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			To you, my reader friends. You’re supernaturally awesome!
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			Later That Day
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			Cabot Stone plopped into an overstuffed armchair in her parents’ brick-walled library and opened a medical book called Headaches, Brain Diseases, and Cranial Trauma. She was on the top floor of Cabot Industrial Services, where Greta and Jack Stone had built a comfortable loft apartment in the time they’d been away from the tropical hideout . . . and the children.

			“We named the building after you,” her father had said the night before when they’d snuck her in, “in case you ever came looking for us.”

			Cabot had supposed that was a nice gesture. But it seemed like they could have made a bit more of an effort if they’d really wanted to reunite.

			Now Jack tentatively approached Cabot’s section of the loft. He wore running shorts and a T-shirt that was still stained with sweat after his morning jog. His white-blond hair and ivory skin were similar in shade to Cabot’s, though his cheeks were pink with exertion. He wore his hair a bit longer than Cabot’s glorified buzz cut, and he brushed his moppy bangs aside to get them out of his eyes as he waited for Cabot to sense his presence. The reunion the day before had been tearful and joyous, but the talks last night had been painful. Accusatory. Cabot had three years of anger bubbling up inside that wouldn’t go away overnight, and she’d given Jack and Greta a sharp tongue-lashing. They were acting appropriately meek this morning.

			“Do you need anything, Cab?” Jack asked when she didn’t acknowledge him. “Hungry? Thirsty? There’s all kinds of food—”

			“No thanks.” Cabot immediately put up a mental block to protect her thoughts because of her father’s ability to read minds. The block was something Jack and Greta had taught her to do when she was six. Cabot pictured it as a sliding wall inside her skull that slammed shut whenever she didn’t want Jack to know what secretive or sneaky thing she was plotting. Back then, Jack had explained that he tried to never use his ability on his friends and family. But if people’s thoughts were especially emotional—sad, angry, embarrassed—they sometimes forced their way into Jack’s brain without him wanting them there. Greta had discovered early in their relationship that if she took a little time to focus on blocking her thoughts from Jack whenever he was within range, it was usually successful.

			Cabot wasn’t sure if her dad had continued in his virtuous ways, or if he was trying to read her mind right now. She wouldn’t have been surprised—he’d changed a lot. It was shattering, to be honest—Cabot was beginning to realize she’d built her parents up in her mind, far beyond their true goodness. Her frown deepened with a flash of pain.

			Jack lingered for a moment, shifting from one foot to the other, but Cabot seemed intent on the book she was reading. Eventually he left and went over to the desks on the far side of the loft, where Greta was working.

			Cabot looked over, still frowning. Her parents talked quietly so Cabot wouldn’t hear them—something they’d been doing on and off since she’d arrived. Each wore a GPS tracker in the form of a metal ankle band, provided by President Fuerte. The two could move about the city of Estero and live their lives however they pleased when they weren’t called to assist the president with his crimes. But if they crossed the border into another country or waded more than a few dozen feet into the ocean, Fuerte’s guards would descend upon them like a sudden hard rain—immediate and all-encompassing. They’d lose what freedom they had. In exchange for their abiding by these rules and staying inside the boundaries, Fuerte had kept the Stones and the other bad parents from being put in jail for their past crimes.

			When Greta’s cell phone rang, she turned her back to the library and answered it in a hushed tone. But Cabot could just barely make out her mother’s response: “Now is not a good time. We’ll come to you. After . . . you know.” Greta listened for several seconds, then reiterated firmly, “We’ll come to you.” She hung up and leaned toward Jack. “She sounds suspicious. But she can’t come here.” Greta glanced over her shoulder at Cabot.

			Cabot swiftly dropped her gaze. Who was calling? Cabot had no idea. Greta had become extremely secretive. Both parents were so different now. Was it the new environment that had changed them? The loft and the home office, the phones and the appointments, versus the beach cabins with no schedule to follow or places to go? Was this how they’d been before Cabot had come along? Her parents were strangers.

			Cabot sighed and pulled out her phone. Her stomach twisted as she scrolled through notification after notification from the other group, unopened. She could read the first two lines of each text message without clicking on them. There were group text messages that included the other four forgotten ones plus Lada, Elena Golden, and The Librarian. But The Librarian hadn’t replied or communicated privately with Cabot at all yet, and that made her nervous. Was her hero mad at her for ditching the team during this crucial time? Cabot cringed as a days-long headache pounded behind her eyes.

			There were also a few individual text messages, the first from Elena, reaching out to make sure Cabot was okay. The next was from Brix, begging her to come back. And there were a couple from Seven, whose reaction after her shocking departure seemed more emotional than she’d expected. The two of them had grown closer in the past weeks, she supposed. They’d been a team on the treacherous journey from the hideout to Estero, and they’d bonded during the time they were held prisoner together at Martim and Troy’s mansion. Seven had been present when Cabot made the decision to go with her parents. He hadn’t tried to stop her, but she’d watched him turn and walk away, head bowed.

			The short, unfinished text previews provided some comfort. Her friends missed her. But she didn’t want to read the full texts—not yet. Because she wasn’t sure how she was feeling about everything, and she didn’t want to start crying and have her parents wonder what she was crying about. She had to keep her friends’ presence in Estero a secret no matter what. Plus, she wasn’t quite ready for her friends to know she’d read their texts yet, because it could trigger an avalanche of new ones. Cabot wasn’t prepared for that.

			She searched through her phone settings. Lada had mentioned in one of their training sessions down in the lower tunnels that they could configure their messages so the sender couldn’t tell if they’d read them. None of the group had actually done that as far as Cabot knew—the training had been overwhelming for the others, but Cabot had retained the information. She found the toggle switch and tapped it, and felt instantly better. Having people know if she’d read their messages felt as intrusive as when the kids nosed around her tree perch back home. Cabot was intensely private . . . even though she didn’t quite respect other people’s privacy the way she wanted hers respected.

			It had been tricky explaining to her parents how she’d come to be in possession of a cell phone, but she’d anticipated the question and was ready for it. She’d also kept up the lie that only she and Seven had come to Estero. She might love her parents and want to be with them, but she didn’t trust them. And she wanted to protect her friends. All her mom and dad knew was that she and Seven had been in search of the missing parents . . . and that Seven would be leaving soon to go back to the hideout.

			“Seven and I bought cell phones to keep in touch with each other,” she’d told her parents the previous night when she casually asked if they happened to have an extra charging cord. “I remembered what you told me about your old cell phones, and I sort of knew how they worked from your description—though they do way more than you ever mentioned.”

			“A lot changed in the years we were gone,” Greta said, sounding mildly like she didn’t believe Cabot’s story, but not challenging her—at least not yet. “How . . . did you pay for them?” She asked the question hesitantly, as if she didn’t want to hear that Cabot had taken after her thieving parents.

			“I learned how to make clothes out of bamboo back home and brought some with me to sell in case we needed money.” The lies rolled off her tongue a bit too easily. “At first we had no idea how to sell anything, but then Seven and I stumbled across the Sunday street market downtown and watched what the vendors did. Seven had to stay hidden, but I went up the street hawking them. A group of monks bought the whole pile—I think they felt sorry for me, because I doubt they’ll ever wear them.” She shrugged. “Then I bought two refurbished phones and signed up for some ‘prepaid plan’ or whatever . . . Anyway,” she said with a disarming smile, “the woman at the store showed me how to use them. It’s pretty easy.”

			“Hmm,” said Greta. Her eyes swept over her daughter’s clothing. “Did you make that cute jumpsuit you’re wearing?”

			Cabot’s heart skipped a beat. Mom was onto her. “No,” she said with a laugh. “I’m not that good at sewing. I found it at this place called a thrift shop. I got some shoes, too. My parachute clothes were getting me a lot of strange looks.”

			Greta narrowed her eyes.

			Cabot felt a sudden bolt of anger. “It’s not like we had much left back home, you know,” she said accusingly. “You never returned with the supplies. So I did what I had to do.”

			That worked. Greta cringed.

			“You’re more clever than ever,” Jack murmured. “Are you sure your ability isn’t the same as your mother’s? Her superintelligence has gotten us out of countless scrapes.”

			“I was smart way before I was ten,” Cabot said, noting the age that supernatural abilities tended to appear. “I really don’t think I have any supernatural power at all.” She’d begun saying that out loud so that the words wouldn’t hurt so much. But her face fell. It wasn’t getting easier. Would she feel like she was missing out for the rest of her life, or would that emptiness go away eventually?

			As she scrolled through her texts, opening them now and reading them wistfully, she smiled at the kind sentiments. Nobody was mad. Birdie seemed slightly annoyed, stating the obvious—that they really needed her—but everyone else expressed their best wishes for her.

			After a while she put her phone away and pressed her fingers against her eyelids, where the pounding headache always seemed to settle. The medical book in her lap had her believing she probably had an inoperable brain tumor, or something even more horrifying like a brain-eating amoeba, and would have an untimely death.

			“Mom!” Cabot called out, suddenly remembering what Birdie had said about medicine. “Do you have any headache medicine? This headache keeps coming back. It’s been days.”

			Her mother jumped up a little too eagerly and rushed over with a pill and some water. She noticed the book, open to a page on brain tumors. “Oh dear,” Greta said. “Please don’t get carried away with that book, sweetheart. Your headaches are likely due to hormonal changes that come with adolescence. I highly doubt it’s a brain tumor.”

			“Hmph.” Cabot turned the pill in her fingers, studying it with a frown. “Do I chew it?”

			“No—that will taste terrible. You swallow it.”

			“This big thing? That seems unnatural.” Skeptical, Cabot slipped the caplet into her mouth. She took a sip of water as her mother instructed, then tried to swallow, but the pill just floated around. When it bumped against the back of her throat, she gagged and almost vomited it out. Eyes watering, she tried again and finally got it, feeling it scrape partway down, which was awful. She coughed a few times, then muttered, “Why pills?” She was confounded that anyone would think taking a huge pill was the best method of feeling better.

			The medicine didn’t work. Nothing had made the headaches go away completely, though Brix’s head massage the other day had helped. Cabot thought about asking her parents for one, but she wasn’t feeling quite that close to them yet.

			She eased out of the chair to get a wet washcloth—a cool compress over her eyes sometimes lessened the throbbing for a few minutes. Her head pounded even worse when she stood up. She stumbled into the bathroom, leaving the light off because it would only make her eyes hurt more, and leaned on the counter, propping herself up with her elbow as she reached for a clean washcloth and listlessly turned on the water. A wave of heat rose inside her skull, and her eyeballs felt like they were exploding.

			When Cabot glanced up and caught her reflection in the mirror, she gasped. Two glowing green eyes stared back at her. They flickered, then grew stronger. Confused, Cabot whirled around, but no one else was there.

			The glowing eyes belonged to her.

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			A Green Glow
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			Cabot stayed in the bathroom awhile, gripping the edge of the counter and staring at herself in the mirror. The sharp pain in her head faded fast, as if the green glow finally breaking through her corneas had relieved the pressure that had been building for days.

			Had the headaches been caused by this? Her heart began thudding. Could this possibly be an indication of something . . . supernatural? At last? Glowing eyes were definitely not natural in humans. But what did they indicate? Her vision didn’t seem to be enhanced. It was still just as dark in the bathroom as when she’d entered, so this wasn’t a seeing-in-the-dark thing like what Tenner could do. She ran to the window and peered out between the skyscrapers of Estero, wondering if she could see extra far, but that wasn’t the case. Swiftly she looked around the room, but everything seemed ordinary to her. What was the purpose of the glowing, then? It had to be something! Had her eyes turned into lasers that could cut glass? Clearly not, or they would have cut the mirror and the window. They didn’t cut the wall or the shower surround or the door, either, she realized with a bit of relief. What a horrible ability that would be! She put her hand in front of one eye to see if the glow was giving off heat, but that didn’t seem to be happening.

			Then she caught movement through the partially open door—her dad had gotten up from his chair and was coming toward her. Cabot swiftly closed the door, then melted onto the counter again and hugged it for support. Could it be? Could it really be? Over a year and a half late in developing?

			And could she tell her parents about it?

			No doubt they’d notice soon, unless . . . Her eyes flickered again; then the glow turned off. It wasn’t permanent. Cabot reprimanded herself for not thinking to time the action. Had they been lit up for a minute? Or less? It was probably less. Thirty seconds that felt like an hour. She squinted, then closed her lids and prodded her eyeballs through them. When she opened her eyes, there was still no glow. As her thudding heartbeat slowed and her eyes remained ordinary, she began to doubt. Had the pain been so intense that she’d imagined the glow? Or maybe that was what having an aura was like—in her research she’d learned that people with migraines sometimes saw colored lights in their field of vision.

			Nothing she tried made the glow return. But the best news was that her headache had finally subsided, and it stayed gone. Maybe the green lights were from brain-eating-amoeba aliens who just really needed to escape, and this was how they got out.

			Cabot smirked at her own silliness. Convinced that the green glow wasn’t coming back anytime soon, Cabot finished up in the bathroom and exited. Her parents had vacated the office area, and she could hear the sharp buzz of an electric shaver coming from their bedroom suite—she’d have to use that to trim her hair later. Nervous and self-conscious about her eyes, she searched the loft for extra sunglasses lying around but couldn’t find any. She returned to her library chair and started searching the term “laser eyes” on her phone.

			Eventually her parents appeared. Her father had showered and gotten dressed in a suit, and he slung a laptop bag over one shoulder. He jangled his keys. Her mother wore swooshy, wide-legged black dress pants and a crisp white shirt, and she held a black bomber jacket by the collar. Her weapons belt was visible. On it Cabot spied a dagger, two throwing knives, a Y-shaped electric zapper, a canister of pepper spray, a military tactical pen, and a set of brass knuckles.

			“What’s up?” Cabot asked. “You look different all dressed up for a street fight.” She shifted, worried that she wouldn’t know if her eyes lit up again, because she couldn’t remember what it had felt like before the glow started. Yet she couldn’t help studying her mom’s belt with a bit of jealousy. “Am I coming with you?”

			“No, we’ve got a meeting,” Greta said. “You’re staying here.”

			“What kind of meeting?” Cabot asked, trying to appear casual.

			“Just something with some business partners,” said Jack.

			“You mean Troy and Martim?” Cabot asked.

			Jack and Greta exchanged a glance. “Y-yes,” said Jack, while Greta rushed to speak over him.

			“No . . . I mean, maybe.”

			Cabot’s eyes bulged. Her parents clearly couldn’t decide which things they could admit to her. They were being elusive. She’d expected it, yet somehow, when it actually happened, it felt dirty. “Wow. I can’t believe you’re lying to me,” she said, her voice filled with awe. “I thought things would be the same as before. But everything’s different now.” Her eyes welled with tears at the realization.

			Jack’s face fell, and he took a step toward Cabot, but she drew back.

			Greta plowed on, determined not to address Cabot’s allegations. “Our meeting might take a while, but you’re safe here. Are you okay to be alone for a while?”

			“Am I okay to be—” Cabot’s jaw dropped. Three years of pain from abandonment instantly welled up inside her. “You’re asking me that now?”

			Greta and Jack recoiled. Then, absorbing the accusation, Jack gently squeezed Cabot’s shoulder. “We’ll talk more later.”

			“Well, I hope you come back this time.”

			“Cabot,” Greta said sternly, then softened. “We will. I promise.”

			Cabot’s parents headed out through their private elevator, which would take them down into the glass-walled area that Birdie had discovered before Cabot, Seven, and Brix had arrived in Estero. Cabot got up and looked at the closed elevator doors for a moment. Then she moved to the front windows, wondering if she’d be able to see Jack and Greta once they descended the long staircase to the sidewalk. Across the street was the familiar park she and the others had been to several times by now, where the hidden door to the lower tunnels was. It was filled with protesters today, holding signs that said Fire Fuerte! and Ban ALL Supers! An unsettled feeling rose up in Cabot’s throat, followed by a ripple of longing for her friends.

			As the feelings died down and Cabot caught a glimpse of the tops of her parents’ heads bobbing above the sidewalk, Cabot strode purposefully to her parents’ office area and started snooping around.

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			View from the Palace
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			President Daniel Fuerte stood at his office windows looking down at the mob of angry Estero protesters. That morning’s bombshell headline—President Fuerte Secretly Supernatural!—had made the people of Estero come out in droves to protest against him. They’d broken through the palace gate and were swarming across the lawn and clawing at the windows and doors, threatening to breach the premises. Surrounding the president, also watching, was a powerful group of supernatural people from across the globe. They’d been recruited by Fuerte and the four criminals who’d been working for him the past three years: Troy Cordoba, Martim Palacio, and Greta and Jack Stone.

			On the president’s desk was a computer opened to a web page with a breaking-news banner. The latest headline read Fuerte: “No Comment” on Supernatural Status; Protesters Storm Palace. Not everyone in the office was impressed by the president’s lack of response. While the palace guards kept the protesters outside, the supernatural newcomers shifted and glanced sideways at one another. There had been several hours of growing unrest in Estero City since the news had broken about Fuerte being a supernatural person. The video of the president using telekinesis had gone viral. The phone on Fuerte’s desk rang endlessly with requests for interviews and comments, but Fuerte had stopped taking calls. What is he doing? many in the room wondered. Why isn’t he addressing this?

			Cami Leone, a recruit who could morph her physical appearance, was in her long-black-hair-smart-business-suit persona, which everyone had come to know as her default look, or at least it was the one she used most frequently in their presence. Most wagered that was the shape-shifter’s original identity, but she wouldn’t confirm or deny it. She preferred to be mysterious. “It’s obvious that the kid hiding on the plane took the video,” Cami said to Fuerte, “but how he turned this into a monster of a story so quickly is unfortunate. Yet . . . impressive.”

			“There were two kids working together, apparently,” Fuerte said, keeping his gaze on the crowds as his guards brandished weapons to try to force the protesters to flee the property. But more protesters came in through a new breach in the fence. “That camo boy, plus another kid who hid at the airport, then tracked us to Martim and Troy’s mansion. It could have been the same two troublemakers that Sabine’s team had been tracking.” The president’s daughter, Sabine Fuerte, had unfortunately not been able to capture the two before they disrupted everything for a few days. It was all such a pity. Fuerte had really liked the camo boy—he was eager to please and did a great job on his heist, even saving the precious vase after Martim fumbled it. Then he frowned, remembering there was still a bouncing boy on the loose who no one had seen since Elena Golden had escaped the dungeon prison. Troy and Martim hadn’t said the second child was the bouncing boy, so maybe there were three of them now. But they didn’t seem connected.

			Martim Palacio could feel Troy Cordoba’s eyes boring into the back of his head. “Those children should be out of the country by now,” Martim said with authority. He and Troy hadn’t told the president that they actually knew the two who’d spent some time in captivity in their mansion.

			“Now that they found out what we’ll do to them,” Troy added, cracking his knuckles, “I doubt we’ll ever see them again.”

			As he spoke, the elevator on the far wall of the president’s office dinged, then opened. Troy looked over as Jack and Greta Stone appeared, somewhat disheveled, as if they’d had a rough time entering the palace due to the protesters.

			“Did you get rid of those sneaky children?” Troy growled out to them.

			He already knew the answer. The four criminal parents had shared a brief phone call last night after Jack and Greta released Seven and Cabot from the mansion. They’d agreed not to identify their children to the president or the others—to protect the kids, sure. But also to protect their secret tropical hideout. They didn’t want Fuerte to start tracking Seven and Cabot, who could unintentionally lead them there. The criminals had put a lot of time and effort into finding and making that place livable, and they didn’t want to have to start from scratch if they ever saw a need to escape Estero again—or were able to, considering the tethers around their ankles.

			“They were more than eager to go home,” Greta said smoothly, putting her hand on her waist, which revealed the weapons belt that had been hidden behind the drape of her jacket. “I think their little adventure got out of hand, and they learned their lesson. They definitely won’t be bothering us again.” She and Jack hadn’t told the other two parents that Cabot had decided to come home with them. Nobody needed to know that.

			“The unknown person who threatened me didn’t hold up their end of the bargain,” Fuerte seethed. “I released the kids to them. They outed me to the press anyway. They’ll regret that once I find out who it is.”

			“Could the camo boy have threatened you and released the video to the press, since he was the one who recorded it?” asked Cami.

			“He was in our custody. And trust me,” Troy said with a smirk, “he didn’t have a cell phone on him. Someone else got ahold of his phone and did it.”

			“Did you trace the phone number?” Cami asked.

			“Yes,” Fuerte said grimly. “It came from a burner phone. And it’s probably on the bottom of the ocean by now.”

			Martim’s expression flickered. “Are you sure it wasn’t Magdalia?” His estranged wife was smart enough to do something like that. Had Seven somehow given the video to his mother? It didn’t make sense—Seven had asked if Magdalia was alive and clearly hadn’t seen her.

			“It likely was her,” President Fuerte said. “The timing of it was too convenient for it not to be. Her big presidential announcement combined with the release of the hit piece against me seem suspiciously related.”

			Troy’s brow furrowed. “But how would Magdalia have known we were holding those kids at the mansion?”

			“She has her ways,” Martim said bitterly. “Being able to project a holographic image of herself is an advantage none of the rest of us can come close to.”

			One of the newer supers, a tall white woman with a thick trunk and immense muscles, spoke up with a slight accent that suggested she was from a country far to the northeast of Estero. “Excuse me, Mr. President, but why aren’t you publicly addressing the accusation? Why not just admit that it’s true and make the story go away?” A few of the others nodded.

			“It’s not that easy,” Martim snapped, immediately stepping into his role of protecting the president. He was one of the few in the room who stood firmly on Fuerte’s side regarding the matter. He pointed out the window at the protesters. “You see what’s happening down there? Fuerte trained everyone in Estero to hate people like us—not just recently, but for two decades. It’s ingrained. If he admits his status as a super, can you imagine what will happen to him?”

			Nobody said what they were imagining, but it was pretty much the worst possible thing.

			Fuerte gave Martim a curt nod of praise. “We need to shift the negative attention onto Magdalia and out her as a super. That’s our next move. Do the people want the maybe-a-super they know, or the definitely-a-super they don’t know as their leader?”

			“Do you actually think you’re going to be able to refute the video evidence against you?” Troy asked, incredulous. “Everyone in Estero has seen it by now. And why not just—”

			Fuerte silenced Troy with a withering glance.

			Martim shot Troy a dirty look, too. Troy huffed and moved to a side table that held coffee and a picked-over plate of pastries. Flustered by being reprimanded in front of everyone, he poured a cup of coffee and stared at the ugly painting they’d stolen not long ago. What would happen to Fuerte if he were to admit he was a super? The same thing that had happened to all of them. Shunned, despised, driven out. Why was everyone so willing to protect him?

			Troy wanted Fuerte to admit the truth. Every second the president didn’t come clean and stand up for people like them, he was confirming the shamefulness of being supernatural. And it felt terrible. He was hurting all the people in the room by not speaking out about it. Sure, they were all just glad to be getting a paycheck after being turned down for jobs their whole lives. And that made them willing to overlook the treatment they were getting from their boss. Yet Fuerte wanted them all to do what he said? And protect him while he lived a life of lies? It was wrong. Troy pulled a small notebook and pencil from his back pocket and angrily scribbled something.

			“Troy was asking a legitimate question,” Cami Leone said to the president. Sometime during the past few tense moments, Cami had silently transformed into a bearded Black man whose hair was done up in a half topknot, wearing a white lab coat and a stethoscope around their neck. But Cami’s voice had stayed the same, in a mid-tonal range.

			Troy put the notebook away and lifted his chin. He didn’t turn around, but he heard the strong woman chime in in agreement.

			“All right,” the president fumed, throwing his hands in the air. “You want me to comment? Watch this.” He pulled out his phone with a flourish. A hush fell over the room. He tapped the entry for his journalist contact at Estero City News and put the receiver to his ear. “Emil, that video you published is altered. I was throwing my phone and the folder of papers, not summoning them, or whatever silliness you’re claiming. The recording has been reversed, simple as that.” He paused to listen for a moment, then interrupted. “Don’t tell me it’s not altered, because it is! And I’ll tell you one more thing—my opponent, Magdalia Palacio, is the real supernatural person,” he said. “Ask her about her projection ability. And you should ask her about her past crimes, too. She’s nobody’s hero. Do your research, you hack!” He hung up, then folded his arms over his chest. With a satisfied smile at the supers surrounding him, he nodded. “Magdalia Palacio wants a fight? We’ll give her one.”
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			All Mixed Up
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			Seven Palacio stared at the ceiling in his cottage bedroom. Cabot was gone, and his heart still ached over it. Had he done the right thing? Should he have encouraged her to leave with him instead? She hadn’t replied to any of his text messages, which hurt even more. She’d abandoned the team. Worse, was she about to join her parents’ side and become their enemy? It seemed unfathomable.

			And then there was Seven’s mother, Magdalia Palacio, who they hadn’t found yet. She’d just announced her candidacy for president against Daniel Fuerte. What in the world was Seven supposed to make of that? Elena and The Librarian were stumped over it. Did that make her an additional enemy they’d have to worry about? Or . . . did that put her on the same side as them against Fuerte and the four bad parents? Who was she working with? Could she possibly be trying to do this alone? No one knew. And if The Librarian had any insight, she wasn’t sharing it.

			It was a jumbled mess of emotions for Seven. As he lay there, he heard Brix bounce slowly down the hallway and stop outside Seven’s door. “Come on in, Brix,” Seven said wearily.

			The younger boy sniffled loudly and pushed the door open. His golden-brown hair was in need of a trim. He held Puerco, the tiny pig, in his arms. “Have you heard from her?”

			“Not yet.” Seven checked the text messages he’d sent. “It still just says ‘received.’ ”

			“Maybe she’s afraid to use her phone in front of her parents,” Brix said mournfully.

			“Maybe,” Seven said, though he knew Cabot would be able to find a way to reply to them if she wanted to, unless Greta and Jack had taken the phone away from her. But he couldn’t imagine them doing that, even though they worked for Fuerte now. They were the kind of parents who let kids experience things and make decisions and have privacy and secrets if they needed to . . . which made them the kind of parents kids didn’t feel like they had to keep secrets from. He very much doubted they’d force Cabot to stay with them or give up her phone . . . or even ask too many probing questions if they were suspicious of where she got it. They weren’t overbearing and mean like Tenner’s dad or uncaring like Seven’s parents. They were the kind of parents every kid wanted. Except for the part about them being evilly aligned with Fuerte.

			It was no wonder Cabot had gone with them despite Jack and Greta being deemed the worst of the supernatural villains—Troy had informed him that they were like teacher’s pets to Fuerte. Why was everything so confusing?

			A tear slid down Brix’s ruddy cheek. “She was my best friend,” he sobbed, and buried his face in Puerco’s pink-and-gray back. The pig snorted comfortingly.

			“Aw, come here, buddy,” Seven said soothingly, making room for the ten-year-old on his bed. “She’s still your best friend.”

			“What if I never see her again?” To a kid who’d spent every day of his entire life with Cabot Stone, the thought was horrifying. Brix plopped down as Seven propped himself up on his elbow and gave the younger boy an awkward one-arm hug around his shoulders, then scritched Puerco between the ears.

			“It’s going to be okay,” said Seven. But was it? The ache in his heart returned.

			Soon Birdie knocked, then poked her head in. Her black hair was up in a messy bun, and her olive skin was tanned by the sun. “Puerco sent me a distress message,” she said. “Are you okay?” She caught Seven’s pupils and held his gaze, sensing his sadness. And Brix was obviously crying. For good reason.

			Brix explained his feelings to his big sister.

			Lada and Tenner climbed the stairs to find them all sitting glumly, backs against the wall, on Seven’s bed with Puerco nestled in the covers between Birdie and Brix. Lada took one look at the forlorn group and pulled out her phone. Propping one of her forearm crutches against the desk and leaning on the other one, she posed and took a selfie of the group looking sad, then sent it to Cabot. “I’ll bet she’s reading the texts,” she said knowingly. “She probably figured out how to turn off the ‘read’ notifications.” Lada pushed her glasses higher on her nose.

			Tenner and Lada sat down on the edge of Seven’s bed. The simple frame groaned with the weight of five people and Puerco on it.

			Not wanting to disrespect the monastery cottage that Amanthi and the other monks had been so generous to let them use, Birdie shooed everyone off the bed and sent them downstairs. “Let’s go figure out what to do about this mess.”

			Tenner sniffed. “Lunch is ready anyway. Sandwiches.”

			“Do sandwiches have their own scent?” Brix wondered as he hopped off the bed and led the way to the stairs. He’d experienced a lot of new food smells in their time here, and he wasn’t an expert, but he thought a sandwich only smelled like whatever was inside it. Maybe Tenner could smell the bread part, too.

			Sure enough, The Librarian was putting a variety of sandwiches on the picnic tables outside when the kids and pig burst out of the kitchen through the open sliding glass door. Seven’s stomach growled angrily—he’d missed breakfast.

			Elena Golden sat at one of the tables reading the online comments of the most recent Estero City News articles. The first few heated letters to the editor had also appeared on the website, opining about how supernatural people shouldn’t be allowed in government. Elena was reading parts of one letter aloud but stopped as the children appeared, not wanting to ruin their appetites with anti-super vitriol.

			“I hate when people sign their letters with sincerely when they are not being sincere,” Elena muttered.

			“Really?” The Librarian asked, amused. “Why?”

			“Irony is only clever when it isn’t blatant.” Elena closed the laptop with a definitive snap.

			“What does blatant mean?” Brix asked, grabbing a sandwich from the platter on the table. He was sad, but that didn’t affect his appetite. It took a lot of food to fuel the bouncing boy.

			“You can look up that word on your phone,” The Librarian reminded him.

			“Okay,” said Brix. “What about irony? Does that mean a lot of ironing?” They hadn’t had an iron at the hideout, but The Librarian was meticulous about her clothing and had been seen using one at the cottage a number of times by now.

			“I sincerely and unironically advise you to do the same for that word,” The Librarian said.

			The two picnic tables had been placed end to end, so it felt like one big table. The Librarian sat down near the foot of it, opposite Elena. “Everyone gather around and load up your plates. We’ve got some things to talk about.”

			They passed the food and started eating. Birdie slipped Puerco some bread and cheese from her sandwich. Eventually the pig wandered back inside the house to get a drink.

			“Okay,” The Librarian said, sounding all business, which was normal for her. Her deep brown skin and super-short black Afro made her orange dress pop in the sunshine, like a beacon of stability calling to the dejected children. She wasn’t going to coddle them. But certainly she would reassure them that all was not lost when it came to Cabot. “Here’s what we know.” She poured water from a pitcher into her glass. “We have many enemies. President Fuerte, Troy Cordoba, Martim Palacio, Jack Stone, Greta Stone, Cami Leone, and around fifteen others whose names we don’t know.” She watched Tenner and caught him wincing at his father’s name. She couldn’t see Seven’s face, but she could almost feel his reaction, too. Her voice softened. “We don’t know if Magdalia Palacio is an enemy, but we think she is. And then there’s Cabot Stone. Whom I now consider an enemy, too.”

			“What?” Seven exclaimed, standing up too quickly and upsetting the table.

			“She is not!” Brix cried.

			Others joined in and loudly expressed their dismay at the casual labeling of their friend. Lada waved her arms, trying to get everyone to quiet down. “Settle, everyone!” she said in a loud whisper. “Please! Remember the monks—we need to be respectful of their wishes.”

			The group quieted as they recalled that Amanthi had asked them to adhere to the rule of silence—or at least quietness—when they were outdoors on the property. Seven was still steaming, though. “Cabot won’t turn on us,” he said. But his expression darkened. He’d seen how happy she was to be with her parents after all this time. She revered them. Hung on their every word. Could they possibly convince Cabot that what they were doing was good, even though the kids all knew it was bad? Would their influence change Cabot’s mind? How long would it take for Cabot to see things their way? “I don’t think she would, anyway,” he added haltingly.

			Brix was aghast. “Of course she won’t. How can you say that?”

			“She’s not our enemy,” said Birdie, but she was more openly skeptical and annoyed by what Cabot had done than Seven was. “Sure, she bolted. Left us high and dry. But I don’t think she’d ever fight against us.” Yet something felt unsettling about it all. She turned to her mother. “Do you?”

			Elena studied her daughter, who looked strikingly like her when she’d been a resident of Sunrise Foster Home. “Cabot is smart,” she said after a moment. “But her parents are extremely influential on her.”

			Brix scowled. “What do you mean?”

			“That her brain might tell her one thing, but her heart another,” said Elena. “We all struggle with that sometimes, I think.”

			Tenner frowned and turned toward Lada to gauge the girl’s reaction. “What do you think?” he asked her.

			Lada blew out a frustrated breath that caught her bangs and sent them fluttering. “I don’t know,” she said, sounding annoyed.

			“Oh.” Tenner’s expression flickered. To him, that meant Lada didn’t want to say something bad about Cabot.

			“I guess it would help if she’d reply to our text messages,” Lada continued. “We’ve heard nothing from her for twenty-four hours. We don’t know what she’s thinking.”

			“Her dad might know exactly what she’s thinking,” said Brix miserably, a tear still wet on his cheek. “He can read minds, remember?”

			The Librarian put her face in her hands. “Oh, right. That’s just great.”

			They all paused to consider that added wrinkle. If Jack was able to read Cabot’s mind, what would he find out about them?

			“He might have already read my mind on the plane,” Seven said, as if that might make things better when it only made them worse. It could take the heat off Cabot, though. He felt like she was getting unfairly accused of joining the bad guys when they didn’t truly know what she was doing.

			“Cabot knows she needs to be careful around him,” Tenner said. “Also, he was always decent about not reading our minds at the hideout. He was really respectful about it.”

			“That was years ago,” The Librarian said. “Who knows what he’ll stoop to now? They. Are. Different. People.” She chopped the air with her hand on each word. “We must think about who they are now, not who they were then. People are ever-changing.”

			Birdie sank back in her chair. Her mom hadn’t changed much—she was quieter and more determined, maybe. Martim seemed to have gotten a lot worse, and Troy a smidge better, but just barely. But Cabot’s parents had definitely changed a lot.

			The Librarian looked around at the group and stopped when she came to Brix. “I can see you’re unhappy,” she said to him. “I’m not trying to malign your friend. She was my friend, too, remember.”

			Brix didn’t know what malign meant, but he continued scowling—he couldn’t look at The Librarian after what she’d said.

			“We need a new plan.” The Librarian’s eyes landed on Lada, and she tapped her lips thoughtfully. “I’ve got something in mind.”

			“What is it?” asked Lada.

			“I’m still formulating the idea. I’ll keep you posted.”

			Tenner and Lada exchanged a curious look.

			The Librarian looked around the table at the dejected faces. “I know I’m being harsh. But that’s how you have to think in this cutthroat world as supernatural adults.”

			“But we’re not adults,” Brix muttered. “Neither is Cabot.”

			Seven got up and picked up his plate. Silently, invisibly, he tapped Birdie on the shoulder, then tugged her sleeve as he went inside the cottage. Birdie, startled, got up and followed him. When the two were alone in the kitchen, Seven set his plate in the sink and whispered, “We need to find Cabot. Right now. Today. Before The Librarian writes her off for good. That would be devastating—Cabot loves her.”

			“Okay,” Birdie said uncertainly. “I hear you. But where?” She searched for his pupils and locked in on them. They had no idea where Cabot’s parents lived—all they knew was that they didn’t live at the Cordobio mansion with Troy and Martim. That left the rest of Estero City, and after all the streets Birdie and Tenner had walked on their days-long search when they’d first arrived, the thought of wandering aimlessly again made her weary.

			“I don’t know. Maybe Troy and Martim have notes about it . . . or an address book. Or something.” They still had the bug in the Cordobio mansion to listen to, but The Librarian had told them the battery wouldn’t last much longer. And it wasn’t likely Troy and Martim would recite the Stones’ address out loud.

			Birdie let out a slow breath between pursed lips as her mind flipped through all the locations she knew in Estero so far, searching for a clue. And then her eyes lit up. “Wait a minute,” she said, grabbing Seven’s shoulders. “This is easy. I know exactly where she is.”
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			A Flash from the Past
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			Birdie and Seven slipped out of the cottage and headed for the monastery parking area. Seven was becoming slightly more comfortable with his camouflage ability, and he’d made a pledge to himself that he no longer wanted to hide behind scarves and hats and sunglasses and long pants. So when Birdie suggested they scooter over to the park, he only hesitated a moment before he stepped behind a bush, stripped down, and followed her. “Still feels weird,” he reported. He put his clothing inside Birdie’s backpack just in case he got stuck somewhere—he wasn’t about to go anywhere without clothes again after the incident on President Fuerte’s airplane.

			Birdie didn’t respond—she was communicating with one of the cats who lived on the monastery grounds. They’d never seen domestic cats before arriving in Estero, so Birdie had been immediately intrigued. But she soon found that the cats only talked back to her when they felt like it, which was about half the time. Ducky, the orange one, was the most responsive. Unfortunately, they’d happened upon PeePee, who was having nothing to do with the visitors on the property. Birdie really wanted to figure out how to count on the cats as allies, but so far she hadn’t cracked the code on that. She gave up on PeePee for now.

			“Just stay close behind me,” Birdie said quietly to Seven. They picked two scooters and rode them slowly and respectfully past the courtyard where the bell tower was, past the monks’ quarters and the mess hall, to the secret hidden door in the wall of the monastery near their cottage. As Birdie opened it, she hesitated, studying Seven. “If you keep your head, like, down near the handlebars so it looks like your helmet is attached to them, it’ll seem like I’m towing an empty scooter.”

			“It’ll be kind of hard for me to see where I’m going if I do that,” Seven replied, sounding doubtful. They exited into the alley, and he pushed the stone that triggered the secret door to close. Once the door was secure, he took off after Birdie—not doing what she had suggested. He was trying very hard to teach himself not to care if someone suspected he was a camo boy. So he decided his empty-looking scooter and floating helmet would appear strange, and that was okay. Like The Librarian had said on the day she’d towed Elena and Brix several blocks inside a recycling bin, people did a lot of weird things in this city, and nobody noticed or cared.

			Seven knew under Fuerte’s new law that supernatural people were no longer supposed to be arrested just for being supernatural. If he was obeying the law, he’d be fine . . . at least in theory. That didn’t stop his heart from pounding as he zoomed after Birdie toward the park across the street from Sunrise Foster Home . . . and Cabot Industrial Services.

			A few people looked curiously in his direction as the scooter and helmet whizzed by. They probably didn’t frown in anger or disgust over his existence until it dawned on them what they were looking at—a supernatural person. But by then, Seven was out of reach. It gave him a little thrill in his chest, like he was getting away with something.

			They locked their scooters to a designated rack along the street in front of Cabot Industrial Services. Then Birdie took Seven’s helmet so he could be fully undetectable and able to get away in case Birdie got caught sneaking around inside the building. She took a moment at the curb to look up and study the structure, noting rows of large windows on the second and third floors, and smaller ones above that. “I think this has to be where they live,” Birdie said. “But when I went up the long flight of stairs before, the only thing at the top of them was a big, empty training area with some desks on the far side of the room.”

			Nearly invisible, Seven searched up and down the street while Birdie approached the indented entryway. There were two doors inside—one leading to Cabot Industrial Services, and the other to one of the upper tunnels that city residents used, with a symbol of a sheaf of wheat etched into the stone next to it. That door was softly closing, as if someone had recently entered. Just inside the tunnel was where Birdie and Tenner had collided with Seven, Cabot, and Brix in the dark when they had come looking for him and Birdie. Seven had always wanted to go back inside for a better look at the art on the walls.

			As Birdie opened the door to Cabot Industrial Services, Seven cleared his throat to give Birdie a clue that he was moving away from her. “Hang on a minute,” he said quietly. “Since we’re here, I want to check out this tunnel.”

			“Don’t take too long,” Birdie said. “I don’t want anyone to see me here.”

			“I’ll be quick.” Seven opened the tunnel door. He peeked inside, saw the light was on, and went in to look at what he’d missed during the kerfuffle. As he stepped in, he saw a few other people using the tunnel to get to other parts of the city . . . including a shimmering woman in a full red dress heading away from him. Seven drew in a sharp breath at the sight of her familiar figure.

			The woman whirled around to see who was opening the door, but as Seven was fully camouflaged, she found no one there.

			“Holy expletive,” Seven said under his breath, pressing his hand against the cool rock wall to steady himself. “Mom?”

			But the woman disappeared into thin air.
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			Cabot Industrial Services
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			Seven’s eyes narrowed. The shimmering woman hadn’t actually been his mother—it was a projected image of her, probably spying and acting as surveillance for the woman. Seven could tell by the slight but telltale glow around her body that the real Magdalia didn’t have—he’d seen it plenty of times growing up. That also explained why she’d disappeared so suddenly. Seven knew it was probably useless to try to find Magdalia nearby—she could have been miles away and still projected her image to this tunnel. His limbs wouldn’t stop trembling. It had been a shock to see her so unexpectedly. He turned to go back to Birdie.

			“Seven?” Birdie hissed when she saw the tunnel door open. “We should get moving.” She was still standing impatiently in the entryway, her fingertips on the door handle to Cabot Industrial Services.

			“I’m coming,” Seven said in a normal voice. He let the tunnel door close. “I . . . just saw my mom. Projecting.”

			“Oh.” Birdie paused and searched the air for Seven’s pupils, but she couldn’t find them in the shadow of the overhang. “Wow. That must have felt strange. I wonder why she chose that tunnel. Was she expecting to spy on someone around here?” Birdie surveyed the street as Seven swept his gaze over the park, just in case Magdalia’s real body actually was nearby. “Are you certain it was just a projection and not her in person?”

			“Yeah,” Seven said. “Trust me, I can tell the difference. Plus, she vanished. So that’s a sure sign.” Magdalia had used her projection ability to parent him. She’d always preferred to physically be somewhere other than with her son, so she’d projected the very realistic, moving image of herself on the beach as a way to pretend that she wanted to be with him. At least she’d made that slight effort—Martim hadn’t even done that much.

			“I don’t see her anywhere,” Birdie said, hesitating. She really wished she could read Seven’s expression right now—it was one of those rare times when she didn’t know what he was thinking. She wanted to be extra sensitive to her friends who didn’t have at least one good parent left. “Do you still want to go in? Or are you feeling like going back to the monastery?”

			Seven sighed. “We’re here. Let’s go in.”

			As they trudged inside and started up the stairs, Seven wondered aloud, “If the Stones do actually live here, she could have been spying on them.”

			“Maybe.” Birdie peered curiously in Seven’s direction, trying to detect his body language. “How did she look?”

			“I didn’t see much—just a glimpse before she was gone. She was wearing a really flouncy red dress that swished around as she turned and disappeared. And there was her classic shimmer with the slight halo of light around her.”

			“Right,” Birdie said, as if she was remembering Magdalia’s projected look from the hideout. Then she stopped. “A flouncy swishy dress? Floor length?”

			Seven stopped with her. “Yes. Why?”

			“Because when Tenner and I were inside the Cordoba Museum, he saw a woman in a dress like that watching everyone from an upper floor. I think it was purple, though,” Birdie admitted.

			“That could have been anyone.”

			Birdie frowned. “But the way Tenner described it . . . he said she almost looked familiar.”

			Seven shrugged. “I guess it’s not surprising that she’d be projecting around the city to see what’s going on. Especially now that she’s running for president. Which, I might add, is super weird to me. Like, why? Aren’t you supposed to care about other people to be president?”

			“Like Fuerte does?” Birdie asked with a snort.

			“Good point.”

			They continued to the top of the stairs and stopped at the huge glass wall where Birdie had been before with the raven. Birdie pointed out the exercise equipment and the workstations, all empty. Then she let her eyes rest on the large picture windows overlooking the street and the park. “I don’t understand what this place is,” she said. “Nobody was in here last time, either.”

			Seven was befuddled. “But . . . you think Greta and Jack live here? There’s no kitchen, no bathroom, no beds.”

			“Right. Not in this space. But there’s another floor above us, even though this staircase ends here. When we were outside, I saw a row of big picture windows above this floor, and another row of smaller windows above that. So we’re not at the top.” She went to the door handle in the glass and tentatively pushed it. The glass clanged. Birdie sighed, then pulled it instead, muttering under her breath—she’d never understand the push-or-pull thing. Why not both? The door glided open a foot. Birdie’s eyes widened, and she reached back to find Seven.

			Seven took a step forward and laced his fingers in hers so she’d know where he was. “The door’s unlocked,” he said. “I think that means we go in.”

			They slipped inside. The room was well lit from the daylight streaming in. Seven and Birdie let go of each other and moved around independently, examining the equipment and trying to figure out how things worked. The machines were cold and dusty, and their electrical cords weren’t plugged in. Farther into the room, the workstations were empty except for a few stacks of books and some papers here and there. Birdie paused at one of the book stacks as a familiar title caught her eye. It was the same title she’d stolen from the library—the one written by Evane S. Gribaldi, who was supposedly one of their parents. Birdie had given the book back to The Librarian before she’d had a chance to read it, and she kept forgetting to ask her mom about it.

			The book had a layer of dust on it, as if it had sat on this desk for a long time undisturbed. Birdie set down the helmets and wiped the dust off the book. Then, in one swift movement, she slipped out of her backpack, slid the book inside, and put the pack on again. Her eyebrows twitched with guilt, and she searched belatedly around the room for hidden cameras in case the owners of this place were as cautious as Martim and Troy were with the Cordobio mansion. But it wasn’t like any of the doors were locked—they hadn’t broken in. She didn’t see any cameras.

			“Hey, Bird, check this out,” Seven said from far away.

			“Where are you?”

			“Near the back windows. There’s a . . .” He paused, trying to recall the newish word, then getting it. “An elevator,” he said.

			Grabbing the helmets by their straps, Birdie moved swiftly toward Seven’s voice, and soon she saw the elevator doors. “Do you want to go inside? See if it goes to the Stones’ apartment?”

			“Yeah,” said Seven.

			“You push the top button to tell it you want to go up,” Birdie reminded him.

			Seven pressed the up-arrow button.

			The door slid open immediately, as if it had been waiting for them.

			“Maybe just you should go,” Birdie said worriedly. “So I won’t be seen.”

			“Fine.” Seven sounded annoyed. He stepped inside and studied the control panel. Next to the number three was a keypad like the one they’d used in the palace dungeon to free Elena. He pushed the round “3” button, but it wouldn’t stay lit up. “There’s a keypad here, with numbers to press,” Seven said. “It needs a code or—” Suddenly the elevator door chugged closed automatically.

			“Wait!” Birdie said, panicking and sticking her leg inside the elevator before the door could close. She cringed as she expected the door to crush her, but it rebounded and opened again.

			“Birdie, be careful!” Seven said. “Use the helmets, not your body parts!”

			“Sorry! That was freaky,” Birdie said. They both breathed a sigh of relief. Birdie stood in the open doorway to keep the door from closing again.

			As they contemplated codes to try, the door started closing again, banging into Birdie. She stood her ground, and it slid open once more. But then the elevator started beeping loudly, and a light began flashing inside.

			The kids panicked. Birdie waved her hands around to find Seven and grabbed his arm, then tugged him out of the elevator. The beeping continued even after the elevator door closed successfully. The two of them shot past the equipment, through the glass door and down the stairs, then out onto the street. They could still hear the faint beeping until the door to Cabot Industrial Services clicked shut.

			“Let’s get out of here,” Birdie said under her breath, shoving Seven’s helmet at him. She lunged for the scooters and unlocked them with shaking fingers. Then she hopped on hers and started into the street, barely having the presence of mind to look for traffic. Seven followed, looking unusual again with his floating helmet and unmanned scooter. This time he didn’t feel quite so happy about it.
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			The Stash
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			When Birdie and Seven returned to the cottage, the rest of the group was huddled around the bug receiver, listening to Troy and Martim.

			“They’re talking about exchanging more money,” Lada whispered, filling them in. “Fuerte has them doing another heist tomorrow night. Neither is happy about it.”

			“Exchanging our money, you mean,” Brix said bitterly.

			Birdie and Seven locked eyes for an instant as Seven hastily put his clothes on. Birdie thought about the book in her backpack. What Troy and Martim were doing was a bit like what Birdie had just done. She’d stolen property. The stash wasn’t really their money. It was stuff their parents had stolen. Birdie frowned, trying to chase the guilty thoughts away, and glanced at her mother’s cool expression. She didn’t seem to be feeling any guilt for all the things she’d done in the past. So why did Birdie feel so bad about this abandoned book covered in dust? No one would ever miss it. Besides . . . she’d been thinking about the nom de plume, Evane S. Gribaldi. The initials E. G. were the same as her mother’s, Elena Golden. Could the book have been written by her mom?

			Martim’s and Troy’s voices got louder, and other noises could be heard, like dishes and silverware clattering on the table, as if the men were sitting down to dine near where Seven had put the bug.

			“What do you make of Fuerte?” Troy asked casually. “Not owning up to his ability, I mean. Seems a little shady.”

			“It’s fine,” Martim said, sounding annoyed. “He’s the boss. He gets to call the shots.”

			“But it hurts us,” Troy said.

			“Oh, are you injured? Do you need a bandage for your poor X-ray eyes?”

			They could hear the sarcastic sneer in Martim’s voice.

			“Shut up, Martim,” Troy muttered. “You’re such a jerk lately. Doesn’t it bother you that he’s still acting like he’s not a super? Denying that evidence, as if being supernatural is beneath him?”

			“He’s worried he’ll lose the election.”

			“B-but . . . a super is going to win the election.”

			“So you’re rooting for Magdalia now?”

			“They’re both supers!” Troy shouted, and smashed his fist on the table.

			Silence fell over the men, and only the occasional click of silverware against plates could be heard.

			After a long while, Martim spoke quietly. “I’ll try to talk to him.”

			“Tell him we’re exhausted, while you’re at it. We need to be done with these nighttime trips. Especially if we have to be at the palace training all day.”

			There was more table and silverware noise for a while; then it went quiet for several minutes. Just when the cottage listeners were about to disperse, leaving Elena to monitor the device, they heard a distant muffled yell.

			“That’s my dad shouting from one of the back rooms,” Seven whispered.

			“No!” Troy hollered from near the bug. “Is anything missing?”

			“What did Martim ask him?” The Librarian asked, turning sharply to Tenner.

			Tenner’s eyes were wide. “He said, ‘Have you been messing around with the money? The bag is open.’ ”

			Seven froze. “Uh-oh.” He and Cabot had found the stash and looked inside before having to abandon the plan to take it with them. In their hurry, they hadn’t made sure they’d closed the bag again.

			Martim’s voice grew louder and clear enough for them all to understand. “If those kids took anything, I’ll hunt them down and—”

			“And what?” Troy challenged.

			“End them.”

			“You’ll end them? Take them out? Kill them? Your own son? And Cabot? Do you really mean that?”

			There was a long silence. Seven’s chest tightened and his throat ached. He dropped his head. Birdie slipped her hand into his, and Tenner slung a protective arm over Seven’s shoulders.

			Martim didn’t deny it.

			Troy sounded alarmed. “Martim, what the heck is wrong with you?”

			As Elena, Brix, and The Librarian crowded around Seven to offer support, the bug receiver crackled, and the sound coming through it went out, then in, then out again . . . this time for good.

			“The bug’s battery finally died,” The Librarian said. “It lasted longer than I expected. Next time we go in, we’ll hardwire a permanent bug—then we won’t have to worry about batteries. Maybe Cabot can—” The Librarian’s face fell as she remembered her number one cohort was gone. Then her expression hardened again. “Maybe I’ll build that tonight.” She gave Seven’s shoulder a final squeeze, then gathered her handbag and toolbox. “I’ve got a few things to attend to. While I’m gone, I want you to research everything you can find about Daniel Fuerte and Magdalia Palacio—search using her real name, Madeleine Peres, too. Dig deep into their histories. What were their childhoods like? We need to know how these people operate . . . and how they’re going to run their campaigns. Elena, start a document listing everything you know about Magdalia from the time you met her, as well as anything that might stand out about Fuerte from your youth.”

			“What good will that do?” Brix asked. “Does it matter what they were like as kids?”

			“Everything matters,” Tenner said. “Every detail could lead us to a new clue about what’s going on.” He studied Brix for a moment. “You’re sounding pretty negative, Brix. Are you doing okay?”

			Brix’s bottom lip quivered. “I’m fine.”

			Tenner almost pulled the younger boy aside to make sure he was really okay, but then Lada lifted her head. “I think we need to go after the stash as soon as possible. We should start mansion surveillance again—Tenner and I can go while the rest of you are researching.”

			Tenner’s face flushed a deep red brown. “Yeah,” he said, his voice cracking. “Seven can fill us in on any regular meetings the dads went to while he was there, and we’ll try to figure out patterns that will allow us to get inside safely.”

			“Now that Lada can teleport farther,” Birdie added, “and now that we know where the stash is, getting her inside should be easier than last time.” Her eyes traveled from Tenner, to Lada, and back to Tenner again. She squelched a smile.

			“Good thinking, kids.” The Librarian nodded grimly. “Surveillance only for now,” she warned. “Don’t try anything alone. I’m going to need you for a special mission soon, Lada.”

			Lada raised her eyebrows, extremely curious, but agreed to the surveillance stipulations. The Librarian gathered her things and headed out.

			Brix bounced slowly to the sliding door and went into the backyard. After a moment, Tenner tuned in to the sound of him crying. “Be right back,” he murmured to the others, and followed the boy. Brix sat on the step, bouncy feet in the grass, elbows on his knees, and chin in his hands, looking glum.

			“Mind if I sit with you?” Tenner asked.

			Brix shrugged. Tears ran down his cheeks.

			Tenner sat down next to him and picked a dandelion out of the grass. He split the hollow stem open the long way, revealing a sticky, milky substance, and wrinkled his nose, disliking the mild scent. He’d been noticing his sense of smell was getting sharper lately. He dropped the weed onto the grass and wiped his fingers on his board shorts, which only succeeded in adding lint to the sticky mess on his fingers. “What’s wrong, buddy?”

			“Everything.”

			“Tell me about it.”

			Brix sniffed. He didn’t say anything for a while. Then he sighed. “I miss my dad.”

			Tenner’s eyes closed involuntarily as a wave of pain slammed into his gut. Then he opened them again. “Yeah. I miss Louis, too.”

			“And I miss Cabot. Like, how are we going to do anything without her?”

			“Same feels,” said Tenner. “We’re doomed.”

			“Why doesn’t The Librarian like Cabot?”

			“She does like her. It’s . . .” Tenner sighed. “It’s complicated.”

			“Well, I don’t like The Librarian.”

			“You don’t?”

			Brix frowned hard at the grass. “Not if she’s going to be mean about Cabot.”

			Tenner nodded and plucked the widest blade of grass he could find. He studied it. It wasn’t nearly as wide as the wild grass back at the hideout. He tried to position it between his sticky thumbs so he could blow on it, which would turn it into an instrument that made a whistling noise, but it wasn’t wide enough. He tossed it next to the dandelion. “Do you want to talk about your dad?”

			Brix’s face crumpled. “Sometimes I pretend he’s back home, taking care of the hideout until we can get back there. But I know he’s not. I know I’ll never see him again. It just makes it easier when I pretend.”

			Tenner grimaced, feeling the younger boy’s pain. “I’m still trying to figure out everything about my mom’s death,” he said. “It’s been rough, first thinking the dead one was my dad before seeing him alive unexpectedly. Then wondering which mom it was, and finding out it was mine.” Tenner blew out a shuddering breath. “Whew. I haven’t said that out loud before.” He’d been on a roller coaster about his parents. This was the first time he’d spoken about it in such detail. He turned tentatively toward Brix. “What was it like to see . . . her remains?” His face ached just asking the question. He knew it was weird. But he wanted to know what Brix, Cabot, and Seven had seen so he could picture it in his own mind instead of wondering about it forever. “Do you even want to tell me?”

			“Sure,” Brix said kindly, as if it had just dawned on him that he wasn’t the only one who’d lost someone. “I mean, it was mostly just bones and some bits of fabric and rope that the waves hadn’t washed away. The bones were mostly together, like how you’d expect. Some of them were broken. We think the other parents must have moved Lucy’s body into this little cove to protect it as much as they could from the waves.”

			There was some comfort in the detail. “Thanks,” Tenner said. “That helps me settle some things in my mind.” He paused, then asked, “Do you talk to your mom about how sad you are over your dad’s death?”

			“She’s just so sad, too,” Brix said, starting to cry again. “Sometimes I listen by her bedroom door and I can hear her crying, and I don’t know how to help her. I don’t want to make her even more sad, so I pretend I’m okay.” He bent forward, and his shoulders shook.

			Tenner teared up and draped his arm around Brix’s shoulders.

			Brix sobbed. “But I’m not okay. I lost my dad and now I lost Cabot and I’m worried about who I’m going to lose next.”

			Tears spilled out of Tenner’s eyes, too. “You can always talk to me about it. And we didn’t lose Cabot,” he said firmly. “We’ll try to talk to her soon, okay? After we give her a little space to be with them.”

			“Okay.” After a moment Brix slipped his arms around Tenner’s chest for a hug. “Thanks, Tenner. I feel better.”

			“I’m glad,” Tenner said, hugging him back. He wished he could say the same for himself.
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			Tricky Business
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			The Librarian got into the SUV alone and sank back against the driver’s seat, emitting a sigh. She closed her eyes and let her head fall against the headrest. They’d lost Cabot, the smartest of the group. Logic, training, and experience forced The Librarian to consider Cabot an adversary now—an enemy. She had to keep her personal feelings out of it. Cabot had joined up with people who were working for President Fuerte. It was hard putting Cabot into this category, but it was crucial she did so.

			But that wasn’t the only thing on The Librarian’s mind. She had plenty of other things to do if they were going to take on the whole corrupt government of Estero. There was no time to dwell on Cabot. She had to cut her losses and move on.

			Eventually she pulled the vehicle out of the monastery parking area and headed toward Legacy Avenue. She turned in the direction of the palace, then into the driveway of an old two-story fieldstone building across the street from it. Protesters with signs clamored on the palace lawn and outside the fence, but they’d left this building alone. The Librarian parked, then got out and pulled her cell phone from her bag. She placed a call as she walked to the employee entrance.

			“Hey, Librarian, what’s up?”

			“I’m out back,” The Librarian said. “Can we talk?”

			“I’ll let you in.”

			The Librarian heard a buzzing sound and pushed against the door. It opened. She went swiftly and purposefully up a nearby staircase. At the top, she circled around and went past the elevator and down a dark hallway. She stopped in front of a door, cleared her mind and focused on her task, then checked the time on her phone as she knocked softly.

			The door opened, revealing a woman with dark brown eyes and black hair that was slicked back with product. “Hi, Sabine,” said The Librarian. “How are you holding up?”

			Sabine Fuerte resembled her father. She looked stressed, and her eyes were red, as if she’d been crying. “Do you think it’s true?”

			“What?” asked The Librarian.

			“That he’s a super.”

			“Oh.” The Librarian cringed. “Yes, I do.”

			“Why didn’t he tell me? He hid it from me!” Sabine started pacing. “He made me feel like a monster when I started psi-blasting, like there was something seriously wrong with me. Can you imagine how scared I was to be creating explosions everywhere I went? I mean, I was dangerous back then until I could control it, so I understand people having a negative reaction. But it hurt so much that my parents treated me like a freak because I was supernatural and they weren’t. And all this time, he lied. My powers came from him.” She shook her head. “I’m exhausted.”

			“You’re not a monster,” The Librarian soothed. “None of us are. And your feelings are valid. But listen, I don’t have much time.”

			Sabine stopped pacing and let out a deep sigh. “Right. Sorry. What do you need?”

			“I was hoping to get the list of supers you and your father recruited. I’m wondering if I know any of them from school. I’d like to meet up with them if they’re in town.”

			“The list of . . .” Sabine frowned. “How did you—I mean . . .” Her frown turned into a grimace, as if it was hard for her to turn down The Librarian. “Did I . . . did I tell you about the recruits?”

			“Yes. A couple weeks ago when we had lunch, remember? I haven’t seen any school friends in a really long time,” The Librarian said wistfully. “You could just tell me their names if you don’t want to give me anything in writing. I’m not asking you to connect me with them or anything—I’m just curious who’s here. I can track them down on my own time.”

			“No, it’s okay,” Sabine said, still sounding a bit confused. “I forgot I’d mentioned them to you, I guess. It’s been a . . . traumatic time lately with everything going on.”

			“No doubt,” The Librarian said. “All the recruiting, and now this shocking news about your father—especially finding out through the newspaper instead of from him directly. I’m really sorry he hasn’t supported you as a super and that he made you feel bad. That’s not okay.”

			“You know what?” Sabine said, going to a filing cabinet and unlocking it with a key she wore on a chain around her neck. “You’re right. It’s not okay. No wonder my mother took off years ago. He’s been living this lie forever. She had to know.”

			“It’s not fair.” The Librarian checked the time again and stood up as Sabine reached into a file and took out a piece of paper.

			“And the worst part is that he pulled me out of regular school when my ability showed up and wouldn’t send me to Sunrise, so I was stuck at home with no one to talk to about it. And then he shut Sunrise down to supernatural kids. I never actually knew any other supers until I met you in the library that one day.”

			“I’m so glad you came in,” The Librarian said, holding out her hand for the list.

			Sabine moved around The Librarian’s outstretched hand, not giving her the paper, and went to the copy machine. The Librarian dropped her arm and tried to hold back her impatience—she was running out of time, and she still had to test the woman with a question. Sabine painstakingly made a copy, then handed it to the other woman. “Destroy that once you’ve had a chance to look it over, okay?”

			“I will,” The Librarian said. “Oh! And one more thing—just a passing thought, really.”

			“What is it?” asked Sabine.

			“I was thinking that it’s so nice that you’re recruiting supernatural people—you know, giving them jobs when they’ve been shunned for so many years.”

			“Yes, well . . .” Sabine smiled falteringly. “Yes. Thank you.”

			The Librarian pretended not to notice Sabine’s discomfort and continued smoothly. “I happen to know a supernatural young woman who might really be an asset to your team—she can teleport, which I’m sure would come in handy. She’s right here in Estero City, so you wouldn’t need to, you know, spend any resources or set up a heist in another country. And . . . she could really use the job.”

			Sabine frowned. “I, um . . . How did you know about the heist thing?”

			“You told me,” The Librarian said with a teasing smile. “Same lunch. You don’t remember that, either?”

			“I— Like I said, it’s been a rough few weeks.”

			“Don’t worry about it. I’ll text you her details, and you can think about it.”

			“But I don’t understand,” Sabine said. “You don’t like what my father is doing.”

			“It’s true I don’t always agree with his policies,” The Librarian said carefully, “but if he’s giving jobs to our people who are in serious need, I can support that.”

			“Oh.” Sabine blinked a few times, then sank into the desk chair as if the conversation had thrown her quite severely. “Okay, great. Yeah . . . text me.”

			The Librarian checked the time. “All right! I should go. Thank you, Sabine. It was good seeing you.” She smiled disarmingly. Halfway out the door, she whispered, “Forget.” She wiped Sabine’s short-term memory of the entire visit, then slipped out of the room as the look of confusion melted from Sabine’s face. Before the younger woman could become curious and come after her, The Librarian fled down the staircase and out to her SUV. As she paused at the stop sign before exiting the parking lot, her cell phone dinged. She glanced at it.

			A text message from Cabot.

			The Librarian sighed, then continued to her next destination . . . Capital City Donuts. It was past time for a warm blueberry cake donut with lemon icing. Maybe there she’d see what Cabot had to say.
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			Captivity
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			Cabot paced in front of the third-floor windows of her parents’ loft, gripping her cell phone and waiting with subdued hope for a response from The Librarian. She’d only been here a little more than a day, but it was starting to feel like an eternity. Her parents had asked her not to leave because it wasn’t safe. But Cabot had lived almost her whole life outside. She’d never been indoors anywhere for an entire day, unless you counted the underground tunnels. She wasn’t going to be able to stand this for long.

			When she heard the elevator door opening, she tucked her phone into her coveralls pocket and crossed her arms, staring out the window at the park. Her parents had been gone for hours at a meeting at the palace with President Fuerte. Cabot had found that out by breaking into her mom’s desktop computer. It had taken Cabot only five tries to guess her mom’s password: Cabot0227. The 0-2-2-7 stood for February twenty-seventh, Cabot’s birthday. Mom was superintelligent . . . but she was still a mom.

			“We’re home,” Greta called out after the elevator door closed. “Cabot?”

			“I’m in here,” Cabot said. “Looking out my cage windows.”

			Jack entered the library area. “Cage?”

			“That’s what it feels like. You won’t let me out.”

			“We need to talk about that,” Greta said. “Obviously we can’t and won’t keep you captive forever. But there’s a lot to think about, and we need to be extra careful for a while. We don’t want anyone to know you’re here with us.” She glanced at Jack, who nodded supportively. “It’s for your safety,” Greta went on. “Troy and Martim need to believe you went home with Seven.”

			“I thought they were your best friends now,” Cabot said, turning toward the windows again. She really wanted to know more about that relationship. “Don’t you tell them everything?”

			“We’re coworkers,” Jack said carefully. “But that doesn’t mean they’re trustworthy. We aren’t going to tell them you’re living here. Martim is tight with Fuerte, and we don’t want him to inform the president you didn’t leave.”

			“I heard you were tight with Fuerte. Does the president know who I am or that I’m your child? Or that Seven is Martim’s?”

			“No,” said Greta. “He doesn’t know any of us have children. And we don’t want him to.”

			“Hmm.” Cabot approved of this information. “But you think Martim would tell Fuerte about me?”

			“We don’t think so, but we really don’t trust him regarding this one particular matter.” Greta’s lips tightened, like she wanted to change the subject. “Are you hungry?”

			“I scrounged around,” Cabot said. “I made dinner and ate already. I left you some.” Dinner had consisted of a salad from a bag that had all the ingredients packaged inside, which seemed oddly un-vegetable-like, and macaroni and cheese, which Lada had taught her and the others to make back at the cottage.

			The cottage, where all her friends were. Where she could go outside whenever she wanted to. Where people trusted her to handle her own safety and didn’t keep her locked up.

			“You know how to cook macaroni and cheese?” Greta asked, sounding suspicious.

			A jolt of worry passed through Cabot. “I read the box,” she said with a shrug. “It was easy once I found all the kitchen stuff. I cooked all the time back at camp the last year or two.”

			“Have you cooked this before, though?” Greta pressed. “Food from a box? On a stove? With things like butter and milk?”

			“Leave her alone,” Jack said under his breath.

			Cabot took that as permission not to answer. She’d almost blown her cover, and Greta was definitely not buying half the stories Cabot was spinning—the cell phone, the cooking . . . Cabot needed to share less and snoop more.

			“How was your meeting?” Cabot asked as Greta and Jack came to the sofa with plates of food.

			“Pretty rough,” Jack admitted.

			“How do you mean?” asked Cabot.

			“Protesters were everywhere around the palace. It was hard to get through them safely. They tried to tip our car over.”

			“Yikes.” Cabot scrutinized her parents eating the food she’d made. “I heard the elevator beeping like an alarm a while ago,” Cabot said nonchalantly. “But nobody came up. How many people know the code?”

			“Nobody knows it,” Greta said, eyes flaring. “Just us two. You’re safe up here.” She pressed her lips together and set her fork on her plate. “Maybe we should rekey the lock on the glass door. I don’t know who would’ve even tried the elevator.”

			“Nobody is going to randomly guess the elevator code,” Jack assured her.

			“You seem really worried, Mom,” Cabot remarked. Greta, a doctor, had always been calm under hectic circumstances back at the hideout, even when Brix had dislocated his shoulder or others had suffered injuries. But she seemed rattled by Cabot’s presence in Estero. It wasn’t like her.

			“We have to be more careful here than at the hideout,” Greta said.

			“Do you think we should give Cabot the code?” Jack asked Greta.

			“Absolutely not,” said Greta. “If she doesn’t know it, she can’t tell it to anyone. You understand my meaning?”

			“Of course,” said Jack, side-eyeing Cabot to see if she seemed concerned or scared.

			“It also means I can’t return if I leave.” Cabot, while shocked by her mother’s emphatic reply, thought she understood—her mother was worried that Cabot could get picked up and interrogated. If she didn’t know the code, she couldn’t tell anyone who might be willing to hurt her to get that information. But it also kept her captive. For Greta to be this fearful, she and Jack had to be deep into Fuerte’s ring of crime, that was clear.

			But none of that mattered, because Cabot knew the code. She’d memorized it watching her dad plug in the numbers when they brought her here. She didn’t mention that. “Well,” she said, “I’m bored to death hanging around here all alone.”

			“We’ll find more interesting things to do soon,” Greta promised, but her smile seemed forced and her eyes strained. “Can you tell us a little more about Louis? And how things went after we left the hideout? And the other children. We’d love to know. We missed you all so much while we’ve been stuck here.”

			“Please?” Jack added. He patted the sofa cushion next to him. “Come sit between us.”

			The longing feeling that had overwhelmed Cabot yesterday when she’d said goodbye to her parents came rushing forward. This was what she wanted. What she needed. She gave a half smile and joined them. But before she could snuggle up and tell them anything, both of their cell phones chimed. Jack and Greta looked at them, then immediately got up off the couch, leaving Cabot sitting there.

			“Oh,” said Greta, setting her unfinished plate of cold macaroni and cheese on the side table. She and Jack spoke silently through their eyes—or was her dad reading her mom’s mind?

			“Who is it?” Cabot asked. She stood up on the couch to check her father’s phone. The text message was from Martim: Meet us at the museum ASAP.

			Jack nodded at Greta. A pained expression washed over him as he looked at Cabot. “I’m really sorry, kiddo,” he said. “We’ve got a crisis on our hands.” He gave her a hug.

			“Put yourself to bed, sweetheart,” Greta said as she sped with plate in hand for the kitchen. “We’ll be gone a few hours. But we’ll see you in the morning and . . . maybe we can do something fun together as a family. I’ll . . . I’ll check my calendar.”

			After they left, Cabot did the dishes, then made her bed on the couch, where she’d slept the previous night. She picked up her phone. There was no reply from The Librarian. She reread what she’d sent: Hi. I just wanted you to know I’m sneaking around my parents’ loft gathering information. Okay? Is there anything you want me to look for? Also . . . there’s something weird happening with my eyes that I want to talk to you about.

			It seemed strange that The Librarian hadn’t responded. It made Cabot scared. Was The Librarian mad that she left? Or . . . did she think Cabot had joined the enemy? Cabot had to prove that she was still with the others, even if she wasn’t physically with them. She texted The Librarian again: PLEASE READ: My parents and Martim and Troy are all heading to the museum right now. My mom said they’d be gone a few hours and would see me in the morning. So if you want to go back to the mansion for any reason . . . it’s empty.

			After sending it, Cabot scrolled through the old messages from Seven and the rest. She still hadn’t answered any of them. She’d been too overwhelmed . . . and didn’t know what to say. But the aching inside that she’d thought would go away when she joined her parents was still there, and growing stronger again. Maybe Cabot had to experience life away from the others for a while to realize how much she needed them.

			She opened the text message from Seven and read it. Her eyes pooled halfway through, and she couldn’t see to read the rest. But she’d memorized it. Of course.

			Dear Cabot, I don’t know what to say or what to do. I saw how much you wanted to be with your parents. And you should be. They’re, like, the best people . . . even if they’re working for the bad guy. But if you ever feel like you miss us or, you know, you want to visit, I’d really love that, because I miss you. A lot. [image: slightly frowning face]

			The next text, sent hours after the first, read: Please respond, Cabot. Please. We’re all worried about you. Are you okay?

			Cabot blew out a shuddering sigh and let her head drop back to the sofa’s armrest. Her tears spilled out and ran through her close-cropped hair above her ears like they were weaving through a maze. Seeing her parents and being with them had been amazing. But that feeling had faded fast.

			She blew her nose and wiped her eyes. Her parents would be gone for a while, and she had another chance to scope out the place.

			First she scanned the loft thoroughly for hidden cameras and bugs. Finding nothing, she returned to her mother’s computer, where she’d briefly searched the history earlier but hadn’t gotten very far. She logged in and found a calendar. Appointments filled up every day for the foreseeable future, most of them at the palace, but there were a few cryptic ones, too, that were just a bunch of initials. Cabot’s heart sank. There wouldn’t be much time left to spend with Cabot.

			She scanned the abbreviations, trying to make sense of them. CM might be the Cordoba Museum, but PHQ? What was that? The medical book she’d been reading used the term “patient health questionnaire”—could it be that? Was Greta working as a doctor again and seeing patients or something? That couldn’t be right. When would she have time for that?

			Not in the mood to memorize every boring detail, Cabot used her phone to take a photo of the calendar. Then, inspired, she took photos of her mom’s contact list and searched the computer history to see what she’d been researching. Cabot found a few pages on Magdalia Palacio and some on her old name, Madeleine Peres, too. There were pages on aircraft and airports in other countries, and dozens of flight maps. There were searches for people whose names Cabot had never heard before, like Ekaterina Melnyk and Mac “Matterson” Slaye, and also a few local restaurants, jewelry shops, and small museums. Then she saw several searches for Elena Golden dating back to the day after the palace breakout, and as recently as yesterday. Cabot’s stomach twisted. Her parents had been searching for Elena ever since that happened. Were they trying to capture her?

			Cabot felt sick and conflicted. She remembered how highly Louis Golden had spoken of her parents. He’d be devastated to see them now. Elena had to be beside herself over what the Stones were involved in. Cabot closed all the tabs and cleared her search history, careful to leave the computer exactly how she’d found it. After retreating to her library chair, she opened her phone’s contact list and stared at it. She let her thumb hover over Seven’s name, then cringed and pressed the video chat icon.

			The phone rang. But Seven didn’t answer.
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			Breaking In
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			From the parked SUV, Elena and Brix kept watch outside the Cordobio mansion. Seven, Lada, and The Librarian made their way through the woods to their usual spot near the large tree that had branches hanging over the electric fence. From there they assessed the guards. There were fewer of them on the property now that Martim and Troy believed the kids had gone home and weren’t a threat anymore.

			The Librarian had hurriedly assembled the team as soon as she’d gotten Cabot’s text saying that the mansion would be empty for a few hours. They’d left Tenner and Birdie back at the cottage to continue their research. The Librarian hadn’t told the others who had texted her the info—the jury was still out on Cabot as far as The Librarian was concerned. But she wanted that stash. They all did. They needed it to succeed.

			Seven, naked and with his phone buried under his pile of clothes, didn’t notice it ringing—he’d learned to keep the volume on silent after his first stressful plane ride. He climbed the tree and moved carefully out onto the limb that bridged the fence. He hurried to get the rope tied, then dropped the loose end to hang in the yard so he could climb up and down it. “Here I go,” he whispered. “I’ll see you inside the garage.” He started down the rope.

			“I’m heading there now,” Lada said. “I’ll unlock the house door for you.”

			Lada moved with her crutches as close as she safely could to the electric fence. She glanced at The Librarian, who gave her an encouraging nod.

			“You can do it,” The Librarian said. “Just get inside the garage, then take a second teleportation journey into the house. You don’t have to go the whole way in one trip. Don’t forget to put your ski mask on inside the garage. I don’t think the cameras will be able to pick up your features in the dark, but use it just in case.”

			“Got it,” said Lada. A black knit ski mask hung out of the back pocket of her jeans. She focused on a picture in her mind of the half of the garage that had been empty the last time the men were gone, which was where she wanted to arrive. Teleporting to a small space took more concentration than a wide-open room or plot of land. She’d been practicing, though, and this plan wasn’t too intimidating. But the guards with their weapons were. Was anyone stationed inside the mansion? They’d find out once they were in.

			“Here I go,” Lada said. She took a deep breath, blew it out, and gripped the handles of her crutches. She focused again on her destination, closed her eyes, and disappeared.

			She landed on the back end of the silver roadster and rolled off, her crutches clattering and scraping the paint. She fell with an “Oof!” onto the dirty garage floor and lay there for a moment, stunned. Looking up, she realized Troy and Martim had taken Martim’s red convertible—they normally took Troy’s roadster everywhere. She’d chosen the wrong space to land. After sitting up, she put on the ski mask carefully over her glasses, collected her crutches, and rose gingerly to her feet. “Freaking bruised my bum again,” she muttered, rubbing it. She peered at the car, remembering the scraping sound and wondering if she’d left a mark, but she couldn’t tell in the darkness. “Sorry, Troy,” she said, not feeling sorry at all. Once she’d caught her breath, Lada made the next teleporting move inside the house.

			Seven missed her by seconds—he entered the garage using the side-yard entrance that nobody ever bothered to lock. Standing in the hallway of the mansion, Lada unlocked the door and opened it.

			“Are you there?” Lada whispered.

			“Coming,” Seven confirmed.

			Lada moved to the side to let him in.

			“I’m here,” Seven said, touching Lada’s elbow. Together they moved swiftly and quietly to the dining room.

			As hoped, there were no security people stationed inside at the front door—Troy and Martim must have decided it was unnecessary once the children had been released.

			It was a relief. “Let’s get the stash first,” Seven said. He led Lada down the long hallway to the back bedroom that had the door to the attic where he and Cabot had found the stash.

			“I’m going to wet my pants,” Lada whispered. “This is nerve-racking.”

			“At least you have pants.”

			Lada snickered. Then they both started laughing and shushing each other.

			“Stay clear so the ladder doesn’t conk you in the head,” Seven said, laughing again as he jumped up to reach for a rope that dangled from the ceiling. On the second try, he grabbed it and hung on. His weight slowly opened the door above them. When his feet hit the floor, a mechanized ladder slid down toward them. Seven grabbed the bottom rung and pulled it to extend the ladder and rest it on the floor. “I’ll toss a few packs of bills down to you first to lighten the load—I don’t think I can lift the whole stash bag at once.”

			“This is so exciting!” Lada whispered while texting The Librarian an update. Soon they’d have possession of the much-needed funding, and then they’d have enough money to fight against the president—no matter what kind of army he was building. She touched the wired bug in her pocket—she’d install that next, and then they’d be out of there.

			Seven skittered up the ladder and was silent as his eyes tried to adjust, but it was pitch-black this time, and no light came in from the room below like before. “Can I use the flashlight on your phone?” Seven whispered.

			Lada held it up to him, and he reached down and took it, then shined it around the attic. All he could see were a few suitcases, some piles of books, and several empty boxes. There was a big open space in the spot where he’d seen the stash before.

			“Oh no,” Seven said. He moved farther into the attic and started walking around.

			“What’s wrong?” Lada said, her voice heavy with dread. She could hear his footsteps above her head.

			Seven said something muffled that Lada couldn’t hear. Then he came to the opening and peered down. “It’s gone. The whole stash is gone.”
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			Hardwired
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			Seven came down from the Cordobio mansion attic empty-handed. He replaced the drop-down ladder, then joined Lada, who’d moved to the dining room and was sitting on the floor, pulling tools from her tricked-out crutches and trying to see through her fogged-up glasses beneath her ski mask. She’d put the tiny surveillance audio bug with a wire on the carpet next to her, and she’d taken the cover plate off an electrical outlet. There was a lamp nearby, which she’d unplugged from the socket.

			“Okay, Seven,” she said. “The electrical box is by the door to the garage. Use my phone light to see the levers, and find the one that’s for the dining room, like we practiced. Each lever should be labeled. Don’t swing the light around, or the goon squad outside might see it.”

			Seven, who was really bummed about the stash being moved, nevertheless went swiftly to do what Lada had instructed. He knew less than nothing about electricity, but Lada had prepped him earlier by showing him the electrical box at the cottage, so he knew what to look for. After a minute he found a switch with the correct label and flipped it. “I did it,” he whispered loudly. “But nothing happened.”

			“That’s because the lights aren’t on.” She hesitated, then reached for the lamp and turned the switch on. Then she picked up the cord and almost plugged it in to test the uncovered outlet but stopped herself. “Good grief, Lada,” she said under her breath. If Seven had accidentally flipped the wrong switch, the light would turn on. “We don’t want to risk alerting the guards.” She set the cord down and turned the lamp switch off so it would be exactly like they’d found it. “Can you see if there’s a phone charger in the desk?”

			Seven rummaged around Troy’s desk, moving journals and notebooks aside in a deep drawer and finding a spare phone charger beneath them that looked like the kind they used. He pulled it out and brought it to Lada.

			Lada plugged it into the wall, then plugged the other end into her cell phone and studied the screen. The battery light didn’t activate. “Okay, we’re clear to not get electrocuted.” She blew out a breath. “Close call.”

			“I’m not quite understanding why electricity is such a good thing,” Seven muttered. It seemed too dangerous, what with the electric fence, and now this.

			Using her tools, Lada hardwired the bug into the existing electrical wires. When it was secure, she replaced the outlet cover and screwed in the tiny screws. “Okay, cool. Go return this charger, and flip that breaker switch on your way out of here. I’ll test the bug with The Librarian, then teleport out.”

			“Got it. Good job, Lada.”

			“Thanks. At least one thing went right.”

			Lada used her crutches to maneuver to a standing position. She checked all the tool slots to make sure everything was in place and secure. Then she retrieved her phone and texted The Librarian as Seven flipped the electricity back on in the dining room and went out through the garage.

			“I’m talking. I’m saying words around the dinner table,” Lada said in a normal voice. “How was your day, Troy? Pretty terrible? Maybe that’s because you’re a terrible human.” She changed the tone of her voice. “You’re not so great yourself, Martim.”

			Lada’s phone buzzed with a text from The Librarian: [image: face with tears of joy] I can hear you loud and clear. Come on back.

			“Seven’s on the way already,” Lada said. She plugged the lamp into the wall so everything was like it had been when they arrived, then headed out the way they’d come in. She locked the door behind her and moved to the corner of the garage closest to their escape route.

			Lada knew she’d have to put all her strength and effort into this return teleportation to successfully clear the electric fence, which was at the outer limits of her capabilities. But she was feeling good. She removed her ski mask, took a few breaths to calm her nerves, and then closed her eyes and focused on where she wanted to teleport. Seconds later, she disappeared.

			As she reappeared, a searing, shocking pain passed through her body, and she slammed into the ground, feeling like her soul was on fire. Her crutches clattered to the ground next to her. Everything went dark.
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			Lada lay unconscious next to the electric fence. The Librarian gasped and rushed to her side. Seven, who’d seen what had happened from inside the fence, swiftly climbed the rope, pulled it up after him and untied it, then hurried across the branch and down the tree. “Is she okay?” he whispered. “What happened? I think the guards heard the clattering—they’re looking around!”

			The Librarian, who’d had emergency and first aid training as a military ranger, had already scoped out the area to make sure Lada and her crutches were no longer touching the electric fence. She knelt beside the girl and checked her vital signs. “She’s breathing but unconscious,” The Librarian whispered. “When she reappeared, she fell back against the fence and got shocked. She has some pretty bad burns.” She looked in the direction of the road where the SUV was parked, far away. “We need to get her to the hospital immediately, without the guards seeing us.” The Librarian’s voice broke. Lada’s arms looked bad. The Librarian blew out a breath as tears sprang to her eyes, then carefully slid her arms under Lada’s neck and knees.

			As The Librarian picked up Lada’s limp body, Seven reached for his clothing and phone, then grabbed Lada’s crutches. The two took off as fast as they could go toward the road, crunching on dry leaves and sticks, as well as something that felt and sounded to The Librarian like a pair of eyeglasses. A security guard started running toward the noise. With their cover blown, The Librarian sped up, needing to outrun the guard now that they’d been discovered. Seven ran, too, but kept back a little in case he needed to create a distraction so that The Librarian could get Lada to safety.

			The Librarian reached the vehicle, where Elena and Brix waited. Seeing them coming at a run had them quickly opening the doors and moving out of the way. The Librarian swung Lada’s body into the backseat. “Cradle her head in your lap,” she ordered Brix, “and watch her breathing.” She climbed into the front and started the vehicle. Seven threw the crutches and his belongings into the SUV, then dove in next to Brix. Before Seven could get his door closed, and Elena and Brix could understand what was happening, The Librarian was flying down the street. They’d outrun the guard. But had he seen any of them or gotten their license plate number?

			“What happened?” Elena exclaimed.

			“Lada was teleporting back out of the mansion and got zapped by the fence,” said Seven. As the vehicle skidded around a corner, he held on to the ceiling handle for dear life. Once they were moving straight, he quickly put his shorts on. He lifted Lada’s legs and slipped beneath them, then buckled his seat belt. Brix kept Lada’s head in his lap as instructed and gently moved the hair out of her face.

			“Her glasses are gone,” Brix said. Then he cringed as if in pain, but no one else noticed.

			“I thought I stepped on something,” The Librarian said.

			“She’s breathing,” Seven continued. “She’s got some terrible burns on her arms.” His voice trembled. He hated seeing Lada lying there, her eyes closed and her face expressionless. She looked dead. He’d never asked what would happen if someone got electrocuted—he only knew it was a bad thing. Now he was afraid to find out. “Is she going to be okay?”

			“We don’t know,” The Librarian said. The truth hit hard—it was rare that The Librarian didn’t know the answer to something. And this was the most serious question ever. They’d never had such a severe injury in their group before. “Seven, can you please text Birdie and Tenner what’s going on?”

			Seven unlocked his phone and saw a notification from Cabot, but swiftly swiped it away and started a message to Birdie and Tenner. While Seven texted, Brix whimpered in pain, unsure of what was hurting him. But he knew Lada’s pain was going to be so much more severe when she woke up, so he didn’t feel right about complaining. Brix reached for an unburned spot on Lada’s wrist and lifted her arm, using the streetlamps to try to see how bad the burns were. Then he checked the other arm, turning it slightly. He cringed in pain once more. “That’s weird. I don’t see any burns,” he reported. “Just some mild red patches that are clearing up.” Then he gingerly touched his own arms. “What the heck is going on?” He pulled up his sleeves and stared. “Ow!” Angry-looking burns had begun spreading across his forearms like flames crawling across a dry field. He gasped in pain, then abruptly sank against the door.

			“Brix?” said Elena from the front seat, struggling to turn and see him in the shadows. “Are you okay?”

			Seven lifted his head from texting and looked at the younger boy. “Brix? What’s going on?”

			Then Lada stirred and coughed, and everyone’s attention turned to her. Her eyes fluttered and opened, and she looked up at the ceiling for a confused moment. “Where am I?” she said, her voice sounding gravelly. She struggled to sit up.

			“Lada’s awake!” Seven exclaimed. He quickly pressed “send” on the text message to Tenner and Birdie. Then he ditched his phone and helped Lada move off Brix, who remained slumped against the door. “She’s sitting up!” Seven said. Now that Lada was doing better, he turned to see what was going on with Brix. “Are you okay, buddy?” He reached across Lada and gently shook Brix’s knee. “Brix? What happened?”

			“Honey,” said Elena, “are you okay?”

			Lada turned to look at Brix and gasped. “Brix! Something’s wrong with him!”

			The Librarian was already slamming the brakes, and the vehicle screeched to a halt on the side of the road. “Everyone please stop talking at once. What’s wrong with Brix?”

			Seven grabbed his phone and shined the flashlight at Brix’s end of the seat. “His arms are burned,” Seven reported breathlessly. “And Lada’s aren’t! Brix is unconscious. What’s happening? Wake up, Brixy!”

			Elena’s eyes widened as if she was figuring something out. Then: “Oooh, my goodness. Could it be?” She hopped out of the front seat of the car and opened Brix’s door. By the time Brix fell into her arms, he was waking up.

			“What just happened?” Brix said wearily. “My arms hurt really bad; then I blacked out.”

			Seven stared from Lada’s arms—free from any injury—to Brix’s, whose inexplicable burns had spread and were now retreating. “Look at his burns,” Seven commanded. “Watch—he’s healing now.” The burns rippled on Brix’s skin, then grew smaller and disappeared.

			“I don’t understand,” Lada said, bewildered.

			The Librarian reached out to check Lada’s pulse. “You got shocked by the fence. How are you feeling?”

			“I— What? I did? Really?” Lada moved gingerly, testing her limbs to make sure they were working right. “I don’t remember anything except getting ready to teleport out of the garage. I don’t have any burns—what are you all talking about? Brix is the one who’s hurt.”

			“I’m so tired,” Brix murmured, closing his eyes again.

			“He’s healing,” Elena said, checking Brix over.

			“Holy expletive!” Seven exclaimed. “I get it now. I know what’s happening. Lada’s going to be fine, and so will Brix soon. Everybody—remember when he got a headache after massaging Cabot’s head, then zonked out? And her headache went away, at least for a while? It’s because Brix absorbed her pain! His ability isn’t just healing his own body!” His voice trembled. “He can heal other people if he’s touching them.”

			Elena nodded, feeling relieved now that Brix seemed to be okay. “Exactly, Seven. That’s what I think, too. It’s been clear Brix can heal his own injuries. Now it seems he can heal others. But . . .” She looked at the boy. “The effort to heal others clearly takes a toll on him as well.” She cradled her exhausted son in her arms. “You’re changing the game for us, Brix,” she said, her voice filled with wonder. “This ability is ten times more useful than we thought.” She pursed her lips. “I only wish you didn’t have to feel the pain.”

			Brix’s eyes closed once more. Seven crawled over the seat back to the third row to make room for Elena to sit with Brix. Lada, feeling almost as good as before she touched the electric fence, slid over to where Seven had been, and Elena scooted in on Brix’s side to hold her son the rest of the way home.

			“I wonder how extensive his ability is,” Seven said. “Like, can he heal everyone? All body parts and injuries? What if someone is in a car accident and about to die—can he save them?”

			“He definitely didn’t heal my cerebral palsy,” Lada said, cringing as she reached down to grab her foot and stretch her taut muscles, which were taxed from the rough landing. “So it’s probably only new or fresh injuries that he can fix.”

			The Librarian pulled into the monastery. “I’m sure there are other limits, too,” she said. “But it’s clear so far that he can heal burns and take unconsciousness away.” She parked in her spot. “Beyond that . . . unfortunately we won’t know until something else bad happens to one of us.” She sat quietly, hands still on the steering wheel. “I hope that day never comes.”
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			It was late by the time Seven, Lada, Elena, The Librarian, and Brix arrived back at the cottage after their misadventure at the Cordobio mansion. Puerco met them at the door with a worried look about his snout—perhaps Birdie had filled him in. Elena settled Brix into bed, and soon he was fast asleep, recovered but still tired from healing Lada and himself. Lada was shaky but okay, though she’d been sending out static shocks whenever she touched people. Neither The Librarian nor Elena knew why that was happening other than because of her recent fall against the fence, but they thought it might go away eventually.

			“I hope so,” Lada said. “It’s like the worst static shock you’ve ever gotten.” She’d already sent multiple shock waves through Tenner and Birdie when they were helping her stretch and didn’t want to touch anyone again until it stopped.

			Seven and Lada recounted the evening’s harrowing events to Tenner and Birdie, who then shared their research findings on Magdalia—which didn’t amount to much. But they had more searching to do.

			They split up and went to their rooms. As Seven got ready for bed, he remembered the alert from Cabot that he’d swiped away earlier and found it in his recent activity. “A missed call?” Seven said under his breath, surprised. He nearly dropped the phone, then ran into the shared bathroom to pound on the door to Birdie’s room. “Can I come in?” he asked.

			“Yeah,” Birdie said sleepily. Puerco snorted from the foot of her bed.

			Seven barged through the door and stopped, letting the bathroom light stream in. “Cabot tried calling me tonight.”

			Birdie sat up in bed. “Did she leave a voice message recording thing?”

			Seven squinted. “I . . . How do I figure that out?”

			“I think the notifications tell you that, too.”

			“Oh. Then no, I guess not.”

			They looked at each other. “What time did she call?” asked Birdie.

			“A little after eight p.m.,” Seven said. It was nearly midnight now. “Should I call her back?”

			Birdie grimaced. “I mean . . . she probably called because her parents weren’t around, but they could be home by now. Or she might be sleeping. It’s really late.”

			Seven sighed. “I know. You’re right.” He clenched his teeth, wishing he could know and understand what Cabot’s situation was like. Had she told Greta and Jack about all of them or not? “I could text her,” Seven said. “That can’t hurt.”

			Birdie thought about it and nodded. “We’ve all been texting her already. What’s one more?” She slid over so Seven could sit on the bed next to her. He typed: Sorry I missed your call—I’m sad! Can you talk now? Or maybe you’re sleeping?

			He sent the message, and the two of them waited and watched for the three dots they’d come to know as a symbol for someone writing back. When they appeared, Birdie and Seven shrieked, then shushed each other—they didn’t want to wake up Brix in the next room, or Tenner downstairs. No doubt he could hear everything they were saying anyway from the comfort of his own bed. In seconds, the three dots went away.

			Birdie’s face fell. “She stopped typing.”

			They waited longer. But no message came in. “This is agonizing,” Seven said. Technology really stressed him out. How did people spend so much time on their phones, waiting for the three dots to produce something life changing? How disappointed everyone must be every day when they didn’t. He longed to go back to a life where he could just find Cabot in her cabin or her tree perch when he needed her.

			Just as he was about to give up and go to bed, his phone rang.

			“Cabot is video-calling me!” His fingers fumbled to answer. “Cabot!” he said, trying to keep his voice down. He squinted at the almost-black screen, seeing only two green glowing dots. “How are you? Are you okay? Where . . . Are you there?”

			“I’m in a dark room,” Cabot whispered. “My parents could come home at any time, so I might have to hang up.”

			“Can you hold the phone up to your face?” Birdie suggested. “So the camera is on you? All we can see are two green lights.”

			The picture didn’t change. “This is my face,” she said. “The green glow—it’s coming from my eyes.”

			Seven and Birdie gasped. “What . . . happened?” Seven asked. “Do your parents know?”

			“No,” said Cabot. “But my headache is gone.”

			“What are you saying?” Birdie asked. “Why are your eyes glowing? Is it . . . Did you . . .”

			“I think so,” Cabot said, sounding a bit tearful. “I think it’s my long-lost ability. But ability to do what? I have no idea.”

			“I want to hug you!” Birdie exclaimed. “I mean, we’ll figure out what it means . . . if you want help. If you . . . want to keep talking to us.”

			As Cabot lay on her sofa bed in the library, her mouth twisted with emotion. She was glad they couldn’t see it. She couldn’t speak at first. “Of course I want to keep talking. I . . . I want . . .” She wanted to go back to be with them, but she couldn’t get the words out. After a long moment of silence and sniffles, she asked, “How’s my little pal Brix?” She choked on his name and then laughed through her tears. Her glowing eyes faded.

			Seven told her what they’d found out about Brix’s ability—and what had happened to Lada.

			“Wow, Lada could have died!” Cabot said, truly impressed. “And Brixy, that’s so cool! He saved her.”

			“Remember when he massaged your temples?” Birdie asked. “Your headache went away, right?”

			Cabot thought back. “Yes, for the first time in days. It stayed gone for a few hours. But I think he couldn’t heal it permanently because my ability was forcing its way out through my eyeballs.”

			“I wonder what it is,” Seven said. “You have to let us know what happens next. Are you going to tell your parents?”

			“I think they’ll notice eventually—it’s pretty obvious when it turns on.” She hesitated. “They don’t know any of you are in Estero. I promise. But I told them that Seven and I have cell phones. So it won’t be too weird if Seven calls me—but if they’re around when he calls, they’ll know he’s still able to charge his phone, and that means he’s not back at the hideout yet.”

			“I told them I was going to stay a few days and maybe search for my mom,” Seven told Birdie.

			“Gotcha.” Birdie smiled. “I’m so relieved, Cabot. Thanks for protecting us. You . . . you did good.” She paused. “I actually really like your sneakiness when it benefits me.”

			“Do you think your dad has tried to read your mind, though?” Seven asked gently. “He might have already read mine on the plane, so don’t feel bad if he did.”

			“I know how to block him,” Cabot said. “My parents taught me a long time ago.”

			“That’s a relief,” Birdie said. “We’ll tell The Librarian.”

			“I could teach you, too. Sometime.” Cabot’s throat tightened again. She didn’t want to continue talking about her situation. “So . . . you went to the mansion. I texted The Librarian that it would be empty. Did you get the stash?”

			Birdie tilted her head. “Wait. You told her?”

			“Yeah. I mean, I don’t know if she read my text. She didn’t reply. But when I found out my parents were meeting Martim and Troy at the Cordoba Museum, and they said they’d be gone awhile, I texted The Librarian so you could go after the stash. She didn’t tell you? Is it a lot of money and jewels and stuff?”

			Birdie and Seven exchanged an odd glance. Why hadn’t The Librarian told them the tip she received had come from Cabot? “The stash wasn’t there anymore,” Seven said glumly. “We’d heard them talking over the bug, saying that stuff in the attic wasn’t quite how they’d left it. They suspected you and I had found it. So they must have moved it to a new hiding place.”

			Cabot frowned. “Rats. That’s terrible.”

			“But while they were there, Lada installed a new hardwired bug in the electrical outlet,” Birdie said. “The Librarian made it. Now there’s no battery, so the bug will work for as long as it’s in place.”

			“Oh, that’s good to hear,” Cabot said, but her enthusiasm waned. The mission was going on without her. The Librarian was making bugs; Lada was installing them; they went after the stash . . . A series of emotional pangs struck Cabot in the chest. Then she heard the ding of the elevator. “I have to go,” she whispered harshly. “My parents are home. I’ll . . . call you again. Soon.”

			“Stay strong,” Birdie said. “We miss you.”

			But Cabot had already hung up.

			Seven bit his lip as he closed the screen, then looked at Birdie. “I definitely don’t think she’s turning to the bad side, do you?”

			Birdie shook her head. “Not even a little.” She frowned and rubbed Puerco’s warm belly thoughtfully as the pig lay on his back, legs splayed in all directions. “But I wonder why The Librarian didn’t mention Cabot was the one who tipped her off.”

			Seven frowned, too. “I don’t know. Something about that doesn’t seem right.”
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			At breakfast time, Brix came bouncing to the table as usual, back to his normal energetic self. Neither he nor Lada had any signs of burns anywhere, and they were both feeling as good as new. Lada was still sending electric shocks, but only from her fingertips, so at least Tenner and Birdie could help her stretch her legs without getting shocked to death.

			Seven and Birdie came downstairs together, subdued. They decided not to tell anyone they’d talked to Cabot unless the subject came up. They wanted to see if The Librarian mentioned what Cabot had told them. And Birdie had the Evane S. Gribaldi book on her mind—she wanted to ask her mom about it. She set Puerco on the floor, and he scrambled out the open sliding door to relieve himself and root around in the mulch.

			Tenner glanced at Birdie and Seven with one eyebrow raised expectantly. Birdie’s brows gathered tightly together. Did he suspect something? She sidled up to him to get silverware. “Could you hear?” Birdie whispered.

			Tenner nodded.

			“Talk later.”

			“Whatever you say, boss,” Tenner said as he pulled down a box of Peanut Butter Crunchios cereal from the pantry.

			“You know I love it when you call me boss,” Birdie said.

			“Everyone knows.” Tenner and Birdie elbowed each other. They’d been getting along so well here. Tenner was dealing with a lot of things, like receiving the news of his mother’s death on the heels of finding out his father was alive. His world had been rocked, but he was being such a rock himself, for Birdie and Lada . . . especially Lada. Birdie smiled to herself. She thought he had a crush on their new friend. She wondered how long it would take him to tell her—or anyone. How weird it was to know new people their own age. And to like them in different ways than Birdie was used to. Still, Lada was the only kid they’d gotten to know so far in Estero, though they’d seen plenty of others by now. Maybe someday their group of friends would grow again.

			“Um,” Lada said to Tenner as she eyed the bowl of cereal he was pouring. “You can see us making pancakes over here, right?”

			“This is just my appetizer,” he assured her.

			“Hey, Mom,” Birdie said, “have you ever written a book?”

			“Uh, what?” said Elena, laughing. “No, Birdie. I have not accomplished such a feat. Thanks for asking.”

			“Not even under a different name?” Birdie said.

			Tenner joined them at the table. “You think that Evane S. Gribaldi is your mom?” He shoved a handful of dry cereal in his mouth and chewed thoughtfully. “I can see it. Though I’ve always assumed it had to be Jack or Greta.”

			“What are you talking about?” Elena said.

			“Well,” Birdie pressed, “like, you’re sure you didn’t write a book about being one of the supernatural criminals? You had a lot of time while you were in jail.”

			“And have the president go ahead and get that published for me? What would I have written it on, the floor of my prison cell? With my finger?”

			Birdie laughed. “Okay, okay. I guess it’s not you.” She wasn’t totally convinced, though. Since the author used a nom de plume, that meant they didn’t want to admit they’d written it. She turned to The Librarian to see if she had anything to say about it.

			But The Librarian wasn’t paying attention. She sat at the head of the table with her laptop open, studying a piece of paper, then typing on her computer, then studying the paper again. Once everyone assembled, The Librarian slipped the paper into her handbag on the floor next to her chair.

			Lada and Elena doled out the pancakes, and for the first few minutes of the meal, everyone was busy eating ravenously. Then Seven asked, with his mouth half-full, “What are we doing today?”

			“I have a few meetings,” The Librarian said. She turned to Lada. “I need to speak with you later.”

			“Copy that,” Lada said, flourishing her forkful of pancakes. She was intrigued.

			“Who are your meetings with?” Birdie asked.

			“Contacts,” The Librarian said. “Same as usual.”

			“The contact who told you the mansion would be empty last night?” Seven asked.

			“You know I can’t say.” The Librarian gave the two a puzzled look, then changed the subject. “Was anyone able to find any interesting facts about Magdalia?”

			“There’s really not much,” Tenner said. “Everything we could find, we already knew—stuff that was in the newspapers. There isn’t anything about her childhood. Maybe her political website will update with some personal facts soon. Yesterday the home page had an apology written on it, saying it was down due to an extreme amount of interest.”

			“That could be a publicity stunt,” Elena said drily. “I wouldn’t put it past her to pretend there was a lot of interest.”

			Seven chewed his pancakes. His mother had loved attention. She’d been the loudest parent—practically gregarious compared to her best friend, Lucy, Tenner’s mother. Her big personality had shone through her voice and exaggerated movements. Even her projected image liked to sweep her floor-length dresses about dramatically. Seven had wondered if Magdalia just couldn’t take being stuck at the hideout anymore. Maybe she’d been the one to convince the other bad parents to leave, and they’d just pretended to go after the first three who’d gone missing.

			Birdie pulled out her phone and brought up Magdalia’s web page. “It’s up again now, actually,” she said. A drop of syrup leaked out of the corner of her mouth, and she caught it with her tongue. Seven looked up expectantly. He was highly interested in what his mother would say about her life. Birdie clicked a link, then scrolled. “Here’s what her ‘About Me’ page says: Magdalia Palacio was born in Estero City and lived here for twenty-eight years before marrying and traveling abroad. She returned three years ago.”

			“Traveling abroad,” Seven said, rolling his eyes. He stabbed his last bite of pancake with his fork.

			“In her spare time,” Birdie read, “Magdalia enjoys sports, reading, fashion, and helping her community. She is separated from her husband and has no—” Birdie stopped with a gasp. She dropped the phone in her lap and looked at Seven, finding his pupils.

			“No what?” Seven said, setting his fork down.

			“Children,” Birdie whispered.
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			Seven left the breakfast table and stepped outside to get some air.

			Birdie followed. “Are you okay? She probably did it to protect you.”

			“Sure. I should be thanking her. I’ll send a note to her headquarters or whatever.”

			“Well. You don’t have to go that far.”

			Seven let out a sigh. “I’m just tired of my parents.”

			Birdie nodded. She reached her arms out, and Seven reluctantly went in for the hug. Birdie held him a few extra seconds, and finally he relaxed until his chin slid just right into the curve of her shoulder and neck. Birdie patted his back. “I’m sorry.”

			“Thanks, Bird,” Seven said. “You’re all right.”

			“I know,” said Birdie.

			“I mean,” Seven said, pulling away, “you’re not perfect. Let’s be clear.”

			Birdie flashed a blissful grin. “Shh,” she said. “Don’t speak.”

			Inside, The Librarian texted Sabine, knowing she would have forgotten what they’d talked about, but also having the benefit of knowing how Sabine would respond. Making people forget had many advantages. A few disadvantages, too, but not this time. One of these days Sabine was going to figure out that The Librarian was using her supernatural power on her, but it hadn’t occurred to her yet that the mentor she revered would stoop to doing such a thing to a supposed friend. I have a person in mind for your Supernatural Locator and Recruitment Operation who could really use a job. Is your father still looking to add to his team?

			There was a long pause. No doubt it was because Sabine was scrambling to remember when she’d shared that sensitive information.

			Finally Sabine replied: Do I have her in the database?

			No, The Librarian wrote. She’s a bit too young to have gone to Sunrise.

			After another lengthy pause, Sabine responded: Have her meet me and the guard outside the gate to the palace tomorrow at three o’clock. She might have to fight through protesters—maybe my father will consider that a difficult enough test.

			Copy, The Librarian responded. It won’t be hard for Lada to get past any of them if necessary.

			There was a quick reply: What’s Lada’s superpower?

			The Librarian hesitated. She’d told Sabine before, and the younger woman had been impressed, but of course had no recollection of it. The Librarian replied: I’d rather let her surprise you. She smiled and pocketed her phone.

			By now Sabine had to at least suspect that The Librarian had begun wiping her memory. But she hadn’t accused her of it yet. What was Sabine supposed to say to the woman who had basically acted as a big sister and provided her with the support her parents hadn’t given her? Sabine wouldn’t risk losing their relationship. And if The Librarian denied it, she’d risk admitting that she was forgetting chunks of her life.

			The Librarian felt bad about it, but she had to do what she had to do to win against Fuerte. Maybe soon she wouldn’t have to continue manipulating Sabine. “Lada!” she called. “And everyone—please gather. I have a new development to share.”

			They all moved toward the living area. Lada rolled up in her wheelchair between the sofa and one of the overstuffed chairs, then practiced balancing on her back wheels while the others assembled. Birdie, Seven, and Tenner sat down on the sofa, and Brix perched on the arm. Elena and The Librarian took the comfy chairs.

			They all quieted down when The Librarian slid forward in her seat. “How are you feeling, Lada and Brix?”

			“Totally normal,” Brix said.

			“My muscles are tight, but the rest of me is fine,” said Lada. She flashed a grateful look at Brix. “Thanks again. I think you saved my life.”

			Brix beamed. He might struggle sometimes to understand the conversations around him, but now he had something really valuable to add to the group.

			“I can help you stretch again later, Lada,” Tenner offered. He’d been stretching with her every day since they’d gone into the lower caves. To Tenner, it was a time to bond with Lada and talk about things they’d experienced. He’d filled her in on everything about the way they’d grown up, and she’d done the same with him. Tenner was starting to think of her as the kind of close friend he wished he’d had back at the hideout, like how Birdie and Seven were. It was everything he’d always wanted . . . and more. He blushed. He even sort of like liked her, but nobody needed to know that.

			Birdie saw Tenner’s face flush. She nudged Seven. Seven elbowed her back. Birdie was so happy about Tenner starting to really find his voice—and this deepening friendship. They all loved Lada, but Tenner and Lada were like old friends already.

			“Thanks, Tenner,” Lada said. “I’d love that. I’ll try not to electrocute you.”

			Tenner flashed her two thumbs up. “It’s okay if you do.” He blushed even more. What a weird thing to say.

			The Librarian saved him from even more awkwardness. “Okay, good. Glad you’re both feeling back to your old selves again, because we’re going to infiltrate Fuerte’s team of supers.”

			“What’s that?” asked Brix before he remembered he could look it up.

			“Sneak in and pretend to be on their side,” Elena murmured, intrigued.

			The rest of them stared blankly for a moment.

			“Sneak in? How?” asked Birdie. “Who?”

			“I’m not doing it,” Seven said, sinking deep into the sofa.

			The Librarian gave Seven a commiserating grin and relaxed in her chair. “Not you, Seven. Not any of you from the hideout. You’re all recognizable to someone. Even Seven. If you sneak in, then bump into one person who was on that plane, it’s all over, because they’ll know who you are. Plus even if you tried to convince them you’re a different person, your voice would give you away. Note, they’re not that gullible, not even Troy. So you’re staying here. It’s got to be Lada.”

			Everyone turned to look at Lada.

			“Me?” Lada said. She’d known The Librarian had something in mind for her, but she hadn’t been prepared for this. Her mind whirled as it always did when something unexpected happened. How would she do it—like, physically do it?

			“Lada is the only one that none of the supers know,” The Librarian continued.

			“But the guard identified a kid with crutches,” Elena reminded her.

			“True,” said The Librarian. “But one of my sources tells me that guard isn’t employed by the palace anymore. It seems Fuerte fired him for allowing Elena to escape. So he won’t be anywhere near the supernatural group to identify her. And Lada can meet them using her wheelchair to make her first impression so no one immediately jumps to that conclusion. From my conversations around the city, it’s clear Fuerte’s guards are more concerned with the bouncing boy than the girl with the crutches.”

			“I wonder why,” Lada said sarcastically. She shook her head, annoyed. People were constantly underestimating her because of her disability.

			“In this case,” The Librarian said, “even though it feels bad, it’s actually good that they’re focusing on Brix. Your ability will really surprise them. I’ve studied all the new supers, and they don’t have anyone like you on the team. That’ll make any suspicions about you go away in a hurry. Besides, like I’ve said in the past, Fuerte will use anyone he thinks will help him—even if they were caught stealing the Stone Crown from his own palace.”

			Elena looked down. “True,” she said. “He took in Troy, Martim, and the Stones pretty easily, and wanted me to join them while fully knowing we’d stolen directly from him in the past. But if they think Fuerte is going to keep them out of jail and on the payroll once they’re done serving the president’s purposes, they’ve got another think coming.”

			Tenner tilted his head. “Another think?”

			“It’s an idiom,” Elena said. “Everybody gets it wrong.”

			“What does everybody say?” Brix asked.

			“They say another thing.”

			“Right, I get that,” said Brix, “but what?”

			“They say another thing,” Birdie said, exasperated.

			“Anyway,” Lada interrupted loudly. She was stressed out about what The Librarian was proposing and desperately needed more information. “Can you all finish that discussion later, please? I need to hear more from The Librarian.”

			“Sorry,” Brix mouthed, and sat back quietly.

			Lada winked at him to let him know all was good. “Okay, so how am I supposed to infiltrate? This sounds intimidating. Do you mean sneak around and try to eavesdrop, like I should get a job working at the palace?” She wrinkled up her nose. “Or be a secret agent? Or what?” The Librarian had mentioned they’d be interested in her ability. Did that mean . . .

			“More like a secret agent. I’d like you to go in as another super joining the team. Sabine Fuerte and the guards know you’re coming. You have an appointment at three o’clock tomorrow.”

			“An appointment?” Lada said, alarmed. “Tomorrow? What am I supposed to say and do? This is . . . Well, it’s thrilling, but it’s also upsetting.”

			Tenner shot her a worried look. “You okay?”

			Lada nodded. “I’m fine. I’m just . . . waiting for The Librarian to explain.”

			The Librarian leaned forward again, elbows on her knees. “You can say no if you don’t want to do this,” she said. “All you’d need to do is play a role. Pretend like you are interested in a job, and show them your ability. Go to their meetings. See what other supers are saying. Are they happy with their situation? And you’ll be training, I’m sure—can you imagine the setup Fuerte has? If you say yes, I’ll have you wear a wire so we can hear what’s going on. Do what Seven did on the plane—pretend to want to join.”

			“But they’ll make me do a heist,” Lada said.

			“Maybe,” The Librarian said. “But you can do it. You’ve kind of already done that, you know. You almost stole the stash . . . if it had been there.”

			Lada frowned, then went to push her glasses up and remembered they’d been lost in the electric-fence incident. She’d need to get that rectified before she could do anything. She stared off into the blurry room, thinking about what The Librarian was asking her to do.

			Elena saw that Lada needed a moment to process and turned to the camo boy. “I’ve been meaning to ask, Seven. When you found the stash initially, what did you see?”

			“It was money,” said Seven. “Stacks of bills banded together.”

			“Nothing else?” asked Elena. “Jewels? Artifacts?”

			“If there was anything else, it was hidden beneath all the money.”

			“Wait a minute,” The Librarian said. “Old money?”

			“Yes,” said Seven. “A big sackful. No new money that I saw.”

			Elena looked concerned. “The fact that it was stacks and stacks of old money and possibly no other items makes me wonder if they already sold all the jewels and artifacts. But then there would be new money in the stacks.”

			“Unless . . . maybe it wasn’t the stash you found after all,” said Birdie. “What if you actually found the money they stole from the museum in that heist right before Tenner and I got here?”

			“Hmm.” Seven made a steeple with his forefingers and tapped his lips methodically, thinking about the heist he’d done with the criminals. Specifically remembering Troy exchanging the money, Jack asking for his share, and Troy giving that strange response. “That would explain why Troy told Jack the money wasn’t what he thought it was,” Seven said. His shoulders drooped, and he dropped his hands in his lap. He really wanted them to have found the stash from Louis’s map to prove it existed, even if they didn’t know where it was now. “So if that money that had been in the Cordobio attic was actually the cash they swiped from the museum a few weeks ago . . . where’s the stash?”
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			The others went out to train in the yard while Lada stayed behind with The Librarian. Now that the shock of the infiltration idea had worn off, The Librarian wanted to check in to make sure Lada was up for the task.

			“You don’t have to do it,” The Librarian said again. “I saw an opportunity to get into the group, and I explored it. But I can cancel your appointment in one text.”

			“I just needed to think it through,” Lada said. “Obviously it’s a major move. We could really gain an advantage if I do it. But won’t they think I’m too young?” Her fourteenth birthday wasn’t far off, but she’d still be considered a child despite her maturity and accomplishments.

			“You look older than you are,” The Librarian said. “Plus you sound smart, and you’re much stronger than most thirteen-year-olds. You’ll be able to show that through training—people often associate strength with age. If they ask, I think you can say you’re older if you feel comfortable with that. But maybe they won’t ask. You can also refuse to provide any private information about yourself. It won’t be out of the ordinary. Half the supers there are using false names for their own protection. It’s normal for people like us to be secretive.”

			“I could give a fake last name and wear makeup,” Lada said. “And maybe cut my hair—I’ve been thinking about a more sophisticated bob anyway. That might help make me even less recognizable, since the guard saw me with long hair.” She faced The Librarian. “I really need new glasses, though.”

			“That’s next on the agenda,” The Librarian said. “There’s a one-hour place a couple blocks away. We can go now if you like, and keep chatting about this idea and how best to go about it.”

			The two set out together, The Librarian on foot and Lada in her wheelchair. As they reached an intersection, The Librarian’s sharp, watchful gaze landed on someone waiting at the crosswalk on the other side of the street, ready to come toward them when the light changed. The man’s skin was dark brown, and his curly black hair was styled in a half topknot, while the short sides faded to his ears. He wore a white lab coat. He was speaking into a cell phone, and as they crossed the street, meeting in the middle, The Librarian caught the man’s eye. He held her gaze with a hint of recognition and confusion. But then he continued his phone conversation, only missing a beat before they were past him.

			“Do you know that doctor?” Lada asked after they reached the other side.

			“I recognized their voice,” The Librarian said. “Did you?”

			Lada thought back, trying to hear the man again in her memory. As The Librarian pulled the door open at the optician’s office, Lada clapped her hand to her mouth, then turned and whispered, “That was Cami Leone!”

			The Librarian gave Lada a grim smile. “And she recognized me. I swore I knew that voice the first time I heard her speak over the bug receiver, and I figured it out—there weren’t a lot of shape-shifter friends to choose from. She’s someone I knew from Sunrise Foster Home.”

			

			
				~
			

			While Lada had her eye appointment and picked out new frames, The Librarian slipped out to sell another of the thirteen diamonds in order to fund Lada’s transformation and have some extra cash left over for other expenses. She and Lada returned to the cottage several hours later carrying shopping bags filled with slightly oversized business suits for Lada—the nonwrinkle travel kind—so she’d be comfortable sitting in them in her wheelchair for long periods of time. Plus an elegant dress in case she needed it for a special occasion. No doubt Fuerte would eventually hold a lavish dinner party at the palace to keep the supers intrigued and willing to work with him, especially since the people of Estero footed the bill for his expenses. They’d also bought a rolling suitcase that Lada could attach to the back of her wheelchair.

			Lada wore her new silver-rimmed cat-eye glasses and sported a fresh haircut—a medium-length bob that skimmed her shoulders, tousled with product to show off her natural waves, with some added highlights for a more grown-up look. While Lada showed off her new clothes to the others, The Librarian immediately sat down at her computer and added the doctor persona to Cami Leone’s descriptions in her notes, next to old-man sheepherder and professional businesswoman.

			Also in her notes were the names and descriptions of the other supers working with the president: Martim, Troy, Jack, Greta, plus at least fifteen more. When Lada was done showing off her clothes, The Librarian called her over. “What I want is to fill in their descriptions and their supernatural abilities,” The Librarian said. “That’s where you come in. You’ll go there with the intent of joining Fuerte’s team. Get to know the others, and feed the information back to us.”

			“But what if Fuerte makes me do stuff? Like steal or break into places or whatever? I mean, how long am I supposed to keep this up?”

			“You keep it up until you’ve had enough . . . or until it’s time to fight against us.”

			“Fight you?”

			“I’m assuming that day will come,” The Librarian said gently. “Isn’t that the point of all of this? We’re going to have to fight them eventually. It would be nice to be as prepared as possible . . . and maybe have a few of them on our side. Look for the weak links, the ones who aren’t happy. Maybe ones you really connect with. And see what you can find out for us. I’ll take it from there.”

			Lada nodded slowly. “I guess I always imagined I’d be with you the whole way.”

			“Oh, you will be,” The Librarian assured her. “You’ll be in my ear twenty-four/seven. I’ll be ready to go in and get you out if you ever need me to. I promise. And you can come here every day—you can say the monastery offers physical therapy for people with injuries and disabilities.”

			“Which it actually does,” Lada said, glancing at Tenner, knowing he was probably listening. Tenner caught her eye, and they both smiled, then hurriedly looked away.

			“Exactly,” said The Librarian. “So when you leave, nobody will be suspicious or send guards to follow you; they’ll assume you’re going to your boring-sounding appointment.” She sat back. “Just because you’ll be moving in there like the other new recruits doesn’t mean you’ll be tied to the palace. You’ll be free to go about your business when you’re not training. Remember we saw Cami Leone out and about today.”

			Lada nodded. Doing this job was a huge responsibility, and it came with a new set of worries. Number one on her mind: How would she move around in this new place? Were the living quarters big enough for her wheelchair? How about the doorways? And she’d be thrust into a group of total strangers. Lada wasn’t too anxious about meeting new people—she liked doing that. But would she have any problems fitting in with a bunch of grown-ups? And would anyone suspect her of being a part of the team that freed Elena?

			At least Lada had been given the choice to say yes or no, unlike Seven, who’d been accidentally trapped in his spy role on Fuerte’s plane. And of course she’d do it. After all, she could always teleport away from anyone. She wasn’t really worried about her safety in that way . . . unless they figured out she wasn’t who they thought she was.
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			The next day, Lada hugged everyone at the cottage goodbye and promised to see them soon. She wore one of her new suits—charcoal-gray dress pants and a jacket with a crisp white blouse—and some cheap jewelry that The Librarian said looked smart and not gaudy. She also wore a high-tech hidden microphone attached to a slim belt beneath her shirt. She and The Librarian had tested it out that morning. It had a strong battery pack that could last forty-eight hours if necessary, but Lada would be able to recharge it at the cottage every day.

			Lada rolled her shoulders in the suit to give them ample roominess, then pushed her sleeves up so the bands of her arm crutches would fit right—stuff nondisabled people didn’t have to think about. She tried not to imagine the looks she was about to get from a room full of strangers. Seeing someone using crutches or a wheelchair was just . . . something to look at. There was nothing she could do to prevent that. Her nervous stomach began to churn.

			“You look so natural in that disguise,” Birdie said, admiring her. “Very sleek and smart. I wish I could go along with you. This is going to be such a great adventure.” Even though Birdie had plenty to do to help their cause, she felt like she was missing out.

			“I wish you could come, too,” said Lada. What if she needed help? She didn’t have any allies with her.

			“Fuerte is going to love that you can teleport,” Seven told her. “He’s a terrible person, but one thing I noticed about him is that he really appreciates supernatural abilities. He liked what I did for him.”

			“He’ll think you’re the coolest, Lada,” said Brix. “If he has you for heists, you’ll be in and out of those art museums in seconds without having to worry about all the cameras along the way. No need for them to break open doors and set off alarms, either.”

			“You have so much to offer,” Elena said. “Be proud of what you can do. Confidence will get you far.”

			“Don’t forget to come back every day so we can help you with your stretches,” Tenner said, giving her a final hug and noticing how nice she smelled. He’d really been aware of people’s individual scents recently, and Lada smelled the best of anyone to him. But it felt weird to tell her that. And he didn’t want the others to think they didn’t smell good.

			Lada smiled and clasped his hand for a split second, giving him an electric shock, which he tried to pretend was no big deal. “Sorry!” she said. “Believe me, I won’t forget.” She felt her face grow warm. No one had ever been so eager to help her before she’d found this group of friends. It felt sad to leave them. She’d miss them, even though she’d be back tonight.

			Finally Lada and The Librarian set off in the SUV for the palace. Lada felt very grown-up with her new hairstyle, glasses, and suitcase for her things. But her thoughts were anxious. She didn’t have camouflage like Seven to hide her age, so she decided she’d keep that a secret. If anyone asked, she’d just blow off the question as rude or imply that it was something she’d rather not share, which The Librarian had said supers did all the time. Hopefully all the work they’d done to make her look older would be enough to keep anyone from asking in the first place. Plus, once Fuerte found out that she could teleport, he might not ask any questions at all.

			Lada tried to make her nerves take a backseat by thinking of all the cunning ways she could mess with the president. How could she take full advantage of this horrible person while he thought she was on his side? The possibilities seemed exciting. But first she had to make it through the initial meeting and get to know how everything worked. Perhaps there would be time to disrupt Fuerte’s game once she was feeling more comfortable.

			The Librarian moved slowly through a crowd of protesters on the driveway to the palace. Individuals held signs condemning supernatural people, including the president for secretly being one, even though he’d denied it. Signs like Eliminate the Oddballs! and Get Them Out! and Super Fuerte Is a Liar!

			The signs were painful to read. Why were people making judgments about other people they didn’t even know? There was one more sign that caught Lada’s eye. “Do you see that one?” She pointed it out to The Librarian. “It says Palacio in the Palace! Vote Magdalia.” She scanned the crowd and found a second one with similar wording. “Seven’s mom has a couple of supporters already. Interesting.”

			“Indeed,” The Librarian said. “I’m not surprised.” She acted tight-lipped about it, which meant that The Librarian knew more than she was letting on. Lada looked sideways at the woman, but she seemed intent on getting through the gate without hurting anyone crowding the vehicle.

			Lada spotted a guard in uniform standing next to a woman in her late twenties near the guard station.

			“That’s Sabine,” The Librarian said, as if it was no big deal that the president’s daughter was yards away from them. “She wants to meet you. That’s a good thing—it means she’s taking you seriously. I’ll come out and say hello and get your stuff out of the back.” The Librarian waved hello to Sabine, who ordered a group of guards to open the gate while keeping protesters out.

			Lada shuddered with nervous energy. She smoothed the wrinkles in her pants and double-checked the thin microphone belt around her waist to make sure it was totally covered and turned on. The label inside her jacket was making the back of her neck itch, and she wished she’d removed it, but it was too late now. “Whew,” she whispered as the guards tackled a few protesters who’d snuck in. The gate closed behind them.

			The Librarian turned to Lada with a warm, encouraging smile. “Are you ready?”

			Lada nodded, reminding herself of the fake last name she’d chosen for the introduction.

			“Let’s do it just like we planned.”

			Lada nodded again and swallowed hard. While The Librarian got out and retrieved Lada’s suitcase, wheelchair, and crutches from the back and put them on the driveway, Lada concentrated, then teleported out of the vehicle, reappearing next to the guard station. She grabbed the doorway nonchalantly to keep her balance and looked up at the surprised faces. “Hello,” she said, adjusting her jacket and pushing up her glasses as The Librarian rolled the wheelchair to her. “I’m Lada Petrova. I’m here to help the president.”
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			Sneaking Out
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			As the long and lonely hours passed, Cabot was growing increasingly unhappy with her situation. Her parents were always gone. And The Librarian still wasn’t responding to her. At least Seven and Birdie had been there for a video chat the other night, and the kids were texting her now and then.

			Despite her dissatisfaction, Cabot made the most of her time alone: snooping, reading books, and watching tutorials on how to do things like use a thumb drive—she’d discovered one in the desk drawer—and make her own listening devices. Once she knew what to do, she needed the right equipment to do it.

			She’d started borrowing money from various places she’d found around the loft. There was a huge jar of coins on her parents’ dresser, and a wad of cash in her father’s wallet, which he left carelessly around the apartment. Her mother kept a ceramic bowl on a table next to the elevator in which she stored dollar bills for food delivery tips.

			Cabot also searched the place inside and out looking for the stash. Seven had texted her last night about Lada’s plan to go undercover at the palace, and he’d also shared his theory—that the money the two of them had found could have been from the museum heist. So it seemed possible her parents could have the stash, though unlikely. And looking for it gave her something to do. But there was no stash anywhere Cabot could find—she even searched under her parents’ bed and removed some paneling from inside their closet, and felt around for false doors behind cupboards and inside drawers.

			She did more than her share of the housework, which was making her parents happy. It also made them overlook items that might be slightly out of place, which they assumed Cabot had moved while cleaning.

			Knowing her parents would be gone for a lengthy stretch of time that day, Cabot added a few more bills to her wad, then snuck out through the elevator and down onto the street. She sucked in the fresh air, which somehow felt different outside than it did indoors with the window open. She peeked inside the wheat tunnel because it was cool, then wandered past Sunrise Foster Home, peering in the windows as she went. She identified Mr. LaDuca from Lada’s description. He looked very grumpy.

			Cabot rounded the corner, searching for a particular cell phone shop—she’d looked it up and knew one was nearby. She spotted it and went in, and tried to get her bearings. She’d never actually been inside a store before. “Hi,” Cabot said, trying to appear confident, like she knew what she was doing. The teenage girl behind the counter greeted her and studied her briefly, then went back to her cell phone.

			Cabot started down an aisle, looking at the different cell phones on display. There were so many products for sale. Cabot had imagined she would walk in and see a couple of phones, and she’d just choose the cheapest one. But there were dozens and dozens of different kinds, plus tons of cords and accessories, too. She felt overwhelmed.

			The employee appeared at the head of the aisle and stopped. “Can I help you find something?”

			Cabot froze, feeling like she should bolt. She’d lived her short time in Estero always on the run or hiding, so she didn’t know how to act. The young woman stood between her and the door. “Uh,” Cabot said, looking at the row of products. “I just need a really cheap cell phone.”

			“Sure. Like a burner?”

			“Yes, please.” Cabot shifted. “It only has to last a short time. And . . . I don’t have much money.”

			“Got it.” She went to a different aisle, and Cabot hesitantly tagged along behind her. The employee didn’t seem to suspect Cabot of doing anything nefarious with the phone, which made Cabot’s nerves settle a bit. “Here’s the best deal,” the young woman said. “It’s a cruddy phone, but it has a decent battery and it does the job. You’ll get up to two hours of talk time, and you can always buy more minutes.”

			What a strange thing to have to buy, Cabot thought. She read the package, but her eyes felt like they were swimming in technical words she hadn’t learned yet. She found the price and breathed a sigh of relief—she had enough money. “Okay, thanks.” Cabot held out the cash.

			The young woman smiled and waved Cabot over to the register, then began ringing up the purchase. Cabot watched, but her eyes still felt a little . . . off. Was it her nervousness? Or . . .

			“What’s up with your eyes?” the clerk asked, staring. “Whoa—that’s freaky! How did you do that?”

			Cabot whirled around, trying not to panic. Would the girl know she was a super and try to get her arrested, even though the law had changed?

			“Hey, it’s cool, kid,” the girl said. “I’m not going to do anything. Here’s your phone and your change.”

			“Thanks.” Cabot’s heart pounded. She grabbed the goods and fumbled the change, sending a coin rolling down the aisle, and fled. As she ran back to her parents’ loft, she called Seven.

			“Hey, Cab, what’s up?” Seven asked.

			“You’re not going to believe what just happened,” Cabot said, breathless. “I just met . . . a stranger . . . who might actually be an ally.”
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			A Super-Strange Meeting
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			Lada wheeled herself out of the palace elevator into President Fuerte’s enormous training center and rolled to a stop. Sabine came after her and stood by her side. Nearly twenty supers were either chatting together or demonstrating their skills to President Fuerte himself. Lada’s gaze landed on the interesting-looking ones.

			“Whoa.” Lada’s eyes darted from one to the next: a blue-haired young man with olive skin who was flying across the room; a tall, strong white woman balancing a twenty-foot-long iron conference table in one hand; an older white man with black wiry hair striking a wooden shelving unit and turning it into liquid, then solidifying it again into shelves of a different shape.

			“Impressive, isn’t it?” Sabine said as she scowled at her father. Her eyes never left him. He didn’t pay attention to her.

			“Very,” said Lada, shifting nervously. She felt intimidated, especially when others turned to stare at her. But she knew she had an amazing ability, too, and she wasn’t going to downplay it. She needed to be confident and show Fuerte that she was a good fit.

			Sabine guided Lada to where Fuerte, Troy, and Martim stood observing everyone.

			It was scary seeing Troy. To Lada, he seemed bigger than ever, since she hadn’t seen him this close up before. He had a leather-bound journal sticking out of his back pocket that wouldn’t come close to fitting in the pocket of an average-sized person’s jeans. Troy’s solid black eyes showed no emotion, which made Lada uneasy. You couldn’t tell who he was inside or what he was thinking. No wonder Tenner was afraid of him. Then Lada’s expression flickered. She’d been judged by the way she looked many times in the past. Maybe Troy had, too.

			Martim was even slicker than he appeared from a distance—there was a slimy quality to the way he held himself, the way his mouth curled up into a smirk most of the time, the way he leaned in toward the president and acted extremely cool, like he thought he knew everything. Lada didn’t think she could trust a word that came out of his mouth.

			And then there was the president. His slick black hair was streaked with gray. He wore an expensive tailored suit and tie, and polished shoes. The way he stood, rocking back and forth on his feet, exuded confidence and cockiness. Lada had seen him in person before, too, getting on and off his private plane, but being with him here in the palace felt different, like he was even more powerful and important.

			This whole thing was way more intimidating than she’d expected, meeting all these bad guys at once and being surrounded by older supers—ones who probably didn’t fail with their abilities anymore, like Lada had done just the other day. She blew out a breath and glanced at the exit, then remembered that she was wired and that The Librarian was listening in. That helped calm her nerves. But what if Troy used his X-ray vision and saw she was wearing the wire? Lada started to sweat.

			“Dad,” Sabine said curtly when the men’s conversation was over, “I have a new super for you. This is Lada Petrova. Lada, this is President Fuerte, Martim Palacio, and Troy Cordoba.” Lada nodded a greeting, not trusting herself to speak, and Sabine went on. “Lada has an excellent ability that we haven’t seen on our team yet. She came to us through a mutual friend—she’s been living right here in Estero for over thirteen years, in hiding. She was finally able to disclose her super status because you changed the law, and she’s here to help us. So that’s one good thing to come out of that law change, isn’t it?” Sabine raised an eyebrow.

			Lada’s heart skipped a beat. Was that the story The Librarian had told Sabine? If so, it would have been nice to know. “I’m pleased to meet you,” Lada managed to say, sounding smoother than she could have hoped. “Thank you for seeing me.”

			The president ignored his daughter and eyed Lada appraisingly. “What’s your ability?”

			“I can teleport.” Lada could feel people staring at her. And at her wheelchair. If they asked about her disability, she’d tell them. But she wasn’t about to blurt out her life story to a bunch of strangers, even though she knew they were all wondering about her . . . and wondering if she was capable. She blew out a slow, steadying breath between tightly pursed lips.

			“Ah, nice.” Fuerte seemed genuinely impressed, which tracked with what Seven had told Lada. She relaxed slightly.

			“What about obstructions?” Martim asked, looking at her with suspicion. He folded his arms over his chest.

			“Obstructions?” Lada asked. She felt her face flush. “What do you mean?”

			“He’s wondering if you can only teleport when there’s a clear path,” Troy explained. “Or can you go through things like walls and windows?”

			“Oh. I can go through anything.”

			“How far?” the president asked.

			“Up to forty yards so far. I’ve been training, though . . .” She thought fast to try to sync with the story Sabine had just told. “Ever since you changed the law. And getting better.”

			“Forty yards?” Martim said, eyebrow raised. “Does the wheelchair travel with you?”

			“I can transport items that I’m able to carry,” Lada said, feeling her heartbeat slow down slightly, “but anything large, bulky, or heavy can sometimes be problematic. When I attempt to use my ability while holding on to my chair, the weight of it keeps me from being able to teleport at all. But I also use forearm crutches, and they transport easily with me.”

			She swiveled in the chair and reached for her crutches. Now that she’d presented herself as a person using a wheelchair, cementing that image in the minds of these people who might be on the lookout for a kid using crutches, she hoped they wouldn’t recognize her from the guard’s description. Nobody had asked her age, and Sabine had made her sound older by saying she’d come to Estero over thirteen years ago, so they probably wouldn’t think of her as a kid. Besides, there was no other way to demonstrate her ability.

			She eased to the edge of her seat and used her crutches to pull herself to a standing position, again conscious of the glances her way. “Where do you want me to go? Across the room? Outside those windows?”

			“Definitely outside,” Troy said, sounding interested. “Can you handle the descent to the ground, too?”

			“Sure,” said Lada. She moved to the window and eyeballed the distance to the ground outside as Troy followed her. She spied a jeweled fountain that was sparkling in the weak sunshine, which seemed within range. Then she turned and looked at the other two men. “How are you going to watch from way back there?”

			Fuerte seemed startled to be spoken to like that, but he obediently went to the window. Martim smirked and went, too.

			Lada concentrated, trying to control her nerves and her shaking legs—could they tell she was scared? The last time she’d teleported, she’d gotten zapped by Troy and Martim’s fence. Now that incident pounded her mind. She had to get this right. “Okay, here goes. I’m aiming for that spot next to the sparkly fountain.” She pointed with one of the crutches. Then she closed her eyes, picturing the place in her mind, and disappeared.
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			One of Them
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			Lada sucked in a breath, jabbed her crutches down into the lawn, and took a wobbly step, nearly toppling into the palace fountain. But she braced herself and held on, determined not to fall on her bum in front of the president. She held her stance for a moment, then straightened and looked up with a glint in her eye. She’d done it. Of course she had. She knew it wasn’t hard.

			But now she had to do something similar to what she’d done at the Cordobio mansion—get past an obstacle that was at the far end of her teleporting journey, the glass window . . . a few stories in the air. If she failed to go the full distance, she could reappear on the outside of the window instead of inside and fall to her death. Why hadn’t she stayed inside the palace and just teleported through a wall? “Lada,” she chided under her breath. “Come on. You’ve got this.”

			Something in the grass next to the jeweled fountain gleamed and caught Lada’s eye. She steadied herself, then leaned down and looked closer. With a soft intake of breath, Lada realized it was a small ruby that appeared to have broken off the fountain. She snagged it and slipped it into her pocket—that could help the team at the monastery. Then she took a few calming breaths and, without thinking too much, peered through the window and pictured a spot well inside the training room on the third floor. Concentrating hard and gripping the handles of her crutches, Lada disappeared from the lawn and reappeared in the desired location, nearly knocking Martim down.

			“Heh,” Lada said under her breath when Martim’s cool presence was suddenly thrown off-balance. She remembered how he’d tripped over the threshold on his mission with Seven, and she almost started laughing, picturing him stubbing his big toe and skidding on his backside across the pavement. He probably still had bruises from it.

			Martim righted himself. “Your aim could be better,” he muttered.

			“Sorry, Martim,” Lada said, walking toward her wheelchair. “My aim was perfect. You shouldn’t have moved.” She shrugged, pretending she didn’t care that he was being petty.

			“That was impressive,” Fuerte said appreciatively. He stared thoughtfully out the window she’d just gone through, as if imagining all the ways he could benefit from her ability.

			“Just think,” Troy said excitedly, nudging Martim. “She can enter buildings without being detected by guards. No need to pick locks or break down doors.”

			Martim took a step away from Troy.

			“True,” Lada said. “I could do those things.” She regarded Troy, who seemed to be rooting for her, and gave him a cautious smile to help buy his loyalty. “Smart thinking.” She almost cringed saying those words. It felt like she was being disloyal to Tenner. But Lada needed to make connections here to find out what was going on, and after witnessing how Troy had confided in Seven . . . well, it seemed like he would spill some juicy info if she could get close to him.

			“I think you’ll be an excellent fit, Lada,” President Fuerte said, turning from the window. “Of course, we’ll need to test you.”

			Lada tried not to flinch, but inside she deflated. “Of course.”

			“Please tell me we’re not going to do an overnight heist with her,” Martim said. “At least not immediately. We can’t keep up this schedule, Daniel. I’m exhausted.”

			Troy nodded. “Me too. Something’s got to change.”

			“We have all been working very hard,” Sabine said. “And Lada came to me from a trustworthy source. I have no doubt whatsoever of her loyalty.”

			President Fuerte was exhausted, too. The overnight heists plus all the scandals and protesting were rocking him to his core. He doubted he could get to the airport without having dozens of reporters on his tail at this point—they’d swarmed him the last time and were bound to figure out what he was doing soon enough. Perhaps he could come up with something local for her to do that wouldn’t take all night. “All right,” he said. “We won’t schedule anything special just yet, but we’ll have you come along the next time we need you for a heist. You’re in.”

			Lada narrowed her eyes. “I appreciate the vote of confidence, Mr. President, and I’m excited to join the team. But we haven’t discussed my job description and pay rate. I’ll let you know my decision once you’ve presented that to me.”
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			Fraying at the Edges
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			The Librarian burst out laughing from her chair in the cottage living room. “Oh, Lada,” she exclaimed, then cackled some more.

			Birdie and Seven came over to see what was going on.

			“Lada just told the president that she needed to hear about her employee package before agreeing to work for him,” The Librarian said gleefully.

			Birdie and Seven grinned. They’d never seen The Librarian crack up like this before, and it was a nice reprieve from her usual no-nonsense personality.

			“Is she doing okay?” asked Birdie.

			“She’s killing it. They’re not even going to make her do a heist before they let her in. They’ll just have her go along the next time they need to steal something. They’re all exhausted.” The Librarian continued grinning, still immensely tickled by Lada’s antics.

			“I can understand why,” Seven said, having worked overnight with them before. He shifted uneasily. He and Birdie had brought Tenner up to speed about Cabot, and they had just been talking with her again after her phone store experience. They’d all agreed that the store clerk sounded like an ally, so Cabot should stop in there again and maybe try to figure out if her glowing eyes had any effect on humans. And if so, what?

			They also felt like they needed to discuss a few things with The Librarian about their friend.

			“So,” Birdie ventured, “about Cabot.”

			The Librarian’s smile faded. “Yes?” She turned down her earpiece volume.

			“Well, Seven and I have been video-chatting with her when she’s alone—and Tenner has been listening in, too, of course. She’s gathering all kinds of intel from her mom’s computer and trying to get them to tell her things. She hasn’t told them anything about us being here. She’s on our side, Librarian. She just missed her parents, which I’m sure you can understand, right? I mean, you probably have parents, too.” Birdie frowned midsentence, realizing she knew nothing of The Librarian’s family.

			The Librarian’s expression remained unchanged.

			“Anyway,” Birdie said, “to be honest, I would have done the same thing if I’d been in her shoes.”

			“We grew up complicated,” Seven said, picking up the story. “Our parents are criminals. But some of them are still pretty cool people. Everything isn’t all black or white, good or bad. And while we don’t agree with the bad stuff they do, that doesn’t mean we love them any less.” He paused. “Well, not me or Tenner, but the others.”

			“And Cabot knows that what her parents are doing is wrong,” Birdie said. “That’s why she’s gathering information from them—to help us. I think she’ll come back to us really soon. But she feels like you’re mad at her, that you just cut her off completely. You’re like her hero, and you’ve just . . . written her off. At least, that’s how she feels. I think she needs to hear from you.”

			The Librarian studied them thoughtfully. “Fair enough. Have a seat—this is going to take a minute.”

			The two sat down on the couch.

			The Librarian clasped her hands and looked at them. “Say I treat Cabot the same way as before she left us. We grow even closer over time, and I teach her things and share information with her like I do with you. What happens one day when we go after Fuerte and his entire team, including Jack and Greta?” She paused to let them think. “How is Cabot going to feel about me when I fight her parents? When I hurt them, or send them to jail for the rest of their lives? What does Cabot do then? She blames me. She hates me for getting close and then hurting her irreparably. She tries to fight me and take me down for taking down her parents. And I . . .” The Librarian paused again. “I will have to fight back. And I will win.”

			Seven and Birdie felt like they’d just been punched in the gut. Neither had thought that far ahead. Sure, they knew Jack and Greta were committing crimes, and the group had said time and again that they were the enemy. But in the end, they were good people . . . weren’t they? Plus Cabot would never blame The Librarian for all those things . . . or would she? Birdie thought about if it was her mother instead of Jack and Greta. How would she feel if The Librarian sent Elena to jail forever?

			“I guess I didn’t think about all of that,” Birdie admitted.

			“Me either.” Seven shifted on the couch.

			The Librarian softened. “Listen. I believe what you say about Cabot. You can tell her that I miss her and I care about her, and that she is always welcome to come back anytime. But that means she has to say goodbye to her parents and take a stance against them.” She got up and moved to sit between the two on the couch. “Because I hold influence over Cabot as an adult she admires and as a leader of this group, I can’t ask her to do that. It would be a disaster. And you shouldn’t do it, either. It has to come entirely from her.”

			Birdie stared at the floor. That was a tough ultimatum for Cabot. But the talk had helped her understand the stakes they were dealing with. “We’ll explain it to her.”

			Seven looked up, still bothered by something. “By the way, why didn’t you tell us that Cabot was the one who told you that Troy and Martim would be away from the Cordobio mansion? It felt like you were hiding something from us . . . or trying to take credit for Cabot’s tip-off.”

			The Librarian’s face flickered. She took a moment, then said, “I take tips very seriously. And I protect my sources no matter what. I want you to know that, in case one day the source is you. I did it to protect Cabot. Not to take something away from her. It’s fine that she told you, and I’m glad she did, but it’s her right to do so, not mine. Whenever I get information, I want you to know I will protect you no matter what.” She reached out and put her arms around the kids’ shoulders. “Do you understand?”

			“Yes,” said Seven, and Birdie nodded.

			“Good.” The Librarian pulled back and folded her hands in her lap. “Now. Did Cabot ever figure out what was going on with her eyes and that headache?”

			Birdie shifted forward and found Seven’s pupils. “I don’t know,” Seven said slowly. “Maybe you should ask her.” He didn’t want to reveal Cabot’s secret—especially after what The Librarian had just said about protecting information. Was this one of those times when they should be protecting Cabot? Seven was getting more confused by the moment. Who was on their side and who wasn’t? Was he more loyal to Cabot right now, or to The Librarian? Whose secrets needed protecting? When was it okay to share information? Everything had changed since Cabot left. They’d gone from being an all-inclusive group, sharing everything, to walking on eggshells. Their tight team began to feel like it was unraveling, and Seven didn’t know how to stop it or fix it.

			The Librarian heard the uneasiness in Seven’s voice, and her expression turned caring. “I know this is hard,” she said. “But it’s going to be okay. We need to give Cabot time to figure out where she wants to be without pressuring her. Remember, the reason I’m not responding to her is because I know she looks up to me. Like I said, I hold influence over her, whether I intend to or not. If I reach out and ask her to join us again, that puts undue pressure on her—and while I don’t mind using my influence in nefarious ways with adults who do bad things, I won’t do it with kids, especially not this group.”

			“But she’ll come back if you tell her we need her,” Seven argued. “I just want everything to be the way it was.”

			“There’s no going back. What Cabot did changed things.” The Librarian sighed. “Replay our conversation in your mind, please.”

			Seven went silent, brooding. “Okay. I think I get it.”

			Birdie blew out a breath. “Everything makes a lot of sense,” she said reluctantly. “Thanks for telling us the reasons so we can understand.”

			“No problem,” said The Librarian. “Now I’m going to go back to listening in on what Lada is up to. Do you want to listen in, too?”

			They both did. The Librarian disconnected her earpiece and turned the volume up on the receiver. As she did it, they could hear a woman’s voice exclaiming, “If you could smell yourself, you wouldn’t want to be anywhere near you!”

			Seven, Birdie, and The Librarian gasped at the strange insult. Who would say something like that—and were they saying it to Lada?

			They listened, waiting to see what Lada would say in reply. All they could hear was Lada chuckling, then laughing hard like they’d never heard her laugh before.

			“Knock it off, Caliro,” Troy thundered. “You’re so annoying.”

			“Look who’s talking, bowling-ball head!” said Caliro.

			This time Troy’s voice rang out in uncontrollable laughter, leaving Seven and Birdie even more mystified. But The Librarian narrowed her eyes—she’d looked at Sabine’s list, and she knew who that was. “Ah, Caliro—not my favorite person.” She shook her head in annoyance. “The most mismatched ability I’ve ever seen. Caliro is what happens when a humor-related ability ends up manifesting in the most unfunny person on the planet. She called herself The Chuckler at the foster home, which is just ridiculous. She doesn’t know how to tell a joke, so she insults people instead, which renders them unable to move or react—they just laugh uncontrollably. Poor Lada. Caliro is the most annoying super ever.” She paused, then reluctantly added, “But as you can guess, her ability is really effective. She just managed to stop Troy in his tracks.”
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			In the palace training room, Caliro moved on, and Lada and Troy slowly recovered from their fits of laughter.

			“That was annoying,” Troy muttered to Lada. “I hate when she does that.”

			Lada agreed. “Is that her ability? To be annoying?”

			“Now, that’s actually funny,” Troy said with a grin at the new super. “She’s got a humor-related ability, but it’s lost on her because she either doesn’t understand humor, or she just can’t tell a joke.” He reached out to shake Lada’s hand. “It was good to meet you. I’ve got to go.”

			Lada hesitated, knowing her electric shock could hurt him, but then figured why not zap the jerk on behalf of Tenner? She grabbed his hand firmly, feeling the current pass between them. Troy jerked his arm back, then shook out his throbbing hand.

			“Sorry,” Lada said. “That’s been happening lately.”

			Troy’s brows knit together. “Interesting. Any reason for it, or just a latent ability that’s showing up?”

			Lada thought about the electric fence at his mansion. “No reason that I know of,” she said with a smile. “Catch you later.”

			Troy, still flexing his hand, left Lada to mingle and went off to do other tasks.

			“I zapped him for Tenner,” she whispered into the mic in case anyone was listening.

			She studied the variety of supers in the room, marveling again at the large number of them, all gathered in one place, acting on their abilities so freely. Caliro, the insulter, wandered over to Martim. The man put his hands up to stop her and walked away. He didn’t seem like the type of person who ever wished to lose his composure. It made Lada almost want to work with Caliro to get him doubled over in uncontrollable laughter. Lada had some revenge to exact on these bad dads on behalf of her new friends.

			Then Lada’s eyes landed on the superstrong woman, who was sitting alone at a table, resting after carrying various pieces of furniture and equipment around to show the president what she was capable of. Lada wheeled herself over. “Hello, I’m Lada.”

			“Nice to meet you,” the strong woman said. “You can call me E-kat.” Her accent suggested she was recruited from a country quite far away from Estero. Her skin was the color of beach sand, and her dirty-blond hair was short and spiky. She appeared to be well into her thirties—a number of years older than The Librarian, but several years younger than Elena. She was polite and made small talk with Lada for a moment, but then she excused herself and got up to lift the conference table again. Lada sensed she was more shy than standoffish, so she started moving away. But she stopped as the older white man, Matterson, who could turn solid things into liquid and back again, came up to E-kat and turned the table she was lifting into water that splashed down and soaked her.

			Lada gasped as E-kat’s rage flared. She ran at Matterson and punched him in the stomach, sending him flying backward halfway across the room.

			Troy came running over. “Knock it off!” he hollered, and stepped in between the two to keep them from brawling. “Matterson, you got what you deserved. If you don’t have the sense to lay off a superstrong person, then maybe you’re in the wrong place. E-kat could probably kill you with one blow if she wanted to.”

			“Hoo boy,” Lada murmured, and rolled her chair away in a hurry. She nearly bumped into the young blue-haired flying guy, who, unprompted and without introduction, started talking to her.

			“Hey, so my power source comes from magnetic forces in the earth, which you probably don’t know much about,” he said. “I’m right, aren’t I?”

			Lada rolled her eyes.

			“At age ten I developed a magnetic characteristic inside me that repelled the earth’s magnetic field,” he continued. “That gave me the ability to push off and fly for short periods of time. Since then I’ve gotten stronger and more able to detect when the magnetic waves are approaching so I can ride them, kind of like a surfer rides an ocean wave.”

			Lada glared. It was a good analogy—she’d give him that. But she was having a hard time holding back her dislike. “Flying, huh?” she said. “That’s a little like teleporting, only not as stealthy, and you can’t go through walls.”

			The young man’s expression became confused, and he started explaining more, moving to stand in front of her chair, in Lada’s way.

			Lada sighed and backed up, then wheeled around him. “I’ve gotta go.” She rolled to a quiet table where she could take a break from everyone for a moment.

			Back at the cottage, Seven, Birdie, and The Librarian snickered over Lada’s dis of flying. The kids hadn’t seen much of snarky Lada, but she definitely knew how to keep her audience at home entertained.

			After a while, when it was Lada’s turn to show the other supers what she could do, Seven, Birdie, and Puerco went outside, leaving The Librarian to keep tabs on her. Seven and Birdie discovered Tenner, Brix, and Elena practicing kickboxing moves—or at least they all had kickboxing gloves on, but the three were standing in a close triangle, deep in conversation with earnest looks on their faces. Elena appeared as though she’d been crying. Seven and Birdie watched, trying to figure out if it would be rude to interrupt.

			“Thanks, boys,” Elena was saying. “I really needed that. It’s been difficult to process. My biggest regret is that I could have been there to help you kids when Louis got sick. I could have spent Louis’s last years with him. If only I hadn’t gotten caught, you know? If only I hadn’t left the hideout in the first place. So many if onlys keep circulating in my mind. It’s exhausting, but I can’t stop thinking that I could have done better.”

			“It’s okay, Mom,” Brix said, looking tearful, too. “We’re all going to get through it.” He looked up at Tenner and gave him a warm smile. “You too, Tenner.”

			“Thanks, buddy.” Tenner ruffled Brix’s hair.

			Elena brought the boys into a group hug. When they broke apart, she picked up her gloves and took a boxing stance. “Okay, let’s do this. Speed. Agility. Anticipation.” Then she noticed Birdie and Seven watching and waved them over.

			“You go ahead,” Birdie said in a definitive voice that told Seven not to argue. Hit with a pang of grief, she needed a few minutes to get her mind back on training.

			Seven joined the kickboxers. Birdie took Puerco and set off in search of the raven and the monastery cats. She’d been wanting to spend some quality time with the cats, feeling like there had to be a way to make them more consistent allies, but she wasn’t sure how to do it—their attitudes were very selfish.

			There were five female felines on the property that Birdie had discovered so far: Whisker, a calico who only had whiskers on one side of her face; Ducky, the friendly orange shorthair she’d spoken to before; Dandelion, a Northern coon who was mostly fluff with a tiny body buried beneath; PeePee, the naughty mackerel tabby who wouldn’t talk to Birdie and who wasn’t allowed indoors for obvious reasons; and Mama, a sweet, aging, brown-striped domestic. Amanthi had told Birdie that Mama had broken her hip as a young cat and couldn’t jump very high because of it.

			Hello, cats, Birdie said through her mind, unsure of where they were hiding. She called to each by name. Amanthi had been the first to explain to her that cats didn’t usually respond to anything unless there was something in it for them, and The Librarian had agreed wholeheartedly with that assessment. But Birdie liked a challenge and was determined to figure them out. Besides, it took her mind off her aching heart.

			Puerco bounded across the lawn with her, snorting softly when the grass tickled his nose. He heard Birdie speaking to the cats and began looking for them in the bushes near the mess hall—sometimes they hid there and chittered at the birds around the bird feeder, where Birdie’s raven friend often perched. The raven wasn’t there at the moment, but Ducky, the orange cat, slithered out from under the bushes and trotted up to Birdie and Puerco, tail high in the air. The two animals touched noses and perhaps exchanged a word or two on their own before Puerco settled in the sunshine. His long lashes painted the air; then his eyes closed.

			Birdie sat down next to the flower bed. Ducky daintily sniffed her outstretched fingers. A moment later she climbed into her lap, purring. Birdie scratched under the cat’s chin, and her thoughts inevitably turned back to what her mom and Brix and Tenner had been talking about. She sucked in a sharp breath and held it before blowing it out. “Miss you, Dad,” she whispered. Saying it made her feel worse for a second, then better. She leaned back, one hand buried in the grass behind her. The air was thick with humidity, and the grass felt steamy.

			Sitting in this spot reminded Birdie that Tenner and Lada had used map coordinates to trace the location of one of Estero’s secret lower-tunnel doors to a spot beneath this flower bed. But they hadn’t done anything to locate the door except push a stick into the dirt to search for it—they didn’t want to disrespect the property by digging things up.

			As Birdie petted the cat, a few monks dressed in brown robes exited the mess hall in silence, reminding Birdie to remain quiet on the grounds, too. Another monk came out, shooing PeePee out the door. The cat jumped sideways as if she was possessed, then ran around the side of the building, out of sight.

			The scent of delicious cooking wafted out of the building with the women. Birdie peered curiously inside through the open door, which was being held open by more monks exiting. Birdie and the others had never eaten with the monks, though they’d been invited to do so. They always had things to discuss about their missions, so they chose to cook at the cottage, where they could speak freely. But now some of Amanthi’s other words came back to Birdie. On their first day there, Amanthi had said something about a few other interesting secrets on the property to be explored. Were there any mysteries inside this building? Birdie looked down at Ducky and made a half-hearted attempt to communicate. Her expectations were low. Where is the entrance to the lower tunnels?

			Ducky flopped and stretched her front paws up over her head. She made a mrrrow sound, and for an instant Birdie thought the cat was actually going to get up and show her. But Ducky settled in again, purring loudly.

			Birdie studied the cat as she continued to scritch her between the ears, then made another, more earnest attempt. Where is the entrance to the lower tunnels, Ducky?

			This time Ducky crawled over Birdie’s lap, sticking her claws through Birdie’s dress and piercing her thigh as she did so.

			“Ouch!” Birdie exclaimed, pushing the cat off. She winced as Ducky jumped to her feet and ran to the door, slipping in just before it closed.

			As the cat disappeared, Birdie heard her voice in her mind. Follow.
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			Deep in the Cellar
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			Psst!” Birdie hissed to the boys and Elena as she jumped up and waved her arms to get their attention. She glanced over her shoulder at the door to the mess hall, which had just clicked shut after Ducky had gone inside, then turned back to her friends. “Tenner!” she whispered. “Ducky might be showing me where the hidden door to the lower tunnels is!”

			Thank goodness for Tenner’s hearing ability. Tenner relayed the message, and the boys and Elena dropped their kickboxing gloves and came running. Birdie left Puerco sleeping in the sun and started after Ducky so she could see where the cat was headed. Inside, Birdie found herself on a landing between floors. She observed the short, wide marble staircase that led up five steps to the dining area filled with tables and chairs but didn’t see the cat. Then she moved to the right, peered down the narrower wood staircase to the cellar, and caught sight of Ducky’s tail swishing before it disappeared into the darkness.

			Elena, who could run super fast, caught up with her daughter, and they went down the steps together, pulling out their phones and lighting their paths when the natural light faded away. The boys followed, trying not to thunder down after them. The air turned cool and musty.

			While the others slowed to maneuver in the dark, Tenner took the lead confidently, able to see almost as well as if it were daytime. “There’s Ducky,” he whispered, and kept going. “Food alert.” He wrinkled his nose, then spied the vegetables he could smell. Nearby was an organized pantry filled with onions, garlic, potatoes, and canned goods. Tenner weaved between stacks of boxes and empty shelving units, a generator, an old window air-conditioning unit, and other unrecognizable stuff. “There are a lot of broken things down here, so be careful,” Tenner said over his shoulder.

			Birdie, Elena, Seven, and Brix followed Tenner, who followed Ducky around to the front of the building.

			“We’re beneath the flower bed here,” Tenner whispered excitedly. “This is where Lada lined up the coordinates, right in this part of the building! We dug into the flower bed with a stick, not realizing there was a cellar beneath it.” The others shined their phone lights around. Ducky meowed twice, then began pawing at the base of a large industrial-sized refrigerator.

			Birdie spoke to Ducky through her mind, concentrating to get confirmation from the cat that underneath this huge refrigerator was a door to the lower tunnels. But Ducky didn’t respond. She just kept pawing and pushing her nose under the appliance, reaching beneath it and swiping.

			An instant later a mouse ran out, running smack into Seven’s foot, then leaping over it and racing to find shelter in another part of the crowded storeroom. Ducky shot after it.

			The three boys and Elena looked Birdie. “Oh,” said Brix, disappointed. “She was only going after a mouse.”

			Birdie shrugged. “Okay, so maybe there was no confirmation from the cat, but she did tell me to follow a few minutes ago. And like Tenner said, according to Lada’s calculations, this seems like the right spot. Let’s see if we can move this beast.”

			They squirmed into the tight spaces around the refrigerator and grabbed on, trying to shimmy it off its spot. But they could only rock it a little on the slightly tilted floor. Tenner got down on his hands and knees, wondering if he could see any evidence of a door beneath it, but it was impossible for him to tell.

			Finally they gave up. They weaved back to the narrow staircase and went outside, heading for the cottage area where they’d been training before. Birdie, who’d naturally fallen in step with Seven like she so often did, was excited about the progress with Ducky. But a little bit disappointed, too, that their adventure had yielded no results.

			When Elena called the boys to take their kickboxing positions, Birdie split off and went up the steps to the deck, still pondering the large, heavy refrigerator. She paused near the picnic tables to call Puerco, who’d stayed by the flower bed during the cellar exploration but was now sleepily trotting after her. While she waited for the pig to catch up so they could enter the cottage together, she turned back thoughtfully to Seven, who was nearest to her in the kickboxing line, putting his gloves on. “We’ll have to ask Amanthi if she’s okay with us trying to move that refrigerator to discover one of the monastery’s secrets,” she whispered loudly.

			Seven nodded.

			Then Birdie squinted at Seven in confusion. She blinked a few times and looked harder. Something was different about him. At first she couldn’t figure out what it was, but then it dawned on her. “Are my eyes not adjusting to the sunlight, or are Seven’s clothes and boxing gloves . . . fading?”
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			Checking In
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			Birdie wasn’t hallucinating. “Seven, take your shirt off!” she demanded.

			“Yes, ma’am,” Seven said as Tenner, Brix, and Elena looked on. First he tossed his fading kickboxing gloves off, and they returned to their normal solid black color against the grass. Then he pulled his ghost T-shirt off and held it by his fingertips. It was still translucent. He dropped the shirt on the grass, and it became vibrant yellow again.

			“Your camouflage is transferring to things that are in contact with your skin!” Birdie exclaimed. “This is an incredible development.”

			Seven put his shirt back on, and it faded. It reminded everyone of how Seven had looked when he’d first discovered his ability—like he was fading into the background. Birdie ran into the cottage and called The Librarian to come outside, and they all marveled at Seven’s fading clothes.

			“Pick up something else, like a stick,” The Librarian suggested. Seven did, and the same thing happened to the stick.

			“What’s going on?” Seven asked. “Why is my camouflage spreading?”

			Elena studied the boy. “I remember when Magdalia was about your age. Back then she hated that she shimmered, and she wasn’t very good at projecting—she couldn’t get the projected image to show up clearly. But over time she grew to accept the way her looks had changed, and then she started to love it—the shimmer made her feel special. That’s when her projection ability started becoming stronger.” Elena tapped her lips as she studied Seven’s clothing. “Has anything changed for you regarding how you feel about your ability?” she asked, or prompted was more like it. They all knew he’d begun looking at his camouflage differently the past several days.

			“I . . . Yes, I guess so,” Seven said. “I stopped hating it. And I’ve been trying to feel proud of myself and my camouflage. I’ve gone out in public a couple times without covering up.”

			The Librarian nodded. “Very interesting. Maybe your new emotional connection to your ability has allowed it to blossom and realize its potential. It’s kind of like when you water a plant and give it sunlight instead of hiding it in the dark and expecting it to grow on its own.” She smiled encouragingly. “I wonder what will happen if you keep up what you’ve been doing—feeling proud of your ability instead of loathing it. Maybe full camouflage with clothing is a possibility. And perhaps things you carry could fully camouflage, too. Can you imagine how useful that would be?”

			“That’s actually better than your dad’s ability,” Birdie said. “He has to change clothes and stash them somewhere to be invisible. But maybe one day you’ll be able to skip that step.”

			“Nothing beats being able to turn it on and off.” A pang of longing passed through Seven. Sometimes he wanted so badly to see himself in a mirror—to know what he looked like now. To assure himself that he wasn’t fading away forever. But this new development was exciting. “Maybe if I keep working on it, my phone will be camouflaged, too,” he said, remembering his dilemma on Fuerte’s airplane. He pulled his phone out of his pocket, and it was in the same fading state as his clothing and the stick and kickboxing gloves.

			“It’s not just carrying your phone that’ll be great,” Tenner said. “It seems like anything you touch will camouflage, right? Like the stash, if we ever find it?”

			“I imagine it depends on the size and density,” Elena said. “You might be able to easily conceal small things, but maybe not something huge like the SUV or this cottage. Most supers I know have to really concentrate to be able to extend their ability beyond a basic level, and there are consequences to working that hard.”

			“Like me,” said Brix. “I can heal others, but it makes me really tired.”

			“Exactly like that,” Elena said. “We all have limitations. I can run super fast, but not indefinitely—I have to slow down so I can rest and recover. And the more I train, the better and stronger I get.” She stopped for breath, then added, “I lost a lot of stamina and skill being in jail for three years, but I’m getting it back.”

			“Do you think Seven can camouflage other people?” Birdie asked. She jumped down the deck steps to the grass to stand next to Seven, and touched his arm. “Am I fading away?”

			“Nope,” said Tenner. “You’re the same.”

			“My mass is a lot greater than a shirt or a cell phone,” Birdie said. “Maybe if Seven continues developing this and growing stronger, one day he could hide a person.” She definitely wanted to be that person to hide with Seven. She grinned as she thought about how sneaky they could be together. And then maybe she’d be able to understand Seven better.

			The Librarian studied Seven. “This component of your ability has probably been slowly developing since you first embraced your camouflage,” she said. “Allow yourself to keep growing, and I bet you’ll find new and more surprising benefits from it.”

			Seven let out a breath as hope welled up inside his chest. He’d never felt this way about being a camo boy before. As he stood absorbing this new development, he made a wish that the feeling would never go away. He took out his phone and texted Cabot with the news, regretting she wasn’t here to share it. Instead, she was experiencing her ability all alone, without any of them to lean on. They’d all had each other to rely on when they went through their changes . . . but Cabot had no one. That didn’t seem right. He added one more message: Let us know when you have free time without your parents so we can come and see you.

			

			
				~
			

			That evening after dinner in the palace with the supers, Lada left for her physical therapy appointment at the monastery, which was code for having Tenner help stretch her out while she gave everyone a recap of her day. Leaving her wheelchair in her new room in the supernaturals wing of the palace, she teleported past the protesters and climbed into the SUV. The Librarian drove her to the cottage, and everyone gathered around to hear from Lada.

			The girl looked exhausted. She propped up her crutches, then eased onto the floor and slumped against the couch. The type of cerebral palsy Lada had meant her heel cords and hamstrings fired all the time, not as directed like on nondisabled people. The added stress of this important day had her whole body wound up tight. Tenner immediately began helping her stretch her aching legs by pushing the ball of her foot slowly toward her head. Between cringes, she told them about her day—and about the people she’d met. “There’s a woman named Caliro who can make people laugh uncontrollably by insulting them,” she said. “Not a fan.”

			“I remember her from Sunrise,” The Librarian said. “Also not a fan—terrible sense of humor. Who else?”

			“A guy who named himself Matterson. He can turn solid objects to liquid and back to solid again. He has no social game and seems clueless about protecting himself from harm.”

			“Someone who can literally shift matter from one form to another named himself Matterson?” Birdie asked. “Reeks of desperation.”

			“Pretty much,” Lada said. “Then there’s super-boring flying guy—so boring I forgot his name, if he even told it to me. His ability appears to be putting people to sleep, but he’s actually able to use the earth’s magnetism to fly. Not a bad ability, but . . .” Lada studied her manicure. “No personality.”

			“We all know you have to have personality to make it in the superworld,” Seven said. “He’s out.”

			Lada grinned. “Then there’s my outlying favorite, a superstrong woman named E-kat. I’m not sure why I appreciate her—we hardly talked, and she could probably kill me in about ten seconds. Maybe it’s the fact she punched Matterson in the stomach and sent him flying. He totally deserved it. But yeah . . . she’s a dangerous enemy.”

			“Yikes,” said Brix. “I don’t want to fight her.”

			“I don’t want to fight any of them, to be brutally honest,” Lada said. Her face fell, and her shoulders drooped. “It’s pretty scary to see so many of them in one place, all showing off their skills, and know they’re going to fight against us eventually. And the ones I mentioned were only about twenty percent of the supers. Even if we only fought those four plus Fuerte, Troy, Martim, Greta, and Jack, we’d be in serious trouble—but there are a dozen more of them.” Lada asked Tenner to switch legs, then sighed. “I hate to say it, but we’re severely outnumbered and out-abilitied. The flying guy is maybe three or four years older than me, but all the rest are definitely adults, really experienced and skilled, not still developing like us. And the combination of their strengths is just . . . it’s really smart. Sabine pulled a great team together.”

			“That stinks,” Birdie said. “But we’re getting stronger, too, every day. Seven’s ability is developing—did you notice his clothes?”

			Lada looked at Seven, then squinted through her glasses. “Oh, look at you!” she said, perking up a bit. “What happened?”

			Seven explained that Elena and The Librarian had determined his personal acceptance of his ability was causing his camouflage to blossom and transfer to things he touched.

			“That’s so cool, Seven,” Lada said. “It’ll really be useful down the road. On that note, I discovered my new accidental ability isn’t fading away.”

			“What?” Brix asked.

			“I think she means her electric shock,” Tenner said.

			“Yeah,” said Lada. She held out her hand to Brix, a smile playing at her lips. “Shake my hand.”

			“No way!” Brix said—he’d heard about what it had done to others. But then he couldn’t resist and bounced over to her. He took her hand. “Ouch!” He pulled away and laughed while doubled over in pain. He shook his hand out.

			“Courtesy of Troy and Martim’s fence,” Lada said. “At first I thought it was just ordinary static coming out of me from the trauma. But then it sort of localized. Today at the palace it was really strong and kept happening when I met supers. It’s become so specific—strictly in my fingertips, shocking only living things that I touch. For instance, it doesn’t happen when I use my crutches or wheelchair or open a door. It’s possible that it’s more than just a side effect of being shocked.” Her face took on a serious expression. “I think going through that electric fence awakened a latent ability inside of me.”

			“Whoa,” said Brix. “What else can you do with it?”

			“Nothing that I know of so far,” Lada said. “I’m not sure how useful it’ll be. It might be more annoying than anything.” She glanced at Puerco, asleep near Birdie’s feet. “Remind me not to pet the animals around here—the shock could really hurt them.”

			“I kind of forgot about the electric shock,” Tenner said, “because I didn’t feel anything when I touched your foot. So at least it’s not every part of your body. That would be really awful. Maybe you’ll be able to develop it into a weapon.”

			Lada nodded, looking worn out. “That would be some help, I guess. But it’s not nearly enough. We still have so many strong people against us. Unless we can find some new super-tough friends of our own, Fuerte’s team is going to crush us.”

			Birdie crawled around Puerco and sat next to Lada. She helped work her forearms, being careful not to touch her fingertips. “You seem down today,” Birdie said. “Are you okay? That was a lot of people to meet. Maybe it just feels overwhelming because of all the newness.”

			“Sure, that’s part of it,” said Lada. She looked around the room. “We’ve got some great abilities, but they’re not fighting abilities. Obviously we can run fast, bounce and jump and heal, be stealthy and sneak into places, use senses, talk to animals, teleport, make people forget. But those things can’t win against E-kat’s superstrength, or Matterson turning solid things into liquid and drowning us with it, or even Caliro, who can stop anyone in their tracks and make them laugh for an entire precious minute—long enough to take us captive or hurt us permanently.”

			Lada winced as Birdie worked her other arm. The group was quiet as they took in the reality of their situation.

			The Librarian, who’d been silent and thoughtful all this time, thanked Lada for her honest assessment. “Okay, team,” The Librarian said. “You heard it. Fuerte’s team is bigger, stronger, more dangerous—and their abilities are fully developed. So what are we going to do about it?”

			Lada closed her eyes, and a tear spilled out. “There’s nothing we can do.” She let out a deep sigh and wiped her face. “Our whole mission, everything we’ve been working for, is destined to fail. We may as well all join them and become bad guys—at least we’ll be on a winning side instead of losing every single day of our lives, trying to prove to Estero that supers can be good people.”

			Birdie frowned. She didn’t like being a failure. She liked making the rules, and she didn’t join other people’s anything unless it aligned with her plans. There had to be a way to change tactics or train harder or do better so they could become the fighters they’d need to be. And if anyone was determined to find a way to level up and take control of this losing situation, it was Birdie.
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			Reconnecting

			
				[image: ]
			

			The next morning, Cabot lounged in her library chair, alone again. Her parents were at the palace, training with the other supers and awaiting some sort of news. She pulled out her phone and noticed a text message from Tenner on her screen: When you have time, can you give Brix a call? He’s struggling and he misses you a lot.

			Cabot felt a pang of guilt. She missed Brix, too, but she’d been too busy snooping and trying to figure out her ability to think about him much. But she had time now. Greta and Jack would be gone for hours. She dialed Brix.

			“Hey!” Brix said as his face appeared on Cabot’s screen. “Hi!”

			“Hi, Brixy!” Cabot said, feeling instantly cheered by the boy’s genuine excitement and his dimples. “I heard you’re kind of a hero. So cool you saved Lada after she was electrocuted. I love that you are able to heal other people, too.”

			“Thanks!” said Brix. He puffed up his chest. “I can heal you if you need it—just let me know. How is your ability? Do you know what it is yet?”

			“Not yet,” Cabot said. “I know it’s not laser cutting or I would have cut about fifty things around the loft by now.”

			“Maybe it’s heat related,” Brix said. “Go stare into a cup of cold water and see if you can heat it up.”

			Cabot grinned and took her phone into the kitchen. She poured water into a mug. “But I can’t make my eyes do the thing,” she said.

			“Right, but at least you have the water ready for later.”

			“Good plan,” said Cabot. “I’ll try it. But I’m starting to think that it might be some sort of mind-related power. My father’s ability is mind reading, my mom’s is superintelligence, so it seems like my ability has a really good chance of being mind related, too. I’m going to try to use it on a real person if I get a chance. There’s this clerk who works at the phone store around the corner who was nice to me when my eyes lit up. She said she wouldn’t do anything—like call the police or whatever—so maybe she’ll let me try it out on her. If I can get the timing right.”

			“You could use it on me,” Brix said. “Or one of the other kids.”

			“You wouldn’t mind?”

			“Nah, it would be fun to figure it out.”

			Cabot’s chest ached. For someone who loved being alone, she really missed her friends. “You have great ideas.”

			“I know!” said Brix, but then his face fell. “I wish people listened to me more. Nobody listens to me like you do.”

			Cabot heard the hitch in his voice, and her smile faded to a look of concern. “Tenner told me you were having a tough time. Do you want to talk about it?”

			“Tenner’s cool,” Brix said. “He’s been helping me. He says we have bro talks about our feelings, and I like that. I just . . . I miss you. And . . . I miss my dad. Every day I wake up and remember that he’s dead, and it’s just really hard.”

			Cabot nodded. “Louis was the best dad I ever knew.”

			Brix frowned. “Better than yours?”

			A lump rose in Cabot’s throat. She thought it through carefully before committing to that statement, then nodded, unable to speak as her heart broke. Her parents weren’t the good people she’d always thought they were. Finally she whispered, “Yeah.” Then, after a moment: “I miss you a lot, too, Brix. We’ll have to meet up soon, okay?”

			

			
				~
			

			After they hung up, Cabot wiped her eyes and blew out a breath to clear her mind. She was really glad Brix had talked to Tenner about missing his dad. But it made Cabot feel like she wasn’t there for him when he needed her. She was helping the team in other ways, she supposed. They just didn’t know the extent of it, yet.

			She picked up the burner phone she’d purchased and followed instructions on how to program it to answer automatically on silent when she called the number. That turned it into a simple covert listening device. While she tested it, her mind whirred like an app faithfully processing in the background, trying to put the clues of her new ability together. She noted how she’d felt a slight warmth behind her eyes a little bit before they’d begun glowing—that was where the headache pain had been. And she recalled the way the clerk at the phone store had reacted when she’d seen them—more curious than horrified. Cabot would definitely go back to the phone store to see if she could get her eyes to glow again and hopefully figure out if this was a mind-related ability. Maybe she’d be able to affect people somehow while her eyes were glowing.

			The likelihood of Cabot being able to coordinate it was pretty small . . . but she’d already been able to train herself to sense that warmth, so maybe she could get to the phone store in time. And eventually she hoped to learn how to make that warmth happen on her own . . . then she’d be making progress.

			Once she finished tinkering with her new listening device, she went back to her mother’s calendar and studied the appointments. She felt sure CM stood for Cordoba Museum—no doubt that was a great place to casually meet people and exchange information while appearing to be intrigued by artifacts and history. And her parents had met Troy and Martim there before.

			But there was still one set of initials that Cabot couldn’t decipher—PHQ. Whatever it was would be happening next Tuesday at ten o’clock in the morning. Cabot couldn’t figure out where her mother was going or who she was meeting, which made her extremely curious . . . and suspicious. Her father had the same strange appointment marked on his calendar, too, so Greta wasn’t hiding it from him. But why the cryptic initials instead of spelling it out? Was she worried someone else was snooping through her computer or reading her calendar?

			The notation had been there since the first time Cabot snooped, so she didn’t think her mom suspected her of anything or was hiding it from her. So why, then? Did Fuerte have a stronger hold on them than Cabot realized—enough that they had to hide things on their computers from him? And if they were hiding this from Fuerte . . . it would have to be something he didn’t approve of.

			Or was there something even more sinister happening?

			Cabot dug through pages and pages of documents on Greta’s computer, determined to find clues. But when she sensed the slight warmth building behind her eyes, she quickly logged out and went as fast as she could to the phone store around the corner, hoping to make it in time. Hoping the right sales clerk was there. Hoping the young woman really was just curious and not horrified or disgusted. And hoping she’d forgive Cabot for trying to work whatever her ability was on her.

			Cabot ran so fast, she missed the glaring headline on the newspaper in the box stand outside their building:

			
				Is Presidential Candidate Magdalia Palacio a Super, Too?
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			Breaking News
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			Listen up, everybody!” Sabine said at the palace training center. She blew a whistle to get everyone’s attention, but they kept talking, arguing, or performing their abilities, sometimes to the annoyance of others. Sabine pounded on a lunch table, then shouted, “The news we’ve been waiting for has arrived!”

			Lada went over to the tables near Sabine with some of the crew. She sat down at a table with Troy and E-kat. Flying magnetic blue-haired guy sat down at their table, too, and Lada narrowed her eyes, ready to shush the holy expletive out of him if he started talking.

			“Do you know what the news is?” Lada asked Troy quietly.

			Troy whirled around, appearing offended. “Of course I do. What do you take me for? Why does everybody treat me like I’m four years old around here? I’m getting really sick of it.”

			Lada stared. His solid black eyes told her nothing to help her understand the outburst. She replayed the conversation in her mind and realized what he’d thought she’d said. She suppressed a smile and started again. “I’m so sorry, Troy. I think you’re really smart. What I meant was, do you know what this particular piece of news happens to be?”

			“Oh!” Troy said. His brown skin took on a reddish tinge. His thick brows almost met when he frowned, which reminded Lada of Tenner for an instant. Troy’s sudden fit of offense melted away. “I . . . misunderstood. I don’t know what this news is. I’ve been offline.”

			“Same,” Lada said, keeping it light. “Training hard.”

			Troy looked away for a moment, then turned back to Lada. “I’m sorry,” he said stiffly, as if he was using those words for the first time. “I get treated kind of badly around here sometimes. I jumped down your throat, and I shouldn’t have.”

			“No problem,” Lada said. She eyed him, wondering if there was an opportunity here to try to get more information, but unfortunately Sabine was still quieting everyone down and trying to get them to take their seats. Frustrated, Sabine used her psi-blast power to send an energy ball exploding at the ceiling. Shards of plaster rained down. Sabine folded her arms over her chest.

			Everyone went silent. Cami Leone rapidly switched personas multiple times due to the shock of the blast. Unfunny Caliro stopped speaking mid-insult, and Matterson left a treadmill in liquid form to spill all over the carpet in the workout area as he hurried to his chair. Lada picked paint chips out of her hair, and E-kat brushed some off her bulging muscular shoulders.

			“Don’t disrespect me, please,” Sabine said icily. “You’re getting a paycheck because of me.” She shook plaster dust off the newspaper in her hand. “As you all know, my father has been trying to get Estero City News to spend more than five seconds researching Magdalia Palacio’s background and reporting on her supernatural status. It seems they finally did their jobs. Here’s the article.” She read it aloud:

			
				Magdalia Palacio, a recent surprise presidential candidate against long-standing president Daniel Fuerte, seemed like a potential threat out of the gate—especially after President Fuerte’s alleged supernatural ability was revealed, rocking his popularity rating. But Palacio’s website recently added a bio that states she had lived abroad for several years and returned home to Estero three years ago. What the bio doesn’t say, though, is why she went abroad . . . or why she changed her name.

				“It’s because she’s a super,” said a source close to Palacio, who spoke on the condition of anonymity. “And because she committed crimes against Estero City. She’s not just any ordinary super—she’s one of the notorious supernatural criminals. She’s only surfacing now because the statute of limitations on her crimes has expired.”

				Estero City News was able to corroborate these statements with a second anonymous source, and we have independently confirmed through photographs Palacio’s former identity: supernatural criminal Madeleine Peres, one of eight who disappeared—and were assumed dead after the remains of their helicopter were found—following a failed heist of President Fuerte’s prized Stone Crown fifteen years ago.

				When asked for comment, Ms. Palacio directed her ire at the president. “Daniel Fuerte has had four of the notorious supernatural criminals working as his top advisers for the past three years, all of whom have broken the law recently. I removed myself from their negative influences years ago, and I hope President Fuerte will honor the people of Estero by doing the same.”

			

			Sabine looked up smugly, but her expression turned confused as President Fuerte stormed toward her from the back of the room. He reached out, and the newspaper flew through the air from Sabine’s grip into his hand. As supers began quietly discussing the news, Fuerte took Sabine aside. “You weren’t supposed to read that last part,” he whispered harshly. “Or any parts that painted me in a bad light.”

			Sabine yanked her arm away from her father’s grasp. “Stop. You’re embarrassing me and yourself,” she said, not very quietly. She adjusted her sweater.

			“Yikes,” Lada said, watching them. “Family fight.”

			Next to her, Troy was emitting the quietest of growls, so low that Lada thought there had to be a small appliance or perhaps an angry dog somewhere inside his chest.

			“What’s wrong?” Lada asked innocently. “Why are you upset? Are you one of the—oooh, you are, aren’t you.”

			Troy’s hands gripped the edge of the table. “If Fuerte gets rid of me because she says so, I’ll be extremely angry.”

			Lada watched him fume and imagined him doing that in front of Tenner . . . and then striking him. Her eyes hardened, but she kept up her role—her job was to get information from him. “What Magdalia said is powerful, and it probably makes you feel attacked,” she said more kindly than she was feeling. “But most people will realize that her statement doesn’t actually change anything. She’s still one of the supernatural criminals, and Fuerte isn’t. So I don’t think you have to worry about it.”

			“Why didn’t Fuerte want Sabine to read that last line?” Troy wondered.

			“Maybe because he thought you’d get mad.”

			“Him trying to hide it makes me mad, too. Does he think I’m not going to read the article myself?”

			Lada pressed her lips together, calculating. “Were you one of the sources in the article?” she asked, thinking it was probably him and Martim.

			“Nah. It was Jack and Greta.” Then Troy shifted uneasily. “Don’t tell anyone I said that. I get into enough trouble around here.”

			“I won’t.”

			Troy pulled a journal from his back pocket and opened it, then took a pen from his shirt pocket and began writing. His angry face eased back to normal, and his broad shoulders relaxed slightly. Lada looked on curiously for as long as she could without appearing to snoop, then took his actions as a sign she should leave him alone. She glanced at E-kat. The woman’s arms bulged even when she wasn’t lifting the conference table.

			“What did you think about that, E-kat?” Lada asked her. “It’s good Magdalia got exposed, right?”

			“I don’t really know who any of these people are,” E-kat confessed, shrugging. “And to be honest, I don’t care who wins the presidency. I probably shouldn’t say this, but I’m not exactly loyal to Fuerte—I just met him a few weeks ago, and I haven’t really appreciated his policies over the years. I didn’t like him back when I was at Sunrise, either. He won the presidency when I was about sixteen.” She cracked her knuckles. “He’s a lot worse now than he was then, so I didn’t exactly grow fond of him.”

			“It’s not like anybody can do anything to you if you do say it,” Lada said. “You really showed ol’ Matterson yesterday. I appreciated that.”

			The superstrong woman’s laugh was long and warm. “You’re right,” she said, giving Lada a more thorough, appreciative look, as if she’d been too shy or uncomfortable to really study the newest super before. Then her smile faded, and tears sprang to her eyes. “I haven’t laughed like that in a while,” she hastened to explain. She wiped her eyes, but they just filled again, and she seemed embarrassed by the emotional display. “Will you please excuse me?”

			“Of course.” Lada wasn’t sure they were tears of laughter . . . It seemed like something else.

			E-kat hurried to the bathroom, almost knocking over a chair as she weaved between tables with tears clouding her eyes. Alarmed, Lada maneuvered around the maze of supers, tables, and chairs, and wheeled after her. But when she approached the entrance to the bathroom, she could hear the woman sobbing inside.

			Lada cringed. Then she quietly moved away, deciding she’d had enough for one day, and maybe E-kat had, too.
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			Cabot burst into the phone store, nearly running into a customer who was leaving. She skidded down the first aisle, looking for the clerk she knew. Finally she spotted her stocking shelves and ran up to her. “Hi,” she said, breathing hard. “Remember me? Are my eyes glowing again?”

			Startled, the clerk moved a step away, but then realization came over her face. “Hey! Yes, I remember you. How’d that phone work out?”

			“I just—I need to know about my eyes,” Cabot stressed. “Please.” The warmth was growing behind them.

			“No,” said the clerk. “Not glowing. So you are a super?” She whispered the last word.

			Cabot checked around for nosy customers, then nodded. “I’m still figuring out what my power is, though.” She closed her eyes and focused, trying to force them to glow. Then she opened them again.

			“Oh!” said the young woman in surprise. “There they go. Like holiday lights.” She laughed nervously. “This is pretty cool watching you, like, figure out your ability.”

			“Would you be willing to take a long look into my eyes while they’re glowing? Please?” Cabot begged. “I don’t think anything will hurt you.”

			The clerk was already gazing into them, and her expression relaxed. “Sure,” she said dreamily. She set down the products she was holding and just stood there, as if waiting for Cabot to do or say something. “Go ahead. But if someone comes into the store, I might have to . . .” She trailed off and seemed content.

			“Okay, hi.” Cabot stared. “Um . . .” Her mind raced. Was she supposed to be able to read the clerk’s thoughts, like her father could do? There was no information coming to Cabot through the connection. What was she supposed to do now? “How do you feel?”

			“Great,” said the clerk. “What would you like?”

			Was that a clue to her ability? Was Cabot supposed to ask for something? “Can I please have a free phone?” she blurted out, not sure what else to say.

			“Okay, sure,” said the clerk. “Another burner like last time?”

			“Um,” said Cabot, her heart racing. What was happening? “Yes, a—a burner would be perfect.”

			“Follow me,” said the clerk. She located the same brand of burner phone that Cabot had purchased before, brought it up to the counter, and started to ring it up. Had the clerk misunderstood? Did she think she wanted to buy it? Was nothing strange happening after all?

			Cabot panicked. “I don’t have any money,” she reminded the clerk. “I’d like it for free, please.” She almost couldn’t get the words out for lack of air.

			“Yes, of course,” said the clerk pleasantly. She held out the phone to Cabot with a receipt that totaled zero dollars and zero cents. “No charge. Here you go.”

			Cabot’s jaw dropped. “Are my eyes still glowing?”

			The clerk smiled. “Not anymore, but they were really pretty. Have a great day, and come back again anytime.”

			Cabot tentatively took the phone, trying to figure out everything that had just occurred. Had her eyes caused the clerk to give her the free phone? Was her ability getting free stuff, or convincing someone to do something? Feeling a rare wave of guilt, Cabot set the phone and receipt on the counter and slid it toward the clerk. “I just remembered I don’t need this after all. But thank you. You’ve been extremely generous with . . . everything. I really appreciate it. I . . .” She almost started blurting out her troubles—that she was separated from her friends and she could really use one right now. But she didn’t.

			“No problem,” said the clerk. Then she leaned in conspiratorially. “Good luck with the ability.” She still wore a relaxed expression and waved as Cabot turned and ran out of the store. “Great jumpsuit, by the way,” the clerk called after her.

			But Cabot was already tearing up the sidewalk, heading for Cabot Industrial Services, feeling all sorts of amazed and confused. The pieces of her personal ability jigsaw puzzle were starting to take shape, but she couldn’t quite identify what the big picture was yet. How could she get confirmation of what she could do? And . . . how could she make her eyes glow on command?
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			Over the next few days, Cabot worked on developing her ability, trying to notice everything about it, but it wasn’t always consistent. Still, she was feeling upbeat and excited—about that part of her life, anyway.

			Back at the cottage, Brix, Seven, and Tenner kept slogging away at developing their individual abilities and training half-heartedly with Elena, but Lada’s report had been depressing, and they began to wonder if their efforts were a waste of time, since there seemed to be no chance of beating President Fuerte and his team.

			But Birdie doubled down. She was stubborn enough to think there had to be a way to turn things in their favor. She spent hours and hours with the monastery cats, the raven, and Puerco. She even ventured out to the park and waited for the police horses to come by, and had a conversation with the one she’d spoken to before a couple of times to develop their relationship. It seemed obvious to her that she held the secret to adding key members to their team. Though admittedly a raven, a pig, a bunch of semi-responsive cats, and a horse that was sometimes hard to locate seemed more like the makings of a fairy tale than a threatening team who could overcome an evil president.

			Lada, despite her feelings, doggedly continued with her assignment to get to know supers and learn as much about the president’s plans as possible. She started feeling more comfortable in the great palace training hall where the supers practiced and worked out, though she wished they’d put their stinking free weights away instead of leaving them on the floor and creating an obstacle course for Lada to navigate. But besides that, she tried to interact, even with the ones she didn’t like much.

			The next time Caliro approached, Lada didn’t turn and go the other way to avoid the laugh charm, though she really wanted to. Instead, she asked Caliro where she was from.

			Caliro seemed surprised to be asked. “Northern Estero,” she said, and totally forgot to insult Lada. “A small town near the national forest. You?”

			“I moved around, then came to Estero City thirteen years ago.”

			“You must have been just a kid.”

			Lada smiled. “Do you have family?”

			“Yeah,” Caliro said. “A pretty big one—brothers, sisters, parents, grandparents. I’m not close with them, though. I’ve lived alone for years at the edge of the forest and kept to myself. Everybody hates my jokes. They’re embarrassed of me and were always worried about being seen with me because I’m a super—and none of them are. I was a fluke.” She looked glum. “You’d think this would be a fun ability. I can make people laugh, but they don’t really want to. That’s not exactly something to be proud of, you know?” Her jaw quivered, and she looked away.

			Lada nodded sympathetically. “I’m sorry you feel bad about it. There’s a great library not far from here,” she said. “I bet they have joke books. You could borrow a few and maybe learn some new jokes instead of . . . you know . . . always insulting people.”

			Caliro bristled and gave a noncommittal shrug, as if her moment of honesty and vulnerability had passed.

			“Also,” Lada continued, not noticing, “I know you have to practice in order to get better at making people laugh uncontrollably, and part of being here for the rest of us is letting you do that. But maybe you could ask permission first. I think people would be more receptive to you if you did that. And that way you might stave off someone getting mad and retaliating, you know?”

			“Yeah, sounds good,” Caliro said, shifty-eyed and inching away. “Speaking of . . .”

			Lada picked up on that cue and saw that the woman was eyeing Matterson.

			“Hey, Matterson!” Caliro called out.

			“Don’t talk to me,” Matterson said, eyes flashing. “Do not speak one single word! Leave me alone! I’m sick of you!”

			“All I was going to say was, gas is a form of matter, and it smells like you just let one rip!”

			Lada sighed. So much for trying to help. She should have known better.

			Matterson doubled over in uncontrollable laughter as Caliro put her nose in the air. “I owed him one,” she said. “Last night he turned a chandelier above my head into liquid, and then, once it soaked me, he turned it back into a solid, and I was frozen stiff inside glass. I had to fall and roll around on the ground to get pieces to break off me. Look at all these cuts.” She pulled up her sleeves and showed Lada a hundred tiny cuts.

			“Oh dear,” said Lada, horrified. “That was really mean.” She glanced at Matterson. “You might want to run for it, though. I doubt he’s going to let that gas joke go.”

			Caliro nodded, and the two parted ways. Lada practiced teleporting near different groups, trying to overhear conversations. Trying to get more information about how President Fuerte planned to secure his leadership in Estero indefinitely . . . and how he was going to use this group of supers to do it.

			There were still plenty of things only the president’s top tier of advisers knew, which left the rest of the supers in the dark. Lada had E-kat to commiserate with about not being sure they supported Fuerte. But Lada had also found a source for things that were happening on the top level. She sought out Troy, finding seemingly innocent ways to get him to say things he wasn’t supposed to say, then assuring him she wouldn’t tell anyone.

			“What do you write in your journal?” Lada asked him. “Are you a poet?”

			“A poet?” Troy laughed. “No way. I’m terrible at poetry.”

			“I thought poetry was whatever you want it to be,” Lada said, making things up on the fly—but it sounded good once she said it.

			“Maybe it is.” Troy tapped his pen against the filled-up pages. “I write things when I get angry. A couple years ago, somebody—okay, it was a therapist—told me to do that instead of doing other things with my aggressive feelings. Such as . . . I don’t know. Turning to violence, like I used to do.” He frowned. “I still do sometimes, but I’m getting better.”

			Lada was taken aback that he would speak so frankly about it. “So writing is a way to manage your anger,” she said quietly.

			“Yeah.” He narrowed his eyes at her to determine if she was going to mock him or say something mean. “I’ve had a lot of problems with anger in the past. And . . . I’m trying to fix them.”

			Lada tried holding his gaze, though it was hard with his solid black eyes. She smiled. “I think that’s a really cool thing to do. Do you mind if I steal that idea? I get angry sometimes, too—especially when people are thoughtless or mean about people with disabilities.”

			“Sure, steal away. That’s what we do here,” Troy said. He hesitated, then asked, “May I ask what your disability is?”

			“Sure,” said Lada, relieved someone finally had. “I have cerebral palsy. It’s a permanent brain injury that happened at birth. The muscles in the lower half of my body are what’s mostly affected, so that’s why I need help moving around.”

			Troy listened intently. “I see. Well, you’re a really great super. If you ever need anything, just ask.”

			“Thanks,” said Lada with a devious smile. “Since you offered, it would be nice if people would pick up their weights off the floor in the workout area when they’re finished with them. It’s difficult for me to get around.”

			“I’m on it.” He closed his journal and got up to leave, then added, “I bet writing will help you with those angry moments. Let me know if you try it.”

			“I will. And I appreciate it.” Lada waved goodbye.

			Troy immediately strode over to the weight-training area and started hollering at everyone to pick up their junk and keep an open path between stations.

			Lada grinned, then turned as E-kat approached from the other direction. Today the strong woman appeared to be feeling more chipper than the last time Lada had seen her—right before she’d gone to the restroom to cry her eyes out.

			“Get this,” E-kat said. She sat down next to Lada and leaned in. “I just came from a meeting with the bosses.”

			“Oh?” Lada replied. A thrill rose up inside her. E-kat was confiding in her. “About what? Who was in on it?”

			“Fuerte, Cami Leone, and Martim are plotting some sort of side hustle, and they wanted me to go along to rough some people up. I asked what the gig was, and who I’d be targeting, and they said they’d only tell me if I agreed to help.” The strong woman huffed in annoyance.

			“What happened?” Lada asked.

			“I told them I won’t agree to help until I know specifically what they want from me. So they said no deal, and told me they didn’t need me after all.”

			Lada leaned forward. “No way. You stood up to them?”

			E-kat sniffed. “Why not? They don’t own me. And I don’t go around roughing people up without a good reason. If they can’t supply one, then I’m not interested.”

			Lada sat back, admiration clear on her face. “That is excellent, E-kat,” she said. “I—well, I think you really taught me something just now about holding on to my principles and not forgetting to stay true to myself.”

			The woman blushed. “Thanks.” Her smile grew wistful. “I needed that reminder, too, I guess.”

			“Did you?” asked Lada.

			“Yeah. See . . .” She hesitated, as if not sure she wanted to say more, but then she continued, almost apologetically. “My father recently . . . He was really sick for a long time, and he passed. I’d been taking care of him, and . . . well, the end was complicated and shocking and—” She shook her head as if annoyed with herself. “Never mind that part. But during those years I kind of forgot who I was. So you talking about staying true . . . well, it really means a lot. I’m remembering what my principles are. And figuring out who I am again after . . . everything. Trying to find . . .”

			“Find yourself?” Lada asked.

			“Yeah, I guess,” E-kat said, though her mind seemed far away.

			Lada had a million questions, but she sensed E-kat had already said more than she was comfortable with. Part of becoming a confidant, Lada was quickly realizing after the Caliro exchange, was not to pry or push too hard. It was a delicate balance. Instead she said, “If Fuerte is going to try to make me go against my principles, I’m going to say no, like you did. I need this job—my friends and I, we need the money. But I won’t do just anything he asks in order to get paid.”

			“I like that,” E-kat said. “And I’m with you.”

			Lada grinned. “I’m glad.” She rolled back from the table. “Do you want to grab lunch?”

			E-kat nodded. “Let’s go put down a sandwich . . . or in my case, five.”

			“Who eats only one sandwich?” Lada said with a grin, and flexed her arms. “We’ve got muscles to feed.” She really liked E-kat. But something about that was unsettling. Because at some point in this conversation, Lada had forgotten that E-kat was supposed to be the enemy.
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			Friday came, and everyone at the cottage was in a mood. The Librarian had been scarce, always meeting with her contacts and being more secretive than ever. Nobody really knew what to think about Magdalia and that article that had come out a few days before—would her candidacy fizzle and die now that she’d not only been exposed as a super, but also as one of the supernatural criminals? Seven felt uneasy about the situation for his mother, and he didn’t even like her very much. What was she planning to do next? How would she react? The same annoying, exhausting way President Fuerte had, which was to deny everything even though everyone knew the truth now?

			Lada had been visiting nightly to fill them in on all the amazing things the recruited supers could do compared to their group. It was getting more and more depressing. Birdie was desperate for ideas to make their team stronger, but Brix, Seven, and Tenner weren’t nearly as enthused. They began saying things like “If Fuerte’s team is so strong, what’s the use?”

			That evening, Lada returned with her suitcase to spend the weekend at the cottage, saying Fuerte had given everyone some time off after working so hard with their training. The group of kids all migrated to Seven’s room and settled in to catch up and decide what to do about their problem.

			“Can we get Cabot on the phone?” Lada suggested. “Or better yet, see her in person?”

			“Yeah!” Brix said, perking up. “She told me we should try to get together soon.”

			Seven texted her. In seconds Cabot was video-calling, and then her face was there on the screen. “Hi, everybody,” she said, her smile widening when she saw them all together. “I miss you so much.”

			“We miss you, too!” the others said in chorus.

			“What’s going on, Cab?” Lada asked. “How are you?”

			“I’m doing okay,” Cabot said. Some things were great, like the fact that she had an ability now, and she was starting to figure it out. But other things were not so great . . . like her parents. But it was good to see everyone, and it really made her miss them. “I can’t meet in person tonight because I’m not sure when my parents are coming back. But tomorrow they have a meeting with the president, so maybe we can catch up at the park. How are you all doing?”

			The room fell silent. “Pretty rough,” Seven said.

			“Oh no!” Cabot said, hearing the defeat in his voice. “What’s going on?”

			Seven shared what they’d learned about Fuerte’s team, and how their group’s abilities seemed vastly underwhelming compared to those powerhouses. How they had no idea where the stash was, and The Librarian and Elena were worried about running out of funds. That reminder had Lada digging in her pocket—she’d been carrying around the ruby she’d found by the palace fountain but kept forgetting to give it to The Librarian. She’d have to remember to do it later.

			“And what about The Librarian?” Cabot asked. “Is she . . . there? At the house right now?”

			Birdie and Seven looked at each other. “She’s downstairs,” Birdie said gently. “She told us that the reason she’s not replying to you is because she doesn’t want to sway you to come back, especially if you don’t really feel like you want to.”

			“None of us want to sway you,” Seven added. “We just hope you know that we love you and miss you. And The Librarian misses you, too.”

			“And you should do whatever is best for you,” Brix said, nodding solemnly.

			“She’s not mad at me?” Cabot asked, her voice pitching upward.

			“She understands why you did what you did,” Tenner said. “She gets it. She’s just trying to do the right thing.”

			Cabot swallowed hard and looked down, then exhaled loudly. “I’m so glad to know she’s not upset.” Knowing The Librarian wasn’t angry made Cabot feel a lot better. “Hey,” she said, changing the subject, “I’ve been working on my ability, and I can feel that it’s about to kick in. Let’s see if I can get my eyes to glow.” She squinted at the screen, willing the warmth to grow. “Is it working yet?”

			“No,” everyone else said in unison.

			“Keep trying,” Birdie said encouragingly.

			Cabot closed her eyes and concentrated harder this time. It seemed like she was making progress in hastening the ability to show up. When she felt a slight vibration, she opened her lids. “Did I do it?”

			The explosion of responses from the group confirmed it—the green glow was in full force.

			“Sweet!” Cabot exclaimed. “Who wants to be my first victim?”

			“Me!” Brix cried. “I do!” He grabbed the phone so he could hold it up to his face.

			Cabot put her focus on him. She wasn’t sure if it would work through a phone screen, but it was worth a try. “Look into my eyes, Brix,” she said.

			“On it,” Brix said, and did as she asked. A moment later, Cabot could see Brix’s expression soften, just like what had happened with the phone store clerk. Did that softening expression mean they were opening up their minds to do what Cabot suggested? Cabot thought fast. What chore did Brix hate? “Hey, Brix, don’t you think you should maybe do the dishes right now?”

			Everyone looked puzzled, but the earnest look on Cabot’s face stopped them from interrupting whatever was happening. Brix blinked slowly, then nodded. “Yeah, I guess I will.” He handed the phone to Birdie, got up, and left the room. The others gaped in stunned silence as he bounced down the stairs.

			Seven and Birdie looked at each other, then at Tenner and Lada, and then back to Cabot—but they didn’t let their gaze linger too long, or they might be stuck doing chores, too.

			“I can’t believe he just got up and left,” Birdie marveled. “And to do the dishes? So, you convinced him to do that with your eyes?”

			“It worked!” Cabot said. “I wasn’t positive what my ability was, but so far I’ve gotten the phone store clerk to give me a free phone, and I convinced a random lady waiting for the bus to take a scooter instead.” Cabot took a breath. “I taught her how to use it first, and made her wear a helmet even though she didn’t want to,” she added.

			“So you can manipulate people’s decisions,” Lada mused as Cabot’s glowing eyes faded. “You can persuade them to do things.”

			“Yep,” Cabot said with a happy shrug. “I thought it might be mind-related because of the abilities my parents have. I wasn’t sure it would work through video, but the screen doesn’t seem to stop its effect as long as the person looks into my eyes.”

			“This is amazing, Cabot,” Lada said. “I’m so happy for you!” The other kids congratulated her, too.

			Seven went to get Brix. By the time the younger boy returned, his expression looked like his usual self.

			Cabot sat up eagerly. She had her first victim who she could question after the fact—and get important intel from. “How did you feel when I did that?” Cabot asked him. She had no idea what went on inside the minds of the people she persuaded.

			“I was aware of everything,” Brix said. “I even knew you were doing something to me, but it didn’t bother me. When you suggested I go do the dishes, for some reason it just sounded like a good idea, and I wanted to agree with you.” He paused. “It still sounds like a good idea for me to do the dishes, actually. I really hope this feeling wears off soon.”

			The others laughed. “Maybe it changed your mind permanently,” Birdie said.

			“That would be a powerful ability,” Tenner said. “Maybe a little too powerful.”

			“Do you feel weird or unsettled?” Cabot asked.

			“Not at all. It doesn’t feel like I’m under a spell or anything.”

			Lada leaned forward. “This could be so useful—think about it! If I could get a couple of the disgruntled supers at the palace to actively turn against Fuerte, and Cabot could convince them to join our side . . . that could change everything!”

			“There’s just one problem,” Seven said gently.

			They all looked at Cabot and remembered they weren’t supposed to try to sway her to come back to them. But Cabot had turned her head away as if she’d heard a sudden noise. “I gotta go,” she whispered, then uncharacteristically blew a kiss goodbye at the camera. “My parents are home.”
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			The next morning, Cabot texted that the coast was clear. The children split up and headed to the park, planning to meet near the grove of trees that concealed the trapdoor to the lower tunnels. They were careful to hide Brix as much as possible to protect him—he rode a scooter to the park so he could stand still on it and not bounce. Birdie and Tenner went with him.

			Seven accompanied Lada in her wheelchair in case other supers were roaming the streets during their time off—they didn’t want anyone to see Lada with people and ask questions about who she was with. If they ran into anyone, Seven could just slip away unnoticed.

			Seven walked freely, as if he was on the beach back home—in his shorts, T-shirt, and sandals, all of which were barely visible now that he’d been nurturing the emotional side of his ability. Sure, someone might notice his shimmer and question their eyesight, but that didn’t make Seven identifiable. He felt comfortable for the first time since coming to Estero, and he almost wished a stranger would notice him and challenge him—he needed some practice responding to conflict like that. It would no doubt happen eventually. But for now, he was happy to feel the freedom of traveling safely while wearing clothing.

			Cabot ran up to the circle of friends. “I missed you!” she exclaimed.

			The other five wrapped their arms around her for the first time in what seemed like forever. Cabot even cried without feeling like she needed to hold her emotions in—it was such a relief to see them again.

			They settled in, spreading out in a circle in the quiet area of the park. Cabot told them about the secretive-sounding appointment her parents had scheduled for the upcoming Tuesday, marked as PHQ on the calendar. “I made a covert listening device out of a burner phone,” Cabot said, pulling it out of her jeans pocket to show them. “I’m going to slip it in my mom’s purse. When I call the phone, it won’t ring; it’ll just answer immediately on speakerphone. I’ll be able to listen in through my cell phone from our apartment.”

			“Speaking of your apartment,” Birdie said with a sly glance at Seven, “what floor are you on, exactly? The third? Seven and I went to the top of the stairs and into the glassed-in training area the day after you left, trying to find you. We found the elevator, but it needed a code to work.”

			“You went looking for me?” Cabot asked, a bit breathless. It gave her a warm feeling to know they’d done that. “Yes, the third floor—the ceilings are super high, so we have the smaller, higher windows, too. So . . . did you set off the elevator alarm?”

			“Yeah,” Birdie admitted. “I hope we didn’t mess anything up for you.”

			“No, not at all. I told my parents, and they seemed worried about someone trying to get to them. That’s why they don’t let me out. They’re afraid the other parents will find out I’m still in Estero. And they really don’t want Fuerte to know I’m their kid.”

			Seven nodded to himself—it made him feel better about his mom’s presidential website saying she had no children.

			“I’ve seen your parents at the palace,” Lada said. “I met them the first day. They’re really nice people. But I figured you were handling intel on them, so I’m more focused on getting to know Troy and a few other supers.”

			Tenner winced at the mention of Troy. He’d been tolerating the stories Lada had been telling them about his dad, but he didn’t like that she was hanging out with him. He was a terrible person.

			“I know,” Cabot agonized. “Good ol’ Greta and Jack are as great as ever, I suppose. But at the same time, really different.” She rolled onto her back in the grass and sighed. “Nothing is the same, though. It never will be.”

			“Yeah.” Brix nodded sadly. He felt like he understood. Birdie squeezed her brother’s hand. They were continuing to come to terms with what the rest of their lives would be like without their dad.

			Tenner looked down at the grass. He understood, too. He was still trying to deal with his mom’s death. It just didn’t feel real. It would probably be a lot harder if he’d loved her like Brix and Birdie had loved Louis, but that didn’t mean any of this was easy. How could he process her death when he couldn’t even talk to his dad about it? Not that he wanted to do that, either.

			Seven thought about both his parents. Little had changed in how he felt about them—if anything, his feelings against his father had gotten stronger while he remained negative on his mother. It seemed like he was on the verge of having to face them again, so that felt bad, too. Especially if Martim chose to fight him and his friends—after all, the man had told Troy he’d take them out. That didn’t sound fun at all.

			Lada glanced around the group, curious about the silence, then realized they were all probably contemplating their complicated relationships with their parents. And while she’d never been thrilled about having been sent to Sunrise as an infant, she was relieved she didn’t have to deal with the parental drama the others were saddled with. Maybe not having parents was actually better than having them—not that Lada would know the difference.

			In the quiet, Birdie spotted a dandelion that had a honeybee clinging to it. Hello, honeybee, she said. The bee sent a gentle message of acceptance to Birdie. She put her finger out, and it crawled onto her hand. While the rest of the group filled Cabot in on everything Lada had done at the palace and made sure she knew about the recent news about Magdalia, Birdie talked to the honeybee. Her mind began to spin with ideas. Maybe there was a way to make their team stronger.

			Eventually it was time for Cabot to head back to the loft before her parents got home. Everyone else made stealthy moves back to the safety of the monastery. It had been good to feel like things were normal again . . . even if they weren’t.

			

			
				~
			

			Back at the cottage, Birdie slipped away to her room to research a few things. As the evening progressed, her vision for the future grew. After sleeping restlessly, she got up, brimming with excitement, but told no one of her plans—she first wanted to be sure her ideas would work. At breakfast she quietly begged The Librarian for some money for supplies. Then, while the others trained, Birdie slipped out the secret door in the wall and headed into the city alone.
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			An Old Friend
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			The Librarian went out shortly after Birdie, also on foot. It was a quiet Sunday morning, and the sidewalks were lightly populated with joggers and young families pushing strollers. The Librarian made her way to the back entrance of the library, then waited outside the door for a very special visitor. Finally, the Black male doctor who The Librarian had seen in the crosswalk showed up.

			“Cami Leone,” The Librarian said in greeting. “I recognized your voice in the crosswalk the other day, and I could tell you recognized me. It took me a bit, but I finally figured out who you are.”

			“Very observant!” Cami said, beaming. “My voice is the only thing that doesn’t change about me. But I’m grateful that Sabine was able to connect us so I could see my Big again. It’s been way too long.”

			“Likewise,” The Librarian said. “I wouldn’t pass up the chance to see my Little.” Back when they’d been students, Sunrise Foster Home had implemented a program in which older students, called Bigs, acted as mentors or guides to younger ones, called Littles. It was interesting seeing the slightly younger woman appearing as different personas than The Librarian had known. “You’ve developed at least one new appearance since we last saw each other.” The person The Librarian remembered was a Black girl with glasses who liked to write adventure stories.

			“A few new ones. I get bored.” Cami looked around uneasily. “Do you want to get coffee? Breakfast? Or . . . are you . . . hiding? What are you doing in Estero if you’re not working for the president?”

			They were fair questions. Cami, like The Librarian, had been booted from Sunrise when President Fuerte changed the law and deported all supers. So they’d been shunned together, hurried out with little notice or even time to pack. They hadn’t seen each other or communicated since.

			“I have a job,” The Librarian said lightly. “I’m The—”

			“Librarian. I know—Sabine told me. Don’t you use your old name?”

			“No.”

			“Neither do I,” Cami said. They fell silent, respecting each other by not reverting back to the names they’d stopped using. Then Cami added, “I don’t use my original appearance in public anymore, either. It was . . . traumatic. Back then. Getting deported. My face plastered in my hometown newspaper like a wanted poster. My parents wouldn’t take me in. I should have reinvented myself immediately, since I had the ability to do it, but I was naive and thought people would accept the original me.” She shook her head. “Never again. Was it that way for you, too?”

			“Yes.” The Librarian winced as she remembered. “I got sent to a country I’d never been to in my entire life. I knew no one. So I went into the military, which helped me stabilize. I was a couple years older than you, too—so I had a little more life experience on my side. I’m sorry for what you went through.”

			“Yeah. Thanks.” Cami shifted her feet. “So, coffee?”

			The Librarian studied Cami, feeling very positive about her but still trying to get an accurate read—one could never be too careful with supers, especially ones who could change their appearance. Likely Cami had excellent control of her facial expressions, too. “If it’s all right with you, I’ll make a pot of coffee in my office.”

			“So you are hiding,” Cami said with a low laugh.

			“Follow me.” The Librarian went down the exterior stairs and unlocked the door to the library basement where her office had been—she’d kept the key, and no one had asked for it back, since they all expected her to return eventually. She ushered Cami inside and pointed out a chair for her to sit in, then went to make coffee. “How is it working for Fuerte?” The Librarian asked.

			“The pay is good. I don’t actually know what we’re doing other than a few heists now and then, and constantly training. Fuerte wants me to work on some new personas.”

			“Oh?” The Librarian was extremely interested in this but didn’t want to let it show. “I’m sure you already have a number of strong ones. Isn’t that enough?”

			Cami slung her arm over the chair back and crossed her legs. She fiddled with the top button of her lab coat. “He wants me to try to impersonate someone specific—I don’t know. He showed me a photo. I told him the outward appearance is only a small part of doing something like that. I need to see the person in action. Gestures, movements, facial expressions—there’s a lot that goes into this.”

			“I remember you saying the same thing years ago when you were figuring everything out.” When the coffee was ready, The Librarian poured two cups. She brought one over to Cami along with a small tray of creamers and sugar cubes, then sat down with her mug. She was curious to know who Fuerte wanted Cami to impersonate, but she had to be careful not to sound too interested. She couldn’t let Cami bring back that information to Sabine . . . or anyone in the palace.

			“The good old days,” Cami said wistfully. She took a sip, then morphed into the long-black-haired woman—all without spilling her coffee. “People assume this is my real identity. Little do they know I don’t show my real self to anyone anymore. I’ve got to have one identity no one knows, in case . . .” She trailed off, not saying what she meant, but The Librarian could imagine what the girl had gone through after being kicked out of Sunrise. Then Cami gave The Librarian a shy glance and morphed into her original self. “Here’s the real me you might recognize.” Her black skin shone, her hair was in long braids wound together into an intricate bun, and her glasses—new since Sunrise—were sliding halfway down her nose. She pushed them up.

			The Librarian grinned and eagerly took in the sight of her childhood friend as an adult. “You were always pushing up your glasses as you bent over your journals, writing adventures. It’s great to see you like this—thank you for showing me.”

			Cami nodded, and the two drank each other in as long-lost friends do. After a moment, Cami spoke. “Sabine told me you don’t use your ability anymore.”

			Surprised, The Librarian brought her mug of coffee to her lips to buy time. She’d never said anything like that to Sabine, so it made her immediately suspicious. She sipped and swallowed, then said, “That’s correct. In the real world of librarying, I didn’t see a use for my very specific gift to make people lose their short-term memory. The last thing I wanted was a bunch of patrons wandering around trying to remember what they came in for.” She grinned. “Though I did use my side ability to shut down a really annoying alarm a few weeks ago when some kids tried to steal a book. Remember when I learned to cancel alarms?”

			Cami laughed. “You stumbled into it by accident, if I recall.”

			“As one does with supernatural powers,” The Librarian said. She smiled and changed the subject. “Is anyone else I know hanging out at the palace?”

			“There are a few I bet you’d remember. You should come by. And . . . I don’t want to push, because I think Sabine is also pressing you, but you should think about joining us. I saw you with our newest super, Lada. So it’s not like you’re against what we’re doing, right?”

			“I’m definitely for supers getting paid,” The Librarian said, “which Lada was in dire need of. But what are you doing, exactly? What’s Fuerte’s goal in all of this? That’s the part I don’t quite understand. Maybe you can shed some light.”

			Cami Leone pressed her lips together. “It’s not my place to say.”

			“Do you mean you don’t know? Or you don’t want to tell me?” The Librarian set her coffee on her desk.

			Cami Leone’s expression changed to an uncomfortable look, which she immediately hid by morphing out of her real appearance into the old white sheepherder with a beard. “I shouldn’t reveal anything like that unless you’re all in,” Cami said. “That’s what I mean.”

			The Librarian realized too late she’d caused discomfort and was sad that Cami had probably switched personas because she didn’t feel safe anymore. But The Librarian had to get information. “So you do know what Fuerte’s goal is.”

			“I . . .” Cami set her cup down, too. “Um . . . I should go.”

			“Why can’t you tell me?” The Librarian asked gently. “We’re friends. Is it something bad? Are you in trouble?”

			“Geez,” Cami muttered, and stood up. “Calm down. It’s good for supers, okay? You always were a little too inquisitive.”

			“I don’t mean to be,” The Librarian said, reeling from the sudden mood change in the room. They were both uncomfortable now. She stood up, too. “I just care about you. And Lada. I don’t want either of you to make a mistake out of desperation . . . or for any other reason.”

			“Yeah?” Cami said, growing angry. She morphed back into the businesswoman and pointed intimidatingly. “What do you know about desperation? Your ability isn’t physically obvious. You’ve got your sweet librarian job, a steady income, right here in the city that has everything at your disposal. You’ve never been stuck hiding in a country that didn’t want you to return—a place that won’t give you a job.”

			“I was deported, too,” The Librarian reminded her quietly. “And I served in the military. I’ve been in a lot of situations that were less than ideal for any person, supernatural or not.”

			Cami shook her head. “I don’t think you can possibly understand what happens when I accidentally shape-shift in public. It happened all the time at first, and it still happens once in a while when I’m startled or I let my guard down. You don’t know the pain of being obviously supernatural, and you never will. You’ve got a lot of power. Maybe you should use it. For the good of all of us.” Cami shifted back into the doctor persona, then headed to the door. She stopped to take a deep breath and blow it out, then turned back to The Librarian. “If you change your mind and want to help your fellow supers, you know how to find me.”

			The Librarian nodded. “Yes, I have your number. Take care. And thanks for the invitation. I hear what you’re saying, and I’ll consider it.”

			Cami’s expression softened. “Okay. And . . . sorry about . . .” She waved her hand around. “Whatever. Good seeing you.”

			After Cami left, The Librarian sank into her desk chair and put her head into her hands. Then she lifted her head and made a call to one of her contacts.

			“What’s up?” asked the person on the other end.

			“Sabine set me up. She’s pitting my old friend against me.” The Librarian closed her eyes and shook her head with a sardonic laugh. “Clearly Sabine is paying me back for what I’ve been doing to her—deservedly so. But they’re also trying to recruit me.”

			The person on the other end laughed, too. “If only they knew.”
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			Looking for Opportunities
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			Birdie spent most of the day downtown, visiting several merchants. She returned to the monastery carrying two small cardboard carriers with airholes in them, a bag from an exotic-animals shop, and an additional bag from a craft store. And her earlobes were adorned with new earring studs—she’d gotten them pierced. She looked sweaty and exhausted but was smiling. She set down the carriers on the patio, then opened the sliding door and poked her head through. “Hey, T, ol’ buddy?” she said sweetly to Tenner, who was fixing a snack in the kitchen.

			“What?” Tenner picked up his plate.

			“I need to stay out back with these, but if you want to fix me something to eat, that would be amazing. I didn’t have lunch. Anything would be great.”

			Tenner rolled his eyes. “Fine.” He set his plate down a little too hard. Every once in a while Birdie still treated him like her servant, which was annoying. But she’d improved a lot, so he didn’t mind too much. “Don’t complain about what I serve you, then!” he hollered after her, but she’d already closed the sliding door.

			Outside, Birdie gently brought the carriers to the grass, then sat down beside them and listened at the tiny airholes. She could hear angry buzzing inside one, and no sound from the other. She spoke through her mind to the buzzing creatures, and soon the angry noise turned slightly more gentle.

			As she talked soothingly, Birdie opened the craft bag and pulled out two very thin, pliable wires. From the exotic-animals bag, she removed a tiny bottle of liquid. She bent the wires into S shapes about two inches tall. When she opened the bottle, she discovered a tiny brush attached to the cap. The brush had been soaking in the liquid. She sniffed it and gagged, then snorted as much of the stench back out of her nose as possible. The buzzing noise lessened even more, turning into a purr. Birdie carefully painted the bottom half of the first wire S. She did the same with the second one. Then she carefully—and painfully—took out her new earrings and set them aside. “Holy expletive,” she muttered. Her earlobes throbbed. How could little earlobes hurt so much?

			Continuing to converse with the creatures, she held the stinky S-shaped wires in one hand while carefully opening the buzzing box. She dipped the wires inside. A moment later she pulled them out.

			Riding on each was a killer wasp.

			Take it easy, everybody, said Birdie. You get to be free. Just stick with me.

			Birdie carefully inserted the tops of the wires into her earring holes and yelped in pain. Even though the person who’d pierced them had said not to remove the studs for at least six weeks so the holes could heal, Birdie hadn’t expected them to hurt this much. With a grimace she shoved the wires the rest of the way through the tender holes. The wasps crawled around on the bottom of each S but stayed content. Their stingers poked out behind them. Their slight buzzing was distracting, and Birdie didn’t hear Tenner open the back sliding door.

			“Here’s a sandwich and some soda,” Tenner called, setting the items down on the picnic table. Then he studied her quizzically. “What are you doing?”

			“Training my new team,” Birdie said with a wide, closed-mouth grin. “I got tired of talking about how much stronger Fuerte’s team is than ours, and decided to do something about it.” She turned her head carefully to face him, not wanting her S earrings to wiggle too much.

			Tenner’s extra-large pupils exploded when he saw what Birdie had crawling beneath her ears. “What are those?” He took a step back but noticed they seemed docile.

			“They’re killer wasps,” Birdie said. “Their sting is potent enough to severely injure a small person—maybe even kill them.”

			“Whoa, small like one of us?”

			“I’m training them not to touch you. Besides, you’re not exactly small anymore. Plus Brix can heal us if there’s an accidental sting . . . probably.”

			“How did you get them to behave like that?” Tenner asked. “They’re so calm.”

			“I spent four hours talking to them at the exotic-animals shop. Through the glass, of course. They’re happy to be free from there, and they see me as their queen. Which, I mean, who doesn’t?”

			Tenner blinked. “What’s that nasty stench?”

			Birdie sniffed. “I don’t even notice it anymore.”

			“I’ve noticed my sense of smell is really maturing,” Tenner said. “I can tell where everyone is in the cottage just by scent.”

			“By scent?” Birdie said with a laugh. “Okay, okay, cool. That’s not weird. How do I smell?”

			Tenner shrugged. “Fine.”

			Birdie gawked. “Fine? What does that mean?”

			“You don’t stink.”

			“Well. I guess that’s something.” Birdie grew serious again. “The smelly stuff is pheromone oil—I’m using it on my earring wires to keep the wasps calm until I really get to know them and they respond to my requests. The scent calms the wasps’ anxiety.”

			Tenner wondered where he could get some of that magic for humans. “What’s in the other box?”

			“Oh, I also found a venomous snake at the exotic-animals place. I wasn’t even looking for one, but it’s super cute—it likes to wrap around my wrist and arm like a bracelet, which makes me look extremely tough. Watch.” She opened the other box and, while speaking to the snake, carefully reached in. The petite reptile was a little thicker than a pencil and coiled around Birdie’s arm. She lifted her hand and showed Tenner.

			“Nice,” Tenner said half-heartedly, feeling his chest tighten. “So, venomous?”

			“Not enough to kill a human, but enough to knock them out for a while.”

			Tenner nodded. “Great. Remind me not to cross you. Ever. And please don’t forget who made you a sandwich. Do I dare ask what’s in the bulky bag?”

			Birdie tilted her head. “I don’t know,” she said mysteriously. “Do you?”

			Tenner sighed and plopped down at the picnic table. He opened Birdie’s soda and started drinking it. Then he took a bite of her sandwich. “Okay, hit me.”

			“Quills,” Birdie said. She called for Puerco through the still-open sliding door, and the pig came running. He bounded down the patio steps on his short little legs and jumped, hooves fully extended, to the grass. He stopped and sniffed the air, then tiptoed toward the snake and the wasps but didn’t seem bothered by them.

			“What do you mean, quills?” Tenner asked. “Like, old-fashioned feather pens that you dip in ink?”

			“No,” said Birdie. “Give me an hour and I’ll show you.”

			

			
				~
			

			An hour later, everyone else had come home or appeared in the kitchen. Tenner had finished Birdie’s meal and was making her a new sandwich. He put the bread away, and he, Seven, Elena, Brix, and The Librarian went outside together to see what Birdie was doing.

			There on the patio stood Birdie in her leather skirt and vest. She had killer-wasp earrings and a writhing snake bracelet coiled around her arm. Next to her on the ground was Puerco wearing a saddle with at least fifty real porcupine quills sticking out of it. The saddle covered Puerco’s back and rose up to protect the top of his head. Unlike on a real porcupine, the sharp quills were not quite as densely packed and were arranged to stick out in multiple directions.

			“What on earth, Birdie?” Elena said.

			“Whoa,” Seven muttered under his breath. “He’s a . . . a . . .”

			“Puerco-pine!” Brix exclaimed.

			“My goodness,” The Librarian said approvingly. “Great job, Birdie. You’re really trying to make this work. Well done for building such an arsenal.”

			“Thanks,” Birdie said modestly. Then she turned to Brix. “Do you think you could heal my earlobes? These earrings are killing me!”

			“I will,” said Brix. “But I’m not coming anywhere near you until you remove those killer wasps.”
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			Stealthy Deeds
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			On Tuesday morning, while Cabot’s parents were getting ready for the mysterious meeting, Cabot looked around the library area of the loft, which had become her home. She’d read several books, done countless hours of snooping, and figured out her ability without her parents ever knowing about it. She wished she’d been able to spend more time with them, but it wasn’t happening. They were willingly involved in something Cabot would not be a part of. Her time here was done.

			Cabot stoically packed up her meager belongings and put them into a reusable shopping bag she’d found in the pantry, then slid it behind her library chair. She took the fully charged burner phone and slipped it deep inside her mother’s bag, hiding it beneath the light sweater Greta kept folded up in case she got cold. Then she made breakfast for her parents—scrambled eggs and toast. Doing something special for them before disappearing was the only way she felt she could justify what she was about to do.

			As her parents ate, Cabot stashed a folded piece of paper in between the cushions of her chair, sticking up a little so they’d notice it later. Then she sat down with a few books and scattered some around as well, so it looked like she had a big day of research planned.

			When Jack and Greta were about to head out, Cabot got up and gave them both tight hugs goodbye. “I love you, Mom,” she said. “I love you, Dad.”

			Her parents returned the love and hugs. “Have a fun day!” Greta said a little too brightly. Then they took their bags and left.

			When Cabot heard the elevator going down, she ran to get her belongings and peek out the window so she could see which direction her parents went. Once she saw them, Cabot hurried to the elevator. She headed down to the street level, turning to follow them. She walked swiftly for several moments before she spotted them ahead, then trailed a good distance behind, all the way to the Cordoba Museum.

			Cabot was confused. The calendar had said PHQ for this day, not CM. Her parents went around to the back of the building. As they entered, Cabot dialed the number for the burner phone she’d bought, then put her personal cell phone on mute so no noises from her location would come through and broadcast to Jack and Greta. The burner phone answered automatically, and soon Cabot could hear the shuffling footsteps of her parents—were they climbing stairs? They didn’t chat with each other. Then nothing came through the phone for several seconds. Cabot grew alarmed. Had it disconnected? But soon she heard a light knock on a door. And then her father saying, “Hello, Magdalia! It’s so good to see you.”

			“Welcome to my new headquarters!” Magdalia said. “Palacio for President—it has a ring to it, doesn’t it?”

			Cabot stared in confusion. Magdalia Palacio? That’s who this big secret meeting was with? When she heard Seven’s mother’s familiar voice sounding warm and welcoming, and the sound of air-kissing, like they were all still friends, Cabot realized there was only one thing she could possibly do. She ran as fast as her legs could carry her, all the way to the monastery cottage, listening to every word of the conversation so she could retell it to the group there.

			Cabot weaved through the streets and crossed intersections, dodging other pedestrians. Finally she skidded down the alley and through the monastery’s secret side door. She ran up onto the back patio, where the entire group was meeting before getting started on their training for the day.

			“Cabot!” Elena exclaimed. “What’s happening? Are you okay?”

			The Librarian stood up so fast she nearly upended the picnic table. She dashed to the side door as it closed, ready in case anyone else came barreling after Cabot. “What’s wrong? Is someone chasing you?”

			Cabot shook her head. She couldn’t catch her breath. She raised her phone in the air and put her finger to her lips, instructing them to quiet down and listen. The Librarian returned to the patio.

			Seven listened, then gasped. “That’s my mom,” he whispered.

			“And my parents,” Cabot added between breaths.

			Greta, Jack, and Magdalia talked excitedly.

			“This is a tremendous opportunity,” Greta said.

			“Talking about how I’m not only supernatural but also an ex-criminal is an opportunity?” Magdalia asked sarcastically, but ended the question with a laugh. “Teach me, wise ones.”

			“Yes, it really is an opportunity,” Jack assured her. “We knew this news would surface, and it’s better that it came out now than the week before the election. You have months to get the people of Estero used to it. When people get used to things, they lose their sense of outrage.”

			“And,” said Greta, “this is your chance to do exactly what we’ve been wanting all along. You’ll begin the process of normalizing supernatural people in Estero. It’s the first necessary step—even if it’s a bit painful.”

			“What’s the right way to go about this?” Magdalia asked. “Call Emil at the newspaper?”

			“No,” said Jack. “You need to address this in person. Hold a press conference. Do what Fuerte isn’t doing. He’s running and hiding from journalists, so you should invite the press to attend and ask you anything. Show up without makeup covering your shimmer. And talk about your supernatural ability. Explain what you can do and how that can help the people of Estero.”

			“I’m not sure how my ability is an asset to being president,” Magdalia remarked.

			“It absolutely is,” Greta said a bit overenthusiastically. “You can literally be in two places at once. If there’s a dangerous situation, you can appear as a projected image, which means you can be safe but still reassure the people. You can greet other world leaders while attending to your duties.”

			“Okay,” said Magdalia slowly. “I see how you are framing this, and I think it’s worth a try. But what about the criminal part?”

			“That’s when you appeal to the people’s sense of empathy. Set the scene for what it’s like to be a super in our world, our country. Explain the hardships of not being able to get employment because of something you had no control over.”

			“Tell the press and the TV viewers at home that there would’ve been no criminal misdeeds from any of the supers if we’d been able to get jobs to support ourselves,” Jack said. “Obviously Greta was smart enough to work around the hiring problem in her profession, but she couldn’t support seven others. We struggled. We—I mean you—want people to know that.”

			“Well,” said Greta, “ ‘no criminal misdeeds’ isn’t completely true. We stole a few things out of frustration, just to stick it to Fuerte because we were so oppressed. Like those diamonds.”

			“Okay, we’ll work on the wording there,” Jack said.

			There was a moment of quiet. The ones at the monastery could hear typing sounds through the phone.

			Cabot and Seven stared at each other. “This is blowing my mind,” Seven whispered.

			Cabot nodded. “But the tactics actually make sense.” Then she frowned. Her parents were being a little too insistent on a few things. What did that mean? Were they really there to support Magdalia? Or was this something Fuerte was making them do?

			Back at the meeting, Magdalia spoke. “Next. How do I talk about Fuerte?”

			“I think you say plainly that the people of Estero have been living with a supernatural president for twenty years,” said Greta. “They just didn’t know it because Fuerte has been hiding his telekinetic ability. Explain that to the people, too—how his ability works. Then talk about how you plan to be fully transparent about your ability and, more importantly, your goals for Estero. And say you’re happy to answer any questions.”

			“Then,” added Jack, “be honest. Get everything out there.”

			Magdalia grumbled something untoward about honesty, which made Seven roll his eyes, remembering how her bio completely erased his existence . . . kind of like how his camo ability had erased him.

			“Truth is key,” said Greta firmly. “Fuerte has been lying for twenty years. Show that you are the opposite. You tell the truth even when it hurts.”

			Magdalia sighed. “You’re right. This is my best option.” She paused. “It’s going to be hard.”

			“At first, yes,” said Jack. “You’ve got some confessions and apologies to make. But if you get it right, and you’re sincere, you’ll win over the people watching, and you’ll show the journalists that you’re not going to run from them. They’ve been chasing Fuerte for decades—they might appreciate a candidate who actually engages with them. Remember to also talk again about how you separated yourself from, well, us. That’s an important talking point.”

			The conversation turned to smaller details and off-topic chitchat. The Librarian stared stonily across the yard, her eyes calculating things nobody knew.

			Brix bounced over to sit by Cabot, more glad to see her than understanding what was happening.

			“Wow,” Tenner said. He ran his hands through his wild, uncombed hair and pulled it back into a small ponytail, then secured it with a band he kept around his wrist. “I don’t know what to say. This is all so confusing.”

			Birdie tried to understand all the implications of what was happening. It seemed clear in this conversation that Greta and Jack were on Magdalia’s side and trying to help her. But everything else they knew about the couple pointed to them being on Fuerte’s team. Which party were they actually loyal to?

			Seven stared at Cabot’s phone, still listening to his mother’s voice. Flashbacks of her projected image playing with him in the sand while her actual body was elsewhere, chatting with Lucy . . . She sounded older now. Her voice a little deeper. And she seemed less . . . selfish. There were times throughout this conversation when Seven actually believed she wanted what was best for people other than herself.

			Cabot kept listening, too. After Jack and Greta left Magdalia, the two spoke in low tones. “Should we go to the palace for training?” asked Jack when they were back on the street. “Or home to hang out with Cabot for a bit?”

			Greta was quiet for a moment. “To the palace,” she said with finality. “We’ve got to put in more effort there. Fuerte’s on my case.”

			Their voices became muffled as they walked onto the crowded sidewalk and called for a taxi.

			“Okay, well. That was enlightening.” Cabot looked up warily, then disconnected the call. Everyone looked curiously at her, wondering what her next move would be. Was she going back to Cabot Industrial Services again? She lifted her shopping bag onto the bench next to her, rummaged around inside it, then pulled out a thumb drive and placed it on the table. She slid it over toward The Librarian and looked her in the eye, trying not to cry.

			“That’s the contents of my mother’s computer,” she said. She pointed to her shopping bag. “This is everything I own in the world other than what’s in my old room upstairs.” She looked around the table. “You are the only people I want to be with.” She choked on a sob. “Will you please let me come back?”
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			Regrouping
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			Yay!” Brix shouted. “Cabot’s home!”

			“Welcome back, Cab,” Seven said, feeling his eyes prickle at the corners.

			Birdie smiled warmly but then shot a worried glance at The Librarian, unsure if Cabot would be allowed back in. “Did you leave your parents a note?”

			“Yes,” said Cabot.

			“What did it say?”

			“I told them Seven had given up trying to find his mother,” Cabot explained, “and that he and I were going back to the hideout together, and that’s where they could find me if they ever decided they wanted to.” She put her elbows on the table and folded her hands, then pressed her thumbnails against her lips and dared to look at The Librarian again. “That was before I knew they were going to see Magdalia. I’m not even sure what that whole meeting means.”

			“We’ll talk through the Magdalia situation later.” The Librarian’s phone buzzed with a text message. She took a look—it was from Cami, saying that she and President Fuerte had spoken again, and he really wanted her on the team. The Librarian frowned. She had more important things to deal with. “Cabot, we need to talk. Just us two. Let’s take a walk, okay?”

			The two left the monastery and crossed the street, then turned down a winding cemetery road in the direction of the fake gravestone that led to the lower tunnels.

			“I need to know that no one coerced you, or forced you to leave your parents,” The Librarian said. “Did the other kids make you feel bad, whether intentionally or not? Did anyone try to guilt you into returning?”

			“No,” Cabot said. “Nobody did anything. Everybody was really careful to let me figure things out for myself. I realized pretty early that things weren’t going the way I had hoped.” She kicked a stone and watched its jerky journey to the side of the road. “And what I thought being with my parents would be like . . . it just wasn’t ever going to happen. They’re so different now. Busy with their lives, and their jobs, and everything else with Fuerte. And there wasn’t really room for me. Besides, they’re not the people I thought they were.” Cabot hesitated. “I think. I’m not sure what it means that they’re talking with Magdalia.”

			“Believe me, we’re going to get to the bottom of that,” The Librarian muttered. “It just might take a while. And you were a real champion to make your own listening device—that was epically helpful. But tell me more about how you are feeling. If you truly want to come back, it has to be for good. Okay? You can’t be going back and forth. Do you understand why?”

			“I know,” Cabot said. “I thought about it a lot. I was miserable there. It was wonderful seeing my parents, but not wonderful discovering how much all of us have changed in the past three years. They are working with Fuerte, and I can’t be with them if they’re like that.”

			“Is that why you downloaded your mother’s computer onto that thumb drive?”

			Cabot shrugged. “I probably would have done that anyway.”

			The Librarian snorted with laughter. “I’ve missed you, kiddo. I’m glad you’re back.”

			Cabot let out a sigh of relief. “So I can stay?”

			“Did you think I would throw you out on the street?”

			“I . . . wasn’t sure,” Cabot admitted. “You’re pretty intimidating sometimes.”

			“That’s all part of my charm.”

			They walked to the section of the graveyard where the fake headstone was. “Do you want me to show you where the secret gravestone passage to the tunnels is?” Cabot asked. The Librarian hadn’t been with them when they’d found it.

			“Yes, please,” said The Librarian.

			After a few false tries, Cabot located the one that led to the lower tunnels. Peering around to make sure no one was near enough to notice, Cabot found the handhold beneath the lip of the stone and yanked on it, straining with all her might. The headstone lifted up, and the two peered down into the dark, musty-smelling space. “Here’s hoping we don’t have to live down there again,” Cabot said.

			They replaced the headstone, then started toward the cottage.

			“So,” The Librarian said, clasping her hands behind her back as they strolled. “At some point, are you going to tell me about your glowing green eyeballs?”
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			Here’s What We Know
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			When Lada arrived for her nightly physical therapy and debriefing, everyone gathered around. They filled her in on Cabot’s situation and what they’d learned about Greta and Jack strategizing with Magdalia about her presidential campaign.

			Lada looked at The Librarian, open-mouthed. “You didn’t know about this relationship between the Stones and Magdalia?”

			“I wouldn’t tell you if I did,” The Librarian said.

			Lada sighed. “I know, I know, protecting your sources.”

			“If I didn’t protect them, no one would ever trust me.”

			Brix eyed The Librarian skeptically. “But how are we supposed to trust you?”

			The Librarian grinned. “Tell me a secret and wait to see if I ever tell anyone.”

			Brix frowned, but The Librarian didn’t notice. Instead, she turned to Lada. “Things are looking up. Who’s vulnerable at the palace? Are you making friends with any supers? Has anyone else confided in you?”

			Cabot studied Lada, her mind whirring. With her new power, it seemed like she could help Lada convince other supers to turn on the president. But she wasn’t quite sure how they’d do it without Cabot getting recognized by way too many people.

			“I’ve been eating lunch with Troy and E-kat—the strong woman,” Lada said. “I think Troy feels like he has something in common with E-kat because they’re both so big and muscular. And they both like me.”

			“Ugh,” Tenner muttered. He rolled his eyes and sank back into the couch. It really annoyed him that Lada was having lunch with his father every day, but he wasn’t sure why it bothered him so much. Maybe because she didn’t hate him as much as he deserved to be hated.

			“How is Troy?” The Librarian said. “He surprised us a few times when he was holding Seven hostage.”

			“He’s pretty nice to me,” Lada admitted. “I’ve seen him get angry, though. But he told me the other day that he was seeing a therapist, and he’s turned to writing in a journal to control his anger.”

			“That’s actually nice to hear,” Birdie said. She noticed Tenner’s reaction and reached over to squeeze his hand. He shot her a grateful half smile.

			“What about the rest of you who’ve been listening in to Lada’s wire?” asked The Librarian. “How does Troy seem to you compared to how he used to be?”

			“Less of a jerk,” Seven said, “but he still has his moments.”

			Elena nodded in agreement. She’d been monitoring the bug in Troy and Martim’s mansion. “He seems pretty calm when he’s at home, but they haven’t been there much lately.”

			Lada glanced at Tenner, sensing his animosity, but continued offering insight anyway. “He’s not happy. He’s really annoyed that Fuerte denied being supernatural, and he thinks Fuerte is using everyone and will toss us all out on our keisters—his word—when Fuerte wins reelection. He just wants our powers to control the people if something goes wrong.”

			Seven scooted forward on his chair. “So Fuerte is luring them with jobs, but really he’s using them to get what he wants.”

			“To be fair,” Lada said, “I think he does regret the way he trained the people of Estero to hate supernatural people—but that’s probably because he’s getting backlash now that the video is out there.”

			Seven nodded. “It seems like what Greta and Jack are advising my mom to do is the only way to move supernatural people forward. Have her admit she’s a super and show the people why that’s a good thing.”

			“They clearly also want her to do it to help their reputations,” Cabot remarked with a hint of sarcasm. “They were pretty emphatic about her explaining the plight of all eight criminals—did you notice that?”

			“I still don’t know what to think about the whole Jack, Greta, and Magdalia thing,” Tenner said. “What’s happening there? I don’t get it.”

			Elena chimed in. “It appears to me that Greta and Jack are secretly working as double agents,” she explained. “Fuerte thinks they’re with him; Magdalia thinks they’re with her. But we don’t yet know whose side they are truly loyal to. Either Fuerte has commissioned them to get info from Magdalia, which seems most likely, and they’re pitching this plan to her because they think it’ll fail. Or they’ve gone rogue and are secretly working for Magdalia to get her elected while staying with Fuerte to get the inside scoop on what he’s doing—and because of the tethers, of course. But Troy said the Stones are deep in Fuerte’s pocket. They were the first to turn on their principles and take the deal with Fuerte to be freed.” She checked Cabot’s body language, worried about hurting the girl.

			But Cabot had pushed her emotions about her parents aside to prove that she was solidly with this group. “Everything I saw and heard,” Cabot said, “pointed to exactly what Troy said about my parents—that they are dedicated to Fuerte. They spent so much time doing everything for him, and they seemed to be pushing the plan with Magdalia too hard—I was suspicious it was Fuerte making them do that. By the way, I can show you my mom’s calendar.” She looked sidelong at The Librarian. “I added myself to it, so every time she adds something new, my calendar updates. I don’t think she’ll notice as long as I don’t add anything to it that would alert her.”

			The Librarian laughed and shook her head. “Okay, Little Librarian. We all see you working your keister off over there, proving yourself.”

			Cabot blushed. “I also added myself to her phone tracker so I can find out where she is whenever I want to. I rigged it so she doesn’t get notified that I’m tracking her.”

			“I have no idea what you are talking about,” Birdie said, “but it sounds amazing.”

			Seven reached out and gave Cabot a soft, playful punch on the shoulder. He was so happy she was back. He’d missed her. A lot. “Good job,” he said. “You did some extremely valuable work there. We wouldn’t have any of this information without you.”

			“I had to find something to do with all my time alone,” Cabot said modestly.

			“Did your parents ever learn of your ability?” Lada asked her.

			Cabot shook her head. “My eyes never glowed when they were around, as far as I know, and I’m sure if they had, my parents would have said something. I can sense it coming, though. I get this little wave of warmth in my eyeballs right before, and then a vibration when it’s happening.”

			“Are you able to make it work on command?” The Librarian asked.

			“Not yet,” Cabot said. “I’m trying, though. The other day when I concentrated really hard, my eyes started glowing about a half hour later. I’m not sure if that was a coincidence or if I made it happen.”

			The Librarian nodded. “Keep working on it. If you gain control, it’ll be very useful later on.” Then she turned to the group to recap the night, uttering her increasingly common line, “Here’s what we know.”

			She laid out all the updates from Lada and the palace. Then she detailed everything they’d learned about Greta, Jack, and Magdalia. She went on to praise each of the kids for their accomplishments—Birdie, for taking initiative in creating weapons for herself and Puerco. Seven, for growing in his relationship with himself and accepting his ability, which caused it to flourish in unexpectedly good ways. Tenner, for working on his sense of smell, which could help immensely down the road to identify people they couldn’t immediately see. Lada, for her dedication and expertise working with the supers at the palace and trying to ease her way into friendships with them in hopes of converting them to the good side. Cabot, for her devious deeds while staying with her parents, and for figuring out how to spy on them all on her own. Brix, for healing Lada after the electric fence and developing his ability into something useful for the entire team—and for healing Birdie’s earlobes so she could get the earrings in and out more easily and without pain.

			“I’m still confused about one thing,” Birdie said to The Librarian once she’d recapped everything. “What are we going to do about Magdalia and the Jack-and-Greta connection?”

			The Librarian pursed her lips. “I’m trying to figure that out. I think we need to learn what Magdalia’s principles are—what she stands for. And if we’re satisfied, we need to let her know the Stones are not on her side, and do everything in our power to see that she gets elected instead of Fuerte.”

			“I imagine if Fuerte loses, he’ll do something extremely rash,” Lada remarked.

			“I agree,” said The Librarian. “However, the chances of him losing are almost zero unless we help change people’s minds about him. But I don’t want to get ahead of ourselves. Magdalia might be worse than Fuerte. I suppose we’ll find out more if she takes Jack and Greta’s advice and does a press conference.”

			Just then, Cabot’s phone buzzed. Frowning, because everyone she cared about in the world was right here, she looked at the screen. “Oh,” she said, her throat tightening. “It’s my dad. They must have finally gotten home.” She winced, then silenced the call without answering. She turned the phone facedown on the table, waiting for the next one.

			At least they cared enough to call.

			

			
				~
			

			That night, snuggled in her bed in the monastery cottage, Cabot picked up her phone. She had seven voice messages waiting for her, three from her mom and four from her dad. She stared at the tiny number on the phone icon until it wavered and danced, and her insides ached. Then she blinked her tears away. With a shaky finger she clicked on the app and hovered over the first voicemail. Then she deleted it, and the six messages that followed, one by one, without listening to them. Knowing in the end it would be better this way.

			But it hurt like crazy now.
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			A Fresh Take
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			The next morning, Lada, E-kat, and Cami Leone all happened to exit their private rooms in the supers’ quarters of the palace around the same time. They greeted each other with pleasantries about the beautiful day. Lada wheeled herself while the other two walked to the training center, where everyone was gathering. The TVs, which were usually playing muted weight-lifting and workout videos, had been set to a live shot of the main entrance of the Cordoba Museum. There was a podium and lectern placed on the wide sidewalk leading up to the door, and several microphones attached to the top of the lectern.

			“What’s going on?” Cami Leone asked, quickly checking her phone to see if she’d missed some communication in their inboxes about it.

			“Hm.” Lada studied the scene. “I was just talking to a friend about what Magdalia Palacio would do after the accusations in Estero City News. I wonder if she’s going to speak.”

			“Your friend The Librarian?” Cami asked.

			Lada glanced up. “Yes, exactly. You two know each other, right? She mentioned you went to Sunrise together.”

			“She mentioned me?” Cami asked, surprised. “Interesting. I figured I was one of her many secrets.”

			Lada laughed appreciatively. “She seems to have a lot of them.”

			Cami folded her arms across her chest and turned back to the TV screens. “Yes, we were good friends. She helped me out a lot when all this was happening.” She gestured to her face and body with a sweeping, open palm.

			“She helped me, too,” Lada said. She wondered if there was a chance of swaying Cami to their camp and looked at her with new scrutiny. “A lot. Thank goodness she worked at the library. I don’t know how many young people she helped just by keeping her eyes open.”

			“I wish she’d join us,” Cami said.

			Lada smiled. “I don’t think there’s any chance of that happening. She loves her job.”

			Cami nodded reluctantly and smiled. “So I’ve heard. We’ll just have to try harder.” She pointed at the screen. “Looks like something’s happening.”

			Someone turned the TV volume up as a few people on-screen, including a boy about Lada’s age, moved into place behind the podium. Then Magdalia Palacio walked up to the lectern. She wore a splendid black formal dress with sequins, and she notably wasn’t wearing makeup to cover up her shimmer, as the Stones had suggested. The sequins enhanced her skin.

			Cami studied her with great interest. “Now, that’s how you get people to notice you,” she murmured. “She’s beautiful. Unfortunately, being so striking doesn’t hurt her chances of making a good impression.”

			Lada raised an eyebrow, more at Cami than at Magdalia. “The fact that she’s not covering up her ability makes me think she has a distinct plan. Is she going to just, like, admit everything?” Lada didn’t want to give away that she had inside information, but she definitely wanted to look smart in front of these supers.

			E-kat, who’d been silently observing, smirked. “That’s what Fuerte should have done. I suggested it right after the news broke about him, but he and Martim shot me down. And now Magdalia is taking the same opportunity.” She shook her head. “It’s his loss.”

			Matterson and Caliro, in front of them, turned around. “We don’t even know what she’s going to say,” Matterson said snidely. “Can you keep it down, please?”

			“Keep yourself down,” E-kat warned him. She looked like she wanted to punch him in the face. But the three quieted down as Magdalia adjusted the microphones and cleared her throat. The news anchors went silent.

			“Good morning, everyone,” Magdalia said. “I’m Magdalia Palacio, and I’m running for president.” There was a smattering of applause from the live, seemingly small, off-camera audience. “Recently my opponent, President Fuerte, attempted to smear me by planting some information about me in the newspaper. I’m here to tell you that I don’t see the truth as a smear.”

			“Whoa, good line,” Cami said under her breath. “Interesting start.”

			Magdalia waited for the audience reaction to die down. “I am a person who happens to have a supernatural ability, and I’m not alone in this city. There are many of us. But we’ve been in hiding for years because of President Fuerte’s harsh policies. We’ve been kicked out of restaurants. Shunned from gainful employment. Arrested. All because we were born with a gene that gives us something extra. Something with which to help humankind if we choose to use it that way.”

			She paused and took a sip of water. Some of the supers in the training room were silent, enthralled, while others shifted uncomfortably. They all waited to hear what truth she’d say next.

			“I’d like to demonstrate my ability for you,” she said with a smile. “I can project an image of myself in other places, and that image looks almost completely like a full, flesh-and-blood re-creation of me. It can move and speak of its own accord. But I’d also like to teach you how to tell the difference between the real me and the projection of me.”

			“What?” Troy whispered from somewhere behind Lada, loud enough for several around him to hear.

			The supers watched, spellbound. None of them had ever seen anyone doing something like this before in public—in front of non-supers! Some of them gripped their throats in surprise, others lowered themselves to chairs to settle in. It made them feel all sorts of emotions they’d been bottling up for years. Yet they all remembered they worked for the other guy. The one who pretended he wasn’t like them.

			A second Magdalia appeared next to the lectern. At first glance, the two looked identical. The second Magdalia took a few steps forward and waved to the crowd. “As you can see,” said the real Magdalia, “there are two of me. This ability will come in handy in many circumstances when I am your president.”

			“Oof,” said Troy. “She’s killing it.”

			Lada turned around and saw Troy, Martim, Greta, and Jack standing together. Martim jabbed Troy with his elbow. Jack and Greta looked like they hadn’t slept, which made sense if they cared at all about Cabot leaving them. Their faces were stony, like Martim’s. Were they pretending they hadn’t just given Magdalia advice to do exactly this? Or were they upset because they hadn’t realized how much it would resonate with this particular group?

			Lada smiled at the four, then turned back to face the TV.

			“In dangerous situations,” Magdalia continued, “I can project from a safe space nearby and function with full capabilities, retaining all information gathered. And,” she said with a twinkle in her eye, “I can also conveniently walk both sides of the parade route to chat with all of you.”

			The live audience laughed.

			“But I always want our people of Estero to know if the image they see is really me, or if it’s the projected image. If you’re up close, you can just reach out to shake my hand. My projected image appears solid, but isn’t. You’ll grab on to nothing but air if you’re facing the projection. But how can you tell from far away?” Magdalia paused for effect. “It’s all in the halo. Look closely at both of us. Do you see it? We have the same shimmer, but the projection has a slight halo effect, like an extra bit of glow all around the body. Once you learn to look for it, you’ll be able to instantly recognize which Magdalia you’re dealing with.”

			Magdalia gave ample time for the audience at the museum and on TV to study the differences. Then the projected image vanished into thin air, leaving Magdalia standing alone at the lectern.

			“That’s it,” she said simply. “That’s my ability.”

			She put her hands on the lectern, then moved on to other topics. She began to explain how President Fuerte was not only bad for supers, he was bad for all the people of Estero. She laid out his shortcomings in swift order, making him look like a deadbeat, and making everyone in the room begin to wonder why Estero would continue to tolerate such a person as their leader.

			Troy grunted, and Lada, without turning, smiled secretly to herself. The man just couldn’t keep his opinions to himself. It made him very easy to read. She wondered if Martim had jabbed him again.

			Then Magdalia went on to talk about supernatural people in general. “My fellow supers have been oppressed for twenty years, and shunned for years before that. I’m not sure why President Fuerte, a person with telekinetic powers, chose to push away people with similar gifts and talents to the one he possesses. But I hope that he is continuing to change and grow in that area. The fact that he recently altered the law so supers would not be arrested merely for being supernatural is a good step. But it’s not nearly enough. Perhaps President Fuerte will follow in my footsteps and choose to inform, to teach, to demonstrate his ability on live TV as I have done, rather than continue to deny the truth and hide things from you.”

			Her eyes swept the crowd.

			“Either way, you have two choices for president when you vote later this year, and both of us are supernatural people. There will be a supernatural president, as there has been for the past twenty years. Your choice isn’t about supernaturality, though. It’s about truth versus lies, transparency versus covering up. I pledge to be truthful to you about my abilities and my political positions. And I choose not to lie to you about myself, which our current president has done without ceasing for twenty years. Perhaps it’s time to consider a new path for our country—a path built on truth and compassion rather than denial, mistruths, and inequity.” She smiled. “And with that, I’m happy to take your questions.”

			There was dead silence in the training room as the news anchors broke into the program with their remarks, saying positive things like “sincere tone” and “heartfelt honesty” and “refreshing change,” but also casting doubt with words like “inexperienced” and “former criminal.”

			The anchors quieted as the first question came from someone off-screen. “Can you explain how we can trust you when you were a criminal for so long?”

			Magdalia smiled. “I’m glad you asked. Upon graduating from Sunrise Foster Home, where my parents dropped me off the moment I began to shimmer and project, my friends and I were faced with dire prospects. No one would hire a person who shimmered, or a person who randomly went invisible at odd times, or a person with solid black eyes who had X-ray vision, or someone whose charcoal-tinged fingers sparked with fire. We were penniless. Our parents had abandoned us. And we held no hope for supporting ourselves. Our first ventures into crime were for the purpose of putting food on the table. Once we became good at that, our crimes took on a theme of revenge. Non-supers can imagine how it feels to be given no chances to succeed. When President Fuerte slammed the door in our faces with his unconscionable laws to hinder and hurt us further, we became bitter, jaded, and spiteful. Most of our later crimes were in retaliation against him personally.”

			She stopped to let the uncomfortable words settle.

			“I regret my actions. And I have distanced myself from those supers who continue in their criminal ways as close advisers to the president. I can certainly understand those who would never vote for a criminal as president, and I remind everyone that if you vote for President Fuerte, you will be doing exactly that.” She nodded regally, her shimmering cheekbones catching the sunlight. “Next question?”

			In the palace, all was solemn. Some were beginning to question or feel discomfort about their own actions. The supers knew Magdalia was telling the truth. Fuerte was a current criminal, and Magdalia hadn’t committed a crime in fifteen years. If they were citizens of this country, which candidate would they vote for?

			It didn’t really matter, though, because they weren’t the demographic Magdalia was speaking to. It would take a lot more than one press conference to convince prejudiced, nonsupernatural people to change their ways. Many would continue to deny that the president was a super because he was denying it. Would he change things up now that these glaring accusations were out there? Or would he double down?

			As the president stormed into the room to turn off the coverage of his opponent and declare all of it nonsense, the rest of the supers had difficulty looking him in the eye.

			Cami, E-kat, and Lada exchanged uneasy glances. “That was pretty powerful,” Cami admitted. “Fuerte has some work to do . . . or else he might actually be in a spot of trouble.”

			“That’s what we’re here for,” Lada said apprehensively. “Right?”
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			A few days later, Cabot strolled downstairs. Elena was in her room with the door open, listening to the boring morning conversation between Martim and Troy as she always did. That was almost the only time the two were home lately—to sleep and eat breakfast. The bug Lada had planted—and had just about died for—wasn’t really paying off. Cabot paused by Elena’s door and waved good morning, then joined Birdie and The Librarian, who sat at the table having breakfast.

			Birdie had trained her killer wasps and snake to be pets—vicious attack pets who would protect her group of humans and go after her enemies. The wasps liked to stay on her earrings by day, unless she was training them. At night Birdie left the snake and wasps loose outside. But they were always there in the morning, waiting for her.

			Cabot didn’t mind the dangerous creatures. She trusted Birdie to be in control of them—her bossiness was really coming in handy lately when it came to these new living weapons. Cabot sat down across from The Librarian and pulled out her phone. “I learned how to track my mom’s past movements over periods of time. She’s been going to the Cordoba Museum at least three times a week since she bought this phone three years ago. That’s where she was the other day when we listened to her, too.” She looked up. “PHQ is what was on her calendar. Could that stand for Palacio Headquarters? Does Magdalia work there or something? She did her press conference outside the museum, too.”

			“Days or nights? Consistent times?” The Librarian asked. She squeezed a lemon wedge into her tea.

			“Uh . . .” said Cabot. “I didn’t look at that data yet.”

			“See what you can find out.” The Librarian reached around to the back of her neck and scratched it, then shuddered. “I’ve got a funny feeling something bad is about to happen. Do you ever get that?”

			“Maybe Tenner would,” Cabot said. “That seems like his department.”

			“I can hear you,” Tenner droned from behind the closed door of his bedroom.

			“Could be the wasps,” Birdie said as the things crawled on her earrings. “I had that a little at first, especially when they buzzed in my ears. Made the hair stand up on the back of my neck.”

			“I don’t love wasps,” The Librarian said, “but I’m not sure that’s it.”

			Elena moved into the dining room with her fingers touching her earpiece. “Everyone, I just heard some interesting news,” she said. “Martim is planning to meet Magdalia at the Cordoba Museum tomorrow night. It sounds like Fuerte is making him do it.”

			“What for?” asked Birdie. She slurped the milk from her cereal bowl. “Is he supposed to convince her not to run for president or something?” She snorted in laughter trying to picture it. “Martim would not win that argument.”

			“That’s exactly what I think he’s supposed to do,” said Elena. “I bet Magdalia’s press conference scared Fuerte a lot. Would someone call Lada and see what she can find out from Troy? He’s got inside information. And knowing Troy, he’ll spill it if asked.”

			“I’m on it,” The Librarian said. She dialed Lada, who was still in her room at the palace, and put her on speakerphone. “Find out whatever you can about Martim’s meeting at the Cordoba Museum tomorrow night—we think he’s supposed to try to talk Magdalia out of running for president.”

			Lada laughed. “I don’t know Magdalia other than what we saw on TV, but she seems pretty headstrong and extremely capable. Fuerte and Martim thinking they can just talk her out of running for president because it serves their best interests is delusional.”

			Elena, holding the bug receiver to her ear, waved her hand to get The Librarian’s attention.

			“Hold up, Lada,” The Librarian said. “More intel coming in.”

			Elena listened for a second more, then pulled out her earpiece. Her eyes flared. “As they were leaving, Troy said, ‘Maybe you can get the stash from her while you’re at it.’ ”

			Birdie’s spoon slipped from her fingers. Cabot’s jaw dropped. The Librarian’s expression hardened. Lada whispered “Whoa” on the other end of the phone.

			“So,” Birdie said, “Magdalia has the stash. Interesting. I thought Martim and Troy had it—how did she end up with it?”

			Elena raised an eyebrow. “Now we’ve got ourselves a brand-new ball game.”

			Birdie and Lada both said “Huh?” at the same time as Tenner emerged from his room, unable to continue sleeping with even quiet noises coming from anywhere on the main floor.

			“It’s just an expression,” Elena explained. “Multiple players, a competition, the stakes have changed, et cetera.”

			“What’s a ball game?” Birdie asked.

			“Hm. I guess we forgot to teach you about official sports,” Elena said. “It’s kind of like playing bat the coconut.”

			“Oooh,” Birdie said, her expression clearing. “That’s a real sport?”

			Elena shrugged. “Ish.”

			The Librarian blinked. “Was there anything more from Troy and Martim?” she asked Elena.

			“They were on their way out the door, headed for the palace,” Elena said. She returned to her room to put her earpiece away, knowing the men would be gone for hours.

			Cabot checked her mom-tracker. “So is my mom.”

			“And I’m headed upstairs—we’ve got a big meeting,” Lada said through the phone. She sighed. “I can’t wait to come home to you all for good.”

			“Do you need me to get you out of there?” The Librarian asked.

			“No, I’m fine. I just miss being with you,” said Lada. “Actually, I’m really getting to know the superstrong woman. She told me her father passed away not long before she decided to come here. She’d been taking care of him for years, so she was feeling kind of lost, without a purpose. So this seemed like a good idea when Sabine first contacted her. But now she’s uneasy about what Fuerte has in store for us.”

			“Yes, I was listening in when you had that conversation,” The Librarian said.

			“What does Fuerte have in store for you?” Birdie asked. “We’re still trying to get the full picture.”

			“Fuerte hasn’t brought me in that close yet. He said he needs to test me first.” The group in the cottage could imagine Lada rolling her eyes. “But I suppose everyone else had to be tested, so it makes sense. He’s got an assignment for me and wants me to stay after the meeting today to talk it through.” There was a hint of disgust in her voice. “He also tried to do a photoshoot with me for publicity purposes.”

			The Librarian’s face turned menacing. “Why you?”

			“He didn’t spell it out, but I know why,” said Lada. “Because him standing next to a young person in a wheelchair makes him look like a good guy in light of what Magdalia just said about him.”

			Tenner’s hands balled into fists. “Gross. I hate him.”

			“That’s disgusting,” Birdie said. Her face flared in anger. “How did you get away?”

			“I rolled my wheelchair over his foot and fled to the bathroom and locked the door. I don’t want my face next to his on some billboard or in the newspaper—what a creep.” She blew out a breath. “I told the strong woman about it, and she was appalled. So she’s watching out for me. And so is Troy, actually. I hate to say it, but compared to Fuerte, he’s a halfway decent person. My guess is he feels stuck on this path without a way out—if he doesn’t stay under Fuerte’s protection, he’ll go to jail.”

			“Hmm,” The Librarian said. “See what you can do to work that angle.”

			Tenner stewed. “It would be a lot more fun if you were hanging out with us instead of with my dad.” He winced as it dawned on him why he was so annoyed that Lada was always talking about Troy. He was jealous. “I mean, I’m glad he likes you, so you can get information from him.” He sighed. “Maybe you could try to get Troy to talk about me. Because I really just need to know if he cares about me at all.”
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			Two Terrible Options
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			When Lada came that evening, she filled everyone in on what she’d learned. “Big day,” she said, easing into one of the comfy chairs. Tenner and Birdie sat down at her feet and started their usual stretching routine. “Did you hear through the wire?” she asked The Librarian.

			“I did,” The Librarian said, “but I haven’t had a chance to share it with the team yet. I’ve been plotting.”

			“I knew you would be,” Lada said. She laughed, but her laughter turned into a painful yelp as Tenner pressed her foot a little too far, too soon.

			Tenner eased back immediately and whispered, “Sorry!” Lada winked at him, and he almost sank through the floorboards.

			“Anyway,” Lada continued, “Martim and Troy are meeting Magdalia at the Cordoba Museum tomorrow night at eleven p.m. Fuerte wants me to go with them to steal old money from the museum collection to give to her—they’re going to try to pay her off.”

			“Is there any old money left in the museum?” Elena asked. “I thought Martim and Troy stole it all a while ago.”

			“Apparently they didn’t get it all,” The Librarian said. “Granted, there was a lot collected when Fuerte changed the currency. They’d have needed a dump truck to carry it out of there.”

			“Wait, back up,” Cabot said. “Pay Magdalia off? You mean bribe her to not run against Fuerte? Is he actually worried that she’ll beat him? That’s interesting.”

			“That’s what I wondered, too,” Lada said.

			“I think it’s more that she’s going to take over the narrative for the next many months because she’s new on the scene,” Elena said. “There have been a lot more newspaper articles about her since she announced her candidacy. Fewer articles about him running again. He’s old news—the only thing that gets a mention is his supernatural status, and he hates that.”

			“I’m not sure how enticing money will be to her if she already has the stash,” said Seven.

			“Yeah,” said Brix. “She’s swimming in money.”

			“The money isn’t the only thing I’m supposed to steal,” Lada continued. “Fuerte wants some precious baubles he’s had his eye on in the museum’s gem collection.” She snorted. “Like he needs more junk lying around the palace.”

			“Lada, you’ll need to wear your wire to the museum,” The Librarian said. “I want to hear what they discuss. See if there’s anything you can do to make Troy ask Magdalia about the stash—we need a clue to its hiding place. And if an opportunity comes up for us to get our hands on anything . . . it would really help us out. We’ve spent a lot on technology, and we’ve only got seven diamonds left.”

			“That reminds me,” Lada said. “I found a ruby by the fountain on my first day working for Fuerte and snagged it. I keep forgetting to give it to you. I left it in my room at the palace, but that’ll help us a little. Plus I’ve got a paycheck coming soon.” She beamed, proud to be contributing.

			“Thank you, Lada. Every little bit helps,” The Librarian said. “We’re heading into the most crucial months before the election. If we don’t have the money to fund our operation, we’re never going to be able to oust Fuerte, and he’ll go on with his plan to make Estero a dictatorship, using all those supers to do whatever he wants for as long as he’s in power—or, as Troy suspects, dumping them once he secures the next election. And do you think they’ll all just go away quietly after the promises he made them? Plus, with all the unrest Fuerte is causing among non-supers, I’m afraid our city is already starting to crumble around the edges.” She stopped, realizing her passion was getting a bit loud.

			“Do you agree with Magdalia’s views?” asked Lada. “She said similar things in her speech.”

			“I’ve always believed in equality for supers,” The Librarian said in a softer voice. “If you think things are bad for us now, just wait until Fuerte has this country smashed under his thumb.”

			Everyone was silent and thoughtful. Minds were spinning. Finally Cabot spoke up. “Well, unless one of you grown-ups wants to also run for president, I think we need to get tight with Magdalia pretty soon here. She’s our only hope for ousting Fuerte.”

			“That’s depressing,” Seven said. “I never expected to pin all my hopes for the future of Estero on my neglectful mother.”

			“Let’s just hope she won’t be as bad a leader as President Fuerte,” Brix said. “What do people do when they have to make a choice between two terrible options?”

			Cabot paused to think. “I don’t think Fuerte and Magdalia are equally terrible at this point, so that means we go with the less terrible one.”

			“In this case,” Elena said, “it’s like Cabot said. We need to boost Magdalia into office, even if we have to hold our noses to get through it.”

			

			
				~
			

			That night in bed, Birdie’s mind swam. Everything was happening so quickly. The talk of supporting Magdalia had bothered Seven—Birdie could tell. The woman’s speech was good. Amazing, in fact. And it had resonated with them. But was it just a bunch of words put together for that purpose? Did Magdalia really care about people other than herself? And if so, what about Seven? They hadn’t been able to find anything else about Magdalia other than their own negative experiences and what Elena could share with them.

			Her mind returned to the book in her backpack. She’d been so busy training animals that she hadn’t touched it. She got out of bed and retrieved it. Sometimes You’re the Villain by Evane S. Gribaldi. It hadn’t been written by her mom, or at least Elena didn’t want to admit it. But what had Magdalia been doing for the past three years while she hid, waiting for the statute of limitations to expire? Maybe she was the author.

			Birdie nibbled on her bottom lip and glanced at the bathroom she shared with Seven. Was he still awake? She went through, pushing his door open. “Seven?”

			“Hey, Bird,” Seven said softly. “Is everything okay?” He propped himself up on one elbow.

			“I couldn’t sleep. Do you want to maybe read a chapter of this book with me? I got to thinking it could be your mom who wrote it. She had the time to do it.”

			Seven slid toward the wall and patted the bed loudly enough for Birdie to hear. “Come on over.” He threw the covers back so Birdie could slide in.

			Birdie turned on the bedside lamp and nestled in next to Seven, sharing his pillow. She opened the book and turned to the dedication page. Their eyes landed on the words, and they sucked in a breath at the same time.

			
				To the five we left behind
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			Growing Up
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			Birdie and Seven, pulses quickening, stared at the dedication.

			“It’s to us.” Seven’s eyes filled. Why was he affected by that? So many emotions swirled around inside him. He’d been trying to process the mess of his parents for weeks. Like the way his father had discovered who he was and reacted negatively. Like how his mother, who he thought for a while could be dead, was suddenly running for president of Estero. And with everything the bad parents were doing to pretend their children didn’t exist . . . well, it had been too much for Seven to handle, so he’d tried shoving the feeling aside. But now, seeing this dedication . . . “There’s no way my mother wrote this book,” Seven said definitively. “If it’s not your mom, it has to be one of the Stones. Besides, you found it in the Stones’ building.”

			“It was also in the library, and none of the parents live there,” Birdie shot back. “We don’t know that it’s not Magdalia.”

			“My mother would dedicate it to herself.”

			Birdie laughed softly. She adjusted the book so she could hold it with one hand, weaved between her fingers, then slid her other arm under Seven’s neck so his head could nestle in the crook of her elbow. She and Seven had spent a lot of time worrying about Cabot over the past couple weeks, but she hadn’t checked in with Seven about how he was doing. She felt something touch her bare arm and realized it was a tear. She dropped the book on the covers, reached over to Seven’s face, and caught the next one with her finger. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “Do you want me to put this away?”

			Seven sniffed, then used the sheet to wipe his eyes. “No, I’m okay. Let’s see the first page. Maybe you could read it to me.” He reached up to help her hold the book so she could keep her arm snuggled around his neck.

			Birdie smiled. “Sure.” She turned the page to chapter one. “Growing Up,” she began. She took a breath, then started: “When I was ten, my parents packed my bags and brought me to the heart of Estero City, to a place called Sunrise Foster Home—a place for rejected supernatural kids. They dropped me off. I never saw them again.”

			“Oooh fish sticks,” Seven said, a sob catching in his throat. “I’m not sure I’m ready for this.” He pressed his eyelids with his free hand and took a few deep breaths. “Maybe we should wait until all five of us are together. Or . . . maybe I’m just trying to come up with an excuse not to do it.”

			There was a soft knock on the door.

			Birdie and Seven looked at each other and grinned. “Come in, Tenner,” Seven said, sniffling.

			The door opened, and Tenner poked his head in. He had his comforter draped over his shoulders. “Got room for one more?”

			“Definitely,” Birdie said, squeezing against Seven so Tenner could fit. “It’s a Birdie sandwich.”

			Tenner settled in, then tilted his head, listening. “Here come the other two.” He wrinkled his nose in disgust. “Birdie, your brother needs to start showering daily. All that bouncing makes his feet sweat and stink like—”

			“Cheese?” Seven laughed, knowing the other two wouldn’t get the joke. He and Cabot had found cheese that smelled like feet in Troy and Martim’s refrigerator. Maybe feet could smell like cheese.

			“I’ll talk to him tomorrow,” said Birdie. “But this is good—now we can keep reading.”

			Seconds later they could hear Brix trying to bounce softly down the hallway from his room next to Seven’s. He and Cabot barged in together. “What are you doing?” Brix said accusingly, as if offended to be left out. “We heard Tenner come up the stairs.”

			“Birdie’s reading to us from this book she found,” Seven said. His eyes were dry by now. The two younger kids climbed onto the foot of Seven’s bed. The frame groaned but held.

			Birdie reread the dedication and first paragraph for the newcomers, then continued:

			
				It wasn’t hard to make friends at Sunrise. We were all desperate for someone to accept us. Finding fellow outcasts to bond with seemed perfect. So we all tried to overlook the others’ faults and stick together.

				By the time I was thirteen, I had bonded with the group I would spend the next twenty-five years with. Eight of us, all in the same class. One with fire powers, one with super speed and agility. One who could project a hologram, and one who could become invisible on command. One who could foresee the future, and one who could see everything with X-ray vision. One who had superintelligence along with lofty dreams and goals, and one who could read minds and invent things. Together we were strong and talented. But could we stay together, especially when the world was against us?

				When we graduated, we had big plans: Get a place together. Support each other. Find jobs that worked well with our abilities. But that all crumbled when we couldn’t get hired. Nobody wanted a super working for them. A local welder even said no to the fire maker. We were doomed.

				We couldn’t find a large enough place that we could afford and were forced to split up into tiny apartments subsidized by Sunrise. We saw each other a lot, but we were miserable. We fought and struggled. And some of us became mean. Our nerves were frayed and our relationships cracked, but we stayed together because we had no one else.

				That’s when we chose crime over starvation. Just a little at first. Enough to buy food and keep our electricity on. But things spiraled from there.

			

			Birdie read a bit more, detailing things the children already knew about—Greta getting false papers to re-create herself as a non-super so she could get into college and become a doctor. Jack seeking out successful business people, reading their minds, and finding out what their needs were so he could invent things to sell them. Martim struggling with his invisibility and sometimes flickering at inopportune times, which brought an end to the one job he’d managed to get because it frightened the customers. People running scared from Troy because of his large size and frightening solid black eyes that looked big enough to swallow you up.

			When Brix started yawning and rested his head on Cabot’s shoulder, Birdie closed the book. They all were silent, thinking about their parents. How they had struggled to survive. How their relationships had cracked but they’d stayed together . . . And how that maybe wasn’t a good thing. How everything had fractured since then, breaking them apart and turning them against one another.

			Birdie reached out to take Seven’s and Tenner’s hands, and prompted them to grab on to Cabot and Brix so they formed a circle. “We can’t let that happen to us,” Birdie said solemnly. “We are best friends for life. We stick together no matter what. Got it?”

			“Got it,” they all said.

			“I feel like we should tell the story Louis told us to remember,” Tenner said. “But it seems less glamorous now after reading this book and knowing our parents were struggling to be friends through it all.”

			“Maybe it’s time we start telling our own story,” Cabot said.

			Birdie caught her eye and nodded. “It’s beginning, isn’t it.”

			When they leaned in for a group hug, Seven’s bed groaned and collapsed with a boom, leaving the five laughing together in a big pile on the mattress, trying not to wake the rest of the house.

			Downstairs, Elena startled awake at the noise, then relaxed when she heard the laughter. The kids were growing up. She rolled to her side and hugged her pillow, wistful and wishing she could share this moment with her beloved Louis. Hoping he knew what an excellent job he’d done when the children had needed him most. Hoping the kids’ group story would turn out better than theirs had.
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			Infighting
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			The next day at the palace training center, Sabine came in and blew her whistle. Everyone quieted down immediately—they didn’t want another psi-blast from her.

			“Listen up, everybody,” Sabine said. “I’ve been seeing some animosity between supers, and I don’t like it. You all need to get along so we can become a strong, cohesive team. I’m going to pair you up to train with a partner this morning and figure out how to help each other.”

			A few supers groaned as Sabine started pairing them. Troy, Greta, and Jack were paired with supers Lada hadn’t yet gotten to know. E-kat got stuck with Matterson, Lada with the blue-haired flying guy, and Caliro with Martim.

			Lada chuckled deviously under her breath. She wasn’t exactly looking forward to working with flyboy, but Caliro and Martim would be on everyone’s radar. Martim despised the bad-joke woman and had refused to go anywhere near her since she’d arrived.

			Sabine seemed not to notice the titters going around the room. Martim’s chest puffed out, and his expression morphed into anger and disgust.

			Caliro’s face reddened. After a moment she squared her shoulders and bravely started toward him, making Lada wonder how many times in her life she’d had to do something similar. But Martim started walking the other way in a huff. “No way, Sabine. Not her. You will not humiliate me.” He looked back, then threw his hands in the air. “Stop following me!” he yelled at Caliro, and stormed off.

			Caliro stopped in her tracks near Lada, overwhelmed with shame and embarrassment. She looked around uneasily and drew her shoulders in, not sure what to do. She acted like she wanted to disappear.

			“What a toddler,” Lada said. “Come on over here, Caliro—you can work with me and . . . What’s your name?” she asked the flying super as Caliro came slowly toward them, head bowed.

			“I go by Superfly,” the young man said.

			Lada smiled condescendingly. “Of course you do. I should have guessed.”

			Superfly frowned. “And you should have asked me first before you invited her to join us.”

			Caliro shot Superfly a look of hurt and confusion.

			“Oh, really?” Lada leaned on one of her crutches and lifted her chin, glaring at Superfly. “You’re free to go storming off, too,” she said coolly. “Martim needs a partner over in the palace nursery or wherever he went. Maybe you could bore him to death, and we won’t have to put up with his attitude anymore.”

			“Sheesh.” Superfly took a step back. “You’re mean.”

			“Only when other people are mean first,” Lada said. “You need to apologize to Caliro right now.”

			Caliro couldn’t meet anyone’s gaze. Her expression had turned blank, masking the reaction she was having. No doubt she’d mastered the art of hiding hurts by now. But she couldn’t stop her hands from shaking. She shoved them into her pockets and didn’t speak.

			“Sorry,” Superfly muttered to Caliro. “I mean it. Can we get on with this?”

			Lada sighed with disappointment. “You’d think every single person here has had enough mean things thrown at them from non-supers. There’s no need for us to turn on each other, too.” She looked at Caliro. “You okay?”

			Caliro shrugged. “Yeah.” She shook her head and said under her breath, “I really thought things would be different here.”

			Lada gave her a long thoughtful look. “Maybe something will change after we all get to know each other better,” she said. “Can you think of a new joke while Superfly and I try something? Maybe not so insulting?”

			Caliro nodded. “I went to the library like you suggested.”

			“You did?” Lada exclaimed, surprised and pleased. “That’s great news. Get ready with it. I’ll be back in a minute.” She turned to Superfly, then paused, seeing E-kat and Matterson in the distance. Matterson held a full pitcher of water and threw it at E-kat. In midair, the water turned into icicles and stabbed the strong woman. Lada cringed. E-kat roared and charged after Matterson and started pounding him. “Yikes,” Lada exclaimed.

			“What are we doing?” Superfly asked impatiently.

			“Right.” Lada turned back to their situation. “I’ll race you to the other end of the room. Ready?”

			“Well,” Superfly said, “first I need to locate a magnetic—”

			But Lada had already focused on a spot, concentrated, and teleported, arriving at the finish line before Superfly had a chance to locate one of the earth’s magnetic waves for him to air-surf on. She turned around and teleported back just as Superfly took off into the air, heading to the other side of the room.

			“Okay, Caliro, we got rid of him for a minute,” Lada said, finding an open space and stabbing her crutches into the carpet. She leaned heavily on them in preparation for laughing uncontrollably. “Do your worst. If I fall over, please wait until I’m done laughing before you try to help me up. I’ll let you know when I’m ready.”

			Caliro perked up a little. “Okay, here goes.” She seemed nervous but said shyly, “What do you call a fake noodle?”

			Lada tilted her head, thinking. “I don’t know.”

			“An im-pasta.”

			Lada giggled for real. And then she doubled over in a huge, minute-long, rolling-on-the-floor laugh. When she recovered, Caliro helped her up, beaming. And Lada wasn’t even mad. Maybe there was hope for the insulter . . . and if so, Lada wanted to be the one Caliro trusted the most.

			

			
				~
			

			At lunch, Lada spied Troy at a table in the dining room. She ordered her food with the dining staff, then rolled her wheelchair over to Troy’s table. “Mind if I join you?” she asked. “I was hoping to talk over our plans for tonight.”

			“Pull up your chair,” said Troy. “Are you worried? Heists are fun. Almost always, I mean.” He chuckled stiffly. “When they go right, anyway.”

			Lada smiled appreciatively. “Have you had some go wrong?”

			“Oh, a few.” A smile and a faraway look lingered on his face; then his expression turned dark. “Funny—the one that comes to mind involved Magdalia Palacio. She’s the one Martim and I are meeting tonight while you do the heist.”

			“Ah,” said Lada. “So you know her pretty well?”

			Troy blinked and stared at Lada like she was from another planet. “Yeah.”

			“Oh, right!” Lada said. “Supernatural criminals—you all worked together.”

			“We had a big failed heist fifteen years ago.”

			Lada turned to check the kitchen area to see if anyone was coming with her food—she was hungry after being affected by Caliro’s jokes. “Yes, the Stone Crown. I know the story. Are you still close?”

			“Magdalia is Martim’s wife.” His face darkened. “Soon to be ex-wife, I guess.”

			Lada feigned surprise. “What? They were married? Yikes. That’s got to be awkward, especially with the way he carries on over Fuerte.”

			“You’re telling me,” Troy said, sitting back and relaxing. The new girl was funny and she knew how to keep a secret. “Yeah, Magdalia and my wife—” He stopped short and winced, then continued. “They were close friends.”

			A food runner brought Troy’s and Lada’s lunches to the table. Lada cringed, worried about who might be listening through her wire. But she had a job to do. She kept her eyes on her tray, then asked, “Is your wife . . . here?”

			“No.”

			Lada picked up her silverware and didn’t say anything, waiting to see if he wanted to talk. Her heart went out to him. He might’ve been a bad dad to Tenner—something she’d never forgive him for—but that didn’t mean he wasn’t in pain right now.

			“My wife died,” Troy said. “A few years ago. It was a tragic accident.”

			“I’m really sorry,” Lada said. “That’s horrible.”

			Troy went on. “Magdalia was there when it happened—so was I. And Martim. Afterward, Magdalia blamed us, which was really painful. And . . . well, we were in a bind, and we needed to go after the stash.”

			“The stash?”

			“Just a stash of goods we’d left behind.”

			“Ah. So you weren’t able to get it?”

			“Not right away. Magdalia bailed on the operation and disappeared. Martim and I got caught and arrested. Then Fuerte stepped in. He pulled us out of jail . . . tethered us . . . in exchange for working with him.”

			Lada looked up and caught the man’s eye. “And now he owns you,” she said quietly.

			Troy’s expression flickered. “I . . .” He turned his face away and looked at his food. “Yes.”

			Lada held her breath, trying to figure out what to say next. Calculating everything. She took a bite of her lunch and chewed thoughtfully. “If you could do one thing differently in your life, what would it be?”

			Troy pushed his food around on the plate, then looked at her. “I would have been a better dad.”

			Lada stared. “Really?” she said breathlessly, now hoping Tenner was listening in. “Why that? Why not I wouldn’t have turned to crime or I wouldn’t have gone after the stash?”

			Troy was quiet for a moment. “Because of exactly what Magdalia said in her speech. The system in Estero is set up for supers to fail,” he said. “If I hadn’t turned to crime, I would have starved to death. I didn’t feel in control of that. But the one thing I had control over—being a dad—I failed at. Big-time.”

			“Where are your children now?” Lada asked.

			“I just have one. He’s—” Troy stopped himself in time. “He’s not here. I wish I could tell him . . .” His voice quavered, then he continued. “I wish I could say how sorry I am for the way I treated him. I changed a lot after his mother died. But it was too late to do anything. I’m stuck here.”

			Lada took a few more bites of her food to think about what to say next. She dabbed her mouth with a napkin. “If there was a way to make up for the things you regret, would you do it?”

			“I think so.” Troy nodded miserably. “Yeah, I would.”

			Lada’s stomach churned. She could tell she was on the edge of something, but if she went too far, it could blow the whole operation. “Maybe a chance will come your way,” she said. “Stranger things have happened.”

			Troy nodded again.

			“And at least you have the stash.”

			“I—well, we had it for a while,” said Troy, shifting uncomfortably. “Then Mag— Oh, never mind. It’s too complicated.” He turned back to his plate. “Anyway, what did you want to discuss about tonight? Fuerte will be there to observe and make sure you nab the right baubles, by the way. But don’t let that stress you out. I’ve got your back.”

			“Thanks,” Lada said. A wave of nervousness made her put her fork down. Fuerte. Martim. Troy. Magdalia. And Lada. All of them in one majestic museum with alarms and laser beams and security guards, watching Lada steal things without getting caught. “I’m definitely nervous. But I’m not worried. I’m pretty great.”

			Troy snickered. “You’ll do fine.”

			“I just . . . I feel a little strange about Fuerte wanting me to steal extra stuff that’s not necessary, you know? Like the baubles, I mean. He has so much stuff crammed in every nook and cranny around here already—what’s the point?” She tossed her hair and folded her napkin next to her plate, then smiled disarmingly. “I guess I’m a minimalist.” She’d just learned the word recently and thought it made her sound older.

			“Like the monks at the monastery?” Troy asked. “Not a bad way to live.” He seemed thoughtful, as if considering her comment.

			“Yes, I always learn something from them at my physical therapy sessions.” She leaned in. “I’ve even adopted some of their simple ways—it gives me a feeling of purpose, you know? I like only having what I need to get by.” Then she rolled backward from the table and put her tray on her lap. “Anyway, I’ll see you tonight.”

			Troy nodded, still thinking about their conversation. “See you.”

			Lada wheeled to the receptacle area to put the dirty dishes on a service table, then headed out. Troy cleaned up his space, too. He went to the training area. Despite the enlightening talk, and opening up about his past failures, Troy somehow felt even more empty than ever.

			

			
				~
			

			At the cottage, The Librarian puttered around the kitchen, listening in with the receiver turned up. Unbeknownst to her, Tenner sat alone in his room, hunched over the little desk, tuning in through the closed door. When the conversation ended, he let out a big sigh, one that felt like he’d been holding it his entire life. He laid his head down on the desk and let the tears spill out.
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			A Troubling Text
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			Lada spent the afternoon working on her electric ability, trying to make her fingers spark only when she wanted them to instead of every time she touched another living being. Her theory was that if she could control it, she’d be able to build up larger shocks that could actually be damaging when she needed them to be. It would be an excellent addition to their group’s slowly growing arsenal. But she hadn’t been able to channel the right kind of control over it. Not yet.

			Cami Leone approached in the sheepherder persona and sat on the weight-lifting bench nearest Lada in the training room. “What’s going on? You look like you’re concentrating really hard.”

			“Just working on a side ability,” Lada said. “How about you?”

			Cami morphed into the business-suit woman. “I thought I’d use the treadmill for a bit,” she said, indicating one on the other side of the bench. “But I just wanted to check in with you first. I heard you have your initiation heist tonight.”

			“Yes,” said Lada. Her stomach flipped, which made her mad. She was trying to breathe deeply to help her relax, but it wasn’t working.

			“Be careful. Something seems strange about it—the Martim-and-Magdalia part, you know?”

			Lada tipped her head a fraction. “Strange how?”

			Cami shrugged. “It’s a huge museum with tons of security, so doing the heist will be hard enough. I’m not sure why they want to combine an extra-difficult heist with whatever Martim is doing. It seems unnecessarily complicated. And complicated means more things can go wrong.” She stood up. “If you haven’t already, you should tell The Librarian everything that’s happening. She’ll know how to advise you best to keep yourself safe.”

			“Good idea,” Lada said. “I will. Thank you.”

			“Of course,” Cami said. “The Librarian was my Big. Maybe I can be your Big here at the palace. We gotta watch out for each other.”

			Lada smiled as Cami went over to the treadmill. The woman got on and started out with a slow jog—wearing heels. Cami saw Lada watching. “Good practice,” Cami explained. “You never know when you’ll need to run in heels.”

			Lada’s mouth twitched. She knew Cami hadn’t meant to say something insensitive. But Lada was also glad she didn’t have to train for that, too, because she of all people would never run in heels. She waved and rolled her wheelchair back to her living quarters.

			

			
				~
			

			
			There would be no visit to the cottage that night. Lada stayed at the palace so she could travel with the others to the museum. In her room, while she stretched in preparation for the heist, she chatted on the phone with The Librarian. “Cami Leone approached me this afternoon. Did you hear what she said through my microphone?”

			“Yes,” said The Librarian. “She texted me as well, saying something unsettled her about the heist tonight.”

			“She told me I should let you know.”

			“Yeah, I heard that, too. It’s troubling. I’m not sure I trust Cami, but we were really close at one point, so I hope she’s really watching out for you like she said she was. Anyway, I decided I’m going to be there.”

			“At the museum?” Lada asked, keeping her voice low.

			“Yes. In hiding. Probably outside. Cami is right about this being complicated, and that invites problems. I’ll bring Seven along for sure, and maybe the others as backup in case something does happen.”

			“Okay, but . . .” Lada frowned. “Don’t overstep. I don’t need any help. And I don’t want anybody to be seen.”

			“Lada, I know you’re fully capable,” The Librarian said. “I’m just uneasy, especially after what Cami said. So I’ve gone over the museum blueprints with everyone. Do whatever you need to do to show Fuerte you’re a team player. We’ll listen and watch and leave you alone. If anything goes wrong, we’ll get you out of there. Okay?”

			“That’s acceptable,” Lada said with a grin. “Thanks for backing me up.”

			“I’m not letting a thirteen-year-old go into a situation this tricky alone.”

			“I’m almost fourteen, you know,” Lada said.

			“What?” The Librarian exclaimed, feigning surprise. “Older than Birdie? Who’s going to break the news to her?”

			Lada laughed. “She knows. And she’s not happy about it. She thinks she’s still the boss, but I know better.” The laughter helped them both relax a bit. Then Lada looked at the time. “I should go assemble with my fellow rogues.”

			“Take care, Lada. Don’t be afraid to use that extra electricity to your benefit somehow.”

			“If I can figure out how to control it, I will.”

			They hung up. The text message from Cami had bothered The Librarian more than she wanted to admit to Lada. She felt about as helpless as when Seven had gotten trapped on Fuerte’s airplane. Sure, she and the others would be lurking in the shadows. But what if something did happen? They were at the freaking Cordoba Museum in the capital of Estero. World renowned. Tons of security features. Not some low-level understaffed type of museum in a small country, like the kind Seven had gone to. If anything went wrong, Lada could end up in jail. And there was no way The Librarian was letting that happen.
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			Ridiculous Baubles
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			The night grew dark, and so did The Librarian’s thoughts and fears. She’d come to the realization that their team wouldn’t be much help to Lada sitting outside the building. To get to her, they’d have to break in, fight security guards, and get past trip alarms. They needed to be closer to where the action was going to take place—some of them, anyway.

			The Librarian parked the SUV in the fast-food restaurant parking lot next door to the museum and gave Elena the keys in case she needed to be a getaway driver. Then she passed out black knit ski masks to everyone except Seven, which would hide their faces from people and cameras.

			“Seven, Birdie, and I are going in first,” The Librarian said decisively, though she’d just made up her mind. “Everyone, keep your earpieces tuned to my channel. Tenner, head out into the shadows by the building in twenty minutes and be our outside eyes and ears. Cabot and Brix, sit tight, take care of Puerco, and listen to Elena—she’ll know if we need you. But I’d rather keep you both out of sight if possible.”

			The clock read ten thirty. There was only a sliver of a moon, and the SUV was stationed in the darkest section of the restaurant parking lot. The group was familiar with late-night SUV stakeouts, but that didn’t mean they enjoyed them. They’d finally gotten back to normal sleeping patterns after spending nights trying to rescue Seven.

			The Librarian, Birdie, and Seven crept across a wide strip of wild grass into the immense parking lot of the Cordoba Museum. Several cars were parked along the back of the lot, which gave the team an idea of how many security guards were working the building. The three went to the more remote of the two back entrances.

			The Librarian spent several minutes unlocking or breaking all seven of the door locks. She could hear a very light buzz in the door and expected an alarm. Breaking the final lock set it off, but The Librarian silenced it an instant after it sounded. It still might have been enough of a bleep to send security running, though, so they had to hurry. “More alarms incoming,” she whispered to the other two. “Stay quiet so I can anticipate them.”

			Birdie adjusted the snake on her wrist, preparing it to strike when necessary, and checked her earrings. She spoke through her mind to the wasps to soothe them. She hoped not to have to use those—but she would if she had to.

			Seven, fully camouflaged, crept forward with The Librarian, keeping his fingertips on her forearm so she’d know exactly where he was. They went through the back room and into a hallway.

			The Librarian silenced another alarm as it rang out, but missed the third one—it made an earsplitting beep-beep before she was able to turn it off. Everyone froze.

			The noise was enough to send two security guards hustling their way. Seven ran forward when he saw them coming and put his foot out to trip them. One after the other, they went skidding down the back hallway. Birdie knelt in the shadows. She uncoiled her snake and told it where to strike. It slithered toward the first fallen guard, then hissed and lunged, sinking its fangs into the guard’s cheek. The guard yelped in pain, then slumped, fast asleep. The second guard was getting back on his feet and reaching for his radio to alert the rest of the security team, but Birdie’s snake got to him before he could get the words out. He dropped to the floor as well.

			Birdie collected the snake, praising it through her mind and rewrapping it on her wrist. She’d learned from research and from the exotic-animals salesperson that this type of snake only had enough venom for four strikes in a short period of time. After that it would have to rest and recharge before it could be effective again. It had two strikes left.

			Once the snake was in place, The Librarian, Seven, and Birdie dragged the guards by their ankles to the staff break room and zip-tied their wrists to the refrigerator door handle. “Should we take a radio?” Seven whispered.

			The Librarian nodded. “Keep the volume low so it doesn’t attract attention to our location.”

			They continued, weaving through the back hallways where offices were, past a staircase that led to the balcony and more offices. Keeping an eye out for security guards, they reached the enormous main room of the museum. Its ceiling was fifty feet above them, and there were large statues everywhere that seemed tiny in the giant space. The centerpiece was a Tyrannosaurus rex skeleton, its neck and head stretching up and its mouth wide open, as if threatening to eat anyone who approached the second-floor balcony railing.

			Lasers shone in multiple directions around the base of the skeleton, as well as in other specific areas of the museum that held valuable or irreplaceable items on display. The three had no plans to trip the lasers, which would no doubt summon the police—there was nothing The Librarian could do about that kind of alarm. But Lada would be teleporting into the midst of them, which was worrying. Would Fuerte protect Lada if they got caught, like he’d done with Martim and Troy and the Stones? Or would he give her up to the police? If he felt she’d failed her test in any way, The Librarian was sure he wouldn’t want to stick his neck out for her.

			The three slipped through the shadows, finding a proper hiding place behind two giant elephant-butt statues. From their vantage point behind the butts, they had a clear view of the gems vestibule, where Lada would be stealing the baubles. Unnervingly, that room practically buzzed with crisscrossing lasers. They could also see the glass display case of old money that had been used before the president changed the currency of Estero—lasers surrounding there, too, that Lada would have to work around. And they could see the main entrance, as well as the hallway The Librarian expected Fuerte’s team would be coming in from.

			“This is already way harder than my heist,” Seven muttered. “And it hasn’t even started yet.”

			The T. rex, with its empty eye sockets and rows of sharp teeth, looked ominous in the low-lit space. Birdie glanced around to refamiliarize herself with the main room, locating the elevator and the second-floor balcony that ran the width of the room, halfway up the opposite wall.

			“That’s where Tenner saw your mom the first time,” Birdie whispered to Seven, then pointed. “Right up there. She disappeared down that hallway.”

			“Interesting,” said The Librarian. “According to the blueprints, everything on the second floor in that wing of the building is offices—some of which are leased to various city officials, the historical society, and even a couple of nonprofit agencies.”

			“Magdalia must have been up there in her new headquarters, then, when Greta and Jack visited her,” Birdie said.

			“When you and Tenner saw her, it was probably just her hologram scouting things out before she announced her candidacy,” Seven replied. He jiggled his foot. He was nervous to see his mom . . . and nervous about what his dad would do if she didn’t agree to take their bribe and step down from running against Fuerte. His parents fighting wasn’t new to him, but back in the hideout they’d at least kept the yelling to a minimum when Seven was nearby.

			The three were mostly silent while they waited so they could listen for security guards on the radio. Birdie’s snake zapped two more guards who were getting a little too close. While Birdie soothed and praised her tired charge, The Librarian and Seven dragged the guards to a nearby janitor’s closet. Then they returned to their hiding spot behind the elephant-butt statues.

			Before long, Tenner was in their ears, announcing the arrival of the president’s SUVs. “They’re driving right up to the back of the building like they have no fear of getting caught,” Tenner reported. “Getting out now. Using the entrance you predicted, Librarian. Lada looks . . . pretty . . . confident.” They could hear the relief in his voice.

			“Perfect so far,” The Librarian said. At that entrance, Fuerte’s team wouldn’t notice the place had already been broken into, or go past the break room or the closet where the sleeping security guards were being hidden.

			Seven crept out to get eyes on the hallway the president’s crew would emerge from. An alarm blared. Then a second one, causing a dissonant clash of intrusive sounds and putting everyone on edge—were they summoning police? Surely Fuerte’s team had disabled that mechanism. They were professionals, after all.

			Guards came alive, chattering on their communication devices, and went flying by toward the door that was being breached.

			After the alarms were silenced, the three in hiding could hear a brutal fight—thudding fists and bodies hitting the marble floor with a cracking sound. “Yikes,” Birdie whispered.

			A few more guards came running, and Troy and Martim, invisible, emerged into the great room of the museum to tackle them, moving swiftly and surely, like they’d done it many times before. Birdie stared—it was strange to see them in action as criminals.

			Seven dashed behind the butt statues again. He didn’t want Troy catching his movements with his X-ray vision.

			“All right,” Martim muttered from somewhere near the dinosaur. “Toss me my clothes. Where is she?”

			Troy pulled a package out of a laptop bag he wore on his back and spun it like a Frisbee at Martim so he could get dressed to face Magdalia. Troy strode swiftly to the gift shop next to the main entrance and looked out the giant picture window, staying near the edge of it so he could pull back if anyone was out there. “No sirens, no police car lights,” he reported, his booming voice echoing through the place. President Fuerte came next and planted himself between the dinosaur and the gems vestibule.

			Lada teleported into the open space with her crutches. She looked around, studying the various sections that had security lasers, then walked up to the vestibule near where Fuerte was standing.

			“The pieces I want are in the middle of that center case,” Fuerte told her. “An exquisite grouping of baubles in the form of a bunch of grapes. It’ll be perfect for the china display in the formal dining room.”

			“A bunch of shiny grapes?” Birdie whispered. “That’s the most ridiculous—”

			The Librarian held a finger to her lips, but she was laughing, too. Seven buried his face in the crook of his elbow as his body shook.

			“Don’t you ever worry about visitors to the palace recognizing them?” Lada asked Fuerte. Her voice wobbled with nerves, and her muscles fired. Her legs felt rigid. She tried to regulate her breathing.

			Fuerte laughed. “So what if they do?” His expression grew dark. “Go on, then. Show me that you belong with us.”

			“Why can’t you just cut the electricity to the lasers?” Lada asked. She almost offered to do it herself, but she didn’t want Fuerte or the others to know about the secret weapons in her crutches. She moved stiffly back and forth just outside the thirty-foot-wide entrance to the room of ridiculous baubles, trying to find the largest space for her to land that didn’t have lasers crisscrossing it.

			“Cutting the electricity would summon the police as much as disturbing a laser would,” Fuerte said. “You’re not having second thoughts, are you? Do you need . . . help?” His voice was disdainful.

			“Not at all,” Lada said, feeling a rush of anger. How dare he speak down to her! “But it would be nice if you could step out of my way.”

			The president glared, but he took a few steps back. Lada chose her spot to aim for. She took a moment to balance, then clutched her crutches to her chest and wrapped her arms around them, feeling a bit more wobbly than usual because of the intensity of the situation. If she disturbed the lasers, she could get caught, arrested, and put in jail. Sure, she could teleport out, but she imagined the chase that would ensue if she did—she couldn’t teleport forever. She tried to stop thinking about that.

			Lada pressed her lips together, envisioned a perfect landing, then closed her eyes and disappeared.
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			There she goes,” Seven whispered for the sake of Tenner and the others outside. “She’s in the gems room with the lasers. No alarms yet. She’s got to have reappeared by now, but we can’t see her from here.”

			Lada had indeed reappeared and stabbed her crutches into the floor as close to her body as she could. She knew she didn’t have much room for them next to her, much less enough room for her to fall without setting off the alarms. Sweat formed on her forehead as she peeked at the triangle of lasers surrounding her. She wobbled precariously, then straightened and took a few steadying breaths, bolstered by the fact that she hadn’t messed up . . . yet.

			“Okay,” she whispered to herself. “Come on, Lada. Let’s do this.”

			Slowly and carefully, she readjusted her crutches. Glancing out to make sure Fuerte couldn’t tell what she was doing, Lada leaned on one crutch and reached down to pull a tool from the other. It clicked free as Lada studied the lock on the case full of shiny fruit. It wasn’t any kind of lock she’d worked on before, but because it was a glass case, she had the advantage of being able to see the inside mechanism. Undeterred, she slid one piece of her lock-picking tool into it, then the other. She closed her eyes, feeling and sensing the lock’s movement more than seeing it, and adjusted the picks, trying to get them to turn.

			“Please hurry,” Fuerte said from somewhere outside the vestibule. Lada ignored him. This was a delicate operation.

			Agonizing seconds went by, and Lada could feel her calf muscles tightening as she strained to keep her lower body still enough not to cross any lasers. Finally her tools turned, and Lada heard a click. Just then, a new alarm sounded, coming from the box itself. Lada’s eyes flew open and she gasped, but the alarm was turned off almost immediately. Had The Librarian given her a little help there? If so, it had been perfect timing. Still, Lada’s heart pounded.

			She lifted the glass box and set it to stay open on its hinges, then picked up the grape jewels and slid them into her pocket. She picked a second, smaller bunch of grapes and pocketed those, too, because they looked like they were part of a set. She was tempted to grab something to help her real team but knew anything she took from there would be tracked, and they’d never be able to sell it without getting caught. Finally, she closed the case and locked it again. Once she stowed her tools, she eyed a space outside the vestibule in the great room. She concentrated, then teleported safely.

			“All set,” she said quietly, leaning on one forearm and pulling the two bunches from her pocket. She held them in her open palms, and Fuerte used his super telekinesis to retrieve the baubles from a distance. She paused to wipe the sweat from her face, then reached into her back pocket for a folded linen bag she’d brought to put the old money in.

			“Please keep moving,” Fuerte urged.

			“Sir,” Lada said impatiently, shaking the bag open, “kindly shut your gob so that I may concentrate. Why don’t you go talk to Troy and Martim and leave me to do this in peace?”

			Behind the elephant butts, The Librarian slapped a hand across her mouth, laughing again.

			Fuerte hesitated. He sidled up to Troy but kept an eye on Lada. Feeling like she was in the zone, Lada wasted no time plotting similar moves to reach the case of old money. She located the largest triangular space near the money case lock, then gripped her crutches and the bag and teleported safely and accurately once again. Her limbs were beginning to shake unpredictably from the intense situation.

			This case had multiple locks, but with Lada’s tools, they came undone easily. Soon she was lifting the lid and reaching down inside to take as many stacks as she could fit in her hand. She stuffed the first handful into the sack, then went back for another one.

			Her leg muscles were screaming after such careful work, and her hands were stiff and sore from the precision needed for picking the locks. It had already been a long day, and it was time to be done. She closed the lid and locked it. Then she swiveled, bobbled, and almost crossed a laser, but miraculously missed it. Her strength was giving out. She eyeballed a spot to teleport to. Within seconds, she was out of the laser maze. She let out a deep sigh, feeling extra wobbly. She’d done it. And she’d done it well.

			“Good job, Lada,” President Fuerte said warmly, despite the way she’d spoken to him earlier. “You’re even more skilled than I thought. I’m glad to have you on the team.”

			“Thanks,” said Lada, anxious to get out of there. The sack of money dangled from her hand, and she moved a few painful steps to see where everyone was. “Where’s Magdalia? We need to make the deal and go.” Martim ignored her question and went skulking around the nose end of the dinosaur. Troy paced by the front windows, keeping watch. Were they expecting Magdalia to waltz in through the front door or something?

			“Oh, I believe she’s coming imminently,” President Fuerte said, sliding his phone into his pocket. He looked behind them to make sure the security guards they’d tackled were still unconscious, then turned to the second-floor balcony, as if he expected to see someone there.

			From their elephant-butt hiding place, The Librarian, Birdie, and Seven followed his gaze, trying to figure out what he was looking for. Had Magdalia been in her office all this time? “We’re almost done here,” The Librarian whispered. They just needed to make sure Martim and Magdalia handled everything without setting off any alarms. If everyone stayed out of the way of the lasers, things would be golden. It was a no-brainer.

			With a swish of her fancy, sparkling floor-length black dress, Magdalia Palacio appeared on the balcony. She wore sleek elbow-length gloves, and jewels around her neck. Her black hair was piled on her head, adorned with a slender diamond tiara. She came to the railing and waved like a queen, then started down the staircase. Seven’s eyes widened as his mom descended out of sight, then came back into view as she turned down the second flight of stairs. She unhooked the Employees Only chain that kept patrons from going up the stairs, then hooked it again once she was on the other side of it. She turned elegantly and swept toward her estranged husband.

			“Hello, Magdalia,” Martim said icily.

			The woman didn’t deign to speak. She folded her arms across her chest and looked beyond the men at Lada, who held the bag of old money.

			“We don’t have all day,” President Fuerte barked. He glanced around again, worried about the guards. “Get on with it, Martim. Make the offer. Lada, go show her the money.”

			Lada moved toward Magdalia as Martim explained the offer. “You need to step down,” Martim said. “You’re making a fool of yourself and all of us. And you’ll never win—not in a million years.”

			But Seven didn’t hear any of it. His head was swimming, and everything felt like it was going in slow motion. Something was very wrong. He inched forward, straining to see as Martim spoke and Magdalia reached out toward Lada for the money. Then he whispered, “That’s not my mother.”
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			What?” The Librarian whispered. “Are you sure?”

			“It’s not her,” Seven said, growing frantic. “She doesn’t walk like that. Or move like that. Something bad is happening! Help, team! Cabot, Brix, Tenner, help!”

			As Not-Magdalia reached for the money, she grabbed Lada’s wrist instead and yanked the girl to her, twisting her around and putting her in a choke hold. Lada shrieked. Her crutches clattered to the floor, and the money went flying. Not-Magdalia backed up with her captive and peered into the shadows. “Where is she?” she said. “Where’s your friend?”

			“I don’t . . . know who . . . you’re talking about!” Lada said, nearly choking with the woman’s arm tight against her throat. She struggled and kicked, getting her foot caught in Not-Magdalia’s dress and losing her balance. Immediately she tried to teleport, but the woman’s strong hold on Lada, along with her state of exhaustion after all the work she’d just done, kept her from being able to concentrate properly to transport.

			“I know that voice!” The Librarian hissed. “It’s Cami Leone. She shape-shifted to look like Magdalia.” She cursed under her breath. “Ugh, why didn’t I see that coming? She knew I’d be here. She’s talking about me.”

			Cami, appearing as Magdalia, yanked Lada backward again, making the girl cry out and fail at teleporting a second time.

			“Hey!” Troy thundered. “You don’t have to hurt her! She’s on our team. Sheesh.”

			“I’ll hurt her if I want to,” said Cami in a dark voice that Lada suddenly recognized. Her eyes widened. What was going on? Cami had warned her of something bad happening tonight . . . and the bad thing was her?

			President Fuerte barked out, “Hurt her if you need to. I want that Librarian.”

			The Librarian’s hand went to her mouth. She didn’t know what to do—Lada was practically being strangled, and Fuerte was encouraging it.

			Birdie kept steady and focused on her weapons. Her snake was spent, done for the evening. But her wasps were fresh. She took one in each hand, letting them crawl over her fingertips, and began speaking to them silently.

			“Stop!” Lada gasped, trying once more to concentrate, but everything swam before her eyes. “I can’t . . . breathe . . .” She wriggled, attempting to jab her elbows into Cami’s stomach but only feeling them sink into the cushiony dress. She stretched her fingers back in an effort to touch a spot of the woman’s skin. She scored, sending a series of electric shocks into her neck.

			The shape-shifter jerked back, then laughed. “Did you rub a balloon on your hair before you came tonight? I thought I felt a tiny shock.”

			Lada struggled for air. The woman wasn’t giving up.

			“Stay hidden, Birdie,” The Librarian whispered. “Use your ski mask if you need it. Seven, be ready. I’ve got to go in. I can’t let them do this to her.” She stepped out from behind the statue and went toward the supers. “Let her go, Cami,” she said. “I’m right here. You got me. Okay? Great trick.” Her voice dripped with sarcasm.

			Cami jerked Lada farther away from the others, struggling to tighten her grip. “Well, Daniel?” she said accusingly. “I did this for you. Aren’t you going to grab her? She’s not going to come along willingly.”

			Lada struggled some more, but Cami’s headlock had her seeing stars. “Help,” she whispered before she blacked out.

			“No!” Seven cried. He charged out past The Librarian, just a sheer shimmer in the low-lit museum, and smashed into Cami. He scooted out of the way, hoping she’d fall, but despite her high heels and Lada’s deadweight, she valiantly kept upright.

			“What was that?” Cami yelled. “Who’s here?”

			Martim’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t tell me,” he muttered.

			Birdie inched forward. She held out her right hand, pointed out the target, and commanded the wasp to sting Cami in the neck. The wasp took off, buzzing angrily. The others heard it but couldn’t spot it in the huge open space. The wasp recognized Lada as an ally and veered toward Cami, seeking out bare skin. It landed on Cami’s neck.

			“What the shrub is that?” Cami shrieked, jerking her head sideways. She couldn’t swat at it without letting go of Lada. The wasp sank its stinger in deep.

			Cami screamed. Martim, Troy, and Fuerte were surprised by her cries, unsure of what had caused them.

			While they were distracted, The Librarian spoke quietly into her earpiece. “Where are you, T?”

			“Almost there!” Tenner said. “A hundred feet away. Closing in. Do your worst, everyone!”

			Cami Leone kept screaming hysterically as her neck swelled where the wasp had stung her. The wasp retreated back to Birdie as Cami collapsed to the floor with Lada. Her grip on Lada loosened, and Lada rolled off her, barely conscious. She coughed and lay still.

			The Librarian rushed over to Lada and knelt next to her, checking her vitals and making sure Cami was truly incapacitated.

			“Cami is down—killer-wasp sting,” Birdie said to fill in the others. “Focus on Troy, Fuerte, and Martim, who is visible at the moment.”

			Seven, furious, plowed into President Fuerte, knocking him backward. The man tripped over the stanchions around the dinosaur skeleton, tipping one over with a resounding clang, and stumbled into the display. Alarms shrieked and lights flashed when the president broke the laser connections that protected the area. He slammed into the T. rex, making the skeleton shudder. Seven chased after him and landed a kick to the president’s jaw, then climbed up the swaying skeleton to get away from the man’s wildly swinging arms.

			Brix came bounding into the main room wearing his ski mask and carrying a rope, as they’d planned out earlier that evening. He ran and leaped at the skeleton, grabbing a rib bone and swinging himself up onto its back. Then he scurried all the way up. He tied one end of the rope to the base of the T. rex’s skull and held the other end, quickly surveying the situation below.

			“What the—” Troy roared in anger. “It’s that blasted bouncing boy!” He took off into the display, awkwardly climbing up the dinosaur’s leg bones and making it abundantly clear that he was punch-you-in-the-face strong, not climb-ancient-swaying-bones strong.

			Tenner slid into the main area with his ski mask over his face. He knew Martim was around somewhere, but where?

			“Martim just switched to invisible,” Birdie whispered. “He’s by the pile of clothes, T.”

			“Oof! Not anymore!” Tenner cried as the invisible man headbutted him in the gut. He went down, and Martim followed up with a swift uppercut to Tenner’s jaw. Tenner blacked out for a moment, then regained consciousness. He groaned and touched his jaw gingerly as he got up. He’d been close enough to pick up Martim’s scent, despite the ski mask covering his face. He didn’t need to see the man to know where he was now. He could track him by smell. “Like a wolf,” Tenner growled. He got up and loped after Martim.

			The dinosaur skeleton swayed precariously with Troy climbing on it and trying to reach Brix. “You can’t catch me,” Brix taunted him, balancing on the dino’s skull. As Cabot came into view, mask in place, Birdie called her over to the elephant-butt statues.

			Lada regained consciousness. The Librarian helped the girl up and retrieved her crutches. “Stay clear,” The Librarian whispered. “We have enough on our side. You need to recoup some strength for the escape.”

			Lada reluctantly nodded. Her head spun, and her muscles were faltering. She moved outside the ring of action, but she was ready with her two favorite handheld weapons—her crutches—if she needed to make a move.

			From inside the dinosaur display, Fuerte staggered to his feet, shirt untucked and tie loose around his neck. He started toward The Librarian.

			Behind the butt statues, Birdie couldn’t decide where to send the second wasp. “The Librarian told me not to use it on the president,” she whispered to Cabot. “She said it would be considered an assassination attempt, which is a very serious crime.” But he was in range, and it was so tempting.

			“How are we ever going to beat Fuerte if we can’t even let a wasp sting him?” Cabot said. “That doesn’t make sense!”

			Birdie shrugged. “She’s just protecting me, I guess.”

			Cabot sighed impatiently, wishing she could be more useful. “Hit Troy with it,” she said. “He’s going after Brixy. That isn’t right.”

			Brix, holding the end of the rope, jumped off the dinosaur’s head, yelling in excitement and fright as he swung in a wide circle. He caught Fuerte squarely in the chest with his feet, knocking the man down. Then he swung the other way and ricocheted off the floor with his bouncy feet, sending him high into the air. He grabbed on to the balcony railing and hung there.

			Birdie directed the wasp to spot Troy and sent it off buzzing toward the big man.

			“Librarian, why aren’t you making them forget?” Cabot said anxiously into her earpiece. She couldn’t understand why The Librarian wasn’t using her power right now to cause total confusion. Maybe she was missing something.

			Troy yelped in pain from the sting. Seven, still on the skeleton, lunged and pushed Troy off the dinosaur. The man shrieked. On the way down, he grabbed some dinosaur ribs, but they broke off, and he landed with a thud on the floor, bones raining down on top of him.

			Tenner abandoned chasing Martim and ran to help Lada get to safety behind the statue.

			Suddenly, The Librarian jerked sideways. Martim, invisible, had retrieved a weapon and grabbed her, jabbing it into her back. “Don’t make a move,” he said in her ear. “And don’t say a word.”

			The Librarian had the word forget on the tip of her tongue. But with a weapon pressed into her spine, she held it in. She wasn’t sure what a person who’d just forgotten the past five minutes of his life would do with a weapon in that startling moment.

			Tenner darted toward Martim, tracking him by scent again. But he skidded to a stop when he saw the knife pressed into The Librarian’s back. The look on The Librarian’s face told him to retreat. He faltered, not wanting Martim to use the weapon.

			Brix also realized what was happening with The Librarian, but he didn’t hesitate. He let go of the balcony railing and swung with the rope, slamming into what he guessed had to be Martim’s side. Brix bounced off, kept swinging around, then released the rope and leaped through the air to land on the dinosaur’s back. Martim, crying out in pain and staggering away, dropped The Librarian and the weapon.

			Tenner tracked his scent again and tore after him. He leaped and tackled Martim to the ground, then struggled to hold the stronger man down. Seven darted after him to help.

			President Fuerte was back on his feet. With surprising agility, he telekinetically summoned Martim’s weapon and grabbed The Librarian.

			Martim threw the two boys off him, sending Tenner sliding across the floor and grabbing Seven by the T-shirt. “Seven,” he muttered. “I told you to go home. Who are you working for? The Librarian?”

			Seven had known his father would recognize him, but he wasn’t about to answer any questions. He yanked his shirt from his father’s grasp but didn’t anticipate Martim scrambling to his feet and coming after him. The man swiped at the boy’s shimmer, then pounced and slammed Seven to the floor, cracking his son’s head against the marble. Seven cried out and struggled to move, but he couldn’t get out from under Martim. “Dad! You’re hurting me!”

			“Time to teach you a lesson, you little brat!” Martim said, sounding scarily out of control. Seven kept wriggling, trying to get away before his dad threw a punch Seven wouldn’t be able to see coming. Tenner recovered and came running at Martim, but tripped over Seven, who he didn’t see, and went flying again.

			Birdie caught a glimpse of Seven’s shimmer and heard Martim’s threat, and she could tell Seven wasn’t just lounging around on the floor for fun. She frantically called for Puerco, who hadn’t shown up yet, then turned to Cabot. “I need you to try to summon your ability. Then go out there to Fuerte and convince him to end this before anyone else gets hurt. Okay?”

			“But my eyes aren’t even hot,” Cabot said, panicking. “I don’t know if I can do it!”

			“We have to try it,” Birdie said firmly, though she was beginning to panic about Seven—plus Tenner was getting thrown around like a rag doll. “I believe in you. Concentrate and do your best!”

			Cabot ran out into the fray knowing this was a doomed plan. She wasn’t ready yet with her ability. As she snuck around to somehow get in front of Fuerte, Puerco came trotting into the area wearing his Puerco-pine saddle, which covered his entire back and sides and went up his neck to the top of his head. Fifty detachable quills adorned it, pointing in all directions.

			“There you are!” Birdie exclaimed—the pig had probably been foraging in the hallways without direction from Birdie. Handling multiple creatures was confusing. Through her mind, Birdie instructed Puerco to go after Martim, the invisible one fighting with Seven. She knew Puerco could identify Seven, and she also hoped pigs could detect the presence of an invisible person like Martim better than humans could.

			Puerco obediently loped around the dinosaur bones and the unmoving body of the shape-shifter. He picked up speed as he approached Seven, Tenner, and Martim, then lowered his head and rammed into Martim, driving the porcupine quills into the meat of Martim’s lower leg. The invisible man yelped and swore as Puerco left half a dozen quills sticking out of him. Martim rolled off Seven far enough to allow the camo boy to slide away.

			Seeing his chance, Tenner ran up and slammed his foot into Martim, not sure where he was hitting but able to tell the man was there. He heard a sickening crunch. The man cried out as Tenner backed away, noticing the pig on a mission and not wanting to get near it. Puerco rammed Martim again, this time in the other leg.

			Martim shrieked and kicked the pig, sending the runt squealing and skidding, but leaving several more quills in the side of Martim’s bare foot. Now everyone could hear Martim’s screams as well as see where he was by looking for the quills dancing around. Angrily the man yanked one of the quills out and doubled over in pain. The sharp, hooked ends were deeply embedded in his flesh.

			Beneath the dinosaur, Troy groaned and rolled over on the floor. The wasp venom hadn’t been strong enough to kill him at his hulking size, but it had been powerful enough to flatten him and make his already huge face puff up. Nearby, Cami Leone lay motionless, no longer in the persona of Magdalia, but morphed into someone only The Librarian had seen before—her real self—buried in the folds of her dress.

			The president yanked The Librarian back and pinned her to his chest, one arm choking her neck. He fought to keep her in his control.

			Cabot, staying close but hidden behind a statue, concentrated on the backs of her eyeballs, trying desperately to warm them up, to get them to glow. But she couldn’t keep her thoughts focused with everything that was going on. And her mind whirled with questions. Why wasn’t The Librarian using her military fighting techniques on Fuerte to get loose, or at least using deadweight to make it harder for him to drag her, like she’d taught the kids to do? And why wasn’t she using her ability to make him forget so she could use that as a distraction technique to get away?

			Birdie saw Cabot gripping her head, clearly struggling. She put her ski mask on halfway, careful not to cover her earrings where the wasps were resting, and sped over to Cabot, grabbing a couple of small loose dinosaur bones for them to use as clubs in case they needed to.

			“Hey,” Birdie said when she reached the girl and saw her panicked face. “Just try to concentrate on the glow. Don’t worry about anything else.”

			“I’m trying,” Cabot said, but she still failed to feel the warmth behind her eyes. Her bottom lip trembled, and her voice wavered. She was going to ruin everything by failing in the one thing she was supposed to do—use her power on the president. “I can’t do it, Birdie.”

			Birdie winced, feeling the pain they’d all felt when building their abilities. Only they’d had a safe environment in which to fail, and Cabot was stuck in the middle of a war zone. Birdie smiled kindly. “It’s okay. Everybody is handling things really well, see? Martim is down, Troy is out of commission, Cami is . . . not moving. And Seven’s going after Fuerte. Be ready to get out of here, because this show is almost over.”

			Cabot’s eyes brimmed. She sniffed hard and angrily swiped at a tear that spilled over. “Why isn’t The Librarian getting away? How can we help her?”

			“Stay back!” The Librarian shouted. She’d heard Cabot through the earpiece.

			Then sirens filled the air from close by.

			“Everyone . . . get . . . out!” The Librarian said in their ears as she gasped for air. “You know the plan. Run!” She yanked her earpiece out. She held it in her closed hand to cover the microphone and whispered something to Fuerte. The man hesitated, startled, and narrowed his eyes before continuing to drag her along.

			Brix slid down the rope. He abandoned it like a leash on a pet that had gotten loose and ran over to Tenner. Birdie called to Puerco; then she and Cabot slipped behind the statues and made their way to the back exit they’d used when they arrived. Everyone lost track of Seven, and Lada teleported away . . . somewhere.

			Fuerte yanked The Librarian across the floor. The quills that were stuck to Martim moved jerkily to the back of the museum as he abandoned his team and fled to the exit he’d come in through. Troy struggled to his feet and started toward the exit, too, fuming under his breath and leaving Cami for dead—maybe if they got out fast enough, the police would assume she’d worked alone. Fuerte dragged The Librarian in the same direction Martim had gone. Cami Leone lay still.

			Outside the front doors, someone on a bullhorn shouted, “Come out with your hands up!”

			Fuerte’s grip loosened slightly as he navigated an escape route. With the children safely away from the scene, The Librarian took her chances and whispered, “Forget.”
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			Compromised
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			President Fuerte’s short-term memory was gone. He startled, remembering the earlier part of the heist and the fight with a bewildering swarm of young people, including the bouncing boy, coming out of nowhere, but unsure at first who he was holding on to and why. The Librarian yanked herself away, kicked the weapon out of his hand, and punched the man in the face. Then made him forget that, too. Despite his confusion and pain, when The Librarian reached for the knife, he lunged and grabbed her.

			The Librarian realized, to her chagrin, that she’d just made Fuerte forget what she’d whispered earlier, so she repeated it. As his eyes predictably narrowed, The Librarian slipped her earpiece back in, and they searched for a way to escape.

			Outside, piercing sirens wailed, making communication through the earpieces difficult. And finally Cabot’s eyes felt warm, too late to do anything. She hadn’t been able to perform when her team needed her, and now everything was scary and messy and her eyes were about to act like beacons, pointing them out to the police. Birdie’s face mask got snagged by one of her earrings and slid to the side, blinding her and disturbing her wasps. She ripped it off, grabbed Cabot by the wrist, and pulled her to the back exit. She kept talking to Puerco, making sure he stayed close, and they slipped out.

			“I’ve got Cabot and Puerco,” Birdie reported, sounding grown-up and calm—she’d unintentionally stepped into The Librarian’s role throughout the evening by necessity. She tried to replace her face mask as they ran, but it kept falling in her eyes. “Mom?”

			“I’m stuck in the parking lot—too many police! Don’t come this way. You’re better off on foot, taking to the street. Be careful, everyone. You know what to do.”

			“Seven, where are you?” Birdie whispered. “Lada? Tenner? Brix? Check in.”

			“Teleporting,” Lada said, breathing hard. “See you at the designated spot.”

			“I’ve got Brix,” Tenner whispered. “Seven?”

			“Can’t . . . talk . . .” Seven said. “Just go! I’ll be there.”

			“Librarian?” Cabot called. “Are you okay?”

			“Run,” The Librarian commanded, sounding short of breath. “Get out. Don’t speak. Disconnect now. We. Are. Compromised.”

			Birdie’s heart sank. She and Cabot removed their earpieces and turned them off while running. They and Puerco dashed through the shadows. Then Birdie heard a familiar voice shout, “Follow them!”

			“That’s Commander Collazo,” Birdie whispered to Cabot. “Run faster!” She looked over her shoulder at the commander as they sped away. The commander narrowed her eyes at Birdie as the two girls and the pig slipped out of sight into the darkness.

			Seven caught up to Tenner and Brix, and they went a different direction. Police caught sight of them, so they dove into a wooded area, then climbed trees to hide in until the police passed by. When Tenner was sure it was safe, they climbed down and continued with the plan.

			Lada evaded the police by teleporting multiple times. She got away from the officers tailing her but quickly began losing steam after her injuries and the events of the intense day and night. Elena slipped out of the restaurant parking lot and patrolled the streets in the SUV, looking for the children. About a mile from the museum, she spotted Lada. She spun the SUV around and picked her up.

			“Thank goodness you saw me,” Lada said. “I’m spent.” She had to focus hard just to climb into the vehicle. “Will you take me to the palace, please?” she begged. “I need my wheelchair . . . and I need to do something. It’s really important.”

			“Of course,” Elena said. She sped in the direction of the palace.

			Lada almost started crying once she was finally safe in the comfort of the vehicle. “That was a lot. With Cami . . . and everything . . .” None of them knew what had become of The Librarian. Lada worked her calf muscles with her thumbs, digging into them, begging silently for them to give her just a little more. Her legs felt tight and rubbery at the same time. Every part of her body screamed for attention.

			Elena pulled into the dark parking lot across the street from the palace. Security swarmed the grounds and flashlights swept the property, but the protesters were few this time of night.

			“Do you need help?” Elena asked, worried about the girl.

			“No. We can’t afford to have anyone see you. I’ll be okay. I’m three teleports away from my chair.” Lada laughed shakily and gathered what little remaining strength she had, then got out. She leaned heavily on her crutches, knowing she was definitely going to fall at least once upon landing and preparing herself for that, too. She teleported onto the palace grounds, then inside the palace garage, and finally into the supers’ living quarters hallway, where she tumbled onto her bum. With tears streaming down her determined face, she used her crutches to get back on her feet. But she didn’t go straight into her room. Instead, she went one room over and pounded on the door. “I need help,” Lada sobbed, resting her forehead on the cool metal frame.

			The strong woman threw open the door. She took one look at Lada, her eyes widening. “I’ll get my coat.”

			

			
				~
			

			Lada and the group had talked about a situation like this just days before, calling it their Oh, Crud! plan. Enacting it meant they’d all gotten split up and were being chased. They knew they could hide in the lower tunnels for up to a few days if they had to, with the water trough to keep them hydrated. But they could also attempt to use a different tunnel exit if the coast was clear. One exit in particular . . . if they could get through it. Lada thought she knew a way.

			Birdie, Cabot, and Puerco headed for the park across from Sunrise Foster Home and Cabot Industrial Services. Seven, Tenner, and Brix made their way to the cemetery. Police patrolled the streets, catching sight of them, chasing them, then losing them.

			With the police in hot pursuit, Birdie, Cabot, and Puerco slipped down an alley. Birdie told Puerco to hide behind a dumpster while she and Cabot climbed inside it and hid under the trash until the police left the area. They climbed back out, covered in slime, and ran the rest of the way to the park.

			As Birdie made her way to the grove of trees, Cabot glanced up at her parents’ loft. The lights were on, but that wasn’t her home, and they weren’t safe. She continued to the tunnel.

			Birdie hoisted open the door to the lower tunnels. While Birdie took Puerco’s saddle off, Cabot climbed partway down the ladder. Then Birdie carefully lowered Puerco down to Cabot. She followed with the saddle, keeping the quills pointed away from her, and closed the door, descending the rest of the way. They went a few steps in the pitch dark, having no way to light the torches. As they slid their fingers along the wall, Cabot remembered their phones, and they used them to light their path.

			It was slow going. They stopped to rest and get a drink from the trough. Staying on the main path, they tried to remember how many side hallways branched off before they would reach the one they needed. Wondering if the boys were safe, too . . . or if they’d gotten caught. Wondering if Lada could possibly teleport the whole way back to the palace considering everything she’d been through, or if she would be forced to find respite elsewhere. Wondering if the tunnel door they wanted could possibly be accessible.

			Before long, the girls heard a familiar shout. They stopped and listened, hearing it again.

			“Tenner!” Birdie shouted back. “Cabot and I are down here with Puerco!”

			Tenner replied, but he and his group were still too far away for Birdie and Cabot, with their ordinary hearing, to make out what he said.

			Soon Tenner, Seven, and Brix came running toward the girls, their phone flashlights dancing on the dark walls as they drew near.

			“Why do you stink like garbage?” Tenner called out from down the hall. “Or don’t I want to know?”

			He, Seven, and Brix went in for hugs anyway. Seven held on to Birdie and accidentally got a handful of her slimy hair. “Gross,” he said, wiping his hand on his shorts. He stepped back to look Cabot over and see if she wanted a hug. “You all right?”

			“We’re okay.” Cabot hugged Seven, but her chest tightened. “Let’s hope Lada is, too.”

			“She teleported somewhere.” Tenner yanked his fingers through his tangled hair in distress. “God, I hope she’s okay. And I hope she was able to convince her.”

			“It’ll be okay no matter what.” Cabot caught his eye and half smiled, but they both looked worried. “Let’s go find the door. It’s this way—I remember.”

			Tenner and Cabot led the way down a tunnel they’d only been in once before. Suddenly Tenner stopped in his tracks. “I hear something.”

			They all went silent and stayed perfectly still, except for their heartbeats thumping in their ears. And then they heard it. A haunting mrrrow.

			“A cat!” Brix exclaimed.

			Puerco barreled forward as Birdie quickly spoke to the cat to confirm it was one they knew. “It’s Ducky! That’s a good sign.”

			They continued at a trot, with Ducky turning around and leading them now, all the way to the newly accessible third door of the underground tunnels.

			As they reached the ladder, Tenner looked up and breathed a sigh of relief. “Lada! You’re safe!” It was good to see her dirty face and disheveled hair and bespectacled eyes staring back at him. He grinned wide and climbed up, then grabbed Lada in a hug.

			“Are you all together?” Lada asked anxiously as she squeezed him back.

			“Yes, we all made it.” Tenner moved aside for the others to emerge and spotted a large stranger standing a short distance away. “Oh!” he said as the rest of them climbed up. “Hello. You must be E-kat.”

			The woman nodded.

			“Everyone,” Lada said wearily, “this is my friend E-kat. She’s the strong woman I’ve been telling you about. She came to help move this old ton of metal.” She patted the giant refrigerator. “E-kat, this is Tenner, Birdie, Seven, Cabot, and Brix.”

			E-kat held out her hand to shake. “Pleased to meet you.”

			Birdie and Cabot waved instead of shaking hands. “We’ve been in a dumpster,” Cabot explained, as if that was a normal thing to say to a stranger. Her stomach wouldn’t stop churning with worry, and her mind wouldn’t stop blaming her for the way things had gone. Cabot had done nothing to help her team, and she couldn’t even pull off getting her eyes to glow until it was too late. “Where are . . . the others?” She wasn’t sure how much information to say out loud in front of the strong woman, but she really needed to know if The Librarian and Elena had made it back safely.

			“Elena brought us here,” said Lada. “She’s in the cottage. Let’s go find out if The Librarian beat us home.”

			They went as quietly as they could up the old wood staircase of the monastery mess hall and outside into the cool night. Mama and PeePee were perched on the waist-high stone pedestals at the base of the outer steps, like lions guarding the property. No monks were up and around at this hour. The group made their way to the cottage deck and went into the kitchen through the sliding door.

			“Brix, you’re going to be busy healing us tonight,” Lada said. “I think a few of us took some damage.” She spotted the suitcase she’d hurriedly packed sitting outside her bedroom door next to her wheelchair, and thanked Elena for bringing them in from the SUV.

			“I could use some help, Brix,” Tenner said, gingerly touching his jaw. “I’m just glad Martim is hurting worse than us tonight.”

			“I’m hurt, too,” said Seven, rubbing the goose egg on the back of his head where his father had slammed him into the floor.

			“I’ve got you all covered,” Brix said, looking up at Lada with a worried grin. It was going to hurt to heal them all. But he was determined to do it.

			Elena hurried over to greet everyone, looking relieved. “I’m so glad to see you,” she said. “It’s amazing you’re all okay.” She gave Brix and Birdie a big hug, and Tenner came in for a hug, too, while E-kat stood back awkwardly, trying to stay out of the way. “I hope you’re hungry,” Elena went on. “I started making soup to keep my mind off worrying about you. Lada assured me you had a plan in place, and you followed through—I’m really proud of you.”

			“What about The Librarian?” Cabot asked, feeling a sense of dread creep up. If she was here in the cottage, she’d have come to see them by now. “She got away, too, right?”

			“She hasn’t come home or contacted me,” Elena said, sounding distressed. “I’m sure she’s still coming. I don’t want to call her in case it triggers someone to take her phone.”

			They didn’t know what to say other than to reassure one another that The Librarian was certainly fine. “I’ll wait up for her,” Cabot said with a yawn. But her expression was troubled. She had a few questions for The Librarian about the way she’d handled the situation at the museum. Things that didn’t make sense and had made Cabot feel uneasy. But right now, she was sticky with garbage. She and Birdie went upstairs to get cleaned up before eating. Brix quickly healed Tenner’s and Seven’s injuries, then went through his own recovery process from the injuries he’d absorbed.

			Lada took E-kat aside, and the two sat wearily at the table. Brix came up behind Lada and put his hands on her shoulders to rub them and heal her injuries from when Cami Leone had choked her. Lada shot Brix a grateful look and touched his hand, accidentally giving him an electric shock. She apologized, then addressed E-kat. “I wanted to thank you again for your help. I hope you’ll at least stay for the meal, unless you’re exhausted and just want to get back to your room. We never could have done this without you.”

			“I told you I would help you if you needed it,” E-kat said. “I’m glad you trusted me enough to ask.” She narrowed her eyes. “You’re younger than I thought you were. You’re very mature and well-spoken.”

			“I’m almost fourteen,” Lada confessed. “I didn’t think Fuerte would take me in if he knew that, so I tried to look older.”

			“Almost fourteen,” E-kat repeated, sounding far away, as if she was remembering when she was that age. “Well, you fooled me for a while. You’re very brave.”

			“Thank you. That means a lot.” Tears sprang to Lada’s eyes. “I just have one more favor to ask.”

			“Of course, Lada. What is it?”

			“Please . . . don’t tell anyone that we are living here.”

			E-kat’s face wore an earnest expression. “I would never reveal private information like that,” she assured her. “As far as I’m concerned, the only thing I know is what you told a few of the supers at the palace—that you come to the monastery to get physical therapy most evenings. But . . . does this mean you aren’t coming back to the palace?”

			Lada pursed her lips and turned to search Elena’s face, trying to gauge the woman’s feelings on the matter before revealing anything too sensitive to E-kat. But Elena was busy pouring soup into bowls. “After what just happened on my heist,” Lada said carefully, “I don’t think I’m safe there. Fuerte is a bad person. He praised me for stealing things for him, then let Cami Leone choke me to unconsciousness in order to get The Librarian to come out of hiding. So I’m not going to be working for him after all.” She knew she had to speak carefully even though she wanted to spill the whole truth to E-kat—every last bit about what their group was doing. But she couldn’t, so she left it at that.

			The woman’s expression grew serious. “I . . . agree with you, Lada. I had no idea Cami would do something like that to you. What happened to you was unconscionable. And . . .” She stared at the orange living room curtains for a long moment, as if trying to navigate her thoughts. Then she hung her head and sighed. “I feel like I made a mistake in coming to Estero.” She was quiet for a long moment. “I think I’ll follow your example and leave, too. Make my way back home to my country and see if I can find what’s missing there.”

			Elena approached with two bowls of soup and set them in front of Lada and E-kat, then got one more for Brix, who was done healing Lada. The boy slumped into a chair, exhausted and sore from his efforts, but he had enough stamina left to take a few mouthfuls of soup. Elena hesitated by the table. “E-kat, if you need a place to stay while you make arrangements, you’re welcome here.”

			E-kat’s eyes brimmed at the offer. “Thank you. That’s very kind.”

			“Or,” Lada ventured, taking a chance as Birdie and Cabot returned to eat, “you could stick around for a few days and see what we’re all about.” She caught Elena’s eye, and Elena nodded. Lada turned back to E-kat. “Maybe you’ll find some purpose here after all—just on the other side of things.”

			“I guess a few days wouldn’t hurt,” E-kat said. “I have some business around the city to take care of before I leave, anyway.” She sipped some broth. “Perhaps I should get my things from the palace tonight so that my room is empty in the morning. I don’t want to create a scene when everyone is around and paying attention.”

			“I’ll drive you,” Elena said. “Maybe while you’re inside the palace, you can take a quick look around for our missing friend.” Elena took out her phone and showed E-kat a photo she’d taken of The Librarian.

			“Do you think Fuerte abducted her?” Cabot asked, her eyes wide and fearful. And is it my fault? she wondered. She’d barely had time to properly berate herself for her eyes failing their first mission. If only she could have made them glow when Birdie wanted her to, she might have been able to convince Fuerte to let everyone go.

			“I wouldn’t put it past him,” Elena said. “But that seems like such a poorly thought-out plan. What good will it do? Does he think forcing her to work for him will end well?” She shook her head in disgust.

			“He’s got another think coming,” Brix mumbled sleepily.

			“Exactly,” Elena said with a laugh, despite her anger. “Anyway, everybody please finish eating and go to bed—we’ll debrief in the morning. Hopefully, The Librarian will be back with us by then.”
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			A Knock at the Door
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			The children got up early the next morning despite the short night of sleep, hoping to see that The Librarian had returned home safely. But there was no such sight. Her bedroom door stood open, her laptop computer sat on her tiny desk, and her bed was neatly made from the previous morning. Elena’s bedroom door was closed.

			Sleeping soundly on the couch was the strong woman. She had a thin blanket thrown over her muscular frame, and her uncovered, perfectly pedicured feet—complete with pink-painted toenails—hung six inches off the end. A shiny, new-looking silver suitcase was on the floor next to her, making Lada wonder if she’d bought it just to travel to Estero.

			The kids tiptoed around the kitchen getting breakfast and checking their phones for messages, emails, or news of anything that had gone down the night before.

			“Here’s the headline from the Estero City News website,” Tenner whispered to the others at the table. “Cordoba Museum Break-in Second Time This Year.” Then he snorted. “Listen to this: T. rex takes brunt of damage. Few items known to be missing. Police are investigating.”

			“Fuerte got his shiny fruit baubles,” Lada said, “but I grabbed the cash from the floor after Cami Leone choked me out. I stuffed it in my shirt—it’s in my room. I know it’s old money, but I wasn’t about to let Fuerte take it. Maybe we can figure out a way to exchange it in another country like Troy and Martim do.”

			E-kat sat up on the couch. “Good morning, everyone,” she said sleepily. “I don’t mean to intrude on your conversation, but I couldn’t help overhearing. Perhaps I can help you with that exchange. My country still uses the money that Estero no longer accepts. I can send it home for deposit, and withdraw the equivalent amount in new currency from an Estero bank.”

			“That would be amazing, E-kat,” Seven said. “Are you sure?”

			“Happy to help.”

			“See?” Lada said to the others. “I told you she was great.” Her smile faded when she looked at E-kat. “Were you able to find out anything about The Librarian last night at the palace?”

			“There were lots of sirens and vehicles surrounding the palace,” E-kat said. “I had to go in stealthily and get out quickly. The grounds and interior were crawling with police and paramedics. So you clearly did some damage to Fuerte’s team. They must have gone back to the palace to get medical attention.”

			Seven looked down, remembering how his father had tackled him and slammed his head against the floor, knowing it was his son. It made him want to throw up—and not just because it had been a sharp blow to the head. “Tenner landed a great kick on Martim.”

			“I heard a crunch,” Tenner said smugly.

			“And Martim must have had fun getting those porcupine quills out,” Seven said. “That was genius, Bird.” He turned to Puerco, standing and looking hopeful by his empty food bowl. “Good pig.” He got up to put some of his breakfast in the pig’s bowl.

			“Hey,” said Tenner, eyeing the food. “What about me?”

			Seven tossed Tenner his last slice of toast. “Good Tenner,” he said, patting his friend on the head.

			Birdie smiled. “I had to work pretty hard to get the quills to release from the saddle in a way that was similar to a real porcupine. I think my team did pretty awesome for their first time. I need another snake, though.”

			“Or three more. One to display on each of your limbs,” Seven said. “We could send you out alone to handle everything.” Then he turned back to the strong woman. “Sorry, E-kat. We interrupted you. You were talking about the palace last night.”

			“Right,” said E-kat. “I looked through the supers’ wing and didn’t see anyone who looked like the photo Elena showed me.” She paused. “Elena dropped me off here, then went driving around to see if she could find The Librarian. But no such luck. Elena came home just a couple hours ago and went to bed.”

			“Where is she?” Cabot asked. “Why would they set up this elaborate plan to abduct her? It doesn’t make sense.” Her stomach churned with anxiety. The Librarian was the heart and the brains of this whole operation. Without her, they were helpless. She had to come back. They needed her. She was the chief schemer, the one with the contacts.

			But something was still troubling Cabot about the way things had gone down.

			

			
				~
			

			A few anxiety-ridden hours later, Lada emerged from her room on crutches, waving her cell phone out in front of her. “Everyone gather, please,” she said, and the tone of her voice indicated she had something serious to discuss. Birdie woke up Elena. The rest came in from outside or down from their rooms and waited breathlessly to hear what Lada had to say.

			“Please be good news,” Cabot begged.

			“I just got an email from The Librarian,” Lada announced. “I haven’t opened it yet.” She clicked on it and started reading aloud. “Dear Lada, I have willingly—” Lada gasped. “What?” She stared at the email utterly flabbergasted.

			“What is it?” Cabot asked, crowding Lada. “What did she say?”

			Lada muttered under her breath, reading swiftly and silently ahead. Then she shook her head and started from the beginning aloud. “Dear Lada, I have willingly joined President Fuerte in his mission. I’ve been lying to you all for a while. The president has become my number one secret contact, and I am loyal to him. We planned the attack and the abduction last night. Please do not reach out to me ever again, and tell your friends it’s time for them to go home. You might want to go with them. Sincerely, The Librarian.”

			Everyone stared in stunned silence.

			“Holy expletive,” Birdie and Seven whispered together.

			Cabot’s mouth hung open. “This is wrong. This is so wrong,” she said. “I can’t . . . I knew . . .”

			It was like an earthquake or tornado had just destroyed the world around them, and they’d lost all sense of purpose beyond surviving those shocking words. Their lifeline, their organizer, their teacher and confidant had betrayed them. The Stones hadn’t been the only double agents.

			“What on earth?” Elena finally said. “I don’t understand this at all. I’m so sorry, children. I . . . I don’t know what to say. I’m in total shock. Lada, can you forward that email to me, please?”

			Nobody understood it. Everyone was exhausted and numb. Lada stared at her phone, rereading the email as if that would somehow change the appalling words. She forwarded it to everyone in the group. Then her face turned pale. She went swiftly into The Librarian’s room and searched her hiding spot as her heart filled with dread.

			Lada returned to the doorway, her lip quivering as her world crashed around her. “She’s got your diamonds. This can’t be real.”

			They agonized over it, trying to make sense of things but coming up short. Cabot was dumbfounded. How could The Librarian do this to them? But Cabot’s mind annoyingly revisited the reservations she’d had about the way The Librarian had done things in the heist. Her photographic memory shuffled through other phrases the woman had said over the past few weeks, trying to find a hint, a connection, a reason for all of this. Could Fuerte really be The Librarian’s number one source? And just why had The Librarian kept so many secrets from them all this time? Something seemed terribly shady about that practice now, too.

			In the midst of processing their dismay, Tenner turned sharply toward the front of the house, hearing something outside. He sniffed, then frowned. “What the—” Before he could disclose his suspicions, there was a knock at the door.

			“Is it her?” Cabot asked, holding out hope despite everything.

			Lada, nearest to the door, went over and threw it open. When she saw the people standing outside, her jaw slacked. On the stoop was Amanthi, and next to her was the one and only Troy Cordoba.

			“Everyone hide!” Cabot whispered, and ducked behind the couch.

			Elena darted into her bedroom. Lada, regaining her senses, slammed the door hard, but Troy instinctively put his foot out to stop it, and it shuddered and bounced open. Tenner and Brix dove under the dining table, and Birdie slid behind the kitchen pantry cupboards. E-kat moved swiftly into The Librarian’s bedroom, unsure why they were all hiding—unsure of a lot of things—but assuming she should do it, too. Seven moved invisibly toward Lada in case she needed help.

			Troy was looking at his feet. His face was puffy—like wasp-sting puffy. Birdie began speaking through her mind to her venomous pets, readying them for another round, just in case.

			Amanthi wore a confused expression after the surprising response from Lada. She quickly stepped forward and instructed Troy to move back to the sidewalk so she could speak privately to Lada. “Good morning. I’m sorry to surprise you like this. Based on your reaction, I’m guessing Troy’s presence is more of a shock to you than he intimated it would be.”

			“It’s . . . shocking. Yes.”

			Amanthi wrung her hands. “Troy described you as his friend who gave him the monastery location as a place you would be. And he told me his story.” She hesitated, as if trying to decide if she should send Troy packing. “Please know that you are here under our protection, and I will do with Troy whatever you wish.”

			“I did tell him I come here,” Lada admitted. “But I didn’t tell him he should ever do it. What does he want?” She had some choice words for him.

			“He said he would like to speak with you about some things that happened last night. If you wish to hear him out, I’ll stay, and if you don’t, I’ll have him leave.”

			Lada looked over her shoulder and saw that the cottage had become a ghost town—everyone was hiding. Her eyes flitted to the strong woman peering out of The Librarian’s bedroom with worried eyes, and she gave E-kat a look that told her to hide again. It seemed like Troy had no idea who was in the cottage with Lada, and she didn’t want him to know. Did he have a clue who he’d been fighting last night? Had Martim told him Seven was among them?

			Lada blew out a breath. “I’ll speak to him.”

			Amanthi beckoned Troy to come back to the stoop.

			“What’s going on, Troy?” Lada demanded. “Why did you come looking for me? Especially after what the team deliberately did to trick and hurt me?”

			Troy kept his head lowered. “I swear I didn’t know that Cami Leone was part of the plan. I really thought Magdalia would show up—they kept that from me. And I came here because I remembered how you spoke highly of the monks. I figured after what happened last night, there was a chance you’d be here getting worked on. So I wanted to apologize.”

			“Okay,” Lada said. She crossed her arms over her chest. “Continue.”

			“I’m so sorry about what happened,” Troy said earnestly, “and the part I played in it. I wandered for hours through the night trying to decide what to do. I remembered what you asked me about having a chance to fix things . . . It kept repeating in my mind. So I came to the monastery this morning to seek protection and ask for help from the monks. Because, you see, I’ve left the president’s team. And . . . I abandoned my home with Martim.” He paused, black eyes bulging, as if his own words surprised him and were just sinking in. He lifted his head. “After last night at the museum, I couldn’t be a part of it anymore. I’ve had enough. I’ve been unhappy about things for a long time. This morning I went to Fuerte’s office and told him what I really thought. His response was it’s his way or the highway, which I expected. So I resigned, and he’s probably organizing a team to, uh, take me out. Or hand me over to the police.”

			“Oh my,” Lada whispered. She absorbed the information, realizing Troy had put himself in a tenuous position for the sake of doing something right. And she heard true remorse in his voice. Then she asked, “Do you know what happened to The Librarian?”

			“I think Fuerte must have taken her to the palace. I didn’t see what happened with them after the cops showed up—I went a different way.” He looked up earnestly. “I told Amanthi everything I’ve ever done wrong—she grilled me for two hours before she agreed to offer me protection.”

			Tenner, sitting under the table, stared in shock at the floor. Brix scooted closer to him, trying to catch his eye. “You okay?” he whispered, wrapping his arm around Tenner’s bent knee.

			Tenner nodded. But he was lying. He was not okay at all.

			“I’m . . . absolutely stunned, Troy,” Lada said. She had no idea what else to say. First The Librarian’s email, and now this. Her head was spinning. “What a story. You’re brave to do what you did.” Troy had become a sort of friend, it was true, and she was proud of him. But he shouldn’t be here. She glanced at the tracker around his ankle, and her heart thudded with alarm. Surely Fuerte’s team would trace him here.

			“I want to fight against him,” Troy explained. “Fuerte, I mean. Maybe all of them, I don’t know. Some of them are okay, but . . . you’re one of the few I think I can trust.” Tears started streaming down his puffy cheeks. He pointed to his X-ray eyes and admitted, “I could see you were wearing a wire when you arrived at the palace.”

			“What?” Lada’s eyes widened in fear.

			“Don’t worry,” he hastened to assure her. “Nobody else knows. I’ve been thinking about how to approach you about it. I also figured out that it was your team that came into the museum, right? So I was wondering if I could maybe . . . join you. Do you think there’s any chance we can stop him?”

			“So wait. You really mean it? You want to fight against him?” Lada hesitated, then eked out a strained smile. “Wow. I knew you’d do the right thing,” she said, her voice shaking. “But all of this is . . . so surprising. And you came at a really difficult time for me and the people who, uh, are here. Let me . . . let me think and get back to you in just a few moments, okay?”

			Troy nodded. “Of course. I understand.”

			“Take your time, Lada,” Amanthi said. “I’ll show Troy back to my office, and we’ll wait for you there. Okay?” Amanthi gave Lada a concerned look. The abbess had made a mistake, and she knew it.

			“Yes, that would be good,” Lada said weakly. “Thank you.”

			“I’m sorry, Lada,” Troy said again as he turned to go. “It’s all right if you don’t want me on your team. I understand why.”

			“Okay. Thanks, Troy.” Lada kept the smile plastered on her face as she closed the door. After a beat, she slumped against it, pressing her shoulder into it until it clicked. Then she slowly turned around and faced the stricken expressions from one end of the room to the other—peeking out of bedrooms, peering from behind the cupboards and the couch, desperately seeking answers from under the dining table.

			Lada moved toward them and leaned on her crutches. She blew out a long, slow breath. Her eyes landed on Tenner, who looked like he was ready to run for the hills and never come back.

			“Well, team. That was interesting.” She hesitated, hardly able to find words, but feeling responsible to stand in as leader, since she’d been in this the longest now that The Librarian was gone. She took another steadying breath, trying to sort through her many thoughts. “I’m not sure if you all could hear,” Lada began. “Troy has left the president’s team and has abandoned his home. He wants to fight against Fuerte and asked if he could join me. He said he didn’t know about the Cami Leone–Magdalia thing.” Lada considered all the incredibly useful information they could gather from Troy. “He’s big and can fight, and has X-ray vision. He may have the answers we need. Then again, he’s been our enemy. And there are other important factors.” She glanced at Tenner. Everything was extremely complicated.

			“I mean,” Birdie said, “I don’t know about this.”

			No one else knew what to say, so Lada continued. “Considering everything that has happened,” she said in a measured tone, “I guess we first need to answer a question: Are we still in this to fight against Fuerte? Even if it’s true that we’ve lost The Librarian”—she stifled a sudden sob—“and she’s working against us now?”

			More silence. It was tempting for some of them to think about going back to the hideout, like The Librarian had suggested in her email. But they were deep in this, and they had a lot of sorting to do before they could make a decision on that.

			“I’m still in it,” Birdie said, but glanced worriedly at Seven, desperate for him to agree. Elena and Brix and Cabot nodded.

			“We should keep going,” Seven said quietly. “We should fight for what’s right.”

			Birdie let out a breath of relief.

			Tenner remained numb and unresponsive.

			“If it matters to you, I’ll stay and help you, too,” E-kat said.

			“It matters a lot.” Lada flashed her a grateful look. “I wish to stay and fight Fuerte, too—now more than ever. I’m not going to rest until I get some answers from The Librarian.” She peered at Tenner again, noticing he hadn’t answered. “So if we are still in it . . .” She trailed off, then shook her head slightly in shock and disbelief before plowing forward with the question that had the potential to change everything. “Do we take Troy in, or not?”
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