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  CHAPTER ONE


  My career as a mild-mannered middle-school student ended the usual way, with a quarterback turning into a shark.


  Or maybe he was a forward receiver. Or made line drives. Penelope Akk, nerd supreme, had more important hobbies than Sport. What mattered to me was that one second a boy on our team was human, and the next he turned big and bulky and grey. His jersey ripped over his suddenly massive upper body, and it was a blessing to us all that he wore stretchy pants.


  “♪We will / We will♪” chanted the girl next to me, before trailing off with everyone else.


  Shark boy certainly rocked them. In a display of truly bone-headed bravery in the finest Sport traditions, the opposing team tried to tackle him. They bounced off his shoulders like trout thrown at a freight train. One actually kind of clever guy tackled Sharky’s stumpy legs, hoping to at least trip him up. No good. The poor brave sap got kicked all the way off the side of the field, and hopefully hadn’t gone from halfback to hunchback.


  As fast and sinuous and unstoppable as a hippopotamus, Sharky stomped down to the opposite goal, waving the football over his head and ranting at the top of his lungs. “I’m sick of this! I’m sick of hiding my super powers, pretending to compete with you humans when I’m stronger than all of you put together! Who’s the Most Valuable Player now?!”


  Actually, I was making up that part. Up in the stands, I couldn’t possibly make out what he was yelling. Just call it an educated guess.


  When he crossed the finish line, Sharky threw down the football and began his victory waddle.


  The girl next to me asked in squeaky bewilderment, “Can he do that?”


  The girl next to her asked more heatedly, “Does that touchdown count?”


  The boy on the other side of me recoiled back in his seat. “He’s heading for the other team again!”


  That would be my cue. Standing, I pulled my goggles out of my pouch and buckled them ceremonially over my eyes. A careful twist of my wrists, and then a second careful twist when I didn’t get the first one exactly right, and the rotors on my forearms blew the sleeves of my loose sweater off all the way to the shoulders. My brown braided pigtails flapped behind me as I soared up off of the bleachers, dropping down to land in a crouch next to the cheerleaders.


  The head cheerleader, Marcia, slapped me in the chest with the side of her baton. Bared teeth accompanied a hiss like an angry cat. “You are not taking this from me, Penny Akk!”


  Wincing, I pointed past her. “We’re both too late.”


  A girl with wildly spiky blue hair charged onto the field. Was that Cassie, from English class? What happened to her hair?


  Brilliant blue arcs of electricity flew out of her body with every step, grounding in the ripped up turf. Well, that answered my question. A number of questions.


  “No no no no no no no! You stupid, spotlight-hogging, neckless block of rancid fish oil!” Cassie screeched. She charged toward the shark boy, throwing out a double-armed blast of lightning bolts that fell into the ground yards short of their target. C—for mastery of her powers—but a solid A for villainous banter.


  Instead of staying out of her range, the stupid, spotlight-hogging, neckless block of rancid fish oil lumbered up to meet her, yelling back, “What are you talking about?”


  Lightning sprayed all around as Cassie waved her arms. Some of it hit the shark boy, but only made him shiver. Far more dangerous had to be the spit flying from her mouth as she screamed, “You clod! You heap of stinking chum! I had it all planned out! This was Lightning Wisp’s big debut, and you ruined it, Fish Guts Man.”


  “Sharky,” he growled.


  I gaped. So did Marcia. I’d been thinking of him as “Sharky” as a joke. He was still sticking with that dumb name? Yes, he’d used it before in a spectacularly failed bid to come out as a supervillain, and Marcia and I had both made fun of him for it.


  Lightning Wisp put her hand to her ear, and mocked, “Sorry, what was that? Did you say your name was Filet-O-Fool?”


  “SHARKY!” he yelled, and finished his transformation.


  I’d seen him do this before, but I’d forgotten how big he was. And ugly. So, so ugly. Baboon-butt ugly. Naked mole-rat ugly. He was at least six feet tall, bulging with muscles where he shouldn’t have muscles, and his fanged mouth jutted out of a malformed, pointed face. Worse, instead of just on his neck, gill flaps opened and pulsed with glimpses of red meat all over his shoulders, arms, and the sides of his torso.


  I screwed up my nose. I didn’t even want to look at that.


  For once, Marcia was more professional than me. With no sign of having to restrain her lunch, she strolled out to meet the two bickering young supervillains. Every cartoon’s stereotype and every boy’s dream of a dishwater-blonde cheerleader in a short skirt, she didn’t need powers to look more dangerous than both of them. She had poise and confidence, and they didn’t.


  She waved her wand, flicking it first at him, then at her. “Put your powers away and go home. You both look like fools, and Charlie, you oaf, you just made us forfeit the game. Neither of you got what you wanted, but you haven’t broken any laws. Go home before a superhero gets here.”


  They both glared at her, and Sharky gurgled, “Shut up, Marcia.”


  Marcia twirled her baton, and sneered. “Sorry, I wasn’t clear. I meant go home, or I’ll make you.”


  “Shut up, Marcia!” Sharky repeated, ever the master of wit, and swung a brawny arm at her backhand.


  Marcia Bradley, secret identity of Miss A, obnoxious sidekick to The Original, ducked smoothly under his arm and jammed the end of her baton up under his chin. Swinging wide, she followed up by stabbing the baton into the side of his beaky nose, and in the same motion turned and jabbed Lightning Wisp under the ribs.


  Sharky blinked, showing off pearly white nictitating membranes. Lightning Wisp doubled over, wheezing.


  Then Wisp flicked her head, and blue electrical threads leaped over to Marcia’s body. Marcia went stiff, and Sharky backhanded her again. This time, she couldn’t dodge. She hit the ground several yards away, skidding instead of rolling.


  Ouch. I hated Marcia, but not enough to like seeing her hurt like that. She had to have a few broken bones.


  How was I going to avoid the same fate? I had not come armed for lumbering dimwitted sea-life. I had no weapons that would penetrate his layers of gleaming mucus, sandpapery hide, and insulating blubber. Irregular slits flapped like biting mouths, displaying raw red meat.


  I shuddered, but technically his superhuman ugliness was not a weapon. It couldn’t actually hurt me.


  I could sure use it to hurt him.


  A look around revealed… jackpot! Just what the Akk ordered. Next to the cheerleaders’ bench sat a clumsily discarded line marker, one of those little red pushcarts for leaving lines of chalk on grass. And next to the line marker… a big plastic bag still a third full of chalk dust.


  With a grunt, I hefted the bag up into my arms. Criminy, who knew powdered rock was so heavy?


  Armed with a bag of chalk, a deep breath, and a devious plan, I stepped onto the field and headed for the bickering super-kids.


  At the first step, one of the cheerleaders grabbed my shoulder. When I ducked free, she yelled after me, “If Marcia lost, you don’t have a chance, clock girl!”


  “Let her make a fool of herself,” another girl sniped.


  I arrived in the heroic nick of time. Sharky was drawing back a fist and Lightning Wisp had nearly disappeared in a corona of electrical squiggles when they noticed me.


  Sharky reacted first, his toothy maw gulping spasmodically. “Get out of here, Akk. I’m not—”


  There were two things I knew: First, don’t give the guy who can throw hundred-and-fifty-pound Neanderthal throwbacks around a chance to throw a punch. Second, Sharky’s villainous monolog would never be worth waiting for.


  I threw the bag of chalk at him. Not all of it, but an overhand swing dumped at least half the contents all over his lumpy, oversized body in a white cloud. Even if this plan didn’t work, I had just performed a public service. Now he merely looked like a badly made rice dumpling.


  Spitting and sneezing and rubbing at his face, he growled, “What—” only to break off with a croak. He squirmed. That malformed head was not built to be expressive, but his shoulders rolled and twitched. Hands slapped at his shoulders, and his sides. He managed a “You—” before the choking started.


  Wheezing, struggling to breathe at all, Sharky fell backward onto the turf and clawed at himself.


  I wished I could take credit for the idea of pouring irritating dust into his gills, but I’d stolen the idea from a story about how my powerless mother took down Bull.


  When I swiveled to face her, Lightning Wisp took a step back in sudden panic. The bag was light enough now for me to take a sheet of paper out of my pocket, and hold it up in front of her. In spiky blue letters, it read:


  You’ll see what I can really do at the football game on Saturday.


  Unless you’re too scared to face me?


  “I assume you wrote this, and left it in my locker by magnetizing the tumblers open? That trick must have taken years to perfect. I bet it drove your parents nuts.”


  She stared at me with wide, glowing eyes, then gritted her teeth and raised her hands. She had rectangular 9-volt batteries strapped to her knuckles, so many wires crisscrossing her hands that they looked like gloves, and whole rows of batteries running up her arms. So, was she a mad scientist after all?


  Whatever she was, she had style. Without a real costume, she’d gone with the sparkling blue hair, a pale blue dress shirt ripped off at the elbows, and a black denim jacket ripped off at the shoulders. Hey, we were destroyed sleeve buddies! Blue lightning bolts were painted down the sides of her black jeans, and her thick, shiny black boots had massive rubber soles.


  My villainous soul rebelled at ruining that look, but I dumped the rest of the chalk dust on her anyway.


  Considerably smarter than Sharky, she blasted me —a fraction of a second too late. The cloud of chalk dust glowed, but all the electricity bounced off of it into the ground on Cassie’s side. By the time she realized that, she was covered in the stuff.


  Calcium carbonate is an excellent insulator. She made a few more clawing motions, but all she got were sparks spitting off random points on her body. Nothing useful. Nothing that stopped me from pulling the boxing glove gun my dad made me out of my pouch, stepping forward, and touching it to Lightning Wisp’s nose.


  Boop.


  HA! A pity maniacal laughter would spoil the heroic image. Glee burned upwards from my stomach…


  …only to disappear, washed away by the tears at the edges of Cassie’s eyes.


  Shivering, she whispered, “No. You can’t beat me this fast. I had a plan. I had a giant monster. I was going to put on a show. It can’t be over already.”


  If there was one thing I’d learned from professional supervillainy, it was to come up with a Plan B really fast.


  Leaning closer, I pitched my voice just as low. “Marcia is a jerk, but she’s right. You don’t have any time. Did you want to be a hero or a villain?”


  Cassie peered at me past constantly blinking, chalk-dust-irritated eyes, while a second line of tears carved lines down her powdered cheeks. Both squeaky and hoarse, she asked, “I get to choose?”


  Holstering my gun, I held out my hand—the left hand, with the electricity-absorbing Machine around my wrist. I was sympathetic, not stupid. “Shake my hand. You lost this match, but it happens to everybody. You haven’t hurt anyone, and you haven’t broken any laws. You don’t have to slink off in defeat. Shake the dust and make a show about it. You got what we all really want.” Leaning my head just an inch forward, I finished emphatically, “You don’t have to hide your powers anymore.”


  That did it. She clasped my hand. Still dazed, her grip practically hung in mind. Looking past me, she asked, “Charlie…?”


  I glanced back over my shoulder in time to see Sharky, shrunk back to human shape, take a clumsy swing at the nurse bent over him. “Too dumb to help.”


  She snorted, and gave my hand a hard shake, visible to the crowd. With a desperate grin, she turned her back on me, slapping away the chalk dust. By the time she’d marched halfway to the far goal, she’d shaken enough off, and a hissing white column of light shot up from one of her hands. Spreading her arms, she flapped wings made of blue electricity, to the whistling of the crowd.


  I wasn’t going to let her get all the glory. I jerked my fists in circles, and the fans on my forearms and ankles launched me into the air. I soared over the bleachers, over the school itself, and when I landed on Northeast West Hollywood Middle, nobody was there to see me trip and fall on my butt.


  Victory! Bad Penny might be stuck as a supervillain, but Penelope Akk’s heroic reputation was off to a glorious start.
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  CHAPTER TWO


  Pride goes before a fall.


  Actually, the real quote is “Pride goes before destruction, and a haughty spirit before a fall.” Mrs. Normandy in the 7th grade had a real pet peeve about misused quotes, and drilled that one into us mercilessly.


  Either way, I pranced arrogantly to my doom. I had just recovered my dignity when my mom’s car pulled up right in front of the school. I strutted over, glowing with victory. I had weapons I hadn’t even had to use!


  I opened the door to the back seat, and the sound of my mother’s voice dumped a metaphorical bucket of ice water over my head. “Get in.” Not angry. Flat. Businesslike. Emotionless.


  This was not Mom Voice. This was Audit Voice. I was in epic levels of trouble.


  My butt was already in motion as the chill took over, sliding into the seat and pulling the door shut. My hands fastened the seatbelt before I knew I was doing it, and good for them. I didn’t need any more trouble.


  She was here already. We didn’t live far away, but to be here already, she’d heard about the battle and left without waiting to hear how it ended. Was she worried about me? No. That hope fizzled as fast as it sparked. She would be gushing if she’d been worried. The silence I bathed in right now meant nothing but trouble.


  Still, I tried, “I’m fine. I won.”


  She didn’t answer. She just turned onto Los Feliz, driving us home.


  My voice soft and cracking, I added, “I didn’t start it.” I couldn’t get any further. The back of my mother’s head in front of me didn’t budge an inch. The eyes in the rear view mirror were concerned with nothing but driving. The silence swallowed all the excuses I wanted to make.


  Seconds crawled past, one by one, before she answered, “We’ll talk about this when we get home.” Almost a monotone.


  Panic closed around my heart. My mom was The Audit. I knew how she worked. She’d calculated exactly how long to wait to answer me, framed every word according to laboratory tests on intimidation, all to make me feel maximum terror. Knowing that didn’t help at all. If she was angry enough to use those tactics on me, I was in catastrophic trouble.


  Oh, Tesla. What if she knew I was Bad Penny? I’d just fought a super-powered battle in public. Maybe in front of cameras. Had she identified me by body language, by something I’d never considered at all?


  As nerve-rattling as that was, there was a much more obvious explanation. Maybe sneaking behind my parents’ back to create a set of battle equipment and getting into a fight at a public school event was not a good thing. Put that way, it sounded almost… criminal.


  That was as far as reason got. I sat there, frozen in mindless fear, until we got home. My mother opened the car door, and walked behind me like a prison guard into the kitchen.


  Dad was there. He was a mess, unshaven, his hair uncombed, his shirt untucked. He must have been asleep when they heard. He was also sitting in a kitchen chair, not in his comfortable plush chair in his office. Another sign that I was in for it.


  Still, just a little fear evaporated at his expression. The first thing he did was sigh in relief. He tried to hide it, but he didn’t have Mom’s poker face. Part of this was them being worried about me.


  “Your clothes are ruined, Penelope,” was the first thing he said. It was so obviously not why they were mad at me, I didn’t know how to answer.


  And he’d used my real name. No “Penny,” no “Pumpkin,” no “Princess.” My lower lip started to wobble. Please don’t let me break down crying!


  “May I see your new inventions?” he asked next. The concern and real curiosity in his voice gave me strength, held back the tears. I was in trouble, but he wasn’t… mad, exactly.


  I unbuckled the rotors from my forearms and ankles. It took some fiddling. They had to be securely fastened to work, after all.


  When I pushed them across the table, he picked one up, turning it over and over, examining the mechanisms. I followed up with my linking rings, and Dad’s boxing glove gun just to be sure.


  One of Mom’s hands settled on my head, and the other my shoulder, her thumb massaging the back of my neck. “You can sit down, Penny,” she said. The tone was still blank, but the use of my name, the comforting touch… all calculated to let me know I was in trouble, deep trouble, but not “yelling and disowning” trouble. Under the circumstances, that was a relief.


  “This thing is spring powered. I’m not kidding,” Dad mumbled to Mom. I’d impressed and amused him.


  But not her. She sat down in the remaining chair, folded her hands, and looked me straight in the eyes. “You have never attended a football game before, or even expressed interest. You went armed, with brand new weapons you made yourself. How did you know there would be trouble?”


  I pulled out the crumpled sheet of paper with the challenge on it, and slid it over. What did those dark blue eyes see, when she looked it over? The phrasing, the condition of the paper, the handwriting—what did Mom know just by glancing at it? I was not stupid enough to ask.


  Dad was still trying to find a way to pry open my rotor and peer into the workings, but his real attention was on us. Mom asked the next impersonal, businesslike question. “Why would someone challenge you to a duel?”


  My mouth opened to answer, but I swerved away from Cassie’s name. Too personal. “She left a trap in the computer lab last month. Not bad enough to hurt anyone. She didn’t say who it was for, but I… I got mad she burned out my computer, and deactivated the trap.”


  “It’s not her fault the school didn’t tell us, Beebee,” Dad said, his tone quiet and gentle. My eyes stung. Now I was on the edge of crying just from relief.


  Especially when Mom agreed, “No, it’s not.” I still wasn’t out of the woods. She leaned forward, and in that blank, watching face there was still no path to safety. “Why didn’t you tell an adult?”


  My mind went blank. I had no answer to that.


  When my silence made that clear, she tried again. “Why didn’t you refuse?”


  Excuses ran through my fingers like water. They would all be lies. It hadn’t occurred to me. I’d leaped on the opportunity like a cat on a mouse.


  Dad spoke next, laying my flying invention back on the table. “By accepting that first challenge, you told anyone paying attention that you were a superhero, fair game for anything they wanted to try. When you accepted this second challenge, you confirmed it.”


  “You’re not ready for that. Even though you think you are,” Mom added.


  What she didn’t know, thank Tesla, was that I had two months’ worth of highly successful experience as a supervillain, defeating adults, not kids. I was smart enough not to argue, and smart enough to know she could read those hints of defiance.


  Dad let out a very heavy sigh, collapsing back into his creaking chair. He rubbed the bridge of his nose, under his glasses. “What are we going to do about this, Beebee? If Penny… apologizes, or something, will this go away?”


  The interrogation was over. Even Mom relaxed, a little, and my panic inched down because she sounded worried, not mad. “No, and that’s not her fault. Copycat syndrome is very strong. After The Inscrutable Machine went public, the odds of another child trying to be a villain were eighty-seven percent. After Charlie Kamachi failed, they went down to fifty-fifty. We lost that roll when Cassie Patter blew up the computer lab.”


  My back went stiff at the sound of their real names, and of course Mom saw it. I got a serious look again. “They don’t have a secret identity to protect now, Penelope. Their names don’t count as getting personal anymore. They forfeited that safety.”


  I found my voice. “That’s what they wanted. Nobody likes pretending we don’t have powers. It’s like…” I withered again under that stare, not angry, just solemn.


  Dad stood up and walked around the table. His hands slipped under my arms, and he lifted up to squeeze me against him in a tight hug. I didn’t sob or anything, but I was definitely dripping tears onto his shoulder. The worst was over. I’d messed up, but they weren’t mad, not really mad.


  A little bit of resentment tickled my stomach. How could replacing my supervillain identity with a superhero identity have been a bad thing? This wasn’t fair!


  Whatever. I would accept anything to avoid my mother’s cold, dissecting questions.


  “That’s their problem, Penny. Ours is keeping you safe. There will be time enough to be a hero when you’re out of school,” Dad said, not quite whispering.


  Mom raised an eyebrow. “Must I play Bad Cop, Brian?”


  Dad turned me sideways in his arms, grunting a bit. I guess I was getting a little heavy for this. His serious expression was a lot less scary than Mom’s, because he could never hide his worry, even when he tried to look stern. “Whatever happens now, Penny, you stay out of it. We won’t forbid you to use your powers, but you will not fight anyone. If you do, you lose your allowance for the week.”


  That hurt. I had over a hundred thousand dollars in a fake business bank account, but I couldn’t spend it. Now that my parents would be watching, I couldn’t even sneak a few bucks here and there. Technically rich, all my money in my civilian life still came from my parents.


  Mom frowned, thoughtfully. “The incentive structure there is unhealthy. A more immediate, emotionally direct punishment would be better. No computer or phone access for the rest of the day after any fight.”


  I winced. That would be miserable. Even if I went to bed early, it would mean hours of boredom.


  Then, to my horror, Dad said, “Both,” and Mom nodded.


  I just stared up at him, open-mouthed.


  To no effect. He kissed my bangs, but there wasn’t a flicker of doubt in his voice or expression. “That is how important this is, Penny. Should that include tonight, Beebee?”


  Panic had time to squeeze my heart and throat again before Mom shook her head. “No. She didn’t know about the rules. For something this important, consistency is a must. If she disobeys, she gets the punishment we laid down. Period.”


  Whole vistas of horrible possibilities started to open up in my imagination, and I blurted out the first one. “But what if they attack me? Am I not supposed to defend myself?”


  “Do you know what de-escalation means, Penny?” Dad asked.


  “Calming things down, instead of letting them get worse,” I supplied from the depths of my vocabulary. I couldn’t recall ever actually using the word.


  His eyes centered on mine, only inches away. It was unnerving. Dad didn’t give me hard looks very often. At least his voice still held that trace of worry. “I suggest you get very good at it. Apologize, surrender, tell an adult, walk away, run away, whatever you have to do. If you want to be a superhero someday, the best heroes do more than just yell at people to give up.”


  Not from what I’d seen, but maybe that was part of Dad’s point. I still fumed. Even if I could pull off de-escalation, it would be humiliating.


  Mom finally stood too, and joined us in that hug. That extra bit of relief helped, as did her friendly, helpful tone, the kind I usually got when I had a problem. “If you want my advice, complain. Complain loudly, to your friends, as soon and as often as possible. Blame us. When everyone knows how unfair we’re being, all professional supervillains will consider you a civilian again. The challenges you receive should drop by two-thirds, and your odds of being attacked without your agreeing to fight drop to single digits.”


  “I watched the video, by the way,” Dad said, his mood suddenly warm and amused. “It was like watching someone with my powers and your mother’s deviousness. You’ll be a world class superhero in a few years, but right now your mean, unfair parents will drop the hammer on you if you don’t stick to the sidelines, even if it’s not your fault.”


  They let me slide to the ground, and because I really do have great parents, they didn’t object when I threw my hands up in the air, growled in frustration, and scooped my inventions off the table to stomp back to my bedroom.
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  CHAPTER THREE


  The stares in History class didn’t surprise me. They were par for the course, any time I used my powers publicly. Monday’s stares weren’t any more or less suspicious, jealous, or thoughtful than if I’d just had a fit and built something by accident. That would help me with my parent-decreed mission to reverse all my hard-won successes, but it was still kinda disappointing.


  History class always soothed my spirits. We were up to the early colonization of North America, and today was one of those great history stories, the Lost Colony of Roanoke. One of those dinky little British villages set up on an island off the coast of North Carolina, in 1590 a ship arrived to find every single inhabitant turned to stone.


  There were no signs of panic. People were caught in the middle of whatever they’d been doing, which made for a bunch of pretty hilarious statues, and one or two sad or disturbing ones. When the first one broke, patterns of blood vessels and organs inside confirmed these weren’t just statues, but actual people turned to stone.


  Nobody knew why. Nobody knew how. Nobody knew how to turn them back.


  Several statues were missing from the group photographs in our textbooks. I got the hint they’d been turned to stone doing intimate things you don’t show middle schoolers photographs of.


  Standing next to his blackboard-sketched map of North Carolina, Mr. Beanpole held up a picture of a boarded up building. “The statues were last reported seen in 2011, in the Historical Society of Roanoke Posterity Museum. Most likely they’re still there, but the museum closed in 2009, and no one claimed them.”


  That woke Ray from his mid-class doze. “What, no one?”


  Mr. Beanpole smirked. We had a lot of teachers with a sense of drama, and he was one of them. “No one. That brings us to the other mystery of the Lost Colony. No one wants the statues. No one likes being near them. They’ve been taken to laboratories for study seven times, and always returned. P. T. Barnum owned the statues for a week before finding a way to sucker the county government to buy them back. No one would pay to see them. Every museum they’ve been in goes out of business.”


  “Magic?” asked Ray.


  That smirk. We were walking right into Mr. Beanpole’s trap. “Not that any hero has ever been able to detect. The statues aren’t cursed, and people don’t report feeling uncomfortable around them. No one knows how they happened, no one knows why they drive people away, and no one really knows what happened to the Lost Colony of Roanoke.”


  So, good class, and right after History is the first really good chance for me and Ray and Claire to get together in the morning, while we walk to English.


  They descended on me with the eagerness of vultures, and for obvious reasons. Ray nudged me with his elbow from one side. “Congratulations on your first successful superhero battle.”


  Claire nudged me from the other side. “Congratulations on distracting me with Grimoire of Nursey Rhymes so that I wouldn’t figure out what you were up to.”


  “I didn’t mean to hide anything. My hero career has to be solo!” Seriously, I just hadn’t wanted to rub Ray’s and Claire’s faces in their not being able to take part.


  My answer did not fly. “Now that I’ve finished the game, you won’t be able to leave me out next time.”


  I couldn’t tell if she didn’t believe me, or was just faking it. Platinum blonde middle-school goddess Claire Lutra faced life with the sultry, serene smile she’d inherited from her mother, whose villainous name The Minx said it all. Big, round glasses were just a fashion statement that magnified her mischievous eyes. Ray, thin and dressed in black, had a more feral, gleeful smile he wore almost every minute of the day. They weren’t mad, at least!


  So, of course, I had to bring them down. “There is no next time.”


  Claire half-turned toward me in shock. Well, maybe quarter-turned. We were walking down a crowded school hall, after all. “But you won! There are three different videos on the web!”


  “It… it’s too complicated. I’ll tell you about it at lunch.”


  Ray was giving me a look, too. I’d been squeezed between bookends, now they were facing me. His tone was way quieter and more understanding. “So, that’s where you both were yesterday.”


  I nodded, starting to pout. “Yeah, it took—”


  “Hey, Penny Akk!” yelled a girl’s voice.


  Up until now, the hall had been background, getting just enough attention for me to not trip over someone and fall on my face. Now I looked up, just in time to see Cassie, beaming with glee and holding up her hand as she stepped up to me.


  I didn’t get a lot of high-fives, but her grin was infectious. I slapped my hand against hers, and she grabbed it and gave it a shake before letting go.


  “No hard feelings, I take it?” Claire asked Cassie.


  “Are you kidding? Penelope Akk is my hero! I just wish I was good enough to be her rival!” Cassie barked back. Her raised voice complimented a straight back and a strutting walk. We were the center of attention now, and Cassie wanted it that way.


  We’d arrived at English class. Probably no one but me noticed Cassie’s hands shaking. Pulling open the door to the classroom, she stopped to run her fingers back through her hair. As she did, electricity sparked, and in a wave her hair turned frosty blue, sticking out in crazy static-charged spikes.


  Just loudly enough for the three of us to hear, she said, “I’ve been waiting for this moment all my life,” and stepped into class, the real color of her hair proclaiming at a glance that she had super powers.
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  The two words I would use to describe that day’s English class were “surreal” and “relaxing,” at least for me. Nobody paid me any attention, despite my heroics this weekend. This was Cassie’s moment, and I was glad for her.


  She basked in the not-very-covert stares all period, smiling like the sun, with an occasional spark skittering over her hair. Mrs. Harpy didn’t like it. She didn’t object, but Mrs. Harpy is usually pretty jovial. A detached, serious tone didn’t suit her. She never actually objected, because Cassie paid more attention to the lesson than anyone else. When Mrs. Harpy asked Cassie a question, she got an immediate, correct, and well-thought-out answer.


  Uh… I think. I wasn’t actually paying all that much attention myself. I didn’t need to gawk at Cassie, but I was fascinated by the reaction of the class. A good ninety percent of the time they seemed to be looking at and listening to Mrs. Harpy, but in a stiff, too-intent way. Whenever she wasn’t looking at them, glances were stolen at Cassie, and at Cassie’s spiky blue hair.


  Quite a few kids grinned the whole class through, and they were the ones who did the least gawking. The red-haired boy who I thought maybe I’d seen at the supervillain meet-up in Chinatown was one of the smilers. The others I mostly hadn’t pegged as having super powers, but how could you tell?


  The exceptions were even more interesting. Marcia’s desk was empty, and the brown-haired cheerleader who sat next to her spent the whole lesson staring at her copy of The Scarlet Letter with a haunted expression.


  Eesh. I hoped Marcia was okay.


  Claire stared at Cassie more than anybody. No surprise there. Getting their own powers hadn’t stopped her or Ray from being huge superhero/supervillain geeks. Ray just seemed to like The Scarlet Letter.


  Claudia, dark skinned, black haired, awkwardly plain and dressed as always in not-quite-fitting earth-tone clothing, hadn’t been at the game. If she had, she could have flattened Charlie, Cassie, me, Marcia, Cassie’s mysterious giant monster, any angry super-powered parents in the stands, a brigade of tanks, an invasion of eldritch monstrosities, and at least a squad of alien Conqueror orbs backed by the Orb of the Heavens itself.


  Okay, I was probably exaggerating there, but knowing that depressed loner Claudia Catherine Cuddihy was one of the most powerful superhumans on the planet made me constantly aware of her mood. When I wasn’t nervous about being on the wrong side of her superheroing, I itched with curiosity and a desire to make friends.


  Today, Claudia just slouched and stared at her book with empty eyes, like usual.
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  After English, Ray and Claire and I had to split up to hit our lockers, but we would meet again in the cafeteria.


  Claire was usually breezily late. Today, she and Ray were already at the table, watching me like civet cats ready to pounce on a coffee bean. Like a coffee bean, I couldn’t run away. I had to give them the bad news.


  It was a considerable surprise when I opened my mouth, and Claire spoke over me. “Before you make me forget, I finished Grimoire of Nursery Rhymes last night. It was so good!”


  The game had looked a little violent for my tastes, and for Claire’s, but I’d figured the dark-but-adorable theme would please her. I hadn’t thought it would please her so much that she’d rather talk about it than superheroing!


  Ray leaned across the table, Claire’s enthusiasm sucking him forward. “Was the main character a boy or a girl? I couldn’t tell from the trailer.”


  Bouncing in her seat with enthusiasm, golden curls jiggling, Claire waved her hands at us and unleashed the squee. “That was one of the great things. You never find out! The story is full of flashbacks, but they all have that same mechanical demon voice, and what you see of yourself wears the same sorcerer’s gloves and armor, even the ones where you’re a small child.”


  We both stared at her, too overwhelmed by her energy to say anything.


  She giggled, and dipped her head down between her shoulders in a bashful shrug. “Whoops. Sorry. I’ll turn it down.”


  Golden curls. Oh. Claire had lost control of her powers, and sucked us in. Her hair had gone back to its jealousy-causing silken ivory, so I could rest easy that my mind was my own again.


  Ray, always eager to see Claire as a different kind of cute, caught up faster than I did, saying, “That’s a lot of story for a first person shooter. All the trailers talked about was how creepy evil stuffed animals were, and the customizable spell system.”


  Claire nodded eagerly again. “I know. I was totally surprised, but the game is bulging with story. The gameplay’s actually kind of easy, but designing chaos spells is a hoot. I added corruption to everything, and turned my enemies into all sorts of stuff. You two have got to play this game.”


  Then she turned to look me right in the face. “But first, Penny has to tell us about her big duel.”


  “In detail,” added Ray.


  “And back up this claim that there won’t be a next time.”


  “Because we are going to be there for the next time.” They were a regular vaudeville team.


  It was time to interrupt them before they really got going. It was time to follow my mother’s advice.


  That would be very, very easy.


  Throwing up my hands, and making no attempt to keep my voice low, I whined, “My parents went nuts when I got home, okay?! No heroing for me. They think supervillains are going to jump out at me from every corner.”


  “So? You snuck around them the first time. Do it again,” said a new voice, or at least an unexpected voice. Carrying a lunch tray, Cassie slid into place at our table, and even bumped Ray aside with her hip so she could take the spot directly across from me.


  I slapped my hands on the table now, frustrated. Nobody knew what it was like to have my parents! “No. My mom will be watching me now. When she didn’t suspect anything, I could make excuses. If I get in a fight now, she’ll know. No super-powered battles for me, anymore. No regular battles. I am cut off. I won! I was the hero! And they won’t let me do it again!” Growling, I clawed at the air. Totally unsatisfying. My super power nudged me in an unhelpfully helpful way with a teasing hint of how to blow up the cafeteria with today’s lunch.


  We were getting stares. Fine. I could blow off steam and obey Mom’s orders at the same time.


  Cassie sucked at a carton of milk, but that was theater, because she raised her voice just enough that everyone could definitely hear her, too. “Yeah, trying to get around The Audit must be tough. You are so lucky to have inherited her powers, too. Me and Charlie both, boom, you took us down in seconds. I thought I had you totally outgunned. Then—woosh! It all came tumbling down. I’ve heard stories about how scary it was to fight The Audit, how helpless bad guys felt, but facing it in person was chilling. I was so not prepared.”


  My hand waved urgently. “No! She doesn’t have… powers, or if she does, they’re not like that. She counts things. Like, you can’t shoot her because she knows where you’re aiming, how long it will take you to pull the trigger, and how long it will take you to shift your aim. She’s not there when you shoot. If she doesn’t like the odds, she doesn’t get in front of you in the first place.”


  “And she out-thinks you instead. People would get too scared to shoot, wondering what they were going to hit behind her that would end up defeating them. Then they would back up into traffic. That’s what it’s like to fight you, Penny.”


  “Well, not anymore,” I snarled.


  The bell rang. I hadn’t eaten anything. I hadn’t even opened my lunchbox. Grabbing it off the table, I stomped off across the street to Geometry class.


  The stomping felt particularly good. Nothing relaxes you like a chance to rant. Mad cackling is good, too. Oh, and being compared to your legendary mother. Also very soothing for the soul.
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  Ray caught up just in time to open the front door for me, bowing and smiling a less manic, more personal smile for me. We both left Northeast West Hollywood Middle and crossed the street to Upper High together.


  Me and Ray were the only two kids who took a class so advanced we had to go to high school to take it. We were very, very good at math, something I got from both parents, I’m sure. What I hadn’t managed to get from them was enjoying math. It was okay. A pleasant challenge sometimes, and I’d get super bored if I were stuck in algebra, but just okay.


  Geometry class had one special upside. This was the only class I took with Ray, and not with Claire. I had to hurry across the street to get there in time, and there was never time to talk, but I got to spend these five minutes alone with him. Alone in a crowd, but still.


  Not even a crowd, while we crossed the street, and as we stepped up to the curb something touched my hand, hanging unnoticed at my side. Ray’s fingers twined into mine, and…


  Everything got all hot, and it was really hard to think. He was so thin, and he had eyes that were always moving behind his glasses, and now that he’d switched to black and started taking care of his hair he’d gone from “cute” to… well…


  And somehow, for some reason, with Claire to compare to, no less, he thought the same about me.


  My hand shook when we reached the front door of Upper High, and he had to let go. I so needed to do something about our relationship. For two kids who were definitely dating, we’d never actually dated. Confident and always one step ahead I might be on the battlefield—I’d kissed him on the battlefield, even…


  That thought caused the world to disappear in a scarlet haze until we settled into our chairs in Geometry class.
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  There is absolutely nothing romantic about geometry. It cooled me down quick, and gave me other things to worry about. We’d missed a whole week on Jupiter, and even for Ray that had required some serious catch-up. I was pretty confident I had it all down now, but the volumes of sliced solids sure occupied your full attention.


  Only when the bell rang and we were all packing up our books did I notice the boy one row back giving me a cold, searching look. Not hostile, exactly. Challenging? And the girl in the fancy, gothy black dress, with her shoulder-length black hair and purple tips, she was watching me too, although I couldn’t begin to fathom what those dreamy, heavily mascaraed eyes were saying.


  She looked familiar, actually. Well, you noticed someone who dressed like… Barbara? Barbara, immediately, but if I worried about this I’d be late for computer class!


  Ray’s next class was on the far end of Northeast West Hollywood Middle, so he was long gone ahead of me. Superhumanly enhanced speed must be nice. That did mean my mind was clear enough to realize Upper High must be full of super-powered kids. It was an open secret our folks mostly lived around here, and sent us to my middle school. Kids grow up, right? Next year I’d be in Upper High, so lots of other super-powered kids had graduated from Northeast West Hollywood Middle to Upper High before.


  Rumor had already gotten around about my big battle on Saturday. Rumor would get around just as fast that I was off the superhero rolls again.


  Sigh.


  Upon that mournful note, I reached the computer lab. I’d been a bit too idle in my thinking, and the bell rang as I pulled the door open and stepped inside, but… ha! A second to spare was still on time!


  A second to spare left me still holding the door open behind me when the PA announced, “Will Cassie Pater, Charlie Kamachi, and Penelope Akk please report to the principal’s office?”


  I said my name. “Akk!” and turned right around.


  Oh, criminy. What a roller coaster day. I’d been so involved in getting in trouble with my parents, I’d totally forgotten that the school would have strong opinions on unlicensed super-powered battles in the middle of a football game. The three of us had committed that most unthinkable of sins—we’d interrupted Sports. Even at our magnet school, the powers that be considered Sports to be a holy sacrament. They just squeezed a lot of academic competitions into the category.


  Outside the front office, Cassie stood next to a redheaded woman maybe twice our age, whose absolutely flame-red hair had been gelled into spikes that made Cassie’s look tame. With her hands clasped behind her, Cassie looked owl-eyed and nervous, but the other woman just smirked, leaned against the wall, and chewed gum.


  I could already hear another woman’s voice inside raised in anger. “Well, she didn’t interrupt the game, either. The Kamachi boy did. My sister tried to stop him. You might as well punish Marcia Bradley.”


  The next voice was a man’s. Probably my principal’s. Who pays attention to the principal and knows what he sounds like? I guess me, from now on. “Miss Bradley has two cracked ribs. Even given the level of medical care her father can pay for—”


  “Right,” the woman’s voice interrupted, thick with sarcasm.


  I peeked into the office. Oh, oh, criminy. There were my mom and dad, sitting in chairs by the wall. A tall, skinny, weathered old man in clothing wrinklier than his face stood on the other side of the office, arms folded. Between them, so stiff with fury that she looked like she might catch fire, was a woman the age of the redhead who had to be Cassie’s sister. Her hair was purple, all the way down to the roots! At least it didn’t stick up in spikes. The boring, brown-suited guy in the middle had to be our principal, and Cassie’s sister had him backed up against the wooden front desk itself. The secretaries behind it were thoroughly minding their own business. Flaming row? What flaming row?


  A milder version of Cassie’s sister’s sneer touched my dad and the old guy’s faces, and the redhead’s, for that matter. And probably mine. Marcia was The Original’s sidekick, and her dad probably was The Original. He was richer than Croesus and had access to superheroes with healing powers. It was amusing to hear the principal desperately talk around that fact.


  Still, this was a little close to getting personal, and Mom interrupted the conversation and the subject. “I don’t see why we’re even here, Principal Jagan. Brian and I have made it clear to Penny that this won’t happen again, but that’s for private, family reasons. From the school’s perspective, she stopped an attack on one of your sporting events.” Yeah, Mom had no truck with football either. She dropped the words “sporting events” with the contemptuous care of dry ice handled with tongs.


  The old guy wheezed, “My grandson’s life is already miserable at home, and that’s nothing compared to the humiliation he’s facing at school. I’ve told him in any contest you get beat half the time, and half that time it’s by a girl, but kids don’t think that way. His friends won’t stop giving him the business anytime soon. Leave him alone.” What a voice. Raspy, with a hint of gurgle. Tall, thin, related to hideous fish-faced Sharky… oh, criminy. Hagfish. That old guy had to be Hagfish. I’d met Leviathan, too, under less than friendly circumstances. They had a whole family of butt-ugly fish transformations, eewww.


  The purple-haired woman stopped looming over the principal, and stood straight, instead, blazing anger turning into a witheringly cold stare. “And Cassie was in the middle of saving the day when the Akk kid butted in. They’re fine with each other, so that’s none of your business. Cassie was a hero, so that’s none of your business. Case closed.”


  “Miss Pater was planning to attack the game herself. Kamachi got there first.”


  “So?!” The purple-haired woman’s arms flapped, and then she pointed a finger at my dad. “We all have stupid impulses. When you called him in to this stupid meeting, I bet Brainy Akk there considered blasting your whole faculty with his ‘I’m a moron, aren’t I?’ ray—”


  Dad coughed into his fist, looking momentarily guilty.


  “But they didn’t do it. It’s called growing up. It’s what teenagers are supposed to do!”


  A scratchy sound drew my attention. The redhead was sniggering, and whispered, “The poor guy should just surrender already. When Ruth gets this mad, you could hit her with a train and she’d claw you into submission.”


  Cassie scratched her hair, grinning awkwardly. “I’m glad to be off the hook, but I’ve never heard her sound like you, before.”


  The redhead reached over and ruffled her hand through Cassie’s hair. Electricity crawled over her fingers, but if that hurt, she didn’t show any sign. “You’re the only family she’ll admit to, Cassie. You have no idea how much she worries about you.”


  Suddenly, that hand left Cassie’s hair and stuck out at me. I shook it awkwardly, even more awkwardly because the first touch zapped me with so much static electricity I heard the pop. Ow. Still, I tried to look tough, partly because the woman was saying, “I’m Rachel Fitzclaire, and you must be Penelope. I told Cassie not to pick a fight with an Akk, but I suppose it turned out okay.”


  Rachel had a strong grip, and sharp fingernails. Awfully sharp fingernails. Pointy and clawlike. The ends of tattooed silver lines peeked around the cuff of her blouse’s sleeve, and if I looked close, Rachel wore an awful lot of makeup. It blended into her skin beautifully, and you wouldn’t notice it unless you were looking, or the complicated silver patterns running up her neck and cheeks beneath that makeup.


  “You’re Ra—” I squeaked before choking myself off. I was shaking hands with Rage, which meant Cassie’s purple-haired sister was Ruin! Sure, I’d known Cassie’s family probably had super powers, but… but… I guess I should have expected this moment.


  Despite her name, Rage’s grin showed not the slightest resentment for my having sicced a stone giant, an army of children’s book heroes, and worst of all Claudia on her the last time we’d met. She just kept shaking my hand.


  In the silence where I’d stopped talking, Ruin ranted, “—which we paid to replace. Personally. And you agreed that incident was over and forgotten. Might I add, that computer lab was a disgrace, and you should be grateful we upgraded it. If I’d known my baby sister was being taught on machines older than she is, I’d have given you a piece of my mind long ago!”


  One tiny little mystery got ticked off my life’s list. When I got back from Jupiter, not only were the burned-out desktop towers in our computer lab gone, we had sleek, expensive, top-of-the-line laptops instead, the kind so nice they were chained to the table even in a peaceful school like ours.


  Rage’s voice pulled my attention back. “You have good self-control for a thirteen-year-old, Penelope, but I need a better disguise if a child I’ve never met before can spot me.” The emphasis was slight, but I caught it, and I looked into Rage’s knowing blue eyes. Oh, criminy, yes. Rage—Rachel—recognized me, knew that I was Bad Penny.


  This was a disaster. If Rachel knew, Ruth knew. Who else? Okay, she’d been so subtle that nobody else would have noticed, so she was going to keep this personal. Secret identities were so inviolate that heroes and villains alike protected them, literally to the grave.


  It had to be that time my mask came off in Chinatown. Hundreds of villains might know who I was, but only villains. I wasn’t in danger of this getting back to my parents.


  Still, criminy. Criminy buckets. How many pillars of my world were going to get knocked down today?


  I reeled, back into a pair of waiting arms and a decidedly softer, more feminine figure than most girls my age and height had. Claire held me around the waist and asked, “Penny, what happened? Are you in trouble? I’m sorry I took so long to get here!”


  Her hug let go as I straightened up. “How are you even here at all?”


  Claire tossed her head arrogantly, sending her blonde hair into a rippling wave. “Mr. Wise is a very sweet guy, my best friend was in trouble, and I can be awfully persuasive when I want to be.”


  My mouth hung open. “You used your power on a teacher?”


  “No! Only a tiny bit. Mr. Wise really is nice. He made me do an extra page of word problems in class first, to prove how bad I wanted it. Forget about me, are you okay?”


  “She’s fine. Cassie will be fine. I’m sure even Charlie will be fine, after Ruth gets done with your principal,” Rachel promised.


  Essential Claireness took over. Always eager to make new friends, she stepped past me, aiming her most beamingly eager expression and probably a little bit of super-cuteness at Rachel. “You’re Cassie’s family? You’re not old enough to be her parents—”


  Claire’s voice dropped to a whisper, and she lunged forward, grabbing both of Rachel’s hands. “You’re Rage and Ruin. I have to have your autograph!”


  Rachel started laughing. Cassie just went “pfft” and then looked awkward, her nose scrunching up a little. “My parents aren’t the nicest people in the world. I live with Ruth and Rachel instead.”


  Claire balled up her fists, shaking them with the glee of pure geek satisfaction. “I knew it. I knew it knew it knew it! Rage and Ruin are a couple! I don’t see a ring. I guess you’re not married yet?”


  Rachel laughed louder, making gulping noises as she forced it down enough to say, “You are so lucky Ruth is busy. I can hear her now. ‘Hasn’t anyone heard of a heterosexual life partner?’”


  It was Claire’s turn to look stunned. “So, you live together, you’re raising a child together, you fight like you’re practically one—”


  Laying my hand on Claire’s shoulder, I squeezed hard and whispered into her ear, “This conversation is very inappropriately personal, isn’t it? Rachel Fitzclaire is here as Cassie’s guardian.”
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