
  [image: Cover]


  PLEASE DON’T TELL MY PARENTS I HAVE A NEMESIS


  Book Four of the Please Don’t Tell My Parents Series


  By Richard Roberts


  
    
      [image: ]
    

  


  A Mystique Press Production


  Mystique Press is an imprint of Crossroad Press


  Digital Edition published by Crossroad Press


  Smashwords edition published at Smashwords by Crossroad Press



  Crossroad Press Edition 2019


  Original publication by Curiosity Quills Press—2017


  Cover Art by Ricky Gunawan


  LICENSE NOTES


  This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to the vendor of your choice and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.


  Meet the Author


  
    
      [image: ]
    

  


  Richard Roberts is drawn to dark, strange fairy tales, which of course is why he got famous for his perky middle-school supervillain stories instead.


  That presents the two halves of his work, the fun and crazy, and the dark and weird. In both cases, he does his best to entertain, to look at old ideas to see how strange they are if you think them through, and to make a story where his characters earn their happy endings.


  BIBLIOGRAPHY


  Please Don’t Tell My Parents Series


  Book 1: Please Don’t Tell My Parents I’m a Supervillain


  Book 2: Please Don’t Tell My Parents I Blew Up the Moon


  Book 3: Please Don’t Tell My Parents I’ve Got Henchmen


  Book 4: Please Don’t Tell My Parents I Have a Nemesis


  Book 5: Please Don’t Tell My Parents You Believe Her


  Quite Contrary


  Sweet Dreams are Made of Teeth


  Wild Children


  DISCOVER CROSSROAD PRESS


  Visit the Crossroad site for information about all available products and its authors


  Check out our blog


  Subscribe to our Newsletter for information about new releases, promotions, and to receive a free eBook


  Find and follow us on Facebook


  
    
      [image: cp]
    

  


  We hope you enjoy this eBook and will seek out other books published by Crossroad Press. We strive to make our eBooks as free of errors as possible, but on occasion some make it into the final product. If you spot any problems, please contact us at crossroad@crossroadpress.com and notify us of what you found. We’ll make the necessary corrections and republish the book. We’ll also ensure you get the updated version of the eBook.


  If you have a moment, the author would appreciate you taking the time to leave a review for this book at the retailer’s site where you purchased it.


  Thank you for your assistance and your support of the authors published by Crossroad Press.


  All Penny Akk books, including this one,


  are dedicated to Dana Simpson.


  This one also is for Rivky, my middle school beta reader.


  Table of Contents


  


  CHAPTER ONE


  CHAPTER TWO


  CHAPTER THREE


  CHAPTER FOUR


  CHAPTER FIVE


  CHAPTER SIX


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  CHAPTER NINE


  CHAPTER TEN


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  CHAPTER FIFTEEN


  CHAPTER SIXTEEN


  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


  CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


  CHAPTER NINETEEN


  CHAPTER TWENTY


  CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


  


  MESSAGE FROM THE WRITER:


  [image: ]


  CHAPTER ONE


  The field of battle lay before me, as yet innocent and green. Soon, it would belong to me, Penelope Akk, the world’s greatest fourteen-year-old supervillain. Or superhero.


  Yes, I was still working that part out. Look, I had a plan.


  The plan would come later. For now, that field across the street from Griffith Park and next to the play fountain needed conquering.


  I pulled my latest mad science invention from my backpack, and laid the disk on the ground. It looked like an oversized Frisbee, or maybe a shield, if either of those could be made of layers of concentric and interlocking gears.


  “So. Open space. We meet again!” My war cry given, I flipped open the control box strapped to my wrist and pushed a button. The innards of the disk rearranged, and rearranged again. It grew about a foot vertically, and lifted itself up on gears like knobby wheels.


  You know that moment in wildlife documentaries where the wildebeest looks up from the watering hole to see what’s approaching? The elementary school kids in the fountain did that. Just like that, first one, then another.


  Fiddling with the control joystick, I sent the disk skittering across the green, throwing up clods of dirt and grass behind it. Whoops! Note to Penny, works fine on carpet, not kind to fragile surfaces.


  “So. Penelope Akk. We meet again,” said a boy’s voice, copying me shamelessly. Or maybe it’s just something us people with super powers have to say.


  Swiveling around to meet this new threat, I brought my new and experimental toy zipping around between us. It left a chewed up arc in the turf. Hopefully, my parents wouldn’t have to pay for that.


  Said parents stood over by the trees, watching this confrontation with unhidden amusement, as if it was their goal in life to sap the drama from every moment of mine. Mom had her arms folded, and despite her smile, she watched me with sharp, calculating eyes. You know, the same way she does everything. Dad was more interested in our inventions.


  “Our” inventions, because I knew my challenger. The dark-haired boy, who was taller than me, stood a few yards away. He had the rangy muscles you would expect in a super-powered youngster, shown off by a thin T-shirt and shorts. Only his massive, thick-lensed glasses contradicted that look, hinting at his true nature. Like me, Rocky was a mad scientist, blessed by genetics with the power to build things mere human scientists could not.


  Vastly inferior, of course, but none of us could resist a chance to test our limits. Unhitching the backpack off one shoulder, he opened the zipper and dumped out onto the grass a… uh… thing.


  Rocky worked with water and glass and the things he built made no sense to me. How they moved at all, I didn’t get. This thing had the expected tubes, a lot of them in circles attached to warped―but basically round―bulbs.


  He poked it with a stick. It spun around, different parts revolving in separate directions as water sloshed at high speed through the tubes.


  Smirking, I pressed one of many buttons on my control pad. The cog wheels withdrew, the upper levels of the disk rearranged, and out came a cog with elegantly rounded teeth. They spun into a blur, cutting the air with a high-pitched whine, and the disk rose into the air.


  Just to make the point of how badly Rocky was outmatched, I flipped another switch, and concentric gears slid out of the belly and rotated like a drill.


  And then the goofy glass blob spat water at my creation. Criminy.


  “Spat” was almost the only word, but about as appropriate as using “throw” to describe firing a bullet. Two tubes slid up, tracking my floating toy, and launched blobs of water so hard Rocky’s glass freak show slid backward from the recoil. Dodging wasn’t even an option, and my creation went spinning end over end, only righting itself and getting its hover action back inches short of hitting the ground.


  Before I could come up with an attack strategy, Rocky leveled an accusing finger at my disk. “Why isn’t that thing broken? How can it be light enough to fly, but hard enough I didn’t cut it in half? All you’re good at is gears!”


  My grim and gritty combat face fractured into a grin and I fuffed up with delight. “Turns out, there’s a benefit to using my power with my dad watching. He offered me all kinds of things I never thought to ask for, like alloys of… I think it’s molybdenum? And maybe some other metals from the far end of the periodic table? Strong and light, and all I had to do was feed them to The Machine and have it spit back out the right sized gears.” I tapped my left wrist, where The Machine clung, wrapped in a spiral like a hibernating copper centipede. The control panel for my disk was on the right wrist. No way I was ever leaving my Machine behind even if it meant weighing down both arms.


  Rocky gaped at me, jealous to the point of protest. “Lucky!”


  Penny Akk was not at home to shame, nope. I counter-attacked. “And where do you get all that glassware you use?”


  Direct hit! Rocky reeled back, awkward. “Well, my aunt…”


  “Right.” I nodded, triumphant, but you know, not rubbing it in.


  As a further gesture of magnanimity, I stepped closer and held up the wrist-mounted control box for inspection. “My dad made this, too. I’m a long way from knowing enough electronics to rig up my own remote control system. He scavenged some from toy planes. Just the control interface, of course. The actual power source is one of Penelope Akk’s magnificent super-tension winding springs.” I had plenty of reason to be smug about those. My dad, ”Brainy” Akk himself, still hadn’t figured out how they stored so much power. He’d gotten as far as ”recursive spirals” and apparently that was the tip of the iceberg.


  Adjusting his massive glasses, which put even my solidly functional pair to shame, he studied the extensive array of switches, levers, and buttons with appropriate awe. “Coooool. So you come here to test what you’re building? How often?”


  “You should know. You hunted me down.” The connotations of that thought clicked into place, and I gave him a suspicious stare. “How did you know I would be here?”


  “I didn’t. I just saw you from the street.”


  Uh-huh. I pointed at his backpack and his globular, water-spitting death bot. “And you just happened to be carrying a weapon to challenge me with?”


  His grin got goofy and apologetic, pulled up on one side. I’d never seen anybody so physically fit look so nerdy. “Well… yeah. I just like to carry it with me, you know?”


  I paused, my mouth open as my thoughts rearranged, until finally I admitted, “I guess I do. I never leave home without something I’ve built. Usually more than one. And it’s not like you can carry around that power armor you built.”


  He giggled faintly. “I never got that working again. It made sense when I built it the first time, but now… I just can’t figure out what I was doing.”


  I barked a laugh. “You don’t have to tell me.” My real super power, the one I didn’t want him or my parents finding out about, refused to ever do anything twice, and I didn’t understand how anything it made worked!


  Our conversation had not occurred in a vacuum. Two of the kids watching walked up to us. They were older than the grade schoolers playing in the fountain. Middle schoolers like Rocky and I… were a few weeks ago.


  Penelope Akk, sophisticated high school student. That’s me!


  The slightly shorter one had green eyes, wavy brown hair about my own “agouti” color, and an absolutely manic grin. “Are we showing off our super powers? I want to be a superhero when I grow up. Call me Vanish.”


  “Soda Pop,” said the other girl, who had longer, straighter hair the same brown color, and darker eyes. She kept one hand in her pocket in a gesture that seemed awfully familiar.


  I pursed my lips. “I don’t know. Soda Pop is probably free, but I bet Vanish is taken.”


  Undeterred, the gleeful child―who was almost as big as I was, but radiated little-kidness―said, “Maybe they’ll retire. Vanishing is what I do!”


  “Invisibility?” asked Rocky, interested now.


  “Ghost powers. She passes through stuff,” supplied Soda Pop.


  “And you are a mad scientist,” I predicted.


  She nodded, brushing her hair back over her ear. Her fist came out of her pocket, opening to reveal a clear, star-shaped crystal with a powdery coating. It looked familiar. Soda Pop’s voice dropped almost to a mumble. “I have one of my pop rocks with me. It’s a lot stronger than it looks.”


  Vanish’s grin was nutso.


  Almost dreading the answer, I asked, “What are you two going to be when you grow up? Heroes or villains?”


  “A hero!” declared Vanish immediately, to my surprise and skepticism.


  Soda Pop answered more thoughtfully. “Hero, I’m sure. Supervillains seem like they have the most fun, but I know I couldn’t be a bad guy.”


  That spurred another thought, and I raised an eyebrow at Rocky. “Hey, what did you decide?”


  He looked down at the grass. “Uhh… neither, actually. After the big fight against the giant robots―”


  Vanish let out a squeal. “You two are from Northeast West Hollywood Middle? I knew it!”


  “I realized I just don’t have fighting in me,” said Rocky. “I guess I’ll end up a mad plumber or something. Strictly civilian.”


  I pointed at the glass monstrosity at his feet. “But you’re still building water-powered artillery.”


  He chuckled awkwardly. “It’s just like… I had to have one weapon, you know? Just to have it.”


  “Oh, I get that,” I assured him.


  “Yes,” agreed Soda Pop, more emphatically than anything she’d said so far.


  I clapped Rocky on the shoulder. “Don’t worry. My dad says mad science powers do great in regular life. The richest villains are mad scientists, because they were selling their inventions legally for years before their brain sprung a cog.”


  All four of us giggled at that.


  A moment of mad science bonding shared, Rocky looked around the park. “So, where are Claire and Ray?”


  I blinked. “What? I don’t know. Why?”


  He gave me as skeptical a stare as you can when your eyes are magnified to three times their original size by finger-thick lenses. “Come on. You don’t go anywhere without those two. It’s like you’re a hive mind.”


  My jaw hung open in outrage. “Hey, I can operate as an independent organism as well as the next girl! I can’t spend all my summer vacation hours with them. And aren’t we getting off track? You’re the one who should be answering how you knew I was here.”


  He grinned. Oh, sure, he held up his hands in a display of surrender, but had no actual submission in his amused voice. “I told you, I didn’t. If I knew where you would be ahead of time, don’t you think I’d have brought Cassie?”


  …


  Tesla’s Inductive Heating Sole Inserts! Please don’t let me be blushing. “Oh, is she still… interested?” I hoped my voice wasn’t really as weak and cracked as it sounded to me.


  “Every third word out of her mouth is ‘Penny.’”


  Oh, criminy, his smile. He knew Cassie had kissed me.


  Emergency! Activate “finding a change of subject” protocols!


  One presented itself. Barely a second of awkward ignominy passed before a man behind us shouted, “No! Scruffles, come back!”


  A dog-shaped blur shot past us. Gray. A greyhound, in fact, if I knew my dogs, which I didn’t. It was skinny as a rail, and it could move. Its leash flailed around as the escaped canine sped down the sidewalk. No way this poor guy was catching that.


  Reflex kicked in as I identified the crisis. My left hand darted to the controls of my disk, which swooped up into the air, arcing around to buzz over the animal presumably named Scruffles. Extending the wheels, I set them spinning. Normally that would be useless in flight, but…


  Ha! One wheel caught the flapping leash. Leash and remote-controlled mad science plaything tangled together. Scruffles let out a yelp, pulled up unexpectedly short. Not that the yank completely stopped him, but my creation tumbling into the grass made the dog stumble. That bought enough time for a man with orange hair and a jogger’s shorts and shirt to catch up and reclaim the leash.


  Huffing, he called over to me, “Thanks for the rescue, kid. Crazy drone. Where’d you buy it?”


  “She built it herself!” Rocky shouted back.


  “Wow. Super powers?” the jogger asked. Scruffles reared up, tail wagging, licking the arm holding its leash. That done, the dog spun around and darted forward, but this time its owner had a firm grip and the greyhound could only strain at the end of the line, paws windmilling in an eagerness to run.


  Rocky grabbed his invention, and held it up over his head in both hands. “Both of us!”


  “And us!” yelled Vanish, waving her arm wildly over her head.


  “Pumpkin…?”


  Oops. That was my dad’s voice.


  A quick fiddle with the controls, and my disk hovered back over to me, before folding up. Slinging it over its control box like a shield, I marched over to my parents so they could Talk.


  While Talks usually heralded trouble, and a display of sober sincerity was in order, I still held up a finger to my mother to register that Dad owed me a dollar for using the “P” word. Unable to touch my super-powered riches, and with the opportunities of summer vacation before me, I needed that money!


  Certainly my parents, while stiff enough to have something on their minds, didn’t look mad. Not that my mother’s expressions could ever be relied on. The Audit’s face said exactly what she wanted it to say at every moment.


  Her mouth said, “We noticed your new glider has combat functions.”


  Criminy. Busted!


  Dad took hold of the disk, twisting it free of the locking mechanism, and held it up to peer into the mechanisms. Unlike Mom, his cheer could not be hidden, but it didn’t mean for sure I wasn’t in trouble. “You could have been less obvious about wearing it as a shield, Pumpkin.”


  Even amid the extra rush of embarrassment, I flashed two fingers at Mom. The Audit did not bend rules, and Beatrice Benevolence Akk would keep track of how many Pumpkins and Princesses I was owed as she led me to the guillotine.


  This was so going to put back my plans to convince my parents to lift their restriction on super-powered dueling.


  “We’d like to talk to you about the rule of not getting into fights.”


  See?!


  Mom went on. “While that restriction was necessary during the school year, circumstances have changed. You are not being stalked by potential rivals in the halls anymore, and the other parents have decided that if our children can’t be kept quiet, you should be treated as your own junior ring of heroic and villainous sparring.”


  Gleeful hope flashed in my chest, but I tried to keep my face bland. “So…?”


  Dad took over, bending forward and putting his hands on his knees. “You’re very responsible, intelligent, and good at looking after yourself for your age, Penny. You proved that during the school year. Most of all, you’ve proven that you’re moral enough to use your powers to help people. What you did a moment ago made up our minds. If you promise to try to avoid fights, and stay strictly away from interfering with adult heroes and villains, we won’t hold it against you when some of your peers get too rambunctious.”


  “HA!” I yelled, thrusting a fist in the air and jumping up and down! It took considerable effort to restrict myself to just that. My parents did not need to hear the, umm, rather dramatic laugh I’d picked up since I started supervillainy.


  Ignoring my celebratory dance, Mom sighed. “And unfortunately, that you’ll be put in that position at least once this summer is statistically inevitable. As was you trying to talk us into changing the rules. When were you planning to do that?”


  Trying to restrain my glee and look appropriately abashed, I cleared my throat. “Uhh… tonight, after this invention showed how well I can control my new powers.”


  Mom brushed her fingers back over my hair, and leaned down to kiss the line where my bangs started. “I suspected, but the numbers weren’t clear. You used to have a body language tell for when you were trying to work your way up to talk about something, but now you do it all the time.”


  Yeeeeah. That would be because they still didn’t know I was Bad Penny, and I couldn’t work up the nerve to confess.


  That would change this summer. I’d found my weakness over the last semester of middle school, and my strengths as well. All I had to do was use my villainous talent for scheming to maneuver myself into a situation where I had no choice but to confess, with my parents in a good enough mood to not totally disown me. This would be my summer vacation mission, and now that my parents weren’t watching me for signs of adventure, I was free to get started!


  As soon as I found Claire and Ray and told them the good news.
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  CHAPTER TWO


  “He’s got to still be here, because he’s not answering his phone.”


  So spaketh my best friend Claire, about my other best friend (and boyfriend) Ray. Her argument made a lot of sense, for we stood on the threshold of the kingdom of quiet and peace―the Los Angeles Main Branch Public Library.


  I regarded the glass doors of the main entrance with trepidation. That’s not the usual emotion people experience in front of a library, but not a lot of people have rampaged through one to steal a piece of alien technology from a demigod. Technically, we were the good guys in that encounter, but the Librarian had not been open to moral nuance then, and I had no reason to believe she’d become more understanding. Thus my avoiding the place for six months.


  Claire, my literal partner in crime, could always read my thoughts. She opened the door and pushed me inside. “Relax. Ray’s been going here regularly, so she can’t be that mad.”


  “Why? He never mentioned it to me. When did he even find the time before the semester ended?” Not that I was jealous, but it was a good question.


  “We go home to our families in the evening,” Claire replied, studiously bland.


  Ow. Lacking the fabled Lutra Poker Face, I winced. Yeah, Ray did not spend any more time with his family than he had to. I’d gotten the message that things were so bad, he had no intention of ever telling me the details.


  My best friend gripped my shoulders and leaned her face forward over one of them, so the arms of our glasses clicked together. “There, now. All that worry for nothing. Not a single vengeful history-warping old woman to be seen.”


  Indeed, we stood in the anteroom with the little statues right by the doorway to the big check-out desk room. Everything was… quite normal.


  The children’s section was full of miniature shelves with miniature books on them, like normal. The young adult section looked like a Victorian prison, like normal. The pointlessly ornate domed room completely failed to have a giant iron gate or menacing statues of gods, destroyed or otherwise.


  Quite why I had expected anything to be different, I couldn’t say. Obviously, the Librarian sucked all the crazy stuff she’d summoned back wherever it came from, and returned the library to normal. A lot of damage would have been repaired in six months even without her interference. It’s just hard to let go of the memory of cloud escalators, or fuzzy animals fighting on castle parapets.


  One thing had changed, but in a “the more things stay the same” way. The deep pit at the center of the actual library part of the library no longer had an orange glass globe the size of a beach ball on a pedestal at the bottom. From up here, I couldn’t tell what it was, but something else had replaced the stolen Orb of the Heavens in its display.


  Slick. Very slick, Librarian. Bravo. No stolen ultra-powerful alien weapons, nope! Just rotating the abstract art collection.


  Claire and I paused at the top of the pit, looking around the multiple stories, above and underground, that made up the real library. Finding one person in this giant warehouse of human knowledge should have been a nightmare, except…


  “There!” I pointed down a couple of levels into the pit. A figure in all black sitting at one of the tables. “Distinctive fashion” wins again!


  All the main library floors were the same. Gray shelves packed with books, wooden tables and chairs, blandly patterned carpeting. When supervillains weren’t rampaging through it, the library wrapped you in blissful peace.


  Ray, scrawny and blond, looked uncharacteristically relaxed. We’d tracked him by his black jacket over a black T-shirt, black slacks, and black dress shoes, and he sprawled like a dropped doll in a chair near the glass wall. On the table in front of him were, well, books. Old books. Scruffy books, with faded red and brown and green covers, no decoration, and aging yellow pages. In itty bitty letters, the nearest’s cover said “Notes On Dungeon Exploration, With An Aim Of Surviving Scientific Inquiry.” Well, okay, then.


  “I can smell the age on these,” I said, leaning over him. Dust. They smelled like dust.


  He lifted the book he’d been reading. It had a wood spine. “This one’s three hundred years old. First printing.”


  “You could buy a less disintigratey copy online,” I suggested to the boy who didn’t have to worry about his parents finding out he’d been paid a fortune by a superintelligent evil spider.


  “I don’t think there was a second printing.”


  That got me inspecting the collection again. The next book I picked up didn’t have a title at all. If the letters weren’t typed, I would have thought someone just glued their notebook into an old book cover. No table of contents, no proper spacing. Crudely scribbled pictures of broken buildings, glyphs, area map, and “paragraphs” like:


  cellar masonry too advanced for village super-powered construction lack of bats in village made me suspicious so I forewent acoustic hollow detector swept walls until I found clef symbol cannot find switch so levered one stone out with crowbar while wearing armored coat right about detector silver bell contraption behind secret door sonic war?


  “Treasure hunting manuals?” I didn’t know there were such things!


  The same page had captured Claire’s attention. “I don’t know which I’d want more, the bell trap as a treasure, or to know what ancient superhero built it. It never occurred to me until now that people like Faust and Joan of Arc must have had secret lairs.”


  Claire and I picked at the collection like curious vultures. Ray, justifiably proud, stroked the book he’d been reading. “If the librarians even knew they had these books, they’d lock them up in the rare book section.”


  That made me hoist an eyebrow over the top of my glasses. “How can they not know?”


  Claire and Ray both gave me the same look of disbelief at my naiveté, and chorused, “Superheroes.”


  Oh, right. Stealthy donations. And a super-powered, mysterious head Librarian.


  In fact, I’d set something off. Claire lowered her voice even below “library hush” and leaned in close to us. “I hear there’s a room for magic books.”


  Ooh. That made me lick my lips. “They’d be more valuable than the whole rest of the collection. And the building.”


  Claire rubbed her hands together eagerly. “I’d love to get my hands on those.” She sagged, arms hanging, head on her shoulder, and let out a theatrically despairing sigh. “But Mourning Dove and the Librarian would go ballistic, so it’s out of my league.”


  She pouted, visibly offended that we might not be able to accomplish alone what an army of top power supervillains directed by a diabolic arachnid intelligence had barely achieved last time. Poor thing!


  My pity for her evaporated. Leaning over the table so I could tilt around to grin at Ray, I asked, “So, guess-what-guess-what-guess-what?”


  His floofy eyebrows went up over his glasses. Me, Ray, and Claire, the Three Spectacleeers! “You came up with a formula to give yourself physical powers?”


  …


  Oh, you’re good, Ray Viles. I kept forgetting to do that. Mad science was fun, but…


  Back on track, Penelope!


  “My parents lifted the superheroics ban!”


  “Which means lifting the supervillainy ban!” added Claire, flanking him from the other side.


  Ray grinned, forced to it by our lovable enthusiasm. Of course, sunshine, interesting shadows, and breathing made Ray grin. It was not a high bar. “Which, most importantly, means your mother won’t be subjecting everything you do to minute statistical analysis.”


  Got it in one, Ray.


  Claire slid up to sit on the edge of the table, hands perched behind her, feet kicking in idle rumination. “We’d better grab this opportunity while it lasts. My mom doesn’t think it will. The other parents think their kids are just kids. When something happens, they’ll change their minds.”


  I lifted my hands, palms out. “As long as my folks are going with the crowd until then. They’re trusting my discretion, as long as they get to give me lessons on using my powers for good.”


  “Ooooooooh.” Claire’s eyes actually sparkled. Literally. Shock had loosened her control over her super-cuteness power.


  Ray crossed one leg over the other knee, leaned back, and stroked his chin, creating a picture of philosophic thought. “So you’re not just back in business, this is bonus territory.”


  My grin bullied its way onto my face. “It’s been a good day. With this, I can start planning to finally fix my Bad Penny problem.”


  Ray shrugged. “Just stop.”


  Claire leaned over him, scowling. “I don’t want to stop. I love The Inscrutable Machine!”


  We’d run variations of this argument a dozen times, but now I was putting my foot down. In fact, I gave a light stomp on the library carpet to make my sincerity clear. “Not an option. Mom doesn’t think the way other people do. Right now, we’re coasting on the truth being wildly improbable, but even if Bad Penny disappears, she will figure it out. She might figure it out faster. This is a house of cards, and I’m going to get out from under it before it falls over. Besides, I want to be a hero, remember?”


  Claire gave me the skeptical head-tilted look. “No you don’t. You want to be a villain. You just think you should be a hero.”


  My turn to pout. “Hey! Justice is literally my middle name! Penelope Justice Akk!”


  Claire and Ray burst into peals of laughter, causing the librarian at the reference desk to eye us disapprovingly. Until now, even our exclamations had been hushed, but my friends just couldn’t hold it in. I had to wait like thirty seconds before Ray managed to wheeze, “I forgot.”


  “And this is why I let you forget.”


  He giggled a little more and waved a finger between me and Claire. “You’re both right. Penny can decide on villainy when she’s not living with hero parents. Until then, she can’t live under the Sword of Damocles.”


  Claire nodded, although she still tittered too hard to get words out.


  Ray, almost succeeding in sounding solemn, said, “When you come up with a plan, we’ll be with you no matter what it is, Penny. You know that.”


  Claire gave her golden curls an exaggerated flip, leaning to one side as smugly as a cat. “But until then, we can get in high-quality Inscrutable Machine fun. I want to score as much as I can before I go off to summer camp.”


  Trying to pretend more reluctance than I felt, I said, “Well… I guess stealing from heroes and villains never felt like actual theft…”


  Claire pumped her fist in gleeful triumph. Ray closed his book, pushed his chair back, and stood. “We can split the difference. I would like to locate Mourning Dove’s hideout.”


  “Bwa?” I said intelligently.


  Claire lacked my “at a loss for words” gene, but did look a bit stunned. “So, the whole ‘out of our league’ thing…?”


  “I don’t want to attack it or steal from it. She won’t hurt us for looking around.” He sounded confident in his argument, and… actually, it made sense to me. Mourning Dove might seethe with dark power and leave a corpse-strewn trail behind her, but we’d run face-first into her morality before, which I would describe with words like “bloodless” and “robotic.”


  That left me with another question. “Why?”


  Ray’s habitual smile disappeared, replaced with the stern, clenched jaw of a boy working his way up to something. The expression alone wasn’t enough to steel him, so he pushed the table away and stood. He couldn’t even look at me directly. This was that serious. When it came, the confession was… anti-climactic. “I got hooked working out the trapped corridor in the museum. The puzzles, the archaeology, the danger… I don’t want to be a hero or a villain. I want to be a treasure hunter. You can’t learn it just with books, and it’s more dangerous than crime. A lot more. Ms. Emilia Rivka Nikiti St. Daphne keeps hedging on whether she’s willing to teach me, so I’m going to prove I’ve got what it takes.”


  After closing up his books, Ray gathered them carefully, lifting fifty pounds of wood pulp in his arms and heading off into the stacks. From his stony expression, he still hadn’t figured out that I was more jealous of his super strength than mad about… whatever betrayal he thought he’d just inflicted on me.


  Claire and I trailed along, and as he carefully slid ancient tomes onto their shelves next to merely fusty old books, I slid up next to him. “So, did these books teach you enough to find Mourning Dove’s lair? Base? Hideout? Fortress of Corpseitude?”


  Ray’s gloom melted. He turned a smile on me radiating adoring gratitude as mysterious as his guilty fear a moment ago.


  Slipping his arm around my waist, he pulled me closer, and touched his lips to mine.


  Ggglk. Criminy. We were in a public place! Okay, yes, the bookshelves hid us from most of the library, but there could be people watching. Forget people, Claire was right there, grinning in lurid matchmaking triumph!


  Ignoring my incendiary cheeks and jelly knees, Ray said, “I think so. I could use your help, both of you.”


  Despite her sly amusement, Claire was a good enough friend to cover the conversation side of things while I recovered from mortifying bliss. “You have our help even if you don’t want it.”


  Ray nodded, slipped off his fake glasses, and cleaned them with a cloth while he went into lecture mode. “What I’ve learned from these books is that people with super powers have been hiding their secrets for all of history, and way back into pre-history. Those secrets tend to be hard to find, not because they’re so well-hidden, but because people assume they’ll be hidden in some clever, magical way.”


  “The Purloined Letter effect,” supplied Claire.


  “Pretty much. People hunting for treasures or lairs assume there’s a mystery attached, or that they know more about the location than they really do. Modern science has only just created instruments hinting at hidden rooms in the pyramids. Archaeologists looked so hard for secret doors, it didn’t occur to them that a room might be completely walled off and abandoned. In this case… how much of the library have you guys actually seen?”


  I followed that intriguing thought. “All of it…? But no, of course not. Only the public areas, and only the ones with books.”


  Claire nibbled her lip, her whole body tilted to one side as she considered. “There are those doors near the children’s section. I’ve only seen them opened when the Librarian used them as time gates. And there’s an employee-only door behind the check-out desk.”


  Nodding again, Ray waved a hand up and around, encompassing the library. “This building is huge and it’s full of employee sections. Mourning Dove’s lair will be in one of them.”


  My hand went up. “Bzzt. No can do. The librarians would know.”


  Claire rubbed her hands together gleefully, looking past me toward the pictures in her imagination. “I bet they do, but they’re happy to keep the secret. I would be.”


  “Something would leak,” I insisted.


  She bobbed a fingertip at me. “It has. Everyone knows her lair is here somewhere.”


  “Everyone in the super-powered community, at least,” Ray corrected, now back to his usual sly cheer.


  I launched the sixty-four-google-plex-dollar question. “So… where?”


  “It has to be in the areas least prone to volunteers or visitors seeing Mourning Dove moving around, but with a convenient exit,” Ray said.


  My lips pursed. That didn’t narrow it down much. “A convenient exit could be anywhere. Some actual, non-superhero-related secret doors wouldn’t be out of place in this building.”


  Claire pointed through the glass wall, and down. “But the most secret area is obvious.”


  The bottom of the pit, which had hardly anything available to the public, lots of room for underground passageways, and stored the Orb of the Heavens in convenient guarding distance until Christmas.


  Still… “So, that’s it? You think she has, what, staked out a few book-binding rooms and the librarians leave her alone?”


  Ray stuck his hands in his pockets heading toward the history section’s front door, and the main stairway. “It may be more subtle than that, but that is where I’d like to start.”


  When we got out into the pit, Claire pressed a hand against each of our backs, and pushed us toward the stairs going down. “You go on. I’ll catch up in a minute.”


  She skipped up the stairs while we tromped down toward the bottom. We had much less distance to go.


  With Claire gone, a spell took hold. It was the same magic as every time Ray and I were together alone. The hush of the library settled over us, and while I didn’t know what to say, there wasn’t any need to make something up. We descended in peace, and wandered up to the exhibit that had replaced the Orb of the Heavens.


  The display stand, a massive, rough, gray rock, remained. The Orb had floated above it, pretending to be a pretty, flame-orange crystal ball donated by some superhero, and nothing more. The new exhibit was a bit more blatant. A full human facemask, but only the back was clearly visible. The front connected by a tangle of wires to, of all things, a book. Everything looked to be made out of silver, although practically any metal could shine like silver. It hovered, occasionally bobbing faintly, in the center of what looked like an extremely large soap bubble.


  Unable to resist, I tapped the bubble. Hard. Felt like glass.


  On the upper edge of the stone block, a little bronze plaque read:


  From the collection of the superhero Inquisitor. You are unforgotten and unmourned.


  Ray and I both snickered. Charming.


  I turned an expectant look on Ray. “So?”


  He didn’t get it. “So, what?”


  “Who was Inquisitor? You know every hero and villain there ever was.” Claire was probably the biggest geek of the three of us, but Ray came close to matching her super power enthusiasm.


  He laid his hand against his chest, unconvincingly aghast. “That is not even close to true. There have been about two hundred heroes and villains at any one time just in Los Angeles since 1970, with an average career length of ten years. Do you think I can keep track of eight hundred names?”


  “Yes.”


  He sniggered, then laughed, leaning against the stone block and relaxing. “Honestly, I cannot. I’ve heard of Inquisitor, but I am not sure I even remember him right. I think he was one of the first heroes turned in by other heroes to Mourning Dove. There was a big thing in the seventies for heroes torturing villains for information, and Inquisitor was right at the front of it.”


  I scrunched up my nose. A lot of yuck there. “But it doesn’t even work. My mom gets really heated about that. People just make up something so you’ll stop hurting them.”


  Ray shrugged, helpless to change human nature. “Some people have their minds made up that it works, and do not care about the facts. I don’t even remember what Inquisitor’s powers were, or his costume, and I am only kind of sure he was a guy. He must have been meaner than a weasel in poison ivy if torture is all anybody thinks is worth remembering about him. Like, ‘Winnow’-level mean.”


  I tapped the bubble. It didn’t quite feel like glass, after all. More stiff, and smooth. Glass always vibrated a bit when you touched it. “So whatever this thing is, it probably does something horrible.”


  “If they put it on display? Impressively, beyond-mortal-comprehension horrible. So horrible no sane person would want to steal it, and most insane persons wouldn’t, because they can’t do anything with it. An item of pain or murder so vile that those who knew what it did refused to write it down, lest it become legend.”


  Sliding right between us, Claire cut in. “Those are called ‘ballet shoes.’ If Mom had let me start six years ago, I’d have the arches for high heels already.”


  My keen supervillain reflexes came into play, before Ray could get his rhetorical hands on the topic of Claire in high heels. “You’re back quickly.”


  “I thought the treasure hunter could use these.” She held up a fat ring of keys and dropped them into Ray’s outstretched palm.


  We looked at her expectantly. Claire preened, smug smile, upraised chin, her butt planted against the display rock. “Mom’s been training me in picking pockets. I needed to practice. She’s right, nobody’s on guard for it anymore.”


  “You stole a librarian’s keys?” I asked. Something about the idea amused me.


  “The janitor’s,” she corrected. “I took Ray’s advice about people thinking a puzzle is harder than it really is. My mom says similar stuff, but I wasn’t taking her as seriously as I should. Picking locks is hard. Grabbing a janitor’s keys is easy.”


  “Well, by that measure…” I started.


  “That door.” Ray finished for me, pointing at a shabby little brown metal door in the corner at the bottom of the pit. It wasn’t hidden, merely blended into the background by sheer drabness.


  Nobody was paying attention to us. Ray fiddled with the keys until he found the right one, and we slipped through the door.


  Paydirt. Boring, boring paydirt. A white hall with dingy old paint and tile floors, studded with boring gray metal doors. Some had windows, some didn’t. Fluorescent bulbs hummed listlessly overhead. We had achieved the pinnacle of institutional behind-the-scenes décor.


  Ray noted something else. “No one here. That is a good sign. Wherever is the least official traffic is where we shall find Mourning Dove’s lair.”


  We did the obvious and checked the nearest T-branch first. The main hallway went way down to turn a corner at either end, probably making a ring around the pit. This side hall had an EXIT sign at the end, with a staircase picture and one of those doors with a push bar.


  “Secret exit, check,” Claire said.


  As was my job on this team, I played the killjoy, waving my arm down both corridors in all three directions. “There are a lot of doors here, and some will have regular people behind them. We won’t get in much trouble if we’re caught, but our investigation will be over.”


  Ray tapped the side of his nose. “I have a plan.”


  That British gesture actually meant something else, but Claire and I sniffed the air automatically. Then it hit us.


  “Mourning Dove smells like a corpse,” I said.


  “You plan to smell your way to her?” Claire added.


  “We don’t have good investigative equipment―” Ray started.


  Claire wagged a finger. “Penny could have made some, if you’d given us warning.”


  My boy in black pushed on. “My books said smells are a big thing in treasure hunting. Fresh air, rot, plants, that kind of thing can be very useful when you’re exploring a treasure site. We’ll start with the exit hallway, and check the smell of each door before we make a decision.”


  We split up, and did just that. I sniffed the crack around the edge of my first door, then wrinkled my nose. “It smells like bleach. Cleaning supplies. I guess there’s a reason the janitor had these keys.”


  Ray tried the next one down. “The same. This must be a storage area.”


  Claire had one of the doors with a window, but it had brown paper tacked up on the inside, blocking the view. She sniffed, frowned in puzzlement, and sniffed again. “Dusty paper. There must be a lot, if I can smell it through the door.”


  “Worth remembering, but probably not Mourning Dove,” I judged.


  Ray nodded.


  Claire perked up. “What if it’s the room with the magic books? I’d love to get my hands on some of those.”


  “We already have a cursed book that kills whoever opens it. We don’t need another, and we don’t need to make Mourning Dove mad.” I wagged a finger at her.


  Claire folded an arm under her chest and flapped the other hand at me. “She wouldn’t kill us for taking a book.”


  I folded my arms, just as stubborn. “There are lesser punishments than death, and I don’t want to find out what they are.”


  “Ray, help me outvote her!” Claire pleaded.


  Ray ignored her, and that ended the argument. If he was able to ignore Claire in full-on platinum-blonde temptress mode, one hip out and an arm drawing attention to her “early bloomer” attributes, with some eyelash fluttering thrown in… well, he was serious about this treasure hunting thing. Very serious. He had continued down a couple of doors while we argued, and crouched down to smell a keyhole. Quietly, and in sharp contrast to our drama, he said, “This door is different.”


  Games abandoned, we moved to support our teammate. Claire sniffed the edge of the door. “Smells like cleaning supplies to me.”


  The door even had a little plate on it reading “Janitor,” which the others hadn’t bothered with.


  “Too much so. Penny, you try,” he said.


  I slid down next to him, sniffed the keyhole, and shuddered.


  “Yuck. That’s strong. And nasty. Maybe there’s formaldehyde in there?” The other doors had smelled like bleach and rubbing alcohol. This was all sorts of chemically foul.


  “This is as Purloined Letter as it gets,” Claire conceded.


  Ray sorted through the keys, trying them one after another.


  He quickly narrowed the pile down to only the square orange keys fitting in the lock at all. Would a janitor even have a key to Mourning Dove’s hideout?


  The lock turned. Apparently so. If this…


  We pulled open the door enough to peek in. Yes. This was it.


  Instead of a supply closet
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