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Prologue

October 14, 1934

He didn’t want to come out, but he knew he couldn’t stay in there all day. Eileen always said that when he locked himself in, he was only making it worse—giving the other children another reason to make fun of him. And it was hot and it stank, but then outhouses were supposed to stink.

Herman bit his lip as someone knocked at the door. He’d locked the latch but what if it was Bill Tyler? That boy told everyone about how he used to break into homes back in Philadelphia. He even claimed to have picked the lock on Brother Francis’s door once, though Herman suspected that story was just bragging.

“Herman?” called a girl’s voice from the other side of the door. “You okay in there?”

Herman breathed a sigh of relief—not a pleasant thing to do considering the generally poor quality of the air in there. It was only Eileen.

“I’m okay,” answered Herman.

“You gonna be much longer?” she asked. “I gotta go.”

“There’s more than one outhouse,” said Herman. Eileen knew that. She was just trying to get Herman to come out without saying she wanted him to come out.

Silence. Herman started to worry that she’d gone, that she’d gotten so frustrated with him this time that she’d finally given up. She wouldn’t have been the first.

“Eileen?” he whispered against the slats of the door.

“Herman, why don’t you just come out?”

She was still there. That was good, though he still wasn’t about to come out.

“So this is where you been hiding,” said Eileen. “You could at least find someplace that isn’t so darn smelly.”

He still didn’t say anything.

“Herman, that was supposed to be a joke.”

“I know what jokes are.”

“Then you know it’s polite to laugh when someone makes one, even if it’s not very funny.”

“Ha-ha,” said Herman.

“Thank you,” answered Eileen. “Now will you please open the door and tell me what happened?”

“It was that Jake Talbot,” said Herman. “He’s a bully.”

“I heard you two had trouble.”

“He chased me through the yard with a hickory switch. Everyone laughed.”

Another silence.

“Herman, some of the other children are saying that you started it. They’re saying that you put cayenne powder in his porridge.”

“I didn’t!”

“Well, somebody did. I saw the blisters on his tongue.”

“It wasn’t me,” said Herman. “Swear it wasn’t.”

Eileen didn’t answer right away, and Herman wondered what was going on in her head. Did she believe him? Lying came easily; it was something he did well. Maybe the only thing. The trick, he’d discovered, was that to make other people believe you, you had to believe in the lie yourself. If you could fool yourself, you could fool anybody, and at that moment Herman willed himself to believe that he hadn’t snatched a bag of cayenne powder from Brother Leo’s herb cabinet and poured at least half of it into Jake Talbot’s morning porridge. And he willed himself to believe that he hadn’t done all this because he’d seen Jake Talbot and Eileen holding hands last night after supper.

As he often did when things got bad, Herman found himself a lie that was better than the truth.

“Okay, then, Herman,” said Eileen. “If you swear you didn’t do it, I believe you. And I’ll tell Jake Talbot that it wasn’t you and to leave you alone. If he doesn’t, he’ll answer to me.”

Herman grinned as he undid the latch on the outhouse door. His eyes took a moment to adjust to the glare of daylight. Standing there with the sun silhouetted around her like a halo, Eileen looked as bright as the sun herself.

He stared at her until he had spots in his eyes.

“You know you got to stand up for yourself,” said Eileen. “If you didn’t do it, then you should’ve stood your ground and told Jake that. I can’t keep dragging you out of these fixes, Herman. I can’t be your hero forever.”

“I’ll be your hero someday,” said Herman. “Someday I’ll save you.”

Eileen smiled and they walked together back to the orphanage. A few of the monks had gathered near the front to look over the wares of a passing trapper. His was a familiar face around St. Alban’s, a dirty fellow with an unkempt beard and patched-up clothes. From what Herman could tell, the trapper spent more time trying to convince the monks to buy knickknacks than actually doing any trapping. He always had a pouch of trinkets that he’d scrounged from who-knew-where, and occasionally the monks would find something in the pouch for the younger orphans to play with. Today he was trying to interest them in a ragged doll with hair the color of straw. One of her button eyes dangled precariously by a thread.

As Eileen led Herman past, the trapper smiled, tipped his coonskin hat at Eileen, and winked at Herman.

Johnny. That was his name. Johnny.

The inside of St. Alban’s was arranged around a central cloister, the courtyard where most of the orphans carried out chores during the day. The children slept in the bunkhouse, divided into a room for the boys and a room for the girls. They took their meals together with the monks in the frater. There were nine of them right now. Nine unwanted children from all parts.

St. Alban’s hadn’t begun as an orphanage. The little monastery had been built in the wilds of the mountainside to escape the distracting trappings of civilization, even such meager trappings as could be found in the nearby town. But over the years, as more and more wayward children began appearing in the area—the sons and daughters of migrant workers too poor to feed them, or street children from Pittsburgh or Philadelphia who’d hopped a freight train but hadn’t gotten very far—those lost children would eventually find their way to St. Alban’s doorstep.

Right now five of the nine were gathered in the cloister looking at Jake Talbot’s ruined mouth. Brother Leo was dabbing a wet cloth on Jake’s blistered tongue and making concerned clucking noises.

Eileen guided Herman close enough that he could get a good look. Older than Herman by just a year, she already stood a good half a foot taller than the small boy. For several minutes, Eileen didn’t move and she didn’t let Herman walk away. She stood there with her hands on Herman’s shoulders as the two of them watched Brother Leo tend to Jake. Herman didn’t know why they were watching this, as he’d successfully willed it that he hadn’t had anything to do with it, but if Eileen wanted him to watch for some strange reason, then he was happy to do so as long as she kept her hands on his shoulders. She was gentle and Herman liked that.

People weren’t gentle with Herman much. His mother might have been once, though Herman couldn’t remember her very well. And the monks said that he had a brother somewhere although he couldn’t remember him either. But Herman knew this: that real families were gentle with one another. They held each other, traded kisses and hugs. That made Eileen his family, the only family he knew.

She was his family, not Jake Talbot’s.

Eventually, Eileen let her hands slide away, and with a pat on his head, she wandered off to collect the day’s laundry for the evening wash. Herman drifted back toward the frater and the kitchen, ignoring the queasy knot of guilt that had tied itself up in his stomach. Maybe he could find something to take his mind off it. If Brother Leo was tending to Jake, maybe he wasn’t keeping an eye on his herb cabinet.…

At dinner Eileen didn’t sit with Herman, though he was pleased to see she didn’t sit with Jake either. After Brother Francis said grace, the children dug into their meals, all except Jake. He was miserably sucking on a rag that he kept re-wetting with cool water from the pitcher.

After dinner the orphans marched single file across the cloister to the bunkhouse. The night was crisp and the stars shone brightly overhead. Herman saw Brother Francis and Brother Leo standing outside and pointing to a different spot of sky in the east. Herman squinted at it, and at first thought his eyes were fooling him because it looked like the sun was already rising. Only instead of being lit with a warm red glow, the horizon was a ghostly, shimmering green. He’d never seen anything like it. Herman wanted to stop and watch, but he was herded along with the other children indoors to their beds.

Herman’s bunk was on the far side of the boys’ room, and he wasn’t halfway there when a shadow stepped into his path. No, it wasn’t a shadow; it was just Bill Tyler.

“We know what you done to Jake,” said Bill. A few of the other boys were standing behind him. They all wore evil looks. “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t knock your block off. Bad enough you’re always skulking around, stealing other people’s things. Herman the sneak. Herman the fink!”

Herman did try to think of a good reason why Bill shouldn’t hit him, but he couldn’t lie his way out of this one. And when Herman couldn’t lie his way out of trouble, he had one other tactic that had served him well—he ran.

He was out the door before Bill had taken two steps. Out of the boys’ room and through his secret exit—a loose floorboard at the end of the hall. Then past the backyard and all the way to his hiding place.

The outhouse was empty, as it always was (the seat in this one was particularly splintery and best avoided). Herman closed the door and flipped the lock. Then he hugged his knees to his chest and waited. Bill would have to go to sleep eventually; then Herman would sneak into his own bed so that he’d be there when the brothers woke them for morning chores.

Herman waited for hours, until his own eyelids began drooping with sleep. When he finally opened the outhouse door, he was shocked to see that the sky overhead had changed. The stars had been swallowed up by a heavy blanket of storm clouds, but instead of lightning flashes, the clouds were lit with that sallow greenish light. It looked like the end of the world.

Herman was wondering if the other children were seeing this same sky, or if they were tucked into their beds asleep and unaware, when the air was rent with a tremendous boom. Before he’d come to St. Alban’s, Herman had spent time in a mining town where he watched the miners use dynamite to blast their way into nickel veins, but this sound was ten times as loud as that had been. It set his ears ringing, and the clouds parted as a streak of green fire came hurtling from the heavens. It burned shadows into Herman’s vision as it got bigger and bigger, a falling star set to collide with the earth. Truly the end of the world.

It must’ve hit the cloister directly because the impact blew up such a cloud of dirt and fire that Herman was thrown into the back of the outhouse and the door slammed shut behind him. Once the cloud settled, Herman inched the door open and saw that the flames—green flames like the lightning overhead—had already begun to consume the frater. The kitchen was ablaze; the monks’ quarters had been leveled in the destruction. The only building still standing was the orphans’ bunkhouse, but the fires were already drifting that way.

Why weren’t they running? Why weren’t the children fleeing for their lives? But they couldn’t, not without facing the rising inferno outside their front door. They were trapped in there and they would die. Eileen would die.

But not if Herman saved her. No one knew about the loose floorboard, Herman’s secret exit. He could open it and lead them all out that way, through the back of the bunkhouse and into the safety of the woods.

Herman just needed the courage to step out of his hiding place and face the fire. He could do it. For Eileen.

He’d managed his first step when he saw a shape emerging from the trees. It was the trapper Johnny, and he was sprinting toward the burning orphanage. The front gate was aflame, so Johnny used the butt of his rifle to smash open a window high in the bunkhouse wall. Immediately, greenish black smoke came pouring out—the bunkhouse must have been filled with it. But Johnny didn’t hesitate. He hauled himself up and through the shattered window, swallowed up by the smoke.

Seconds passed. Minutes. Whatever courage Herman had summoned up to save Eileen had begun to falter as he watched the fires grow. It was too late surely. Johnny and the orphans would have succumbed to the smoke by now. There was no escaping it.

Herman’s eyes stung with tears, but it wasn’t from the heat or smoke. He was upwind of the blaze and spared the worst of it. His tears were for Eileen.

Then there was another crash as the bunkhouse’s roof gave way and collapsed in on itself in a shower of glowing cinders.

“Eileen,” Herman whimpered.

A moment passed, and the wreckage moved. The fallen timbers stirred and, unbelievably, rose. Johnny was lifting the collapsed roof over his head. His clothes were aflame but he didn’t seem to notice. It was impossible. Ten men wouldn’t have been able to lift that roof. Not a man alive could have withstood that heat.

Then she appeared. She wasn’t alone—the other orphans rose with her, freed by Johnny and lifting themselves out of the burning wreckage, but Herman only saw her. Eileen floating up into the sky.

At first Herman thought she’d died and he was seeing her angel make its way to heaven, but she wasn’t dead. She was glowing, and not with the green light of the fire but with a light all her own. She shone as brightly and as golden as the sun. She was flying.
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“Mr. Plunkett? Mr. Plunkett, are you okay, sir?”

“Hmm?” said Herman, noticing the nurse’s fat face for the first time. How long had she been standing there? “I was just thinking about something that happened to me a long time ago. Long, long time ago.”

The young nurse was new here, but she’d already learned how to infuriate Herman with her chipper smile. She seemed determined to make up for her inexperience by becoming best friends with every patient at the Mountain View Home. But Herman knew there was no making up for inexperience. Experience counted for everything. At nearly a hundred years old, it had to.

“You’ve got just a little bit of Jell-O there on your chin, Mr. Plunkett,” she said, and dabbed at his face with one of those dreadful wet wipes she always carried, the ones that smelled like a dentist’s office. He knew he had Jell-O all down the front of his dressing gown as well and in his lap, but she either didn’t notice or chose not to comment on that. He hadn’t seen much use in cleaning it up before.

They’d parked his wheelchair at his favorite window, the one with the clearest view of the mountain, but though he stared at it all the time, he never really saw it. Not as it was today, in any case.

“Did you enjoy your morning paper?” the nurse asked as she tried to slip the newspaper away from where it lay clutched in his lap. But his fingers, swollen knuckles gone white, would not release their grip.

“Mr. Plunkett?” the nurse said again as she tried to pull the paper from his hands. “Are you finished with the paper, because there are other residents …”

Ignoring her, he looked down at the paper in his Jell-O–stained lap. He’d been reading a story buried deep inside its pages. A small sidebar, listed under a regular section titled “Campbell’s Curiosities.” Herman didn’t know who this Campbell person was, but his tastes usually ran toward UFO sightings and batboys. But not today.

“What’s that you’ve been reading?” asked the nurse. She’d given up wrestling with him over the paper and now seemed to be trying a new tactic of feigned interest. He really did despise her.

“Oh!” she said, looking over his shoulder. “I love that column. So unusual! What’s this one about? ‘Astronomers Say Witch Fire Comet Returning’?”

She made a face. “Well, that sounds downright spooky, doesn’t it?”

Herman turned and looked at her, and for the first time in a long time, he had a reason to smile.


Chapter One

Summer School

“Hey, kid! What can you do?”

Daniel took his time chaining up his bike before glancing over his shoulder. He’d been hoping that if he pretended not to hear them, they’d go away, but no such luck. A tour group headed by a man in a cheap plastic cape had crossed the street and were now standing in a semicircle around him. Their camera phones were already clicking as they snapped pictures. They didn’t even ask if it was okay.

“What do you mean, What can you do?” said Daniel, although he knew full well what they meant.

“Do you do anything?” said a round woman who elbowed her way to the front of the group. Her arms wiggled as she moved. “Anything special?”

Daniel considered what to say next. The morning was muggy already, and the sun burned hot and white in a pale sky. The heat and these tourists only worsened his mood, which was crappy to begin with. Even now, the fat woman looked flushed and sweaty from the heat, or maybe she was about to pass out from the possibility that he could be one of them. This was, after all, the town famous for being home to super-kids.

He could play with these tourists. He could say he had the power to erase the memory cards on their phones with a wave of his hand, or that he could read minds, and did they know that one of them was secretly in love with another member of their group? Those had worked in the past. But the best was always when he told them his power was a radioactive field that he called his death zone. It wasn’t dangerous as long as you didn’t look directly at him and wrapped yourself in tinfoil.

But it was too hot to mess with tourists today.

“I don’t do anything special,” he said. “I’m just a kid.”

He could feel their disappointment as, one by one, they turned their backs on him. Then they continued walking down the street, busily deleting the pictures they’d snapped of Daniel before they’d learned that he was nobody important. Maybe they’d wander into Arnold Lebowski on his paper route, the boy who could turn himself into a human-shaped cloud. If he tried really hard, he could squeeze out a few raindrops for onlookers.

Daniel finished chaining up his bike and made for the opposite side of the street. He was a few minutes early today and decided to treat himself to something special. Lemon’s Ice Cream Parlor and Doughnut Shop had been a fixture of downtown Noble’s Green for nearly sixty years. It was a true family business that had weathered economic depressions, recent recessions, and globalization unchanged. But it had not weathered superhero mania.

As Daniel opened the door of the re-christened Happy Hero’s Ice Cream Parlor—Home to the Superpowered Root Beer Float!—he was glad to hear the familiar chime of the old doorbell. At least that hadn’t gone away. And the inside of the shop still smelled a little bit like what Daniel imagined heaven must smell like: powdered sugar and cinnamon. Standing behind the counter, wiping down the chrome tabletop with a rag, was elderly Mr. Lemon himself, dressed in a shiny silver tracksuit decorated with glued-on felt lightning bolts. Mr. Lemon had not developed any powers as far as Daniel knew, but that hadn’t stopped him from cashing in on the town’s newfound fame.

“Hey there, Daniel!” said Mr. Lemon with a smile. “What are you doing up this early on a summer morning?”

Ah, that was the question, wasn’t it? Daniel figured he’d better get used to it, as this was going to be his routine for the foreseeable future.

“Oh, well,” he said. “I’m taking a few summer classes. To get ahead, you know.”

From the look on Mr. Lemon’s face, Daniel could tell he did know. He knew that middle schoolers did not take summer classes to get ahead. It was called summer school, and if Daniel didn’t pass it, he would be repeating the eighth grade.

But Mr. Lemon didn’t embarrass Daniel by asking any more questions.

“Well, you’ll need to get something in your stomach before you hit the books, won’t you? I’ve got breakfast sandwiches that heat up real quick. Not half bad.”

“Just a doughnut,” said Daniel. “Jelly. And an orange juice. It’s hot out there already.”

“Looking for a sugar rush, eh? Well, I’ve got a fresh batch coming out of the oven right now. Be back in a second.” He scurried off to the rear of his shop, the homemade antennae on his silver superhero cap wobbling as he went.

Daniel plopped down on a barstool to wait, enjoying the chill of the air conditioner. He held his arms away from his body to let the cool air work its way into his shirt.

Summer school.

For Daniel, it had turned out that keeping up with his studies had been a lot harder than he’d thought, especially when his nights were spent battling super-villains instead of studying. In the end, he’d just managed to scrape past his eighth-grade year with a miserable D in chemistry, but he’d flunked history, which was normally his best subject. His parents had greeted his report card with shock—Daniel had been an A and B student up until then. But to try to explain why his grades had plummeted would mean he’d have to tell them a whole host of secrets—about how when they’d moved to Noble’s Green two years ago, he’d discovered a small group of super-children living in secret. About how he’d saved those children from their enemy, the power-stealing villain called the Shroud. And he’d have to tell them that he, a regular kid from Philadelphia, had caused the world-famous Blackout Event, when two hundred and three people woke up one morning and suddenly remembered that they could fly. Or breathe underwater. Or any number of wondrous and sometimes bizarre things. There were super-adults, but just as many were children and more were being discovered every day. He’d have to explain all that to his parents and hope they didn’t lock him in his room until college.

It was easier just to go to summer school.

He wasn’t worried. He knew that if he knuckled down and studied, he would pass with no problem. If he could finally focus on his studies instead of sneaking out every night to battle monsters, he might even earn an A.

“I threw a bagel with cream cheese in there—on the house,” said Mr. Lemon, reappearing with a small white lunch sack. “A jelly doughnut is no kind of breakfast for a growing young man.”

“Thanks, Mr. Lemon,” said Daniel as he fished a couple of wadded-up dollar bills out of his shorts pocket to pay for the doughnut and juice. “And, uh, nice suit.”

Mr. Lemon chuckled. “Oh, this ridiculous thing. Mrs. Lemon’s idea, you know. Whole town’s got the fever. Now if we could just get a photo of the chief eating a Lemon’s doughnut! That would be the ticket!”

Mr. Madison, the floating fire chief, was the town’s star resident. His smiling face graced travel brochures and billboards everywhere, and lucky tourists might catch a glimpse of his silhouette high in the sky, fireman’s helmet and rubber boots and all.

“If I see him,” said Daniel, his mouth full of jelly-filled pastry, “I’ll tell him to stop by!”

The new school, built along the slopes of Mount Noble, was called the Noble Academy for the Gifted, but its title was a carefully crafted understatement. Its students weren’t simply gifted; they were Supers.

The academy was the world’s first boarding school for superpowered children, located right here in Noble’s Green. In theory, it was a terrific idea. Staff the school with superpowered adults who could teach the kids to control their abilities, to use them to make a positive contribution to society. The advertising campaign was slick and seductive, with posters of beautiful children flying, like Icarus, toward the sun. Never mind, thought Daniel, that Icarus had flown so close that his wings had melted. That part of the story seemed lost on some people.

The best thing about the academy was that classes had already begun. Parents wanted help dealing with the hormonal daughter who could break every window in the neighborhood when she screamed, or the kindergartner who could make it snow over the toilet. Parents were desperate.

So, in effect, the academy was a combination of sleep-away camp and summer school for the Supers. Only their summer school was being held atop a mountain, like Olympus, while Daniel’s was in a basement.

Being an ordinary fourteen-year-old, Daniel had a more traditional summer school experience. The middle school didn’t bother to open up the entire building for the summer students, so “repeat” American history was held in room 207 in the lowest level, which during the regular year was used for biology. Inside, a human skeleton hung on a stand beneath the flickering fluorescent lights, and on a shelf behind the teacher’s desk were rows of things floating in jars. All in all, the dangling skeleton and bloated, unrecognizable specimens made for a rather appropriate setting to kick off this new experience. All Daniel needed now was a black-hooded executioner to ask him for any last requests.

At that moment, sitting in that dungeon classroom, just when Daniel’s heart had sunk to its lowest, he felt someone flick him on the back of the head. Hard.

He turned around in his seat and found himself looking at an Asian American girl with straight black bangs cut close to her dark, almost black eyes. She had folded her arms across her chest, partially obscuring a T-shirt that read, in faded letters, IT’S NOT ME, IT’S YOU.

“Hey,” said Mollie Lee, grinning.

“W-what …?” stammered Daniel, rubbing the back of his head. He looked around her desk for the guilty weapon. It felt like she’d whacked him with a ruler.

“What are you doing here?” he tried again. Although he was glad to see a friendly face, her unexpected appearance threw him off. She often did that to people, using her super-speed to surprise them. Sometimes to hit them if she felt the occasion warranted. To most of the world, Mollie Lee passed by as a breeze and blur. And occasionally a whack.

“History,” she answered, shrugging. “But I’m surprised to see you here. I thought you were, like, Rohan’s brainiac twin or something.”

“I’m not a brainiac …,” started Daniel. “But I fell behind last year. We had other things on our minds, you know.”

Mollie nodded. “I had trouble last year too, and it’s getting worse. I think I’m getting faster.”

“Wow,” said Daniel. He could hardly imagine Mollie being any faster than she already was. “Well, that’s great, isn’t it?”

“Except that I’m having trouble focusing on stuff for very long. Teachers start talking and I just want them to hurry up already, and who can sit still and read a book​I​mean​what’s​the​use​of​all​this …?”

As Mollie talked faster and faster, her words became impossible to understand. Several of the nearby students looked up at the intercom, trying to pinpoint the source of the sudden buzzing in the room.

“Mollie! Slow down!” Daniel whispered.

Mollie stopped talking and gave Daniel a depressed sigh. She rubbed at her eyes with the palms of her hands.

“You see?” she said. “These days it takes everything I’ve got to not go into hyperdrive all the time. I don’t have any energy left for American history.”

“How were your other grades?”

“Not terrible,” said Mollie. “Algebra and chemistry I can get and then move on, you know? At my own pace. I don’t have to suffer through these boring lectures.”

Daniel thought about this. He’d known that his friends were getting more powerful as they got older, but this was the first suggestion he’d had that this might not be an altogether positive thing. More power might be more of a curse than a blessing, especially when you were Mollie Lee and the world already moved in slow motion around you.

“When I asked what you were doing here,” said Daniel, “I meant what are you doing here—the middle school? Don’t you want to go to the academy with the rest of the Supers? If you can fly, who there’s going to care about what you got in history?”

Mollie flipped open her textbook and began paging through it, studiously avoiding Daniel’s eyes.

“I’m not going,” she said finally.

“What? Why?”

Mollie stopped fidgeting with her book.

“We took a vote,” said Mollie. “Rohan, Eric, Michael, and I. It was unanimous. We’re not signing up for the academy.”

Daniel was dumbstruck. Why not? What about the shining towers, the mountain air?

Mollie read the look of bafflement on his face correctly.

“I think it’s creepy,” she said. “You see those ridiculous posters?”

“Well, I admit they are kind of over-the-top. But aren’t you curious about it?”

Mollie shook her head. “Nope. What are they going to teach me about my powers that I don’t already know? I’ll bet I know more about flying than any of their stupid faculty.”

That was true, but Daniel had to wonder if someone up there might be able to help Mollie with her speed problem. Power-wise, none of the adults would be able to come close to Mollie or Eric. Most of the adults had been without full powers for decades, and when they finally returned, they were weaker than before. That’s why they’d ended up with a floating fire chief rather than a flying one.

“I don’t think it’s a powers contest,” said Daniel. “That’s not the point of the school.”

“You sure?” asked Mollie. “How do you know?”

“Well,” said Daniel, hesitating. “The posters, I guess.”

“See? Nobody knows anything about that place. It’s all Hey, are you having trouble getting your super-kid to clean up his room? Well, then, ship him off to us and you won’t have to worry about it for the next seven years!”

“Yeah, I guess the whole boarding school thing is kinda … British.”

“Kinda.”

“And Eric and Rohan feel the same way you do?”

Mollie nodded. “Michael too. They can take their super-school and shove it. I don’t want to be sent off to a whole different school just so ordinary people can feel comfortable around me again.”

Daniel cringed at the word ordinary, and Mollie, to his surprise, seemed to notice.

“You know I didn’t mean—” she began.

“Don’t worry about it,” said Daniel, waving it away. By now, you would’ve thought he’d be used to it. “But I still think the academy’s probably a good thing for a lot of kids. Most of them just got their powers back after years of going without, and they’re having to learn how to use them all over again. And I’ve heard that there are even more who are developing powers for the very first time.”

“I know. It’s like, with the Shroud gone, everyone’s suddenly a Super.”

The Shroud. Just the mention of their old enemy made Daniel’s mouth go dry. For generations, the creature known as the Shroud had preyed upon the super-children of Noble’s Green, stealing their powers and their memories. But all that had changed when Daniel revealed the Shroud’s real identity to be old Herman Plunkett, the town’s billionaire son. Powerless and defeated, Herman was now safely tucked away up at the Mountain View Home, hopefully until the end of his days.

“Mollie?”

“Hmm?”

“You guys … you’re not doing this … I mean, you’re not all doing this so that I won’t be alone next year in school, are you?”

Mollie snorted as if he’d just claimed that the earth really was flat. “Keep dreaming!”

But when she said it, she didn’t—or couldn’t—look him in the eye.

That was the end of their conversation since a hush fell over the class as their new history teacher entered the room. He wrote his name on the board—Mr. Smiley. Daniel immediately picked up on the irony of the man’s name, because one look told him that Smiley was as sour-faced a person as he had ever seen. His face looked built in such a way as to make it impossible to crack a smile. He was obviously even less happy to be here than his students were.

“So,” Daniel whispered before turning back around in his seat to face their new teacher. “The original Supers of Noble’s Green together again, that it?”

“You bet your butt,” she whispered back.

And at that moment, Daniel’s mood brightened—despite the grim classroom, and Mr. Frowny at the board, and the academy, and the sheer cosmic unfairness of school in the summertime. Because now he wouldn’t be alone after all. Not yet anyway. He’d have Mollie, at least, to keep him company for a while longer.

“Mollie,” Daniel whispered again over his shoulder. “I’m glad.”

She didn’t answer this time, but Daniel knew Mollie was smiling. He could feel it. It tingled, like a warm breath on the back of his neck.


Chapter Two

Fast as Lightning

Summers usually had a way of flying past, as one sunburned day blended into the next, and by the time school rolled around, an entire season had passed in a montage of beaches, picnics, and video games. Unless you happened to be trapped in Smiley’s basement, that is. That classroom was the place where time slowed to a crawl and fun went to die.

Daniel had never been more thankful for Mollie than he was on those long days in summer school, and this included the many times she’d saved his behind. He could have handled getting beaten up by super-bullies, or left at the mercy of the Shroud, but enduring a summer alone in Smiley’s basement was unthinkable. Since this history class was the only thing keeping them from repeating the eighth grade, Daniel and Mollie did try to keep their goofing off to a minimum. But Daniel finally got to see up close just how much of a struggle this was for Mollie. He’d always known that Mollie had trouble focusing on one thing for very long, and that she was super-impatient as well as super-fast, but Smiley’s droning history lectures seemed especially difficult for her to follow. She missed the most important details because five minutes into a lesson she was already flitting through her book, rifling through the pages, or doodling pictures of Smiley with buckteeth and donkey ears with one hand while flicking Daniel on the back of the head
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