then looks at the watch for a long, long moment. If she hasn’t figured it out, he’s not going to tell her, he decides blandly. And he's not about to touch the fact she caught him lying. “That’s nice. I’ll just be going now,” he adds, starting to slip through the floor.
The door opens before he manages to get away and he looks over as Herold walks in. “Mom, I think—” he stops, looking at the two healers and then at Shadowman. “What have you been doing?” he asks.
“Oh, not much,” Mother says, hiding her wrist behind her back like a guilty child. Herold looks at her, clearly catching that something is going on, but he ignores it. “How’s your day been, sweetie?” she asks, trying to change the subject. She pulls her hand out from behind her, and the watch is gone. “Shadowman, weren’t you going back to work?” she demands. 
“Of course I was,” Shadowman says, sinking through the ground. “I’ll just be going, then.”
“Hey, wait—” Allen says, starting to lunge for him. He goes perfectly still, frozen by the hand Mother just waved at him.
“No, no, no,” she says, waving a finger. “You don’t go anywhere.”
“Really, Mom, what did I say about kidnapping?” Shadowman hears Herold ask as he sinks into the Shadowlands. He looks around, picking up on his son’s presence. Deliberately he turns and walks the other way, shoving his hands into his pockets. Does he feel guilty, he wonders? 
Perhaps, he decides. But it’ll be fixed once he takes Mother out. That is, if Technico doesn’t get her first. Even HE’S not stupid enough to carry around a piece of tech made by the man, after all.
 





CHAPTER SIX
 
We land outside the campus, and I look around, frowning. “Did you at least wipe the history of the watch?” I ask Dad as he starts for the school entrance. “She’ll know where all of our bases are—”
“I’m counting on it,” Dad says.
I look at him, a bit startled. “You’re risking the school in an attempt to lure her to you?” I demand irritably. “Are you crazy? I don’t want Mother anywhere near here!”
“If you wipe it now, she’ll notice, right?” Rochester says, following along behind us. “Even if y’can do it, you prob’ly shouldn’t, now.”
“Listen to the psycho, sweetie, he knows what he’s talking about,” Dad says in a patently sweet tone. "Besides, she has Shadowman, there's a good chance she already knows. Honestly, I'm surprised she hasn't visited us, herself, yet--but we would have seen her coming from a mile away. That's probably why she hasn't."
“PsychoMETRIC,” Rochester says darkly as we head onto campus. Max is long gone—he left soon after his powers were unlocked, since he had a job last night. I need to go online and see how it went. I have to admit, I really enjoy watching my boyfriend work—not that I’d ever tell him that. His ego’s big enough as it is.
We head down the steps and look around. I hear cheering from the gym, which is right under Dad’s office, anyway, so I head for it. “We’re redoing the force field,” I tell him sharply. “I’m not letting her step a FOOT into this place.” The main force field computer is in the science room that Dad uses as an office. I’ll start from there—
I pull to a stop as I see the entire school sitting on the bleachers, watching as a short line of teachers stand in front of Cisco. Rochester rushes past me, cursing under his breath. He grabs Cisco right before the boy can shake hands with Banshee.
“What the hell d’ya think you’re doin’?” Rochester demands, shoving Cisco behind him.
“I learned how to flip kick, Dad!” Cisco says, making Rochester look back at him. “Freddy’s an awesome fighter—he doesn’t think he is, but he is! And I learned every My Little Pony song from the new series from Carla, but I’m not sure that was what the plan was,” he admits, frowning slightly.
“It was mine!” Carla calls from the bleachers. ”That’s DEFINITELY a skill.”
Rochester hesitates, looking at his son curiously. “Nothin’ too traumatic?” he asks after a long moment.
“Well the zoo memories suck, but they don’t focus on them that much,” Cisco says. “At least the ones that volunteered don’t,” he adds after a second. “Carla’s the hardest, actually, it’s like watching a show in fast forward. And Freddy’s stuck on—ah—” he blushes slightly and glances at the audience. “Never mind.”
“Did y’corrupt my twelve year old kid?” Rochester asks the green haired boy. “Nice hair, by the way.”
“Thanks, Dragon did it,” Freddy says. “And I didn’t either,” he adds, giving Cisco a dirty look.
“He’s got a crussssh,” Cisco says, grinning wickedly.
“Shut up, or I’ll tell Ace to shave you bald,” Freddy mutters.
I look at Freddy, and then glance through the crowd until my eyes land on Jennifer, who’s got a dry expression on her face--think it's her? Wait, I don’t have time for this. I need to get to work on the force field—and why hasn’t Dad TOLD them what happened yet? I turn and glower at him.
“As entertaining as this is,” Dad says casually, “it’s time to go into lock-down mode. And since everyone’s here already, we’ll use this as the base.” I jerk as the windows that I can see cover over with several layers of heavy, rocket resistant material with electricity sparking between the layers. They’re not the only ones, I realize. Every window on campus is closing over and the doors are sliding shut and locking.
“Sandra isn’t here,” Freddy says quietly. 
Dad turns and heads for the door. He’s stopped as Grandpa and Grandma move to block his way. “You will be explaining now, Nicolas,” Grandma says.
“After I get Sandra,” Dad says.
I hesitate, looking at him. I’ve never even SEEN Sandra that I can remember, at least not since they first showed up to join Cape High. I don’t think anyone outside of the zoo kids has! She's the one that skips everything--and that the other zoo kids don't even seem to realize is missing. Or at least they never mention it. It's like... they've written her off, in a way. “She’ll be safe in the dorm room, right?” I ask.
“I want her here. If things do go south, I want everyone in one place,” Dad says, heading out the door. I look around, expecting one of the zoo kids to follow, but they just stand there silently, watching him go. I have no choice, I think. I have to go with him.
I chase after him, slipping through the doors right before they slam shut. Dad barely glances back at me as we head over to the first dorm building. “Don’t act surprised when you see her. She's gotten... more... well, she's changed a lot since she first came,” he warns me as we head into the dorm and up to the second floor. He doesn’t tell me what to expect, I think darkly, but I’m not supposed to act surprised, that's so unfair.
“Sandra,” he says, knocking on the door. “Sandra, we’re in lock-down. You need to come to the gym.”
“No,” a raspy voice says.
“I’m not asking,” Dad says, twisting the handle off and stepping into the room. It’s dark inside, but Dad turns the lights on, revealing a large rock pile in the middle of the room. I look around, trying to find her, but Dad heads straight to the rocks and crouches down in front of them. “I’ll carry you, if you won’t cooperate, kiddo,” he says, placing a hand on the top rock.
The rocks jerk back, and I can see the form now. It’s a gargoyle-esque creature, crouching on all fours. She’s made of rock, I realize, yet she’s moving so fast—”Amazing,” I say, heading forward. Her glowing gold eyes turn on me and she snarls, slapping out with a long armed, over-sized hand. I barely manage to block it.
“She’s gotten stronger since we’ve started feeding her,” Dad says, casually. “She’s also gotten a lot rockier. We used to get her out once in a rare while, for special occasions, but since her face and hands started becoming obvious, she holed up in here.”
“That’s none of her business,” Sandra says, scuttling away from us on all fours. “Get out—JUST GET OUT!” she screams, cowering in the corner that’s the least bright. “I’m not a super—I’m just a FREAK!”
“We don’t have time for this,” Dad says, walking over and scooping her up in his arms. “Once we take care of Mother, I’ll let you hide all you want,” he says in a cold tone. “Right now, you’re just going to have to put up with the rest of the world.”
She’s fighting as hard as she can. I wince as I see her fists slamming on his chest, but even she realizes quickly that it’s not doing anything good. I follow along silently, feeling her eyes fall on me with pure hatred quickly enough. She snarls at me when I meet her eyes.
“Take a picture, it lasts longer,” she snaps.
“Well, if you’re giving permission,” I say, bringing out my phone and snapping a shot. She lets out an outraged roar and jumps over Dad’s shoulder, slamming into me. She’s so heavy that I fall onto my butt in the dorm hallway, grunting. Her fist slams into my cheek and it hurts. I growl, bringing my legs up and kicking her off of me. She WOULD go flying, if Dad didn’t catch her in mid-air. 
“You DARE—”
“Of course I do!” I yell before she can even finish. “You told me to!”
“It was SARCASM!”
“You look awesome! Of course I’d want a picture!” I say, waving my phone in her face. She goes still, staring at the picture in shock. “When was the last time you looked in a mirror?” I ask. “Sure, you aren’t pretty—but who cares? You look… primal,” I decide, looking at the picture, myself. “Do you have control of rocks, or is it just a physical thing?” I ask, curiously.
“Why should I tell you anything?” she demands. “You’re one of the pretty ones. I hate you picture perfect super heroes!”
I roll my eyes. “I don’t think we should let her hide,” I say to Dad. “She’s never going to graduate if she keeps missing class. Then she’ll wind up living here the rest of her life. That’ll make her MY problem when I take over—”
“I have nothing to do with you!” she says, swinging one large hand out to grab me. I avoid it without missing a step.
“How about we solve this the old-fashioned way?” Dad says as we cross the campus and step into the gym. “You two battle. The winner gets to decide what happens with Sandra’s future.” 
“That’s NOT FAIR!” Sandra yells right in his ear, trying to get free.
“Put her down, please,” I hear Aubrey say. I look up, seeing all of the zoo kids not in the field standing in front of us. “Sandra—”
“No,” Sandra says. “You have no say in this, you traitors!”
“Sandra—” Freddy says, his tone wounded. “Come on, Sis—it’s not—”
“I am NOT YOUR SISTER!” she bellows. Dad puts her down and she turns on the other zoo kids. “You just sat there and WATCHED as I started turning into a freak—YOU!” she yells, pointing at Aubrey. “You could have helped me! You could have stopped this! You did NOTHING!”
Aubrey looks like she hit her. I grit my teeth, fighting the urge to yell. That’s my cousin she’s screaming at! And I might not be part of their special little zoo kid family, but SHE’S part of MINE! “ENOUGH!” I bellow, my hands clenched at my sides. I move, blocking Sandra from the others. “Now is NOT the time to be fighting over superficial junk like how you look!”
“This isn’t superficial!”
“Oh sure it is,” I say. “You’re breathing, you’re moving, clearly you aren’t like Jack was when he first turned metal—whatever your change is, it’s natural,” I tell her, placing my hands on my hips. “Right now we are in LOCK-DOWN because a very dangerous woman has our coordinates and could be showing up at any moment! You pouting over how you’re not that pretty anymore is just. Not. That. IMPORTANT!”
“And how did this ‘very dangerous’ woman get our coordinates, son?” Grandpa asks darkly.
“There might or might not have been a watch involved,” Dad says all too innocently.
“It is not child abuse when he is almost forty and an S-class, my love,” Grandma says, placing a hand on Grandpa’s arm before smacking Dad upside the head, herself. Dad falls forward a few steps before catching himself and rubbing the back of his head.
“Thanks, Mom,” he says dryly. “But it is a good chance to check out my security system,” he adds.
Even I give him a dark look for that one—and a part of me knows EXACTLY where he’s coming from.
“I think we should step out—just in case you’re overestimating your system,” Grandpa says.
“Be good!” Grandma says to us as they head out the door, taking Dad with them.
Everyone looks to me, even Skye. I sigh. I guess sneaking upstairs to redo the force field is out, huh?
 
***
 
Mother sits on the metal table, long legs crossed casually as she examines the watch she stole. The healers keep trying to escape, but she ignores them until they actually make a bit of progress. Her mind is fully occupied.
Superior is married.
Now usually that wouldn’t cause problems for her, marriage is just another word, right? Or it had been, she admits to herself, until she’d met Wade. A bittersweet smile pulls at her lips as she remembers the first time they’d met, all those years ago.
 
*Eighty Years Ago*
 
The crash has done more damage to her than she wanted to admit, but that isn’t what mattered now. She’s lost everything—her planet, her people, her status, even her name—all of it is gone, now. It hadn’t been a quick war, either. It started in small places, with normally happy, hard-working Lerrestians turning on one another, attacking each other with their powers. The technopaths had ruthlessly turned the world around them into a living weapon. Those with control on the atomic level—they had—
She shoves the thought down even as the tears threaten. She’d stopped herself, but too late. It was the shock that did it. She’d stared down at her hands, KNOWN that she’d done something she would never forgive herself for, and she’d run. The trip to the ship fields took so long that she was certain she wouldn’t make it, but she had. She’d found a living ship too young to be corrupted by the virus, and made her escape.
Now, after leaving the ship to a woman with powers, she needs to find the missing Lerrestian. Once she finds the boy that had been kidnapped, she could—she could come back and get the ship and take him to the planet. Maybe two atomic types might be able to fix the problem—or a technopath could, if he’s strong enough, and works from a distance. Then—then she would have children and repopulate the land. It won’t FIX what she’s done, but—but it would maybe make up for it in a way, right?
Love has nothing to do with it, she tells herself firmly as she reaches down to her side. The broken ribs have already healed. Good, she thinks, but her uniform is still in tatters. She looks like she’s been in a war, she notices as she passes a large glass window. Tears are streaming down her face, and she wipes them away angrily. This is not the time to mourn. This is the time to try and save her world—
“Are you okay?”
The question makes her jerk, looking at the Terran that asked that, a male. He’s good looking for such a backwards creature, she thinks unemotionally. She doesn’t reply to his question, though, just turns and keeps walking. To her irritation she notices that her hands are shaking slightly and she feels somewhat light headed. “Miss,” the Terran says, following her stubbornly. “Miss, I think you need to go to the hospital—” he reaches out, grabbing her hand.
She turns, lifting her own hand to blast him away. She stops before she does, staring at that shaking hand with terror. “No,” she whispers. “No,” she says again, pulling out of his hold and starting to walk again.
“Miss, I really must insist,” he says, moving in front of her. “Please. You need help,” he tells her, his voice gentle.
“I’m past help,” she says, looking him in the eyes. He has brown eyes. They aren’t sharp and cold, they’re soft and worried. How long has it been since someone worried about her?
“No one’s past help, if they’re still alive,” he says. “At least let me get you something to drink.”
 
She’d had no idea how to find the other Lerrestian, at least not until he showed up on television—well after she was married and had a child. When she looked at him, on the screen, she’d seen those same cold eyes as she’d seen on her old planet. Looking at his face brought back memories of the war—
And she’d been in love with a kind, gentle man that worked hard to make her happy. The plans for her home planet were shoved to the back of her mind as she went back to her life. When Superior “died” she had almost felt relieved. She clung to her simple life, still loving Wade even as he grew older and older. She knew, even then, that this would only last for a little while, but she hadn’t cared.
Love, she thinks now, staring blindly at the watch in her hand, the type of love that accepts you, regardless of the problems. The kind of love that fights through the hardships and difficulties of this life, and never gives up—she’d had that kind of love. She kept changing his body, trying to make him live longer, but he still…
She takes a deep breath, letting it out slowly. Now she has nothing but a bitter loneliness that she tries to ignore. She’s doing everything she can to keep herself occupied, because if she doesn’t, she’ll realize that once again she’s lost everything. Even her own son looks at her with those same cold eyes as she remembers from her past. To avoid seeing them in the mirror every morning, she deliberately changes her eye color all the time. But the coldness doesn’t change.
“Why are you really doing this?” the little accountant healer asks her. For a second it shocks her, and she turns, looking at the woman blankly as she tries to come back to the present. “Why are you kidnapping people? What do you have to gain from this?”
“I need you,” Mother says, unconsciously. “I need you to keep your thoughts to yourself,” she corrects herself sharply.
“You sent the norms after Justin,” the college student says. “What do you want with that little prick?”
“He is hardly a little prick,” Mother says, looking at him. “Justin is a good boy, and a great musician,” she says. “But he’s also in the way of what my son is trying to do, so I’m afraid he has to go.” Marvin’s entire platform is that supers are a hazard to society, after all. Having millions of people (especially the young ones) practically worshiping a singing hero is NOT a good way to make them out as the bad ones. Once the public opinion of regular heroes goes down, it’ll be just a matter of time before they become the outlaws. Once they’re no longer trusted, it will be much easier to take over. They might be more powerful than the norms, but there are far less of them. 
When Marvin has control of the free world, well, then this part of her plan will be finished and she’ll go home with…
Well, if Superior’s taken, perhaps she can take the son? He’s so YOUNG, though, she thinks with a scowl. Her own son is old enough to be his father! She doesn’t like younger men—they’re so flighty. No, Superior is still the best—and he is, actually, a bit younger, but not so young that she could be his grandmother! Of course, Tatiana will be a bit of a problem, as will convincing Superior what needs to be done, but she can do it.
If she can’t, her species is doomed to be two full blooded and a handful of half-breeds. Through the generations the blood will be watered down until they are no longer considered super, even by norm standards. Her species will be as good as dead.
She can’t allow that to happen. She’s put this mission off for too long, already.
 
***
 
There’s a tense atmosphere in the gym, one that I know I can’t fix. Of course everyone is on edge—Mother knows where we are. I look over at Justin, since he’s the one that’s dealt with her the most in this group. He’s sitting on the bleachers, talking quietly with Malina and a woman with pale skin. I don’t think I know her—I bring up the school files, shifting through the staff information. Ariel, no last name, no background, nothing. She’s obviously a super, though, she’s wearing one of the power stopping bracelets that Dad makes. Since she's an adult, I can only assume that means she has more power than she knows how to control. Aunt Liz only wears her in public crowds.
“This is all karma biting Superior in the butt, and getting us with him," the pale woman says, making a face. "She's after him, right?"
“Ariel, Tatiana talked to you about this,” Malina says quietly. “When you tried to kill him when he first came.”
“She tried to kill Grandpa?” I ask, so shocked that I accidentally say it out loud.
“Ariel?” Adanna says, coming up to me. “Yes, she did.”
“And she’s still allowed to work here?” I demand. 
“Well, she had a reason,” Sunny says, joining us. “She was friends with Mimic—I think he saved her life or something.”
“And Grandpa is the reason he lost his powers—well, Grandpa and Dad are the reasons,” I say, suddenly understanding. “Wow, that’s got to be frustrating, but it’s not Grandpa’s fault that Mother knows where we are,” I say quietly. It doesn’t matter how quiet I am, though, since every eye in the room is looking over at us, hanging on our every word.
“Why does Mother know where we are, Zoe?” Aubrey asks.
“Ah, well,” I say slowly, feeling guilty. “We were doing some research on her and Herold—we found the house where Herold grew up. Mother showed up and fought with Dad, and she left—but only after stealing something of Dad’s.”
“What did she steal?” The question comes from every angle, in the same dry tone.
“Let me guess, a watch?” Aubrey adds, crossing her arms over her chest. “Someone REALLY needs to stop him from making those,” she says with a pointed look at me.
“The watches come in handy—” I have to protest for a second before giving up. Even I know how big a problem they’ve been. “Okay, okay, I’ll steal his watch parts, but it’ll only mean he uses a different format—like a channel changer.”
“He wouldn’t—no, he would,” Sunny says, giving up as quickly as I do. “Hey, are you going to fight Sandra?” he asks, changing the subject. As a group we turn to the half floor above us, looking into the shadows of the science lab. She’d disappeared shortly after being put down.
“I want her to start coming to classes,” I say. “She’s too hung up on how she looks—Sunny, she hit me and it made me feel light headed. From what I’ve seen, she could easily be considered a tank. We need more tank females!”
“Grandma’s a tank and Jeanie’s a tank,” Sunny says.
“Name one other,” I say. “Even Aunt Liz doesn’t get called a tank, and she’s a S-class. I’m not saying she isn’t tough, but there’s a--a status difference. Even when, or if, I guess, I hit S-class, the world won’t consider me a tank. Not with my technopathy taking center stage.”
“Why’s it matter?” Cisco asks.
“Because they’re the heavy hitters of the super world,” I say. “The brawlers—the ones in the lime light taking down tanks and giant robots of destruction.” I might have a few stars in my eyes right now, but can you blame me? “Every team should have one—every army should shake in their boots at the threat of them coming in! Did you ever see the news report about how Jeanie stopped a small war in South America?” I ask eagerly. “She did it ALL. ON. HER. OWN! And I’m not saying that Sandra will be on her level—I haven’t checked her power lines, but even on a smaller scale that’s awesome! If the other Halls knew about Sandra, there’d be a civil war to get her! But if she doesn’t graduate, all she’ll be is… here,” I sum up, waving a hand around the room.
“But here is home,” Carla says softly.
“No, it’s not,” I say, walking over to her. I place my hands on her shoulders, looking into her big golden eyes. “I’m not saying we won’t keep in touch—we will, I swear I’ll make sure we do, but Cape High is just a small step for all of you,” I say. “Soon you’ll start graduating and going your separate ways. You’ll spread out through the Halls, and you’ll do what you were always meant to do—be heroes. Or villains,” I have to add a bit dryly, letting go of her to look over the group. “I will help you in any way I can,” I tell them. “You have my promise on this.”
“There’s nothing wrong with wanting to stay somewhere safe,” Malina says. “If Sandra doesn’t feel safe out in the world—”
“But because she understands how important being safe is, shouldn’t she want to make others feel that way?” I ask, feeling frustration trying to rise up. I shove it down. “Because you know how it is to feel vulnerable, shouldn’t you have more compassion for those weaker than you are?” I ask them. “You are NOT weak,” I tell them, hearing a few gasps. “You’re the strongest people I know—”
“Zoe?” Sunny asks.
“Not now, Sunny,” I say, waving him off. “I’m trying to make a point.”
“You’re flying,” Adanna says, a bit dryly.
“Wha—” I yelp as I fall.
“Hey, if I get all righteous like that, think I could fly, too?” Sunny asks his girlfriend.
“The key word is ‘if,’” she replies. 
“Yeah, don’t tell Grandma,” I say. “She’ll make both of us try that. But anyway!” I say, turning back to the group. “You all have important futures ahead of you—Sandra does, too! This world NEEDS all of you!”
“It needs you, too,” Carla says.
“It’ll have me,” I say, giving her a smile. “I’ve been invited to work in the new Cape High South until Dad’s ready to retire. I’ll introduce the clean-up program down there, too. After Dad retires, I’ll keep track of both schools and the training programs from here. Together we WILL change the world,” I finish dramatically.
“You are so full of it,” Sandra says from upstairs. We all look up, seeing her sitting on the steps, glaring at me. “You think prancing around in tights can save the world? That’s complete—complete POOP.”
Sunny snickers and I shoot him a dirty look. “What? She said poop,” he says like the annoying brother he is.
“We can make a difference,” I say, looking at Sandra. “We rebuild after every fight—with Dad’s help and mine, we can replace the things we break with eco-friendly items. With Sunny and Adanna’s help, we can rescue helpless animals and rain forests. With your help we can stop the actual villains, like Mother, and like—like Shadowman, too. We can speak up for the weak, or the abandoned—and people will listen to us, because they watch us save them on a daily basis,” I say. “By wearing tights, we put ourselves in the position to speak up and be heard. There’s nothing wrong with wanting to live a quiet life—I admit that. But at the same time, if you had the opportunity to say something and be heard, would you pass it up? Tell me, Sandra, what would you tell the world right now, if you knew they had to listen?”
“So you’d dress like a clown if it meant people heard you?” she scoffs.
“Sure,” I say, “if I felt my message was important enough.”
“And what’s your oh-so-important message?” she demands.
“That there are kids out there like you and me, with powers they don’t know how to control, who need to have a safe place,” I say. “A place where they can grow up and become what they want to be. Cape High is the dream I didn’t realize I had when I first met Dad.”
“But you’re NOT UGLY!” she yells.
“Neither are you,” Aubrey says before I can. “I really hate that word. The only way it SHOULD be used is in describing situations or actions, not people! People are not ugly! They’re amazing, living beings that are capable of so much. What their outer appearance is shouldn’t matter NEARLY as much as what they are on the inside.”
“Says the girl with a boyfriend,” Sandra drawls.
“Hey, if I didn’t have a girlfriend, I’d date you!” Sunny says, earning a sharp look from Adanna. “What? She looks awesome. Besides, I bet we have a lot in common. You know, with my earth elementalism? Shutting up now,” he says as Adanna just keeps looking at him. “But you’re never gonna find a boyfriend if you shut yourself up in your room—”
“Unless she finds one online!” Carla says. “But you never know about people online, it’s dangerous.”
“She can’t get online because she never even took the phone Nico made her, much less a computer,” Freddy says.
“Shut up, Freddy,” Sandra mutters, but she doesn’t sound nearly as angry. I think things are going—oh crap, I think as Skye slips through the stairs behind Sandra, wrapping her arms around her from behind. Sandra yelps, jerking in shock.
“It’s okay!” Skye says, still hugging her. “It’s hard to get a boyfriend when you’re different, but there’s more to life than just boys!” Sandra just stares at her, a blank look on her face. “There’s my all girls super villain group!” Skye tells her, excitedly. “There’s me, and Doris, she’s down there—she turns into a Jersey Devil! You can join us down south and we can be a trio of evil doers! We have our own secret base and EVERYTHING!”
“Am I the only one that finds that idea terrifyin’?” Rochester asks, staring at them.
“Yeah, because you’re the only South Brancher here at the moment,” Sunny tells him cheerfully.
“Sunny wouldn’t worry about it, regardless,” I say, rolling my eyes. “He’s not going into the photo op game, for one, and for another—Skye’s his aunt.”
“So we’ll never get the chance to battle to the dramatic death?” Skye asks, jumping off the stairs and flipping through the sky before landing in front of Sunny. “That’s so LONELY!” she declares, throwing herself at my brother, who hugs her a bit awkwardly, patting her on the back.
“Sorry, ah… Aunt Skye,” Sunny says. “I’ve got to go out and save the rain forests,” he adds.
“OH!” she says, pulling back and grinning hugely. “YAY!” she says, picking him up this time and swinging him around. “I’m a HUGE fan of that! All the pretty flowers and the gigantic trees and everything, right?”
“Yep,” Sunny says, just letting her do what she wants. You can’t exactly say no to Skye, really. I mean, she’s sort of like a force of nature. Actually, now that I think about it, BOTH of our aunts are. Maybe that’s why I felt so comfortable accepting Skye as family. “You can come visit us sometime,” Sunny offers, getting a dry look from Adanna. 
“So… everyone will just go their own way,” Carla says. “I mean, I KNEW that—I’m going to join Vinny and stop forest fires and stuff, but… it just seems so far away.”
“Max is old enough to graduate,” I say. “Well, actually, school-wise he already had his G.E.D. before we even started. But he’s ready, and I think Jack almost is.”
“I’ve got a year,” Justin says quietly. “Vinny’s close, too, right?”
“He’s a year behind when it comes to school hours,” I say, bringing up the records. “But really, as far as his hero-training goes, he’s already ready to go out full time.”
“I’m considered ready, too,” Trent speaks up. “Not that I’m going to graduate just yet, but I’m already part-time.”
“Who ARE you?” Rochester asks. “You look familiar.”
“Kid Liberty,” Trent says.
“Is anyone ELSE here famous?” Cisco asks, looking over the group.
“Most of our big names are out on the field,” Aubrey says. “But we’ve got Dragon, Cold Steel, Maximum, Kid Liberty, Fire Hazard, and Divine Justice,” she lists.
“That’s a lot of guys. Do y'all got any female heroes other than Divine Justice?” Rochester asks. “Since you were talkin’ about tank females.”
“A lot of the older girls are going into less public work,” I admit. “I’m going to take over the school, Adanna over there—she’s Panther’s daughter, she’s going into animal rescue, Morgan’s going into super teen scouting, Aubrey is a healer. That’s why you’re so important, Sandra,” I say, looking at her. “We need some females in the photo op game.”
“You’ve got Emily,” she mutters.
“One. We need more,” I say.
“I’m um, planning on going into the field,” Malina offers shyly.
“You could be famous, though, Zoe,” Trent says. “You’re going to be at the top of the field when you’re full grown, right?”
I hesitate, looking down at my hands as I try to figure out how to put it. “I could,” I say. “Sunny could, too,” I add, looking at my twin. “We could be the next ‘official’ Superiors. We know that. Grandpa wouldn’t complain if we took on the name, or something similar. But…”
“Sometimes you have to follow your heart, not what makes you famous,” Sunny says.
“My heart says I don’t want to go into public,” Sandra mutters.
I sigh. “Fine! Do what you want,” I tell her, giving up. “Hide away, do nothing—or if you want, you can work for the school—I’m sure Tony wouldn’t mind a helper. You can lift heavy stuff for the janitor, and do clean up for the brawlers. I’m not going to fight you over it.”
“You sure gave up quick,” she says.
“Isn’t that want you want me to do?”
“Well… yeah, but—”
“I think she wants to be famous,” Freddy says, a bit evilly. He heads for the steps, looking at Sandra. “I think you’re just a chicken—” he grunts as she launches herself at him, tackling him to the ground and pinning him down. 
“Take it back!” she snarls, one large fist pulled back threateningly.
“You’re a chicken!” he says. Her fist comes down, crashing into the ground next to his head.
“I’m NOT a chicken! I’m a—a gargoyle!”
“You’re a chicken, what you look like doesn’t matter,” he says bluntly. “We let you hide, we understand WHY you hide, even, but that’s just letting Shadowman and Collector win. I’m NEVER going to let them win again.”
“But—I can’t beat ANY of this!” she says, starting to cry. “I’ve tried! I’ve tried to come out of my room—I’ve tried—I’m so tired, Freddy,” she admits, leaning forward as he wraps his arms around her. “I can’t do this,” she whispers.
“You don’t have to,” he says, sitting up and rubbing her back gently. “Not on your own.”
This is absolutely a private moment, so I turn and look at the doors, wondering what’s going on out there. “Shouldn’t she have figured out that this is the school?” I wonder out loud, earning a few looks from the ones around me. 
“How would she?” Trent asks.
“I’m assuming it’s the most listed destination on the watch,” I say. “I’m going to go see what they’re doing out there,” I add, heading for the door.
“We’re on lock-down, no one can get in or out, right?” Cisco says.
“I’m not ‘no one,’” I say arrogantly, bringing up the codes for the door and watching with satisfaction as it swings open. I leave, letting it close behind me before anyone can offer to come with me.
 





CHAPTER SEVEN
 
“You just had to lose the watch, didn’t you?” Superior says, floating in the air with his son and wife outside of the force field. They’ve spread out, surrounding the campus on all sides, but they can hear each other just fine. 
“Don’t you want to hear what she’s really after, Father?” Nico asks, playing with the metal pieces floating over his head. “I’m sure both you and Mom will find it extremely interesting.”
“Do you think we should call Liz?” Tatiana asks, thoughtfully. “It will be a wonderful family bonding moment!”
“She’s sleeping off last night’s rounds,” Nico says. “If it gets too loud out here, she’ll be the first to notice.”
“What does this Mother lady want?” Superior asks.
“She wants to give this planet to her son and then you and her can run off for a romantic honeymoon on your old planet—preferably making plenty of babies to restore the population.”
“Sounds—” Superior stops as Tatiana looks at him sharply, “like she doesn’t know I’m taken,” he says quickly.
“That had best be what you were planning to say,” Tatiana says sharply.
Nico doesn’t bother to hide his laughter. But it does stop abruptly as his internal monitor goes off. “She’s using it,” he says.
“Be on guard!” Tatiana says, striking a pose.
For a second only the breeze speaks. A leaf flutters past, sparking on the laser wall.
“She, ah, went to the Arctic Circle,” Nico says after his parents turn to look at him. “What? I didn’t say it was ABSOLUTELY going to be here!”
“We’re going,” Superior says. “Tatia, stay here in case she teleports again.”
“You had best be very careful, my love,” Tatiana says sharply.
“I’m sure we can take her,” Superior says.
“That is not what I am talking about, and you know it,” she says as they fly away at top speeds. After a silent moment she looks down. “You can come out now, kitten! They are gone.” She watches with a fond smile as Zoe steps into sight.
 
***
 
She might lose her healers, Mother thinks as she looks at the massive ice mountain. They could run while she’s not there, but the temptation had been too great. This is one of the more listed destinations on the watch, after all. It’s also a very popular place for supposedly “dead” heroes to retire too. Very few norms came this high, because of the cold. She’d been right, she thinks as she moves closer to the mountain, this is Superior’s new base. His “fortress,” as the heroes say. Also, it has curtains. They’re white, sure, but they’re also delicately beaded. She has to move a bit closer to admire the handiwork. Definitely handmade, she thinks with a hint of amusement. 
There’s no one here. Sure, she could go in—in fact, she thinks as she heads for one of the larger windows, she thinks she will. She steps into a room full of machines that tower into the sky and various parts that look straight out of the dump lying beside them. This isn’t Superior’s room, she thinks as lights turn on automatically. This is Technico’s.
Something moves, making her turn and stare as a humanoid machine starts for her, moving far faster than most of the heroes she’s seen on television. It almost impresses her, she thinks as she takes its head off with a punch. “Oh dear,” she says as the body keeps attacking. “You just don’t know how to take rejection,” she tells it, grabbing its shoulder and pulling it down into her knee. Her knee goes straight through it, leaving it in pieces on the ground as she lets go. “Is that all the defense you’ve got?”
A wall lights up and she sees Technico looking at her. “Of course it isn’t,” he says. “That was for the apocalypse field.”
“Fascinating,” she says. “Where are you?”
“Where are you?” he asks, not answering.
“If you didn’t know where I was, we wouldn’t be having this conversation,” she points out. “Where is your father?”
“Around.”
“I think you’re lying,” she says. “It’s wrong to lie to family.”
“I’ll remember that when I actually talk to some,” Nico says coldly. She turns, not showing her surprise as she hears two people land outside the room. 
“Honey, I’m home,” Superior says in an ironic tone as the entire wall buckles and breaks under a punch. He appears in front of her before she gets the chance to say anything, and grabs her by the throat, picking her off the ground. “I should be flattered, don’t you think?” he asks over his shoulder as Technico steps in. 
“You don’t want to do this,” she whispers, looking him straight in the eye and—
And nothing, she realizes as a little smirk pulls at his lips. “Really, lady, you think you can brainwash me? I partnered with Mastermental for years. I KNOW that trick--but better played.” He twists, throwing her through a wall before she even realizes he moved. Technico hasn’t even DONE anything, she realizes as she falls to the snow and looks up into Superior’s face. She pushes off of the snow, shooting up and slamming her fist into his stomach as hard as she can. It sends him flying back a ways, and she looks over at Technico, expecting him to attack.
“Bring it on,” she says, motioning him forward. The world around them shifts, twisting around them in a sickening display. He blinks once, slowly, and she can actually SEE his eyes change how they view the world.
“Do you really think it’ll take two of us?” he asks, scoffing at her. 
“Neither of you understand anything!” she says, frustrated. 
“Sure we do,” Superior says from behind her. “You’re kidnapping healers. I have a special place in my heart for healers.”
“You need to help me,” she says, turning to him. “Our land is dying—our people are almost completely gone! It’s only you and me—”
“So what?” Superior asks coldly. “Let the species die.”
She turns on him, racing forward to attack, but he dodges before she gets close enough, and grabs her, one arm catching her under the chest, one leg wrapped around hers, blocking her movement. She feels his elbow slam hard into the back of her head. She’s never been hit that hard, she thinks, the light before her eyes flickering for a few seconds.
“Where did you learn that one?” she hears Technico ask through the pounding blood in her ears.
“It’s your mother’s favorite move,” Superior says. Mother reaches out with her powers, trying to force him to let go, but he reacts instantly, negating her attempt. “You’re no match for me, lady,” he says coldly. “You might have good luck scrambling my daughter’s mind, or brainwashing the masses to attack a bus that MY GRANDDAUGHTER WAS IN,” he roars, throwing her away from him. “Do you have any idea how much that one pisses me off?” he asks in a snarl, his eyes no longer cold. No, they’re not cold, she realizes—they’re blazing hot with rage. “I didn’t even realize how mad I was until just now,” he says. “You can do what you want to my kid—he can handle himself, but you NEVER TOUCH MY GIRLS!”
“I’d like to put in a sexism protest,” she hears Technico complain.
“Shut it, Nico,” Superior says before heading straight for her again. A flashback from the old planet rushes through her mind and she blindly reaches for the watch she’s wearing, tapping on the screen. There, she could have blamed the virus—here, though, she has no such excuse.
She teleports right before his fist can slam into her face.
 
***
 
“And Max thinks he’s going to change his name to Max Masters when we get married,” I say, my amusement showing. “He says he doesn’t HAVE a last name that I can take, so he’ll take mine.” Grandma lets out a laugh, shaking her head with amusement.
“Have you told your grandfather that yet, kitten?” she asks me. We’re in the air, high above the school. Grandma is floating with me in a hug. She’s already offered to drop me, to see if we can get me flying again, but I didn’t want to distract her when Mother could show up at any moment. I will probably try it later, though!
“Nope, I’m sort of thinking MAX should be the one to explain it,” I say. I jerk slightly as I feel something change. “She’s here,” I say. “You can’t deal with her when holding me, so let me go—”
Grandma ignores me, looking at the ground below where the silver haired woman just appeared. She casually moves me to one arm, dropping down in front of Mother. “It is not polite to show up without calling first,” Grandma says in her coldest voice. 
“But it looks like you were expecting me, nonetheless,” Mother says. She looks roughed up, I notice. I bet she had a run-in with Dad or Grandpa. She heads straight for us, her hand coming up—
And Grandma slams one large fist in her face before she can do anything. Mother goes flying back through the air. “Go,” she says, shoving me towards the school. Before I can even take a step, though, Mother appears behind me, grabbing me.
“Oh, no, I think not,” she says, caressing my cheek with one hand. “This pretty little one is exactly what I need,” she adds, turning my head so I’m looking into her eyes. For a second I feel a little light headed—and then my mind starts exploding with zeroes and ones, entire novels of data racing through my head. This is the first time it’s happened like this—I’ve always had to focus to see things the way Dad sees them—
Now, though, I see Mother scowling as she tries to look into my head. “Listen to Mother,” I hear her say from a distance. I completely ignore her—I’m too busy taking in all the new information that’s coming from all around. The wall of lasers behind me is practically shouting things I hadn’t noticed before, I realize. All that power, all the programming we put into it—
I bet I could just turn this, this, and… this one!
Mother shrieks as the shock hits her. Unfortunately for me, she doesn’t let go. I brace myself, expecting to be fried, but all that happens is that the electricity hovers around me, dancing on my skin. Mother lets go.
“Oh, very well done, kitten!” Grandma calls out, clapping twice before slamming straight into Mother with such speed I didn’t even see her move. I’m floating, so I get a birds-eye view of Grandma burying Mother with the impact of her hit. There’s going to be a pretty big hole to patch in the street after this. I watch as Mother shoves Grandma off of her, and take the opportunity to shock her with our most powerful lasers again.
“You will NOT come NEAR MY SCHOOL!” I yell, my arms out at my sides. The power is rushing through me—and I might be a little over-confident, I realize a second too late. I feel a tiny pulse and the world is upside down, twisting all around me. It’s like the first time I ran into Grandpa, back when he was Distort, I think as I fall to the ground. There’s a trick to dealing with this, I think—but I don’t have time to figure it out.
Grandma starts for me, only to run into Mother, who grabs her face and forces her to look in her eyes. “You will assist me,” I hear Mother say. I can see Grandma fighting it.
“Grandma, NO!” I yell, flying through the twisted world, my focus on her alone. “LET GO OF MY GRANDMA!” I bellow, mentally snapping. The lasers that make up the force field turn, aiming straight at the woman that dares to touch my family. She looks up at the last second and touches the watch she’s holding, disappearing with Grandma before the lasers fry the ground where they just were.
Er… I uh… almost fried my grandma, didn’t I? I mean, she’s an S-class tank, so it shouldn’t have killed her, but—
Mother just definitely saved her from some burnt clothes, at least, didn’t she?
I look up, seeing Grandpa and Dad heading for me so fast that they’re breaking the sound barrier. Dad pulls to a stop a few feet away from me and I promptly throw myself into his arms. “She brainwashed Grandma,” I tell them. “She and Grandma teleported away.”
“She did, did she?” Grandpa says. “Where did they go, Nico?” he demands of Dad.
Dad goes still and I can actually see what he’s searching through. “An abandoned building in Texas,” he says as soon as I see him find it. “You,” he says to me, “put those lasers back into place and go inside!”
“I can help!” I say. “I’m one of the few people that can! And—and it’s my fault that Grandma was kidnapped,” I add guiltily. 
“We can handle it,” Grandpa says. “Do what your father told you.”
“Also,” Dad says, bringing out his phone and snapping a picture of me. “Nice job with the flying,” he tells me before they fly away.
I look at the mess that is the force field, and sigh, starting to work. A cold ball of worry is growing in my stomach, but I have to ignore it for now.
I just pray that Grandma isn’t being forced to do something she will regret.
 
***
 
The healers are gone, Mother notices as she appears in the middle of the empty hospital building. Shadowman is here, though. She turns, looking at the man lounging in the corner, eating a bag of chips. “Where did they go?” she asks.
“You weren’t here, I was out working, where do you think they went?” Shadowman asks, his eyes falling on the large muscular woman standing next to her. She towers over Mother, and is twice as broad through the shoulders. This is the woman that Superior prefers? She looks more like a man, Mother thinks darkly, looking up at her as well. She’s definitely far more muscular than most men in this world—to be honest, she’s more muscular than a lot of the men on her old planet, too. “You brought Tatiana?” Shadowman asks, a hint of awe in his voice.
“She’s assisting me,” Mother says, although a frisson of worry catches her off-guard as Tatiana’s brilliant blue eyes look at her. They aren’t cold, though, she reminds herself. The eyes looking at her seem… almost amused, for some reason. “Tatiana, punish him for losing my healers, will you?” she says, strutting over to her usual table and sitting down.
“Wa—wait—she could seriously kill me, you know—” Shadowman says, taking a step back as Tatiana looks at him.
“Would she usually?” Mother asks.
“What?”
“You might not have realized this, but no one under my control will do something outside of their natural inclinations,” she says. “It’s much like this world’s hypnotists. I can get them to punch someone, if they have no problems with using that amount of violence, but I can only get a cold-blooded kidnapper to kidnap people for me,” she says, looking at him pointedly. Tatiana is still walking over to Shadowman, who stares at her with a bit of fascinated terror.
Tatiana takes his hand, taps it lightly, and says, “You should not have done that, bad boy!”
“I did expect something a little… more, though,” Mother says as Tatiana steps back, looking satisfied.
“I think she broke a bone or two,” Shadowman says, lying through his teeth. There’s something off, he realizes. He looks at Tatiana, who’s looking around curiously. “Where did you go, Mother-May-I?” he asks, shoving the thought down ruthlessly.
“Oh, here and there,” Mother says cheerfully, watching Tatiana curiously. “Is there something wrong, dear?” she asks the other woman.
“It is very dusty in here,” Tatiana says. “We need a window!” And promptly shoves one fist through the brick wall she’s standing in front of. “Ah, much nicer, no?”
“I actually think that made it dustier,” Mother says a bit too blandly.
“Then we will blow it out!” Tatiana says, sucking in a huge gulp of air before blowing. The dust leaves. So does most of the air in the room, Shadowman thinks dryly. “Much better!” Tatiana announces, clapping her hands. “Now, I will assist you in something else,” she declares, looking at Mother. “You are in need of Super Villain name—Mother is not very shaking-in-your-boots terrifying,” she declares. “It is too much apple-pie-in-the-oven, no?”
Shadowman swears that her accent has gotten stronger, but it’s the shocked look on Mother’s face that catches his attention, especially when Tatiana makes a little noise and lifts a finger. “We need matching uniforms, as well! Yes! I will be being right back!” she declares, disappearing in a breeze so strong that it almost knocks him over.
“What… a… fascinating woman,” Mother says, but her expression says something quite different. 
“She’s more than you’re used to, huh?” Shadowman asks, slinking over to her. She looks at him, her confusion flickering for all of a second across her face before it’s hidden again.
“She’s just being helpful, like I told her to be,” she replies. “Unlike some others I could mention.”
“How did you capture THE Tatiana?” he asks, still moving a little closer. He just needs to touch her wrist, he thinks, his hand resting on the table next to her.
“It’s the most fascinating thing,” Mother says, “it was almost as if she was waiting for me.”
His fingers brush against the watch she’s wearing right as Tatiana comes back. “My friend, we have a slight problem,” Tatiana says, not a hair out of place.
“What’s that, sweetie?” Mother asks, stumbling slightly over the term of endearment.
“Well, I am thinking it is the South Hall,” Tatiana says far too casually. “I am not fully up on who is who in the super world yet, but I believe the large man with the very square jaw is Century. Ah, if I were not a happily married woman—” she adds, waving a hand at her face dramatically.
“Where?” Mother demands, getting to her feet.
“Oh, all around the building,” Tatiana says, waving the hand airily. “I believe my Emily and her friends are there, too! Are we having a party?”
“How did they find us?” Mother demands of Shadowman.
“Well, I figure the healers made a few phone calls when they escaped. That’s why I always suggest a decent cage system to my PAYING customers,” he says, examining his fingernails. 
“Tatiana, grab on,” Mother says, tapping on her watch. They teleport right before the flash of blue light spreads over the room.
Shadowman goes still, his time stopped as Century walks into the room. Century looks around, sees only him, and lets out a curse. “I give it odds that this quick escape is somehow Technico’s fault,” he growls. “Grab him, we’ll take him in for questioning—and possibly toss him into the Cape Cells, depending on his answers.”
He walks out, leaving Voltdrain to pick up the frozen Shadowman and follow along.
 
***
 
The lasers are fixed, and the school is silent save for a few whispers here and there as I walk into the gym. They all turn to me, watching me seriously. I don’t know what to tell them. I mean, it’s my fault. Grandma getting kidnapped is all my fault—
“What happened?” Sunny asks, crossing the room in a quick step and hugging me.
“She kidnapped Grandma,” I say, the tears falling as soon as he touches me. “It was all my fault—I should have stayed out of it—but I couldn’t, because Grandma isn’t a Superior and—and—I’m SO STUPID!” I wail.
“Hey, hey, it’s okay,” he says, rubbing my back in a comforting manner. I love my twin brother. Sure he has his annoying moments and he’s constantly a pain in the butt in the morning, but—but—”Really, I doubt even that chick could do something to Grandma,” he says all too casually. “Grandma’s a tank.”
“She can MAKE her do things to OTHER people, Sunny!” I say, pushing him away. “Do you know how much guilt Grandma might feel if she does something bad?”
“Zoe,” he says dryly.
“I can’t even imagine all the terrible things—”
“Zoe,” he repeats. “Grandma was a U.S.S.R. spy. She had standing orders to take out several states if the war went hot.”
“But she didn’t!”
“Doesn’t mean she didn’t think about it,” he says. “She’s tougher than you know. She can kick Grandpa's butt! Did this Mother chick seem tougher than Grandpa?”
“Of course not! She was a—a homemaker for almost eighty years,” I admit.
“When you put it that, way, who wouldn’t be terrified?” he drawls.
“But she’s still the same species,” I protest. “She’s been brainwashing people and kidnapping healers and she brainwashed Grandma! She could be making Grandma do ANYTHING—”
“Breathe,” Sunny says. “Look, we can’t go out there—but you don’t need to, right? You’ve got one of Dad’s stations right up there, right? Let’s see what you can do from there,” he says, sending a flash of hope into my heart.
“You’re right—you’re absolutely right!” I say, heading up the stairs at top speed and looking at the science room. Just as he’d said, Dad’s tools are scattered all around, and he even has a full wall of monitors in the back. I head for them, firing them up with a thought and starting to search.
“Why not go to the Halls?” Sunny says. “First, does Mastermental know? And what about the others, have you even met them yet?”
“I haven’t,” I say, waving a hand at the screen, “but we’re about to,” I add as five different screens appear. I’ve hacked into the five Hall Leader’s private lines with a wave of my hand, I think a little light-headedly. Sure I did it with Isotonic for his daughter, but that was family business. He probably won’t mind seeing his daughter. Seeing ME, on the other hand--well, might be a bit more offensive. I could very well be offending all the Halls in America right now.
“Who are you?” I hear the large, brassy haired woman demand from the right. Marigold, my mind supplies, East Branch Leader, tank. I absently add her to my very short list of tank females.
“Zoe, sugar, this isn’t the time—” Century says.
“Is that Century I hear?” Marigold demands.
I wave a hand around the room, and then bring the screens out as holograms, so they surround me. “How are you doing that?” Negatia asks, suddenly more curious than angry.
“My name is Zoe Rosenthorn-Masters,” I announce, turning to look at each of them. “I’m the daughter of Technico and Lady Rose—this is my brother,” I add as I drag him into the circle with me. If I’m getting in trouble, so is he! It was his idea! “Sunny. We have a problem.”
“We’re listening,” Isotonic says, looking serious. “Is my daughter there?”
“Um—I think—” I start out.
“She is,” Sunny says. “She’s safer than any of you are, too.” Which is a lie, I realize abruptly. At least at the moment it is. I bring up a tiny screen and lock Grandma out of the system for now. It’ll at least slow her down, I think.
“And what’s this information you have?” Century asks.
“Mother has my grandmother,” I say, looking at him.
“She’s kidnapped an old lady, and it’s enough to hack my home computer?” Marigold asks in outrage.
“My grandma is TATIANA,” I say, turning on her. “Mother also has a teleportation watch. Do you want to listen or should I hang up and address those that are willing?” I demand.
“I’ll listen,” she mutters.
“Zoe, where is your father?” Mastermental asks in a calming tone.
“He and Grandpa are tracking her down, but I needed to warn you, anyway,” I say. “The more people looking for them, the better—we need to catch them before she makes Grandma do something she doesn’t want to.”
“We almost caught them,” Century says. “They were in my territory earlier. We do have one thing on her, now.”
“What’s that?” Isotonic asks.
“We’ve got Shadowman. I’m holding him in a time lock until we get him into a room without shadows. We’ll find out all we can about what she’s doing before I put him up for Cape Cell incarceration.”
“We can vote now—who says Shadowman should be tossed into the Cape Cells?” Marigold says, lifting a hand.
“You know as well as I do that isn’t how it works, Marigold,” Mastermental says a bit dryly. “We must follow procedures—but make sure you don’t lose him, Century,” he adds, looking over at Century’s screen.
“Oh, that little worm isn’t going anywhere,” Century says in a dark, dangerous tone. He barely even has a southern drawl, he’s so serious.
“One little problem,” Sunny says, lifting a finger.
“What’s that?” the entire group asks.
“We should at least let him meet his son first, right?” Sunny says. The entire group goes silent before Marigold curses.
“That Rocco boy, I’m betting,” she says. “I should have known!”
“But is it being kind, letting them meet?” Century asks them. “Or do you think the boy’s better off not knowing?”
“I bet he already knows,” Sunny says with a shrug. “And it might not turn out to be a happy ending—”
“It probably won’t,” I say dryly.
“But it’s still something that should be done,” Sunny says, giving me a look. “Look, we never even knew our dad before we went looking for him—but more importantly, he didn’t know about us. He spent fifteen years in a cell, not seeing anyone, hardly ever talking with anyone, and not knowing he has a family waiting for him,” he says, turning slowly to look them each in the eye. “I’m not saying it’ll end up like we did—that Rocco will suddenly have a loving dad, or anything like that, but everyone deserves a chance. Even a guy that tried to kidnap my girlfriend,” he mutters, darkly.
“I will allow it—only if we provide the special power blocking suit and collar for Shadowman first,” Mastermental says, looking over at Century.
“Fine, I’ll go along with that, as well,” Century says. “Send over the stuff—ours aren’t as new as yours are, so we’ll be keeping them when we’re done with this.”
“Oh, Century—how’s my team?” I ask. “How’s Emily?”
“She’s just fine,” Century says with a little smile. “So are those boys of yours.”
“We’ll arrange for Rocco to come down to you,” Mastermental says, picking up his phone. “Zoe, my dear, do you think you could get him there? You are still in lock-down, correct?”
“We are, but I need to move everyone to the dorms, anyway,” I say. “They’re going to get hungry soon, and while the gym is the most secure building, I don’t think Mother will come back here. I hope. I’ll send Rocco—but can I come with him?” I ask, looking from him to Century. “I want to ask some questions about Mother. In fact, why don’t you send Emily? That way we’re there and back quickly.”
“We can do that,” Century says.
“I’ll send the suit and collar over to the school,” Mastermental says.
“She’s so professional,” Negatia says with approval. “Tell me, Zoe, have you decided on a branch?”
“She’s going to be—”
“Central,” Mastermental says.
“South,” Century says. They two leaders look at each other, before Century adds, “and Central,” in a reluctant tone.
“I’m going to run the Cape High schools,” I say, “as principal here and over-seer for the South, as soon as Dad decides to retire, that is.”
I suddenly see three VERY interested Hall Leaders watching me closely, and the other two looking at one another a bit irritably. “You just had to bring that up, didn’t you,” Mastermental says to Century.
“They were going to find out sooner or later,” Century says.
“I might add now—she’s dating my son,” Mastermental says to the group, “and both of her parents are Central, so any discussions of her future prospects will come through me.” I give him a dry look and he smiles at me. “The suit and collar are on the way, dear, so I suggest you do what you need to do.”
“Yes, Double M,” I say, rolling my eyes slightly. Sure I don’t see him as often as Sunny sees Panther—he’s always running all over the world taking care of problems, but I DO see him regularly. He makes sure we have a “family dinner” every other weekend, whenever possible. He started that a few months back. I let out a laugh, giving up easily. “I’ll keep you all updated whenever possible,” I add, looking at the group. “Right now, I believe she’s in—” I search through the same database Dad was looking through earlier, “Washington D.C. it looks like,” I say. 
“That's me," Marigold says. “I’ll see what I can do,” she says before heading off screen.
“Okay, I need to go,” I say before looking at Sunny. “You get to keep everyone from killing each other, got it?” I tell him. 
“I’ll tell Adanna,” he says, shamelessly passing the buck. I snort and wave a hand at the screens, sending them back onto the monitor.
“Thank you, Hall Leaders, for your time,” I add quickly before hanging up on them. I head down the stairs, looking through the group before realizing belatedly that Rocco is with Max. I reach up, tapping my earbud. “Max, you there?”
“Any time you want me to be,” he says cheerfully.
“You’re working, aren’t you?” I drawl.
“I can handle this with one hand behind my back,” he says. “What’s up?”
“I need Rocco, can you send him back?” I say. “We’re going to meet with his father before he gets tossed into the Cape Cells.”
“You sure he’ll want to? He’s already had one run-in with the guy.”
“I know, you told me about it,” I say, “but it’s still important. I can’t just let it end like this.”
“I’m only doing this because I love you, you know,” he says. “I don’t think Rocco will appreciate this at all, but I’ll send him.”
“Thank you, Max,” I say, blushing slightly. “I miss you,” I add, feeling abruptly lonely. We’ve hardly seen each other except for brief moments since this whole thing started. Calls totally don’t count, okay? But we know that the future will have a lot of this. We’ll both have full-time jobs that might take us out of state, and possibly even country. It’s the same for all the couples, actually, except for Sunny and Adanna, I guess. 
“Yeah,” he says softly. “I miss you tons. Rocco—” he switches channels, but I can hear them talk briefly, regardless. “Okay, he’s coming,” he says to me. “Expect him in ten, unless he gets lost again.”
“Thank you, Max,” I say. “Also, your dad is sort of a pain,” I have to point out, making him laugh. “I love him, don’t get me wrong, but—”
“Trust me, I understand. Your dad’s a pain, too, but we’re stuck with them.”
“Bye, Max, love you,” I say.
“You, too,” he says, hanging up.
“Okay, everyone!” I say, catching the group’s eye. “It’s a risk, but we’re moving to the dorms. Everyone keep pace with one another—Carla, no running off, got it? This is probably going to last for a while, so—teachers, I apologize, but you can find an empty room, right?” I say to the retired teachers that were actually keeping people calmer than Skye ever could. 
“Are you going South?” Rochester asks.
“Yeah.”
“Can we hitch a ride?” he asks, motioning to himself and Cisco. "I know he's got me for as long as he wants, but I get the feeling I've done what he needs most."
“I can’t swear she can take all of us,” I admit, “but we can ask.” I tap into the system, opening the doors and letting everyone move to the dorms. When that’s completed I give Sunny, Adanna, and Aubrey a hug before heading off campus with Rochester and Cisco.
“You’re only sixteen an’ you run this place like a general,” Rochester says as we step onto the street. “There are some famous retired supers in there, right?”
“I—” I start out, suddenly feeling really bossy. Okay, so I AM bossy, I admit it, but—
“It’s not a bad thing,” he says, giving me a crooked grin. “We all heard the Hall leaders—they expect a lot outta you, don’t they?”
“I’ve…” I start out, thinking about it for a moment, “You know, when I first found out who I was, I really hated the word ‘Superior,’” I say slowly. “I didn’t think—actually, I still don’t think anyone should be considered superior to someone else. Like they deserve something because of their bloodline, or their class level, or whatever,” I say, looking at them both. “But that’s not what a Superior is in the super world,” I say, grinning.
“Then what is it?” Cisco asks.
“It’s…” I think for a moment, still smiling, “going five steps, or even ten steps beyond what’s actually necessary, just because you’re capable of it. Dad doesn’t even THINK about what he’s doing, did you know that? But he’s made all of Kansas City super energy efficient because he can. Mom loves him even more now, thanks to that. He’s spreading out, too. Soon all of Central will have virtually no carbon footprint. More people are moving here, thanks to that—everyone wants to help the planet. Can you imagine what I could do if I over-saw all of the Cape High schools?” I ask them eagerly. “I could implement the cleaning program in ALL of America--even Mexico and Canada, thanks to the South and North Hall’s connections. My brother can go and save the rain forests and I’ll stay here and do the same. Sure, it’s a massive dream and it’ll take a TON of work, but I can do it with enough help!”
“Seems a bit ambitious,” I hear Rocco say from behind me. I turn, looking at the tall bi-racial shadow walker. “But I can see it happening,” he admits as a black car drives up. I head for the black suits, taking the box they hand me, and turn as Emily appears behind us.
“Honey, I’m home!” she says cheekily, saluting us.
“Welcome home!” I say, walking over and grinning at her. “We’ve got a few friends—can you take all of us?” I ask. She hesitates, doing a bit of counting.
“I can,” Rocco says. “We’re heading to Texas, right?”
“The South Branch Hall,” I agree. I should have thought about Rocco being able to take us, I realize stupidly. My mind was just so full of things that I instinctively asked for Emily. “How about we split up?” I ask. “Rocco and I will go his way, Emily, can you take Rochester and Cisco?”
“Sounds good,” she says. “Although I really want to travel by shadow sometime—so you owe me for this, got it?” And then she’s gone before I can reply.
“Sorry, Rocco,” I say. He shrugs, giving me a slightly sheepish shrug.
“It’s fine,” he says, taking my hand and stepping into a shadow. I follow silently, looking around curiously. “Actually, no, it’s not,” he says abruptly. “You really like to meddle, don’t you?”
“Wh—what?” I ask, suddenly worried. I’m down here in a dimension I don’t know, completely alone with a guy I barely know. He could just LEAVE me here—
“I just started making friends,” he says, turning on me. “They’re messed up, sure, but they’re my friends. That—that jerk everyone is saying is my old man is the reason they’re so messed up,” he says, his righteous rage showing in his voice and his stance. “Why do I need to play nice with him? Sure he might be the reason I can walk through shadows, but do you really think that’s a GOOD thing? And you might not realize it, but that’s ALL he’s given me.” His hands clench at his sides for a moment as he takes a deep breath. “My ma didn’t know how to deal with me. She was HAPPY when I told her I was going to come to school—no, not happy, relieved. Like a giant burden was being lifted off of her. And the only reason she even HAD that burden was because of that no-good piece of crap you’re dragging me off to see now.”
I look him straight in the eyes, not about to look away right now. “I know where you’re coming from,” I say.
“No you don’t!”
“Dad was in the Cape Cells for my entire life,” I say. “I only met him about a year ago, after Mom disappeared and Sunny and I were tossed into a foster home for almost two years. The first time I saw him was through an electric fence that could fry a full grown human with a touch. I lucked out, Dad’s not a bad guy. Your dad isn’t mine—he’s a jerk, we both agree to that, but this is your only opportunity to look him in the eye and tell him exactly what you think. Your only chance to tell him that you’re going to be ten times the man he is, and ever will be. You are, aren’t you?”
“Of course I am!” he says, outraged by the very question.
“Then let’s go and tell him that,” I say.
He looks at me, staring for a long, long moment, before saying, “Just how serious are you and Max, anyway?”
“What?” I ask, a startled laugh escaping.
“I mean, you and me could go out for a movie or something—”
“You really shouldn’t hit on your team leader’s girlfriend, you know,” I point out. The tense atmosphere is completely gone as he starts forward again.
“I’m taller than he is!” he says.
“He can fly, height doesn’t matter,” I say, waving it off. 
“He’s got a Napoleon complex because of how short he is,” he says. “You’re way better off with a tall guy!”
“Never happen,” I say. “Not unless he gets taller. Don’t worry, we have plenty of kick-butt girls at school. You’ll get a girlfriend sooner or later.” I blink as he takes my hand, looking me in the eyes. Is he going to do something—
“I hope she’s as awesome as you are,” he says, tugging me through a deep shadow and into the light.





CHAPTER EIGHT
 
“Why don’t you just turn the thing off?” Superior asks a few minutes later as he and Nico float high above the country. “You can, can’t you?”
“Of course I can, but the moment I do that she’ll realize I can control it from here and get rid of it. We’ll lose any form of tracking her that we have,” Nico says irritably, his eyes focused on the ground below. “She has Mom. If she didn’t, I’d just blow the sucker.”
“Hardly the heroic stance you should take,” Superior says.
“Of course it isn’t,” Nico says, touching his earbud. “Firefly, America’s Son, you are in position, right?”
“We’re here,” Ken says. “It’s quiet in front of the school. But your daughter left earlier.”
“What?”
“She went with Rocco to the South Branch, according to Mastermental. They have Shadowman captive.”
“I see, that sounds like something she would shove her nose into,” Nico says blandly, ignoring the fact that he’d done the same earlier.
“Your daughter is far more considerate than—”
“Either of us?” Nico drawls, looking at Superior. It actually startles a laugh out of the older man, even with the stressful situation they’re in. “What will we do with the Mother lady when we capture her?” he asks after a long moment.
“We both know that there are far more evil things than a bit of brainwashing, don’t we,” Superior says in a mild tone. “The media does it every day.”
“If you don’t believe in something solid, it’s easy to believe anything,” Ken says over the com. “It isn’t brainwashing if people willingly follow the crowd, it’s just taking advantage,” he finishes a bit dryly, “repeatedly.”
“Your friend is a bit cynical for a preacher, don’t you think?” Superior asks Nico, both aware that Ken is listening in.
“Not usually,” Nico says. “I must be rubbing off on him.”
“Note, I said people CAN believe in something solid,” Ken says. “The ones that know what they believe, they can’t be swayed that easily. And it seems to me that Tatiana is the embodiment of knowing who and what she is, from what I’ve seen of her past.”
The two Superior males look at each other, startled.
“You don’t think—” Nico starts out.
“I bet she is,” Superior says. “Never could manipulate that woman for long, why do you think I love her?”
“This just got a lot more interesting,” Nico says with a wicked little smile.
 
***
 
“Ah, this is very entertaining, no?” Tatiana says cheerfully, eating an ice cream cone as if they were just going shopping. Mother stares at her, wondering why she’s the only one feeling worried. “We have seen so many beautiful sights! I must make Nicolas make me one of these watches,” she adds. “I have seen so much that I could not before this!”
They’re in the middle of a small town in Georgia—she thinks. Really, she’d just been tapping random destinations since they almost got caught in Texas. They’d almost been caught in Washington, as well—but Tatiana had glanced out the window and made a casual comment about Marigold—
She lets out a sigh, trying to get her cool, in-control feeling back. Skye had been entertaining—hard to handle, but entertaining, because she easily fell into the “child” mindset. Tatiana, though, Tatiana is almost as old as she is, and treats her more like a friend than someone to follow. In fact, the more time she spends with the other woman, the less in control of the situation she feels. Tatiana sweeps all those “superior” feelings aside without thinking.
“Marie!” Tatiana says, using a name she’d accidentally slipped out. How, she doesn’t even know, but Tatiana latched onto it. Never once has she called her “Mother,” Mother realizes with surprise. “Can we go to the large waterfalls this time?” she asks. “I am very fond of the gigantic waterfalls!”
“Would that make you happy, dear?” Mother asks, patting one massive, muscular arm.
“Oh, very!”
“Then we’ll go to Niagara Falls,” she says, turning and fiddling with the watch.
She doesn’t even see the shining blue eyes of her companion turn sharp for a moment. After a second, though, the look turns amused. She HAS been wanting to see Niagara Falls from up close again, Tatiana thinks cheerfully.
Revenge for the brainwashing incidents can wait just a bit longer.
 
***
 
The room is so bright that his eyes hurt. It’s the first thought that Shadowman has when he becomes aware again. The next thought is that Century got him. He lets out a sharp curse, wondering how long he was frozen in time for. He looks around, but there’s no one in the room with him. There’s a mirror on the wall, which he’s certain is two-way. He starts for it, staring himself in the eye. “Where is Mother?” he demands. “Tell me you lousy capes caught that—”
“Language, language, Shadowman,” he hears Century drawl. “We have children on this side of the mirror, you need to set a good example.”
“Children?” Shadowman asks, looking at himself for the first time in the mirror. Skintight black uniform, metal collar—he curses, ignoring the reprimand he just got. “Hey! You’ve got me locked down, here, turn off some of the f—freaking lights, would you? I’m going blind!”
One of the lights goes off, not enough to do much good, just enough to taunt him. “Who are the kids?” he demands. “Let me guess—you brought my kid here,” he says, scoffing at the mirror. “Some sort of attempt to make me change my ways? I’m a dad, I need to be a good guy, now, so my kid thinks—”
“Don’t bother,” he hears a young male voice say. “I already know you’re scum.”
The mirror shimmers for a second before becoming a clear window. Rocco is standing on the other side, next to a Superior brat. Shadowman can’t think of her name, but he’s run into her and her brother before. Her brother had been dangerous. He has no reason to think she’s any different—not with the females in her family.
“You look like your mother—is that what you expect me to say?” Shadowman taunts his son, trying to get under the kid’s skin. There’s a cold, apathetic look in the boy’s eyes that makes him angry.
“I’d rather look like her than you,” Rocco says.
“This is what you’re going to NOT turn into, son,” Century says, placing a hand on Rocco’s shoulder.
“He isn’t your son,” Shadowman snaps, lunging forward a step before he manages to stop himself.
“I’m not yours, either,” Rocco says. “You aren’t my father—you’re just the passing stranger that helped make me. As far as we’re both concerned, there’s no need to make it out to be more than that.”
Shadowman goes silent, feeling oddly offended by being tossed over that easily. “I’m the reason you’re a super,” he says, finally. “You at least owe me for that.”
“I owe you NOTHING,” Rocco snarls, pulling back a fist. The Superior girl grabs his wrist, stopping him as if he’s nothing. Shadowman can even see him strain against her hold for a second before giving up.
Shadowman takes a moment to get his mind straight. “You realize, though, I never knew about you,” he has to say, knowing he sounds pathetic. What if he HAD known? Would he have done anything different? He honestly doesn’t know, he admits. “She never told me.”
“And how would she have?” Rocco asks bluntly. “Did you ever give her your real name and phone number? Do you ever give ANYONE that?”
He has no response to that, Shadowman realizes, so he turns his attention to Century. “Have you caught Mother?”
“What’s the matter, Shadowman? Worried that you’re out of a paycheck?” Century asks.
“She never paid me. I want her caught. No, that’s a lie. I want her dead. A crazy Superior out on the loose is something that needs taken care of. But you pansy pajama wearing capes aren’t ruthless enough to deal with her. Let me out and I’ll do it myself.”
“I’m afraid that’s not an option,” Century says. “Your next step is a trial in front of the board, and then the Cape Cells. You won’t be out for a very, very long time—if ever.”
Shadowman looks at the uniform he’s wearing and reaches up to touch the collar, cursing as it shocks him. He even falls to his knees with the pain. 
“Don’t bother trying to phase through it,” Rocco says. “We brought in the Central made ones—they’re a lot tougher than everyone else’s.”
Shadowman looks up at his son. “Hate me if you want,” he says, “but you’ve got my powers. You’ll wind up just like I did—” He jerks back barely in time as the Superior girl smashes a fist through the glass. His eyes widen and he swallows a bit. “You put me behind regular glass?” he demands in shock.
“Rocket resistant,” Century says, looking at the girl a bit irritably. “It’s not cheap, you know, Zoe.”
“You have NO SAY in how Rocco is going to turn out,” she says, too focused on him to catch Century’s chide. “He’s a Cape High student now! He’s going to be an amazing addition to our super world. If you dare try and pull him down now, well, you’ll get worse than what Dad did to you when you tried to kidnap Adanna,” she snarls through the hole she just created.
“Ah, y’know, when I hit on you—” Rocco says, staring at Zoe with a hint of terror, “I was just joking, right?”
“Shut up, Rocco,” she says, blowing him off, her attention still on Shadowman.
“No, seriously, I mean, we both know you’re dating Max—I’m okay with that—”
“I’m ready to go to the Cape Cells now,” Shadowman volunteers, much to Century’s amusement. “But first,” he says. “You might not turn out like me, after all,” he says to Rocco. “If you don’t, good. But I should probably tell you, there’s one other in our little family.”
“What?” Rocco asks.
“Skystep. She’s your cousin, or second cousin, or maybe some sort of once or twice removed cousin, I didn’t follow too closely,” Shadowman says, shrugging and looking at the hole in the glass. “She’s from our line, regardless. You can hate me all you want, I’m used to it, but…”
“He’s related to Aunt Skye?” Zoe asks, excitedly. “That means you’re family, Rocco!” she says to his son.
“That makes me family, too, then,” Shadowman has to point out.
“I’m going to ignore you, now,” Zoe tells him flatly. “We can be cousins!” she says to Rocco.
“Uh… thanks?” Rocco says, obviously not sure that’s a good thing.
“Also,” Shadowman says, “you’re my kid, regardless, so I’m going to leave the whole Mother problem to you. Her and her kid, that Senator Herold guy, take them down, boy.”
“What?” Rocco asks.
“We don’t have their brute strength, but we’ve got tricks they don’t,” Shadowman says urgently. “You’re one of the ones that can do it. Don’t hesitate. I blew my chance, getting caught, but you haven’t.”
“Enough,” Century says. “Someone replace the glass,” he orders the black suits. “We’ve got work to do.”
“Oh—um—” Zoe says, blushing brightly. “I’m so sorry about your two way mirror, Century—I’ll pay for its replacement, I promise—”
“You’ve fully come into your strength, haven’t you?” Century asks her.
“I ah, don’t think so, actually,” Zoe says. “The last time Dad checked he said I still have a bit of growing to do.”
“When was that?”
“Yesterday.”
Century just looks at her for a long moment before placing a hand on her shoulder. “Welcome to the South Branch, Sugar. Consider the two-way mirror a gift on my behalf, as thanks for joining.”
“I’ll be both Central AND South, though,” she points out. “And if the other branches offer me the job of advising their schools, I’ll probably take it, you know.”
“I think you can handle it,” he says, “but I’d be willing to negotiate—how does a nice little vacation home sound? Something with beach-front property and your own supply of any technology you want?” Century offers.
Rocco turns, looking at Shadowman, completely ignoring Century’s bribery. “You know,” he says, walking to the glass and looking him in the eye, “I would have probably accepted you, if you hadn’t kidnapped my friends in the past. As it is—you won’t EVER get close to the zoo kids,” he tells him. “Not again. And hey, if you ever get out, well, don’t look me up.” There’s a hint of hurt in his eyes that disappears quickly. Shadowman doesn’t bother to hide his.
It’s his own fault, though. It always is. He nods, simply, and turns his back on them. This will be the last time he talks to other people for a very long time. It’s fitting that it turns out this way.
It’s been such a long time since he felt anything strongly—not surprising that it’s self-loathing.
 
***
 
“This place stinks,” I complain as we head through the tunnels. “How do you handle it? It smells like rotten eggs.”
“You get used to it—sort of,” he says, looking over as something skitters through the shadows. I get the feeling his night vision is better than mine—and I’m glad. I’d rather not see what lives in this plane. “You don’t mind if I check in with the team, first, right?”
“I’d like that—er, no, actually,” I say, quickly going through my priorities. Yes, I want to see Max. Every part of my heart is screaming that I need a hug and a kiss and told that he can take over from here—but that’s stupid. I can handle this, I tell myself firmly. In all actuality, if I really wanted to leave it to someone else, I would have left it to Dad and Grandpa. “Can you take me one place before you go back to your team?” I ask.
“Uh, sure,” he says. “Where to?”
“I want to go to the Arctic Circle,” I say, rattling off the coordinates. “It’s where Grandma and Grandpa live—and where we buried the space ship. I want to see if I can’t find out something about what killed off Grandpa’s planet.”
“Why?” he asks.
“Because it can be used against us,” I say, my jaw tightening. “Dad’s too busy chasing after Mother. Someone needs to do some research. I don’t think it got the virus, but maybe it was young enough that it DID get it, and has a built in resistance.”
“Why are you interested in your old planet?” he asks.
“Because it’s the one thing I CAN do,” I say, feeling frustrated. 
“Fine,” he says, looking around for a long moment with a slight frown. He turns to the left. “This way,” he says. I follow along, shoving my hands into my pockets. For a long moment we’re silent, until I can’t stand hearing the scurrying sounds around us.
“So you’re good friends with the zoo kids?” I ask. He glances over with a hint of surprise before grinning.
“Yeah, they’re all really good kids,” he says. “Or, at least the ones I’ve met. Vinny’s pretty awesome, Morgan’s tough, but firm, and Carla’s freakin’ adorable,” he says. “She’s like the cute little sister I never had. She’s turning fourteen next week. I still haven’t figured out what to get her,” he adds, scratching his head in a thoughtful manner. “Got any ideas?”
“You’re going to get her a present?” I ask, feeling a little surprised.
“Sure, why wouldn’t I?”
“I don’t know, I guess you should,” I admit after thinking about it. “I don’t know Carla that well,” I admit guiltily. “I keep TRYING to make friends, but I feel so… bossy when I talk to people. I mean, like they automatically figure I’m just stepping in for Dad—”
“Because you are, right?” he says.
“What?”
“Like you were telling those guys—you’re a Superior. You just punched through rocket resistant glass because you were angry at my old man. You’re not, exactly… um…”
“Normal,” I finish for him, feeling my shoulders slump.
“You’re kind of scary,” he says too bluntly. “Your aunt is scarier than crap, too,” he goes on. “She’s the one that caught me last. But I can help,” he says, looking at me. “All you really need to do is have some alone time with each of them. Carla should be the easiest, right? She’s really open. Why don’t we, after we do all this, go take her birthday shopping? We can let her pick her presents and you can do all the girly talking part and I’ll just follow along and carry the bags.” Then he stops, groaning and running a hand over his face. “But for them, I should be WAY more scary than you are, shouldn’t I?”
“You don’t seem to be,” I say. “They willingly became your friend, right?”
“Because Justin and Ace calmed them down before I ever came into the picture. And I didn’t know I was related to their kidnapper—I had no clue until we ran into him! But even though I DIDN’T know, I still feel guilty. This is so messed up,” he complains. “What if Carla finds out who my dad is and gets scared of me? Or Piper? She hardly talks even on mission, you know? I don’t want to be—”
“You aren’t your father,” I say, “and I’m not mine, either. We are ourselves,” I tell him. “We’ll take Carla birthday shopping—maybe we can make Max go with us,” I say, smiling at the idea, “and force him to sit through all the My Little Pony talk.”
“Hey, now, it isn’t THAT bad a series,” he says.
“You’ve watched it,” I accuse him.
“It’s the quietest time of the week! Practically everyone in the dorm sits around and watches it! Carla’s got us trained,” he admits, laughing at himself.
I look at him for a long moment. “Carla’s your favorite, isn’t she?” I ask. He stops mid-step, a strange look crossing his face before he shrugs.
“She just… she’s the most accepting of them,” he says a bit sheepishly. “She’s still got that innocent little kid thing going, even after all the stuff they went through. I’ve met kids years younger than she is that aren’t that—well—innocent.”
“Or hyper,” I offer.
“I think she’s a bit ADHD,” he says seriously.
“A bit?”
“Just a tiiiiiny bit,” he agrees. We both start laughing, because while I haven’t talked to her that often, I still remember the time she got her hands on chocolate covered coffee beans. Plus, I’ve seen her in class. “You can’t be that surprised, though,” he says, “she travels even faster than I do—and she goes the long way. For someone who’s used to reacting that fast, the rest of us must be seriously slow,” he says, reaching out and taking my hand. I’m starting to get the hang of this, I think as he pulls me through a shadow and out into freezing temperatures. “This it?”
“Home sweet home,” I agreed, looking over at the mess of Dad’s room. “Looks like they ran into her here—they haven’t fixed Dad’s place yet.” I turn, heading away from the mountain and to where the ship is buried under ice. I crouch down, staring at the roots visible through the ice, and only now wonder how the heck I’m supposed to actually GET to it. “I could punch through the ice, but that might hurt it, right?” I say, frowning.
“You want inside the ship?” he asks.
“Yeah, that’d work.”
“Um… well, we can try,” he says, looking around before heading for the mountain. “Come on—I need some shadow.”
I start for him, only to freeze as a familiar electronic signal hits me. I turn to the right just as Mother and Grandma appear. They don’t seem to notice me at first, but that’s changed quickly.
“Tatiana, we seem to have unwelcome visi—”
“ZOE!” Grandma says happily, holding out her arms. “Kitten, you could have told me you wanted to come for visit!”
I look at Mother, rather than throw myself at Grandma like usual. “I was just stopping by,” I say dryly. I can see Mother’s mind rushing, and I’m not surprised when her expression turns friendly.
“Is this your boyfriend?” Mother asks, motioning to Rocco. “It’s not exactly a good date spot—”
“He’s just a friend,” I say quickly. “Rocco, you can go now.”
“But—”
“I’m just going to spend some quality time with Grandma Tatiana and her friend, you know how it goes,” I say, not looking at him. “Girl talk,” I add.
“I do so enjoy the girl talk,” Grandma says cheerfully, clapping her hands. “We will make cookies and hot cocoa!”
I glance over at Rocco, daring to send him a text. It’s a bit strange, doing that without looking at my own phone, but he pulls his out and glances at it before nodding and walking through the shadow in front of him.
“So… you’re her granddaughter?” Mother asks me, a strange expression in her eyes. “Technico’s daughter?” she asks Tatiana.
“Yes! Is she not beautiful? Oh, I am very fond of my other grandchildren as well—I do not pay favorites—”
“Play favorites, Grandma,” I say, trying not to laugh, despite the tense situation.
“I do not do that, either!” Grandma proudly proclaims. “But my little Zoe, she has just started flying! Her brother is still working on that, and my other grandchildren, well, they do not fly.”
“But Emily’s more impressive in her own way,” I have to point out. “Teleportation is amazing.”
“How many grandchildren do you have?” Mother asks Grandma.
“Well, from Nicolas, I have Zoe—she is technopath, like him! And I have Sunny—he is elementalist! His grandfather is very impressed with his range at such young age! And my little Liz has brought home two adorable—”
“Grandma—” I start out, wondering if we should be telling Mother this.
“Girls! They are adopted, but we are not caring! They are quite beautiful and powerful. My Clifford is happily claiming them as his own. And then one day my Liz will marry Taurus and we will see what happens!”
“Liz is—” Mother starts out in a questioning tone.
“Oh, she is Firefly!” Grandma explains happily. “And then my newest daughter—she has adopted herself, you see—she will fall in love and bring more beautiful grandchildren! Someday,” she adds, frowning ever so slightly. “Skye, she is in rebellious time—she is planning all girl group of villainy at moment. But children will be children!”
“I see,” Mother says, a strangely bereft expression on her face that changes to a stubborn one. “Then you have plenty of family, right?”
“No,” I say, unable to stop myself. “It’s not a family without Grandpa!”
“What?” Grandma asks.
“I know Dad and Grandpa don’t get along all the time—it’s because they’re a lot alike, I get it—I’m enough like Dad to know why it could be a problem! But it’s NOT A FAMILY WITHOUT GRANDPA!” I bellow, taking to the air. “YOU CAN’T HAVE HIM!”
“Zoe! You are flying wonderfully!” Grandma says, clapping. I would tell her that it’s not the time, but, well, seriously—NOBODY tells Grandma Tatiana that it’s not the right time. Not even Grandpa.
“She wants to take Grandpa!” I say, pointing at Mother accusingly. “She wants to drag him off into space and try and fix their old planet and have lots of babies to bring the species back—and I wouldn’t care, except he’s MY GRANDPA!” I bellow angrily.
“Is that what you are after?” Grandma asks Mother.
“I—” Mother says, looking worried. She takes a step back away from Grandma. “An entire species is more important than your little game of house!” she declares.
“The planet is infected—even if you went back, fixing it would be close to impossible!” I say. “Why are you so intent on going back, anyway? You were here for EIGHTY years, and happy! You didn’t even want to become a working super before this! So why now? Why—”
“Because Wade is dead!” Mother says. “And my only son hates me!” She starts to float, coming up even with me. I can feel pressure coming off of her and I realize that something inside of her seems to have snapped. “I have nothing to lose—so I’m going to do what I planned to do since I first came here, eighty years ago!”
“Do it without Grandpa!” I say, a bit childishly. I don’t care if I’m childish, I decide angrily. I shove my hand down, aiming it at the ship buried under the ice. I jerk with all of my power and the ship cracks through the ice, coming to the surface. “Get off my planet, old lady,” I say as the ship comes up. “That’s what you want to do, right?”
“You impertinent little whelp,” Mother says. The world seems to warp and I jerk as my powers suddenly go out. I plummet to the ground, freezing. I’m just grateful that Grandma catches me before I hit the ground. “That is ENOUGH from you!” Mother says. “And you—I’m done playing with you, as well,” she says, waving a hand at Grandma—and then waving it again. “Why isn’t—” she says as Grandma stares at her coldly.
“I grow tired of this game,” Grandma says, taking to the air.
“How do you still have your powers?” Mother asks.
“Do you think it mistake that my government placed me against Superior?” she asks. “I am tank, with Molecular Adjustment powers. It is true, Mimic had an affect against me—I did not see his action coming. It is shame, yes, that I must anticipate the attack for it to not work, but I anticipated it this time. You are very predictable, Marie. I have fought Superior many, many times—in comparison you are mere child when it comes to knowing your powers.”
“But—aren’t you married to him?” Mother asks blankly.
“It gets very boring up here,” Grandma says with a wicked little smile. “We find many ways to keep occupied—friendly brawl is very high on favorite weekend entertainments!” She looks at me, “It is wonderful way to keep spark in relationship,” she says, only to look more closely at me. “Oh! We will have duel after I get my granddaughter changed,” she says, rushing away from Mother and into the mountain. Before I can blink, I’m wearing one of Aubrey’s silver and white snow suits, complete with shiny silver boots. I stop shivering, relaxing slowly as the heat returns—as do my powers.
“She took my powers!” I say angrily. “That evil witch took my powers!”
“Yes, it is not very pleasant,” Grandma says. “You stay here, kitten. I will take care of her.”
“But—” She’s gone before I can protest. I head for the front door, intent on seeing what happens.
I wonder if Rocco accomplished what I asked him to do.
 
***
 
“So she’s up here,” Rocco says, sitting on top of a mountain in Alaska. “Well, actually, they’re higher up than I am—they’re at Superior’s place, I think? It’s where the spaceship is. Zoe wanted to look at the ship and find out if it’d been infected or not. Hey, Nico? What did my dad mean when he told me we have tricks that you guys don’t?” he asked.
“In an alternate time line, your father killed my mom,” Nico says.
“Wait—what?” Rocco yelps. “But I just SAW her—she could wipe the floor with a guy like that! There’s no way—”
“Sure she could,” he hears another man say. He can only assume it’s Superior, because they were supposed to be together, right? “In a fair fight. Your father doesn’t fight fair, he never has, never will.”
“Yeah, I sort of picked up on that,” Rocco admits. “But Zoe said you had some sort of serum that could take away Mother’s powers, right? You’re going to take them?”
“It seems as good an idea as any,” Nico says. “Just as long as you guys can keep her occupied for another ten minutes.”
“Yea—wait, she’s got the teleportation watch, right? What’s to keep her from running?”
“Steal it,” Nico says cheerfully.
“WHAT?”
“You’re on a mountain, kid, try not to create an avalanche.”
“I can’t steal a watch off of a lady like that!” Rocco says, lowering his voice as much as possible. “I’ll definitely get caught!”
“Sorry, Rocco, got to go—I’ve got a serum to get,” Nico says, hanging up on him. Rocco stares at the phone in shock for a long moment. He lets out a groan, running a hand over his face. 
“This is what I get for being a scholarship student,” he mutters, getting up and heading for the nearest shadow. “I’d better get extra credit for this—for LIFE.”
 
***
 
“You know,” Tatiana says in a pleasant tone, “I think we could have been great friends in another life. It is shame you have placed yourself in this position.” Those blue eyes that have been bright so far go cold--the same cold expression that Mother still sees in her dreams. She feels a tiny fissure of fear try to hit her, and she shoves it down quickly. She can handle this woman. She can handle anyone on this tiny, backwater planet—
The fist slams into her face before she even realizes it’s coming. It’s followed by a knee to the stomach. She goes flying back a few feet before catching herself. “Oh, this is surely not all you have!” Tatiana says. “This is pathetic, Marie. You claim to be in same league as my husband, yes?"
Marie took a deep, deep breath, her hands clenching tightly before she rushes forward, attacking the larger female with all of her strength. Punches, kicks, all the rage she’s pushed down since she got to this backwater planet, it all comes out—
And Tatiana has the utter gall to LAUGH as she blocks the hits, slapping away her heaviest punches as if they weigh nothing. “Adorable!” Tatiana says, one massive fist slamming up into Marie’s ribcage, almost breaking the bones. “Your punches are like baby fists!”
Marie lifts a hand, looking at her fist and thinking for a second since Tatiana is just watching patiently. “I see,” she says, bringing up her power. She rushes forward, striking again. This time Tatiana goes flying back, slamming against the wall of her ice mountain home. “Did you feel that one, Tatia?” Marie asks, floating overhead.
“It was like butterfly kiss,” Tatiana says, her voice rough as she groans and rubs her ribs. Her actions clearly show she’s lying, but she breaks into a blood thirsty grin from ear to ear. “You are finally getting entertaining again,” she says, taking to the air, those cold blue eyes shining with a heady, but terrifying joy. “We shall enjoy this!” Tatiana says before flashing out of sight.
Tatiana can’t teleport—Marie realizes this a second too late before a thickly muscular arm wraps around her waist and a leg clamps around her own. She knows this move, she realizes almost too late. She twists reality right as the elbow comes down, barely managing to slip out of the large woman’s grasp. Tatiana is just that fast, she thinks with a hint of wonder.
“Wait! I brainwashed you!” she says.
“Oh, that did not last,” Tatia says. “I was normal by the time we reached South Branch. I saw that coming, as well.”
“Then why did you tell me about them?” Marie demands.
“I did not want South Branch to have you,” Tatiana says, appearing right in front of her. She reaches up, patting Marie on the face. “You have very special place in my heart, you know.”
“Wh—you—you’re a MARRIED WOMAN!” Marie yelps, jerking back quickly.
Tatiana roars with laughter, leaving her wide open. Marie’s too busy staring in shock to realize it until it’s too late. “You are first real competition in very long time, Marie,” she says. “Before, was Sparky—ahh, I hated her so,” she says cheerfully. “I caught her, you know, watching my Clifford when she thought no one watched. I could not tell Clifford to fire her, she was member of team, but I wished to—I did not realize how interesting it made life.”
“You mean you WANT someone to—to want to steal your husband?” Marie asks in shock.
“I am very competitive woman, Marie,” Tatiana says, coming closer. “I know that Clifford will always be mine, just as I am always his—he has gone through time for me, decades after losing me. It is knowing he is desirable by beautiful and powerful women other than myself that proves how lucky I am. I enjoy the game, do you not?”
“NO!” Marie says, jerking away from her. “You’re crazy! Wade was—Wade was ALWAYS just mine! I was the only woman that wanted him, and he was the only one that wanted me--the only one that mattered! Even when I was still reacting to that stupid virus! When he died—when he died—” She takes a shuddering breath, feeling tears threaten to freeze her eyes shut. “When he died, I died too,” she whispers—only to go flying as Tatiana slams a fist into her face.
“Then come back to life, Marie! It is cliché in our world for reason!” she says, floating high over the woman that had gone several feet into the snow. “You are not done, yet.”
 





CHAPTER NINE
 
So you’re probably wondering where I’ve been during this fight, huh? I took a few moments to toss together a handful of drones and find the best vantages to the fight. Right now I’m sitting on top of the mountain, my phone in my hands as I record the fight between the two. So far they’ve either not noticed or not cared that I’ve got five little recording drones hovering all around them. I should feel guilty for treating this like a show, I know, but really—there’s nothing I can do personally in a fight between such high class capes. Besides, Grandma looks like she’s enjoying herself. To stop her fun at this point would be a crime. Thanks to the time travel episode, she was retired long before she was actually ready.
Maybe, I think a little excitedly, when I’m grown I’ll be able to come up here and go toe to toe with her! I’ll probably lose, sure, but the very idea sends a shiver of excitement down my spine. Is this how Max feels? The question shocks me slightly as I realize why he enjoys his job so much. I’ve never had the urge to test myself against anyone before. I can see how he could enjoy it so much if it feels like this!
Grandma looks at me, giving me a brilliant grin. “You are getting my good side, no, kitten?” Yep, she noticed.
“Absolutely!” I tell her, zooming in on the grin. “You’re beautiful, Grandma!” Just before she replies, Mother shoots out of the snow, slamming into Grandma and sending them both flying miles away. I adjust the cameras, sending the fastest ones to follow them, and get to my feet. I need to follow—
“Zoe?” I hear Rocco say over my earbud. “I’m going to need a bit of help.”
“Did you call Dad?” I ask him, keeping track of the fight through both the cameras and watching closely.
“He’s getting the serum, but he wants us to keep her occupied for fifteen minutes—”
“Oh, that won’t be a problem,” I say. “Grandma’s playing with her.”
“Well, he also wants me to steal the watch back.”
“Oh… um… I think I could get it—”
“I’m the one that’s supposed to do it,” he says. “I think it’s a challenge to prove my loyalty.”
“Did Dad put it that way?”
“No, but he didn’t have to,” Rocco says from behind me. I turn, watching him head for me. “I’m the son of Shadowman. There’s no way they’ll trust me blindly—it’s built into my very powers. I’m not trustworthy by nature.”
“Powers are neutral by nature,” I say, a bit worried by the grim look on his face. “They’re like anything dangerous—guns, fists, even bombs—”
“What good can a bomb do?” he asks. 
“It can stop a large group of dangerous people from doing bad things, just like guns can stop a small group. It’s all a matter of how you use it. It’s never the weapon that’s good or evil, Rocco, it’s the person wielding it. It’s like… you might be able to keep a villain from getting a hold of a weapon, but if they’re intent on killing someone, they’ll grab a rock, or a knife, or do it with their fists, or build a bomb out of cleaning supplies! People killed others LONG before guns were invented, you know? I mean, even Cain killed Abel. But it works both ways. You can keep a hero from having a weapon, as well, but if they’re intent on helping someone, they’ll do it using whatever they can get their hands on. Just like the villain does.”
“Yeah, okay,” he says, turning to look at the fight. “I guess,” he adds to himself. He takes a deep breath, his hands clenching at his sides. 
“Look, you don’t have to do this—” I start out, seeing worry in his eyes. “I can get the watch for you. Dad doesn’t need to know—”
“You know what I really want to be?” Rocco asks me. “I want to save those kids out there that nobody cares about. I want them to know that someone is looking out for them. If I’m too much of a chicken to do a quick job like this, how will I ever be a real hero?”
“Well, yeah, but I really doubt those kids are between two S-Class supers battling for fun—” and he’s gone, I think as he slides through the nearest shadow. I really doubt he heard that.
I jump off the mountain, flying towards the fight. There’s no way I’m going to let him do this on his own.
 
***
 
They’re both females, Rocco tells himself as he races through the Shadowlands, both—okay, that means absolutely NOTHING, he admits a second later. He’s been chased by Marigold, caught by Firefly, and even picked up like a toy by Star Spangled. If ANYTHING, super females scare him more than the males. They are WAY tougher than he is—he’s just a skinny kid from the ghetto that just happens to travel by shadows. He’s been in Cape High long enough to know that he’s not nearly as strong as most of them. Any one of the bigger named kids could wipe the floor with him in a fist fight—even Jack, and Jack’s the slowest of the lot. And Zoe? Zoe punched through rocket resistant glass! She’s like, the sixteen year old granddaughter of one of these ladies, right? She says to stay out of the fight!
He’s going to die. He’s going to die without even having a girlfriend, which is the pathetic part, he decides, cheering up in a morbid fashion. In a school full of cute super girls, he hasn’t done a thing to get a date! “Wow, I really AM pathetic,” he says aloud, startling one of the nearby shadow creatures. “No, okay, I got it,” he declares. “If—no WHEN I live through this, I’ll ask out the first non-attached girl I see.”
Now with a good reason to live, he steps forward, his mind focusing on the task ahead of him. 
 
***
 
“You just sent the kid into a brawl between S-class capes,” Superior says as they leave Central Hall. Nico has a small box in his hand, one that has two glowing syringes inside. Both are trying not to think about them. To an older cape, it’s the same as the death sentence in a way. Their real age as normal humans—Superior shoves the thought aside. This “Mother” lady should have never messed with his kids.
“He’s a shadow walker,” Nico says. “He should have plenty of opportunities to get close—”
“We’re still in the sunny months, Nico. There’s no night.”
Nico goes silent for a long moment. “I hadn’t thought of that,” he finally admits. “Then we’ll see what he can do, and go from there,” he says. “I’d rather she not run off before we get there.”
“Do you think...” Superior says slowly, only to stop.
“Think what?”
“That it would be better to put her in the Cape Cells?”
Nico goes silent. “With her powers, I don’t think we can,” he finally admits. “She can take over the television signals—she probably has to be close to at least one of the towers, but she knows how.”
“You can do that.”
“Of course I can,” Nico says, “but she uses her powers to do subliminal messaging. She could easily provoke the norms into war—or even just flat out killing each other without sides. She’s too dangerous to have here when she doesn’t play by the rules.”
“But she has a point,” Superior says. “Our species is practically dead.”
“Good,” Nico says coldly. “The less people like you, the better off we all are.”
“You’re like me,” Superior says. “And as long as my children have children, there’s always the chance we’ll have another atomic level manipulator. Just look at Noelle. Your mother says she will have a bit of it.” He goes silent for a moment, looking a bit too thoughtful. “Why haven’t you married Summer yet? You two could have more kids. Your mother’s quite happy with all the grandchildren running around.”
“I’ll keep that in mind,” Nico drawls with less sarcasm than he was aiming for.
“Who knows, the third might be our atomic manipulator!”
“I can see just how much you value my relationships, Father,” Nico drawls, flying towards the Arctic Circle. “You work so hard looking out for my emotional well-being.”
“I’m not picky on gender,” Superior says. “Although I could use some more grandsons. I’m a bit full-up on granddaughters.”
“I REALLY have no say in that one, you know.”
“Sure you do—you just have to keep trying.” He looks over. “So what will you do about the son?” he asks.
The evil expression on Nico’s face almost makes him worried. Almost.
 
***
 
The fight is going strong. Tatiana hits the ground this time, crashing through the snow and ice several, several feet. She blinks as she sees a hand slip through the ice beside her, grabbing for her wrist. For a moment she just watches as the hand wraps around the wrist, goes still, and then lets go again. “Ah, sorry,” she hears a boy say silently. “I was aiming for the other one.”
“It is perfectly fine!” Tatiana says. “Can I help?”
“No, I’ve got this,” he says, his face coming out just enough to show who it is. “But if you could toss her down here or somewhere close, I’d appreciate it.”
“That will not be a problem.” She takes to the air and he dares to step out slightly, watching the fight. At first Mother had been outclassed, but now she’s holding even with Tatiana, using her powers to supplement her hits and avoid attacks. It’s like the evolution of a fighter in fast-forward. Tatiana is thrilled.
“You can always turn good, Marie!” she says, slamming her knee into the woman’s midsection. It sends Marie flying back a few feet before she catches herself. “I have never seen such fast learning! You are thing of beauty! If only you were not trying to turn the world against supers.”
“Of course I’m trying to turn them against supers!” Marie snaps. “Humans are sheep, and you of all people should understand that—”
“Says woman that was in love with one,” Tatiana says, twisting through the air and slamming one heavily muscled leg into Marie’s side. She watches as Marie hits the exact same hole she’d fallen into earlier. Now to see if the boy can pull off—she sighs as Marie comes up with the boy in her arms, a finger trailing over his cheek.
“Really, don’t you think a shadow walker would be a more useful tool at night?” Marie asks.
“It is night,” Tatiana says easily, her eyes on the boy. She expects to see the fear in his eyes, but the stubbornness is a surprise--a very good one.
“Let him go!” Zoe shouts from behind her. Tatiana turns to look at her, a bit surprised to see the ship floating right behind the girl, along with all the machines from Nico’s room. From the red dots scattered over the ground, it looks like there are several lasers in the mix. “Let him go, or I’ll make you.”
Marie stares at her a bit dumbfounded before letting out a laugh. “Oh, how adorable you are,” she says. “And at such a young age, too! You and all your little lasers—so cute!”
A wave of red dots appear on Marie, joining into one large dot aimed right between her eyes. “You don’t understand, lady,” Zoe says. “You’re done kidnapping my fellow students. You’re done manipulating the norms. And you are completely done as a super. You abuse your powers. You’re going to wind up in the Cape Cells, along with Shadowman. Maybe if you’re lucky you’ll get to see each other once in a blue moon.”
“And you think you’re going to make me?” Marie asks.
“No, I’m just keeping you distracted,” Zoe says as unyielding arms wrap around Marie from behind. She feels a needle poke the back of her neck.
“Let the boy go or Dad'll make it easy to pierce that thick hide of yours,” she hears Technico whisper against her ear. “It’ll strip your powers, leaving you the same as a norm. How old are you, Mother? I’m betting you’re well over a hundred. Do you know what happens to norms at that age?”
She lets go of the boy, who promptly grabs the watch she’s wearing before falling to the ground. “Do it,” she says. “Kill me.”
“You will not!” Tatiana says sharply, making them both look up. “Zoe, kitten, prepare collar—one with insert for glowing green liquid as added threat. Do not be letting anyone, her or any technopath, try to remove it without it stripping her powers and exploding. You can make them as your father does, yes?”
“Yes, I can do that,” Zoe says, racing away for the mountain. Superior moves forward, floating in front of Marie and Nico.
“Don’t even try getting free,” he says, crossing his arms over his chest and staring at her.
“You’re letting our species die,” Marie says. “You traitor.”
“I’m not letting it die—I’m improving on it,” he says. “Every Superior child that hasn’t gained my powers or technopathy has taken their mother’s ability and made it worthy of the name Superior. My daughter can manipulate the electric field. My grandson can create entire forests as far as his eyes can see. Do you see where I’m going?”
Her eyes widen with surprise. “I—”
“My daughter is currently dating one of the strongest shifters on the planet,” Superior goes on, looking almost smug. “Can you imagine a Superior shape-shifter? You had an interesting idea, but you aren’t creative enough. My future great-granddaughter will grow up to be a masterpiece of power. She’ll be Mastermental’s granddaughter, as well.”
“I see,” Mother says, looking stunned. “You’re creating an entire army, right here, aren’t you?”
“One that your son will never be able to take down,” Superior says. “Now can we finish her off?” he asks, glancing over at Tatiana.
“Of course not! She is thing of beauty—evil one, yes, but still thing of beauty! I am keeping her,” she declares.
“WHAT?” Nico and Superior demand.
“Nicolas, you are the one that built the Cape Cells, yes? You will set it up so she cannot leave without permission. If she oversteps boundaries, we will take her powers, but as long as she is behaving, she will be part of family!”
“She’s crazy!” Nico says. “We can’t allow her that much freedom—”
“Are you saying that I and your father are not capable guards?”
“She’s after Dad to make Superior clones!” Nico accuses, tightening his hold.
“Oh, that is nothing, it is not as if she will succeed!”
“We can put her in the Cape Cells,” Superior says.
“They have very good guards, yes, but they are not us. We will let it out that ‘Mother’ has lost her powers and died of old age, and she will stay here and help with cooking and cleaning! And if she behaves, we will allow her to brawl with us! And if her son DOES find out and come after her, well, it has become wonderful bait, yes?” There's a wicked gleam in her eyes and the smile she gives him has one slowly crossing his own face.
"You'll call me as soon as he comes," he says, earning a cheerful agreement.
“Help?” Marie whispers pathetically at that offer. Tatiana moves between her and Superior, reaching up and patting her cheek.
“Oh, you will find it quite enjoyable! If you behave for long enough, I will allow you to come to beading classes! We have gotten to intricate designs lately! We will be very good friends, you and I,” Tatiana says with a hint of steel in her voice.
 
***
 
We’re letting her live? Now, don’t get me wrong—it’s general practice to put out of control capes into the Cape Cells—but this is a woman that can go toe to toe with Grandma Tatiana! That can hack televisions and brainwash the masses with them! That kidnapped my Aunt Skye—
I grit my teeth, finishing up the collar with extra explosive power. She has to have at least a touch of her abilities or she’ll freeze to death if we keep her up here, but if she’s at the level I think she is, I’m not sure I can STOP her from having at least that much. Dad once mentioned he spent a lot of his time breaking into the Hall computers while he was in the Cape Cells, and he wore both the collar AND the uniform! I grab the collar out of the air and head outside, seeing that Dad still has Mother held tight, with Grandpa and Grandma right there. Rocco is sitting on the snow below, looking at the time travel watch curiously.
“We can’t let her stay here!” I burst out as I head for them. “What will you tell Skye when she comes to visit? That you’ve forgiven her kidnapper and brainwasher? Do you know what that’ll do to her?” I demand, handing over the collar when Dad holds out his hand.
“Oh, Skye will forgive her,” Grandma says, waving it off. “We will work through that. Skye is good girl.”
“But it’ll hurt her knowing you’ve taken her in!”
“We’re the most secure place for her, as much as I hate to admit it,” Grandpa says, scowling at her. “Besides, by playing it off as if she’s dead, we might get Herold to trip up.”
“He won’t,” Mother says quietly. “He hates me. I keep trying to connect with him, but it’s obvious that he’s just indulging me. He treats me like a selfish child.”
“Marie, do not lie,” Grandma says, “you ACT as spoiled child. I have seen firsthand.”
Dad hands Mother over to Grandpa, inserting just enough green liquid to take her powers into the slots with a slight scowl. I don’t think he likes handling the stuff—I can’t blame him for that, either. He has the collar clasped around her neck a second later. “There,” he says as she starts to fall. Grandpa catches her and hands her over to Grandma. “This should work—if you try to use enough power to fly, manipulate machines, or run over thirty miles per hour, the needles will automatically deploy. If a technopath, or you, try to take it off it'll inject and THEN explode. Nice touch there, Zoe,” he adds with a nod to me.
“How will we brawl?” Grandma asks me.
“Call either me or Dad and we’ll come up and adjust the collar for the fights,” I say, inwardly sighing. “But you can only do that when you’re certain she isn’t going to run—so it should probably be Dad coming up. The three of you should be enough to stop her with no problem.”
“So how are we going to spread the rumor that Mother—that Marie’s dead?” I ask, looking at the three of them.
“You’re the one that filmed it, you tell us,” Dad says, grinning a bit evilly.
“Oh. I’ll let it leak on YouTube, sound good?” I hesitate, “With some editing, that is.”
“Get to it.”
 
***
 
The heavily armored black bus goes down the street, heading for Kansas City. They don’t notice the man hovering high above their heads, watching them go for a long, long moment. They don’t notice the lights in the back of the bus, either, or the way the collar around Shadowman’s neck flicks off for all of a second—but he does.
He’s gone the next moment, leaving both the black power blocking uniform and collar sitting where he’d just been. He just slides into the Shadowlands, intent on never coming back.
He doesn’t receive the text from Herold until he’s somewhere in Canada, looking for a bar.
 
If you say anything, I’ll make sure the body is never found. Meet me at Mom’s last base.
 
He stares at it for a moment, his escape suddenly makes a lot more sense than it had earlier. A part of him wants to throw the phone against the wall, but a bigger part has him sliding the phone back into his pocket and heading into the shadows.
He needs to know how this ends, first.
 
***
 
After we set up a grid around the mountain, one that will cause the collar to go off if Marie tries to escape, Dad, Rocco and I teleport home. Dad heads off to report to Mastermental. That leaves me to head into the school to take it out of lock-down and inform everyone that they’re safe—I have no idea why Rocco’s following me, though.
“This shouldn’t take long—but aren’t you supposed to be heading back to your team?” I ask him as I bring up a hologram, typing quickly to adjust the force field settings back to normal. “Max needs you for his dramatic exits, remember?”
“Yeah, yeah, I know, I just made myself a promise before I died—well, almost died,” Rocco says, following along behind me as I head for the dorms. I start to swing the door open, only to get tackled by a blur of bright colors.
“YOU WON’T TAKE US AL—ohhiZoe!” Carla says, sitting on top of me. Yes, I’m flat on my back from that. She’s gotten faster since we last checked her levels. “You’re alive!” she says, hugging me tightly before pulling back and blushing slightly. “Er, not that I expected you to die, but it was scary and I thought for sure that it was Mother and I was going to stop her before she got to the rest of the group and—”
I look up at her, a bit stunned for a moment. “So you were just going to attack before anyone else?” I demand. “Even with Liz and Ken outside—which means that Mother would have gone through them first?”
“Um, well, when you put it that way—” she says sheepishly, “yes?”
“I am going to lecture you SO MUCH, you--you crazy-head!” I tell her, moving her off of me and standing. 
She looks down, guilt on her face and the hint of tears in her huge gold eyes. I sigh, giving up, and reach up to touch her chin. “You’re really brave, though,” I tell her as she meets my eyes. “I like that. You do the Cape High name proud. We’re not that big on brains, here, anyway.”
It startles a laugh out of her and she hops to her feet. “So did you catch her?” she asks excitedly. “Nico helped, right?”
“Actually,” I say, bringing out my phone, “this one was handled by Grandma Tatiana. We’re going to watch it ALL—just as soon as I finish taking the school out of lock-down.”
“AWESOME!” she says, bouncing. “Rocco! You’re alive!” she adds as she sees him, throwing herself into his arms. The stunned look on his face makes me hesitate, even when she jerks away quickly, blushing slightly and grinning sheepishly. “Um, not that I thought you’d die, or anything.” And then she appears next to me again.
“Ah, well—um—” he says, looking really awkward. “I—”
“Isn’t there something you need to do?” I ask. “You promised yourself something, right?”
“It can wait?” he says questioningly, “Yeah, it can definitely wait.”
“Ooookay,” I say slowly. “Oh! But you WILL tell her about our plans for her birthday, right?” I ask. I mean, I am definitely getting in on this shopping trip!
“Oh, right, um, Carla, since I don’t know what to get you for your birthday, would you like to go shopping with me and Zoe, and, ah, maybe Max?” he asks, glancing at me.
“Definitely Max,” I say.
“So it’d be a DOUBLE DATE?” Carla asks, excitedly. “And you’re my date—” she looks at Rocco for a second before grabbing my arm, “Zoe!” she decides.
“Wait—I’m not going on a date with Max!” Rocco says.
“It’s my birthday, I choose who I’m dating!” Carla tells him, sticking her tongue out. “Zoe and I are going to go on a date! And eat ice cream and play the crane game and you can use your powers to get the BEST toys, Zoe! And—”
“We can do it Friday,” I agree, giving into her easy familiarity with a grin. I should have known this would happen—it reminds me of Skye, actually.
“Then I’ll just be going—you know, back to my team,” Rocco says, disappearing through the nearest shadow.
“Ohmygosh, I just—” Carla says, taking in a deep breath as her face turns BRIGHT red. “I could have gotten a date!” she says to me with a hint of a wail. “With ROCCO—and I—I—”
I blink. “Oh, wow,” I say, my eyes widening. “You’ve got a crush on Rocco?”
“Noooyeeeeeesssss,” she says, throwing herself in my arms. “He’s just so cute and nice and--and I’ve never been on a date before—and then—”
“But you went on a date with Trent!” I say.
“Oh that wasn’t a date,” she says, waving it off. “That was me teasing him because he doesn’t react to anything like he should—it’s like teasing a sortta amused rock. It was funny. Besides, Emily is AWESOME and I’d never try to take her boy, right? But I just totally chickened out—I’m never going to get a boyfriend, especially not with Elidee here, now—she can manipulate boys’ BRAINS, Zoe!” she says pathetically.
“Well that isn’t really that hard to do,” I have to say. “But Rocco’s--well, he's kind of too old for you,” I admit, frowning. “Not that I’m one to talk, Max is about the same age difference from me, isn’t he? Maybe a year or so less at the moment, but he's turning eighteen next month…” And Rocco described her as “The little sister I never had,” or something like that. If I tell her that she’ll get REALLY depressed, though, so I’ll keep it to myself. “But it’s fine!” I say, grabbing her hands and giving her a grin, “We’re still going on a group date—you’ll have ALL of our attention because we’ll be shopping for your birthday present, right?”
“Oh, but I was going to ask you for a computer,” she says, looking up at me with those big gold eyes. “Which is really greedy of me—”
“It’ll have to be SERIOUSLY fast to keep up with your speed, wouldn’t it?” I say, a thrill of challenge hitting me. “I will take this challenge! Dad didn’t, so it’s all mine!” I declare, dramatically. “But I’m still going shopping with you,” I tell her. “We’ll clean that crane game OUT!”
“YAY!” she says.
“Now, let’s go watch this video. I want you guys to see an S-class brawl for yourselves,” I say, heading inside.
 
***
 
“Voltdrain—he’s a good babysitter?” Rochester asks as he tries to avoid looking out the plane window. “Cause my kid, he’s a bit of a handful—”
“He’ll be fine,” Century says, flipping through more paperwork. The personal plane they’re on is heading for the Arctic Circle—the site of the ‘supposed’ death of Mother. He’s going to see for himself what happened to her. Of course it’s possible that they finished her off, but he’s a cynical guy. He’s even bringing Rochester to make sure.
“I thought I was just gonna be a teacher,” Rochester says, daring to look out the window for all of a second before jerking away. “I can’t fly, y’know?”
“You’re flying right now.”
“I’m trying t’ignore that fact,” Rochester mutters, looking around. He reaches over to the case on the couch next to him, pulling out his guitar just to give him something to do.
“Also, I’ve arranged for you to return to your band,” Century says. Rochester goes perfectly still, shocked. “You’re close enough to Louisiana to run over for a few hours. You might not fly, but you ARE capable of speed running, right?"
“Ah, yeah, but—”
“When we get our school set up, we’ll place both of you in the dorms. For now, I want you to consider sending Cisco up to Central’s Cape High,” Century says, closing his folder. “It shouldn’t take more than a few months to finish and staff our school. Either way, you don’t risk getting outed and your son is safe from repercussions. Unless you don’t trust Nico’s set-up to keep him safe—”
“No, it’ll do,” Rochester says, thinking wryly of the laser force field. “Is that thing even LEGAL?” he asks after a second.
“Probably not,” Century says, “but we’re a bit over-protective of our youngest ones.”
“That’s putting it mildly.” They stop talking as Rochester keeps playing his guitar, and Century does paperwork. A voice comes over the loudspeaker, interrupting what was rapidly becoming a relaxed mood.
“Sir, we’re flying over the Arctic Circle now. Do you need a parachute?”
“No, we should be fine,” Century says, standing up and starting for the back.
“Wait, what do we need a parachute for?” Rochester asks as he automatically gets to his feet. “Century—”
“I just said we didn’t need one,” Century says, reaching over and grabbing the back of Rochester’s jacket once he gets close enough. “Just try not to look down,” he says as they head through a door and out the back.
Rochester doesn’t have enough breath to scream as they plummet towards the ground. Instead he grabs onto Century with everything he has, and tries not to look down. “Really, son, you’re a super hero,” Century says dryly as he lands. “I’m used to this from norms, but honestly!”
“I can’t fly!”
“Maybe you’ve never tried,” Century says, looking at him a bit thoughtfully. “With that fear of heights, I bet—”
“Century,” Superior says, heading for them. “What brings you to our humble abode?”
“Did you really just call a mountain a ‘humble abode’?” Rochester asks, letting go of Century with the distraction.
“As my wife constantly reminds me, it’s a SMALL mountain,” Superior drawls with a hint of amusement. “What do you want?”
“What did you REALLY do with Mother?” Century asks, giving up on the “Maybe he CAN fly” line of thought—for now.
“Didn’t you see?”
“I’m cynical. I want to see the body.”
Superior stares at them for a moment before sighing. “Fine, come with me,” he says, heading for the mountain. “This was Tatiana’s idea.” He leads them through a large room full of machine parts into a house made of ice. They hear metal clanking as they reach a massive kitchen full of the most technically advanced cooking supplies either of them have seen. Two women are inside, cooking. One is Tatiana, the other is—
“You turned her into a house slave?” Century asks. “Nice collar she’s sporting.”
“It’s the power stripping serum that Star Born came up with. I still hate that woman passionately, but she did come up with some interesting things,” Superior says.
Mother looks over at them, her face turning pale. “So this is the real plan?” she asks, going still. “You tell them I’m going to stay here and then bring in Century to finish me off?”
“Will this keep her?” Century asks Superior, ignoring her. “The traditional way includes lack of contact with others—in case she weasels her way out through smooth talking.”
“Oh, she will behave herself,” Tatiana says cheerfully. “She is wearing special collar, one that our granddaughter designed just for her!”
“Rochester?” Century says, motioning him forward.
“They know what I can do, Boss, but I’m on it,” Rochester says, walking over to Mother and taking her hand. His eyes glow for a moment before nodding. “They’ve got her trapped. Even put up a field around the mountain that’ll trigger the green stuff to release if she crosses it. Whether she dies from freezin’ or old age first is her biggest question. Either way it’s a nasty way t’go.”
“Then I’ll accept it,” Century says. “But you’ll have to explain it to the rest of the board.”
“Can you not tell them for a week?” Superior asks. “There’s something the three of us need to settle.”
“One week,” Century says, looking at them curiously. “If you haven’t settled it before then, I won’t cut you slack.”
“We’ll have it settled,” Superior says, holding out his hand. Rochester looks at the hand before taking it a bit hesitantly. He frowns slightly, looking closely at Superior. 
“What ARE your powers?” he asks, finally.
“Atomic level manipulation,” Superior says blandly. Rochester jerks his hand back and looks at Century.
“I can’t read him,” he admits. “In fact, what I CAN read is probably him just messin’ with me,” he adds a bit dryly. “But he’s Superior. If y’can’t trust Superior, who can you trust?”
“I can think of a ton of them,” Century says dryly. “But for now, we’ll trust you both,” he says. “Don’t make me regret it.” He turns and holds out his hand to Tatiana. “A pleasure to see you again, Tatiana,” he says. 
“You as well, Century!” she says cheerfully as they shake hands. “You are looking very good!”
“Not nearly as good as you are,” Century says, grinning wickedly.
“You can leave now,” Superior drawls.
“We should invite them to dinner, first! They have come very long way, Clifford,” Tatiana says. “You will enjoy this, boys, Marie is excellent cook!”
“She’s not going to poison us, is she?” Rochester asks Century silently.
“Oh, there is no poison that works on us—I do not know if the same is true for you, though,” Tatiana says, frowning thoughtfully as she looks at him.
“Time t’go!” Rochester says, heading for the door. “Pleasure seein’ you again, everyone! But we really must be leavin’. I left my kid with a complete stranger—who knows what he’s done to the poor guy?”
“Thank you for the invitation,” Century says. “But since he’s my first psychic type, there’s a bit of indulging I suppose I must do,” he adds dryly, heading for the door. He stops, turning to look at Mother. “You brainwashed someone very important to me, and I will not forget it. If, by chance, you get free of this, I won’t be nearly as forgiving as the Superior family.” And then he’s gone, leaving them standing there alone.
Superior waits until he’s certain they’re out of range and sits down at the table. “We’ll go see what happened to the planet, next.”
“Wh—what?” Marie asks, shocked.
“If it’s fixable, I’ll help you fix it—and then we’ll leave you there to rebuild,” he says calmly, “alone. If you come back to our planet, though, we will finish you. I get the feeling my son has several plans for how to do it without getting caught.”
“Clifford—” Tatiana starts out.
“I see,” Mother says, getting started on making the plates.
 
***
 
The trip had been astonishingly quick once they fixed the ship and made sure it wasn’t infected as Zoe had suspected. Superior hides his surprise about the fact, although he doesn’t hide his relief. “This thing is far too small for three people,” he says as the small ship hovers outside Lerrestia. He looks out the window, staring at the pitch black planet.
“How does it look?” Tatiana asks, peeking around him. “Oh.”
“Pretty dead,” Superior says bluntly. He brings up the info on the computer screen. “Toxic air, no signs of life. It looks like the planet is collapsing in on itself slowly. Once it’s fully collapsed we’re looking at the possibility of a black hole.” He looks back at Marie, seeing the devastated expression on her face. “It’s not worth fixing.”
“But—you haven’t even tried—”
“My range is a mile and a half,” Superior says, “it would take way too long to fix that amount of damage. And we can't be sure the infection isn't still lingering on the planet remains.”
Marie stares at the planet, her eyes gleaming with tears. “All those years,” she whispers. “All those years I felt guilty for—for everything—for being happy, when I should have been saving the planet—”
“It was past saving,” Superior says. “You didn’t waste anything—at least not the time you spent living a happy life. These last few months, on the other hand, you’ve screwed up a lot.” He looks at her. “We can drop you off on the nearest habitable planet, if you prefer. Or if you want to return to Earth, I suggest you plan out how to apologize to my youngest on the way home. Otherwise I’ll make you DREAM of going to the Cape Cells.”
“I understand,” Marie says, still looking a bit pale from the view. “She is a sweet little thing, isn’t she?”
“She is very sweet! A little eccentric, yes, but very sweet!” Tatiana agrees. “If you try to hurt her again, my friend, you will not have TIME to dream of Cape Cells,” she adds in a menacing tone.
“Or that,” Superior says dryly. “What’s your decision?”
Marie looks out the window again, her fingers coming up to touch the window. “I... I’ll go back.” There’s nothing for her, anywhere, she realizes numbly. But at least back on Earth she’ll get to see her son take over the free world.
 
***
 
I bring up the schematics for Cape High South, only to stop as a light flashes. I wave my hand, answering the call—only to blink at the sight of Isotonic on the line.
“Hello, Zoe, did I interrupt?” he asks.
“No, of course not,” I say, closing down the schematics and glancing over at the half-built computer behind me. “How can I help you, Isotonic?”
“I’m calling to make an offer,” he says, leaning forward on his desk. “My daughter is in your school right now, but I don’t want to leave her there. We have enough problems in our family as it is. Plus, Hard Knocks’ boys will be growing into their powers in the next year or two, as well as a few others that I know of—and all the healers that we haven’t found yet.”
“So you want my father to set up Cape High North?” I say.
“I was thinking that you could,” he says. “I realize you’re only sixteen, but honestly, you strike me as a very responsible sixteen year old.”
“I work with my father,” I say firmly. “And I go through Mastermental, first, but,” I say before he can protest, “I’m willing to let you say you’ve asked my opinion,” I say with a little smile. “And I’m willing to listen to what you think you have to offer to our prestigious school.” I sit down on my stool, crossing my legs and preparing myself for an interesting offer. Before he can start, though, a light flashes and I wave my hand at another monitor.
“Negatia,” I say, honestly trying not to laugh. “How can I help you?”
“I’m calling to make an offer,” she says.
“Oh? What for?” I ask, making myself comfortable. This is going to be fun.
My name is Zoe Rosenthorn-Masters. I’m going to change the world—very, very soon.



 
Bonus Chapters:
 
Patience
 
“So how’s work going?” I ask Max, leaning into his side as our little group of four heads through the open mall. My eyes are following Carla, who keeps getting excited one moment, only to get shy the next when Rocco has to grab her hand to keep her from using her powers. I know that I should be the one doing it—but it’s way too entertaining to watch Rocco do it!
“We haven’t found any,” Max admits, his arm curved around my waist. “I’m not sure if we’re going to—it’s not the typical healer that jumps out to meet a villain, you know? Even though Ace went up north, he hasn’t found anyone, either.”
“And there’s always the chance that they’ve moved,” I admit. “Like Rochester and Cisco, they probably ran the moment they were outed.” I sigh, pulling away and grabbing his hand instead. “We need to get the stuff to throw Carla’s birthday party, too,” I tell him. “I’m thinking My Little Pony decorations. We need enough for the entire school—and a cake, right, Carla?”
“A HUGE cake!” Carla says, looking back at us, and when that’s not enough apparently, coming back to my side. “There should be cupcakes, too, that way I can take a few to Sandra’s room. And then I want to do karaoke! Do we have a karaoke machine?”
“No, but we can make one!” I say.
“Um—” she says, hesitating abruptly, “do you think we could, um, invite my family here? We can blindfold them and everything, or maybe we could use teleportation, you know, so they don’t know where the school is—but—”
“Or I could bring them,” Rocco offers. “But it stinks the way I go,” he admits.
“We can do the teleporting thing—they tend to complain a lot,” Carla says. Max laughs.
“I want to meet the siblings,” Max says. “Do you know if they have powers or not yet?”
“Nico STILL refuses to tell me!” Carla complains, looking at him. “I should at LEAST be able to warn Ma, right? Like, can you imagine how scary it is to have your kid here one second, gone the next?” she demands, her hands on her hips.
We stare at her. When that doesn’t work, Rocco says a bit blandly, “I think we can imagine it.”
“EXACTLY!” Carla says. “It’s terrifying!”
We keep staring at her pointedly, just waiting. When that doesn’t work, Max goes, “I know Trent knows EXACTLY how it feels.”
“Of course he does! Emily teleports!”
“Carla?” Rocco says, placing a hand on her shoulder. She yelps and moves so fast that she disappears, reappearing behind me. Max, the jerk, starts laughing his head off.
“You know, Carla and I are going to just go to the ladies’ room for a bit,” I say, feeling compassion. I’ve been there, okay? I know how she feels right now. I let go of Max’s hand and slip my arm around Carla’s, tugging her along. The further we go, the more embarrassed she looks, I notice. The moment she lets the door close behind us, she explodes in a rant so fast that I almost don’t catch it all. The general gist? She’s blowing her first date EVER, and Rocco doesn’t even seem to realize that it IS a date, so she’s not sure which is more embarrassing.
The poor girl.
“But,” I have to point out, “if he doesn’t realize it, isn’t it better? Consider this practice for when you DO have your first date!” I say.
“But he doesn’t take me seriously at all!” she says, pouting. I can’t exactly argue that, honestly. I frown slightly, thinking about it for a moment.
“Let’s fix that,” I say, opening my purse and digging out a few things. My coloring and hers are exact opposites, but I tend to wear more neutral colors, so I pull out my makeup. I pick out the softest pink eye shadow, peach lip gloss and black mascara—none of which she actually needs, since she’s beautiful. But hey, a girl needs some war paint if she’s going to battle! Once I’m done with her makeup, I grab her hand and haul her out. “Max? We’re going clothing shopping,” I call over to him, dragging her to a Forever 21. 
About twenty minutes later I pull her out of the store wearing a pair of clunky heeled boots and an adorable white babydoll dress.
“I’m not sure—” Carla says, tugging my hand. “Maybe this is the wrong dress—do you think it’s the right dress? I thought—”
“You look beautiful,” I tell her.
“Wow, you really did go clothing shopping,” Max says, making me look over. He and Rocco head for us, but it’s the strange look on Rocco’s face that makes me grin. “You look great, Carla!” Max says. 
“At least you won’t be disappearing with those shoes on, right?” Rocco says finally.
I can literally hear Carla’s heart break. She turns and runs away, leaving both of them looking confused. “You’re a moron,” I tell Rocco bluntly before chasing after her at top speed.
He does have a point, though. Those heels are just enough to make it easy for me to catch up to her in a few seconds. She’s sitting on the edge of a waterfall, staring at her boots like she’s about to cry. I drop down next to her, wrapping my arm around her shoulders. She sighs. “I give up,” she says. “Boys are stupid.” She leans into me, wrapping her arms around my waist.
“They are,” I agree. “At least Rocco was just then. But hey—you look gorgeous and you just turned fourteen—so there’s absolutely NO reason to let one stupid boy mess up your day.”
“Yeah! And I’ll just find a boyfriend WAY better than him!” she says, standing up. “Let’s go get something to eat!” she says. There’s still a hint of hurt in her eyes, but I don’t say anything about it as I get up.
 
***
 
“What just happened?” Rocco asks, long after the two girls disappear. “No, seriously, what just happened? I just said the truth!”
“You just screwed up royally,” Max says bluntly.
“All I said was that the shoes would keep her from running off—which obviously isn’t the case.”
“You really have to ask?” Max asks. “Because it’s pretty obvious that Carla has a crush on you.”
“She—she’s fourteen! Barely fourteen!”
“So?” Max asks.
“I’m almost eighteen—she’s way too young for me!”
“Now, sure,” Max agrees. “But think about it this way, my Dad’s well over a hundred years, but he has an eighteen year old son. Yours is around that, too, I think. In the long run,” he says very casually, “four years is a drop in the bucket. Which is why you, you moron, should keep your hands to yourself and that cute little girl happy with you--as well as her massive group of brothers and sisters. It’ll be no time at all before she grows up into the freaking BABE that she promises to be and four years difference isn't as big a deal. It’s called being patient. If you're going to be a super villain, it's one of the FIRST things you need to learn.”
“But—”
“No ‘buts,'" Max says as the two girls head for them at a walk. Every guy they pass turns and stares, not that either girl notices. “My girlfriend is right, by the way. You’re a moron,” he says silently. He holds out a hand to Zoe, who takes it with a smile. 
“We want to go to lunch,” she says.
“Sounds good,” he says. “What do you want, Carla? Anything at all.”
“Pizza!” she says.
“New York deep dish?”
“Sure!”
“Rocco, get us to New York,” Max says.
He’d just been relegated to taxi, Rocco thinks irritably. And Carla won’t even look at him.
He really IS a moron.
 



 
Civility Wars
 
“I have to humbly disagree,” Mastermental says, sitting at the curved table in the special meeting hall at Central Hall. “Since she has been a ward of Cape High--” he pauses, looking at Century pointedly, “Central, she is officially a member of Central Hall. That means I have first claim on her--and since I don’t plan on handing her over to any of you, this entire conversation is a moot point.”
“That’s a fancy way of putting it, Mastermental, but we’re not buying it,” Century says, lounging in his own chair with his hand on his Stetson. He’s come decked out in his best, complete with thousand dollar boots and a one-of-a-kind southern cut suit made by Armani. “We want to see her for ourselves, and hear what she has to say for herself.”
“I think she’d make a wonderful addition to my team,” Negatia says, leaning back and crossing her legs. “I’ve got several plays written up already that will make use of her very unique, special talents.”
“I have the perfect setting for her,” Isotonic says, glowering at the others. “I’ve even got my special team writing up her back story as we speak--”
“She has a perfectly fine back story, and I’ve already called in the photographers for her debut posters,” Mastermental says.
They start arguing over whether debut posters are too ostentatious or if they’re not nearly enough when a light flashes and a screen lights up to the right. A tall, sharp looking British hero appears on the screen. The Hall leaders instantly jerk to attention, glaring at the new comer. 
“I don’t recall inviting you to this little meeting, Knight,” Mastermental says.
“Am I interrupting?” Knight says in a tone that says he’d PLANNED to be. “I called to open negotiations.”
“For who?” Century asks, his eyes narrowed.
“The gargoyle girl,” Knight says. “She’d be perfect for my little team. Let’s face it, you people don’t have the right architecture for a gargoyle hero--”
“That doesn’t matter!” the entire group says.
 
“And that’s how the first Super War will begin!” I finish cheerfully, kicking my legs. I finally coaxed Sandra out of her room with a pint of ice cream, so we’re sitting on top of the dorms, watching the sun set as I explain how important a role she’ll play in the future. 
She snorts. “Yeah, right!” she says. “Maybe they’d do that over YOU, but they won’t do it over me!” She takes a huge bite of rocky road. “I’m going to wind up unwanted--”
I bring out my phone and call Century. “Hey, Century? Wanna meet our female tank? She promises to be amazing, already, and she’s only fifteen.”
He looks a bit surprised at first, and I can see him planning to scold me for interrupting, but he stops at the question. His eyes widen ever so slightly. “I would LOVE to meet her, sugar.” He reaches up and straightens his tie. I get the feeling he’s at a formal affair, if the image of a well dressed woman standing behind him is any indicator.
“No! He’ll--” Sandra starts out, trying to cover her face with her large stone hands. I turn the phone towards her, ruthlessly. A low, appreciative whistle comes over the phone and Sandra hesitantly peeks between her fingers.
“Let me see your face, darlin,” Century says. “Wait--” he turns, heading away from the party. “Now,” he says. I reach out and tug one hand away. “What a stunner,” he says in admiration. “Zoe, sugar, put me on the list of prospective Halls, will you?” he adds after glancing around.
“Will do!” I say cheerfully.
“And keep her off the channels, will you?” Century says. “We don’t want anyone getting upstart ideas.”
“I can’t promise that,” I say evilly. “Have fun at your party, Century!” I add, waving before hanging up on him. I ignore it when he tries to call back. “Want to meet Isotonic?” I ask her.
She hesitates for all of a second before a wicked grin crosses her face. “Sounds like fun!”
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