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Chapter One

On the last day before I got my super power, I was sulking because I didn’t have a super power.

“That’s not going to work,” Claire warned me.

“It will! I’ve been studying my dad’s notes,” I snapped back.

She tilted her head down and looked at me over her glasses. “You can’t give yourself super powers with a double-A battery, Penny.”

“It’s not the power,” I explained. “It’s the frequency. Get it just right and it resonates with your whole nervous system and gives it a jolt. I’ve seen Dad do it. If you have powers, they go off!”

I snapped that at her, too. I was frustrated! I clipped the wire another millimeter and looked at the wavelength reading on the meter. It went down a notch, like it was supposed to. I was dreading the next question. She was going to ask that question.

“So what’s the frequency?” Claire asked right on time.

I collapsed on top of the workbench and confessed, “I have no idea.”

Claire giggled, but at least she tried to restrain it.

“I was reaching. I knew I couldn’t just guess. I don’t know. I guess I hoped I’d get lucky,” I grumped.

Claire put her hand on my shoulder. “We’re supposed to be working on our science fair projects. Mr. Zwelf is being really nice about it.”

I pushed myself back up and insisted, “This is my science fair project. It will work! I just have to steal my dad’s notes and do the math. And measure my body weight and stuff. There’s a lot of math.” A lot of math. A really stupifyingly tremendous amount of math. Pages upon pages of math. Even with a calculator, I’d be up all night handling the algebra.

“You know inventing and science are two different things, right?” Claire had the world’s most teasing grin. Like, you looked at those teeth and you couldn’t be mad at her for making fun of you, because it really was all in good fun. That’s how it worked on me, anyway.

“So what are you doing for your science fair project?” I demanded. I actually hadn’t wanted to know. Any excuse to be lab partners with your best friend, right?

“I’m already done! I blind tested photos of Mom when she’s using her powers and when she’s not using her powers on a bunch of boys. They couldn’t tell the difference, which shows her power must be psychic, right?” she answered, so very casual.

“You want your super power as bad as I do!” Hard to sound accusing with a grin like the one stretching my face all of a sudden. This stuff was no secret, but, criminy, obvious much, Claire?

“It’s still good scientific method,” Ray pointed out, sliding down the workbench with his textbook. If Mr. Zwelf hadn’t come down on me and Claire arguing, he wasn’t going to pitch a fit if Ray made three.

I turned to him. “What are you doing for your project?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m atrocious at science fair projects. I can never get an idea until the last minute. Right now, I’m looking through the book and hoping inspiration leaps out at me.”

“You have trouble with science fair projects? You?” I asked, honestly blown away. Ray was the smartest kid I knew. My folks were celebrated super geniuses who had a framed letter on the wall from the UN thanking them for saving the world, and Ray was smarter than me. He could probably do the stupid math in Dad’s notes. I wasn’t looking forward to it.

“It’s so meaningless and arbitrary. I might as well be measuring plastic cups to find out which ones are more dense,” he griped, propping his elbow on the workbench and leaning his head on his fist. His blond hair was so fluffy, it hung right down over his hand.

Ow! I still had the current on. I’d zapped myself on the antenna. Wasn’t much of a charge, but still. I shook my finger and pried out the battery, but I didn’t have time to dismantle the antenna. The bell rang.

“Lunch time!” Claire squealed with delight, stretching her arms above her head as Ray stared.

Love triangles suck.
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“Why are you so dramatic today?” Ray asked as I sat down with my tray across from him. Just me and him at our table. I could listen to that inexplicable English accent the whole hour. He didn’t know where it came from, and I didn’t care.

“I’m not being dramatic today,” I argued, trying not to be dramatic about it.

“Yes, you are.”

I lifted my head in a show of innocence. “I’m not being dramatic. My parents are dramatic. Mom can reduce a mugger to tears with a speech about the statistical chance of ruining his life going up with every crime. You were there. He was bawling like a baby.”

“Does she really prepare those speeches ahead of time?” he asked, grinning. Ray spends half his life grinning, and a third of his life sleeping, and the remaining sixth happens when I’m not around.

“She has a flow chart depending on circumstances. I got to draw the lines the last time she updated it. I was seven.” I added that last part because, you know, it’s beneath my dignity now.

“You’re being dramatic for you,” Ray pointed out, zeroing back in on the argument.

He was totally right, but I was saved from admitting it, because Claire had arrived. She brought her lunch, so she should get to the cafeteria early, but she’d never been big on hurrying. I bet her mom trained her to be fashionably late.

She was heading straight here, so it looked like she’d be sitting with us today. Okay, I needed to watch that snippiness. Claire sits with me most days, it’s just that Claire is welcome anywhere. Like most lunch rooms, the cafeteria of Northeast West Hollywood Middle is laid out in an intricate map of feudal kingdoms. The performing art kids have three tables, the computer science kids have a table, me and Claire and Ray have a table. Claudia has a table all to herself, poor girl. I’d invited her over to sit with us once, but she refused. Since Marcia had pulled the “sit with her, then make her the butt of all the jokes” trick on her once, it was hard to blame her. You can’t help some people, much as you might want to.

Speaking of Marcia—thinking about Marcia, technically—maybe Claire wouldn’t be sitting with us today after all. Marcia made her friends scoot over and pointed at the bench. “Space for you, Claire!”

No, Claire was sitting with us. She gave Marcia a smile and a shake of the head, trying to be polite, but walked right past. Marcia looked like someone’d stuck a rat up her nose. She should have let one of the other girls give the invite. Marcia is a Mean Girl, and she sits at the Popular Table, and, yeah, both exist and everybody knows it. I swear they were only popular with each other, but somehow they were the Popular Girls, even though it’s Claire that everyone really likes.

I think our table is the “extroverted geeks” table. Or maybe it really is the “children of superheroes” table. Of course, both leave Ray out. He’s quiet with other people. Eh, who am I kidding? The three of us were filed firmly under “other.”

“Is Penny still desperate to get her powers?” Claire asked as she slid into place next to me.

“I had managed to distract her until now,” Ray answered.

I threw my hands up in the air. “What’s wrong with wanting to get my powers as soon as possible?”

“Didn’t your parents’ powers only surface in college?” Ray pointed out.

I think I’d strangle myself if it took that long.

“Mom’s power emerged at about my age.” Claire was so breezy about it, but everybody knew she’d inherit The Minx’s abilities. She’d be less like her mom if she were a clone. Pale blonde, wavy hair, a curvy figure already, delicate doll face, all lips and eyes—pretty much the opposite of my shapeless stick topped with brown, braided pigtails. On her, glasses looked like fashion accessories.

“I can’t even be positive I’ll get powers. My dad’s thing with science is a brain mutation. He identified it. Mom’s a regular human,” I grumped.

Claire unbuckled her lunch box with a beatific smile. “My father probably had super powers. I should be a shoo-in.”

Ray blushed visibly. Okay, maybe I blushed a bit, too. Claire really didn’t know who her father was. Apparently there had been a lot of candidates, thanks to her mother’s power of Clouding Men’s Minds. If “minds” was the right word.

And Claire was looking forward to inheriting those powers.

Thank goodness, Ray also wanted to move on. “There’s no way your mother is human. Regular humans can’t do that,” he insisted.

“Chess grandmasters are regular humans. She says it’s just focus and study, like Sherlock Holmes.” Contrary to what I’d just said, I agreed with him. We’d been passed on the road by a police chase once, and she’d gotten on the radio and told them where to set up a road block, and they caught the criminals. She’d been able to explain it, but when she got to calculating how fast the criminals had intended to drive rather than how fast they were driving, I gave up. I knew she wasn’t perfect, but, when villains heard The Audit was coming, they used to give up right there, and I couldn’t blame them.

Claire passed me a cup of real gravy, which I poured on the school’s bland Salisbury steak. Cutting a slice, I took a bite. The rich gravy made a world of difference. Claire’s lunchbox is a collectible antique with Krazy Kat on the cover. Her mom feeds her like a princess. My mom makes me buy a cafeteria lunch. I would never have asked, but Claire shares the wealth automatically. She has those looks, and she’s generous and kind. Is it any wonder her mom got a full pardon when she retired? Of course, she’d saved the world a couple of times. What kind of crazy supervillain tries to destroy the world?

Half of them.

I stopped jonesing for super powers before I started and dug into my lunch. A little gravy made the mashed potatoes stop being pulped cardboard, too.

Claire gave Ray a chocolate cupcake, which must have made his sandwiches a thousand times more bearable. Ray eats like he’s on the edge of starvation. As skinny as he is, his metabolism must burn like a blow torch. He got done in mere minutes and asked, “How did the big German test go?”

“Nicht so gross. Got a B,” Claire admitted.

Ray looked at me.

I couldn’t think of any way to brush it off.

I let out a sigh. “I got a C.”

“Ow. Really?” asked the boy who never got less than an A on any test in his life.

Not that he was trying to be mean. He was trying to be sympathetic, which made it worse. “I’m pretty sure I’m going to get a C in the class,” I admitted. I winced, my whole body tightening up, but it hadn’t been… that bad to say. Just pretty bad.

Ray tried to comfort me. “Everybody has subjects they just don’t get. Languages are yours, I guess.”

Claire nodded.

“I’m not supposed to have bad subjects! My parents are the two smartest people in the world!” God, it dug at me. It dug right at my heart. How could I even explain this to them? “Can you imagine the look my dad gave me when I brought home a B in Algebra II? He was trying to not let me know how disappointed he was. That’s the look he had!”

“You weren’t even supposed to be in Algebra II. You and Ray are the only kids going across to Upper High for Geometry, and you’re getting an A in that,” Claire pointed out. She was trying to cheer me up, not blow me off. She didn’t get that it just didn’t matter.

I couldn’t help but feel bitter. Or cheated, maybe. Some kind of ugly emotion, anyhow. “I just want my super powers to activate now. I won’t even have to worry about this stuff. I’m smart enough to get this frequency stimulator thing Dad designed working, at least,” I grumped.

The bell rang. I wasn’t done eating. Oh, well, I’d had the good stuff.

You want to know how good friends Claire and Ray are? When we got up, I noticed a plastic case in her bag. She’d gotten a new superhero collectable figure. She and Ray can geek out about them for hours. They’d kept their mouths shut about it not to rub it in. Then I’d spent the whole lunch period talking about super powers anyway.
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We all had PE together. Half the class was spent changing into and out of our gym clothes, which I bet is why we only had the class on Wednesdays. Sometimes we could get together and talk, like when we were standing in line for the horse. Today was basketball, so no luck there.

The game went about like expected. Two random kids were picked as captains. The boy picked Ray second to last, and the girl picked me last. I wasn’t the last person picked, though. The boy still had one more person to pick. Claudia, of course. Ray and I ran around the edge of the crowd until someone threw the ball over everyone’s heads, and I jumped up and grabbed it.

Ha! I wasn’t the greatest dribbler in the world, but I was in the clear because I hadn’t been in the pack in the first place. I dribbled right past Claudia, who didn’t even try to stop me, and found myself face to face with Ray. He wasn’t a good runner, and he was already so winded I was able to duck right by him. Unfortunately for me, Claire had been lingering on the edges too. She snatched the ball in the middle of one of my clumsy dribbles and passed it to Li, who was a way better shot than either of us.

Still, face to face to face on the basketball court had been cool. I was considering chalking up this gym class as a rare success when the boy captaining his team started to yell. Not “yell,” exactly, but he had a nasty tone as he told Claudia, “What is wrong with you? You just stood there! You really are slow in the head, aren’t you? At least try to play the game!”

I wondered if I should get Miss Theotan’s attention, but it wouldn’t do any good. If she’d witnessed it personally, she’d come down on bullying like this like a ton of bricks, but she was on the other side of the court, and if a teacher doesn’t see it, it didn’t happen. Instead, Claudia turned away from the boy without a word. The crowd of kids taking the ball away from each other again and again turned and lurched in our direction with Claudia in the middle of it. She grabbed the ball as it went past, tossed it over everyone’s heads, ran through the crowd, and caught it herself, then launched it from the three point line and sank the basket.

You’d think that would get everyone gabbing and circling around Claudia and she’d finally be popular, right? No, that’s not how it works. All of a sudden a girl was complaining to Miss Theotan that it wasn’t fair that one team had one more player than the other team, and, as Ray and Claire and I stood around feeling helpless and guilty about it, Claudia ended up sitting on a bench for the rest of the game.

That put my mood right back in the dumps. I dodged Claire and Ray both when class ended, and with it the school day. I didn’t step out the school doors until it was exactly time to meet my mom, driving up to take me home. She didn’t ask me about my obvious bad mood, so I didn’t have to tell her about the test.
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Nothing eases the sting of social injustice like knowing you’ll soon have super powers to help you combat it. Nothing eases the sting of lousy test scores like knowing you’ll soon have the ability to absorb and then apply abstract data far beyond mere human limits. If they ever really integrate psychological theory, my dad will be impossible to live with. Until then, us normal humans have a shot at outwitting him.

Not a good shot. He’s still a genius. Still, I had the advantage of experience. I wandered into his office. To my delight, I found him at his computer with an e-reader laid on either side of his keyboard, scrolling slowly down a web page with lots of text and a few teeny, tiny diagrams. The curiosity bug had caught him. He was researching. He’d have no attention left for anything else until it all came together in his head.

Or not. As I picked my way through the stacked up books and lifted the first pile of printed paper to peek at the title “Subliminal Paralyzation Cascades,” he spun around in his seat and greeted me. “Hey, Pumpkin! How was school?”

I pointed at the “Pumpkin” jar. He put a dollar in it blithely. It hadn’t made him stop, but the penalty really supplemented my pathetic allowance. “Princess” is five bucks, but I’m saving that jar for emergencies.

I needed a plan.

“Where’s that paper on the antenna thing that resonates with the human nervous system?” I asked. My plan? Pretend it was something totally normal to ask for.

Dad took off his work glasses, which folded up as he scratched his head. “If you want me to build you one, the answer is ‘no.’ The shock is too dangerous to be used casually, and not dangerous enough to be a weapon. It didn’t even bring Marvelous’s powers back. Really a failed project.”

That was not good news. Not for my plans, and not for one of the nicer superheroines. “Is she okay?”

“Beebee took a look at the release records and worldwide superhuman crime reports. She says the odds of any criminal being near enough to LA and crazy enough to try a hit on a depowered hero are insignificant,” he answered. Beatrice Benevolent Akk, would be my mom. Officially retired, as was my dad, but still neck deep in the community.

“Not what I meant, Dad. Will she get her powers back?” I pressed.

“She says her powers will return when the curse is broken.”

Oh, the weight on those words. We had this argument again. “Dad, I can’t believe you still don’t believe in magic.”

He argued back as if this were the first time. “Pumpkin, I’ve done the analyses. She’s inherited a tone of voice and sensitivity to electrical currents that allow her to initiate some very complex energy chain reactions with precisely formulated sound wave patterns.”

I pointed at the jar. Money in the bank.

“So she can cast spells,” I translated back to him.

“They just happen to sound like incantations,” he insisted.

We glared at each other. Then I realized he’d taken off his glasses, so I took mine off to make it fair. We glared at each other a few seconds more, then both broke down laughing at the fuzzy-edged blob arguing against us.

“So, where is that paper on the nervous resonating antenna thing?” I asked.

He looked around the room, then his eyes drifted down the rows of piled up books, drives, notebooks, clipboards, and sheaves of paper. Got him! He’d started analyzing his own pattern of clutter. He knew it well enough to figure out the system when he needed to. “Under the Audubon Field Guide. I’m still not going to build you one.”

I scooped it out. No title, but the first paragraph talked about matching neural electromagnetic resonance. He loved printing out his work. Good for me!

“I need to do it myself anyway,” I evaded. “It’s for the science fair.”

“How is school? Report cards will be coming in soon. Were you ready for that German test you were worried about?”

EEK.

Okay, shake it off. Not literally. He didn’t notice me freeze up. I flipped through the pages laying out the engineering of the antenna. “I don’t think I have time to talk, Dad. I have to do a lot of math. Really a lot of math. Really, really a lot of math.” A different sort of horror crept over me at the thought. Urgh.

“Yeah, I bet. Good luck, Pumpkin,” he urged me. I pointed at the jar silently. I would have liked to gloat that I was cleaning up today, but I was trying to keep from fainting.

I could do this. I got the trig and calculus textbooks off of the kitchen shelf, praying I wouldn’t need to use them. I got my custom smart phone (like Dad would let me use a brand name when he could spend three weeks making one that works across all platforms) to use the calculator functions.

So many equations. Okay, I had to know the percentage by mass of each element in the antenna. I ran into Dad’s electronics workshop and copied down the label on his cheap spares. It didn’t matter what they were as long as I had the numbers, right? That gave me three variables he had down with Greek letters, and I plugged them into the next equation, which… took differentials of sines and cosines. He had to be kidding me. I dug out both books I’d been hoping not to use. I’d seen this stuff before. I just had to find the cheap rules and apply them… Okay, no. No, this was too complicated. I had to understand what I was doing. How did you get the first differential of a sine function?

I didn’t know. It just… it just didn’t make any sense. There was something there. I had to know because the waves from the antenna when they traveled through my skin had to become waves that would merge with waves in my axons, causing a chain of…

I could almost see it, but those words didn’t make sense. What was I doing? It was like trying to call the Mona Lisa a painting. Just work out the math the cheap way. I’d need my body mass index; that was in the next equation. Of course, I needed my real, exact body mass index, not just some rough approximation by comparing weight and height, or whatever the rule-of-thumb trick was.

I didn’t even know the rule-of-thumb trick. I’d need a machine just to get my body mass index.

Whining in frustration, I threw Dad’s papers across the room, then threw my notebook with my fumbling math after it. I’d probably gotten the math wrong anyway. And I was good at math!

I lay down in bed and put the cover over my head. It wasn’t nearly bedtime. I would spend the rest of the day sulking and trying to avoid the issue and maybe tomorrow I could come up with a new idea. I had to hurry. I could hide a C on a test from my dad, but not my report card.

And what was I going to do about the science fair anyway?
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The alarm on my phone woke me up the next morning. I didn’t want to get out of bed. I stared at the ceiling for a while, but I’d already outsmarted myself. The phone was out of reach of the bed, and I had to get up to turn off the alarm, and after that I might as well go take a shower.

The sky was black outside, and I was all alone in the house. Technically, I wasn’t alone. Mom and Dad were there, they were just fast asleep. I tied my pigtails into braids myself. Dad made me a machine for when I don’t feel like putting forth the effort, but he’d tinkered with it yesterday. The little hands had extra fingers, and the access plate looked new. No matter how lazy I felt, I wasn’t going to risk it. I could tell just by looking that he’d messed something up. Dad’s inventions always do what they’re supposed to do, but sometimes don’t do what you think they’re supposed to do. Something about the extra grabbers looked wrong to me, and, if I couldn’t put a finger on it, I wouldn’t let them put a finger on my hair.

The scrambled egg maker, on the other hand, was a godsend, since it’s a miracle if Mom ever makes breakfast. She’s right; I’d hate it if she pulled her Audit routine at home, and she needed a break. Not that she could stop herself completely. Halfway through my cereal bowl I heard her door alarm squeak, and, as I reached for my backpack, she stuck her keys in the side door and opened it for me.

As she pulled the car out of the driveway, Mom asked me, “Still brooding, Penny?”

I’d just sat through breakfast grumbling about my parents’ super powers. “Yeah, I guess. I don’t know what to do for the science fair.”

Just saying that gripped me. That’s all I needed, an F for not presenting anything at all. I had no ideas for what to do to replace the antenna. None. I still wanted to make the antenna.

“Want any advice?” she asked.

“No.” If I talked over the science fair thing with my parents, sooner or later my grades in German would come up. Most likely sooner. I was hemmed in on all sides.

At least my mom has a light touch. She let it go, although she gave me a concerned glance. I wouldn’t be at all surprised if she’d timed it precisely to give the maximum amount of sympathy without making the recipient feel pressured.
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The brooding didn’t stop when I got to school. What was I going to do for the science fair? I wanted to invent something, really bad. I wanted to make that antenna. It wasn’t even about zapping myself with it for super powers now. It clawed at me that I’d stared at a few pages full of math and they’d beaten me utterly. I’d had reference books, but they didn’t help, because none of it had made sense. The device and the calculations were two different worlds that I couldn’t connect.

Making that connection was Dad’s super power. I didn’t have it. I didn’t even have a hint of it, like I was going to grow into it.

The bell rang. I was sitting in my chair in History class, and I hadn’t heard a word. I’d read the whole chapter ahead of time because World War I was such a bizarre war, but that wasn’t the point. I’d been wrapped up, brooding the whole time. This was tearing me apart.

I slipped out into the hall and laid my back against the cement block wall of the hallway. I had to do something. I had Geometry next, across the street in Upper High. I’d always kind of known it would be easy to skip out on that class, because nobody was tracking that I’d been to the other school that day. It hadn’t been important until now.

I walked around the school to the science lab. I’d left the parts in there. It would work. I couldn’t do the math, but it ought to just work. It was the most obvious thing in the world. If the antenna was the right length and you touched it, it would zap you.

I stopped in front of the classroom. I could see kids at their benches through the door’s window. Of course, a class was taking place now. There’d be a science class every period.

“You are entirely unable to leave this invention thing alone, aren’t you?” Ray asked from behind me.

I flinched. Of course, there was one person who would track whether I’d been to Geometry, because he took the course with me. He’d even guessed where I would come.

I turned around to see Claire standing right next to Ray. They were both missing class to talk me out of being an idiot.

“It’s driving me crazy, okay? I just need to try. I need to fiddle with it until I’ve proven to myself I can’t do it and I don’t have any choice but to let go.” I hunched my head down between my shoulders. Guilt clawed at me, but I’d be in more trouble going to class late than skipping it anyway. I wasn’t walking away from this.

“Were you able to get hold of your Dad’s notes?” Claire held her hands clasped behind her, the picture of innocent concern. Claire was so much better looking than me; her power would come out any minute.

That was crazy thinking, getting mad at Claire for being such a good friend. I was just so frustrated. “It was like Dante’s Calculus Inferno. There was no way,” I whined.

“You’re not Brian Akk, and you don’t have to be. You’re Penelope Akk,” Claire reminded me. I wanted to pop her for that gentle, talking-me-off-the-roof voice—so imagine if she hadn’t used it.

“It doesn’t matter. I can’t get to the parts now. I just can’t let it go!” I growled.

“If you get an hour to show yourself that it doesn’t work, will that help you?” Ray asked.

He knew something. “Yeah, it will.”

He started grinning again. I must be seriously flipping out if he’d been frowning this long. He did know something. “Come on,” he told us, and we followed him down to the other end of the hall, past the computer science lab to the… other computer science lab.

I’d never actually been in this one. He pulled the door open, revealing a lab empty of kids or teachers. Half the computers were in bits. This wasn’t a schoolroom.

“Miss Petard lets me help her with hardware repairs when I’m ahead of the class,” Ray explained grandly. That “when” would be “all the time,” but he didn’t say it.

“I can’t steal the school’s computer parts!” I squeaked in horror.

“You don’t have to,” he promised, as smug as if he’d been waiting for that objection. He stepped over to a set of shelves, scooped up a pile of cards and drives and cords, carried them over to the nearest table, and dumped them on it. “All broken. She never throws anything away. You just need the parts, don’t you?”

Claire, bless her as the best friend a girl could have, heaved a toolbox onto the table.

I grabbed a screwdriver and opened up the casings. A length of copper wire, any battery, it wasn’t a complicated device. It had to… what was the word? Modulate? It wouldn’t be exactly the same signal constantly. It had to work in a pattern. I needed… I didn’t know the name of the part I needed. I tried to pry some electronics off of a circuit board with a screwdriver, and it snapped in half.

“FRACK!” I didn’t quite swear.

“What are you looking for? Maybe we can find it,” Claire asked.

I shook my head. “I’ve got what I need here. I just need to rearrange things.”

“You can’t rearrange a circuit board. They’re made that way in a factory. You’d have to recycle the whole board and start from scratch. We don’t carry blanks.” Ray was trying to be gentle, but it was useless because he was wrong. Or he was right, kind of.

Recycle. I’d have to recycle the whole board.

“I need… metal cutting tools,” I begged. Was I begging? My voice sounded so quiet. Yes, I needed those tools. I couldn’t let this go.

“I don’t think there are any in a computer lab, Penny,” Claire warned. Ray’s eyelids lowered, and his grin widened. He’d thought of something.

“There aren’t, but nobody’s using the shop classroom in the morning.”

“There’s a shop class?” Claire and I asked simultaneously.

“It’s downstairs,” Ray told me, grabbing our hands and pulling us out the door.

“There’s a downstairs?” Claire and I asked simultaneously.

He dragged us down to the corner stairway. There were the stairs going up, like I’d expected, and there were stairs going down. I’d been going to Northeast West Hollywood Middle for three years, and I’d never had any idea these were here.

It was like a sign. The tools I needed were down there. I skipped down the stairs ahead of Ray and ran down the short, blankly white hallway. One of the doors said “Shop,” and I flung it open. I walked inside and was surrounded by ugly, crude versions of all the mad machines in Dad’s workshop that I’d have to find the names of.

I knew what I needed. Gears, lots of gears. I found them. Magnets, electricity. I flipped on a saw and sliced pipe into thin slices, then squeezed them in a vise. It was obvious, wasn’t it? You could recycle anything. Even energy, sort of.

Stop trying to find words. I didn’t know what I meant, but I could see it.

I twisted the top segment into place. It looked like a centipede. I sighed, put the soldering iron into its brace and turned around to lean against the table until my muscles stopped shaking.

Ray and Claire stared at me like I’d made a second head instead of—

“What is this thing?” I asked, looking at the contraption in my hands. Large portions of it had no cover plates. There was just no way I’d made gears that tiny, much less fit them together.

“Shouldn’t you know?” Claire asked me. She and Ray really looked scared. No wonder. Was that a psychotic break? I felt so tired now, but relaxed. Well, if I’d stressed out so badly I’d made this ridiculously intricate piece of modern art, my parents would be sympathetic. Therapy wouldn’t be so bad.

“I think it’s just—” I started, absently twisted it in my hands. It resisted, but turned, like a crank. And just like a crank, it kept turning. Then it flipped, grabbed my hand with its many legs, and crawled up my arm.

Claire squealed, but I wasn’t afraid. I’d made it. I knew it wasn’t going to hurt me. That was about all I knew.

Ray got there before either of us. “Penny, you made that. You have super powers!” he announced.

My eyes stung. He was right. He was so right! I lunged forward and grabbed both of them and squeezed them in a hug. I felt a little electric feeling as Ray’s not-as-skinny-as-I’d-have-thought chest pressed against me, and he must have felt the same about Claire, but… forget that!

“I have super powers!” I crowed, my voice squeaking like a mouse. “Just like Dad’s…! Almost like Dad’s.” I saw Dad work all the time. He had to do research, lots and lots of research, and he knew exactly what he was building ahead of time and what it did when he finished.

“I made this,” I said, pulling back and holding up my hand as the little automaton crawled up that arm and fastened itself around my wrist like a bracelet. “I have no idea what it does.”

“It’s an inscrutable little machine, isn’t it?” Ray admitted, leaning down to peer at the snowflake gears.

Who cared about the details? I was a superhero!
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Chapter Two

I had my weird little machine, and I had my super power. Now I had to do the right thing. Before, that would have been humiliating and terrifying. Not now.

Claire tried to argue with me. It was her decision, blah blah blah. She shut up when I pulled the door to the biology classroom open.

“Claire Lutra, Penelope Akk, Ray Viles, what are you doing, and, Miss Lutra, why are you so late?” Mrs. Golgi demanded, pausing in her lecture to give us a frosty glare. I imagined Claire and Ray fainting behind me, but I was in front on purpose. I couldn’t feel her anger at all, just the wonderful high-tech metal bracelet around my wrist that I’d made myself.

The right thing would also be the smart thing, if I was brave enough to do it, but that wasn’t the point. It was the right thing.

“Mrs. Golgi, I’m here to apologize,” I told her solemnly. “I’m the reason Claire missed class. I’ve been having a hard time, and I broke down, and, if Claire and Ray hadn’t found me and gotten me through it, I don’t know what I would have done. I really lost it. I know I’m going to be in trouble, but please don’t blame Claire for being a good friend.”

It was all completely true. Talking about super powers would have confused the issue. What I’d said had been the important part.

Mrs. Golgi could tell. She looked stumped, like anyone caught between anger and sympathy. I’d had her last year, and she was a good teacher and a good person. All my teachers were.

Her face and tone never gave away exactly how she’d decided to feel, but she ordered, “Claire, take your seat. You’ll have just enough time to copy down the homework. You two, get to your next class. If you don’t show up on time, you can expect to be in even more trouble than you are now, Penelope.”

“Yes, Mrs. Golgi,” I agreed. I felt like doing the Japanese thing and bowing, but she’d think I was insulting her when I meant it. I did the next best thing and obeyed immediately, backing out into the hall.

“You have German. I’ve got to get back to computer science,” Ray told me sheepishly. Our classrooms were in opposite directions.

“You’re not abandoning me.” Lifting up my right hand, I showed off the segmented bracelet wrapped around my wrist. “See you in science,” I promised. I smiled, and it felt like contentment shot straight from the bracelet into my heart, then spread out everywhere. I had a super power. All that worry and tension were over.

So he went one way, and I went the other. I got to German class right as the bell rang to let out the last class. I learned immediately that my super power hadn’t opened up some awesome wealth of new brains. I spent the hour struggling to figure out which nouns had which gender.

I was fine with that. My German grade was a sideshow now. If I could pull it up, that would be great.

What was important was my invention, which I had no time to investigate while trying to give German the focus it desperately needed.

That had to wait until the next period, in science. Not the same as biology, or computer science. “Science” wrapped up chemistry and physics in one bag. It was often a fun class, and today we compared elastic and inelastic reactions, throwing cue balls and toy cars and rubber balls at each other and doing lots of calculations to figure out how much force was lost when they hit.

It was a perfect excuse for me, Claire, and Ray to huddle together. Plus, we had the measurements and calculations of each experiment finished in half the time anybody else did and didn’t even have to concentrate. It gave us time to talk.

And we had a much more interesting scientific conundrum on our hands. On my wrist.

“You still don’t remember what it does?” Claire asked as she scribbled down the calculated force of our slingshot.

“No! It’s not a blank. I remember putting it together, but I can’t make sense of it. I didn’t know any words for what I was doing,” I whispered.

“You may not remember long. Memories you don’t have words for disappear quickly,” Ray suggested as he smacked a toy car against a wall.

I measured the distance it traveled back. “There has to be some superhuman dexterity thrown in. These levers and gears are beyond tiny.” I peered into one of the open panels at the bracelet’s intricate guts, my heart burning with pride.

“I hope you can take it off,” Claire pointed out. We were all feeling pretty whimsical.

I was sure I could, but I wasn’t going to experiment while performing a lab experiment. It would have to wait until I had real freedom, during lunch!
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I only had the patience to go through the cafeteria line because I knew I’d regret not eating big time by the time I got home. We get a lot of Bel Air kids whose parents don’t go for the private school thing, but the food is still bland. So bland that I picked up a couple of pieces of cafeteria pizza without enthusiasm. It’s all just different colors of cardboard.

Claire had to be developing superhuman lateness super powers. Ray watched me and my machine approach the table like a hawk ready to pounce, but Claire was nowhere to be seen—

until the instant I sat down she walked in the door and made an impatient beeline to settle beside me.

“It can’t just be a bracelet. Look at all that machinery. And we saw it move!” Claire cooed over the machine. It was rapidly becoming The Machine in my head, the mystery device my life now orbited around.

Ray leaned over the table, adjusting his glasses like magnifying lenses as he squinted into one of the open panels. “The internals are purely mechanical. I noticed that while you were building. It doesn’t run on electricity. Your first doomsday machine is a malevolent, inscrutable wristwatch.” I left my right arm stretched out over the table for them to study while I ate limp brown cardboard with gooey yellow cardboard on top of it. I wasn’t going to ask for my hand back from Ray, nope. Not even after the “doomsday machine” crack.

“Does it run at all, now? It moved before. How do you trigger it?” Claire asked.

I washed the “pizza” down with milk. At least milk is milk. I minded more that having to eat something had kept me from my own investigations. Wiping my hand on a napkin to get less grease on The Machine, I made my first attempt to slide it off my wrist. That didn’t work. I was pretty sure the segments clenched tighter together when I pulled.

“It’s not stuck there, is it? Like, forever?” Claire asked, suddenly anxious.

I breezed that question aside. “Worst comes to worst, my dad can get it off. I knew what I was making when I made it, even if I didn’t have words. I’m positive it wasn’t meant to hurt me.”

“We can mark off ‘malevolent,’ but we’re still left with ‘inscrutable.’” Ray chuckled.

“Maybe your powers don’t have to do with inventing in general, but with this—” Claire started to suggest, but she suddenly stopped. Half the conversations in the cafeteria stopped when some adults opened the doors.

Not just any adults. My mom and dad. Brian “Brainy” Akk and The Audit didn’t have much of a secret identity, so a lot of the kids knew on sight that these were my parents.

I ought to have been mortified and terrified, but instead I had trouble keeping my expression solemn and apologetic like it ought to be. I stood up, grabbed my book bag, and walked around to the door to meet them. Nobody in the crowd said anything mean. Maybe they knew, in some secret mob psychology way, that this was my moment of triumph rather than shame.

Ray and Claire fell in behind me. I wanted to tell them not to. As much as I no longer cared, there might be serious trouble on the way. I’d like to have kept Ray and Claire out of that, but that would be taking away their chance to share my triumph.

No teachers waited with my folks out in the hallway. Superheroes had to be trustworthy, right? Mom and Dad were trying to look noncommittal. They didn’t know what was going on, yet. Mom’s poker face is amazing, but Dad looked worried. “Penny, we got a call from the principal’s office. You told them you missed math class because of some kind of nervous collapse.” My heart thumped in my chest. He had the most serious expression in the world, and the sharply planed face for it. I had the best parents.

I couldn’t leave them in suspense. As solemnly and respectfully I could, I explained, “It’s true. I’ve been going crazy with stress, but I think that was a side effect. I had to get a little crazy to make this.” I held up my wrist and grinned. I couldn’t hold it in anymore. They’d understand, now.

They knew what it meant, but they didn’t want to just leap to the obvious conclusion. “You built this yourself? What does it do?” asked my dad, taking my hand and holding my wrist up high so he could peek in at the machinery.

He ought to have turned around and told me what it did. That he didn’t got my mom’s notice. “Even if it’s just jewelry, Brian, that’s not middle-school level craftsmanship. That’s not even prodigy-level craftsmanship.” Her eyes turned on me with her professional look. Yikes, now I knew why criminals sometimes surrendered without a fight. I felt like I’d been disassembled and weighed and every part tagged. “What tools did you use, and how long did it take?”

“I had power tools from the shop, and about half an hour?” I glanced at Ray and Claire for confirmation, and they nodded.

“Less than forty-five minutes, Mrs. Akk. We got Claire back to class before the bell,” Ray agreed.

“Even if it’s junk…” Mom began. She didn’t get to finish.

“Stop fighting the obvious, Beebee. Your daughter’s powers have arrived! Congratulations, darling!” Claire’s mom squealed. I was suddenly engulfed in platinum blonde hair and strong, slender arms. Only Mom had seen her coming. Well, only Mom didn’t look surprised.

“We don’t know anything for sure yet, Misty,” Mom argued. Even she was starting to crack a smile. This argument was lost before it started.

“Can you think of any explanation that does not involve Penny having super powers?” The Minx shot back. She set me down, but gave me another quick hug. “This is the proudest moment of your life so far, Penny. Throw caution to the wind and enjoy it.”

“As for you two…” Claire’s mom went on, rounding on Claire and Ray. She gave both of them a playful hair ruffle, and praised, “You two are such good friends. You’re not in any trouble at all, Claire. Skipping class to help a friend you’re worried about? Getting to see that shining moment when her power comes out for the first time? I’m proud of you. Both of you.”

That last came with a wink at Ray, who looked stunned. I could tell Dad was staring, just less obviously. Rather than having to work to use it, Claire’s mom had to work not to use her powers. Her control must be slipping today. I hope I look that good when I’m nearing forty, but she had to be using super powers to keep a boy as young as Ray mesmerized.

I was one of those people with super powers now!

My dad had more self-control than Ray. He pulled his attention back to The Machine on my wrist. “What does it do?” he asked. The million-dollar question, right there.

“I don’t actually know,” I admitted.

“We’ll take you home and analyze it, Princess. We ought to do that anyway,” Dad assured me, placing his hand on my backpack to start me moving.

“Mom?” I asked. She understood what I meant and nodded. There’d be five more bucks in the Princess jar when we got home.

“You two are finishing the school day. Sorry, kids!” Claire’s mom told Claire and Ray as I walked away from them.

Being sent home from school early never felt so much like a victory parade.
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Keeping my hands off of The Machine during the ride home was a labor of Hercules. Keeping from bouncing off the ceiling of the car was a labor of Hercules. 

“Go over the process of building it for me, Pumpkin,” Dad urged from the front seat.

“Mom?”

“One Princess, one Pumpkin,” she acknowledged.

“The question stands,” my father insisted.

“There’s not much to go over. I’ve been getting more and more stressed out, and I felt like building that power-revealing device would fix it. This morning, it got so bad I cut class to try to build it. It was the only thing I could think about. Then I got some tools, and, when I figured out they weren’t enough, I got an idea of how to fix that. Then I ran out of words. That’s why I don’t know what it does. I knew what I was making, but I don’t know what that knowledge meant. I was really wrapped up in it. Totally obsessed, lost track of the world.” That was pretty much all I knew.

“That’s not my power,” Dad mused.

“It might be an early stage. She has the comprehension skill you do, but she doesn’t know enough science yet to communicate that comprehension with her language centers,” Mom countered. I ought to have felt incensed that I’d been brushed off with “doesn’t know enough science,” but compared to Dad? No, I didn’t know enough science.

We pulled into the driveway. Dad set a speed record getting out of the car.

“To my workroom, young lady. We’re going to find out what you built, and what you can do,” he ordered.

Maybe a “young lady” jar next to the other two?

I beat Dad to the lab. Workroom, laboratory, whatever you want to call it. Me, I’m getting a lab. Since Dad’s specialty is applying other people’s theories rather than research, it was actually a fancier version of the school’s shop class. Much, much fancier.

I had to wait, hands clasped and grinning like a mad scientist, while he unlocked the door. I felt like I’d float right up to the ceiling. The master was going to take a look at my handiwork and tell me what it did! Eagerness scampered up and down my spine. Come on, door!

Dad was in a hurry too, but not enough. It must have taken him thirty seconds to unlock the door, turn on the lights, and ask me, “Okay, Pumpkin. Can you take off your creation safely so I can have a look at it?”

Good question. “I don’t know. I think so? Let me try.”

So I tried. The bracelet was too tight to slide over the wider bones of my wrist. In fact, the segments squeezed together, getting tighter, when I tried. Not a great sign, that. Pulling it back the other way didn’t help. I twisted it, and the segments turned against each other with a grinding resistance.

Oh, right, that’s how I got it moving the first time! I grabbed the band and rolled my fist around. The Machine began to writhe on my wrist. The head unbuckled, the tiny legs came out, and it crawled sluggishly around my arm. Sluggishly? It picked up steam, spiraling up my arm like the crazy metal bug it vaguely resembled.

“Hey, stop that!” It stopped. “Sit on my hand, not my face!” I yelled. The Machine scuttled forward again, now twining down my arm with purpose and crawling up on my hand.

“Voice commands?” asked my mother from the doorway.

“She’s thirteen,” my father threw back skeptically.

“Sit up!” I ordered The Machine. HA! It reared up on my palm like a snake!

“Voice commands,” my mother repeated. She sounded amused, and her folded arms and lazy posture as she leaned against the doorjamb shouted her sarcastic amusement at my dad’s cautious attitude.

“Unless you think she found a voice recognition unit in her middle-school shop class, she built one in less than half an hour. We’re well into superhuman territory here already,” she added.

HA! I resisted my urge to stamp my feet and laugh. HA!

“It is an advanced-placement middle school,” Dad tried. Neither Mom nor I dignified that with a response. He hadn’t been serious anyway.

“May I examine it?” Dad asked when we’d been silent at him long enough.

“Sit still, and don’t do anything,” I ordered The Machine. It didn’t respond, which was good, right? I picked it off my hand with two fingers—kind of heavy to carry that way—and put it in Dad’s hands. It stayed in its reared up posture like a statue.

Good enough!

He unlocked his computer, laid The Machine on his scanner, closed the lid, and started tapping buttons. “An interior layout will tell us the most. We’ll try scans all across the wavelengths, but we’ll begin with a simple X-ray.”

The giant virtual screen he built just to prove that it could be done lit up. There was The Machine, a white cylinder with little legs sticking off of it. Solid white. Dad magnified one of its segments. The straight edges weren’t straight, they were blobby in this representation. The interior was solid, unvarying white. Plain white.

“It’s made of metal, so I guess X-rays were never going to penetrate too well,” I said.

“At the intensity I bombarded it, I should get at least a blurry interior picture,” Dad countered. I watched him adjust the wavelengths. I watched nothing whatsoever change on the picture. Okay.

He switched to magnetic imaging. Same thing. “Well, it eats a very broad range of energy types. I might be able to overload that effect, but if I succeeded I’d only damage the device,” he observed.

“Please don’t.” This was my first invention as a superhero. Even if it did nothing we hadn’t seen already, or stopped working in ten minutes, I wanted to keep it to show my grandchildren one day!

“We’ll try passive mapping systems,” Dad assured me. He clicked a few menus. There, that was the passive magnetic scan.

Well, I guess it worked. “All I can tell is that it’s full of junk,” I said. It looked like a regular medical X-ray, all cloudy bits inside solid shell.

“You really packed in the gears, Pumpkin,” he told me. Complimented me, I guess. I held up a finger, and Mom nodded. I was cleaning up on the Pumpkin jar this week!

“What’s the bright rectangle?” I pointed at the one shape that stood out in the body.

“I think it’s a 9-volt battery. It’s mostly drained. I’m not seeing signs of electrical current,” Dad answered. Then he sighed, clicked off the scanning program, unsealed the scanner and heaved up the lid. “Eyeball examination will have to do.”

He picked up The Machine, and, on an impulse, I ordered, “Straighten out.” It did, extending into a straight line maybe a foot long. Less, really. So it was still active!

Watching Dad put it in a vise and pick up his screwdriver made my heart seize up, but I just had to be cool. He wouldn’t risk breaking it. Not something this valuable. His glasses rearranged to magnify as he peered into the many gaps in The Machine’s plates.

Right now, his own super power was working, trying to connect what he knew about science with the thing in front of him, analyze the pattern, and distill it into a practical result. “Your guess is as good as mine as to what it does. I’d swear it’s purely mechanical. I can’t find a power source at all,” came the answer.

Wow, I’d outfoxed Dad’s super power. Go, Penny!

“Superhumans with creative powers traditionally create artificial life or perpetual motion the first time their powers emerge. Looks like our Penny pulled off both at the same time,” Mom told Dad. She sounded proud, but…

“There’s no such thing as perpetual motion, even for us,” I argued. “Us.” HA! I get to say “us” from now on!

“Photosynthesis looks like perpetual motion if you don’t know anything about chemistry. How could shining sunlight on chemicals keep reactions going forever? There’s always a price, always entropy being made and fuel being consumed. We still call something like this a perpetual motion machine because it looks like it’s ignoring those rules. Like your mom said, they’re the first thing most mad scientists make.” Dad leaned back in his chair and put his elbows on the desk as he explained all this to me. His glasses whizzed and clicked, rearranging to their normal configuration.

“Mad scientists are villains, Dad. I’m not a mad scientist,” I scolded him.

“I’m not sure you’re anything, yet,” he countered. Wait, what? I looked back at Mom. She wasn’t correcting him.

When I went back to staring at him, he explained, “It’s normal for superhuman powers to go off without—”

I cut him off, throwing up both hands. “I know, I know! You don’t have to give me the super-powered Birds And The Bees speech!” Criminy, he was probably right. I’d worked completely on instinct. Maybe my powers hadn’t emerged yet, after all.

“Can I have my Machine back?” I asked immediately. I knew I sounded like a begging baby, but when Dad pulled it out of his vise and set it in my hands, when I tried to bend it around my wrist and it got the hint and locked up like a bracelet again, I felt so much safer. This was my proof. I’d done something no regular human could possibly do.

“It’s fine, Penny—”Mom started, her voice gentle.

I interrupted her. “I really don’t want the super-powered Birds And Bees speech, Mom!” Being patronized would make this worse.

“I was saying, it’s easy to check,” she corrected me. “Brian, you don’t mind if she uses your work room for this, right?”

“Go right ahead, Pumpkin. Make another. Make anything,” Dad urged me, sliding out of his chair and stepping over by Mom.

Eek. Okay, pressure time. Big, big pressure time, Penny. I looked around. Dad’s machines made even less sense than the ones in the shop. Well, no, that wasn’t true. Everything here was nicely labeled, and, even if I didn’t know how to work it, that machine over there stamped microchips, and there was his micro water knife, and… well, I sort of understood everything I saw.

Okay, build another Machine. I looked at it, wrapped snugly around my wrist. I’d felt so inspired. I’d needed to recycle circuit boards, right? What was it like to think that way?

It wasn’t coming. Maybe something simpler? I had all the parts here. I knew how Dad’s nervous system antenna worked. Funny now that building it would do its job for it.

I still didn’t know the math. I didn’t know what I was doing.

I must have signaled my defeat somehow. I became aware of Dad standing over me, and he reached down and wrapped his arms around my middle and picked me up. I didn’t think he was still strong enough to do that.

“Okay, I’m going to be serious, Princess. The bad news is, you’ll have a flash like this every few months, not as impressive, but you shouldn’t expect your power to emerge for at least a year, maybe three or four.” His voice was low and smooth as he laid it out. Not comforting, exactly. Professionally respectful, one superhuman to another.

Then he turned me in his trembling arms, as much as he wanted to pretend I was still eight and he could do this easily, and he leaned his head down until his glasses tapped mine. “The good news is, your powers are on their way and they’re amazing. Maybe you’re not a superhero now, but you will be one day. You proved that today. The only question is where we go out to eat to celebrate.”

”Pizza Place!” I answered instantly. The prospect of the best pizza in the world soothed my disappointment considerably. I wrapped my arms around Dad and hugged him, and our glasses clinked again. His were way more complicated and high tech, but you know what? Now it was only a matter of time.
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“The Audit! Run for it! Everybody run for it!” the owner yelled. Cooks and deliverymen scrambled around like scared ants.

“This must be the twentieth time you’ve made that joke,” Mom told him as everybody smirked.

“Twenty? Really?” he asked her. Everyone settled down and got back to cooking.

“Contrary to rumor, I don’t count everything, Mr. Grigoryan,” Mom informed him. Her hands at her side flashed me seven fingers.

It was easy to enjoy the humor as I climbed into my seat. The tables and chairs in Pizza Place are really high. I’ve never asked why. It’s Los Feliz, so I’m not sure there has to be a reason. The smell of cooking cheese hung thick in the air, and I just couldn’t wait.

A meal at Pizza Place really eases the disappointment. Of all the tiny little restaurants that litter Los Feliz and serve amazing food, this is my favorite. It’s small—two tables inside and one outside, small—but the pizza is so good. So good.

Forget cafeteria pizza. They brought ours to the table, with
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