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      Uneasy quiet settled over the Donovan household, leaving Kelly to her thoughts—and homework.

      Quite unlike most kids in her class, she enjoyed the assignments, especially math. Whenever she had a microwave dinner, she ate the weird little brown lump pretending to be a brownie first. For much the same reason, she started on her math homework. Of course, the assignment wouldn’t turn into an inedible dense brick if she saved it for last, but she surrendered to her vices and did the fun stuff first. Thinking about microwave dinners reminded her of before, when her family didn’t have robots to cook if the parents both came home from work late. It had been a while since she had a micro-meal. It had also been a while since she had normal parents.

      The defeat of the Nolmek commander, Kleeg, sent the alien forces scrambling away from Earth. Supers from around the world attacked the invading fleet, making sure the aliens didn’t try to sneak off with any captive humans. Kelly suspected she hadn’t seen the last of the Nolmek, but for the time being, the invaders disappeared from the public eye. Television news anchors returned to normal, more or less, no longer constantly praising the ‘benevolent protectors’ in space cadet voices with space cadet smiles. They still sometimes had difficulty saying bad things about them, even if true.

      Kelly’s present frustration came from her parents.

      Not that they’d done anything specific. No, they frustrated her more because they remained supervillains. Her plan to fix them, which in hindsight did seem awfully simple and too easy, required pulling the Naazlian crystals out of the planet and tossing them into space. She thought removing them would get rid of superpowers. Unfortunately, the idea couldn’t work. Not only had the giant crystals all more or less vanished into the ground, Earth really did need them to retain its magnetic field. No simple way existed for her to ‘undo’ the whole super thing and get her parents back to the way they used to be. Even if it meant Kelly returned to a life of thrice-a-week wedgies and near daily trashcan rides, she’d choose it over being at odds with her mother and father.

      Superheroes and supervillains simply didn’t live together. It felt as wrong as mixing cats and dogs, but not quite as wrong as mixing them with a food processor.

      Dad always liked to play the ‘bad guy’ teams in video or board games, but even though real life had become like a comic book, it remained real life. He no longer pretended to be the bad guy, he was the bad guy. Mom, too. She didn’t play video games at all, and hadn’t shown much care for good guys or bad guys in regard to board games… but her mother had been a mean girl back in school. She’d grown out of it… right up until she didn’t. Obtaining emotion-control powers allowed her to adopt the villain persona of Emophage. Her father called himself The Brain Trust.

      Kelly—a.k.a. Übergirl—had no easy way to get her parents back to normal. Well, normal couldn’t happen. It would be more correct to say she had no easy way to make her parents stop being supervillains. No matter what she did, they’d still have superpowers. She could live with everyone having powers, but wanted Mom and Dad to act more like they used to.

      Simply chucking crystals into space wasn’t an option, so she’d have to get her parents back the hard way.

      So far, she’d been about as successful as a hunt for a gas station on the Moon or a brain cell in Colleen Brandt’s skull. Fortunately, her parents hadn’t gone too far into villainy. She couldn’t truly call them ‘evil.’ Neither her mother nor father enjoyed hurting people. They also didn’t want to cause pain and suffering randomly to small woodland creatures or frighten unattended infants at the mall. Dad seemed bent on world annoyance more than world domination. For him, hacking a weather satellite to project a beam down on Earth that left every toilet seat in the world up had been a victory for dad-kind everywhere. That, and his combination taser-thermostat designed to prevent kids from turning up the heat.

      Mom hadn’t been as excited about the toilet seat project. In fact, she’d been the exact opposite of excited. One could say she’d been a bit chilly over it.

      The building Dad used to work in mysteriously filled with limburger cheese one night a week ago. Only a single person, a security guard, was there at the time and had escaped without serious injury—though the sight of a dairy aisle now caused him to break out in a cold sweat. Also, saying the word ‘cheese’ could cause the man to faint.

      No, Dad, despite being a mad scientist with supervillainous tendencies, wouldn’t be too difficult. If Kelly used her second most potent superpower on him—big eyes and a pleading stare—she should be able to keep him from doing anything truly evil. An instant change to normal-Dad couldn’t happen, but she might be able to pull him back from the brink of chaotic-evil to merely chaotic-annoying. She didn’t like to admit it, but her father hated his old job. He’d been miserable there, so wanting him to return to his old life counted as cruel on her part. As long as he didn’t mind-control anyone else or harm the innocent, she begrudgingly accepted this version of Dad was much happier. In the plus column, he hadn’t invented a machine to put pineapple on all the world’s pizza, proof he hadn’t fallen completely to the dark side.

      Her mother, on the other hand, could be a problem.

      True, the woman did strap Kelly into the Murdermaster-3000, but hadn’t really wanted to kill her. Using a device like that to ‘play superheroes’ with her daughter amounted to giving kids real swords when they wanted to pretend to be knights and elves. Mom lacked the whimsy of Dad and had a much deeper cruel streak. Or, more accurately, had a cruel streak. Fortunately, her mother’s vindictive nature only showed itself in response to someone messing with her. Mom wouldn’t go out and be randomly mean to total strangers like most supervillains, but if someone started a problem with her, Mom would turn the dial up to eleven.

      Kelly spent a few minutes repetitively bonking her head on the desk.

      Math homework soothed her insecurities somewhat—and in that moment soothed the impact of her forehead—offering an escape from constant worry about how she might possibly make it work being a hero while living with two villain parents. Despite them being on the opposite team, both Mom and Dad still clearly loved her like they always had, even if their love took on strange forms lately. In Mom’s case, she acted as though her personality split and some outside power forced her to play the role of supervillain. It became mostly apparent whenever her villainous nature came into direct conflict with Kelly being a hero. Like when she’d used the Murdermaster-3000 on her. The woman hadn’t seemed fully okay with doing it, as if some part of her worried Kelly might not escape in time. Alas, she hadn’t changed her mind and shut the machine off, but Mom did apologize.

      Mom’s not evil. And she did help us beat the Nolmek. Maybe I could talk her into being like The Admonisher.

      The character came from one of the ‘dark’ comic series her parents didn’t let her read yet due to her age. Despite not having seen the actual graphic novels, Kelly knew enough about the character to understand the basic concept: a gritty anti-hero who usually spent his time beating up anyone he thought the world would be better off without. Paige referred to The Admonisher as ‘a Flying Fox rip-off where the bad guys sometimes die.’ Flying Fox refused to touch guns or even cause serious injuries to the criminals.

      Kelly absolutely did not want her mother killing people, even bad ones. But The Admonisher generally ended up doing hero type things rather than villainous acts, despite his complete disregard for laws. Granted, his heroics usually caused lots of damage and resulted in the bad guys dead.

      Far more so than her father, Mom loved the freedom of having superpowers. Kelly suspected her mother didn’t so much want to be a villain as had no patience for society or its rules. And yeah, Mom’s lack of patience for laws extended to casual stealing. So did The Admonisher’s. The fictional character’s beneficial deeds outweighed his lawbreaking, so the authorities in his world didn’t work too hard to arrest him.

      As long as Mom doesn’t hurt anyone, I’ll pretend not to know what she’s doing. I don’t want to get her in trouble.

      She twirled her pencil around her finger and sighed at the math worksheet. Kelly Donovan couldn’t even jaywalk without feeling like she’d get in trouble. How on Earth could she ever be able to act like she didn’t notice her mother being bad? Even though it had been the right thing to do, tattling on Dad to the Aegis still made her feel like a horrible daughter. Her father mind-controlled innocent people, something a little too bad to ignore. Both he and Mom correctly assumed she’d do the same thing all over again if their plans threatened to hurt average citizens.

      Because they cared about her, they’d try to spare her the guilt of turning them in again… by locking her up somewhere long enough to be out of the way. Or teleporting her to the Moon. Or something. If she couldn’t tell on them or stop them herself, she also couldn’t feel guilty for allowing them to do villain stuff.

      Dad thought of it as a game. The way Star Prince and/or Ms. Omni always ended up in elaborate deathtraps but always escaped. Not that he’d put her in a deathtrap… merely a delaying trap. Something to keep her out of the way for a few hours. She hated the idea her parents would trick her, but at least they claimed to do it out of love. Even when Mom went full Emophage, she still didn’t want to really hurt Kelly.

      And having Robo-Mom around made things all the weirder.

      When Dad expected to spend years away in supers prison, he’d built a robotic copy of Mom based on all her best traits. Except for a few seams in her artificial skin only someone with superhumanly keen eyesight could even notice, the robot woman passed easily for human. Kelly would never get used to having two mothers, one television-sitcom-perfect and one who could do something nefarious but playful to her at any moment.

      Fighting the Nolmek alongside her parents had been awesome. She would have thought it fun if not for the survival of humanity dangling in the balance, and wanted to be able to do more super stuff with them instead of having to be on opposing teams. Seeing her parents set aside their villainy to help the Earth gave her hope she might be able to convince them to go ‘grey’—being neither heroes nor villains.

      Since she had no immediate good ideas as to how to encourage them to go grey, she picked up her pencil and resumed doing her homework.

      “Hon?” asked Dad from her alarm clock a few minutes later.

      “I’m here.” Kelly finished off another math problem.

      “Please come down to the lair.” The time display on the clock changed into a smiley face.

      Kelly set the pencil down, sighing at the clock. “Are you going to send me to the Moon again?”

      “No.”

      “Lock me in a box?”

      “No. I promise.”

      Kelly pointed at the clock. “I swear, if I end up in a dungeon again, I will be very mad at you.”

      “No dungeons. Really. I have something nice for you.”

      She grumbled to herself. Spending almost a whole day hanging on a wall in Naazlian crystal manacles totally sucked, even if Dad gave her a mental interface helmet so she could play video games without using her hands. “I’m still not ready to forgive you for that. Upside down? Really?”

      “The aerosolized broccoli gas is much heavier than air. It settles near the floor. I promise nothing of the sort this time. I’ve got a present for you as an apology.”

      “Ugh. Can we never use those three words together in that order again?” Kelly’s stomach rumbled at the memory. To normal people, the gas probably smelled like someone steaming broccoli in a kitchen across the house. To her, it stank like a bad guy dangled her headfirst into the opening of a portable toilet—for six hours. At least her father found the ideal concentration. She’d become too weak to break the crystal chains, but exposure to veggies hadn’t made her violently ill. “Okay. Be down in a sec.”

      My parents are seriously exploiting my refusal to punch them in the nose.

      Übergirl had high resistances to many harmful super powers, but Mom’s emotional manipulation ability still worked on her for a short time. Enough for her to believe allowing her parents to hang her on the wall like a Christmas decoration had been a fun idea at first. She still hadn’t figured out what sort of villainy they’d been up to while she’d been trapped there, unable to race out and stop them.

      Mom tried to bribe her by making cheesy chicken nuggets for dinner when they returned home and let her out. Other than hanging upside down unable to move, six undisturbed hours to play Star Prince: Trials of Tabrin hadn’t been the worst day of her life. And okay, the cheesy nuggets were awesome. She almost forgave them, if not for knowing they probably did something bad while she couldn’t stop them.

      At least they hadn’t done anything serious enough to make the news.

      Going into Dad’s lair often ended badly for her wardrobe, either as a result of him testing some new device, machinery randomly exploding, or malfunctioning high-speed robots crashing into her and going up in flames. Not wanting to lose her white top and pink leggings, she pressed the bright purple gem on her silver bracelet. In a flash of lavender light, the ZOOM device swapped her clothes for her Übergirl costume, which could withstand anything the lair might throw at her. Dad made it for her when he’d mistakenly assumed she’d become a supervillain, too. He’d even come up with a villain name for her, ‘Ginger Snap,’ due to her red hair. She thought the name ridiculous and lame, but still wore the belt buckle with GS on it. After all, Dad made it for her.

      With a sigh, Kelly floated off her feet and flew out the window to the backyard. The toolshed her father built to conceal the lair entrance would have appeared utterly unremarkable to the outside world if he hadn’t put it right in the middle of the yard. It baffled Kelly how the police, when they’d been searching for him, never suspected anything unusual about it. Who puts a tool shed in the exact center of the yard?

      She pulled the fake electrical outlet open, placed her hand on the palm-scanner, and went inside. As soon as the door closed behind her, the floor shot downward.

      Shoomp!

      Clearing six stories in a split second on an impossibly fast elevator no longer bothered her. It felt like teleportation with a side effect of her hair and skirt flapping upward. She walked into the antechamber to find her father standing there wearing a strength-boosting exoskeleton, holding an enormous silvery chrome ray gun. Dozens of random tubes, some twitching, covered it along with blinking lights and a little spinny thing above the handle that appeared to serve no purpose whatsoever.

      “Umm… are you going to blast me with that?” She stopped short.

      “This is not a weapon.” Dad marched up to her. “Allow me to present the Portable Fabricator Gun 4200.”

      Kelly resisted the urge to roll her eyes. Dad sure does love adding numbers to stuff. “Fabricator…”

      “Yes. It’s quite heavy though, so perhaps not as portable as the name would imply.” Dad patted the exoskeleton. “Hold out your left arm, please.”

      A smile bigger than the gun in his hands reassured Kelly enough not to suspect treachery despite the pointiness of his chin lending a slightly evil quality to his face. Some dads tricked their kids all the time with pranks. Dad’s version of prank ended up being way more annoying than a pie to the face or fake birthday presents or even a water squirt bottle, but she had total confidence he’d never hurt her.

      Bracing herself, she raised her left arm.

      Dad aimed the giant silver rifle at the mirrored bracer on her forearm. When he pushed the trigger button, three green laser beams connected the tip of the gun to her armguard. Thin glowing lines appeared seconds later in the metal, as if he’d drawn a small screen and buttons using light. The beams waved back and forth, rapidly altering the once plain metal band around her arm. Twenty seconds later, the flashing stopped.

      The components formerly outlined in a green glow had solidified into a one-inch-square where the shiny metal had become dull but sorta rainbowy, next to three buttons.

      Since nothing hurt, Kelly decided to be amazed. “Wow, Dad. Umm… what did you do?”

      He stepped out of the exoskeleton, which held the PF-4200 up to the side and marched off down the hall. “I’d been thinking about how you’ve been asking for a phone…”

      “A phone?” squeaked Kelly in delight, staring at her armband. “You said I was too little.”

      “Nothing quite as fun as breaking a parent’s rule.” He held up a finger.

      “It’s your rule, Dad…” She tilted her head.

      “Trivialities.” He waved her off. “I have decided now that you’re a little more than an ordinary nine-year-old, it would be a good idea for you to always have a way to stay in touch with your mother and me. Most girls your age don’t spontaneously fly hundreds of miles off on a whim.”

      She stared at the square and three buttons on her arm. “Wow, really? Umm, I don’t want to sound ungrateful, but I have really tiny arms. This screen is way small. How’s it work?”

      “Like most phones…” He crouched beside her and pointed. “That’s not a screen, sweetie. It’s a holographic emitter. The real screen appears when you push the left button. Middle button hides the screen. Right button goes into stealth mode.”

      “This phone has a stealth mode?”

      “Yes!” He bounced in glee. “When you push the button for stealth, it will wait one second listening for a password. Then, the communicator hides itself and also goes into silent mode. Wouldn’t want an unexpected incoming call giving you away when you’re trying to sneak out of school or steal ultra-rare chemicals from a top secret government storage facility.”

      “Dad!” She sighed at the ceiling. “I would never do either of those things.”

      “I know.” He bowed his head and sighed. “But a father can dream, can’t he? I suppose it would also come in handy if you’re trying to sneak up on a villain. How awful would it be if a poorly timed incoming call gave you away and resulted in hostages being hurt?”

      “Really bad!” She pushed the left button. A tablet-sized holographic screen appeared floating over her arm, showing icons for communicator, contact list, navigation, Broccoli Invaders, and Star Prince Mobile Adventures. Kelly frowned, pointing at the little cartoon broccoli with googly eyes. “What is that?”

      “A video game. I modified an old one I played at your age a little. It’s fairly repetitive, but funny.”

      She poked the icon. The screen changed to show a pixelated version of Übergirl standing at the bottom of a series of platforms connected by ladders. A giant Nolmek at the top proceeded to pick up huge broccoli pieces and send them rolling down at her.

      “Oh, you modified Mule Kong. Cute.” Kelly shut the game off and hugged him. “Thanks, Dad.”

      “I do expect you to be responsible with this. No staying up late talking, and don’t go using it to call the police if you see someone breaking the law.”

      Okay, now there’s a rule I can break without feeling bad.

      “We expect you not to make calls during school hours. I’d have locked it down, but you are so obsessively obedient it didn’t seem worth the effort.” He put a hand on her forehead. “I’m still not sure if there’s something wrong. Children your age aren’t supposed to be that well behaved.”

      “Guess I’m special.”

      He wrapped his arms around her and tried to pick her up into a hug, but ended up grunting, having about as much success as if he attempted to lift a 4,000-pound statue. “Oof.”

      “Sorry,” whispered Kelly. She lowered her defenses.

      Dad scooped her up and hugged her. “You are special. I hope you understand just because we aren’t playing the same teams for this giant game, it doesn’t mean I love you any less.”

      “Yeah. It’s not really a game, though.”

      “Sure it is.” He kissed her on the cheek and set her back down. “The problem most people have is they try to convince themselves reality needs to be serious. Truth is, life is nothing but a game. Try to enjoy it as much as you can, and don’t let the bad parts get to you. Everyone rolls a two now and then.”

      “People getting hurt is a lot worse than rolling snake eyes in Tubes and Rungs.”

      He whistled innocently. “It’s all in how you look at it. Anyway, your communicator isn’t technically a phone. You won’t need to worry about cellular coverage. Everything goes through the main computer down here so your mother and I can keep tabs.”

      She gazed at the ceiling, arms hanging limp like noodles at her sides. “Figures. Dad, that’s not fair.”

      “It’s not supposed to be fair, hon. You’re nine. We want to protect you.”

      “Yeah, but…” She peeled her stare off the ceiling and shot him a ‘give me a break’ smirk. “What if Paige and I are talking about super-secret girl stuff?”

      Dad leaned back, one eyebrow up. “Boys?”

      “Eww, no!” She stuck out her tongue. “Why would we want to talk about boys?”

      “Oh, no reason.” Dad fanned himself. “Forget I said anything.”

      “It’s still not fair you’re spying on me.”

      He patted her on the head. “We’re not spying on you. Your mother and I are keeping you safe. Once you turn eighteen, you can have a private phone and I swear we won’t tap it.”

      “Uh huh.” She folded her arms. “Sure you won’t… try.”

      Dad whistled innocently.

      “Okay. I can’t argue you guys monitoring me now because I’m nine, but please don’t like, listen in and warn other villains when I’m gonna stop them.”

      “Of course not, sweetie. Your mother and I will only take advantage of eavesdropping on you if it benefits us personally. If you’re bothering some other villain, it doesn’t matter to us.”

      Oh, yay. She sighed out her nose. Before she became too bummed out at having selfish parents, his big smile proved infectious. Yeah, sure they could listen in on anything she said over her new communicator, but she suspected her parents really did mostly want to keep her safe. Any potentially exploitable hero information would be a side bonus. Kelly allowed her joy at finally being allowed to have a phone to take over.

      “Thanks, Dad!” She pounce-hugged him.

      “You’re welcome, sweetie.” He patted her back, gurgling slightly from the force of her embrace.

      “Gotta finish homework.” She dropped down and started for the elevator, but paused after two steps, turning back toward him. “Umm, Dad? What you said about sneaking into a government storage place to steal super rare chemicals… that wouldn’t be what you and Mom did while I, uhh, ‘hung out’ down here?”

      “Of course not, sweetie.” He made a pushing gesture at her.

      An invisible force shoved her into the elevator, which promptly shoomp-ed.

      Kelly slouched. “Drat. What are they up to?”

      Grumbling, she pushed the tool shed door open and stormed out into the backyard. Her father stealing chemicals didn’t prove he intended to do something seriously bad. He might only be up to something seriously annoying. Getting into a Dr. Infinity vs. Star Prince style war with her parents felt wrong. She absolutely couldn’t bring herself to bonk them over the head or punch them in the nose. Even grabbing them and carrying them to the police hurt to think about, seeming as mean as if she tossed her parents in a trashcan because she didn’t want them anymore.

      It might be a failure on her part, but she couldn’t turn her parents over to the authorities again. The guilt had been too heavy for even Übergirl to carry. She would try to foil their schemes as much as she could on her own, and leave the police and supers prison out of it—unless Mom or Dad seriously tried to hurt people. She really hoped they wouldn’t.

      Right before she leapt into the air and flew to her bedroom window, Mom’s voice came from the small downstairs window above the kitchen sink, something about plans being on schedule.

      Eep!

      Kelly crouched and hurried over, flattening herself against the wall below the window to eavesdrop.

      “… meeting will have everyone important. All the leaders will be there, and no sign they know we’re aware of it,” said Negative Nancy from the phone.

      Despite Kelly’s super-hearing, her mother’s best friend sounded small and tinny.

      “Excellent,” chimed Mom, her voice dripping with glee. “I can hardly wait. They won’t know what hit them. This has gone on far too long and it’s time for us to change the world.”

      Kelly clenched her fists. Oh, no! Mom! What are you doing?
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      Übergirl dove out of the sky, racing down at a bug twice the size of a city bus.

      She’d been sprawled on her bed reading the newest Wardens of the Nebula issue after Paige had to go home for the night when the news ticker scrolling along the bottom of her tablet mentioned a giant bug monster tearing up downtown San Francisco. Dad would probably think a nine-year-old installing a news banner to be much weirder than a forty-foot insect with a taste for pedestrians.

      It only took her a minute to fly from her house to the intersection where 25th Street met Fulton near the botanical gardens. Multiple trees, streetlights, and one traffic light lay on the ground on either side of a long trench the giant bug plowed on its way out of the park. Coming in by air gave Kelly a clear view of the destruction path, which appeared to start in the forest south of Marx Meadow. The gargantuan armor-plated caterpillar either teleported in from another dimension or some villain dropped it from a plane.

      The bug had crushed two cars, both white, a Mermaid-Bends S-Class and an Oddity A8 like Mom’s, caught at the traffic light. It presently reared its head back to bite a screaming woman in a grey skirt suit, who stood in front of a sheltered bus stop at the corner. Most other people ran in random directions, though a few remained dangerously close, holding their cell phones up to record video.

      “Get away from it!” shouted Kelly. She swooped in to put herself between the bug’s mandibles and the terrified woman.

      Staring up into the monster’s gigantic mouth reminded her of the shifting plastic tunnels she crawled through the time her parents took her to the Charles Q. Cheddar pizza place for her seventh birthday—only this tunnel led to an acid-filled stomach instead of a plastic ball pit.

      The roaring bug hurled itself forward, intent on devouring the woman in one bite.

      Kelly sprang up to grab its mouth. Due to her small size, she couldn’t reach the upper and lower halves at the same time and had to brace her hands against the top part of its mouth and aim her feet to catch the lower jaw when it tried to chomp. The bug could easily swallow an adult—even one as large as Myo, the strength supervillain who turned out not to be too bad a guy—whole. She could almost walk down its throat and not have to duck.

      Still, despite being small, Übergirl stopped the charging caterpillar bite cold.

      Instead of smashing itself face-first into the ground and swallowing the woman entirely, the giant caterpillar slammed to a halt as though it hit a wall—a tiny wall with long red hair. The woman behind her finally snapped out of her panic, screamed, and took off running. The huge bug tried to chew on Kelly, but she held its mouth open, having little difficulty overpowering it. The caterpillar screeched while opening and closing its mouth again and again. Kelly stared down at her feet, focused on blocking the lower jaw with her boots.

      After the tenth or twelfth time it failed to crush or eat her, the frustrated bug whipped itself from side to side, trying to throw her. She held on by finger power alone, her little body swinging around like a pennant flag. Ringing came from her left bracer. The hologram screen activated on its own, displaying Mom’s face above a beige angora sweater.

      “Where are you, sweetie? It’s time for dinner.”

      The caterpillar roared, continuing to thrash its front half around. It shook her frantically, trying to make her let go, but she held on, even when it swung her into another streetlamp with enough force for her legs to cut it in half. Kelly cringed at the explosion of sparks and sizzling electricity, despite crashing into the lamp not hurting at all.

      “Sweetie, what is that awful noise?” asked Mom.

      “Big caterpillar monster’s loose,” shouted Kelly over the roar. “It’s trying to eat people and I’m stopping it.”

      “Well, it’s time for dinner. Playing heroes can wait. Come home to eat. You can finish saving the world after dinner.”

      “Aww, but Mom! I’m almost done fighting the giant bug monster. Can I have a few more minutes please?”

      The exhausted caterpillar fell to the side, crushing three parked cars and setting off a bunch of car alarms.

      Mom sighed. “Oh, all right, dear. But don’t take too long. You don’t want your food to get cold, do you?”

      Kelly swung herself forward and kicked the caterpillar in the roof of its mouth. The enormous bug reeled back, seemingly stunned. She let go of its jaw, flew up and back, then dove into a punch, landing her fist between its eyes. The force of her attack walloped the titanic caterpillar down to the road, cracking pavement.

      “There,” said Kelly. “Nap time.”

      The caterpillar screeched again, shattering glass on nearby buildings.

      “Uhh, Mom?” asked Kelly, holding the screen up in front of her. “Can you put Dad on?”

      “Sure. One moment.” Mom walked out of camera view.

      Furious, but evidently having had enough of Kelly, the caterpillar lunged to its left, breaking through power lines to bite a chunk out of a perfectly rectangular four-story brown building studded in white windows.

      “Hey! Stop!” shouted Kelly.

      She zipped up behind it, seized one of its antennae in both hands, and hauled the monster caterpillar back before it could eat deeper into the building. She used her grip on the antenna to swing the creature’s face downward, cracking the sidewalk. The caterpillar shrugged it off and kept trying to crawl forward.

      “Stop hitting that poor creature!” yelled a blonde woman in a ‘go vegan’ T-shirt. “Nature deserves to live, too. We are invading their space. This is our punishment.”

      Kelly flew backward, dragging the monster-pillar by its antenna toward the park. “Nature doesn’t make forty-ton bugs!”

      “Hi, sweetie,” said Dad from the holographic panel over her left forearm. “Your mother wants me to tell you to come home right away for dinner.”

      “Dad!” She heaved the caterpillar closer to the park, then whirled around so he could see it behind her on the phone camera. “Why can’t I knock this thing out? I don’t wanna kill it. If I hit it any harder, my hand’s gonna break its skin.”

      “Unconsciousness happens when the brain bumps into the skull, usually as a result of a violent impact.”

      The caterpillar rolled back onto its many legs and spite-bit the crushed Mermaid-Bends. No one appeared to be inside it—or screamed—so Kelly let the bug take out its frustrations.

      “Okay?” She blinked at him.

      “That is a bug,” said Dad.

      “Oh… it doesn’t have a skull. Exoskeleton. So I can’t knock it unconscious.”

      “Correct.” Dad smiled. “It doesn’t have a true brain either, more a long nerve cluster floating in goop.”

      Kelly looked back and forth between the monster and her father. “How can I stop this thing without killing it?”

      Dad rubbed his chin of epic pointiness. “You’d need a can of Dark Banner the size of a phone booth.”

      “Bug spray will kill it! I don’t want to kill it, just… you know, stop it from eating people. And cars… and buildings”—she glanced over at a loud crunching noise—“and trees.”

      The caterpillar dragged an entire tree up out of the ground, devouring it in six bites.

      “Don’t be stupid,” shouted a man. “Kara, get back here!”

      Kelly spun to her left. A short, bald, somewhat pudgy Hispanic guy with a goatee and a sky blue polo shirt yelled at a nicely-dressed woman running toward the caterpillar, struggling to carry a TV camera and microphone. Only the wires connecting the camera to the man’s backpack slowed her down.

      The caterpillar spotted the woman and shifted to face her, opening its mouth.

      “Uhh, gotta go, Dad. I’ll be home soon!”

      Kelly leapt airborne and zipped across the street, fly-tackling the reporter into her camera operator and carrying both of them back half a block from the monster. The instant she let go of them, a scream came from behind. She spun in time to watch the caterpillar swallow the blonde woman in the vegan shirt whole—right down to her certified-animal-safe mushroom leather Ughs.

      “Crap!”

      She flew in an arc, dive-bombing herself onto the middle of the caterpillar’s long body. The soft, squishy bug absorbed her impact, as though she crashed into an air mattress full of pudding. An explosion of clear slime—plus one highly shocked tree hugger—shot out of its mouth. Other than having lost her headband, the woman appeared unhurt.

      The monster shook its head, then proceeded to slurp up the slime it sprayed, making its way toward the blonde woman. She struggled to get away, but appeared unable to move under the coating of sticky gunk.

      Kelly raced around in front of the caterpillar and again grabbed it by the mandibles. “No! Bad bug. We do not eat people.”

      It roared at her, spraying globs of slime all over her body.

      “Eww.” She cringed. “Okay, since I don’t wanna hurt you, I guess I’m going to have to carry you to a deserted island or something.”

      The caterpillar stopped moving. Two compound eyes the size of golf carts didn’t exactly convey emotion in any human sense, though she couldn’t help but read confusion and surprise. Bright green light appeared at the tail, rapidly growing into a sheath around its entire body. Kelly leapt back to avoid touching the eerie glow. Within seconds of the light covering the bug’s face, the creature abruptly shrank to only an inch and a half long. The slime also reduced in volume, the huge puddle trapping the woman ending up barely a pinhead-sized spot on her T-shirt.

      Kelly picked up the tiny caterpillar and held it in her palm. Its front end swayed about as if sniffing the air. If not for the destruction around her, she wouldn’t have believed the caterpillar had ever been huge.

      “So weird,” whispered Kelly. She looked around at the damage, then back at the ordinary bug on her hand. “What the heck…?”

      “Wow.” The blonde crouched beside her, staring at the bright green caterpillar. “How did such a sweet little guy get so big?”

      Kelly shrugged. “I don’t know. Are you okay?”

      “Little shaken up. You’re, umm, not going to hurt it, are you?”

      “No. It’s harmless now.”

      Drat! I’m going to get in trouble if I’m not home for dinner like… now.

      “Sorry, I gotta go.” She jumped into the air.

      “Hey, wait,” yelled a different woman running down the street toward her. “Kid, wait! Where are you going?”

      Kelly looked over at the click of high heels on pavement. The reporter rushed toward her, the cameraman—once again carrying the camera—jogging after. “I have to go home. I’m already late for dinner and my mom’s going to be mad.”

      “What happened here?” asked the reporter.

      “Something made this bug huge. I don’t know what did it. Just saw the news and came here to stop it from hurting people.” She glided up and back. “I really have to go home now.”

      “Nice work, kid,” said the cameraman.

      “Are you a superhero?” asked the reporter.

      “No, she’s wearing a costume because Halloween is in two weeks and she likes to fly and punch massive insects for fun,” said the blonde in the vegan shirt, deadpan. “And people make fun of blondes for asking stupid questions…”

      “I’m not blonde,” said the black-haired reporter, in total seriousness.

      Kelly and the vegan woman exchanged ‘wow’ glances.

      The reporter stretched the microphone into the air after her. “Can you at least tell us your name?”

      Kelly faced her with a smile. “I’m Übergirl!”
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      After he promised the caterpillar would not be subject to interrogation in violation of international law, Kelly left the little critter in the care of her father.

      In pleasant contrast to her comic books, superhero life came with long periods where nothing terribly exciting happened. Such was Kelly’s life for the remainder of the week. School, hanging out with Paige, and a routine amount of homework later, the weekend showed up. Despite her best efforts at sneaking around for an hour or so each night before bedtime, she hadn’t yet discovered any further details about her mother’s imminent scheme to do something to a group of important people all gathered in the same place.

      Kelly’s vast experience with comic books led her to consider several possible scenarios. A supervillain being interested in such a meeting could involve holding world leaders for ransom… but Dad already made a boatload of money selling inventions—and probably stealing, though she had no proof—and Mom never gave any indication she wanted more.

      So kidnapping dignitaries for ransom didn’t sound right.

      A supervillain might hold a group of leaders hostage to force them into surrendering control over countries or corporations. But again, Mom didn’t feel like the sort of villain who craved political power. She also didn’t want fame or notoriety. Emophage preferred to work in the background unnoticed.

      So extorting nations didn’t fit, either.

      That left things like making important leaders go insane to spread chaos, killing them to spread chaos with a side order of fear, or something along those lines. Kelly knew her mother couldn’t kill people. She didn’t even worry about it happening for half a second. The woman might take some serious risks—like playing chicken with Dad’s giant bomb in hopes Kelly wouldn’t let it go off anywhere near people—but she wouldn’t do something she thought would definitely lead to anyone dying.

      If Kelly knew anything for sure about this crazy new world she lived in, the effect the Naazlian crystals had on reality followed the rules within the public awareness. Superheroes came from humanity’s subconscious, built along structures people accepted as existing even if they didn’t really care about superhero fandoms. Those rules clearly divided people with superpowers into two distinct categories: the ‘fun’ ones and the ‘grim’ ones. Supers in the fun group very seldom died or killed anyone. They didn’t even say bad words. Sure those comics could get preachy sometimes, but they followed a code. The grim comics, on the other hand, featured characters on a much more morally grey path, comics for grown-ups as her father once put it. Heroes who killed, stories about serious social issues, gangs, violence, and so on. Nothing her parents—even after becoming supervillains—wanted her reading until she got older.

      She totally knew both her father and mother landed in the fun category… mostly because her mother tried to kill her. If Emophage belonged to the grim genre, she wouldn’t have used an elaborate long-winded death trap Kelly had been almost guaranteed to escape from.

      The most frustrating part of having villain parents was how she could never really tell for sure when they told her not to do something if they wanted her to break the rule or seriously obey it. Like the time limit on video games. If she ignored it, Mom praised her for being disobedient. She had no interest in reading grim comics, but suspected the parents would actually be upset if she did.

      Ugh. So confusing.

      She headed downstairs Saturday morning after the surprisingly ordinary week. The caterpillar incident on Monday had been the most exciting thing to happen since the battle on the Nolmek command ship a few weeks earlier. Phoenix, the leader of the Aegis super team, showed up Tuesday after school to talk about it. Naturally, some tension hung in the air between him and Mom, though he respected her secret identity and acted as if Mrs. Donovan had no connection to Emophage. The Nolmek battle resulted in something of a reset in relations between heroes and villains. Mom hadn’t done anything publicly villainous since then, so he had no reason to cause trouble.

      Saturday morning started like most other Saturday mornings tended to do, with her parents seated at the table, eating pancakes. Well, they didn’t have pancakes every Saturday, but they always started the weekend with breakfast.

      Kelly paused in the kitchen archway looking at the way-too-normal scene in front of her. Well, normal except for the eight-armed octo-bot above the stove already cooking a portion of pancakes for her. The parents looked like their pre-super selves. In normal clothes, calm, smiling at each other, and having an ordinary Saturday morning breakfast.

      Except, it didn’t feel right.

      Before powers, her father would always be at the edge of a bad mood. Unless he actively spoke to or did something with Kelly or Mom, he always appeared to be at the verge of yelling at someone. And Mom usually had a look to her like she wanted to curl up in bed under a blanket with a fat book and a cup of hot tea and forget the world existed.

      But now, they looked happy.

      Content even.

      Too content.

      “Good morning, dear,” chimed Mom.

      Kelly shifted her gaze back and forth between Mom and Dad, feeling like a Wild West gunslinger waiting to see who went for a weapon first.

      “Is everything all right, hon?” asked Dad. “You look like that cat meme.”

      “Which cat meme?” Mom chuckled. “There are millions.”

      “The one where the grey cat is looking side to side with a bit of a snarl.”

      Mom laughed. “Oh, you mean the one they spliced into the showdown scene from The Virtuous, The Evil, and the Hideous?”

      “Exactly.” Dad smiled.

      “I’m looking for the trap.” Kelly extended one leg into the kitchen, touching her big toe to the floor. Nothing exploded or zapped her, so she crept over to her chair. “This is too… normal.”

      A silver tube arm extended from the octo-bot, setting a plate of pancakes in front of her. “Good morning, Kelly. Would you like purpleberry syrup again?”

      “Yes, please.”

      The gripper claw at the end of the arm retracted, replaced a second later by a squirt nozzle, which promptly deposited a blob of dark purple sweetness all over her breakfast.

      “We are allowed to be normal.” Mom reached over and fussed at her hair. “And so are you.”

      “Having powers doesn’t mean they must be used every minute of every day.” Dad sipped coffee. “Even Flying Fox spends some time relaxing. The comics only show the interesting parts of his life.”

      “Flying Fox doesn’t even have powers. He’s just rich and has lots and lots of gadgets. Also, he doesn’t relax. He goes up to some high, dark place and broods.” Kelly stabbed a fork into her pancakes and cut them. “It’s kinda silly he’s able to beat villains who have powers. Gadgets can only do so much.”

      “Speak for yourself.” Dad tickled her in the side. “Gadgets are as good as powers.”

      “No they’re not,” mumbled Kelly around a mouthful of pancake.

      “So you wanted to spend all day hanging upside down on a wall playing video games?” asked Dad. “That couldn’t have been comfortable.”

      “It wasn’t.” She frowned. “And no, I didn’t want to stay there. I spent a whole two hours trying to escape.”

      “See?” asked Mom. “Gadgets countered even your incredible powers.”

      “Nuh uh, Mom. Not gadgets. Your charm powers plus Naazlian crystal chains. Neither of those are gadgets.”

      “Don’t forget the broccoli mist,” said Dad. “Technically, a mad science invention.”

      Kelly’s stomach gurgled. “I’d really rather forget the broccoli mist.”

      “Did it make you feel sick?” Dad leaned closer, a look of genuine concern on his face. “I thought I’d gotten the concentration to the perfect strength.”

      She squirmed in her seat. “Not really. I didn’t feel sick, more tired and weak. But it stank so bad. The whole time you left me in there, I felt like I was gonna throw up if I breathed too deep.”

      He patted her arm. “Sorry, kiddo. I didn’t intend for it to be an unpleasant experience.”

      “Dad…” Kelly blinked at him. “You chained me to the wall, upside down, in a dungeon cell. What kind of experience was it supposed to be other than unpleasant?”

      “Six uninterrupted hours of video game time? When I was a kid, I used to sit in my living room longer than six hours by choice.”

      “That explains much,” whispered Mom.

      “Yeah, but you weren’t hanging upside down.” Kelly held her hand up in a pinch gesture. “Just a little different. My nose itched for three hours.”

      Dad suppressed a laugh.

      Ugh! Kelly stared at her pancakes. As annoying as it had been to be stuck in a cell, in a surprisingly bizarre twist, she found herself not so much minding what happened—mostly because it stank less than ending up in a situation where she had to decide if she’d rat her parents out to the Aegis or directly stop them from doing something. At least spending hours locked in a room she couldn’t escape from gave her a really good excuse for letting them do villain stuff. Of course, if Mom tried to charm her into the cell again, she’d try her best to resist.

      Mom picked up on her emotional state, seeming surprised at Kelly almost appreciating they’d spared her having to make the decision whether or not to tell on them. She patted her on the arm. “I promise we’ll only put you in the dungeon again if it’s really important.”

      “Thanks, Mom.” Kelly stabbed another piece of pancake. “Umm, maybe next time just make bars out of Naazlian crystal so I can at least scratch my nose.”

      “This family needs therapy,” said Robo-Mom, walking in from the living room. “This is not normal breakfast conversation.”

      “It’s okay.” Kelly sighed. “They locked me up in the most loving way possible. Except for the whole not being able to move at all part.”

      Dad’s mega-tablet flew up to him. He tapped a few buttons, then tilted it to show her a screen full of heavy duty math around a small stick figure stretched out in the shape of an X. “Based on the tensile strength of Naazlian crystal, you needed to be at a leverage disadvantage or you could have snapped those chains. Immobilizing you allowed for a low concentration of the broccoli weakening agent. To allow for freedom of motion, the gas would need to be stronger, which would have resulted in unwanted side effects.”

      Robo-Mom sat near the sliding glass door overlooking the backyard and opened a book.

      “Umm, Dad, I have an idea.” Kelly sat up, smiling.

      “Hmm?” He glanced at the screen. “Something wrong with my equations?”

      “No. How about like, umm, not chaining me to the wall again? If you guys didn’t do stuff I’d feel guilty about not stopping, you wouldn’t have to lock me up.” She put on her most adorably endearing smile.

      Mom rolled her eyes in a ‘here we go again’ sort of way.

      “I thought you liked playing hero?” Dad scratched his head. “You were always infiltrating villain lairs or trying to escape them after being captured.”

      Kelly shrugged and went back to her pancakes. “Yeah, but that’s different. Pretend. It’s fun to escape a villain lair. It’s not fun to be stuck, unable to move. Besides, escaping the lair always ends in the hero beating the snot out of the villain. And I don’t wanna beat the snot out of you guys.”

      “Aww, how sweet.” Mom patted her on the head.

      “Therapy,” muttered Robo-Mom.

      “You stay out of this.” Mom pointed a fork at the android.

      “Are you talking to yourself again, dear?” asked Dad.

      Both Mom and Robo-Mom stared at him.

      “… in the wake of the Nolmek’s departure, some world leaders are still showing some effects of mental conditioning,” said the voice of Marty Brimble from the television. “At a recent meeting of the Unified Nations, most leaders sat around staring at each other like they didn’t realize where they were.”

      Dad whistled. “Sounds like the UN is back to normal.”

      Mom laughed.

      “Scary stuff, Marty,” said the co-anchor, Karen Montgomery. “It’s going to take the world some time to come to terms with our benev—I mean the alien Nolmek’s departure. What will their absence mean for humanity going forward? This remains to be seen.”

      “Right you are, Karen.” The screen shifted to show a close up of Marty next to a picture of an omelet. “We’ll be back in a few moments with Rochelle Beam in the Kitchen. She’s got some great tips to help make your eggs come out perfect.”

      “From alien invasion to cooking.” Dad mouthed ‘wow.’ “Oh, hon? How’s the little project of yours coming along?”

      Kelly froze in mid bite, fork in her mouth, shifting her gaze to Mom.

      “Fine. Fine. Just waiting for the day,” said Mom, casual as could be.

      She’s definitely up to no good. Kelly narrowed her eyes in suspicion, but kept quiet. She doubted her parents would be careless enough to talk about supervillain plots right in front of her, but still hoped they might slip and drop a clue.

      The morning show came back to an image of an impossibly pretty brunette standing in the fakest kitchen ever put on television. One of the octo-bot’s arms glided over in front of the screen to watch as the woman rambled on about how to prepare omelets so they came out perfect and spongy every time.

      “Daring plan,” said Dad.

      Kelly glanced at him.

      “About time,” muttered Mom. “Someone has to do it.”

      Kelly glanced at her.

      “You’re certainly the right woman for the job.” Dad took another sip of coffee.

      Kelly glanced at him.

      “You flatter me, Jack.” Mom batted her eyelashes at him. “The world will thank me.”

      Kelly glanced at her, inches from shouting, ‘What are you going to do?’

      Mom appeared to be forcing herself not to smile.

      They’re teasing me. Maybe Mom’s not even going to do anything.

      “Thank you, Rochelle. Sounds delicious,” said Marty from the television.

      “Sounds basic.” The octo-bot retracted its arm. “I am unimpressed. The fluffiness quotient of my omelets would decline by seven-point-four percent if I implemented the television person’s suggestions. Why is that television person considered an authority? Do they not have a fluffiness processor module capable of calculations out to thirty-seven decimal places?”

      Mom snickered.

      “With the aliens gone, and their technology still here, we are all looking at a strange new world,” said Marty.

      “Speaking of strange…” The camera cut over to Karen. “The superhero known as Florida Man is in a little bit of hot water with the local police after an attempt to interrupt the robbery of a check cashing store ended with an alligator stuck through the windshield of a patrol car. One sheriff’s department officer was hospitalized with serious but not life-threatening injuries. The robbery suspects were apprehended.”

      “Well,” said Marty, shaking his head. “That tends to happen when criminals are unconscious and half-drowned.”

      “Indeed.” Karen nodded at him. “Unfortunately, the check cashing business had to close down due to six feet of water in the building.”

      “Simply astonishing,” said Marty.

      Kelly cringed. Ugh. That guy should really stay home.

      “Any plans today, dear?” asked Dad.

      Trying to figure out what Mom’s gonna do. She mopped purpleberry syrup up with a hunk of pancake. “Not really. Paige is going to come over after she gets back from shopping with her parents for a Halloween costume. Umm, Dad? Did you find anything out from the caterpillar?”

      “Isn’t it usually boys who collect bugs?” asked Mom.

      “Not just a bug, Mom.” She held her arms out to either side. “It was this big.”

      Mom lifted her coffee mug, but stopped short of sipping. “You sound like your father when he goes fishing.” She drank.

      “Dad goes fishing?” Kelly blinked. “Since when?”

      Her father rolled his eyes.

      Mom laughed.

      “I did… once. Quite boring. I fail to see the point in it as supermarkets exist.” He swiped his hand at the mega-tablet’s screen, bringing up images of greenish-yellow blobs with small, darker spots littered about. “The caterpillar was exposed to the effect of an energy-based enlargement device. It has gone back to being ordinary.”

      “What’s on the screen?” Kelly leaned closer.

      “A microscopic view of its cells.”

      She covered her mouth. “Eep! You didn’t hurt it, did you?”

      “It’s only a caterpillar,” said Mom. “A caterpillar that tried to eat you.”

      “No, no…” Dad shook his head. “The specimen is in good health.”

      “Enlargement device.” Kelly scrunched up her nose in thought. “Umm… why would anyone make a caterpillar so big?”

      “Did you notice anything else happening during the monster’s rampage?” Dad tapped the screen, opening an internet browser.

      “No, but I was sorta busy trying to stop the bug from eating people.” She shoveled another wad of pancake in her mouth and chewed. Distraction? Yeah, maybe.

      “Hmm.” Dad spent a moment looking at his mega-tablet’s screen. “If someone used chaos to draw attention away from some other crime, whatever they did isn’t on the news. Perhaps an accident then.”

      They ate and sipped coffee—except Kelly who had OJ—in silence for a few minutes while the morning show people interviewed a guy who claimed he could talk to pandas. He brought six tiny pandas into the studio, which roamed everywhere regardless of what he did or said. Kelly grinned, finding it funny to watch him chase the animals around while Karen and Marty ran for their lives as if the cuddly little critters would hurt them.

      Finally, the tension hovering over the kitchen table grew too heavy.

      “Mom?” Kelly tried a sheepish smile. “What’s the project you and Dad were talking about?”

      “Oh, just something for work. Advertising stuff.”

      Yeah, sure it is. Certain she’d been lied to, Kelly widened her eyes. “You’re not doing anything bad?”

      “No, hon. It’s not bad. Don’t worry about it. I’m presenting at an advertising meeting.”

      “Relax, dear.” Dad patted her shoulder. “Advertising is a lesser evil. It’s not like your mother is doing something truly diabolical… like telemarketing.”

      “Bite your tongue,” said Mom. “I may be a supervillain, but I’m not that evil.”

      Kelly sank into her chair. They talked about it right in front of me. Does she know I heard her on the phone with Ms. Westcott? Are they hoping I’ll believe her it’s nothing bad? Am I gonna wind up hanging on the wall again? She huffed out her nose. Find out in the next exciting issue of Übergirl!

      Annoyed, she flopped forward theatrically… and ended up with purpleberry syrup all over her face.

      “Darn it,” muttered Kelly. “Nothing ruins a dramatic moment like a plate of half-eaten pancakes.”
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      Saturday plans—not that Kelly had any—underwent an unexpected change when Mom took her to the supermarket.

      It both surprised her and didn’t to learn her mother still liked to go grocery shopping herself despite being a recently wealthy supervillainess with two henchmen. She could easily hire a service to do the shopping, send Zorthax or Bob, or simply steal everything. Her mother once used her charm powers to steal from several stores in the mall, so she clearly didn’t regard petty larceny as being beneath her. However, as far as Kelly knew, Mom wouldn’t take groceries and not pay for them. Confusing. Maybe she thought necessary things like food deserved to be paid for, but overpriced mall clothing didn’t.

      Mom drove to the supermarket. Despite going a bit past the speed limit, being in a car felt sluggish. Kelly had become too used to flying. Sadly, grocery bags couldn’t withstand the stress of traveling a few hundred miles an hour in the air… almost as if the people who designed them never imagined shoppers would want to fly home at twice the speed of sound.

      A few damaged banners depicting smiling Nolmek as ‘benevolent protectors’ still hung from the front face of the nearest Food Hole supermarket. It looked as though someone made a halfhearted effort to take them down, but hadn’t gotten around to finishing yet. Similar alien propaganda all over San Francisco had more or less vanished. The news last week mentioned some people believed the aliens never truly left and still watched humans. Dad called them ‘conspiracy nuts,’ the same sort of people who believed the Moon landing hadn’t really happened.

      This, of course, made Kelly want to fly up there to see if she could find a little flag. She couldn’t do it until she grew up a bit more, though. The flight there would take several days one way even at her top speed, and she wasn’t allowed to be away from home overnight yet. A curiosity trip to the Moon went slightly past having permission for the occasional sleepover at Paige’s. She also didn’t know how long she could go without air.

      Walking into the supermarket wearing a dress, purple leggings, and flip-flops almost let her imagine the entire Nolmek invasion never happened. She might have been able to put it out of her mind entirely if not for the huge alien posters drooping from the front of the store. She looked normal. Mom looked normal, though her mother never used to wear so much black before. Kelly eagerly grabbed the cart. Pushing it for Mom had always made her feel like she helped do the shopping despite being small. The trip to Food Hole allowed her to spend time with Mom like they did back when her life had been sane. Perhaps sad, lonely, and frightening, but sane. Something as mundane as buying groceries shouldn’t involve strong emotions, but she found herself alternating between giddy happy and ready to cry tears of joy at Mom being like her old self for the better part of an hour. Except for a few times where Kelly had to fly up and grab something from a high shelf her mother couldn’t reach, they both acted like the world hadn’t changed.

      Maybe Dad’s right. We’re just playing a game and got put on different teams. Her parents wouldn’t let her play video games where two teams ran around shooting each other with real-looking military guns, but she did have a similar game full of cartoon characters, ‘heart bombs,’ and candy mines. Except for the graphics being cute instead of realistic, the gameplay amounted to the same thing: two teams of players shooting each other until one side wiped the other one out. If Mom played the game and the computer put her on the opposite team, it wouldn’t bother Kelly at all. If she could convince herself to think of reality the same way—Mom and Dad merely sorted onto an opposing team—she could cling to the idea of Emophage and The Brain Trust being characters they played and not really her parents.

      I fail at hero. Kelly bowed her head. I’m gonna let them get away with stuff… at least until I can save Mom and Dad from Emophage and The Brain Trust.

      She looked over the contents of the wagon, filled to capacity and then some. Dad’s PANTRY device—Phase Actuated Non-Temporal Repository (for) Yummies—basically allowed them to store perishable food for something like 24,000 years before it went bad. According to him, it could even keep fresh sushi safe for a whole week, but Kelly didn’t want to test the theory out. Basically, they had a room-sized ‘freezer’ in the lair capable of holding enough food to last several years and none of it would go bad. It didn’t preserve food with coldness, rather, it paused time. Robots, naturally, transported ingredients via an underground tunnel right to the house kitchen. Anything they needed would appear in the fridge as if by magic within thirty seconds to a minute. As a result of having so much food storage space and a ton of money in the bank, Mom tended to overbuy, saying, “it’s not like it will go bad.”

      Kelly Donovan couldn’t have pushed the cart at this point, but Übergirl had no difficulty. She got a few strange looks from people bewildered at the sight of such a short, skinny kid propelling a cart piled so high, but no one said anything or stared uncomfortably long.

      It occurred to her they hadn’t picked up any candy as they neared the checkout area.

      “Mom, Halloween’s next week. We need to get some candy to give out.”

      “Already handled, dear. We’ll be giving out apples and veggie bundles for treats.”

      Kelly stopped short, staring up at her mother in disbelief. The towering stack of groceries in the wagon tilted forward, threatening to collapse. “Umm, don’t you think you’re taking the supervillain thing a little too far?”

      “It’s healthy,” said Mom, examining her fingernails.

      “It’s evil.”

      Mom smiled. “No, dear. Evil would be giving out chocolate-covered Brussels sprouts or caramel-coated onions.”

      “Eww!” Kelly nearly threw up at the mere thought.

      “You like apples, don’t you?”

      “Yeah, but this is Halloween!” Kelly flailed her arms. “It’s like super important to give out candy. It’s the most important kid holiday of the year next to Christmas.”

      Her mother shifted her weight from leg to leg while thinking. “Hmm. All that sugar isn’t good for you… or any child.”

      “It’s once a year. You never minded giving away candy before.”

      “Oh, all right. We can get some treats to give out.”

      “Yay!” Grinning, Kelly wheeled the burdened shopping cart around and headed for the candy section.

      A moment later, she rounded the endcap and beheld an entire aisle full of yellow-orange. Every shelf on both sides looked the same. Her daydream of chocolate and caramel smashed to pieces. “What the heck is this?”

      “Some kind of crazy sale?” Mom picked up a bag from a shelf on the right. “How odd… this is labeled Chortles, but it’s full of candy corn.”

      “Blech.” Kelly stuck out her tongue. “Who’d replace Chortles with candy corn? So mean. Especially the full-size bars, too. Anyone who gives out full-size Chortles bars on Halloween becomes a legend. The kind of legend kids at school talk about for years.”

      Mom tossed the bag back on the shelf.

      Jaw open in horror, Kelly slow-walked down the aisle. Bags labeled as Kitty-Kat held candy corn. The Pay Out had been replaced with candy corn. Sacks of Infant Ruby bars also... candy corn. Tres Amigos bars, Fizzlers, and even the Eminents had all been replaced. A moment of hope came when she spotted sacks of small yellow cardboard boxes, but shaking them revealed the sad truth. Some diabolical fiend had even replaced the Lactose Failures with candy corn. The dense chocolate-covered caramel pills she simultaneously loved and hated—because they got stuck in her teeth—shouldn’t rattle so loud.

      “This is… wrong!” shouted Kelly, holding up the bag of Lactose Failures. “How did they turn these into candy corn without even opening the boxes?”

      “Wait, there’s a patch there that doesn’t look like candy corn.” Mom pointed.

      Kelly turned to look.

      Orange Festival Peanuts.

      “Argh!” Kelly ran over to them, looking around so fast her hair whipped back and forth. “No. No. No. This isn’t really happening. All the good stuff is gone! There can’t just be festival peanuts and candy corn left…”

      “Aww, sweetie.” Mom pushed the cart over, then hugged her. “It’s only candy. No need to get upset.”

      “But, this is Halloween! Someone’s attacking Halloween!”

      “Shh…” Mom patted her back. “This store is hardly the only source of chocolate in California. We’ll stop somewhere else.”

      Kelly might have been a little short for her age, but being nine still made the idea of her mother picking her up and soothing her so she didn’t cry over candy embarrassing as heck. She steeled herself, becoming angry at whoever wanted to destroy an important kid holiday. “I’m okay. Gonna find whoever did this.”

      A smile flickered over Mom’s face. Not in a guilty way, more in a ‘this will distract you from snooping around my plan’ way.

      Mom might be going after world leaders, but this is a more serious problem. She looked around again in shocked horror. Everything gone… just candy corn.

      Her mother picked up a large Herschel’s Bar, the wrapper obviously lumpy. “Someone replaced the chocolate with candy corn. Wow. I may lean toward supervillainy, but I’m nowhere near this cruel.”

      Kelly ran to the far end of the aisle to check the endcaps. The Bit-o-Glucose candies hadn’t been replaced either. They beat candy corn at least. Maybe since she’d become Übergirl, she wouldn’t have to worry about them pulling her teeth out… but didn’t fully trust herself to withstand stickiness so powerful.

      “Mom, I think someone’s trying to ruin Halloween.” She narrowed her eyes. “This is serious.”
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      Later that afternoon, Kelly sat cross-legged in a nest of pillows on her bed, leaning against the wall. Paige stretched out on her stomach nearby. They’d spent the past hour or two going over strategies in between talking about other random things and comparing notes on the latest goings on in various fictional comic worlds.

      Some nail polishing may have occurred as well.

      “I can’t believe someone did something so horrible!” Paige looked up from her tablet, the screen displaying an e-copy of Star Prince #57, the fifteenth or so time she’d read the latest issue. “Nothing but candy corn?”

      “Yeah.” Kelly picked up her favorite plush unicorn, planted it in her lap, and hugged it. “It’s only slightly less evil than the Nolmek enslaving humanity.”

      “You’re overreacting just a little.” Paige smiled.

      “They left the Festival Peanuts and Bit-o-Glucose, too.”

      “Bleh.” Paige hung her head, a wall of dark brown hair covering her face. “I think you’re right. Someone’s taking all the good candy and leaving the stuff no kid wants.”

      Kelly smirked. “Brittany and Rachel probably like candy corn.”

      “That doesn’t count. They’re both brain damaged. Besides, neither one of them probably eats candy at all because they’re afraid of getting fat.” Paige giggled.

      Kelly started to laugh along with her, but remembered Alexis’s mother screaming at her for eating an unapproved granola bar. As far as she knew, Mom did something to the girl’s parents so they stopped being so mean to her. Still, it didn’t seem right to laugh at the idea of someone terrified of gaining weight.

      “Oh… sorry.” Paige grimaced.

      “What?”

      “I forgot about Alexis. Was about to ask you why you stopped laughing, then I remembered.” Paige made a gesture as if pushing an object out of the way. “Okay, forget the joke. It wasn’t funny. And forget those girls. What are we going to do about this candy tragedy?”

      Kelly rested her chin on the head of the unicorn plush. “I’m not sure. I almost asked the Aegis about it, but they’ll think I’m being a dumb kid.”

      “Yeah… they probably won’t consider candy transmutation important, not when there are supervillains robbing banks and stuff.”

      “I know!” Kelly sighed at the ceiling.

      “Guess it’s up to us. Who better to investigate a supervillain ruining candy right before Halloween than us? Let the grown-up supers worry about bank robbers. We’ll catch the Candy Ruiner.”

      Kelly laughed. “I don’t think they call themselves the Candy Ruiner.”

      “No?”

      “What if they’re seriously evil and like candy corn, so they think everyone should have only candy corn?”

      Paige stared at her for a long minute, mouth open.

      “Yeah, maybe that’s too evil to even think of.”

      “I happen to like candy corn,” said Dad’s voice from the ceiling lamp.

      Paige looked up. “Did your father just talk out of the light?”

      “Yeah.” Kelly set the unicorn plush aside and picked up her tablet. “Anything electronic in the house.”

      “Even this,” said Dad from the tablet.

      Paige whistled. “Wow.”

      “I’m not surprised you can eat that orange crud.” Kelly caught herself before saying ‘you’re a villain.’ “You’re like old.”

      The computer laughed in Dad’s voice.

      Paige twisted to look over at the screen. “So weird. Is he bouncing around the room on purpose?”

      A noise like someone tapping on a microphone came from Paige’s tablet. “Margin of error. Each transmission can originate from electronic devices within a certain distance from the target location.”

      “Wow. I’m surprised he doesn’t use it to mess with people in electronics stores,” said Paige.

      Kelly shook her head. “Why did you say that? You know how my father is. Guess what he’s going to be doing for the next six hours… making random fart sounds come out of the display stereos in Waldomart.”

      “Hah!”

      “I’m not kidding.” Kelly exhaled hard. “Okay, so, Dad’s occupied for the rest of today. What’s our next move?”

      “Let’s get the facts straight. We have someone transmuting all the candy into candy corn. So, we’re either dealing with a mad scientist who invented like a candy-obliterating ray gun, or a magic-based villain.”

      Kelly leaned forward, chin in both hands. “You’re sure it’s transmutation?”

      “Has to be. You said the bags weren’t even opened, right?”

      “Nope. All sealed. Even the little boxes of Lactose Failures.”

      Paige whined. “Aww! I love those things, even if they glue my mouth shut.”

      “Seriously.”

      “Right.” Paige rolled around and sat up. “Also, no one noticed it happen, proof it didn’t take them long to do. Another sign it’s someone with a ray gun or magic.”

      “Magic?” Kelly blinked. “That’s not real.”

      “Sure it is.” Paige tapped at her tablet’s screen, pulling up a comic panel of a goateed man in a cape with a huge collar, giant amulet, and a bunch of glowing rings. “Don’t forget Doctor Weird from the Wonder Universe. He’s a magic hero.”

      “Oh, yeah. I don’t read a lot of Wonder comics. They’re not really full grim, but some of their stories are kinda scary and sad. Like the one where Wombat had to kill his girlfriend.”

      Paige sighed. “Oh, yeah. I forgot.” She brushed it off with a brief head shake, and resumed smiling. “Forget Wonder Comics. My point is, magic heroes can exist.”

      “Accepted. So we’re either looking for a candy corn ray gun or someone like Doctor Weird. Whoever they are, we have to stop them!”

      “Hmm.” Paige wobbled the tablet in her hands, frowning at it. “Still think you’re overreacting a little, but I get you. We do need to catch them. It is kind of a strange thing for a supervillain to do, though. What’s the point?”

      Kelly thrust her arms up. “Candy corn terrorism!”

      “Really?” Paige gave her a flat look. “Overreacting much?”

      “Okay, a little. Wanna go investigate?”

      “Sure. Sounds fun.”

      They scrambled off the bed and pressed the purple gems on their ZOOM bracelets. The Zippy Outfit Oscillation Modules instantly teleported their clothes into an interdimensional space while simultaneously retrieving their super costumes from the same interdimensional space, effectively changing their outfits in an instant. It also created a pretty flash of bright lavender light.

      Paige’s costume didn’t include a skirt, being a traditional full superhero bodysuit in dark purple with black trim and boots. An even darker purple W on her chest stood for ‘Wisp,’ the hero name Kelly came up with for her. She also lacked the shiny metal bracers, but their sorta-butterfly-shaped masks looked identical.

      Kelly opened the window. Paige hopped on her back and they flew out into the sky.
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        * * *

      

      A couple hours later, Übergirl and Wisp walked out of a supermarket where the Candy Ruiner had not yet struck.

      Surprisingly, not one person made a comment to them about dressing up for Halloween too early. It seemed the world—or at least San Francisco—had gotten used to superheroes. Nothing quite like a five-mile-wide alien spaceship hovering over a city for months to open people’s minds.

      They’d checked twelve supermarkets as well as a handful of small specialty candy shops and grocery stores. Three—out of five—stores dedicated entirely to candy had been attacked, their whole inventory changed into candy corn. The girls hadn’t learned much except the villain they chased left gumballs alone as well as Geeks and Blast Stones. Two Halloweens ago, Dad tried to scare her by saying if she ate Blast Stones and drank soda right after, she’d blow up.

      The managers of the candy stores had already called the police to report the attack, though complained the cops didn’t take it seriously. All three spoke to Übergirl and Wisp like serious heroes despite their small size, perhaps grateful to have a super—even children—taking an interest in helping them.

      Of the twelve supermarkets, three had so far suffered candy corn attacks. Only one manager spoke to them, the other two claimed to be too busy for little kids wanting to ‘complain about candy.’ The supermarket manager who did speak to them didn’t sound very concerned if they found the criminal responsible, as she didn’t believe the legal system would care. Plus, she’d already dealt with the insurance company to claim the other candy as stolen.

      The girls stopped walking in the middle of the parking lot, pausing to look around at shoppers, cars, and the clock on Kelly’s new armband communicator.

      “Well, that’s disappointing,” said Paige. “The lady didn’t even care someone ruined all the candy in her store. I swear, adults don’t understand what’s important.”

      “I know, right?” Kelly opened the map program. “Next closest place is northeast.”

      “Ugh.” Paige gazed at the sky. “This is getting us nowhere, and I need to go to the bathroom. None of the stores had any evidence. No windows broken or doors busted. No footprints. The nice old lady at Candytopia even showed us the security cameras and everything changed in an instant.”

      “Not an instant. Like forty minutes. The clock jumped.”

      Paige rolled her eyes. “You know what I mean. Whoever is doing this can make the cameras stop working while they destroy the candy. We’re going to have to figure out some way to catch them in the middle of an attack.”

      “Yeah. But how?”

      “I dunno.” Paige bounced on her toes, doing the pee dance. “But I really need to go. Wanna head back to your place and play Trials of Tabrin while we try to come up with a better idea than running around?”

      Kelly couldn’t think of anything she liked more than playing the newest Star Prince video game with Paige co-op. Despite the great tragedy looming over San Francisco—a world where candy corn was the only candy, hence the destruction of Halloween—they had nothing more to do. Running around from store to store didn’t sound like a great way to use up the rest of her Saturday, mostly because she didn’t have any real hope they’d find the villain in the middle of the shopping day. Bad guys always worked at night.

      “Sure. Tabrin sounds like a good idea.”

      “Cool.” Paige hopped on her back. “I am just a little jealous you can fly.”

      Kelly lifted off. “We could ask my Dad to make you a flight pack.”

      “I dunno. It probably wouldn’t turn invisible with me and it would be big and heavy and expensive. Maybe if I really need it someday.”

      “Grr.”

      “Now what?”

      “I’m just frustrated the Candy Ruiner has escaped us.” Kelly sped up, flying toward home.

      “Don’t give up yet. We’re only getting started.”

      “I know, but we’ve only got seven days left until Halloween next Saturday. I don’t wanna let anyone destroy it.”

      “We won’t. Fly faster.” Paige pointed ahead. “Star Prince awaits.”
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      Playing the Star Prince video game with Paige for a few hours made time race by.

      All too soon, her friend had to head home for dinner. Mom had gone ‘out,’ which Kelly took to mean she was up to no good, supervillain style. Robo-Mom filled in at the dinner table. Dad, still in his labcoat, rushed in the sliding glass door a few minutes after the octo-bot served food. Something about him seemed different, and it took until midway through the meal for Kelly to realize he gave off a slightly different vibe. A hint more genuineness in his smile and a touch less ego made him seem like a ginger version of the scientist in Forward to the Past—only not as scatterbrained.

      She bit her lip, eyes widening in hope. Crazy and weird is good! I can deal with crazy and weird.

      Over dinner, she discussed the candy crime, partly because she’d become obsessed with saving Halloween and partly to not think about what Mom might be doing. Dad found the idea of transmogrifying candy interesting, and promised he’d look into testing to see if he could replicate the effect to confirm or disprove the use of mad science. At least he agreed with her about candy corn being a crime against child-kind, even though he didn’t mind eating it.

      One major difference between Mom and Robo-Mom… the android took Kelly’s superhero stuff seriously while Mom usually referred to her as ‘playing heroes.’ She couldn’t figure out if villain-Mom said it as an insult or still thought about her daughter pretending to be a superhero in the years before the Nolmek made it into reality.

      “You’re right in thinking the person doing this is most likely breaking into stores at night, past your bedtime.” Robo-Mom tapped her nails on the table, taking a few seconds to think. “But it is certainly a strange thing for a supervillain to do. No money or anything of value was stolen?”

      “No.” Kelly leaned her cheek against her left fist, elbow on the table while absentmindedly nudging a piece of chicken around her plate with her fork. “It didn’t look like they took anything. Just turned all the candy into solid suffering.”

      Robo-Mom chuckled. “Have you ever even tried candy corn?”

      “Yes. I was foolish once. How do you think I know it’s solid suffering?”

      Dad laughed. “I remember the day you gave her some. She was three… tried one piece and made this face like you’d given her liver and onions.”

      “I’d rather eat liver and onions than candy corn,” muttered Kelly.

      “Request accepted,” said the octo-bot.

      “No!” Kelly sat up and stared at the cooking machine. “I wasn’t really asking for that.”

      Dad suppressed a shudder. “I am going to agree with my spawn here. Please do not prepare liver and onions any time this century.”

      “My confirmation of the request was intended for humor,” said octo-bot, its voice monotone.

      “Hmm.” Dad blinked. “I didn’t program the auto chef to have humor. Simply amazing.”

      “Shall I refrain from attempting hilarity?” droned the octo-bot.

      “No, please carry on.” Dad grasped the mega-tablet out of the air and tapped at the screen. “I may need to adjust your vocal processor to convey more complex sounds so we can tell when you’re making a joke.”

      “I calculate a high probability the effectiveness of the humor is enhanced by my toneless voice,” said the octo-bot.

      “He’s got a point.” Robo-Mom smiled, then nudged Kelly. “You aren’t hungry, dear? Is something wrong?”

      “Not really. I’m just worried about the candy criminal. If they ruin Halloween, what are we going to do?”

      Dad patted her on the shoulder. “Don’t worry, sweetie. Candy isn’t a limited resource. We can make more.”

      “Yeah, but making it after Halloween isn’t going to help.”

      Robo-Mom winked. “Then you’ll just have to stop this dastardly villain before Halloween.”

      Kelly grinned. “Yeah.”

      Her mood improved, she ate the rest of her dinner.

      After supper, she relaxed in her room, reading a few chapters of the next Waif of Westminster book. The series followed the life of newly-orphaned twelve-year-old Elise Thomas, who’d gone to live with her mother’s half-sister Yvette in Victorian London. Neither she, her husband Reginald, nor the rest of their relatives much wanted the girl around… but it would socially shame them too much to turn her away.

      This book started off as the others in the series tended to do, Elise going about her day, largely invisible to the household until she stumbled across someone doing something they shouldn’t or found evidence of bad deeds. The girl decided to visit the garden despite a light rain. On the way out through the kitchen, she spotted Reginald’s younger brother Carter, a man who often kept company with less-than-reputable people, speaking with a man in black clothes and cape. Surprised, Elise ducked back into the doorway, watching as the men discussed a plot to kidnap the young son of a wealthier family for ransom money. The door she leaned against creaked, alerting the mysterious man, who pulled a knife. Elise ran into the house, ending up in the library behind a tapestry, trying to be quiet while the man in black searched for her. Elise heard him stepping closer, the floorboards creaking under his weight. She couldn’t see the dagger in his hand, but the odd scent of honeysuckle grew stronger. Any second now, she expected the tapestry to fling aside and the man would be there, poised to stab her.

      Robo-Mom appeared out of nowhere at the door. “Time for bed.”

      Kelly screamed and almost threw her Ember through the ceiling.

      For a few seconds, they stared at each other, both breathing hard from fright—despite Robo-Mom not actually needing air.

      “Don’t do that,” rasped Robo-Mom.

      “Sorry. You startled me. The book’s at a scary part.” Kelly clutched the Ember to her chest. “Can I please finish this chapter before bed? I’ll never be able to fall asleep if I stop where I am.”

      Robo-Mom fanned herself. “All right, provided it isn’t too long. I can’t say no to reading.”

      “Thanks, Mom,” chirped Kelly. “Oh… did Mom come back yet?”

      “Yes, she’s downstairs. I didn’t smell any signs of a superhero fight, so… I’m sure she didn’t do anything too bad.”

      Kelly fake-wiped sweat from her forehead. “Whew.”

      She resumed reading. The tapestry began to move to the right… but an instant before the man discovered Elise, her half-aunt Yvette walked in and let out a gasp at finding an unfamiliar man in the library. He offered a hasty explanation of being a business associate of Carter’s, and the two left.

      Kelly fell over sideways, exhaling in relief right alongside Elise. The girl waited for the sound of footsteps to fade away, then raced from the library to the kitchen where the head cook, Agnes, agreed to tell a small fib, claiming she’d been there all morning.

      Chapter done, Kelly shut the Ember tablet off and headed to the bathroom.

      She ran a bath, added bubbles, and sat there for a while playing with her purple rubber duck… a toy she’d always dreaded Alexis would find out about somehow and bully her mercilessly over. Kelly smiled at the duck, no longer caring who found out about it. When she finished washing, she ended up reclining neck deep in the sudsy water, staring at the ceiling.

      How are we gonna stop the candy criminal?

      Kelly tried to think of various ways she could ask for permission to go out after bedtime, but none of them sounded good enough to try. Most likely, she’d have one chance to get it right. If Mom or Dad said no the first time, and she asked again, it would become nagging instead of asking.

      Mom’s still a supervillain. Dad… I think he’s gone neutral.

      A light knock at the door preceded Mom poking her head in. “Sweetie, are you okay?” She paused, taking in the sight of a bathtub full of foam, only Kelly’s head visible, and stifled a laugh. “You look like me after a bad day at the office. The only thing missing is a scented candle and a giant bath bomb.”

      “Huh?” asked Kelly.

      “You’re not old enough to soak in the bath like the world just kicked your butt.” Mom crouched next to the tub. “Is everything okay?”

      Kelly huffed a nugget of suds off her hair, which had been dangling in front of her eyes. “You know the candy corn thing? The villain who’s doing it is gonna wreck Halloween. I have six days to stop them, but if they only do their evil at night, I can’t catch them.”

      “Ahh, yes. I understand why you are frustrated.” Mom stood.

      “If I maybe stay up past my bedtime to catch them, am I going to get in trouble, or would you be proud of me for breaking a rule?”

      Mom tapped a finger to her chin. “Well, breaking a rule for a good-girl reason like that would still get you in trouble. If you broke your bedtime to run off to a concert or party after I said you weren’t allowed to go, then I’d be proud of you.”

      “Umm…” Kelly stared up at her mother. What kind of parent tells their kid to break rules for stupid, selfish, dangerous reasons? Oh… right. Supervillain. She sighed.

      Mom cracked a hint of a smile. “You might not believe me, but I want you to stay safe.”

      Oh, whoa… is she pretending to be a character? Does she really not want me to go to parties at night? “Umm, okay. I don’t think trying to catch the Candy Ruiner is gonna end with me in an elaborate deathtrap.”

      Mom crouched again, mild guilt in her eyes for a second before she narrowed them into a threatening stare. “I do want you to stay safe, sweetie. And the best way for you to be safe is not to get in my way.”

      Uh oh. Kelly’s mouth opened a little.

      Mom’s supervillainess stare softened, and for a thousandth of a second, she started to smile—but caught herself.

      She is playing a character! Kelly managed—mostly—to not smile back. “Okay, Mom. But, you know, the best thing Emophage could do to make sure Übergirl doesn’t get in her way is not to do anything bad.”

      “Oh, I’m sure Emophage understands that… but she’s got a different idea of what’s bad. Now, go to bed or else.”

      “Or else what?” whispered Kelly, pretending to sound scared.

      Mom held up one finger. “You might be able to walk away from a 8,000 pound bomb without a scratch, but you are still ticklish.”

      “Eep!” Kelly sat up. “Okay! Okay. You win.”

      Mom kissed her atop the head and walked out.

      “Not fair,” muttered Kelly at the suds. “Heroes are only supposed to have one weakness.”

      Kelly plucked the purple rubber duck out of the bubbles, holding it up eye to eye. “What do you think, Oswald? Are my parents chilling out, or do I just want them to so bad I imagined it?”

      A light squeeze made the toy squeak.

      “I hope you’re right.” She hugged the duck. “Thanks.”

      Kelly set Oswald on the tub edge, opened the drain plug, and got out of the water. After toweling herself dry, she ZOOM-ed into her super costume, went out the window for a brief supersonic flight to dry her thick hair, then returned and put her nightgown on.

      “Six days left and I’m still not any closer to knowing who the Candy Ruiner is… or if Mom wants me to break rules.” She sighed. “My parents are weird.”
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      Sunday, Paige’s parents planned to spend several hours at a convention center in downtown San Francisco. Her father had an entry in a competition for people who built accurate models of medieval castles out of wooden toothpicks. They’d all bring their latest, greatest projects for judging, and then compete in a ‘fast build’ contest in the convention hall.

      For some strange reason, Paige didn’t really want to go to such an exciting event.

      She arrived at Kelly’s house a little after ten, and they promptly got started on the case of the Candy Ruiner. Paige came up with the idea to save time and work by calling stores instead of flying all over the place. This plan allowed them to effectively cover more ground as well, expanding the search out to all of California.

      Paige hopped on the computer to run a Goggles search while Kelly used the house phone to call various supermarkets, candy shops, and other stores—like Waldomart—that sold candy, asking if anything strange happened to their candy sections. They didn’t call stores they visited already where candy ruination happened. One of the supermarkets they visited yesterday in Outer Mission had been hit sometime last night, the entire candy aisle reduced to a wasteland of candy corn and festival peanuts. Because she used her parents’ house phone, Kelly didn’t claim to be Übergirl, merely a ‘concerned citizen.’ Each store she called, Paige added the results to a tracker file—if the person on the other end shared any information.

      Alas, except for that one manager, no one else wanted to talk to a little kid about an unexplainable crime.

      “Ugh.” Kelly fell flat on her back atop the bed. “This isn’t helping. They think I’m making prank calls.”

      Paige spun the computer chair around, stopping herself with a foot on the bed. “I guess showing up in costume gave us credibility.”

      “Calling was a good idea. Maybe I just sound too squeaky.”

      “We might get people to talk more if you tell them you’re Übergirl, but then they’ll have your parents’ phone number.”

      “Paige?”

      “Yeah?”

      Kelly lifted her head so she could look at her friend. “Why don’t superheroes in comic books ever use telephones?”

      “Umm. They do… sometimes.”

      “Yeah, but it’s rare. They just go to one or two places and see the clues and then bam! Find the villain.”

      Paige laughed. “Yeah, because what comic book artist is going to want to draw fifty pages of people not believing it’s really the hero on the phone asking questions, or checking out useless crime scenes? It’s a lot of work to draw this stuff, so they don’t waste it.”

      “True. I guess life really hasn’t become exactly like a comic book if we gotta do all the boring, frustrating stuff they never show.”

      Robo-Mom poked her head in. “Hi, girls.”

      “Hey, Mom.”

      “Hi, Mrs. Donovan.” Paige lowered her foot away from the bed.

      “Ready to go get a costume, sweetie?” asked Robo-Mom.

      Crap! I forgot! Kelly nibbled on her lower lip. She needed to catch the supervillain messing up Halloween, but she needed a costume to wear, too. “Yeah. Umm, Paige is here all day because her parents are at this toothpick expo, can she come?”

      “Toothpick expo…” Robo-Mom raised an eyebrow. “That sounds… exciting.”

      “Seriously,” deadpanned Paige. “It’s so exciting, they had four people taken out in ambulances last year—from boredom.”

      Kelly laughed. She briefly considered putting on a dress like Paige, but grabbed a purple T-shirt with a Ms. Omni logo, a pair of jeans, and clean underwear, then ran to the bathroom to change out of her nightgown.
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        * * *

      

      Twenty-four minutes later, they sat in standstill traffic on Route 280.

      “This is ridiculous,” said Kelly. “The Candy Ruiner is out there and we’re sitting still.”

      “Looks like road construction.” Robo-Mom leaned forward. “Oh, I’m wrong. It’s an accident.”

      Paige and Kelly gasped.

      “Is anyone hurt?” asked Paige.

      “I can’t see much from here. A truck is lying on its side.”

      Kelly ZOOM-ed into her Übergirl costume. “I got it. Open the sunroof, please.”

      Robo-Mom hit the button, opening the panel in the roof.

      “Be right back.”

      Kelly launched herself into the air, flying over the traffic jam. About a mile in front of them, a tractor-trailer lay on its side, blocking the four rightmost lanes. Police cars blocked the fifth, leaving only two lanes open for traffic going northbound.

      She landed by a cluster of cops and two guys standing in front of a flatbed tow truck. A skinny older man with white hair appeared to be yelling at the cops for not mentioning they had a big rig problem, as it required an entirely different tow vehicle. The one they brought with them didn’t have the power to move a big rig at all, much less flip one back onto its wheels. The cops insisted they had mentioned tractor-trailer.

      “Excuse me?” asked Kelly. “Is it okay if I help clear the road?”

      Eight cops and the two wrecker drivers looked down at her.

      “What are you doing here, hon? Which car did you come out of?” asked a tall cop. “You shouldn’t be out in traffic.”

      “My mom’s car is about a mile back.” Kelly floated into the air. “I’m Übergirl.”

      “Oh, this should be interesting,” said a female officer. “Sure, all that’s left for us to do here is clear the wreckage. If you think you can do something about that rig, go for it. Just don’t hurt yourself.”

      Kelly grinned. “I’ll be okay. No one’s still here and hurt, right?”

      “Nope. Truck driver was knocked around a little, but he’ll be fine.” A male cop whistled and shook his head. “Things sure have gotten strange around here.”

      “Umm… where’s the other car?” She cringed. “It’s not like… squished, is it?”

      “No,” said a male cop. “The other driver cut the truck off, causing the accident, somehow didn’t get hit, and kept right on going.”

      “Ugh. Butthead.”

      She waved to the cops, glided over to the truck, and lifted the trailer back up onto its wheels before pulling it off onto the shoulder. Every cop, plus both tow truck drivers, gawked at her open-mouthed. After depositing the trailer out of the way, she approached the cab. When she tried to roll it upright, the metal crumpled under her hands.

      Hmm. The bottom part is so heavy, the top part’s gonna break if I push too hard. She zipped around to the bottom of the truck, flew up to grab the frame next to the gas tank, and gingerly pulled until the cab rotated up onto its wheels… then pushed it off the road.

      The cops continued gawking at her.

      She walked up to them, grinning. “Anything else I can help with?”

      “That about does it,” said the woman who gave her the okay. “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      Kelly waited by the truck while the cops moved their vehicles over, leaving only a small area of the rightmost lane closed near the wreck. Traffic gradually got moving again. Once she spotted their black Oddity A8 approaching in traffic, she pushed herself into super time and dashed across the highway, weaving among the apparently stationary cars. Upon reaching Mom’s car, she jumped up and dove into the sunroof, flipping over and landing seated beside Paige.

      She ZOOM-ed back to her normal clothes and turned super speed off.

      Paige let out a scream of surprise.

      “Don’t do that!” Paige punched her in the shoulder—and crossed her eyes in pain. “Ow.”

      “Sorry.”

      “You just appeared out of nowhere!”

      Kelly poked her. “Says the girl who can teleport.”

      “Yes, but I’ve never used it to scare you.”

      “I didn’t do it to scare you. I did it to keep my secret identity. Didn’t want anyone to see which car Übergirl got into.”

      Paige blinked. “Oh. Okay, makes sense.”
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        * * *

      

      They arrived at the Westfield San Francisco Centre not long after the traffic jam broke up, planning to pick up a Halloween costume for Kelly—Paige already had one—and maybe do some fun stuff along with some incidental shopping.

      “You know what’s lame?” asked Kelly as they walked down the mall concourse, surrounded by shoppers and stores.

      “How Conscience is the only girl character in Galaxy Enders who doesn’t basically have a bikini for a costume?” Paige glanced over at her.

      Kelly laughed. “Yeah, totally lame. But she’s younger than we are, only six. I’m sure if they ever have her grow up, her costume will shrink.”

      “Hate that,” muttered Paige.

      “Not the lame I was thinking of though. Try again.”

      “Umm… homework over Christmas break?”

      “Ooh. Hard call.” Kelly folded her arms, tapping a finger to her chin like Mom usually did when thinking. “I love homework, but you mention a violation of the Geneva Convention. Holidays are holidays and shouldn’t be affected by work.”

      “If you enjoy homework, then it’s not work,” said Robo-Mom.

      “True.” Kelly smiled.

      “Technicality. Foul.” Paige shook her head. “But really, what are you thinking of?”

      Kelly flailed her arms. “Listen!”

      The mall speaker system played some unidentifiable muzak version of an old rock song likely popular when the parents had been kids.

      “This music?” asked Paige.

      “I think this is the Tumbling Rocks.” Robo-Mom looked up. “Half tempted to say it’s Compassion for the Big Demon, but whoever did this version murdered it so bad I can’t tell which song it’s supposed to be. The original’s good. This… not so much.”

      “No, not this specific song.” Kelly sighed. “They’re not playing Halloween music.”

      “Umm, there’s no such thing as Halloween music.” Paige’s eyebrows made a flat line.

      “Exactly!” Kelly let her arms fall at her sides. “Halloween doesn’t have music like Christmas.”

      “Neither do Thanksgiving or New Year’s.” Paige shrugged.

      “Well… Halloween ought to have Halloween songs.” Kelly held her head up.

      A man’s voice moaned out a high note, the sound coming from the left up ahead, where the mall concourse branched off on the other side of a women’s clothing store at the corner.

      “Some guy’s trying to sing. Maybe he’s inventing a Halloween carol?” Paige snickered.

      The man kept howling. A woman let out a shriek, then a boy yelped, “Ow!” Multiple other voices cried out in sounds of alarm, pain, or startlement.

      Robo-Mom stopped walking. “It does sort of fit the kind of music an evil undead monster might listen to on Halloween.”

      Two more shrill screams came from the left-branching hallway.

      “That doesn’t sound good at all.” Kelly fast-walked toward the disturbance.

      Robo-Mom and Paige jogged to keep up with her.

      Kelly hurried past the clothing place, around the corner to the left, and stopped short at a most bizarre sight. A few store-lengths away, twenty or thirty people hung in midair—suspended by their extremely stretched out underwear.

      “Whoa,” muttered Paige. “It looks like a really crazy glitch from a video game.”

      Alexis, Brittany, Rachel, and Colleen had administered wedgies to Kelly on a highly routine basis for the past year and a half at school. However, they never once managed to stretch her underpants higher than her head. She cringed in sympathetic pain at watching all those people dangle from nuclear wedgies.

      A few victims pedaled their legs in the air, most tried to keep as still as they could. Younger, more flexible people reached up behind their heads to grab the fabric. One boy about her age who had quite a bit of extra weight had passed out. The cloud of suspended wedgie victims filled a relatively circular area centered on a video game store two spaces past the dress shop, on the other side of an Uncle Don’s Pretzel place. People farther away than about forty feet from the game store gathered in a crowd of curious spectators.

      Some onlookers laughed at the unfortunate levitating people, but not Kelly. She more or less knew exactly how it felt. Brittany and Colleen had once lifted her off her feet by a wedgie and held her in the air until she begged them to let go. Horrified—and wanting to stop this crime as soon as possible—she stormed forward.

      Kelly took five steps closer before her underpants yanked up and back. They ripped away with so much force, fragments of fabric went flying into the air. Her body didn’t move a millimeter, the attack no more painful than if someone had inflicted an atomic wedgie on a stone statue—that for reasons unexplainable wore underpants. Her jeans remained totally intact, as undisturbed as the plates after a magician’s tablecloth trick.

      “Okay, that was…” Kelly squirmed. “Uncomfortable.”

      Paige screamed.

      Kelly spun to her right.

      Her best friend dangled three feet in the air by her underwear, already stretched a few inches out the collar of her dress, extending higher than the top of her head. Paige’s eyes couldn’t possibly get any wider. Robo-Mom’s underpants had been yanked up by an invisible force as well. However, the artificial woman hadn’t been pulled into the air.

      Paige teleported to the ground—and bobbed right back into the air. “Ow!”

      Kelly grabbed her friend and lifted, trying to take her weight off the wedgie, but the levitating underwear moved up as well, leaving her stuck even higher off the ground as if hung from an invisible hook. She didn’t dare try to pull her down. “Use the ZOOM!”

      Paige whacked the gem on her bracelet, changing her outfit in a flash of purple light. Her super costume’s boots hit the floor for an instant, but she floated into the air again, the same invisible force lifting her by the seat of her bodysuit, only that material stretched a mere six or seven inches… not up past her head. She yelled something halfway between “Ow!” and a furious growl.

      “Okay. This is gonna stop right now.” Kelly ZOOM-ed into her Übergirl costume.

      “Ow. Ack. What the heck?” gasped Paige. “Why aren’t you getting yanked into the air?”

      Kelly fidgeted. “The invisible force is trying, but my costume is resisting. Remember, the material changes to match our powers. Your suit goes invisible with you. Mine’s, umm… I guess I have more armor or whatever.”

      “Gah!” Paige flailed at the air, unable to reach anything. “This is really starting to hurt. Please make it stop!”

      Robo-Mom raised one finger. “If anyone makes a comment about my weight…”

      “Why would we?” gasped Paige.

      “Because I’m still on my feet.” Robo-Mom reached behind her and tried to tear herself loose, but couldn’t. “Whatever force is attacking us is making the fabric incredibly tough.”

      The look of pain in Paige’s eyes infuriated Kelly.

      “Don’t try ripping it. I’m going to find who’s doing this and bonk them.” She whirled and rushed toward the middle of the affected area, dodging around multiple hanging people. “Okay! Who’s doing this! Stop it right now!”

      Some of the victims pointed at the game store, about the same moment a maniacal supervillain laugh came from inside. Kelly hurried past a free-standing poster taller than her advertising Omega Nine, a MegaStation sci-fi shooter. One of those realistic games with realistic weapons her parents wouldn’t let her play yet.

      A pudgy high-school boy with a greasy mop of brown hair hastily grabbed handfuls of video games from the storage cabinet behind the cashier’s counter. His hideous brown jacket, dirty jeans, and green T-shirt all looked like he’d worn them nonstop for a week. Both cash register drawers hung open, already looted. Two other teen boys in Game Location polo shirts floated in the air nearby, dangling from their boxers. Both whimpered and gasped.

      Three tween boys, a girl Kelly’s size, and two moms near the back of the store also dangled precariously and whimpered.

      “You there!” Kelly pointed at the disheveled kid. “I shall assume because you are one, not floating in the air and two, stealing, you’re the villain responsible for hurting all these people. Let them down right now or answer to Übergirl!”

      “Hurry up!” wailed Paige from outside.

      The kid looting the cabinet stopped shoving games into his trash bag and turned around. Acne studded his round cheeks. At least three of the red spots appeared suspiciously large, as if superpowers had mutated them into an even more disgusting ability than the one Snotrocket had. Kelly cringed a little inside. Having zits wasn’t his fault, and he most likely suffered bullying over them. Though she empathized with being picked on, it didn’t give him an excuse to hurt people.

      “Foolish mortal!” shouted the boy. “You face The Wedge! None can stand against my power… well, except my arch nemesis, but you are not him!” He raised his right hand, making wizard gestures at her, his right eye widening.

      “He,” said Kelly.

      “What?” The boy paused in his attempt to do… whatever.

      “You said, ‘you are not him.’ It’s more grammatically correct to say, ‘you are not he.’”

      “Are you serious?” rasped one of the cashiers. “What kind of nerd are you, kid?”

      “A big one,” shouted Paige from outside in the concourse. “Please stop the wedgies first. Nerd debate later!”

      Kelly looked at the cashier. “I’m trying to fight crime here. Misuse of English is a crime, but it is pretty minor.” She faced the villain again. “Who’s your nemesis?”

      “He’s the only one I am powerless against…” The boy paused, then, with a far-off stare, spoke a single word in a dramatic voice. “Commando…”

      “Commando?” Kelly blinked. “Never heard of him.”

      “My powers don’t affect him, but you are not so lucky!” He thrust both hands at her, grunting as though he tried to lift a heavy object. “Now feel the wrath of The Wedge!”

      “Already did.” Kelly examined her fingernails. “Not impressed.” She stalked up to him. Ack. This kid smells like Sizzling Pouches and lemon-lime soda. “Stop giving everyone nuclear mind wedgies right this instant. You are under arrest for using super powers to do bad stuff.”

      “Hah! You’re a little kid. You can’t arrest anyone. I’m gonna yank your super costume up and wrap it around your head like a turban.” The Wedge concentrated harder, his face reddening. A few of his pimples appeared to grow larger.

      Kelly folded her arms. “Not likely.”

      He grunted for another few seconds, then gave up, gasping for breath. “What the heck? Why aren’t you in the air screaming?”

      She didn’t want to take the time to explain how the special material Dad invented for her super costume inherited her toughness, so merely said, “I’m Übergirl.”

      “You still can’t arrest anyone, kid.”

      “True… but I can hold you down until the police get here.”

      “Grr!” The Wedge thrust both his hands at her, snarling. “Why… won’t… you… wedgie!”

      The two cashiers, four kids in the back of the game store, their moms—plus everyone outside in the mall—moaned in pain. A faint ripple affected the fabric of Kelly’s costume, barely noticeable.

      “It’s getting worse,” yelled Paige. “Your mom’s off the ground.”

      “The boy is lucky the other me isn’t here,” said Robo-Mom. “I don’t even want to think about what she’d do to him.”

      Paige appeared at the entrance of the store amid a dark blue teleport flash. Alas, she still dangled in midair like an invisible giant pinched the seat of her super costume between two fingers.

      Kelly grabbed the collar of The Wedge’s T-shirt and dragged him down to her eye level. “Stop hurting people or I’m going to bonk you over the head so hard you’ll end up in the nurse’s office.”

      “I-impossible…” The Wedge struggled to back up, but couldn’t break her grip without ripping his shirt. “Only Commando can resist my powers… how are you immune!?”

      She sighed. “Look, I get it. Bullies picked on you in school. Me, too. My bullies used to gang up on me and give me wedgies three times a week.”

      “No way. You’re a girl.” The Wedge continued trying to peel her fingers open, having no luck.

      Paige materialized beside them in a teleport flash and proceeded to kick at The Wedge repeatedly while shouting, “Let me down!”

      “Ugh.” Kelly rolled her eyes. “You sound like my mom saying girl bullies aren’t supposed to use wedgies. Tell that to Brittany and Colleen. They never got the memo. You’re doing it wrong.”

      “Huh? My wedgies are pretty effective. People can’t walk for like an hour after.”

      Kelly grabbed his collar in both hands and throttled him until everyone hanging in midair fell to the floor.

      Much moaning and gasping followed.

      Paige dropped to all fours, head down, hair splayed out on the carpet in front of her. She took a few quick breaths, then rose to stand on wobbly legs.

      Kelly swung him to the side so he sat on the floor with his back to the cashier’s counter, and held him in place by a one-fisted grip on his shirt. “I didn’t mean you’re doing the wedgie wrong. Getting super powers isn’t supposed to make you into the bully. My bullies used to scare me so much I sometimes cried even thinking about having to go to school again the next day. But when I got superpowers, I never once thought about picking on them the way they picked on me.”

      “She’s too nice,” said Paige.

      Kelly gestured at the store’s exit. “You wedgied half the mall—and my best friend. Seriously uncool.”

      Paige stumbled closer and slapped The Wedge across the face. “Ooh! I am so mad at you!”

      It worried Kelly to see almost no one affected by The Wedge other than her friend even trying to stand up. Everyone lay where they fell, moaning. Paige at least had a moderate amount of super toughness. They hadn’t tested it too much, but the girl could probably resist guns. Something like that enormous bomb, however, would hurt her bad.

      “Wisp,” said Kelly, “would you please call the police?”

      Paige nodded once and teleported behind the cashier station. “Sure, but there’s a hundred people out there with cell phones. Someone already did… unless they’re all just taking video.”

      The Wedge concentrated at Kelly.

      She squeezed his shirt collar until his cheeks went red. “Stop it. You tried to rob a store. That’s against the law. But it’s worse being a bully. And you’re a really bad bully, too. You wedgied kids as well as old people.”

      “Go away, kid.” He palmed her face and attempted to push her over on her butt.

      Kelly stood there, unamused as he futilely shoved at her. She served as the immovable object holding The Wedge down. A few victims managed to stand up, but only long enough to move to the nearest cushioned seat. About four minutes after Paige got off the phone, a group of six police officers walked into the store. Two others stayed out on the concourse checking on victims.

      The cops who entered the store all rose up on tiptoe, their underpants stretching out behind them.

      “I will not be taken alive!” roared The Wedge.

      “Wow, do you have to be such a drama llama?” Kelly zipped over to the dangling cops and took a power-suppression collar from one.

      The Wedge scrambled to his feet and started to run for a door at the back of the Game Location.

      Kelly fly-tackled him from behind. Once they stopped sliding, she clipped the power-suppression collar on him. The cops dropped to their feet, grunting… then said a whole bunch of bad words.

      She pulled The Wedge upright and hauled him over to the waiting cops, who cuffed him. Except for his wedgie power, he didn’t seem to be any stronger or tougher than an ordinary high school kid. Two officers walked him down the concourse to the mall exit. The rest proceeded to check on victims and assess the scene. One cop asked her to stay put until they could take her statement.

      “Yes, ma’am.” Kelly smiled.

      By now, the group of spectators had become quite large. Some woman yelled, “Hey, that’s Übergirl! She stopped a giant caterpillar last week.”

      Kelly blushed. “Drat.”

      “What?” whispered Paige.

      “I don’t wanna be famous.”

      “Yeah, but it’s going to happen. You have awesome powers and you’re an awesome person. People are going to love you.”

      “They’re gonna love us. If I get famous, you will, too. But I’d rather not.”

      Paige put an arm around her. “I know you won’t turn into a butthead because you aren’t doing this to get famous.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Serious. A butthead would have stuffed Alexis, Rachel, Brittany, and Colleen into the trashcan all at once and launched them through the fence.”

      Kelly laughed.

      “I consider myself nice, but even I can’t believe you didn’t do anything back at them once you got powers. That tells me who you really are. Fame can’t change you.”

      “Thanks. Really. I mean it.” Kelly managed an embarrassed smile in the direction of the crowd. “But I still wish they’d stop taking my picture.”
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      Unless a prankster replaced the normal beep in Kelly’s alarm clock with screaming, something had gone wrong.

      She opened her eyes Monday morning to a man’s frightened—and moderately annoyed—wails at 6:21 a.m. Since she lived so close to her school, she usually got up at seven and made it out the door between 7:40 and 7:45 to be at the school by eight.

      Someone robbed her of more than a half hour of sleep.

      If her reason for waking up too early hadn’t been screaming, she’d have tried to roll over and close her eyes again. However, it sounded as though someone needed help. Blinking away the last bits of sleep, she flung the covers off, smacked the gem on her ZOOM bracelet, and flew straight from her bed out the window, gliding up above her house for a better view.

      The shouting came from next door. Her neighbor, Mr. Morrison, swung from the grip of a fifteen-foot-long green tentacle sprouting up from the middle of his front yard. In fact, his entire front lawn had erupted into a tangled mess of hairy, spiky weeds—most of them taller than Kelly—and all of them come to life, trying to attack the poor man.

      She face-palmed. Aww, Dad…

      Shaking her head, Kelly dove toward the neighbor’s yard. What she mistook for a tentacle turned out to be a two-inch-thick, twelve-foot-tall mutant weed covered in fine, sticky hairs. It wrapped around the man like a boa constrictor, squeezing while waving him around. Other, smaller, weeds nearby grabbed at her legs or chest, attempting unsuccessfully to pull her to the ground. A few particularly aggressive dandelions even bit her, though their attacks felt more like an annoying kid whacking her with a pom-pom.

      “What in the name of heck is going on?” shouted Mr. Morrison. “You’re Donovan’s kid, aren’t you?”

      “Shh,” whispered Kelly. “Secret identity.”

      “Oh, good grief. Don’t tell me you’re part of this madness affecting the world now? What is wrong with people?”

      “Nobody asked for it. I didn’t. It just happened. I wish we could go back to normal, but we can’t. So I’m going to use my powers to do good.” She started grabbing weeds and yanking. Each mutated plant stopped moving as soon as its roots came up from the ground.

      He grumbled, folding his arms. “Why are you plucking all the other ones and leaving me up here?”

      “The little ones will bite you.”

      “They bit me plenty already. Only pinch a bit. More annoying than anything. Where the heck did this craziness come from?”

      She dragged a growling, toothy dandelion out of the lawn, the yellow flower walloping her in the face four times before it finally went back to being an ordinary—though huge—plant. I can’t lie, but I don’t wanna start a fight between Mr. Morrison and Dad. “Umm, I suspect this is the work of an unstable mad genius whose motivations are beyond a normal person’s understanding.”

      Mr. Morrison grumbled.

      Kelly hurried around weeding the lawn, saving the giant one for last. The flailing plant went limp once she pulled its roots out of the earth, lowering Mr. Morrison to the ground.

      He stood, dusted himself off, and frowned at her. “It’s not Halloween yet, is it?”

      “No. This is my superhero costume. Not a Halloween costume.”

      He exhaled. “Superheroes… Well, at least you are a little kid.”

      “Superheroes aren’t just for kids.” She flew into the air, hovering a little higher than eye-level with him. “And super powers are real now. Sorry about the weeds. I gotta go. School starts soon.”

      Mr. Morrison waved before walking into his house, still shaking his head.

      She looked at the formerly massive pile of five-foot-tall plants, which had all shrunk back to normal size. While irritating, none of the modified weeds could have hurt the man. With any luck, the lack of harm proved Dad wasn’t evil.

      He should just move the stupid hedge three inches. Mr. Henderson wouldn’t even notice. But no, Dad wants Mr. Henderson to admit he’s wrong and move it himself. So stupid.

      Her alarm clock went off. Grumbling at being pulled out of bed too early, Kelly flew back to her room through the window and shut off the beeper. She hit the ZOOM bracelet’s gem, trading the super costume for her nightgown, then got dressed for school and headed downstairs to have breakfast.

      Mom sat at one end of the table in front of her laptop, dressed like she used to when she worked at the marketing place. She also spoke to someone on her cell phone the way she used to do all the time when she worked at the marketing place. The person on the other end sounded like Ravindra… her old co-worker.

      Holy crap! Did Mom go back to her job?

      At least Dad acted completely normal. He wore his mad scientist lab coat, giant goggles, and tinkered with several beakers of liquid glowing various colors—nothing at all unusual. Kelly sat at her place, leaned back when the octo-bot placed a bowl of cereal in front of her, then started eating. In between discussing an upcoming meeting to pitch an advertising campaign, Mom pestered Dad about continuing to work during breakfast.

      “Honey, you know unstable radioactive nucleotide serums don’t belong on the kitchen table,” said Mom in a sweet voice.

      Kelly glanced sideways at beakers of green, yellow, blue, and orange liquid. “Umm, that stuff is radioactive?”

      “Mildly.” Dad held a dropper over the glowing yellow stuff. “It’s no threat to anyone here.”

      “What about normal people?” Kelly leaned away from the beakers.

      “Hmm. The combined radiation would probably kill them after about ten minutes of exposure.” He added two drops of blue liquid to the yellow, turning it neon green, then looked up at her. “Why do you ask?”

      “Because like, what if my friends come over?”

      “Oh, that’s right. She has those now.” Mom winked.

      Dad sat up, tilting his head. “I believe all of her friends are supers. Mmm… shouldn’t bother them. But don’t worry. I’ll clean up.” He pulled a small silver spray can out of his lab coat pocket and set it on the table near Kelly.

      She picked it up and looked at the label. “E-Z Rad brand radiation annihilator?”

      “I invented it this morning,” said Dad a little over a whisper as he prepared to add two drops of purple to the blue beaker. “Everyone please remain quiet for a moment. If I add too much of this, real estate in this neighborhood will become quite cheap. Of course, everyone within three miles will probably need to build new houses.”

      Kelly gawked.

      He added three drops. The blue liquid remained blue, but glowed brighter. He sat up, grinning. “Just kidding.”

      “Grr. Dad!” shouted Kelly.

      “Yes, I’ll see you in about an hour then.” Mom smiled at nothing in particular, then ended the call.

      Kelly perked up, brimming with hope her life might shift a little toward normal. “You went back to your job?”

      “Mm hmm. It’s a little too boring sitting around all day. Besides, work helps me maintain a secret identity. If there’s a conflict with my time, Melinda-two can fill in for me at the office.” She leaned back in her chair and sipped coffee. “They won’t think it’s me if Melinda Donovan was clearly at the agency in full view of her coworkers while Emophage is seen out in the world.”

      Ack! Mom’s still planning to do something bad. And the Candy Ruiner is still out there. And I’ve gotta go to school!

      “Umm, Dad, did you send mutant weeds next door to eat Mr. Henderson?”

      “I may have spilled some of this stuff in his yard.” He held up the purple beaker, admiring the glow.

      Kelly ate a few quick spoonfuls of cereal—Purpleberry Crunch—“Maybe starting a war with the people who live next to us isn’t a good idea.”

      “It would’ve been over already if you hadn’t stopped the MICE project,” said Dad, still examining the purple glowing liquid. “It’s difficult to mind control the city council without a mind control apparatus.”

      Eek. Umm. Okay, he doesn’t sound angry. “Sorry. You know why I did it. And you know how I felt about it.”

      He set the beaker down and smiled at her. “I do, and it’s all right.”

      The look Mom shot across the table said, ‘you let her off too easy.’

      “Dad, you have lots of money now. Why don’t you try paying Mr. Henderson to move the hedge?”

      “That would be entirely missing the point. He shouldn’t have put it on our property in the first place. We’re not the ones in the wrong, sweetie.”

      Okay, he’s still Dad. Stuck on the stubborn, stupid hedge thing.

      She ate her cereal, which had already turned the milk bright purple, and thought about how to find the Candy Ruiner. Having to sit through an entire school day when the fate of Halloween itself hung in the balance would make her classes take forever. Except math. She liked it too much for it to ever feel like a chore.

      “Welcome back,” said Marty Brimble as the TV news returned from a commercial.

      They went into a feel-good story about a local woman who claimed to be able to speak to dogs, but only tiny ones. Unlike the ‘Panda Whisperer,’ this woman did appear to have the ability to communicate with the dogs. Kelly tuned the cute silliness on the TV out in favor of trying to come up with a way to save the candy.

      “And speaking of small, have you heard of Übergirl?” asked Karen Montgomery, the co-anchor.

      “Crap,” moaned Kelly.

      Dad twisted around to look at the television. Mom already faced it.

      The camera zoomed in on Karen’s perfect blonde hair. Off to her side, a somewhat blurry cell phone picture of Kelly standing beside Paige outside the game store floated in a box. “This latest story hits close to home. A supervillain with a rather unusual ability caused chaos at the Westfield San Francisco Centre yesterday afternoon, but his reign of underwear-stretching terror came to an end by the swift action of the city’s latest pint-sized hero.”

      “Shoot me,” deadpanned Kelly.

      Mom pulled out a small pistol and put a laser blast into Kelly’s forehead. Slightly warm. Not painful.

      She sighed. “I was not being literal, Mom.”

      “A super-powered criminal attempted to rob the Game Location while dozens of helpless people dangled precariously… jockeying for a better view,” said Marty.

      Dad groaned.

      “And you call me evil?” Mom raised an eyebrow.

      “No, I call you morally confused,” muttered Kelly.

      “Now, there’s a switch.” Karen fake chuckled. “Game Location being robbed. Usually, it’s them doing the robbery. Have you seen how they rip off kids trying to trade in used games?”

      “No, I haven’t Karen. But this crime was a real… hold up. As in up in the air.” Marty snickered.

      The screen cut to someone’s cell phone video of the wedgied people. Naturally, the news station editor zoomed in on the goofiest faces. Mom burst out laughing.

      Dad squirmed.

      Kelly, in costume, rushed through the shot and disappeared into the store. Whoever took the video didn’t have an angle to see into the store, so the news station jumped it ahead to the cops walking The Wedge out in handcuffs.

      “We’re not sure what went on inside the store, but Übergirl, whoever she is, and her unknown costumed friend sure turned the tables on the would-be thief,” said Marty. “We’re all grateful his crime spree was… brief. The tiny superheroes resolved the situation fast and didn’t leave anyone hanging.”

      “Oh, Marty,” muttered Karen.

      He chuckled. “And speaking of people getting their knickers in a twist, Jenson & Jenson, Fizzer, Roach, and Murk & Co. have filed a lawsuit against a superhero who calls herself Seraph, claiming her healing powers are an unfair competitive threat to their pharmaceutical business.”

      The camera shifted to a close-up of Karen. “Jenson & Jenson CEO Alan Garber issued the following statement.” Video in a floating box next to her showed a middle-aged man in a black suit standing behind a microphone studded podium outside in front of a large skyscraper, peppered by a continuous barrage of random camera flashes. “This so-called superhero traipsing about freely using her unnatural abilities to cure the sick and help the injured is infringing on our business. At Jenson & Jenson, we believe our products—and the whole of the established medical community—should be entrusted with your health, not random people in clingy suits with no medical training, licensing, or oversight.”

      Dad side-eyed the screen, seeming annoyed.

      Uh oh. What’s he going to do now? Kelly swished her spoon around the purple milk. Seraph was super nice, and she’d helped everyone when they fought to free Earth from the Nolmek. That company guy sounded mean. All he wanted to do was make money. Dad’s not going to kill anyone, so yeah… I think Übergirl isn’t going to notice whatever silly prank he’s planning to do to them.

      Kelly looked at Dad, nodded once, and resumed eating.

      “Those cute dogs and Übergirl might be small, but in large news, several San Francisco residents reported seeing an enormous rabbit near Golden Gate Park late Sunday night.” Marty chuckled as images of a rabbit the size of a garbage truck popped up next to him, a handful of user-submitted cell phone pictures. “That’s one heck of a bunny.”

      “Just like the caterpillar.” Kelly handed the empty bowl to the reaching octo-bot arm. “Why is someone making giant things?”

      “Probably for no reason other than they can.” Mom stood. “All right. Time for me to go. Have a miserable day at school, dear. And try to get in trouble when you get home.”

      “Uhh, thanks, Mom. Love you. Yeah, I should go, too.” Kelly got up and started toward the front door.

      “… an army of little purple goblins apparently invaded the largest candy store in Los Angeles,” said Marty.

      Kelly stopped short and whirled to stare at the TV.

      The screen showed the front of the Atomic Sugarbomb Boutique, only a few blocks from the mall in the Soma district.

      “Purple goblins?” Karen blinked in disbelief. “Are you teasing me?”

      “Totally serious. Or so the night security guard claims. The store manager found him this morning trapped in a giant block of Happy Cowboy hard candy.”

      “Cherry?” asked Karen.

      “No. Watermelon.” Marty shook his head.

      “Watermelon Happy Cowboy? The poor man!” Karen shuddered. “Sounds like the authorities have a vicious fiend on their hands.”

      “Argh!” Kelly fumed. “They’re going to destroy Halloween!”

      “Who is, sweetie?” asked Dad.

      She gestured at the TV. “Whoever is sending purple goblins into stores to turn all the sweets into candy corn. And, umm… you should probably take the radioactive stuff back to the lair before our table starts to glow.”

      “Hmm. Yes, not a bad idea.” Dad—and the jars—disappeared in a flash of teleportation sparkles.

      The octo-bot stretched out a tube-like arm, picked up the spray can of radiation cleaner, and got to work scrubbing.

      “Does that stuff really work?” asked Kelly.

      “I am unable to determine the answer to your query,” replied the octo-bot. “I do not have a radiation sensor. However, your father appears to believe it is effective, so I will employ it.”

      Ugh. She hurried down the hall to the front door, snagging her backpack on the way. I have to stop this fiend before he destroys all the candy in California.
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      Waking up more than a half hour early did not help Kelly in Mr. Reynolds’ class.

      Some heroes used energy, some radiation, some brute strength, but her Social Studies teacher’s powers got their strength from pure boredom—and a monotone voice. She’d jokingly referred to him using the hero name Monotone, and he’d kept it. At least her teacher had a good sense of humor and didn’t take himself too seriously.

      Whenever he spoke with intent to teach, faint energy rings came out of his mouth in a cone-shaped beam. His boredom ray could put almost anyone to sleep in seconds, except Kelly. She had the misfortune of being too strong for it to affect her, though his normal speaking voice, dry delivery, and the mesmerizing pattern of energy rings could knock her out easily enough. Her problem involved how his power worked. If his power knocked a kid out, the student would perfectly remember everything he talked about while they slept. Even Colleen Brandt started getting As on his tests. Alas, if he put Kelly to sleep the old-fashioned way, she’d really sleep and wouldn’t remember a word he said.

      Kelly slouched in her desk chair, almost drooling on herself twenty minutes into the class period. Having the most boring teacher on the face of the Earth for a first-period class kicked her butt bad enough when she had a full night’s sleep. Losing even a half hour hurt.

      The soft snoring of her classmates made it even harder to stay conscious.

      She slipped into sleep and popped awake. Realizing she’d passed out for a moment, she shifted upright, arranging herself into the least comfortable position she could find.

      Mr. Reynolds didn’t bother to scold her for falling asleep. He’d come to accept the effect his voice had on people and no longer regarded kids’ faces bouncing off their desks as an insult.

      Übergirl? Can you hear me? said a somewhat familiar woman’s voice with a hint of Spanish accent in the back of her mind.

      “Uhh, am I dreaming?” Kelly looked at the windows. No one stood outside staring at her. Only she and Mr. Reynolds were awake anywhere in sight.

      No. It’s Mindfreeze using long-distance telepathy. I realize you’re in school right now, but we have a serious emergency and could really use your help. An airplane full of people is damaged and going to crash. Phoenix can fly, but he’s not strong enough to do anything. Igor the Red is strong enough, but he can’t fly. He’s also dealing with the reason the airplane is damaged.

      “Ack!” said Kelly. She leapt to her feet and ran up to the teacher. “Mr. Reynolds, can I please be excused to go help stop an airplane from crashing?”

      He stared at her, both eyebrows up. “Where did that come from?”

      “Mindfreeze is contacting me telepathically.”

      Mr. Reynolds opened his mouth as if to say something, paused, then nodded. “Ahh, yes. I believe she sent me a message as well. This is certainly the wildest story I’ve ever heard as an excuse to leave class.”

      “I’m serious. Not making an excuse.” She widened her eyes. “People are in big trouble.”

      Kids behind her stirred.

      “This would soon become the basis for the foundation of the thirteen original colonies,” said Mr. Reynolds in his teaching voice.

      The class resumed snoring.

      He hastily wrote out a slip of paper and handed it to her. “Here you are, Kelly. The hall passes don’t have a checkbox under reasons for ‘superhero emergency’ so I put bathroom.”

      “Thanks, Mr. Reynolds!”

      Since the two of them knew each other’s secret identities already, she ZOOM-ed into her Übergirl costume right in front of him, then climbed out a window before leaping into the sky. No obvious airplane in distress seemed to be anywhere in sight.

      “Mindfreeze? Where am I going and what happened?”

      Fly east toward Berkeley. A big dumb oaf in the hills southwest of Orinda thought it would be fun to throw rocks at a passing jet. The pilots are struggling to keep it in the air, but we’re stuck in a corkscrew. They’ve probably got three minutes before the plane goes into the side of a mountain.

      “Ack!”

      Kelly darted to the east, climbing up to a few thousand feet and pouring on speed, leaving a sonic boom in her wake. Though, at her size, it ended up being more of a sonic bang. She crossed San Francisco Bay in seconds, whizzing over Alameda and Oakland. She didn’t have much idea where Orinda was exactly, though figured it had to be in the mountains past Berkeley.

      About half a minute later, she spotted a bright orange fire trail, an obvious enough target in the sky, a target she would fly right past in less than five seconds at her current speed. Terrified at what a line of fire in the air meant for the people on the plane, she slowed, turning toward it and entering a dive to give chase.

      Fortunately, the flames didn’t come out of the airplane, but rather Phoenix, who flew beside the damaged aircraft, pulling uselessly on its wing. Alas, it appeared the plane dragged him around more than he steered it. Sparks and black smoke belched out of the partially crushed left engine. A scary amount of the plane’s left wing had come off. What remained ended at a tangle of warped aluminum strips. Judging by the corkscrew of smoke in the air above the floundering plane, it had been much higher when the rock hit it.

      “Whoa!” she whispered.

      Hurry! Yelled Mindfreeze in her head. The left wing isn’t holding the plane up much. It’s crashing. The pilots are trying to level off, but the left side won’t stop dipping down. We’re going to tumble out of control at any second.

      Kelly fly-sprinted toward the plane.

      Phoenix pulled up beside her, his legs from the knees down hidden under a roaring stream of flames. She looked over at the leader of the Aegis, muscular but not huge, wearing his mostly black bodysuit with white trim and a little white phoenix on the chest, and couldn’t help but feel a momentary sense of humbleness. The Aegis—real heroes, and grown-ups—working alongside her.

      She slipped under the belly of the airplane, braced her hands against it, and pushed upward, trying to help it climb.

      Her hands punched holes in the metal.

      “Eep!” She gawked at her arms up to the elbows in the plane’s outer shell. “Sorry! I didn’t mean to break it!”

      Phoenix swerved in closer. “Your hands are super small.”

      Thanks for telling me. I didn’t notice. “Umm, yeah?”

      “You’re concentrating a lot of power on a tiny area. The aluminum is too weak. Don’t try to support the entire plane’s weight. You’ll go through it like a bullet or the whole plane will break apart. Grab on where the wing broke off and lift… become the missing piece of wing.”

      Kelly nodded. “Got it!”

      She veered off to the left and flew up into the tangle of torn metal at the broken end of the wing. A powerful chemical stink saturated everything. She held her breath and grabbed on. The metal crimped under her fingers, as squishy as if she tried to grasp overcooked spaghetti in her bare hands. Grumbling, she ripped useless strips of outer skin away to expose a thicker inner spar, which she took hold of. Gently, she pulled upward until the plane leveled off, guiding it out of the corkscrew. The pilot angled the nose up, so she helped the airplane gradually regain altitude.

      Awesome! yelled Mindfreeze telepathically. You got it. The pilots want to land on the abandoned runway at Alameda. That’s the closest, safest place. I’m going to tell you how to steer, okay?

      “Yep. Umm, what’s this smell?”

      Jet fuel. Phoenix already made the fire stop. He’s why the plane didn’t blow up into a fireball.

      Kelly gasped. “Wow… how’d you get there so fast?”

      Already dealing with the rock-throwing idiot when he hit the plane. We were right there when it happened.

      She didn’t want to think about the kind of bad guy who randomly threw boulders at airplanes full of people for fun.

      Phoenix flew up alongside the windows, doing his best to reassure the passengers they’d be okay. Mindfreeze—in the cockpit, thanks to her teleportation ability—acted as a communication relay between Kelly and the pilots, letting her know when she needed to lift or lower the wing, speed up or slow down. She had to maintain her hold on the spar. If she let go or slipped, the plane would rapidly flip over into a fatal dive. No matter what happened, she needed to support the end of the left wing, and not lose her grip. The lives of about 200 people literally rested in her hands.

      Even though holding the plane up felt as easy as lifting an empty styrofoam cooler, the weight of the responsibility made her shiver from nervousness. She didn’t cry, though came close, purely from her fear of messing up.

      With Mindfreeze’s voice in her head and her fingers digging into the aluminum like she held dense clay, Kelly lost all track of time. Only her grip and the telepathic voice in her head mattered. Each time the woman asked her to make an adjustment, she did so, focusing entirely on serving as an extension of the pilots’ control.

      Phoenix pulled up alongside her. “Almost there. When it touches down, don’t pull too hard trying to stop or you might throw the plane into a spin. As soon as the wheels hit the ground, you can let go.”

      “Okay.” She stared at her hands. I’m squeezing too hard. I don’t need to squeeze. Only lift. She adjusted how she held the frame so she no longer squished the metal between her fingers. “Phoenix?”

      “Right here.”

      Kelly turned her head to look at him. His bodysuit included a partial head covering concealing his flat-top afro and eyes, but it left his nose and most of his face exposed. He could have been posing for a superhero recruitment ad. She marveled at how he could be so outwardly calm. “Never mind. I figured it out. Dumb question.”

      “About the plane?”

      “Sorta. I forced a Nolmek shuttle to land and my hands didn’t poke holes in it, but I guess it wasn’t made out of the same kind of metal Earth planes are.”

      “Most likely not.” He smiled. “Heads up, here comes the runway.”

      Slow down a little bit, hon, said Mindfreeze. You’re flying a touch too fast, which is making the plane twist to the right. Look at the airport ahead and try to keep the plane pointing at it. The pilots are aiming for the north runway going east-west.

      “Got it.” Kelly figured out pretty quick she could steer the plane by speeding up or slowing down. She did her best to simply hold up the wing and let the pilots control the landing, though constantly made tiny adjustments so the aircraft kept going in the right direction. In addition to holding the left side of the plane up, she’d also basically become its second engine, providing forward thrust.

      The runway came closer and closer.

      Not only did she have to adjust her speed to prevent the plane from turning off course, she couldn’t lift too much or let her side drop too far. Fortunately, the broken wing concealed her from the windows, so she didn’t have to work under the pressure of half the passengers staring at her the whole time—though they probably saw her red hair flapping up over the edge.

      None too gradually, the plane sank toward the ground and the waiting runway. The wing abruptly became mildly heavier, the plane trying to twist over to the left and dive. She compensated before it dipped too far.

      You’re doing great! said Mindfreeze. That’s normal. They’re slowing down and the flaps on that side don’t work, so you need to lift more. Just keep the plane level as best you can, okay?

      “Okay… hope I’m doing it right.”

      Doing great, Kelly. Almost there.

      Kelly stared at the ground getting closer and closer. Before she knew it, the wheels touched down on the old pavement with a squelching noise. The instant the plane’s landing gear supported its weight, she let go of the wing and flew up in front of the vertical tail fin. Expecting the metal to be weak compared to her strength, she hugged the fin and used her flight power—and entire body—to push against it gently, helping slow the plane rather than attempting to drag it to an immediate stop. Doing so would most likely have torn the tail off.

      Passengers inside erupted in cheers.

      Within seconds of the plane coming to a full stop, doors opened. Inflatable ramps popped out from both sides. She and Phoenix flew around helping people evacuate the plane. The two pilots, an older white-haired man and a woman around Mom’s age, were the last people off. Everyone moved away to gather at a safe distance in case the remaining jet fuel decided to catch fire.

      Already, fire trucks, cops, and a few ambulances came racing onto the airport. As fast as they got there, she figured the pilots had radioed for help before they landed.

      The pilots and Mindfreeze walked over to her.

      “I guess it’ll be a hot chocolate then,” said the older pilot. “Wow, she’s so small.”

      “What?” Kelly peered up at him.

      “This is Captain Carruthers and First Officer Tanaka.” Mindfreeze smiled, indicating the two pilots.

      “Nonsense. After that, she can call me Dave.” The older pilot offered a hand.

      Kelly shook it. “Thank you, but I’m still nine. I really should call you Mr. Carruthers, or captain, if you prefer.”

      “Feel free to call me Reiko,” said First Officer Tanaka. “I thought for sure we wouldn’t be walking away from this one.”

      Sirens swarmed everywhere.

      “Anyway,” said Captain Carruthers, “As soon as I started to believe we might actually survive this, I told your associate here I had to buy the hero who kept us in the air a drink.”

      Kelly tilted her head. She totally didn’t want any kind of reward, but couldn’t help but be confused at why he thought a drink would be important.

      “I suggested hot cocoa,” said Mindfreeze.

      “You don’t have to get me anything.” Kelly smiled. “I’m really glad everyone is okay.”

      “Nice flying, Übergirl,” said Reiko.

      “It’s a lot harder what you guys did, flying a plane with half a wing missing. It’s really Mindfreeze you should thank. I would have totally messed up if she didn’t tell me how to steer. And Phoenix made sure nothing caught fire.”

      Captain Carruthers shook Mindfreeze’s hand as well. “Well, then, thank all of you for giving this old man a little more time.”

      Mindfreeze nodded.

      “Do we have to go bonk the bad guy?” asked Kelly.

      “He’s handled.” Phoenix shook hands with the captain and first officer. “Bullet Man and Igor already took care of him.”

      “Good.” Kelly exhaled. “Umm, I don’t mean to be rude, but I should get back to school. Is it okay for me to go?”

      “Yes, we can handle it from here.” Phoenix stooped down to whisper. “And you probably want to disappear before the reporters arrive.”

      “Yeah. Definitely.” She waved and leapt into the air.

      A quick supersonic flight brought her back to Mr. Reynold’s class with eight minutes left in the period. She zipped in the window, ZOOM-ed out of her super costume in midair, and landed in her seat.

      Mr. Reynolds walked over to drop a small stack of paper on her desk. “A study guide for what you missed today. I’m here if you have any questions.”

      “Thanks, Mr. Reynolds.” She tucked the papers in her bag.

      “How’d it go?”

      “Good. The plane landed okay.”

      “Excellent.” He gripped his sweater lapels… and resumed Monotone lecturing for the last few minutes of the period.

      Kelly stared up at the ceiling tiles and let a silent sigh out her nose. Ugh. Today is going to feel soooo slow. It’s still only first period.

      Extra homework would not help her catch the Candy Ruiner before they destroyed Halloween. She could probably finish it during lunch since she read much faster than he talked. As long as the Aegis could handle the more serious super-powered problems for the next few days, she’d take care of protecting the best kid holiday ever.

      Well, maybe second-best.

      But the Candy Ruiner wasn’t threatening Christmas.

      He wanted to destroy Halloween.
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      Kelly made the mistake of telling Paige about the airplane during lunch.

      She didn’t manage to read any of Mr. Reynolds make-up work, since her friend kinda freaked out. Not because Kelly had gone off to do something super without her—Paige, after all, couldn’t fly and had been unconscious the whole time in Mr. Reynolds’ class—but because of the seriousness. It hadn’t truly sunk into her head she’d saved the lives of around 200 people until Paige went nuts.

      It made being a superhero all too real.

      She’d never really thought about those details while reading fictional comics. Depending on the story, the heroes sometimes saved whole planets’ worth of people… and occasionally failed. Literally holding those passengers’ lives in her hands for almost thirty minutes completely changed things. Before, she could read an off-handed mention about such-and-such hero was too late and a bunch of people died and think ‘Gee, that sucked.’ Now, she’d probably cry a little. Granted, fictional people dying in a fictional story bothered her way less than real people getting hurt.

      For the rest of the school day, she sorta spaced out wondering if someone messing around with candy should even be worth her attention. Sure, as a superhero and a kid, she had a duty to protect the sacred day of chocolate-collecting. But even if she failed to do so, nobody would die. By last period, she decided she should save Halloween. The same way she corrected The Wedge’s grammar, even tiny crimes deserved attention. At least, she understood why the Aegis hadn’t been paying attention to the Candy Ruiner. They had more serious villains to stop. If Kelly had to choose between saving Halloween and letting a plane crash, or allowing Halloween to be ruined and saving the people on the plane, she’d totally go for the plane without hesitation.

      Thankfully, she didn’t have to make such an awful choice.

      She smiled on the way home from school, once again determined to protect Halloween.

      Paige walked with her, still talking about what it had been like to stop a plane crash. For a little while, she wondered if Dad replaced her friend with a Robo-Paige who got stuck on a loop only able to say, “That’s so cool!”

      They ended up sprawled on the floor of Kelly’s bedroom doing homework. As much as she wanted to catch the Candy Ruiner, homework would only take a specific amount of time. They might end up chasing the villain for hours and hours.

      Robo-Mom popped in to check on them, ask how their day went, and bring snacks. Soon after she left the room, the house phone rang. Kelly made a ‘hang on a sec’ gesture at Paige, and tried to listen as hard as she could with her super-ears. Robo-Mom’s footsteps going down the stairs sounded like someone banging a rubber mallet into a carpet-covered board. The android made no noise louder than the squish of carpet fibers while crossing the downstairs.

      “Hello?” asked Robo-Mom.

      “Operation Fair Storage is a go,” said a raspy voice, clearly attempting to disguise their identity.

      The line clicked off.

      “Well, that’s certainly strange,” said Robo-Mom.

      “Drat!” Kelly bonked her head on the rug. “Drat. Drat. Drat.”

      “What’s wrong with you now?” asked Paige.

      “I think Mom’s up to no good.”

      Paige tapped a finger to her chin. “Well, your mother kidnapped me, strapped me to a killer exoskeleton, then stuffed me into a giant bomb. Yeah, she’s probably going to do something bad.”

      “She apologized.”

      “I know. I’m over it. Mostly since I can’t be kidnapped anymore.”

      Kelly grinned. “Hey, would an exoskeleton count as you wearing it and go with you if you teleport, or would you jump out of it? Is it different if you’re wearing the exo, or tied to it?”

      “Umm.” Paige scrunched up her nose in thought. “I don’t know. Wanna test it? I should probably know that in case it matters someday.”

      “Later. We have a supervillain to stop.”

      “Your mother?”

      “No, the Candy Ruiner.”

      Paige grinned. “I’m going to laugh if they really call themselves that. Ooh, I just had a horrible thought.”

      “Worse than someone wanting to destroy Halloween?”

      “Yeah…” Paige leaned close, lowering her voice. “What if this person likes candy corn and thinks all candy should be candy corn.”

      “No, I don’t think so.” Kelly shook her head hard enough to whip her hair side to side.

      “Why not? It’s possible.”

      “Not really. We’re not grim supers. We’re fun supers. Fun supers wouldn’t have a villain that likes candy corn.”

      Paige fell over backward, laughing. “Grim comics have bad guys who kill people and stuff from R-rated movies. Are you saying candy corn is equal to that?”

      “No.” Kelly rested her chin on both hands. “Worse.”

      “Hah. Okay, so what do we know?”

      Kelly explained hearing the news talk about goblins earlier.

      “Definitely a magic hero then. Are you sure we’re dealing with legit goblins? Or could they have been robots?”

      “I dunno. They didn’t show pictures. Just interviewed a security guy who’d been frozen inside a giant block of Happy Cowboy.”

      “Oh wow. What flavor?”

      “Watermelon.” Kelly shivered. “The Candy Ruiner might be a grim.”

      Paige rolled her eyes. “Watermelon Happy Cowboy isn’t bad.”

      “Your taste buds need CPR.” Kelly rolled onto her back and stared at the ceiling. For the first time in her life, she wanted to do something other than homework more than she wanted to do her homework.

      “So… hearing about goblins doesn’t help us much without photos. They could be real or robots. We still don’t know if we’re looking for a mad science villain or a magic villain.”

      “Grr.” Kelly levitated off the floor, sat up, and landed cross-legged. “I know. But we really should finish this schoolwork before we do anything.”

      “Last time we did homework together, we ended up in an alien spaceship.”

      “That’s not gonna—”

      Paige teleported from where she lay, appearing on one knee beside Kelly with a hand clamped over her mouth. “Don’t say it. Haven’t you read Galaxy Enders? Every single time Simko & Ryan have one of their characters say ‘that’ll never happen,’ it always happens.”

      Kelly nodded and tried to focus on her homework.
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      A bit more than an hour later, Kelly closed her math book.

      She’d saved it for last as a reward to herself for finishing the other subjects.

      “I’m frustrated,” said Kelly.

      “You sound pretty calm.”

      “I hide my frustration well.” She stuffed her books into her backpack and set it against the wall by the door. “Mom’s up to something and we have the other case. It’s making me crazy worrying about both.”

      Paige stretched, then repacked her book bag. “Try pretending she’s not a villain? Just because she tied you to a murder machine and tried to cut you in half with a giant laser doesn’t mean she doesn’t love you.”

      “Maybe I should try to act like Emophage and Mom aren’t the same person, but I’m scared she might be doing something really bad. Meeting of world leaders, remember?”

      “True, but you’re going to feel guilty if you get her in trouble, even if it’s the right thing to do.” Paige smirked at her. “I still don’t know how you ignored the whole deathtrap thing.”

      “Well, she didn’t really want to hurt me. Or she wouldn’t have used a machine that took so long. And Dad kinda yelled at her for doing it. Mom really seemed sorry.”

      “Good.” Paige folded her arms. “My dad said some people who got superpowers might go temporarily crazy until they get used to things. Your parents could be chilling out.”

      “Yeah, I suppose. Last time Mom captured me, she didn’t try to murderize me, just kept me out of their way for a couple hours. Already told you about it.”

      Paige stared at her. “It’s really not normal for parents to put their kids in a dungeon cell when they wanna lock them up. Normal parents usually use boarding schools.”

      “We aren’t normal. We’re superheroes. Getting stuck in deathtraps or dungeon cells is normal.” Kelly paced around her room. “It’s like a game to her. Villain captures hero, hero escapes, hero catches villain… only I haven’t done much of the ‘hero catches villain’ part. I couldn’t escape until they let me out.”

      “Even Übergirl can’t do everything alone.”

      “I didn’t have any way to call for help.” Kelly rubbed her left arm, eyes widening at a sudden realization. Did her father give her the communicator so she could call Paige for help if it ever happened again? Or did he simply not think about her using the communicator to escape something he or Mom did to her? She frowned. Every call she made with it went through the lair’s computer, so if her parents wanted her on a ‘time out’ so they could do crimes, they’d turn her phone off.

      “That stinks,” said Paige.

      “It’s crazy, but I’m not even mad at them for it. If I can’t go out there to stop them, I don’t have to feel guilty or wonder if I’m betraying them.”

      “You would be betraying them by letting them do bad things.” Paige lobbed the unicorn plushie, bouncing it off Kelly’s face.

      “Okay. Fine. Let’s go find out what Mom’s up to.” Kelly floated up to her feet.

      Paige zipped her book bag closed. “Don’t you wanna stop the candy criminal?”

      “Yeah.” Kelly went to the door and poked her head out, looking both ways. “But there are hundreds of places they could strike. Mom’s right here. She doesn’t really go to the lair. The info’s gotta be in the house.”

      The coast looked clear. Kelly crept out into the hall toward her parents’ bedroom, Paige right behind. They passed hall closets on the left, a door to an unused bedroom on the right, and finally stopped by the door to the master bedroom on the left, near the end. Straight ahead went to the bathroom. She could always pretend to be going there if Mom saw her coming.

      “Do you still want to go check on stores?” whispered Paige.

      “Yeah, after we snoop around in here.” Kelly ZOOM-ed into her Übergirl costume. “It won’t take long.”

      “Umm… why are you changing?”

      “Because we’re investigating a potential supervillain.”

      Paige ZOOM-ed into costume. “Potential?”

      “I think my mom might be chilling out. We don’t know for a fact she’s doing something bad yet. I’m only assuming because really… who ambushes a meeting of world leaders for good reasons? Maybe she’s going grey like The Admonisher.”

      “Hope not. He shoots people.”

      As quietly as she could be, she nudged the parents’ bedroom door open enough to peek inside. Upon seeing no trace of Mom, she relaxed and walked in.

      “Yeah, I know, but I meant it more like she’s not really a good guy but not a villain either.” Kelly paused one step into the room, fists on her hips. “Mom wouldn’t shoot anyone unless SpaceDeer ran out of mocha syrup.”

      Paige clamped a hand over her mouth to hold in a laugh.

      “I hope. I mean, she did shoot me this morning.”

      “What?” Paige gasped. “Why?”

      “Because I said ‘shoot me.’ It’s not the same. She knew it wouldn’t even hurt and did it as a joke. Only a laser pistol.”

      “Wow, your family’s weird.”

      “Yeah, but at least my dad doesn’t build castles out of toothpicks. That’s weird.”

      Paige snickered. “That’s boring.”

      Her parents’ bedroom didn’t look different post-superpowers compared to how it had always been. The only real change to take place inside the house involved robots doing most of the cooking and all of the cleaning instead of Mom or Dad. Being free from housework alone had made them much happier.

      A giant bed took up most of the space in the middle of the room. Two long cabinets above the headboard mostly held books. A pair of closets, an attached bathroom, a wide but short dresser, and a wardrobe cabinet all could be potential hiding places for information. Straight ahead from the doorway, Mom’s computer desk filled the corner between the two big closets.

      “Wow,” whispered Paige. “This room is so neat it doesn’t look like anyone lives here. My parents are kinda messy. Clothes all over the floor. Dad says a clean desk is a sign of a sick mind.”

      Kelly decided not to take the comment as a shot against her father and laughed. Honestly, he did become a mad scientist, so… perhaps Mr. Warren had a point. The computer would be the most likely place for information, but she didn’t know Mom’s password. It would probably be her birthdate or some combination of her name and birthdate. Still, she didn’t want to get caught attempting to hack Mom’s computer when she could walk in at any minute. Bypassing the desk, Kelly checked around the closets, rummaged the dresser drawers carefully so she didn’t leave anything looking disturbed, and flew up to search the long cabinets full of books above the headboard.

      “Hey, check this out,” whispered Paige.

      Kelly looked down, but couldn’t see her. “You go invis?”

      “No. I’m on the floor.”

      “Why?”

      “Looking under the bed.”

      Kelly glided to the left far enough to see Paige stretched out on her stomach, halfway under the bed. She floated down beside her. “What’s up?”

      “Found something.” Paige pointed at a metal lockbox. Black marker writing on an index card taped to the lid read, ‘Secret Evil Plans – do not open.’

      “Yeah, that’s totally a trap,” muttered Kelly.

      “I thought so, too, at first. But what if your mother thinks you’ll think it’s a trap so she thinks you’ll ignore it?”

      “What? Can you say ‘think’ too many times in the same sentence?”

      Paige grinned. “I’m saying, if your mother figured you’d see something this obvious and ignore it as a trap, she might really put secret plans in there. Not like she has to hide it from your father.”

      “True, but it’s probably a sprayer loaded with Brussels sprout slime.” Kelly shivered—then froze at the soft thumping of Mom coming up the stairs.

      Eep! That’s not Robo-Mom. Too quiet.

      Kelly shoved Paige under the bed and crawled in after her. Before Paige could say a word, Kelly covered her mouth and gave her a ‘shh!’ stare. Paige started to look annoyed until the door creaked open, then went wide-eyed. Trusting her friend now realized the danger and would stay quiet, Kelly let go of her face.

      Mom took a seat at her computer desk, a fresh cup of hot orange herbal tea beside her.

      Uh oh. She’s home from work early. Is she gonna do villain stuff?

      Hiding under the bed didn’t give her a view of the computer screen. Intermittent key taps and mouse clicks along with zero explosions and sound effects said her mother did something boring and adulty. Mom didn’t play video games much at all. She either did stuff for her job, or worked out their budget for groceries, the house, or went on FaceTome. Either way, Mom sitting at the computer meant she’d be there for at least an hour or more.

      Kelly activated the holographic screen on her bracer communicator, opened a note window, and typed, ‹Mom is gonna be there for hours. We are trapped.›

      Grinning, Paige reached over to erase it, then typed, ‹Spies caught in a villain base.›

      ‹Yeah. We have to escape before she finds us.›

      Paige typed, ‹I got it› then went invisible. Kelly held still as her friend crawled out from under the bed. Mom didn’t notice the comforter shift, too absorbed in her work on the computer. Spots of carpet compressed in the shape of tween-sized boots on the way to the door. Kelly waited, glancing at the lockbox.

      Yeah, the box is definitely a trap. Mom might be happy I broke into her stuff, but she’d be mad at me for falling for something so stupidly obvious.

      The doorbell rang.

      Mom grumbled, but got up. Kelly scooted forward a bit to watch her mother’s feet cross the room to the door. As soon as she heard Mom go down the stairs, Kelly scrambled out from under the bed and rushed to the hallway—right into Robo Mom coming out of the bathroom on her left, holding a bucket of cleaning supplies.

      Kelly stopped short, flashing a cheesy smile.

      “What are you doing in my—umm, your parents’ bedroom?”

      “Mom’s got an evil plan again,” whispered Kelly. “I’m looking for evidence, but didn’t find anything.”

      “Oh, all right. Carry on.” Robo-Mom walked past her, taking her bucket of cleaning supplies downstairs… probably to attack the other bathroom.

      “Mom?” asked Kelly.

      “Hmm?” The android paused, looking back at her.

      “Have you heard anything?”

      “No. She won’t talk about those sorts of things with me because she knows I’m not inclined toward villainy. I did receive one strange phone call. Someone said ‘Operation Fair Storage is a go,’ or something like that.”

      “Any idea what it means?” Kelly scratched her head.

      Robo-Mom’s clueless expression answered before she said, “No idea.”

      At the sound of Mom coming back up the stairs, Kelly smacked the gem on her ZOOM bracelet, trading the super costume for the baggy top and tights she’d worn to school. Her mother would suspect something if she saw her running around the house as Übergirl. Seconds later, Mom emerged from the stairwell looking annoyed, a good sign Paige rang the bell and ran away or remained invisible.

      Kelly pretended to be on the way to the bathroom to avoid making eye contact with her mother. One look at her and Mom would know she had something to do with the phantom doorbell. Mom either didn’t notice or didn’t let on she did, and returned to her computer. Robo-Mom went downstairs.

      After an appropriately long pause, Kelly flushed the unused toilet and hurried back to her bedroom. Paige sat on the floor, once again in her jeans and T-shirt, looking as innocent as can be. Only a small handprint on the window gave away her friend had teleported up to the sill outside, then into the room.

      Kelly flopped to sit next to her.

      “Whew, close one,” whispered Paige.

      “Yeah… but still nothing about what she’s doing.”

      “We have bigger problems.” Paige grasped her shoulders. “I don’t think your mom’s going to do anything too bad. We’ve gotta prioritize what’s really important.”

      “World leaders?”

      “No, silly.” Paige held her arms out. “Don’t you realize we’re looking at the destruction of all good candy? I found on the internet it’s happening in other states, too. This is bigger than us, or California even. It’s gonna be the end of Halloween for everyone.”

      Kelly slouched, worried about Mom, but she couldn’t argue her friend’s point. Not only did saving Halloween—and good candy—equal or surpass the need to keep world leaders safe, she wouldn’t feel any guilt at all fighting the Candy Ruiner. Going up against her mother, however, came with tons of guilt and insecurity. Most of the fictional comic book supers never got into situations where they had to go against their parents or family. The few times it happened, the stories went mega sad.

      Unless Mom’s gonna like seriously hurt people, I shouldn’t get involved.

      “You’re right. Halloween is important, and it’s this Saturday,” said Kelly. “Let’s come up with a plan.”
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      The mission to catch the Candy Ruiner as soon as possible leapt into full swing.

      Paige again took to Goggles for internet searching. They drew a big map using several sheets of construction paper and made a hotspot chart on Kelly’s bulletin board. Every location with a store selling candy, they marked using pins. Red for already attacked, orange for specialty stores which only sold candy, and white for supermarkets or other grocery stores.

      Creating a map in an effort to find a visual pattern seemed like a good idea right up until Paige’s internet search turned up even more reports of candy corn attacks going on in Washington State as well as Oregon, New Mexico, Colorado, and even Nevada. The spread didn’t bother Kelly so much as she could fly fast enough to make reaching other states more of an annoyance than an impossibility. She could not, however, carry Paige at supersonic speeds.

      “I don’t wanna go off alone, but if there’s a need to check stores so far away, I’m not going to be able to fly fast while carrying you.”

      “Yeah. So, let’s focus on stores closer to us.”

      Kelly shuffled construction paper around. “I mean, if the Candy Ruiner is doing evil across the whole country, we’re going to need to make a much bigger map to find any pattern to the attacks.”

      “Girls?” Dad’s voice played from the alarm clock. “Please come out to the backyard. Wear your SPAM suits.”

      “That sounds disgusting,” said Paige.

      Kelly rolled her eyes. “You know my dad and his acronyms. He doesn’t mean that literally. What does SPAM stand for?”

      “Superhero Power-Adaptive Material,” replied the ceiling light, in Dad’s voice.

      “He wants us in costume.” Paige reluctantly reached for her ZOOM bracelet. “This is going to end in fire and screaming.”

      Kelly exhaled hard. “Yeah.”

      “Don’t be so worried, girls,” said Dad from the Ember tablet on the bed. “I have a modification surprise for Paige’s suit. Not saying you need to be in costume due to exposure to harmful elements likely to destroy ordinary clothing.”

      Kelly and Paige exchanged a ‘suuuure’ glance.

      “Yeah, we’re definitely going to end up on fire,” whispered Kelly, as she hit the gem on her ZOOM bracelet.

      She flew out the window, carrying Paige.

      Dad waited for them near the tool shed, wearing his strength-boosting exoskeleton to support the PFG-4200. Kelly landed nearby and set Paige down on her feet.

      “I couldn’t help but overhear the two of you discussing the relative differences in your mobility. I’ve come up with a way for Paige to take advantage of a powered flight module.”

      “Who would give a ten-year-old a jetpack?” asked Paige.

      “This man.” Kelly indicated Dad like a game show assistant showing off a prize.

      Dad adjusted a few knobs and dials on the Portable Fabricator Gun-4200. “You are no ordinary ten-year-old. Based on my calculations, if you were to fly into a solid object at the maximum possible speed this unit should produce, you will only end up in a full-body cast with sixty-one-point-four percent of your bones broken or fractured.”

      “Oh, totally reassuring.” Paige rolled her eyes.

      “However…” Dad looked up from the PFG at her. “I’d advise you not to crash.”

      Paige held two thumbs-up. “That’s my plan. So you’ve seriously made a flying thing for me?”

      “Yes. Hold your arms out, feet a little apart. This might tickle.” He pointed the PFG at her.

      “Dad, please do not maim my best friend,” said Kelly.

      Paige raised her arms, widened her stance, and closed her eyes, grimacing.

      Energy shot out of the PFG, painting Dad in an eerie lime glow. The wild, nearly uncontrollable beam hit Paige in the right forearm, sending racing threads of light up her super costume, then down over the rest of her body. In seconds, her entire super costume glowed.

      “I had to make some compromises,” shouted Dad over the roar of the energy beam.

      “Craaaaaaap!” yelled Paige.

      “Not bad compromises.” Dad wagged his eyebrows. “Due to the extreme micronization involved, I had to ditch the adaptive tech to recover some quantum space for more critical properties. The material for the flight unit won’t be able to turn invisible with you. However, I installed an AI so you can detach the flight system into a drone when you need to use stealth.”

      Paige screamed.

      “Dad! Stop!” Kelly jumped at him, but stopped herself before touching him, in case a mild disturbance might set off an explosion.

      “Not hurting!” yelled Paige. “Tickles everywhere!”

      “Just a little longer…” Dad held the beam on her for another few seconds, then turned it off.

      Paige stood there, hair slightly frizzed, smoke peeling off her whole body. Her facial expression looked like she’d been run through a washing machine on the ‘stain annihilator’ setting. Bright purple—nearly pink—metal pods had appeared on her forearms, boots, and back. They looked far too small and thin to be any kind of functional jetpack… but Dad’s inventions did tend to defy logic whenever possible.

      “Umm, you okay?” Kelly took a cautious step toward her friend.

      “She’s fine.” Dad let go of the PFG-4200, which rose up behind him on a support arm attached to the exoskeleton. “Your friend isn’t quite as resistant to damage and pain as you are, so being close to the field effect from the fabrication process may have tingled. It’s harmless.”

      Dad calling it harmless probably meant Paige’s skin would fall off in about five minutes. Fortunately, the girl didn’t appear hurt, only stunned.

      “Owww,” said Paige in a weak rasp of a voice.

      “Dad!” shouted Kelly. “You electrified my friend!”

      “I’m okay.” Paige twitched. “It didn’t hurt much.”

      “Excellent.” Dad stood proud. A gleam flashed from the point of his chin.

      Kelly rubbed her eyes. Was that a hologram or am I imagining things?

      “It’s time to test it now.” Dad smiled. “The SPLAT should be operational.”

      Paige twitched again. “SPLAT? Are you serious?”

      “Yes.” Dad examined his fingernails. “Superhero Personal Levitation, Advanced Technology.”

      “Umm, Dad… can we maybe call a machine you made to let her fly something other than SPLAT!”

      He thought for a moment. “My first thought was WHAM: Wearable High Altitude Module.”

      Paige and Kelly face-palmed at the same time.

      Dad tilted his head. “CLAW? – Child Levitation Apparatus, Wearable?”

      “Stop, Dad. Please stop.” Kelly rubbed her forehead.

      “MAST – Micronized Aeronautical Superhero Transport?” Dad tilted his head the other way.

      “That one.” Paige pointed at him. “Makes it sound like it won’t hurt.”

      Dad grinned. “Excellent. All right, Paige. The MAST system is wired to feedback sensors I’ve added to your suit. There’s a field emitter in the collar to protect your head during high-speed flight, so you shouldn’t worry about going so fast you hurt your face. The MAST won’t let you exceed safe speeds anyway.”

      Riiiight. Kelly folded her arms. “Be careful.”

      “How does it work?” Paige held her arms up, looking herself over. “Oh, hey, there’s buttons on my wrist now.”

      “Push the green one to turn the system on. The button will glow when the system is active. Push it again to turn the jets off. The black button will cause the MAST to detach from your suit and become a drone. The only time you should need to do it is if you require invisibility, since it’s not too heavy.”

      “Surprisingly not.” Paige took a few steps back and forth. “I almost don’t even feel it.”

      “All right. Go ahead and push the green button. You will hear a soft hum and rise a little off the ground. After that, the system should respond to your desire to go in any direction. Start off by wanting to go upward as gently as possible. Merely a tiny nudge.”

      Paige looked at her arm, shrugged, and pushed the green button.

      She vanished in an instant, a heavy thunderous boom rolling into the distance. The ground where she’d been standing contained only a charred patch of burning grass.

      “You made a teleporter, not a flight pack.” Kelly shook her head.

      Dad held out his hand. The mega-tablet flew out of nowhere, hovering beside him while he poked at the screen. “She didn’t teleport, hon. Your friend flew straight up. I believe I may have made a minor miscalculation of her body mass. The hover mode is slightly overpowered.”

      “What?! Slightly?” screamed Kelly, gesturing wildly at the burned spot. “I didn’t even see her go anywhere. She just disappeared!”

      “Paige has exceeded the speed of sound.” He tapped a finger to the point of his chin. “The MAST shouldn’t be capable of going so fast.”

      A faint scream came from high overhead.

      “Dad!” shouted Kelly. “Ooh!” Too worried to wait for him to do anything, she leapt straight up as fast as she could fly.

      In less than a minute, she spotted a blue glow… and chased it. Kelly soon caught up to a screaming Paige, still zooming headfirst like a moon rocket into the upper atmosphere, arms at her sides. Four-foot-long trails of glowing white energy shot out of both wrist pods, both boots, and two slots at the bottom of her ultra-thin backpack. A dark blue force field glowed above her head, perhaps the only reason she still had a face.

      Kelly grabbed her in a hug and pulled, steering Paige around to head back down to more breathable air.

      “I can’t move my arms!” shouted Paige.

      “Don’t! There’s tiny engines in your arm pods. If you move your arms while they’re at full power, you’re gonna spin way out of control.”

      “The afterburners are stuck on,” said Dad from Kelly’s communicator. “Apparently, I included an afterburner function and forgot about it. The mode she’s in is intended for high speed in a straight line. Not very maneuverable.”

      “How does she turn it off?” shouted Kelly.

      “Push the red button.”

      “There is no red button!” yelled Kelly and Paige at the same time.

      Dad remained silent for a few seconds. “Aha. I seem to have neglected to add a button for overthrust.” He coughed. “I suggest you turn the system off and carry her back down so I can fix it.”

      “Figures,” said Paige. “I told you this would end in fire and screaming.”

      “You’re not on fire.”

      “Yet.” Paige looked down at her legs. “There’s fire coming out of my boots and arms.”

      “That’s plasma or energy or something. Not fire.”

      “Same thing.”

      “There’s fire on the ground where she was standing,” said Dad from the communicator.

      “See?” deadpanned Paige. “Fire and screaming.”

      Kelly pushed the glowing green button on her friend’s left wrist. The jets all stopped at once, but the force field in front of her head remained. Paige wrapped her arms around Kelly, holding on tight.

      “Are you hurt?”

      “No. After I threw up, I felt okay. Got a little woozy high up, but I’m good now.”

      Kelly shuddered. Once they slowed down enough for the wind not to hurt Paige, the force field shut down. They landed in the back yard a few minutes later.

      As soon as Kelly set her on her feet, Paige collapsed to all fours. “Maybe I shouldn’t worry about flying. I’ve never been fired out of a cannon before. And no, I didn’t like it.”

      “Nonsense. Merely a technical glitch. All great inventions have a few rough spots.” Dad pointed the PFG-4200 at her. “I need to add a control button for overthrust, and then it will be perfect.”

      The girls both cringed as Dad fired the energy beam.

      Green light surrounded Paige in a cloud of sparkling tingles. A red button appeared between the green and black, pushing them further apart. She held up the arm, staring at the buttons as if touching them would blow up the Earth.

      “All right. Green button should be safe now. No more zero to 600 in an instant.” Dad patted her on the head. “I am sorry for giving you a scare.”

      “Dad, she went way faster than 600.”

      “Yes, but it took her six times as long to go from 600 to Mach 1.7 as it did to go from zero to 600.”

      Paige gulped, but gingerly pushed the green button.

      The thrust ports on her boots and backpack lit up with blue energy, kicking her a few inches into the air to hover. Her arm thrusters lit up only for a second or two at a time, responding to her arm motions to keep her upright. Fear gradually faded from Paige’s expression. Gingerly, she tried moving around almost as if on ice skates for the first time.

      “Ideally, you would not want to hit the red button until you are already flying at maximum speed.” Dad again let the PFG-4200 retract on the exoskeleton’s arm. “The MAST will read your body language and control speed and direction based on how it calculates you are trying to go. Once you get used to it, flying will be as simple as walking. Please, test it again. I’ve got the portable fabricator here in case any more adjustments are needed.”

      Only my father would call something that needs a forklift to move ‘portable.’

      Paige hesitantly pushed the green button. Kelly braced for her friend to blast off, but she merely popped up a few inches off the ground, hovering on blue ion jets. Her friend experimented by leaning side to side a little, cautiously advancing from skating around in a hover as if she roller-bladed in midair to flying at a running speed, to cruising higher and faster. Kelly flew along beside her, close to her in case something went wrong. About twenty minutes after hover-skating, Paige held her arms at her sides and accelerated into horizontal flight. The force field came on, but she didn’t appear to be breaking the speed of sound.

      “This is cool!” shouted Paige. “The bubble gives me a holographic display, too. We’re doing 408 miles an hour. I think this is top speed unless I hit the bad button.”

      “You’re going plenty fast enough to catch the Candy Ruiner. You don’t need to hit the bad button.”

      “Wasn’t going to.” Paige turned in a wide curve and flew back to Kelly’s house. She pulled out of headfirst flight near the ground and sailed across the yard in a standing position, grass bits and dirt flying out from under her boots, only a few inches above the lawn. Confidence gave way to alarm, then fear when the MAST didn’t slow down. She flailed her arms, screamed, and crashed into the tool shed with a loud, metallic whump. Startled birds burst out of trees in nearby yards.

      Two seconds later, Paige groaned, peeled off the tool shed, and pushed the glowing green button. The ion jets shut down. She landed on her feet and promptly fell over backward. “Ow.”

      Kelly raced over. “What happened!?”

      “Maybe we should call this thing the SPLAT.” Paige gazed up at her. “I need to work on stopping. Felt like I jumped out of a moving car onto an ice skating rink. Couldn’t stop.”

      Dad approached, scanning Paige with the mega-tablet. “I don’t see any damage. Not even scratches.”

      “Great,” muttered Paige. “Okay, since we’re trying to kill me today, how’s the drone thing work?”

      Kelly grabbed her friend’s hand and pulled her upright.

      “Push the black button, and the MAST system will detach from your suit, assemble into a drone, and follow basic verbal commands. You can tell it to wait somewhere for you, go to a particular place—like home—or reactivate. It’s only function is to disconnect from you so you can use your invisibility. The MAST drone does not have weapons or cameras.”

      “Neat. Umm. Thanks, Mr. Donovan.”

      He smiled. “You’re welcome. Now go have fun saving Halloween.”

      Humming merrily to himself, Dad went back into the tool shed. A faint shoomp happened a few seconds after the door closed.

      Paige shook her arms out and did some warm up stretches. “Might as well practice flying. Ready to catch a villain?”

      “Yep. But please be careful.”

      “I’d say ‘what could possibly go wrong,’ but this thing is a little more dangerous than a skateboard. My parents will freak out if they find out about it.”

      Kelly fidgeted. “Is not telling them the same as lying?”

      “Yeah. Luckily, I’m not quite as much of a goody-goody as you are. I’ll tell them… after we catch the Candy Ruiner. Besides, I’m tougher than a normal kid. I hit the tool shed at forty miles an hour and didn’t even get a scratch.”

      “’Kay. Let me grab the map.” Kelly rushed up to her bedroom to grab the printout and hurried back outside.

      Side by side, the girls flew into the sky, as fast as Paige felt comfortable going.

      They had a bad guy to find… and not too many days left to do it.
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      A long afternoon of nothingness ended when Mom called her communicator.

      With the dreaded announcement of dinner time, their search temporarily ground to a halt. They’d checked thirty-two supermarkets and candy shops, but hadn’t seen a single purple goblin. Paige followed to Kelly’s house, ZOOM-ed back to her normal clothes, and jogged home—so Mr. and Mrs. Warren didn’t see her flying.

      The parents ate salmon, asparagus, and some kind of rice side dish. Mom gave Kelly a choice between salmon and rice (no asparagus) or mac and cheese. She chose the mac. Her parents’ conversation over dinner revealed some of the glowing substances her father had been experimenting with earlier went into the creation of the MAST he’d given Paige. Mom laughed herself to tears at the video—taken from the mega-tablet—of Paige launching straight up so fast she appeared to vanish.

      Kelly made a sour face, not finding it too funny. But since Paige hadn’t been hurt, she decided not to say anything. Admittedly, it had looked like something out of a cartoon. If she’d seen it on TV in an actual cartoon, she, too, would have laughed.

      After dinner, Kelly returned to her room and checked Goggles for purple goblins. The search came back with only a few hits, local discussion boards where people often talked about ghosts or other paranormal things. None of what she found looked useful at all.

      A FaceTome message window popped up from Paige. ‹Coming back. Parents said okay to a sleepover.›

      Kelly blinked. ‹Wow! Really? It’s Monday. A school night.›

      ‹Yeah. I told them your parents are insane about bedtime and wouldn’t let us stay up too late.›

      “Hmm… they used to be.” ‹What are you thinking?›

      No reply came.

      A few minutes later, dark blue light flashed at the window. Kelly twisted around in her chair. Paige clung to the windowsill outside for another second before teleporting into the room.

      “That’s so cool. You can go through closed windows?”

      “Yeah. As long as I can see where I’m going to land, I can teleport there. Doesn’t work with cameras and TV screens though.” Paige sat on the bed. “Sorry I didn’t type back, but I didn’t want to write down evidence of rule breaking.”

      “Uh oh.”

      Paige shrugged. “Sometimes the cops need to break small rules to stop people from breaking big rules. Like undercover cops. They lie to bad guys. It’s their job. Anyway, the Candy Ruiner works after dark. I think we should go to GGMM, which hasn’t been hit yet, and watch. It’s the biggest supermarket within like fifty miles where the candy aisle is still undamaged.”

      “What if they attack a different place? We won’t be there.”

      “We can’t be everywhere at once. If we keep watching the same store, we’ll eventually catch them. The Golden Gate Mega Market is huge. It’s got enough candy to save Halloween for San Francisco all by itself. I’m really shocked it hasn’t been candy-corned yet.”

      Kelly swished side to side in her chair. “It’s never closed. That’s why. Lots of people who could see.”

      “True, but it’s so big, it’s gotta be too tempting to ignore.”

      “All right… so you really are suggesting we go outside after bedtime?”

      “Yeah. Your Mom won’t be mad, and your Dad won’t ground you, either. I’m not saying we stay up all night. Maybe only an hour past bedtime.”

      Kelly let her head fall back, resting on the top of the chair, staring up at the glow-in-the-dark stars she and Dad put up. They always reminded her of what he looked like in moments of true happiness. He came close to the same level of happy now when making new machines or gadgets. The last time she’d seen him truly happy, he’d been standing on the ramp of a shuttle, helping Kelly and the other heroes kick the Nolmek off Earth. He liked doing fun activities with his family. That had to be the key to getting Dad back. He might actually like it if she relaxed a little bit about rule following. Staying up a bit too late to catch a bad guy didn’t sound like all too bad a thing to do.

      “Okay.” Kelly lifted her head to smile at Paige. “Let’s do it.”

      They occupied themselves talking about comics, as well as different strategies to deal with the Candy Ruiner depending on if they turned out to be mad science or magic based until Mom poked her head in to announce bedtime.

      “Oh, Paige… you’re here rather late.”

      “I’m sleeping over, Mrs. Donovan.”

      Mom’s expression said ‘oh you are, are you?’ but shifted to an impressed smirk. “So inconsiderate of you not to ask permission first. I suppose if I tried to say no at this point you’d defy me and stay anyway, so you may as well stay.” She made a shooing gesture. “Go on, to the bathroom. Brush your teeth and such.”

      Kelly sat there in confusion, not knowing if they just got in trouble or back-patted. The girls took turns in the bathroom, then climbed in bed side by side, gazing up at the glowing stars, the tingle of Dad’s overpowered mint toothpaste practically making her teeth do the marimba. She hoped he didn’t make it too radioactive. Mom, Dad, and Robo-Mom came by to kiss Kelly good night.

      As soon as the bedroom became an adult-free zone again, Paige gawked at Kelly. “I can’t believe it worked.”

      “Yeah, really. Guess it means Mom isn’t planning to let Emophage out to play tonight. She has to know we’re up to something.”

      “Agreed. But she doesn’t care if we go after other bad guys.” Paige paused for a moment, listening. “How long do we wait?”

      “I don’t think it matters. Dad can hear us anyway. He hasn’t said anything, so I guess we technically have permission.”

      Paige slipped out of bed and poked her ZOOM bracelet. A lavender flash changed her nightgown into her super costume. “The MAST makes a lot of noise. You should carry me until we’re far enough away.”

      “Good idea.” Kelly flew straight up off the bed, ZOOM-ed into her costume, and scooped Paige into her arms before cruising out the window.
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        * * *

      

      Kelly lay flat on her stomach on gritty concrete, her chin atop her folded arms.

      Paige stretched out beside her, also resting her chin on her arms. The super costumes Dad made, though thin, offered a surprising amount of insulation against cold surfaces. They’d taken up a lookout position on the roof of a department store across the street from the Golden Gate Mega Mart, watching the enormous supermarket for any signs of the Candy Ruiner.

      Racing around from store to store might have been exhausting, but sitting there waiting for something to happen at one place reached entirely new levels of boredom. Even Mr. Reynolds didn’t make her want to sleep as much as laying there doing nothing in complete silence. It didn’t help she should’ve been asleep nearly two hours ago. Her body remembered bedtime and wanted to pass out. Spotting the occasional truly weird people—like the man who bought an entire shopping cart of lettuce, or the hairy guy who went to the store in only underwear and rain boots—helped her stay awake.

      I shouldn’t be up now. But we have to save Halloween.

      She swished her feet back and forth, stuck on the thought that prior to becoming a superhero, she’d generally been quite shy. However, on Halloween, she had no trouble approaching strangers in costume and talking to them. Becoming Übergirl sorta felt like Halloween every day, at least in terms of her confidence. It might have been better if superheroing included random gifts of chocolate, but then Halloween would no longer be special.

      Breaking the bedtime rule bothered her enough to stir a sick feeling in her stomach. Knowing her parents wouldn’t be mad at her for doing it bothered her even more. Somehow, Mom and Dad not paying attention to her breaking the rules made her feel even guiltier. Obeying a rule set by her parents before they became supers now fell entirely on her shoulders. If she did the right thing, it wouldn’t be out of fear of punishment, but because she wanted to do the right thing.

      And if she didn’t do the right thing, she’d chosen to be bad.

      Guilt punched Kelly in the face like Madame Daystar walloping a Rovosk. The big, dumb fictional aliens from Galaxy Enders somewhat reminded her of the Nolmek warriors, only with fire breath and a tiny face tentacles. I wonder what they’re doing in the new issues. Kelly hadn’t read much Enders since the stupid story where Madame Daystar gave up all her superpowers because a man she loved lied to her, saying they couldn’t be together in his dimension because supers would die there. After she became a normal person and went to be with him, she discovered he didn’t love her at all and only wanted to help the Rovosk by eliminating one of the galaxy’s strongest heroes.

      From reading comments people posted online, she knew the story eventually saw Madame Daystar getting her powers back, but Kelly had been too angry the writers made the character so stupid she hadn’t bothered reading any more issues. Giving up powers for a boy had to be the dumbest thing ever. She didn’t feel like too much of a hypocrite. She’d been ready to give up her super powers to get her parents back. Parents were way better than stupid boys, and she wouldn’t have been falling for a lie. No, she’d made the choice to sacrifice being Übergirl for the benefit of others, not for herself, like Daystar. Even though the writers tried to make it into a tragic love story, Kelly thought Daystar had been selfish, putting her want to be with the man over the needs of the whole galaxy. Real life, Kelly’s situation, didn’t match that at all. If she’d succeeded in giving up her powers, it would have been everyone losing super powers. The world going back to normal.

      Alas, the plan couldn’t possibly work.

      Her thoughts shifted to the airplane. She started to feel bad about wanting to sacrifice her powers since she couldn’t have stopped the crash. But again, if she’d succeeded, then nobody would have powers… so the big idiot who threw the rock couldn’t have done it. But plane crashes happened sometimes even without boulders being thrown into the air, and ordinary Kelly Donovan couldn’t do anything about plane crashes.

      It doesn’t matter. Super powers aren’t going away. Even if I could remove the crystals, it would destroy the whole Earth.

      “You okay?” whispered Paige. “You look like you’re going to throw up.”

      Kelly yawned. “I’m tired and afraid of getting in trouble. We shouldn’t be outside this late. We’re too young.”

      “Our parents only say that because bad people might hurt us. But no bad people can hurt us. If some creep tries to kidnap us, they’re going to regret it.”

      “Heh, yeah.” Kelly almost smiled. “I know we can’t get hurt, but it’s more than being scared. It’s my parents’ rule. I shouldn’t break it over candy.”

      “It’s stupid how bad guys can get away with crime just because they do it after bedtime.” Paige sighed.

      Kelly yawned again. “There’s grown-up supers to stop them at night. Sure, we’re little kids and we have to go to bed early, but we’re not the only superheroes.”

      “You’re forgetting the Aegis won’t treat this crime with the seriousness it deserves.” Paige nudged her. “Do you want to let all the candy in the world become candy corn? How will you be able to look into your kid’s eyes—if you have one someday—when they ask you why there’s no more Halloween, and tell them you had a chance to stop the Candy Ruiner, but missed it because of bedtime?”

      “Drama llama,” muttered Kelly.

      Paige muffled a giggle. “Seriously. Yesterday, Übergirl’s the awesome hero who stopped wedgie man. Tomorrow, you’ll be remembered as the girl who couldn’t save Halloween.”

      Kelly bonked her head on her folded arms, arguing with herself about the importance of saving Halloween compared to respecting her parents’ rule. “I dunno. The world isn’t really in danger.”

      “If the only thing left is candy corn, they will cancel Halloween. Besides, your parents won’t ground you for breaking the rules. They’ll probably be happy.”

      “Ugh.” Kelly closed her eyes. “I know. That’s the problem. I can’t tell what upsets me more… worrying Halloween might not happen, or knowing I’m disobeying my parents.”

      “It’s for the greater good. Remember, undercover cops. They have to lie sometimes.”

      “Yeah.” Kelly yawned, imagining how nice and soft her bed would be. Much more comfortable than a concrete roof. “But they’re adults. Grown-ups lie a lot.”

      “Not you. I bet when you grow up, you’ll be the same as you are now.”

      Kelly felt herself drifting off to sleep, but didn’t much care. She smiled. “Yeah… probably.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Chapter thirteen - accessory to giant weaseling.]
        

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      A dream of roaming the science museum with Dad pre-superpowers came to an abrupt end.

      Kelly opened her eyes to the sight of the Golden Gate Mega Mart, its bright glaring lights flooding the parking lot across the street. It occurred to her she woke up because someone stood behind her. Paige had also fallen asleep, her face mostly hidden by her thick dark brown hair. Having a man walk up on them didn’t worry Kelly much at all. She expected a curious homeless guy or maybe a security guard for the department store. Even if a bad guy found them, he wouldn’t be able to do anything to either one of them.

      She casually looked back—and her heart almost stopped.

      Dad, his labcoat fluttering on the wind like a cape, pointy chin gleaming in the moonlight, towered over her, eyes hidden under safety goggles. His conquering supervillain posture suggested great and horrible wrath was about to befall her for disobedience.

      Frightened, Kelly simply froze, not moving.

      He crouched and gently scooped her into his arms. The ink-black darkness of night behind Dad turned out to be Zorthax in a black turtleneck. The giant henchman picked Paige up every bit as gently, not even waking the girl. She appeared as tiny as a doll nestled in his arms. Dad didn’t say a word as he carried Kelly across the department store roof to his collapsible black helicopter. Bob sat at the controls. Several Kobold and the Rulers of the Universe figurines stood in a line on the dash.

      Kelly kept her mouth shut, not really pretending to be asleep. Truth be told, she adored being collected like a lost kitten and snuggled to his chest. The nearly silent helicopter powered up and lifted off.

      Dad kissed her atop the head. “You’re out after bedtime.”

      His soft voice had no trace of accusation or annoyance, simply a statement of fact.

      “Sorry,” whispered Kelly.

      “I’m proud of you.”

      She squirmed. Drat.

      Dad peered down at her, a hint of a smile on his lips. “I’m proud of you for doing what you think needs to be done, even if you might get in trouble for it.”

      Holy crap! She stared at him for a moment, tears in her eyes, then hugged him tight.

      The next thing she knew, Dad eased her down on her bed and pushed the gem on her ZOOM bracelet to change her back into her nightgown. Zorthax set Paige beside her and activated her ZOOM bracelet. Dad pulled the blankets up and tucked them in.

      Kelly faded back to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      The most vicious supervillain in the world attacked Kelly without mercy—The Alarm Clock.

      She groaned at the incessant beeping. Paige stirred, grumbling. After a minute or three of electric beeping poking her in the ears, Kelly deliberately thought of math class to motivate her into getting up. She climbed over Paige out of bed, rushed getting dressed, and ran downstairs by way of a quick stop in the bathroom.

      Her parents and Robo-Mom sat at the table, the android sipping coffee. Mom and Dad both munched eggs and bacon. The cooking robot set a plate on the table for Kelly, who ignored her chair to run over and hug Dad. He patted her on the head. Mom raised an eyebrow at her, no doubt sensing her overwhelming emotions—relief and love.

      Dad hadn’t been proud of her for breaking rules, he’d been proud she’d risked it to stop a bad guy. To avoid starting an argument between her parents, and in hopes of getting her mother back to attitude-normal, she ran over and hugged her too, thinking about pre-super Mom to generate another burst of love.

      “What’s gotten into you, sweetie?” asked Mom. “You’re usually not this clingy in the morning.”

      “Just happy.” Kelly took her seat.

      Paige trudged in, eyes more or less closed. She had, somehow, managed to get dressed successfully. The octo-bot set another plate of scrambled eggs and bacon on the table for her.

      “Someone was up a bit late last night,” said Dad.

      “Ahh.” Mom tapped her fingernails on her coffee mug. “It’s good to see you finally understand we set rules for you so you can break them.”

      Robo-Mom rolled her eyes.

      Paige finally noticed food in front of her and picked up a fork.

      Mom’s playing a character. She’s gotta be playing a character. Kelly shot her mother a mildly heartbreaking ‘please turn back into Mom’ stare. Her mother broke eye contact rather than mockingly laugh, which she took as a good sign. Somewhat hopeful her quest to get her parents closer to normal might not be impossible, she attacked her food.

      “Can I have a little coffee?” asked Kelly.

      “Me, too. Double espresso,” muttered Paige.

      Mom waved in a ‘knock yourself out’ sort of way.

      “Small one, and a single espresso,” said Dad.

      “Request accepted.” The octo-bot whirred to life. “Kelly, how would you like the coffee?”

      “In a cup.”

      Mom laughed. “Wow, she is tired.”

      “Hmm.” Dad lifted Kelly’s hair off her face to look at her. “Better make that a normal portion, not a small.”

      “I am confused,” replied the robot. “It will naturally be in a cup. Would you care for sucrose or lactose in the coffee?”

      “Yes, please,” said Kelly.

      “Miss Warren, how would you like the espresso single?”

      “As black as the heart of whoever is transmogrifying candy to candy corn,” said Paige.

      “Error. I do not have sufficient information to accommodate your request. Require data on the blackness of the heart you are describing.”

      Dad chuckled. “Plain espresso.”

      “Request accepted.”

      A moment later, an extending silver tube arm set a cup of coffee in front of Kelly.

      She chugged it.

      Mom coughed. “Good grief. Sweetie, the coffee was steaming hot. It hurt me simply watching you swallow the entire mug in one gulp.”

      “Umm…” Kelly glanced at the empty cup. “Sorry?”

      “At least sip it slow enough to enjoy.” Mom sipped her coffee.

      “This coffee is not for enjoyment. It’s a consciousness emergency.” Kelly yawned.

      “She’s nine going on twenty-nine.” Dad picked up a piece of bacon. “Sounds just like the one woman you work with… what’s her name?”

      “Oh, Katie. Yes, she does love her coffee.” Mom glanced at the mug in her hand. “Maybe it’s a common trait among marketing people.”

      Paige didn’t attempt to glug down her espresso in one shot. She sipped it little by little, cringing each time.

      “Breaking news from the supers prison south of the San Luis Reservoir,” said Marty Brimble from the TV news. “Authorities have notified us of an unsuccessful escape attempt. Several facility guards were found early this morning, hanging by…” He blinked at the camera. “Is this right?”

      Karen Montgomery covered her mouth, apparently trying to hide laughter.

      “Yes, I believe this is right.” Marty cleared his throat. “Several facility guards were found early this morning, hanging by their underwear, which had somehow been stretched out despite them being in power armor.” His face reddened from his effort to keep a straight—more or less—face. “More details at eleven as this story is still unfolding. Apologies for this brief update. We’ll try to wedge in more information as we can.”

      Karen burst into snickering.

      “Gee, I wonder who tried to escape.” Kelly rolled her eyes.

      After a moment of Karen being unable to contain her laughter, the camera panned back to Marty. He, too, appeared to be a millimeter from cracking up. “And in other news, Florida Man is at it again. Late yesterday afternoon, he attempted to assist police in stopping a high-speed chase involving armed non-super criminals. Twenty-six cars, a bus, two tractor-trailers, an RV, and one riding lawn mower are confirmed destroyed as well as a bridge.”

      “Wow,” said Karen, finally in control of her giggles. “That’s really impressive in a sad, tragic sort of way.”

      “It sure is, Karen, but not as weird as our next story.”

      “Oh?” She fanned herself. “I can’t wait to hear this.”

      The camera zoomed in on Marty. “A real superpower would be me getting through this next piece without laughing. Please, bear with me.” He cleared his throat again, attempting to put on a serious news face, but ended up snickering every few words. “Dozens of giant weasels went on a rampage of chaotic terror in business districts in Los Angeles and New York this morning. The attacks appeared to have originated at the headquarters of Jenson & Jenson and Fizzer Pharmaceuticals.”

      “Giant… weasels?” asked Karen.

      “Indeed.” Marty dabbed a napkin at his eyes. “The world is certainly a strange place. Witnesses described seven- to ten-foot tall weasels, many dressed in business suits, rampaging around and screeching at bystanders. Some attempted to break into motorists’ cars, and numerous street vendors reported gangs of giant weasels attacking their lunch carts.”

      The news showed several street-level photographs of huge weasels dressed in human clothing, much of it torn. The sixth, and last, picture had an extreme close up of a desperate wide-eyed weasel face, charging straight at the person holding the camera.

      “Authorities have contained the animals for now,” said Marty. “Investigations are continuing.”

      “Do you think this is related to the giant caterpillar from a few days ago?” asked Karen.

      “I don’t know… but I think the police will soon ferret it out.”

      Karen fake laughed.

      “Wow. How bad does a pun have to be before it’s considered a crime?” asked Kelly.

      Mom chuckled.

      “So, umm, Dad. That expando-ray person…”

      “No, the weasels are mine.” He casually ate a forkful of egg.

      “What?” blurted Mom and Kelly at the same time—though Mom sounded more amused than shocked.

      Dad smiled. “The executives who decided to sue Seraph. No one is questioning why the weasels were wearing suits. Only remarking on the oddity of it.”

      “So you turned the executives into weasels?” Mom cackled. “Brilliant.”

      “Not entirely.” Dad picked up his orange juice. “They already were weasels. I merely changed the outside to match.” He nodded to Kelly. “The caterpillar you brought home was an invaluable help.”

      “Wha…?” asked Kelly.

      “By studying it, I determined how the expanding ray worked and was able to reproduce the effect while adding weaselification.”

      “Weaselification’s not a word,” muttered Paige.

      “I am an inventor.” Dad held his OJ up proudly. “I can also invent new words.”

      “If ever mad science gave birth to a word, that would be it.” Mom gestured at Dad. “Let him have it.”

      “Ugh.” Kelly buried her face in her hands. “I don’t know how to feel about this. It’s like I helped him do it.”

      “Is weaselifying someone a crime?” asked Paige. “You can’t be an accessory if it’s not a crime.”

      Dad sipped his OJ, set the glass down, and gazed at the ceiling, his expression thoughtful. “I imagine it might be considered one, but there is no law on the books specifically stating weaselification is illegal—yet. Don’t worry, sweetie. It isn’t permanent.”

      Whew. Kelly relaxed. “How long are they going to be weasels?”

      “Forever, I’m afraid.” Dad shook his head.

      “But… you just said it wasn’t permanent.” Kelly stared at him.

      “You did not ask the correct question.” Dad winked. “If you had asked how long they will appear to be weasels, you’d have gotten a different answer. Inside, they will always be weasels.”

      Mom sighed.

      “Dad, I’m too tired for trick questions.”

      “Is the coffee helping at all?” asked Dad.

      “Little bit. So… how long are they going to look like weasels?”

      Dad flashed a huge grin. “Until Seraph fixes them.”

      “Ooh… delicious.” Mom flared her eyebrows. “Well done, Jack.”

      “Delicious.” The octo-bot above the stove perked up. “I do not have a recipe for weasel wurst; however, I may be able to prepare ferret Florentine.”

      “Eww!” chimed Kelly and Paige at the same time.

      “Ack.” Mom shivered. “Eww is right.”

      “I calculate my humor as ninety-eight percent effective,” said the octo-bot.

      Kelly opened her mouth to tell the robot it needed new jokes—preferably ones not involving the death of small cute animals—but noticed the time: 7:56 a.m. “Eep! I’m gonna be late for school!”

      She jumped out of her chair, grabbed Paige, and super-sprinted out the door, grabbing their bookbags on the way.
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      Staying up two-plus hours past bedtime made Mr. Reynold’s class go by in an instant.

      The teacher barely managed to say two whole sentences before Kelly’s desk flew up to say hi to her face. Paige had to shake her awake when the bell rang. At least taking a full-class nap let her stay up for the rest of the day. Paige filled her in during lunch period on the important facts Mr. Reynolds taught about Benjamin Franklin. Being able to remember everything so perfectly kind of freaked her out, but it made the class a breeze, so she didn’t complain. Colleen Brandt—apparently forgetting that super powers existed—snuck up on Kelly from behind during the transition between art class and last period computers.

      Expecting a wedgie attempt, Kelly super-speed sidestepped at the last second.

      Colleen hurled a cup of dirty paint water she’d brought from art class, but rather than splash over Kelly’s head, it splattered all over an eighth-grade boy’s white shirt. Kelly didn’t stick around to see what happened, though her ears picked up Colleen stammering to lie about tripping.

      Despite being fun, computer class lasted for-seeming-ever.

      Finally, the end-of-school bell tone rang.

      Since she’d slept over the previous night, Paige had to go home after school at least for a little while. Kelly walked like a normal kid, being in no great hurry to sit around her house waiting for Paige and having no idea what to do about the Candy Ruiner. Online news sites mentioned more attacks, bringing the total of affected stores in the area to eighty-six percent. Reports had even come in from the East Coast.

      Her mood wallowed in a pit of failure during the walk home. Already Tuesday and they hadn’t found any real clues or done anything to stop the villain. The growing sense of dread they wouldn’t be able to save Halloween popped like a balloon when she saw Negative Nancy’s green Fjord Voyager parked in the driveway of her house. Ms. Westcott coming over meant only one thing: bad news. Well, it sometimes meant lame cookies and the living room being taken over for the whole afternoon while Mom and Ms. Westcott watched boring movies full of kissy stuff.

      Like seriously, why bother making movies if they didn’t have aliens, elves, superpowers, or Victorian orphans figuring out mysteries?

      However, after hearing her mother talk about world leaders for days, Nancy being there certainly proved something worse than Kelly being unable to play MegaStation games in the living room went on.

      Uh oh. Today must be the day the leaders meet.

      She ran the rest of the way to the house and dashed upstairs, confident Dad would be in the lair and Mom had already gone off to do bad stuff. Eerily, she didn’t even hear Robo-Mom in the house. She tossed her backpack into her room on the way past it, heading right to her parents’ room. Having no other ideas, she sat at the computer desk. Today, she had the time to try guessing Mom’s password.

      She tried a few variations of her name and birthdate, emitting a squeak of surprise when K311y060812 worked. Her mother’s desktop appeared, a picture of her and Paige being goofy out in the backyard.

      A lump formed in Kelly’s throat. She does still love me. Mom knows I’m really happy to finally have a friend. I guess that makes her happy, too. One tear crept down her cheek. I can’t let you do bad stuff, Mom. Not gonna get you in trouble, but I can’t let you charm world leaders into doing bad, either.

      Her mother’s email remained open, so she checked it first. The last read email came from Nancy, fifty-one minutes ago.

      
        
        Mel, the meeting’s been bumped up to this afternoon. It’s time to strike. Hilltown Hotel San Francisco, corner of Washington and Montgomery. Fourth-floor conference hall C.

        

      

      “Darn it, Mom! Why do you have to be bad?” Kelly bit her lip. Mom’s doing something to world leaders. I really hope it’s nothing too bad… if I can get there fast enough to stop her, I won’t feel guilty about not telling on her.

      She locked the computer, then ran down the hall to her bedroom, leapt out the window, and flew off to the north, ZOOM-ing into her super costume in mid-flight. Once in an outfit supersonic speeds wouldn’t destroy, she smashed the sound barrier.

      One great thing about Dad giving her a holographic screen on a communicator, high-speed wind didn’t bother it. She opened a navigation app to look up the Hilltown Hotel. It stood near a really tall building shaped like a stretched pyramid, which made it easy to spot from the air. When she came close to the area full of skyscrapers with breakable windows, Kelly slowed to only a few hundred miles an hour. She swooped in low, racing past the side of the pyramid building with mere feet to spare, and landed on the sidewalk in front of the hotel.

      A few pedestrians turned their cell phones on her. Some waved. Others looked around in fear, no doubt in search of a giant octopus or some other supervillain problem she’d come to deal with. Not waiting for anyone to take her picture, she offered a polite wave and hurried into the hotel, rushing for the stairwell. Flying up the stairs took way less time than the elevator… plus she only had to go to the fourth floor.

      It took her a minute or so of zigzagging from hallway to hallway to locate conference room C. When she found it, she paused in mild confusion at the sign on a post beside the door.

      
        
        International Garment Manufacturers Conference

        Welcome executives, designers, and visionaries!

      

      

      “Garment manufacturers?” Kelly blinked at the sign.

      She hesitantly reached for the knob, opened it, and peered in.

      Mom, in her Emophage costume, stood atop a stage at the opposite end of a huge room. A few hundred men and women in nice business suits filled the seat rows facing the stage, all with their backs to Kelly. A smaller group of important-looking people occupied chairs on the stage behind Mom. They stared into space, seeming lost in a hypnotic trance. She’d seen the same look on the faces of the cops her mother forced to attack the Aegis.

      Negative Nancy walked back and forth on the stage, talking about something being the new order, the way of the future, and telling the people in the room not to back down from this agenda.

      “What are they doing?” whispered Kelly.

      She crept in, shut the door behind herself, and flew over the audience toward the stage.

      Mom spotted her coming and squeezed her hands into fists. Kelly braced for an attack of emotional manipulation, but nothing hit her… yet.

      Negative Nancy raised her right arm, aiming at Kelly, black energy gathering between her fingers. Mom made a ‘hang on a minute’ gesture at her. Nancy hesitated for a second, then lowered her arm.

      “Umm… what are you guys up to?” Kelly landed on the stage next to her mother. “I thought you were going to do something crazy to world leaders.”

      “Hah.” Mom leaned her head back and laughed in a haughty sort of supervillain way totally unlike herself. “No, dear. These people are executives or decision makers for large women’s clothing makers. Nan and I are forcing them to start putting real pockets in women’s clothes.”

      Nancy shook her fists in the air. “We will no longer be ignored!”

      “So…” Kelly twisted to look out at the mesmerized audience. “You’re mind-controlling these people to add pockets to girl’s clothes?”

      Mom tilted her hand back and forth in a so-so gesture. “It’s not mind control. We’re not stealing their free will. Merely inserting a single idea they will find impossible to resist.”

      “To add pockets,” said Kelly in a slow starting-to-understand voice.

      “Yes!” shouted Nancy, sounding triumphant.

      Kelly set her hands on her hips. She looked at Mom. At the crowd. Back at Mom. “Oh. Okay. Carry on.”

      “That’s it?” Negative Nancy blinked at her. “You’re just going to leave and not try stopping us?”

      “I came here thinking you guys were committing a crime, not an act of public service.” Kelly floated up off her feet, hugged her mother, then waved at Nancy. “Gotta go stop a real criminal now. Bye, Mom. Bye, Ms. Westcott.”

      “Shh!” Negative Nancy leaned at her. “Secret identities!”

      “I’m sorry. Feels strange calling you by your first name since I’m only nine.” Kelly offered a cheesy smile.

      “It’s not disrespectful if I’m telling you to use it.” Nancy folded her arms. “You don’t feel weird about calling Phoenix, Phoenix.”

      “Okay. Sorry. Bye, Emophage, bye Negative Nancy.” Kelly waved again, then flew back to the door, shaking her head.

      Wow. I thought they were going to mind-control world leaders. Maybe I shouldn’t expect my mom to be so bad. I mean, she did put me in a Murdermaster-3000, but everyone makes mistakes.
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      Relief at learning her mother had not been planning to attack world leaders felt like a planetary weight lifted off Kelly’s back.

      She walked down the stairs and across the hotel lobby to the sidewalk outside. There, she paused a moment to look up at the nice, blue sky before leaping into the air for the flight home. Messing with corporations definitely sounded like something The Admonisher would do. Though, honestly, he would probably be stealing tons of money, raiding overseas factories to free child laborers, or attempting to shut down oil drilling in a delicate jungle somewhere—nothing as vitally important to society as what her Mom and Nancy wanted to do.

      She shivered with joy and hope that maybe her mother might be shifting away from full supervillain.

      Kelly could definitely live with a grey super for a mother, even if she might be somewhat dark grey. Wanting Mom to be super-good like her did sound unreasonable after all. The idea she might not have to worry about ending up having to choose between what’s right and her family again filled her to bursting with happiness. So much so she might have raced home to pretend being a superhero again, jumping through all the neighbors’ backyards… if not for being an actual superhero. Being able to fly for real was way better than swinging from a rope tied around her waist. Actual flight didn’t usually end with her going face-first into a thorn bush either.

      Eight blocks from the Hilltown Hotel, bright flashing purple light below and off to the right caught her attention—mostly because she adored purple. Secondly, because it came from inside a building that shouldn’t be emitting intense flashing light.

      Curious, she steered toward it and dove downward. Her heart raced as soon as she realized the pulsating violet glow came from inside a supermarket. She poured on speed and swooped in to land by the front door, striking the ground hard enough to send shopping carts sliding away from her and leaving a small crack in the pavement under her boots.

      The front windows wobbled, but didn’t break.

      Everyone she could see inside stood still, staring into space. Intense purple light filled the whole store, coming from a large glowing object barely visible above the tops of aisles deeper in. She hurried forward, walking through the automatic sliding doors before fly-jumping over the cash registers, gliding left toward the source of the purple.

      Four aisles over, she had a clear view of a ten-foot-tall oval made of violet light, a magical doorway. Thirty or forty little purple goblins scrambled around the candy aisle. Some carried bags of Eminents, Herschel’s Smooches, Lactose Failures, or Kitty-Kat bars into the portal. Others waved magic wands, firing yellow-orange beams at other candies, transforming everything into candy corn. Other goblins used their magic wands to summon candy corns or festival peanuts out of thin air to fill empty spaces on the shelf where candy had been removed.

      Kelly gasped in horror at the sight of a goblin kidnapping a bag of full-size Chortles bars.

      “No!” She zipped over and grabbed the bag, lifting it—and the goblin—into the air.

      It kept trying to run, pedaling its tiny legs while emitting a series of cute, rapid grunts.

      The goblins, even next to Kelly, appeared small, roughly the size of pug dogs walking on two legs. Seconds later, it realized it didn’t go anywhere, looked down at its feet off the ground, then up at her.

      “Gaaaah!” it screamed.

      Every other goblin stopped and stared at her.

      “Stop this at once. I will not let you ruin Halloween!” She gave the bag of Chortles bars a shake, tossing the goblin to the floor. “Full-size? Do you have any idea what these are worth on the street?”

      A goblin a few steps away pointed its wand at her. Kelly twisted her body to shield the bag of Chortles from the candy-corn beam she expected. A red energy bolt flew from the tip of the wand, hitting her in the left shoulder. The blast didn’t hurt, or even feel like anything happened—at least, until she tried to look back at the goblin.

      She couldn’t move.

      Kelly tried to peer at herself, but her chin hit a hard surface. She angled her eyes downward enough to see a square of pale red material, and soon figured out she’d been encased in a giant Happy Cowboy hard candy right up to her neck. The overwhelming smell of fake watermelon made her slightly dizzy.

      Now ignoring her, the goblins resumed their task, stealing various candies, transforming the less yummy candy they didn’t steal into candy corn, and filling in the empty spots on the shelves with more summoned candy corns. Snarling, Kelly struggled to break out of the sticky, hard encasement. Happy Cowboy candy had an unusual combination of being hard yet pliable, its plasticity making it especially difficult to break. It gave a little, unlike most hard candies, and became insanely sticky when licked. She usually loved them—except for watermelon flavor—since they practically exploded with flavor. The watermelon variety also exploded with flavor, but not a good one.

      The giant candy block trapped most of her hair, as she’d been buried in it up to her jawline. Moving her head around proved pretty much impossible due to her thick hair being glued in place.

      Ow. Now I know how the mosquito trapped in amber felt in Jurassic Gardens.

      A goblin went by carrying two bags of Herschel’s assorted candies. Milk chocolate minis, dark chocolate minis, Mrs. Greatbars, Munch bars, and Superior Dark bars—Dad’s favorite. She could barely turn her head to watch the candy go by, helpless to stop the goblin from stealing it into the portal.

      “Grr!” Kelly tried to crunch her whole body together.

      The Happy Cowboy bent a little. Since she’d been frozen while twisted defensively over the bag of Chortles, she tried to straighten out and stand tall, pushing with all the strength she could summon.

      For the first time since she’d become Übergirl, Kelly felt a little tired from struggling, but she didn’t give up, driven on by the horror of watching bag after bag of candy disappearing into the portal. The goblins continued scurrying about with alarming speed, reducing the wonderful candy aisle to a barren wasteland of candy corn and festival peanuts.

      Kelly roared a war cry, pushing outward with both arms.

      Finally, the giant block of Happy Cowboy fractured, emitting a crack as loud as a shotgun.

      Shards of watermelon burst outward. Two stuck in the linoleum and concrete floor. One passed through the steel shelves into the next aisle. Three goblins took direct hits, the candy splinters not even slowing down as they impaled the small creatures, which burst into puffs of purple-pink smoke.

      Two massive chunks of Happy Cowboy weighed down Kelly’s legs. Another giant slab dangled from her hair, still almost entirely encased in a solid block. Her right arm remained trapped in the candy mass around her chest. Her left arm had separated from it, stuck up to the elbow in another huge chunk. Like some kind of ridiculous rock golem without bendable knees, Kelly tromped around in her massive candy boots to face the portal.

      The remaining terrified goblins all screamed, racing into the portal. Kelly galumphed after them. Alas, wearing 2,000 pounds of candy slowed her down too much to get there before the portal closed. The chunk of Happy Cowboy in her hair—it would be more accurate to say her hair was in the candy—hurt almost as bad as if Alexis, Brittany, and Colleen dangled her out a window at school by it.

      She put all her weight on her left leg, and swung her right one into it a few times, trying to break the candy hunks down smaller or at least crack them enough to bend her knees. The fifth time the two leg-encasing blocks crashed against each other, they stuck together. Grunting, she struggled to pull them apart—and it took real effort. Throwing the giant octopus had been easier. After a moment, the two ‘boots’ separated so abruptly, she needed to use her flight power to avoid falling over.

      “Wow… no wonder everyone says don’t bite Happy Cowboy. This stuff really would pull teeth out.”

      Stuck in a mass of watermelon-flavored sugar simultaneously hard and malleable, Kelly gazed sadly around at the vast aisle of candy corn and festival peanuts. The only A-grade candy to survive the goblins’ attack was the single bag of full-sized Chortles presently trapped in the block with her. Since her right arm curled around it, cradling the precious bag to her chest, she didn’t have the leverage necessary to break it free. Her left arm had too much Happy Cowboy stuck around it to be of any use attacking the even bigger chunk trapping most of her body, and the chocolate. If she smashed her left arm into herself with too much force, it would stick.

      Drat. If I leave the store with this, I’m stealing. But I can’t drop it. Grr… how did they get that security guard out of this stuff? Is it magic? Duh. It’s obviously magic. I mean, will it wear off on its own and go poof?

      “Okay… whoever you are,” shouted Kelly. “Your war on Halloween just got serious! Now, it’s personal!”
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      Everyone in the store continued to stare into space.

      Since Kelly couldn’t drop the bag of candy, she didn’t consider leaving the supermarket with it to really be stealing. She had every intention of returning to pay for it once she could. Also, with everyone in the store trapped in some manner of mind-fog magic, unable to speak or move, telling a cashier or manager she intended to come back probably didn’t help. Unable to bend her legs at the knees due to the big blocks of watermelon Happy Cowboy, she shuffle-clomped out into the parking lot and flew into the sky.

      At least flying didn’t take too much effort. Carrying a 8,000 pound bomb or a twenty-ton octopus had been easy. She didn’t even notice the weight of the candy, only that it prevented her from bending her arms or legs. However, wind drag on the hair chunk did hurt. Figuring that if a 8,000 pound bomb didn’t damage her hair, a heavy piece of candy wouldn’t, she clenched her jaw and dealt with the pain.

      If the candy had been completely hard, she could have shattered it off with little difficulty. This stuff’s annoying plasticity made it a total pain in the butt. She considered flying up into outer space and using re-entry to burn herself clean, but doing so would destroy the precious Chortles bars—so she went home.

      Alas, with both of her hands completely encased in candy, she couldn’t use the palm reader on the tool shed—the one disguised as an electrical outlet—and had to stand there kicking the shed repeatedly until her father came outside to investigate the noise.

      Dad, hardly able to contain laughter at the sight of her, brought her down into the lair and helped out by spraying her down with liquid nitrogen. Once frozen, the candy shattered off her easily. Alas, freeing her hair required a long soak in boiling water. Forty minutes into the bath, Paige wandered into the room where Kelly de-candied her mane.

      At the sight of her, Paige rushed over. “What the heck happened?”

      “Stop!” shouted Kelly. “This is boiling hot. Don’t touch the tank.”

      Paige skidded to a halt, inches away.

      “I saw the goblins!” Kelly explained going to the city to check on Mom and seeing the purple light on the way back.

      “Wow… at least you saved one bag of Chortles.”

      Kelly raised a finger. “Full size.”

      “Ooh.” Paige grinned. “Nice.”

      “I still have to go back to the store and pay for them.”

      “You stole them?”

      “No…” She explained her encounter with the goblins and how they’d zapped her with a wand, leaving her frozen inside a massive Happy Cowboy candy.

      Paige cringed. “That sounds so annoying.”

      “It was horrible!” wailed Kelly, being a tad overdramatic. “I had to stand there helpless and watch them ruin all the candy!”

      “Wait, right in the middle of the day?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Did you see the villain?”

      “No, only goblin minions. They ran in and out of a giant portal. You’re right about this being a magic villain. I saw actual goblins. Big pointy noses, sharp chins, long ears. Definitely alive, not robots. They all had these cute little hooded cloaks and leather armor like thieves from Crypts & Creepers.”

      Paige paced, tapping her finger on her folded arms. “Okay. We’ve made some progress. If the goblins are using wands, it could mean this villain is an object-based magic user. They might need wands or staves or amulets or rings to use their power. Or maybe the items only amplify power.”

      “Can’t say that yet. Goblins don’t have magic. They couldn’t do anything without the wands. Doesn’t prove the summoner needs them.” Kelly ducked her head underwater and raked her fingers through her hair, pulling out snags of candy.

      “You said a ray, right?”

      Kelly, presently submerged, nodded.

      “Good. We can dodge if we’re fast enough. Or maybe I can teleport out of it.”

      “It might go with you if your power thinks you’re ‘wearing’ it.”

      Paige sighed. “Let’s experiment.”

      “How?”

      “See how my teleportation works. It would be better to know if I can count on it as an escape if one of those goblins is going to freeze me in Happy Cowboy.”

      “Sec.”

      Kelly worked at her hair for a few minutes until the last of the candy dissolved out of it. After hopping out of the tub of scalding water, she waved for Paige to follow—she had to cool off before grabbing her hand—and headed to one of Dad’s labs. It didn’t take her long to find a giant can of expanding foam. Paige climbed into a small, empty cargo box, which Kelly filled with the foam, trapping Paige up to her neck the same way the Happy Cowboy candy had engulfed her. As soon as it hardened, Paige teleported out, leaving the foam behind.

      “Awesome!” they yelled together while high-fiving each other.

      “Okay, so if you get candy blocked, you can get out right away.”

      “What about you?” asked Paige.

      “Unless we have a way to freeze it so it’s not a little bendy, I’m gonna be stuck. Best idea is for me not to let them hit me with it again.”

      “We could ask Chillout to help.” Paige leaned over to examine the void she left in the foam. “This is kinda cool.”

      “Not a bad idea. But he’d leave me in a block of ice as well as candy.”

      “Yeah, but you can shatter his ice easy.” Paige nodded toward the hall. “MegaStation?”

      “Still have to finish homework.”

      Paige sighed. “Okay. Homework it is.”

      They headed to the house. Kelly took some of her allowance money from her bank and flew back to the store to officially pay for the candy bars. By the time she and Paige landed in the parking lot, the place swarmed with baffled police. At first, the cops didn’t think much of a pair of little girls in costume four days before Halloween, until Kelly asked for the store manager and told him what happened.

      “I needed help to get out of the Happy Cowboy. The bag of Chortles was stuck inside it, so I had no way to put it down. I wasn’t stealing it.” She held up the money she brought. “I came back to pay for it.”

      “You’re saying ‘goblins’ did this and you expect me to believe you?” asked the manager, a skinny, older Hispanic man.

      “It’s true.” She described them again. “We are trying to find the supervillain responsible for ruining candy and stop them.”

      Some cops who overheard the conversation came over. Kelly re-explained everything to them, except for mentioning why she’d been flying over San Francisco. They didn’t need to know about Mom being at the Hilltown Hotel. The police mentioned similar attacks at other stores, and also knew enough about Übergirl to verify she had no powers even close to capable of transforming candy into candy corn. Predictably, none of the security cameras recorded anything, jumping ahead almost an hour as if they’d been on pause the entire time.

      Eventually, she convinced the manager to let her pay for the candy bars she took, and went home.

      Once in her bedroom, the girls ZOOM-ed back to their normal clothes, flopped on the floor, and got their homework out of the way. Kelly’s dislike of the Candy Ruiner grew, since he’d done the unimaginable: made doing homework feel like a chore. Well, if she failed to save Halloween and no longer had a deadline to beat, it wouldn’t be a problem anymore. Doing homework only bothered her because she had four days left and time spent on schoolwork was time not spent on saving Halloween.

      Unfortunately, she also had no idea how to even find the Candy Ruiner, beyond flying from store to store and hoping to be in the right place at the right time again.

      “That Wedge guy is weird,” said Paige.

      “Random much?” Kelly chuckled.

      “Just thinking about what kind of abilities this magic villain might have. Then I thought about powers in general and how we could protect ourselves. Like from the wedgie guy. Seriously, talk about a weird and oddly specific power. How the heck did he get something so… strange?”

      Kelly put her English vocabulary workbook aside and grabbed her math stuff. “He’s probably got telekinetic abilities. I think he was bullied pretty bad, so he’s gotten stuck thinking about giving wedgies to everyone in the world to punish them for all the wedgies he’s received. His brain is stuck on it.”

      “Could be. But remember The Geek? His superpower is nerd trivia. Maybe Wedge could unlock his telekinesis to do other things? Or, maybe he really does have ‘wedgie’ powers that can’t do anything else.” Paige narrowed her eyes. “I am kinda jealous his power didn’t work on you. It really sucked. Not only did it hurt, it’s way embarrassing.”

      “It did work on me at first, when we walked into the effect. But, I’m like so strong my underpants went flying and I didn’t move.”

      “What?” Paige covered her mouth, halfway between shocked and wanting to laugh.

      “You know the trick where a magician pulls a tablecloth out from under plates and glasses, and it all stays on the table? Kinda like that.”

      “Oh wow.”

      Kelly held up a hand. “And yes, very uncomfortable.”

      “Supers are weird.”

      “Yes… we sure are.” Kelly made a goofy face.

      Paige cracked up.

      Three math problems later, Kelly looked up from her workbook. “This magic supervillain is a problem. Not only are they flooding stores with candy corn and transmuting the B candy into candy corn, they’re stealing all the good stuff.”

      “B candy?” asked Paige.

      “You know… the stuff that’s kinda okay but you’d never grab first when there’s better stuff. B candy is the candy in the bowl after everyone’s grabbed the really good treats, but you’d still eat them without too much hesitation. Kinda like how you’re hoping for a Chortles or an Infant Ruby, but they’re all gone so you settle for a box of Geeks or Sugar Sours.”

      “Oh… yeah okay.”

      Kelly floated up to her feet and paced. “How can we find this villain? Flying all over hoping to pick the right store at the right time isn’t really going to work.”

      “We could go back to GGMM and keep watching it. They’re going to hit the place, eventually. It’s huge.” Paige flopped on her back and stretched. “There’s gotta be something we can do.”

      “How do the supers in the comics always seem to know which bad guy is responsible for something and right where to find them?” asked Kelly, still pacing.

      Paige laughed. “I explained already. Comic book writers don’t want to fill half the book with boring running around. They usually cheat by giving the hero a big computer with all the answers even though it makes no sense for it to know stuff. Like, how do you make a sensor to pick up a supervillain across the planet?”

      “Makes no sense!” Kelly spun and pointed at her. “Exactly!”

      “You’ve lost me, Donovan,” deadpanned Paige.

      Kelly dove at her, catching herself with flight so she hovered horizontally inches above her friend, their noses almost touching. “What do we have plenty of that makes no sense?”

      “Umm… I’d say English homework, but you like it.”

      “Does it make sense a backpack as thin as our Social Studies textbook lets you fly supersonic?”

      Paige’s eyes widened to huge. “Mad science…”

      “Exactly!” Kelly floated up to hang near the middle of the room. “We need a machine that doesn’t make sense. Let’s go ask my dad for help!”

      “Yes!” Paige sprang to her feet and leapt up onto Kelly’s back.

      They flew out the window to the yard and shoomp-ed into the lair.

      Paige wobbled a little at the bottom due to the ridiculously fast elevator. She still hadn’t quite gotten used to super toughness. Kelly took three steps into the first antechamber before Dad appeared in a flash of blue teleportation sparkles.

      “Ack!” Kelly jumped back, startled.

      Paige went invisible, a hollow dress hanging in place. “You scared me!”

      Kelly exhaled hard. “We should be used to him appearing out of nowhere by now.”

      “Apologies. Efficiency is often startling. Why waste time walking when I can be where I need to be instantly?” Dad smiled, reached into his labcoat, and pulled out a large chrome shotgun—from an inside pocket in no way capable of holding a device so large.

      “Eep!” said the girls simultaneously.

      “Umm, Dad?” Kelly managed a sheepish smile. “We don’t need guns. Especially not one with a barrel so fat I can stick my fist in it.”

      “Oh, this is not a weapon.” Dad handed it to her—then pulled another one out of the same pocket, which he offered to Paige.

      “It’s not?” Kelly examined the rather obvious oversized shotgun. “Sure looks like one, in a cartoony sort of way.”

      Dad held a finger up. “Those are SCRAM devices. Surveillance Camera Remote Activation Module.”

      Paige reappeared inside her dress and gave Kelly side eye. “The acronyms are out of control.”

      “Well, that’s DAD all right. The Dynamic Acronym Developer.”

      “Argh.” Paige facepalmed.

      Kelly raised one eyebrow. “Dastardly Acronym Deriver?”

      Paige screamed.

      Dad laughed.

      “So… not a gun.” Kelly flipped up a large, circular sight ring at the back end of the weapon. When she looked through it, a hologram created a long dotted line showing where the projectile would land. “What’s it do?”

      “It launches small orb cameras. They will stick to whatever surface you hit and transmit video and audio back to Omni, the lair computer, until their power supply runs out.”

      Kelly lowered the camera launcher and looked up at him. “How long do their batteries last?”

      “About five or six years.” Dad tapped a finger to his chin. “Unless I miscalculated. Might be five or six decades.”

      Paige whistled. “That doesn’t make sense.”

      “Exactly.” Kelly grinned. “We don’t have to do another boring stake-out. Just plant cameras near a bunch of stores the Candy Ruiner hasn’t attacked yet. Then, we wait.”

      “Umm…” Paige let the launcher sag in her arms, struggling to hold its weight. “Sitting by a computer watching fifty tiny cameras isn’t much better.”

      Dad waved dismissively. “Don’t worry about it. Omni will take care of the boring part. The lair AI can watch a million videos at once and pay attention to them all without getting bored.”

      “Awesome.” Kelly sighted over the launcher gun again. “Do I have to do anything more than aim and shoot?”

      “No. Make sure you don’t point the launcher at a person. The cameras are quite sticky.”

      “Thanks, Dad!” chimed Kelly. She one-handed the launcher and hugged him with her free arm. “You’re the best!”

      “I couldn’t sit by while such a horrible crime went unanswered. Candy corn indeed.” He shivered.

      Kelly tilted her head. “Umm, Dad? I thought you liked that stuff?”

      “I can eat it. Somewhat different than liking it. But, even I think having only candy corn is a tragedy.” He held a finger over his mega-tablet as if about to stab it. “Have fun, girls. I’m back to work.” Dad poked the screen and disappeared in a flicker of teleportation sparkles.

      “We should hurry and get out there before the Candy Ruiner strikes again.” Kelly patted the camera launcher. “Put these things to work.”

      “Okay.” Paige ZOOM-ed into costume, then hefted the launcher up over her shoulder. “Oof. This thing is heavy. I hope I can still fly carrying it. My arms are already tired just from standing here.”

      Whirring came down the hallway on the left, growing louder and louder until a floating orb robot with eight extendable tube arms raced into the room. It zipped over to the girls, plucked the camera launcher from Paige’s grasp, and blurred into a flailing mess of robotic limbs. A few seconds later, it handed the launcher back to her, a padded carrying strap attached.

      “Neat!” Paige leaned toward that hallway and yelled, “Thank you, Mr. Donovan.”

      Kelly ZOOM-ed into her Übergirl costume. “Ready?”

      “Yep.” Paige pulled the strap over her shoulder. “Let’s go catch a bad guy.”
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      The girls zipped around planting cameras, traveling back and forth across San Francisco, San Rafael, Berkeley, Oakland, San Leandro, and as far south as San Jose before veering north to Sacramento.

      Since the security cameras in the stores had blanked out during the goblin raid, Kelly decided they should stick their camera orbs to the outsides of other buildings with a good view of the target storefront. Maybe Dad’s tech could resist whatever magic made the cameras sleep, but she didn’t know for sure, so didn’t risk putting any cameras inside… until Paige pointed out the AI at the lair would notice if a camera stopped transmitting.

      Firing the camera launchers produced a thwoomp noise similar to the world’s biggest spitball tube. The girls got a few curious looks, though no one bothered them. Likely, people mistook them for kids using toy guns firing ping pong balls as the launchers appeared far too outlandish to be mistaken for real weapons.

      Sadly, even covering so much territory, they only found about twenty stores the Candy Ruiner hadn’t attacked yet. Forty-three camera launches, one convenience store robbery, two cats up trees, and a purse-snatcher later, the girls returned to Kelly’s house.

      They played the Trials of Tabrin video game for a little while before dinner time when Paige headed home to eat. Over a meal of spaghetti and meatballs, Kelly explained to Dad how they’d set up cameras, and it seemed the Candy Ruiner would probably succeed in destroying Halloween given the tiny number of stores left untouched.

      “Around twenty stores in several hundred miles square?” Dad whistled. “You’re right, sweetie. This is a problem. Don’t worry… as soon as this nefarious individual shows up at one of the locations we’re monitoring, the game will change. And, provided it’s not too late at night, you have permission to bend bedtime rules a little.”

      Kelly grinned, near to the point of squealing with excitement. Dad had a gleam in his eyes the way he did whenever the two of them did something together. He may not be out there trying to catch the Candy Ruiner in person, but he made cameras and set up the computer, which made him part of the operation.

      “Did you just tell our nine-year-old she’s allowed outside after bedtime?” asked Mom with a raised eyebrow.

      “Within a reasonable limit for a temporary period sufficient to preserve Halloween.” Dad twirled pasta onto his fork. “I really ought to make an automatic twirling fork. Hand-twirling is not efficient.”

      “Jack, she’s nine.”

      “I am well aware of that, Melinda.” Dad smiled at Mom. “But how many other nine-year-olds do you know who can have a 8,000 pound bomb blow up in their face and walk away absent even a scratch?”

      “Beside the point.” Mom rolled her eyes. “She’s a child who wants to do something fun. In this case, stay up past her bedtime to play superheroes. As parents, isn’t it our job to make sure she has as little fun as possible?”

      Kelly couldn’t tell a hundred percent, but suspected her mother’s voice carried a little bit of sarcasm. I think she’s really chilling out.

      Dad paused, his post-pasta-twirling fork poised an inch from his mouth. “The purpose of bedtime is to ensure she gets enough rest to be healthy. We’re beyond the point of worrying about her being hurt by strangers. However, super powers or not, she still needs her sleep. It’s not about fun limitation.”

      “Aww,” Mom fake-pouted.

      “However, as important as preserving Halloween is, you’re not to be out later than 10:00 p.m.”

      “Yes, Dad,” said Kelly.

      “My parents didn’t set my curfew at ten until I was fifteen,” said Mom, a note of jealousy in her tone.

      Dad held a ‘wait a minute’ finger up while he chewed. “I suspect you were not a superhero back then, nor did you have our daughter’s overwhelming sense of right and wrong.”

      “Jack…” Mom scoffed. “I was not a delinquent. You’d have even called me ‘normal.’ Our daughter is abnormal. No child is this well behaved.”

      “What can I say?” Kelly shrugged. “I’m special.”
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      After a long, tedious hour and a half, bedtime rolled around.

      Kelly rushed a bath, not wanting to be caught in the tub when the Candy Ruiner struck. Wrapped in a towel, she hovered at the sink, trying to save time by drying off and brushing her teeth simultaneously.

      An alarm noise came from her bedroom.

      Toothbrush hanging out of her mouth, paste foam dribbling down her face, she clutched her towel tight and glided down the hall. Her computer monitor flashed red, filling her bedroom with blinking light. She hopped in her chair and hit the keyboard.

      Flashing stopped, replaced with a camera view showing the outside of a supermarket in South Fremont. Bright purple light shone from the windows.

      “Anomaly detected at location sixteen,” said a toneless male voice belonging to Omni, the lair AI.

      “Thmnf, Omnn!” said Kelly around her toothbrush.

      “You have an incoming communication from Wisp,” said Omni.

      “Mmmk.”

      Paige’s face and nightgown-covered shoulders appeared on the screen. “I just got an alarm message! How is it on my computer?”

      “Mm dmm dmm mm,” mumbled Kelly.

      “She said, ‘my Dad did it,” added Omni.

      Kelly gave a thumbs-up.

      “Wow, the computer can translate ‘mouthful of toothpaste?’” Paige blinked. “Umm, so what do we do?”

      “Cmmm mmr mm wmm om mmp im.”

      “Come over, and we go stop it,” said Omni.

      Paige shook her head. “Kel, take the brush out of your mouth.”

      “Mmm cmm. Mmf umm om tmmmst am uh dmm wamf spmm foor.”

      “I can’t. My mouth is full of toothpaste and I don’t want to spit it on the floor,” added Omni.

      “I’m coming over.”

      Kelly nodded. She jumped out of the chair and ZOOM-ed from her towel into her Übergirl costume, then ran to the bathroom to spit out toothpaste. She ran back to her bedroom to find Paige waiting, hovering outside the window on short, bright blue thrust trails firing out from her boots. Kelly dove out the window, and they raced as fast as they could go to Fremont.

      They arrived at the relatively small supermarket in a few minutes, rushing inside past a bunch of catatonic people staring into space. Goblins swarmed all over the candy aisle. As she’d seen before, some gathered the Grade-A candy, carrying it into the glowing portal. Others transmogrified the Grade-B and C candy into candy corn (a solid Grade-Z candy). Festival peanuts, she ranked about a Q.

      Paige swung her body upright, feet out in front, and stopped her forward flight using her arm pod thrusters. She dropped onto her boots as gracefully as someone born with the ability to fly. “Whoa. Look at all these little goobers.”

      “Come on!” shouted Kelly.

      She ran into the candy aisle and grabbed the nearest goblin carrying a bag of Kitty-Kat bars. The tiny creature screamed and snarled at her, less intimidating than an angry chihuahua. She plucked the candy from its grip, yelled, “Bad!” and tossed the goblin to the floor.

      The teeny army stopped attacking candy and turned their wands on her.

      Kelly sped herself up the way she’d done to avoid Brittany’s basketball hitting her in the face. Pinkish-red magic bolts flying from the goblins’ wands crawled toward her in slow motion. She weaved around them, bending and contorting herself like a gymnast. One by one, she grabbed wands away from goblins like a teacher catching kids cheating on tests with cell phones. Huge chunks of Happy Cowboy formed on the shelves wherever the bolts hit.

      Although Paige did have superhuman agility, she couldn’t speed herself up nearly as much, and fell victim to a giant block of Happy Cowboy in seconds.

      “Grr!” annoyed, Kelly punted the goblin that shot Paige, detonating it into a cloud of pink smoke.

      Paige tilted her head, sticking her tongue out. She just barely managed to lick the candy surface beside her cheek. “Ooh. Watermelon.”

      “Teleport out.” Kelly bent over backward to slip under three crossing magic beams, then kicked her legs up into a backflip.

      The trio of goblins aimed their wands again.

      Kelly grabbed a sack of candy corn and hurled it at them. The middle one didn’t stop his wand in time. A bolt flew from it, striking the flying sack of candy corn, surrounding it in a refrigerator-sized block of Happy Cowboy. Alas, the giant chunk of watermelon-flavored stickiness still flew at the same speed Kelly had thrown the candy corn. It came down with a floor-shaking crash, squished all three goblins like bugs, and proceeded to smear another twenty into purple paste as it cruised all the way to the end of the candy aisle and into the frozen foods section.

      Much to her relief, the goblins smushed more like giant grape jellybeans than living creatures with icky stuff inside them. All the flattened goblins evaporated into pinkish smoke within seconds of being smashed.

      Such a blatant display of goblin destruction gave the others pause. They stopped firing wand bolts at her and simply stared as if uncertain what to do. A few even held their wands up to their eyes to check them—and froze themselves in blocks of Happy Cowboy.

      Kelly looked over her shoulder at Paige, who remained trapped up to the neck, licking wherever she could reach. “What are you doing?”

      “I like watermelon.”

      “That’s not watermelon. That’s a sad travesty of watermelon.” Kelly swiped a wand from a nearby goblin. “Happy Cowboy’s other flavors are awesome. Cherry, orange, blue raspberry, and green apple… but their watermelon is tragic.”

      “It’s not bad. Their sour apple is too strong. Makes my face implode.” Paige licked her candy prison again.

      “Teleport out. It will take you years to lick your way free.”

      A goblin pointed its wand at Kelly.

      She dodged the pinkish bolt—which left a giant block of Happy Cowboy embedded in the ceiling—and kicked the goblin into a cloud of smoke. “Ack.”

      “They’re not real,” said Paige. “Stomp them all.”

      “What?” Kelly cringed. “I can’t kill them.”

      “You’re not killing anything. First, your powers won’t let you kill anyone, right? No matter how angry you get, punching someone is only going to knock them out—and you can hammer-throw an octopus the size of a house.”

      “Umm, yeah…”

      “Well, since you’re destroying those goblins instead of knocking them out, it proves they aren’t really alive. Second, they don’t have guts and turn into smoke when they’re destroyed. They have to be conjurations. Kinda like the magic version of robots.” Paige resumed trying to lick the watermelon block trapping her.

      “Maybe…”

      Paige sighed. “Do you remember Yanosh the Ever Living from Star Prince #14? The wizard?”

      “Oh right!” Kelly snapped her fingers.

      “These little goobers are just summoned.”

      Kelly looked down at the goblins surrounding her. As if they sensed her trying to decide if she could bring herself to simply start smashing them all, they made their eyes wide and put on sad faces. “Aww. They are kinda cute.”

      “They’re not real.”

      Slurp.

      “It’s going to take you forever to escape like that.” Kelly turned to stare at Paige. “Just teleport.”

      “I know… but it’s good. My—” Paige started to look at her, gasped, then teleported from the candy block. She appeared next to Kelly in mid shove, flinging her out of the path of an incoming magical bolt, which hit Paige instead. Another block of Happy Cowboy formed around her, freezing her in a pushing pose. “Look out.”

      “Ooh!” Kelly gasped at the goblin who pretended to be innocent but tried to shoot her in the back. “You mean little goober!”

      Goblins scrambled around screaming and flailing their arms as she stood back up. Paige teleported out of the second candy block and started kicking goblins. Being much closer to normal human strength than Kelly, she didn’t destroy them on contact, merely punted them around like bouncy soccer balls with legs. Her attacks didn’t even appear to hurt them. Rather than waste time scattering goblins, she teleported to the portal and played goalie, trying to catch any goblin attempting to run off with Grade-A candy.

      After witnessing the true evil underneath the not-really-all-that-cute outside, Kelly ran around kicking goblins into smoke clouds, occasionally grabbing them and mashing them together hard enough to make them burst. She didn’t enjoy being destructive, but had no problem breaking some things. Like the time she smashed the bank robbers’ guns so they couldn’t hurt anyone. These goblins didn’t count as real creatures, merely tools used by the Candy Ruiner to destroy Halloween.

      Having to stay on her toes and dodge magic bolts slowed her rampage down enough for several dozen goblins to escape into the portal. Paige didn’t try stopping any goblin not carrying candy. Eventually, the total chaos of pink magic beams, screaming goblins, puffs of smoke bursting here and there, and candy flying everywhere came to an end.

      Übergirl and Wisp—technically Will O’ Wisp—stood alone in the supermarket candy aisle next to a rapidly shrinking portal.

      “Did we win or did we fail?” asked Paige.

      “Umm.” Kelly looked at the shelves. Roughly half of the A-grade candy remained, most of it trapped under Happy Cowboy from missed bolts Kelly had dodged. All the B-grade candies had fallen victim to becoming candy corn. “Not sure. Is it possible to win and fail at the same time?”

      “Yes. Every day. They call that being an adult,” said Dad from her left forearm.

      “Someone is clearly summoning these goblins to do this.” Paige folded her arms, eyes narrowed. “The supervillain responsible isn’t here.”

      “They might have been here at first.” Kelly kicked at the floor where the portal had been. “Our camera didn’t notice anything until the light started.”

      “Think they left any footprints we can follow?”

      Kelly sighed. “No. This is a supermarket. Thousands of people walk here every day. Unless the bad guy doing this is an alien with weird feet, we’d never be able to tell which prints were theirs.”

      “Aliens might not even have feet. Could be slugs, tails, gas bags,” said Paige.

      “Doesn’t matter. We can’t waste time theorizing on how aliens walk.” Kelly glared at the ruined candy… and angrily punted a bag of festival peanuts, launching it across the store.

      “There’s gotta be some way to find out where they are.” Paige picked up some candy bags from the floor and put them on the shelf. “Wow, what a mess… there’s Happy Cowboy stuck to everything.”

      “Better the walls than us,” muttered Kelly. “I’d rather be covered in Snotrocket’s ooze than that stuff again.”

      “Eww, seriously?” Paige gagged.

      “Yeah, seriously. Snot is super gross, but it doesn’t take two hours to clean it off… and I’m not a big fan of fake watermelon flavor.”

      Paige grasped her shoulders and looked into her eyes. “No more talking about snot. Please.”

      “Heh. Okay.”

      “We have to do something.”

      Kelly looked at her communicator screen. “Yeah, we do… go home. It’s eight minutes to ten.”

      “Umm, so?”

      “I’m gonna get grounded if I’m not inside by ten.”

      “Like for real?” Paige raised both eyebrows.

      Kelly pondered. Maybe Dad wouldn’t actually ground her, but he’d look at her with his ‘I’m disappointed in you’ face… which would be way worse. He’d trusted her to do the right thing. She couldn’t betray that. “Basically. And we have nothing to follow here. We need to get to the next store faster so we can catch the villain before they leave the work to the goblins.”

      “Okay.” Paige stretched, yawning. “You’re right. I guess since we can’t do anything here, we should go to bed.”
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      Wednesday, school came with a surprising benefit Kelly would usually consider a disappointment—little homework.

      Except for Billy Browning—aka Snotrocket—sneezing in Mrs. Martin’s English class and accidentally launching a basketball-sized wad of sticky snot across the room, breaking a window, nothing unusual happened at school.

      The girls hung out at Paige’s house to do their homework, finishing it all in about half an hour. Mrs. Warren delayed them for a while talking, mostly commenting about how happy she was Paige didn’t wait all day long to get her schoolwork done anymore. She credited Kelly for being a ‘positive inspiration.’ Neither one of them mentioned they did their homework first because they expected to be up past bedtime chasing a supervillain.

      As soon as Mrs. Warren left them to ‘have fun playing,’ they ZOOM-ed into their super costumes, ran outside, and flew north to a big police station in San Francisco. Cops and normal people in the lobby made ‘aww’ noises or waved at them as they walked up to the front desk.

      “Hello, girls,” said the desk cop. He looked like Phoenix’s slightly older, slightly less handsome—but far more muscular—brother. “What can I do for you?”

      Kelly peered up at him. “Good afternoon, officer. Wisp and I are investigating the attacks on supermarkets and candy stores. The villain responsible is really sneaky. We were hoping the police might be able to give us information about the case we could use to find the person doing it.”

      “Oh, well, hmm.” The desk sergeant rubbed his chin, pretending to think. “I suppose it makes sense for a pair of kids to be investigating candy crimes.”

      Some cops close enough to hear them chuckled.

      “Oh, they’re adorable,” said a female cop.

      Kelly forced herself not to roll her eyes. No point being rude when trying to ask for help. Adorableness was her curse, and she had to bear it. By some cruel twist of fate, trying to not act adorable made everyone think her more adorable.

      Several cops whispered jokes about kid detectives tracking down the candy thief.

      “Oh, hang on, Mike. That’s Übergirl.” A male officer who looked a little familiar jogged over. “She’s an actual super, not just a kid in a costume.”

      Mike, the desk sergeant, raised both eyebrows. “Well, how about that.”

      I’ve seen this cop before… but I don’t remember where. She smiled at the familiar man and floated into the air off her feet so she didn’t hurt her neck looking up at the desk cop. “Someone is trying to ruin Halloween and we have to stop them.”

      More ‘awws’ came from everyone in the lobby.

      “Hold on a sec, kiddo. Let me check.” Mike picked up a phone, waited a moment, then asked, “Hey, you got anyone looking into the vandalism at supermarkets…. Uh huh. Yeah. The candy thing. Right. Okay. Sure thing, detective.” He hung up. “Detective Clarke’s on his way out here to talk to you.”

      “Thank you,” chimed Kelly and Paige at the same time.

      The cop who knew her waved and walked off down a hall.

      “Do you recognize him?” whispered Kelly, nodding toward the man.

      “Umm. Kinda. I think he might’ve been at the bank robbery.”

      “Oh, yeah…” Kelly nodded. “Don’t cha hate it when someone looks familiar but you can’t remember why they look familiar?”

      “Totally.”

      They waited for a few minutes, smiling at people in the lobby and enduring a few cellphone picture takers. Paige squeezed the heck out of Kelly’s hand.

      “You can go invisible if you want,” whispered Kelly.

      “Nah, it’s okay. Paige is shy. Will O’ Wisp isn’t.”

      A black man in his later thirties wearing a white polo shirt, khaki pants, and a badge on his belt walked out of a door beside the front desk. He looked around for a second, approaching the girls as soon as he spotted them. “Übergirl, is it?”

      “Yes, sir. And Will O’ Wisp.” Kelly indicated Paige.

      His smile called them adorable, but he mercifully didn’t say it. “Nice to meet you. I’m Detective Clarke, but you girls can call me Brian if you want. You’re looking into the candy vandal?”

      “Candy Ruiner,” said Kelly.

      “What information do you have? Is this person tainting the candy to become dangerous?”

      “Worse. They’re making the B- and C-grade candy into candy corn and stealing all the good stuff.” Kelly flailed her arms.

      Detective Clarke waved for them to follow him. He swiped an ID card at the door to open it, then led them down a hallway to a small office decorated in candy. Bags of it stuffed the shelves, covered the desk, lay on the windowsill, and even hung from nails on the walls.

      “Wow, you must like candy,” said Paige. “They put the right detective on the case.”

      “Uhh, not really.” Detective Clarke sat in his chair, after relocating a small bag of Eminents off the seat. “Cops have a certain sense of humor. The guys are having a little fun at my expense for getting put on such a silly case.”

      “It’s not silly.” Paige moved two sacks of strawberry Fizzlers so she could sit in the chair facing the desk. “The very fabric of Halloween is at stake here. If the only candy left for people to give out is candy corn and festival peanuts, it’s going to completely ruin trick-or-treating.”

      Detective Clarke leaned back, chuckling. “Well, when you put it like that, I suppose it is. What can I do for you girls?”

      “We are sure this is the work of a supervillain.” Kelly held her left arm out and turned on the holographic screen, using her communicator to show him the video from their outside camera. “The bright purple light is from a magical portal. The bad guy is sending an army of goblins into the stores to steal the A-grade candy and turn everything else into candy corn or festival peanuts.”

      He looked about ready to laugh, so she explained in detail what happened after they entered the store.

      “We were hoping you could tell us what you know about these crimes.” Paige handed him a printout of the map she made with dots for every store. “I can’t find a pattern to the attacks, but I’m also ten. Maybe it makes sense to you?”

      “Hmm.” Detective Clarke studied their map for a moment, then pulled something up on his computer. “I’m afraid this situation is not limited to the San Francisco area. There have been over 7,000 similar crimes where candy has been turned into candy corn or those nasty orange peanut things. We hadn’t realized actual theft occurred as well. You said these… goblins are taking it?”

      “Yes, sir.” Kelly nodded. “Into a magical portal. We’re not sure where it goes. They’re only taking the A-grade candy. Everything else, they transmogrify into crud.”

      “I saw on the internet that it’s not just in California, too,” said Paige.

      Detective Clarke leaned back, groaning. “That’s right. It’s happening up and down the coast and as far inland as… well, it’s spread across the whole country. Normally, the FBI would get involved in something like this since the same suspect is crossing state lines. However, they believe it’s the work of a super, so they’ve been keeping it on the back burner. Also, they aren’t exactly taking candy vandalism too seriously.”

      “We noticed,” muttered Paige. “No one is… but us.”

      “Grown-up supers have grown-up supervillains to stop. So… we’re on this case.” Kelly puffed her chest out. “But we’re kinda stuck. And not in a literal trapped-in-a-giant-Happy-Cowboy-candy stuck way.”

      “Do you see any patterns that tell you where the supervillain might be lairing?” asked Paige.

      “I’ve been studying the attacks when I can over the past week. Nothing too significant stands out.” He rambled for a few minutes about the various cases of candy ruination in his file. Nothing sounded terribly helpful until he mentioned all the incidents occurred between 3:30 p.m. and 9:00 p.m.

      “Bedtime,” whispered Paige.

      “It’s a kid.” Kelly stared at her, then Detective Clarke. “It’s gotta be a kid.”

      “Hmm. You think a child is responsible for all this?” The detective’s face scrunched in doubt.

      “It makes sense. These crimes only happen outside of school hours, but not too late. A grown-up supervillain would do crime like, really past bedtime.”

      Paige snapped her fingers. “Exactly. Not one of them happened before 3:30. Whoever’s doing it is in school then.”

      “Stealing candy certainly does sound like the sort of thing a super-powered kid might do.” Detective Clarke drummed his fingers on the desk. “But supers are usually obvious. No one has seen a costumed villain at any of these crime scenes. Also, don’t supervillains typically love to gloat on camera?”

      “Usually, yeah, but gloating only works in comic books.” Paige rolled her eyes. “In the real world, bragging you just did a crime is stupid.”

      Kelly tapped her foot, thinking. Having a strong suspicion they searched for a child supervillain helped a little, but didn’t bring them any closer to catching the brat.

      “There’s one thing I’m kind of getting stuck on thinking this person might be a child,” said Detective Clarke. “How do you explain a child having the mobility to vandalize stores across the entire country? When I was your age, I couldn’t travel farther than I could ride my bike. To get anywhere far away, I needed to ask my mom or dad for a ride.”

      “Detective, I can fly to New York in about fifteen minutes if I really try.” Kelly cringed. “And I don’t get lost.”

      He stared at her.

      “Übergirl is a tier one super, though.” Paige gestured at her. “There aren’t too many of those. It’s pretty unlikely the kid stealing this candy is also a tier one. And they’re using portals. This is a magic-based villain. They might be able to open portals anywhere they want. Basically going from San Francisco to New York in two seconds. It would be easy for them to attack any store they wanted, anywhere. Maybe even all over the world.”

      “Magic?” Detective Clarke stared. “Are you serious?”

      “No, I’m Will O’ Wisp.”

      “Good girl!” said Dad from Kelly’s communicator.

      Kelly face-palmed. “Yes, we’re serious about magic. How else do you explain giant blocks of Happy Cowboy candy appearing out of nowhere?”

      “That is… difficult to explain otherwise, I’ll agree.” The detective sighed. “Well, even if the suspect I’ve been looking for is a child, if you discover any solid information, I’d appreciate you telling me rather than taking it upon yourselves.”

      “Yes, sir.” Kelly nodded. “If we find the villain, can we go with you so after the goblins freeze you in a big block of candy we can help?”

      He rubbed a hand down his face. “Like that one security guard?”

      “Yes. Every one of the goblins had a magic wand. Anyone who doesn’t have super speed is going to be frozen in watermelon Happy Cowboy instantly.”

      Paige pointed at her. “She’s right. I’m pretty fast, and they never missed me.”

      “What do you propose to do?” asked Detective Clark.

      “I understand we’re not legally allowed to arrest people, and we’re kids. But… we can hold the bad guy down while we wait for you to get there.” Kelly smiled.

      “I have mixed feelings about children being involved. I can’t tell you to go after this suspect. In fact, I must officially request you don’t. However, since you are both in possession of super powers, I’m not going to order you to leave it alone. My official stance is you two shouldn’t get involved because you’re minors. If you happen to discover information useful to my investigation, please call me.” He handed them two business cards.

      The girls each took one.

      “Argh,” said Kelly.

      “What’s wrong now?” Paige glanced at her.

      “Mom’s right. Our costumes don’t have pockets!”
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      Within seconds of the girls arriving in Kelly’s bedroom, Dad’s voice came out of the alarm clock.

      “Girls, would you mind helping me out with a little experiment down in the lair? It will only take a minute.”

      “Fire and screaming,” muttered Paige.

      “Sure, Dad. Be right there.” Kelly play-punched Paige in the shoulder.

      They went out the window, flew to the ground, and entered the tool shed.

      Shoomp!

      Dad waited for them in the antechamber, holding a silver tray like one of those annoying people in the supermarket who kept trying to get Mom to taste things.

      “What’s up?” Kelly approached.

      “I need Paige to test this.” He held out a tray containing what appeared to be bite-sized Galaxy bars.

      Kelly scrunched her eyebrows together. “Why not me?”

      “Because they’ll make you sick and you’ll probably blast the lair to pieces.”

      “Umm. Blast the lair to pieces?” asked Kelly?

      “You asked me never to speak of that incident, so I shall not.”

      Kelly gasped, thinking of the post-broccoli-poisoning fart responsible for the complete destruction of the upstairs toilet. Her face went bright red.

      “This is chocolate, not vegetables.” Paige cautiously picked up one of the candies, sniffed it, then nibbled. “Mmm.” She ate the rest of the piece. “Chocolate, caramel, and that fluffy brown stuff.”

      “Nougat,” said Dad.

      “What the heck is ‘nougat’?” Kelly tilted her head.

      “Sweet fluffy brown stuff.” Dad smiled. “No science known to humankind has yet identified exactly what it is.”

      “Tastes like a Galaxy bar.” Paige froze. “Am I going to mutate into a giant weasel?”

      Dad shook his head.

      “What’s it going to do to me?”

      “Nothing, except the usual thing food does.” Dad tossed one in his mouth and ate it. While chewing, he mumbled, “I needed to make sure it tasted like chocolate to someone else to confirm I didn’t imagine it.”

      “Grr. Will someone please explain why I can’t have a piece?” Kelly flailed her arms.

      “Because, sweetie, I made this from kale and broccoli. The nougat is quinoa. Super healthy, but tastes like, and has the texture of chocolate, nougat, and caramel. I would have made fake Chortles, but the peanuts proved to be a little problematic. Please ignore the smell of smoke. Fortunately, the reaction did not go fissile.”

      “What does that mean?” asked Paige.

      “No nuclear explosion,” said Kelly.

      “Indeed. I had a mild issue of supercriticality with the peanuts. Officially, this is now a peanut-free lair.” Dad nodded.

      Paige ate another of the tiny bite-sized candies. “No way you made these. These are totally Galaxy bars. Are you serious it’s not going to do anything to me?”

      “Quite. Items produced by the Molecular Meddler 900 are stable for up to ten minutes after structural integrity is compromised.”

      “Umm… huh?” Paige stared at him.

      “In simpler terms, I zapped kale, broccoli, and quinoa into these Galaxy bars. Roughly ten minutes after you bite into one, it will go back to being kale, broccoli, and quinoa. But… it’s in the stomach then and no kid will ever notice.”

      “Yeah, they won’t notice…” Kelly squirmed, blushing. “Until they go to the bathroom and blast the toilet into pieces.”

      Paige laughed, obviously not understanding the literalness of her statement. “I can’t believe this is made from vegetables.” She ate another one. “It tastes exactly like a Galaxy bar.”

      “I should be able to get enough of this out there to save Halloween.” Dad grinned. “Alas, dentists might not like me. You should be careful, sweetie. These will hurt you.”

      “Mr. Donovan,” asked Paige while chewing her third piece, “what did you make the caramel out of?”

      “Garlic tomato hummus.”

      Paige paused, staring at him with a look of subdued horror. “Seriously?”

      He nodded.

      “Wow…” She tentatively resumed chewing. “If you didn’t tell me I’m eating veggie chocolate, I’d never know. Wait… are you pranking us? I can’t believe this is really kale, broccoli, hummus, and quinoa.”

      Dad held his head high, defiant, and extended the tray toward Kelly. “Sniff, but don’t eat.”

      She eyed him dubiously for a second, but he’d been totally up front telling her about the vegetables. In fact, he genuinely appeared to want her not to eat them. Deciding to trust him, she leaned closer and sniffed.

      What appeared to be a neat arrangement of tiny Galaxy minis smelled like a tray of horribleness scooped out of a cat’s litter box and left to sit in the sun. She recoiled, hands clamped over her mouth, gagging. Her nose and throat burned as if she’d inhaled a flamethrower. Her stomach did a backflip, and she let out a belch powerful enough to make Dad’s labcoat and Paige’s hair flutter for a few seconds.

      “Wow.” Paige stared at the half-chocolate she held between her thumb and one finger. “It really is vegetables. Amazing! Healthy candy? Evil.”

      Dad scoffed. “How is my candy evil? It’s not only good for you, it’s candy you can eat as much as you want of.”

      “But the entire point of candy is it not being good for you.” Paige gestured at the tray. “This is a platter of lies.”

      “Yummy lies.” Dad smiled. “I suppose it’s similar to wrapping a dog’s medicine in peanut butter, a mild trick, but it hurts no one.”

      “Speak for yourself,” rasped Kelly. “My throat is still sore and all I did was sniff it.”

      Dad moved the tray to his left hand and patted her on the head with his right. “It’s somewhat concentrated. I needed to condense the kale to get the proper texture out of the chocolate after transformation.”

      “Ugh.” She shivered.

      “I am conflicted.” Paige ate the last bit of her piece. “It seriously tastes like candy. But it’s fake.”

      “Would you rather eat those or candy corn?” asked Dad.

      Kelly pointed upward. “The man makes a good point. Maybe I can’t have any, but if he can save Halloween for everyone else, he should.”

      “We still have two more days,” said Paige. “Tomorrow’s Thursday.”

      “How do you know this bad guy isn’t a tier one?” Kelly fanned herself, trying to get her nose to stop burning. “Wow, that stuff is serious.”

      “If the Candy Ruiner had tier one powers, they’d have ruined all the candy in the world at once. Magic heroes are ridiculously powerful. Their abilities don’t have to follow any sort of logic. Tier-one magic heroes—or villains—can move planets around, make planets, stop time, make time repeat itself over and over again… things on that scale. Our villain is hitting a couple stores a day. They can’t be tier one.”

      “Mad science doesn’t obey any logical rules either.” Dad whistled innocently. “This candy has been molecularly altered temporarily from vegetables into chocolate. Presently, it is a hundred percent sugar, but you still react negatively, sensing its true vegetable origin.”

      “Hold that thought.” Paige grabbed another fake Galaxy bar. “This stuff is definitely better than candy corn. But we’re not giving up yet. Halloween’s forty-eight hours away. We should have enough time to stop a supervillain.”

      Kelly hugged Dad. “Awesome plan, even if I can’t have any.” She looked at Paige. “It’s not going to take us long to stop them. The problem is finding them.”

      Paige took a step back from Dad. “I need to move away from the tray or I’ll eat them all. I’m sure we’ll find them tonight. We’ve got camera orbs all over the place.”

      “Well…” Dad grinned. “At least you two had a ball—or dozen.”

      “Argh!” shouted Kelly.

      Dad laughed.
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      Paige called her parents, getting permission to eat dinner at Kelly’s house.

      Operation Save Halloween entered its final stretch. They had a few hours before bedtime, plus one entire day left to catch the Candy Ruiner. Both Kelly and Paige believed the supervillain they hunted was almost certainly a kid. Asking to stay home sick from school tomorrow wouldn’t do any good, because the bad guy also went to school and wouldn’t do candy crime during school hours. Besides, Kelly didn’t want to miss classes. She liked school.

      Kelly had chicken fingers and French fries. Her parents and Paige all ate grilled chicken over broccoli rabe, so infused with garlic it could disintegrate vampires at thirty paces. After dinner, the girls moved to the living room to play Trials of Tabrin on the MegaStation.

      Twelve minutes into the game, it paused itself. The screen went black.

      “I am picking up a disturbance at the Golden Gate Mega Mart,” said Omni.

      Kelly and Paige looked at each other. They smacked their ZOOM gems at the same time. Super costumes appeared in a flash of lavender light. Kelly ran out the front door and leapt into the air. Seconds later, a screaming Paige shot past her like a bullet with eyes. Kelly blinked in shock, then accelerated to catch up to her friend. The blue force field over Paige’s head glowed as strong as a car headlight.

      “You hit the afterburners?” shouted Kelly.

      “Yes!” screamed Paige.

      “I thought they scared you.”

      “They do! And, umm, sorry about the fire.”

      “What fire?”

      “Your front lawn is burning.”

      Kelly waved dismissively. “A robot will put it out. Dad almost had a nuclear peanut accident in the lair. What’s a little grass fire?”

      It took them less than a minute to reach downtown San Francisco.

      “Crap!” yelled Paige. “Problem!”

      “What?”

      “I can’t move my arms to turn the afterburner off! Please push the button.”

      Kelly grasped Paige’s wrist and pushed the red button. The energy streams shooting out of the MAST system’s thrust ports shrank from four feet long to only about twelve inches. She rapidly slowed to subsonic flight.

      “What happened?”

      Paige held up her left arm. “Your dad put the buttons on my wrist. Going that fast, I can’t move my arms, so it’s impossible for me to reach the button to turn it off.”

      “Oops,” said Kelly. “Slight design flaw.”

      “Yeah, just a little.” Paige pointed. “There’s the store. We overshot it.”

      “Not by much, though.”

      Kelly grabbed her friend by the hand and towed her, faster than the MAST could go without the afterburner on but not past the sound barrier. They landed in the parking lot, a blast of blue energy-fire spreading out in a ring under Paige’s boots, and darted inside, rushing to the candy section.

      Two police officers at the end of the aisle stood frozen up to the neck in giant blocks of Happy Cowboy. At least fifty tiny purple goblins raced around stealing and transmogrifying candy. Paige headed to the big portal to goaltend. Kelly flew in over the middle of the chaos.

      “Stop this at once! I don’t want to hurt you guys, even if you’re not real, but I cannot let you destroy Halloween.”

      All the goblins pointed wands at her.

      She sighed. “Figures.”

      The combined magical attack of some forty goblins created a truck-sized iceberg of Happy Cowboy stuck to the ceiling after she dodged. Kelly swooped down into the goblin swarm, kicking some into smoke clouds, grabbing others and hurling them at the trapped cops. Unfortunately, the goblins didn’t have enough substance to crack the candy, exploding in purple splat marks on impact.

      Both police officers spoke, their eyes widening at the sight of her, but she’d sped herself up so much to avoid magic bolts, she couldn’t understand them. To avoid feeling guilty, she thought of destroying the goblins as ‘unsummoning’ them rather than killing. After unsummoning roughly thirty of the little goobers, coils of glowing red rope appeared out of nowhere, wrapping her from shoulder to ankles.

      Kelly flopped on the floor, her face a few inches away from a purple smear rapidly dissolving into smoke.

      It took her only a second to realize she’d been tied up with red licorice. Snarling, she forced her arms and legs apart, breaking the candy cord in time to leap away from a bunch of goblin wand bolts.

      “Impressive!” called a boy.

      The goblins stopped in their tracks, looking to the right as if waiting for orders.

      Kelly spun toward the voice, risking a peek away from the wand-wielding little boogers.

      A boy, likely a fifth- or sixth-grader by age, pale, with shoulder-length black hair and stark blue eyes, stood in front of the two candy-encased cops. Both officers stared into space, evidently having fallen victim to the same charm affecting everyone else in the store. The kid’s billowy white shirt reminded her more of a pirate than a wizard, but his huge purple cape, its massive collar almost as tall as the boy’s head, several gem-studded amulets, and a fancy kid-sized quarterstaff—more of a giant wand—definitely screamed ‘mage.’

      “Finally, we meet,” said Kelly.

      “You’re the first person I’ve ever seen break out of my holding spell.” The boy rubbed his chin. “Let me guess, you’re the Purple Pixie?”

      She smirked at the glowing emeralds on the front of his black velvet boots. “No. I’m Übergirl. And I’m the reason you’re not going to ruin Halloween. You might as well tell me who you are before we start fighting. It’s like the rules, or something.”

      He smiled. “I am Aidan Angel, and you are standing between me and my candy.”

      Aidan lurched forward, his arms squishing into his sides, billowy shirt compressing under an invisible force.

      “I got—” yelled Paige.

      A red flash went off, launching a child-shaped coil of red licorice down the aisle toward Kelly… but it disappeared. Seconds later, Paige faded into view directly below her, tied up in red licorice. She teleported a few feet to the side, but the licorice went with her like clothing.

      “Grr,” snarled Paige, squirming.

      Aidan gestured at the goblins. “Why are you guys standing around? Deal with these two insignificant girls before they cause more problems.”

      The goblins scrambled into motion, raiding the shelves.

      Kelly dropped to the floor and tore the licorice off Paige. The magic candy rope disintegrated into purplish smoke as soon as she broke it.

      “I don’t like this kid already,” whispered Paige. “He sounds so arrogant… but I guess that’s pretty normal for magic supers.”

      A nearby goblin pointed its wand at Kelly.

      “Eep!” She punched it in the face so hard it flew across the store, smashed out the window—leaving a goblin-shaped hole—and sailed halfway across the parking lot before disintegrating into smoke.

      Aidan sighed, raising his staff. A blue gem at the top glowed. Thousands of various bugs, centipedes, and other creepy-crawlies appeared all over the girls. A few goblins retreated from the insects. One said ‘eww’ in a chipmunk voice.

      Paige gave a brief yelp, then swatted at herself.

      Kelly set her hands on her hips, staring at Aidan. “What are you doing?”

      “Bugs,” said the boy, head tilted. “You’re supposed to scream and run away.”

      “Really?” Kelly rolled her eyes. “Because we’re girls? That’s so sexist.”

      “No it isn’t.” Aidan rested his left hand on his chest. “I’d scream if someone covered me with bugs.”

      Kelly gestured at him. “You’re suggesting girls would be so scared of bugs we’d run away.”

      “I think most people would freak out if magic instantly covered them with crawling bugs.”

      “He’s got a point.” Paige teleported to perch on top of the shelves. Bugs hung in the air where she’d been, creating a hollow version of her figure for a split second before they rained to the floor.

      Aidan tapped his foot. “Hmm. You impress me yet again, Übergirl.”

      “Hey, what about me?” snapped Paige. “You covered me with bugs and I didn’t scream, either.”

      “Does your sidekick have a name?” asked Aidan.

      “She’s not my sidekick. We’re a team.” Kelly folded her arms.

      “Will O’ Wisp,” grumbled Paige.

      “Fine then, Will O’ Wisp. You impress me, but not again. That was the first impression.”

      Kelly blinked. “I don’t think you’re using that right. First impression means something different.”

      The boy stared at her. “Whatever. She impressed me for the first time by not screaming at bugs. You broke the hold spell, then didn’t scream at bugs, so that’s two impressions.”

      Kelly clenched her jaw. “Impressed you twice, not two impressions.”

      He sighed. “I don’t have time to play word games with you. Since bugs didn’t work, how about this?” He pointed his staff at them. A green gem at the top glowed.

      A barrage of toads pelted her. One smacked her in the face, clung for a second, and fell to the floor with a wet plop. The bewildered amphibians sat where they landed, one atop her head, the rest scattered around.

      “Toads? Really? What are you going to do next, pull my hair? I may be small, but I’m not one of those girls who screams at bugs, mice, frogs, and stuff. A couple weeks ago, I literally went swimming in some other kid’s booger. He filled a whole hallway with it. That almost made me hurl, but I didn’t. You have nothing capable of being worse than an entire hallway full of nose chunder. It’s over, Aidan Angel.”

      The toad perching on her head croaked.

      Kelly plucked it out of her hair and set it on the floor.

      “I’m sorry, Übergirl. But you are neither my mother nor my sister. I don’t have to listen to you.”

      “Look…” She walked toward him. “You seem to like purple. I respect you, as it happens to be my favorite color, too.”

      Paige jumped down from the shelf, falling in step beside her.

      “But.” Kelly stopped three steps from him, pointing at his face. “You are threatening the existence of the most sacred day to all kid kind… second to Christmas, and I can’t let you do that.” She super-speed lunged, swiping the staff out of his hand. “No more bugs, toads, mice, or whatever other silly things you’ve got in here you think will scare us off. You’re a little young for supers prison, so I’ll make you a deal. Put all the candy back and we can keep this a matter between supers, and not get the cops involved.”

      Aidan bowed his head. “I’m sorry, Übergirl. Here I am trying to be nice… but this is my candy. And you’ve asked for it.”

      “I didn’t ask for your candy.”

      He blinked at her. “No… I mean you asked for it, like… I’m about to do something really bad to you I don’t want to do, but you’re forcing me.”

      “I’m not forcing you to do anything but un-steal all the candy you took. You being a butthead is making you do whatever you’re going to do.”

      “Just whack him over the head with the stick,” said Paige.

      Aidan raised his hands in a ‘no wait!’ gesture. “I wouldn’t do that. If my staff breaks, it could destroy this entire store.”

      “Why is a kid carrying around a magical artifact powerful enough to blow up a mega store?” shouted Kelly, shaking the staff at him.

      “It’s not supposed to break. Really, it’s pretty difficult to damage it… but you might be strong enough.” Aidan rotated his hands palm up. “Again, sorry, but you asked for it.”

      The air behind the boy darkened to a cloud of black vapor. Out from the gloom stepped a misshapen hunchback human skeleton with a skull far too large for the rest of its body. Clouds of eerie pale light looked out at her from eye sockets the size of grapefruits. Even hunched over, the monster stood so tall Kelly didn’t even come up to its knees. Clumps of decaying flesh dangled from its bones. The stink of rotten meat choked the air out of her throat.

      The monstrous creature raised a giant, clawed hand to grab her, stepping through Aidan as if the boy had no more solidity than a ghost.

      Complete terror gripped Kelly. She screamed loud enough to shatter the rest of the store’s front windows—and ran. Paige, also shrieking in terror, teleported onto her back, wrapping her arms and legs around her like a koala bear. Blinded by panic, Kelly ran from aisle to aisle, the giant horror flying close behind, its shadowy presence blanketing the world in crawling darkness. Screams and wails of tormented souls drowned out all other sound.

      “Go faster! It’s gonna get us!” shouted Paige.

      Kelly weaved among people stuck staring into space, so scared of the monster chasing her she forgot how to fly. She rounded the corner at the end of the snacks aisle—and nearly ran into the huge skeleton, which somehow appeared in front of her.

      The girls screamed together.

      An instant before a huge hand with claws as long as kitchen knives took her face off, she ducked and ran back the other way, boots squeaking on the polished tiles. She rushed down the cereal aisle, desperately searching for a hiding place. Everywhere she turned, the rotting skeletal horror waited for her. It seemed like twenty monsters chased them, but she never saw more than one at a time. Too terrified to think, she turned randomly, barely able to see past her tears.

      The skeleton monster jumped out of the dairy case, trying to grab them in both arms. Kelly dove flat to the floor, sliding on her chest as the creature passed over them, inches away, radiating such intense evil a prickling of icy cold needles raked over her body. Paige, still clinging to her like a human backpack, screamed for her parents.

      Kelly refused to look behind her, scrambling to her feet and running as hard as she could to the end of the aisle. The monster popped up from the left, forcing her to zag right, into the pet food and cat litter section. Again and again, the giant-headed fanged skeleton came out of thin air, scaring the heck out of the girls to the point Kelly lapsed into uncontrollable sobs.

      She’d never been so frightened in her life.

      Not even when Alexis and her crew left her hanging in a book bag.

      Kelly raced around, back and forth across the store. She ran at such speed, the wind ripped boxes and cans off shelves in her wake. After what felt like an eternity of pure terror, one bad choice of where to turn left her trapped in the rearmost corner of the store, staring at aisles of cooler cabinets of ice cream and frozen vegetables. A giant skeleton monster blocked every path she could run to. Five of the fiends closed in on them.

      Paige dropped off her back and clung to her, screaming.

      Kelly screamed as well, cowering in the corner against the cinder blocks as the monsters converged into one terrifying specter looming over them. She shied away from it, her shoulders crunching into the wall, breaking the cinder blocks.

      The skeleton loomed at them. Clawed hands raised.

      Kelly, trembling, stared at it, waiting for the attack.

      It raised its arms as if about to strike… but didn’t.

      W-why the heck am I shaking? T-this thing can’t be as dangerous as the giant bomb that blew up in my face.

      True, this monster looked more terrifying and gorier than anything she’d ever seen, something out of a movie no kid under fifteen should watch. But she’d knocked the supervillain Massive out in one punch. An 8,000 pound bomb fired her like a human bullet through multiple floors of a high-rise building and she didn’t even bruise. Her flimsy face mask hadn’t even bent.

      In an instant, the skeleton felt completely different, no longer the least bit scary… only disgusting.

      Drat! He used a fear spell on us. This monster probably isn’t even real. Magic is making us see it.

      Paige continued crying, shivering, and squeezing her from behind.

      “Wisp! It’s not real.” Kelly squirmed around to grab her friend and gave her a light shake. “It’s a fear spell.”

      Paige sniveled.

      “Wisp!” Kelly shook her a little harder. “It’s magic. Fear. Fake. It can’t hurt us.”

      Paige’s eyes fluttered. She stopped trembling—mostly—and stared into space.

      The skeleton vanished.

      Paige shifted her eyes toward Kelly. Her ‘holy crap that was scary!’ expression melted into one of anger.

      “C’mon!” Kelly leapt into the air, flying over the aisles for a straight-line path to the candy section.

      She landed in a giant mess of candy corn and festival peanuts. All the good candy, plus the goblins and Aidan, were gone.

      Boot squeaking preceded Paige running into view at the end of the aisle. She ran up to stand beside Kelly, still shaking.

      “You okay?”

      Paige wiped tears off her face. “I’m gonna have nightmares. I know it’s fake, but I’m not old enough for R-rated movies. That thing was horrible!”

      I’m probably going to have a nightmare about it, too. Kelly clenched her jaw, refusing to let Paige see her frightened. Her friend needed her to be strong. “It’s fake. Not real. Just like a hologram. Can’t hurt us. Aidan used a fear spell to keep us busy while he took all the candy.”

      “We ran around like screaming idiots.” Paige’s trembling lessened. She scowled, furious. “Ooh! I’m gonna punch him in the nose!”

      “C’mon. Let’s go home. He won this round. We still have one day… and I think we both need some serious Dad time.”

      “Yeah,” whispered Paige.
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      Kelly and Paige flew back to their neighborhood side by side and split off to their respective houses.

      As she landed in her bedroom, an idea hit her. While Dad had always been her go-to person any time something scared her, Mom could literally manage emotions now. Kelly ZOOM-ed out of her Übergirl costume and walked downstairs to the living room, where Mom sat on the couch beside Robo-Mom, watching some boring grown-up show with a guy behind a desk talking to two other guys in chairs. Every now and then, insincere laughter came from the studio audience.

      She walked around the sofa and stood in front of her moms. “Mom?”

      “Yes, dear?” asked both Mom and Robo-Mom together.

      “I know we might be kinda on different teams now, but is it possible we can put the superhero game on pause? I need Mom.”

      “What happened, sweetie?” asked Mom.

      Robo-Mom leaned closer, a look of concern on her face.

      Kelly explained what happened in the supermarket. “He used magic to make that scary skeleton thing. Paige was so terrified she couldn’t even speak. It scared me real bad, too, but I pretended not to be so scared to help her not freak out so much. I, umm… know it wasn’t real and all, but…”

      Mom pulled her into her lap. “Oh, sweetie. I can feel how frightened you are. C’mere.”

      Kelly snuggled.

      Robo-Mom moved to sit close. Kelly held her hand while actual-Mom rocked her. Her fear of the too-scary-for-children monster faded way too fast to be natural. No longer trembling, and feeling surprisingly safe, Kelly snuggled into her mother’s side.

      “Thanks, Mom,” whispered Kelly.
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        * * *

      

      Beep. Beep. Beep. Beep. Beep. Beep. Beep. Beep.

      Kelly sat up in bed and screamed, “Argh!” before twisting to glare at her alarm clock. “You are so lucky I don’t have energy beam powers!”

      Burying her face in her hands didn’t make the irritating electronic noise any quieter. She tolerated it for only another minute before dragging herself out of bed, stomping over to her dresser, and pushing the off switch.

      “Ahh… silence.”

      Of course, the wonderful quiet came with a high price: She couldn’t go back to bed.

      Kelly stared at her reflection in the mirror on the back of her closet door. Though she felt as if she hadn’t slept in a month, she didn’t look like a zombie. Hope Dad lets me have coffee again. I’m already taking after Mom.

      Boom! The ground shook.

      “Ack!” screamed Kelly.

      It took her sleep-scrambled brain a second to realize an explosion had gone off outside.

      She hit the gem on her ZOOM bracelet, changing into her Übergirl costume, and zipped out the window, flying up high for a good look around. Fast motion caught her attention first—a car flying, or rather tumbling through the air.

      “Eep!”

      Kelly launched herself after it, slipping under the car only a few seconds before it smashed into the ground. She mostly caught it, managing to slow its descent enough for the man inside to survive the landing without serious injury. The car didn’t make it. All four wheels broke off their axles when it slapped into the ground. She pushed the car up off herself, climbed out from under it, and stood to check on the driver.

      One semi-conscious man in a nice suit sat behind the wheel. He’d been banged around a bit but appeared more confused than hurt. Clear slime of unknown origin coated the front left corner of the hood, dripping to the ground.

      “Eww.” She took a step back. “What kind of monster is loose now?”

      Satisfied the man in the car didn’t need an immediate ride to the hospital, and worried more people might be in danger, she flew up high, trying to locate the reason this car left the ground.

      It didn’t take her long to spot the problem.

      In the small ‘downtown’ area about a half mile from her house, a massive baby towered over the surrounding buildings. Even seated on the ground, the infant had to be ten stories tall. He or she clutched another car like an ordinary infant holding a Sparkbox car, chewing on it.

      “What the heck?” She whistled. “Who shoots a baby with an expando-ray? I better get over there.”

      She flew in a beeline for the car. As she neared, it became obvious the infant was a boy. He may have been enlarged by mad science, but his diaper hadn’t grown with him. He sat a short distance in front of a SpaceDeer coffee place, his back to the building. People inside stared out the window at the titanic baby, their expressions a mixture of awe, curiosity, and alarm.

      The infant set the car down and tried to play with it but ended up crushing it instead of making it ‘drive.’

      This, of course, did not go over well with the boy.

      He cut loose with a screeching wail, setting off car alarms for miles in every direction. Everyone inside the SpaceDeer café covered their ears. The baby proceeded to unravel into a full-blown tantrum, waving his arms and screaming. He kicked a tree over, then smashed his hand down on the roof of a jewelry shop, crushing it like a gingerbread house. The angry baby bounced in place, shaking the ground with the force of an earthquake.

      Kelly zipped up to his face. “Hey, baby. What’s wrong?”

      The infant continued screeching.

      “Aww, what’s wrong, baby,” cooed Kelly. “You’re okay.”

      He relaxed from shrieking at the top of his lungs to simple crying, looking at her.

      “That’s a good baby. Where’s your mom?”

      The infant grabbed Kelly—and jammed her headfirst into his mouth. Her head swooshed around in a washing machine torrent of gooey saliva and toothless gums. She resisted the urge to scream and held her breath, pushing at the chubby fingers clamped around her body.

      Grr. I am not a GI-George figure!

      She had plenty of strength to overpower the baby’s massive fingers, but didn’t want to hurt him. He might be the size of a small skyscraper, but he remained an innocent baby. The boy continued chewing on her head for a moment… at least until the pointy bit of her mask stabbed him in the gums.

      Shrieking in anger, the baby hurled Kelly at the ground. She hit the pavement with a crack like a cannon firing. It stung about as bad as a belly-flop into a pool. When the dust cleared, she found herself face down in a four-foot-deep Übergirl-shaped hole. Her hair congealed on her back, saturated in saliva.

      “Eww. Bad baby.” She pushed herself up, squeegeed her hair mostly free of slime, and flew back up to the infant’s face level.

      He’d resumed pitching a screaming tantrum, smashing cars, ripping trees out of the ground, and crushing buildings. The only safe place in the area appeared to be the SpaceDeer café directly behind him, safe only because he didn’t notice it.

      “It’s okay, baby. Calm down,” cooed Kelly.

      The infant slapped her out of the air. She went headfirst through the wall of a bank two blocks away and landed in the lobby. Fortunately, she didn’t hit anyone, since all the people had gone outside to watch the giant baby.

      Grumbling, she flew back out the hole she made.

      What am I supposed to do with a twenty-story-tall baby? I can’t hit him. Ooh. It’s going to wear off. I just need to keep him busy until he shrinks, so he doesn’t do more damage.

      She zipped over to him, darting in and patting him on the cheek then ducking before he grabbed her. Cat and mouse appeared to distract the baby from his tantrum. As long as she could keep him trying to catch her, he wouldn’t smash anything else or hurt someone.

      This went on for a few minutes before the baby stopped attempting to grab her and sat still. He stared into space, making a face as if he contemplated the deepest, most complicated mysteries of science.

      Kelly hovered in front of him. “What are you thinking about, baby?”

      A faint rumbling sound came from deep inside him.

      “Uh oh. That can’t be good.”

      The baby’s expression grew serious.

      An explosion of yellowish-green muck erupted from his back end, forming a tidal wave of poop strong enough to smash the windows of the SpaceDeer café and fill the interior with a ‘mudslide’ five feet deep. Of the thirty or so people to surface out of the mess, only one didn’t throw up—probably because she’d already fainted.

      “Eww. Eww. Eww.” Kelly shuddered.

      Screams of horror came from the coffee place. People trapped in the ‘flow’ tried to swim out, struggling to move even a few inches in the thick goop.

      The baby grew cranky again.

      Kelly backed off before he could grab her, then activated her communicator, poking the entry for Mom.

      Her mother appeared on the screen a few seconds later, seated at the kitchen table. “Where are you, sweetie? Come downstairs and have breakfast.”

      “Mom!” shouted Kelly. “I need help.”

      “What could you have possibly gotten into where you need my help?”

      “A cranky baby.”

      Mom sipped coffee. “Oh, easy. Just rock him and say soothing things.”

      “I can’t, Mom. He’s huge.” She rotated so the camera in her communicator picked up the baby behind her.

      “Oh… I see. My, that’s a large baby. I hope the delivery was cesarean.”

      “Huh?” asked Kelly. “Oh, Mom? He just pooped everywhere. Like, literally, a billion gallons of poo just crushed the SpaceDeer coffee place.”

      Mom frowned. “So you call me to clean up the mess? Where’s his mother?”

      “Umm… I think she’s drowning in the mess. Uhh, Mom? Why is baby poo green?”

      “No one knows, dear. I’m sure we’ll figure out cold fusion before anyone understands what happens to food inside babies.”

      “Can you please use your powers to calm him down? He’s screaming his head off. Can’t you hear it?”

      “I thought it was an air siren or something.” Mom sighed. “All right. I’ll be there in a minute.”

      “Thanks, Mom!”

      Kelly shut off the communicator, held her breath, and got to work pulling people out of the avalanche of awfulness in the SpaceDeer café. She did her best not to touch filth, but contamination proved inevitable.

      Fortunately, the baby didn’t wallop anything, instead screaming himself red in the face the whole time. He made so much noise, he obliterated the sound of Mom’s black motorcycle approaching. She showed up in her Emophage costume, stopping a short distance away from a huge baby foot.

      “Wow, that’s a big baby.” Mom eyed the poop-filled café. “Oh, it’s not too much of a mess. Only a little worse than one of your diapers at that age.”

      Kelly blushed crimson. “Not funny!”

      “I never understood how such a tiny baby like you could make so much poop.”

      “Mom!” screamed Kelly, her face nearly burning. “Not. Funny.”

      “Hilarious.” Mom got off the bike and walked closer, staring up at the huge baby. “Well hello there, big boy. What’s got you in a bad mood, huh? You miss your mommy?”

      The infant stopped screaming. He appeared bewildered for a moment, then looked down at Mom. She made silly noises at him, earning a smile from the baby. Seconds later, he abruptly shrank back to the size of an ordinary infant. The massive load of poop also shrank, becoming a quite manageable smear on the sidewalk behind him. Unfortunately, the smashed windows, shelves, and other destruction the ‘mudslide’ caused in the café remained. A final plus, the baby drool saturating her hair also disappeared down to a small dribble, leaving her mane dry and—mostly—clean.

      “Aww, who’s a poor little guy.” Mom picked the baby up over her shoulder and patted him on the back. “I think he’s cranky because he needs a good burping. Yes you do…”

      The baby burped up a small black pellet—that grew into a bitten-off car tire.

      Kelly stood there stunned, watching the tire bounce off down the street. “So weird.”

      “Where’s your mother?”

      “Mom, I don’t think he’s going to answer you. He’s not even a year old.”

      “I’m not really asking him, sweetie.” She looked around. “Oh, she has to be one of the people who fainted. “You’re going to be late for school. I suppose I can handle this from here. Go on home and get ready for school.”

      “Awesome. Thanks, Mom! And you were right.”

      “Oh?” Mom twisted to look at her.

      “Pockets!” She fluffed her costume skirt.

      Mom laughed.

      With only two minutes before first bell, Kelly flew home, grabbed her backpack, and raced to school, diving in the front doors and hitting the gem on her ZOOM bracelet at the last possible second.

      She landed in the hallway, barefoot in her nightgown as she’d flown off to deal with the baby straight out of bed.

      A few kids running for their classrooms spotted her and laughed.

      “Oops.” Kelly looked down, raising and lowering her toes. “I should really go change.”
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      Mr. Reynolds let Kelly slide for being late by a few minutes after she explained the reason.

      Going home to get dressed hadn’t worried her too much. She’d never been late before, so the worst possible outcome would have been a call to her parents. Also, being only five minutes late might’ve been overlooked even without a giant baby throwing a literal earth-shaking tantrum. Of course, Mr. Reynolds—and everyone within fifty miles—heard the baby screaming but hadn’t understood what made the horrible noise. Most of the kids in her class thought a dragon had gotten loose.

      Paige didn’t appreciate being told about a blast of baby poo powerful enough to smash the front wall of a coffee shop during lunch, though they both ended up laughing after Kelly mentioned the baby chewing on her.

      Most of the other kids talked about the school’s virtual Halloween tomorrow. Since the holiday fell on Saturday, the school planned to hold their usual party and events on the preceding Friday. Many sounded excited to come to school in costume, though they also worried out loud about their parents having trouble finding candy to give away. Even OmNomNomazon showed out of stock on everything except candy corn and festival peanuts.

      Kelly figured Aidan hadn’t completely cleaned out all the stores in this area for two reasons. One, he probably lived fairly close and still planned to go out trick-or-treating. Two, he’d gone after big targets like OmNomNomazon warehouses first. Today being Thursday, they only had two days left before Halloween. She and Paige had to stop Aidan fast!

      The obnoxiously loud final bell made her jump for three reasons. One, obnoxious loudness. Two, that sound had indicated the start of a gauntlet she ran every day for a school year plus a few weeks. Not once had she made it from classroom to home without Alexis and her friends doing something mean to her. Even though she had no further worries about that, she still flinched at the memories of being scared to leave the room.

      Finally, the third reason she jumped—excitement. Or at least urgency. The bell going off shocked her like a starter’s pistol at a race. Time to save Halloween. She and Paige raced down the hall, down the steps, and down the street to the corner. They waved at the crossing guard on their way by, and ran the six blocks up to Kelly’s house, scrambling upstairs to her room so they could get started on homework. Aware Kelly had missed breakfast, Robo-Mom popped in with a tray of apple and orange slices.

      Kelly munched on fruit while working on her vocabulary assignment.

      Six words down, her monitor flashed red.

      “Code grape,” said Omni from the computer.

      “What the heck is a code grape?” Paige looked up from her workbook.

      “Kelly is fond of purple, so I have established code grape as a situation requiring immediate superheroics.”

      “Crap! Aidan’s not waiting for us to finish homework today.”

      “We can’t ignore it.” Paige leapt to her feet and ZOOM-ed into costume.

      Kelly did the same. “No, not saying we should. If we get him fast enough, we’ll have plenty of time for homework later.”

      The computer screen showed a map indicating a supermarket in Palo Alto.

      “Please send the map to my communicator,” said Kelly.

      “Already done,” replied Omni.

      Kelly scooped Paige up and carried her out the window. Once airborne, Paige activated the MAST system and flew on her own, hitting the afterburner as soon as they pointed in the direction of the store.

      “Crap!” shouted Paige. “We forgot to talk to your dad about changing the controls!”

      “It’s okay. I’ll turn it off for you before we get there.”

      “I feel like an idiot.”

      “We’re in a hurry, so we’re not thinking. That makes us careless, not stupid.”

      Paige laughed. They flew for a couple minutes in silence before she blurted, “I got an idea.”

      “What?” Kelly glanced over at her friend, who sported a big, nervous grin behind the bright blue force field ‘helmet’.

      “If he gets away, we’re going to be stuck, right?”

      “Kinda.”

      “You’re going to hate this idea, but I think it will work.”

      “Tell me!” shouted Kelly.

      Paige tried to point, but her arm refused to leave her side, as if bolted to her waist. “We don’t do anything to stop him here. Don’t even let him know we showed up.”

      “Are you crazy? He’s going to ruin the candy!”

      “He’s already ruined like ninety percent of all the candy in the world… or at least the US. One more store won’t matter, especially if it’s temporary and lets us find him.”

      “You’re going to do something stupid, aren’t you?”

      “Not stupid. Sneaky!” Paige laughed. “You wait outside in case something goes wrong. I’m gonna go invisible and follow the goblins into the portal.”

      As they neared Palo Alto, Kelly reached over and grasped her friend’s wrist, poised to hit the button to turn off the afterburner. “What if the portal doesn’t work for people?”

      “It has to. How do you think Aidan is going all over the country? And if it doesn’t, then I guess we do the same thing as the last store. If you see me appear inside, charge in and start kicking goblin butt.”

      “Okay.” Kelly hit the button.

      They slowed down from supersonic to only a few hundred miles an hour. Using the map on her hologram screen, Kelly found the targeted supermarket and came in for a landing on the sidewalk beside the store, a spot without windows so no one inside could see them. Paige hit the black button on her wrist.

      Her arm pods, boot pods, and back pod detached, levitating up and combining into a drone the size of a fat school textbook—only much sleeker, and purple.

      Paige looked up at it. “Wait for me here and stay out of sight. If you can track where I am, and I go really far away in an instant, fly to wherever I am, but don’t go into any buildings.”

      “Understood,” said a robotic voice from the drone. It emitted a faint roar like a tiny jet airplane and rose up to land on the roof of the supermarket.

      “That’s cool.” Kelly watched it until it disappeared.

      “Here I go. You should probably keep your head down and not let the goblins see you.” Paige turned invisible.

      “Got it. If anything goes wrong, yell.”

      “Right.”

      Soft crunching of boot soles on sidewalk grew distant.

      Kelly fidgeted. Not sure this is a good idea. No, I’m being too overprotective. Paige is a superhero, too. And Aidan won’t hurt anyone. He’s just a kid. She relaxed, waited a couple minutes, then walked toward the front of the store. At the corner, she crouched low, crawling along out of sight behind the short part of wall beneath the huge windows. Six or seven adults and a couple kids on their way in or out of the store stood still in place where they’d been, gazing into an alternate dimension, all clearly under the effect of Aidan’s mind fog magic. None of them gave her weird looks for crawling on her hands and knees or wearing a superhero costume. Once she made it halfway to the automatic doors at the entrance, she stopped, sat back on her heels, and stretched up just enough to peek inside, doing her best to stay unnoticed.

      Purple flickering light from the magic portal illuminated the left rear corner. Too many aisles stood between her and the candy section to see anything going on back there. She had a great view of a hundred or so stunned people staring vacantly into nowhere. Cashiers, customers, kids, old people, everyone inside the store stood as they’d been the exact moment the magic knocked them out of time.

      So eerie.

      Sitting there doing nothing while the goblins ruined the candy felt so wrong she shook in frustration. Why have superpowers if she’d merely sit there and let crime happen? However, Paige did have a good idea. With only the rest of today and tomorrow to stop Aidan, chasing him around from store to store hoping he’d show up in person again would be silly. He might not bother. But, she hadn’t exactly worried him much. Running around screaming and crying in terror had been more embarrassing than waking up on the football field behind school with all her clothes burned off. At least when that happened, no one had been around to see her. She made it inside the school and got her gym clothes from her locker before running into anyone else. When Aidan hit her with his fear spell, the supermarket had been full of people. Fortunately, they’d all been frozen by magic at the time and might not remember. But Aidan definitely laughed at her and Paige screaming like a couple of little kids seeing a monster.

      Yeah, he wouldn’t be worried about them catching him. The boy could stay out of reach if he wanted to, but he sounded arrogant enough to show up so he could taunt her. Maybe he’d use the same fear spell on her again purely so he could laugh. But with so little time left, she couldn’t take the chance of scaring him away or that he wouldn’t show up. If Paige could find where the portal led to, they could confront him at his lair. Considering his age, his lair would most likely be where he lived.

      I can’t let his fear magic work on me again. Gotta remember it’s fake. Not real.

      She grumbled to herself about her comparatively weak resistance to mental powers. The Nolmek aliens—serpent type—could mind-control her, but it wore off after a minute or so. Perhaps their mind powers had been astoundingly powerful and her ability to break out of it at all had been amazing. But still, Mom’s emotional manipulation worked on her, too. Could be she had less resistance because… Mom. Being her child hard-wired Kelly’s brain to want to trust her. Of course, considering how much physical defense she had, she couldn’t complain too much about some degree of vulnerability to mental powers. No superhero had near-total immunity to all forms of attack, at least not without going up into the ‘demigod,’ ‘god,’ or ‘astral entity’ categories, all of which well exceeded the powers of a tier one hero. And no being in any of those categories would care even a tiny bit about bank robbers or candy thieves. They thought in terms of multiple galaxies at once, barely noticing individual planets.

      A minute or two later, the MAST drone powered up and roared off.

      Kelly flew straight up until she could see past the roof. Blue light, somewhat like a comet, raced away to the north. Paige went through the portal. I guess it’s good the drone knows where she went. She dropped back down to keep an eye on the store. Paige hadn’t shown herself, screamed, or given any sign of a problem. The drone racing away made for a strong clue her mission had been a success. At least in terms of going to Aidan’s lair—or wherever the portal led to. Whether or not she’d been caught remained to be seen. Thinking about it made her worry, but again, considering their current nemesis was a ten- or eleven-year-old boy, the danger to Paige’s life had to be low. The worst outcome of her being captured Kelly could think of involved a memory wipe or maybe him loudly stating in public he wouldn’t give her a Valentine’s Day card.

      A supervillain their age wouldn’t keep a kid hero prisoner, though he might use magic to mind control her into being a friend.

      Okay, new worst possible outcome. If he makes Paige hate me, I will punch him in the nose. She floated back down to crouch outside the window, thinking about running inside the store and following Paige through the portal, but had no idea where she’d end up. Paige, at least, could stay invisible or teleport. The girl might lack strength or combat powers, but she could get into—or out—of almost anywhere. If a giant bad situation waited on the other side of the portal, Kelly going through it could endanger Paige.

      As much as it sucked, she had to wait.

      Eventually, the purple light inside the store went out.

      Kelly sprang to her feet and ran in past dozens of stationary people, heading toward the candy aisle in the back left corner where the portal light had been strongest. As expected, an ocean of orange and yellow greeted her. Candy corn and festival peanuts were everywhere. It pained her to see such heartless destruction, but her father believed sometimes going forward required taking a step back first. Chasing Aidan felt like she’d taken a whole bunch of steps back or tried to run up the down escalator at the mall.

      Regardless, she couldn’t do anything more here.

      Worrying about Paige made her angry at Aidan and worsened her anxiety they wouldn’t be able to save Halloween. The kids in her school complained all week so far about their parents not being able to find good candy to give out. Almost everyone she knew of waited until the last minute to buy Halloween candy. Normally, she didn’t mind, as it meant no one gave out stale stuff. But with only candy corn and festival peanuts anywhere in sight, Saturday would most definitely stink.

      Yeah, there are probably a few mutants out there who like candy corn. They’ll be happy. Everyone else will be miserable.

      She left the store and flew into the sky, heading north back toward home. Realizing the MAST drone went toward home got her worrying it might have automatically returned to Dad’s lair if it lost contact with Paige, for example if her best friend ended up in an entirely different dimension.

      More worried than ever, she raced home, not remembering she had a communicator in her bracer until after she’d shoomped into the lair. Grumbling at herself for being panicky again, she hurried down the hall toward sounds of activity in one of the labs.

      Dad sat in front of a large worktable, tinkering with a pile of robotic parts. She ran over to him, leaning against the table beside him. As soon as he noticed her expression, he put the strange, sparking tool down and lifted his goggles. “What’s wrong, sweetie?”

      She explained.

      He blinked. “Sweetie, you just made a weird warbling noise. Take a breath and try it again at normal speed.”

      “Dad…” She grabbed his arm. Her brain had become so scrambled with worry for Paige, she’d spent ten minutes explaining everything—in four seconds. After a few deep breaths, she repeated her explanation without using super-speed. “The MAST drone flew off. Did it come back here because she disappeared or can it find her?”

      “I haven’t seen it. Chances are, it went to her location.”

      “Where?”

      Dad snapped his fingers. His mega-tablet flew over to him, the glow from its screen tinted his face—and epic chin—green. He opened a program similar to the GPS in Mom’s car. “Looks like the MAST is in Sea Cliff. Not too far from here. Its status is ‘waiting.’”

      “Okay.” She put a hand to her chest and tried to calm down. “What are you making?”

      “A candy delivery bot. Need a fast way to distribute the kale-broccoli-quinoa-hummus treats to stores in time for Saturday.”

      Kelly’s stomach, already in a knot over Paige, threatened complete rebellion upon hearing those words. She gurgled. If the drone waited, it had to mean her friend was okay. So… she needed to relax and wait as well. Being near Dad comforted her enough not to lose her mind. She hovered close, kinda-sorta watching him work.

      Eventually, a beep came from her communicator. The screen activated automatically when she raised her arm, showing Paige’s face. Behind her, trees. Her friend appeared to be calm, but whispered, “Score one for the invisible kid no one notices.”

      “Paige!” whisper-shouted Kelly. “What happened?”

      “Found him. I think he might have sensed me, but not me, only like he knew someone not a goblin walked out of the portal. He didn’t find me. Does this thing have a dot you can use to figure out where I am?”

      “Yes,” said Dad, not looking up from his work. “Paige is in your contact list. Open it, tap her entry, and tap the ‘show location’ button.”

      “Cool. I’ll be right there.”

      “Okay. I’ll stay out of sight until you get here.”

      The call dropped.

      “Have fun, sweetie,” said Dad.

      She hugged him. “Thanks!”

      After shoomp-ing to the surface, Kelly launched herself into the air while opening the navigation program on her communicator. She went into her contacts, opened Paige’s entry, and hit the ‘show location’ button. The screen changed back to the map, displaying a green line going north and a little west. It looked strange to see a GPS program giving directions as a straight line, but she didn’t exactly need to follow roads.

      It took her only a minute and a half to reach the literal end of the line. Not the metaphorical end of the line, but the line on her navigation app. Below her, an obvious section of green occupied the northernmost edge of the San Francisco peninsula, close to where the Golden Gate Bridge connected to land. Grids of regularly spaced homes—labeled as the Richmond District on her map—covered the land like a grey haze where the trees stopped. Paige’s nav dot brought her to a spot near the south end of Baker Beach. She cruised in over perfect lawns, expensive cars, and the sorts of houses with electric gates at the ends of their driveways. Any one of five homes in sight could be Aidan’s based on where Paige’s location appeared.

      Kelly landed on the sidewalk, not used to seeing a street with no cars parked anywhere. A moment after her boots touched down, she spotted Paige waving at her from a cluster of trees. Kelly ran over to her, moving into the micro-forest for a bit of cover—and hugged her.

      “Oof. Relax,” whispered Paige. “I’m fine. You’re acting like I’m your only friend and you’d be crushed if anything happened to me.”

      Kelly leaned back, staring at her.

      “Trying to make a joke so you smile.”

      “Yeah, but what you said is true. Is that sad?”

      “Nah. It’s better to have one really true friend than a ton of fake ones.” Paige grinned.

      Kelly composed herself. “Okay. I’m fine. So, what happened?”

      “Going through the portal didn’t feel like anything, except it got a little colder. I appeared in some kinda lair like your dad’s, but it’s under the house. Aidan started looking around like he knew I snuck in. He walked right by me. If he’d stepped two inches over, he’d have crushed my toes. He kept looking around, conjuring goblins to find ‘the intruder.’ I got out of the room and went down a hallway, but he made so many goblins, I ended up cornered. Before Aidan figured out where I was standing, his mom showed up and started yelling at him for not finishing his homework.”

      Kelly covered her mouth to hold in a giggle.

      “He looked mad but didn’t fight with his mom. The boy might be a supervillain, but he’s kinda like you.”

      “I’m nothing like a supervillain.”

      “No.” Paige stuck out her tongue. “I meant, he can’t disobey his parents.”

      “I’ve broken rules sometimes.”

      “Yeah, but you get all sad and mopey about it.”

      Kelly playfully narrowed her eyes.

      “What? It’s true. Anyway, I did a little snooping around after Mrs. Angel got the heat off me. Found this.” Paige held up a plastic ID badge, like Mom had to wear around her office.

      Kelly leaned closer to read it. The card had a photo of Aidan on the left. In a normal button-down shirt, he looked innocent, the sort of boy she’d assume to be shy and afraid of bullies. To the right of the picture, large silver letters spelled CDA above the words Cuillère D’argent Academy. The card listed ‘student name’ as Aidan Theodore Angel, age eleven, grade six.

      “Wow. This kid has to wear an ID badge to go to school?” Kelly used her communicator to take a picture of the ID. Detective Clarke might want to see this… but I dunno. He’s kinda little to get in trouble with the cops. She had to stop him, but didn’t feel right about the idea of sending a boy his age to the supers prison. Maybe she could convince him to stop. If he gave all the candy back, she’d let him off with a warning.

      “Yeah. I looked the place up while waiting for you to get here. Your dad put a communicator into the force field. I see hologram windows floating in front of me. It’s pretty cool, even if I look like a dork waving my arms around at nothing to push imaginary buttons. Anyway, CDA is one of those schools full of really rich kids who all get brand new fancy cars on their seventeenth birthday and go on vacations to Europe every year.”

      Kelly looked around. “Yeah, lot of rich people live here.”

      “I mean, they don’t have butlers and servants, but their house is huge. The goblins took all the candy down this one hall, but I couldn’t go after them because Aidan was standing right beside the portal. C’mon, I know the way in.”

      “Nice.” She glanced at the ID badge. “We should really go give this back to him.”

      Snickering, Paige walked deeper into the trees. “It’s right over this wall.”
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      The cluster of trees ended at a high ivy-covered wall topped with short metal spikes.

      Paige teleported to the top, then disappeared in another flash of dark blue light. Kelly flew up over the wall. The property beyond it didn’t quite take up enough space to count as a manor house or a mansion, but it definitely counted as big. For South San Francisco, Kelly’s house had a huge backyard, but this place more than tripled it, with a full-sized in-ground pool near a giant deck. A manicured band of trees bordered the yard, giving it the illusion of being surrounded by forest. Only a few lights were on inside the three-story house.

      “So stupid,” whispered Kelly.

      Paige looked at her. “What?”

      “Aidan’s parents obviously have a lot of money.”

      “How is that stupid?”

      “His having money isn’t stupid. I mean, why would a rich kid steal candy? It doesn’t make any sense. He could buy it all.”

      “Could you buy all the candy in the USA?” Paige poked her. “Your parents have a lot of money, too.”

      “I still get an allowance. Buying one bag of Chortles wiped me out for a month.”

      “You’re still getting an allowance from normal parents. They need to adjust for supervillainy.” Paige grinned.

      “Nah. I don’t really mind. What do I need money for? I’m nine. Aidan probably doesn’t get much money of his own either.”

      Paige shrugged. “Maybe his parents said no when he asked them to buy all the candy?”

      “Probably. Or he knew they’d say no, so he never even asked. And this is a big house, but I don’t think his parents are rich enough to buy all the candy in the whole country. So how do we get in?”

      “Over here,” whispered Paige.

      She darted across the huge lawn, heading left away from the house toward a square wall of hedges at the farthest end of the yard. A stone walkpath led through a gap in the massive bush, encircling a big fountain depicting four angels back to back pouring jugs of water into a basin below their feet. A pair of ivy-shrouded stone benches stood on either side of the fountain. They both appeared kinda old and didn’t look terribly comfortable to sit on.

      “That’s pretty and kinda creepy. The statues look like they might start moving.” Kelly eyed the angels nervously, even though she wouldn’t have much trouble smashing them. She figured her unease came from worrying if magic brought them to life, they might be tougher than ordinary stone.

      “We’re dealing with a magic villain. Anything is possible. I’d be a little scared if he was a tier one, but he’s not,” whispered Paige.

      “You’re completely sure he isn’t?”

      “Yep.” Paige walked around to the back of the fountain.

      “How are you so sure?”

      Paige reached up and grasped a carved rose held by one of the angels, the only one clutching a rose against the side of her water jug. “Because we aren’t stranded in another dimension.” She twisted the head of the rose.

      A square stone panel on the ground behind her opened like a trapdoor, revealing a stairway going underground.

      “What if he didn’t think we’re a problem bad enough to get rid of? He made us run around screaming the whole time. We didn’t exactly look like a big threat to him.”

      Paige walked down the steps. “Magic villains are planners. Usually anyway… he probably searched you online as soon as he got home.”

      “There isn’t much about me in the news.” Kelly followed her down. “The Aegis is kinda shielding me from the media because I’m a kid. No one knows the giant octopus was me. He’s going to see we stopped The Wedge… and he probably laughed all night long.”

      “What about the airplane?”

      “Maybe some people from the plane who saw me after it landed posted blogs or on FaceTome, but I went back to school before the reporters got there.”

      “Oh. Well, I really don’t think he’s a tier one. Like I said at the police station, he would have gotten all the candy in one day then. Or simply created a new dimension with a version of Earth where he already had all the candy and gone there.” Paige opened a door at the bottom of the stairs, stepping past it into a surprisingly ornate corridor with marble floors, brown wood wainscoting, and wallpaper straight out of the 1800s.

      “Whoa,” whispered Kelly.

      “Obviously created by magic.” Paige walked forward.

      A flash of light danced across her shin.

      Time seemed to stop for Kelly. She looked down at the round spot of light on both sides of Paige’s calf. Electric eye beam! A click came from the ceiling. She peered up at a large medieval battle axe swinging down out of a slot. Before  ‘eek!’ even formed in her thoughts, she sprang forward, pouncing Paige to the ground.

      Super speed made the axe seem to creep by overhead.

      A second pair of sword blades flew out of the walls at shin level.

      Kelly cringed, protecting Paige with her body. Both blades whacked her in the forehead, hurting about as much as a bonk from an empty paper towel tube.

      “Aaaah!” yelled Paige. “What are you do—oh, crap.” She gawked at the swords inches in front of her face.

      “Yeah, crap. You stepped in an eye beam.” Kelly pushed the blades away and stood. “Didn’t set them off before because you were invisible. The light passed through you.”

      “Oops. Sorry.”

      Cautiously, they crept to the end of the fifty-foot-long passage and stopped by a fancy wooden door. Paige grasped the gold dragon doorknob. A white flash surrounded them… and they appeared inside a hanging cage the size of a phone booth, suspended above a pool containing two sharks… both with some kind of laser guns sticking out of their foreheads. Three similar cages, all empty, hung from chains in a square arrangement, Paige and Kelly in the inner right corner compared to the only exit from the chamber. A retractable bridge jutted up from a short ledge of solid ground in front of a plain steel door.

      Kelly peered down through the metal grating she stood on at the circling sharks. “Laser sharks sound really familiar. Where have heard that before?”

      “I think Aidan likes Aston Powerful vs. Doctor Vile.”

      “Yes!” Kelly watched the laser-headed sharks swim for a few seconds. “They’re kinda… no, they’re not cute at all.”

      “Oh no,” said Paige in a blasé voice. “We are trapped.” She teleported to the ledge.

      “Should I break out or do you want to rescue me?” asked Kelly.

      “Might get in trouble for breaking his stuff. There’s a button on a control panel here to ‘feed the sharks.’ One for each cage. Get ready.” Paige pushed all four buttons.

      The cage bottoms swung downward.

      Kelly glided out of the cage, shaking her head—and stopped. “Hey.”

      “What?”

      “I don’t smell water.”

      Paige sniffed hard. “You’re right… I don’t either.”

      Kelly floated down toward the pool, discovering the shark pit to be an illusion on flat concrete—or maybe a giant TV screen. “Hah. Okay, I was wondering how a kid our age got pet laser sharks.”

      “I’m happier to learn a boy our age isn’t the sort of person who really wants to feed people to sharks.” Paige fake-wiped sweat from her forehead.

      “Yeah.” Kelly walked across the imaginary pool to the door.

      Another fancy corridor, much like the first one, led a short distance to a T-intersection. The girls peeked left and right. Small white marble statues stood on pedestals every twenty feet in both directions, like something out of a movie from ancient Rome. Goblin chatter came from the right.

      “Which way?” whispered Kelly.

      “I don’t know. I haven’t been here before. The teleport trap didn’t get me on the way out.”

      “Guess we go toward goblins.” Kelly stepped out into the hallway, taking the lead.

      The statues she’d thought to be fancy Roman gladiators turned out to all be cartoon and comic book characters in dramatic poses. Kelly wanted to laugh at the ridiculousness of it, but kept quiet. She peered in a door on the right at a room containing a massive TV screen hooked up to a MegaStation and a Y-Box gaming console. It smelled like ‘boys,’ but contained no people.

      She ignored the game den and kept going.

      Upon reaching the next door, this one on the left, Kelly paused to open it. The girls peeked into a room larger than the school cafeteria where a stunningly huge and complicated model train set filled it almost wall to wall. At first, Kelly thought she imagined seeing half-inch-tall people running around on the table, but sure enough, minuscule humans lived in three small towns connected by tiny trains.

      “Too weird.” She backed up and pushed the door closed.

      They resumed walking down the hall.

      “I really don’t understand Aidan,” whispered Paige.

      “We’ll never understand boys. We’re girls. It’s how the universe works. Don’t question it.”

      “Hah. I mean… he’s got magic. Did you see the size of his train set? And like all the video games. Why would a kid like him steal candy and ruin Halloween for everyone else?”

      “You forget he’s a supervillain. The answer to your question is ‘because he can.’ It’s kinda the same reason my Dad made all the toilet seats in California stay up for a couple days.”

      “Yeah, but your dad’s pranks are annoying and kinda funny if you’re not the one who’s butt gets frozen in the middle of the night.” Paige grabbed two fistfuls of her hair in frustration. “Ending Halloween is just… mean.”

      “The word you’re looking for is e”—Kelly’s left foot pushed down into the floor a little too far, making a click—“vil. Oops.”

      A gun turret popped out from one of the little statues. Kelly jumped in front of Paige. A red beam hit her in the back like a warm wallop from a pillow fight. Sticky red slime swelled up around them, gluing them together in a hug. Another beam, this one green, fired from a second turret behind them at the far end of the corridor. It pulled them in that direction so fast everything blurred. Up became down; down became up. They fell into a hole, bouncing back and forth off the metal walls of a vertical chute as they plummeted. Seconds later, the shaft ended and they free-fell a short distance, landing with a papery crunch on a shifting, uneven surface.

      “Mmm!” shouted Paige, her face mushed into Kelly’s left shoulder.

      Kelly couldn’t see much, being completely covered in the red slime. Unlike the Happy Cowboy, this stuff hadn’t hardened into a block, remaining a thick, incredibly sticky glue-like blob. Paige vanished.

      A distant “Whoa,” preceded another papery crinkle and the soft whump of a small person falling over.

      Kelly pulled at the gel. Perhaps because of her super toughness, it didn’t stay stuck to her in small blobs when she ripped it away from her body, remaining as a single solid mass. She peeled it out of her hair, rolling the plastic-like glob down in a manner similar to a snake shedding skin until she shoved it all below her knees and could step out of it. The ground gave way under her boot, nearly causing her to fall back into the goo. She caught herself with flight and looked down at her left leg, shin-deep in… candy.

      They’d landed at the bottom of a huge pit filled with loose candy, all still in their individual wrappers. Bite size Galaxy, Chortles, Kitty-Kat, Infant Ruby, Tres Amigos, Lactose Failures in their little yellow boxes… everything Aidan stole from the stores. All the A-Grade candy. Plain grey concrete walls stretched at least fifteen feet above their heads, the pit as big around as a school classroom.

      “This is a dragon hoard, but candy instead of gold.”

      “Blech.” Paige smacked her lips. “He shot us with strawberry glue. I hate strawberry.”

      Kelly pretend gasped. “Hate strawberry?! Hand in your girl card. We’re supposed to love strawberry-flavored stuff. It’s in the contract.”

      “Blech,” repeated Paige. “Wild cherry or orange all the way.”

      “Okay, those work, too.” Kelly gazed around at the candy vault. “Why would he have a trap that throws intruders right into his treasure room?”

      Paige shrugged. “Either he’s dumb, careless, highly random, or this room wasn’t supposed to be a treasure hoard when he built the trap. And seriously… What does he do with it all, go swimming in it? No kid could eat this much themselves in fifty childhoods.”

      “I know, right?” Kelly crouched and scooped a double handful of candy up, letting it fall back into the pile. “Just looking at all of this candy is giving me the sugar jitters.”
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      Aidan appeared in a flash on a small platform sticking out from the edge above them.

      Instead of the elaborate purple cloak and pirate shirt, he wore a dark sapphire blue wizard’s robe—also with a ridiculously high collar. Kelly looked up at him. Paige bent her knees a little, preparing to jump out of the way of an attack.

      “Thieves!” shouted Aidan. “You think you can steal my treasure? You think wrong.”

      The boy thrust his quarterstaff into the air.

      Glowing blue energy bands appeared around Kelly and Paige, squeezing their arms against their sides. Paige grunted, sounding almost in pain.

      “Candy’s awesome, but I wouldn’t call it treasure.” Kelly forced her arms outward, breaking the bands, which promptly burst into a puff of magic smoke.

      Aidan pointed the staff at her again, summoning another pair of energy bindings.

      Kelly broke out.

      He did it again.

      She broke out again.

      He summoned the energy bindings a fourth time.

      Kelly yawned, and snapped them. “Stop that. It’s annoying.”

      “Not treasure?” Aidan scoffed. “Are you one of those super skinny tofu-loving girls whose parents never let them touch sweets?”

      “No, I like candy… just not this much.” She gestured with both arms at the massive pile. “No one needs this much of anything. Why the heck are you hoarding all this?”

      Paige growled out her nose, still straining against the first pair of energy rings trapping her arms against her sides.

      “I am tired of people giving out lame stuff for Halloween, so I’ve decided to take all the good candy at once so I have no more need to go trick-or-treating ever again. Once I am finished, I will release a great and terrible spell so everyone forgets about Halloween.”

      “Why would you do something so awful?” yelled Paige.

      Aidan shrugged like the answer was beyond obvious. “So no kids come here begging for my stash.”

      Kelly gasped. “You really want to destroy Halloween? I realize I’ve been saying ‘destroy Halloween’ a lot, but I said it as overly dramatic hyperbole. You’re not supposed to literally end Halloween.”

      “A minor price to pay to safeguard my candy from thieves.” He rolled his eyes.

      “Hey, Angel Boy,” said Paige. “Are you done casting that stupid arm squeezing spell over and over?”

      “What?” He glanced at her.

      Paige teleported out of the energy bands, which promptly burst into tiny particles, and took a big breath. “Übergirl is right. It’s super annoying.”

      “Umm…” Kelly glanced at her. “How come you could teleport out of that but not the red licorice?”

      “The licorice rope, he conjured, so I guess it counted like I wore it. Those bands are pure magic energy… I guess.” Paige shrugged. “Super annoying.”

      Aidan sighed at the ceiling. “Why are you both making my magic useless? You’re not supposed to ignore my vast power!”

      “You’re not supposed to be a butthead either, but here we are,” snapped Paige.

      He waved the quarterstaff at her. More energy bands appeared, binding her arms to her sides… and another one covered her mouth.

      She scowled at him, then teleported a few feet to the side. The energy rings hung on empty air for a second before they popped.

      “You’re being really stupid.” Kelly glared up at him. “Ninety-eight percent of this candy will go bad or stale before you could ever eat it. Even if you made yourself sick overeating chocolate every day, you would never be able to enjoy even one ten-thousandth of this before it went bad. And… you’re being selfish.”

      Aidan rolled his eyes.

      “Also,” yelled Paige. “Candy corn? Really? What the heck is wrong with you? Couldn’t you at least left us some Kitty-Kat bars?”

      “No way.” Aidan shook his head. “I love those. They’re like my favorite.”

      Kelly smirked at Paige. “You do remember he goes to DCA. He’s a spoiled rich kid. Thinks everything is his. He doesn’t believe he’s selfish because he thinks he deserves all this candy.”

      “I do not think everything is mine.” Aidan lifted his nose into the air. “Only the stuff I want is mine.”

      “Sorry, but I can’t let you ruin Halloween for every other kid in the world. You have to put all this candy back.”

      “Hah.” He folded his arms. “Try and make me.”

      Kelly flew up out of the pit, sighing. “Okay, but don’t forget… you asked me to.”
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      Kelly zoomed at Aidan, reaching to grab him by the collar of his shiny blue wizard robe.

      He shoved a hand forward. A large blue energy disc swelled out from his hand, then blew up in her face. The explosion sent her rocketing into the candy hoard like an arrow, sticking in so deep only her boots remained visible.

      This kid is really annoying.

      She flew straight up, candy falling off her to either side.

      “You aren’t scary at all. Don’t you have some bunny rabbits to go hug?” Aidan gestured at them.

      A huge mound of candy in the middle of the room swelled up, sending a ripple over the surface of the hoard tall enough to knock the girls over and mostly bury them. Seconds later, the mound exploded upward in a geyser, spraying mini candy bites, full-sized bars, loose jellybeans, and little cardboard boxes of Lactose Failures up into a powerful hurricane vortex. Candy rained everywhere. Two huge pinkish-red hands with grey claws appeared out of the hole the geyser shot up from. Kelly scrambled to her feet, waving her arms for balance as the various sweets shifted under her.

      Roaring, a giant creature dragged itself up from the depths of the candy pit. Its head somewhat resembled that of a cartoon rhinoceros, tipped with a fat grey horn. Skin the color of watermelon Happy Cowboy—with purple polka dots—covered a body rippling with muscles. Lavender hair—more like fur—sprouted in a fluff from the top of its head, running down its back to a tiny stub of a tail, which wagged furiously despite the monster appearing quite angry, as well as hungry.

      “Are you for real?” shouted Kelly. “You summoned a monster from Crazy Cartoons. What’s next, Craft E. Coyote? Rugs Rabbit?”

      “The purple-nosed child-eater is terrifying,” said Aidan. “He used to hide in my closet at night and give me bad dreams. But now, he serves Aidan Angel! And he will eat you in one bite.”

      The howling monster charged at Paige.

      She turned invisible.

      Confused, the beast stopped short, showering Kelly with a spray of candy from its feet. Once it realized she still stood there in plain sight, it roared again and ran at her.

      Kelly flew up and punched the monster in the side of its giant face. The twelve-foot-tall rhino-headed creature blurred into a meteor-streak of reddish-pink-purple, sailed across the room in less than a second, and hit the wall so hard it left a crater filled with magical smoke. Aidan nearly fell off the platform from the earthquake-like shock.

      “What the heck was that thing?” asked invisible Paige.

      “It’s a monster from Crazy Cartoons. The giant octopus was much scarier.” Kelly again flew up toward Aidan.

      The boy’s eyes widened in worry. He raised both hands. Candy erupted from the pit, swirling into a twisting storm of pelting sweets. Other than making it hard to see anything, the barrage of chocolate and other candies only annoyed her, seeming useless as any sort of weapon. Paige occasionally yelped, “Ow!” but didn’t sound truly hurt.

      “Is this supposed to do anything more than be annoying?” yelled Paige.

      As soon as Aidan realized Kelly continued fighting her way past the torrent of chocolate toward him, he abandoned the magic, allowing all the sweets to fall back into the pit. He pointed the staff at her, conjuring a yellow magic bolt.

      Kelly darted to the side, super-speed making the magic appear to crawl through the air.

      He threw another bolt, which she easily dodged. The frustration and alarm in his expression gave her an idea. She didn’t really want to hit him. Maybe if she could make him afraid of her, he’d listen to her without the need to clobber him over the head. She mentally thanked the universe for him forgetting about his fear spell. Or maybe he couldn’t use it again so soon. Some magic characters in the comics could only use certain powers once a week or so.

      Much like she’d done with the giant baby, she played the untouchable distraction. Again and again, Aidan hurled magic bolts at her. Each time, Kelly rolled away, making it look easy and effortless. The boy grew increasingly angry and worried, missing by wider and wider margins.

      After the tenth bolt, he paused, looking around. “Hang on… where’d your friend go?”

      “Boo!” shouted Paige, from right behind him. She appeared out of invisibility in the middle of shoving him off the platform.

      Aidan screamed on the way down. He landed flat on his chest atop the candy, emitting a bark like a kicked goose. His robe bunched upward, revealing bare feet, scrawny legs, and an ordinary pair of dark blue shorts. She figured he’d been relaxing when he realized they’d invaded his lair, and hastily threw on the first piece of ‘wizard costume’ in easy reach.

      “I guess you can’t dive into the treasure pile and go swimming like the duck in the cartoons, huh?” asked Kelly, landing in front of him.

      “Ow,” rasp-whined Aidan. He twitched… and seemed to be crying.

      Kelly blinked, her sense of triumph changing in an instant to guilt. “Crap.” She crouched and gently lifted his face out of the candy. “Are you okay?”

      “Umm… Sorry,” said Paige from above. “I didn’t think it would hurt him. It’s only like a fifteen-foot drop.”

      “I don’t think he has any toughness power. He’s basically a normal kid.” Worried, Kelly eased him over to lay on his back. “What hurts?”

      Aidan tried to pretend he didn’t have tears rolling down his face. “My arm.”

      Paige teleported down beside them. “I’m really sorry. I thought the candy would be soft to land on.”

      “Let me see.” Kelly grasped his arm.

      “I’m okay.” Aidan sniffled, rubbing his right shoulder. “We can keep fighting.”

      Kelly looked at Paige. Her friend’s expression asked, ‘is this kid serious?’

      Aidan struggled back to his feet, evidently finding it difficult to balance while standing on a huge pile of candy. Kelly stood there watching him, arms folded. She had a good feeling he hadn’t cried as a trick, and it made her feel a little bit like a bully.

      A glowing white disk formed under him, lifting him out of the candy and carrying him back to the platform at the edge he’d been standing on before. As he levitated, he thrust his arm out in a reaching gesture, beckoning his kid-sized quarterstaff. It leapt out of the candy hoard and flew to his grip.

      “The kid’s got the theatrics down pretty good,” whispered Paige.

      Aidan stepped off the floating disc onto the ledge. “Okay, ready?”

      “We don’t have to fight.” Kelly let her arms fall at her sides. “And you’re hurt.”

      “It only hurt for a minute. Besides, you’re trying to steal my candy. I took it fair and square. If you’ve had enough, you may leave. There is no shame in being unable to overcome my awesome powers.”

      Kelly flew up to the level of the floor around the pit. “I can’t leave until you return the candy. This is about Halloween for everyone.”

      He tried to look tough, but eyes wet with recent tears didn’t work too well for supervillain intimidation. “You can’t defeat me!” Aidan thrust his left arm toward her in a scooping gesture, as if grabbing a fistful of candy.

      The air behind him darkened to black smoke.

      Crap!

      Kelly clenched her jaw, fully expecting to see something horrible and scary leap out of the smoke at her. It’s not real. The fear is from magic.

      Deep moaning came from the shadow cloud. A decaying arm reached out toward her despite being twenty feet away. The dark mist parted, revealing a zombie-like figure a full head taller than her father. Huge holes where its skin had rotted off exposed bone and other wiggly bits inside. Blank pale yellow eyes glowed, emitting creepy, cold light.

      N-n-not r-r-real. Kelly trembled in midair. The magic forced its way into her brain, commanding her to be utterly terrified of the apparition.

      “Noooope,” whispered Paige, below her.

      Her friend reacting to a rotting undead monster the way she usually reacted to a spider struck Kelly as funny. She closed her eyes to stop seeing the disgusting creature and thought about how safe she felt when Mom held her after the first time Aidan hit her with this fear spell. Warmth replaced coldness.

      It’s not real. Magic is trying to make me scared.

      She stopped trembling, doing her best to ignore the groaning and shuffling sounds of a moving zombie. I’m hovering in the air above a pit the size of Mrs. Webb’s classroom. What is it walking on? A slow-shambling zombie monster could not possibly get to her.

      Fake. Magic fear. I’m going to open my eyes and nothing will be there.

      Kelly opened her eyes.

      No zombie.

      Merely a small boy in a wizard’s robe staring up at her with fearful large eyes.

      “Stop using that spell. It’s disgusting. You’re not old enough for R-rated horror movies.” Kelly glided forward.

      Aidan’s fear twisted into a desperate, arrogant frown. “I can watch whatever I want!” He thrust the quarterstaff at her and a yellow energy bolt flew from the matching gem on the tip.

      If it hadn’t been magic, Kelly might have let it hit her to make a show of laughing it off. However, a magical bolt could do far weirder things than a laser. Not wanting to be turned into a mouse, teleported, mind-controlled, trapped in Happy Cowboy, or suffer some other bizarre fate, Kelly zipped out of the way. Aidan threw another bolt at her. She dove under it and bobbed back up with an acrobatic flip. He hurled three more bolts at her as fast as he could generate them. She ducked, side slipped, and bounced up doing a midair split to avoid them. Each bolt left a black scorch mark on the wall behind her, so she figured them to be ordinary ‘laser’ type attacks.

      “Impossible…” He backed away off the platform, making a flinging gesture as if throwing a snowball at her. Glowing blue binding rings appeared around Kelly again. He pointed a little to the left, firing a lasso of red licorice past her down into the hoard.

      Kelly glanced down at the force bands around her chest, trapping her arms. “Why do you keep doing that? You know it’s useless.” She broke out, then looked back up at him.

      Aidan screamed and ran for the door.

      He skidded to a stop in the hall right outside, held his staff in both hands sideways, and shoved it toward her.

      An army of little purple goblins surged forward, so many creatures they appeared more like a tidal wave of grape juice full of little fists and annoying teeth. Fortunately, these goblins didn’t have wands. Kelly braced herself for impact, resisting the avalanche of small purple creatures attempting to drag her down into the candy pile. They flowed around her, most ending up in the pit, trapped and unable to climb the walls. The little goobers tried to stack on top of each other, but lost balance and toppled over before they got close to the rim. Kelly swatted the ones chewing on her away, then darted out into the hallway after the boy.

      Paige lay on the floor, squirming like an inchworm, her body wrapped from neck to ankles in glowing red licorice rope. Despite the snare spell going with her when she teleported, she kept trying to teleport in front of Aidan in hopes he’d trip over her.

      Various sweets littered the corridor, likely thrown out there during the earlier candynado. Aidan ran as fast as a normal kid could run, his wizard robe hiked up, bare feet slapping the stone floor. Upon seeing Kelly enter the corridor behind him, he again skidded to a stop and whirled to face her, raising his staff.

      Green light formed around the green gem. The floor in front of her shook. Deep rumbling echoed over the entire lair.

      “What’s going on?” shouted Paige.

      “Dramatic build-up to some kind of big attack,” shouted Kelly.

      Paige teleported beside her, appearing on her feet. “Get me outta this, please. I hate red licorice rope.”

      Kelly tore it off her, the summoned candy cord disintegrating into pinkish-red smoke the instant it broke.

      A matching green glow appeared on the floor in front of the girls. Paige disappeared in a dark blue teleport flash. Kelly took a step back, expecting a vacuum force. Rather than try to draw her in, the expanding emerald vortex spat out a generally man-shaped creature made entirely of grey stone and about as tall as Mom. It didn’t have much of a head, merely two eyes near the top of its mound-shaped body. The rock creature raised both its club-like arms high, each one bigger than her.

      “Relax,” shouted Kelly. “He only made a rock monster.”

      Paige appeared in the door to the candy vault, peering out. “Oh, that’s an earth golem.”

      The golem pounded both arms into Kelly’s face. A deep thud echoed down the corridor. She didn’t move. One of its arms developed a small crack.

      Kelly smirked. He’s not trying to kill me. This has to be like my powers. It’ll only hit hard enough to beat someone up, not squish them.

      “Aaah!” shouted Aidan.

      The golem drew its right club arm back, then swung it downward at her.

      She caught the arm in both hands and broke it off at the shoulder. Swinging a giant stone club two feet longer than her height required she leap into a flying spin. Kelly walloped the golem over its not-head, pulverizing it into hundreds of small stones and a cloud of pale dust. She dropped the remaining piece of broken club on the debris. Green light appeared around the smashed golem, consuming the stones back to nothing.

      “I don’t want to hurt you.” She walked toward Aidan. “But I will stop you from destroying Halloween. This doesn’t have to be difficult.”

      The boy gave an uneasy whimper out his nose. He took two steps back, then broke into a sprint away from her. Kelly shook her head. She started to chase him, but stopped upon noticing a huge gummi llama on the floor. Normally, those candies were only a little bigger than jellybeans. This one would make a potato feel small. Grinning, she picked it up and gave it a test squeeze to verify proper squishiness. Satisfied, she fastball-pitched it at the boy.

      The gummy llama flew in a near-straight line, smacking him in the back of the head. To Kelly’s super-speed view of the world, the massive gummi candy deformed into a liquid blob, wrapping most of the way around to his face before snapping back into its original, intact llama shape and bouncing up into the air behind him.

      Aidan tumbled forward and landed sliding on his chest. He curled up in a ball, grabbing his head in both hands, sniveling. The gummi llama hit the floor with a splat.

      Kelly strolled up to him, planting one foot on his quarterstaff so he couldn’t pick it up and point it at her. Undersized nine-year-olds didn’t loom well, but she gave it her best shot. Hands on her hips, she—sorta—towered over him, but only because he lay on the floor.

      “Ow,” whimpered Aidan. “That hurt.”

      “It’s over, Aidan Angel. Your reign of sugary terror ends here.”
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      Kelly stared down at the boy, waiting for him to collect himself and stop sniffling.

      “Getting beaned with a gummy llama is getting off light.” Paige walked up to her. “You should’ve seen what she did to the giant octopus.”

      All I did was carry it back out to sea… oh, she’s trying to scare him.

      “You broke my golem,” muttered Aidan.

      “It hit me in the face.” Kelly fidgeted. “Did I seriously ruin it, or is it only a summon?”

      “Only a summon.” He wiped his eyes. “But you broke it, so I can’t call him again for a couple days.”

      She breathed a sigh of relief inside her head. No guilt for breaking the kid’s toy, even if he did use it for something bad. “Okay, Aidan. Call your little goblins and portals. Do whatever you have’ta do to magic all this candy back to the stores so kids can have Halloween.”

      “What are you gonna do if I say no?”

      Kelly clutched a fistful of his wizard’s robe and pulled him up to eye level—too high off the ground for him to kneel, but not as tall as he could stand. “If you refuse, you’ll leave me no choice but to turn you in to the authorities. I’m pretty sure no one expected kid supervillains at the supers prison, but they’ll have a room for you.” She glanced at the rich dark blue fabric bunched around her fist, her eyebrows going up. “Wow, is this real silk?”

      “Yeah. Imported from China.”

      “Nice.”

      “Thanks.” He managed a weak smile.

      Paige tapped her foot.

      Kelly lifted him a little higher so he could get his feet under him and let go. “It’s probably a little un-hero-like of me, but I don’t think kid villains belong in super prison. I really don’t want to have to do that. So just… please give back the candy you stole.”

      “And get rid of all the candy corn.” Paige gagged.

      The door at the end of the hall opened.

      A man about Dad’s age but prematurely grey-haired entered the hall. His dark navy blazer over a white shirt made him look like he should be sitting behind the desk on a TV news show. Aidan flicked his left hand at the corridor behind them, sending all the loose candy—and the giant gummy llama—sliding back into the vault room out of sight.

      The man Kelly assumed to be Aidan’s father walked up to them. He smiled at Kelly and Paige in a ‘you two are adorable’ way, then looked at the boy. “Okay, kids. Time to stop playing superheroes and go home for the night. Aiden, go get ready for dinner.”

      Aidan sighed. “Dad… I’m not a superhero. I’m the evil wizard mastermind.”

      “Of course you are, bud.” Mr. Angel ruffled Aidan’s hair. “Evil wizard masterminds still have to wash their hands before they eat.”

      The boy hung his head, kicked his toe at the floor for a few seconds, then looked over at Kelly. “I guess we gotta stop for now.”

      “Your friends can come over tomorrow if they want to,” said Mr. Angel. “Don’t forget you still have homework to finish. By the time you’re done with dinner and have finished your schoolwork, it’ll be bedtime.”

      Aidan gestured at Kelly. “She’s the kind of kid who does her homework as soon as she gets home. She can stay up a little later so I can defeat the annoying do-gooder.”

      “Umm, actually…” Kelly bit her lip. “Today’s like the first time in my life I didn’t do my homework as soon as I got home. We had to protect Halloween.”

      “Oh.” Aidan looked down. “Darn. I guess we have to wait for tomorrow.”

      “Wait, you’re just going to stop trying to fight us because your Dad says it’s dinner time?” Paige leaned aggressively toward him, fists balled at her sides.

      “By the time I finish my homework, I’ll have to go to bed. He won’t let you guys come back.” Aidan slouched. “Bedtime is so annoying.”

      Kelly put a hand on Paige’s shoulder. “Bedtime is the ultimate equalizer. It doesn’t care if you’re a hero, a villain, powerful, weak, rich… or poor. Bedtime comes for us all.”

      Aidan didn’t look afraid of his father, but he’d completely abandoned any attempt to act like a powerful magic villain, standing there in a slouch like any normal kid disappointed he had to stop playing. He also didn’t look too thrilled about having to do homework.

      “Is your dad powerful?” asked Paige.

      “He’s a CEO,” said Aidan.

      “Not like that. I mean superpowers.” Paige plucked a Galaxy bar out of her hair and tossed it.

      “No. He’s a norm, but he’s my Dad.”

      Kelly sighed. “Yeah. I know what you mean.”

      “Wait… what?” blurted Paige, nearly yelling. “You’re just going to let him go?”

      “C’mon, kids.” Mr. Angel patted the boy on the head. “Time to stop playing. Aidan, your new friends need to go home now.”

      “Umm… excuse me, Mr. Angel.” Kelly looked up at him. “We’re not really playing. Aidan stole like ninety-eight percent of all the A-grade candy in the whole country. He wants to get rid of Halloween.”

      Mr. Angel chuckled. “You kids have some wonderful imaginations. Now, c’mon. It’s getting late.”

      Kelly looked at Aidan. “Does your father know you have powers?”

      “Yeah,” said the boy to the floor.

      “Mr. Angel, can I show you something?” asked Kelly. “It’ll only take a minute.”

      “I really should go to bed. Thanks for coming over.” Aidan unsuccessfully tried to pull Kelly toward the door his father entered from.

      “You kids can play again tomorrow.” Mr. Angel gave Aidan a ‘get moving’ look.

      “Grr. Sorry, but…” Kelly took the man by the hand and dragged him down the hall for a few steps until he seemed to process her strength and he ended up walking on his own. She led him to the door by the candy vault and pointed. “Look in there.”

      Mr. Angel regarded her with an expression of mild surprise and a little annoyance, but peered in. “What on Earth is a giant pit doing in our basement? This is a safety hazard.”

      “Get a little closer so you can see into it,” said Kelly.

      He took a few steps into the room. “My word… is that—?”

      “Candy.” Kelly set her hands on her hips. “All the candy your son stole. He’s been summoning goblins and magic portals to take all the A-grade candy for himself and transmogrifying everything else into candy corn.”

      “Or festival peanuts,” said Paige from forty feet away.

      Aidan groaned.

      “It’s been all over the news.” Kelly thrust her arms out to either side. “A national candy emergency.”

      Mr. Angel walked to the edge of the pit and stared down. “This is unbelievable.”

      “Superpowers are real.” Kelly smiled innocently. “Unless you imagined me pulling you down the hall.”

      “No… no… I understand that part.” Mr. Angel backed away from the pit, pointing at it. “My son took all this candy?”

      Paige and Kelly nodded.

      Aidan moaned again. “Great. Thanks. You guys just got me in trouble.”

      “You got yourself in trouble.” Kelly pointed at him.

      “Aidan Theodore Angel,” said his father. “You are to return all of this to where it belongs.”

      “Aww, but Dad—”

      Mr. Angel fast-walked down the hall to the boy. “No son of mine is a petty thief. If stealing is what you’re going to do with your life, you need to learn how to steal the correct way.”

      Kelly blinked.

      Paige gawked. “Umm, what?”

      “There’s a correct way to steal?” Kelly scratched her head.

      “Yes.” Mr. Angel took Aidan by the hand and led him over to where the girls stood by the short passage leading to the vault. “Go into politics.”

      Kelly and Paige exchanged confused glances.

      “How long will it take you to return the candy? Is it something you can do in a few minutes or are we talking hours?” asked Mr. Angel.

      “Umm.” Aidan fidgeted. “I can probably do it in five minutes.”

      “What?” shouted Paige.

      “Five minutes?” Kelly’s jaw hung open. “You’ve spent days raiding stores.”

      Aidan held his right hand out. His quarterstaff came sliding down the hall and leapt into his grip. “Collecting it was much harder since I had to go to each store. With all the candy in one place, I can use a single spell to simply send it back where it came from. It’s way, way, way harder to use one spell to collect candy from everywhere and bring it here.”

      “All right. You can stay up for an extra five minutes,” said Mr. Angel. “Send everything back where it belongs and you’ll only be grounded for one week.”

      “Aww, but Dad…”

      “I could ground you for a month.”

      Kelly and Paige cringed.

      Mr. Angel guided Aidan into the candy vault, keeping a hand on him while he stood at the edge so he didn’t fall. “This pit needs to be filled in. I don’t want you or any friends you might have over falling in. That’s a heck of a drop, you could get hurt.”

      “Umm, Dad… it’s a lot deeper than it looks.” Aidan sighed. “A month, seriously?”

      “Seriously.” Mr. Angel patted him on the shoulder. “Stealing is wrong. Especially taking candy from kids.”

      “But I’m a kid, too.”

      “C’mon, sport. No one likes a greedy brat.”

      “Okay, Dad.” Aidan hung his head and sighed.

      Kelly and Paige walked up behind them, watching.

      Aidan raised his quarterstaff over his head, holding it sideways in both hands. The violet gem glowed, emitting purple streams of magical energy. Like dancing streamers of silk floating on air, they flew higher, swirling around. One by one, additional streams appeared, gathering in a vortex.

      Being a big fan of purple, Kelly found the display quite beautiful.

      The streamers converged near the ceiling over the pit, creating a familiar portal.

      Aidan lowered the staff, holding both arms out over the hoard. Small sparks appeared at his fingertips. His eyes glowed bright blue. Magical crackles danced up and down his arms, then long sparks leapt into the candy pile. The giant mass of individually wrapped sweets churned like a huge pot of thick soup about to boil. A few pieces rose into the air, then more and more until a blinding locust swarm of candy swirled straight up into the portal. Amid a deafening roar, the entire hoard emptied itself into the yawning purple gateway over two full minutes and some stray seconds.

      The empty pit had to be as deep as a four-story building.

      “Umm, what just happened?” whispered Paige.

      Aidan stepped back, eyes red around the edges. He seemed close to crying. “A bunch of sub-portals opened wherever I made one before. I enchanted the candy to fly back to the stores it came from. People in the way might get run over by a wall of chocolate, but it won’t hurt anyone.”

      “What about the candy corn?” asked Kelly.

      “I dispelled the transmogrify already. It’s done.”

      “There’s a fifty-foot deep hole in my basement.” Mr. Angel gathered all three kids, pulling them back from the edge.

      “One sec, Dad.” Aidan thrust his staff forward. A big emerald at the top glowed.

      Strong shaking in the ground toppled Mr. Angel—or would have if Kelly didn’t grab on to hold him upright. Paige stumbled around but kept her balance. In about half a minute, the bottom of the pit rose into view, stopping even with the edge. Seconds later, the seam closed, making the floor solid and flat.

      “Amazing.” Kelly crept out, testing the new floor with a toe. “Are you sure Aidan’s not a tier one?”

      “Yeah. He’s not rearranging planets or space-time.” Paige looked the boy up and down. “He’s a strong tier two.”

      Kelly turned back to her. “Don’t magic heroes get stronger over time? He might become a tier one when he grows up.”

      “True.” Paige whistled. “Scary powerful.”

      “I’m not a hero,” said Aidan in a small voice.

      “Villains might look and sound cool, but you know how you feel sad and like you wanna cry right now?” Kelly put an arm around him. “Pretty much everything a villain does ends feeling the same way.”

      Aidan smirked at her.

      “Oh, this is yours.” Paige handed him his school ID.

      He sighed and took it.

      “Besides.” Paige flailed her arms. “Villains always have sad origin stories. You’ve got a perfect house and good parents. You shouldn’t be a villain. Maybe an unaligned super, but you’re not evil.”

      “He filled stores with candy corn,” muttered Kelly.

      Paige winced. “Okay… maybe a little evil.”

      “Amazing,” whispered Mr. Angel, staring at the floor. “I don’t understand why you needed to steal candy with powers like you have. Say goodnight to your friends. They can’t come back for at least a week until you’re off grounding.”

      Aidan faced them, eyes narrowed. “Übergirl. Wisp… you win this round, but we will meet again.”

      “Drat!” Kelly stomped. “I’m too little to have a nemesis!”

      Mr. Angel ushered the kids down the hall and up a flight of stairs to the house. He sent Aidan upstairs to his room, then escorted the girls to the foyer by the front door. “Do you two need a ride home?”

      “No thanks, Mr. Angel. We can fly.” Kelly smiled.

      “Oh, of course you can.” He chuckled. “I should have expected as much. All right. Good night then.” He opened the door for them.

      Kelly walked out.

      Paige paused on the stoop. “Oh, Mr. Angel? Please tell Aidan it would not be a good idea to seek revenge on us. Übergirl’s mother is not exactly a hero… and she has scary emotion-control abilities.”

      “How powerful could she be?” asked Mr. Angel.

      Kelly widened her eyes. Really? Why are you bringing Mom into this? Threatening people? Ack!

      Paige held her chin up. “She made them start putting pockets in women’s clothes.”

      The color drained from Mr. Angel’s cheeks. “Umm. Yes. Well. I’ll talk to my son then. Have a good night.”

      Kelly and Paige waved and walked across the yard to the front gate.

      Paige held her wrist up to her mouth and spoke to the buttons. “MAST, please come back to me and reactivate.”

      “So, umm… did we win or lose?” asked Kelly.

      The faint sound of ion-jets drew closer.

      “We won. Duh. Halloween is saved. The candy is back.”

      “I mean… Aidan stole all the candy and he got away with it. Shouldn’t we take him to Detective Clarke? It’s kinda crummy to send a kid to supers prison, but…”

      The MAST drone flew overhead, diving toward them. Arm and boot pods detached from the backpack, spreading out like a flight of missiles.

      “It is.” Paige pulled her hair off her back, draping it in front of herself. She raised her arms out to either side and moved her feet apart. “He doesn’t need to go to supers prison. He got grounded. That’s even worse.”

      Once the MAST pods reattached to Paige’s costume, she hit the green button and popped into the air, standing on jets of ion thrust.

      “Yeah. True. Okay… and crap!”

      “What?”

      Kelly pointed up. “It’s dark out!”

      “So?”

      “It was the middle of the afternoon when we went in there. We haven’t done our homework yet.” Kelly flailed her arms.

      Paige swung around to look at the house. “Oh wow, yeah. One of those traps we hit must have been a time displacement. We probably stood in the shark cage for a while without realizing it.”

      “Grr.”

      “Chill. Your parents will let you stay up late to do homework.”

      Kelly launched herself into the air. “Argh!”

      Laughing, Paige tried to catch up.
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      Kelly climbed into the air, steering south.

      They flew side by side toward home, trying to decide if they should tell Detective Clarke about Aidan. The cops didn’t seem too concerned about candy thievery, and with all of it returned, might forget the entire thing happened, blaming ‘super weirdness’ for it.

      “Look, a squirrel,” said Paige.

      “Cute. Where?”

      “Uhh, look left. You can’t miss it.”

      Kelly slowed and peered down. A huge grey squirrel as big as an entry-level condominium sat in the grass north of the Laguna Honda Reservoir. Ugh. Not again. “It’ll wear off soon. Let’s hang out and keep an eye on him so he doesn’t cause damage.”

      “Okay. Umm, what about homework?”

      “Homework won’t hurt anyone. A giant squirrel might. And I still plan to do it, even if I’m up all night. I have a magic potion to get through school tomorrow.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yeah, coffee.”

      Paige stuck out her tongue. “I don’t think it works that way. And we’re way too small to be coffee-dependent.”

      “I’m not coffee-dependent. I just like drinking it.”

      “Exactly what an addict would say.” Paige poked her.

      “I’m kidding.” Kelly laughed. “My mom says that all the time.”

      “Hey,” whispered Paige, pointing. “There’s someone down there by the huge squirrel.”

      Kelly looked where her friend indicated.

      A smallish Chinese woman stood next to the squirrel, holding an oversized shiny gold laser pistol. Blinking lights, small hoses, and little cylinders sticking out here and there made it look like an alien ray gun from an old science fiction movie. The woman wore an ordinary sweater top, yoga pants, and sneakers, nothing close to a super costume. Her black bob concealed most of her face as she stooped slightly forward to fuss at the strange ray gun.

      “That’s gotta be the expando-ray!” Kelly dove out of the air, swooping in to land beside her. “Hi.”

      The woman jumped back, emitting a startled shout. This spooked the squirrel to running. A galloping squirrel the size of a condominium resulted in more-than-mild damage to the ground. The poor critter attempted to jump and cling to a tree to hide, but due to the animal’s size, it crushed the tree like an angry high school football player sacking a seventh-grade quarterback. Panicked, the squirrel curled up in a ball, staring around and making a chittering sound louder than the airplane engine Kelly flew alongside the other day.

      It took the woman a few seconds to remember how to breathe. She pressed a hand to her chest, looking back and forth between Kelly and Paige. “Why are children falling out of the sky?”

      “We didn’t fall, we flew,” said Paige.

      “What are you doing out after dark? Isn’t it past your bedtime?”

      “Not yet, but close and… giant squirrel exception.” Kelly pointed at it.

      The woman fanned herself, still visibly upset over being jump scared. “Who are you two?”

      “I’m Übergirl.”

      “I’m Will O’ Wisp.”

      “We’re superheroes,” said Kelly.

      “Yes, yes. I assumed so based on your costumes.” The woman twisted a small knob on the pistol.

      “Who are you?” Kelly walked closer, peering up at her.

      “I’m Jin Mei.”

      “Hi, Miss Mei.” Kelly smiled. “Why are you making random stuff gigantic?”

      Jin blushed, stammered a few non-words, then cleared her throat. “I’m not trying to make things this big, only a little bit larger than normal, but I am having… technical difficulties.”

      “Oh.” Whew. Not a villain, just an accidental mad scientist. “Why do you want to make things a little bigger?”

      “For my job.” Jin tweaked another dial on the gun, causing a small spark. Her hair floofed up.

      Kelly stifled a snicker. “How does an expando-ray matter for your job?”

      “I am a therapist. I, umm, help people who are in love and having some difficulties.”

      Ugh. Kelly squirmed. “Ack. Kissy stuff.”

      “What does being a therapist have to do with making things bigger?” asked Paige.

      Jin stared at them in horror for a few seconds before she let out a manic laugh. “Beanbag chairs! Dating couples love sitting in giant beanbag chairs and no company makes ones big enough for two people.”

      Kelly leaned close to Paige and whispered, “I think she’s making that up.”

      Jin pointed the shiny golden ray gun at the massive squirrel. A dim orange beam shot out of it, hit the squirrel, and promptly shrank the animal back to normal size. “Whew. At least I’ve gotten the reversal to work finally. That’ll come in handy for cheaters.” She cringed as if she said something out loud she didn’t mean to.

      “I hate it when people cheat.” Paige rolled her eyes. “Hackers are sooooo annoying.”

      “I’m not talking about video games.” Jin spun to look at her. “Wait. Forget it. I am talking about video games.”

      “Miss Mei.” Kelly put on a sweet smile. “Please stop making random things huge. The baby destroyed a SpaceDeer café with poop.”

      Paige stuck her tongue out, emitting a hissing sort of gagging noise. She appeared close to throwing up.

      “Heh…” Jin chuckled. “Sounds like my son. He can clear out the whole building when he loads his diaper.”

      “I mean actual destroying. A six-foot-high wave of baby poop literally crushed the café.”

      “Oh.” Jin blinked. “Sorry… the stuff with the caterpillar, rabbit, that donut, and the baby, all accidents. I didn’t even realize they happened. The beam fired unexpectedly and went out my window. At the time, my device wasn’t even fully built then… just parts on a workbench.”

      Kelly nodded. “It’s okay. Much better it’s an accident than you’re a villain doing it to make chaos. But, you should still tell the cops what happened so they stop searching for a supervillain with an expando-ray.”

      “Umm.” Jin shivered. “Cops? Can we not? I swear it’s an accident and won’t happen again now that I’ve gotten the big problems fixed.”

      “I don’t think you’ll get in trouble since it was an accident. But cops and maybe supers trying to find the person randomly making giant monsters are wasting time since you’re not a bad guy. You really need to tell them so they—”

      Jin fired the ray gun at Kelly.

      Titanic slabs of plant matter rose up around her, the world vanishing behind a gargantuan green wall.

      Paige screamed.

      A brief earthquake followed, rapidly growing softer.

      Kelly stared in shock at a blade of grass bigger than an airplane wing in front of her. The earthquake had to be Jin running away. “Crap.”

      Rustling came from her right.

      She turned and found herself eye to eye with a cricket the size of a city bus. The massive bug rushed at her, opening its mouth.

      “Eep!” Kelly leapt into the air and punched it between the eyes.

      The huge cricket flew backward from the force of the hit, landing upside down a fair distance away. Its antennae waved about in a stunned stupor.

      “Double crap!” She looked back and forth between herself and the nearest grass blade. “I’m half an inch tall.”

      Paige climbed through a gap where two grass blades crossed. “That woman shrunk us!”

      “Yeah. This is not cool.”

      “She’s getting away!”

      Kelly raised both eyebrows. “I don’t think we can do much about it right now. We’re way too small.”

      “What are we gonna do? An ant nearly bit my head off.” Paige jabbed her finger at the air, pointing back where she came from.

      “Cricket.” Kelly indicated the stunned insect with her thumb.

      “More ants are coming. They’re mad at me. We have to get out of here.”

      “Does your MAST still work being small?”

      Paige looked down at her arm, hit the button, and floated into the air. “Yeah.”

      They flew out of the grass, crossed the field, and sat on the branch of a tree.

      “Watch out for birds. They’ll mistake us for bugs and try to eat us.” Paige shivered. “Oh, this stinks! What are we gonna do?”

      “Just wait. This will wear off soon.”

      “There she goes.” Paige jumped off the branch, flying.

      Kelly raced after her.

      Jin Mei ran on a narrow hiking/bike path along the edge of the reservoir. To keep up with her, it felt like Kelly had to go supersonic, but she didn’t generate a sonic boom. Or even a snap. The woman sprinted to a parking lot near a highway and got into a tiny, red car.

      Since she struggled to keep up with a person running, Kelly doubted she had a chance catching a car at this size. She grabbed Paige’s hand and dove for the car as it backed around in a turn. They slipped through the gap in the trunk lid near the rear window, hiding in the relative calm of the space above the trunk. The rubber seal behind them had become a wall of squishiness.

      “If the shrinking wears off while we’re in here, are we going to break the car or get crushed?” Paige peered up at the gap over their heads.

      “The baby spat out a car tire after he shrank back to normal. I think it’s gonna be weird. We won’t crush and we won’t break the car.”

      “Yeah. That is weird.”

      They paced around on dusty metal for a while, occasionally going tumbling to one side or the other whenever the car made a turn. After driving for fourteen minutes—according to Kelly’s armband computer—the car stopped and the engine shut off. The girls flew up, squeezed out the gap in the trunk lid, and flew like tiny bullets after Jin Mei down the street from where she parked. They followed her into a massive building and snuck unnoticed into an elevator with her. The woman got off on the third floor and hurried down the hall past apartments. Kelly and Paige glided out of the elevator, hovering near the ceiling, watching as the woman ran to the sixth door on the left, went inside, and slammed it closed.

      Kelly drifted over to land on the doorknob, sitting cross-legged.

      Paige swooped in, her MAST pack seemingly as loud as it should be, but likely too quiet for full-size people to notice.

      “Come on, answer. Be there. Please answer,” said Jin Mei inside the apartment. “Hey! Yeah, I just got home. I’m freaking out. Don’t know what to do. You know the project I’ve been working on? Yeah, it’s had some… issues. A couple of superheroes found me and wanted to drag me to the police.” She paused. “I dunno. Little kids. Übergirl and Wisp or something. What? Wedgies? She fought a wedgie? What the heck are you talking about?”

      Kelly face-palmed. “Maybe I should let reporters see me. Everyone’s gonna think of me as the hero who stopped The Wedge.”

      “I’d say he had problems and slipped through the cracks, but it’s more like he filled the cracks.” Paige wagged her eyebrows.

      “You’re starting to sound as bad as my dad or that guy on the morning news.”

      Paige sat beside her, waving dismissively. “Come on. Villains like Wedge are clearly comic relief. Every time they’re brought up, there has to be a joke.”

      “We’re not in a comic book.” Kelly planted her elbows on her knees, resting her chin in both hands.

      “So? Because we’re real doesn’t mean we can’t laugh.”

      Jin Mei rambled in a panicky, sometimes tearful, manner at someone on the phone about being terrified of supers prison because she’d ‘heard stories’ about it. She kept repeating over and over to the other person how everything she did was an accident.

      “I kinda feel bad for her,” said Paige. “She sounds really scared.”

      “Me, too. But she caused injuries, lots of damage, and could have killed people. We can’t just not say anything.”

      Paige sighed. “Do you think they’ll put her in jail for an accident?”

      “Probably not. Mindfreeze can look into her head and confirm she really didn’t mean to do it. The cops will most likely ask her to help repair the damage or pay for it.”

      “She doesn’t seem to have a lot of money. Her car’s pretty lame and this is a tiny apartment.”

      “The woman’s a mad scientist. She can sell inventions. Or make something to fix what the giant baby broke.” Kelly stared up at the ceiling. “Come on. Wear off. I know I’m small, but this is ridiculous.”

      “Hah,” said Paige.

      “What?”

      “That woman’s a therapist. We saw a shrink.”

      Kelly blinked at her. “What is wrong with you?”

      “Lots of things. Right now, my biggest problem is being half an inch tall.” Paige stretched her legs out, tapping her boots together. “Agreed. Once this wears off, we take her to the cops.”

      Kelly activated her communicator. ‘No signal’ displayed on the hologram screen above the words ‘Please check your Dadnet connection’. “Ugh. We’re so small the antenna is super tiny. Too tiny to work.”

      “How long did you say it would take to wear off?”

      “Umm. A couple minutes. The baby shrank after he calmed down. The caterpillar, I had to knock loopy. Maybe it’s connected to emotion somehow. We’re freaking out. Try to calm down and be content at our smallness.”

      “I’ll try, but you’ve had a lot more practice than me at being content with your smallness.”

      Kelly playfully punched Paige in the shoulder.
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      Like forty minutes later—according to the clock on Kelly’s communicator—they still sat on the knob.

      Not only had they missed dinner, but it would be bedtime in less than an hour. Worse—she still hadn’t done her homework. Jin Mei’s phone conversation ended a while ago. For the last fifteen minutes or so, she’d been watching television while occasionally talking to herself about a way to change her appearance in case ‘those kids’ ever saw her again.

      “We’re still small.” Paige turned her head to watch an older couple walk by. Neither of them noticed the girls on the doorknob despite them sitting there in plain view. “Think she’ll change her mind and un-shrink us?”

      “No. She’s afraid we’ll arrest her. If she sees us, she’ll shrink us even more.”

      “You’re so strong you could probably still pick up the ray gun.”

      “Yeah, but I couldn’t reach the trigger while holding it. And I might drop it. If it breaks, we could be in trouble.”

      Paige stood. “We’re in trouble already. I don’t think this is going to wear off.”

      “Ugh. Probably not.”

      “Can we please go ask your Dad for help?”

      “Good idea.” Kelly opened her hologram screen to mark their location, but the microscopic antenna didn’t have enough power to connect to anything, so her wristband computer had no idea where they were. “Drat. It doesn’t know where we are. If we leave, we won’t be able to find this place.”

      “We’ll have to use more advanced technology than navigation apps.” Paige pointed down the hall. “Street signs.”

      “Ooh. Dork.”

      “I’m serious. We look at the streets, we can get back here.”

      Kelly nodded.

      They flew up, noted the apartment number—36—and headed down the hall to the stairs. A man going up swatted at them when they buzzed by his head. Paige teleport-hopped past a hand the size of a billboard, disappearing an instant before he smacked her, appearing on the other side.

      After making their way out of the building courtesy of a keyhole on the front door, they looked around and went to the nearest corner to read the signs. Kelly typed ‹26th Street and Shotwell› into a note file on her bracer so she didn’t forget.

      Flying high allowed Kelly to figure out their location by looking—slightly south of downtown, in the Mission District. She oriented herself toward home and let Paige set the pace using her afterburner. What should have been supersonic flight probably didn’t break the sound barrier. Kelly guessed she might still be able to since her powers had a strange relationship with logic. However, she didn’t want to leave Paige behind.

      Normally, flying home from downtown took about two minutes. At their present size, the trip lasted almost eighteen. She dove toward the house, heading right for the backyard and the tool shed. Rather than pull open the false electric outlet, she crawled under it to access the palm reader. Unfortunately, the device ignored her two-millimeter tall hand. Grumbling, Kelly dropped to the ground and slipped under the door, pausing to grab Paige’s arm and pull her in.

      Alas, the sensor didn’t pick her up. Nor did the elevator shoomp.

      Kelly sighed. She really wanted some shoompage at the moment.

      A little searching around revealed a tiny seam at the border of the elevator slab.

      Paige crouched, peering into the gap. “Wow. This is really tight. I don’t think we’ll be able to fit.”

      “Drat. Dad makes things too well. He didn’t want the elevator being obvious.” Kelly held her left arm up and activated the screen. “Wait. We’re basically in the lair. Maybe I have signal now. Omni? Can you hear me?”

      “Where have you been, Kelly? Your parents are losing their minds,” said Omni from her bracer.

      Yes! “Thanks, but you don’t have to pretend. I know Mom is quietly worried while outwardly pretending to take delight in my potential misfortune.”

      Paige shook her head. “Therapy. Get some.”

      “It’s not me who needs therapy.” Kelly exhaled, fluttering her lips. “Dad’s probably really worried.”

      “He is,” said Omni.

      “Is he in the lair?”

      “Yes.”

      “Can you use the teleporter to bring us to him? Please?”

      “Is the elevator malfunctioning?”

      “No. We got hit with a shrink ray. We’re super small. The elevator doesn’t know we’re on it.”

      “Understood. Stand by. Calibrating…”

      “What does that mean?” asked Paige.

      “It means Omni’s trying to find us.”

      The tool shed disappeared in a flash of white light.

      When they glow faded, Kelly found herself hovering in front of Dad’s face—his head the size of a house.

      “Dad!” shouted Kelly—and promptly went flying up his nose as he breathed in.

      She crashed into a wall of slime, somewhere in his sinuses. The instant she touched the membrane, her entire world exploded in chaotic shaking and deafening noise. A tremendous windblast peeled her off the mucous membrane and sent her flying down a hairy tunnel.

      The next thing she knew, she sat in a tissue surrounded by clear slime.

      Eww! Gah. This is way worse than anything Snotrocket did. I like being close to my Dad, but up his nose is taking it a bit too far.

      As most boys and men—let’s face it, men are still boys—tended to do, Dad opened the tissue to examine the size of the boogers for potential bragging rights. His already massive eyes doubled in size when he realized his daughter, not a giant booger, lay in the tissue.

      Kelly didn’t try to say anything. If she opened her mouth, she’d throw up.

      “This is not good. Not good at all. I see you two have gotten into a little trouble.”

      Paige flew up in front of his face but obeyed minimum nasal-inhalation distance.

      Dad plucked Kelly off the tissue, dipped her in his water glass, swished her around, then deposited her in his palm. Paige landed next to her.

      “Where have you two been? Paige’s parents are looking for her.” Dad held them up to his eye. “I’d hug you, but…”

      “I know, Dad. Sorry for disappearing. We found the Candy Ruiner. He’s a kid with magic-based powers. We got stuck in some kind of time-bending trap, fell into a giant room full of candy—”

      “Had an epic superhero fight!” yelled Paige.

      “How did you end up so small?”

      “Squirrel.” Kelly grabbed two fistfuls of her hair. “Argh! This is so annoying.” She explained their encounter with Jin Mei.

      “Aha.” Dad smiled. “I’ve been studying the caterpillar you brought home. I believe this woman you met is not actually a mad scientist, but a tech super. A rather unlucky tech hero. In fact, her luck is more than likely part of her power set.”

      “Un-luck isn’t a superpower,” said Paige.

      “Sure it is. It’s not one people actually want, but it exists.” He stood from his chair and carried them out the door. “Don’t worry. I’ll get you girls back to rights in a moment.”

      Kelly and Paige sat sprawled in his palm, riding on his hand as he went down a hall to another lab and over to a cylinder that reminded her of a transporter unit from Space Journey… only the size of a drydock for a starship.

      Dad lowered his hand to the mirror-finished round floor of the chamber. “Climb down. This will not take long.”

      The girls slid off his palm, landing on their feet.

      “This chamber is huge.” Paige stared up.

      “It’s not big. We’re tiny.”

      “I know. But it looks big. Feels like we’re in the docking bay of a giant spaceship.”

      Kelly shook her head, throwing water off her hair. “Nope. I’ve had enough of spaceships for a while.”

      Faint blue light surrounded them. The room abruptly shrank, leaving the girls squished together, faces mushed into the ceiling. They squirmed, but had become too firmly wedged against the rounded walls to move.

      “Oops. Little too much,” said Dad.

      Another blue flash happened. The chamber enlarged, remaining cramped, but Kelly no longer felt like a sardine stuffed into a tiny can. Her face didn’t touch the ceiling anymore, having at least four feet of open space above her head.

      “Perfect. Back to one-hundred-percent size.” Dad appeared in front of them.

      Kelly leapt out of the chamber and hugged him. The world appeared normal again.

      “I think you might have been in the time paradox trap when we tried to call you for dinner. Omni was unable to locate your signal. I’d wondered if you’d somehow crossed into another dimension. Don’t let your mother fool you. She really is worried, no matter how calm she appears.”

      Grinning, Kelly squeezed him tighter for a moment, then let go. “I know it’s almost bedtime, but I still have homework to do… and I need food.”

      “Fixed easily enough. And as long as you’re in your room and quiet, we can pretend you’re sleeping.” Dad patted her on the head.

      “Yeah, we can go after Miss Shrinky tomorrow,” grumbled Paige.

      Dad put an arm around the girls’ shoulders, walking with them down the hall toward the elevator. “I think you should forget about her, honestly. Some accidents are to be expected during experimentation. Plus, her ineptitude is an unavoidable side effect of unusually horrible luck. She can’t help it. It would be like punishing a short person for not being tall.”

      “Short people don’t flood SpaceDeer cafés with a mudslide of baby poo!” said Kelly. “And she hurt people!”

      “Well, yes, that can happen sometimes when super tech—or mad science—come together with super powered bad luck. Experimentation is not without risk.”

      “But, Dad!”

      “Was she malicious about it?” asked Dad.

      Kelly sighed. “No, not really. But hurting people at all is bad.”

      “Well, yes, I suppose. Perhaps you scared her enough for her to learn a lesson?”

      They stepped onto the elevator and shoomped to the tool shed. The abrupt stop flung Kelly’s hair straight up. Water flew out of it and splattered on the ceiling.

      “I guess,” said Kelly. “She sounded really worried on the phone. I don’t think she’s too dangerous. Doesn’t want to do bad stuff… and tomorrow’s Friday. Then Halloween! I think I’d rather relax.”

      “Kel, she shrank us. We can’t leave that unanswered.” Paige shook her fist.

      “She got scared and did something stupid. It really didn’t hurt us. Just… annoying.” Kelly gestured at her friend. “You can turn invisible. Play a prank back on her if you want.”

      Paige rubbed her hands like a weasel. “Hmm. Okay.”

      “And you two are up too late again.” Dad led them into the kitchen. “However, you missed dinner. Sit. Eat. Omni, please phone the Warrens and let them know Paige is safe and will eat here.”

      “Right away, sir,” said the computer from no particular direction.

      Dad spun to look at Kelly. “Chicken fingers. Then bed. If you choose to ignore your bedtime for reasons of homework, I shall pretend not to know about it.”

      “Yes, Dad.” Kelly grinned.

      The octo-bot whirred to life, preparing two plates of chicken fingers and fries.

      Mom walked in, playing cool, as though she hadn’t been worried. She edged up behind Kelly and patted her on the shoulder. Kelly decided to throw her off with a hug.

      “I’m okay, Mom.”

      “Yes, well. Don’t go make a habit out of disappearing. I’d much prefer to know where you are.”

      Kelly blinked. She didn’t say something backward… like she expected me to be a bad girl or she’s proud of me for scaring her. Whoa. She really was scared. “Sorry.”

      Mom sat in the next chair. “So… what happened?”

      Extending robot arms set food down in front of the girls.

      Kelly took a deep breath… and repeated the whole story.
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      Kelly kinda cheated.

      The Wedge had distracted them from costume shopping, and they’d been so busy trying to stop Aidan from destroying Halloween she’d never gotten around to going back to buy a costume to wear for trick-or-treating. So, she used the fabricator to produce a perfect replica of the Ms. Omni superhero costume out of the same stuff Dad created her Übergirl costume out of. The clingy, mostly white bodysuit trimmed in blue made her look like someone hit Ms. Omni with a childification ray… and turned the fictional hero’s hair from blonde to red. Sadly, Dad didn’t let her include working lasers in the wrist guards.

      Paige rang the doorbell a little after three that afternoon. Mrs. Warren wanted to accompany the girls trick-or-treating despite them being actual superheroes, but neither girl minded. Mr. Warren stayed home to answer the door for other kids. Paige had already sent her a picture of her parents in matching bunny costumes, only her father had a huge blue-and-white bowtie. Mrs. Warren’s rabbit suit sported a large pink bow on her head. Kelly opened the door to find Mrs. Warren in her big grey rabbit suit standing next to a Paige-sized skeleton. As in, hollow bones. Nothing inside them.

      Kelly screamed.

      “Gotcha!” said the skeleton in Paige’s voice.

      “W-w-what?” Kelly gawked.

      Paige laughed. “I’m wearing a transparent body stocking with a skeleton printed on it and I’m invisible, so all anyone sees is the skeleton.”

      “I can kinda see the suit, it’s not perfectly clear.” Kelly cringed. “Wow, so eerie. Almost too eerie.”

      “Totally, isn’t it?”

      “Umm.” Kelly fidgeted. “Are you sure you wanna go out like that?”

      “Who cares? No one can see me when I’m invisible. Not like it’s embarrassing. And I’ve got the ZOOM bracelet with my real costume for emergencies.”

      Kelly shook her head. “Not what I mean. Is it smart to tell everyone you can turn invisible? The only way to pull off this creepy skeleton look is if you’re invisible.”

      “Oh… darn.” The skull tilted forward, Paige looking down at herself. “You’re right. I didn’t even think about that.” She ZOOM-ed into her super costume, then appeared from invisibility. “Little late to buy a costume. It’s Halloween.”

      “Easy fix. We’ll use Dad’s fabricator.”

      “Cool!”

      Mrs. Warren—in her giant fluffy bunny costume—waddled into the living room to talk with Mom. The girls ran across the house to the backyard and down to the lair. After a bunch of back and forth trying to come up with ideas—which they didn’t waste too much time on considering every moment spent down there meant a moment stolen from trick or treating—Paige decided to go as a girl version of Wombat. Kelly suggested dressing as Maura Minney, or Y-24… which got an Ooh! from Paige. She went invisible again, ZOOM-ed into the weird skeleton bodysuit, and peeled it off.

      Invisible Paige stepped into the fabricator chamber, the only sign of her existence, faint moisture footprints on the shiny steel floor.

      Kelly looked at the control screen. “You wanna do the comic book super costume or the refugee version of Maura Minney as a kid?”

      “Super costume.” Paige’s voice floated out of the apparently empty chamber.

      “Got it.” Kelly worked out a design, then hit the GO button.

      A flurry of lasers, thin robot arms, and random energy fields sprang to life in the chamber. Twenty seconds later, it stopped.

      “I don’t see anything,” said Paige’s voice inside the apparently empty chamber.

      “Same material as our real suits… it’s invisible with you.”

      “Oh. Duh.” Paige appeared looking like a small version of Y-24. “Neat. Oh, we’re so gonna get sued if anyone from Wonder Comics sees me. Why are there little buttons on my gloves? that’s not part of her costume.”

      “Push them.” Kelly grinned.

      Paige did, and a pair of claws sprang out from each hand. More accurately, they extended from a thin housing on her forearms, only appearing to have sprouted from between her knuckles. “Holy crap!”

      “Chill. They’re not sharp at all. Just costume claws. Dad would kill me if we played with real knives.”

      “Wicked.” Paige held her hand up to her eyes, staring at the claws.

      Kelly pointed. “To the elevator. Chocolate awaits.”

      Laughing, the girls ran to the exit and shoomped to the surface.

      “Hey,” said Kelly. “Do you think it’s kinda weird how we’re actual superheroes dressing up as fictional superheroes for Halloween?”

      Paige looked over at her Ms. Omni costume, glanced down at herself, then shrugged. “Yeah, kinda weird. Maybe we should do something completely different? Not supers at all?”

      “Maybe.” Kelly shrugged. “Next year. We’re already dressed and the clock is ticking. Candy won’t collect itself.”

      “Too true!” Paige walked alongside her back into the house. “Mom, we’re ready. Change of costume.”

      The girls waited a few minutes for Mrs. Warren and Mom to finish their conversation, then followed the giant bunny outside.

      “I’m glad there’s real candy out there to beg for,” said Paige.

      “It’s not begging. It’s trick-or-treating. There’s a big difference.” Kelly grinned. “I still can’t believe Aidan didn’t get in any trouble with the cops.”

      Paige shrugged. “He’s just a kid and his parents have lots of money. My father said people with lots of money get away with stuff normal people get in trouble for.”

      “That’s silly.” Kelly flapped her arms.

      “The world can be a silly place,” said Mrs. Warren, her voice muted by the fuzzy rabbit head.

      “Yeah…” Kelly charged up the walkway to a neighbor’s house, carrying her—presently empty—candy bucket. “Amazing he sent all the candy back so fast.”

      “Magic heroes—and villains—break the rules. We’re lucky he only used his powers to steal candy instead of rewinding time.”

      Mrs. Warren waited at the bottom of the porch steps while the girls went up to the door.

      Kelly raised her hand but hesitated before hitting the bell. “He’s going to be a problem, isn’t he?”

      “Yeah… got a feeling we’ll see him again.”

      Kelly rang the bell.

      An older lady answered.

      “Trick or treat!” chimed the girls together.

      “Why, you two are adorable!” The elder smiled so hard her eyes closed. She fished some candy from a plastic pumpkin and dropped a few pieces each into their pails. “Happy Halloween, girls!”

      “Thank you!” they replied together.

      Kelly and Paige scurried off the porch, hurrying down the sidewalk toward the next house, Mrs. Warren struggling to keep up in the ponderous big-footed rabbit suit.

      A maybe thirteen-year-old boy in a vampire costume coming the other way waved at them, then pointed at Kelly’s house. “Hey, don’t bother going there. They’re super lame. The lady who lives there is giving out apples.” He showed off his candy bag, a huge red apple at the bottom.

      “Grr.” Kelly spun to face her house and shouted, “Mooooom! We talked about this!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        fin

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Story Continues…

          

        

      

    

    
      Kelly’s adventures will continue in book 4 – Dr. Infinity and the Soul Smasher!
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