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For my mom,

who taught me to feel the fear and do it anyway




Level One: Be a Hero


1

TurboLegs

Aug Track: Bod

Run faster than a speeding train.

Ace awoke to fireworks.

His alarm clock exploded digital colored lights across his bedroom ceiling. The sizzles and pops were muted beneath the thrumming bass of his favorite song by the Electric Ears, a quartet of the best augmented musicians on the planet.

He’d spent the last waking hour of his tenth year programming his room’s clock to make his first waking moment of eleven—and the first day of the rest of his life—epic. Time well spent. The fireworks outlined the date: August 12, 2048; the time: 6:28 a.m.; and finally, the message ten-year-old Ace had left for this new, improved version of himself:


Today lunches everything



Ace squinted at the words. Granted he loved lunch, but this seemed . . . off.

“Today launches everything!” he corrected with a smack to the forehead, before commanding, “Alarm off.”

The room’s ceiling screen flicked back to soft, white glass. He shot out from under the covers and stood on the bed, checking the stillness of his room, the quiet house. No one was awake yet. No one knew that he was officially old enough to start saving the world.

How? Ace had no clue.

From what? Also a good question . . . for later.

Today was about realizing the first step of his grand dream. Every single birthday up until this point had been about the party, the cake flavor, the piñata—which was never shaped like his big brother, but that wouldn’t stop him from requesting it. Oh, to knock a papier-mâché Finn around with a giant stick until it busted open with candy . . .

Ace was getting sidetracked. He would have to work on that; he was pretty sure heroes didn’t get sidetracked. He leaped off his bed—and didn’t stick the landing, rug-burning both knees. Something else to work on. Yikes.

Following the telltale thump of his most recent crash-landing, the quiet of the house broke around Mama Jay’s deep voice. “Ace?”

“Fine!” Ace gathered his wits. “It’s my birthday! All hands on deck!”

Ace hurried to get dressed; check-in at the B.E.S.T. Program started at noon, and he would be the first person in line or the world would suffer the consequences. Of course, his parents wanted him to have the family party before leaving, but he had an idea on how to get out of all that.

He checked the mirror, frowning. The clothes he’d selected days ago no longer seemed smart enough. Ace traded out the long shorts that showed off his pale, knobby knees for jeans and combed his light brown hair. Almost perfect. He dived into his closet, causing a small avalanche of old costumes. Superhero spandex as far as the eye could see.

“Moms!” His brother’s voice rang out in that signature tattling tone. “Deuce is going to wear a cape to ToP. Stop him before he embarrasses the whole family!”

“I am not!” Ace stumbled free from the pile like a laundry monster. Finn was coolly leaning on the doorjamb as if he’d invented the age of fourteen himself, baiting his little brother, even on this most sacred of birthdays. Ace held up a Bixonics shirt. “I’m picking out clothes that showcase my potential and enthusiasm. My poten-siasm. Enthus-ential?”

Finn scoffed and disappeared. He was so fast on those augmented TurboLegs that he made the rest of the universe—or maybe just Ace—feel stuck in slow motion.

But that was all changing. Today.

By the time Ace made it to the kitchen, Mama Jay was ordering coffee from Auto™, the kitchen bot. Mama Jay was quite the “large animal post-hibernation” before her java dose, an attitude completed by her tufty dark hair and the jumpsuits she wore like a personal uniform—BUT—she was already dressed.

Auto™, the many-armed squat bot that lived on the counter, ground beans, boiled water, and poured a cup of coffee. Before Mama Jay could grab the mug’s handle, the bot swiveled toward the sink and dumped it out. Mama Jay growled, and Ace jumped to help.

“You left the setting between service and clean-up again. Auto’s a total drudge at multitasking ever since its software upgrade.” He switched the dial to service, ordered a coffee, and the bot started grinding beans again. Mama Jay kissed his hair appreciatively.

Finn snorted from behind. “Look at you using cool-kid lingo. You’re not even a cadet yet. You don’t want to come off as desperate.”

Ace ignored him. Sure, he’d been studying up on the lingo of the B.E.S.T. Program, really everything on their website, including how each aug had an assortment of potential career options attached. Finn had come home wielding all kinds of words, upgraded by his own popularity. Ace would go in prepared . . . and come out even stronger.

“Why are you smiling so creepily?” Finn asked.

“This morning is the last time you can tease me about not being a cadet.” Ace spun on the stool, fast, faster, fast. “Did you know that if I had been born two hours and eighteen minutes later, my birthday would be tomorrow, and I’d have to wait six more months to start B.E.S.T.? How many cadets get to start on their birthday, you think?”

“Only the annoying ones,” Finn grumbled into his cereal.

Mom zoomed into the kitchen wearing the softest set of pink flannel pajamas, even though it was summer. Your favorite is your favorite, she’d say if anyone chirped her about it. She intercepted Ace with a bone realigning hug. “My baby is eleven! Release the balloons! Sound the Hyperloop siren!”

“And get ready to turn his room into a martial arts studio for two years!” Finn mimicked Mom’s celebratory tone as he sat at the kitchen island.

“I already said you’re not touching his room while he’s at the program,” Mom snapped. “Also don’t tease him on his birthday, Finnegan.”

Mama Jay reached over and shut up Finn in a soft headlock, roughing up his hair.

“Ah, Finn’s just a cliché, Mom.” Ace smiled up at her pretty, ivory face and faded freckles. He looked so much like Mom that sometimes she felt like his perpetually optimistic mirror. “He’s the big-brother bully. Watched too many TV shows. Overplayed his own hand. Pity.” Ace gave Finn a sharp side-eye. “He could have been great.”

“Would a cliché big brother get you the present you’ve always longed for?” Finn was sitting there one second, looking like a much more impressive and mature version of Ace with better hair—ouch—and then he was gone. Zipped to his room on his TurboLegs. He came back just as fast, holding out the ugliest homemade piñata Ace had ever seen. A bunch of paper towel rolls had been duct-taped to a shoebox torso and then glued all over with strips of tissue paper.

Ace took the present with two fingers by the wire sticking through its boxy head.

“Voilà.” His brother grinned like a cat. “Don’t ever say I don’t listen to you.”

Mama Jay squinted over her steaming coffee mug at the piñata. “Is that . . . What is that?”

“A Finn-yata,” Finn said proudly.

“Finn, you did not.” Mom shook her head. “That’s not the only thing you got your brother on his birthday, is it?”

“He’s asked for this for years! ”

“It’s fine,” Ace cut in. Finn wasn’t the brightest bulb, but he did know how to shock a room and steal all the attention. Best to unplug him fast. “Really. I can’t wait to beat the heck out of it.”

Mama Jay snorted into her coffee.

Mom’s left eyebrow arched, the serious-business eyebrow. “I don’t know how I feel about you whacking at your brother on your birthday. Even if it is a piñata.”

“Plus, I really wouldn’t assume candy’s coming out of me.” Finn snarfed his cereal, speaking with a mushy mouth. “Could be old, sprouty potatoes.”

Ace put the piñata down, wiping his hands on his pants and stopping himself before he sniffed the mass of boxes and tape for rotting vegetables. He wanted to get going. He needed to.

Mom was lining up ingredients for cake baking and Auto™ was already mixing flour and sugar in a bowl. When one of the bot arms reached over her for an egg, Mom swatted it. “I do the eggs, Pushy McGee.”

Ace took a deep breath. “Moms, I know we talked about checking in at ToP tonight, after my family party, but I’ve been thinking about it, and for my birthday, I’d really like to get to ToP as fast as possible. This morning. As my birthday wish.”

His parents stared at him.

“Check-in starts at noon,” he added in a hopeful voice. “I could just . . . hop on the ten o’clock Hyperloop train.”

Mom was struck with the red cheeks of doom. Not the angry face. The worse one. The sad face. Finn looked from Mom to Ace to Mama Jay and back again. If his big brother had popcorn, he’d totally be munching down right now, clearly loving how Ace had thrown such a curveball.

“If that’s what you want,” Mama Jay said stiffly. “Thought the plan was to go later on.”

Mom turned back to work on her cake. “I’ll just . . . make this to go.”

Well, that was too easy.

Ace stood in the silent aftermath of his birthday wish.

There was something so comfortable and comforting in everything his parents did. Even in their disappointment. For the first time in his eleven years, Ace realized he was about to leave them. For a really long time. Heroes had to make sacrifices, of course, but he didn’t know it would make his face screw up.

When Finn had gone away for his two years at the B.E.S.T. Program, getting his augmented dream legs, Ace hadn’t felt this kind of missing. If anything, those two years alone with his parents’ attention and affections had made this part even harder. Finn, the ultimate drudge. Always making matters worse.

On cue, Finn mimed crying like a baby behind their parents’ backs, and Ace kicked the Finn-yata, which only made his brother’s grin grow. “Better get ready if I’m going to introduce all my ToP pals to the Fastest Kid in the World’s Little Brother.” A split second later, Finn ran at him, spinning Ace in a circle from the sheer speed of those TurboLegs.

But it was okay. Ace would have his own aug soon. And it would be eleven times as awesome.


2

SuperSoar

Aug Track: Bod

Fly. For real.

Ace checked the digital sign above the shelter of the Hyperloop stop near his house.

Ten minutes until the next train. Ten minutes until he said goodbye to his family.

Ten minutes until he left for the three-hundred-story skyscraper campus of the B.E.S.T. Program: the Tower of Power.

The sky was solidly lavender today, which meant the sun beyond the chemically muted atmosphere was extra strong. Mom held a hand to her eyes as she looked up. “Lot of radiation blocker in the clouds. We should be wearing sunscreen.” She pulled out a bottle of lotion from her bag and made like she was going to put it on him.

Ace dropped his duffel and ducked. “I’m good.”

“I could hold that for you, just for now.” Mama Jay reached for his bag.

Ace stepped back. “Nope. I’ve got to be able to carry all my stuff by myself.”

“Says who?” Mom asked.

“Says me.”

“Probably part of his ‘superhero training,’” Finn teased from the station bench where he lounged, his legs sticking out like trophies. Mostly they looked like real legs. Perfect, sculpted legs. All the hardware was in his bones and muscles, implanted during the augmenting process. “How much you wanta bet there’s a cape packed in that bag?”

“Told you, I don’t think augs make you a superhero anymore,” Ace said as fast as he could, his tic when lying. “Met you, didn’t I? Pretty much smashed the myth to smithereens.”

Finn jumped up and made like he was going to charge. Ace dropped his bag as he dodged, but Finn just laughed and sat back down.

Mom unzipped the bag, poking around and smelling his clothes with a ravenous sniffer that reminded Ace of a terrier. “This is all you’re bringing? You’re going to have to do laundry every few days.”

Mama Jay pointed. “Or be the smelly kid.”

“At ToP, bots do the laundry,” Finn added lazily, playing with his tablet, most likely chatting online with all those adoring fans.

“Bots. Imagine that.” Mama Jay chuckled, but he could tell she was joking to hold back more rumbling feelings.

Mom was having them too. “Two years, Ace. I’m not ready.” She zipped his bag. “This summer went by too fast. Are you sure you’re ready? What if we forgot something?”

Finn exhaled hard. “Deuce has been ready since before I left for ToP.”

Ace ignored his brother’s jabbing nickname for the billionth time in his eleven years. They’d been buddies when they were little. But then Finn went away to get augged up, and Ace had learned what his shadow looked like without his brother constantly eclipsing it.

Ever since Finn had come home last year, it’d been a constant battle for attention. One that Ace couldn’t win because he wasn’t the first kid in the history of augs to master TurboLegs.

Ace checked the sign. “Eight minutes to the next train. Guess this is goodbye.”

“Don’t even start.” Mom’s warning eyebrow lifted. “We’re coming with you.”

“Translation: no getting out of it,” Mama Jay added.

Ace leaned in, speaking quietly so that Finn couldn’t hear, thankful that his brother didn’t have the SonicBlast aug, which pretty much gave a person super hearing. “Finn can’t come with us!” he whispered. “I can’t start my new life as ‘the fastest kid in the world’s . . .’” Ugh, he would not quote Finn here. “What if he tells everyone to call me Deuce?”

“Then he’ll be grounded until you graduate,” Mama Jay said with such certainty that Ace kinda wanted to see that happen. But not really. “Sit for a minute. Breathe.”

Ace sat beside her on the bench. He hadn’t foreseen the problem with using his birthday wish to leave for ToP early; he’d forgotten to specify that he needed to go alone.

“I heard Finn was cool there,” Mama Jay said.

“Can’t hurt to show up with a cool kid?” Mom’s grin grew. “Look how cool he is.”

“Full-on apex,” Finn interjected, showing off his ToP lingo and that he was listening. “I own that place.”

As if to prove his point, a trio of teenagers came over to the stop, immediately recognizing him. All of them were augmented, but none were Bods or Brains. Ace squinted at the colored circle tattoos on their wrists that marked an augmented person. He was right; all green, denoting Boost augs, the most common and least extreme. Boost augs used a tailored Bixonium formula that enhanced a person’s unique strengths: to heal quickly or create art, to be flexible or have amazing metabolism, among others. Whatever a person was already good at, a Boost aug made it way better. Ace was positive he’d try out a few Boosts, for balance, but they weren’t the life changer he was signing up for.

“Did you pack flip-flops for the shower?” Mom asked with sudden alarm.

“What?” Ace was baffled for a hot second. “No. Forgot. But I don’t actually need them.” The sign above the Hyperloop station flashed two minutes over and over. Two minutes. Two minutes. He pointed to the countdown. “Too late now.”

Mom snapped her fingers at Finn, breaking his conversation with the teens. She hollered, “Flip-flops for your brother,” and boom. Finn was gone, leaving nothing but his impressed, cooing fans in his wake.

Twenty seconds later he was back, shoving flip-flops in Ace’s face.

“Suppose I should be grateful for that.”

“No superhero should have warty feet.” Finn smirked.

In a great blast of light and sound, the Hyperloop arrived. The bullet of a train was the only thing faster than Finn. It whooshed and roared as it parted the air like a curtain and came to a short, breakneck stop.

“Moms, please let me go by my—”

“Nope,” his parents said in stereo. His entire family got on the train, and Ace’s hopes of reinventing himself—of showing up to the program as a brand-new person—got straight off.



Finn stayed up front with his fans, hooking an arm through the overhead handle and making the teens swoon with laughter. Ace sat in the back of the train car, squished between his moms, eating his birthday cake to distract himself.

Afterward, he wiggled on his seat like a chemistry experiment someone forgot about, bubbling and steaming and burning through every single card in his worn-out Bixonics SAR pack, listing each of the twenty-one available augs and then reciting their abilities and applications from memory.

Ace started with the Bods, of course. Seven different augs that would turn his wimpy, crashy body into something downright heroic in just two years’ time. Really it was only six options for Ace, because there was no way he was going to be a copycat and get TurboLegs like Finn. Ace had actually folded that card and kept it in the case, not even willing to use it to win SAR—short for Some Assembly Required—his absolute favorite game. Possibly the best game in the history of the world, but Ace could understand why some people liked chess. Knights and queens and all.

“Twenty more minutes. Ready?” Mama Jay shifted on the plush seat. “What am I saying? You were born ready.”

“Think so?” Ace’s legs jittered. “When I was born, did you try to figure out which aug I’d choose? Or which track? I mean, when you named me Ace you must have been thinking about a Bod aug, or at least a Brain. Couldn’t have been a Boost. I was made for action.”

“I’m not sure you should knock the Boosts. The young midwife who delivered you had one of those,” Mom said.

Ace cocked his head. “I didn’t know that. Which one?”

Mom never knew her augs. She squinted. “The one that helps you understand people in a really empathetic way, to know how people are feeling and guide them.”

“iNsight.” Ace plucked the card from the deck. The image held a closed eye with glistening energy radiating out. While every card was special, iNsight was the only one made from silver foil, probably because if you got that card you could pretty much win the game. As an option for his aug, however, it was not tempting.

“That’s not on my list of contenders. Although I’ve never thought about the medical stuff of being able to read people’s emotions and bodies. Apex.” Ace shuffled the deck while the Hyperloop roared, traveling two hundred miles an hour, which coated the air with a thick white noise. “What aug would you pick?”

He’d asked his parents this before, but it was comforting to hear their answers. His parents had been too old by one year when Dr. Lance Bix started the B.E.S.T Program. You had to be thirteen to get an aug—something about the flexibility of the human mind and body at that age—and it was permanent from that point on.

“Hercules. Of course.” Mama Jay flexed.

“Your muscles don’t need help.” Mom shot a flirting smile at Mama Jay that Ace liked and ignored in equal parts. He stared at Mom, waiting for her answer, wanting it to be different than what she always said.

Mom squinted out the window at the blurred scenery. The east coast had zoomed by in a matter of minutes as they headed south. “I wouldn’t get an aug. I think I’d move to Alaska and help with whale preservation. There are only a few species still alive in the Pacific, you know.”

Ace was ready. “An aug would help you save those whales, you know. If you had GillGraft you could swim underwater for hours, freeing whales from nets and stuff.”

Mom shrugged, and Ace felt the squish of defeat. “Ace, love, when I was a kid, I dreamed of going to college. That was the educational amusement park for my generation. All wild shenanigans, some learning of course, but also too many bad choices at your fingertips.”

“But all that got broken up by the Student Loan Crisis of 2028,” Ace interjected. “I learned about it in social studies. My teacher said that’s why B.E.S.T. is a free program. So anyone can go.”

“It’s weird that your history lessons are stuff we lived through,” Mama Jay added. “But yeah, thousands of universities closed in weeks. Pure pandemonium. My dream to go to college disappeared two years before I could turn eighteen and enroll—but not you, kiddo. You start today.”

Ace hadn’t forgotten that it was his birthday and he was finally heading to ToP—but that didn’t stop the reality from punching him in the stomach with sudden sizzling nerves. What if he was like Mom and his dream just poofed? Finn had tortured him about this for years. “What if they don’t let me in? What if there’s some rule that just pops up and gets in my way?”

“You know everything there is to know about B.E.S.T., Ace. They’d be silly not to make you the darn class mascot.”

Ace winced. He had been the mascot at his middle school, a Bald Eagle, which while sounding kinda cool was really just a hot spandex holo-suit that projected feathers all over his body and put his “natural state of too much energy to good use,” as his principal had told way too many people while patting Ace’s shoulder. The man had always acted like ADHD was just a stuffy personality trait that needed to be properly vented. What a supervillain.

“I’d like to be something better than a mascot this time,” Ace murmured.


  A hero.


Someone who helped people. While that might sound like he was looking for glory—and okay, he wouldn’t mind a little glory, who wouldn’t?—it was mostly about putting his life to good use, as his parents had taught him to do. A message his big brother had sincerely missed. Finn might have TurboLegs and hold the record for being the first cadet at B.E.S.T. to master that particular aug, but Finn was only interested in competing in the Auglympics when he grew up . . . so that he could get his face on cereal boxes. That was actually his goal, no joke.

“I’m going to fly,” Ace whispered to himself, touching the card he kept in his pocket. Like the TurboLegs aug, SuperSoar wings weren’t everywhere yet. No one had mastered them.

Ace liked to think that was because the aug was waiting for him.

The Hyperloop came to a neck-jerking halt and half the train unloaded before more people poured in. The hologram map of stations lit up briefly, showing how very close they were. Ace spotted at least two kids who might also have recently turned eleven, with caregiver types. He gathered up his cards and put them away, getting ready to dash out, to be first in line.

“Next stop.” He breathed deeply, but it didn’t help.

Mama Jay nudged Ace with her elbow. “We’re going to be low-key. Finn will behave.”

“I just want to make your new bed in your box.” Mom’s voice was scratchy. “It’s a mom thing.”

“We won’t embarrass you,” Mama Jay added. “Promise.”

Ace stared at Finn. His big brother was taking celebrity selfies with his new fans. “I’m just . . . imagining it all out,” he said. “We’ll get off the Hyperloop in the glorious, jewel-stoned courtyard of the Tower of Power, amid a host of kids who just turned eleven, my new peers, all ready to start the first great chapter of their lives . . . only to behold Finn Wells, the first kid to master TurboLegs, idol for the masses. And his little brother, the backup son. I’m sure he’ll convince everyone to call me Deuce, and then I’ll be mortified, and I’ll never become the first president with the ability to fly. A superhero and a president. At the same time.”

Mom pressed a hand over her smile.

“This might be the day I lose my dream of becoming Ace Force One.” He paused. “Or Air Force Ace. It works either way, which makes it hard to commit.”

“Ten points, kid.” Mama Jay chuckled at his joke. She put an arm around his shoulders and squeezed him lovingly. “You nailed the second-son baggage, but you really brought it home with the double pun.”

“I have been working on it.” Ace grinned. “You told me I should set my goals beyond caped crusader.”

“And we love that you went all the way to president with it,” Mom said. “You’ve never done anything halfway. It’s one of your best qualities.”

As if on cue, the first glimpse of ToP came into view. A shimmering, multicolored skyscraper that rose hundreds of stories into the air and housed the entire campus of B.E.S.T. Ace’s nerves scattered like frightened bats in a cave, making him wiggle everywhere, and his parents totally noticed.

Mama Jay pulled him tight again. “You really need to do this part on your own, don’t you?”

Ace looked up at his parents with wild hope.

Mama Jay cleared her throat and took Mom’s hand, weaving their fingers tight. “All right, we’ll see you off the train and into the lobby, and then we’ll take Finn to get new shoes. He’s burning through them faster than we can buy them.”

Ace’s expression screwed up as he looked at the news flash of feelings across their faces. They were going to let him go on his own, after all. He’d done it; he just hadn’t expected to feel all twisted tight. Ace stuffed those feelings down as fast as he could, shoving them to the bottom of his duffel, beneath the shower flip-flops and the secret capes.
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