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To Dana and Nikki, whose relationship inspired Penny and Remmy.
Dana, I can tell that we are going to be friends.
Nicole, standard contract: Immortality in print in exchange for squeeing over every word as I write it.








was in the middle of history class when it hit me. I needed a cloning tank.
History is my favorite subject, although I would never tell my dad that. I love how weird the great events of the past really were. America was discovered by a crazy Italian who convinced the Queen of Germany who had switched places with the Queen of Spain that he could get to India by sailing west, because everybody else was wrong and the world was really shaped like a burrito.
He believed he had superpowers, too. It was in his letters. He knew he was right because he could hear Indians talking across the ocean. If he’d sailed a little farther South, he could have tried his powers against Huitzilopochtli. Now, there was a supervillain.
Yeah, I love this stuff. I love it a little too much. I’d already read the whole chapter in my textbook, and now I had to fight off waves of boredom listening to a lecture I already knew.
My best friends weren’t any better off. Ray had fallen asleep sitting up. Our teachers never knew what to do about a kid who paid no attention in class, but got ‘A+’s on every test. Claire, at least, was able to fake paying attention, but I knew she was actually writing out lists of adult superheroes and how teenage supervillains like us could make friends. Writing in code, no less. Who can think like that? Well, Claire, obviously.
We took Advanced English together, so I had time to tell them what I needed on the way.
“Do cloning tanks even exist?” Claire asked doubtfully.
Part of my frustration was that I could only try to translate the inhumanly complicated pictures my superpower gave me. “Not a cloning tank, exactly. Bioengineering tools.”
Ray scowled thoughtfully for half a second. That was as serious as he got. “Regular bioengineers use test tubes and freezers and centrifuges. I’m guessing you need something a little more sophisticated.”
“Yeah.” My power could make me put together a sentient alien robot with my bare hands, but had finally met its match with this idea. At least, that’s what I thought this nagging need for cloning tools meant.
Ray kept giving me a skeptical stare, and said, “This is dangerous stuff. What do you want to build?”
I winced. Just the question caused a little jab of pain in the back of my head. “I don’t know. If I think about it too hard before I’m ready to build, I get brutal headaches. A weapon. Chimera broke all of mine. The German grenade’s not a big help.” I couldn’t even cheat with it. It spoke lousy German. Not that I would cheat, and I wasn’t taking German anymore, thank Tesla.
Claire raised her eyebrows and her voice in surprise. “I thought you had an idea for fixing the candy tank?”
I growled and looked up at the tiled ceiling. “Oh, no. It suckered me good. I finished working, and instead I had a black hole in a jar that sucks in sugar and nothing else.”
Frustration warred with resignation. I was pretty sure now that I would never be able to fully control my power. My puny normal human brain could never understand my omniscient inventing brain. The inventing part didn’t think. It just ran with whatever inspiration struck, and I had to hope it would wait to hear what I wanted. Oh, and no dice trying to build my own bioengineering tools until I cleared this inspiration.
Claire’s voice turned airy and encouraging, and she gave my wrist a squeeze. “We’ll just have to pick something up from another supervillain. I bet we won’t even have to steal anything. We can buy what we need.” We had more money than God, that’s for sure, and not much to spend it on without tipping off my parents.
Ray adjusted his book bag with one arm, and looked across me at Claire. “All the bio-inventing villains die, or give it up after transforming themselves.”
Claire’s eyes lit up. They both had that look. It was superpower geek out time. I grinned despite myself as Claire started chattering out a list. “True. Judgment killed Plague, and blew up his lab. Cnidaria’s transformation left her too stupid to keep experimenting. Mourning Dove has the Bad Doctor’s equipment.”
I put my foot down on that one. “She’s also got his head in a display box. We are not stealing from her.”
Ray picked up Claire’s list where she left off, but with a more distant, thoughtful tone. “There’s a continent and half an ocean between us and Moreau’s lab. It’s been a hundred years, and no one’s found Red Panacea Clinic’s headquarters.”
Claire lifted her chin, looked smug, and sounded smugger. “I’ll take a meeting with the Expert. He’ll know something.”
I gave her a raised eyebrow, and wrinkled up my nose. “Do you know how creepy it is when you go to dinner with a forty year old man?”
Shame was an emotion Claire Lutra did not experience. She made a dismissive ‘pfft’ noise and rolled her eyes. “The Expert is one hundred percent professional. Even if he wasn’t, my power would shut him down.”
True enough. Claire’s greatest regret was that her power made her cheek-pinchingly adorable, not sexy.
Little Miss Shameless gave me a sudden, wicked grin and added, “I’m not the one who’s in danger.”
Criminy. Could they see my cheeks burning? Yes, Ray and I were kinda-sorta dating. We hadn’t worked it out before Christmas break ended. He would never mean to hurt me, but I got real nervous, real fast with a boyfriend stronger than a weightlifter, faster than a martial artist, and more lecherous than Casanova.
Grinning just as slyly as Claire didn’t help, Ray.
Worse, it looked good on him. The black clothes, rail-thin frame, and fluffy, sandy hair blended into evil geek charm. On top of that, I liked him. A lot. Like, as a person, a friend. He laughed so much, was so smart, and had gotten me into so much fun supervillain trouble. Why he preferred mousy brown-haired pigtailed me instead of platinum blond goddess Claire I could not fathom and wasn’t going to complain about.
With great relief, I got to duck the whole topic. We had arrived at English class.

Advanced English was a daily reminder of how weird it felt coming back to school after a month spent as a supervillain. We’d hardly been back a week, and I couldn’t focus on Song of Roland at all.
Yes, Song of Roland is the most stupefyingly boring book ever inflicted on children, teenagers, or the entire human race. Animal Farm had been anything but boring, and I had barely gotten a B on that. The book wasn’t the problem.
Sitting in a quiet classroom full of kids with superpowers all pretending to be normal humans just felt weird. Ray, Claire, and I were all here, although Mrs. Harpy had been smart enough to split us up. So was Marcia, AKA Miss A, sidekick to the Original, who wasn’t original in any way I could tell. The kind of tanned blonde with a nasty, shallow personality that LA is supposedly full of, Miss A had gotten me into this supervillain mess. She still shot me, Claire, and especially Ray nasty looks every time our paths crossed. I was pretty sure she’d figured out our secret identities, but she couldn’t tell anybody. Even a vicious little… dog like her knew better than to get personal.
Anyway, we could squash her like a bug if she made trouble, and she knew it. Marcia didn’t have any powers. She just was pretty good at martial arts. Not good enough. She was too vain and angry to have real discipline. I’d met the martial arts big boys, and they liked fast thinkers and fast movers. Master Scorpion wouldn’t have given her a second glance.
Two chairs away from me sat Claudia, who had enough superpowers for the entire school. Now that I knew, she’d gone from the sad girl people like Marcia picked on to a mystery I couldn’t leave alone. With her dark skin and black hair, Claudia couldn’t look more Central American if she tried, but she actually had a faint Irish accent. She had super strength, and not like Ray’s, but serious ‘lift a building’ super strength, but she never stuck up for herself. She also had super speed, could fly, and probably more besides. So, why was she always miserable?
Claudia looked up from her book, and caught me staring. She stared back for about two seconds, cold and disapproving, and then went back to her book. That was all I’d gotten out of her since we got back to school. Did she hate me for being a supervillain? She took heroing real, real seriously.
And that boy with the messy red hair in the back row. I was almost positive he was the kid who’d tried to steal my helmet in Chinatown. That made him the son of some supervillain.
A flicker of light caught my eye. Had I just seen a spark of electricity when―what was her name, Cassie―picked up her pen?
I’d always known that Northeast West Hollywood Middle and Upper High were the schools most superheroes in Los Angeles sent their kids to. Now that I’d had to fight for a place as a real supervillain, suddenly that mattered. Any kid in this class could have superpowers, or all of them. How would I know?
I wouldn’t, that’s the problem. Marcia and Claudia wouldn’t get personal and rat me out. The urge to find out who my classmates really were gnawed at me, but we all kept our secret identities because we all turned a blind eye. So… suck it up, Penny.
I was still staring at Cassie, probably looking like an idiot with a crush. She hadn’t noticed me. Instead, she’d turned her head to watch someone else. So had everyone else. What had I missed while stewing in boredom?
A flicker of anxiety tugged at me, but too late. I looked.
Claire sat at her desk with her phone out, texting away. Or maybe she wasn’t texting. Nobody looked that intense just sending messages. She had her face scrunched up, and her thumbs tapped away at high speed. She must have been playing a game instead, because she twisted the phone from side to side, pouting, then grinning, then raising one eyebrow in confusion, then grinning again.
She reached a save point. The typing stopped. Mrs. Harpy was watching Claire with the same bemused grin as everyone else. Raising her voice, too entertained by Claire’s chutzpah to be mad, Mrs. Harpy called out, “Miss Lutra, Charlemagne is waiting.”
Claire gave her a not-actually-guilty grin, and tucked her phone away. “Sorry, Mrs. Harpy.”
Everyone went back to their books. I made myself look at the clock.
The whole class had just spent twenty-five minutes watching Claire type. This was what it felt like to have your mind clouded. Claire had hit us all with her power, and gotten away with it. I only noticed because I knew what to expect, and in a few minutes, I would forget like everyone else.
Note to Penny: At least try to remember to ask Claire what she’d pulled in English class while we all gaped and drooled like bludgeoned sheep.
With a sigh, I turned back to Song of Roland. I’d lost twenty-five minutes, and this book was already a crawl. Another Moorish commander’s name, another description of hide coats and bronze spears and funny ponies, and how many men he had. Then another commander, his equipment, and his troops. And again. And again.
They covered the page. I flipped to the next page. That one, too. And the next. And the next.
I couldn’t take it anymore. I raised my hand.
Mrs. Harpy put down her own book. “Penelope Akk?”
If I was jumping, I might as well swan dive. “Is half this book nothing but a list of Moorish troops?” I demanded, and I could hear the impatient sarcasm in my own voice
Oh, ho. Mrs. Harpy smiled. I hadn’t belly flopped. I’d scored big. Unconvincingly casual, she answered, “That’s correct.”
Surrounded by twenty frustrated faces wishing they’d been brave enough to do this themselves, I said what we were all thinking. “Why would anyone want to read this? Why would anyone want to write it?”
Mrs. Harpy put down her book, and stood up. “Let me tell you about oral tradition.”
She did. There wasn’t much time left in the class, but she kept us interested enough I never drifted off into wondering who my classmates were.

Lunch didn’t feel any more natural. The weight of my homemade lunchbox was a vivid reminder that school hadn’t changed, but I had. By homemade, I meant I had made it myself. Me. The lunchbox was one of my few inventions I could show off to my parents, all brass gears and copper plates. I set it down on our table opposite Ray, and it unfolded to reveal my meal.
There, at least, I might as well still be buying from the cafeteria. Mom might be encouraging the superpowered genius that built this box by making me lunches now, but the food she made was so exactly as bland as cafeteria food, she might have made measurements. Actually, knowing my mom, she probably had. The box kept the hamburger perfectly at its original lukewarm, rubbery temperature, and the julienne fries as limp as when they came off the stove. Only the broccoli steamed, perfectly crisp. Not subtle, Mom. Not subtle!
Ray had a cafeteria tray, but doubled up on everything. Supervillainy paid well, and his physical powers kept his metabolism in overdrive. That was just fine by me. I liked him thin and wiry.
Oh, criminy. Was I as obvious looking him over as he was eying me? Behind his fake glasses (his powers had fixed his vision, too), his light eyes were all too focused. Leaning way forward, hands clasped below his chin, he gave me a grin that would put a jackal to shame. “Aren’t you sitting on the wrong side of the table?”
Uh. My face hurt. Uh. What was I supposed to say to that?
Claire always knew. She breezed up to the table, set her vintage lunchbox down, and sat beside me, hip to hip. She gave Ray just as serenely sly a smile, and answered for me. “No, Penny’s sitting next to me, same as always.”
“Cuuuurseeeees…” Ray held up a hand curled theatrically into a claw.
I snorted. So did Ray. Claire giggled, so much sweeter and more demure than any actual girl should be. Tension broken!
Well, the tension of being hit on was broken. I poked at a squishy fry and sighed. Sympathetically, Claire passed me a packet of crisp, spicy potato wedges. Even their red-brown color radiated deliciousness. When Misty ‘the Minx’ Lutra had found time to become a cooking goddess, I still had no idea.
Claire looked less pleased. “Sorry about the selection. Mom’s keeping all the good stuff locked up. She’ll only let me have it if I can sneak in and steal it. How am I supposed to stealth past the world’s greatest cat burglar?” She didn’t bother to keep her voice down. Like my parents, Claire’s mom ditched her secret identity as soon as she retired and had a child.
Miss Lutra had also managed to go from super criminal to lauded hero in the process. Sweet Tesla, would I give anything to know how she pulled that off! Yeah, she stole an actual nuke back from the Cossack, but the Eye of Heaven job had to be at least as good, and instead everyone blamed me for stealing it.
No cake, no pasta, no French pastry or Thai or Mexican food or bowls of soupy stuff I could never identify. Yeah, by Lutra family standards, this was pretty sad. Claire was reduced to eating like the rest of us, just much better quality and lots more of it.
She still handed Ray a bowl of beans that teased me with a sharp smelling barbecue sauce as they passed. He tried to pay her back with a suggestion. “How about an unexpected angle? Go out your window, over the roof, and sneak in from the other side of the house.”
Claire pouted, poking one of her remaining fries at the pile of crisp vegetables between her fat hamburger patty and the sesame seed bun. “If she’ll accept that. She wants me to learn the basics. She thinks I rely on my power too much. Since she’s immune, I have to sneak past her the hard way.”
Ray finished inhaling the beans. His hamburgers were already gone. Claire’s super metabolism didn’t match his, but she managed to wolf down a good half of her giant hamburger as Ray argued, “Sneaking over the roof is the basics for a cat burglar. It’s not like your mom waltzed past people like a ghost. She stayed where there was nobody to see her anyway, right?”
Claire turned to me suddenly, her fists on her hips. “When are we pulling our next job? I need to show my mother I don’t just stand around like a lump and let you two do the work.”
She’d had the decency to whisper it, but I still flinched. I lowered my face, and kept my own voice to a hiss. “I don’t know. School makes it kind of hard to schedule anything.” My shoulders slumped. It was time to admit it. “I’m going nuts here, pretending everything’s normal.”
Claire slumped back into place, poking at the remains of her burger. “Yeah.”
Ray swallowed his last fry, and stared at his empty tray hungrily. “Tell me about it.”

After lunch, Ray and I crossed the street to Upper High for Geometry. That kept me busy, at least. Mrs. Stakes liked making us do problems in class more than homework, which admittedly was fine by me. Even here, surrounded by older kids, I found myself staring at Mrs. Stakes. Sure, she was old, but lean and fit, and she had an unflappable stare. Nothing ever got her excited. Mad, maybe, in a really controlled way. She always, always looked like she knew what she was doing, like there was nothing she couldn’t handle.
Was she a retired superhero?
Calculating volumes of cones gave me no time to think about that.
At least I had already satisfied my PE and Health requirements. My last class of the day was Computer Science. Mr. Geisser was starting us off with a version of C++ that must have been made in the Stone Age, so we could get used to defining variables. Now I had to sit typing away, occasionally closing helpful popup windows. On the very first day, I’d had a mad science episode, and typed up a program that proceeded to program every assignment for the rest of the year. I hadn’t known whether to be smug or embarrassed. Mr. Geisser was making me do all the assignments the hard way anyway.
So, that was my school day. That was pretty much how my school days had been going since Winter Break ended. I felt itchy and discontent, so when Mom pulled up in front of the school exactly as I stepped out the door, I made no effort to hang around and talk to Ray and Claire, and got in.
We rode home in silence, and when I walked in the kitchen door, Dad called out from his office, “How was your day, Pumpkin?”
I couldn’t tell him that I missed delivering maniacal speeches as my army of zombie ragdolls swarmed all over those fools who dared to oppose me. I especially couldn’t tell him that while he sat in front of his floating blue holographic screens updating what looked like schematics for one of Mech’s beam weapons. I pointed at the Pumpkin Jar, and as he dropped a dollar into it, I kept walking and hedged, “It was okay.”
Dad was going to say something, but from right behind me, Mom told him, “She has something personal to think through, hon. If we can help at all, let us know, Penny.”
He accepted that, turning back to his computer. Mom stayed where she was as I walked down the hall to my bedroom. And you know, I smiled. I had pretty great parents.
That thought buoyed me as I did my homework, writing out which Hapsburgs did what to each other. When I finished the last History question, I sat back in my chair, opened a desk drawer, and pulled out the Machine. It felt right snapping the metal centipede-looking thing around my wrist. Maybe I’d feel better if I stopped leaving it at home? I’d been debating back and forth what to do with the Machine, because it was the one civilian invention everyone knew about that I just couldn’t bear to leave behind while Supervillaining. Maybe there was a way to balance everything and like school again, if I could just figure it out.
Twittering interrupted my thoughts. That was my phone, and the ringtone I used for strangers. I flipped it open. Local LA area code, but I didn’t know it. Well, even a wrong number would be entertaining!
I pushed the green button, and asked, “Hello?”
“It’s meeeeeee!”
I knew that giddy, girly voice. I hunkered down and answered in a whisper, “Lucyfar, what are you doing calling me?”
“I’m going to do you a favor! Two favors! No, three favors!” She sounded even happier and crazier than usual. High bar, there.
“I…” I sat there, hearing only the squeak of my chair when I slumped against it. As Tesla is my witness, I had absolutely no idea what to say.
Lucyfar, of course, can’t be shut up by anything less than an asteroid strike. “Favor el firsto! You are hereby reminded to smack your little buddy E-Claire upside her head a few times and tell her never to give out your civilian phone number, Penelope.”
I snorted, despite myself. “Yeah, definitely going to do that.”
“Second!” Lucyfar continued, with a grand pause for effect. “An indiscreet little birdy tells me that you are in need of bioengineering gear, of the kind that is illegal, unethical, and most importantly unbuildable by mortal science.”
I jumped to my feet, like my leaping heart had just pulled me out of my chair. “YES.” It was so hard to keep my voice low!
“Third, I am placing an expert―and no one can be more expert―wager that you’re tearing your adorable braided pigtails out with a hunger for mayhem.”
She had me, and she had me so bad that it took a lot of swallowing my instincts and reminding myself not to be stupid to answer, “Yeah, but I’m out of weapons. I’m not going into any superpowered anything unarmed.”
That argument didn’t phase Lucyfar for a second. “You won’t be unarmed, my tiny titan. Saturday, Bad Penny and the Inscrutable Machine will hit Happy Days Durable Medical Goods armed with the most terrifying weapon in Los Angeles. Me!”
What? That was so weird I gave the phone a skeptical stare. “Happy Days Durable Medical Goods? Seriously?”
Lucyfar’s laugh echoed out of the phone. “Oh, are you in for a surprise. I’ll meet you there at eleven thirty. We are going to have such a morally ambiguous good time.”
And with that, she hung up.
…
HA! Happy days were here again!








riday had to be the most boring day of my life, but at the same time, it flashed by. I sat in every class counting the minutes, just wanting to get the day over and get to Saturday, and it worked. The day disappeared in a haze of meaninglessness.
Only one thing stuck with me, and penetrated my impatience. Lunchtime.
Even then, I got to my table in a blur of dreaming-up villainous monologues, until Claire sat down next to me. Then the memory clicked.
“You spent the whole class tex-” I clasped my hands over my mouth, and Claire slapped hers over top of mine. We looked into each other’s eyes, and then leaned back and laughed.
Yeah, probably best not to yell to the entire school that Claire was friends with notorious supervillain (or hero, when she felt like it) Lucyfar.
Ray watched the two of us over steepled fingers. Just goes to show how distracted I was that I noticed Claire before him. He looked more interested than amused. Probably wanted the same answers I did.
Claire, of course, didn’t feel the slightest guilt or awkwardness over anything. She threw back her wavy blond hair with one hand, and gaily snapped open her lunchbox. She kept her voice low as she filled us in, because ‘shameless’ didn’t mean ‘stupid.’ “Not the whole time. I had to ask around before I found out she was interested in Happy Days.”
Which led me straight to my real question. “Why are we interested in Happy Days?”
Claire delicately sprinkled sharp-smelling oregano on a cup of lasagna, smiling like the Minx that ate the canary. She might have practiced it from her mother’s newspaper clippings, the smile was so perfect. “Because Happy Days Durable Medical Supplies is owned by Quality Holdings, Incorporated.”
That, at least, meant something to Ray. He sat up straighter, and his grin lit up even brighter than Claire’s. His voice went husky too, although it squeaked a few times. “I heard the FBI had a new investigation going.”
Claire waved her fork like a wand, or a princess’s scepter. They were both getting into this. “Nothing’s proven. The three companies who own Happy Days stock are child corporations of so on and so forth. But when the FBI got a warrant and fifty lawyers showed up to protest, the community knew.”
“And we are interested why…?” I tried again.
Ray stopped grinning and gave me his best wounded geek look. Those baby blue eyes burned into me. “I know for a fact your dad thwarted their subliminal boombox scheme, and your mom took down their cyber hover board commandos.”
I crossed my arms. “Before I was born, sure, and a hundred other weird villains. Who is Quality Holdings?”
Since Ray and I were giving each other stubborn looks, Claire filled me in, leaning way forward over the table and keeping her voice low. “Nobody’s sure. Quality Holdings was their name when your parents exposed them. They wrote the book on using accounting tricks to hide which companies they own, then sold the book under an assumed name. Their specialty is meddling with superhero affairs, especially salvaging and recovering mad science. The government thinks they’re a front for Organism One.”
…who was such a good mad scientist himself, he’d made some really convincing bids at conquering the world. I wasn’t a walking encyclopedia of supervillain info like Ray and Claire, but I knew that name.
The surprised look I gave Claire broke my staring contest with Ray, and he leaned in to correct her. “I heard they were bought out by the Council of Seven and a Half.”
A smile finally spread over my face. “But whoever the shadowy figure behind Happy Days Durable Medical Supplies may be, we can be sure that those medical supplies are of the ‘breed an army of fire breathing ants’ variety?”
Claire nodded, her huge smug grin back. “Uh huh.”
Oh, I liked the sound of this.
Ray brought the party crashing down. “Ladies, we are running out of time to eat.”
He was right. I went back to stuffing my face, and back to stewing in impatience for Saturday.

I woke up on Saturday morning, and everything snapped back into focus.
I was a supervillain again!
My feet thudded on the carpet as I leapt out of bed. I grabbed the Machine off my bedside bookshelf and listened to the click as he snapped around my wrist. Oh, that felt good. Then I ran for the bathroom.
Brush teeth, shower, discover the Machine can suck up shower spray and hose it back. I dried off as fast as possible, blew my hair half dry, and then approached the braiding machine.
Dad had upgraded it. Again. Somehow, just making it work never satisfied him. Of course, Dad didn’t have hair long enough to properly test his upgrades, so we never knew one didn’t work until my head looked like a bird’s nest.
Okay, superpower. What do you think?
Ha! Nothing. A vague picture of tissue layers lurked in the back of my head, and that was it. Yeah, I knew my power wouldn’t bite.
I took the plunge. I pulled the switch, turned around, and leaned my head back into the mechanical hands.
Tug, tug, twist, tug, twist, tug, tug. It let go. I looked in the mirror.
Two perfectly braided, if completely unexciting, brown pigtails. Ah, but this version was a big improvement, because it tied the ends of my braids in huge, pink bows! Just like the hair braider three versions ago. I looked at least six fifths as girly as usual, but I wasn’t going to school today and nobody could see the pinksplosion under a helmet. I just had to get to my lair and pick up said helmet.
I ran back to my room, threw on some clothes, and merely trotted out to the kitchen. Dad sat in his office, his monitors covered in oscilloscope readings, because his job was his hobby was his life. Mom stood behind him holding a tape measure that, in her days as the Audit, she was rumored to have once used to cut a man’s head off.
I totally didn’t believe that, mostly.
Nobody made a move to fix their poor starving daughter breakfast, so I grabbed some eggs, a block of cheese, and a couple of slices of bread and stuffed them into Dad’s most brilliant invention. Actually, I was pretty sure Dad hadn’t invented it at all. He just claimed it as spoils from some other mad scientist’s lair. I could have asked a million times, but I only thought about it when I was hungry, and then forgot because I had a delicious egg and cheese sandwich to eat.
The machine dinged, and the million-and-first time arrived as the sandwich launched out of the machine and into the air. I blithely caught it on a plate, poured myself a glass of orange juice, and tried to imitate a human vacuum cleaner.
Mom’s shadow fell over me, and her hands settled on the back of my chair. “Someone’s in a hurry, isn’t she?”
I used the tried and true method of dealing with my dangerously perceptive mother. I told most of the truth. “Oh, yeah. Me and Ray and Claire have been going nuts, cooped up in school all week.”
If the conversation was going anywhere, I didn’t get to find out. My phone roared on my belt. Claire was calling me?
Fortunately, my parents knew a healthy teenage girl needed her space. I ducked into the hallway knowing I didn’t look suspicious doing so, and set the phone to my ear. “I was about to head out. What’s up?”
Claire did not sound so cheerful. “Penny, we’re late!”
Not that Claire could see, but I gave the phone a skeptical stare anyway. “What? It’s only eleven!”
“The store is in Studio City!”
Oops. That was on the other side of Griffith Park. There was no straight shot over the hills, either.
“Where are you at?” I asked, much faster than before.
“Our lair.”
“On my way!” I snapped my phone shut, ran back to my room, shoved my teleport bracelets on under my blouse, and grabbed Dad’s goofy but dangerously effective boxing glove gun. I had the bracelets, I had the Machine… there just wasn’t much to take, and there wouldn’t be until I got to a cloning laboratory.
It would have to do. I ran through the house, and as Dad leaned over his chair and started to speak, I held up the gun. It was sweet of him to make sure I started carrying protection since I started spending more time out of the house. He didn’t know I didn’t need it.
I was in the garage reaching for my bike when it occurred to me. I’d left the German Grenade in my room. Yes, it was stupid and ridiculous, but I couldn’t use a weapon Dad gave me in my supervillainy, and the Grenade was the closest to an offensive weapon I had. I ran back to the door.
As I reached for the handle, Dad said something I couldn’t hear. Mom, on the other hand, had a clear, perfect, and penetrating voice even when she spoke calmly. “Of course she is, Brian. She and Ray are dating.”
Uh.
Dad must have had the same reaction. Mom seemed amused. “You didn’t know? Why did you think Ray suddenly started dressing better?”
I caught the words “…outlook on grooming…” in Dad’s reply.
Mom was still amused. “Right. It can be a life changing moment for a socially awkward boy. Penny was concerned Claire would take him away at the beginning, but in some capacity, Penny and Ray have been dating for a month.”
I couldn’t make anything about what Dad next. His voice had gotten real quiet. Was he angry?
Mom did sound more serious, but still pretty lighthearted. “Not yet. Watch their body language when they’re together. They stand close together, but don’t touch. They get tense and nervous, and don’t even hold hands. Penny’s taking things slow, and as long as she does, I think we should trust her and wait for her to tell us.”
I felt cold. Stiff. Listening to my mother dissect my behavior was chilling. The rest of me might feel cold, but my cheeks burned. My parents knew about me and Ray already? I barely knew about me and Ray!
I was late. I needed to get moving, but it took some effort. Before I managed a single step, Dad’s chair squeaked. When Mom spoke next, it was a lot softer. “Yes. I’m―I’m still worried about them and the Inscrutable Machine, Brian.”
Dad’s voice got firm. I caught the word “personal.” Yes, Mom, the last thing I wanted was the Audit getting personal!
Her voice picked up. She sounded closer, too. Was I going to have to hide? We had curtains on the kitchen door window, so she probably couldn’t see me. Probably. No, she couldn’t see me, because she wouldn’t keep talking in such a haunted, vulnerable tone. “It’s not that. I know the Inscrutable Machine have declared they’re going to act like professionals, but between them and Penny, this is personal. Not personal in the way the community means, but really personal.”
I had no idea where this was going anymore. I stood there, listening to the deeper squeak of Dad settling into a kitchen chair. Now I could hear him. Well, just barely. “Alright. Lay it out for me, Beebee.”
He might have said Mom’s name, but she was speaking as the Audit, and we both knew it. She swore no superpower was involved, but even fifteen years retired, my mother’s ability to calculate and predict felt supernatural every time she let it show.
Her voice turned even, emotionless, and professional. “The similarities between the Inscrutable Machine and our kids are stark. Their first appearance was in Penny’s school, and the second close by. There’s enough travel time for them to be from another middle school, but the odds are overwhelming that they’re Penny’s schoolmates, and Reviled’s costume similarity to Ray and E-Claire’s choice of name and theme are deliberate.”
Criminy. Was I about to be unmasked? No. No, Mom would have said so. I had to let her talk, and find out where this was going.
She obliged. “We have no link between Ray and Reviled other than general build and outfit. E-Claire has projective telepath-”
“We don’t know what E-Claire’s powers are,” Dad cut her off.
Mom wasn’t ruffled at all. “Correct. We only know their effect, which is as close to Claire’s as her appearance. We have clear video recordings of E-Claire. She has a rounder face than Claire Lutra, and darker hair, but they look similar enough-”
“To look similar, yes,” Dad finished for her.
I knew that when she turned on her power, Claire did subtly change shape, but her power recolored her hair? Really? I… it was so hard to remember anything but the sense of ‘Awww!’ when Claire had her power turned up. Framing those sparkly blue eyes were… wavy, golden yellow locks, yes. The kind you’d find on an expensive doll. Not Claire’s normal pale, almost white ‘How do you get that color without bleach?’ shade.
Immune to her own power, Claire knew how different she looked. No wonder she avoided masks and showed off for cameras. She didn’t have to worry about exposure.
Mom kept talking right over my thoughts. “Similar enough to draw comments. ‘You look like Claire Lutra, but not as pretty’ stings for a thirteen year old girl, Brian. Between superhero demographics and our best guess of the number of superpowered parents, there should be eleven natural blondes with superpowers in Penny’s school. The odds of at least one having mind control related powers is over forty percent. Thirty two percent of supervillains were motivated by jealousy at the start of their career. Another forty percent had jealousy as a major secondary motivation. Claire’s mother is famous. Claire’s version of her mother’s power got a lot of attention. E-Claire’s name and bear costume were chosen to mock Claire Lutra. All the other possibilities are statistically remote.”
Dad let out an audible sigh. He sounded downright defeated. “Imperfect clone, Jekyll/Hyde syndrome, power leech…”
“Statistically insignificant. Much less than one percent,” Mom repeated, just a touch of victory in her emphasis. “A Jekyll/Hyde scenario would be realistic, if only around a ten percent probability, but Misty is a professional, and a better parent than we are. She would not have missed that.”
Dad sounded surprised. “Are Jekyll/Hydes that common?”
“My data is ten years old, but for mental powers? Yes.”
Claire’s mom hadn’t missed anything. I felt weird, itchy and uncomfortable listening to my mother follow a chain of numbers down the wrong track. That she hadn’t figured me out was a detail. I knew that already. Really, Mom, where was this going?
I had two minions and a crazed pretend demoness waiting for me, so this had better be good.
Dad thought it would be. I heard dread in his voice as he pointed out, “You’ve left Penny for last.”
Mom returned a question. “How good is Penny’s power, Brian?”
Even the grim topic couldn’t erase Dad’s pride. “Well, she may not have inherited my power, but her breakout invention was a Tier Three. If there was a Tier Four, her Machine would be it. It doesn’t just work on unknown principles; it shouldn’t work at all. I’ve seen her demonstrate a Tier Two upgrade, and her lunchbox is Tier One, unrelated to her breakout invention but retaining the clockwork theme. I know she’s made at least a Tier One electrical invention unconnected to theme or breakout invention, but she considered it a failure and wouldn’t show us. She mentioned an invention in her programming class. It sounded Tier Two, an AI more advanced than regular science knows how to make yet.”
Mom was more businesslike. In fact, she sounded more solemn than ever. “All within the first month of emergence. That places her within the top one percent of mad science powers. There’s no way to know how much farther her power will grow, because she’s off the charts. You wanted a daughter to inherit your legacy, Brian. You got it. She’ll be famous if this is as good as she gets. Realistically, she could grow up to be the most powerful mad scientist of her generation, a Tesla or da Vinci or Krebs level talent.”
I tried not to feel really, really smug. Guess what, Mom and Dad? When I get this supervillain thing worked out, you’ll see what I can really do!
Dad went, “Huh,” with the tone of a father also trying not to feel really, really smug.
Mom was still going somewhere. “Now, how good is Bad Penny’s power?”
Dad started to list. He doesn’t actually do the counting on his fingers thing, but each item had that perfect pause as if he was. “The rag dolls were Tier Three. The sugar chemical tank was Tier Two in a similar theme, but a different technology. Marvelous described a set of Tier Two toys in the same theme but a third type of technology. The pennies she probably didn’t make herself. The air cannon was Tier Two, in a theme matched by her costume, whose tech level I can’t say. No one knows how she teleports, but if it’s not an inherent power, it has to be at least Tier Three in a tech type and theme I don’t…” Dad drifted into silence.
It did sound impressive when you put it that way, Dad.
“How many mad scientists are you aware of with that diverse and high level a talent?”
“Organism One has a broad tech level base and has achieved multiple Tier Three inventions. Thematically, he can branch out a little. Edison had a very broad thematic base, although he never achieved Tier Three. If he had, his inventions wouldn’t have been useful. By definition, Tier Three can’t be copied, because it’s based on unknown properties of physics. There are rumors Tesla disappeared because he was hiding multiple Tier Three inventions.” Dad was hedging.
Mom knew it. “So, none.”
“Assuming she made all those inventions herself, which we know she didn’t.”
Wait, wait. Holy crumbs. Did Dad just say I was a better mad scientist than Tesla?!
“More than you know, in fact. Do you remember Wonderland?” Yes, yes, Mom. Could we get back to me being a better mad scientist than Tesla?
Dad answered slowly, “No…?”
“Not surprising. She responded well to medication, and her career was very brief. Not a bad mad scientist, but the schizophrenic cognitive damage took care of that. She primarily used a wand and sugar chemical tank weapon. She was said to have other toy-based inventions, but no one kept track after her capture.”
I went from grinning like a manic idiot to frowning like a clueless idiot so fast my face hurt. This conversation had just detoured onto Weird Street.
“We do already know she’s a weapon thief.” Dad’s voice got so thoughtful that I could picture him, leaning way back in his kitchen chair and scratching his chin, like he always did.
Mom’s tone didn’t change. She was still leading him somewhere. “Eighty percent of mad scientists use only their own inventions, but twenty percent are realistic odds. The odds Bad Penny made even most of her own inventions-”
“-are not realistic,” Dad finished for her. “Okay, Beebee. You’ve made your point. What’s the punchline?”
“The odds overwhelmingly favor Bad Penny being a frustrated minor mad scientist jealous of Penny’s incredible breakout. E-Claire is similarly jealous of Claire. With Reviled they became a trio to express their jealousy by busting up a science fair, and things snowballed when Bad Penny started to crave more toys.”
Wow. Mom was remarkably close, assuming that my superpower was too awesome to be believably likely. I’d been launched into this life of crime by Ray destroying the science fair over a fit of jealousy, so she’d even gotten that right.
Ha! Mom always said you couldn’t beat the numbers. I had!
My phone roared.
Oh, criminy.
Mom couldn’t catch me here. I teleported into the garage, scrambled up on my bike, pedaled two steps, and teleported to the road. My muscles went stiff and achy and I had to take a deep breath, but I kept pedaling, and teleported to the next block.
The bike wobbled as blue spots flashed before my eyes, but they faded, and despite the pain I kept pedaling. I was in good shape, now. My wind would come back in a minute. I was way, way late, and I had to get to my secret lab as fast as superhumanly possible.
To brag, obviously.

Not that I had time. I was wheezy from taking as many teleports as I dared when I pulled open the grungy old doors around the far corner of Northeast West Hollywood Middle and dragged my bike into the concealed elevator. It didn’t have proper railings, so as soon as it rattled down far enough for me to see into the lower level, I slid out and jumped to the ground.
Claire gave me the fists-on-hips look. “It’s eleven thirty already, Penny!”
“I know. I’m getting changed as fast as I can!” I grabbed my helmet and jumpsuit, and ran out of the big domed central chamber into the little side room where I kept the cursed jade statue.
Ray, of course, suddenly unglued himself from the wall. I yelled back, “Claire!” She understood what I meant, and stood in Ray’s way. His grin never faltered. He’d just been teasing. Probably. What had I started with that one kiss?
Let’s see, judging from all the other kids and adults I’d seen dating, the answer should be ‘years of ridiculousness.’
I struggled out of my civilian clothes and into my grey-and-white jumpsuit, whose high tech insulation was meant to power my inventions and protect me from work-related burns, but did look uncannily like armor. The full helmet with the visor that was only transparent from the inside completed that look.
Scooping pennies out of the cursed statue’s change bowl, I poured them into a belt pouch. I wasn’t totally unarmed. As near as I could tell, the pennies only made anyone they touched (except me, thank goodness) make dumb mistakes. That was still the greatest weapon you could hope for in a tense superpowered battle.
Hurrying back out, I pulled the fancy hubcap shaped disk off the wall. I’d only been able to make two toys before school started and my super brain got obsessed with bioengineering. One had been the lunchbox I could show my parents. The other I very definitely could not show my parents. Time to test it and find out if it did at all what I thought it did.
I used the ports embedded in my jumpsuit to stick it to my back, turned, and tossed my teleport bracelets to Ray. “Okay, Claire. I’ll watch the dog while you get into costume.”
Ray spun a copper bracer on one finger. He didn’t say anything, because he didn’t have to. He just had to grin evilly.
Claire propped a fist on her hip, giving me a sarcastically amused stare. “I am in costume.”
Ray had it easy. A big hat, his blasting gloves, and a long-beaked black masquerade mask replacing his glasses, and he turned from ‘kid wearing black’ into ‘sinister supervillain.’ Claire…
Well, the teddy bear pajamas had been awkward. I couldn’t blame her for wanting something new. This costume hardly looked like a costume at all, just a knee-length skirt with poufy petticoats, a stiff white blouse, a blue neckerchief, a white chrysanthemum where she’d tied her hair back into a ponytail, bouncy sneakers with rolled up socks…
I threw my arms up over my eyes. “The cuteness! It burns!” I wasn’t even sure if she’d turned her power on, yet.
Ray slid the bracelets on under his shirtsleeves, telling me what I’d been about to tell him. “Your bike is the fastest transportation we have, so you take it while I carry Slowpoke Poppins and use these.”
Yep. Got it in one, Ray.
Claire stomped one foot. Her skirts rustled. They had kittens embroidered around the hem. Then she kicked with that foot, sliding backwards along the floor in a smooth spiral. “I’m not slow. I switched the friction soles into these shoes. I tried roller skates, but they didn’t work together.”
“You’re not fast enough. We’re late already, remember?” I added an exasperated sigh. If Claire wanted to play the villainous banter game, I knew my lines.
Ray knew his. He stepped up to Claire, dropped down on one knee, and held out his arms. “Shall we get a move on, my lady?”
Claire set her foot in one of his hands, hopped over Ray’s shoulder, and spun around to drop onto his back with her arms around his neck. “If I have to ride, then I’m sitting in the saddle. Hyah, mule!”
Ray had already risen to his feet by the time she hooked her legs around his waist. Neither of them showed any more strain than if Claire had handed him a sandwich. Half of me wanted to give Claire a kick and point out that was my Ray she was cuddled up to, and half of me wanted to drop this whole mission and go rooting through my lab to find the beaker I’d made their Super Cheerleader Serum in. Come on, superpower. One drop! That’s all I’m asking for!
My friends were punishing me for being late. Well, I knew how to hit back.
Walking over to the elevator, I said as if it was an apology, “I caught my parents comparing mad scientists on the way out. How would you guys rate my powers?”
They knew the terminology, of course. Claire went, “Red Eye’s pretty good. She’s limited to energy beam themes and projective lens based technology, but she’s got one, two… three Tier Threes and about a hundred Tier Twos. Not including her eye. Mech is about the same. It’s his ability to integrate devices into his power armor that’s impressive.”
We stepped into the elevator. I pushed the button, and it ground its way up. Ray took over. “You’ve displayed Tier Threes in… four different themes I can think of, all with different tech types, Twos in one, two, three―” He stopped himself, and gave me a surprised look. His eyebrows went up around the edge of the mask. “Okay, wow.”
I hit the button on my chest, forming my light bike right in the doorway as the elevator reached ground level. Hopping on, I shoved the pedal and left my best friends to listen to my triumphant laughter.
“Ha ha ha ha ha ha ha!”








loved this bike. No clue what it was made of or how it worked. It was one of those inventions that happened in a complete blackout while trying to make Claire’s skates. It felt hard and cold against my butt, like chrome, but all I could really see were shining white highlights.
The important thing was, the bike took me down the freeway at blinding speeds. I only had to point it in a general direction. Traffic on the I-5 was pretty bad, but that didn’t affect me. My bike slid between cars like grease, immune to honking.
An alarmed driver swerved away from me into the next lane, and a pang of guilt suddenly hit. Sure, I was safe, but I’d never thought about the other drivers! I took a quick peek behind me.
Ha! LA drivers for the win! Traffic dropped back and congested pretty badly as I passed, but no wrecks. I should have known nobody panicked at supervillain driving in this town.
Duh. If they did, I’d have noticed it weeks ago.
I, on the other hand, nearly jumped out of my skin as a siren started up right next to me. I’d been paying absolutely no attention to the road ahead or the police car I had just passed.
In seconds, my bike swerved between six other cars. As they slowed, they trapped the police car, keeping it from chasing me.
Still.
A few minutes later, I zipped up a tidy and boringly generic street next to the foot of the Hollywood hills. If the sky weren’t gloomy and contemplating rain, the pavements and little office buildings would all be shining white.
I pulled up onto the curb where Lucyfar, hands tucked into jeans, stood grinning at the world. Seconds later, Mister Showoff Ray Viles blinked into existence about ten feet up, landing as smoothly as a cat.
Before Claire could finish sliding off his back, I warned, “The police saw me on the way up. It won’t take them long to find us.”
Lucyfar wasn’t spooked. She rubbed her hands together in glee, and half told us, half told the world, “Beautifully intertwined purposes. The authorities will keep superheroes off our case, and crawl all over this place like ants on a plate of crushed cherries when we leave. If we miss anything, they won’t. Let us commence!”
She stepped right into the street. Liquid black crawled out of the holes in her ragged jeans, over her pants and up her sleeveless t-shirt. It must have dissolved her clothing, because she was left wearing a black cat suit so skin-tight, only its light-absorbing colorlessness kept her modest. Spikes hung off the back like wings. Everyone was feeling showy today.
Screeching tires made my head jerk. One lone car had been driving up the road, only to slam on the brakes in front of a wall of hovering black knives. Sheesh, Lucy. He would have stopped!
I let it go. There were more important things to talk about. “Is it just us?”
She shook her head, long black hair bouncing with her manic glee. “Oh, we’re more than enough. You kids are going to love this!”
Claire skated a few feet ahead, leaning forward to peer into the tinted windows of Happy Days Durable Medical Supplies. Aside from the glass fronting around the doors and the sign with its smiling yellow sun, the single-story building had zilch in the way of distinguishing features. Nothing but cement block walls painted cheerfully, soullessly white.
What caught Claire’s attention were the signs next to the revolving doors. ‘Sorry, We’re Closed!’ and ‘This facility does not handle retail.’
Ray gave the door a one-handed shake. Locked. He looked up at Lucyfar. She shrugged, her smile never wavering.
Gripping the door with both hands this time, Ray shoved. Metal squealed and snapped. Glass broke. The revolving door skidded into the lobby, and fell over on the tiles.
A pair of receptionists, a young man and woman, recoiled. The lobby held them, their slanted kinda triangular art deco desk, a door, and a big sign behind the desk with the smiling sun logo and the words ‘Things You Need!!!’ Three exclamation marks. Wow. They didn’t make the sign, or the room, any more interesting at all. It probably wasn’t the dullest room in the world, but it tried.
Lucy swaggered up to the desk, and leaned on it with one elbow. Grandly, she began, “Hello, my good sinners. We’re here―”
The woman, in her horrible yellow shirt with a smiling sun on the chest, recovered enough to press a button on the counter. I was expecting an alarm. Instead, I got a badly synthesized female voice. “Hi! My name is Byron Slade. How may I forward motivate your ejection for maximum speed and satisfaction today?” I was pretty sure Byron Slade wasn’t this girl’s name. I was completely sure the deep male voice reciting it wasn’t hers either.
None of this flustered or surprised Lucyfar. She just picked up right where she’d left off. “―to loot, rampage, destroy, and misuse, without an appointment.”
Once they got over the surprise of their door being destroyed, the two receptionists didn’t look afraid at all. The guy asided to his coworker, “That’s Lucyfar and the Inscrutable Machine. I thought we’d get heroes first.”
The girl looked flustered, almost desperate, but still not scared like I’d expected. She leaned against the wall behind her, and put her face in her hands. “Please leave. Please.” She sounded dully defeated. Of course, asking us to leave wouldn’t work, but geez, I was starting to feel guilty.
Not Lucyfar. She straightened up, pointing at the only other door. “So we’ll let ourselves in, then?”
Out of nowhere, the synthetic female voice piped up. “Thank you for your patronage. As you leave our facility, Byron Slade will give you our special low-cost satisfaction survey.”
The guy, who didn’t have the same voice as Byron Slade either, groaned. “Well, there go our metrics. We are so fired.”
The girl thumped the wall with both fists and jerked upright. “No we’re not. I quit! I should have quit a month ago!”
“We can’t quit, Jenny!” Now the guy looked worried.
“Why not? What am I giving up? The money? The regular hours? The job security?”
He started laughing, bitter and sarcastic. Then it hit him. His face lit up with hope, and his voice went ragged as he asked himself and the room, “We really can just walk out that door, can’t we?”
She held out her hand. “I’ll buy you a hamburger. That’s all my paycheck was worth, anyway.”
They stepped out from behind the desk, their faces wild and manic, and ran out the broken front door side by side. We didn’t even get a glance.
“That…” Claire started.
“Was…” I continued, fumbling for words.
Ray knew what to say. “The greatest thing I’ve seen since we became supervillains.”
I shook my head. “Or the most messed up.”
“That’s why it was great.”
Lucyfar clapped her hands. “We are just getting started. I love, love, love hitting these corporate bozos. Hey, can somebody get the door?”
Ray obliged. He stepped up and kicked the door. Metal boomed, and the door bent in the middle, but didn’t open. The dent did let me see around the sides. Criminy, this thing was inches thick! It just looked like your average institutional door with a little push bar.
Tucking one arm over her waist, Lucyfar waved a cautioning finger. “Oh, yeah, right. This place won’t be a complete pushover. Expect some action.”
A black fleur de lis knife appeared in the gap of the doorframe where the lock still held. It wiggled around, but Ray was having none of that. He kicked the door again, leaning forward and bracing himself this time. The hinges came off, and the door fell into the next room.
Oh, wait. If there was going to be fighting, I had better do the one thing I could do! Sliding my one useful invention off my back, I smacked it against the wall next to the doorframe. Hooks dug in, colored lights lit up, and as they flashed, it made several seconds of soft booping noises, almost musical.
Lucyfar leaned way to the side to give it a look. “New toy?”
“I hate being shot at. It slows down bullets.” Probably. I’d kept an image of fast objects slowing down after I built it, and I definitely built it because I was worried about being shot.
Moments like this reminded me that I miss Vera. That she used to neutralize bullets and always watch my back was nice enough, but I missed my silent guardian angel on a personal level.
Maybe Lucyfar thought of me that way. She strolled into the next room, hands clasped behind her head, completely at ease. As the unarmed person here, I had no intention of taking things so lightly. Ray felt the same way, and stepped over the dented door hunched and watchful, like a creeping cat. I followed, slipping behind the corner of a loaded shelf. Claire dawdled.
She might have had the right idea. Past the unwelcoming area, we went straight into a room almost as boring, but in a different way. There was lots and lots of space between the few shelves on the walls and a few tables in the middle. Boxes, tape, forms―shipping supplies―filled the shelves, if gaps bigger than the stacks of folded boxes counted as ‘filled.’ A couple of ugly, flat metal scales sat on the tabletop, a roll of tape, a bunch of markers, and an X-acto knife. Frankly, I felt naked enough I kinda wanted the knife.
Fluorescent lights buzzed in the ceiling. Other than that, the room sat in silence.
“There’s nobody here,” I announced, possibly to hear my own voice.
There were side doors. A really big open doorway led into a storage room that must have taken up most of the building. Boxes with smiling sun logos sat in neat ranks on shelves much better filled than the ones in the packing area. Another door opened into an obvious break room, with horrible little metal folding chairs, a horrible little metal table, a bulletin board covered in posters that weren’t metal but were certainly covered in horrible tiny dull text, and a row of vending machines.
I crept closer, ready to jump out of the way exactly because this place was so dully harmless. Ray shadowed me, maybe for my protection, more likely because he was just as enthralled. I didn’t recognize the brands on any of the machines. You couldn’t have paid me to drink a can of E-Cola, you really couldn’t have paid me to crack open a bag of Pig Chips, and expecting me to pay five bucks for any of these was insane.
But not as insane as the bright yellow and green lines painted in a square around the machines labeled ‘Pay Penalties For Taking Food Or Drink Beyond This Point’, which didn’t even reach the break table.
The shipping and storage area had two other obvious exits. At the far end of the storage room, a big old corrugated garage door led somewhere. Hopefully, somewhere interesting, but at this point I wasn’t even sure the huge smiling sun and black letters spelling out ‘Did You Remember Your Security Pass?’ actually promised excitement.
One wall of the packing room had a door bearing a candy bar sized sign reading ‘Manager.’ The two tinted windows next to the door presumably looked into the manager’s office. Satisfied that she’d spent enough time looking around and smirking, Lucyfar stepped up in front of a window. She smiled gleefully and waved at whoever was inside, then pointed through the glass.
Rasping alarms broke the silence, quacking over and over. Lucyfar gave the mystery person behind the window a thumbs-up.
She strolled back over to us, slapping her hands together as if dusting them off. Then she propped them on her hips and turned her attention to the garage door. We couldn’t actually see the door anymore. Not at all boring thick metal shutters slammed shut over it the moment the alarm blared. Ray and Lucyfar stood watching the shutters. I watched the rest of the room, although my only reward was seeing boxes of ‘After Market Band Aids’ vibrate along with the siren. Claire had wandered into the break room to study the vending machines.
No, that wasn’t right. I stopped looking at her, stared at the manager’s door, and tried to remember what I’d actually seen. Claire had been leaning against the wall, out of sight of anyone who might have charged into the room, with her fists balled up at her sides to match her pout. The pout had to be her power affecting me. Claire was actually charging her static gloves and waiting in ambush.
Muffled but still audible beneath the alarm buzz, Ray asked Lucyfar, “Do you think it would be easier to break down the door, or go through the walls?”
She held up her hand. “Wait for it.”
The shutters snapped open. Two men in grey security guard outfits with smiling yellow suns had been ready for this moment. They had their pistols pointed at us and fired the first round before I could take a step and teleport out of the way.
Despite the impressive echoing pop, the bullets spat out of the guns about as hard as spitwads from a straw, and fell tinkling to the floor.
Ha! “Ah ha ha HA HA!”
Oh, villainous laugh. I had missed you, so.
The guards fiddled with a panel on the wall. The shutters slammed closed.
Hilarity and triumph gave way to begrudged responsibility. For me, at least. Ray and Lucyfar were still busting their guts laughing. I raised my voice―there was no other way to talk with the alarm still buzzing away―and asked, “Can we not stand out in the open and get shot at next time?”
Ray forced himself upright, fighting down giggles like hiccups. The smile he gave me was hardly hysterical at all, and he reached out and took my hand, giving it a squeeze. “I trust your inventions.”
Must not blush. Think supervillain. How to open the door?
I could use the Machine. If there was anything it couldn’t eat, I hadn’t found that mysterious indestructible substance yet. No. I’d keep that as a last resort, rather than risk anyone identifying my most public and glorious invention.
Instead, I went over to the manager’s office and knocked on the door. “Can we talk?”
I didn’t get an answer. I had no guarantee that anyone heard me.
“Can you open the door, Reviled? Gently?”
Bowing, he turned the knob and pushed the door open. Sure, there was the cracking sound as the lock mechanism broke, and the doorknob stayed in his hand, but with the alarm muting everything, the whole process looked downright gentlemanly.
Yikes. The manager was big. Like, almost supervillain big. A little too soft for that, but I still felt like a toothpick and was really glad I had two people with super strength standing behind me. He had short, messy black dreadlocks and almost coal black skin. His undignified yellow shirt with the smiling sun did not look very managerial to me, but his composure did. If Ray and Lucyfar had broken down my door, I’d have panicked.
Wherever Ray got his crazy English accent, this guy had it too. In fact, this guy’s deep voice was immediately familiar. Where―oh, the recordings! We’d met Byron Slade at last.
He sounded more irritated than scared as he spoke into a clunky old landline phone. “I know you’re there, Gertrude. Congratulations. You’ve successfully ducked this long enough for Lucyfar and the Inscrutable Machine to break into my office. At least call the police and claim you got my messages seconds too late.”
Visibly shaking, he put down the receiver and looked up at us from his little rolly chair. Well, looked up at Lucyfar. Sitting down, he was about my height. Seriously big guy. There was no doubt who was scared of who, though. Despite his tight, hopeless expression, he said, “There’s no safe to steal. We’re just an office and shipping location. The alarms are active, company security is on its way, and as an independent facility, our contracted employees know only their own―”
From behind us, the girl receptionist―Jenny?―yelled, “Byron, Gertrude is sticking you with the bag with Corporate and the cops. What do you owe her?”
He leaned forward, his elbows on his knees, and ran his hands up over his face. “Jenny and Josef are okay?”
I answered real fast, before Lucyfar could say something crazy. “Sure. Why would we hurt them?”
“You’ll let the others go?”
“No guarantees if they shoot at us,” Lucyfar warned.
“We’ll try not to hurt them,” Ray promised, rather louder.
Byron leaned back and pressed a button. Looked like an intercom, and he talked into it like that’s what it was. “Preston, guys, I’m getting out of here. We’re all getting out of here. Give up. There’s four of you. Even if you open up the locks on the special weapons, you can’t beat supervillains.”
I did some numbers. They were very easy, because they were very small numbers. “Two receptionists, four security guards, and you? For a secret weapons base?” I raised my eyebrows skeptically, although he couldn’t see them behind my mask.
“My staffing numbers―” Suddenly lurching to his feet, he turned around, grabbed the landline phone he’d been using, and ripped it out of the wall. Throwing it onto the floor, he grabbed a sheaf of forms. I had just enough time to make out the title, ‘Enhanced Vigilante Break-In Report’, before he ripped the half-filled-out papers to shreds and put his foot through an ancient box monitor. Byron was lucky he was wearing heavy shoes that shed the broken glass.
Digging in his pocket, he tossed me a ring of keys, cards, and little remotes. “Here. Have fun. Just please destroy the security tapes, okay? I apologize, but Preston’s going to be an idiot.” Again suddenly, he leaned way over and thumbed the intercom button. “Preston, stop being an idiot!” Looking back up at us, he explained, “Security is paid enough to be stupid. Assistant managers sure aren’t.”
He was so mad, he barged out past us, and Ray, Lucyfar, and I stood out of his way. As he stomped towards the broken front door, Byron yelled, “You and Josef want to go get hamburgers, Jenny?”
“We were waiting on you!” she yelled back from outside.
“I’m paying! No argument!” Stepping over the broken door, he disappeared around the corner.
Ray cocked a thumb at our newest escapee. “Did we just get them fired, or save their lives? I can’t tell anymore.”
I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry, and settled for holding up the keys. “Either way, one of these should get us through the security door.”
How did this thing even open? Ah, there, at eye level―well, for me―a little socket with a round hole. There were three round keys on the keychain. The first one didn’t fit. The second one slid in, and I stood to the side, pressed against the wall.
Ray and Lucyfar just stood there in front of the door! “Reviled, do you want to be a target?!” I hissed at them. I probably should have hissed louder. The alarm was really loud!
They heard me anyway. Ray crouched down like a runner about to begin a race. “I’m the one ambushing them.” There was way too much eagerness in his voice. Criminy. When did Ray get so violent?
When I gave him the ability to beat cars to death with his fists, duh.
I looked over at Lucyfar, and tried, “Lucy…,” but I knew that was a lost cause.
She grinned at me. A faint scraping noise heralded a dozen black knives materializing with their points against the door. I reversed my worries. Now I hoped they wouldn’t kill someone.
Crossing the fingers of my other hand, I turned the key. The door slid open.
I knew what I would see immediately, because Ray stood up, and Lucyfar’s knives disappeared. I looked around the corner. Yeah, no one there.
We had uncovered a short hallway that ended with a big freight lift, like the one in my lair but shinier. So shiny, in fact, that it had SYNERGY’ painted on it in lurid yellow letters on a fluorescent green background. On the left, two windows and a door labeled ‘Security’ opened into the same room. Well, they were all closed, actually. The door looked a lot like the one that had closed off the back rooms, and was probably as solid. We peered through the windows. Unless someone was a genius at hiding under desks, the place was empty of life. Granted, it contained more computers than my dad’s office, but no humans.
On the other side, we had a door into a stairwell, and a bathroom door, with those generic man/woman symbols on it.
The four of us looked at each other. Four? Oh, Claire must have lowered her mind-clouding field. She was getting waaaaay too good at pitching that at ‘I’m harmless, ignore me’ level!
Before I could say anything, before I could even think of anything to say, Ray’s foot shot out. The wooden door burst into three pieces that littered the unoccupied, but now messy lavatory. I probably squealed, but between the bang of the exploding door and the constant WAAK WAAK WAAK of the alarm, I couldn’t even hear myself.
Ray turned to the stairwell door, but I leveled a warning finger at him. “Don’t you dare.”
Claire held up her hand. “I’ll handle it!” Skating backwards around us in a circle, her poofy skirts bouncing and rustling, she unlocked the stairwell door with a key ring I would have sworn I was still holding. One leg cocked behind her, she leaned in and called out, “Helloooooo!”
I almost answered myself. Claire hopped up to sit on the stairway railing, and slid down it out of sight. A phantom giggle I was pretty sure she hadn’t actually giggled lingered, an aftereffect of taking a full dose of her power.
In fact, I was still staring, wasn’t I? We all three were. I nudged Ray and Lucyfar. The latter cracked her knuckles exaggeratedly, and marched into the freight lift. “There are four desperate idiots downstairs, Reviled. Shall we take care of them?”
Ray turned enough to whisper, “Stay behind me.” Technically, it was not a whisper, but he kept his voice low enough I barely heard him between siren blasts.
I was going to be deaf by the time we got out of here. WAAK WAAK WAAK WAAK!
We didn’t even need keys. Lucyfar hit a button, and the lift slid smoothly down. Ray crouched. Lucy stuck her hands in fake pockets of her formerly skin-tight costume, but her eyes searched every inch of the room below as it came into view. This was a real warehouse, with brown cement floor and walls, pallets, a couple of open, empty wooden shipping crates, and a beat-up forklift. It must have extended down past the end of the building, because our elevator opened up on one side, with the stairwell entrance right in front.
There were doors. A pair of double doors right across from us caught my eye, just before they exploded.
Ray and Lucyfar had serious reflexes. I had a vague glimpse of a machine with three heavy barrels hanging from the ceiling when Ray’s arm hooked around my waist. My gut hurt and my breath wheezed out of me as he leaped upwards, dragging me along. Everything spun. We landed, and I wrapped both arms around the arm that held me and leaned against his shoulder. Ugh, my gut! Cuddling up to Ray was neither exciting nor romantic when I wanted to puke.
Crispy splatting noises echoed from downstairs, like someone flinging batter into a frying pan. Half a second after we jumped, yellow lights burst against the back of the elevator shaft, complete with their own splats. A couple of orange glows like tracer fire produced tin foil crunching sounds instead.
“What were those?!” I asked, more croaky than squeaky.
“Antipersonnel weapons,” Lucyfar answered, as confidently as if that was an answer and meant anything.
Ray knew that I had only been raised by superheroes, I wasn’t actually neck deep in their culture. “Henchmen-hiring villains love them. They ignore regular body armor, cause less accidental deaths than bullets, and most importantly, way less damage to whatever you’re trying to steal.”
Lucyfar tilted her head to the right, and her smile to the left. “Those look like Red Eye designs. Someone managed to reverse engineer and mass-produce one of her guns. She is going to be maaaaad!” Lucyfar dragged out the word, savoring it. Shaking her head, she added a chuckle and an amendment. “She’ll owe me for breaking them all and destroying the notes and blueprints.”
Something moved at the bottom of the elevator shaft. Ray yanked me back again. This time it was only dizzying, and I got a pretty good look at a man in a red painted suit of blocky metal armor.
Orange crinkling lights shot up at us from his rifle. When they hit the ceiling, they crawled over the tiles like electricity, leaving black stains. Black knives materialized and shot down the elevator shaft, producing angry, but heavily muffled yelps.
Several more orange lights hit the ceiling, but we were too far back now. The shots did confirm the security team had more than one of those mad science rifles.
Ray, Lucyfar, and I formed a triangle. Ray yelled past the alarm’s buzz, “Four guards. I saw one in a turret, three with blasters, one of those in power armor.”
Blasters? Really, Ray? I forced myself to not chew him out over that ridiculously inaccurate description. I didn’t know what those guns were, but the mad scientist in me insisted that they worked by some devious technological principle of Red Eye’s discovery, and deserved a bit more respect!
Ah, well. How could I expect people without crazy inventing super brains to understand?
Lucyfar, of course, did not share my objections to this mangling of the beautiful art of technological innovation. She kept discussing strategy with Ray as if he hadn’t done anything wrong. “The hard part is the turret. It can’t be lured into the open, and will have armor and extra defenses. Red Eye is enthusiastic in her excess.” Straightening up, she crossed her arms and gave us a severely disapproving stare. “Of course, the real hard part is that someone promised we’d try not to kill these dufuses. Dufii. Dufates.”
I would have liked to help plan, but it was really hard to think with the alarm going WAAK WAAK all the time.
At which gloriously appropriate moment, the alarm shut off.
Silence. Sweet, beautiful silence.
Well, except for a man’s voice downstairs shouting, “Ow! Help! Get me out of this thing!”
Someone else yelled, “Preston? Preston, are you okay?”
The heavy clang that followed suggested that Preston was not okay.
In the silence, it was much easier to think.
“Two guys left. One distracted,” Ray whispered.
I grabbed onto his shoulder. “Jump down. Go.”
He didn’t question. Ray took two steps forward, lifting me up by the waist to pull me along, and jumped down the elevator shaft.
Two guys in security uniforms. One suit of power armor on the ground. One turret trying to withdraw into the ceiling with a guard trapped inside.
I focused right behind the one guard raising a gun. We were going there.
My view skipped. I heard Ray’s feet hit the floor before I caught up with where I’d teleported us both. Ray, expecting this and with those crazy reflexes, let go of me and spun around in a circle. His kick knocked the guard’s legs out from under him, and Ray bolted forward three steps to grab the other guard’s wrist. That poor fool had been bent over the immobilized power armor, and hadn’t even had time to stand up.
Lucyfar dropped down the elevator shaft, landing in a sleek crouch. She might not be as crazy enhanced as Ray, but a drop that would have broken a human’s legs didn’t bother her. One of her knives appeared, blade pressed against the throat of the guard Ray knocked down. That guy’s gun had flown over by the forklift anyway, way out of reach.
Claire skipped out of the stairwell, jingling keys. “These were useful. There were all kinds of defense controls in the security office to shut off. I also destroyed the security tapes. Check this out!” With the other hand, she threw me an old VHS tape.
I caught it, but I was mostly busy sitting in one place very carefully. Carrying someone else on even a short teleport was not fun. Now all my muscles ached, not just my stomach.
I looked at the tape. Yes, an old VHS tape. I spooled out some magnetic tape, and looked back up at Claire. “Seriously?”
The guy whose wrist Ray held started grumbling. “Ten million on high-tech automatic defenses. Everything else is bargain basement. Even Preston only makes twice minimum wage.” A moment’s reflective pause, and he added bitterly, “Made.”
Quietly, trembling and trying not to press against the blade against his neck, the guard in front of me asked, “Excuse me? Did you say you destroyed the security tapes?”
I yanked the magnetic tape out as far as it would go, crushing it and winding it around my wrist, and pulled. Criminy, this stuff was tough! It stretched and stretched before it finally snapped.
That had taken several seconds longer than the dramatic gesture I’d intended, but the guards still got the point. The guy Ray held sagged, letting go of the rifle so that it clattered onto the floor. “Thank heavens. Okay, we surrender.”
“Yes, please!” Echoed the guard with the knife at his neck.
“I surrender! Please get me out of here?” Called the guard stuck in the turret.
The wearer of the power armor said something I couldn’t even begin to make out.
“It’s that or lie there, stuck, until the cops arrive. You know they’ve just been waiting to bust this place,” the guy Ray held argued.
I didn’t hear the response at all, but apparently the guard did. “It’s your funeral, Preston. Regional’s going to make you a scapegoat, not their one loyal hero.”
The power armor did have a little ‘Preston’ tag on it. It made sense that the armor would go to the security chief. It was ugly, clunky stuff. It looked like some of Mech’s oldest designs, but obviously wasn’t as good if it could be deactivated this easily.
Come to think of it, they did reverse engineering of mad science here, right? How they’d gotten ahold of an old suit of Mech’s armor I had no idea, but that must be a bad copy. Still, it would probably shrug off bullets and whatever Red Eye’s rifles fired.
“Can we run away before the cops arrive?” Ray’s captive asked hopefully.
Ray looked at me. I shrugged and nodded. Lucyfar spread her hands.
The blade disappeared from the neck of the guard in front of me. Ray let go of his guard, and put his shoe on the dropped rifle. When the rifle bent and cracked, that probably made a point.
Apparently, the guards had decided I was in charge, because Ray’s looked over at me. “I know I’m pushing my luck, but can we get Sammy out and take him with us?” He nodded at the turret.
“I’ll cut him loose.” Walking past the frightened guards, Lucy created about a dozen knives, inserting them into every crack I could see in the turret, and some I couldn’t but she could. A metal panel popped off. Something sizzled and groaned.
Yanking on the transparent shield pinning the guard into his cockpit, Lucyfar inquired, “Antipersonnel weapons lab behind you?”
The guard grunted, then gasped in relief as something came loose. “Yes.”
“Your facility has a biolab, right?” Lucyfar heaved on the shield. Something snapped, and while it didn’t come off, it bent way back out of the way.
The guard in front of me pointed at a side door. “That hallway.”
Lucyfar nodded. “Cool.” Fabric ripped, and the guard in the turret slid out of a shredded seat and onto the floor. “You three get out while the getting is good. I guess our good buddy Preston waits for the authorities.”
None of them waited for us to change our minds. They scrambled on all fours, rose, and ran for the stairwell. They didn’t even bother with the elevator. As the door shut behind them, I just caught, “I’m gonna call Mamie. She didn’t ask for this. She just wanted a research job.”
Lucyfar dusted off her hands, while her knives still squealed and sawed inside the broken turret. “Well, I’ve got an inventory to destroy, and a box of angel killing bullets to pick up. You kids go have fun.”
We weren’t letting a line like that just disappear. “Really angel killing bullets?” Claire asked.
Lucyfar shrugged. “Who knows? But if they’re called angel killers, I want them. And I think here is the best place to leave this.” Pulling a card out of her sleeve like a magician, she dropped it into the cab of the mutilated turret. Then she turned and walked down the hall, laughing with distinctly malicious satisfaction.
Curiosity overcame us, of course. I climbed to my feet and peered into the shredded seat, with Claire and Ray looking over my shoulders. The stiff sepia card read in elegant black letters, ‘I’ve made my point.’ The signature was a little black generic man symbol like on a bathroom, but with the arms, legs, and head detached.
“That’s the mark of the Butchered Man,” Claire said, who probably knew the Butchered Man’s shoe size, before and after losing his feet.
“I thought the Council of Seven and a Half owned this place?” The Butchered Man was on that council. He’d hired Lucyfar to attack his own weapons lab?
“Corporate politics, I guess. Those poor saps are just collateral damage to the bosses.” Ray gave a nod back upstairs, and sounded regretful. I admit, that made me smile. He didn’t like to see regular people hurt any more than I did.
Claire’s chuckle was only the slightest bit grim. “Their board meetings must be a hoot.”
Ray gave a snort, seriousness gone. “All in favor, raise your doomsday remotes. All against, open fire.”
His snicker cut off, and he made a zipping motion over his mouth. Good boy, Ray. He had an unmistakable accent we did not want anyone we knew hearing from the supervillain Reviled.
I eyed the side door to the biolabs, and smiled. “Time for what we came here for.”
My smile got bigger with every step towards the door, until it hurt, until it felt like I’d split my face in half. My other aches faded. Finally. Finally, I was here!
I pushed my way into another white corridor, now with yellow smiling suns and slogans I didn’t care about defacing the walls. Pictures flashed through my head. Cells dividing? DNA codes? The map of a city? I didn’t know, or need to know. Words would scare this inspiration off, and I’d put too much work into it already.
We passed side rooms. Monitoring equipment. Whiteboards covered in diagrams. A roomful of caged animals, cats and dogs and rabbits and birds and goats and more. A locked room opposite, with metal grids in the glass to render it bulletproof. More cages in there. The man-sized beast padding back and forth in one pen had two heads.
That left only the doors at the end of the hall. They opened up in front of us automatically into a small chamber like an airlock. The inner door didn’t want to open, even when we were all inside, but that was fine. I knew everything. I knew how to make any machine I wanted. I punched buttons on the security keypad, watching the electrical pulses move back and forth in my mind like waves, combining, becoming self-sustaining, until they broke through a barrier and created what I needed. The keypad let out a despairing buzz, the smoke drifted out, and the inner door opened. It would obey me automatically now.
I could barely see the floor as I floated through a haze of beautiful images towards the tanks and cages and computers. First, I had to prime them, but second, I needed a… cat. All of the pictures revolved around a cat. Where was my cat?
I clamped down on my impatient shaking. We’d just passed an entire petting zoo, right? “Bring me a cat!” I barked at my minions.
Words. Claire’s voice. What did she say? “You’re not going to hurt it, are you?”
Why would she ask such a stupid question? Couldn’t she see the pictures? “No! It’s just a sample. It takes too long to design an animal from scratch. Bring me a cat!”
No need for impatience, Penny. I could get the machines ready while I waited. My creation would grow too fast for normal flesh, but these wonderful devices would help me.
Claire showed up again, holding a wriggling cat. I took the animal from her arms, stroking its fur the correct way to calm it down, and lowered it into the sample tank. The cat meowed and danced as the floor pricked its paw, gathering for me a few cells, a little blood. The tank’s lid began 3-D imaging of the subject’s organs.
“Yes! Ha ha ha ha! Yes!”
All I saw were the pictures in my head. I was in the pictures, and I was part of the machine of creation.
My last shreds of self-control let go.








woke up leaning against the linoleum counter in the biolab. My legs felt like clouds, and about as stable. Oh, Tesla’s Wind-Up Widgets, that was the worst creative fit yet, maybe worse than when I’d built Vera. Penny, no matter how much it hurts, do not hold onto an inspiration that long again, okay? Break it, make it go away.
I looked up, and saw my reward for enduring madness. She was glorious. She had short, sleekly black fur, a head too big for a regular cat, and a tail much too long.
A gentle hand touched my shoulder, and a soft voice suitable for dealing with mad girls asked, “Are you back, Bad Penny?”
I nodded. “I am. I am. Sorry, guys. That must have looked pretty freaky.”
Looking over my shoulder, I saw Claire’s wry grin, her blue eyes amused behind wing-shaped glasses. “We’ve seen you build before, but yeah, this was a big one. I was a bit worried.”
Ray lifted a black-sleeved arm and pointed a black-gloved finger. “I’m more worried about what’s behind that door.”
Yikes. I’d been so obsessed I’d missed it. This room had another of those sliding security doors. The smiling suns sat in the middle of green biohazard symbols, and writing on both halves of the metal door read ‘For Your Comfort And Safety, Please Do Not Taunt.’
Okay, okay. First thing’s first. I opened the plastic hatch of the sample tank, and let my specimen jump out. “Run away, little girl! The police will be here soon. Maybe you can get out the front door while they poke around.”
Claire jerked a thumb towards the airlock. “I already took the other cages up the elevator and opened them up. By myself. Somebody had to stay and guard you.”
Ray folded his arms over his chest, raised his chin, and looked downright smug in response to Claire’s accusing tone. The Lutras weren’t the only people weak on shame.
Since there was no winning that exchange, Claire leaned over my shoulder to peek at the cloning tank, or whatever it was. Now that my inspiration had ended, I had no clue what any of these devices did. Whoever made them really liked red liquid and red blobs, that was all I could tell you.
And yet in front of me, in one of these plastic vats, lay my beautiful feline creation.
Claire asked the sixty-four million dollar question. “So, what did you make?”
I had only one answer. “Time to find out.”
Lightly, reverently, I reached into the tank and scooped up my creation. Her eyes opened, glittering red like rubies. Four legs locked around my right forearm. She really wasn’t heavy at all. Her long tail unwound, hooked around my neck, and closed like a collar.
I could feel her. She was part of my body. I could see through her―okay, no, the room swam when I tried to make sense of what she saw. I would just have to leave that alone. For one thing, my kitty symbiote had serious color blindness going on. Everything she saw looked red.
Well, she didn’t need to see. I could feel her, and make her muscles twitch, but she didn’t do anything herself. “She’s a bioweapon. Mindless. She’s an extension of my nervous system, but with fur.”
“So, what does she do?” Claire prodded, since I’d avoided the real question.
“I’d like to know, myself,” said a croaking woman’s voice.
Oh, criminy. We’d all got caught up in my new creation, and hadn’t heard the airlock doors cycle. A woman stood in the entrance, dressed neck to boots in white leather crisscrossed by straps. The thick leather couldn’t hide her unhealthily slim shape, but her face worried me a lot more. It might have been pretty if not for the blotchy yellow skin and long, lank white hair.
Mourning Dove. The last hero I ever wanted to meet. We would be lucky to get out of here alive.
“Don’t fight! Run!” I yelled at Ray and Claire, swinging my creation up to point at Mourning Dove.
My kitty symbiote meowed. Mourning Dove straightened, went stiff, and turned maybe an inch towards the door.
Wow. I’d built a mind control cat!
A not good enough mind control cat. Mourning Dove turned her bloodshot green eyes back to me, and started walking. “Stop! Stop! Surrender! Guys, run!” I shouted. Every command made Mourning Dove jerk, but she kept walking, each step smoother than the last. My left hand dug automatically in my belt pouch. I bet my cursed pennies would drop her defenses.
My belt pouch was empty. Where had my pennies gone?
I’d added them to the cloning process. I could just barely remember dropping them into a tank full of red goo, one at a time. Why, only my superpower knew.
Mourning Dove reached for me. I’d run out of time. I stepped backwards―and teleported into the airlock. Hurry up, Ray and Claire!
I didn’t even have time to see if they were coming. Shadows flickered, and fingers as cold and strong as iron closed around my neck. Oh, great. Mourning Dove could teleport too, and I was the only one who hadn’t known.
Behind us, Claire yelled, “Please! You have to let her go! Please! She didn’t do anything wrong!”
I looked, and so did Mourning Dove. Claire had hold of Mourning Dove’s other hand, tugging on it ineffectually. Fat tears welled up in the corners of Claire’s eyes, and her normally pretty lips trembled with despair. She was going to pieces. Claire had been my best friend for most of my life, but I hadn’t known she cared this much. It made my heart ache. Claire’s golden hair bounced with every helpless tug on Mourning Dove’s hand.
Even Mourning Dove had to be moved by that, but she stared at Claire with a puzzled frown. Yellow-stained teeth clenched, and Mourning Dove’s forehead furrowed in effort. I’d seen people naturally immune to Claire’s power. I’d tried to avoid it, and think past it. I’d never seen anyone just fight it.
Why was Ray standing next to us, holding a metal stool?
What just went boom behind the security door?
Everything went black. Not the black of unconsciousness, black like a dark room. I fell on my butt on the cold floor. No, the cold was me. I shivered. My body felt thick and slow. I’d been tired to begin with from too many teleports, but now I felt made of clay. Ray and Claire lay on their backs. Only Mourning Dove and I remained conscious.
Well, us and whatever hit the security door again.
The Machine’s legs prickled, shifting position on my wrist. I’d been hit by some sort of energy, and the Machine sucked it up. That was why I was still awake.
Did I have the strength to fire my bioweapon? Could I even lift her?
Mourning Dove said the last thing I ever expected. “I’m not here to hurt you children. You’re not villains.”
Ray and Claire made faint, grunting noises. I translated. “You’re not?”
Mourning Dove pointed past me. I looked, and saw the cat I’d used for a sample pawing at the airlock door. It was also black, but far less pretty than my creation.
I still felt woozy. The thing behind the security door boomed again, twice, but Mourning Dove ignored it. She had a voice like a terminal cigarette smoker. “You let the cat go. You broke into and exposed a criminal facility, let the animals go, let the staff go, and even let the guards go. That’s what any hero would have done.”
I gaped at her. Mourning Dove, the vampire, the heroine with a habit of ‘accidentally’ killing villains who had gone too far, was going to be our chance to finally change sides?
Claire and Ray managed to push themselves up onto their elbows. The security door banged again, louder than before. “You kids had better get ready for action,” Mourning Dove rasped.
“What’s back there?” Claire asked groggily.
“The thing I came for.”
The door banged again, so hard the wall shook.
The next blow knocked the door and most of the wall down, and a huge, hairy man staggered into the room.
Was that Bull? The little room I could see behind the door was filled with broken restraints. Happy Days had kidnapped Bull and kept him locked up?
No, this wasn’t Bull. Bull was, like, eight feet tall. This thing was big, but not Bull big. Bull didn’t have a hunch, one shoulder bigger than the other, and a lumpy face. Bull didn’t leave wet globs of hair behind when he took a step.
Bull didn’t have laser vision, so strong it lit up beams in the dusty air and charred an arc across the floor near Mourning Dove and up the wall.
Mourning Dove moved. It swung at her as she stepped up in front, but she ducked under the monster’s slow punch and jumped up onto its bulbous shoulder.
It lurched back and slammed her into the remains of the wall. Mourning Dove let go and fell off the monster’s back.
Ray and Claire were still too weak to help, having trouble climbing to their feet. I pointed my psychic cat at the monster and yelled, “Stop! Stop! Stop! Stop!”
My head was muzzy. The cat’s meows came out as whimpers. The hairy man beast still paused, staring at me as the psychic commands confused what little intellect it had.
Mourning Dove jumped to her feet, slipped in front of it, and grabbed the monster by the throat. It lifted its fists, but I commanded, “Stop!” again. It hesitated.
Fatally.
The lab suddenly smelled like an ancient attic, like dust and rotting wood and nameless organic filth. The monster shrank, withering inside its own skin. Its hairy beast hide turned grey, and it kept shrinking like a deflating balloon. When Mourning Dove let go, what fell to the floor looked like a disgusting humanoid raisin.
And that, folks, was why everybody was terrified of Mourning Dove. The stiff, clay muscle sensation had been entirely replaced by ice running through my veins.
“You killed him!” I squeaked. Oh, criminy. Think before you do that, Penny! Do not backtalk the murderous vampire!
The murderous vampire turned and looked at me. Despite her stiff, cold expression, she did not immediately drain me into a withered corpse. “It was never alive in the first place.” Was that a hint of guilt or sadness in her croaking voice, or did I just want to hear that?
In a weak mumble, Ray asked, “Someone is trying to clone superhumans again?”
Claire sounded raspier than Mourning Dove, but she joined the conversation anyway. “She’s right, Penny. They live two, three days, tops. It never works.” Remember to add the ‘Bad’ to that ‘Penny’, Claire, okay?
The monster had been disintegrating into globs as I watched. That was true. I would have to let this one go.
“They can do a lot of damage in three days. That clone would have been a prototype to make better, more destructive clones. I came here to stop that research. The Inscrutable Machine helped,” Mourning Dove lectured. It felt like a school lecture, with us sitting weakly on the floor, being told about how to be superheroes.
Superheroes. Claire had the same thought. “You’re really going to tell everyone we’re heroes?”
There was definitely emotion behind the half-second pause before Mourning Dove answered. “If they’ll listen. You’re not the only ones with that problem.”
That seemed to be it for the lesson. Mourning Dove turned and walked into the airlock. She paused at the inner door, standing right over me. Bloodshot eyes looked down, studying me. Her croaking voice low, in an awkward attempt to be gentle, Mourning Dove offered, “It will turn against you one day. I can kill it for you now, while it’s still safe.”
I clutched my new bioweapon to my chest. “What? No! It can’t turn against me. It can’t think at all.”
She pointed at my symbiotic kitty. “Not that.” Her finger lifted, pointing at my head. At the back of my head. “That.”
My mouth hung open, but I couldn’t say anything. I shook my head instead.
Mourning Dove kept watching me long enough to take a deep, sad breath. Then she turned, stepped over my prostrate body, and walked out. The airlock door closed, blocking her from view.
Claire climbed delicately to her feet. “Well, she was creepy.”
Ray stood up with apparent enviable ease. He tried dusting off his sleeves, but there was too much plaster in the air. “Professionally creepy. Nobody does it better, not even She Who Wots. Psychic cat, huh?”
I perked up. “Yeah!” My creation meowed my sense of triumph as I climbed to my own feet. My muscles ached. I would be taking it easy on the way home.
I cuddled my psychic kitty to my chest, stroking its fur. Claire scratched the top of its head, which felt kinda weird. “Are you going to name it?”
“Oh, yeah. It’s my black cat familiar, so I was thinking Ariel. Or maybe Aloysius. Something like that.”
I was going to regret having to leave this beauty in my lab, since I couldn’t possibly take her home. That was fine. I’d gotten the weapon and the adventure I wanted, and if I was really lucky, in a few days I’d be able to come clean to my parents as a hero!








f course, I had to go back to school on Monday. With a superpowered adventure fresh in my memory, it wasn’t too bad.
It all still felt pointless. I sat in Science class, fiddling with glass tubes and learning how to titrate. Every drop splashed a little more blue in my beaker of pink liquid. When it turned green, I would have measured the fraction of a milliliter required to neutralize an acid.
Yes, it was great how primitive equipment could produce sophisticated results. Yes, was a useful skill for anyone who wanted to go into science. Except me. My superpower could measure ingredients down to a few molecules.
Down the table, Ray showed off by using our measurements to calculate how strong the acids and bases we used were. We didn’t know what M meant, but he could write out an equation as if M were just another number. I probably could have figured it out myself. Probably.
Still, wouldn’t it be better to use my superpower? This whole thing was so inexact. How was I expected to measure fractions of a drop? I needed a device to do that for me. As the base poured out, the tube changed, and that could affect a balance…
The end of class bell rang, bringing me to my senses. I found myself holding a glass pipe with metal forceps, keeping it steady as hot, gummy rubber cooled into place.
Everybody was staring at me. Ray had abandoned his calculations, leaning over the table with his chin propped on folded hands. Pointing at the framework of glass pipes I’d built, he asked, “Having fun making us all look like pathetic mortal simpletons?” This was Ray, of course, so his sarcasm dripped affection, not resentment.
“Don’t miss your next class, Penelope,” Mr. Zwelf told me. Told all of us. Everybody had stopped to watch my superpower do its stuff.
Oh, Tesla’s Ridiculous Moustache. Please tell me I didn’t giggle maniacally this time.
I had a great way to stop worrying about that. I grabbed my backpack and ran to History class.

Distracted by invading a badly managed bioweapons lab and then cooing over my own adorable psychic kitty weapon, I’d kinda forgotten to do my homework this weekend. I wasn’t in danger of zeros, but for once, I had to listen in History class.
Following up on last week’s discovery of the New World, today Mr. Ret laid out the cruel, tragic, and hilarious story of the Aztec Empire. It must have been hard to keep a straight face as he told us that the other Central American nations took Cortez’s side against the Aztecs. Cortez and the Spanish Empire were pretty bad, but they didn’t feed human hearts on a daily basis to a centuries-old insane god king.
Cortez brought a few hundred men. Against an entire empire, he wouldn’t stand a chance. He was a vicious, ruthless man on the run from the authorities in Cuba, and he relied upon a network of rebels to get him close enough for his rifles and precious, limited supplies of ammunition to take down Huichtilopochtli.
At that point, I raised my hand. I didn’t interrupt often, which probably explained Mr. Ret’s amused tone. “Miss Akk?”
“So what you’re saying is, the fall of the Aztec Empire was a continent-sized gang war between a supervillain and a criminal mastermind’s army of minions?” I tried really, really hard not to sound sarcastic.
I must have succeeded. Mr. Ret fought an obviously losing battle against a grin as he answered, “Those who do not learn from history are doomed to repeat it, Miss Akk.”
Everybody sniggered, and that got me through History class.

Ray and Claire fell in on either side of me the moment I stepped out in the hallway.
Still snickering, Ray waved his hands grandly and monologued, “Fools! Your arrows and blow darts cannot harm me! Only… nooooo! Not high velocity balls of lead!”
“How can you be so happy?” Claire snapped back at him. “We met Mourning Dove and forgot to ask for her autograph!”
Ray stared at her for five seconds, then slapped his forehead. He conceded that Claire’s topic was more important by leaning over and gushing, “When she grabbed Penny by the throat, I really thought we were going to die.”
“We could be overheard, guys!” My scolding tone had absolutely no effect.
Claire grinned right past me, a cat’s worth of sly voice and teasing grin. “Really? Because what I saw was you so mad someone touched Penny that you walked into cute ground zero and didn’t notice.”
Was Claire trying to make me blush so hard I’d shut up? Because it was working.
Even Ray changed the subject. “She would have taken me to the cleaners. She did take me to the cleaners. I hope Lucy got out okay.”
Claire flapped a dismissive hand. “I emailed her later. They didn’t even see each other.”
“We’d have died without us ever knowing she was there if she hadn’t liked us.” Ray sounded pleased and impressed rather than terrified. My minions were crazy.
Totally crazy. Maybe it’s just because Claire didn’t remember a reanimated corpse’s fingers locked around her neck that she could argue about it so happily. “Don’t be so sure. She doesn’t break out the nuke often. She has to eat immediately afterwards. You saw her suck that clone dry.”
At which point, we reached the English class. “Squee later. Academics now.”

‘Academics now’ was easier said than done. Mrs. Harpy was still on the subject of oral histories, and why Beowulf and the Iliad were as much genealogy lists as stories. The basic concept wasn’t hard to understand, but I tried to pay attention. I did.
It just got really hard to pay attention when nobody else was. Now the rest of the room was giving me the same covert, suspicious stares I gave them on Thursday. Wild-haired boy and the girl who threw off sparks certainly did, while more sparks rolled around her glasses. Marcia practically looked like she’d take my head off.
This wasn’t hard to figure out. I’d shown off my superpower in first period. All the other kids had to keep their powers secret. Whatever they felt about me going all Tesla in Science class, they must have felt a lot of it.
Which suggested that most or all of the kids giving me the eye had superpowers. That included Marcel, and Sidney, and Eshe, and one of the girls that always hangs out with Marcia, and the girl with the dark skin and bright red hair, and the big guy, and…
More than half the class gave me looks ranging from admiring to wistful to angry. I felt like a bug in a glass, and I wasn’t sure if I liked it or not.
I certainly felt relieved when the lunch bell rang. Still, the one person who hadn’t been staring at me during English class was the one person I absolutely knew had superpowers, and the person I really wished I got along better with: Claudia.
Seeing Claudia was different after meeting Mourning Dove. They were both totally serious about fighting evil, and they both had terrifying powers but still fought by stealth to wring every last advantage out of a fight. If it were possible for a cyborg zombie like Mourning Dove to have children, I’d wonder if Claudia was her daughter.
Mourning Dove had recognized we weren’t bad guys. I had to keep trying with Claudia.
With that in mind, the first thing I did when I walked into the cafeteria was stop at Claudia’s table. She sat all alone, so we weren’t likely to be overheard. I didn’t take a seat, but I did put my lunchbox down on the metal tabletop and lean over to say…
What?
I blurted out the first thing on my mind. “What do you think of Mourning Dove?”
She gave me a guarded stare, not quite blank. Her voice conveyed the same emotion, flat and just a bit suspicious. “So you were there.”
“She reminded me a lot of you.”
I’d meant it as a compliment, but the moment the words came out of my mouth, I knew I’d messed up. Claudia’s expression didn’t change, but her arms and shoulders trembled. Her answer came more bleakly emotionless than ever. “I don’t kill people.”
“That wasn’t what I meant…”
Claudia wasn’t listening. She picked up a spoon, her dark eyes staring up at me in disgust. “Your power is cute and fun, Penelope. I have to work day and night not to kill people, not to destroy everything I touch.” She bent the spoon in her fingers, mashing it into her palm, and then dropped the lumpy, rolled up ball of metal into her empty milk carton. No one else noticed. She might as well have been squishing a french fry. “I try. She doesn’t.”
So much power. “Criminy. Did you inherit that? Is your dad a superhero?”
I’d meant to ask about her mom too, but I didn’t get the chance. Claudia interrupted me. “Everyone tells me not to get personal. If it’s none of my business who Bad Penny’s parents are, it’s none of your business who my father is.”
I stammered, “I’m not trying to get personal. I mean, I am, but in the normal way. We could be friends, Claudia.”
She picked up her fork, and went back to eating mashed potatoes, not looking at me at all. Her expression had turned colder than ever. No, that was wrong. Now her cheeks were flushed. She looked like I’d punched her in the face, except I’d break my fist trying that.
I picked up my lunchbox and moved on. This had been about the same as the last couple of times I’d tried to make friends with Claudia, only this time the subject had been superpowers.
“Struck out again?” Ray asked as I sat down at our table.
I nodded.
“Then let me be the first to change the subject,” said Claire, her voice airy and sweet, and her eyes sharp with mischief.
I waved one hand while the other set my lunch box to unfolding. “I’ve had enough talking about Mourning Dove.”
Claire just grinned wider. I could tell by her pale hair that she had her power completely turned off. She leaned forward, spinning her spoon in her fingers and looking like a snake about to strike. “Not that. I’ve been wondering all morning why the change in wardrobe.”
Oh, criminy buckets. I thought I’d been smooth! I thought nobody had noticed! No, I didn’t normally wear dress shirts with a sweatervest over them, but it’s not like I looked bad. If Claire noticed, Mom had noticed last night AND yesterday AND this morning. Guaranteed.
My face hurt. They could both see me blushing. Maybe that would hide the mark, make things not look as bad.
I had to stop procrastinating. There was no point in waiting until Claire specifically pointed out that this outfit gave me a high, concealing collar. I leaned forward, and with one finger pulled the collar down a couple of inches.
Of course, before I could offer any explanation Claire squealed, “Is that a hickey?!”
With supreme effort, I kept my forehead from collapsing onto the table. Someone had to have heard that!
No, the lunchroom was really noisy. Nobody could hear anything at another table. I hoped. I hoped so bad. I put both my hands on the tabletop, and made myself look up. Claire was giving Ray exactly the gleefully knowing look I’d been afraid of. Ray just had his eyebrows raised.
Please, Tesla, please let them both believe me. “No! Not really. It’s from Archimedes.” I’d decided that was a good name for a mad scientist’s familiar/psychic cat symbiote. “He doesn’t eat. He barely breathes. He hibernates when I take him off. When he’s connected, he doesn’t just read my nervous system, he filters oxygen and nutrients from my blood.” Along with the name, I’d decided he was male. It was just a label. If it wasn’t, I didn’t want to check and find out.
Thank goodness. Claire believed me. She sank back into her seat with a sullen, “Awww.” Ray did too, but then I couldn’t imagine who he might think I was cheating on him with.
I noticed something else. “Which must be why I’m starving.” I dug into the bland, lukewarm lunch my mother had packed as if it were ambrosia.

I ended up staying a couple of minutes after the bell to stuff every last crumb of food down my craw, and had to run at top speed across the street to Geometry class, where… I learned things. Things about volumes of shapes.
There had to be a rule beyond just memorizing these equations. The area of a circle and the volume of a sphere were so similar, they were obviously connected. Triangles and cones were clearly linked. There had to be a system.
If only my superpower actually made me super smart, instead of just providing me with blueprints for random crazy inventions.
The fire alarm went off, interrupting my brooding over injustice. A couple of high school kids squeaked. We all looked at the teacher, and she waved her arms, so we shuffled out the class and down the stairs and out onto the lawn in a loose cloud.
Across the street, the crowd in front of Northeast West Hollywood Middle was a lot more concentrated, gathered in a ring around one corner of the building. I felt distinctly antsy. It was proooobably coincidence, but my secret lair was under that corner!
Ray and I were legitimately students of Northeast West Hollywood Middle, not high school students like the ones crowded around us. We had an excuse to make our way over to get a better look. This certainly didn’t look like a fire.
Someone ran across the street to meet us. ‘Zipped’ might have been a better word. Claudia lunged the last ten feet so fast that even Ray couldn’t react in time.
I wanted to worry about her secret identity. It was hard with her face suddenly in mine, shoulders set, so close I could barely make out clenched fists by her side.
“What are you playing at, Penelope Akk?” She stood so close I could feel her breath on my face, and the sense of barely restrained violence would have shocked anyone who only knew her as meek, depressed Claudia and hadn’t seen her as Generic Girl.
“I’m not playing at anything.” I had no idea what was going on!
Whatever she suspected me of, ‘lying’ must not have been on the list. She turned and stomped back across the street at a normal human pace.
Now I definitely had to find out what was going on. I ran across the street towards the crowd, listening to the fire alarm ringing inside Northeast West Hollywood Middle. At least no one paid any attention to the locked side doors that led down to my lair. They clustered around the regular exit, trying to get a peek inside. I resisted the urge to shout ‘Supervillain coming through!’ and settled for worming my way in with rude elbows. My passage became significantly easier when Ray caught up and used a fraction of his super strength to nudge people out of my way.
I did notice that one tiny blonde, probably a sixth grader, resisted his nudge with no effort. Another superhero’s kid?
At the door, teachers and a few particularly stubborn kids gathered around the entrance to the computer lab. Cracking noises clashed with the alarm bell. Hoo boy. Super-powered trouble, alright.
Well, super-powered trouble was my business now. The security guard grabbed for me, but Ray pushed me past, letting the guard grab him instead. I slipped under Mr. Geisser’s arm, and got my first look inside the lab.
Blue light flashed and crackled everywhere. A head-sized ball of lightning swooped and darted erratically around the room, reaching out arcs of electricity like fingers to trace black char over the walls and tables. The computers were already all blown. Some of the monitors flickered with actual fire, and ash fouled the ports of the towers. The three printers had been reduced to piles of half-melted scrap and scattered parts.
In the middle of one table sat a big battery, one of those oversized batteries for flashlights, painted yellow with a crude blue face and a zigzag mouth. In the air above hung a sign, written in twisting blue lightning letters. ‘TOP THIS.’
Mr. Geisser put his hand on my shoulder. He had to speak up to be heard over the crackling lightning and ringing fire alarm. “Don’t get involved, Penelope.”
“I’m already involved,” Isaid, before the thoughts finished forming in my head. I was. This had to be aimed at me.
Mr. Geisser’s hand tightened on my shoulder, and he turned me to look up at him. His red moustache curled into a bow around his frowning mouth. “No, you aren’t. Everybody knows the Inscrutable Machine go to this school. This is a challenge for Bad Penny.”
“Well, Penny Akk is going to answer it,” I snapped back, yanking my shoulder free and stepping into the room.
It was dumb. Mr. Geisser was right, this would only cause trouble, make me a target, and my fragile cover was strained to the limit already. One thing was more important than all that.
The modified battery sat on my computer desk. My workstation was a smoking mess. All my class projects were gone. My semi-sentient computer program was gone. Whoever did this would pay, oh yes, they would pay. I’d start by making them look like a fool.
The lightning wisp swooped towards me immediately. I held up my wrist, and the bolts of electricity that spat at me grounded in the Machine. The Machine could eat the entire lightning wisp, but that would be far too easy. I had the greatest mad science power since Tesla, and everyone would watch me use it to crush this mystery vandal’s prize creation.
My power responded immediately. Wires and circuit boards and electrical parts of all kinds surrounded me on all sides. I just had to…
No. No. I was not going to do that power. Penelope Akk made purely mechanical inventions, things like the Machine. Bad Penny could make absolutely anything, but everyone—and especially my mother—had to believe Penelope Akk’s theme was clockwork.
Well, that wouldn’t be a problem. Rotating magnetized metal would do nicely. Reaching under my desk, I hauled my blasted computer tower up onto the surface and unwound the Machine. “Eat.”
All I had to do was keep my hand on the Machine as it worked. The Machine sucked the wisp’s lightning bolts down when it came near, eating faster after every strike. Legs withdrew, replaced by longer, thicker spikes. New plates slid out to cover old plates, storing the metal. By the time the Machine finished recycling my poor, murdered computer, it had swollen to the size of a dog, and looked like a white and copper ladybug.
“Gear. This big. Thirty-two spokes. Gear. This big. Sixteen spokes.”
The Machine spat out the parts I wanted. I got to work hooking them together. Gears were just the beginning. I needed an escapement, which meant a lot of fiddly parts. That would keep the magnetized gears made from my hard drive turning in the right rhythm.
Compared to my power’s normal creations, this was easy. It was just… obvious. This bent arm would be pushed to the side by every tick of the gears. The spring would relax at just the right pace. I had tons of extra metal to make a case.
I twisted, locked, and wound. It didn’t take long. I knew it didn’t take long, because I never quite slipped under. I was involved, this time. The same motion that made the magnetic gears spin turned the larger connecting gear, moving them around in a circle. The winding key was just to get things started.
I twisted the key, slapped the fat disk I’d built on the table, and stepped back, cradling the still heavy Machine in my arms.
Live, my sweet creation! Live! Figuratively.
Tick. Tick. I could see the gears turning in my head. I could see a lot of them turning on the table, since the design required open spaces to hold the wisp.
Tick. Tick. The electrical sign hovering above my construct twisted, bending down with each tick.
The wisp flew past, and jerked to a halt. It flew off in another direction, only to be stopped one exact second later. Heh heh heh. This was why my device had to tick. The wisp had just enough decision-making ability to fight a steady pull. It couldn’t deal with a sharp, relentless rhythm.
The wisp bounced around in a circle, but the circle kept shrinking. It passed through the ‘TOP THIS’ sign, sucking the letters into itself. Already bent towards my creation, they pulled the wisp down.
One arc of lightning hit the grounding arms of my invention, and in a literal flash, the sign and wisp collapsed into the open space at the center of my gears. Got it!
Blue and white light shone out of the center of the device. Until the electricity ran out, the grounding arms would turn, keeping faithful time.
Clockwork was my theme? Fine. I’d built a pocket watch the size of a Frisbee. My calling card would sit beside my challenger’s calling card, and everyone would know who the better mad scientist was. Turning, I walked out the door and into the hall, where the teachers made room for me.
Then I collapsed against the lockers on the opposite wall and took a deep, slow breath.
The assistant principal―I didn’t know her name―gave an order to one of the guards. “We can shut off the fire alarm now.”
Mr. Geisser leaned over me, close enough that he could talk over the alarm and not be yelling to the whole crowd. “You did a good job, Penny, but as a favor to me, please don’t do it again.”
I nodded. I had kinda let my ego get the better of me. More than kinda. “Yeah, okay.”
The fire alarm stopped. In the almost painful silence, the assistant principal shouted, “Last period is about to start! Get to your classes, children!”
With a chorus of ‘awww’s, kids streamed past us back into the building. Some of them gave me curious looks. A lot more gawked at my calling card and the nameless junior villain’s, side by side.
I just lay against the cold metal locker and listened.
“I heard Penny Akk got her dad’s powers.”
“A watch? Kind of stupid, isn’t it?”
“Better than a battery. Who do you think left that?”
“Wouldn’t tell you if I knew.”
New voices.
“Had to be Bad Penny. Had to be.”
“If it is, Little Miss Penny Perfect is in trouble. I have heard stories. She might as well stick her head in a microwave as challenge Bad Penny. The result is the same, and it will save time.”
Oh, criminy. Penny Perfect? That was an even stupider name than Bad Penny! And you’ve heard stories, mysterious girl I wasn’t going to open my eyes to identify? From your father? Older brother? What villain are you related to? Probably Leviathan and Hagfish. Did Sharky have a sister? A smarter sister?
A new voice, but getting quieter as she walked away.
“Me, I’m placing no bets. How long did it take her to build a countermeasure? Five minutes?”
“Yes, she is good, but it does not matter. Bad Penny is the ultimate. Penny Akk is at best penultimate.”
Someone else giggled. “Penultimate?”
A lot more laughter, fading into the crowd.
Penultimate. Okay, a better name than Perfect Penny, but I was still going to get so much ribbing. As if I needed more reasons to be tired of middle school!
I felt a pat on my shoulder and opened my eyes. Mr. Geisser pushed me towards the exit, the opposite direction all the other kids were going in. “You don’t have a classroom to go to. Take a break, hero.”
Ha! If only he knew.
Still, I’d only made it through the school day because of all the superpowered weirdness. It felt good to step outside onto the grass, feel the cool winter breeze, and know I would get to go home early. Should I call my mom?
An older teenage boy in a uniform trotted up to me, squeaked, “Telegram for Penelope Akk,” and handed me an envelope. As I gaped at it and him, he trotted back to the sidewalk, got on his bicycle, and pedaled away.
Even for my life, that was weird.
All the envelope said, in crudely typed letters, was PENELOPE AKK. I broke the glue seal, and pulled out the stiff, folded, sepia-colored paper.
 
DEAR PENELOPE STOP YOUR PRESENCE AND THAT OF YOUR COMRADES IS REQUESTED IN CHINATOWN IMMEDIATELY STOP I HAVE DIVERTED YOUR PARENTS SUSPICIONS STOP YOU HAVE MY WORD THAT THIS IS WORTH YOUR WHILE STOP DRESS FOR BUSINESS STOP
 
Chinatown. Spider had a job for the Inscrutable Machine.








ot that it’s ever as easy as just showing up in Chinatown. I had to get my equipment and costume, which meant sneaking into my lair. Using the front door during school hours was not going to fly.
Fortunately, whoever originally built the lair loved his secret exits. I went down the street, pushed the mailbox aside, and climbed down the tunnel it covered. Probably someone saw me, but everybody knew LA sat atop a labyrinth of lairs, tunnels, labs, and vaults. By the time a hypothetical watcher decided I was worth snapping a picture, I’d have the tunnel sealed again.
Yeah, actually it did kinda make me nervous to use this obvious a secret entrance, but nothing happened. I did have to get out my phone to use as a flashlight, because the tunnel leading back into the base didn’t have working lights. In the world of evil lair real estate, my lab was what they call a ‘fixer-upper’ or ‘lemon’ or ‘literal hole in the ground.’
Once I emerged into the ugly green metal dome of my lair’s central chamber, my eagerness returned. Okay, first thing, I wrestled into my jumpsuit as fast as I could. Ray hadn’t shown up by the time I fastened the buckles, so good enough. I scooped the last half a dozen pennies out of my cursed statue, and made a note to get more for it to charge.
My brand new psychic cat lay wrapped up in a ball on my workbench. Without a brain of his own, Archimedes went into hibernation when he wasn’t connected. I unwound his tail, hooking it back over my shoulder under my jumpsuit instead of wrapping the tail around my neck. Red marks back there would just look like bruises.
Archimedes locked his short black legs around my forearm and opened his ruby eyes. Doing so felt really clumsy, but I could make him swing his head around, stretch his back, and everything.
I tickled him under his chin, not entirely sure if I could feel the touch through his nerves. “The hickey thing is going to become a deal breaker fast, Archimedes, and that’s a shame because you are so stupid awesome.”
He said, “Meow!” because I made him.
“Are you down there?” Claire’s voice echoed out of another side exit.
“Almost… ready!” I picked up the friction bullet neutralizer off a worktable, and let it fall back with a thunk. Two thunks, as yet another piece fell off. Turns out, it had been one use only.
Sometimes, superpower. Ooh.
I had Archimedes, some pennies, my costume, and the Machine. I wanted my teleport bracelets soooo bad, but I’d left them at home. I needed to make up my mind about when to wear the bracelets and the Machine and stick to that plan.
What I needed was to get moving!
Claire called, “Ray and I are already changed. Shake your evil tail, slowpoke!”

We took the Red Line downtown. Riding the subway had to be less attention getting than using our superpowers to take us down surface streets, right? Anyway, without my teleport bands, we had trouble getting anywhere together.
I perched on a subway seat telling myself that, in full supervillain regalia and scratching Archimedes under his chin. At three in the afternoon, there was plenty of space for riders to ignore us. Almost all of them did.
Glee bubbled up inside me because of the one single guy who didn’t. He wore a brown leather jacket and loose jeans, but underneath, the college age guy at the end of the train car was clearly wearing light body armor with a silver pattern-mimicking circuitry. He used way too much hair gel to get those black spikes, and lounged with his arm stretched over the back of the seats as if his power was super mellowness. He wanted everybody to know that, hey, here was a superhero slumming with the regular folks.
Ray and Claire grinned at him the whole trip. None of us said anything. Nobody made any hostile moves. But he gave us the ‘I’m watching you’ such-a-tough-guy stare, and Ray and Claire beamed back supervillain arrogance.
As the leader of the legendary Inscrutable Machine, I was above such things. Also, my helmet had a full facemask to protect from burns while I worked. So, you know, not an option.
When we disembarked at Union Station, he rose to follow. I pointed Archimedes at him and ordered, “Sit.”
Too surprised to fight, he sat back down. Ha! This was the end of the line, so when the train turned around, his life should get entertaining.
We ran up the stairs, and strolled along the downtown streets shoulder to shoulder, getting only a handful of gawkers. One girl started to swoop down on Archimedes and me, eyes alight with a joy of cats, when the guy she was with pulled her away.
No, it was Chinatown where folks cleared a path for us. Nobody, villains or heroes, walked around in costume in Chinatown during business hours. Afterhours, villains might rule this roost, but Spider’s truce left the regular businesspeople unbothered during the day. There might even be a villain or two undercover keeping down regular crime.
That truce was one of the reasons we were here. I was confident Spider wouldn’t invite us here only to ambush us now that we were official supervillains. It would be breaking her own rules.
Eh. Honestly, I wasn’t even that worried. For heroes and villains both, winning and losing gracefully is a virtue. No hard feelings. See you tomorrow.
Not that Spider isn’t a devious mastermind, but we had no more or less reason to fear her than any other supervillain.
I spotted one of those villains as we came up on the big central mall that dominates Chinatown. A young woman, maybe high school senior, maybe fresh-faced college age, loitered by one of the entrances. She looked creepily like me, plus a few years. Brown braided pigtails and dorky glasses included. I’d last seen her in a rumpled school uniform. Now that same grey shirt and plaid skirt poufed so neatly, they might have been armor-plated with starch.
She Who Wots was definitely not the supervillainess I’d expected to see hanging around. Not with a guy hitting on her, either. Okay, she seemed conscious and didn’t have a tentacled nightmare mass hanging around, but she still had a glassy, deranged stare visible even from here. As I watched, she leaned up, kissed him on the mouth, and headed over to us. He stayed where he was.
Even awake, she didn’t walk right. She Who Wots’ sneakers never took two steps at the same pace. How do you even greet someone that nuts? By letting her do it.
“It begins.” She sounded gleeful, but her gaze wandered all over the place, not settling on any of us. Oh, and up close, her eyes were the color of violets and had star shaped pupils. No, pentagram shaped pupils. Had her eyes been like this last time?
Did it matter?
As I pondered philosophy, Claire took over. Making friends was her specialty. “Hi! Were you sent to meet us? We’re here for an appointment, and if there’s a way to the parking garage that doesn’t involve walking right through there, you’d be doing us a favor.” Claire waved a hand lazily at the crowded mall and the only entrance to Spider’s lair I’d ever used.
She Who Wots stared at nothing for a few seconds before answering. “Oh, right. Physical objects!” Giggling, she turned and walked around the building. We followed, on the basis that she might be showing us the way.
The guy She Who Wots kissed hadn’t moved. Like, at all. Was that blood at the corners of his eyes? My visor did great magnification, but at this distance, I could hope I was imagining things.
Claire tried to make conversation, drifting up right next to She Who Wots. One hand cocked on her hip, Claire looked up at the taller girl. “Did you get out alright after that mess with the Librarian? A straight up fight may be what we do, but reading someone else’s diary at them isn’t fair.”
“Chains. The whole world is chains. Fair and unfair are chains. Even flesh and blood are chains. It’s so much fun to wear chains. My medication is a chain, but it’s not a very good one.” Yep. Good luck putting her on your contacts list, Claire!
A door saved Claire from trying. Two stickers over the little window read ‘Underground Parking’ and ‘Closed.’
She Who Wots walked through the door. Literally. Without opening it first. Was the door an illusion? Ray thought of that before I did, and reached out to push the bar. A click. Nope, real and locked.
Wish I could walk through solid objects. I’d throw that idea at my power later.
The door clicked again, and none of us were touching it now. Ray reached out and pushed it open. No sign of She Who Wots, but a cement spiral staircase led down one level.
I’d kinda half-expected a ‘This Way To Spider’s Lair’ sign.
Ray hopped the railing and jumped down. I trotted down the steps two at a time. Claire took the rear.
It wasn’t like her to drag her feet. She might not be as juiced as Ray was on Super Cheerleader Serum, but jumping the railing wouldn’t have been beyond her.
Oh, right. I remembered just as Claire’s shoulders start to shake.
Claire didn’t like spiders. It had never been worth noticing until we met one the size of a car.
I put my arms around her, and gave her a reassuring squeeze. “It’ll be okay. Don’t look, and I’ll stand between you and her. Just imagine you’re talking to a really ugly woman.”
“Naked,” supplied Ray, completing the traditional advice with undisguised relish.
“Alright, I…,” Claire tried to answer, taking deep breaths. She was still shaking.
An idea hit me.
Giving Claire an extra squeeze, I asked, “Is it okay if I sedate you? We’ll still be here keeping you safe.”
“What?” Claire asked, then followed up with, “Sure.” From her confused tone, she hadn’t gotten it, but she trusted me.
Lifting my arm, I touched Archimedes’ nose to hers, and whispered, “Calm.” Archimedes meowed quietly.
Claire’s shaking stopped. She took a deep, controlled breath. Palms down and away from her sides, she visibly centered herself. “Okay. That helps. I’m still standing behind you.”
Ray put his own hands on Claire’s shoulders, leaned close from behind, and added in a low voice, “You are completely safe. We’ll make certain of that.”
Claire smiled over her shoulder at him―imprecisely, since she had her eyes closed. “I’m fine. Thanks, guys.”
I slipped the non-cat-augmented arm around Claire’s waist, Ray opened the door at the bottom of the stairs, and we stepped into the Spider’s web.
Literally. In this section of garage, gooey white ropes of silk attached right to the walls and ceiling. It was a good thing Claire had her eyes closed. She especially did not want to see Spider’s huge, gleaming black body climb through the web towards us, ghostly silent but faster than I could run.
At least, Spider stopped well outside her arm’s reach. I might not be arachnophobic, but a giant animal bearing down on me that fast had my spine crawling.
Hugely long forelegs folded up underneath her body―from her perspective. She hung upside down, so technically above. Sheesh, even thinking about Spider got complicated! I still had no idea where that assertive adult woman voice even came from. If I closed my eyes, I’d have thought I was talking to a CEO. “The Inscrutable Machine. Thank you for showing them in, She Who Wots.”
From behind me, our so-called guide cheerfully but faintly rasped, “Andrew Stickler wanted to get to know me better. Now he does.”
Ray let the door we’d just come in swing shut. She Who Wots had been behind it, drawing on the cement wall with white chalk.
I had no intention of puzzling out that sketch. I might succeed! Instead I turned back to watch Spider pluck a strand of her web with one of her shortest pair of almost back legs. “I’ll see that he gets medical attention. Bad Penny, Reviled, E-Claire, thank you for coming, especially considering how poorly I have treated you in the past. I have an offer so generous that I hope it will repair our working relationship.”
I tilted my head, giving her the skeptical eyebrows. “And you’re offering what…?” It’s not like we could spend the money we already had!
The huge, glossy black spider remained motionless. “The payment is the job itself. I would like you to go into space.”
Claire jumped behind me, the light touch of her head against my shoulder disappearing as she straightened. Ray inhaled loudly.
After a few seconds, I realized I was standing there thinking nothing at all. Conversation reboot! “How far into space? Are we stealing a decomissioned Space Shuttle, or what?”
“My immediate goal is Jupiter.”
Why Jupiter?
Ray broke in, giving me no chance to ask. “No human has ever been past Mars. Not even with mad science. We only got to the Conquerors’ lunar staging area by hijacking a portal created by the Orb of the Heavens, which… you own.”
Spider’s front legs uncurled, getting a grip in the web while that one almost back leg plucked at its strand. An excited gesture? She did sound intense. “A useful piece of technology, but not well suited to exploration.”
I tried to take control of this conversation again. “Just tell us everything.”
The plucking leg stopped. “This must seem needlessly dramatic. I will brief you properly in a few minutes, when we are less likely to be overheard. The important information is this: Reviled is correct. To date, no known spaceship capable of convenient interplanetary flight has been built. I am offering the Inscrutable Machine the chance to explore the solar system for me, because I believe Bad Penny can build the spaceship required for the job.”
OW.
Ray and Claire caught me. I felt myself hit their arms, sagged into their grip, then pushed myself wobbly straight. I couldn’t have blacked out more than a second, right? It’s just that building a spaceship-
Ow. Ow. Ow.
“Ha! HA HA HA!”
I rubbed the back of my head, which did not work very well through my helmet. The ache forced my eyes nearly shut, but my grin spread so wide, that ached, too.
“I can make a spaceship.” Oh, I could. The spaceship swam around in my head, lithe instead of stiff. The idea was so complicated. So beautiful. I could do it, but… “I need cloning tools. My power’s on a biotech kick.”
Claire asked, “Penny, are you sure?” Ray merely squeezed me protectively.
That grip around my arms ached, too. He so needed a better idea of how strong he’d gotten if he was going to woo the ladies. With great effort, I wriggled an arm free to wave them both off. “Three inspirations in one day is overworking my power, and this job can’t be done by hand. This is just strain.”
Spider hadn’t batted an eye. Metaphorically. In a literal sense, I was mostly sure spiders didn’t have eyelids. “Fortunately, an illegal cloning research center was recently shut down by Mourning Dove. She must have been distracted, because she forgot to destroy their biotechnology suite. I am a bit of a packrat, and appropriated the set. The tools will be waiting for you at the launch site.”
Space. The Inscrutable Machine would be the first humans to visit Jupiter, the first to leave the inner solar system. The offer was so, so tempting.
But it wouldn’t work. As much as I wanted to grind my teeth, I had to say, “We respectfully decline your generous offer. Growing a spaceship could take days. Space exploration could take weeks. We have school obligations. We have cover identities to think of.”
Behind me, Ray stomped his foot, and Claire let out a snort of frustration. They knew I was right.
Spider reshuffled her legs, pulling them in to grip webbing close to her body, and leaned a few feet closer. For the first time, I could make out the gleaming black eyes, tiny compared to her bulk but much bigger than mine, and all clustered together. I got the terrible feeling she was giving me a look, an arachnid expression I could not possibly interpret. Her answer came slowly, almost grave. “I hope that by now I have convinced you that I do not offer what I cannot deliver in full. Please rest assured I have a cover prepared that will not only excuse your absences, but will make your secret identities more secure. You will be free to take as much time off school as the job requires.”
“We’ll do it.” I said the words before I’d even thought them through, but there was no way I was taking them back. Not even if Ray and Claire tried to argue.
“Excellent. This way, please.” Spider turned around, crawling through her web at a dainty pace that allowed us tiny humans to follow. I put one arm around Claire’s waist and another over her eyes, Ray took her elbow, and we walked together towards the other side of the web-filled parking garage. Where could we be going?
Well, if I had to guess, the big rectangular hole in the wall edged in flickering light that led into a white painted, metal-trimmed corridor. Another clue would be the yellow and white hazard lines painted just inside the portal, with the legend ‘CAUTION: REDUCED GRAVITY.’








he painted warning wasn’t kidding. I took my first step through the portal, got dizzy, tried to get my feet under myself, and jumped so high, I nearly cracked my head on the ceiling. The high ceiling. I let myself settle down gently, and took the next few steps nice and soft. After two successful steps, I looked back.
Ray and Claire looked perfectly comfortable and in control, like the artificially balance-enhanced superhumans they were. I didn’t know whether to be mortified or furiously jealous.
I opted for ‘grateful.’ Ray eyed the hallway exits and Claire had taken off one glove to slide a finger over the metal walls. They pretended flawlessly that I hadn’t just made a fool of myself.
A few floating steps brought me to a T intersection. I stopped, and behind me Ray breathed, “We’re on the Moon.”
“That would explain the cold,” put in Claire, the one with bare legs.
I took another careful step to the corner, so they could join me looking down the side corridor. “I think we’re going farther out than that.”
At the end of the hallway, another light-edged doorway marked a portal into a huge metal chamber, all metal columns and windows looking out into the darkness. On our end of the portal, another low gravity warning had been painted on the floor. On the other side, the warning read, ‘CAUTION: ENTERING ARTIFICIAL GRAVITY ZONE.’
Wait. I was on the Moon. I was on the Moon! Why not look around?
Because, Penelope Akk, on the other side of that door is someplace so cool it makes the Moon look like a big ball of dead rock.
Cool metaphorically. My jumpsuit insulated me pretty well, but Claire rushed past me, skating on frictionless soles as easily as she did in regular gravity. She slid to a spinning halt on the other side of the doorway and let out a sigh of exaggerated relief at how warm it was over there.
I followed, but stepped really carefully over the edge. My foot got heavier on the other side, and I walked several paces past Claire just to enjoy having solid weight again. Earth normal? Hard to be sure.
What I was sure about was where this artificial gravity came from. In the center of the domed chamber, surrounded by wiring and high-tech looking boxes, floated a crystal the size and shape of a beach ball. Inside the glass, orange and red swirled, almost like fire, and a big black dot of a pupil stared across the room right at me.
That, girls and boys and me, was the Orb of the Heavens, the most powerful alien artifact mankind had ever encountered. Apparently, Spider had gotten it working. The Orb would be the source of both portals, the artificial gravity, probably all the electricity running this place, the heating, might be deflecting meteors right now… and much more besides.
Hey, superpower, you could make one of those, right?
OW. Right, right. I had a head full of biospaceship. At least the facemask hid my wince.
I wandered over to look through the windows. The dome had a lot of windows.
We were in space, and I had to see it.
I pressed my gloved hands up against the glass, and stared out. We were on a planet. No, the Moon. No, that couldn’t be right. Just what was it I was looking at?
A barren plain of grey dust stretched off into the distance. The horizon had a visible curve, but looked hazy. Misty. From around our dome, tunnels spread to other buildings and big pieces of lurching factory equipment, all frosted with ice. The alien scenery came complete with a frozen lake that spread around the outpost.
Above us, stars. So many stars. The sky wasn’t black, but painted with colors and glitter. A little shiny ball, or a really honking big star, caught my attention. The sun? No, not bright enough. Jupiter? Had to be. Spider would send us somewhere closer to Jupiter than Earth.
Or that other round thing that lit up suddenly could be Jupiter, but… no, that was moving.
My eyes darted around. Visibly moving stars. Spots of roving blackness that blocked stars out.
We were in the asteroid belt, which made this Ceres, the biggest asteroid. No other asteroid was big enough to pretend to be a planet. We were way past Mars. My knees felt weak, and I leaned harder against the glass, even though cold had begun to seep through my gloves. Oh, wow.
Some people do not appreciate a moment of semi-religious bliss. Behind me, Claire asked, “So, can you talk?”
Clonk, like a muffled church bell. She was talking to the Orb of the Heavens. Vera had been sort of a Conquerer Orb, and talked with little chimes. So, that made sense.
“But you understand English?”
I didn’t look back, but it must have nodded or something, because Claire kept going. “Are you happy doing this? I mean, can you like things and not like things?”
Did I want to listen, or shut her out? My decision was made by a spaceship drifting up to one of the moving factory towers. ‘Spaceship’ might be stretching the point. In the dim light, it looked like a frame of copper pipes holding a big rock. It released the rock into the tower, and then flew off on a little puffing jet.
Asteroid mining. Cool.
A finger tapped my shoulder. I looked back into Ray’s unmasked, slyly hopeful face. For a second I thought he was about to hit on me, but instead he said, “I checked the side tunnels. There’s nobody else here.”
“Is there anybody else here?” Claire asked. Me and Ray looked over to see the Conqueror orb swivel, as if it were shaking its head.
Ray swept off his hat and rubbed his fingers over his face. “Check me if I’m right, Dark Mistress. We’re millions of miles from the nearest human. This whole mission will be taking us even farther out, where there is absolutely zero chance of anyone hearing us who would recognize my accent, right?”
Claire argued, “I’m not really sure it’s your accent. I’ve heard you fake other accents. It’s still you.”
I was a little more sensitive to his actual point. “You can talk all you want on this mission, Ray. Reviled. We should probably still use our villain names.”
“YES!” Ray danced around in a circle, pumping one fist. He grabbed me by my shoulders, threw me up in the air, caught me, gave me a painful hug, and set me back on my feet. While I waited for the world to stop spinning, he threw back his head and growled, “You have no idea how sick I am of keeping my mouth shut. Strong and silent stopped being fun after two jobs, tops.” Drawing in a deep breath, he turned and yelled at the ceiling, “AGLAGLAGLAGL! ECHO echo echo echo!”
A helpless giggle forced its way out of me, but he’d made a thought spark. “That doesn’t mean no one can hear us, but the person who’s listening knows our identities anyway. Right, Spider?”
“Correct. I was letting you enjoy the moment.” Her voice came from the Orb of the Heavens. That made sense.
“Spill the beans. What couldn’t you tell us back on Earth?” I demanded, all business, like a serious supervillain leader.
“For starters, I am keeping the existence of this Ceres facility as secret as possible.” Claire clasped her hands to her mouth and gasped. She hadn’t figured out where we were yet. Ray had. He didn’t react.
Well, he didn’t react with surprise. He did point out, “Asteroid mining seems a little legit for LA’s godspider of crime.”
She answered, briskly but in good humor. “Partly, I enjoy playing with the toys I collect, Reviled. Partly, I enjoy low-overhead, regulation-free, competition-free industry.”
Hmmm. “But the Orb of the Heavens can’t take you all the way to Jupiter?”
“The Orb of the Heavens has limits. Distance does not seem to be one of them. It makes complicated vector calculations with ease, but it still needs a beacon at the other end to reliably and safely open a portal. I had ways of reaching Jupiter’s moons in mind, but was satisfied with Ceres for the moment… until I received this.”
A little girl’s staticky voice complained, “You can’t see it w―” The rest of the last word was probably ‘work’, but the beginning and end of the sentence got real quiet. Only the middle had been loud and clear.
Ray pointed out the window. “Human voice transmission in English from Jupiter?” He blurted it out, too eager to get an answer to even construct a full sentence.
“Correct, and on an impractically high frequency. It could not possibly be heard on Earth. We picked up the transmission only because it swept momentarily past Ceres. The Orb of the Heavens is always listening.” Mentally, I applauded. Spider had phrased that in the absolute creepiest way possible.
Glancing back at the window and the luminous blob of Jupiter, I filled in, “And suddenly exploring Jupiter’s moons is top priority.”
An emphatic note of approval colored Spider’s normally dry tone. “Correct. I believed we would be alone out here. Now I am not even certain we are alone in this asteroid belt. I need you to build a spaceship, explore the belt near Ceres to be sure my facility is safe, then travel to Jupiter and investigate it and its moons for life. I have come to trust the Inscrutable Machine as being at least as competent as adult supervillains, but this is still too dangerous to send you out without backup. Orb of the Heavens, if you will send the activation signal, please.”
The Orb didn’t do anything visible, but a pale grey ball the size of a baseball fell out of the ceiling. It shattered as it fell, revealing a pink crystal sphere. The flakes hovering underneath whirled around, forming an abstract fairy-like body.
It had taken me half a second to recognize her. I felt guilty it even took that long. “VERA!” I ran forward, arms spread. It was a reflex, and as soon as I began I realized it was a stupid reflex… but then it turned out it wasn’t. Vera zipped across the intervening space and pressed her hard face and detached arms against my chest. I hugged her gently, although I didn’t need to be gentle. Her wings and body might float in midair, but they didn’t move when I pressed against them. They just got lost in Archimedes’ black fluff.
If Vera was here―“Is The Apparition coming with us?” I hadn’t been sure I’d ever see either of them again.
Spider’s voice answered, “She volunteered, but we discovered she cannot leave Earth. ‘Why’ is a question I leave to experts. She agreed to send Vera with you. In addition to her other more obvious uses, Vera is capable of communicating with the Orb of the Heavens as if she were an actual Conqueror Orb. She can act as a portal beacon, and if things get desperate enough, will send an emergency signal to the Orb of the Heavens to teleport you back here. I have great faith in Bad Penny’s technical skills, but space travel is hazardous in the extreme.”
She had a point. I couldn’t be sure how my spaceship would―
OW.
I gripped the back of my skull, and forced myself to stand up straight.
The pain was a message from my superpower. “I’m going to get building. I need to get this out of my head.”
Ray’s hand caught my wrist as I stepped forward. I looked back in surprise, and met an uncharacteristically haunted stare. “Are you sure this is safe? I mean your head. Your power is acting strange.”
A faint, cold shiver crept up my spine, and Archimedes mewed, so quiet I wasn’t sure anyone but me heard him. Not the kind of sentiment I wanted to hear two days after Mourning Dove pulled her creepy prediction of doom routine. I started to say something completely snarky, and bit it back. Poor Ray really looked worried for me.
I split it down the middle, and asked, as neutrally as I could, “Do you want to go to space?”
His fingers loosened, but didn’t let go. I stepped the emphasis up just one notch. “Because I do.”
He let go to wave his hand at a big sliding metal door. “The equipment’s in the hangar over there.”
Personally, I was less worried about my power than about denying it. That was where the headaches could get nasty. I picked up my pace and hurried through that door, leaving Ray, Vera, and Claire all behind. I passed through a hallway with a lot of empty lockers that should have contained space suits but didn’t, and an airlock after that.
The air pressure didn’t need cycling, so the opposite door opened immediately. I got a vague impression of another really big room, but all that mattered was the same set of bioengineering tools I’d used two days ago, plugged into sockets in the middle of the floor.
I remembered pricking my finger on a sterile needle, adding a drop of blood to a tank of water, and then dropping in one of my cursed pennies. Even those were vague impressions of physical actions. After that, it was like I fell asleep.

I didn’t actually fall asleep. I just couldn’t remember what it was like to be so deep in my power. I only understood what I was doing when I sagged back tiredly into Ray’s arms. A gooey tadpole, crimson and veiny, flopped around on the hangar floor in front of us. It was disgustingly ugly and yet a perfect thing at the same time.
I looked up at Ray, and croaked, “It needs food. Tons of it. Fresh meat or plant matter. Intact cells.” My throat hurt. I’d been laughing too much.
“We’ll take care of it,” Ray promised.
Now, I fell asleep.

I woke up in Ray’s lap, with his arms around me. It was sweet, and warm, and a little exciting, and then the embarrassment hit me like a red-hot hammer.
I leaped to my feet, tried to say something that came out as, “Og!” My hands groped until I found Archimedes. I’d moved him to my shoulder, apparently. And where was my helmet? My uncovered face had been way too close to Ray’s!
Fortunately, Ray had also been asleep, propped against the wall of the hangar bay. He woke with a start, but after I stood up, and he missed my antics because he was staring past me.
I looked, too.
My tadpole had grown up. A catfish the size of a building filled the hangar. Well, it was catfishy. It also looked a lot like one of those prehistoric fish, all bony plates and segments. One big red-and-black eye sat in the middle of its face, and whiskers thicker than my arm twitched lazily around its mouth, proving it was alive. Oh, and the whole thing was red. A nasty, bloody red.
I turned my head at movement, which proved to be Claire skating up. Vera floated behind her, carrying my helmet, the little sweetheart.
Claire went into gushing fangirl mode, her hands waving all over the place. “You should have seen it, Penny! You asked for plant matter, and the Orb of the Heavens dropped a tree on your little space fish, and the space fish ate it. The cow was kind of gross, so I asked for no more live animals, but it ate everything. Blood, bones, bark, leaves, compost, and the first bag of hamburgers before I explained to the Orb that those were for us. Paper and all. It was the size of a bus when I fell asleep. Do you think it’s done?”
Blacking out while I worked meant I couldn’t remember much about what I’d made, but I knew this answer. “Yes. It’s ready to fly.”
Claire let out a squeal, and the knowledge crept up from my toes in a wave of glee. I was minutes from flying a spaceship.
I knocked on the side of the space fish. “Open up!” On my shoulder, Archimedes meowed. Oh, okay. Bioship. Telepathic commands were the easiest way to operate it.
That telepathic command did the trick. A gill flap opened up into a doorway.
Cheeks burning, I swiveled around. This had to be done. I poked a fingertip into Ray’s chest, making myself look him in those blue, blue eyes. “The three of us could be alone in that spaceship for days. This is a time-out from flirting, okay? Promise.”
He hung his head with a heavy, theatrical sigh. “If that’s what you need.”
I gave him a big, tight hug, and a kiss on the cheek. “Thanks.” My lips burned. That was kind of the problem. Days and nights all alone except for Claire the anti-chaperone was more than I was ready for.
The anti-chaperone cleared her throat. “Space.”
Ray asked, “Space?”
I confirmed, “Space.”
We all piled into the spaceship. It kinda looked like the inside of an overgrown RV, if everything were made of red plastic. There were no obvious controls.
Acting on memories I hadn’t known I had, I stepped up into the space fish’s skull. My fingers plucked one of my five remaining cursed pennies out of my pouch, and pressed it into a spot next to the big bulge in front. The penny stuck, and the bulge opened, an eyelid for the inside of that giant eye. The shape might be a little gross, but it showed the inner wall of the hangar, not nasty retinal tissue.
I touched a fingertip to the middle of the screen, and slid up. The head of the space fish shifted subtly under my feet, and the view rose. “Seal all airlocks. Prepare for flight. Vera, tell the Orb to open the hangar doors. The Red Herring is taking off.”
Red Herring was way better than ‘Space Fish.’ Well, a little better.
The hangar roof popped open. I probably should have included a few more stages in those takeoff instructions, because the Red Herring got sucked right up and out in a gusher of mist. That sudden a movement should have flattened me, but I only felt a brief pull. I also felt light, but we clearly had gravity, or… something pretending to be gravity? I was having to find out how super advanced Red Herring was the hard way.
Spreading my fingers, I was about to press them against the eyeball monitor, when my normal caution finally caught up with me. “Do you think we should have prepared more before launching?”
“Too late now,” Claire answered immediately.
“Space,” Ray added.
“Space,” Claire agreed.
I laid my palm against the monitor, and pressed. I did faintly feel some acceleration, but the surface of Ceres zipped past beneath us in a blur. My hand slid up, and the eyeball rolled to bring my hand back to center. With a casual twist of my wrist, we dodged a house-sized asteroid, and the long stretch of the Red Herring’s interior bent, then straightened as sleekly as a real fish.
I was piloting my own spaceship.
HA HA HA HA HA!








he Red Herring sped away from Ceres through the asteroid belt.
Right?
I didn’t actually see any asteroids. I saw a whole lot of stars. We’d left a few orbiting Ceres, but if there were any more asteroids out here, they blended into the starscape. Nothing moved that I could see.
“I was expecting something a little more dense,” Claire said beside me.
On my other side, Ray clenched his fists, then threw a forearm over his eyes. “Movies lied to me! I don’t know what to believe in anymore!”
Ha! Ray, you goofball! Okay, yes, I’d missed this side of you.
That left me to ask the obvious question. “So, where are the asteroids?”
A little yellow circle marked one of the stars on the screen, then another, and another, and another. As the circles started to multiply, I hastily corrected, “The nearest ten.”
Circles winked out, leaving four. I’d asked for―oh, right. Twisting my hand, I sent the Red Herring into a slow roll. Other yellow circles showed up. Four clustered around Ceres, which apparently didn’t count.
Ceres was hardly bigger than a star now. We must have been really moving. I turned us around to the largest cluster of circles, and tried to pick the closest. The Red Herring had helpfully labeled each one with its distance, and I knew for sure it was distance because it kept scrolling. That was all I knew, because the numbers were in another language, one I didn’t even recognize.
Ah, the joy of having an omniscient superpower. It had no sympathy for anyone who didn’t speak Ancient Egyptian, whale, or Alpha Centaurian. Mom might be able to figure these out. Her Audit skills were all numbers-based, and that included decryption. I could ask her about these when I got home, assuming I was monumentally stupid and had a getting-caught wish.
“Do you think we can zoom?” Claire touched her fingers to the monitor over one of the labeled stars, and spread them―and by Tesla’s Apocryphal Alternating Current Underwear, it worked! Just like a touchscreen phone, a little square separated from the rest and expanded. A couple more zooms, and she had a boxy rock to look at.
What else would work? I tapped the asteroid with the least number of digits in its distance meter. “Take us there.”
I puffed my chest out in smug glee as the view turned, and the long tunnel of the space fish behind us rippled. My baby had autopilot.
Autopilot would be useful, since I was starving. I hadn’t eaten in… I pulled my phone out of my pouch. No bars in the asteroid belt, but the clock function worked. It was past 10am. I’d either worked all night, overslept badly, or both.
A worry hit me. “Did we stock any food?” Wait. My few vague impressions included… “I know we have a refrigerator.”
I walked down the corridor until a pair of egg shaped plates looked familiar. Opening one released cold air. Opening the other radiated heat. Both had shelves, and both had boxes and bowls of food.
I picked out a warm bowl of Chinese noodles, vegetables, and shrimp. Even at a glance, the water chestnuts and baby corn had just the right amount of bend. Someone had included chopsticks under the cover, too.
The selection wasn’t even close to limited to Chinese. Impressed, I called over to Claire, “Did your mom cook all this?”
“Wouldn’t surprise me!”
I was about to dig in, but another need hit me. Okay, I also knew we had a bathroom.
Getting there required passing creepy coffin-shaped beds, tables and chairs grown out of the walls, and round bulges that might be more eyeball monitors. A touch of my hand to the back wall opened up a seam. It looked like a closet, not a bathroom. How did this work?
I stepped inside, the door shut behind me, and the walls clamped down like a vice.
Seconds later, I staggered out. I felt so… clean. Even my jumpsuit and the ribbons on my hair were shiny and spotless.
I so didn’t want to know how that worked.
From way up front, Claire shouted, “I think you’re going to want to see this!”
Yes, ma’am! On the way, of course, I grabbed a bowl of noodles and a bottle of root beer to gobble down as I watched the monitor. We were parked next to a huge asteroid. The floating in space thing crippled my sense of perspective, but it had to be at least a mile long.
And someone had been drawing on it.
Glassy dents traced zigzags, circles, straight and wobbly lines over the reddish-brown rock. The shiny black lines looked a little like crop circles, with all the interconnected circles and all, but only if drawn by an angry toddler. They were a mess. Some of the circles had been scribbled over and over, leaving deep and jagged craters.
I swallowed my shrimp. “Okay, I give. What could have done that?”
Ray’s eyes never left the screen. “Someone with a laser, an endless supply of electricity, and a serious grudge against the former occupant of that asteroid.”
Definitely sobering. I suggested, “Maybe we should exercise caution. Shields up?”
Nothing happened. Ray snickered, and stole a baby corn out of my bowl faster than a mongoose. “Worth a try.” The fiend popped the corn into his mouth and chewed insolently at me.
Claire poked the circled asteroids, bringing back up the rectangular one she’d looked at before. “Can we go here next?” The Red Herring swung around, and Claire added, “Oh. I guess it doesn’t just obey you.”
Tesla’s Lightning Party Suit, my space fish was fast. The distance numbers spun down, and it couldn’t have taken us more than a couple of minutes, tops, to get close enough to not need a zoom view. Claire zoomed in anyway, having to use both hands until the cubical rock filled the viewscreen.
It became clear real fast that the asteroid wasn’t a natural cube. It had sharp edges, made of glassy, fused rock like the laser scars on the last asteroid. Large stretches were completely flat. Others had been gouged out by more melting. Here and there, discolored blobs clung to the surface. What were they?
Odds were good they were more badly melted versions of the columns that swung into view as the next face of the asteroid turned towards us. Three chunks of shiny, pale grey material curved up like ribs out of the rock. Four more lumps might have been ribs melted or broken down, with holes forming a circle where still more had been torn out.
I turned my head. Behind me, Vera watched the screen with her usual silent curiosity. Her ceramic wings looked an awful lot like the grey stuff imbedded in that asteroid. “Are there any crystal rocks nearby that together would form a really big broken sphere?”
Yellow circles marked a bunch of nearby specks. Claire zoomed in on one. Roughly a third of a crystal ball, with a clear outer layer, but the inner surfaces dark and cloudy.
“Conqueror technology. This was a Conqueror base.” My whisper came out a little hoarse. It was a terrifying thought.
Claire’s voice vibrated with the same anxiety. “That can’t be a Conqueror orb. It’s bigger than a house. Besides, we fought them on the Moon. The fight never got out this far.”
“It might be older Conqueror tech,” Ray suggested. “Bigger. Clumsier. This base may have been destroyed a thousand years ago. Ten thousand. A million. It is all the same in a vacuum. All we know for certain is that the Conquerors fought someone here, and that someone fought back.”
I held up my chopsticks. “We know one other thing. We know we’re not telling Spider about this base.”
“Yep,” echoed Ray.
“Hear hear,” agreed Claire.
“Are there more asteroids with ruins like this?”
If the Red Herring understood my question, it gave no answers. I switched to, “Show us the next twenty closest asteroids that we haven’t visited, and keep updating.” When the circles lit up, I pressed my finger against the eyeball screen in the middle of the thickest clump. We started moving.
I ate my Chinese food, watching Ray and Claire zoom in and examine asteroid after asteroid. Nothing. Still nothing. Ray found one with a few scars, but then more nothing. It looked like I didn’t have to fear an entire Conqueror owned asteroid belt. We’d just gotten lucky that the base had been near Ceres.
Ray took off his mask and hat, and rubbed his eyes. Sounding thoughtful, he suggested, “Perhaps we can make this easier, if this spaceship is sufficiently intelligent. Add to the current request all asteroids at any distance that show linear melting patterns like those we just investigated.”
Hoo boy. It worked. A few dozen red circles joined the yellow circles. Most had huge distance numbers. Claire tried to zoom in, and got nothing. Too far away.
Undefeated, she asked, “How about constructs? Add circles, squares, rectangles, all objects with straight planes or geometrically regular curves.”
The red circles switched around. Quite a few looked local, for a completely arbitrary definition of local. Claire and Ray were able to zoom in on those while I guzzled cola and ate smoky flavored shrimp. They were a huge disappointment. Quite a few rocks, big and small, had domes or craters or broken off edges to qualify. We did find one with a flattened off section that looked suspiciously like it had been melted flat on purpose, but there were just too many false positives.
Then Ray came up with a doozy. “Show us any heat sources that don’t blend in with the rest of the asteroid belt.”
One single red circle lit up.
It was pretty far away. Claire zoomed and zoomed and zoomed, until we got a blurry image of the strangest thing. A little oblong asteroid a couple of city blocks long floated through space alone, and I could tell it was a couple of city blocks long because a building sat on the surface. It had windows, for Tesla’s sake. Aside from some red blotches, it could have belonged on any LA street corner.
A bell rang, loudly. Vera hovered past me, pressing her hand against the asteroid on the screen.
The Red Herring ignored her. I ordered it, “Take us there,” and as the Red Herring swung around, I looked up at Vera. “Is this important?”
Her pink crystal ball head turned its black pupil to face me. I could still see the hairline crack left in her globe from when Claudia had hit her really, really hard.
Vera made three loud, identical bell noises, and nodded.
“What do you know about it?”
Vera made those same three chimes. Yeah, I asked for that. Literally.
I stowed my empty bowl and bottle away before we reached the asteroid. As the Red Herring floated next to it, we hardly had to expand the view to take in the building. Aside from big stains resembling bright red bird poop, the building looked completely normal. Like, normal for Earth, not normal for sitting on a frozen rock in the vacuum of space. There were lights on in the windows, even! Lots of windows, in a two-story building too small for a mall, but too big for a single store or a house.
Vera pushed her tiny, ceramic chip hands against the screen, and then pushed again. She looked up at me. She might not have expressions, but she had body language. She was pleading.
“You want to go in there?”
She nodded, over and over.
I placed my hand against the warm, slightly squishy, but at least dry eyeball screen, twisting around and pressing down and hoping to guide us into a docking position with the building’s front door. It worked perfectly. Too perfectly. Maybe it read my thoughts? My interaction with Vera kicked a memory. Or body language? Animals could fake knowing what people said that way.
I gave in to the thought niggling at me. “We didn’t bring…” only to realize I was wrong. “We do have spacesuits!”
Leaving the Red Herring lying right alongside the building, I rushed back past the kitchenette, and threw open a hatch I hadn’t even been able to see before my superpower gave me a hint. Out of it, I pulled three… yuck.
“I’m not wearing that.” I couldn’t blame Claire. They looked like bright red bats, with gross membranous wings and no face of any kind. They weren’t that big. I knew they were spacesuits, but that was it.
Ray stepped up to the gill door of the Red Herring, with Vera already floating impatiently in front of him. He raised a hand. “I’ll try it.”
Claire shuddered, arms clasped across herself. “Ugh. Seriously?”
He nodded, grinning slightly more smugly than usual. “I have two reasons. First, I never waste a chance to flaunt my machismo.” Claire and I rolled our eyes and snickered simultaneously. “Second, if it fails to work, my power should protect me long enough to be pulled inside.”
Tucking the other two in a pouch, I threw one of the bats at him. He caught it in both hands, stretched out its wings, held it in front of his face, then around the back of his neck. Its wings slapped down, wrapping around his whole throat, and its stubby little tail planted against his spine—rather like how Archimedes held mine.
Ray didn’t seem horrified or panicked. He put his mask and hat on, took a breath, and gave me a thumbs-up.
“Just push against the wall.” I instructed, guessing on what I knew of how to control my invention.
He did. A flap slid aside, opening a room just big enough to be an airlock. It closed behind him.
Come to think of it, if we were about to do something villainous, where was my helmet? On the floor, over beside the beds. But if Ray could talk, I could get by with a little less of a disguise myself. Eagerly, I pulled my leather and brass goggles out of a pouch, and buckled them on. I loved this look, and got to use it too rarely!
Uh, if Ray was asphyxiating out there, how would we know?
He wasn’t. The flap yawned open again. Ray stood in a human-sized tube now, connected to the front door of the out of place asteroid building. Prying the bat gently off his neck, Ray rolled it up and tossed it underhand back to me. I caught it— barely.
He looked and sounded pleased. “It works, but we don’t need it. There’s heat and atmosphere inside.”
Claire and I stared at him with the exact same blank expression. I finally shrugged. “No weirder than the building being here at all, I guess.”
Stars sparkled with sudden greed in Claire’s eyes. “This is mad science. There’s a mad scientist no one’s ever heard of who made it all the way out to the asteroid belt―and maybe farther!”
A look of downright deranged joy lit up Ray’s face. He’d clearly been holding it back. “Oh, it’s better than that. Come see.”
So, we did―Ray first, holding the door for us, Claire hopping eagerly with each step, and myself easing Archimedes down from my shoulder to my forearm, into firing position.
“No way,” Claire whispered in front of me. I followed her into a…
…doctor’s office reception room. A really old doctor’s office reception room. It held no actual receptionists, but a heavy wooden table sported a ledger, a pneumatic tube, and a bunch of cards marked for punching. On the wall above and behind the desk was painted ‘Red Panacea Clinic.’ On the front of the desk, a shiny brass plaque declared ‘We are in the middle of an enlightened summoning of health that will remove the barriers to the universe itself.’
That tickled a memory. “Weren’t the Red Panacea Clinic…?”
Claire finished for me, “A mad science medical team who vanished a hundred years ago. Some of their creations were used for evil, but the clinic itself disappeared without a trace.”
Ray asked slyly, “How does someone make that decision? ‘We’d better hide, and no one will look for us in the asteroid belt?’“
I looked around. This place really was a hundred years old. The posters on the wall had engraved looking pictures of men and women, usually in a lot of clothes, and splotchy typed headlines like ‘ENJOY A TRULY WOMANLY FIGURE WITH THE COLOR RED’ and ‘TRY OUR PATENTED RADIUM TONIC’ A display case had little jars overflowing with pills, all of them bright red, with labels like ‘Our Red Formula restores vim and removes all internal tumors in seven days!’
Jingling and banging derailed my train of thought. Vera gave the frosted glass door leading further in two more quick, loud shoves to get our attention.
“I guess we can sightsee later.” Reaching past Vera, I pushed on the door until its vacuum seal let go, and we stepped into madness.
This had to be the main waiting room, or at least had started out as one. Rows of chairs lined the walls, many of them with lit red lamps hung overhead. A few more posters adorned the walls. It was hard to tell, because of the red gunk growing over them.
So much red. The wallpaper had been red-striped to begin with, but chitinous red masses grew in ropes and columns up the walls, and engulfed many of the seats. Red red red red red. Where there weren’t hard shells, the red mass had a meaty, blue-veined look.
A mass of fleshy webbing over the ceiling pulsed three times, then stopped. This was all alive?
“I’ve read stories about mutant monsters, but this is way beyond that,” Ray whispered in awe.
Claire squeezed my arm, hard, and pointed. I followed her finger.
Criminy. There were still people in some of these chairs. They had been overgrown by the red stuff, maybe merged with it.
Claire broke away, heading for the man she’d pointed out. She walked carefully, feet lifted high with each step, skirting around the lumps in the red carpet that suggested growths underneath. Ray and I followed. We were not going to let Claire try to make friends with a possible mutant monster without backup.
Vera floated in the exact center of the big room, looking around, at the stairs, at the doors, at everything.
Claire crept up on her target. “Are you alive, Sir?” This guy’s head and shoulders stuck out of the red shelled gunk that had grown over him. He did look alive. He had light brown hair and a normally pink complexion. I couldn’t see enough of his chest to tell if he was breathing, but he didn’t look like a hundred-year-old corpse. He looked like a twenty-year-old sleeper.
His eyelids fluttered. “Help me,” he whispered. Then his head sank back against the ‘Feel As Fit As A Goat!’ poster on the wall behind him.
“We will. We absolutely will,” Claire promised, her golden ponytail bouncing with the determination of her nods. Hopefully, we could live up to that promise.
“Help me.” He sounded pained, repeating the same words. His eyes wouldn’t quite open. Stuck in a bad dream?
Claire inched closer, and reached out cautious―and thankfully gloved―hands. She took hold of the shell around the man’s chest, and tugged. Nothing happened. No surprise. It looked hard.
Ray cracked his knuckles. This time, he was all serious. “I’ll give it a try.”
I stepped past him, peering at the unconscious captive. “We have to get him out alive. There’s a seam―”
The shell split open in the middle of the man’s chest. Ribs gaped like fangs reaching for my extended hand. A hairy goat head shot out on a meaty tentacle, the fangs in its jaws nothing compared to the ones lining its barbed, harpoon tongue.
I screamed. Ray yanked me out of the way. I hit the floor, belatedly noticing we still had gravity.
Claire was still standing next to the thing! She squeaked in fear, her knees and lower lip trembling, but the goat head snapped back inside and the shell closed. The brown haired man whispered, “Help me,” again. Exactly the same. Same eye flutter. Same tone. Same head falling back against the wall.
This guy wasn’t alive. He was a recording, bait in a trap.
Claire inched around towards us, watching the thing’s midsection. Ray sprang back to his feet and crept up to meet her. When he got too close, the shell cracked open again, but by then he had Claire’s wrists, and they shot past me out of the way.
Instead, as the grisly rib cage mouth yawned, Vera floated out in front of it. She pointed both of her little arms, and a bright pink beam hit the goat head inside.
I could feel the heat from here. The head burst into flame, gurgling and honking. Sweet-smelling smoke billowed out of the monster. Vera’s heat beam wandered patiently up and down the mass, destroying the fake human face, the monster inside, the chair, and the whole cancerous blob that I’d thought had contained a man.
A fire alarm rang, an old-fashioned bell alarm down on the opposite end of the waiting room. A woman’s voice called out of an invisible speaker system, “Security to the lobby. Doctors and patients, take cover and stay calm.”
“Battle stations, Inscrutable Machine!” I yelled, lifting Archimedes, searching for any sign of movement.
I forgot to look up, but Vera didn’t. Whatever was up there, I found out about it when she fired another pink beam above my head. By the time I did look, all there was to see was a mass of smoke.
A badly charred goat skull fell out of the smoke onto the floor. My stomach knotted. Keep it down, Penny. You just ate, and you need that nutrition!
Another round shell over a waiting room chair split. A hand reached out, but the arm flopped and swayed wrong. Vera saved me from seeing whatever disgusting nightmare lurked inside by turning her heat ray on it. The sweet smell might be gross, the black charring mass might be disturbing to look at, but it beat whatever zombie mishmash of human and goat parts had been inside.
Ray and Claire had set their backs against mine, watching the room until we knew how we had to act. Claire leaned her head back to snort, “I think Vera’s handling this fight for us.”
Vera blasted a head-sized blob, then paused, floating in the middle of the room and looking around. A wave of pink light flashed out of her, sweeping the walls. Patches of the red meaty stuff turned grey. Another flash, and a couple of grey segments of chitin fell to the floor.
I shook my head. Stunned surprise was wearing away the nausea. “I’ve never seen her do this. She’s never attacked anything living, even when I was in danger. I was half convinced she was a pacifist.”
Another chunk of greyed out shell spilled off a wall. The poster it had been covering fluttered down. It had a sepia tone photo of a man with a flat top hat and ridiculously spiky waxed moustaches, surrounded by goats as tall as he was. Huge, carnival advertisement size letters raved ‘Red Panacea Clinic Is Proud To Welcome Dr. Hedley Butts To Our Practice. His Work With Goats Proves The Miracle Benefits Of The Color Red!’
Her voice slightly raspy, Claire said, “That explains a lot. Two of the sickest medical minds of the nineteenth century Mad-Science-Boom joined forces to make this horror house.”
I had to ask, even with the alarm ringing and the smell of burnt flesh everywhere. “Did they call him Dr. Butt Head?”
“No. His goats ate people. They took him seriously.”
Eesh. Ray filled in the other half of that for me. “These days, a villain as murderous as he was wouldn’t live long enough for Mourning Dove to find him, but back then…”
I nodded. I knew, but it was creepy to see the results. “No rules.”
Vera had run out of immediate targets. She floated back up to me, and with her little bitty hands pushed my wrist from side to side.
“What is it? What do you want?” Was she trying to aim Archimedes at something? She abandoned my wrist, and turned Archimedes’ head instead.
Maybe…? I closed my eyes, and tried to focus on what I saw through his.
“Criminy!” I squeaked, jumping back against Ray and Claire.
“Are you alright?” Ray asked immediately.
I nodded, waving him off with my free hand, then turned Archimedes’ head to look at him. “I’m fine. This place looks different through psychic cat symbiote eyes.”
Walls, rugs, posters, regular inanimate objects looked blankly red in Archimedes’ vision. I’d blown them off for that reason. Living things were a mass of color. Vera shone white like a star. The pervasive red goop was all kinds of blues and pinks and purples, with the colors flowing sluggishly along the vines. Ray and Claire were mostly green, with blue blobs inside that were probably important organs. A web of yellow lights filled both of them. In Claire, it seemed like her nervous system, because it really lit up her brain, and traveled through the rest of her in thinner lines. In Ray, it looked more like his blood stream, pulsing through his arms and legs, thickly webbed in his torso, and barely visible in his head.
Vera wanted me to see something, and it probably wasn’t Ray and Claire. I waved my arm slowly. I had to strain to focus, like making out details in my peripheral vision.
When I faced the far end of the lobby, what Vera wanted me to see took no strain at all. A glowing white hexagon, bigger than an adult, and a mass of yellow next to it. They showed up through the floor. Inanimate objects were so blankly red, I could see through them to the masses of infesting goo on the upper floor and down in the basement. A green spot above us just might have stood out as what Vera wanted, if the thing in the basement hadn’t been so brilliantly obvious.
I pointed across the room. The basement seemed to be only on that side of the building. “Down there. What is it?”
Vera didn’t answer, couldn’t answer. She floated down to that side of the waiting room, emitting more pink pulses. Through Archimedes’ eyes, those looked like white flashes, but in reverse, sucking into her. They visibly reduced the amount of blue in nearby goo masses.
Taking each step carefully, still not sure I could see clearly through Archimedes’ eyes, I followed. The white hexagon might be static, but that yellow thing in the basement writhed, and it had plenty of blue and pink and purple around it. Vera would need backup, and we had to be there with her.
One of the bulges we were about to pass had a webbing of yellow inside. “I think that―”
Vera spun around and heat rayed it. I jumped in surprise, my human eyes opening. The black charred thing that crawled out of the mass looked disgustingly like a human torso with goat heads on the ends of its arms. So, so gross. Vera kept broiling it until it collapsed into charcoal.
Then she swung around and began burning into the floor. The rug burst into flames, then went out as she cooked it down to dust. Her beam played around, tracing a wide square and melting slowly through the floor. It would take a few minutes, but she was determined. I had never seen her so determined.
“I’m sure a staircase would be easy to find,” I pointed out.
At the edge of my vision, Ray shook his head. “No way. We do not charge into the pre-prepared gauntlet of traps.”
“Just being in here gives the monsters an advantage.” Claire sounded ragged and anxious, and criminy, I could not blame her.
Frankly, she’d just said the smartest thing anybody had said since we came in here. I called out, “Vera! Let’s get out of here. I bet we can do something about this place from a safe distance.”
She completely ignored me.
I took a deep breath. “We’re in this to the end, guys. We’re not abandoning her.”
“Seconded.” Nervous as she sounded, Claire’s response was emphatic.
“Unanimous,” Ray agreed.
Movement caught my attention. I closed my eyes and saw through Archimedes. The big yellow thing in the basement writhed violently.
The woman’s voice in the speakers announced, “The Red Panacea Clinic does not allow Conqueror technology on our property. Leave the building or be evicted.”
Oh, yeah. They knew we were coming, and what was coming.
With a squeal and a hiss and a lot of cracking, the square Vera had cut fell through into the room below.
I saw the hexagon with my human eyes. Grey stones covered in symbols formed a six-sided gate. On the other side lay a dark room with a cement floor and a lot of wooden beams. That room couldn’t be physically here, on the asteroid, and amid the sweet stink of burned monster, fresh air laden with dust stood out.
We were looking at a portal to Earth.
The monster next to the portal attacked. This thing wasn’t remotely human or goat. It looked like a pillbug with its back attached to the wall, all waving legs and armored plates, scarlet pulsing meat and chitin that blended into the stuff lining the basement.
Tentacles shot out to meet a pink ray that set them on fire. Legs unfolded, and unfolded some more, and unfolded even more, reaching right up through the hole in the ceiling to close over Vera. Her opponent was half pillbug, half octopus, and all butt ugly. I closed my eyes again, and Archimedes saw her burn through the mass of blue and yellow, while more and more poured up to seal her in.
“We have to help!”
“Don’t touch it!” Ray slapped his hands together, activating his gloves. The ball that grew between his spreading palms looked blazing yellow to Archimedes.
“The stairs!” Claire yelled.
Archimedes looked up. Things crawled and staggered down the big staircase in the center of the lobby. They were just awkward masses of blue and yellow and pink through cat eyes, and I did not want to know what they looked like with my own.
Ray fired his energy ball at the fastest moving monster in front. The ball knocked it back against the stairs, where it thrashed like a broken toy. Claire ran off to the side and grabbed a chair. She looked tiny and helpless, a little bouncing yellow figure. As Ray drew out another energy ball, she knocked the legs out from under the next monster coming down the stairs. It fell forward, but kept inchworming towards me and Ray.
It hadn’t turned to attack Claire, and I wasn’t going to give it a chance. Time for a real combat trial of my new weapon. I looked straight at the oncoming monster through Archimedes’ eyes, and yelled, “Stop!”
It did.
“Stop! Stop! Stop!”
One scrambling abomination went motionless. Another fell forward and draped over the railing. The last slid limply down the stairs.
Ray blasted the closest monster back onto the staircase, but he didn’t have to. None of them even tried to move again.
I turned to help Vera. Pointing Archimedes at the squirming yellow mass, I ordered, “Stop!”
The yellow rippled, but nothing happened.
“Stop! STOP! LET HER GO!” Yellow whirled, and the tentacles halted―for about half a second. Enough time for Vera to melt her way out of the mass of arms. But the monster resumed swatting at her, and dodging meant she couldn’t keep her beam focused long enough to do real damage.
The goat mutants had no will. They were just zombies. This thing was strong enough to resist my orders.
I had a fix for you, buddy. I pulled a cursed penny out of my pouch. It looked like a green flare through Archimedes’ eyes, my first solid evidence the pennies had real power. I threw the penny down into the yellow mass. Stuck to the wall, it couldn’t dodge. It didn’t even try to block.
The penny hit and stuck. Green flooded out into the yellow, creating whirlpools and shifting blobs. Whatever that meant, I knew I’d ruined its day somehow.
“Stop!” Archimedes yowled, magnifying the command.
All the tentacles fell to the floor.
Vera stopped dodging, and aimed her heat ray right in the middle of the yellow and green blob. I risked a peek with my human eyes to find out what was going on.
The pillbug had curled up, folding its legs into a shield. Smoke hissed up as Vera burned away at it, but this stuff was hard. As I watched, more legs burst out of the red mass surrounding the bug, and thickened the shield.
One of the fallen tentacles rose. “Stop!” I yelled again. It fell, but twitched. My penny’s curse was weakening.
“Surrender! Stop fighting! Just die!” I screamed at it. Archimedes wailed. The thing wriggled at my first command, its plated legs fluttered at the second, and at the third spread apart.
Vera’s beam hit unguarded red goo, which went up in flames, burning into charcoal in a second. The legs fell limp.
Vera wasn’t satisfied. She kept burning away.
I looked around. Ray crouched next to me, fists clenched. Claire held half a broken chair, watching the―okay, I did not want to look at the things on the stairs. That they mostly wore clothing made it worse.
The alarm cut off. Vera stopped burning. She’d melted a blackened crater right into the stone wall. Only drifting, nauseatingly sweet smoke moved.
A man’s voice announced over the speakers, “Visitors, please see patient Juliet in room 103.”
I looked around. Still, nothing moved. I closed my eyes and looked around again, this time with Archimedes. The pink and purple had stopped flowing through the gooey blue columns. The things lying on the stairs had halfway faded to the same red as the stairs beneath them. The only yellow left pulsed inside my friends.
Back to my own eyes. Vera floated unhurriedly to the stairs. Instead of blasting the bodies there, she flashed pink, over and over. They began turning grey and crumbling at the edges, but it was not a process I wanted to watch.
I pointed down through the hole at the gate, and I could hear my own voice shake. “We can’t leave Earth connected to this place. It might spread.”
Ray’s voice didn’t crack often, but boy did it squeak now. “It’s been connected for a hundred years.” Raising both hands, he added, “That was not an argument.”
Claire walked over to us, and looked down into the pit. The girl who’d been most frightened at first now seemed just fine. “Looks like mad science to me. Hit the self-destruct button.”
“Ha ha ha,” I fake laughed. I couldn’t manage much sarcasm. I knew from experience that when you are in a mad science frenzy, self-destruct buttons just happen. How could I make this one happen?
It was just like building a gate backwards, but much, much simpler. The picture my superpower provided was pathetically simple.
I pointed Archimedes at the red tentacles hooking into the edge of the gate. “Shut off.” The view of Earth winked out. “Collapse.” The heavy stones the gate had been made of rolled away from each other and into the air.
I felt really weird. Dizzy, like I was on the worst roller coaster. Which way was up? Which way was down?
My feet didn’t touch the floor. I looked around and saw Claire and Ray floating up towards the ceiling.
“Well, that’s where our gravity came from. And probably our oxygen,” guessed Ray.
I could get the hang of this vertigo, but I didn’t want to. “It’s dead. We’re getting out of here.”
The man on the PA broke in. “Please don’t leave Juliet.”
What?
I looked at Ray. I looked at Claire. I looked at Ray again. “There can’t be a survivor.” he said.
Claire frowned. “Could it be a trap? Are you sure this red gunk is dead?”
I closed my regular eyes, and waved Archimedes slowly around. “Yes. I’m sure.” Nothing moved. Most of the pink and purple had faded, and even some of the blue. The only thing that stood out…
…was that green spot on the upper floor.
I opened my eyes and shook my head. I couldn’t believe it. “There’s a survivor.”
Ray and Claire gaped, but after a few seconds, Ray lowered his head. “Lead on.”
I smiled despite myself. Ray wasn’t the kind of guy who would even take the risk of leaving someone in this grisly horror house. Then I giggled, because nodding had sent his hat floating off his head, and he had to grab it and stuff it in his jacket.
“Vera, could you push us to the stairs?” I asked.
As quietly and peacefully as she’d always been before we got here, she hovered over and did just that. Gripping the railings of the staircase, we pulled ourselves up to the second floor. Ray climbed past me when we reached the top, taking the handle of the door and bracing himself against the wall to pull it open.
There was a lot of red hard shelled gunk up here. It covered most of the walls. The hallway had a line of little rooms that looked like doctor’s office exam rooms, which I supposed they were. This place was a medical clinic, if a nightmare medical clinic.
We came in at 114. There went 113, then 112. We climbed down the hall, or up the hall, or along the hall. There was no down anymore, just pushing from doorway to doorway. We all had gloves, so at least we didn’t have to touch this gruesome stuff with bare skin.
There was 103. Ray grabbed a knob of chitin, pulling himself to a stop in front of the doorway. I took his hand, letting him anchor me, while Claire climbed around the doorframe herself.
The announcer had been right. There was someone or something strapped to the exam table. She definitely was not human, not with that elongated head, the horns, the fur running down the back of her neck or the knobby, thick fingers. She did have a human female shape, although her thick shirt, poufy knee-length bloomers, and hospital gown over both kept that vague.
As we watched, she whispered, “Not again. I don’t want to wake up.”
The first monster had talked. None of us wanted to move in too fast. She clenched her four eyes tighter shut, curling her head down. Long, white-and-black splotchy hair floated weightlessly around her head. “It isn’t… he’s lying to you, Harvey. It’s only another trick.”
Claire swallowed, hard, and whispered, “I don’t think that’s a recording.”
She pushed away from the doorframe, floating into the room. Ray made to move us after her, but Claire waved him off. I lifted Archimedes, just in case.
“Are you Juliet?” Claire asked.
The thing on the bed’s muscles tensed, trying to curl up, but its wrists and neck and ankles had all been strapped down. After a second of that, she relaxed just enough to turn her head and open her eyes. She had four, two regular brown eyes in front, above where her face started to bulge forward goatishly. The other two sat farther up on the sides of her head, and shined the same ruby color as Archimedes’.
The brown eyes looked up at Claire’s face, as wondering as if she had just seen an angel. With Claire’s golden hair shining under the incandescent ceiling bulb, that wasn’t a bad description. “Y-yes, I am. Did Harvey send you?” the thing asked, with a perfectly normal adult woman’s voice, if nervous and shy.
“I think so. He didn’t tell us his name. We killed the monster in the basement, and he told us to come save you.” Claire reached up very slowly and carefully to Juliet’s neck, unfastening the buckle there. I wasn’t thrilled with her hands being so close to that extended mouth and its mismatched teeth, but it did seem like we’d found a real human survivor. Badly scarred, but human.
“He’s really, truly dead? “ Juliet asked, her voice hushed. “I know, you’ve never lied to me. It’s just so very hard to believe. Can I trust them?”
She wasn’t talking to Claire. She looked past Claire, talking to an empty chair in the corner. Um. Okay.
You know what? I wasn’t going to say anything. Being trapped in this place would drive anyone crazy.
Claire clearly felt the same way. She moved on to unbuckling the straps around Juliet’s wrists, then her ankles. Juliet herself lay back with a heavy sigh, satisfied by whatever the voice only she could hear told her.
We’d heard that voice quite clearly when it used the speaker system, Penny. Keep that in mind. Maybe Juliet wasn’t crazy.
When the ankle buckles came free, Juliet floated upwards. Claire held onto the foot of the table, and held out her hand. Juliet gripped it, and Claire towed them both gently towards the door.
“What is that?” Juliet asked, peering curiously at Vera.
My spine went cold. Vera had just gone completely genocidal on the monsters in this place. The flash of ice faded immediately as Vera gave Juliet just as peacefully quizzical a stare. Whatever set Vera off, Juliet wasn’t it.
Good evidence Juliet wasn’t going to kill us, actually. That was reassurance I’d needed.
“Out. We’re getting out of here.”
“Watch out for the doctors. And the other patients. Harvey―I was the only one Harvey could save.” Juliet warned us.
“I think we got them all,” I promised. “If not, Vera will take care of them.”
We were a lot less cautious climbing back up the hall towards the stairs. Juliet shrank away from me and Ray at first, but clearly trusted Claire to pull her along. By the time we reached the door, Juliet was helping Claire climb.
Ray held the door open again, and we crawled out. Juliet stared wide-eyed at the crumbling grey shapes on the stairwell.
Hanging around wouldn’t help. I held out a hand to Claire. She took it. I held out my other hand to Ray. He took it. He held out his other hand to Juliet and, hesitantly, she took it.
“Vera, can you pull us to the door?” I asked. Vera grabbed my collar, and floated us down the stairs and across the lobby. When Ray opened up the door to the reception room, the sucking sound made me realize something I hadn’t the first time we visited. The reception room was also an airlock.
We wouldn’t need those services. The Red Herring’s gill hatch was safely clamped around the outer door. I had my freaky bat spacesuits, just in case. Ray pushed against the wall with his feet, floating us over to the outer door. When he opened it, Juliet let out a squeak.
I looked back at her. She stared at the entrance to the Red Herring with undisguised horror. I followed her gaze, and saw… a giant, obviously living space fish made out of chitin and rubbery flesh exactly the color of the abominations inside the clinic.
What had I made? Had Mourning Dove known something about my power after all?
No. The Red Herring was harmless. It just used the same biotech principles as the Red Panacea Clinic. Juliet calmed down immediately, so I had to be right. She even smiled, and asked, “Oh. Really?” Pushing past us, she followed someone we couldn’t see into the ship.
Of course, when she passed through the doorway, the Red Herring’s artificial gravity pulled her to the floor, but she caught herself like she’d been expecting it.
My turn, but I paused at the door. I had one last thing to take care of before I left.
Pointing at the plaque on the desk, I ordered, “Vera. Erase that.”
A pink ray wandered over the brass plate, until the words ‘We are in the midst of an enlightened summoning of health that will remove the barriers to the universe itself.’ disappeared in a dripping mass of glowing metal slag. The desk behind it was so old it didn’t catch fire, just blackened and dropped orange embers on the floor.
I felt better. I felt better still when I stepped into the tube and could suddenly tell up from down. I staggered more than Juliet did. More than anyone, since my superhumanly boosted friends of course had no trouble at all.
Ray gave the airlock’s rim a hard tug. Red Herring got the message, and closed the door. Unsteady or not, I rushed over to the monitor, pressed my hand to it, and gave a shove. “Get us away from here.”
The long tunnel that made up the Red Herring’s interior rippled. The asteroid and walls of the clinic slid out of view. I pushed harder, hoping the Red Herring understood I wanted some speed. It was hard to tell how fast we were going without anything in view but stars.
That ought to be enough. I turned us around. We were close enough I could still pick out which dot was the asteroid, but that was about it.
I took a deep breath, and let it out. “All in favor of annihilation?” I asked loudly.
“Aye,” Claire answered, just as emphatically.
“I vote Aye eleven times,” Ray joked, but his hard tone meant what he said.
Vera gave the three dings she made when she first saw the place.
“Oh. Wow!” Juliet said to, presumably, Harvey. She stared past me at the monitor.
“Does this ship have weapons?” Claire gave me a cautious look.
“No,” I answered. “Vera! You’re in communication with the Orb of the Heavens. Can you give it targeting information?”
Vera nodded, and let out a little chime.
I pointed at the little blob of the Red Panacea Clinic. “Teleport that asteroid into the sun.”
Ray’s eyes widened. It would work. I could see it in my head, the whole―
“Evasive maneuvers!” I yelled. Archimedes yowled. Thought was faster than speech, and the Red Herring curled up into a ball before the words got out.
A white flash blotted out the monitor, and the eyelid clenched shut. The Red Herring rippled and shook, not from impact, but from whatever it used to protect us from acceleration taking damage.
The shaking stopped. We still had light. We still had heat. We still had gravity.
My poor space fish. Was it okay? I wasn’t sure how to check.
“What just happened?” Claire’s voice fluttered up and down as she unclasped her hands from over her head.
Aaaaaand my cheeks suddenly burned. Feeling like the moron who just came within inches of getting us killed, I explained, “I opened up a tiny gate directly into the sun, sucking the asteroid into it with gravity thousands of times greater than anything we can imagine, but also momentarily exposing a plume of pure nuclear fusion.” My superpower hadn’t really explained that to me in detail, but I’d gotten the message. It did love showing me bombs going off. Not fast enough, this time.
Ray held his hands out to his sides, and asked slowly, “What kind of cancer risk are we talking?”
Oh, boy. I winced. “I think the Red Herring got badly burned, but absorbed most of it. That’s a guess. I don’t know.”
“Why?” Juliet suddenly asked. Then she nodded to an empty wall. “Oh, that makes sense. Harvey can answer that question. He says you can’t yet hear him directly.”
We all looked at her helplessly. Closing her human eyes, she turned her head, looking us over with one shiny red eye on the side of her skull. I felt a weird deja vu. She was doing what I’d just been doing with Archimedes.
Smiling widely, Juliet reported, “Everyone is safe. You both―” and she pointed at Ray and Claire, “―had spots of corruption, but something added to your body taught it to find those cells and eat them. You―” she indicated me, “―are wearing a radiation resistant suit.”
So, my jumpsuit blocked radiation after all. That was nice.
“If anyone ever tells you radiation can cure sickness, don’t listen to them,” Juliet added.
Ray grimaced. “That’s―science has figured that out since the clinic kidnapped you. How long were you there? I am Reviled, by the way. We are supervillains, but we moonlight hero work.”
“E-Claire,” Claire echoed.
I nodded my head. “Bad Penny.”
Juliet let out a sigh, and sat down on the floor, leaning against the wall. “I don’t know. Harvey took away my memories to protect me, and I don’t want them back.”
Yup. Woulda said the same thing myself.
Ray took a step forward, peering down at Juliet, and exclaimed, “Watch out. You’re sticking to the floor!”
He started to reach for her, but she shook her head. One hand pulled up with a sound like ripping off duct tape, and she waved him away. “It’s fine. I quite like it.” The ship uncurled and wagged its back end. Juliet giggled. “I feel like I am the ship. It’s alive, and I believe smarter than me, but it can’t think for itself. Does that make sense?”
Ray hooked his thumbs into his belt, and we all stared at her. He answered first with an amicable shrug. “It does, indeed. As long as you are okay.”
“Oh, I am.” Juliet’s smile widened. “I believe I can tell it to heal itself. I shall try. Do let me know if I do anything wrong, please, Harvey?”
She leaned her head against the wall, and sure enough, some of the red chitin latched onto her horns.
I shrugged, too. I guess I had to let her get on with it.
Anyway, I had another responsibility. “Can you send a message to Spider through the Orb of the Heavens, Vera?”
Vera nodded, watching me attentively.
I cleared my throat and tried to organize my thoughts. “Spider, this is the Inscrutable Machine. We are still in the asteroid belt, and the explosion that just happened may be visible from Earth. Be careful out here. We’ve seen signs that someone fought a war in the asteroid belt, and then disappeared. Further, anything unusual found out here is bad news, with high risk of biological contamination. Stick to bare rocks. It is not worth the risk. Finally, I have accidentally tested the Orb of the Heavens’ weapon capability. It does not have a setting below ‘wipe out all life on Earth’, which I know you’re not crazy enough to do. The Inscrutable Machine has had enough of the asteroid belt and is heading to Jupiter. End message.”
Vera dinged, which hopefully meant she’d finished transmitting. I let out a sigh. “Hopefully. If the Red Herring still works. I don’t want to take Juliet back to Spider.”
Claire reached one hand back to toy with her ponytail thoughtfully. “Mourning Dove might help her? I’ll think of someone by the time we head home. You get us moving.”
I prepared to do just that. Turning around, I gave the big eyeball monitor a worried look. With the lid closed, I saw no damage, but something was missing. The penny I’d used to activate the Red Herring had fallen out.
Picking the penny off the floor, I pressed it back into the slot. It didn’t stick. It had run out of juice? Well, maybe I didn’t need it now. I gave the eyelid a tentative push.
“Hmmm? Please, allow me!” Juliet called out behind me.
The eyelid opened, and the domed monitor showed a starscape once more. I laid my hand against its smooth, slightly squishy surface and moved around. The Red Herring turned obediently, until I saw a definitively bigger dot among the stars.
Pressing it hard, I instructed, “Full speed for Jupiter, and give me a distance reading.”
The numbers were already counting down, and spun faster as I watched. The Red Herring still worked. We were on our way!
And missing Geometry class, I noted with considerable satisfaction.








lien numbers ticked down, cutting tiny slices off a gigantic total.
It was going to take us awhile to reach Jupiter.
It didn’t take Ray and Claire long to notice that, either. Claire walked back and opened up the refrigerator hatch. Amid the clatter of bowls, I heard, “I’m so glad I didn’t eat before we went in there. Su. Preme. Ly. Gross. How did you keep yours down, Team Leader?”
My stomach knotted up a bit as she reminded me, but the nausea passed just as quickly. “I tried not to look at the goat cancer zombies.”
“Aaaand that’s my new motto!” Ray sniggered, then yelled back at Claire, “Anything look good? That isn’t obviously meat?”
Claire pulled a big Tupperware tray out of the heated compartment, and chucked it across the space fish corridor. Ray caught it with ease, snapped the top off, and wolfed down lasagna so fast I never saw where the fork came from.
Claire, slightly less desperate, asked, “Would you like anything, Juliet?”
“No, thank you very much, Miss E-Claire.” Juliet bowed her head politely.
Claire didn’t answer, being too busy unwrapping a sub. We had a couple of seconds of silence before Juliet giggled as sweetly as Claire with her power turned up high. “If I lost my girlish figure, you wouldn’t love me anymore.”
“Talking to Harvey?” Ray wandered over to her. He’d already polished off half the tray of lasagna, and waved the rest idly in front of him.
“I am, Mister Reviled,” she answered, with a much quicker nod of her head. A second later, she started giggling again. She looked right across the hall in front of her as she laughed, so it must have been something Harvey said.
Ray bent forward, looked her in the front pair of eyes, followed them across the hall, and reached out and waved his hand in that empty space. “Is he over here?”
“Ray!” I warned him. Not cool, boy!
He straightened up, and spread his hands. He looked maybe just the tiniest bit guilty, but that was it. “We had to know.”
Juliet just giggled until she started snorting, and had to cover her elongated mouth with both hands. It went on and on, and she still sounded fluttery when she wrestled the laughter down enough to tell Ray, “Harvey just predicted that you would try that! It is quite fine, but he would ask you not do that again because it is easier for me to hear him if the illusion that he is physically here is not disturbed. I have not seen him in person in some time, and he must speak to me through an implant between my cerebellum and basal ganglia.” A few more giggles she couldn’t suppress, and she lowered her hands to add, “I believe ganglia is Harvey’s favorite word, he says it so often.”
Ray crouched down to look at Juliet, and raised an eyebrow. She probably couldn’t tell under the mask, but I knew his expressions. “So Harvey’s a doctor?”
“The finest doctor on Earth!” A slight pause and a shift of her eyes must have meant Harvey spoke, but she kept on. “I may remember little, but I know I was dying when my parents brought me to the Clinic, and Harvey cured me with ease. Alas that the other doctors were not so kind. He wanted to quit when he saw what they were doing with his genius, but that would have meant leaving me defenseless for their experiments.”
Another pause, and she lowered her face, smiling like a goat girl in love at the blank spot next to Ray. “You do talk a lot of rubbish sometimes. I believe in you.”
Ray pressed on. “So Harvey is human?”
“As human as you or I.” Juliet answered.
Ray looked up at me and Claire, and I wagged a finger at him. These answers were getting weirder. Let Harvey stay a mystery. We were not going to tell Juliet she wasn’t human anymore.
Claire stepped up, radiating her Little Miss Diplomat ability that had nothing to do with superpowers. “You seem very smart yourself.”
This delighted Juliet, who pried herself off the wall and floor to stand up. Freeing herself of the cord that had attached to her lower neck took a couple of seconds, but she showed no more signs of pain than removing a Band-Aid. Brushing down her hospital gown, she explained, “I was always interested in the sciences. As much as a girl can be educated, I tried to be. My father worried I would become a suffragette!”
Claire leaned closer to her, grinning like she was making a confidential joke. “Believe it or not, the suffragettes won.”
Juliet leaned back, with the exact same expression and tone. The extra eyebrows on the side of her head even went up. “I should think so, if a girl of marriageable age can walk around with bare legs!”
Claire’s confidential smile turned admiring. “You take future shock well.”
“Shouldn’t I?” Juliet whirled around, her puffy shirt and bloomers billowing out with her fluttering gown. Three spinning steps danced her towards the front of the Red Herring, and she bounced lightly from foot to foot the rest of the way. “I’ve been released from perdition, and now I’m in a fantastic boat traveling the interplanetary gulf on a scientific expedition such as I would never dare to dream. I only hope we can find pencils and pens and paper that I can take copious notes. For example, this marvelous feline of yours. May I see it?”
Nope. Wasn’t heel enough to turn down those eager brown eyes. “Sure.” She and I reached up together, prying Archimedes’ claws off my shoulder. It stung a bit when his tail let go of my spine. The tip greedily snaked around, jabbing the base of Juliet’s neck and sinking in. Yikes. Did it look like that when he attached to me?
Juliet had better control of him than I did. While still curled up in her arms he blinked, rolled his eyes, turned his head to look around, and lifted one foot to wash it with his tongue.
She was in heaven. “I shall expire of wonder! I thought animal magnetism discredited, and yet here is both a battery and projector. The bowels have been replaced by a―yes, thank you, Harvey, a neural ganglia of prodigious size.”
Archimedes meowed, and that just excited Juliet more. Closing her human eyes, she watched with one of the red eyes on the side of her head. “I hardly notice the electrical flow through my own spinal cord, but that tiny spark ignites―”
Juliet stopped mid-lecture. Her head snapped up, brown eyes opening again, and she looked back over her shoulder with a petulant pout. “But she is very interested. The device is filled with her magnetism. It is like reading her emotions from a book.” Pause. “Honestly, Harvey, I’m not tired yet!” Pause. “Oh, very well.”
Archimedes detached his tail from Juliet’s spine, curling up into a hibernating ball. Her shoulders slumping, Juliet deposited him in my arms. “Have you a bed, Miss Bad Penny? Harvey insists that I am not used to physical activity, and will need to limit myself.”
“Oh sure, they’re over here.” I led her back down the corridor, past an expressionless Ray and a smirking Claire. Personally, I thought the beds were creepy, attached to the wall bunk bed style but with walls like a coffin.
Juliet climbed into one, folding her hands over her chest and increasing the coffin vibe considerably. Eyes closed, she said softly, “You called yourself villains, but there are no thanks I could give sufficient for this heroic rescue.” Her face tensed, and her voice quavered as she asked, “Harvey, can you stop the nightmares?”
“If he can’t, I can,” I promised―like a chump, since I didn’t actually know if I could deliver. Still, I slipped Archimedes’ tail down the back of my jumpsuit, set him on my shoulder, leaned down and commanded, “Sleep, and do not dream.”
Archimedes meowed loudly. Juliet didn’t respond.
Stroking Archimedes’ head, I walked back up to Ray and Claire. The wall jutted out at hip level next to the eyeball monitor, so I sat on that and let out a sigh.
“Hey, how far are we from Jupiter?” Claire asked.
I shrugged. Ray ventured a guess. “Hours. Perhaps a full day. It takes roughly a minute for the fourth digit to cycle, and whatever that number is, it has seven digits.”
Uh oh. “No internet. This will get boring fast.” I’d taken this job to get away from tedium!
Claire leaned back against the wall and closed her eyes. “After the house of horrors, I can handle at least a few hours of boredom.” That lasted for, oh, three seconds before she leaped back upright and held out her hands. “Hey, can I try Archimedes, too?”
“Sure, I guess.” It did hurt a little to peel his tail back off. If I kept attaching and reattaching him, I might start bleeding no matter what super science he used to bypass my skin.
I poured the fluffy black feline into Claire’s arms, and she immediately gave a little start. “Wow, he’s light.”
“You think I could carry him around on my arm if he wasn’t?”
Serenely ignoring my sarcasm, Claire caught Archimedes’ long tail in one finger and raised it to curl around her neck. He loosened up, opened his gleaming red eyes, and mewed.
Claire, on the other hand, slumped back against the wall, squeezing her eyes shut. “Ugh. I―ugh. You could have warned me about the nausea! Do you get used to this?”
I blinked. “What nausea?”
Ray stepped forward, holding out his own arms. “Let me try. It may only be compatible with Penny’s nervous system. Being goated might render Juliet immune.”
Claire pried Archimedes’ tail loose with gritted teeth, took a deep breath, and passed him over to Ray. Ray sat down on the chitinous red bench opposite me, announced, “Here we go,” and wrapped Archimedes’ tail around the back of his neck.
Archimedes made a noise, wriggled, and pushed himself mostly upright in Ray’s arms. Ray closed his eyes, and shivered. “Okay, yes, this is not fun. At least I can control him.” Archimedes pushed up on his front legs, looking up and down the Red Herring, looked me over, looked Claire over, and finally meowed at her.
She giggled faintly. “That tickles.”
Cradling Archimedes in one arm, Ray peeled off his tail. It looked like that took effort, although the strain couldn’t be physical, not with his strength. As Archimedes curled back into a ball, Ray held him stiffly out to me at arm’s length. “That’s all I’ve got.”
I snorted at them. “Babies. Archimedes is just a big baww of fwuffy wuv, isn’t that wight, widdwe angel?” I scratched the unconscious symbiote under his chin, and tucked his tail back under my jumpsuit―mainly so I could attach him to my shoulder again and get him out of the way.
Claire tilted her head curiously. “Hey, is that something moving on the monitor?”
Subject changed!
“Red Herring, show the closest ten objects,” I ordered. Sure enough, three yellow circles lit up. The other seven must have been asteroids behind us, out of sight. One was so close, it crept slowly along on the screen.
Placing my hand against the eyeball, I swerved us to the side so we would pass it. Claire magnified the view, until we got a look at a jagged hunk of floating space rock.
Ray tried, “Highlight iron in red. What do you know, it worked!” It did, briefly. We zoomed past the suddenly glowing red asteroid. We were really booking. Ahead of us, a new yellow circle appeared.
Claire chuckled. “Well, this will help pass the time.”
It did, barely. It was still a long, long afternoon, even trying out every order we could think of to analyze the asteroids we passed. I gave up when my phone showed 9pm, and we all turned in.
Ray hadn’t even hinted about who might share whose bed. I had no idea he had so much self-control. All my nerves had been for nothing. Maybe when we got back, I could stop pretending that he was the only one who wanted less ‘boy friend’ and more ‘boyfriend.’

I woke up abruptly, jerking upright and grabbing the back of my neck. Nothing there. No tenderness, no feeling that I’d ripped free any tentacles as I sat up. I let my breathing slow, and the tingle of fear fade. I should have zapped myself with an anti-nightmare signal. After yesterday, bad dreams were inevitable!
Claire yawned above me as I climbed out of my creepy red sleep pod. A quick peek into Juliet’s bed showed that her hands, feet, and the back of her neck actually had attached themselves to the Red Herring again. Yuck. Well, that seemed to be natural for her, poor girl.
Being able to shower, go to the bathroom, brush my teeth, do my laundry, and everything else in a moment of heart-stopping terror left me in a better mood. Yes, setting foot into Red Herring’s freaky bathroom took some nerve, but I felt so good afterwards. Claire and Ray were equally pleased.
The three of us gathered around the refrigerator, debating who ate what. Something was definitely screwy, because the old dishes had been replaced with new food. Spider keeping a close eye on us, no doubt.
“With my Mom’s permission. I’m sure this is our silverware, because it’s actual silver. She stole it from Buckingham Palace. Good morning, Juliet! What would you like to eat?” Claire interrupted herself to flash a sunny smile back towards the bed. Juliet, cords still hooked into the back of her neck, had draped herself over the edge to watch us.
“I believe I would. I haven’t eaten in…” She trailed off, then resumed as if she hadn’t missed a word. “I’d forgotten what hunger felt like.” Another pause, and she folded her arms under her head, giving the empty space next to the bed a faint, skeptical smile. “Yes, doctor. I’ll have a grape, please. I’m under medical orders not to eat any more, because I no longer require human food.” She didn’t sound like she believed that, but then, I could only hear half the conversation.
Claire pulled a grape out of a bowl of fruit and tossed it down the corridor, to be caught in Juliet’s cupped hands. She popped it in her mouth, squeezed her eyes shut, and started making, “Mmm. Mmmm!” sounds of pleasure as she chewed.
I went up and examined our progress towards Jupiter. We were down to six digits, so Ray must have been right. I hadn’t been sure. Symbols flipped over at the right times to be base ten, but there were way more than ten numerals being used.
Alien languages, am I right?
We were also down to only two objects in the top ten closest that were in front of us. The object farther away was much brighter than the closer asteroid.
“Quite an albedo on that bad boy,” I muttered to myself as I zoomed in. The closer asteroid looked interesting. Ray had left set up a funky mineral scanner filter, and I was pretty sure those purple highlights meant a whole lot of platinum in this asteroid.
Whatever the magnification limit was on Red Herring’s sensors, we hit it for that second asteroid. No matter how much I tried to expand, I got a little bright dot.
That dot looked odd. It enlarged just enough that I could see the whole thing shined. Had we found the legendary lost planet of mirrors?
It got bigger. The asteroid had a funny, squashed and elongated, shape. As I watched, bright lights flashed and flickered behind it for a few seconds, then stopped.
Asteroids did not do that.
The object got closer, growing on the screen to become a tiny but recognizable disk.
How long had I been standing here, trying not to admit the obvious?
Pointing at the screen, I gurgled, “Spaceship.”
“Spaceship?” Claire asked from behind me, suddenly perky and alert.
“Spaceshiiiiiip!” Ray yelled, his wingtip shoes thumping on the floor as he ran up to join me.
Crowded shoulder to shoulder, Ray and Claire and I peered mesmerized at the tiny, growing disk on the screen. It was weirdly colored, mostly red, but with-
“Mineral analyzer routine off,” Ray commanded, and the colors disappeared. Oops. My mistake.
Claire poked at the screen, trying to expand, but we were at maximum magnification already. That gave us a fuzzy picture, but even fuzzy there was no denying the obvious. A flying saucer was headed almost straight toward us. It had little barrel-shaped engines along the sides and back, and a couple of extra disks attached to the body, but the basic shape said ‘flying saucer.’ Two dishes pressed together. That shape.
Claire pressed her face right into the screen. “Can we contact them? Do we have communications equipment?”
Okay, superpower. What did you leave in my memory after that blackout? Not enough. “Yes, but I don’t know how to use it!”
Behind us, Juliet’s voice rose in surprise. “Oh, really? Not even once?” Harvey must be weighing in on our close encounter.
Ray took my hand, and gave it a squeeze, countering my panicky sharpness with a quiet, even tone. “However the Red Herring flies, it laughs at inertia. Worst comes to worst, we can close and match speeds with their ship, then figure out how to communicate.”
I squeezed his hand back, and didn’t let go. We stared. We stared so long that Juliet wandered up and stared with us. We had to shrink the magnification bit by bit, increasing the detail until we could clearly see glassy porthole bubbles. The ship didn’t shine; it glowed. Every surface released light. Not much, but in the blackness of space it stood out.
None of the porthole bubbles was positioned at an angle that we could get any kind of decent look inside.
Okay, we were getting close, and I had an idea. “If we pull alongside, I can signal with Archimedes.”
An extra little yellow circle appeared next to the spaceship. It was really motoring, distance numbers flashing down.
Ray and I figured it out at the same time. “They’re firing on us!” he yelled, and I grabbed the viewscreen and rolled us off to the side. Was the missile tracking? No, it kept flying on the same course. Well aimed, but we were too far away and too maneuverable.
A series of beeps echoed out of my belt pouch. They were matched by bell chimes in a staggered rhythm behind me. Vera was so quiet, with talkative Juliet to pay attention to, I’d forgotten Vera was even here. Now she rang the same series as my phone did.
I was getting a phone call in space while under attack by a spaceship?
No, idiot. That was Morse code! I flipped out my phone. Good grief, I had a ‘receive radio signals’ app. This was what I got from letting my superhero Dad custom build me a smartphone.
Ray groaned, squeezing his eyes shut. “I am so rusty at Morse code. Play it again slowly, Vera.”
She did. Ray kept holding up his hand to stop her. “We. Will. Not. S. U. R. R.”
“They fired again,” Claire warned, pressing her hand to the monitor and swinging us off in a new direction.
“We will not surrender,” Ray repeated. “But there’s more. Keep going, Vera. We. Will not. Be. M E meat? P U P… we will not surrender, we will not be meat puppets?” He looked around, face twisted up in bafflement.
Claire looked and sounded calm, with only a thoughtful pout as she kept her eyes glued to the screen. “They can’t hit us from this distance, not if we’re alert, but we can’t close to make contact.”
I scowled. “And I can’t use Archimedes on them from this distance.”
“Yes you can,” Juliet corrected me. Lifting Archimedes off my shoulder, she walked him down my arm, then pulled my arm out to press Archimedes’ face to the monitor. It sank in.
I twisted until I was aimed at the flying saucer, and yelled, “We mean you no harm! Stop shooting at us! We really do come in peace!”
Did it work?
How would I know?
Okay, okay. Time to be team leader. Um. “Juliet, you can pilot the ship better than we ever could. That circle on the bottom looks like an entrance hatch. Fly us around and connect us to it, but keep an eye open in case they fire again.”
“I’ll keep all nine eyes open!” She leaned back against the wall, and closed her eyes. The eyes I knew about. A dozen twisty little tentacles fastened against the back of her neck, and six smaller dome monitors fluttered their lids farther down the ship. She already knew the Red Herring way better than I did.
Stars rolled as Juliet guided us in. Were we already that close? I fired off another message. “We are coming to dock with you. Do not attack! When you meet us, you will see that we are friendly.”
Frankly, I was counting on psychic command more than sweet reason. We pulled up so close to the flying saucer, we no longer needed magnification, and no more weapons fired. I sent out an up close, “Do not attack!” command just in case.
The saucer was longer than my space fish, but I didn’t think by much. Since the main screen showed us straight ahead, I didn’t get a very good view when we pulled in alongside. Metal lay right next to the screen, filling the left side of the view. That kept jerking around. The Red Herring’s front eye must be turning. Once again, an essential part of being a mad scientist was being the last person to understand how your inventions work.
Nervous moment time. Our airlock opened with a gross sucking sound, showing a round hatch with an old-fashioned turning wheel at the other end.
Claire stepped out in front of me, but I pushed her back, lifting my arm to brandish Archimedes. “I think we need something a little more compulsive.”
She nodded, squeezing behind Ray. I could hear him breathing hard, right behind me. He didn’t like this. Or maybe he liked this a whole lot.
Tesla knew my heart was whirring in my chest, and my blood felt like I was full of bubbles. Who were we about to make contact with? Was this suicidally reckless?
Well, we were trying to be friendly. I would start by knocking. Reaching out with my free hand, I pounded against the hatch three times. The bonging noise wasn’t loud, but they were no doubt as close as we were on the other side, and could hear it.
Oh, yeah. They could. The wheel turned. The door pushed open towards us.
I leveled Archimedes and yelled, “Do not attack! We are friendly!” so emphatically that Archimedes yowled at the top of his kitty lungs.
The door finished opening, revealing a man in a fedora and suit holding a pair of crazy looking pistols, and with a confused look on his face. On the other side, a woman with brown hair looked equally confused, but with glowing white eyes to match.
We were not the only super-powered humans out here. Definitely time to play it cool.
They were also positioned around the entrance tunnel at weird angles. Then I saw the ladder on their side. Ah, right. Gravity was oriented in different directions in our ships.
Don’t leave them to freak out, Penny! Slowly and clearly, hoping they spoke English, I said, “I don’t know who you thought we are, but we are friendly humans on an exploration mission. If we weren’t so surprised to see you, we would have left you alone when you fired on us. I hope we can talk peacefully.”
Well, that was the dorkiest speech I’d ever given. I sounded more lame and stilted than a black and white B movie.
“They are children,” the woman said to the man. With those glowing white eyes, I couldn’t tell if she was looking at him or us.
“Puppeteers don’t care how old their victims are,” he answered. Suspicion, disgust, anger, guilt, no shortage of overtones in that voice. Whew.
I tried to stay part of this conversation. “I don’t know who these Puppeteers are, but if they’re that hostile, they’re not us. We’re troublemakers at worst.”
The man shifted his weight, frowning in thought. “She doesn’t talk like a meat puppet, but CONQUERORS! WATCH OUT!” The change of position had momentarily hidden one of his arms, which came back into view holding a wide-barreled pistol. All it did when he pulled the trigger was flash a bunch of lights. They left my retina spotty, but didn’t hurt me.
Behind me, something thumped, and Claire squeaked, “Vera!”
“Stop shooting!” I yelled through Archimedes. I couldn’t tell if it affected the woman, but the man winced. Trembling, he lifted the other pistol, hand shaking more and more as he tried to point it at us.
His words came slowly as he fought against the compulsion. “That’s a meat puppet behind them.”
On cue, Juliet squealed from inside our ship, “That’s not a very nice thing to call someone!”
“Calvin.” The woman spoke the word sharply, but also completely calm. She put a hand on the man’s shoulder. He stopped shaking as he quit trying to fight the order not to attack us. “You are too eager to protect us. You miss the obvious connection. A Conqueror drone and a meat puppet would be trying to kill each other.”
He let out a sigh, and leaned back. She stepped up to the edge of the hatch, which really made the weird gravity difference obvious. We were left partly looking up her multiple layers of skirts, and she had to bend forward to talk to us. “What are you that you command the powers of the Puppeteers, the Conquerors, and the Jovians all at once?”
“We’re supervillains from Earth.” The word ‘villains’ had no effect, but they both jumped visibly at the word ‘Earth.’ Suspicions confirmed. There were humans out here that Earth’s population knew nothing about.
Still, uh… ‘supervillains’ is an awfully negative word. I added hastily, “That is like… thieves who steal from other thieves.”
The man grinned suddenly. “Outlaws.”
And now I was grinning, and nodding my head. “You got it.”
He loved it. I could see it on his face. The woman started smiling, too.
“So, can we call a truce long enough to make friends?”
“Child, I believe you are the answer to our prayers,” the woman answered gaily.
I nodded. “Good. Claire, diplomat it up.” Then I turned and pushed past Claire and Ray, scooping my poor Vera up off the floor.
She had folded up completely, covering her crystal head in the ceramic shell that made up her body. Criminy, these people had a gun that could turn off Conqueror orbs. They’d clearly had to use it.
I tapped the ceramic with a finger, which usually activated her. “Are you okay, Vera?”
Nothing happened. With increasing anxiety, I tapped again, and again. Ceramic cracked, unfolding, and Vera’s pink orb of a head floated up to stare at me as her body reformed. The anxiety flooded off me, and I let out my breath in a long sigh.
Metal clanked, the sound of ladder rungs being climbed. The woman asked, “First, I must know. You came from the direction we were going. We followed a signal from the Jovians, telling me that a source of charged aetheric fluid could be found there. Then we saw a flash of light, and the Jovians said the source was gone. Do you know anything about that?”
Claire answered. “We sure do, but you didn’t want to go there. Are Puppeteers bright red buglike things that spread red cancerous stuff all over a building and mutate people into goat zombies?”
“Yes.” The man did not sound happy.
“That asteroid was infested, and we blew it up. I’m sorry. We’ll do what we can to help you, but you might as well turn around.”
A brand new voice echoed out of the hatch. It sounded distant, young, female, and impatient. “We haven’t turned around because our engine is busted, and someone won’t give up his precious bug burning pistol so I can build a new ignition system!”
Vera was safe. I looked back up the joined airlocks to see Claire sitting on the edge of the tunnel on their side, kicking her feet. The woman chuckled once, and the man stood up slowly, looking theatrically sour. I knew that expression. I saw a whole lot of it in the supervillain world.
Claire, of course, had on her best sunny smile. “I go by the name E-Claire. That’s Reviled, and our leader with the goggles is Bad Penny. The Conqueror orb is Vera, and the meat puppet is Juliet, but we freed them both. Vera is loyal to Penny, and Juliet is more interested in astronomy than eating people.”
“I am Juno,” the woman introduced.
“The Space Witch!” the little girl’s voice yelled.
“The Herald of the Jovians,” the woman corrected serenely.
The man gave a tug on his fedora, and held his hand out to Claire. “And I’m Calvin Fawkes, Miss E-Claire. They call me the Fabulous Mr. Fawkes.”
“No they don’t!” yelled the little girl again. Claire took his hand anyway, and he leaned down to kiss it.
Her voice bubbly with amusement, Juno said, “And that is Remmy Fawkes, Calvin’s little sister, who is in a terrible temper and could use nothing more than to meet another mechanic right now.”
“I could use―wait, another mechanic? Really? I thought you said they were kids!” Remmy shouted.
I shook my head. What could I say? “Permission to come aboard?”
“You are more than welcome,” Juno said.
Calvin frowned, adding sharply, “The Conqueror drone and the meat puppet stay on your ship. Sorry, little miss, but that’s the way it’s got to be.”
Hmmm. Was that fair? Apparently it was, because Juliet chattered happily, “You go on ahead! I need to watch the ship, and Harvey thinks I can teach it to take notes until we can find real pencil and paper.”
Juliet’s cheerful demeanor could give Claire’s superpower a run for its friend-making money. Calvin almost smiled, and clearly had to work not to. “I can trade a notebook and a couple of pencils for your mechanic helping my little sister fix our ship.”
“Sold.” Yeah, like I was going to give up a chance to poke around a flying saucer’s engine anyway!
I shifted Archimedes to my shoulder, and stepped into the airlock. Ray took my waist to hold me steady through the gravity shift, and I let him. He was completely gentlemanly about it, and I did have serious vertigo as my head passed through the barrier and I groped for the ladder rungs.
After that, it was easy. I climbed into a metal room that looked like the inside of an aircraft carrier, and got my first good look at our hosts. Calvin had short light hair under that blue hat, and loose blue pants, button-up shirt, suspenders, and jacket. He looked sleek, even with four leather pistol holsters at his armpits and hips. Juno wore a cream-colored dress that went all the way to the floor but didn’t puff out very far, with a high collar and a tight bodice.
Otherwise, she looked a lot like a slightly older She Who Wots, which is to say she looked like me, ten years from now. Well, I hoped I’d be half that pretty, have half that generous a figure, or move, even stand with that kind of grace. But her face looked like mine, down to a faint scattering of freckles, and her braided pigtails were the exact same shade of brown. Hers reached the middle of her back, and I barely kept mine longer than my shoulders. It still made me feel like I was part of a secret line of super-powered clones.
Calvin held out his hand, which I shook before he could kiss my knuckles. That would have been just too creepy. It didn’t bother him at all, and with a little tug, he walked me back to a set of metal strut staircases. I walked up ahead of him into a much larger room, lit with many unevenly flickering lights.
This was an engine room, alright. Lightning arced inside big glass tubes. Pipes came out of the ceiling and the walls, and a metal drum the size of a compact car had been broken open in the middle of the room, exposing its parts. Next to what had to be the engine stood a girl even younger than me. I had to guess eleven. She had pigtails too, but not braided. They came off the top of her head, and were even longer than Juno’s, all the way down to her hips. Like her brother’s, her hair was blond, although it had plenty of grease stains. She had no shortage of grease stains anywhere, and all the skin I could see shone with sweat. This looked like hard work for a little kid.
Calvin laid his hand on her head between her pigtails, and gave them an affectionate ruffle. “My baby sister Remington. Don’t be fooled, she’s a girl. I make her keep her hair long so you can tell.”
I gave Remmy an agonized ‘Seriously?’ look, so she would know I understood how she felt. If I’d been Calvin’s little sister, I’d have hit him with that wrench she carried.
He did have a little bit of a point. She had slightly less curves than me, which is to say none whatsoever, and she wore canvas pants that couldn’t be called tight because they were weighed down by pockets full of tools. Her loose white shirt’s frills were completely ruined with grease stains. Her aviator goggles, leather and brass and almost exactly like mine, hid some of the softness of her face. She did wear either a huge belt or the universe’s only khaki corset around her middle, so that was technically feminine.
There still was no excuse for introducing his sister to a stranger like that. She growled at him, but I stuck out my own hand. “I’m Bad Penny. It’s kind of a title, like Fabulous Mr. Fawkes, except people really do call me that.”
“Ha!” she shouted, grabbing my hand and shaking it. Ice broken!
We turned our backs on the older brother, and I stepped over a few pipes, pistons, or axles (I wasn’t sure) on the floor to examine the guts of the engine. An axle came down from the ceiling, where behind smoked glass a propeller, or maybe a windmill, turned slowly. The propeller glowed so bright that even through the dark glass it hurt to look at, and lit up the whole room. That attached, with a lot of cables and twisty tubes of water, to a device that was mostly a really thin tube containing something that glowed more gently. The open side of the engine connected that mysterious center pillar with what looked like a rusty carburetor and alternator of all things, with the alternator hooked to electrical cables that disappeared into another pipe running out towards the side of the ship. Actually, the carburetor and the central pillar weren’t quite connected. A gap and some silver cap connectors that didn’t attach to anything lay between the two.
And that was as far as I got. This somehow ran a car engine to make electricity, when it was working. Everything else was a mystery.
I knew one other thing. This was mad science tech, running on principles nobody on Earth had discovered yet.
“You keep this thing running?” The girl was younger than me!
She straightened, laid her wrench against her shoulder and declared proudly, “I built it.”
Seconds later, she deflated, leaning forward to look at the gap with me and add in a more confidential tone, “Okay, I assembled the parts, but I’m the one who figured out how to kludge an aetheric rotor together with an alternator.”
Mentally, I crossed my fingers. Oh Mightily Deceased Tesla, please don’t let me sound like an ignorant goober asking this next question. “So what’s wrong with it?”
“This,” she snarled, pinching her nose in disgust. She scooped an object off a rack. It looked kind of like an oversized spark plug, the size of my forearm with a little blue crystal on one end and a marble sized glass ball on the other containing a ball-bearing-sized drop of that glowy stuff. I didn’t know what it did, but I knew the end with the crystal shouldn’t look saggy and half-melted.
Okay, figure it out, Penny. However it worked, it connected the central pillar to the carburetor, which meant it took the power from the pillar and made the carburetor spin.
Hooray! With that knowledge and several years of training, I might be able to help Remmy out.
She went on complaining as if how it all worked was obvious. “Unless you can fix it, we’re going to sit here for a week before my brother gives up his precious flame gun so I can kludge it in as an igniter. We’ll still be hobbled, but at least we’ll get home at a decent speed. Except now he’s seen your spaceship, I bet he thinks you can tow us. He has no concept.” She rolled her eyes in disgust.
Feeling like a heel, I shook my head. “I’m not sure I can help. My superpower doesn’t repair machines; it only makes new ones. We don’t even use this technology back on Earth.”
Her mouth hung open. “You’re seriously from Earth?”
I went straight from feeling embarrassed that I couldn’t help to embarrassed that she was impressed over nothing. I blew the question off with a shrug. “A lot of people are.”
Remmy’s voice squeaked in disbelief. “How fast does that Puppeteer ship go?”
Okay, this I could legitimately be proud of. “Pretty fast. We expected to reach Jupiter in a few more hours.”
Remmy slammed the melted igniter back on the shelf, making a loud clang, then shook her wrench at the ceiling. “At least when we run out of food, we can take your ship back and not starve. My idiot brother’s going to leave my poor baby a scuttled space hulk.” Turning around, she stomped over to the engine, sat on one of the flatter parts of the housing, pulled her knees up, and wrapped her arms around them.
That wasn’t theater. From that glare, I thought she might cry. Calvin must be one stubborn guy.
In a much lower voice, she muttered, “Maybe we can salvage the rotor when we leave.”
I had to do something for her. Could I build another igniter? I stared at the spark plug shaped device. Come on, power!
Zip.
Now I felt helpless. I stared at the taunting gap between two different kinds of engine. Maybe my power could do the same thing?
It looked so inefficient. She had one kind of power, and had to go through two conversions to get electricity. It could be so much easier.
I had it. The picture appeared in my head. I hadn’t drifted off into madness yet, so too much thinking would scare the inspiration off.
Those big vacuum tube things on the walls. “Can you spare one of these?”
Remmy looked up, now confused and quizzical. “Sure.”
I yanked one out, feeling the heat through my gloved hand, but not enough to burn. Twisting the Machine off my wrist, I waved it around until it started moving, then laid it over the tube. “Eat.”
I left the Machine on the rack, chomping down the vacuum tube and growing glass plates. Running around the room, I grabbed a few caps like I’d seen in the central engine, some wires, and the broken igniter. Dumping them in a heap, I let the Machine eat those, too.
Then I… had to stop looking for words, or I would lose this. “Remake the tube, drain it to vacuum, and insert the aetheric fluid,” I told the Machine. Even that was too much attention. I let go, only vaguely watching myself punch holes in caps, thread wires, and order the Machine to make new parts smaller or bigger than the originals.
Done. It was safe to think again. I clasped the now glowing Machine back around my wrist, and held up my invention. It looked like another oversized vacuum tube, with a wire running all the way through it, another wire running partly through, metal caps on the ends with prongs sticking out, and a faint mist filling the bulb.
I jumped when I noticed Remmy standing next to me. She pulled up her goggles and gaped at what I’d made. “That’s aetheric charge input, and alternating current output. It’s a direct converter. There’s no way.”
“We won’t know until we try.”
She nodded, and fished tools out of her pockets. Okay, one looked like a voltmeter, and she fastened the clamps on the electrical end. That made sense. The other looked like a glowing thermometer.
She pressed the thermometer against one of the knobs on the base of my converter. The voltmeter’s dial shot up.
“AAAAAH!” Remmy yelled, throwing her arms up in the air and running around the engine room in a circle. Her superpower must have been not tripping over things, because I’d have broken my neck with all these pipes around.
When she got back to me, she yanked the converter out of my hands and climbed over the engine housing. “Here’s what we’ll do. We’ll replace the main alternator, and move its igniter back to the maneuvering jet. I want this baby powering the thrust engines. Come help me get this out!”
Her wrench untwisted some bolts, and she kicked another section of engine housing off, revealing an even bigger carburetor. Sure enough, this one had an igniter in place.
She expected me to help her lift a car engine? I’d break my back! Fortunately, I had options.
“Minion! Grunt work!”
In a flash, Ray bounded up the stairs. Bowing floridly, he tipped his hat and asked, “What does the Queen of Darkness command?” Having a good-looking boy in black at my beck and call would never grow old.
I pointed at the heavy carburetor. “Help us lift this out of the way.”
“Certainly.” Remmy had just enough time to finish unfastening some bolts before Ray reached down and picked up the carburetor in one hand, like it was a suitcase.
Ha! What were superpowers for, if not showing off?
I was pretty sure I could get the igniter out and move it myself, but as I stepped forward something occurred to me. ‘Pretty sure’ might not be enough. Keeping my tone light, I asked, “Where’s the self-destruct on this thing? I don’t want to hit it by accident.”
Remmy waved her wrench dismissively with one hand, not even looking up from splicing the converter into the electrical wires. “Not a danger. You’d have to turn the main transfer loop around to feed back up into the rotor. You can’t do that by accident.”
…but there was, indeed, a self-destruct. Mad science was truly the same everywhere.
A few minutes later, a breathless Remmy wiped her forehead with her wrist, smearing more grease around. “That device on your wrist is incredible. You used it as a wrench, a screwdriver, you clipped wires with it, you extruded wires with it―it makes parts! Please tell me you have another and I can have it. Please. I’ll trade you my brother. He’s really handsome, and I can get rid of his girlfriend while she sleeps, no problem.”
Hee hee. Regretfully, I shook my head and gave my first and most wonderful invention a loving pat. “Sorry, Remmy. There’s only one Machine.”
She took it well, only pouting a little. “Alright, but we have to test the engines right now. Go get back on your stupid Puppeteer ship. Now!” She gave me a push towards the stairs.
Laughing, Ray and I ran down to the airlock room, where Claire hopped to her feet. She’d been talking to Calvin, apparently. Remmy blurted out, “It’s fixed. It’s going to be incredible. Can I ride on their spaceship long enough to see the contrails?”
Calvin took a couple of seconds to respond. He didn’t quite scowl, but his face got very hard and serious. “I will be dead before I let you board a Puppeteer ship, baby sister. Doesn’t matter if the little lady has it under control.”
Remmy groaned, stomped over, and kicked him in the shins. It couldn’t have been too hard, because despite her heavy boots, he only winced. “Fine!” she shouted, “I’ll go watch the power gauges instead. Let’s get moving!”
“Moving where?”
Remmy opened her mouth to answer my question, only to have her expression of exasperation turn into one of confusion. By the time she tilted her head to look up at her brother, she’d swung back around to exasperation. “Where are we going? No aetheric fluid, no point in going back to Europa.”
Juno laid a hand on Calvin’s shoulder, answering for him. “The Jovians have provided. Bad Penny’s extraordinary talent is the prize they sent us here to find.”
Calvin and Remmy fell silent as Juno’s brilliant white eyes swept over me. I had a strong feeling I was being railroaded. So strong, Archimedes grumbled on my shoulder.
“Translation?” I asked Remmy, who I trusted more than her goofy brother and his even goofier girlfriend.
“You want to help me fix a broken space station?”
“YES.”








emmy’s spaceship had to slow down, match the space station’s speed, and maneuver in tiny little bursts of lightning from its jets until the struts locked magnetically against the huge, flat top. The Red Herring landed like a dove fluttering onto a branch. I felt both smug and guilty about that at the same time. The technology of this space fish was crazy. Crazy!
I rubbed the back of my head. Mild headache. I half-suspected I’d been overusing my power. It had never been pushed as hard as in the last few days. Crossed fingers it wouldn’t conk out on me, especially since I wasn’t sure how I could help in the first place.
Or, you know, my goggles might be on too tight. Loosening them a notch helped.
From a distance, the space station looked like a giant mutant biplane, with two sets of flat-topped double wings sticking out the side and a gigantic helicopter rotor sticking out the top. Up close, it resembled a floating island, a flat stretch of metal the size of a town, dark and empty and dead.
My phone beeped. Remmy’s voice burst out of Vera. “Can you guys hear this?”
Well, they weren’t too far away, and holding still. I pointed Archimedes at the front of the flying saucer and answered good and loud, “Yes.”
A second of silence, and Remmy’s voice came out again. “Never do that again. Hey, I told you it works. A rotor light well focuses the radio signal―”
Calvin Fawkes’ voice cut in. “You’re wasting the Inscrutable Machine’s time, Remington.”
“She’s a mechanic too, isn’t she? Okay, okay! Bad Penny, it’s bare aether out there. You’ve got a spacesuit, right?”
I looked down at Archimedes on my arm. How was I supposed to answer that question?
Ray had an idea first. “They know Morse code. Can we flash a light at them?”
Next to me, Juliet’s voice said, “We quite certainly can. What would you like to say?”
That would have been great, but Juliet had been in bed sleeping for hours. I kind of didn’t want to look, but I did. A pair of red eyes had opened in the wall next to me. They even had expression, eyebrows and tilted eyelids looking up at me quizzically.
Yikes. Just… yikes.
But at the moment, convenient! “Do you know Morse? Ray could give it to you if you don’t.”
“I am educated in more than just the Natural Sciences, Bad Penny,” the wall-Juliet told me reproachfully.
What did they teach young women those days? It was all good for me! “Send: I do.” There really wasn’t anything else to say.
A light flickered on and off over the deck in front of us. It must have been Red Herring’s giant eye that lit up.
Remmy’s voice crackled out of Vera. “Cool. We’ll go take a look at the central collector, then head back to your ship―”
“OUR ship,” Calvin corrected her.
“Ugh. Whatever. We’ll powwow, see if you have any crazy ideas. You’d better, because that fluid is inert and no amount of crank starting will get a rotor that size charging.”
“Send: Roger.” While the lights flashed, I stepped up to the gill slit/airlock. Hoo boy. Here was the hard part. Ray said these things worked, but they did not look inviting.
Appreciating the chance to stall a few more seconds, I called over, “Vera, can you push me around out there, keep me from floating off in zero g?”
She drifted over next to my shoulder. That was a yes in my book!
Here goes, Penny. I scooped a rolled up fleshy red bat thing out of a pouch, unwound it, and held it up to the back of my neck.
Gritting my teeth, I resisted the urge to squeal as it clamped down. Wings writhed and shifted, spreading farther and surrounding my neck like a membranous collar. The blobby body pressed flush to my spine. Inside that mass, something thumped in time to my heartbeat.
I grimaced back at Ray and Claire. They both gave me thumbs up. Only Claire looked worried.
I stepped into the airlock, with Vera touching my shoulder with one tiny hand. The flap behind me closed. The flap in front opened, puffing out air, but Vera’s surprisingly strong touch kept me in place.
Man, it was cold. Uncomfortably cold, but not painfully cold. I’d also been breathing automatically, and while the breath wasn’t reaching my mouth or nose, it felt normal.
“HA! Ha ha ha HA!” Who cared how creepy this was? I was standing around in the void of space, thanks to my custom mad science bio-spacesuit!
I couldn’t hear anything except my own breathing and pulse, but a flicker of movement showed the bottom hatch of the flying saucer open. Remmy climbed awkwardly down the extendable ladder, holding onto a big toolbox, until her boots hit the metal surface and locked on. Had to be magnets.
Her spacesuit went the opposite direction of mine. It looked like a diving suit, and was padded so fat I was amazed she could move in it.
Move she did, waddling over to the base of the colossal propeller shaft. I pointed, and Vera pushed me over.
Someone had done a number on this thing. All the casing had come off, and a bunch of gears on one side had visibly melted. As Remmy and I bent over the mess, Vera helpfully lit up her head, shining a flashlight beam as Remmy pointed at the ends of a couple of glass tubes. Thumping around to the other side, she pointed at two more tubes. They were kinda like the flowing tubes in her spaceship, but dull grey and as thick as logs.
Setting down her toolbox, she pulled out a little glowing stethoscope thing and touched that to the clamps on the ends of those tubes. Nothing happened, which was probably the point. She shrugged at me, and spread her hands.
All I could do was shake my head. My superpower gave me nothing. At least the headache had gone away.
Prying up one of her feet, she gave a big copper gear a kick, and packed her glowing thermometer away. I winced a bit at the kick. This thing didn’t need to get even more broken. I needn’t have worried, because it had a solid axle and wasn’t hooked into any other gears.
Well, I mean, it wasn’t hooked into any other gears in a physical sense. It was obviously aligned with the next gear up. They just weren’t pushing each other with regular old kinetic energy. I could follow the whole chain right up to the top. Someone had used ordinary gears to transfer some other kind of power. It was a cute arrangement, and actually very simple. Mystery Power fed in from the huge central shaft, and half this engine was the escapements required to keep it under control.
A clever break point at the top had a gear that could be easily detached, allowing the system to be unlinked, or even reversed. Four gears off the central cog started the chain that led to clamps attaching to the fluid cells. I had no idea how those worked, sure, but did I have to?
This was the most beautiful, perfect example of mad science I’d ever heard of. Someone had uncovered a physical process science wouldn’t understand for centuries, and jury rigged a system for using it with very low tech. The ‘charged aetheric fluid’ could be anything. It didn’t matter.
Remmy’s complaint was that the ‘fluid’ wasn’t ‘charged.’ The system fed in one end and out the other. They were batteries, right? It was like jumpstarting a car.
And Remmy had already told me how to do that.
I reached into the top of the machine. Vera, the darling, held my shoulders tight, bracing me as I twisted the break point gear around so it attached back to the rotor, not the main engine.
Remmy grabbed my arm with both of hers, tugging on me and shaking her head with a look of bug-eyed horror. I could feel a faint vibration through my arm as her mouth moved, but what she was yelling I didn’t know.
Specifically, anyway. In general, I knew. She was warning me not to set off the self-destruct. I nodded as reassuringly as I could and waved her away.
Very slowly, very reluctantly, she let go. I lined up the gear, so the power coming in one side would just push back into the other.
For awhile, nothing happened. The whole system was practically dead.
‘Practically’ was the word I was counting on.
I stared up at the dark shape of the giant rotor. It didn’t look like it was moving, until it blocked a star it hadn’t blocked before. Then another. Was it… yes. Now I could see it moving, if barely.
This was working. Okay, I might not have much time. I had to jam open the escapements. I beckoned at Remmy and her box, but when she didn’t understand, I pulled lose one of the melted gears and wedged it into place.
Remmy was one brave eleven year old. White faced in terror, sure I’d just started a bomb that would kill us all, she figured out what I was doing and pulled wrenches out of her box, wedging open the other stops with me.
Down at the bottom of the two intact tubes, clamps hooked into pipes, power lines of some kind. Didn’t know how they worked, didn’t care. I twisted them free. Then I took the clamps off the top.
The rotor above us now glowed as it spun. Vera had let go of my shoulders. My feet pushed against the deck by themselves. That thing up there produced fake gravity as well as power. Jeebers. If I could bring one of these back for Dad, he might forgive me for being a supervillain just because of the good it would do modern science.
The rotor above didn’t just glow. Lightning danced around the back edges of the propeller blades, the same lightning that spewed from the jets of Remmy’s flying saucer. Those blades kept spinning faster, and as they sped up, the lightning produced a longer trail.
Some of that lightning flickered around the gear I’d used to turn the rotor shaft back on itself. At the sight of it, Remmy shrank back, arms wrapped around herself.
Good sign. This baby was preparing to blow, which meant it was ready.
Just a guess, but touching that gear right now was probably a great way to lose a hand. Fortunately, I had the one, the only, the universe’s ultimate recycling Machine, which ate energy of all kinds and laughed! The Machine came off my wrist easily, and woke up without any urging. It still had a bit of juice from the last repair job. Reaching into the engine, I clamped its jaws against the gear and twisted it back around until it lined up with the main engine. Then I jumped back as soon as the gears I was leaning on moved.
There they went. Some of them spun awfully fast. They didn’t actually touch, but the gears all turned each other anyway, with lightning sparking in the spaces. We were definitely way past the speed the escapements were designed to allow.
One more step. Grabbing hold of one of the mysterious clamps with my Machine, I jammed it into place over a fluid tube’s cap.
The lightning stopped. The gears kept turning, but all the sparks stopped. Instead, light flickered in blobs inside the tube, settling into a dim glow.
The gears slowed, but didn’t stop. I yanked the props out of the escapements, and they hooked into place. Click by click, they slowed the main rotor.
Remmy pulled out the last wrench, dropping it onto the deck and grabbing me by the shoulders. She shook me back and forth, yelling something I couldn’t hear, but definitely looking happy. Pushing me out of the way, she got down on her knees, pulled up one of the clamps lying by the base of the engine, and hooked it onto the now glowing tube.
The deck vibrated, just for a moment. Wind blew past me, then stopped. Everything was still cold as ice, and I was pretty sure we didn’t have atmosphere, but for an eyeblink there, I’d felt something.
Remmy pried up her toolbox and clomped across the deck to a cabinet the size of a small shack. It had grilled speakers up top. No, not speakers, vents. Pulling out one of her wrenches, she began twisting open bolts holding a panel closed.
I tried to twist open another using the Machine, and nearly sprained my elbow. Criminy, Remmy was strong. When the bolt didn’t budge, the Machine misinterpreted my desires and bit it off. Oops. Well, that got it free.
Pulling the panel open, Remmy pointed at what looked a lot like a bullet hole in the metal. Then she pointed at the machine inside. This one I seriously could not make heads or tails of. It had tanks. It had bellows. It had grills. It had hoses. I, at least, could kinda sorta follow how the gears connected power to some of these items.
Most of the parts on the bottom half of the machine churn and spun and rocked. About halfway up, that stopped.
Remmy leaned in, squinting at the mess of parts. Vera shined a helpful flashlight.
Suddenly, Remmy reared back and waved her arms excitedly. Yanking open her toolbox, she pulled out a little lever, kind of like a bicycle jack, but with a dial. She wedged it against a couple of parts, wrapped her elbow around mine, and twisted the dial.
The top half of the machine lurched into motion, and I nearly got blown off my feet by the explosion of wind. Only Remmy holding onto my arm and the casing of the machine kept me in place. Vera, caught off guard, went tumbling. Of course, she could fly, so no big.
Everything felt different. Warm. Well, cold still crept up through the deck into my boots, but I was surrounded by warm air, in what could be bright daylight coming from the rotor above us, standing on my own two feet in roughly normal gravity.
Remmy struggled with the seals on her spacesuit. I didn’t get involved, because I didn’t know how. The helmet came off, hitting the deck with a loud clonk, and Remmy squealed, “We did it! We did it! We did it! How did you know how to do that?”
I pried the bat thing off my neck, and with a shudder of revulsion at its squishiness, stuffed it back in my pocket. “I have a superpower.” Although this hadn’t felt like my superpower. At all. “Anyway, so do you, right? No kid our age could kludge that together.” I pointed at the atmosphere generator.
An atmosphere generator, and a power system I’d never heard even speculated about. Jupiter was mad science central. I was going to like this place!
Remmy rolled her eyes so dramatically, her head rolled with them. “I’m glad someone noticed. I swear my brother thinks he’s humoring me, letting me wear these goggles.”
Then she grinned at me, hugely. I grinned back. I couldn’t help it. We linked arms, and laughed as loudly as we could, “HA HA HA HA HA HA HA!”
Approaching footsteps thumped on the deck. It was nice to be able to hear again! We turned around to see Calvin and Juno racing towards us. Juno practically floated. Maybe her real superpower was super-grace.
Remmy held out her arms. Calvin grabbed one of her hands, and grabbed one of mine. Dropping down to one knee, he looked me in the eyes. “You did it. Bad Penny, this changes everything. We have a home again. A free home, where we can plant grass and trees, and live for ourselves, never having to worry about air or heat.” Behind him, Juno laid her hand on his shoulder.
His voice had sounded thick and faintly hoarse, like he just might cry from joy. Remmy corrected him much more practically, “You’re jumping the gun a little, big brother. We got the basics working, but other than that, there’s just maybe enough power to get the lights and sub-deck heaters functioning. We’re going to need water and mulch to keep the atmosphere running, and we’re still out two tubes of charged aetheric fluid.”
Calvin ruffled her bangs, making Remmy’s giant pigtails bounce. “Bad Penny just worked a miracle. I know you can do this now that she’s here.”
Juno stepped up next to Calvin, her glowing eyes looking down at me. “The Jovians tell me that we have barely scratched the surface of what Bad Penny and her friends can do. They may look like children, but they are something much more.”
Calvin’s eyes gleamed, and he inclined his head to Vera, and to the Red Herring behind me. “If she can tame a Conqueror drone and free a meat puppet, she can do anything.”
I giggled. Giggling isn’t normally my thing, but getting praised for fixing a space station justified a giggle or two.
For bonus points, it sounded like he’d just made peace with Vera and Juliet.
Claire’s hands took hold of my shoulder and Remmy’s from behind. It couldn’t be anybody but Claire. Her skin seemed to glow as she turned up the juice to charm Calvin and Juno, or maybe that was just how I felt having my friends with me at a moment like this.
Beaming her dimpled smile at Calvin and Juno, Claire said, “It looks like two geniuses make a miracle. You both must be exhausted. Go help Miss Fawkes out of that suit and take a break, Bad Penny.”
Grinning, I was about to protest that I wasn’t tired at all. Then I looked past Claire at Remmy. Remmy was not grinning. Oops. Yeah, she definitely had a bad case of Patronizing Sibling.
I jerked my head at her. “Come on. This place is huge. If we can find the parts you need downstairs, I’m going to show your brother my super laziness power, and let you fix everything else.”
Remmy’s pursed-lipped scowl softened into mere blankness. “Yeah, alright. Nobody’s explored this place since the invasion.”
Relieved that Claire had saved me from my own thoughtlessness, I tugged on Remmy’s arm, helping her walk in those massive magnetic boots. A big square hole looked like the staircases down into the subways back home. I headed that way.








ay put a fuming Remmy back on her feet when we reached the bottom of the stairs.
Okay, the adults aren’t watching. Now you can take it off,” I said.
She gave me a glare, but it wasn’t convincing at all. We both knew she couldn’t possibly have gotten down the steps in giant magnetic boots. When she gave up blaming me, she jerked a thumb at Ray. “What about him?”
“What about him? You’re fully dressed under there, right?” The ruffles of her shirt collar peeking out of the suit’s collar were a pretty good hint.
Her chin jutted out stubbornly. “So?”
Actually, she had me there. It was the principle of the thing.
I started to give Ray a look, but he held up his hand in anticipation. With a long, pained sigh, he lied, “Only because she’s too young for me,” and turned to face a stone wall.
I hadn’t expected stone walls.
Remmy had one more objection. “What about the goat?”
I looked over at Juliet, sitting demurely with her knees folded on the steps, drawing Remmy’s spacesuit and labeling the parts with a remarkably skilled hand, especially since she had one less finger to hold the pencil. I returned my strategically unhelpful stare to Remmy. “You’re going to have to get used to Juliet.”
Remmy groaned in frustration, sounding happier already, and spent a few minutes prying herself out of a pile of leather, fabric, and metal I couldn’t have stood up in.
That gave me time to consider the stone walls again. Going by flooring, the whole station was actually made of metal, but someone had done their best to pretend it wasn’t. Only this central area by the stairs even had a metal floor. Fancy hexagonal cobblestones lined most of the huge, central thoroughfare. Open rooms had wood-lined walls, and they were big rooms. Claustrophobia was not going to be a problem. The only acknowledgment in the construction were a few metal bulkhead hatches at major intersections.
Oh, and the place was a mess. Yikes. Benches, clothing, boxes, furniture of all kinds, and a whole lot of paper lay strewn everywhere. A potted plant lay by the foot of the stairs, melted into green goo. Everything was damp, as a flood of warm air fought with the abyssal chill of metal abandoned for years in the blackness of space. It was a good thing that all of us had nice, thick shoes.
Well, except Juliet, but… Juliet.
Leaving her spacesuit in a heap, Remmy headed down one hallway. The rest of us followed, since we didn’t even know what we were looking for
The solution was clear. I asked, “What are we looking for?”
“The aetheric fluid condenser,” she answered unhelpfully. Downright impatiently.
“Which is…?” Ray pressed.
Remmy stopped in the middle of the hallway, and squinted back at us skeptically. “You don’t use aetheric fluid condensers on Earth?”
I shook my head. “We don’t even have the technology. We use electricity for everything.”
Remmy put a hand on one hip, tilting her head―which was really obvious, with her gigantically long pigtails hanging down. “Huh. I guess the old cog heads weren’t lying. Well, we’re looking for a big machine near the bottom of the colony, right in the center. The rotor shaft runs straight to it. Nobody, but nobody knows how to make the stuff. Only the automatons even know how to run the machines.”
Pulling her big wrench out, Remmy laid it over her shoulder and finished smugly, “So it’s a good thing I figured out how to kludge together an automaton override.”
This conversation was putting Remmy in a way better mood, so I nudged some more. “We don’t have automatons, either. I’m guessing that’s not the same thing as a robot.”
She snorted in disgust, picking her way over a busted up street vendor stall. “Robots obey humans. Automatons expect humans to obey. The one we’re after won’t make fluid for us willingly, and it will fight when I try to install the override.”
Ray lifted the same broken wooden stall above my head for me to step under, pretending it was as light as a feather for him. With exaggerated blandness, he offered, “Let me hold this for you.”
Grunting in mock frustration, Remmy complained, “He’s just exactly like my brother.”
“I think mad scientists attract a certain kind of boy,” I answered with airy cynicism. It was tempting to wink at Ray, but this ‘no flirting’ rule had to cover us both.
She snickered, and hopped ahead, jumping with both feet over bits of wreckage.
That gave me a minute to look around. We’d passed a dozen shops. Broken windows, tumbled-down stalls, scattered odds and ends as random as teakettles and inkwells—this central hallway had been a marketplace once. I walked across a fallen wooden board reading ‘FONTAINE’S’ in fancy cursive script. Which store had it belonged to? I had no way to tell.
No, wait. It came from that shop over there. The board ended in a mass of char, and a similar line of char burned through the pretty wooden façade into the metal bulkhead underneath. The remaining bits of window had melted edges.
Heat rays. Conquerors had been here.
The lower edge of another store’s window had fused into a lumpy mass, stained black and smeared from condensation. The Conquerors had made a special point of burning something completely.
If Remmy noticed any of this, she showed no sign. Instead, she shouted, “Ah ha!” and beckoned us over to an open metal hatch.
That led us into a wide stairwell, wood-paneled and carpeted, although the carpet crunched under our feet. It hadn’t entirely unfrozen.
Ray touched my elbow, and pointed up at the ceiling. Glass tubes, with occasional brass bindings, ran in rows. “Pneumatic tubes.”
Glee filled me at the sight. “Oh, wow.”
He pointed a thumb behind us. “One of the shops sold typewriters. They are remarkably resistant to explosive decompression.”
“Inkwells. No ballpoint pens, and no electricity,” I added to the tech level evidence file.
The hand that had caught my elbow curled around it, a light touch that I was very, very aware of. It took me a moment to notice him gesture at the walls. “Instead, we have those. You’re the Dark Princess of Science. How do you think they work?”
He really hadn’t seemed to notice he was holding my arm at all. I tried to focus on the topic of discussion instead.
Ray indicated a frosted glass plate on the wall, a squashed dome. Plates like it lit the stairway, letting off a strong white light very like sunlight. My goggles gave me a little protection from bright lights, and I could squint through the glare and make out a slowly turning round shape behind the glass. A gear.
I made a ‘pfft’ noise. “Like I would know. Some kind of energy that conducts through circular motion.”
Ray’s smile settled down to merely curious, instead of his usual playful grin. “They call it aetheric. A quantum machine on a macro scale? Turning subatomic forces into energy, perhaps harvesting the Higgs Field?”
I gave him a lopsided squint, leaning away a little. “Kinda dangerous, isn’t that? Straight from energy to entropy, do not pass go? Meanwhile, you’re eating the fabric of the universe and jamming the basic forces that keep mass together?”
Ray craned his head back, staring up at the ceiling, and theoretically past the ceiling towards the giant rotor above. “You get dangerous static when you run it too fast, correct?”
Hmmm. This got scarier the more I thought about it. “And it’s inefficient. Lots of heat and light, which they take advantage of because blackness of space. They’re really burning up the universe.”
Ray squeezed reassuringly, which not only did not make me less tense, it sent a shiver right up me―and this was him being a total gentleman! He really, seriously did not seem to notice. There wasn’t a hint of a leer. “The universe is large. This is a drop in the ocean, except the ocean is bigger than Jupiter. I admire how they handled the most important inefficiency. There is no artificial gravity. The rotor pushes us away. The bottom of the colony is curved so that no one notices the awkward angles they stand at around the edge.”
I nibbled on my lower lip for a moment, then asked quietly, “You know this is all gibberish, right? We don’t know what we’re talking about.”
He turned his face to me, blue eyes gleaming mischievously and his grin as toothy as a wolf’s. “That’s what makes it so much fun.”
I bumped my shoulder against his, leaning against him long enough to laugh, “Ha ha ha ha ha ha!”
We walked a few steps like that before a sudden urge made me peek back over my shoulder. Juliet padded behind us on silent, bare feet, with Vera by her shoulder, both watching me and Ray curiously. I swear Juliet was actually drawing our little moment.
Ray saw it too, gave my elbow one more squeeze, and whispered, “In space, no one can give you privacy.”
I snorted, and hurried to catch up with Remmy.
We’d found something, but it was hard to tell what. The staircase had given way to a hallway, and the lights went out before it opened into a very large room.
There’d been a lot less clutter on the stairs, but there were still a few bottles and shoes scattered around. I watched the shadows around my feet carefully as I stepped into the darkness.
Then Vera floated past me and let out a pink flash. The lights all turned on at once―a bit muted, but on.
What a mess.
This chamber had been ground zero of a war. A giant machine of tubes and slots dominated the center, or at least what I could make of it. That nasty red Puppeteer goo had covered most of it in a web. There wasn’t much red left. Grey and black were the dominant themes of the burned out hulk. Something had run on rails in circles around the floor, but now there were only chunks of metal, a lot of them gears.
Was that a…? No, it wasn’t a human body. A mannequin arm stuck out of a cyst of Puppeteer goo on the floor. A big, blackened hole cut right through the middle of that growth and into the room below.
Even though they looked dead, Remmy walked well around the Puppeteer lumps. I copied her. Vera showed no such inhibitions, floating out ahead and silently studying the gooped up machine that dominated the room.
Despite her caution, the pneumo machine attracted Remmy like a magnet. She stepped up into arm’s reach of a bare metal portion, studying the ceiling, and all the tubes. Her voice uncharacteristically soft, she said, “I heard this was how they got in. Some meat puppets pretended to be human long enough to reach the mailroom, and then the Puppeteers came out and got into the pneumatic tubes. They came out everywhere, infecting people. And then the Conquerors showed up.”
The word made me look around. A chunk of cloudy glass I’d seen became more important. I circled back to a crystal ball split into three pieces. Crouching down, I scooped the parts together to make most of a sphere. I picked it up…
…and immediately put it back down again. Too heavy! The orb was bigger than my head, but there was no question of its identity. This was a broken Conqueror orb. It even had a visible pupil, and some chunks of ceramic scattered around that had been part of its shell.
The fight had not been one-sided.
Remmy was thinking about the same thing in another direction. She pointed at Vera. “How did you control a Conqueror?”
I stood back up, looking around for more dead orbs. With all this clutter, there might be more, but I couldn’t see them. Most likely they would be under the burnt out Puppeteers who killed them, right?
With my mind half on that, I answered, “I don’t. Vera is under her own control. She just likes me. She’s not an actual Conqueror orb, anyway. She’s a fake I built.”
“Oh.” Before I could parse the emotions in that one word, Remmy scrunched up her face and gave a grey shell a kick, crumbling it into dust. “Let’s get out of here.”
“Did you live here?” Ray asked. I looked back. He was in the middle of prying open the mannequin arm.
Remmy scowled now. She stuck her hands in her pockets, which didn’t work very well with her oversized wrench still in one hand. “I lived everywhere. Calvin and Thompson couldn’t get along, and Dad was sick. Only the automatons could really take care of him, but they always faulted us on something. We were here when the Puppeteers came. They’d already tried a direct invasion, but with Dad’s guns, we fought them off. Once the meat puppets got in here, there was no hope. Calvin got me out right as the Conquerors arrived. I got to see the power cut out through the window.”
Yikes. Not a happy childhood. I was going to let that drop, but Ray seemed interested, if very serious. “Where did they come from?”
Remmy looked sour-faced, and I was a little surprised that she answered. “Kalyke. The founders came to Jupiter from Kalyke, and said no one was ever allowed to go back. Then one day when I was little, the moon turned red and Puppeteers came swarming out.”
“There you are! Where have you been? I had a whole joke prepared about freezing things off, and it’s quite spoiled now.”
My attention suddenly diverted, I looked back at Juliet. Even on her warped face, her anger did not look convincing. She stared intently at the gooed-up machine for a few seconds, then rolled all four of her eyes. “I shall not tell them that, Harvey. Why must you be so hard on yourself?”
Remmy had started backing towards the far exit, but I lifted a hand to her and mouthed, “It’s okay.”
She accepted that, barely. She stood there and joined me, Ray, and even Vera as we all watched Juliet. The four-eyed, goat-horned young woman stood listening to her phantom friend for awhile, and then turned to look at us. Primly, she explained, “The Puppeteers had already made contact with those dreadful doctors at the clinic, but Harvey prevented them from ever―yes you did, Harvey, that is exactly what you said―coming back. Unfortunately, the Puppeteers are quite interested in distance-independent gate travel, and caught humans activating a gate recently. Having learned the location of that gate, they came to our solar system and…” She paused for a second. Unable to hear Harvey’s side of the conversation, I couldn’t even guess why.
She picked up again quickly. “In any case, you’ve seen what they do. It was beyond Harvey’s abilities to save us a second time.” She shot the empty spot where Harvey must have been sitting a stubborn look, and finished, “The Conquerors followed the Puppeteers, and arrived in time to stop the invasion at Jupiter.”
Then with no Puppeteers to fight, the Conquerors attacked Earth anyway. I knew that. Only to have their own Orb of the Heavens stolen, or something. I had superhero parents who were there, and they kept the details secret from me!
Here was a chance to dig up some of those secrets. Ray pounced like a tiger on that chance, asking, “Does Harvey know who the Conquerors are?” He sounded eager, hungry. This was a secret so big, I didn’t think any human knew the answer.
We weren’t about to find out. I knew that when Juliet lectured Harvey, “Your guesses are superior to most scientific facts.” Looking back at us, she relayed, “There are no Conquerors. They’re long dead, murdered by their own machines, who now move in and destroy the ability of innocent worlds to resist, then wait for commands that never come. It’s still better than being turned into meat puppets.”
Juliet’s eyes turned shiny, and she flashed a sudden smile at Harvey’s presumed location. “Thank you for saving me from that. I love you more than there are words to express.”
A red eye turned to me, and suddenly Juliet straightened, clearing her throat and rearranging her papers. Remmy took that as a signal to turn and stomp towards the double doors across the mailroom, declaring loudly, “That was freaky, and we’re leaving now.”
I fell in next to Ray, and gave him a little bitty smile. That had been kinda grim, but we’d learned things no other human knew. He gave me the exact same smile back.
It had been really cool, and for once I was kinda glad Claire hadn’t been here.
The lights were still out in most of the following hallway, but picked up normally a ways down. Remmy stood in the center, turning around in circles and pointing in various directions, muttering, “And that is…”
Then she swept off again, faster now. I had to hurry just to keep up with her. If she was putting distance between us and the mailroom, I couldn’t blame her.
She stopped at a sealed hatch, gave a tug at the wheel, but couldn’t open it. Knocking on the metal with her knuckles, she turned to Ray. “If you’re so strong…” Ray gave the wheel a twist. Metal groaned, and the door popped open. “…thanks.”
The wood and carpeting stopped on the other side. A metal staircase like I’d expect in a naval vessel led us down. The fighting had been much worse here. Holes had been melted in some of the walls, and we had to skirt past damp, blackened lumps that must have been ex-Puppeteer monsters. I didn’t see any Conqueror orbs, but I saw sparkly dust and smashed sections of ceramic. There might be a pile of broken orbs at the bottom of this spiral staircase.
I didn’t get to find out. We reached one level, and Remmy yelled, “Ah-ha!” again. The door she pointed through had been melted off its hinges. So was the one down the hall.
There was nowhere to step that didn’t have us touching burned-out Puppeteer goo, but Vera floated ahead of us, studying everything. She didn’t react to anything as a threat, so I had to assume it was all dead.
The room on the other side wasn’t as big as the mailroom, but it had a similar design. Rails on the floor ran between five machines, and the central machine hooked up to a big copper pipe coming out of the ceiling. Well, not a pipe exactly, but a long row of gears pressed so close to each other, they looked like a pipe. Oh, criminy. This whole setup was unshielded. Whatever aetheric charge was, if you worked in this room, you were exposed to it directly.
Not that anybody worked in this room. The rails, it turned out, were for a bunch of department store mannequins. They’d all been broken, melted, ripped apart, or covered in Puppeteer goo, with cogs spilling out of them everywhere. More cogs than I’d ever imagined. This room was where bad watchmakers went when they died.
Watchmaker heaven would not have big hard-shelled Puppeteer tumors everywhere, damp walls, a terrible chill, or heat ray blasts carving and blackening everything. I couldn’t even tell if any of this equipment was intact.
Remmy didn’t look as lost as me, but that was a low bar to clear. She poked at one of the machines with her wrench. “Well?”
I shook my head and shrugged, my face feeling tight with awkward helplessness. “The engine upstairs made sense. This one doesn’t.”
Remmy’s frown didn’t look optimistic either. “I think it’s too broken, but I don’t know. I’ve never seen one of these before. If I can get this automaton working, we can find out. All the motor units are smashed, but maybe I can kludge something together.” Stepping behind the nearest mannequin, she squatted down and peered into its ripped open back. Most of the parts inside did look like they still fit together, and it connected by a pole to wheels locked into the track.
I crawled around to join her, wondering if there was anything I could do at all, and blacked out.








w. I woke up to a dull ache in the back of my head. Ray’s arms were around me.
Planted against the wall on the far side of the chamber, Remmy pointed a shaking wrench at us. “Don’t come near me! What in Michelson’s Mistake is wrong with you?!”
What was wrong was that I’d been pushing my power too much. Ow. That really did ache. I couldn’t remember what I’d made, but I obviously had gone into a mad science fit.
Ray did the talking while I checked if my arms and legs worked. “You’ve never seen a mad scientist at work before?” He didn’t sound contemptuous, just puzzled.
Remmy still sounded hysterical. “Not like that! Not with the laughing and the carrying on! I’ve never… I…” She slowed down, relaxing a little, face scrunched up on one side in thought. “I remember Dad could get creepy when he was working.”
Juliet raised her pencil hand to get my attention. She was standing a lot closer than Remmy, but still stared goggle-eyed. Although she kind of did that anyway. “Harvey and I have considerable experience with biomedical genius, and even a trained human should not be able to revive an aestivating spore, imprint an animal magnetic template, or trigger an organ repurposing sequence.”
Okay, so I’d done something with Puppeteer goo. Presumably the pod next to me that had now been burned down to still-glowing ash, with Vera floating above it. I looked down at the three red, fidgeting balls in my lap. My spacesuit bats had been turned into something more… tentacley. Yuck.
Ray’s arms tightened just a smidge. “You dropped a penny into a gap in that thing’s shell, and when it opened up, you stuck your hand into the goop and felt around. It―”
I held up a hand. “Yeah, I don’t really want to hear more.”
He snickered, and his voice lowered. There was no privacy with an alien robot, a mutant goat girl, an invisible doctor, and a scared eleven-year-old mad scientist in the room, but he pretended we could talk confidentially. “You remember that cloning equipment we got from Happy Days?”
“Yeah?” That was about as witty as I was going to get with this headache.
“It had a lot of new machines built on top of old ones, and it came with a jar of red stuff.”
I groaned, putting the pieces together. “Hundred-year-old Puppeteer goo, passed down nutcase to nutcase from the Red Panacea Clinic.”
Ray nodded. “The Red Herring is too advanced even for your power, love. I do not believe you invented it. Your power told you how to push button one for ‘spaceship.’“
‘Love.’ That word sent chills up and down me that pushed even the headache aside. I forced myself back up to my feet, and looked at the gruesome little balls in my arms. “So what did I tell the goo to make this time? We wanted to fix this automaton, right?” Hesitantly, I picked up one of the twitching balls, and held it out towards the ripped open back of the mannequin.
The results were as effective and as gross as I could have dreamed. The ball uncurled, shooting tentacles into the mass of gears. Pulling itself into the gap, it spread tendrils like a web all through the machinery, until a sheet of Puppeteer goo filled the gap. A lump under the sheet pulsed, and again, and again, in an even rhythm like a heart. The automaton’s arms twitched and… it stood up.
“Is there anything I can do for you children?”
It had a remarkably good voice synthesizer, sounding like a bright, friendly young woman. Unfortunately, all the emphases were wrong, as if each word came from a different sentence. I didn’t know if that was built in, or a side effect of my Puppeteer implant.
Remmy stumbled forward. Scared or not, this was what we came here for. Her wrench flicked, pointing between the automaton and the machine in front of it. “We need a new batch of aetheric fluid.”
“Well-bred children say ‘please.’“ Despite its prim lecture, the automaton swung around on its rattling rails, and opened a hatch in the side of her machine. Pulling out a broken glass tube, she slid around the rails to the wall, and took an empty replacement tube out of one of the only cabinets not welded shut or covered in goo. Returning to her post, she slid it into place, and reached into the guts of the machine to begin moving parts around.
After a few seconds of that, she straightened up. “I’m sorry, children. I would like to help, but the condenser seems to be broken. I’m trying to send a message to the maintenance automaton, but he isn’t answering.”
Remmy scowled. Stomping around to the other side of the machine, she gave the automaton melted halfway into the floor a kick. “Is this him?”
The working automaton asked brightly, “Perhaps Mister Morley can help repair him?”
“He’s been dead for three generations,” Remmy snapped back. Glaring furiously, she hit the casing of the condenser with her wrench. The loud bong must have been satisfying, because she hit it three more times.
The automaton wagged a finger at her. “Children who commit vandalism go to bed without supper. I’ve sent a message to your dorm mother, but she does not seem to be answering.”
At which point Claire slid into the room. Her frictionless soles even worked on this lumpy terrain, and she skidded to a halt as smoothly as any professional skier.
Giving me a salute, Claire barked, “Intelligence report, team leader.”
Was now the time to be supervillains?
Now was the best time to be supervillains.
“Report,” I ordered, with my best ‘cold and brusque’ tone. I also tried to look totally detached and businesslike and not in any way grossed out as I tucked the other two control squid into my belt pouches.
“We’ve fallen in with a couple of kooks, Bad Penny.”
“Hey!” Remmy shouted.
Claire ignored her. “I gave them both a dose of ‘I’m harmless, go ahead and talk freely.’ Fawkes is a rebel, or maybe a revolutionary. Every other sentence is about how humanity needs to be set free from the automatons. It’s like he’s not a person, just an obsession.”
I glanced at Remmy. She stood there fuming, gripping her wrench in both hands, but it was the kind of glare you get from someone who’d been caught dead to rights. I asked Claire, “And Juno?”
“She’s serious about the Jovians thing. Acts like they’re space gods, and she’s their chosen instrument. She does have powers, clairvoyance at the least. Whatever you just did, she knows, and she told Fawkes you’re the key to their revolution. They’re right behind me.”
The back of my head ached, but I had supervillain responsibilities. I waved back over my shoulder. “Stand behind me and look harmless.”
Claire slid around between me and the automaton. “I can see your calves, young―” it started to lecture, but I shot it an angry glance and it slumped forward and went quiet. The squid really had put it under my complete control.
I had an unpleasant feeling it would work even better on humans. I did not intend to find out.
Claire’s hand gripped my shoulder. “One more thing. Juno and Calvin are dating, and I mean if we weren’t such a big distraction, it would take a pry bar to separate them.”
Remmy blushed hugely, and stared at her boots. Claire had scored a direct hit. She also wasn’t done. “In my professional opinion, the desire is one sided. She’s got him on a hook.”
Since Claire’s professional opinion consisted of a hundred stories from her super-powered temptress mother, I might have to take that one with a grain of salt. It certainly got no comment from Remmy, only a sour look that replaced the blush.
Seconds later, footsteps thumped on the stairs. Juno led, and while I could see hip and leg movement under that long dress, other than that I would swear she floated across the rubble. Fawkes more prosaically had his guns out, but gave us a cheery grin and tapped a pistol against his forehead when he saw us down the hall.
Juno’s smile was warm, admiring, but also detached. Of course, it might be hard to emote with your eyes covered up by glowing white. She addressed me with a small bow. “The Jovians tell me you have performed a miracle, Bad Penny.”
Remmy answered her, still sounding nervous. “She made meat puppet parasites. She can use Puppeteer cysts like she’s operating a machine.”
Hey! “That’s an exaggeration.”
“No it’s not. Hers even control machines. Look!” She pointed at the automaton. It started to lift its head, but I glared at it and it turned off again.
Calvin gave his guns a twirl, and tucked them back into their holsters. He walked over to Remmy and laid his hand between her pigtails. “Remmy, don’t be jealous just because Bad Penny is some kind of super-mechanic. Her power is a gift. We’re lucky that someone showed up with the powers we need.”
Juno smiled wider. “There is no luck. The Jovians sent us to meet them.”
I expected skepticism over this. Instead, Remmy folded her arms and muttered, “I guess.”
Calvin left her there, walking up to me and getting down on one knee. He took my hands―one of them still bare―and completely ignored Ray’s bristling to tell me, “I’m going to be up front with you, kid. You’ve walked into a bad situation. There are a whole lot of folks just barely surviving after the war. The Jets are so desperate, they might start another war to keep from starving to death. The automatons don’t care. Everyone who doesn’t obey their rules can die, as far as they’re concerned. The Rotors are good people, and they have enough to share, but their masters won’t let them. I know you’re not a hero, but sometimes life puts you in a spot you never expected.”
He was right about that, and Claire’s description of Calvin was playing out right in front of me. “I just got here, Mister Fawkes. Supervillains aren’t real big on authorities in general, but asking me to overthrow a government I’ve never even seen is a bit much.”
Remmy thumped her wrench down on top of the condenser with a loud clang. “We don’t need a revolution anymore, Calvin. We’ve got a whole colony! Europa is right there below us, all the fish and water we need! I can override enough automatons to get basic services, and we can let all the Jets and Rotors who want come live here. This place can be self-sufficient. All we need is about four more tanks of aetheric fluid, and some seeds and farm animals.”
Calvin looked over at his sister with a pained, tolerant-big-brother look. “The automatons won’t sell us stock, and they won’t sell anyone aetheric fluid. If we get them, what do you think Thompson will do?”
He still held my hands, so I gave Calvin’s a squeeze to get his attention. “Mister Fawkes, we’re not rebels, but we are supervillains. Stealing aetheric fluid is the kind of thing we do best, and since it’s for a good cause, we’ll do it just for fun. No charge.”
Calvin laughed suddenly. Remmy was right, he was a lot like Ray, just burlier. He had the same easy grin. “I think I understand you, Miss. I’ve been an outlaw so long; Remington has never lived a normal life. You don’t want a fight you don’t believe in. That’s fine. We’ll get you to Callisto. You can take some time, scout out the robbery. If all we get is a few aetheric tanks, you’ll have worked a miracle and we’ll be grateful for it. I’m confident that once you’ve seen how the automatons treat people, you’ll want to do more.”
Juno stepped up next to Calvin, her hand on his shoulder. “She will. This is a special child, the hero we’ve been waiting for.”
Okay, she halfway had me with that one. Being the Hero of Jupiter would be great practice getting my name cleared back home.
“Special is right.” Calvin peered at the pulsing red mass that fixed up the automaton. “There’s never been a mechanic this good.”
Remmy growled. I shot her a sheepish look. “We’ll steal the fluid, and see where we go from there. But let Remmy come with us. We’ll need a native guide, we can use her help, and she could use some fun.”
I flashed my most wicked grin across the room. “And trust me, Remmy Fawkes. This will be fun.”








urns out, on a functioning Jupiter space station, the landing fields are those big wings. Not that I even knew until we were practically docked and I could look out a porthole. The Fawkes ship was lousy for sightseeing.
Ooh, listen to me. Penelope Akk, jaded space tourist!
Most of the cynicism came from spending a couple of hours sitting on wooden boxes and metal chairs with nothing to look at while Calvin piloted us between Jupiter’s moons. Just when Callisto reared its pockmarked head and I got a peek at the orbiting colony, Juno stepped into the room. Claire looked up from the book she’d found and Ray stopped trying to figure out the ventilation system.
Juno folded her hands in front of her stomach, right below her corset-exaggerated bustline. The gesture looked formal and just a little alien. With her glowing eyes, I couldn’t tell who she was looking at or talking to. “I look forward to your successful return, children. You will be successful.”
Tilting his head, Ray eyed her quizzically. “Is that a statement of confidence, or precognition?”
She smiled, dreamy and blissful, gazing up through the ceiling and towards the back of the ship. “The Jovians see things we cannot, and they tell me that you have already changed the destiny of humanity across all the moons. You are heroes.”
A bubbly laugh accompanied Claire dropping her book and draping an arm over the back of her chair. She gave Juno a sparklingly white grin. “Heroes is the exact opposite of what we are.”
The statuesque woman with her waist-length braids looked down at Claire. Her faint, serene smile showed no sign that she took Claire’s joking either as an insult or a game. Her voice remained just as smooth. “The Jovians are wise and powerful, but also trapped by the storms of mighty Jupiter. Until they are freed, they can only touch us in the gentlest of ways. You have your role to play, and so does he”―she nodded at Ray―“but it is Bad Penny who will save us all.”
Save us from what? I didn’t get to ask. The ship bounced under my feet, and I nearly fell over. Remmy hurried in from the control room, followed at a more leisurely pace by Calvin.
“Yeah, yeah, Bad Penny is amazing, gods of the endless gas ocean, and their plan to set us free,” Remmy flapped a hand.
It turned out their ship had a nice ramp for letting people on and off in an atmosphere, and I’d been standing right next to it. Remmy turned a crank, starting the ramp descending. I didn’t even wait for it to hit the metal floor. I grabbed Remmy by the shoulder and leaped right off the end.
“We’ll be back tomorrow, kids. I’m not real―” her brother tried to say, but I hadn’t come to space to hang around listening to adults lecture. I could do that at home. I was here to see alien vistas and mad science!
I got them. The fake gravity of Calvin’s ship gave way to the fake gravity of the space station right at the end of the ramp, and out here on the wings, the push was weak. We soared through the air, and had to skip when we hit the ground.
What a view!
All I could see in Fawkes’ ship were metal walls. On the landing strip of a space colony… I didn’t know what to look at first. The moon Callisto loomed in space off to our right, a huge speckled circle. A dark rainbow like the wings of a mockingbird made up most of the surface, but white spots everywhere gave Callisto a terminal case of lunar acne. Kind of a reverse of our moon’s white surface and dark craters.
Past Callisto and off to the side, hung Jupiter. We were too far out for the planet to dwarf Callisto, but it was still big. From that dust colored globe, Jupiter’s permanent red storm watched us like a bloody pupil. It reminded me of the universe’s biggest Conqueror orb. All around it, around us, stars glittered in vast numbers. The largest were probably more moons. Jupiter had a lot of moons.
And that was just the sky.
A couple of other spaceships sat on the landing deck. These didn’t look like Calvin’s flying saucer at all. They looked like fat, wallowing boats with biplane wings and propellers on the front.
Beyond those ships I got my first look at an inhabited Jupiter colony. It looked, more than anything, like a carnival.
‘Carnival’ had been the first comparison that came to mind, but maybe that was a bad description. Other than the giant glowing rotor, there weren’t any obvious rides. Most of it looked more like a park. Trees, grass, bushes, and lines of growing crops covered most of the surface. The few small buildings all had red and white stripes, which maybe gave me the carnival impression.
An extra-atmospheric starscape. Outer solar system planets close enough to touch. Most of all, a space station and spaceships. If―no, when―I got this supervillain thing straightened out, I had to take Dad to see all this.
A couple of men in overalls on a bench at the edge of the main deck tipped their caps when they saw me staring, then went back to doing not much.
They would have freaked if the Red Herring landed in front of them, which was the reason I’d reluctantly left my cool space fish behind, and Juliet with it. No fool, I had Ray carrying a duffel bag full of the food I’d looted from the Red Herring’s kitchen. A deactivated Vera weighed down one of my pouches. Remmy, Ray, Claire, and I made a line as we ambled down the long, long, long landing strip.
Ray rubbed his gloved hands together. “So, what do we do first?”
“We go to bed.”
My attempt to sound like an unquestionable team leader failed completely. Claire didn’t even hesitate before protesting, “Are you kidding? I want to meet people! Look at those guys! They’re right out of an old photograph. An old black and white photograph.”
She shook her hands at the two men on the bench. I’d originally thought they were wearing overalls. As we got closer, those turned out to be baggy blue pants with thick suspenders and white sleeveless undershirts. They were thin, but all muscle everywhere, and floppy blue caps. Claire had a point. These guys could not be more obviously dockworkers if they’d been stamped out of a machine.
A possibility I could not rule out.
Their picturesque nature did not prove Claire’s point. I wagged a finger from side to side. “Oh, no. I know we’re not in California anymore, Toto, but our bodies don’t know that. Back home it’s pushing midnight. We’re looking for a place to crash.”
Remmy reached up with both hands, dislodging my grip on her arm. She pulled her goggles down over her eyes, smoothed her hands back over her pigtails (spreading a little more grease on both) and walked backwards, facing the rest of us.
“Relax. Your gang is in my hometown, now. Just follow Remmy Fawkes.” She flashed us a confident grin, and a wink that wasn’t quite hidden by the goggles.
She strutted ahead of us past the dockworkers. They’d been friendly at a distance, but up close they gawked. They had too much expression to read. Confused, suspicious, amused, we were sure not anything they were used to seeing.
That part made sense. Ray had on his black eagle-faced masquerade mask, and with the gloves and the hat, hardly any skin showed at all. My inventor’s safety jumpsuit had more than once been mistaken for power armor. Remmy looked like she’d had to stop and build a new car on the way to being knighted by the Queen.
Despite the rest of us being the freak show, Claire got the direct stares. She was at least wearing a skirt. She had to look by far the most normal of us, but while we all got looks, their stares focused on her.
She ate it up, of course. She even leaned back after we passed to flash them a smile. Her power wasn’t turned on. Her ponytail shone its normal ivory in the direct light of the rotor, not gold.
A concrete path, tidy as you please, led from the wing towards the center of the colony. On our left, mixed rows of beanpoles and cabbages. On our right, a short hedge blocking us from a park scattered with fruit trees.
The hedge might block us, but a goat stuck its head out through the branches. Its bulging yellow eyes followed us through alien rectangular pupils, but it showed no sign of Puppeteer infection. I was pretty sure goats just looked like that.
The farm seemed to continue forever, but we got past the hedge and the park opened up. Men and women strolled around in pairs, or sat on benches talking in groups. More than two people together were always either men or women. Only couples, arm in arm, mixed the genders. The men… actually, except for the mask and the all-black theme, Ray might fit in. A few were stripped down like the dockworkers, but most wore suits, including waistcoats, and some kind of hat. The women’s dresses went right down to the floor, with skirts so narrow, it had to be hard to walk. Like Remmy, they all wore corsets, but unlike hers, most of those corsets had been cinched so tight, I couldn’t figure out how these poor women breathed.
Practically every woman wore the same dress, and every man the same suit, but at least they broke things up with color. Reds, blues, yellows, purples―Callisto could be renamed Peacock City.
A few of them knew Remmy. I saw some tipped hats and heard declarations of, “Evening, Miss Fawkes.” The bright, fake sunshine didn’t look like evening to me, but we must be on a similar clock.
Remmy swaggered through all of this. We skipped down stairs just like the huge set back at Europa, passed through an intact but mostly closed down-market hallway, and wound through smaller corridors until one last stairway took us down into a big room with balls and blocks and rocking horses stacked along the walls. Metal rails crisscrossed the floor, heading down a spider web of side passages. An automaton slid out of a cubbyhole in the wall, rolling along the rails to meet us.
It had taken a genius of mad science to make something with no electrical parts function as an AI. There was even a spring winding key in the little alcove where the automaton had been resting.
In every other respect, the creator’s genius had failed. It looked a little like a department store mannequin, and a lot like some horrible animatronic from a carnival booth. Its head and shoulders jittered as it talked, the colors on its metal-sculpted dress and face were due entirely to peeling paint, and the fake eyes didn’t focus on us at all. A nametag built into its left breast read ‘Miss Rattlebottom.’
The voice worked just fine, wobbling a bit but conveying plenty of emotion. Specifically, disapproval. “Remington Fawkes, you and your companions are out after curfew.”
Remmy bobbed her knees in what might have been the most perfunctory curtsey in the solar system. “Yes, Ma’am. We just arrived from Europa. My friends are foreigners who have never been here before. Could you assign us rooms?”
Miss Rattlebottom stood there for several seconds, clacking and, yes, rattling. The mannequin only went down to mid-thigh, where a post connected it to the rails it used to travel around. The post was the only part of the body that seemed able to stand still. The rest constantly twitched and generated a quiet but high speed clicking.
Finally, she said, “Security says you did come straight here. I forgive you for missing curfew this one time, Remington, but you are all dressed improperly, and will go to bed without supper. Do you understand?”
Remmy bowed her head. “Yes, Miss Rattlebottom.” She sounded apologetic, but she looked smug. The automaton obviously had no sense of smell. The aroma of Claire’s mother’s cooking would tell any human that we’d brought our own supper.
Miss Rattlebottom let out a loud sigh, her mouth opening and shutting as stiffly as a nutcracker’s. Clearly, we were well-loved but impossible children. “Proper attire will be made available in the morning. Names?”
Remmy pointed us out each in turn. “Bad Penny, Reviled, and E-Claire.”
“Dormitory M, rooms 60, 59, and 59. Room 58 is still assigned to you, Remington.”
Remmy brightened in what looked like honest delight. “We’re all together? Hey, thanks, Miss Rattlebottom!”
That apparently ended the conversation, because Remmy darted off down the nearest hallway, and we had to scurry to catch up. Once we had, Ray reached out an arm with theatric slowness to lay it across Claire’s shoulders and give her a leer. “It sounds like we’re sharing a room. I know―”
Remmy cut him off with a hiss and a swat at his arm. Claire was already giggling, but Remmy growled darkly. “Don’t even pretend. Not if you want to sleep in a bed tonight. House mothers have no sense of humor.”
Yet more hallways branched off this one at regular intervals. With the wooden wall paneling and recessed ceiling lights, the whole place looked like a hotel. One of those hallways had the letter M over it, and Remmy led us there.
Another automaton stood in an alcove by the doorway, but she didn’t move when we entered. Only two things differentiated this hallway from the one we’d come in. First, identical doors ran in perfectly even spacing down both walls. The numbers on the doors shattered Ray’s lascivious suggestion he and Claire would be roommates. Opposite doors on either side of the hall had the same numbers, starting at 1 near us and going down the line. Rooms on the right were for boys, and rooms on the left for the girls.
I knew that because of the other difference between this hall and the last. Kids! Dressed in the same awkward costumes as adults, they laughed and chatted all the way down the row, mostly loitering in doorways of what I guessed were their rooms. They all had a sameness to them that reminded me of the cookie cutter dockworkers. They were all thin and light-skinned, and nearly all of them had mouse brown hair.
Conversation didn’t entirely stop when we appeared, but it certainly slowed down. That I understood. The peculiar ritual I noticed was half a dozen kids, four boys and two girls, disappearing into their rooms and then returning with leather and brass goggles. They either hung the goggles around their necks like collars, or strapped them up on their foreheads. All of the kids with goggles watched us more intently than any of the others. Claire got the most stares from regular kids, but the ones with the goggles ignored Ray and Claire entirely. They had eyes only for me.
I took my own goggles off my forehead, twirled them around by my finger, and then hung them around my neck. Eyes narrowed, accompanied by smiles.
The first person to say anything to us was a boy, who said with a sneer, “Why, Master Remington is back, and he brought friends.”
Remmy’s face set in fury, but she didn’t respond.
Only that one boy seemed actively unfriendly, and an especially pale, goggle-wearing girl squeaked with excitement as she darted out of her bedroom to meet us. “Remmy, who are they? More Jets?”
“Jets don’t dress like that,” a boy a couple of doors down contradicted her.
“Oh, we’re from Earth,” Claire demurred, her tone and smile as light and casual as if she didn’t know she was setting off a conversational nuclear bomb.
“Really from Earth?”
“Remington’s friends are bigger liars than he is.”
“Is it true, Remmy?”
“Are there more of you? Is there going to be a new wave of immigration?”
“How did you get past the Puppeteers?”
The mob trailed behind us like a comet’s tail, until at the very end of the hall we found our rooms. 59 and 59 on opposite sides, Ray and Claire’s. Remmy opened the wooden door to look room 58 on the girl’s side over, and didn’t seem pleased by the view. There was only one room 60. I’d actually gotten the room at the very end of the hall.
I opened the door to room 60, and the crowd around us pushed me, Ray, and Claire into it. I took in as much as I could in the confusion. Wood paneled walls, narrow bed, empty shelves, dresser and chest at the foot of the bed. A hatch on the wall labeled ‘laundry.’
I sat on the bed, and Ray and Claire joined me on either side. Ray unfastened the string tying his duffel bag together, and handed me a plastic-wrapped hamburger and a cardboard box of spicy fried potato wedges. Claire got a casserole―and there could be anything in a Misty Lutra casserole―and Ray served himself an entire beef roast and a bag of carrots.
The crowding kids had managed to stop themselves at the doorway, but the boy in front sniffed the air. “That… smells… good.”
The girl next to him took a deeper breath than I’d have believed her corset allowed. “I’ve never smelled anything like it.” From her awed tone, she meant that.
Why not? We wouldn’t be here long, and Red Herring’s food stocks would keep refilling by whatever secret method Spider had arranged. I reached into the bag and pulled out a platter of orange chicken on rice and another of fried noodles with shrimp. I held them out, and kids crept into the room so the boy could take the orange chicken, and the girl the fried noodles.
Ray didn’t even pause in wolfing down his roast beef, just held out a fistful of forks.
The boy scooped up a bite, and the girl the same. They both had goggles on their foreheads, I noticed. When they made ‘mmm’ noises of satisfaction, more kids behind them grabbed forks and took bites. The platters disappeared into the crowd, passed back so the lucky kids could try Claire’s Mom’s cooking before they ran out.
Ray, a sweetheart even if a lecherous one, passed over a pan of grilled salmon and a nacho bowl. Okay, those had to be Miss Lutra’s cooking. Nobody else made a big bowl of salsa with beans and fruit in it and stuck it like a pincushion with chips.
“Is that Earth food?” the girl in front asked me.
“Are those Earth clothes?” the boy asked Claire. He had rather a Rayish grin. These people were way too excited about twelve inches of Claire’s calves.
From the ceiling, an echoing voice announced, “Lights Out in five minutes!” It held that hint of wobble Miss Rattlebottom’s voice had, and maybe the words weren’t emphasized quite right.
Sixty kids groaned in unison. Well, a lot of kids. Sixty rooms didn’t mean sixty kids, and come to think of it, that would be one hundred nineteen kids, including us.
Remmy joined in the universal groaning. She’d just shoved her way through the crowd to join us, and now joined the reluctant exodus. Everybody shuffled back to their rooms, but with so many in the way, it took her nearly half a minute to reach the door.
Ray used the time to pass her a submarine sandwich, a pair of scotch eggs, and a twenty-four ounce bottle of cola.
Her chest puffed out at that, and she gave a jerk of her head, looking at Claire and Ray in turn. “You two better get going. You do not want to be late for Lights Out.”
Hands full of food, Ray and Claire shrugged and followed the crowd, presumably to their own rooms. Remmy shut the door behind them.
I finished my french fries seconds before Lights Out. Remmy had been right, they were serious. With no further announcement, the light in my room switched off. The room went pitch black.
Fine by me. I was tired. I dumped my food wrappings in the wastebasket, wriggled out of my jumpsuit, and plopped back on a pleasantly springy mattress. What a wonderful change from the Red Herring’s creepy Puppeteer coffins.
I fell asleep.








he room wasn’t quite as black as I’d thought. The feeblest amount of light leaked around the edges of the door. Large objects made lighter shapes against a deeply shadowed background, but that was better than being completely blind.
One of those shapes leaned against the wall, his long rabbit ears waggling. He held one hand up to his face, like he was smoking a cigarette. I caught up with his words in mid-sentence. “―not like me, after all. Juliet, you’ll have to warn―”
I sat up.
Harvey was gone. Had that been Harvey? I’d heard the same man’s voice from the Red Panacea Clinic’s PA. He still sounded worried.
…hadn’t he?
I couldn’t remember clearly. It was like a dream.
I looked around the dark room, with its bare shelves and no sign of a man with rabbit ears. It wasn’t like a dream―it was a dream. It had felt like a dream, and now, I felt awake.
Awake, but still tired. I put my head back on the feather pillow and zonked out. My last coherent thought was that it would be nice to get back to my own bed. This vacation in space had been just what I needed.








he lights turning on woke me up properly. I looked around for a light switch, and didn’t see one. Lying in bed late was evidently not a thing on Jupiter’s moons.
My door stood slightly ajar, and from outside came the sound of feet thumping and girl’s voices. Just barely, the sound of showers starting to spray filtered through.
I made the obligatory grumble and sat up, dangling my legs off the side of the bed.
The door opened wide, and Claire skipped in. There might be no sunrise this far out in the solar system, but her glowing blond presence and early-morning energy tried to make up for that.
With a bit of a jolt, I realized she was only wearing underwear, but so were the girls stampeding through the hallway around her. They just wore a lot more underwear. Poofy bloomers and shapeless undershirts? I didn’t wear that much fully dressed!
The awkward sensation creeping up must have shown on my face, because Claire skipped a greeting and went straight to, “The boys’ rooms are locked, silly.”
As a proper daughter of the Lutra family, she had, of course, checked. Not making me feel any less embarrassed, Claire!
At least she immediately changed the subject. “How did you sleep?”
“Interesting question. The beds are nice, but I had the-”
I didn’t get to tell her about my dream. Clicking and rattling presaged an automaton rolling down the track to stand in front of my door. Her head and shoulders shook and flopped, but the voice was even more convincingly human than the automaton in the lobby. It conveyed strict disapproval particularly well. “Get to the showers, girls, or no breakfast.”
Claire gave her the classic singsong reply, “Yes, Miss Brassfarthing.”
I looked around for my jumpsuit. It had disappeared from the floor. How did they manage that?
Claire didn’t let me stall. She grabbed my wrist and pulled me out of bed and out into the hall. Yes, all the other girls were in their underwear too, but that didn’t mean I had to like it.
As she’d said, every door on the boys’ side of the hall was shut tight. All the doors on the girls’ side stood open. The hall had doorways besides the bedrooms, and Claire pulled me into one.
Oh, criminy. A communal shower. Really? What was this, an athletic summer camp?
Most everybody’s underthings had already been dropped into a laundry hamper. I put that off as long as possible, brushing my teeth at one of the sinks and staring resolutely at the faucet.
Nobody else was shy. Nobody. Claire fit in perfectly, but, of course, she could stand around and chatter with the others in absolute confidence that she was the prettiest girl in the room.
I caught, “Are all Earth underclothes so small?” and ran for the showers. If I had to stand in a line with a bunch of other showering girls, at least I could turn up the spray so I couldn’t hear them, and focus on the shampoo and soap.
Turning off the water, I wrung my hair out and looked over at the laundry hamper―empty. Folded into the wall, in fact. Fine. I wrapped myself in the biggest towel they had, and beat feet for my bedroom.
Toweling myself dry gave me time to reflect on one thing I’d noticed. I’d always thought my hair was long, past my shoulders so I could put it in braids. There was hardly a girl here whose hair hadn’t reached her waist. Remmy’s actually reached her thighs, if barely. They’d all worn it tied up last night, and I hadn’t noticed.
Dresses filled my wardrobe. Voluminous Jupiter underwear filled my dresser. A set of both lay on top of the chest, with a corset and tiny button boots. My goggles, the only untouched item of my own, sat primly on top. No, wait. When I pulled up the underwear, I found my belt pouches underneath. Considering what they carried, that was a good thing.
The underwear felt bulky to wear, but also perfectly decent. That was a good thing, because I’d hardly begun braiding my hair when Claire bounced into my room, carrying her own clothes.
Other girls thundered past behind her into their own rooms, all laughing and talking.
Slipping into her own pajama-like underclothes, Claire said, “This is shy even for you, Penny.” The girl whose father’s identity was completely up for grabs sounded casual and comfortable about the whole thing.
Okay, that was just plain catty. Taking a deep breath, I blew it out slowly and let the tension drain along with it.
That done, I gave Claire half a smile. “Maybe it’s that the boys are right there.”
On cue, my bedroom door swung shut. A click announced the lock setting itself. Barely audible footsteps outside hinted that it was the boys’ turn at the showers.
Claire slipped on her petticoat, and then the dress over it. She made it look easy. I had to fumble with the sleeves. As she fastened up buttons, she asked, “Help me with the corset?”
Lifting one eyebrow and squinting the other eye, I peered at our corsets in disdain. “You really want to wear that?”
“When in Rome. The dorm mother will pitch a fit if we don’t.”
I had to bow to that logic. I wasn’t even sure how to wear a corset, but Claire unfastened hooks I hadn’t seen, wrapped it around her waist, and then turned her back. “Tie me up?”
I tugged the laces until they didn’t hang, and had just started a bow knot when Claire instructed, “Tighter.”
Oookay. I gave the laces a good pull all the way down the row, and was starting to tie when she interrupted me again. “Tighter, please?”
My mouth hung open. “Seriously?”
“As tight as you can.”
“Seriously?”
Claire laughed, and you know what? I did too. It was great having friends more adventurous than me. Claire wasn’t even using her power. Her hair remained pale, not yellow. She explained it all in a downright eager tone. “My mother wore these for years. They’re common among supervillains. I want to try it. Don’t you?”
“Well…”
“You don’t have to tight-lace,” she promised, “But don’t hold back on mine.”
I shrugged, and gave the top row of laces a hard yank, and then another. Claire didn’t protest, so I kept going. At the end, I had to add a granny knot to the bow to keep up the tension.
Claire swished around. With her blond hair, the bright yellow dress made her look like a daffodil. The tiny waist tried hard to make her look like a wasp, instead.
I hooked my own corset around my waist, and the pressure felt weird even without the laces tied. I gave Claire the skeptical tilted eyebrows. “Can you even breathe in that?”
“Easily.” I had to admit, she didn’t sound wheezy. “The back support is kind of nice. What I don’t get is how Mom did acrobatics wearing one of these.”
The funny thought forced a giggle out of me. “Practice?”
Claire tied up my corset. I’d lucked out with a dull, respectable grey. Sitting down on the bed together, we were buttoning up our shoes when a click and my door sliding a few inches open signaled that the boys’ showers had finished.
I took a few wobbly steps. I am not a heels girl, and these weren’t even high. The corset had already stopped feeling weird, but then I wasn’t wearing mine tighter than a normal belt. What surprised me was that I had no trouble walking in this narrow skirt. The loose pleats gave me more room to move than had been visible from the outside, and around my knees they flared out anyway. What I couldn’t do was run, and as a supervillain, that did not please me.
Boy, did the familiar feel of buckling my goggles up on my forehead help. Claire and I trotted out to meet the other girls, and I immediately grabbed Remmy by the shoulder.
“First, we are getting our clothes back, even if Vera has to melt down the laundry room door. Second, how did you get pants?!”
Seriously, how did she get pants? Other than losing all the grease except a few stains in her hair, Remmy’s outfit hadn’t changed. Oh, the new shirt didn’t have sleeves torn to shreds, but she wore the same pants with pouches full of tools. Like me, she wore her corset tight enough not to hang, and that was about it.
Remmy patted my wrist. “It’s cool. The automatons aren’t as smart as they pretend. They’ll bring your laundry back as soon as it’s clean, because that’s what they do with laundry. Until they see you wearing it, all clothing is clothing.”
I pointed down the hall at Miss Brassfarthing stationed in front of the exit doors with her hands folded over her hips. “She can see you. What gives?”
Now Remmy grinned, big and toothy. “I hid a bunch of spares last time I was here. Nobody found them. She’ll complain after lunch if I don’t have repairs to make, but mechanics get a lot of extra privileges. If you stayed here, you’d get to ask for different clothes.” The grin turned into a smirk. “Nothing ‘scandalous’ or ‘improper’, of course.”
This dress felt like wearing a parka and a circus tent at the same time. My only relief was that the outfit didn’t include a bustle. And I could seriously do with another hour’s sleep. “No way. This place is a control freak’s dream.” Looking back over my shoulder, I gave Claire a smirk. “If I’d been born here, I wouldn’t even have tried being a hero.”
She laughed, and stepped up so close, her arm pressed to mine. Leaning her head towards my shoulder and lowering her voice, she said, “Which reminds me. You didn’t get to talk to Calvin and Juno like I did. If we refuse to help their revolution, I don’t think they’ll take it well.”
Discretion didn’t mean Remmy couldn’t hear us. She gave a sarcastic snort. “You haven’t even begun to see ‘control freak.’ You’ll admit my brother is right before the day is over.”
Doors clicked and opened on the boys’ side of the hall. The male half of Callisto’s tween population hurried out to join us. With no further signal, everyone solidified into lines, girls on the left, boys on the right, facing Miss Brassfarthing at the head of the hall.
“Breakfast time!” Remmy told me and Claire over her shoulder as the lines started to move.

The kids in Dorm M were more or less our age. None of them looked younger than Remmy. Of course, thanks to the hopefully soon forgotten shower incident, I now knew that Remmy was so short and coat hanger thin, she needed a baggy shirt and two inch boot soles just to look eleven.
The kids in the cafeteria ranged from kindergarteners to pushing college age, all packed into one giant dining hall. I was back in school all over again. At least this cafeteria was much better decorated than the one back home. Hardwood chairs beat hard plastic chairs, and the brass-edged wooden tables were downright lovely―and hardly vandalized at all! The table Ray, Remmy, Claire, and I sat down at only had one deeply scratched ‘M+G’, proving that the habits of love were universal, or at least interplanetary.
Automatons rolled up and down the aisles with carts. We collected brass trays with brass tableware. The dishes were merely heavy china, but boy, did the Jupiter colonists like brass and wood. I liked brass and wood, which made me much happier about the whole back-to-school atmosphere.
Then I made a mistake. I looked at my plate.
The farms on the top level must have been productive, because half our meal was a pile of chopped up fresh fruit. The bread looked stale, and crunched when I gripped it, but smelled rich, with more than a hint of corn. Both of those were acceptable. The meat lay in its bowl like a lump of congealed glue, off-white and shiny-crusted. It smelled like fish and plastic, not two flavors I wanted combined.
I poked it with my fork. Yes, it had a crust just like drying glue. My fork broke through, and the meat inside felt spongy.
The right thing to do would be to try it. I cut a slice off, and the inside did look like wet sponge, cream-colored and with a hint of pink. Mmm, appetizing. I took a bite.
Aaaand winced. Yuck. Not the worst thing I’d ever eaten. My dad’s experiments trying to apply his superpower to cooking came to mind. Dad’s power was strictly Garbage In, Garbage Out. One less than expert cookbook, and we got okra with a mystery ingredient he never identified, even when I twisted his arm. Literally.
That thought got me through the chewing, and I swallowed. Not bad enough to make me nauseous, but ugh. It actually tasted like fish and plastic. Was this stuff even safe to eat?
I looked at my local expert, Remmy Fawkes, and pointed my fork at the meatish substance. “What is this?”
She gave the mass on her fork an extra sniff. “I’d say ice scraper. Probably spiny ice scraper. They’re little bitty, and you can tell when the meat’s been compacted. Fresh, not salted. We must have just missed a fishing barge back at Europa.”
Ray put his bowl down, empty. He’d eaten the so-called fish. He’d eaten the fruit. He’d eaten his bread. He looked around hungrily, and I reached out and turned my bowl over, dropping my meat into his.
Remmy grimaced, and reached both her hands over to grab mine. “Don’t let the automatons see you do that!”
“What, nobody gets seconds here?” Come to think of it, there wasn’t an overweight kid in the room. They didn’t all look healthy, but none of them were fat.
That got me checking for danger. The nearest automaton rattled away on the far side of two boys and the girl at the next table, and hadn’t seen us.
The kids, however, took my glance as an invitation. They were all from Dorm M, and I recognized them because they were three of the kids with goggles.
They had those goggles hanging around their necks right now.
The trio sat down at our table, and I waited for Claire to do her thing. Instead, all three kids looked straight at me.
“Are you really from Earth?” asked the girl.
“Are you really a mechanic?” asked a boy, rather more emphatically.
I shrank down a little, feeling on the spot, then straightened up and let hot pride bubble through me. “Is a mechanic someone who builds things she shouldn’t know how to? We call those ‘mad scientists’ on Earth, and I am the best there is.”
The other three goggled kids drifted up to our table. Remmy grimaced, sliding her hands back over her pigtails and giving them a tug. “I wish she wasn’t, but she’s right.”
One of the boys who’d just arrived leaned over with his hands on the table to give us a skeptical look. “Says the girl who failed her mechanics test.” His tone wasn’t as nasty as his words, just suspicious. I still considered popping him one.
Remmy bristled, and who could blame her? “I hooked that automaton up to a typewriter and a radio. It worked!”
“But you didn’t fix it,” the girl next to me pointed out. All six mechanics were smiling now, and Remmy looked mad, but not as mad as she should have been.
“So? I had the lights turning on and off on the whole station at the touch of a button. Could you do that?”
Someone behind me barked a laugh. An older girl stepped up between me and Claire. “What a gas that was. I was working on the pneumos, and the whole place goes dark, then lights up again!”
“I heard you shriek all the way from the laundry elevator,” said an even older boy crowding in across the table.
I shook my head, and held up my hands. “I wouldn’t have been able to fix one, either. My power only builds new things.”
“Such as?” Pounced the girl who’d sat down next to me first.
Everyone else went quiet. A lot of everyone elses. Every goggles wearing kid in the room must have gathered around our table, and everybody else sat nearby, listening.
Evil joy tickled me, until I couldn’t restrain a manic grin. They wanted to know what I could build?
My belt with its pouches hung over the lower edge of the corset. Now that I looked, most of the mechanic kids had some kind of pack added to their dress or suit, although none of them had as many tools as Remmy. The only tool I needed was the Machine wrapped around my wrist. No, in my pouches I had a more impressive toy.
Pulling out Vera, I laid her on the table and gave her a tap. Ceramic slid off her crystal ball head in strips, fanning out behind her to form her detached fairy body. She floated up, single pink eye roaming around.
A girl in the crowd started to shriek, but someone wrapped their hands over her mouth. A couple more kids cut off their own screams. Several others just squeaked.
HA!
Remmy dove across the table, pushing Vera down with both hands and whispering, “Putitawayputitawayputitaway!”
“Sorry, Vera.” I gave her a tap, and she folded back into an inert crystal ball wrapped in ceramic.
The boy who’d given Remmy a hard time stared owl-eyed, not focusing on anything. “You can’t make a Conqueror drone!” He was plainly trying to be skeptical, and not succeeding.
“You can’t control a Conqueror drone,” said the girl between me and Claire.
Remmy stuck out her jaw. “My Dad could turn them off.”
Nobody argued with her. Nobody seemed ready either to admit I’d made Vera or declare I hadn’t.
Ray broke the silence. “How about this?” He looked completely natural in the dark purple and red suit the automatons had given him, and reached into an inside jacket pocket, pulling out a pair of gloves.
Those gloves hadn’t come with his suit. They had flat gems in the center of each palm. Ray had hung onto his own gloves when they took his clothing!
Slipping them on, he clapped his hands together, soft and quiet. Then he pulled, just far enough for a marble-sized ball of pink and purple light to form between his hands. It span and spat sparks as the colonist kids stared, mesmerized.
Ray pressed his palms together, forcing the energy ball to shrink and disappear. Everybody let out their breath.
“I’m Gertrude.” The girl sitting next to me offered her hand. I shook it.
“Maria, Dorm K,” said the girl between me and Claire. I shook her hand too, which crossed both my arms over each other.
“Donovan,” said the skeptical boy.
“Jacob. Dorm H.”
I didn’t have enough hands!
My morphological crisis ended when a bell rang, and every kid in the room groaned simultaneously.
I knew that sound.
School.








he edge of being bored of school had worn off. Besides, I was surrounded by other mad scientists my age. They didn’t make up the whole class, sure, but I only had to look in any direction to see a pair of goggles.
I also only had to look in any direction to see something funny, or at least cute. A dozen classrooms sat in a row along this corridor, all decorated like a one-room schoolhouse. Either the wooden boards in the paneling were pre-aged, or kids had worn them down until they looked dusty and the edges poked out. A human skeleton hung on wires. Preserved fish floated in jars of alcohol, although up until now the only fish I’d ever seen with one big eye was my Red Herring. Instead of a blackboard, big pieces of paper had been pinned up behind the teacher’s desk. Chess sets had their own shelf next to the textbooks. Maybe Chess was a subject?
My third favorite curiosity was the apple Ray had taken from our food bag and put on Miss Punchcard’s desk. She’d patted him on the head when he put it down, then stared at it for half a minute. She’d ignored it since. Someone had programmed the automaton to recognize giving apples to teachers, but it had no idea what to do with the apple.
My second favorite curiosity was the corner of the room devoted to a giant globe of Jupiter, with moons set to spin around it in their proper orbits. The major moons all had little space stations that orbited them. One of the smallest moons had not only been painted bright red, but so had the wire arm that held it out. A sign glued to that wire read ‘KALYKE ORBIT FORBIDDEN.’ Someone less formal had hung a scrawled note. ‘Here There Be Puppeteers.’
My favorite curiosity was the giant map of Earth on the wall. I kind of liked maps to begin with, but this was the best ever because it was out of date. Way out of date. Like, it showed ‘Russian Empire’ and ‘Persia’ and ‘East Indies.’
I stared at that thing forever while Miss Punchcard drew skeletons on the paper ‘blackboard.’ A few I recognized. She did a pretty good human, cat, and bird. Most of the others were truly weird, with no spine and skulls followed by a tube of boney rings. Most of the skulls had one big central hole for an eye. Wildlife of Europa, all of it aquatic.
Learning about alien fish itself was pretty cool, but it only held half my attention because I was too late to the game to have more than the vaguest idea what was going on.
“Now, who can tell me what this is?” Miss Punchcard would ask. Some kid held up his hand, and the automaton teacher pointed her pencil-tipped stick at him. “Master Fontaine.”
“It’s a Moore’s Vacuum Shark, Ma’am. Its jaws are fused into a scraping surface, and it has the flattened body of a surface feeder.”
That kind of thing.
After awhile, they finished with fish and recited a table of elements much shorter than the one I knew. I was getting a hint that Miss Punchcard was more interested in their memorizing every tiny detail than knowing what an electron orbit did.
Still, that didn’t take long before we moved on to History. I cracked a grin as everyone pulled copies of the Illiad out of their desks.
Miss Punchcard had her own book open, but didn’t even pretend to read it. Instead, she lectured in a rather defective, fluttery voice, “Before we resume, children, it may seem unrealistic that Agamemnon’s fleet would take so long to reach Troy, but traversing an ocean with the technology of the antiquities is very different from traveling the aetherial gulfs. The trireme traveled a mere eight miles per hour. Even if Troy was a real place as Heinrich Schliemann―”
I stuck my hand way up, and the automaton stopped. She didn’t have any expression. Only her eyes and mouth opened and closed, and open and close was all they could do. I still swear she looked surprised. “Yes, Miss Bad Penny?”
“Miss Punchcard, on Earth we’ve learned a bit more since then. Troy was real. Schliemann was on the right track, but the city is so old, he dug up the top layer, and there are the ruins of nine cities all stacked on top of each other.” As I talked, all the kids in class turned to watch me. Ray grinned downright maniacally, and Claire’s cheeks puffed, restraining a giggle.
The automaton didn’t know what to do. She didn’t say anything; she just stood and stared. So, hey, I kept going! “What’s cool is that it looks like the Illiad really is history, or pretty close to it. The Mycenaen Empire was completely real. We found the city and everything, and they ruled most of Greece. This was before 1000BC, and they built Athens and started the Acropolis. Troy was real too, exactly where Schliemann thought it was.”
I got up from my desk, and walked over to the ancient map, pointing at the corner of ‘The Ottoman Empire’ where the Black Sea met the Aegean. “So, Troy was here, and the war was serious. The whole Mycenaean civilization crumbled. It was centuries before Greece recovered, and then Alexander the Great came along and conquered them anyway, right? But like I said, the cool thing is, so many of these legends turned out to be real. The Colossus of Rhodes? Real. The Minoan Civilization, with the Minotaur and the Labyrinth? Real. It was here on Crete. The Labyrinth itself was real. The capitol sat on top of a twisting underground network of tunnels. The Minotaur probably wasn’t real, but they found a whole lot of paintings of topless priestesses performing rituals with bulls, so it’s easy to see…”
I was having so much fun, I must have kept talking for an hour. I knew I’d never be a teacher. I wandered all over the place. Miss Punchcard stood still while I lectured for that whole time.
It did come to an end. I was saying, “So, check it out, they found a grave at Troy with a mummy who had bulletproof skin and bones, but his left foot cut off. That had to be Achilles. He wasn’t even the only superhuman body―”
All at once, Miss Punchcard came to life. “Miss Bad Penny, take your seat. It is time for Algebra.” Then she turned and started writing on the paperboard. (3x2 + 4x + 9) – (2x2 + 10x + 1) = 0. The answer to the first half was x2 -6x +8, obviously. -6 would be -2 + -4, and -2 x -4 is 8, so this was really (x - 2)(x - 4) = 0. X was either 2 or 4. I could do that problem in my head, and just had. It was still advanced stuff for this age group, especially since I might be the oldest student in the room. Jupiter kids were smart.
Tesla’s Nonexistent Cousin, just think about it. There were ten other mad scientist kids besides me in this room. What a huge percentage of the population! I guess if mad scientists founded a society, genetics would keep happening. Regular people sure hadn’t colonized Jupiter.
This still wasn’t advanced enough for me. If I could pick up where I’d left off in Geometry, that might even be fun. I had other things to do, like steal a vat of charged aetherial fluid.
I stood up, and clapped both hands on the desk, getting Ray, Remmy, and Claire’s attention. Everyone’s, really, but I only cared about Ray and Remmy and Claire. “That’s enough sightseeing. Miss Punchcard, it’s time for me to go take my mechanic’s test.”
The automaton stood there clicking for a few seconds, then answered, “Miss Bad Penny, you do not have a mechanic’s test scheduled. Lying to a teacher has cost you lunch privileges. Attempting to skip class has cost you dinner privileges. Sit back down immediately, or there will be further punishments.”
All the Jupiter kids shrank down in their seats, not even looking directly at me. Ray and Claire didn’t care, of course, but it was Remmy who stood up first. “I know what the trouble is, Miss Punchcard. You wouldn’t have gotten the message through the normal system, because she’s from Earth. I’ll show you the schedule request.”
Remmy’s hand went to the biggest pocket of her pants, and as she walked up to the automaton teacher she pulled out her oversized wrench. It didn’t see the obvious threat coming, and instead watched Remmy take a wadded up sheet of paper out of a different pocket.
Hooking the wrench into the back of Miss Punchcard’s head, Remmy levered the casing off. It had time to say, “Miss Remi―” before Remmy yanked a lever out of the churning mass of gears inside.
All of that spinning inside the automaton’s head stopped. It stood there, completely motionless. I gave Remmy a few admiring claps, then announced with considerable satisfaction, “Inscrutable Machine? We’re out of here.”
And just for the fun of it, I walked over to the door, turned to look at the rest of the kids, and told them all, “Class dismissed.”
The reaction was all I could have hoped for. Kids erupted from their chairs, a dozen talking at once so that I couldn’t make out anything they said. I’d meant to walk out the door, but the first kids to do anything were the mechanics, and they descended on the disabled automaton like vultures. I had to watch that!
I knew a couple of names now, at least. Donovan, who was nearly as skinny as Ray and had messy hair the same mouse brown color as mine, said, “They may have noticed she’s not responding already. We’ll get a service request any minute.”
Gertrude, who was actually kind of pretty except for her blue-white pale skin, responded, “Then it’s a good thing we took initiative and tried to repair her ourselves, right?” She had brown hair, too. A lot of kids had just this same shade of brown hair. In Gertrude’s case, she kept hers tied up in a spiral on the back of her head.
The other mechanic girl from Dorm M pulled out a tiny screwdriver, and the others all grinned at once―evil, wild grins. This girl… Aggie? Was that her name? Aggie said, “Miss Punchcard stopped moving in the middle of a transmission. Obviously, her telegraph arms jammed on the drum. I’ll take a look.” Her itty-bitty screwdriver unfastened four itty-bitty screws, and she lifted out half of the back of the automaton’s head, putting it in the hands of the boy next to her.
The mass of gears caught my eye. It was like looking inside the Machine. No, not quite. The Machine’s innards made no sense. They were much simpler, but did much more complex things. Even from several feet away, I got an itchy feeling like with a dozen years of study I could actually figure out how these automatons worked. Just at a glance, I could see how those hair-thin wires between the gears were the secret to their AI complexity. This mass of gears rearranged itself. The tiniest change altered how the whole thing worked, like the famous butterfly altering storm patterns.
Aaaaaand that was it. That was all I got. Maybe I’d inherited some of Dad’s smarts after all, or maybe my superpower leaked. With years of study, the machine in front of me might really make sense. Right now, I was a monkey who’d figured out pushing the button led to a banana.
The boy holding what looked like a mass of clockwork brains laid it on the table and pulled out his own screwdriver. Pulling his goggles down, he peered at it and started to twist a section loose from the others. “I disagree. I heard no sounds of jamming, and she stopped suddenly. It had to be something in the primary process engine.” He gave his screwdriver a particularly rough jerk, and suddenly gears sprayed all over the teacher’s desk and onto the floor.
He looked up the other mechanics. They all had the tight faces of people trying to hold back laughs. “Oops.”
They lost it. Nine middle-schoolers in goggles laughed hysterically, lurching around, bending over the desk, and clapping each other on the back. I had to at least grin. Remmy’s sabotage would never be discovered in that mess.
Satisfied, I joined the throng in the hall. Most of the mechanics joined me, leaving only the three oldest―or at least tallest―prying open Miss Punchcard’s back for further dissection.
The class stood around, laughing and talking. Nobody from the other schoolrooms came out and did anything.
Gertrude and Aggie threw their arms around me in a quick hug, then drew back so Gertrude could squeeze my hands and gush, “It’s so sweet of you to take the blame for getting us out of school, but you know you’re all in big trouble, right?”
A square-shouldered blond boy from another dorm pulled off his goggles and rolled them around in his hands. “It shouldn’t be too bad for Bad Penny and her friends. The loss of meals will stand, but Miss Punchcard never saw them do anything worse. But Remmy…”
Aggie grimaced, flashing her teeth. Two of them had been covered or replaced with gold. “It depends on what Miss Punchcard had time to notice and transmit. You might be in the clear, but you might… you might be outlawed, Remmy.”
A boy from Dorm M I didn’t know took a half step back. “If she is, we shouldn’t even be talking to her.”
Gertrude gave his arm a slap. “Don’t be a rat, Michael. Besides, we’d get a warning.”
The blond boy took a step closer, and looked between me, Ray, and Claire. “You’re new here, but we can’t… if we help you, we get your punishments ourselves.”
I waved them all off, smiling airily and trying to look too cool to care. “We’ve got a bag full of food and we’re not planning on sticking around.”
Remmy rolled her eyes and head, arms crossed, and voice dripping with sarcasm. “Yeah, and another outlaw in the family’s really going to ruin the Fawkes. What will my brothers say?”
Donovan let out a sigh, his shoulders slumping. “I kind of wish I was an outlaw.”
“Donovan!” squeaked Aggie.
Gertrude added her own shocked stare. “Yeah, really, Donovan. Getting out of school early once is fun, but…”
Michael reached out a nervous hand and touched Gertrude’s shoulder, interrupting her. “No, I get it.”
Gertrude and Aggie stared at him. Then Aggie let out a deep breath, slumping. “Oh, right.”
Rubbing the back of his neck, Donovan stared past us at the wall and muttered, “I just wish I was engaged to someone besides Sabrina.”
A girl mechanic I didn’t know gave him a puzzled look, one eyebrow lifted way up. “You’re upset about that? She’s the most beautiful girl in my dorm, and she’s a Jet.” Her expression changed to a suddenly Claire-like leer, and she gave him a nudge with her elbow. “Take it from me, you are one lucky ducky.”
The broad shouldered boy gave her a scowl and a hard stare. “Don’t be so shallow, Lane.”
Her leer melted into a pout. “Yeah, yeah, I get it. Sabrina’s a…”
She let her words trail off.
Gertrude reached out and gave Donovan’s arm a squeeze, right above the elbow. “The automatons are good at this. I bet they’ve predicted she’ll calm down in a couple of years, and by the time you’re married, you’ll be best friends.”
Sticking his hands in his jacket pockets, Donovan gave her an accusing stare. “You say that because you got lucky.”
Gertrude giggled suddenly. With a joyful smile, she reached out and hooked her arm into Michael’s, dragging him up shoulder to shoulder with her. “I sure did. He’s sweet, he’s cute, and he’s in my dorm.”
Michael had a much gentler smile, but he held on to her tight, like he didn’t want to let go.
The broad-shouldered boy suggested, “Maybe when Sabrina doesn’t change, they’ll cancel the engagement.”
Donovan kicked the rug with his boot. Come to think of it, all the mechanics got work boots instead of these silly buttoned-up fashion items the automatons foisted on me. “I doubt it. The engagement happened right after I ranked so high on my test. It’s their stupid breeding program. They want my brains and her looks. I’m stuck with her for the sake of our great-grandchildren.”
Aggie’s mouth pulled tight for a moment, and she confessed, “My fiancé is in dorm K, and he’s about to graduate. He’s four years older than me, and I’ve never met him.”
All eyes were now on her, most of them wide with surprise. Gertrude actually gasped. “You never told me that!”
Aggie shook her head. “I just have to hope the matchmaker knows what it’s doing.”
Rising out of the group funk, Michael looked up and asked me, “So, who are you engaged to?”
“Five will get you fifty Earth is like us. They don’t do arranged marriages,” Remmy piped up. Despite her high voice, she had her hands stuck in her pockets and a contemplative sullen-lipped pout. Something about this was personal. She’d tell us when she felt like it, and until then, I could only pretend I hadn’t noticed.
I jerked a thumb at my accomplice with the super-long pigtails. “She’s right. Even if they did, my friends and I are supervillains.” I reached out and linked arms with Ray and Claire. “And we need to get going, because we have the crime of the century to pull. If we’re not outlaws now, we will be in an hour. Let’s go, gang!”
Behind me, I heard Gertrude say, “We’ve got time before lunch. I’m going to go visit my parents!”
I stepped out of the school hallway with Ray and Claire pressed against me on either side like bookends. They were both grinning entirely too much.
“What?”
Ray answered, and all I could tell from his tone was that he was enjoying this. “It’s just nice to see you among your people.”
What was that supposed to mean, anyway?








y supervillain jumpsuit was hanging in the closet when I got back to my room, and my underwear sat neatly folded in the drawers. We would not have to storm the laundry room just to free me from thirty pounds of bloomers.
I kicked my bedroom door closed, got dressed, and stepped back into the hallway in comfort and style. Buckling my goggles over my eyes, I smirked at the wreckage of Miss Brassfarthing. She hadn’t approved of our returning so early, and I felt Ray’s response of tearing the automaton off its rails had been entirely justified.
The goggles were nice. My helmet was back on Ceres. Its visor and these goggles both matched my prescription, and sometimes, I plain forgot just how blurry the world was without glasses. Replacing the goggles’ lenses had been a good idea. Plus, the leather and brass fit in perfectly with the local color scheme.
Claire glided out of her room, skating a circle around me on friction-defying sneakers and pirouetting to a halt. Ray was the last to the party, adjusting the fit of his black bird mask and hat. He had the food bag slung over his shoulder, or at least he did before holding it out to me.
I rummaged through packaged meals that even a day old smelled better than Europa’s rubbery fish. A snack would be nice, but something I wanted much more lay curled up at the bottom of the bag. Scooping Archimedes up in my hands, I sat him on my shoulder and wound the end of his tail around my neck. Red eyes opened, he stretched, and his claws locked into my jumpsuit.
We were ready to wreak some havoc.
“Do you always pose like that when you don’t have an audience?” Remmy demanded from down the hall. While we changed, she had spent a few minutes taking the stricken Miss Brassfarthing apart, apparently for fun.
“If you pose, the audience will come,” Ray mangled a quote Remmy couldn’t possibly have gotten anyway.
Armed to the cat again, I reached into one of my pockets, feeling around for the cornerstone of this operation―a damp, pulsing red control squid. Vera had only been one reason I was grateful the automatons didn’t confiscate belt pouches from mechanics.
“First thing’s first. Where’s the security automaton?”
Remmy gave me a hard, suspicious look. Did I sound a little too eager? I hoped so!
“Why…?”
I pulled out one of my two remaining squishy alien toys. “I plant one of these on the security automaton, and the other on the automaton running the aetheric fluid condenser. We walk out with a couple of vats unopposed. The bots might even roll out a red carpet.”
That metaphor probably flew over Remmy’s head, since this place had red carpets everywhere. She had more strident concerns, waving her hands and shaking her head at me. “No, no no no no no! If you use Puppeteer weapons in public, the whole colony will panic! Besides, the security automaton only deals with outside threats.”
I gave her my own suspicious, sidelong look. “Are you sure?”
“I’m sure about the panic part. I’ll take care of the security automaton.”
I looked at Claire, then at Ray. We mumbled quietly to each other.
“I dunno.”
“Do we cut her in for a share?”
“We’ll be swimming in loot. We can afford it.”
Glowing with pride that I hadn’t busted out laughing during that exchange, I stroked Achimedes’s silky fur with one hand and gave Remmy a thumbs up with the other. “You’re in. Welcome to the Inscrutable Machine, Miss Fawkes. Show us what you can do.”
She buckled her own goggles, staring up at the ceiling in thought. “I need… two typewriters.”
Ray raised a black-gloved hand. “Placing my bet now. There will be a typewriter store in exactly the same place as on Europa.”
I squinted at him as we headed for the dormitory reception room and the stairs upwards. “I’ll take that bet. The automatons can’t be that rigid.”
Less than five minutes later, the four of us stood near the main stairs to the colony deck, looking up at a sign that read ‘Gunther’s’.
“Well, at least the name is different,” I muttered.
Slipping his arm around Claire’s shoulders, Ray asked in a honeyed drawl, “So, since I’m not allowed to hit on her, what do I win?”
Claire giggled, the minx. Or at least the Minx’s daughter. Myself, I gave Ray a hard kick in the ankle to remind him which of us was his girlfriend.
I wasn’t sure he felt it. Stupid superpowers. He did let go of Claire, and cracked his knuckles instead. He even looked at me, although without the slightest trace of remorse in his grin. I needed to stop liking that grin so much. It was going to get me into even more trouble someday.
He gave me the same flirty tone he’d just given Claire. “Shall I break down the door, Dark Mistress? Shatter the window? I’ve never tried breaking a window by jumping through it. It’s a shamefully empty line on my evil resume.”
Remmy had already walked in through the unlocked door, and before Ray finished waxing villainous, asked the shopkeeper, “Hey, Mister Gunther! Can I have two typewriters?”
He leaned over his display table from the far side, elbows propped on the varnished wooden surface and hands clasped. “It’s little Remmy Fawkes! I haven’t seen you in forever. Where have you been?”
She puffed out her twig chest. “Bringing Europa Colony back online!”
He straightened, bracing his knobby-knuckled hands on the counter instead of his elbows. “You did it?”
“I did it!” Remmy looked like she was going to inflate.
“That’s worth a lifetime supply of typewriters in my book. I wish I could get away with giving them to you. I take it you don’t have two large metal ration tickets?”
Ration tickets, huh? I snuck a hasty glance up and down the market. Yes, there was a woman tearing a tab out of a little bitty book, and trading it for a hat covered in fish scales.
I looked back to see Remmy shrug. “Nope. I was kinda planning on stealing ‘em.”
Ever alert for his cue, Ray walked calmly into the shop, picked up two bulky metal typewriters, and propped one on each shoulder.
Mr. Gunther let out a sharp laugh. It brought life to his stiff, leathery face. “Ha! Why am I not surprised? Your brother still a pirate, Remmy?”
She grinned and nodded. “Yessir.”
“Your other brother still a pirate?”
Remmy’s grin got bigger, and her nod more extravagant. “Yessir!”
Squeaking and rattling heralded an automaton rolling up the ubiquitous rails to stop in front of the shop. “Simon Gunther. For associating with outlaw Remington Fawkes, your salesman privileges are suspended for one week.”
Mr. Gunther stood up very straight, his face tight and bleak again. “Yes, Ma’am.” He turned away from Remmy, keeping his back to her as he began closing and locking display cases.
I was too angry to do anything but glare at the tyrannical machine. Claire stepped up to it, blue eyes pleading, and thumped her fists petulantly against the automaton’s metal chest plate. “Come on, Miss Tinkerplate. She’s robbing him! It’s not his fault!”
Claire’s superpower cut no ice with a machine. It scolded her with a particularly metallic voice, “E-Claire, Bad Penny, Reviled, you will return to your dorm imme―”
It wasn’t interested in listening to Claire, and we weren’t interested in listening to it. Claire gave it a shove, spreading her fingers. Purple and blue arced between her gloves and the automaton. It creaked, clonked, and went still.
Claire raised her head haughtily while she dusted off her static gloves. “I was hoping that would work.”
I sneered. I had never felt quite so satisfied breaking anything before. “Nothing made of gears reacts well to having them stuck together. Now, where is this security automaton?”
Remmy pointed at the stone-lined main staircase. “Up there.”
I scowled. “Good. You and your brother are right. I’ve had enough of Big Metal Sister.”
I took one step forward, and Ray caught my elbow with his. He kept both typewriters balanced on one shoulder while he pulled me up close. “Let me make sure I have this straight. Remmy’s going to use a typewriter to take control of the security bot?”
Remmy tossed her head proudly. Her pigtails swung like pendulums. “It’s easy if you can make them hold still.”
Ray leaned in closer, and his grin widened another inch. “So, that means you have an extra tentacular alien mind-controlling abomination, spawned from the nameless and unholy polyps deposited―”
There was no telling how long he could keep that up. I clamped a gloved hand over his mouth. “Yes.” There was totally no trace of giggle in my voice, nope. Nuh uh.
He pulled his mouth free, and me away from the stairs. “In that case, we’re making a side trip.”
“Where are we going? Ray? Ray, where are we going? Where are we going, Ray?” My haranguing availed me naught. We strolled down the market corridor arm in arm until he found a stairway down that seemed to suit him. Claire, the traitor, skated around us in lazy circles. The one desperate look back I managed saw Remmy following, scowling a lot and tapping her oversized wrench on her shoulder.
We got all the way to the bulkhead hatch, and it still wasn’t until he’d twisted the wheel open one-handed and I saw the undecorated metal corridor beyond that I realized where we were. Dumb butt Penny. This was the route we’d taken to the pneumo room on Europa colony. Sure enough, there it was ahead of us. Ray had remembered the route.
But why?
We strolled in, and Ray finally let go of my arm, holding out his hand instead. “Nightmarish cancer that infests flesh and brain―”
“Yes, yes, here.” I dropped one of my two remaining Puppeteer squid into his hand. It was a good thing he was wearing gloves, because it immediately uncurled and started pawing at him with its tentacles.
He held the ugly red blob good and tight, and pointed at one of the automatons in the room. Three handled a machine that spat bottles out of its tubes, sorting them into cases or sticking them into new tubes to be whisked away. The fourth stood attached to its winding key in the wall.
“You. You are the central hub for automaton communications, correct?”
It certainly clicked and rattled more than any other automaton, even while standing still. It remained glued to the wall as it chided him, “Correct. Bad children like yourselves are not entitled to any colony services. Exit this room at once so that the door can be sealed to keep you out.”
Ray pressed on. “Which means you run the announcement system as well?”
“Voice announcements are for emergencies. Your outlaw status will be posted in written format at all major intersections.”
Ray smirked at it. “Indeed. Open wide.” Stepping up in front of it, he waited for it to open its mouth to lecture him again, and stuffed the control squid inside.
Behind the metal mask, I couldn’t see exactly what the squid was doing. Thank goodness for that! Wet red flesh bulged out of the automaton’s neck and shoulder joints, and that was enough to convince me the squid had worked.
“Raise your right hand,” Ray told it. Nothing happened, but that didn’t phase Ray at all. “As I expected. Supreme Technological Overlady, could you tell it to obey me, please?”
I blinked. “What? Oh, sure. Do whatever he says.”
No sooner were those words out of my mouth than I regretted them. A terrible nervous feeling crept over me in the space of seconds. What was Ray’s mischievous sense of humor about to unleash?
Ray grabbed the automaton by its lower jaw, and ordered, “First, send a message to all automatons that all punishments for everyone are forgiven. Keep sending that message.”
And suddenly, I wanted to kiss him.
I was about to, when he held out his open hand right in front of my face. “Miss Vera, please? I believe it’s time we obtained her help on this heist.”
“HEY!” Remmy yelled, which echoed painfully in this enclosed metal space. “You can’t do that. Do you know how people will freak out if they see a Conqueror drone flying around?”
I was already depositing Vera in Ray’s outstretched hand. My trust in him and faith in why I’d had a mad crush on him for years―aside from his considerable physical charms―had skyrocketed one thousand percent over the last sixty seconds.
Ray was even nice enough to answer Remmy’s concerns. “They will be far too distracted to notice. Trust me.”
He tapped the top of Vera’s round body with his thumb, and she unfolded, floating up off his hand and staring at the clicking and clacking communications automaton. The other three hadn’t paid us a fig’s worth of attention.
“Vera, the time has come. Would you please activate plan CSE on that robot?”
Tinny music pulsed out of the ceiling. It sounded surreally like an attempt to fake an electronic fake of a trumpet with an actual trumpet. It wasn’t too loud, but in this metal room the walls and floor vibrated with the melody.
Remmy put her hands over her ears, and raised her voice. “Is that… jazz? We have some jazz records from Earth on Io.”
Leaning closer to the automaton, Ray’s voice echoed as he grandly announced, “Ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls, take a break from your work and your worries. It’s time to dance!”
Claire was the first to laugh. She grabbed my hands, swinging me around in a circle as she spun on frictionless heels. Abandoning me to my dizziness, she took Remmy’s hands next, and whirled her twice before letting go. That did it. The tension broke, and Remmy laughed, high and squeaky and excited.
We ran the whole way back up to the top deck, jumping up stairs, racing past children and adults alike who stood around in the hallways listening to the music. A woman began to sing. At first, I thought it was gibberish, like some of the other electro-swing Ray favored. After a couple of sentences, I realized that, no, it was merely French.
What was weird was that I passed a couple of old women singing along. In French.
My boots (so grateful to have them back!) skidded to a halt at the top of the main staircase, with little candy-striped buildings, trees and grass all around us, and a star-speckled black sky above. I puffed a little. Supervillainy had done wonders for my constitution, but there were limits. Getting my breath back gave me a chance to ask, “Ray, how do you program these things into Vera?”
He reached up and rubbed his thumb affectionately against the top of Vera’s head. He’d been right―everyone was way too preoccupied to notice a miniature Conqueror orb. “You sleep like the dead, and Vera is wonderfully friendly and helpful.”
“Gimme!” Remmy ordered Ray. He slid one huge, old-fashioned typewriter into her arms.
She grunted a little, but carried it. I couldn’t. We’d added an eleven-year-old, and I was still the weakest member of the Inscrutable Machine.
“Steal that!” She ordered Claire next. Claire slid up the path to a grown-up man wearing mechanic’s goggles, who held a woman’s hand at arm’s length. They paused their hesitant sidestepping dance for Claire to point at his toolbox. The mechanic nodded, and Claire scooped up the box in both hands, skated back, and deposited it on top of Remmy’s typewriter.
Remmy waddled towards a little booth despite being loaded up until she couldn’t see over the top. Ever a show off, Ray grabbed her by the waist, and carried her on one shoulder and the spare typewriter on the other the rest of the way. There, he pulled an automaton forward and down out of the booth long enough for Remmy to pull open the back of its head and disable it.
Right in front of me, a square of pavement flipped up, the thin surfacing of a trapdoor big enough for a car. The metal monster that rose on a shuddering platform was about car sized.
The Jupiter colonists had mecha.
Okay, crude, mechanical mecha, but a heavy platform with a frontal shield now squatted before me on legs made of masses of pistons and chains. Bulges and nozzles framing the shield resembled embedded guns, although they could actually have been anything.
“Here’s our ride!” Remmy shouted, pulling herself up onto the platform.
I squeaked when Ray tossed her the second typewriter, but she caught it. She ended up on her backside and winced, but she didn’t look actually injured. Just sore.
More politely, Claire pushed the toolbox up next to Remmy. Why she needed it was beyond me, since pliers, wire cutters, and wrenches all came out of her many pants pockets. In seconds, she had the cover off the typewriter, a plate off the mecha, and was bending levers back to screw together, linking the two.
One outstretched finger stabbed a typewriter button. The crouching mecha went right down to the floor. She pressed another. It stood up straight.
Making big, scooping beckoning motions with one hand, she yelled, “All aboard! Transportation and freight service has been provided!”
Claire pulled herself up with one hand, light as a feather. Ray jumped up. I had to grab with both hands, expecting to struggle. Instead, Ray grabbed my wrist and yanked. My arm hurt, and then everything went momentarily weightless as I dropped back right into his arms.
He let me slide back down to my feet immediately, and Remmy’s fingers jabbed at clicking buttons. Our mecha lurched towards the main staircase. We passed another little candy-striped booth, and behind the music, an automaton complained. “You don’t have permission to―I am being told your punishment for that has been canceled. Good children do not―I am being told your punishment for that has been canceled.”
Ha! “Ha ha ha ha ha ha ha!”
We left it behind. Ray raised my hand high as he turned to face the laughing, staring crowd.
His feet skipped. He was dancing.
I did not dance. I got dragged around, my feet flying everywhere just to keep from falling down. He threw me over his head and caught me by my waist. He spun me in circles. He twisted me from side to side, until I could hardly tell up from down.
The mecha’s platform wasn’t that big, but he kept us from falling off. That was entirely his doing.
Amidst the blur, I caught snapshots of things going on around us. We weren’t the only ones dancing. Some of these people were as good as Ray, if not as athletic. Automatons stood around babbling in confusion as they tried to punish and forgive people simultaneously. The mecha tramped down stairs, ducked low to crawl through lower ceilinged passages, and fit just barely through bulkhead hatches.
When Ray let me go to give Claire a few whirls, I didn’t mind at all. Instead, I fought to keep my feet against the dizziness, pointed at any group of motionless people, and unleashed Archimedes at them. “Dance! Dance, my minions! Your boring, orderly existence has been cast aside by the Inscrutable Machine! Dance before our power, and enjoy yourselves for once in your lives!”
My duty as a supervillainess done, I sat down very hard and laughed a lot.
We passed the stairway to the childrens’ dorms. At the top, Donovan tried to keep up with a blonde who had even Claire beat in ‘early bloomer’ statistics. He shuffled as awkwardly as I would, but (it had to be) Sabrina bounced and kicked as if she’d had practice―and she’d cut long gashes in her skirt to give herself room to do it.
Another HA! Maybe their engagement would work out after all.
We left the wood paneled hallway, and entered grey metal service corridors deep inside the ship, where a chill hung in the air we hadn’t felt nearer to the life-giving rotor.
There weren’t many announcement… speakers? Tubes? Gramophones? I didn’t actually know how sound traveled on this space station without electricity. Whatever, the music was a lot quieter down here.
Remmy didn’t have to raise her voice at all to tell us, “I made the security automaton open all the doors! All the people and automatons are distracted. Is supervillainy always this easy?”
“Always!” Ray promised.
“Except when you need it to be,” Claire added.
The mecha stepped into a familiar room. The automatons were intact, and the walls and floor weren’t covered in charred Puppeteer flesh, but the central rotor shaft came out of the ceiling and into a series of machines that looked more like pumps to me than anything else.
“Good children should not―I am being told you are forgiven for trespassing,” an automaton next to the central machine greeted us.
I hopped off the mecha. My feet were stable enough by now to step up to the automaton confidently while it dithered and contradicted itself. Grabbing an edge of its chest plate, I said, “Vera. Melt,” and pointed at first one bolt, then another.
Vera melted them off with pinpoint pink heat beam precision. Melted metal did wonders for making the room less chilly.
Forcing the chest plate open, I scooped the remaining control squid out of my pocket and tossed it into the churning, spinning mass of gears.
They all seized up. Tentacles slithered up and down support struts, and the blobby body widened into a cape. Underneath that tent, machinery ground back into bulging, pulsing operation.
“Two tanks of aetheric fluid, please.”
“Of- of- of course, child. Is there anything else I can do for you?”
Remmy leaned over the mecha’s shield, pointing at a couple of big metal canisters on the wall. “We’ll take those, too.”
“Certainly.” The automaton’s head bounced around a lot, until it turned and stuck its arms into the pump machine. Glass jars swung around. Different colored gases, then liquids poured in and out of them. Lights strobed along tubing.
The whole central machine swung around, presenting us with two glass vats twice as big as a party helium tank, both filled with dimly glowing grey fluid. Ray picked them up one at a time, and slid them into metal canisters he laid aside the first two on the mecha.
The automaton swiveled back to me, clasping its hands in front of its hips. “Is that all- all I can do for you nice children?”
Ray tugged at the brim of his hat in a facetious show of good manners. “That will be all, ma’am. May I suggest you call for repair when we leave? Your people will need you.”
The automaton’s head bobbed up and down, nodding spasmodically. I could see the red tentacle controlling it winding through the joints. “What a good idea. May I?”
That last had been directed at me. I gave it a dismissive wave. “Sure. We’re done with you.”
“That’s nice.”
With a sucking sound, the blob of red Puppeteer flesh in its chest pulled out, jumping down to the floor and racing for the exit.
It wasn’t exactly fast. Tentacles and a boneless body did not make for either speed or agility. Ray caught up with it in three steps, snatching it up off the floor. As its tentacles groped at his arm, I pointed Archimedes’ at it. “BE STILL!”
The squid stopped struggling.
“Sleep!”
It curled up into a harmless ball of red meat.
Remmy and Claire gaped. Ray said, “I don’t think you should have told it you were done with it.”
I let out my breath in one big sigh. Okay, that made sense.
“I didn’t know they could detach! I thought once they were on, they were on.”
Ray had an answer for that, too, as he handed the rubbery lump back to me. “I bet that’s true, if they attach to an animal. Controlling robots is a sideline.”
That also made sense. Squirmingly unpleasant sense. Penelope’s Log: Never, ever use these on anything alive.
In fact, burn this one as soon as we got out of here.
To which end: “Getaway time, boy and girls. Where do we meet your brother, Remmy?”
Ray and I climbed back up on the mecha, which at least was crouched so low, I didn’t have to struggle.
Remmy turned the metal walker around, which it did with surprising agility. She pointed back up the hall we came in. “Same place we left him, docked out on the wing. I hope he’s back by now.”
Claire shrugged, lounging next to the aetheric fluid canisters. “If he’s not, we’ll cause a little more fun chaos. These people need a break.”
With us on its back, the mecha crawled through low metal corridors towards the more accommodating parts of the station. Ray’s recorded electro-swing got louder.
Right as we reached the first set of stairs, the music cut off. A wailing metallic sound took its place. It wobbled up and down too slowly to be an ambulance siren, but that was the closest thing I could think of.
Remmy’s eyes went wide, and she whispered, “Invasion.”
Her fingers jabbed at the typewriter keys so fast, it froze up after two steps and she had to untangle the levers. That didn’t stop her from sending the mecha pounding up corridor after corridor, heavy metal feet thumping on carpet or clanging against metal.
Nobody asked, but Remmy babbled anyway, “It might… yeah. It might just be Jets. Maybe Thompson got sick of waiting for us and decided to steal some aetheric fluid himself.” Whatever scenario she was describing, she didn’t sound like she believed it at all.
We passed people. They weren’t dancing anymore. Now they shouted and ran around, but I couldn’t catch any words. The terror on their faces communicated plenty.
It didn’t take half the time to reach the top deck that it had taken to descend. We reached the top, and I saw what had everyone terrified.
In the starry darkness outside the air bubble, the Red Herring swam back and forth, hugging the rim.
The automatons were no longer confused. Puppeteers took precedence over internal discipline. I couldn’t blame them, even if Juliet and the Red Herring were actually harmless. Giant red hard-shelled one-eyed space catfish? Definitely scary, especially ten feet from the edge of their space station. In unison, every automaton on the deck said, “Noncombatants, take shelter in your homes. Militia, gather your weapons and report to the central staircase. Automatic security is being activated.”
I looked at Remmy. She shrugged, an awkward gesture with her fingers still pecking at the typewriter. “I could only give simple instructions. The automaton is controlling itself now. It can’t fire the station guns. Your ship is too close. I just hope nobody breaks the air bubble.”
Juliet must have seen us. The Red Herring twisted around, swimming out right into our path. A brief blast of wind roared around as it shoved its head into the circle of sunshine to lay atop the deck, presenting a gill slit to us.
Between us and the Red Herring, half a dozen trapdoors opened. More mecha like the one we were riding rose up into the gaps.
Oh, criminy. No. I wasn’t going to panic. I pointed past Remmy at the Red Herring. “Keep charging. They don’t care about us, and the ship is tough. We’ll get on board and head for Europa. Calvin can meet us there.”
A high-pitched bleep signaled an automaton’s voice speaking over the siren. “A Conqueror has been sighted in the invasion force. Militia leaders, remember that Conquerors and Puppeteers will fight each other before attacking us, and act accordingly.”
Double criminy. Did they mean Vera?
The other mecha all lurched around to face us. Yikes! They meant Vera, alright! Metal and pavement screeched, and I fell over backwards. No, our mecha had fallen over. Remmy had tipped it up.
I found out why two seconds later, as loud hisses announced projectiles hitting the other side of the walker. Little globs of white shot over and past us, like a very enthusiastic spitting contest, except for the part where when the globs hit the ground, they flared with white fire it hurt to look at. Two benches and an automaton’s hutch had already caught fire.
“This is more like a normal supervillain heist!” Ray shouted to Remmy, hunched up against our metal shield.
He was right, except for the part where back on Earth, hardly anybody tried to kill us. I didn’t think my jumpsuit was heat resistant enough to protect me from those flares. What they would do to my friends I didn’t want to imagine. That left out the other weapon. I couldn’t hear it, or see any projectiles, but spots on the pavement cracked and shot up shards every few seconds. Our mechanical shield rang twice, which might have been hits from that weapon.
“Vera can clear our path,” Claire suggested.
Her words fit a puzzle piece together in my head, and I yelped, “No! Those are anti-Conqueror sonic weapons!” What a mad science carnival I’d landed in. I almost missed bullets. Check that, I completely missed bullets. Vera could have sucked the juice out of all the gunpowder in this station.
“Aaaaand cue,” said Ray. I didn’t get the joke, until I felt squirming pressure at my waist. The excitement had woken up the control squid. It leaped out of my belt pouch, but Ray was ready for it and grabbed it in mid-air. A dozen tiny eyes I’d never noticed before sparkled white with eagerness for a new host.
I gave it a, “Sleep!” command from Archimedes, and grabbed for Vera. She was our best weapon for getting out of here, but I couldn’t let her get killed by weirdo weapons designed just for her. I would turn her off, and we would figure out something else.
That was the plan. Vera wasn’t having any of it. She ducked out of my grip, and zoomed out from under cover. Her wings folded down, pointing almost straight behind her, and she spiraled and zigzagged around the deck, with all six hostile mecha trying to shoot her down. They were good shots, but not good enough. They tried to lead her, but she swerved all over the place.
I realized I was peeking over the rim of our shield in a monumentally unsafe manner. I also realized Vera had bought us time. “Ray!”
Ray didn’t need to be told anything. He leaped. Criminy, he could move. It took him seconds to hit the back of the security automaton’s booth, and hit he did. He didn’t bother to slow down, and instead crashed into it, punching the fist holding the control squid through the wood.
I gave it the single breath to do its job that I dared, aimed Archimedes at the booth, and shouted at the top of my lungs, “CEASE FIRE!”
It wasn’t my volume, but the emotion traveled right through my psychic cat. He yowled, and the walkers all froze in place.
Relief flooded me. Remmy, Claire, and I all let out a sigh at the same time. Ray limped back over. Hitting that wooden wall must have bruised even him.
I waved at our loot. “Grab the canisters. We’re making a run for it!”
“No you’re not!” someone shouted.
A hundred boots thudded. Men charged up the main staircase in a row. They all had weapons pointed at us. None of them were guns I recognized, but they looked uncomfortably like portable versions of the heat and sonic weapons the mecha had used.
Vera swooped down right in front of me, only to have someone hold up a familiar looking pistol. Light strobed, and Vera’s ceramic plates closed up. I caught her in both hands as she fell out of the air, deactivated.
Oh, come on. Did everyone have one of those around here?
Remmy threw up her hands. “Wait! Wait! It’s me, Remmy Fawkes! Just wait a second, okay? I can fix this!”
The automaton in the pneumo room must still be sending out signals, because an automaton pushed its way to the front to say, “Remington Fawkes, you are―I am being told you’re not.”
Nobody paid the waffling machine any attention. We all watched Remmy take a couple of steps towards the militia soldiers, her hands still raised. She turned slowly, in full view, and held out her arms. “Give me the cat for a minute.” She kept her voice nice and loud. Nobody would think she was whispering escape plans.
I had no choice but to play along. I unwrapped Archimedes’ tail from my neck, which stung like pulling off a really sticky bandaid. Slowly, letting everyone see what we were doing, I passed him to Remmy.
She looped his tail around her own neck, and as his eyes reopened and he looked around, she pointed my own fluffy black cat weapon at me and commanded, “GO AWAY AND NEVER COME BACK!”
I didn’t feel the slightest compulsion to obey, but the air screamed and wind whipped around us violently. The gale ended as abruptly as it began, and I looked around to see the Red Herring already turning into a dot in the distance.
Whirling back around to face Remmy, I shouted, “What was that?!”
She returned my glare, fury for fury, for nearly a full second. Opening her mouth to retort, she instead hunched forward, retching. Her hands clawed at her own neck, prying Archimedes’ tail away. She pushed him out of her arms, and as I dove to catch him, Remmy collapsed to her knees, dry heaving.
The militia leader stepped forward, followed by a small squad. They kept their weapons pointed straight at us. “Okay, kids. This has been a strange day. We’ll lock you in your bedrooms, and as soon as we’re sure everything is safe, the automatons will decide what to do with you.”
I did not want to hurt these people. I did not want to be shot. I had my hands full of a deactivated Vera and a curled up Archimedes. This was definitely a job for Claire.
Instead, something clanked behind me, something, hissed, and drops of flaming white blazed as they hit militia members. A few of their weapons exploded, the shrapnel scattering blood around the upper steps.
High pitched screams of terror and lower screams of fear roared out of the crowd as it tried to stampede back down the stairway. Remmy pushed herself up to her feet, and grabbed a fistful of my jumpsuit. She glared, eyes bloodshot and full of hate. “What are you doing? What are you doing? Stop it!”
I shook my head as fast as I could. “I’m not doing it! I swear!”
Remmy shook me weakly. She was too nauseous to shout, so she rasped and gurgled instead. “I should have known. Only a murdering monster can control Puppeteers.”
“I’m not doing this!” I repeated, my own voice squeaky and shivering. I pushed Vera into a pocket, and with a shaking hand pushed Archimedes’ tail down the back of my jumpsuit. Holding him in both arms, I directed him at the security automaton’s booth and commanded, “Cease fire!”
I was now facing the defense mecha. They obeyed, freezing where they stood. That didn’t even last long enough for me to feel relief. They lurched back into motion, turning to spit more little white balls of flaming death. Screams behind me attested to their aim.
Remmy’s hand hung on my shoulder. No longer accusing, now she begged. “You’re killing people! Stop it, please!”
“It’s not me!” I didn’t have time to argue with her. I yelled, “Stop! Cease fire! Don’t shoot! Deactivate!” and Archimedes yowled my desperation. My efforts threw the rampaging mecha into stop motion, lurching back and forth as they obeyed, then started firing again, then froze, then turned to open up on new targets.
Something moved, out beyond the air bubble. I almost thought it was the Red Herring coming back.
Instead, it was something much weirder. A man in a flight suit dropped out of space, landing in a crouch behind the mecha. “Remington Fawkes, you’re coming with me!” he announced in a deep, confident voice.
Then he ran up and hit the first mecha. He didn’t crush it, but he didn’t hurt his hand, either. The blow knocked the walker on its back, leaving him free to charge the second, sending it sprawling with one punch.
“Who’s that?” Claire sounded completely lost.
“My other brother,” wheezed Remmy.
There were four other mecha, but Remmy’s brother had cleared a path, and that seemed to be enough. He crossed the distance to us in a sprint, vaulted over our shield, and scooped Ray and Remmy up in one arm, and me and Claire in the other.
“My aetheric fluid!” Remmy squeaked, but Ray had already realized we were leaving. He could only grab two tanks out of four, but he snatched them up and held them while our superpowered savior made a break for it.
“Close your eyes and hold your breath!” he commanded as he ran for the edge of the space station.
There was nothing out there. He was carrying us right into space.
All I could do was take a breath, close my eyes, and try not to think.
We hit something, and went through. Air rushed around us, to be replaced by cold.
Freezing, agonizing cold. My ears hurt. My lungs hurt. Was I going to explode? I’d read all sorts of horrible things about what happened to you in open space.
Cold would kill me first. It seeped through my insulated jumpsuit, numbing my hands, clawing its way up shivering arms and legs.
Air rushed all around me, and I fell, cold but not deadly cold, onto metal.
I opened blurry eyes. Ray and Claire lay next to me. Our rescuer, who’d just flown us through space with no jetpack or spacesuit, leaped up a ladder and into a brightly lit room, carrying Remmy with him.
My ears hurt. They rang horribly. I hoped they weren’t bleeding. I could still hear him say, “Remington, you’re a good pilot. Get us out of here, and make for Io―on the double.”








huddled in a ball, sick and disoriented. Ugh. What had exposure to vacuum done to me? Would I recover? This horrible dizziness felt like… zero gravity. Duh.
Flexing numb fingers, I reached out a hand to Ray. My hand met his, already reaching. We wrapped our fingers together and squeezed, although between the gloves and the lingering chill I couldn’t feel much. It was still nice.
I reached my other hand out to Claire. She still had her eyes tightly shut, breathing slowly. I touched her shoulder, and her eyes peeked open. She stretched her back, extending one arm and yawning like a cat, while her goofy ponytail flapped around the back of her head like a golden brush.
Was I seeing the real Claire? It didn’t matter. She gave my hand a squeeze, and we all let go and started looking around.
From the interior of the ship, Remmy’s voice rang. “I’m not going. There are people dying back there!”
This brother had a deeper voice than Calvin. Smooth, but a little too forceful to be charming. “You are going, and nobody’s dead. I didn’t see any bodies.”
No bodies. I searched my memory. I’d seen blood, but no one motionless. I looked at Ray and Claire. They both shook their heads. I shook mine. As if I needed to feel any dizzier in zero-G, the relief sent a wave of faintness over me.
Remmy had gone quiet the same way I had, and sprang her next question just as I started paying attention again. “They still need our help. They need your help, Thompson!”
I couldn’t tell where in the ship Remmy and Thompson were. With the metal walls, and in our little ladder-lined tube, voices seemed to bounce around from everywhere. Thompson’s answer came in the classic ‘frustrated with a foolish child’ scolding tone. “Do you think everyone but you is stupid, Remington? There’s a hundred mechanics on that colony. They’ve already cut the security bot’s communications and power lines. If that doesn’t work, they’ll seal some bulkheads and grease the floor until the walkers fall down, then get around to the deck from a side hatch.”
Another pause, while we all digested that. Weight came back. Me, Ray, and Claire settled down against one wall of the entrance tube that was now a floor. In seconds, I felt downright normal.
Grabbing hold of ladder rungs to pull myself up, I took a cautious step into the next room and called out, “People were hurt. Set on fire. Cut up. If they’re not dead yet, they will be.”
The room looked both familiar and weird. I’d seen it in Calvin’s spaceship, but rearranged. The entrance hatch and bottom of flying saucer had been ‘down’ then. Now it was one side. The door on the other end must have led into the cockpit, but Thompson filled the door and then some.
Gravity wobbled. Thompson grunted in frustration that we still didn’t get it. “Kids, if there’s one thing the automatons are good for, it’s doctors. Nobody’s dead. You know how I know? Because they stole our n-ray projector.”
That didn’t mean anything to me, but my weight stabilized and Remmy continued to say nothing. It must have been an answer for her.
Nobody was dead. Nobody was going to die. That was the important thing. Oh, thank Tesla.
Claire had already recovered enough to coast across the room on her skate-enabled shoes, only to sit herself on a trunk strapped to the wall next to Thompson. She gave him a wan smile, folding her hands on her knee. “You certainly saved us, so thanks for that. We’re the Inscrutable Machine, from Earth. I’m called E-Claire, and that’s Bad Penny and Reviled.”
He nodded, his irritation melting in the face of Claire’s friendly gratitude. “Yeah, I know. My little brother sent me a message on that crazy super radio Remington built. He didn’t ask me to show up, but rescuing people seems to be my job. They call me Chief Fawkes.”
Huh. Had we stumbled on the local superhero?
Claire flashed him her coy grin. “Do they really call you that, or is this another Fabulous Mr. Fawkes thing?”
“They call me that because I hit them if they don’t.” No smile. Yikes.
I would have drowned in the awkward moment. Claire leaned back on the box and smiled as if he’d made the friendliest joke in the world. “Then thanks for the rescue, Chief Fawkes. Would that make you leader of the Jets we’ve heard so much about?”
“Some of those Jets are back there on Callisto getting shot at,” Remmy’s voice cut in from the room beyond Chief Fawkes. Yes, that had to be the cockpit.
“They decided to become Rotors. They’re not my problem anymore.” An angry sneer flashed across Chief Fawkes’ face. That cold voice held no trace of joke. He meant it.
I erased the mental checkmark next to ‘local superhero.’
Again, Claire smoothed over the awkward moment by pretending it wasn’t there. She leaned forward again, and I knew she wasn’t faking this eagerness. We were getting to her favorite topic. “How did you get us here without a spacesuit?” For her, this was delicate and roundabout.
Fortunately, everyone loves to brag. Chief Fawkes’s grin came right back as he looked down at the admiring starry-eyed teenager. “Superpowers run in the family. I got three kids worth of the physical stuff. Remington got three kids worth of the mental stuff. Calvin got three kids worth of meddling.” He leaned through the door. From here, I couldn’t see him messing with Remmy’s hair, but her annoyed squeal was diagnostic.
“So you can breathe in space? How do you maneuver? I saw you hit those robots, so I know you’ve got super strength. If you have that many powers, I bet you have more, right?” Claire’s eyes gleamed with the feral hunger of a geek in her element. Ray had wandered up the room about halfway, holding onto a cabinet handle and listening.
I was interested, but not as obsessively as my best friends. My eyes were on his flying saucer. Calvin’s ship had a lot of clutter. Thompson’s was clean, with everything either strapped to or bolted into the walls. Those were metal. A ladder next to a small elevator accommodated the fact that most of the ship was up or down, and the chairs against the walls were padded with multicolored scaly leather. The place looked businesslike, more like a modern spacecraft built by people who couldn’t depend on flashes of super-technology.
Thompson ‘Chief’ Fawkes looked a lot like his brother, but bigger and blockier. Like Calvin and Remmy, he had hair somewhere in the ‘dirty blond’ range, although he kept his almost buzz-cut short. The stiff, shiny leather flight suit did not hide how muscular he was. He kind of reminded me of the dockhands at the port, but with a more squared-off jawline and a terrible need to shave. I wanted so bad to write him off as a meathead, but he’d come up with a way to deal with those rogue mecha in seconds. Just because he was big didn’t make him stupid.
It didn’t make him mean, either. He shut the door to the cockpit, and walked along the wall, pulling open hatches to reveal bunk beds and plush leather chairs. “It’s more like I can hold my breath forever. You kids aren’t Fawkes, so you must feel like freeze-dried jerky right about now. Take a rest, and you’ll be okay by the time we get to Io.”
I took a chair. It had firm cushions, but so thick, I felt like I sank into them anyway. Claire flounced into the chair next to me, and Ray hopped up into a bunk bed above us, laying himself flat and peering over the edge. Looking up at his slyly amused face made me notice the buckles hanging from the edge of the bed. The chairs had seatbelts as well. Absolutely everything could be strapped down in this ship!
Claire refused to be swayed from her greatest love, blasting Chief Fawkes with her ‘eager and curious’ smile. “So, you’re semi-oxygen independent. Sounds like good internal recycling. You must eat several times what non-powered people do. And you can fly, right? Nobody just leaps out into space and hopes they’re pointed in the right direction.” She leaned way forward in her seat, hands clutching the edge and her huge glasses magnifying her eyes.
“Good enough for space. Don’t ask me to show you while we’re under thrust.” A moment’s pause, and he added in a completely failed attempt at casual, “You should see Remington try to fly.”
Sheesh, Remmy had two bad cases of big brother. The door to the cockpit opened long enough for her to shoot a glare at him through it. “You may float like a butterfly, but your rust heap spaceship leaks air.”
Thompson and Remmy gave each other hard looks for a couple of seconds. He broke the staring match to walk over to the entrance tunnel on the far wall, haul back his fist, and punch the hatch just out of sight. The clang of bent metal exploded through the ship, making me wince. My ears were already sore from the trip through vacuum.
Remmy’s face disappeared. Three seconds later she yelled, “Yeah, that fixed it,” and slammed the cockpit door closed.
We all stayed very quiet as Chief Fawkes climbed the ladder to the flying saucer’s next level, and before any of us figured out what we would do without him, he climbed right back down. He returned with a bundle under one arm, and as soon as his boots hit the floor, he tossed packages at us. We all fielded our light paper-wrapped package, although I fumbled a bit. When he tossed drink bottles straight at our heads―well, Ray’s hand darted out and grabbed all three, one after the other, and handed down mine and Claire’s delicately.
He still had a fourth packet and bottle, and after telling us, “Eat. You’ll be starving after all that action,” he pulled open the cockpit door and stepped inside. I got a brief impression of a room composed entirely of dials and switches before he closed the door behind him.
Wrinkling my nose suspiciously, I unwrapped this supposed food. So far, I had not enjoyed a high opinion of Jupiterian cooking. My skepticism was not immediately dispelled by the block of barely flexible, rainbow-tinted, mostly white stuff. “What is this? Hardened blubber? Edible plastic?”
Ray stuck the ragged block in his mouth, ripped off a chunk, gave it a few chews, and swallowed. “Fish jerky.”
I lifted the block and sniffed. It did smell fishy, with a hint of petroleum, like the blobs of fish they served in the Rotor dorms. It was also so salty, my nose stung just smelling it.
Eh. I was hungry. I took a bite, although that involved a certain amount of yanking and struggling to rip off a piece that Ray had not had to deal with.
Actually, it mostly tasted like salt. However they dried this stuff for storage, it greatly reduced the chemical flavor. Jovian Fish Jerky might not be a taste sensation, but it was edible.
The bottle contained water with a citrus tang. Ah, scurvy prevention.
About the time I’d succeeded in chewing my second bite into submission, I noticed that my chair felt awfully warm, much warmer than my skinny butt could possibly have explained. For that matter, so did the top of my head. I looked up to see coils built into the underside of Ray’s bed show just the faintest hints of red. Built in heaters were a nice touch, which I appreciated after being dragged through the icy void of space.
I sank into the chair, gnawing my meal and wondering if I could invent super jaws. The block of meat was way too big for me, even as hungry as I was, so eventually I used the Machine’s jaws to cut it in half, and passed the rest up to Ray. He ate the stuff like it was soufflé.
We all lingered over the meal, relaxing in our thickly cushioned seats and bed. Remington and Chief Fawkes said things I couldn’t make out through the closed cockpit door, then Remmy’s Extra Big Brother came out, and climbed up towards the top of the ship. Faint whistles and squeaks that echoed down sounded like radio noise.
I was considering my last couple of bites of alien fish jerky when gravity shut off. I clutched at the straps of the seat. My water bottle drifted off to the side, then fell out of the air as gravity turned right back on. Lunging forward, I actually managed to grab it in both hands before it hit the floor. Go, Penny! +1 coordination!
A soft noise made me look up. Ray was leaning over the edge of the bed again, chuckling.
“What?” I asked him accusingly.
Ray required no explanation to know how upset I was―i.e. not at all. He curled his head down farther, caught his hat when it tried to fall off, and explained, “Merely enjoying the contradiction in tech levels. The alien race with no technology at all has living fish that ignore inertia and fly without propulsion. The pre-electrical culture relies on pneumatic tubes and tapping on metal rails for communication, but they have atmosphere bubbles and artificial gravity. The only folks with motors and radios have to rely on acceleration to mimic gravity. While technically a higher level of technology, this ship looks crude in comparison with Calvin’s, and barbaric compared to the Rotor stations.”
The ‘tapping on metal rails’ thing caught my attention. So that was how the automatons sent signals to each other? They drummed a kind of Morse code into the rails they rode? Trust Ray to spot that. Interesting method of getting around the lack of wire signals or radio. Plus, it was the kind of unmistakably clear digital signal AIs could interpret easily.
I waved my empty water bottle at the room. “Sure, but you can’t draw a general rule out of that. Look at the Conquerors. Portals, tiny generators that produce enormous power, exhaust-free ‘flying car’ style propulsion, and I couldn’t even begin to guess how Vera’s chemical degradation field works.”
Panic rose up in my chest. Where was Vera? I patted my belt pouch, and relaxed at the heavy bulge. Right. The strobe light pistol had shut her off.
Ray shook his head, the beaky nose of his mask waving around. “Not trying, Oh Queen of Scienceness. Just enjoying the coincidence that makes it seem like it works backwards out here. If you wanted to be technical, most of the really advanced abilities the Rotors have are based on access to a post-electrical power system.”
That got me thinking. I pursed my lips. Rounded walls. We were in another flying saucer. “The Jets have their own mad science getting them over the space flight hump. I don’t see any fuel tanks, or places for fuel tanks. I bet this ship uses the same type of engine Calvin does, but Remmy hasn’t tricked it out with Rotor tech to provide the power. Speaking of…” I started to push myself out of my seat, but it was sooooo comfortable. Ah, criminy. What was the point of being a supervillain if I did everything myself? “Minion, check if the aetheric fluid jars are still good. We went through a lot of effort for those.”
“Yes!” Remmy yelled from inside the cockpit. Ray beat her to the access hatch, because he just had to jump off the bed while she had to get the cockpit door open, first. He shimmied into the tube as she galloped up to it, and in a couple of seconds, his black-gloved hands slid out first one metal canister, then the other, into Remmy’s eager embrace. She unscrewed both lids, and we all peeked inside.
The glass tubes of dully glowing grey stuff looked perfectly intact.
Chortling in triumph, Remmy screwed the lids back on, and waddled with one canister over to the wall to strap it securely into place. It was nearly as big as she was, and probably weighed more. She had to carry it staggering in both arms. Ray followed with the other perched easily on his shoulder, and buckled it in the spot above hers.
Satisfied that her precious cargo was safe, Remmy leaned back and yelled, “Thompson! You have to see this! We did it, Thompson! We stole the aetheric fluid we need!”
Bootsteps clonked on metal, and Remmy’s older brother climbed down the ladder. Hanging from it with one hand, and as big as he was, he looked way too much like a gorilla. He also definitely did not share her excitement. “So?”
Arms wrapped lovingly around the lower canister, Remmy chattered over her shoulder, “So, didn’t Calvin tell you? Me and him and these three got Europa Station back online. We have light, atmosphere, and gravity already working. With these, we have a full power system for anything we want to hook up.”
“So?” he repeated.
Remmy’s mouth hung open in what I felt was an entirely justified expression of aggravated dismay. Her eager tone took on a bit of also well-earned exasperated screech. “So?! So, this is what we’ve been hoping for since the invasion! We have a place for the Jets to live, more room than we’ve ever had before. We need to tell everybody when we get home, so they can start moving in.”
He scowled, his eyebrows, mouth, and voice all going absolutely flat. “We’re not telling anybody.”
“Are you stupid?” Remmy yelled.
Thompson did not like that. His fist clenched, and he stepped off the ladder. Panic pricked at me again. We couldn’t let him hit her, could we?
It didn’t come to that. Remmy cringed back against the canister and raised her hand. “Okay, okay. But why not?”
Her brother’s fists clenched tighter, but stayed at his side. He was no longer scowling at her, but at something inside. “Because I’m not losing anyone else to the Rotors. When the automatons find out Europa is working, they’ll say it’s theirs and send an army out to take it. We can’t dogfight near the station, and they outnumber us twenty to one. Nobody’s moving onto Europa until we can defend it.”
Remmy’s head sunk down between her shoulders. “But it’s not their station. There aren’t any intact automatons. If they take it from us, they still can’t do anything with it.”
He met her whiny tone with a sneering question. “Since when did automatons listen to reason? Since when did they have a hint of mercy for anyone who doesn’t help enforce their rules?”
Unfortunately, he had a point. We’d seen that ourselves. Remmy slumped against her canister, but rallied for a final try. “So, let them send an army. They can’t bring automatons with them. When they land, we invite them all to live free with us. A lot of those folks will be Jets, and they’ll want to come back.”
“And then they all turn and shoot each other. I’m not letting that happen until we can defend ourselves so well they’ll give up without a fight. There are too few of us left already.” He rattled it all off matter-of-factly, and Remmy sank back down.
When she didn’t have another argument, he concluded, “Europa is Calvin’s thing. I want Io back. Io is our home. And we’re coming up on approach, so you’d better get yourself back into the pilot’s seat for a landing.”
Remmy stomped sullenly into the cockpit, and I wanted to feel badly for her. I did. I just had a distraction. Thompson wasn’t blocking me from the cockpit anymore.
I crowded in behind Remmy, and I was only the first one to spot the opportunity. I had barely tucked myself in beside the doorway when Ray slid in next to me. His arm looped around mine, and I was more than willing to forgive this tiny breach of my request not to flirt. Elbow locked into elbow, shoulder pressed to mine, I got to feel again what used to be obvious and now was kind of surprising. Those wiry muscles might be able to lift a car, but Ray was still as thin as I was. Out the corner of my eye, I noticed Claire hanging around outside the hatch, but there would have been room. Of me, Remmy, Ray, and Claire, she was the only one not put together out of pipe cleaners.
And then, I forgot all about them. Io loomed above us.
The flying saucer had a classic glass bubble in the middle of one side. Remmy sat in the center, on a chair laid on its back and facing up. Cold radiated off the windows, but heaters glowed behind her, cutting the chill. Under the dome, levers and dials and switches encircled her, a ridiculous number, too many to make sense or be useful.
They made sense to Remmy. She pulled a couple of levers, checked gauges, and watched the churning yellow mass of Io get closer.
The moon was yellow. It had some orange and white, but mostly yellow. The yellow seethed. It gleamed. Light sparkled through space around the moon, as if it had its own constellation. Blue and purple spread around the moon like a planetary ring, but thinner and spread out, like an aurora borealis in space.
WHANG.
Light flashed, blue and white, blinding me. The ship bonged as if hit by a giant hammer. As I blinked away the spots, Remmy leaned forward and thumped a gauge. As tiny as she was, she had to lean way over to touch anything. “What a pile of junk. This would be so much easier if Thompson would get off his high horse and let me upgrade his ship with Rotor parts. At least the charger works. We were running low.”
“What exactly just happened?” Claire asked, very quietly. On second thought, maybe she just seemed quiet after that explosive noise.
“Lightning. I thought they had lightning on Earth?”
“Not in space.”
Remmy gave a toothpick shrug. “Welcome to Io. Hold onto something.”
Fortunately, the cockpit had leather straps on every surface, so I grabbed a couple. Remmy pulled on the two biggest levers, and dizziness rose up as gravity disappeared.
Dizziness could go kiss a Puppeteer. I watched goggle-eyed as a space station swung into view. In fact, goggles would be a good idea. Mine had ended up around my neck again, and I tucked them into place and grabbed the supports. Corrective lenses Good.
Io’s space station was very different from the Rotor colonies. I had no way to tell how big it was, but it kept up the flying saucer theme. Six rotating disks stuck out from a larger central disk. I couldn’t tell if the middle disk was meant to rotate or not, because debris coated its surface. The larger bits were clearly spacecraft, both the fat biplane-winged boats of the Rotors and the flying saucers of the Jets.
A giant arc of blue-white lightning flashed over the station. Then another. Remmy muttered, “Must be perihelion. Thanks, Tommy.” Digging around in the cushions of her cockpit seat, she pulled out a rainbow fish leather cap, and buckled it on. It wasn’t much of a cap. In fact, it was mainly plush pads over her ears.
Criminy. I hoped I was going to enjoy tinnitus.
Remmy messed with levers, and the view spun. Gravity came back, but it wasn’t down. It was off to the side. I clung to my strap desperately, but the real reason I didn’t hit a rack of dials was that Ray had my arm. I glanced down. My smart boy had wedged his feet into straps.
Gravity went through a few more quick shifts, and I couldn’t keep track of the planetscape swooping past the window. When ‘down’ steadied again, it was the down I was used to, towards the supposed floor.
I couldn’t see Io outside, anymore. I could see Jupiter. It was big. Boy, was it big. Yipes. I would swear the sparkling blue smudge reached out from Jupiter to us, but with no shortage of distant lightning flashes, that might be wishful thinking.
The ship was getting close to the space station now, passing it. The outer disks did spin, with faint white flare engines pushing them around. The nearest disk looked pockmarked. It had holes punched in it.
“Is that an orbital elevator?” Ray asked, his voice hushed in awe. I looked past the station. Tesla’s Ringing Bells, Ray wasn’t kidding. A line ran down from the station out of our view, towards Io.
Remmy grunted, messing with switches and levers regularly, now. “Kinda. More of a tether, but we ran elevators up and down it until the Puppeteers came. Now nobody wants to go to Io Alpha.”
Behind us, Thompson snarled, “And you know who didn’t show up until it was time to gut the station to stop the infection from spreading? The Rot―”
That was as far as he got. Lightning hit us again, and the thunder that came with it left me unable to hear anything for several seconds.
Remmy didn’t flinch. She kept one hand on both of those two central levers, while the other tweaked the smaller ones. The space station went past above us. Gravity got lighter and lighter, but never stopped.
Lightning hit us three more times, but when there weren’t spots in front of my eyes, the tether always remained in view. Everything else disappeared in swirling yellow.
Eventually, in response to nothing I could see, Remmy lifted a microphone off the dashboard. “Io Omega, this is Remington Fawkes piloting the Pile of Junk Your Chief Calls a Spaceship. We’re coming in a little faster than I thought. Open the doors right now.”
Weight settled onto me, but still not much. The black of walls crept over the view provided by the cockpit bubble.
That blackness closed. The whole spaceship shook with a mighty thump.
We’d landed on the moon of Io. That thought almost made up for the disaster we’d left behind at Callisto.








e clustered around the entrance tunnel, with a muted clonk announcing it was time to depart. Remmy climbed in, twisting at the wheel sealing the exit hatch. It didn’t budge.
Looking back past us at her looming older brother, she complained, “You broke it. Is punching it your answer to everything?”
Thompson leaned past us, pushing me aside like a gnat. His arm cocked, and he hit the hatch right next to the dents his knuckles had left last time. I had time to cover my ears, so that clang was merely unpleasantly loud.
Grabbing the wheel in one hand, he gave it a twist. It turned, and the door opened. “Yes.”
Remmy jumped out of the hatch into the tunnel beyond. I followed, and had just enough time to register a long hallway lined with dark windows when I picked up the smell. My nose wrinkled in disgust. ‘Rotten eggs’ would be the polite way to describe it.
Ray, of course, was a bit more direct. “Taco night?”
“Smells like it,” answered Claire in the same blandly amused tone.
Remmy jerked a thumb at the darkness outside. “Yeah, Io’s atmosphere is mostly sulfur. Super poisonous.” She sounded like she resented every word, and her glower was actually a reduction in anger as she spun around and pointed at Thompson. “You need a new hatch. I don’t want yellow lung.”
He reached past me and gave her shoulder a push. “Keep moving.”
The tunnel lurched under us. I managed to keep myself upright until the shaking began, vibrating and wobbling the floor under my feet. I had to lean against a window for that.
“Was that an earthquake?” Ray asked. I couldn’t, because his hands had just taken hold of my shoulders, keeping me upright. They were strong, and way more stable and confident than mine would have been touching him.
Remmy’s irritability was dropping by the second. “Don’t worry about it. This is the most tectonically stable spot on Io.”
My eyes started adapting to the tunnel’s widely spaced light bulbs. The darkness on the other side of the windows resolved into a giant, shadowy hangar, with other ships visible around the walls. The end of the tunnel had retracted into the hangar wall, and Remmy was reaching for that hatch when it opened for her.
Surprised and cautious, she stepped into the room beyond. We all did. It looked like a hangar observation room. I saw control panels, thick windows, and more of those clunky Jet spacesuits along the walls. I was lucky to make out even that much, because a whole lot of people were waiting for us.
“Remmy!” Several of them shouted at once. A blonde who looked vaguely like Remmy picked her up, then passed her to a man. They kept passing Remmy around like a game of hot potato, and threw her in the air twice.
Declarations of how happy people were to see her blended together, but Remmy managed to squeak over them, “I don’t recall being this popular!”
Jets got out of Thompson’s way as he walked through them, grabbing his little sister by the back of her corset and setting her on the floor, where he pointedly failed to let go. “Yeah, well, it’s not for your personality. We need you.”
“Whyyyyyy?” Remmy peered up at him suspiciously. One pale eyebrow went up so far, it threatened to disappear under the goggles on her forehead.
That got a scowl from Thompson. A hard scowl, the kind that threatened violence. The nearby Jets all took a step back, and they knew him. Still, all he did was say, “Because you’re the last mechanic we’ve got, and I can’t let you go to waste humoring my little brother’s private crusade, anymore. All the rest ran to the Rotors after we lost Io Alpha. All of them. I indulged you two, but things are starting to break down here.” He sneered. “You think I flew to Callisto to help Calvin with his cockamamie plans? I was there to kidnap you.”
Everyone stopped for a moment. Then, to my considerable surprise, Remmy hugged Thompson. He lifted her up and hugged her back. The only sound for several seconds was Remmy’s wheezing and the popping of her back in her brother’s super-strong grip.
I used the moment of peace to look around. The limited gene pool of Callisto had nothing on Io. I spotted two sets of drab brown hair, and one woman with black hair. Everyone else had shades of dirty blond like the Fawkes, and the same pale skin. They certainly didn’t all have identical faces or figures, so maybe I was imagining a family resemblance.
Their figures were actually less uniform than on Callisto. I hadn’t realized just how thin everyone on Callisto had been until I saw normal people again. Not that the Jets were fat, but they all had meat on their bones, and some were even a little overweight.
Io fashion varied a lot more than Callisto’s. While their clothes might look suspiciously adjusted from Rotor dresses and suits, knee-length skirts were common. Claire was not getting the same kind of stares here, although stockings or pants underneath were the general rule. It was better than zero G, but I felt feather-light, as if I were back on the moon. Skirts and hair that bounced up did not settle quickly. Remmy’s super-long pigtails flowed behind her like a cape.
Jackets were common on men and women, usually buttoned. A couple of women wore corsets, but only a couple. Lots and lots of folks wore shiny fish leather jackets and/or pants, even the women. So, things were a bit more egalitarian in the Jets. Everybody was equal except Chief Fawkes.
The rattle of a faint earthquake broke the silence of sibling affection. It jarred a thought into my head. I stepped back next to Ray and Claire, and whispered, “Hey, did I ever tell you my mom’s second favorite statistic?”
“Your mother has favorite statistics?” Claire let out a giggle.
“The Audit has a list of her favorite statistics, measured and updated daily on a numerical system,” Ray predicted confidently.
“Ha ha,” I said, but without rancor. He’d pegged my mother perfectly. “Have you ever noticed how many heroines are natural blondes? People with superpowers have the same natural hair color demographics as the regular population dyes their hair. Like, thirty percent of Caucasian girls bleach their hair blond, and thirty percent of Caucasian superheroines are natural blondes. That includes stuff like pink and blue. Doesn’t matter what your parents’ hair color is, either. The difference is so huge, it’s like half and half any natural blondes you meet have powers.”
Claire gave her platinum ponytail a proud flip. Ray leaned closer to me in eager curiosity. “Some kind of wish fulfillment?”
I shrugged. “Nobody knows, but my mom says never to trust the obvious explanation for a statistic. Correlation is not causation. Numbers don’t lie, but the way you interpret them sure does.”
Thompson announced over us, “Alright, party later. Work now. Move it, Remington. The black box machine is busted.” He put Remmy down and gave her a little push towards the door. Well, a door.
She widened her eyes, and said in a voice dripping with sarcasm, “Oh, I get it. Yeah, you waited to come get me until it was disaster time. Although what you expect me to do, I have no idea. You know I don’t fix things. I just kludge them together.”
“You’ll figure something out. And bring your friends. I don’t want them getting lost.”








liked Io. Sure, the floor shook every few minutes, but that wasn’t all earthquakes. Sometimes we walked past a door, and through the window, I saw masses of machinery whose pumping made the nearby corridors vibrate. Everything was weirdly clean, almost sterile, with wide hallways made of steel, concrete, or both, all painted white. Primal ur-computers sat in the middle of corridors for no obvious reason. They didn’t have keyboards, but they had plenty of buttons, flashing LED lights in rows, and dials and switches enough for any mad scientist’s dream. When we weren’t passing doors with intriguing signs like ‘Benign Irradiant Purification’ or old-fashioned computers, one wall would give way to a flimsy railing and a huge pit full of pipes and metal vats, some of them puffing steam.
We reached our elevator. It had a folding metal gate in place of a door, and big glowing green and red buttons. When it arrived, the elevator platform itself had incomplete sides. We would get to watch the walls go past on our way down.
It also had a robot standing in it, holding a crate.
The Rotor automatons could have passed for mannequins if they held still. This had to be a robot. It was so robotic, Ray, Claire, and I snickered. It had a boxy oblong head with a slowly rotating circular antenna sticking out of the top. It had big red plastic eyes. Arms shaped like wrenches with blunt pincers at the end stuck off a cubicle body. Its stumpy legs looked capable of waddling, and that was about it.
As we stepped into the elevator, Thompson asked it, “Destination?”
The answer came in a barely intelligible electronic rasp. “Monitor tower.”
Chief Fawkes grunted. “Tough. We’re heading down to manufacturing.” The inside panel of the elevator had a whole lot of buttons. He hit a couple. We started moving, down alright, but in no particular hurry.
From all those buttons and the distance between even individual floors, I fast got the impression we’d be in the elevator awhile. Of course, we might be going so slowly because if we went any faster, the elevator would leave us behind. Claire and Remmy’s hair floated all around them, and Ray had to hold onto his hat.
I edged very carefully over to Remmy, gripping the fencing along the sides to make sure I didn’t accidentally leap into the air. When I was close enough to, at least, pretend we were having a private conversation, I said, “Fixing things isn’t my specialty either, but if there’s anything I can do to help, I will.”
Remmy’s moody expression darkened into eye-squinted, lip-pursed fury. “Why would I want help from a meat puppet?!”
I just… I stared at her, trying to form words. Eventually, they came, but my voice sounded weak even to me. “I only wanted to help.”
Her voice, high-pitched to begin with, went screechy with rage. “Like you helped everyone on Callisto? By infesting the system with the monsters YOU made, so the Puppeteers could use our weapons against us?”
My own anger suddenly ignited inside me. Didn’t I get enough of this on Earth? It was bad enough being labeled a criminal. Now I was being accused of flat-out evil!
I tried and failed to keep the edge of that anger out of my voice. “I didn’t want that to happen any more than you did.”
“Oh, yeah?” Remmy yelled back. “I knew those people, Bad Penny! I lived with them after your Puppeteer masters took over Io, until Calvin and I couldn’t live with the automatons’ stupid, inflexible rules anymore. Do you want the names of the people I saw set on fire and blasted because of you?”
The whole idea made my stomach turn cold, fighting with the hot anger. I gripped the fence behind me, because I couldn’t shrink back against the wall safely. Those battling feelings let me remember something important. I liked Remmy. I wanted Remmy to like me. The least I could do was apologize.
Closing my eyes, because I didn’t want to see anyone else’s expression, I said, “I’m sorry. If I’d known that my inventions would turn on people, I’d have destroyed them myself.”
Remmy’s screech of anger dropped to a wounded hoarseness. “After they fawned all over you as the greatest mechanic ever, how could you not know that messing with Puppeteers would get people killed?”
A soft hand slipped into mine and squeezed it. Claire’s. Ray’s hand settled on my shoulder. Real help came from the least expected quarter. As I stared at my closed eyelids I heard Thompson growl, “Knock it off, Remington. Like your inventions never went wrong and hurt people. Besides, I told you―they’ll be fine.”
That made for an awkward elevator ride, and when I finally opened my eyes, Remmy had her arms folded and was pointedly not looking at me. Despite the dragging silence, eventually we did reach the bottom, or at least our destination. The gate clattered back, and we emerged onto a catwalk in a dimly lit factory.
Technically, the individual factory spaces were well lit, and I could look over the railing and see rows of workstations, like a metal cubicle farm in a robotic office building. Clunky rectangular robots carried around boxes and silvery domes and less identifiable items between tables. The loads usually dwarfed the robot, although light gravity had to help.
Only half a dozen tables were in use, with sparks suggesting welding at two. There was room for an army to work in this vast warehouse of a room. Despite all the lights down at ground level, the vast walls and ceiling were shrouded in shadow. Whoever built Io Omega liked to build big.
Towers of pipes and vats and coils broke up the monotony, maybe the same ones I saw on the upper floors. The catwalk’s job seemed to be connecting these, and we traveled a maze of intersections and short staircases, with me holding onto the railing because it would be way too easy to jump right off the platform in this light gravity.
Was Remmy right about me?
We circled a machine that looked more modern than the others, with fewer tubes and more glass panes. It jutted off the side of one of the biggest masses of pipework, with a set of control panels on the catwalk and a little old man asleep in a chair next to them.
“Zayde!” Remmy leaped towards him. Her flailing limbs made me think she’d meant to run, and wasn’t used to the low gravity yet. She soared through the air, and Ray lurched forward to chase her down. Fortunately, the catwalk had no shortage of struts connecting it to the ceiling far above. Remmy grabbed one, and much more expertly swung herself around to tackle the old man.
I thought he’d break. This guy was old. Weathered. Pruney. His white hair and beard held sprinkles of black nothing like Remmy’s, but he was the only person on Io Omega who truly resembled her: short and skinny.
“Einnikel!” He croaked back, standing up to meet her. She bowled him over, but twisted around to take the blow when they hit the railing. That was more like it. She might have been out of practice, but Remmy knew low gravity well, and the old man was… well, not as fragile as he looked, but too old to treat roughly.
He climbed stiffly back to his feet, holding her up and hugging her tightly. Kissing her between her pigtails over and over, he asked in a hoarse and slightly muffled voice, “Where have you been, Remmy? How has Calvin been taking care of you? If Thompson is here, Calvin is not here, so tell me how he is doing?”
Wow. That accent. Nobody else I’d met in space had a recognizable accent, but this guy sounded so stereotypically Jewish that he could do commercials for Cantor’s―except they would be too embarrassed. For that matter, nobody else I’d met had been nearly this old.
Remmy’s gleeful smile faltered. “He hasn’t been himself lately.” Her joy returned just as fast, and she wriggled back in his arms to look the old man in the face. “But we got Europa back online!”
Thompson interrupted with a sharp, “Remington.” She bit her lip, holding back anything else she would have said.
That left the topic hanging. The old man―I was pretty sure ‘zayde’ was Yiddish, not his name―looked past Remmy and Thompson at us. “Remmy, who are your friends?”
“They’re not my friends.” Her harsh tone hit me like a fist. I flinched, visibly.
Claire stepped out ahead of me. The uneven light of the factory suited her, and every step turned her hair a different color, highlighted her glasses or the blue eyes behind them or her warm, friendly smile. Thompson and the old man stared blankly as she walked up and put her hand on Remmy’s wrist. “Do you really believe Penny meant for any of that to happen?”
Remmy glanced at Claire, then looked back down at her feet. Claire was cheating for me with her power. I couldn’t resent that. I’d have to find some way to deserve it.
“…no,” Remmy finally muttered.
I had to say something. “Thank you, Remmy.”
Claire stepped back. Thompson blinked. The old man shook his head, like he was removing cobwebs. Even with my heart twisted up by this fight, I had to admire that. He might even have recognized that his mind had been clouded.
He kept glancing at Claire, but slipped an arm around Remmy’s waist, pulling her into his lap as he sat back down in his chair. It was ridiculous. He was hardly taller than her, and looked like he weighed less. If it weren’t for the low gravity, she’d have crushed him. He stroked a few hairs that had escaped Remmy’s pigtails back over her head, and asked quietly, “What are their names, Einnikel, and should I be mad at them or not?”
Remmy’s matchstick shoulders slumped forward, and she let out a loud, growling sigh. A hand flapped at each of us in turn. “Zayde, this is Bad Penny, E-Claire, and Reviled. I don’t know their real names. I guess they’re not evil, but don’t trust them because―”
“They’re supervillains,” the old man finished for her. His voice had dropped to a whisper, and he lifted a shaking hand to cover his mouth, while the other reached out to point at me. Actually, to point over my shoulder. “Which means… you’re from Earth? And that’s a real cat, not a toy?”
“What?” I asked, caught off guard. Archimedes echoed my surprise with a meow, and the sound right next to my ear made me jump. I’d forgotten I was wearing him! How?! It wasn’t like he was that light. He just felt… like… part of my body.
Oh, right. I’d been wearing him too long. I reached around behind my neck and started prying at his tail, trying to get it off without horrible agony or major bruises. “Oh, yeah. Kinda. He’s been weaponized.”
“Is he safe to touch?”
Ow. Geez, it was getting harder to pry Archimedes loose every time. I didn’t like the sound of that.
I flashed suddenly back to Mourning Dove’s oh-so-creepy offer to kill my superpower. I shook it off. Things weren’t that bad, the fight with Remmy just had me unsettled. I sure was done messing with bioweapons, though. The next time my power suggested something like that, I’d spoil the inspiration by trying to figure it out. Nobody was getting hurt again by out of control Puppeteer tech if I could help it.
Finally unsticking the tip of Archimedes’ tail, I held him out in both hands for Remmy’s zayde. (It had to mean ‘uncle’ or ‘granddad’ or something.) Without a directing mind, Archimedes curled up into a fluffy black spiral of cat. Remmy shimmied out of the way as the prehistorically old man gathered Archimedes into his lap, petting it like the cat was as brittle as his bony fingers.
“My name is Shimon Litvin.” He pronounced it ‘shih-moan’. “You are from Earth? Did you come through the gate?”
I shook my head. “No. Nobody on Earth knows the gate exists, I don’t think. I built a spaceship. You know, mad science?”
That got a crooked grin. “I know mad science.” Hoo boy, so much weight in those words. I’d said something funny.
Well, I’d asked the guy living in a refinery on Io whose granddaughter stapled together flying saucers if he was familiar with mad science. I probably deserved a laugh.
Hoping my cheeks weren’t visibly burning, I pressed on. “Earth didn’t know you’re here until we got a radio message a few days ago.”
Remmy’s mouth suddenly dropped open, and she goggled at me. “It reached Earth? I sent that! I built the transmitter! Juno said her imaginary Jupiter friends told her we’d find aetheric fluid that way, and I convinced Calvin to at least try to send a message before flying off farther than anyone else has ever gone. I can’t believe it reached Earth. Do you know how hard it is to focus radio waves over interplanetary distances?” Her voice got whispery at the end. All anger was forgotten in the pride of creation.
I had to phrase this really carefully so as not to break that pride. “It reached Ceres. You focused the signal great, but you’d need a miracle to aim it. It just brushed over Ceres, but that was enough for us to come looking.”
Swiveling suddenly, Remmy grabbed Thompson’s sleeve and yanked on it. “Did you hear that? My transmitter sent a clear signal to the asteroid belt! If we can steal some automatons, maybe I can rig up an aiming and receiving system and we can talk to Earth!”
He gave her the older brother humoring while trying to get her mind on business act, complete with slow words and direct eye contact. “Maybe we will, but I have more important projects for you, first. By then you might get a brainwave and we can clear a way to the gate and the artifacts.”
Shimon lifted Archimedes back up in both hands, offering him to me. Those hands shook violently, but not as hard as his voice. “Listen, children… this may seem out of nowhere. It has to have been more than fifty years, but… who won the war?”
Ray got it before I did. “World War Two?”
Shimon nodded. “Yes. We got out―”
Claire interrupted him. “America and Britain won. Germany, Japan, and Italy lost.” The huge sigh of relief he let out made it clear she’d done the right thing. That answer had been important to him.
The terrible allure of history caught up with me. Without thinking, I found myself saying, “It wasn’t clean. Hitler committed genocide on millions of Jews―”
Now it was the old guy’s turn to interrupt me. He sank back into his chair, head bent and nodding. “Yes. He didn’t say why he was rounding us up, but we knew how it had to end.”
“Well, in the end America got involved, and they took back France, and Russia took back Eastern Europe, and they crushed Germany between them. Hitler committed suicide. Things were just as nasty on the Pacific front, but America won by coming up with a weapon through regular science that scared even superhumans. Stalin turned out to be almost as crazy as Hitler, and the world spent about forty years with Russia and America daring each other to start World War Three, but it didn’t happen.”
Shimon might not have heard me. He sat back in his chair, nodding his head. His voice sounded like rustling paper. “We knew. That was why when Milla offered to take me with her, I left. She cared more about me than her parents’ objections, and, well…” He reached up and laid his hand between Remmy’s pigtails. “She doesn’t know what the word ‘Jew’ means, but God blessed me by giving me a great-granddaughter anyway.”
Pulling Remmy closer, he kissed her on her forehead. “Thank you, my Remmy, for bringing these children to me so they could lay an old man’s ghosts to rest.”
Thompson’s hand laid on top of Shimon’s, only to brush the old man’s away and pull Remmy’s head upright. He couldn’t quite clear the reverence out of his voice as he said, “That’s not why she’s here. I need Remington to fix the black box machine. If we run out of robots, Io Omega is dead.”
Shimon reached over and tapped a gnarled finger on the console next to him, indicating a gauge that no doubt would have been very informative if I had any idea what I was looking at. “And again I tell you, the black box machine is fine. The bioresin caster has stopped supplying.”
Thompson shrugged. “It’s all the same to me.”
Remmy climbed up on the railing, clinging to a support pole and leaning way out towards the tower of pipes. “It makes a big difference to me. Nobody knows how the black boxes work. The resin caster? That’s a lot simpler. Where’s the jam, Zayde?”
Shimon leaned over the control panels, and pointed at a gauge. “The oil condensing tank will not heat. After that, the rest of the process finished, so to me, I’m thinking the rest of the machine works.”
Thompson reached down, grabbed Remmy by the elaborate frills covering the scruff of her neck, and hoisted her into the air. “Where is the condensing tank?”
Wheezing and pedaling her feet, Remmy pointed over the edge of the railing.
Thompson grabbed the bar, hunched to jump over, then stopped. His face turned to look down at me, and, I admit it, I took a step back in alarm.
Raising one eyebrow, he asked, “You’re a mechanic too, right, kid?”
I glanced down at the goggles that had settled around my neck. “Sure, but I only―” My voice cut off as he reached over and grabbed a handful of my jumpsuit behind my neck. I struggled for breath as he lifted me, but in the light gravity, the collar didn’t constrict my throat too badly. Just uncomfortably. Archimedes fell out of my hands into Shimon’s lap, and just in time.
“I don’t care who fixes the machine, as long as it’s fixed,” Thompson said, and stepped over and off the railing. We fell like feathers, too gently and precisely even for Io’s gravity. Yep, Chief Fawkes could fly, alright. He landed on a metal tank near the floor, next to a mass of pipes and valves that looked the same as all the rest of the machine to my eyes. Me and Remmy were deposited on two of the larger pipes.
This was way worse than the aetheric rotor engine. At least that had gears, which kinda make sense. This was all chemical tubing and electrical wires, about which I knew a resounding bupkis. Okay, actually I knew a teeny tiny bit of electronics, but in the face of real mechanical repair work―bupkis.
Remmy, on the other hand, knew exactly what she was doing. Before her pigtails settled, she had her goggles on, and a pair of skinny pliers and a voltmeter out. Leaning into the mess, she poked it with the voltmeter. The pliers pulled wires apart, only to be returned to a pocket and exchanged for her massive wrench. Unscrewing some nuts, she held them out to me. “Here.”
I caught them in both hands. At least I could do something! Penelope Akk, interplanetary holder of spare parts.
Remmy brushed back her pigtails with the wrench, getting a streak of oil on them, and pried a lid off a box I hadn’t even noticed wasn’t a pipe like everything else. An ominous puff of black dust drifted out. She sighed. “No mysteries here. The temperature control arm burned out. Do we have a replacement?”
Her older brother met her demanding stare with a shrug. “Get it through your head, Remington. You’re the only mechanic we’ve got left.”
Remmy slumped her shoulders, rolled her eyes, and rocked her head backwards. Oh, and she growled, you know, in case Thompson hadn’t gotten the point. “It’ll take hours to find one. Days. I’m not sure I’d know how to install it anyway. I mean, plugging something else in, that would be easy. I could kludge a robot arm― whoah, whoah, whoah!” Thompson was already turning to jump off the machine, but paused while Remmy pointed at the box and said, “Remove the old control arm first! Not yet; not yet!” The pliers came back out, and she yanked a few wires loose. “Now.”
Her brother reached his gorilla arms into the maze of metal tubing, grabbed the thick pipe she’d indicated, and pulled. Metal shrieked and cracked, and the pipe broke free, proving that it was actually a solid bar. He tossed it over his shoulder into the factory shadows.
“Okay, bring me a spare robot. A broken one would be fine. I’m only using the top half,” Remmy instructed.
Her brother jumped down, and I made a note of another use of being able to fly―unlike us, he could fall at a decent speed in low gravity, and run as well. Despite Remmy’s fastidious and efficient instructions, he grabbed the first robot passing by, lifted it up over his head in both hands, and seconds later jumped up to slam it onto the top of the tank next to his little sister.
“Hold still. Your previous orders are canceled,” she told it. Out came the wrench, and she pried open the back of the robot’s boxy body. I was treated to a mass of cogs, wiring, pistons, axles, and motors such as would grace the engine of the finest modern sports car. While I’d watched her brother, Remmy had wrapped her hands up in bandages again. She poked and prodded with her voltmeter, unfastening wires and tying new ones together. When that had been accomplished to her satisfaction, she leaned into the guts of the bioresin distiller, guiding the robot’s arm.
Her voice rang out from inside. “I can’t connect this. Give it a push.” Chief Fawkes grabbed the robot’s arm in both hands, and shoved. A loud, metallic clonk exited the machine, followed closely by Remmy. “Okay,” she said to the robot, “Your job from now on is to stand here and not fall off.”
“I’ll make that easy.” Thompson took the robot’s other arm, and grunting with effort, bent it into a spiral, wrapping it around another pipe.
Remmy pulled her pigtails out of the guts of the distiller, leaned her head back, and yelled, “Okay, Zayde! Reactivate the boiler!”
The distiller rattled. The robot’s bent elbow straightened abruptly, pushing farther into the hole brother and sister Fawkes had created for it. A few seconds later came the knock, knock, knock of heating metal.
Remmy pumped her fist. “Yes!” Letting out a sigh, she waved her wrench up at Thompson. “It’s ugly, but performance should be the same as the original control arm. You need a mechanic, big brother. A real one.”
That was my cue. “I’d say he’s got a real mechanic.”
That stopped Remmy cold. Her mouth hung open as she stared at me, although her goggles hid the rest of her expression. Suddenly she gave me a small, awkward grin, and whacked the robot’s shoulder with her wrench. “Yeah, well, Io Omega’s going to look mighty weird if all the regular parts get replaced with kludges like this.”
Motion caught my eye. My friends of course were interested. Above me, Claire leaned over the railing, and Ray went one further by clinging like a spider upside down to the column of pipes. It was his creeping up towards us that I’d noticed. Somehow, his hat stayed on.
Suppressing a smirk, I returned my attention to Remmy. “It’s a lot of fun getting to watch another mad scientist at work. When I use my power, I never know what I’m doing. Half the time I don’t remember anything. I wish it was as relaxed and controlled as yours.”
She stood up a little straighter, a bit of pride tugging at the edges of her halfhearted smile. “I dunno. All the other mechanics get a feel for the inventions our great-great-whatever grandparents used to found the colonies. It’s like they’re that smart. Dad’s power went even further. He built all kinds of new stuff. I just see how different machines could fit together. I’ve tried to study how things work the hard way, but mostly I have to fake repairs with a jury-rig. Like this one.”
She gave the robot another whack.
Dutifully, its metallic monotone said, “Ow.”
I giggled.
“If you’re going to yakk, do it where people can stand upright,” Thompson scolded his sister. He wrapped the base of her pigtails around his fist. I winced at the very thought of being carried around like that, and shrank back in case he reached for me.
My knight in jet black wool rescued me. Ray swung down off the pipes above, and scooped his arm underneath me so I could sit on it. “Transporting this one is my responsibility,” he told Chief Fawkes with an absolutely straight face. He jumped, and as we rose past the catwalk, grabbed the rail, spun around, and deposited me lightly onto my feet.
Seconds later, Remmy’s brother dropped her next to me the same way, only he really had dragged her up by the pigtails. She didn’t look pained. Maybe with the reduced gravity it hadn’t been that bad. I had no intention of finding out first hand.
“Uh…,” I said cogently, my sense of the conversation destroyed.
Claire took over. Leaning, not quite sitting on the rail, she asked, “What do you make your plastic out of? I doubt you have petroleum out here on Jupiter’s moons.”
“Fish.” Shimon leaned back in his chair but with his eyes still on the control panel. “My wife Milla invented the process when we found out the Rotors were fishing Europa’s oceans. She was still Milla Hofmann, then. Just another super-scientist fleeing the war.”
Claire nibbled on her lower lip. “So, this place is really a big refinery?”
Remmy’s smile widened and widened, increasingly smug. “The Jets make everything. We smelt the iron, turn it into steel, build most of the parts, hunt the fish, gather the sea taters―I don’t know how the Rotors even got by before the Jets arrived.”
Shimon let out a sigh, his voice straying into ‘old man rasp’ territory. “Not well. Both groups were good for each other.”
Chief Fawkes sneered, bunching up his fists. “Not that those ungrateful aristos even admit they need us.”
Remmy laid her hand, wrench and all, on his arm. “You know it’s the automatons. How do you expect people to act when they’re afraid to even say they’re trading with us?”
I felt odd, like something was scurrying around in the back of my head. No more Puppeteer tech, superpower. Never ever ever. In fact, no biotech, period.
The feeling didn’t go away, but it didn’t turn into an idea, either. I’d have to let my brain do its thing until I figured out what that thing was.
Remmy’s great-grandfather and brother had said something while I zoned out, but of course I’d missed it. I came back to see her waving her wrench up at Thompson’s face and barking, “That’s insane. Repairing Io Alpha might take the rest of my life!”
Chief Fawkes’ hand darted up, grabbing the wrench handle. Brotherly tolerance faded into a threatening glower. “Then it will take the rest of your life. I won’t let the Jets die out. We’re taking back what is ours.”
“Okay, okay! Don’t bend it!” Remmy squeaked. Her brother let go, and she cradled the wrench to her chest, running her fingers over it to check for dents left by his super-strong fingers.
“I’ll get more of our mechanics back from the Rotors to help you. Get a good night’s sleep, and we’ll start in the morning.”
Their great-grandfather snorted. Everyone looked at him. He smirked defiantly. “These Earth children and I are the only people who have even seen a real night, but still we use that phrase. It makes me laugh every time I hear it.”
That softened Thompson’s expression. He patted Remmy’s head. “Look, I can be reasonable. You don’t have to work every waking moment. Take your new friends out chemical gathering before you go to bed.”

“Perfection! HA HA HA HA HA!!”
My chest ached. I doubled over, wheezing. I would have fallen if Ray wasn’t already holding me in his arms. I had what looked and felt like a man-sized blue balloon in my fist, and I’d been waving it about.
The back of my head throbbed. Was I actually getting less control of my superpower over time?
Next step: stop ranting; assess current circumstances. We were somewhere else, on what looked like the factory floor. Shimon was nowhere in sight. Remmy and Chief Fawkes were. A nervous, resentful scowl pulled her face tight. He just looked stunned.
Claire perched on a nearby workbench with her legs crossed and a lazy, amused smile. All around her lay the wreckage of discarded tools, chemicals, and beakers, as well as see-through plastic globes and more blue balloons.
Criminy, my chest ached. I must have laughed so hard and so long, I’d started choking. I gave Ray a weak smile, and bumped him on the chest with my fist. “Thank you, minion. Keep serving me this well, and I might reward you with a date when we get back to Earth. You’ll have to keep secret that I have no idea what I just made.”
“Isn’t it obvious? They’re spacesuits!” Claire said, her voice teasing and whimsical. She lifted one up. Yep, it had sleeves for arms and legs. Gloves and boots came included.
Sliding out of Ray’s arms, I tested my feet. I felt lightheaded, but on Io, I didn’t have much choice about that. Claire hopped off the table, floating down in a swirl of petticoats. Picking up two of the suits, she held one under her chin to show it was her height, and held out another towards Ray. “There are four. One for each of us.” Ray walked up next to her, and… yes, it stretched neatly from the soles of his shoes to his throat.
“Four?” I was still a bit muddled.
“Either you were feeling generous, or your superpower believes Remmy is one of us.” Claire picked up the last suit and let it hang. The suit was… not tall. It also wasn’t quite as baggy as the rest of ours. So, pillow case instead of garbage bag.
Remmy shrunk back behind her huge older brother, using him as a shield. “I’m not wearing anything that your power came up with.”
“Remington!” Chief Fawkes boomed, his angry voice bouncing off the walls. Reaching behind his back, he grabbed her pigtails and hauled her out in front of him. Making her face us, he lectured, “You are not going to refuse a gift this useful.”
She flailed her arms about, and tried to twist her eyes up to meet his. “It could be a Puppeteer suit!”
“Don’t be stupid.” He gave her head a shake by the pigtails. Remmy’s eyes screwed up in pain, and I grimaced just in sympathy. Ray frowned, tensing up in anger.
“Fine, fine,” Remmy grumbled. He gave her a push, and let go. She stumbled out of his grip, rubbing her arm as she stared at my shoes. With the reluctant growl of someone admitting the truth, she said, “I’m sorry. Those control spiders you made scared me.”
I held up both of my hands. “You don’t have to apologize. They scared me. I don’t want to mess with that red gunk ever again.”
Claire slid forward. Her frictionless shoes were perfect for Io, where you had to skate forward when you walked to avoid leaping at the ceiling anyway. Jiggling her suit, she gave Chief Fawkes a sweet smile. “Do you have any changing rooms? We should try these on, and from the material and shape, I believe these are meant to be worn with nothing underneath.”
The sly amusement with which she said that sent me immediately blushing. Tesla’s Pigeons, Claire, do you have to be worse than Ray?
Yes, of course she did. She was a Lutra. In fact, from the quick glance in my direction, she was teasing me specifically.
Thompson pointed a thumb over his shoulder. “We have a million storage closets. Help yourselves.”
Trying to radiate silent dignity, which I wasn’t sure how to actually do, I took my spacesuit, grabbed a globe helmet, and headed for the line of doors along the wall. I opened the nearest, and… broom closet. Complete with brooms, and a hanging chain I tugged to turn on an incandescent light.
Eh. It would work. I shut myself inside and changed from my villainous jumpsuit into the rubbery blue spacesuit. I seriously doubted Claire’s prediction about how it should be worn. Clothes wouldn’t make a difference when the suit was as shapeless as a potato sack.
The front had a funny zipper fastener that you squeezed together, like a sandwich bag. I squeezed it shut-
-and squeaked as the suit collapsed, strangling me. I almost banged on the closet door in alarm, but my panting breaths proved it wasn’t really crushing the breath out of me. The suit just felt that tight, uncomfortably so, like a full-body corset. This thing was not my superpower’s finest moment.
Lowering the fishbowl over my head, I squeezed it into the collar. That snapped shut as well, creating a seal between rubbery suit and plasticky globe.
Breathe slowly, Penelope. Watch out for dizziness. Was I going to asphyxiate in this thing?
The air in the helmet remained cool. It didn’t even smell like my breath. I could just faintly maybe possibly feel a breeze.
Okay, power, you scored on utility. I still didn’t like wearing this thing. I’d always thought the body stocking look for superheroines was stupid. If it felt like this, why would anyone put themselves through it?
I folded up my jumpsuit, but transferred my belt and its pouches to the spacesuit. Leave behind Vera and my two remaining cursed pennies? Forget it.
Feeling pathetically clumsy with my whole body squeezed, I shambled out of the closet. Naturally, I was the last. Claire wore her suit with perfect poise. Ray had been forced to take off his hat and mask, and he looked… well, good. At least Remmy had the same awkward, gangly stance I did. She might even have it worse than me. My braids piled up in the dome behind my neck. Remmy had been forced to use her hair ties to pin hers in loops.
I took hold of my helmet, and with enough twisting and wrenching managed to pop it off. “Three out of five tops, but better than one of those old-fashioned diving suits they wear out here.”
Ray snapped his helmet off easily, his eyes twinkling with mischief as he eyed me. He said nothing. The expression faded to a deliberate neutrality.
Suddenly, I felt a lot better about everything. It was another reminder that I could trust him to care about my feelings and be faithful to his promises.
A twinge of homesickness followed that. I’d had enough of space. My life was at home, school and all. Relationship and all.
I wasn’t leaving yet. Tucking my helmet under my arm, I turned to Remmy. “When you go up to start repairs tomorrow, I’m going with you.”
“Why?”
I sighed, letting my shoulders sag. “Because I’ve been making a mess of this since the moment we left Earth. Before, starting with the decision to leave. There’s no point to being a supervillain if there aren’t any superheroes. People get hurt. I want to do something good for the people of Jupiter, and then go home. I need to know when I do that I at least left you a little better off for my visit.”
Remmy nodded, expressionless. Claire walked past her, her spacesuit soles sticking to the floor so she could take real steps. Enfolding me in her arms, she gave me a tug even tighter than the spacesuit. “You know why I let you take the lead all the time, Bad Penny? This is why. I never thought about this except as a selfish joyride.”
I had a face full of white-gold hair, but I knew Ray’s hand when it took mine and squeezed. I hadn’t really paid much attention to them, either, until now. I’d been too busy sightseeing.
“I guess it’ll be good to have your help. Your power is pretty good,” Remmy conceded, helmet off and rubbing the back of her head.
“Good? Do those things work?” Chief Fawkes asked in disbelief.
Remmy nodded. “Oxygen supply and everything. And insulation.”
He shook his head, his expression stunned. “That’s better than good. The founders couldn’t have made this. Yes, we’ll take your help.”
Remmy pouted suddenly, folded her arms over her plastic fishbowl helmet, and asked in a loud, sharp voice, “So, are we going to go show them how we do things on Io, or what?”








ive minutes later, tops, we were waiting in a ship boarding room that looked identical to the one we’d arrived by. Couldn’t be, though. Wrong place. Chief Fawkes pulled levers, and out in the hangar, ships swung past each other, moved by brobdingnagian motors whose electrical consumption only made sense if you lived on a moon tortured by Jupiter’s awesome mass and had lightning coming out of your ears.
The correct ship rotated up in front of us, and Remmy pulled a heavy switch on the wall, extending the boarding tube. When it snapped into place outside, she turned a crank a few times and opened the hatch.
We all walked down the tunnel together, from the brightly lit control room to the flying saucer at the other end. One question loomed immediately, so I asked it. “Why is this ship lying on its side?”
Remmy answered with enthusiasm, so energetic that she skated ahead of her brother to twist the wheel holding the entrance hatch closed. “Atmospheric craft lie horizontal. Interplanetary craft travel vertically. We could take this one into space, but for stability, maneuverability, cargo space, that kind of thing―we orient them differently.”
We trooped in, and one other thing became clear. This ship was much smaller than the one we’d traveled in to Io. It had exactly one room, which certainly didn’t take up the full space of the disk. The pilot seat and its bank of controls and readouts dominated the center. Everyone not piloting would have to cluster around the edge. There wasn’t enough room to do anything else.
We would all get a great view through the glass dome, at least.
Remmy made straight for the pilot seat like that was her divinely bequeathed throne. She didn’t fit any better than she had in her brother’s spaceship’s chair, but she strapped herself in and reached out to press the microphone button. “Io Omega, this is the Fawkes Faux Fox. We’re leaving on a harvesting run. Not going far and won’t be but a few minutes. Open Tartarus Gate, would you?”
“Sure thing, Remmy. Is the Chief with you?” came the staticky answer.
“Yeah. I think he’s afraid I’ll run away if he takes his eyes off me.” Behind her, Remmy’s brother ignored her nonsense, sitting down and wedging himself between the back of her chair and the wall.
The voice on the other end dripped sarcasm. “No, you wouldn’t do that again. Opening the gate.”
When we’d entered, the vault above us had cracked open. Now a giant garage door slid upwards from bottom of the hangar. Remmy gave the four locked together levers right in front of us the most delicate nudge, and I upgraded from feather heavy to, oh, cottony pillow heavy. We had, just barely, left the ground.
Remmy gave smaller levers little pushes, and the ship drifted out through the open gate. Right as we passed through, the radio crackled again. “Raise us before you return, Fawkes Faux Fox. There’s an ice barge on its way.”
Remmy stabbed the radio button. “Got it.”
We drifted out into the pale twilight landscape of Io. The hatch didn’t give us a good look down, but I wouldn’t have been able to see the horizon anyway. ‘Mountains’ didn’t begin to describe the landscape. Io’s ground zigzagged like a heap of chopped vegetables, with great rock plates sticking straight up or leaning against each other everywhere.
“Is crashing into each other that likely?” Ray asked, his voice doubtful but his expression absorbed by peering around at the alien world in every direction.
“Crash…? Oh, yeah, right! No rotor tech on Earth, so no jet tech. No, it’s just safest to keep jets engines as far away from each other as possible. Any one ship is pushing what you can get away with. Get two or more too close, and the contrails can feed into each other.” Taking her hands off the controls, Remmy drew her finger across her throat and grimaced.
“Do you just get thrown apart? What happens?”
Remmy went back to her control bank, easing the flying saucer up farther into the sky. “Wormholes.”
One of us must have looked skeptical, because she repeated, “Honest truth. Wormholes. Not the fuzzy ‘Where does this go?’ kind in math books. Like, the room you’re in is suddenly ten feet shorter. The space and everything in it is gone forever. Even without feedback, these babies make a mess in an atmosphere.”
She paused, and then sank back into her seat, looking straight up in thought. “I guess that’s why you never developed rotor technology on Earth, huh? I hear the whole atmosphere is like a Rotor garden. You’d blow up your own sky.”
Aaaaaand that destroyed my vague aspirations of bringing some of these rotors home. Clean energy and fuelless travel was only an airless and barren planet away. Shucks, drat, and criminy buckets.
Claire pulled her way closer to me, clinging to the straps around the edge of the cockpit. I got a nudge in the ribs from her elbow. “You know what this reminds me of?”
I looked at her blankly. “What?” Like any uncorrupted mortal could fathom the workings of a Lutra mind!
“Planet Hoppers 3.”
I blinked, staring into that playful grin. My eyes tracked over to the control panel, and I squeaked, “Oh, yeah! Lift control, balanced against gravity. Maneuvering jets. That wonky overhead view. Even Planet Hoppers 4 couldn’t touch these graphics. Tesla’s Probable Contribution To Local Technology, I think I could fly this ship!”
“Let her try, Remington,” Chief Fawkes suddenly rumbled. He’d gone so still, I’d forgotten him.
“You can’t be serious!” Remmy protested.
Her brother started to lurch upright, but folded back when Remmy noisily undid the buckles holding her into the pilot chair. She gave me a glare that said the tentative friendship we’d regained was creaking badly here, but what could I do?
One thing I could do popped into my head. It had nothing to do with whether Remmy hated me, but might have a whole bunch to do with living to see another Jupiter rise, or however it worked here.
Saying, “I don’t see a recharging shield or a health bar, so before I risk crashing us into the rocks on a poisonous, frigid moon, let me make sure we have an emergency exit.” Fishing in a pouch, I pulled out Vera. I’d left her asleep too long anyway, poor thing. It was so easy to treat her like a tool.
I tapped her with my thumb, her ceramic shell came apart, and the cockpit went crazy. Chief Fawkes saw her unfolding out of the corner of his eye and roared, “Conqueror!” His hand darted into his own pocket to pull out a familiar kind of pistol with a light bulb at the end.
Before he got it pointed at us, Vera’s hands came together, and a flash of pink turned the business end of the pistol into slag. Remmy leaped onto her brother’s back, arms around his shoulders. “Wait, wait!” Recklessly, I threw my own arms in front of Vera.
The frantic moment stopped. The saucer went quiet except for everyone’s heavy breathing. At the edge of vision, I saw Ray sliding into the pilot seat, hands hovering protectively over the controls. Thank goodness someone thought to make sure we didn’t crash.
Oh, criminy. This was all my fault, wasn’t it?
“I’m―I’m sorry. I should have warned you. Vera isn’t a Conqueror orb. She’s a fake I made.”
“A fake… you made,” Chief Fawkes repeated slowly, watching at me with a hard look I didn’t understand. It wasn’t unfriendly, but I didn’t like it.
Remmy gave his shoulders a shake, with the same success I’d have had trying that on a bull. “I’ve been trying to get it through to you how dangerous her power is, Thompson.”
He climbed very slowly onto his knees, which gave him plenty of time to answer her. “Dangerous is good, when it’s on our side. Let her pilot.”
“Uh…” He looked at me, and again, it wasn’t quite threatening, but I didn’t like it. I scuttled into the chair, which Ray vacated for me.
I was starting to seriously not like Remmy’s oldest brother, but I meant to help these people, and him being a bully and a jerk shouldn’t change that.
Also, I kinda wanted to fly a spaceship.
Buckling myself in, I scanned the control bank. The saucer had four main jets pointed straight down, so that was the four sticks locked together. I gave them the most gentle of pushes, and watched which gauges moved. ‘Thrust Pressure’ had a helpful line marked for Io’s gravity, and I eased down until the needle hit that line. The altimeter stopped moving.
HA! Guess who could fly a spaceship? If only I could tell my parents about this!
The other two thrust levers had smaller, secondary levers next to them. I watched the gauges as I tweaked those. Right, rotating the jets that turned us and kept us moving.
A few more nudges, and the flying saucer sailed along towards a distant ridgeline.
If I left everything alone, we should be stable for awhile. I sat back in my seat, and beamed.
Ray gave me a short bow. “All technology is but a slave to your will, Dark One.”
Claire tried to keep a straight face, which devolved into a pffft and then a snort of laughter. Someday I would have to break it to her that her power matched her personality. She was naturally adorable like her mother was naturally sexy.
Remmy said, “Huh.” Her face, as she flopped over the back of the pilot seat, was equally uninformative.
I leaned my head back to address her. “Going up is easy. How do I go down without hitting the ground, when I can’t see it?”
She came alive, jerking upright and pointing a finger at the dashboard. Like she’d been made to repeat it a million times, she recited, “Flying by sight is the fastest way to get killed on Io. Chemical plumes and lightning can blind you at any moment. Your altimeter tells you how far you are from the ground. If it breaks, you go by your backup altimeter. If that breaks, you go up until you can see clearly, head towards the tether, and start radioing for help.”
Flying by instruments as a rule? Yikes. Gritting my teeth, I turned off the forward thrust and decreased our upward thrust until we weren’t keeping up with gravity. My pigtails drifted up off my neck. Remmy’s had been tied in loops, but they rose like dog ears and the ends splayed out. I watched the altimeter drop, and eased thrust back up until we stabilized at just above 500m. Half a kilometer off the ground. That ought to be plenty safe.
I looked up at Remmy again. “Next lesson?”
She reached out to touch my hands on the vertical thrust controls. “It takes a lot to roll an atmospheric craft, so when in doubt, go up. The first few times you get hit by lightning or caught in a gas plume, you’ll panic and just about launch yourself into orbit, but it’s better than hitting the ground.”
I nodded slowly. “Safety first. It’s easy to get down. If I hit the ground, there’s no getting back up.”
She nodded in grudging approval. “Right.”
“So, what do we do out here?”
Giving me lessons was loosening her up again. She gave her head a sarcastic circular roll. “Well, normally we go looking for gas plumes, and gather anything that isn’t pure sulfur. We’ve got plenty of sulfur. You never run out of sulfur on Io.”
Behind me, her brother let out a gruff chuckle.
I looked out through the cockpit dome. If there were any gas plumes, I didn’t see them. I did see rocks buckle in the distance, crumbling an entire hillside.
My grimace must have been something special, because Remmy followed my gaze, first with worry and then with a more bland curiosity. “You’ll see a lot of that if you stay on Io. That’s a pretty big quake for this near Io Omega. I see volcanism.” Crouching down, she fiddled with some knobs that were not part of the thrust system, so I had no idea what they did.
Her head shot up. “Tommy! Liquid iron!”
Metal and leather clanked as he scrambled to his feet. “You heard her, girl. Go!”
If there was one thing I’d learned, it was that Chief Fawkes did not take well to arguments. My gut tightening, I spun us around and got us heading towards the brand new volcano. Almost immediately, it disappeared underneath my view. We were going way too fast. Spinning the thrust jets around, I lurched us as sharply as I dared to a stop.
Remmy stayed crouched next to my feet, messing with dials, switches, and gauges I didn’t understand. There were a lot of those. My pride at having figured out the navigation controls dwindled, because that meant I understood one tenth of the control panel, tops.
A tiny hand covered in blue rubber pointed over and past my lap. “That way, slowly… almost… stop! Okay, down to fifty meters.”
Fifty meters above lava. I shot Vera an anxious glance, and whispered, “If this goes wrong, gate us all back to the Orb of the Heavens and don’t wait for me to give the order. You can do that, right?”
She nodded. She had no face to have an expression for me to read.
I lowered our main thrust until the altimeter started dropping. Remmy scowled impatiently, but the needle was dropping way too fast for my comfort already. We passed a hundred meters, and I nudged the thrust up, until we coasted to a halt a hair’s breadth under fifty.
Slow, deep breaths, Penny. I waited for instructions, hand on the levers ready to catapult us up into the air if anyone yelled or the altimeter moved. Fifty meters was not much when the ground liked to jump up and down as much as it did on Io. Fifty meters above an actively erupting volcano.
Chief Fawkes scrambled around me, and worked a crank, then a heavy switch. Something in the flying saucer hummed.
“Down to twenty-five. Fifteen would be better,” Remmy whispered.
“You’re kidding me.” At least her anger with me had disappeared. Grateful that the heavy levers only moved slowly, I lowered our thrust by a hair. The altimeter creeped down. Fifteen meters would have the needle so close to zero I could hardly tell the difference!
That was it. We were as close as I dared. I set the thrust back to Io gravity.
The saucer shook, and I locked my arm to stop myself from shoving the controls and launching us into the air. This was the feel of lava pumping into the ship as Thompson worked his own controls.
The thrust gauge sagged. The ship was getting heavier, a lot heavier. I pushed the four main joysticks up to keep pace.
Remmy whispered, “That’ll do.” She was talking to herself, not me, but I didn’t care. Everyone yelped as I pushed up the thrust, treating us to several seconds of greater-than-Earth G-force until I could level off without fear of dropping into an open volcano.
Chief Fawkes climbed to his feet, leaning over the controls to give me another hard, mysterious stare. “You’re either a flying genius, or you’ve piloted before.”
Remmy groaned. I unbuckled my seatbelts with shaking hands. My voice rasped, too. “I play a lot of computer games.”
He kept giving me that impenetrable look. I rolled out of the chair and collapsed on the floor, point over the seat at Remmy. “You drive us home. I don’t want to think about trying to land this thing.”
She slid into place, focusing on the instruments and not me. I turned my tired gaze up to Chief Fawkes. “If you want metals, there’s a much easier, safer way. Let your sister combine a Rotor and Jet engine so you won’t run out of power, and hit the asteroid belt. You don’t even have to go all the way there. There’s rocks filled with metal all over the place. Let her do her thing, and Remmy can get you more iron than you’ll ever know what to do with.”
Remmy sat up straighter in the pilot seat, and gave her brother a defiant look. “Yeah. Yeah! I can do it. Forget it’s Rotor tech, okay? It’s Remmy tech. No more wondering if it’s another month or a year before we luck into an iron eruption.”
He gave a grunt. For him, that was practically an apology. “I guess I should listen to the geniuses.”
Remmy nodded hard, jutting out what chin she had. “You should. We’re the smart ones.” She turned a sheepish smile to me. “That was fantastic for your first time piloting. I want to play computer games.”
Heh. “I want to take you to Earth and play computer games with you, but we have to do something about your broken space station first.”

Much later, I fell asleep in a hammock in Remmy’s bedroom. Archimedes lay curled up on my chest, and I dreamed about him arguing with a man-sized shadow that had twitchy bunny ears. I couldn’t remember what they were saying, but after a meal of baked fish on a bed of fried Europa ocean taters and melted goat cheese, I was grateful I didn’t dream anything weirder.








nscrutable Machine! Prepare for action!
My next weapon had to have some pump action like a shotgun. I couldn’t do that to Archimedes, and I wore him on my shoulder these days anyway. The pump action gesture was really important to looking dramatic.
I did not look dramatic. Ray and Claire reclined even further in their padded leather chairs and gave me amused expressions.
“Normally your very word is my gospel, Dark Mistress, but a prolonged repair job is not a battlefield of glory,” said Ray.
Claire smirked at me, then at Remmy. “Maybe it’s a mad scientist thing.”
I smirked back. “You fools shall regret your blindness when I go home and brag to Lucyfar about how I hotwired a space station.”
Ha! That got their attention. Claire and Ray sat up, with identical sly smiles and eyes twinkling with mischief. It was Claire who answered. “Okay, but it’s going to be hard to drive back to our lair.”
Undefeated, I raised a finger. “We’re Robin Hooding it. First we steal the station, then we give it away to the poor people of Io.”
Ray not only straightened up, but leaned a little forward, stretching out his arms with his fingers laced to pop his knuckles. “I guess it’s time to take this job seriously.”
“Then check your weapons,” I instructed. Hee hee! I felt so goofy, but it was great to have purpose again.
Let’s see. I had Archimedes perched on the shoulder of my jumpsuit. I’d figured out that while I’d look even dumber wearing anything under this uncomfortably tight rubbery suit, nothing was stopping me from wearing my clothes over it. We had all taken that route, and gratefully. Each of us held our own helmet, which we’d put on in a minute when Thompson landed the ship. Vera floated behind me, batting a hand lazily at Archimedes’ tail every time it twitched. I had two pennies left in my belt pouches, as well as Ray and Claire’s shoes, and Ray’s hat and mask. None of those would fit over their spacesuits. I’d wriggled my jumpsuit boots on, and kinda regretted it. The sticky soles would have been useful in zero gravity.
Above all, I had my secret weapon in all situations mechanical. I ran my hand over the Machine clamped to my wrist. Every time I used it, I appreciated more how my power had given me the ultimate mechanical tool. It could act as a screwdriver, extrude wire, purify corroded metals, harmlessly ground electrical shorts, emit light, and absolutely no bolt was too tight when I could ask the Machine to eat it.
Oh, and let’s not forget the little short-range radios Remmy had clipped on the inside of our helmets. That was clever.
I looked back over my shoulder at the pink floating crystal ball of my friendliest creation. “Vera, expect to be busy. We’re going into zero gravity, in a place gutted by Puppeteers, and your heat ray makes a good welding torch. Are you ready for all that?”
She nodded. If only I’d given her an expression.
Ray raised one gloved finger. “Assuming no one shuts her off again.”
I groaned! “Yeah, really. How many Conqueror deactivation pistols do you Jupiterians have, anyway? We’d have killed for those on Earth.”
Chief Fawkes answered, calling out from inside the cockpit, “My old man made four. We lost one when the Puppeteers attacked Europa. He was carrying it. Now there are two.”
“Yikes. Sorry,” I said, half for destroying one of their treasures and half for the losing Remmy and Thompson’s dad thing he’d skimmed over.
Remmy shook her head. “Don’t be. They only work if you’re attacked by one drone at a time. Any drone not put to sleep immediately wakes up the others.”
Her brother yelled out to us again. “The only thing we could have used them for now is to get past the Conquerors guarding the gate to Earth. We’d have needed all four.”
Basic math finished processing in my subconscious. I facepalmed. “So I bring the only friendly Conqueror Orb in the universe to Jupiter, and run into the only three weapons capable of shutting her off. Ah, the life of a supervillain. Yipe!”
That last came as gravity stopped, detaching my feet from the floor. Then it came back, but in the wrong direction, plunging me towards Remmy. Above me, Ray’s hands darted for his seatbelts. As fast as he was, he only had time to get one unfastened.
Instead, Claire extended her arm, grabbed her wrist, and fired off her grappling hook. The claws sank into my jumpsuit, jolting me to a halt before I crushed Remmy, and reeling me back up to Claire instead.
Gravity switched again just in time to dump me into Claire’s lap. She wrapped a protective arm around my waist. That kept me still as we lurched a few more times.
Vera drifted over to me. The sudden shifts of direction had not bothered her at all. She maintained a perfect relative position.
Not to self: explain to Vera that falling hurts, and she should stop people from falling if at all possible.
Weightlessness came back. After several seconds, it looked like we might stay weightless. Chief Fawkes confirmed that when he opened the cockpit door. “We’re docked, or as close as we’re going to get.”
Remmy rummaged in her many pockets, and pulled out three little pistols, or drills, or actually, they looked like miniature sanders with the flat disks on the end. She didn’t leave me wondering for long. “These will be useful on board the station. By now, every scrap of metal is magnetized. If you start to drift, fire this into any wall and pull yourself to safety.”
Ah, grappling hooks! Grappling hooks specific to our situation. Very handy. Remmy flicked them at us one at a time. I caught mine, tucked it in a pouch, and reached up to the straps spaced out on every surface to climb towards the exit.
“Two at a time,” Thompson instructed. I reached out a hand immediately to Ray, and he accepted, pulling me over to the hatch and into the little exit tunnel.
“Ahem?” Remmy raised her brows. Whoops! Right. We turned on our radios and fastened on our helmets.
The inside hatch closed over us. I was alone with Ray, and all I could think was that I’d actually yelled ‘yipe’ instead of squealing or screaming.
Come on, Penny. Supervillains don’t blush.
Ray kept his mind on business, letting me cling to the ladder rungs as he twisted open the outside hatch. A gust of air yanked at me. It dragged Ray right out of the ship; but with effortless grace, he floated through the short empty space between our spaceship and the station itself. Grabbing a railing inside, he held his arm out to me.
He’d have to wait a moment. I climbed awkwardly around the exit, and pulled the outer airlock hatch shut. The wheel turned itself.
Kicking off, I floated maybe ten feet, tops, to dock with Ray’s waiting arm. We were in.
And a funky interior it was. A round, white tunnel ran down the center of the disk from this end to the other, which was quite a ways. We were open to space on our side. Were the Jets really this casual about airlocks?
To accompany my sarcasm, I ran a jaundiced eye over the opening, and saw the irregular, blobby edges. Oh. No, the Jets had an airlock. The Conquerors had melted it off.
Inside, chains marked what looked like a freight elevator running up most of the center, but the platform was waaaaaaaaay down on the other end. Here we had rails scrolling down the tube, spiral staircases without stairs.
Ray pulled us along the railing, one arm loosely hooked around my waist.
Nope, sorry, Ray. Supervillain team leaders don’t need chivalry! I pulled out Remmy’s funky grappling hook, aimed it at one of the two big doorways right in the center of the shaft, and fired.
I sank back immediately into Ray’s grip from the recoil, but he would get no pleasure rescuing this damsel in distress. The metal cap hit something inside the doorway, and stuck. I pushed the retrieve button, and the grapple sucked me right out of my black knight’s grip. I had to let up the retrieve button almost immediately. It didn’t pull hard, but I just kept flying faster and faster. The trick was to get a good speed, let the wire go loose, then suck up a length to pull it tight again.
My radio put a tinny edge on Remmy’s voice. “Be careful the first time you―oh, you’ve got it.”
Ha! That’s right. I did.
Just in case any of us forgot he had superpowers, Chief Fawkes swooped past me, arcing through the doorway. His sole concession to space travel was a diving helmet, and he dragged Remmy behind him with a fistful of her corset laces.
Vertigo hit me, just when I thought I’d kinda sorta gotten used to the dizziness of zero-g. Up above my head, a regular squared off spiral staircase descended upwards… yeesh.
Claire floated up next to me, grabbing the railing next to a ‘Warning: Increasing Gravity’ with an arrow pointed up… down… ugh.
Unfazed, she chirped, “I like it. It’s like a post-apocalyptic fps,” and everything swam into focus.
Right. I’d seen dozens of scenes like this in computer games. It was just regular architecture tilted at a crazy angle. I turned myself so that following those stairs would be ‘down’, and followed the floating Chief Fawkes and Remmy. My boots hit the steps a couple of times, kicking up clouds of dust that seemed in no hurry to settle.
We only had to go a couple of turns around the stairwell until my shoes hit the floor and stayed there. Now I might feel floaty, but we really were climbing ‘down’ the stairs.
An ‘Entering Microgravity’ sign had an arrow pointing up. Ah, up. I loved you so much.
Remmy’s voice came hushed and anxious in my radio. “Should I feel more or less freaked out that all the bodies are gone?”
Her brother just grunted, and continued leading us downstairs.
He led us all the way to the bottom. We actually stopped one level up from the bottom, but I could see it beneath us. There had been doorways along the way, most of them open. Unlike the naval hatches used by the Rotors, these had shutters that went up and down. Big, solid, blast door type shutters.
One of those had been melted through. The other was stuck shut because of dents that I could imagine were fist-shaped.
We stepped through into a messy hallway, and I had to say this for Jet engineering―the rotating disk was big. Seriously big. I could see the curve in the hallway way up ahead, but it felt straight and gravity felt comfortably Earthlike.
Much like Europa station, this place was a mess. It might be a worse mess. True, nothing was floating, but the walls, floors, and ceilings had holes in them. Pictures had been thrown off the walls, and broken wood and fabric were scattered around, spilled out of what were obviously apartments on either side.
The second freakiest thing was that the fluorescent lights in the ceilings were on. This place still had electricity.
The freakiest thing was all the Puppeteer goo.
The hall and the apartments on either side were worse than anything I’d seen on Europa, except maybe in the sorting room. There were enough charred cysts to show the Conquerors had been there, but the vast majority of the hard-shelled, egg-shaped tumors looked intact, connected by long, thin roots of frost-covered red flesh. It wasn’t as bad as the Red Panacea Clinic. Whole walls and floors weren’t covered. No zombie mishmashes of human and goat parts.
I tried to say something. The words stuck in my throat.
Remmy managed to speak, but even the tinny radio tone couldn’t disguise the quaver in her voice. “Tommy, I can’t repair this place if I’m a meat puppet.”
He didn’t sound impressed. “This stuff is all dead, which is why the Conquerors left it. I’ll be guarding you. You’ll be fine.”
I drew a raspy breath, and reached up to stroke my hand back over Archimedes. Frost covered his fur, but he felt the vacuum as no more than a chill. Another unpleasant reminder that I’d meddled with Puppeteer tech, but that had a use.
I shut my eyes, and forced his to focus. Everything inanimate turned red. My friends and Chief Fawkes were green and yellow, with an awful lot of yellow. The Puppeteer flesh formed a network of blue that spread exactly like a root system through the lower levels of the station.
Blue, but not yellow. I looked closely at the nearest tumor. Blotches of the blue tended towards purple, but nothing moved.
Yellow moved unexpectedly. Archimedes’ head turned. A man-shaped yellow mass with rabbit ears leaned against a yellow wall, saying, “Crude and brutal. If I’d done my job―”
“Harvey?!” I shouted, opening my real eyes.
Of course, he wasn’t there. I closed my eyes again. Still gone. Penelope’s Log: you are an idiot.
He’d sounded so guilty and disgusted.
“Is Harvey here?” Claire asked. Everyone stood completely still.
I shook my head. “No. If he was, he’s gone now. Or maybe I’m just hallucinating.”
“Juliet’s sanity may be a little shaky, but I believe Harvey is real,” said Claire.
“And if he is, then he might be able to talk to other people. Or to Archimedes,” added Ray. He’d been paying attention.
Thompson turned around to look at us, with Remmy tucked under his arm like a bag of flour. “Is this supervillain talk?”
I swallowed, focusing on the task at hand. Harvey was gone, and there was work to be done. “I analyzed the goo. It’s not dead, but it’s in deep hibernation.”
Thompson nodded. “Good enough. If it moves, we’ll kill it.” He started walking again, skirting around a particularly large hole in the floor. And the wall. And the ceiling behind the wall. And so on, right out into space.
I peered at the hole. The ‘floor’ below seemed mostly filled with machinery and a tiny service corridor. The edges of the wreckage were ripped, not melted. “This doesn’t look like Conqueror damage.”
Remmy explained in a carefully blank voice, “The Rotors fired on the station to try and destroy the Puppeteers. They had just enough time to poke the place full of holes before the Conquerors turned on them.”
Chief Fawkes ignored the topic, but apparently, we’d gone far enough because he finally put Remmy down on her feet. “We start here.”
Remmy craned her head this way and that, looking at the devastation, at the holes big and small leading out into space along the side apartments. “There’s just no way. This place is worse than I thought. It’ll take years.”
Okay. Deep breath in, deep breath out. Harvey’s appearance had knocked me off balance, but it was time for Bad Penny to do her thing.
“For the whole station, maybe, but we don’t have to repair the whole station. Not yet. This place still has power. There’s a whole graveyard of wrecked spaceships stuck to the hull. Our expert in fitting things together picks the best parts, and we weld them over the holes. All we have to do is seal a section, pressurize it, and move on to the next one. Every time you do, you have a bigger base of operations and can bring in more people.”
Remmy gawked at me. My bubble helmet spacesuits were pretty good. I could see her open mouth clearly, and the way her head twitched from side to side as she wrestled with my plan. Finally, she looked up the corridor and then down, and really shook her head. “That won’t work. We can’t seal off the hallways, and if we did, we couldn’t get in and out. And what would we do about the stairs?”
I opened my mouth to reply, only to realize she had a good point. We could get big enough chunks of metal to close the hallways, although the edges would be a mess, but we’d be locking ourselves in.
Ray came to my rescue. He stepped up next to me, peeking through the hole at the not-that-slowly turning stars outside. “There are a number of broken Rotor ships out there, correct? Do those smaller aetheric rotors make air-retaining bubbles like the big ones on the space stations?”
Ooh. The possibilities of that tickled my brain, and not my super brain, either. Remmy felt the same way, because hope rose in her voice. “Yyyyeah. Only a couple of rooms worth, but they do.”
Time for me to take over! “We put one on the stairway, and one down the hall. They’ll spill air whenever we go in and out, but I bet our technology kludge can scavenge an atmosphere generator or two.”
Remmy nodded slowly, losing her war with pessimism. “I’ll need a lot of parts, and I mean a lot of parts. Batteries, engines, bits of bulkhead, the biggest rotors I can pry off. Some of this stuff weighs tons.”
Her older brother cracked his giant knuckles―not that we could hear them. “Sounds like my job. If I can’t fit them through a hole, I’ll take them down the stairs.” He wasn’t shy about action, either. As soon as he said that, he stepped into a nearby apartment, and jumped up through another hole in the outer shell.
Flourishing his hand twice, Ray bowed to me. “And I shall be your muscle inside, my lady.”
“And I’ll scout out parts and map out all the holes we have to fix,” said Claire from… actually, I didn’t know where she had gone. Talking through radio had that effect.
It was time to apply the elbow grease. I’d start by the staircase, since that would be one end of our little base. I had to head into the side apartments to start working, and to do that, I had to try really hard not to think about who had lived here, guess what they were like from the curtains and discarded clothes, and ignore the Puppeteer cysts.
Claire helped by climbing down a small flight of stairs, and pointing first at side rooms, then back up the way she came. “Two little holes that way. Look like bullet holes. A fist sized melted hole over there, and a big one upstairs.”
I followed her directions, and in a frozen bathroom found two of what did, indeed, look like bullet holes in the curving outer hull. I unleashed my secret weapon, pulling the Machine off my wrist and flailing it around until it started. The cold clearly made my poor baby sluggish.
Grabbing a discarded coffee pot, I stuck the Machine to it. “Eat.”
Wait. Would he hear my instructions in space? Apparently so, because he crunched up the pot, growing layers of metal plates on his centipede back. The Machine absorbed radio waves. Maybe it could translate them into voice commands.
“Metal rod, as long as that hole and as wide. Wrapped in rubber.”
The Machine regurgitated the coffee pot in the requested shape. I inserted it into the first bullet hole, and ordered Vera, “Weld.”
She did. The pink Conqueror heat beam turned the blobby edges of the hole and the end of the plug molten in seconds, and in the vacuum, they chilled almost as quickly.
I’d just finished patching the other downstairs hole with part of a nearby wall when Remmy screamed, “Aaaaaah!”
I jumped, but she sounded excited rather than afraid, especially when she babbled, “Guys! Guys! You have to see this!”
Ray, Claire, and I gathered around the big hole in the hull just in time to see a metal fist grab the edge. Remmy pulled herself into view like a monkey, wearing, uh…
“They’re cargo lifters for space!” Remmy squeaked gleefully. “Check this out. They have maneuvering jets and everything!”
She let go of the gap, and immediately drifted away. Well, technically we turned while she went in a straight line, but it looked like she’d started sailing off into space, right until white smoke puffed behind her, and she zoomed up to grab the edge again.
“I forgot we even had these!” she shouted. “We might be able to do this!”
We collectively winced. Thanks to the radios, she was right in our ears. It was great to see her excited, at least.
Who was I kidding? I wanted a pair of giant mechanical arms! Why did I not have a pair of giant mechanical arms? Who was the senior mad scientist here, anyway?
To add insult to injury, my plugs soon proved to be pathetic compared to what Remmy’s superpower could come up with. She dragged over sections of ship’s hull, and the things inside I thought were heating elements matched up with the ones inside the station’s outer walls. Vera cut away any parts that didn’t fit, and then welded them into place.
Ray stayed by my side most of the time, usually bracing his booted foot against one wall while he kept centripetal force from flinging a slab of metal away. He lifted beds and dressers out of my way, while breaking the monotony with a string of surreal witticisms.
“Burn! Burn from the unbearable gaze of the Clockwork Queen’s glass eye!”
“When you stare into the abyss, a girl in a mechanical suit stares back.”
“Hey there, good looking. Does your mother know―oops, wait, that’s a hat rack.”
“How many hats did the Jets own?! Is there a hat farm on one of Jupiter’s moons somewhere?”
“Not to muscle in on the mad scientist schtick, Remmy, but have you considered a shoulder mounted rocket launcher for that power armor you’re wearing?”
I let out another snort. Was it too late to change my secret identity to ‘Clockwork Queen’?
When he asked, “May I borrow the Machine?” it took me a second to realize he wasn’t joking.
“I can ask the Mini-Machine to grow legs.” We’d fed the Machine so much metal, I’d had to make it spit up a clone, which now sat like a barnacle next to the giant hole which we’d saved to patch last. Of course, then Claire had pointed us at a room where the wall hadn’t broken, just cracked and buckled and had to be replaced. That had taken a lot of time.
Ray shook his head, smiling mysteriously, or at least smugly. “Too large. I require the original’s portability and its unique ability to absorb excess kinetic energy.”
Eying him suspiciously, I dropped my precious Machine into his open hands, and followed him out into the hallway. He’d cannibalized someone’s bookshelves to lay wooden boards over the pit in the middle of the floor, and as I watched he knelt down and whacked a railroad spike sized nail with the Machine. I winced, forcing myself to hold still as he pummeled the nail through the metal flooring, and drove in a few more. I knew he was right about the Machine’s energy absorption. He hit the nails hard enough to send himself flying into the air, but thanks to my baby, all that energy went one way.
I wasn’t sure what it would take to destroy the Machine, and had no intention of finding out. As undignified as this was, my greatest invention was in no danger.
Claire immediately trotted over the boards holding a red rubber ball.
My brain rearranged what I’d just seen. Not a red rubber ball. She had a handful of Puppeteer goo! Too shocked to say anything, I rushed after her, and watched her jam the goo into a hole in the wall, pounding it with her fist until it lay flat.
Claire saw me staring and gave me the Lutra grin―utterly unabashed, head lifted like a cat’s in pride at getting a reaction. “Two layers of gloves, one rubber, both filled with circuitry. You said this stuff is inert. There are electrical hazards all over the place. Either this stuff is a good insulator, or the smoke will tell us where we have a problem.”
She waltzed past me, the picture of graceful serenity, and into the apartment across the way. My guess was to get more Puppeteer flesh, because the living room had three cysts and a thicker root network than anything I’d seen so far. This apartment was as overgrown as the Red Panacea Clinic. Yeesh. Whoever had lived here, they’d sure gotten alien attention.
Just the thought to have when Claire picked up a broken picture frame and asked in a suddenly quiet voice, “Remmy? Could you come look at this? I think it’s a photo of you.”
“What? Are we? THOMPSON, YOU—aarg!” Seconds later, Remmy came sprinting down the hallway, toothpick legs flailing. She stopped herself by grabbing the doorframe next to me and yanking herself up short.
Breathing hard, which rasped in our ears through the radio, she looked up, down, around, and then leaned way forward to peer at the photo. The transparent shell of her helmet tapped the edge of the picture frame.
When she reeled away, I took my own look. The allegedly Remmy little girl was tiny, but she did have the same pigtails. They weren’t as long, but then, they didn’t need to be to reach her waist because she was so short. The two young men next to her were definitely Calvin and Thompson. A middle-aged blond man held her in one arm, playing tug-of-war with her over a wrench.
Remmy spun around, and collapsed against the doorframe. “Thompson, you―this is Dad’s place! This is our home! You led us here deliberately.”
“Seemed like a good place to start,” he answered from somewhere.
“And you forgot to tell me?” Remmy’s voice squeaked with fury.
“Didn’t want you distracted.”
She threw up her hands, even though he wasn’t here to see. “Oh, well, that’s good. That’s good. I understand. I mean, I didn’t want you distracted by your ship floating away, either.”
“You had better be joking,” he growled.
“Not joking, didn’t do it.”
He growled again, louder but wordless, and said nothing more.
Remmy’s hands shook spastically. “Okay… okay… I’ll put up the rotors first.”
She darted off, and Ray ran after her. The reason for that became apparent when he pulled a propeller blade as big as me out of a pile of junk Thompson left in the staircase. With Ray to hold the pieces, Remmy fastened the rotor and its engine back together, and I used the Machine to cut holes in the walls near the ceiling so it would fit.
Remmy jumped up and swung at the propeller above her head to get it started, but she couldn’t reach. Ray grabbed the shaft and twisted. It started slow, but in a few seconds the rotor spun up, shedding bright light and making me feel uncomfortably heavy standing under it.
Ray and Remmy dragged parts way down the hall, to the farthest point we’d sealed off. In hardly any time, they got a rotor running there.
I grabbed Ray’s arm as they ran past for the pile of parts again.
“Thanks,” I told him, voice quiet. I mean, everyone heard it, but I could try to make it sound like no big thing.
He tapped his bubble helmet against mine, winked, and helped Remmy drag a small cabinet out that looked very much like a miniature version of the atmosphere generator we’d gotten working on Europa.
Remmy messed around hooking it up to the working rotor by the stairs. “The good news. I’ll have this thing working in no time. The bad news. It needs water and organic stuff to function. We mostly use rotting fish and compost. There’s a lot of paper and bed sheets around, but that might be too tough.”
As she trailed off in thought, I tossed the Machine up in the air and caught it. A delighted grin split my face. “My dear Remmy, we’re surrounded by organic material that could be put to much better use than it is.”
She looked at me. She looked at the bloated Puppeteer pod on the wall next to me. “I know the machine can’t break that down.”
“Your machine can’t. My Machine can break down anything.” I gave my hand a flick, straightening the Machine out and laying it atop the egg-shaped, man-sized blob. “Eat. Reduce the organics to proteins, water, and fats. Separate them, and store the water. Release oxygen and nitrogen in a twenty-one percent / seventy-nine percent mix until one atmosphere of pressure is obtained.”
Folding my arms smugly, I watched the Machine chew its way into the cyst like a worm into a fruit, which was the least grotesque analogy I could think of. Wind whipped past me, growing stronger until Ray had to catch me when it blew me back. The Machine swelled, gleaming like diamond.
Oops. I’d forgotten to tell it what to do with the carbon. Well, diamond was good!
Should the Machine be glowing like that? I’d forgotten to tell it what to do with the energy. Apparently even a hibernating cyst contained quite a lot.
Wind roared, audible even through my helmet, too loud to be completely drowned out by Remmy’s laughter. She held onto the atmosphere generator until the wind died down. It didn’t stop, it just dropped from ‘roaring’ to ‘gusty’, and all ran in one direction.
“I’ve got that!” Claire called out, and disappeared into a side room.
The Machine, bloated like a tick, with diamond jaws and a bulb of iron, under which water sloshed, kept eating. It finished the pod, and was now chewing its way along a rubbery red root.
The wind stopped. Claire had found the leak and plugged it.
I pointed at Remmy. “Go put those materials wherever she wants them.”
Remmy wasted no time. She opened up the generator, saying, “Okay, water in this tank. All the organic stuff in here.” Continuing with the gross worm theme, the Machine crawled over and horked it all up into the appropriate tanks, while its metal shell collapsed inwards.
The box vibrated. Gentle wind blew out of it. I could actually see a heat haze ripple down the hallway.
Uh… air shouldn’t do that, should it? Nobody else seemed to have noticed. Maybe I was having another case of the Harveys. Remmy cracked the seal of her helmet, sniffed, and said into her radio, “Hey, big brother. Guess who’s breathing the atmosphere of our own functioning orbital base?”
“Great. I’ll see it in a minute,” his voice came back, quiet and staticky and with the strain of irritation.
The shell of the cyst next to Ray cracked in a dozen places. It twisted and shook as four wet, bright red arms thrust out, clawing at him. He took a step back, but a torso erupted from the mass, and that was enough. Ray ducked to the side and kicked the monster, cyst and all, into the far wall. As it struggled to get upright, growing more legs and a tail, he slapped his hands together and pulled out a ball of purple and pink light. When the ball reached the size of a soccer ball, he threw it at the Puppeteer.
Goo splattered everywhere. The mess twitched, but showed no sign of healing. To my intense relief, it also showed no sign of bones or any identifiably human parts. Or goat parts.
Nobody said anything. Remmy fumbled with the collar of her helmet, trying to reseal it but having trouble because her hands were shaking so hard. Her shallow breathing and faint squeaks of fear dominated the radio.
Another tumor erupted, right behind Remmy. Even as its clawed arms reached for her, Ray grabbed one. Ripping the whole pod off the floor, he slammed it against the wall, then pinned it in place with one foot.
A hand closed on my shoulder. Before I could jump out of my skin, I recognized a human grip. Two burning white balls flew past me, smacking into the evolving shape of the Puppeteer monster. Ray dropped it as it writhed, making no noise except the hissing of the flame burning it into greasy red smoke.
I risked a look behind me. Calvin stood there, in one of those bulky Jet spacesuits, with a pistol in his hand. Behind him, Vera quietly and methodically burned the Puppeteer flesh near me into masses of black char, clearing a space.
Movement made me jump again, but it was Ray, with Remmy in his arms, sprinting past the pods between the atmosphere generator and me. The closest wobbled and shook as he passed, but Vera floated out in front of me and turned her pink heat beam on it. Writhe as the mass of goo might, she burned it down to ashes faster than it could grow limbs.
I looked up at Calvin. He raised his finger to the front of his diving helmet, like he was shushing me. Okay, whatever. Next thought.
“This is bad.” Yes, super genius summation, Penelope.
I had to switch gears. Time to let Bad Penny take over. First, risk assessment. Closing my eyes, I swept the hallway with Archimedes’ vision.
My voice sounded steadier than I felt as I reported, “Yellow lights. Everyone, this whole Puppeteer web is waking up. The activity is centered around us, but spreading. Only the cysts look dangerous and they’re all on the lower levels. We clear a way to the stairs and evacuate, now.”
“WE’RE NOT GOING ANYWHERE!” Chief Fawkes yelled. Only the distance kept him from deafening me, muting and garbling his radio message.
“Argue later. We’re getting out of here,” I snapped back.
“Your only way out of here is with my spaceship. We’re staying. We’re better armed than the inhabitants ever were. Stay together, and when I get there, we’ll burn our territory clean and lock the monsters out.”
Remmy shrieked at him, “Have you lost your mind, Thompson?!” That did make me wince, but not much. I was too busy sliding Archimedes down my arm and into firing position.
“Deactivate. Go into hibernation. Shut down. Sleep!” I ordered the nearest cyst. Through the cat’s eyes, I saw the yellow fade, turning back to blue, but the moment I turned to point Archimedes at the next egg-shaped blob, the yellow surged again.
Chief Fawkes hadn’t answered. “Thompson? Thompson? Tommy, are you okay?” Remmy’s voice grew less angry and more scared with every word.
Calvin wrapped a bulky pressure suited arm around her shoulders and hugged her. “He’s fine. Juno is jamming his radio signal.”
Vera wandered back in front of me again, burning down the cyst I’d tried to deactivate. She was patient, systematic, and very effective, but through Archimedes’ eyes, I saw yellow blobs finish growing and start to twitch in rooms around us, above us, and behind us. She was just too slow to deal with this!
Bad Penny time, remember? I took a deep breath, and gave orders. “Okay, everyone. Back up a few feet. Stay in the burned out area. We’ll stick together while Vera opens us a path to the stairway.”
“I… can’t… get to where you are, Penny,” Claire said, an uncharacteristic wobble in her honeyed soprano.
I looked behind me. Claire was still down the hall next to the old Fawkes apartments, where the Puppeteer growth was thickest. There weren’t just a dozen cysts between her and us. She was surrounded on all sides, and trying to hold very still. None of them had activated yet.
Calvin drew another pistol and pointed both down the hall. I’d tried to sound calm. His voice was steady as a rock. “Here’s what you do, Miss. You run to us as fast as you can. We’ll shoot anything that grabs for you.”
That sounded like a plan to me. The Puppeteers didn’t come out quickly. “Vera, guard E-Claire as she runs. Burn any cyst that moves. Vera? Vera, over here!”
Vera ignored me. She’d moved into the apartment next to us, roasting a tumor on the ceiling.
Criminy. She wasn’t listening. She’d gone genocidal again. How badly did the Conquerors hate the Puppeteers, anyway? What kind of alien blood feud was humanity caught in the middle of?!
Well, I still had Archimedes, and all I needed to do was buy Claire time. I raised him into firing position. “The plan still works. Start running. We’ve got you.”
When Claire hesitated, Remmy said, “Calvin’s really that good. Trust him.”
Claire ran, hopping over ropes of red flesh and twice having to jump over bulging tumors. I pointed Archimedes at each one as she ran past, but nothing moved. At least, none of those cysts moved. A couple down the hallway had visibly started jiggling.
When she got two thirds of the way, a cyst by the door of the Fawkes home split. Calvin’s pistol spat burning white blobs into it. Ray leaped forward, sprinting into the minefield of pods to meet Claire.
He flashed by like a racecar, but as he reached Claire, the cyst behind him spat up a headless, four-armed abomination. It clawed at Ray, who spun around, grabbed its upper wrists, and twisted.
Claire sprinted past. It ignored her. Calvin shot it in the back. It twisted, but as it writhed the lower arms withdrew. They should have clawed at Ray, or the passing Claire. Instead, even while its midsection smoked and burned, it used that mass to grow a head.
The head did it no good when a pink beam fried it from behind. Ray dropped the monster and backed away.
Claire reached us ahead of him, wrapping her arms around me and squeezing with an uncomfortably strong grip. I couldn’t blame her. Supervillainy had been a game that did not include being surrounded by creepy, murderous alien zombie blobs.
The only active monster dead, Vera wandered back into a side room and resumed her methodical and completely useless extermination program. Well, not completely useless. Nothing was going to come at us from the sides. Whether deliberately or not, she was giving us a safe zone.
“Calvin, you’ve got a spaceship, right?” Remmy asked, her voice still squeaky and quiet.
“And, worst case, we cut a hole in the floor and escape into space. I’d rather not destroy what Remington built here, so let’s leave that for worst case.”
I nodded. Bad Penny got stronger by the second. “We know Vera’s protecting us. Let’s go back to the clearing a path plan. You have guns, and Ray has his blasting gloves.”
Calvin tapped his pistol against his helmet. That was the closest he could get to pushing his hat up with the barrel. “We could, little miss, but I’ve noticed a certain something we’ll want to try first.”
Of all the tones of voice I expected from anyone here, ‘gleefully devious’ had not been one of them.
“This had better be good,” I warned him.
His diving bell helmet wasn’t as clear as mine, but he looked me straight in the eyes―while keeping his pistols raised. “It is. Europa needs Remington. I need Remington. Getting my baby sister to safety is my number one priority. Rescuing you young ladies is number two. The boy is at least number five. The thing is, little miss, if I saw what I think I saw, we’re all safe as if we were back home already and don’t know it.”
I hadn’t thought of going out through the hull. He was clearly a smart guy. I’d forgotten something else, and called out, “Machine! Heel!” Well, I’d have to wait a minute for it to crawl back through the tumorous red mass. I nodded to Calvin. “Go for it.”
He looped an arm around Claire, pulling her away from me gently while still keeping his pistols trained on the nearby tumors. “Okay. Deep breath, Miss E-Claire. This will sound scary, but we’re all guarding you, and I’m betting you’ll feel a whole lot more brave afterward. Go over there and kick one of those blobs.”
Claire gave him a quizzical look, her golden ponytail flopping to one side in her helmet. Her hand reached up automatically to try and brush it back, but bumped into the plastic. “Just kick it?”
“If it moves, we’ll blow it away. I swear.”
His strong, comforting act was wasted. He didn’t know Claire. She might have freaked out being suddenly trapped, but that fear hadn’t lasted long. She walked slowly and watchfully back to the nearest blob, yes, but she didn’t hesitate or look scared. When she got within comfortable reach, she cocked her leg, gave the shell a hard kick, and took a half step back.
It did absolutely nothing. I closed my eyes and watched through Archimedes. Claire gave the cyst another kick, and if anything, the yellow faded a touch, mixing with the blue to form green patches.
I blinked, and narrowed my eyes in thought. So did Claire. So did Ray. Only Remmy still looked skeptical, but she didn’t look confused.
Ray said it first. “The only one that attacked, attacked me.”
Claire walked up to the next cyst and kicked it. Nothing. She punched one growing on the wall, then grabbed and shook it. No activity. None of the tumors around her showed any activity, not even through Cat Vision. Other blobs both ways down the hall boiled with yellow ready to emerge, but the ones near Claire were quiet.
I opened my human eyes to see Claire’s playful grin, and her impudent little bounce. “It’s my superpower. I can cloud the minds of men, women, and disgusting alien cancer zombies!”
“The ones near you go to sleep. Although… what is that?”
I was getting better at seeing through my own and Archimedes’ eyes simultaneously. At least, I sorta registered the yellow mass when a cyst in a side room down the hall spat up its monster. The fleshy red abomination shambled out into the hallway.
This thing did not have four arms. It had two, and a head that grew more heart shaped by the moment. A blob stuck out the back, like a ponytail. Most of its mass went into a cone shape around its legs, sort of like a poodle skirt.
It was a clumsy, grotesque imitation of Claire, yes, but the intention was obvious. It ignored her, stumbling towards us instead.
It got about five feet before Vera noticed it and glided out to burn it to ashes. This one didn’t even seem to feel pain, and kept stumbling forward until its legs fell apart.
That had been both disgusting and funny, and I gave Claire a bemused look. She glowed with pride while I slow clapped. “They like you. They really like you.”
I swept the place with Cat Vision again for any more active monsters. None. Instead, I heard Harvey’s distant voice. “…can’t re-educate the… she’s too…”
He faded. I hadn’t seen him, and had barely heard him.
The metal framing of the diving helmet cast shadows on Calvin’s face, and his eyes looked like they glowed when he stared this intensely. “Congratulations, young lady. It turns out you have the greatest power in all the moons of Jupiter. Can I talk you into using it for a little errand? In my dad’s living room, he had a stone spear hanging up on the wall. If you’re willing to fetch it, I’d be grateful.”
Willing? Claire practically skipped down the hall, hopping playfully between the meaty red roots before walking boldly into the Fawkes apartment. The spear must not have been hard to find, because seconds later she walked out carrying it, skipping her way back to us. She deposited it into Calvin’s waiting hands with an impish curtsey.
I had something much more valuable to retrieve, and crouched down to pick up my Machine, fastening it around my wrist into bracelet mode. Still, I had to give Calvin’s prize a curious look. It was a spear. Diamond shaped head, long thin shaft. The whole thing had been made out of stone, which was weird, and the spearhead had a hacked, Native American sort of arrowhead look. The shaft was badly weathered, and had a bunch of nicks in it. Those might have been interesting symbols once, or just random scratches. They were too worn away to tell.
“Dad’s trophy from Earth? Why that?” Remmy wrinkled up her nose in confusion.
Calvin shook his head slowly, cradling the spear. “It’s not from Earth. It was on Kalyke when our great-grandparents came through the gate. It was there when the Rotors came through. There were other artifacts. The tether is one of them. Even the founders couldn’t make material that strong.”
Remmy gave him a lopsided look. She had so much hair, even tied back it piled up on one side when she tilted her head. “So, what does this one do?”
Her brother pointed the spearhead up the hall towards the Fawkes apartments. I didn’t see what he did, but a shockwave thundered around us, so hard I swear the air itself rippled. A blast wave knocked cysts off their moorings, peeling up roots from the walls and floor. Two of the hard cases shattered, but not badly enough. Meaty red shapes crawled out, rising and congealing into vaguely Claire-like shapes.
He gave them maybe three seconds before pointing the spear at each of them in turn. Smaller but still uncomfortably loud blasts ripped them into wet shreds.
“It’s a weapon,” Calvin said into the ringing silence.
Remmy reached up to rub her ears, but the helmet was in the way. “Did Thompson know that was here?”
Calvin’s voice hardened. I’d only heard this kind of disgust from him when he talked about automatons. “Why do you think you’re here? My brother’s a real great guy, as long as he’s sure he’s in charge.”
Uncomfortable silence mixed with lingering tinnitus. It took Remmy a few seconds to push away from Calvin and put her hands on her hips. “I know you two don’t get along, but he seriously wants Io back, so all the Jets can come home.”
Calvin’s smile returned, and his tone grew light, although not quite convincingly casual. “A true gentleman doesn’t try to poison a sister’s feelings toward her brother. Instead, we have a guest to welcome. Miss E-Claire, would you be willing to use your power to see my ladylove to safety?”
Sure enough, Juno stood in the doorway to the stairs. Claire threaded her way through the cysts to meet her, and they held hands, walking close together on the way back. I kept Archimedes’ alien eyes out for trouble, but being close to Claire seemed to be enough. Nothing moved, except gusts of wind when Claire and Juno broke through the invisible bubble the rotors made.
Well, nothing down here moved. A green and yellow mass was descending the staircase towards us, and I was pretty sure I knew who that was.
While I looked through a cat’s eyes, Juno said, “I have been listening, child. The Jovians did tell me you all had a role to play. Yours is a gift beyond price, and you will surely play a greater part in freeing Jupiter than I had imagined.”
Remmy scowled up at Calvin. “Why send her? You’ve got that spear. Clear us a way out.”
“Not yet.”
“Why?”
Even with my human eyes open, I saw hints of the yellow and green bulk that was how Archimedes saw Chief Fawkes when he rounded the last turn of the stairs. He stood in the doorway of the stairwell, staring past the Puppeteer minefield at us with shoulders up and fists clenched.
That was why. Calvin didn’t have to say it. The deadly Puppeteer cysts stood between the two brothers, and Thompson had a lot less clothing between his flesh and theirs.
“If you take your witch and go, I’ll let you leave,” Thompson told Calvin. They looked each other in the eyes across the infested hallway. The rest of us were spectators at best.
Or prizes. “I’ll leave. These children are coming with me. You can’t begin to guess the good they can do, for our people, for the Rotors, for all of Jupiter.”
“Take the Earth kids. I need Remington.”
Calvin snarled with uncharacteristic anger, “You are the last person I would leave her with. The Earth children can save us all. I’m going to save Remington. From you.”
Face twisted with fury, Chief Fawkes gave a speculative look at the pods in his way. With his superpowers, I didn’t think they could stop him. He was clearly considering the same.
So was Calvin. He pointed the tip of the spear at his older brother. “Not a step.”
“You wouldn’t use that on me.” Chief Fawkes sounded confident. He also hadn’t moved, other than to raise his fists a few inches.
Calvin switched the spear to one hand, and drew a flame pistol with the other. “No. But I would shoot you. I know you’d live. The kids are coming with me. You don’t want them.” He lifted the spear up farther. “You want this.”
“There are others.” Not a denial. I didn’t want to see Remmy’s expression, but I glanced anyway. She stared at her oldest brother, open mouthed in horror.
“On Kalyke, guarded by Conqueror drones and buried under a mountain of Puppeteers.”
Thompson Fawkes said nothing, and his face showed nothing but blank, controlled anger.
“Hold still, Tommy,” Calvin ordered. When Thompson straightened up angrily instead, Juno extended her arm.
“Hold,” she commanded. Her voice was clearer than anyone else’s in our scratchy radios, but it also echoed. Behind the clouded glass of her crude helmet, shining white eyes flared.
Thompson stiffened. Calvin drew his arm back and threw the spear down the hall, over Thompson’s shoulder. It hit the back wall of the atmosphere bubble, and a burst of wind blew it up the opposite hallway.
Chief Fawkes glared a few more seconds, turned, and charged after it.
“Thompson!” Remmy shrieked, her voice raw and betrayed.
Calvin didn’t try to calm her down. He scooped her up under one arm, instead. “Now we run.”
“Wait!” I yelled. My heart ached for poor Remmy, but I couldn’t leave yet. I ran into the apartment next to us. Ash covered everything. Vera floated out of one side room towards the other, her hands already outstretched and projecting a pink ray into a mass of Puppeteer flesh I couldn’t see.
“Vera! Time to leave!”
She ignored me.
“Vera, we have to go!” I shouted, grabbing her. The pink beam winked out, but her little ceramic chip hands pushed mine away, and her crystal ball head dragged me forward.
Fine. I reached up to tap the top of her head. One of her six wings slapped my hand away.
Criminy. Did she hate Puppeteers this much? Would she even listen if the Apparition asked?
“I can’t shut her down!” I yelled back at my friends.
Ray scowled in thought, but Calvin stepped forward. I understood his impatience. We did not have much of a lead on a furious Thompson Fawkes, and that was slipping away. From one of his holsters, Calvin pulled out his strobe pistol.
Vera recognized it. Calvin drew the pistol with the speed of an old-fashioned gunfighter, but Vera moved faster. As he pulled the trigger, a pink flash melted the lens.
To my considerable surprise, Juno pushed Calvin gently aside and extended her arm again. Archimedes yowled. My eyes watered. A white, glowing shape, like a particularly bulbous jellyfish, hovered around Juno. One of its tentacles lashed out, tapping Vera’s head.
Vera’s ceramic shell closed up, and she fell to the floor. I caught her before she hit, and started running even before I’d finished stuffing her into a pocket.
Either some of us weren’t close enough to Claire, or her power couldn’t cover all of us. Cysts rocked as we passed; as I rounded the stair, I saw things climbing out of each one. No, not really climbing out. The blobs weren’t eggs. As the Claire-shaped abominations grew, they sucked the whole mass of the cyst into themselves.
Nobody paused for careful scientific analysis. A brief pang tugged at me. We’d have had to drag Juliet away. Where was she? Was she okay?
No time to worry about that, either. We raced up the stairs until microgravity made that dangerous, then pulled ourselves up the railing the rest of the way. Calvin fired the first magnetic grapple towards the end of the huge central tunnel. He fired it not at the end open to space, but at the other end. The door there opened into some sort of tunnel.
We all decided he had the right idea, and our grappling lines shot out with his, until we were all pulled through that door so fast, I hit the floor, or ceiling, or whatever on the other side with a painful thump.
Remmy’s voice rang out over the radio. “Thompson? Tell me what’s going on. Was this really an excuse to get that spear?”
Silence.
Calvin used his grappling hook again, dragging him down the hugely long corridor. This thing was big, wider than both sides of a major freeway, and as tall as a barn. It had once connected the disk Remmy’s family had lived in to the even bigger central disk. Now it was a perforated wreck.
Ray grabbed my waist and Claire’s, and followed by jumping from one wall to another, exploiting his superhuman reflexes and balance.
“Thompson?” Anger put a sharper edge on Remmy’s voice.
“He’s not going to answer. He doesn’t want to give away his position.” Calvin sounded guilty, which he should. For a few minutes there, I had liked Calvin. He’d been clever and cool. Now I’d watched both brothers care more about wounding each other than about Remmy’s feelings, and I wasn’t happy with either of them.
We didn’t go even halfway to the central disk. Calvin reached a particularly large hole in the wall, and kicked out into space, with Remmy in one arm and the other wrapped around Juno’s waist. Ray did the same with me and Claire. We aimed at Calvin’s kludged together double flying saucer, and this time when we climbed through the hatch, I noticed the atmosphere bubble Remmy’s scavenged rotor created. Calvin’s ship didn’t need an airlock.
He sat Remmy on a table, and stormed off to the cockpit, already yanking at the fastenings of his spacesuit.
Remmy leaned her head forward, propping the bubble helmet on her hands. “Why did we just let him take us?” Her voice shuddered. She was on the edge of crying.
I pried off my helmet with one hand, and tried to lay the other over her shoulders. She squirmed away. Claire laid her own hand on Remmy’s knee from the other side, and she let that stay.
As softly as I could, I said, “Listen. Your brothers are idiots, so forget them. Do what’s important to you. You took the first step to bringing Io Alpha back online today. Now we’ll head to Europa and make it livable. Let them fight over who’s the hero. You act like one.”
The hints of sniffling stopped. Remmy looked up, eyes red, mouth turned in a scowl. She twisted off her helmet, and as mad as she looked, her scratchy voice didn’t hold any anger. “Yeah, well. Thompson still has my aetheric fluid, so that’s easier said than done.”
“You left something on Callisto. Look in the engine room,” announced Calvin’s voice from the radios on our collars.
We didn’t have to move, because Ray darted back into the engine room for us, and a few seconds later emerged with a heavy metal canister. Opening the lid, he showed off a familiar glass tube of softly glowing grey something.
Remmy perked up considerably. As she sat upright, I put a hand on her shoulder, and this time she let me. “One thing I’ve had to learn as a supervillain is that you never have the tools you wish you had. Treat life like your superpower. When you don’t have the parts you have, figure out what you do have that will make things work.”
“You could learn a lot from this girl, Remington,” Calvin said over the radio.
“These children are blessed by the Jovians. Follow their example,” Juno added the same way.
Remmy growled, rolling her bloodshot eyes. She leaned over and grabbed the metal canister from Ray, hugging it and her hard-won aetheric fluid to her chest, even though her arms barely reached all the way around.








t least Calvin’s heavily customized flying saucer had portholes. I knew when we went into orbit around the scratchy brown and white ball of Europa, and got peeks of the space station as we closed for a landing.
Claire responded to the view with, “I thought for sure Thompson would chase us.”
Remmy, arms and legs still wrapped around her fluid tank but noticeably calmer, said, “By the time he got his ship going, we were a speck. If he did follow us, what would he do? Shoot us down? I…”
She trailed off for a moment, and the sullen scowl crept up into a faint but proud grin. “I overdid it on the rotors so this ship could go fast without you feeling it. When Calvin cranks up the speed, we fly in a whole cloud of feedback. If somebody survived getting close enough to shoot at us… shoop. Cannonball gone.”
Claire and Ray grinned, but I snickered. The joy of mad science was when unintended consequences played out in your favor.
A couple of minutes later, we landed. I helped Remmy carry her fluid tank down the ramp and across the deck to the main rotor. By the end of that, my arms ached and I was sure I put the canister down seconds before my fingers slipped. Remmy had merely grunted and shuffled. Ray, of course, strolled up behind carrying the other canister over his shoulder as lightly as a basketball. My jealousy was entirely defused by my delight that Calvin had recovered both lost tubes of aetheric fluid.
I stretched, and I wasn’t the only one feeling the drag. Claire yawned, and asked, “I wonder what time it is?”
Ray looked up into the star-studded sky, first at Europa, then at Jupiter, then at the bright little dot of the sun. “My sense of time is distorted by hours of space station jacking. It might be two pm, or midnight.”
“Let me check,” I offered. Let’s see. I had my phone in my back pocket. I flipped it open, and…
Awww, criminy. “Out of power.”
“Well, you haven’t recharged it in days,” Claire pointed out.
I pressed the buttons. Not even a ‘battery needs charging’ image. Criminy twice.
Realization made me wince. “Criminy buckets! I took it out into space! For hours!”
Ray winced in sympathy. “That will do it. Frozen to death. At least your dad can fix it.”
I gave him my best skeptically raised eyebrow. “The second mysterious phone death in a month? Handing the parts over to the one man who can recognize flash-freezing damage on sight? I’ll say I fed it to the Machine because I’m making myself a new one.” I tossed the busted smartphone on the ground.
Ray let out a single, barking laugh. “As if your power will let you make something so straightforward and prosaic.”
With a shove of her foot, Remmy finished wedging an aetheric fluid jar into its socket. Stepping over to me, she picked the phone up off the floor and peered at it through her goggles. “So, you didn’t make this?”
I shook my head. “Nope. This is regular Earth science.”
Remmy flicked a screwdriver from her pocket like she was drawing a switchblade. She poked the end into cracks until she found a good one, and levered the cover off. “Looks like the inside of a robot black box, but it’s tiny!”
All bland and casual and carefully not sounding superior, Ray shrugged. “Sixty years of improvements in microcircuitry since your ancestors left Earth.”
“Huh. I bet I can kludge this into something.” Dropping the broken calculator into one of her pants pockets, she went back to hooking up the fluid tanks.
I really should help with that. Standing behind her, I looked over her shoulder at the massive assemblage of cogs and levers and pipes that I knew contained more cogs, and absolutely none of it made sense. At all. It had all seemed reasonable enough the first time, but now the whole machine could have been written in Greek. Or German, which I was still no good at.
Remmy twisted a pronged plug into place on the bottom of a tank, and tapped her chin with her oversized wrench. She looked down at her feet, or rather at all the different pipes spreading out under her feet and disappearing into the floor. “I bet the plumbing is mostly intact. If I give that power first, we have plumbing, heat, air, and lights. The automatons are dead, but the key winding grid could still be useful. Hmmm.”
Claire stretched, arms above her head, one hand grasping her elbow. “Personally, I think it can wait. I’m exhausted. Why don’t we all get some sleep first?”
Ray almost didn’t stare at her at all, and sounded serious and tired instead of lecherously evil. “Seconded. I don’t know if I require a nap or eight hours, but confronting Puppeteer zombies earned us all a rest.”
I ground my teeth a little, looking back at the inexplicable maze of parts that used to make sense. “Not me. I said I would use my power to help these people. I just need to figure out how.”
Claire looped an arm around my shoulder and gave me a brief, small hug. “I’m afraid I’m going to bow out. I’ve had all the mechanical work I can bear for awhile.” Looking up at the sky, she let out a huge, wistful sigh. “What I really want is to be home playing Teddy Bears and Machine Guns.”
“I actually miss school,” said Ray.
So did I, as crazy as that would have sounded a couple of days ago. I gave them both a wan smile. “My plan is to make something big and helpful, then quit while I’m ahead and go home. If we can’t contact Juliet, we’ll wake up Vera and gate back.”
Ray inclined his head first towards Claire, and then the deck’s central staircase. “Go rest. I shall play Igor and attend upon The Master’s need for tools and parts.”
It was my turn to wave Ray towards that staircase. “That’s sweet, but you don’t have to be my slave. I’ll manage. This is my thing, and you two can take a break.”
Ray gave me a long look, and apparently decided I was serious. He shrugged, put his hands in his pockets, and walked off. As Claire fell in next to him, he speculated, “Maybe we can find a board game. Those were popular at the turn of the twentieth century, weren’t they?”
That left me and Remmy, and Remmy had things well in hand. She knew what she had to do, and had already gotten back to work wedging pipes back into place to connect lines of whatever aetheric power actually was. I walked away from her, scowling up at the sky.
What could I do? I didn’t want to turn my superpower loose. It was much too fond of biotech lately. A shudder ran along my shoulders. No more of that. I would wipe out all Puppeteer everything if I got the chance.
That would be great. Superpower, do that!
My head ached a little. I’d been pushing my power like crazy lately. Still, if it wasn’t for this, what was it for?
Come on, power. Puppeteerocide! Gooocide! Rougocide! Whatever, just give me a device.
This one didn’t overwhelm me and knock me out. It crept up. Vera’s most useful power for supervillainy had been a field that broke down and degraded gunpowder anywhere near her. In the Red Panacea Clinic, that same power ate the life out of Puppeteer goo, turning it grey and crumbly. Maybe that had been its original purpose.
Not every Conqueror orb could do that, but I’d seen a few broken orbs the last time we explored this place. Were any of them support grade?
A memory flashed up. Shards under a stair. Big shards, which must have broken off a head-sized orb.
What else would I need? Hmmm. I let my feet carry me along, swimming in the daze of my power. A jewelry display caught my eye in the wrecked market. I took the largest gold ring from the box, and kept walking. A bunch of wax cylinder phonographs had shattered, but a tuning fork lay in the debris. I scooped that up and gave it a ring. The cold had warped it off note, but that was fine. I could work with it.
Maybe I picked up some other things. I couldn’t really recall. I certainly remembered reaching through the gaps in a metal staircase, straining until my fingertips managed to scoop three quarters of a crystal orb into my grip.
When I worked my way back up to the deck, I decided I had enough. I didn’t really need to borrow Remmy’s tools. The Machine sprang off my wrist, still carrying lots of power from eating that Puppeteer cyst. I squeezed until it spat heat out, melting a circle into the broken side of the Conqueror orb.
Eventually, I was left turning the finished device over and over in my hands. I hadn’t done much visibly. The orb remained a dulled, greyed-out pink without a pupil or ceramic body. The broken-off end had been glued back on, with a thick, visible layer of gold around the seal.
It worked. I knew it worked.
I knew it in the back part of my head that throbbed painfully. Penelope’s Log: do not make your head explode by overusing your power, okay? That was not enjoyable.
Ah, who was I kidding. I totally felt smug.
Standing up, I worked the kinks out of my arms and spine, and then yelled down the stairs as loud as I could, “IT’S FINISHED! COME CHECK IT OUT!”
Less than thirty seconds later, Claire came sliding up the hall on her frictionless shoes. She looked fresh again, back in her supervillain costume without the uncomfortable spacesuit underneath.
Aw, man. I wanted to take mine off.
Claire even smelled fresh and soapy. “What happened to you?”
“I took a shower.” Ooh, her dreamy smile made me even more jealous. It didn’t entirely fade as she looked around and added, “I think Ray is taking one himself. This place echoes, so I know he heard you.”
I lifted my new toy in one hand. “Well, we’re going testing out my answer to all of Jupiter’s problems. Come on.”
Calvin and Juno, arms around each other’s waists and also suspiciously clean, showed up by the time I reached the bottom of the stairs. Juno’s glowing eyes and mysterious fortuneteller smile studied me. “What have you wrought, child? Are we another step closer to freedom?”
“A giant leap, if it works like I think it does.” I was pretty sure I remembered where I was going.
I got through a side corridor and down one staircase before Ray showed up from what I was pretty sure was the direction of the dorms. Claire was right, he’d taken his own shower. That left only me and Remmy, who trailed behind her brother, looking and smelling like grease monkeys. The price of power.
By the time I led us all down to the pneumatic tube room, everyone looked suspicious. I couldn’t blame them. The room was still coated with Puppeteer flesh. That was why I’d come here in the first place.
I held up the modified Conqueror orb. Ray announced slyly, “Insert triumphant expository speech here.”
I went ‘pffft’ at him and shook my head. My baby would prove itself.
Gripping the orb tightly, I rammed it and my fist into the nearest Puppeteer cyst. The shell crumbled out of my way like a graham cracker.
There wasn’t even a dramatic pause. Grey spread from the hole, seeping over the cyst, and as the central mass turned to dust, the death zone kept spreading, out along the roots into the wall of featureless flesh.
Ray whistled. Claire applauded. She would be my next guinea pig.
I tossed her the orb. “Try it yourself. I want to make sure it’s not keyed just to me.”
She caught the crystal ball easily, and skated up to a cyst on the opposite side of the room. Of course, with her power she had nothing to fear even if this didn’t work. Raising her hand just long enough for the light to twinkle off the orb dramatically, she punched this cyst like I had.
Grey oozed over the shell, until it fell apart like burned-out charcoal.
Sliding back to me, she deposited my Puppeteer-killing orb into my waiting hands. I immediately tossed it to Calvin, who plucked it out of the air as smoothly as Ray would.
Holding the orb up, he turned it this way and that in front of his face. “I would say this is too much, but Jupiter never refuses a gift from a lady.”
Juno, on the other hand, barely gave it a glance. “Potent, but unnecessary. With E-Claire’s power to render Puppeteers calm and helpless, another device to kill them is merely useful.”
Calvin stared at the orb a few more seconds, his expression fading to regret. “I suppose that’s true.”
He tossed it back at me, and I scrambled to catch it in both hands. It was actually pretty heavy.
Shifting the orb to one hand, I held up a warning finger. “I wouldn’t reject it so quickly. My friends and I are only on loan. Europa works, Io Alpha is on its way to working, and I’ve given you a weapon to clean out your Puppeteer problem. It’s time for the Inscrutable Machine to go home and sleep in our own beds.”
I threw the Puppeteer poisoner to Ray, and dug out Vera. With my thumb, I tapped her on top of her shell to wake her up.
She didn’t move.
I tapped her again.
Nothing.
Oh, oh, oh CRIMINY.
Tap tap tap. Nothing nothing nothing. Why wouldn’t she wake up?
Thrusting Vera at Juno accusingly, I demanded, “Whatever you did to her, reverse it. Turn her back on.”
She wasn’t flustered in the least. Folding her hands solemnly in front of her, she looked down at me with those glowing eyes. “The Jovians enhanced the signal learned from Calvin’s deactivator. Your plight will surely move them, but I cannot guess how long it will take to create a reactivation signal. Until now, there has been neither need nor desire for such a thing.”
My eyes felt hot and hard as I glared, but then Claire put her hand on my shoulder, standing right up next to me body to body, and leaning her cherubic face to block out Juno’s arrogant beauty. “It’ll be fine, Bad Penny. Vera was only one way home. Between your superpower, contacting Juliet and the Red Herring, and Calvin’s spaceship, we’re in no danger of getting stuck here.”
Ray eased up on my other side, taking my hand in both of his and squeezing. “Get some sleep. My bet is that you’ll wake up with an idea of how to revive Vera.”
I was… I was tired. I was really, really tired. Having my invention rejected and getting mad at Juno sapped the last traces of strength out of me. I let out something half-growl, half-sigh. “Fine.”
At least it wasn’t hard to find a bedroom. Most of the kids’ dorm rooms were a mess, but not all of them. I picked one that looked intact, shut the door on everyone, and crawled into bed.
After lying there for a minute, I managed to crawl out of bed long enough to peel my jumpsuit and the spacesuit off. I felt so much better not being squeezed like that. A shower would be even more wonderful, but my limbs were rapidly turning to lead.
Rallying one last burst of strength, I tried to peel Archimedes’ tail off my neck. Eesh. Ouch. No, that stung too much. It would sting more in the morning, but I’d have energy then. I cuddled up to my fuzzy psychic weapon like a teddy bear instead, and let sleep happen.








didn’t get nearly enough sleep, and when Juliet whispered, “Penelope? Don’t move. If you become too awake, we’ll lose contact,” it was easy to obey.
“Mfgl?” I replied. I could think words. It was just taking a minute to line them up in my mouth.
“Yes, it is me. Harvey has quite kindly helped me get in touch with you. In fact, we have been waiting for you to fall asleep wearing your amplifier. You must stay still and quiet, for you are rather close to a source of interference and our connection is weak.” Even peeking through half-opened eyes in a dark room, I could see Juliet clearly―but then, she wasn’t really here. She stood near the wall, in a plain and heavily starched white dress with Harvey’s arms around her middle. Him I couldn’t see clearly, and not just because he was behind her, holding her against him. Juliet might be crisp and well lit, but Harvey faded into a blur of blue suit and white fur.
Still, the dapper rabbit man holding the mutated goat girl made an adorable couple.
I managed to martial words. The most important first. “Are you okay?”
She smiled, mismatched teeth gleaming white in an elongated jaw. Leaning forward, she reached out her arms with her hands clasped together, then sank back into Harvey’s embrace. “Oh, Penelope. I am more than okay! I should have come to get you sooner, but we had to feed first, and being a spaceship is wonderful. I swam in the oceans of Europa, and spoke to a living comet. You have given me freedom I did not imagine even when I was human. The secrets of the universe are open for me to explore.”
That made me smile, wiping away my bad feelings so thoroughly that tears crept into my eyes. “That’s great. We could use a ride home now.”
She paused. Her smile faded. Red eyes with oblong pupils closed, leaving her human eyes watching me in sober reflection. “Yes. Harvey connected us that I should give a warning and we could all flee to Earth, but I don’t intend to. Right now, he is arguing with me, but I know he won’t cut us off. Listen, Penny. Something terrible is happening, and we must stop it, not run away.”
That made me blink. My shoulders bunched up. Archimedes mewed, and Juliet receded into the shadows.
Letting go of my tension, I collapsed back down and closed my eyes. Juliet’s voice returned. “The colonists of Callisto are in danger. Please, Penelope, you and your friends must help them. Harvey can’t, and that is why he wants us to run. You rescued me, and I have no doubts at all that you will save them from a similar fate.”
A similar fate? Puppeteers? Yikes. Had I made my new anti-Puppeteer weapon just in time?
“Do not trust the adults!” Juliet’s fading voice called out.
I had woken up too much. She was gone.
Well, I was awake, and it sounded like every minute counted. I hopped out of bed and grabbed my supervillain costume.
I swear I did more hero work than villain work, but never got credit for it!
I left the spacesuit. I might regret that later, but I had no actual plans to go anywhere unpressurized, and I hated that thing.
Slipping stealthily out into the corridor made me feel stupid. Juno and Calvin hadn’t wanted rooms in the kids’ dorms. I knocked on Claire and Ray’s doors simultaneously, and didn’t bother to do it quietly. I wanted them awake!
Very soon, my disheveled and mostly dressed minions appeared simultaneously in each of their doorways. Claire was still putting on her glasses, and Ray buttoning his shirt.
“Harvey and Juliet just came to visit me in my sleep,” I told them.
Their faces betrayed absolutely no expression.
Feeling the unfairness of carrying the lion’s share of this awkward conversation, I pressed on. “Some kind of disaster is happening on Callisto. Juliet hinted it involves Puppeteers. We are going to go stop it, right now.”
“So Harvey is talking to you?” Ray asked, still carefully sounding nothing but curious.
I lifted my goggles, rubbed my hands over my eyes, and put my goggles back on. “I don’t know. Maybe I was dreaming. Maybe I’m nuts. Juliet didn’t want us to bring Calvin and Juno, and if we can figure out a way to get to Callisto without them, I’m all for it. I’d rather look like an idiot in front of as few people as possible.”
“What are you people up to?” Remmy shouted behind me. Corset loose, hair unbound and hanging in a waterfall from her head, she gave me a groggy and suspicious stare.
The poor girl. Claire swept out of her own room and bore down on Remmy. There was no resisting that charm. Claire wore her own half-escaped ponytail and skewed neckerchief like a damsel in distress. When she grabbed both of Remmy’s hands and held them to her chest, Claire looked as emphatic and desperate as she sounded. “You’re a pilot! We need you to take us to Callisto, please! Please?”
“Why would I do that?” Remmy snapped. Well, she tried to snap. She was already starting to have that pole-axed, owl-eyed expression people got when Claire turned up her power. It probably wasn’t safe to look directly at them, but I couldn’t help it. Remmy, if anything, made a more adorable tableau than Claire.
Claire lowered her face. I couldn’t see her expression, but I heard the quiet seriousness of her voice. “Because people are in trouble and it’s the right thing to do.”
“Uuuuuuugh! Fine,” Remmy snarled.
“If this is official business, I need to find my hat,” said Ray behind me.








emmy did not talk much on the way over, and Claire maintained a careful position nearby. I looked out of portholes, trying to keep my mind clear of Claire’s power. Poor Remmy. I hated to do this to anyone, but it was hopefully for a very good cause. If the warning turned out to be real, I had no doubt Remmy would care about saving people more than how we got her there to do it.
From a distance, Callisto looked perfectly normal. It looked like a boat the size of a small city, with two pairs of biwings sticking off both sides, and the deck covered in trees and plants and little buildings. The rotor swung placidly over the scene, providing light and gravity and keeping the atmosphere in.
We set down so gently, I hardly felt the thump, and things still looked peaceful. If anything was weird, it was just how peaceful things looked. There were no dockworkers, and no one strolling around the park or farms.
“You’re right. Something is wrong,” Remmy whispered as we walked down the gangplank. I felt the same urge to keep my voice low, to not break the uncharacteristic hush.
I slid Archimedes down from my shoulder to my forearm. “Battle stations, then.” Ray and Claire nodded. She adjusted her grappling hook. He passed the Puppeteer poisoning orb to Remmy.
I squeezed the cold lump of Vera in my pouch, and tapped her again just to make sure. I’d have been much happier with her behind me right now.
The only movement that caught my eye when we stepped onto the main deck were butterflies. Still, I heard something. Or maybe Archimedes did. I pricked up his ears. One of us heard men’s voices, distant but shouting.
I pointed at the central staircase “There are people. They’re all downstairs. Let’s go.”
We tried to hurry and remain cautiously alert at the same time while crossing a space bigger than a football field. If anybody had been around to see us, no doubt we’d have looked ridiculous. Nobody was.
The yelling had descended to mostly grunts by the time we reached the stairs, and when we reached the main market corridor―well, the place didn’t look like a battlefield, but there was a lot more litter strewn in the halls. The most noticeable item of clutter was a broken automaton, one we weren’t responsible for.
Two men stood in the hallway, fists clenched. They’d reached the part of a brawl where they were woozy enough that swinging punches took time and conscious effort. Plainly, they weren’t very good at this, but from the bruises on their faces and scraped knuckles, they had been trying their best.
I thought I saw a face peeking over a window frame behind them. Otherwise, conspicuous abandonment ruled. What there really ought to have been and wasn’t were automatons lecturing these guys on their bad behavior and dishing out punishments.
Ray eyed the combatants professionally. “Should we stop them?”
Tempting, but… “No.” I shook my head. “First we find out what we’re getting into.”
“How?”
I gave my head a jerk, thankfully down the opposite direction from the punch drunk grownups. “We check out our local contacts in the dorms.”
We had to carry Remmy the first few steps. She’d frozen up in shock, staring open-mouthed at the abandoned marketplace.
Once we got down the first flight of stairs, the station stopped being abandoned. People sat on benches looking stunned, or talked in hushed voices in small groups.
A chorus of cheerfulness broke the dark mood.
“Good day, Mr. Carmike.”
“Nice to see you, Carmike.”
“Having a nice day, Willy?”
A man as generically brown haired and dapper as every other Rotor walked up the hall in our direction. As he passed, miserable people faked smiles and greetings. The moment he’d left them behind, their expressions tightened into terror.
The much-feared Mr. Carmike stopped in front of a young woman and tipped his hat at her. “Enjoying our new freedom, Polly?”
“It’s wonderful, Willy!” She faked a cheerful, enthusiastic expression pretty well. If she didn’t have her back so tightly to the wall she might leave a dent, it would be more convincing.
“I’d like to use that freedom to see you this evening, if I may.” From her terror, I’d have expected a cruel leer, but he looked and sounded like a courting gentleman from a 50s sitcom.
“I’m looking forward to it.” Criminy. She was too scared to come up with an excuse.
He looked so normal. He kept looking normal as he left Polly with a little bow, and strolled amicably up to us. Right about the time he got close enough to put his hands on his knees and bend forward to ask, “Aren’t you a curious group of youngsters?” the normal fell apart.
Up close, I could see the red Puppeteer tentacles twining up his neck, melded into his skin, and disappearing into his hair. His eyes glowed faintly white.
Erk.
Claire stepped in front of me, right in front of me, crowded up against me and Ray. She threaded her fingers together and gave him a grin that should have struck him blind. “New arrivals, Mr. Carmike. We’re heading downstairs to get properly dressed now.”
His eyes went glassy and unfocused. “I can’t imagine why. You’re perfect the way you are.” He sounded blissful, like a man in love, and stepped around us to walk off with an extra spring in his step―but also as if he’d completely forgotten us.
“And that may be why we’re not supposed to trust adults,” I croaked. Remmy held her shaking arms tightly wrapped around the Puppeteer poisoning orb. Ray just looked suspicious, scanning the hall in both directions like a good bodyguard.
We made a little more haste down to the children’s dorms. The automaton at the front desk seethed and pulsed with red tendrils, but Claire had her golden angel act turned up so high, I had to shield my eyes from her. The automaton didn’t even speak to us.
That left us free to follow the babbling voices and the sound of crying to the schoolrooms.
This corridor was packed. Here was where all the kids were hiding. Only a few talked to each other in small, anxious groups. Most stood or sat against the walls shell-shocked, doing nothing.
Some of them looked in our direction. Gertrude ran up the hall, skirts tugging at her legs, until she had to stop and wheeze in front of us. Apparently, corsets weren’t that easy to breathe in after all.
“Bad Penny…,” she said between pants, “Please tell me you’re here to save us.”
Michael lurked behind her, following but not willing to get too close. “…and not to gloat,” he added much more nervously.
“The former. Definitely the former,” I promised Gertrude. “How did this happen?”
Gertrude dropped into a crouch, hands gripping the sides of her head. She was about ten seconds from completely flipping out in panic. “I don’t know. The first we knew anything was wrong was when Miss Rattlebottom came and told us all schedules were canceled and we could do whatever we wanted. We started to throw a party, but then Millicent’s dad showed up to get her. He had that… stuff on him.”
Claire laid her gloved hand on Gertrude’s head, stroking back over her hair. Gertrude took a few deeper breaths, relaxing her grip on her temples. The story continued, faltering but not hysterical. “We went to ask Miss Rattlebottom about that, and saw that she’d been…”
“Taken over,” Claire supplied, when Gertrude didn’t want to say it.
“Millicent became hysterical, and one of those things crawled out of Miss Rattlebottom and jumped onto her. Then she acted like everything was fine. Since then, it’s gotten worse. We’ve had to cook our own food, because the automatons that aren’t taken over are too confused to do anything. They let you do whatever you want, except complain. When you complain, they take you.”
She shuddered. So did some of the other kids starting to gather around. So did more who were merely within earshot. Someone I couldn’t see started to cry.
I set my jaw, and held out my hand to Remmy. She dropped the modified Conqueror orb into it. I’d barely had time to get to know them, but these were my friends, and seeing them like this made me burn inside. Some of that anger edged my voice as I told Gertrude, “We’ll start with Miss Rattlebottom.”
Only my teammates had the strength to follow me out into the atrium, and I waved Ray and Claire back. Claire’s power especially would pollute the experiment.
“It is time for school, Bad Penny, but you will be happy to know that is now optional. You are free!” jabbered Miss Rattlebottom. The fleshy infestation had changed her voice, making it richer and happier, which would be great if a web of red tentacles didn’t crawl around every joint and into her mouth and eye sockets.
Witty rejoinder?
No. I shoved the orb against the biggest exposed mass of Puppeteer crud, right up under her chin. They turned grey. The grey shot through the whole network, until dark ash rained down out of her body.
“Bad Penny. You have been delinquent―” she lectured me metallically, until her body jerked and a grinding noise inside signaled her gears getting caught on powdered Puppeteer corpse.
I growled in satisfaction. Gasps and a cacophony of footsteps sounded behind me, and I turned around to face a crowd of awed teenagers.
Ray was still scowling. “It works, but it’s not safe. You have to get within attack range.” His fists clenched and unclenched at the whole idea.
“I can fix that,” volunteered Remmy.
We all looked at her.
“I can fit the device into a Conqueror deactivation pistol. Make a ray gun out of it.” She stood up to her full diminutive height, setting her shoulders and thrusting out her barely-there chin in defiance.
Nobody defied her. Personally, I was almost awed by how great a power Remmy had.
I looked up from her, and around at the crowd. “There’s only one of those guns left, but it’s here and I’m pretty sure where to find it. Does anyone know where the militia captain’s home is?”
“He’s been taken. All the important adults have been turned into meat puppets. Or disappeared,” said Aggie, peeking out from behind the second row. She held her goggles in her hands, twisting them nervously.
People yelped, and the crowd shook as someone forced their way through. A tall blonde, way too statuesque for a middle-schooler, shoved Gertrude and a boy I didn’t know aside to stand in front of me. Her skirts had been raggedly cut to her knees, and her corset left off, and her hair undone, hanging down nearly to her waist. Tear tracks covered her cheeks, and from her red eyes and cheeks they were fresh.
“I’ll take you there,” she growled. Sabrina. I recognized her. This was Donovan’s legendary fiancée, Sabrina.
“They took Donovan.” It came out in a rasp. Her fists clenched, vibrating with fury, and more tears bulged at the corners of her eyes. She stared down at the floor, and said through gritted teeth, “I threw a fit, and one of those things crawled out of a trash tube. He shoved me aside and started yelling, so it got him instead. He walked away and nobody’s seen him since. After the way I treated him, he still…”
I leaned close, and lowered my voice. “Lead us to the gun, and we’ll free him. We’ll free everyone.”
She stomped off up the stairs. Me, Ray, Claire, and Remmy rushed after her.
Sabrina made no attempt to be stealthy, but when we caught up, Claire fell in right beside her. In contrast to Sabrina’s furious trudge, Claire practically skipped…
No, she didn’t. That was her power. I tried to look everywhere but at Claire to avoid being sucked in. Like at the woman in a side hallway who stood with her hands on her hips, staring at illegible graffiti carved into the wooden wall paneling. She didn’t just have tentacles poking out of her collar. Two control squid, MY control squid, crawled across her shoulders, and another writhed in her hand.
When they’d been mine, they didn’t have little shining white eyes.
Neither they, nor the woman, reacted to us in any way. Ray, Remmy, and I crowded close behind Claire, letting her power make us invisible to Puppeteers.
Regular people saw us, but they had their own problems. We reached a door in a hallway that looked like any other to me. Sabrina grabbed the latch and shook it. Locked.
Ray gently placed his hands on her shoulders, and moved her aside, nodding his head in a brief but polite bow. Then he lifted his foot and kicked the door. The lock broke, slamming the door inward, and when it hit the inside wall, it fell off its hinges.
A middle-aged man walked out of a side room, buttoning up his shirt and shouting, “Don’t you understand? You’re free!” His visible chest, his neck, much of his head, and his forearms and the backs of his hands were all roped with fleshy red tentacles. A control squid crawled out of his collar as he yelled at us.
I didn’t even give Claire time to use her power. I pointed Archimedes at his chest. “Sleep! Sleep now! Sleep!”
He fell over like a statue, eyes closed by the time he hit the carpeted floor. The control squid curled up into a motionless ball. Another rolled out of his wrist cuff, also asleep.
We didn’t have to search for the strobe pistol. It hung on a rack over his bed below an old-fashioned tommy gun and a revolver. All mysterious, exotic weapons here.
As Remmy climbed up on the headboard to pull down the light gun, I asked, “Can you modify it while we walk? I want to get back to the dorms. I don’t want to find out they got swarmed with control squid the moment we left.”
She tucked my modified Conqueror orb under one arm and pulled out a screwdriver. “Maybe.”
“I’ll hold the parts,” Ray offered, taking the orb and holding it in front of her.
The same squid-infested woman was in the same place on the way back. Sabrina flipped her the bird as we passed.
On the steps down to the dorms, Remmy twisted a wire into place, and announced, “Got it.” She held up the newly combined strobe pistol and Conqueror orb, and they could not have been more obviously kludged together. Stiff wires fastened the orb onto the end of the gun by connecting to the golden band, and that was the only visible modification.
Things had gone quiet. At the foot of the stairs, I heard exactly one voice, a boy saying, “I know something’s up. Why won’t anyone tell me what’s going on? Do you not like freedom?”
Oh, criminy. I snatched the jury-rigged pistol out of Remmy’s hands, and raced for the school wing. Skidding around the doorway, I saw Donovan with his back to us, one fist on his hip, the other hand holding out a control squid towards a bunch of cowering teenagers.
“This is just the beginning. True freedom is coming soon,” he said, and I shot him in the back.
Pink light pulsed, firing like a machine gun. Something under his jacket writhed, and grey dust poured out. The red tendrils running up into his hair peeled and crumbled. Even the control squid he’d been holding turned into charcoal and disintegrated.
He screamed, but not very loudly at all, and fell over.
Sabrina sprinted past me, and caught him in her arms before he hit the floor. Sobbing, she curled up on the ash-covered carpet, cradling him against her chest.
I dropped down next to her. “Criminy. He’s bleeding.” I grabbed the first cloth that came to hand―Donovan’s lapels―and dabbed at the back of his neck. Sighing in relief, I called out, “It’s not bad. Just a scrape.” The control squid parasitizing him had left raw patches down his back, but nothing looked dangerous.
Donovan screwed up his face in discomfort, and peered woozily up at Sabrina. “I didn’t infect anyone else, did I?” She sobbed more loudly, and hugged him tighter.
I pushed myself back to my feet, hefting the Puppeteer killing pistol. Hardly a pistol anymore. With the heavy Conqueror orb attached, I had to hold it in both hands.
All of a sudden, I was the center of a mob. Kids crowded around me, all of them shouting.
“You did it!”
“You saved him!”
About three people hugged me at once, and one of them squealed, “Thank the stars you came back to save us.”
Gertrude lifted the makeshift gun out of my hands, staring at it. “I’ve never seen a mechanic’s work like this. How could anyone repurpose a Conqueror drone?”
Aggie stood on the other side of Sabrina from me, shaking her head. “Your power is incredible. Just incredible.”
Behind me, Remmy screamed, “ARE YOU ALL STUPID?!”
I whirled around to see Remmy march up shaking her wrench, first at Gertrude, then around at all the other kids. Her voice was raised to a high-pitched squeak. “Why are you praising her for fixing the mess she caused? She brought the Puppeteers here! She did this to Donovan! This is all her fault, and now you’re kissing her feet because she made half of one invention that isn’t evil for once?”
My stomach knotted. “Remmy―”
“SHUT UP!” she screeched, right in my face. I winced at the raw fury in her voice. “How do you do it?! Is this mind control? You destroy everything you touch, and people fight for the right to tell you how great you are!”
Claire stepped up next to us, giving Remmy a warm, sympathetic smile, face tucked down and eyes lifted. “Remmy―”
Whack. Remmy hit her in the face with her wrench, and Claire flew backward, rolling on the carpet.
I blinked. I hadn’t had time to react. I could see Ray out of the corner of my eye, and neither had he. We’d been slowed down by Claire’s power.
The wrench jabbed me in the chest, not as violently as she had hit Claire, but it still hurt. Remmy’s face had turned red, shading to purple as she yelled, “I’m not stupid! I heard her talking about clouding people’s minds! You drove Thompson crazy for that spear. Every time you walk into a room, Calvin stops being himself!”
She drew back the wrench, but she didn’t have Claire’s power to distract us now. Ray caught her arms, and as she kicked and screamed incoherently dragged her over to a small door, out of place among the schoolroom doorways. It turned out to be a bathroom, and he threw her inside and held it shut.
Rubbing her cheek, Claire arrived with little metal sticks that must be lock picks. She fiddled them inside the lock, and when it clicked, jammed them into the hole and left them.
“Are you alright?” I asked over Remmy’s muffled yelling and the banging on the door.
She rubbed some more at the bruise forming on her cheek, albeit gingerly. “I’m fine. Lesson one I got from Mom was how to roll with a punch. You can’t cloud all of the people all of the time.”
She actually chuckled. “Five will get you ten I heal in less than an hour. My power won’t let anything happen to this pretty face.”
I took a deep breath. As disturbing as that had been, a lot of people were depending on us right now. Turning to the kids, I commanded, “Barricade yourselves in! We’ll try to clear out anything that tries to get to you, but there’s no telling how many Puppeteers there are, or how long it will take to kill them all. But I promise you this.” I lifted up the gun in both hands. “We will kill them all.”
I resisted the urge to laugh maniacally. I was trying to sound like a hero, not a villain, and frankly I didn’t feel it, not with Remmy locked up and raging against me. A laugh would just have been habit.
Posturing wasn’t any fun, either. I turned around without another word, and headed back through the atrium. Poking my head into the dorm hallways, I shot the housemothers first. Only two of them turned out to have parasites. The others just stammered, “Oh―I―Uh―You children―I’m being informed―” and so on. They were still getting messages to forgive everyone for everything.
I stomped up the stairs, making for the last Puppeteer I’d seen, the woman at the intersection. With Claire’s power turned off, as soon as she saw me, she pointed and asked, “Did you do this?”
I held down the trigger and rolled the pink, pulsing beam up and down her. I needn’t have bothered. The first few flashes killed the control squid crawling over her arms, and she fell down in a faint.
The victory felt hollow. Looking back at Claire, I asked her, “What just happened?” My voice sounded just a teensy bit raw.
Claire gave me a sad half-smile, and leaned forward to touch her forehead to mine. “She’s jealous of you. Didn’t you know?”
“Why would she be jealous of me?”
Claire stepped back, but she still kept her face tilted down, a hint of tease warming her smile. “Bad Penny is impressive. You build Tier 3 inventions like they’re baubles, and they look cool. All you have to do is use your power, and you’re the center of attention.”
This made so little sense I gave Ray a pleading look. He nodded emphatically, up and down.
Okay, fine, then. My heart ached at losing a friend I liked as much as Remmy to something I couldn’t control, but the pain would have to wait.
We found the militia captain in front of his quarters, with four other soldiers. They didn’t carry any normal weapons. Instead, they stood in the center of a swarm of control squid, dozens of them. How fast did these things breed?
I couldn’t answer that, but I found out how fast they died. I had to wave the beam around, but after a few seconds, the floor was covered in black powder and all five men lay groaning on the floor. Red stripes stained their clothes. They would have serious scabs tomorrow, especially the captain.
“That had to be most of them,” said Ray.
I shook my head. “We can’t take that chance. We need to gather them into one place. Come on.”
We tromped through mostly deserted hallways, and when I saw some people peeking out of doors, I called out, “Hide in your rooms! The Inscrutable Machine has come to deal with your Puppeteer problem. Someone will sound an all clear when they’re dead.”
That did the trick. Doors closed wherever we passed.
Another infested man, whose jacketless undershirt showed off the bulging tentacles on top of his already bulging muscles, had time to say “What are―” before I burned his parasites away. We left him at the bottom of the stairs as we headed down the metal service hallway to the pneumatic room.
It wasn’t as bad as the one on Europa, but all the automatons pulsed with red flesh, which led in tendrils to a cyst growing in the corner. The sheer mass of red goo took a few seconds for the pistol to degrade, and then I swept the pink beam over the automatons. They froze up, choked with crumbs and dust, but I didn’t need them.
I did need the one I’d left intact and infested up against one wall. I pointed Archimedes at her instead. “Announce this. ‘Slavery to aliens is not freedom. I defy you all, and if you want to do anything about it, you’ll find me on the top deck at the main staircase.”
I jerked my head at my teammates. “Let’s hurry. I’d like to get there before they do.”
We didn’t succeed. We jogged up the market passage only to see about a dozen men and women with a couple dozen more control squid clinging to them standing in a group at the foot of the stairs.
Suckers. They didn’t know what hit them. I made extra sure to play the pink decontamination beam around the floor first, so none of the squid could escape.
Things got quiet. Very, very quiet.
I looked around. I looked at Ray and Claire. Every uninfected citizen was hiding, and the formerly parasitized lay in an unconscious heap by the stairs.
A scream rang down the hallway, not of pain or fear, but anger. White light flashed, hurting my eyes, and I squinted to see flames roaring up a hall and across a ceiling. In their glare, a small, dark figure stepped out of a side hallway. It carried something heavy under one arm, and had pigtails down to its waist that swayed as it walked.
Ray grabbed me by the arm and yanked me into a shop as Remmy fired another blaze of white fire down the hallway. Claire had been smart enough to dodge by herself.
That would have killed us. Dead. No question.
Above the distant crackle of flames, Remmy yelled, “Keep the gun! I don’t want anything you’ve made! I’ll save this station by myself, and the first thing I’ll save it from is you!”
Tesla’s Tingly Dishwashing Detergent. Remmy had lost it.
I risked a peek. She walked up the corridor towards us, pigtails dancing in the hot breeze and face covered in tears. Under one arm she held a trashcan sized gatling of fastened-together flame guns. It looked like she’d taken it off one of those security walkers we’d faced before, and rigged it for manual fire. On her other arm she’d tied an aetheric rotor like a shield.
Ray leaned around me, and heaved a typewriter at her. With his strength, it flew as fast as a baseball. I only had time to squeak, “What do―” before it hit.
Remmy didn’t try to dodge. She raised the rotor arm, and the propeller span in a blur, kicking off lightning. The typewriter hit that and just… disappeared.
I had a less physical weapon. I closed my eyes so that Archimedes could aim through his own from my shoulder. In all the red and green and yellow, Remmy’s shield was an oval of pure black. Criminy.
It wouldn’t help her. I shouted, “Sleep!” and Archimedes meowed, and Remmy fell over on her face. The propeller, thankfully, stopped spinning.
First, we had to disarm her before she woke up. Then what would we do? I didn’t know. I scrambled down a hallway that smelled like smoke to Remmy’s unconscious body. The fires her gun lit had already gone out. There wasn’t enough wood in the paneling, and it burned too fast. A few spots of carpet glowed orange, but that was it.
She looked so small and harmless, lying on her stomach on the floor. How had I alienated her so much?
I had to be practical first. I had to get those weapons off her and stop her killing me before we could make up. Especially the shield.
I gave it a tug, and Remmy rolled, yanking me down. My vision juggled as I hit the floor, and I felt the barrels of Remmy’s flame gun press into my stomach before I clearly saw her face above mine, teeth clenched and dripping tears.
She’d suckered me. I’d been so torn up I fell for it. I didn’t even feel stupid. I just felt bad for her.
“Tell me what you’ve done to my brother and how to fix it, or I’ll give you a stomach full of molten sulfur,” she hissed.
Ray and Claire stood a dozen feet away. Even with Ray’s speed, they didn’t dare do anything. Firing Archimedes would take too long.
I had one weapon left, one Remmy wouldn’t notice. One of my arms lay by my side. I slipped one of my two remaining cursed pennies out of my pocket, and flicked it upwards. It stuck to her shirt below the corset.
Remmy grabbed the front of my jumpsuit with her shield hand, and started shaking me. “What did you do? You’re in this with the witch, aren’t you? She gets a vision that we should go to the asteroid belt, you show up, and he won’t talk to me anymore! All he cares about is how you’re supposedly going to free everyone! Does this place look free?”
Her voice rose, getting more and more hysterical. The arm holding the flame gun slumped as she paid attention to shaking me around. Criminy, she was strong.
Not strong enough to stop me from jabbing my head forward, smacking her in the face with my forehead.
OW! Ouch ouch ouch! How did anybody do that? My head felt like it would split, but my belly didn’t catch fire. I’d caught her completely off guard.
I managed to open my eyes from the agonized wince to see Ray holding Remmy’s hands behind her back. I focused Archimedes, and commanded, “Sleep. Sleep, Remington Fawkes. Sleep deeply and quietly. Sleep. Sleep for hours. And please, feel better.”
She’d resisted one command long enough to play dead. Despite her fury, and under the influence of my penny, she couldn’t stand up to being hit by Archimedes so many times. She slumped in Ray’s arms. I looked at her through Archimedes just to be sure. The yellow of her superpower looked subdued, and blue moved slowly through a sea of green, two shades of green swirling around each other. Did that mean she was asleep? It would do.
First I pulled her space-destroying shield off her arm and flung it as far as I could down the hallway. Then I tried to drag her flame gun away, gave up, and kicked it so it rolled a few feet.
I lifted my goggles and rubbed my eyes. Weak and hoarse, I said, “We have to go tell Calvin. He’ll need to know.”
Claire sat down on the main steps, arms crossed over her knees. “Penny, the first chance we get, we go home. I haven’t updated my Twitter accounts in days.”
Bwa?
With great effort, I kept that from being what came out of my mouth, but couldn’t stop the next thought from escaping. “Accounts plural?”
Ray started smirking. “E-Claire has six Twitter accounts, all claiming the others are fakes.”
Claire puffed out her chest proudly, face held as regally high as a lioness’. “And I only run two of them.”
I filled in sarcastically, “…but if they both stop posting at the same time, the game falls apart. Yeah, yeah. I’ll add that to the million of reasons we need to tell Calvin where his sister is, pat him on the back, and blow this popsicle stand.”
Claire grinned at me, and I yanked her up off the steps and gave her a hug. Yes, well done, tension defused. It could be surprisingly great having friends who knew how to push my buttons.
“Would you guard Remmy with this until she wakes up? She’ll finish cleaning out Callisto.”
I turned my head around to see Ray handing the Death-To-Puppeteers Beam to Sabrina. She crouched next to Remmy’s unconscious body, teeth clenched. If only we could do for her what Claire had just done for me.
She growled, “We’ll clean out Callisto, alright. I’ve had enough of living in terror of Puppeteers. We all have.”
Maybe we had given her what she needed―a weapon for revenge. Closure.
A momentary image of Claire tweeting affronted, contradictory messages at herself for a public audience brought my smile back, and let me focus on business.
“I’d rather tell Calvin I knocked his sister cold than risk her outsmarting us on the way to Europa. Let’s get moving.”








hat left a problem, of course.
“How are we going to get home?” I looked up at the glowing ceiling of Calvin’s spaceship. Neither the ceiling, the glow, nor even the ineffable forces of the cosmos answered me.
Claire breezed past me towards the cockpit. “I’ll drive.”
“Why you?” Wait, shut up, Penny. You’ve got a goose-egg on your forehead and your heart aches. You don’t want to drive!
Fortunately, Claire had her answer ready. “Artificially enhanced super reflexes, I’ve been watching Remmy, and I play more flight simulators than you do.”
Relieved to be relieved of duty, I sank down in a chair and closed my eyes. The ship lurched, pulling me down for a second, but that meant we were airborne. Or spaceborne.
I only felt a gentle tug to one side as we accelerated. Claire was getting the hang of the system. I peeked enough to see the wall towards the back of the ship brighten. Evidence for my theory that Remmy used the push of aetheric rotors to disguise the pull of engine thrust.
“Any guesses how I find Europa station?” Claire called out.
Ray’s voice headed in her direction. “That trackball device measures distances to target. We’ll have to be close to aim it, but that won’t be hard. Europa is the white spot over there.”
“The moons must be close together right now. Handy.”
Awhile later, “We’re about halfway there. Reverse thrust.”
“Oh, right.”
I lurched from side to side, and forward and back, like I was riding in a car dealing with particularly difficult traffic. That smoothed out again after a minute.
A loud clang woke me up, bouncing me up in my seat. Had I put the seatbelts on myself? I was wearing them now. The whole ship vibrated for a few seconds.
Her voice shakier than the ship, Claire announced, “We’re docked.”
I opened my eyes as Ray entered the room, worked the lever and wheel to unlock and descend the ramp. Claire arrived several seconds later, leaning against the doorframe.
She took a couple of deep breaths, giving me a muzzy grimace. “Flying one of these is easy. Landing is not. I’ll spare you how many times I thought we were going to crash.”
Unfastening my seatbelt, I stood up, stretched, and petted Archimedes. “Take a break. We’ll be back here as soon as we find Calvin and Juno. We haven’t been gone that long. Ray, you wake him up, and I’ll wake her.”
Even coming down from a case of nerves, that made Claire grin wickedly. “I’m pretty sure they’ll be together, and you’ll be more than a little embarrassed when you find out why.”
I ignored the Jaded Lutra act. Ray agreeing to behave had just opened the door for Claire to take over supplying innuendo. Instead of blushing or delivering a devastating riposte, I squeezed my eyes shut and took advantage of Archimedes’ ability to see through walls.
“They’re nowhere near each other,” I reported smugly. “Calvin is… I think he’s on the top level market, down by the bulkhead seals. Juno is in the dormitories, and she is way more powerful than I thought.” Calvin was a distant green man shape. I couldn’t see Juno specifically, just a misty white blob that filled the area she was in. I had to assume she’d be smack dab in the middle of that cloud.
The real reason I was so happy Calvin and Juno weren’t together was cowardice. Let Ray be the one to tell Calvin what happened to his sister!
Ray gave me an encouraging fist bump to the shoulder when we reached the bottom of the ramp. “You’ve done everything you set out to do. Even if Remmy never forgives you, she’ll have a happier life because you met. All you have to think of now is the best way to get us home, and if Harvey can talk to you through Archimedes, that won’t take long.”
I flashed him a weak grin. He reached out and flicked his thumb down the bridge of my nose. “So remember, young miss, when going into space, always bring along your psychic cat.”
I went “Pffft,” at him.
We parted ways in the wrecked marketplace. After just having visited Callisto, the identical layouts felt creepy. I found my way down to the dormitories with ease, but where in these hundreds of rooms was Juno?
Archimedes Vision didn’t help much. I was walking through fog. Okay, that splotch of green and yellow and blue and purple had to be her.
This was the far dormitory from the one we’d slept in, but still much closer than I’d expected to see Juno. Of course, if her power was this spread out, she must not be asleep. These little rooms and deserted hallways provided a lot of peace and quiet to… do… space witch stuff. Worship Jovians?
A quick blink confirmed my direction. I stopped in front of door 43 in Dorm A, and knocked on the door. “Juno?”
No answer. Archimedes wriggled and mewed, agitated. I hadn’t made him do that.
I knocked louder. Still nothing.
Well, time to be rude. I pressed the latch and opened the door enough to peek in.
My throat tightened, strangling a scream. A teenage boy lay on the floor, not even on the bed. He was emaciated, stripped down to his boxers and covered in tendrils of red flesh. Control squid crawled languidly over his skin, and as I watched, a fleshy red bulge on his shoulder shook, split, and a damp, freshly hatched squid climbed out.
My heart raced. Grabbing Archimedes in both hands, I yelled down at the monsters, “Sleep! No, die! Die, all of you! Curl up and die! And let him go!”
They did curl up, and the white lights in their eyes went out, but they didn’t turn grey. The one that had taken over the boy didn’t move.
He looked familiar. Wasn’t this the kid who gave Remmy a hard time back on Callisto?
Criminy, this was a little too much even for revenge. No, no way Remmy knew about this.
But Juno was nearby, probably right across the hall, and the eyes of the squid glowed white. Like they’d glowed white on Callisto.
No way.
I walked Archimedes down to my arm, and checked my pocket for my last remaining cursed coin. Only one door on the opposite wall was closed, and that was where the white glowed brightest.
I shut the breeding room behind me. The last thing I wanted was those monsters sneaking up from behind.
My head felt light from shock. I tried to focus. This would require all the strength I could muster.
I crossed the hall, pressed the latch, and opened the door to Juno’s room.
Not that she was sleeping in it. She floated in the center, legs crossed, hands in her lap. Even with her eyes closed, a white jellyfish shape with bloated tentacles floated around her. It wasn’t entirely visible, but the white light it shone on every surface gave off flashing hints of its outline.
“What are you doing?” I managed not to scream it at her, but only just.
Quiet and tranquil, her voice merely hinted apology. “Regrettably, you already know.”
So, it was true. My grip on my anger failed, and it boiled up inside me. “So this is your idea of freeing the rotors from the automatons? By mind controlling anyone who disagrees with you?!” Criminy, did I sound screechy.
She smiled. I’d met a lot of villains. Several were my friends. I couldn’t recall ever seeing such a peaceful, smug, evil expression. “No, child. This was the first step of freeing the Jovians from our prison. Through me, we would have had a thousand flesh and blood hands that could wield tools and weapons. I had hoped to keep you usefully ignorant, but the truth is, you are obsolete. You have brought us the key to the Puppeteers’ gate, and we need nothing else.”
Pointing Archimedes right at her face, I snarled, “Shut up and die.” I didn’t yell, but Archimedes did, his howl venting my anger and disgust.
Juno flinched, and stumbled. It wasn’t enough to knock her out, but she had to stand on her own feet, and her hiss no longer sounded tranquil at all. “You dare to fight us with our own power?”
And here I thought I was a melodramatic villain.
She didn’t have to issue commands. The light in the room flashed, and I got the impression of tentacles stabbing at me. My head hurt. My back went stiff.
Archimedes made an ugly sound, like a buzzsaw biting into a nail. I pushed the pain aside, even though I had to clench my teeth and squint. “You hurt. Suffer. Burn!”
My voice might be muffled, but that only let me focus my hatred. I swung it at her like a sledgehammer, and it was her turn to stiffen.
I pressed my advantage. “Give up! Surrender! Let go! It’s over, Juno!”
The commands slid off her, the invisible tentacles flickering like stuttering fluorescent lights. Archimedes’ scream drove them off, but my knees shuddered.
I wasn’t nearly done, and neither was she. That was fine. With all this shouting, backup would arrive shortly. I didn’t have to win, just keep her occupied.
Juno’s smile came back, tight and mean. Her lips barely moved. “You can’t keep up this anger, human child. Soon, it will turn against you. You call yourself a villain, and part of you wants to open the gate yourself, watch humanity kneel in their multitudes to the will of the Jovians, and laugh at the destruction you have caused.”
The temptation speech? Really? Except… she was right. It would be so much fun, standing atop a stone arch on a blasted moon of Jupiter, and unleashing a flood of monsters out into space.
A twinge of guilt plucked at me, then disappeared under a tidal wave of fury. What kind of person did she think I was? Just because I liked playing supervillain, I would feed humanity to her?!
“Shut! Up! You! Evil! Two! Dimensional! Puppet!” I bellowed at her. Archimedes meowed over and over, and I lost track of what I was attacking her with. My words hit her like fists, knocking her backwards.
Actually like fists. Her body recoiled from the impact, not from emotion. Archimedes was telekinetic.
Tesla’s Magnetic Monocle, I wish I’d known that sooner.
I knew it now. Yelling wordlessly, I hit her with my anger as hard as I could, but now she was prepared and the flickering, almost-there tentacles pushed my attacks aside.
Fine. I grabbed the bed behind her and threw it at her.
The attack was far from perfect. I couldn’t feel what I was trying to grip, or aim, and the bed merely skidded sharply across the floor. It still knocked her legs out from under her.
I stuck my hand in my pocket and grabbed my last remaining cursed penny. If I threw it at her before she got back up, her defenses would be broken and I could finish this.
Close footsteps. Calvin stepped into the doorway next to me.
I might not need the penny after all. “Calvin, do you know what this thing has been using your revolution to cover up?”
The second it took me to realize he might not care was a second I didn’t have. Calvin grabbed Archimedes’ neck in one hand, pulling him upwards. As Juno rolled back upright, Calvin’s other hand closed on Archimedes’ tail, yanking it off my neck.
Ow, Ow, Ow, Ow!
“Sleep,” said Juno.
I slept.








woke up in a tiny, dark room. The cracks around the edges of the door let in just enough light to create hints of shadow, and with my back to the wall, my feet almost touched the door itself.
My head hurt. My neck hurt. The back of my neck stung horribly. I reached around and brushed my fingers over my spine. Would I know blood if I felt it? Maybe not, but I felt a scab clearly.
At least Mom wouldn’t suspect that was a hickey.
I lifted my knees, laid my head on them, and wrapped my arms around my legs. She wouldn’t get the chance. I had messed up. Badly. I would die out here, and so would Ray and Claire. This wasn’t Earth, and nobody worried about rules here.
I couldn’t give up. Was there anything I could do? I had my jumpsuit. I had my goggles and my hair bows. I reached into my pocket, and yes, I still had my one cursed penny. I checked my wrist…
The Machine wasn’t there. They’d taken the Machine. Cold crept into me, an unbearable aloneness I couldn’t remember feeling before. What was worse, dying out here in this empty closet, or losing the Machine forever?
No, what was really worst of all was that I’d asked for this. I had fallen into my own trap. I’d beaten adults at their own game by letting them underestimate me because I was a child. They thought they were toying with me, and I’d been serious and careful and thought before I acted.
Then someone dangled a chance to play hooky in front of me, and I acted like the self-centered delinquent I’d always tried not to be. Ray and Claire relied on me not to drag them into needless messes like this. I hadn’t taken school seriously. I hadn’t taken space seriously. Then I hadn’t taken Juno and Calvin seriously. So much for Ray and Claire relying on me not to drag them into needless messes.
So stupid. Not stupid. Willfully blind. Who cared what adults did? I always rolled over adults. I’d spent all my time trying to make friends, or playing tourist, or showing off, and ignored the threat right in front of me. Juno hadn’t even been subtle. She’d praised me for making the control squid. She talked endlessly about freedom without saying who she intended to free. Mind control powers had made her a lousy liar, but I’d missed her hints anyway, because I didn’t want to look. Claire had warned me, and even Remmy talked about how something was wrong with her brother.
I’d even watched him turn from concerned space cowboy to revolutionary zealot when she entered the room, and didn’t care because they were adults and adults were no threat.
Misery weighed on me like bags of concrete, crushing me down. My heart hurt worse than my neck or my head. My superpower stayed silent. I couldn’t get out. If I did, I had no way home. I was going to die here, and Ray and Claire along with me.
I was never going to see Mom or Dad again. No watching Mom flip pancakes onto plates without looking. No counting up how much Dad owed the Pumpkin jar.
How long had I been here? Where was I? I’d heard no footsteps. The air smelled different than Europa’s. I was on a spaceship, alone.
A thought I’d been trying not to have broke through. Something was horribly, horribly wrong with my superpower. It loved Puppeteer technology, and took to creating monsters and weapons like a six year old took to candy. Had it been leading me here all along?
Now I was crying. I sniffled, looked up, and nearly jumped out of my skin.
Harvey stood leaning against the wall next to me.
Or… oh, yuck. He was attached to the wall. This was no man-sized rabbit. He looked like a mummy, crossed arms and everything, carved out of red chitin. Atop his blobby head, two fat antennae twitched. It was still, unmistakably, Harvey.
His stuffy and professorial voice hadn’t changed, although I’d never heard it so clearly. “Yes, this is what I look like. There are a number of truths about me Juliet refuses to see.”
“You’re a Puppeteer,” I croaked.
He hesitated before answering. He had no expression, nothing to express with besides those waving, earlike feelers. He could still sound reluctant and sad. “I am the ganglia designed to research methods of civilizing the human race. That is the closest thing to the Puppeteers you imagine that exists.”
I almost wished despair had driven me mad, but I knew Harvey existed, and nothing I saw or heard now was really a surprise.
That didn’t mean I had any desire to talk to a Puppeteer. “What do you want?”
“I need your help to save Juliet.”
I glared up at him with eyes hot and sore from crying. “Okay. I’m listening.”
“She won’t leave while I’m in danger. The Jovian relay is coming for me. I am too self-aware for her to override at range, but if she touches me, she will control me, and through me, all of the biotools left in your solar system. That includes your vehicle, and the implants I added to Juliet before I turned to evil.”
I massaged my nose. It hurt, and I wasn’t in any condition to make sense of this conversation.
It was better than sitting in the dark and starving to death, however.
With a sigh, I gave in and asked, “You mutated her before you turned evil?”
Harvey’s voice started to shake. “I have had a hundred years to have this argument with myself, and with Juliet. No matter how much you fight this truth, yes, I am evil. Broken. Insane. I value individuals more than the group. I let your race fester in barbarism for a hundred years, and sabotaged the next attempt to civilize you when we noticed you activating the gate on Jupiter’s moon. I risked my life, her life, everyone’s lives by revealing myself to the Jovian relay and luring it to the outpost in the asteroid belt. I had to set Juliet free, and I couldn’t do it alone. I’d waited a century just for that chance, distracting my equally defective partner from experimenting on her and managing her memories to minimize despair.”
Criminy. A century he’d also spent waiting for a chance to confess, apparently. If the ‘civilized’ idea of good was that individuals aren’t worth saving, thank goodness Harvey was evil. I tried to drag the conversation back on track. “Why would you need my help? The Conquerors are gone. I’ve been to Io Alpha. You have an army of bioweapons ready to unleash on Juno, and anyone else you feel like.”
“I have no weapons.” He suddenly sounded offended, words stiff and sharp.
“I fought them!”
“You fought scavengers. Cleaners. Brooms. You fought brooms. I am a tool created by the civilized races, and by definition, civilization has no warriors or weapons. We are willing to die in any number to help others, but to even desire weapons is barbaric.” His antennae vibrated all over the place, and his voice had gone back to shaking. I was really touching a nerve. No pun intended.
I didn’t have the strength to argue with him. Laying my face on my knees again, I said, “I can’t help you. I was stupid, and she’s already defeated me. I’m surprised she left me alive.”
“You remind Calvin Fawkes too much of his little sister. He resisted killing a female and a child. Killing a female child like his sister was too much. So much of the Jovian control signal was required simply to keep him from rebelling and attacking the relay, I was able to eavesdrop on the conversation. She pacified him by marooning you instead.”
I shrugged my shoulders. “I’m still marooned.”
“I will save you, and then you will save me, which will save Juliet.”
Could he really save me? I lifted my head, and rubbed my sniffly nose. He had my attention, but… I’d done too much wrong already. “Why Juliet?”
Hushed and haunted, he answered, “I don’t know. When I studied her to find the subtlest way of removing her selfishness so that she and your whole race could learn to love others above themselves, I discovered I valued that selfishness too much to destroy it. When my partner studied your anomalously enhanced doctors, he became addicted to their weapon experiments. Perhaps humans are diseased. Perhaps these are excuses for my own failures. Perhaps Juliet is truly as exceptional as my feelings say.”
Great. Truly star-crossed lovers. I lifted a hand and flapped it weakly. “You have a deal. Save me, and I’ll save you. I don’t know if you’re evil, but I know Juno is.”
“Thank you.” Harvey’s feelers hung limp. “She must not take control of me, and she must not open the gate. The civilized races are watching it now. They will know the Conquerors are gone. If you have to kill me to stop either of these events, so be it.”
I squinted up at him. “You don’t like yourself very much, do you?”
“No. Juliet does, and I don’t know why.”
With those words, he faded away, leaving me in the dark.
About ten seconds after that, tops, Ray ripped the handle off the door, then the door out of the frame. He threw it down, yanked me off my feet, and hugged me until my ribs creaked.
I couldn’t possibly hurt him, which meant I could squeeze as hard as I possibly could and not worry about it.
He deserved a kiss, but that would cheapen the moment. I hugged him, and hugged him, until eventually he put me down again.
Taking off his mask, he whispered guiltily, “I’m so sorry I took this long. I fell for the dumbest trap in the book. Calvin walked out the door in front of me and sealed me in. It was one of those air hatches, and I couldn’t break it down. By the time I got out through the back wall with his tools, you were gone. When I tried looking around with Archimedes… Harvey talked to me.”
“And sent you here,” I filled in.
“Here.” Ray handed me a box. I pulled Archimedes out and curled him around my neck. I tucked Vera―with one more tap to make sure I still couldn’t wake her up―into a pouch. And, with a shiver of joy, I wrapped the Machine around my wrist. When he clicked into place, I felt like me again.
Once more, mad scientist = crazy cat lady.
Dread crept up into Ray’s face, and my joy faltered. What horrible thing was he not telling me?
Closing his eyes, he whispered, “I still don’t know where Claire is.”
“I do. Juno has taken her to Kalyke. Claire’s power confuses Puppeteers. Juno thinks she can walk right up to Harvey and take over the moon, the gate, Jupiter, maybe the solar system.”
Ray grabbed my shoulders, and hauled me in for another hug. This one wasn’t as tight, but I could feel him shaking. His voice cracked. “I am… going… to hurt her.”
I pulled away carefully, and swatted him on the chest with the back of my hand. I had to go back to being the person who wouldn’t have gotten us into this mess. “We don’t kill people, even out in space where there are no rules. We’ll find some other way to make her regret this.”
And he grinned, and it was wonderful. Grabbing my hand, he dragged me through a tight wood-paneled hall, down some stairs into another tight, wood-paneled hall, and up to a clumsy airlock with two wheeled hatches. Both stood open, because on the other side…
…was the creepy scarlet interior of the Red Herring, and Juliet grinning nervously and fiddling with her blotchy black-and-white hair.
I could make one exception to my hatred and distrust of Puppeteer tech. Charging through the airlock, I threw myself onto Juliet in a hug that at least was at the bottom of the same league as the one I’d given Ray.
She held me much more gently, and looked me in the eyes. Well, her front pair of eyes looked me in the eyes. “I wish that we had leisure for me to tell you all the wonders I’ve seen. Instead, I… you have given me far too much already, but please, Penelope, will you save Harvey for me?”
“I’ve already agreed,” I assured her, and she gave me her ugly, adorable crooked grin. Looking up into it made me giggle, despite my terrible day.
Then a thought clicked into place in my head. I looked around the Red Herring, and out at the starscape through its giant monitor eye. “Wait. Harvey, you said that you’d help me if I helped you, but you must have sent Ray and Juliet to save me hours ago.”
Juliet looked curiously past me at the wall. I followed her gaze, and didn’t see anything, but I heard Harvey’s voice. “I would have saved you anyway. I told you, I am evil, and value individuals more than what they can do for the group.”
I smirked. “Yeah, well, same here. I’m going to save you and take down Juno no matter what. I set this in motion, and I have to stop it.”








ou know what I wanted? What I really, really wanted in the bottom of my soul? To not smell like sweat. I wanted it so bad that I strangled down the chilling fear I felt stepping into the Red Herring’s bathroom, and mostly succeeded in not screaming when it grabbed hold of me.
Facing my fear was so worth it. I staggered out fresh, clean, with silky dry hair and neatly tied ribbons, and ready to save the world. Any world. I had several to choose from.
Penelope’s Log: never play hooky. You will end up locked in a closet in the icy depths of space totally stinky and wearing armor that hasn’t been washed in days.
Giving my braids an extra flip, I walked up the space fish to the control deck. I was just in time to watch us approach Kalyke, which on the monitor looked like a giant, lopsided ball of red putty.
“Is all of that Puppeteer flesh?” I asked, morbidly fascinated.
“Uh huh. Its proper name, according to Harvey, is ‘bio-medium.’ I have personally argued that it cannot have a proper name, since he is translating into English from a completely alien language regardless. Oh, and there is quite a large rock underneath, of course.” Juliet made a show of flicking her hooved fingers across the monitor as if that were helping pilot us. I knew quite well she would fly this thing through the soles of her feet.
I resisted the urge to look at Juliet’s feet. I didn’t want to know how mutated they were, or how connected to the Red Herring.
Instead, I returned to the thought at hand. That was a whole lot of goo. “And that all came through the gate?”
Harvey’s voice answered this time. “As did humanity. As did the race that built the gate. As will the Jovians, if Juno reaches me. They are a race so used to relying on bio-control signals―”
“I still believe ‘animal magnetism’ is both better sounding and more accurate,” interjected Juliet.
“―that they view all other life as tools. Your intelligence is an unnecessary attachment to be pruned, like pulling the stem off an apple. They are the ones you should have called Puppeteers.” Harvey sounded pretty disgusted.
Ray had his head cocked. So, this wasn’t a voice in my brain. I glanced at the monitor in time to see us land.
I jumped, not because we landed with any kind of shock, but because the asteroid was so small. Even Ceres had a horizon. Yes, this was a really big rock, but, like, airport big. Not moon big.
The actual touchdown was so gentle, I had to wait a couple of seconds to be sure we’d landed. Half the moon’s surface was a big mouthlike crater. From the inside, it was obviously a hangar.
Trying not to think about what an idiot I’d look like if we left our spacesuits behind on Europa, I pointed at the gill slit airlock. “Is there an atmosphere out there?”
“And gravity, both provided by the race that built the gate. Their preferences are so close to Earth’s levels that the difference is negligible,” said Harvey.
Juliet held out both hands. The wall spat a pencil into one, and a small, tied-up pack of papers into the other. “Perhaps the gates are here because the Earth and its solar system suited their needs?”
I grunted. “I wish we had time to discuss it.” Raising an arm, I pulled my goggles into place while Archimedes climbed my arm into firing position.
Ray stepped up next to me in front of the airlock. His hand caught mine, and gave it a squeeze. If only I had time to blush about that. He was also unusually all business, asking with an entirely sober frown, “Do we have a plan?” That arch in his voice suggested we needed one, badly.
Fortunately, I agreed. “We do. Archimedes and I can psychically fight her to a standstill, so we double-team her. Whoever knocks her down, we hit her with a cursed penny. That will destroy her defenses, and I’ll use Archimedes to knock her out. And then…” I took a deep breath. “Harvey uses his surgical skills to remove her psychic powers. Once she’s no longer a conduit for the Jovians, she’s not our problem anymore.”
The Red Herring’s monitor eye turned, showing me Calvin’s ship landed at the other end of the hangar. Harvey said, “Please hurry. She is already inside the tunnel system.”
Ray and I stepped out into the red-shelled crater, and I gave his hand one more squeeze. “We’re coming for you, Claire.” Then I let go and tried to think about business and not giggle.
A dash of guilt should do. I had something I didn’t want to say out loud. If we kept Juno so busy she lost her grip on Claire, we’d have the fight in the bag. Claire was the crown royal princess of sucker punches and surprise attacks.
A crack formed in the ground at our feet. It led off towards one wall. Being friends with the sentient moon Juno was invading would make this a whole lot simpler.
We followed, and I looked back to see the crack seal up behind us.
I had to fight the urge to run. When we caught up with Juno, I would need to be at full strength. We followed Harvey’s trail into a corridor, and the deeper we got, the more I looked around in surprise. It really was a corridor! I’d expected perfectly round tunnels, with all kinds of bulging cysts and dripping mucus and breathing vents and stuff like that. Nope. The walls might be made of red chitin and the corners rounded, but this man-sized, squared off hallway was downright boring.
“How big a lead does she have?” I asked the walls.
The shell split into a face, with bubble eyes and a jagged, beaked mouth. “Difficult to say. The perfect organism is too distracting. I get lost admiring how she freely touches and reacts to all life around her, how her body adapts to―”
“Focus, Harvey!” I barked. Criminy, Claire’s power really did a number on him.
A new face opened up ahead of us, replacing the one we’d left behind. “I can deny her nothing. If I segregate my senses from my abstract reason, I know that the Jovian relay must be physically close to her. I would not block the perfect organism from wherever she wants to go, but I am encouraging her to take longer, more interesting paths.”
“It’s not all blank, straight corridors, huh?” I grinned despite the gravity of the situation.
My grin disappeared as the hallway in front of me buckled, chitinous shards stabbing inward. I drew myself up short and squeaked, “Sorry! Sorry! You don’t have to take it personally!”
The ceiling, walls, and floor smoothed out, leaving only a network of cracks. Suddenly distant, Harvey said, “I apologize. A pain reaction. Human vehicles have arrived. They have fired incendiary projectiles at the surface. One vehicle is landing. Another is chasing Juliet and the Red Herring, but they have no realistic chance of catching her.”
I groaned. Tesla’s Nine Engineering Degrees!
Ray grimaced, too, tugging down the brim of his hat. “Collateral damage. Bystander casualties.”
I groaned louder, throwing in some exasperated ‘arrrg!’ “Do we have time to go back?”
Harvey’s voice echoed out of several different cracks in the damaged walls. None of them quite kept the same rhythm, making the words sound slurred. “I am indulging the guilty pleasure of luring the perfect specimen through the respiratory tunnels. The effect of the wind―”
I rolled my eyes. Even alien boys were all the same! “Right, right. Give in to temptation. Run with that as long as you can. We’ll… I don’t know. We’d better figure something out fast.”
Turning around confronted me with more cracked walls and floors. The only part of the corridor that hadn’t convulsed and turned into a sharp-edged death trap was the bit Ray and I had stood in. Not only was it nice not to be punctured, it was sweet of Harvey to protect us even while being shot.
At least, we weren’t that far. It took, what, a couple of minutes to get back to the landing crater? We ended up back in the same in the doorway, looking out and up on a huge, fat Rotor spaceship. Their ships looked a lot like their space stations, bloated boats with biplane wings and propellers. People crowded around a huge exit ramp.
Someone saw us. I knew this, because the white spots of flame guns shot out at us.
“Have you lost your minds? We’re human! Stop shooting!” I yelled at the top of my lungs.
“Bad Penny?” The shooting stopped.
Ray and I ran closer. A bunch of Rotors, men and women, were setting up barricades, sitting atop security platforms that had been jury-rigged to copy Remmy’s, watching the walls and floor with guns pointed everywhere, and unloading barrels with big flame stamps and ‘DANGER’ painted on them.
The presence of those last did not make me happy.
I slowed down when we were close enough to have at least a shouted conversation. “What are you doing here? This place is dangerous! Go home!”
One of the walkers stomped up to the metal sawhorses marking the barricade. It crouched down, and on its back, Sabrina lifted her goggles to shout back, “No! Not again! We’re not going to cower in our homes anymore hoping the Puppeteers have forgotten us. We represent all the remaining human colonies, and we’re going to burn out the entire infestation. We’ll burn this place down to the rock, and take back the gate to Earth so no monsters can ever come through again!”
This got a scream of approval from all the adults. In the back, a couple of dozen guards protected a walker loaded with bombs, which headed for the far side of the hangar.
“Let us deal with it! This is what we do! You don’t have psychic shields, or super speed, or a way to override Puppeteer defenses!” I didn’t want to describe to them my nightmare scenario. If things got bad and Juno outmaneuvered us and opened the gate, even for a minute, all these people would become slaves she would force us to fight. If the Puppeteers came through, they’d merely be forcibly civilized.
“Then we’ll guard your back,” some guy yelled.
“We can do this, Bad Penny! Finish your mission, and there will be a safe out of this nightmare waiting for you, and a lot less Puppeteers to fight!” Shouted someone else.
Straightening her walker, Sabrina opened fire with its gatling flame gun, sweeping white fire over a stretch of the floor near the walls. The fleshy floor underneath me rocked as the nearby sections of Kalyke spasmed in pain.
“I’ll burn the Puppeteers down myself if I have to!” Sabrina screamed, her voice peaking in fury. Around her, men and woman applauded or added their own angry shouts.
I lifted my goggles long enough to rub my eyes. “We don’t have time to talk them out of this.”
“Then we intimidate them into staying near the ship and keep them too busy to set off bombs,” said Ray.
I raised an eyebrow at him, feeling sudden relief. “You have an idea?”
He gave me an affectedly lazy shrug and a grin. “With Claire gone, someone had to think about the geeky solutions.”
I just looked at him until he explained, “We’ll sic Harvey on them. Give them the zombie apocalypse they imagine.”
I grabbed his elbow, and we fled back to the tunnel entrance. Grabbing the edge of the doorway, I asked, “Harvey, do you have more of those brooms? A lot more?”
“The scavengers? To make more than a few hundred would take two or three times the length a human can hold their breath. Behavioral override ganglia would be more effective.” The voice from the wall sounded strained and irritable.
“Juno would take them over instantly. The last thing we want is to give her a bunch of armed pawns.” Actually, the last thing I wanted was to see those brave, innocent people ‘civilized’ against their will.
“I am awakening my cleaning systems and sending them to the landing stoma.”
Sure enough, a vaguely Claire-like blob of red goo pulled itself out of the floor between us and the Rotors, and started shambling towards the barricades. Others staggered into view, and on the far side I heard the hisses and crackles of the bomb convoy firing.
We had been afraid of these things? In an open area, they just staggered, and the cleaners nearby were riddled with white fire and burned down as I watched. More emerged, but they were shot down as soon as they stood up.
This wasn’t going to hold anyone back, just encourage them that they were doing the right thing.
“No!” I complained. “Don’t you know how… I wish I could show you. Ergh!”
“Place your hand on the wall,” Harvey instructed.
That caught me off guard. What? What did he mean? I did, laying my palm against the smooth, warm, rough shell.
About a dozen tentacles broke through, burying themselves in Archimedes’ eyes, mouth, and ears.
My vision spun. Everything turned blue, a blue I recognized. I was looking at the hangar through Puppeteer eyes, and those yellow spots were the Rotors at their barricades, and the white were their weapons.
A few white spots hit the floor near me. Excellent. They were watching.
Shrieking as loud as I could, I yanked myself out of the floor and ran on all fours in an arc that spiraled closer to the barricades. More and more white spots shot out at me. People shouted.
A mass of white hit me in the face.
My vision flickered, and I leaped out of the wall to the floor of the hangar. Hey, I could jump pretty well. I bunched up my legs, and they got heavier as my mass flowed down into them. I leaped, and leaped again, and Rotor fire tracked towards me. A couple of purple and yellow scavengers imitated my earlier outbreak, running around with their arms outstretched.
It only took a few seconds for the guards to hit me, now. My legs sizzled away, thankfully without pain, so I ran forward on my hands, gargling furiously.
They loved that. Everything disappeared in a hail of flame gunfire.
I respawned near the bomb-carrying caravan. No subtleties this time. I charged them as fast as I could, sometimes on two legs, sometimes on all four. I lasted all of two seconds before the white hit, but I saw the walker stop in its track and heard a lot of frightened yelling.
I also heard Juliet’s voice in my ear. “This looks like such fun! May I join you?”
Uh… “…sure?”
I wriggled out of the floor in another zombie body. They hadn’t noticed me yet. I’d been able to adjust my shape before. Could I grow claws?
Oh, yeah. I pushed big, hooked, knifelike claws out of my stubby hands.
Penny like. Plus, if the rest of me looked like Claire, this must be a nightmare.
I was immediately forced to eat crow. A nightmare would be the thing that shambled out of the wall. It must have been twenty feet tall, with more and more cleaners jumping into it to create a bulky, muscular, but still feminine body. It lit up on fire, but had so much mass, that it staggered forward anyway. The ponytail curled up and around into a scorpion stinger, and shot out, telescoping to stab the ground inside the Rotor camp before Sabrina’s walker burned the whole tail away.
They seemed busy. I ran low along the ground towards all of these guards so focused on Juliet’s giant. I was just another moving red thing in a hangar carpeted with scurrying red bodies, right?
My new avatar actually managed to jump up onto a barricade, spread its claws, and screech at a guard before he blew it away.
When my vision flickered to the next emerging zombie, I stopped. “Can I leave this to you, Juliet? You’re better at it than I am.”
“I should love to. It’s an absolute pip!”
My normal vision returned as tentacles withdraw from Archimedes’ head. Ray stood next to me, staring out into the chaos of the hangar. He shook his head, and snorted, “I wish I had popcorn right now.”
The giant had been burned down to a weakly crawling mass of flesh, but clawed arms whipped out from three different places, slashing at the barricades. In the distance, someone yelled, “Pull back! Pull back!” Nobody seemed to have noticed that not a single person had even been scratched.
“Okay, saving Claire time,” I announced.
Ray gave the brim of his hat a tug. “Yes, Mistress.”
We followed Harvey’s trace with a little more haste and a little less marshalling our strength this time, especially when the faces in the walls said, “The perfect organism… Claire. Her name is Claire? Even her name is perfect. She seems to know the right direction. She has left the wind tunnels and is getting close.”
I struggled with my desire to run flat out, and kept to a light jog instead. I was about to ask Harvey if we were going to make it when he started rambling. “I must be broken. As perfect as Claire is, I would not trade Juliet for her. I value Juliet’s flaws more dearly than everything I was designed to believe in.”
We must be close. That was the sound of a clouded mind. Around the next corner, someone said, “Shhh. I hear something.”
Calvin.
I skidded around the corner and felt like a complete idiot when I saw Juno, Calvin, and Claire standing in a tight group. Of course Calvin was here. Harvey just couldn’t see him with Claire in the way.
Criminy, Calvin’s reflexes were fast. I only saw a brief flash of his guns out and training on me. Then the world spun as Ray grabbed me around the middle and yanked me back behind the corner.
I lay against the wall panting. From around the bend, I heard Calvin raise his voice. “I knew you’d escape, but I can’t let you stop us, Bad Penny. This is too important!”
Ray crouched next to me, hands together, and pulled them apart. Pink and purple light flowed out into an energy ball between his spreading hands, getting bigger and bigger.
“Ray―”
“If Claire gets a bone fracture or two, I’ll take the blame. As long as we save her.”
The strangest things hit you sometimes. He sounded so serious, but still not as passionate as when he’d saved me.
Ray’s energy ball got larger than a basketball. Was he putting all the force he had into it? Without warning, he ducked around the corner and threw it. He moved faster than I could easily track, which was a relief. Pops echoed loudly, and three actual bullet holes splintered the chitinous floor.
Juno and Calvin yelped. A second later, wind rushed around us and a deafening crack left me wincing. A thunder of booms followed.
“Penelope, a new external threat has arrived,” said Harvey from the wall behind my back. After all that noise, he sounded distant and tinny.
I heard Calvin’s voice next. “The blast blocked the way forward. We’ll have to stand and fight.”
“We could not leave them behind us anyway. This is why we should have dealt with the children more permanently!” snapped Juno.
Cruel glee sprang up inside me, and a nasty, nasty grin pulled my face tight.
“We’ve got her,” I whispered to Ray. “Calvin doesn’t even the odds. He’s another distraction she can’t afford.”
As he gaped at me, I stepped calmly and slowly out into the other hallway. I didn’t want to move fast. Calvin needed a good look at who it was.
He scowled at me, wary, his pistols not quite raised. “Walk away, Bad Penny. You’re not all the villain you say you are. Let us save the day.”
I ignored him. “Let them go,” I said to Juno, cold and hard, lifting my arm and pointing Archimedes at her with the same slow deliberation.
It gave me time to look around. Ray had missed Calvin and Juno, alright. Right between them and us was a doorway, a side corridor that must be the direct route to Harvey. At the moment, it was a cave-in of gooey red flesh leaking disgusting pink fluid and broken slabs of Puppeteer shell. Claire stood right next to Juno, eyes vacant, a serene and beautiful―
I dragged my eyes up to Juno. She had her hand on Claire’s shoulder, and that cold, regal stare pulled tight with anger around the lips. The eyes of all three glowed white. Excellent. Juno was having to keep Claire and Calvin under tight control.
Calvin stepped in front of Juno. He might not be as big as his brother, but he could square his shoulders impressively, especially holding a pair of pistols. “I don’t want to hurt you, Little Miss, but I can’t let you hurt this lady either.”
“It’s time to wake up, Calvin,” I told him. Archimedes meowed along, almost making understandable words.
He blinked, and stared at me. The barrels of his guns drooped an inch.
Grinning in triumph, I kept it up. “Wake up. Don’t let her control you anymore. You don’t want to shoot me. You don’t even know what you’re doing here.”
“We’re saving my people. We’re saving all of Jupiter. When the gate opens, no one will be a slave anymore.” His distant, troubled expression and increasingly vague voice sounded like a man arguing with himself, not me.
“Shoot her, Calvin!” Juno ordered.
The pistol in his right hand twitched, but he sputtered, “No, Ma’am. What kind of man shoots a little girl?”
“She’s pointing a weapon at you.” Juno’s voice resonated, like multiple people talking at once. I was pretty sure some of those voices could only be heard in my head, and others in Archimedes’ head. She was really pouring the power into Calvin.
“If I can’t defeat a little girl without hurting her, maybe… maybe I… deserve to lose.” Calvin sounded completely lost now.
Impatient and angry, she pulled on his shoulder, twisting him around to look at her―and exposing herself.
“Let him go! Let him go now! Drop your powers and your defenses!” I shouted.
Archimedes screeched. Juno stiffened up in concentration. The light in Calvin’s eyes flickered.
The light in Claire’s eyes disappeared completely. She blinked, and her power turned off, letting me see the furious scowl she gave to the back of Juno’s head.
Ray crept up to the very edge of the corner. While I’d been busy, he’d gotten ahold of what looked incongruously like an animal skull. He had a small pile of them next to him.
Then the wall next to Juno turned grey, and everything exploded.
Dust and chunks of puppeteer shell flew everywhere. Into the hallway stepped a robotic battlesuit.
I gaped. Everyone gaped. Remmy stood in the cockpit, her legs strapped into place and her arms gripping levers on the upper arms of the suit. I recognized some of the parts. The windshield came off a flying saucer cockpit. The arms were the heavy, squared-off arms of the zero-g freight lifter from Io Alpha. The digitigrade legs had come off a Rotor defense walker. Lumps and tubes fastened to the forearms had to be different kinds of guns grafted into the machine. Small aetheric propellers lined the outer arms, and a big round tank on the back probably held one of her charged aetheric fluid tanks.
The weirdest cannon I’d ever seen sat on one shoulder, its short barrel extended by spinning cogwheels that seemed to float in place, held by nothing. Out of them poured flickering pink light, which played across the opposite wall. It shaved away Puppeteer flesh and shell like the proverbial hot knife melting butter.
Juno said, “Child―” and a giant steel fist backhanded her, lifting her off her feet. Juno hit Claire, saving herself a broken spine and merely sending the two of them tumbling unconscious across the wall and floor.
Was Claire okay? I couldn’t get to her! I wanted my teleport bracelets so bad right now. Penelope’s Log: do not supervillain if you’re not fully armed! Shouldn’t I have learned that already?
The glow disappeared from Calvin’s eyes. He looked up at his sister, puzzled and amused. “You get at least eight points out of ten for style, Remington, but unless you explain yourself right now, there will be trouble.”
“You’ve been mind controlled!” The cockpit must have been airtight, because Remmy’s voice hissed out of speakers. “By her!” and she pointed a metal finger at the unconscious Juno, “And them!” Swinging around, she pointed at me. Her eyes glared pure hate at me through her goggles, and her pigtails bounced when her head turned. They bounced because they didn’t weigh enough to hang down anymore. Where each long, beautiful blond tail had hung, a ragged puff stuck out maybe an inch past the ties.
Remmy had cut off her pigtails. That sent a chill through me worse than the hulking, twelve foot tall death robot she’d kludged together just to kill me.
“Hold your jets there, Remington.” Calvin argued. He laid one hand on the leg of her mecha, and rubbed his head with the other. “I admit I feel a little groggy, but Juno and the Inscrutable Machine have been helping me free everyone from the automatons.”
“No, they haven’t! They’ve been using you to unleash the Puppeteers all over again!” Every word came out in a shout, voice hoarse with fury and shaking like Remmy would break down crying any minute.
I didn’t feel even slightly guilty aiming Archimedes at her and ordering, “Relax, Remmy. Calm down. Take a nap.”
I’d caught her while she was distracted yelling at her brother. Her head sank, then bobbed. A hand let go of the arm control lever, and flopped around. Finally it reached up and grabbed an automaton’s facemask that hung from the robot’s ceiling next to her head like a particularly goth pair of fuzzy dice. Pushing her goggles aside, she shoved the mask over her face.
Straightening, she turned the battle suit fully to face me, its legs wheezing and clattering and its clawed feet crunching into the floor. “You see, Calvin?” she shouted, her voice a little more muffled. “Mind control! But they won’t be deceiving anyone ever again!”
I just stared. I think my mouth hung open. Around the edges of the automaton’s mask bulged a red lining, and a twisted yellow rope tied it in two places behind Remmy’s head. I had time to gape because it took her a few seconds to finish fastening it in place. That let the stunned thought finish processing.
Remmy had built a telepathic shield out of a robot’s metal face, some Puppeteer goo, and her own hair. Wow. That was Tier 3 if anything ever was.
Hands grabbed me around the waist. Ray lifted me off my own feet, and bolted back up the corridor we’d taken to get here. Behind me, I heard Calvin’s indistinct voice and the scraping and crunching of heavy robotic footsteps. Rapid scraping and crunching.
“I could use a less straight path, Harvey!” Ray called out as he ran. Looking back over his shoulder, I saw Remmy turn the corner. Ray ducked into a side corridor that hadn’t been there a minute ago just as a hailstorm of white fire roared across the walls and floor.
“We’re faster than her,” Ray said. “We’ll circle around and come up the way Juno did to pick up Claire. Then we deliver Juno to Harvey, and by then, we’ll have lost your psychotic fangirl!”
Even Ray couldn’t carry me forever, and circumstances were too tense to enjoy it. I wriggled until he let me go, and ran alongside him, holding Archimedes to my chest so he wouldn’t weigh me down.
Up ahead something thumped, a booming noise that vibrated the floor. Oh, criminy. What else could go wrong?
We ran right out into the landing crater again.
Things had changed a bit. No fake Puppeteer zombies moved. There was a lot of black char around, yes, but also sweeping lines and patches of grey, dead shell. Before coming after us, Remmy had annihilated our little survival horror game.
Which meant the Rotor army was back to planting incendiary bombs, or had been until a Jet flying saucer landed. Out of it dropped Thompson, holding the stone spear, and behind him, a dozen Jets armed with submachine guns, the kind that wouldn’t do much good against Puppeteers but were super effective at poking holes in humans.
“What are you doing here?” he yelled at the Rotors.
“Cleaning out this nest once and for all!” Sabrina shouted back.
Ray tugged at my hand. He was right. We didn’t have time for this. We beat feet along the hangar wall, jumping over the trenches Remmy had left, and headed for the next open passage.
Behind us, Thompson roared, “I knew it! You’re helping Calvin steal the artifacts!” Another boom, and the fleshy floor underneath me shook. Little bits of shell pelted the back of my head as the wall behind me exploded from the power of the stone spear.
The next shot splattered the ground in front of us, and Ray grabbed me by my arm, pulling me into a ditch.
Someone decided to be the voice of reason. “Stop shooting! You can have the artifacts, and then we’ll burn down this asteroid and every last Puppeteer on it!”
“And once we’ve taken out Io Alpha, we’ll be safe!” added someone else. I winced. Was there a law that the person with the stupidest thing to say will always yell it the loudest?
Thompson’s voice rang out, loud but steely hard. “Over my. Dead. Body.”
The spear boomed, and then boomed again. People screamed, and metal clattered. The hiss of flame guns added to the chaos.
My own voice sounded a lot more squeaky and desperate. “Harvey!”
“The pain is becoming hard to block out,” he answered. I couldn’t tell from where. Did it matter, Penny?
“Then act like you have a stomachache!”
A moment of silence. Well, silence from him. There were way too many sounds of violence and people in pain for my liking.
“Understood.”
The chaos multiplied. The floor of the ditch Ray and I crouched in split all the way down to the rock. We scrambled up the sides in time to see ridges of flesh and shell burst up out of the floor. The nice, flat runway became a ragged badland of pillars and crests. Pink bile fountained out of geysers, hissing and adding an acidic tang to the air.
To my dumbfounded shock, people on both sides climbed up the new ridges and used them as cover to keep shooting at each other.
At least they weren’t out in the open anymore, and the floorquakes ruined their aim. Their aim had been pretty bad to begin with.
I caught a different and even less welcome thud. Ray and I dropped down low in the trench as Remmy stepped out into the hangar. As surprisingly spacious as the corridors had been, they’d been too small for her battle suit, and now it straightened up to its full height.
“We have to get moving,” Ray whispered to me.
“We have to stop this!” I whispered back.
“How?”
I had no ideas. I crouched down, watching Remmy, and let my mind whirr. It was hard to get past the top thoughts, of how much it hurt that she hated me this way, and how awe-inspiring her power was fully unleashed.
She poked her finger at something in the power armor’s cockpit, making squiggly motions. My brow furrowed at the bizarre, out of place emotion. It was like…
…oh, Tesla. She’d built my smart phone into her suit. I couldn’t think of an app that should have let her track us, but she turned and started walking in me and Ray’s direction, each step slow and with a lot of twisting the upper torso around to look for us.
I grimaced as an idea came to me. It seemed slightly less risky than making open targets of ourselves for Remmy’s flame guns. Nodding towards the firefight, I hissed to Ray, “We need to lure her into that. If it doesn’t disable her suit, it will distract her.”
He groaned, and gave the meaty ground underneath us a punch. “Protect her, no matter what.” With that, he picked up a broken piece of shell, stood up, and threw it at Remmy.
Her arm swung around, a propeller buzzed, and like with the typewriter, the shell disappeared. The only difference was that this time, the mass of arcing white and blue lightning was huge, as tall as Remmy’s mecha. Charcoal dust and bits of shell were sucked into the air by the wind, disappearing into the shield along with Ray’s projectile. The time it took Remmy to lower her shield and point her gun hand at Ray let him take off, running from obstacle to obstacle, right into the broken no-man’s land between the battling forces.
Remmy took a few steps, but didn’t chase. She just fired volley after volley of fire.
My stomach knotted. Ray wasn’t her real target. I knew what I had to do.
I wanted my teleport bands back so bad!
Scrambling up over the lip of the gully, I headed for a boulder-shaped nearby chunk of shell. Then I ran, crouched low and arms over my head, to a small ridge. Remmy didn’t see me. I didn’t want her to see me until there was a lot more room between us.
So, instead of being an idiot and crisscrossing through the open, I kept low and ran around the barrier the Rotors were using as their shield. I got a few nods as I passed. Sabrina called out, “Bad Penny!” but I didn’t answer. I ran past a small group of men huddled and talking, and caught the words, “There are more of us. If we burn out―” but I left them behind as well.
Circling around the other end of the Rotor’s barrier, I bolted for the nearest pillar of flesh.
Remmy saw me. On the other side of the hangar she whirled, no longer shooting at Ray.
The hill of Puppeteer goo between me and her turned from red to grey. Oh, criminy. I’d forgotten she could do that.
I was near an obstacle she couldn’t easily destroy. I ran, whining in the back of my throat at the thought of being hit by a giant blob of burning sulfur, and skidded behind a landing strut of the Rotor spacecraft.
Remmy took the bait. She charged, right through the no-man’s land, until white fire peppered her suit from both sides.
Her shields spun to life. The top half of the mecha twisted as she noticed the firefight for the first time.
The speakers on Remmy’s armor crackled, pitched up to a volume that rang through the hangar, overwhelming the sound of fighting. “IS EVERYONE BUT ME STUPID?”
Sabrina’s voice sounded tiny and distant compared to that. “Thompson attacked us!”
“Io Alpha is ours! I won’t let you destroy it!”
“I was born on Io Alpha!”
“Then you’re fighting on the wrong side!”
“I don’t listen to you! The only reason anyone listens to you is because they’re afraid!”
Other people started to pitch in, but once again, Remmy’s speakers drowned them out. “SHUT UP! YOU’RE ALL DOING EXACTLY WHAT SHE WANTS!”
Well, I had Remmy distracted, and the fighting had even stopped. It had been replaced by a screaming argument between two crowds and a little girl with a megaphone, but no one was dying.
“I don’t suppose you can get me across unseen?” I asked the floor.
It opened up underneath me, dropping me into a shallow pit. One side of the pit bulged, leading into a tunnel. I’d have to crawl, but I could fit.
“Why― because I didn’t ask,” I asked and answered myself.
Remmy’s amplified voice came through perfectly clear as I crawled right underneath the battleground. “DO NONE OF YOU SEE IT? THIS IS BAD PENNY’S FAULT! SHE TOLD YOU SHE’S A SUPERVILLAIN. DID NOT ONE OF YOU THINK THAT JUST MAYBE THAT MEANT SHE REALLY IS EVIL?”
More angry voices. More me crawling. The spear boomed, and flame guns hissed and regular guns popped, but it all disappeared into the snapping and crackling of Remmy’s shields, and the roar of the wind they created.
“THIS BATTLE IS OVER. GET BACK IN YOUR SHIPS AND LEAVE. I’LL DEAL WITH BAD PENNY.”
She was right above me now. I crawled past her, looking down at my hands.
Archimedes weighed down one arm. The other wrist just held the Machine.
Even mid-rant, Remmy might hear me speak. Instead, I knocked my head against the roof of the tunnel. On the third bump, Harvey got the message, and it opened.
I poked my head out in time to hear Thompson snarl, “You’ll be in trouble for this later, Remington!”
“BUT DO YOU THINK YOU CAN TAKE ME RIGHT NOW?” Remmy boomed back.
I pulled myself out of the ground, and reached up to grab the mechanical struts of one of the mecha’s legs. I might not be in superhuman shape, but I was fit enough to climb up the jungle gym of Remmy’s patchwork power suit. Holding on with one hand, I unfastened the Machine and wedged it into a gap between the body armor and the armor of the fluid tank.
I didn’t care what Remmy made her suit out of or how deranged and brilliant the craftsmanship was. The Machine would eat it.
My hands clung tighter and I let out a squeak as the torso swung from side to side so that Remmy could give all the combatants a challenging look. At least my squeak had been quiet. Instead of noticing me, she announced, “IF IT TAKES A HERO TO STOP A VILLAIN, FINE. I WILL BE THAT HERO! I DON’T CARE WHAT HAPPENS TOMORROW, BUT TODAY NO ONE DIES. NO ONE!”
Letting go of the suit, I dropped to the ground, and slid into the tunnel. As I snapped the Machine back onto my wrist, Puppeteer flesh closed above me.
I couldn’t take Remmy’s greatest creation away from her now. I just couldn’t.
Mind you, I could get out of here while she had her mind on saving people. I started crawling, fast.
The roof above me muffled everyone’s voice but Remmy’s again. “I’M NOT REMINGTON TO YOU ANYMORE. HEROES HAVE TITLES. THE KLUDGE WILL STOP BAD PENNY’S PLANS, AND THE FIRST STEP IS NOT LETTING YOU KILL EACH OTHER.”
Thompson said something very brief.
“BECAUSE I’LL HIT YOU.”
My escape tunnel ended in a shallow pit. Another tunnel opened up next to me, and Ray crawled out.
The hallway back into Harvey’s base stood right in front of us, the floor decorated with the distinctive giant-taloned footprints of a suit of kludged-together power armor.
I took a deep breath, and felt a sudden twinge of guilty relief as Ray grabbed me, hoisted me in his arms, and took off running.
My wind was starting to return when we rounded the badly abused corner to where we’d left Juno.
She wasn’t there. Neither were Claire or Calvin.
I growled wordlessly between my teeth to keep from swearing.
“Not a surprise,” grunted Ray, still running.
“No.”
It also wasn’t a surprise that the debris blocking the passage to Harvey had been cleared away. Harvey had been progressively more quiet. I could easily picture dozens of scavengers carrying away bits of rubble just because Claire asked nicely.
This tunnel wasn’t straight, but it was close. Every time we reached a turn, a squishier, less tidy gap led to a new path that continued in Harvey’s direction. Claire had done a lot of asking, and Harvey a lot of reorganizing.
“Harvey, are you there?” I called out.
“Yes. Mostly. She’s so close, and so beautiful.” The words came from half a dozen places, Ray left them behind so fast.
He dodged around the last kink in the corridor, and skidded to a halt.
The chamber wasn’t huge. It was merely the size, say, of a large church. It had a peculiar ovoid shape, like an old-fashioned auditorium, sloping down to the far end. A couple of other doorways decorated the top level.
Down on the bottom, on the farthest side, was a circular, fanged mouth bigger than a man, and for the moment, closed. An A-shaped framework of red shell loomed over and around it, and around that opening lay four deactivated Conqueror orbs.
I hopped out of Ray’s arms, and we picked our way down. Surprise gave way rapidly to hurry, but I had to stop at the first orb and roll it over.
The orb seemed perfectly intact, just deactivated. It even had its ceramic shell.
“Now we know what the four deactivation pistols were for.” Ray spoke in a hush, and yet it sounded weirdly loud in this big, quiet room.
I palmed the unconscious shape of Vera in my pouch. Claire got Juno past the Puppeteer defenses, and Juno deactivated these guards using a trick she’d practiced on Vera. She hadn’t been kidding. I’d been a literal godsend, handing her everything she needed to free her alien masters.
We didn’t have time for this. I shook my head, and headed for the closed mouth. It opened, and I had to stop again.
Calvin lay face-down right on the other side. He did not seem to be breathing.
After getting this far, he would just have been a strain Juno didn’t need, wouldn’t he?
Ray slipped his arm around my waist and hoisted me off the ground. “Seconds count.”
He was right. We left Calvin’s body behind, and a series of fanged mouths opened and closed as we passed through them.
“Is there only this one way?” I asked out loud.
A section of flesh pulled away from the wall as we ran by. The real wall underneath was made of grey stone, artificially flat but covered in weathered symbols. Harvey’s voice, hoarse and strained, answered, “Yes. Hurry. I am trying to fight. If she touches me, she will gain control.”
The last mouth opened into a chamber the same size as the last, but differently shaped. Long and rectangular, its walls sloped up to a roof smaller than the floor. At the very far end loomed a familiar shape. An archway of rocks dominated the wall, like the one at the Red Panacea Clinic but much bigger. That would be the gate.
Between us and the gate were a mess of pale, toothy spikes and pools of hissing acid. Harvey was indeed, trying to fight. The only effect was to slow Juno down, as the mess could only recede out of Claire’s way so fast.
Straight along Juno and Claire’s path to the gate hung a blob on a rope of red flesh. It looked like the universe’s biggest, grosses uvula, or a cocoon hanging from a spider web in the movies, except the shape of the dangling body was formed out of scarlet shell, not silk. Thick feelers waved from the vaguely defined head.
We had finally met Harvey in person, and I hated to say it, but he was uglier than I’d dreamed.
I wriggled, and Ray set me down. I tried to remember how it felt to use Archimedes’ telekinesis. I’d been so angry.
Seeing Juno’s hand around Claire’s neck produced all the anger I would ever need. I shot it through the cat on my arm in an attempt to punch Juno in the back of her braided head. That she looked so much like me just added insult to injury!
It worked. I knew it worked, but so did Juno. She spun around to face me, and through Archimedes’ eyes, I saw a glowing white jellyfish slap my attack away.
“Let her go!” I yelled, and the command gave Juno a moment’s pause. As she hesitated, Ray started to run. Not flat-out. He ran like any regular boy, closing the distance at a decent clip, but nothing like the racehorse speed I knew he was capable of.
Juno’s eyes flared, and she held out her hand towards him, so I reached out with Archimedes and scooped up a pool full of pink acid, splashing it at her from behind.
The attempt was a joke. I couldn’t aim that invisible hand. Toothy spikes shook as I slapped them, and maybe a cupful of acid flew up, only to have Claire, with her dreamy smile and glowing eyes, step in the acid’s way.
It hissed when it hit her dress, and the ground around her and Juno convulsed. A clear liquid spit up out of the floor onto Claire, soaking her and splashing Juno. The acid boiled into froth and fell harmlessly away.
Wow. Claire’s power owned Harvey. He would not allow her to be hurt.
Juno spun on the spot, and as she grabbed Claire’s shoulders, I knew she’d figured out the same thing. She ran forward, pushing her hostage ahead. Fangs lay flat like cobblestones in front of Claire’s skidding feet, and acid poured away, blasted by more jets of neutralizer. Only enough space cleared for Juno and Claire to pass, but that was all Juno needed. She was much closer to Harvey than we were to her.
As soon as her back was completely turned, Ray lunged. A regular run could not possibly have caught up with Juno in time, but Ray sped up like a car pouring on the gas. How fast could he go? Twenty miles per hour? Thirty? Forty?
Fast enough that he hit Juno like a cannonball in the middle of her back, knocking both Juno and Claire past Harvey and off to the side. A bare patch opened up to cushion Claire’s landing.
The same did not happen for Juno. She hit spikes. To my amazement, no blood flew. She’d avoided being cut. Instead, she lay among the teeth like a discarded ragdoll, bent at improbable angles.
I walked up to Ray slowly, trying to keep my voice from squeaking. “I think you killed her.”
“She is alive.” Harvey’s voice was no longer strained, but it still came out of the walls. The thing hanging from the ceiling didn’t have a mouth, after all.
Ray panted, hands on his knees. “Then Harvey can heal her while he removes her powers.”
“I could civilize her. That would also remove the problem.”
“No!” I snapped.
“If she had died, I wouldn’t be sorry,” wheezed Ray. It was really more of a growl. His chest arched just in remembered anger. “She tried to murder my best friends.”
I glanced at Claire, who looked completely peaceful, dozing with a smile as if she were napping in a field of flowers.
“No one gets killed, and no one gets civilized. We like being barbarians, Harvey.”
“So do I,” he murmured quietly from somewhere behind me.
Awkward moment happened. It didn’t last long. Harvey announced in a much more businesslike tone, “The armored human is on her way here. The battle resumed as soon as she left.”
I let out a loud sigh to let the entire universe understand that yes, of course it did. “Nobody listens to kids. Nobody wants to hear that a kid can be a hero. Fine.” Archimedes scampered back up to my shoulders, and I gave my arms a shake. I wished I could roll up my sleeves. It would even be safe, as Harvey was rapidly shrinking the teeth out of sight and draining the acid, presumably to make the room nice and safe for perfect Claire.
I walked up to the dangling chitinous mummy and looked up into where its eyes would be if it had them. “Please tell me that the civilized races are as stupid as humanity and there’s a self-destruct button in this base.”
Harvey sounded offended. “No! Not technically.” The anger rapidly drained into sheepishness. “I could create a chain reaction of bio-medium consuming itself, until the energy-containing molecules could no longer be safely contained.”
“Would that take out the gate and the artifacts?”
“Yes.” Harvey did not share my excitement. He sounded solemn and determined, but then, I was about to blow up his life’s work.
“How long will it take?”
“Less than one of a human’s three sleep cycle stages, but more than the time required for a human brain to black out if breathing stops.”
I looked at Ray. “Uh…”
The human Wikipedia (which was not fair, because Ray was hardly ever wrong) translated, “Minutes. Half-hour, tops.”
I nodded, starting to grin. Perfect! “Harvey, relay what I’m about to say to the rest of the complex. Video would be nice, if you can manage it.”
I carefully adjusted my goggles, brushed my braids back, and pulled Archimedes down off my shoulder. Cradling him in both arms, I stroked the back of his head, looked straight at the exit door, and announced, “People of Jupiter! This has been fun, but the Inscrutable Machine are done here. We’d like to leave you with one of the finest supervillain traditions from Earth. It’s called a doomsday countdown. In, oh, about fifteen minutes, I’m going to blow up Kalyke, including everyone and everything on or inside it. There’s no use arguing. The process is already started. I’m going to be safely far away from here when it blows, but I do enjoy watching people scramble like ants, so I thought I’d give you a warning.” I put on my widest, most evilly leering smirk. “Oh, and when I said ‘fifteen minutes’? That was a very rough estimate. I suggest you hurry. Goodbye, everyone! It has been a thoroughly evil pleasure. Ha! AH HA HA HA HA HA!”
After I remained silent for a couple of seconds, Harvey said, “I have ended the broadcast.”
I burst into honest giggles. Ray staggered up to me, and giggled, too. Then we both set off laughing so hard, we ended up bent forward, and only staggered upright when we ran out of breath. Eventually, I got mine back. “As fun as that was, I wish I didn’t have to do it. It would have been nice to be thought of as a hero somewhere in the solar system.”
Ray nudged me with his elbow. “You have Mourning Dove on your side.”
I went ‘pfft’. “People listen to her even less than they listen to us.”
Harvey broke in, his tone strident. “Penelope, we are still in trouble.”
I growled, my bubble of relief and happiness popped. “What now?”
Penelope’s Log: stop asking that. Seriously, don’t do it.
Metal hands ripped the fanged valve door off the entrance to the gate chamber. Bits of bony teeth stuck in the cracks of her power armor. The surface dripped pink acid, which had done nothing worse than leave a few dark stains in the metal. The faint hissing only provided a backdrop for Remmy’s croaking, hysterical gasps. “You… killed… my… brother!”
Oh, sweet Tesla.
She stomped forward slowly, the robot’s legs twisting clumsily. I couldn’t see behind the automaton mask, but she was crying so hard, she could barely hold back the sobs. “You… he fawned over you… praised you… I actually admired you… AND YOU KILLED HIM!”
Already shoulder to shoulder with me, Ray leaned his head over and whispered, “I can plant the Machine on her. I know it.”
The propellers on Remmy’s robot arms spun up, creating walls of lightning and blowing wind. I was considerably less confident than Ray, and not at all confident we would escape this confined space alive before the Machine ate enough of her mecha to shut it down.
Besides, and my heart clenched and tears stung the corners of my eyes at the thought, I didn’t want to defeat Remmy. I wanted to help her, like no one had helped me.
She stretched out a mechanical arm, but before she started the next death threat, I asked, “Are you sure he’s dead?” I had to raise my voice over the crackle of her shields and the whipping wind, but I was used to giving speeches.
“DON’T TRY TO WEASEL OUT OF THIS!” she screamed at me.
I rushed the words before she could take a step and commit. “Are you sure he’s dead? Are you? Did you check?”
She didn’t answer, and her sobbing got quiet. She hadn’t. Neither had we. Yes, he’d looked dead, but we hadn’t checked.
I waved a hand around at the walls. “In a few minutes, this moon is going to explode. One of your brothers can’t escape on his own power. The other is still fighting, because he’s an idiot and doesn’t take what little girls can do seriously. The Kludge can either make sure we die with the moon, or rescue her brothers and her friends and family and all the other adults too stupid to rescue themselves. Which is it going to be?”
The mech stood motionless, Remmy’s face hidden behind her mask. The pause ended when she pointed one thick, mechanical finger at me. “Evil.” There was absolutely no humor in her voice.
I nodded. “Are you? Your brothers need you to answer now.”
Without another word, the mechanical suit pivoted and ran back up the hallway towards the distant hangar. She barely paused to lean down and scoop up the still form of Calvin on the way.
I felt… okay about that. Losing her friendship should have torn me apart, but it didn’t. Jupiter would be lucky to have Remmy as a superhero, and I had given her the best gift I could possibly think of. I was leaving everyone in good hands.
From everywhere, Harvey shrieked, “No! The relay!” Ray’s arms wrapped around me, and he leaped into the air, landing on the edge of a spike that had rammed out of the floor underneath us. My head whirled as he danced from spike to spike while the room went mad.
As he spun, I got a look at Harvey. Juno hung from his legs, one arm around them. The joints of that arm were twisted at the wrong angles. The other arm hung. She only had one leg underneath her. Her eyes still glowed just as brightly as ever, and her voice wasn’t just strong, it soared with excitement. “Freedom! Join me, brothers and sisters! There are bodies enough for everyone!”
The stone arch shimmered, showing a very boring brown fog. Glitter played over the gate, stopping the fog from leaking in, but not the elephant sized white blob from drifting up and reaching a fat tentacle through into the room.
“Close the gate! Close the gate, Harvey!” I yelled, trying to keep aim with Archimedes as the room convulsed, and Ray dodged a spray of acid with me cradled in his arms.
The foggy brown view disappeared. It was only gone for a split second, but with it disappeared the reaching tentacle. When the gate reopened, the Jovian on the other side seemed unharmed, but had to start pushing through again.
Other white shapes crowded up behind the first.
I was emotionally exhausted, spent. Even without me, Harvey was still fighting. “I will not. Give. You Juliet.” His words came out broken, slower and slower.
Juliet’s voice replaced his. “Harvey has given me control of the gate. Escape, and then I shall open it into the sun!”
The brown of Jupiter flickered out, replaced with the brown of a dingy half-collapsed basement I’d last seen through the gate in the Red Panacea Clinic. The flickering stopped, holding that view for a second. Two seconds.
Plenty of time for Claire to climb to her feet in the one stable part of the room, launch her grappling hook to grab the back of Juno’s neck, and yank. With a whipping motion, Claire catapulted Juno through the gate, where the already battered body landed in the basement and didn’t move.
The gate shut. The room stopped convulsing. Ray balanced on a tooth as it slid down into the floor, and set me on my feet.
Claire staggered a couple of steps forward, and pointed an angry finger at me. “You are making me a real weapon as soon as we get home. I am never playing damsel in distress again!”
“I’d say you’ve got a real weapon,” commented Ray, suddenly completely at ease and a little bit sly.
Claire looked at the grapple’s claws, now withdrawn into her wrist brace. “Maybe. Don’t you think it’s girly? It looks too much like a gymnastics ribbon. “
Ray smirked. “I think you’re stuck with girly. Any weapon that isn’t adorable will interfere with your superpower.”
Claire pouted. “I wish I had my mom’s power.”
Ray’s smirk grew into a lurid grin. “Do you really want to know how the Puppeteers would have reacted to that?”
As they snickered, I leaned against Ray and left them to it. How they could have energy after all that, I did not know. Listening to it certainly soothed my nerves.
Unfortunately, a supervillain’s work is never done. I straightened up and looked over at Harvey. “How is the evacuation coming?”
“See for yourself.” A round dome bulged out of the ceiling, opening to reveal a featureless black eye that lit up with a view of the hangar.
It didn’t have sound, but we were just in time to see Remmy’s battle suit and Thompson face to face, with him pointing an accusing finger up at her. She pointed a finger back, and her mechanical arm fired a projectile point blank into his face. It looked like she’d fused dozens of those grappling disks into a reusable cannon. Picking up his now limp body, she carried it to the ramp of the Rotor ship and threw it inside.
Everyone gathered around took this as a signal to crowd in themselves.
Despite my exhaustion, my face lit up in a grin. Remmy was going to make a fantastic superhero.
Harvey warned us, “We are still not out of danger. The gate was being watched. It will be reopened soon, and I will not be able to stop that. I do not know if my people, the Conquerors, or a race I have never heard of will come through, but it is only a matter of time.”
I shook my head. “I was serious about blowing the gate and the whole moon anyway.”
“Then you should evacuate. The cannibalization process is well under way. When I die, all biotools in Jupiter space will begin to degrade and die as well. Your vehicle was made separately, and should survive and keep Juliet alive.”
I countered his matter of fact tone by reaching up and patting the hard-shelled mummy dangling from the ceiling. It was really just like touching a clay pot. “We’re all getting out of here alive. Can you open that gate to wherever you want? Like, the Red Herring?”
“Only briefly. There is no gate to anchor the other side. If I leave, the detonation will stop.” He sounded doubtful now, confused. I hoped Juliet knew what to do with her semi-suicidal boyfriend. If anybody could cheer him up, she could.
Perhaps an encouraging grin could start the process. I thumped his hard shell while his feelers waved erratically. “I guarantee I can rig this place to blow without you. I’ll do that, and we’ll all pile into the Red Herring and get away from here.” My other hand drifted, almost by itself, to the hard, round shape in my pouch. “If we could wake Vera, this would be perfect.”
“Certainly. She will kill me as soon as she wakes up, however.”
My thoughts stopped. I hadn’t actually been asking Harvey to wake her up. It hadn’t occurred to me he might be able to.
A lot of things hadn’t occurred to me. Hadn’t I given Remmy some advice about that?
“You can really wake her up?” I asked, because I couldn’t be this lucky, could I?
“The reactivation signal is not difficult to mimic. Place her on the floor, or against any wall.”
I pulled Vera out of my pouch, and… paused. Okay, this would need careful timing.
Slipping off the Machine, I tossed it to Ray. He hopped up on Harvey like a monkey, the Machine’s jaws poised against the thick fleshy cord that held Harvey off the floor.
Penelope’s Log: taking just a brief moment to reiterate: Harvey is so, so, so gross, even if he’s kinda nice. Returning to business now.
“Open the gate to the Red Herring.”
The archway under the grey stone gate lit up, showing the ship’s interior. Juliet lay half-buried in the wall. She looked asleep with her human eyes closed, but the red goat eyes on the sides of her head swiveled towards us. Blinking, she began wriggling free of the clinging flesh attached to her body. Criminy, did she and Harvey deserve each other. Yuck.
“I don’t want her to see me how I really am.” Harvey’s whisper didn’t come from any direction. Probably only I could hear it.
He needed to hear something thoughtful and wise. I couldn’t think of anything like that, so I muttered, “Suck it up. Now, wake up Vera.”
I placed Vera on the floor, and knelt above her, hands atop her shell.
Nothing happened for a second, until I heard Harvey’s voice ask from inside the Red Herring, “Juliet, a very unusual race lives on the first dwarf planet past the gas giants. Would you like to meet them?”
Shaking away the last of the snakelike tubes holding her to the wall, Juliet jumped up and down gleefully. “Yes! Get in here!”
Vera stirred under my hands. “Machine, eat! Cut him down!” I shouted, leaning forward and wrapping my arms around the unfolding Vera.
A clunk sounded behind me. I had to look over my shoulder, even if it was risky. I got to see Ray pick Harvey up and fling him through the gate. When the hard mummy shape landed on the floor of the Red Herring, Juliet wrapped her arms around it, pulling it into her lap and covering the featureless face with kisses.
For one final measure, I pried Archimedes loose and tossed him into the interior of the Red Herring. Juliet could use him better than I ever could, and…
No more biotech. No more Puppeteer anything. Humanity was not ‘civilized’ because of me.
Juliet was too busy embracing Harvey to notice my gift. Harvey’s ears were vibrating wildly when the gate cut off.
“I’d call that a happy ending,” chirped Claire. I let Vera float up into the air next to me. She looked around the room curiously, but didn’t start blasting anything.
Ray lifted his hat, pulled off his mask, and gave me a curious, eyebrow-lifted stare. “Can my evil mistress truly unleash her terrible power and burn this unwelcome rock from space?”
I winced. “Yes.” I was not comfortable with this, but my superpower loved Puppeteer biotech, loved weapons, and most of all, loved bombs.
Okay, power. How could I use whatever I had in this room to blow Kalyke to kingdom come?
I was not even slightly surprised when my hand slid into my pouch and pulled out my last cursed penny. I reached up and stuck it into the dangling tentacle that used to hold up Harvey. Walking over to the wall, I levered off a chitin plate that looked the same as all the others to regular me. Super me knew what to expect, and caught the stone disk that fell out. The disk had the same primitive appearance as Thompson’s stone spear, and looked like a blocky, stylized sun.
Or like a gear, with the teeth sticking around the thickened edge. Yeah. A lot like a gear. I dragged the heavy thing back to the middle of the room, and lifted it to touch it to the dangling alien uvula.
I did not know what I did next. I felt a little funny, and then it passed, and the only clear memory I had was of a picture of Kalyke blowing apart in a ball of fire and pieces smaller than dust.
Ray and Claire both stepped up in front of me. “Time to go, then,” said Claire. She and Ray were both smiling.
Okay, that was it. No more sulking. I was in space. I was on one of the moons of Jupiter, for Tesla’s sake, and I had something even cooler than that right in front of me.
I walked past both my friends and up to the gate. Pulling off my gloves, I ran my bare fingers over the rock. That was all it felt like, rock. That was all it looked like, a bunch of crudely squared off rocks balanced in an arch. It didn’t just look old. It looked primitive. The effect was only enhanced by the engravings covering every surface. They weren’t symbols, or glyphs, or writing, or anything like that. They were pictures, little stick figure men and women with spears hunting bison, or gathered around a pillar with the sun shining overhead, or standing next to curvy water lines doing nothing I could figure out. They looked like cave paintings, on the highest tech piece of machinery in the solar system.
A truly messed up idea snuck into my head. Sure, I was good, but what if there was a much better mad scientist way back in the time of the cavemen? A mutated brain with such an absolute understanding of science that it could make a space warping gate by piling rocks up just right?
Some of the bison looked like they had six legs. So, you know, an alternate explanation would be that it had been built by advanced aliens with highly retro artistic sensibilities.
It would be a shame to leave it, but this gate was too dangerous. Also, a ticking in the back of my brain suggested that we were running out of time.
With enormous relief, I turned to look at my friends and said, “Vera, take us home.”








dramatic flash left us standing on the metal floor of Ceres, looking out its windows over the frozen landscape.
I looked at Ray, and at Claire, and they looked at me, and we all threw our arms around each other and squeezed! Of course, only my ribs would end up bruised, but such was the burden of leadership.
“I want to go home,” Claire groaned.
“I want to go back to school,” said… oh, wait. That was me.
Ray hmmmed. “I could use something to eat,” said superpowered metabolism boy.
I held up a single finger. “We’re sticking around long enough for just one more thing.”
Over in the corner lay the haphazard bioengineering set we’d taken from Happy Days Durable Medical Supplies. I pointed at it and announced, “Vera, that contains Puppeteer biotools. Destroy it.”
The words ‘destroy it’ were entirely unnecessary. No sooner was ‘Puppeteer’ out of my mouth than Vera spun around to look at the set, and to my mild horror so did the Orb of the Heavens. Vera extended her tiny arms, orange flickered around the Orb of the Heavens, and a pink flash not only annihilated the bioengineering machines, but melted a large hole in the floor and wall.
Spider didn’t need to know they could do that.
Out the window, I saw a little spark go off next to Jupiter. Wow. That must have been a serious explosion. Good job, superpower. You do love your bombs. Hopefully, nobody got radiation damage.
My work on this asteroid was complete. I lowered my goggles around my neck, flipping my braids over them and for a moment regretting that Remmy had cut hers off. They had been one of the many things about her I’d envied.
Spider’s smooth, confident woman’s voice projected from the Orb of the Heavens. “Bad Penny, Reviled, E-Claire, please return to my office immediately. Time is critical.”
I looked at Ray and Claire, shrugged, and we ran over to the exit, and through it. I immediately sailed off my feet and had to be caught by Ray and Claire. After all that time in space, I’d still forgotten I’d have to pass through the light gravity of the moon. Fortunately, I had minions to do the grunt work, like drag my clumsy carcass through the second portal into Earth’s more comfortable gravity.
Mmmm, Earth. Smell that underground car park air, asphalt with a hint of giant bug! Nothing like it in space.
Claire’s eyes snapped shut when we entered the garage, and she put her hands over her face. Oops. We’d also forgotten Spider. At least she wasn’t very close, hanging a dozen yards away in a thicker part of her web.
Not so far away we couldn’t hear her clearly. “You deserve a villain’s welcome and a debriefing, Inscrutable Machine, but we have time for neither. Change clothes immediately. I have received disturbing messages from Ceres, but if we hurry, your secret identities will be strengthened, not harmed.”
Mom and Dad! I was so close to seeing them again!
I really wanted to do it without them asking probing questions about me doing the bidding of a rhino-sized super-intelligent criminal arachnid. I hurried over to the creepy silk pod where the clothes I’d left in my lair waited. Claire’s were waiting for her in a stairwell, which was a thoughtful touch.
Tying my shoes, I hopped out of the cocoon to see Vera and the Apparition in the corner, hugging each other. My memory whirled. Had she been there when we’d walked in? That spot had been awfully grey.
What happened to The Apparition while we were gone? Had taking Vera away drained her into near-invisibility? Did Apparition know the moment Vera returned to Earth and come looking? A hundred suspicions pulled themselves up short. They were happy now, with Vera jingling like sleigh bells, and Apparition listening to a language that only made sense to her and the Orb of the Heavens.
Claire was already out, looking fixedly at the happy inhuman couple and not in any way at the giant spider. Ray stood between her and Spider, since really all he’d had to do was take off a few items.
“So, what’s this super amazing alibi you’ve prepared?” he asked.
“It centers around an interesting piece of trivia I learned recently. If you enter a space of null time, you were always there, since time stopped,” she sort of answered. She sounded quite light and amused about it.
Abruptly, a blank white glowing door opened up next to us. Spider waved a foreleg in our direction. “Not to be melodramatic, but step into the light.”
Eh. What else was I going to do? I stepped into the light.

I fell into my father’s arms, and that only because I lost my balance for a second. Nothing had happened. I’d just been teleported back into my lair, where my dad, my mom, Claire’s mom, and Mech all stood very unwelcomely in the elevator shaft. Miss Lutra had Claire wrapped in a hug almost as engulfing as the one my parents gave me.
Mech, power armor and all, held Ray’s arm to steady him. “Are you sure they’re okay?”
“There was no time for anything to happen to them.” For all he sounded terribly confident, Dad held me to his chest like I’d just been saved from a tank of nuclear sharks.
I felt a faint tingle in the back of my head. Nuclear sharks? Seriously, superpower? No.
“Could someone tell me what’s going on? And can my parents get out of my secret laboratory? It’s not my underwear drawer, but criminy!” My voice fluttered. Should I have said that in front of my parents? Mostly I just had left a lot of tools here that could be anybody’s, but the cursed statue was in the back, and I did not want him seeing that!
If my nervousness seemed anything but authentic, nobody showed a sign. Claire’s mom hit the button sending the elevator up.
“I think this explains most of it, Princess.” Dad handed me a much creased and downright rumpled paper. I stuck a pinkie out to show him I’d noticed the P word, and looked it over.
It had started out as elegant stationary, but had endured hard wear since. It read:
 
Brian and Beatrice Akk,
 
I try to respect your desire to not be in communication with me. I sincerely believe you will forgive this lapse because of the importance of this message. Your daughter is technically unharmed, but has been the victim of a practical joke by the Inscrutable Machine, a practical joke that has gotten out of their hands. Penelope is trapped in the field of Fourth Dimension’s temporal negation device, in her clubhouse under the middle school she attends. Her clubmates are trapped with her. So, unfortunately, is the device itself.
It is the nature of high schoolers to misunderstand boundaries and push too hard, but this was not acceptable. I will make it clear
to the Inscrutable Machine that until your daughter enters the superhero world of her own volition, she is not a target even for minor harassment.
Any information or technology I obtain that may help free your daughter will be passed along to you immediately.
 
With Deepest Regret,
Spider
 
“Temporal negation device,” I repeated. I let that sit for a moment. “How long have I been out?”
Nervousness crept up my legs. I could have been in the field for thirty seconds or a month. I would have no way of knowing. Just how much hooky had I ended up playing?
“Four days,” said my mother, and I let out a sigh of relief. In the ‘thirty seconds’ range, then.
My sigh choked off halfway through. “My homework!” I squeaked. It hadn’t even occurred to me until now. I was going to be eating so much shame when I went back to class.
I took a couple of deep, steadying breaths. “My grades are good. I can absorb a couple of zeroes.”
Dad let go of me. Reluctantly, but he did. Rubbing the top of my head, he said, “That’s my mature little girl,” entirely unaware of the ridiculous contradiction or the damage to my pride.
I jerked a thumb at Claire, still being held off the ground in Miss Lutra’s embrace. “I think I need to talk about this with my friends, if you don’t mind.”
Mom nodded. I gave them both another hug. It was hard to let go until she gave my shoulder a pat and a little push. “Go on.” She even helpfully distracted Dad by saying, “High school students. That makes so much sense.”
They both looked across the street at Upper High. “You are not combing their yearbooks, Beebee.”
She sighed in theatrical surrender.
I tugged Ray away from goggling starry-eyed at Mech. It was hard to remember sometimes that as much as we rubbed shoulders with heroes and villains, he and Claire were still giant fans. Miss Lutra put Claire down with such convincing sniffling that I began to wonder if she’d known about our going to Jupiter after all.
Behind me, Mech said to my dad, “The Fourth Dimension’s machine turning up after all this time. I can’t wait to get a look at it.”
“Tech thieves. Brilliant tech thieves,” noted my mother.
Just a hint of post-crying rasp to her soft laugh, Claire’s mom said, “Don’t even think about it, boys. Teenagers need their space, and their space is feeling very much invaded right now. They’ll get it for you later.”
“If I was good at patience, I wouldn’t be a superhero,” quipped Mech. This was apparently hilarious, because Dad, Mom, and Miss Lutra all snorted.
Ray, Claire, and I walked around the corner of the building, with me admiring how well Miss Lutra had just given us cover for private talk. We’d only just stepped out of sight when I heard Mech speak up sharply. “Brian. You need to hear this.”
“Hmmm?”
“One of Jupiter’s smallest moons just blew up like a nuclear bomb. The light from the explosion only reached Earth about five minutes ago. Then a minute ago, NASA picked up this.”
The next voice I heard, high pitched and badly staticky, was Remmy’s. “People of Earth. I am the Kludge, protector of the Jupiter colonies, and I have a message for you. You are not welcome here. Your supervillains are not welcome here. If the Inscrutable Machine return to our space, I will deal with them personally.”
That seemed to be it. The silence dragged on, until my mother commented, “That does seem to explain what keeps happening to the Jupiter probes.”
“Do you think this stasis field really was a prank, or cover while they went into space?” my dad asked.
Emotion drifted out of Mom’s voice, although her tone still only hinted at the Audit’s cold reason. “Spider has only been caught lying twice, which is why I note her phrasing that she will punish the Inscrutable Machine, not that she has. It would seem she’s waiting for them to return to Earth.”
Mech chuckled. “Blew up a moon. Spider’s going to have to punish them hard for them to not be strutting like roosters all over Chinatown.”
“Those moons are less than five miles across, Mech,” chided my mother, the keeper of all numbers everywhere.
“No one will care how big or small it was,” he countered. Nobody said anything, because they knew he was right.
I dragged Ray and Claire further, until whatever our parents discussed next, we couldn’t hear it.
My back hit the brick wall with a thump. How to say this? How could I tell anyone that I was creeped out about my power, where it came from, and what it could do if I didn’t keep it in check?
Claire gave me no chance. Slipping her arm into mine, she cooed with unabashed glee, “Penelope, did you know you’ve just achieved one of the biggest milestones any villain ever can? Ray is going to seethe in jealousy when it hits him.”
Completely derailed, I shook my head. “It’s missing me.”
She squeezed my arm closer. “A supervillain has truly arrived when a superhero arises just to stop her.”
I snorted, but Ray’s face lit up as if Claire had suddenly passed him the secret to life. Wow.
Then my brain tingled. A supervillain creating a superhero, huh?
Heh. Heh heh heh. My grin joined theirs. “You know, maybe I don’t need to reform Bad Penny. I just need to make Penelope Akk into a hero.”
This was going to be a fun semester.
Ray took my other arm, and the three of us looked up at the sky and laughed. They were pretty good at it.
“HA HA HA HA HA!”








  Richard Roberts has fit into only one category in his entire life: ‘writer.’ But as a writer he’d throw himself out of his own books for being a cliche. He’s had the classic wandering employment history – degree in entomology, worked in health care, been an administrator and labored for years in the front lines of fast food. He’s had the appropriate really weird jobs, like breeding tarantulas and translating English to English for Japanese television. He wears all black, all the time, is manic-depressive, and has a creepy laugh.
As for what he writes, Richard loves children and the gothic aesthetic. Most everything he writes will involve one or the other, and occasionally both. His fantasy is heavily influenced by folk tales, fairy tales, and mythology, and he likes to make the old new again. In particular, he loves to pull his readers into strange characters with strange lives, and his heroes are rarely heroic.








Now that you have completed this book, we hope you will leave a review so that other readers may benefit from your perspective. Authors like Richard Roberts live and die by your reviews, after all!
Please visit http://curiosityquills.com/reader-survey/ to share your reading experience with the author of this book!
 
	

	
	
	
	
	
	









Billy Lovecraft Saves the World, by Billy Lovecraft
 (http://bit.ly/1vYGSCK)
The last thing Billy Lovecraft’s parents sent him before the crash was a photo of something on the wing of their plane.
Now he’s stuck with a horrible and heart-breaking mystery: What was that awful creature, and why were his parents targeted?
It’s up to Billy to gather a team of like-minded kids and lead them through a dark new reality where the monsters are real, not everyone is who they seem to be, and an ancient alien wants to devour the world.






Rex’d: Welcome to Scholomance, by J.B Skelter & Jack Reher
 (http://bit.ly/1odZudl)
Rex Gerard is the last in a long bloodline of monster slayers that have been chronicled throughout history in pages that we have embraced as pure fiction. Dracula exists. The Creature exists. The Headless Horseman exists… All these monsters that we’ve thought to be fantasy truly exist in Rex’s world and he’s our only hope in protecting us. As he matures within the series of books as the readers do, so will the threat against humanity and the growing level of monsters will get far more terrifying. It’s up to Rex and his new motley crew of misfit friends that he goes to school with at Scholomance to save the world before it’s too late.






The Misadventures of Hobart Hucklebuck, by Stan Swanson
 (http://bit.ly/1oJ2mPs)
Things are not as they should be in Pennywhistle. Enchanted toasters are not toasting, enchanted sprinklers are not sprinkling and Hobart Hucklebuck’s origami messenger birds are suddenly attacking him. Someone seems to be draining the power from all of the enchanted items in the village. But who could it be and why have they implicated Hobart’s grandfather? Follow Hobart, Specks, and Rosie as they try to solve this mystery, straying dangerously close to disaster not only for themselves, but the entire village of Pennywhistle.






Strings, by G. Miki Hayden
 (http://bit.ly/1jeGDPF)
“Robert, an ordinary boy, finds himself in a newly chaotic world. Buildings move when and where they please, and time jumps around according to no known laws of physics. For Robert, getting to his regular school in the morning is next to impossible. As for getting home…
But then, Holden - a boy he and his friend, Nila, meet in a cave - offers them a string. No, not twine, but a string of the kind that forms the universe. Teeny and tiny, and invisible to the naked eye, this string will take Robert and Mila to their homes and way, way beyond…
Accompanied by a memorable cast of characters, Robert and his friends follow the string on a journey across time, space, and dimension to discover the answer to a mystery: Who has caused the world to fall apart?”
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