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I came home from school on Friday afternoon to find the fire alarm screaming and the kitchen filled with thick pea-green smoke.

“Mom?!” I yelled over the noise. I waved my hand in front of my face to try and sweep the swirling fog out of the way. It smelled like my dirty laundry basket. “Mom! Should I be running or...” I tried not to cough. “What are you doing?”

A dark, somewhat Mother-shaped silhouette walked toward me. “Oh, Daniel! You’re home. How was school?” she asked.

I left the front door open and quickly felt my way through the small breakfast room to open a window. I could hear Mom doing the same thing across from me in the kitchen.

THUNK. The window finally slid up as if it too needed a breath of fresh air.

“School was fine,” I said, waving smoke out with a hot pot holder from the table.

“Good,” my mother gushed. “Did you try out for soccer?”

I did not want to talk about soccer. But all week Mom kept asking about it. She just... didn’t understand. 

“Why is our house full of dirty sock fog?” I asked instead. I hoped it wasn’t the same stuff she had made back in February. She’d made indivisible gas on our family stove. 

Get it? Not invisible. 

I’d love to be invisible. That would be cool. But In-di-vis-i-ble, you know, like it wouldn’t come apart. We couldn’t change clothes or comb our hair for two weeks.

My mom, goggles atop her frizzed dark hair and rubber gloves up to her elbows, waved her hand to chase the smoke away. “Oh, by the way, great news, sweetheart.”

Instead of telling me what the great news was, she became obsessed with trying to force the fan above the stove to its highest setting. The smoke alarm continued to blare loudly, pounding in my head.

“Isn’t this what the Secret Lab is for?” I yelled over the noise.

“The Lab’s a mess,” Mom called back, slamming fan buttons until one of them decided to work. “I’ll pay you twenty bucks to clean it for me.”

She covered her ears as I took the broom from the pantry and jabbed the handle up into the smoke alarm, trying to press the itty-bitty reset button. I was a few inches short, even when I stood on a chair. Being short can be terribly inconvenient sometimes—most times.

Mom wasn’t much taller than me, but she stepped up on the kitchen table, took the broom, and swung it like a baseball bat.

The alarm cracked down the middle and went sailing across the house, hitting the kitchen window and falling piece by piece into the sink.

Blessed silence.

She stepped down, then gracefully slid the chair back to the table.

I let out a sigh of relief, finally able to hear myself think again. “I cleaned it last weekend.” Seriously, she lost it whenever I left my socks on the floor, but Mom could clutter her lab with her random inventions in a matter of minutes. “If it’s so dirty you’re willing to pay me to clean it, I want thirty-five dollars, at least,” I said. That was how much more I needed to buy Cyber Ninja 3, due out Wednesday after next.

“I’ll pay the whole sixty if you get it done tonight,” she said, craning her head back like a backwards flamingo to smile at the empty hole where the smoke alarm had been.

Whoa. A new game just for cleaning her lab? Something was definitely weird here, even for us.

“What’s with the smoke, Mom?” I asked again, slowly this time, a chill running down my spine. A stupid little place in my mind hopped around happily like an idiot, celebrating Cyber Ninja 3. But the more reasonable part of me plugged in the flashy road signs that read, ‘Turn back, Daniel! Trouble ahead! Run away!’

“I think I’m going to fight Supreme,” Mom said.

Even stupid me stopped dancing at this revelation. “Again?” I blurted. I had kind of hoped she’d forgotten the superhero existed. “Why?” I asked, my brain working overtime trying to find the best way to talk her out of this. Something like...

‘I need help studying for a big test,’ or ‘Hey, we’re due for a vacation, want to dig to China?’ Or even, ‘Hey Mom, can we get a dog?’

I was about to settle for the dog distraction—because knowing Mom, she really would want to try and dig to China, and I wasn’t sure how I felt about that—when, like the idiot I was, I let my curiosity get the best of me. 

She poured some sort of inky black substance into a set of cow shaped coffee mugs and walked calmly across the yellowish ivory-colored tiles of the kitchen until she set the mugs on coasters at the table. This was the source of all the kitchen drama of just moments ago, and she was treating it like a batch of her amazing hot chocolate, which we often drank clean through the summer. But I knew better.

“I’m NOT drinking that,” I said.

“Sure you will, and you’ll love it.”

I shook my head. Whatever was in those cups, good, destructive, or otherwise, wasn’t nearly as important as the fact that Mom was acting like it was any other day, yet she had just said she was planning to face him. 

“Why?” I asked.

She sat on the dining room chair at the head of our table and smiled her most ‘Mother knows all’ kind of smile. “Because I got it right this time. Invisibility.”

“No, Mom. I mean... Wait. Really?”

She grinned at me, and I couldn’t help but smile back. She looked smug. “Yep. And now, the key to knock our friend Supreme down a few pegs. Mawhahaha!”

“Cool! Wait... no, Mom.” I stepped closer to her so that she’d have to listen to me. “Every time you fight the guy, he kicks your butt.”

“Well, that’s just rude.” Mom pouted.

“Can’t we just keep ignoring him? He’s fine. We’re fine. The only time he even bothers us is when you bother him first. Remember over Christmas, the whole mall thing?”

“You know as well as I do that those employees were pocketing those donations.”

“Okay fine, sure, but... I mean... Why do you want to fight him, anyways?”

“Oh, I just feel like it,” she sing-songed and chuckled. If she had real reasons, she wasn’t going to tell me. She took a sip from her mug, then spat it out almost immediately and glared at the liquid for the monstrosity it was. “Can you still see me?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“Don’t drink that.” She swiped my cup from the table and walked both cups back to the counter. “He has a ridiculously stupid name,” she continued. “I mean, ‘Supreme’? Just who does he think he is exactly?”

“Yeah,” I said, getting a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach. “‘Misery’ is so much better.” She did know what the newspapers called her, right?

Mom chuckled. “We’re fighting him tomorrow, and clearly this plan isn’t going to work.” She dumped my mug into the sink and jumped back when the stuff hissed and smoked. It even started to burn through the broken alarm parts, and then through the stainless-steel basin.

Mom watched it, head cocked to the side, entranced.

“Mom...”

“It’s fine. We needed a new one anyway,” she said with a wave of her hand.

“A new plan, or a new sink?”

“Both,” she said briskly, taking her cup with her and walking toward the living room as if she might consider drinking it after all. “Go clean the lair. Now. And I’ll give you one new video game and the power of invisibility. Go.”

Most people had televisions, pool tables, or a bookshelf or two in their basements. 

Ours had half a dozen worktables bent under heavy inventions, some world ending, some not so world ending. There were long Slinkies that could go up the stairs as well as down, some boomerang rockets, and a collection of trinkets that looked innocent enough but probably did something crazy—like let you walk on the ceiling or fly or something like that.

I started picking old tools and scrap wire up one by one. 

A robot note strutted across the desk in front of me, a neon-colored message flashing across its squarish belly. 

“Go away,” I muttered as it tried to pinch me with its little wire legs. 

Its note said, ‘Shoes that jump over buildings are useless if you’re not wearing them.’ 

So, I flicked it away with a finger and sent the robot sailing to the other side of the room. A second note with ‘What is HIS weakness?’ written across the front squeaked and scurried away from me in panic, hiding behind a little blue pail of pencils.

I picked an empty box off the floor and dumped the toy collection in it; the Slinky, and a top that could spin forever. I had no idea why Mom invented either of those. I doubted Supreme cared about a slinky that could climb stairs. But then again, I had no idea why Mom cared about harassing the guy either. 

Sure, his name was dumb, and he was clearly kind of full of himself, but at his core, he was a hero—or whatever. 

I shoved the box of inventions onto the thick metal shelves surrounding the room. The only thing I didn’t clean was Mom’s new suit. A wiry, tentacle type purple thing that looked like it had claws on the arms. 

While I was cleaning, Mom came down the stairs, a white lab coat swaying across her flower-print leggings and mis-matched flats. She moved to her chemistry set on the table and turned on some of her favorite music, which was interrupted, much to her annoyance, with some Supreme Man fluff news.

Luckily Supreme Man came on scene and saved all five people trapped in the burning building, the news reporter said.

“Mom. Maybe you shouldn’t actually fight the guy who... you know... saves people’s lives?”

She wasn’t even looking at me when I talked, too engrossed in whatever it was she was making.

“He’s so full of himself,” she muttered.

“Well, sure but—”

“He thinks I’m the bad guy.” She huffed.

“No, but... I mean, we did turn his favorite animal shelter inside out.”

Mom didn’t say anything to that, but I could see her grinning as she worked. Then, under her breath, she said, “This is going to be so much fun.”
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“So, let me get this straight. You’ve decided to go after Supreme because you don’t agree with his politics? He’s telling people to vote for a guy you don’t like? So, we’re going to blow stuff up?”

Do all mothers not make sense?

I opened the trunk of our car and felt around for my backpack. It was invisible now, along with the inside lining of my jacket. 

Apparently, that sludge Mom tried to drink last night was now officially our new invisibility laundry soap. It left things smelling a bit burnt, but otherwise the stuff worked. I had to admit, this was her best invention ever, even better than the neon laser gloves she was wearing now, and definitely better than those annoying robot notes.

I slung the backpack over my shoulders awkwardly and followed her across the parking lot and into the crowded park. “Mom, they’re just minding their own business.” 

There were a lot of people here. Which would have been great if my backpack held something like a picnic, a time machine, or bootleg movie theater snacks. 

But that’s not what was in it at all.

Mom ignored me. She flipped her sunglasses down over her eyes and pulled the wrist straps around her laser gloves tight. 

My stomach had started doing flip-flops.

“I wonder if he designs his own costumes,” Mom mumbled quietly. “They’re terrible.” Her hands fluttered to the pockets of her cargo pants, which were full of various objects, her own weird brand of super-tech. String that tied itself in knots, a laser pointer that turned whatever it was pointed at inside out, and a bottle of goo that could break any solid object in an exact half. “Yellow and red are not his colors.”

I followed her gaze to the stage that had been set up for this rally. 

Supreme was up there shaking hands with a jittery politician. I couldn’t care less who was mayor, or treasurer, or whatever the heck the guy was trying to do. It was Supreme and the security guards who worried me. For all I knew, invisible backpack or not, a SWAT team would appear out of nowhere and take us to prison. That is, if they could make it through all the photographers and their storm of flashing cameras. 

I clutched the invisible straps on my backpack more tightly.

“All those lonely hearts in the front. I wonder if I could make a mind control device,” Mom said, never taking her eyes from the superhero. “I could have an army made of his own fans.” She snickered quietly.

“Okay, that’s great, but can we not get any closer? Please? 

Mom stopped. “Uh, sidekick’s new.”

“What?”

“Sidekick,” she repeated, nodding toward Supreme and back a bit.

Standing there was the perfect image of a hero’s ultra-fan/sidekick—complete with dark blue tights, a long coat for a cape, and a teeny itty-bitty mask under
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