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  CHAPTER ONE


  I was in the middle of History class when it hit me. I needed a cloning tank.


  History is my favorite subject, although I would never tell my dad that. I love how weird the great events of the past really were. America was discovered by a crazy Italian who convinced the Queen of Germany who had switched places with the Queen of Spain that he could get to India by sailing west, because everybody else was wrong and the world was really shaped like a burrito.


  He believed he had superpowers, too. It was in his letters. He knew he was right because he could hear Indians talking across the ocean. If he’d sailed a little farther South, he could have tried his powers against Huitzilopochtli. Now, there was a supervillain.


  Yeah, I love this stuff. I love it a little too much. I’d already read the whole chapter in my textbook, and now I had to fight off waves of boredom listening to a lecture I already knew.


  My best friends weren’t any better off. Ray had fallen asleep sitting up. Our teachers never knew what to do about a kid who paid no attention in class, but got A+’s on every test. Claire, at least, was able to fake paying attention, but I knew she was actually writing out lists of adult superheroes and how teenage supervillains like us could make friends. Writing in code, no less. Who can think like that?


  Well, Claire, obviously.


  We took Advanced English together, so I had time to tell them what I needed on the way.


  “Do cloning tanks even exist?” Claire asked doubtfully.


  Part of my frustration was that I could only try to translate the inhumanly complicated pictures my superpower gave me. “Not a cloning tank, exactly. Bioengineering tools.”


  Ray scowled thoughtfully for half a second. That was as serious as he got. “Regular bioengineers use test tubes and freezers and centrifuges. I’m guessing you need something a little more sophisticated.”


  “Yeah.” My power could make me put together a sentient alien robot with my bare hands, but had finally met its match with this idea. At least, that’s what I thought this nagging need for cloning tools meant.


  Ray kept giving me a skeptical stare, and said, “This is dangerous stuff. What do you want to build?”


  I winced. Just the question caused a little jab of pain in the back of my head. “I don’t know. If I think about it too hard before I’m ready to build, I get brutal headaches. A weapon. Chimera broke all of mine. The German Grenade’s not a big help.” I couldn’t even cheat with it. It spoke lousy German. Not that I would cheat, and I wasn’t taking German anymore, thank Tesla.


  Claire raised her eyebrows and her voice in surprise. “I thought you had an idea for fixing the candy tank?”


  I growled and looked up at the tiled ceiling. “Oh, no. It suckered me good. I finished working, and instead I had a black hole in a jar that sucks in sugar and nothing else.”


  Frustration warred with resignation. I was pretty sure now that I would never be able to fully control my power. My puny normal human brain could never understand my omniscient inventing brain. The inventing part didn’t think. It just ran with whatever inspiration struck, and I had to hope it would wait to hear what I wanted. Oh, and no dice trying to build my own bioengineering tools until I cleared this inspiration.


  Claire’s voice turned airy and encouraging, and she gave my wrist a squeeze. “We’ll just have to pick something up from another supervillain. I bet we won’t even have to steal anything. We can buy what we need.” We had more money than God, that’s for sure, and not much to spend it on without tipping off my parents.


  Ray adjusted his book bag with one arm, and looked across me at Claire. “All the bio-inventing villains die, or give it up after transforming themselves.”


  Claire’s eyes lit up. They both had that look. It was superpower geek-out time. I grinned despite myself as Claire started chattering out a list. “True. Judgment killed Plague, and blew up his lab. Cnidaria’s transformation left her too stupid to keep experimenting. Mourning Dove has the Bad Doctor’s equipment.”


  I put my foot down on that one. “She’s also got his head in a display box. We are not stealing from her.”


  Ray picked up Claire’s list where she left off, but with a more distant, thoughtful tone. “There’s a continent and half an ocean between us and Moreau’s lab. It’s been a hundred years, and no one’s found Red Panacea Clinic’s headquarters.”


  Claire lifted her chin, looked smug, and sounded smugger. “I’ll take a meeting with The Expert. He’ll know something.”


  I gave her a raised eyebrow, and wrinkled up my nose. “Do you know how creepy it is when you go to dinner with a forty-year-old man?”


  Shame was an emotion Claire Lutra did not experience. She made a dismissive “pfft” noise and rolled her eyes. “The Expert is one hundred percent professional. Even if he wasn’t, my power would shut him down.”


  True enough. Claire’s greatest regret was that her power made her cheek-pinchingly adorable, not sexy.


  Little Miss Shameless gave me a sudden, wicked grin and added, “I’m not the one who’s in danger.”


  Criminy. Could they see my cheeks burning? Yes, Ray and I were kinda-sorta dating. We hadn’t worked it out before Christmas break ended. He would never mean to hurt me, but I got real nervous, real fast with a boyfriend stronger than a weightlifter, faster than a martial artist, and more lecherous than Casanova.


  Grinning just as slyly as Claire didn’t help, Ray.


  Worse, it looked good on him. The black clothes, rail-thin frame, and fluffy, sandy hair blended into evil-geek charm. On top of that, I liked him. A lot. Like, as a person, a friend. He laughed so much, was so smart, and had gotten me into so much fun supervillain trouble. Why he preferred mousy brown-haired pigtailed me instead of platinum-blonde goddess Claire I could not fathom and wasn’t going to complain about.


  With great relief, I got to duck the whole topic. We had arrived at English class.
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  Advanced English was a daily reminder of how weird it felt coming back to school after a month spent as a supervillain. We’d hardly been back a week, and I couldn’t focus on Song of Roland at all.


  Yes, Song of Roland is the most stupefyingly boring book ever inflicted on children, teenagers, or the entire human race. Animal Farm had been anything but boring, and I had barely gotten a B on that. The book wasn’t the problem.


  Sitting in a quiet classroom full of kids with superpowers all pretending to be normal humans just felt weird. Ray, Claire, and I were all here, although Mrs. Harpy had been smart enough to split us up. So was Marcia, AKA Miss A, sidekick to The Original, who wasn’t original in any way I could tell. The kind of tanned blonde with a nasty, shallow personality that LA is supposedly full of, Miss A had gotten me into this supervillain mess. She still shot me, Claire, and especially Ray nasty looks every time our paths crossed. I was pretty sure she’d figured out our secret identities, but she couldn’t tell anybody. Even a vicious little… dog like her knew better than to get personal.


  Anyway, we could squash her like a bug if she made trouble, and she knew it. Marcia didn’t have any powers. She just was pretty good at martial arts. Not good enough. She was too vain and angry to have real discipline. I’d met the martial arts big boys, and they liked fast thinkers and fast movers. Master Scorpion wouldn’t have given her a second glance.


  Two chairs away from me sat Claudia, who had enough superpowers for the entire school. Now that I knew, she’d gone from the sad girl people like Marcia picked on to a mystery I couldn’t leave alone. With her dark skin and black hair, Claudia couldn’t look more Central American if she tried, but she actually had a faint Irish accent. She had super strength, and not like Ray’s, but serious “lift a building” super strength, but she never stuck up for herself. She also had super speed, could fly, and probably more besides. So, why was she always miserable?


  Claudia looked up from her book, and caught me staring. She stared back for about two seconds, cold and disapproving, and then went back to her book. That was all I’d gotten out of her since we got back to school. Did she hate me for being a supervillain? She took heroing real, real seriously.


  And that boy with the messy red hair in the back row. I was almost positive he was the kid who’d tried to steal my helmet in Chinatown. That made him the son of some supervillain.


  A flicker of light caught my eye. Had I just seen a spark of electricity when―what was her name, Cassie―picked up her pen?


  I’d always known that Northeast West Hollywood Middle and Upper High were the schools most superheroes in Los Angeles sent their kids to. Now that I’d had to fight for a place as a real supervillain, suddenly that mattered. Any kid in this class could have superpowers, or all of them. How would I know?


  I wouldn’t, that’s the problem. Marcia and Claudia wouldn’t get personal and rat me out. The urge to find out who my classmates really were gnawed at me, but we all kept our secret identities because we all turned a blind eye. So… suck it up, Penny.


  I was still staring at Cassie, probably looking like an idiot with a crush. She hadn’t noticed me. Instead, she’d turned her head to watch someone else. So had everyone else. What had I missed while stewing in boredom?


  A flicker of anxiety tugged at me, but too late. I looked.


  Claire sat at her desk with her phone out, texting away. Or maybe she wasn’t texting. Nobody looked that intense just sending messages. She had her face scrunched up, and her thumbs tapped away at high speed. She must have been playing a game instead, because she twisted the phone from side to side, pouting, then grinning, then raising one eyebrow in confusion, then grinning again.


  She reached a save point. The typing stopped. Mrs. Harpy was watching Claire with the same bemused grin as everyone else. Raising her voice, too entertained by Claire’s chutzpah to be mad, Mrs. Harpy called out, “Miss Lutra, Charlemagne is waiting.”


  Claire gave her a not-actually-guilty grin, and tucked her phone away. “Sorry, Mrs. Harpy.”


  Everyone went back to their books. I made myself look at the clock.


  The whole class had just spent twenty-five minutes watching Claire type. This was what it felt like to have your mind clouded. Claire had hit us all with her power, and gotten away with it. I only noticed because I knew what to expect, and in a few minutes, I would forget like everyone else.


  Note to Penny: At least try to remember to ask Claire what she’d pulled in English class while we all gaped and drooled like bludgeoned sheep.


  With a sigh, I turned back to Song of Roland. I’d lost twenty-five minutes, and this book was already a crawl. Another Moorish commander’s name, another description of hide coats and bronze spears and funny ponies, and how many men he had. Then another commander, his equipment, and his troops. And again. And again.


  They covered the page. I flipped to the next page. That one, too. And the next. And the next.


  I couldn’t take it anymore. I raised my hand.


  Mrs. Harpy put down her own book. “Penelope Akk?”


  If I was jumping, I might as well swan dive. “Is half this book nothing but a list of Moorish troops?” I demanded, and I could hear the impatient sarcasm in my own voice


  Oh, ho. Mrs. Harpy smiled. I hadn’t belly flopped. I’d scored big. Unconvincingly casual, she answered, “That’s correct.”


  Surrounded by twenty frustrated faces wishing they’d been brave enough to do this themselves, I said what we were all thinking. “Why would anyone want to read this? Why would anyone want to write it?”


  Mrs. Harpy put down her book, and stood up. “Let me tell you about oral tradition.”


  She did. There wasn’t much time left in the class, but she kept us interested enough I never drifted off into wondering who my classmates were.
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  Lunch didn’t feel any more natural. The weight of my homemade lunchbox was a vivid reminder that school hadn’t changed, but I had. By homemade, I meant I had made it myself. Me. The lunchbox was one of my few inventions I could show off to my parents, all brass gears and copper plates. I set it down on our table opposite Ray, and it unfolded to reveal my meal.


  There, at least, I might as well still be buying from the cafeteria. Mom might be encouraging the superpowered genius that built this box by making me lunches now, but the food she made was so exactly as bland as cafeteria food, she might have made measurements. Actually, knowing my mom, she probably had. The box kept the hamburger perfectly at its original lukewarm, rubbery temperature, and the julienne fries as limp as when they came off the stove. Only the broccoli was steamed, perfectly crisp. Not subtle, Mom. Not subtle!


  Ray had a cafeteria tray, but doubled up on everything. Supervillainy paid well, and his physical powers kept his metabolism in overdrive. That was just fine by me. I liked him thin and wiry.


  Oh, criminy. Was I as obvious looking him over as he was eying me? Behind his fake glasses (his powers had fixed his vision, too), his light eyes were all too focused. Leaning way forward, hands clasped below his chin, he gave me a grin that would put a jackal to shame. “Aren’t you sitting on the wrong side of the table?”


  Uh. My face hurt. Uh. What was I supposed to say to that?


  Claire always knew. She breezed up to the table, set her vintage lunchbox down, and sat beside me, hip to hip. She gave Ray just as serenely sly a smile, and answered for me. “No, Penny’s sitting next to me, same as always.”


  “Cuuuurseeeees…” Ray held up a hand curled theatrically into a claw.


  I snorted. So did Ray. Claire giggled, so much sweeter and more demure than any actual girl should be. Tension broken!


  Well, the tension of being hit on was broken. I poked at a squishy fry and sighed. Sympathetically, Claire passed me a packet of crisp, spicy potato wedges. Even their red-brown color radiated deliciousness. When Misty “The Minx” Lutra had found time to become a cooking goddess, I still had no idea.


  Claire looked less pleased. “Sorry about the selection. Mom’s keeping all the good stuff locked up. She’ll only let me have it if I can sneak in and steal it. How am I supposed to stealth past the world’s greatest cat burglar?” She didn’t bother to keep her voice down. Like my parents, Claire’s mom ditched her secret identity as soon as she retired and had a child.


  Miss Lutra had also managed to go from super criminal to lauded hero in the process. Sweet Tesla, would I give anything to know how she pulled that off! Yeah, she stole an actual nuke back from the Cossack, but the Eye of Heaven job had to be at least as good, and instead everyone blamed me for stealing it.


  No cake, no pasta, no French pastry or Thai or Mexican food or bowls of soupy stuff I could never identify. Yeah, by Lutra family standards, this was pretty sad. Claire was reduced to eating like the rest of us, just much better quality and lots more of it.


  She still handed Ray a bowl of beans that teased me with a sharp-smelling barbecue sauce as they passed. He tried to pay her back with a suggestion. “How about an unexpected angle? Go out your window, over the roof, and sneak in from the other side of the house.”


  Claire pouted, poking one of her remaining fries at the pile of crisp vegetables between her fat hamburger patty and the sesame seed bun. “If she’ll accept that. She wants me to learn the basics. She thinks I rely on my power too much. Since she’s immune, I have to sneak past her the hard way.”


  Ray finished inhaling the beans. His hamburgers were already gone. Claire’s super metabolism didn’t match his, but she managed to wolf down a good half of her giant hamburger as Ray argued, “Sneaking over the roof is the basics for a cat burglar. It’s not like your mom waltzed past people like a ghost. She stayed where there was nobody to see her anyway, right?”


  Claire turned to me suddenly, her fists on her hips. “When are we pulling our next job? I need to show my mother I don’t just stand around like a lump and let you two do the work.”


  She’d had the decency to whisper it, but I still flinched. I lowered my face, and kept my own voice to a hiss. “I don’t know. School makes it kind of hard to schedule anything.” My shoulders slumped. It was time to admit it. “I’m going nuts here, pretending everything’s normal.”


  Claire slumped back into place, poking at the remains of her burger. “Yeah.”


  Ray swallowed his last fry, and stared at his empty tray hungrily. “Tell me about it.”
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  After lunch, Ray and I crossed the street to Upper High for Geometry. That kept me busy, at least. Mrs. Stakes liked making us do problems in class more than homework, which admittedly was fine by me. Even here, surrounded by older kids, I found myself staring at Mrs. Stakes. Sure, she was old, but lean and fit, and she had an unflappable stare. Nothing ever got her excited. Mad, maybe, in a really controlled way. She always, always looked like she knew what she was doing, like there was nothing she couldn’t handle.


  Was she a retired superhero?


  Calculating volumes of cones gave me no time to think about that.


  At least I had already satisfied my PE and Health requirements. My last class of the day was Computer Science. Mr. Geisser was starting us off with a version of C++ that must have been made in the Stone Age, so we could get used to defining variables. Now I had to sit typing away, occasionally closing helpful pop-up windows. On the very first day, I’d had a mad science episode, and typed up a program that proceeded to program every assignment for the rest of the year. I hadn’t known whether to be smug or embarrassed. Mr. Geisser was making me do all the assignments the hard way anyway.


  So, that was my school day. That was pretty much how my school days had been going since winter break ended. I felt itchy and discontent, so when Mom pulled up in front of the school exactly as I stepped out the door, I made no effort to hang around and talk to Ray and Claire, and got in.


  We rode home in silence, and when I walked in the kitchen door, Dad called out from his office, “How was your day, Pumpkin?”


  I couldn’t tell him that I missed delivering maniacal speeches as my army of zombie rag dolls swarmed all over those fools who dared to oppose me. I especially couldn’t tell him that while he sat in front of his floating blue holographic screens updating what looked like schematics for one of Mech’s beam weapons. I pointed at the Pumpkin jar, and as he dropped a dollar into it, I kept walking and hedged, “It was okay.”


  Dad was going to say something, but from right behind me, Mom told him, “She has something personal to think through, hon. If we can help at all, let us know, Penny.”


  He accepted that, turning back to his computer. Mom stayed where she was as I walked down the hall to my bedroom. And you know, I smiled. I had pretty great parents.


  That thought buoyed me as I did my homework, writing out which Hapsburgs did what to each other. When I finished the last history question, I sat back in my chair, opened a desk drawer, and pulled out The Machine. It felt right snapping the metal, centipede-looking thing around my wrist. Maybe I’d feel better if I stopped leaving it at home? I’d been debating back and forth what to do with The Machine, because it was the one civilian invention everyone knew about that I just couldn’t bear to leave behind while supervillaining. Maybe there was a way to balance everything and like school again, if I could just figure it out.


  Twittering interrupted my thoughts. That was my phone, and the ringtone I used for strangers. I flipped it open. Local LA area code, but I didn’t know it. Well, even a wrong number would be entertaining!


  I pushed the green button, and asked, “Hello?”


  “It’s meeeeeee!”


  I knew that giddy, girly voice. I hunkered down and answered in a whisper, “Lucyfar, what are you doing calling me?”


  “I’m going to do you a favor! Two favors! No, three favors!” She sounded even happier and crazier than usual. High bar, there.


  “I…” I sat there, hearing only the squeak of my chair when I slumped against it. As Tesla is my witness, I had absolutely no idea what to say.


  Lucyfar, of course, can’t be shut up by anything less than an asteroid strike. “Favor el firsto! You are hereby reminded to smack your little buddy E-Claire upside her head a few times and tell her never to give out your civilian phone number, Penelope.”


  I snorted, despite myself. “Yeah, definitely going to do that.”


  “Second!” Lucyfar continued, with a grand pause for effect. “An indiscreet little birdy tells me that you are in need of bioengineering gear, of the kind that is illegal, unethical, and most importantly unbuildable by mortal science.”


  I jumped to my feet, like my leaping heart had just pulled me out of my chair. “YES.” It was so hard to keep my voice low!


  “Third, I am placing an expert―and no one can be more expert―wager that you’re tearing your adorable braided pigtails out with a hunger for mayhem.”


  She had me, and she had me so bad that it took a lot of swallowing my instincts and reminding myself not to be stupid to answer, “Yeah, but I’m out of weapons. I’m not going into any superpowered anything unarmed.”


  That argument didn’t faze Lucyfar for a second. “You won’t be unarmed, my tiny titan. Saturday, Bad Penny and The Inscrutable Machine will hit Happy Days Durable Medical Goods armed with the most terrifying weapon in Los Angeles. Me!”


  What? That was so weird I gave the phone a skeptical stare. “Happy Days Durable Medical Goods? Seriously?”


  Lucyfar’s laugh echoed out of the phone. “Oh, are you in for a surprise. I’ll meet you there at eleven thirty. We are going to have such a morally ambiguous good time.”


  And with that, she hung up.


  …


  HA! Happy days were here again!
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  CHAPTER TWO


  Friday had to be the most boring day of my life, but at the same time, it flashed by. I sat in every class counting the minutes, just wanting to get the day over and get to Saturday, and it worked. The day disappeared in a haze of meaninglessness.


  Only one thing stuck with me, and penetrated my impatience. Lunchtime.


  Even then, I got to my table in a blur of dreaming up villainous monologues, until Claire sat down next to me. Then the memory clicked.


  “You spent the whole class tex—” I clasped my hands over my mouth, and Claire slapped hers over top of mine. We looked into each other’s eyes, and then leaned back and laughed.


  Yeah, probably best not to yell to the entire school that Claire was friends with notorious supervillain (or hero, when she felt like it) Lucyfar. Ray watched the two of us over steepled fingers. Just goes to show how distracted I was that I noticed Claire before him. He looked more interested than amused. Probably wanted the same answers I did.


  Claire, of course, didn’t feel the slightest guilt or awkwardness over anything. She threw back her wavy blonde hair with one hand, and gaily snapped open her lunchbox. She kept her voice low as she filled us in, because “shameless” didn’t mean “stupid.” “Not the whole time. I had to ask around before I found out she was interested in Happy Days.”


  Which led me straight to my real question. “Why are we interested in Happy Days?”


  Claire delicately sprinkled sharp-smelling oregano on a cup of lasagna, smiling like The Minx that ate the canary. She might have practiced it from her mother’s newspaper clippings, the smile was so perfect. “Because Happy Days Durable Medical Supplies is owned by Quality Holdings, Incorporated.”


  That, at least, meant something to Ray. He sat up straighter, and his grin lit up even brighter than Claire’s. His voice went husky too, although it squeaked a few times. “I heard the FBI had a new investigation going.”


  Claire waved her fork like a wand, or a princess’s scepter. They were both getting into this. “Nothing’s proven. The three companies who own Happy Days stock are child corporations of so on and so forth. But when the FBI got a warrant and fifty lawyers showed up to protest, the community knew.”


  “And we are interested why…?” I tried again.


  Ray stopped grinning and gave me his best wounded geek look. Those baby blue eyes burned into me. “I know for a fact your dad thwarted their subliminal boombox scheme, and your mom took down their cyber hover board commandos.”


  I crossed my arms. “Before I was born, sure, and a hundred other weird villains. Who is Quality Holdings?”


  Since Ray and I were giving each other stubborn looks, Claire filled me in, leaning way forward over the table and keeping her voice low. “Nobody’s sure. Quality Holdings was their name when your parents exposed them. They wrote the book on using accounting tricks to hide which companies they own, then sold the book under an assumed name. Their specialty is meddling with superhero affairs, especially salvaging and recovering mad science. The government thinks they’re a front for Organism One.”


  …who was such a good mad scientist himself, he’d made some really convincing bids at conquering the world. I wasn’t a walking encyclopedia of supervillain info like Ray and Claire, but I knew that name.


  The surprised look I gave Claire broke my staring contest with Ray, and he leaned in to correct her. “I heard they were bought out by the Council of Seven and a Half.”


  A smile finally spread over my face. “But whoever the shadowy figure behind Happy Days Durable Medical Supplies may be, we can be sure that those medical supplies are of the ‘breed an army of fire breathing ants’ variety?”


  Claire nodded, her huge smug grin back. “Uh huh.” Oh, I liked the sound of this.


  Ray brought the party crashing down. “Ladies, we are running out of time to eat.”


  He was right. I went back to stuffing my face, and back to stewing in impatience for Saturday.
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  I woke up on Saturday morning, and everything snapped back into focus.


  I was a supervillain again!


  My feet thudded on the carpet as I leapt out of bed. I grabbed The Machine off my bedside bookshelf and listened to the click as he snapped around my wrist. Oh, that felt good. Then I ran for the bathroom.


  Brush teeth, shower, discover The Machine can suck up shower spray and hose it back. I dried off as fast as possible, blew my hair half dry, and then approached the braiding machine.


  Dad had upgraded it. Again. Somehow, just making it work never satisfied him. Of course, Dad didn’t have hair long enough to properly test his upgrades, so we never knew one didn’t work until my head looked like a bird’s nest.


  Okay, superpower. What do you think?


  Ha! Nothing. A vague picture of tissue layers lurked in the back of my head, and that was it. Yeah, I knew my power wouldn’t bite.


  I took the plunge. I pulled the switch, turned around, and leaned my head back into the mechanical hands.


  Tug, tug, twist, tug, twist, tug, tug. It let go. I looked in the mirror.


  Two perfectly braided, if completely unexciting, brown pigtails. Ah, but this version was a big improvement, because it tied the ends of my braids in huge, pink bows! Just like the hair braider three versions ago. I looked at least six fifths as girly as usual, but I wasn’t going to school today and nobody could see the pinksplosion under a helmet. I just had to get to my lair and pick up said helmet.


  I ran back to my room, threw on some clothes, and merely trotted out to the kitchen. Dad sat in his office, his monitors covered in oscilloscope readings, because his job was his hobby was his life. Mom stood behind him holding a tape measure that, in her days as The Audit, she was rumored to have once used to cut a man’s head off.


  I totally didn’t believe that, mostly.


  Nobody made a move to fix their poor starving daughter breakfast, so I grabbed some eggs, a block of cheese, and a couple of slices of bread and stuffed them into Dad’s most brilliant invention. Actually, I was pretty sure Dad hadn’t invented it at all. He just claimed it as spoils from some other mad scientist’s lair. I could have asked a million times, but I only thought about it when I was hungry, and then forgot because I had a delicious egg and cheese sandwich to eat.


  The machine dinged, and the million-and-first time arrived as the sandwich launched out of the machine and into the air. I blithely caught it on a plate, poured myself a glass of orange juice, and tried to imitate a human vacuum cleaner.


  Mom’s shadow fell over me, and her hands settled on the back of my chair. “Someone’s in a hurry, isn’t she?”


  I used the tried and true method of dealing with my dangerously perceptive mother. I told most of the truth. “Oh, yeah. Me and Ray and Claire have been going nuts, cooped up in school all week.”


  If the conversation was going anywhere, I didn’t get to find out. My phone roared on my belt. Claire was calling me?


  Fortunately, my parents knew a healthy teenage girl needed her space. I ducked into the hallway knowing I didn’t look suspicious doing so, and set the phone to my ear. “I was about to head out. What’s up?”


  Claire did not sound so cheerful. “Penny, we’re late!”


  Not that Claire could see, but I gave the phone a skeptical stare anyway. “What? It’s only eleven!”


  “The store is in Studio City!”


  Oops. That was on the other side of Griffith Park. There was no straight shot over the hills, either.


  “Where are you at?” I asked, much faster than before.


  “Our lair.”


  “On my way!” I snapped my phone shut, ran back to my room, shoved my teleport bracelets on under my blouse, and grabbed Dad’s goofy but dangerously effective boxing glove gun. I had the bracelets, I had The Machine… there just wasn’t much to take, and there wouldn’t be until I got to a cloning laboratory.


  It would have to do. I ran through the house, and as Dad leaned over his chair and started to speak, I held up the gun. It was sweet of him to make sure I started carrying protection since I started spending more time out of the house. He didn’t know I didn’t need it.


  I was in the garage reaching for my bike when it occurred to me. I’d left the German Grenade in my room. Yes, it was stupid and ridiculous, but I couldn’t use a weapon Dad gave me in my supervillainy, and the Grenade was the closest to an offensive weapon I had. I ran back to the door.


  As I reached for the handle, Dad said something I couldn’t hear. Mom, on the other hand, had a clear, perfect, and penetrating voice even when she spoke calmly. “Of course she is, Brian. She and Ray are dating.”


  Uh.


  Dad must have had the same reaction. Mom seemed amused. “You didn’t know? Why did you think Ray suddenly started dressing better?”


  I caught the words “…outlook on grooming…” in Dad’s reply.


  Mom was still amused. “Right. It can be a life-changing moment for a socially awkward boy. Penny was concerned Claire would take him away at the beginning, but in some capacity, Penny and Ray have been dating for a month.”


  I couldn’t make anything about what Dad next. His voice had gotten real quiet. Was he angry?


  Mom did sound more serious, but still pretty lighthearted. “Not yet. Watch their body language when they’re together. They stand close together, but don’t touch. They get tense and nervous, and don’t even hold hands. Penny’s taking things slow, and as long as she does, I think we should trust her and wait for her to tell us.”


  I felt cold. Stiff. Listening to my mother dissect my behavior was chilling. The rest of me might feel cold, but my cheeks burned. My parents knew about me and Ray already? I barely knew about me and Ray!


  I was late. I needed to get moving, but it took some effort. Before I managed a single step, Dad’s chair squeaked. When Mom spoke next, it was a lot softer. “Yes. I’m―I’m still worried about them and The Inscrutable Machine, Brian.”


  Dad’s voice got firm. I caught the word “personal.” Yes, Mom, the last thing I wanted was The Audit getting personal!


  Her voice picked up. She sounded closer, too. Was I going to have to hide? We had curtains on the kitchen door window, so she probably couldn’t see me. Probably. No, she couldn’t see me, because she wouldn’t keep talking in such a haunted, vulnerable tone. “It’s not that. I know The Inscrutable Machine have declared they’re going to act like professionals, but between them and Penny, this is personal. Not personal in the way the community means, but really personal.”


  I had no idea where this was going anymore. I stood there, listening to the deeper squeak of Dad settling into a kitchen chair. Now I could hear him. Well, just barely. “Alright. Lay it out for me, Beebee.”


  He might have said Mom’s name, but she was speaking as The Audit, and we both knew it. She swore no superpower was involved, but even fifteen years retired, my mother’s ability to calculate and predict felt supernatural every time she let it show.


  Her voice turned even, emotionless, and professional. “The similarities between The Inscrutable Machine and our kids are stark. Their first appearance was in Penny’s school, and the second close by. There’s enough travel time for them to be from another middle school, but the odds are overwhelming that they’re Penny’s schoolmates. The similarity between Reviled’s costume and how Ray dresses, and E-Claire’s choice of name and theme are deliberate.”


  Criminy. Was I about to be unmasked? No. No, Mom would have said so. I had to let her talk, and find out where this was going.


  She obliged. “We have no link between Ray and Reviled other than general build and outfit. E-Claire has projective telepath—”


  “We don’t know what E-Claire’s powers are,” Dad cut her off.


  Mom wasn’t ruffled at all. “Correct. We only know their effect, which is as close to Claire’s as her appearance. We have clear video recordings of E-Claire. She has a rounder face than Claire Lutra, and darker hair, but they look similar enough—”


  “To look similar, yes,” Dad finished for her.


  I knew that when she turned on her power, Claire did subtly change shape, but her power recolored her hair? Really? I… it was so hard to remember anything but the sense of “Awww!” when Claire had her power turned up. Framing those sparkly blue eyes were… wavy, golden yellow locks, yes. The kind you’d find on an expensive doll. Not Claire’s normal pale, almost white “How do you get that color without bleach?” shade.


  Immune to her own power, Claire knew how different she looked. No wonder she avoided masks and showed off for cameras. She didn’t have to worry about exposure.


  Mom kept talking right over my thoughts. “Similar enough to draw comments. ‘You look like Claire Lutra, but not as pretty’ stings for a thirteen-year-old girl, Brian. Between superhero demographics and our best guess of the number of superpowered parents, there should be eleven natural blondes with superpowers in Penny’s school. The odds of at least one having mind control-related powers is over forty percent. Thirty-two percent of supervillains were motivated by jealousy at the start of their career. Another forty percent had jealousy as a major secondary motivation. Claire’s mother is famous. Claire’s version of her mother’s power got a lot of attention. E-Claire’s name and bear costume were chosen to mock Claire Lutra. All the other possibilities are statistically remote.”


  Dad let out an audible sigh. He sounded downright defeated. “Imperfect clone, Jekyll/Hyde syndrome, power leech…”


  “Statistically insignificant. Much less than one percent,” Mom repeated, just a touch of victory in her emphasis. “A Jekyll/Hyde scenario would be realistic, if only around a ten percent probability, but Misty is a professional, and a better parent than we are. She would not have missed that.”


  Dad sounded surprised. “Are Jekyll/Hydes that common?”


  “My data is ten years old, but for mental powers? Yes.”


  Claire’s mom hadn’t missed anything. I felt weird, itchy and uncomfortable listening to my mother follow a chain of numbers down the wrong track. That she hadn’t figured me out was a detail. I knew that already. Really, Mom, where was this going?


  I had two minions and a crazed pretend demoness waiting for me, so this had better be good.


  Dad thought it would be. I heard dread in his voice as he pointed out, “You’ve left Penny for last.”


  Mom returned a question. “How good is Penny’s power, Brian?”


  Even the grim topic couldn’t erase Dad’s pride. “Well, she may not have inherited my power, but her breakout invention was a Tier Three. If there was a Tier Four, her Machine would be it. It doesn’t just work on unknown principles; it shouldn’t work at all. I’ve seen her demonstrate a Tier Two upgrade, and her lunchbox is Tier One, unrelated to her breakout invention but retaining the clockwork theme. I know she’s made at least a Tier One electrical invention unconnected to theme or breakout invention, but she considered it a failure and wouldn’t show us. She mentioned an invention in her programming class. It sounded Tier Two, an AI more advanced than regular science knows how to make yet.”


  Mom was more businesslike. In fact, she sounded more solemn than ever. “All within the first month of emergence. That places her within the top one percent of mad science powers. There’s no way to know how much further her power will grow, because she’s off the charts. You wanted a daughter to inherit your legacy, Brian. You got it. She’ll be famous if this is as good as she gets. Realistically, she could grow up to be the most powerful mad scientist of her generation, a Tesla or da Vinci or Krebs level talent.”


  I tried not to feel really, really smug. Guess what, Mom and Dad? When I get this supervillain thing worked out, you’ll see what I can really do!


  Dad went “Huh,” with the tone of a father also trying not to feel really, really smug.


  Mom was still going somewhere. “Now, how good is Bad Penny’s power?”


  Dad started to list. He doesn’t actually do the counting on his fingers thing, but each item had that perfect pause as if he was. “The rag dolls were Tier Three. The sugar chemical tank was Tier Two in a similar theme, but a different technology. Marvelous described a set of Tier Two toys in the same theme but a third type of technology. The pennies she probably didn’t make herself. The air cannon was Tier Two, in a theme matched by her costume, whose tech level I can’t say. No one knows how she teleports, but if it’s not an inherent power, it has to be at least Tier Three in a tech type and theme I don’t…” Dad drifted into silence.


  It did sound impressive when you put it that way, Dad.


  “How many mad scientists are you aware of with that diverse and high level a talent?”


  “Organism One has a broad tech level base and has achieved multiple Tier Three inventions. Thematically, he can branch out a little. Edison had a very broad thematic base, although he never achieved Tier Three. If he had, his inventions wouldn’t have been useful. By definition, Tier Three can’t be copied, because it’s based on unknown properties of physics. There are rumors Tesla disappeared because he was hiding multiple Tier Three inventions.” Dad was hedging.


  Mom knew it. “So, none.”


  “Assuming she made all those inventions herself, which we know she didn’t.”


  Wait, wait. Holy crumbs. Did Dad just say I was a better mad scientist than Tesla?!


  “More than you know, in fact. Do you remember Wonderland?” Yes, yes, Mom. Could we get back to me being a better mad scientist than Tesla?


  Dad answered slowly, “No…?”


  “Not surprising. She responded well to medication, and her career was very brief. Not a bad mad scientist, but the schizophrenic cognitive damage took care of that. She primarily used a wand and sugar chemical tank weapon. She was said to have other toy-based inventions, but no one kept track after her capture.”


  I went from grinning like a manic idiot to frowning like a clueless idiot so fast my face hurt. This conversation had just detoured onto Weird Street.


  “We do already know she’s a weapon thief.” Dad’s voice got so thoughtful that I could picture him, leaning way back in his kitchen chair and scratching his chin, like he always did.


  Mom’s tone didn’t change. She was still leading him somewhere. “Eighty percent of mad scientists use only their own inventions, but twenty percent are realistic odds. The odds Bad Penny made even most of her own inventions—”


  “—are not realistic,” Dad finished for her. “Okay, Beebee. You’ve made your point. What’s the punchline?”


  “The odds overwhelmingly favor Bad Penny being a frustrated minor mad scientist jealous of Penny’s incredible breakout. E-Claire is similarly jealous of Claire. With Reviled they became a trio to express their jealousy by busting up a science fair, and things snowballed when Bad Penny started to crave more toys.”


  Wow. Mom was remarkably close, assuming that my superpower was too awesome to be believably likely. I’d been launched into this life of crime by Ray destroying the science fair over a fit of jealousy, so she’d even gotten that right.


  Ha! Mom always said you couldn’t beat the numbers. I had! My phone roared.


  Oh, criminy.


  Mom couldn’t catch me here. I teleported into the garage, scrambled up on my bike, pedaled two steps, and teleported to the road. My muscles went stiff and achy and I had to take a deep breath, but I kept pedaling, and teleported to the next block.


  The bike wobbled as blue spots flashed before my eyes, but they faded, and despite the pain I kept pedaling. I was in good shape, now. My wind would come back in a minute. I was way, way late, and I had to get to my secret lab as fast as superhumanly possible.


  To brag, obviously.
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  Not that I had time. I was wheezy from taking as many teleports as I dared when I pulled open the grungy old doors around the far corner of Northeast West Hollywood Middle and dragged my bike into the concealed elevator. It didn’t have proper railings, so as soon as it rattled down far enough for me to see into the lower level, I slid out and jumped to the ground.


  Claire gave me the fists-on-hips look. “It’s eleven thirty already, Penny!”


  “I know. I’m getting changed as fast as I can!” I grabbed my helmet and jumpsuit, and ran out of the big domed central chamber into the little side room where I kept the cursed jade statue.


  Ray, of course, suddenly unglued himself from the wall. I yelled back, “Claire!” She understood what I meant, and stood in Ray’s way. His grin never faltered. He’d just been teasing. Probably. What had I started with that one kiss?


  Let’s see, judging from all the other kids and adults I’d seen dating, the answer should be “years of ridiculousness.”


  I struggled out of my civilian clothes and into my grey-and-white jumpsuit, whose high-tech insulation was meant to power my inventions and protect me from work-related burns, but did look uncannily like armor. The full helmet with the visor that was only transparent from the inside completed that look.


  Scooping pennies out of the cursed statue’s change bowl, I poured them into a belt pouch. I wasn’t totally unarmed. As near as I could tell, the pennies only made anyone they touched (except me, thank goodness) make dumb mistakes. That was still the greatest weapon you could hope for in a tense superpowered battle.


  Hurrying back out, I pulled the fancy hubcap-shaped disk off the wall. I’d only been able to make two toys before school started and my super brain got obsessed with bioengineering. One had been the lunchbox I could show my parents. The other I very definitely could not show my parents. Time to test it and find out if it did at all what I thought it did.


  I used the ports embedded in my jumpsuit to stick it to my back, turned, and tossed my teleport bracelets to Ray. “Okay, Claire. I’ll watch the dog while you get into costume.”


  Ray spun a copper bracer on one finger. He didn’t say anything, because he didn’t have to. He just had to grin evilly.


  Claire propped a fist on her hip, giving me a sarcastically amused stare. “I am in costume.”


  Ray had it easy. A big hat, his blasting gloves, and a long-beaked black masquerade mask replacing his glasses, and he turned from “kid wearing black” into “sinister supervillain.” Claire…


  Well, the teddy bear pajamas had been awkward. I couldn’t blame her for wanting something new. This costume hardly looked like a costume at all, just a knee-length skirt with poofy petticoats, a stiff white blouse, a blue neckerchief, a white chrysanthemum where she’d tied her hair back into a ponytail, bouncy sneakers with rolled up socks…


  I threw my arms up over my eyes. “The cuteness! It burns!” I wasn’t even sure if she’d turned her power on, yet.


  Ray slid the bracelets on under his shirtsleeves, telling me what I’d been about to tell him. “Your bike is the fastest transportation we have, so you take it while I carry Slowpoke Poppins and use these.”


  Yep. Got it in one, Ray.


  Claire stomped one foot. Her skirts rustled. They had kittens embroidered around the hem. Then she kicked with that foot, sliding backward along the floor in a smooth spiral. “I’m not slow. I switched the friction soles into these shoes. I tried roller skates, but they didn’t work together.”


  “You’re not fast enough. We’re late already, remember?” I added an exasperated sigh. If Claire wanted to play the villainous banter game, I knew my lines.


  Ray knew his. He stepped up to Claire, dropped down on one knee, and held out his arms. “Shall we get a move on, my lady?”


  Claire set her foot in one of his hands, hopped over Ray’s shoulder, and spun around to drop onto his back with her arms around his neck. “If I have to ride, then I’m sitting in the saddle. Hyah, mule!”


  Ray had already risen to his feet by the time she hooked her legs around his waist. Neither of them showed any more strain than if Claire had handed him a sandwich. Half of me wanted to give Claire a kick and point out that was my Ray she was cuddled up to, and half of me wanted to drop this whole mission and go rooting through my lab to find the beaker I’d made their Super Cheerleader Serum in. Come on, superpower. One drop! That’s all I’m asking for!


  My friends were punishing me for being late. Well, I knew how to hit back.


  Walking over to the elevator, I said as if it was an apology, “I caught my parents comparing mad scientists on the way out. How would you guys rate my powers?”


  They knew the terminology, of course. Claire went, “Red Eye’s pretty good. She’s limited to energy beam themes and projective lens based technology, but she’s got one, two… three Tier Threes and about a hundred Tier Twos. Not including her eye. Mech is about the same. It’s his ability to integrate devices into his power armor that’s impressive.”


  We stepped into the elevator. I pushed the button, and it ground its way up. Ray took over. “You’ve displayed Tier Threes in… four different themes I can think of, all with different tech types, Twos in one, two, three―” He stopped himself, and gave me a surprised look. His eyebrows went up around the edge of the mask. “Okay, wow.”


  I hit the button on my chest, forming my light bike right in the doorway as the elevator reached ground level. Hopping on, I shoved the pedal and left my best friends to listen to my triumphant laughter.


  “Ha ha ha ha ha ha ha!”
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  CHAPTER THREE


  I loved this bike. No clue what it was made of or how it worked. It was one of those inventions that happened in a complete blackout while trying to make Claire’s skates. It felt hard and cold against my butt, like chrome, but all I could really see were shining white highlights.


  The important thing was, the bike took me down the freeway at blinding speeds. I only had to point it in a general direction. Traffic on the I-5 was pretty bad, but that didn’t affect me. My bike slid between cars like grease, immune to honking.


  An alarmed driver swerved away from me into the next lane, and a pang of guilt suddenly hit. Sure, I was safe, but I’d never thought about the other drivers! I took a quick peek behind me.


  Ha! LA drivers for the win! Traffic dropped back and congested pretty badly as I passed, but no wrecks. I should have known nobody panicked at supervillain driving in this town.


  Duh. If they did, I’d have noticed it weeks ago.


  I, on the other hand, nearly jumped out of my skin as a siren started up right next to me. I’d been paying absolutely no attention to the road ahead or the police car I had just passed.


  In seconds, my bike swerved between six other cars. As they slowed, they trapped the police car, keeping it from chasing me.


  Still.


  A few minutes later, I zipped up a tidy and boringly generic street next to the foot of the Hollywood hills. If the sky weren’t gloomy and contemplating rain, the pavements and little office buildings would all be shining white.


  I pulled up onto the curb where Lucyfar, hands tucked into jeans, stood grinning at the world. Seconds later, Mister Showoff Ray Viles blinked into existence about ten feet up, landing as smoothly as a cat.


  Before Claire could finish sliding off his back, I warned, “The police saw me on the way up. It won’t take them long to find us.”


  Lucyfar wasn’t spooked. She rubbed her hands together in glee, and half-told us, half-told the world, “Beautifully intertwined purposes. The authorities will keep superheroes off our case, and crawl all over this place like ants on a plate of crushed cherries when we leave. If we miss anything, they won’t. Let us commence!”


  She stepped right into the street. Liquid black crawled out of the holes in her ragged jeans, over her pants and up her sleeveless T-shirt. It must have dissolved her clothing, because she was left wearing a black cat suit so skin-tight, only its light-absorbing colorlessness kept her modest. Spikes hung off the back like wings. Everyone was feeling showy today.


  Screeching tires made my head jerk. One lone car had been driving up the road, only to slam on the brakes in front of a wall of hovering black knives. Sheesh, Lucy. He would have stopped!


  I let it go. There were more important things to talk about. “Is it just us?”


  She shook her head, long black hair bouncing with her manic glee.


  “Oh, we’re more than enough. You kids are going to love this!”


  Claire skated a few feet ahead, leaning forward to peer into the tinted windows of Happy Days Durable Medical Supplies. Aside from the glass fronting around the doors and the sign with its smiling yellow sun, the single-story building had zilch in the way of distinguishing features. Nothing but cement block walls painted cheerfully, soullessly white.


  What caught Claire’s attention were the signs next to the revolving doors. “Sorry, We’re Closed!” and “This facility does not handle retail.”


  Ray gave the door a one-handed shake. Locked. He looked up at Lucyfar. She shrugged, her smile never wavering.


  Gripping the door with both hands this time, Ray shoved. Metal squealed and snapped. Glass broke. The revolving door skidded into the lobby, and fell over on the tiles.


  A pair of receptionists, a young man and woman, recoiled. The lobby held them, their slanted, kinda triangular art deco desk, a door, and a big sign behind the desk with the smiling sun logo and the words “Things You Need!!!” Three exclamation marks. Wow. They didn’t make the sign, or the room, any more interesting at all. It probably wasn’t the dullest room in the world, but it tried.


  Lucy swaggered up to the desk, and leaned on it with one elbow.


  Grandly, she began, “Hello, my good sinners. We’re here―”


  The woman, in her horrible yellow shirt with a smiling sun on the chest, recovered enough to press a button on the counter. I was expecting an alarm. Instead, I got a badly synthesized female voice. “Hi! My name is Byron Slade. How may I forward motivate your ejection for maximum speed and satisfaction today?” I was pretty sure Byron Slade wasn’t this girl’s name. I was completely sure the deep male voice reciting it wasn’t hers either.


  None of this flustered or surprised Lucyfar. She just picked up right where she’d left off. “―to loot, rampage, destroy, and misuse, without an appointment.”


  Once they got over the surprise of their door being destroyed, the two receptionists didn’t look afraid at all. The guy asided to his coworker, “That’s Lucyfar and The Inscrutable Machine. I thought we’d get heroes first.”


  The girl looked flustered, almost desperate, but still not scared like I’d expected. She leaned against the wall behind her, and put her face in her hands. “Please leave. Please.” She sounded dully defeated. Of course, asking us to leave wouldn’t work, but geez, I was starting to feel guilty.


  Not Lucyfar. She straightened up, pointing at the only other door. “So we’ll let ourselves in, then?”


  Out of nowhere, the synthetic female voice piped up. “Thank you for your patronage. As you leave our facility, Byron Slade will give you our special low-cost satisfaction survey.”


  The guy, who didn’t have the same voice as Byron Slade either, groaned. “Well, there go our metrics. We are so fired.”


  The girl thumped the wall with both fists and jerked upright. “No we’re not. I quit! I should have quit a month ago!”


  “We can’t quit, Jenny!” Now the guy looked worried.


  “Why not? What am I giving up? The money? The regular hours? The job security?”


  He started laughing, bitter and sarcastic. Then it hit him. His face lit up with hope, and his voice went ragged as he asked himself and the room, “We really can just walk out that door, can’t we?”


  She held out her hand. “I’ll buy you a hamburger. That’s all my paycheck was worth, anyway.”


  They stepped out from behind the desk, their faces wild and manic, and ran out the broken front door side by side. We didn’t even get a glance.


  “That…” Claire started.


  “Was…” I continued, fumbling for words.


  Ray knew what to say. “The greatest thing I’ve seen since we became supervillains.”


  I shook my head. “Or the most messed up.”


  “That’s why it was great.”


  Lucyfar clapped her hands. “We are just getting started. I love, love, love hitting these corporate bozos. Hey, can somebody get the door?”


  Ray obliged. He stepped up and kicked the door. Metal boomed, and the door bent in the middle, but didn’t open. The dent did let me see around the sides. Criminy, this thing was inches thick! It just looked like your average institutional door with a little push bar.


  Tucking one arm over her waist, Lucyfar waved a cautioning finger. “Oh, yeah, right. This place won’t be a complete pushover. Expect some action.”


  A black fleur de lis knife appeared in the gap of the doorframe where the lock still held. It wiggled around, but Ray was having none of that. He kicked the door again, leaning forward and bracing himself this time. The hinges came off, and the door fell into the next room.


  Oh, wait. If there was going to be fighting, I had better do the one thing I could do! Sliding my one useful invention off my back, I smacked it against the wall next to the doorframe. Hooks dug in, colored lights lit up, and as they flashed, it made several seconds of soft booping noises, almost musical.


  Lucyfar leaned way to the side to give it a look. “New toy?”


  “I hate being shot at. It slows down bullets.” Probably. I’d kept an image of fast objects slowing down after I built it, and I definitely built it because I was worried about being shot.


  Moments like this reminded me that I miss Vera. That she used to neutralize bullets and always watch my back was nice enough, but I missed my silent guardian angel on a personal level.


  Maybe Lucyfar thought of me that way. She strolled into the next room, hands clasped behind her head, completely at ease. As the unarmed person here, I had no intention of taking things so lightly. Ray felt the same way, and stepped over the dented door hunched and watchful, like a creeping cat. I followed, slipping behind the corner of a loaded shelf. Claire dawdled.


  She might have had the right idea. Past the unwelcoming area, we went straight into a room almost as boring, but in a different way. There was lots and lots of space between the few shelves on the walls and a few tables in the middle. Boxes, tape, forms―shipping supplies―filled the shelves, if gaps bigger than the stacks of folded boxes counted as “filled.” A couple of ugly, flat, metal scales sat on the tabletop, a roll of tape, a bunch of markers, and an X-acto knife. Frankly, I felt naked enough I kinda wanted the knife.


  Fluorescent lights buzzed in the ceiling. Other than that, the room sat in silence.


  “There’s nobody here,” I announced, possibly to hear my own voice.


  There were side doors. A really big open doorway led into a storage room that must have taken up most of the building. Boxes with smiling sun logos sat in neat ranks on shelves much better filled than the ones in the packing area. Another door opened into an obvious break room, with horrible little metal folding chairs, a horrible little metal table, a bulletin board covered in posters that weren’t metal but were certainly covered in horrible tiny dull text, and a row of vending machines.


  I crept closer, ready to jump out of the way exactly because this place was so dully harmless. Ray shadowed me, maybe for my protection, more likely because he was just as enthralled. I didn’t recognize the brands on any of the machines. You couldn’t have paid me to drink a can of E-Cola, you really couldn’t have paid me to crack open a bag of Pig Chips, and expecting me to pay five bucks for any of these was insane.


  But not as insane as the bright yellow and green lines painted in a square around the machines labeled “Pay Penalties For Taking Food Or Drink Beyond This Point,” which didn’t even reach the break table.


  The shipping and storage area had two other obvious exits. At the far end of the storage room, a big old corrugated garage door led somewhere. Hopefully, somewhere interesting, but at this point I wasn’t even sure the huge smiling sun and black letters spelling out “Did You Remember Your Security Pass?” actually promised excitement.


  One wall of the packing room had a door bearing a candy bar-sized sign reading “Manager.” The two tinted windows next to the door presumably looked into the manager’s office. Satisfied that she’d spent enough time looking around and smirking, Lucyfar stepped up in front
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