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I almost miss it.

I can’t stop staring at the base runner in front of me, with his bright white cleats and his too-big batting gloves. He’s dancing off second base, clapping dust off those clown hands, shouting out nonsense. Jumping from one foot to the other.

All that fidgeting has drawn me in so deep I almost miss it: my best friend, Nate, sending me a secret message from the pitching mound.

See, me and Nate, we have this sort of superpower, a kind of telepathy, but just with each other. We’re always talking. Even when we’re not.

Like right now. From shortstop I get ready for Nate’s next pitch. He stares in hard at the catcher’s signs. The lefty at the plate gulps. Parents in the stands cheer.

And Nate, he’s not even looking my way, but he’s talking to me all right.

It’s the way he’s spinning the ball in his fingers, the way his glove, normally resting on his knee, dangles off his wrist. Nate’s telling me he knows all about the kid darting between second and third like his toes are on fire.

Nate starts his motion. He sneaks a peek back at me. My feet twist into the dirt. I run the sleeve of my Mira Giants jersey across my nostrils.

I know Mom must be wincing in the stands. She’s been begging me to stop wiping snot on my sleeve since I was five. But today, eight years later, my nose is dry. I only did that to let Nate know I got his message, loud and clear.

When nobody else is looking, Nate and I have a secret signal, proof our telepathy is working. We tap our noses with one finger. Right now, though, half of Mira is here watching this game. Not to mention the fidgety kid’s coach over at third. I can’t be so obvious.

Nose-on-sleeve it is. Mom can roll her eyes all she wants.

Nate’s as cool as ice. He doesn’t nod. He doesn’t smile. He doesn’t even blink. My best friend looks back at the catcher. His shoulders relax.

As soon as the kid leaps toward third again, I take off, straight for second base. Nate steps back off the rubber and whirls around. I catch a hint of panic in the runner’s eyes as he realizes he’s been caught leaning. His cleats kick up loose dirt. He stumbles.

I twist my body and lower my glove. I reach the base just as the kid starts an off-balance slide. Nate’s perfect throw smacks into my glove, right in front of the bag, and all I have to do is squeeze it.

The ump crouches down, peering at my glove. I raise it, proving the ball’s in the pocket. I’m already jumping into Nate and heading for the dugout when the ump thrusts his closed fist into the air.

“Out!”

Somehow Nate’s little brother, Ollie, beats us to the bench from way up in the bleachers at the end of each game, especially big wins like this one. He always looks the same: goofy grin on his face, giant, binocular-like glasses over his eyes, one arm pressing his prized sketchbook tight to his chest. As usual, his other hand is open and raised. None of us forgets, after reaching up to high-five Coach Wiggins, to bend down to tap Ollie’s waiting palm, too.

“Dude, where do you come from?” Jake McReynolds, our third baseman, asks. He uses both hands to mess up Ollie’s hair. Nate’s little brother frantically tries to put it back into place.

“It’s his superpower,” catcher Kurt Martinez says. He unbuckles his chest protector, shakes it off, and stows it under the bench. “Teleportation.” This is a game we’ve been playing since I moved to Mira a few years back and joined the Giants, since I discovered my new teammates were almost as crazy about comics as I am. One of us starts to describe superpowers, and the first one to yell out the matching hero wins. “But where’s your brimstone—”

“Nightcrawler!” I shout, and Nate does, too, but just after me. Frustrated, he chucks his glove against the fence. It’s pretty hard to beat me in the name—the—superhero game.

I make a game-show-wrong-answer buzzing sound. “So sorry, Templeton.”

“Too slow,” Kurt and Jake say together.

“You and your thousand comics,” Nate complains. “I almost had you.”

“Hey, Dan, tomorrow’s Wednesday. Captain Nexus comes out,” Ollie shouts toward me. He reaches between the pages of his sketchbook, and I catch a glimpse of one of his drawings. The kicking leg of a pitcher—who else but his hero Nate?—seems unrealistically high, but Ollie snaps the book shut before I spy any more details. He pulls out #13, the one with Spark on the cover shooting lightning bolts toward the Hollow. His issue’s not even bagged.

“What are you doing?!” I ask.

Ollie’s eyes go wide. “What?”

“You don’t bring a comic to a dugout. There’s dirt everywhere.” I swear, Ollie’s only a year younger than us but sometimes he acts like he’s still in elementary school.

“Look!” Sally, our first baseman and the biggest kid on the team, shouts as he points at me. “Dan’s eye is twitching. Have you started vacuum-sealing your comics yet, Summers?”

“Oh, there’s an infectious disease lab at the CDC that’s vacuum—” Kurt starts.

“Oh my God, Martinez,” Sally breaks in. “Give it a rest.” Kurt’s a huge germophobe. His constant Purell use and crazy trivia about diseases always bother Sally first.

Nate raises his voice above everyone else. “Hey, Ollie’s right. Number fourteen tomorrow. Focus.” He looks down at his brother, and Ollie beams back at him. “All set for your group read?”

“Mom got the pretzels,” Ollie says, nodding.

“Because you can’t read a comic without pretzels,” I say, then roll my eyes at Nate.

Ollie’s talking like I don’t know tomorrow’s a Captain Nexus Wednesday. We’ve all been on pins and needles for weeks now, wishing #14 could somehow hit the shelves early. All Nate does, though, is shrug. It even takes him a second to tap his nose. I know it’s because he doesn’t like me picking on Ollie. Wish he would defend me like that when the other Giants mock me for taking care of my comics. Whatever, like it’s a crime.

And the truth is, Ollie’s the one who told us about Captain Nexus in the first place. Even the group read was his idea: Nate always calls it “Ollie’s group read” like he doesn’t want us to forget his brother invented it. Reading with half the team in Nate’s basement is fun, sure, but sometimes I kind of wish Nate and I could just enjoy the new issues on our own.

Coach finishes talking to some parents and swings down into the dugout. He claps his hands to get our attention.

“Okay, Giants!” He points toward the parking lot, where most of our moms and dads are on the way to their cars. “You know the drill. DiNunzio’s! We need to talk tournament.”

The Giants throw our gloves into the air and hoot. After we collect the rest of our equipment, we rush after our parents. There’s no time to lose when pizza’s waiting.
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Mom takes her phone out of her purse and shows me the alarm screen. “Nine thirty, right?”

“Mom. That alarm isn’t even on.” I twist in the passenger seat of the minivan, snatch the phone from her hand, and swipe the bar to green.

Mom’s really bad with time. When she’s in her office working on a report, she thinks ten minutes have gone by when it’s really been a couple of hours. Lately she’s been letting me set alarms on her phone as reminders. The results have been mixed.

“Your dad’ll be here,” she says in front of DiNunzio’s, her face lit up by the green-and-red flashing neon sign in the restaurant’s window. Hot!!! Pizza!!! Hot!!! Pizza!!!

We’re in the parking lot. The rest of the team’s already inside. I hand her phone back and try not to let doubt show on my face. My father’s a big-shot architect. Right now he’s working on a huge project to restore some old building downtown, in Buffalo. It was his favorite building growing up, the whole reason he studied architecture in the first place. The chance of a lifetime, he’d said when his firm landed the job. 

It sounded great until I realized what it really meant. Lately Dad’s always stuck at work, weekends even. This morning I’d asked him to pick me up after pizza and he’d promised he would. Then again, he’s been promising to come to our games all summer, too, and he hasn’t made it to a single one yet.

“Listen,” Mom says, “if Coach orders a spinach—”

I cover my ears and cluck out I’m not listening noises. Mom does food inspections for the county. She has all these horror stories about every restaurant in Mira, but she’s not allowed to ruin my favorites, like DiNunzio’s.

“Don’t let Dad forget,” I say as I open the door.

Mom grabs my arm before I can escape. “Hey! Congratulations again! The tournament!”

“Thanks, Mom.”

As I step out onto the pavement, she blurts out, “Don’t eat the spinach!”

I sigh. Really, who eats spinach on pizza, anyway?

Coach always buys so many pies that probably all twelve of us could each eat a whole one and we’d still end up with leftovers. Nobody would ever go near the disgusting anchovy and pineapple he orders for himself, though. One time Greg Dravecky touched it by accident, and the team gave him the silent treatment the entire next practice, like in the major leagues when a rookie gets his first hit and the bench ignores him on purpose.

“Stand back!” Nate shouts tonight when Coach’s weird pizza lands on the table with a heavy thud. He extends his arms, protecting the rest of us from certain death, then smirks at me. “Watch out, Dan, I think it’s moving.”

“It’s the crawling pie!” I shout.

Hands flying across the table, the whole team grabs slices, eager for a pepperoni. Sausage. Anything but anchovy and pineapple. Kurt snags the biggest piece of the meat lovers, then turns his head to dig into his pack for his hand sanitizer. Nate reaches around and steals his slice, grinning at me while the crime is still in progress. I tap my nose.

“Hey!” Kurt cries when he looks back at his empty plate. Nate’s already darting around the table with his plate over his head, the grease from the huge slice dripping off the dangling tip.

“All right!” Coach stands up at the head of the table. We quiet down. “Hey, you guys were awesome today! Like the Amazing Super . . . Team . . . Friends!” I swear, of everybody on the planet, Coach could set the record for knowing the absolute least about superheroes and comics. It’s so weird that he’s our coach.

I open my mouth, but Nate leans toward me. “Just let it go, man.”

“Listen up, people,” Coach continues. “Before I lose you to pizza hangovers, a tiny bit of housekeeping. Next practice is Saturday morning. Tournament starts in two weeks!”

Coach tries to talk some more about the practice schedule, but we’re all too busy high-fiving and fist-bumping. Getting into the Western New York Double Elimination tournament used to be just a dream. No team from tiny little Mira had ever done it before.

But today the Giants did it, all thanks to Nate’s incredible pitching.

Outside I spend a minute searching for Dad’s Volvo before hearing Kurt say, “Hey, Mrs. Summers.” That’s when I notice it’s Mom waiting for me in the minivan instead.

“I’m on time, at least,” she says defensively when I open the door.

“Where’s Dad?”

“Stuck at work.” She watches me buckle in. “He said to tell you congratulations.”

I nod. My glove is on the floor where I left it. Feels like I need to be doing something with my hands, so I pick it up and start to run both thumbs over the stitched decal.

“Hey,” Mom says, reaching out to turn my chin toward her. “Your dad’s just busy right now. It’s a big project.”

I force a smile. “Yeah, I know.”

“Come on.” She thrusts the van into reverse. “I bought ice cream sandwiches. We need to continue this celebration.” She slaps her own knee. “The tournament!” Then Mom howls like a wolf, one of her go-to celebrations. I join in, our little pack of two.
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Sometimes I wish I’d gone with the short comic boxes instead of the long ones. Okay, you can’t fit as many comics in them, but at least they’re easier to move around.

“You could help, you know,” I grunt at Nate. I’m on my knees, struggling to pull a heavy long box out of my closet. The white cardboard full of bagged and boarded issues drops to the rug with a thump.

“And you could hurry up,” Nate says from my desk chair. He lifts his feet and spins around once while flipping a baseball from one hand to the other.

“Don’t rush me. If I get agitated, the gamma rays turn me big and—”

“The Hulk!” he shouts.

I shake my head. “Too easy. Big and furry and orange. And those are the only clues you’re getting.”

He snaps his fingers as I flip up the cardboard lid. “I know this one,” Nate murmurs. “What’s his name?”

I start to hum the Final Jeopardy tune. I’ve got the right box. My Alpha Flight collection is here, which is what made me think of that particular hero. Some guy in dirty coveralls sold me the first twenty-four issues of the original series for a song—Dad’s expression—at the Walden flea market last summer. That was back when Dad and I used to go every Saturday, hunting for bargains. Now it seems like there’s never enough time.

These days I spend my Saturdays with Nate instead, except when the Templeton family has to attend some Ollie event. It feels like Ollie enters everything, like he’s trying to prove I-don’t-know-what to I-don’t-know-who. It’s like Mira isn’t good enough for him. He’s always heading out of town for a spelling bee, MATHCOUNTS, Junior Science Fair, whatever.

The worst day was last summer, when Mr. Templeton drove the boys to Toronto for that big comic convention, but I couldn’t go because it was my uncle Marty’s birthday. That Saturday, like all the other ones without Nate, rolled by in dreamy slow motion, my face buried in the pages of Captain Nexus and the Nexus Five back issues, cruising through the Nexus Zone alone.

“Sasquatch!” Nate cries before I get to the end of my tune.

“Bingo.” I slide an issue out and show it to him. The orange, furry hero from Canada’s greatest super team is front and center on the cover.

“So bring that one,” he says. “The guys are gonna be at my house any minute.” He sets the baseball back on my desk and leans forward, elbows on his knees. “They don’t really care which one you pick, you know. They haven’t read any of these old ones. Not like you.”

Ollie’s group read happens one Wednesday a month. We picked Nate’s basement because it was the biggest. We need lots of room to devour the latest issue of the best comic ever, Captain Nexus and the Nexus Five, together. I always bring an older comic, too, from my ever-expanding collection of classics. I’m trying to educate the rest of the Giants, slowly but surely, on the greatest heroes and villains ever, though I’m pretty sure Captain Nexus and his enemy, the Hollow, now sit alone at the top of that list.

Whichever issue I bring, I let one of my teammates take it home. When he finishes reading, he passes it to the next guy. My only requirement is that the book comes back in the exact same condition. And I mean exact. No wrinkles or bends, no spine stressing. Once Kurt said the words “minor corner wear” together in the same sentence, and I think I might’ve fainted.

“They . . . don’t . . . care?” I clutch at my chest like I’m having a heart attack, then make a big act of falling over backward. A second later, a pillow flies over my bed and drops right onto my face. Of course Nate’s arcing toss was perfect.

“These are comic books,” my muffled voice says through the pillow. I push it off my face. “They’re where the heroes live. The people you turn to when you’re in trouble.”

“You’re obsessed.” I can’t see my best friend anymore, but I hear my chair creak all the way around again, then squeak as he lifts his weight from it.

Nate comes around the bed and steps over me. He grabs the top issue of Captain Nexus, #14, just out today, off the stack of honor on my nightstand. The entire series is there. I can’t bear to box them up yet.

He stares down at the cover. “Do you think it’s true? About number sixteen being the last issue?”

I bolt up straight and fling my pillow past him onto the bed. “No way. There’s too much story left.”

“Yeah, but George Sanderson told Geeker.com—”

“That was so long ago. Besides, I’m not even convinced they really talked to him.” I start counting off reasons on my fingers. “No one knows where he lives, how old he is, nothing. He’s never given another interview, so who says he really gave that one?”

Nate sits down on my bed. “They wouldn’t make it up, would they?”

“Well . . .” I’m about to answer, but I get distracted by #14’s cover all over again. Captain Nexus cowers in front of a mysterious bright light. One of his gloves is missing. The curved N in the center of his gray shirt, surrounded by five dots like electrons spinning around the nucleus of an atom, is ripped, as if someone’s raked their claws straight across the Nexus Five’s logo. It’s as awesome as it’d been on the counter display at Jackson Comics and Games earlier today, seconds before I paid for it.

Beneath the image, in stark white letters I admit I’ve traced my finger over more than once already today: Written and drawn by George Sanderson. I’m almost as big a fan of Captain Nexus’s creator as the actual superhero. I just wish I knew more about him.

“Earth to Summers.” Nate has one hand rolled into a fist, like he’s speaking through a megaphone. He sets the comic back on my nightstand.

Mom shows up at my door. I didn’t even hear the garage open. She’s in the plain jeans and golf shirt she wears when she’s on inspections—casual, so the restaurants don’t see her coming. Her face is pale white, like she’s just seen a ghost.

“Whatever you boys do, if you’re in Brooksburgh, never eat at Luigi’s Meatball Emporium.” She wipes sweat from her brow, leans against my doorframe, stares down at her sneakers.

I catch Nate’s eyes and grin. “Right, Mom. You know, next time we’re in Brooksburgh.”

“On our own,” Nate continues.

“Craving meatballs,” I finish.

“The things I’ve seen,” Mom mutters, shaking her head. “I need to lie down.” She heads for her bedroom.

“Gonna take her a while to write that report.” Nate laughs. “Now will you please pick a comic?”

“Fine, since you like Sasquatch so much.” I slide the issue in my hand back into the box—it wasn’t that good anyway—and thumb through the rest of my Alpha Flights until I find #10. Sasquatch’s grimacing orange face takes up the whole cover. “This one is cool. It has the Super-Skrull in it. We haven’t talked about him. He has all the powers of the Fantastic Four at once.”

Nate gives me a flat look.

“At the same time!” I insist, shaking the issue in his face. “Strength, invisibility, flames, stretchiness.”

“Perfect,” Nate says. He pushes off my bed. “Come on, let’s go. We’re late.”

I stand with him, reaching back to snag my copy of Captain Nexus #14 for the read.

“Tell me this. What’s Green Lantern’s greatest power?” he asks me as we start down the stairs.

“Duh. His ring.”

“Nope. Willpower. If he didn’t have willpower, Hal Jordan would never have been chosen to wear the ring at all.”

I feel like I understand almost everything about Nate, but not the heroes he likes. Not all of them, anyway. I mean, he loves Captain Nexus as much as I do, but his other favorites are Batman, Hawkeye, those kinds of guys. Street fighters, a lot of them with no powers at all except for “training.” And when he does like other heroes, it’s not because of their cool green power rings, the ones that can create any amazing thing they can imagine.

Oh no, it’s always because of something like . . . willpower.

Bor-ing.

It’s like Nate doesn’t get that their powers are what make the heroes super in the first place.
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“Finally!” Sally cries as we stomp down into Nate’s basement. He snaps open the little square of tape on his Captain Nexus with eager fingers.

Nate peers around. The ratty old recliner he always reads from sits empty in the middle of the room. Jake and Sally are on the couch, Kurt’s at the pool table. That’s where I usually stand too. It’s hard for me to read Captain Nexus sitting down. Too exciting.

“Hold on, Sally,” Nate says. “We gotta wait for Ollie.”

“Forgot,” Sally says. He presses his thumb down hard to reseal the tape. “And for the last time, my name’s not—”

“Oh, your name’s totally Sally,” Jake snorts. Sally’s name is actually Bobby Salazar, but Jake started calling him Sally last year and the nickname, which he hates, stuck.

“Where is he?” whines Kurt. “My hair’s going gray.” I reach the pool table and set my comic on the green felt. I save the Alpha Flight underneath for later. No one cares about the old stuff until we finish reading Captain Nexus.

Kurt takes his hat off and bends his head toward me. “Give it to me straight, Summers.”

“Dude, it’s not the waiting turning you gray, it’s that hand sanitizer. You’re poisoning yourself. Better watch out, you’ll turn super villain.” I roll the cue ball at him. It runs across his fingers, hopping up and almost leaving the table.

“Ow,” he cries, but he’s smiling, and he flings it back in my direction. I lift my comics just in time. The white ball rattles in the pocket before popping out again.

“I think Ollie’s friend is over,” Nate says. “They’ve been working on some kind of math project. I’m sure he’ll be down soon.”

Sally’s mouth drops open like Nate just suggested the ’27 Yankees aren’t the greatest team in baseball history. “Who does math in the summer?”

“On the day Captain Nexus comes out!” I agree.

“Ollie does,” Nate answers, and the edge in his voice shuts us up.

We all know Nate protects Ollie because he’s so small, because last year he started sixth and had some trouble adjusting to middle school. We know because, at one time or another, Nate’s done the same for each of us. My best friend is big and athletic, and if the way the girls in our grade are starting to stare at him is any proof, good-looking. I mean, we all stalk the halls together trying to look cool, but Nate’s the only one who actually pulls it off. He could be friends with just about any of the popular kids in school. But Nate sticks with us, stays loyal to the Giants, saving seats for us at lunch and on the bus. I don’t know about the other guys, but it makes me feel almost as awesome as he is, and it’s definitely what makes Nate Nate.

Kurt moans and runs his hand over his issue. Our catcher drops his head to the pool table. When he picks it up again, the plastic between his comic and his forehead makes a sticky noise as Captain Nexus tumbles away.

“Think fast,” Nate says, winging a pretzel at Kurt’s head.

Kurt reaches up and snags it. He catches everything. “You’ll wear your arm out.”

“No way. Nate never gets tired,” Jake says. “We should try sending you out to the mound by yourself. You don’t really need fielders, the way you strike everybody out.”

Nate shifts. “You guys better stay ready. I can’t do it by myself.”

“I mean,” Kurt says, sending the pretzel in a high arc back to Nate, “you already have, though, right?”

Nate’s pitched two perfect games this year. In one, he fanned sixteen, leaving just a few grounders for the rest of us. In the other, he actually struck out every single hitter. It was the most amazing thing I’d ever seen. We talked about it nonstop for weeks.

If it were me who’d done that, I’d probably still be bragging. But sometimes it almost seems like Nate’s embarrassed by how good he is. Like now. He doesn’t respond to Kurt. Instead he pops the pretzel into his mouth. His elbow bumps his copy of Captain Nexus and it drops off the arm of his recliner. Fluorescent light glints off the plastic covering his issue as he hurries to pick it up again.

That cover. The Captain on his knees, shielding his eyes. I’m dying. What’s that light? Why is the Captain afraid? He’s never afraid.

“You guys think the Nexus Five might split up this issue?” I ask the group. If we can’t read it, we can at least talk about it, and there’s nothing I like talking about more than comics. Not even baseball.

“Split up? Why would they do that?” Sally asks. “The Hollow’s still out there.”

“Yeah, but that’s a thing in comics sometimes. Teams break up,” I say. “Right when the world needs them the most, too.”

Nate grins. “And I bet you can give us the full list.”

“Please don’t,” Sally says. “You’re like a human spoiler, Summers.”

I tilt the shiny plastic protecting the mysterious cover, trying to predict what might happen with the team next. Sally’s right: I’ve reread every issue so many times, I can recite the entire series from memory.

Originally scientist Bruce Peters, Captain Nexus accidentally discovered the Nexus Zone in issue #1. He was sucked into it and became stranded. While he fought to survive in the harsh, unfamiliar terrain, Bruce’s wife, Carol, and his best friend, Hugh, worked frantically to rebuild the Nexus Turbine, the machine responsible for opening the portal in the first place.

But when they finally used it to rescue Bruce, he didn’t return alone.

A dark being came back with him. The Hollow emerged wide-eyed and manic, as if it had just been born. It escaped into the world, causing destruction and chaos everywhere it went.

The patched-together turbine exploded as Bruce rode the dark energy waves back to Earth, and he felt ripped in two, so weak he could hardly stand. The Nexus energy helped keep him alive, yes, but it did even more than that. Bruce’s young son, Scott, and Bruce’s sister Jessie were in the lab with Hugh and Carol the day the scientist came back. They were all exposed, and they each developed strange powers.

They became the Nexus Five.

Bruce, the team’s leader, would be called Captain Nexus. Carol, the Blue Witch. Jessie, Spark. Hugh, the Red Flame—and young Scott came to be known as Nexus Boy. The team had spent over a year tracking down the Hollow, hoping to send the creature back to where it belonged.

“The Nexus Five’ll never break up,” Sally claims. “We’ll still be meeting up one Wednesday a month when we’re all ancient. Like, forty, even.”

“Nope,” a girl’s voice says. Deep in discussion, we hadn’t heard the basement door open. Ollie appears in front of us, that same teleportation magic. To his right, a girl I immediately recognize from his class stands straight as an arrow, her dark hair pulled into a tight ponytail, her jaw working a wad of gum so huge it bulges one cheek. She holds a wrinkled copy of Captain Nexus and the Nexus Five #14 in her hands, the cover torn. Torn!

Jake knocks over his bowl of pretzels and half of them spill across the coffee table. The rest of us totally get why he’s so shocked.

A girl. At the read.

Kurt points an accusing finger at Ollie. “Told ya, man. Nightcrawler. But no brimstone at all.”

The girl keeps her eyes focused on Sally. “Haven’t you heard?” she says between chews. “Captain Nexus is only going sixteen issues. George Sanderson said that a long time ago.” She tosses her tattered issue on the floor and tumbles down until she’s lying flat on her stomach. One of the loose straps of her too-big overalls falls off a shoulder as she shimmies into position on the rug.

“You guys are reading it now, aren’t you?” she asks. “I mean, I’ve already read it three times, but you know. I’ll read it again.” She flips her copy of #14 open aggressively. Another page tears. I cringe.

My stare transfers from her to Ollie. All of us are glaring at him now. He shifts on his feet. “Um . . . yeah. So, guys, this is Courtney.”
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Group-read night in the Templetons’ basement has rules. Strict rules.

Rule One: No one reads before anyone else.

Rule Two: No one talks during the read.

Rule Three: We flip the pages together.

Rule Four: Discussion waits until everyone is finished and has had ten minutes to think about What Just Happened.

Ollie points these rules out to Courtney. They’re written on white poster board, propped up in the corner. She cranes her neck. “Did you get that professionally printed?”

“Dan did it,” Nate says with a proud smile, jabbing a thumb toward me. My whole body fills up, like I’m being inflated by helium, the extra air lifting my shoulders tall and straight.

The first night of the group read was crazy, everybody talking at once, so we came up with the rules. Most of them were my idea. Kurt’s only contribution had been, “Everyone should use Purell before taking a pretzel.” And Sally’s suggestion to “get DiNunzio’s every time” was rejected after I did a seven-minute presentation on the effect of pizza grease on an average comic-book page. I ended with, “Foxing and tanning are bad enough, but self-inflicted smudges? The worst.”

“You’re so weird, Summers,” Sally had said. “What’s foxing and tanning, anyway? Some kind of beach sport?”

“Whatever it is,” Kurt had said, “it sounds gross.” His Purell bottle made a burping sound as he squeezed out another big dose of slime.

Once we agreed on the rules, we decided to preserve them so we wouldn’t forget, and Nate, who’d always been jealous of my handwriting, suggested I do the poster board. I worked super hard on it, spent tons of time with colored Sharpies making each letter perfect.

Now, in the basement, Courtney pushes to her feet. The girl clearly can’t sit still. I hold my breath as she almost steps on her comic before she half skips over to the rules. She studies my work with her hands on her hips, then glances back at me. “So you do art?”

For some reason my voice sticks in my throat. “I mean, not real art.”

“Yeah? And who decides what counts as ‘real art’?” She smirks while making air quotes.

I’m not an artist. I know because my dad’s a really good one, and I didn’t get any of his talent. Still, all I do is shrug.

“Cool.” Courtney bounces back to her spot and falls into position once more, nudging Ollie, who seems to be doing his best to avoid our gazes.

Nate shoots me a look, squinted eyes, scrunched face. It says, Can you believe her? I tap my nose. He does the same.

“So are we doing this or what?” Sally complains.

For all her admiration of my poster, I guess Courtney didn’t actually read the rules, because it’s not even a minute before she starts disrupting the whole room.

“He’s in New Mexico,” she says, as if the rest of us are blind. We’re on the first page, where Captain Nexus is hard at work on a new Nexus Turbine. He still feels responsible for unleashing the Hollow on the world and spends nearly every moment designing new ways to banish the creature back to the Nexus Zone. There’s a window behind him, and George Sanderson’s drawn the scene outside in detail, all cactuses and brownish-red dirt.

So yeah, Courtney’s probably right. Still, Rule Two: No one talks during the read.

Nate and I haven’t stopped glancing at each other and tapping our noses. I try to shoot Courtney a look, too, but she’s chomping away on her gum with her eyes down, already flipping to page two. I haven’t even had the chance to take in George Sanderson’s art like I usually do. Examining the intricate details of a Captain Nexus issue for the first time is one of the best parts, and she’s totally ruining it.

Ollie turns the page with her. Everyone else hears them and hurries to keep up. Now I have to follow or I’ll be breaking Rule Three: We flip the pages together.

“Captain Nexus better watch out,” Courtney says in a singsong voice. “Blue Witch isn’t going to be too happy if she finds out what he’s been up to in that desert.” She’s like one of those people who talk during movies to show off. “You might be right,” she continues, meeting my eyes. “Maybe the team really will split up. Maybe that’s how the series ends.”

I can’t stand it anymore. I mean, it took about thirty seconds for her to break all four rules. I cough into my hand. “Rule two.”

I’m not sure if Courtney hears it or not, but Ollie definitely does. “We’re not supposed to talk,” he half whispers to her, nodding toward the rules in the corner.

Courtney shrugs and turns her eyes back to page two, which shows Captain Nexus lowering his head in concentration and drawing a circle in the air. A dark portal opens. He steps through it, and for a moment our hero is in the space between spaces. Then he takes another step and he’s back in the team’s Manhattan headquarters.

Sanderson’s drawn it so that the portal divides the page in half, with the Captain walking from one panel into the next. In the lower corner, a circular overlay shows the Blue Witch waiting for him as he exits his lab. Captain Nexus’s wife has her impatient arms folded across her chest.

“See? Told you she’d be mad,” Courtney says as, on the page, the Blue Witch scolds her husband for being so wrapped up in his work he didn’t realize his own son was injured.

Captain Nexus and Blue Witch head into the living area of the Nexus Five’s headquarters, where they find their teammate Spark, Captain Nexus’s sister, bandaging Nexus Boy’s head. The team’s youngest member lost his hearing and ability to speak in the explosion that gave the team their powers. He’s thirteen, our age, and I know that he’s Kurt’s favorite (besides the Captain, of course). The rest of us are torn, though, because sometimes he seems a little bit like one of those corny kid sidekicks. You know, Robin to Batman. Or Bucky to Captain America, before they made him cool by turning him into the Winter Soldier.

Our rhythm back, we start flipping the pages together. The only sounds are Courtney chewing her gum and an occasional hand sifting through a bowl of pretzels. I want to examine the panels more closely, all those awesome details, but the story’s too exciting. Blue Witch explains how Nexus Boy was trying to use his black energy powers to fly when suddenly he fell, banging his head on the corner of a coffee table.

Captain Nexus picks up one of the writing pads they use to communicate with Nexus Boy. Everyone’s still working on learning sign language—in #4, the American Sign Language school they tried to attend together got blown up when the Hollow attacked it. In an exchange of notes that lasts several panels, Nexus Boy explains that his power abruptly disappeared, like a faucet being shut off.

The team’s super confused. Only Captain Nexus’s expression shows a glimmer of understanding. What does he think happened?

I hold my breath. Together, we flip to a foldout ad for another comic. A break from the tension. The room sighs.

“Didn’t something like that happen a couple of issues back?” Sally asks. At this point, our rules are basically out the window. “Number eleven, right? The one with the mob guys? They never explained why the Red Flame’s powers disappeared that day either. He just went off on his own, and then he was powerless.”

“Isn’t it obvious?” Courtney says. “Captain Nexus is like a battery of Nexus energy. Without him close by, the rest of them are nothing.” She scoots up to her knees. “Sort of like you guys trying to win a game if Nate wasn’t pitching.”

The really annoying thing is she might be right. On both counts.
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Saturday morning it’s raining outside, so Coach moves Giants practice into the high school gym. We’re setting up four corners, the drill we always run when we’re stuck inside. The team splits into four even groups, each heading for a different corner of the gym, where we shuffle into diagonal, single-file lines.

The Miller twins head for the batting cage, and one of them—Nate swears he can tell them apart, but honestly I never know which one is Phil and which one is Bill—trips over the pile of helmets outside it. Coach reminds them both to find one that fits before stepping into the cage with him. He’s been helping the Miller twins with their batting stances every indoor practice, but that’s okay. We don’t need him, or those sweaty helmets. We’ve run four corners a thousand times before.

“Hey, did you end up with the Alpha Flight?” I ask Nate. Somehow I lost track of it, probably because I was so stunned by the way #14 ended.

“Ollie did,” Nate says, bending his glove into shape. “But I think he let Courtney take it home first.”

My heart skips a beat. I remember Ollie’s friend almost stepping on her own comic, tearing a page as she read. “But—”

“How do you think Captain Nexus will escape the Zone?” Nate asks. He seems completely unaware of the blinking-red, Courtney-has-my-Alpha-Flight emergency lights I’m seeing everywhere—up on the scoreboard, across my best friend’s forehead, inside my glove.

But there’s nothing I can do about it right now. Besides, I’ve been asking myself that same question for three days. “I don’t know. A portal, maybe? Like the one he used to get to New Mexico in the first place?”

“I’m not sure,” Nate says, sounding as worried as I feel. Frowning, he heads for the front of our line and crouches into a fielding stance.

Man, I wish #15 could come out tomorrow. Instead we have to spend a whole month guessing. I know I should be concentrating on the drill, but the last few panels of #14 repeat in my mind all over again.

The Hollow crashed in on the Five in New Mexico, attacking them after Captain Nexus revealed his secret lab to his family. While the rest of the team fought their dark enemy, their leader hurried to complete his new machine.

The turbine was working at first, dragging the Hollow toward the portal it had opened, driving the creature back to where it belonged. But the monster lashed out, striking the Captain with a dark blast, causing that tear across the front of his uniform. He lost first one glove, then his balance, stumbling backward.

Captain Nexus fell through the open portal.

Into the Nexus Zone.

From the other side, the Captain could still see his team, his family, continuing to wage a war against the Hollow. He rushed forward to rejoin them.

The creature
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