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  Chapter One


  The first day of high school is a long one when it’s a school for the kids of superheroes.


  I stepped out of the bathroom, buttoning my blouse, to find my older brother Kay giving my hair a critical stare. “Back to pink, Magenta?” Lanky boys like him do “judgmental” well, with his hand on his hip and everything.


  Brushing my fingers through my damp dreads, I stuck out my chin in defiance. It’s no lantern jaw, but I had plenty of defiance. “If you think I’m not giving the other super powered kids an enchilada-the-size-of-your-head’s worth of spicy first impression, you’re crazy.”


  He slapped a skinny hand on my shoulder, and leaned down a few inches. “I’m telling you, you’ve got the wrong idea. Upper High is a magnet school for smart kids. Kids like you.”


  My heaping helping of defiance was unmoved. I jabbed him in the chest with a finger. “Which I got into because somebody knows you’re a superhero.” A brand-new superhero taking LA by storm. Winning when he should have no chance was my brother’s specialty.


  He switched to both hands on his hips, and raised eyebrows of walrus-level despair. “I wish you had half as much faith in yourself as you have in me, Magenta.”


  I had faith in myself. I just didn’t have faith in anyone noticing.


  He made a grab for my pink vinyl backpack, and pulled me toward the front door. “Come on.” I snatched it back with a big frown, because I didn’t want him to know what I’d packed in that backpack, or to know I was afraid of him finding out.


  I jogged down the apartment building steps to the sidewalk, and strode proudly to the bus stop at the corner, until he finally stopped watching me and shut the door. There was exactly one other kid in this neighborhood waiting for this bus, and she had long brown hair and her nose stuck in a huge book. Exactly the kind of tumescent, raging brain-child who belonged at a school like Upper High told the public it was.


  We stood there for what felt like an hour. My skin felt increasingly prickly-anxious. This day would decide so much about my life. What would the school be like? Could I handle it? How powerful were the other kids? The Inscrutable Machine went to Upper High!


  I almost didn’t notice the scruffy guy walking up to us, and gave him a suspicious look only in time to see him reach into his jacket and start pulling out a gun.


  He got as far as my seeing the handle. There wasn’t time to panic. Black smoke snakes writhed in the air, and out of them thrust an arm. The freaky shadow effects faded, leaving a tall woman wearing white leather, with an off-color oil slick of limp, badly cared for white hair, and marred by a haggard, yellow-skinned face.


  The stuff that looked like black snakes slithered into the mugger’s body. The mummy-woman disappeared. He fell to the pavement and lay there, eyes closed.


  The school bus picked that exact moment to pull up. Its door opened, and the woman in the driver’s seat looked past us two aghast teenagers to the body on the ground.


  She sighed. The bus driver and my brother ought to date. They could do the same expression of much-aggrieved despair. She told us and the world in general, “Every year there’s one idiot who thinks robbing kids on the first day of school is the perfect crime. Every year they get caught. I’m sorry you two were unlucky enough to see it.”


  The genius and I exchanged amused smirks. “Unlucky” wasn’t the word I would use. That silent, ruthless heroine had been Mourning Dove, and you could not get more famous or more undead. We’d enjoyed front row seats to the ultimate curb-stomping of petty evil!


  I filed onto the bus, found an open spot, and spent the long trip staring out the window. There was no point making a splashy entrance on the bus. Nobody would remember it.


  When we arrived, Upper High looked normal. I filed off of the air-conditioned bus into the September heat. The high school loomed, a big curvy H shape in two tall floors of red brick. Across the street it faced Northwest Hollywood Middle, a more squat building in multiple colors. I joined the crowd of children filing up Upper High’s multiple sets of stairs and into the building.


  Homeroom 111. That wouldn’t be hard to find. As I followed the numbers, I scanned my new schoolmates. Most were taller than me, but I was a freshman. That was expected. Other than that, they didn’t look much different from my middle school. A few kids had weird hair colors like mine, but they weren’t flaunting the powers that came with that. Maybe an unusually high proportion of cute boys.


  Ooooh. Sparks crept through a blonde girl in a hurry’s hair. I passed a boy with a ground sloth’s worth of claws having trouble with his backpack. That’s more like it.


  Room 111 loomed like an iceberg from the obscuring fog of students. I went in and took a seat near the front. Posters in a number of different languages and even alphabets advertised what was taught in this room.


  Leaning against his desk, the studiously casual teacher greeted, “Welcome to Upper High, new students. I’m Mister Carlyle. We won’t be spending much time together, but I should still get to know who is who. When I call your name, raise your hand and say ‘Here,’ and I’ll give you your schedule.”


  He did just that, and with every student he made a little note on a pad.


  Finally, he got to “Magenta Slade” and I lifted my hand. He passed me a crisp, official card with formal school lettering.


  This was it. This was my moment I learned my destiny at LA’s school for the children of superheroes and supervillains:


  Advanced English I


  Advanced Chemistry I


  Advanced Latin I


  Lunch


  Advanced Social Science I


  Algebra II


  My mouth fell open. Numbness crept over me.


  This…this was a perfectly normal high school, teaching perfectly normal subjects. Nothing about using your powers, fighting, any of that.


  Ugh, wait, and Advanced Chemistry? No no no no no no no! I couldn’t pass that! All of this, and a class I would fail in my first semester?!


  The bell rang, and I trudged through the halls in a daze to English class. Nothing got any more super-y. The teacher took roll again, then started to tell us course objectives. We would start with reading comprehension. Sure, I’d ace that.


  Recovering a little, I tried to look around. I could at least make a good impression to my fellow students, right? But they also looked so normal.


  The bell rang again. Somehow, English class was already over. My heart tightened and I don’t know why I didn’t trip over someone on the way to…Chemistry.


  The Chemistry teacher took roll as I sat in increasingly paralyzed shock, then rolled down an ancient plastic scroll over the blackboard to reveal…


  “We’ll dive right into the periodic table today.”


  I stared up in horror at that gobbledygook pile of squares and numbers. Numbers! The periodic table was insane! Who cared how much an element weighed? This was like trying to paint by looking at Spectro analysis of the pigments! An alchemist cared about their properties, and how the real materials in front of you interact!


  I was going to fail. I was going to look like an idiot on day one. Forcing myself to breathe, I tried to force my hand to move, to raise it and explain I was in the wrong class and the inevitable, humiliating explanation why.


  Light engulfed me, and I looked up into the face of an angel. My fear drained away as the golden blonde in a sleekly tight white dress laid her hand on my shoulder and gave me a sweet smile. “It’s going to be okay. You’re having some kind of super power related attack, right? It happens to all of us. Do you need help?”


  She glowed with kindness. The girl was…adorable, probably my age, and the hand on my shoulder definitely felt like flesh and blood. Still dizzy, I mumbled, “I can’t do chemistry. My power gets in the way. I don’t belong here.”


  The girl lifted my gauntlet out of my backpack and laid it on my desk. “If you made this, you belong here.”


  My gauntlet. Thick, thick brown leather, old and worn. When worn, it went up my arm to my elbow. The leather glove itself was little more than a structure to rig brass fittings on, tubes and levers and a firing mechanism at the wrist. I shook my head slowly. “It was given to me.” By my brother, but I still had enough self-control not to say that out loud.


  The blonde girl had the cutest, lip-jutting pout I’d ever imagined, poking curiously at the gauntlet until she opened a chamber and pulled out a little plastic vial filled with cyan goop. Her eyes widened, sparkling, and her grin turned beatific. “No. You’re an alchemist.”


  All I could do was nod.


  “What’s your name?” she asked, turning her soaring sky-blue eyes back to me.


  We’d just taken roll call, but she’d already forgotten, of course. “Magenta.” Was I going to pass out? I felt so weird and swimmy.


  The blonde typed that into her phone.


  His voice strained, the teacher protested, “Miss Lutra, you know you are not allowed to use your power like this.”


  I glanced at him while he was talking, and when I looked back up, the girl was gone, disappeared from the classroom as if she’d teleported away. Maybe she had.


  Students made quiet noises as we recovered from the bout of mind control. The teacher took deep breaths, and when he got his focus back announced, “Still, I’ll forgive her for a good deed. Don’t worry, Miss Slade—”


  The girl in the chair next to me bounced up and down, her chair’s metal legs clattering and her arm waving wildly. “Ooh! Ooh! I can help! I know all about super power related learning disabilities.”


  I blinked. This had not been the classmate next to me before the cute-as-a-button brain blasting blonde showed up. The new girl, uh….


  She and the angel could not have been more physically opposite. Well, they had a similar shape, the kind you find on cheerleaders, but other than that no. Rather than blonde, this girl had ink black hair, naturally straight but uncombed like a porcupine with bed-head. Her burgundy blouse shone, obviously fine silk, but frayed and wrinkled. The shirt was actually missing three buttons, and if I’d been seen in school with the gaps that left, I’d crawl under my bed and never come out. The black-haired girl had not a trace of acne and perfect teeth, but badly chapped lips and a maniacally eager grin.


  Wow, that grin. We’re talking a whole carnival of killer clowns eager. Could I make a bipolar cure potion?


  Still reeling from the Lutra assault, the teacher blinked. “I…suppose, Miss Bradley, but Miss Slade, if you don’t think that’s enough, talk to me, and we’ll get this schedule mistake fixed.”


  With a bunch of loud clonks, Bradley inch-wormed her chair up right next to mine, and laid an open textbook between us.


  She pointed at my nose, then jerked a thumb at her own. “You Magenta. Me Marcia. This will be great.”


  “Do you really know about super power learning disabilities?” I whispered.


  Marcia made a psssht blowing noise, and rolled her dark eyes. “Oh, please. That was a giant lie. What I have done is read some real old-timey alchemy books and I am positive you can pass this class with someone to help bridge the gap.” She waved her hand airily, and added, “Besides, I could take the final now, if I wanted. My old man was big on chemistry.”


  I shuddered, half a dozen dreadlocks flopping to the opposite side of my shoulders. “I don’t think you can make that monster make sense.”


  “Naah, see, you’re thinking about it wrong. It doesn’t make sense to most kids. You have one advantage, because the guys who first lined this up were alchemists. These two lines over here are all alkalis. On the other end are the noble gases. Here’s the reactive gases. This chunk is inert stuff, and all in here are metals. Don’t try to understand the rest, because that will get in the way. It’s a chart where you look up numbers. You’ll have to do a lot of rote memorization, but you can handle that.” She sneered, the kind of sneer that showed contempt not for me, but for a list that thought it could defeat me.


  It was all good advice, but this was as bewildering a change of pace as the avalanche of divine Lutra intervention. My eyes wide, I protested, “How can you be so sure? You don’t know me.”


  Marcia grinned again, not quite as manic, but super smug. “Just watch. You’ll see I’m right.”


  We at least got through the rest of class without my feeling like a lost cause. When the bell announced the end of second period, kids all grabbed their bags and swarmed out. Marcia hung her pack off one shoulder, but lingered with me. Squinting shrewdly, she declared, “So, you didn’t go to Northwest Hollywood Middle, and you brought a mad science weapon that you partly made. You have a superhero or supervillain relative, and you’re a Bad Penny fan.”


  See? I told you, Kay!


  This was my time. Time to get my balance back and make a first impression for the first time. I shrugged, and gave her my own smirk. “You should know I’m not allowed to say, because you have a relative in the Community, you’re extremely powerful, and you want to be a villain.”


  That got a snicker, and a smile more like a snarl. “Good. Bad. I’m the girl with the fists.” She smacked one into the other palm, and black slithered around the impact.


  We grinned at each other a lot.


  Something made faint pok pok pok noises. A girl in braids covered in beads stood behind Marcia, shaking her head. She had sharp features, pretty like a statue, with lean but visibly muscular arms mostly bared by her short-sleeved t-shirt. She spoke with flat determination that matched her straight-backed, utterly confident poise. “You are not corrupting the new girl.”


  Marcia spun around, which revealed the floating bead that had been poking the back of her head, because now it smacked repeatedly against her forehead. Hand on her chest, Marcia declared with a veritable mud storm of truth-concealing wounded virtue, “When did you become my chaperone?”


  Nobody would have fallen for it, and this regally serious and determined girl certainly didn’t. “When we were assigned to the same class. Speaking of which, shouldn’t you be getting to your next class?”


  Marcia tossed her head, clean but unkempt hair bouncing, and pointed two doors down. “Oh, please. It’s right there.”


  That scored a conversational hit. The braided girl turned her head a couple of inches, eyes and mouth tightening in worry. “That’s my next class.” Her hand whipped out, palm up in demand. “Show me your schedule.”


  Marcia dug a fist into her pocket and pulled out a crumpled piece of paper. She dropped it in her accuser’s hand. The braided girl yanked the paper open and read its contents.


  Eyes wide with horror, she looked up at my dementedly grinning new friend. The braided girl’s voice came out in a whisper. “We have every class together.”


  Letting out a squeal of glee, Marcia pumped both fists victoriously up and down. “Best rivals united!”


  The girl with the braids slapped a hand over her eyes, and dragged it down her face. I was thoroughly unconvinced by her exasperation, but she did at least sound sincere when she raised an eyebrow and asked, “Aren’t you Penny Akk’s rival?”


  Marcia gave a snort of sudden, unexpected laughter, her smile less manic and more a blistering sunshine of amusement. “Oh, please. That was so six months ago. Now I’m that backup teammate that you would trust with your life but you can’t completely be friends with because that would spoil the unexpected wisdom sharing thing.”


  My eyes went wide, and my voice squeaked. “You know Penny Akk? As in Bad Penny, as in The Inscrutable Machine?”


  For the first time, the braided girl properly noticed me, with a faint jerk of surprise, no less. She recovered immediately, offering me her hand and an open, friendly smile. “Oh, a fan? I’m Charlotte, by the way.”


  Marcia nodded at me, now just with a wry smile that turned up on one side. She folded her arms under her chest, and offered, “I can introduce you. Penny is super friendly… for about thirty seconds, and then she goes back to Ray and Claire.”


  Charlotte grimaced the reluctant grimace of someone who had just heard an unwanted truth.


  I shook my own head and waved a hand lazily. “Naah, it’s not about Penny herself. It’s about what she did.”


  Multi-colored beads rattled as Charlotte looked up at the clock in the hall. “We have to get to class.”


  Marcia grinned at her, syrupy with triumphant malice. “No, you have to get to class, good girl.”


  Charlotte grimaced again, her pose stiff, ready to bolt, but she hesitated. Her arm lashed out, grabbing my shoulder, and she dragged her forehead to mine. In a low voice that Marcia still would have to be able to hear, she told me, “Listen. Half the time Marcia is the kindest person you will ever meet, but the other half she’s trouble with a capital ‘violence and insanity.’”


  And with that, she flew off to the classroom Marcia had pointed out earlier. Not actually, literally flew, but she did move with eel-like grace when she was in a hurry. Freaky. Also, awesome.


  Chortling, Marcia pulled up her backpack and started digging around inside it. She looked up at me as she did with a different smile, of sinister anticipation. “You like trouble. You’re here for trouble, superhero trouble. So here, have some. You’ll be fine if you keep it warm.” With that she pulled out…a plastic egg, orange, like cheap vending machine toys come in.


  I let her slide it into my hands. The egg felt heavy, with something soft that didn’t rattle around inside.


  “Now, get to class,” Marcia ordered, pointing in exactly the wrong direction exactly as the bell to start third period sounded.


  I did, in a hurry. I bet I could get away with this on the first day under “still finding my way in a new school,” but not if I was much later.


  While I scurried, I looked at the egg. Okay, this was an obvious practical joke, but you know what? I could play. Holding my own backpack awkwardly in front of me, I found my metal safety box of backup potions, and pulled out the liquid sunlight tube. This had been a goat rodeo of trouble to make, and had to be stored in delicate glass, but it gave off plenty of heat. I wrapped it and the egg snugly in the padding of the gauntlet, and tried to tuck that where my textbooks wouldn’t bang against them too hard.


  My prediction proved true: I arrived during roll call, and escaped trouble because it was the first day. Latin class…was fine. It went by in a blur, just because it was normal. We got an overview of our textbook, declensions, the fact that we were going to be reading a lot of Julius Caesar’s writing, that sort of thing. The worst I could say about the class was that I still wish we were learning something like Sumerian. All the cool super powered artifacts had Sumerian writing on them. Maybe wizards like mud. Now my dreams of one day having a team of investigators stare at me in awe as I read the ancient tablet at the heart of the mystery had been dashed.


  Most alchemy books were written in Latin, though, so I wasn’t wasting my time.


  The lunch bell rang! Free time to mingle! I hurried down to the cafeteria. Entering nearly buried me under a stampede of ultra-blandness, and also other kids eager to stake their brand-new social territory. Upper High’s cafeteria was a big white room with a bunch of cheap metal tables that had benches welded to them. Woohoo. Passing through the food line was even more bland. Couldn’t there at least have been mad science machines behind the counter to cook the world’s only actually good school lunch? Nope. Spongy Salisbury steak and green beans for me.


  Emerging with my tray of food, I found that the older kids had taken ownership of their long-claimed territories, while us freshmen eyed the existing cliques, wondering where we would fit in. That was way more important than what dully nutritious paste I was served. I needed to break into the friendship circles of the hero and villains’ kids. Preferably heroes.


  Making real new friends would be nice, too.


  In answer to my prayers, I saw Marcia and Charlotte sitting alone and across from each other at a table. Charlotte was eating from a tray like mine. Marcia’s idea of food was a cake. A whole cake, of who knew what flavor because it was a smeary mess from being bounced around in a box.


  Approaching them I noticed something else. Marcia’s blouse wasn’t even the worst of her clothing disasters. She’d “forgotten” to wear a belt, her slacks sagged a lot, and both her blouse and slacks had been cut raggedly and inexpertly short, leaving an inch of midriff and her knees and lower legs bare.


  How could I not like someone who hit the world like a blockbuster bomb? Or Charlotte, as comfortable in Marcia’s mad presence and on the first day of high school as a captain on the deck of her ship?


  So, I walked over to them, set my tray down, and took the place next to Marcia as if I belonged there, to let them know I did.


  My bravery melted in the blow-torch of their blank, amused stares. Ugh.


  This was the moment I’d been pretending wouldn’t happen. I’d at least hoped I could put it off until tomorrow.


  “Have we met?” asked Charlotte, half-smiling at my daring and pointing a chunk of cornbread at me.


  Marcia’s one-and-a-half sized grin evened the pair out as she looked me up and down. “Naturally pink hair. Tight dreadlocks, and I know that takes work. Good color sense. Suspiciously lumpy backpack. And attitude for miles. What’s your name, girl?”


  Ugh again.


  They had no idea who I was.


  All my effort went into not looking or sounding pained and embarrassed. “Magenta.”


  Marcia’s messy black eyebrows went up. “Whoa, two girls named Magenta in one—”


  Charlotte jerked. Extending a hand to me, she stammered, “Oh, no. I am so sorry, Magenta. I have no idea how I didn’t recognize you.”


  The subtle flicker of identifying me didn’t interrupt Marcia’s grin. On the contrary, she leaned an elbow on the table, smearing her sleeve with frosting, and studied me with even more smug fascination. “I do. It’s Magenta’s super power. One she can’t turn off. That’s the only explanation that makes sense.”


  Charlotte grimaced, and kept her hand out. As I shook it, she told me in a low, sympathetic tone, “Wow, that must be a pain to deal with. Now that we know, we’ll do our best about it. I thought you had a potion making mad science power?”


  Marcia straightened up again, merely smirking. “She’s got both. It’s not like it doesn’t happen sometimes. I bet she’d rather change the subject, so I vote we talk about me.”


  The tension I’d been trying to resist let go, and I just barely avoided a sigh. That had been surprisingly painless. I raised my hand. “Seconded.”


  Marcia scooped a giant fork full of cake into her mouth and swallowed it without chewing, which left only the barest pause before she explained, “I’ve got two powers, too. One is a physical perfection thing, the other is an energy shock. Of course, I stole mine instead of inheriting them.” Her grin came back, gleeful at that detail.


  Charlotte flicked a finger. A ring slid off of it into the air, spun around a few revolutions, then went right back into place. More matter-of-factly, she said, “Jewelry control. I can kind of feel them when I manipulate them, and I’m trying to build that up, get a real ability to know exactly where they are around me.”


  Gulping another steam shovel scoop of cake to free her tongue, Marcia squeed, “Cooool. Jewelry radar would be amazing!”


  They both looked at me, not expectantly, but with pleased, knowing little grins. I realized I hadn’t eaten a bite, and had been leaning forward eagerly to listen to all of this. Hurriedly, I imitated Marcia in miniature, and stuffed an entire meat goo patty in my mouth.


  Eyebrows up but thankfully without hint of judgment, Charlotte asked me, “You came to us hoping to get into the super powers club, right? If we can get it restarted this year.”


  Marcia shook her head so forcefully a fleck of frosting landed on my cheek. “I guarantee you Penny won’t do it. Not with her power weakened and her parents watching her. Nobody would be crazy enough to let me be club president—”


  “Seriously,” agreed Charlotte.


  Unoffended, Marcia resumed, “—so you ought to open it.”


  Charlotte folded her arms. “Nope. No way. I have a life, thanks, and I’m getting plenty of super power practice already.”


  Marcia didn’t try to argue, and I already could tell it would take a battering ram driven by twelve caffeine-crazed mastodons to make Charlotte bend on anything. It was hard to feel too disappointed, because this was exactly the kind of conversation I’d come to this school to be part of, and yes, I was digging every second.


  After thirty seconds of silence I used to gorge, Charlotte let out a sigh. Her beaded corn row braids slid over her shoulders as she bent her face forward. “I miss everyone, though.”


  Marcia nodded, finally wiping the frosting off her face with a monogrammed handkerchief. Admittedly, monogrammed with someone else’s initials. “Yeah. We’ll just have to hunt up the others, at least the ones already in Upper High. It’ll be weird without Teddy, though.”


  Charlotte nodded, perking up again. “I’ve seen Mirabelle and Cassie, so maybe they’ll be in our afternoon classes. Why aren’t you and Sue together already?”


  Pinching her nose in disgust, Marcia answered, “She’s not at Upper High. Her folks sent her to Pep Prep.”


  Charlotte gasped, and her mouth remained open in shock. “Oh, no way. I’m sorry for both of you.”


  The cataclysm of awesomeness girl added an eye roll to her scrunched-up disgust, and her voice took on a mocking singsong imitation of upper-class snootiness. “It’s half finishing school. Sue’s parents are worried she’s doing ghastly unladylike things like not being ashamed of having shadow powers.” Her voice returned to mere disgusted irritation. “I’m positive they’re superheroes, but I don’t know who and I can’t find out because that would be getting personal.”


  Charlotte and I nodded in unison. Kay didn’t share much with me about his superhero career, but one thing I did know: Personal lives, civilian lives, were inviolate. Hero or villain, crossing that line meant death. Revealing someone else’s secret identity included.


  Sitting up as tall as she could and looking around, Marcia asked, “Where do you think Charlie is?”


  Charlotte hesitated, her mouth tight in uncharacteristic awkwardness. “I, uh…I kind of doubt he made it to Upper High, Marcia. His grades weren’t that good.”


  Marcia glowered, maybe a touch more ferociously than I associated with, you know, sane people. She thumped her fist against the edge of the table, and her knuckles left a dent. “That sucks. He was trying to be a better person, and I respect that.”


  The anger disappeared as if it had never been, replaced with an excited grin. She bumped her shoulder against mine, and promised, “Don’t worry. Me and Charlotte will introduce you to everybody as we find them, and make sure there’s no weirdness over the recognition power thing.”


  YESSSSSS! Exactly what I’d been aiming for. Friends secured on the first day at a new school, and I’d made a good first impression. Now I just had to keep making a good first impression.


  It’s a super power joke.


  So, being friends, I was finally able to level an accusing finger at Marcia. “That outfit. That’s rebellion. You’re deliberately testing the limits of the dress code, for no other reason than to be difficult.”


  “Bwa ha ha ha ha. You are correct!” crowed Marcia.


  Charlotte covered her eyes with one hand, although the tightness around her mouth suggested she was actually trying not to laugh. She only looked up at me when she’d gone calm again. “Hey, how are your other classes going, anyway?” Yes, we were indeed friends!


  “Oh, they’re fine,” I promised, using my prosaic paper napkin to make sure my face was clean. “I’m no genius, but grades have never been a problem.”


  Abruptly, Marcia leaped to her feet. She folded her cake box back up, grabbed her backpack, declared, “I’ll see you two later,” and ran out the cafeteria door.


  Before Charlotte and I could recover and wonder what that was about, the end-of-lunch bell rang anyway. On my way out, I passed Marcia. She hadn’t actually gone anywhere, just stood outside the lunch room door, leaning against the wall and grinning with evil glee. She barely glanced at me, so I kept walking.


  Social Science! Another perfectly ordinary class, without even a mention of super powers. Not even the special laws about heroes and villains.


  I couldn’t be disappointed. I had friends now. High school would be fine.


  There also wasn’t much except classwork type facts to remember about the class, so it was with casual good humor that I set out afterwards for Math.


  At the hall’s T intersection, something thumped inside my backpack.


  Uh…what now?


  Crack.


  Oh, no way. Desperately, I whipped off my backpack, unzipped it, and dug into my gauntlet. Letting the backpack drop, I lifted out the broken plastic shell and the hideous little lizard thing sitting in the remains.


  Honestly, cross my heart, I’d been super absolute bedrock of the Earth positive this had been a practical joke.


  Boy, the hatchling was ugly. It had a winding, scaly body, long skinny legs, twitchy bat wings, and the grossest, tiniest, wrinkliest bare skin head with mad bulgy eyes and a curved beak.


  “B’gak!” it squeaked.


  Ow. The noise hadn’t been loud, but it made my head hurt. Already people were staring, and they winced too.


  It flopped out of the shell onto my hands. Tiny talons scratched at my skin for a second, and then my fingers went numb.


  I twitched them. They did move, but all I could feel was a faint, stiff ache in my joints. The cold numbness spread, inch by inch, past my wrists and up my forearms.


  I dropped the little monster and grabbed at my belt. My fingers were so clumsy when I couldn’t feel them! I fumbled open the little leather pouch I always, always wear, and pulled out a plastic tube. My fingers couldn’t get hold, but I managed to unscrew the lid with my palm and drink half of the thick red juice inside.


  Warmth and sensation flooded back into my arms. Petrification canceled. I would live.


  People started to shout. Someone moved towards the hideous thing. Oops. I hadn’t warned anyone. I’d been busy trying not to die. At the top of my lungs, I shouted, “It’s a cockatrice and it will kill you if it touches you! Stay away!”


  That worked. The shouts got louder and more frequent, but everyone backed off. The fumbling newborn cockatrice didn’t seem too mobile, bouncing and flopping instead of running or flying. Teachers shoved to the front of the pack, and started to pull away the kids who would rather take videos with their cell phones than retreat to safety.


  A bubble appeared over the chicken-snake. I couldn’t tell who, but some kid with super powers had decided to use them. The cockatrice didn’t like that and bounced forward, popping the bubble with its beak, only to have a new bubble form.


  A solidly built boy with scruffy brown hair dumped his textbooks on the floor, opening the mouth of his backpack wide as he prepared to slap it over the monster. A teacher grabbed him.


  Serpents of black smoke appeared in the air, vague writhing shapes. Out of them stepped Mourning Dove, as cadaverous as she had been at the bus stop. Reaching down, she jabbed her hand through the bubble and lifted the cockatrice up in her fist.


  The chicken-snake writhed. The lines of smoke slithered down Mourning Dove’s arms and over the monster, into it. When they cleared, only ash remained, falling out of the embalmed yellow heroine’s hand. Greedy instinct tugged at me, but if I gathered some there’d be too much fuss.


  Mourning Dove disappeared the way she came, silent as the grave.


  “What. Was. That?” asked the boy who’d emptied his backpack. That reminded me to recover my own.


  A short girl with giant glasses, dull brown hair in braided pigtails, and equally dull brown shirt and slacks slid to the front of the crowd. Her solemn words carried to everyone as if she were a queen. “A warning. This year, we’re being watched. If we get out of line with our powers, a suspension will be the least of our problems.”


  The kids swallowed that silently, until a teacher clapped her hands. “To class, everyone. You’re late!”


  Movement resumed, mostly away from the intersection.


  One person moved against the tide. Marcia ran in our direction, shoving people aside, and only slowing as it became clear everything was over. She had a wide-eyed, horrified expression, as she ought. I headed for her. Late to class or not, Marcia and I were going to have a flaming hail and raining fish tempest of a discussion about this.


  Then she shook, a violent twist that ran from her shoulders down her whole torso. Clamping a hand over her mouth, she staggered on barely functional legs into the nearby girls’ restroom. Nobody, not even a teacher, seemed to notice.


  Uh. Switching from anger to concern, I weaved through the quickly clearing crowd and into the bathroom after her.


  I found Marcia on her knees on the floor, arms wrapped around her torso. They couldn’t stop her torso from spasming. The girl who acted indestructible was having a seizure right in front of me.


  Now blood began leaking from her nose and mouth. In a panic, I dived down next to her, pushed the remaining half of my healing potion up to her mouth, and tilted her head back to make her drink it.


  She still had the self-control to swallow. That left her gasping, but the shakes stopped, and she didn’t lose any more blood. Or hair. I had several strands decorating my shirt now.


  Instinct took over. I snuck the other tube I kept in my belt pouch out, the empty one. First, I scooped a couple of hairs into that, and then wiped the blood off Marcia’s nose and mouth with my thumb. I tried to make it look like tender concern, but no, I just wanted to scrape some into my vial. Marcia’s body parts would have some crazy properties. Poison, maybe. Or madness. I couldn’t pass a sample up.


  She took several seconds to become lucid anyway, then looked down at the tube she’d just drank out of. “What was that?”


  “Sanguinity,” I answered.


  Augh, stupid! I’d been paying attention to my samples! Right on cue, Marcia asked, “You mean blood?”


  And then, to my surprise, she corrected herself. “Oh, the ideal of blood. Life! It works, too. Whew. Good stuff.”


  Laying my arm around her shoulder, I asked, “Are you okay, now?”


  She nodded. “Yeah, I’m good.”


  My concern had been sincere, but now it wasn’t necessary. I jabbed the side of her head with my finger. “You set me up!”


  At least she did look guilty and upset as she looked up, raising her hands to defend against my anger. “You weren’t supposed to keep it warm. I didn’t think you’d be able to! And I planned on taking it back right after lunch, but I couldn’t find you!”


  “I’d literally just told you that my super power makes me hard to recognize,” I snapped.


  Marcia shook her head. “Yeah, but I didn’t think it would take effect that fast!”


  We looked at each other. Well, I’d been warned. I’d have to let it go. Besides, I was still more than a little worried. Leaning in to peer at her, I asked, “What happened?”


  She rolled back to lean against the cold tile wall, and took a deep breath, then let it out in a rush. Lifting the vial, she answered cheerfully, “Oh, my super power is killing me. These potions are great, though. Make me a dozen.”


  I was pretty sure she meant it. Now it was my turn to tuck my head down awkwardly, embarrassment prickling up my back. “I can’t. Partly it’s the time and effort. Partly it’s the cost. That potion is purified color red. An apple is cheap, but a sack of them isn’t.”


  “Huh. Then I should pay for this one. Here you go,” she said, digging into her pocket. Pulling out a wad of green, she dumped it into my hands.


  Uh.


  My brain froze up.


  These were hundred-dollar bills.


  Uh.


  Marcia kept talking in the background. I stared at the insane pile of cash in my hand, more than adults usually got their hands on at once.


  
    
      [image: ]
    

  


  I knew exactly what I was going to do with this money.
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  Chapter Two


  Home again, home again, jingling jeep.


  I was much too distracted to get nursery rhymes right as I unlocked our apartment door and stepped in. The lights were off, but September sunlight poured through the blinds and kept every room but one lit. Our place always smells like old paint, because we never got around to replacing the flaky orange that came with it.


  The moment I stepped in, Kay stepped out of his room, walking swiftly but easily up to the door to meet me. Pinching my cheek, he leaned down and asked, “How was your first day of school, Magenta?”


  I nodded, cheerful and thoughtful like a wise geezer in an adventure movie. “I’m making friends already. My classes are as blandly normal as Elmer’s glue, but fine. Overall a success, but far short of expectations.”


  He snickered, straightening back up to perch his wiry fists attached to his wiry arms against his wiry hips, oh so cocky. “Told you. I’ve got to go.”


  “Now?” I asked, trying to look disappointed rather than excited.


  Kay was already taking the door handle from me. “It feels like right now.”


  Then he was gone, obeying the mysterious calls of his super power. No doubt he had to arrive at exactly the right time somewhere to stop a crime, or catch someone falling off a bridge.


  Creeping down to the one dark room, I stuck my head through the gap where the door wasn’t quite shut. In this room curtains were hung over every window, blocking out the light. Gently, I asked, “You home, Mom?”


  “Who’s there?” mumbled a groggy voice from the shadowy bed. Books were scattered over the covers, and she was leaning back against a pile of pillows. Her head didn’t even budge.


  So. Mom was interning on night shift at the hospital, Kay was out superheroing, and Dad would be working until who knew how late paying for all of us. I’d had quite a day already and badly wanted to rest and absorb, but this timing was too perfect.


  The secret of being a teenage superheroine is having three people who all think the other two are looking after you.


  First, how would I get there? Bus. We were sitting on an express line. How would I afford bus far? Okay, yes, my pocket seethed like a crocodile hootenanny with filthy green lucre, but not with useful denominations.


  Sliding into my parents’ bedroom, I watched Mom’s still form as I snuck over to their dresser. She was blotto, out like a light bulb eaten by a grue. Medical school had required her every waking moment, and interning was even worse. That left her pocketbook undefended. In extravagant silence, I scooped out all her cash and change, and replaced it with one of the hundred-dollar bills Marcia had given me. She wouldn’t look that gift horse in the mouth when she woke up, nope.


  On the way out to the street, I buckled my combat gauntlet into place on my right arm, loaded a few choice vials into it, and clipped my container of spare potions onto my belt. As if I were Kay, the bus pulled up the second my foot touched the pavement.


  Nobody challenged or even looked hard at a fourteen-year-old girl riding the LA Metro. I was wearing obvious mad science. Sure, it could be a costume, or maybe I could melt their faces off.


  Which I could, but I’d have to switch cartridges. Glue was more heroic.


  At Jefferson, I stopped just long enough to fit a hundred-dollar bill into a machine and get a TAP pass that would surely meet my transit needs forever.


  I had to come up with a flying potion. Riding buses was not the super powered impression I wanted to make on the world. Whatever, I’d reached my destination.


  Hidden within the thin line of “good part of town” leading down to the museum, a little brick building with dark windows and no sign sat behind hedges. I didn’t even know what the front door was. No, I went down the shadowy path along the side of the building, and to a door with its own dark glass.


  As I approached, the door opened and a superhero stepped out. He had short brown hair, a boyish face, but a subtle solidity to his slim body that made him clearly an adult. The orange, brown, and white bodysuit he wore declared his superhero status at the top of its tacky metaphorical lungs. At least it wasn’t spandex. No, something more plastic that blended seamlessly into the high-tech machines scattered aimlessly over his body. A helmet, or maybe just a pair of headphones with a really wide headband, completed the look.


  The hero gave me a curious stare as he passed, but pass he did. As soon as he’d stepped around the corner, I passed through the door myself.


  Bells tinkled as I stepped into a grease-scented spectacle of color.


  Blue dominated. Dark blue felt covered the walls, in an attempt by the owner to make the shop look solemn and harmless. Hooks and shelves fastened to those walls, and along with the skeletally simple racks lined up along the floor, they were dull grey metal except for the stains.


  Ah, the stains. Stuff so varied and bizarre that only “stuff” sufficed as a description had been stored on those shelves, and left stains of every color. In one fine example, a glass sphere on a stick contained golden arcs like a plasma gold, most of them twisted down to where the glass touched the rack. The metal underneath had turned awfully shiny and yellow, like brass. Char, weird metals, rust, and more conventional stains recorded other oddities long gone.


  The current crop of stuff came in its own variety of colors, although brown leather and shiny brass were the most common. Rainbow painted tanks, copper tubes, a stack of red cliché dynamite sticks, altogether it worked hard to overwhelm the somber and practical blue walls.


  No sales tags or labels decorated the items on display. In their trickster ragbag of chaos one trait united every scrap: They all looked beaten up. Worn, punctured, dented, cracked, and scarred, every weapon, implement, and artifact had seen better days.


  In fact, a heavy metal object that had a bazooka or ray gun look sat on a work table on one side of the room. It consisted mostly of wires, metal tubes, and rounded metal boxes. A woman with flaming red hair and overalls was even now drilling a hole in the ragged edge of a box, through which she stuck a bolt. I got a glimpse of duct tape wound about cables inside before she started bolting two chunks of the weapon together. Fit, thirty-ish, aside from her unusually but not superhumanly vivid hair and unusually but not superhumanly intense freckles, she looked disappointingly normal and practical in this marketplace of oddities. To reinforce that normality, a few signs hung behind her, with two standing out particularly for their messages:


  Vendor does not consider mind control an acceptable risk.


  Please refrain from Community games.


  The former sign had a whole list of signatures, and after seeing her twice today the ugly chipped letters of MOURNING DOVE stood out. The latter sign only had a small stamped figure like an angular spider, and next to it a smiley face.


  The woman looked up, eyebrows raised. “So, The Way sent his little…friend with a new donation?”


  Yes, I knew about this place because Kay had brought me before. Did he really have to give away for free the supervillain gear he recovered? There had to be such a thing as too good.


  Ah, well. Thanks to him I knew about this store and the Junk Merchant, and I slapped the wad of moolah Marcia The Source of All Unhealthiness had given me down on her table. “No, for a purchase.”


  Junk Merchant’s surprised, curious smile didn’t budge. She folded her arms over the weapon, studying me curiously. “The Way needing anything other than his own self is new, but ‘whatever works’ is practically your—his motto.”


  Wait. She’d recognized me instantly as Kay’s sister. Huh. That had to be a good omen! If the last piece I needed was still here, I would make a splash so big everyone would remember me!


  I circled around to the “mostly armor” section, and…there it was. The armor in general was even more damaged than everything else in here, but my target looked functional and fully repaired, with the leather and metal fittings even freshly oiled.


  My prize looked more like really old timey football padding, brown leather shoulder plates and about half a vest, but with thin metal boxes of electronics sewn into the padding. Four little vacuum tubes stuck out the back, and a larger tube off of the left shoulder. Squeezing the armor over my head, I tested the buckles. Awesome! I’d have to poke one more hole in the straps, but once I did that it would fit perfectly.


  When I had them pulled tight, the vacuum tubes lit up faintly. Yes, this force field generator was functional.


  Okay. Now I just had to look confident on my way out the door. Nobody would haggle with Kay, not when he gives so much to charity to begin with. In fact, maybe I should have kept some of that money for myself? Eh. I’d skimmed a bus card that would last until the stars burned out and were replaced with energy-efficient LEDs. Good enough.


  As I strode so very confidently past her counter, Junk Merchant remarked with caustic amusement, “Funny that you made sure it fits you personally, since The Way is a foot taller.”


  My foot stopped mid-stride. Oops.


  Junk Merchant gave me a crooked, compassionate smile, and her tone softened. “It’s not my place to get personal, but a hero and a villain in the same family leads to big trouble. Everybody loves to talk about heroes and villains dating, but most of them break up fast and hard.”


  “I don’t want to be a villain,” I declared flatly and honestly.


  She nodded. Her frank, practical smile almost made me shiver. Respect! Junk Merchant sounded just like she was talking to a fellow professional as she replied, “It wouldn’t be my place to talk you out of it anyway, and at least you thought about defense. If you can’t take a punch, it won’t matter how hard you hit. That shock absorber rig won’t make you anywhere near invulnerable, but it’s a lot better than nothing.”


  She waved a hand, her gaze already returning to the weapon she was refurbishing. “Anyway, the money was enough. It’s yours.”


  Yes yes yes! Forget striding, it was time to swagger. I was ready to go!


  This time I had the shop door half-open before Junk Merchant called out, “So, if you’re going to be a hero, have you figured out how you’ll find crimes to fight?”


  Uh. Er.


  That hadn’t occurred to me.
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  Chapter Three


  The second day of high school happened.


  My bus ride to school was barren of interest. It was a bus. We drove way up near Los Feliz. No criminals were shown the error of their ways. The other girl from my neighborhood read through an entire textbook during the ride.


  Okay, probably not, but some people look that smart.


  The bus disgorged its heaving vomit of high school students at the front steps, and we flowed up them past the brown-haired guy I’d seen yesterday to the-


  Uh.


  I looked again. It was that same guy! He had on an awkward, super-nerdy pressed white button shirt, with a gold tag on it that read “Extra Security.” His tan slacks were equally perfectly pressed, and he had the smooth face of a college student, with hair parted to the side in a hair style I could only think of as “default.”


  The pigtails girl had said the superheroes would be watching us. He’d seen a high school girl enter a mad science store last night, and they knew something was up.


  My super power held, at least. The guy watched the crowd with seemingly amicable curiosity, but never actually settled on me.


  Er. Yeah. My super power. I trudged stiffly into room 111, sat down in the same chair as yesterday, and waited, getting more tense by the second.


  I didn’t have many seconds to wait. Mr. Carlyle’s gaze slid over to me, and he stepped around his
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