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All books about Penny are dedicated to Dana Simpson, because Penny is everything I love about us both.
Nicole, finish reading the book, or no more characters modeled after you!
And finally, thank you to so many other friends, who gave me the name Beaddown, who gave me the idea for Jacky, who deluged me with ideas for super powers, and a million other little things that all grew into a book.









y career as a mild-mannered middle school student ended the usual way, with a quarterback turning into a shark.
Or maybe he was a forward receiver. Or made line drives. Penelope Akk, nerd supreme, had more important hobbies than Sport. What mattered to me was that one second a boy on our team was human, and the next he turned big and bulky and grey. His jersey ripped over his suddenly massive upper body, and it was a blessing to us all that he wore stretchy pants.
“♪We will / We will♪” chanted the girl next to me, before trailing off with everyone else.
Shark boy certainly rocked them. In a display of truly bone-headed bravery in the finest Sport traditions, the opposing team tried to tackle him. They bounced off his shoulders like trout thrown at a freight train. One actually kind of clever guy tackled Sharky's stumpy legs, hoping to at least trip him up. No good. The poor brave sap got kicked all the way off the side of the field, and hopefully hadn't gone from halfback to hunchback.
As fast and sinuous and unstoppable as a hippopotamus, Sharky stomped down to the opposite goal, waving the football over his head and ranting at the top of his lungs. “I'm sick of this! I'm sick of hiding my super powers, pretending to compete with you humans when I'm stronger than all of you put together! Who's the Most Valuable Player now?!”
Actually, I was making up that part. Up in the stands, I couldn't possibly make out what he was yelling. Just call it an educated guess.
When he crossed the finish line, Sharky threw down the football and began his victory waddle.
The girl next to me asked in squeaky bewilderment, “Can he do that?”
The girl next to her asked more heatedly, “Does that touchdown count?”
The boy on the other side of me recoiled back in his seat. “He's heading for the other team again!”
That would be my cue. Standing, I pulled my goggles out of my pouch and buckled them ceremonially over my eyes. A careful twist of my wrists, and then a second careful twist when I didn't get the first one exactly right, and the rotors on my forearms blew the sleeves of my loose sweater off all the way to the shoulders. My brown braided pigtails flapped behind me as I soared up off of the bleachers, dropping down to land in a crouch next to the cheerleaders.
The head cheerleader, Marcia, slapped me in the chest with the side of her baton. Bared teeth accompanied a hiss like an angry cat. “You are not taking this from me, Penny Akk!”
Wincing, I pointed past her. “We're both too late.”
A girl with wildly spiky blue hair charged onto the field. Was that Cassie, from English class? What happened to her hair?
Brilliant blue arcs of electricity flew out of her body with every step, grounding in the ripped up turf. Well, that answered my question. A number of questions.
“No no no no no no no! You stupid, spotlight-hogging, neckless block of rancid fish oil!” Cassie screeched. She charged towards the shark boy, throwing out a double-armed blast of lightning bolts that fell into the ground yards short of their target. C- for mastery of her powers, but a solid A for villainous banter.
Instead of staying out of her range, the stupid, spotlight-hogging, neckless block of rancid fish oil lumbered up to meet her, yelling back, “What are you talking about?”
Lightning sprayed all around as Cassie waved her arms. Some of it hit the shark boy, but only made him shiver. Far more dangerous had to be the spit flying from her mouth as she screamed, “You clod! You heap of stinking chum! I had it all planned out! This was Lightning Wisp's big debut, and you ruined it, Fish Guts Man.”
“Sharky,” he growled.
I gaped. So did Marcia. I'd been thinking of him as 'Sharky' as a joke. He was still sticking with that dumb name? Yes, he'd used it before in a spectacularly failed bid to come out as a supervillain, and Marcia and I had both made fun of him for it.
Lightning Wisp put her hand to her ear, and mocked, “Sorry, what was that? Did you say your name was Filet-O-Fool?”
“SHARKY!” he yelled, and finished his transformation.
I'd seen him do this before, but I'd forgotten how big he was. And ugly. So, so ugly. Baboon butt ugly. Naked mole-rat ugly. He was at least six feet tall, bulging with muscles where he shouldn't have muscles, and his fanged mouth jutted out of a malformed, pointed face. Worse, instead of just on his neck, gill flaps opened and pulsed with glimpses of red meat all over his shoulders, arms, and the sides of his torso.
I screwed up my nose. I didn't even want to look at that.
For once, Marcia was more professional than me. With no sign of having to restrain her lunch, she strolled out to meet the two bickering young super-villains. Every cartoon's stereotype and every boy's dream of a dishwater blonde cheerleader in a short skirt, she didn't need powers to look more dangerous than both of them. She had poise and confidence, and they didn't.
She waved her wand, flicking it first at him, then at her. “Put your powers away and go home. You both look like fools, and Charlie, you oaf, you just made us forfeit the game. Neither of you got what you wanted, but you haven't broken any laws. Go home before a superhero gets here.”
They both glared at her, and Sharky gurgled, “Shut up, Marcia.”
Marcia twirled her baton, and sneered. “Sorry, I wasn't clear. I meant go home, or I'll make you.”
“Shut up, Marcia!” Sharky repeated, ever the master of wit, and swung a brawny arm at her backhand.
Marcia Bradley, secret identity of Miss A, obnoxious sidekick to the Original, ducked smoothly under his arm and jammed the end of her baton up under his chin. Swinging wide, she followed up by stabbing the baton into the side of his beaky nose, and in the same motion turned and jabbed Lightning Wisp under the ribs.
Sharky blinked, showing off pearly white nictitating membranes. Lightning Wisp doubled over, wheezing.
Then Wisp flicked her head, and blue electrical threads leaped over to Marcia's body. Marcia went stiff, and Sharky backhanded her again. This time, she couldn't dodge. She hit the ground several yards away, skidding instead of rolling.
Ouch. I hated Marcia, but not enough to like seeing her hurt like that. She had to have a few broken bones.
How was I going to avoid the same fate? I had not come armed for lumbering dimwitted sea-life. I had no weapons that would penetrate his layers of gleaming mucus, sandpapery hide, and insulating blubber. Irregular slits flapped like biting mouths, displaying raw red meat.
I shuddered, but technically his superhuman ugliness was not a weapon. It couldn't actually hurt me.
I could sure use it to hurt him.
A look around revealed… jackpot! Just what the Akk ordered. Next to the cheerleaders' bench sat a clumsily discarded line marker, one of those little red pushcarts for leaving lines of chalk on grass. And next to the line marker… a big plastic bag still a third full of chalk dust.
With a grunt, I hefted the bag up into my arms. Criminy, who knew powdered rock was so heavy?
Armed with a bag of chalk, a deep breath, and a devious plan, I stepped onto the field and headed for the bickering super-kids.
At the first step, one of the cheerleaders grabbed my shoulder. When I ducked free, she yelled after me, “If Marcia lost, you don't have a chance, clock girl!”
“Let her make a fool of herself,” another girl sniped.
I arrived in the heroic nick of time. Sharky was drawing back a fist and Lightning Wisp had nearly disappeared in a corona of electrical squiggles when they noticed me.
Sharky reacted first, his toothy maw gulping spasmodically. “Get out of here, Akk. I'm not-”
There were two things I knew: First, don't give the guy who can throw hundred and fifty pound neanderthal throwbacks around a chance to throw a punch. Second, Sharky's villainous monolog would never be worth waiting for.
I threw the bag of chalk at him. Not all of it, but an overhand swing dumped at least half the contents all over his lumpy, oversized body in a white cloud. Even if this plan didn't work, I had just performed a public service. Now he merely looked like a badly made rice dumpling.
Spitting and sneezing and rubbing at his face, he growled, “What-” only to break off with a croak. He squirmed. That malformed head was not built to be expressive, but his shoulders rolled and twitched. Hands slapped at his shoulders, and his sides. He managed a “You-” before the choking started.
Wheezing, struggling to breathe at all, Sharky fell backwards onto the turf and clawed at himself.
I wished I could take credit for the idea of pouring irritating dust into his gills, but I'd stolen the idea from a story about how my powerless mother took down Bull.
When I swiveled to face her, Lightning Wisp took a step back in sudden panic. The bag was light enough now for me to take a sheet of paper out of my pocket, and hold it up in front of her. In spiky blue letters, it read:
You'll see what I can really do at the football game on Saturday.
Unless you're too scared to face me?
“I assume you wrote this, and left it in my locker by magnetizing the tumblers open? That trick must have taken years to perfect. I bet it drove your parents nuts.”
She stared at me with wide, glowing eyes, then gritted her teeth and raised her hands. She had rectangular 9-volt batteries strapped to her knuckles, so many wires crisscrossing her hands that they looked like gloves, and whole rows of batteries running up her arms. So, was she a mad scientist after all?
Whatever she was, she had style. Without a real costume, she'd gone with the sparkling blue hair, a pale blue dress shirt ripped off at the elbows, and a black denim jacket ripped off at the shoulders. Hey, we were destroyed sleeve buddies! Blue lightning bolts were painted down the sides of her black jeans, and her thick, shiny black boots had massive rubber soles.
My villainous soul rebelled at ruining that look, but I dumped the rest of the chalk dust on her anyway.
Considerably smarter than Sharky, she blasted me - a fraction of a second too late. The cloud of chalk dust glowed, but all the electricity bounced off of it into the ground on Cassie's side. By the time she realized that, she was covered in the stuff.
Calcium carbonate is an excellent insulator. She made a few more clawing motions, but all she got were sparks spitting off random points on her body. Nothing useful. Nothing that stopped me from pulling the boxing glove gun my dad made me out of my pouch, stepping forward, and touching it to Lightning Wisp's nose.
Boop.
HA! A pity maniacal laughter would spoil the heroic image. Glee burned upwards from my stomach…
…only to disappear, washed away by the tears at the edges of Cassie's eyes.
Shivering, she whispered, “No. You can't beat me this fast. I had a plan. I had a giant monster. I was going to put on a show. It can't be over already.”
If there was one thing I'd learned from professional supervillainy, it was to come up with a Plan B really fast.
Leaning closer, I pitched my voice just as low. “Marcia is a jerk, but she's right. You don't have any time. Did you want to be a hero or a villain?”
Cassie peered at me past constantly-blinking, chalk dust irritated eyes, while a second line of tears carved lines down her powdered cheeks. Both squeaky and hoarse, she asked, “I get to choose?”
Holstering my gun, I held out my hand – the left hand, with the electricity-absorbing Machine around my wrist. I was sympathetic, not stupid. “Shake my hand. You lost this match, but it happens to everybody. You haven't hurt anyone, and you haven't broken any laws. You don't have to slink off in defeat. Shake the dust and make a show about it. You got what we all really want.” Leaning my head just an inch forward, I finished emphatically, “You don't have to hide your powers anymore.”
That did it. She clasped my hand. Still dazed, her grip practically hung in mind. Looking past me, she asked, “Charlie…?”
I glanced back over my shoulder in time to see Sharky, shrunk back to human shape, take a clumsy swing at the nurse bent over him. “Too dumb to help.”
She snorted, and gave my hand a hard shake, visible to the crowd. With a desperate grin, she turned her back on me, slapping away the chalk dust. By the time she'd marched halfway to the far goal, she'd shaken enough off, and a hissing white column of light shot up from one of her hands. Spreading her arms, she flapped wings made of blue electricity, to the whistling of the crowd.
I wasn't going to let her get all the glory. I jerked my fists in circles, and the fans on my forearms and ankles launched me into the air. I soared over the bleachers, over the school itself, and when I landed on Northeast West Hollywood Middle, nobody was there to see me trip and fall on my butt.
Victory! Bad Penny might be stuck as a supervillain, but Penelope Akk's heroic reputation was off to a glorious start.









ride goes before a fall.
Actually, the real quote is 'Pride goes before destruction, and a haughty spirit before a fall.' Mrs. Normandy in the 7th grade had a real pet peeve about misused quotes, and drilled that one into us mercilessly.
Either way, I pranced arrogantly to my doom. I had just recovered my dignity when my mom's car pulled up right in front of the school. I strutted over, glowing with victory. I had weapons I hadn't even had to use!
I opened the door to the back seat, and the sound of my mother's voice dumped a metaphorical bucket of ice water over my head. “Get in.” Not angry. Flat. Businesslike. Emotionless.
This was not Mom Voice. This was Audit Voice. I was in epic levels of trouble.
My butt was already in motion as the chill took over, sliding into the seat and pulling the door shut. My hands fastened the seatbelt before I knew I was doing it, and good for them. I didn't need any more trouble.
She was here already. We didn't live far away, but to be here already, she'd heard about the battle and left without waiting to hear how it ended. Was she worried about me? No. That hope fizzled as fast as it sparked. She would be gushing if she'd been worried. The silence I bathed in right now meant nothing but trouble.
Still, I tried, “I'm fine. I won.”
She didn't answer. She just turned onto Los Feliz, driving us home.
My voice soft and cracking, I added, “I didn't start it.” I couldn't get any further. The back of my mother's head in front of me didn't budge an inch. The eyes in the rear view mirror were concerned with nothing but driving. The silence swallowed all the excuses I wanted to make.
Seconds crawled past, one by one, before she answered, “We'll talk about this when we get home.” Almost a monotone.
Panic closed around my heart. My mom was the Audit. I knew how she worked. She'd calculated exactly how long to wait to answer me, framed every word according to laboratory tests on intimidation, all to make me feel maximum terror. Knowing that didn't help at all. If she was angry enough to use those tactics on me, I was in catastrophic trouble.
Oh, Tesla. What if she knew I was Bad Penny? I'd just fought a super powered battle in public. Maybe in front of cameras. Had she identified me by body language, by something I'd never considered at all?
As nerve-rattling as that was, there was a much more obvious explanation. Maybe sneaking behind my parents' back to create a set of battle equipment and getting into a fight at a public school event was not a good thing. Put that way, it sounded almost… criminal.
That was as far as reason got. I sat there, frozen in mindless fear, until we got home. My mother opened the car door, and walked behind me like a prison guard into the kitchen.
Dad was there. He was a mess, unshaven, his hair uncombed, his shirt untucked. He must have been asleep when they heard. He was also sitting in a kitchen chair, not in his comfortable plush chair in his office. Another sign that I was in for it.
Still, just a little fear evaporated at his expression. The first thing he did was sigh in relief. He tried to hide it, but he didn't have Mom's poker face. Part of this was them being worried about me.
“Your clothes are ruined, Penelope,” was the first thing he said. It was so obviously not why they were mad at me, I didn't know how to answer.
And he'd used my real name. No 'Penny,' no 'Pumpkin,' no 'Princess.' My lower lip started to wobble. Please don't let me break down crying!
“May I see your new inventions?” he asked next. The concern and real curiosity in his voice gave me strength, held back the tears. I was in trouble, but he wasn't… mad, exactly.
I unbuckled the rotors from my forearms and ankles. It took some fiddling. They had to be securely fastened to work, after all.
When I pushed them across the table, he picked one up, turning it over and over, examining the mechanisms. I followed up with my linking rings, and Dad's boxing glove gun just to be sure.
One of Mom's hands settled on my head, and the other my shoulder, her thumb massaging the back of my neck. “You can sit down, Penny,” she said. The tone was still blank, but the use of my name, the comforting touch… all calculated to let me know I was in trouble, deep trouble, but not 'yelling and disowning' trouble. Under the circumstances, that was a relief.
“This thing is spring powered. I'm not kidding,” Dad mumbled to Mom. I'd impressed and amused him.
But not her. She sat down in the remaining chair, folded her hands, and looked me straight in the eyes. “You have never attended a football game before, or even expressed interest. You went armed, with brand new weapons you made yourself. How did you know there would be trouble?”
I pulled out the crumpled sheet of paper with the challenge on it, and slid it over. What did those dark blue eyes see, when she looked it over? The phrasing, the condition of the paper, the handwriting – what did Mom know just by glancing at it? I was not stupid enough to ask.
Dad was still trying to find a way to pry open my rotor and peer into the workings, but his real attention was on us. Mom asked the next impersonal, businesslike question. “Why would someone challenge you to a duel?”
My mouth opened to answer, but I swerved away from Cassie's name. Too personal. “She left a trap in the computer lab last month. Not bad enough to hurt anyone. She didn't say who it was for, but I… I got mad she burned out my computer, and deactivated the trap.”
“It's not her fault the school didn't tell us, Beebee,” Dad said, his tone quiet and gentle. My eyes stung. Now I was on the edge of crying just from relief.
Especially when Mom agreed, “No, it's not.” I still wasn't out of the woods. She leaned forward, and in that blank, watching face there was still no path to safety. “Why didn't you tell an adult?”
My mind went blank. I had no answer to that.
When my silence made that clear, she tried again. “Why didn't you refuse?”
Excuses ran through my fingers like water. They would all be lies. It hadn't occurred to me. I'd leaped on the opportunity like a cat on a mouse.
Dad spoke next, laying my flying invention back on the table. “By accepting that first challenge, you told anyone paying attention that you were a superhero, fair game for anything they wanted to try. When you accepted this second challenge, you confirmed it.”
“You're not ready for that. Even though you think you are,” Mom added.
What she didn't know, thank Tesla, was that I had two months’ worth of highly successful experience as a supervillain, defeating adults, not kids. I was smart enough not to argue, and smart enough to know she could read those hints of defiance.
Dad let out a very heavy sigh, collapsing back into his creaking chair. He rubbed the bridge of his nose, under his glasses. “What are we going to do about this, Beebee? If Penny… apologizes, or something, will this go away?”
The interrogation was over. Even Mom relaxed, a little, and my panic inched down because she sounded worried, not mad. “No, and that's not her fault. Copycat syndrome is very strong. After the Inscrutable Machine went public, the odds of another child trying to be a villain were eighty-seven percent. After Charlie Kamachi failed, they went down to fifty-fifty. We lost that roll when Cassie Patter blew up the computer lab.”
My back went stiff at the sound of their real names, and of course Mom saw it. I got a serious look again. “They don't have a secret identity to protect now, Penelope. Their names don't count as getting personal anymore. They forfeited that safety.”
I found my voice. “That's what they wanted. Nobody likes pretending we don't have powers. It's like…” I withered again under that stare, not angry, just solemn.
Dad stood up and walked around the table. His hands slipped under my arms, and he lifted up to squeeze me against him in a tight hug. I didn't sob or anything, but I was definitely dripping tears onto his shoulder. The worst was over. I'd messed up, but they weren't mad, not really mad.
A little bit of resentment tickled my stomach. How could replacing my supervillain identity with a superhero identity have been a bad thing? This wasn't fair!
Whatever. I would accept anything to avoid my mother's cold, dissecting questions.
“That's their problem, Penny. Ours is keeping you safe. There will be time enough to be a hero when you're out of school,” Dad said, not quite whispering.
Mom raised an eyebrow. “Must I play Bad Cop, Brian?”
Dad turned me sideways in his arms, grunting a bit. I guess I was getting a little heavy for this. His serious expression was a lot less scary than Mom's, because he could never hide his worry, even when he tried to look stern. “Whatever happens now, Penny, you stay out of it. We won't forbid you to use your powers, but you will not fight anyone. If you do, you lose your allowance for the week.”
That hurt. I had over a hundred thousand dollars in a fake business bank account, but I couldn't spend it. Now that my parents would be watching, I couldn't even sneak a few bucks here and there. Technically rich, all my money in my civilian life still came from my parents.
Mom frowned, thoughtfully. “The incentive structure there is unhealthy. A more immediate, emotionally direct punishment would be better. No computer or phone access for the rest of the day after any fight.”
I winced. That would be miserable. Even if I went to bed early, it would mean hours of boredom.
Then, to my horror, Dad said, “Both,” and Mom nodded.
I just stared up at him, open-mouthed.
To no effect. He kissed my bangs, but there wasn't a flicker of doubt in his voice or expression. “That is how important this is, Penny. Should that include tonight, Beebee?”
Panic had time to squeeze my heart and throat again before Mom shook her head. “No. She didn't know about the rules. For something this important, consistency is a must. If she disobeys, she gets the punishment we laid down. Period.”
Whole vistas of horrible possibilities started to open up in my imagination, and I blurted out the first one. “But what if they attack me? Am I not supposed to defend myself?”
“Do you know what deescalation means, Penny?” Dad asked.
“Calming things down, instead of letting them get worse,” I supplied from the depths of my vocabulary. I couldn't recall ever actually using the word.
His eyes centered on mine, only inches away. It was unnerving. Dad didn't give me hard looks very often. At least his voice still held that trace of worry. “I suggest you get very good at it. Apologize, surrender, tell an adult, walk away, run away, whatever you have to do. If you want to be a superhero someday, the best heroes do more than just yell at people to give up.”
Not from what I'd seen, but maybe that was part of Dad's point. I still fumed. Even if I could pull off deescalation, it would be humiliating.
Mom finally stood too, and joined us in that hug. That extra bit of relief helped, as did her friendly, helpful tone, the kind I usually got when I had a problem. “If you want my advice, complain. Complain loudly, to your friends, as soon and as often as possible. Blame us. When everyone knows how unfair we're being, all professional supervillains will consider you a civilian again. The challenges you receive should drop by two thirds, and your odds of being attacked without your agreeing to fight drop to single digits.”
“I watched the video, by the way,” Dad said, his mood suddenly warm and amused. “It was like watching someone with my powers and your mother's deviousness. You'll be a world class superhero in a few years, but right now your mean, unfair parents will drop the hammer on you if you don't stick to the sidelines, even if it's not your fault.”
They let me slide to the ground, and because I really do have great parents, they didn't object when I threw my hands up in the air, growled in frustration, and scooped my inventions off the table to stomp back to my bedroom.









he stares in history class didn't surprise me. They were par for the course, any time I used my powers publicly. Monday's stares weren't any more or less suspicious, jealous, or thoughtful than if I'd just had a fit and built something by accident. That would help me with my parent-decreed mission to reverse all my hard-won successes, but it was still kinda disappointing.
History class always soothed my spirits. We were up to the early colonization of North America, and today was one of those great history stories, the Lost Colony of Roanoke. One of those dinky little British villages set up on an island off the coast of North Carolina, in 1590 a ship arrived to find every single inhabitant turned to stone.
There were no signs of panic. People were caught in the middle of whatever they'd been doing, which made for a bunch of pretty hilarious statues, and one or two sad or disturbing ones. When the first one broke, patterns of blood vessels and organs inside confirmed these weren't just statues, but actual people turned to stone.
Nobody knew why. Nobody knew how. Nobody knew how to turn them back.
Several statues were missing from the group photographs in our textbooks. I got the hint they'd been turned to stone doing intimate things you don't show middle schoolers photographs of.
Standing next to his blackboard-sketched map of North Carolina, Mr. Beanpole held up a picture of a boarded up building. “The statues were last reported seen in 2011, in the Historical Society of Roanoke Posterity Museum. Most likely they're still there, but the museum closed in 2009, and no one claimed them.”
That woke Ray from his mid-class doze. “What, no one?”
Mr. Beanpole smirked. We had a lot of teachers with a sense of drama, and he was one of them. “No one. That brings us to the other mystery of the Lost Colony. No one wants the statues. No one likes being near them. They've been taken to laboratories for study seven times, and always returned. P. T. Barnum owned the statues for a week before finding a way to sucker the county government to buy them back. No one would pay to see them. Every museum they've been in goes out of business.”
“Magic?” asked Ray.
That smirk. We were walking right into Mr. Beanpole's trap. “Not that any hero has ever been able to detect. The statues aren't cursed, and people don't report feeling uncomfortable around them. No one knows how they happened, no one knows why they drive people away, and no one really knows what happened to the Lost Colony of Roanoke.”
So, good class, and right after history is the first really good chance for me and Ray and Claire to get together in the morning, while we walk to English.
They descended on me with the eagerness of vultures, and for obvious reasons. Ray nudged me with his elbow from one side. “Congratulations on your first successful superhero battle.”
Claire nudged me from the other side. “Congratulations on distracting me with Grimoire of Nursey Rhymes so that I wouldn't figure out what you were up to.”
“I didn't mean to hide anything. My hero career has to be solo!” Seriously, I just hadn't wanted to rub Ray and Claire's faces in their not being able to take part.
My answer did not fly. “Now that I've finished the game, you won't be able to leave me out next time.”
I couldn't tell if she didn't believe me, or was just faking it. Platinum blonde middle school goddess Claire Lutra faced life with the sultry, serene smile she'd inherited from her mother, whose villainous name The Minx said it all. Big, round glasses were just a fashion statement that magnified her mischievous eyes. Ray, thin and dressed in black, had a more feral, gleeful smile he wore almost every minute of the day. They weren't mad, at least!
So, of course, I had to bring them down. “There is no next time.”
Claire half-turned towards me in shock. Well, maybe quarter-turned. We were walking down a crowded school hall, after all. “But you won! There are three different videos on the web!”
“It… it's too complicated. I'll tell you about it at lunch.”
Ray was giving me a look, too. I'd been squeezed between book-ends, now they were facing me. His tone was way quieter and more understanding. “So, that's where you both were yesterday.”
I nodded, starting to pout. “Yeah, it took-”
“Hey, Penny Akk!” yelled a girl's voice.
Up until now, the hall had been background, getting just enough attention for me to not trip over someone and fall on my face. Now I looked up, just in time to see Cassie, beaming with glee and holding up her hand as she stepped up to me.
I didn't get a lot of high-fives, but her grin was infectious. I slapped my hand against hers, and she grabbed it and gave it a shake before letting go.
“No hard feelings, I take it?” Claire asked Cassie.
“Are you kidding? Penelope Akk is my hero! I just wish I was good enough to be her rival!” Cassie barked back. Her raised voice complimented a straight back and a strutting walk. We were the center of attention now, and Cassie wanted it that way.
We'd arrived at English class. Probably no one but me noticed Cassie's hands shaking. Pulling open the door to the classroom, she stopped to run her fingers back through her hair. As she did, electricity sparked, and in a wave her hair turned frosty blue, sticking out in crazy static-charged spikes.
Just loudly enough for the three of us to hear, she said, “I've been waiting for this moment all my life,” and stepped into class, the real color of her hair proclaiming at a glance that she had super powers.




The two words I would use to describe that day's English class were 'surreal' and 'relaxing', at least for me. Nobody paid me any attention, despite my heroics this weekend. This was Cassie's moment, and I was glad for her.
She basked in the not-very-covert stares all period, smiling like the sun, with an occasional spark skittering over her hair. Mrs. Harpy didn't like it. She didn't object, but Mrs. Harpy is usually pretty jovial. A detached, serious tone didn't suit her. She never actually objected, because Cassie paid more attention to the lesson than anyone else. When Mrs. Harpy asked Cassie a question, she got an immediate, correct, and well-thought-out answer.
Uh… I think. I wasn't actually paying all that much attention myself. I didn't need to gawk at Cassie, but I was fascinated by the reaction of the class. A good ninety percent of the time they seemed to be looking at and listening to Mrs. Harpy, but in a stiff, too-intent way. Whenever she wasn't looking at them, glances were stolen at Cassie, and at Cassie's spiky blue hair.
Quite a few kids grinned the whole class through, and they were the ones who did the least gawking. The red haired boy who I thought maybe I'd seen at the supervillain meet-up in Chinatown was one of the smilers. The others I mostly hadn't pegged as having super powers, but how could you tell?
The exceptions were even more interesting. Marcia's desk was empty, and the brown haired cheerleader who sat next to her spent the whole lesson staring at her copy of The Scarlet Letter with a haunted expression.
Eesh. I hoped Marcia was okay.
Claire stared at Cassie more than anybody. No surprise there. Getting their own powers hadn't stopped her or Ray from being huge superhero/supervillain geeks. Ray just seemed to like The Scarlet Letter.
Claudia, dark skinned, black haired, awkwardly plain and dressed as always in not-quite-fitting earth tone clothing, hadn't been at the game. If she had, she could have flattened Charlie, Cassie, me, Marcia, Cassie's mysterious giant monster, any angry super powered parents in the stands, a brigade of tanks, an invasion of eldritch monstrosities, and at least a squad of alien Conqueror Orbs backed by the Orb of the Heavens itself.
Okay, I was probably exaggerating there, but knowing that depressed loner Claudia Catherine Cuddihy was one of the most powerful superhumans on the planet made me constantly aware of her mood. When I wasn't nervous about being on the wrong side of her superheroing, I itched with curiosity and a desire to make friends.
Today, Claudia just slouched and stared at her book with empty eyes, like usual.




After English, Ray and Claire and I had to split up to hit our lockers, but we would meet again in the cafeteria.
Claire was usually breezily late. Today, she and Ray were already at the table, watching me like civet cats ready to pounce on a coffee bean. Like a coffee bean, I couldn't run away. I had to give them the bad news.
It was a considerable surprise when I opened my mouth, and Claire spoke over me. “Before you make me forget, I finished Grimoire of Nursery Rhymes last night. It was so good!”
The game had looked a little violent for my tastes, and for Claire's, but I'd figured the dark-but-adorable theme would please her. I hadn't thought it would please her so much that she'd rather talk about it than superheroing!
Ray leaned across the table, Claire's enthusiasm sucking him forward. “Was the main character a boy or a girl? I couldn't tell from the trailer.”
Bouncing in her seat with enthusiasm, golden curls jiggling, Claire waved her hands at us and unleashed the squee. “That was one of the great things. You never find out! The story is full of flashbacks, but they all have that same mechanical demon voice, and what you see of yourself wears the same sorcerer's gloves and armor, even the ones where you're a small child.”
We both stared at her, too overwhelmed by her energy to say anything.
She giggled, and dipped her head down between her shoulders in a bashful shrug. “Whoops. Sorry. I'll turn it down.”
Golden curls. Oh. Claire had lost control of her powers, and sucked us in. Her hair had gone back to its jealousy-causing silken ivory, so I could rest easy that my mind was my own again.
Ray, always eager to see Claire as a different kind of cute, caught up faster than I did, saying, “That's a lot of story for a first person shooter. All the trailers talked about was how creepy evil stuffed animals were, and the customizable spell system.”
Claire nodded eagerly again. “I know. I was totally surprised, but the game is bulging with story. The gameplay's actually kind of easy, but designing chaos spells is a hoot. I added corruption to everything, and turned my enemies into all sorts of stuff. You two have got to play this game.”
Then she turned to look me right in the face. “But first, Penny has to tell us about her big duel.”
“In detail,” added Ray.
“And back up this claim that there won't be a next time.”
“Because we are going to be there for the next time.” They were a regular vaudeville team.
It was time to interrupt them before they really got going. It was time to follow my mother's advice.
That would be very, very easy.
Throwing up my hands, and making no attempt to keep my voice low, I whined, “My parents went nuts when I got home, okay?! No heroing for me. They think supervillains are going to jump out at me from every corner.”
“So? You snuck around them the first time. Do it again,” said a new voice, or at least an unexpected voice. Carrying a lunch tray, Cassie slid into place at our table, and even bumped Ray aside with her hip so she could take the spot directly across from me.
I slapped my hands on the table now, frustrated. Nobody knew what it was like to have my parents! “No. My mom will be watching me now. When she didn't suspect anything, I could make excuses. If I get in a fight now, she'll know. No super powered battles for me, anymore. No regular battles. I am cut off. I won! I was the hero! And they won't let me do it again!” Growling, I clawed at the air. Totally unsatisfying. My super power nudged me in an unhelpfully helpful way with a teasing hint of how to blow up the cafeteria with today's lunch.
We were getting stares. Fine. I could blow off steam and obey Mom's orders at the same time.
Cassie sucked at a carton of milk, but that was theater, because she raised her voice just enough that everyone could definitely hear her, too. “Yeah, trying to get around the Audit must be tough. You are so lucky to have inherited her powers, too. Me and Charlie both, boom, you took us down in seconds. I thought I had you totally outgunned. Then – woosh! It all came tumbling down. I've heard stories about how scary it was to fight the Audit, how helpless bad guys felt, but facing it in person was chilling. I was so not prepared.”
My hand waved urgently. “No! She doesn't have… powers, or if she does, they're not like that. She counts things. Like, you can't shoot her because she knows where you're aiming, how long it will take you to pull the trigger, and how long it will take you to shift your aim. She's not there when you shoot. If she doesn't like the odds, she doesn't get in front of you in the first place.”
“And she out-thinks you instead. People would get too scared to shoot, wondering what they were going to hit behind her that would end up defeating them. Then they would back up into traffic. That's what it's like to fight you, Penny.”
“Well, not anymore,” I snarled.
The bell rang. I hadn't eaten anything. I hadn't even opened my lunchbox. Grabbing it off the table, I stomped off across the street to Geometry class.
The stomping felt particularly good. Nothing relaxes you like a chance to rant. Mad cackling is good, too. Oh, and being compared to your legendary mother. Also very soothing for the soul.




Ray caught up just in time to open the front door for me, bowing and smiling a less manic, more personal smile for me. We both left Northeast West Hollywood Middle and crossed the street to Upper High together.
Me and Ray were the only two kids who took a class so advanced we had to go to high school to take it. We were very, very good at math, something I got from both parents, I'm sure. What I hadn't managed to get from them was enjoying math. It was okay. A pleasant challenge sometimes, and I'd get super bored if I were stuck in algebra, but just okay.
Geometry class had one special upside. This was the only class I took with Ray, and not with Claire. I had to hurry across the street to get there in time, and there was never time to talk, but I got to spend these five minutes alone with him. Alone in a crowd, but still.
Not even a crowd, while we crossed the street, and as we stepped up to the curb something touched my hand, hanging unnoticed at my side. Ray's fingers twined into mine, and…
Everything got all hot, and it was really hard to think. He was so thin, and he had eyes that were always moving behind his glasses, and now that he'd switched to black and started taking care of his hair he'd gone from 'cute' to… well…
And somehow, for some reason, with Claire to compare to, no less, he thought the same about me.
My hand shook when we reached the front door of Upper High, and he had to let go. I so needed to do something about our relationship. For two kids who were definitely dating, we'd never actually dated. Confident and always one step ahead I might be on the battlefield – I'd kissed him on the battlefield, even…
That thought caused the world to disappear in a scarlet haze until we settled into our chairs in Geometry class.




There is absolutely nothing romantic about geometry. It cooled me down quick, and gave me other things to worry about. We'd missed a whole week on Jupiter, and even for Ray that had required some serious catch-up. I was pretty confident I had it all down now, but the volumes of sliced solids sure occupied your full attention.
Only when the bell rang and we were all packing up our books did I notice the boy one row back giving me a cold, searching look. Not hostile, exactly. Challenging? And the girl in the fancy, gothy black dress, with her shoulder length black hair and purple tips, she was watching me too, although I couldn't begin to fathom what those dreamy, heavily mascaraed eyes were saying.
She looked familiar, actually. Well, you noticed someone who dressed like… Barbara? Barbara, immediately, but if I worried about this I'd be late for computer class!
Ray's next class was on the far end of Northeast West Hollywood Middle, so he was long gone ahead of me. Superhumanly enhanced speed must be nice. That did mean my mind was clear enough to realize Upper High must be full of super powered kids. It was an open secret our folks mostly lived around here, and sent us to my middle school. Kids grow up, right? Next year I'd be in Upper High, so lots of other super powered kids had graduated from Northeast West Hollywood Middle to Upper High before.
Rumor had already gotten around about my big battle on Saturday. Rumor would get around just as fast that I was off the superhero rolls again.
Sigh.
Upon that mournful note, I reached the computer lab. I'd been a bit too idle in my thinking, and the bell rang as I pulled the door open and stepped inside, but… ha! A second to spare was still on time!
A second to spare left me still holding the door open behind me when the PA announced, “Will Cassie Pater, Charlie Kamachi, and Penelope Akk please report to the principal's office?”
I said my name. “Akk!” and turned right around.
Oh, criminy. What a roller coaster day. I'd been so involved in getting in trouble with my parents, I'd totally forgotten that the school would have strong opinions on unlicensed super powered battles in the middle of a football game. The three of us had committed that most unthinkable of sins – we'd interrupted Sports. Even at our magnet school, the powers that be considered Sports to be a holy sacrament. They just squeezed a lot of academic competitions into the category.
Outside the front office, Cassie stood next to a red-headed woman maybe twice our age, whose absolutely flame red hair had been gelled into spikes that made Cassie's look tame. With her hands clasped behind her, Cassie looked owl-eyed and nervous, but the other woman just smirked, leaned against the wall, and chewed gum.
I could already hear another woman's voice inside raised in anger. “Well, she didn't interrupt the game, either. The Kamachi boy did. My sister tried to stop him. You might as well punish Marcia Bradley.”
The next voice was a man's. Probably my principal's. Who pays attention to the principal and knows what he sounds like? I guess me, from now on. “Miss Bradley has two cracked ribs. Even given the level of medical care her father can pay for-”
“Right,” the woman's voice interrupted, thick with sarcasm.
I peeked into the office. Oh, oh, criminy. There were my mom and dad, sitting in chairs by the wall. A tall, skinny, weathered old man in clothing wrinklier than his face stood on the other side of the office, arms folded. Between them, so stiff with fury that she looked like she might catch fire, was a woman the age of the redhead who had to be Cassie's sister. Her hair was purple, all the way down to the roots! At least it didn't stick up in spikes. The boring, brown-suited guy in the middle had to be our principal, and Cassie's sister had him backed up against the wooden front desk itself. The secretaries behind it were thoroughly minding their own business. Flaming row? What flaming row?
A milder version of Cassie's sister's sneer touched my dad and the old guy's faces, and the redhead's, for that matter. And probably mine. Marcia was the Original's sidekick, and her dad probably was the Original. He was richer than Croesus and had access to superheroes with healing powers. It was amusing to hear the principal desperately talk around that fact.
Still, this was a little close to getting personal, and Mom interrupted the conversation and the subject. “I don't see why we're even here, Principal Jagan. Brian and I have made it clear to Penny that this won't happen again, but that's for private, family reasons. From the school's perspective, she stopped an attack on one of your sporting events.” Yeah, Mom had no truck with football either. She dropped the words 'sporting events' with the contemptuous care of dry ice handled with tongs.
The old guy wheezed, “My grandson's life is already miserable at home, and that's nothing compared to the humiliation he's facing at school. I've told him in any contest you get beat half the time, and half that time it's by a girl, but kids don't think that way. His friends won't stop giving him the business anytime soon. Leave him alone.” What a voice. Raspy, with a hint of gurgle. Tall, thin, related to hideous fish-faced Sharky… oh, criminy. Hagfish. That old guy had to be Hagfish. I'd met Leviathan, too, under less than friendly circumstances. They had a whole family of butt-ugly fish transformations, eewww.
The purple haired woman stopped looming over the principal, and stood straight, instead, blazing anger turning into a witheringly cold stare. “And Cassie was in the middle of saving the day when the Akk kid butted in. They're fine with each other, so that's none of your business. Cassie was a hero, so that's none of your business. Case closed.”
“Miss Pater was planning to attack the game herself. Kamachi got there first.”
“So?!” The purple haired woman's arms flapped, and then she pointed a finger at my dad. “We all have stupid impulses. When you called him in to this stupid meeting, I bet Brainy Akk there considered blasting your whole faculty with his 'I'm a moron, aren't I?' ray-”
Dad coughed into his fist, looking momentarily guilty.
“But they didn't do it. It's called growing up. It's what teenagers are supposed to do!”
A scratchy sound drew my attention. The redhead was sniggering, and whispered, “The poor guy should just surrender already. When Ruth gets this mad, you could hit her with a train and she'd claw you into submission.”
Cassie scratched her hair, grinning awkwardly. “I'm glad to be off the hook, but I've never heard her sound like you, before.”
The redhead reached over and ruffled her hand through Cassie's hair. Electricity crawled over her fingers, but if that hurt, she didn't show any sign. “You're the only family she'll admit to, Cassie. You have no idea how much she worries about you.”
Suddenly, that hand left Cassie's hair and stuck out at me. I shook it awkwardly, even more awkwardly because the first touch zapped me with so much static electricity I heard the pop. Ow. Still, I tried to look tough, partly because the woman was saying, “I'm Rachel Fitzclaire, and you must be Penelope. I told Cassie not to pick a fight with an Akk, but I suppose it turned out okay.”
Rachel had a strong grip, and sharp fingernails. Awfully sharp fingernails. Pointy and clawlike. The ends of tattooed silver lines peeked around the cuff of her blouse's sleeve, and if I looked close, Rachel wore an awful lot of makeup. It blended into her skin beautifully, and you wouldn't notice it unless you were looking, or the complicated silver patterns running up her neck and cheeks beneath that makeup.
“You're Ra-” I squeaked before choking myself off. I was shaking hands with Rage, which meant Cassie's purple-haired sister was Ruin! Sure, I'd known Cassie's family probably had super powers, but… but… I guess I should have expected this moment.
Despite her name, Rage's grin showed not the slightest resentment for my having sicced a stone giant, an army of children's book heroes, and worst of all Claudia on her the last time we'd met. She just kept shaking my hand.
In the silence where I'd stopped talking, Ruin ranted, “-which we paid to replace. Personally. And you agreed that incident was over and forgotten. Might I add, that computer lab was a disgrace, and you should be grateful we upgraded it. If I'd known my baby sister was being taught on machines older than she is, I'd have given you a piece of my mind long ago!”
One tiny little mystery got ticked off my life's list. When I got back from Jupiter, not only were the burned-out desktop towers in our computer lab gone, we had sleek, expensive, top-of-the-line laptops instead, the kind so nice they were chained to the table even in a peaceful school like ours.
Rage's voice pulled my attention back. “You have good self-control for a thirteen-year-old, Penelope, but I need a better disguise if a child I've never met before can spot me.” The emphasis was slight, but I caught it, and I looked into Rage's knowing blue eyes. Oh, criminy, yes. Rage – Rachel – recognized me, knew that I was Bad Penny.
This was a disaster. If Rachel knew, Ruth knew. Who else? Okay, she'd been so subtle that nobody else would have noticed, so she was going to keep this personal. Secret identities were so inviolate that heroes and villains alike protected them, literally to the grave.
It had to be that time my mask came off in Chinatown. Hundreds of villains might know who I was, but only villains. I wasn't in danger of this getting back to my parents.
Still, criminy. Criminy buckets. How many pillars of my world were going to get knocked down today?
I reeled, back into a pair of waiting arms and a decidedly softer, more feminine figure than most girls my age and height had. Claire held me around the waist and asked, “Penny, what happened? Are you in trouble? I'm sorry I took so long to get here!”
Her hug let go as I straightened up. “How are you even here at all?”
Claire tossed her head arrogantly, sending her blonde hair into a rippling wave. “Mr. Wise is a very sweet guy, my best friend was in trouble, and I can be awfully persuasive when I want to be.”
My mouth hung open. “You used your power on a teacher?”
“No! Only a tiny bit. Mr. Wise really is nice. He made me do an extra page of word problems in class first, to prove how bad I wanted it. Forget about me, are you okay?”
“She's fine. Cassie will be fine. I'm sure even Charlie will be fine, after Ruth gets done with your principal,” Rachel promised.
Essential Claireness took over. Always eager to make new friends, she stepped past me, aiming her most beamingly eager expression and probably a little bit of super-cuteness at Rachel. “You're Cassie's family? You're not old enough to be her parents-”
Claire's voice dropped to a whisper, and she lunged forward, grabbing both of Rachel's hands. “You're Rage and Ruin. I have to have your autograph!”
Rachel started laughing. Cassie just went 'pfft' and then looked awkward, her nose scrunching up a little. “My parents aren't the nicest people in the world. I live with Ruth and Rachel instead.”
Claire balled up her fists, shaking them with the glee of pure geek satisfaction. “I knew it. I knew it knew it knew it! Rage and Ruin are a couple! I don't see a ring. I guess you're not married yet?”
Rachel laughed louder, making gulping noises as she forced it down enough to say, “You are so lucky Ruth is busy. I can hear her now. 'Hasn't anyone heard of a heterosexual life partner?'”
It was Claire's turn to look stunned. “So, you live together, you're raising a child together, you fight like you're practically one-”
Laying my hand on Claire's shoulder, I squeezed hard and whispered into her ear, “This conversation is very inappropriately personal, isn't it? Rachel Fitzclaire is here as Cassie's guardian.”
Cassie held up her hands, face blankly solemn. “I swear. Separate rooms. I've never even seen them kiss.”
Rachel sighed, leaning back against the wall again. “I don't know what we'll do if one of us does fall in love with someone. Without Ruth to let me out of myself, I'd have snapped in a fit of homicidal anger years ago.”
Claire gawked. “But… fits of homicidal anger are what you're known for.”
“Yes, but Ruth makes sure that when I lose control, it's for fun and profit.”
“This is still too personal, Claire,” I warned, putting an edge of frustration in my voice.
The bell rang. The hall exploded in noise as kids rushed out of their classrooms, to their lockers or straight out the front doors. Wow. This had gone on the whole hour.
Inside, the adults stopped talking and looked around. Mom stood, and said, “We have much to discuss when things are quieter, and after the community has had time to weigh in. For right now, I'd like to thank you for seeing reason, Principal Jagan.”
“I'm not certain I had a great deal of choice,” he joked, looking at Ruth, but his tone was relaxed enough that it definitely was a joke.
“Cassie? Kids?” Ruth called as she walked to the door. In that fluid, predator's gait I could definitely see the purple feline monster Ruin transformed into when committing crimes.
“So, they're not in trouble?” Claire asked urgently, peeking over my and Cassie's shoulders.
Mom answered, “Not in any way. Would you like a ride home, Penny, or are you staying for your club? None of this was your fault, so I don't mind coming back to get you.”
I was exhausted, and plenty eager to go home and lie down for an hour, but Claire answered for me. “She's staying.”
Mom saw my expression, of course, and chirped in amusement, “Your friends are one consequence of your actions I can't shield you from, Penny, and I wouldn't if I could.”
Dad patted my head on the way past. He sounded even more amused. “See you in a couple of hours, Princess.”
Clearly, I was the only person who didn't think today was hilarious, but I could hit back. “Five bucks, and you know where the jar is, Dad.” Maybe I wouldn't need my allowances, if the fuss around superheroing made my dad drop Princesses everywhere.
Naah. If I wasn't taking their rules seriously, Mom would just up the punishment. Then Dad would up it again, to prove their point. Ruth stepped up to the door next, and she and Cassie looked at each other. Like a breaking dam, Cassie's older sister swooped down, lifting her up into a crushing hug. A moment later, Rachel joined them.
“Come on! Not in front of Penny!” Cassie wheezed.
“Your thirteen-year-old dignity is of no importance to me, little sister,” Ruth mocked, in the grandest theatrical villain style. Tossing Cassie over her shoulder, Ruin carried her out the door. Rachel followed, chewing on gum that had miraculously reappeared.
Claire bumped her hip against mine. “By the way, you don't have to worry about Cassie joining us at lunch anymore. I took care of it.”
“Oh. Thanks.” I should have sounded more grateful, but it had been quite a day. It hadn't occurred to me that Cassie might keep showing up at lunch. We might end up friends, but that had still been a tad uncomfortable.
“I told her she was interrupting your time with your boyfriend,” Claire explained, voice lilting.
My cheeks exploded into flame, and I flinched. “Er,” I told her succinctly.
She didn't rub it in. She just hooked her elbow into mine, and pulled me towards the front doors. “Of course, I had to make a deal, but you'll find out about that when we get there.”
It didn't exactly take long. We just had to circle the building to the playground nobody used because we're not an elementary school. A drab, unremarkable green door at the corner was the entrance to my secret lair.
Oh, wait. Did I use the words 'unremarkable' or 'secret?' Or 'green?' Yeah, that was all before my folks thought they were saving me from the Inscrutable Machine. Now it was bent, charred, had a big hole in it where the lock used to be, and well known to exactly the people I least wanted to know about it: My parents. On the plus side, it still wasn't hard to keep other schoolkids out. Ray's super strength could jam that warped piece of metal into the frame tighter than any middle schooler could hope to open.
At the moment, this was not the case. Claire and I only had to give a few hard tugs to reveal the crude, tarnished freight elevator leading into the base itself.
The moment we did so, Claire gave a whistle, the classic kind with two fingers in her mouth. How did she do that? How did anyone do that?
I felt a gust of wind, and when I turned around, the red-headed boy from English class stood behind me. In front of me now.
“Will! Will, you overclocked adrenalin junky, don't leave me behind like that!” yelled Cassie, rounding the corner of the school at a sprint. We were close enough she had to skid to a halt.
Will wasn't done being abused. Cassie shook her finger at him, an inch from jabbing him in the nose. “Have you finally vibrated your brains loose, Captain Spaz? If you scare her, she'll never let us in! You don't even deserve to be Captain Spaz. You're Lieutenant Spaz. Corporal Spaz, maybe.”
Corporal Spa- uh, Will, was built in Ray's skinny mold, but taller. His brick colored hair had a literal wind-blown look, and he did look unnaturally intense, and unnaturally pink, like a permanent case of sunburn. Now that I knew he had super speed, I was positive this was the kid who stole my mask back in Chinatown.
I looked at Will. He smiled at me hopefully, like a hungry puppy. I looked at Cassie. She grinned back, just hungry, no puppy. I looked at Claire. She looked supremely, unrealistically casual, hands behind her back and meeting my gaze with poker-faced serenity.
Cassie couldn't nearly pull off that nonchalance, and her voice fluttered as she asked, “So, you've got a club for kids with super powers, right? Will and I want to join up.”
“I…,” I answered intelligently. Reluctance gnawed on me. The club was just an excuse to help me and Ray and Claire hide the Inscrutable Machine, right? But… it did exist. Officially. The school knew about it, although until Dad blew our front door off, they didn't know where we met or pay any attention to our existence. My parents certainly knew about it. So it was reasonable other kids knew.
My dithering brought out the wheedling in Cassie. Tilting her head to the side, she playfully whined, “Come ooooon. You have to let us in. We've got powers. We'll start at the bottom, as minions.”
Claire wrapped her arms around one of mine, stepping right up against me. It was almost a snuggle, and in a gentle, reassuring whisper she told me, “Your line is 'Come on in.'”
“Come on in?” I repeated, bowing to the inevitable.
“Yes!” Cassie and Will said together. They crowded into the elevator. Claire pulled me in after, and pressed the button that sent our shuddering platform down into the bowels of the Earth, or at least the duodenum of the Earth.
Her voice even silkier, Claire murmured into my ear, “Your next line is 'Now that we're here, let me tell you every single detail of my thrilling superheroic battle this Saturday.'”
Gleefully, Cassie waved her hands like she was making a rainbow. “It was awesome, but it'll take five minutes to tell you everything, and that's five times as long as the fight lasted. I lost so fast, I nearly got whiplash from the double take.”
“Claire, I am exhausted.” I wanted to lean against the wall, but the elevator didn't have walls. The elevator shaft did, but I liked my skin intact.
On that note, we came into view of the central chamber, a drab green dome shaped room. I guess it was impressively large, because Cassie and Will both crowded up against the low fence.
“You have a lair,” Will breathed.
“A base. A laboratory?” Cassie suggested.
“It looks like a laboratory to me,” Will agreed, and jumped out of the elevator. We were only five feet from the floor, and he landed running.
He was fast, alright. He zipped between my paltry collection of manufacturing machines.
Paltry, indeed. Deliberately stripped down, like much of Claire's wardrobe. Okay, I was kidding there. She just put on the vamp act with new friends to impress, and a glance at her platinum hair confirmed she was strangling her power to do it. Nothing like a rush of adorableness to ruin that 'I'm the daughter of the Minx' super cool succubus act.
Boy, was I tired. My thoughts were bouncing around. Yeah, this place was practically empty, which was why I could let anybody in. When my folks found out about my lair, I had to get Bad Penny's equipment out fast. I still had no idea where Ray and Claire stashed it.
What was left was enough to impress Cassie and Will. They dipped their hands in the bin full of gears and levers and things I didn't know the names of, and only sometimes knew what they did. They cooed over the 3D printer, cheap as it was. They fiddled with the clamps on the mutant spider-looking table I used to hold stuff in place while I assembled the clockwork. They peered around the tubes of the twisty, eight-foot-tall contraption that was the only thing I'd really call mad science left.
“What does this do?” said Cassie.
“It makes these,” I answered, pulling a tube-shaped metal cage out of the output bin. A coiled, coppery spring filled the cage, connecting the key at one end and the little cog on the other.
Will supplied the next obvious question. “What do those do?”
I was in no shape to explain, so… why not? “Stand back,” I warned them, and unslung The Machine from my wrist. I stick the key end in its jaws, because if this thing went nuts I wasn't losing a hand. Then I twisted the brake off, and jerked my hand back quickly.
I needed both hands to hold The Machine, anyway. The cog on the end started to spin. With no restraints, in a couple of seconds that became a whir. A few seconds after that, the noise rose to a harsh tearing. The tube holding the spring shook, and the cog was now spinning so fast it looked like a solid disk.
They watched silently for about thirty seconds. Claire stood next to them, looking smug, basking in the reflected glory of a mad scientist showing off. Ray appeared, bringing solid, dusty metal chairs out of the laboratory's many back rooms and setting them in a half circle.
Eventually, Cassie got tired of bending forward and squinting into the wind, and glanced up at me instead. “How long is it going to keep doing this?”
Okay, this was the part I was proud of. “Awhile. Maybe an hour.”
Cassie scrunched up her face and lifted one eyebrow in confusion. “It's a spring. How does a spring hold that much power?”
“I don't have a clue,” I answered honestly.
Will jerked upright, and let out a barking laugh. “Pay up!” he demanded, holding a hand out to Cassie.
“I don't have money on me, velocitard!” she shot back.
Chest puffed out in triumph, Will explained to me, “I knew you were the crazy inspiration kind of mad scientist.”
Behind the others, Ray sat in a chair and raised his voice above us and the noise of air being lacerated. “Now that she has demonstrated her dominance over our new recruits, might I beg our titanic brained leader to put away her toys and move on to story time?”
“Eat,” I ordered The Machine. It didn't care about force, torque, velocity, hardness, tension, or any other physical property. It just chewed and swallowed cage, spring, and cog like a rabbit nibbling down a stalk of wheat.
Claire put on a sulky face. “She says she's too tired, Ray.” Blue eyes turned to me, shiny and begging.
“Then she's too tired,” Ray said, with unusual force.
Cassie reached her arms out in front of her, cracking her knuckles, and announced, “Hey, I was there, too, up close and personal. If Penny's pooped, I'll tell you all the thrilling tale of how I went one on one with the daughter of Brainy Akk and the Audit.”
Will leaped into a seat so fast it rocked underneath him. Claire took up a spot behind Ray, folding her forearms over her shoulders and leaning over his head to listen. It said something about how much he wanted to hear that he paid no attention to her presence.
I didn't fall for Claire punishing me by pretending to hit on my boyfriend. While they were busy, I snuck into a back room, and then the room behind it.
Lifting up a cardboard box revealed a hideous, football-sized jade statue. It was almost football-shaped, depicting a lumpy monster with seven legs, much more than seven eyes, and tentacular arms that melded together and refused to be counted. They formed a bowl at the top, currently empty.
My cursed statue had been hidden well enough when I just thought my parents might poke their head into the lair. If Cassie and Will had free run of this place, they were sure to find it. Ray and Claire couldn't take it away for me. Anybody but me who touched it got clumsy and stupid, and those were only the side effects I knew about.
For the moment, I contented myself by lugging the heavy thing in both arms back to the storage room where Ray found the old furniture, and stashing the box under a table in back.
This was not the way I'd meant to turn my life upside down!
I didn't have Claire's skill at looking nonchalant, or at least looking so obviously fake nonchalant that it ended up giving the same impression. Fortunately, suspicion was the last thing on anybody's mind. Instead, Cassie pounced the moment she saw me, metaphorically and physically. Grabbing my shoulders, she squeed, “Penny! Will's going to get my equipment. I want to show you my giant lightning monster. I never got to unleash it at the game!”
“Is… that safe?”
She shrugged. “I think so. I tried to reprogram it. If it goes berzerk, you can take care of it, right?”
I was slightly more grateful than resentful that I had to say, “No. When my parents say no fighting and no excuses, they mean it.”
That stopped her cold. For the first time all day, she looked stunned, actually upset. Her eyes searched my face for any sign that I was joking, and sparks danced over her hair and along her skin. “What? Like… nothing? I was hoping to spar sometimes. You could really get me ready to be a professional. It wouldn't be superheroing!”
Part of me purred at the blatant awe she felt for my abilities. The rest of me squirmed at having to slap that awe down. I shook my head. “I'm stuck with this, Cassie. You joined the wrong club.”
She continued to watch my face for a second, two, three. Suddenly she jerked me forward, hugging my neck, then just as quickly letting go to loop one arm around my shoulders.
The gleeful, anticipatory grin was back. “Are you kidding? This is even better. I need you, and you need me.”
Claire drifted up, sliding her own arm under Cassie's to hold me from the other side. Then the feel of Ray's hands on my waist, the presence of him behind me, made everything else unimportant. When did he get so physical? The squeeze he gave me was obviously meant to be reassuring, but instead it gave me goosebumps.
Cassie dragged my attention back by leaning around to bring her face almost to mine. “You've got friends, Penelope Akk. We'll take care of you. You concentrate on being a good girl and a model club leader, and let us find a way around your parents. I promise, you will be a superhero.”
The elevator rattled, and Will jumped out of it, arms full of wires and batteries. Cassie glanced back at him, and added more lightly, “Oh, yeah. Can we make up some applications? I know some other super powered kids who'd like to join.”









 met Rage and Ruin yesterday!” Claire squealed in glee when she arrived at the lunch table the next day. That was for Ray. She actually bumped me aside so she could sit directly opposite him, and they could go into full Geeking Out mode.
I didn't mind. For one thing, Claire's antique Little Nemo lunchbox disgorged a savory-smelling delight made of fish, mushrooms, a cheesy sauce, and some exotic bread. What was it? Didn't know, didn't care. What I cared about was that Claire divided it up equally, and no way was I missing lunch two days in a row.
My lunchbox's fare had been far more meager, but I kept the homemade brownies. If this was a symbolic protest on my mother's part against the oppressive forces of Middle School Authority, viva la revolución.
Another, more fiendishly sinister motivation kept me from protesting Claire's forwardness. I loved watching the glow on her and Ray's faces as they got into their favorite topic.
Coyly, Ray threw out the next line in the ritual Dance of the Fan-gasm. “Haven't we already met the furry Cuisinart twins? I seem to recall a castle under siege, a bunch of girls wearing leaves and poking spears at hedgehogs, and… a T-Rex, I think? You know how tedious vacation days can be. Who remembers the details?”
“No, I mean I met them in person. Rage, at least. She was at the Principal's office yesterday wi-”
My elbow jabbed into Claire's ribs, cutting her off. Ray was right with me, wagging a finger. “We are far too professional to be disclosing secure information in public.”
Claire stuck out her lower lip in a pout worthy of a kindergartener. “Not lately. It's been over a month. If our mega-brained leader doesn't find us trouble soon, I'm going to pick up a new hobby. Maybe… matchmaking.” She looked back and forth between me and Ray as a luridly sly smile bloomed on her face.
My cheeks stung with a sudden blush, and I coughed, almost choking on my latest bite of Probably French Cuisine. The Lutra grin promised a much more direct approach than candlelit dinners.
At least Ray blushed just as hard, hunching up his shoulders. He did get his voice back, and though it cracked and wobbled, he prodded Claire in a safer direction. “Rage and Ruin?”
It worked. Fangirl zeal trampled over Claire's love of teasing us, and she returned to her regale. “She was so calm. Almost dignified, but not quite. I expected motorcycle punk, and instead she was like a librarian's secret identity, not a supervillain's.”
My blush faded. I basked in my friends' eager faces, and Claire's mom's incredible cooking. By the time the bell rang, my stomach ached from being stuffed, and my thoughts had drifted to geometry problems.




That was the most super-y things got that day. I received no stares. My super powers were old news, and with no reason to believe there'd be a repeat of Saturday, nobody cared anymore. That was fine. Every teacher in every class informed us that the next round of standardized tests were coming up, and I went home with so much homework I didn't even get online and see Ray and Claire.
My parents approved. I got more brownies, an explanation from my mother that I didn't understand about how calculus would soon make solving volumes easy, and a suggestion from my father that if I added an extra step to the algorithm of one function, I could reuse it for most of the rest of a program and save myself at least an hour of work.
Wednesday seemed pretty normal, too. With no prospect of heroism or villainy in my future, it wasn't hard to focus on schoolwork. Life might be back to pre-super-powered normal for a few months. When Cassie hip bumped me in the hall before English and said, “Hey, be sure and show up at the club this afternoon. I'm going to bring a couple of new people,” I forgot about it until lunch.
I had an extra reason to forget, because Marcia was back in English class. Bandage tape showed around the collar of her shirt and the ends of her sleeves, but that had to be fake so nobody would wonder how she healed so fast. She moved with more poise than ever, giving Mrs. Harpy three days’ worth of homework without being asked. She didn't even glance at me, and only exchanged cheerful comments with her sidekicks during appropriate pauses in class.
Cassie's words only came back to me in the cafeteria, when Claire waved a fried onion at me and asked, “Hey, if we're not going villaining, why don't we start Teddy Bears and Machine Guns back up? I'll call you after school.”
“Can't. Cassie is bringing some kids to the club this afternoon.”
She bapped my nose with her onion. “And you didn't tell us why? No solo adventures, Penelope. Solo adventures bad! We're a team.”
“It is hard to get into battling kids online when you've faced down adults in person,” Ray commented, licking the last gooey bits of rice in orange sauce off his plate. I wasn't sure if he was being silly, or his super powered metabolism made him that hungry.
Claire folded her hands on the table, eyes distant and wistful. “Yeah. Why build fake zombie rag dolls when I have the real thing waiting to unleash?”
Sitting up ramrod straight, Ray popped a fist into his flat palm. “Yes. You need toys. Toys will make everything better.”
Claire echoed him, straightening up but with a much more serious expression. “He's right. No wonder you're uninspired. All your toys are broken or in orbit around Jupiter-”
“-Pluto,” Ray corrected.
“-right now. What's a mad scientist without toys?”
“I've still got these,” I argued, fishing my jingling knot of chains and handcuffs out of my backpack. When Ray and Claire looked exactly as unconvinced as I felt, I added, “Besides, Cassie expects me to brag to her friends or something.”
Claire patted me on the back. “I'll brag for you. I love bragging. Go down to the lab and let your super power do its thing. You'll feel so much better.” Then she took a bite out of her fried onion.
So, first thing after the school bell, I wandered down to the club house. By propping my shoulder against it and shoving, I managed to get the front door decently open so I could get in.
What was I going to make? A front door would be nice. A little security, in case, oh, my parents decided to drop by. Maybe something cool, with interlocking gears.
My super power did not rise to the bait, but I rose about six inches into the air when a loud bang made me jump.
Ray had jumped down the elevator shaft instead of calling it back up. He swaggered over to me wearing the gloating joy of someone who could do that kind of thing and have foot bones instead of piles of mush on the end of his legs.
He turned his grin up from nine to ten for me, flourishing one hand. “And what insidious- I'm sorry, you're a super heroine now. What righteous instruments of justice seethe within your mighty noggin today, eager to burst forth like a technological Athena?”
I gave him a flat stare, trying desperately to keep my lips straight and a giggle from breaking into my voice. “A door. I'm making a door, Ray. Except I'm not making a door, because my super power hates making anything ordinary and useful.”
“Then make it extraordinary and excessive. Design a series of ever-more-ridiculous airlocks, like you see on prehistoric spy shows.”
I stopped for a second, listening to the silence in the back of my head. “Nothing. No… wait-” I winced. There was an image, all right. I shook my head to get rid of it. “No, sorry. I'm not building a clubhouse for school kids with spikes and meat grinders if you get the pass code wrong. Ugh.”
Ray started to snort with laughter, but cut off when the elevator went humming and rattling upwards. It came back down with the heaviest load I'd yet seen, five people! There was Claire, preening in front of new guests, Cassie with her hands in her pockets, Will fidgeting awkwardly, a boy so small he had to be a sixth grader, and the goth girl from Geometry class.
Okay, granted, no surprise she had super powers. I still wasn't expecting to see her.
Claire glided up to stand next to me, her hand on my lower back as she waved up and down my body like a model showing off a really super expensive refrigerator. “And this is the head of the club, the mad genius herself, Penny Akk.”
“I'm Theodore!” the brown-haired eleven-year-old squeaked. Unless he had vibration super powers, he was way too excited to meet me.
It was cute, actually. My smile came back. I hadn't noticed it was hiding.
“Teddy,” Cassie corrected. He glared up at her.
The goth girl looked a lot less excited. She was wearing a completely different black dress today. It had petticoats, ruffles, laces, an actual corset – it must have cost a fortune. Her parents had to be super villains to afford multiple outfits like that. She hung back by the elevator, eyes looking everywhere but at me, one hand buried in her satchel with the knife-wielding cartoon girl emblem, and mumbled, “Barbara Tinsley.”
I must have jumped in shock, because Barbara gave me a weak, embarrassed grin, finally meeting my gaze. “You've met my sister Abigail.” She had peculiar eyes. They looked hazel at a glance, but there were flecks of stranger colors in them, like red and gold and purple, changing when you saw them at different angles. This was She Who Wots' sister, alright. Once I corrected for the dyed black hair, Barbara even looked kind of like me, plus about two or three years.
“Uh…” I didn't know what to say.
She let out one, brief little laugh, like an escaping bubble. Rather than ashamed, my knowing Barbara's sister was a terrifyingly insane eldritch abomination haunted sorceress with brown braided pigtails exactly like mine relaxed her. A little, anyway. The hand clutching the strap of her satchel waved a few fingers. “It's okay. She doesn't care about her secret identity.”
Cassie took the side of me opposite Claire, clapped her hands, and rubbed them together eagerly. “I've been waiting to do this since Penny asked me. Do you guys want to be heroes, or villains?”
“I want to be a hero!” Teddy declared immediately.
“Huh,” went Will. His mouth hung open. The question had hit him as hard as it did Cassie.
Claire tossed her platinum hair, tilting her hips and arching her back to show off the curves every girl in school envied. “I want to follow in my mother's footsteps.”
Will blushed. He blushed big, his whole face turning almost the ginger of his hair. He wasn't being shy. That was an absolutely appropriate reaction for anyone who knew where the Minx's footsteps led. I was just almost kinda used to Claire's eagerness to live a life both as criminally and romantically adventurous as her mother.
Barbara eased away from the elevator and the rest of us, sitting daintily on a metal chair Ray slid into place silently for her. She was back to studying her high heeled shoes again. “I don't really want to do heroing or villainy. I'm here because my step-mom told me to come. She said it only makes sense that I'll make friends in a club with other kids who have super powers.”
“But you do have super powers, right?” Cassie asked, eyebrow raised.
“Unfortunately,” Barbara muttered, her black painted lips curving up in a wry smile.
“My super powers are cool! Watch this!” Teddy shouted. He thrust a fist out in front of himself like he was throwing a punch. Fire roared up his arm, radiating heat.
“Teddy!” Cassie barked.
The fire went out. He scrunched up his shoulders sheepishly. “Sorry. Mom only lets me do sugar, and then not in the house.” Fingers spread, he shoved both hands out together. Crackling loudly, a crystal shield radiated out in front of them, hung in the air for a couple of seconds, then fell to the floor where it exploded into little grains of rock candy.
“Electricity control, of course,” Cassie bragged, holding out one arm. Blue-white light arced over it, and she walked the spark like a warm down her arm and up the other until she grabbed and reabsorbed it.
“Super speed. I just wish I had super reflexes,” Will said, rolling his eyes in exasperation.
Teddy sprang forward, telling me eagerly, “Cassie can do mad science, too. Can't you, Cassie?”
For the first time, Cassie looked embarrassed. She stuck her hands back in her pockets again, and grumped, “No. I play around with wires and batteries, but they don't do anything. I just string them up where they feel right running my power through them, or I stick wisps in them. It's like putting on a boxing glove, not inventing. Penny's the real deal.”
“Yes!” Teddy squealed, pumping his fists. “Show us how you do it. I want to see you make a saw blade launcher, only with gears, and make it so Cassie can electrify it!”
For one terrifying moment, I thought my super power would bite on that, but it didn't. I put my hands on my hips and tried to look stern. 'Frustrated' would be close enough, and wouldn't require any acting. “If I build a weapon like that, my parents will be so mad, I'll wish they used it on me. I'm out of superheroing until I'm eighteen.” I cut myself off from ranting, and settled for a mere grunt of frustration.
Cassie looked more sour than I did. “We will find a way, Penny. We have to. Anyway, it's not fair. Nobody was even hurt. Malignant Marcia is fine!”
Barbara lifted her head. “That's… my fault, actually.” Rummaging through her bag, she meekly held up a plump rag doll, featureless brown except for the smiley face drawn on the head. It had pins as long as my fingers stuck through the torso and along one shoulder and arm.
We all stared at her until she explained, “I heard she got hurt trying to stop a rampage. I thought making sure she healed quickly was the right thing to do.”
Claire squinted in bafflement as she guessed, “Is that… voodoo acupuncture?”
Barbara slumped back in her chair, staring at us doe-eyed, like continuing to talk was the real act of heroism. “Sure. If I can stick a pin in somebody from a distance, and I can heal them by sticking a pin in them, then why not do both at the same time?”
“Because-” I started to say, and wheezed, grabbing the back of my head. Pain throbbed back there, where I normally saw the pictures my super power used to create.
I tried again. “My power… doesn't think… magic works like that.”
How stupid and insensitive I sounded barely had time to hit. The guilt swept away as Barbara giggled once, twice, and her eyes swirled with color. Echo thrummed in her voice, the only thing keeping it from melodious femininity as she said, “Science and Magic mean nothing, Penelope Akk. What you think are rules are but atoms dancing when their strings are pulled. I ask my puppeteer to-”
The voice cut off. Barbara threw her hands over her face, and mumbled hoarsely, “Sorry! Sorry!”
Teddy spoke for everyone except me, and maybe me just a little. “Are you kidding? That was wicked!”
Great. Now that the other kids could admit to having powers, I was the least cool person here, again.
Except when Barbara lowered her hands, it was me she looked up at with hopeful admiration. “So…,” she started.
When she hesitated, Teddy leaped in. “Yeah! I still want to see what a real mad scientist can do!”
Cassie folded her arms, her head pulled back a little as if she needed to get a look at how I'd changed. “Your power understands magic, Akk. That is just crazy. Come on. Claire told us we could watch you make something!”
That got a fake embarrassed giggle from Claire, but the apologetic grin and the nervous way she toyed with her blonde curls were an obvious act. If anything could make her feel shame, it sure wouldn't be showing me off.
She got me. I threw up my hands. “I'll try. You might as well get comfortable, because I'm having trouble getting my power to activate. I can't make any weapons, and it hates making boring, useful stuff. We've got almost no furniture. Maybe I can make some self-rearranging chairs.”
Ray, at least, was on the job, arranging dusty metal chairs from the old storerooms again. He'd been bizarrely quiet this whole time, just working in the background.
Or… maybe not so bizarre. When it was just us, he never stopped joking, so time and again I forgot that he was really shy with strangers. It must be even worse, being the only person here who still couldn't admit to having super powers. If my mom found out he had super strength, or that Claire's power made her shape change, me being Bad Penny would go from 'statistically insignificant' to 'You will wish you were just grounded, Penelope Akk.' He deserved better.
The basement went black, nothing to see except blueprints hovering in my imagination.




“Yes, cower! If you simpletons truly understood what you have just seen, you would be down on your knees worshipping me! HA! HA HA HA HA HA!”
My throat felt raw. I'd done way too much laughing. I swallowed awkwardly.
Uh, wait. That was me who just said that, wasn't it? While holding triumphantly above my head a pair of… metal gloves? I lowered them, and looked my new creation over while my dizziness cleared and my emotions swam back into place. Not metal gloves, exactly. Gloves made of gears. Hundreds of gears and little levers, tiny and interlocking with an intricacy that reminded me of the inside of The Machine. The gears rolled around when I waggled the fingers. Weird. Should I stick my hand in it?
No, they didn't fit me. That was obvious. At least, it was obvious because that was one of the pieces my super power had left behind for my conscious brain. Too bad it hadn't told me what the gloves actually do.
A little more haze lifted. Tesla's badly soiled pigeon coop mop. I'd been ranting pretty hard, hadn't I?
Yes. Yes, I had. Will and Teddy had their backs planted to the wall. Cassie hadn't retreated that far, but her chair had fallen over and she stood with her mouth opening and shutting like a goldfish. Ray was nowhere to be seen at all. Claire, of course, lounged in her seat with the easy confidence of the mad scientist's best friend.
Of our new, soon to be former club members, only Barbara was still in her seat. Her eyes were very wide, but she was smiling, so faintly I wouldn't have been able to make it out if not for the lipstick.
I cleared my sore throat.
Everyone burst into applause.
Seconds later, I was the center of a small crowd.
“That was wicked!” Teddy repeated. Mental note: Teddy had a catch phrase already.
“It was like you were a whole different person.” That was Will.
“You don't remember anything, do you?” Barbara asked, studying me up close with those somber, teasingly multicolored eyes.
Cassie had other priorities. Lifting one of the gloves out of my hands, she held it up to squint at all the gears. “What does it do?” She was retracing my mental steps. “Hey, it fits!”
With that, she left what I'd been able to accomplish behind. She slid her arm into the mass of gears, which went all the way up past her elbow like a glove off an evening gown. Cogs spun in pretty patterns as she flexed her fingers.
There was still no obvious answer to my creation's abilities until Cassie jabbed an ungloved finger into a rectangle near her elbow. “Hey, this looks like it could fit a couple of D cells! Will!”
A momentary breeze gusted around us as Will zipped over to the box of wires and batteries he'd left here on Monday. Two of said batteries were tossed through the air to Cassie, who caught them and snapped them into place in the clockwork gloves. They fit, alright. For all the good that did. The holder connected to levers, not wires.
Bending her elbow and wiggling her fingers in front of her face, Cassie went, “Huh. I wonder what happens if…” Straightening that arm, she pointed it up at the wall near the ceiling.
Sparks danced over the glove's gears. They spun into an elaborate dance, faster and faster. It took a second, maybe two seconds, until-
Blue-white light hurt my eyes as a bolt of lightning more like a laser blasted out of the glove. The 'pop' noise wasn't nearly as bad, but I had to blink repeatedly before I could see clearly enough to make out the charred, lumpy, partially-melted patch she'd left on my wall.
Teddy supplied the required, “That was wicked!”
Her face alight with villainous joy, and possibly a literal electricity-induced inner glow, Cassie spun to face me. “Can I keep these?!”
“No.” I waved my hand sharply, cutting off that thought. “My mother would kill me. She'd have me expelled. She'd shut down the club.”
That last one, at least, got Cassie's attention, and with a defeated pout, she pulled her arm free of the glove.
Naturally, Claire couldn't let any chance for chaos go so easily, and looked up at the ceiling, tapping her chin and sounding thoughtful. “Would she? Being a supplier for superheroes isn't the same as being a hero yourself. Your dad retired from fighting crime, but he still does tech work for the community.”
It was an intriguing thought, but that wasn't the point. I just didn't want to give someone as gleefully unfocused as Cassie a major weapon! Besides, “That's not what the gloves are for.”
Ooh. Where did that come from? I knew it was true. Pointedly taking out the batteries, I studied the receptacle that held them. There was one in each glove.
Undaunted, or at least daunted in an energetic and playful way, Cassie flapped her arms around and complained, “I wouldn't even need those if Ruth and Rachel would just let me get the Upgrade. It's not fair. They weren't much older than me when they got theirs.”
Ray went from lurking in the background to sitting straight up in his seat, alert. Claire actually grabbed Cassie by the shoulders to squeal, “Someone's still doing Upgrades?!”
This enthusiasm did not budge Cassie's pout, and she folded her arms across her chest to further make her frustration plain. “If by 'someone', you mean the First Horseman, yeah, if you can convince him-”
Claire, Ray, and Barbara all exclaimed together, “The First Horseman is alive?!” Claire sounded gleeful. Ray just sounded surprised. Barbara sounded worried.
“Yeah, but retired. In hiding, even. I've met him a couple of times, and mostly he seems kind of sad, like he messed up with the whole supervillain thing. He treats Ruth and Rachel like they're his favorite granddaughters. I know he'd give me the Upgrade if they asked, but until they approve, no way.”
I listened to all that with half an ear, at most. The slots Cassie had plugged batteries into weren't perfectly shaped for them. I fished a super spring out of the dispenser, and pressed it into the metal rectangle.
It snapped right into place. Boom. Well, click, but a very triumphant click.
My superpower still didn't give me any clues what it was for. What had I been thinking about when my power went haywire? Something that must have really meant a lot, if it hit so hard that I blacked out.
My eyes drifted up to Ray, off to the side from everyone else, riveted on the conversation, but unable to really take part.
Oh, yeah.
I tossed both gloves over to him, calling out, “Hey, Ray, see if these fit.”
Despite my questionable aim, he fielded both gloves with ease. Lo and behold, not only could he put them on, the gloves made little clacking sounds as they adjusted to fit him perfectly. They hadn't done that with me, or with Cassie.
Without a word, he walked over to my spring twisting device, and lifted the multiple hundred pounds of metal a foot off the floor.
Cassie waved a hand at him frantically. “See? See? A good mad scientist can give people superhuman powers! This is exactly what I'm talking about. I bet Penny could make Ray boots, maybe a whole suit. By the time she's done, he'll be more powerful than any of us who were just inherited what we can do.”
Sliding the gloves back off, Ray gave them a quick shake. They folded up into fat disks that he tucked into his pockets. I had no idea they could do that.
As Cassie ranted behind him, Ray grinned at me like the Cheshire Cat.









re we going to have to set official club days?” I asked, between stuffing onion rings into my mouth. I didn't like onion rings, but Claire's mom had some kind of magical onion ring fixing power. They had a strong oniony taste, but none of the squish.
Ray eyed the lunchtime cafeteria crowd. “We might. Texting each other 'Do you want to go commit an act of moral and legal ambiguity?' seems to no longer be an option.”
“The new kids seem nice,” pointed out Claire, waggling a glazed carrot stick.
“But not Inscrutable Machine nice,” Ray argued back. Faster than a snake, his hand darted out and plucked the carrot from Claire's fingers, tossing it into his mouth.
As he chewed, Claire hunched up her shoulders and gave a wicked giggle. “Cassie would sell her own legs to join the Inscrutable Machine.”
Resisting the urge to joke, I said, “But then it wouldn't be Us.”
They got it. Sober silence reigned.
I added another bucket of conversational ice water. “Besides, I had to convert my lab to hero mode, which is now useless. We don't have a base.”
“Food now, sulk later,” Ray said, pointing up at the clock on the cafeteria wall. He had a point.




Ray must have been especially pleased that I'd given him a fake super science toy to let him use the super powers he already had. He caught up with me a whole hallway before we hit the front door of Northeast West Hollywood Middle. There was no hand holding, or anything. He just fell in step next to me, grinning this big, proud, happy grin. It made me happy, too.
As we passed the big central stairwell, Marcia walked out and tried to trip him.
I almost missed it. She looked completely unconcerned with us, saying something to her friend with the brunette page-boy haircut. Without missing a step, her foot slipped out farther than it should have, hooking around Ray's ankle.
Ray didn't miss a step, either. Superhuman reflexes and strength let him push right through and keep walking.
It happened fast, and it happened smooth, and since it didn't work, I almost didn't know what I saw. Only the sound of Marcia's papers hitting the floor made me look back at all.
She stood there, a binder, a few loose pages, and a textbook still clutched to her chest. She sneered at us, the mask of friendliness gone.
Most of the kids in the front hall stopped to see what was going on. It took a moment for Marcia to find something to say.
In that silence, Ray said, “Watch your step.”
It wasn't much of a quip, but Marcia's friend gave a reflexive, barely audible snort.
Marcia screamed.
Her voice rang through the hall, that horrible noise between a screech and a growl that jaguars make. She lifted the textbook, and threw it at my head.
A couple of months of super powered battles came to my aid. I saw five pounds of hardcover book hurtling towards my face, and ducked and stumbled aside.
With a series of loud clicks, Marcia unfolded a glittery telescoping baton. This wasn't a cheerleader's toy. This was the weapon she used as Miss A.
She took a step after me, her eyes bulging with hate. Ray tried to step in the way, but the sparkled-up metal staff swung at him in sharp strokes. It didn't hit, but it did make him back away.
Her next two steps kept following me.
I had my rings. I could take her.
Mom and Dad would freak.
Okay, fine. I would run.
Hoarse and shrill, Marcia yelled, “For once in your life you're going to lose, Penny Akk. Too bad there's no one here with super powers to save you!” The sneer she gave Ray, was deranged, mocking.
Ray looked stunned. She had him. Even if he had his gloves, they wouldn't hide his powers if he saved me. His face hardened as Marcia stepped past him. He was going to intervene anyway.
Or he would have, but a squeaky voice yelled, “I have super powers!” and a jagged crystal disk sailed out of the crowd at Marcia.
It wasn't all that well aimed, and she knocked it away with her baton, but it got Marcia's attention as Teddy stepped into a rapidly clearing space, his raised fists covered in a shell of what had to be rock candy.
Marcia leaped to meet him.
The contest was totally one-sided. Marcia's staff lashed out again and again, and shells of sugar sprung up between it and Teddy, but the hits still sent him stumbling back. When he swung at her, not only did she lean out of the way, but she used it as a change to whack him in the back of his head. At least he put up a helmet, but the sugar split, and Teddy got knocked to the floor.
Lifting both hands, the little eleven year old unleashed a wall of fire between himself and Marcia as he struggled to his feet.
She gripped her staff at one end, and stabbed the rest through the flames, hitting him in the stomach.
Teddy wheezed, and a wall of ice replaced the fire. Marcia grabbed the top of the wall and vaulted over it.
Super powers or not, Teddy was just no good at this, and Marcia had lost it. Totally lost it. She was going to hurt him.
I pulled the jumble of rings and chains out of my pocket, and threw it overhand, shouting, “Teddy! Catch!”
Instinctively, Marcia swatted the mess with her staff. A couple of cuffs closed around it. Too angry to think clearly, she grabbed the chains and tried to pull the cuffs free.
Maybe she would have done that anyway. The sad truth was, Marcia had all the training, but no more instinct for this than Teddy.
One of the cuffs swung around, as if by accident, and closed around her wrist. When she yanked in both directions, the rings on her staff slid free, and instead one of them latched onto her upper arm, tethering it to her wrist. Reflex betrayed her again, and she grabbed the chain, getting her other wrist shackled.
Thirty seconds later, Marcia was on the floor, tied in a knot of chains. Someone had taught her to get out of handcuffs, and twice she'd gotten her hands free, but that only set my nasty little invention off, making it grab something else.
Marcia's growls and screams stopped, replaced by quiet sobs.
I felt awful, but I couldn't have let her beat Teddy black and blue.
That wouldn't help when I told my parents, and I had to tell my parents. It was the right thing to do.
Criminy.




Marcia wasn't in English class on Friday. At least I was.
Actually, I had to hand it to my folks. They laid out the rules and the punishment, and they followed both exactly. I'd reported the fight I got into and why, and lost my week's allowance and been forbidden from all computer access Thursday night.
And after that, arms folded, her face blank, my mother asked me, “Was it worth it?”
“Yeah.” I'd do it again. I wasn't going to let a sixth grader get beaten up trying to defend me.
She reached out and laid a hand on my head, then pulled me in close for a hug. “Then I'm proud of you. Sometimes as an adult, you do the right thing even knowing you'll be punished for it. You do it because it's the right thing. That's true whether you're a superhero or a normal woman.”
Trying – with limited success – to not sound resentful, I filled in, “But I'm still being punished.”
“Of course. Otherwise, the lesson wouldn't mean anything.”
It was an annoyingly dull evening, but not an unbearable one. I sat out in the kitchen doing every scrap of homework I could find, and then rereading my Sentient Life graphic novels. Mom tried to guess what my homework problems would be. She got two of them word-for-word right. Dad told me what he was hearing from NASA as they scrambled to find a safe way to contact the Jupiter colonies that had sent a radio message to Earth. I tried to dance through the conversation without giving any hints I'd been there, like using the phrase 'Jupiter colonies.'
But that was Thursday night. Friday, I stared at Marcia's empty seat until Mrs. Harpy walked up to stand next to me. She looked ill. Haunted. “Miss Bradley has been suspended, Penelope. A hallway full of witnesses agreed that she attacked you without provocation, and you only fought back at all when she turned on a younger student. Her father…”
She cut herself off. Everyone was quiet, trying to pretend she hadn't just said much more than a teacher is supposed to.
We returned to the scintillating topic of writers paid by the word.




Still, the week would have ended forgettably if Cassie and Claire hadn't intercepted me on the way down the steps after school. While I stared at Claire's evil grin in slowly dawning horror, they picked me up by my arms and walked me around to the back of the school.
If they said anything, I didn't hear a word. Claire's golden-curled baby face was giving me the full blast of her power. I was proud of myself for even spotting that, but by the time I did, it was much too late.
They set me down in front of a crowd of kids, all standing outside the broken door to my formerly villainous lair. One, two, three, six, twelve… after that it was hard to count. Two dozen at least.
An older high school boy stepped out of the group, his grin a mix of awkward and hopeful, maybe even a little hungry. “Hey, are you taking new members? Because…” His eyes lit up. Whatever color they'd been, it disappeared behind the prismatic, shifting, mostly pink glow. An aura much like it cast his body in highlights, and turned his hair into a rainbow. “…I am so sick and tired of hiding my powers.”
Criminy. That was all I could think. Criminy. But my mouth said, “Sure. Come on in.”
The elevator had to make multiple trips.
Maybe my mind was still a little clouded, but I stood next to the wall in the center room and watched all these kids gleefully start to chatter with each other, and I just couldn't make sense of it. What was I going to do with them all?
Another boy, dark and athletic except for round-framed glasses so big and thick they were almost laughable, stepped up to me. He had a shoebox cradled in his arms, and an expression a lot like the glowing kid's. “Penelope Akk? You're Brian Akk's daughter, right? Can I see The Machine? I've heard a lot about it.”
My grin came back. “People talk about The Machine?” I unwrapped it from my left wrist, and gave it a few twists, until its little metal millipede legs started to wiggle.
With those glasses, his eyes were always wide, but they got a little wider in awe. Maybe The Machine was impressive to look at. It was kind of small, but a mechanical pillbug was pretty cool. Especially when you peeked into the gaps between plates and looked at all the tiny moving parts.
“Will it really recycle anything?”
“Anything. Watch this.” I giggled. I couldn't help it. It was finally time to show off my favorite parlor trick. Fishing my house key out of my pocket, I stuck it into The Machine's mouth. Obligingly, and with a soft grinding noise, it chewed the key up. A shiny little metal plate slid out to fill one of the gaps in The Machine's armor.
He stared, mouth open. It was like seeing a magician rip up a fifty-dollar bill. He knew I wouldn't really destroy a key, but I'd just done it in front of his eyes.
“Spit it back out. Same shape, please,” I ordered. The process ran in reverse. The just-created metal plate sank back in, and after another brief grinding noise, my key stuck out of The Machine's mouth.
He stopped staring at my invention to stare at me, and the words came out in a rush. “I'm Rocky. I invent stuff, too! I only have one so far. It's not as good, but I really like it.”
Popping the lid off his shoebox, Rocky pulled out… one of those sippy birds. The ones that go up and down and dip their beak in a cup of water. It was bigger than most of them, big enough to fill the box, and there were a lot of tubes inside its glass belly, as well as a lot of sloshing water.
Holding it up nervously, he set the bird to rocking. Its beak dipped down. Went back up. Dipped down. Instead of going back up, the glass and plastic bird head tilted, looking at me. The body continued to tilt back and forth, but the head and neck swiveled all around, looking between me and its creator. It even opened its beak and gurgled, like bubbling water.
“This is Penelope Akk, Bloop,” Rocky told it.
It looked at me. It looked down at The Machine in my hands. It gurgled at its owner again.
“Yes, that Penelope Akk.”
Bloop gave me an open-beaked gurgle that went on and on for fifteen seconds. It sounded impressed.
“I think I can make walking legs for Bloop. It's all about how water moves,” said Rocky.
“I'm a mad scientist, too! Look at this!” crowed a girl with a black ponytail, who I thought was a seventh grader. She stepped right up next to Rocky, fishing a shiny metal string out of her pocket. She proceeded to play a quick game of cat's cradle with it. The string was much too short, but it split apart in pieces connected by strands of different-colored light as the pattern grew more and more complicated. Her smile was a lot more goofy and sheepish than Rocky's as she admitted, “I don't know how it works. I'm not really sure how I made it. I think it can do a lot more than just this.”
Another high school girl joined the group around me. “I've made a bunch of things. I even got goggles from – a friend of the family. I didn't bring anything, but I bet I could make something right now. Do you have a table saw?”
They all looked around. My glowing pride flickered into embarrassment. “I don't have a lot of tools, yet. I can make most things just with The Machine.”
“We need a full lab,” mused the older girl.
“I need a furnace and kiln,” said Rocky.
“And a lot of chairs,” said still another boy, who now had spikes sticking out of his head and the back of his neck. Slitted eyes, too.
“I see some piled up furniture in that room over there,” said the table saw girl, pointing.
“Akk,” said me, myself, personally. At least I managed to say it really quietly, so none of the others seemed to notice. They'd all taken an experimental step towards different doorways, so I used that as cover to scurry off.
If they went hunting furniture, they would stumble over my cursed statue for sure. Just this many kids wandering around the base on a regular basis would find it.
Tesla's daisy chain lightbulb trick. What was I going to do?
I hurried into the room where I'd stashed the statue, to find someone already there. Barbara was crouched down, with the cloth cover lifted, examining the statue without touching it.
Oh, criminy. Too late.
Looking back over her shoulder at me, voice calm but eyes glinting, she said, “No wonder a Major Undefinable was defending this artifact. You should be careful with this, Penny. It could hurt someone.”
“Oh. You, uh… know.” That I was Bad Penny.
She sighed, replacing the cover and standing up. “Too much, but not way too much.”
I dropped my voice to an urgent hiss. “If anybody sees that, they'll know. Can you help me get it out of here?”
“It's not safe for me to touch. You are the only mistress it accepts. But I can help you hide it. Here.” Pulling around her satchel with the little girl holding a knife logo, she pulled out a magic marker and handed it to me. Then she withdrew another, and scribbled on the floor next to the statue, 'This object is not interesting.' A few inches away from that, she wrote, 'I don't feel comfortable standing here.'
There was no point in asking if this would work. Obviously, she thought it would. I went over to the door, and wrote in the doorway 'There's no reason to enter this room' and around the doorframe 'I should look somewhere else' and 'It's too dark in here. It's not worth bothering with.'
Two hurried minutes later, the room was a mess of graffiti, and Barbara capped her marker and put it back in her bag.
“Now what?” I asked. There had to be more to this than just writing.
“Hold out your hand.”
I did. At this point, I had no choice but to trust her. I could hear voices moving around in the labyrinth of this old, mostly-abandoned base.
Barbara took a pin out of her bag, and with a quick, sure jab stuck the tip of my index finger. I winced, but she moved so fast it was already over. One drop of blood welled up, and the goth girl took my wrist and touched the blood to the words I'd written around the door frame.
The red stain spread, first across the letter, then the word, then the sentence, and then to the rest of the room. Everything we'd written turned the dark, ugly red of drying blood, with little drips and smears. Eeewww.
“Thank-” I started to tell Barbara, but when I looked into her eyes they weren't there, replaced by black voids. Her lips moved, not making words but bulging, like something wriggled around in her mouth. Whispers hung in the air.
Barbara shook her head, and rubbed the heels of her palms into her eyes. When she let go, those eyes were merely bloodshot, and her voice hoarse. “I'm fine. The artifact will keep the spell powered for awhile, but you should move it as soon as possible.”
From out in the main room, Cassie yelled, “Hey, Penny Akk! I'm going to show everybody my giant monster. You want to come?”
Barbara waved a hand. I wandered out to see Cassie in the elevator, holding her box of wires and batteries. A bunch of other kids were crowded in around her.
Somebody hit the button, and the elevator started to move. Cassie called down, “You're coming, right? I won't start it until you get there!”
“I'll be there, but it'll be a minute. I don't want to cut in line!”
While I waited for the elevator to come back, Barbara followed me out. She looked normal again, or at least just extravagantly gothic. She did lean back against the wall.
That brought my attention to the one boy, with long brown hair and a loose brown shirt and slacks, who was also standing against the wall instead of crowding around the elevator.
Just in case he wasn't okay, I asked, “Are you not coming?”
He looked guilty and embarrassed. He couldn't meet my eyes, and mumbled, “I'm not sure I should be here.”
That, of course, got Ray and Claire joining me, and a couple of other kids to drift over as well. Not the attention this kid wanted. Ray tried to give him a comforting smile. “It's fine if you don't have super powers. We'll work something out. Penny did for me.”
“No, I've got super powers. It's… I'm…”
Barbara gave him a curious, concerned frown, and put a hand on his shoulder. “What's wrong, Jake?”
“I…,” he stammered, eyes squeezed shut. Then his shape changed, or at least got a lot more curvy. The suddenly-a-girl finished awkwardly, “I'm Jacky.”
The girl who had wanted a table saw stared, open-mouthed. “I've known you since elementary school, Jacky. Why didn't you say anything?”
Jacky let out a long breath. She still looked tense and embarrassed, but a lot less. “My parents didn't find out until I was two months old. By then, everybody would know I had super powers if they changed my name. They thought it would be dangerous.”
Ray screwed up his eyebrows in confusion. “I get that you can change shape, but how can it take two months to know you're a girl?”
“Because… because…” She let out another sigh, and relaxed further. Not relaxed, so much as sagged. Her face turned blue-green. Her everything turned blue-green, except her clothing, and slightly transparent. Still decidedly curvy and female, basically human in shape, all the details of her body blurred into a gooey mass. “…this is the real me.”
“Huh. Neat,” said her friend.
“I bet you're hard to hurt. You could be really great as a superhero!” Teddy squeaked. His voice really, really needed to change. It was higher than Claire's or Barbara's.
Jacky shook her head. Her hair wobbled like jello. “I'm not really into fighting.”
Barbara slipped her arm into Jacky's, slowly, giving her plenty of time to pull away if she wanted. “Me, neither. But it's fun to watch the heroes and villains show off. Why don't we go see the show?”
Jacky smiled. She seemed to be okay, now, so I left her be and waited on the elevator. On the fourth run, there was room enough for me, Ray, and Claire.
Cassie was out in the middle of the recess ground, with a car battery sitting on the asphalt in front of her. When she saw me, electricity arced from her arms and legs all around her. Voice raised, she asked, “Everybody ready?”
“This had better be good!” Will yelled back.
“Ha!” Cassie barked. The blue and white arcs picked up, until she looked like the center of a plasma globe. Holding out her hands, she channeled them in a twisting mass into the battery.
Out of it rose a glowing white blob.
It looked kind of like the wisp that Cassie'd used to destroy the computer lab, but more like a cartoon ghost. Two stumpy arms waved out of a round body, all made out of churning, painfully bright lightning.
It was big. I wasn't sure if I would call it 'giant,' but it was at least as big as a couple of cars stacked on top of each other, so maybe.
“HA HA HA HA – hey, stop that!” Cassie's victory laugh was interrupted when the giant wisp extended its arms and blasted her with lightning.
It didn't hurt her, but she did wave her arms like she was clearing smoke, then pointed at the battery. “If you're going to be like that, volto-vermin, you can get back in the box.”
Ignoring her command, the monster drifted away. Kids yelled and scattered as it pointed its arms at the crowd, and tried to blast them. Fortunately, its control over its lightning was as bad as Cassie's, and the attack hit the ground well short of its target.
“I said back. In. The. Box! Before I put a world of hertz on you!” Cassie shouted. The monster continued to ignore her, until she pointed one arm at it, and another at the battery. Bolts of electricity staggered between the three, with Cassie in the middle.
Ponderously, the monster turned. The electrical line connecting it, Cassie, and the battery became a thick bar.
The battery blew up. Cassie yelled in pain.
Will zipped out of the crowd, catching her as she fell. I waved my arms and pointed at Barbara. “Over to her! Now!”
He obeyed, pouring a swearing Cassie into Barbara's arms. Jacky spread damp, gooey hands over Cassie's burns, while Barbara got out her pins.
Of course, now nobody was controlling the monster. It headed for its disabled owner and her healers, until Will ran past in front of it. More badly aimed lightning. If Cassie had learned to project at a distance, this thing would have killed someone already.
“It's electricity! Somebody ground it!” Rocky shouted.
“Hit it with water!” echoed somebody else.
Teddy took that as a challenge. Water sprayed out of his raised palms like a hose with a thumb clamped over it.
The monster slid away, out of range.
Even with holes burned in her clothing, Cassie was still quite able to kibbitz. “That won't work. After you absorbed the first one, I taught this one to avoid strong conductors.”
“So it's smart?” Ray asked.
“No, just programmed to go the opposite direction.”
The monster was following some of the younger kids, now. There was no gate in their direction. It would have them trapped in a minute.
“Teddy! Stay between it and everybody else!” I shouted.
He launched a squirt of water in that direction. Sure enough, the lightning ghost shied away.
“Will! Try to keep it distracted.”
He started zipping. When he got close enough, the monster stopped trying to get at the other kids, and began floating with murderous patience after him.
“Herd it towards the basketball hoop, but Teddy, don't get too close. We don't want it to fly away.” I had no clue how we'd control the thing if it did.
With Teddy spraying water on one side, and Will's zig-zagging to attract it on the other, the monster drifted over to that end of the playground.
I scurried over to the medical team. “Cassie, can you walk? I need you to be a conductor. I can't bend the basketball pole, so we're going to have to break it.”
Cassie nodded slowly. “A big iron rod driven deeply into the ground. Yeah, that would do it. I'm okay, but… ow. I'm not sure how mobile I am.”
Ray stepped up next to me, arms encased in gear-whirling clockwork gloves. He lifted Cassie out of Barbara's lap, and said, “I can do the knocking down.”
He set off at a run. Hopefully, anyone watching would blame the gloves for his speed. Nobody knew how they worked anyway, right?
I cupped my hands around my mouth. “Spray water to either side, Teddy. Keep it pinned where it is, and try not to get hit!”
Big as it was, the wisp truly was totally mindless. With water spraying on both sides, and the fence and basketball goal in front of it, the monster stopped. The only way it had left to go was up, and we weren't pushing it hard enough to take that route.
Ray reached the back of the pole. He slammed both fists together against it from behind. It squealed and bent a little. He hit it again. And again.
The pole broke, and fell down from above towards the electric ghost. It started to squeeze off to one hand, and Teddy focused his water spray there.
Cassie wrapped herself around both broken ends of the pole.
The pole hit the ghost, and with a pop and a flash, it disappeared. Gone. Sucked into the earth at the speed of traveling electrons, and those travel pretty fast.
Kids cheered. Barbara stuck pins into a cloth doll with blue hair tied around its neck. Jacky sank into her clothing. Will ran over to Cassie so fast that he tripped and plowed into Ray.
When they crawled back upright again, Cassie giggled, leaning against the stump of the basketball goal. “I could kiss you, speed freak.”
Even from over here, I saw him brighten up.
“Figuratively.”
“Awww.”
Everybody laughed.
I wondered what my parents would think. I didn't do any fighting myself, after all. I just gave advice. Would that count?
A flicker of rebellion flared up inside me, all of a sudden. I kept getting caught between impossible options. I wasn't allowed to be a hero, and I couldn't just stay out. Fine.
I would get a new lair, and new toys. Until they let me bring back Penultimate, Bad Penny would play. The Inscrutable Machine was getting back in business.
Which meant a weekend visit to Chinatown.









 got off scot free, this time. My mother's decision? “This situation was not covered in the rules you were given. You will not be punished until we decide what rules to lay down for the future.”
It was a weird way to put things, all neutral, and Dad didn't add anything. Something was up.
As long as they were up in the future. I had my own plans, which almost came to a screeching halt when I headed for the front door on Saturday and Dad called out, “Good morning, Princess. I just got a car full of experimental robots confiscated from mad science laboratories. Want to come with me to the desert station and help me test them out?”
By 'station' he meant 'high tech bunker,' a glorious cement and steel hole in the ground where things that blew up, lased, melted, or exploded into shrapnel could be analyzed.
As my finger pointed automatically at the 'Princess' jar, I ground my teeth and whined. “Can we do it tomorrow? Please? I've got ten times as many club members as I did last week, and I don't even have chairs for them. If I don't fix things up today, on Monday they'll get bored and destroy the rest of the playground.”
He stared at me for a minute. It was a smiling stare, but my folks were definitely in Mysterious Adults Land this weekend. Then he called out, “Beebee? What are the odds of the toys I have packed in the car destroying it if I wait until tomorrow?”
Mom's voice drifted back from the basement. “What? Brian, I don't… four percent. Less, really, but I only have generic data to work with.”
Dad nodded amicably. “I'll take a one in twenty-five chance on you, Pumpkin. Have fun. Let me know if you want my help setting the place up.”
Ooh. “That… is a great idea.” It was. Dad could provide resources and exotic machinery without my giving away the extent of my powers. “But probably next weekend. I need to see what I can do, first.”
“I completely understand. I remember my month in the Techno-League.”
Mom stuck her head out of the basement stairwell, and immediately burst out laughing. “Brian, did you just say 'Techno-League?' What did you ever see in those idiots?”
As tempting as it was to hang around and hear this story, getting to Chinatown would take awhile. I slipped out.
First, I had to bicycle down to the Red Line. It felt good to do so with my teleport bands back around my arms where they belonged. The flying rotors had been cute, but teleportation was a way better defense and tactical tool.
I skipped a couple of red lights by teleporting across the intersections, but only a couple. Sudden muscle ache made me ease up on the pedaling after each one. I'd been away from the action for too long, and was getting soft again.
What I really wanted was my light cycle back, but it was part of my villainous jumpsuit, and without a helmet that screamed 'Hey, look at me! Bad Penny is actually Penelope Akk!'
I did take considerable amusement in fastening my bike to a rack using my mad science capture cuffs. Let some poor fool try to steal that. Ha!
With my teleport cuffs hidden under my shirt, and my goggles and Dad's boxing glove gun in a belt pouch, I looked like an ordinary kid taking the subway to the library. Nobody gave me a second glance.
Only when the gates to Chinatown were in sight did I put on my goggles. A sudden wash of rightness hit me. I hadn't realized how much I felt like an imposter pretending to be a normal girl.
I didn't even wait for the Old Chinese Man Robot to start complaining. I teleported right past him, and if anyone was watching, I bet nobody could see the wobble in my legs. So out of shape.
Even as quiet as Chinatown was before noon on Saturday, the moment I saw a ridiculously broad-shouldered woman in a suit arguing with a svelte pretty-boy in spandex tights, I felt at home.
The guy poked the girl in the elbow, then pointed past her at me. They both waved. “Bad Penny! Good for you!” the woman greeted, in what I thought, maybe, probably, was a Russian accent?
Maybe I swaggered just a little more. I'd never met these two, but everybody knew who the thirteen year old girl mad science supervillainess was, right? Plus, they might be useful. “Thanks! Do either of you have a map of empty secret lairs, or anything like that?”
That got a grin from the guy. “Wouldn't one of those be useful. Alas, we do not. Unless you're holding out on me, snuggle bunny?”
The huge woman wagged a finger at him. “Don't make me squish you.” Then she kissed him, a touch of pursed lips to lips that was practically chaste.
“I'm certain Spider does,” the man suggested.
I scrunched up my cheeks. “I'll ask her if I have to, but…”
“Understood,” said the woman, nodding. Then she said something else, in whatever foreign language matched her accent. 'Russian' was still my best guess.
The two resumed their argument. Lots of arm gesticulation and arm waving was involved.
If anything was going on this early, it would be in the big, white central mall that dominated Chinatown. I had a definite momentary impulse to drop by the fortune-telling pinball machine, but my need for information would not be filled by vague prophetic announcements.
When night fell, it would be a party in here. There were still a few dozen supervillains hanging around, relaxing or shopping at the six or so booths already open. A lot of laughing was going on around a cart that smelled like sausage.
One end of the mall was reserved for mad science weapon dealers. A pile of crates stood behind most of the tables, but two were already laid out.
As soon as he saw me, Lab Rat fell out of his chair, then hopped up and down waving his arms. That got Red Eye's attention. She beckoned me over more sedately. Actually, that grin would have been pretty enthusiastic if the standard of comparison weren't Lab Rat's bouncing around.
“Finally. It's been a month. Where is this psychic cat cannon I'm hearing about?” Red Eye demanded as soon as I got close enough to talk to.
“I left it on Jupiter. Near Jupiter. I think it's on Pluto now.” That's where the mutant goat girl I'd given it to was headed, last I heard.
Lab Rat pumped a fist triumphantly, hissing and dancing in a circle. Red Eye furrowed the side of her brow that wasn't dominated by a metal faceplate, and ran her hand over her hair. “Aw, really? Little girl, do you know how rare stable biotech weaponry is? You could have sold that thing for enough to retire!”
His dance finished, Lab Rat rubbed his hands together in a, well, ratty way instead. “Tasty, tasty moment. Cat gone. Bad Penny here. Bad Penny not one to party, so maybe needs tastier day? Lab Rat and Red Eye can make it more tasty?”
Red Eye chuckled loudly. “Rat, that routine is creepy enough when you're not doing it to a fourteen year old girl.”
Note to Penny: At least your real age isn't common knowledge.
I tried to sound casual, and to ignore my urge to fire every one of the crazily-shaped glass-and-plastic weapons on Red Eye's table at the ceiling. “My base got invaded. Do you know anyone who knows how to find empty lairs I could move into?”
Lab Rat bobbed his head enthusiastically. “Yes. Where you want one. Near old base? Far from old base? Lab Rat suggests underneath old base. Very tasty trick.”
It was tough to choose, but I latched onto the weirdest part of what he'd just said. “Underneath?”
He laughed, hissing and gurgling. He was rattier than ever today. It was very, very hard to see him as an ordinary man in brown leather and goggles. All the hand-washing and the hunched over posture made you see a rat where there was no rat.
“Always an underneath. And an underneath underneath that. Sewers. Caves. Ruins. Underground jungles. You want secrecy? You want surprise? Just go down. That is Lab Rat's advice.”
“Is he serious?” I asked Red Eye.
She nodded. “Oh, yes. I've never been down past the first layer, but I've heard stories.”
I returned my attention to Lab Rat. “Okay, but do you know any specific lairs?”
“Around school? Yes, many. Many. This is what I do, Bad Penny. I am between the surface and the Undercity, and share things from both sides. I will poke around, send scouts. Lab Rat will find best options for you. Be proud. Tasty.” He'd almost sounded sane for a minute there.
A voice whispered into my ear, “The boss will see you now,” and a paper slipped into my hand.
I spun around, but no one was there. The voice had been that of Barbara's sister, She Who Wots, who unlike Lab Rat was exactly as creepy and dangerous as she acted, but at least you knew to expect it.
In hand-written cursive that couldn't possibly belong to a gigantic black widow, the paper read:
Bad Penny,
Please come down to my office. You will be happy you did.
Spider
Criminy. I could throw the paper away and leave. Spider was too devious to hold grudges. She was also usually honest. If she said I would be happy to visit, I would be. It's just that I'd already figured out there were strings attached to everything she did.
Oh, well. Might as well check it out.
Shrugging, I told Lab Rat and Red Eye, “Her shininess calls.”
“Yes. Yes! Lab Rat will get to work. Find new laboratories. Will be such tasty fun!”
“And I'll try to get him to cut back on his caffeine.”
The nearest entrance to Spider's office was… there, a dull push-bar door in an alcove, still labeled 'Parking.' Steeling myself for the literal and figurative web I was walking into, I crossed over to it and reached out to push the stairwell door open.
Someone opened it from the other side, just before I could. Someone brown and hairy, so big he had to hunch down to fit his head through. Someone in an old fashioned pair of grey slacks and greyer button shirt, sleeves rolled up past the elbows.
I gaped at Bull. He gaped at me.
“That conniving bug,” he grunted at last. “She knew you were here already.”
He got down on his knees, and was still taller than me. Huge, leathery hands took mine as gently as if he were praying. “Bad Penny. I need your help. Yours and yours alone.”
A million questions flew into my mind, like, what could a middle school girl do for the strongest man on Earth? Physically strongest, in a very literal 'how many trucks can you lift' sense. But that hesitant, Irish accented voice made only one answer possible. “Sure. What do you need?”
“Irene is living in LA, now. I have her address. Her and Cat's. I'm ready to retire, to live with my wife and daughter, but I need someone who… can make sure I don't run away.”
I looked into those huge, dark eyes, and filled in the missing piece. “Someone Cat's age.”
He grinned, and an awkward grin on a bull's rectangular face is seriously, seriously awkward. “When you get old enough, Bad Penny, you learn that sometimes you can't stop being weak, so you look for a way to force yourself to be strong.”
I shook my head, wondering if it would float off. This was definitely one of the more surreal moments of my supervillain career, being asked by a sixty-year-old world famous bruiser to give him the courage to meet his long-lost daughter.
“It's an honor. If you're worried about cold feet, I guess we should go now.”




Finally, I had a chance to start a sentence with 'So, there I was.'
So, there I was, in the passenger seat of the world's ugliest, oldest convertible pick-up truck. There couldn't be many of those to compete with. Someone had ripped the roof off, moved the seats to accommodate an eight-foot tall wall of muscle, and widened the pedals for use by hooves. We were out around West Hollywood, maybe getting towards Culver City. It was that part of the city where the roads got weird and twisty, and there was a lot of construction, and little one-story condominiums or little one-story shops stretched in endless rows, creating the illusion you could see down to the shore.
We couldn't be all that far from the beach. A few miles, probably.
I looked at the street addresses. “2617, 2621… there!”
There was plenty of parking around here. We pulled up in front of a neatly kept stucco house that blended with all the others around it, except it didn't seem to be divided into apartments.
Bull didn't get out immediately, so I gave him a push. That was what I was here for, right? The support was purely moral. The guy weighed, like, four hundred pounds. Maybe more. There was no way I could budge him with physical strength.
He got out, and I joined him on the sidewalk. He'd stopped moving again.
My shoulder bumped against his elbow encouragingly. “Bull, I love my dad. I would never trade. But if I had to, you would be a great next choice. You will be more than Cat ever hoped for, I promise.”
Oversized fingers settled on my head, and ruffled my bangs. “Thank you, Bad Penny. Nothing could comfort me, but every time you speak, my heart aches to see my own daughter again.”
“Worst comes to worst, you pick up the building and shake it until she falls out,” I suggested.
The joke had no effect. Or maybe it did, because he walked up the short lawn to the door, and pressed the doorbell.
We stood side by side, in that terrible moment of truth.
The door opened.
Claudia stood on the other side. I got a surprised, suspicious, angry glance. Then she looked up at Bull.
She hit him in the stomach so hard that just the noise felt like a slap. As he went flying across the street, she yelled back into the house, “Supervillain attack! Vixxy, Mom, run! I'll hold him off!”
Bull hit the opposite sidewalk, cracking it. Claudia launched herself past me. I tried to turn around, teleport over there, say something, but she was just too fast. By the time I could even look, Claudia's fist was smacking into Bull's jaw.
He took the blow, which rocked even his head back, but his arms were out. One of them caught Claudia around the middle, pinning her body and her left arm. She punched him in the shoulder, but in that awkward position, the blow was merely loud. It might not have shattered a car, even.
He caught that wrist.
They were still for a moment, long enough for me to teleport across next to them.
As I got there, Bull laughed. I could hear the creaking as she strained to pull herself out of his grip. Muscles bulged on his giant arms from the effort of holding her still. And he laughed, and laughed, and in a much thicker accent crowed, “My Cat! Who would've imagined t'at my own little Cat could hit so hard?”
Claudia snarled. “Don't call me that!”
“And fly! You can fly! Cat, do you know what a great power t'at is?”
“I said don't call me that! Only my parents call me Cat! My name is Claudia! Claudia!” She jerked from side to side, giving up pushing and trying to wriggle free, instead.
A woman's voice dragged my attention back to the house. “Bull? Bull, this is wonderful! What are you doing here?”
“I'm back. I should never have left. Not with a little girl as strong as my Cat turned out to be.”
Claudia stopped struggling. We all stared at the woman in the doorway of Claudia's house. So many, many questions were answered. This was a woman who could be Bull's wife. She was big. Not Bull size, but certainly over six feet tall, and strongly built. She had animal features like his, but she looked like a fox, with orange fur and a fluffy tail and a pointed, black-tipped nose. She was the right age to be Claudia's mother as well. Not that I could be sure, but I got an impression from the solid shape and hints of ragged fur around the muzzle that she was about forty. That would make her twenty years younger than Bull, but that wasn't too bad.
My sense of closure was tossed unceremoniously out the window as the fox lady declared, “I have to get Irene!” and darted back into the house.
Things were suddenly still again. Claudia stared up at Bull, open-mouthed with shock. He just smiled.
“You… you both have the same accent,” I said, in case that helped.
“Who do you think taught her to talk?” Bull asked. His joy didn't fade, even as Claudia started to kick and struggle again.
She fixed me with a glare. The kind that made me worry she might have eye lasers she'd been holding in reserve. “Penelope Akk. You brought this-”
“BULL!” shouted someone else, at the top of her lungs.
Claudia's little sister ran out the front door of her house at a dead sprint. It took her just long enough to cross the street for me to figure out she couldn't be Claudia's younger sister. They had the same dark skin and hair, but this was a fully grown woman, just a tiny one. A tiny, tiny one, shorter than either me or Claudia. And pretty. My best guess was college age, with a cherubic, full-lipped face Claudia certainly didn't have. A furless, mouse-like tail broke free of her belt and waved behind her frantically as she ran.
Claudia slumped to the ground as Bull let her go, arms open instead to receive this miniature beauty. She threw herself into his embrace, her arms going around his neck.
“Bull!”
“Irene!”
They kissed. There was nothing chaste about it, either. They looked like they wanted to swallow each other's tongues. I wasn't sure I should be seeing this.
The kiss broke. They pressed their noses together instead, while Bull murmured, “I can't believe you got your figure back.”
“Immortality is a kick, Bull. You should try it.”
They went back to kissing. Claudia and I stared. I wasn't sure which of us was more poleaxed. Bull was twice Irene's height. She was shorter than Claudia. How…?
No. No, no, no. A couple of questions I didn't want answered had become a hundred questions I did not want answered.
When they broke the kiss, Irene changed color. Her hair turned a sleeker, deeper black than Claudia's South-American tint. Her skin went white, almost paper white, not a color I associated with any location or ethnic group anywhere.
“How long?” Irene asked Bull. Her voice was barely above a whisper, but there were no other sounds to compete.
“Forever. Cat needs a father. I need you both. Ten years I've wasted, Irene. I'm so sorry-”
She cut him off by pressing her fingers to his mouth. Those fingers turned pink, a deep, almost red shade that flooded over the rest of her body and turned her hair burgundy. “You're aging slowly for a human. We had thirty years. We'll have at least thirty more. You came back just when Cat needs you most. These last ten years will become a funny story we tell our grandchildren, I promise.”
They embraced again. This time not a kiss, just a hug, with her squeezing him so tight that her arms shook, and Bull wrapping her up gently.
Eventually, one of her hands came loose, snuck down to her pants pocket, and pulled out a quarter. She flipped it up in the air, and when it bounced off Bull's head, she lifted her face to his and whispered, “Goodnight.”
Something snapped. One of Bull's hands came loose with half of Irene's belt. “Oops,” he whispered back.
They started to cry. Tears rolled down Bull's face so fast that they left his fur matted, and fell onto Irene's shoulder. Bull's sobs were harsh, animal. Irene's high pitched and feminine.
Both of them looked up, holding out their arms to Claudia. With a bewildered, almost blank-eyed expression, she stepped up and was enfolded into their embrace. She started crying, too.
The fox woman scurried out of Claudia's house, holding a phone to her face and chattering, “Mom. Mom! Look!”
She held the phone out at arm's length, aiming the camera at Bull and his family. I swear I could hear the squeal of glee that came out of the phone from across the street. When the fox woman brought the phone back to her ear, she said, “Uh huh. Uh huh. Hey, Bull! Foxxy says she told you so!”
Bull, Irene, and Claudia were too busy crying to answer. She didn't mind. Black furred fingers stabbed at the buttons on the phone. “I've got to go, Mom. Everybody's going to want photos of this.”




I couldn't believe it wasn't dark yet when I pushed the door of my house open and stepped into the kitchen. Claudia had flown me to an expo line station that wasn't far away. She hadn't wanted to talk, and I hadn't known what to say.
Mom descended on me immediately. “Penny, are you okay?” I guess I couldn't hide my expression. How do you control your emotions when you don't know what you're feeling?
Dad called out of his office, “She's safe, Beebee. Bad Penny was all the way over in Pasadena.”
I blinked. “What?”
“Bad Penny stole a room full of high end stereo equipment while you were out, Pumpkin. More than high end. The kind of equipment pop stars wish they could afford.”
My hand waved vaguely at the Pumpkin jar. Mom knelt down, brushing back my bangs to study me up close. “Something did happen, but it wasn't Bad Penny. You had no idea she was out. You don't seem unhappy. What was it, hon?”
Uh.
“You can't tell me. Because it's personal.” In that special, super powered sense of the word 'personal.' Mom's solemn eyes were maybe a little too understanding.
She gave me a quick, gentle hug, then straightened up. “I'm not going to push you to give up other people's secrets. Once the other kids in your school came out, this was inevitable.”
“Are you okay, Pumpkin?” Dad slid his chair around until he could see me past the doorway between the kitchen and his office.
“Very.” I was. Bludgeoned, possibly, but bludgeoned with someone else’s unexpected happiness.
Mom patted my head, and turned her attention back to Dad. “Brian, honey, I don't think the thief is Bad Penny.”
“No? High school age tech thief, female, using a sound system override to destroy surveillance equipment. Smart and professional enough to grab what she wants and run before help arrives. That's Bad Penny's MO. Is it because there was no sign of the rest of the Inscrutable Machine?”
Mom stepped up next to him, taking over his mouse, and clicking with it to pull up a picture. “No. At least one apparently solo robbery was inevitable. This girl is the wrong height, and has the wrong posture to be Bad Penny.”
The photo in question was one of those blurry black and white security camera shots, apparently taken from the next parking lot.
Dad squinted at the tiny figure. “You can tell?”
“Yes. The only way that's Bad Penny is…”
“Back to the robot theory,” said Dad.
Mom nodded.
Dad rubbed his beard thoughtfully. “This girl has a visible ponytail, but that's easy to fake. Most robots that good have fake hair.”
“Eighty-eight percent,” Mom agreed.
“It's an issue of quality.” Something on Dad's pocket bleeped, at the same time as something in Mom's pocket clunked.
Those were their text message sounds. They both pulled out their phones. Mom's eyebrows rose. “A message from Vixxy Kit? That's improbable.”
They stared at the screens for a few seconds, until Mom said, “So that's where you were.”
Suddenly, I was the middle of a hug sandwich, with Mom on one side, and Dad on the other. Dad pressed his face into my hair so hard, it kind of hurt. “I'm so proud of you, Princess.” He sounded like he was going to cry. Mom actually sniffled.
“Uh,” I said, cogently. I was fresh out of wit.
Mom detached enough to hold up her phone. She sniffed again, eyes shining, as she showed me a photo of Bull, Claudia, and Irene tangled up in a bawling knot, with me standing off to the side.
Oh, criminy.
Mom kissed my forehead. “It's okay, honey. You don't have to tell us how it happened. You shouldn't. These aren't your secrets. Just be aware that you did a very good thing, bringing them back together.”
“We should celebrate,” Dad suggested, a bit hoarse.
“I'd just like to go lie down,” I said. Between Lab Rat's weird offer, finding out Bull and Claudia were related, and now a fake Bad Penny… I just couldn't take anymore. My brain didn't have room.
“Of course,” Mom assured me.
They both let go, but Dad patted me on the shoulder. “And tomorrow, we'll go blow up some robots spectacularly.”









nd then the big one tried to plant onion sprouts by firing them like a machine gun. One of the sprouts hit the Whinetron 9000, and it went into this rant where its words got faster and higher pitched, until it exploded. Hardcore exploded. We lost the cameras in the test chamber, and all the other robots. Dad was pretty disappointed. He said the programming on the big bot could have been useful, if it was put in a body that wasn't the size of a bulldozer.”
Ray swallowed a cube of lasagna whole, then nodded at Claire. “Too detailed. I am convinced she's telling the truth.”
Claire propped her fist on her hip, and rolled her eyes. “Well, between that and conclusive photographic proof that you were somewhere else at the time of the robbery, I guess we believe you.”
A carton of corn disappeared into Ray's abyssal, super-metabolism-driven maw. “So who would pull crimes pretending to be Bad Penny?”
Personally, I had enough time to eat one forkful of macaroni and cheese between answers, but Claire's mom could make macaroni and cheese into a gourmet dish. I waved my orange-coated fork between my friends. “I don't think she is. People just assume. Besides, my Mom figured it out immediately.”
“What about Bull and Claudia?” Claire asked.
The three of us looked over at Claudia, sitting alone at her own table. She didn't have that pained, despairing expression today. She didn't have any expression, except maybe confusion. Everyone was still leaving her alone, even though by now every kid in our school must know her father was one of the biggest name supervillains of the 70s and 80s.
I shrugged, wishing I had something useful to say. “I tried to talk to her on the way to the cafeteria, and she just said she doesn't feel like talking right now.” If it were anybody else, I would have taken that as a sign of deep depression, but it was a big step up from Claudia's normal bitter suspicion.
Claire pointed her little bottle of that purple stuff her mom makes out of five kinds of fruit at me. “That reminds me. Penny, dear heart, Cassie has already convinced everyone that the club meets Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays.”
“What!? How am I supposed to have time for them, to do homework, and to hang out with my real friends?” Specifically, the two people talking to me.
Pitching his voice lower, probably because he was name dropping, Ray suggested, “If Lab Rat comes through, we'll figure it out then. If he doesn't before the end of the week… we'll figure it out then.”
I gave him a grateful smile for his patience, since he was the one left out the most by these meetings.
Claire bumped her hip against mine on the bench. “You looked like you were enjoying the adulation.”
Covering my mouth with a fist, I cleared my throat awkwardly, while putting my other hand to productive use giving one of my pigtail braids a tug. “That part is pretty great.”




So was the free stuff. I stood there Monday afternoon, and watched the kids with super strength carry equipment and supplies into my lab. Ray was grinning pretty smugly himself as he took advantage of his fake gloves to carry the table saw down by himself.
Cassie loomed up beside me, all of a sudden. For someone maybe an inch taller than me, she could really make herself look big. Maybe it was the diabolically hopeful grin. “Getting inspired to make more heroic weapons for our rematch?”
Teddy mimed slapping handcuffs on his wrist. “I bet she can beat you just with the ones she has.”
“I'd like to see her fly again.”
“I want to try out those gloves.”
Holding up my hands to the crowd gathering around me, I announced, “First, we need introductions. Proper introductions. Let's go up to the basketball court and we can all show each other our powers, one by one. That's your membership application. Someone-”
Claire whipped out her phone, tapping a notepad application up with the glee of an eagle diving on prey. “I'll keep the membership roll!” She gave a little shiver of excitement, golden curls bouncing.
Everyone else stared in rapt adoration, but Ray and I managed to pull our eyes away. Staring at the opposite wall, I said, “Claire, you're getting carried away.”
“Oh. Right!” The idea of a whole list of which of our schoolmates had what super powers had her squeeing so hard she'd lost control of her power.
As people blinked themselves back to lucidity, I gave Teddy and Cassie a push towards the elevator, calling out past them, “Do all the mad scientists have something ready to show off?”
“Oh, yeah!” Table Saw Girl scurried across the room, and hefted an apparently heavy cardboard box.
Rocky looked glum. “Well, I've got Bloop. I was working on designs for hydraulic boots for Ray.”
A memory of Bloop's construction made me squint suspiciously. “Made out of glass…?”
The pout deepened. “Oh. Yeah. Maybe I can make them out of glass, and someone will have a power to replace the glass with metal?”
“The Machine might do it. It's worth a try. Let's go see what everyone's got, and don't worry, Bloop will be a big hit.”
There were even more kids here than last week. When we finally got out to the recess grounds, kids crowded around the fence, while Cassie walked out into the center of the lot. “My name is Cassie Pater, and I'm thinking I'll take the name Lightning Wisp. My powers-”
“We've seen them!” Will yelled. Everybody laughed.
Cassie was almost Lutra-esque in her lack of shame. “That's right. You have. And I'm never hiding them again!” She raised both arms, hands spread. Electricity arced around her to the ground in a hissing, strobing shower, then sprayed out from one arm like a wave of fire as she swung around in a circle. Chin held high, she strutted back to the fence, sparks still popping from her hair.
The laughter mixed with applause.
There was no need to ask for a volunteer. Table Saw Girl ran out with her cardboard box. “I'm next! My name is Laverne Atkins, and I'm a mad scientist. I may not be Penelope Akk-” She paused just long enough to shoot me an envious, admiring stare, “-but I think you'll like what I've got. Most of my inventions center around this baby.”
Rummaging in the box, she pulled out a wooden tube about the size of a Pringles can. It had a slot on the side, and when she stuck a folded up wooden rod in the end, it reminded me a lot of those old rifles you had to pull the switch for. Or maybe a shotgun, because she pumped that switch, pushed it forward, and the rod unfolded and spun like a weed whacker, except with a shovel instead of a string. Swinging her tool at the ground, she carved up a two foot line of asphalt before the rotor wound down.
More applause. Next to me, Claire typed away at her phone with the glee of a thousand monkeys in a demented attempt to reproduce the works of Shakespeare.
Which left me to be the responsible one, who had to raise her voice and say, “Try not to damage the lot, okay, everybody? We're lucky somebody offered to pay for the basketball goal. I don't want the principal taking away my lab.”
Teddy sprang to his feet. “I can fix it! Which means it's my turn!” He sprinted eagerly for the gouge Laverne left, rubbing his hands together. The air already stank of hot asphalt.
There were dozens more kids. We'd be doing this all week, at least!




“May I praise your generous estimate of our classmates' modesty?” Ray turned up the wicked on his grin as he leaned close to be heard over the chatter.
“You think it's going to take more than a week?” I couldn't keep my face straight. The other kids had just spent ten minutes arguing about who would go next. The current attempt to resolve the question involved comparing flaming hair.
Who knew so many super powers give you cool hair? Me, I was stuck with braids the color of a rat. 'Agouti.' I had agouti hair.
“You know what? Maybe I'll wait,” a girl announced suddenly.
The confessions ran down the row.
“Me, too. I'm not ready.”
“My shirt is a mess. Somebody else go first, please.”
“I'll try Friday.”
That made something spark in my head. Pushing myself to my feet, I held up my hand. “Your fearless leader is warning you now that there will be no Friday. We have tests, remember?”
The expected chorus of 'awww's went up.
All eyes were on me. Taking off my backpack, I twirled it around, and rising glee turned my voice sharp. I could practically hear theme music swelling behind me. “Worry not. When we get back, I'll show you real power. You think you've seen my secrets! Ha! HA HA HA HA HA! I, Penelope… Akk…” I squinted, grabbing my head. “Okay, who has the mind control powers?”
A high school girl with straw blonde hair let out a squeak. For a second she shrunk back into herself, but then reared upright, chin lifted, and marched stiffly out onto the asphalt. She was kind of pretty, although her pale blue dress had an overstarched, forcibly plain frontier farm girl look. Her hair was a little too wavy to ever be sleekly coiffed, and she twisted a lock around her finger as she gave us an awkward grin. “I guess Cassie wasn't kidding. Penelope Akk is the real thing. I'm Claire Deletere, and I transfer emotion.” Like something broke inside her, the shyness disappeared. Her straight back went from the stiffness of a mannequin to the poise of a dancer. She raised a hand, fingers spread like a fan, and swept them around at the crowd. “Watch, and listen, in awe!”
For a couple of seconds, nothing happened. What were we even listening for? That faint music, like someone was playing that electro-swing music Ray likes way far off?
Jacky burst out laughing. She had a hoarse, squeaky laugh, and as it went on her control over her shape dissolved. So did she, sagging down in a bluegreen heap into her clothing.
“And with that, I'll be stealing away with this delicious prize.” Will's voice dragged our attention away from Jacky's laughter to the other end of the fence, where he swept Cassie up in both arms, holding her against his chest. Super speed must have given him a little extra strength, too.
Cassie's opinion about this was, “Aaa! Will, you hypersonic hormo-” The yelling and kicking stopped, and she took his face in both hands, looking him right in the eyes. So calmly that I could just barely hear her, she said, “Your mind is being tampered with. Fortunately, emotions are electrical as well as chemical processes.” She touched a fingertip to his forehead, and light flickered.
Will sat down on the ragged grass with a thump. Cassie landed in his lap. They looked at each other, and started chuckling.
Jacky's laughter had already faded. I called out, “Be careful with that power. Nothing gets people more mad at you than mind control. But Claire? …congratulations. I know I'm impressed.”
She let out another squeak, like the one that had her cringing bashfully before. Not it accompanied her strutting around in a circle like a rooster.
As the applause began, I walked over to Claire, my Claire, and said, “Want to hear something crazy? I overheard my mom say once that there was a forty percent chance that some girl in our school would look kind of like you, have the same name, and have a mind control power someone might mistake for yours.”
Leaning up way close, she whispered into my ear, “I know for a fact there's a Penelope in sixth grade who has brown hair and super powers, but she hasn't joined the club, so I didn't tell you that.”
I shook my head and went 'pfft,' and hoisted my backpack onto one shoulder.
As I walked off, Claire asked, “Hey, where are you going?”
“Downstairs. We've got so much… stuff now. My super power wants to give it a try.”
“Not to mention that a dramatic exit after you've proved you're the only one who can resist mind control makes you look even cooler?”
Criminy. She got me. I went 'pfft' again, then broke out into one, barking laugh. “I'm not resistant. I can spot when my emotions are being messed with because my best friend keeps catching me in the crossfire when she uses her mind control power.”
The lab was pleasantly empty of people, and pleasantly full of… junk. The place no longer smelled of old metal and dust. Now it smelled of old metal and wet wood and the funny chemicals in paint and that funny non-smell when water has been sloshed around.
Okay, super power. Something showy, but if I get a weapon or something that doesn't look like regular Penny could make it, I was shutting this train down.
For once, I felt like I was actually talking to my power directly. Images flickered.
A clock. Yes, a clock would be perfect. But a super amazing clock. Penelope Akk could work with more than just gears if it still had a clock theme.
We had a giant bin of circuit boards. It seemed like every kid in the club had been saving their broken electronics to give to a mad scientist someday. Pictures hovered in my head. I'd need this, and this, and this.
Some of it made sense, which was why I could keep track for so long. Clocks measured time. Digitally or mechanically, every clock ticked, second by second, around in a circle.
I drew lines on a gear with a pencil, then fed The Machine some metal. It spit out a gear one twentieth the size, with patterns of gold wiring so small I couldn't see them anymore. I didn't need to. My power knew exactly where they were.
Making circuitry that small was fiddly, and my power had to correct for the sounds and air currents of the other kids who had wandered down to watch. Cassie was rubbing her hands in glee, and the boy with the rainbow aura watched with a more stoic fascination.
My power showed me how their powers worked, tracing out webs of neurons…
This was seriously distracting, and I didn't understand it anyway. The clock. Focus on the clock, Penny. Better to lose control than lose inspiration.
The world didn't go black, but it did become a blur. The next actually clear memory had me sitting on an old wooden chair, drinking a bottle of water someone had left with admirable charity and foresight. I needed it. My new super clock, looking remarkably like one of those old round alarm clocks with the glass face and metal bells, sat sparkling on the table saw's, er, table.
Wow. I felt exhausted, like I'd given every muscle in my body a workout, but great at the same time. My power loved this new invention. Loved it. Hopefully that didn't mean I'd just made a bomb!
Everybody was gone. How long had I been working on this? I pulled out my phone. 5pm. Yikes. That was kind of late, but not awful. Tidying my clothes, I wobbled over to the super clock, which was in perfect synch with my phone's, down to the second.
Amused, I twisted the little knob on top of the super clock, turning it back to 4:30. The hands spun around. The digits on my phone's time readout spun, ending up at the same 4:30.
Tesla's fictional family. It was not 5pm. I had no idea what time it was.
Had I made a time machine? No. No, nothing had changed in the room.
Hurriedly, I dialed up my mom.
Her voice when she picked up sounded just a little concerned. “Penny? Are you alright? I was forty-five seconds from calling to check on you.”
“I'm fine. I just got wrapped up in an invention and lost track of time.”
“Lost track in a literal sense,” she guessed.
The super clock, shiny and innocent looking, gave her words more accuracy even than she knew.
“Yeah. Can you come pick me up?”









o, that's it? You twist the knob and it changes all the clocks?” Ray leaned way forward over the lunch table they next day, peering at my new invention.
Hunched over the super clock, I hissed, “That's just the only thing I know how to work. Look.” Turning it around, I showed him the USB port on the bottom.
“HEL-lo.” His eyes gleamed with ravenous joy behind his fake glasses. “What does that do?”
“I don't know. I could plug it into my phone, but I'm still a week away from proving to my folks that I can keep one without my super power destroying it. All I've got right now is this.” I held up my horrible crusty little old phone with the keypad and postage stamp sized screen.
By the time I noticed the movement and turned to look at her, Claire had her sleekly thin but almost tablet sized phone out, and dangled the charger cord next to it. Her grin only differed from Ray's in that she was quivering with excitement.
The USB plug fit into my super clock perfectly. Opposite us, Ray wolfed down the remains of his lunch without chewing, then slid around the table. He and I bookended Claire, crushing her between us as we watched her phone screen.
Claire unlocked the phone, plugged in the charger cord, and…
Bleep.
A new app showed up at the bottom of the screen. It didn't have a name, just a picture of my clock. A green progress bar crept upwards, downloading.
Her phone also informed me that it was 12:53. Lunch ended at 12:55. Not enough time.
Criminy, Penny. Can you be more stupid?
Hoping I was being totally stealthy, I twisted my invention's knob, and turned all the clocks, including the old mechanical one hanging on the wall, back to 12:50. The app was downloading fast. That would be plenty of time.
Download complete! Claire stabbed the icon with her finger, and Ray and I leaned in until our heads almost bumped.
The new screen was mostly grey. What was I looking at? A menu. More options, but none of them with words, just symbols.
“That looks like a bullet point list,” said Ray, pointing at one on the top row.
Claire tapped it open.
Sure enough, it was a list. Row after row of names, most of them gibberish serial number type names, but some with very obvious titles like 'Felicity's Megacomputer', 'Da Lurv Fon', and as Claire scrolled down, at least a dozen 'My Phone's and 'My Computer's.
“Whose phone is 'Love Me and Despair?'” I asked, bemused.
“Whose phone is 'You Know You Want Me?'” Ray asked, rather more sly.
Claire cleared her throat awkwardly, her expression momentarily guilty.
Neither Ray, nor I bought it. The expression, that is. It probably was her phone, but Claire was constitutionally incapable of embarrassment.
Scrolling back up, Claire tapped on 'Felicity's Megacomputer.' We got yet another screen, with the time and date ticking away, and a few menu bars to change it.
But under those were yet another set of buttons marked only with symbols.
I leaned back, feeling a bit dazed. “I have absolute mastery over the measurement of time.”
“There are ways to use this. There have to be. If you were smart enough, you could be a supervillain just with this device,” whispered Ray.
We were back up to 12:54. I didn't want to adjust everyone's clocks again. “Wait wait,” said Claire, hitting the back button twice to the original menu. “One more.”
She hit a button that looked like a targeting arrow. That gave us a blank grey screen.
Claire must have already had an idea. She held up the phone, and waved it around slowly. Names flashed momentarily on the screen, including a bunch of 'My Phone's and 'Da Lurv Fon.' Each time one of those came into focus, we got its time and a whole bunch of more symbol options.
The bell rang. Claire snipped the cord loose from my super clock and her phone.
As she and Ray started to rise, I grabbed their hands. “Not yet. You have to see this, first.”
Turning my super clock around, I turned the key on its back. It cranked a couple of times around as if I were winding up a spring. Then the whole back of the clock popped off.
Inside was the real device, a compact little grey and green plastic oval.
On its back were more connectors, with pins, what looked like an ethernet cable attachment, and holes I didn't recognize at all.
Claire let out a long, strangled squeak of barely controlled excitement. Ray chuckled, a similarly restrained evil, “Heh heh heh heh heh.”
Now we were done. Or so I thought, because no sooner were we all standing and heading for the door, than something flashed past me, and my jacket pocket got a tug.
I hadn't had anything stored in there, but my hand dove in automatically. Out came a rather rumpled sheet of lined notebook paper. Someone with awkward handwriting had printed on it in pencil.
Together, Ray, Claire, and I read:
Dear Bad Penny
Hello. How are you? Taking dictation is fun. I have turned one of my eyes backwards so I can see the expression on your face when you read this. Instead behind me I see Her rubbing Her pedipalp against one chelicera in the way that means She's impatient because I'm not doing things the boring normal way She wanted.
Thank you for being nice to my sister. Polly says she is having a lot of fun, which only makes sense.
PS – You did not give Lab Rat contact information, so meet him tomorrow after school at the green wooden table under the tree.
At the door to the cafeteria ahead of us, Will and Cassie gave each other a high five.




I did remember to sneakily put all the clocks back to the right time on my way to Geometry class. Which meant I was late. Such are the moral choices we face.




“A baloo is a bear,” Ray quipped.
My teeth ground. “If I have to face another sheet of paper informing me that a yonker is a young man in my life, I will build mechanical homing carpet beetles to find her and eat her cartilage while she's still alive.”
Claire spread her hands, her smile mild and wry. “You were right about canceling today's super powered club. I don't think I did as well on these tests as last year.”
We rounded the U bend of Upper High. We'd taken our sweet time getting here, letting the high school kids clear out. Fortunately, Ray and I both knew where we were supposed to meet Lab Rat, since we took a class here. There were old wooden picnic tables out back, and little, sickly trees in concrete planters wider than a grown man.
With the smell of winter's last sprinkling rain in the air, it was a nice place. Most of the ground was set with worn, uneven cobbles, and there were always small, yellow leaves scattered around in corners and cracks. They might be from autumns years past.
Or, they might come from the square of cobblestones that crawled up out of their bed, piling themselves into a fence a few inches high around a now-open shaft. Leaves did fountain out of the hole, followed by the twitchy, suspicious face of Lab Rat.
It had been implied by the letter, but I still couldn't believe it. I stood over Lab Rat, my eyebrows trying to crawl like worms. “My new lair is across the street from the old one? Really?”
“Yes! Is tasty. Easy. So many options. This seemed most convenient.” He slithered out of the hole, long arms and legs moving like a spider's, even though his spine bent with admirable rattiness.
Claire crouched down, looking into the stone shaft and the ladder Lab Rat had crawled up. “So this is the way in?”
“One way. Many ways. Not the best way. I will show you that, now!” He stood straight, planting his hands on his lower back and stretching his spine before walking up the courtyard away from the school. Aside from being a little too stiff and too much arm swinging motion, from a distance he might look like a skinny, normal man in brown clothing.
The cobbles climbed back into place, disguising the tunnel he'd used. Personally, I was relieved. My feeble human muscles would not have enjoyed that much ladder climbing.
Instead, we trailed after him to the far corner of the school's property, next to the parking lot. An old telephone pole stood there, looking completely innocent. Next to it was one of those clunky metal cabinet things, the size of a walk-in closet, maybe, that contain transformers and other electrical equipment.
Usually, at least. By the time we reached it, nobody was surprised this was the entrance. We did let out a chorus of laughs as Lab Rat declared, “Open sesame!” and the door popped open.
Inside was only a hole in the earth, of course.
Ray did the same twisty eyebrow thing I had. “Open sesame?”
“Yes,” said Lab Rat, stepping into the hole. For less than a second, he stood on nothing, and then sank slowly out of sight.
Ray, Claire, and I formed a miniature stampede to follow. It wasn't quite as big as the elevator in my old lair, but there was plenty of room. Our feet did, indeed, set down on nothing, an invisible firmness that held us up.
How did we make it go down?
Apparently by wondering about it. Or looking down. Whatever, we drifted downwards. The elevator shaft looked like the inside of a well, more stone cobbles like on the terrace above. We went way down, too. This was deeper than my last lab. Maybe three stories? Hard to judge.
We stepped out into a decent attempt to mimic the great hall of an ancient temple. Small stone cobblestones had given way to huge stone blocks, covered in moss and dripping moisture in some places. Lit torches provided light near the (magic?) elevator, and as Ray and Claire hurried down to check out side passages, more torches lit themselves ahead.
I maintained a more dignified mien, lingering to ask Lab Rat again, “So this is really right across the street from my old lair? It's like someone made a magic themed duplicate.”
He rubbed his hands together, head shaking, teeth bared. “Not a coincidence. No. Two villains, names like… Ruler Overlord, and Archmage Supremo? Something. Hated each other. Fought for years, down here under the schools, before they try anything in public and get caught. Even doors from one base to another, but not sure where those are. This base taste better. More exits, more interesting, even entrance farther down into Undercity. Prime real estate, but regular hero or villain build base under a school, get not tasty interest when others find out. Kids using kid bases, nobody cares.”
“It is nice,” I conceded, “Way less ugly and more atmospheric. I'm not sure what I'll do about the lack of power outlets. I'll figure something out.”
Bending double, Ray fiddled with a crack in the wall. A fake stone lid popped open, revealing… a regular old pair of power outlets, like in any home. Looking me in the eyes, he grinned. Okay, he grinned slightly wider. “I think I figured something out.”
I tilted my head to one side. “A wizard with electricity?”
Claire pointed through the doorway next to her. “He needed it to watch this clunky old black and white television.”
Ray looked past her, and winced. “I bet that recliner's not safe to touch. Down here in the damp for years, it must be a mildew factory.”
Well, that settled that. Curtseying deeply, my head low, I said, “Thank you, Lab Rat. We'll take it. You found me a lair that's so tasty, it's absolutely delicious.”
He stamped his feet rapidfire, giggling, “Eee hee hee hee hee!” Dropping to all fours, he ran down the length of the hall, and I watched the glow of the torches trace his path towards some distant alternate exit.
I leaned back against one of the pillars. This place smelled nicer than the last one. There was that hint of moss in the air, and wetness, and old earth, and charcoal from the magic torches. “It looks like we've got a long weekend ahead of us. Are you two okay with spending the next couple of days bringing my equipment back here?”
Claire pumped her fist excitedly. “Yes! The sooner your lab is up and running, the sooner we're back to super powered crime! I could come up with something for next weekend, I bet.”
My hands went up in alarm. “Whoah there, pardner! I don't have any weapons, remember?”
She flapped her hand, unconcerned. “We'll take a page from that fake Bad Penny, and steal some.”
The idea had merit. “Everyone is convinced Bad Penny stole her tech anyway. If we played to type, that would reinforce my cover.”
Claire rubbed her hands together. Her eyes shone with glee, although that might be an illusion from her power peeking through. “You make yourself a toy, and I'll steal you a toy myself. I've been wanting to try solo cat burglary. I'll show my mom that I'm ready.”
Noting the hole in the conversation, I asked, “What about you, Ray?”
He was still peeking into side passages. “I'll go along with whatever.”
Absolute nonchalance fail. Claire and I both riveted our attention on him, concerned by that totally out of character answer.
“Are you okay, Ray?” I asked.
“I thought you loved supervillainy?” said Claire.
“It was great. I've always wanted to be the debonair warrior type who both charms and does the will of the intellectual role playing game princess. Then when we were in space, I realized… I've done that now. Doing it some more would be fun, but it will be fun because I'm spending time with you two.”
That might have been the most serious thing I'd ever heard Ray say, and he said it while looking straight at me. 'You two' meant 'You, Penny.'
This was it. It was time to ask him out. My heart leaped out of my chest, and I felt dizzy with how much I wanted to. We could go on a date, spend us time, let go and be whatever…
My mouth opened, and my cheeks hurt from the power of my blush. The dizziness got so bad I almost fell over.
I couldn't do it. Bad Penny was invincible. Penelope Akk desperately looked for something else to talk about.
One presented itself, an inspiration as sudden and amazing as if my power had offered it up. “Hey… we need to steal some super powered equipment, right?”
“Yeeeeees?” asked Claire and Ray together.
I pointed in the direction of Northeast West Hollywood Middle. “There's an amazing super clock in the superhero club house over there. Go steal it for me, Reviled. And while you're at it, steal me some of their lab tools.”
Claire, Ray, and I all burst out laughing together.




When Monday came, I made sure to complain really loudly about the Inscrutable Machine stealing my latest invention from our clubhouse. Or maybe I didn't. When English class arrived, one thing drove everything else out of my mind.
A girl was sitting in Marcia's chair. She had black hair in a pageboy cut, a rumpled pink blouse and white skirt, and tanned skin, but not really deeply tanned. Not as tanned as before she was suspended.
It had to be Marcia. That was Marcia's face, wasn't it? She never was a natural blonde. I knew that. Who let their thirteen-year-old bleach her hair? Marcia's dad, apparently. This black would be her natural color.
When Mrs. Harpy stood in front of her desk and asked, “Miss Bradley, do you have either of your homework assignments?” the whole room gave a sigh of relief. Okay, yes, this was Marcia.
Except this Marcia shrugged, a wan smile on her face, and answered, “No, ma'am. I'll have to go from here.”
Marcia looked totally relaxed. Had I ever, ever seen her look totally relaxed? Poised, affected confidence and ease, yeah, but just mellow? Her eyes were a little bloodshot, and she did have that 'just finished crying' blandness, but no hints of tear tracks on her cheeks.
Mrs. Harpy was the one who looked totally unsettled. “I understand. With your father in his condition, you wouldn't have had time. I'll make a note to not count those assignments in your grade.”
Marcia shrugged, and smiled. It was the most wan, bittersweet touch of curl I'd ever seen applied to a mouth. Come to think of it, her lips looked raw. Maybe I was just used to seeing her with lip gloss, but the subtle kind?
“I'm sure he'll be better soon,” Mrs. Harpy added, her brow furrowed in worry.
“I hope not. If he gets better too fast, I might have to hit him again,” Marcia answered, as mildly and matter-of-fact as anything else she'd said.
Giving up on that conversation as a lost cause, my English teacher got back to teaching. I kept sneaking looks at Marcia. She ignored me and everyone, splitting her time between taking notes and doodling little pictures around those notes.
When the lunch bell rang and she got out of her chair, I saw the two tubes stuffed into her belt in back – one white, and one black.
The Popular Kids table at lunch was stony silent. None of them seemed to know what to say. Marcia's badly mussed look, plain hair, and the mild, curious way she poked at her peas stuck out like a sore thumb compared to the rest of them.




Tuesday she had a little more energy in class, and while her clothes were wrinkled, she'd combed her hair. She smiled a lot, but it was a different smile, like someone else was inhabiting her body. Someone on a lot of drugs, maybe. On the way to lunch, she chattered in the hall with those two girls she always hung out with, and at lunch she told them some kind of story. It involved making punching motions, and an animated, enthusiastic smile. She bounced up and down in her seat, even.
When Marcia pushed herself up to make a fist-into-palm gesture, Ray pointed. “Those!”
At least he hadn't stuck his arm all the way out, although Marcia hadn't reacted to anybody staring at her yet, anyway. Claire leaned past me, following his gaze. “The scrolls in her belt?”
Ray's eyes bugged out, and he lowered his voice to a hiss. “Those are the Pure Fist Scrolls. They have to be.”
He must have been onto something. Claire went just as goggle-eyed, dug her phone out of her bag, and tapped furiously at her web browser. Two seconds later, she showed us a picture.
Yes, those were the things in Marcia's belt. Two scrolls, or more like fancy scroll cases, one white with black letters and the other black with white letters. Each had an engraved rod through it, and although I couldn't see the inscriptions on Marcia's, the roughness looked about right.
Fortunately, I did not have to know everything in the world. I had minions who collected every tiny scrap of information available to the super hero and super villain fandoms. “Fill me in, guys.”
“You know Master Scorpion and Joe the Fist, right?” Ray asked. Mere curiosity had been kindled into a manic energy in both him and Claire. Their grins rather resembled Marcia's.
I gave them my best 'uh…' face. “I know they hate each other, and they're supposed to be really good at Martial Arts, and Master Scorpion still wants to train you to fulfill his grudge. I think Mom introduced me to Joe the Fist once. Is he the one who looks like a beach bum surfer dude? With the scraggly beard?”
Claire jumped in. “They both trained together. A bunch of heroes trained in their school, including the Original.” Which meant probably Marcia. “Supposedly, Joe and Scorpion were the only two in the last twenty years to become masters. When they did, the teacher let them each pick one of the Pure Fist Scrolls to study and learn its secrets. Scorpion picked the white scroll, thinking it would make him the good guy. Nobody's really sure what it did. The black scroll gave Joe energy powers on top of his martial arts skill, shooting fireballs and stuff. Scorpion was really jealous, but if you try to use both scrolls, you die. If you even touch them and you're not a master, you die.”
They switched out, letting Ray pick up the explanation, his face alive with heartwarmingly geeky joy. “Artifacts like that absorb the power they teach. They're real scrolls. You read them and learn the techniques they describe. Until that happens, just touching them forces those powers into you. If you can't handle it, instant death. You burn out like a light bulb.”
I pointed out the obvious. “Marcia seems as alive as she's ever been.”
“Maybe more,” agreed Claire, staring as Marcia continued her story.
Ray screwed up his nose. “She used to be like a doll, rather than a person. A really, really mean doll.”




The next day, Marcia was alone at what used to be the Popular Kids' table. About fifteen minutes into the lunch period, one of her girl sidekicks joined her. Whatever they said to each other, Marcia seemed no more than wryly amused, while the other girl looked haunted.
Wednesday. That was a Wednesday. I remembered to head to the club that afternoon. I kinda might have forgotten on Monday. Really, between Marcia, my super clock, and a brand new history essay to research, I had a lot on my mind, and wasn't sure where I'd been, when.
But Wednesday I definitely headed down to the super powered club. We had a new door. Laverne had made it, out of wood. Very, very hard wood, and it did a neat folding trick when you opened it. This time it was already open, with Laverne and Teddy and a couple of other kids peering out around the corner.
More club members were scattered around the fence of the yard. Everyone was watching bulky Charlie Kamachi stand out on the basketball court waving a fistful of papers.
“I'm here! Who sent these, huh? I'm sick of this. Just leave me alone!” He spotted me, and his already thick neck bulged with fury. His skin turned a few shades towards grey. “Akk! Have you been leaving these?!”
He threw the papers at me. As papers do, they fluttered in all directions, but one was crumpled enough to bounce over to my feet. As I picked it up, I shook my head. “I've got no idea what's going on.”
The straightened out paper read 'Do you want to be a loser all your life? Fight me, tomorrow after school!'
There were a lot of papers. My brow furrowed. “How long have you been getting these?”
“Since Monday! Everywhere I go, there's one of these stupid challenges. Which one of you is doing this?!”
A voice behind me piped up. “Me! It was me! I know, overkill, right? But didn't it make a cool mood? You had to show up.”
Marcia walked past me, out onto the recess ground. She had a visible skip in her step, grinning and massaging her fists in absolutely manic anticipation.
Charlie's arms fell by his side. He gawked at her, dumbfounded. “Bradley? I'm not fighting you again. I got in enough trouble for hurting you the first time.”
Fists turned into spread-fingered, waving hands as Marcia denied, “We don't have to fight. A fight would be great, but I just want you to hit me.”
Never a muse of superhuman banter, for one brief moment Charlie became the voice of every child watching. “What?”
“Hit me!” Marcia's head bobbed to one side, then the other, working kinks out of her neck. She pointed a finger right at her own face. “Hit me as hard as you can! I won't dodge.”
“What are you-”
“Just hit me! Hit me now!” Marcia yelled at him.
“And you'll leave me alone?”
“Yes!”
He hit her. It wasn't a very fast punch, but as promised, she didn't dodge. Charlie's fist smacked into the side of Marcia's face.
She staggered, but didn't fall. I could see her cheek turning purple already, but she just gave Charlie's barrel chest an irritated shove, shouting, “No, I said as hard as you can!” When he lifted his fist again, clearly unsure, she kept at him. “Transform! I said as hard as you can! As hard as you've ever hit anything!”
Charlie's body swelled. His shirt and pants stretched to their limits. His skin turned grey and rough, his face mashed into a hideous fishy mask, and bright red gills opened on his neck. His fist remained raised, but he stood there, awkward and unsure.
Marcia shook her head, her short black hair flopping around as she shoved Charlie's chest again, and again, to absolutely no effect. “A full transformation! I've seen what you can do. I've seen what your whole family can do. Hit me as hard as you've ever hit anything!”
Charlie's body began to deflate. He lowered his hand. “This is nuts. You're nuts. I'm not going to kill you. Send me all the notes you want. I'm out of here.”
Infuriated, Marcia balled her fists at her sides, stretching up onto her tip-toes to scream, “Oh, please! You're going to walk away? What would your father think? The real Sharky had the guts to die-”
That was as far as she got. Charlie's shirt exploded into scraps as his body ballooned. Huge, grotesque, and muscle-bound, he hit her just like she asked. He was so much bigger than her that he had to punch up from his waist, and the blow sent her flying through the air. Airborne, she looked tiny, spindly, like Barbara's rag doll.
I was standing at the corner of the school, and Marcia's body hit the wall just a couple of yards away from me. The meaty thwack and the crackle were bad, but the wet red stain she left as she slid to the ground was worse.
Marcia was-
Marcia wasn't dead. A gurgling noise became a growl. She writhed, flopped, and climbed to her feet. I swear her torso went from flat to round as I watched, and while I was still registering that she'd gone from corpse to healthy her lurch upright became a lunge forward, a run, a sprint, and in a harshly screaming blur she charged across the asphalt, fist-first, to punch Charlie in the gut.
Shadow and silence, the opposite of the bright flash I would have expected, hid the impact. Nobody needed to see it. We got to watch Charlie tumble through the air like Marcia had, hit the ground, and scrape along it all the way to the fence.
He wheezed, holding his stomach. Gross domed eyes watched in fear as Marcia ran towards him, but he couldn't breathe well enough to get out of the way.
She didn't hit him again. Her waving arms wrapped around his pyramidal neck, helping pull him to a sitting position as she hugged him tight. “Thank you! Thank you so much. That was better than I imagined.” Letting him go, she turned around, raised both fists, and yelled at us all, “Did you see my super powers?!”
Myself, I leaped a foot in the air as a harsh voice behind me said, “Getting in another fight on school grounds when you were just suspended from the first one is nothing to brag about, Marcia Bradley.”
Mrs. Stakes, my geometry teacher, stood behind me. Thin and stiff, she looked like she was put together out of wrinkly broomsticks.
Her scowl held no fear whatsoever. All doubt disappeared in my mind. There were superheroes in our school faculty, alright.
Marcia wasn't intimidated, either. She laughed, staggering a couple of steps to the left, but then getting her balance back. “That wasn't a fight. That was like a boxing match. Like ring sparring. Please, are you kidding? Charlie just jumped up to my new best friend!”
“Mr. Kamachi?” My teacher's question hung in the air, as sharp and threatening as a meat hook.
Marcia offered Charlie her hand, and he took it, shrinking back into human form as she helped him to his feet. He was still wincing, rubbing his stomach, and he definitely looked confused, but he nodded. “Yeah. She had me going for a minute, but… yeah. We're friends?” He looked down at Marcia, still a good six inches taller than her, his bewilderment turning into a smile.
She held up a fist to bump against his. “We so are. But maybe not best friends. Sue stuck with me, and that's important, but you can be number two. Want me to teach you to box, Chuck? With your strength, you'd be dynamite.”
Mrs. Stakes' scowl turned down to me. “Miss Akk? Can you honestly say this was just sparring?”
Criminy. On the spot, Penny. A chill rolled down my back, but disappeared just as fast. The answer was surprisingly easy and obvious. “Yes, ma'am. She was a little crazy about it at first, but we all are when we first get our powers.”
That seemed to end my role in the interrogation. The old woman shouted one more suspicious observation. “Miss Bradley, you are covered in blood.”
“I know. It's mine! It hurt more than anything I've ever imagined, and it was beautiful! Look at me now!” She gave a quick cartwheel, and then a standing backflip. Well, she was a head cheerleader. Or had been two weeks ago.
With a heavy sigh and a shrug of her shoulders, Mrs. Stakes gave up and walked away.
My ordeal was not over. Hands grabbed me by the shoulder, and spun me around. Shaking me with glee, Cassie squealed, “Did you just see what I saw, Penny?”
“I did! I did!” declared Teddy.
“Marcia stole some super powers, and they look unhealthy?”
Cassie tilted her head down, glowering at me in scornful disappointment. Teddy grabbed our arms, and filled in for my mistake. “Sparring doesn't count as fighting! We can hold matches!”
“We can test our powers the fun way!” Cupping her hands around her mouth, Cassie shouted at the scattered club members, “Who wants to go first?”
“NOBODY!” I shouted, sweeping my hands out to either side. “Not yet, not today, and not while there's a teacher right over there who's still not totally sure she made the right decision.”
That cooled down Cassie and Teddy. Slightly. After a couple of seconds, Cassie nodded. “You're right. We have to make this look like an official club thing. They don't stop kids in martial arts clubs from sparring, right? We'll do practice sessions. Maybe start Friday. See who wants in.”
Laughing, Marcia staggered up to us. She didn't look hurt, just tired and drunk from emotion. “I want in, because I'm in the club now. Finally, I have super powers, and they're everything I dreamed they would be!”









t took until Friday for the other shoe to drop. By then, I thought Marcia really had gotten away with it and everything was fine. I walked into English class like a chump, absorbed in thoughts of lair renovation, with a little left over mentally counting the contents of the Pumpkin Jar. Claire had drifted off into talking about Grimoire of Nursey Rhymes during so many lunchtimes, I had to have it.
“Reach for the skies, Penny Akk!”
Cassie's weird greeting didn't alarm me, especially with her off to my side and out of sight. No, it was the crackle and pop of electricity that got my attention, and sent all the other kids yelling and scattering for the edges of the classroom.
I turned to find her raising her hands, blue and white crawling over her, popping out in little arcs to the wall and nearby desks.
“What?”
Her dramatic pose sagged a few inches, and she snapped at me, “Go for your guns! I'm calling you out! Prepare to battle!”
“My parents-” I started to say, taking a step backwards. A shake of Cassie's hand sent sparks flying between me and the door, sending me jumping the other way instead.
“It's just a club competition. If the school accepts that, your parents will have to knuckle under!” Criminy. She was way too into this, rubbing her hands together and grinning like a maniac. Cassie wanted a rematch so bad, she'd ignored all the stupid things about what she was doing.
She'd been smart about one thing. If she challenged me in the open, I could just run away. Now my choices were to talk my way out of a fight with someone who'd gone over to the Stupid Side, or throw in, try not to become an exhibit in arc welding, and take my medicine from my parents.
With that thought in mind, I instantly recognized my mother's hand when it laid on my shoulder. It was the last sensation I'd been expecting, but I let her gently push me aside. She put herself between me and Cassie, fiddling with a pencil she must have pulled out of my backpack.
“Who are-” Cassie started to ask as an adult – and not our teacher, even – suddenly intervened. It only took her a second to get it. Instead of quailing, Cassie puffed up defiantly, glowing from built-up electrical power. “So, the legend shows her face at last. I was ready to face your daughter. I'm not afraid to duel an old woman with only half her powers!”
At that point, my mother finished wiggling the eraser tip out of my pencil, and flicked the little pink blob right into Cassie's eye.
I had to hand it to Cassie. She had good reflexes, but the storm of sparks she threw up did nothing to a little piece of flying rubber. When it hit her in the eye, she let out a yelp, took two steps backwards, and hit the edge of a desk. Cassie and the desk both went down to the floor in a clattering heap.
Mom waited about two seconds, staring down at the dazed, anxious Cassie, before saying, “You are a very lucky young woman, Cassie Pater. Mourning Dove chose to give this presentation at Upper High.”
With that, Mom abandoned her fallen adversary, although I wasn't sure Cassie had lasted long enough to earn even that title. My mother walked up to Mrs. Harpy's desk, and told our teacher, “I would be grateful if you overlook Miss Pater's actions this morning. Letting her focus on the lesson she has just learned, rather than the impersonal nature of school discipline, will reduce recidivism by two thirds.”
My Mom Filters revved into action. The actual two-thirds odds were that my Mom saying that all out loud would intimidate Cassie, the class, and maybe me with how cold and knowing she seemed.
It worked. When Mom turned to face the class, everybody, even Cassie, even Marcia and Claudia, hurried back into their seats. I was actually last.
“My name is Beatrice Akk. Professionally, I used to be known as the Audit. I have arranged these presentations to cover as many new students as possible per period, but it is possible that some of you will hear this speech twice.” She was cool, not quite ramrod straight, holding my eraserless pencil in one hand and laying its tip in her other hand's palm. She looked so much like Mrs. Stakes in a bad mood, a creepy chill went up my spine. But… no. There was no way my geometry teacher was my mother in disguise. Mom was just copying 'no nonsense teacher' body language. Definitely.
“Over the last month and a half, many of the children with super powers in this school have decided to wear those powers openly, rather than cultivate a secret identity. That decision is between each child and their parents, and has nothing to do with the school district. It is not against the school rules to openly display powers in class, as long as you obey all other school rules. Starting a fire with pyrokinesis or a match is against the rules in exactly the same way. Fighting, damaging property, and interrupting class are not allowed.”
For one carefully calculated second, my mother paused to give Cassie a look, but everyone shrank back the same inch. At the end of that second, Mom braced her hands on the desk behind her, and pulled herself up to sit on it. Her sharply pressed grey suit would never look casual, but with her knees folded and her hands clasped, she at least no longer looked like she was about to order an execution.
Her tone got lighter too, but not by much. “None of that is why I am really here. Two days ago, one of your classmates identified some super powered individuals related to another student. It was enough information that a listener could guess at their secret identities. In the super powered community, we call that 'getting personal,' and it is the real reason I am here. Now, can anyone tell me who Deadly Flame was?”
Ray and Claire's hands both shot up. Mom ignored them, and nodded to Cassie, who had hers shyly half-raised.
All bluster gone, Cassie asked, “Is… that the guy… who went nuts back in the seventies? Who killed about a hundred people?”
Mom's approving nod let bygones be bygones. “Whether or not Deadly Flame was insane is up for debate. Despite his name, and the dangerous nature of heat powers, murder was one crime he was not wanted for when the Chicago Police Department got his real identity from an informant in nineteen-seventy-six. They attempted to arrest him in his own home. He panicked, and six police officers died.”
The class started to stir, until Mom's voice cut through their nervous mumble. “That was just the beginning. Desperate, his true identity revealed and with nowhere to hide, he decided that the only way to be safe would be to go on the attack. Deadly Flame's powers were strong. He burned down the nearest police station, killing everyone inside. Then he went to the next police station and burned it down. He had just started his attack on a third station when he was shot in the head by a man calling himself Judgment. Over a hundred people, police and bystanders, died in the rampage, including the informant who gave Deadly Flame's name to the police.”
That last little touch sank in particularly hard. Mom slid off the desk again, her face hardening, going back to 'tough teacher' mode.
“I have no sympathy for Deadly Flame, but he is one example of why super humans are very careful to keep each other's personal and professional lives separate. Many of you will learn or guess the identity of active superheroes and villains as your friends come out about their powers. Lives depend on you keeping those secrets, including your own. For those of you with super powers, respecting secret identities is just the beginning of not getting personal, and you will be surprised by how many rules even hardened criminals obey. If you don't, it won't be Mourning Dove you have to fear. Your teammates, your friends, even your family, will feed you to her themselves.”
She laid my eraser-less pencil down on the desk. Its 'click' echoed like a bell ringing as she finished. “You have the rest of the period free to think about this lesson. Some of you already know enough to help your friends understand its importance.”
With that, Mom attempted to walk out, only to be intercepted by Cassie. This time, Cassie obstructed her with reverence, not challenge, hands clasped together and hair almost back to blonde. “Did you know I would trip?”
Back in her hands like magic, the eraserless pencil pointed first at Cassie’s head, then at her feet, then drew an invisible line up. Clipped and businesslike, Mom answered, “You have had a growth spurt in the last six months, and your kinesthetic sense is not yet used to your longer legs and changed center of gravity. There was a two percent chance of concussion or worse trauma. That would combine observational and operant conditioning to reduce the chance of more in-class incidents by other students by sixty-nine percent. If I had taken a step forward before throwing, you would have hit the desk at a different angle, falling head-first and increasing the likelihood of injury to fifty-fifty. Despite the usefulness as a lesson, I decided that was morally unacceptable.”
Open-mouthed, Cassie made a noise like ‘uguah.' Ray and Claire, having drifted up to join the conversation, both snickered.
“Yes, she has numbers for everything,” I confirmed.
Ray gave Mom a sly grin. You know, his normal expression. “Penny said once that you have a second favorite statistic.”
That coaxed a faint smile from Mom's lips. Compared to her severe clothes and straight posture, it came across like a belly laugh. “That the demographics of hair color in people with super powers matches how non-powered people dye their hair?”
Ray turned his grin to me, throwing in some fake awkwardness as he fibbed, “I guess I owe you five bucks.”
Claire turned her head a little, raising one eyebrow. “Then what's your favorite statistic?”
This time, Mom didn't keep her happiness in check at all. She inhaled deeply, puffing up with delight and a beaming grin. She laid one hand on top of my head, and answered, “One hundred percent of superheroes who publicly retired to raise a family describe their lives as 'happy.'”
“What's your least favorite statistic?” asked Cassie.
Mom hesitated. That got my attention. I'd hardly ever seen her do that. Come to think of it, I didn't know the answer to this question. Had I asked it?
A little growl of frustration turned into a sneer. The fingers on my head tightened, and Mom brushed her hair back with her other hand. “If you must know, seventy-four percent of super humans with a certain combination of hair style and color have powers with a 'possession' mechanic.”
Cassie and Ray's mouths opened, but Mom was already there, holding her hand out to warn them off. “No, I won't tell you what. That statistic exemplifies everything wrong with how people misuse numbers. Correlation is not causation. Margarine consumption and divorce rates have an almost perfect correlation, but are completely unconnected. There is no reason to suspect anything but coincidence, and that's if you take the numbers at face value. Sample size is ridiculously small, a mere nineteen individuals, too small to be meaningful. And how do you even define 'possession mechanic?' The statistic is a bad joke.”
They repeated the opening their mouths to talk, and Mom repeated cutting them off. “No, that's all I'm going to say about it. Attention!” She clapped her hands, and everybody looked at her. “The club for super powered children is canceled this afternoon. It is not being closed permanently, and I expect it to reopen within the week.”
Lowering her voice, Mom looked down at me and said, “Which means I'll see you in three hours.” Her smile and a squeeze of my shoulder assured me this was not a prophecy of doom.
She walked out the door, leaving me, Ray, Claire, and Cassie in a little group.
Cassie ran the fingers of both hands back through her hair, and blew out a long, puffy-cheeked breath. Electricity made little crinkly noises from both gestures. “There goes the wind out of my sails. I guess adults play on a whole other level after all. It makes me realize just how tough the Inscrutable Machine must be.”
As the leader of the adult-defeating Inscrutable Machine, I tried to restrain my urge to look smug. It helped to remember that half my victories were because the adults were overconfident and barely tried.
Everyone else gathered into huddles, discussing Mom's warning about getting personal. The kids who weren't afraid of being suspected of super-powered relatives, like Will, had their own audiences. Marcia and her friend Sue were telling stories to some kids, Marcia confident and Sue awkward, but still doing most of the talking. Only Claudia sat alone.
Criminy. Claudia. Marcia. Ray. Claire. Will. So many kids could have stepped in and interrupted Cassie's challenge. But there were half a dozen more kids from the club in this class. It was the class most packed with super powers that I had. That could have turned into a pitched battle and wrecked the school.
What were the odds I'd get so lucky that my Mom would show up at that exact moment? Well, like she said, coincidences do happen.









hree hours later, I sat at the dining room table at home. My feet dangled, since I was sitting in the really high chair that didn't match the rest of the furniture. Dad poured sticky black goo over a slab of beef in a pan, and Mom talked on the phone. Lines like “They took it well,” made me suspect she was talking about her visit to my school, especially since “No, of course she didn't kill anybody. The odds of that were lower than if I sent you,” and “She would know. She has a limited form of telepathy, based on how her power attaches itself to the human nervous system,” had to references to Mourning Dove.
She hung up. This was the best moment I was going to get.
Shuffling my school papers around, I asked, “So, am I in any trouble?” Just because I wasn't facing immediate parental wrath didn't mean there weren't repercussions on the way. A girl needs to know what to expect.
Dad sprinkled something that smelled like pepper onto the soon-to-be-roast. “Not with me. Is there something I should know about, Beebee?”
Mom shook her head, although with a detached, distracted expression. “No, you're fine. You reacted with all the responsibility we could have hoped for, despite things moving towards my worst projections.”
“And that's not your fault either, Princess.” Score, five bucks! Computer simulations of- no, I didn't want to waste the Princess jar on a game.
Oh, yeah. Dad was still talking. “Even Beebee couldn't have predicted that Marcia Bradley would have a breakdown and put her own father in the emergency room.”
Mom grimaced. “At least the emergency room was on the other side of that wall. His odds of surviving an average ambulance wait were low.”
Okay. Well, I'd gotten hints of this in class.
Dad poked the beef with a fork. It was an idle gesture, followed by him opening the stove and sliding the roast in. Despite the rush of almost painfully hot air, he took his time, which kept his face turned away from me and Mom as he said, “I can't blame her.”
“Brian!” Mom yelped, scandalized. Except… not convincingly. More like she was reading from a script she didn't like.
“It certainly makes me think Misty is onto something with her laissez faire approach to parenting.”
Mom managed a grim chuckle, and walked around the table to pat Dad on the shoulder. “We can't be doing too badly. We've raised a child who passes all the metrics for responsibility.”
Dad straightened up. They both looked at me. I held up my hands in a show of surrender and said, “Just tell me what you have planned.”
Both of my parents burst out laughing, and Mom gave me a quick hug. “Nothing big. Dad and I will be out most of the afternoon, tomorrow and Sunday. The roast beef is so you have extra leftovers.”
Dad patted my shoulder twice, and added, “Sorry to leave you hanging on the weekend your club is shut down.”
I gave him the boggle-eyed stare. “Are you kidding? Now I get to spend that time with just me and Ray and Claire. This is perfect.”
Mom… smiled at me. She knew something, and wanted me to know that I knew it, except the thing that she could know she definitely didn't know, so I didn't know what she knew.
Time to divert attention from that brain-destroying maze. “You're going to talk to the other heroes about the whole club thing?”
“Heroes and villains,” Dad confirmed.
Mom sighed. “Nobody believes it can happen to their kid until it does.”
Well. Since I was free of any guilt in all this craziness, it was all good for me.
My smile froze as a thought finally dropped into place. “Waaaaait. I'm supposed to be getting my new phone this weekend.”
Dad shook his head, his smile turning apologetic. “Sorry, Pumpkin. We won't be able to get that done this weekend.
Arrrg! Curse you, Cassie Pater, and curse you, Marcia!




I might not have a new phone, but I had a new base, and after I waved my parents off and ate five pounds of beef and potatoes, I made my merry way to meet my friends there.
Pacifying those who spawned me did not keep me too late, as I found my minions in the great hall, hands on their hips in perfect unison, surveying my new domain.
Just to make sure they weren't finishing up rather than preparing to start, I asked, “Have you brought my equipment back, yet?” Then I fell over.
It totally wasn't my fault! Riding an invisible platform that isn't even really a platform, it just holds your feet up as you descend, is disorienting. I swear it doesn't keep your feet even if you move around.
Ray caught me. Sure, he'd been standing fifteen feet away, but he wasn't about to let an opportunity like that pass him by. It felt awfully good to have my descent floorward interrupted by strong, caring arms.
I really needed to ask him out.
Being held up suddenly became burningly embarrassing, and I jumped to my feet with unseemly haste. Ray looked smugly satisfied, his chin raised just a preening inch.
Claire radiated even more illicit amusement. She managed it by showing no sign anything had happened whatsoever, and continuing the interrupted conversation. “We need to decide where to put everything first. Ready for a look around?”
Oh, yeah.
The old base had about a dozen dusty, metal-walled rooms, most of them empty, arranged like a broken orb web. This place was bigger, arranged in more of a 'labyrinth' theme. It wasn't big enough to get lost in, but it was big enough that you started feeling lost seconds before you found a landmark you recognized. The rooms weren't quite as empty or uniform.
We found a bedroom, for example. The poster-sized photograph of a woman with scales on the wall had streaked from water damage, the dresser looked rotten, and…
We all stared at the bed.
“How are we going to get rid of that? With gas masks?” said Ray.
I grimaced. “Maybe we should back up. Our breath could kick up spores.”
After we eased our way out, Claire whispered, “Fire? Fire is cleansing.”
You know what I didn't have? A flamethrower. I didn't even have any materials to make a flamethrower, but my power insisted that I did, throwing up designs in my head, instructions so complete that they started by telling me to turn left, now…
I shook my head, wincing. Not that it hurt, but criminy. I didn't want a flamethrower! It required no scare stories about a guy destroying police stations to warn me that fire was a weapon that went straight to 'agonizing hospitalization' without passing through anything useful, like 'debilitating ouchie.'
“We're missing the obvious,” I told her. Unwinding The Machine, I gave it a couple of cranks to wake it up, then passed it to Ray. “Feed it kinetic energy.”
My Machine did not love him like it loved me. The harder he twisted and jerked, the more it resisted. Ray might not be able to punch down a wall, but he was pretty strong. If he had to strain, my baby was swallowing force by the pound per second squared.
That was the point, of course. Reclaiming The Machine, I set it on the floor and gave it a little push into the room. “Eat the bed. Suck up any powder out of the air.”
Then we beat a hasty retreat.
A couple of minutes of exploration later, trying to keep track of more rooms whose moldy furniture would need The Machine's loving care, I heard Claire yell, “Pay dirt!”
Ray and I rushed over, and found her grinning ear to ear, one arm extended to welcome us through a particularly ornate engraved archway.
“Summoning circle!”
She was right. This was the second biggest room I'd seen so far, octagonal, with mysterious ever-burning candles on six-foot stands rather than mysterious ever-burning torches. A pentagram inside a circle had been chiseled into the smooth stone floor, with a second circle outside that, and all kinds of sigils and decorations. Dishes on twisted iron legs, like the fanciest ashtrays, stood in every point of the pentagram.
I had a summoning circle. Also a terrible urge to have Teddy here, so he could shout 'Wicked!'
As gleeful as me, Ray actually giggled before suggesting, “You should put that jade monster statue in the middle.”
“Not. On. Your. LIFE.” The whole idea made me shudder. This wasn't my super power warning me of danger. Putting a mysteriously cursed object in the middle of a summoning circle resonated with profound and fundamental unwiseness. It was the Ur-Bad Idea.
“It's enough just to own a summoning circle. It's the supervillain's expensive luxury car,” said Claire.
“There has to be somewhere suitably dramatic for her statue,” Ray insisted.
About fifteen minutes later, I knew he was right. It was my turn to do the arm sweep.
“We'll put it in here!”
Ray paused at the hallway entrance to clap. “A dungeon. Bravo.”
It was on the lower level. The maze theme of the lair included crumbly, uneven stairs at the end of a particularly twisty corridor, leading down to a second floor below the main. I'd put money on their being a hidden top floor, but it remained hidden.
The rooms down below were less homey and general purpose, although the path between them was no less twisty. One of the first theme rooms I found was this dead end hallway, lined with cells blocked off by iron bars. The bars had no obvious doors. Two to one they opened by some magic trick. Ten to one the trick was so stupid that the prisoners could use it themselves.
Claire scrunched up her nose in disgust, which pushed her glasses up her face. “Is that a skeleton?”
“Fake skeleton.”
“You're right, it is!” She laughed, skipping down to the skeleton hanging on one wall by rusty shackles. She tested the wires holding its joints together by wiggling a plastic humerus.
“Do you think the guy who used to live here could even do magic?” Ray asked, his voice fluttering with barely restrained laughter.
“The torches and the elevator are real,” Claire pointed out.
“He could have bought them.”
“Reviled, bring down one of those stone podiums from the upstairs gallery. We'll put it near the end of the hall, and rest the trophy on that. I'm not using this dungeon for anything else.”
Claire looked up from abusing the skeleton. “Is that room a gallery? I thought it was a button press puzzle.”
I shook my head. “The pedestals aren't joined with the floor.”
Claire amended, “Okay, a fake button press puzzle.”
“Or a pushing blocks puzzle,” suggested Ray.
Giggling and waving a skeleton foot around, Claire said, “I feel like an archaeologist. Superhero history would be so much richer if the battle between the goofy poseurs underneath our schools had been recorded for posterity.”
Returning to business, I wagged a finger at Ray. “You go get the podium, and I'll go get the statue. I wanted it out of the old base a month ago.”




That took me awhile. The stupid statue is heavy, and even knowing about the wards, having helped write them myself, I hesitated setting foot in the room where I'd hidden the statue. All the writing on the walls was creepy, including the sentence 'All of this writing on the walls is creepy.' I must have lost fifteen minutes waffling before pulling the statue out from under its pile of chairs.
On the way back into the new base, I had to ask The Machine, “Can you spit up the fabrics intact, turn the wood into a barrel, and reduce the other organics to oil, putting that in the barrel?” Apparently it could, because it started shuffling around and weaving a big square of cloth.
I was on the stairs when Claire called, “Penny! Ooh, Penny, come look what I found!”
I had to call back, “Just a minute!”
My arms trembled by the time I got the statue on its new pedestal. Carrying around a football-sized rock could get heavy, fast. After dumping some change in the bowl held up by its tentacles, I scurried back to find Claire.
She led me on a bit of a chase. The gallery had been a sliding block puzzle after all, or at least a door had opened in it that hadn't been there before. A rich, fresh smell blew out of it, and I climbed stairs to the secret upper floor I'd suspected, stepping into…
…a greenhouse. Wow.
Where the sunlight came from, I didn't know. The vaulted roof was stone, not glass, and we were still underground, with a high school sitting on top of us. Rows of stone planters had overgrown, filling the room with greenery. Vines tried to climb down the stairs, but withered when they got too far from the Mystery Sunlight.
Claire stood in the middle of the leafy riot, hands spread and a huge grin on her face as she complained, “I just don't know what we're going to do with it.”
My head shook slowly. “We're going to leave it exactly as it is.”
Hey, were those red things behind Claire strawberries? In the middle of winter? This room might be the only useful thing in the lair.
Ray's voice echoed up out of the stairwell. He was way far away, and I couldn't make out any words. I did recognize the stilted rhythm he uses when he's calling me by some ridiculous villainous title.
As I pointed towards the stairs, Claire held up her hands. “I wouldn't dream of getting between you and your boyfriend.”
Thank Tesla for the excuse to get out and not blush in front of her.
Tracking Ray's voice led me down to the bottom level again, past the dungeon, through a rune-covered, metal-banded wooden door built to withstand a magical siege, and down yet another stairway, this one spiraling and descending a couple of floors. We were getting pretty deep underground, now.
At the bottom was only a single, circular room. Moss covered the walls, not enough to disguise the statues of women pouring water, each in a different way, into the neck-high basin that ringed the room. In another of the rare displays of actual magic in this base, that water was crystal clear.
My voice dropped almost to a whisper. A room like this had its own magic that had nothing to do with power. “What is this, a cistern?”
“Probably. That's not what's interesting.”
Okay, he had my attention. What could be more interesting than this room?
The hole in the middle of the room. A heavy metal grating, with a bar and a fat padlock, covered a hole wider than I was tall. Ray crouched next to it, peering in. I joined him. Shoulder to shoulder, we looked like a pair of curious vultures.
The hole went down. And down. Even before the light from the cistern grew too weak to illuminate, the stone blocks gave way to rough rock, like a natural tunnel. Uneven climbing notches had been cut into that rock.
My mouth opened. My mouth closed. I swallowed. My mouth opened again. “Lab Rat said there was an LA Undercity. I just thought he meant there were lairs all over.”
“We have to go down there,” Ray whispered. When I looked up at him in shock, he raised his hands to protect himself. “Not right now! But someday, we do. I can't grow up and never know what's there.”
I didn't want to admit it, but… “Yeah. We do.” That hole in the floor screamed danger at me, but down there were secrets cooler than this earth-smelling, statue-lined room, with its gentle sounds of pouring water that muffled everything else into stillness.
“Do you think we're safe?” I asked. “If there wasn't anything down there, it wouldn't be so forcefully locked.”
“We must be. The grating is still locked, and there's no sign it was ever forced open.”
Ray lowered his hands. His fingers were touching mine. It was nice, being down here with him, imaginations trying to people that darkness with caverns, sleeping dragons, glowing mushroom forests and mole-men.
I wanted to do this more. It was different when things were just me and Ray. More thoughtful.
Now was the time to ask him out, if there ever was one.
“What time is it?” I said out loud.
Penelope Akk, legendary supervillain and absolute romantic failure.









he other parents must have yakked until they collapsed, because I got home way before Mom and Dad. I was ignoring the delicious beef roast and instead seeing how much macaroni I could spear on a fork at once when they returned.
Mom came through first, and circled around to give me a kiss on the head as a greeting. “Sorry we're so late. You smell like fresh deciduous plant life. What did you kids do at the club?”
“We barely set foot in it. We mostly hung around the garden behind Upper High and talked. The lab doesn't really feel like my place anymore.” All scrupulously true!
“That's life for you. Things change.”
“Tell me about it.” I stuck my macaroni and cheese in my mouth and chewed with world-weary sophistication.
Dad arrived, and I got another kiss on the head. “They're changing faster. The girl everyone thinks is Bad Penny robbed a music studio. She's believed to have made copies of a lot of unreleased songs, but what we're hoping the public doesn't find out is that Echo had loaned some of his sound concentrators to the studio, so a death metal band could play with them. Unless we find out the band members took those home, it looks like she was really out to steal weapons.”
“Which suits Bad Penny's modus operandi, but I still don't think it's her. In this business, I can't rule out a robot, physical transformation, or at her age, simultaneous sudden growth spurt and personality change, but the odds…”
Dad chuckled, nodding his head. “Right.”
“So, uh… this maybe-maybe-not-Bad Penny pulled a job while I was out fixing up the lab?” Yeah, that didn't sound suspicious, Penny. Thanks.
Mom shook her head. “No, it happened this morning.”
Dad, who had been heading to his office chair, turned to give me a reassuring smile. “It's not your worry, Princess. If it's someone in your club, you don't want to know and you're not expected to rat them out.”
Smugly, I pointed at the Princess Jar, and watched Dad until he put a five-dollar bill into it. I hadn't actually been fishing, but I wasn't going to pass up credit for trapping him. This girl had computer game bills to pay, and it could be – ugh – years before I was able to enjoy the proceeds of my supervillain career.
Oh, well. I did it for the fun anyway, right?
Fun I might be getting back into, now that the latest attempt to go straight had gone down in flames. My folks had already misinterpreted my interest, so why not ask? “If Bad Penny, fake or not, is robbing businesses while school is out, will people with tech start upping security on the weekends?”
Dad burst into laughter. Mom kept things down to a smile. While I sat there feeling like an idiot, Mom stepped over and gave my shoulders a reassuring squeeze. “It's okay, Penny. We're not laughing at you, not really. You've made the same mistake everyone who's just started dealing with the community makes. Los Angeles is a big city, and we have a lot of supervillains. There were twelve other super powered crimes committed today. The Inscrutable Machine has everyone's feathers ruffled because we don't want children getting into a dangerous business, not because they're making a dent in crime statistics.”
Looking back over at Dad, her smile faded into a worried frown and a sigh. “And it doesn't matter if this girl is or is not Bad Penny. More middle and high school children are going to try to become professionals until something bad happens to them.”
How did I feel about that?
Food for thought.




Okay, not really. By lunch on Monday I was far too busy tasting the fruit and berries Claire scavenged from my new secret lair garden and trying to talk to Ray about the hole into the Undercity we found without being totally obvious to the world what we meant. It disintegrated when that started Claire enthusing about the cradle in Grimoire of Nursey Rhymes – a month after she'd finished playing this game! - and I threw blackberries at her to make her stop the spoilers.
She didn't fool me. She was dwelling on it now to make me hurry up and buy a copy.
I wasn't even sure who had told me that the club was back in session already. When the bell rang, Ray and Claire and I wandered around the playground together to the old laboratory entrance automatically.
If I had listed all the things I expected to see, a big crowd of club members scattered around looking interesting would be at the top. Sure enough, there they were.
Bull sitting in a visibly sagging metal chair next to the elevator door would not even have been on the list. That he had a big book out and was trying to talk to a sullen looking Claudia next to him didn't make it less weird.
My heart skipped a beat, but I put the fear down just as fast. Nobody was more professional than Bull. He'd been a supervillain since the sixties. Whatever he was here for, revealing my secret identity wasn't it.
Marcia had a more direct interpretation. Stepping away from Sue's clinging hands, Marcia lifted her fists and sneered. “Hey, hairy muscles! You want to fight? That's what you're here for, right? You've heard your ach-enemy's kid is here somewhere, and you're going to challenge us one by one until one of us is strong enough to defeat you. That's it, right? And any kid who loses you'll stomp on, and they'll squish into a bloody pancake, and if we refuse you'll grab us and throw us into the ground so hard we'll leave holes the shape of our body? Is she your hostage?”
The giant, and admittedly hairy and muscular, supervillain closed his book and gave her a bemused look. “Of course not. If I fought you kids, your parents would have a stroke. I'm here because they asked me to play chaperone while you tried out your powers.”
A girl with hundreds of beads in her hair screwed up her face, aghast and confused. “Why would heroes let a villain look after their kids?”
I kind of wished I had time to take a list. You could tell which kids had parents who were supers, and which kids had civilian parents, just by looking at their faces. The kids with no contact with the community had that same confused look. The ones with hero or villain parents had gone blank and thoughtful.
Claire was trying to memorize the list right now. Bet on it.
To my considerable surprise, Sue was the first one to nod and say, “I can see it.”
The beaded girl switched her baffled stare from Bull to Sue. “What?”
Sue waved her hands around, trying to shape her thoughts without giving away everything. “Everybody here knows who Bull is, right? Like, everybody, everywhere. Strongest man in the world. Like, he has a reputation, and even if he's on the wrong side of the law, he's the guy who heroes wish all the villains were like.”
A boy I couldn't see in the crowd said, “He just retired, too. I saw a couple of superheroes toasting his good health. No joke.”
Barbara nodded, her purple-painted lips turned in a small smile. “It makes sense.”
Bull chuckled at that. He hoisted himself out of his chair, which didn't unbend, and dusted off his high-waisted slacks. “Now, I don't know much about being a parent yet, but I know for sure what it's like to be a teenager with more power than I knew what to do with. I'm not here to ride tight herd on you, even if your parents think I ought. I'm here to help you figure out who and what you want to be.”
A squeal split the air, and Cassie darted out of the group excitedly. “I want to ask! Please!”
Bull looked surprised, but not rattled. After a second he smiled, glowingly pleased. “Sure, my girl. Go right ahead.”
Cassie spun around to face everyone, lightning skittering excitedly up and down her body as she took a quick moment to fuss with her shirt and pants before announcing, “So. Everybody, what do you want to be? A hero or a villain? You get to choose.”
A few of the kids had heard it from her before. A few started to answer, then stopped. Whether it happened immediately or over several seconds, they all got that dumbfounded, thoughtful expression. She might have hit the whole club with a Stupid Ray.
Strutting back over to them, chin high and grin downright smug, Cassie said, “I think I'd like to be a hero. I know a villain, and she said there's ways to make a living as a hero, but she just didn't have the temperament.”
Marcia smacked her fist into her palm. “Forget being a hero. Heroes don't get to have fun. A supervillain gets to punch cars whenever they want, and make them explode and then walk through the flames and glare at people.”
Criminy. Marcia actually had more issues.
Bull was completely unruffled by Marcia throwing down the crazy. In fact, his smile was as proud as he looked over the club as if we were all his own children. Finally, he shrugged, playfully noncommittal rather than defeated. “I won't push you one way or t'e other. It's up to each one of you individually. You have a good long time to think about it, and what I do suggest is you take advantage of that. Don't hurry, and be ready to change your mind if you decide your first pick didn't suit you.”
Marcia shook her head, fingers tightening over her fist. She glared with furious intensity at the ground, at something none of the rest of us could see. “No. I'm sure what I want. At first, I was thinking about it just to make my dad mad, but supervillains get to enjoy our powers. We can knock down buildings, escape jails, claw our way back up after getting burned in half by red hot rivets…” She trailed off into faint giggles.
Someone asked in a faint voice, “Does that… happen?”
Bull nodded, solemnly now, but still just as laid back. “It can. Not often, but folks have tried to kill me, and come close a couple of times.”
Barbara broke in, straightening her back and frowning in determination. With the way her corset turned her soft figure into an exaggerated hourglass, that got attention. Her words kept it. “Nobody has to be a hero or a villain. Our powers are good for better things than fighting.”
Bull's smile widened. He liked that, and gave the goth girl an encouraging nod. “And some folks want to be actresses or rocket scientists or lawyers, who just happen to have powers. I'm not going to tell you what to do or not do.”
Lifting his book, he pulled a sheaf of papers out of it, and turned his attention from Barbara to the crowd. “What I will do is be available to answer any questions you have about the job, the life, and the community. I've been doin' t'is for forty years, and I can tell you the good and the bad. I'll also keep an eye out that you don't get too excited and damage property and people. And one more thing. Since you're an official school club, I'm going to take advantage of that. Pass these around. We're going on a field trip to Chinatown Saturday night.”
“Isn't Chinatown closed on weekends?” Teddy squeaked, taking the papers and passing half of them to Cassie on one side, and half to Barbara on the other.
“Only to people without powers,” said Will dryly.
Sue regarded her sheet like it was a snake. “My parents are never going to let me go to where the supervillains hang out.”
That got a smirk from Bull. “I didn't ask for a signature from your parents. I'll take whoever shows up. Look at the bottom, and you'll see I'm telling your folks, it's hard enough to stop a regular child from doing what they really want. You have powers, and nothing I do will stop you from using them. I promise to keep you safe, but if you kids are going to make a real decision about your future and not jump in and do something stupid, you have to know the trut'.”
Unexpected movement caught my eye. Sue had her arms around Marcia's waist, because Marcia was sagging, looking green and nauseous.
Bull sighed, closing his book again. The sigh was heavy, dramatic, and came with a wistful smile. “All of that is well and good, but it's tiptoeing around the real point. What most of you want is what I wanted most at your age. You want to try your powers against each other.”
He could not have nailed it more on the head. Marcia shot back upright like she'd never been sick. All but a few of the crowd competed to look as eager and attentive.
Spinning a finger like he was stirring a cup, Bull said, “If you run about willy-nilly fighting each other, there'll be chaos, and the school and your folks will shut you down. I suggest you do it like the other clubs do, and have a tournament.”
Cheers went up, and excited babble. Marcia pumped her fist and went, “YES…!”
As the noise started to die down, Bull raised his hands. “I'm not going to organize it for you. Like I said, I'm not here to order you around. You do that yourselves. If you want an idea, you might divide up into heroes and villains and do sessions against each other, until you decide on a champion.”
Cassie waved a hand and went 'psh.' Then she pointed straight at me. “We already know who the champion is. It's Genetic Lottery Winner, Penelope Akk.”
In a moment, both scary and spine-tingly awesome, everybody looked straight at me, and a bunch of them nodded.
Only Sue smirked, and said, “The real champions are the Inscrutable Machine, if they'll admit who they are.”
Alert! Divert all willpower into not squirming! Will, Marcia, Barbara, way too many kids were still looking at me, but sharing Sue's knowing smirk. Okay, not… a lot, but more than half a dozen. Hoo, Tesla.
Her hair rattling, the girl with the beads revealed that she didn't come from a supervillain family. “They're not here. Why would they be? They don't need to play around.”
“Tell you what,” said Bull, “The winner of the tournament gets to challenge Penelope.”
I waved my hands, all the more desperately because absolutely no one looked disappointed by this prize. “My parents are not going to allow that.”
Stepping over, Bull laid a heavy but reassuring hand on my shoulder. “I'll talk to them. Brainy and the Audit are smart folks. The hard truth is, they can only limit this, not stop it. Either you're in the tournament officially, or you'll get some gang plotting to drag you in.”
I didn't have to respond to that, because Cassie held up her hand, bouncing on the balls of her feet with eagerness. “When can we get started?”
Bull gave another shrug. “That's up to you.”
“Are there any rules? I don't want to get jumped in class.” You would definitely know about that, Cassie!
“The rules are whatever the judge says they are,” answered Bull.
“So, who's the judge? You?”
He laughed, deep and loud and amused, brown-furred head tilting back until he ran out of breath. “Me? No, little girl, I couldn't raise a hand to a child. My daughter Cat will be the judge, and enforce the rules.”
Claudia jumped. He hadn't told her. Everyone followed Bull's gaze to look at her, and probably for the first time in her life, she was the center of attention.
Marcia jerked a thumb in Claudia's direction, and asked Bull, “So if I beat her, it's like I win the tournament all in one go.”
Claudia's already angular face hardened. She went very still, and when she answered it was in the flat, humorless, pitiless voice she used as Generic Girl. “Yes, that's true. Go ahead and try. Someone will, so we might as well get it over with.”
Marcia didn't need asking twice. She leaped forward out of Sue's arms. With every step her psycho grin grew, and she got faster. Marcia hit Claudia as a blur, led by her fist and outstretched arm.
The actual hit I couldn't see. Like when she'd hit Sharky, shadows swallowed up fist and the face it punched at the moment of impact. The brutally loud smack wasn't muffled in any way.
Light returned as fast as it disappeared, leaving a still life tableau. Marcia, arm still extended, fist buried in Claudia's cheek. Claudia's head had turned, and leaned back a couple of inches, but that was it. She didn't even show a bruise.
I didn't know which was more terrifying, that Marcia had managed to budge Claudia, or that Claudia was so indestructible, a hit like that hadn't hurt her at all.
Still snake-fast, Marcia drove her other fist towards Claudia's belly. Claudia hadn't bothered to dodge the first punch, but this time she grabbed Marcia's wrist before the blow landed, and with a flick of her arm tossed Marcia into the air.
Way into the air. Marcia soared upwards, arms and legs flailing. Near the top of her arc, she stopped struggling, grabbed her mouth in both hands, and doubled up convulsively.
Claudia just watched. We all watched, frozen like deer, as Marcia plummeted back down and hit the asphalt.
I grimaced. Marcia's body bent in way too many directions it shouldn't. Instead of yelling or crying, she twitched, and her arms and legs pulled straight, clawing at the ground to push her back up.
She didn't get that far. Claudia walked over, and put a tennis shoe on Marcia's neck. Struggle and thrash though she might, Marcia couldn't move her an inch.
Scowling bleakly at everyone else, Claudia announced, “The rules are whatever I feel like at the time. You can be sure of this: I will come down hard on anyone who disrupts class, damages school property and doesn't fix it themselves, or hurts a civilian.” She tightened a fist at 'hurts a civilian.' I sure got the message about which rule would be the most dangerous to break.
“What if-” started Cassie.
Claudia cut her off. “I'm not going to tell you 'what if.' If I feel like you're cheating, I will punish you and take you out of the tournament. If you don't know how I feel about something, you'd better play it safe.”
Laverne with the wood based mad science power stomped her foot. “But that's not fair!”
Claudia jerked her head, out towards the street and the city of LA. She sounded mercilessly unimpressed. “It's not fair out there. There are people fighting right now to feed their children, or stay out of jail, or save innocent families from death. They know that the odds may be stacked against them. That's just the way it is.”
She ran her gaze over the crowd, looking at every kid in turn, and finally asked, “Does anyone else want to challenge me?”
“Me!” shouted Jacky, raising her hand. She turned blue and gooey, flopping forward, oozing out of her clothes. Even slimy, her face showed a grin almost as manic and violent as Marcia's. “You can't hurt me, and you can't throw me.”
Claudia took a step up to meet the goo girl, two steps, three. Everything else faded into the background, and I could hear in my head the whistling cowboy movie standoff music playing.
That third step turned into a flash of movement, zipping around Jacky to the girl behind her. It ended with Claudia's hand lifted, and she thumped The Other Claire in the forehead. It knocked the blonde off her feet, and into the arms of the kids behind her.
Jacky yelped. “What? Aaah! What am I doing?!” She sounded like she was about to start crying. Barbara rushed out to put her arm around Jacky's shoulders, holding her as she reformed.
The Other Claire's forehead was already turning yellow and red and purple, but she was conscious enough to stare helplessly as Claudia told her, “You are out of the tournament, and if you keep that up, you'll be out of friends.”
Behind Claudia, disregarded, Sue scurried forward and pulled a limp Marcia off the ground. The black-haired, unhinged ex-cheerleader had stopped fighting before Claudia stepped off her neck, and now it was obvious why – she was unconscious.
I couldn't leave that alone, but as I stepped up to them, Sue shook her head. Nervous as she sounded, what she said was, “No, it's… she'll be okay. It's her power. She thinks she can heal anything, but it… I'm not sure that's true. She'll be okay when she wakes up.”
If Sue didn't want help, there wasn't much I could do about it.
Bull got my attention, got everyone's attention, by clapping his hands. The sound was loud, a shockwave that rolled over us. Ow!
In the ear-ringing aftermath, he called out, “The show is over. Now it's your turn. For one hour, you're free to spar in the recess grounds. Just make sure everyone agrees before the fights start.”
The club rushed eagerly out into the lot to take advantage of that offer. Only a few of us stayed behind. Barbara and the bead-haired girl helped Jacky get back into her clothes. Sue stayed with Marcia. Me, Ray, and Claire didn't need to spar.
Bull joined the three of us, an arm looped proudly around his daughter's shoulders. Claudia looked empty-eyed and grim, but that was her usual expression.
Her father, on the other hand, practically glowed. He gave Claudia's shoulder a squeeze that would have crumpled us normal humans up like aluminum foil. “I thought that went well. You're as clever as I thought, my Cat, knowing how important it was to put on a show.”
“I was impressed by the idea of throwing Marcia into the air. That's a really helpless position to be in,” I mused.
Ray tilted his head to one side, giving Claudia a speculative look. “Did you keep her from lifting you by flying backwards?”
None of us got an answer. Claudia just stood there.
I stared at her until it hit me. Her eyes were red and shiny, her face tight.
Claudia was crying. She was careful not to make any noise, but she was crying.
Bull caught on as fast as I did, maybe faster. He reached his other arm around, but Claudia lifted a hand, pushing it away. She took a step away, entirely out of his grip.
She didn't look angry. She looked like someone who was, well, trying not to cry.
Voice hushed, Ray asked, “Did Marcia hurt you?”
Claudia's answer came in a hoarse whisper. “No.”
Of all of us, only Bull didn't look confused. He sat on his knees, which brought him close to eye level with her. We were forgotten. So soft and gentle I could barely hear him over the kids yelling in the distance, he asked, “Is it always this bad, Cat?”
She didn't move, or say anything. The silence stretched, until Bull answered his own question. “It's usually worse.” He sounded sad, horrified, and confident in his conclusion.
Father and daughter looked at each other. “You don't have to do this,” Bull told her.
“I said I would.”
“That's not set in stone.”
Claudia's rigidly blank face became a scowl, and determination paved over the wobbling in her voice. “It has to be me. It has to be someone strong enough that they don't think they have a chance.”
They watched each other for a few more seconds. Bull said, “You're set on this.”
No answer.
Sighing, Bull put a hand on her shoulder, and cupped the other over the top and back of her head. “When you want out, tell me. I'll get you out. That goes for anything. You're my little girl, Cat.”
The dam broke, or at least sprung a leak. Claudia started to sniffle, staring down at the ground as a few tears fell. “I guess I am,” she whispered, raw.
Beside me, Claire shook her head, faster and faster, unable to shake the confusion. “I don't get this. It doesn't make sense. You've been beating up everything from street thugs to the most powerful monsters on the planet for almost a year, and you break down crying after every single time?”
“Adrenaline is a rush,” said Bull, his eyes never leaving Claudia. “Some people love it. For some people, it hurts.”
“Can we talk about something else?” Claudia rasped.
Bull nodded, climbing to his feet. One hand stayed on Claudia's head. “Alright. There's no shortage.” His eyes scanned the lot, and his voice went back to 'patient and mild.' “Tell me, you four. Who do you think is the most dangerous child out there?”
I tried to push Claudia's problems out of my head and pay attention. It didn't take long. I pointed. “Her.”
She wasn't even on the recess ground. A gawky high school girl with dirty blonde hair in a ponytail, wearing ragged jeans and a t-shirt, sat on the bleachers behind the fence with her elbows on her knees and nodding to whatever played on her headphones.
Bull agreed. I could tell. He raised an eyebrow, but he was trying too hard to look noncommittal. “What makes you think she has powers at all?”
Ray answered that one. “The cat ears on her headphones are floating, not attached. And look at how big the earpieces are. They should be heavy, but she acts like they're earbuds. That's mad science.”
My turn. “It's her attitude that proves she's dangerous. She's like us, not excited, not getting involved. She's watching the kids play. She's a professional.” The girl who was masquerading as me. Had to be.
“She's mostly watching the kids who picked the hero side,” noted Claire. “She's a supervillain, here to scope out who she may have to fight someday.”
“Cat?” Bull asked.
Flat, her voice still a little raspy, Claudia answered, “They're all dangerous. I don't give them a chance to show me how.”
Bull nodded, his approving gaze sweeping all four of us. “All good answers.”
Something very strange, or at least unexpected, caught my eye. Ray reacted first, pointing and asking the rest of us slowly, “Is… that dangerous?”
'That' was a robot. Bright yellow, human shaped but obviously not human. She had a helmet of sculpted yellow hair down to her shoulders, and a skirt that looked like a fixed part of her body. She was carrying a huge basket in both arms, and heading straight for the five of us.
The kids out sparring were too busy to notice her, but Barbara saw her and gawked. “Mom! What are you doing here?”
“Now that everyone knows you have powers, I can pick you up from school publicly, can't I? That just makes sense,” said the robot. Her voice was just a little bit metallic and synthesized, and her mouth moved, but too stiffly. Her face was made of soft yellow plastic. All of her seemed to be made of plastic. And when she got closer, she smelled faintly of gasoline.
Bull suddenly looked awkward, reaching one arm back to scratch his head behind his horns. He gave the robot an awkward half grin. “Polly. You're looking happy.”
“Hold these, please,” the robot woman said, pressing the basket into Ray's hands. Her arms free, she pounded her fist into Bull's chest repeatedly, in rhythm with her words. “You are a very, very, very stupid person, Bull, and I am glad you are finally making sense.”
He couldn't even look her in the eyes. Robot she might be, but this plastic woman was not particularly big. There was no sign Bull's super tough body even felt the punches, but the eight foot tall slab of truck-lifting beef looked completely intimidated. “I know. You were right.”
“Of course I am right. I am very good at understanding the needs of children, for a grownup. You have been completely stupid, and I love you.” With that, she threw her arms as far around him as she could reach in a hug.
Bull's arms closed around her, but stopped, not quite touching. Looking around for a distraction, he settled on us. “Kids, this is Polly Vinyl Chloride, my…”
“Little sister,” said Polly, her voice stubbornly emphatic. Letting go of Bull, she turned to us – or rather, to me. “You are Penelope Akk, and I have been asked to bring you this letter-” she tucked one out of a pocket that was more of a slot in her skirt, holding it out, “-and this basket. More accurately, the contents of the basket, although you also get to keep the basket. That just makes sense.” When I took the letter, she retrieved the oversized wicker picnic basket from Ray. It was also full of letters.
I opened the note she'd handed to me specifically. Ray and Claire crowded in close, and through three pairs of glasses we read:
Dear Miss Akk,
I have volunteered to centralize the delivery of thank-you gifts from both halves of the super powered community. Bull has made many friends through the years, and some of them wanted to give you cards, and others more material rewards. Most know of your role in his retirement through a circulating video, and have hazy and conflicting ideas of who you are, so I thought it would be easiest if I acted as intermediary.
Here are the cards. I am having the gifts delivered to your latest 'hangout,' as children call it.
Gratefully Yours,
Spider
Oooookay. Well. I picked a card out of the basket at random. It was a store-bought card, with a big soulful puppy picture and a huge 'THANK YOU' printed on the front. Inside was hand-printed, 'Thank you, Bad Penny, for rescuing the lostest puppy I know. From, Evisceration.'
Oooookay, some more.
Polly picked a plain white stock card, and held it out. “This is the most important and pertinent card. I read very quickly upside down, for a grownup.”
I looked at this one. In silvery cursive so neat that it took me a minute to recognize it was handwriting, the note read 'You have accomplished what I have failed at so many times. I owe you a favor, and from the bottom of my heart, I thank you.' It was signed 'Marianne.'
Bull's funny black eyes bugged out. His hand shook as he reached for the card, but like with hugging Polly, he stopped just before taking it. “Marianne cares that much?”
Polly put her hands on her hips, glaring at him. “Well, of course she does. We all still care, Bull. It doesn't make sense to think we wouldn't.”
Totally at sea, I asked, “Is Marianne someone special?”
Bull's answer came very slow and careful. “This card is something special. Or what it says is, rather. You have your very own guardian angel. Someday, when you need it, someone will be there for you.”
“Like… to rescue me from danger?” A Get Out Of Death Free card sounded pretty useful.
“It could just be a warning, or a shoulder to cry on when you're alone. Marianne doesn't fight. But yes, someday you'll need an angel, and one will save you.”
I considered this. “Huh. That's cool.” What else could I say? The idea seemed less odd by the minute. I personally knew of an infallible fortune telling machine and a villain who made others unlucky, so why not this?
When I looked up, the yellow robot woman curtsied. “And I wish to thank you personally, both for helping my stupid, stupid brother, and for being good to one of my step-daughters. Barbara has experienced isolation issues since her sister contracted militant schizophrenia.”
'Militant schizophrenia.' That was one way to describe someone more in contact with spooky dark beings from beyond than with mundane time and space, sure.
“How…?” Bull started to ask. He seemed afraid to say anything to Polly.
“Abigail is improving, as long as we can keep her taking her anti-psychotics. She is holding down a steady if non-standard part-time job, and I hope that she will be able to return to school next year. Of course she got a perfect score on the GED, but that isn't the same. Barbara has decided to avoid medication as long as she functions well without it, which I think makes sense. She is able to use her powers more and hears voices less since she made super powered friends. The club also keeps her busy in the afternoons, which is fortunate since my work as a lunar secretary does not always match her hours.”
At that, Bull interrupted her steady, rhythmic explanation. He crowed, “You got a job in space?” and swept her up in a hug, holding her to his chest with her feet dangling.
“Of course. I'm very organized for a grownup.” There was no 'of course' about it. Polly sounded crowingly triumphant.
Suddenly realizing what he'd done, Bull put Polly back on the ground, and took a quick step back out of embracing range. Hanging his head, he muttered, “I'm sorry.”
Polly frowned, and pounded Bull's chest with her fist again. “You are very, very, very stupid. The only person who stopped loving you is you.”
Bull laughed. It was sheepish and guilty, but it was a laugh. Hesitantly, he reached an arm out, and hooked it around Polly's shoulders.
She puffed out her chest, the seams around the plastic plates visibly expanding to show the softer plastic that filled the joints. Proud and triumphant, she reached out both her hands and took mine. “You have made my brother, my foster mother, my niece, my friend Goodnight, my stepdaughters, and me all happier, Penelope Akk. I do not have special powers to know when you need help, but you are my second best friend now. I keep very careful track of these things, for a grownup. I hope I can help you someday.”
I wasn't sure what to say. To be honest, I felt kind of poleaxed. Bull saved me by giving Polly a tug, turning her to face Claudia.
With a hand on each of their shoulders, he said, “Polly, I’m not sure if you’ve met my daughter Catherine. Cat, this is your aunt. You’ll like her. She’s very friendly, for a grownup.”
That gave me an out. “I think… I should go home. I’m a little overwhelmed.” Tesla’s Rubber Soled Shoes, was that ever true. I felt like I’d wandered into someone else’s story, and had no idea what was going on. Every once in awhile, I got socked in the face that other people had lives, and in Bull's case he'd been living a busy life for sixty years.
Bull nodded. “You do that. But you and your friends make sure to show up for the school trip, alright? I need someone to help keep the others in line, someone they respect and who knows Chinatown already.”
“I will definitely be there.” But right now, I got my feet moving and made for home.









ime warped, speeding until Saturday evening.
Maybe part of that was because I was the only person not getting much out of the tournament. It was cute, but I wasn't taking part, and why should I?
The other kids were, to be bluntly honest, bad. I hadn't really recognized that me and my minions were particularly talented until I saw regular kids try to fight with super powers. Most of them just tried to slug it out. Marcia had actually been unusually smart and tactical before she replaced her sanity with super powers!
Now, she was even more straightforward than anybody else. She rarely needed to be anything else. 'I give up, don't hit me!' was becoming a familiar cry.
Not that everyone was incompetent. Laverne scored the first win against Marcia, by using her wooden launching device to hit Marcia with a smoke bomb. It was just flour, but Marcia passed out, boom, on the ground. The second person to beat Marcia was Olga Benitez, the black-haired girl with the energy web invention. It was the only one she had. Her power hadn't sparked again, so far. But she was finding out she could do surprising things with that loop of string. Throwing it around Marcia like a web had slowed her down like fighting through molasses, but without anything physical to attack. Again, Marcia dropped – not unconscious this time, but dazed, nauseous, and semi-coherent.
Olga wasn't the only kid limited by her power having barely emerged. Most of the kids, especially the ones who looked like they might have strong powers, were having trouble. We figured the boy with the spikes would transform into something crazy strong when he grew up. His claws were dangerous, and when his powers were on, he grew black plates like shields on his arms, which were tough. The only thing he could reliably do, though, was dig. Boy, could he dig. I'd never seen man, animal, or machine that could send dirt and rock flying so fast.
You know whose powers really shone in these sessions? Barbara and Jacky. Most kids didn't want to seriously get into a tournament after being knocked around the first time, but the ones who liked fighting got seriously beat up. Once Barbara got done with her pins, the ugliest bruises would heal completely in twenty-four hours, and Jacky's slime soothed burns and closed scrapes and cuts like a super bandaid.
I watched all this stuff because it was expected of me, and it was vaguely amusing, but I'd rather have been in my own lab. Ray and Claire, superhero fan geeks extraordinaire, reveled in it. They took meticulous notes, argued about how to rank power levels, and Ray even put on his fake super gloves to provide a few pointers. He was smart enough, nobody questioned where he got his ideas.
When she wasn't trying to pummel the entire world into oblivion, including herself, Marcia seemed to like playing mentor. She dragged Charlie Kamachi in Friday, and showed him how to throw straight punches that weren't so slow you could walk away from them, and she spent a lot of time teaching Teddy how to block and attack at the same time, and coming up with ideas for how he could use his powers. Teddy absolutely loved sparring, no matter how rough things got. I was greatly relieved when between them, Barbara and Jacky reattached the tooth Teddy lost on Friday.




The sun was about at the horizon when I showed up at school Saturday afternoon. I arrived clutching my brand new smart phone. The expression on the sales tech's face when me and Dad made up a list of upgrades Dad would apply to it was priceless. But Dad could work on that tomorrow. I might need to call my folks tonight.
My parents didn't protest the trip, but I had a strong suspicion we'd bought the phone the same day as a subtle bribe to not go the villain route. No doubt Mom had calculated an exact level of blank indifference to the idea of me visiting villain central to show that would make me take things seriously and not have too much fun.
She didn't have to. I loved Chinatown. The throng of supervillains partying was fun, especially the respect they gave me. Bringing Marcia and Teddy there rang so many alarm bells in my head, I was more anxious than looking forward to this.
Actually, that might have been a good thing. It must have looked exactly like me reacting the way Mom wanted.
The sight that greeted me was incredibly normal: A big yellow school bus with kids climbing into it.
I had to actually climb in myself to see that the driver was a yellow plastic robot woman, not the giant bull man slouched way in the back seat. Claudia sat next to him. Her expression had changed since her father reentered her life. Instead of empty, now she always looked confused.
Cassie whistled and waved at me. Claire stood and raised a hand. “No. Mine.” I went and sat in the seat with Ray and Claire.
Marcia yelled, “Charlie!” and when he stared at her in surprise, insisted, “Yes, you. Come on!”
One way or the other, everyone on the bus was out of their element, and that made for lots of chatter as Polly drove us the long ride down Sunset.
Chinatown had the usual roadblocks, but half a dozen little old Chinese men took a pair out of the way so our bus could enter. Half a dozen identical little old Chinese men. HA! I knew he was a robot! Or clones. Or someone with a self-duplicating super power. Or a really good disguise.
My hobby could get weird sometimes.
Most of the kids swarmed to the windows. Ray, Claire, and I at least peeked out curiously. It was around sundown, and I wasn't sure what the crowd would be like. Not too bad, in the sense that Chinatown wasn't thronged with obvious supervillains. It looked like a normal shopping day, except with a few more street carts, and about half the shoppers wore costumes.
Conditioned by a lifetime of field trips, we lined up in the aisle and trooped down the stairs into the parking lot in good order.
The supervillains gawked more than my classmates. As Bull ambled ahead, leading us towards the big central mall, someone wearing silvery power armor in a vaguely feminine shape and a speaking in a vaguely feminine computerized voice stepped up. “Does Spider know about this, Bull?”
“It was her idea. Say 'hello' to the next generation, Metallica.”
She had no face, but the metallic voice conveyed disgust and anxiety well. Okay, not well, but identifiably. “I hate kids, and I'm not sticking around to get caught in the old lady's web.” With no further ado, she turned around and launched herself into the air. About twenty feet up, a jet pack kicked in and carried her away into the sky.
Bull's good-natured smile never wavered, and he resumed our trek towards Chinatown's center. We got a lot more stares. Most of them came with amused smirks, and nobody looked like they'd been expecting this.
Some of the kids shrank back into the center of the group nervously. Others were unconcerned. Then Teddy pointed and asked, “Hey, isn't that the Surprisingly Dangerous Weevil Man?”
I grinned so hard, my face hurt. Those words might as well have been a summoning incantation. Claire shot up ramrod straight, her eyes gleaming with fascinated zeal. With a series of eager nods, she confirmed, “The accurately named Surprisingly Dangerous Weevil Man. At first, he was just Weevil Man. Then a succession of heroes failed to take him seriously because of his name, and got their enhanced human derrieres handed to them.”
Marcia pointed past Teddy. “Crush. Crumble. Little Witch. Lucyfar.”
Lucyfar was here? There she was, mixed into the crowd and eying us with the amused smile of someone too professional to ever break my secret identity. Or several other secret identities.
Ray got into the act. “Little Witch is here? Why, so she is. Do you think Marvelous knows she slums villain side? With an even skimpier costume than as a hero, yum.”
I snorted a little, both from Ray's predictable interest, and because I couldn't tell who they meant. There were at least a dozen women in the direction Marcia had pointed wearing revealing costumes and who might fit the name 'Little Witch.'
The mood of the field trip changed. Ray and Claire were suddenly tour guides, with a few other kids like Marcia and Barbara willing to reveal they had super powered connections enough to identify who we were passing. We received more than a few bows, thumbs up, and flaunted powers as villains were named.
A succession of thumps, growing louder as we approached, was the next thing to get everyone's attention. Right outside the main building, three of the burlier type of supervillain, and one merely normal sized, paced within a ring loosely defined by supervillain spectators. One of the fighters was the big metal guy I'd seen boxing with Bull once, and we were just in time to see him land a solid punch on the smallest of the four. The guy who'd been hit went flying back towards the crowd, only to… well, I couldn't see. The villain he'd been about to impact did something, and Comparatively Small, Dark, and Ferocious bounced the other way, using the chance to ram shoulder-first into Big Metal. They both dropped to the ground, and both were back on their feet in an eye-blink, with no sign they were so much as dazed.
Teddy leaped onto Bull's arm, hanging from it. “Can we go watch the fights?”
Marcia was hardly a step behind him. “I want to watch. I want to join in!”
Cassie, her hair buzzing with excitement at the prospect of super powered battle, tried to at least sound casual. “I'm interested.”
As if he didn't even notice the weight of Teddy swinging from his forearm – which he probably didn't – Bull answered the growing murmur of interest, “We can, but not yet. I'd like to start with the market first, and then move out. Sound good?”
General subdued nodding followed, and we kept moving. Only Marcia stopped, staring hungrily at the boxing ring. Charlie took care of that, physically picking her up and carrying her away.
We had just rounded the entrance of the huge, tunnel-shaped white building when a woman yelled, “Bull!” and tackled him.
My first impression of 'woman' had to be revised. Those corrections were becoming a thing, but Bull's affectionate assailant was a fine example of why. Taller than a kid and shorter than most adults, the slim, grey-scaled supervillain had no clothes, and no reason for them. It didn't seem to have any gender, but it did have a thick, whippy tail with a spike at the tip, and oversized fangs. It clung to Bull like a squirrel climbing a tree, bit him several times to no effect, and in that androgynous childlike voice chattered, “I heard the news! I'm so happy for you. If it weren't for you and Goodnight, I'd be still be a mindless killing machine.” The creature – person? – weakened its argument by biting Bull a few more times, and there was something else. Bull's shirt and the fur on his forearms rippled for no obvious reason, giving me the impression this person wasn't safe to touch.
Looking down, it gasped and goggled. It had big eyes perfect for doing so. “Is this her? Is this Cat?”
“Claudia,” insisted Bull's daughter in a growl. There wasn't much venom in it.
“What?” a man's voice cried. A guy even bigger than Bull, with huge hands, peeled out of the passing stream of shoppers. He was dressed like a classic lumberjack, with plaid shirt, jeans, suspenders, and all. “This is little Claudia Cuddihy? Is she as strong as her old man?” With a harshly jovial laugh, he clapped one of his oversized hands on Claudia's shoulder.
Calm and cold, Claudia peeled his fingers back one by one, and removed his hand. From his widening eyes and stiff posture, he wasn't cooperating. He just couldn't do anything about it.
Bull looked affectionately exasperated. “Bill, what've I told you about manners? If it weren't for the truce, you might not have hands right now.”
The ridiculously big guy laughed, although personally I thought Bull was serious. The grey thing grinned its huge teeth, sliding down Bull's front to its feet, but still clinging to him with its clawed hands.
More voices started up.
“Bull is here?”
“He brought his daughter?”
“Bull! Is it true you finally settled down?”
“I've got to shake that girl's hand.”
Bull got so mobbed, us kids were pushed away. He put his arm around Claudia to protect her from the outpouring of affection, but it didn't help. Bull's friends picked them both up, and carried them away, despite Bull's laughing protests.
I caught one last exchange before they hoisted him into the air. Chimera elbowed his way up to the famous father and daughter, a wry grin on his face. “Look at you, Bull. The last time we met, you were a gawky kid chasing everything in a skirt. Now you're-”
He choked off, staring at Claudia. He could be forgiven the surprise. She had broken his spine and most of his other bones the last time they met.
Claudia, fists clenched and tensed for a fight, asked what I wanted to know. “You saw me for two seconds wearing a mask.” Okay, she implied that question. How did Chimera recognize her?
“I'll never forget those eyes.” Okay, yeah, that made sense, and so did his shellshocked tone of voice. I'd met sad people, I'd met crazy people, but nobody quite had Claudia's haunted stare. Getting her father back had eased its bleakness, but it was always there.
Solemnly, apparently in all, awed seriousness, Chimera said. “I take back everything I was about to say, Bull. I'd give it all up to have a daughter like that.”
Then, with a cheer, Bull and Claudia were swept into the air.
Forty plus middle and high school kids were suddenly alone without a chaperone, in the middle of the weekly supervillain market, party, strategy session, and coliseum.
If ever the powers of Bad Penny, leader of the Inscrutable Machine were required, now was that moment. Before our lack of supervision could sink in, I announced, “Why don't we check out the sales booths until he gets back?”
Like a herd of highly explosive sheep, the club fell in behind me. A few peeled off at every table we passed, but the important thing was that they were all inside, doing something harmless.
Most of the kids stuck with me long enough to end up at the mad science pavilion. No mystery why. It had the shiniest toys! Rocky, Olga, and Laverne descended like vultures on a carcass. This was where they hoped to be someday.
Now, I might be a super genius. I might be an experienced leader of a highly successful supervillain group. I might be the most competent heroine in my school. But sometimes I just goof up, and my terrible mistake revealed itself to me when every mad scientist at the sales tables looked straight at me and their faces lit with welcoming joy.
“Look who it is!” declared the hairy, bearded guy who I was pretty sure was called Mechanical Aesthetic. I racked my brain. How could I say 'I'm here in my secret identity and none of these kids know I'm Bad Penny' without giving myself away? I had seconds. Cybermancer was digging me a drink out of a cooler. Lab Rat was bouncing in his chair. Uh. What to say? Uh!
Red Eye leaned forward, elbows propped on the table, chin resting on interlaced fingers. “I do believe it's Brainy's daughter. Penelope, right? I never expected to see you here.” She said it in a sharply raised voice, full of sly pleasure to fool my friends, but the real message was to the other villains.
It worked. They all paused, except for the thin, older guy in a lab coat over a nice suit. “I did. Nothing chases a child into the arms of villainy like superhero parents,” said the Expert.
Another close call avoided. My cover was safe.
Trying to not give away my relief, I said, “This is a field trip,” in the poutiest tone I could manage.
“Of course, of course,” agreed the Expert, his voice honeyed with sarcasm.
Red Eye cut back in. “Some of you are mad scientists, right? I know Little Miss Akk inherited her daddy's super brains. Did you bring anything to show us?”
“No one is supposed to go armed in Chinatown,” said Claire behind me, flaunting her status both as child of a famous villain, and super geek extraordinaire.
“But you did anyway,” Red Eye replied confidently.
Sure enough, Laverne was already unzipping her backpack, and pulling out her lever action box, with what looked like wooden helicopter blades. That proved to be exactly what they were, as she fit them into place, pumped the bolt on the box, and the blades went into a loud, buzzy spin that blew air everywhere and lifted her up to the tip of her toes. A few seconds of that made it clear she would rise no farther, and she flipped it off again. Pride turned to sheepishness in an instant. “It almost works, but I'm having trouble getting the shape of the rotors right.”
Red Eye held out her hand, and when Laverne awkwardly handed over her creation, passed it across the aisle to Mechanical Aesthetic. “One for you, big guy.”
Frowning, all serious now, the admittedly solidly built mad scientist pulled on his goggles, detached the rotors, and peered into Laverne's wooden super science toy. He pulled the lever back and forth a couple of times. Replacing the rotors, he did that again, but nothing happened. Finally, he shook his head. “She's not a mad scientist.”
“What?!” Laverne looked aghast. Hurt. Her face was rapidly moving towards 'crying.'
Mechanical Aesthetic looked up at her, and passed the wooden contraption back to Red Eye. “You have a small mad science talent in your attachments, but the motor isn't a machine. It's a focus. You have a different super power that drives it.”
The Expert nodded, stroking his chin. “I've seen that several times. You're quite lucky, young lady. In effect, you have two super powers. No one can steal your inventions, your motors will grow stronger as you grow stronger, and all that's left is to find the most useful machines for it to power. And despite my colleague's words, you do have a mad science ability as well. The idea of a normal child your age carving a helicopter rotor out of wood is ridiculous.”
Red Eye handed the box and rotor back to Laverne, who'd gone from 'miserable' to 'stunned.' The Evil Eye itself buzzed, rolling around in its metal socket as Red Eye looked us over. “Anybody else?”
After Laverne's treatment, Olga looked a lot less eager, but with trembling hands, she held out her loop of string, which she'd already stretched into a light web.
This one Red Eye took with a hungry expression, her fingers slipping carefully into place with Olga's to maintain the configuration. The Evil Eye buzzed, whirred, and rolled. Red Eye actually licked her lips. “Can I buy this?”
“No,” I answered for Olga.
“Ten thousand dollars.”
“No,” I repeated, a little more forcefully.
“A hundred thousand dollars.”
Thank goodness I'd taken over the conversation. Those numbers were making Olga's eyes bulge. “Not until she makes another. You can't take her first invention away from her.”
That argument worked. Olga got a worried frown, and held out her hands to get her invention back. Red Eye slumped in resignation. Cybermancer asked, “What does it do?”
Her voice still husky with desire even as she tucked the web back onto Olga's fingers, Red Eye replied, “I don't know. That's why I want it.”
Now the Expert leaned forward, smiling at me. “And what did Brainy's daughter bring?”
“Nothing!”
“I would have expected the Audit's daughter to be a better liar.”
He had me. About the lying, too. I'd just reacted without thinking. Embarrassed that I'd been caught coming armed to Chinatown, I pulled the tangle of handcuffs out of my belt pouch and handed it over. “No sharp movements, and don't let it grab hold of anything. That will set it off.”
I was a good liar, thank you very much. In handing over the cuffs, I failed to mention I had my teleport bracers on under my sleeves, and the super clock in my backpack.
Red Eye sorted through the handcuffs like a ring of keys, muttering, “The balance on these is… odd. What do you think, Mechanical Aesthetic?”
They traded it between cupped hands, like a scoop of sand. He lifted one of the cuffs, playing with the hinge. “The clasps are normal, but there's a lubricant on the joints. No, wait. The rings only look normal. Do you see these extra hinges? If you break a clasp, it spins around and reattaches. You're right about the balance. Every chain is a pendulum, waiting for force to power it. How did you design this?”
I couldn't even think of a good lie. It's not like I could show my math. “It… just happened?”
“Interesting,” murmured the Expert. “She didn't inherit Brainy's power after all. He knows how everything he makes works.”
Mechanical Aesthetic poured my cuffs into my hands directly, visibly anxious to get rid of them before they went off.
We were all interrupted by a yellow plastic bus driver. “Have any of you seen Bull? He would be very obvious. A hundred people would be carrying him and his daughter.”
Red Eye pointed through the opposite wall. “They'll be out by the monster cages. Someone brought a cake. Delicious is supposed to jump out of it and punch him in the face.”
“I hope his daughter doesn't rip Delicious's arm off. I hear she's strong,” said Mechanical Aesthetic.
“So is Delicious. That's the point.”
Mechanical Aesthetic shook his head, looking a little worried. “Not like Bull's daughter.” Ha! Somebody had a child in our club.
Red Eye turned her smile back to Polly. “You and Bull are close, aren't you? You must be happy.”
Polly propped her yellow plastic fists on her yellow plastic hips. “Of course I am happy. I am very good at being happy for a grownup. My big brother is where he belongs, my niece is recovering from her abandonment issues, and my friend Irene has the man she loves back.”
Red Eye blinked. Well, she winked, and the skin around her big red cybernetic left eye tightened. “Say that name again.”
“Irene.” Polly did say it with a weird accent, one that didn't match her otherwise stilted, almost British formality.
Shaking her head a little, Red Eye broke into a lop-sided half grin. “I wish you guys could see this. When Polly says it, the Evil Eye spells 'Irene' with a dozen phonetic symbols.”
“That only makes sense. Irene isn't American, and I speak fluent-” I gave up on the next word. Only a robot like Polly could hope to pronounce something that was all consonants, with so many 'k's and 't's and gargling hisses.
Red Eye busted out laughing. “I just- you guys- that word is crazy. I'm getting so many definitions. 'The sideways people language.' 'The not gods language.' Okay, wait. The Eye settled on 'The language of the people who were made like the first people who created our people, but are not the first people and instead live alongside but separated from our people.'”
Exasperated, Polly stomped one foot and looked around. “This is all very educational, and I am very good at learning for a grownup, but I have to hurry and find my brother before the children he's shepherding get into trouble. That just makes sense!”
True to her word, she scurried off, which left me looking around for the aforementioned children.
I did not see as many of them as I should.
Damage control time! First up, um… that shrill sound above the background chatter was Barbara yelling at someone. She and a sixth grader from our club were standing at one of the magic sales tables.
I hurried over, dodging traffic, to hear Barbara shouting at the shopkeeper, “-course you knew. Shall I look into the truth? Shall I strip away the lies of form and flesh, so that everyone can see that you sold a little girl a book containing the Fallen Child?”
For a moment, I looked around in case The Other Claire was causing this. Barbara angry was not something I expected to see. Not to mention that while the, uh, 'shopkeeper' was wearing so many different layers of clothing that I couldn't make out anything about them, they were still adult sized and Barbara looked like a dress-up doll throwing a tantrum.
As harmless as Barbara looked in her frilly gothic dress, her voice was taking on a reverb I didn't like. The androgynous voice of the thing behind the table sounded much the same. “All sales are final. I will not take it back.”
Picking the most comforting and least threatening part of her I could, I took hold of Barbara's elbow. This dress left most of her arms bare between the shoulder pouf and the lace gloves anyway. “You don't want to break the truce here. You know that!”
“Sales are final,” the thing repeated. The top two layers of its mass of clothing were robes, and it pressed the sleeves of those robes together, so presumably it was folding its hands or something.
Barbara thumped the knuckles of her fists on the tabletop, still glaring death at the heavily concealed merchant. “I don't have to fight you. Do you want to try to tell Spider, with my sister watching, that this doesn't count as attacking a superhero's family?”
That hit home. “I would have sold this item to any supervillain.” It sounded defensive rather than confident, but stubbornly defensive.
Sensing an opening, I gave Barbara's elbow a squeeze, and a little tug, proposing, “Compromise. You don't want the book back. We'll accept the sale and get rid of it, but you throw in for free something that isn't trapped. Barbara gets to pick.”
The clothes horse and the clothes heap glared at each other for several seconds, and then said together, “Fine.”
The offending book, a ratty old hardback with a flimsy brass lock and key, lay where it was as Barbara's fingers sorted through the rest of what looked like a very pretty junk pile. Underneath a heavily engraved silver dish, she found a much thinner book, with the title 'Pudgy Bunny Has A Magic Hat.' Sure enough, it had an adorable and very fat white cartoon bunny wearing a classic pointy witch or wizard's hat on the cover.
Her sixth grade friend went from 'scared' to 'offended' so fast, it had to be a super power. “That? It's a kid's picture book!”
Whatever was in the robe snickered. Barbara pushed the Pudgy Bunny book into her companion's hands, saying, “Yes. You start reading with Dr. Seuss. You start magic with Pudgy Bunny.”
The eleven year old, with her short brown hair pulled back into what was more a brush than a ponytail, and wearing a t-shirt with anime characters I didn't recognize on it, looked completely at home flipping through the Pudgy Bunny book. She probably wouldn't want to hear that, but it was true. That left me to wave at the controversial volume and ask Barbara, “So, I guess you take this?”
She jerked back like the thing was on fire. “What?! No! I can't touch it. I… you take it.”
“If it's not safe to touch, how-”
“It's fine if you don't read it. I just… I wouldn't be able to stop myself.” Her fingers twitched greedily as she looked at the book, so she turned her head away. “Hide it somewhere, or destroy it in some spectacular, overkill way. Please.”
Well, I already had a cursed statue. I slid the book into my backpack, and the ragged cloth over the hard cover felt completely ordinary. As I zipped up the bag, I looked around worriedly at the kids at the other tables. Tables selling guns, blades, mad science, more magic, bottles of I-had-no-idea-what. “I wish I could tell everybody not to buy anything.”
Brush hair girl blinked hazel eyes up at me. “Well, do it.”
“Why would they listen to me?”
“…because you're the club president?” Were sixth graders allowed to be that sarcastic? More importantly, were they allowed to be smarter than me?
Even Claire wasn't sticking up for me. Come to think of it, Claire and Ray had both vanished. Where were they?
Looking around trying to spot them meant I was right there watching when Marcia grabbed the big metal guy's wrist and complained, “Hey! You can't be done with the fights already. I wanted to challenge you!”
He gave her a skeptical smirk, one eyebrow raised so high you could see it even on a metal face. He had one of the deepest voices I'd ever heard, too. “Child, you don't have the strength, and a gentleman does not hit children, nohow.”
“And if I do have the strength?” Marcia looked like she would explode from eagerness. She was bouncing on the balls of her feet. The sarcastic, poised blonde I'd hated for three years was gone, replaced by this scruffy, too-friendly adrenalin junkie I didn't recognize.
Uh, actually, wasn't this conversation a really bad idea?
The metal guy drew himself up, puffing out his chest, offering his flat belly like a slab of steel to her. “Contrariwise, a gentleman is always gracious, especially to a little girl. You must have something you are proud of. Show me.”
Yes, this was a terrible, terrible idea. I had to do something, without starting an even bigger fight.
There wasn't any time. Marcia didn't wait. She punched the guy in the stomach. All the first punch produced was a faint clink and a wince of pain on her face, but that didn't matter. It was only the first punch of a rapidfire series of lefts and rights that must have come from her martial arts training. By the fourth or fifth, the metal guy started to feel it. By the time the series ended, he was the one wincing, bending in the middle by reflex. During that stunned moment she stepped in, wrapped her arms around her waist, and bent backwards in a perfect suplex.
He hit the floor with wash of shadow and a loud enough thunk to make everyone in the building look, but he climbed immediately back to his feet, even if he had to brace himself on one hand. Metal Face gave Marcia a grin. “Child, you do have my attention, so you do.”
Marcia giggled, and cracked her knuckles. “A hundred bucks I can leave a fist-shaped dent in you.”
Okay, this… might work itself out. At least, it was a slow disaster, and could wait. What was happening to all the kids who had disappeared? I needed someone to find them and corral them. Someone who had been here before, and knew the places to check. Super speed would be nice.
Cassie's blue hair was not hard to spot, and sure enough, next to it was Will's eternally wind-swept red hair. The owners of those hairstyles were in the dark, empty shop with the fortune-telling pinball machine.
The machine's dozen fake eyes turned to look at me when I entered the room. That would be creepy, if its ability to tell the future wasn't already creepier.
Will had one of the machine's fortune cards, and was holding it up and away as Cassie made half-hearted swipes at it.
“Come on! What does it say?”
He shook his head, grinning like a fool. “Nope. This one's personal.”
“Is it about me? It's about me, isn't it?”
I interjected myself. “Can that argument wait? I need Will's help. I'm worried that by the time Bull gets back, there won't be anybody left. Will, can you run around and find everyone, and… tell them… that Marcia's getting in a fight, and they'd better come quick?”
“Iiiiii don't know. I've got kind of important business here…” He turned that grin back onto Cassie.
No super brains were required to see where this was going. Might as well play along. “If you do it, she'll kiss you.”
Cassie jumped in surprise. “I'll what?!”
“Done!” Will agreed, before she could object further.
“And… and… and tell them not to buy anything they couldn't take home and show their parents.”
That was sufficiently serious that it interrupted both Will's grin and Cassie's look of outrage. He nodded. She said, “Oh, yeah, good idea.”
Will didn't move. Cassie didn't move. Just as I wondered if I needed to say anything, Will's grin came back, and he leaned a little closer to Cassie. “Payment in advance.”
She sighed, smirking and rolling her eyes in friendly, amused exasperation. Grabbing his shirt, she pulled him up to her. His hands caught her shoulders, pulling her even closer. They kissed. It was definitely not one-sided, or platonic.
Wow. Um.
When they let go, Will gave me a playful nod. “I've got a job to do.”
He ran off so fast that he almost disappeared. All he left was the little white fortune card, fluttering to the floor.
Cassie crouched down to pick it up. With that same bland, cynical smirk she looked at it, then flipped it around in her fingers for me to read:
'In six minutes, you will kiss the girl standing next to you.'
Her voice oozing sarcasm, she said, “Yeah, I thought so.”
I felt a little awkward just having watched that kiss, but Cassie was totally unruffled. All of a sudden, jealousy burned through me in a rush. If only I could be half that confident in my romantic life!
Cassie was so at ease that she had the luxury of giving me some of that jaded exasperation. “He's going to be impossible to deal with for a month, just like last time. You know that, right?”
Er. At that level of awkwardness, I just said what popped into my head. “If it's like that, why don't you date? You like him, too.”
She gave a quick head shake. “It's not like that.”
I might have believed that, if I hadn't just seen them kiss, and how they kissed.
My expression must have been impressive, because Cassie's scolding dissolved into giggles. Raising her hands, she insisted, “No, really! Yeah, we've been friends since I moved in with Rachel and Ruth, and we're attracted to each other, but that's… it. There's nothing else. No extra spark. Will's even got a girl he's actually mooning over.”
That made me blink. “What? Really?” I honestly would have put down money that Cassie was his crush.
She nodded. She was so casual about this. When it came to supervillainy, Cassie was more gleefully, impetuously juvenile than Marcia. Now, talking about her love life, she sounded more mature than most adults. “He's got it bad for Entropy's little sister. Real bad, but he hardly ever gets to talk to her. She's home schooled, because she can't pass for human.” Shrugging with one shoulder, Cassie added, “And as for me, everyone I'm interested in is in a relationship already.”
I had to avert my eyes when she looked into them. That knowing, amused little smile saw right through me, and all of my clumsy cowardice in dealing with Ray.
Salvation arrived in the form of the pacifist wing of the super powered kids' club. Barbara, Jacky, and the girl with the beaded hair dragged Sue to me by the arms. Sue wasn't actually resisting. She just looked out of it.
“Tell Penny,” Barbara insisted.
Uh oh. “What's wrong?”
Sue looked left, right, along the floor, everywhere else before she finally made herself look at me. She'd been Marcia's closest partner in mockery a few months ago. Maybe it was hard to come to the geeks for help. But she forced out the words anyway. “You have to do something. I think Marcia's going to get hurt.”
I'd been trying to screen out the fight. Now I looked past my friends to where Marcia punched away at the metal guy's midsection with her left arm while her obviously broken right flopped, pulling itself back into shape joint by joint. Definitely a queasy sight, but I was almost getting used to it.
Sue did not look used to it. Her expression had gone from uncomfortable to begging. “She's not healing as much as she thinks she is. Please, Akk. You've got to do something.”
The chrome-shiny supervillain raised his hands and took a step back, but Marcia clearly wasn't interested in calling the fight off. I heard her yell “Chicken?” and “Anybody?”
I chewed on my lower lip. Okay. “We need someone to distract her, so she can cool off. Someone she can fight, but who will keep her busy without hurting her. Now I wish I hadn't run Will off.” His super speed ought to do it.
What else had I just stepped in? Barbara, Sue, and Jacky looked various levels of thoughtful, but their friend looked suddenly miserable and defeated.
I'd never given her a close look before. There were, like, forty kids in the club. Maybe more. Claire knew them all their names and powers, and maybe Ray, but I didn't. She was thin, with some of the blackest skin I'd ever seen. 'Thin' might give the wrong impression. She was, yes, but not in a bony, skinny way. It was more like she was the opposite of Barbara. Where the goth was all hourglass curves and baby fat, this girl was straight lines and sharp angles. I could imagine guys thinking either one was pretty, but in totally different ways.
And now she looked like I'd punched her. Hoping I wasn't making this worse, I said, “What? If you want to challenge her, go right ahead. Barbara and Jacky won't like you less if you want to be a fighting hero. Or villain.”
She let out a faint, longing squeak, and then snapped at me, “Have you seen what I do? My power makes jewelry. I can't fight with that.” Her hair, dozens of shoulder-length, string-thin braids, lifted up around her head like Medusa's snakes, dragged up by the beads strung on each braid. Some of them slipped free, and as the girl twirled a finger, they spun around her head like orbiting satellites. Larger beads sprung off bracelets around her wrists to join them.
“I don't have a combat power.” She turned her face down, scowling. The beads maintained their orbit as she pinched the bridge of her nose, and waved the other hand at me. “This isn't about me. Sue and Marcia need help.”
I looked back up at Marcia, advancing on the metal guy as he tried to back up. I looked down at the thin, dark, high schooler in front of me. “I… would say your powers are just what we need right now. This place is full of beads, marbles, little gems – it's an arsenal for you. Can you roll them around under her feet? It's hard enough to walk on marbles when you're excited. I bet it's impossible if the marbles can move on their own. Go on! Keep her busy!”
She gave me a stunned look. I was getting a lot of these. Was it that hard to believe you can be a hero or a villain? My only problem had been nobody believing me, not self-confidence.
Pushing her towards the center of the mall, I remembered my fight with Sharky, and warned, “Just don't stick beads in her nose or mouth. She might choke.”
Jewelry controlling girl – I mentally named her 'Beaddown' – stumbled a step. Again, she looked like I'd slapped her, but this time she came out of it with a fierce, inspired grin.
Strutting out into the main hall, she lifted a hand and clenched her fist. A bead curtain left over from Chinatown's day life shattered, roaring like a sandstorm over our heads to join the orbit now circling Beaddown's waist. “Bradley!” she shouted, “You still want to bet? I'll match that hundred bucks that you can't even touch me.”
A gust of wind, a scraping sound, and Will lurched to a halt next to me. “I found your boyfriend, but he's upstairs, and I don't think I should interrupt him.”
What?
I didn't bother trying to drill through Will's deliberate mystery. The real message was that I should see for myself, and I had better go see for myself right now.
I'd done a fantastic job of making that impossible, by putting a whirlwind of jewelry and a violence drunk ex-cheerleader between me and the escalators.
The escalators were visible. I was wearing my teleport bands. Forget it, almost everyone was distracted, almost everyone who wasn't knew who I was, and the rest didn't know that teleporting was Bad Penny's thing and not Penny Akk's. I took a step forward, the world blinked, and I was standing on the moving steps. I only had to take one deep breath to clear the sudden exertion.
The escalator reached the top just as I realized I hadn't been embarrassed by Will's use of 'your boyfriend.' Well, I was in full on Team Leader mode, with a team twenty times the size it used to be. Confidence, thy name is, was, and shall always be Bad Penny.
Admittedly, there was just the teensiest worry I'd find Ray busy with a girl.
Finding him busy with Master Scorpion was better, but not by much.
The first words out of Ray's mouth were the best I could have hoped for. His whole upper body cocked forward at a respectful angle, he told the old martial artist, “I am sorry, Master Scorpion. I have thought deeply about your offer, and decided that I do not wish to be a supervillain.”
Master Scorpion might have been bare to the waist just to show off how totally, rock-muscled in-shape he was, as a reminder that despite the gaunt, severe face he wasn't really that old. The man could also win contests for his arrogantly straight posture. He did not look like a man who took 'no' for an answer well, so it was a bit of a surprise when he smiled and answered, “Good.”
Ray's bow didn't falter, but he did peer up at Master Scorpion in surprise.
The old guy's smirk widened. “Do you think my goal in life is to steal and threaten people? They are reluctant tools to an end, tools forced on me by the world's embrace of Joe the Fist. These-” and he waved his hand at the sour-faced ninja types waiting behind him, “-are content to live that way. I am not. When Joe the Fist has been put in his place, when dignity has been restored to our school, I will return to the East and tour the temples and the training halls, learning all there is to know of both strength and wisdom. I have no use for an apprentice who loves greed and violence for their own sake.”
I about fell over as I reached the top, and the escalator handrail slipped away from me. My hand fumbled for the mezzanine's railing instead, suddenly weak because Ray didn't immediately refuse.
It took him several seconds, and even then he spoke slowly. “I… do not… have the peace and focus for such a life, Master Scorpion. I would… not enjoy it, and would disappoint you.”
“But you want that peace and focus. You want to learn it. You wish to see mountains and jungles, and hear the stories of old men who have each spent a century learning different truths.”
Ray didn't respond. Scorpion's smile didn't widen, exactly, but he more and more gave off the confidence of someone winning an argument. His voice was gentle, but with a steel backbone of certainty. “I know the face of a man who has nothing holding him here but obligations, Reviled. I have seen it in the mirror often enough.”
Criminy. Come on, Ray. Tell him he's full of it. Why haven't you told him he's full of it already? Do you not like being with me?
An especially loud, shrill yell tore all of our attentions away. Marcia floated gently up even with us, suspended by a cloud of beads. Well, the floating was gentle. Marcia herself trashed, kicking and swiping away the beads, but there were so many that she never quite fell free. She just bobbed and spun around, head down, head up, facing us, away from us.
“The next person who throws me up in the air is going to get hit so hard, it will travel back in time and kill their parents!” Marcia screeched.
A lot of hissing and gasps sounded from the martial arts guys hanging around Master Scorpion. It was Witch Hunter, with all his grey leather and swords, who said out loud why. “The Pure Fist scrolls!”
Oh, yeah. Ha! Marcia was still carrying them tucked into the back of her belt. Those were kind of a big deal to these guys, huh?
They sure were to Master Scorpion. The old guy's reserve had completely cracked. He went bug eyed and stuttering. “Those are mine. Mine by right! That stupid, decrepit fool let a girl child – why is she still alive?!”
Two things happened at once. Marcia went completely still, hands clasped, and a second later darkness washed over her like a splattering wave of ink. Beads shot out everywhere, plummeting her down out of sight. While she fell, Witch Hunter decided he wanted the rewards of Master Scorpion's teachings enough to skip the middle man. He came up from his kneeling position like an Olympic sprinter, leaping the railing and dropping to the main floor after Marcia.
I ran two steps to the down escalator, gripping the handrail as I watched the drama below, wondering if and when it would be right to step in.
Beaddown certainly didn't know what to do. Her beads lay still, scattered everywhere. Everybody just watched, various levels of surprised, as Witch Hunter drew one of his swords and beckoned with one hand at Marcia. “You will give me the scrolls, hero girl. If a child like you can use them both, so can I.”
Marcia stood with her knees bent, almost crouched, breathing hard. She held her fists clenched, pulled in next to her waist, sneering at Witch Hunter. Her short black hair had achieved record bed-head levels of messiness, red stained the edges of her nostrils, and she was breathing hard, but the look she gave him was totally focused, and her answer simple and calm. “Finders keepers.”
My hand slipped into my belt pouch. Witch Hunter couldn't possibly be serious about this, robbing someone in plain view in Chinatown on a Saturday night. Maybe nobody could believe he was doing it, and that was why we all stood here like idiots.
He advanced slowly, step by poised step, the point of his sword between himself and Marcia. “You're a clumsy, rampaging animal, hero child. The scrolls have made you think you're strong, but I can take them from you. I won't let this chance get away from me. Spare yourself the humiliation.”
That little speech gave him time to close the distance between them, until his blade almost touched Marcia's stomach. He was tense, poised, on guard for anything she might try.
Except, of course, for the thing only Marcia was insane enough to do. She leaped forward, running herself through. It must have come out at waist level in back, because I saw both scrolls clatter to the floor, stained by her blood, the white scroll unrolled and slashed into a mess.
Marcia didn't care about any of that. She and Witch Hunter were joined by that sword. Too surprised to drop it, he couldn't dodge when she punched him in the chest.
It wasn't her best hit. It merely knocked him off his feet and into the wall, like he'd been hit by a car.
The spell of astonishment broken. People crowded around Marcia. Beaddown asked, “Should we get the sword out?”
Sue pushed herself to the front. “Yes! Before she passes out. Hold on, Marcia. Keep fighting.”
I'd never seen Sue's power before, and I wasn't sure what I was seeing now. She held out her hands, and the lights went low around Marcia, who froze, tilted on her side. Without anyone touching it, the sword slid all the way out.
While everyone watched this in fascination and horror, Witch Hunter stumbled to his feet, and clumsily charged forward towards the discarded scrolls. Fortunately, I was right next to him. As he staggered past me, I threw my cuffs at him. They hit him in a mass, locking around arms, legs, and neck.
He hit the ground and rolled, but still didn't give up. Tangled like a fly in a web, he twisted around far enough to grab the black scroll with the one hand he could reach out.
A splash of black and a crackling sound sent him flopping and writhing away.
Marcia, legs limp and clothes bloody again, dragged herself hand over hand to the scroll. Lifting a fist, she smashed down. The black tube wasn't just crushed, it exploded into scraps of wood and paper.
The white scroll wasn't in much better shape. Witch Hunter's sword had not only perforated it, but sliced it apart as the scroll fell.
Up above me, Ray and Master Scorpion looked down at us over the railing. The old man stared at the destroyed scrolls with his usual calm scowl for all of three seconds, and then turned and walked out of sight. The guy had dignity. Forget losing the scrolls. For a fossil like him, seeing a thirteen year old girl not just use but master his precious secret techniques would be the ultimate insult.
Bull's voice broke through the hush. “Well, that was exciting, for certain. How are you doing, Bradley?” People melted out of his way as he picked up the battered, electrocuted, chained-up Witch Hunter with one hand. Claudia was tucked under his other arm like the proverbial bag of flour. She didn't look happy about it, but she also wasn't actively fighting.
Marcia climbed to her feet, legs twitching at first, but by the time she was standing up her only worry was holding onto her pants. The sword had cut her belt in half. She smiled up at Bull. “Having a great time, sir!”
Bull nodded, his smile equally at ease. “Good enough for me. I was going to put it off, but I suppose we should go see Spider next. I have a delivery for her.” He lifted Witch Hunter up like a present.
The Expert raised a hand. “Excuse me.”
It earned him a bemused look. “Yes?”
Waving at Marcia and the other clustered students, the mad scientist asked, “What is the official status of these children?”
“Family of superheroes, until they make it impossible to treat them as non-professionals.”
That got a number of nods from the adult villains, but a scowl from the Expert. Staring fixedly at Marcia, he made a disappointed 'mmm' noise. “Pity. Her powers merit further study. I suppose I can buy and dissect her when she goes public.”
That was the signal for the adults to go back about their business. Us kids stayed very still and quiet in the middle of the hubbub.
Bull jerked his horned head, and walked off towards one of the discreet garage stairwell doors set into either wall. “Come along, kids. I wanted you to meet Spider under calmer circumstances, but this is a lesson we all have to learn.”
Rebellion and disorder thoroughly quashed, we all fell in. Subdued whispering did start up in the ranks. Everyone had heard of Spider, but only a few of us knew what to expect. Will certainly did. I saw his grimace of disgust. Cassie did look a bit green about the gills herself.
We tramped in threes down the cement stairs, and poured into the unused parking garage. By necessity, everyone stayed close to the wall. A giant white cobweb, strung between support pillars and with strands as thick as tow cables, filled most of the space.
Most of the kids didn't know what they were looking at, at first. I hadn't. The light was dim down here, and even I didn't see Spider until Marcia, confident of her invulnerability, walked right into the web. The huge black widow had to extend one foreleg and gently push her out again.
There were a lot of screams. A hippopotamus sized, glossy black spider took some getting used to, and that was without seeing how long her legs could stretch.
Claire had never gotten used to it, and stood back in the stairwell, facing away but propping the door open with her body so she could listen.
Bull lifted Witch Hunter up above our heads. His bland good cheer had finally vanished. Grimly resigned, he said, “Got something for you.”
The same foreleg that had ejected Marcia tapped a monitor stuck in the web. In her crisp female voice, Spider answered, “I was watching on the cameras. Witch Hunter has broken a community truce and badly harmed a child, all while attempting to steal an artifact to which he had no personal claim. If Master Scorpion had issued a challenge, there might be some excuse for mercy, but this case could not be more clear.”
The frown on Bull's elongated animal face only got sadder. “Yes.”
Spider's disconcertingly ordinary voice added, “I must remind you that if you had been paying as much attention to your other charges as you did your daughter, Witch Hunter would not have had a chance to make this mistake.”
Bull winced.
That super-long leg reached out so far it touched Bull's chin. Boys and girls whined and crowded away. Bull, if anything, seemed comforted. Spider certainly sounded sympathetic, more than I'd ever heard her. “I know you don't like this kind of thing, but it has to be done. Deposit him in the web. I'll wait until the children don't have to watch.”
Claudia started to kick and squirm, but Bull's arm tightened around her. Horror washed over Marcia's face as she realized what was going to happen, and she gave me a pleading, desperate look. A bunch of other kids did the same.
Shoulders shaking, I nodded at Marcia, then looked pointedly past her at Bull. As he pulled his arm back to throw Witch Hunter, Marcia swiveled and punched him in the wrist.
It was just enough to make Bull let go. The battered, leather-clad swordsman fell to the concrete floor of the parking garage.
One teleport bracelet-enhanced step took me past Marcia, close enough to grab Witch Hunter's chains. Another step took me back through the open door of the stairwell, dragging Witch Hunter along. A third step took us to the top of the steps.
Fiery pain shot through my muscles. The world swam, and I was so tired I could barely breathe. The bracers made it possible, but nothing saved me from the strain of running a good hundred feet carrying a grown man.
My falling over pushed the door open. My arms would barely move, but I forced them to drag the key out of my pouch and stuff it into one of the handcuffs.
Everything hurt. I might have fallen unconscious immediately, or maybe it took a few minutes. I couldn't keep track.




Merely excruciatingly sore all over, I woke up in the back seat of the bus, in the admittedly pleasant and reassuring position of being held between Ray and Claire. We were alone on the bus at the moment, but I could hear other kids outside.
“What did I miss?” Oh, good. My voice worked just fine.
Ray preened at the chance to deliver even an abbreviated story. “A lot. Witch Hunter got away. Nobody seemed to care.”
“I heard some adults arguing about whether you're sweet or just naive. I can't believe they still don't take us seriously,” said Claire.
Ray shot her a quick, scolding look for interrupting him, then got back to his story. “There was a big argument when some villains wanted to recruit some of us as minions. One of the velociraptors got out, bit off Jacky's head, and Beaddown caught it and put it back in its box.” Ha! My private name for the jewelry-powered girl stuck. Score!
Claire affectionately pressed her shoulder a little tighter to mine. Equally smug, she said, “All of that is true, but you left out the part where everyone in the club swore fealty to Penny forever and ever.”
“That's only metaphorically true,” said Ray, and they both burst into laughter.
We were alone, just me and my two best friends again, and I had learned one very important lesson. Summoning up the power and arrogance and certainty of Bad Penny, I said sharply, “Reviled.”
Ray blinked. He bent his head low, almost into my lap. “Yes, Darkety Dark Mistress?”
“You will take me on a date next weekend.” I made it a command.
Much more excitedly, he said, “Yes, Dark Mistress! Where to?”
I thought about that for a minute. Where would we both love to go together? “The Natural History Museum. After hours. We are supervillains, after all.”
Ray stood up straight, his cheeks flushed rose, his smile so giddy he looked like he might float away. “It shall be as you command!”
Claire gave her platinum locks a playful toss. “And I shall do my part for this mission by breaking the news to your parents.”
I groaned, relief flooding the tension away as soon as it rose up. “Thank you.”
I so meant it. That would make my parents finding out merely the most embarrassing event in my entire life.









y cheeks burned, and my thoughts went '…' Everything felt white and empty, as I stood in front of my parents while they discussed my going on my first date.
Mom patted my shoulder, and tried to be Parent Casual. “It's fine, Penny, really.”
“More than fine. We hope you have a great time,” said my dad, completely failing to live up to the Protective Father routine I'd expected.
“At your age, we would like there to be a chaperone,” said Mom.
“But not us,” Dad added hurriedly. He couldn't resist a brief, barking laugh before continuing. “A date with your parents along is not a date.”
That broke a helpless smirk out on Mom's face, and the subtle jerk as she restrained her laughter. Letting me try to cool, she looked back at Dad, and said, “I was thinking they take Claire along. At a discreet distance.”
Dad's beneficent smile disappeared, replaced by skeptical surprise. “A Lutra? I know you've got some angle on this, my love, but Claire couldn't be more like her mother if they were clones.”
Okay, now I had to join the smirking. I'd had the exact same thought, once. Where was Mom going with this? Claire was the exact opposite of a chaperone.
“Do you remember when Misty arranged our first date?”
Leaning his elbow on the arm of his chair, and resting his cheek on his hand, Dad watched her and reminisced. “You mean when we went up to Portland, and she bought us one hotel room with one bed without telling us.”
“…and how did that turn out?”
Dad's grin grew rapidly. “We eventually found her hiding in the closet. I still don't know how she got in there, but we knew she had to be spying on us somehow.”
They were both grinning like fools now. They'd almost forgotten me. “It was better than a bucket of ice water, but we did have a lot of fun talking about her.”
“It was a pretty good date. It helped us get really close to each other. Just not the way Misty hoped.”
Rounding on me to apply her hand encouragingly to my shoulder again, Mom said, “We like Ray, we like that you're getting into relationships, and we think you and he are a good match. It's healthiest for kids your age to take things slow, and knowing there's a Lutra around will ensure that. I could show you the statistics about passive and active peer encouragement, but right now, I think you'd rather go somewhere that's not in front of your Dad and I to absorb this. Right?”
“Yes. Thanks.”
I fled, but not in as much terror as I'd expected.




There might never have been a week I wanted to hurry through more, but like my parents, Ray was super cool and made things easy. He acted like there was no date scheduled at all, no more or less friendly than usual.
When we headed over to the club on Monday afternoon, I was already feeling more at ease. Bull had his chair out, watching Beaddown roll around on her beads, twirling and extending her arms and occasionally a leg in a way that made me sure she'd had real ballet training. Or possibly ice dancing.
Claudia stood next to him, but with her back turned and her arms folded. Parenting Issues were happening, but I wouldn't know what to do even if they were my business. There was a lot less to watch than there used to be. Most of the kids without good enough powers to join the tournament were gone. Other Claire stuck around, watching everything with an adorable jealous pout, but I hadn't seen the rainbow haired boy who got things started since… was he even in Chinatown? I couldn't recall seeing him.
The eleven year old with the super-short ponytail, now sticking out at an angle, sat on Bull's other side. She was engrossed in her picture books. Pudgy Bunny Has A Magic Hat was now accompanied by Pudgy Bunny Draws A Circle and Pudgy Bunny Talks To A Mirror. She'd found a lumpy, worn cowboy hat, but it sat in her lap. A little ball of light floated above it, illuminating her books as she read. Not that she needed it on a clear early Spring afternoon, but if I'd just learned my first spell, I'd sure be using it constantly.
I sidled up to the hairy ex-supervillain. “Hey, Bull? Does Entropy have a sister?”
His eyebrow raised. “Mirabelle? What about her?”
“I heard he hasn't been letting her attend public school, because she doesn't look human.” I pictured Entropy in my mind. Five feet and change, covered in black fur, yellow eyes, basically an anthropomorphic cat. It went with his powers of bad luck and rot. If she looked like him, I could see why they'd be nervous sending her to a public school.
Until now, that is.
“I heard that, and it made me think. Now that our school is full of kids showing off their powers, she could come here and nobody would care. She's got to be lonely, if her brother's keeping her hidden.”
Claudia's head turned an inch. We had her attention. Bull looked thoughtful. “Entropy's not the easiest guy to get along with, but he loves his sister, and their parents listen to him. I'll have a quiet word with him.”
Ha! With any luck, I'd just done a favor for Will and this mysterious Mirabelle both.




“So, you're going to a movie? Next to the museum. Which is closed.”
“That's correct, Miss Lutra!” I chirped back with vacuous innocence.
Of course Claire's mom knew. It was only times like this, when she had volunteered to drive us to and from our dating spot, that I appreciated just how much she had covered for us with my parents.
She stopped the car next to the now closed museum parking lot. If there was a theater anywhere within miles, I couldn't tell, but we all maintained our rosy smiles as Ray, Claire, and I exited the car carrying full backpacks.
“Call me when you're ready to be picked up, kids. I know how movies always run longer than you can expect, and Brian and Beebee will understand that you'll want to hang around and talk after the show,” she said before closing the door and driving off.
An excellent and comforting point. My folks weren't expecting us to stick to 'a movie is two hours' time. It was almost as if Miss Lutra had been a teenage girl going out on dates herself, at some point. Although I couldn't imagine any parent trusting her alibis.
For formality's sake, we waited for her to be out of sight range before Claire dug out my clock controlling clock, and wired it up to her phone.
“Are you sure you can shut down the security cameras with that?” I asked.
If she had a tail, it would be twitching with glee. “Of course. I've been playing around with this darling little toy since you made it, and she's the cat burglar's best friend.” Her thumbs tapped buttons and scrolled bars as we crossed the deserted street. We were in civilian guise still, so we used the proper pedestrian crosswalk to show our virtue.
“Got it. Those are the security camera time stamps. I thought there'd be more. And they're saving to clock based hard drives.” She gave a little shoulder wriggle of ecstasy. “That lets me do this the fun way. The museum now thinks it's two o'clock. All the automatic lights are on, alarms are off, and time locks are released. The cameras are recording over the same minute of data, over and over. I didn't even have to shut any computers down.”
I raised an eyebrow. “My clock can do that?”
“Tell a computer that it's five o'clock or ten fifty seven, and it doesn't care. Tell it that it's ninety-nine thousand AD, and it gets very upset. Tell it that time has stopped, and it has conniptions.”
We climbed the steps up to the front doors of the boringly white, long box of a building. As a museum, it was the inside that counted. I gave the glass double doors a tug. They remained unyieldingly closed.
Claire gave me a helpless shrug. “Not all the locks are automatic.”
Ha! She wasn't the only one with new tricks. I'd figured out one, myself. Unwrapping the Machine from my left wrist, I stuck its face into the gap between the doors. “Eat the crossbar, please.”
Crunch crunch crunch. Grind grind grind. Alas, the Machine was shaped like a fat, pillbuggy sort of centipede, not the skinny kind. It had to take a circular chunk of glass out with the lock. Still, I thought I'd won myself a few elegance points.
We stepped into the cool, haphazardly lit atrium. On the opposite side of the reception counter, a huge stone T-Rex skeleton loomed. The place was as silent as that lump of probably fake fossilized rock. We were the only source of sound.
Specifically, Claire was the only source of sound. Treating us to her most luridly sly smile, and with her voice thick and sweet with lurid suggestion, she announced, “I'm going to check for security guards, leaving you two completely alone without a chaperone while Penny changes clothes. Nothing could possibly happen, I'm sure.”
Ray and I watched her flounce off, sharing a snigger. I pointed to the women's bathroom. Ray nodded, and said, “Sure.”
Mom had nailed it. Not only was I able to change into my villainous jumpsuit without spying interruption, I did so without a moment's worry. Why the confidence? Ray, alas, would not need to take anything off to put on his villain costume, but if he had, imagining Claire gleefully watching from the upstairs balcony would make doing my own spying… just silly.
Claire had better be right about the cameras. I didn't have a face mask anymore, just my goggles. They would have to do. I walked out of the bathroom as Bad Penny, tingling with excitement but completely confident.
Ray awaited me in his huge hat, mask, formally pressed shirt, and jacket. He looked like a scarecrow with incredible style and the world's most playful grin.
Villainous poise kept us both from shrinking into embarrassment as he asked, “So, what do supervillains do on a date?”
I shrugged. “The same things regular people do, but wearing masks.”
“Which is…?”
“I have no idea.”
We both burst into giggles. Ray pointed a finger at the walkway above and around the T-Rex statue. “We should avoid the upstairs. There's bound to be someone in the archaeology research station.”
Didn't bother me, so I shook my head. “The upstairs exhibits are dull, anyway.”
“They have those nineteenth century technology displays. We could see if they spark your power.”
I looked around, at the dinosaur skeleton, at the box with the pickled oarfish, at the entrance to the gemstone wing. The back of my head tickled. “Everything here sparks my power, but it gets enough of my time. Tonight is for you and me.”
Hot pink peeked around the edge of Ray's black eagle mask. His smile changed from its usual 'impish' to just… happy.
We stood silent for a couple of seconds, and it wasn't awkward. It was just a nice moment to enjoy.
But, well, we were both easily bored, so after those couple of seconds slipped past he pointed at the stairs to the lower level. “Want to go play with the rats?”
“Perfect!”
We raced downstairs, filling the halls with giggling, which wasn't our normal style of laughter but for once felt right. Right in the center of the bottom floor was the big glass-walled Southern California wildlife room. Most of the specimens were preserved, and the frogs and spiders wouldn't be much fun to handle, but…
In their transparent tower, the rats snuffled at the glass, peering at these two intruders into their usually quiet nocturnal hours.
“Okay, watch this,” I told Ray. Again I unwound the Machine. It still had a little strength from being called out last time, and didn't need winding to wake up. “Eat the lock.”
It did, but this time the lock stuck right out on the surface of the thin plastic door. When the door came open, rats stuck their heads out hopefully over the edge of the platform. “Put the lock back.”
Forever obedient, the Machine ground and twisted the metal it had just eaten back into shape, spitting it into the same hole the lock had come out of. Ha!
Ray held up his hands, and rats swarmed into them. He held out one brown, fuzzy, squirmy lump to me. “Your prize for cleverness, my lady.”
I held the rat cupped in both hands, and lifted it up to my face. Its nose jerked around every which where, sniffing, and eventually closing right in on mine. Unfortunately, I couldn't help but do some sniffing. Tesla's ozone issues, did it smell bad. Like… well, it smelled like rat. Kind of dirty and animaly. But that bouncing pink nose and curious black eyes were cute enough to endure any amount of stink.
My little guy wanted to make it clear that he was his own rat, who played by his own rules. Lifting him to my face brought him close enough, and he jumped off my hands and onto my shoulder. Tiny little feet gripped the jumpsuit's protective fabric, and tiny little hands took hold of my ear as he sniffed deep into my hair. When he turned around, I held out my arms helpfully, and he scampered all the way down to my wrist. Ray held out his, and my rat and a darker brown rat exchanged sniffs across our hands.
I had to restrain a giggle from the touch of Ray's bare fingertips to mine, but it started something nagging at me. Eventually, not even sure which rat was which anymore, I held one up clasped in both hands. It tried to wiggle free in a good natured sort of way, but I just needed to remove the distraction as I searched for words.
“Ray… I appreciate that you haven't been pushing, but… do you not…?”
And he knew. In the middle of my being worried about what it meant that he hadn't tried, hadn't even joked about touching me, I was hit by a moment of sweet adoration. The small, kind of sad, kind of longing smile he gave me understood exactly what I meant. It was wonderful to have someone know me that well.
“It's not you.” He went 'pfft' in amusement, and corrected himself, “That sounds like an 'It's not you, it's me' speech, but that's not it. Yes, there's something. It's… about… what Master Scorpion said.” His smile disappeared rapidly, replaced by a solemn, almost sad frown. He lifted his rats, and put them back onto their cardboard tube home on a shelf. I deposited mine. Rat time was over.
“So you're thinking of taking his offer?” I wasn't sure how I felt about that, but I could hear how faintly I asked the question.
Ray shook his head. “No. The opposite. I thought I would be jealous when the kids at school started fawning over how great you are in combat, but instead, I was glad. My powers are great. They're the best thing that ever happened to me. I just don't know what I want to do with them. I don't want them to define my life, and I don't want to work for a jerk like Master Scorpion.”
It didn't make sense, yet, so I waited. Ray didn't need prodding. He slipped off his mask and rubbed his face with one hand, sounding relieved as the words spilled out. “But he got one thing absolutely right. I don't have to stay here. I have money, enough to see me through until I'm an adult and then some, and the powers to make more, and I know how to make contacts with the super powered community anywhere in the country. I'm not afraid of my parents anymore. They're afraid of me. Every day since we got back from Jupiter, it's a little harder to think about anything except that I could just pack up and go.”
All I could do was nod. “You've been getting more distant. I'm not sure when was the last time you made a real pass at me.”
He looked down at the floor, away. That serious frown was rapidly turning guilty and sad. “If I move out from my parents, I have to leave LA. They can't do anything, but they'll try. They'll try every single thing they can think of to make my life miserable. I lie in bed sometimes wondering if I'll run away tomorrow. You mean too much to me to start something I can't finish.”
The words made sense, but the message was alien. Ray's family life was troubled. I'd guessed that, mainly because of how he never talked about it. It just wasn't something I could understand. Fighting with my parents, being mad at them, sure, I could imagine that. Seeing them as something to escape forever? Flying to Jupiter had been fun, like going to camp, and like camp it could be fun because my parents were waiting when I got back.
Two days ago, Thursday night, my parents had taken me to the grocery store, and we'd laughed ourselves into stitches arguing about which ice cream flavors were best for a growing girl's super powers. That was normal, an everyday kind of thing like homework, not worth anticipating or remembering. What would a home be like where moments like that never happened?
What made perfect sense was that he cared too much to kiss and run, and I cared too much to try and hold him back if he had to get away.
But… that didn't mean we had to be miserable.
I stepped closer. Thoughts like these weren't very Bad Penny, and shyness pinpricked me as I pressed my shoulder to Ray's. “When you have to leave, leave. Until then, why don't we enjoy the moment? We don't have to worry about anybody's schedules but our own. And Claire spying on us.”
The giggle came back. Claire probably could hear every word.
Our arms were side by side. His hand turned, and his fingers twisted into mine.
It was as good as a kiss, just that touch, and kissing Ray had been pretty great.
We were quiet for awhile. Maybe not very long. Just enjoying the quiet, and being next to each other. Ray broke the silence first. “Hey, do you want to go see the mummy exhibit?”
Heh. “Shriveled dead people. Super romantic.”
There was no fooling Ray. The excitement in my voice got my hand an affectionate squeeze, and joy crept rapidly back into his voice. “I heard they got a new exhibit in. Something special.”
“I haven't seen the old exhibit,” I admitted. Now it was my turn to squeeze his hand. “Let's go.”
We shut up the rats, and walked down the hall hand in hand. The mummy exhibit was right by the stairs, and it looked like it had its own wing.
The whole place was really dark. The lights had turned on. This was 'museum dark,' where they think a dimly lit room will make everything more important and impressive.




The anteroom was empty, just a place to gather before heading down the Egypt or Peru halls. It contained exactly two items: A bench, and a sign.
We both grinned at the sign, with its big title 'Mummies And Magic.'
Modern culture is full of stories about mummies being cursed, and for once, these stories are mostly true. Every culture that has practiced mummification has treated those mummies with a mystical fascination, weaving spells into the mummies themselves to protect them and help guide them into the afterlife. While-
My reading stopped for a moment with a shiver, as Ray let go of my hand and slipped his hand around my waist.
Do not let your shyness ruin this, Penelope Akk! Bad Penny doesn't even get excited about this kind of thing. She just enjoys the very, very enjoyable feeling of Ray's chest and hip against her, and his hand on her other hip.
I hooked my arm around Ray's waist. Somewhere, Claire was surely grinning and hoping our hands would keep moving, but we disappointed her and turned our attention back to the sign.
-our archeologists have no way of knowing if the afterlife spells worked, the protective magic on Egyptian mummies in particular was formidable. It was fashionable for historians in the 1920s to deny the existence of magic, and the curse on King Tut's Tomb reaped a terrible death toll. In the end, the curse simply wore out, its magic spent after claiming too many victims. The same thing has happened to most mummies today. In the race between grave robbers and protective curses, the grave robbers won by sheer persistence. The Nazcan people did not see their mummies as needing to be hidden or protected, but rather as sources of protection and guidance. Those spells also wore out. Every mummy in our exhibit was once magical, but over the centuries and millennia, that magic wore out, and is now barely detectable. All of our displays are safe to view, and unless specially marked, you can assume that the magic they once had is gone.
What a great way to start an exhibit. “I didn’t even know there were Peruvian mummies.”
He nodded encouragingly. “The Nazca people, a thousand years before the Incas, made these things called ‘mummy bundles.' Where the Egyptians would stretch you out and pickle you, the Nazca rolled you up in a ball of cloth and dried you out.”
Peru was legendarily dry, so that would probably work. It had worked.
Arms around each other was no way to wander an exhibit floor, so Ray and I returned to hand-in-hand, weaving through the glass cases containing balls of fabric, x-rays of the skeletons inside, fake clay heads and the occasional real skull in a variety of funny shapes. It might not have been romantic, but it was pretty cool.
Then we went around the bend in the Peruvian display hall, and saw the special exhibit.
I wanted to clap. This was pretty impressive. An entire building made of weathered grey stone had been transplanted into the hall. Yes, it was a tiny building, basically one room and an entrance hall leading into it, but a whole building nevertheless. The design screamed 'temple,' with carvings over every inch, inside and out. Most of them looked like animal people, or maybe just animals in weird poses. Unlike the stiff 'man with an animal head' pictures in Egyptian art, these were all bendy and flowy, and it was hard to tell if they stood on two legs or four.
One other thing the design said was 'low tech.' It had walls so thick, they doubled the width of the building. This crude shape contrasted sharply with the metal and plastic dishes, like giant stereo emitters, set into the floor, walls, and ceiling all around the building.
An inch thick plastic barrier sealed off the stone ruin from the rest of the hall, although it did have a door, and that door was currently open.
A short-haired woman in loose beige clothing stood in the doorway, looking right at us. She was middle-age-ish, with streaks of white in her grey hair, especially around the temples. She had a solid build, not fat, not muscular, but like someone who did a lot of physical work. That certainly went with her deep tan and the pocket covered clothes. She could have just stepped out of a safari a hundred years ago. Well, except for the tool chests, laptop, tablet, microphones, and digital camera.
She held her hands up, not scared, but wary, and said, “Take what you want, and go. I won't try to stop you, but please, don't take the mummies. They're too fragile. And don't touch the ruin, because I don't want to be standing at ground zero if it goes off.”
I held up my own hands, although I smiled a lot more. “This is a date, not a robbery.”
Ray's arm slipped around my shoulders, and he practically purred. “I'm not planning on stealing anything but kisses.”
That sent me into helpless giggles. Ray was clearly feeling better after our little talk. Plus, that meant it would be okay if I stole that kiss myself.
As fast as the awkward, wonderful tingles arrived, they dimmed. Everything about this woman was just too fascinating.
Ray felt it too, asked, “You are unexpectedly calm. Why aren't you trying to set off an alarm?”
“You've never robbed a museum before.”
“We're not robbing one now,” I pointed out.
That got a smile, one of those warm nostalgia sort of smiles adults use on kids. She stopped holding up her hands in surrender, and instead went back to the entrance of the hall leading into the tiny temple. Staying well away from the stone, she peered at it through her digital camera a couple of times before looking back and answering Ray's question. “Standard museum policy is to let supervillains do their business and try to recover the artifacts later. There's too much potential for irreplaceable items to be destroyed if a fight breaks out inside.”
'Put two and two together' time. That was why this had been so ridiculously easy. The peaceful quality time with Ray had been more fun than an adventure anyway.
Ray gave my shoulder a squeeze to show he hadn't forgotten me, even though he kept talking to the woman with the camera. “That leaves the big question, who are you and what are you doing?”
“Emilia Rivka Nikita St. Daphne, and I'm performing legally ambiguous archeology. Who are you kids, and what are you doing?”
Ray pointed at me. “Bad Penny.”
I pointed at him. “Reviled. Currently the youngest successful supervillain team. We're on a date. Are you saying you're the one who's here to steal something?”
That got a pleasant laugh, and she tucked her camera back in its pocket. It had never pointed at us, which was the kind of thing a professional like myself pays attention to. “Not at all, but I am a professional treasure hunter, and the government of Peru would have kittens if they knew I was here. The official scientific team pretends that they've never heard of me. Maybe ghosts leave them notes in the morning.” Glancing back at the little building, she added, “Not completely impossible. And to forestall your next ten questions…” She pointed to the plaque in front of the exhibit.
The Treasureless Nazca Treasure
Unlike most of our exhibits, the magic in this building is still active and powerful. Current estimates say it was constructed approximately 400 CE, and it is unknown how it remained charged and undiscovered for so long. What is known is that last year, a group of terrorists attempted to use the site's power like a magical bomb. The walls of the building contain 49 mummies, mostly bundled in pairs, each one ranking as a major magical artifact. When a stasis device previously thought lost was recovered early this year, the Peruvian government graciously allowed this site to be moved to LA, where magical superheroes and archaeologists alike can study it safely. The purpose of the building, the identity of the mummies, and the reason for concentrating so much magic in one place are all still unknown.
Ray was so, so hooked. I folded my hands behind my back and watched him with beaming pride as he pressed his face and hands to the glass, staring down the shadowy tunnel into the temple itself. His voice took on that intent, emphatic tone he got when handed an intellectual puzzle. “So, why do the real scientists cover for a treasure hunter?”
“Because we have a different approach, and sometimes we find out things they can't. They'll be x-raying and doing echographs and radiation tests until we give the site back in December. They're convinced the building is meant to focus the power of the mummies in the walls. I'm not. I think the mummies are sacred guards, protecting that guy, right there.” She pointed a stylus down the hall. In the gloom, just barely, I could make out a lump of cloth with a head-shaped pot on top, propped behind a block of stone like a clerk sitting at his desk.
“And you want to study him?” Ray asked.
“I want to talk to him. I'm betting the mummy is aware and intelligent, and what he knows is the purpose of this site. Just the chance to learn the Nazca language would be worthwhile. That's assuming I can get his attention after he's been left alone for fifteen hundred years, and that's assuming I can get to him at all.”
Ray's grins could get real, real toothy, and he treated Emilia St. Daphne to one of those now. “The classic trapped corridor?”
“The classic trapped corridor.”
“Why not go through the walls?”
“Two reasons.” Stepping over to her pile of tools, she pulled up a poster. It looked kind of like an x-ray, dark with a ghostly outline of the building, and with white curled up skeletons filling the walls. She slid her stylus across them. “Reason number one: Boom.” Stepping to the door, she passed the door to Ray, who devoured it with his eyes as hungrily as if it were a girl. “Reason number two: I'm not that kind of treasure hunter. I prefer to sell artifacts and information to museums rather than melt down the gold. That means a lot more study, and a lot less safety. Treasure hunting is six months of research followed by a week of sweat and danger, kid, no matter how flexible your ethics.”
“What kind of traps?” Ray sounded absolutely hypnotized.
“The simple kind. Crushing, pokey things. The builders didn't have access to much metal, and wouldn't be expecting heavily armored intruders. A suit of power armor could get through, and then the gentleman in the center would take offense, and… boom.”
Ray crept around to the door, side-stepping because he wouldn't take his eyes off the building. He pointed through the gap. “May I…?”
“Sure. Just don't touch anything.”
Once inside, he slunk around to the tunnel entrance like a cat. It was plenty tall enough for him, but he still crouched down as he stared inside. “How far have you charted the traps?”
She stepped up beside him. Maybe it was an unconscious reaction to his fluid grace, but she stretched her back stiffly from side to side. “Nowhere. The mummies activate them. There are no mechanisms that aren't hidden by several tons of stone. But there must be a path through.”
He raised an eyebrow at her, which would just barely lift it into view above his black mask. “Why?”
“It's like hiding a spare house key under a potted plant. The mummies would recognize the rightful entrants, but there's always the chance of bringing a guest, or forgetting your ID talisman.”
Ray gave a snort. “What if-”
She saw it coming. “You have physical super powers and you'd like to try to help me.”
“Yes.” He practically growled it.
“This is insanely dangerous. Are you sure?”
“Yes.”
She shrugged, spreading her hands, but couldn't maintain a straight face. Her smile glowed with pride, as if Ray were her son. “I'd be a hypocrite to try and argue you out of it, kid. Go slow, find the first trap, and we'll back off and look for the key. I'll be taking notes.”
He climbed into the stone tunnel, on all fours at first, but then merely in a poised crouch. One foot moved gradually in front of the other.
A couple of yards in, a chunk of the wall swung down and attempted to take said foot off.
It would have killed me, but it wasn't nearly fast enough to catch Ray. He'd taken a step back before I even registered the whoosh and swing of stone.
Emilia St. Daphne scribbled and tapped furiously on her tablet.
Ray eased forward again. A foot in a shiny black leather shoe extended into the space where the wall swung at it last time. Nothing. He touched a toe tip to the floor on the other side.
Whoosh! Crunch. Ray was really, really fast. This time the same bar of stone swung up from the floor and into the wall, and he still got his leg out of the way in time.
“There are pictures all over the floor on either side. Test them like floor tiles?” he called back to the treasure hunter.
“If you can do it safely,” said the treasure hunter. She sounded as excited as a kid our age.
I twitched nervously every time the trap swung between floor, walls, and ceiling, but what followed was so methodical as to be almost boring. Over and over Ray touched his foot down on the other side of the trap, and over and over it tried to crush him, but wasn't as fast as his super reflexes.
“None of these work. Not even in combination,” he finally reported. “I could duck past it and try to find the next trap.”
“Then I couldn't follow you. Try the pictures on the walls.”
More testing. It didn't take super long, at least. With Ray's speed, he could try a new combination every few seconds.
Then one worked. He had his hand on the left wall, and his foot touched the floor on the other side of the trap. Nothing happened.
Gently, he eased his whole body over the line of death. Still nothing.
When he let go of the wall, the block swung up and nearly took his arm off.
He pulled his hand to safety in time, but this was much closer than the other attacks. It was unexpected, and in an awkward position.
He was trapped on the other side.
Okay, 'trapped.' Reaching way out, he touched the original deactivation spot, and stepped back. Still…
“This doesn't help. I can get through, but no unaltered human could. There has to be another step.” He scratched his head under his hat.
“What was the picture you were touching?” asked the old treasure hunter, crouched outside and trying to get a photo with her little digital camera.
“It looks like a cartoon duck.”
“Is there a mouse on the other side?”
Ray got out his phone, and played flashlight with it up and down the wall. It was pretty dark in there. That sent St. Daphne back to her tools, pulling out a round flood light and setting it up at the entrance.
That was enough, and Ray reported, “Yes. Next to the trap, and a little above.”
She took a few more pictures. “Touch the bird, step across, and be touching the mouse when you let go.”
Ray tried this. Same as before, his hand on the first picture let him cross. With his hand laid on the second picture, he let go of the first.
Nothing happened.
A repeat, going the other direction, also worked.
The treasure hunter extended her arm, and she and Ray slapped hands triumphantly. They both had the same goofily excited grin as she explained, “Anthropomorphic seagull and anthropomorphic chinchilla is a love story found on Nazca pottery, and most Nazca religion centered around fertility. We've got a start on figuring out this whole pattern.”
Ray winked across the barrier at me, and in a drunkenly playful tone suggested, “If this is a fertility temple, would the traps react slower to someone who was in love?”
Emilia nodded. “Yes. That's very likely.”
I giggle-snorted. Ray looked so blank! He hadn't expected his joke to be true.
Crossing the first trap, Ray started easing his way further down the hallway. Now his voice echoed a little. “How did you get into treasure hunting, anyway?”
Behind us, Claire said distinctly, “Guys, I think we have a more pressing problem.”
Ray looked back before I did, and whatever he saw was so bad that he leaped back through the first trap, ignoring the picture keys and moving faster than the swinging stone could catch. As he rolled safely to his feet, I turned around.
Back at the entrance of the display hall, Mourning Dove held Claire off the ground by the scruff of a ridiculous kitty cat costume.
St. Daphne threw her hands up again. “It's okay! They're not here to steal!”
Cold plastic pressed uncomfortably into my shoulders and hips. I'd backed against the barrier without realizing it. Mourning Dove was powerful, and in the gloom her blotchy yellow skin and long, lank white hair made her look like a corpse. Knowing that this was an accurate label did not help. She still wore white leather, but instead of the pattern of buckles and straps from last time, this costume was a ragtag of stitches, like she was wearing something's skin. What's worse, that also might be accurate. So much yuck.
My voice wobbled as I asked, “I thought museum policy is to not call in the superheroes?”
Mourning Dove's consumptive croak answered, “My policy is to keep an eye on artifacts as dangerous as that one.”
The treasure hunter scurried out the door to our side of the hall, her hands still up. “Mourning Dove, please, these children are helping me with my research.”
“Yes.” Mourning Dove let go. Claire dropped to the floor in a heap, a display of clumsy harmlessness I didn't believe. The techno-vampire's attention wasn't on us anymore, and that was the important thing. “They have respected the exhibits, and don't seem to have done any more damage than breaking a lock. Keep them here while I deal with the other invaders. I wish you and your research well, Miss St. Daphne.”
“Other invaders? What other invaders?” I asked. My suddenly loud voice hurt my ears in this quiet hall. Here's hoping I sounded commanding, not panicked!
Claire gave me a sheepish smile from down on the floor. “It looks like a bunch of kids from the club followed us.”
I slapped my hand over my goggles. “They think I'm robbing the museum. They're here to fight me. Or join in. Or both. Just let me deal with them.”
“They have not demonstrated your goodwill. Stay here. Even with the museum's interference, it will not take me long to find them all.” Mourning Dove rasped.
“What? No-!”
A rheumy eye fixed me. It was hard to look away, almost like a blast of Claire's power. Her voice filled the world. “I will deliver them unharmed to the authorities.”
At least the effect wore off when she broke eye contact, but I was still left gasping as she walked out.
Most importantly, that hypnotic glance didn't change my mind. “We have to save the others. They shouldn't go to jail just for wanting a super powered fight with me. Maybe they even think they're being heroes!”
Ray offered me his hand. I took it, for the confidence, not for romance.
“I do not know if we can defeat her. I know we cannot defeat her without property damage,” he said.
I stomped my foot. I hated not seeing a way out of this! “We can't sneak them out before she finds them. The museum isn't that big.”
Claire leaped to her feet, revealing the lie of her incapacitation, and raised a paw-gloved hand. “I'll slow her down.”
Ray and I both frowned, and he said, “She's resistant to your powers.”
“Resistant, but not immune. I just have to play it light. The soft touch. Aren't I the friendliest thing you've ever seen?” She turned away, grinning at us over her shoulder. Hands clasped together, she rocked from side to side winsomely.
Her new costume was, I had to admit, stupid cute. She must have gotten the inspiration from our school mascot. It included shorts and a sleeveless, bare midriff top, both covered in fluffy white fur, showing off an awful lot of skin – but not, admittedly, as much as the aforementioned mascot. Turning the 'coy' into 'cute' were oversized gloves and boots, in white-furred paw themes, and a hood with big white cat ears. Her golden hair curled out of the edges, and when she wiggled her nose, her whiskers waved.
I squeezed my eyes shut. Okay, think past Claire's power. Was I seeing her outfit right? I was pretty sure the whiskers weren't real, but everything else was.
When I opened my eyes, Claire was already skating around the corner towards the cafe. She'd added her frictionless insoles to these new boots. All I saw was a disappearing back foot, and a waving tail, and I heard her call back, “I'll try to lure her to the room with the pillars.”
Oh, yeah, the big circular room with all the columns. That would work pretty well. It had the amazing power of looking like the center of the museum, while actually being far away from all the main exhibits.
No time for farewells. Ray and I scrambled for the stairs. The main floor had two advantages: We would probably heard the other kids come downstairs, and it was the opposite direction from Mourning Dove.
We were rewarded for our decision making immediately. Marcia was standing next to the big T-Rex skeleton, fists balled up. Her voice rang in the vault as she yelled, “Bad Penny! Come out and face judgment for your crimes!”
Good luck keeping Mourning Dove from hearing that, Claire.
I ran towards her, waving my hands. “Marcia! We've got to-”
As I stepped in range, she threw a punch.
By now, it was reflex. My foot touched the floor, teleporting me behind her. This was no precise martial arts strike. With nothing to hit, she stumbled.
I grabbed her shoulders. “Listen! Listen! Mourning Dove is here!”
Marcia beamed as if I'd announced a school holiday. “Really? My father said she'll eat my soul!”
Criminy. Right. Marcia no longer operated on Planet Self-Preservation. “Uh… theologically undetermined, but for all practical purposes, yes.”
She curled her hands up into claws, and gnashed her teeth like fangs. “And she grabs stray dogs in alley ways, and rips-”
Shaking her by the shoulders, I said, “Focus, Marcia! Please! Where are the other kids? We have to get them out of here!”
Her stare turned blank, shaded with vague comprehension. “Sneaking around, looking for something to steal, I guess. Or trying to ambush you.” The smile of unholy joy reappeared as she asked, “Do you want me to hold off Mourning Dove while you make your getaway?”
My first and second reactions disappeared before they reached my mouth. 'Are you insane?' was an obvious 'yes,' and 'Weren't you just trying to be a hero?' was meaningless. That wild-eyed face didn't care. I went with my third question. “You can't win. You know that, right?”
She tossed her head, her unevenly pixie cut black hair bouncing like a pom-pom. “Oh, please. I don't care about that anymore.”
“Are you completely sure you'll survive?”
“Don't you have morons to save?”
She was right. I abandoned the discussion, and beat feet for the geology exhibit, where the museum kept its collection of gemstones.
We heard hushed voices as we reached the entrance. Obvious choice confirmed.
“Why don't we take the gold, while we're here?” That was Cassie.
A much more important voice croaked from the center hall behind us, “I will give you a chance to stand down, child.”
Thank Tesla for the support walls that blocked this corner of the building from view.
“Don't we have enough problems?” asked Will.
“We're safe. Mourning Dove can't get in here.”
“How do you know?”
“Rachel told me once. I think.”
“There are some huge gems in the vault. They don't have historical value, and the Inscrutable Machine shut off the security.” Laverne.
Something crashed. Marcia started laughing.
Ray and I stepped around the corner. There were Cassie and Will, half-hidden by the angle of the gold niche. Laverne stood way back at the doorway to the gem room. Sue, Teddy, and of all people Jacky were in the middle, clustered around a display of the prettier crystals. Jacky was naked, which didn't much matter because she was also in full slime girl mode. Everyone else had on their regular school clothes. Seriously?
At least Sue, Teddy, and Jacky didn't have larceny on their minds. Or if they did, it was pretty weird larceny. Teddy held a white crystal with rainbow edges and a flower shape drawn in straight, geometric lines in his left hand. In his right, a crystal just like it grew. Yes, it grew millimeter by millimeter, in fits and spurts, and he gritted his teeth from the effort – but it looked exactly the same as the original.
Jacky's hands puddled on the glass display case as she leaned over it to watch his progress. “That's a better power than fighting will ever be, Teddy.”
This was one of the exhibits the museum kept in darkness, and that gloom had shrouded me and Ray for a few seconds. Now Cassie caught sight of my pale grey jumpsuit. “Bad Penny! We- no, you're Pen- wait, Bad Penny really is Penny Akk?”
Next to her, Will rolled his eyes. Sue coughed guiltily. Laverne and Teddy stared, bug-eyed. Jacky… who could tell?
There was so much I wanted to comment on, but I'd wasted too much time already. If we couldn't get my idiot fans out because of my procrastination, I'd never forgive myself.
“We're escaping. Now,” I said in my most Bad Penny, team leader, order-giving tone.
“I'm positive she can't get in,” said Cassie, flipping one hand to dismiss my worry.
I ignored her. Wrenching at my jumpsuit's sleeves pulled them up enough to slide my teleport bracers off. I poured them into Ray's hands. His super-human stamina should be enough to handle this.
“What, no climactic battle?” asked Teddy, disappointed.
“No. If we fight, we get caught, but Mourning Dove is weird. I'm betting that once we're out of the museum, she won't give chase.” One of the many things I did not have time for was to explain my theories about how Mourning Dove's ruthlessness was tied inextricably to her passionless, results-oriented morality.
“But we'll fight with you! I would sign up to be your henchman in a second,” Cassie wheedled.
More henchmen would be pretty cool, and Cassie's desperate eagerness tugged at my heartstrings, but… how could anyone join in what Ray, Claire, and I had?
The noise out in the central hall stopped. Mourning Dove's fight with Marcia was over, and she was thirty feet away at most.
I whispered to Ray, “We need another distraction. Break something.”
“A sign,” he whispered back. Perfect. Loud, but unimportant.
It only took seconds. He moved a foot forward, and disappeared. Something far away and upstairs cracked, and then cracked again. Ray reappeared next to me.
“I can carry two at a time,” Ray said, advancing on our schoolmates.
“I'll get Marcia,” said Jacky. She collapsed into an algae-covered puddle, and flowed out along the wall in a long, thin stream.
Sue stepped up to meet Ray, looking more serious than the other chuckleheads. “Take me first. I can make this faster.”
He didn't argue. He scooped her up in the arms, spun around, put his foot on the floor, and was gone.
A moment later, he was back. Ignoring Cassie's squawk, he picked up her and Will under his arms, like bags of flour. Then they, too, were gone.
I peeked out the doorway. A black-edged oval hole had opened in the outer wall of the museum, held by Sue. It gave Ray a straight shot, and he dumped Cassie and Will, and teleported back. We lost a few seconds because Laverne hadn't moved, and he had to go to the back of the mineral hall to grab her. Then, holding her and Teddy by their waists, he disappeared again.
The others were safe. Claire could get away under her own power. Ray blinked back, and we lost another second or two to him breathing heavily. The teleport bands were rough, even on a super-enhanced constitution.
Being scooped up into his arms and held against his wiry chest never got any less fun.
Shadows flickered, and Mourning Dove teleported in behind him. On the other end of the building, Sue closed the hole in the wall. It was what I would have told her to do.
We couldn't just blink past Mourning Dove. I knew from experience that she could follow us.
Something was wrong. Her head tilted a little to one side. For the first time, that croaking voice sounded energized rather than robotic. “Hello, children. Thank you for the meal. I never imagined anyone could be so… vital. There was no end to her.” A grey tongue licked her emaciated lips, and she raised a white-gloved hand to point a finger at us. “But you helped criminals escape, and I can't ignore that.”
She took a step forward, and Ray took a step back. Okay, options. Ray didn't have his energy blast gloves, but he wouldn't have time to charge them anyway. I had my entangling cuffs. Mourning Dove wasn't an idiot, even if she did sound drunk. She probably wouldn't let them hit her. If they did, they wouldn't hold her for more than a few seconds, but we didn't need more than a few seconds. If I missed, we'd have started a fight with someone way above our power level.
It was worth a try. That smile did not look at home to reason.
Mourning Dove took another step forward, but slowly, like she had to fight against a barrier this time. That would help. I reached for my belt pouch.
Claire took the gamble away from us by leaning around the corner of the support wall, thumping it with her fuzzy fist, and whining, “Why won't you listen to me!”
Mourning Dove looked. Ray and I caught the edges of Claire's power, but were used to it. We were all slowed down, but we didn't need reaction time. The vampire did.
Ray stepped forward. The world flashed repeatedly, like changing slides. Ray grabbed Claire, heaping me on top of her. We appeared next to the T-Rex. The front door was open, held by a tentacle of slime. We were out in the night air. We were across the street, in the parking lot.
Claire and I stumbled to our feet, out of Ray's arms. He took deep breaths, shaking. Envy momentarily crawled through me, because a few deep breaths was all it seemed to take to get his strength back.
Whipping her cell phone out of her backpack, Claire started dialing. She had all three of our backpacks. My team was smart.
“Mom, come get us. I suggest you hurry. Bye.” The signal to our getaway driver sent, she looked up at us. “I hope she's close by.”
“I hope you were right, and Mourning Dove doesn't follow us,” said Ray.
“I hope the clock worked, and there aren't any videos.”
Angry yellow zombies failed to swoop out of the night. In that regard, at least, we were safe.
What couldn't be fixed was that all the most impulsive people in the club now knew I was a supervillain.
I just about jumped out of my skin as someone did actually swoop down out of the night. Claudia landed right in front of us in the loose grey sweatshirt, pants, and ski mask she used as Generic Girl. Fists balled up, but not tightly, she gave us a wary look and got straight to the point. “Am I too late? I would have been here at seven, but my so-called-father sat on me.”
We all three nodded, and I said, “It's over. Some of the kids from the club broke in after us. Then Mourning Dove showed up.”
Now Claudia's fists clenched hard enough to shake. She didn't grit her teeth, but that old bleakness took over her eyes and voice. “I knew it. He kept saying it wasn't my responsibility, but I wasn't there…”
Claire shook her head, untying the kitty hat. “No, it was fine! We got everyone out. If anything important was damaged, I didn't see it.”
“I would like to know how you all knew we would be here,” said Ray, following Claire's lead and removing his hat and mask.
“Sue overheard you, and told the others, and I overheard her.” Claudia went very still. She didn't look angry or hollow anymore. Just confused. Much quieter, she asked, “You didn't need me?”
Slipping off my goggles, I rubbed at the grooves they left around my eyes. Didn't want to go home with those showing. “It's not like escaping Mourning Dove was easy, but we managed. I bet Marcia has a headache, but everybody's safe.”
Without another word, Claudia shot up into the dark sky and out of sight.
Me, Ray, and Claire stood there. Ray started giggling first. He took my hand, lifting it and giving it a squeeze. “Thank you. My dark mistress honored me with a wonderful evening.”
“It's not quite over,” I suggested. After all, Claire's mom hadn't arrived yet.
We both stepped forward. Ray took my other hand. Our mouths touched. It wasn't as intense as Cassie and Will's kiss, but it was all the giddy, embarrassed pleasure I could handle without fainting.
It had been a great first date!









oooooo…?”
That was Claire on the phone the next afternoon.
Strategy number one: Evasion. “So what?”
“Any peep from your parents about the attack on the museum? I've watched the news, I've searched the super powered forums. Nobody knows it happened.”
Oh! Relief soothed and energized me. I flopped back onto my bed, and pulled my pillows up as a makeshift chair back. “As the Audit's daughter, I can state with statistical assurance a ninety one percent probability they have no idea anything happened at the museum last night at all.”
I could only imagine Claire throwing herself down on the couch, but the easy chatter in her tone came through loud and clear. We had entered that stage of the conversation. “That's good for us, but I couldn't believe it. The first thing Teddy or Cassie would do is run to tell their adventure to the whole internet, right? Or at least the museum would mention the strange hiccup in their security and timekeeping systems last night. Nothing.”
Musing was a pleasant distraction. “They might be scared of Mourning Dove? No, the only way they were going to learn that lesson was if we'd let her have them, and we couldn't do that. I hope Marcia's okay, but Jacky got out, which means she got Marcia out, and Mourning Dove wouldn't have seriously hurt her. What does hurting Marcia even mean now, anyway? In a fight, she's indestructible, but Sue acts like she's at death's door. Sometimes when Marcia thinks nobody's paying attention, she looks it. Did you notice she was late to English class Wednesday? I saw her in the hall slumped against her locker, and then she ran to the bathroom.”
“Mmm-hmm. Mmm-hmm,” agreed Claire, sweet as poisoned bait. “So, what are you hiding?”
My body froze up in panic, my face turned hot, and my voice turned squeaky. Complete smoothness failure. “Uh. What?”
Claire's honey sweetness became a melodious, predatory drawl. In my imagination, she lay on her stomach, twisting the cord of her mother's antique land line phone around her finger. “You're not a rambler, Penelope darling. I babble, and Ray speculates, but you think and act. What are you trying to talk over?”
Tes- I couldn't even complete the thought. My cheeks felt like they'd fracture and fall off my face. Letting out a long groan, I covered my eyes. Not seeing the world helped a little, enough to squeak, “I got the Talk last night.”
At least Claire was sensitive enough to switch from teasing to clinical. “The Talk? The Birds and the Bees?”
It all spilled out. “You know my mom. Maybe my clothes were a mess, or I was out of breath, or she saw something in my body language. They never said what they think happened, but my folks think something did. It was awful. They weren't mad, but my dad talking about… ugh. I'm going to die. I at least can refuse to leave my room today, right?”
It was easy for Claire to sound detached. Her mom probably gave her the Talk when she was seven. Or they started when Claire learned to speak, and never stopped. “Doctor's appointment and everything?”
“Yes.” That was going to be an unimaginable nightmare of terminal embarrassment. My plan: Build an amnesia ray so I could forget it was going to happen.
“Weeell, I suppose I can give you one day to hide your head under your pillow and pretend you're dead. What do you want to do tomorrow?”
I switched from covering my eyes to just rubbing the bridge of my nose. “What choice do I have? 'Near-Fatal blushing' doesn't get you out of class. Do you think we can find an excuse to skip the club? They don't need me, and I still haven't gone through all the loot Bull's friends gave me.”
Claire started giggling in little, uncontrolled spasms.
“What?” I asked, a little grateful to not know what was going on.
She drew a breath, hesitating, picking her words, and finally told me in a strangled squeak, “This week is spring break.”
February, March… “Oops. Uh… I've had a lot on my mind?”
Claire's laughter pealed out of the phone, on and on and on.









ight hours is a long time for cooling down. By the next morning, I was able to face my parents again.
Something did happen between me and Ray, something they would never have guessed. After hearing how he wanted to get away from his parents, I was more aware of the hour I spent with Dad at the kitchen table poking at a broken robot brain, while Mom explained how emergent properties work, and Dad outlined how he'd read a new theorem that might explain how mad scientists create AIs so easily. When I left to go see Ray and Claire, Mom told me when to come home, because she and Dad were going to try to make that great spicy macaroni and cheese recipe they got from Miss Lutra. That would be a family adventure. For two people famous for how totally reliable their super powers were, it all fell apart when Mom and Dad cooked. Sometimes they were amazing. Sometimes they couldn't make the simplest recipe work. There had to be something imprecise, something not quite covered by numbers or theory in this dish, if they needed to work together to solve it.
It was both comforting and weird to notice that I had a whole day of family packed around my afternoon with my friends.
But that afternoon with my friends was right now!
I had a pile of cool stuff in the new base. Several piles, neatly stacked, arranged in cubes and rows in the entrance hall.
“Okay, I think… I think that's a device for shaving gemstones? Put it in the room with the big delta symbol, next to the flash freezer and the magnetic field splitty stand,” became the kind of thing I said a lot.
Oh, and, “I think the shiny red computer is still better. Claire, can you look up this graphics card before I dump it on the pile?”
A whole bunch of superheroes either thought I needed a new computer, or had three lying around they wanted to get rid of.
Whether or not they knew me as Bad Penny, almost everybody had identified me as a mad scientist. Bull's mysterious, enthusiastically grateful friends had given me a collection of workshop machines that now put the hero lab to shame, and made my original lab a sick joke. Along with them came a collection of raw materials, most of them pretty exotic. I had no idea what the twisty crystal wires were for.
I was actually most grateful for the computers. I didn't need any of them as computers. The best one, whenever we identified it, would be pretty sweet, and a couple of the others would run lab equipment, but… well, that was all kind of optional.
My super power could make anything, but as the Penulti-Clock demonstrated, really fancy electronics took a long time, required a crazy deep fugue, and left me exhausted. The less raw the materials, the easier that would be.
Right? Hopefully?
That left the smallest, most concerning group of gifts. The weapons.
It made sense. What does one supervillain give another? A super science weapon! Fortunately, only half a dozen or so had gone that route.
Why 'fortunately?' Because none of them included instructions. Or even a label. Only one looked identifiably gun-like, but did I dare point it at anything? Was it a tickle ray or a portable black hole launcher?
My super power refused to give me hints on any of them. Only one even got a faint ghost of an image, a blueprint I couldn't quite see, when I picked it up.
Rubbing my sleeve over my forehead, I said, “Puny non-stamina-enhanced human me is going to go upstairs and get some sun and fresh air. I'll be back in a minute.”
“So it was prophesied by the Little Girls of Old,” intoned Ray, bowing low over an armful of anchor chain that was destined to be broken down for the steel.
“Uh huh,” said Claire, barely nodding as she hooked up the choicest computer for testing.
I rode the magic escalator up to the surface, holding that one super powered device my power liked. It didn't look like much, a coppery metal scepter with weird symbols engraved in rings all the way down. Three of those rings were twistable, like dials.
On the way up, the top ring of symbols lit up with a dim orange glow.
I made a big point of not twisting those dials.
The cobblestone hole opened, bathing me in the sunshine and fresh air I'd mentioned earlier. They felt good. Spring was almost here, and this was the kind of wonderful weather where long sleeves and short sleeves were equally comfortable. The arms of Upper High didn't even come close to blocking out the sunlight at this time of the afternoon, and on the first Monday of spring break? The school was a ghost town.
The scepter's second ring lit up, a muddier orange that glowed brighter. Criminy. Hey, super power, this thing wasn't about to blow up, right? You love bombs. You always tell me when one is about to go off.
The third ring flashed red.
Even if I were wearing my teleport bracers, I wouldn't have had time to evade. Claudia flashed down out of the sky, grabbing me by my neck. She didn't choke me, much, but when she lifted me off the ground, my upper spine screamed blood murder. Ow ow ow!
“I knew you'd be here, Bad Penny,” Claudia growled.
Ow. The first rule of dealing with someone ludicrously more powerful than you: Don't make it a fight. Ow. Wheeze. “What did I do?”
The question stumped her. Her head gave a twitchy, barely perceptible shake. “Nothing. Yet.” Her snarl turned to shock, and she lowered me back to my feet and let go. “I…” Her mouth twisted, but she made herself say it. “Sorry.”
Rolling my head around produced no sharp pains that would suggest injury, so I squinted at Claudia. Her usual moody poker face didn't sell after a greeting like that. “Are you okay?”
“Yes.” When I didn't dignify that with an argument, she said, “Why do you care?” Not angry. Almost monotone.
I pointed the scepter back over my shoulder. “We're setting up my lab. Do you want to come in and have a soda?” Two and two clicked together. “Nobody told you I was committing a crime again, did they?”
I'd added up to five. Not a flicker of guilt or suspicion. Claudia stepped back, and sat on the rim of the big, circular brick pots for the courtyard's trees. As mildly as if the previous sixty seconds hadn't happened, she asked, “Did everything really go fine at the museum without me?”
The lights on the scepter all went out. I used it to scratch my head. “I don't know about 'fine.' A bunch of other kids broke in and ended my date just as my boyfriend was showing off his muscles and brains at the same time by helping the world's coolest archaeologist. No occasion when Mourning Dove chases you around can be called 'fine.' But nobody got arrested, no displays got broken or stolen, and nobody got hurt except Marcia, who likes it.”
She frowned, thoughtfully. Well, on anybody else, that expression would be 'depressed,' but for Claudia it was pretty mild.
After some silence, she said, “Can I just give it up?”
“Being a super hero? Sure.”
Claudia leaped to her feet, and I jumped a step backwards in shock. Her fists balled up, she snarled between clenched teeth, “Of course you say that. Then I won't be around to stop you.”
I opened my mouth. Okay. Think about your words carefully, Penny Akk. The most powerful superhero in LA is having a mental breakdown in front of you. “That would be nice, but if not you, it will be someone else, like at the museum.”
Her fists let go. She leaned back against the bricks again. She sniffed, although no tears were visible in her eyes.
Movement caught my eye. Bull stood at the corner of the school, on the edge of the courtyard. He waved a huge arm, and called out, “Is this a bad time?”
Claudia answered. “No. It's not.”
Bull strolled over to us. Claudia's mother sat on one of his shoulders, holding onto a horn for balance like I had the first time I met him. In my case, I didn't have a tail to wrap around his arm for extra stability.
She was a pale purply-blue today, with peppermint striped red-and-white hair.
Both parents looked concerned, moving slowly and in a hush as they regarded their daughter. Claudia propped both hands on the edge of the giant pot behind her, and looked down at her feet. She'd drifted back to sounding almost normal. More normal than her usual haunted state, even. “My father and I keep fighting. He wants me to give up being a super hero.”
I fidgeted with the scepter behind my back. “You hate doing it. Why not give it up?”
“Because I have responsibilities! Look at this!” she shot back, on the edge of yelling. She lifted one of the bricks out of the planter, and closed her fist. The brick crumbled into sand, with no more resistance than if it had always been sand. Leaning forward, she bunched up both fists, pressing them into her lap, and her face screwed up in pain and anger. “I'm almost as strong as he is, and that's just the beginning of my powers. I can stop the greatest criminals and monsters from hurting people. If I can save even one life, doesn't that mean I have to?”
“No. You don't,” said Bull, his voice soft but decisive.
“You wasted your powers! You hurt people!” Claudia spat back at him.
I would have predicted those words would be a knife in Bull's heart, but he didn't so much as wince. “Every time you go to sleep at night, that's eight hours you aren't saving lives, but should you stop sleeping? Give up school? You don't have to carry the world, Cat. Nobody is that strong, not even you.”
My shoulders twitched. This was deep family stuff, and I was intruding here.
Except… Claudia came to me.
Shaking my head slowly, I reached out and gave Claudia's shoulder a cautious squeeze. “I don't know what's right, but I'm sure that making yourself miserable isn't it.”
She didn't move, didn't look up to me, but in a quiet squeak asked, “…what else can I do?”
Irene slid down Bull's arm to the ground, and gave her daughter a hug, although she had to reach up to do it. “Whatever you want, Cat. You know how much time I spend doing volunteer work. There are a million ways to help people with your powers.”
Bull reached out, and laid his hand on Claudia's head. When she didn't resist, he began stroking her hair back. “You're not even in high school. You don't have to know the answer to that, yet.”
I went back to scratching my head with the scepter. “I'd need to see Mom's statistics, but being a super hero if you hate it sounds like something that doesn't turn out well.”
“That's how Winnow got started, yes,” said Bull. He and Irene both grimaced. Maybe I did, too. There was a name that went right at the top of the 'murderous psychopaths' super powered list next to Judgment, and several steps up from Mourning Dove.
“But what do I do?” asked Claudia again, helpless.
Bull joined the family hug, the other two disappearing behind his bulk. “Whatever makes you happy, Cat. Just be a thirteen year old girl.”
There were no sounds of crying. The three of them were still, until Irene poked her head out. She'd turned orange, with fire engine red hair. Frowning at me, she said, “Is that my old Push Rod? That's been missing for twenty years.”
Jerking upright, I held the scepter out in both hands. “Someone gave it to me. You can have it back.”
She laughed, maybe a bit wan after that serious moment. “No, no, have fun with it. If I feel like playing hero some more after Catherine grows up, I'll go visit the Yucatan and bring back a crate full of my family's knickknacks. But… if you have the rod…”
Her smile turned into a frown, not of unhappiness but thought, deeper and deeper. She let out a loud whistle, and shouted, “Bark! Bark!” Or at least, words that sounded kind of like that.
Very faintly, I heard Ray and Claire yelling, and some thumps. I had to leap aside to not fall in as the entrance to my lair opened, and out flew a little brown metal sphere, about the size of a golf ball. Bull let go of Claudia, and caught the ball in both hands. He had to use both hands, because as it sailed into the open it grew, arriving the size of a cannonball. At this size, I could see all the faintly glowing orange symbols carved into it.
Bull recognized the ball, and his face lit up in pure joy. Winking down at Claudia, he said, “You want to know what to do with your powers? Play catch with your old man, like a normal girl.”
She stared up at him, open-mouthed in sheer puzzlement. “What?”
He nudged her with his elbow. “Go on. I'll throw it to you.”
Claudia pouted, but didn't argue. She hovered up off the ground, flying over to the end of the courtyard, where she stopped and looked back at her father.
He threw the ball up in a long, easy lob. Any fool with the slightest athletic skills could have caught it. I'd have given myself at least fifty-fifty.
Claudia did, in one hand. As it dragged her down to the ground, she grabbed hold with both hands, and still she only stopped it bent double.
She looked up at Bull, and laughed. Raising the ball in one hand, she tossed it back. It wasn't a swift motion. She had to work a little.
My brain broke trying to figure out how heavy that ball must be.
Bull caught it with an 'oof,' and the thump of it hitting his chest echoed back from the three walls around us. He threw it harder, past Claudia, and she soared up into the air, catching the ball in both hands like her father did. She sailed backwards after the impact for at least a good ten feet before she stopped.
Cupping his hands to his mouth, Bull yelled, “Why don't we go down to that abandoned rail track a few blocks South, Cat? We won't hurt anyone there if we miss.”
Ball tucked into one elbow, Claudia flew over to us, grabbed Bull's upraised hand, and flew up and away with him. She laughed the whole time, a stammering, bubbly sound, like she wasn't sure how.
That left me alone with the diminutive, color-changing beauty Irene, who still didn't look like she could be Claudia's mother or Bull's wife, or old enough to drink, for that matter.
Looking down on an adult felt really weird. It only helped slightly when she jumped up on the tree pot Claudia was sitting on earlier. Crouching like a bird, arms wrapped around her legs, she turned the fond smile that had watched her family sail away on me. “She talks about you a lot. We knew where she had to have gone.” Lifting one wrist, she gave it a shake until her loose sleeve fell to reveal a wide bracelet in the same 'copper and orange symbols' theme as the ball and rod. Flashing a pointy-toothed grin, she added, “A tracer helped, but you know – only after we got close.”
“I hope I helped.” What else could I say?
“You know Cat and I live off a trust fund, right? Do you know where he got most of the money?”
I shook my head. Hey, why should this conversation start going in any predictable direction now?
“A couple of years before Cat was born, Bull got a job working for a man who called himself the Third Horseman.”
Behind me, Ray's voice interrupted her. “Ooh, ouch.”
I looked back. Of course he and Claire were sitting on the edge of the entrance tunnel. They wouldn't have just stood around after seeing the freaky magic heavy ball rocket out, right?
Claire, kicking her legs in glee because she loved super powered story time, said, “The real Third Horseman would have been dead ten years already.”
Irene's smile quirked up on one side. She had an awfully playful expression, like if Claire were a little more calm and adult, or Miss Lutra was a little less serenely smug. “That's why everyone assumed he was just a random mad scientist with money to spend on his inferiority complex. He had a ten gallon jar of weaponized anthrax, and held LA hostage, threatening to set it off.”
Claire's eyes went wide. “Oh, wow. That's a lot of people dead. How big was the ransom?”
Ray said, “Standard practice is to pay it off, no matter how big it is, and have superheroes take the money back as soon as he's clear of the bomb.”
“Except he really was the Third Horseman. As soon as a helicopter dropped off the money, he set off the bomb. He was standing right on it.”
Ray, Claire, and I all winced. I said, “If that many people died, even I would know about this event. What happened?”
Turning pale, golden yellow, her hair an even lighter shade of corn silk, Irene raised her warm, adoring smile back up to the sky, staring off the way Bull and Claudia had gone. “My big, dumb, hairy, fight-crazy boy switched the jar with flour. He had no idea the Third Horseman intended to set it off. He just didn't want to risk anyone getting infected by accident.”
I blinked, and followed her gaze. “Well. Now I know why he has so many friends.”
Irene giggled, and was much better at it than Claudia. “The heroes let Bull keep the ransom. He put it all away for me, and eventually for Cat. She takes after her father much more than she thinks.” Hopping off the brick wall, she dusted off her tail. “Thank you, kids. I have to go help with a bake sale, but I appreciate you helping Catherine figure out what she wants.”
She walked off, and since the brick planter was available, I sat on it myself.
I'd expected getting super powers to turn this semester upside down. It had, but not with adventures. Instead, I was seeing everyone I knew transform.




Was I changing? How would I know? I guess only by asking the question everybody else had answered already.
“What do I want?” I said aloud, sitting on a still-unidentified piece of workshop equipment in the front hall.
“A screwdriver?” asked Claire.
“A bottle of fake diamonds?” asked Ray.
“Five new wall outlets?”
“A kiss?” Ray leered, and I tried very hard to keep my thoughts serious and not look directly at the cute boy-
No, really. Serious thoughts, Penny.
I kicked out one foot. “I mean, the whole superhero/supervillain thing. Ray doesn't want to, and if I do anything that involves a fight, my mom will notice.”
“But you want to. You just can't,” said Ray.
Claire rose up smoothly from the floor where she'd been messing with computers, and gave her ivory hair a flip. Chin high, strutting while standing still, she announced, “Well, I'm going to be a cat burglar like my mother. If you two aren't available, I have a target picked out for my first try.”
My mouth opened for some wounded friendship type protests, but Claire cut me off with a wink. “No, I mean it. I want more Inscrutable Machine, but I need to learn to solo.”
Ray shook his head slowly, one side of his face pinching in skepticism. “I don't think your mom started pulling robberies at thirteen.”
I shook my own head, but at Ray. “There's no way we can talk her out of this. What she needs is backup.”
“That brings us back to him not wanting to, and you not being able to,” said Claire, flicking a finger between Ray and me.
With a huge, languid sigh, Ray drew himself to his feet. Claire had done that gracefully. Ray rose as if he were pulled up by a string, liquidly unfurling in defiance of gravity. Taking off his hat, he held it mournfully against his chest. “If I must accompany the second most exquisitely desirable young woman I know on her adventures, so be it. I will simply have to endure jealousy driving my real girlfriend to throw herself at me ever more aggressively so that I remain hers.”
Claire and I pelted him with screws. She had way more in arm's reach than I did, since they came off the computers. As I watched him cower from her assault, I hunched up and sulked. “I want to. It's just that now that she's watching for it, she'll know if I… personally…”
The rain of screws stopped. Ray started to say something, but Claire bolted over, wrapping her hand over his mouth to stop him. “Shhh. Mad genius is happening,” she whispered.
My hand wandered around behind my head, took hold of one of my pigtails, and tugged on it as I turned the idea over and over in my head. “It's not as exciting as being there, but it might get close.”
“Whaaaaat?” coaxed Claire.
More pigtail tugging, and I wrapped it around my hand as well. The idea was getting better by the second. “The heroes have never seen Bad Penny except in full armor. One of the less likely theories is that she's a robot. What if I gave that theory a kick?”
Claire's eyes half-lidded, following the thought herself. “So, you would sit here, not getting mussed up and actiony because all you're doing is typing on a computer…”
“I was thinking a full cockpit. It's not worth doing, if it's not fun.”
The light dawned in Ray's eyes as well. He held up one hand to volunteer. “Mission contact. E-Claire, I'm reading life signs on the other side of that door. Go around the hall behind you. I'll set a waypoint for Bad Penny to follow.”
We all burst into laughter.
I kicked my feet giddily. This was all sounding fun again!
Releasing her grip on Ray, Claire went from 'squee' to 'imperial,' dusting off her hands and lifting her chin so she could look down at me – even though, sitting on the table, I was actually taller than her. “Well, then. Penelope has finally surrendered and given me what I want. It's time to engage in a little behavioral modification training. Ray, secure the goods, and I'll call my mother.”
“Woah! Hey!” I shouted, between laughs, as Ray advanced on me with hands raised. When he pounced, there was really nothing I could do about it, and the giddy feeling in my stomach didn't want to. When he slung me over his shoulder, I did kick him in the back a couple of times, but not very hard.
“Mom, can you take us on a little shopping trip? There's something I've been meaning to buy Penny…”




Less than half an hour later, the Inscrutable Machine, in our secret identities as Ray Viles, Claire Lutra, and Penelope Akk, launched operation 'sit at a table at Superburger and eat.' Despite the ridiculous name, the burgers were pretty good, and I always loved the garish brightly colored fifties decorations. It was like being on the inside of a spandex costume.
Ray had already downed his first burger. Mine was about a third done. As I chewed another bite with the grace and feminine splendor of a capybara, Claire held across the table a box with the title 'Grimoire of Nursey Rhymes.'
“For you, Penelope, since you took as long getting around to buying your own copy as you did agreeing to go on a mission. Spring break is over for you. During the day, you will prepare your robot double. Every night for homework, you will work on getting to the big transformation scene so I can finally discuss it with you!” Lunging across the table, she grabbed my lapels in both hands, and gave me a shake. “TWO MONTHS.”
We all our respective laughs – Claire giggling schoolgirlishly, Ray snorting, and me with my trademark wicked chortle. Then we settled down to eat some more.
With my mouth too full to talk, my thoughts drifted. Not, strangely enough, to the game box in front of me. That would be great, but the giddiness of having an Inscrutable Machine mission coming up was better. And yet, there was one thing better still.
Standing around with Ray and Claire in the game store had been great. We'd argued about whether there was any good reason game controllers came in such a range of prices. We'd bemoaned bad console-to-PC ports. Ray and I had a little contest to identify the dumbest action blockbuster game on the racks, while Claire and her super power pretty-pleased a teller into digging around in the back room to find the one remaining copy of Grimoire of Nursery Rhymes in the building.
Waving my hamburger, with a pause to swallow, I said, “I'm adding a rider to our deal. This. I want more of this, almost regular kid social time. We split our time half and half between this, and super stuff. The club doesn't count.”
“A well balanced friendship diet,” agreed Claire.
Ray jabbed a french fry at my hamburger. “That's a balanced diet?”
Pfft. There was lettuce in there somewhere. It was just hard to see with the chili, egg, and bacon. Hey, we hadn't gone out like this for awhile!









hings were different when school started up again. Or rather, I noticed the differences now, rather than just hurrying through the day.
The changes had happened slowly, and now that I was paying attention, what I loved the most was that nobody else was. Some kid walked past in the hall with rainbow-patterned scales on his cheeks. Nobody gave him a second glance, except me. He'd never showed up at the club. He was just another kid with super powers. In first period, we got these annoying little refresher quizzes, as if we'd forgotten everything over a one week break, right? When Sue got called to pass them out, she never got out of her chair. The stack of papers floated up off the big front desk, floated down the aisles, and a test slid out to every student in turn.
The universal reaction? Crabbiness that we had to take a test first thing back after Spring Break. As it should be. Who cared how these stupid, unfair tests were delivered?
As my classmates and I filed towards our desks in third period, Mrs. Harpy interrupted us. “Before you settle down, everyone, I have someone I'd like you to meet. This is Mirabelle.”
In a chair next to the desk sat someone in a plain, light brown dress that went all the way down to her ankles, and wearing a sun hat so wide it passed her shoulders on either side. With her face meekly lowered, it had kept her entire head hidden as the class arrived. Between that, her folded hands, and her ankles hooked together, she was the picture of meek embarrassment.
At Mrs. Harpy's introduction, Mirabelle slid to her feet, head tilted down to hide her face until the very last moment. Taking off her hat, she lowered it to her waist, gripped in both hands.
It took a couple of seconds to make out anything but her curly hair and pointy cat ears, because it's hard to see details when someone's face is made of glass. She was completely transparent, and the fluorescent ceiling lights sent sparkles dancing along the walls when she turned her head. Once I got the hang of looking at a glass face, she seemed human, with a mouth that alternated smoothly between pursed in embarrassment, and a curious smile. The pointy cat ears twitched in a regular rhythm, and a crystal feline tail revealed itself by flicking out behind her dress.
The dress itself reminded me of the ones they wore around Jupiter, tight in the waist, with a skirt that hardly flared at all, but in this case a big ribbon as a belt rather than a corset. It looked old fashioned, and suited her. After all, when you glitter as you walk, you don't need fancy clothes.
Someone started the ritual chant, and we all joined in. “Hi, Mirabelle.”
Ray snorted in the aftermath. Claire giggled faintly. There were a couple more chuckles.
Mrs. Harpy resumed, blithely immune to our irreverence. “Mid-season transfer students are not very common, but the school district made an exception in this case. Mirabelle will be part of our class from now on. She's been homeschooled until now, so she'll be ahead of us on some things, but will need your help and support with others.”
Will's arm shot up so fast, one might suspect he had super speed.
A second later, Claire went all puppy-eyed. “Mrs. Harpy, I think Will and Mirabelle have met before. Can they sit next to each other? Please? She'll feel more welcome, and have support whenever she needs it.”
I eyed that sunny smile suspiciously, but Claire's hair remained resolutely ivory. She wasn't using her power, just pouring on the sugar naturally.
Mrs. Harpy's ability to keep a straight face failed. With a merry smile, she answered, “Sure.” Thirty seconds of wood scraping and groaning, chairs rearranged, and Mirabelle seated herself with the most ladylike delicacy in the desk next to Will's. He gulped air like a fish at first, but when the lesson started up, leaned over to help her sort through our poetry book. To my mild surprise, the human girl on the other side also scooted closer and leaned in to help.
Lunchtime gave me a chance to assess the new lay of the land, but here was another case where not much had changed. Almost all the kids still sat at the same tables. Some of them now had funny colored hair or dissolved their food into energy instead of putting it in their mouth, that's all. Claudia still sat completely alone, but didn't get any hostile looks. A couple of kids from the club nervously half-bowed as they passed her, and she ignored them. She was engrossed in a big book. The one Bull had been trying to read to her, maybe?
Marcia and Sue sat alone. The Popular Kids had moved to the far side of the cafeteria, where they could pretend Marcia didn't exist. Losing the richest, most athletic, stereotypically good-looking, highest achieving, and sharpest-tongued member of the clique had not been kind to their social power. I wasn't sure if they were even considered 'The Popular Kids' anymore.
Will and Cassie, of course, flailed their arms the moment Mirabelle walked into the room, and she drifted over to sit with them.
Myself, I munched on a celery stick covered in something tangy and unidentifiable that Claire's mother had come up with. My eyes scanned the lunchroom. “Nobody made a big deal in class, but she's getting some stares now.”
“She's pretty. Even if you don't find girls made of crystal attractive, she's like a living painting or statue. Worth at least a few glances,” said Ray.
Claire waved a piece of exotic fruit I couldn't identify. “Do you think she'll show up at the club? She has to have powers to go with those looks, right?”
Ray frowned. His tray was already empty. Sometimes I was surprised his enhanced metabolism didn't have him eating the tray itself. “I hope not. A girl made of glass must be fragile.”
The spikey orange-and-purple fruit from Claire's lunch waggled in denial. “Not necessarily. She won't be made of normal glass. Diamond Lil isn't as hard or as brittle as regular diamonds. Most superhumans with non-flesh-and-blood structures are more durable than us, and it's only loosely connected to what they appear to be made of.”
Ray leaned forward. Super Geek Mode had been engaged. “Okay, but it is connected. Koi is highly flammable. She's said several times that's why she doesn't use her powers to fight crime.”
I cleared my throat loudly, before they got sucked in too far. “I hope she isn't coming, because I want to find an excuse for us to sneak off to my new lab this afternoon. The cockpit is finished.”
They both stared at me, fixed and eager. My smile probably glowed more than any prismatic girl could manage.




Mirabelle did not show up for the club. What she did show up for was Geometry, across the street in Upper High with me and Ray. Mrs. Harpy wasn't kidding about her being on different levels from the rest of us kids.
I must have looked like a goof sitting through the whole class with my back straight and a big dumb grin on my face, because nobody seemed fussed about a girl made of glass in high school, either. There was a certain amount of mumbling between Mirabelle and Barbara, but they both had family on the villain side. My money was on 'They've met in Chinatown.'
My strategy for getting out of watching other kids do super powered duels that afternoon was 'Show up, smile, step around a corner for a second, make a run for my lair across the street before they realize I'm gone.' It was a huge villainous success. Or possibly heroic success. I still hadn't gotten that untangled.
In no time at all, I stood proudly, fists on my hips and chest puffed out (which would never be as impressive as when Claire did that), while my minions examined my latest creation.
“In the middle of the summoning circle. Nice,” approved Ray with a slow, satisfied nod.
“I'm sure not summoning anything, so why not co-opt the atmosphere?”
Tapping at one of the side monitors to check if it was a touch screen (It was. They all were.) Claire asked, “This is new for your power, isn't it? You made all these little monitors and control devices this week, and then that chair, and now you combined them all into something new.”
Shoulder shrug. “Maybe. It has fads, and needs rest periods. Maybe it's still growing? I mean, not many powers are fully developed as soon as you get them. In a few years, I might actually know what I'm doing.”
His smile pulling up on one side, Ray said, “Which raises the disturbing possibility that Claire's power might still be growing.”
Sullen, Claire flipped one of the keyboards around to a new configuration. “Into my mom's hopefully.”
Ray and I gave each other A Look. Our girl needed to accept the incredible power she had.
Claire flipped a keyboard over again. And again. Each time, it arranged into something new. A twist bent it into a completely different set of controls. Then she crouched down, and came back up holding a circular piece of metal.
Oops. I really should have gotten rid of that.
“What happened to the Super Clock?” she asked slowly.
I coughed. I tugged at my collar. I looked at the ceiling. Eventually, I ran out of theatrical ways to put off the inevitable. “Well, my, uh, power, like you said, is in a 'combining old inventions into a new invention' kick…”
Clenching her fists, she stomped the stone floor hard. “I had so many plans for that! It could have been the key to a whole cat burglary career!” Tempering her outrage with mercy, she eased her tone down to 'petulant' and changed the subject. “Funny you built the control chair before the robot.”
Leaping on the opportunity, and into the wonderfully comfortable (Thank you, super power!) cockpit chair, I flipped a switch, scrolled the view on a side monitor around, and tapped a green targeting reticle that showed up. My main screen filled with a bunch of brightly colored and familiar application boxes, strategically positioned over a photo of Claire wearing not very much. A section of my keyboard flipped around to match that arrangement. Ray gave a sulky sigh when a couple of taps covered up the background display, and…
Claire jumped into the air, and grabbed her buzzing pocket. “You took control of my phone?”
Resisting the urge to joke about the mild narcissism of my best friend's chosen display theme, I tapped merrily away, opening apps. For several seconds we played virtual tug of war, as she closed those apps just as fast. Then I flipped the big red switch, opened her note pad, and as she watched helplessly typed 'Your phone? That was the override. This is my phone now.'
My point made, I switched off the override, and pressed the clear button to disengage from her phone.
Claire put away her phone, and took a step towards my chair. Another step, and her hands began to twitch. Her face lit up in unholy, avaricious glee.
Before that could get too far, I held up my own hands. “Sorry. It has a very limited range. I don't think I can take over anything outside of this room.”
Her face fell into horrified dismay. “But that's useless!”
“Weeeell… not quite.” I flipped through a wonderfully retro mechanical scrollbar on my keyboard. On the corner of my main screen, a grey box appeared. It looked rather like a pill, red on one half. I pressed a button. It turned green. I pressed the button again. It turned back to red.
“And what thrilling display of super-scientific wonder have we just witnessed, my liege?” inquired Ray, draping himself decoratively against the side of my chair.
“A pen light. I don't want to keep flicking it, in case my mom notices, but I took control of it here, then left it in her car. It's miles away now. Probably at home.”
With exaggerated sweetness, Ray drawled, “To what maximum range do you maintain your iron-fisted domination of a possessed plaything?”
I spread my hands. “Who knows? With my power, I'm guessing at least the whole city, and I wouldn't rule out 'across the universe' or 'across all alternate universes'.”
Before any further discussion could commence, I lifted my hands higher, palms out. “For now, we have to sneak back to the club as if we never left, and since I don't have anything to do there anyway, we can do our homework. That will free me up to play Grimoire of Nursey Rhymes later.”
Claire folded her arms over the top of the chair, a more casual and vastly more feminine balance to Ray. Her evil glee had already vanished, replaced with pointed sarcasm. “I did notice that you haven't gotten very far. Now I know why. You promise you'll focus on the game now, so we can talk about it?”
“Yeeeees, Miss Lutra,” I singsonged.
“You at least got to the childhood flashback, right?”
“Er…”
Claire's voice dropped a few degrees, and kept dropping as her questions received only a guilty grimace. “The big fight with the magic overload? The first lightning storm? The crying scene. The devastation scene. Did you even get out of the box?”
“Yes! I got out of the box. That's where I'm saved.”
Claire rubbed the bridge of her nose. “That's the first level. There's something like twenty. You're not even done with the tutorial.”
Shrinking my head down between my shoulders, I gestured at the giant, multiple-monitor, multiple-console, levers, buttons, waldo gloves and boots, VR-headset, reconfigurable ultimate robot control cockpit. “But the time was well spent, right?”
I did not get an answer. She could neither agree, nor disagree.









hat promise didn't last long.
I did try! In fact, I planned to attend the whole club meeting on Wednesday, like a good little figurehead.
Oh, I thought about bracing Marcia during lunch, but that would catch everyone's attention, and people would listen in. Anyway, Wednesday lunch I had a very important rant saved up for Ray and Claire about how ridiculous it was that Mark Twain wasn't on our reading list in English. That was just dumb. How could the greatest writer of the nineteenth century get such disrespect?!
The man had a super moustache. A super powered moustache. Surely that gets you into 'the classical authors' by itself.
I caught up with Marcia and Sue right at the entrance to the recess ground. Just watching Marcia walk was so different than before she… uh, stole super powers, beat up her own father, and went completely insane, not necessarily in that order. She still wore the kind of brightly but not gaudily colored, shiny-fabric clothing I associated with rich, Popular Kids. I had no idea what was actually in fashion right now. Since her transformation, Marcia wore them rumpled and wrinkly. She walked with an erratic bounce, rather than the well-trained grace I knew she was capable of. Most of all she smiled, either dreamy and not quite there, or the opposite – eyes spastically hopping from focus to focus.
When I went, “Hey, Marcia?” she spun around and I got the super-intense look, with eyes boring in on me in expectation of the greatest conversation ever.
Instead, all I had was a weak, “Are you okay? After your fight with Mourning Dove, I mean. I didn't see how that went. She's a bit, uh…”
Marcia balled up her fists so tight they shook, and as though all that strength drained out of the rest of her, her knees bent and wobbled. Eyes squeezed shut in ecstasy, she whispered, “Yes. Yes, she is. It was unreal, like fighting in a dream. Not just figuratively.” All of Marcia's energy came back in a sudden rush. “Do you think she has illusion powers? I would try to hit her, and she'd just come apart, like black mist.”
“Did she try to negotiate? She's really unyielding, but I think one part of that is always giving kids a chance.”
Marcia made a 'pfff' noise, and rolled her head in derpy circles. “Oh, please. I don't know. Maybe? She said something, blah blah blah. All I noticed was how cool it was to have a chance to fight a vampire. Have you seen her teeth? I don't think they're natural fangs. I think they're filed to points!” If I ever needed proof that this wasn't the Marcia I used to know, her doing a goofy sharp teeth impression with her fingers over her mouth was it. Especially since I'd seen Mourning Dove's teeth, and hadn't noticed any pointiness.
Personally, I let out a sigh of relief. “I know you heal everything, but I was just a little-”
In manic mode, Marcia cut me off. “Yeah, about that! It was the weirdest thing, and that fight was full of weird things. She grabbed my head in both hands.” Marcia mimed just that with her own hands. “Oh, and did you know she has claws? I'm sure I felt claws under those gloves. All of a sudden, there were three snakes circling my heart, not two, all eating each other and never finishing.”
I was developing a strategy for having a conversation with Marcia. Keep following your point, and try to read what you want to know in the subtext. “That sounds… painful?”
“No, not at all. I feel better than I have in ages.” She paused just long enough to cross her arms over her chest and shiver, smiling beatifically. “Oh, sure, I couldn't stand for a few minutes after the vampire snake pulled out. I had to focus on getting the white and black snakes eating each other and not me again, but once I did, they're easier to balance than ever before. By that point I was stuck in a patch of blue slime, being carried up the wall of that brown building across the lawn from the museum. So I'm fine!”
Well, I was getting answers to my questions, and it was nice seeing Marcia this way. I could like her, as a person, although maybe not feel one hundred percent safe in her company. As for the sudden snake obsession, that must be what it felt like to have her powers. “I'll have to ask Jacky why she was there. She was the last person I expected to see.”
That launched another giddy conversational Marcia explosion. “Oh, that! When Sue told me that you were going to break into the museum, Jacky was one of the kids there, and followed along trying to talk everybody out of going. Hey, did you know that Sue has some of the coolest powers of any of us? Shadow control! She can hear and see through shadows, which is how she knew about the break-in, and she can make shadow holes, and she can touch things with her shadow, and mess with other shadows. I bet she'll be a full on Mourning Dove when-”
From out on the asphalt, Teddy yelled, “Marcia! Are we fighting, or what?”
“Yes!” Marcia squealed. She grabbed my wrist in both hands, and dragged me two steps forward, babbling the whole while. “We're having a rematch. You have to watch. You won't even recognize us!” Then she let go, turned a cartwheel, and ran the rest of the way to Teddy.
When I was sure she was out of earshot, I asked Sue quietly, “Is she really feeling better?”
Sue looked straight at me, and I recoiled. Those eyes, a little too violet to be natural, glared at me with icy disgust. Her voice low, she said, “Don't make the mistake of thinking we're friends, Penelope Akk. Marcia wants to, like, leave her old baggage behind, so I put up with you. You blew up both our lives, but I had to stick with Marcia because none of those other ungrateful traitors know what it's like for her. And no, my parents aren't as super strict as her crazy everything-has-to-be-perfect dad, so, like, don't even start to go there. They just have this obsession that shadow powers are only for villains, like if they pretend I don't have these powers long enough they'll change into something else.”
“Pennyyyyyyy!” yelled Marcia, waving her arm over her head to get my attention.
Sue took that as her opportunity to stomp off. My ride on the Marcia/Sue rollercoaster was over, and it left me playing spectator to kids trying to fight with their powers for the three hundredth time.
Maybe I should have payed attention the last two hundred or so, because this fight was different. Marcia started throwing her same punches, but Teddy's arms waved, and his shields turned her blows away at an angle rather than letting her punch through them. By the third punch, she was growling, and the fourth staggered her. A waving hand grew a fat stalagmite of sugar over her foot, and as he backed out of arm's reach, it grew up her leg.
I expected Marcia to bludgeon her way free. Instead she stopped still, clasped one fist into the opposite palm, and took a deep breath.
Blackness flooded out of her, a wave that came and went in the blink of an eye. It left us with a rain of sugary shrapnel as the crystal foot trap exploded.
Teddy clearly wasn't expecting that either. He backed off, nervousness reinforcing just how small he was. One arm waved, building up a domed shield that grew higher and higher, while the other fashioned a sharply pointed floating icicle behind him. I recognized that maneuver – slow Marcia down with an unappetizing quandry so Teddy could take time to think of a new strategy.
Snarling, Marcia did her thing. She punched the shield dead center. Her fist skidded on the curved surface, gouging a deep scar and pelting herself with bits of sugar that tore holes in her shirt and no doubt in her skin, but those healed as fast as they cut.
So did the shield. The sugar grew right back. Going straight through wasn't going to work.
Like in their first fight, Marcia went up, but instead of charging over to where the spear waited, she jumped, flipped in mid-air, and brought her foot down like an axe on the upper surface of the shield.
The shield wasn't as thick up here. Or maybe the kick hit harder. Another splash of black hid the details, but it left behind Teddy on the ground, squeaking and covering himself with his arms. “Okay, okay, I give!”
Growling so loud I could hear it over here, Marcia turned away from him, and punch by punch battered his shield into rubble.
Then her anger disappeared, and with a pleasant smile, she offered a hand and helped Teddy to his feet.
Arms enfolded one of mine. I looked back into the grinning, up-close face of Cassie.
“Hey there, Invincible Lass. We have a little problem.”
“Ah?” Okay, not witty, but she was too close, and too friendly. It screamed 'trouble.'
Cassie batted her eyelashes at me. A lost cause. She was a little too rough to ever be cute. Pretty, maybe. I was no expert on what boys wanted. But not adorable. “This tournament of titanlets has been really fun, but there's so many categories, and we've all fought each other like half a dozen times, but only one of us is going to get to fight you. That's crazy! We're still nowhere near as good as you, but- awww.”
That last came as I yanked my arm free, and obeyed my mother's explicit instructions. I ran away, in a literal 'shoes pounding' way. When I got across the street and risked a look behind me, Bull had hold of Cassie's wrist. She wasn't getting away from that.
And hey, I had honestly intended to stay for the whole day's sparring, but now I couldn't go back, I had the time free, and my new lab was right around the corner…




…which meant that Thursday, I have to make a confession.
Claire took it well.
“It's so adorable! And light!” she squealed, picking up my robot and spinning it around.
“It's mostly hollow, and the exterior is plastic. I got the idea from Polly's stepmom.” Maybe. Who really knew how my power decided anything?
Claire gave the robot a shimmying hug, like it was a big stuffed bear. “I love it. It looks like you, but the pigtails stick up instead of down.”
I squinted one eye, trying to see it. “Really? I think it looks like you.”
“The shape is exquisitely feminine,” Ray assured us both.
We were all exaggerating. My new robot was a little over half my height, alabaster white, with only hints of a face and blocky curves like a woman in armor. A not very developed woman in power armor. It superficially resembled my old protective jumpsuit, which had been mistaken more than once for power armor. The body was so lacking in detail, when I made it I'd checked the back for a 'Package Simplified To Reduce Cost' label.
Only three things stood out: The deft and humanlike hands. The seams at every joint, around the circle of the face, down the arms, and basically anywhere two plates joined. Most of all, the pigtails, or bunny ears, or antennae, or whatever you wanted to call them. Two slightly conical rods stuck out of the back of the head, pointed just a little higher than straight back.
“The console controls it perfectly,” I said with pride, flicking a finger up one of the side monitors and wiggling a joystick. Still in Claire's embrace, the robot raised one arm and ruffled her hair. Being Claire, this resulted in 'sultry dishabille' rather than 'bed head.' Ha! I didn't have to use the waldos to do it, or even sit down!
Okay, maybe I was kinda jazzed about this one. This was going to be like a miniaturized giant mecha pilot.
Holding my robot up at arm's reach, Claire spun around in a gleeful circle. “This is perfect! We'll pull the job tomorrow!”
“Say what now?” Ray and I chimed in together.
Claire tossed my bot up in the air, and caught it again. It was wonderfully lightweight, that was true. “Right after school. Think about it. The only people who will know the Inscrutable Machine isn't watching the tournament quarter-finals will have a vested interest in not letting that get out. Combined with the robot, we're helping our cover. We're giving the heroes, and your parents, exactly what they expect to see. Mom is all over that Purloined Letter stuff.”
I flapped my arms, a daring experiment aimed at making Claire see sense. “It has no weapons! I can't build any by tomorrow. My power's getting sluggish again. All it wants to make are bombs, and I don't want bombs. Plus, I'm almost out of computer parts to make the easy stuff.”
Perched against the edge of a control panel, Ray held up a lazy finger. “While it grieves me to question your immaculate wisdom, we do have leftover weapons. If we wish to imply Bad Penny has been a robot all along, rather than a fair and smoochable young maiden, it behooves us to rely as much as possible on recognizable Bad Penny technology. As I shall be here, providing directions, I volunteer my power ball gloves.”
Those didn't fit all that well. Ray's hands were bigger than mine, and mine were bigger than the robot's. Between stretchy fabric and opening and shutting wrist joints to act as clamps, we made it work. My teleport bracelets fit on the robot's upper arms.
We also had that pile of mystery weapons I got as gifts. I had figured out exactly one of them. When Irene called it a 'Push Rod,' I'd felt safe experimenting with the rune-covered scepter, and had a rudimentary feel for how it worked. I clamped that onto the robot's back like a sword.
That was starting to look like a supervillain, but… “Hmmm. One more thing.” After running halfway across the lair, I grabbed a handful of cursed pennies off of the jade statue in the dungeon. I returned to the summoning circle, holding them up in honor. “I should never go supering without these.”
Claire leaned over my control panel, finger out, scanning the many, many, many buttons and switches. To my delight, these included a set of dials that matched the Push Rod's rings. A section of keyboard had flipped over the moment I attached the rod to the robot's back.
She found what she was looking for. “This looks like a launcher, I guess?” She tapped a spot on the monitor with the robot diagram, and a panel in the robot's right arm popped open. I poured the pennies inside, and Claire poked the monitor again.
Nothing happened. She poked a couple more times. She fiddled with a joystick. She stuck her hand in a waldo and waved it around. Her scowl deepened with every failure. “The controls froze up. They're not responding.”
I abandoned the robot itself, and slid into the pilot seat. A touch of my finger to the same monitor closed the penny slot. A push of the joystick, and the robot took a few steps. “It works for me.”
Ray watched those steps with a peculiarly perplexed expression. “Wow, that is creepy. It walks like you now, My Malignance.”
My face tilted down, so I could peer up at him over my glasses skeptically. “Now, that is just random flattery.”
His smile lit up into a gleefully lurid leer. “Oh, no, Most Ambulatory One. I watch you walk all the time.”
My shoulders tensed, and my cheeks started to ache. Well, the little talk we'd had on our date had sure worked.
Initiate subject change! “I guess we're minimally ready, but I don't have much time to practice. Do we really and truly have to pull this job tomorrow?”
Claire folded her arms under her chest, and gave a savage nod. “Yes. Not only is tomorrow afternoon the perfect cover, we have to act as soon as possible, because…” Looking suddenly guilty, she lifted one hand and rubbed the back of her head. When neither Ray, nor I, believed any display of shame in a Lutra, she flashed us a grin instead. “…I found out about this opportunity by stealing your dad's mail.”









he Ivory Tower? That's practically next door!”
Claire hoisted me – okay, the robot, but I liked using the VR helmet for immersion – higher onto her shoulders, and skated around the far side of the block before heading southwest. We never came anywhere near where the other kids could see. The good part of announcing a mission one day and launching it the next was that Sue hadn't had time to find out about it.
Ray spoke into our ears – again, okay, he was next to me, and Claire had an ear piece, “It would be madness to reverse engineer a windfall of mad science on the University of Southern California campus. Far more sensible to do the work downtown, in a crowded metro area, where no students can get hurt.”
“There would have been superheroes guarding the exhibit, like Penny's dad or Mech or somebody, if the letter asking Brian Akk to make arrangements hadn't mysteriously gone astray,” said Claire, weaving around a packet of pedestrians. She did a great job of sounding like she was making a legitimate argument, and not bragging.
I had never appreciated how fast she could go on these inserts. Wow. It clearly wasn't enough for her tastes. A bus was going by, barely faster than us, and she shot her grappling hook up, jumped onto the side of the moving bus, and climbed right up to the top. The people inside merely looked amused. We got a couple of looks from pedestrians, but that's it. Maybe a lot of superheroes and villains who couldn't fly rode atop buses.
Or it might be Claire's power. It was so weird seeing her through a robot's eyes. The mind clouding effect didn't come through at all. I could get a good look at her now, and with her power turned on, Claire wasn't Claire. She looked more like that other girl named Claire in the club, the one who wasn't allowed in the tournament. Golden hair, curly rather than sleek, a dimple, a much rounder face, deeper blue eyes, maybe a little more rounding in the figure, but in places like upper arms rather than the strategic allocations where Claire was way ahead of the thirteen year old game.
Hey, was there another girl named Penny with super powers in our school? She hadn't shown up at the club, but I thought I remembered Claire mentioning her. I'd never seen anybody with braids like mine in our school, so she wouldn't be instantly obvious. I'd never seen anybody with braids like mine who didn't have super powers. What would Mom think about that?
She'd lecture me on sample size, duh.
There was only one thing to do. I played with the switch that made my robot's pigtails wiggle. Claire giggled appreciatively above the sounds of traffic.
“Having fun?” she asked.
I watched a young woman in a Halloween witch costume fly by on a broomstick, going the other direction. “Yes. I didn't know how much I missed this. I wish I could feel the wind.”
“Your heart is beating a mile a minute,” said the girl with her arms around my chest.
Except, of course, that it wasn't my chest. “What?”
“Honest and for true! I can feel it.” She laid a hand right over the center of my robot's chest.
“Weird. There shouldn't be a sensor for that.”
Ray said, “Mad Science at its finest. If we are lucky, we got a heartbeat synthesizer instead of a self-destruct switch.”
“No, the self-destruct is…,” I started to say, then trailed off. Claire's smirk was bad enough. I didn't want to take off the helmet and see Ray's. The response had been automatic, except I didn't actually have an answer. Just an itchy feeling that something self-destructy existed.
Ray's arm brushed my real shoulder, and I had a sense of him leaning over me to mess with my keyboard. “Maybe this will make up for having no sense of touch?”
Targeting reticles started springing up, bouncing between people on the street. Then cars, and then lighting up every bird in the sky, including a bunch I hadn't noticed. “Ooh, that could be useful. I have got to install missile launchers in this robot. Maybe pie missile launchers? Something appropriately non-fatal and mad-sciency.”
“Marshmallows,” suggested Claire.
“Glue,” offered Ray.
That made me snort. “Destroying walls and stealing rare artifacts is one thing. People forgive. I'll make eternal enemies if I mess up people's hair and they have to cut some off.”
“No blowing up walls today,” said Claire. Hoisting me under one arm, she stood on the top of the bus, grappling lined a traffic light pole, and swung down to the street, all smooth as you please. Didn't stop talking for a moment, either. “My mom refuses to believe I'm ready. We're going for classic cat burglary. In and out. Ghosts in the night.”
“It's the middle of the afternoon,” I pointed out.
“You're wearing less than a tenth as much fabric as a ghost costume, fur included,” said Ray.
Claire was certainly professional with those frictionless skate inserts. We were downtown, now, and she had a lot of pedestrians to weave around.
Not 'downtown' downtown, mind you. The other little downtown just south of the hills, in the Vine Street area. They looked a lot alike, with pretty white not-nearly-tall-enough-to-be-actual-skyscrapers and a lot of glass and some gargoyles and architectural variation.
One of the more generic buildings was USC Off-Campus Site 3, affectionately referred to by my dad and his retroengineering buddies as the Ivory Tower.
“Don't you think this whole thing is kind of sad?” I said, gazing up at its maybe eight stories of shiningly bland glory.
“Not you, too!” Claire wailed.
“I mean the letter. That somebody ripped off a bunch of college kids who just wanted their mad science powers accepted.”
“At least Happy Days Academic Enthusiasm Non Profit Organization got caught before they could run the contest twice. My eyes are on the prize. Do you think you can teleport us up?” She pointed at the roof.
I winced, although of course she couldn't see that. My left eye twitched a few times. Yes, the robot could teleport, but… “Not going to try, nope. If the bands work on a robot like they do on a person, I'll rip my legs off.”
Ray's floating voice agreed, “She needs those legs. They're her only means of support. She can't let you carry her through life.”
Pouting, Claire slung me over her back again. As I held on to her shoulders, she fired her grappling gun at the clock tower across the street. Zooming up to the edge of its roof, she thrust out a clenched fist. The static cling gloves hidden in her fluffy cat paw mittens fired, sticking her palm to the stone long enough for her to fire again, hooking the top of the Ivory Tower.
I'd seen her flip up onto a roof with artificially enhanced grace before, but this was my turn. Point at the edge of the roof as we approached, grab on, double-tap a joystick, and my robot cartwheeled nimbly onto the rooftop, landing side by side at the exact same time as Claire herself.
Ha!
Nudging my robot to stay crouched, I said, “We have arrived. Ray, status report!”
“Floor plans loaded. I obtained them from a graduate student online guidebook. I'm monitoring your alternate sensors, most of which remain unidentified. We are as ready as we can be, until Claire reveals her mysterious plan.”
“Sweet!” declared Claire, scooping me up in one arm again. She carried me over to the little roof access door, fished some lockpicks out of her furry catgirl top, and in a few seconds, had the door to a generically institutional stairway open.
With me held in both arms like an oversized plastic doll, she tromped down one flight, and pushed open the door, walking out into a hall sparsely populated by guys in lab coats. In my limited experience, academic scientists loved their lab coats as much as mad scientists loved their goggles, and with a similar lack of concern for if they were needed.
Awww, Tesla's uncomfortably clingy boxers! I should have put goggles on my robot.
Humming merrily, rocking me from side to side, Claire walked up the hall and peered at the door numbers. She gave friendly nods to the couple of college kids she passed.
Taking off the virtual helmet, I smacked it down on its holder. “This is your plan?”
“This is my plan!” chirped Claire's voice from the speakers. The view on the monitor wobbled as she hoisted my robot higher, so she could whisper. “Mom says – over and over and over – that stealth is more than just not being seen. It's the middle of the afternoon. Grad students are playing with their mad science toys. A kid in a costume carrying one around isn't weird or threatening. Watch this.”
Some of the rooms we passed were big classroom-sized laboratories. Others were little offices. Claire leaned into one of those that had its door open, and asked the bearded guy inside, “Professor Slink? How are the specimens laid out? I wasn't told exactly where to take this one.”
He gave us a kindly, distracted smile. He did have a pile of books and an open spreadsheet on his monitor. “I'm not surprised. We keep moving them around. There's a chart posted inside the door in each examination room. If that robot isn't on any of them, we have spare tables in 818.”
“Thanks!” she said, peeking inside the door of the room across from his office to show she was listening. When she'd moved on out of his sight, she whispered, “See? We don't have to turn off alarms or worry about being spotted. We act natural, pick up our prize, and walk out. Mom stole an incredible amount of money from self-centered rich guys who assumed a stunning blonde in a bikini must have a good reason for hanging around.”
“So what are we taking?”
“You saw the letter. There was no list. We'll look around and see what looks supervillainy. Something you can use for future missions.”
So we did just that, untroubled and occasionally given friendly smiles by the few researchers. The sign inside the first door we checked read 'Mobile potatoes and sourceless lights.' Sure enough, a terrarium on one side of the room had a bunch of potatoes rolling around, and another bouncing in a jar with electrodes stuck through it. The room was well lit, but the paneled ceiling lights were out.
Not really villainous stuff. We checked another. I grabbed the VR helmet again for a better view.
“'Hole' (unidentified) and self-replicating fabricovo- hey, it's a zombie rag doll!” Claire crowded up close, and she and I looked over the doll. Sure enough. About the size of a big pillow, made of mismatched stitched-together bits of cloth, metal bear trap teeth. This one was shackled to a tray, in the bed of a machine that showed 3D images of the circuitry in its lining.
“Do you want to take it?” I asked.
“Don't need it. I have one at home in case we ever need a new army. I wish the records of who made these weren't lost. Do you think someone stole one of yours? Or came up with the same thing independently? And what's that other thing? It doesn't… look like… anything, really.” Claire's enthusiasm slowed down, replaced by a puzzled squint as she stared at the other invention across the room.
It looked like something to me. It looked like a black, jaggedly irregular hole ringed with cracks, like you might leave if you stabbed a sheet of glass. It floated above a little rectangular nine-volt battery, and was maybe the size of two quarters together. All kinds of little boxes ringed it, pointing antennae and electrodes and whatever, with readouts measuring different kinds of energy.
A gold-colored eye with a cross-shaped pupil floated into view on the other side of the hole, and looked at us.
I jammed my hands into the waldos, reached up, and tugged on Claire's face. “Okay, we're done here. We don't want that. Out. Out!”
“Sure. Okay. It's nothing.” Claire came at least partly back to life as soon as I turned her gaze away, and by the time she walked out of the room, she had her full energy back.
I watched over her shoulder, and the eye watched me back. Just before the door shut, it turned pink, with a heart-shaped pupil. That did not remotely reassure me.
Like nothing had happened, Claire rubbed her finger against her lips, looking up and down the hall. “I'm getting the feeling the tech gets higher the farther down you go. Let's go straight to the high end. Maybe there'll be something like Vera!”
“We're not going to find anything as powerful as a Conqueror Orb,” I said, trying to sound jaded and knowledgeable, but itching with curiosity.
So, we walked down a nice white corridor, with fake-marble tiles on the floor, past little doors with little windows and little numbers painted on little flags that stuck out of the wall. A plump guy with alert eyes that only dimmed a little in the presence of Claire's power stood in one of the doorways. He bent down to peer at me, and I looked back at him, only feeling stupid about revealing I could move when it was already way too late.
When Claire passed him, he straightened up again, and gave a little golf clap. “Very nice. I'll want to take a look at that later.”
“Thanks! I'll leave it in 818!” Claire called back. And that was that.
This crazy non-plan of hers was completely working.
I had to read the Purloined Letter sometime.
The fabled 818 was the last room before the outer wall. The little card on the door outside had four lines. The first two said 'Un Rep' and 'S Liq', with the other two blank. Once we pushed the door open, a little sign on the inside informed us that 'Un Rep' stood for 'Universal Repair Infection' and 'Sonic Liquefier.'
As advertised, two tables on one side of the room were empty. On the far side, a thing like a miniature white jungle gym sat on a plate on one table, and a cross between a flashlight and a ray gun on the other. Both had computers around them, playing videos about the specimens, and no staff to interfere.
“I like the sound of a sonic liquefier,” said Claire. The cat tail on her costume lashed once, and the ears waggled. Oh, neat. I hadn't known they were mechanical.
The liquefier was the flashlight thing. It didn't just look like a flashlight, it looked like one of those big blackout flashlights with the separate handle and the bulky rectangular body designed to house a huge battery. Instead of a light bulb, it ended in a series of metal dishes ringed with black plastic, just like an oooooooold timey ray gun.
A couple of petri dishes held a chunk of rock, and a pile of soft sand, both grey. The computer monitor had a looping video of the liquefier pointed at a rock, and the rock collapsing into sand. It also had a lot of oscilloscope readings playing, although why there should be more than one I had no idea.
The 'Universal Repair Infection' sat next to a pocket watch, and the looping video on this computer showed the watch being smashed, the infection placed on it, sinking in, thrashing about, and then pulling out to leave the watch intact. The infection itself… yeah, it kinda did look like a jungle gym, or a cobweb, or maybe a sea urchin that didn't have a solid core. Lots of skinny white plastic arms stuck out, joined together in an irregular cage towards the middle. There were interesting microscopic close-ups of the internal workings of those plastic arms.
Claire set me down on the table, so she could pick up the liquefier. I tried to figure out what I was looking at with the repair infection close-ups. The back of my head tickled, so I knew my power loved this thing.
Pointing the liquefier at the remaining rock, Claire pushed the button. Sure enough, the rock dissolved into sand. She waved the liquefier at the wall, and plaster and sheet rock dissolved into dust, baring the wooden and metal supports, the wiring and the pipes.
Smiling beatifically, Claire nodded. “Oh, yes, I'm taking this. We'll take them both. They're not big. The Machine is great, but it's not reliable for repairs. We might actually get to keep one of your inventions for more than five minutes!”
A gross slander. Breakage was rarely the issue that kept me running through toys in the hurly-burly of villainous adventure. Then again, rarely wasn't the same as never. Claire might still have my broken sugar tank. If we could get that working, I would be a happy girl. It was a shame the air conditioner cannon was long gone. I'd have loved to have it back.
I didn't know I was doing it until it was done, but my hands slipped into the waldo gloves, and my robot right hand rubbed my robot left wrist. Boy, did the feedback there feel weird. Not as weird as not having the Machine with me. In real life I did have it, curled around my left wrist like usual. But the robot didn't, and I was living through the robot right now.
Weird, weird sensation.
At that point, the world exploded in noise.
I ripped off the VR helmet, screamed, and couldn't hear myself. Claire hunched down in pain. My real hand pawed at the control panel, turning down the volume. That had no effect. The speakers, both on the console and in the VR helmet, kept pounding out this head-splitting din.
I hit mute. That worked. Ringing silence filled the summoning chamber.
“Ray? Claire? Claire, can you hear me?” My voice sounded distant in the tinnitus aftermath.
Ray nodded. “I can hear you.”
Claire couldn't. She was recoiling from the robot, as if it was the source of the noise.
What a din. A mess of synthesized computer noises mixed into a meaningless stew and played at 'nuclear blast' volume. There had been a certain rhythm, though. Criminy buckets, that was music? Ew!
Ray tapped away at his side keyboard. Claire stopped leaning away from the robot, but was still hunched up. One of the computers next to me had shut down. Both had smoke leaking out of their speaker ports. The light bulbs in the lamps on the tables had blown out. The fluorescent ceiling lights seemed fine.
Claire said something. I shook my head. Great. She couldn't hear me, and I couldn't hear her.
At least my robot was still working. The sonic interference was clearly not kind to electricity. Both monitors burned out while I watched. Criminy, maybe it was just because the whole building was vibrating.
Motion on a side screen caught my attention. Someone ran down the hall past the door. I put on the VR helmet, and was ready when the wall opposite the door exploded.
There was another corridor on that side, or maybe some kind of small lounge. The comfy chairs had been kicked aside, and sliced up by whatever cut a huge, neat circle in the outer wall of the building.
Leading the competition for 'whatever' was the high school girl with the power gloves and the huge mad science backpack. She stood among the wreckage with fists clenched, her scowl the only part of her expression visible. The helmet, earphones, and green tinted plastic science lab goggles hid everything else. She wasn't quite as skinny and undeveloped as me, but her taller frame made it look more stretched out. The backpack dominated everything, disk-shaped, so big I was impressed she could wear it. Speakers stuck out of the underside at angles, like the nozzles of a jet pack, but… well, speakers. Black foam covers, you know?
All of that mad science almost made me overlook the ratty jeans, unbuttoned and ripped up plaid flannel shirt, and white t-shirt underneath with a logo I didn't recognize. The boots were good. Big and stompy and brown leather.
An index finger thickened by dull grey plastic pointed at the sonic liquefier. The gloves had more disks like speakers set into the knuckles, and buttons and little screens on the wrists.
I wanted her gear so bad.
From pointing at the liquefier, she went to pointing at herself. She said something. Obviously I couldn't hear a word, but I was pretty sure those slowly moving lips spelled out “Mine.” Some messages are not hard to get across.
Claire's hair got curlier, shining like pure gold in the sunlight that came in through the broken wall. Even without the psychic part of her power hitting me, she was sickeningly adorable. The pleading look she gave the high schooler was badly marred by her constant wincing. Even with my robot's speakers turned off, the noise in that room must be sadistic.
Her power on maximum, face always turned to the villainess in the backpack, Claire walked slowly over to the table, and reached for the liquefier.
Not quite good enough. She had Backpack Girl motionless most of the way, but the blaring pseudo-music ate away at Claire's concentration. Just as she started to raise her hands towards the prize, one of the scrawny high schooler's fists trembled, and lashed out.
The ray was invisible. Sound, presumably. The table exploded, knocking the legs off of the one next to it. Both tables, the liquefier, the computers, the busted lamps, and myself all collapsed onto the floor. There might have been a few other little machines I hadn't noticed until they fell on top of me, as well.
My control chair twitched, echoing the impacts. It was like I could actually feel through the robot body. Super cool, but this was not time to appreciate it!
Claire escaped the blast with an elegantly showy cartwheel, so our rival supervillainess, with what I thought was excellent strategy, blew a hole in the floor underneath her.
Claire fell through, and her hand caught the edge of the gap on the way down. Hanging there, she pointed at me, then at our attacker. Then she dropped out of sight.
It was a safe bet that nobody could hear anything in that room, so as I lay amidst and partly under the scattered junk, I tapped my robot's hands together. A pink and orange ball of light grew as I slowly pulled those hands apart.
Too slowly. My advantage of surprise would last two seconds, tops. I threw the ball I had at the high schooler.
Direct hit, right in her shoulder, pushing that aside and smashing into the backpack. The ball left a good sized hole in the pack near its edge, and loosely hanging cracks that suggested serious damage.
That hit spun the girl around, and she fell into the mess herself. She landed on the universal repair infection. As good as its word, the white web sucked itself into the damaged backpack. Strands like sutures pulled the cracks shut. Bit by bit, the hole began patching closed.
Dirty blonde hair spilled out of the back of the helmet. She had a fair amount of it. Not, like, 'Jupiter colonist' amount, but past her shoulders.
To fire her gloves, she had to clench her fists, and they wobbled visibly. Admittedly, the whole room was shivering, but it was enough of a visual cue to give me time to react. I smacked a joystick, and with much more grace than I naturally possessed, my robot rolled out of the way of the two sonic blasts, and hopped to its feet. Debris got spread around a little more.
That backpack was definitely heavy. Sonic Glove Girl was much slower and more wobbly getting to her feet. That gave me time to grab the Push Rod off my back, and hold it up two-handed, like a sword.
I really hoped that I knew what I knew what I was doing with it.
One power glove stayed balled up in a fist. The other pointed at me, and out the door. Then it held up its fingers, and counted down. Five. Four. Three. Two.
Instead of 'one,' she fired her sonic blast at me. Bravo for quick thinking and willingness to cheat, whoever you are. This was the knack for combat that none of my schoolmates had.
Unfortunately for her, I had the same knack. When her fist moved, I twisted a ring and swung the Push Rod in a scooping motion. Invisible force pushed her glove up, and she knocked a hole in the ceiling. She tried firing at me with the other glove, and a shove from the Push Rod sent the blast into the broken tables.
A piece of wood flipped up, and the sonic liquefier rolled right up to her. She bent to pick it up, and I used the rod to pull the flashlight thing just out of reach.
Half-crouched, breathing slow and heavy, the high schooler stared at me. After a few seconds, she grabbed her right wrist in her left hand.
Criminy. She was too good at this. She'd spotted my weakness. The Push Rod wasn't very strong, or at least I didn't know how to make it strong. With both arms, she could hold herself steady.
So I yanked one of her feet out from under her instead. While she landed on her back and tried to roll around enough to aim at me, I looked out the door, pressed a fingertip to my monitor right where I wanted it, and tapped a joystick.
My robot teleported neatly out into the hall. Unlike using the bracers personally, I didn't feel the strain.
Everything but the top of my head hidden, I peeked into the room to see what the girl was doing. Gratifyingly, the answer was 'spinning around trying to find me.' After all, she hadn't seen me teleport, and didn't know I could.
That whole 'not stupid' thing came into play again. She spotted me, and I teleported across to the other side, way down from the door, in time to watch the frame where my head had been explode into splinters.
“I don't suppose you can see her life signs through the wall?” I asked.
Ray's voice, in reality only a few feet away, answered, “Yes, actually. She's still in there and not moving, but that's all I can give you. Between the jamming signal she puts out, all the shaking, and the music itself, all your other senses show me are shifting blobs.”
I ran through my options. I had time to charge up a big energy blast, and I was positive I could hit her with it, either through teleporting or just shooting through the wall. That would win the fight, which was the problem. The girl did not look armored. A big enough ball to be sure I won ran a risk of reducing her to a Marcia-like splatter.
Criminy. It was time to do my own cheating. I flipped open the arm compartment, and poured a penny out into my palm. Tossing it into the doorway, I grabbed it with the Push Rod's powers, and knocked it into the room.
There was no way I could aim it. That wasn't the point.
The wall in front of me blew up. If I'd stood nearly close enough to see where my penny had gone, I'd have been caught in that.
While my opponent focused on the rubble, I teleported past it, past the door entirely, and peeked in through the damaged frame. I saw the penny before the sonic girl could see me, flicked the Push Rod, and the penny flew up off the floor to stick to her pants leg.
Ha!
The effect was immediate, and everything I could hope for. She stopped being the cagey, cautious opponent I'd been facing and did the stupidest thing possible. She bent down and tried to pick the penny off. When it didn't pull right off, she twisted and scratched at it, obsessed.
Claire stepped into the hallway behind our opponent. There was no way the high schooler could hear anything over her music, so all I had to do was keep her from turning around.
Sticking the Push Rod back into place on my back, I stepped into the doorway, clapped my hands together, and pulled out an energy ball. I let it grow and grow, watching her. She, in turn, pressed some buttons on her gloves and held one up as if she were wearing a shield. No doubt she was, invisible and sound-based.
The sonic villainess was standing nicely in the center of the room, focused on me. Claire walked around behind her, picked the sonic liquefier off the floor, and tugged the white repair infection web thing off the girl's backpack. Said backpack now looked to be in perfect condition, other than the white spikes that had been sticking out of it until Claire pulled them free.
Claire didn't have to tiptoe. She just had to stay behind the girl. After walking back to the big open hole in the outer wall, she leaned out and fired her grappling hook upwards. Liquifier and repair web tucked into the corner of her arm, she beckoned me with her hand.
I threw the energy ball at the ceiling, but didn't stand around to see if I got the shower of debris and dust I wanted. Target locked, I nudged my joystick and teleported up to Claire, wrapping my robot arms around her leg.
Claire zipped us up to the roof, ran across to the other corner, hooked her grappling hook onto the edge, and rappelled down.
No pursuit emerged. Probably our rival tech thief never knew what we had done.









laire groaned.
“Bad weekend?” I asked, my tone finely chosen to match her exaggerated despair with exaggerated unconcern.
Claire's face remained planted on the lunch table surface. I opened her lunchbox and stole a tempura shrimp. Mmm, both crisp and greasy at the same time!
Ray made a beckoning gesture. I gave him the beef bowl, scooped about half the shrimp onto my tray, and slid a tiny plastic cup of edamame peas under Claire's limp hand.
While we ate Claire's delicious lunch for her, I looked around the lunchroom. We didn't have enough school left for me to get tired of seeing kids with super powers sitting with everybody else as if this was totally normal. Charlie Kamachi was trying out a whole day in shark form today. It was not a wild success. His stubby fingers were having trouble handling silverware, and he'd left dents in the table and bench already. Will and Cassie not only had Mirabelle sitting with them, the girl with the Pudgy Bunny books was next to her. The two of them were playing with her food, and while I couldn't see the details, magic had to be going on.
Cassie saw me looking, so I hurriedly turned my attention to patting Claire on the shoulder, in the hopes of preventing a lightning battle from breaking out in the cafeteria.
“Mom was not pleased.”
I raised my unfortunately spiky eyebrows in surprise. “Your mom is the definition of supportive. She would be behind you all the way if you exploded the sun.”
Elegant fingers plucked a soybean out of the plastic cup, and slipped it under the hood of blonde hair to be eaten. That did not long delay her grumbles. “Only if I did it well. She didn't yell at me or anything, but I tried to show her I was ready to be a cat burglar, and as far as she's concerned, I failed.”
I swallowed another of her tempura. This one had been a mystery vegetable masquerading as shrimp. Still delicious. “We got away with two prizes, and nobody got caught.” The TV and internet had gone gaga over the event. Speculation about whether the robot or the sonic girl was the real Bad Penny were particularly fierce, especially since the freaky glitch music jamming signal had blown out almost everything in the building that could be used to record video. Somebody across the street had recorded some of the fight with a zoom camera, and one of the mad science inventions across the hall had video-only recordings of me and Claire examining the liquefier just before the other tech thief broke in, and someone on the street shot a video of the girl cutting open the building's outer wall with an invisible saw from her gloves. The phrase 'standing wave' was even now being obsessed over on supervillain fan sites worldwide, despite almost no one who used those words actually knowing what they meant. Dad could not be made to comment. Mom only said that the videos 'required reevaluation.'
“As far as she's concerned, you got away with two prizes. You did the fighting.”
As a break from the fried battery goodness, I stole one of the little brown candies from Claire's desert box. They turned out to be chocolate truffles. Wow, how could something that small be so rich? “That doesn't seem fair. I was armed for combat, and you snuck around and ensured our exit. We won because of good supervillain teamwork.”
Claire let out a very long, very gusty, very unfeminine sigh. “That's the worst part. She's right, because you're right. We won as a supervillain team, but I was trying to prove I could cat burgle. A cat burglar does not get into fights. You were the backup in case I failed, and since I needed you, I failed.”
“What were you supposed to do? Give up?” The beef bowl already empty, Ray twiddled his chopstick around in his fingers at high speed. On the one hand, I really wished he wouldn't threaten his cover that way. On the other hand, it seemed like half the school already knew. Criminy.
“Yes. Walk away. Maybe pick up a different prize. The building was full of them. Be long gone and let the other girl take the blame. If there wasn't anything worth grabbing on the way out, be patient and wait for the next good opportunity. Cat burglary is about quiet and grace, not firefights and musical mayhem.”
Leaving two of the little chocolate balls for Claire – for truly, I am the embodiment of considerate friendship – I waved my remaining tempura in a circle. “Personally, I had a great weekend. Operating a fighting robot just whet my whistle for computer games. I got all the way to the first lightning storm scene.”
Claire jerked bolt upright. She looked down at her decimated lunchbox, and plucked up one of the few tempura sticks I hadn't taken. “You did? What did you think? Did you get the crying scene?”
I abandoned the mask of sophistication I reserved for deep discussions of justice and family. It was time for my true feelings. Time to squee. “The lightning scene was great. I couldn't stop laughing. The game makes you feel so powerful! And yes, I got the crying scene. Is that optional?”
Claire bunched her fists together, tempura stick flopping about as she enthused, “You have to trigger it. You have to trigger most scenes. The game is really branching. Wasn't the crying scene heart-wrenching? It smacked me in the face the first time I played. It's just standard fps blowing things up fun and games, and then they make you really understand that you've become a monster.”
The bell just had to ring then. Bah.









 might have picked things up after school, but Claire was not hanging around the tournament, cataloging the strengths and weaknesses of the last few contestants and assigning mysterious point scores.
Instead, Cassie spotted me, and descended like lightning. Well, like her lightning bolts. Energetic, technically fast, but not quite reaching the target.
Something else interrupted her. Something with big headphones with floaty cat ears on them, and a dirty blonde ponytail. The sonic tech thief had left her equipment at home, and changed to a t-shirt with a completely different logo for a completely different band I'd never heard of, but those were the only efforts she made to keep a secret identity. I knew her even before she stomped into the middle of the playground and raged, “Which one of you little freaking scabs is E-Claire?”
Nobody wanted to answer, of course. They scattered into a loose cloud, boggling at this sudden, incandescently confident intruder.
One of the kids in the cloud had an unfortunate face. The Other Claire had never given up watching the tournament, even though she couldn't take part. A lanky arm in plaid flannel jabbed an accusing finger in her direction. “You! You took what is mine, you scab, and either you give it back right now, or you get royally served.”
Claudia started to drift towards the fuss, but Bull, lounging as ever in his saggy chair, laid a giant hand on her shoulder.
It was Cassie who stepped forward first, arms spread wide to block the pale, pony-tailed tech thief's path. “She's not E-Claire.”
Marcia, more excited than intimidated, and not much of either, flashed a defiant grin. “Wrong blonde. Trust me.”
The tech thief took two aggressive steps forward, and Cassie shrank one back. Everything went still for a moment. You could almost hear the quiet, whistling standoff music setting the scene.
Finally, the intruder whirled around, pointing her finger at everyone in turn. “Listen up, you kindergarten scabs! I'm Ampexia, and unlike you snot-nosed diaper babies, I don't play around. I will find which of you brats is E-Claire, and I will paddle her soggy bottom and take back my property. Pass the word.”
Reaching up to her headphones, she fiddled with the cups. “Listen up, you kindergarten scabs!” rang out from a dozen pockets, and a dozen more backpacks. Scowling furiously, Ampexia stomped away, as her warning replayed on every telephone, tablet, laptop, and .mp3 player on the recess ground.
I was almost around the opposite corner of the building already. Ampexia had no idea what I looked like, but there was no sense tempting fate.




At the next club meeting, no interruption arrived in time. Cassie cornered me in an actual corner, her grin eager and hungry. “There you are. What was up with grudge girl on Monday?”
I met her eyes with my most jaded stare. “I wouldn't know.”
She let out a little chuckle, caught in her unprofessional mistake. “Oh, yeah. I guess not. I didn't know people took things so personally. I mean, in the regular sense, not the community sense.”
“You didn't?” I couldn't help but look skeptical.
“Well…” She waved a hand around vaguely. “Ruth and Rachel get heated about everything. Anyway, why do we always talk about club stuff? I don't think I've ever actually, you know, talked to you.”
Bafflement crept up to replace my wariness. This wasn't an attempt to get me into a rematch?
Then somebody shouted, “Woah!” and someone else shouted “Hey!” and a third person shouted, “What's that?”
Now the interruption arrived, in the form of a fashionably late convertible pick-up truck, such as might belong to an eight-foot tall eight hundred pound man with horns. Today it was driven by a woman made of yellow plastic, who looked like a toy in the big seat. After hopping out, she opened up the bed and pulled out the first of a bedlam of baskets, cardboard boxes, styrofoam coolers, plastic coolers, and wooden crates. She handed one to Marcia. It must have been heavy, because she staggered. Growling with anger, she rose to the challenge, stomping up the grassy hill from the street to the recess ground, and smacking the box down next to Bull.
Claudia floated over, picking up the two biggest crates, one in each arm. Bull ambled along more slowly, but yellow plastic Polly loaded his giant arms up with half the trailer's worth. Other kids took smaller loads based on their physical abilities. Beaddown, relentlessly determined to stretch her powers, scooped up an almost footlocker sized cooler in a cloud of beads, carrying it along that way. The effort had her breathing hard and sweating, her trembling hands lifted like claws. Her beads were nimble, but not strong.
“What is all this stuff?” asked Cassie, digging into her puny basket.
“Food, of course. I got hungry quickly when I was a little girl, and you children have been working very diligently.” Polly pulled a classic red-and-white checked blanket out of a box. It was much bigger than a bedsheet, but with some flapping and the help of half a dozen kids, she got it spread out on the ground.
Cassie pulled a plate out of her basket. Held in place by plastic wrap, it contained a very fat sandwich, with big lumps of purple and orange between the slices of bread. A yellow fringe suggested a lot of mustard. “Okay, new question. What is this specific stuff?”
“Mom, you didn't!” Barbara lifted the biggest fried chicken leg I'd ever seen out of a box. It was easily the size of her head. Her black-painted lips and black-lined eyes were wide open, staring at the robot in horror.
Polly just beamed. She nudged Bull with her elbow. “Did you hear that, big brother? She calls me 'mom' now! And of course I did, Barbara. I couldn't let it all go to waste. That wouldn't make sense.”
Unwrapping the sandwich slowly, like an unexploded bomb, Cassie gave it a cautious sniff. “Okay, third time's the charm. What is this stuff made of, and addendum, will we regret eating it?”
“It is made from perfectly ordinary fruits and vegetables and cuts of meat-” started Polly.
“-from other realities,” finished Barbara. “Abigail got a little surreal in the supermarket.”
“So it is safe to eat?” Cassie pressed.
“Who cares?” declared Marcia. She had already pulled a cylindrical chunk of burgundy meat on a bone, like an animal corn-on-the-cob, out of a cooler that was doing work as a heater instead. She dug in just like it was corn, biting off chunks and working her way along.
Ignoring Marcia, Barbara told Cassie – told us all, really, “It's safe and completely edible. It's ordinary food, just… not our ordinary food.”
“Works for me!” Cassie lifted out the sandwich, and took a bite. Her “Mmm!” of surprised pleasure was the signal everyone else had been waiting for. Super powered kids pounced on the food like a flock of vultures, if vultures could do stuff like use their shadow to steal a slice of bright red pie out of the grip of a coaster made of floating beads.
“Is there… can I…?” asked the gentlest, breathiest voice I'd ever heard. Will let out a squeal, and scooted a couple of feet to the right, making room.
Mirabelle knelt down in that gap, gleaming hands folded in her lap.
The girl learning magic crowded up to her on the other side. “I'm so glad you came!”
“Are you going to be here from now on?” asked the Other Claire.
“Are you going to join in on the tournament?” asked Marcia, face lighting up in anticipation of a new opponent.
“What are your powers?” asked Beaddown, more prosaically.
Cassie lolled her head back, and groaned. “Uuuugh. I hope she doesn't join. I'm so far behind. I don't see how I could possibly win.”
This set up a general babble.
“At least you're still in the running.”
“I agree that everyone should face everyone, but it's taking so long. Are we even going to get done?”
“Who cares? I'm ten times as good with my powers as when we started. I can't wait to show my parents what I can do in action.”
“Yeah, but is anybody going to get to fight Penny at all?”
Every eye turned towards me.
Rescue came from the unlikeliest source. In that moment of silence, Mirabelle whispered, “I can't fight. I break easily.”
“Everyone breaks when Marcia hits them.”
“What, like glass?”
“I've held – touched your hand. You're soft. You bend,” stammered Will. Wow. Cassie hadn't been kidding. Put him next to the girl he really liked, and he turned as moonstruck and painfully shy as me.
“Inside, where you have bones, I have glass. Mostly, when I crack, I can fix myself…” She reached out a crystal hand, and waved it over the slice of pink cone Will had just cut off for himself. Pale yellow light like daylight shone out of her, and the slice fitted itself back into place without a seam. “…but I still have to avoid rough, physical activities.”
“Ooh, healing powers?” said Laverne, leaning forward.
“Putting things back together powers. Even better,” said Beaddown.
Even Marcia got into it, and tapped her picked-clean meat bone against her palm thoughtfully. “Reverse entropy. Truly rare.”
Beaddown leaned across the blanket and patted Mirabelle's knee. “Don't worry if you can't fight. We'll protect you. That's what heroes are for, right?”
A chorus of agreement followed. Mirabelle, blushing – well, okay, with a downward turned face that looked like she should be blushing – took a salt shaker from Will, and ate it grain by grain, silently.
I tried the potato salad, where the bits of potato were rainbow colored orbs instead. It tasted a lot like potato salad, but way sharper, like someone seriously piled on the mustard.
People rearranged. Cassie sat next to me. She had blobby, saggy things on toothpicks, and passed me a freaky curved glass bottle of brown, fizzy stuff. Tesla's test scores. A short life but a merry one. I took a swig.
It tasted like perfectly ordinary root beer, but in the bottle version of a crazy straw. It went pretty well with my pastel potato salad.
Cassie swelled with a contented smile when it became clear I approved. She scooted an inch closer, leaning in a bit to give me a wide-eyed curiosity face. “What do you do for fun, anyway? I mean, besides the obvious.”
I shrugged. “I don't know. What does anyone do? I play a lot of computer games. I read all sorts of stuff, history books and science fiction and comics, but not superhero comics. The weirder stuff. Me and Ray and Claire go out a lot to museums the normal way, or just to restaurants, just to… see everything.”
Claire hip bumped me from the other side. She had arrived after all. Knowing Claire… It clicked together in my head. Mirabelle had needed a little encouragement to show up and make friends, and it had been Ray's idea, because he liked helping people. And now they both got to hear about Mirabelle's exotic super powers, while Ray stuffed twenty pounds of food into his gullet.
Twenty pounds that would be gone tomorrow. That super-metabolism kept him the beanpole shape I very much liked.
Cassie dragged my attention back. “How much are you into shopping? Ruth and Rachel have gotten me into clothes shopping, but not regular clothes shopping. They know all the hero and villain costume stores in the city. It's not about buying stuff. It's like you said, it's about seeing. The stuff they sell is crazy. Just crazy. Oh!”
She jumped like she'd been electrically shocked, except she wouldn't feel being electrically shocked. To support my point, sparks crawled excitedly up her neck and onto her face. “I've got it! Next weekend – not this weekend, the one after – my sister and Rachel are going to up to see their friend who lives in the junkyard east of Pasadena. Have you been there? It's crazy. It's not like a trash heap. They throw away robots and stuff there. Sometimes mad scientists wander in and build something and just leave it there for kicks. I walk around and look at the junk while they talk about philosophy and destiny and make sure the old guy gets out in the sunshine enough and isn't going to go psycho rampage or whatever. You'd love that. Come with me!”
I shook my head. “Can't. That Saturday is my birthday. My parents are taking me out.”
“What?!” squeaked Claire. When we all looked at her, she half-explained, “I thought… we agreed that every other week…”
The words she couldn't say were 'the Inscrutable Machine would get together for villainy.' Amused to be the one teasing her for once, I said, “We can't anyway. Your mom, remember?”
Claire also couldn't say out loud that she was in an active dispute situation with her mother over how prepared for villainy the younger Lutra was, but her pout admitted that I had a point.
Victorious, I suggested to Cassie, “What about this weekend?”
That got a frustrated groan. “I caaaan't. Ruth and Rachel have a 'thing.'” No more information was forthcoming. It had to be something villainous, so I let it drop.
I had something else suddenly on my mind, anyway. What I really ought to be scheduling was another date with Ray.




Okay, so, honesty time, that idea filled me with prickly awkwardness and excitement, but I knew I could do it. I'd done it once, and it had gone great, except for the part where our classmates busted in because they had to try out supervillainy. Or in Marcia's case, because it had been an agonizing seven minutes since she'd punched something.
The obvious problem was how to prevent a repeat of that interruption, which lingered on my mind, and a few days later, sprang forth into painfully awkward conversation.
At least Ray wasn't there. Just Claire, in one of the workshop rooms of my mossy magic-themed new lair, walking in circles around my brand new creation.
“And this does what, exactly?” she asked, arms folded behind her back. Every step she took was stiff, straight-legged. She was taking her time, unfolding her displeasure slowly, letting me steep in just how badly she thought I messed up.
And I stood there awkwardly, my hands clasped, my shoulders wriggling in discomfort, because she was right. “I think it's some kind of doomsday device.”
She bent way forward, voice light, smile fixed and unconvincing, to examine the device for buttons. “And does it destroy the city, the country, the world, the solar system? I do admire your super power, Penelope darling, but if we are ever dumb enough to switch this on, does the universe collapse into a black hole?”
“I'm not that stupid!” No, when my super power had proposed a universe-collapsing bomb, I'd not only rejected it, I'd gone out of my way to try and think through the process so my power would never, ever bring it up again. “It doesn't explode. It, uh… releases giant killer robots. I think.”
“Giant killer robots?”
“Yes.”
“It seems quite small to release giant killer robots.”
“They're self-replicating giant killer robots.”
“Because right now, we only have one quite small robot.”
“Yes.”
Abandoning the quite small robot, a barely identifiable humanoid shape amidst a mass of hooks and white plastic spines covered in microscopic tools, Claire stepped right up close in front of me. Crystal blue eyes, normally so playful but now sharp and invasively direct, stared into mine. Our glasses almost touched. “Which brings us, of course, to the real problem.”
Oh, criminy. My shoulders sagged. “Yes.”
Leaning back, she crossed her arms under her chest and pouted. “I liked that robot, Penny.”
“I know.”
“You piloting a robot was our ticket to reviving the Inscrutable Machine.”
“I'm sorry.”
Stepping away from me, Claire crossed to the opposite wall, which wasn't all that far away in these little workshops. Careless of what the moss was going to do to her silk blouse, she let out a deep sigh. “Okay, you've suffered enough. What happened?”
I sighed, too. I couldn't resent her putting me through the wringer. I'd earned it. Slouching against that thing which seals plastic together, I said, “I need a distraction to keep the other kids from following us the next time we go out. I thought I could generate some kind of fake, harmless disaster to make them think they're being heroes.”
Claire tilted her face down, head a little to one side, and peered over her glasses at me with frank, 'my best friend can't be this stupid' skepticism. “Penny, that's number two on the 'plans that never work' list, right behind 'Cause a disaster so we can get the credit for fixing it.'”
I threw up my hands. “I know! My super power took over before my thinking got that far, and it's been combining inventions lately, so I woke up to find out I'd combined my adventuring robot and the replicating web into a Von Neumann Rampage Device. Look, I'll have the Machine eat it. That ought to be safe.” Thank goodness the original Von Neumann had been good at math, not engineering.
“Are you kidding? What if we want an army of self-replicating giant killer robots?”
Amidst my panic at destroying an invention I knew my best friend loved, that had not occurred to me. How could I call myself a real mad scientist if I hadn't set off at least one robot rampage? Still, there was the whole 'plans that never work' list. “We'll set it off by accident. You know we will.”
“If we do, can we shut the rampage off with your universal control console?”
I blinked. Duh. Miss the obvious, Penny. “Oh, yeah, that would work.”
Not only was knife twisting time over, Claire let out an honest giggle, came over, and draped her arms around my shoulders. “Supervillainy is all about having the most toys. I thought you knew that by now! Speaking of which, where did you leave that cursed book?”
“From Chinatown? In a cell on the far side of the dungeon from the cursed statue, in the hands of the fake skeleton. I used the thumbscrews to clamp it shut, then welded the thumbscrews so they won't open.”
Claire nodded in satisfaction. “That should delay the inevitable horrible accident by months, at least.” She tapped a fingertip against my nose. “You are forgiven, Penelope Akk, but you really were very stupid. I know how to get your fan club out of the way when you want your next Ray time. All you have to do is reassure me of one thing. You didn't combine my sonic liquefier into anything, did you?”
Feeling both relieved and more transparent than Mirabelle, I said, “Oh, no. That's still in the front room under the battery charger.”
“Then your best friend will take care of it. I suppose it will have to be after your birthday – for which, by the way, you owe me a supervillainous adventure.”









irthdays are for family. On my fourteenth birthday, my parents took me out for pizza.
It was not the best pizza in the world. The best pizza comes from Pizza Place, which is only a few blocks away from our house. No, we went up to the far end of Glendale, to Gerty Goat's Family Farm.
Gerty Goat's pizza is not the best. It is not the worst, either, because it doesn't have enough personality to be bad. It exists. You can take nutrition from it. There are humorous topping options like carrot slices, but they all end up tasting the same.
Nor is Gerty Goat's Family Farm cool. It is hokey, a little run-down, condescending even to elementary schoolers.
I love Gerty Goat's Family Farm so much. If I went more than once a year, maybe I would hate it, but absence makes the heart grow wonderfully fond.
I love the goofy attempt at an arcade, where you play farm-themed whack-a-mole, and Gerty pumps her fist and yells, “Show those pesky gophers what for!” when the game starts, but when it ends it flashes a picture of Gerty cuddling moles with bandaids on their heads. I love the giant streams of tickets you end up collecting, and turning in a sheaf of them the size of a haystack to get a plastic Gerty Goat PEZ dispenser. I love the occasional piece of farm kitsch in an obviously modern restaurant, like the painted wooden planks and moon shaped cutouts on the bathroom doors. I love that the girl's bathroom has the moon shape wearing a skirt.
Most of all, I love Gerty Goat, standing up on stage in an apron next to her animatronic friends, performing song after song, because Gerty shares the secret:
She's a terrible singer.
And she knows. But she sings anyway, kicking the one leg that's allowed to move, waving a wobbly song in pre-recorded performances, declaring her love for the world. She argues with childish naiveté and utter sincerity against the cynical complaints of Mr. Piglington. Every once in a while her dog Woof slides out of the dog house molded into the walls of her fake kitchen, and says “Woof.” Sheepy Sheep spends every act on the far end of the stage looking embarrassed, but at the end slides over on a rail to give Gerty a hug.
So I sat, while Mom and Dad watched me with the amusement of parents who've forgotten how to have real fun, and I ate my pizza, and I sang along with Gerty's 'I Don't Know What I'm Doing' song. I spent about half an hour at the Goat Noises machine, where for free you can push a button and Gerty's plastic head will make one of a thousand recorded real life goat noises, which range from adorable squeaks to guttural roars like a death metal singer choking on a pretzel.
But this year, it wasn't enough. At fourteen, with the heady wisdom and responsibilities of a grown woman, was I too old?
No. But I had super powers now, so when the final song ended, and the lights went out on stage until the next performance, I crawled up and took a closer look at Gerty.
If only she were a real AI, and had any idea I was there. She stood silently above me, a gawky giant with yellowing polyester fleece and a blue and white smock. My brain itched terribly. There just had to be a way to look at how she worked. My hands found the velcro flap in her back like I knew it was there.
Inside, Gerty was surprisingly human. Steel pole for a spine, bands like ribs to give her chest shape, wires running all over from a box where her heart should be. I had expected something simple, like, a skeleton, a couple of wires running down her arms, and a lot of empty space. Instead her shoulders were a mass of machinery, and her tail attached to a rotating cog, which sat on an extensible rubber spring, with its motor… well, and so on.
My super power understood all of this. I could feel that, see hints of blueprints identical to this if I closed my eyes. To me, this was proof of Gerty's magic. She was old, though. She could definitely use some maintenance. I used my Machine to clip a wire out of her central box, and reattach it in a spot a half inch farther down, sealing the connection with a blob of copper chewed out of the wire itself. Who needed a soldering iron?
Then I pulled a cursed penny out of my pocket and reached way up inside, sliding it into another spot where circuitry connected in her neck. Now a little piece of Gerty would always be me.
Woah. Hold up. Where did I get a cursed penny?
Was my super power setting me up, now? It definitely led me here, although this was barely a spark of inspiration, much less a flash. No, one of Mom's most emphatic lessons was to always be ready to accept coincidence. I moved change around enough, and liked being prepared enough, it wasn't totally weird for a magic penny to be left in my pants pocket. My super power just knew it was there, and knew I would like marking Gerty. I was fourteen, now. Who knew if I would ever see her again?
It would have been great if my super power had considered stealth, instead of making me crawl right up on stage, but Dad didn't seem mad when he climbed up to sit next to me, and the waiters ignored us. You probably got a lot of slack messing with machinery when you were Brainy Akk (and daughter).
He peered inside the flap with me. “This is much more sophisticated than I expected. If all the animatronics are built like this, they could dance ballet. Maybe I should offer GoatCo some more sophisticated humanoid motion software as a donation.”
“No! That would ruin it!” Criminy. Adults.
Dad reached past me, and twisted a gear-shaped thing, but it wasn't a gear, because it didn't connect to anything. It just had saw teeth for no reason I could see. His other arm looped around me as he poked with obvious interest at animatronic goat innards. After about thirty seconds of that, he asked, “What do you see?”
I couldn't turn my power loose. This was all electronics, while my parents thought my super power was mechanical. I had to talk about obvious stuff. “It's awfully decentralized. Couldn't you use a series of thin levers, each pushing the next one at a joint, so you could control the arms and fingers without putting motors everywhere?”
“You could. A lot of nineteenth century automatons worked that way, before Tesla made electric motors convenient. It's less efficient, and more complicated.”
Pulling my glasses down, I looked over them at him, endeavoring as much jaded disbelief as my newly rarified teenage status could muster. “More complicated than an electric motor?”
“The plastic in the motor's case is more complicated than the motor itself, but from our point of view it's just a flat solid. From a repairman's point of view, these motors are all interchangeable single pieces, generic. A lever-and-cog based system would involve chained interactions of dozens of fragile parts threaded together. The math is simpler than an electrical system, but in terms of ease of building and repair – much more complicated.”
He smiled down at me. I'd won some mysterious parental contest. Maybe I'd won just by giving him an excuse to poke around in an animatronic. It was a warm, perfectly birthday moment that Gerty Goat would have approved of, if she were real, and lasted right up until we had to be shooed off so the next performance could start.









he warmth of that birthday experience buoyed me enough to face the darkest of challenges. Girding my loins, which I did not actually do because it's a ridiculous way of tying up your skirt to keep it out of the way, I sat at my computer that evening, pondering where I wanted to ask Ray to go with me.
Booting up the chat room Claire set up for the three of us long ago (to everything there is a season, even Telnet) was automatic.
Of course, I was immediately greeted with…
Claire: Happy Birthday!
Ray: Did you have a good time?
Giddily, I typed in, 'It was great! I made a video of the goat noise machine. I know Ray has never been.'
Ray: Gerty Goat's Family Farm is your special place. We will find new places to share. Perhaps you would agree to go with me one week from tonight to the Santa Monica Pier?
World's biggest dumbbell disease immediately set in, and I typed 'To do what?'
Ray: Nothing. You are the only person I can be happy not doing anything with.
My heart melted into a puddle on the floor. I typed in 'Yes.' It was all I could manage.
Ray: I apologize for not asking in person, but when I asked Claire about chaperone availability, she warned me that we are having security leak issues.
Claire: We are. But I have a plan. All I need is Cassie to start a conversation with Penny.
That took exactly as long as lunchtime Monday. All I had to do was stop for thirty seconds before entering the cafeteria and fumble with my backpack.
Cassie appeared as if by magic, rummaging through her pockets. She stood close. A little too close, even. Yes, we didn't want to block the door, but she was close enough that I had that 'in my personal space' feeling.
She got in the first words. “Let me guess. You like the Beatles, right?”
I would have been less surprised if she'd tilted back her head and dispensed PEZ, like the trashy souvenir that my house keys were now attached to. Misinterpreting my dumbfounded silence, she gaped, shoulders slumping, face drawn in shock and disappointment. “What? I thought for sure. You're like Miss Class. Too outgoing to stick to baroque, too individualist to follow whatever's popular. You like History, big H. You had to be a… whatever they call a Beatles fan. I figured you'd know that, too.”
Fumbling to catch up, I said, “I've heard the occasional song when radios are playing, and on shows…”
Her depression lifted into desperate excitement. “Yes. Yes! That will work!” The rummaging through her pockets sped up, but there's just not a lot of searching you can do in the average pants pocket. She switched to her back pockets, which was an even worse bet.
Claire showed up, all smiles, but stretched, pointed, impatient smiles. “Penny, you know I love that you have a fan club, but we need to discuss when we're going to go get the Thing. You know, the Thing?”
My acting had to be better than Claire's, if only because she was trying for bad acting, and I just felt confused and guilty, for reasons I couldn't put a finger on. “Oh. Sorry, Cassie. I hope you find whatever it is.”
“Yeah. You too.” As Claire pulled me away, Cassie smacked her forehead with her palm, and muttered just audibly, “I didn't bring it.”
“I don't think she's-” I started to tell Claire, but she put a finger to my lips.
“The walls have ears, darling.” Pulling me by the shoulder, Claire sat me down at our table, and she, Ray, and I all leaned over the front conspiratorially.
Quick and quiet, Claire said, “It's at the Pacific Park. You know, the fairground next to the Santa Monica Pier? I'll have a specific time for you later. Right now, I think you and Cassie got too much attention.”
Just as fast as it began, the huddle broke, and Claire opened up her lunch box. Lifting out a sandwich, she scowled. “Grilled cheese? Mom is still mad at me!”
Only Claire could be disappointed with the way her mom made Grilled Cheese sandwiches. Or if this was another part of the act, her loss. Me and Ray both held out our hands, making grasping motions. “Gimme gimme!” The gently fried, thick and sharp and dairy smell was already sending my stomach howling.
It wasn't until I was actually home that afternoon that I got a text from Claire, saying 'Diversion successfully planted. You and Ray will be arriving in Santa Monica at 8PM Saturday night. By then, your fans should be finished trying to find a mysterious artifact before we do. Assuming they haven't broken the pier, you should have lots of romantic alone time. Except for my diligent chaperoning, of course.'
Slipping back into my bedroom just in case I looked too excited, I typed out, 'Sounds good, but I need someone's phone number, and I know you have it.'









he advantage to Claire's plan was that by the time we arrived, not only did we know it had worked, but the fuss had died down.
It was already dark, but in the blocks and blocks of shops and parking garages surrounding the pier, 'dark' is a foreign concept. Lamps are everywhere, the buildings are brightly painted, and people walk around at all hours of the day and night, or at least all hours that thirt- fourteen year olds can get away with being awake.
Claire's mom dropped us off on the sidewalk. She did not lean out the door to talk to us, because that would be too momlike, and insufficiently sultry. She swiveled sideways in her driver's seat as we got out of the car, and flashed her gold colored ('gold plated' would not have surprised me) phone. “Give me a call when you're ready to go home, but take your time. I just got a call from Lucyfar. She's in the area and wants to tell me a story.”
“We will, Miss Lutra,” Ray and I singsonged together.
Her always-painted lips pulled into a tiny smirk. “And don't do anything I wouldn't do.”
Ray leaned forward, looking up at her sideways, a goofy pose like an inquisitive puppet. “Is there anything you wouldn't do?”
“Quite a few things, but none of them fun. Have fun, kids!” She slid back into place behind the wheel, and took off, leaving the three of us alone.
“So… where should we go?” I asked. The question made me squirm, and I brushed at my skirt nervously. “It feels so weird not to be in charge.”
“No one is supposed to be in charge. We are here as ordinary teenagers.” Ray moved to help me brush.
I snickered as I scooted my dress out of reach, grabbing his hand instead. A quick squeeze, and then I let go. “Ordinary teenager. Two ordinary tweens.”
Ray waggled his eyebrows and purred. “Ah, yes, the allure of an older woman.” Again his arm reached out, and I scurried behind Claire.
Claire suddenly stood rigidly straight. With robotic monotony, she said, “Oh no. I have become distracted and left the two of you without a chaperone.” Arms and legs stiff, she walked away from me, and around behind Ray instead.
We all three laughed until I about couldn't stand up, while passing adults gave us bemused looks.
While I paused to figure out a way to ask my question again that wouldn't make me laugh harder, Ray got control, held out a hand in invitation, and pointed the other at the sign above the door next to us. “In fact, we are already here. At least once, I would like to take my girlfriend out for dinner.”
I honestly couldn't read the sign. It was super-thin gold cursive letters on a black background, and almost blended into the dark, dark burgundy of the wall. The windows were so deeply tinted that through them I could see hints of tables, but otherwise blackness.
Ray held the door for me, and when I entered, I knew immediately that this was oriental food. Okay, partly because decorators feel that they have to beat the point home with bamboo panels and paintings on the wall. It looked like we were allowed to seat ourselves, so I took a booth under a huge mandala covered in (probably) Hindu deities.
But I had known this was oriental food before I registered any of that, because of the sweet smell of oriental sauces. Peanutty. So, Vietnamese or Thai, right?
Aside from the obligatory Oriental Stuff, the restaurant inside was much like outside, sleek and quiet, dimly lit, with everything either dark burgundy or black. A glass globe held a little oil candle in the middle of our table.
Claire got a different table on the other side of the restaurant with her back facing us. She couldn't fool me. She was videotaping us with her phone. What she thought we would try in a restaurant, I have no idea.
When I began to flip through the small, padded menu, Ray said, “Order anything you like. I'm paying.”
“You don't have to,” I said automatically.
He looked at me through his fake glasses, and his smile was weird. Too emotional to be Ray, but that kind of was Ray, so much thinking behind a mask of laughter, breaking out in bursts of caring beyond anything I could manage. He reached both hands across, took mine, and squeezed them. It was a little exciting and tingly, but kinda sad, and I wasn't sure why. Maybe just because he was being so gentle. Before that too-sincere smile could fade, he said, “Until you gave me super powers, I had to scrape to buy a cola. Now that I have money, let me enjoy spending it on you.”
I returned to studying the menu in a hurry, letting emotions I had no name for run in circles in my head until they got tired. Eventually, I was able to actually read what was in front of me. For all the good it did. Bouquet In The Rice Field? Phoenix In Flames? There was no explanation what any of these dishes were, just an exotic sounding name and a price, which actually wasn't all that bad. In the fifteen dollar range. Nothing I'd feel guilty making Ray pay for.
A waitress drifted up, with a smoothness even Miss Lutra would give a nod to. I held out my menu, and said, “I'll have a coke and the Phoenix In Flames.” Because hey, it sounded dramatic!
“Coke for me, and the Barley Mountain At Dawn, please,” said Ray.
“Will that be enough?” I asked.
“I ate before we came.” We both nodded. It was a serious issue. Good thing he did have Inscrutable Machine money. His super powers could starve him to death in a few days.
The silence stretched. And stretched. Occasionally, one of us giggled awkwardly.
I felt stretched like a wire between joy and running in terror for the hills, and it was great.
Just when I was thinking I couldn't take it anymore and would have to start a conversation, our food arrived.
'Phoenix In Flames' meant 'slice of chicken breast on fire.' I couldn't recall eating anything en flambe before, although I probably had at Claire's house. The setting was picturesque, with the chicken lying on a bed of greens and bean sprouts, on a thick black pan, on a wooden plate. I got a little bowl of white rice on the side.
Ray got a plate of flat noodles mixed with Stuff, and it was the size of his head. If he'd eaten earlier, yes, that really was about right. What would I do if I had an appetite like that?
Never worry about getting fat, duh. Not that I was in much danger.
The chicken didn't seem to be going out by itself, so I blew on it, and the flames went out with a little puff. It did smell good. Super peanutty sauce, but only a little bit sweet. I cut a slice and ate it. Oh, yeah. Rich. Ray chose well, with this restaurant.
About three seconds after I swallowed, I realized that this was a spicy dish. I could feel the tingling on my lips and the end of my tongue. Cute! Phoenix had a triple meaning.
I cut another slice, and as I did, the tingling became real heat. Before I could lift this next bite to be eaten, the whole inside of my mouth was burning.
I was Penelope Akk, daughter of two world-famous superheroes, the most powerful mad scientist in centuries, and the youngest and most successful teenage villainess. There was no way I was going to scream and grab my drink and guzzle it down just because my food was spicy.
No, I picked up my drink and sipped it delicately, hoping that sweat wasn't actually pouring down my face and neck. The drink made things worse for a few seconds, but mostly it wasn't that bad, because it had gotten so hot I couldn't feel my mouth at all.
“Do you like it? The food is delicious here,” said Ray. No, he wasn't teasing me. It would have been obvious in his expression. He hadn't tried this dish before.
It didn't matter what I tried to say, because it came out as “Aweeaiwee.” My tongue was burning too hot to work.
“Spicy?” he asked, reaching out with his knife and fork, and a questioning look.
“But good,” I managed to say, proud of myself for achieving intelligibility.
He took a little bitty piece, and stuck it in his mouth. “Oh, yeah, the food here can get pretty spicy,” he agreed cheerfully. Saying that got him past those first few lip-tingling seconds, and he followed up with. “Ah. AH.” He, too, carefully picked up his glass and took a much longer sip than I had.
On the plus side, it's not easy to talk while you're eating anyway, so it didn't matter that I couldn't form coherent words for most of that meal.
On the super double plus good side, the Phoenix In Flames was delicious. Yes, it was deliciousness served with a red hot coal shoved into my mouth, but it tasted so, so good, I didn't care. I ate every bite. At this extreme level of heat, the white rice proved much more useful for momentarily dulling the fire than my drink did.
Ray paid with his Inscrutable Machine business credit card while my mouth eased down from 'lava flow' to 'constant tingling,' but it didn't seem to be in any hurry to ease further. That was fine. It was like having the taste of a really good meal linger, only in a physical pain sort of way. This must be what masochism feels like.
“Where next?” I asked, as we stepped out the front door.
He pointed. “Down the pier.” We were close enough to see it.
Claire trailed along behind us, in no hurry to catch up. I wouldn't be surprised if she wandered off. It's not like Ray and I were in any danger if some random adult decided to take out his violent impulses on little kids.
Well, one little kid and one teenager. Ray's birthday wasn't for two months.
Everything was super well-lit and public, anyway, even well after dark. We walked down the bridge that takes you past the parking lots to the actual pier itself. With wood clomping under our feet now, we walked past the aquarium, and the little restaurants, and I noticed something.
The pier is different at night.
During the day, this place is all shiny beaches and lush, densely packed palms, shiny little tourist traps, happy people. At night, the moment you step onto the pier, you begin leaving all that behind. Most of the low wooden buildings were closed, and one by one, we left the lights behind.
One light remained blazingly defiant. During the day, the Pacific Park fairground looks a little ratty from the outside, and weirdly out of place on a pier out over the ocean. By night, it was a riot of moving colored lights, the real standout among the mostly closed little buildings.
We stopped and looked at it, although there wasn't much to see, exactly. With the sun well down and full dark upon us, all you could see were the colored lights, like a madhouse galaxy. My hand slipped out and found Ray's.
“You know, I've never been,” I said.
He stared at the carnival speculatively. “We should go. On a date, during the day.”
My face split into a grin, and with the traces of Phoenix In Flames still teasing it, I could really feel that grin. “But not right now.”
Ray shook his head quickly. “I don't think we'd be welcomed.”
We started walking again. The fairground was the last gasp. We were on the pier proper. Another change from the daytime was that I'd never realized how big it was before. We walked, and walked. Pacific Park dwindled. The pier was much wider than a road.
The noises of cars and people talking faded slowly. A couple of buildings loomed near the end of the pier, each with a couple of lamps to stave off the darkness. We passed between them.
This was the end of the pier, a big square, wood underneath but steel around the edges. Ray kept moving, so I followed him out to one corner. He sat at the edge, in one of the gaps of fencing, and I sat next to him.
We were alone. I had never felt so alone. There were other people out here, but only a couple, and they were separated from us by the slow, wooshing sound of the surf, and the whisper of the constant breeze, and the occasional squawk of a seagull. They were separated from us by darkness.
So much darkness.
I couldn't see the sea, or the sky. Looking back, I could see Pacific Highway, and all the brightly lit shops. I could see LA. But it was… over there. Way over there, distant and separate. Out here, there was only the pier, and blackness. No stars, and no line of a horizon.
Tears formed in my eyes, and I couldn't say why. Ray put his hand over mine. In the silence, those tears dried, and the nameless sadness that caused them faded away.
We sat in the quiet, in the middle of nothing, a darkness that I didn't believe could exist on this Earth, so close to something as solid and visible as the pier itself.
It could have been sixty seconds or an hour before I said, “How are you doing?”
Ray gets me. Claire does pretty well, but Ray even more. “One day at a time. I am still here. I got Emilia St. Daphne's email address, and talking to an adult about my options takes some pressure off. It might get harder when school lets out, but you give me good reasons to stay, always just a little longer.” His hand closed its grip over my fingers, squeezing warmly. It was a bit chilly out here, over the water.
I stared into the blackness. There were no stars, but there were little white lights spread out in a row that was in about the right area for a horizon. “I need to build something that flies. We could go out there.”
Ray leaned away enough to twist and grin directly at me. “Do it. You have the power. Nothing is stopping you.”
I reached my arms back to prop myself up as I stared up at the sky. “I know. It's been pretty quiet since we got back to school, but it's not normal. It will never be normal again. When I go out on a date, I get to talk about whether I'm going to build a jump jet with a mining laser I have no asteroids to use on.”
“When I'm not with you and Claire, I go out walking a lot. I find somewhere sunny to sit, and listen to music or read a book. That hasn't changed, but now I walk across the roofs, and sit on top of billboards or telephone poles.”
I smiled over at him, and he got that really emotional look again, that I couldn't exactly read, and said, “Whatever happens, you giving me super powers was the best thing anyone has or ever will do for me.”
After that, we sat and looked at the darkness some more. Nothing else happened.
And that was the point.









 can't believe it's May.”
“I can't believe you took this long to finish Grimoire of Nursery Rhymes.” Claire poked me with a french fry, although the word was woefully inadequate to describe the sticks of potato Miss Lutra cooked up. They tasted kind of like a really spicy hamburger. In her hubris, she combined an entire fast food meal into one object, while making it taste better than anything you could buy at a restaurant.
Wounded, I clutched my hands to my chest. “When did I have time? You've been driving me to resume a life of deviltry and wrongdoing!”
“Only every other weekend, and you welch out of that every chance you get.” Another poke. This time, I bit off the end of the potato. Man, these were good.
I didn't have time to savor, alas. I had to swallow quickly to resume my battle for justice and fair accounting. “And the invention building time. And the lair redecoration time. And showing up for the tournament to pretend I have any role in the club whatsoever time. And homework time.”
My attempt to bite the next potato jab failed, and I got poked in the nose. Claire swooped in rhetorically. “You've been using the club time for homework time!”
Ray, chin on his hand, mused, “Yes, that was a good idea.”
“And sneaking off to smooch up loverboy here every chance you get.”
I choked on the latest piece of potato, which is definitely what it was, and not in any way embarrassment.
Ray smiled blissfully. “That was also a good idea.”
Deciding she had won, which she totally hadn't, Claire folded her arms over her chest and ceased her starchy assault. “So. Which ending did you get?”
“The one where you take off your mask and die in your parents' arms.”
Claire abandoned her normally graceful, bubbly giggle to go 'pffffft' instead. “You have to be ridiculously goody-goody to get that ending!”
That stung. I was a mistress of evil! I began counting off sins on my fingers. “I wasn't that goody-goody. I played both lightning scenes, maxed them out, and opened the portal!”
Claire looked up at me skeptically over her glasses. “To do that and still get the squeaky clean goody-two-shoes ending, you'd have had to save every innocent from the corrupted wolf.”
“Yeah, and it was hard. I had to reload eight times!”
Putting a hand on one hip, Claire bobbed her head sarcastically. “That's because you're not meant to do it.”
Ray reached across the table, laying his fingers on both of our arms. “So what you're saying is, Penny is exactly the girl we knew she was.”
The bell rang. We grabbed our stuff as fast as we could.
Cassie was waiting between us and the door, wearing a long sleeved blouse and slacks that had to be uncomfortably warm. “Hey, Penny? Can we talk?”
“I have to get across the street to Geometry. Claire, Ray, and I will all be at the club this afternoon. You can talk to us then!” This was not an attempt at evasion. Taking a class over at Upper High meant scooting fast to make it on time.
“Right. Sure.” Her moment of doubt flickered and passed, replaced by a proudly lifted chin. Lightning crackled across her blue hair as she said, “And we have something for you.”




After an ominous declaration like that, you'd better believe I made sure Claudia was there watching before I headed for the recess ground. She and Mirabelle were both helping the little bitty girl with the Pudgy Bunny books now. Whatever spell they were working on involved a lot of broken mirrors Mirabelle had to fix, and something Claudia would catch in one hand so fast I never got to see.
Bull was not present, and I felt it when I saw the kids lined up waiting for me. It was a true who's who of the kids with working powers. Cassie, Will, and Marcia stood in front, but Laverne, Rocky, Olga, Sue, Teddy, Charlie, and Beaddown (whose name I had forgotten because I just loved her code name too much) were right behind them.
Claudia was not twenty feet away. This couldn't be an ambush. If it was a challenge, I would just turn them down for the fortieth time.
Solemnly, Cassie turned, and Charlie handed her a box. Someone had given him a serious black eye.
Cassie stepped forward, holding the box out at arm's length, although doing so made her wince.
All together, they shouted, “Happy birthday!”
I took it from Cassie, more to free her from that pained expression than anything else. The hat box wasn't that heavy, but there was something solid inside it. Like, maybe the weight of a clothes iron. I pulled off the lid, and peered inside.
Whatever I had been expecting, a fat, drippy, lit candle was not it. The white wax body was thicker than my arm, and the wick as wide as yarn. It had left a puddly mess on the bottom of the hat box as it burned. Somebody had thoughtfully lined the inner lid with aluminum foil, at least.
A number of oddities, such as how it remained lit, presented themselves to my attention. More important was Teddy's limp as he stepped up next to Cassie and squeaked, “We got it at Pacific Park!”
“She knows, dummy,” said Will.
“Before you did,” added Laverne, setting her chin with pride. Her scraped chin. She was standing kind of lopsided herself.
Cassie jumped at that, and in a desperate hurry insisted, “It still counts as a gift.”
I was touched. “Thank you.” Now my heart ached just a little, as I pretended not to know the answer to my next question. “Are you guys okay? You look a little ragged.”
“Lucyfar was there,” said Laverne, raising her hands, palms out, either setting the stage for drama or just reflexively warding off the memory of pain.
“It was so, so, wicked! Ow ow ow,” said Teddy, clenching both fists in glee, and then staggering on his bad leg.
Will groaned, rubbing his left hip. “Of all the nights for her to feel heroic.”
I looked down into the box, at my birthday present. The candle had a surprisingly fresh scent. Not like it had been imbued with an aroma, but like I was standing near a waterfall or something. “You got the prize, so I guess you won?”
Everyone groaned at the same time. There were personal touches. Charlie's was more of a grunt. Teddy's trailed off into an ecstatic gurgle. Cassie hunched up and sounded like she was in pain. Marcia merely looked 'stare at the sky' mortified.
“She wiped the floor with us,” squeaked Teddy, miming that by sweeping his hands to the sides.
Cassie sat, and Will had to help her. “I hurt in places I didn't know I had.”
Laverne looked shaken, her eyes defocusing. “We weren't ready. We weren't even close to ready. She broke my box, and both backups, the moment I got them out. Stuck one of her knives into the slot. What was I supposed to do?”
Beaddown – Charlotte – rubbed her pointy nose. Like Marcia, she looked more embarrassed than anything else. “I thought I'd show off. I challenged her one-on-one. Ten seconds later, I had knives laced around my throat. At least she let me surrender.”
“Marcia hit her once,” said Sue, glaring at me, as if I were the one who had placed a phone call to a villain who moonlights as a heroine, and told her that some fun could be had keeping a pack of would-be kid villains from wrecking the carnival.
Oh, wait. That's exactly what I did.
Marcia smiled at the display of loyalty, but remained sheepish. “I've fought her before I had powers. I didn't realize she'd been going easy on me. When I became an actual threat, she bounced me around in the air on the hilts of her knives.”
Will wheezed in pain, taking a seat next to Cassie. “That was the worst part. She not only beat all of us, she did it with the backs of her knives. She didn't have to get serious.”
Olga scowled, and stomped her foot. “She pulled me out from behind my web! That's not fair!”
From over with Mirabelle, Claudia spoke up, “I warned you. Real, adult supervillains don't play fair.”
“Which we learned, the 'covered in bruises' way,” wheezed Cassie. She gritted her teeth, twisting from side to side and rubbing her ribs.
Marcia looped an arm around her best friend's shoulders and gave a squeeze. “We only have your present because Sue here was smart enough to grab it and crawl away under cover after she got her beating.” From Sue's grimace at the hug, said beating must have been harsh.
“Yeah, not… not a victory. I don't think Lucyfar knew or cared it was there.” Cassie shook her head tiredly. “The point is, you've been hinting at this all along, and we wouldn't listen. We got the message. None of us are ready to play with the grown-ups. We'll wait until we're a little older to go professional with the villainy.”
“But it was still wicked!” declared Teddy.
“It was!” agreed Marcia, low-fiving him.
Barbara arrived, hurrying in a flurry of skirts. She couldn't hurry too much, thanks to how high the heels were on her boots, but she tried. “What happened to everyone?”
“Teddy will tell you. Teddy would love to tell you,” said Cassie.
“After I take care of you,” Barbara insisted. She gave Marcia a nod. “Lift her up, but carefully.”
With a lot of groaning, Will and Cassie both were rendered vertical, and Cassie stood very still while Barbara stuck pins in her.
No longer the center of attention, I lifted the lid on my present again, but the moment I did, Barbara left out a yelp, which meant Cassie let out a yelp. Barbara threw her hands over her face, and said, “Put it away! Put it away!”
I clamped the top down firmly. “Well. I guess that confirms it's magic. Where did you find something like this at Pacific Park?”
“Among the carnival game prizes, of course,” said Will, helping hold Cassie steady.
Send someone after a made-up treasure in LA, watch them come back with a real one. Yep.
“Hey, Penny,” wheezed Cassie, trying not to move even so much as required to talk loud. Having a bunch of six-inch pins stuck in you can cause that kind of caution.
“Hmmm?” I lifted the box in both hands. A magic candle. How odd. I guess I'd stick it in the dungeon with my two other cursed artifacts.
“What are you doing tomorrow afternoon?”
Maybe I could look at it if I turned around and hid the light from Barbara? No, it would be mean to take chances. I'd just have to examine my birthday present later. “Reading a book.”
“Then do you want to hang out?”
I blinked, attention dragged back to the conversation. “What? Oh, no, I have to finish the book. It's a rare book that Claudia's mom loaned me. It's called 'Jaguar People and Parrot Feathers: Recurring Themes In Central American Mythology.' It's all about hints of superhumans in legends.”
“Oh. Okay.” Cassie winced, and then let out a sigh of relief, as Barbara pulled a needle out.









assie was getting more and more determined. When I showed up late to the next meeting, she hobbled out of the playground to meet me.
I said, “Yikes. Are you not feeling better?”
For a moment, I got a blank look, then a sigh, and Cassie leaned her back against the post that started the recess ground's fence. “What? Oh, no. Scarlet Charlotte, the Half-Human, Half Butt-Kick Hybrid just peppered me in the face with beads, yanked my feet out from under me, and pushed my head so I landed on my back. Not that my odds were good, but that puts me out. And I so badly wanted a rematch with you. I mean, I knew I wouldn't win, but watching you is a nonstop revelation.”
Oh, criminy. All of a sudden I was blushing. My hand reached up and twisted a finger around a pigtail before I spotted what I was doing. So much for looking cool in front of my biggest fan.
The thing about fans is that it's quite hard to embarrass yourself in front of one. They seem to love everything stupid you do. Cassie actually lit up with delight when I fidgeted, and then lit up with realization. “Hey, I remembered the flash drive today! It's in my backpack. I'll go get it as… soon as… we find out what that is.”
BEEP. BEEP. BEEP. “I'm certain this is not going to work. Do it the easy way!” shouted Bull.
He and Claudia hadn't shown up yet, and now I knew why. Bull was trying to back a large, even by truck standards, semi around the corner onto the little street between Northeast West Hollywood Middle and Upper High. The trailer was huge. It was not going to make the turn.
So Claudia picked up the back end, and dragged it into place.
Bull hopped out of the cab, and moseyed around to the back end. His lack of hurry meant that by the time he rolled up the door, the whole club and some powerless people besides were gathered around to see the contents.
The truck was full of blue, white, and chrome machines. Some were huge, barely fitting in the trailer, while others were merely man-sized. As Claudia and Bull carried them out to the playground, I got a better look. They were sleek, but creepy combinations of medical scanners, exercise equipment, and carnival games.
“Eee, power testers!” squeaked Claire, hopping excitedly from foot to foot beside me.
Ray didn't say anything, but his smile stretched the limits of his face. Any more sublime rapture, and he would pass out.
They had materialized on either side of me the instant real super stuff began to happen. We were teammates to the end.
While Bull and Claudia were arranging their latest burdens on the basketball court, Marcia grabbed the edge of the trailer bed, and flipped herself up onto it. She took hold of one of the bulkier remaining machines, and tried to lift it. It was, oh, the size of a car, and it did not budge.
“Like, Marcia, you're not-” Sue started to say.
“Shut up!” Marcia yelled back, her voice booming in the metal tunnel. “I am, and I will prove it if I have to crush the bodies of every single weakling one of you along the way!”
With an animal snarl, she heaved the thing off the floor. Stomping awkwardly, she made her way back to the trailer opening, screamed, “Get out of my way!” at us, and jumped down.
Her legs wobbled, but they didn't break, and she didn't drop the machine. It looked like a really super high tech salon chair, if the hair dryer cap were an MRI. Its solid back had computers built in.
Step by step, Marcia carried it over to the recess ground. At first, Charlie hustled over, arms held out protectively, but Marcia yelled at him, “Get your own!”
He looked hurt for about two seconds, then perked up. “Hey… yeah!” When his upper body began to swell, I looked away. Charlie Kamachi's transformation hadn't gotten any prettier, but it did make him strong enough to easily help with the unloading.
Marcia only managed the one piece, snarling like a jaguar the whole way. Bull and Claudia walked around her, completely ignoring the sweating, trudging teenager. That felt right. It was what she wanted. I did the same.
By the time she put it down, Bull was bolting the biggest machine in place. As the flock stampeded up to us, he gave a lopsided grin. “So. You've figured out what these are. Most of you are out of the tournament by now. I thought we'd give you a chance to see how your powers have grown.”
“So, like, what do they do?” asked Sue.
Claire leaped into action. “The one with the targets tests strength. The super speed treadmill is obvious. That one, the sadist merry-go-round, tests reflexes and agility. The booth is a magic tester. Those are experimental. They work, but we have no way to know how well. Those two metal globes, those are to test the strength of energy powers like Cassie's. The chair with the helmet is for brain powers, like my projective field or mad scientist inspirations-”
“Finally, something I can do!” cried the Other Claire. When all eyes turned to her, she slid her fingers into her hair, flipped it up and back, and strutted arrogantly over to sit down in the machine Marcia had carried.
“Now, that is a great place to start, since it requires the most technical knowledge to operate,” agreed Bull.
“I know how to operate it!” declared my Claire.
Not My Claire thrust a finger at her accusingly. “Disqualified. Not a neutral judge.”
I thought that was unfair, but Claire accepted the argument without protest.
Bull switched the machine on, and played with its settings very, very carefully. His fingers were big, thick, and hoofy at the ends. Typing on keyboards had to be miserable for him.
He did get it working. The monitors lit up, and we were all treated to different cross-sections of Other Claire's brain, mostly in blue and white.
After a little dial twiddling, Bull said, “That would be it. Activate your power, if you would, Miss Winter.” After three months, I found out that Other Claire did indeed have a last name.
She had the little-girliest face, round-cheeked almost like a toddler's. Clips of Shirley Temple I'd seen on commercials came to mind when she put on her proud smile.
Nothing particularly obvious happened, at least out here. The machine made soothing tinkly sounds. Vivid purple stripes lit up on the brain scan, and everyone went, “Oooooooh!”
“Okay, Penny's turn,” said Cassie.
“Yes! Mad scientist brain!” echoed Beaddown. Charlotte.
Other Claire glared at the crowd for cutting her short, but in seconds, she was physically removed from the chair, and I was lifted off my feet and deposited in her place.
The helmet lowered over my skull. Its circular bits spun around me. I could just barely see under the edge.
What I could not see was any of the monitors to show me my own brain, but Cassie said, “Does it look a little different back here? Kind of bulgy?”
Yes, thank you, Cassie. No matter how rapt your tone is, discussing my misshapen brain would never be a compliment.
“We won't see anything interesting unless we activate her powers,” said Claire, out there somewhere.
“She does clock stuff. Somebody hand her a watch. Or go inside and get those cogs she leaves lying around.” That was Other Claire, probably the only person left within a hundred yards who did not know I was Bad Penny and wasn't limited to clockwork.
Even those who did know seemed to think this was a good idea. Machine-gun-rapid footsteps had to be Will, and in a few seconds, a tray was placed in my lap. It did have a lot of gears of various sizes in it, and even one of my special springs and winding keys. Hooray.
This was not the kind of thing my super power liked. I twiddled the cogs around with my fingertip, waiting for a picture to appear in my head. Nothing. No surprise.
While I waited, bored, I lined up a bunch of the gears to spin when I turned one of them. Cassie squealed, “Hey, was that a flash, there?”
Wishful thinking from an overenthusiastic fan! I had nothing. So I sat there, fiddling with the gears, building a little box out of them with axles running through the middle to keep it from falling apart. It took a lot of experimenting, because I had to make the gears not lock up trying to turn in opposite directions, which would happen in a simple cube. I ended up with what looked kinda like a clockwork rubik’s cube.
It was ugly. It did nothing but turn. It involved no super powers whatsoever, just a lot of poking and twisting.
Everybody else seemed to disagree.
“Woooooow.”
“Does my brain look like that when I build?”
“There goes another spark between the two lit up parts.”
“Awww, it's all fading away, now.”
I pushed the helmet up and gave the crowd a jaundiced look. “Guys, nothing happened. That was regular brain activity.”
Cassie grabbed the armrest and leaned forward almost into my lap to tell me about it. “No, it was a brain bonanza the whole way! Glutinous glowing globs lit up all over the middle section. You had Christmas Tree Brain! They sent little lightning bolts to your forebrain, which was swirly yellow and green.”
More likely one of the Claires gave me a nudge so there'd be a show. I was the one on the inside of my brain. I knew what my power looked and felt like!
Will looked longingly over his shoulder at the treadmill. “Time to test my super speed.”
At that signal, kids scattered to the machines they thought they could use. Olga sat in the brain scanner and toyed with her web, while Laverne played with the dials and scrutinized the results. The girl with the Pudgy Bunny books stood in the magic tester and pulled a ball of light out of her cowboy hat over and over. That was so screamingly adorable it could compete with Claire at her best.
The strength machine was getting the most attention, but then again, our most dramatic club members could use it.
Beaddown was just finishing throwing some punches at the bullseye shaped cushion, presumably to establish a human baseline. It was just like a carnival game, with a light-up scale running up the side. Her punches barely flickered at the bottom, despite looking like she'd had boxing training.
“And now a strong strong human normal to compare, if you would, Mr. Kamachi,” said Bull, leaning against the side of the strength tester.
Charlie stepped up, started to swell, and Bull reminded him, “Human normal, if you please.”
Shrinking back to his merely bulky, almost adult sized and much more heavily muscled normal, Charlie threw a punch into the bag. It wasn't as pretty as Charlotte's, but he'd clearly been practicing. It made a satisfying 'thump' sound, and the lights flickered noticeably higher.
“And now, all your power. Everything you've got.”
Charlie went through his full Sharky transformation, and I made myself watch it, even though those open, red meat gaps in his skin were so stomach-churningly gross. They flapped like goldfish mouths, even. I tried to ignore them and watch clinically as Sharky repeated his punch, but this time with his giant fishy body behind it. The thump boomed across the playground.
The machine shivered. The lighted scale went way up to the level of my head, the white grading into orange.
We all applauded, and he grinned sheepishly, which is hard to do when you have multiple rows of serrated triangular teeth.
When Bull asked, “Who next?” Claire gave Ray a nudge with her elbow.
He looked at me for permission. For a second I wanted to pop Claire one myself for endangering our cover, and I was grateful for Ray's steadier thoughts, but…
I let out a heavy sigh. “Nobody's watching who doesn't know.”
So, Ray stepped up, massaged the knuckles of his fist, and hit the target so fast I almost missed it. The sound was a much sharper pop than Sharky's punches, and the scale lit up about to my thighs, nowhere near as high as Sharky's super powered punch, but at least twice as high as his regular one.
Ray got a lot of discreet approving murmurs, nods, and appreciative stares. The Other Claire's eyes bugged almost out of her head.
Oh, yeah, right. There had been one person watching who didn't know. Well, she would have found out. My secret identity was spreading faster than swine flu.
“Marcia's turn!”
“Yeah, Marcia! You try it!”
Our resident unkillable lunatic stepped up in front of the machine. She took a few deep breaths, clenching and unclenching her fists. She scowled. She muttered to herself. Her face twitched, sharper and sharper.
All of a sudden she screamed, “I'm going to rip out your heart!” and slammed her fist into the target. Blackness rippled, leaving slices cut through the fabric when vision returned. Everybody on the playground turned to look.
The meter didn't go as high as Sharky's punch, but it got close, about to my shoulder level and well into the orange.
“Anyone else want to try? I know a few of you have super strength. No? Then we'll show off the top end. Cat, if you would?” said Bull. He straightened up, and waved an arm in gentlemanly invitation.
She floated up in front of the target, and settled on her feet. The look she gave him was downright scared.
“Don't be shy, Cat, my little girl. Give it all you've got,” he said soothingly.
Wincing, maybe in pain from memories of years of public taunting from people like Marcia and Sue, Claudia pulled her fist back and drove it into the target.
Metal screamed. The machine bent in the middle, ripped off the ground with large chunks of asphalt stuck to the bolts, and tumbled end-over-end across the court until it came to rest in a mangled heap.
The holes in the ground made me look at Claudia's feet, which had sunk at least an inch into the blacktop, not by ripping it up, but just compression.
Bull nodded philosophically. “That's what happens when I try to use one, myself.”
Cheers and applause sprang up. Marcia sniffled, wiped tears out of her eyes, and clapped Claudia on the shoulder. “Beautiful.”
Teddy got a lot of respect for filling the holes in the ground with his power, and watching Claire and Marcia stay upright, dodging spinning arms on the demonic merry-go-round in an agility competition was cool, but the strength test was definitely the excitement high point of the day.









ower testing was the excitement high point of the rest of the semester, in fact. I didn't mind. School itself was taking up a lot of my attention. I had to get tip top grades on all my homework and quizzes if I wanted to be sure of the As that kept my dad from disappointment. That meant particularly close focus on my essays. Claire was in the same boat, and probably in deeper water, although it's not like she was any less smart than me at anything except math, where she was merely great.
There would be time for villainy when summer started. I still had no confidence that we wouldn't get followed if we tried again during the school year. Cassie certainly hadn't let up trying to get me alone.
I got away from that in the most embarrassing way possible. One day everyone left English class for lunch, and Mrs. Harpy left as well, on whatever mysterious errands teachers have. Claire had to hurry so that she could be fashionably late to the cafeteria. With no planning, Ray and I were alone in the room, more alone than anyone ever gets to be in school.
It's not like we threw ourselves at each other. Ray drifted up to me, and we stood there for a second, arm to arm and hip to hip, feeling awkward but liking it.
He leaned his head towards mine, and whispered, “I may not want to be a villain long term, but if you and Claire desire, I will happily rejoin the Inscrutable Machine after school is out. I miss the fun the three of us have.”
“And I'd like a little more time, just the two of us,” I whispered back.
It was the sappiest of sappy moments, and the kiss that followed was the kind of quick peck on the lips I wouldn't be horrified to give my grandmother. My pounding heart couldn't have managed anything more during school hours. It lasted half a second, tops.
The exact half a second Cassie walked back into the classroom.
Her head stuck in through the partly open door, she said, “Pe- woah. Sorry. Go back to what you were doing, please.”
She ducked out again, and Ray and I had to spend a good sixty seconds standing silently in shame before we could even consider going out into the hall.
Mortifying as that was, Cassie's attempts to pigeonhole me ended abruptly. When my best friends and I went out that weekend on a normal kids' fun outing to Melrose, no one stalked us.
I liked that trip for the same thing that kept me from getting super crazy bored with the last couple of weeks of school. Doing normal things wasn't normal anymore. We went back to the comic book store, and the supervillain statues were people I knew. Someone had worked fast, and there was a statue of Bull sitting down next to Claudia, with his hand on her head. The likeness was not great, but Ray, Claire, and I had a spirited discussion of whether the seller was getting dangerously close to drawing the ire of the community with a reference to Bull's private life.
There was an Inscrutable Machine Compendium on the shelves. For some reason, I just couldn't look at it, but Ray and Claire thought it was hilarious. Instead, I dug in the back issues, and found an old, old one for Goodnight. It was Bull's wife Irene, alright. There were even photos of the two of them together. Their rivalry was as big a topic as Gabriel and Lucyfar's, but nobody had clued in that they were romantically involved. She looked exactly the same in all of the photos as she did now, just in different gear and a variety of colors to match any occasion.
We ate at that burger place without a sign nearby, and as we sat down with our food, Claire's phone buzzed at her.
She didn't have it set to make noises for much, and even she had her eyebrows raised in curiosity when she pulled it out. “What could be so important as to- oh, you guys. Come here, quick.”
So we crowded around her, and on the little bitty screen watched a news anchor presenting wobbly video of a badly lit tunnel, and at the end of it, Bull and Claudia beating chips out of the wall like living jackhammers. Some of those chips were as big as Claudia herself.
The tiny, tinny voice of the anchorman said, “…confirmed as the retired supervillain Bull, at one point believed to be the strongest person in the world. The teenager's identity is unknown. We apologize for lack of on-site commentary, but the noise is overwhelming our microphones. What we know is that Bull arrived with the girl at the construction site of the in-progress Pink Line, and asked permission to help with the digging. The police are saying that since the two seem to be performing a public service, they will not get involved, but cannot rule out a superhero showing up to bring in a wanted man like Bull.”
She turned off the sound again, and we watched Bull and Claudia on what had to be the most unique father-daughter outing in human history. It was hard to tell from the bad video, but they seemed happy.
Stuff like that got me through the last couple of weeks of May, with its tests, and more tests, and still more tests. The same itchy feeling that drove me to Jupiter was back, but I just had to stick it out a few more days. No way was I making forcing the school to call the semester off early a habit.
On the very, very last day, when Ray didn't show up to Geometry after lunch, it wasn't exactly surprising. Our tests were done. As a matter of pride I wasn't about to play hooky, but if he did, it was none of my business.
It was catching. Cassie wasn't in last period computer class. That class was a perfect way to wrap up the school year, showing off the little game I'd made, entirely without my super power, where a little X in a window hopped over rolling Os.
About ten minutes before class ended, a teacher I didn't know came in with a cart full of boxes. While she laid them out on his desk, Mr. Geisser said, “Boys and girls, I've enjoyed our semester together, and I have one more thing for you before you go. With the permission of the school district, our school has collected these pamphlets for various summer workshops, clubs, and camps in the LA area. Since a number of children have decided to be open about their super powers this year, we've included brochures for super powered options.” Dropping into the informal, he sat on the edge of his desk and gave us a bit of a sly smirk. “Those of you with no powers, I suggest you take a look, anyway. Some of the super powered camps take regular humans, because that kid who can breathe water in your brother's class has the same limitations as the rest of us in every other way.”
Tesla's finger-against-the-nose pose! Kids jumped at those boxes like attacking hyenas. I had to fight to make sure I got at least one of most of them. Ray and Cassie were going to regret skipping out early, which was probably why the teachers did this at the very last minute.
The class liked the pamphlets so much, not everybody ran out the moment the final bell rang.
Summer vacation!
HA!
Time to hook up with Claire, find out where Ray went, and waste our afternoon, but in a totally free way, until it was time to call my mom for a pickup.
Ray and Claire were not outside. Well, it might have taken them some time to make sure they'd cleared out their desks and lockers. I waited until the rush turned into a trickle.
They did not arrive.
We had not actually technically made arrangements. I'd just assumed we'd get together. It was a pretty safe assumption, usually.
I sent a text to Claire. It only said 'delivered,' not 'read.'
Maybe they were at the club? Somebody might be hanging around there, and Claire and Ray were way more into the tournament than I was. They had to be, Claire was keeping score.
I strolled around onto the playground. Bingo! I didn't see my closest compadres, but a bunch of kids were hovering around the fence, watching Marcia and Charlotte go at it.
They were much, much better than I remembered. When Charlotte sent beads under Marcia's foot, she stomped down, shattering some of the beads and sending others flying around. Before they could reassemble, she leaped forward, throwing one of her crazy punches.
Charlotte had also improved. She moved like a marionette, dark and angular, but floating on skates made of beads, changing directions in the blink of an eye so that Marcia flew past her.
Instead of overcommitting and falling over, Marcia threw another punch, and another, turning and lunging several times in sharp succession. Even growlingly angry, she had picked up some control.
Approaching cautiously, a mixture of feeling sheepish and not wanting to get hit, I said, “I hate to interrupt the finals…”
They stopped in an eye blink. Charlotte spun upright, and Marcia's rage disappeared. The former rolled up to me next to the latter, shaking her braids. “These? The finals? There's at least half a dozen fights to go. We'll have to get to them in the fall.”
Marcia shrugged. “Some of the kids are upset. Sue thinks I was robbed. But we're the two top contenders, and we had fun getting here, so who cares?”
Similar disappointment betrayed itself in the kids around the fence. With the fight off, they drifted away.
“Have you two seen Ray and Claire? Ray disappeared right after lunch, and now Claire isn't answering her phone.” I checked again. Nothing. I sent her another quick 'Where are you?' text, and one to Ray. Zip.
Jacky flowed up. She had on a blouse and skirt, but other than that wasn't pretending to look human today. Her legs melded together into a puddle that flowed along the ground. Having seen that translucent face close up many times, now, I could tell she looked worried before I heard it in her voice. “Have any of you seen Barbara? She gave me this, and then disappeared. I turned my head, and she was gone. We had plans.”
We looked down at the sheet of looseleaf paper she held out. I unfolded it, and together we read:
We have Reviled. If you want him back, Bad Penny will have to fight us.
I grooooooaned, slapping a hand to my forehead. Well, they finally got me.
“That doesn't seem like Barbara at all. That seems like the exact opposite of Barbara,” said Marcia.
Charlotte tilted her eyebrows at a confused angle. “Isn't this getting personal?”
Her short black hair bouncing, Marcia waggled her head from side to side, and did the same with one hand. “Holding a teammate hostage is fine, especially for a fight. Kidnapping him in his civilian identity might be personal, but they know she won't complain. Things get weird around the edges. My father is always complaining about it, but I've yet to find anything he doesn't have a deranged, hateful opinion about.”
I leaned back reflexively from her sudden bared-teeth grimace and clenched, shaking fist. Criminy. There were still no shortage of personal issues in need of fixing among my classmates, that was clear.
Claudia walked up to us, as quiet and mild-looking as ever, and looked over my shoulder at the letter. She sighed, the kind of disappointed sigh that would stick knives of guilt into my gut, if I heard it from my parents. “I'll handle this.”
I jerked the letter away. “What? No.”
Claudia just blinked at me, dark eyes unreadable.
Some guilt jabbed at me being harsh to Claudia even for her own good, but I turned and gave her the one-fist-on-my-hip pose anyway. “You don't want to do this, and it's not your fight, so don't. Where's Bull?”
She took a half-step back, and pointed a finger meekly off to the West. “At the beach, renting us a boat.”
“Ooh, for what?” asked Marcia, all eager curiosity.
“Well, I… I like animals, and he's too heavy to swim, so we were going to go out on a boat, and I would scoop sharks and whatever else I could find out of the water, and we would… would look at them and throw them back.” She stammered it out like she was admitting to murder, eyes darting around.
“Ooh, now I wish I could come,” said Marcia.
Claudia fumbled in her pocket. She was wearing the kind of loose shorts that wouldn't be too hard to dry out after flying around underwater, in a deep tan color not much different from her skin. Old habits die hard, and Claudia's colors always made her blend. “I'll tell my father that I'll be delayed a half hour. I'm the judge. This is what I signed on to stop.”
I reached out, slowly so as not to spook her, and laid a hand on her shoulder. Looking directly into her eyes, and hoping she didn't have laser vision I hadn't heard about yet, I said, “It really is fine. I give you permission. Just go, and don't look back.”
She did. I had regular reminders of how strong Claudia was, but only occasionally did I get to see how fast. She disappeared from under my hand so suddenly, I had to look around to spot the rapidly shrinking dot she'd become in the sky.
Having thrown away the incredibly easy solution to my problems, I turned back to Charlotte and Marcia. “Which is not to say I couldn't use help. My supervillain teammates are out of action. It looks like I could use superhero teammates for a rescue mission.”
Marcia gaped at me. For a moment, the old her was back, sassy and sarcastic stare, prima donna pose with one leg off to the side. “Oh, please. Are you asking me to help you save your boyfriend? Because I am in. I am so in. I could not be more in. Let's do this.” She wrapped her arms around herself and shivered in ecstasy.
My expression probably mirrored Charlotte's.
She leaned just a little away from Marcia, fighting down the creeped out stare, which resulted from witnessing one of Marcia's crazy fits. Just like me, she'd seen too many of them, and how stable Marcia mostly behaved, even when she didn't look and sound like it. Pushing the creepiness aside, she set her face stiff and serious, and lowered her head. “Thank you for this chance, Penelope. Fighting was always just a tool to save people. Tell me where to go, and I will go.”
“Isn't that obvious?”









assie, Teddy, Laverne, Sue, Olga, and Rocky all stood in the big domed room of my old base, watching the elevator expectantly. Cassie looked triumphant, almost manic. Crawling shadows covered Sue, hiding her expression. Rocky, of all things, had a full suit of power armor made of water-filled glass tubes. The kid was actually pretty good. It was probably not as ridiculous as it looked.
Ray stood by the back wall, eyes zoned out, wobbling in place. Barbara sat next to him. Her eyes kept changing color, and bloody red tear stains touched the edges of them. More red stains marred her nostrils. Her elaborately dyed hair, usually shiny and carefully combed, hung limp and messy. Her black lipstick was also smudged, but that was because she kept kissing the skinny rag doll she held, between pulling out pins and sticking them back in. It had so many pins stuck in that she had trouble finding spots to kiss.
She looked like her older sister. That made her, by far, the most dangerous thing here. Hopefully, we were ready for that.
Barbara didn't react when I walked in from one of the many tunnels leading into this main room. The others did, but I held up a hand to forestall them. “Just a minute. I have to get my things.” Passing right through the middle of them, I went to the footlocker I was using for storage. I tucked Dad's boxing glove gun into my belt, tucked my handcuffs into a pocket, and strapped the flight boxes onto my forearms and ankles.
“What about your real equipment? Your Bad Penny equipment?” asked Cassie, her air of triumph fading fast.
“I can't use Bad Penny's gear. I'm the hero here.” The buckles required a lot of fiddling. They had to be completely secure, or trying to fly became a briefly funny and lengthily painful disaster.
Teddy jerked to attention, stung. “I thought we were the heroes!”
“Can't be. You kidnapped someone. I'm here to rescue him. That means I'm the hero, and I have to use my hero gear.” That was not one hundred percent true. I had the Push Rod in the back of my belt, and my cursed pennies in my pocket. I was just barely willing to give up my teleport bands for this confrontation, but hero or villain, I had no intention of being beaten in a fair fight.
Cassie raised her fist, chin lifted in defiance. “Hero, villain, it doesn't matter. Your cohorts in crime avoidance cheated us, and you were in on it! We joined that tournament for a chance to fight the big cheese, and if we'd played by your rules, that cheese would be uneaten. Now we devour it!”
Between the swirling pipes of his helmet, Rocky looked lost. “What?”
“No, I liked it,” Laverne told him, giving Cassie an almost inaudible golf clap.
Teddy pouted. “It does make us sound like villains.”
I walked all the way back to the tunnel I came in before whirling around, whipping out the Push Rod and extending it to one side. “I've been called Bad Penny. I've been called Penultimate. Those names do not matter. I am Penelope Akk, and you have stolen the man I love from me. So great was your cowardice and perfidy that you needed six of you, six villains, to hope to be able to face my power and my genius. Fools. As if I was the only protector of justice in this school! HA HA HA HA HA HA HA!” My voice rang in this domed metal room, and suddenly I knew why the weird little base was like this. Perfect for giving speeches.
Marcia stepped out of the tunnel on my left, and Charlotte on the right. Marcia cracked her knuckles. Beaddown held up a hand, and a bowling-ball sized sphere of beads whirled above it, while the beads in her hair clattered and flapped. Sue and Laverne both took a step back, definitely not expecting this.
But Teddy rose to the bait, and even though I'd done nothing but stand around and watch all semester, my heart tightened with pride as he flicked first his right hand, producing a ball of fire, and then his left, producing a ball of water. He smacked them together, and as they exploded into steam, he caught that steam, dragging it out into a spear of ice. Jamming the tip into the floor, he declared, “No! I'm not the little kid you had to save, anymore. I am Hermes, alchemist…” He stumbled for a moment, but picked up again. “Master of the four elements, creator and destroyer of matter! You have wronged us, and we will show you who is on the side of justice.”
Marcia laughed. It was not a sane sound. My laugh rolled. This barked and skipped. “You have grown, but I am still the teacher, and you are still the student. You pretend to alchemy? I am Ouroboros! I am the snake that eats itself, undying, unkillable. The spear and shield paradox, the immovable object and the irresistible force. Both halves of creation, dark and light, yin and yang, are born in me, and you are spared their power only because I hold them back. Surrender now, or with their power I will punch you so hard or your face won't be found for a thousand years.”
As she ranted about dark and light, they appeared. Black and white mist swirled on the floor around her, spinning in a slow circle. Her final, ridiculous threat sounded much less ridiculous when she crouched down and slammed her fist into the floor. The force scattered the mists. Metal crunched and buckled, and the bang made us all flinch.
Plan A was actually working. If I hadn't reveled in villainous monologs myself, I would never have believed it. I still had to force myself not to look surprised as Sue took the bait next. Shadow covered her so deeply I could barely make out anything, a girl-shaped silhouette surrounded by inky tentacles that lashed over the floor. “I am the Gathering Shadow, and I know darkness like you never will, Marcia Bradley. The light is always there for you, protecting you, but I have drunk the darkness's full power. Run in your circles. When you are tired, when your focus slips, light will abandon you. There will be nothing but darkness, and the darkness is mine.” She went in for the special effects, too. As she spoke, the overhead lights got dimmer. Not much. I couldn't see it happening. But by her final words, a malignant gloom shrouded the room.
Until a single bead floated out of Beaddown's globe, and rapped Gathering Shadow on the top of her head. It was hardly an attack, more like a poke, but when Sue flinched, the regular lighting returned. Charlotte spread her hands, and the globe turned into a ring, circling her at the height of her fingers, lifting and falling on each side with the little movements of her hands.
“You know me. I'm Beaddown. You all have command of the primal forces of the universe, and what have I got? Jewelry. But you know this. I've beaten your raw power before, with brains, with skill, and with heart, and you have no chance against me now. Ever stood in a hailstorm? You'll know what it's like real quick.”
Throwing her head back, she laughed, a much more gay and friendly sound than my and Marcia's more villainous offerings. “And that's assuming I play fair.”
Something went 'zzp.' Cassie squeaked, and grabbed the front of her pants, fastening them back in a hurry.
“Is it my turn next?” asked Rocky, while Cassie adjusted her belt buckle.
Laverne took a step back. “I'm not ready. I need time to think.”
Olga tittered, twisting her web around in her fingers. “This is so much better than the fight I expected.”
“Arrrg!” growled Cassie. She grabbed her forehead, teeth gritting in fury. “No! I won't let you weasel out of this again, Akk! Do you see these?” She yanked her shirt sleeves up, and I recognized something I hadn't been looking for. Long gloves made of little metal wheels. “Your boyfriend,” and she spit the word, “Shouldn't have forgotten about them.” She clenched a fist, and shot a bolt of lightning into the floor in front of her, a twisting white bar that stung the eyes, turned the room into a black and white picture, and went on and on. “I have their power now, and I am going- ow!”
“Ow!” Barbara said it too, at exactly the same time.
Cassie's lightning stopped. She stood there, blinking in surprise.
Out of the darkest of the tunnels leading from the central dome walked Claire Lutra, dragging Claire Winter in a headlock.
Other Claire was not taking this lightly. She kicked and flailed her arms, but my Claire had just a teensy bit of superhuman strength, and it was no good.
Still, Claire Winter could yell. “No! You idiots, why didn't you fight?! You can fight right now! You have her right here! I didn't even get to take part in this tournament, and I hand you the prize, and you're just staring at me like sheep. I will-” This time I heard the music start, but it didn't matter. My Claire cut it off by banging Other Claire's head into the wall.
The headlock let Claire Lutra keep her fists clenched. She let go of Claire Winter, gave her a shove accompanied by a blast of purplish crackling lightning. It looked pathetic after Cassie's display, but Claire Winter hit the wall, and stuck, no matter how hard she tried to peel herself off it.
Dusting off her hands, my Claire beamed at us with pride. “That should satisfy my mother. I was a ghost. I didn't have to use my powers at all. I would have stolen the doll, freed Ray, and ended this, until I found something even better to steal. No, don't try it again.” She gave Other Claire a boot to the backside, before I had any hint her powers were activating.
Beaddown drew her beads back into a ball, relaxing into a more casual posture. “Huh. So she was mind controlling all of you?”
“Naah, not most of the time.” Cassie's words answered Charlotte, but it was me she looked at, awkwardly half-grinning and shuffling her feet. “We really wanted to face you, Penny. Just once. I know you'd have gotten into trouble, but you'd have forgiven us for that just once, right?”
Laverne laid her wooden power box against her shoulder, and pointed a thumb at my still delirious boy. “We did need her to capture Ray. I guess she did it by controlling Barbara… uh… team, did any of you look at Barbara lately?”
Apparently they hadn't, and Other Claire had been more devious than they knew, because Barbara's condition got a series of gasps.
My Claire said, “The control is off, so with any luck she'll be waking up about now.”
“Waking up?” Barbara's voice came from behind me. I whirled around. So did everyone else, no matter which direction they were facing. “Yes, I'm waking up.” Again behind me. I tried to ignore it, and give my attention to the voice's owner.
Barbara lurched off the table, and stood up. 'Up' was stretching the word. She leaned to one side, the arm with the doll hanging limp, while the other plucked needles from it one by one. Her multicolored eyes rolled independently. “I learned not to follow the thoughts, to keep my eyes closed, so I couldn't see. Now I've had a chance to bathe in them. Language! Language is so funny.” No laugh followed. The freed needles floated up, forming a steadily growing pointy cloud between her and us.
My very last card came into play.
“Winter, so help me, I am going to kill you!” wailed Jacky. She flowed into the room, went through the needles, letting them spear right through her or stick in her clothing, whichever. She threw her messy arms around Barbara's shoulders, and in a tone of attempted calm betrayed by a bit of flutter, spoke right into Barbara's ear. “Do these thoughts make sense? Ask yourself that, Barbara Tinsley. Do they make sense? If they don't make sense, what you see can't be there, can it? The voices can't be telling you the truth, if it doesn't make sense. Just think about what makes sense. You know how. Polly showed you.”
Barbara swayed in Jacky's grip. Her lips didn't move. Her voice wandered around the room, which was an improvement over being right behind everyone. “Of course the things I see are there. It doesn't… make… sense that they're not. We're the ones that aren't here.”
Dark eyebrows frowned. Barbara's bloodshot eyes focused. She squinted up at Jacky, and with her own lips and her own voice, said, “That doesn't make sense at all, does it?”
That seemed to be settled. Ray was beginning to focus himself. Nobody had fought anybody. Tesla's belatedly sung genius. My plans had all worked perfectly! It felt really good.
Time to go comfort my boyfriend-in-distress.
Or, I could ask the suddenly pertinent question that I wished I could ignore. “Does anybody hear that?”
Sue, now entirely visible, put a hand to her ear. “Is that someone screaming?”
“A lot of people screaming?” added my Claire.
I stepped towards Ray, but Marcia anticipated my priorities. She heaved him up onto her shoulder, which was impressive, since that skinny body was basically made of lead nowadays. Wobbling a little, she pointed at the elevator. “We need you to lead.”
Sparing myself one very brief sigh, I shouldered my own burden: Responsibility. “Out. Everyone out, now, and stick close together until we know what we're dealing with. Leave Winter. Waiting here until someone comes back for her is a good punishment.”
“But what about our fight?” asked Cassie, plaintively.
“People are in real danger.”
She looked at me for a moment, and then lowered her eyes. “Yeah, I know. Let's go save them.” She sounded disappointed, but she was definitely smiling.
We packed ourselves tightly into the elevator, leaving Other Claire, Jacky, and Barbara behind. That was fine. Even if she'd been able, it would have been sadistic to push Barbara any farther.
The yelling was coming from the street. We ran around Northeast West Hollywood Middle to the edge of the playground, and got our first look at the invasion.
Machines were running amok, bizarrely transformed. A lawn mower ran on its blades, waving its wheels as it chased a high school kid. One of the cars that had been parked out front rolled off on its hind wheels, front hood snapping.
A lot of the screaming came from the windows of the building next to us. “All of the teachers are still here. Both schools. You know that, right?” said Beaddown.
Yes. I knew.
Another infected car drove up the grassy hill towards us. “Back!” I shouted, activating my clockwork jets.
Everyone threw themselves out of the way, even Ray, except Marcia. She met the oncoming car head-on, and punched it right in the fender.
The noise was terrible. It knocked her away, sent her rolling, and spun into the wall. Bricks tumbled down.
Marcia got right back up on her feet, not even hurt. The same could not be said for the car, but while we watched, skinny white robotic arms reached out of the engine, pushing the frame back into shape. A fluid line lashed out into the broken wall, fixing on a thin copper pipe that gushed water.
They connected only for a second, before the fluid line retracted into the rapidly regenerating car. The walls tore themselves farther open, and an electrical wire snaked into the room beyond, grabbing a laptop on a desk.
It was my computer lab. This corner of the building was where I had computer lab, and Mr. Geisser stood at the other end of a room full of laptops that were pouncing each other like zombies, each one infecting another, crawling in a wave towards him.
The PA box over the door fell down and clattered around, cutting off that escape.
“I've got the monsters!” shouted Cassie. Thrusting out both arms, she put those power-enhancing gloves to good use. Her lightning blasts charred laptop after laptop into slag.
“I've got the teacher!” shouted Charlotte. Her beads whirled out, and although she gritted her teeth in strain, she floated him over the chaos and out through the gap to us. He got no worse than splashed by open plumbing.
The car started moving again. It transformed, frame detaching into pieces. It looked like an animal now, lumbering down the street.
Cassie kept blasting laptops, but they snapped each other up, charred electronics and puddled plastic buffed back into condition by threadlike white arms. They were building into a humanoid shape.
More screams. A copy machine leaped out of an upper story window, hit the ground hard, and the smashed shape started pulling itself together into a robot.
“Focus on protecting civilians!” I yelled.
A couple of parents sat in a car right down the hill from us. Either they were too confused to flee, or their car wouldn't start. It didn't matter which when the shambling car-beast grabbed it.
I gave Laverne's shoulder a push. “Go!”
They sprang into action marvelously. Olga threw her web over both cars, orange lines of light wrapping them together. The monster slowed. Laverne fitted a wooden blade into her power box, which set it buzzing like a chainsaw. She sliced the arm off the monster, freeing the door enough for Olga to grab the arm of the first adult and give a tug. “Get out! Run!”
I allowed myself the briefest moment for internal applause. Wow. Laverne had gotten a lot more powerful.
Rocky had his own idea. As the walls of the school rippled, more bricks pushed out from the pipes squirming underneath them, he jammed his hydraulic power armor hands into the plumbing.
To my very, very great surprise, it worked. The other holes stopped forming. The big one into the computer room went still.
White filaments slid through the glass pipes in front of me. They plugged a line, twisted, it, and connected it to an entirely different pipe. In the process, they released a few wire-thin cables to hook onto the outside joints.
Not cables. Segmented arms, made of something white and plasticky. I had seen these. They looked like the universal repair machine, which I had combined with my villainy robot to make a self-replicating…
Oh, criminy.
But business first. “Sue, get him out of there, fast!”
Whatever her personal feelings for me, she didn't ask, or argue. Shadows crawled up the hydraulic power suit, and a big, oval hole formed in the back. Ray, looking merely dazed, dragged a protesting Rocky out.
His thoroughly infected suit turned on us.
Marcia hit it. Repeatedly. Sue did… something, something that bounced the spraying glass away.
“I see her!” yelled a familiar woman's voice.
Rachel and Ruth came galloping up to us on all fours. They were still mostly human. Their shoes were gone, split by massive claws, and they had a whole lot of sharp teeth in too-big mouths, but they were mostly furless. The silvery tattoos Cassie had called their Upgrade glowed, not even a little disguised.
Ruth got a lot more human as she lifted Cassie up off her feet and into a hug. “Cassie! Thank goodness you're alright. We are getting you out of here, now.”
Cassie started to struggle, metal-gloved hands pushing against her older sister's arms with little luck. She did have room to complain, “What? No! I have to stay here and help rescue people!”
“Nope. Sorry. You're leaving,” said Ruth.
“If you want, I'll take the Akk girl with us,” offered Rachel.
“No, you don't-” Cassie insisted.
The front doors of Upper High burst off their hinges, broken down by a shambling, bouncing soda machine. It headed for the copy machine, which had already combined with some other monsters into the recognizable beginnings of a giant robot.
The problem was that one of the high school kids, unsure where to run, was in the way.
Cassie twisted around enough to shove out both hands. The gloves gave her real control. Her lightning blast went all the way across the street, only skipping a little, and she dragged it onto the soda machine. The cans inside exploded. While it lay there twitching, the high schooler made a run for the intersection.
Cassie lifted her still-crackling hands to her sister. “This is what I want to do with my life, Ruth. Besides… these people need me!”
That was a fine moment for a school bus to rear up from a side street, roar, and come lurching forward. A couple of cars and some lampposts had attached to it. It was rapidly coming to resemble Godzilla.
Ruth looked at Rachel, pleadingly. Rachel looked back at her, grim, resolved, and a little consoling.
Cassie slid to the ground as her purple haired older sister released her grip.
I pointed at the bus. “That is going to hurt people. A lot of people. We need a team to stop it, and a team to go into the high school and evacuate civilians.”
“The high school?” asked Beaddown.
“Yes. Look at it.”
They did. Most of the windows were broken open. A ceiling fan with telephone legs was crawling around on the front wall. The lunchroom cashier jumped out of a lower window, followed by a bunch of clocks.
“The infection started from there. This is a mechanical zombie plague. They attack our machines, infect them, and those machines combine and go looking for new prey.”
“Which is more dangerous?” asked Ruth, eying the scene with cold, professional eyes.
I indicated Upper High. “The evacuation. You'll be surrounded.”
“Then Cassie and I will handle the monster,” said Ruth, taking hold of Cassie's shoulders. Her stubborn tone and set face rejected all argument.
…except from one person. Rachel laid her hand on Ruth's forearm, gently pulling it free. “No. I deal with the monster. It's what I'm good at. No one with any technology powers goes inside.”
Marcia lifted one fist, curling and uncurling it, while she rolled her shoulders to get the kinks out. “I'll come with you into the school. Nothing can hurt me, and I only need my fists.”
Ruth gave her a searching, sidelong look. “Can you keep yourself under control?” Yeah, she'd heard about Marcia.
“I'll have to.”
For Rachel, apparently that was enough. She transformed. Her shirtsleeves split as her muscles swelled up. Red fur covered everything visible. Her face elongated into a muzzle. Her feet stretched, kinked, until she stood digitigrade, and through all that fire engine red fur, the silvery tattoos still gleamed.
She raced off on all fours towards Buszilla, passing an infected bicycle speeding to join the conglomerate killer robot. Without even pausing, she switched to a two-legged run, grabbed the bike, ripped it into pieces, and threw those in multiple directions.
She reached Buszilla as it lumbered onto our street, climbed it in a series of quick jumps to its head, yanked off the hood, and reached inside. Buszilla went still as she pulled the engine out. White mechanical arms flailed around the detached motor.
She howled, holding the motor high, as Buszilla slowly, creakingly, collapsed to the ground.
Ruth and Marcia were already gone, a purple hairy were-thing and a dark-haired girl charging side by side through the broken front doors of Upper High.
That was how professionals did it.
Behind them flowed a pool of shadow. Asked for or not, Sue was following Marcia.
That was how friends did it.
That left the remains of my team. “Laverne, help Rocky get out of here. Be careful, you're almost as susceptible as he is to these things. Olga, block anything that tries to chase people out of Northeast West Hollywood Middle. I don't think these monsters can infect your web, but if they do, run. We'll get it back later.”
None of them argued. I turned to Jacky and Barbara, the former's gooey arm around the latter's shoulders. “You two coordinate any other supers that show up, and if you have the strength, help the injured. Cassie. Guard Rage's back. Will… where is Will?”
“Playing kissyface with an inorganic catgirl. Not that there's anything wrong with that.” Cassie winked, saluted, and charged off after her older sister's… well, heterosexual life partner, I guess.
“Teddy. Beaddown.” The two people who could fight. “Harass any robots on the street, and keep them off of civilians.”
The little elementalist pumped his fist. “Wicked!”
Beaddown held up her hand, and they high-fived.
Celebration at getting the cool jobs over, Beaddown summoned up her whirling cloud of weapons, and charged out into the middle of the road. Teddy followed, trailing fire.
That left me, Ray, and Claire. The latter had a hold on the former's upper arm, but he was definitely standing on his own. I threw my arms over their shoulders. “Huddle.”
They leaned in, bumping their heads against mine. Claire asked, “Giant self-replicating killer robots?”
“I did warn you.”
Claire grinned, not stung at all. “Which is why we made plans. You watch. An hour from now, you'll see this as one of your greatest successes.”
“We just have to get to the console to take control.”
Claire looked up out of the huddle at the high school, and hesitated for a moment before returning. “Okay, I see your point. There might be a teeny tiny army of giant killer robots in our way. Still very small.”
Ray spoke up. “If we don't hurry, they'll be a large army of giant killer robots. They're spreading out into the city. Have been since before we knew about the problem.”
I looked at him. His glasses were missing, and he did not look coherent, but that hadn't sounded too bad. “How are you holding up, Reviled?”
“You'll have to do the thinking, but I can handle thug duty.”
“Which brings us back to reaching the console.”
Ray took a peek at the carnage. “Over, around, or through?”
“Around will be easy. We dodge a few robots and get to the lair entrance. They won't care about us,” said Claire.
“They'll care about your cell phone, and the main entrance is ground zero. It'll be plugged with monster machines. Like a bio-machine infestation that has looped around and gone full machine again.”
We all considered this image. Being a supervillain was so cool sometimes.
“So our fearless leader suggests…?” pressed Claire.
“I'd like to try under.”









 have a good sense of direction and a GPS. This is about as close as we're going to get. I hope those stories were true.”
Unwrapping the Machine, I told Claire, “It hardly matters. If Lab Rat was telling the truth, some of the corridors of this base have hidden doors into the other base. If he wasn't, they're still so close together we're bound to break through.”
I stuffed the Machine against the wall, and ordered, “Eat. Make a tunnel.”
It got started, but since it started out small, it always took time to grow a big enough mouth to eat fast. We got to eye the corridor that hopefully, maybe, would lead from my old base into my new base.
The outlying corridors of the magic base were all well-lit, in the same crumbly dungeon theme. The farthest tunnels of the tech base were a lot more shabby. This one petered out into bare cement walls, floor, and ceiling, and a dead end. The only light was Claire's phone.
An idea occurred to me. “Head for the nearest source of chlorophyll that isn't up.” The dungeons were all mossy, right?
The Machine crunched and chewed. It grew shiny silicate jaws, and plates of metal on its back. No two were the same color. I was rapidly learning that cement was made of all kinds of things.
Pay dirt. Pay non-dirt, but still pay. The Machine, the size of a large dog now, broke through into an empty space.
I just about choked on the dust that kicked up. Fortunately, and that stretched the definition of the word, most of it was wet and clung to the walls as muck. It all stank of rot. We'd opened up a little bitty tunnel, an empty room less than ten feet long. The wall on the other end was brick-shaped rough stones, like in the magic base.
“Machine! Eat through that wall, now.”
“I think I can hurry that up,” offered Ray.
“Are you sure?” I squinted at him. He still looked pretty bleary.
“Physically, I am fine. It is just hard to remind myself that the voices I hear now are real,” he said, successfully making me much less reassured than I was a minute ago.
But, I had to let him at least try, although if he fell down in that muck… eeewww.
He passed the shuffling Machine, which seemed to want to eat its way through the filth, and kicked the wall. Not much happened. He kicked it again, and again, rearing up and slamming the sole of his foot into it.
A stone moved. A couple more kicks, and it popped out. After that, at least one stone came out per kick.
We had a door into the back corridors of my new lair, at least a little bit faster than the Machine could have provided. It was still eating the bricks Ray knocked out.
Claire walked through the path the Machine had cleared of slime, and when she stepped inside let out a sigh. “I was so worried we'd break into the garden and damage it.”
“Your sense of direction had better be as good as you say, because I have no idea where we are.”
The secret door had been at the corner of a tunnel, where it took a right hand bend. Claire looked up each side, then pointed. “Those are the old living quarters. We go that way, and turn left into the workroom areas. We're pretty close.”
The first doorway we passed proved her right, although that was hardly a comfort. I'd destroyed everything with upholstery, but a lamp, bulky eighties stereo, and cubical television were all turned on, and all had bits of white robot infection sticking out. The TV was picking up a Spanish speaking broadcast station, and just for a moment, I was impressed. None of those items had been functional, but that wasn't the issue. That old cathode ray tube box could not have been digital compatible before the universal repair bot got to it. Hardcore mad science tech, right there.
As we passed, the television fell face-first onto the floor. Its knobs came out of the frame, and started dragging it towards us. The sound of shattering glass hailed it shutting off when it hit, but after a few seconds, the Spanish news chatter started up again, and light peeked out from underneath.
I was starting to wish I'd built that universal repair device. Or at least that I hadn't been dumb enough to combine it into a mere doomsday machine. What a waste.
We left the TV chasing us. It just couldn't chase us fast.
The good news: we reached the summoning chamber without any more delays. Yes, all the machines we passed were infected, but none were in our way.
The bad news: the control console was infected. Big time. Some of my other toys had tried to combine with it into a killer robot, and turned it into a giant ball of wires and struts.
Something inside that ball yelled, in a human voice.
We crowded up to the web, and I tried to keep an eye out in case any of its bits reached for my toys, or worse, my cell phone. I did not want to explain to Dad if I had to replace it again.
The whole mass seemed oddly quiescent. I found a gap and peeked inside.
“Who's in there?” I asked, out of politeness, but I already knew. The tech thief was practically fused to the console by the wires of her gloves and backpack that had broken loose to join the machine mass.
She'd pulled her head free of her helmet, and she didn't look like a kid with super powers. Just a regular teenager, maybe sixteen, on the thin side, with dirty blond hair, ragged clothes, and a ponytail. It wasn't crazy long, but her hair was crazy thick, and the ponytail failed to keep big chunks of bang hanging down all around the front and sides. She'd gone in for the 'multiple earrings' thing, too.
“I'm Ampexia, and you're the dirty scabs who stole what's rightfully mine, aren't you?” She thumped the bars of her cage with a bare fist. Her gloves sure weren't going anywhere.
“You mean the sonic liquefier?” Claire asked, because hey, why not confirm all of Ampexia's worst suspicions?
That did make Ampexia blow up, but not in the direction I expected. She reared up in the seat, yelling, “It makes arable soil out of rocky waste, you fight-happy runts! How dare you pervert it into a weapon, and how dare you steal it in the first place?!”
My eye roamed to her badly infected mad science gloves and backpack. “You made it?”
“No, but I know who did, and he hasn't left his apartment since it was stolen. He just lies on his couch and cries. Give it back to me, or I'll… figure out how to make this worse!” She gave the control console a thump.
“Trade. You can have the liquefier, if you'll help us turn off the machine plague.”
Claire let out an outraged squeak, leaning up over the top of the webbed over chair to glare at me. “Hey! That's not yours to give away!”
I stared at her, until she sank back down, grumbling, “Okay, okay.” She diverted her pout by asking Ampexia, “How did you get in here, anyway?”
“It's the last day of school. What better time for you stinky little crab apples to try something? Sure enough, I saw the Akk girl sneak into a hole in the courtyard. When she left, I snuck in to get what's mine. When I couldn't find it, I tried to set your robot thing to rampaging to teach you a lesson, and then this happened.”
I kept my voice calm, since I was going to have to be the reasonable one here. “Well, now we have a deal. There should be a shutoff or self-destruct option. The menu-”
Ampexia banged a fist on the keyboard in front of her, and she groaned in frustration, “Do you think I'd be trapped in here if I had any control over anything? The keys don't work! Nothing works!”
Criminy. That was not good news. I tried to get a look at the screen. I found a gap big enough for me to see the main monitor. It was showing… shadows, the inside of a cabinet, or something. It was still hooked up to the original robot.
“Nothing? Try-”
She barked over me, “I've been here for half an hour, scab. I'm telling you, nothing works. It started up, I got it out into the hall, and the controls stopped responding.”
“Have you tried unplugging it and plugging it back in?” Claire asked. We all glared at her. Even Ray. “What? It's worth trying, right?”
“The power system is three of those purple super battery crystals. It doesn't have a plug,” I told her, slowly and patiently. Why was the biggest computer geek in the room throwing this stuff at me?
Claire was not shamed. She just shrugged. “Whatever the problem is, it's the same one we had last time I tried to control your robot. The console only wants to work for you. Break in, and find the shutdown yourself.”
Now, that was a good idea. “Ray, open a gap for me, would you?”
After a worrisome couple of seconds spent staring into space, he snapped into focus, bowed, and forced his fingers into the mesh of wires and strips of metal. He heaved, and they bent a few finger widths out of the way. He paused, taking a couple of breaths, and climbed up on top of the cage to get a better grip on that gap. More straining, some squeaking metal, and he got it a few inches farther open. Shaking his head, he said, “I'm strong, but I'm not that strong, and there's no leverage. Let me find a better spot, or a lever, some kind of tool.”
Now I grinned. “We have the greatest tool ever invented. Machine? Come eat this open, if you please?”
My Machine sat in the doorway, a waist high pillbug of various minerals, obediently awaiting its mistress's wishes. Upon my command, it began to hump its way into the room.
Its tail end had almost crossed the threshold when the crawling television caught up, and jabbed its dials between a couple of back plates.
My Machine stopped moving. It quivered. White spikes stuck out of a couple of joints.
Oh, no. No no no. Forget the giant robots, nobody was taking my Machine. Until now, I would have sworn I could drop it into the sun, and it would eat its way out eventually. Nothing could damage it. Absolutely nothing.
But 'invading' was not the same as 'damage.'
“Eat the infestation! Eat the thing trying to get into you! Eat it! Eat it now!” I shrieked, giving the only order I could think of.
What happened next was… odd. My Machine bounced and flopped, rolling and twisting to bite at the white wires growing out of it. Plates popped open, and the mechanisms inside twisted. It rearranged its bits into new mouths, inside itself. The whole thing writhed, consuming itself as the web tried to grow. It looked like a metal version of the blobby nightmare that had guarded my cursed statue.
“We are out of time. We work with what we have!” I shouted, at no one at everyone, and mostly at myself. Climbing up on one of the lower coils of wire out of the base of the chair, I shoved my arm through the gap Ray opened and groped around. The tips of my fingers found something that felt like a joystick.
“You're making the left arm move,” Ampexia reported. I heard keys click. “It's still doing a great big bupkiss for me.”
“Maybe we can get you a stick?” Claire suggested.
I shook my head. I still wouldn't be able to see what I was doing. “The console won't respond. Last time it stopped responding when…”
“You poured cursed pennies into the robot, marking it as yours,” supplied Ray.
He had noticed the same thing I had. Well, he'd been there, paying better attention than me, every time I'd used my pennies to take over Puppeteer goo out in space. We were flying blind on this, but my Machine, my baby, was fighting for its life. Here was hoping Ray and I understood the problem.
I slipped a couple of pennies out of my pocket, and pushed my hand through the gap. “Put one of these on the dashboard. Hold the other in your hand while you work the controls. It might make you a little stupid.”
Her already sly voice reached new levels of sarcasm. “I think I feel about as stupid as I ever will right now, thanks.”
But she took the pennies. I heard clicks and clatters, and Ampexia cried out, “It works! I have to click it with the stupid penny, but it works!”
I pressed my glasses to the arm hole, which gave me a pretty good view of the screen. “Okay, I don't know exactly where the self-destruct is-”
Ampexia sneered. “Yeah, yeah. Listen, mad scienceling, I make a lot of money customizing sound tech. If you don't know how it works, I can figure it out without you, thanks.”
From what I could see, she was as good as Claire, Ray, or I could ever be. She rolled menus around. She flicked screens. She did something that hadn't occurred to me at all – she flipped over one of the keyboards. Like it usually did, the flipped over side had a new configuration, and Ampexia jabbed a button triumphantly. “System utilities! Self-destruct, right- wait. That will kill my bass cannon, right? No way.”
My Machine was devouring itself behind me, and she wanted to argue? But that was exactly why I had sympathy for her position.
While I debated, Ampexia kept jabbing buttons. “Network signals. Shut down! Sent! Is anything happening?”
Something did happen. A grinding noise got quieter, and then stopped. The Machine flopped around for a couple more seconds, and then settled back into pillbug shape, with one shiny new plate of white plastic.
Next to it, the dials pulled into the television. It lay there on the floor, looking as good as new.
From inside the cage, Ampexia crowed, “My gloves came loose! Hey, the screen back light is fixed. Sweetness!”
Limb by limb and wire by wire, the chair, the console, and Ampexia's backpack disentangled. She jammed her hair back into her helmet, and fixed her glasses back on.
We peeked out into the hallway. Everything seemed quiet.
Ampexia jabbed me with a gloved finger. “My soil converter. Now.”
I looked back at Claire. “Where did you put it?”
“The main workshop by the entrance hall. I was hoping you could upgrade it into a real weapon.”
Teeth bared, the lanky teenager slapped her hand over her face. “You mean I passed it on the way in? Okay, fine. Take me to it, and no tricks.”
I nodded. “None. It's yours. If E-Claire tries anything, I'll stop her myself.”
Claire stuck her hands in her pockets and pouted, head hunched low and lower lip out and everything.
Sneaking back to the front hall was completely anticlimactic. The 3D printer and its computer in the main workshop were still infected, but as we reached the room, the computer stuck a cord into the centrifuge. The infection attempt backfired, and the computer withdrew its cords to their normal position. It went dark. A few seconds later, the 3D printer clattered back into its normal configuration.
The ugly combined robot/repair bot/doomsday device lay pitched forward halfway into a cabinet under the centrifuge. When I lifted it gingerly out, the sonic liquefier lay under it.
Ampexia snorted. “Yeah, figures.” Scooping it up in one hand, she announced, “Okay, I'm out of here. Later, losers.”
Claire was waiting for her in the hall, with a wicked smile. “You do know, when next we meet, we meet as enemies.”
The teenage tech thief rolled her head, exclaiming, “You are such geeks.” But she didn't bother to hide her grin as she stepped into the magic elevator.
My Machine shuffled up the corridor to meet us. It wasn't particularly fast unless I told it to grow better legs. I did have an order to give it. Not a fun one, but it should solve my last few problems.




The shutdown order did not spread instantly, and that gave me just barely enough time. In fewer minutes than I'd hoped (but not quite too soon), I was standing in front of my parents on the steps of Upper High, holding the remains of my doomsday device in my arms, neat wafers of metal and plastic.
“I found a weird robot attached to a mini-fridge in the teacher's lounge, and had the Machine eat it. When it did, everything began to shut down.”
Lying right in front of my mother was not exactly comfortable, but I had to pray that conditions were too weird for her to spot me. We were outside of normal statistical territory already, right?
Dad picked up one particular square of white plastic, flipped it over, and told the others, “This is the material the infection is leaving behind, little white blocks in perfectly working machines. It is the same material as the sample of the universal repair device I got from the university.”
“The one E-Claire stole,” said one of the superheroes in the small crowd in front of us.
A woman in civilian clothing, but with the kind of buff figure that screamed 'super powered mom,' pressed her fingers to her forehead, and then flipped them away. “So, the Inscrutable Machine did this. It's exactly what we were afraid of when we let our kids start showing their powers.”
A man with a beard – criminy, it was Mechanical Aesthetic! - started to laugh. “What, an invention getting out of control, like has happened to every mad scientist, ever?”
The particularly bulky hero in the heavy armor nudged the incognito super-mom with his elbow. “Remember Brainy's rampaging groomer?”
She smirked despite herself. “At least it left its victims clean and fresh.”
Next to me, Dad muttered under his breath, “I can't be responsible for user error.” Then he held up his hands, one of them holding the white plastic sheet. “I think that's the point here. When the infection shut down, it left the machines it took control of in perfect condition. Better than new, in many cases. There weren't even many injuries, since they weren't after people.”
“So…” pressed the super-mom.
“In summary, our children are exactly like us.”
They all laughed at that, and the group broke up into little groups of two or three people. I caught the seedy, elderly hagfish telling the armored guy (in a horrible croak), “My nephew Charlie, I saw him tear up a car so a family could get free. I could not be more proud of him right now.”
Okay. This was it. I reached for my mom's sleeve, and gave it a tug.
It was time to confess. More and more people kept learning my secret identity. I'd never properly appreciated that superheroes kept things from getting personal precisely because you couldn't possibly keep who you were a secret. It wasn't a matter of if my parents found out. It was when.
I had to tell them myself, at a time like right now, when maybe I'd get grounded, but there would be hugs and 'I understand' and 'At least you saved everyone's and stuff.
This was not the time for Cassie to show up and latch onto my arm. As my mom looked down at us bemusedly, Cassie gave me a tug and said, “Penny, we need to talk.”
I tugged back. “I'm kind of busy here.”
“This is important,” she insisted.
My retort died, because looking her in the eyes, it obviously was important. Maybe desperately so. My window of time to confess could spare a couple of minutes, while the mood was still right, and if not… there would be other chances? I hoped?
Praying I was making the right decision, I let Cassie drag me around one of the buttresses of Upper High, out of sight of my parents and most everyone else.
It had to be the right decision, because Cassie's face was a sight. Not just because she was banged up from all the action. Her electricity-colored eyes were puppy-dog wide.
In a fumbling whisper, she said, “Penny, we may not see each other until the fall. If we don't, there's something you need to know.”
Her arm slid around my waist, and her other hand cupped my cheek.
Cassie kissed me.
…
When the kiss ended, she said something, and ran off towards Ruth and Rachel.
…
PennyOS fatal error.
Attempting reboot.
Yes. Thoughts were happening again.
Maybe there was still time to talk to – I couldn't talk to my parents about the weather right now, much less make a confession. Criminy.
So I leaned against the brick wall, and tried to get my brain working. I watched my super powered classmates, scattered around the street, talking to heroes and being thanked by the teachers they'd saved. There were several kids I hadn't even known were around. Some looked pretty banged up, but they were all glowingly happy. When the moment of truth came, they found out they wanted to be heroes, with a big 'someday' rider attached.
Two figures had an empty area around them. That white-haired, white-clad figure was unmistakable. Mourning Dove was talking to Marcia.
So. They found out what they wanted. Had I found out what I wanted? Well, the best time I had today, maybe the whole semester, had been in that ridiculous ranting contest. That suggested villainy. But when the question arose, I always tried to save people.
Yeah, I knew what I wanted. I wanted my life to be full of not normal super powered things, and I would do what it is I do, and people would slap their own label on that. I hadn't been able to stop them yet. Maybe I didn't care what that label was.
One person did wander up to me. It wasn't Cassie, or my parents, or Ray or Claire. I didn't think my heart could handle any of them. It was Barbara, who offered me a letter. This one was not looseleaf paper. It was a crisp stationary, light pink with a scrollwork border.
Barbara said, “I got this from Abigail,” and walked away again.
I opened the letter up.
Dear Penelope Akk,
I have been watching events over the last few months with both pleasure and admiration. When you turn eighteen and leave your parents' home, if you are interested, I wish to offer you an apprenticeship. You have the knack for inspiring others to do what must be done, and profiting from the arrangement. There are other cities that could use the stability and community spirit I have nurtured in Los Angeles, and I know I can train you to do the same. Just think it over.
Yours Truly,
Spider
There was only one thing I could say to that.
“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.
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Broken Dolls, by Tyrolin Puxty
 (http://bit.ly/1FWlsMl)
Ella doesn’t remember what it’s like to be human – after all, she’s lived as a little doll for thirty years. She forgets what it’s like to taste, to smell…to breathe.
She helps the professor create other dolls, but they don’t seem to hang around for long. His most recent creation is Lisa, a sly goth. Ella doesn’t like Lisa. How could she, when Lisa keeps trying to destroy her?
Ella likes the professor’s granddaughter though, even if she is dying. It’s too bad the professor wants to turn Gabby into a doll, too. What’s a broken doll to do?







Deadly Delicious, by K.L. Kincy
 (http://bit.ly/1DctFpK)
1955, Missouri: Josephine DeLune, a disaster in the kitchen, can’t compete with her mama’s spellbinding culinary skills. Disenchanted, she works as a carhop until the granddaddy of all voodoo spirits starts hunting her, and only cooking magic can save her soul.







A Swift Kick in the Asteroids, by Edward Zajac
 (http://bit.ly/1PPg68g)
Neurotic tech Zagarat Cole must help an enigmatic privateer named Fletcher Griffin free a race from persecution, all the while fighting off a case of intentionally induced food poisoning (which Fletcher could totally explain), avoiding the ire of a powerful executive (which Fletcher could totally explain), and generally running for their lives wherever they go (which Fletcher could totally explain).
But something strange happens to Zagarat along the way. His anxieties dwindle away, subsumed by something called courage. All because of an enigmatic privateer who is more than what he seems. And he seems to be a bumbling idiot.





Fairy Keeper, by Amy Bearce
 (http://bit.ly/1ySQq3D)
Forget cute fairies in pretty dresses. In the world of Aluvia, most fairies are more like irritable, moody insects. Still, almost everyone views the fairy keeper mark as a gift. Fourteen-year-old Sierra considers it a curse, one that binds her to a dark alchemist father who steals her fairies’ mind-altering nectar for his illegal elixirs and poisons. But when her fairy queen and all the other queens go missing, it’s up to Sierra to restore the balance, leading her to a magical secret lost since ancient times. The magic waiting for her has the power to transform the world, but only if she can first embrace her destiny as a fairy keeper.





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.






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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