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      Sad music from the MegaStation made the loneliness of the past two weeks even worse.

      Kelly Donovan—aka Übergirl—sprawled on the living room floor in front of the couch, watching a cutscene play in Trials of Tabrin, her Star Prince video game. The evil Doctor Infinity had tricked Star Prince into thinking his girlfriend, Miss Omni, betrayed him and helped the bad guys… so they had a fight and he stormed off.

      Despite being pretty sure the characters will realize the lie before the game ends and become friends again—well, kissy friends—the cutscene bothered her. The storyline didn’t make her emotional since the comics and books she read used the false break-up trope all the time. She hadn’t even really been listening to Miss Omni talk to herself about the situation.

      Her sadness came entirely from the music.

      The somber track felt more like the background for her real life than the video game. Mom didn’t sit behind her on the couch doing work stuff, occasionally commenting on the game’s story. Kelly hadn’t played a co-op or even versus game against Dad in almost a month. Even before he had to go to that super-prison, he’d been absorbed in his work down in the lair.

      Her real mother tricked her with broccoli-stuffed ravioli and tried to get rid of her. Well, not really. More the way supervillains routinely tried to eliminate their nemesis heroes and never succeeded at it. At least, as far as Kelly thought, Mom had merely been playing a villain character. No one who really wanted to murder a person put them in an overly-elaborate deathtrap and walked away, especially not after they’d been completely unconscious and helpless. Her mother could’ve done anything to her after the broccoli made her so sick she fainted. Instead of really hurting her, she’d done something straight out of a comic book or a James Blond movie.

      Mom knows how much I like comics. Did she think that would be fun? Kelly bit her lip.

      Escaping laser death traps and sneaking into enemy lairs was fun—when she pretended. Having super powers for real started off as the most awesome thing she never imagined possible, even better than Alexis Stephens and her crew no longer bullying her. But… she couldn’t feel happy about being Übergirl without her parents. She’d happily go back to her old life, a nobody the older girls called Noodle Butt and threw in trashcans. Heck, she’d throw herself in the trashcan and roll down The Hill at school if it would bring her parents home.

      Dad created a robot version of Mom to take care of her. Whether or not he made it because he expected to be sent to jail so soon, she didn’t know… but he’d been prepared. He’d wanted to make sure Kelly stayed safe even if he couldn’t take care of her personally. The thought that scraps of her old dad still lurked somewhere inside the mad scientist he’d become brought tears to her eyes. Sure, whenever they played a video or board game that had themes, her father would always play the bad guy side. She used to think he did it so Kelly could get to be the good guys, but after he’d become The Brain Trust, she knew he liked being evil.

      Or at least pretending to be evil. Once, when she asked him why he kept taking the Imperials in all the Galactic Battles games instead of the Rebels, he’d said ‘they have much cooler ships.’

      Comic book villains came in several varieties of dark, and her father definitely landed on the lighter end. He’d steal from big corporations rather than vulnerable citizens, wouldn’t kill anyone, and generally came up with grandiose but annoying schemes. Not like the bad guys from the Ebon Wraith graphic novels. They killed people and did all sorts of really bad stuff. So bad, in fact, her parents wouldn’t allow her to read that series yet. She didn’t think she’d even want to when she grew ‘old enough’ for it.

      Kelly flicked her fingers at the controller, not quite ready to resume playing the game which had auto-paused at the end of the cutscene. The aliens, the Nolmek, hadn’t deliberately made the world into a superhero comic scenario. That meant it came from people. It also meant that some people might have become supervillains as dark as the ones in Ebon Wraith.

      She shivered.

      The Aegis, San Francisco’s local ‘hero group,’ reluctantly let her unofficially join them as sort of a mascot. They didn’t want to put her in dangerous situations due to her only being nine years old. As far as the really dark bad guys went—if any existed—she preferred letting the grown-ups handle it. In that situation, she didn’t mind being treated like a little kid.

      She’d discovered the Nolmek had come to Earth planning to expose all humans to energy from enormous crystals. This would make people tougher so they could survive being brought to some far-away planet and forced to work in mines. Normal humans couldn’t survive there. Thus far, roughly two percent of people had developed super powers at varying levels of impressive, but those hadn’t been part of the plan. In fact, the aliens appeared to be as shocked about them as Kelly had when she realized she’d become a superhero. Perhaps the giant octopus confused them as well, though she didn’t really care enough to ask.

      Kelly set the controller down, stood, and padded into the kitchen. Hospital-clean countertops glimmered in the afternoon sunlight. The place smelled of lemons, not a speck of dirt anywhere. A cluster of sparking chrome tubular robotic arms dangled over the stove from a half-sphere, poised to spring into action and cook whenever needed. Her father had made it so that even the house could take care of her. But, even though that machine would make her whatever she wanted to eat and never tell her ‘no, you can’t have pancakes three times a day,’ it couldn’t replace her parents.

      The kitchen table sat empty, as did the yard. No strange sounds came out of the lair. Sometimes, the electric whirr of the automatic lawnmower Dad made went back and forth for about an hour, but it only reminded her that he wouldn’t be out there pushing it.

      For two weeks, Kelly basically had the house to herself. Robotic arms, as well as Robo-Mom, handled all the basic tasks of parenting, but they couldn’t fix the loneliness and guilt. Every empty room she looked into worsened her sadness by making her think of funny or cool things her parents had done in them. The kitchen usually made her think about one time Dad had trouble opening a jar of strawberry preserves. After much grunting and silly faces, he’d finally gotten the lid off, but half the jam ended up on the ceiling.

      Sighing, Kelly walked over to the fridge. “Can I have iced tea, please?”

      Robotic arms fetched a plastic cup from the cabinet, opened the fridge, and poured her a glass. She stared into the tiny camera lens between the pincers holding the cup out to her, wondering if Mom or Dad could see her.

      “Here you are, Kelly,” said a male robotic voice attempting to sound cheerful.

      “Miss you guys,” she whispered before taking the cup and trudging back to the living room.

      Even homework had become a bit of a drudge. Normally, she adored schoolwork and learning. But with her parents both gone, it had become impossible to truly enjoy anything at all. Even the Star Prince video game felt more like a time sink than fun.

      If her real mother walked in the door, she’d run over, hug her, and sob. Even though the woman put her in the Murdermaster-3000, Kelly wanted her back. For a brief moment, she even regretted telling on her father and getting him in trouble for trying to mind-control San Francisco.

      She set the iced tea on the nearby coffee table and resumed playing the video game, albeit half-heartedly. I shouldn’t have been such a chicken. If I told Dad not to do it or stopped him all by myself, he wouldn’t have to be in jail. As long as nobody got hurt, it didn’t feel like lying or doing something bad to not tell anyone what she stopped her father from doing. But, she’d been afraid to confront him, unable to break his heart and tell him she’d gone hero. Instead, she told the Aegis, and her father ended up in a giant prison the aliens made for super-powered criminals.

      Something about that place bothered her, and not simply that it kept her father away.

      Robo-Mom walked down the stairs wearing Mom’s shirt and sweat pants. Except for some barely-noticeable seams in her fake skin, the robot looked eerily real. Perhaps Kelly’s super powers included sharper eyesight, since no one else who had seen the robot noticed they looked at a machine instead of Melinda Donovan. Robo-Mom had even gone to a parent-teacher meeting, shook hands with every one of Kelly’s teachers, and they all thought they spoke to an actual person.

      Kelly knew her mother’s real name, but almost never heard anyone use it. She wondered how many other girls years ago had reacted to the name ‘Melinda’ the same way a rush of trepidation and fear hit her every time she heard ‘Alexis.’  As a kid, her mother had ruined close friendships between five girls in her high school as well as made them break up with their boyfriends. Did she also pick on nerds and misfits, or merely retaliate against those who did something to her first? Could there be some grown woman out there now who would see Mom coming and hurry off in the other direction? Is it possible her mother might have thrown some other kid into garbage cans?

      Nah. Mom says that’s ‘boy bullying.’ Besides, those girls don’t even know she did it.

      However, Robo-Mom didn’t give off any hints whatsoever of being a former mean girl. Spending two weeks around her-slash-it made Real Mom seem quite obviously like an Alexis type person working super hard to be nice to other people. The replacement mother never brushed Kelly off because she ‘was busy doing something’, never got frustrated and snapped at her, never talked about how good it felt to ‘crush’ the other side in a sales meeting… and so on. However, Robo-Mom also never seemed to ‘just know’ whenever Kelly felt sad, needed a hug, or something had gone wrong.

      As weird as Mom could be sometimes, having a completely perfect, softhearted version of her didn’t feel right. The first couple days had been kinda scary as the pure concern and sweetness the robotic copy showed felt too much like how Mom acted while tricking her into eating the veggie ravioli. Eventually though, Kelly realized the fake mom had been made to be the perfect caregiver and lowered her guard… a little.

      The android mother headed to the kitchen, offering a smile and a wave on the way past the sofa. “Hi, sweetie. Remember, you’ve got about eight minutes left of your game time.”

      “What?” Kelly hit the pause button and twisted around to look at her.

      Robo-Mom stopped in the archway to the hall. “Oh, come on, sweetie. You know quite well you’re allowed one hour of video games on a school day.”

      Kelly blinked in surprise. In the days after the crystal bombardment, Real-Mom gave up on that rule. For a while, being able to play video games for as long as she wanted had been awesome… until it made her feel guilty. At first, this robot enforcing her mother’s old rule surprised her, but then she realized today had been the first time she’d touched a video game since ending up an orphan. She’d been so heartbroken over losing her parents for the past two weeks that she hadn’t bothered.

      Not even for Star Prince, her favorite.

      For an instant, being told she had to stop playing annoyed her. But… an old parental rule meaning something again also kinda felt like Real-Mom had come home. It created a sense of normal, even if a mere robot pretended to be her mother. Despite having been kind of ‘meh’ to the game that afternoon, she hated having only eight minutes left to play it. However, she’d obey Mom’s rule. Robo-Mom didn’t put that law in place, merely reminded her of it like an alarm clock reminded her about having to go to school in the morning.

      Sadness came out of nowhere when she thought about her mother no longer enforcing that—or any—rules. Had Mom stopped caring about her as soon as she got powers and became Emophage? Like, her mother no longer had to pretend to be part of a family and could truly let the mean girl out of the cage of responsibility. Or maybe, Mom simply felt proud of her for breaking rules.

      “Yes, Mom,” said Kelly, speaking to her absent biological mother.

      Robo-Mom smiled and walked out of sight down the hall.

      Kelly didn’t dislike the robot, even if its idealized version of Mom could be creepy sometimes. The worst part about her-slash-it was that it made her miss Real Mom even more, as well as Dad. Having a Mom-impersonator at the table for meals helped a little, but the machine didn’t eat, which made the scene feel fake.

      Somehow, neither the police, the school, nor anyone else appeared to notice that a nine-year-old had been living at home alone for two weeks. Kelly suspected that her real mother had something to do with that. If the woman could reprogram Alexis’ parents to be nice to her, she could make social services think it normal for a kid to be on her own this small. Of course, everyone believed that her mother stayed home. Only her best friend Paige knew the truth, and Kelly hadn’t exactly told any teachers her real mother had run away.

      As nine-year-olds went, Kelly was overly mature, intelligent, and responsible. Considering the robots did the dangerous stuff like cooking dinner, cleaning toilets, and mowing the lawn, she probably could be okay here without parental supervision… especially since she had a robotic guardian. However, an android didn’t really love her. It pretended to.

      “Time, honey,” said Robo-Mom, walking back in.

      “Mom?” asked Kelly, steering her character around in midair to head for the nearest save crystal. She’d taken to referring to the android simply as ‘Mom’ out of habit and laziness.

      “Yes?”

      “My other mom, the bio one. She stopped limiting me to an hour for video games. Do you think she did it because she thought it didn’t matter how long I play, because she stopped caring about me, or what?”

      Another thing that bugged Kelly: Robo-Mom understood the concept of save crystals and never questioned why she ‘kept playing’ after being told to shut it down. Her actual mother always expected her to instantly shut off the system and put it away, no matter how many times she explained having to move the character to a specific location in order not to lose progress.

      Robo-Mom approached and sat on the floor beside her, putting an arm around her back. “Aww, sweetie. Your other mom loves you very much, but she sometimes doesn’t know how to show it.”

      Kelly smirked to herself, remembering how scared she’d been when she doubted her ability to escape the Murdermaster-3000. “Gee, ya think?”

      “I do.” Robo-Mom kissed her atop the head.

      The gesture simultaneously reassured Kelly and made her cry, as it reminded her of the mother who’d left. Vanishing, leaving her alone, hurt more than putting her in an elaborate death machine.

      “So why did she…?” Kelly choked up too much to keep talking.

      “I’m sure she regarded it as rule-breaking, which she is now proud of you for.”

      A deep sigh deflated her like a too-skinny balloon. “Ugh. I meant go away.”

      “Oh. I’m not sure, sweetie.”

      Robo-Mom held her close, rubbing her shoulder and sitting with her while she guided Miss Omni to the save crystal. The duplicate mother had a soft, humanlike body quite unlike the false Alexis bots Dad made to test her powers. It didn’t feel quite the same as having her real mother holding her, but the robot seemed human enough to reassure her more than hugging Floppet.

      After putting the game system away, Kelly moped around the house, not sure where to go or what to do. She stood in her room for a few minutes looking at her bookshelf before sighing at her desk and the neatly stacked schoolbooks. The teachers hadn’t given out much homework today, and she’d finished it soon after coming home out of obligation rather than enjoyment.

      Nothing appealed to her. Not going outside to pretend-infiltrate a villain lair. Not reading, not comic books, not coloring, not toys… not even Floppet. She’d gone downstairs an hour ago to play video games as a distraction rather than for fun. Sighing, Kelly flopped to sit cross-legged in the middle of her room, chin in both hands, staring at the rug, worrying about her parents.

      “I gotta do something to help them… but what?”

      None of her dolls or stuffed animals had an answer.

      Her parents’ absence hurt more than any beating Alexis and her friends ever gave her. The silence of her room got to her after a while, making her even lonelier. Mom’s uneasy, almost guilty expression right before she’d walked away from the Murdermaster-3000 proved the woman still cared. Tears blurred her vision. With dad in prison and Mom who-knows-where, she had no idea where to even start trying to fix things. Tears built up in her eyes, threatening to fall.

      “Übergirl isn’t supposed to cry.” Kelly sniffled. “Stop it! Stop crying.”

      Before full-on sobbing made it impossible to move, she leapt to her feet, ran to her parents’ room, and threw herself on their bed.
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      Ding.

      The doorbell stalled Kelly’s tears. She lifted her head away from Dad’s pillow and looked out the door into the hall, listening to the soft thumps of Robo-Mom crossing the house. A creak came from the front door hinge.

      “Oh, hi there, hon,” said Robo-Mom.

      “Hi, Mrs. Donovan. Is Kelly here?” asked Paige.

      A month ago, if anyone had asked her about things she thought would never happen, ‘having a friend’ would have ranked as more unlikely than developing real super powers. Paige Warren had a lot in common with her. Both girls loved comic books, reading, did well academically, and possessed awful social skills. At ten, Paige hadn’t become a target for bullies picking on the tiniest girl in school, but she had wound up virtually unnoticed. Although they had been in the same class since fourth grade, Kelly couldn’t remember even one time Paige had been anything more than a bit of background scenery. The girl had no other friends, hadn’t even talked to anyone at school for years. On the upside, no bullies bothered her either.

      Watching Alexis and her crew trash Star Prince #17 three weeks ago clued Paige in on Kelly’s fondness for comic books and perhaps triggered some sympathy. Enough to allow her to overcome her shyness and approach. Whether because they had the shared experience of being so lonely, a bunch of common interests, or some other thing neither understood, a short time of being friends had made them as close as sisters.

      Mom had been right. Kelly did need a friend. Having Paige to hang out with made her feel better, despite her current gloom over technically being an orphan. True, neither of her parents had died, but two weeks of no contact sure felt the same.

      “Yes, come on in dear. She’s up in her room,” said Robo-Mom.

      Kelly crawled to the end of her parents’ huge bed, slid to her feet, and headed out into the hall, not too concerned if her friend caught her crying in that room. The girl already knew exactly how she felt.

      “Hey.” Paige emerged from the top of the stairs at the end of the hall and started to smile at her, but went wide-eyed. “Ack.”

      “Hey,” said Kelly, while trudging to her bedroom doorway.

      “What’s wrong?” Paige ran down the hall and leapt into a hug. “Something new happen? Or…”

      “Nah. Just frustrated that I can’t do anything about my parents.”

      “Yeah. Wow, your mother still hasn’t even like called?”

      Kelly shook her head. “No. But… I think she sometimes like takes over Robo-Mom. Kinda how Dad would put on the headset and ‘become’ the kitchen robot.”

      “Wow. How can you tell? Do her eyes glow or something?”

      “I can just tell. They don’t act the same. The robot’s almost too nice. I mean, it’s good she’s nice, but bio Mom isn’t that, umm… squishy.”

      Paige snickered.

      “Thanks for coming over. I was really bored. Didn’t wanna do anything, really.”

      “I get like that when I’m sad, too. Nothing’s fun.”

      Kelly frowned. “I’m not sad, I’m…” She sighed.

      “You’re sad. And that’s fine. You have reasons.”

      “But I’m Übergirl!” Kelly flailed her arms. “I’m supposed to be able to save people and make stuff right.”

      “You can’t fix everything by punching a giant octopus in the nose.” Paige held up one finger.

      “Octopi don’t have noses.” Kelly wandered into her room and looked around at everything. “What do you want to do? Can’t play games downstairs since I already used up my hour of MegaStation time today.”

      “That’s kinda lame.”

      Kelly glanced at her. “Your parents don’t limit your game time?”

      “They do, but it’s not strictly to one hour. If my homework’s finished and I don’t have anything else to do, they usually let me play. Especially if it’s raining.”

      “Oh.” She eyed the sunny window. “Not raining. Wanna go outside?”

      Paige shrugged.

      Kelly opened her window. “Hop on.”

      “’Kay.”

      Her friend clinging to her back, Kelly flew out the window and glided down to the yard. After they landed, Paige overacted sputtering on red floof. That got a laugh out of her and started a short debate about what, if any, superpowers her hair might have. Aside from being nearly unbreakable—and super fluffy—Kelly’s hair didn’t appear to have any other unusual properties.

      The fake tool shed Dad built to hide the entrance to his lair sat pretty much in the middle of the yard, right in the way of almost everything. It feeling like ‘typical Dad’ to do that rather than put it up against the fence in back or in the corner brought on another sad sigh.

      “Kel!” shouted Paige, from a distance away.

      She spun around, expecting something to have gone wrong… but her friend had only thrown the silver Frisbee at her. Like a small UFO, the toy reversed course before it reached her and went back.

      “Oh, duh.” Paige caught it. “I forgot this thing is like a boomerang.”

      “Self-returning Frisbee,” deadpanned Kelly, almost at the edge of tears again over missing her father. “Dad made it for me when I didn’t have any friends.”

      Paige beamed a huge smile. “Well, you have a friend now. Is there a way to turn it off and use it like normal?”

      “Umm. I don’t know. Never really played with it that much.”

      “Idea.” Paige ran over to stand next to her. “We can chuck it and take turns catching it instead of throwing it to each other?”

      “Okay.”

      Paige handed it over. “You start.”

      “Dad might’ve given this thing a control menu. Or maybe his mega-tablet can log into it and change the settings.” Kelly fiddled at it, but nothing appeared to be a button. Giving up, she just threw it.

      The Frisbee glided for about a hundred yards past the fence and came flying back.

      Paige tried to catch it against her stomach, but it swept her off her feet and pushed her sliding on the ground. “Oof.”

      “Sorry!” Kelly ran over to help her up. “My fault. I threw it too hard.”

      “It’s”—Paige coughed, the wind knocked out of her—“okay. You’re upset. I understand.”

      “I wanna get my parents back, but I don’t know what to do. And Mom could be anywhere.”

      Paige tossed the Frisbee past the tool shed. “Seriously? She’s only going to try and kill you again.”

      “She didn’t really want to kill me.” Kelly glided up off the ground to catch the return, which had gone high. She threw it again on the way back to the ground, taking care not to hurl it with beyond-normal strength.

      “The laser got close enough to burn your pants.”

      “Yeah. But, Mom knew I’d escape. Probably thinks it’s like being in a comic book movie and I’d think of it as fun or something.” Kelly bit her lip. I hope.

      They took turns throwing and catching the self-returning Frisbee for a while, not talking much. Paige started angling it in ways that made the disc come back ten, twenty, thirty feet off the ground so Kelly had to fly in order to catch it.

      After snagging a return flight nearly five stories up, Kelly wagged the Frisbee at her. “Careful. Someone’s gonna see me flying.”

      “So?”

      “Secret identity, Paige.” Kelly playfully bonked the Frisbee over her friend’s head.

      “You know it’s just like a courtesy thing, right?” asked Paige.

      “Huh?”

      “That little mask of yours isn’t really hiding anything. Your hair is so… so… epic. People just pretend not to know you’re Übergirl when you’re in street clothes because it’s like the rules or something.”

      Kelly shrugged. “I guess. But it’s the rules, right?”

      “Yeah.” Paige looked down.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Oh come on. I can see you’re upset.”

      “It’s nothing.” Paige shrugged. “Just a little jealous of superpowers. I wish I could fly up and catch Frisbees, too.”

      “You can have mine,” muttered Kelly.

      “No way.” Paige hugged her. “You are like amazing! I couldn’t take that from you. Besides, I can’t take that from you.”

      “Maybe you could get like a tech hero suit and use that to fly once you’re older.”

      “Why would I have to get older first?”

      “Who would be reckless enough to build a jet suit for a ten-year-old?”

      Paige opened her mouth to spit out an answer that came to her in under a second, but bit it back, looking guilty.

      “You can say it. My dad.” Kelly shook her head, sighing. “He totally would.”

      “I dunno. Giving a kid a jet suit is actually dangerous. He wouldn’t do anything seriously bad.”

      “Yeah, I guess.” Kelly kicked her bare toes into the grass. “Do you think supervillainy is permanent?”

      Paige struck a thoughtful pose, tapping her finger to her chin. “Umm. Not necessarily. There are tons of characters who change sides. Some start off as heroes, fall to villainy after something really bad happens, and maybe redeem themselves. Most villains have a tragic backstory, but a few are just plain bad. I can think of like six villains who pulled a hero turn and weren’t faking it.”

      “Yeah, but Dad tried to mind control people. That’s pretty bad.”

      Paige shrugged. “Nothing Rodney Rex didn’t do to thousands of kids.”

      “Ugh.” Kelly rolled her eyes. “Yeah, but a giant purple tyrannosaurus making little kids stare into space and sing mindless songs isn’t exactly the same thing as the kind of mind control my father wanted to use.”

      “True…”

      “Well, thanks for giving me some hope at least.” Kelly tossed the Frisbee again. “If my original plan doesn’t work, I have a Plan B.”

      Paige dove to catch the return Frisbee, landing in a somersault. “What’s your plan?” She threw it from a seated position, then stood up.

      “I’m going to pull the crystals out and chuck them into space.”

      “Whoa. Are you serious?” Paige stared at her, mouth open.

      The returning Frisbee hit her in the head.

      “Ow.” Paige rubbed the spot.

      Kelly snickered. “You let it hit you on purpose.”

      “Yeah. Seriously though… wouldn’t getting rid of the crystals take away your powers, too? All the powers are coming from them, right?”

      Kelly nodded. “Pretty sure.”

      “If you get rid of them… wouldn’t you lose your powers?”

      “So? I’d rather have my parents back.”

      Paige whistled. “Wow.”

      “Wow what? You wouldn’t give up powers to get your parents back?”

      “Umm.” Paige scrunched up her nose. “I mean, yeah… probably would, but it’s hard to think about since I don’t have any and my parents are okay. But wow, Kell. It’s not like you’ve got some lame ability like water-breathing. You’re talking about giving up serious one-in-a-million stuff here.”

      Kelly looked down, heart heavy. “My parents are more than one-in-a-million.”

      “Yeah… at least two-in-a-million. There are two of them.”

      The weight of sadness burst into a giggle. “You are such a dork.”

      “I know.” Paige grinned.

      “Thanks for being my friend.”

      “Same. It sucked being lonely. Still can’t believe I actually walked over and talked to you.”

      “I can’t picture you being so shy you’d be afraid to speak to Noodle Butt.”

      “Don’t call yourself that.” Paige stuck out her tongue.

      They both laughed.

      A distant foom came from overhead.

      The girls looked up at the same time.

      Quite far overhead, a flaming comet fell out of the sky, heading in the general direction of San Francisco downtown while leaving a faint trail of silver sparkles.

      “What is that?” whispered Kelly.

      “Eep!” Paige went wide-eyed. “Dunno. A meteor? Looks like it’s Übergirl time.”

      Kelly held up her left arm and stared at the big gem on her ZOOM bracelet. Dad called it the Zippy Outfit Oscillation Module. The bracelet stored one complete set of clothes inside it. Whenever she pushed the gem, her current outfit traded places with whatever the bracelet held. Usually, her super costume sat inside, the costume Dad made for her. She hadn’t put it on for two weeks, too sad over her parents—and ashamed of herself for getting her father arrested—to ‘play hero’ anymore.

      But Paige had a point. She didn’t play heroes anymore. She had become one for real.

      Kelly smacked her hand down on the gem. In a flash of pale purple light, her super costume replaced her dress. Putting on that outfit, becoming Übergirl, felt simultaneously good and like she’d done something wrong. Mostly good.

      “Yeah. You’re right.” Kelly peered up at the falling burny thing. “I can’t let that hit the city.”
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      Much to Kelly’s relief, the plummeting object turned out to be a damaged satellite that had unexpectedly re-entered the atmosphere and not a giant meteor or some manner of attack. She caught the crashing piece of mangled technology several miles above the ground, dragging it down to a reasonable speed before guiding it to the ground at Travis Air Force Base. Having no real idea what to do with a broken satellite, giving it to the military sounded like the best idea.

      All in all, it took her a mere twenty minutes.

      She swooped in to land in her backyard where Paige still tossed and caught the self-returning Frisbee.

      “What happened?” asked Paige.

      Kelly ZOOM-ed back to her dress and snatched the Frisbee out of the air before it hit her friend in the head again. “Just a satellite.”

      “Think the Nolmek shot it down?” asked Paige.

      “Dunno. Maybe. Or crashed into it. Couldn’t really tell. It looked really beat up.”

      “What did you do with it?”

      Kelly explained carrying the wreckage—as big as a cargo van—into a hangar at the Air Force base. Her description of the soldiers’ reaction to such a tiny kid holding up the huge satellite had Paige laughing herself to the point of tears.

      “It wasn’t even that big,” said Kelly. “Can you imagine if they saw the octopus?”

      “Hah!”

      Robo-Mom opened the patio door and walked into the yard. “Kelly? Paige?”

      “Yeah?” chimed both girls at once.

      “Would you two like to take a trip to the mall?”

      Kelly didn’t particularly want to go, but she also didn’t not want to go… so she shrugged. “Okay.”

      “Cool,” said Paige. “Lemme just ask my parents if it’s okay first.”

      While Robo-Mom might have only been a machine, she-slash-it made for an acceptable source of comfort. Kelly hovered close to her while Paige used the kitchen phone to call home. Mr. Warren, still oblivious to the truth that an android stood in for Mom, gave permission for the trip as long as they got home by dinner time.
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        * * *

      

      Kelly thought about her mother for most of the drive to the mall.

      Mom sometimes teased her that she didn’t ‘girl’ properly and shopped like a boy. Meaning, she wanted to go straight to whatever store had the specific item she’d gone to the mall to buy, get it, and go home. According to her mother, going to the mall meant visiting thirty different places based on whatever seemed interesting in the moment, plus hanging out for a while at the food court if only having coffee or a snack.

      Since being home right now made Kelly sad, she didn’t really object to wandering the mall in no hurry to be anywhere specific. The banners and signs all over showing Nolmek either smiling or posing like soldiers ready to protect humans did bother her, the only thing that made going to the mall annoying. The aliens came in two types. The smaller, smarter ones looked like huge snakes with kinda-human heads, big eyes, tiny mouths, and noodle arms. She hadn’t seen too many of those. Most of the aliens roaming around on Earth resembled big, beefy soldiers, their bodies muscular and thick. They had broad faces, horned ridges over their eyes, little holes instead of noses, orange-red skin like alligator hide, and pointy teeth. She thought of them as a mixture of people and dragons. Despite their size, they didn’t worry her too much… but the serpent-type Nolmek scared her.

      Even though they didn’t ‘stand’ much taller than her, the smarter aliens had mind control powers she couldn’t resist perfectly. When she’d discovered the alien facility in the science center, one of the scientist aliens had used that power to make her get in a pod so it could do… something bad to her. She’d broken free of its control before it hit the button, but she still hated the way it felt to ‘willingly’ obey the alien’s command. If she ever had to confront more than one serpent-type Nolmek at a time, they could probably keep her mind controlled.

      The big ones only had strength and some weapons. Compared to her, they didn’t seem all that strong. And they didn’t act all that smart, either. Nolmek, even pictures of them, watching her from all over the mall made her nervous. All the banners had the caption ‘benevolent protectors.’ That made her smirk. Not only because she knew it to be a lie, but anyone who had to constantly remind you how friendly they were couldn’t really be friendly.

      While walking along with Robo-Mom and Paige, she imagined the mall scenery changing. Instead of Nolmek pictures staring down at humans shopping in the mall, she saw real Nolmek glaring at human slaves forced to work in a dark tunnel. She didn’t have any real idea what that would look like, so she pictured a scene from the computer game Quarry Crafter. Basically, people smacking pickaxes at walls and loading ore nuggets into carts. Maybe the humans would be allowed to have slum cities, alien guards always standing watch.

      “It’s like they’re trying to get people used to seeing Nolmek around them all the time,” muttered Kelly.

      “Yeah, it’s kinda creepy.” Paige gazed up at one of the larger banners, showing a rail-thin African boy with a huge smile on his face, a glass of perfectly clean water in his hands, and a pair of warrior Nolmek giving thumbs-ups to the camera. “At least the real ones aren’t here.”

      “Keep an eye on the security guards,” whispered Kelly. “They could have a kidnap center set up anywhere.”

      Paige shivered.

      “Relax you two,” said Robo-Mom. “They’re not processing children.”

      “Yet,” muttered Kelly.

      She considered asking why the Aegis hadn’t made a bigger deal out of what she’d found at the science center. The news didn’t mention it, nor had anyone she knew even heard of it despite at least a hundred witnesses seeing the heroes drag the aliens out of there. Plus the people who had been abducted had to remember it. Yet, as far as she could tell, everyone pretended like nothing happened.

      The reason she didn’t ask is because she knew the answer. People didn’t want to believe the aliens could be here for evil reasons. The Nolmek showed up out of the blue, claimed to be saving the Earth from destruction, then freely gave humans all sorts of wonderful high-tech stuff. Because of them, several diseases had been cured, drought-stricken areas had plenty of water and food, and there had even been a dramatic reduction of military conflict all over the world. The Nolmek imposed a rule, refusing to give help or technology to any country unless they ceased all warfare.

      Her father suspected some countries would go straight back to causing trouble as soon as they could. So far, it hadn’t happened. Probably because the leaders feared the aliens had a way to disable or take back whatever technology they handed over. But that peace wouldn’t last forever.

      The girls spent a little over an hour following Robo-Mom from store to store. She bought Kelly some new clothes for school and even got Paige a couple things despite the girl initially protesting the cost. The Warrens couldn’t be called poor, but Dad made a ridiculous amount of money in the short time before he ended up in prison. They stopped at the comic place, where Robo-Mom treated them to a few books—including Star Prince #57, which had only been released a week ago.

      Kelly hadn’t even noticed the newest issue of her favorite comic had come out.

      Holding it made her think of Dad’s giant grin when he’d given her the collector’s issue seventeen. She felt guilty having the newest issue while her father sat in jail, and decided to set it aside for now, not reading it until her father came home, even if it meant years.

      For the most part, Kelly kept her glumness over the parents inside, though admitted to Paige that she hadn’t known the new issue hit the stores. This trip appeared to be Robo-Mom’s effort to cheer her up, so she tried to at least attempt being cheered up. Spending time with her stand-in parent helped far more than the idea of shopping or any objects that the android bought for her. Despite the woman being a machine, she eerily copied Mom since they’d arrived at the mall. Perhaps Real Mom had jumped in to ‘drive.’ It frustrated Kelly not to know for sure when her actual mother had the controls, or even if ‘controls’ existed. Every so often, the robot acted a little too much like her real mother, revealing hints of a vindictive streak in her tone or words.

      When they settled at a table in the food court to enjoy soft cinnamon pretzels, Kelly sighed at the treat in her hands. “I wish Mom would come home.”

      “Really?” asked Paige. “How would that even work? Heroes and villains living together? That’s worse than cats and dogs.”

      “I dunno. She’s still my mom,” said Kelly, hoping like heck her real mother happened to be tuned into the robot. “I don’t think I could like arrest her or anything. If she tried to hurt someone, I’d jump in the way but that’s it. But I don’t think Mom would really want to hurt anyone. Feels wrong to drag my own mother to the police. And there’s no way in heck I could knock her out.”

      Paige giggled.

      “What about that is funny?” asked Kelly.

      “Was just thinking, I kinda want to knock her out for putting me in that stupid exoskeleton and making me fight you… but I dunno. It wasn’t that scary a kidnapping. Just made me angry being stuck.”

      Robo-Mom raised an eyebrow. “It’s strange to hear a child say that being kidnapped was no big deal.”

      “Well, I mean…” Paige waved a hunk of pretzel around. “One, she’s my best friend’s mom. It felt more like she dragged me to some social event I didn’t want to go to. Or like an escape room. She never threatened me or hit me or anything. Worst part was being stuck in that tiny space inside the big ball.”

      “That big ball was a huge bomb!” Kelly thrust her arms out to either side. “That could’ve really hurt you.”

      “She wouldn’t have felt a thing,” muttered Robo-Mom.

      Kelly gave the android major side-eye. That has to be Real-Mom.

      “Think so? Did your mom put something inside it so it wouldn’t blow up if we were close?” Paige tossed the pretzel bit in her mouth.

      “Umm.” Kelly scratched her head. “I think Mom expected me to save you before it went off. She’s not exactly thinking too straight, yanno? That bomb probably would’ve gone off if I messed up. Putting a safety in it would’ve been too fake. We’re not acting in a movie. This is really happening. But, yeah… I’m pretty sure she knew we’d be okay. She could’ve done way, way worse and didn’t. So, if she comes home, I’d try to be like normal with her. I just want my parents back.”

      “Where did your mother go anyway?” asked Paige.

      Kelly looked up from her plate at her friend, shrugging. “No idea.”

      A man in the background, visible over Paige’s left shoulder, seemed too familiar to dismiss.

      “She’s probably hiding out in a villain lair somewhere,” said Robo-Mom. “Or maybe only a cheap motel room.”

      Kelly glanced sideways at the stand-in mother for a second, wondering if that had been a message from her real mom. “Well, she should come home.” She resumed watching the man.

      He sat alone at a table, wearing a brown jacket and the same sort of polo shirt and slacks her father used to for his office job. Salt-and-pepper hair made him look older than Dad by a touch, but he didn’t appear old old. The man picked at a plate of Chinese noodles, seeming downcast, obvious enough in his sorrow that she momentarily forgot her problems and wanted to help him.

      “What are you looking at?” asked Paige. “Is it something on my face?”

      “No,” whispered Kelly. “Behind you. That guy in the brown jacket eating alone.”

      Robo-Mom glanced to her left. “Is the man bothering you, sweetie?”

      “Only because I think there’s something wrong. And… he’s kinda familiar.”

      Paige twisted around.

      Kelly pulled at her friend’s arm. “Don’t be so obvious.”

      The man looked over at them. Paige emitted a faint squeak of alarm and whirled around, blushing. Kelly made eye contact with him—and remembered where she’d seen him before.

      “Holy crap, that’s Dr. Blaze,” whispered Kelly.

      “The fire glove guy?” asked Paige.

      “Yeah.”

      “Shouldn’t he be in jail now?” asked Robo-Mom. “You caught him trying to steal an armored car.”

      Kelly stood. “Yeah… something weird is going on. Be right back.”

      She crossed the food court, heading toward him. Upon noticing her approach, he leaned back as if afraid, rapidly searching around for an escape route.

      “What’s wrong?” whispered Kelly when she reached the table.

      Dr. Blaze, in street clothes, looked like a boring teacher rather than a fire-based supervillain. Beyond his unremarkable outfit, his thoroughly defeated attitude did more to make him seem ordinary. He studied her intently for a moment, lips twitching. “Oh, this and that. Secret identities don’t really work too well, do they?”

      “Your mustache, my hair… yeah.” She shrugged. “I didn’t walk over here to start a fight. Heroes and bad guys meeting each other while in their secret identities aren’t supposed to do anything. It’s like neutral ground or something.”

      “Dr. Edward Edwards,” said the man, offering a nervous hand.

      It struck her as a weird way for an adult to greet a kid her age, but she had thrown the guy around like a toy weeks ago. Whatever. Not like he could hurt her. She shook hands. “Kelly Donovan. Your parents named you Ed Edwards? Seriously? Are you actually a doctor?”

      He chuckled. “Yes. And yes. My father thought it would be funny. He’s not the one who had to go through school with that name.”

      “Ouch.” Kelly cringed. He probably went down a hill in a garbage can a few times at my age, too. “I, umm, wanted to talk to you because you looked like something’s wrong. Why are you so sad?”

      “Myo disappeared.” Dr. Blaze let out a long sigh.

      Kelly raised one eyebrow. “Wait. That big guy in the blue suit? You’re worried about him? But you were really mean to him.”

      He leaned his elbows on the table, staring out over the food court, a sad smile on his lips. “It’s only a shtick. He’s not really as simple as he acts. It’s just our routine, you know, characters. Myo is the big dumb guy and I’m the sarcastic genius. He’s like a brother to me.”

      “Didn’t you go to jail for trying to rob that armored car?”

      “Yes. We did. To that new super-prison out in the desert. It’s rather stark and bleak, but not particularly bad except for the boredom. Myo disappeared a few days after we arrived. No one would tell me where he went.”

      Kelly gasped, wide-eyed. “Disappeared?”

      “Yes. Since we’re a known duo, they wouldn’t let us have much contact, but we could see each other across the hallway. The cell doors did have small windows. A few days after we arrived, they put someone else in his room, and I didn’t see him at meal time anymore. When I asked about him, the guards just said they couldn’t discuss it.”

      “How did you escape?” Kelly fidgeted, worried about Dad ‘vanishing’ as well.

      “I didn’t. My powers are purely creativity and invention. One of their psychiatrists declared me ‘temporarily insane’ as a result of gaining superpowers overnight. They said I allowed my ability to make fantastic inventions to cloud my judgement, and let me off with a first time warning. But, Myo is still gone. No one can tell me anything.”

      Kelly folded her arms. Nothing about this made any sense. Normal people who try to rob armored cars ended up in jail for a long time. If anything, a super doing it would receive a harsher punishment. Most of the comics she’d read usually had some story element about the norms hating or resenting people who had abilities. However, aside from the occasional bit of jealousy, nothing like that had happened for real… at least not yet. Perhaps because the appearance of super powers didn’t come from unexplainable mutations but a rather obvious alien act.

      The Nolmek let him go because he hasn’t absorbed enough crystal energy yet. He’s no tougher than a normal man.

      “Umm…” Kelly clasped her hands in front of herself, feeling more like a kid talking to an adult than Übergirl confronting a villain. “When you were at the place, did you meet The Brain Trust?”

      “I did. He was in the cell next to mine.”

      “Was?” Kelly gulped.

      “They let me out.” Dr. Blaze twirled noodles on his fork but didn’t lift it off the plate. “The man’s a little goofy, but a phenomenal inventor. He somehow made devices with no access to anything even close to electronics. I’m baffled.”

      Kelly smiled, proud of her father. “He’s not an inventor… he’s a mad scientist. Stuff he builds doesn’t make sense. He can combine a roll of toilet paper and a pillowcase into a mole machine.”

      “Hah.” Dr. Blaze chuckled. “Well, if he’s able to do that, he wouldn’t still be in there. Suppose that’s why they cut me loose for being a normal guy with a big brain, but didn’t do the same for him. Shame though. He’s got so much potential, but he’s too whimsical to put it to any real use.”

      “Real use?” Kelly pulled her hair off her face. “Like what?”

      “Oh, think of the fire gloves he could make… or even vehicles. A fire tank? Aircraft? Fire spaceships even.”

      She sighed. “You really like fire, don’t you?”

      “It’s a theme. Part of the shtick.” He ate the fork of noodles. “Someone like The Brain Trust could create an energy source safer than nuclear and cleaner than coal. But he creates silly things like a device that makes it sound like a guard across the room farts.”

      She giggled at that, but didn’t stay smiling long as talking about Dad made her miss him even more.

      “Now it’s my turn to ask you why you look so sad,” said Dr. Blaze.

      “He’s my father.”

      “Ahh. I should’ve guessed that. You have the same hair.”

      “His chin is much pointier.”

      Dr. Blaze nodded. “Yes. It defies human anatomy.”

      “So does people flying around, and I saw an octopus the size of a house. The crystals are changing a lot more than only giving some people powers.”

      “True.”

      If Myo disappeared, Dad could be next. It has to be the Nolmek. I knew that prison was a big lie! She clutched her hands into fists.

      Dr. Blaze leaned back.

      “I’m not mad at you. It’s the aliens. They took Myo. They might take my dad, too.”

      “You shouldn’t do anything dangerous, but I guess what’s dangerous to you isn’t the same thing as what’s dangerous to most kids. So frustrating.”

      “Frustrating?” asked Kelly.

      He raised his hands in a gesture like he couldn’t make up his mind if he wanted to grab her by the throat or just pat her shoulders. “You’re so darn adorable and happy, which makes it far more infuriating to be unable to stop you.”

      “Uhh, thanks, I think?” She blinked. “But you were trying to steal money.”

      “Do you mind if I ask how you got there so fast? We didn’t see any sort of signal go up.”

      She shrugged. “No signal. I was walking to school and heard the crash.”

      “Ahh. And you just had to do something about it.” Dr. Blaze looked down, rubbing his forehead and grumbling.

      “I’m sorry Myo disappeared. But yes, I had to do something. I’m a hero. We can’t just watch bad guys do stuff and not try to stop them. But, even bad guys don’t deserve to be kidnapped by aliens. I’ll try to find Myo.”

      “Really?” Dr. Blaze looked up. “And what am I saying? You’re a little kid.”

      “So? I might be small, but I’m still a superhero.”

      He again gave her a head-to-toe look. “Well, you did beat Myo. As strange as it feels to talk to a little girl as though you might be able to help, maybe you can after all.”

      “I’ll try. Please don’t break the law again.”

      “With what? You smashed my flame gloves. I haven’t had the motivation to make new ones.” Dr. Blaze let out another sad sigh.

      Kelly looked down. She knew how he felt, having been so upset over her parents being gone that she couldn’t bring herself to do Übergirl stuff for two whole weeks, or even look at the costume.

      “You might be a hero, but you’re still a little kid. Don’t do anything that will get you hurt, okay?” Dr. Blaze patted her on the head.

      “I won’t.” She waved and walked back to the table where Paige and Robo-Mom both waited, staring at her.

      A new guilt nibbled at her. How many people over the past two weeks had needed help of some kind when she’d been moping around her house? No one could reasonably criticize her for how she felt. Hero or not, she remained a nine-year-old kid who’d lost both her parents in the same week. Of course, they hadn’t died or anything super bad like that, but her father would be gone from her life for a long time and Mom… no idea. She had only a robot to keep her company. Better that than being taken away by the state, though. If she got stuck going to foster parents, they probably wouldn’t live anywhere close to Paige. And she still had a familiar house full of familiar things. Losing her parents and winding up in strange surroundings would be even worse.

      She imagined Phoenix telling her that true heroes can handle their pain while still helping others. Sitting around at home feeling sorry for herself and guilty wouldn’t do anything to help anyone: not her, not her parents, not whatever random citizen found themselves eye-to-eye with a nightvoid.

      Kelly took her seat and fidgeted at the ZOOM bracelet.

      I am a hero. Übergirl is done hiding in her bedroom.

      “You okay?” asked Paige.

      “Yeah.” Kelly smiled. “I’m good.”
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      Robo-Mom made ravioli for dinner that night, then sat at the table much like Mom would, only without any food in front of her-slash-it.

      Trying not to look suspicious, Kelly cut one of the pillows in half to casually inspect the contents for green flecks. Nothing looked off, so she lifted a half-ravioli to her mouth and sniffed. Satisfied it contained only the cheese that should be there, she ate it.

      “No broccoli this time,” said Robo-Mom in a sweet, non-accusatory tone.

      Kelly tried to gasp and nearly choked.

      “I understand. It’s fine if you inspect the ravioli.” The android reached over and patted her on the back a few times. “You’ll probably be nervous about eating that stuff for a long time. I think your mother would want you to know she’s sorry for scaring you. And, while she might find it amusing to cause discomfort to people, I’m pretty sure she didn’t like having to do it to you.”

      “Then”—Kelly coughed again, took a couple sips of milk, and exhaled hard—“why did she?”

      “Because she knew you’d try and stop her from rescuing your father from the prison transport. Sometimes, parents have to do things that they don’t enjoy, like ground their kids, but it’s for a good reason.”

      “Breaking the law isn’t a good reason.” Kelly tried not to feel responsible for Dad having to go away. She’d done enough arguing with herself about if a ‘real hero’ would choose the law over family. Eventually, she’d decided to answer ‘no’. Real heroes chose what’s right. Laws weren’t always right or based on being good. Plenty of alien civilizations in the various comics she read had evil laws that good characters broke all the time. But, in this case, her father had tried to mind control San Francisco. That had been kind of a bad thing, so the law against it made sense. She couldn’t help him commit another crime by breaking out of jail.

      Kelly frowned at her plate and stabbed another hunk of ravioli.

      “You want your father home, don’t you? Not in prison?”

      “Yeah. Of course. More than anything. More than having powers. Why did he have to be a bad guy? This really stinks.” She let her hair fall over her face to hide.

      Robo-Mom got up and walked around behind her. Kelly tensed, but relaxed when the replacement mom administered a comforting hug instead of treachery via Brussels sprouts. “I will never betray or trick you, sweetie. You don’t have to be nervous around me. Your father programmed me to be the version of your mother that you knew before.”

      “It’s not that. I get nervous when people walk up behind me. Too many wedgies.”

      Robo-Mom chuckled but turned it into an ‘aww.’ “I’m sorry that used to happen to you, but no one’s doing it anymore, right?”

      “Nope. Even if they tried, it wouldn’t hurt now.” She looked up at Robo-Mom. “Alexis’ mother was mean to her. Her dad, too. That’s why she bullied me.”

      “Honey, not every bully has bad parents. Some people are just basically cruel for no reason… like Jaden Nieber’s manager.”

      “What did he do?” asked Kelly.

      “Set that boy loose on the world and made us listen to his music.” Robo-Mom shuddered.

      Kelly smiled, but didn’t quite laugh.

      “I’m kinda surprised you’re grinning at that. Most girls your age adore him.”

      “Eww. No.”

      “Wow. What don’t you like about him? Isn’t he cute?”

      Kelly smirked. “Maybe a little, but he’s so arrogant. Like he thinks he’s the greatest thing in the world and I can’t stand that. If you ever see those videos of him meeting fans, he acts like simply being near him is some great gift he’s giving them. He’s a total butthead.”

      For the rest of dinner, Kelly and Robo-Mom talked about normal things any other girl her age—well, any nerd her age—would talk about. She didn’t mention anything about crystals, aliens, Myo, or her plans to fix the Earth back to the way it had been before the Nolmek showed up. No crystals meant no powers, which meant everyone would go back to normal.

      Only one part of that plan worried her for being a problem. Well, two parts. First, the Nolmek had evidently made weapons which could hurt her out of the same crystals. They’d also made stuff like the power-stealing collars. Would a crystal as big as a skyscraper weaken her if she went near it? If standing next to a crystal made her back into a normal kid, she’d never be able to lift it out of the ground.

      And if it fell over on her… splat.

      Having to deal with supervillain parents still sounded better than going splat.

      The second problem she thought of involved diminishing returns. Would everyone’s super powers get progressively weaker little by little each time she threw a crystal into space? If so, she would eventually become too weak to keep getting rid of them, probably leaving quite a few stuck in the planet.

      Grr. It’s too dangerous or difficult for me to pluck the crystals out by hand. Maybe the Nolmek have a machine that can get rid of them.

      After dinner, Kelly went to wash her dish—she’d have done all the dishes, but the multi-armed robot already cleaned the pots. As soon as she got close to the sink, the metal tube limbs sprang to life, one extending from the module above the stove and grabbing the dirty plate from her. She stood there in stunned silence watching the machine clean her plate and put it away.

      “Okay then.”

      Robo-Mom convinced her to sit together and watch a movie, Pixel Studios’ Outside In. A story about a girl a little older than her dealing with sadness over an unwanted move to a new city away from her best friend. Bad choice. Kelly bawled like a… well, she bawled like a nine-year-old girl whose parents had gone missing for most of it. Robo-Mom comforted her, seeming way too much like Real Mom that things got eerie. It almost felt like her mother had come home.

      A few minutes after the credits stopped, the crying subsided. Two breaths later, it occurred to her she clung to an android. However, the substitute mom felt and sounded enough like a real person that it didn’t bother her too much.

      “Are you all right, sweetie?” asked Robo-Mom.

      Kelly gave her side-eye. “Seriously?”

      “I mean all right in the sense of recovering from that movie.”

      “Yeah.” She wiped her eyes. “Did you pick that one on purpose?”

      “In a way. You haven’t seen it before.”

      “Yeah, but she’s like at war with her parents because they did something stupid and thoughtless, and that feels a little too real right now.” Kelly wiped her eyes again.

      “Thoughtless and stupid?” asked Robo-Mom.

      “Became supervillains.”

      Robo-Mom brushed a hand down Kelly’s hair. “I meant in the movie.”

      “Oh. Moved her away from her best friend to a whole new city and didn’t even notice or care how that made her feel.”

      “You don’t think they should have moved?”

      Kelly shook her head. “No. Making her leave her only friend behind was really cruel. He should’ve gotten a different job that they didn’t have to move for.”

      They sat there for a while discussing that, though the movie didn’t really offer any information as to why the father took that job. The conversation ended still with about twenty minutes to go before bedtime. Not having much interest in doing anything else, Kelly decided to go to sleep early. She headed upstairs, brushed her teeth, and crawled into bed… but couldn’t close her eyes, too worried about her father.

      She squeezed Floppet under her arm and stared up at the cartoony glow-in-the-dark stars all over her purple ceiling, daydreaming about Dad walking in to say goodnight.

      Robo-Mom breezed in a minute or two later, tucked her in, then kissed her on the head. “Good night, sweetie.”

      “Night, Mom.” Kelly settled into her pillow.

      The android smiled and walked out, pulling the door almost closed.

      Okay, what’s she up to? Ravioli and a sad movie about parent problems? That’s not a coincidence. Robo-Mom’s doing that on purpose… but why?
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      Kelly resumed gazing up at the glowing stickers. She’d done that every night since Dad ended up in jail, crying herself to sleep while thinking about the day she’d helped put them up. As miserable as his job had made him, whenever they did fun things together, he forgot all about that and seemed so happy.

      Tonight, however, she didn’t cry. Looking at the glowing green-yellow spots above her didn’t make her sad. It made her determined to save her father. She couldn’t break him out of jail, but she could save him from an alien abduction facility. After learning from Dr. Blaze that Myo disappeared, she’d been worried to bits that her father would vanish, too. Unlike Blaze, Dad did have some actual superpowers beyond inventing stuff. Nothing terribly noticeable or amazing, only mild toughness and seemingly limitless endurance. However, both of those things sounded exactly like what the Nolmek wanted. The only thing better than a slave worker who can stay alive on that planet would be one who never got tired.

      Kelly slipped out of bed and approached her window. Technically, she still had about ten minutes before her official bedtime.

      A tap to the ZOOM bracelet traded her nightgown for the Übergirl costume, and she jumped out into the night sky, intent on checking out the super-prison. Finding it wouldn’t be too hard. She’d already flown there a few times. Head southeast past San Jose and across a bunch of mountainous area to the funny-shaped lake that (while she faced south) kinda looked like a cartoon ghost raising its arms. The prison sat about two miles south of the San Luis Reservoir out in the middle of the desert.

      She climbed high, hoping to spot the odd-shaped lake from the air, and flew well beyond the speed of sound. A little over a minute later, a blaring bright spot came into view up ahead. Evidently, she didn’t need to worry about using the lake to find her way there at night. Powerful lights saturated the prison compound, making the cluster of plain white buildings glow like a fallen star upon the ground.

      While she could easily get past the wall around the place, flying straight into the middle of a prison facility felt like something that would be against the rules and probably get her in trouble. So, she did the responsible thing and came in low, gliding a few feet above the road toward the main gate.

      Three men and a woman in dark blue police-style jumpsuits and exoskeleton armor stood out on the pavement in front of the prison, on guard duty. More officers walked around on top of the wall or sat in towers behind layers of bullet resistant glass. Unsurprisingly, the place appeared designed to withstand attack from inside as much as from outside. None of the buildings looked big enough to be a cell block, so she assumed they kept the prisoners underground. That would make it even harder for anyone to escape or for other villains to bust in and help their associates get away.

      Kelly didn’t trust this prison, but had no desire to break the rules yet. However, she couldn’t help but wonder if forcing her way into (or out of) this place would be easier than throwing a colossal octopus around. If she had the strength to do that, could people or Nolmek make anything she couldn’t smash?

      She landed and walked the last few yards up to the guards. “Hi.”

      “Hey, kid,” replied a man with the name ‘Anders, E.’ on his chest. “Bit late for you to be out, isn’t it?”

      “Almost. I’ve still got a couple minutes before bedtime.”

      “Aww, she’s adorable,” said the only woman. ‘Aronofsky, I’ according to her nametag.

      “Careful, Ivana.” The third guy, too far away to read a name, pointed at the air. “That kid was flying. She’s a super. Size doesn’t mean anything.”

      “I’m Übergirl.” Kelly struck a pose. “I’m kinda-sorta part of the Aegis.”

      The suspicious guard relaxed his stance a bit.

      “Still, kinda late for you to be out here,” said Anders. “Did Phoenix send you here for something?”

      “No. Can I visit my Dad just for a minute? Someone told me prisoners are disappearing, and no one knows what happened to them.”

      “Your dad?” asked Aronofsky, both eyebrows going up in shock. “Your father’s a prisoner?”

      Kelly hung her head. “Yes. The Brain Trust.”

      “Oh, right.” Guard three walked closer. “This is the kid hero who busted her own dad. Rough.”

      “Ugh, don’t remind me.” She sighed. “I hate that he went villain. Just wanna see that he’s okay.”

      “Where’s your mother?” asked Anders.

      “Home. She can’t fly.” Kelly peered at guard three’s nametag: Hollander, R.

      Anders seemed to think for a moment, then shook his head. “I’m sorry, kid. All visitors need to make appointments first. For security reasons, we can’t let anyone unscheduled in the gate. Also, unescorted minor children aren’t allowed inside at all.”

      “They don’t really like having kids around here.” Hollander set his hands on his hips amid the whirrs of his exoskeleton. “Too dangerous.”

      “I’m not a normal kid. A couple thousand pounds of plastic explosive blew up in my face a few weeks ago and it didn’t even bruise me.”

      The guards looked at each other with varying degrees of ‘wow’ and disbelief.

      “Still. You’ll need to make an appointment and have your mother—or maybe one of the Aegis—escort you inside. Can’t make exceptions. All minors need to have an outside escort.” Anders gestured at the air. “And, visiting hours are over at five. It’s way past that. You should probably get on home before bedtime.”

      Kelly sighed. Being turned away made her worry even more about her father, but the reasons for the guards not letting her in did sound pretty standard. “Okay. I understand. Umm, have you guys noticed anything suspicious going on?”

      “Other than a little kid showing up a few minutes before nine at night asking to visit an inmate?” asked Hollander. “No, not really.”

      “Suspicious like what?” Anders stared at a few small holographic screens that popped into being in front of his face. “Seems quiet.”

      “Like prisoners disappearing.”

      “No one has escaped from this facility.” Aronofsky stood tall.

      “Yet,” added Hollander.

      Aronofsky twisted to glare at him.

      “No prison is escape proof.” Hollander shrugged. “Eventually, someone’s going to get out. It’s just reality.”

      “Not really talking about escapes.” Kelly glanced up at the top of the huge wall, but didn’t see any Nolmek nearby. The closest sign of aliens still hovered high above downtown San Francisco, a ship at least five miles across that resembled a giant pancake due to it being disc-shaped and so thin compared to its width. No one really knew how many of them had come to Earth. According to the news, similar ships hung in the air over Los Angeles, Portland, and Seattle. Every major metropolitan area on the globe probably had one.

      “What do you mean? People literally disappearing?” asked Aronofsky.

      Kelly floated up to eye-level with the adults. One by one, she glided close enough to check their ears for the devices the Nolmek used to make them appear to be humans. None of these guards had one, so she felt reasonably safe in assuming them to be real people.

      “What are you doing, kid?” asked the fourth guy, Baxter, Q.

      “Checking for alien earbuds. A couple of them dressed up like humans and tried to kidnap me.” She folded her arms and sank back to stand on the road. “I don’t think bad guys are escaping. I think the Nolmek are abducting them.”

      The guards all chuckled and smiled at her.

      “Don’t be silly.” Aronofsky patted her on the head using the exoskeleton’s metal hand. “They are our benevolent protectors. They’d never do anything like that.”

      “You’ve been reading too many scary bedtime stories.” Anders winked at her. “Go on, kid. You should be in bed at this hour.”

      “Is there a prisoner here named Myo?” asked Kelly.

      “We can’t talk about that sort of thing with anyone who just walks up to the gate.” Hollander shook his head. “Besides, we’re only guards. We don’t have access to rosters unless we’re escorting a bus or something, and even then, we only get the roster for who’s on the bus.”

      She rubbed the bridge of her nose, managing to stop herself from growling in frustration. Again, it sounded like an attempt to ignore the issue, but the reason made too much sense to challenge. “Can I please go in to see my dad for just a minute if one of you escorted me? I don’t even have to talk to him, only see he’s actually here and okay.”

      “We’re not allowed to leave our post without extenuating circumstances,” said Anders.

      Kelly didn’t like running into words she’d never heard before. “Extenuating?”

      “Means if we see a car on fire we can go help the poor guy stuck inside it, but unless there’s a real emergency, we’ll get in a lot of trouble for leaving our post.”

      “Does going to the bathroom count as an extenuating circumstance?” asked Kelly.

      Baxter held up a finger. “Only if tacos are involved.”

      Kelly scrambled to think of something to say that might get her in the door, even if she only wound up talking to a manager who could confirm her father was okay. Mom always did that when something annoyed her at a store or restaurant. ‘Asking for the manager’ sometimes fixed things before any manager actually showed up. But, she didn’t think prisons worked that way. Before anything could come to mind, a tremendous roar from inside the prison complex blasted her thoughts away to blankness.

      None of the guards reacted to the sudden noise with much more than brief flinches, so she didn’t worry too much—until a Nolmek shuttlecraft rose high enough off the ground for her to see past the massive white metal wall. Four engines spat blue flames from the rear end of the loaf-shaped craft between a pair of stubby winglets. It looked about the same size and shape as three school buses stuck together side by side, plenty of room to carry abducted supers.

      Why is an alien ship leaving the prison?

      “They’re doing it right now!” shouted Kelly. “They’re abducting someone!”

      Fear that she might be watching the aliens take her father away launched her into the air as though she’d been shot out of a catapult. She raced after the shuttle, which came around in a gradual turn to point toward San Francisco, no doubt heading for the big ship. The front end tapered inward to a broad nose beneath a wide windshield, a pair of the soldier-type Nolmek visible at the controls.

      She caught up to the relatively slow ship in mere seconds. Having no better ideas of what to do, Kelly intercepted it by landing on the mostly flat roof and trying to push the ship down. Except for it being so much larger than her, forcing the craft to land felt similar to holding a piece of Styrofoam underwater. They lost altitude rapidly, plummeting from about a thousand feet to under 300 in a few seconds. At that point, the engines increased in volume, the whole craft rumbling as it fought for altitude. Forces pushing upward grew stronger, but not enough that it became difficult for her to control it. Jaw set in determination, Kelly continued shoving the shuttle toward the ground like a kid playing with a toy and making it pretend fly.

      The Nolmek craft settled onto the dusty ground in a gentle landing. Kelly stayed on top of it, holding it down in case they tried to lift off again. Three times, the engines revved, kicking up a ton of dust, but she prevented it from going anywhere. Finally, the engines cut off to silence. Whirring came from the right as a hatch near the pilot’s compartment opened, unfolding into a small staircase that let one of the aliens climb down.

      It shouted in a gurgling, non-human language, sounding angry.

      Kelly swooped to the ground beside the robust alien that would give any human bodybuilder serious feelings of inadequacy. She didn’t even stand as tall as his belt buckle. Moonlight tinted his scaly body dark, though his eyes both gleamed bright orange.

      “This is an inspection!” Kelly held her chin high, hands on her hips. “I need to see what you’re carrying.”

      The alien started to chuckle, at least until seeming to realize she brought the shuttle down. He made a ‘one moment’ gesture before opening a compartment on his belt from which he removed one of those small electronic devices with flashing blue lights, and attached it to his ear.

      “I did not understand you before, kitten. What do you want?”

      Kelly pointed at the ship. “I need to see what you’re carrying.”

      “We are carrying nothing,” replied the alien. “We have brought supplies and technology to assist your law enforcement.”

      “If your ship is really empty, it shouldn’t be a problem for you to show me.”

      “What is the problem?” called another male voice from the flight deck. The second Nolmek poked his head out. “Why did the autopilot make us land?”

      “It didn’t.” Nolmek One pointed at Kelly. “This kitten somehow made us land.”

      They both looked at her. A glint of recognition lit up their expressions, almost the way a prospector would’ve reacted to finding a gold nugget. The aliens made no move to do anything, neither opening the shuttle nor trying to grab her.

      “What’s in the shuttle?” asked Kelly a moment later.

      “It is empty,” said the one from the doorway above.

      “Please open it then.”

      The Nolmek on the ground glanced up at his companion, made a couple of odd hand gestures, then smiled.

      “Of course.” Nolmek Two ducked back inside.

      A large ramp door in the middle of the back end opened downward. Kelly walked around behind the shuttle.

      “Go in and feel free to inspect,” said Nolmek One, following her close.

      Wow, these guys are stupid. Does he really think he’s going to push me inside and lock the door? They just watched me overpower the whole shuttle… like it’s gonna hold me prisoner. Fearless, she walked up the ramp and stopped without going inside. She didn’t have to. The wide-open cargo hold had nothing in it nor anywhere that looked like a hiding place for a kidnap victim. Maybe they stuffed someone under the floor plates, but why would they bother? The Nolmek had no reason to fear random inspections.

      “It’s empty,” said Kelly.

      “That is what I told you,” replied the Nolmek.

      Whirring approached from behind.

      She turned and stared up at an alien close enough to shove her inside, though he hadn’t.

      A six-wheeled rover pulled off the road and rumbled over a short distance of dirt. Police or prison guards in exoskeleton armor stood on open platforms, two per side. Before the rover came to a full stop, they jumped down and jogged up to the ramp.

      “What’s going on?” asked a tall guy with blond hair in a brush cut.

      “I’m inspecting the shuttle,” said Kelly.

      “Inspecting?” The man stared at her in disbelief. “What sort of game are you playing here, child?”

      “It’s not a game.” She stepped around the Nolmek and walked down the ramp to stand by the four officers. “I’m investigating a case of missing prisoners. I wanted to make sure the Nolmek aren’t abducting super-powered bad guys.”

      Both aliens belly laughed.

      The third cop from the left sighed. “And this is exactly why it’s dangerous for little kids to have power. They act without thinking.”

      “Not like someone gave powers out to kids on purpose. Crap happened,” said the woman beside him.

      “That’s still no excuse for her hijacking a shuttle.”

      The way the guy said that shot a bolt of fear into Kelly’s stomach. Her eyes went wide. Oh, no… am I gonna get in big trouble? She’d been trying to enter the prison to see Dad, but she didn’t want to be locked up in it.

      “What are we gonna do here?” asked Cop Four. “There’s nothing in the rulebook about this.”

      “Is there any damage?” Cop Two walked to the left, appraising the ship.

      “It’s ridiculous to suggest that our benevolent protectors would do anything like that.” Cop One, the guy with the brush cut, loomed over her.

      Kelly clasped her hands in front of herself and looked down. “I’m sorry. I’m only trying to help people. Someone told me that bad guys were vanishing from the prison here, and I’m really worried about my dad.”

      “Wait, this kid’s dad is an inmate?” Cop Four raised his rifle at her. “Is this a mini super villain?”

      “Nah,” said Cop Two before Kelly could open her mouth. “Already got her record up. That’s Übergirl. She’s clean… for now. Even helped bring the Brain Trust to justice. Also captured Dr. Blaze.”

      “And Myo,” said Kelly.

      Cop Two stared into space, likely reading something on his visor she couldn’t see from outside. “No record of a Myo here.”

      “That’s what I mean!” Kelly looked up at him. “I stopped Dr. Blaze and Myo from robbing an armored car together. They both went to jail at the same time, but Blaze told me Myo disappeared.”

      “A convicted supervillain told you something, and you believed him?” asked Cop One.

      “Why would he lie about that?” She tilted her head.

      “To trick you into doing something dangerous and reckless like this.” He pointed at the shuttle. “The Nolmek flew billions of light years across the universe to help humanity. You’re going to take the word of a criminal over our benevolent protectors?”

      “Actually…” One of the Nolmek raised a finger. “The trip was only in the millions of light years. Not quite that far.”

      “Oh. Sorry.” Cop One set his hands on his hips.

      “What’s the penalty for hijacking a shuttle?” asked Cop Four.

      Kelly’s stomach twisted itself into a knot; she started breathing fast, about to burst into worry tears. “I’m really sorry. I shouldn’t have done that. I couldn’t see my Dad to check on him and I’ve been so scared about him being okay and…”

      One of the aliens rested his hand on her head. “It is fine. We Nolmek understand that humans who have developed unusual abilities are often a little unstable, and this one is merely a kitten concerned about her life donor. We ask you forget this incident.”

      She swallowed hard, stunned that the aliens would take her side.

      “Humans are still developing,” said the other alien. “We are here to help in all ways.”

      “Umm, she’s a kid, not a kitten,” said Cop Three.

      “They call everything that’s not an adult a kitten,” deadpanned Kelly. “Me, puppies, foals, whatever. It’s all kittens. They don’t want to learn more than one English word for ‘child.”

      Both Nolmek flashed smiles so cheesy they looked like they belonged on a Rodney Rex show, singing beside the purple dinosaur.

      “It is fine,” said the alien resting his hand on her head. He patted her once, then let his arm drop to his side.

      She peered back and up at them. Both Nolmek still regarded her with strangely greedy stares. The aliens had tried to abduct her once already, pretending to be cops. These two had that same ‘ooh, this is that kid we want to study’ gleam in their eyes. Of course, that made it even weirder that they asked the cops to forget this incident entirely. If they really did want to abduct her, wouldn’t it be easier for them to demand the police arrest her and then do whatever they’ve been—or possibly been—doing from inside the prison?

      “Okay, wow.” Cop One waved for her to approach.

      Kelly stepped down off the ramp and walked up to him.

      “See how benevolent they are?” He gestured at the aliens. “Since they’re asking us to forget about this, we might. But I want you to apologize to them.”

      She bristled inside at the idea of having to apologize to bad guys for trying to prove they did bad guy things. However, anyone looking at this situation would believe she’s the one who did something wrong. If she got lucky, maybe Phoenix, Mindfreeze, Bullet Man, and Igor the Red wouldn’t hear about this. Attacking a shuttle that turned out to be innocently delivering supplies to the police could get her kicked off the team. Not that she’d really gotten on the team due to her age, but she’d made it as close as a little kid could get.

      Apologizing to Nolmek ranked at a three on the embarrassment scale. The day Alexis yanked her gym shorts down had been a two. Trashcan rides down The Hill varied, but usually came in at four or five. No ‘level one’ events had occurred yet. That would be something like her nightmare of having her clothes disappear in the middle of class. A level one event couldn’t be recovered from. She’d never go out in public ever again after one of those.

      A level three, however, she could deal with. Especially if it meant she wouldn’t get in serious trouble.

      She faced the Nolmek. “I’m sorry for dragging your ship out of the sky and assuming you did something bad.”

      Both aliens nodded at her.

      “You should thank them for protecting humanity,” muttered Cop One.

      For the second time that night, Kelly’s stomach squeezed up. They’re here to kidnap us all and make us into slaves! I’m not gonna thank them for that! She breathed harder while screaming in her head. Somehow, she managed to contain herself. An outburst like that right here would make the police think she’s ‘overly excitable’ or too little to be a hero. Sure, she had seen proof, but didn’t get any video. The Aegis might still have some evidence from the science center facility, but that wouldn’t help her now. Plus, asking for it would require telling the Aegis what she did.

      She wanted to stare at the ground while speaking, but that would make her sound obviously fake. Sometimes heroes have to do hard things. Being forced to smile and kiss butt is one of them. Kelly looked up at the Nolmek’s faces. “I’m really sorry for bothering you. It’s rude of me after everything you have done to help humanity. Thank you for being our benevolent protectors.”

      Those last two words almost made her throw up, but she got them out while keeping a straight face.

      Both Nolmek responded with half bows.

      “All right, kid,” said Cop One. “Go on home before we change our minds. And don’t do anything like this again. If you drag another aircraft out of the sky, you better have a darn good reason for doing so.”

      “Yes, sir,” said Kelly in a meek voice. “I understand.”

      “Go on.” He waved at the air.

      Before anyone could say otherwise, Kelly zoomed into the air. She probably could bust into the prison to find her Dad, but heroes had to play by the rules, even when those rules got in the way. She thought about a line from Star Prince.

      Sometimes, there isn’t much that sets the noble apart from the wretched. A few words, an idea, a principle.

      Gaxalor, Star Prince’s father, said that to convince his son not to simply tear apart a whole city when Miss Omni had been wrongfully arrested on an alien world. Kelly imagined him saying it to her instead. She couldn’t defeat the aliens while the whole world adored them. Winning this battle would take more than physical strength.

      I’m gonna have to outsmart them.

      The shuttle rose into the air and flew off to the northwest… the rear ramp door still open.

      She smirked.

      That shouldn’t be too hard.

      Shaking her head, she veered down to the left, slipping back into her bedroom at 9:02 p.m.

      Eep! I was outside two minutes past bedtime!

      Kelly hit the ZOOM bracelet to change back to her nightgown and jumped in bed. Rather than stare at the ceiling of glowing stars and worry about her father, she stared at the ceiling of glowing stars and worried about being grounded for going outside so late.

      After a few minutes of Robo-Mom not barging in to yell at her, she accepted she got away with a two-minute bend of the rules. It bothered her a little bit…

      But not enough to confess.
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      The next day at school went by in a fairly unremarkable manner for a Wednesday.

      Except for everyone whispering about an eighth-grader blasting a hole in the whiteboard by accident, everything would have felt startlingly normal if not for the ten-story-tall red crystal still protruding from the middle of the school’s football field. At lunch, she sat beside Paige talking about her attempt to inspect the alien shuttle. She couldn’t help but overhear Colleen Brandt sorta-arguing with the other three girls in her clique about cheerleading. She evidently thought a ‘visiting game’ meant some other team came here to hang out for a while.

      None of Alexis’ friends even looked at Kelly much anymore. She suspected they’d figured out she had powers. A handful of other kids had developed abilities as well. According to rumor, a seventh-grade girl had telepathy. And an eighth-grader named Neil Harris revealed he possessed a superpower to know every bit of trivia about all nerdy fandoms imaginable.

      After talking about the alien shuttle, Paige spent the rest of their lunch period chattering about him and how the boy could answer questions from teachers about TV shows that aired thirty years ago as long as they had a connection to geeky things. He knew the name of Mr. Spork’s childhood pet even though the original series of Space Journey had gone off the air before her Dad was even born, and that pet name had been mentioned only once in over 600 episodes.

      Apparently, all supers had not been created equal. While Neal—or The Geek—had a legit power, it couldn’t be used to stop crime, or even commit it unless boring people to death actually worked. This got Kelly wondering for the rest of the day about how the whole super powers thing happened. The Nolmek obviously didn’t intend for it and seemed unsure what to do about supers who could stop their plans. It made her nervous to think that the aliens all knew her and that they worried about the threat she posed. Of course, she couldn’t be the only Tier One hero on the planet. That only meant the Nolmek had become even more nervous and might do something really bad.

      For the first time in her life, Kelly Donovan had become a popular girl—every Nolmek on Earth knew who she was. Problem being, the aliens wouldn’t respect the superhero code. If they found her in street clothes, not being Übergirl, no sense of honor among supers would stop them from causing trouble. They’d violate her secret identity without hesitation. More because they didn’t even know it should be sacred than they wanted to be jerks, but that didn’t make her feel safer.

      Dr. Blaze had a point. The little mask her father made for her didn’t do all that much to hide her identity. Few kids around here had such long, fluffy red hair, and as far as she knew, no other girl anywhere nearby had the same sort of hair plus a noodle body. She had a rather distinctive look.

      At least the super villains—all one of them she’d run into so far anyway—respected the secret identity rule. Alexis knew her secret, too… and surprisingly hadn’t ruined it for her. That girl seemed like the absolute worst person on the planet to trust with such a secret, but Kelly decided to. For one thing, even if people knew who Übergirl was in ‘real life,’ it’s not like she relied on a tech suit to get superpowers. Out of costume, she wouldn’t be any weaker or more vulnerable to attack. And for another thing, she’d protected Alexis from her horrible parents and discovered a secret about that girl that would destroy her socially if it got out: her former bully also liked comic books.

      After a boringly normal day at school, Kelly returned home for an equally boring day being too bummed out over her missing parents to want to do much of anything. She asked Robo-Mom to take her to the super-prison to visit Dad. Unfortunately, they had to schedule an appointment and the earliest opening didn’t happen until next week. Not wanting to get in any more trouble following the shuttle incident, Kelly decided not to complain.

      Eventually, she settled on rereading the last few issues of Star Prince, so she headed up to her bedroom around eight. The newest one—and any others the artists released until her father got out of jail—would remain in her drawer for now. Robo-Mom bought it for her as an attempt to cheer her up. Or had that been Real-Mom? Rather than read anything, Kelly ended up flopped on her bed trying to decide which made her guiltier. Would not reading it hurt Mom’s feelings for rejecting the attempt to make her feel better? Or would reading it while her parents remained missing be wrong?

      At ten minutes to nine, the overly forced-happy voice of the television news guy floated up the stairs from the living room.

      Weird. Why is Robo-Mom watching the news? Couldn’t she like download it right to her head? Is she really watching it or just pretending to be Mom to make me feel better?

      The thought that she remained home alone, only a robot to take care of her, almost set her off crying again at how badly she missed her parents. This couldn’t be right, or legal, or good for her. No kid should be left alone with a machine at nine years old. Dad not being here, she understood. As much as it pained her, she had to do the right thing and protect the people of San Francisco from his mind control project. At least he didn’t seem angry about it. He’d reacted as though she’d outmaneuvered him and won a round at a video game.

      Mom, however… why did she disappear? Sure, the woman had been upset with her for getting Dad put in jail, enough that she tried to hurt her using a complex and needlessly prolonged death machine. Could her mother be afraid of her? Kelly absolutely believed that Mom expected her to escape, but could she be scared of what would happen if she came home? Speaking purely of powers and good guy versus bad guy, it would be quite a simple matter for her to drag Mom to jail. But, she couldn’t. No way could she bonk her mother over the head like any old supervillain, or even drag her to the cops. Getting physical with her mother felt like a massively wrong thing to do. Breaking Dad’s machines and letting the Aegis swoop in and arrest him had been different. She couldn’t have arrested him herself, either. Phoenix had been right to ask her not to be involved.

      The idea that her mother might be afraid of her hurt.

      Robot or no, hugging her substitute Mom did make her feel better. And, on the chance that Real-Mom could listen, Kelly had to make it clear she wanted her home. She jumped off her bed and hurried down the hall to the stairs.

      “… reports are coming in that a super-powered villain calling himself Bees Knees is in the midst of attacking a Zounds Jewelers downtown right at this very moment,” said Marty Brimble, news anchor.

      Kelly skidded to a stop at the bottom of the stairs, one hand on the railing, staring at the big TV screen. Beside the excessively-made-up face of a late-thirties guy flashing perfect teeth, a smaller window showed an unathletic man in a black-and-yellow suit hovering by a hole broken into the side of a brick building. He had large, black half-spheres for eyes, though she couldn’t tell if he wore ‘bee goggles’ or his eyes had actually mutated. A bunch of cops ran around in circles screaming, chased by swarms of bees while the guy laughed at them.

      “I’m not so sure that’s a bumbling bee,” said the female co-anchor.

      “Oh, that’s bad, Karen.” Marty emitted the most fake laugh Kelly had ever heard. “But good. You know, this reminds me of that time Florida Man tried to stop a kidnapping and nearly drowned.”

      Karen laughed. “Oh, yes. Two entire city blocks ended up underwater if I remember that right.”

      “You do remember it right.” Marty nodded at the camera. “At least the poor little girl survived unhurt.”

      “It’s looking like the cops are overwhelmed with all the bees,” said Karen. “I don’t think that’s what they had in mind for a sting operation.”

      “Ooh,” said Marty. “Good one.”

      “Ugh. I should take her to jail, too, for that pun.” Kelly ZOOM-ed into her super costume.

      The flash of lavender light made Robo-Mom look over at her. “Sweetie? What are you doing?”

      “Going to stop Bees Knees from robbing that place.”

      Cops, covered in bees, ran by on the screen, shrieking in pain.

      “No way, sweetie.” Robo-Mom stood and shook her head. “It’s three minutes away from bedtime for you. It’s far too late at night for you to worry about saving the world. You march right back upstairs, brush your teeth, and get ready for bed.”

      “Aww, but Mom!” Kelly whined. “Bees Knees is hurting people.”

      Robo-Mom walked over and rested her hands on Kelly’s shoulders, crouching down to almost eye-level with her. “Honey, you’re only nine. You’re also not the only hero in the world, or even San Francisco. Go. To. Bed.” She poked the gem on the ZOOM bracelet, changing Kelly’s outfit back to a T-shirt, jeans, and bare feet.

      Kelly sighed. “Yes, Mom.” She started to walk back upstairs, but paused, looking over at the robot. “Oh, Mom?”

      “What is it, sweetie?”

      “Do you think my real Mom is maybe afraid of me? I don’t want her to be scared. I know she’s done some bad stuff, but she’s like my mom and stuff. I’m not gonna do anything to her. She’s my mom.”

      “I’m sure she knows that, sweetie.” Robo-Mom walked over and kissed her on the cheek. “Go on and get ready for bed.”

      “Okay.” Kelly glanced at the TV, which had already moved on to a different story about boats. I’m not being a bad hero, I’m not allowed out this late.

      While plodding up the stairs, Kelly thought she’d probably break the bedtime rule if something really bad happened. But someone robbing a jewelry store with bees didn’t sound like a super serious emergency. Even the news didn’t keep it on the screen for more than twenty seconds.
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      Thursday morning, Kelly awoke a few minutes before the alarm went off.

      She opened her eyes, staring at the ceiling in a house far too quiet. Dad’s muttered complaints about work didn’t drift up from downstairs. Mom didn’t tell him it’ll work out or have a stress attack about an upcoming sales meeting. No conversation at all went on in the kitchen, not even the TV news.

      Does Robo-Mom turn herself off at night?

      Kelly took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and let out a slow sigh. She’d never liked being left on her own for a few hours between school and when one of her parents came home. Clue one she had something wrong with her, not like normal kids. Most of her classmates would’ve felt proud at being trusted, but she got lonely. Being home alone for almost three weeks started to get to her. Between worrying about her parents and missing them, she briefly considered telling one of her teachers that she’d been essentially abandoned. But… that felt too much like getting Mom in trouble. Her parents hadn’t exactly left her completely on her own after all. Robo-Mom did look after her.

      Two minutes before her alarm went off, the smell of eggs and sausage wafted in.

      She wanted to do something about the aliens, find some evidence… but aside from randomly searching public places for processing centers, had no idea where to start. Their appointment to visit Dad next week on Thursday felt like an eternity in the future. No way to rush that along, and if she caused more trouble at the super-prison, the cops might not let her visit him at all. Frustratingly, the only thing she really could do at the moment involved a lot of waiting as well as eating breakfast then going to school.

      “Mom? If you bugged my room and can hear this, please come home, okay?”

      Not that she expected one, but no reply came. She peeled her blankets aside, sat up, then got out of bed, already reaching for the alarm clock. The beeper went off a split second before her hand hit the button, silencing it. Since she no longer feared wedgies at school, Kelly opted for purple jeans today plus a loose long-sleeved top in dark blue. Being Übergirl had a lot of perks, like no longer caring about the weather. Flip-flops in October used to be kinda uncomfortable.

      Robo-Mom greeted her with a smile and breakfast in the kitchen. Eggs and a couple small sausage links. “Good morning, sweetie. Did you sleep all right?”

      “Kinda. What happened to Bees Knees?” She sat and got started on her food.

      “News didn’t say. Right after you went to bed, they aired a twenty-minute documentary about all the amazing things the Nolmek are doing for humanity.”

      Kelly froze, staring up at the robot, mouth full.

      “If you ask me, they’re trying way too hard.”

      Wow. Even the robot knows the aliens are bad guys. Kelly nodded while chewing. “Umm, Mom?”

      “Hmm?” Robo-Mom looked up from her tablet.

      “The aliens are after me.”

      The robot laughed. “You know, most people who say that end up in padded cells.”

      “Yeah, but the aliens are really here.”

      “Saying that used to get people put away, too.” Robo-Mom winked. “But… that’s before actual aliens showed up.”

      Kelly exhaled. “I’m serious. They’re mad at me for finding that one place, and I think they also want to study me.”

      “Hmm. I can see why.” Robo-Mom leaned on the table, chin in her hand. “That much adorable in one place defies science to explain.”

      Her cheeks warmed from blushing. “I’m not adorable, Mom. I’m a nerd.”

      “Aww, don’t be so critical of yourself. You’re an amazing girl.”

      “So amazing my Mom ran away.” She bit her lip, then looked up at the robot. “Sorry.”

      Robo-Mom patted her head. “It’s all right, sweetie. I know sometimes it may seem like it, but grown-ups don’t always have all the answers. Your other mom is having a hard time figuring the world out after everything that happened.”

      “Struggling to figure stuff out is two glasses of wine at night, not ‘strap the child to a laser death machine in the middle of the forest.’”

      “Oh, sweetie.” Robo-Mom cringed. “Are you still upset over that?”

      Kelly blinked. “Uhh, yeah. That was really scary. But, I’m more upset that they’re both gone.”

      Robo-Mom frowned.

      “You’re awesome, too. You’re like most of the best parts of her. If someone erased my memory and I didn’t know you weren’t my bio-mom…” She froze, then made eye contact again. “And I’m not asking you to erase my memory. That would not be cool.”

      “I know.” Robo-Mom patted her head again. “And I don’t feel insulted. I’m fully aware of being a robotic stand-in. That doesn’t change my feelings about you. It’s the way I’m programmed. You could rip my arms and legs off and I’d still love you like a mother.” The android winked. “And no, that’s not asking you to disassemble me.”

      Kelly laughed, then hugged Robo-Mom. Okay, she’s not so bad. I still miss Mom though.

      She inhaled the rest of her breakfast and jumped to her feet.

      “Have fun at school today, sweetie. And try not to destroy any buildings with disproportionately large sea life.”

      Kelly rolled her eyes on the way down the hall to the front door, foam shoes thwapping at her heels. “Okay, Mom.”

      “Are you wearing flip-flops?”

      “Yeah.” She picked up her backpack from where she’d left it at the base of the steps and put it on.

      “It’s October.” Robo-Mom wandered down the hall.

      “I know.” Kelly peered up at her. “Dad blasted me in the face with a flamethrower and it didn’t hurt. It’s not that cold out to me.”

      “Well, all right. Just kinda bugs me to look at.” Robo-Mom fussed at Kelly’s hair, smiled at her, then opened the door. “Come straight home after school, okay? Unless someone tries to take over the world.”

      “The aliens already are.” She stepped outside.

      “I thought they were here to collect human prisoners to work in some mine, not take over the Earth?”

      “Technicalities.” Kelly walked backward two steps, pointing at her. “But I can’t do anything about it yet.”

      Robo-Mom waved and shut the door.

      It felt strange not to be dawdling on the way to school. Prior to the whole superpowers thing happening, she always tried to arrive about a minute before the first bell. That reduced the amount of time Alexis and her clique could pick on her. But… those girls didn’t pester her anymore, so she had no reason to drag her feet.

      In fact, getting to school a little earlier would give her more time to hang out with Paige.

      Smiling, Kelly decided to take her old shortcut directly across yards rather than follow the L-shaped path on the sidewalk. Being able to fly made it even easier, though because she didn’t wear her Übergirl outfit, she pretend-climbed fences so no one noticed her using superpowers.

      She emerged from between two houses about half a block from the school on the opposite side of the road, but turned right and walked away from it to the crossing guard at the nearer corner. The old woman across the way didn’t notice her. Kelly stood there tapping her foot, tempted to simply fly over traffic, but forced herself to maintain her secret identity. Eventually, the woman realized a kid waited to cross and waddled out onto the road, holding up a stop sign despite there being zero traffic at the moment.

      “Thanks, Mrs. Pemtree,” chirped Kelly while jogging by.

      The elder said something back that sounded friendly but too mumbled to understand.

      Head held high, Kelly walked the block along the school property, observing kids milling around in the field and by the front entrance. To avoid attracting too much attention to something about her being different, she bowed her head a little, pretending to be a nervous little nobody. It probably wouldn’t make much difference in terms of preserving her secret identity, so she didn’t act too pathetic.

      Alexis Stephens, the world’s most perfect blonde fifth-grader, stood beside her clique at the base of the stairs leading to the school’s front door. Her chief hanger-on, Rachel McMeadows, hovered beside her, clutching a small stack of books. As usual, both girls wore near identical outfits: dark blue dresses, black leggings, and ballet flats. Now that Kelly didn’t fear them, she found Rachel’s habit of trying to emulate Alexis all the time somewhere between funny and a bit sad.

      Colleen Brandt sat on the brick-and-concrete block at the bottom of the stairwell railing, chattering about something that made the others cover their mouths to avoid laughing too loud. Brittany Chang, the girl who’d broken her wrist trying to punch Kelly after superpowers happened, had evidently escaped the cast at some point yesterday afternoon.

      Brittany noticed Kelly first and froze somewhat like a deer watching a truck coming at it. While she didn’t appear overly terrified, the girl did try to become as still and quiet as possible. Seeing her go wide-eyed made the other three girls search for the reason. Colleen tossed her head back, scoffing as if to say, ‘oh, it’s Noodle-Butt.’ Rachel watched her with a slightly nervous expression, probably the same face Kelly tried not to make when the bullies walked up to her.

      Alexis made solid eye contact, no challenge in it, or even fear. More like they’d both done something way against the rules, got away with it, and vowed never to speak of it again. The way the ‘girl who had everything’ looked at her implied truce… and a bit of thanks.

      Only, Kelly now knew that girl didn’t really have everything—or hadn’t. Sure, Alexis was big time pretty, had perfect hair, reasonably smart and all, but her parents kinda stank. Despite all the bullying, Kelly couldn’t feel much for her but pity after seeing how her father hit her all the time and her mother constantly called her fat or lazy or unmotivated, trying to keep her in shape for a modeling career.

      The two would never really end up friends. Alexis still valued her social status too much. Despite Mom fixing things at home for her by reprogramming her parents, the girl still didn’t want to be seen in public being friendly to her. No big deal. Kelly had no desire to be popular and felt satisfied enough at helping save her former bully from a dangerous situation at home. Mom would probably call her weak for helping that girl after everything she’d done to her. If Alexis and her crew had tried to bully a fifth-grade version of Mom, the school year would’ve ended with the clique destroyed and the girls hating each other.

      But… Übergirl went hero for a reason—it’s who Kelly was deep inside. Having powers only allowed her to stop hiding behind fear and shyness. That also meant that Mom probably did have a real cruel streak and Dad… he never did mean stuff, just thought ‘bad guys’ had cooler looking space ships.

      Alexis resumed talking to her friends, no longer acknowledging Kelly existed. Colleen and Rachel ignored her, too. Brittany, however, kept staring at her as she went up the stairs and into the building.

      She found Paige out behind the school in their usual spot by the playground. They sat and talked for a while about the Nolmek problem, but her friend didn’t have any ideas how to show the truth to the world either.

      “We’re gonna have to find proof somehow,” said Kelly.

      “Yeah. More like you’re going to have to find proof. I’m just a norm. And a kid. I’d only get in the way.” Paige picked at the edge of her backpack. “I’d kinda prefer not to end up locked inside another huge bomb.”

      “The aliens wouldn’t do that. They’d just put you in a pod and mess with your head so you became easier to mind control.” Kelly twirled a finger around her right ear.

      Paige blinked. “Uhh, that’s almost worse than a bomb. So, umm, evidence. Does the Aegis have stuff about the alien base you found at the science museum?”

      “Obviously. Pretty sure they took the place apart.”

      “What do you mean ‘pretty sure’? Aren’t you like part of them?”

      Kelly tilted her hand in a so-so gesture. “Kinda but not really. They still treat me like a kid. You know how sometimes the police will adopt a cat and call him an officer? I kinda feel like the cat.”

      Paige giggled. “Ugh. It’s so frustrating no one takes us seriously because we’re only ten.”

      “Nine,” muttered Kelly.

      Amid the din of conversations coming from other kids hanging out behind the school, a few whispers emerged about students possibly developing super powers. Except for The Geek—who made no secret of his admittedly weak power—no one claimed to know for a fact anyone by name had turned into a super, but depending on which kid she focused on listening to, anywhere from three to twelve students at John Q. Petersen Middle School had supernatural abilities.

      One seventh-grade boy kept repeating, “That doesn’t make any sense. It’s like totally impossible for so many kids at one place to get powers.”

      Kelly glanced up at the massive red crystal still impaled in the football field. Gee, I have no idea why kids here might be getting powers. That’s not a giant Himalayan salt lamp. She rolled her eyes. It seemed kinda weird the administration hadn’t closed the school down completely over that thing there. So far, aside from all the melted bleachers and goal posts, the only casualty had been the football schedule. They couldn’t exactly play while an obstruction as big as a skyscraper took up half the field.

      The shard seemed a little shorter than she remembered, only eight stories tall. Had it been like ten or bigger? Granted, she’d only been a mere thirty yards or so away from it when it landed, courtesy of the worst bullying session she’d ever suffered in her life. Standing next to it would have made it appear way larger. But, she felt certain it had been taller the last time she paid real attention to it. Whenever she looked right at the huge crystal, she became aware of faint vibrations in her body that matched the flickers in the red glow deep within the alien gem.

      That had to mean the energy in the crystal connected to her somehow. Pulling them out and throwing them into space might fix everything. Or, maybe, because it had infused her full of so much of its power, she could simply feel its energy and no continuous link existed. No one knew if being around the crystals allowed the powers to keep working, like a TV plugged into the wall for power. Pull the plug, TV goes off. Did crystals work the same way?

      People haven’t studied that yet. If they have, they’re keeping it secret.

      Another strange thing: the Army and the police no longer guarded the field to keep everyone away from the crystal. That’s probably why the coach made the stupid suggestion to play around the crystal. The massive thing nearly touched the edges of the field on both sides. No way could football players get past it and avoid doing that thing that happened with the lines.

      “What do they call…?” Kelly snapped her fingers. “Offsides?”

      “Huh?” asked Paige.

      “If a player goes off the side of a field, it’s offsides, right?”

      “Umm, no. I think that’s out of bounds. Offsides is something else.”

      Kelly shrugged. “What—?”

      The bell rang.

      She jumped up and hurried along beside Paige, following the other students into the building, across the cafeteria, and down the hall to her first class: social studies with Mr. Reynolds.

      Also known as Monotone.
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      Five minutes into social studies, every student in the room other than Kelly had passed out.

      Mr. Reynolds stood at the front of the class talking about the thirteen original US colonies. A constant stream of faint energy rings expanded from his mouth, passing over the room. Even before he developed super powers, she had to struggle to stay awake during his class. At least back then the man tried putting some effort into not sounding so dry. Now, he made no attempt to add any life to his voice.

      His power knocked out norms listening to him speak. When he used it, whatever he talked about would stay fixed in the listener’s memory. Even Colleen Brandt started passing his class. Any power that could help that girl get an A on a test went well beyond a Tier One.

      Unfortunately, Übergirl had a high degree of resistance, so she had to process his class the normal way: listening, taking notes, and trying to stay awake. If she fell asleep, she’d really zonk out and not remember anything. Alas, she had trouble concentrating on such a boring voice. Her thoughts kept wandering to why she ended up immune to this guy but the serpent-type Nolmek could mind control her.

      One of two reasons. Either the Nolmek are really powerful at mind control or their power is based on something different that I’m not immune to. She tapped a finger to her chin in thought. The alien had taken over her mind for a few minutes, but she broke out and the alien appeared surprised by that. No, she had to have a high resistance, enough to completely block out Mr. Reynolds’ ability, but not quite enough to be fully immune to the alien mind control.

      That also meant if a Nolmek controlled someone else, it would last a long time… unless they had to keep concentrating on it.

      A loud splattering came from the hallway along with the screams of several students.

      Mr. Reynolds kept talking, though shifted his gaze toward the door.

      Another horrible noise happened a second later, like a giant plastic bag full of jelly hitting the ground after falling from the top of a skyscraper. A boy’s scream cut off to a muffled moaning. Laughter followed, another kid trying to do an ‘evil mastermind’ cackle.

      “Oh, dear,” said Mr. Reynolds. “That doesn’t sound good.”

      Kelly jumped out of her desk and hurried over to him. “Can I have a hall pass to go stop the bad guy, please?”

      He nodded, pulled a small pad of pass forms from his desk drawer, and signed it. “Here you go.”

      The class murmured and started to wake up.

      “Thanks!” chirped Kelly.

      Mr. Reynolds resumed lecturing about the colonies. Several heads fell back down with thuds. Kelly ZOOM-ed into her Übergirl costume, figuring no big deal if the teacher saw that since they both knew each other’s secret identities already. Not being asleep in this class proved she had some kind of powers.

      She rushed to the door and pulled it open to reveal an exact copy of the door in dark yellow crud, as though someone had covered it in glue that hardened. “What the heck?”

      The substance felt a bit like plastic to a finger prod. Another kid outside screamed. Kelly floated up into the air and kicked at the barrier, shattering it into flying chunks. She grabbed at the edges of the break to pull herself through—and her fingers squished into clear slime with brown and red squiggles throughout.

      More slime coated the entire hallway, thickest a few doors down at Mrs. Webb’s classroom. Three wriggling lumps appeared to be students trapped in the unexplained substance, which didn’t have any noticeable odor. Some parts remained slimy like raw egg whites, others had hardened into semi-flexible plates, and other bits—like what blocked the doorway—had become brittle. The combination of textures and colors triggered a horrifying realization.

      “Eww! This is booger!” shouted Kelly. She gagged, nearly ready to hurl.

      One of the trapped kids threw up.

      She flew to the nearest boy, neck deep in the goop. He’d gone red-faced from struggling to free himself, but the snot had far more strength than ordinary booger. Clenching her jaw, Kelly grasped the disgusting substance and broke the hard parts away, allowing the boy to fall free in a gloop of clear liquid.

      An eighth-grade girl not far from him stood frozen in place, hardened snot up to her ankles gluing her to the floor. When Kelly flew over to her, she shouted, “You gotta stop him!”

      “Who?” asked Kelly, while kicking at a slab of armored nose-meat around the older girl’s shoes.

      “The kid who did this.” The girl pointed at Mrs. Webb’s room. “He came out of there and flew by with this stuff streaming out of his face like a firehose.”

      Kelly crouched low, still hovering so she didn’t have to step in the mess, and pulled at the hunk, her fingers sinking into the muck. Alas, the girl’s ballet flats appeared permanently cemented to the floor like prehistoric insects trapped in amber. She stepped out of them and promptly slipped in the gooey slime all over the floor. Kelly caught her before she landed on her butt, likely sparing a skirt from being thrown in the garbage later. After carrying the girl to the nearest area of clean floor, she raced back to dig the third student out, a boy pinned against the row of lockers, embedded up to his waist in rapidly-hardening slime.

      Grabbing this stuff using her bare hands almost made Kelly throw up three times while tearing him loose from a mixture of hard crusts, rubbery blobs, and runny slime. Once she broke away the tougher parts and the boy could get himself out the rest of the way, she darted into Mrs. Webb’s room.

      The entire classroom glistened under a coating of goop that resembled greenish raw scrambled eggs dotted in red-brown hunks. Snotsicles of various lengths dangled from the ceiling. All twenty-three students had been cemented to their desks, several entirely encased in shells of dried nose syrup. Grunts, whimpers, and gasps came from every kid struggling at the glue like flies on flypaper. Several had already thrown up. A few fought not to, and one or two had fainted.

      Her favorite teacher had apparently tried to dive for cover but ended up stuck to the whiteboard. She’d managed to free her right arm and ineffectually struggled to shove a thick reddish-brown slab away from her chest.

      “Gah!” shouted Kelly, her voice dripping with disgust. “Eww.”

      Never in her life had she ever seen a teacher that close to being sick.

      “Mrs. Webb!” She zoomed over. “What happened?”

      The woman opened her mouth to answer, but had to close it to stop herself from vomiting.

      “I’m here to help! A kid did this, right?”

      “Yes. He had a green and black costume. The boy flew in, laughed, and started spraying this stuff everywhere. It came out of his… nose,” said Mrs. Webb, shuddering. “He called himself Snotrocket.”

      “Picture me saying ‘eww’ a hundred times.”

      Kelly grimaced, but forced herself to grab the thick plate of nose bacon studded in small hairs pinning her beloved teacher to the wall. The scene inside the classroom reminded her of that one movie Dad liked where the monsters steal the people from the colony and cement them to walls while baby monsters incubated in their stomachs. Though, the idea of a little alien chewing its way out from inside a person disgusted her less than touching someone else’s still-warm snot. Her fingers sank into the semi-solid mass, but she got enough of a hold on it to snap the foul substance away from the teacher, freeing her upper body.

      “Help!” called a girl. “My hands are stuck and it’s dripping down my back!”

      “You think you have problems?” snapped Brittany Chang. “I’m covered in it! It’s soaked through my clothes! My jeans are as hard as concrete.”

      “At least it’s warm,” said a boy in the back.

      A few more kids threw up.

      Kelly nearly did as well.

      “I can get the rest of the way out.” Mrs. Webb yanked herself off the whiteboard, now only stuck up to her knees in sticky syrup that hadn’t yet hardened. “Help Danny and Pauline. They’re completely covered.”

      The lump of booger-crusted student she assumed to be Pauline emitted a distressed moan. The two indicated kids had been fully encased in a shell of nasal chunder, complete with little blood squiggles all over it. Those two desks wobbled ever so slightly, suggesting the kids attempted to escape but couldn’t move at all. Both had been caught while resting their heads down on their folded arms, probably sleeping, though an opening under the desk allowed them to breathe.

      Ignoring her complete revulsion at touching this awfulness, Kelly rushed over and pounded at the horrible shell in an effort to break it and not hurt the kid underneath.

      Crunching like a small student marching band walking around on overcooked bacon filled the room as the students struggled to free themselves with Mrs. Webb’s help. Places where the snoz had hardened proved too tough for a normal person to break, though the rubbery parts had enough flexibility and stretchiness that the kids could pull their arms and legs out—though the highly sticky snot stole several shoes and bits of jewelry. One boy had been so disgusted he’d leapt out of his desk too fast and left the seat of his pants behind, glued to the chair.

      Hardening amber-yellow slime covered the entire left side of the classroom, all over the windows and shelves containing math-related games and activities, all the stuff that Kelly found fun. Mrs. Webb hurried around from desk to desk, but couldn’t detach her left arm from the side of her body due to a hardened patch.

      Kelly broke it off for her, nearly gagging. “You should wash that out of your hair before it dries.”

      “Hey!” yelled a kid out in the hall.

      A whooshing splatter followed.

      Kelly whirled to face the door, then looked over the classroom. A few students remained glued in place under a layer of nasal fallout, but none were in any danger. “He’s back! I’m gonna catch him!”

      She flew out into the corridor as fast as she could go without causing a sonic boom in close quarters, and looked both ways. To the right: slime, crusties, and a boy covered in clear ooze, wiping his eyes. To the left: more slime and crusties, plus a figure in a black-and-green bodysuit darting into a doorway.

      Grr!

      Kelly spared a few seconds to pull the boy loose, then rocketed down the hall, kicking the door open as she landed, storming into a bathroom. Rustling drew her attention to the stalls and the only other person in there besides her at the moment. She stomped up to the door and yanked it open, breaking the lock.

      A scrawny boy stood in front of the toilet, no shirt on, his thumbs hooked in the waist of tight black-and-neon-green leggings as if about to shove them down. Startled at her sudden appearance, he yelped and jumped back, ending up stumbling and falling seated on the bowl. Stunned, he gawked at her. His not-quite-shoulder-length blond hair draped half over his face, hiding his left eye. Matching ‘super costume’ boots sat on the floor next to ordinary sneakers, jeans, and a T-shirt.

      Needless to say, with Übergirl staring at him, he did not remove his costume tights.

      “Hey!” yelled the boy. “No fair! I’m out of uniform.”

      “Being out of uniform won’t save a villain from facing justice!” She set her fists against her hips and puffed out her chest. “But, you can put your shirt back on before I take you to the principal’s office.”

      “I’m not a villain.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Sure you are. Good guys don’t throw snot everywhere and booger slime awesome teachers to the wall!”

      He stuffed a finger into his nostril.

      “Watch it!” She pointed at him. “One false move with that nose and I’m gonna have to defend myself.”

      “Chill out. Just an itch.” He wiped his finger on the nearby toilet paper roll. “Do you mind?”

      “Of course I mind. That’s why I’m here. I have to bring you to justice for snotting up the school. Especially Mrs. Webb! She’s way too nice to deserve something so revolting! What’s wrong with you?”

      “I’m not a villain.” The boy stood and looked down at his costume pants. “Please turn around.”

      She stared a challenge at him. When the boy gave her an ‘okay, whatever’ look, Kelly took advantage of her super speed to turn her back before she saw his underpants. “Why are you still changing? You can’t just do villain stuff then go back to normal clothes and pretend you’re innocent.”

      “I’m not a villain. Just had a math test and wanted to avoid it. Booger can’t hurt anyone. Sorry.”

      She shuddered, keenly aware of the slimy-crusty muck all over her hands. “That was absolutely disgusting. And if you cover someone’s face, they can die from not breathing.”

      “That’s why I didn’t cover anyone’s face. Besides, I didn’t ask for this power. You can look now.”

      Kelly turned back to find him dressed except for his sneakers. “No one asked to have powers, but we got them. Asking or not asking doesn’t matter. What matters is how we use them.” She poked him in the chest, unable to remember his name despite him also being a fifth-grader. They didn’t have many classes in common. “And you, whoever you are, are a villain.”

      “It just happened.” The boy shrugged. “I sneezed and stuck Murray, our cat, to the ceiling.”

      “Ugh. That poor cat.” Kelly gagged. “Stop. Just… put your shoes on and you’re gonna come with me.”

      “Hey,” said the boy. “You better get out of here before you get in trouble.”

      Kelly started to fold her arms, but stopped… not wanting to smear booger all over herself. “Why would I get in trouble? I’m not the one who snozzed the school.”

      “Umm. You’re a girl.”

      She frowned, tapping her foot. “We don’t get in trouble for just being girls, you know.”

      “Yeah, but…” He pointed at the wall behind her.

      Kelly glanced over her shoulder—at wall urinals.

      “You’re in the boys’ bathroom. Girls aren’t allowed in here.”

      Her face burned with embarrassment. “Eep!” She whipped her hand up to point at his face so fast, slime flew from her finger and stuck to the wall. “You win this round, Snotrocket. This isn’t over.”

      Before he could reply—or any teacher could see her in the wrong bathroom—she flew out into the hall and hung there, floating above the sticky, slimy, mess. Going into the boys’ room and ambushing a kid halfway between costume and normal clothes did seem like it would be against the rules. Then again, it also felt like he exploited a technicality by hiding from a girl hero in the boys’ bathroom. Real criminals did the same thing by crossing state lines so the cops couldn’t go after them. At least, it worked that way in TV shows. They had to get cops from the other state involved. Or, in this case, she’d need a boy hero to go in there.

      Unfortunately, neither of the two boys she knew of who had powers, Chillout (Ryan Peters), nor Inertia (Mike Hopkins) had super costumes or any desire to be heroes. Neither wanted to be villains either, at least. Also, if this kid got in trouble, the principal might even call the police. It bothered her to let him get away, but he really hadn’t hurt anyone and she couldn’t send anyone else to the super-prison until she knew beyond any doubt that the Nolmek weren’t abducting people.

      Continued unhappy noises from Mrs. Webb’s room made her go back in there to help unstick the rest of the class. Brittany Chang dragged herself across the floor since her hardened jeans kept her legs frozen in a seated position like a half-body cast.

      “Did you find him?” asked Mrs. Webb, presently chipping at a slab of booger flesh with a screwdriver. The chunk glued a girl’s arms to her desk. “This stuff starts off like syrup but it hardens fast.”

      “I’m sorry. No. Snotrocket got away. He exploited a technicality.” Kelly grabbed the hunk and broke it apart. “And this really is super-booger. Normal people strength can’t break it.”

      About twenty kids all said ‘eww’ or ‘yuck’ at the same time.

      “What kind of technicality?” Mrs. Webb cringed, but helped peel the student’s arms out of the gluey morass on the desk.

      “He’s hiding in the boys’ bathroom.”

      “Oh. All right. I think we can take care of this mess from here. You should get back to your class, K—.” Mrs. Webb bit her lip. “Sorry, what’s your name?”

      “I’m Übergirl!” She beamed. “Okay. I’ll go right back to class… after I wash my hands.”
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      “Attention students,” said Principal Walsh over the PA system soon after Kelly returned to social studies. “Due to a bit of a mess in the hallway, all students are to remain in their first-period classrooms until further notice. Also, while some of you may feel your ‘secret identities’ protect you outside of school, any student who uses these so-called super powers in a way that is disruptive or dangerous will face discipline. This is a place of learning, not comic book movies coming to life. That is all.”

      Kelly stared at the ceiling and moaned inside her head. She had Ms. Webb’s math class at second period and it annoyed her to miss it even if they had a test today. Also, the only thing worse than being elbow-deep in another kid’s boogers was having to sit through Mr. Reynolds’ class twice in a row. He wouldn’t really teach an entire second period to the same set of students, would he?

      Much to her relief, he did not, instead giving the kids a ‘free period’ to work on whatever they wanted to do, provided it didn’t make noise. Since she refused to bring comic books to school anymore, she did the next best thing: read her math textbook for fun.

      Mrs. Webb’s room had been so thoroughly covered in snot it would probably take hours to clean it. She wondered if that boy got caught after trying to go back into class dressed normally or if Mrs. Webb would play along with the secret identity thing for him like she did for Kelly. She’d seen Snotrocket around school before, but couldn’t think of his real name. He, too, belonged to the fifth grade, but in a different homeroom.

      The principal came back over the PA system near the end of second period to announce students should proceed to their normal third-period class when the bell sounded, and repeated his warning about using super powers to cause disruption. The way he said ‘super powers’ sounded disapproving, kinda like the way Alexis and her friends always said ‘comic books’ when they made fun of her for being a nerd into that stuff.

      For the rest of the school day, she kept her eye out for Snotrocket. She spotted him at lunch, acting normal. Evidently, he hadn’t gotten in trouble. Or at least, if he had, he got detention or something tame. No suspension, expulsion, or police involved. It didn’t seem likely the school’s rulebook had a policy for ‘covering the hallway and one classroom in booger.’

      Much to no one’s surprise, everyone in first-period math class skipped lunch or didn’t eat much. Brittany and the boy with the seat of his pants ripped out, as well as Pauline, all got sent home. Pauline had hard snoz all over her hair. If that poor girl had to shave her head to get rid of it, Kelly would legit punch Snotrocket right in the nose.

      Übergirl evidently had resistance to more than simple extremes of temperature or damage. She could resist disgust as well, finding herself able to eat lunch. She plopped down at a table with Paige who had spent most of the booger-ma-geddon incident asleep in Mr. Reynolds’ class.

      After eating, they headed outside and flopped on the grass by the walkway to the music building, far enough away from the majority of the students to be able to talk about stuff.

      “So who is that kid?”

      “Which kid?”

      “Over there by the basketball net. Blond, leaning against the post.”

      “Umm. I think that’s Billy Browning. Why?” Paige looked back and forth between them. “Oh, wait. Is he Snotman?”

      “Snotrocket,” whispered Kelly. “Yeah. Hey, do you think if a villain changes back into their secret identity before the hero catches them, is the hero supposed to pretend they lost the villain?”

      Paige shrugged. “Depends on which series you’re reading. The ones that are more funny and light, yeah, the hero has to catch them in costume. Both sides respect the rule of identities. Darker ones, it wouldn’t matter. Especially if the villain did something really bad like hurt people.”

      “Okay. Ugh… that was so disgusting!” Kelly shivered.

      “Could be worse,” said Paige.

      Kelly glanced sideways at her. “What could be worse than that?”

      “Saw on TV last night some guy has fart powers. Can you imagine? Super-powered”—she made a fart sound.

      “Umm.” Kelly blushed and tried to look innocent. “Eww. Nope. Can’t imagine anything like that.”

      Paige snickered. “I wonder how he flies.”

      “Yuck. Seriously?” Kelly stuck out her tongue.

      “Jet thrust!”

      “Stop!” Kelly pounced on her friend, tickling her. “That’s so nasty.”

      Paige squirmed, laughing. “Uncle! Uncle!”

      Kelly got off her. “Enough disgusting stuff for today. Wanna do homework together after school, then maybe I can ask my sorta-mom to take us to like the Halloween shop.”

      “Cool!” Paige grinned. “Yeah. My parents should be okay with that. Your mom’s pretty cool for a, you know.”

      “Yeah.” Kelly looked up at the clouds. “Come home, Mom. Please?”

      Paige put an arm around her. “If the robot breaks, you’re gonna stay at my place. Don’t worry.”

      “Okay.” She smiled. “That’s cool of you, but it could be dangerous. The aliens are still after me.”

      “Hmm.” Paige looked around. “They haven’t tried anything yet though. Maybe they’re afraid?”

      “Maybe. Hey, is the crystal smaller?”

      “Yeah. It’s sinking.”

      “What?” Kelly blinked.

      “Like into the ground. It’s digging in deeper.”

      Kelly looked up at the crystal. “I’m running out of time.”

      “For what?”

      “Getting rid of them.”

      Paige cringed. “You don’t know that it will help. Or if you can even lift them. Naazlian weapons can hurt any super, even the ones with damage resistance. Trying to lift that crystal might hurt you.”

      “I know. Already thought about that.” She flapped her arms. “That’s why I haven’t tried yet. But if they’re sinking… I gotta do something soon.”

      The bell rang.

      “Argh!” said Paige. “There’s school getting in the way of important stuff again.”

      Kelly laughed. “School’s important stuff, too.”

      “Wow, you two are such nerds,” said Paige doing a decent impression of Brittany Chang, “you actually like school?”

      Snickering, they hurried back to the building together.
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        * * *

      

      That night, Kelly took an extra-long bath, trying to forget touching snot.

      Robo-Mom picked up on her mood and did the same sort of extra hovering thing that her real mother always did whenever she suspected something bothered her. Knowing that Mom had developed psychic powers, specifically powers related to emotions, made her wonder if the woman might have been psychic all along… enough to ‘feel’ another person’s mood. That would explain her eerily accurate habit of sensing bad stuff happening at school, or how she did so well at her job in sales.

      She curled up on the sofa with Robo-Mom between dinner and bedtime, pretending she hugged her real mother. Logic and loneliness kept getting into fights. Her father had really done an amazing job making a robot so close to seeming like a real person. Whenever she caught herself pretending Robo-Mom was real, she ended up marveling at how human-like the robot felt. If Kelly didn’t look at the face and see the tiny seams in the fake skin, the illusion seemed perfect.

      This version of Mom might have been artificial, but she would never put Kelly in a deathtrap, or leave her alone, or try to make her feel bad for doing good things.

      Kelly fell asleep on the sofa while wondering if her real mother would ever come home.
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        * * *

      

      She awoke in bed, Floppet tucked under her left arm.

      It took her a moment to realize the alarm clock screamed at her. Grumbling, Kelly got up and changed out of her nightgown—today felt like a dress day. After a quick trip to the bathroom, she trudged downstairs for breakfast. Robo-Mom made her a bowl of oatmeal with honey and blueberries.

      The robot sat at the table while Kelly ate, perusing a supermarket website and planning out a shopping trip for next week’s meals. A commercial playing on the small television in the corner of the counter ended.

      A news desk appeared. Behind it sat a thirtysomething black man in an immaculate suit and an auburn-haired woman wearing a burgundy blazer. Music played for a few seconds as the camera zoomed in on the guy.

      “Good morning, San Francisco. Welcome to the Morning Beat. I’m Dave Richards…”

      “And I’m Michelle O’Brien, and we’re live with the latest in the city council race.”

      The anchors droned on about boring political stuff. Kelly didn’t pay much attention until the word superhero came from the television.

      “This just in from Illinois. A super-powered individual who goes by the name The Chicago Bull has disappeared,” said Dave. “It remains unconfirmed, but authorities speculate he has been abducted.”

      She whirled to stare at the TV. A small photo in the top corner showed a relatively normal looking black guy—with horns. His smile said hero, though other than the bull-like horns, his appearance didn’t give away much about what sort of powers he had.

      “Abducted?” replied Michelle. “Wasn’t he supposed to be strong? Who could abduct him?”

      “That’s the question the authorities are trying to answer.” Dave shuffled papers. “Also, the oft-mocked super hero known as Florida Man is among the missing individuals who have super powers.”

      Kelly gasped. “The Nolmek! They’re kidnapping them!”

      “Not to make light of a bad situation, but residents of Florida are probably safer for his absence,” said Dave. “If you remember last month, Florida Man accidentally burned down his house as well as four nearby homes while trying to deal with a palmetto bug.”

      Michelle raised both eyebrows. “Wow, Dave. That must’ve been one heck of a mutant palmetto.”

      “I’m afraid not.” Dave whistled. “Just an ordinary one.”

      Michelle gawked. “How does a guy burn down five houses trying to kill one roach?”

      “This is Florida Man after all.” Dave chuckled. “It defies explanation.”

      “Mom.” Kelly grabbed the robot’s arm. “I dunno if Real-Mom can hear me through you, but please come home before you get kidnapped by the aliens. I’m sorry for telling on Dad. I forgive you for trying to murderize me. Just don’t get kidnapped, okay?”

      Robo-Mom hugged her. “Aww, sweetie, I’m sure your mother is okay.”

      “Is she watching?”

      “I can’t answer that.”

      Kelly sighed. “Dad programmed you not to be able to say?”

      “No. If there is a monitor that enables her to observe you using me, I would have no way to know if she’s watching it at any moment.”

      “Oh.” Kelly slouched and finished her oatmeal. “If I had a cell phone, I could send her a text to ask if she’s okay.”

      “That’s true, but you’re nine. You don’t need a cell phone.”

      “But, Mom,” said Kelly in a fake-whiny voice. “All the kids have them.”

      “You’re not all the kids.” Robo-Mom smiled.

      Kelly smiled back. “What if something bad happens and I need to call you?”

      “An 8,000-pound bomb didn’t even bruise you. What exactly could happen that you’d need a cell phone to call for help?”

      Kelly pondered. “Umm. I don’t want to even think about that.” She held up a finger. “Wait. No. Something less explodey. A problem that being strong and fast won’t fix.”

      “I’ll think about it.”

      “Okay.”

      Robo-Mom chuckled. “Did we just have an argument or a conversation?”

      “I think we kinda made fun of an argument.” Kelly grinned.

      “In all seriousness, how many kids in your class have phones?”

      “Every one of them. Except Paige.” Kelly leaned her elbow on the table, head leaning against her hand. “We’re the only kids who don’t have to put a phone in the pouch thing on the wall in English class. Alexis picked on me for that, too.”

      “Just English?”

      Kelly nodded. “Yeah, Mrs. Martin is really strict about phones. Mr. Reynolds used to collect them, but now he just knocks everyone out. Mrs. Webb doesn’t collect phones when we walk in, but if she sees one out during class, she keeps it until the parents come to get it. Mrs. Spindel doesn’t really care about phones. But no one goofs off in art or music anyway ’cause they’re fun. And Miss Najjar in computers also doesn’t really care if kids use phones as long as they do the work.”

      “Hmm. I didn’t realize so many kids your age have phones already. That’s sorta scary.”

      “They’re not ‘my age,’ really. I skipped ahead.”

      Robo-Mom smiled. “Well, there you go. Maybe next year.”

      Kelly snapped her fingers. “Darn. Almost had it.”

      “Go on, sweetie. You don’t want to be late.”

      “Okay.”

      She hugged Robo-Mom, then ran down the hall to get her backpack before going outside. Her stand-in mother clearly wanted to stop talking about cell phones since plenty of time remained before school started. Even a super slow trudge would get her there before the bell rang. Kelly didn’t fly, or even walk too fast. Worry about her parents kept her staring down the whole way to school. She’d gone unusually girly today with purple-pink frilled socks, silver ballet flats, and a cute white dress. It didn’t occur to her why she picked that outfit until she took the left turn onto the street leading to the school. Mom liked it whenever she dressed girly.

      Like many things about her mother, it made a lot more sense now. As a kid, her mother had been fashion-obsessed. She heaved a sigh and kept going. When she arrived at the front of the school, a chorus of mocking awws came from Rachel McMeadows and Colleen Brandt.

      “Wow, she looks like she’s six.” Rachel laughed.

      “Oh, look at the adorable little girl,” chimed Colleen. “Those socks are beyond cute.”

      “Second graders don’t go to this school.” Rachel pointed off to the side. “What are you doing here, sweetie?”

      Kelly involuntarily tensed, close to flinching. Despite having super powers, it would take a little longer than three weeks before taunts from those girls wouldn’t make her brace for torment. She stared in surprise at Alexis swaggering toward her in the way she always used to do before.

      “Hey, Noodle-butt,” said Alexis while grabbing a fistful of her dress. Ordinarily, the next thing to happen would be her dragging Kelly somewhere for a beating, or to the trashcan.

      However, Übergirl didn’t go anywhere she didn’t want to.

      Alexis tugged, but couldn’t move her. The dress might as well have been wrapped around a boulder.

      Kelly peered up at her with a ‘what are you doing?’ look.

      “Play along,” whispered Alexis. “Please?”

      Confused, but willing to see where this would go, Kelly allowed Alexis to ‘drag’ her around the corner of the school building. Once out of sight from the crowd, the girl let go of her and smoothed her dress out.

      “What’s wrong?” asked Alexis.

      “Huh?” Kelly peered up at the older eleven-year-old. “What do you mean? Other than you about to beat me up?”

      Alexis sighed. “No. We’re done with that. You look like you’re ready to cry, even before Rache and Coll said anything to you. I dunno, kinda made me feel bad. Is something wrong?”

      Wow. The world really has gone crazy. Alexis Stephens cares that I look sad? “Umm.” Kelly swallowed. “Kinda. You know about the whole, umm… super thing.”

      “Right…”

      “My parents both went villain. Dad got arrested and Mom disappeared. I miss them and I’m really worried.”

      “Oh wow. You’re living alone?” Alexis gawked. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Not exactly.” Kelly looked around to make sure no one watched them. “Dad’s like a Tier One mad scientist. He made a robot copy of my mother that’s super realistic. I still technically have a parent at home, but it’s not really the same.”

      “Wow. I used to call my mom a robot all the time.” Alexis folded her arms. “She still kinda is, but a different kind. My parents are all weird and creepy now, but it’s a lot better than they were before.”

      “Sorry. My mom did that.”

      “What?” Alexis let her arms drop.

      “My mother’s got like emotion powers. She changed your parents around to be nicer. She was gonna do something mean to them because you picked on me, but when I told her what happened… I guess she felt bad for you.” Kelly gawked at a sudden realization: Mom couldn’t be totally evil. She did something nice! That proved she hadn’t become a ‘dark comic’ villain.

      “Wow,” said Alexis. “I’m sorry about your parents. Hope they come back soon.”

      “Yeah, me, too.” Kelly sighed. “So, umm, how is this gonna work? Do we walk away or am I going down The Hill in a garbage can?”

      “Nah.” Alexis patted her on the shoulder. “We’re done with the trashcan. Coll tried to put Donna Hernandez in it since they’re afraid to pick on you anymore.”

      Kelly whistled. “Seriously? That girl is so nice. Why would they bother her? Because she’s tall and doesn’t talk much?”

      “Oh, don’t worry.” Alexis covered her mouth to hold in a laugh. “Donna’s so much bigger and stronger, Colleen wound up in the can bouncing down The Hill.”

      “Wow.” Kelly snickered.

      Mr. Potts swooped around the corner and folded his arms. After taking in the scene of Alexis apparently having Kelly backed up against the school building, he set his hands on his hips.

      “This isn’t what it looks like,” said Alexis, her voice missing its usual perfect confidence.

      “It’s okay, Mr. Potts.” Kelly ran over to him. “We’re just talking. Seriously. Alexis doesn’t pick on me anymore.”

      The genuineness of her statement appeared to confuse him. “Are you sure, Miss Donovan?”

      “Yeah. She just wanted to talk to me, but her friends would make fun of her if they knew about it. So she pretended to be beating me up. It’s fine. Nothing bad happened. Just talking.”

      “What did she do with your glasses?” Mr. Potts stooped closer to her, examining her face.

      “I, umm… don’t need them anymore.” Kelly smiled. “My eyes got fixed.”

      “Oh. Interesting. Guess that laser surgery stuff really works. Maybe I should look into it.” The teacher pushed his glasses up. “Well, all right. If you’re okay then.”

      “Yep. Thanks for checking on me, Mr. Potts.” Kelly smiled.

      “Actually, this is good.” Alexis winked at Kelly. “Let me know if I can help or anything with that problem you’re having. But, Mr. Potts finding us gives me an excuse for why nothing happened.”

      “I’ll do what?” asked the teacher.

      “Just you being here. I’ll tell my friends you stopped me before I could do anything to her.”

      “You know, Miss Stephens,” said Mr. Potts, “If you have to pretend to be mean to a girl like Miss Donovan for those other girls to like you, they’re not really your friends.”

      Alexis looked down. “I guess. Maybe I’ll find out some day.” She cleared her throat, put on a fake irritated look, and flounced around the corner before storming off.

      “Wow, she’s good at that.” Kelly blinked. “Really looks like she’s mad you stopped her from beating me up.”

      “A couple weeks ago, were those girls really about to shove you into the garbage can?”

      “Yeah. They used to do it all the time.”

      “You never complained about it.”

      “I know.” Kelly shrugged. “Thought they’d leave me alone if I ignored them.”

      He gently guided her around the wall with a hand at her back. “It’s almost time for class. You should get inside. Those girls give you any more trouble, let a teacher know, okay?”

      “Yes, Mr. Potts.” Kelly hurried inside, making no effort at pretending to be a victim.

      Of all the strange things that had happened recently, that she had started seeing Alexis Stephens as a real person and not some monster waiting to ruin her day had to be the weirdest of all.
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      Kelly entered first-period social studies and raised her arm to wave at Paige—but her friend hadn’t arrived yet. They had a few classes together, and usually tried to get seats beside each other except for in Mr. Reynolds’ room. No point being close when all the kids except for one passed out under the teacher’s hypnotic voice.

      She sat at her usual desk and waited. None of the teachers bothered assigning specific desks, though the kids kept their old habits from elementary school and tended to sit in the same spots every day. A few more students trailed in at the last minute, but Paige hadn’t shown up by the time the bell rang, Mr. Reynolds welcomed everyone, and started the lesson. He announced they would be doing an interactive class project today involving the kids splitting up into thirteen groups, one per each of the original colonies. This ended up as twelve pairs and one group of three.

      Good news always came alongside bad news.

      Kelly ended up in the group of three, with Paige (good news) and Colleen Brandt (bad news). Also, Paige still hadn’t shown up. (More bad news.) That meant Kelly had to work in a pair with one of the kids she disliked the most out of the entire school. Since the Alexis situation had gone into strange territory, that girl no longer sat on the ‘most disliked’ throne. The title probably fell to Rachel by a hair since she’d been the one to drop the precious Star Prince #17 comic in the trash. Even though Dad’s machine repaired it back to pristine condition, Rachel had gleefully ruined something precious, something Dad gave her.

      “Okay,” said Colleen after they paired up. “If we get a bad grade, I’m gonna kick your noodle butt.”

      “Let me guess, I do all the work and you’re just going to sit there on your phone the whole time?”

      Colleen smiled at her. “Wow, you really are smart.”

      “We got the Delaware Colony.”

      “Why are you telling me that?”

      “Because you’re on the project.” Kelly looked down at the paper on her desk containing the words ‘Delaware Colony’ along with a description of the assignment. The kids had to research their chosen colony and tomorrow, they’d pretend to be like ambassadors or something explaining to a foreigner—the teacher—about their home. After that, they’d debate various topics while each team defended their colony’s views on those issues. It sounded like a fun project, but not so much alone. Maybe Mr. Reynolds knew Colleen would make her partner do all the work, so that’s why he put her as the odd person in a group of three. If Paige hadn’t vanished, it wouldn’t have bothered her. The two of them could’ve done it and ignored Brandt entirely.

      “We’re not going to get a bad grade, Colleen. You actually do know this stuff.”

      “Yeah, whatever.”

      “Who settled it originally?”

      “The Dutch, duh. Even I know that.”

      “I bet you don’t even know the name of their ship.”

      “Like. Oh. My. Gawd.” Colleen sighed. “Why are you being like this? Everyone knows it was the Halve Maen, captained by Henry Hudson.”

      “What about who lived there first?”

      “The Lenape People.” Colleen scoffed. “I’m not stupid.”

      Kelly folded her arms. “See. You have been paying attention.”

      “Umm.” Colleen blinked, looking around. “Did you do something to me? How do I know this uncool, boring stuff?”

      “Gotta be because you listened to Mr. Reynolds.” Kelly hated to admit it, but this girl had become a social studies Wikipedia while she remained stuck having to study the normal way. However, that meant Colleen would help out with the project whether she wanted to or not. “Okay, here’s the deal. I’ll write our speech and you give it.”

      “Nice try, Noodle-Butt. But no.”

      “Coll, you’re obviously the better choice to do the talking between us. Taller, prettier, not shy. And look, if someone asks a question you can’t answer during the Q&A, I’ll try to do it.”

      “Duh, what’s Q&A got to do with asking questions?”

      Kelly stared in total awe. “Umm… that’s what Q&A means. Questions and answers.”

      “Oh. I knew that,” muttered Colleen. “Like I have answers.”

      “Who named the Delaware River?”

      “Samuel Argall, in 1610 after his ship got blown off course, why?”

      “See?” Kelly smiled.

      Colleen fidgeted. “Where did that come from? How do I know all this useless crap!?”

      “Must be all that dihydrogen monoxide you keep drinking.”

      “Not funny. You’re not gonna trick me with that again. I know it means water. But you’re right. I am way prettier than you. So okay, you write the thing and I’ll read it. Reynolds will probably fail me if you complain.”

      “I wouldn’t have to complain, he’s like right there watching you.”

      “Fine, whatever,” said Colleen dismissively before plopping down at the desk she’d dragged over, staring at her phone.

      Kelly spent about fifteen minutes scribbling an outline while peppering Colleen with questions about the Delaware Colony whenever she drew a blank. Due to the teacher’s superpower embedding all that information in the normal students’ heads, even a ‘scholastically challenged’ girl like Colleen managed to remember everything even if she didn’t know why. Each time Kelly lobbed a question, the girl answered without having to think or even look away from her phone game.

      Heh. She’s doing a fair share of the work even if she doesn’t realize it.
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        * * *

      

      A weight hung on Kelly’s shoulders for the rest of the school day, worrying about Paige.

      Most likely, her friend got sick and stayed home, but since she didn’t have a cell phone to send a text from, she couldn’t check on her until school let out. This, of course, made time drag. She almost changed into Übergirl during lunch so she could fly to her friend’s house, but kids weren’t allowed to leave school grounds during the day. Even if she could probably slip away and back before any teacher noticed, she didn’t want to break the rules.

      When the bell rang at the end of Miss Najjar’s last-period computer class, Kelly ran out the door. Her ballet flats wouldn’t tolerate super-powered sprinting, so she pulled them and her socks off as soon as she reached the sidewalk, then raced home, stopping there only long enough to set her backpack, socks, and shoes inside before hurrying another few blocks over to Paige’s house.

      No one answered the doorbell when she rang. Kelly checked the windows, then flew up to peer in the upstairs windows, but discovered the house empty. Paige didn’t lay sick in bed, nor wrapped in blankets in the living room. Her parents both worked and would certainly be at their jobs now. Though, Mrs. Warren worked at a dentist’s office or something like that and usually came home around the same time as school let out.

      Kelly could wait to ask her, but that felt a bit too desperate. Sure, she only had one friend, but that didn’t mean she needed to be super clingy. Maybe Paige had to go on an unexpected trip to visit her grandparents. If anything bad happened, Mr. and Mrs. Warren would be home and the cops would be here, too. The house sitting empty and quiet made her friend’s absence from school seem normal and planned.

      She sighed and trudged home. Evil aliens wanted to kidnap her, which had the side effect of making her really nervous all the time. Something as ordinary as Paige missing school for an eye-doctor appointment or maybe a random day trip with her parents shouldn’t freak her out.

      But, to a former nobody who finally had a real friend, even one day of separation hurt.

      Yeah, I’m pathetic. She chuckled at herself and walked home.
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        * * *

      

      About an hour after Kelly sat at her desk to do her homework, Robo-Mom poked her head in.

      “Sweetie, Paige is on the phone for you.”

      “Sweet!” shouted Kelly. She leapt out of the chair and flew downstairs so fast, she left her substitute mother spinning in place. Her feet didn’t touch the floor, even after she reached the kitchen. Hovering by the counter, she grabbed the cordless. “Hey!”

      “Kell!” whisper-shouted Paige, sounding scared. “I need help! They tried to kidnap me!”

      “Crap! No… double crap!” shouted Kelly. “I knew it! What happened? Where are you?”

      Paige didn’t reply, the noise of downtown coming over the line.

      “Pay?” Kelly stared at Robo-Mom as she walked into the kitchen. “The Nolmek got Paige!”

      “What?” The robot gasped. “Are you sure?”

      “I’m back,” whispered Paige. “It’s okay. I got away from them. But… I’m kinda stuck downtown. I need help getting home.”

      “Okay. Umm, my mom can drive us.”

      “Please, no. Can you like show up and fly me? I don’t wanna see anyone right now. Especially parents.”

      “What’s wrong?” asked Kelly. “Did they hurt you?”

      “No. Just scared. It’s complicated. They might be looking for me. Can you fly to Huntington Park? Meet me behind that little building near the fountain. By the flagpole.”

      “Okay. Be right there.”

      Paige hung up.

      “Weird.” Kelly ZOOM-ed into her Übergirl outfit.

      “Did you finish your homework yet? You really ought to do that before you go out to play with your friend.”

      “Mom… the Nolmek kidnapped Paige. Or tried to. She got away but she’s stuck in the city. I’m gonna go pick her up. Like actually pick her up. This isn’t playing.”

      “Oh, dear. Is she okay?”

      “Sounds scared. I should hurry.”

      Robo-Mom nodded and opened the sliding glass door for her. “Are you sure this isn’t a trap?”

      Kelly stopped to hover in the doorway. “Umm. Not really. You’re right. The Nolmek might have pretended to be Paige to lure me there. But it really did sound like her. I’ll be careful.”

      “Look around the place for anyone acting suspicious, especially vans or trucks parked nearby. Those could be hidden Nolmek.”

      She nodded, then rose straight up. As soon as she felt as though she’d climbed high enough that going supersonic wouldn’t break any windows, she aimed toward San Francisco downtown. Arms at her sides, legs tight together, Kelly accelerated from zero to supersonic so fast, the ground below rushed past her like a tablecloth ripped away by a giant. It only took her a minute to reach the San Francisco downtown, where she homed in easily on the place where all the skyscrapers stood. However, she didn’t really know where to find Huntington Park.

      Her parents had taken her downtown on occasion to go shopping or visit attractions, but they tended to go to one specific place, spend whatever time there, and go home. Figuring that ‘park’ meant green stuff, she swooped in low and landed in the first patch of grass that caught her eye.

      A few people relaxing in the afternoon looked over at her curiously. One woman smiled and said “aww, she’s adorable!” Others appeared ready to run away. Not afraid of her, but of what probably happened that made a superhero show up.

      She approached the older woman who called her adorable. “Excuse me. Is this Huntington Park?”

      “No, dear. This is Jefferson Square Park. I think Huntington is that way.” She pointed east.

      “Thank you!” Kelly waved and jumped back into the air, flying eastward while scanning for more green spots.

      A patch of grass led her to an area that had a basketball court next to a small playground made of green-painted concrete. One woman supervised a pair of little children playing on the swings. This place didn’t have a fountain, a small building, or a flagpole… so it couldn’t be the right one.

      She kept going east to the next patch of grassy land. That didn’t look right either: no fountain or flagpole. An oval walkway surrounded grass with a few trees. Annoyed, Kelly landed by a young couple.

      “Excuse me?”

      They looked down at her.

      “Hi, sweetie,” said the woman.

      “Whoa. Where’d you come from?” The guy put a hand to his chest.

      “Sorry. I just landed. I’m trying to find Huntington Park. Do you know where that is?”

      The woman pulled out a cell phone. “This is Yerba Buena. One sec.” She fiddled at the phone for a moment. “Okay, here… Huntington is about nine blocks north, four west from here.” She held her phone out so Kelly could see the map on the screen.

      “Okay. Thank you!” Kelly studied the picture for a few seconds more, then leapt skyward, heading in that direction.

      Huntington Park, from the air, formed a perfect rectangle divided by sidewalk in the general shape of a plus sign with a round spot at the middle: fountain. To the southwest, a small building stood surrounded by trees—and it had a flagpole nearby.

      This is the place!

      A large red-tinged building east of the park kinda resembled a castle. She flew around it, checking the roof for Nolmek waiting to attack her. Finding none, she followed Robo-Mom’s advice and looked at the streets in the area. No suspicious large vehicles had parked nearby. Roughly twenty people occupied the park, most sitting on benches by the fountain, jogging, reading, or riding roller-blades.

      I don’t see any aliens. Or security guards. Or cops who could be aliens in disguise.

      Wary, but drawn by her worry for Paige, Kelly finally landed on the grass by the small building—more of a large shed. It probably contained the pumps for the fountain.

      “Psst!” whispered a small voice behind it, hiding among the trees.

      Kelly walked into the shade, looking around, ready for Nolmek to come running at her at any moment.

      “Kell!” whispered Paige.

      She spun, but didn’t see her friend anywhere. Fearing the aliens had set up a speaker to play a recording of her friend’s voice—or simply a fake—she took a step back.

      “Over here,” said Paige.

      “Are you real or is this a trick?”

      “Not a trick. Please don’t leave me here.”

      Kelly looked around again. Her super powers came with sharper hearing than normal, but it didn’t make any sense. The girl’s voice appeared to be coming out of thin air. “Where are you?”

      “Right in front of you.”

      “I can’t see anything. This is a trick.”

      Small spots of grass compressed, little footprints approaching. Something tapped her on the shoulder. “Right here.”

      Kelly reached out and grabbed what felt like a face.

      Paige mumbled into her hand.

      “Whoa,” whispered Kelly. She patted where a shoulder should be compared to the face, and found one, only her friend didn’t seem to have a shirt on. “Are you, like, invisible?”

      “Yeah. I got powers!”

      “That’s awesome!” Kelly leapt into a hug, though Paige didn’t hug her back, remaining somewhat stiff and a little awkward.

      “Yeah. Umm. It would be more awesome if I could go home.”

      Kelly leaned back, rubbing her chin, one eyebrow raised. “Are you stuck invisible?”

      “No.”

      “So appear.”

      “I can’t.”

      “You said you weren’t stuck.”

      Paige grumbled. “I’m not stuck like my powers are on and I can’t turn them off.”

      “So why can’t you appear?”

      “Umm. Okay, so I got superpowers, right? They make me invisible, but just me. Not my clothes.”

      “You lost all your clothes? Did another crystal come down? Did they burn off?”

      “Nope. The Nolmek kidnapped me on my way to school this morning. They took me to this place inside a big building downtown. When I was locked up in their car, I wanted to disappear so bad… and my body went invisible! So, I reappeared and waited for them to let me out of the car. They took me inside and left me alone in a room. So… I turned invisible, got undressed so they wouldn’t see my clothes floating around, and snuck out. This is super embarrassing, but it’s better than getting abducted again.”

      “Grr!” Kelly shook her fist. “I’m gonna punch them all in the nose for grabbing you.”

      “I like that plan. But… can you please take me home? I’m a little cold.”

      “This is weird.”

      “What’s weird?” asked Paige.

      “I’m like really happy and really mad at the same time. It’s so cool you got powers.”

      “Yeah. Invisibility is pretty neat. Kinda stinks it only works on my body, though.”

      Kelly pondered. “That’s probably because it’s a bio-based power and not magic or an energy power bending light around you.”

      “Can we analyze later? I’d really like to get dressed sooner.”

      “Sure. Umm. What’s the least awkward way for me to carry you home? Hang on my back or lay across my arms.”

      “They’re both awkward, but I don’t want to fall and die, so I guess carry me.”

      “Oh! I got an idea.” Kelly held out her hand. “Take my hand.”

      Paige did.

      Kelly led her closer to the small building where they could hide in the shade of the dense trees. Once out of view, she pressed the gem on her ZOOM bracelet to swap back to her normal dress. After another check to make sure no one would see her underthings, Kelly pulled the dress off, tossed it to where she assumed Paige to be, and hit the gem to summon the Übergirl costume again.

      Her dress floated around in midair, bunched up, then fell around an invisible body. A few seconds later, Paige faded into view inside it, fussing at the material. “Ack. Wow, you’re skinny. This is kinda snug.”

      Kelly raspberried her.

      Paige laughed.

      “Invisibility is still pretty sweet as powers go.”

      “Yeah, I guess.”

      “Beats geek trivia master.”

      Paige held up one finger. “Truth.”

      “And it just saved your butt.”

      “Yeah.” Paige hugged her, shivering. “That was really scary. I wanna go home.”

      “Let’s go.” Kelly scooped her friend up in her arms and leapt into the air.

      Not wanting to hurt her friend, she didn’t fly too fast or too high, but still guessed she did over a hundred miles an hour. Normal people without superpowers could do that on a motorcycle and not rip their faces off. Paige directed her to land about a block away from her house to recover her backpack from where she’d tossed it in the bushes when the aliens-disguised-as-humans grabbed her. She had been wearing a dress today as well, so luckily, her house keys were in the pouch.

      Mrs. Warren ran down the hall to the living room as soon as they walked in. “Paige! Where have you been? The school called. You never showed up?” She blinked at Kelly. “Kelly? Why are you wearing that? It’s not Halloween yet.”

      “Mommy!” Paige leapt into a hug and started crying.

      “Mrs. Warren, the aliens tried to kidnap her. They grabbed her on the way to school, but she got away from them.”

      “The aliens? Come on, girls. Don’t make up stories.”

      “It’s true!” sobbed Paige. She tearily re-told the story of what happened.

      Mrs. Warren shook her head. “That’s hard to believe. But, it’s not like you to cut school. And you’re way too upset to be fibbing. The aliens…” She backed up to the sofa, pulling Paige along, and sat with her.

      Kelly hopped up to sit on her other side and held Paige’s hand. The longer her friend cried, the more she wanted to go out there and punch every Nolmek she could find. However, even Mrs. Warren seemed hesitant to believe the ‘benevolent’ aliens would do anything like abduct a girl on her way to school. If she ran around beating up all the Nolmek in sight, it would be Übergirl who got in trouble.

      After a few minutes of crying, Paige collected herself and quieted, merely shaking in fear.

      “Let’s say the aliens really did try to take you. Why?” asked Mrs. Warren.

      “They want me.” Kelly narrowed her eyes. “Bad guys always kidnap the superhero’s normal best friend. If she hadn’t gotten away from them, they’d have used her as bait.”

      Mrs. Warren looked at her. “What would make them want you?”

      “You know how some people have super powers?”

      “So the news says, yes.”

      Kelly floated up off the sofa. “I’m one of them.”

      Mrs. Warren gasped. “Oh my. Is that good or bad?”

      “It’s good,” said Paige. “Kell’s like really powerful. Definitely Tier One.”

      “I don’t know what that means, hon.” Mrs. Warren squeezed her. “Are you sure you’re okay? And what did they do to your dress? It’s so tight on you. Did you go rummaging the attic? You haven’t worn anything that cute in years.”

      “This is Kelly’s dress. Mom, I gotta tell you something. I have powers, too.” Paige vanished. The apparently empty dress remained, moving with her breathing. “This is how I escaped.”

      Mrs. Warren fainted.

      Kelly scratched her head. “She took that well.”

      Paige sniffled, then chuckled. “My parents aren’t cool like yours. They don’t know anything about comics or really care about them.”

      “My parents are cool, but they’re also villains.” Kelly hung her head. “I wish they could come home.”

      Mrs. Warren woke back up in a few seconds, saw the empty dress, and fainted again.

      “Maybe we should pretend this didn’t happen?” Kelly lightly patted the woman on the cheek. “My mom got spacey at first, too.”

      Paige reappeared and shook her head. “No. My parents have to know. I can’t not tell them something like this.”

      When Mrs. Warren woke up again, the girls re-explained everything. She didn’t pass out that time at a demonstration of her daughter’s invisibility, but became worried the government might want to take the girls away and study them for having ‘weird’ powers. After a long while of talking, Paige no longer seemed upset, as though the aliens grabbing her had been more of an adventure from a comic book theme park than a real kidnapping.

      “Paige Warren,” said her mother. “I’m going to make a rule right now that I want you to take absolutely seriously.”

      “Umm, okay?” Paige peered up at her.

      “You are not permitted to turn invisible in order to sneak out of the house when you are grounded, told not to go somewhere, or otherwise use that power of yours on me or your father.”

      Paige nodded. “Okay. Umm, what about fun stuff like setting up a surprise party?”

      Mrs. Warren ruffled her hair. “That’s fine. I just don’t want you misusing it on us. If you do that even once, we’re going to make you wear some kind of beeper or something. That’s a really dangerous power, hon. If the government finds out you can turn invisible, they’re going to take you and force you to become a spy.”

      “You’ve been watching too many movies, Mom.”

      “Maybe. I understand you trusted me by admitting you had such a power. Keeping it secret from everyone had to be tempting. Imagine what you could’ve gotten away with if we didn’t know. So, I’m counting on you to keep that trust and not misuse the ability. It’s absolutely important that your father and I can trust you.”

      Paige nodded. “I promise, Mom. There’s no way I couldn’t tell you and Dad. I need you guys on my side. And, since you know about me, and Kelly’s my best friend, we decided to tell you about her, too.”

      “You and Mr. Warren need to know about us. Stuff might happen.” Kelly exhaled hard. “The aliens are not here to help us. They want to turn humans into slaves and bring us all back to this giant far-off planet. We can’t stay alive there for long so they brought the crystals to make everyone tougher. As soon as that’s finished, they’re going to like kidnap the whole planet. The aliens know that I know about their plan.”

      “But she’s really strong so they’re afraid to attack her directly,” said Paige.

      “I don’t think they’re afraid of me.” Kelly fidgeted at her ‘GS’ belt buckle. It made her miss Dad more, so she stopped looking at it. “It surprised them when the power-stealing collar didn’t work on me. They want to figure out how I happened.”

      “They also left you alone for like two weeks.” Paige smiled. “I think they’re afraid of you.”

      “Maybe.”

      Paige stiffly got to her feet. “I’m gonna go change. I can’t breathe in this thing.”

      Kelly raspberried her again.

      Laughing, they ran upstairs together.

      Once in her bedroom, Paige turned invisible, removed the borrowed dress, and changed into a new outfit, overacting how she could breathe again by gasping and falling onto the bed holding her chest. Kelly ZOOM-ed the Übergirl suit back into the bracelet and put her dress on.

      “Thanks for the save.” Paige examined her hands. “Wonder if I got anything else?”

      Kelly flopped over the bed in an arm-wrestling posture. “Strength test?”

      “’Kay.”

      Paige went red-faced, but couldn’t budge Kelly’s arm in the slightest. She gave up after a minute. “Wow, you’re still way stronger than me. Did you even notice me trying?”

      “Nope.”

      “Hmm. You also threw a massive octopus around. You’re off the scale.” Paige tried to lift the side of her bed, but couldn’t do that either. “Darn. No super strength.”

      “The Aegis might have testing machines to figure out if you have other powers.”

      “That’s an idea. And darn.”

      “Darn?” Kelly tilted her head.

      “I should have expected something would happen today. Someone was watching me last night at the crystal.”

      “You were licking it again, weren’t you?” Kelly grinned.

      Paige blushed. “Umm, so what if I was? It worked, didn’t it?”

      “Hah!” Kelly giggled. “I don’t think licking it helped at all. Just being near it. Those crystals aren’t popsicles.”

      “Whatever.” Paige fake-rolled her eyes. “Ooh, imagine a wild cherry ice tower that big.”

      “Hey, we should tell the Aegis the Nolmek grabbed you. Maybe they’ll believe us now that they’re a problem.”

      Paige sighed. “Sure, but there’s no proof. I’m just a kid saying stuff.”

      A growl welled up deep in Kelly’s brain, but rather than snarl, she blurted, “Jaden Nieber!”

      “Umm, what?” Paige leaned back, both eyebrows up.

      Kelly frowned. “It’s the worst thing I’m allowed to say out loud and not get punished.”

      “Ack.” Paige covered her mouth with both hands, pretend cowering from something scary. “Don’t use his name as a swear.”

      “Why not?” Kelly scrunched up her nose.

      “Because! You’ll end up giving him eldritch power.”

      “Ooo-kay.” She blinked. “If you say so.”

      Paige flailed her arms. “Haven’t you read Galaxy Enders? That’s how Magmus rose to become a dark god.”

      “You do realize that’s a comic, right?”

      “Hello…” Paige faded invisible. A hollow pink sweatshirt waved at her. “So are we.”

      “Umm.” Kelly bit her lip, worried. The Naazlian crystals had to have taken the idea of superhero powers from the human subconscious in a way the Nolmek never expected. That meant stuff like dark gods could theoretically happen, too. “You do have kind of a point.”

      “Gawd. Can you imagine Nieber as a literal demigod?” Paige reappeared and gagged. “He’s already so full of himself now.”

      “I know, right?” Kelly winced. “So what do we do? The aliens might come after you again.”

      “Maybe, maybe not. They probably had video cameras in that room, so they know I have powers.”

      Kelly grumbled. “That just means next time they try to grab you, they’re going to put one of those super-power eating collars on you.”

      “Eep.” Paige grabbed her neck.

      “Unless you want to stay invisible all the time, I’ll walk with you to school. If they really are afraid of me, they won’t try anything if we’re together.”

      “Cool! But we can’t just hide forever.”

      “No. We can’t. But… we’re going to need proof. This is beyond frustrating.”

      Paige thrust her hands up. “Yeah, but I have powers!”

      They spent a moment squealing in delight.

      “We should get a cake,” said Kelly.

      “Power party!” shouted Paige.

      Kelly tilted her head. “Is that a thing?”

      “Wardens of the Nebula #34. Solar King’s little nephew, Oro, showed his powers for the first time and they had a big celebration for him.”

      “Wow. How do you remember trivia like that? Did Mr. Reynolds read that to you?”

      Paige knocked on her head. “I dunno. Some stuff just stays up here. Wish the important things would, too. Got a B- on that math test.”

      “Oh, heck no.” Kelly cracked her knuckles. “This is a job for Übergirl! Math tutoring time.”

      “Sounds way fun,” deadpanned Paige.

      “It is!” chirped Kelly. “Tell me what’s confusing you. Let’s see the test? Got it?”

      “Yeah. Kell?”

      “Hmm?”

      “You realize we’re nerds, right?”

      She nodded. “Yep. Why?”

      “Just checking.” Paige grinned and rummaged the test out of her backpack.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Chapter eleven - an avalanche of homework.]
        

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Soon after waking up Saturday morning, Kelly flopped on the floor in the living room, still in her nightgown, and turned on cartoons. Dad’s two minions—rather henchmen—arrived a little after nine and watched cartoons with her while also having cereal. In an odd sort of way, they felt kinda like family. Distant family, uncles or third cousins or whatnot. Enough that it didn’t feel strange for them to simply walk in and flop on the couch.

      Her father had asked them to help look after her while he went away. So, during commercial breaks, she told them about the Nolmek trying to grab Paige to use as bait for her. Kelly did not tell them that her friend had developed powers. As much as she loved her Dad, she wouldn’t tell him secrets when they played a game on opposite teams. That had to be how he thought of everything now… merely a game. Her father couldn’t be evil. He merely chose the team that had the cooler-looking vehicles.

      Commenting about the appearance of hero versus villain equipment set off almost an hour-long debate with Zorthax and Bob as to why heroes’ cars, bikes, planes, and spaceships always looked dorky but the bad guys had sleek awesome stuff—often black and silver.

      “Flying Fox has nice vehicles,” said Bob.

      “True.” Kelly swished her feet back and forth in the air, looking generally at the TV while ignoring the commercial. “But, he also lives in a cave under his giant mansion, and he’s a hero in a darker series. Sure, he never kills anyone, but he usually acts more like a bad guy. Sneaking around being all ninja-ey and stuff.”

      Zorthax rubbed his chin. “Perhaps the design of a hero’s vehicles is—”

      Bob elbowed him. “Show’s back on!”

      They all fell quiet, absorbed in the latest episode of Kobold and the Rulers of the Universe.

      Not that she really needed a vehicle, but if Dad ever made her one, it would probably be something nauseatingly cute like an egg-shaped purple helicopter sporting cat ears. She groaned, but then sighed. The universe did weird things sometimes. As a jinx, she promised herself that she would accept whatever vehicle—if any—her father made for her no matter how lame if it meant he’d come home. Even if he gave her a real version of the Bimbi sports car with hot pink tires, she’d accept it just because Dad made it. Though, he probably wouldn’t go that far. Mom insisted on the girly toys, but whenever it came time for a gift, her father let her pick her whatever she liked even if people considered it ‘for boys.’

      Before she made herself too sad, Bob whispering questions to Zorthax about what he thought Kobold would do—and Zorthax telling him to be quiet and watch—distracted her to wondering how, exactly these two hadn’t gone to prison as well. In some comic series, the nameless henchmen usually got rounded up and sent to normal jail. One series in particular, Mr. Amazing, being intended as funny, often took that to extremes such as cops using giant lumber carts to transport literal piles of unconscious henchmen into police vans after Mr. Amazing beat them senseless. In other books, they never mentioned what happened to the henchmen afterward. She guessed most people would simply assume the cops arrested them, but it hadn’t been interesting or important enough for the artist to draw into the book.

      Kelly daydreamed about some unofficial workers union for evil henchmen in a world that treated them like simple employees of a supervillain. Their boss getting arrested only meant they lost a job and had to go find another villain to work for. Once the boss lost to the hero, the henchmen stopped resisting the cops because they wouldn’t get paid. And in that fantasy world, the cops just shook hands and let them leave.

      Hmm. That is weird. She peered back over her shoulder at the two men. Both had large chests and arms, their normal-sized legs way too small for the rest of them. Zorthax was bald, Bob had blond hair cut short. Neither man qualified as good-looking or bad-looking. For the most part, Bob reminded her of a huge little boy. He loved cartoons, sometimes got caught playing with toys, and generally did whatever Dad or Zorthax told him to do. However, he’d also say stuff that sounded extremely smart on occasion and leave everyone gawking at him in stunned silence.

      She worried for a moment that they might be disguised Nolmek while the real henchmen sat in jail, but neither wore alien modules on their ears and the warrior-type aliens had much thicker legs. On the next commercial break, Kelly pushed herself up off her chest to kneel and leaned back against Bob’s legs in the process of standing up. They didn’t feel thicker than they appeared to be, which proved no hologram trickery.

      “Bathroom, be right back.” She ran off down the hall, relieved that the two guys seemed to be the real ones.

      But, how did Dad keep them out of jail?

      Whatever…

      Kelly stopped in the kitchen long enough to hand her empty cereal bowl to the eight-armed robot, then dashed to the downstairs bathroom.
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      She spent the rest of the day hanging out with Paige, trying to think up a plan to get evidence about the aliens—once they’d finished working on the social studies project as though Colleen hadn’t been put on their team. Paige groaned at being stuck having that girl on their team and started complaining about their work giving the mean girl a free grade, but Kelly explained using her as a living textbook to save time answering questions. Of course, Paige had all the same information stuck in her brain courtesy of the teacher’s superpower, so they really didn’t need Colleen, but the outline had already been written. Once they had the project done, they convinced Robo-Mom to take them to the mall again so they could look around for another hidden Nolmek human-processing facility. However, they found no trace of any alien activity other than the posters all over the place.

      Paige used her invisibility to draw mustaches on a few Nolmek pictures, which the girls spent the rest of the afternoon laughing about.

      That night, Kelly slept over Paige’s and they watched movies until falling asleep. Sunday, the Warrens took them to the Wilbur Dosney family museum. Kelly’s fluffy hair objected to the Morty Mouse ears, which wouldn’t stay on her head. It didn’t seem too likely for the aliens to abduct people from a place like that, which mostly catered to families with—often smaller—kids, but she still checked all the security guards and looked for hidden doors.

      No luck.

      On Monday morning, Kelly turned left when leaving home instead of right toward school. She hurried over to Paige’s house, met her at the porch, and walked beside her in case the aliens tried to grab her again. Other than a calico cat following them for a short distance, nothing unusual happened on the trip.

      Kelly didn’t know what surprised her more: that the aliens had left them alone all weekend, or that no supervillains had committed any crimes that made the news. For the remainder of the time before first period, she and Paige discussed if being a superhero counted as a job.

      Turned out that Pauline hadn’t needed to shave off all her hair to get rid of the booger helmet. Apparently, Billy Browning—aka Snotrocket—had a sub-power that Paige dubbed ‘snot control.’ He could move, reshape, harden, soften, or dissolve the slime he produced. Also, Mrs. Webb’s willingness to play along with the sacredness of secret identities didn’t apply to naughty kids who gummed up her classroom and cemented her to the whiteboard. Billy got in a heap of trouble. As part of his apology, the boy had de-gunked everyone, gathering up the mess he’d made in a whirlwind tornado of nose chunder that he took outside before hardening it into blocks that could be tossed in the dumpsters. This allowed him to avoid punishment worse than four whole weeks of detention.

      By the end of the school day, the girls understood why there had been a lull in crime over the weekend: the teachers had monopolized all the supervillain energy. For no reason she could understand, every single class dumped homework on them. On most days, this wouldn’t have bothered Kelly at all. Being given so much schoolwork that it would keep her busy almost to bedtime would have been fun. But… not when she had an alien plot to foil.

      However, since they’d found zero new information about the aliens and had a ton of homework, she didn’t have much choice of what to do with her Monday afternoon. The girls headed to Kelly’s house since Robo-Mom would be there and it Mrs. Warren wouldn’t be home from work for about an hour. After the obligatory ‘how was your day?’ conversation and a little motherly doting from the robot, the girls left their shoes by the door and headed upstairs to Kelly’s bedroom.

      Surrounded by textbooks, workbooks, and loose papers, the afternoon became a blur of math problems, reading assignments, workbook exercises, and studying. Even Miss Najjar dropped a major homework bomb on their heads. They had to read twenty whole pages in the textbook and then fill out a five-page worksheet take-home test. Computer class almost never gave out homework at all, much less so much.

      They overheard Robo-Mom downstairs on the phone talking to Mrs. Warren, confirming Paige was here and the girls both did homework.

      “How’s she know what we’re doing?” whispered Paige. “She hasn’t even looked in here once.”

      “We’ve been almost totally quiet the whole time. Either we’re doing homework or plotting to take over the world.”

      Paige chuckled. “And wow… what got into the teachers today? This is the most homework I’ve ever had before. Please tell me you didn’t actually ask them to give us more.”

      “No.” Kelly bit her lip. “Sometimes, I think they’re not assigning enough, but this is almost too much, even for me. Learning is fun, but it shouldn’t take all day. Too much of anything isn’t good.”

      “Something’s almost fishy about this.” Paige tapped her pencil on the math workbook page.

      “Huh?”

      “I dunno. It’s just weird that every single teacher gave us homework. Even Mrs. Murphy.”

      Kelly did think it strange for gym class to assign homework—even if it had been merely reading a small booklet about how to stay hydrated while playing sports. “What are you thinking?”

      “I bet there’s a kid supervillain mind-controlling teachers to make them give us heaps of work just to be mean.” Paige stopped tapping the pencil. “Or maybe Mr. Vega got powers. He could be mad that no other teacher gives out anywhere near as much homework as him.”

      “Pay…” She rolled her eyes. “Vega teaches eighth-grade science. Why would he care how much work we’re getting in fifth?”

      “I dunno.” Paige shrugged, then resumed scribbling on the paper, her face twisted into an expression of extreme focus.

      Kelly scooted closer and helped her figure out the harder math problems.

      “How are you so good at math? It’s unnatural,” muttered Paige.

      “Math is natural. The entire universe is based on it.”

      “Ugh.” Paige groaned. “I don’t really hate it. Just when I can’t figure it out.”

      “You can figure it out, then it’s fun.”

      Paige smirked. “Doing math just to do it isn’t fun. It would be fun to calculate something real, like if I helped launch a spaceship.”

      “You don’t go straight from being a kid to working at NASA. Flying Fox wasn’t born knowing how to fight. He had to practice for years.” Kelly gestured at the workbook. “This is practice.”

      “I suppose. But wha—”

      A flash of brilliant pink light filled the bedroom. Kelly screamed in surprise when the floor dropped out from under her. She fell a short distance to land flat on her chest upon metal, her face a few inches away from a curved, transparent wall of red glass. Paige appeared on the other side, exactly as far away as she’d been before, still sprawled on the floor amid a mess of charred, burning schoolbooks and loose papers. Ash flakes swirled around in the air.

      They found themselves in a small room with metal walls, floor, and ceiling. Four large alien desks covered in glowing buttons and display screens took up the left side of the room, opposite a single door that looked like it belonged on a ship from Space Journey.

      Kelly sprang to her feet and looked around at a cylinder apparently made of Naazlian crystal. Grumbling, she reared back and stomped at it, but her bare foot hit the wall, making a sharp clap—but didn’t crack it. Punching it didn’t damage the crystal either. She stomped at the floor, which bent a little and left a footprint and recognizable toe marks—like she’d stepped in wet concrete.

      I ran right through the armored door at the Aegis Citadel and it felt like paper. Why can’t I break this floor?

      Two identical cylinders stood against the wall to Kelly’s left, one on her right, all empty. Her soot-smudged reflection gazed back at her from the cylinder wall, looking way too much like a frightened little girl for her liking. Fear changed to annoyance.

      Paige stared into space, seeming stunned. After a moment, she glanced over, her cheeks and forehead covered in patches of black soot—though neither the girl nor her clothes appeared scorched. A smoldering piece of former textbook fluttered past her face and settled to the floor in front of her.

      “Grr. Open!” Kelly kicked at the wall a few more times, but it resisted her attack. She pushed the gem on the ZOOM bracelet, trading her shirt and jeans for the Übergirl costume. Her boots didn’t have any more success breaking the crystal prison.

      Paige scrambled to her feet and grabbed the outside of the cylinder. “They got us! Some kind of teleporter! We must be on one of their ships.”

      “I… can’t break this.” Kelly pounded on the tube wall, truly frightened for the first time since Alexis left her hanging off a goal post in a book bag. “Look for a button or something. There’s gotta be a switch to open it.”

      “Something’s coming,” whispered Paige. She darted to the left and crawled into the narrow space between the wall and the innermost console station.

      The cylinder didn’t have much room. If she held her arms out to both sides, her fingertips touched the crystal walls. An adult would’ve been cramped like a coffin. Still, being tiny sometimes came in handy. Kelly did not like being locked up in a tank when something bad approached. She screamed in anger, pummeling the crystal barrier. The slap of her fist hitting the chamber wall over and over echoed louder than gunshots in the confined space.

      With a hiss, the room’s only door slid open to the side. A serpent-type Nolmek slithered in, its spaghetti-like arms trailing after. Like most of the smaller aliens, it wore a fancy vest plus a cloak sporting a high, pointy collar. Considering the alien’s body consisted only of a featureless, grey tube of snake tail, they didn’t wear pants.

      It glided up to ‘stand’ outside her chamber, plowing a trail across the ashes of their schoolbooks. The platform base of the crystalline prison propped Kelly about eight inches off the floor, which left her at eye-level with the alien. To most adult humans, the serpent Nolmek ended up eye-to-bellybutton.

      “Let me out!” screamed Kelly.

      “Not yet, kitten,” said the alien in a distinctly male—though high pitched—voice. His tiny line-mouth curled into a smile that looked like someone drew a wide U on his face in permanent marker. “We have much studying to do first.”

      Growling, Kelly gestured at the floor outside her tank. “You burned my homework!”

      The Nolmek glanced back briefly. She suspected he would have shrugged, but the snake-types didn’t have shoulders. “That is not our concern. What is our concern is determining how you managed to absorb such an intense amount of energy and did not experience combustion. It is unusual for a human to contain so much energy, especially a kitten.”

      Kelly pounded both fists on the cylinder wall in time with yelling, “Let. Me. Out!”

      He wagged a finger at her. “We cannot do that. Do not experience fear. We do not wish to harm a mere kitten. You should experience joy. In time, you may be the key to the expansion of our workforce. Your genetic material is quite valuable to our needs.”

      “Umm…” She glared, not quite understanding how the aliens would use her ‘genetic material,’ but every way she decided to imagine that ended up sounding painful. “No. Let me outta here right now! This is kidnapping!”

      “We apologize for your present lack of comfort. However, this is our only current means of containing you. Once we are able to devise larger, more comfortable surroundings that you cannot destroy, we will relocate you.”

      She shivered. “You’re going to leave me stuck inside this little tank? How am I gonna eat or, umm… you know?”

      “The containment pod is equipped with ample facilities, such as kitten chow.” The Nolmek pressed a button on a black box in his hand. A small iris door above Kelly’s head snapped open, dropping a box containing chicken nuggets and French fries into the chamber.

      That’s ‘kitten food?’ Ugh. Kids eat more than nuggets and fries. At least he skipped the green vegetables.

      “The containment pod is self-cleaning. Merely complete any biological processes when necessary,” said the Nolmek. “There is no need for you to be moved to a specific location to perform such processes.”

      Kelly blinked. It seriously wants me to just go to the bathroom in here? Not happening! Furious, she hammered her fists at the cylinder, again screaming at him to let her go. She came close to shrieking ‘Jaden Nieber,’ but remembered Paige’s warning.

      No way could she possibly contribute to that obnoxious boy becoming an eldritch god.

      The Nolmek observed her tantrum for a short while. Evidently satisfied that the cylinder would keep her trapped, he slithered off and left the room, the door opening and closing for him with a soft pssht noise.

      “No!” shouted Kelly. “This isn’t fair! I’m Übergirl! I’m not supposed to be kidnapped!” She stared through her glowering reflection on the red cylinder at the door, then sank to sit cross-legged on the floor, chin in her hands. “This stinks.”

      Bare footprints appeared crossing the ashes, heading toward the exit.

      Kelly perked up.

      The door slid aside, remained open for a few seconds, then closed.

      She glanced left at the big console desk where her friend had obviously stashed her clothes. It didn’t seem likely that Kelly could escape this cage no matter how hard she smashed her fists into the crystal. Worse, her best—only—friend wandered around a secret Nolmek base. Sure, she could turn invisible, but she had nothing else. No strength, no attack powers, no way to protect herself if the aliens somehow found her.

      Kelly attacked the cylinder wall, but it didn’t show the slightest signs of cracking. She couldn’t do anything to protect her friend, only sit there, trapped, and wait for any possible opportunity to escape. But how long would it take the aliens to make an error? Hours? Days? Months?

      She slumped to the floor, shivering in fear but angry enough not to cry.

      Paige? What are you doing? Please be careful. Don’t do anything stupid. Run away. Go get the Aegis.
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      A small robot emerged from a hatch in the wall and vacuumed up the smoldering remains of their schoolbooks—and the homework they’d spent all afternoon doing. Being abducted less than an hour before dinnertime and locked in a small cylinder saturated in the aroma of chicken nuggets and French fries had predictable results. The food didn’t smell suspicious. Even though the aliens gave it to her, she picked at it while scowling at herself in the cylinder wall. It tasted just like the ones from the school cafeteria… possible proof the lunch ladies came from another planet.

      “I can’t believe they’re just gonna leave me stuck in here.”

      At least the Nolmek hadn’t done anything like the one race of aliens in Galaxy Enders, the Rovosk. The fictional aliens didn’t kidnap humans, but they did grow clones of them in tanks like this… filled with slimy fluid that people could breathe. Sitting trapped inside a tube stank, but it would’ve been way worse if they submerged her in mysterious goop.

      A few seconds after she finished off the food, the empty container disappeared in a fizzle of energy. Apparently, her prison could recognize the instant something became trash. If she had a bathroom accident, the mess would probably disappear in a crackle of blue energy as well.

      Of course, she refused to stay trapped here long enough to do something that mortifying.

      To distract herself from worrying about Paige, she attacked the floor. The metal bent a little whenever she punched it or tried to spear her hand in like a knife. Since jamming her fingers at what appeared to be steel didn’t hurt, she figured the aliens hadn’t stolen her powers but made a prison pod somehow able to hold her. The thirtieth time she punched the floor, her fist went right through the relatively thin metal like paper.

      She’d found a weak spot.

      Grinning, she scrambled to kneel instead of sit, and pulled at it, peeling the metal away like a candy bar wrapper. A four-inch cube on the underside burst into a shower of sparks as whatever electronics inside it broke beyond repair. Unfortunately, tearing up the floor didn’t give her a way out. It only exposed the reason that metal had been able to resist her before: a round plate of three-inch-thick Naazlian crystal. She’d gotten lucky and punched the metal over a small hole for either a drain… or maybe she just broke the cleaning mechanism.

      “The whole room isn’t made out of this stuff… Hmm.”

      Kelly stood, thought for a moment, then proceeded to slam herself into the ceiling and floor, flying up and down with as much force as she could generate in only a few feet. She felt a bit like a single tennis ball rattling around in a tall can, but hoped to break whatever held the crystal disc in place underneath her. Alas, it refused to budge and she gave up after about ten minutes.

      “I really don’t like aliens… how can I throw around a ginormous octopus but I can’t break this stuff?”

      At a pssht, Kelly let out a startled eep!

      A small black box floated in, darted to the side, and hovered against the wall until the door closed.

      “Paige,” whispered Kelly.

      The object glided closer. A small screen and grid of buttons made it resemble a fancy calculator. One of the buttons pushed itself and the device beeped.

      Lightning filled Kelly’s prison, but it didn’t hurt… mostly tingled.

      “Eek!” yelled Kelly. “Stop!”

      Beep.

      Calm.

      Kelly slouched in relief.

      Beep.

      Warm, soapy water rapidly flooded the tube to the ceiling, then whirled about in a cyclone, sweeping her around and around in circles. Kelly’s scream of, “Stoooooop!” came out in bubbles.

      Beep.

      The water stopped spinning and drained. Her Übergirl costume remained dry—alas, her hair did not.

      She stood there dripping, staring through the unamused reflection of her face at where Paige wasn’t.

      Beep.

      High-speed hot air blew up from the bottom of the cylinder, making Kelly’s hair and skirt flap up. Fortunately, Dad’s design of the Übergirl costume consisted of a one-piece swimsuit with a skirt added to it.

      Beep.

      “Grr,” whispered inviso-Paige. “Sorry. I’m trying. I know this remote can open it, but I can’t read alien squiggles. Hang on. There aren’t too many buttons left.”

      “Are you just pushing them all in order?” asked Kelly in disbelief.

      “Yeah.”

      Beep.

      Whirring started. Kelly didn’t notice much else until frost appeared inside the cylinder and came out of her mouth when she breathed. “You just put the air conditioning on super-mega.”

      Beep.

      More hot air blew down on her from above. Though it didn’t burn or even reach uncomfortable, she had a feeling it would probably have cooked most normal people.

      Beep.

      A loud clank came from beneath her boots and the cylinder of Naazlian crystal sank into the pedestal base. Kelly jumped out into the room and hugged invisible Paige, who screamed.

      Kelly jumped back. “What?”

      “Ow. You’re like scalding hot.”

      “Sorry. Did I burn you?”

      “Umm. I don’t know. Can’t see.” The soft patter of bare feet on metal trailed off to the left. “C’mon. Follow me.”

      “I can’t see you. How am I supposed to follow you?”

      Paige’s clothes slid piece by piece out from behind the console and gathered into a wad. The ball of fabric floated back over to Kelly and squished into her chest. “Here. Carry this please.”

      “Umm.” Kelly blushed a little, but took the bundle. “You’re not gonna get dressed?”

      “Not yet. I need to spy.”

      “Aren’t you cold?” asked Kelly.

      “Freezing, but if the Nolmek see me, they’re gonna catch me easy. I’m not fast or strong. And if I stay invisible, I can peek around corners to make sure we don’t get caught.”

      Kelly folded her arms. “I’m not worried about getting caught. They put me in a tank. I wanna punch some noses.”

      “There’s way too many. Come on, I found a way we can go.”

      An invisible hand grasped hers, tugging toward the door. Kelly followed without protest. The corridor outside also looked like it belonged in a spaceship. All metal, shiny, fancy lights on the walls, and lots of automatic sliding doors marked in unreadable alien squiggles. Sounds of heavy machinery came from everywhere as well as the deep voices of soldier-type Nolmek. This spot of corridor, fortunately, didn’t have any aliens in it.

      Following Paige’s lead, Kelly ran along, turning left or right wherever her friend pulled her. At each corner, they paused, probably so Paige could peek around and check for aliens. Once, they had to wait a moment before continuing. Twice, Paige raced back the other way, running from approaching Nolmek.

      Eventually, they reached a long passageway that didn’t have many doors on the sides. It had to be two or three times the length of the football field at school. They ran, trying to be as quiet as possible. The soft squishy soles of Kelly’s boots still squeaked a little on the shiny metal floor and Paige trying to hurry along barefoot sounded like someone doing a slow clap in an empty auditorium.

      “Hop on my back. I’ll fly,” whispered Kelly.

      Paige threaded her arms around Kelly’s neck, holding on as they flew way faster than possible to run—and completely silent. About forty feet from the end, a door snapped open unexpectedly in front of them. Kelly swung around, going back the other way to the next nearest door. It led to a small room with a huge control console against the far wall beneath a wide window and, fortunately, no aliens.

      “Hide!” whispered Kelly after landing.

      Paige let go of her. “I am hiding already.”

      At the approach of footsteps out in the hall, Kelly scrambled under a table on the left side of the room, which held a few alien holographic monitors and other tech junk. She crawled in behind a stack of plastic crates and sat curled up in a ball hugging Paige’s clothes.

      Two soldier Nolmek walked in, talking and chuckling. Kelly peered over the boxes, able to see them from the knees down. They crossed the room to the big console and sat in padded chairs like they worked there.

      Drat! Bad choice of a hiding place.

      Kelly’s super-ears picked up the faint sounds of Paige approaching the table and crawling under it to sit next to her. When an invisible hand grasped hers, she squeezed it, grateful to not be alone. While she didn’t feel too scared for her safety, if she did what she wanted to do—start punching alien noses—the resulting fight could get Paige hurt. That her best friend appeared to be shivering worried her. Without being able to see her face, she had no way to know if it came from being cold or being frightened.

      She grumbled at the wad of clothes. Invisibility was such a cool power that could do so many useful, hilarious, or fun things—okay, bad stuff too—but having to get undressed to use it really stank.

      For at least twenty minutes, they sat as still as possible listening to the aliens chat about their jobs. Paige leaned close, her mouth less than an inch from Kelly’s ear.

      “Change mind. I’m freezing. We gotta get outta here,” whispered Paige. “Proceed with Operation Nose Punching.”

      Kelly nodded and started to crawl out, but Paige abruptly pushed her back.

      “Wait,” whispered Paige. “Better idea.”

      The faint shuffle of her friend’s motion went out from under the table. As soon as Paige stood, Kelly lost any sense of where the girl went. Creeping around on her feet didn’t make any noise at all compared to crawling on shiny metal floors, at least nothing she could hear over the electronic hum from the machinery everywhere. Both aliens would easily see Kelly if she climbed out from under the table, but she could watch them from her hiding place without being noticed.

      A few minutes passed. The food she’d eaten before threatened to come back up, but only from nervousness. Even Nolmek couldn’t mess up nuggets and fries.

      An alien blaster pistol floated up from the belt of the alien on the right, gently enough that the Nolmek didn’t notice. Kelly covered her mouth to hold in the laugh. What she expected to happen struck her as funny because she knew Paige wouldn’t kill them.

      All alien blasters had stun settings. It’s like comic law.

      The gun floated up in such a way that Kelly pictured her friend holding it like a cop in both hands. A yellow blast, accompanied by a sufficiently lasery bweep, hit the alien in the back, knocking him up out of his chair onto the console. Paige shot the second one before he got all the way out of his chair. He fell unconscious, steam wafting up from his scaly head. Tiny blue sparks snapped between his lips and the metal floor.

      Kelly hurried out from under the table. “Nice!”

      “Not nice. Look!”

      “I can’t see you pointing.”

      The gun wagged toward the console.

      Kelly approached the big computer desk. The huge window above it looked out over a giant room where hundreds of pods moved around a conveyor system. Most had people in them ranging from older high schoolers to the elderly. The aliens didn’t appear to have started processing ‘kittens’ yet. The pod line ended at a station where two soldier-type Nolmek removed the humans from the dangling chambers, looked them over, then shoved them into a normal-looking elevator.

      Security monitors on the console in front of her allowed her to watch a disoriented man ride the elevator to what appeared to be the lobby of an ordinary office building. He walked out, looked around with a ‘how did I get here’ sort of expression, shrugged, and hurried to the door.

      The urge to smash the window and free the 200 or so humans in there got Kelly to climb up onto the console before she made herself stop. That room also had at least sixty Nolmek in it, including eight of the snake ones she thought of as ‘scientists,’ too many for her to risk being mind-controlled. If facing only one, she could break free before it made her do anything too bad. Two would probably keep her under control. Eight? She’d be in big trouble.

      “They’re just letting them go?” asked Paige from nearby.

      “Yeah. For now. Those people haven’t absorbed enough crystal energy. They’re too weak to bring to the other planet. The Nolmek have to leave us here ’til we’re done.”

      “Kinda like a microwave burrito. No matter how long you nuke it, the middle stays cold.”

      “This isn’t a ship.” Kelly turned toward empty air. “Am I looking at you?”

      “You’re looking in my direction, but you can’t see me.”

      “Hah. Okay. So, where are we?”

      “Umm,” said Paige. “This is the same place the aliens tried to take me the other day. We’re downtown. I know how to get out. We just have to stay out of sight.”

      “Easy for you to say.”

      Paige handed her the blaster. “You carry that. There’s two buttons on the left side. Don’t push the red one.”

      She examined the shiny silver gun, which looked like a controller for the MegaStation’s shooting games. Three small buttons stuck out of the housing above the grip on the left. One black, one green, one red. “What do they do?”

      “Red one makes it hurt people. Green is stun. Black is off.”

      “How do you know that?” asked Kelly.

      “There are some really confused Nolmek on the other side of the building wondering why a laser gun started shooting itself at the wall.”

      Kelly snickered.

      “Sorry I took so long getting you out of there, but I got lost. Had to steal a universal remote to operate the cell.”

      “How long are those guys gonna sleep? We should probably get out of here.”

      “Umm. Not sure. And yes. I want to leave.” Seconds later, the door opened. “C’mon,” whispered Paige from a few steps away in the corridor. “It’s clear.”

      Kelly bundled the blaster pistol into the wad of clothes and ran out.

      Paige grabbed her hand, pulling her along while running to the end of the passageway. A small ventilation cover opened itself. “In here.”

      “Okay.” Kelly waited for her friend to crawl in based on the sound of motion, then scooted in and tugged the vent cover closed.

      Careful not to bump into her, she crawled down the narrow metal duct, cramped even for her.

      “Ever notice,” whispered Kelly, “that air vents are always big enough for people to crawl around in and always lead right where the good guys need to go?”

      “Yeah. But these are kinda small. A grown-up couldn’t fit inside them. So the Nolmek aren’t really following comic rules. It’s not that stupid that the vents go to important places. People need air.”

      The vent stopped at a T. Shuffling from Paige crawling went to the right.

      “Are we in trouble now?” asked Kelly.

      “Not really. This is gonna take us out into an office. Last time, no one saw me and I just walked out. But you can’t turn invisible. We’re kids, though, so maybe people will ignore us.”

      “Okay.”

      “This next part really stank before. It’s gonna be so much easier with you here.”

      “Why?”

      “I’ll show you in a minute.”

      They crawled for a little while more before reaching a left branch in the duct about three times as big as the rest of it, almost enough for her to stand up in. Paige’s footprints in the dust went over to the back wall. Kelly followed her into a chamber at the end of the duct, peering up at a shaft stretching vertically overhead for a long distance.

      “This.” Paige grabbed Kelly’s hand and put her fingertips on a half-inch wide metal strip where two sections of duct joined. “I had to climb these tiny things like a ladder barefoot last time. My toes still hurt.”

      “Ouch.”

      Invisible arms closed around Kelly’s neck from behind. “Please fly us up to the opening.”

      “How far?”

      “It only goes to one place. The aliens are stealing air from that office building.”

      “Oh.” Kelly stepped forward into the shaft and glided upward, careful not to scrape against the tiny ledges. They looked sharp and really uncomfortable to use for steps.

      Paige clung tight, hanging like a living cape.

      About forty feet later, they reached a vent slat cover that looked in on the back of a small room containing a big photocopier-printer and lots of metal shelves full of cardboard boxes. Two women about Mom’s age stood by the copier talking about ‘that idiot in accounting’ while waiting for the machine to finish printing.

      Since flying didn’t tire her out at all, Kelly hovered there patiently waiting, clinging to the bundle of Paige’s clothing while her friend hung on her back.

      A few minutes later, Paige whispered, “Use the stunner on them before my arms die. I’m about to fall.”

      Kelly gasped.

      Fortunately, the printer stopped spitting out paper and the women collected their stuff and walked out, closing the door and leaving the room dark. Kelly pushed the vent cover off and floated into the room. Paige rolled off her back and hit the floor, moaning softly about her sore arms.

      “Sorry. Wait. Why were we hiding? We didn’t do anything wrong.”

      “We’re hiding because you are carrying my clothes. And thank you… flying up that shaft was way better than climbing it.”

      “Okay, we made it. Now what?”

      “Give me my stuff.”

      Kelly handed over the bundle. Piece by piece, the clothes floated up into the air and took their place on her invisible friend. Paige reappeared once dressed. Surprisingly, she looked furious and not at all afraid. Kelly slapped the ZOOM bracelet and switched back to her purple T-shirt and jeans, just like Paige.

      “We’re practically in uniform.” Paige snickered. “Oh, no.”

      “What?” Kelly gasped and hurriedly looked around for a Nolmek attack.

      “We’re doing the Alexis-Rachel thing. Same outfits!”

      Kelly fake-wailed in anguish.

      “We even have matching shoes.” Paige snickered.

      “Huh? We’re not wearing shoes. We left them at my house. The aliens teleport-kidnapped us right out of my room.”

      Paige wiggled her toes. “Still a totally matching outfit.”

      “Grr. Come on.” Kelly headed for the door.
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      The door from the copier room opened to reveal a grey-carpeted hallway that looked pretty much the same as the place Dad used to work. Kelly had been there twice for ‘take your kid to work day’ events. A few times, she’d gone with him to the office during the summer when no one could watch her at home. Those days had been massively boring.

      But… perhaps this place had a similar layout. It shouldn’t be too difficult to find the way to the outside. She headed out into the hall, randomly going left and walking like she belonged there. Paige followed close behind. Adults going by gave them curious looks, most even smiled. None bothered to ask who they were or how a pair of children ended up inside their office. It had been the same visiting Dad’s place when she took herself to the bathroom. Everyone she bumped into while going alone to the bathroom or vending machines assumed her parent worked there, and no one got in her way.

      “Act like we’re supposed to be here and we can walk right out. That’s how secret agents do it,” said Kelly.

      “’Kay.”

      They roamed from hall to hall, finding conference rooms, cubicle areas, and the occasional break room with refrigerators, coffee machines, and tables. Kelly didn’t try to open any doors that went to private offices or obviously didn’t lead to the outside world.

      “Which way is it?” asked Kelly.

      “Umm. I don’t really remember. I was pretty scared and just kept running around until I found the way out. We’re on like the fifth floor. Gotta find an elevator or stairs.”

      Kelly smirked at her. “You could’ve said that before. I’ve been looking for a lobby.”

      “Sorry.” Paige winced, guilty. “I’m a little scared now, too. Can’t believe I remembered how to get back to the room where they put you. That place is a maze!”

      “You did awesome.” Kelly hugged her tight. “Totally saved my butt.”

      “They’re going to be mad when they realize you escaped. We gotta get out of here.”

      Kelly resumed walking, now looking for an elevator or stairs instead of a street exit. “They won’t do anything to us here. Too many people watching.”

      “They’ll just pretend to be cops or something and try to arrest us.”

      Another few minutes of racing around hallways finally brought them to an alcove that had three elevators. Kelly ran over and poked the call button. Adults continued to give them pleasant smiles or curious glances. A few completely ignored them. One older man shot them a dirty look. Probably the sort of mean old man who didn’t give out candy on Halloween and hated kids in general.

      “What are you doing with a toy like that?” asked the sour-faced man. “That’s for boys. Why do your parents let you play with that and not some nice dollies?”

      Kelly glanced at the Nolmek blaster in her hand. The green button still glowed, indicating it would merely knock people out. On the red setting, it might burn a hole into an Army tank. Yet, it still looked outlandish enough that most people seeing it in the hands of a child would mistake it for a toy.

      Paige’s expression said ‘shoot him. Please, shoot him.’

      “I have dolls, too. But, you know what the difference is between boys’ toys and girls’ toys?” asked Kelly.

      “I’m sure I do.” The man folded his arms. “What do you think it is?”

      “Whether a girl or boy is playing with it.” She held her chin up.

      He scoffed, muttering under his breath about ‘darn young people these days.’

      The elevator chimed, and the doors opened. Unfortunately, the old guy also got on. No one spoke for the short time it took them to go down two floors. The man exited the elevator on the second floor. Kelly mashed the button marked L.

      As soon as the doors closed, Paige blurted, “What a butthead!”

      “Seriously.” Kelly scowled.

      “Umm. Are we gonna get in trouble for having that blaster?” Paige’s anger faded to worry.

      “Why would we?”

      “Duh. It’s a real weapon that can kill people. We’re too little to touch a gun when our parents aren’t around. We shouldn’t play with them.”

      Kelly held it up. “It’s not a gun. It’s a stunner.”

      “Sure, as long as you don’t push the red button.”

      “And we’re not playing with it. We’re escaping kidnapping. Again.”

      “We still shouldn’t keep it. We’re kids.”

      “Don’t wanna keep it. I’m a superhero confiscating it. We can’t just leave it sitting here for some other kid to pick up.” She pushed the black button to turn it off. “I’ll give it to the Aegis first thing.”

      Paige nodded.

      The elevator doors opened after another electronic chime.

      Kelly stepped out into a big lobby. Three more elevators sat across from her straight ahead. Right went to bathrooms, left to a larger room where a security desk faced a big wall of glass windows at the street exit.

      “We’re out,” said Kelly, grinning.

      When they made it a few steps past the desk, a man called out, “Hey! Where are you two going?”

      Kelly stopped short. Paige bumped into her. They turned around at the same time.

      A guy a little younger than Dad with neat black hair, white shirt, and black security pants, got up from the desk and walked over to them. “Where are your parents? Do they work here?” He looked down. “And why don’t either of you have shoes on?”

      Hmm. Kelly narrowed her eyes as the Sarcasmatron-2000 fired up in her brain. We were hanging out in my room when aliens abducted us with a teleport ray. They didn’t give us time to get our shoes on. Kelly decided that probably wouldn’t be good to say, so she replied, “We left them at home.”

      “Seriously? In October?”

      “Yah,” said Paige in a spacey voice. “We’re like totally in tune to nature.”

      He frowned.

      “Kidding.” Paige shrugged. “What she meant to say is we forgot them at home.”

      “What are you doing here? Isn’t this a school day? Did your parents bring you here?” asked the guard.

      “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you the truth.” Kelly pointed at the door with the Nolmek blaster. “We’re just gonna go home now. I swear we’re not doing mischief.”

      “Try me.” The guard tapped his foot.

      “We were abducted by aliens using a teleporter beam that grabbed us right out of my bedroom, which is why we don’t have shoes.”

      “You’re right. I don’t believe that. Two kids shouldn’t be in here unescorted. You don’t have visitor badges and I can’t let you just walk out the door alone. You’re too young. I’ll give you a choice. Do you want me to call your parents or the police?”

      “Umm, parents please,” said Kelly, before giving him her home number.

      “Names?”

      “Kelly.”

      “Paige.”

      The guard ushered them around behind the security desk. Five huge computer monitors displayed a grid of security video from all over the building. It didn’t surprise her that none showed the Nolmek facility. However, the guard had almost certainly been watching the two of them roam around the building for the past half hour. He pointed them at a pair of office chairs, then picked up the desk phone and dialed.

      Robo-Mom’s voice murmured in the earpiece about fifteen seconds later.

      “Uhh, hi. Do you have kids named Kelly and Paige?” asked the guard.

      Robo-Mom murmured again.

      “Dave Coughlin. Security at the Newman Building on Mission Street. Yeah, found your daughters roaming around without visitor badges, or even shoes. Not sure how they got in here, but… Mm hmm. Nah, not if you pick them up. Okay. Right in the front lobby.” The guard handed the phone to Kelly.

      “Hi, Mom.”

      “What are you doing in an office downtown? I thought you were upstairs?”

      “The aliens kidnapped us with a teleportation ray. We escaped but their secret base is under an office skyscraper.”

      “Oh, the nerve! You didn’t fly home?”

      “I was going to, but the nice security guard is mad at us because we don’t have badges and he won’t let us go outside alone ’cause we’re too little. So, he wants you to pick us up.”

      “All right. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

      “Thanks, Mom.” Kelly handed the phone back to the guard.

      He listened to it for a second, then hung up, shaking his head. “Wow. I’m surprised I didn’t hear your mother screaming from here when you hit her with the alien stuff.”

      “She doesn’t think we’re making it up.” Kelly swished the office chair side to side.

      “Everyone knows the Nolmek are here to help us. Our benevolent protectors would never kidnap anyone.” Dave sat in his chair again, muttered about kids and their imaginations, and spun to watch the monitors.

      Paige leaned close. “This is bad. They could get us when we’re stuck here.”

      “Don’t worry.” Kelly spun the chair to watch the elevator area. “If they try anything, I’ll punch them right in the nose.”

      Dave the guard chuckled. “Lot of fire in you for a little kid. Love redheads.”

      Secret identity. Secret identity. Pretend to be normal. Don’t get mad. She probably scowled, but attempted a disinterested shrug. “If any aliens try to grab me again, I’m going to bop them so hard they’ll fly straight back to the planet they came from.”

      “Sure.” He picked up a stapler and held it like a gun. “I’ll protect you with my alien blaster.”

      Kelly picked her thumbnail at the rubberized grip on the real one in her lap. She handed it to Paige. “Here. You can’t punch them.”

      Her friend pointed the gun around while making ‘pshew-pshew’ noises. “Won’t let the aliens get us.”

      Dave pretended to shoot one coming in the front door.

      It would’ve been amusing, even fun, but not when Kelly worried that real aliens would show up at any second. However, the other three guards and several employees walking by thought they were adorable.
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        * * *

      

      Robo-Mom entered the lobby looking frustrated from traffic.

      Not one of the security guards noticed anything unusual about her. Unlike her actual mother, this one didn’t have powers of emotional manipulation, so she had to talk her way past Dave to convince him that she hadn’t allowed her daughters to run around barefoot in October or sneak into an office building. He still didn’t seem to buy the alien story, but he did eventually release the girls into her custody.

      As soon as they walked up to her, Robo-Mom handed over two sets of sneakers and confiscated the blaster from Paige. The girls put their shoes on and followed her outside and down the street to Mom’s car. Both got in the back seat.

      “What am I, a chauffeur?” asked Robo-Mom after getting in.

      “I’m too little to ride up front. You’ll get a ticket,” said Kelly.

      “You’re nine.”

      “I didn’t say too young. I said too little.”

      Paige grinned. “You should be in a car seat.”

      Kelly raspberried her. “I’m not that small.”

      They both laughed.

      On the ride back home, the girls explained what happened. Her substitute mother’s reaction of annoyance seemed a bit underwhelming as a response to being told her daughter had been abducted. In fact, Robo-Mom made pretty much the same face her real mother did whenever Kelly told her about Alexis and company throwing her in the trashcan.

      She looked down, wanting to run to her Dad or real mom. Unfortunately, unlike a scary monster under the bed, her parents couldn’t simply fix the problem. As strange as it sounded, Übergirl could protect herself from the Nolmek far better than her parents could. She didn’t fear getting into a fight with the invaders directly as much as she dreaded society turning against heroes if the aliens tricked them.

      That story arc always made her angry in comic books. Whenever the bad guy set things up so the hero got in trouble or went from being loved by the people to hated and jeered at… it made her want to cry in frustration.

      Also, if the Nolmek had a way to teleport-kidnap her whenever they wanted to, she could end up in an inescapable prison again at any minute. She’d only gotten out because they’d abducted Paige right alongside her. The way they’d appeared in that room suggested the aliens used a wide beam-type device that grabbed everything in an area. They aimed it to put Kelly in the cylinder, so Paige landed on the floor outside the tank the same distance from her as she’d been in the bedroom.

      “I’m going to mention this to your father when we visit Thursday,” said Robo-Mom. “Maybe he can think of something to interfere with the teleporter.”

      “Beam me up, Mr. Spork,” muttered Paige.

      Kelly groaned and let her head fall back against the seat. Grateful to her friend for helping her escape, she squeezed Paige’s hand the whole ride back. Despite what just happened to them, her friend grinned. She had to be thrilled at rescuing Übergirl. It didn’t bother her to end up in a situation even her powers couldn’t defeat. No one hero could do everything. It didn’t even matter that Paige had a relatively weak power, at least in terms of fighting aliens. Any hero could be critical. Even a kid like Inertia. All his power did was prevent anything from moving him—usually his mother trying to drag him out of bed in the morning for school.

      But even a useless power like that might come in handy for something.

      No, Kelly did not consider herself better than anyone else. All supers had the opportunity to be heroic. And, getting rid of the Nolmek would take every last one of them.

      When they arrived home, the girls headed upstairs to the bedroom. A few scraps of ash and fragments of textbook sat on the floor, the books sliced in a way that made an obvious circle six feet across.

      Paige crouched and picked up a charred piece of her math textbook. “We are gonna get in so much trouble.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Chapter fourteen - trust and goodwill]
        

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Übergirl time.

      Kelly ZOOM-ed into costume. “C’mon. We gotta talk to the Aegis.”

      “Okay.”

      She ran downstairs to the kitchen where Robo-Mom sat at the table. “Mom, can I have the alien blaster, please?”

      “No way, kiddo. That’s a real weapon.”

      “I’m going to turn it in to the Aegis.”

      The robot looked up from her tablet. “Why would they want it? They have no legal authority.”

      “Would you rather it stay in the house? Besides, the cops aren’t going to know what to do with it.”

      “Mrs. Donovan,” said Paige. “Kelly’s dad has missiles and flamethrowers down in the lair. Those are more dangerous than the Nolmek ray gun.”

      “Well, that’s true I suppose. But it doesn’t seem right to hand a lethal weapon to a nine-year-old.”

      Kelly held up her hands in surrender. “Okay. You’re right. I’ll ask them to come pick it up.”

      “That’s fine, sweetie.” Robo-Mom smiled. “Are you going out to play or save the world now?”

      “Mostly world saving. But just talking.” Kelly left by the sliding glass door to the yard.

      The tool shed made her think about missing Dad. She sighed at it, scooped Paige up, and flew east across the bay to the hills where the Aegis Citadel overlooked the water. As she did last time, she landed on the second-story balcony along the left side of the building. Igor the Red sat on the big sofa watching a TV big enough to count as a movie theater. Bullet Man repetitiously threw a basketball at a hoop in the opposite corner of the huge room so fast it appeared to be an orange blur drawing a path in the air.

      A beep came from the door when Kelly approached, and it opened for her.

      Wow! I really am on the team!

      Paige followed her inside, looking around, her jaw open. “Whoa. This place is straight out of Galaxy Enders.”

      “Kelly,” said Igor, waving. “Hello. Who is your friend?”

      “This is Paige.” Kelly put an arm around her. “My best friend.”

      Bullet Man—aka Ray Montez—appeared beside them as if teleporting. “Hey, kids.”

      Paige yelped, then laughed at herself for jumping. “Hi.”

      “Guys!” said Kelly, waving her arms. “Where’s Phoenix and Mindfreeze? You all need to hear this.”

      “They are out responding to an issue.” Igor paused the movie playing on the enormous screen. “That man with the bees again.”

      “Bees Knees?” asked Bullet Man.

      “Yes. That’s him.” Igor nodded.

      “Silly name,” said Paige.

      “It’s British I think.” Bullet Man scratched his head. “An expression over there. Think it means the same thing as ‘awesome.’”

      “That is not the word I would use to describe being covered in bees.” Igor cringed, then smiled at the girls. “What has gotten you upset?”

      Kelly explained the abduction. “We have to do something to stop them before it’s too late. They’re going to keep trying to turn me into a guinea pig.”

      “It’s not that big a mystery.” Paige shrugged. “You were really close to a crystal when it crashed down. The whole football field basically melted. That means the crystals let off a big blast of energy when they hit the ground, and you absorbed it.”

      “It hurt.” Kelly shivered at the memory. “Like someone made me into a Band Aid mummy then ripped them all off at once.”

      “Yes.” Igor tapped a finger on his chin. “I believe the Nolmek already know you were close to crystal strike. What they are trying to understand is not why you have so much power but how you survived. They must think there is something special about you that they can study and use to speed up the process of whatever they are doing to everyone else.”

      “We’re workin’ on it. Dealin’ with the aliens, I mean.” Bullet Man kicked his toe at the floor. “They’ve managed to get such a grip on the public trust and establish goodwill, speaking out against them could turn everyone against heroes.”

      “I know.” Kelly grumbled. “That’s why I’m here. Oh, and we took an alien blaster. It’s at the house. I want to turn it in to you guys but Mom wouldn’t let me touch it. Could one of you guys or Mindfreeze stop over and take it?”

      Both men nodded.

      “We will need good evidence.” Igor slapped his fist into his hand. “Proof. Concrete. Hard like stone.”

      “Yeah.” Bullet Man gestured at him. “Igor’s right. We’ve been talking to supers across the planet on the down low. Most of them believe us about the Nolmek, but we don’t want a repeat of what happened in Egypt.”

      Kelly peered up at him. “Umm, what happened in Egypt?”

      Igor wagged his eyebrows. “Their tourism industry was exposed as giant pyramid scheme.”

      Kelly and Paige stared at him.

      “Wow, man. Just wow.” Bullet man whistled.

      He slapped the sofa cushions laughing. “It is joke, yes? They have giant pyramids and—”

      “I got it.” Kelly shook her head.

      “That is unusual.” Igor patted her on the head. “You know what is pyramid scheme at your age?”

      “Umm. No not really, but I figured it’s some kinda crime.”

      “The only crime here is what that man just said.” Bullet Man exhaled.

      Kelly looked back and forth between the men. “What really happened in Egypt?”

      “With the Nolmek,” added Paige.

      Bullet Man laughed. “A group of heroes over there discovered one of those ‘processing centers.’ After they saved the people inside, they went public and tried to declare the aliens as dangerous. But… the citizens thought they betrayed the ‘benevolent protectors’ who solved their water problems and brought so many wonderful technologies they freely gave to humans. The government of Egypt has declared super powers illegal, and most of their society considers people who have them to be evil.”

      A door at the back end of the room opened with a pneumatic hiss, admitting Phoenix—aka Kevin Sinclair—and Mindfreeze—aka Rowena Dominguez—both in their costumes. He looked like a normal young-thirties man, clean cut and professional. Probably a lawyer or something before the aliens showed up. Rowena’s stark white hair stood out in sharp contrast to her rich brown skin. If that didn’t give her away as a super, her glowing blue eyes left no doubt.

      “Wow, that stinks,” said Paige. “How can they be so stupid? The heroes just saved a bunch of people from a creepy alien lab and they still didn’t believe the truth?”

      Igor waved in a ‘what can you do?’ gesture. “People want to believe the aliens are good, yes? They make up a lie to explain the processing center, and because people want the aliens to be good, they believe the lie. It is easier.”

      “Heroes didn’t give the citizens free water, power, and technology,” said Bullet Man.

      “Sounds like I missed something important.” Phoenix walked around the sofa and pulled his costume mask off. His flat-top afro snapped back into shape as if made out of an elastic sponge.

      Kelly almost giggled. Toughness super powers did strange things to hair. Good thing I love having it long… it’s impossible to cut now. Oh, crap. That’s going to get really annoying when I start stepping on it. Maybe I should look for a way to trim it before it gets that bad?

      “Hello, Kelly. Who’s this?” asked Phoenix.

      “I’m Paige. Kelly’s friend.” She stared in awe at the heroes, like a norm meeting their celebrity idol.

      “Hey there, kiddo.” Mindfreeze hugged Kelly, then looked at Paige with her arms out as if to ask if it was okay. When the girl nodded, she got a hug as well. “And you, too.”

      Kelly took a deep breath, and went back over the story of the abduction. Phoenix and Mindfreeze looked concerned, but also stuck.

      “Egypt making super powers illegal has had a chilling effect on the rest of the world,” said Mindfreeze.

      “It didn’t get colder.” Paige scrunched up her nose.

      The adult heroes chuckled.

      “Means seeing that happen there has made everyone else hesitant to do anything about the Nolmek.” Phoenix shook his head. “We need to do something but not without proof.”

      “That is what I have already said.” Igor thumped his hand into the sofa cushion.

      “I have another idea.” Kelly set her hands on her hips. “The Nolmek put crystals everywhere so they charge humans up with power and make them tough to survive on that planet they want to bring us to, right? So, if I pluck the crystals out of the ground and throw them into space, maybe everyone goes back to normal.”

      Mindfreeze leaned back, eyes wide. “No…”

      Igor the Red blinked.

      “Aww, crap,” said Bullet Man. “Wouldn’t that take away everyone’s super powers?”

      “That’s kind of the point.” Kelly folded her arms.

      Phoenix rubbed his chin, pondering. “Not a bad idea in theory but we have no idea if that would work.”

      Mindfreeze shook her head. “I kinda like having powers. There has to be a way to get rid of the Nolmek without doing that. Think about all the good we can do now.”

      “Think about all the bad the supervillains do.” Phoenix glanced out the window. “Powers have brought as much new danger as they have given us ways to help people.”

      “People always did bad things.” Igor leaned forward and poked Kelly in the stomach. “But now, even the littlest ones can make a difference.”

      She grabbed his cucumber-sized finger in both hands, grinning. “I love having powers, too. But I don’t want them if it means my parents are bad guys. If I get rid of the crystals and everyone goes back to normal, I’ll have my parents back. They won’t be villains anymore.”

      “Aww.” Mindfreeze hugged her again.

      “Yo, that’s a little bit selfish, right?” asked Bullet Man. “What about everyone else who likes their powers. I mean, yeah, you need your parents back. Right on, but there’s gotta be another way that doesn’t take away everyone’s power.”

      “You keep saying this other way thing.” Igor poked him in the side. “I am not hearing any suggestions.”

      Phoenix sat on the couch and leaned forward, eye-level with her. “It’s not that simple or easy, Kelly. For one thing, we don’t even know if the crystals can be removed. The aliens said they restored the Earth’s magnetic field. Removing them could be impossible, or it could threaten the lives of everyone on the planet.”

      “Lies,” said Kelly. “They lied about why they came here. Do you think they’d really admit the truth? They are here to find mine workers and they need the crystals to change humans so they don’t drop dead as soon as they get to that other planet. Making up a story that they saved the whole Earth from being wiped out is a fib that causes people to love them.”

      “Hmm. That’s possible.” Phoenix pursed his lips in thought.

      “I still don’t think removing the crystals is a good idea.” Mindfreeze half turned away making a semi-sour face and muttering in Spanish. The woman was twenty-two, but in that moment, she seemed more like a sixteen year old who’d just been ordered to clean her bedroom.

      Kelly figured she loved her powers and simply didn’t want to lose them. But she also hoped that as a hero, Mindfreeze would eventually do what needed to be done.

      “I’m with Rowena.” Bullet Man folded his arms. “Seems kinda silly to destroy the very thing that gave us powers. Being super is like the greatest dream possible coming true. The Nolmek didn’t expect anyone to get powers. We can use them to fight for ourselves. Kick the invaders back into space.”

      “But it made people evil, too.” Kelly hated the pleading tone in her voice so she cleared her throat and tried to stop sounding like a desperate kid begging to stay up past bedtime. “Powers turned some people into villains. We would be helping all of them, too.”

      “Kelly, the crystals did not change us.” Igor made a grasping gesture at his chest, as if pulling something out and letting it float away. “They let what is inside show. You got stuck at ground zero of crystal blast and absorbed a lot of power.” He thumped his fist against his heart. “It did not change who you are inside. You are still a very good girl.”

      Blushing at such a compliment, she sank to her knees, face in her hands, and cried. If true, Igor’s words meant that Mom and Dad had always been bad guys, merely too afraid of society to let that part of them show. “My parents aren’t really bad. I want them back like they used to be. They’re not evil. They can’t be!”

      “Aww.” Mindfreeze swooped down to sit on the floor next to her, arm around her. “I don’t think your parents are evil.”

      Kelly looked at her, sniffling. “You don’t?”

      “Her mother tried to kill her,” said Paige. “And she stuffed me inside a ginormous bomb.”

      “No, she didn’t really want to hurt me—or you.” Kelly sniffled again. “She knew I’d escape. It’s like they’re playing pretend… but using real lasers.”

      “There’s all kinds of supervillains.” Mindfreeze patted her shoulder. “Some do mild things like steal parking meters or cover buildings in chewing gum. Others want to hurt lots of people. Pretty wide difference.”

      Phoenix scratched at his eyebrow. “And others want to mind control entire cities.”

      Kelly looked up at him, managing not to glare. “Dad didn’t really want to mind control everyone… I think he just wanted to see if he could. He had no idea what he would even make anyone do. No plans at all… except get our neighbor in trouble with the city.”

      “Say what?” asked Bullet Man.

      “The guy next door and Dad have been fighting about a hedge. My father thinks it’s like two inches onto our property and the guy won’t move it.”

      “Wait, wait, wait…” Phoenix raised a hand as if to stop traffic. “You’re telling me that your dad cooked up a plan to mind control everyone in San Francisco so he could make someone down at code enforcement pay attention to his claim?”

      She shrugged. “Yeah, basically.”

      “Wow. The man’s crazy,” muttered Phoenix.

      “Have you tried working with the city office?” asked Bullet Man. “It practically does take mind control to get anything done. Can’t fault the man.”

      “He is not crazy.” Kelly grabbed her hair out of frustration. “He’s… he’s… whimsical. And he’s my dad, and I miss him. I’m scared he’s gonna get kidnapped.”

      “He is in super-max facility,” said Igor. “How would he possibly be kidnapped?”

      “Exactly!” Kelly flailed her arms. “I found Dr. Blaze at the mall and he told me his friend Myo disappeared right out of the prison. The guards don’t even have a record of Myo being there at all.”

      “Myo, the blue guy, right?” asked Bullet Man.

      “No, The Blue Guy is from Detroit,” said Kelly.

      Bullet Man slapped himself in the forehead. “I mean the big dude in the all-blue bodysuit.”

      “Yeah.” Kelly wiped the last of her tears off her face. “I’m really worried that Dad’s going to disappear. They let Dr. Blaze go because he doesn’t have any obvious powers, just makes technology, but super advanced. Dad’s a mad scientist. His inventions don’t make any sense. It’s all super powers. And, he’s got toughness power as well.”

      “Your parents are probably Tier Twos,” said Paige. “Though, your dad might be a Tier One. His inventions are awesome. I think they were out looking for you and were pretty close to the school when the crystal hit.”

      “I know how you feel,” said Igor the Red. “My grandmother is also supervillain. She is reason I had to leave Ukraine.”

      Everyone stared at him in shock, except Phoenix, who apparently already knew this.

      “Wait…” Bullet Man pointed at him. “That sweet old lady you have a picture of on your desk is a villain?”

      “It is like Rowena say. Not all villains are bad bad. My grandmother, she is known as Baba Yoga. She has power that compels people to bend in ways not normally intended for the human body to bend.”

      Kelly clamped a hand over her mouth to stop from laughing.

      “Grandmother walk too close to construction yard where they work on high-rise between ballet theater and art studio. There was… incident.” Igor cringed. “Very ugly.”

      A moment passed in stunned silence.

      “You’re making that up, right?” asked Bullet Man, one eyebrow raised.

      Igor exhaled. “I wish. Have you ever tried remove screaming ballerina covered in paint from cement mixer?”

      “Uhh, no. Can’t say I have.” Bullet Man appeared to be fighting the urge to laugh.

      “Wow,” muttered Paige. “I can’t even.”

      “You have any proof that this Myo individual disappeared?” asked Bullet Man.

      Kelly pointed at Phoenix and Mindfreeze. “They arrested him.”

      “I remember, but we don’t have it on video.” Mindfreeze stood and paced around. “If it is true that the Nolmek are taking super powered prisoners right out of that facility, can we still in good conscience bring criminals there?”

      “That is… concerning.” Phoenix frowned. “We’ll look into it.”

      “Yeah, I know. I’m just a kid. Go home for now.” Kelly slouched.

      “Yes. For now.” Phoenix squeezed her shoulder. “I promise we won’t leave you out when we have something. But, it’s getting late and you have school tomorrow.”

      “Okay.”

      Paige hopped on her back.

      “Oh, let me help you get home. I can pick up that blaster, too.” Mindfreeze took their hands. “Ready?”

      The girls nodded.

      In a flash of blue light, they teleported to Kelly’s backyard.

      Paige stood statue still, eyes emitting a purple glow. Small snaps of violet lightning crawled over her chest.

      “Whoa,” said Kelly. “Is that normal?”

      “Ow,” muttered Paige. She shook off the trancelike stare. “That felt super weird.”

      “Hmm.” Mindfreeze peered intently at her for a moment. “I’ve never seen anyone react like that to being teleported before. Are you hurt?”

      “Not really. More like I belly-flopped at the pool. It stung real bad, but only for like a second.”

      Robo-Mom appeared at the patio door.

      Mindfreeze dropped into a fighting stance.

      “Relax.” Kelly pulled the woman’s hands down. “Don’t PSI-blast her.”

      “What’s going on?” asked Mindfreeze. “I can’t feel any brain in there.”

      “Oh, my Mom decided to become a Jaden Nieber fan.” Kelly shrugged.

      Robo-Mom approached and handed over the alien blaster. “Thank you for bringing the kids back safely.”

      “You’re… welcome.” Mindfreeze looked at the robot for a long moment before glancing at Kelly with an ‘are you okay?’ expression.

      Kelly nodded. Yeah… kinda. Sorta. Maybe. Lonely, but okay. Mostly. Not really.
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      Mere minutes after social studies started Tuesday morning, Principal Walsh appeared at the door.

      Kelly hastily flopped over her desk, pretending to be asleep like the rest of the class. After Mr. Reynolds stopped lecturing, the principal walked in. Rumor had it that Walsh found out the hard way about Monotone’s power and spent an entire class period on the floor—but he could list everyone who signed the Declaration of Independence from memory.

      “Dan,” said the principal, “I need to borrow Donovan and Warren for a few minutes.”

      Crap. This is bad.

      “Of course,” said Mr. Reynolds.

      A moment later when the class started to wake up, Kelly pretended to.

      “Warren, Donovan.” Principal Walsh snapped his fingers and beckoned with a wave. “Follow me.”

      At least they didn’t wear matching purple T-shirts and jeans today. Kelly had a purple dress, and Paige chose a blue T-shirt that had a Flying Fox symbol: black wings in a grey oval. Out in the hall, the girls exchanged a ‘what happened?’ look, but didn’t do much more than shrug at each other on the walk across the school to the principal’s office.

      Kelly fidgeted at the ZOOM bracelet, ready for a Nolmek attack at any second. Maybe they’d mind-controlled the principal. Nah, that didn’t make any sense. Why do that when they could just teleport-beam them at any time. Maybe it didn’t work ‘at any time.’ If being teleport-napped was easy, why did it take them weeks to try it, and why hadn’t they been re-teleported by now?

      And speaking of teleportation… what happened to Paige when Mindfreeze took them home? That violet lightning had to mean something.

      No aliens waited for them in the principal’s office, only the most epic of boring rooms full of books and framed diplomas. Walsh pointed at two chairs in front of his desk, then walked around and took his seat.

      Kelly and Paige sat where directed.

      “Before I make any judgement regarding disciplinary actions for the two of you destroying school property, I’d like to hear your side of the story.”

      “Sorry, Mr. Walsh. Destroying school property? What?” asked Kelly. “We didn’t destroy anything.”

      Principal Walsh laced his fingers together, hands resting on his desk. “Both of you burned all of your school textbooks and workbooks. The workbooks are intended as disposable since you write in them, but the textbooks are expensive. Your parents informed us of the destruction.”

      “We didn’t do that,” said Kelly. “Yes, the books burned, but it wasn’t our fault.”

      “We were kidnapped!” blurted Paige, voice going up an octave.

      “Kidnapped?” He flinched. “That’s a very serious accusation young lady. Are you absolutely sure you want to continue with that?”

      Kelly exhaled. “Mr. Walsh, we were at my house doing homework yesterday. The teachers gave out so many assignments it took all day to finish them. Even Mrs. Murphy gave us homework.”

      “Physical education homework?” The principal chuckled. “That’s unusual.”

      “She did! Reading about hydration.” Paige mimed drinking water.

      Walsh tilted his head. “What does that have to do with your books being burned?”

      “We worked all day on school stuff in my room. Like right before dinner time, the aliens hit us with a teleportation beam and kidnapped us. The beam burned up the books and papers and stuff.”

      “You’re saying the Nolmek kidnapped you right out of your bedroom using some kind of ray gun that also conveniently burned all your books?” Principal Walsh massaged the bridge of his nose. “Usually, kids just blame the dog.”

      “It’s true,” chimed Paige. “They locked Kelly up in this big crystal tank, but I found a remote and opened it. We escaped.”

      He chuckled. “I have a difficult time believing the benevolent protectors would do something like that. It is fortunate that you girls have such stellar behavior records. This is quite out of character for both of you. Normally, destruction of school property would be referred to the police.”

      “Really, Mr. Walsh, we didn’t burn our books. You know I like homework. Talk to Mrs. Webb. I even asked her once to assign more.”

      “You really did that?” Paige gawked.

      “Once.” Kelly fidgeted, then looked back at the principal. “I love school. I’d never destroy books.”

      “I know there have been a lot of, umm… unusual things going on around here ever since the crystal landed on the football field. Perhaps I do believe that you didn’t intentionally burn your books, but unless you can prove otherwise, I have no choice but to follow policy. The two of you will have detention after school today and your parents will need to pay for the books.”

      “Aww,” whined Kelly. “That’s not fair! I’ve never had detention before. And we didn’t even do anything wrong. We seriously didn’t do it. The Nolmek used an energy beam to kidnap us and it fried the books.”

      Principal Walsh sighed. “You’re both getting off easy with only one detention period. Don’t push it by making up wild stories. This behavior is quite out of character for you two, so perhaps something strange did happen. Playing with fire is dangerous and I really ought to be suggesting you talk to a therapist. You’ve been on the receiving end of some bullying for a while and it’s not uncommon for kids in your position to lash out.”

      “I didn’t,” said Kelly, head bowed. “Really.”

      “For the moment, it’s only one detention period. If you two stay out of trouble for the rest of the year, I’ll remove it from your record so you both have clean transcripts again. Since you are walkers and don’t need to arrange transportation, you’ll serve detention today. Report to room 302 after last bell.”

      “Yes, Mr. Walsh,” droned Kelly and Paige at the same time.

      Kelly didn’t mind paying for the books. Her father had a ton of money. She’d ask Robo-Mom to cover the cost of Paige’s books, since her parents hadn’t sold super-tech inventions to the government for millions. And… Dad probably stole quite a bit of it, too, but she couldn’t prove that.

      Being in trouble at school horrified her worse than almost anything that had ever happened to her. She didn’t even want to tell Robo-Mom that she got detention. Super goody-goody Kelly Donovan had never been in trouble at school before. It bothered her so much she’d probably be unable to even eat lunch.

      Principal Walsh handed over hall passes and sent them back to class. Head bowed, Kelly trudged across the school back to Mr. Reynolds’ room, as ashamed as a convicted criminal.
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        * * *

      

      For the first time in three weeks, Kelly dreaded the approach of last bell.

      In the past, she feared whatever Alexis and her clique would do to her on the way out of the building. Today, she faced an indignity like no other.

      Bad enough she had to carry the disgrace of looming detention all day long, she also had to explain to six teachers why she ‘hadn’t done’ their homework. Mrs. Webb, at least, believed her about the teleport beam and gave her an extra two days to hand it in. On the other hand, Mr. Sullivan mocked their ‘aliens ate my homework’ excuse six times during class in front of everyone. For English, the homework had only been a reading assignment—which she’d done. Destroying the textbook didn’t undo that, so she had one class where she didn’t feel like a total loser. Mrs. Murphy in gym punished her and Paige for not turning in the hydration assignment by making them run laps instead of playing volleyball. That made Kelly feel even worse since Übergirl didn’t get tired anymore, but Paige looked miserable.

      When the electric beep finally brought an end to last-period computer class, Kelly packed her things up super slow and crept into the hallway. She deliberately took forever to get to room 302 so there wouldn’t be any stray kids around to see her going to the infamous Chamber of Detention.

      Shame grew with each step she took. By the time she reached the classroom, she nearly cried from humiliation. This had to be as bad or worse than Ms. Omni felt when the Galactic Senate convicted her of killing everyone on a space station and exiled her in disgrace. It took three whole issues—Star Prince #38, 39, and 40—before her friends proved she hadn’t been responsible for the starfreighter crashing into the station and exploding. Having to look at crowds of people who once saw her as a hero calling her a killer had been the hardest part for her.

      The only real difference is I don’t have To’ar soldiers dragging me to detention in handcuffs made out of pyraxian diamond. Even Ms. Omni can’t break that.

      No way could she even try to speak. The instant she opened her mouth, she’d throw up all over the place. Not that she had much inside her to hurl after skipping lunch. She clenched her hands into fists and stared at the line separating the hallway floor from the lighter-colored classroom floor.

      If the Nolmek want to teleport-kidnap me again, now would be a good time.

      They didn’t.

      Swallowing hard, Kelly stepped over the threshold into the room, officially becoming a detention student.

      A handful of older kids she didn’t recognize dotted the desks along with—no surprise—Colleen Brandt in the back row. The girl gawked at her, shocked at seeing Noodle Butt sentenced to detention. That brought on a rampant blush. Kelly hid behind her hair and hurried to take the seat beside Paige.

      “Ahh, a first timer,” said Mr. Potts from the teacher’s desk. “Donovan? Wow. What are you doing here?”

      She forced herself to look up at him, but couldn’t make her voice fit past the humiliation stuck in her throat.

      “Destruction of school property?” asked Mr. Potts, reading off a form. “I find that rather difficult to believe. Don’t tell me Walsh blames you for what happened to the trashcan.”

      Kelly shook her head.

      “I’d ask if you did whatever you’re here for, but everyone says no. Though, in your case, I’m inclined to believe you. Ahh well. Ours is not to ask why.”

      Colleen scoffed, then whispered, “Of course he believes Noodle Butt. She never does anything wrong.”

      “Anyway…” Mr. Potts pointed using his pen at another desk. “This is detention. Need at least two desks separation between students.”

      Kelly almost started crying. Not even being able to sit beside her friend felt like the school just wanted to be as mean as possible. However, she obeyed without protest.

      Snotrocket rushed in less than a minute before he would’ve been declared late, and headed for the back of the room.

      “Browning. Front row,” said Mr. Potts, not looking up. “For reasons. You know why.”

      The boy rolled his eyes, but stopped, gave Kelly a ‘what the heck are you doing here’ look, then heaved a sigh and turned around.

      “Let’s see.” Mr. Potts held up a paper, looking back and forth between it and the room. “Browning, Donovan, Brandt. Check. Peterson, Serrano, Raevis. Check. You know, Walter, just because you have the same name as the school doesn’t mean you own the place.”

      One of the boys laughed.

      “Warren?” Mr. Potts looked back and forth over the classroom, frowning. “Someone always skips out. Eh, don’t remember seeing her here before. Probably got lost.”

      “I’m here.” Paige raised her hand.

      “Oh. There you are.” He smiled. “Good. Okay, everyone, you know the drill. Eyes forward, hands on the desk, no talking. I see a phone, you lose it for a week.”

      Kelly stared down at her hands. One hour sitting there not moving, not doing anything but feeling ashamed and embarrassed amounted to torture. It would be somewhat tolerable if she had actually done something wrong, but having to be paraded around in front of the whole school as a delinquent after she’d only been the victim of aliens really, really stank.

      Ptoo.

      Something tugged at her hair.

      Seconds later, ptoo.

      The all-too-familiar sensation of a spitball getting caught in her floof happened again. Somehow, Mr. Potts didn’t notice. He didn’t seem like the sort of teacher who would permit Colleen—who else could it be—to tease her right in class, so he must genuinely have not seen it.

      This room is so quiet I could hear a fly fart. How is he not—?

      Ptoo!

      Another spitball hit her hair.

      Kelly sighed out her nose. If she yelled at Colleen, complained, or otherwise broke the silence, it would be her getting in trouble. Like the innocent girl in prison, trying to escape would be a real crime. She’d have to wait and hope Mr. Potts caught Colleen firing spitballs. Of course, after being elbow-deep in Snotrocket’s mess, tiny paper wads in her hair no longer grossed her out at all.

      Ptoo!

      Oh, come on. He has to hear that!

      One of the boys on the left side of the room began swishing spit around in his mouth. Mr. Potts tolerated the noise for about thirty seconds before muttering, “Raevis, knock that off.”

      Kelly swung her feet back and forth since they didn’t reach the floor in the eighth-grade-sized desk.

      Ptoo!

      That one hit hard enough for a little wetness to reach her scalp. She squirmed. So disgusting.

      Ptoo!

      “What is that noise?” asked Mr. Potts.

      Thank you!

      The teacher looked around at silent faces. Kelly attempted to use telepathy to tell him she had a bunch of spitballs in her hair, but he didn’t get the message. As soon as he looked down again…

      Ptoo!

      Kelly grabbed the front edge of the desk, barely able to restrain herself from crushing it. When she glanced at the clock and noticed only four minutes had passed, she nearly screamed.

      Ptoo!

      Mr. Potts looked up at a vent in the ceiling. “That’s going to get annoying fast.”

      Kelly fluffed at her hair, trying to dislodge the nasty projectiles.

      “Donovan, there will be plenty of time for hair care after detention. Please sit still,” said Mr. Potts.

      This is so unfair! She clasped her hands on the desk again. Fortunately, her powers did not include energy beams coming out of her eyes or the teacher might’ve caught fire.

      Ptoo!

      Kelly filled her lungs and let it the air out her nose, searching for calm. Another ten minutes of incessant spitballs and she’d probably accept the extra hour of detention she’d get for screaming at Colleen to knock it off. Sitting here while innocent, forced to do nothing for an hour was bad enough. She would not tolerate Chinese water torture.

      Ptoo!

      Paige raised her hand.

      Mr. Potts looked up. “Yes?”

      “May I please go to the bathroom?” asked Paige.

      He nodded and made a ‘go ahead’ gesture. “Hurry right back. No talking on the way.”

      Paige jumped up and hurried out of the room, leaving the door ajar.

      Ptoo!

      Kelly daydreamed about smacking Colleen over the head with the giant octopus. Maybe she would try to get Billy Browning to snot-cement her to a wall somewhere as payback.

      Ptoo!

      Anger tears slid down Kelly’s face at the impact of another spitball.

      Seconds before she whirled around and erupted in a fit of shouting, she caught sight of motion at the door. A volleyball-sized wad of soaked toilet paper floated in, inches off the floor, the faint impression of two small hands pressing it in from either side.

      Kelly grinned.

      No one else seemed to notice the sopping mass float to the back of the room. Kelly wanted so badly to watch, but knew she’d get in trouble for turning her head. Six seconds passed in agonizing slowness.

      Splat!

      Colleen shrieked.

      “Miss Brandt!” yelled Mr. Potts. “What on earth are you doing back there?”

      Rapid soft pattering went by on the right. The classroom door wobbled as though an invisible kid slipped past it.

      “Mr. Potts, someone hit me with this mess!”

      “There’s no one behind you, Miss Brandt. You’re in the back row. This is detention. Not the place to cause a scene. I’ll see you tomorrow for another hour after school, and you’ll be cleaning that up.”

      “That’s not fair! I didn’t do this!” said Colleen. “It’s freezing cold!”

      Paige—visible and acting clueless—walked in, shut the door behind her, and returned to the desk she’d been at before, not saying a word. She didn’t even look at Kelly, probably to avoid laughing and getting in trouble.

      Colleen stormed up to the teacher’s desk, her hair drenched and speckled with scraps of paper. She tried to protest being given more detention since she couldn’t possibly have splattered the mega-spitball over her own head. Arguing with the teacher earned her another two detention periods before she finally gave up and trudged back to her desk.

      A faint smile settled on Kelly’s lips. Okay… a little mean, but still funny.
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      Robo-Mom and Mrs. Warren showed up to check the girls out of detention.

      While there, they paid the fee for the destroyed books, got new ones, and had to suffer through the principal threatening to suspend them if another set of textbooks burned. It caught him off guard when Robo-Mom informed him that the girls weren’t responsible for the burning. It surprised him, even more, when she produced a video of the girls on the floor of Kelly’s bedroom surrounded by textbooks… and abruptly vanishing in a flash of pink light that left a burning circle on the rug.

      Kelly simultaneously felt vindicated and shocked that her parents had a camera in her bedroom.

      The principal ended up apologizing to the girls for doubting them, though he did say their story sounded unbelievable at first. At least he’d remove the record of them being given detention. Back to a pristine school transcript.

      On the walk home, Kelly looked up at Robo-Mom. “There are cameras in my room? Seriously?”

      “Your father installed them soon after completing the lair. The video goes straight to a box for storage. No one is watching it. After a month, the files are erased and written over. We keep them in case something happens in the house, so we can go back to check. He did not put cameras in the bathrooms. The one is in your room for exactly this sort of situation, you being abducted. Don’t worry about getting dressed in your room. The system automatically blurs that.”

      “Oh. Okay.” Kelly had mixed feelings at being spied on, but she felt sure Dad put them in because he expected other villains to try and steal his inventions, not because he wanted to snoop on his daughter. And, the camera had protected her spotless discipline record. At least now if anyone teased her about going to detention once, she could truthfully say the school made an error.

      As soon as they got to her house, they erupted in laughter at the mega-spitball situation.

      “Oh my gawd,” said Kelly. “I can’t believe you did that in school!”

      “Did what?” asked Paige.

      Kelly lowered her voice. “Got undressed. That’s like my biggest nightmare.”

      “Yeah, well. Potts wasn’t gonna stop her from spitballing you, so I had to step up. She was sitting two desks right behind me and I got tired of hearing that ptoo.”

      “Thanks!” Kelly pulled out her math stuff to get started. “At least the teachers barely gave out any homework today.”

      “Yeah, it’s like they realized they way overdid it Monday.” Paige flopped on the floor and opened her books.

      “It’s beyond awesome you got powers.” Kelly squealed and gushed in delight. “I felt kinda guilty that you didn’t have them. But I’m really happy for you. Guess making out with the crystal worked.”

      “I wasn’t making out with it.” Paige nibbled on her pencil. “But there may have been some chanting… possible sacrificial offerings of snack cakes to the lava gods.”

      Kelly laughed. She breezed through the first page of problems of catch-up work. She mostly remembered the answers from already doing the same assignment yesterday, but spot checked herself to make sure. “Invisibility is so cool. Think of all the stuff you can do.”

      “Yeah, but it’s really lame having to get undressed all the time. You should’ve seen how bad I blushed the whole time I carried that atomic spitball down the corridor.”

      “I dunno. Being invisible is kinda like wearing clothes, right? The whole point of clothes is so no one can see people naked. No one can see you when you’re invisible. Same thing.”

      Paige shrugged. “I guess. But it’s still cold. Won’t be so bad in the summer.”

      “At least we live in San Francisco and not like Alaska.”

      “Brr. Don’t even say that!” Paige blushed. “And, umm, if Negative Nancy somehow zaps me when I’m invisible, I think I’d just drop dead of embarrassment.”

      “She’d never be able to hit you.” Kelly grinned. “Besides, unless you develop another power, you should probably avoid getting into fights.”

      “Yeah…” Paige didn’t sound too thrilled. “I don’t want to beat villains up, but there’s gotta be some way for me to be helpful.”

      “You are major helpful. Holy crap!” Kelly gawked. “Because of you, I’m not still locked up in an alien creep factory. And you saved me from spitball hell.”

      Paige laughed. “Oh, the look on Colleen’s face. That water was so cold she couldn’t even breathe for a second.”

      For the next hour and a half, they worked on school stuff without too much chatter. Kelly hoped that the principal would tell Mr. Sullivan that the alien abduction really happened so she could get a catch-up assignment from him and not have a homework fail for that class.

      Once they had their work out of the way, they headed downstairs to fire up the MegaStation and play Trials of Tabrin, the new Star Prince game, for the hour Kelly would be allowed. Not long after they started, the doorbell rang.

      Kelly paused the game and ran to the door, mildly annoyed at the interruption of her limited MegaStation time. She opened it to find Mike Hopkins and Ryan Peters standing outside. Having boys show up at her house would have been amazingly weird and awkward if not for them both having super powers.

      Ryan, a twelve-year-old with long blonde hair, waved, then offered a hopeful smile. Not that Kelly had any interest in boys—eww—but he’d definitely qualify as cute. Way cuter than Jaden Nieber. She knew this because looking at him did not make her want to throw up, or hit him.

      “Hey,” said Mike, the most average kid in school. Brown hair, brown eyes, clothes neither too perfect nor too frumpy. “We came here to ask if you wanted to join our hero group.”

      “You have a hero group?” asked Kelly.

      “We’re gonna start one.” Mike nudged Ryan. “I saw him making snowballs, and we started talking about powers and stuff. We both knew you had powers, so we decided to come over and see if you wanted to form a kid hero team.”

      “There’re some rumors going around that people who have powers are disappearing.” Ryan stuffed his hands in his pants pockets. “Thought it would be better if we worked together. You know, for protection.”

      Paige walked up beside her. “She’s already in the Aegis.”

      Both boys gasped.

      “Whoa, really?” Ryan stared in awe. “That’s big time.”

      “Kinda, not really.” Kelly fidgeted. “I’m more like their mascot. They don’t let me really do much ’cause I’m only nine.”

      “Still, that’s pretty cool they hang out with you at all.” Mike exhaled. “Of course they would. Your powers are extreme.”

      “That doesn’t mean you can’t form a side team, right?” asked Ryan. “If they’re not taking you on missions, you can lead us.”

      Kelly raised her hands. “Whoa, hang on. I don’t really want to be the leader. I’m the littlest one of us.”

      “But the most powerful,” said Mike.

      “Paige would make a better leader. She knows way more than I do about comic stuff.”

      “The real world doesn’t follow the rules of the comics exactly.” Paige tucked her hair behind her ear. “So far, it seems like it does, but the only way that makes any sense is if the whole thing is coming from the way the crystals react to human thought.”

      “Wait, Warren’s a super, too?” asked Mike. “Or is she just like the brainiac norm who sits at base on the big computer telling us where to go?”

      Paige blushed. “I’m newly awakened. But yes, I’ve got a power. What do you guys have?”

      “You first,” said Ryan.

      “Fine,” muttered Paige, before disappearing to a hollow set of clothes. “Invisibility.”

      “Wicked!” Mike tried to high-five her, missing twice before just holding his hand up for her to tap. “Invisigirl?”

      “Uhh, no.” Paige shook her head. “Besides, we already have Übergirl. Don’t wanna use a name with ‘girl’ in it.”

      “Ninjette?” asked Mike.

      “Can I punch him?” Paige glanced at Kelly.

      “Hey, just kidding.” Mike leaned back.

      “What’s your hero name?” asked Ryan.

      “Didn’t pick one yet.” Paige folded her arms. “Still figuring things out. What about you guys?”

      “Inertia,” said Mike.

      Ryan smiled. “Chillout.”

      “I am chilled out,” deadpanned Paige.

      “No, my hero name is Chillout.” Ryan held up his right hand. It turned blue with frost in seconds. A snowball formed, levitating above his palm.

      “Oh, wow.” Paige gawked. “Cool. Energy manipulation.”

      “You guys might as well come in.” Kelly backed up so the boys could enter.

      They relocated to the living room couch. One good thing about Robo-Mom, she allowed splitting the game timer. The MegaStation sitting there on pause didn’t use up minutes. Upon noticing more people there, she brought in snacks for everyone.

      “Well, well. My daughter is having boys over already,” said Robo-Mom while handing out iced tea.

      Kelly’s face nearly caught fire with blush.

      “You two go to Kelly’s school?”

      They nodded.

      “Same class?” asked Robo-Mom.

      “No, Mom. Ryan’s like twelve. He’s old. And Mike’s in sixth grade.”

      The robot laughed. “Oh, yes. A ripe old man of twelve. Another year and he’ll be using a cane to get around.”

      Kelly smiled. “They’re supers.”

      Both boys went pale in the face.

      “It’s fine. My mom knows about powers and stuff. She’s cool.” She narrowed her eyes at the robot. “A little too cool.”

      Robo-Mom stood there for a painfully awkward few minutes commenting on it being nice to see more friends in Kelly’s life. Eventually, she left them in peace. Once the uncomfortable silence faded, the kids chatted about hero team names, but failed to think of any that didn’t make Paige wince. They changed topics to what she could use for a hero name, but she redirected the conversation to super powers and the threat of aliens kidnapping them.

      “So, umm.” Mike inhaled a pretzel. “How will we know when to meet up for stuff?”

      “Cell phones?” asked Ryan, holding his up.

      “I don’t have one.” Kelly sighed. “I’m too young.”

      “Same here. My parents won’t get me one until I’m twelve.” Paige stared at the ceiling. “There’s just no reasoning with them.”

      “Besides,” said Paige. “If there’s something going on that’s so big we need to gather as a group, we should probably let the adults handle it.”

      “So, like, if we see a crime happening, do we just run over and do something?” asked Mike.

      “It depends. If you can stop it safely, yeah. If not, call for help.” Kelly sipped her iced tea.

      Robo-Mom glided back in. “Does anyone need more tea? Are there enough snacks?” She fussed at the cushions behind the boys. “Comfy?”

      “Uhh, fine. Thanks, Mrs. Donovan,” said Mike, giving her an odd look.

      Again, Kelly’s replacement mom waved at everyone and glided off down the hall.

      “Guess our only option is the Corkboard until you guys can get phones.” Ryan shrugged. “All we got.”

      Kelly cringed inside. She almost never logged onto the school’s social media engine for students, since posting there before had only invited a storm of mockery from Alexis and her crew. To communicate with her new friends, she’d deal.

      “So, we’re a hero team?” asked Paige. “Just like that?”

      “Basically.” Mike nodded. “But we’ll need to come up with a name for it.”

      “Let’s not rush into anything lame.” Paige yawned. “Hero teams only need names if they’re trying to get famous. We’re still kids. We should keep quiet.”

      The boys appeared to accept that idea with muttering and nodding.

      “Umm,” said Ryan, nearly whispering. “Your mom is kinda odd.”

      Kelly examined her fingernails. “I know. She’s not really herself lately.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Chapter seventeen - so sick of giant bombs]
        

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      School on Wednesday went by in a blur of normality.

      On the way out of school, Colleen and Brittany Chang got in her face—though Brittany appeared to be trying to pull her friend away rather than being there to antagonize Kelly.

      “I know you did that!” barked Colleen. “Brit. Let go of my arm.”

      “Umm, did what?” asked Kelly.

      “The giant spitball.” Colleen folded her arms.

      “Wow.” Kelly whistled. “I know you’re at a cognitive disadvantage to the rest of the school, but that’s amazing even for you. I was sitting in the middle of the class. How exactly do you think I obtained a blob of paper, soaked it in water, and got around behind you?”

      “I don’t know. But I know you did!”

      “The amount of paper in that mega-wad was probably less than all the spitballs you loaded in my hair before that thing hit you.”

      “So?”

      “You’re actually mad at me even though I didn’t hit you with a spitball and you think it’s okay to spitball me every five seconds?”

      “Well, yeah. I’m the popular girl and you’re the nerd, Noodle-Butt. That’s how this works. You are the spitball absorber. I’m the sender.”

      “C’mon, Coll,” said Brittany. “Leave the little turd alone and let’s get out of here.”

      “Sorry, Colleen. I didn’t do it. Only losers throw spitballs, but of course a popular girl like you knows that.” She ducked around the two popular girls and continued walking.

      “Yeah!” shouted Colleen, spinning. “Only losers throw spitballs!”

      Paige glanced over at her and whispered, “It’s so easy it’s almost unsportsmanlike.”

      They went to Kelly’s house and flopped on the living room floor to get their homework out of the way first. Again, the teachers had been merciful. Robo-Mom made them iced tea and sat on the sofa half-watching cable news while fiddling with her tablet.

      A little past four that afternoon, the cable news anchor said the word ‘bomb.’

      Kelly looked up from her English assignment.

      “… holed up inside the First Secure Bank in downtown Oakland,” said a blonde woman. “Police have surrounded the building, but according to our source on the ground, have not yet tried to make entry. At least eight suspects are involved and have taken over two dozen hostages. We are receiving unconfirmed reports that the leader of the gang responsible for this botched robbery is threatening to set off an explosive device if his conditions are not met, but we do not have any details about what those conditions are at this time.”

      “Oh, crap.” Kelly sprang to her feet and mashed the gem on her ZOOM bracelet. The Übergirl costume appeared on her in a flash of purple light. “Oakland is right across the bay. Can I go stop the bank robbery, Mom?”

      “All right, dear. Just be careful and don’t take any bullets from strangers,” said Robo-Mom.

      “So, so weird,” whispered Paige.

      Kelly started for the door.

      “Wait!” Paige ran after her. “Take me with you.”

      Kelly looked at her friend’s short dress over black tights. “Are you gonna change?”

      “Into what? I don’t have a costume. Unless you count my, uhh, ‘invisible suit.’”

      “Good point. Hop on.”

      Paige jumped on her back. Kelly held her friend’s wrists to make sure she didn’t fall, then leapt out the door and into the air.

      For a kid who couldn’t fly, Paige had become quite comfortable with high altitude. That made her less nervous than flying low. The higher up they went, the more time Kelly had to swoop down and catch her if she slipped. Below like fifty feet, a fall ended up being much worse. So far, almost everyone to develop super powers had some degree of toughness beyond normal. That made sense considering the Nolmek’s entire plan had been to make humans more resilient. They didn’t know yet how much—if any—toughness Paige had developed. Kelly could free-fall from 10,000 feet and not even bruise. Paige might still get seriously hurt from a height far less than that.

      So, Kelly did the only thing she could: made darn sure she did not drop her friend.

      “Drat,” muttered Kelly.

      “What?”

      “We were at the Citadel yesterday and I didn’t ask them to scan you to see what powers you have.”

      “So? We can go back sometime. It’s not an emergency.”

      “It is now,” shouted Kelly. “I need to know how worried to be about you getting hurt.”

      “You don’t have to worry about me getting hurt. I’m already worried enough about that for both of us.”

      They remained quiet for the few minutes it took to finish crossing the bay and arrive over Oakland. Kelly had never been there before; however, the huge amount of flashing red and blue lights from police cars all over an intersection made for an incredibly obvious map marker.

      She flew lower, going a few blocks over before skimming down to street level so no one in the bank would see her coming. A big cluster of SWAT vans up ahead looked like the best place to land and talk to the cops first. The situation sounded dangerous for innocent people, so she didn’t want to make any mistakes.

      When she came within one block of the police trucks, she spotted Phoenix and Mindfreeze already there, talking to the cops. Kelly swooped in and landed beside them. Paige let go and shook out her arms.

      “Hi,” said Kelly. “I’m here if you need me to help at all.”

      The two heroes plus about a dozen cops looked at her.

      “That’s a kid,” said a silver-haired guy in a bulletproof vest. A nametag bore the word Kerr next to sergeant stripes.

      “I’m Übergirl.” She held her head high. “But, I won’t do anything unless you guys tell me to. There are hostages and a bomb, right?”

      “Yeah.” Mindfreeze put a hand on her shoulder. “It’s a really bad situation. You, uhh… maybe ought to go home so you don’t see anything you’ll want to forget.”

      “Uh oh.” Keely peered up at her, wide-eyed. “You think it’s going to blow up?”

      Phoenix gestured at the SWAT van blocking their view of the bank. “All the suspects and the hostages are in the main floor of the bank. It’s a two-story tall atrium with a giant window on the front. One big room. Even if Mindfreeze teleported inside, someone would see her and they’d blow the bomb up.”

      “If we, and by that I mean actual cops,” said Sergeant Kerr, “go within a hundred feet of the building, they’re threatening to detonate the device. They said if they even see anyone in a funny costume, they’ll just blow up right away.”

      “That’s why we are hiding behind the van.” Mindfreeze grasped Kelly and Paige’s hands. “I should take you home. This is too dangerous, and I don’t mean for you.”

      “Wait,” said Kelly. “He might see the flash you make.”

      Phoenix looked at a tablet in the sergeant’s hands.

      “This is what we’re looking at. Suspect appears like a fairly normal guy. Got a button box in his left hand. Wire connecting to a giant backpack that we figure contains the bomb device.” Sergeant Kerr pointed at the screen. “All the hostages are sitting on the floor. Nine other suspects on foot, armed with Mp5 sub machine guns and protective vests.”

      “What happens if someone cuts the wire?” asked Paige.

      “If that’s a deadman switch, it would set off the bomb,” replied Sergeant Kerr. “And what the heck are two little girls doing here?”

      “We’re not ordinary kids,” said Kelly. “We’re superheroes.”

      “Is there any way to figure out if cutting or unplugging that wire is bad?” Paige looked up at Mindfreeze. “Like, maybe reading his mind?”

      “Even if it’s possible to do that, if this guy so much as sees a funny costume, boom.” Sergeant Kerr made an explosion gesture.

      “A costume is not a problem.” Paige blushed slightly.

      “Hmm.” Mindfreeze ducked into the SWAT van, emerging a moment later wearing a police jumpsuit and blue ball cap over her costume as well as sunglasses to conceal her glowing eyes. She crept to the end of the van and peered up past the hood, staring at the bank.

      “What the heck is going on now?” asked Sergeant Kerr.

      “I believe she’s reading the bomber’s mind to learn more about the device,” said Phoenix. “He’s only going to see another cop hiding behind a truck.”

      “If this goes south…” Sergeant Kerr set his hands on his hips, shaking his head. “I swear this world’s gone nuts. You’re not even sworn officers.”

      Mindfreeze ducked back behind the truck. “Wow. Okay. This man is disturbed.”

      “What was your first clue?” Sergeant Kerr gestured to his left. “Is it him robbing a bank or that he’s strapped a giant freaking bomb to himself?”

      “They aren’t there to rob the bank,” said Mindfreeze in an eerie calm voice. “He deliberately set off the alarm because he wants to kill superheroes. That’s not a normal bomb. It’s a mad-science contraption much more powerful than its size would suggest. He expects it will flatten everything within about five hundred yards. The only good thing is that it’s not nuclear, so no radiation.”

      All the cops in earshot whistled. A few said some bad words.

      “What about cutting the wire?” asked Paige.

      Mindfreeze looked down at her. “It is a deadman switch. If he pushes the button or lets go of the handle, it will explode. If the wire’s unplugged or cut, the bomb also goes off.”

      Sergeant Kerr also said some bad words followed by, “Thought so.”

      “But, it has an off switch. At the bottom left of the backpack where the wire plugs in, there’s a simple up-down switch. If that’s moved to the down position, it disarms the bomb.” Mindfreeze bit her lip. “I might be able to teleport in right next to him and hit that switch before he can react.”

      “No good,” said Phoenix. “Even if you disable that bomb, the other men are going to start shooting innocent people.”

      Kelly poked him in the side. “What about Bullet Man? He could run in the door, unplug the bomb, and take all their guns away before they could react.”

      “He’s up in Los Angeles with Igor, trying to stop Slime Time,” said Phoenix.

      “Don’t wanna know,” muttered Kelly. Can’t be more disgusting than Snotrocket.

      “What about you?” asked Mindfreeze. “You’re as fast as he is.”

      “I can run as fast as him. He does everything fast. Maybe it’s possible for me, but I don’t wanna mess up and kill hundreds of people.”

      “Sit tight, kid,” said Sergeant Kerr.

      “Nobody’s gonna get shot today.” Paige blushed harder.

      “No…” Kelly pulled on her arm. “Don’t. It’s too dangerous.”

      “I gotta. Someone’s gonna get killed if I don’t. One sec.” Paige went around back and climbed into the SWAT van.

      “What’s she doing?” asked Sergeant Kerr. “Why am I having small children crawling all over my incident scene and going inside official vehicles?”

      “Hang on.” Phoenix looked at Kelly. “What’s she gonna do?”

      “Oh, she’s just changing into her superhero outfit.” Kelly fidgeted.

      The pat of bare feet jumping down onto pavement echoed from behind the van. Seconds later, Paige’s voice came from right next to Kelly. “Please don’t let anyone take my stuff.”

      “I won’t.” Kelly nodded. “Please don’t do anything stupid.”

      “I won’t. He’ll never see me coming.” She huffed. “This is like really awkward and embarrassing, but he’s going to kill someone.”

      “Oh…” Mindfreeze blinked. “She’s invisible.”

      “What the heck is going on?” yelled Sergeant Kerr.

      “I’m going to go turn off the bomb,” said Paige’s voice from nowhere. “When you see the wire come out, run inside and beat up the bad guys.”

      “How about that.” Sergeant Kerr gawked at empty air. See somethin’ new every day. Or, umm, not see something.”

      Mindfreeze, still disguised as a cop, peered around the front of the van again.

      The patter of Paige jogging off grew faint.

      “I hope that kid knows they’re gonna lose their minds if they see the door open itself,” said the sergeant.

      “Paige isn’t dumb.” Kelly smirked. “Should I change back into normal clothes and go in the back, pretend to be an ordinary kid and let them catch me as a hostage so I’m right there to help?”

      “No, sit tight.” The sergeant shook his head. “Anything unusual happens, it could make them react in bad ways. Little kids aren’t supposed to walk into situations like that.”

      “I think she’s trying to get in the broken window next to the door,” said Mindfreeze. “The glass is glimmering like it’s moving.”

      “Eek. She doesn’t have any shoes on. She shouldn’t be near broken glass.” Kelly paused. “Unless she does have toughness.”

      Phoenix nodded. “Most heroes do have at least some.”

      “Dr. Blaze doesn’t. But he’s a tech-inventor. Paige’s power set is bio based, I think. Oh, can you guys like scan her sometime to see what she can do?”

      “Sure.” Phoenix appeared to be trying to stare through the van at the bank. “If we don’t all end up on the Moon when that bomb goes off.”

      “One of the suspects just tripped over nothing,” said Mindfreeze. “He’s looking around. I think she bumped into him.”

      “Uh oh,” muttered Kelly.

      “She’s inside.” Mindfreeze leaned up another inch. “The guy doesn’t know what he bumped, but he gave up trying to figure it out. Main suspect is becoming angry that superheroes haven’t shown up yet.”

      “Why does he want to blow himself up?” asked Phoenix.

      “He expects he’s going to survive the blast. Pretty sure he’s got a high-level toughness ability. Also thinks people who have powers are abominations that need to be destroyed.”

      “Oh, so just an all-around happy sort of guy.” Phoenix whistled. “And a hypocrite.”

      “Since when do crazy people make sense?” asked Sergeant Kerr.

      Kelly plucked her mask off and peeked around the van. The front wall of the bank mostly consisted of window, which gave a clear view straight into an ornate lobby with a big chandelier, marble floors, and a long counter where multiple teller stations sat abandoned. One man in a long olive-drab trenchcoat paced near the middle of the counter, wearing a giant backpack. He held a small black box in his left hand connected by a squiggly wire to the bottom of the pack. Grungy, frizzy hair and a wild beard made him look somewhere between electrocuted and homeless.

      Nine other men stood around the bank at various distances, keeping small machine guns trained on roughly thirty people all seated on the floor. Only two of the hostages didn’t have their hands tied behind their back: a twentyish woman and the toddler she held.

      Kelly had no idea where Paige had gone, but she focused on the bomb guy, waiting.

      “What’s taking so long? Where are they? Should’a been here by now. Gotta blow up.” whispered Mindfreeze, her voice filling in exactly for the bomber’s moving lips.

      The squiggly wire unplugged itself from the backpack end, and fell, dangling from the box in the man’s grasp.

      “Now!” yelled Kelly before leaping up, sticking her mask back on, and flying straight toward the bank as fast as she could make herself go.

      The bomber moved in slow motion, turning toward her. Kelly’s fist shattered the upper glass pane of the front door at the same time he squeezed the detonator button, his slate-grey eyes wide and full of rage. Fortunately, the plug end of the cable draped on the floor, so the signal didn’t make it to the bomb.

      Kelly flew straight into a punch, her small fist connecting against his cheek hard enough to launch him into the air. He cruised in a graceful arc to a head-first meeting with the marble face of the teller counter. A second after he crashed against it, Mindfreeze and Phoenix appeared together at the middle of the room in a flickering of blue teleportation light.

      Phoenix fired glowing orange energy beams at the guns held by the two leftmost bad guys. Mindfreeze raised her arms toward three men in the back left corner, staring at them. They went statue still, mesmerized. Kelly darted to her right, smashing the guns in the hands of two other guys before they could open fire on the hostages. The next one brought his weapon up; she wouldn’t get to him in time to smash it—but she could put herself in the way.

      Kelly hovered in front of the gun as twenty or so bullets hit her in the stomach slightly more forcefully than Colleen’s spitballs. A group of hostages behind her all screamed. Behind the guy shooting her, the last gunman doubled over holding his groin. A mysterious force yanked the small machine gun out of his hands, then smacked him over the head with it.

      He collapsed with an oof, but didn’t lose consciousness. The whack to the face seemed to annoy him more than anything.

      Bullets fell away from Kelly’s stomach, clattering to the marble floor. She peered down at herself, then up at the man who shot her. “Oh, no. I’m gonna get in trouble now. My mother told me I’m not supposed to take bullets from strangers.”

      The man gawked at her, smoke peeling up from the barrel of the empty gun. “What the—?”

      Thump.

      He let out a groan and swooned to his knees holding his groin, but nothing visible had hit him.

      Kelly whirled around and grabbed the two men she disarmed, dragging them to the front door just in time for the onrush of police to arrive. The pair whose guns melted to Phoenix’s flame bolts ran in circles, screaming and waving their burned hands until cops tackled them. Mindfreeze held her three mesmerized, still standing there with their weapons pointed forward at nothing.

      “Drop it!” bellowed an approaching cop, seconds from firing at them.

      “They can’t,” shouted Kelly. She zoomed over and plucked the guns from their hands. “Mindfreeze shut off their brains.”

      One cop collected the weapons from her while the others secured the suspects and evacuated the hostages, not bothering to untie them yet. A few complained, but the cops said they needed to get the people away from the giant bomb first and would untie them outside. At hearing that, everyone stopped protesting and ran out the door as fast as they could.

      “Can we remove the bomb from that guy safely?” asked Sergeant Kerr. “Or are the straps rigged?”

      “If the master switch is in the down position, it’s safe,” said Mindfreeze.

      Kerr, and three other cops approached the unconscious bomber. The Sergeant glanced at a cracked dent in the marble about the size of a man’s face. “This guy’s a super.”

      “How do you figure that?” asked one of the cops.

      “Look at that divot. That’s inch-thick marble. The guy’s mug isn’t a bloody mess. Not even a drop dribbling out his nose.” Kerr crouched and used a knife to cut the backpack straps. He tried, but failed to move it. “And this thing weighs as much as a damn truck. No normal guy is gonna carry this thing on their back.”

      All four of the cops grabbed the bomb, but still couldn’t lift it off the man.

      Kelly walked over, picked up the backpack, and set it on the floor nearby. “Umm, trucks are a little heavier than that.”

      The cops stared at her in silence for a moment, then shook their heads.

      “I really need to retire,” muttered Kerr.

      “We’ll take him,” said Phoenix.

      Mindfreeze hurried over. “Do we really want to send him to that place?”

      Phoenix gestured at the three-year-old hostage being carried out by his mother, as well as two other kids about Kelly’s age among the hostages outside, presently being freed from zip ties. “This guy, yeah. I ain’t worried if he ends up on another planet.”

      “Great work, you two,” said Mindfreeze. “Wherever the ‘two’ is.”

      “Quite.” Phoenix smiled broadly. “I’m very impressed, Übergirl. You asked for instructions, didn’t just charge in… and you kicked some tail.” He winked.

      Kelly grinned. “Thanks, but this is all, umm… Wisp.”

      “Wisp?” asked Phoenix—and Paige—at the same time.

      “Yeah, like Will-O-Wisp?” Kelly bit her lip, hoping her friend wouldn’t hate her. “That’s my friend. She should get most of the credit for this.”

      “You both did a fantastic job.” Phoenix patted her on the shoulder. “We’ll be right back. Going to transport this guy to the prison before he wakes up.”

      “Right,” said Sergeant Kerr. “Kids, let me get your contact information. DA might need to talk to you. It’s possible you may be called as witnesses.”

      “Okay,” said Kelly.

      “She’s part of the Aegis.” Phoenix nodded at the sergeant. “Übergirl hasn’t gone public with her secret identity yet. If the police or the DA’s office needs to get in touch with her, contact the Citadel and we’ll make sure she gets the message.”

      “All right,” said Kerr. “What about the other kid.”

      “Same deal. We’ll make sure she receives any notifications from the DA’s office.” Phoenix looked around, chuckling. “Wherever she is…”

      “Good enough for me. The world’s gone nuts. Kids at crime scenes. Ain’t even old enough to have a beer and she might get shot.” Kerr scratched his silver brush cut.

      “I technically did get shot. Twenty times.” Kelly scratched her stomach. “Bullets don’t really bother me.”

      “P—Wisp?” asked Kelly.

      When no reply came, she assumed her friend had gone back outside to get dressed. Sensing the cops had everything under control and didn’t need her to stick around, she walked outside to the spot where they’d first been hiding.

      “My stuff’s gone!” yelled Paige from a few feet away.

      “Seriously?” Kelly gawked. “Who would take your clothes? You left them in a police van. Who steals from a police van?”

      “Someone, apparently.” Paige’s voice had a quality to it that might have meant imminent tears or rage. Impossible to tell without a facial expression to go along with it.

      “Maybe this is the wrong van?”

      “I’ve already checked like all of them. Someone stole my clothes!” Paige growled.

      Okay, she’s not about to cry. She’s furious.

      “Can I borrow yours again?”

      “Sure.” Kelly looked around, but the area had exploded with people… mostly cops, spectators, reporters even. Three helicopters overhead had to be filming everything. She peeked into police van after police van, but they all had at least one person inside them doing cop stuff.

      “There’s too many people here.” Kelly glanced at the cop cars, wondering if they really did have blankets in them, then brushed a smudge of bullet grime off her shirt. Her super costume didn’t have even one thread out of place.

      Super costume.

      Kelly felt like an idiot… and slapped herself in the forehead.

      “I got an idea. Hop on my back.”

      “What? Are you nuts? I don’t have anything on.”

      “You’re wearing invisibility. Do you want to just stand here all day?”

      “Ugh. Fine. Just get home fast, please.” Invisible arms clung to her from behind. “Oh, I think I got a little tougher.”

      “Really?” Kelly lifted off.

      “Yeah. Glass didn’t cut me when I stepped on it.”

      “Sweet. Okay… umm.” Kelly felt around for a second until she had a hold of Paige’s wrists. “I’m going to try flying faster. If the wind starts hurting, yell and I’ll slow down.”

      “’Kay. Fast is good. What’s your idea?”

      “I’m gonna break the rules.”
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      On the flight home, Kelly managed to get up to a decent speed before Paige gasped and yelled for her to slow down. Since she didn’t have an airspeed indicator in her costume, she couldn’t tell exactly how fast her friend could tolerate, but as flying went, it felt like a light jog. Quite far from supersonic, but probably somewhere between 300 and 400 miles per hour.

      Easily enough to get home in mere minutes.

      Kelly landed in the backyard and carried Paige over to the tool shed. The concealed access panel in the power outlet still recognized her handprint and let her inside. Cool. Mom didn’t lock me out. Paige squirmed until Kelly let her jump down, but she still held her hand.

      “What are we doing? Your clothes I can borrow are in your bedroom, not the lair. Or you could have maybe taken me to my house.”

      “Trust me.” Kelly stood for the scanner. Purple laser light washed over her from the fake lantern in the corner of the ceiling, and a happy chirp followed.

      The elevator didn’t shoomp! but it did drop a lot faster than the last time Paige rode it. The sudden plummet made her friend scream. Kelly laughed.

      “It’s not funny!”

      “The elevator knows how fast it can go… somehow. It can’t hurt anyone. You got tougher.”

      She dragged Paige down the hall to the room that held the Fabricator-2000, the machine Dad used to make her super costume weeks ago. “Okay, give me a few minutes to break into the system.”

      Paige grumbled. Soft pats suggested she tapped her foot, probably with her hands on her hips or arms folded.

      “Hmm.” Kelly sat in the chair and looked at the console. “Oh drat. He uses that flying tablet to control everything. Be right back.”

      Without waiting for a reply, Kelly flew down the hall to the middle room and up the central hallway to the upstairs control room, where the mega-tablet sat on Dad’s primary desk. She grabbed it and raced once again to the machine.

      “Still here?” asked Kelly.

      “Yeah,” said Paige from not far away.

      Kelly ‘sat’ cross-legged while floating in midair and trying to log in to the system. When she attempted to use ‘Kelly’ it said ‘user not found.’ Übergirl didn’t work either. Groaning, she typed in ‘Ginger Snap’ and it asked for the password. She clicked ‘forgot password’ since he’d never actually given it to her.

      The mega-tablet hit her with a quiz to ‘verify it’s really you.’ Easy questions, stuff she liked, disliked, memories of the past and so on. Simple, but tedious.

      Paige’s voice drifted around, mostly complaining about having a power that’s super-embarrassing to use.

      “How is it embarrassing?” Kelly tried to remember how to spell Cuyahoga to answer the question about the place where the water slide made her cry when she was six.

      “Umm… in case you forgot, I’m standing here with no clothes on. Every time I have to go invisible, I need to get undressed. That’s really annoying.”

      “But no one can see you.”

      “So?”

      Kelly answered ‘cat’ to the question: ‘what pet do you keep asking for’. “Technically, everyone’s naked under their clothes. Same thing as being invisible.”

      “No, it isn’t. You don’t feel like you’re not wearing anything. It’s completely different.”

      “Relax, I have it covered.”

      “Ha. Ha. I’m the opposite of covered.”

      “No, seriously.” Kelly looked up from the frustratingly long verification test, couldn’t see Paige, and smiled… at somewhere. “When Dad made my super costume, he said the material does different stuff based on the powers of the person who wears it. Like for me, it’s pretty much indestructible. If someone who could grow into a giant wore it, it would stretch. So for you, it should turn invisible.”

      “Well, hurry up.”

      “Sec. There’s a stupid quiz.”

      “What?”

      Kelly explained while answering more questions. After 120 of them, the system let her log in. The screen bombarded her with a series of icons. Several had padlocks on them. Guess Dad didn’t give me full access to everything. Is that because I’m a kid or because I’m a hero?

      She sighed as she went through the various software modules until she found the control program for the Fabricator-2000. The module had a ton of preset items. She scrolled down until she found ‘super costume meta material.’ The default icon for that object resembled her costume.

      “Got it!” chirped Kelly. “What color or design do you want?”

      “Umm. Dark purple. I guess a butterfly mask like you have is fine.”

      “Skirt? No skirt? Legs open like mine or a bodysuit like Mindfreeze?”

      “Skirts can snag on stuff. Full bodysuit. Black boots. Hey, make it look like Flying Fox’s suit color wise, but dark purple with black trim instead of all black.”

      “Flying Fox wears body armor.”

      “I know that. I’m just talking about color pattern. And no wing logo either. Don’t wanna get sued.”

      They both laughed.

      Kelly tapped and swiped at the screen, designing a bodysuit on a generic mannequin shape. She put a big dark purple W (for Wisp) on the chest and added some cool-looking purple trim to the legs and forearms. “Mask just like mine. Umm, black or purple for the mask?”

      “You have to ask. Purple all the way,” said Paige from right next to her.

      “Eep” Kelly jumped. “I didn’t see you there.”

      “Ha. Ha. And that looks cool. What’s with the W?”

      “Umm, for Wisp. Is that okay? Do you hate me for saying that?”

      “It’s fine. I didn’t have any idea what to call myself.”

      Kelly pointed at the machine. “Okay. Stand in that space on that metal plate.”

      A few seconds later, Paige said, “Now what?” from inside the machine.

      “Hold perfectly still.”

      “Holding.”

      Kelly held her hand over the mega-tablet, paused for dramatic effect, and jammed her finger down onto the ‘go’ button. A grid of purple laser lines filled the area. The screen flashed an error. Before Kelly could suggest Paige appear, the system switched to thermal scanning. Seconds after that, the Fabricator-2000 emitted whirring noises.

      Paige giggled. “It’s tickling me!”

      “Try not to move,” said Kelly.

      The laughing continued for about four minutes, then the machine went silent.

      “Nothing happened,” said Paige.

      “Duh, the fabric would be invisible with you. Do you feel cloth?”

      “Umm… oh, wow. Yeah. Hey, there’s something stuck to my face.”

      “That’s the mask. Just like mine. Go ahead, appear. You have a super costume.”

      Paige faded into view, examining herself, and smiling. She looked like a slightly slimmer version of the mannequin on the screen, which had more adult curves. The black-and-purple bodysuit covered her entirely except for her head, hands, and feet. Her boots looked like Kelly’s, only black. She didn’t have metal armbands. Not knowing if rigid metal would go invisible, she skipped them.

      “Looks amazing.” Kelly gave a thumbs-up.

      “This is so snug I’m going to grow out of it in two months.”

      Kelly shrugged. “The material is stretchy, but when it gets too tight, we make a new one. I have the design saved in the system. The machine re-sizes it every time we run the program.”

      “Cool.”

      “Oh, one more thing.” Kelly scrolled down to the bottom of the fabricator list and ‘printed’ a ZOOM bracelet. That didn’t require a live recipient in the printing chamber for measuring. Selecting ‘child’ for the size worked fine.

      A small silver bracelet appeared on the platform, a bright purple gem at the top.

      “Ooh. That’s like yours.” Paige picked it up. “I’m guessing this is for me?”

      “Yep. Put it on, but don’t touch the gem yet unless you want to be back in your birthday suit.”

      “I remember.” Paige put the bracelet on. “This one is empty now. Holds one set of clothes that trades places with whatever you have on when the gem is pushed.”

      “Right.” Kelly logged out of the mega-tablet. “Go back to Dad’s desk.”

      It flew off down the hall.

      Paige smoothed her hands down her arms and legs, feeling the suit. “This is awesome. But, are you gonna get in trouble for making this?”

      “Nah.” She uncrossed her legs and dropped out of the air to stand normally. Thinking about her father almost made her start crying again over how much she missed him. “Either Dad will be happy to help you or he’ll be proud of me for hacking into the system and stealing from him.”

      “That’s kinda weird.” Paige twisted to look at the back of her legs. “I can’t believe how perfect this fits. Your dad might be a mad scientist, but he seems like a nice man. I’m sure he’d be happy to help me.”

      “Yeah…” Kelly’s mood brightened. “He would. Oh, and I’m sorry.”

      “For?”

      “Not remembering about this fabricator until now. I should’ve made you a costume as soon as you got powers. I feel stupid.”

      “Aww, don’t. You’ve been going nuts worrying about the Nolmek coming to kidnap you at any minute.” Paige struck a pose. “Love this costume. Makes me feel like a real superhero.”

      Kelly looked her in the eye. “That bank was all you. Paige, you are a real superhero.”

      “Thanks. So, finish homework and then MegaStation until your mom kicks us off it?”

      “Sounds good.” Kelly grinned.
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      Wednesday night, Kelly couldn’t sleep.

      Tomorrow after school, she and her stand-in mother would go to the super-prison to visit Dad. She lay under her covers, staring up at the glow-in-the-dark stars on her ceiling while swishing her feet back and forth. Her mood swung wildly from ‘can’t wait’ to total dread. What would she say when she saw him? Would she still even be able to talk, or end up crying the whole time? What if the guards wouldn’t let them be in the same room? If some glass or armored window separated them, would she be able to contain herself and not smash it so she could hug him?

      After a long time of tossing, turning, staring, crying, and feeling sick, Kelly did something she hadn’t done in several years: went down the hall to her parents’ room and crawled into bed with them. Well, not them. Mom. Well… not Mom either, the robotic version of her.

      She might have been a giant doll, but Robo-Mom looked, felt, and acted enough like her actual mother to soothe her worries. Kelly wrapped herself around her fake mom, eyes growing heavy as a too-real hand brushed at her hair in a soothing, repetitious motion. Running to her parents’ bed at night seemed like the sort of thing a little child would do. Not a big girl of nine. However, Kelly had too many emotions to carry alone. Even more than Übergirl could lift.

      “It’ll be all right, sweetie. Go to sleep,” whispered Robo-Mom.

      “I miss him.”

      “You’ll see him tomorrow. The faster you go to sleep, the faster you’ll see him.”

      She squeezed Robo-Mom tighter. “That’s exactly why I can’t fall asleep. I want it too much.”

      The android continued brushing at her hair, lulling her gradually toward sleep.

      “Mom?” asked Kelly, close to passing out.

      “Yes, sweetie?”

      “We shall not speak of this clinginess again.”

      Robo-Mom kissed her atop the head. “Sleep.”

      Kelly closed her eyes.
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        * * *

      

      Thursday felt like the worst day of school ever in the history of school.

      Nothing went particularly wrong in her classes, but she’d never before tried to cope with school after getting only three hours of sleep. One good thing: Mr. Reynolds knocked her straight out in first period. Bad thing: his superpower didn’t do it, merely his boring monotone voice. That meant Kelly didn’t learn anything. But the extra almost-hour of sleep helped somewhat.

      In addition to constant yawning and struggling to focus, she spent more time thinking about what the visit would be like after school than about her classes. At lunch, she mechanically went down the line, collected food, and trudged on auto pilot to a table where she started eating her pizza.

      Paige flopped into the seat beside her. “Hey. Wow, you are really out of it today.”

      “Didn’t sleep.”

      “Obviously. Umm, you’re like really zoned. I thought you couldn’t eat vegetables.”

      “I can’t. They mess me up.”

      Paige grasped her arm, holding the pizza back from her mouth. “Then why are you eating that?”

      “It’s pizza.”

      “That’s the vegan cauliflower crust pizza. It’s like all vegetables.”

      Kelly lowered her gaze onto the slice hovering inches from her face, two bites missing from it. She blinked. Her lack-of-sleep-blurred vision cleared for a moment to reveal a quite-obviously-not-normal triangle of fake pizza. Well, the tomato sauce looked legit, but it had tofu in place of cheese and every other part of it came from vegetables.

      Instant nausea hit her.

      “Ugh.” Kelly dropped the slice on her plate.

      “Here.” Paige swapped trays with her. “I’ll eat that so it’s not wasted. You can have my mac-n-cheese.”

      Kelly swooned in her seat, holding her stomach. “It might be too late. I already swallowed two bites.”

      “Should you go to the nurse?”

      “I…” Pressure built up inside her stomach. It didn’t quite hurt, but it became highly uncomfortable in mere seconds.

      “Umm, Kell?” asked Paige. “You look paler than usual… and that’s hard to do.”

      A tiny smile formed at the back of her brain but between feeling sick, the whole prison visit thing, and lack of sleep, she couldn’t laugh.

      Paige grasped her arm and tried to tug her to her feet. “C’mon. You look like you’re gonna throw up.”

      “Umm… I’m…” She swayed side to side.

      “You’re what?”

      Kelly opened her mouth to answer, but instead of words, a thunderous twelve-second belch erupted from her throat along with a hurricane-force blast of air. Dozens of students in a cone-shaped area in front of her went flying out of their seats amid a storm of airborne food trays. All the cafeteria windows behind her rattled from the noise. A faint cloud of dark green mist hung in the blast zone. More than half the kids exposed to the fumes threw up. Nine fainted. The rest of the cafeteria erupted in laughter.

      Several eighth-grade boys stood and slow-clapped.

      “Eww,” whispered Paige. “That smells so horrible.”

      After the burp, Kelly leaned over sideways and threw up the two bites of cauliflower-crust pizza. By the time she sat up straight, she felt much better… at least until she noticed Mrs. Zahn looming over her with an unamused expression. The obvious pattern of displaced students formed a triangle pointing right at the source.

      “I’m sorry, Mrs. Zahn. I’m super allergic to vegetables and I didn’t get a lot of sleep last night. Didn’t notice I had veggie pizza until I took a bite.”

      “Principal Walsh has rules about misusing super powers in school,” said Mrs. Zahn.

      “She didn’t use super powers.” Paige stood and gestured at her. “This is a food allergy problem. Her power set does not include mega-burp. That’s just her body rejecting poison.”

      Mrs. Murphy, the gym teacher, hurried across the cafeteria toward them, but within seconds of entering the ‘burp zone,’ the woman went cross-eyed and fainted.

      “I swear it was an accident,” pleaded Kelly. “I’ll clean up the mess.”

      Mrs. Zahn stood there a moment, tapping her foot and looking around. The green cloud faded away. Students dragged themselves out of the blast area, got to their feet, and headed outside for fresh air. Mrs. Murphy stood, looked around in a daze for a second, then stumbled out into the hall.

      “Wow. She forgot what she was doing,” whispered Paige. “That smelled so bad it erased memories.”

      “All right. Finish eating… if you can, then I suppose cleaning up this mess is sufficient atonement for disrupting lunch, considering you didn’t intend to do this.” Mrs. Zahn coughed and fanned at herself. “And please never do that again.”

      “I won’t. Accident. I’m really sorry.” Kelly hung her head.

      The teacher walked off to help students who’d lost their lunch. Some went to the nurse station, others merely to the bathroom to clean up. Surprisingly, Kelly managed to find the ability to eat the macaroni.

      Paige patted her back. “You okay?”

      “Fine now. Just tired and scared.”

      “Scared?”

      “Gonna visit Dad after school.”

      “Oh.” Paige picked up the first slice of fake pizza. “Yeah, that’s… I’m glad you’re going to get to see him.”

      Not much in the mood to talk, even with her best friend, Kelly quietly ate lunch as fast as she could… then spent the remainder of the period racing around at super speed cleaning up spilled food, throw-up, knocked-over tables, and finally mopping the floors. Paige helped, but avoided going near vomit.

      Principal Walsh walked in a few minutes before the bell, right as the girls finished setting the cafeteria back to rights. Kelly had to explain what happened again. She expected to end up in detention, but he surprised her by understanding it had been an unfortunate accident.

      The remainder of the afternoon dragged. Kids passing her in the hall between classes sometimes high-fived her for the most epic burp in school history. A few glared at her, one or two telling her she needed to ‘get a doctor’ or commenting on how gross it smelled.

      Kelly sat in Mrs. Najjar’s last-period computer class, shaking with anxiety over visiting her father, no longer able to tell if she couldn’t wait to see him or had become terrified of going near the prison. She didn’t even try to pay attention to the teacher, merely sat there staring at the individual pixels on the screen in front of her.

      When the bell finally rang, she raced out of the classroom, down the hall, and out the school’s main entrance, dragging her backpack along instead of wearing it. Being outside and no longer stuck in class calmed her enough that her anxiety transformed into anticipation. No fear remained. She wanted to visit Dad as soon as possible, even if she had to grab Robo-Mom and fly supersonic to get there that much faster.

      She had an ‘I’m home, let’s go!’ loaded in her lungs before she rushed in the door of her house… but she stopped short, staring in disbelief at the sight waiting for her in the living room.

      Dad.

      And two Moms.

      Her father and one mother appeared to be arguing while the other Mom watched like a referee.

      “… just saying, Melinda. Don’t you think trying to kill her was a tad harsh? I mean, there’s a time for discipline, but using the Murdermaster-3000 on our own daughter? That’s a little severe for what she did, don’t you think?”

      “Jack…” Mom raked a hand up through her black hair, sighing. “You know as well as I do that the past few weeks have been strange. I can’t even really say where that idea came from. But, it wasn’t going to kill her. You know that. I fully expected her to get out. She loves the super hero stuff. She’s always pretending to sneak into places and escape from being caught.”

      “What about the psychological damage?” asked Dad. “Her own mother trying to kill her?”

      Mom kicked at the rug. “She knows I knew she’d escape. I was only trying to keep her occupied for a while so she didn’t get in the way of our attack on the prison transport.”

      “Dad?” whispered Kelly, lip quivering. “Mom?”

      Both parents paused mid-argument to turn toward her.

      “Hi, sweetie,” said Dad.

      Mom had guilt all over her face, but managed a weak smile. “Hello, dear.”

      “Daddy!” Kelly ran over and jumped into a hug before exploding in a fit of tears. After a few seconds when her overwhelming joy lessened enough to allow her to think, she fly-dragged him closer to Mom. After securing a two-parent hug, she resumed sobbing out of joy.

      “Well, it seems you’re forgiven,” said Dad.

      Mom stood there awkwardly.

      Robo-Mom smiled, but cried as if watching a heartwarming movie.

      Kelly squeezed her parents tight, dangling between them like a strange necktie worn by two people at once. When it became obvious she wouldn’t do much more than cry for a while, her parents—unable to break her grip—shuffled together to the sofa and sat with her. She shifted to sit in her father’s lap while clinging to Mom’s arm.

      “I guess we’re not going to visit, huh?” asked Kelly in a teary voice.

      “No need,” said Dad. “I’m home.”

      She peered up at her father’s epic pointy chin. He had that same smile he usually wore while playing video games and winning big. “You’re home? And Mom, too?”

      “I’m sorry for leaving you alone.” Mom looked down. “I’ve been in a strange place.”

      “Where?” asked Kelly.

      Mom chuckled. “No, a strange place mentally.”

      “Yes.” Dad squeezed her. “I am home. The Nolmek are abducting super-powered prisoners from that facility so I decided to leave.”

      Kelly cringed. “You broke out of prison? Are they gonna come after you?”

      “In a manner of speaking and no.” Dad grinned. “Everything is on paper.”

      “They’ve changed his sentence to early release for good behavior, and he’s going to make a few things for the government without charging them for it.” Mom tucked her hair behind her ear, not quite looking Kelly in the eye.

      “You charmed them?”

      Mom kept staring off to the side.

      “I’m not gonna tell,” said Kelly. “The prison isn’t safe. You saved him from the aliens.”

      Her mother looked up, surprised.

      “Yeah, so… I’m a hero. But, you guys are my parents and I missed you both so much. I don’t want you to go away again. Just please don’t like really hurt people, okay?”

      Mom patted her on the cheek. “Your father and I have been talking. We’ve decided that even though we don’t really agree with your lifestyle choice of being a good guy, you are still our daughter and we have to accept that about you. We love you no matter what.”

      “It’s not a choice, Mom. It’s who I am.”

      Her mother brushed a thumb at her cheek, finally making eye contact. “If you truly believe that, then you believe your father and I are inherently bad.”

      Kelly fidgeted. “Umm. Okay, maybe being good or bad is a choice… for some people.”

      “You always did like the good guys.” Dad patted her shoulder. “Wouldn’t even use the villains in that fighting game where they didn’t even try to write a plot to explain why everyone wanted to beat the snot out of each other.”

      “Yeah.” She shrugged and wiped her tears. “Guess I really am a goody. Probably why I kept ending up in trashcans.”

      “I am curious about something.” Mom quirked an eyebrow. “Those girls picked on you for over a year and you never complained to the teachers about them. Why did you tell on your father?”

      “Umm…” Kelly’s voice wavered with nerves. “Those girls at school only ever bothered me. Dad was gonna hurt a whole lot of innocent people.”

      He folded his arms around her. “Hurt is a bit extreme. Mind control doesn’t hurt anyone. Possibly making people do dangerous things could hurt them, but not the control itself.”

      Kelly raspberried.

      “Melinda?” asked Dad.

      “What?”

      “There’s something you wanted to say.”

      Mom glanced off to the right, squirming. “Kelly, I’m sorry for scaring you with that machine.”

      “And?” asked Dad.

      After a few seconds of staring at the ceiling, Mom sighed. “And for tricking you with broccoli in the ravioli.”

      “Wow, Mom…” Kelly blinked. “You sound like Alexis getting in trouble and being forced to apologize but not really meaning it. But, it’s okay. I know you really are sorry inside even if you don’t sound like it.”

      Her mother looked over at her. “You’re not upset?”

      “I was… but then you left me alone for like a month.” She crawled off Dad’s lap and hugged her mother. “I’m happy you’re home. Just, please don’t put me in another pointlessly elaborate death trap?”

      “What about short-term captivity to keep you busy if we need to ‘get our villain on’?” asked Mom.

      Kelly leaned back, half grinning, and folded her arms. “If you can make something I can’t break out of.”

      Her parents chuckled.

      “Oh, and Mom? No one your age should ever use the phrase ‘get my whatever on.’”

      “Ouch.” Mom pretended to be hurt. “Are you saying I’m not cool?”

      “No, you’re cool. That just sounded dumb. No one of any age should use that phrase.” She giggled for a second, then got serious. “One more condition. If you lock me in a dungeon somewhere, do not play Jaden Nieber. Keeping me captive while you go do villain stuff is one thing, but torture is a big no.”

      Mom and Dad both laughed.

      “I know you guys aren’t really evil and I’m just a kid, plus your kid, so I don’t think anyone will blame me for letting your nefarious deeds slide… as long as you don’t seriously hurt anyone.”

      Dad rubbed his chin. The point almost glinted like a knife. “We should be able to operate within those parameters.”

      “So, umm, how’s this gonna work?” asked Kelly.

      “What’s that, sweetie?” asked Mom.

      “You both being villains and me a hero, and living together.”

      Mom tilted her head side to side while thinking for a moment. “Hmm. Well, I suppose we’ll just have to do whatever we’re going to do after your bedtime and exploit your rule-following nature to keep you safe in bed and not coming after us to get in the way.”

      “Ugh.” Kelly fake groaned. She didn’t want either of her parents getting in trouble, and didn’t really want to be the hero who arrested her own family again… so as long as they didn’t do anything too bad, she’d bend the rules a little. “Umm, what do they call it when like a lawyer can’t take a case for someone they’re related to?”

      “Recusing themselves?” asked Mom.

      Kelly nodded. “That. I need parents more than I need to make sure no villain ever does anything bad. So, I’ll recuse myself.”

      “Great. All settled then.” Dad clapped.

      “Wow, you guys are really home? You’re gonna stay here?” Kelly looked back and forth between her parents.

      “We are.” Mom hugged her. “And there is a new rule in the house.”

      “Uh oh,” said Kelly.

      “It’s not bad. Secret identities are enforced. Right now, I’m your mother. I promise you can trust me while I’m out of costume. When we’re suited up, we can play heroes and villains. But if we’re out of uniform, it’s family time.”

      Kelly nodded eagerly. “Okay!”

      “That’s my girl!” Dad scooped her up while leaping to his feet and spun her around in circles… until his phone rang. He let go, leaving her hanging in midair, arms still out to the sides while he looked at it, frowned, and put it away… then resumed spinning with her.

      “Who was that, dear?” asked Mom.

      “Dr. Blaze.” Dad, a little winded, set Kelly down on the sofa. “He’s been calling me constantly about his missing friend.”

      “Myo,” said Kelly. “The Nolmek have him. I went to the prison to check on you, and the guards didn’t have him in their records at all.”

      “You went back there?” asked Dad.

      She told them the truth about her visit, forcing the shuttle down and almost getting in trouble.

      Her parents found that hilarious.

      “That’s funny?” asked Kelly.

      Mom barely managed to speak between chuckles. “You did something bad, and almost got in trouble for trying to do something good. The irony…”

      Thrilled to have her parents home, Kelly squished herself between them on the couch and simply adored being with them for a while. Eventually, nervousness started to overpower her happiness—but not about what her parents might do.

      “Dad?”

      “Yes, sweetie?” He turned his head toward her.

      “Eep!” She ducked his swinging chin, grabbing the top of her head with both hands. “Careful! That’s sharp.”

      He smirked. “Ha. Ha. What did you want to ask?”

      “Can you make something to protect the house from random teleportation abduction?”

      “Why?” asked Dad.

      “Oh, that,” muttered Robo-Mom.

      “Okay, that’s really eerie.” Mom stared at the android. “But I suppose the only thing better than me is having two of me.”

      “So humble, Melinda.” Dad winked.

      “Always.” Mom smiled.

      “Umm, because I don’t wanna be randomly kidnapped by a teleporter beam again.”

      Dad sprang to his feet. “I’m on it.” With a look of mission in his eyes, he hurried out to the lair.

      Kelly leaned against Real-Mom, laughing. “Dad’s out in the lair again… life is back to normal.”
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      Robo-Mom sat on the couch at Kelly’s left, Real-Mom beside her on the right.

      “This is going to take some adjustment.” Kelly looked at them. Surprisingly, she had no trouble telling them apart. The robot had a much more innocent expression, and of course, the almost invisible lines where the different patches of artificial skin met.

      “We can make it work, sweetie.” Mom brushed at Kelly’s hair. “The fluff is getting a bit out of control.”

      “It hasn’t grown that much since you left. And, I don’t think it’s even possible to cut it anymore.”

      Mom scratched her head. “By the time you’re my age, you’ll be dragging a train of hair around. I’m sure we’ll figure out a way to trim it. Even if we have to feed you veggies.”

      “Ugh, please don’t.” Kelly grabbed her stomach. “It hurts so much. I hate feeling that sick.”

      “Sorry,” muttered Mom.

      “Maybe scissors made out of Naazlian crystal would work. Like that sword you gave Paige to kill me with.”

      Mom cringed. “She wasn’t supposed to kill you. Just, you know… have a superhero fight. It wouldn’t be very exciting if you couldn’t be hurt. That doesn’t mean I wanted you to be hurt.”

      I’m so confused. Kelly glanced up at her mother, unable to tell if the woman had become lost in comic book stuff or took the villain thing too far and really did try and hurt her, but changed her mind and only said it had been a game to make her feel better.

      “Were you really a bully in school, Mom?”

      “That depends on your definition of bully.”

      “So, yes.”

      “What?” Mom blinked. “That’s not what I said.”

      Kelly peered up at her with a ‘gimme a break’ smirk. “If you’re trying to think up an excuse for sorta-being a bully and saying it’s okay, that means you were a bully.”

      “I don’t think I was. To me, a bully has issues they can’t deal with. Like your friend—okay, maybe not friend. Like that girl Alexis. Her parents treated her poorly and she couldn’t do anything to them, so she found the smallest, most vulnerable kid at school and vented her frustrations on you. Most bullies really feel weak inside, so they have to pick on smaller kids to make themselves feel better.”

      “And you didn’t?”

      “I never felt weak inside or antagonized anyone who hadn’t done something to me first. Also, it’s not like I harassed the ones who bothered me constantly for years. Merely one… or two well-planned pieces of revenge. By the time I was a junior, no one dared mess with me at all.”

      “You didn’t pick on anyone after that?” Kelly pulled her hair off her face to look up at her mother.

      Robo-Mom stood. “I’ll get you some tea.”

      Mom watched her duplicate walk out of the room, then whistled. “I’m never going to get used to that. I guess I’m beside myself with joy.”

      Kelly groaned.

      “No, after the big one, people left me alone, and I did my own thing. I didn’t take delight in being mean to other kids. Though, I did find it highly rewarding to get revenge on those who ended up on my bad side.”

      “Ack.” Kelly shivered. “Alexis says the same thing… get on her bad side.”

      “Like I did, I’m sure she’ll grow out of it. After senior year of high school, it kinda fades for most. Though, a few people never grow out of being bullies.”

      Kelly thought about her mother as a kid, trying to figure out if revenge-bullying was as bad as normal bullying. Did that mean her mother had an evil streak? “Umm… did you really think I’d get out of that machine?”

      “Of course. I didn’t want to hurt you.”

      “Then why did you hesitate?”

      “Hesitate?”

      Robo-Mom walked back in and set two cups of iced tea on the coffee table before sitting again where she’d been before.

      Kelly stared at her lap. “When I begged you not to leave me there, you stopped walking away and made this face at me like you might change your mind, but you still left.”

      “Oh, that. Yes, well… it seemed so real, and you looked scared.”

      “Uh, yeah.” Kelly stared at her. “I was scared. Like really scared. Do you have any idea how scary it is not to be able to move at all? And worse, I was so sick. It’s freaky to be stuck on your back and have to throw up. That was even worse than the laser coming after me. And you hit me with Brussels sprout slime. Brussels sprout slime! Who does that?”

      “She’s got a point,” said Robo-Mom.

      “You stay out of this.” Mom pointed at the robot, fighting not to smile. “I don’t want to argue with myself.”

      “The slime was too strong. My powers took so long to come back I had to make myself puke and even after that, the laser almost sliced my butt off.”

      “That machine wouldn’t have hurt you. It was programmed to move the laser close but not make contact.”

      Kelly blinked. “Seriously? Are you making that up?”

      Mom fidgeted. “Yeah.”

      “You just lied.”

      “Yeah. Trying to make you feel better.”

      “Wow.” Kelly shivered. “So I really did escape something that would’ve seriously hurt me?”

      “I might have overestimated the potency of the Brussels sprout serum.” Mom took her hand. “I’m really sorry, sweetie. I messed up. You are so powerful, it seemed obvious you’d get away before anything dangerous happened.”

      “If you knew I’d get away, why did you hesitate? Why do that at all? You could’ve tied me to that thing without the saws and laser beams and still kept me out of your way for a while before I could break free. Why the death trap?”

      “More dramatic that way?”

      Kelly sighed. “This isn’t a movie, Mom. Or a comic book. Why did you do that?”

      “I… really can’t say.” She let out a long breath. “Everything felt so weird, like I wasn’t really myself. Just a character in a movie or something. The death trap felt like the sort of thing Emophage would do. When you started begging me to let you out, it didn’t really seem like you were playing. That’s why I hesitated.”

      “Mom…” Kelly leaned toward her, eyes narrowing. “I wasn’t playing. This isn’t fake.”

      Her mother fidgeted at her shirt where it gathered in her lap. “That whole Murdermaster-3000 thing, I didn’t really want to do it but…”

      “Mindfreeze said Dad isn’t under control. There’s no like alien machine forcing people to act like heroes and villains. At first, I thought they made him a bad guy. But they didn’t. He really does have more fun as a villain. Dad thinks it’s some big game.”

      “Yeah, he does. For him, it’s about fun.”

      “What about you, Mom? Why did you go villain?”

      “Still trying to understand that myself. I think… after so many years having bosses who always treated me different for being a woman, clients who were never happy about anything, always complaining, feeling like what I thought would be a great career turned into war…” She put an arm around Kelly’s shoulders. “Becoming a super was absolutely freeing. I didn’t have to pay attention to a hundred emails a day all complaining to me because something went wrong on their account. The men I worked with didn’t get half the amount of pushback I did. If they sent a client an email and said something, the client accepted it. Whenever I did say something, clients almost always challenged my opinion or asked for someone else to confirm it. Now, no one can make me feel small or act like allowing me to keep my job is some sort of pity gift since they can replace me with a man who’ll get much better numbers whenever they want.”

      Kelly frowned. “That’s stupid.”

      “My sales numbers were the best in the division, but they always treated me like one wrong move and they’d fire me. When I got my revenge on those girls in school, watching them fall to pieces was sweet victory. I adored that feeling. But people can’t do stuff like that in the adult world. After realizing I had powers, it felt so good to be able to do whatever I wanted and get away with it. Maybe I really am bad inside. Maybe I always have been. But the version of myself that I made for the world to see still kinda likes you.”

      “I kinda like you, too.” Kelly snuggled against her. “So, you and Dad both had bad jobs. That’s not explaining why you tried to laser my butt off. Do you have a split personality?”

      “No. I’m sorry, sweetie. After the aliens showing up and superpowers all happening out of the blue, I had trouble coping with everything. I kinda remember being in a complete panic because you didn’t come home that Friday. Nancy came over and the three of us went driving around trying to find you. Jack thought you might have stayed after school, but I didn’t think so since they would have called. But when we didn’t find you anywhere, he convinced me to go to the school. The last thing I can clearly picture is that giant crystal falling out of the sky. Your father thought it looked cool, so he ran onto the field to see better. Nancy and I followed him. Next thing I know, we’re home and everything seemed… just fine. I’m still kinda missing the whole first week after that. No memories, really.”

      “Wow,” whispered Kelly.

      “I only remembered going looking for you while sitting alone in the motel room trying to figure out what to do. I’d almost managed to cope with everything before, but then, you go and help total strangers drag Jack off to prison. I was a little angry with you, but I’ve come to understand better now.”

      Kelly choked up and clung to her. “Mom?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Please don’t try to kill me again,” asked Kelly, her voice awash in tears. “I didn’t like it.”

      Her mother held her for a while until she calmed. “I promise not to do anything like that again.”

      Kelly exhaled in relief. “Whew.”

      “However, I can’t say there won’t be tedious annoyances if you get in my way.”

      “I can live with that.” Kelly chuckle-sniffled. “Umm, Mom?”

      “Yes?” asked Mom and Robo-Mom at the same time.

      So weird. “Mean girls don’t like kids. Do you love me or are you just putting up with me.”

      “Of course I love you,” said Robo-Mom.

      Mom pulled Kelly into her lap, hugging her like an oversized child clutching a big, fluffy red-headed teddy bear. “I do love you, sweetie. More than anything in the world. But that’s the thing about kids. Sometimes, even though you’d die to protect them, they can be so darn frustrating you can’t stand them.”

      She’s really home! Kelly squeezed her tight, sniffling all over again. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t apologize.”

      “Why not?” mumbled Kelly into her mother’s shoulder.

      “Because, dear. To a normal parent, you are so darn sweet and well-behaved, they’d probably take you to a psychiatrist to figure out what’s wrong. Also, you doing things to frustrate me is misbehaving, which I approve of.”

      Kelly leaned back, kneeling in her mother’s lap, and blinked at her. Misbehaving is good, but bad. And she thinks I need to see a doctor because I don’t want to break rules? She rubbed her forehead. “So weird.”

      “Everyone’s a little weird, sweetie.”

      “Why did you go away for three weeks?” asked Kelly.

      “Once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to attend a seminar on better supervillainy in Las Vegas.”

      “You’re lying, aren’t you?”

      Mom snapped her fingers, fake-annoyed at being caught. “Yes. You’re too good at spotting lies.”

      “You’re not really trying too hard.”

      “Let’s say that in theory, a mother with conflicting emotions might have felt so guilty about certain events she couldn’t face her daughter.”

      “That’s a much more believable lie, Mom.” Kelly smiled. “I think you were afraid I’d bring you to justice.”

      Mom fidgeted. “That might have been part of it. But I really did regret what I did and dread having to face you. Yes, I heard you telling the robot how much you wanted me to come home. We would’ve been back sooner, but it took longer than expected to arrange your father’s, umm, release.”

      “It’s okay. I’m just glad you’re home.” Kelly glanced over at Robo-Mom, felt guilty, and tugged her closer, too. “This is gonna be strange for a while, having two moms.”

      Both mothers laughed.

      “I think that’s the dream of every mother in the world… having a copy to split the work.” Real-Mom high-fived her robot doppelganger.

      “Okay, so…” Kelly eyed Real-Mom. “About the whole deathtrap thing. I forgive you. You’re not gonna do anything like that again, are you?”

      “No, sweetie. I promise.”

      Kelly beamed, thrilled to bursting. Another idea hit her with the confusion bat. “Umm. Question.”

      Both moms looked at her.

      “Who am I supposed to listen to if you guys don’t agree? Like Robo-Mom enforces the one hour video game thing, but Real-Mom lets me play as much as I want.”

      “Of course you should listen to me,” said the robot. “Your other mom is a villain.”

      “If it’s not going to hurt you, do whatever you like,” said Mom. “Video games are fine. But you’re not allowed out of the house after bedtime. That’s one rule I am going to actually be upset with you for breaking.”

      Robo-Mom shook her head. “You’re only saying that so you and Jack can slip away to do things when she can’t stop you. We can’t selectively enforce rules based on convenience.”

      “Why not?” asked Real-Mom. “We’re the parents. We have the power.”

      Kelly grabbed two fistfuls of her floof. Argh! This is going to be so confusing.
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      It took a while for the shock of having her parents home to settle.

      When surprise and disbelief gave way to happiness, Kelly flopped on the living room floor—to stay close to Mom—and started on her homework. Her mother made random comments about how a supervillainous kid wouldn’t have to do any homework, or listen to teachers, or maybe even go to school at all. They sounded joking enough, so Kelly didn’t worry, laughing along with her.

      “Melinda,” said Robo-Mom. “You’re being a bad influence on her.”

      “Why thank you, dear.” Mom smiled at her.

      Kelly bit her lip. Her mother saying things like that would never feel normal, but she could deal. The entire world had ceased being normal. Her parents had come home even if she needed to pretend he hadn’t broken out of prison. Most likely, her mother had used her powers of emotional manipulation on the right people so the ‘release’ appeared to be by the book and legal. Perhaps it made her less of a perfect good girl, but she couldn’t find much desire to go out in search of proof that his release wasn’t totally genuine.

      Once she finished her homework, she went down to the lair and got clingy with Dad while he tinkered. It felt a bit like the way she used to hover by him while he painted his figurines before. She suspected if he got back into painting mecha, they’d be full size and functional. Hopefully, he’d forget about his old hobby. Tonight, instead of describing what each war mecha could do or what its particular color scheme meant, he attempted to explain his mad science as he developed an anti-teleportation-kidnap shield for the house.

      Naturally, being mad science, it made absolutely zero sense to her.

      However, she nodded along as if understanding, overjoyed at having him home.

      “I wonder why they haven’t zapped me again,” said Kelly, going cross-eyed while staring at a trail of smoke rising up from the device he built.

      Dad glanced at her, his eyes hidden behind dark blue welder’s goggles. How he could see anything with them on defied logic. “It could be that it took so much power to use once, it blew out their system and they’re fixing it. Or, maybe since it didn’t quite work last time, they gave up on it. Might also be they think we have a countermeasure in place already so they’re afraid to try it.”

      “Oh. Maybe.” She peered into the device, mesmerized by the tiny energy spot melting the metal parts together. Welding should probably have hurt her eyes without goggles, but… super powers.

      “Nah. It’s more likely because your mother threatened them.” He resumed working on the device, orange light flickering inside from the wand-like tool.

      Kelly laughed.

      “No, really. She did.” He placed another small device inside the bigger box and resumed welding.

      “Mom threatened the Nolmek. For real? With what? Brussels sprouts goop?”

      “No. She informed them that if they tried to take you again, she would visit every world leader and celebrity and turn them against the Nolmek.”

      Kelly tugged on his arm until he looked at her. “Dad, that’s what we need to do. The aliens are bad. Mom can save the world.”

      He patted her on the head. “Your mother doesn’t want to save the world, sweetie. Just protect you. Remember, you are her world.”

      Kelly pictured a purple laser creeping up past her knees while she lay immobilized on a metal table. Mom’s got a strange way of saying ‘I love you.’ She sighed. That wasn’t really her. “Can she really even do that?”

      “Probably, though it would be an awful lot of work. She’d have to influence a whole increasingly important set of low-level people to let her in to see each leader first, then influence the leaders. I’d have to make a universal translator so she could talk to people in every country.” Dad stopped welding and stood up straight, mouth slightly open. “Universal translator. Why haven’t I made that already? So darn handy.”

      “Wouldn’t the Nolmek come after Mom if they thought she could do that?”

      “Possibly, yes.”

      “And they can mind control.”

      “Your mother is immune to mind control.” Dad wagged his eyebrows. “No one tells that woman what to do.”

      Kelly snickered.

      “Dinner’s ready,” said Mom from speakers in the ceiling.

      “One moment.” Dad resumed welding.

      “Was that Mom or Robo-Mom?”

      “No idea. Does it matter?”

      “I don’t know.” Kelly scrunched up her nose. “I know one’s a robot, but she’s so real it’s easy to forget.”

      Dad smiled with pride.

      “Jack, now,” said Mom in a stern tone.

      He stood out of the machine and set the welding wand down. “That’s really Melinda. We should go.”
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      Kelly sat at the kitchen table with Mom on her left, Dad on her right… and Robo-Mom across.

      Her plate held a piece of chicken, some noodle stuff in cream sauce, and a portion of French fries. She picked at the noodles, investigating dark spots that may or may not be vegetable in nature.

      “It’s safe,” said Mom.

      “Smells okay.” Kelly looked up. Both parents had green beans instead of fries.

      “You like mushrooms, right?” asked Dad. “The pasta side has mushrooms in it.”

      “Umm. Are mushrooms a vegetable?”

      “They’re a fungus.” Dad sliced his chicken breast into bite-sized bits. “Your reaction occurs to green vegetables, sweetie. Even if some people consider mushrooms to be ‘vegetables,’ they’re not green.”

      Kelly decided to trust the food and started eating. A few minutes into the meal, she felt confident the pasta would not betray her. Her parents talked about things that happened during their absence, mostly catching up with her about how school went. Mom appeared to know pretty much everything due to occasionally watching her via the robot, but still wanted to talk.

      “We need to do something about the Nolmek. They’re dangerous,” said Kelly. “They don’t care who’s a hero and who’s a villain. They want to kidnap us all.”

      “Are you sure you’re not overreacting?” asked Mom.

      “I don’t think she is.” Dad rubbed his chin. “Worse, they’ve taken more of us than they have of the other team. No one notices when prisoners vanish from inside a prison. We already know they are running people through processing centers to make them more susceptible to mental influence. That is clearly not the sort of thing friendly extraterrestrials would do.”

      Kelly darted out of her chair and hugged him. “I was so worried they got you.”

      Her mother gave her a look like she wanted to say something like ‘you should’ve thought about that before putting him in jail’ but kept quiet.

      “The Nolmek are a problem, but we have time,” said Dad.

      “It should be obvious that they’re dangerous.” Mom frowned. “No one is that benevolent.”

      “So you’re gonna make world leaders see the truth?” asked Kelly.

      Mom shook her head. “Not yet. It’s a pain in the butt and if I do that, there wouldn’t be anything stopping them from going after you again.”

      “We’ll need to find a way to make the whole world see the truth at once,” said Dad.

      “It would be easier to convince everyone that Jaden Nieber is a real musician,” muttered Kelly.

      Igor the Red’s voice came out of Robo-Mom. “What is wrong with Jaden?”

      Kelly laughed and returned to her seat. “Dad, can you make a video camera that’s small and like the suit?”

      “Like the suit?” Dad raised an eyebrow. “What does that mean?”

      “The stuff you made it out of. How it changes to match the powers of the person wearing it? Like, if I carried the camera it would be tough?”

      “Hmm. Possibly.” He muttered to himself, mostly nonsense, but it sounded as though he attempted to figure out how to make materials like clear lenses and photo-sensitive insides compatible with the power-reactive material. A moment later, he snapped his fingers. “A challenge! I think I shall accept. And by the way, this food is excellent.”

      “Thank you,” said Mom and Robo-Mom at the same time.

      The women eyed each other like gunslingers about to reach for weapons.

      “Robo-Mom’s going to stay around, right?” Kelly flashed a cheesy smile. “I mean, it’s awesome Mom is back, but the robotic one’s nice, too.”

      Robo-Mom smiled at her.

      “I don’t feel threatened by seeing that side of myself.” Mom examined her nails. “It’s almost a Yin-Yang situation. She’s entirely made up of the nice parts of my personality, and I have both.”

      “Oh, I figure she will be staying around to watch you whenever Melinda is off doing something nefarious… or possibly having to hide out.” Dad ate a hunk of chicken, smiling.

      “Having to hide out means something went wrong. I’d like to think I’m not that careless.” Mom stabbed a fork into her pasta.

      “And your mother has a device she can use to observe or interact with you via the robot. Kind of like when police use robotics to deal with dangerous materials or bombs.”

      “Dad…” She leaned an elbow on the table, chin in her hand. “I’m not ‘dangerous materials.’”

      “As long as you haven’t had broccoli,” muttered Mom before fanning her nose.

      “Mom!” Kelly gasped and blushed.

      “The burp smelled ten times worse than the… other gas,” replied Dad in a clinical tone. “The, umm, ‘backblast’ expended more energy on destructive force.”

      Kelly blushed harder.

      “I heard you nuked the cafeteria at school today.” Mom snickered.

      “Argh!” Kelly folded her arms on the table and thudded her head into them. “Stop! Guys! Why are you embarrassing me?”

      “We are your parents, sweetie. Embarrassing you is our primary job,” said Mom.

      Kelly lifted her head, unable to see her mother past her hair. “Umm, you’re not gonna sneak me with veggies again, are you? Please don’t. It hurts real bad and makes me feel super sick.”

      “That’s rather the point of a weakness, isn’t it?” Mom stuck two fingers into Kelly’s hair and parted it side to side, revealing her face. “It’s not supposed to be pleasant. And I already promised not to trick you again while I’m out of costume.”

      “You’re my mother. You’re not supposed to enjoy making me feel miserable.”

      “She’s right,” said Robo-Mom.

      Mom sat up straighter, prim. “Who said I enjoyed it?”

      “Ugh.” Kelly let her head fall onto her arms again. “Mom! That’s not the point.”
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      After dinner, Kelly took her required bath a little early to get it out of the way.

      She toweled herself off, ZOOM-ed into the Übergirl costume, went out the window, and spent a minute flying in supersonic circles to dry her hair out. Much faster—and quieter—than using a handheld blow dryer, even if it did cause a little ice to form.

      Upon returning inside, she changed into her nightgown and headed downstairs for some game time. Dad, predictably, had gone out to the lair. Kelly didn’t complain about that despite wanting to be around him, since he worked on a device that could stop the aliens from teleport-napping her again. Mom sat on the couch reading something on her tablet.

      Kelly played Trials of Tabrin for her allotted hour before leaving Ms. Omni at a save crystal and exiting the game to the main menu.

      “Fifty-nine minutes?” asked Mom.

      “Yeah. My hour’s up.”

      “You aren’t going to keep playing?”

      Kelly rose up on her knees and shuffled over to the cabinet. “Your rule gives me an hour.”

      “Sweetie, you are insufferably obedient.”

      She shrugged and turned the machine off. “Umm… I’m sorry for doing what you tell me to do?”

      “I’m tempted to ground you off video games for a whole week for following the rules.”

      “That’s not fair!”

      “Of course it isn’t fair.” Mom smiled over the top of her tablet. “I’m a villain. Perhaps now you’ll learn to break the rules when it’s fun to do so.”

      Kelly turned away from her mother before the scowl formed on her face. Is she serious? Am I really grounded or is she just trying to be funny? She looked down at the controller in her hand. What would Mom do if I turned it back on and kept playing? Paige’s parents don’t limit her time with games. It can’t be that bad. But… if I’m gonna break rules, it’s gotta be for a good reason.

      She quietly set the controller in the cabinet, closed the glass doors, and stood.

      “Have you finished all your homework?” asked Mom.

      “Yes.”

      Mom sighed, shaking her head. “What am I going to do with you?”

      “Umm, say ‘good job, sweetie?’”

      “What did you do today that you’re not proud of?”

      Kelly fidgeted. “Made half the cafeteria throw up.”

      “There we go!” Mom smiled. “Good job, sweetie!”

      Ugh. So weird. Kelly trudged up to her room, grabbed her Ember e-reader, and went back to sit on the couch beside Mom.

      At 8:59 p.m., Mom looked up from her tablet. “I suppose you’re going to insist on obeying your bedtime, aren’t you?”

      Kelly lifted her gaze off the e-reader’s screen. Is that villain-Mom telling me to go to sleep without sounding like she’s good-parenting me? “I’m thinking about it.”

      Mom flashed an impish smile. “Think hard.”

      Oh. She really does want me to go to bed so they can go out and be bad. “Okay.” She shut off the Ember, hugged Mom, and hurried upstairs to brush her teeth.

      Soon after she climbed into bed, Mom walked in wearing her clingy Emophage costume, nearly all black except for purple trim lines. A single E in a pale violet circle marked the center of her chest.

      At the sight of her mother in that outfit, Kelly frowned. “You’re gonna go break the law, aren’t you?”

      “It’s your bedtime, dear.” Mom walked up to the bed. “Remember, you’re not allowed out of the house this late.”

      “Don’t you want me to break the rules?” asked Kelly with a mischievous grin.

      “In some instances, yes. Not this one. Would you prefer to spend the night hanging in Naazlian crystal chains in one of the lair’s holding cells? I promise no lasers, saws, or anything dangerous.”

      “Mom, parents aren’t supposed to have dungeons.”

      “People aren’t supposed to have giant vats of acid in their basements either, but here we are.”

      Kelly sighed. “I can’t sleep if I’m stuck to the wall.”

      Mom tucked her in and set Floppet under her arm. “Then, just this once, obey the rules.”

      “You’re not really gonna put me in a dungeon, are you?”

      “Are you planning to sneak out after your bedtime?”

      “No.”

      “Then, no.” Mom smiled and kissed her atop the head. “Remember, you’re not to go outside after bedtime.”

      Kelly gazed at the ceiling. “Yes, Mom. Please don’t hurt anyone.”

      “I’m not planning to cause any serious injuries. Sleep tight, sweetie.” Mom started to walk out but stopped and turned back. “Sweetie?”

      “Yeah?”

      “You should be angrier with me than you are. I really hurt you. My powers let me read people’s emotions. I knew exactly how terrified you were and still left you there. That’s why I hesitated. I almost couldn’t do it. For some stupid reason, being a supervillain won out over being a mom. Probably nothing I can really say to make up for that.”

      Tears brimmed in Kelly’s eyes. “You’re right. There isn’t anything you can say to apologize.”

      Mom cringed.

      “Coming home and being here is what you needed to do to apologize, not say ‘sorry.’ Just be my mom in between doing villain stuff, okay?”

      “I promise, sweetie.” Mom kissed her on the forehead.

      “And no more deathtraps.” Kelly thrust a finger into the air.

      “Deal.” Mom winked, then walked out, shutting off the light.

      Kelly lay there for a minute or three in silence, staring at the glowing star stickers. Ugh. She’s going to go do bad stuff. It stinks being a little kid and having a bedtime. Grumbling, she rolled on her side and hugged Floppet. Her purple stuffed rabbit with oversized ears made a goofy face at her. The same goofy face it always made. Even though she couldn’t leave the house, maybe she should call The Aegis and tell them her mother was about to do something.

      A short argument in her head ended at the decision to ‘recuse herself.’ Unless she knew her parents would hurt people, she wouldn’t tattle on them. It kinda made her feel squirmy inside to let a bad guy get away with something, but it didn’t make her anywhere near as guilty and ashamed as she’d felt walking into detention.

      She exhaled out her nose. “Guess I’m not perfect after all.”

      Dad appeared standing beside her bed in a flash of blue teleportation sparkles that covered his angular face in long shadows. Wild red hair, lab coat, and thick goggles made him look like the mastermind bad guy about to do something sinister.

      “Eep!” shouted Kelly, jumping. “Dad! You scared me.”

      “Sorry. I’ll pop into the hallway from now on. Stopping in to say good night.” He re-tucked her in and kissed her on the head. “Good night, sweetie.”

      “Night, Dad.” Having her father show up at bedtime again made her so happy she couldn’t stop crying.

      He reached for the teleport module on his belt, but stopped. “Oh, one more thing.”

      Kelly shrank into her pillow, worried. ‘One more thing’ coming from a mad scientist usually ended poorly, often involving fire in places it didn’t belong or mysterious glowing goo. “Umm, what?”

      “Change to your super costume for a sec?”

      That didn’t seem like a bad request, so she sat up in bed and pushed the gem on the ZOOM bracelet. Her nightgown switched places with the Übergirl outfit in an instant. Wearing boots in bed did feel weird.

      “Left arm.” Dad held up a strange tool that resembled a hybrid between a screwdriver and a Swiss Army knife.

      She gingerly extended her left arm.

      Humming to himself, Dad held the strange tool against her bracer. Sparks flew, but nothing hurt. She sat there patiently watching for about ten minutes as glowing green lines appeared and disappeared in the mirror-finished metal. When he stopped, the armband had a somewhat darker rectangle of silver on the upper side and faint seams that hadn’t been there before.

      “What did you do?” asked Kelly.

      “Modified your arm guard to give it more functionality. It’s now a little computer instead of a plain tube of armor. It doesn’t do all that much yet, but it’s got a basic translation module to read alien writing as well as all known human languages.”

      “Wow. Neat! How do I use it?”

      “Tap your finger twice on the dark spot to activate.”

      Kelly did. A hologram screen appeared floating above her arm that resembled the desktop of her computer, only it had a mere three icons: translator, 911, and solitaire.

      “Umm, solitaire?” She scrunched her nose. “Seriously?”

      “Came with the operating system.” He shrugged. “Couldn’t figure out how to get rid of it.”

      She poked the translator icon. A window opened containing a view as if from a camera on the bottom of the bracer, presently showing her bed.

      “Any non-English text you center in that view will appear translated on the screen.”

      “Nice. What does the 911 button do?”

      “Sends a message to your mother and me with geo-location information about where you are.”

      “Cool.” She moved her arm around, viewing her bedroom via the little camera view. Since nothing nearby had writing on it in another language, the hologram screen didn’t do much but show the image. “Can this thing make phone calls?”

      “You’re not old enough for a phone yet, sweetie,” said Dad. “Good night.”

      “But…”

      He kissed her on the head and vanished in a burst of blue teleportation sparkles.

      “Oh, well.” She turned off the mini-computer, ZOOM-ed back into her nightgown, and settled in to bed.

      Her parents had come home.

      Dad even left the lair to have dinner with them.

      Mom didn’t really want to hurt her.

      And… Dad actually showed up for good night.

      A huge grin formed on her face as she snuggled deep in her plush pillow and soft blankets. After barely being able to sleep the previous night, Kelly passed out in mere seconds.
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      Irritating beeping dragged Kelly out of sleep Friday morning.

      A vaguely Mom-shaped blur glided in with a cheerful, “Good morning, sweetie!” and opened the window blinds wider to let the sun brighten the room. “Come on, get up. You have school today.”

      “Please turn the alarm off.” Kelly raised her arm, draping it over her head to shield her eyes. She totally understood Mike Hopkins not wanting to get out of bed. She did feel a little sorry for him if he felt like this every morning.

      The blankets pulled away, though her temperature resistance protected her from Mom’s old trick of chilling her out of bed. Though noticeably cooler, the rush of air didn’t shock her.

      “Come on, dear. This isn’t like you to be sluggish in the morning. Is something wrong?”

      This has to be Robo-Mom. Kelly moved her arm away from her eyes. Sure enough, the woman standing beside the bed appeared completely warm and innocent, an idealized version of Mom. “No, nothing’s wrong. I didn’t sleep much Wednesday night.”

      “Yes, worried about going to visit your father.” Robo-Mom turned off the beeping clock.

      Kelly started to breathe a sigh of relief at the beautiful silence, but groaned when the robot lifted her out of bed and set her on her feet. The smell of a hot breakfast snuck into her thoughts, helping her wake up enough to change out of her nightgown.

      “Can I have coffee?”

      “Not yet, hon. You’re too little.” Robo-Mom walked out.

      After buttoning her jean skirt, Kelly pulled a purple T-shirt on but didn’t quite have the motivation to finish, standing there with it bunched around her head, covering her face, one arm sticking straight up. A few minutes later, Robo-Mom returned to investigate why she hadn’t come downstairs yet and tickled her bare side. Squealing, Kelly yanked the shirt on the rest of the way.

      “How old were you when you first had coffee?”

      “Eleven. And I didn’t ask permission. My mother made some and left a little in the carafe, so I just decided to try it.”

      “So, can I have coffee when I’m eleven?”

      “Ask me that again in two years.” Robo-Mom headed for the door. “Wash your hands before you come down.”

      Kelly headed to the bathroom, then hurried down to the kitchen where Dad worked on his breakfast waffle. The mega-tablet hovered near him, displaying an internet page she didn’t bother looking too closely at since it contained only boring text.

      “Morning, sweetie.”

      She hugged him on the way to her chair. “Morning, Dad. Where’s Mom?”

      “Sleeping. She had a late night.”

      The large eight-armed kitchen bot extended one of its tube limbs to her, holding a plate containing a kid-sized waffle and two sausages.

      “Would you care for syrup?” asked an electronic voice.

      “Purpleberry!” chirped Kelly.

      “That’s not a flavor.” Dad glanced over at her.

      The robotic arm’s claw snapped open, revealing a nozzle that squirted purple slime onto the waffle.

      “Thanks!” Kelly attacked the waffle.

      “I stand corrected. Apparently, it is a flavor.” Dad raised an eyebrow. “I don’t remember programming that.”

      “Improvisation is the mother of invention,” said the electronic voice.

      “Welcome back to the Morning Beat,” said Michelle O’Brien on the small TV on the counter. “Top story this morning is right from our backyard. Citizens of San Francisco are coping with a mysterious attack believed to be the work of an unknown supervillain.”

      Kelly twisted around to watch the TV. “Oh, no. Mom…”

      The camera shifted to her co-anchor, Dave Richards. “No one yet knows the motivation behind this bizarre crime. However, details are coming in that every toilet seat in the city was left in the upright position. And in some cases, they flipped themselves up at the last second, making for extremely cold surprises in the middle of the night for some residents.”

      “Now that is true evil.” Michelle shivered.

      Dave glanced at her. “It’s not that big a deal. Toilet seats up? Hardly the work of a serious criminal.”

      “Why do men always insist it’s not a big deal?” snapped Michelle.

      While the news anchors got into an argument over leaving toilet seats up, Kelly turned around and leveled an accusing glare at Dad—who looked far, far too innocent. She face-palmed. Wow, that is so totally something he would do.

      When he started whistling to himself, she lost her composure and laughed.

      Of all the things a supervillain dad could do, making people fall into toilets in the middle of the night was kinda funny and—though infuriating—harmless. Kelly knew that chilly problem all too well considering she remained vulnerable to experiencing it even with the seat down. Being a noodle had its problems.

      The anchors still argued over how bad leaving the seat up was minutes later when she’d finished eating and got up to leave.

      “Wow.” She paused next to Dad. “They’re still fighting over that?”

      “Not surprised. They’ll be arguing about that for the rest of the show. Probably all day.” He hugged her. “Have a good day, sweetie.”

      “I will.” Overjoyed at having him home, she leapt into a second hug, then scrambled down the hall to the front door.

      Since Paige had a super costume that allowed her to turn invisible without having to get undressed, she used invisibility to kidnap-proof herself on the walk to school. This meant Kelly didn’t have to ‘pick her up’ anymore, so she turned right and proceeded along her usual route.

      As soon as she took the left turn onto the school’s street, she noticed something unusual from two blocks away: not one student hung out by the entrance. Confused, she jogged the rest of the way to the school property. The place appeared abandoned, but lots of voices came from around the side of the building where Alexis and the others usually took her for bullying sessions.

      She shrugged and walked around to The Hill. A few hundred kids all stood on the grassy slope, staring at the giant crystal stuck in the football field. The massive object gave off loud creaking noises and appeared to be swaying back and forth. Every so often, the earth shook. Equal parts curious and worried, she added herself to the back end of the crowd.

      Something stank like a barbecue grill after water had been dumped on it to put out the fire.

      Most of the kids whispered amongst themselves things like ‘what’s it doing?’ or ‘something is happening.’ A few thought they should run. Kelly gently bumped her way deeper into the crowd, moving closer to the football field for a better view.

      The crystal rocked back and forth for a little while, then abruptly slipped downward about ten feet, throwing a spurt of lava into the air. A blast of ice came up from the front of the crowd near the fence, solidifying the glowing blob into a rocky chunk. Students screamed and scattered, trying to get away from the spot the boulder appeared to be heading.

      Kelly mashed the gem on the ZOOM bracelet to activate her Übergirl costume while leaping into the air to intercept the smoking lava rock. She wrapped herself around the grizzly-bear-sized comet and steered it to a safe landing on open ground away from other kids. A chorus of cheers rose up from below. She popped back into the air for a better vantage point. Another bolt of ice shot up, hardening a basketball-sized lump of lava and knocking it back into the empty football field. Chillout—aka Ryan—stood at the front of the crowd near the fence in ordinary jeans, coat, and sneakers.

      I should invite the boys over and make costumes for them, too.

      The giant crystal shifted side to side and, with a great slurping rumble, lurched downward, sinking into the earth. It stopped before completely vanishing, a seven-foot-tall point sticking up like a bright red, upside-down icicle. Lava rapidly filled in the giant cavity where the skyscraper-sized crystal had been, tossing a splatter of a few dozen smaller lava blobs into the air. They came down all over the place, setting fires on the bleachers, field, and school roof. Kelly flew into three of them before they could hit students, allowing the goopy molten rock to splatter against her chest.

      After throwing the lava back into the glowing pool on the football field, she swooped down, grabbed Ryan, and carried him into the air.

      “Gah!” yelled the boy, flailing. “What are you doing?”

      “There are fires everywhere. Put them out! Flying is faster.”

      She carried him around from rooftop to bleacher to grassy hill, holding him while he used his ice powers to smother all the burning. Again, the students cheered.

      “Wow,” said Kelly, eyeing the giant lava lake in the middle of the field. “The groundskeeper is going to scream.”

      “Yeah. That’s a bit much for him,” said Ryan. “Bring me closer and I’ll cool it off before someone does something stupid and falls in.”

      “No one would be that dumb.”

      Three seconds later, they both said, “Colleen Brandt” at the same time.

      Kelly sigh-laughed. “That was mean of us.”

      “Yeah, but not really wrong. She’d try to take a picture and get too close.” Ryan pointed. “Bring me in over it. We only have a few minutes until first-period bell.”

      She held him over the middle of the football field while he projected a two-handed ice beam into the lava pool, hardening a crust of rock over it and creating an epic amount of steam. By the time they finished that and landed in front of the student crowd, Principal Walsh and Coach Powell had arrived.

      “Nice work protecting students, you two.” The principal smiled at them. “Do either of you know what made the crystal active?”

      “Nope, it was already sinking when I got here,” said Kelly.

      “It just started making noises and slipping down.” Ryan shrugged. “Maybe, like the bottom end had been slowly melting deeper into the rock and it finally got through?”

      “Sounds like someone’s been paying attention in science class.” Coach Powell laughed and clapped Ryan on the shoulder. “So Walsh. We can reopen the field now.”

      “Jim, there’s still a crystal sticking up right in the middle.”

      “Yeah, but it’s only a little spur.” Coach Powell waved dismissively. “We can play around it. It isn’t much bigger than a tree now.”

      “It’s a hazard.” Principal Walsh held his arms out to the side. “If some kid runs into that thing? What then? It looks sharp. Someone gives themselves a concussion after we let them play while there is a huge hazard in the middle of the field, that’ll be the end of the football program.”

      Coach Powell stared at the ground, hands on his hips.

      Kelly turned around and peered through the chain link fence at the crystal shard, biting her lip. This kinda complicates my plan to pull them out. She considered helping the coach and pushing the crystal down even more so it went completely under the ground, but the principal had raised an important point: it did look sharp. If Naazlian crystal swords could cut her, losing her grip while pushing that thing down could leave her impaled like a hall pass on a teacher’s desk spike. No one seemed to know that crystal weapons could hurt superheroes who had toughness powers, but she did not want to test it.

      If it sinks, it sinks.

      Ryan held up a fist. “Nice teamwork.”

      “You too.” She bumped fists with him.

      The bell rang, sending the assembled crowd of students into a scramble toward the building.

      “Eep. We’re late!” Kelly ZOOM-ed back to her normal clothes. Apparently, the bracelet could also store the backpack if she wore it.

      “Wow, that’s cool.”

      “You and Mike should come over. I’ll make you a costume and a bracelet.”

      He ran alongside her toward the door. “Don’t really need a bracelet. That’s a bit girly.”

      “Dork. The bracelet is what does the costume change in an instant.”

      “Oh. Okay.”

      Paige met her by the door. “What happened at the prison yesterday?”

      “Didn’t go. Great news. No time. Will talk at lunch.”

      “Okay.”

      Ryan hurried off to the left while the girls ran together to social studies.

      Once at her desk, Kelly slouched, not at all liking the idea that her great plan of chucking all the crystals into space might be much, much harder than she initially thought.
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      Paige freaked out during lunch when Kelly told her that her parents had come home.

      She mostly seemed happy, but also a bit worried. However, after hearing about Mom’s sincere apology, Paige decided to give her a chance to say sorry for abducting her, too.

      Thrilled to have her parents back, but slightly bummed out over the complications of de-crystalling the planet, Kelly made it through the school day in a relatively good mood. Nothing too strange happened, other than Snotrocket sneezing a watermelon-sized blob of mucous across the gym. It didn’t hit anyone and genuinely appeared to be accidental, so he didn’t get in trouble.

      Following an unremarkable music class and surprisingly quick programming class, Kelly met up with Paige in the hallway and headed for the main entrance to go home. Girls’ screaming up ahead sounded severe enough to tug at her inner hero, so she ran to see what happened.

      Kelly reached the front steps, skidding to a halt in stunned shock at the sight of the giant trashcan by the front door sprouting two robotic arms. One held Rachel McMeadows, the other Brittany Chang. Both girls screamed, kicked, and struggled. Mr. Potts and another teacher from seventh grade Kelly didn’t know came running over. Before they got there, the can stuffed the girls into its ‘mouth’ and hurled itself down The Hill. Having two kids—instead of one really small one—inside balanced the weight so the can didn’t bounce much at all, cruising straight to a clean impact with the chain link.

      About sixty or so students in the area who witnessed that stared in bewildered silence.

      “Serves them right,” whispered Paige.

      “It’s mean.” Kelly sighed.

      “Kell, that’s McMeadows and Chang. They threw you down The Hill in that can like twenty times.”

      “Yeah, but I never got attacked by the can. They’re going to be afraid of walking past it now.”

      “And you weren’t?”

      Kelly looked at her. “I wasn’t afraid of the trashcan. I was afraid of those girls.”

      Rachel crawled out of the can, gasping in disgust at the gloopy mess of sauces and condiments all over her sweater. She appeared rattled, but didn’t cry as much as had a ‘what the heck just happened’ expression. After Brittany dragged herself onto the lawn, the trashcan pushed itself upright, collected all the stray garbage, and walked on its long, thin robotic arms back up The Hill.

      Kelly stood there in disbelief, too shocked to do anything but watch it go by and return to its usual spot on the concrete porch in the corner beside the door. “Dad. That’s got dad all over it.”

      Brittany sat up, scooped tomato sauce away from her eyes, and threw it into the grass.

      “C’mon.” Paige tugged on Kelly’s arm. “Let’s go home.”

      She felt guilty for not going down there to help them, but… short of spraying them with a hose to wash the goop away, didn’t really have anything to do that could help. So, she reluctantly left the two mean girls wallowing in a miasma of nacho cheese sauce, mustard, ketchup, and whatever other horrors lurked in the can.

      Upon arriving back home, Kelly headed straight to the lair. This time, Paige didn’t scream at the rapid descent. They found Dad in the control room at the end of the hallway that led straight away from the elevator.

      “Hello, girls. How was school?”

      “Hi, Mr. Donovan,” said Paige. “Welcome back.”

      He spun in his chair to smile at her. “Thank you, hon.”

      “Dad.” Kelly walked up to him. “Trashcan monster?”

      “Yes. And I expect you’ve come to ask me to leave them alone.”

      “You expect correctly.”

      “Okay. I’ll turn off the trash bot. Or at least edit its database so ‘mean girls’ are no longer considered a disposal item.”

      “You made a robot that can detect mean girls?” Kelly blinked.

      “No, it specifically looked for the three who bothered you.”

      “Weren’t there four?” asked Paige.

      “Alexis is sorta okay now,” muttered Kelly.

      “Oh, right.” Paige nodded. “Forgot. She was so mean before though.”

      “So, umm, Dad?” Kelly peered up at him. “Toilet seats?”

      “What makes you think I did that?” He leaned back, overacting innocence.

      “It’s just the kind of thing a supervillain dad would do. Why only leave our toilet seat up when he could leave all the toilet seats in the world up.”

      “Hmm.” Dad rubbed his pointy chin. “Only implemented the Sploosh Beam within a sixty-mile radius. Never even considered taking that plan global. Good idea.”

      “Dad!” Kelly stomped, leaning at him, but couldn’t resist laughing.

      “Oh, I’m proud of you, sweetie.” Dad patted her on the head.

      “For?”

      “Hacking into the system and making Paige a costume.”

      “Is it technically hacking if you gave me a password? By the way, that quiz was really long and annoying.”

      “I suppose that isn’t really hacking.” He shrugged. “Still.”

      “I’m not in trouble?”

      “Of course not.” He smiled. “Why would you get in trouble for breaking into my computer and stealing?”

      “Wow,” whispered Paige.

      “Dad, you’re freaking me out, starting to sound like Mom.”

      “Aww.” He pulled her into a hug. “I’m only teasing. That wasn’t stealing. You were helping your friend. It’s hard to fight crime in one’s birthday suit after all. Though, it’s much easier to wash.”

      Paige blushed.

      “Yeah.” Kelly squeezed him tighter. “I’m sorry for getting you arrested.”

      “All is forgiven,” said Dad. “I became caught up in the moment and made an error. You got the first point.”

      “Point?” She leaned back, looking him in the eye. “It’s not a game, Dad.”

      “Sure it is.” He winked. “Life is nothing but a game, even if it’s not always fun to play. Sometimes, the best-designed games get boring, sad, even painful. Besides, we might be merely characters in a game someone else is playing. Or maybe none of us really exist and we’re just the product of someone’s imagination.”

      “Now you’re starting to sound silly.” Kelly laughed, relieved. Her father might technically be a mad-scientist supervillain, but making a beam that caused toilet seats to leave themselves up? He fit into the ‘light comic’ evil category and probably would never really hurt anyone. As long as he kept doing annoying stuff, she could easily pretend not to know about it. Only a real sourpuss of a hero would try to get their own parent in trouble for silly pranks. She hugged him again. “Thanks for the revenge trash-canning, but please turn it off. I know what it’s like to end up covered in horribleness. No one deserves that, not even them.”

      “You are too nice, sweetie.”

      “She is. She really is,” said Paige.

      Kelly laughed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Paige went home around dinner time.

      Kelly continued playing her video game for the fifteen-or-so minutes between her friend leaving and Mom announcing dinner. That brought her total for the day to an hour and twenty-two minutes. Enough to feel a bit of a thrill at bending rules but not so much to be guilty over. She still didn’t know if Mom had sincerely intended to ground her off video games, since the woman said nothing about her playing, neither yelling at her nor praising her for defying the grounding.

      The parents had fish with broccoli on the side and rice. A plate of spaghetti and meatballs sat by Kelly’s place.

      “Oh, wow. You cooked me something completely different from what you guys were having?” asked Kelly. “That’s… I feel guilty now.”

      “Technically, the robot made it,” said Mom. “I just told it to.”

      One of the silver tube arms above the stove saluted. “You are welcome.”

      Normal conversation accompanied dinner, though the ‘how was school today’ topic invariably led to a discussion about the crystal sinking. Neither Mom nor Dad appeared to think this meant anything overly significant. After dinner, Mom headed to the living room while Dad remained at the table, fiddling at his mega-tablet.

      Kelly got up and carried her dirty dishes to the robot for cleaning, then started to head upstairs to do her homework.

      “Sweetie?” asked Dad.

      She paused at the archway to the hall. “Yeah?”

      “Would you mind helping me test something?”

      “Umm. I probably shouldn’t. You’re going to use whatever information you get out of it to hurt… I mean do villain stuff.”

      Dad held up a hand as if swearing for court. “I promise it won’t hurt anyone.”

      “Okay.”

      “Excellent.” He smiled, grabbed the small silver box on his belt, and vanished in a flurry of blue teleportation sparkles.

      “Umm?” Kelly gazed at his empty chair. “What am I supposed to do?”

      “Please come down to the lair,” said Dad’s voice from the stove robot.

      She debated putting shoes on but figured it wouldn’t take long enough to bother. Without Paige along for the ride, the elevator down into the lair shoomped, clearing six stories in under one second.

      Dad’s humming came from the corridor to the left of the elevator. Kelly headed that way, arriving in a large room packed with all sorts of machinery, most of which had no apparent, obvious purpose. He waited for her near the left wall by a gap between two giant metal cabinets that thrummed, giving off a loud electrical hum.

      “What do you want me to do?”

      He pointed at a small X on the floor. “Please stand there.”

      “Is this going to involve fire, acid, or something that’s going to destroy my clothes? Should I put the costume on first?”

      “No destruction. Promise. Doesn’t matter if you use the costume or not.”

      She decided better to be safe than in her birthday suit, so she hit the gem to switch into her costume before standing on the X. “You promise this won’t hurt.”

      “Absolutely.” Dad handed her a metal capsule about the size of a soda bottle. “Hold this.”

      Kelly grasped it. “Is this going to explode?”

      “No, sweetie. We’re not in the shielded testing lab. No explosives here. All you need to do is count to five and then open it.”

      “Okay.”

      Dad poked his finger at the mega-tablet’s screen.

      In a flash of blue teleportation sparkles, the lair shrank in an instant to a plain metal cube, not quite as big as the small bathroom downstairs. She guessed it to be about double her height tall and wide.

      “This is weird. Two… three… four… five.”

      Kelly opened the capsule by pulling the two halves apart. It contained only a piece of folded up paper with writing on it. She sat, set the capsule pieces down, and unrolled the note.

      

      Sweetie, your mother and I need to do some things that you would probably be inclined to interfere with. So, I’ve taken the liberty of giving you a bit of a distraction. You are currently in a small bunker located on the Moon. I apologize for the ruse of asking you to test something. Please know that we wanted to spare you the guilt of knowingly doing nothing to stop our nefarious scheme. Imagine a mad scientist laugh here. Sit tight and I will teleport you home later. Or, if you feel like breaking out and flying, we should be done by the time you’re back.

      Love, Dad.

      

      “Dad!” shouted Kelly, her voice echoing in the small cube. “I haven’t done my homework yet today!”

      She grumbled, set her elbows on her knees, chin in both hands, and scowled at the wall. A cube-shaped isolation cell definitely beat a laser death trap, but still stank.

      “On the Moon. Great. Sorry I couldn’t do my homework, my father stranded me on the Moon all night. Yeah, the teachers won’t believe that excuse either.”
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      Trapped inside a featureless cube that had no windows, no sound, and nothing to do but wait, Kelly sat there fuming. It reminded her of a few different comic book moments. The one where Ms. Omni had been falsely charged with killing people, they sealed her in a cube like this and left her on an asteroid at the end of known space. In another comic, Cloud Boy from Galaxy Enders crash landed an escape pod in a toxic swamp.

      “Neither one of them would get in trouble for not finishing homework.” She sighed at the ceiling, somewhat amused at herself for being more upset over the loss of time than ending up on the Moon.

      This felt like the kind of annoying maneuver her father usually did to her in video games where they competed against each other. Like a racing game where he’d bump her car off the track and it would take forever to get on the road again and going the right way.

      “Can I survive outer space?” She lay flat on her back, fingers laced behind her head, staring at the flat metal above her. “Dad wouldn’t have put me here if I couldn’t. Or he would’ve warned me not to try breaking out. The Moon is pretty far, though.”

      She tried to compare what would take less time between waiting or flying home. That would depend on how fast she could fly without any air in the way. Still, it sounded less boring than sitting there.

      Decision made, she got to her feet, picked a random wall, and punched her fist through it. The metal bent out of her way, roughly as stiff as leather. Air pressure squished her face-first into the wall, trying to escape around her arm. Kelly took a deep breath and held it, then tore a bigger hole in the side of the cube. The air blast launched her like a spitball, but she caught herself with her flight power before going face-first into the ground.

      Stunned by the vast field of grey in front of her, she merely hovered there, staring. The Earth hung above the horizon to her left.

      Holy cow! He really did send me to the Moon. Umm. I really hope I can hold my breath for a long time.

      She’d stayed under in the acid tank for a half hour holding her breath and hadn’t felt any distress. Dad calculated she could stop breathing for several hours easily, so she didn’t worry yet.

      A blinking light back by the cube drew her attention to a small sign post sticking out of the cube. She landed and walked over to it.

      Sweetie, the Apollo 10 mission traveled at 24,791 miles per hour and took about three days to reach the Moon. We don’t know how fast you will be able to fly in the vacuum of space, but I am thinking it will probably be slower than this.

      She frowned and looked again at the distant blue ball. Three days? Ugh. No way. Boredom it is. Kelly took two steps back to the cube before freezing in a panic. Eep! I’m away from Earth. Way out of range of the crystals! If I lose my powers, I’m gonna die! She looked down at herself. Hands appeared fine. No blisters. No redness. Breath held for longer than a normal person could… and she hadn’t been incinerated by the sun yet.

      Okay. I still have my powers. Does that mean being away from the crystals won’t fix my parents? Maybe it’s connected to the Earth somehow. Like the universe knows I’m from Earth, so the crystals are feeding me power through some connection to the planet. Pull them out of the planet, and everyone goes back to normal.

      For about twenty minutes, she paced around the Moon dirt. Curiosity got the better of her, so she lifted off and tried flying toward Earth as fast as she could move. It didn’t feel like she flew at all: no wind in her face, nothing moving, no sound. When she looked ‘down’ at the Moon, she almost yelped in surprise at seeing such a distance between it and her. Not that she’d gone that far in only a few minutes, but the lack of air and total stillness of space gave her no sense of travel, more like she’d hung still while the Moon silently rushed away from her.

      Another short attempt to fly home made the Moon seem a little farther away. However, at that pace, she estimated it would take at least a day or two to make it to Earth. I might be going faster than that old rocket, but it’s still going to take me a really long time, at least a whole day.

      Defeated, she turned around and flew back to the cube. Most likely, Dad targeted the teleportation device at it, so she’d have to be there to go home. No big deal to sit in one place. Not like the Moon had any malls to visit and she’d lost interest in sandboxes by the age of four.

      The computer he’d installed in her bracer had a clock, so she got to enjoy the pleasure of watching time crawl. At least the thing had solitaire… even if she had no idea how to play it.

      At 7:22 p.m., a flash of blue light surrounded her. She reappeared in the lair. Robo-Mom rushed over and grasped her shoulders.

      “Are you okay?”

      Kelly let her breath out in a big blast, then took a few seconds to enjoy having air again before saying, “Yeah. Wow, only like forty minutes. That was faster than I expected.”

      “Your parents are still out. They probably won’t be home until nine or so. Your book bag is still on the floor by the stairs, which means you haven’t done your homework yet. You weren’t anywhere in the house, so I called your parents to see if they knew where you’d gone. Jack told me that he’d put you on the Moon of all things.”

      “He did.” Kelly hugged Robo-Mom. “Thank you! It was so boring. I wouldn’t have gotten home until bedtime and still had homework to do.”

      “Your father probably assumed you did it first thing after coming home like you usually do.”

      “Yeah. Decided to be a normal kid today and like do fun stuff before Paige had to go home.”

      “There’s something not right with that man. The Moon?” Robo-Mom took her hand and walked her to the elevator.

      Kelly flapped her arms in a ‘what can you do’ gesture. “It’s not that bad. They did what I asked. Put me somewhere without death type stuff. Just annoying.”

      The elevator shoomped.

      “Are you going out to stop them? They didn’t say where they were.”

      She sighed at her boots. “Nah. I have homework to do, and they’re not going to hurt anyone.”

      Once back inside the house, she ZOOM-ed into her normal clothes and ran upstairs to her room, snagging her backpack on the way. She dove into her homework, once again finding it fun. Before she knew it, the clock crept up on nine. Finishing everything would keep her up a little past bedtime, but she figured her parents wouldn’t mind. Either they’d be happy she broke a rule or allow her to break it for purposes of school.

      A surprisingly-quiet helicopter flew over the house at 9:12 p.m. and landed in the yard. Kelly got up and went to her window, peering out at her parents exiting the collapsible helicopter. Bob and Zorthax climbed out after them. Mom ZOOM-ed from her super costume to a T-shirt and sweat pants. Dad still wore a lab coat over the same polo shirt and pants he once wore to the office.

      The henchmen folded up the helicopter and dragged it to the tool shed while the parents headed for the patio door into the house. Kelly returned to her desk, finished her last math problem, and packed up her books.

      Her parents leaned into her door a few minutes later.

      “Hi, sweetie,” said Mom.

      Dad waved. “Up a little late, are we?”

      “You sent me to the Moon.” She shot him an accusatory stare. “Forty minutes wasted. I hadn’t done my homework yet.”

      “I’m so proud. Such a disobedient girl.” Mom clapped. “Up past her bedtime and she’s giving you sass.”

      Kelly sighed.

      “Oh, sweetie…” Mom walked in and stopped beside the desk. “I noticed the bill from the school. Nice work burning your schoolbooks. Even I wasn’t that mischievous.”

      “I didn’t burn them,” deadpanned Kelly while stuffing the replacement textbooks in the backpack. “The aliens did that.”

      “Really?” asked Mom.

      “Yep. When they kidnapped me and Paige with a teleporter beam.”

      Mom frowned, folding her arms. “No one kidnaps my daughter except me!”

      “Umm. That’s kinda messed up.” Kelly stared at her. “Did you really threaten them not to do it again?”

      “Yes.” Mom’s anger faded.

      Robo-Mom hurried in and put a comforting arm around Kelly. “Melinda, you really shouldn’t say things like that. It’s disturbing.”

      Kelly leaned against Robo-Mom, appreciating the hug.

      Mom pointed at the robot while glancing sideways at Dad. “That is more than a little creepy.”

      “Well, she is a self-contained artificial intelligence. But, still basically you. I essentially modeled the personality based on your pre-powers self, adding a few small tweaks to make her extra attentive and nice.”

      “Jack, are you saying I’m an inattentive parent who isn’t nice?” asked Mom.

      “Well, you did nearly cut her in half with a laser.”

      Mom looked down. “I’m going to spend the rest of my life apologizing for that, aren’t I?”

      “I think she’s forgiven you.” Dad put an arm around Mom.

      “You don’t have to spend the rest of your life apologizing.” Kelly managed a weak smile.

      “Feel free to spend the rest of your life regretting it,” said Robo-Mom. “You’re lucky our daughter is so kind and sweet that she can forgive you for something like that.”

      Kelly bit her lip at seeing her mother with such a guilty expression. Sure, she might be over-acting, but that she showed guilt at all meant Mom still loved her and hadn’t gone completely off the cliff as an evil villain. She smiled, zipped up the backpack, and stood. “It’s okay, Mom.”

      Real-Mom hugged her. “Well, it is Friday night, so no big deal that you stayed up a little late. Be in bed by 9:30.”

      “Okay, Mom.”

      Her parents—all two-point-five of them—walked out.

      “Still kinda creepy,” said Mom in the hallway.

      “Back atcha,” replied Robo-Mom.

      Kelly shook her head. “Yeah. My life is weird.”
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      Saturday afternoon, Kelly sent a Corkboard message to Mike and Ryan, suggesting they come over so she could make them ‘real costumes.’ A little after two, Kelly, Paige, and the boys went down into the lair. The elevator moved at the same speed it had the last time super-Paige rode it, proof that the boys had at least the same or higher toughness than her.

      She figured Mike had a lot, since his inertia power allowed him to survive a speeding car hitting him unscathed. Ryan, like Paige, probably only got a little tougher. Though, her friend could walk barefoot on broken glass and not cut herself.

      Predictably, the boys both reacted with complete awe at the lair.

      “Wow, is this like a secret Aegis base?” asked Mike.

      “No.” Kelly bit her lip. “This is going to be a little awkward.”

      “You gotta see us in our underwear to measure for the costumes?” asked Mike.

      “No. Not that awkward. Nowhere near that awkward.” Kelly shook her head. “That’s not happening.”

      Both boys appeared relieved.

      “This is, umm, my dad’s workshop. He’s an eccentric inventor.”

      Paige mouthed ‘mad scientist’ without adding voice.

      “What’s awkward about that?” Ryan scratched his head.

      “Sometimes, my dad does things that heroes would prooobably wanna maybe stop him from doing, but… he’s like not a bad guy. Just… annoying.”

      “He’s a dad. Isn’t annoying normal?” Mike laughed.

      Paige poked Kelly in the side. “Yeah, but he’s got powers, so he’s super annoying.”

      “We basically have to agree to not get in his way to be able to come down here.” Kelly headed down the hall. “Come on. I’ve already designed a suit for you guys, but we can totally change stuff if you hate them.”

      The other three kids followed her to the fabricator room.

      “Dad, can I borrow the mega-tablet?” yelled Kelly.

      “What do you need it for?” asked Dad from a nearby speaker.

      “Wanna make costumes for Mike and Ryan.”

      Her father appeared in a flash of teleportation sparkles. “You brought boys here?”

      The boys jumped back, yelping in surprise.

      Kelly blushed. “Not like that, Dad. They’re just friends. With powers.”

      “Friends with powers.” Her father found that strangely funny for some reason even though it wasn’t.

      She peered at him like he had three heads.

      “Oh, I see you added two more designs,” said Dad. “Do you really want to keep that brown? He’d look like a walking poo.”

      Paige snickered. The boys looked at each other.

      “What color is ‘Inertia?’” asked Kelly. “Made me think of earth, so…”

      “That’s a big no on the poop suit.” Mike shook his head. “How about like dark green?”

      Dad seemed happy to help. The kids hovered around him while he poked at the mega-tablet’s screen, changing the designs around a bit. Ryan liked what she’d done for the Chillout costume, a mostly dark blue bodysuit that had lighter blue trim, silver arm-guards, and a partial head-covering over the eyes and nose that left the rest of his face open.

      Mike wanted a more armored look with shoulder pads and metal bracers like the Übergirl costume, only not shiny mirrors. His suit ended up being pine green, the bracers and boots a peanut-brown shade. Paige called his suit ‘ranger-y’ and then had to explain fantasy games with rangers. When she learned that neither Kelly nor the boys had read King of the Circles, she demanded they do so as soon as possible.

      Once the boys had costumes and ZOOM bracelets, they thanked Dad and went back outside. Chillout made a boat-shaped construction out of ice that they climbed into while Kelly picked it up and flew around. Not quite a super team aircraft, but close enough for kids and much better than a giant cardboard box.

      They got bored patrolling after a while when no supervillain crime happened anywhere in sight. So, Kelly flew back to her house, everyone changed out of their costumes, and they watched a movie while Robo-Mom provided a continuous stream of iced tea.

      Mike and Ryan eventually had to head home for dinner, as did Paige.

      Kelly occupied herself at the MegaStation until Mom called her into the kitchen to eat. Dad appeared in a teleportation flash a second or two after she announced the food was ready. Everyone gathered around the table while the robotic arms stretched out to set plates by everyone.

      Dad seemed surprised by the pile of noodles and meat. “Why are we still having this?”

      “It’s Ground Beef Assistant. You like this,” said Mom.

      Kelly—a big fan of it—shoved a big forkful into her mouth, smiling

      “I do like it, but we don’t exactly need to be overly careful with our budget anymore.”

      “It’s quick and easy,” said Mom.

      “We also have a robot to do the cooking.” Dad also shoveled a big forkful into his mouth.

      Mom lifted a more normal amount of food on her fork, but waved it around while saying, “I got bored and wanted to actually cook.”

      “You cooked to kill boredom but still made a quick and easy dish?”

      A sigh leaked out of Mom’s nose while she chewed.

      “It’s fine!” said Kelly, a little louder than she intended. “Ground Beef Assistant feels normal. Normal is good. This stuff tastes good. I like normal.”

      “I’m not criticizing.” Dad smiled. “Merely trying to understand why she decided to cook as an activity for fun yet still selected food that is incredibly simple to prepare.”

      “Jack?”

      “Yes, dear?”

      “Just eat it.”

      Dad laughed.

      After dinner, Kelly planted herself at the MegaStation again. Both moms sat on the couch reading their Embers. Surprisingly, Dad did not disappear back into the lair, but stretched out in his recliner, reading something on the mega-tablet. Except for using a ridiculously overbuilt hovering piece of electronics instead of an ordinary tablet, he looked pretty much like he used to on a Saturday night.

      Real-Mom smiled at her the way she usually smiled whenever Kelly did something for the first time—like riding a bike without training wheels. Uh oh. I probably really was supposed to be grounded off video games for a week. She picked a nail at the controller, considering putting it away. Nah. Being grounded from playing video games came from villain Mom doing villain things, and it’s not a valid grounding. She decided to keep playing… at least for her hour.
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        * * *

      

      Sunday afternoon, Kelly sprawled on the floor of her bedroom beside Paige, trying to come up with plans to locate, infiltrate, and document a Nolmek processing facility. They needed to obtain evidence good enough to convince everyone on the planet of the aliens’ true intentions.

      “Hon?” asked Dad.

      She looked up at the doorway, but no one stood there.

      “Where are you?”

      “Just a voice,” replied her father… from her computer. “Please come down to the lair for a second. I have something for you.”

      “It’s not another trip to the Moon I hope.”

      “What?” blurted Paige. “You went to the Moon?”

      “Exiled more like. What did you guys want to keep me from interfering with, anyway?”

      “Nothing too bad. And no, this is not a trick. Something you asked me to do is ready.”

      Kelly stood. “Be right back.”

      Paige nodded and resumed working on the alien attack plan. The Aegis would probably take it much more seriously without crayons being involved. Still, they had to do something. Kelly went out the window and flew to the tool shed.

      Shoomp!

      Bob and Zorthax paused in moving large boxes around to wave at her. Dad walked out of the corridor on the left. He swooped her into a hug, set her back on her feet, then handed her a small brooch pin that somewhat resembled the shape of her butterfly mask, only much smaller.

      “What is this?” asked Paige.

      “Switch to your Ginger Snap outfit.”

      “Dad… I’m Übergirl.” She pushed the gem.

      He attached the pin to her chest, then grasped her left arm and opened the computer interface by tapping one finger to her bracer. A few swipes and a couple pokes later, another icon appeared. “There.”

      “Umm. This looks like a Space Journey communicator badge. Great. I’m Mr. Spork.”

      Dad leaned back, appraising her while rubbing his large chin. “Hmm. Maybe that woman who came from the same planet. If you want, I could figure out a way to give you pointy ears.”

      “Umm, no thanks, Dad. My ears are fine.” She looked at the screen and noted the ‘camera control’ program. “You did it? This is the super-costume camera that works with powers?”

      “Yes!” He grinned. “At least it should be. Shall I test it?”

      “Is it going to hurt?”

      “No. Figure the acid tank will work. I know shooting it with a gun while you’re wearing it is probably much faster and simpler, but I just can’t bring myself to shoot you.”

      “That’s really good to hear.” Kelly hugged him.

      She followed him across the lair to the acid tank, and jumped in. The camera badge didn’t react at all to the strong nitric acid. After five minutes under, she floated up and out. Droplets falling off her suit hit the metal floor, skittering around while giving off smoke and sizzling.

      “Excellent.” Dad clapped. “You can control it from the mini-computer. The badge also has micro-buttons on the back to start and stop recording.”

      “Thank you!” She hugged him. “It’s amazing.”

      He grabbed the lapels of his labcoat, struck a pose, and said, “I know.” He seemed serious for only a few seconds before laughing.

      “Umm, Dad?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Have you thought about maybe becoming an ‘eccentric inventor’ instead of a mad scientist? You don’t really have to change your powers or anything, just how you use them.”

      “I’ll think about it.”

      Kelly squeezed him in a hug that mushed her face against his chest. “I know you’re not really that evil, but a mad scientist is still a bad guy. This isn’t like how you always play the bad guys in video games. Do we really have to be on opposite teams? Can you please go neutral? I love you so much and need my daddy back. Please…”

      He brushed a hand over her hair. “I’ll think about it… harder.”

      Kelly peered up at him with the most wide-eyed, pleading face she could muster.

      “Go have fun. It’s Sunday. No school. A kid your age is supposed to be enjoying herself on a weekend.” Dad kissed her atop the head.

      “Okay.” She squeezed him tighter for a second, then let go and flew back to the elevator.

      Some characters do change from villains to heroes. Kelly cringed. Some heroes go villain, too… but I don’t need Dad to go all the way to hero. Just stop being a villain. Neutral like Dr. Blammo. She scrunched up her nose in thought. That character didn’t get his name from making missiles or bombs, but because almost everything he made exploded in his face. The few ‘mad scientist’ types she could think of who didn’t really count as supervillains all ended up being comic relief. Could a man like her father, someone capable of inventing really good stuff that worked, ever be an ‘eccentric inventor?’

      She stepped onto the elevator platform. “I have to hope.”

      Shoomp!
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      Kelly glided through her bedroom window and sat cross-legged on the floor beside Paige, who studied a list of steps she’d come up with for ‘Operation Nolmek.’

      Phase 1 – Find proof.

      Phase 2 - ? ? ?

      Phase 3 – Kick the Nolmek back into space.

      “You don’t smell burned,” said Paige. “Did he skip the flamethrower?”

      “Yeah.” Kelly plucked the camera badge off her Übergirl costume chest. Like her facemask, it somehow managed to stick to things as if by magic. “Here.”

      Paige got up from laying on her stomach to kneeling, sitting back on her heels. “What is this? A Space Journey badge?”

      “Heh. That’s what I thought, too. It’s a tiny video camera. Try going invisible.”

      “They’re gonna see it floating around.”

      Kelly put on a huge cheesy grin. “Just try.”

      “Okay.” Paige disappeared, though her apparently empty dress and socks made her location obvious.

      However, the badge camera also disappeared.

      “It worked!” Kelly thrust her hands up over her head.

      “Umm.” Paige reappeared, as did the camera. “How is an invisible camera supposed to record anything?”

      Kelly blinked. Yeah, somehow that didn’t seem right. Wouldn’t light have to do something with the camera bits inside? “It’s mad science. Not supposed to make logical sense. But we should test it.”

      “How’s it work?” Paige turned the badge over in her fingers. “Buttons on the back, just record or stop.”

      “Right.” Kelly held her left arm up and activated the computer in her bracer. “Dad put a program on my mini-computer that can access the camera. I didn’t tell him my idea was for you to sneak into a Nolmek base, but he’s smart so he probably figured that out already.”

      “He also has cameras and microphones all over your house.” Paige appeared unimpressed. “He’s probably listening to us right now.”

      “Probably,” said Kelly. “But he’s worried about us.”

      “Because the aliens want to kidnap you?”

      Kelly nodded. “That and he wants to make sure I haven’t figured out what his big plan is. I bet it’s something like inventing a thermostat that only listens to dads.”

      “That’s not too bad. Well, we should probably test this thing.” Paige held the badge up like a tiny camera. “There’s no viewfinder.”

      “It’s supposed to be stuck to your chest like a badge. Probably wide-angle.”

      Paige stood and ZOOM-ed into her black-and-purple costume, hit the ‘record’ micro-button, then stuck the badge to her chest before turning invisible. “Test run.”

      Foot depressions in the carpet headed for the door.

      Kelly tapped the icon on the hologram screen to open the camera program. A flashing green dot indicated recording mode had activated. Live video appeared in the middle of the screen, proving the camera somehow still worked despite being as invisible as Paige.

      The camera even auto-compensated for the bounce of walking, the video smooth as if on a steady-cam rig. Kelly watched as her friend walked down the hall, went downstairs, and explored the house. Ceramic clattering came from the left, which attracted Paige to the kitchen.

      Mom knelt on the counter top beside an open cabinet, hastily removing coffee mugs and setting them down beside her. Paige crept closer, turning slightly to put her in the center of the video. Mom reached into the cabinet again and pulled out a small bag of ‘Saltridge Farm double dark chocolate-chocolate cookies.’ Careful to make as little crinkling as possible, Mom opened the bag, pulled out a dark brown cookie—chocolate with chocolate chips—and jammed it into her mouth like a squirrel trying to devour its acorn before a cat showed up. She moaned softly and made a bunch of strange faces while chewing.

      “Wow. That must be a really good cookie,” whispered Kelly. “No wonder she’s hiding them in the cabinet.” She blinked. “Wait… Mom is hiding cookies in the cabinet? Cookies good enough to make faces like that?” She hung her head. “Oh, no. She is a villain.”

      The camera view moved closer, heading toward the cookie bag that Mom had set on the counter while savoring the giant cookie. As soon as the camera came within grabbing distance of the bag, flashing red lights erupted all over the kitchen.

      “Child detected,” said a whispery electronic voice. “Stash detection imminent.”

      Paige darted backward, away from the cookies.

      Mom scrambled off the counter like a bank robber hearing cops kick in the front door. She swiped the cookie bag, closed it, stuffed it in the cabinet, and rapidly packed all the mugs away before ending up standing awkwardly by the counter, cheeks slightly puffed with half-chewed cookie, staring at the hallway arch. Somehow, she’d managed to do it all in about four seconds. As soon as the cabinet door shut, the red lights stopped flashing.

      Kelly had seen that exact pose many times… even before superpowers happened, though she never remembered flashing lights. How long has she been hiding the good cookies in there?

      “Sweetie?” asked Mom in an overly sweet tone, though still sounded like she spoke around a full mouth. After a moment of no reply, her mother’s sweet smile melted to an annoyed scowl. “Darn thing is acting up. Too sensitive.” She relaxed against the counter and chewed for a moment, again making weird faces.

      The camera view whirled around and hurried out of the kitchen, past the dining room, past the living room, and rushed by the front door to the stairs.

      Kelly’s bedroom door swung itself open farther, then shut, Paige appearing in time with the clunk of it closing.

      “We have a new mission. Operation Giant Cookie.” Paige’s wide-eyed expression made her seem as if she’d seen priceless treasure.

      “Umm. Isn’t breaking into a secure kitchen vault and stealing precious hidden cookies more like something villains should do?”

      “It’s not stealing.” Paige flopped seated, grasped Kelly’s shoulders, and looked her in the eye. “Those cookies need to be rescued. They’re scared. I heard them begging for help.”

      They stared at each other in serious silence for a few seconds before erupting in laughter.
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      A discussion regarding the difference between stealing and rescuing in terms of cookies ended a few minutes later at the reluctant—on Paige’s part—decision to consider it theft. She didn’t think it fair for such awesome-looking cookies to be hidden. Though she kinda agreed with the unfair part, Kelly didn’t feel right about just taking them. In truth, she felt bad even asking Mom if they could have some, since they shouldn’t even know about them.

      “Forget the cookies for now,” said Kelly.

      “You’re asking me to forget dark chocolate cookies with dark chocolate chips?” Paige put a hand on Kelly’s forehead. “Are you feeling okay?”

      “Fine. We have bigger problems.”

      “Bigger than cookies?” squeaked Paige. “Did you see how big they were? And the noises your mom was making…” She clutched her hands at her chin and fell over sideways. “Oh, they smelled fantabulous!”

      “Focus, Warren.” Kelly snapped her fingers in front of her friend’s face. “If we don’t do something about the Nolmek, there won’t be cookies ever again. Do you think the aliens will give us chocolate chips when we’re being forced to work in mines?”

      “Ugh. No.” Paige slouched.

      “Okay. I have a plan. Since we haven’t been able to find any other secret evil alien bases, we go back to the one where they abducted us to. You turn invisible and get video of what’s going on inside.”

      Paige started to nod, but tilted her head. “Isn’t breaking into a place against the law?”

      “It’s not breaking in if we don’t break anything.”

      “I don’t think it works that way.” Paige folded her arms.

      “Does Flying Fox get a warrant before he goes into a warehouse where The Jokester is doing bad stuff? Does Star Prince worry about anything before busting up a Nebulon base?”

      “No, but those are comic books.” Paige held her arms out. “This is real.”

      “And, we’re really going to be kidnapped to another planet and forced to work all day. This is bigger than anything. Don’t forget everyone’s been tricked. All the people and cops and stuff think the Nolmek are nice.”

      “I guess.” Paige scrunched up her nose. “Hang on. Stupid question.”

      “What?”

      “Your dad has made robots to do everything. Why do the Nolmek even need to take humans? Can’t they use robots?”

      “Umm.” Kelly grimaced. “You’re right. Maybe that’s why people don’t believe it?”

      “Cheaper,” said Dad from the computer on the desk. “Robots are expensive to make and they break down all the time, requiring constant maintenance. Humans are self-replicating, only requiring food and water. Considering the scale of their operation, the cost of flying across the universe to enslave billions of humans is sufficiently less for them than making and maintaining mining robots.”

      “So, money?” asked Kelly.

      “In a manner of speaking. If not literal currency, resources.”

      Paige leaned closer. “Your dad is listening to us talk about sneaking into a place and he’s not yelling at us.”

      “Why would he? Doing possibly illegal things wouldn’t bother him.”

      “It would, but only if it puts you at risk,” said Dad. “Spying on the aliens shouldn’t be dangerous. And it sounds exciting!”

      “Exciting isn’t exactly the word I’d use for it.” Paige shrugged. “But…”

      “When we get evidence showing the aliens are dangerous, we’ll be saving the whole world.” Kelly poked a finger into the camera badge. “And this is the key.”

      Paige looked down at her chest. “Okay. But we have to be careful. Storylines always go nuts when aliens are involved.”

      “Super powers are real. My mother somehow got a giant bomb. They don’t sell those on OmNomNomazon. Everything already has gone nuts.”

      “Your mother borrowed my Flattener-8000? I’ve been wondering where that went,” said Dad from the computer.

      Kelly whistled innocently. “I wouldn’t say ‘borrowed.’ It kinda blew up.” She furrowed her eyebrows. “And why the heck did you make a giant freaking bomb?”

      “Because I could. Seemed like a fun Saturday afternoon project.”

      Both girls sighed.

      “Mr. Donovan?” asked Paige. “Why would you make a bomb with a space in the middle to hold a kidnap victim?”

      “Don’t all comic bombs have spots for hostages?” asked Dad.

      “No,” said the girls at the same time.

      “Ahh, well. Good thing I didn’t make one then.”

      “But that bomb had an opening in the middle where Mom stuffed Paige.”

      “She must have removed the engine. The Flattener-8000 is designed to fly itself to the target.”

      “Dad.” Kelly walked over to the computer, pointing at it the same way Mom did when scolding her for doing something wrong. “Don’t make any more giant bombs.”

      “All right, dear. Have fun raiding the Nolmek base.”

      Kelly put her hands on her hips and sighed. Most kids have fathers who do embarrassing things in front of their friends. Mine makes huge bombs.

      “So, when are we doing this?” Paige walked up to her.

      “It’s Sunday. Might as well do it now.” Kelly stuck her head out into the hall. “Mom? Can we go sneak into an alien secret base?”

      “Of course, dear,” yelled Mom from downstairs. “Just be home in time for dinner. Have fun.”

      “So, so weird,” whispered Kelly.
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      While Paige clung to her back, Kelly flew north to San Francisco downtown.

      It bothered her that the enormous Nolmek ship hovering above the clouds no longer seemed like an unusual sight. For about three hours starting around 11:30 a.m., the ship cast a shadow over the city, keeping it in the shade. Not so big a deal in October, but extra shade in the summer would be nice.

      Nothing appeared strange or remarkable about the office building from the outside. To avoid the security guards in the lobby, Kelly landed in the alley behind it near a service entrance with a garage door and a normal door next to it. Four large dumpsters sat against the wall to the right of the truck port. Paige let go of her and stepped aside, spitting.

      Kelly glanced at her.

      “Flying is really cool, but your hair in my face the whole time isn’t.”

      “You have long hair, too.”

      “Yeah, but: one, you’re not on my back, and two, you have serious fluff.”

      “The floof is epic, thank you very much.” Kelly pretend-fussed at her hair.

      “Okay so how do we get in?”

      “Easy. You go invisible. Ring the bell by that service door. When someone answers it, go inside. Wait for them to leave, then let me in.”

      “’Kay.”

      Paige disappeared. Kelly hid behind the dumpsters, watching. A few minutes passed, then the small door opened, a security guard peering out. He stepped outside, examined the doorbell for a moment, then shrugged and re-entered the building.

      They have a security camera. They think it rang itself.

      A short while later, the door opened again, seemingly by itself.

      Hopefully, super speed would hide her from video cameras, or at least cause an unrecognizable blur. The world around her appeared to stop moving as she activated her power and sprinted out from behind the dumpster, ran inside so fast the door slammed from the wind, and slid to a stop behind a big metal shelf full of water cooler bottles.

      “Where are you?” whispered Paige. “Did you get inside?”

      “Yeah.”

      The security guard jogged back over to check the door. “Hmm. Guess it didn’t shut all the way and the wind got it.” He lightly kicked it a few times to make sure it had closed, then walked away again, going out via a pair of double doors in the back left corner.

      Kelly crawled around the room, navigating shelves, hand trucks, pushcarts, boxes of office supplies, and floor-cleaning machines on her way to the double-doors. She stopped right beside them, hiding behind a stack of water cooler jugs. “Where are the stairs?”

      “Sec,” whispered Paige.

      The doors opened a little and drifted closed. Not long after, they opened again. “Go around the corner, then almost all the way to the lobby. Door on the left. Give me a minute to go open it for you.”

      “Okay.”

      After counting down from sixty, Kelly ran out into a plain hallway, super-speed dashing past a bunch of side rooms to a right-bending corner. The next section of corridor ended at an opening straight into the lobby, in view of the front desk. Guards only had to look to their right and they could see her. However, because she’d sped herself up so much, they appeared more like a picture than reality, none of them moving. She sprinted to the last door on the left side, the only one open, cringing at feeling super obvious, but the guards didn’t notice her. It had probably taken her roughly a hundredth of a second to go from the maintenance room to the stairwell.

      As soon as she deactivated super speed, the stairwell door glided closed without a sound.

      An invisible hand grasped hers. “I’m not holding your hand because I’m scared. You can’t see me.”

      “Hop on. So you don’t get tired running up the stairs.”

      Weight settled on Kelly’s back and the sensation of arms around her neck tightened.

      She flew up to the fifth floor. Careful to avoid the black camera bubbles on the ceiling, she crept across the office, crawled around cubicle desks, and eventually found the copier room that had the vent leading down to the Nolmek facility.

      “Climbing this is still going to stink with boots on,” whispered Paige.

      “Duh. I’m going in, too. Just not sneaking around the whole place.”

      Kelly carried her down the vertical shaft. They crawled to the vent exit and emerged in a small room of alien machines.

      “Okay. I’ll wait here. If anything goes wrong, I’ll come running.”

      “Got it,” said invisi-Paige.

      The door into the alien base opened and closed.

      Kelly tucked herself out of sight behind a big machine and accessed the computer in her bracer. The holographic screen didn’t make too much light, but if any Nolmek entered the room, she’d have to turn it off or it would give her away. The camera program showed a view from Paige’s chest level as she walked around shiny metal corridors and peered into rooms. Some appeared to be alien versions of ordinary things like offices, conference rooms, and storage closets. Others had red cylinder prisons like the one she’d been trapped in, but none contained any people. Eventually, Paige reached a doorway that led into the giant room where the Nolmek had about 200 people hanging in pods on the conveyor system, processing them through the machines that would remove or severely weaken their free will. Most of them, though unconscious, appeared to be smiling.

      This is so wrong! The aliens are here to turn us into slaves and everyone loves them for it! There’s gotta be mind control here. It doesn’t make any sense how people get so  angry at us for telling them the truth.

      Paige explored the room, recording close-ups of people hanging in the pods, the warrior-Nolmek operating the consoles and even a tiny shuttlecraft parked by a tunnel. The video signal grew garbled, getting worse the deeper into the facility the camera moved. Eventually, the live feed stopped to a ‘no signal’ message.

      Grr. Either it’s too far away or something is interfering.

      Kelly crouched behind the mysterious machine, staring at the green error text. She expected that Paige had no idea the signal failed and would keep taking video for some time. It made her super nervous to have no idea what happened out there, but she couldn’t really go check. The aliens would see her and all heck would break loose.

      Without a video signal to watch, she stared at the clock on the hologram screen.

      Five minutes after the feed stopped, she nibbled on her lip from nervousness.

      Ten minutes after the feed cut out, she shifted her weight side to side.

      Twenty minutes after the video went blank, she started whispering, ‘Come on, Paige,’ at the hologram.

      Forty minutes after losing contact, Kelly knew something went wrong.

      She stood out from her hiding place and narrowed her eyes at the door.

      “No way are you kidnapping my best friend, you alien butt-heads!”
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      Not too worried about being sneaky, Kelly rushed out into the corridor.

      She had practiced for this moment most of her life. Of course, the last time she’d infiltrated a dangerous alien base, it had been in her neighbors’ backyards. Bushes pretending to be aliens had only as much chance of catching her as she wanted to pretend they did.

      However, she didn’t have actual superpowers then either.

      That worked, since this place had actual aliens to use them on.

      Only running into multiple serpent-type Nolmek at once worried her. The big warriors didn’t scare her at all. They reminded her of bad guys from a retro fighting video game Dad showed her once: huge and strong looking, but went down in one or two hits. The real threat came from mind control.

      Don’t be stupid. The aliens don’t have to pretend to be nice in here. This whole place is hidden. They might have giant ray guns or something that could trap me.

      No sooner did she think that than a door on her right opened. A warrior Nolmek stepped out, going about his normal routine, but stopped short in surprise at seeing her. Kelly sprang straight up and punched him in the nose.

      The Nolmek flew back into a small office and landed draped over the desk, out cold.

      She felt a tiny bit guilty for hitting him like that without even trying to talk first, but the aliens had kidnapped her once, tried to kidnap her one other time, and had presently captured Paige. They deserved more than a single bop on the nose.

      Drat. Now I have a countdown timer.

      The alien would wake up soon, and when he did, he’d set off an alarm. She had to get Paige out of here before things went crazy. Intent on pummeling any Nolmek who got in her way, Kelly raced down the corridor at super speed, checking door after door. Several aliens meandered down the corridors, appearing to be frozen like statues due to her sped-up state. She couldn’t stop moving for even a second or they’d see her, which occasionally made it impossible to check out rooms since she’d have to stop to push a button and wait for the door to slide open. The aliens would most likely notice if she ran through the door, making a hole.

      However, it didn’t seem likely that the Nolmek would drag Paige to this side of the facility. If they captured her in the pod room, they’d probably put her right into one of those pods. That thought worried Kelly even more. She stopped checking side rooms and rushed as best as she could remember from watching the video to the big chamber.

      Several hallways and one wrong turn later, she located the entrance to the large processing room. The goings-on there didn’t appear to have changed at all. She blurred into the big open space too fast for the aliens to see and hid behind a big metal column. Something Dad told her while playing an online shooting game came to mind: people tended not to look up very often. So, Kelly flew along the column to the ceiling. That vantage point should increase her chances of staying hidden so she had time to look around.

      A group of about fifty people stood in a large cage at the far right corner. Most wore casual clothes, as if the aliens had been grabbing random tourists off the street on the weekend since the offices around here didn’t have many employees on Sunday. A bunch of warrior Nolmek near the cage shimmered from holographic disguises that made them appear to be high-school aged boys in the uniforms of Olive Patch, So Happy It’s Thursday’s, MacDimmons, Burger Queen, Wanda’s, and Dunkin’ Bobbins Coffee & Ice Cream.

      They grab people on their lunch break!

      Two of them argued about something. At least, Kelly assumed they argued based on the way they waved their arms at each other. She held her left forearm in front of her face and opened the translator program Dad gave her. Text appeared on the screen, but had lots of gaps from words that had no English meaning or moments when the microphone didn’t hear them. However, enough of it translated that she understood the two had become confused regarding how to handle a few ‘kittens.’ Some of the humans they’d brought in today had kittens with them. Among the crowd in the huge cage, five children clung to their parents or grandparents in wide-eyed terror.

      The Nolmek in the Olive Patch disguise insisted they process the kittens like any other human so they forget being down here. The other one, wearing a pink Dunkin’ Bobbins’ hat, protested, saying the ‘mind drill’ had not been properly calibrated for kitten brains and could hurt them. He believed that, being kittens, no one would believe them if they told stories about what happened, especially since the adults wouldn’t remember this.

      Kelly’s urge to help those people battled with her need to find Paige. Causing a giant scene here might make it difficult or impossible to find her friend. But she also couldn’t leave these people captive.

      I’ll find her first and then help these people.

      More text appeared, translating the Olive Patch alien: ‹We could put them with the other kittens. Humans lose their kittens all the time and make little pictures for them on bottles of cow lactose.›

      The Dunkin Bobbins alien shook his head. ‹No. No. No.› He pointed at a doorway on the other side of the giant chamber. ‹Those kittens have much Naazlian energy. The scientists want to study them. These are not done cooking. We throw them back.›

      Kelly gasped and looked at the doorway the alien indicated. Paige has to be in there.

      She flew across the huge chamber, sticking close to the ceiling. A little past the halfway mark, she steered for a spot where the conveyor track came up high. On the way past it, she punched the housing around the rail, denting it so the big metal pegs the pods dangled from couldn’t fit past. Hundreds of cylindrical chambers jammed to a sudden stop, swaying back and forth, bumping into each other like huge glass bottles. That would stop the Nolmek from processing these people for a while. Even if she had to leave them locked up for now, it would only be for a few minutes until she found Paige.

      The thirty or so Nolmek below all erupted in noises of confusion and alarm. One started kicking the console in front of him as if that might fix the machine.

      Why do men do that?

      Kelly zipped across the rest of the room and flattened herself against the column closest to the exit the alien pointed at when talking of captured kittens. Machinery and consoles littered the area between her and the door, about sixty feet of mostly open space that didn’t have much to hide behind. She waited for the Nolmek in sight to walk out of view, heading to investigate the broken conveyor. As soon as she felt sure no one would see her, she slid straight down along the column until her boots hit the floor, then super-dashed to the door.

      Two warrior Nolmek stood guard on the other side, both turning to look as it opened.

      The speed with which Kelly ran between them created such a wind that the suction smacked them together and knocked them over, but not hard enough to leave them unconscious. Muttering, they both struggled back to their feet. She skidded to a stop, doubled back, and jumped up to kick them in the head one after the other, hurling them against the wall. Both aliens bounced to the floor, emitting deep gurgling noises, but appeared to be unconscious.

      Behind her, the corridor stretched into the distance, evenly spaced metal doors on both sides. Dark blue writing in alien squiggles meant little to her, but she held her arm up so her mini-computer could translate. She bypassed rooms labeled as storage areas, sleeping quarters, bathroom, and so on.

      Door number six translated as ‘kitten storage.’

      Eep. Kelly peered up at the writing. “That sounds so wrong.”

      She pushed the button on the wall, but the door didn’t open. “This isn’t a request. It’s an order. Open!” Again, she pushed the button but it didn’t work.

      Grumbling, she kicked the door. Rather than smash it down, her foot pierced the metal as if she’d kicked a hanging sheet of paper, leaving her hopping on one leg. So annoying. She tore it open with ease and stepped into a room like the one she’d been teleport-napped into, only larger. This one had twenty crystal tanks, half on the left, half on the right, but only one contained a prisoner.

      A blond boy around the same age as her sat on the floor of the third tank in on the left side, shivering, bare feet sticking out from the legs of blue Galaxy Enders pajama pants. He hid his face behind his arms across the top of his knees, crying.

      No Paige.

      Drat! If he’s in here, he’s got super powers. And, well, he’s been kidnapped. Kelly walked up to the chamber.

      The boy lifted his head and stared at her.

      Snotrocket.

      Upon seeing Kelly, he blushed scarlet and tried to pretend he hadn’t been crying like a little kid. “What are you doing here? Did they get you, too?”

      “Not this time. That’s why I’m outside the tank.”

      He stood and pressed his hands against the red crystalline wall. “Please get me outta here.”

      Kelly looked around at the mechanism. She hadn’t been able to break it from inside, but maybe she could knock it over from the outside. That didn’t seem like a good idea. Actually, it seemed like a much better idea for her to be inside one of the holding cells like an obedient little kitten.

      The chamber next to Snotrocket opened.

      “Look out!” shouted the boy. “There’s an alien behind you!”

      Kelly glanced to her left at a serpent-type Nolmek slithering in the hole she made in the door. In one of his noodle arms, he held a universal remote box. She didn’t understand why she thought they looked weird or ugly before. He seemed quite huggable. And he’d be really happy with her if she put herself in that open holding cell.

      “Hi!” Kelly waved at the alien.

      He pointed at the metal platform of the open cage.

      “Okay!” chirped Kelly.

      “No!” yelled Snotrocket. “Don’t listen to him.”

      Humming happily to herself, Kelly jumped onto the platform and turned to face the nice alien.
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      The Nolmek pushed a button on the little black box.

      That’s nice. I’m locked up where I should be.

      Red crystalline walls slid upward from the base.

      Just another second or two and I’ll be trapped.

      Kelly blinked, feeling dizzy.

      Eep! Stupid mind control!

      She grabbed the top of the rising cylinder and pushed it forward. The red stuff didn’t crack or break. However, it destroyed the pedestal and surrounding floor as easily as ripping a candle out of cake icing.

      “Nyaaaah!” The Nolmek emitted a nasal scream and tried to flee.

      Kelly launched herself at him, grabbing the scientist by his fancy, shiny cape and dragging him backward into the room. Repeatedly shouting, “I hate mind control!” she swung the alien around by the tail like a whip, walloping him into the floor back and forth over her head until he stopped screaming and flailing his spaghetti arms.

      Snotrocket laughed.

      After tossing the unconscious alien into a heap, Kelly picked up the little black box and examined the buttons using the translator program in her mini-computer. Lightning, wash, food, freeze, melt, open… and one disturbingly labeled ‘peel.’ She did not want to know what the heck that did. People are not bananas!

      She aimed the box at a random empty cylinder and pushed the ‘open’ button. It worked, so she tossed the unconscious Nolmek into the cell and closed it.

      “Wow, you knocked it out,” said Snotrocket. “They laughed at me when I punched them, but I did stick a few to the wall.”

      So disgusting.

      She pointed the box at his cell and hit the open button.

      Snotrocket jumped down from the platform. He stared at her for a moment in confusion, then abruptly blasted her with a stream of gooey snot.

      “Gah!” Kelly managed not to throw up while peeling herself out of the booger glue bomb.

      The boy gasped in surprise and took a few steps back. Kelly pounced, dragging him to the floor. She tore wires from the base of his former cage and tied him up in a cocoon. Arms pinned to his sides, legs lashed together, Snotrocket squirmed on the floor.

      “You’re under arrest for supervillain stuff.” She plucked a glob of nose meat out of her hair and threw it, gagging. “And for being majorly disgusting.”

      He grunted, struggling. “What are you doing?”

      “I’m saving you from being kidnapped, but you’re still in trouble for being a villain. I have to arrest you.”

      “I’m not a villain!” He wriggled, trying to slither toward the door. “I’m not a bad guy or a good guy. The stupid aliens kidnapped me right out of my bed. I just wanna go home.”

      She walked after him, shaking her head while he crawled a few feet. With a sigh, she stooped and picked him up by the wires. “You snozzed all over me!”

      “I sneeze when I’m scared. That was an accident.”

      “You tried to glue me so you could run away.”

      “Did not.”

      “Did too.”

      “Did not.”

      “Did so.”

      “Nu-uh.”

      Kelly sighed.

      “I’m serious.” He twisted back and forth. “I’m not in costume. Why would I attack a hero when I’m in pajamas?”

      “Because you’re a villain and you only use the rules when they help you. Otherwise, you cheat.”

      “I sneezed.”

      “Didn’t.”

      “Did.”

      “Did not.”

      She sighed again. “Forget it. Did you see Paige?”

      “No. I’ve been alone all day. They got me in the middle of the night,” said Snotrocket, his voice getting a bit teary. “I woke up in that tube. I’ve been in there all day. Just wanna go home. Stupid aliens.”

      Three warrior Nolmek rounded the corner to the left and came running toward them.

      Snotrocket thrashed at the cords cocooning him and screamed. “Untie me!”

      Kelly adjusted her grip, grabbing the wires between his shoulders in her left hand, her right arm around his legs. She held him up like a Nebulon assault soldier wielding a heavy particle cannon and squeezed him.

      Apparently too afraid of the aliens to be embarrassed at being turned into a human weapon, Snotrocket erupted spewing a blast of chunky amber splatter. The disgusting barrage coated the aliens in a sticky morass so thick even the big, muscular Nolmek mired in it, glued to the floor and walls.

      Kelly advanced down the corridor gliding above the snot pool.

      Another alien burst out of a doorway on the right. She pivoted and squeezed the boy again.

      Splat. A dense ball of rubbery booger as big as a large dog knocked the Nolmek off his feet. Snotrocket sprayed him with a gooey chaser that cemented him to the floor. That room looked like an office, so she hurried to the next. More cylinders, but none had anyone in them, only a serpent Nolmek working at a console.

      Kelly squeezed the boy.

      Again, he spewed a firehose of gelatinous horror. She kept on squeezing him, hating mind control so much she covered half the room. The boy turned his head to the side and sniffed.

      “Wow. How much booger can you make? Do you run out of ammo?”

      “My dear girl, it is endless,” said Snotrocket in a bragging tone. “I’d love to help you get out of here. Can you please stop using me like a Mega Drencher?”

      “You tried to shut down the school and you covered my favorite teacher in snot!”

      Another two warriors charged in the door, trapping them in the room. Both raised blasters.

      Kelly spun around and squeezed the boy.

      He fired one heavy glob after another, knocking the aliens over. The second one managed to fire, but the blaster beam hit Kelly in the chest as a barely noticeable tingle. She walked toward them, wielding the boy like a double-barreled snotgun, painting the floor in glue.

      Once the Nolmek appeared thoroughly secure, he stopped spraying and struggled. “Come on, Kelly. Please untie me. I’m sorry about Mrs. Webb. I already got a whole month of detention for that.”

      She marched to the next door. Three warrior Nolmek sat at consoles in a small control room. All looked up, surprise on their faces.

      “Say hello to my disgusting friend,” said Kelly, before making a ‘ka-chuck’ sound effect and squeezing him.

      Snotrocket obligingly pasted the aliens with nose chunder. One of them even threw up.

      “This is so unbelievably disgusting it’s almost fun.” Kelly shivered.

      “See?” He wriggled. “It really is fun. Wait. Favorite teacher? Math is your favorite class?”

      “Yeah,” said Kelly, walking to the next room.

      The door slid open with a pssht. A serpent Nolmek right behind it stared into her eyes. She started to want to surrender, but the boy splattered snoz all over the alien before the mind control could take hold of her thoughts. The scientist’s scream drowned in a gurgling torrent of lung butter.

      Witnessing an alien get that stuff in his mouth nearly made Kelly vomit. She had to look away. As much as she hated mind control, that seemed a bit too much punishment. A few inches of twitching Nolmek tail stuck out from a pile of hardening booger.

      Moans and belabored grunting echoed from the corridor. She glanced back at a scattering of big Nolmek warriors, not one of them strong enough to break out of the snot plates.

      “Thanks,” muttered Kelly.

      “So, seriously, math is your favorite class?”

      “Yeah. Why?”

      “I think you’re the supervillain. What kind of messed up kid likes math?”

      “Mrs. Webb is awesome.”

      Snotrocket attempted to shrug. “Yeah. She’s pretty cool as teachers go. I’d like her if she didn’t teach math. Math stinks.”

      Kelly raspberried him. “You’re just bad at it. Maybe I’ll help you understand if you want.”

      He grunted, wriggling in a futile attempt to escape the cocoon of wire wrapped around him from shoulders to ankles. She walked to a bend in the hallway, carrying her squirming ‘cannon.’ Alien muttering from the next part of the hall made her hesitate at the corner. She peered around, spotted six aliens taking cover behind a portable barricade, all pointing blasters toward her.

      “Six behind cover,” whispered Kelly.

      “Okay, but I’m not a rifle. Untie m—”

      She leaned around the corner, pointed him at the Nolmek, and squeezed. A barrage of blaster fire came at them. Super speed let her move fast enough to keep moving the boy out of the path of incoming energy beams. No big deal if they hit her, since the blasters didn’t have enough power to bother Übergirl.

      Rather than try to pick them off, Snotrocket drenched the entire barricade area in an avalanche of bright yellow ooze that sorta resembled raw scrambled eggs. The mass rapidly hardened, turning brown and trapping the aliens together in a single, giant block.

      Eww. Her stomach gurgled.

      “Please stop using me as a Mega Drencher. I swear I’ll help you. That was a sneeze! An accident! I didn’t wanna snoz you. You let me out of that cage. Why would I glue you?”

      “So you could run away? You’re a villain.”

      He sighed. “I’m neutral. And we’re still in the middle of an alien base. Why would I run? I’m stuck in pajamas. My feet are freezing, and I’m scared.”

      She checked rooms on the way to the barrier. None had Paige, or any other prisoners. Using a flight-assisted jump, she leapt the enormous mound of snot—and landed in the midst of about twenty more aliens armed with a mixture of blasters and giant laser axes.

      “Umm,” said Snotrocket. “This is bad.”

      Kelly pointed him at the nearest alien.

      “C’mon, stop squeezing me!” He snot-bombed one, knocking it over. “I’m a kid, not a rifle.”

      She used him to spray two more before a bunch of Nolmek pounced on her all at once in a heap. Large alien hands tried to get a hold of her arms and legs. Kelly dropped Snotrocket in order to fight them off using a barrage of punches, kicks, and throws. She ducked a grab, pounded an uppercut into one’s chin that bounced him off the ceiling, darted between another’s legs, then picked him up and hurled him, knocking three others over. One became angry enough to stop trying to capture her. He walloped her in the back with a laser axe bigger than her, but the glowing red blade bounced off her with a weird buzzing noise and a shower of little glowing red dots. She karate-chopped the middle of the long handle, cutting it in half. Lightning burst from both broken parts, covering the Nolmek holding it. He screamed, twitching and shaking for a few seconds until the discharge of the laser axe power cell knocked him out.

      Snotrocket, helpless on the floor, squirmed onto his side and helped by shooting gummy snot balls heavy enough to drag the warriors down. Every time Kelly knocked one senseless or threw it against the wall, he cemented it wherever it landed so it couldn’t get back up. The last three Nolmek stared at her, screamed, and tried to run away, dodging around a serpent-type yelling at them to ‘capture those kittens!’

      The boy buried the Nolmek scientist under a landslide of booger. Only a tiny noodle arm with a pointing finger, and a little bit of face around the mouth remained visible outside the miniature snoz-mountain. Kelly grabbed a nearby blaster, hit the ‘stun’ button, and zapped the three fleeing aliens, knocking them out.

      “Please untie me!” Snotrocket attempted unsuccessfully to sit up. “I promise I’ll help.”

      “You’re gonna try to run away so you don’t get detention or something.”

      “I already got detention. I haven’t done anything else.” He peered up at her with huge blue eyes, seeming about to cry again. “And, even if I was a villain—I’m not—that shouldn’t matter now anyway. The aliens are dangerous to both heroes and bad guys. We have to work together.”

      Guilt hit her pretty hard. “Okay, maybe I got a little too angry that you covered me in snoz.” She crouched and broke the wires off him. “Having a gross power doesn’t automatically make someone a villain I guess.”

      He scrambled to his feet and stood there shivering for a second before spraying snot all over his chest. The goo flattened out and formed itself into the shape of an armored vest before darkening to a reddish-brown color.

      “Eww.” She backed away, cringing. “What are you doing?”

      “They’re shooting at us.” He tapped his knuckles on the crust. “This stuff is hard enough to take a hit or two from a blaster. My pajamas won’t.”

      “You covered yourself in your own booger. Boys are so totally disgusting.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Which one of us made half the cafeteria throw up?”

      “That was an accident!” shouted Kelly. “Burping is not one of my powers. It’s an allergy.”

      “C’mon. Let’s find your friend.”

      Kelly gripped the Nolmek blaster in both hands and nodded. “Let me go first. Their weapons can’t hurt me.”

      Snotrocket—aka Billy Browning—gestured at the corridor. “After you, my lady.”

      “I’m not your lady.”

      “Whatever. Just go.”

      Shaking her head, Kelly stormed down the hallway.
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      A short distance down the next corridor, a turret unexpectedly sprang up out of the floor and blasted Kelly in the chest.

      The energy bolt stung about as much as getting shot with a fat rubber band on bare skin. It exploded on contact, hurling her backward into the wall. Snotrocket screamed and retreated around the corner, narrowly avoiding another blast that melted the metal into a glowing orange blob.

      Kelly pulled herself out of the hole she’d made, but only got one foot on the ground before the turret blasted her again and drilled her body deeper into the dirt behind the metal wall. This thing is irritating. She dug herself out, crawling into the hallway while Snotrocket lobbed booger wads at the turret. It vaporized them all before any of them could get near it. However, he gave her an opening.

      A super-speed dash covered thirty yards in an instant—but the turret swiveled to point at her at the last second, a barrel as big as her face inches from her nose.

      Not good.

      BLAM.

      Kelly stopped sliding on her back right below the hole she’d made in the wall. Her face felt kinda warm and tingly. Smoke peeled up from the points of her mask, but the costume hadn’t been damaged.

      “Ow,” she deadpanned.

      Snotrocket stuck his head around the corner and launched more brown lumps. Again, the turret proceeded to vaporize them one after the next. The sight of gooey wads bigger than his head coming out of his nose over and over would’ve made her laugh if she hadn’t been so angry.

      Kelly lifted her head, staring past her boots at the stupid, annoying turret, not feeling too hopeful that she’d be able to get to it before it knocked her away again. But… two snot balls had hit it when it diverted to blast her in the face. They seemed to weigh enough that the turret slowed a bit.

      Four Nolmek warriors rushed around the corner from behind. Snotrocket spun, spraying them with booger that encased them completely except for their heads. One alien managed to squeeze off a blaster shot at the boy, hitting him in the chest before the mess engulfed his arm. The yellow energy bolt shattered the snot-vest into a spray of tiny fragments and knocked Snotrocket on his back. He barked like a kicked goose, though didn’t appear hurt.

      Kelly dashed at the turret. This time, she dropped into a slide the instant it swiveled toward her. Between the heavy snot lumps slowing its motion and the extra split second it took for the weapon to compensate and aim downward, the turret didn’t get a chance to fire before she crashed into it.

      Boom!

      Metal debris bouncing off her felt like she jumped into a plastic ball pit. She looked back at the smoking remains of the turret, quite thoroughly destroyed. Snotrocket created another vest on himself and stagger-ran toward her.

      “You’re hurt!” she yelled.

      “Nah, just sore. Made the vest thicker this time, and not quite so hard. Last one was too brittle. This one’s still a bit gooey so it won’t shatter.”

      “Eww.”

      The first door on the right past the turret wouldn’t open, so Kelly tore it down and stepped into a smallish room awash in blue light. Giant computers on both sides thrummed with electronic activity. Straight ahead, a blue force field cube contained Paige, not-invisible, and shaking in terror. Two abnormally large warrior Nolmek stood on either side of a serpent alien who operated a control console in front of the force field. In addition to being way bigger than the other ones, these two had black armored skin and bright lime-green colored eyes.

      Holographic screens showed images of Paige, one thermal, one medical, like a cat scan or something from a hospital machine.

      Paige locked stares with Kelly. All her fear vanished to a huge smile.

      Snotrocket took in a deep breath, and deluged the Nolmek scientist in booger before it could turn around.

      The alien emitted a high-pitched nasal wail, grabbing at the console in a useless attempt to escape the surge of sticky slime. Kelly rushed the big Nolmek on the right side. It started to laugh, but her first punch to the cheek knocked it reeling backward. She didn’t enjoy feeling so small in front of this one, which had to be almost ten feet tall, quite a bit larger than the average warrior.

      He brushed his knuckles at his cheek where she’d hit him, no longer amused, then lunged at her with a slap.

      Kelly raised her arms to shield her face. The giant Nolmek’s hand crashed into her, but stopped cold, not moving her at all. His lip quivered. One tear formed at the corner of his eye, suggesting he’d hurt himself.

      “Grr.” Kelly leapt straight up, driving her knee into the bottom of his chin. “You kidnapped my friend!”

      The alien reeled back, flailing his arms.

      Snotrocket screamed.

      She glanced over at the other big alien dripping in gloopy snot. He broke free of the tar-like mass around his feet and dragged the boy to a square patch of silvery metal on the floor at the left side of the room that looked like the floor inside Paige’s holding cell. He paused, laughing at Snotrocket’s feeble attempts to punch and kick him. Confident the alien wouldn’t hurt the boy, Kelly pounced on her opponent, punching him twice before grabbing him by the head, swinging him around and mashing him face-first into the wall.

      The massive Nolmek bounced away and landed on the floor, groaning, still not unconscious.

      “Wow, these guys are tough.” She flew up to the ceiling, then dive-bombed onto his back like a wrestler He grunted, but still didn’t stop trying to get back up. She snagged the blaster from his belt and fired three stun blasts into his head from behind.

      Finally, the big alien slumped unconscious.

      The laughing alien held out his chin, mocking Snotrocket’s ‘merely human’ strength. The boy frowned, and snozzed all over the giant’s face. Annoyed, the Nolmek hurled him to the floor and mashed a button that raised a dark blue energy cube prison around him.

      “Ow,” wailed Snotrocket, curling up in a ball.

      Furious, Kelly zipped over and tapped that one on the shoulder.

      He turned, raised his horned eye ridge, and regarded her with an unimpressed smirk.

      “You like picking on kids? How are you gonna like getting your butt kicked by a girl?”

      The Nolmek laughed.

      “Lebo,” said the scientist cemented to the console under a ton of booger, “these kittens exhibit an unusually high degree of power. Exercise caution.”

      “Hmm?” grunted the laughing giant. He finally appeared to notice the other warrior lay unconscious on the floor. His smile faded.

      Kelly punched her fist into her open left hand. “You kidnapped my friend. Now face the wrath of Übergirl.”

      “Little cheesy,” said Paige.

      “Is it?” asked Kelly.

      “Just a little.” Snotrocket wheezed. “But cheesy can be fun.”

      The big alien glanced from Kelly to the unconscious warrior to the door. He started to run away, but she grabbed his arm and swung him into the big computer. Smashing his face into the giant metal machine appeared only to stun him, so she chucked him onto another square floor panel, tossed the unconscious big alien on top of him, then turned on the energy cell wall, trapping them.

      Snotrocket pushed himself up to sit, holding his side. “I’m getting tired of being locked up in alien prisons.”

      “Me, too.” Paige kicked at the energy wall in front of her. With a buzz, a lighter blue shimmer spread outward in a ring from where her boot hit. “And this really isn’t fair.”

      Kelly hurried over and hit the button to turn off her cell. “What’s not fair?”

      “I’m no longer the ordinary human friend who’s only in the story to be cute or get kidnapped whenever the writers need the hero to go somewhere. I have powers! I’m tired of being kidnapped.”

      Kelly hugged her, laughing. “You weren’t kidnapped this time. You’re a hero who got captured while doing a mission.”

      “Oh. Yeah. I guess you’re right.” She released the hug and pointed at Snotrocket. “What’s he doing here?”

      “He got kidnapped.” Kelly walked over and turned off the energy cube around him. “They tele-napped him out of his bed last night.”

      Snotrocket struggled to get up, clutching his side.

      Kelly gingerly helped him to his feet. “Are you okay?”

      “Stupid alien slammed me into the floor.” He grunted.

      “You got snot in his mouth.” Paige shivered. “I’d slam you into the floor for that.”

      “Don’t worry,” muttered Snotrocket. “I’m not trying to take your sidekick spot.”

      “She’s not my sidekick,” said Kelly.

      Paige frowned, rolled her eyes, and looked at the floor. “I guess technically since my powers are weaker, I am.”

      “Nope.” Kelly grabbed her in a one-armed headlock. “We’re a team.”

      “That is magnificently endearing,” said the Nolmek scientist. “Will one of you kindly dissolve this mass of coagulated airway surface liquid inhibiting my mobility? I find it most distressing.”

      “Sorry.” Kelly glanced over at the dark yellow lump. The alien’s mouth and nose appeared in a clear patch, but the rest of his head, including both eyes, remained covered. “You can breathe, and I don’t want to be mind-controlled.”

      “Let’s get out of here,” said Snotrocket.

      The Nolmek emitted a wail of distress. “Do not leave me laminated in hardened nostril secretions! My digestive system is experiencing rebellion.”

      “Can you walk?” Kelly examined his side, but the booger armor made it impossible to see if he’d been injured.

      “Yeah. I’m okay now. Just hurt for a minute.” He shivered. “Wanna go home before my toes freeze off.”

      Kelly looked down at his feet. “Why don’t you make booger shoes?”

      “Ugh.” Paige gurgled. “Never say those two words in that order ever again.”

      “Umm. Because I don’t want to step barefoot in snot, even mine.”

      “Stop.” Paige clamped a hand over her mouth.

      Kelly looked at her friend. The camera badge remained intact, so the aliens clearly hadn’t recognized it… or maybe they didn’t expect her to escape. “What happened? How did they find you?”

      “They saw me on thermal. After they locked me in that energy cube, I figured out how to disappear from all vision. And, let me just say that Nolmek stunner beams hurt. I’d rather be stung by fifty bees.”

      “We can arrange that,” said the scientist. “The bee man is in another facility.”

      Kelly hurried to the door. “Come on. We have to get the people out.”

      “But this is a stealth mission.” Paige ran after her into a corridor full of snot-encrusted aliens, all struggling to unstick themselves.

      “Pretty sure they’ve realized someone’s here.” Snotrocket grabbed a stunner pistol from the ground and tossed it to Paige. “Here.”

      “This way!” Kelly pointed, then ran back toward the big processing room.
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      More Nolmek flooded the corridors, attacking the kids in groups of four to ten.

      Kelly punched, kicked, and threw them around like giant dolls while Paige zapped them with the stun beam and Snotrocket—aka Billy—sprayed nose glue all over the place. A handful of Nolmek decided to run away merely at the sight of other aliens mired in goober puddles. Even Paige frequently ducked into side rooms for a break from fighting, near to the point of throwing up.

      About fifteen minutes and a ton of aliens later, they reached the large processing room. Three Nolmek scientists used tiny hover backpacks to investigate the spot where Kelly broke the conveyor track. At the sight of three mind controllers, Paige went invisible. The gun bobbing in her hand zoomed off to the right and she took cover behind a square metal column.

      Kelly super-speed ran to a different column, hiding.

      Billy ducked back into the corridor out of sight, the aliens being too high up for his snot to reach.

      The floating blaster pistol crept around the side of the column, emitting a yellow stun bolt that nailed one of the serpents in the head. It yowled, then hung like a limp noodle by the hover pack. Both others emitted nasal screams of alarm and began zooming around evasively while shooting red beams at Paige’s position.

      Hoping that mind control would take more than two seconds to work, Kelly jumped into the air and rushed at the nearer alien. It shot her six or seven times before she reached it, but the lethal beams hurt less than getting a needle at the doctor’s office. Slugging it in the face felt like she’d punched a huge marshmallow.

      The stringy alien flew headfirst across the chamber and made a splat when it hit the wall like a gummy worm, sticking to the metal.

      “Ouch,” muttered the Nolmek.

      Gotcha!

      Kelly felt proud of herself for defeating the dangerous alien before it could take over her mind. She also thought it would be an awesome idea to rip Paige’s arms off. After waving hello to the last hovering scientist, she zipped down to land by the floating gun.

      “Crap! It got her,” said Paige. The floating gun fell to the floor. Faint squeaks from rubbery boot soles moved to the right.

      Kelly stalked after the sound, grabbing at empty air. “Aww, Paige, where are you going? Don’t you wanna play?”

      A huge blob of slime hit Kelly from the side, covering her from the shoulders down and stopping her in place. She peeled the caramel-like mess away from herself and pushed it open, crawling out of the enormous lump. The boy who snozzed all over her raised a hand in her direction. Some of the foul substance shrank and hardened into a ring, pinning her arms at her sides. Kelly inhaled, breaking the brittle substance off merely by making her chest a little thicker.

      “You can play too, but only once… unless the awesome Nolmek can put your arms back on.” Kelly dragged herself the rest of the way out of the slime.

      Snotrocket soaked her with a blast of nose-water that he condensed into a thick, sticky gelatin, miring her in a knee-deep puddle as thick as molasses.

      “Shoot them both,” said a high-pitched male voice.

      Kelly grinned. The wonderful Nolmek wanted her to be shot. That sounded fun.

      “Yes,” said Paige in a mindless voice.

      Her—now visible—friend walked over like an automaton, raising a Nolmek blaster at Snotrocket. She smiled, then spun and fired a yellow beam into the air over Kelly’s head. A high-pitched wail of pain came from above and behind her, followed by a gooey splat.

      All of a sudden, the idea of ripping the boy’s arms off seemed utterly horrifying.

      Kelly’s face reddened in anger. She stopped trying to pull herself out of the snot-swamp and screamed, “I hate mind control!”

      “Whoa, you were faking?” Billy ran over to Paige. At a wave of his hand, the goo around Kelly melted away to almost-water.

      “Yeah. Mind control doesn’t seem to work on me. Figured that out when they caught me. I couldn’t fight those two big guys so I pretended to be controlled and walked into the energy cage.”

      “That’s awesome!” Kelly hugged her. “Now I am officially jealous of your powers. Really hate mind control.”

      “Who doesn’t?” Snotrocket pressed a finger to his nose and fired a small blob of mucous off to the side, cleaning his nose.

      “The Nolmek.” Kelly kicked a convenient nearby snot rock, which flew across the room and dented the wall. “Okay. We have people to help. I’ll get the ones high up, you guys let them out of the big cage over there.”

      “On it.” Paige ran off.

      Kelly flew up near the ceiling, breaking open pods and carrying unconscious people down. Paige laser-blasted the door of the cage open while Snotrocket opened pods close enough to the ground for him to reach and made snot ramps so he could get to others a little higher up. Once they had all the people out of the machinery, Kelly flew around smashing as much as she could to stop the aliens from zapping anyone else… at least not before they had to fix all this stuff.

      Since they’d essentially assaulted and ‘beaten’ the entire base, stealth no longer mattered. Kelly didn’t bother trying to sneak out the vent shaft and looked for the entrance the aliens used. It turned out to be a cargo elevator that went to the same receiving dock they’d first entered, hidden behind a secret door disguised as an ordinary cinder block wall.

      Kelly set her fists on her hips and looked at the crowd. Roughly fifty awake, three times that unconscious behind them. “Can someone please call the police to help the people who aren’t awake? I’m sorry I have to go, but it’s almost dinnertime and I need to be home or I’ll get in trouble. The Nolmek who kidnapped you are all either unconscious or stuck. You should be safe here.”

      Murmurs of thanks came from the citizens. A few seemed surprised that their cell phones once again had signal.

      “Thank you for saving us,” said an older man. “Wow, you’re just children. Hard to imagine.”

      “I’m Übergirl!” Kelly held her chin up.

      “I’m Will-O-Wisp.” Paige struck a pose.

      “Hi. I’m Snotrocket.”

      A few people stared at him.

      “Don’t ask. Please don’t ask.” Paige shook her head.

      Kelly scooped him up in her arms.

      “Please don’t use me like a gun again.”

      “No, dork. I’m gonna take you home. Unless you can fly.”

      He shrugged. “I can’t fly, but I can make booger bridges and kinda surf down them. But that only works if I jump off somewhere tall.”

      “Yuck…” Paige hopped on Kelly’s back.

      She walked outside and glided into the air.

      Billy dissolved his snot-vest. “You’re really strong for such a little kid.”

      “She’s not that little. She’s nine,” yelled Paige.

      “I meant little like size, not age. She’s obviously in fifth grade with us.”

      “Speaking of little, you spewed enough snot in there to fill the whole school. Where did it all come from? You’re nowhere near that big.” Paige gurgled in disgust.

      “No idea. It’s a super power.”

      “Did you pick your nose a lot before you got powers?” asked Kelly.

      “Umm, kinda. It always like dripped and stuff. And whenever I get nervous, I sneeze a lot.”

      “Do you think we get powers based on what we’re like? I mean, I was always basically invisible before…” Paige sighed.

      “Maybe, but not really. If that’s true, I’d be the ultimate nobody… not Übergirl. If we got our powers based on what we did before the aliens showed up, my superpower would be throwing myself in trashcans or giving people wedgies.”

      “No, you were super into comics, duh. They’re all you ever thought about. You love Ms. Omni so much you basically turned into her… without the energy beam eyes.”

      Kelly smiled. “Yeah, maybe.”

      “Or the idiot boyfriend,” muttered Snotrocket.

      “What?” asked Kelly, staring at him. “Did you just call Star Prince an idiot?”

      “Yeah. I mean he is. Ms. Omni’s powers are a little stronger than his and she does so much to help him out, but he always kinda treats her like she’s the sidekick who’s along for the ride just because she’s dating him.”

      “Uhh…” Kelly blinked.

      “Yanno, he’s kinda got a point.” Paige scratched her head. “Star Prince isn’t quite that bad, but he really doesn’t give Ms. Omni the credit or respect she deserves.”

      “He really loves her though.” Kelly folded her arms. “Right?”

      The other two debated this for a moment and decided that he did.

      “Maybe that’s why he treats her like that?” asked Paige. “Trying to protect her.”

      “I dunno. Ms. Omni’s a way better character. She should get the spotlight more.” Snotrocket shrugged.

      “Oh, no way. Ms. Omni’s your favorite character in that series?” asked Paige.

      “Yeah.” He nodded.

      Kelly held up a hand. “Mine, too.”

      “She’s got all this power but she never brags about it or even shows off,” said Snotrocket. “Even when people kinda treat her like she’s weak, Ms. Omni never gets upset about it. If I was her, I’d be mad at everyone.”

      Kelly looked at this boy she had been so convinced was a villain. Same favorite character and he even noticed how everyone constantly considered Ms. Omni ‘half a superhero’ because she’s a woman. Horrendously disgusting power aside, she decided to like him.

      She flew back toward home, Billy pointing the way to his apartment building. He rode a bus to school, living a bit too far west to walk, but it wouldn’t be a bad trip on a bike. Kelly circled the building until they found his unit. She landed on a third-floor fire escape and they climbed in via the window. His bedroom looked fairly normal for a fifth-grade boy, decorated in model airplanes, video game character posters, computer desk, and clothes everywhere. It did have one rather abnormal feature though: a big burned circle on the bed.

      “Be careful,” said Kelly. “I hope one of the machines I smashed was the teleport thing they use to kidnap people, but I dunno.”

      “See you tomorrow at school.” He held up a fist bump. “Sitting in a cage all day really stank, but it was fun getting payback. Thanks.”

      She tapped knuckles with him.

      “Wait, you’re just letting him go?” asked Paige.

      “Yeah. He played a prank at school, already got detention for it, and he helped me get you out of there.”

      The bedroom door flew open. Two grown-ups ran in, clearly the boy’s parents, who proceeded to go nuts, alternatively hugging him, crying, and demanding to know where he’d been, if he was okay, and what happened. Billy, evidently embarrassed at having the girls witness his mother hugging him so much, blushed.

      After a few minutes when they calmed down, Mr. and Mrs. Browning looked at the girls.

      “Are you two playing pretend or are you like Billy?” asked Mrs. Browning.

      “We’re heroes,” said Paige.

      Kelly pointed at the burn and explained how the aliens used a teleporter beam to abduct him last night, then ran over a quick story of what happened in the Nolmek base.

      “Thank you for saving my son.” Mr. Browning squeezed Billy, smushing the boy’s face against his chest.

      “We all kinda saved each other.” Kelly glanced at the boy. “Sorry for the wire thing.”

      He couldn’t talk with his father squishing him, but gave a thumbs-up.

      “I’ll call the police and let them know we found him.” Mrs. Browning pulled out her phone.

      “You might want to wait before telling them the truth.” Paige brushed tiny snot flecks off her arm. “Everyone loves the aliens right now. We’re trying to prove they’re dangerous. People who say bad things about the Nolmek usually get booed and stuff.”

      “Hmm.” Mr. Browning tapped his foot. “Well, we need to tell the police something. Can’t have them wasting time looking for him when he’s back. We’ll figure it out.”

      “Okay.” Kelly shook hands with him, accepted a hug from Mrs. Browning, and glided onto the fire escape.

      Paige crawled out the window after her and hopped on her back. “It’s kinda funny now, but that power is going to be seriously gross when he’s a grown-up.”

      “It’s seriously gross now.” Kelly leapt into the air. “But… it worked.”
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      Upon arriving home, Kelly swooped in her bedroom window, sprawled on the floor, and accessed the mini-computer. Paige flopped beside her, watching the video the camera badge recorded. The first ten minutes or so looked familiar as she’d watched it in real time. Kelly bit her lip, anxiety rising as the camera moved into the big processing room.

      “Like a minute from here is where the signal dropped. Please let the camera keep working.”

      Paige glanced at the badge on her chest. “It didn’t beep or anything. The aliens caught me after I went into the hallway on the other side. Nothing happened in this big room. Those really tall guys with the green eyes are the ones who saw me.”

      Nodding, Kelly stared at the screen floating over her arm, thrilled at how perfect a view her friend captured of the people being loaded into pods and processed. She even leaned close to several consoles, recording the contents of screens. Dad’s translation module kicked in, making English text appear under all the alien squiggles with phrases like ‘free will removal,’ ‘mind softening,’ ‘loyalty enhancement,’ ‘Naazlian energy levels’ and so on.

      Giddy that this could be the evidence needed to save the world, Kelly squealed… at least until Paige moved into view of another console. One of the monitors showed a Nolmek warrior holding Mom while Negative Nancy stood beside her wearing an emotionless expression, clearly under the effect of mind control.

      “Oh crap! That’s your mother!” Paige yelled. “I totally didn’t even notice what was on the screens… a creepy snake alien was right there.”

      Kelly watched in horror as the Nolmek shoved her struggling mother into a crystal tube and locked her in. Negative Nancy obediently stepped into the next pod. A few seconds after the cylinder closed, Nancy started pounding on the wall and saying bad words. Really bad words.

      “No! Mom!” shouted Kelly.

      Paige shook her. “Focus.”

      “What? They kidnapped my mother!”

      “We have to stay calm or it will get way worse.”

      Kelly sat up. “What do you mean worse?”

      “Right now, they’re still on Earth.”

      “Umm. What do you mean?”

      Paige pulled Kelly’s left arm closer so they could keep watching the screen. “After this room, I went down another hallway and overheard a couple of the scientists talking.”

      “They spoke English? That’s kinda stupid.”

      “I dunno. I think they have the translators on so they can give commands to humans. Or maybe they don’t want people to accidentally catch them speaking alien.” Paige shook her head. “Never mind. Look, we have a big problem.”

      “No kidding. They have Mom!”

      “I mean… They’re scared.”

      “The Nolmek are scared? Are you for real?”

      “Totally. They’re changing their plans.”

      Kelly blinked. “Why didn’t you say something right away when I found you?”

      “Because!” Paige waved her hands over her head. “A scientist was right there listening to us. I had to act clueless or they might do something different. If the bad guys know the spy has their secrets, they change stuff.”

      “Okay, okay.” Kelly breathed in and out, trying to calm down. “What are they doing?”

      “It should all be in the recording. They said something about there being too many humans with animal leaves or something like that and the aliens are getting worried about superheroes kicking their butts.”

      “Animal leaves?” Kelly tilted her head. “What?”

      “That’s what he said. Too many animal leaves are appearing.”

      “Maybe anomalies?”

      Paige bit her lip. “Maybe.”

      “That’s what they call us. Supers. They didn’t expect people to get powers except for toughness so we can all stay alive on that other planet.”

      “Right. So, they said that there are too many supers, and it’s becoming dangerous for them. The process to make people tougher is taking way longer than they thought it would. They have a big boss somewhere who wants the Nolmek to collect everyone the crystals have turned into superheroes or villains now, put them in stasis pods, and move them to the main ship. They’re gonna take as many supers as they can and go home real soon, before too many of us get powers and kick their butts. Two percent of humans are already way more than the Nolmek here on Earth.”

      Kelly fumed. “Where’s Mom?”

      “They didn’t say exactly, but they probably take people from here to that big ship flying over San Francisco before going to wherever the main ship is.”

      “Why would they give us all this technology if they’re only here to kidnap us? How are we supposed to explain this to people in a way that makes sense?” Kelly pulled at her hair. “Argh. They’ve been implanting people to be loyal. That one thing said ‘loyalty processing.’ What if no amount of evidence changes their minds?”

      Paige thought for a moment. “They flew a long way across the universe. Nothing they gave to humans is even close to that tech. Tech they let us have is probably like Americans giving televisions to a primitive tribe in the jungle somewhere that hasn’t seen outsiders in 200 years. TV is no big deal to us, but mind-blowing to people who think light bulbs are sorcery.”

      “Okay, that’s a good start but we’ll need to break that loyalty programming. Evidence won’t do that.” Kelly looked down at the holographic monitor. Paige appeared to be standing right inside the door to a control room that had a huge screen across the innermost wall. A group of serpent-type Nolmek discussed the commander’s order to accelerate the plan and collect as many ‘viable specimens’ as possible within two weeks.

      “Doesn’t matter. They couldn’t possibly have done that to too many people by now. They haven’t been here long enough. We need to do something fast. And we’re gonna need help.”

      They stared at each other for a few seconds.

      Both said, “The Aegis,” at the same time.
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      Igor the Red figured out how to copy the video file from the camera badge wirelessly.

      The girls sat on the big sectional in the Aegis’ lounge while the video they captured played on the massive TV. Phoenix, Mindfreeze, and Bullet Man all watched in rapt silence. Kelly looked away when the console showing her mother being abducted came on screen. The camera had recorded the entire ‘mission,’ including the twenty-two minutes Paige stood trapped in an energy cube while a Nolmek scientist studied her—and the kids fighting their way out. Mindfreeze couldn’t watch Snotrocket at all. Even listening to the gloopy splattering sounds nearly made her hurl. Igor showed no reaction to the slime, his gaze intent, as if trying to memorize every detail of the Nolmek technology. Every so often, Phoenix muttered, “Aww, man, that’s nasty.” Bullet Man laughed, thinking the snot funny.

      As soon as the camera zoomed in super close on Kelly’s back for the flight home, Igor stopped playback. The video contained the entire discussion that Paige observed where the scientists went over their emergency plan to capture as many supers as possible over the next two weeks, then flee Earth before the ‘workers could revolt.’ Their senior scientists predicted that humans would probably lose trust in the Nolmek within six months, and become hostile soon after. They had insufficient data to predict how superheroes would change this timeline, but guessed they would speed it up. Already, they estimated their rate of ‘loyalty processing’ would not be able to generate enough humans willing to defend the Nolmek against the rapid spread of truth.

      Consequently, their commander ordered them to collect as many viable workers as possible, including kittens possessing super powers, so they could leave before the humans ‘woke up.’

      “This is bad.” Bullet Man stood, shaking his head and pacing around. “Real bad.”

      “I will share this video with all of our associates across the world.” Igor picked up the wireless keyboard, which in his hands looked like a child’s toy.

      “Once we get this video out there to the media, it should make the difference.” Phoenix patted the girls on the shoulder. “Amazing job, you guys. Are you sure you’re only nine?”

      Paige raised a hand. “I’m ten.”

      “How long is it gonna take?” Kelly peered up at him. “They’re already kidnapping people and moving them to that huge ship above us. Let’s go save them.”

      “Not quite yet.” Phoenix tapped a finger to his chin, also pacing. “If we attack them now, before that video spreads, it could turn everyone against us. We gotta give it at least a couple days.”

      “Uploading now.” Igor poked a key. “Sending to all major media outlets and other official super teams.”

      “But people are already kidnapped.” Kelly stood. “We can’t leave them there.”

      “They’re frozen in cryo stasis,” said Bullet Man. “They won’t notice how long it takes.”

      “Kelly…” Phoenix took a knee in front of her. “What we’re talking about here is a major operation across the entire planet. This is not something one hero or even a single group of heroes can accomplish. We need to coordinate with every other group in the world as well as independents.”

      Paige raised her hand.

      Bullet Man chuckled. “Speak up, kiddo. This isn’t school.”

      “You should suggest a truce with supervillains, for only as long as it takes to fight the Nolmek.” Paige looked around at everyone. “The aliens are going to kidnap everyone, villain or hero. We’ll need all the help we can find. See if you can convince the other hero groups to leave the villains alone and work together.”

      “That is a noble idea.” Mindfreeze tapped her fingers on the sofa cushion. “Some may be inclined to help, but not all supervillains would care. Some might even want to help the aliens. The more superheroes they abduct, the fewer they have to worry about standing in their way.”

      “If there is one thing supervillains understand, it is that there is no loyalty among their kind,” said Igor. “They will know the Nolmek would betray them as soon as they could.”

      The adults got into a discussion about reaching out to villains for this operation, as well as planning with other super groups to move against the aliens all at the same time. Phoenix mentioned that the Aegis, as well as other supers, had been gradually uncovering the locations of hidden processing facilities along the West Coast and into the Midwest.

      Kelly pretended to agree with their idea to plan and not act right away. To avoid raising too much suspicion, when Phoenix suggested she go home and wait for them to contact her, she complained about them not seeing ‘the kid’ as a real hero—but didn’t push too much. Only enough to make it seem like she didn’t want to rush out of there as much as she did.

      She quietly watched them debate tactics, how to reach out to villains, whether they should hit the processing facilities or the ships first, and which ships to target as priorities. As soon as it seemed that the grown-ups had forgotten entirely about the two children in the room, Kelly took Paige’s hand and led her out onto the patio.

      “Wait. We’re leaving?” whispered Paige. “You’re seriously going to wait while they have your mom?”

      “Of course not. I’m gonna do something now.”

      Paige whistled. “Wow. For a second there I almost thought you were going to be smart and mature.”

      “I…” Kelly blinked, staring at her. “Am smart and mature. But this is my mother.”

      “The same mother who tried to murderize you.”

      “We’re past that. I’m over it.”

      “Are you?”

      Kelly looked down. “I’d never been so scared in my life. But I believe she honestly expected me to find it fun, like an adventure, and definitely escape.”

      “Little twisted.”

      “Yeah. But she promised not to use any more deathtraps on me.”

      Paige set her hands on her hips. “Did she promise not to kidnap me again?”

      “Not exactly.”

      “Grr.”

      Kelly turned her back. “Hop on. I promise I’ll talk to her about you. Besides, she probably wouldn’t even try now, anyway.”

      “Are you sure?” Paige grabbed on.

      “Yeah. You’re not the norm who has a superhero friend anymore. Next time she kidnaps someone to get me to go somewhere, it’s probably going to be Alexis.”

      Paige laughed. “Are you serious?”

      Kelly lifted into the air. “Yeah. Irony factor. My former bully, now someone I’m kinda okay with. Making me save the girl who used to torment me would be something my mother would do.”

      “But didn’t she think Alexis’ parents were being cruel to her and like reprogram them into being nice to her?”

      “Yeah. She’s still a mom. But that doesn’t mean she wouldn’t kidnap her for a good enough supervillain reason.”

      “Kell?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Your family is totally weird.”
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      Kelly raced home, landing in the backyard a little after seven.

      “Crap!” whispered Paige. “I didn’t go home for dinner. I’m gonna be in so much trouble.”

      “We have bigger problems.”

      “Alien abduction?”

      “That, too. I mean, it’s a school night.” Kelly thrust her arms out to either side. “Tomorrow’s Monday. We have to save Mom, beat up the aliens, and get home before nine.”

      “You are ridiculous.”

      “No I’m not.”

      Paige followed her into the house. “How can you even care about bedtime when people are being kidnapped? Superheroes don’t let bad guys win because they’re up past their bedtime.”

      “How many superheroes are nine?”

      “Umm. One. You. I’m ten, remember?”

      Kelly stopped halfway down the hall to the living room. Zorthax and Bob sat on the couch watching a movie. Why am I in the house looking for Dad? She whirled around and rushed to the lair, but didn’t find her father anywhere down there, so she hurried back to the elevator to find Paige waiting for her with two burritos, one of which she held out as an offering.

      “Your robot mother told my parents I had dinner here.” She bit her burrito. “Now, that isn’t a lie.”

      “C’mon.” Kelly grabbed the offered burrito, pulled Paige back onto the elevator, and went up.

      She chomped on her dinner while storming into the house to the living room. “Guys. Where’s Dad?”

      The henchmen shrugged.

      “Grr.” Kelly lost a few minutes walking around in circles thinking before hurrying up to her room and sending a Corkboard message to Mike and Ryan: Guys. Need you. Super team time! After clicking the button, she ran downstairs and waited outside on the front stoop.

      Ryan arrived first about six minutes later, already in costume. He jogged up the sidewalk and cut across the front lawn. “What’s up?”

      “Where’s Mike?” asked Kelly.

      “Not sure. My parents are cool with me doing hero stuff, but I gotta be home by ten. Mike’s probably sneaking out his bedroom window.”

      Paige gasped. Kelly didn’t really like the idea of making a kid break parental rules, but her mother had been abducted, so she’d tolerate a lot of rule-bending she normally wouldn’t.

      “What’s up?” asked Ryan.

      Kelly started explaining the situation, but stopped and restarted a few minutes later when Mike arrived. “So, basically, the aliens have my mom. We have to do something now since the grown-up heroes are too scared.”

      “Maybe they’ve got a good reason to wait?” asked Mike.

      “I dunno. This is my mom, and I am only nine, so it’s normal for me to act without thinking things through.”

      Ryan tilted his head, mouth open. “Umm. Didn’t your mother try to kill you?”

      “Not really. She just put me in an elaborate deathtrap with a big laser and spinny saws.”

      “Isn’t that the same thing?” asked Mike.

      Paige shrugged. “Her mom knew she’d get away. It’s kinda different.”

      “She knocked me out. If she really wanted to hurt me, she would’ve done it when I was totally helpless, not use a super-slow death machine. So. Yeah. We gotta do something.”

      “The Aegis are grown-ups. If they’re waiting, maybe we should, too.” Ryan fidgeted.

      “They’re scared.” Kelly gazed up at the giant ship. “I think they’re too afraid of what people think of them and not afraid enough of people being hurt. The Nolmek could hit a button at any minute and disappear from Earth. One of them said it took like ten years to get here. If they take my mom out into space, I’ll never see her again.”

      “Okay. I’m in.” Ryan nodded. “But I gotta be home by ten.”

      “Me too,” said Mike.

      “How late can you stay out?” asked Paige.

      “Doesn’t matter. I’m already gonna get grounded for leaving without asking.” Mike chuckled. “What about you?”

      “I gotta be inside by nine, but Kell’s mom is missing so I don’t mind getting grounded to help her.”

      “And the person who’d ground me is the one who’s kidnapped. I don’t think I’m going to get in trouble for saving her.” Kelly pointed at Ryan. “Make a snot boat and I’ll carry us up.”

      “Snot boat?” asked Ryan. “Eww.”

      Paige gagged.

      Kelly biffed herself in the forehead. “Sorry. Ice boat. I think I’m mentally scarred from booger overload.”

      Ryan held his hands out, projecting a stream of ice until he’d made a somewhat-boat-shaped object the three of them could fit in, complete with a handle so Kelly could carry it from above them.

      “That thing is pretty high up. Are we going to be able to breathe so far off the ground?” asked Mike.

      “No problem here. I was on the Moon just fine. So, don’t worry about me passing out and dropping you. If you guys feel funny or pass out, I’ll hurry back down.”

      Everyone nodded.

      “We’re doing something dumb, aren’t we?” asked Paige.

      “Probably.” Kelly sighed. “And yeah, it might make things worse, but I can’t let those butthead aliens take Mom.”

      “Right on.” Mike high-fived her.

      “Let’s do it.” Ryan shot a little more ice into their boat to reinforce it.

      Kelly grabbed the handle and lifted off, flying pretty much directly upward at the enormous flying disc while looking down at her friends every few minutes to make sure none of them became woozy. The kids all appeared fine, even as they reached the lower edge of the cloud layer.

      “Wow. So cool.” Mike wafted his hand back and forth. “I’ve never touched a cloud before.”

      “I’m more impressed we’re this high up and haven’t fainted.” Ryan threw small blue energy bolts into the cloud that set off tiny snowstorms.

      “We’ve all got to have some level of toughness power.” Paige exhaled into her hands, rubbing them for warmth. “I stepped on broken glass without shoes on and it didn’t cut me. Didn’t even hurt.”

      Kelly gazed up at the massive field of metal looming closer and closer. The alien ship had to be miles wide. Its overall shape resembled a Frisbee: wide, thin, and flat. A spot at the middle about a third the size of the ship appeared darker than the rest. Round ports bigger than city blocks formed a ring at the edge of the color shift. They appeared to be rocket engines, but didn’t glow. Unsure if they sat dormant or merely didn’t emit visible flames, Kelly avoided going anywhere near them. Hot downblast from any sort of thrust would melt the boat.

      A series of rectangular hatches near the bullseye center, far inside the thruster ring, looked like stereotypical shuttle bay doors. She could probably break them open, but that ship had to contain thousands of Nolmek. Nowhere near as many as a craft this big could hold, but the majority of the space inside had to be intended for storing captive humans. After all, the aliens had come here planning to abduct pretty much everyone.

      Still, there would be way too many Nolmek on that ship to fight all of them. And if an alarm went off, they might leave Earth while Kelly and her friends remained on board.

      No. We have to be quiet, find Mom, and get out.

      “They’re not launching fighters,” said Ryan.

      Mike spent a moment looking around. “We’re too small. Probably can’t see us.”

      “It’s me,” whispered Paige. “Something about my powers makes people not notice me. Mr. Potts didn’t realize I was sitting right in front of him until I spoke to him. I think having me here is making us kinda invisible. Not literally invisible, but maybe the aliens technically see us, but ignore us.”

      “They haven’t shot us down or sent out attack ships yet, so you could be right.” Ryan smiled.

      “Such an optimist.” Mike started to laugh but quieted himself.

      Kelly flew higher. As they neared the ship, the reason for the color change became apparent: the outer two-thirds of the craft had almost mirror-finished shiny metal plating while the center appeared dark due to being a hollowed area like an upside-down bowl made of non-shiny metal. She steered for an open spot between two of the gargantuan thruster ports, in case they gave off dangerous energy or invisible rocket fire.

      At about 2,000 feet away from the ship, the air vibrated with a powerful roar coming from above, a sound like a great waterfall crashing over rocks. The closer they flew, the louder it became. When she reached fifty feet below the ship, the noise had grown to almost overpowering, strong enough that their ice boat vibrated from the sonic energy in the air. Having such a massive ship above her created the disorienting effect of feeling upside down over the ground. Ryan scrambled to fix cracks, which made Kelly fly faster in hopes of finding a way into the ship before their vessel disintegrated.

      Paige’s lips moved, but the continuous growl of the massive ion thrusters drowned her out.

      Mike flailed and pointed, screaming something Kelly couldn’t hear. She rapidly looked around for approaching danger, but the skies remained calm. The vibration increased, the boat shaking so violently that all three passengers slipped and fell seated. A square of light up ahead, deep within the hollow, appeared to be a way in. Desperate to get there before the ice boat broke apart, Kelly risked more speed.

      As soon as they passed the bottom edge of the outer ring, the overpowering noise abruptly stopped to silence.

      Her friends all gasped in awe, gazing around at a cavernous hollow that had to be at least a mile across. It felt as though they’d flown into an upside-down Grand Canyon. Metal walls forty or fifty stories tall surrounded them, studded with towers, pylons, pipes, blinking lights, and of course, rocket engines large enough to swallow skyscrapers like pretzel sticks.

      “How did that happen?” whispered Ryan.

      “What?” asked Paige and Mike at the same time.

      “All that noise just stopped.”

      “Some kind of alien thruster technology,” said Kelly. “They probably don’t want to hear all that noise inside the ship so they have a way to cancel it.”

      She flew toward the glowing square, cubby in the side about halfway up from the bottom edge. It turned out not to be a door, but a cube-shaped hollow where numerous openings of various sizes and shapes dotted the wall. Stains near some suggested they’d found a drain of some kind, but the pipes could offer them a way inside.

      “This better not be their toilet,” said Paige. “Snot was bad enough. I’m not dealing with alien poo.”

      Kelly set the boat down inside the hollow, the platform big enough to hold her house, and gazed up at the array of openings. Pipes as well as square ducts, some so large a car could drive into them, others too small for the kids to crawl in. She pointed at one near the middle. “The square hole there looks the cleanest. I think it’s an air vent.”

      “Looks okay.” Mike shrugged.

      Kelly flew up and landed inside a shaft that had enough space for her to stand in, though her fluffy hair did touch the top.

      Ryan made an ice stairway, and the others followed him up.

      “Thanks for helping,” whispered Kelly.

      The kids nodded at her.

      She went first, walking into the vent cautiously, on guard for traps, laser beams, or anything else that might cause a problem. Surprisingly, the passage contained nothing dangerous, or anything that looked like an alarm trigger. After a short uphill walk, they wandered among duct tunnels, taking random turns for a while before emerging in a high-ceilinged room full of large metal boxes, each one big enough to hold two cars.

      “Some kind of storage room,” whispered Paige.

      Kelly walked left, following the widest gap between the stacked containers. She stepped out into the open, but stopped short when what she thought had been a column to hold up the ceiling moved.

      A thirty-foot tall humanoid robot turned to face her, taking one step that shook the floor.

      Paige, Mike, and Ryan bumped into her from behind.

      “What’s up?” asked Paige.

      “What’d you stop for?” asked Mike.

      “Oof,” said Ryan.

      “Intruders detected,” said the robot. It pointed its fists at them, laser gun barrels telescoping out from both forearms.

      “Oh, this is going to hurt,” said Paige.
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      Before the robot could melt down her friends, Kelly flung herself into a flying punch.

      She crashed against its chest, feeling somewhat like a hamster attacking a grown man. However, her hit knocked the huge machine back enough that the laser blasts went over her friends’ heads and left glowing orange spots on the wall.

      Paige disappeared. Mike ran to the left. Ryan ran to the right. Kelly zipped off to one side and charged in with another punch.

      The giant robot swatted her out of the air, its hands moving at surprising speed given their size. She barely realized she’d been hit before she crashed into a wall halfway across the cargo hold from where she’d been, denting the metal. Seeing the robot like fifty yards away surprised her. It hadn’t felt like she’d traveled that far in an instant.

      Oof. That thing is strong.

      Ice blasts shot upward from between the big cargo boxes, though they didn’t appear to bother the robot too much. The dent in the middle of its chest gave Kelly hope. She peeled herself out of the hole she’d made in the wall and flew in for another attack. Again, the robot went to swat her aside like a mosquito, but she expected it and swerved down under the massive metal hand, heading for a seam in the armor on the chest plate.

      She grabbed on and pulled at the thick metal plating, ripping one of the sections away from the frame. The big robot swung its arm inward. Kelly jumped up in time to avoid being grabbed, flying into a punch that knocked its huge head back. The titan staggered, recovering its balance after two steps. Pelting ice bolts stopped. Rather than throw missiles at it, Ryan focused on the joints, trying to pack the openings in the armor to slow it down.

      Kelly zipped in to kick it in the face, but ate another slap that launched her across the cargo bay, spinning head over legs. She hit the wall again, this time upside down.

      “I really don’t like this thing.”

      Ice exploded into a rain of small pieces falling from its elbows and knees as the enormous metal segments crushed their way free. Ryan kept refilling the joints as fast as they broke clear. His efforts didn’t paralyze the robot, but the added load of having to break ice reduced its speed and strength. The dent Kelly made in the wall the second time appeared much shallower.

      The robot emitted an electronic growl and picked up a cargo box, revealing Mike. Ice shards dripped from the joints in its left arm as it swung the huge limb downward, pounding at the boy.

      “No!” shrieked Kelly, flinging herself into supersonic flight, trying to intercept.

      The robot’s fist stopped on contact with Mike’s head, giving off a resounding thud that shook the entire cargo bay. He remained unhurt, unmoved. Not even the floor under him dented. Kelly blasted through the robot’s chest like a living bullet, setting off a sonic boom shockwave. She stopped a few inches shy of crashing into the back wall and whirled around.

      Her attack had left a small—relatively—hole that spewed sparks and dark liquid from both sides of the giant mecha. Mike had derp face. Ryan lay on his back, both hands clamped over his ears. Paige, visible, stumbled around in a disoriented stupor.

      “Oops,” muttered Kelly. “Flying faster than sound inside is probably a bad idea.”

      The robot shuddered, but didn’t go down. It pivoted its upper body and punched at the nearest intruder: Paige.

      Kelly screamed; despite knowing she couldn’t possibly get there fast enough, she started flying anyway.

      Paige looked up an instant before a black metal fist bigger than a semi-tractor flattened her. The robot’s knuckles smashed into the floor with a brief purple flash of light. In less than a second, Kelly went from shock, to heartbreak, to pure rage. No longer caring about shockwaves, she plowed supersonic into the side of its head, blasting another hole through it. After coming out the other side, she pulled around in a tight turn, screaming past clenched teeth from the effort it took to corner at that speed.

      The robot wobbled on its feet.

      Ryan created a vast ice patch on the ground under the giant.

      Kelly snarled, gearing up for another bullet pass, tears streaming out of her eyes—but a flicker of purple light caught her eye. Paige appeared out of thin air, staring at her hands in awe. A second later, she disappeared and reappeared a short distance to the left in a crackle of purple lightning. The same weird lightning that surrounded her when Mindfreeze teleported her.

      In an instant, Kelly’s ‘I don’t care anymore’ rage evaporated to crippling relief—but she kept crying, now out of happiness.

      Oh, no way! Paige can ’port! Mindfreeze’s group power must have clashed with hers. She’s not dead!

      Momentarily forgetting about the thirty-foot-tall robot, Kelly swooped down and hugged her friend.

      “Ack!” yelled Paige. “Get mushy later, fight now!”

      Ryan peppered ice comets at the robot’s face, trying to make it back off, but the machine didn’t react much. Kelly ran at it, jumping into the air after a few steps, flying only inches above the ground to avoid it swatting her aside. Without going supersonic, her body didn’t pierce its armor, but she crashed against its shin hard enough to knock the leg out from under it.

      The robot wheeled around like a top before crashing over onto its back. The boom of it hitting the floor seemed so loud, people probably heard it in Los Angeles. It struggled, waving its arms and kicking, but didn’t appear capable of standing back up on its own.

      She swooped around and landed by her friends. “We need to get out of this room, fast.”

      “Yeah.” Mike wiped sweat off his forehead. “I got punched by Gigatron and it didn’t hurt.”

      “That thing’s not Gigatron,” said Paige. “It’s not made of five separate tiger robots.”

      “Whatever. It’s the same size.” Mike shrugged.

      A clank came from the robot.

      Kelly spun to face it.

      A pod on the side of the giant’s arm had snapped open, revealing the nose cones of six small missiles. No sooner had Kelly realized what she looked at than it fired the rockets all at once. The projectiles spread out, gleaming red lines strung between them forming a net. Unimpressed, she put herself in front of her friends to block. The net stopped on her, unable to budge Übergirl; however, the sides swung around and collected the other three kids, smushing them into her back and wrapping all four of them up in a bundle.

      The cluster of kids rolled to the side, leaving Kelly face-down on the floor with everyone else on top of her. Thin lines of Naazlian crystal hovered in front of her eyes. The ground rumbled from the robot’s resumed—and highly unsuccessful—attempts to stand back up. Mike and Ryan grunted. Kelly squirmed, pulling her arms out from under her and grabbing the net. She tugged, but couldn’t snap the spaghetti-thin strand.

      “I hate this stuff!”

      The other three surrendered to panic, screaming and thrashing at the netting. Kelly focused on one spot, grasping the cord in both hands and trying to tear it. The alien material didn’t give. Being squished into her friends and unable to escape a flexible prison felt way too much like her day spent trapped in Brittany Chang’s book bag. Fear chipped away at her and she sensed herself slipping into panic, tugging harder and harder with increasing desperation.

      Seconds before she screamed, a moment of zen calm came out of nowhere.

      None of her friends had any chance of breaking this net. If Übergirl didn’t have the strength to do it, they certainly couldn’t. But she had to be strong enough. Her friends depended on her. Her Mom depended on her. Calling on the same tenacity she always used to resist crying while Alexis and the others tormented her, she gritted her teeth and snarled.

      Thud.

      Kelly peered up from the gleaming red strand inches in front of her face, her eyes focusing on the blurry robot a second later. The giant mecha rose to its feet, making a fist. “Umm. Guys? We have a big problem.”

      “I can’t see anything,” mumbled Mike. “My face is squished into someone’s back.”

      Paige teleported out of the bundle, reappearing off to the side. “Hey, butthead!”

      The robot turned to look at her.

      She stuck her thumbs in her ears, waving her fingers at it while raspberrying. “Bet’cha can’t catch me!”

      Paige leaving the net gave the other three a little room to move. Kelly squirmed around and got her boot into the net-breaking action, but even with two hands and a foot, the Naazlian crystal mesh didn’t want to snap.

      Wham!

      The robot punched the floor so hard the kids bounced a few inches into the air.

      “Ha ha!” called Paige. “Missed me. I’m over here.”

      “Chillout,” said Kelly. “Can you make a knife?”

      Ryan held out a hand. Ice extended from his fingers in the shape of a small sword. “How’s this?”

      Wham!

      Again the kids bounced. The robot emitted an electronic growl. Sparks and fluid dripped from both places where Kelly had bored tunnels into its frame, but the damage didn’t appear to have slowed it down much at all. Of course, being tiny did have its drawbacks. The holes didn’t look that big compared to the robot, no worse than an arrow wound to a person.

      She grabbed the sword, which felt as light a plastic toy, and sawed at the Naazlian mesh. The thin red cord chewed the blade away like a wire cutting cheese. “Grr. Can you make it denser?”

      Ryan clasped both of his hands around hers where she gripped the sword. His eyes lit up with blue light that also surrounded his forearms. The damaged part of the blade filled back in, then the sword shimmered and darkened to a beautiful sapphire hue.

      Wham!

      “Over here now,” said Paige, laughing.

      Heavy thudding footsteps went in circles.

      “Make it denser. It still doesn’t feel like a real weapon.”

      Ryan grimaced. Sweat beaded on his forehead. He growled. The sword crackled, giving off high-pitched squeals. The ice darkened more, turning indigo. It almost weighed enough in her grip to feel like it had been made out of metal.

      “More,” whispered Kelly. “If you can.”

      “Why aren’t Nolmek all over us?” asked Mike.

      “Probably because they think the robot is chasing rats. Or, maybe it’s Paige.”

      “It is chasing Paige,” yelled Ryan.

      Kelly sighed out her nose. “No, I mean her power making them not pay attention to us.”

      Wham!

      “Too slow,” singsonged Paige.

      The mecha gave off a loud electronic growl that sounded like two big pieces of metal scraping over each other.

      “Can robots get so angry they drop dead?” asked Mike.

      Louder squeals came from the blade as it darkened to near black. Ryan slumped over to the side, exhausted. Kelly hefted the small sword, quite noticeable in weight. Eyes wide in hope, she sliced it at the strand—and cut it. Shouting a cry of victory, Kelly slashed upward, tearing a big hole in the Naazlian mesh.

      The boys scrambled off her back, crawling free. Kelly set the blade down and pulled the netting off herself while Mike grabbed the sword. He strained, but couldn’t pick it up. It didn’t even move.

      “Holy cow.” Mike gawked. “That thing’s ridiculous.”

      “Kell,” rasped Ryan. “Get it away from us. It’s gonna explode. I can’t keep holding it together.”

      “’Kay!” She scooped up the blade and charged at the robot, again leaping into the air at the last second to avoid it smacking her across the room.

      The machine focused entirely on trying to crush Paige, ignoring Kelly. She didn’t bother slicing it on the way up since the tiny sword wouldn’t cut deep enough into that armor to matter. She did, however, stab the weapon into the robot’s right shoulder and leave it there while flying past it.

      Despite the blade only being about twelve inches long, its weight pulled the robot to the side in a drunken stagger. Kelly dove over its head, scooped Paige up, and flew with her to the back corner of the room.

      Boom.

      Kelly cringed at the tremendous explosion, using her body to shield Paige as much as she could.

      Clank!

      The girls looked up at a fifteen-foot-long giant robot arm embedded in the wall above them, the shoulder end blasted into tattered strips of ice-covered metal.

      “That’s gonna fall on us,” said Paige. “Bye.” She vanished in a purple flash.

      Mike let out a battle cry and charged the one-armed robot. He jumped on its left foot and clung, pinning that leg to the ground. Strained mechanical noises came from the mecha’s actuators as it tried to move, but couldn’t, as though its foot had been nailed to the floor.

      “Whoa,” whispered Kelly.

      She’d once picked Mike up and carried him out of the road. It had been really hard to do, way heavier than that super-dense sword, but she’d moved him. Watching a huge robot stuck in place by an eleven-year-old boy made her laugh. It would be like a rat sitting on Dad’s foot and weighing so much he couldn’t escape.

      A one-armed robot that couldn’t turn around couldn’t slap her out of the air.

      It bent down and grabbed him, but also couldn’t pluck him away.

      Kelly circled around and attacked from behind, flying into the hole she’d made in the torso. Once inside, she grabbed or smashed anything that glowed, spun, looked important, or just happened to be in front of her. Seconds after the destruction began, an electrical discharge went off with a bang. Lightning surrounded her. A taste like pennies filled her mouth, and her skin stung like she’d belly-flopped off a high dive. The robot stopped moving and fell forward, landed on its head, and careened over to the side.

      She fought her way through the wreckage, kicking a new hole in the armor to climb out.

      Her three friends looked at her—and cracked up laughing.

      Mike hit the floor, holding his belly.

      “What?” asked Kelly.

      “Your hair!” said Paige, between giggles.

      Kelly peered up. Her majestic floof had decided to stand up on end, forming a huge red sphere around her head, small sparks dancing around in it. She laughed for a few seconds before touching her bare hand to the robot and grounding herself. Once her hair draped back to normal, she jumped down to land in front of her friends.

      “C’mon guys. Laugh at me later. Let’s get out of here before someone comes to see why the robot broke.”
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      At the back end of the cargo room, the kids forced their way into a small maintenance shaft, figuring the aliens wouldn’t look for them in there. The passageway appeared to be designed for small robots, or maybe human—or other alien—slaves, since it didn’t have enough room for warrior Nolmek. The scientists could fit, but going into places like this to fix machine stuff didn’t seem like the sort of thing they would do.

      The kids crawled for a while, Kelly in the lead. Whenever she reached an intersection, she chose direction randomly without any real idea of where to go. This ship is miles across. We could crawl around in here for days and never find anything.

      “Do you know where you’re going?” asked Paige.

      “No.”

      “Uhh,” said Mike.

      “This is dumb.” Paige sighed. “We need a plan.”

      “I know. Looking for any way out now.”

      She kept crawling, listening for sounds of activity. Eventually, the soft humming of a scientist Nolmek echoed in the passageway. The tone of it made her think of Dad happily painting robot miniatures.

      “Okay,” whispered Kelly. “We have to do something dangerous.”

      “I got that feeling when we fought Gigatron’s cousin,” said Mike.

      “Or flew up above the clouds,” whispered Ryan.

      “What kind of dangerous is it this time?” Paige frowned.

      Kelly peered over her shoulder at them, not seeing much but her hair. “This ship is huge. Mom could be anywhere. I hear a scientist. We’re gonna capture him and make him tell us where they’re keeping her.”

      “Those guys mind control. That’s cheating,” whispered Mike.

      “I know. If there’s only one, it won’t be bad. It only works on me for like fifteen seconds before my resistance makes it stop. Wisp is immune. Chillout and Inertia, you guys are probably vulnerable to it but, you also can’t hurt me and can’t see Paige if she hides. So, this might be annoying, but we’ll beat him.”

      Silence.

      “It’s either that or we crawl around in this ship for days.”

      “Fine,” said Paige. “Let’s do it.”

      Kelly crawled onward, following the happy humming. As soon as the sound started to get quieter, she stopped and backed up. It took her a second to spot a thin seam in the ceiling overhead, a trapdoor or hatch for a maintenance robot.

      “No wonder we haven’t seen any way out. They’re hidden.”

      “I don’t see anything,” whispered Paige.

      “Can you see the lines on Robo-Mom’s face?”

      Paige shook her head. “No.”

      “That’s ironic. I used to wear telescope lenses for glasses and be unable to see anything more than three feet in front of me without them. Now I have super eyes.”

      “Well you are Übergirl,” said Mike. “Is there anything you can’t do?”

      “Yeah.” Paige snickered. “Be patient when the Aegis says we need to wait.”

      Kelly made a pouty face at her.

      “Mostly kidding. Adults are usually right, but they’re not perfect.” Paige patted her on the butt. “Go.”

      “You just patted me on the butt.”

      “It’s in my face. Open the stupid door and let’s ambush a snake alien already,” whispered Paige.

      Kelly grinned, braced her hand on the ceiling, and pushed. The rectangular hatch popped open, slightly bent. She jumped up into a room part way between office and lab. One Nolmek scientist working at a large computer station jumped back in surprise, his snake body twitching.

      The other three kids climbed out behind her.

      She pointed at him. “You’re going to tell us where the supers you’re kidnapping are.”

      “Ahh, silly kittens.” The scientist slithered back from the console to face them, bringing his tiny hands together in front of his chest—or at least the thicker part of his tube body. “What are you doing out of your cells? Honestly…” He shook his head. “What is wrong with the staff here, letting the creatures out of their pens all the time?”

      Kelly took a step closer. “We’re not going to let you kidnap people.”

      “Go cheesier,” whispered Paige.

      “Fiend! Your evil plan stops now,” said Kelly in a dramatic voice.

      “Better,” said Paige.

      The scientist rolled his eyes.

      Kelly felt like it would be really cool to stand there doing nothing.

      Mike grabbed her from behind, lifted her off her feet, and held on.

      A huge block of ice formed around Paige—but she disappeared in a purple flicker, leaving a girl-shaped hollow.

      Kelly smiled at the nice Nolmek master… for about eight seconds before she realized he controlled her. Snarling, she squirmed in Mike’s arms, pedaling her legs at the air. Her flight ability lacked the strength to overwhelm his inertial power, and she dangled with her feet a few inches above the floor, so couldn’t pick him up. Attempting to push his arms open gave her a mild headache.

      Drat! The scientist is still trying to control me.

      It seemed whatever energy it took her to fight off the mind control weakened her a little, perhaps not too much but enough that she could no longer overwhelm Inertia’s refusal to move.

      The scientist slithered side to side, amused.

      Ryan stalked around the room, hunting for Paige, who’d gone invisible.

      “Get off me,” growled Kelly, still struggling.

      A Nolmek blaster floated up off the computer desk. Ryan thrust his arms out, creating another ice block with a Paige-shaped hollow the same instant a yellow stun blast hit the Nolmek in the back of the head. Purple light flashed inside the ice.

      The weight of attempted mind control lifted from Kelly’s brain. No longer having to use a portion of her power to resist it, she had the strength to force Mike’s arms open wider and drop down to her feet. Ryan encased her in ice, which she promptly broke out of. A soft hiss came from the room’s only door as it slid open. Eight Warrior Nolmek rushed in and pointed blasters at the three visible kids.

      Kelly picked up a chunk of ice, hurling it at one. The block bounced off his head with a dull thud, knocking him out. He flew back, dragging two other aliens to the floor. Ryan projected an ice bolt at her. She ducked. Mike attempted to jump on her like a backpack again, but she dove to the side, leaving him tackling empty floor.

      A hail of stun bolts peppered her chest, slightly less irritating than electrified spitballs. Weaving around ice bolts, she ran at the Nolmek, jumping into a punch that sent another one off to dreamland—and to the other side of the room. He crashed into a computer console, crushing it and starting a small fire.

      Yellow stun beams came from a floating blaster, three shots to the chest knocked another warrior to the ground in a twitching, drooling heap.

      Mike ran at Kelly, trying to grab and hold her still again, but the four aliens near her didn’t realize he’d been controlled and lit him up with a barrage of stun bolts. He squeaked and fell flat on his face. Another refrigerator-sized ice block formed around Kelly. The aliens kept shooting her through it to little effect other than being annoying. Paige stunned another two warriors, causing the rest to open fire at the floating gun. It popped up spinning into the air and clattered to the floor amid a rain of stun beams that apparently didn’t hit anything but the wall.

      Ryan staggered to the side, holding his head. “I really hate mind control. Sorry. I’m okay now.”

      Kelly smashed the ice block off her upper body, still frozen from the waist down. “Me too. Please melt this.”

      He pointed at her. The remaining ice turned to water in an instant, splashing out over the floor where it flash-froze into a slick under the remaining three warriors, who promptly slipped and wiped out. More ice appeared on top of them, securing them to the floor while leaving their heads exposed so they could breathe.

      “Wow. You’re getting good at ice control.” Kelly gave him a thumbs-up.

      “Thanks.”

      “Ice is way cooler than snot,” said Paige from somewhere behind them.

      “Well, yeah.” Ryan folded his arms. “Ice is cold.”

      Paige and Kelly both sighed while he laughed.

      The scientist moaned.

      A blaster floated up off the floor and shot the scientist. Paige appeared holding it, lowered her arm, and frowned. “This is going about as wrong as possible.”

      “You like totally didn’t get mind-controlled.” Ryan went to high-five Paige. “Awesome.”

      She smiled and slapped hands with him. “Thanks. I’ve spent the past twenty years developing an immunity to mind control.”

      “Umm, what?” Ryan blinked. “You’re not that old.”

      Paige sighed at the ceiling. “Forget it. You need to watch some good movies.”

      Kelly ran over to Mike and pulled him up onto his knees. “He’s out. How long does it take the stunners to wear off?”

      “No clue,” said Ryan.

      Paige bit her lip. “I don’t really remember how much time passed after they stunned me. Couldn’t have been that long. Ten minutes?”

      Kelly carried Mike to a big chair and propped him up.

      He opened his eyes before she even let go of him. “Ow. That stung.”

      “Umm.” Paige pointed at him. “He’s definitely waking up faster than I did.”

      “Mike!” Kelly hugged him. “Are you okay?”

      “I think so. Feels like I got hit by a thousand bees. Sorry for grabbing you.”

      “It’s fine. Stupid mind control.” She grumbled.

      “So much for making the smart one talk.” Mike grunted, got to his feet, and stumbled over to the unconscious scientist, then kicked him in the head. “How are we going to find the supers now?”

      Paige pointed at the console. “Use the computer.”

      The kids approached the workstation, gazing in awe at the huge display screen covering one entire wall.

      “Whoa. Does this thing play MegaStation games?” asked Ryan. “Look at the size of that monitor.”

      Kelly held her left arm up, activating the mini-computer. “This should let me read the buttons. Maybe I can figure out the system.”

      “Look for like a map.” Paige leaned close so she could see the translation.

      Mike picked up a blaster.

      “Don’t push the red button. That kills. Just use yellow,” said Paige.

      “If we get attacked by another giant robot, I’m using the red button.” He took up a defensive position by the door. “Hack faster.”

      “Working on it.” Kelly scanned the big screen for anything that looked useful. “This might take a while.”

      “It’s almost eight. I don’t think we’re going to make it home in time for bed.” Paige elbowed her playfully.

      “Right now, being grounded is the last thing I’m worried about.” Kelly found a systems status module and opened it. “Keep an eye on that snake. If he twitches, zap him.”

      Paige pointed her blaster at him. “On it.”
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      The Nolmek computer system combined apparent simplicity with frustrating complexity.

      While its interface looked like something basic and fake that would show up in a Hollywood movie, it controlled a multi-layered menu that didn’t make any logical sense. Paige guarded the scientist, Mike watched the door, and Ryan added more ice to the warriors to make sure none of them got back up.

      Red gear-shaped holograms spun in response to Kelly’s swiping fingers. Blue-bordered boxes appeared, flying off to the side when she batted at them for not having anything useful. She eventually located a search function and used the translator in her bracer to enter words in the Nolmek language. Nothing worked until she got the idea to try ‘anomalies.’ Another hologram screen popped up with a map of the ship that resembled a fat donut cut up into thousands of tiny shapes around an inner circle mostly containing stuff like engines, power systems, and machinery. A large rectangular box at the ten-o’clock position on the outer donut area, about a mile in from the edge, lit up green.

      Text in the alien language appeared next to it, which the program Dad gave her translated to: anomaly containment. Kelly poked a ‘list’ button, and yet another hologram screen appeared covered in tiny pictures of people’s faces. Mom and Negative Nancy appeared near the end on the bottom row, suggesting they had been added recently.

      “This is it!” shouted Kelly.

      “How are we supposed to find that?” asked Paige. “It looks really far away from here.”

      Her hands shaking from nerves, Kelly attacked the computer, looking for how to copy the map to her bracer or some way to find where she wanted to go. A button labeled ‘direction assistant’ looked like the best option, so she pushed it. Alien text asked ‘where do you want to go?’ Kelly had no idea what to call that room. She stared at the question for a few seconds, then pressed her finger into the map hologram at the glowing spot.

      A pleasant electronic voice said something from the ceiling in the alien language that the mini-computer translated to ‘please wait.’

      “Wait for what?” muttered Kelly.

      The door opened with a sudden pssht.

      Startled, Paige fired another stun beam into the unconscious scientist, making the tip of his tail twitch.

      A basketball-sized flying robot glided into the room.

      Mike almost shot it. As in, he tried to shoot it, but missed.

      “Wait!” shouted Kelly. “I think that’s like a tour guide.”

      The floating ball-robot spoke a word in the alien language.

      Kelly looked at the hologram screen above her arm. “It’s going to lead us there. Come on!”

      Her friends ran behind her, following as the small robot zoomed along a wide corridor with dark metal walls angled inward, narrower at the ceiling than the shiny floor. Kelly had gotten used to being small, but this place made her feel tiny. The kids looked around in a mixture of awe and worry.

      The navigation robot took a left turn at a giant door, which opened automatically at their approach. Two Nolmek warriors standing guard on the other side pointed at the kids and shouted about escaped kittens, but didn’t even get their blasters out of their belts before going down in a hail of stun bolts from all four kids.

      The robot waited obligingly for the shooting to stop and resumed gliding along.

      “Do these things run out of ammo?” asked Ryan.

      “Dunno. I don’t think they have ammo. Maybe batteries.” Mike shrugged. “The stun beam probably uses less power than the laser.”

      Kelly trotted along behind the robot, tempted to pick up her friends and fly so they could go faster. After a few minutes, they reached a room that looked like a small subway station where six capsule-shaped cars sat on tube tracks. The robot flew over to one of the trams and hovered beside the door, so Kelly hurried over and got in.

      “This feels like a trap,” said Paige.

      “The ship is like five miles across. It makes sense for them to have transporters.” Mike hopped in.

      Paige shrugged and followed him.

      A handful of Nolmek warriors burst through the door the kids had entered from, shouting and starting to fire stun bolts. Ryan scrambled for cover inside the tram car. Kelly leapt into the doorway, blocking incoming beams with her body and using super-speed to catch a few in her hands, trying to protect her friends. Mike, Ryan, and Paige returned stunner fire until the doors closed and the capsule shot off down the tube.

      The silver orb hovered at the front end of the tram car, its one red lens-eye staring impassively at the children. It didn’t appear to care about them not being Nolmek. Behind it, a small windshield offered a view of the round ‘track’ the capsule raced along, but it felt like watching a movie rather than real life since the car didn’t experience any sense of motion, even when they shot around corners so fast they all really ought to have gone flying into the walls. Despite the view out the window, the tram capsule felt as though it stood completely still.

      Not a full minute later, they appeared to go from several hundred miles an hour to a dead stop in an instant. The side doors hissed as they snapped open. The robot exited into another room that looked like a tiny subway station where five other tube tracks held waiting capsules.

      The guide-bot led the kids out the left of three doors into another wide corridor that curved to the right. Alien squiggle writing on the wall translated to: Restricted area. Intruders will be !@(#&*.

      Kelly poked the symbols. “What does that mean?”

      A box popped up with text: no English equivalent found. The most probable meaning of this word refers to an extremely unpleasant punishment.

      “Forget I asked.” Kelly let her arm drop to her side.

      “This is a restricted area,” said Ryan in a sarcastic tone. “We should go back.”

      “Are they gonna do whatever that punishment is to us if we get caught here?” whispered Paige. “Or is that only for Nolmek?”

      “Let’s not find out.” Kelly walked faster.

      The robot stopped at another large door on the left side of the curve, and muttered in alien.

      Kelly glanced at the mini-computer, which translated to: destination reached. “We’re here.”

      An angry buzz came from the panel on the door when she touched it.

      “Guess we need to find an access code or something.” Mike also touched the panel, which buzzed.

      “I already have the password.” Kelly jammed her fingers into the tiny gap between the two halves of door and forced them open, shoving the massive slabs apart with a grating screech of metal-on-metal. Sparks exploded from panels on the inside wall.

      “Uh oh. I think you broke it.” Ryan chuckled.

      Kelly walked in, gazing around at a cavernous, rectangular room many times bigger than the football field at school. Stasis pods surrounded them on every wall, arranged on four stories of walkways, but most didn’t have people inside them. Roughly thirty or so supers had been locked in frozen stasis, though this chamber alone could hold about 200. At the center, a raised platform surrounded by a C-shaped railing contained curved computer stations and two Nolmek scientists.

      Both aliens appeared quite surprised to see the children.

      Paige shot them with stun beams as fast as she could pull the trigger.

      Mike and Ryan grabbed their heads, swaying. Kelly shook off a mild daze. Both scientists collapsed like deflating balloon animals, emitting soft wails. Paige ran over to the control station and shot them both again. While the boys also ran to the dais in the middle, Kelly flew around searching for Mom. Each pod had a small control panel with display screens as well as a big red button. The alien word on it translated to ‘emergency open.’

      When all three of her friends screamed at the same time, Kelly spun to look at the room.

      Nolmek warriors rushed in the door she broke, as well as from two other doors at the opposite end of the room. Her friends took cover behind the computers, firing stun blasts at the advancing alien army while dozens of incoming stun beams went overhead or hit the machinery near them.

      Kelly dove down from the third level walkway, flying into the bigger crowd of warriors. The occasional tingle came from stun bolts hitting her, though the beams had no effect. Her flying punch knocked an alien to the floor and sent him sliding into the ranks, bowling a dozen more off their feet as he slid past them. She zipped about as fast as she could go, punching and kicking any alien who came close in a whirl of constant attacking. Warrior Nolmek went flying each time she hit them, landing draped over the railings of the walkways or bouncing off the wall and falling to the floor.

      The ones she hit in the head stayed down, the rest groaned and got back up.

      Hands closed around her from behind, big enough to cover her from shoulder to thigh. One of the abnormally huge warriors with ink-black skin and lime-green eyes growled, struggling to contain her as she fought to push his grip open. He growled in anger as the battle of strength none-too-slowly went in her favor. Another Nolmek ran up in front to grab her, but she kicked him in the chin, launching him into the roof like a dart.

      Dozens of warriors overran the control area. They climbed their frozen comrades and tackled Ryan, two of them easily overpowering him while a third locked a Naazlian crystal power-stealing collar on him. Mike clamped his arms around his neck, blocking the aliens from collaring him. They struggled to pull his hands away or move him, but Inertia refused to move. Two others threw Ryan to the floor and handcuffed him.

      Kelly wrenched herself away from the alien holding her and punched him in the nose. The unconscious giant flattened a group of smaller warriors, pinning them to the floor. She spun in search of Paige, but didn’t see her anywhere. Somehow, she managed to hear a beep over the commotion of the fight.

      A stasis pod all the way up on the fourth level opened. The big red emergency button on the capsule next to it pushed itself.

      Go, Paige! Go!

      Another giant Nolmek grabbed Kelly’s arm.

      She swung herself around and kicked him in the side of the head. He staggered, dazed. Three more giants seized her by the arms and legs, stretching her out in an X. Screaming in anger, she fought and thrashed, dragging the huge aliens around in a group, but couldn’t get away from four of them at once. Whenever she pulled on her arm or leg, the big Nolmek stumbled toward her rather than loosen his two-handed grip on her limb. Four more giants jumped in to help out, burying her under a pile of angry, growling aliens.

      With eight Nolmek giants holding her down, they didn’t move so much as she squirmed. A ninth alien forced his way past the others and reached toward Kelly’s neck, opening a power-stealing collar. She strained to get away, making all eight of them groan from the effort it took to immobilize her. Even though she managed to overpower one of those collars before, it took a while… and she didn’t think the aliens would stop holding her after they put it on. That device would take away any chance she had of escaping.

      “Too many of them!” yelled Mike.

      One of the warriors grew frustrated and punched him in the face. The boy didn’t move. The alien, however, froze, gasping as if he’d broken his fingers.

      A second before the collar closed around Kelly’s neck, the big red crystal embedded in it abruptly went dark.

      “Huh?” The warrior pulled the device back from her and tilted it to examine.

      “Nope!” shouted Negative Nancy.

      The power-stealing collar on Ryan went dark. As soon as it did, a ring of ice spread outward from him, causing a whole crowd of Nolmek warriors to scramble and fall over. Dark blue ice covered his hands and forearms, freezing the binders locking his wrists together until they shattered.

      “Get off me!” shouted Kelly, squirming.

      All eight giants holding her kept squeezing. The normal sized one clutching the dead collar threw it to the floor in anger, pulled his blaster and pointed it at Nancy, but it didn’t fire when he clicked the button trigger. The same way Mom often did when the computer refused to do something she wanted, he rapidly clicked the trigger like thirty times, but the blaster didn’t go off. Kelly looked up at her mother’s friend, hoping to see Mom, but the woman stood next to a man in a painfully bright neon orange unitard.

      He pointed at Kelly.

      A fiery explosion went off under her, knocking the aliens away and flinging her face first into the ceiling hard enough to dent the metal. It didn’t hurt much, but the sudden stop stunned her for a few seconds while burning aliens below screamed in pain.

      “Boom,” yelled Mom. “Did you just explode my daughter?”

      “That’s Übergirl. I can’t hurt her… merely blasted the aliens off her. That was a heck of a pile-on.”

      Kelly floated down from the ceiling and yelled, “Thanks!”

      Ryan grabbed the dead collar around his neck and freeze-shattered it.

      The air erupted in a chaotic mess of yellow stun bolts, black negative beams, streaks of fire, blue ice bolts, random explosions, and even a few red lasers. At a tremendously loud meaty smack, Kelly spun around and locked stares with Massive. The last time she’d seen him, he’d tried to force-feed her asparagus. His armored dome of a helmet still had a small dent from where she’d spat the piece at him.

      Surprisingly, the huge guy waved at her, gave a friendly smile, then punched a giant Nolmek warrior so hard the alien shot across the room, blasted a hole in the wall—and two others after it—landing several rooms away. Kelly gulped, looking away. She could also hit them that hard if she wanted to. Being a villain, Massive didn’t care if he hurt the aliens, so he didn’t hold back.

      Given the complete chaos going on, this did not seem the proper place to yell at him for being mean. I hope he doesn’t kill them. A broken bone or two could probably be justified as punishment for attempting to kidnap every human on the planet for slave labor.

      Too much went on for her to pay attention to everything, so Kelly focused on the aliens closest to her, punching noses, kicking heads, and shooting stun beams at them whenever possible. Out of nowhere, it felt like a great idea to slug a guy she spotted wearing a green spandex suit. Giggling, Kelly zoomed at him and knocked the man senseless.

      Adults shouted about snake aliens, sounding kinda mad. Still laughing, Kelly drew a bead on a pretty blonde woman in white and blue… and stun-bolted her in the face. The woman gave off a short squeak of pain and collapsed unconscious. The nice Nolmek warriors stopped trying to grab her, though a whole bunch of bees came out of nowhere and covered her. They seemed friendly, wanting hugs and tickling her, so she ignored them and kept firing stun bolts at the grown-ups until some meanie’s energy beam destroyed it out of her hand.

      She couldn’t tell who did it, so she punched another woman in the head, launching her across the room past a few serpent-type Nolmek who had taken over the raised platform in the middle with the computer consoles.

      Another adult came close on her left side, so Kelly spun around, fist cocked, ready to make them go flying into sleepy time—but stopped when the woman locked stares with her. She seemed kinda familiar. No, really familiar. Someone important.

      Mom?

      “Sweetie,” said Mom, wide-eyed in fear and cringing away from the fist. “You know I adore it when you break the rules and misbehave, but I really need you to be bad now. Those silly alien snakes are telling you to hit me, and I want you to disobey them.”

      “Mom?” asked Kelly, blinking. She couldn’t dare hit her own mother. No way in heck. The mere thought of doing something like that made her feel awful. She let her arm drop at her side. “I can’t hit you.”

      Mom smiled. “That’s my girl.”

      The fog of mind control burst from her brain with a feeling like someone peeling plastic wrap off her head. “Grr. I hate mind control!”

      “I do, too, sweetie. Emotional manipulation is much more subtle and artful.”

      “You’re okay!” Kelly zipped into a hug that knocked Mom back a few steps, wrapping her arms and legs around her.

      Lasers, stun bolts, fire beams, and ice bolts crisscrossed in the air.

      “Oof! Easy dear. I’m kinda brittle.” Mom patted her on the back. “What’s going on?”

      “The aliens kidnapped you, so we came here to save you.”

      Mom appeared about to cry, but a stun bolt nearly parted her hair. She shot a withering glare at the Nolmek warrior responsible… and the huge alien collapsed to the floor, sobbing his eyes out.

      A few hot pokes hit Kelly in the back. “Ow.”

      “Drat. They’re trying to kill me,” said Mom. “Keep clinging to me. I don’t have armor.”

      She held on, finding the prodding of lethal laser beams about as irritating as the kid behind her in class constantly poking her with a wet finger.

      Mom stared at the two aliens trying to kill her. They stopped shooting, went blank-faced, then rushed at a Nolmek scientist slithering around in the crowd. The warriors proceeded to beat the heck out of the serpent while yelling about how much they loved Mom and wanted to protect her.

      “Mom, you can be kinda scary sometimes.”

      “Thank you, sweetie.”

      Another warrior Nolmek blurred by and made a hole in the wall like a big bullet. Massive took a running charge and pounded a giant green-eyed Nolmek over the head, driving the alien into the ground like a tent spike.

      Stasis pods on the third story walkway beeped one after the next as an invisible force pushed each ‘emergency-open’ button as fast as a tween could run. Soon, all thirty-some-odd supers had emerged from cryonic suspension and joined in the fight… but more than half of them attacked other supers. At first, Kelly worried the grown-ups were being stupid, the heroes and villains fighting each other, but villains attacked villains, heroes attacked heroes. With a constant stream of Nolmek flooding in the doors, the supers fighting each other, and at least ten grown-ups already unconscious or injured, it looked like defeat approached rapidly.

      Kelly’s brain started to fog over again. “Mom! Help! They’re mind controlling me again!”

      “Nan!” shouted Mom. “Stop zapping people and get the snakes! They’re not listening to me.”

      As the urge to pound her fist up Mom’s nose grew stronger, Kelly leaned back and stared into her mother’s eyes. I can’t hit Mom. I can’t hit Mom. The same way that she experienced a sudden overpowering sense of happiness at seeing Paige that day, a surge of love for Mom hit her. Obviously, her mother used emotional manipulation powers on her. She didn’t resist, thinking it better than being mind-controlled.

      Unfortunately, the extreme ‘love your mother’ emotion left her unable to do anything more than cling to this woman she loved so darn much she sobbed. She refused to let go, even to help fight, too desperate to have her mother hold her.

      Black negative-energy beams came down from the fourth-story walkway. Negative Nancy ran away from a handful of warriors chasing her, pausing every few seconds to fire a beam at one of the serpents. She, too, had a manic-devoted look in her eyes, obviously under Mom’s influence to shield her from Nolmek control. A floating blaster pistol also on the fourth story sniped at the serpents, stunning them. With each serpent neutralized by a black beam or knocked senseless, more and more supers snapped out of the mind control.

      A huge bee swarm went by and engulfed two serpents. The warrior Nolmek, covered in toughened skin and body armor, didn’t seem to care about bees but the soft-skinned scientists screamed in agony and slithered off at high speed, flailing their arms, trying to get away from the stinging clouds.

      That blonde woman Kelly shot in the face swooped by on big white feathery wings. She extended her hands, projecting green energy beams into the bodies of supers who lay on the ground. Most of the time, they woke up.

      “Get the healer!” shouted one of the scientists at the console station, emitting a nearly visible pulse of pale energy. “Everyone! Focus on the healer!”

      Some ninety or so Nolmek and all twenty-six still-conscious supers—except Mom—turned to face the winged blonde. Kelly looked up at her, thinking it would be really fun to rip that woman’s wings off… but she loved Mom too much to let go of her. Negative Nancy also eyed the ‘angel’ with an evil glint in her eye.

      “Umm. Uh oh,” said the woman.

      The floating gun shot that scientist right in the ear, knocking him senseless. He fell draped over the computer console, large head swinging back and forth on the end of a limp noodle body. Kelly’s urge to hurt the winged woman stopped in an instant. Nancy shook her head rapidly as if breaking out of a mental fog.

      “Mom? I love you so much.”

      “I know, dear. I love you too.” Her mother appeared to be standing there doing nothing, but she likely continued influencing warrior Nolmek to fight other aliens while keeping Nancy and Massive loyal to her.

      “I mean like sooooo much.” Kelly squeezed her. “Like, if I let go of you, I’m gonna die.”

      Mom gurgled.

      The bee swarm returned after chasing a scientist out of the room and fell upon another serpent. He screamed in such a sharp, high-pitched tone, it might have shattered glass if the room had any.

      “Still mind controlled, sweetie?” asked Mom.

      “I don’t think so. You’re the best mom in the whole world.”

      “Thank you, sweetie. Now, go help out before you crush me.”

      The unnaturally strong adoration faded. She still loved her mother, but not to such a ridiculous degree she couldn’t do anything but cling. Fortunately, the room remained so chaotic, she doubted anyone saw her crying and didn’t feel embarrassed. Plus, the crying hadn’t been real anyway. Kelly jumped away, scooped a blaster pistol off the floor, and floated up near the ceiling. All the scientists still in the room appeared unconscious, except for one big scorch mark next to a fancy cape. She started to gawk in horror until she noticed the scientist who belonged to that cape stuck to the ceiling above it, launched straight up from an explosion.

      From her high vantage point, Kelly fired stun bolts at every Nolmek she could hit. Eventually, the blaster stopped working, so she dove back in and resumed punching, kicking, and throwing the aliens around.

      Once all the mind-controllers had been neutralized, the battle tilted in favor of the humans fairly quick. When the last Nolmek collapsed unconscious, Kelly swooped down to land atop one of the computer consoles, looking around at piles of delirious aliens and a group of slightly scorched, disheveled grown-ups.

      Villains and heroes alike approached the middle of the room, stepping over the Nolmek. A few exchanged uneasy looks, but for now, they seemed to set aside their differences. Paige faded into view beside her. Mike—still holding an alien blaster in each hand—and Ryan also walked up to stand next to her.

      “Wow,” whispered Ryan. “We did it.”

      Smoke or steam wafted up from Mike’s frazzled hair. The look on his face said ‘that was awesome.’ “Yeah…”

      Kelly gestured at the adults. “We had a lot of help.”

      “Smash them before they wake up,” said Massive.

      “No!” shouted Kelly. “Please don’t kill them. That’s wrong.”

      An unathletic man in a bright yellow suit with black stripes and bug-like eye domes pointed to the left. “Put them in the stasis pods.”

      Bees Knees? She started to cringe,  but bee stings couldn’t possibly hurt her, so she decided not to worry about him. Besides, he had a good idea.

      All the supers who had strength powers—except Kelly—dragged aliens around the room and crammed them into pods, sometimes packing two or three per cylinder. Mom and Negative Nancy stepped up onto the control platform. The boys backed off to the side, eyeing the women warily. Paige fidgeted.

      Mom folded her arms. “Young lady, the four of you children attacking a Nolmek ship was extremely reckless, foolish, and dangerous.” She smiled broadly. “I’m proud of you.”

      Kelly hopped down from the computer and hugged her mother. “No one kidnaps my Mom.”
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      While the stronger supers continued gathering the aliens into stasis pods, Bees Knees flew up to the central platform.

      A high-pitched buzzing noise, somewhat like a mosquito hovering at Kelly’s ear, came from two teeny wings sticking out of his back, blurring from how fast they moved. They looked far too small to be capable of lifting even a child, much less a grown man. His flight had a ponderous quality, seeming to take a lot of effort while not moving him much faster than a normal human could run.

      He settled down on his feet by the console and accessed the computer. Bees came out of nowhere and landed on the other computer terminals almost like extensions of his fingers, operating all six desks at once.

      “Nope!” Paige scrambled away and went invisible.

      Mom stiffened, staring at the bees.

      “I’ll be over here if you need me.” Negative Nancy hastily left the platform.

      Kelly peered up at the man. What she had thought to be goggles that resembled compound bee eyes as big as lemons appeared to be part of his body, a mutation. She cringed, but he didn’t seem to be bothered by having bug eyes.

      The supers returned from the task of freezing Nolmek, all gathering in a group by the control station. It didn’t take long for challenging stares to start going back and forth between heroes and supervillains. The young blonde woman with wings stood between the two groups like a traffic cop while making pleading faces. A man in a white bodysuit among the heroes had blood on his side and a rip in his costume. It appeared that he’d been hit by a lethal laser or blade, but didn’t have any injuries, merely a wardrobe malfunction. A woman on the villain side also had a rather large amount of blood on her face—and kept giving Massive dirty looks—though she, too, did not appear hurt.

      “They’re going to jump on us as soon as we turn our back,” said a man in an armored suit on the villain side. “Boom, explode them senseless and let’s get out of here.”

      “How dare you!” shouted a man in blue on the hero side.

      “Stop!” Kelly flew up to hover in front of the adults. “Don’t be stupid. Yes, I know some of you are heroes and some of you are villains. But, the Nolmek don’t care about that. It doesn’t matter to them how we use our powers. To them, we’re all just human anomalies. They want to kidnap us and take us back to this huge planet to be slaves. We need to put the villain-hero stuff on pause and just be supers for now. The Nolmek are a problem for everyone.”

      “What for?” A guy on the villain side wearing a bright orange inmate jumpsuit folded his arms. “I’m not afraid of Nolmek. They can’t beat me.”

      “How’d you end up in here, then?” asked Paige in a moderately sarcastic tone.

      He glared at her, then gestured at the other group. “Stupid heroes. The aliens took me out of that prison. The whole thing is a big setup. I bet the heroes are working for the aliens.”

      Most of the heroes shouted at him, angrily denying that.

      “How did the heroes end up in here then?” Kelly folded her arms. “They weren’t in the prison and the Nolmek still captured them.”

      Both groups stared each other down in silence.

      “The Nolmek have a mothership located out in the middle of nowhere over the Atlantic Ocean,” said Bees Knees.

      “Wait, they have a ship big enough to carry these?” asked a man in the hero group.

      “Ugh, semantics. I said mothership but it’s more of a command ship. Only slightly bigger than these, not a mother ship.” Bees Knees wiggled his head. “Do you know how annoying it is not to be able to roll my eyes anymore?”

      No one replied.

      “Isn’t it more annoying not being able to blink?” asked a random woman.

      Bees Knees shivered. “You have no idea.”

      “How is this important?” asked Mom.

      “We were supposed to all be transferred to this command ship at some point over the next two weeks. According to their data, they’ve already collected over 2,000 people with super powers.” Bees Knees turned his head to the left, though no one could tell what he looked at. “I’m seeing video feeds coming in from most major news networks that appears to show the inside of a Nolmek facility. They’re discussing their plans to leave Earth early and collect supers because it’s taking too long to convert all humans into viable workers.”

      Paige licked her finger and drew an invisible line in the air. “Point for the girl no one notices.”

      “There’s a ton of communication coming from the command ship in response to the broadcasts, but I can’t understand them.” Bees Knees shifted to the right. “All 236 alien ships are receiving orders. Most likely, they’re being told to leave now.”

      “Let me see.” Kelly flew back to the command platform. “I have a translator.”

      A black hologram window opened with bright red alien text filling it.

      She held up her left arm, allowing the mini-computer to read and translate. “Uh oh. You’re right. The command ship is getting ready to go back into space. They’re afraid the supers they haven’t yet kidnapped are going to see that video and all come after them. This says they’re already powering up their ships to break away from Earth’s gravity, but they’re so big it’ll take a couple hours for the engines to turn all the way on.”

      A big guy in an entirely blue bodysuit walked out from the villain group and grasped the railing in front of her. “Thanks for getting us out of here.”

      She looked up, recognized Myo, and smiled. “You’re welcome. Dr. Blaze misses you. He told me the aliens were taking people out of the prison. That’s why Paige and I went to get that video.”

      Myo turned to the group of villains. “The kid’s right. We might have different ideas about how to use our powers, but we’re all supers. There are a lot of aliens. It is dumb to fight each other while the Nolmek are still here.”

      Bees zipped around on the other desks, pushing hologram buttons.

      “Can you see all those screens at once?” asked Kelly.

      “Yes. I’ve got 13,800 eyes,” said Bees Knees. “Well, two big eyes with a bunch of facets. It was a little disorienting at first but I’ve gotten used to it. The Nolmek are aware of our escape. This ship still has over a thousand aliens and they’re on the way.”

      Kelly looked back at the screen displaying the alien transmission. “Their leader is telling them to power up the ships.”

      Bees Knees’ head twitched. “The aliens know their true intentions are exposed and they’re trying to get out of here and take as many supers as they can before world governments realize we’ve been lied to, and ten thousand or more supers from around the globe destroy their ships.”

      “That’s better than them deciding to blow up the planet,” said Mom. “Considerate of them to merely kidnap people.”

      “They might not have brought any weapons big enough to do that,” said a female voice somewhere in the villain group.

      “We can’t let them get away with this!” shouted Paige. “We have to stop them!”

      Everyone stared at her.

      Paige raised her arms and let them fall against her sides. “Yeah, I know that was cheesy, but someone had to say it. Some character always gets stuck saying a line like that. I fell on the cheese sword so no one else had to be embarrassed.”

      Kelly snickered.

      “There,” said Bees Knees. “I’ve found a docking bay. We can steal one of their shuttlecraft, go to the command ship, and get the rest of the supers out.”

      “Why?” asked a deep male voice from the villain side. “Saving people isn’t what we do. The weak deserve to be conquered.”

      “Weren’t you just in an ice cube tray?” asked the winged woman.

      Kelly cupped her hands around her mouth and yelled, “If you guys help us, you get to beat up more aliens.”

      “I like violence.” Massive smashed his fists together. “I don’t like cooking.”

      She pointed at him. “Keep that man away from vegetables.”

      Mom fidgeted, a bit of guilt on her face.

      That’s it! Kelly tugged on her mother’s arm. “Ooh!”

      “What?”

      She made a ‘come here’ finger.

      Her mother crouched closer.

      “Mom,” whispered Kelly. “Can you make the villains like feel inspired or something to help us?”

      “That’s unethical.”

      Kelly sighed.

      “I love it.” Mom grinned, stood back up, and stared at the villain group.

      In a moment, all thirty-some-odd supers cheered and shouted about going to attack the command ship. The bees covering the computers gathered into a cloud that followed Bees Knees out into the hallway. Kelly, Mom, Paige, Mike, Ryan, and the rest of the supers hurried after him. Massive’s footsteps shook the floor in time with his stride, hard enough that the kids and the smaller adults sometimes stumbled or fell.

      For the next eighteen minutes, the group steamrolled across the ship, pummeling small patrols of Nolmek warriors they ran into. None of the aliens appeared to be expecting a large group of super-powered humans, which suggested they’d merely been going about their alien day rather than coming to intercept them.

      The supers left a trail of unconscious, frozen, bewildered, or scorched aliens—a few stuffed into trash portals—on their way across the ship to the docking bay. Bees Knees somehow knew exactly where to go, and led them from hallway to hallway never once making a wrong turn. He didn’t participate much in the fighting beyond using a stun blaster, since the bees he commanded couldn’t sting through the thick hide of the bigger aliens. Fortunately, they didn’t encounter any of the serpent-types, so no one ended up mind-controlled.

      Kelly worried most about the scientists. It wouldn’t take much to break the uneasy truce between heroes and villains. If one mind-controlled hero attacked a villain—or the other way around—chaos would explode. Even an unintentional miss of an energy beam hitting the wrong target could set off a fight among the supers.

      A few people suffered hits from alien blasters set on lethal, but fortunately not in a place that killed them. The winged woman, named Seraph, repaired their wounds with her energy beams. By the time Bees Knees opened the door to the shuttle bay, she looked ready to collapse and sleep.

      The supers mopped up a handful of Nolmek workers in the shuttle bay, dragging or threatening them into a cargo storage room, then welding the door. Bees Knees hurried to the nearest shuttle and proceeded to hack the panel in an effort to open the hatch.

      Everyone gathered around him, waiting.

      “They’re coming!” shouted a teenager in a black sweatshirt and jeans. Cat ears stood out from her mane of lush brown hair. She looked otherwise like a normal human except for a long, furry tail and little fangs only noticeable when she opened her mouth. “I can hear them.”

      “The cat girl is probably right,” said Kelly, noting those large ears.

      “My name is Chloe,” said the teen, tail swishing. “Not ‘the cat girl.’”

      “Sorry.”

      “What’s your hero name?” asked Ryan.

      “Don’t have one. I’m just Chloe.”

      Kelly and Massive dragged heavy transport carts over to form a barrier in front of the shuttle. Another group of Nolmek warriors swarmed in the door, firing lasers. Some carried large over-the-shoulder cannons that launched glowing green energy balls, which exploded on contact with the ground—or supers—flinging people into the air.

      Kelly zoomed into the Nolmek army, focused mostly on breaking their heavy weapons and punting any scientists she found in the head. Fortunately, it appeared that the smaller serpent Nolmek had become sufficiently afraid of the supers that they didn’t participate in this attack. She suspected the bee swarms may have had something to do with them deciding to stay hidden.

      Supers leaned around the barricade, firing blaster pistols or hurling energy beams. The woman, Seraph, flew back and forth collecting people who’d been injured by the explosive weapons, doing what she could to keep everyone intact.

      Mike braced himself against the barrier, using his inertial power to hold the large vehicle against the Nolmek trying to push it out of their way. Ryan created an ice slick on the floor under the aliens, turning their battle charge into a comical mess of slipping and falling.

      “More aliens behind us, on a ship!” yelled Chloe.

      A shiny silver spaceship flew up to the opening at the outer side of the shuttle bay. It didn’t look anything like the design of a Nolmek craft, being quite a bit sleeker. The ship drifted in past the force field over the doorway, a large ramp door opening beneath the nose.

      Dad stood at the base of the ramp, his labcoat fluttering, holding onto a hydraulic strut and waving at everyone.

      “Chillout!” shouted Kelly. “Ice wall!”

      Ryan rode a pillar of ice into the air so he could see over the truck barrier, and thrust his hands forward, projecting two beams of blue light at the floor. He waved his arms back and forth, building up a thick layer of ice into a wall between the supers and the Nolmek flooding into the shuttle bay. The supers focused their attacks on the aliens jumping over the growing barrier, knocking them back. Someone threw dark violet energy blobs that caused whoever they hit to teleport elsewhere. Nolmek struck by those projectiles reappeared at the ceiling at the rear of the room, falling fifty feet to the ground where they lay moaning. In a few seconds, Ryan’s barrier became too tall for them to climb, so the aliens began trying to break it.

      As soon as the incoming blaster fire stopped, the supers ran for Dad’s ship. Massive grabbed Bees Knees, who hadn’t given up trying to hack the Nolmek shuttle, and carried him like a big football.

      Kelly zipped over and landed beside her father, hugging him. “Dad!”

      “Hello, sweetie.”

      “Where did you get this ship? It’s amazing!”

      “I made it.”

      She exhaled. “Yeah, I should’ve figured that. Who’s flying it?”

      “Zorthax and Bob.”

      Mom hurried by, pausing long enough to kiss Dad before going up the ramp.

      Kelly shivered. Eww. Kissy stuff. “Umm, I know it’s after my bedtime, but can you please give my friends and me a ride to the alien command ship?”

      “Why do you think I’m here, sweetie? I became worried when you didn’t make it home by bedtime.” He flashed a big smile.

      When the last super jumped on the ramp, the ship glided backward out of the bay, leaving the Nolmek still pounding on the ice wall. Dad pressed a button on the strut and the ramp closed, sealing off the noise of the engines to a muted roar.

      Kelly fake-wiped sweat from her forehead and smiled. “Thanks, Dad.”

      “You’re welcome. Don’t expect to make a habit of staying up this late. This is an exception for alien invasion. It’s kind of a special occasion.”

      “Okay.”

      “Whoa, you totally lied to your dad,” said Ryan, gawking at the cell phone in Mike’s hand. “Aliens didn’t abduct you.”

      “Yeah. If I told him the truth, he’d demand they turn the ship around and take me home right now.” Mike shook his head. “We don’t have time for that, and I don’t wanna miss this.”

      Kelly grabbed Dad’s hand and pulled him across the cargo hold to where Mom stood beside Negative Nancy. She couldn’t stop grinning at doing something together with her parents. Family night usually involved movies, not saving the world from alien invasions, but she couldn’t be happier. Mom and Dad might still be super villains—for now—but at least she had them close. Danger aside, doing superhero stuff on the same side as her parents (instead of fighting them) topped the list of the most awesome, fun things ever in her life.

      Hopefully, they wouldn’t do the kissy stuff in front of her again.
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      The supers sat in relative silence while Zorthax and Bob flew Dad’s nifty new ship out over the Atlantic Ocean. Kelly didn’t bother trying to figure out how those guys learned piloting or how Dad managed to build a ship this big in mere hours. She reasoned that henchmen always seemed to be able to do stuff like fly planes, drive, fix electronics, and so on. And, well, they already had been flying the collapsible helicopter. If they could do that, how much different could a small spaceship be?

      Maybe the same way the crystals turned some people into supers, it made others into versatile henchmen?

      A skinny man in a dark red costume teased Chloe by using his energy beam power at a low intensity like a laser pointer. The poor girl seemed powerless to resist chasing the dot around the cargo hold. She possessed quite remarkable agility and speed, but also sharp claws that left scratches in the metal floor.

      Teasing the cat came to an end when he accidentally (or perhaps on purpose) moved the dot onto Massive’s leg and the girl sank her claws in, biting him. Massive grabbed her in one hand, plucked her off, and held her up to eye level.

      “Oops. Sorry,” said Chloe in a soft voice. “I don’t know why I do that. Can’t help myself.”

      Kelly started to walk over there to stop him from hurting her, but the big guy gently put her down, patted her on the head, then crossed the cargo hold and pounded the red-suit guy in the face, knocking him out cold.

      Everyone behaved themselves for a while.

      Two villains tried to tell Seraph she could make a ton of money selling her ability to heal people. The woman sighed sadly at them, explaining she could only repair traumatic injuries and some diseases. Problems like cancer or genetic conditions people were born with, she could do nothing for as her powers only put a body back to where it would be normally. She also refused to make an injured person suffer over something like not being able to pay her.

      Maybe twenty minutes later, Bob’s voice came from a speaker. “The command ship’s in sight. It’s already climbing.”

      “Get us on top of it,” shouted Dad.

      “You got it, boss.”

      Dad walked to the front of the cargo hold and hit the button that opened the ramp. A few supers yelled in alarm, but when no punishing air blast entered the cargo hold, they calmed. Kelly crept over to stand beside him, her boots inches from the edge. A faint haze of blue force field connected the ramp edge to the ceiling, the most likely reason 600-mile-an-hour air didn’t knock everyone over.

      An endless expanse of moonlit ocean stretched out below. Up ahead, an enormous swath of blinking lights painted the outline of the world’s biggest Frisbee on the night sky. Beneath it, a plume of orange-white fire burst from the middle. Even from a distance, this ship looked obviously bigger than the other one, maybe double the size.

      Murmurs of ‘wow’ or whistles came from the supers, all crowding forward to get a look.

      “Why are alien motherships always so darn big?” asked Kelly.

      “Compensating,” said Mom.

      “What?” Kelly blinked up at her. “What does that mean?”

      “Umm.” Mom fidgeted. “It, umm, means the aliens are so small they make stuff really big so they feel important.”

      “The aliens are pretty big, Mom.”

      “Not the worm ones. They’re only as tall as you are.” Mom patted her on the head.

      “Paige,” shouted Kelly. “Need a cheesy line.”

      Her friend ran over looked out the ramp, then turned to face everyone with an overly urgent expression and an overacted, innocent voice. “The aliens are getting away! We can’t let them take those people!”

      Most of the heroes clapped. Myo started clapping, but at glares from other villains, he stopped.

      “We cannot reach the shuttle bay without flying into that engine fire,” said Bob’s voice from the speaker in the ceiling. “Going to set down on top. Zorthax has scanned the hull and located several entrances on the upper surface.”

      “Excellent,” said Dad.

      The command ship rose fast enough that Bob (or Zorthax) had to pull into a climb to stay above it. Gradually, it grew from a distant disc covered in glowing spots to a veritable wall, and still seemed too far away.

      Mike fought his way past the crowd to stand next to Kelly. “Can you go faster than this ship?”

      “Yeah. A lot faster.”

      “Get me over there. As close to the middle as possible.”

      “Umm. Why?” She blinked.

      “I think I might be able to stop it.” Mike clenched his fists. “Or at least slow them down.”

      Kelly picked him up. “Okay. Hold on.”

      As soon as Mike wrapped his arms around her, she leapt forward and jumped off the ramp, accelerating away from the ship. He groaned in discomfort at the high-speed wind, but didn’t sound pained, so she kept going faster. Dad’s airplane disappeared into the darkness behind her while the alien command vessel grew into more of a landscape than a ship. As soon as it looked the same size in all directions, she figured they’d reached the middle—or close enough—and landed.

      The hull vibrated in her boots, the windblast coming straight down on top of them felt weak by comparison to her usual flying. Then again, a ten-mile-wide flat disc wouldn’t win any awards for aerodynamics, at least when trying to go straight up. That probably meant they only needed to climb a little bit more before shooting off sideways at ridiculous speed, and thousands of humans would be forever gone from Earth.

      Mike waved his arms for balance, widened his stance, and made a serious face.

      Creaks came from the metal beneath his boots. The spaceship hull dented downward like he’d stepped on a soft mattress. The wind falling on her dropped off to almost nothing. Kelly stared at him in complete awe. Even with her strength, she doubted she could have stopped a ship this big. Most likely, she’d break a hole through it first. But… his power was all about not moving.

      “Holy crap,” said Kelly. “I think you actually did it.”

      “I… am… Inertia!” rasped Mike, sounding as though he strained to lift a heavy object.

      A moment later, Dad’s aircraft circled in and landed a couple miles away.

      “Go help. I’ll keep them from leaving.”

      “Are you sure? What if the aliens come after you?”

      “They can’t move me or hurt me while I’m using my power. They need you inside. You’re really powerful. All I do is stand still.”

      “Mike, standing still is like the best thing ever right now.” She grinned. “You are awesome.”

      “Thanks, but hurry up. This is a lot harder to resist than when my mom tries to drag me out of bed in the morning.”

      She nodded, leapt into the air, and flew toward where Dad landed. The supers had already rushed out, entering the command ship via a hatch that Massive obligingly ripped open. Tiny Nolmek fighter planes came streaming over the distant edge. As laser blasts began to pepper the area around the silver aircraft, Bob lifted off, Dad perched in a clear turret bubble on top, firing back at the incoming aliens.

      Kelly flew fast and low, her chest skimming only a few inches above the surface of the command ship. She punched the tail of a passing Nolmek fighter, sending it into a spiral that crashed onto the command ship to the left. Other fighters tried to shoot her, but between her minuscule size and speed, had little chance. Lasers scorched the metal ground in a path following her, but quite far behind.

      She swung her legs out and landed after zooming into the hatch. Another ship shot overhead that didn’t appear to be alien in origin. Kelly paused a few steps inside the corridor, peering out as the new airplane landed and more supers got out, people she didn’t recognize. More shuttles arrived seconds later, dropping off costumed supers who appeared to be from other countries.

      Grinning, she rushed down the passage into the command ship, following the sounds of energy beams and fleshy thumps. The supers from her group met resistance not far from the entry point, already engaged in a battle with dozens of Nolmek. Kelly didn’t hesitate to run into the fray, again spending most of her effort breaking the aliens’ weapons so they couldn’t hurt anyone seriously. She yanked a plasma cannon away from one warrior and swung it like a club at another one, walloping him over the head, destroying the weapon and knocking the second alien senseless.

      A large number of Nolmek experienced weapons problems, the devices simply not working and seeming to turn themselves off. Since Negative Nancy appeared to be shutting down their equipment before they could blow people up, Kelly picked up a blaster pistol and hovered above the crowd, stun-sniping aliens unconscious one by one. A few shot her back, but their blasters didn’t hurt.

      Mom tried a different technique this time. Rather than making a small number of aliens protect and serve her, she projected fear in a wide area. More than half of the vast numbers of Nolmek simply ran away screaming. They probably recovered in a few minutes and came back, but Emophage’s power greatly reduced the amount of aliens the supers had to deal with at any one time.

      Ryan froze blocks of ice around alien heads. A few times, he made slicks, but those caused the supers to fall as much as the Nolmek, so he stopped. Paige, rather a floating blaster, hung back and took the occasional stun shot, but mostly stayed out of it. Massive plowed ahead in the lead, punching warrior aliens and launching them through walls. None of the ones he hit got back up, though most emitted pained moans.

      The air became so thick with explosions, energy beams, stun bolts, and lasers that Kelly couldn’t go anywhere to escape a continuous pelting of annoyance. So many stun bolts hit her she felt like Alexis made her stand at the center of the cafeteria while the entire school pelted her with spitballs. One super who fired dark purple energy beams clipped her by accident across the back. Whatever power he had, it hurt so much that she screamed and almost dropped the blaster. It didn’t seem to inflict injury, but it stung like mad.

      Endless fighting migrated down the hallway. She couldn’t tell if anyone had a clue where to go, so she simply followed the group and kept on breaking the big weapons before they hurt too many people. Though, the aliens didn’t fire the plasma cannons often as they couldn’t use them and not hit other Nolmek due to both sides being so close together.

      Chloe appeared to be allergic to the floor. She leapt from alien to alien, shredding at them with her claws. They sliced the warrior Nolmeks’ alligator-skin and armor easily, but didn’t cut deeply enough to do more than leave painful but superficial wounds. Mostly, she appeared to be a distraction, targeting aliens who attempted to attack Seraph, the kids, or any hero who went down, defending them until Seraph’s healing beam got them back on their feet.

      Unfortunately, the angel lookalike appeared ready to pass out from fatigue.

      The supers kept on fighting, gradually pushing the aliens down the corridor, due mostly to Mom making so many of them run away screaming in terror. Soon, explosions and the bweep of energy beams sounded in the distance, signs of other super teams nearby. Igor the Red’s laugh echoed out of a ventilation port. When the black-scaled Nolmek warriors appeared at the front, towering over the other warriors, Massive picked one up by the legs and swung him around as a club, plowing down the advancing aliens. At seeing that, most of the Nolmek focused fire on him. The big guy resisted it to a point, but the concentrated attack knocked him down to one knee. Myo started picking aliens up and throwing them like weapons, taking some of the heat off Massive.

      “Übergirl!” shouted Paige.

      Kelly spun to look behind her.

      A blaster pistol floated in midair among the unconscious or injured Nolmek the group left in their wake. Paige faded into view, pointing to her right at another corridor branching off. “This way! It looks important.”

      Kelly zoomed over. True, the hallway did seem impressive, with lots of fancy decorative designs in the walls and golden-bronze trim that didn’t exist anywhere else. She held the mini-computer up to translate alien squiggles on the wall, which read ‘bridge.’ “Ooh! Good eyes! The kidnapped supers are probably all the way at the bottom of the ship. If we take over the bridge, we don’t have to worry about them leaving before someone can get down there.”

      Paige bowed. “Exactly.”

      Kelly rotated to face the supers. “Hey everyone! Over here! Bridge!”

      The supers kept fighting forward.

      “Come back here!” shouted Kelly. “This is the bridge!”

      A few supers looked at her.

      She and Paige both pointed emphatically at the fancy corridor, shouting, “Command bridge this way!” a few times.

      Word spread among the supers, who began falling back to her position after Ryan covered the corridor ahead of them in ice to slow the aliens. Once it looked definite that the supers would follow, Kelly rushed down the corridor toward the bridge. The relatively short passage bent around a corner to the left and ended at a huge, armored door guarded by four giant warrior Nolmek.

      She stopped short, hovering, and set her hands on her hips. “You cannot face the might of Übergirl. Stand aside and you won’t be hurt.”

      “Excellent cheese. Nicely done. But, do you really expect that to work?” asked Paige.

      “No. But I had to say it. I think it’s required at a moment like this.”

      The big warriors all fired two-handed energy cannons at her simultaneously. Four plasma blobs hit her in the chest, exploded, and flung her back into the wall at the corner. Mild stinging pain roughly equal to a hard slap on bare skin paralyzed her for a second, gasping.

      Paige appeared standing between them, two on her left, two on her right. “Hi, morons.”

      Startled, they swung their weapons around and fired at her, but she disappeared in a purple teleport flash. Four plasma globs flew past where she no longer was, hitting the two middle aliens. Each collapsed to the floor moaning in pain, a pair of smoking craters in their chests.

      “Like I said. Morons,” muttered Paige from nowhere.

      Kelly peeled herself out of the wall and flew at the big alien on the left. His longer arm let him catch her before her fist made contact with his face, but the force of her flight rammed him into the armored door behind him. The other one grabbed her right leg. Kelly kicked free of his grip, planted her feet on the door, and flung the warrior holding her into the other one.

      They smashed together, hit the wall, and fell.

      A barrage of stun bolts, energy beams, and a block of ice came from the arriving supers, taking the two remaining guards out of the fight.

      Kelly landed in front of the door and peered up at it.

      Paige faded in beside her. Mom, Negative Nancy, Ryan, and the rest of the supers gathered behind her. The constant pounding of Nolmek attacking an ice barrier came from the other hall. Kelly shot a ‘yeah right’ look at the control panel for the door and speared her hand into the seam between the halves. She grunted, shoving the enormous slabs of metal aside. Once she made a gap big enough for super-sized hands, Massive and Myo grabbed on, each taking half a door and dragging them aside.

      The room on the other side had a huge viewscreen across the opposite wall directly in front of them, showing a view of sky filled with Nolmek fighter planes, normal military aircraft, and Dad’s ship zooming around. A dozen or so aliens occupied console stations full of blinking lights. Most of them seemed either panicked or confused.

      An impressive chair at the middle of the room held a serpent Nolmek wearing an elaborate shiny, black cloak. At the screech of metal coming from Myo and Massive destroying the bridge door, he rotated around to face them. His vest had a few gold dots, perhaps medals or awards. Unlike the other scientists, this one wouldn’t qualify as small by anyone’s understanding of the word. A head, black and scale-covered, the size of a grown man’s torso sat atop a featureless grey serpent body bigger around than some trees. Although his arms had the tube-like shape of literal noodles, they appeared thicker than her legs.

      “That’s their boss,” said Kelly.

      “Are you sure?” asked Paige.

      “Yeah. He’s sitting in the same chair as Captain Murk from Space Journey.”

      Kelly walked in, stopped a few paces away from the alien, and peered up at him. “Release your human prisoners and go back where you came from.”

      A deep scowl crossed the big alien’s lips. “Who do you think you are, little kitten?”

      She held her chin up. “I’m Übergirl. Who the heck are you?”

      The alien rose off his chair onto his serpent tail, towering into the air. A snake with a head taller than her entire body staring down at her made her feel like Henry Porter facing the basilisk in the Room of Stuff People Shouldn’t Know. However, she didn’t show any sign of fear.

      His deep, arrogant voice vibrated in her bones. “I am Commander Kleeg, High Admiral of the Nolmek Expeditionary Force. And you, little kitten, are in a lot of trouble.”
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      Commander Kleeg’s lime green eyes glowed.

      The fog of mind control started to seep into Kelly’s brain, but a black bolt flew from Negative Nancy, striking the alien in the face. His eyes went dim in an instant, the fog lifting from her mind.

      “I really, really, really hate mind control!” shouted Kelly. She sprang up and punched him in the nose—or at least the flat part of his face where a nose should be.

      The commander’s head flew back into the captain’s chair, which broke off its swivel mount and dumped him on the floor. He slid down three steps from the dais into the lower front half of the bridge, where he crashed into a computer console that exploded in a shower of sparks.

      “Mrs. Westcott,” said Kelly, “That’s really handy. Scary and annoying, but really handy.”

      “Thank you.” Negative Nancy bowed.

      The other supers moved into the bridge, glowing hands, giant fists, and weapons raised to hold back the rest of the crew. A few blaster shots went back and forth, but after mere seconds, the bridge crew dropped their weapons and raised their hands. Kelly leapt the wrecked captain’s chair and landed on the lower floor by Commander Kleeg. She kicked the end of his tail aside and tried her best to ‘loom’ over a head bigger than her. The stunned alien emitted a disoriented moan and wiped a dribble of blood falling from his nostrils.

      “One more thing.” She pointed at his face. “After you let the human prisoners go, you’re going to get rid of the crystals and let us turn back to normal.”

      The supers gasped, gawking at her. Almost all of them shouted, “What?” “Are you serious?” or “No way!” A few asked why.

      Commander Kleeg’s eyes started to glow again.

      Negative Nancy shoved another black bolt up his nostril hole. “I can do this all day, snake boy.”

      He grabbed Kelly around the neck and tried to choke her, but it kinda tickled.

      “Don’t make me bop you in the nose again. Let the humans go and take your crystals home.”

      The commander released his grip on her neck and slumped back, sighing in defeat. “Why would you ask for that? These anomalies you call super powers were not part of the plan. We still don’t understand how it happened. They are wondrous. You are wondrous. You defy our measurements and have all this power. Why would you wish to be rid of it?”

      A small lump formed in her throat at the thought of Dad in super prison and Mom strapping her to the Murdermaster-3000. “Because I want my parents back like they were before. Even if it means bullies throw me in garbage cans again, I’d rather have my mom and dad not be supervillains who I gotta fight with than have any amount of power.”

      Total silence hung on the bridge.

      Commander Kleeg blinked, his mouth opening.

      “Aww,” whispered Chloe.

      “Wow,” said Seraph. “I’m gonna cry.”

      Mom made an awkward face.

      “That is most bizarre,” said Commander Kleeg. “We have been observing your species for many years. Your kind is not supposed to demonstrate such selflessness.”

      “I know, right,” muttered Mom. “Not sure where I went wrong with her.”

      “Mom!” shouted Kelly. She turned back to the commander. “Do it.”

      “Are you even aware? Do you even comprehend the amount of power you are talking about sacrificing?”

      “Kinda, yeah, but it doesn’t matter.” She started to cry, but held it in. “I want my parents back like they were before. I don’t wanna fight them. Super powers are awesome. My whole life, I pretended to have them. I love comics. But… it’s not worth losing my family.”

      Seraph sniffled.

      “I am sorry, kitten,” said Commander Kleeg. “Removing the Naazlian crystals would be impossible to do without inflicting so much damage to your planet that it could no longer sustain life. While we do have the capability to remove them, doing so would destroy your world. And, I’m afraid that simply being away from the crystals would not undo any changes that have already occurred. What has happened to you… to all of these humans, is permanent.”

      Some of the supers breathed sighs of relief.

      “You’re lying,” said Kelly in a teary voice.

      “I am not.”

      She clenched her fists, trying as hard as she could not to erupt in tears. This alien had to be lying.

      “Humans have a primitive means of rapidly increasing the heat levels of their nourishment before consuming it. You call it ‘microwaving.’ If you select a particular form of nourishment and apply these microwaves to it, can you change your mind and un-microwave the nourishment if you determine the meal is unappetizing?”

      “No.” She wiped her nose on her hand.

      “The effect the Naazlian crystals have had on your species is irreversible. Also, you do not wish to kill everything on this planet, do you? The Earth’s magnetic field decay is not a ruse. If the crystals are removed, all life on this world will cease to exist within several years.”

      She stomped. “That’s a lie.”

      Commander Kleeg grunted and rose up onto his serpent tail, ‘standing.’ “I am afraid not. Our stated purpose in coming here, to repair your magnetic field and stabilize the Earth is true. That is how we negotiated a loophole in the Galactic Concordant.”

      “The what?” asked Kelly—and most of the supers.

      The commander let out a long sigh that blew her hair back. “Your civilization was protected from interference due to your being a rather primitive species. The Nolmek are but one of many hundreds of civilizations across the universe. There exists a galactic council which has established certain rules to maintain peace. One such rule is the Galactic Concordant. Primitive civilizations which have not yet developed the technology necessary to expand into the stars are not to be interfered with or even contacted.”

      “Why not? Wouldn’t aliens showing up help civilizations advance faster?” asked Kelly.

      “That is true. However, the Galactic Council has decided that no one society should have influence over a more primitive species as it could change them. The imminent destruction of Earth due to the decay of the magnetic field meant that your civilization would be destroyed before it ever achieved the ability to join the galactic community. We used that as a legal loophole to bypass the Concordant, establish contact with humans, and inject the Naazlian crystals into your planet.”

      “But you came here to kidnap us!” Kelly glowered at him. “The crystals are supposed to make people tougher so they don’t die on that other planet.”

      “Vanthari 4,” said a warrior Nolmek at one of the terminals, his hands up due to several blasters pointed at him.

      “We attuned the energy of these crystals to accomplish both tasks. They have stabilized your world’s magnetic field for the next few billion years as well.”

      Heartbroken at the thought she could never fix her parents, never go back to the way things were, Kelly slouched. Silence fell over the bridge, except for the distant sounds of warfare elsewhere on the ship. Screens at the control stations showed at least twenty different groups of supers fighting aliens in various parts of the vessel. She tried to think of anything the commander said that could prove he lied, but it all made sense. He clearly knew he couldn’t beat her in a fight without using his mind control abilities, and since Negative Nancy stood right there like a trigger happy gunslinger, the look of defeat in his eyes felt genuine.

      In fact, he seemed a little afraid.

      “All right. You still need to let everyone go. Kidnapping is bad. And…” Kelly lifted her gaze off the floor and pointed at his nostrils. “The Nolmek have raised humans’ tech level. My dad made a freakin’ spaceship in our backyard in hours. We are no longer considered ‘primitive.’ So, you can’t kidnap us for mine slaves. If the Galactic Council finds out about that, you’re gonna get grounded.”

      “Sweetie,” whispered Mom. “Adults, especially alien commanders in charge of space fleets, don’t get grounded when they do stuff this bad. They cause big wars that hurt lots of people.”

      “What she said.” Kelly pointed at her mother.

      “I could appeal that to the Galactic Council, since your tech level only increased because of our interference,” said Commander Kleeg.

      Kelly grabbed a fistful of his cloak and lifted him into the air while hovering. “I could throw you out the window.”

      The commander held up one finger. “Kitten, you make a rather convincing argument.”

      She set him back down on his tail. “So, you agree?”

      “Under duress, but yes. I agree. Tell me though, how did you obtain so much power?”

      “I dunno.” Kelly shrugged. “I was like twenty yards away from one of the big crystals when it landed.”

      “Amazing…” Commander Kleeg blinked. “The odds of a human surviving that energy release at such a distance are millions to one.”

      “Never tell me the odds,” said Mom.

      A few of the supers chuckled.

      “Release the humans you’ve taken prisoner and go back to your homeworld in peace,” said Kelly.

      “Why would I do that?” asked Commander Kleeg.

      “The same reason I’m not throwing you out a window.” She folded her arms.

      “My ship does not have windows.”

      Kelly tapped a finger to her chin. “I bet I could throw you hard enough to make one.”

      He leaned back, hissing. “Hey, don’t do anything rash.”

      Negative Nancy shot him in the head with a black beam.

      “Do you mind?” barked Commander Kleeg. “I was not doing anything.”

      “Just being sure.” Nancy made a finger gun at him.

      “My eyes.” The commander pointed at his head. “If they’re not glowing, I’m not using mental powers. Kindly refrain from subjecting me to that vexing energy.”

      A commotion erupted at the back of the bridge. The supers moved apart, everyone glancing back as a disheveled man in his middle twenties wearing a green bodysuit staggered in. He appeared to have been run over by a convoy of trucks, several cars, a professional marching band, and a directionally challenged corgi—then electrocuted. Smoke peeled up from his hair, soot covered his face, and hundreds of rips and tears marred his costume.

      “I can get the people out of their pods!” shouted the guy. “Won’t take long.”

      “Who the heck is that?” asked Mom.

      “Oh, crap,” said Chloe, pointing at him, her tail pin-straight and fluffed up. “That’s Florida Man!”

      Everyone—even the Nolmek on the bridge—yelled, “No!” at the same time.

      “Aww, darn,” said Florida Man. “What’s the problem?”

      Seraph ran over and guided him to sit on the floor. “You look tired and hurt. Here, let me fix these bruises.”

      Kelly turned back to Commander Kleeg. “Let the humans out… or we’ll make you take Florida Man back to Vanthari 4… and Jaden Nieber, too.”

      The supers gasped.

      The commander whirled around and pointed at one of the Nolmek who stood there holding his hands up. “Jettison all the prisoners at once!”

      “Commander.” The alien nodded and poked buttons on the console.

      “Aww, geez,” muttered Florida Man. “It’s not my fault. I just have bad luck.”

      Kelly let go of the commander’s cape. “Thank you. Now please leave us alone.” She glided back over the broken captain’s chair and landed next to her mother. “No one kidnaps me except my mom.”

      “So, so weird,” whispered Paige.

      Her mother put an arm around her, giving off a sad sigh. “You’re never going to let me forget that, are you?”

      “Nope.” Kelly grinned and hugged her.
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      Three days later, Kelly sprawled on the floor of Paige’s bedroom after school. The girls painted each other’s toenails while talking about how annoying it had been to fish 2,384 floating capsules out of the ocean, each containing a super frozen in cryonic stasis. Eighteen different groups of supers had shown up, all bringing shuttles, but even with all of them, it still took hours and multiple trips to get everyone safe and back to their home countries.

      Many of the villains who had helped liberate the Earth from the Nolmek received pardons, though almost everyone expected they would end up breaking the law again soon. Alien mind control of human guards explained how prisoners had been removed from super-prisons all over the world. Now that the threat of alien abduction had ended, heroes once again appeared to believe those facilities to be a safe and secure place to put super-powered criminals.

      “I still can’t believe my parents let me stay home from school Monday.” Kelly dipped the little brush in the bottle of purple glitter polish and carefully painted another of Paige’s nails.

      “Seriously. Mine were even okay with it. But we did stay up mega late. It was basically Monday already before we got home. What I can’t believe is that you’re going to meet the president.”

      Kelly sat up and shook her head. “We’re all going to meet her. All like two-hundred supers who stormed that ship. It’s going to be a big auditorium thing. I’m not gonna take any more credit than anyone else who helped.”

      Mr. Warren poked his head in, looked around, and walked away.

      “Weird,” muttered Paige. “He does that a lot.”

      “What’s he looking for?”

      “No idea.”

      They continued painting each other’s nails while talking about the upcoming ceremony at the White House. While nice, Kelly would really rather skip it. She didn’t want to be a hero so she could become famous or get back-patted by world leaders. But, Paige convinced her that sometimes, the norms needed to say ‘thank you’ in fancy ways, so she shouldn’t complain.

      Once all toes had paint, the girls stretched out to let the polish dry while watching a movie.

      Kelly sighed.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Just thinking. If getting rid of the crystals is impossible and it won’t change everyone back to normal, it means my parents really are villains. Like for real, inside. They like being bad.”

      “Your parents are who they were before. They just don’t need to hide it now. But… don’t forget, your mother chose you over being a mean girl once, right? She can do it again.”

      Mr. Warren poked his head in. “Kelly, have you seen Paige?”

      “Umm.” Kelly pointed at her. “She’s right here.”

      “I’m right here, Dad.”

      Mr. Warren jumped as if startled. “Oh, wow. I didn’t even notice you there. Will you please pick your stuff up out of the yard?”

      “Okay, Dad. Can it wait like a half hour? Nail polish is wet.”

      “No problem, hon. As long as you don’t forget.” He smiled at them and walked off.

      “You definitely have powers of inconspicuousness. Mr. Potts didn’t notice you were right in front of him either.”

      Paige rolled her eyes. “I’ve always had that. No one knew I existed for all six years I’ve been in school. Heck, Alexis didn’t even know my name.”

      “I mean for real, inconspicuous. There’s no way your dad could’ve not seen you from the door. We’re right in the middle of the room. Even when you’re not invisible, people don’t really notice you. Remember that big battle in the command ship? You just kinda avoided anyone attacking you. None of the Nolmek even tried to go after you.”

      “I was invisible, duh.”

      “Not all the time.”

      Paige shrugged. “Okay. Fine. I’m unremarkable. I get it.”

      “You are very remarkable.” Kelly hugged her. “But your powers make people not notice you. That’s super handy. Like, teachers will never call on you, or even realize you’re napping.”

      “Ooh, yeah. Good point.”

      “And boys will never notice her and ask her out,” said Mrs. Warren while going by in the hallway.

      “That’s fine with me!” shouted her father from downstairs in a joking tone.

      Paige and Kelly made gagging faces at each other.

      “Probably dry now.” Paige examined her foot. “Yeah. I’ll be right back. Gotta pick my stuff up outta the yard.”

      “I’ll help.” Kelly stood.

      “Hey, cheer up. Your parents are still your parents. Just gotta remind them of it.”

      Kelly looked up at the plain sky-blue ceiling in her friend’s bedroom and thought of the day she and Dad spent putting up the glow-in-the-dark stars. She still loved doing things with her parents, even if instead of ordinary activities like decorating her bedroom, they defended Earth from an alien invasion. That had been kinda fun.

      “Yeah…” Kelly smiled. “I guess.”

      “Hey, you love having powers, right?”

      “Kinda.”

      “No kinda. You adore it. I can tell. Your parents didn’t go villain because you have powers. There’s nothing for you to feel guilty about.” Paige thrust her arms out to the side, head back. “Let yourself embrace the awesomeness.”

      Laughing, Kelly followed her out into the hall. Super powers really had been the best of dreams come true. If she had no easy way to fix her parents in an instant, she could allow herself to enjoy her abilities. “Okay, okay. I am Übergirl, rawr.”

      “Wanna save the world again after dinner?”

      “Oh, please tell me we’re not stuck in Madame Daystar’s universe. Saving the world once in my entire lifetime is more than enough. I really hope it’s not a once-a-month thing.”

      Paige laughed. “Yeah, me too.”
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