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Two hours, fifty-seven minutes, forty-two seconds.

Drew could dump his stuff in his locker and be out of here in four and a half minutes. Fifteen minutes to walk to Taylor’s. Twelve if he really hustled. Which meant that in three hours, eleven minutes, and twelve seconds—give or take—he would finally see the payoff for half a school year’s worth of work.

He tapped his thumb against his fingers, running down the line from pointer finger to pinkie—a nervous habit he’d picked up with this latest brace. Each click was just a little different. Some were more like a clunk, others a clink. His pinkie chimed almost like crystal, the metal was so thin.

His orthopedic brace, straightening and strengthening his mangled right arm, had come a long way from the ugly utilitarian thing he’d been issued a year ago. Months of designing and tinkering, plus days in the back of Taylor’s welding shop, had turned it into a masterpiece. Gears and hydraulics, processors and tiny vid screens covered every inch of boring metal, from his fingertips to above his elbow. The joints moved so smoothly they almost—almost—disguised the pain each motion caused.

Drew glanced down at his left leg, sticking out from beneath his desk. That brace, from foot to hip, was not nearly so epic. Nasty beige plastic and metal struts helped him walk, sure, but not very well. And not without a lot of pain. It was a far cry from the ultra-modern, ridiculously awesome SuperDrew brace on his opposite arm.

But not for long.

Taylor’s text still glowed on Drew’s vid screen: Ready to really be SuperDrew? Dumbest question in the universe. Of course he was. Drew was ready to be anything other than the poor broken kid these old braces made him be.

So, of course, today was the slowest day in the history of the universe.

Drew checked the clock again. Two hours, fifty-four minutes, thirteen seconds.

 “Andrew.”

Drew snapped out of his daze. Mr. DeAngelo was watching him. Had he asked a question? Crap, Drew had no clue what he’d been talking about.

But then he nodded at Drew’s brace. Drew clenched his fist to stop the clicking. “Sorry.”

Mr. DeAngelo went back to his lecture. Something about a shot heard around the world. Drew did his best to focus—he had to ace this upcoming test if he wanted to end eighth grade with an A—but there was no way he could pay attention today. Just sitting still was like trying to contain a Hulk-smash in his chest.

Two hours, fifty-two minutes, twenty-one seconds.

After making it through history, math, and English—which took approximately thirty-seven years—he worked his way through the crowded halls as best as he could. Lots of kids moved out of his way when they saw him coming. Drew still didn’t know how he felt about that. It meant he didn’t have to worry quite so much about whacking someone with his metal-shod right arm, or getting kicked in his braced leg, but it also meant he had a permanent “No Trespassing” bubble around him. Most kids were polite enough to him, but very few wanted to be his friend. No matter how nice or smart or cool he was, no matter how many gadgets he incorporated into his braces, he was still The Kid With The Braces. Cyberman, Inspector Gadget, Metallica… take your pick. I’ve got more.

Last week he’d even gotten a message from another eighth grader, asking if they could write a story about him and his braces for a journalism program. That was just what he needed, someone to write up a big sob story about poor broken Drew and his braces and make him even more of a pity-generator than he already was. He’d trashed the note after the first couple of sentences. No thanks, Random Newspaper Kid. I’ve already got enough people making fun of me as it is.

If only he could reprogram people as easily as he could a computer. Nothing drastic like brainwashing or anything. Just a little something to make them nicer. A chip in their brain that gave them a jolt when they were mean. Or when Drew couldn’t stand their stupidity any longer.

Yeah, and that didn’t sound like a supervillain’s evil plan at all. SuperDrew didn’t operate like that, no matter how tempting it might sound.

Drew stashed his books in his locker and made a beeline for the nearest exit. The walk was going to exhaust him and he’d hurt for the next week, but there was no reason to take the public transport when Taylor’s shop was only a handful of blocks away. That was the entire purpose of the SuperDrew braces: to make sure he never had to say “I can’t.”

His parents called it a cruel twist of fate that he’d been born broken, that his leg had been bent sideways and his hand mushed together like Play-Doh. He’d been given his first set of braces when he was still a baby. Without them Drew couldn’t walk, could barely stand, and his right hand was a useless mess. That’s why he’d gotten into tinkering in the first place, inventing little gears and gadgets that helped him move around—it was just luck that he’d proved to be good at it. His inventions got him up, more and more, until he’d found ways to improve upon the devices his doctors gave him. Then he’d taken it a step further and added in all kinds of awesomeness: secret compartments, computers, GPS and Wi-Fi and more. Once he completed the set, even Iron Man would be jealous of his set-up.

Drew grinned. Forget Iron Man: even Donhil Corp will be impressed. And that meant everything.

Drew took a pit stop at the convenience store on the corner, admiring the classic rocket and old-school VW Bus-shaped transports outside. Another one had been designed to look futuristic, but Drew just thought it looked cheesy. He’d be eligible to “drive” one of the self-driving transports when he turned 14 this summer, and he still hadn’t decided what he wanted his to be. He’d been planning on a Batmobile, until half the guys at the high school down the road had gotten ones of their own. Now Drew really had to think outside the box. An X-Wing fighter, maybe? Or a USS Enterprise? The Serenity, a TARDIS… there were just too many options, especially when you were an uber-geek like Drew.

He picked up a candy bar and soda—all the nutrients he’d need for half a day at least—and booked it the rest of the way to Tay’s.

Drew limped into the shop exactly fourteen minutes later. Tay’s favorite electronica radio station streamed from the speakers, blasting over the industrial fans that kept the heat from suffocating them. Taylor was busy in the back—Drew could tell from the little popping sounds—so he plopped into one of the cushy, custom-welded chairs Tay kept around for the rare customer visit. Drew knew they were mostly for him. He hated the necessity, but appreciated it nonetheless. After that walk his entire leg ached like his brothers had whacked it with their baseball bats.

Drew leaned back and breathed. It smelled like grease and hot metal. One of his favorite smells on earth. Right up there with freshly baked bread and rain on top of a mountain.

A few minutes later Tay came out, welder’s mask flipped onto his forehead, sweat and grease smeared across his face and overalls. He was more than ten years older than Drew and a lot darker-skinned, thanks to his dad being from one of the islands out in the Pacific. Drew had only seen him clean at holidays and family gatherings, and then he hardly recognized his cousin. “Hey, my man. I thought I heard you come in,” Tay said, grinning from ear to ear. “You ready?”

If he didn’t hurt so much from the walk, Drew would have jumped out of the chair. “Are you kidding?”

Taylor waved him into the back workroom. Drew took a few minutes to cruise around and check out his cousin’s work—lots of gates and metal doors, a few little art pieces with nasty sharp edges (not that Drew cut his finger on them or anything), and a handful of gears for Aunt Liz’s machining shop. Nothing as interesting or intricate as the work Tay did on the SuperDrew braces, but that was one of the reasons he had agreed to do it in the first place. No one gave him as much of a challenge as Drew.

After Drew had scoped out the workroom he climbed onto the ancient dentist’s chair Aunt Liz had found for them at the Salvation Army. He stretched out his bum left leg and unstrapped the awkward, ugly, boring old brace for the very last time. He chucked it into the corner, relishing the clatter it made.

By the time he was done Tay stood next to him, a cloth-covered bundle in his arms. “Here you go, my man. The new and improved SuperDrew leg brace.” He pulled the cover off with a flourish and held it out for Drew to inspect.

Drew’s heart skipped a beat and he forgot to breathe for a minute. It was beautiful. The metal leg was everything he’d dreamed it would be: Tay’s iconic stylized blue-and-purple welds wound around the mechanical components like vines and smoke. And those components. Gleaming aluminum struts and bronze hinges and… Drew couldn’t take it all in. This was more than a brace. It was a work of art.

Taylor started giving Drew a tour of his new brace and all the gadgets attached to it, pointing out each one in turn. “You’ve got a tool compartment on the front of the thigh, stocked with ultra-light carbon fiber tools. Should be most anything you need, but there’s room for more if you want any additions. We’ll have to calibrate the hydraulics in the knee joint like we did with your fingers, but it’ll be just as strong as your grip. There’s a survival knife built into the inside of the calf, Swedish fire steel, and another small compartment with some paracord and extra power sources for the vid screen and processors in your arm. Weight-cancelling thrusters around the ankle will help minimize the strain of lifting it. This thing ain’t exactly a featherweight.” Tay grinned again. “And here. A surprise from your mom.”

Tay hefted the brace forward so Drew could get a better look at the ankle. A tiny cylinder perched there, like some bizarre metallic fruit. It took Drew a minute to work out what it could be. “A rocket?”

Tay grinned. “State-of-the-art prototype ion rockets straight from Aunt Louise’s engineering company. She calibrated them for your skinny butt herself. Said they’d be your birthday and Christmas presents.”

Holy crap. His mom gave him rockets for his leg brace. “I am the luckiest kid alive.”

“And don’t you forget it,” Tay replied. “You’d be sunk without a family of fabricators and engineers.” Taylor put the leg down next to Drew and started showing him how to strap it on. With so much metal, it was quite a process.

The music paused for a commercial break. Drew perked up when he heard two of his favorite words: Donhil Corp.

Tay groaned. “That’s the fifth Donhil commercial I’ve heard in the last two hours.”

“They’ve been talking up this new product of theirs for a month,” Drew said. “I wonder what they’re gonna do this time.”

“You’re the only 13-year-old I know who gets excited about new consumer products.”

“They aren’t just products, Tay. They’re inventions. Awesome inventions! First they come out with super-healthy junk food, then ultra-fast, self-driving, customizable, hovering transports! Donhil invents the stuff of everyone’s dreams. I can’t wait to see how they’re gonna top those.” Drew kept talking, even though he could tell Tay’s attention was wandering. “These guys are the holy grail of tinkerers. They’re world-class. Gold medalists. The whole shebang.”

“That reminds me. Have you heard back about that internship?”

“Not yet.” Drew clicked his fingers together, thumb-to-index-middle-ring-pinkie. He’d been expecting an answer to his application for a week now. Then it would be his turn to be a world-class tinkerer. He couldn’t wait to show Donhil what he could do.

They’d accept him. They had to. How many kids applying for this internship could say they’d turned their braces into a tinkerer’s dream? He’d probably already invented more gadgets than some of the guys Donhil had hired full-time. There was no way they could reject him.

“Here’s hoping your smarts can get them to look past your age,” Tay said. “Then again, these should help, too.” He gestured toward the SuperDrew braces.

“Yeah, they should.”

Drew couldn’t take his eyes off the brace. Cheesy as it sounded, he’d dreamed of this moment for months. It might be Tay’s work, but it was Drew’s design. What better reference could he get for that internship than these babies?

“How does it feel?” Tay asked.

“Good,” Drew said, flexing his ankle a bit. He slid off the table, putting his full weight on the new brace. His leg still hurt—it always would, no matter how awesome of a brace it was in—but he could already tell it was a million times better than his old brace. He walked around, doing deep knee bends and standing on his toes and even kicking the garbage can in the corner like a ninja. Already more flexible, stronger, with less pain. And looking like a superhero, if he must say so himself. Drew couldn’t be happier.

Taylor pulled over his wheelie stool and sat on it, checking the straps and snaps and connectors. Satisfied it wasn’t gonna fall off, he rolled himself to a desk crammed in the corner, returning a minute later with a weird, bulky bracelet thing. It looked like one of those tracking anklets they used on the crime shows his dad liked to watch.

“I know it sucks to have to wear even more crap on your limbs,” Tay said, “but those rockets won’t be any good on just one leg.” He bent down and strapped the anklet onto Drew’s good right leg. “This will balance the thrust and help you fly straight.”

Drew lifted his leg once Taylor had finished. The anklet was super light, and once it settled on top of his sneaker it really wasn’t that bulky after all. Drew checked the Bluetooth connections on his wrist brace, finding the controls for both sets of rockets. A few minutes of programming and he had them all hot-keyed and ready to go.

Taylor moved back to the SuperDrew leg brace, inspecting everything one last time, then nodded. “Okay, you’re good to go. Don’t be stupid with it or you’ll break something.”

“Stupid? Me?” Drew grinned.

“Yes, you. The guy who tried to outrun a car when he got his first upgrade.”

“Come on, Tay, I was eight.”

“And the guy who figured he could not only climb the tallest tree in the neighborhood, but jump off from halfway up.”

“I didn’t break anything important.”

“And the guy who tried to wrestle Uncle Mark and had his entire wrist brace crack. It took me two weeks to get it stabilized.”

“Okay, okay, I get it! I’ll be careful.”

Tay raised an eyebrow.

“Within reason.” Drew grinned again, and Tay laughed and rolled his eyes.

Drew stomped around the shop for a few more minutes. He watched his feet as he walked, rolling the ankle and knee joints as far as the brace would go. Slick as snot. Just like they should be.

“Let me know when you’re ready for the next install.”

“Actually, I’ve already got this idea…”

Tay laughed and shook his head. “Of course you do. Too smart for your own good again.”

Drew smirked. It wasn’t the first time he’d heard it, or even the first thousandth time. Everyone said it, all the time: he was too tall for his age, too skinny for his height, and too smart for his own good. Drew liked to add one more to that list: too stubborn for his own brokenness.

Taylor handed Drew an invoice. As always it listed all the supplies Taylor had used and the amount of time it took to weld them in place—a bill of several hundred dollars—but the amount due line at the bottom said “Whatever.”

Coolest. Family. Ever.

“Thanks, Taylor. I owe you one.”

“You owe me about a thousand by now.”

They bumped fists and Taylor settled in front of a large, partially-welded gate. “Say hi to Aunt Louise and Uncle Gerald for me.”

“Will do. Same to Aunt Liz and Uncle Atoni.”

“You got it.”

Tay slid his welder’s mask back over his face. Drew was smart enough to look away before the blindingly bright sparks began to fly again.

Drew zipped up his hoodie as he stepped outside. Early spring in Minnesota was still chilly, especially for a kid who couldn’t wear long pants over his leg brace. But most of the snow was gone, at least for now, and it wasn’t that far of a walk back home. With this new brace, he could make it there faster, and with less pain.

Then again, Drew didn’t have to just walk anymore.

He keyed in a sequence on his wrist brace and the hydraulics on his leg snapped straight. The rockets roared to life and lifted him a few inches off the ground. It was nearly impossible to keep himself steady, like balancing on the tip of a pole. No way he’d be able to fly away like Iron Man. But he leaned forward and flared the rockets for just a second before cutting the power. He sailed through the air at a breakneck pace and landed heavily at the end of a twenty-foot arc. Not too bad for his first try. With a bit of practice he’d be able to leap around at superhuman speed. Not Iron Man, but maybe… Flea Man? Those buggers could jump like a million times their own height. Definitely less impressive-sounding than most superheroes though. Maybe he should just stick with SuperDrew.
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Drew was a little bruised by the time he got home, if “little” meant he’d look like a watercolor painting by tomorrow morning. Controlling his Flea Man jumps was a crapton harder than it seemed at first. He’d left a couple patches of skin on the asphalt and brick walls along his route home. He’d pay for those impacts later, but for now he was too excited to care. He had freaking rockets on his leg brace. It didn’t get much cooler than that.

He waved to his brothers, playing baseball in the park down the street. They didn’t notice him, but Drew was used to that by now.

Drew unlocked the front door. “I’m home!” He took a deep breath: just in time. It smelled like deep-fried heaven in here.

He wandered into the dining room. His dad was setting the table, his mom handing over plates and utensils. Drew jumped in to help, grabbing glasses and Donhil soda from the fridge. Cream soda. His favorite.

“Hey sweetie,” his mom said, leaving the kitchen to give him a hug. “How was Taylor?”

“Good. He says hi.”

She held him out at arm’s length and gave his new leg a once-over. “Do you like them?” She smirked like a naughty kid peeking at Christmas presents, and Drew knew she wasn’t asking about the brace.

“You gave me rockets, Mom. Duh.” He wrapped her in a bear hug, squeezing a little extra tight with his super-strength arm. “You’re the best.”

“There has to be some upside to being a rocket scientist,” she said.

“Other than being the smartest person in a house full of smart people?” his dad asked, leaning in to give her a peck on the cheek. Drew rolled his eyes and turned away. His parents could be so embarrassing.

“Looks like you had some adventures,” his dad said once they’d finished their lovey-dovey grossness.

Drew glanced at his scraped palm and elbow. “Yeah, a bit. I’m okay though.”

A flicker of concern crossed his parents’ expressions, but they didn’t say a word. No “maybe you should go rest now” or “are you sure you aren’t pushing yourself too hard?” or “you can’t be normal, Drew.”

Coolest. Family. Ever.

They oohed and aahed over Drew’s new brace for a while, letting Drew show off his strength and abilities and gadgets. His parents seemed almost as excited as he was. Which reminded him… “Did my letter come today?”

His mom motioned toward the counter behind her. 

Drew’s heart lurched and he dashed for the counter. Sure enough, a crisp white envelope sat there with his name on it. The return address said Donhil Corporation, Executive Offices.

His hands shook so badly he almost couldn’t open it. This was the moment. His dreams were about to come true.

 

Dear Mr. Stirling:

 

Thank you for your application to the Donhil Research Team Internship. We were very impressed with your credentials and you are exactly the kind of student we would love to accept into Donhil, now and in the future.

 

However, the internship is only open to students age 16 or over. As much as we would like to extend you a spot in our program, we are unable to do so until you reach the required minimum age.

 

Please re-apply after you turn 16. We will happily accept you into our program at that time.

 

Until then,

Chatana Lungowe, Owner and CEO

 

Drew stared at the letter. There had to be some mistake. Had they sent him the wrong letter? No, that was his name at the top. Did they not see what Drew had done, the letters of recommendation he’d sent with his application? Maybe they’d missed something.

Drew read the letter again, but it still said the same horrible thing. No.

Tears blurred the words. He sniffled and wiped them away angrily.

His dad came up behind him. “I’m sorry, Drew,” he said.

Drew crinkled the letter in his metal fist.

“That was Ms. Lungowe’s signature. Not even a stamp—the real thing. And she basically guaranteed you a spot once you reach 16. Three years isn’t that long. They might not be able to accept you now, but you obviously impressed them. You should be proud of that.”

Drew sniffled again, frustration finally pushing away the shock. None of that stuff mattered. Getting an internship when he turned 16? That was three years away. It might not be a long time for grown-ups, but Drew would die if he had to wait that long to get into Donhil.

“Thanks, Dad,” he said, even though he hadn’t really helped.

Drew retreated to his room, not even burgers and fries enough to tempt him to stay. He chucked the crumpled letter into a corner and plopped into his desk chair. What would he do now? Without this internship Drew had nothing but more random tinkering. That hadn’t been enough to get him into Donhil. If he wasted three years doing nothing but the same, he’d be so stale they wouldn’t want him. Then he’d really be sunk.

He just had to show them. Prove he really was good enough for this internship, age requirement or no. Donhil was the most powerful corporation in the world. They could bend the rules for him if they really wanted to.

Drew would make sure they really wanted to.

He just had to do something spectacular. Better than hotwiring his braces, better than leg rockets or mobile Wi-Fi hotspots or hidden tool compartments. Something that would make Donhil beg him to come work for them.

Drew had to think bigger.

 

* * *

 

A week later and Drew still had nothing. He’d been studying Donhil’s inventions, the company, everything he could find on them. That had gotten him nowhere. Less than nowhere. Because no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t figure out how Donhil’s inventions worked.

He’d started with the transports, thinking he could work out their secrets in a few days. But everything he looked at stumped him. AI navigation, levitation, everything was way above his head. He understood the concepts, but how it actually worked was beyond him.

The superfood was even worse. Genetics was a far cry from mechanical tinkering, and Drew didn’t have the faintest idea how they’d created food that tasted like heaven but was so good for you. If he could get a look at the machines that did it maybe he could learn something, but if they were half as complicated as the transports he doubted it.

He only had one hope left: Donhil’s newest invention. They were set to announce it any minute now. Maybe Drew would be able to figure this one out. Then he could go to Donhil and they’d have to reconsider him for that internship.

In the meantime, he fiddled with the disc shooter he’d installed on his wrist brace while he’d been researching. Normally he would have been pretty stinking proud of it, but now all he could think was how unimpressive it would seem to Donhil. He’d managed to build something that had first been invented a million years ago. Didn’t that make him special?

Drew groaned. He was never going to get that internship now.

Drew popped open the panel on his thigh, folding up on a hinge just above his knee, revealing his set of ultra-light carbon fiber tools. Tay had given him screwdrivers, wire cutters, even a set of lock picks. One day he’d learn how to actually use those.

He pulled out the Phillip’s screwdriver and tightened the flinger spring just a bit more. Then he grabbed a washer—a round metal disc with a hole in the middle, like a tiny, flat donut—from the pile on his desk and fit it into the flinger. He pointed his hand toward the wall and clenched his fist. The spring worked perfectly, flinging the washer out like a supercharged Frisbee.

“Hey! Watch it!”

Drew spun toward the voice. Michael, his 11-year-old pest of a brother, was ducked in the doorway, hands over his head like he was entering a war zone. The washer spun on the ground not too far from his foot.

“Sorry, Michael. Didn’t think about the ricochet.”

“Dude. Do you have a disc shooter on your hand?” He crossed the space between them in three huge steps and grabbed Drew’s arm, checking it out from every angle. Drew bit his lip. That hurt, but he didn’t want to say anything to Michael. It was rare enough for his brothers to be interested in anything Drew did, let alone think it was genuinely cool. The ion rockets last week had really impressed them, though. The memory of them begging for a set of their own still made Drew smile.

Michael finally let go of Drew’s arm, dropping it like he remembered his brother’s gadgets weren’t supposed to be cool. “It’s all right, I guess. You’re still a geek though.”

Drew rolled his eyes. Being picked on by your younger brother just wasn’t fair. “You’re just jealous of my handiwork.” He waved his metal-shod arm at his brother. “Pun totally intended.”

“Whatever. Baseball’s way better anyway.”

“Well I wouldn’t know that, would I?” He regretted the words the second they left his mouth, but it was too late.

Drew knew exactly what would happen before it did. Michael shifted from foot to foot, looked down, and then—with the inevitable pull of gravity—glanced at his braces. Drew suspected it was guilt, that glaring reminder of his disability. He tried so hard to make sure everyone treated him like a normal person, insisted he not be coddled and pampered like some helpless baby, that when he had to remind people he wasn’t normal it was hard for them both.

“Right. Uh. I guess I’ll just…”

“Yeah. See ya.”

Michael retreated from Drew’s room like it had caught on fire. Michael and Nathaniel were his brothers, and he loved them (he guessed), but they just didn’t understand him. Who did? Taylor, maybe, but even though he was grown up and spent tons of time working on the SuperDrew braces, he didn’t know what it was like to live in them. To need them just to make his body work. They tried, he knew they all did, but sometimes it felt like no one understood what it was like to be Drew but Drew.

 He tackled his tinkering with a vengeance. All the more reason to get the SuperDrew braces in tip-top shape. Being normal just wasn’t good enough for a guy like Drew. In order to get that internship—to be anybody other than The Kid With The Braces—he had to be better than normal.

If he wanted a chance at anything, he had to be SuperDrew.

A notification popped up in the bottom of his glasses, reminding him about the announcement. He dropped his tools and brought up Donhil’s webpage on his computer. Sure enough, a live video had just started streaming. Drew cranked the volume.

Donhil is proud to announce the imminent arrival of Surefire Sleep, a new mattress so comfortable it’s impossible to stay awake in. Say goodbye to insomnia or restless nights: one try and you’ll never go back! Perfect sleep every time you lay down, guaranteed!

A picture accompanied the voice, showing the mattress in all its glory. Unlike normal mattresses, this one had a pillow built into it. At first Drew didn’t think anyone would accept that—he slept with one arm under his pillow, after all, and his brother spent half the night flipping his over to the cold side—but he couldn’t deny it looked really great. He glanced back at his own bed. He’d never had a complaint about it before, but now it didn’t seem quite as comfy as it usually did.

We at Donhil believe everyone deserves the best in life, no matter their income. Therefore, we’ve set up a unique offer: Donhil will exchange any mattress, in any condition, for a brand new Surefire Sleep—free of charge! Check our website for delivery dates in your area and prepare for the best sleep you’ve ever had, on us!

Drew’s jaw dropped. They were going to give away their newest invention? For free? As if he’d needed any more proof that Donhil was the greatest corporation in the world.

Now, more than ever, he had to get that internship.

“Drew! Dinner!”

He dismissed the ‘net, stashed his tools, and went out to the dining room. Every teenager’s dream feast sprawled across the table: burgers, tacos, ice cream, french fries dripping with chili and nacho cheese. Yet thanks to Donhil, this stuff was better for you than kale and quinoa and all that weird stuff health nuts used to eat.

Nate, in the height of nine-year-old annoyingness, opened up his burger and extracted a pickle. He flung it at Drew. “Want a pickle, Drew?”

“Nathaniel!” Their mom scowled at his brother, who slunk in his chair.

“Ugh!” Drew picked up it and threw it back at Nate. “I wouldn’t eat that nasty thing if you paid me to.”

“Drew. You should be more mature than that.”

“I don’t know why you don’t like pickles, Drew,” Michael said. “They’re soooooo good.” He grabbed the pickle from Nate’s plate and crunched into it, exaggerated yummy noises and all.

“They’re gross, okay?”

“Boys!”

There was no ignoring that Mom Tone. They all settled back to their food, Drew glaring at his brothers. It wasn’t his fault he hated pickles. More like the pickles’ fault for being so disgusting.

His parents started up the tell-us-about-your-day-without-talking-with-your-mouth-full routine, and they took turns talking about tests, friends, and Nate’s near home run. Drew did his part, but inside his mind was racing. Donhil’s new invention was a mattress. A mattress? What could he do with that? He couldn’t reverse-engineer a mattress any better than he could superfood. Drew was smart and good with machines, but he wouldn’t even know where to start with a pile of springs and fluff.

He’d been counting on Donhil’s new product being something he could work with. He’d needed it to be something mechanical, something he could take apart and analyze and learn from. That was the only way he was getting that internship. Without it, he was no closer to getting in than he’d been last week.

Donhil was playing on a whole different level. Unless Drew came up with something brilliant—far better than anything he’d done so far—he’d never get Donhil to accept him.

It could take years to come up with an idea like that, and even longer to make it work. Inventing wasn’t something you could do overnight. For every success Drew had a hundred ideas that never made it past the drawing board.

Besides, now he was curious. Dying of curiosity. How could Donhil have invented these things that didn’t make sense? And not just in one specialty area, but in three? He had to know how they did it.

He couldn’t do that here. He had to get into Donhil, to see their process for himself.

Which meant that when they came for his family’s mattresses, he had to get on that truck.
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Drew didn’t have to wait long. Which was good, because he didn’t want to give himself any more time to talk himself out of this.

He was a 13-year-old kid with a shattered leg and mangled hand, sneaking into the world’s biggest and most beloved corporation. He doubted anyone would care that he didn’t want to steal anything. If he got caught, he could kiss that internship goodbye—now and in the future.

But he hadn’t put years of upgrades into his braces just to make them look cool. This was his chance to do something with them. Something that would make him more than just poor broken Drew.

He checked his brace’s clock for the five bajillionth time today. 4:00. Finally. Donhil should start their deliveries in about 15 minutes.

It was time to really be SuperDrew.

He’d traded his usual basketball shorts for a set of camo cargo shorts that had pockets everywhere. He loaded them with anything he might need: washers for his disc shooter, extra batteries, protein-packed candy bars, a couple of action figures for good luck. If he was going to be SuperDrew, he could use some real superheroes around to remind him of what that meant.

He threw on his ratty black hoodie, the one his mom kept trying to throw away, and pushed the right sleeve up above his brace. He went over everything for the third time, couldn’t think of anything he’d missed, then double-checked again. He couldn’t shake the feeling he was forgetting something important. Does Batman get this nervous loading up for a mission?

Nah. Batman was too hardcore for that. Besides, he had Alfred to do a lot of the packing for him. Maybe Drew could get Nate to be his Alfred. Then again, he’d probably end up with rocks and lizards in his pockets instead of something that would actually be useful if he did that.

“You’re just stalling now,” he mumbled. “Get going already, SuperDrew.”

Even so, it took him a few minutes to actually leave his bedroom.

“Hey, Drew, where are you going?”

Drew cringed. He hadn’t seen his mom out here, reading in the hammock under the porch. “Uh, to Taylor’s,” he said, hoping it didn’t sound like he was scrambling for an acceptable answer.

“Didn’t you just go a few days ago?”

“Yeah, but these welds need some work. It might… I might be there for a while.”

His mom checked her watch. “Dinner’s in about two hours. Will you be home by then?”

Drew seriously doubted it. Donhil couldn’t be that easy to infiltrate. “I don’t think so. If it gets late can I just stay with Taylor tonight?” He wasn’t sure if he was able to make the question sound casual or not.

“I guess so. Give us a call after dinner and let us know.”

“I will.” He leaned down and gave his mom a kiss on the cheek.

“Be safe, sweetie.”

“I will.” He walked away, trying not to look like he was hurrying.

Donhil had posted the mattress delivery schedule on their website, and Drew had checked it every day since. He’d lucked out that a street not too far from his—but far enough where he wouldn’t risk being spotted by his parents or brothers—had their delivery on a Saturday. Not only did he not have to ditch school, which would definitely get him in trouble, but he hoped not many people would be working at Donhil over the weekend. He’d take any advantage he could get at this point.

Drew checked his GPS and Donhil’s website before turning down the street, but he didn’t need to. It was clear today was this street’s lucky day.

A huge dump-truck-like transport cruised down the street, playing ridiculous tinny music like an ice cream truck. Only instead of eager, bouncy kids with their shiny quarters, nasty old mattresses and adults with bags under their eyes lined the streets. Drew leaned against the stop sign at the corner and watched for a bit, getting a feel for how everything worked. Donhil’s men would stop at each house, load the old mattresses into the back of the truck, then haul out a new, glittering white mattress-and-pillow combo to replace them. As soon as people got their new mattresses they disappeared into their houses. Drew suspected there was a lot of napping going on right about now.

Drew kept an eye on the men collecting the old mattresses. They used a thin transport, like a hovering skateboard, to slide stacks of mattresses off the sidewalk and lift them into the open top of the dump truck’s bed. New Surefire Sleep mattresses would appear from a long, low door just above the axle in return. There was room for probably fifty old mattresses, fifty new. After that the truck would probably leave to empty out the old ones and pick up more new ones.

There wasn’t much time. The back of the truck looked awfully full already.

Drew scanned the street. There. A family a few houses down had stacked their old mattresses by the side of the road, but no one waited for the truck beside them. Perfect.

Drew rushed to the pile. He could slide between the middle ones and be picked up with the pile, piece of cake. Then, when they got to wherever they were taking the mattresses, he could just jump out and see what he could find. As long as they didn’t take the old ones right to the dump—which he doubted, Donhil was all about recycling—he should be fine.

The mattresses weighed more than he’d expected, and it was a tight squeeze to get his shoulders between two of them. He used his super-strong SuperDrew finger grip to help him grab a handful of pillowtop fabric and pull himself into the cramped space. He paused just before pulling his legs in behind him.

He’d have to shut off his weight-canceling thrusters, otherwise the heat they generated could set the mattresses on fire. Much as he hated the thought of doing it—it would take several seconds for the boosters to fire up again, which meant if he had to move fast he’d be stuck with a dead weight holding him down—but it was better than being trapped in a fireball. A quick command and the thrusters shut down, their barely audible background noise fading to silence. Drew hauled himself all the way into the pile of mattresses, using his body weight to drag his heavy braced leg under as well.

He started sweating instantly, the air thick with heat and humidity from his breath. It smelled like nasty old laundry and stinky armpits. The weight on his chest made each breath an effort, but he couldn’t risk leaving an air hole for himself just yet. The truck was almost here.

Drew held his breath, trying not to make a sound. Even though the mattresses should muffle any noise he made, better safe than busted.

The voices of the workmen sounded like he had cotton in his ears, which wasn’t that far from the truth once he thought about it. He could barely feel the transport slide under the pile, but he definitely felt when it started lifting him away. The mattresses beneath him wobbled and for a second he worried they were going to tip over. He’d never be able to explain what he was doing here if that happened.

But then the workmen gave the transport a power boost. The engines roared, even to Drew’s muffled ears, and the mattresses stabilized.

“This bunch is heavier than the others,” he heard from outside.

“Well, they gain weight from all the dead skin cells and dust mites they accumulate over the years,” another guy said. Drew grimaced. He didn’t like thinking about what he might be sandwiched between now.

“Gross,” the first guy said. “These things must be ancient then.”

The whine of machinery drowned out the rest of the conversation. Drew held on as the mattresses rose, moved forward—sort of, as that was the direction Drew’s feet faced—and then dropped none too gently into the truck.

Drew bounced as the mattresses settled, the weight making the air whoosh from his lungs. He couldn’t hold back a cough, but by that time the workmen were already slamming the doors of the transport behind them. Between that and the padding, no one seemed to hear him.

Holy crap, he’d actually done it. Part One of his crazy SuperDrew plan was a success. He refused to acknowledge it was the easiest part of the whole thing and just relished the moment.

Another few minutes passed while more mattresses piled on top of him. Drew finally dared to make himself that air hole once he started getting dizzy from the weight and nasty laundry smell. Then, after what felt like an eternity, the ultra-fast transport zoomed away with the familiar tug to the stomach and popping in his ears.

Drew finally felt safe enough to pull himself out of the mattresses and wedge himself against the wall of the truck. Dragging the heavy brace was no picnic without the boosters lit, but after a few exhausting moments and a wrenched hip he was finally able to manhandle it into a somewhat comfortable position. He couldn’t wait to relight his weight-canceling boosters. He felt almost as trapped now as he did without the brace.

The air wasn’t much clearer out here, just more varieties of dirty socks and body odor. One mattress in the corner even smelled like puke, which made Drew’s stomach flop. This was not going to be a pleasant ride.

Hopefully they didn’t have far to go. Donhil’s regional office was only a little ways outside town, which was the reason his family had moved here in the first place. His mom’s engineering firm worked directly with Donhil, providing parts and consultations on occasion. She’d been one of his references for the internship—mother/son relationship aside, a glowing recommendation from the owner of a trusted company had been one of the highlights of his application.

Just thinking of it still stung. But that’s why you’re crammed in the back of a truck with a bunch of gross old mattresses, Drew. You’re going to fix it.

Right, but how? Now that he was here, zooming out of town, he had to get serious about coming up with the next step of his plan. There were a million things he hadn’t prepared for. What if this transport didn’t actually go to Donhil? How was he going to get home? How would he find what he was looking for—what was he even looking for, actually?—once he got there?

All of this had seemed so much simpler planning it in his bedroom.

Okay. One problem at a time. Where he was going—that’s what he had GPS for. But he’d have to wait until they slowed down a bit. GPS locators notoriously couldn’t keep up with the speeds of a traveling Donhil transport, and Drew’s was no exception. As far as it was concerned, he was still back in his own neighborhood.

How he would get home—there’d be more mattress transports, he should be able to hop on one pretty easily. The one hitting his house would be there tomorrow morning. If he played things right, he’d be home long before his parents started to worry.

But once the transport stopped and he was at Donhil he’d have to get in and out quick, so he’d better start figuring out how to do that now, while he had time to kill.

Then again, everything he knew about “getting in and out quick” came from spy movies and comic books, so he might not have a very good basis of knowledge to run with.

The transport swerved suddenly, knocking Drew against the mattresses and then the hard wall behind him, his braces making distinct metal-against-metal clangs. Drew hoped the workmen wouldn’t notice.

He braced himself as the transport slowed, dropped, and then backed up. He pushed himself under the mattresses again when he heard voices approaching the back.

“That’s the sixth load today,” a guy said. “We about done?”

“Close enough to five for my taste,” another said. “I hate working on weekends.”

“Tell me about it. Let’s get some food.”

Drew held his breath as he listened to them walk away. He counted to one hundred before crawling out from the mattresses and peeking over the top of the truck.

A few other transports like his surrounded him, all filled to the brim with mattresses. A couple of people wandered around, tapping on tablets or talking into earpiece mics, but no one was paying any attention to a dump truck of old mattresses. Why would they? It was all garbage anyway. Plus they stank. No one wanted to deal with that.

Drew quietly fired up the boosters on his leg brace. Just in case he had to get moving.

He couldn’t see much from the back of the truck, so he pulled up his GPS. It took a few seconds to update, but then his marker jumped out of town and landed on a large open area to the east. Donhil’s regional office was depicted as a large blocky building right beside him. Sweet!

He watched for an opening to exit the truck, but before he caught sight of one the grinding of machinery filled his ears. Drew dropped back in among the mattresses. The transport shuddered, then started sliding backwards. Drew peeked over the edge again.

He hadn’t noticed the conveyor belt the first time. Now that it was moving, he could hardly believe he’d missed it. The entire parking lot on this side of the warehouse was full of ginormous bicycle chains and tracks. The transports had been lined up on the conveyor belt, and now it was taking the bins of old mattresses through an opening in the side of the warehouse. Drew couldn’t call it a door—the conveyor belt fed into it like the mouth of a monster.

He jumped out of the truck, landing with a loud clang on the asphalt. He stood still for a couple of minutes, heart racing. But no one came to investigate. The machinery must have masked his exit.

He didn’t see anyone when he peeked around the transport, but that didn’t mean he was alone. There was a lot of area he couldn’t see from this vantage point.

Radar. That’s what he needed next. Some way to know if other people were around, maybe even some kind of heat-sensing targeting system. It would be a welcome addition to the SuperDrew braces right about now.

Drew heard the tiny beep of an incoming message, and a little red exclamation mark popped up in the bottom corner of his glasses. Whoever messaged him had marked it as urgent. But they weren’t in his contact list, otherwise their name would have come up with the notification. Spam, then. He dismissed it. Now was not a good time to get distracted.

He crept around the edge of the transport, heart thundering and knees shaking. If anyone saw him this entire plan would be ruined.

The conveyor belts swallowed the mattresses one at a time, then moved the transports to a parking lot off to the side. In a surprisingly short amount of time Drew was left out in the open. The big, empty open. While he’d been creeping around, the loading dock had been abandoned. Drew glanced around and saw a line of personal transports driving past on the far side of the building. Quitting time. He couldn’t have asked for better. The place wouldn’t be completely empty, but at least he’d only have to deal with a handful of people working nights instead of an entire crew.

Heart in his throat, he dashed toward the warehouse doors and ducked inside.
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The warehouse was as big as his school’s gym with a ceiling so tall it made him dizzy to look up at it. Exposed steel beams crisscrossed it and the walls were cold gray concrete. A couple of tiny windows way up near the ceiling let in practically no light, and the few weak fluorescent lights that were still on filled the place with creepy shadows instead of really lighting it. It felt even colder in here than it had outside.

Massive stacks of mattresses and crates turned the warehouse into a maze. Drew ducked into a row, then the next, hoping he wouldn’t run into someone working a late shift. Every little sound echoed in here, but Drew couldn’t tell where anything came from. Or what any of them were. He started walking faster before realizing most of the noise that had been scaring him were echoes from his own metallic footstep. Way to be brave, Drew. If a real superhero could see you now they’d laugh at you.

He had to think of something other than everything that could go wrong. He needed to be confident. A plan. That’s what he needed. Nothing made you confident like having a solid plan.

Step 1: Don’t get caught.

Duh.

Step 2: Find something useful.

He wouldn’t find anything in the warehouse. All the products here were finished and ready to be shipped out, the same stuff that had stumped him for weeks. He needed to get into where they were being made. Check out the machinery. Maybe even find some master blueprints or something. Yeah, that would be best. An engineer’s office might have those, or maybe even the regional director’s. When in doubt, head to the biggest mucky-muck you could find.

Step 2, Revised: Find the offices.

Drew was wandering blindly, and he knew it. If this place was half as big as he thought it was, he’d need something more than sheer luck to guide him.

Another message came up, from the same spam number. Drew waved it away.

He pulled up the internet—his signal was weak in this giant metal building, mobile Wi-Fi hotspot included—and searched for the Donhil Regional Offices in Minnesota.

Within two minutes Drew had found not only the main website of the Twin Cities Regional Office, but he’d found the new employee informational site, including a basic map of the facility. “I love Google.”

First: the local Donhil HQ was huge. This massive warehouse was a tiny corner of the giant complex. There wasn’t much detail on the map, but Drew was able to spot a cafeteria, areas for testing and research, and a huge section on the opposite side of the building that looked like offices. That would be his best bet, but it meant he had to sneak his way across the entire campus.

He needed to find the door that connected the warehouse to the rest of the facility, which according to the map should be north. But Drew had lost track of which direction he faced by now. He looked around, but he couldn’t tell which way he’d even come from. Forget corn mazes, this was the ultimate memory test.

Why didn’t he have a compass on his braces? He made a mental note to add one along with that radar when he got home. Not like it helped him much now. He still had to find a way out of this mess.

He didn’t know which way was forward or which way was back, and he didn’t have time to wander around and figure it out. Which meant his best option was… up.

Drew smirked as he eyeballed the distance to the top of the crates. He settled his feet, shifted his weight, and pushed off the ground with his super-strong hydraulic knee—and just as he left the ground, he fired his rockets. The extra boost turned his little hop into a flying leap, shooting him close to twelve feet in the air in less than a second. He cleared the top of the maze and even managed to land on his feet on a crate, with only a little wobbling to keep his balance. Much more superhero-worthy than being spooked by your own footsteps.

Drew spotted a puddle of light and hopped from stack to stack, bypassing the maze beneath him and making a beeline for it. The sooner he got out of here, the better. Besides, he’d never been a fan of mazes. Getting lost didn’t appeal to him—hence the GPS in the SuperDrew braces.

He wanted to enjoy the thrill of playing a real-life ninja, but his brain insisted on running through all the illegal things he was doing right now. Trespassing for sure. Breaking and entering too, even though he hadn’t broken anything. And what if he actually got hold of some plans? Would they go for some awful charge like stealing company secrets or something? How long would he be put in jail if he was caught? What would his parents say? They’d never let him make another modification to the SuperDrew braces, that was for sure.

That’s why you have Step 1, Drew. Don’t get caught.

Okay then. Don’t get caught. Easy as pie. Right?

Drew jumped to a shorter pile of mattresses when he reached the far wall, and from there to the ground. He hit hard, pain jarring his bum leg. Maybe he should have tried slowing his fall with the rockets, too. He was gonna need some time to figure out all the different ways he could use them.

Drew limped toward the puddle of light, which turned out to be a small window set in the middle of a door. Drew peered through it, into an empty hallway. He ducked inside.

It was the most boring hallway Drew had ever seen. Drab white, nothing on the walls but plain, fake wood doors. There wasn’t even carpet on the floor—just bare concrete like in the warehouse.

He headed toward the far end of the hallway, where a large set of double doors promised a bigger area to search. He passed another hallway branching off from this one, but kept moving forward. Better not get too turned around in here, otherwise he’d never find his way out again. He couldn’t just fly up to the roof to get a bird’s-eye view of this maze.

Another beep and another message. That spammer would get a metal fist in the nose if he was here. Of all the times!

But then there was another beep. And another. Message after message coming through, all marked urgent. Whoever this guy was, he obviously wasn’t gonna give up easily.

Frustrated, Drew opened the message. The spammer would regret bugging him.

He hesitated when he saw the text, though. I can help you.

Any other time he’d write it off as a strange automated message and forget about it. But standing in the middle of Donhil HQ, after receiving almost a dozen messages from the same number, an offer of help didn’t seem quite so random.

Another message came in, and Drew opened this one too. It’s about time.

Drew enabled keyboard mode on his brace and twitched his fingers, typing as fast as any secretary at a computer. Who are you? What do you want?

I already told you. I want to help.

And how can you do that? Drew started to wonder if it was a spambot after all. Vague messages, allowing the receiver to read intent into the words, was how they sucked you in.

An attachment notification flashed, and against his better judgment Drew opened it. It more than likely had a virus or twenty, but if this was a real person and not a spambot he couldn’t ignore their help. Especially if they thought it was important enough to bombard him with urgent messages until he stopped walking.

A photo came onto his screen, surprisingly high quality. It had probably been taken with an actual camera instead of the glasses-cams most people used these days.

Drew’s heart thudded when he recognized the guy in the picture. It was him.

The picture had been taken less than an hour ago, when he’d arrived in the truck outside Donhil’s warehouse. It looked down on him, like it had been taken from the roof of the building. His black-and-camo clothes made it hard to see him, and the glint of metal from his braces distorted his silhouette. But someone had noticed him. Noticed him enough to take his freaking picture, figure out who he was, and find a way to message him.

Another attachment notification popped up and he opened it without hesitation. Another photo, looking at the door Drew was about to open. A second later a third photo came in, showing the same door from the other side.

And the pair of guards standing there, guns holstered on their hips.

Drew sucked in a breath and took an involuntary step back. If he hadn’t been stopped, he’d have been dead in two minutes. Tops.

Believe me now? Drew stared at the message, shocked beyond thinking by what he’d just been shown. Meet me in the staff cafeteria. Go back the way you came, turn right, and go all the way down the hall. You’ll smell it before you see it.

How do I know I can trust you?

I just saved your skin, the reply came a second later. If that’s not enough for you then you’ve got more issues than those braces can fix.

Drew dropped his hand and stared at the message long after it disappeared from his glasses. People hardly ever dared to mention his braces in front of him, as if they were afraid to make him notice they were there. As if he didn’t know one-quarter of his body was sheathed in metal. But this person, whoever they were, had blatantly thrown it in his face.

He wasn’t sure if he was hurt or impressed.

He turned and followed the directions. He couldn’t ignore the truth, that this person really had just saved his butt. He had to at least find out what they wanted. Or see if they had any more information that could help him out. Every superhero needed a sidekick, after all.

Another set of double doors—Donhil really seemed to like those—closed off the cafeteria, and Drew pulled them open just enough to slip through. His mysterious sidekick was right, the place reeked of food and fry oil. The service counters on the right wall were blocked off by silver rolling shutters. Large tinted windows on the opposite wall let in slanting sunlight, casting deep shadows that made the tables and benches look like tombstones. Drew did not like that mental picture at all.

More than any of that, though, the lack of sidekicks caught Drew’s attention. What was this guy playing at?

He was about to turn away when a girl’s voice broke the silence. “You sure are stubborn sometimes, Drew.”

He looked to the right just in time to see her stand. She’d been sitting in the shadows under the service counter. Drew hadn’t seen her at all.

She might as well have been designed as Drew’s exact opposite. Where he was tall and skinny, she was short and athletic. His pale skin to her clear Asian heritage. Even her hoodie was the opposite of his, bright yellow and probably brand new. A camera hung from a fancy shoulder sling at her side, a massive zoom lens making it look far too big for her. He was sure he didn’t know her, but she seemed a little familiar.

“You sent me those messages?” He didn’t mean to sound so surprised, it just… a girl his age was not what he’d been expecting.

She gestured toward the camera at her side. “Duh.”

Yeah. Duh, Drew. Get it together.

“How did you find out who I was from those pictures? And figure out how to message me?” He could have slapped himself. With his metal hand. Nice introduction, loser. Real smooth.

She shrugged as if it was no big deal. “Those braces of yours are pretty distinctive. It wouldn’t have taken an investigative journalist to find a 13-year-old kid with gadgets on his limbs, even if they didn’t already know who you are. We go to the same school, dummy.” She spoke so quickly Drew had trouble keeping up.

So that’s why she looked familiar. He’d probably seen her in the halls, but with so many kids at their school it was impossible to know them all. Besides, it wasn’t like The Kid With The Braces had a lot of social contacts.

“What are you doing here?”

She gestured to an official-looking ID tag, the kind with your picture that you wear on a lanyard around your neck. PRESS was written in big letters across the top. “Junior Journalist Internship Program.”

“Wait, you got an internship? They didn’t say you were too young?”

“I’m 14, thank you very much. The youngest JJIP intern in years.” The pride in her voice almost hurt. Those were supposed to be Drew’s words about Donhil.

Journalism program. Same school. “Hang on. You’re the Random Newspaper Kid who wanted to write a story about me!”

“Way to piece it together, Sherlock. I never heard back from you but I need to get moving if I want to get my story in on time—and make it good—so I had to take some initiative.”

“By following me? On a Saturday?”

She waved her hand in a don’t-worry-about-it gesture. “Don’t make it sound so creepy. I was going to your house to ask you for an interview in person when I saw you hanging out at an intersection. Before I could catch up you climbed into those mattresses, and from there I just had to figure out what you were up to.”

“How did you know where I live?”

“My friend’s brother plays baseball with your brothers.”

When she put it like that, it didn’t sound nearly as weird as it had at first. He still didn’t like it, but at least he could understand it a little more. “Okay great. Whatever. I’ll let you write your story if you just leave me alone.” He turned to leave. He didn’t have time to waste on something like this.

“No way! I’m not leaving now.”

Drew paused and glanced back at her. He didn’t like the sound of that.

She grinned and hefted her camera, looking Drew straight in the eye. “I’ve found the greatest story ever.” She snapped a picture without even saying ‘cheese.’

Drew blinked from the blinding flash. “Me?”

“Not just you. A story about you would have been all right, a nice human interest piece. The kid with the awesome braces. But you, here? That’s just amazing.” She was so excited she practically bounced on her toes. “There’s got to be some incredible reason to make you break into Donhil. What are you expecting to find? Some kind of conspiracy?”

“What? No! I just… need to know how their stuff works is all.” He shrugged and looked down. It sounded so lame when he said it like that.

“So you can steal their ideas?” She glanced at the modifications on his braces pointedly.

“No way! These inventions are mine, and I’d never steal ideas from anyone.” He took serious offense to the accusation, and she seemed to pick up on that. The suspicion left her face, leaving only confusion behind.

“Seriously? You snuck in here just because you’re curious?”

“Not just curious! It’s… argh! It’s complicated, okay?”

“Okay, fine, it’s complicated. You don’t want to uncover anything sinister and you don’t want to steal anything, you just need to know. Whatever.” She rolled her eyes like it was the stupidest thing she’d ever heard. “That doesn’t change the fact that I’m coming with you.”

“No, you’re not.”

“Yes, I am. We’re in this together now. If we get caught we’ll be arrested. Since that isn’t something either of us wants to happen, it’ll be best to help each other out of here.”

And you’ll gather evidence of me committing a handful of crimes along the way, Drew thought. That can’t be good. They’ll never let me keep my SuperDrew braces in jail.

“Oh come on, Drew, lighten up! With both of us on the lookout we’ll be in and out of here in no time.”

He looked down at her, met her eyes. “That’s not fair.”

“What?”

“You know my name already. I don’t know anything about you.”

“Oh! I’m Yasmine Liu-Wen. You can call me Jazz. But you’d know that if you’d actually responded to my interview request in the first place.”

Now it was Drew’s turn to roll his eyes. “And let me guess. Because of that you’re gonna be my new sidekick now.”

“I was thinking ‘partner,’ but that’s the basic idea.”

Drew sighed. This wasn’t what he’d been picturing when he thought of getting help, but he could already tell there was no getting rid of Jazz. If she decided she was your partner, you just shut up and made the most of it. “Fine. Let’s just get to the bigwig’s office fast as we can.”

Jazz grinned and snapped another picture. “Now you’re talking.”
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One good thing about Jazz: she was a lot better with direction than Drew.

Drew followed her as she confidently navigated hallway after hallway, long after he was completely lost. She grew quiet whenever they came to an intersection, but after making sure they were still alone she chattered non-stop. She didn’t seem to care what she talked about or even need Drew to comment to keep the conversations going. That was good, because he could barely keep up with her in the first place. Most people had trains of thought, but Jazz had a psycho ADHD kitten of thought.

“Aren’t you worried someone will hear you?” Drew whispered, cutting in before she got going on another topic.

“Not really,” she said. “There aren’t many security guys working at night, and the halls were built to not echo. Sound doesn’t carry too well.”

“How do you know all of that?”

“My dad used to work for Donhil. He brought me in a couple of times before he retired.”

He shouldn’t have been surprised—pretty much everyone around here knew someone who worked for Donhil one way or another. “That’s awfully convenient.”

“Tell me about it. Otherwise I never would have been able to save your butt before you got caught by those guards.” She hadn’t even paused or looked back at him when she said it.

“Yeah, yeah, I get it. I owe you one. Thanks.”

She glanced back just long enough to grin at him.

“It’s still a big risk to talk so much.”

Jazz gestured toward his braced leg. “They’re just as likely to hear you coming.”

There it was again: that casual mention of his braces, like they were no big deal. Drew didn’t even know how to react to it. He was so used to people shying away from the subject, treating him like porcelain instead of a human being, always walking on eggshells to keep from saying the wrong thing. Jazz bulldozed through any conversation with him, braces or not, and kept going like she didn’t even notice.

She started into a kind of tour-guide speech, pointing out specific doors or hallways, telling him where the more interesting things were. Bathrooms—always a must. Accounting offices—boring, but might have some helpful tidbits. They might have to hit those up if they didn’t find anything in the bigwig’s office. Research labs—she kind of waved those off, as if they weren’t all that important. Drew stopped dead in his tracks.

Jazz kept plowing forward until she paused at another hallway. “Drew? The director’s offices are down here.”

Drew kept staring down the hallway she’d pointed out earlier. A small sign that said R&D pointed toward yet another set of double doors. Drew’s imagination went wild. What was behind those doors? What kind of amazing tools would they have? A place like that would be every tinkerer’s dream. A peek wouldn’t hurt.

He started down the hallway.

Jazz caught up to him, grabbing him by the arm and pulling him to a stop. “Wait a minute, Drew, what are you doing?”

“It’s all in there. The inventing, the creating, it all starts there. That place is the heart of Donhil and everything they do. Aren’t you even a little curious to see it?”

Jazz shrugged. She didn’t seem to share Drew’s enthusiasm for making stuff out of nothing. “I thought you wanted to get to the director’s office.”

“I do. But…” Drew paced up and down a few steps, clicking his metal fingers together. Finally he stopped in front of Jazz again. “This is why I’m here, Jazz. This is where I belong. It shouldn’t matter that I’m only 13. I should be in there helping Donhil create their next amazing invention.”

“And you thought breaking into Donhil would do what, exactly? Convince them to hire you, despite your new criminal record?”

 “If I could show them I‘m better than the guys they had already hired, they could accept me for that internship no matter how young I am.”

Jazz raised an eyebrow. “You’re risking arrest and criminal charges because Donhil rejected you for an internship? You’re crazier than I thought.” She shook her head and snapped another picture of Drew. “This story is getting weirder by the minute. ‘Crippled Boy Breaks into Beloved Company—’”

“Don’t say that.” He didn’t mean for it to sound so harsh, but he’d snapped out the words so fast Jazz flinched.

“What?”

“Don’t call me crippled.”

“Why?”

“I don’t like it, okay?”

“Uh, yeah.” Jazz looked down at her feet, seeming hurt and almost afraid of him. “Okay.” It was so different from how straightforward she’d been so far it set Drew off balance. 

Drew took a deep breath and blew it out. It wasn’t her fault. It’s not like she understood. “People say ‘crippled’ like it’s the most important thing about a person, like the state of their body is more important than their abilities.”

He glanced over at her. She was looking at him with her eyebrows crinkled together, like she just couldn’t understand. Time for a visual.

“Say someone is describing you. What do they say? ‘That’s Jazz, and she’s…’”

“‘Nosy, loud, and completely obsessed with celebrities.’”

That last bit made Drew pause. “Celebrities? I thought you were a journalist.”

“It’s the next best thing. Paparazzi isn’t exactly a ‘respectable’ career in my family. Have to make the ancestors proud and all that.” She kind of laughed off that last bit, but her tone said it with a sneer.

“Oh.” Drew shook his head to get back on point. “Well, when people describe me, they say ‘That’s Drew, and he’s crippled.’ They don’t mention that I build my own computers and design all the upgrades to the SuperDrew braces. No, they mention that my leg and hand don’t work right. As if that’s the only thing about me that matters.”

“I guess I never thought of it that way,” Jazz said. She looked embarrassed now.

“It’s not really something you think about until you have reason to,” Drew said.

They stood there, in the middle of the hall, for a long couple of seconds. Neither one seemed to know what to say after that, which kind of amazed Drew. He had a feeling Jazz wasn’t left speechless very often.

“So in there,” she said, jerking her chin toward the double doors. “What can we expect to find?”

“It’s an office full of tinkerers and inventions. Just about anything, really.”

Jazz hesitated, looking down the hall that led to the offices and then back to R&D. “I guess a quick look wouldn’t hurt.”

She was trying to make up for hurting his feelings, and he knew it, but for once he wasn’t going to complain about being catered to.

Drew grinned as they made their way to R&D. This was going to be so cool. Like getting a sneak peek at your dream job: one where you sit around and invent stuff all day long. Drew could hardly wait.

He pushed open the doors, slowly in case someone was working after hours, and peered in. Darkness. Good sign. He entered the R&D lab and frowned.

It looked like every other office out there—cube farms, Taylor called them. Small desks inside a maze of cubicles, only the odd 3D printer or schematic here and there to show they did cool work instead of something boring. Not at all what he’d pictured, or even hoped.

Man, adults managed to mess up everything.

He poked around, but there wasn’t much to see. Row after row of boring desks, some with nifty tinker-toys or other things on them, others with cool designs, but most as drab and lifeless as any other office. Nothing useful, hardly even anything interesting.

Drew turned a corner and his eye caught on a badge—someone named Edward had left his employee ID on his desk. Drew picked it up. There was a computer chip embedded next to the picture, and on the back were a bunch of barcodes and QR codes. That might come in handy. He pocketed it, putting an action figure of the Flash in its place on the guy’s desk. It wasn’t much of a trade, but then again it was one of his favorite action figures. That had to count for something.

Drew was just about ready to give up and tell Jazz they should go to the director’s office when she grabbed his braced arm. Drew startled at that more than he should have: people didn’t usually volunteer to touch his braces. They were like a no-fly zone or something, completely off-limits. But Jazz didn’t hesitate or cringe when her fingers closed around his metal wrist.

Some soft, squishy part inside him whimpered at that. Like a scared puppy who finally got pet.

“Did you hear that?” Jazz whispered.

They stood perfectly still, straining their ears. Then Drew did hear something, like a shuffling foot of someone shifting their weight. They weren’t alone in here after all.

Drew crouched behind the cubicle walls. He doubted they’d been seen in the darkness—whoever was out there would have called out or something by now—but he didn’t want to risk his good luck. He glanced at Jazz. She was short enough she didn’t even have to duck a little bit. “What do you think? Go forward, or go back?”

She looked at him like he was crazy. “We have to at least see who it is. Only a couple of security guards are supposed to be here after hours.” She already had her camera up and ready.

Good thing to remember, Drew: Jazz will never turn away from finding dirt on someone.

They moved through the cube farm much slower now, careful not to make any noise. Drew’s braces weren’t really made for stealth, though, and little tinks of metal hitting metal sounded after him every few steps. Another thing to add to the SuperDrew braces to-do list: silencers. Or padding.

At the far end of the room was a hallway going left or right. Left looked like just another hall with offices, bathrooms, and a water cooler. But down to the right was another door, this one big and thick like a vault door. A pair of guards stood on either side of it. They looked intimidating, decked out in bulletproof vests and everything, but Drew could tell they weren’t really paying attention. One seemed to be drifting to sleep against the wall.

“That’s suspicious,” Jazz whispered. She snapped a couple of pictures quietly.

“Donhil would want to protect their ideas,” Drew said slowly. It made sense—stealing ideas from a company was corporate espionage, wasn’t it?—but this seemed like a lot of security. Donhil must be seriously paranoid.

Jazz leaned in close. “We’re going in there, right?”

“Totally.” This was by far the best bet Drew had seen to check out Donhil’s master plans.

Jazz took a couple more pictures. “How are we going to get past those guys?”

Drew smirked. “Watch this.”

He pulled a washer from his pocket and mounted it in the flinger arm. He aimed toward the left, away from the guards, and double-checked he and Jazz were out of sight. Then he fired.

The washer bounced down the hall, metallic tings muffled from the halls’ soundproofing but still loud in the silence. The guards dashed that way instantly, shouting into earpiece mics and pulling guns from their holsters. Once they rounded the corner Drew and Jazz dashed toward the big vault door. Drew yanked on it. It didn’t budge.

“Crap, it’s locked!” He looked behind them, expecting to see the guards coming back. He didn’t even want to think about what would happen if they were caught like this.

Jazz pulled a card from her pocket—a badge like the one he’d just swiped—and held it in front of a scanner to the right of the door. It beeped and Drew heard a lock disengage in the door. He yanked, and this time it opened easily. They ducked inside and Drew pulled the giant door closed behind them.

They took a few minutes to catch their breath. Drew hadn’t even realized he’d been hyperventilating. “Where did you get that?” he asked, nodding toward the badge still in her hand.

She held it up. It said SECURITY above a picture of a scowling black guy. “I had some time before you started answering my messages. There’s a locker room just off the cafeteria, and if you know how to do it lockers are really easy to break into.”

Drew didn’t want to be impressed. He really didn’t.

Jazz didn’t miss his expression. “Some of us have more elegant ways of sneaking in than hiding in a truck full of mattresses.”

“Hey, it got the job done.”

Jazz raised an eyebrow at him, but he could see she was stifling a laugh.

Drew found a light switch and flipped it on. The low buzz of fluorescent lights filled the room, along with almost blinding white light. Drew blinked as his eyes adjusted, and when they did he couldn’t stop himself from grinning. This was more like it.

It was like mission control. Computer screens covered an entire wall, lined up side-by-side and on top of each other. A long desk ran beneath them with at least a dozen work stations. Keyboards and notebooks and empty coffee cups were everywhere. Drew glanced through some of the scribbled notes. It was a logbook of some kind, a bunch of names and times listed in long columns. A few had more detail off to the side: L. DAVIS, 10:43—spasm. J. TURNER, 7:17—bw blackout, 4 seconds. T. MORALES, 16:54—bw spike, 13 seconds. Drew couldn’t make much sense of what they meant.

“Drew? You should come look at this.” She took a picture through the window she faced. Her hands were shaking.

He went over to where Jazz stood and looked through the window. The room next door looked like something from a horror movie.

Eight ginormous chairs sat facing each other in a circle, deep padding indented where people clearly sat in them for a long time. Topping each chair was a weird helmet-like bowl, like those pictures of ladies getting their hair done in old-school salons. Metal wires coiled out from several places, feeding through the wall to the bank of computers on the other side. More wires stuck out from the armrests, footrests, and backs of the chairs. He recognized them: they were the sticky sensors doctors used to read brainwaves.

Drew shivered, heebie-jeebies crawling up his spine like fingernails on a chalkboard. What the heck was something like this doing in the middle of Donhil HQ? This was more like what you’d expect in a supervillain’s evil lair. Not Donhil. Never Donhil.

He couldn’t pull his eyes off the room. Something about it totally creeped him out, and he wasn’t even sure what. But he almost expected to spot a puddle of blood under one of the chairs or something.

An almost invisible door was next to the window. Drew stared at it for a minute before reaching for the knob.

“You aren’t going in there, are you?” Jazz asked. She sounded as scared as Drew felt.

“Something’s not right here,” Drew said. “We have to figure out what’s going on.”

“But that…” She looked through the window again, grimacing at the chairs. “I don’t like the look of that.”

“Me neither. But that means we need to check it out even more.”

Drew opened the door before he could lose his nerve. The room smelled like stale sweat and disinfectants. It reminded him of a hospital, complete with ominous silence and squeaky linoleum floors. The room felt wrong, like bad things had happened here. Drew wanted to bolt out and forget he’d ever seen it. Instead, he examined one of the helmets.

At first it looked like a mess of wires and metal, but then Drew noticed the speakers and vid screens inside the helmet. Suddenly it made sense. He poked around for a minute, following wires and nodding. The nauseous knot in his stomach eased up a bit. This he could understand. This made sense, sort of.

He sat in the chair. He avoided the dark leather straps situated right where his wrists and ankles would lay.

“Drew…” Jazz’s voice came from a speaker in the ceiling. She sounded terrified.

“It’s okay,” he said, fairly certain she could hear him. “It’s a VR system.”

“What?”

“Virtual reality. This must be what Donhil is working on next.”

“Virtual reality isn’t new,” Jazz said.

“No, but this is crazy advanced. Most VRs immerse people in sight and sound to draw them into the reality, but this looks like it can actually interface with technology, maybe even the body’s nervous system, to make it even more real.”

“More real?”

Drew nodded. “I’d be willing to bet whoever’s hooked into this has no clue once they’re in. It’d be so real they wouldn’t be able to tell it isn’t true reality.” It was fascinating technology, really. A computer geek’s dream. He pulled the helmet down over his head, checking out the wiring and tiny computers inside.

“I don’t think this is a good idea,” Jazz said.

He was about to reply when bright light washed out his vision and a high ringing sound filled his ears. Jazz and the real world fell away, replaced with Donhil’s virtual reality.
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Drew created.

That’s all he did. That’s all he was. Creating, inventing. Nothing else existed.

He sat on a wheelie stool at a work table. That was his entire world. He had everything he needed here.

Whatever he imagined appeared before him. When he needed a tool, it waited for him right in his reach. When he pictured an engine or a complex part, it would form in layers before his vision until he was satisfied it worked perfectly. Then it was there, as if it had always been there. Who knows, it might have.

He worked as fast as he could think, tinkering and tweaking and building with no effort whatsoever.

Not everything worked. Some things were too delicate, or their parts just didn’t function the way he’d pictured them. That was okay. That was the way inventing went: you had to make a lot of duds before making something that worked. As long as you learned from the duds you were still doing okay.

But when he did make something that worked… it worked. Drew hesitated in his creating. Something was missing, some part of the process that had always seemed necessary. But it couldn’t be necessary, because he was creating and inventing at a breakneck pace. And his inventions worked. That was all that mattered, wasn’t it? He shook his head and continued to work.

Some tiny, distant voice screamed that something was wrong, that he had to get out right now. But that was ridiculous. Where would he go? What would he do? He was here, he was inventing. That’s all that mattered. What else was there?

Drew kept creating.

Drew! Can you hear me?

The voice made him pause. There was something troubling about it. He couldn’t put a finger on what, though. It was like some essential part of code that would allow him to really understand it had been erased.

He went back to work.

His right arm twitched weirdly. Drew stared at it for a moment, then continued his inventing. But something tingled in the back of his head, like a thought was trying to form. A new idea? That would be awesome. He was almost done with this one.

Something’s wrong, Drew. I think you’re in danger.

The voice was louder this time, more real. Drew should have recognized it. He knew that, but he couldn’t puzzle it out. He put down his inventing and turned. Blank white met him, not a wall but… nothing.

The tingle in his head became a buzz, then electric pain like a lightning bolt, then something new burst into Drew’s thoughts: an emotion. For a moment he analyzed it with the same cold, exacting thought process he used with his inventing. His heart rate had elevated, his body responding with jitters and cold sweat. Then it swept over him like a tidal wave: panic.

Emotions drowned him like a dam had broken. Suddenly Drew felt everything he should have been feeling all along: terror at what was happening, awe at this place, satisfaction at his successes. That’s what had been missing before. Feelings. Passion. Excitement. He’d been creating without any of the emotions that normally accompanied the process. That usually didn’t work too well. That was way too much like being an adult with a job. It drained all the passion out of you.

His right arm twitched again, and Drew dimly felt something. It took him a minute to work out what this sensation was. When he did panic swept over him all over again. It was pain.

Drew! Can you hear me? Move your arm again if you can.

Drew reached up with his arm, but something told him he wasn’t doing it right. There was more to it than that.

He reached for the pain, the sensation still far away and alien, drawing it close. He embraced it—he was no stranger to pain—and made it his own. He felt his arm twitch again, and this time it felt right, even if he couldn’t figure out what he’d done differently.

Great! Drew, listen to me. You’re in Donhil’s virtual reality. Something’s wrong but the doors locked themselves once the VR turned on and I don’t know how to shut it off. It’s not real, Drew, you have to get out!

VR. Of course! How could he have forgotten? He’d been checking out the helmet and it activated on its own. Jazz was right. He had to get out of here.

But his inventing…

Thinking of anything other than inventing took every bit of his concentration. Even now, the half-finished thing he’d left on the table called to him. Inventing was so easy in here, and everything else so very hard. Like everything but creating had been locked away with his emotions.

The ghost pain Drew had been feeling kept building. He didn’t try to push it away. He focused on it. That was real. If only he could grab onto it, maybe he could use it to pull himself back into the real world.

It took a minute of concentrating, but he finally figured out what the pain was. Something was getting hot. On his hand, his arm. His real arm. It burned like hot metal. He’d felt something like it before, when sparks from Taylor’s welding had gotten beneath his brace during a weld.

His brace!

Drew looked down at his right hand. Here, in the VR, it wasn’t sheathed in metal. It was whole and perfect. Normal. No SuperDrew braces needed, on his arm or leg. He checked. No mangled flesh, no misshapen bones.

He wasn’t sure if the VR shorted out his emotions, or if he just couldn’t handle the sight and his own brain shut them down.

Drew!

Right. Whatever the VR showed him, Drew still had to get out. He focused hard on the pain in his arm, growing more intense with every heartbeat. He could almost feel the brace. Good.

Drew twitched his wrist, activating the super-strength on his brace. Hydraulics went to work and Drew put all his focus on bending his elbow. The SuperDrew brace took that weak command and turned it into a Hulk-powered move. Drew screamed as the pain in his arm flared.

His arm flailed and flew up toward his head, knocking away the VR helmet.

Drew’s senses came alive as he fell out of the VR chair. His vision swam and he felt like every part of his brain fired at exactly the same moment: the explosion of sight and smell and thought was so intense he swore he was going to throw up. Every sensation was amplified a million times over. Pain. Fear. Awe. For a second he could even feel his clothes against his skin and the metal holding his leg and arm straight with detail he’d never imagined before. It was like being hypersensitive to everything all at once. It was almost more than he could handle.

Just when he thought he’d be driven mad the sensations faded, and Drew started to get back to normal. Jazz burst through the door a second later and leaned over him, so scared she had tears in her eyes. “Are you okay?” Her voice shook as much as her hands.

“I think so.” Man, even talking hurt.

“What happened?” She reached for his braced arm, but stopped just before touching it. Drew looked down—his heart lurching as he remembered his perfectly normal arm in the VR—and tried to flinch away from it himself. The thing was almost red-hot, the vid screens dark. He could only hope the processors hadn’t been completely fried. The skin around the edges of the brace was red as a lobster. Even that really bad sunburn he’d gotten at the Grand Canyon a few years ago was nothing compared to this.

“I think the VR tried to access the computers in my brace the way they accessed my brain,” he said slowly. “My processors weren’t made to handle that much data input, so they overheated.” He tried to sit up, but only managed it with Jazz’s help. He was crazy dizzy and still more than a little nauseous. “Good thing they did, though, otherwise I don’t know if I’d have ever been able to get out of there.”

Drew hated to even think that, let alone say it out loud. The memory of sitting in that all-white space, creating and inventing like some mindless machine, made his skin crawl like a nightmare he couldn’t shake.

Jazz helped him get to his feet, not an easy task given their height difference, and helped him back into mission control. He sank into one of the office chairs gratefully. He hadn’t done anything physical, but he felt like he’d just finished running a marathon.

“Drew, that was… I’m not sure what was going on, but it didn’t look normal.”

“What do you mean?” His head still pounded, like the brain freeze from hell.

“Look, we’ve all seen brain scans and stuff on TV. As soon as you put on that helmet these screens lit up with scans of your brain, but they didn’t look anything like what you usually see. It was weird, like most of your brain wasn’t even working at all.” She scrolled through the pictures on her camera and showed one to him. Several screens had brain scan pictures on them, with only a single section lit up. The rest of his brain was completely dark. It might as well have been dead.

“It kind of felt like that,” he said, rubbing at his head. Maybe he could install some kind of massage feature into the SuperDrew braces next. Or at least stash some painkillers in one of the compartments. He’d kill for some Tylenol right about now. “It was like nothing existed but creating new stuff. It wasn’t even like I didn’t think of anything else. I couldn’t. While I was in there it was like I wasn’t even me. I was just some kind of creating machine. No emotions, nothing.”

Jazz pointed to a screen to their left. “That computer over there logged four separate inventions while you were in there.”

Four? Drew ran over to the screen. That was ridiculous. It took years for an idea to become something that had a possibility of becoming reality. And then it was a one-in-a-million chance it would actually work.

But the computer clearly showed four new ideas. Three had “problematic” next to them, but one said “promising.” Drew wished it would say what they were. He couldn’t even remember what he’d invented.

“How long was I in there?”

Jazz checked her phone. “Seventeen minutes.”

Four brand new inventions in seventeen minutes. Promising or no, not even a supercomputer could have done that.

Drew stared blindly at the bank of computers, his stomach rolling. “That’s how they do it,” he said, his voice hardly a whisper. Cold sweat made him shiver even though the room was almost uncomfortably warm.

“How they do what?” Jazz asked. She sat next to him, camera held in white-knuckled fingers on her lap.

“Donhil’s inventions. So much variety, so revolutionary, with so little time between them. We all just assumed they had a massive team of engineers and innovators. But instead they’re using this.” He gestured weakly toward the room behind the wall. “They’re using people as human computers. They’re hooking them up to this VR system, turning off every part of the brain they don’t need, and making all the inventions they come up with.”

It was Drew’s dream job gone horribly wrong. He’d always wanted to do nothing but sit around, tinker, and create stuff. When he grew up he’d hoped to get paid for it. But in there… he’d become nothing but an inventing machine, and it had been awful. There hadn’t been any joy in it. No excitement. No pride in his accomplishments. No snacks on the desk, no daydreaming, no bathroom breaks. Just creating, 24/7/365. It was his dream turned into a living nightmare.

Drew flipped through the notebooks again. This time, knowing what went on in the other room, they made a bit more sense. “They’ve been running the VR for eighteen hours a day, every single day for…” He flipped to the front of the notebook. “At least a year. Probably more.”

The thought of anyone being stuck in that VR for any length of time made Drew queasy. Seventeen minutes had drained him of all strength and given him the mother of all headaches. He felt wrung out, like it had stuck a straw in him and sucked all his energy out. What would seventeen hours have done to him? He’d be as helpless as a newborn baby. Probably as smart as one, too.

Drew read through the notes again, decoding some of it with his new insight. ‘BW’ probably stood for brainwaves. So this J. Turner person must have had a brainwave blackout, and T. Morales had a brainwave spike. Keeping track of their brain activity, figuring out when they came up with a new invention? Drew didn’t want to think about what they’d do when someone stopped being productive. It wasn’t like Donhil could just let that person go. They wouldn’t want anyone telling people about this.

He and Jazz sat there, side by side, not saying anything for a long time. There was just too much to process.

“Maybe this isn’t what it looks like,” Drew said. Even he could hear that he didn’t really believe that, though.

“Maybe it’s exactly what it looks like,” Jazz replied. 

“I mean, this is Donhil. They wouldn’t…”

“Drew.” Jazz spun his chair to face her and met his eyes, not a trace of silliness in her. “We all love Donhil for what they’ve done. But when we’re faced with evidence like this, we can’t refuse to accept it because we don’t like it. The truth is way more important than our ideals, and this—” she swept her hand around the room “—is the truth, whether we like it or not. That’s why we have to investigate. We can’t ignore this. If we find that Donhil is still totally innocent, great. But if we don’t…”

“Then we’d have to prove the most powerful and beloved company in the world is a giant fraud,” Drew finished. Just saying it made him sick to his stomach. “How could we even do that? Without Donhil, this world…”

That was a thought he refused to finish.

“We have to, Drew. That’s our responsibility now. We discovered this, we can’t just go on and pretend we didn’t see anything.” She paused, watching his face. Then she tapped on the notebook containing the names. Drew flinched at the sound. “We have to do this for these people, Drew. For J. Turner and T. Morales and all eight of them trapped in that VR.” 

Those poor people. Seventeen minutes and Drew felt sick, drained, like Donhil had poked around in his brain and stolen his thoughts. And he’d gone in there more or less of his own volition. Drew had seen the straps on the chairs. If someone tried to put him back in there now, they’d definitely have to use them. There was no way these people were doing this by choice.

He couldn’t bear the thought of his beloved Donhil doing anything like that. It was like discovering the X-Men were really the bad guys. That Superman or Captain America were villains. Which left only one choice: find out what was really going on so he could prove this wasn’t as horrible as it seemed. “Where do we start?”

Jazz stood, the investigative journalist taking over. She tapped her fingers on her camera. “No one will believe a handful of pictures, no matter how convincing,” she said, mostly to herself. “Especially if they come from a couple of kids. Donhil will refute it and everyone will write it off as a conspiracy theory. We need something Donhil can’t sweep under the rug.”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know. Emails maybe, or some kind of record that references the VR. There’s got to be something, and the best place to find it will be up high with the guy who knows everything going on around here.”

“So now we really need to get to the director’s office,” Drew said. They’d find something to explain all of this there. Donhil would be proven innocent, and everything would make sense again.

Jazz nodded, and they didn’t even look back as they left mission control and the awful VR behind them.
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They didn’t say much as they left R&D and continued on their way to the director’s office. Drew was still shaken by his seventeen minutes in the VR, and his headache stuck around like a stubborn pimple. His arm brace had finally cooled down, but he didn’t dare try to reboot his processors yet. What would he do if they were fried? Replacing them would be expensive—they were some of the few parts he had to purchase outside the family.

The skin beneath the brace felt sticky and raw. He’d have to go for a while without the brace to let it heal once all this was done. Days of painful one-handed uselessness. Wouldn’t that be fun. Not to mention explaining it to his parents so they wouldn’t panic. Or suspect he hadn’t actually spent the night at Taylor’s.

And then that VR…

This was all starting to become a mess.

Drew should have been more nervous, heading even deeper into Donhil HQ. But knowing what they did to get their inventions, experiencing how awful it really was, Drew could hardly wait to get some answers. Jazz practically ran to keep up with him, even though he was supposed to be following her. She was the one who knew where they were going, after all.

After a while Jazz pointed out another locked door. “This leads to the executive offices,” she said, pulling out her stolen security badge. “I hope this guy had access to get in here.”

They both held their breath as Jazz scanned the badge. After the longest second of Drew’s life the door buzzed at them like a game show Wrong Answer. No such luck.

He tried Edward’s badge. Another buzz. He swore it sounded angrier this time.

He clicked on the flashlight in his finger and knelt in front of the door. He peered at the crack where the door fit into the jamb, tightly but not incredibly so. He could just make out the thick bolt keeping the door shut.

“We might be able to break in,” he said, “but then they’ll definitely know someone was here.”

“They probably will already. They track when badges are swiped at doors.”

Drew looked back at her. “That would have been nice to know before we started using them.”

She shrugged. “They might not think much of it. Besides, even if they didn’t track the badges they’ll still see the new inventions in the VR computers. There’s no way we can get around that.”

Drew’s stomach churned at the memory.

“It’ll be fine,” Jazz said with natural cheeriness. “We’ll be out of here long before they start asking questions, if they ever do.”

“I hope you’re right,” Drew said. He was suddenly a lot more nervous and found himself glancing over his shoulder, expecting guards to be standing right there. He forced himself back to the lock. One problem at a time. None of this will have been worth it if they didn’t find something they could use to prove Donhil’s innocence.

Or corruption. Drew could hardly believe he was even considering that.

Drew swung open the tool compartment on his thigh. There had to be something in there that would help.

Jazz leaned over his shoulder, staring at the array of carbon fiber tools lining the compartment. “Whoa.”

“I know, right?”

“What else do you have in there?”

“All sorts of things.”

“Cool.” Jazz sounded genuinely impressed, which made Drew smile. There had to be some upside to his braces, and impressing girls was one of the best upsides he could possibly imagine.

Drew pulled out an ultra-thin hacksaw blade, made for cutting through metal rather than wood. Taylor had thought it might be good to have in case something horrible went wrong with his braces and Drew had to cut them off. It was a one-in-a-million kind of worry, but he hadn’t argued. Looked like Taylor’s fear was going to pay off, just not quite in the way he’d expected.

There was just enough room between the door and the jamb to slide the blade in there. Drew set to sawing, aware with each motion that he’d totally be sent to jail for this if they were caught.

Taylor had made sure the hacksaw was as sharp as he could make it. It cut through the bolt in just over a minute, and Drew slid it back into his tool compartment. The door slowly swung open with the tiniest push.

This hallway looked a heck of a lot nicer than the others: this one had carpet, not super plush but still better than concrete or cheap linoleum tile, and the walls were painted a slightly more cheerful color than plain white. The doors were darker, made to look more like oak or cherry than the utilitarian ones before. Fancy offices. They were getting close.

They went straight for the one at the back. There was no lock on this door, and Drew pushed it open without a sound. Inside was a huge office, nice in the way only ridiculously rich supervillains’ offices were in movies. Drew could have used the desk as a bed with plenty of room to spare. Right behind it was a massive window overlooking part of a parking lot and the trees beyond. The sun was a lot lower than it had been when he met Jazz in the cafeteria. A couple of bookcases lined the left wall, along with some paintings and small sculptures. It looked more like a gallery than an office.

In the corner to Drew’s right was one of the Surefire Sleep mattresses, set up like a showroom model. It even had a fancy bedspread and end table with a small stack of books on it. It looked heavenly, and Drew suddenly felt just how tired he was. Once they finished here he would sleep for a week. Drew pulled his eyes away from the bed before he was too tempted to lay down on it.

A huge ultra-modern vid screen dominated the right wall, completely at odds with the antique-looking bookcase opposite. It was broken into several different feeds, some security cameras, some news channels, but the majority of it was a massive map of the world. Several sites were marked with the Donhil logo—regional offices like this one, he guessed.

Drew stepped closer and tapped the logo for this office. A huge drop-down menu opened below the icon, listing everything most people could have ever wanted to know: employee count (857), areas of expertise (sleep research, mostly, but a few technology areas like R&D), revenue (off the charts), and other run-of-the-mill information. But nothing at all about the VR or how they got the ideas for their products.

He closed that menu and moved to the next Donhil office, on the east coast of the USA. The same information was listed, only the expertise here was mostly media and social relations. That must be their next product, but what could they do to the media? The news was the news, whether it was presented in paper or vid or podcast form. Donhil couldn’t just create whatever news they wanted.

Could they?

“Hey Jazz? What are the odds someone—say, a company—could take over the media?”

“Newspapers are technically companies, out for profit, so in a way that’s already the truth,” Jazz said without turning away from scanning the bookshelf. “Just look at news sites from different countries. The BBC and the Jerusalem Post report stories really differently than we hear even from the more reliable journalism sites here, and there are huge things going on around the world that we don’t even hear about in the states. Everyone reports what their audience is interested in, with a spin that makes it irresistible. It’s the original clickbait.” She chuckled a little, but was back to serious a second later. “So the odds aren’t bad. It wouldn’t be that hard for a big enough organization to control what the common person believes.”

“You mean an organization as big as Donhil?”

Jazz finally left the bookshelf and came to stand beside him. A few seconds passed while she read. “Oh they are not going to monopolize the media too.”

“Looks like they’re gonna try,” Drew said.

“Food and transports are one thing. Mattresses even. But controlling the news? No one should have power over the media like that. People deserve to know the truth of what’s going on. The unbiased truth.”

Drew raised an eyebrow and glanced at her. “And you say journalism isn’t what you really want to do.”

Jazz huffed, but didn’t take her eyes from the map.

“If it makes you feel better, it’s not like the media is unbiased now. My dad has been complaining about crooked media my entire life.”

She looked at him like she couldn’t believe he’d just said that. “No. That does not make me feel better, Drew. Sheesh.”

He smirked and shrugged. “Just trying to help.”

She elbowed him in the ribs and turned away from the map, grumbling under her breath. Drew moved to the edge of the screen and ran his fingers along it. On the bottom right he found what he was looking for: the port hub.

The moment of truth had finally come, and Drew held his breath while he powered on his wrist’s vid screen. It felt like an eternity before the processors started cranking and everything registered a-okay. Drew exhaled a sigh of relief. He was seriously lucky they hadn’t been charred to a crisp by the VR.

He turned his wrist over and pulled the USB cable from its housing inside the brace. He reached down and plugged it into the hub, then turned his wrist back over to check the small screen mounted there. He’d never used this feature for more than transferring movies and music from one computer to another, but now was a great time to really try it out.

File Transfer: Unknown Computer to SuperDrew System. Y/N?

Drew punched the Y and watched as the SuperDrew braces copied the map and office data. He wasn’t sure how it would help, but it couldn’t hurt to keep an eye on what Donhil was doing around the world.

While he waited for the copy to finish, Drew went back to scanning through the international offices. Several listed no specialty, or were clearly the offices in charge of the products already released. These had much smaller employee numbers and astronomical revenue. For products they practically gave away. It didn’t make sense.

But the offices that did show areas of expertise worried Drew: medical research. Education. Housing and community specialists. One of the offices in Egypt specialized in clothing and fashion. The knot of nausea Drew had been fighting ever since the VR started climbing up his throat in earnest.

Maybe Donhil was doing all this because humanity really needed it. They were a pretty messed up species in a lot of ways. Donhil had proved they could make life better in a couple of areas already, why not try to improve all the others also? There wasn’t anything sinister about trying to improve the way their entire planet worked, right?

They replaced all our food with their superfood. Then they replaced our cars and bicycles, trains and airplanes. Now they’re taking over the way we sleep. Next is our news, education, medicine, houses, and clothing.

That pretty much covered the basic human needs. If Donhil monopolized them all, in a handful of years humanity wouldn’t be able to survive without them.

What would happen if Donhil suddenly pulled out of the business? If they stopped selling their superfood, or if they recalled all their transports? No one grew their own food anymore. Practically no one cooked. New houses weren’t even coming with full kitchens anymore, just a giant walk-in freezer to store Donhil’s superfood and an industrial microwave to heat it up.

And everyone used Donhil’s ultra-fast transports. Cars and trains were relics. Gas stations were non-existent, replaced with Donhil’s special battery chargers in every garage. No one could go anywhere without Donhil.

Now they were getting everyone addicted to these new mattresses. If they were half as revolutionary as the superfood or transports, no one would ever want to go back to sleeping in a normal bed ever again.

Donhil was controlling the way humanity did everything, slowly but surely. Even if they weren’t trying to take over the world, they were well on their way to achieving it.

Why would a company want to do that? Two reasons: either they were the world’s biggest philanthropists, or they had something else up their sleeve.

Maybe Drew had read too many comic books, but he seriously doubted anyone could be this generous. Anyone who looked this good on the outside had to be hiding something. And the bigger the good, the worse the bad they were hiding.

Drew needed proof. One way or the other. He couldn’t stand not knowing what Donhil’s true motivations were.

Fascinating as the map was, Drew wouldn’t find what he needed there. Too out in the open, too easy for someone to click on the wrong thing and learn something Donhil didn’t want them to know. Drew replaced the USB cable in his wrist and turned to the desk.

He couldn’t imagine why someone would need a desk this big. The keyboard and monitor were off to one side, and a stack of papers sat on the opposite side of the chair, but they took up only a tiny fraction of the room on top. Drew was tall and his arms were almost scary-long, but when he sat in the plush chair even he couldn’t reach the far side of the desk.

The computer was password protected, of course, and Drew was no hacker. No getting in there.

The drawers were mostly boring office supplies: paper clips, a stapler, Post-It notes, reams of blank paper. The pencil drawer was crammed full of pens. Who in their right mind needed so many pens?

Drew yanked on the bottom drawer, big enough to hold files, but it didn’t budge. A tiny silver lock kept it closed. Drew looked around for a key, but couldn’t find one. The guy couldn’t have been nice enough to hide it somewhere obvious, of course. “Dang it. Locked.”

“Don’t you have lock picks in your leg?” Jazz asked.

“Yeah. But that doesn’t mean I know how to use them.”

“Why have them if you don’t know how to use them?”

“I’m working on it! I just haven’t gotten there yet.”

Jazz rolled her eyes.

Left with only one option, Drew rifled through the papers on top of the desk. Office memos, meeting summaries, boring office crap. Nothing useful at all.

“If I was a key, where would I be hiding?” Drew mumbled.

“Not at the desk,” Jazz replied. She was still perusing the bookshelf like there would be something interesting to find there. “That’s so obvious. If you don’t want anyone to find something, don’t put it somewhere people will look.”

“Good point.” Drew got up and walked around the desk, looking around. The bookcase was the other obvious choice—there were a lot of nooks and crannies to hide stuff in there—but there wasn’t anything else in the office that could be much use. The screen was too big to move, plus it was mounted to the wall. The bed didn’t look like it had been touched since it was brought in. The window took up too much room on the back wall, and that was about all that was in the office. Bookcase it was.

Drew wasn’t much of a reader, but these books looked even more boring than usual. Some of the titles he couldn’t even understand, things about law or business or vague ramblings about some obscure historical event. Jazz seemed more interested in them, so Drew left the books to her and started checking out the sculptures instead.

Even these leaned toward the dull side. Mostly bronze busts of famous dead people: lots of inventors, he realized. Nikola Tesla. Thomas Edison. Leonardo da Vinci. The guys every tinkerer idolized, Drew included. Appropriate, given Donhil’s innovations.

Then again, did the guy who worked in this office have anything to do with them? Or did he just sign off on a bunch of papers, doing whatever the people in the VR came up with?

“Ah-ha!”

Drew turned at Jazz’s excitement. She held open a small door, the outside sculpted and painted to look like book spines. One of those hide-it-in-plain-sight boxes. Brilliant.

She reached in and handed something small to Drew. A key.

“You are so awesome,” Drew said, holding the key like it was the most priceless treasure on Earth.

“I know.”

He went back to the desk, plopped into the chair, and stuck the key in the lock on the bottom drawer. It turned without a hitch and the drawer slid open, revealing dozens of files with neat labels. VR Simulation Program, Health & Wellness Report, Patent Revenue Summary.

Drew grinned. Jackpot.

He pulled out the Patent Revenue Summary and flipped it open. Long columns of tiny numbers covered dozens of pages, along with patent numbers—close to twenty of them—and short descriptions. At least that explained where Donhil got a lot of their funding. Patenting and selling small inventions and keeping the best for Donhil itself. Nothing sinister about that. Point for Donhil.

He put the revenue report back and pulled out the Health & Wellness Report next. A row of pictures stared back at him: four men, four women, each with hollow cheeks and empty expressions. Their names were stamped under the pictures: B. MCCONNELL. T. MORALES. J. TURNER.

Drew’s stomach flopped. Those were the names written in the logbook at mission control. These were the people strapped into the VR day after day.

If Drew had had any doubts about the damage long-term exposure to the VR would have on a person, this report completely erased them. Drew couldn’t stand to do more than glance at the pictures. The sadness and pain in their eyes made him hurt.

He scanned the following pages: apparently some doctor had come in to make sure they were still healthy, despite being locked in the VR eighteen hours a day. He’d said they were fine, but even Drew could see they weren’t. He couldn’t imagine anyone would be fine after a single day in the VR, let alone months like these people had been. Point for conspiracy. A big one, too.

It didn’t prove anything, but it was a lead. A good one. At the very least someone would have to investigate, and Drew doubted Donhil would be able to hide for long if that happened.

Drew typed in a quick command and a tiny light in the middle of his palm turned on. He waited until the screen on his wrist read Scanner Ready, then pointed his open hand at the papers. A little hourglass turned over and over as the miniscule, wide-angle camera scanned the document. It would take about a minute, since it didn’t have much power behind it, and Drew had to stay still the entire time.

“Drew!”

Drew turned back to Jazz. She stared at the giant screen, terror in her eyes. Drew followed her gaze. A mob of security guys was storming down a corridor. They could only be coming for one thing. Them.

Drew looked back to his screen. Only 23% complete. All he could see was the letterhead, a stylized FRMS over that snake-and-staff symbol of medicine, and the title of the report. Nothing helpful. He’d have to get to the bottom of the first page before anything even remotely incriminating showed up. The following pages would be even better.

But he didn’t have time to wait for the scan to finish. The guards would be here before it would read the first page.

One page out of twenty, at least.

But even one scanned page would be worth nothing if he was caught.

He canceled the scan, grabbed the papers, and bolted for the door. Jazz was already out and heading down the hallway, hopefully away from where the guards were coming from. They had to get out of here, fast, before Donhil caught up to them.
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They raced through the door Drew had broken into and back into the more common hallways. Drew could hear the guards now, echoing footsteps and muttered commands coming from a nearby hall. He and Jazz veered away from the sounds, heading back toward R&D.

His heartbeat was so loud he could hardly hear anything else. His bum leg screamed as he pushed it far beyond its limits, even in the SuperDrew brace. The mangled bones just weren’t strong enough for running. But Drew didn’t have any choice. He couldn’t get caught, so he had to endure the pain and run.

They passed the hallway leading to R&D just as a bunch of guards swarmed through the double doors. They’d probably started their search there, with the door to the VR Jazz had swiped them into.

“There! Stop!”

Drew’s stomach crashed into his racing heart. Three guards stared right at them, guns pointed at their chests. He instinctively raised his hands, crumpled health report gripped in his left hand.

“Drop the papers!”

“No way!” Drew couldn’t lose this. Without it they had nothing on Donhil except their word. Somehow Drew doubted anyone would believe him and Jazz over Donhil Corp.

The guards took several steps forward, guns still leveled on them.

“Come on!” Jazz tugged on his sleeve before dashing away, farther down the hallway. Two of the guards swung their guns toward where she’d been standing and fired. Unbelievably loud pops followed, and dull thuds as bullets impacted the wall where she’d been standing.

Drew had heard a lot about fight or flight reactions, but he’d never expected them to be so powerful. As soon as he registered the gunshots he was moving without a conscious decision to do so. His legs carried him away from the guards and their guns, even as more pops followed the first.

They’re shooting at us! They freaking tried to shoot us!

He heard yelling behind him, then footsteps thundering up. Jazz had already rounded the corner ahead, but even with the weight-canceling thrusters Drew was a lot slower than her.

And a lot slower than the guard behind him.

He was almost to the corner when Drew was tackled from behind. The guard wasn’t a huge guy, thankfully, and he took a few hard knocks from the metal SuperDrew braces, but Drew still skid along the ground and earned a few bruises and scrapes of his own. He struggled against the guy’s grip, but he didn’t seem to be working too hard to keep Drew from escaping. He was focused on Drew’s hand and the papers he carried.

Drew fought to keep them, but the guard was stronger than him and had leverage. The pages tore as Drew tried to pull them away. He could not lose these. He clutched even harder at the shredded papers, hoping they would still be enough to prove what was going on here.

The guard punched Drew in the ribs.

Pain lanced through his torso, making him nauseous. His body curled around itself, instinct trying to protect his vital organs from further punishment. The shock and pain made his grip loosen, and the guard yanked the rest of the report from Drew’s grasp. He chucked the pages back down the hall, away from Drew’s reach, then straddled him to keep him down. He pulled a pair of handcuffs from his belt, but hesitated as he looked at the slim cuff and Drew’s thick, metal-shod wrist.

Drew used that second to pull a washer from his pocket. In a single motion he slid it into the disc shooter, aimed at the guard’s thigh, and fired.

Thank goodness the guy was wearing thick camo pants. The washer would have done some serious damage without it. As it was, the guard howled and rocked backwards, blood leaking down his leg already. Maybe it had done serious damage anyways. Drew hoped not. He hadn’t wanted to actually injure the guy.

Still, Drew took advantage of the guy’s reaction and wriggled free. He didn’t wait to see if the guard would follow him, or even if he could. Drew just ran—limped really quickly, more accurately. He hoped he’d be able to catch up to Jazz before more guards caught up to him.

His mind shut down. He couldn’t process this anymore. It was just too much. He focused on running after Jazz, on getting out. He could worry about the rest later. They had to survive first.

Jazz waited for him around the next corner, and they continued running. The sound of guards remained behind them, close enough to keep them sprinting at top speed. Little whimpers escaped his throat as intense pain jolted through his leg. His lungs burned, and Drew could hardly hear anything over his pounding heart and the clank of his brace hitting the floor. He’d have to have a serious talk with Taylor about stealth if they got out of this.

Drew was so lost all he could do was hope Jazz knew where she was going. He didn’t think this was the way they’d come, but then again all of these hallways looked pretty much identical.

He started hearing strange sounds as they ran, like they were coming up on a giant factory. “Where are we going?” he asked Jazz, yelling and panting.

She didn’t answer. She just turned a corner and pulled open a door marked with signs warning them about losing fingers and wearing ear protection. That didn’t set Drew at ease any.

They burst through the door and the sounds exploded in volume, so loud Drew instinctively covered his ears. He could feel the noise in here, vibrating in his chest and his broken joints.

Machinery blanketed the room, hanging from the ceiling and covering almost every inch of floor. The air was unusually humid and heavy with smells of oil and disinfectants and PE locker rooms. Jazz pulled him away from the door and into a corner where they wouldn’t be noticed right away. Drew kept staring at the machinery, slowing figuring out what they were doing.

He’d been right on one thing: Donhil wasn’t just throwing away the old mattresses. They were recycling them. But he’d never dreamed they were recycling the old mattresses into Surefire Sleeps.

He and Jazz watched as a line of mattresses entered the factory from the far wall—that was probably where the conveyor belt entered from outside, which meant they weren’t all that far from an exit—and entered the mess of machinery. Robotic arms sliced and diced the mattresses apart with brutal efficiency. Bits and pieces went every which way, passing through giant steamers or showers of chemicals. More robots reassembled the pieces on the other side of the factory, stitching them together into shiny new Surefire Sleeps. Drew didn’t understand. How could Donhil take the same old materials and make them into this amazing new product?

Jazz was taking pictures of everything, creeping forward to get better shots. She even ducked under a few conveyor belts to see what was going on inside this behemoth. Drew was interested in how it worked too, but they had more urgent problems to deal with. The door they’d come through had opened, and guards wearing giant yellow headphones piled into the room.

Drew crept forward and followed Jazz under the conveyor belts, diving into the middle of the machinery. The guards would search the walls first. Maybe this way they could make it across the room and out without being caught. He was pretty sure he’d seen a door over there.

They crouched and crawled around robots and machines of every description. The noise was deafening. Drew carefully kept his hands at his sides. He could totally see why they’d put up those “Don’t Lose a Finger!” signs outside. He could lose his head in here if he wasn’t careful.

Jazz came up beside him and tried to tell him something, but he couldn’t hear anything over the noise and he’d never been good at reading lips. She scowled, shouting right in his ear, but he still couldn’t understand her. Finally she grabbed his arm and pulled him to their right, pointing at a machine half-hidden behind the one they crouched behind.

Hundreds of smartphone-sized green motherboards cycled past on a conveyor belt, robotic arms soldering on memory chips and resistors. Drew scowled. That didn’t make sense. Why were they making computer parts in the middle of a mattress factory?

They followed the conveyor belt until they reached the end, where the motherboards were transferred onto a bed of springs and fluff—they were implanting computers into the Surefire Sleep mattresses.

Drew so wanted to stay there and figure out why, but the guards were starting to search more than just along the walls. The machinery was good cover but it wouldn’t hide them forever. They had to leave, now.

Jazz didn’t follow when Drew waved her forward, still taking pictures of the motherboards and other bits of the factory. Drew grabbed her arm and tugged, but she shoved him away and kept snapping.

“We have to get out of here!” he shouted, even though he knew she couldn’t hear him.

She turned to him, scowling, and jabbed a finger at her camera. “EV-I-DENCE,” she mouthed, exaggerating it so Drew could understand.

Drew pointed behind them. “BAD GUYS,” he replied in the same way.

Jazz turned that way. He could see her understand his point, and the way she looked back to the machines told him how much she didn’t want to admit it. But they couldn’t ignore the danger, and finally Jazz relented and followed him toward the far side of the room.

They had to wait for a couple of guards to finish sweeping that wall. Drew’s heart pounded so loud he swore he could hear it over the machinery. All those guys had to do was duck down and look this way and they’d see him and Jazz. But Drew didn’t dare back up—there were guards that way too. And he was staring at the door out of here.

Another guard came up to the ones checking this wall. They did some weird combination of shouting and hand signals and then they all trekked back to the door they’d come through. Drew let out a deep breath. They’d decided he and Jazz weren’t in here after all.

It felt like ages before all the guards had left and he and Jazz were able to make a dash for the door. They ran through a short hallway and then another door, and then they were back in the warehouse Drew had entered from. He could see the night sky outside, moonlight spilling in through small windows high up by the ceiling. It made the warehouse look spooky, with dark shadows, but that would just make it easier for them to hide from the guards in the mattress-and-crate maze.

But it would also take them ages to work their way through that maze to the door. They would never be able to make it before the guards surrounded the warehouse. By the time they made it to the far side of the warehouse, half a football field away, it would be a miracle if they could still make it out.

They had to find another way across the warehouse. And Drew had just the thing.

“Hold on to me!”

Jazz grabbed him around the waist and squeezed so tightly Drew could barely breathe. He twitched his fingers and the joints in his leg brace snapped straight. A second later his new jets fired and launched them straight up. Jazz whimpered. At least she didn’t scream.

He flew them to the tops of the crates, landed, and immediately kicked off again. Jumping from stack to stack wouldn’t be good enough with guards on their butts—they had to get up to the ceiling. His little ion rockets strained with Jazz’s extra weight, and for a minute Drew was worried they wouldn’t be strong enough to get them all the way up. They sputtered and his speed dropped to a crawl, but they lifted him high enough for Drew to reach out and grab one of the beams, engaging his SuperDrew super-strength to hold them in place. His shoulder screamed from the weight, but there wasn’t much he could do about that.

With deep breaths Drew slowly bent his elbow, pulling them up. His hand felt like molten lava, and the burns stung even worse as sweat collected beneath the metal. Even with the strength of the metal and hydraulics it took everything he had to lift him and Jazz far enough that they could climb on top of the beam.

Jazz shook so much Drew was afraid she’d fall right off the beam, but once she let go of him and straddled the cold metal she latched onto it like a barnacle. Drew was a little more comfortable with heights, but that was probably because he knew he could just engage his jets to slow a fall if he had to. Amazing how fast he got used to having his SuperDrew braces around.

They watched in silence as guards barreled into the warehouse below them. A couple of them still had their guns out, held in two hands and swiveling around like cops on TV. The others dashed into the maze. Just like Drew thought, they raced through it like trained mice and made it to the loading dock way faster than he and Jazz could have. Drew heard several shouts, saw one guy below speak into an earpiece mic, and then thuds indicated the doors had just been sealed. The echo sounded like the most final, dreadful thing Drew had ever heard. Trapped.

“We know you’re in here,” one of the guards called. His voice echoed too. “Show yourselves. If you force us to flush you out, it won’t go nearly as well for you.”

Drew and Jazz looked at each other. She was terrified. So was Drew, but he tried not to show it. It would be super helpful to have his emotions shut off again, like they’d been in the VR—he could really use that analytical train of thought right about now. He did his best to push everything aside and duplicate that feeling of cold logic. How to get out. That was what he had to focus on right now. Worry about everything else later.

Drew cocked his head toward one of the warehouse windows. It was a little below the beams they clung to, but it shouldn’t be too hard to climb over to it and out. They could escape that way.

Jazz followed his motions and nodded, tucking her camera into her hoodie so it didn’t clang against the metal. They weren’t completely silent as they crawled along the beams to the window, but the echoes helped hide where the noises came from. Plus the guards didn’t spend much of their time looking up. No one expected them to suddenly fly up thirty feet to the ceiling, after all. Drew was seriously grateful for that.

Jazz reached the window first, leaning over and peeking out. “There are guards down there too,” she whispered. “I guess we could climb onto the roof from here. It isn’t that far.” Even in the darkness Drew could see how pale she’d gotten. She didn’t sound enthusiastic about that plan in the least.

“I wouldn’t be able to do that,” Drew said. “My super-strength is great but it can’t help me climb much.” Plus he was in so much pain he doubted he could manage any more acrobatics. Not that he was about to admit it or anything.

Jazz fell silent. She, like him, seemed fresh out of ideas.

“Okay,” he whispered back, mind whirring. “We need a distraction. Something that will make them stop looking for you.”

“Like what?”

Drew looked down at the guards. He hated this plan so much. But at least one of them had to get out. Jazz had her camera and could tell everyone what they’d seen. She also had at least some connections to the media through her internship, so she knew who to tell to start an investigation. They’d believe her over some random kid in braces they’d never met. 

Besides, his parents had raised Drew to be a gentleman. No way he could let the girl take the fall.

“Don’t you dare,” Jazz said, following his gaze and practically reading his mind.

“There’s something weird going on here,” Drew said, “and one of us has to get out of here to figure out what it is. The only way they’ll stop looking is if one of us is caught.”

“The guards saw us both. They’ll keep looking for me.”

“Sure, but I’ll tell them we split up. You ran the other way.”

“They won’t believe you.”

“But they’ll have to check, leaving fewer guards here. Easier for you to escape that way.”

Jazz watched him for a long minute. “I don’t like this one bit.”

“Me neither,” Drew said. “But we have to figure out what Donhil is up to.”

Another minute, then Jazz nodded. Drew was thankful she didn’t start crying or some other girly nonsense. “Be safe. Message me the second you escape.”

Drew smiled, pleased she assumed he’d find his way out of this. “You turned out to be a pretty decent sidekick,” he said.

Jazz smiled back. “Partner.”

“Whatever.”

Drew climbed back toward the front of the warehouse, doing his very best to stay silent. It wasn’t easy with so much exposed metal all around him. A few times he made the guards below him pause and glance up. Only the distance and darkness kept him hidden. If one of them shined their light up here he’d be sunk.

Then again, as long as they didn’t see Jazz it didn’t matter much, did it? The end result would be the same. But he didn’t want them to know he’d gotten all the way up here.

Once Drew reached the front of the warehouse, he loaded another washer into his disc shooter. He looked over his shoulder, back toward where he’d left Jazz, but she was either gone or completely hidden in the shadows. Hopefully she made it out okay.

Drew pointed his arm toward the far corner of the warehouse, as far from Jazz’s window as he could get, and fired. The washer hit the concrete ground with a loud ringing sound. The guards started shouting and running toward the noise. Someone finally seemed to notice how dark it was, because the fluorescent lights came on with low buzzing sounds and blinding light. Especially for Drew, who was right at eye-level with them.

He activated his ankle rockets and jumped off the beam before anyone could spot him. Hopefully all the distractions, plus the novelty of watching a flying teenager turn himself in, would make sure Jazz got a good head start on her escape.

The guard directly in front of Drew looked seriously freaked out as he landed, but Drew was too scared to enjoy the expression. What would they do now? Arrest him? Shoot him? He shook so much he could hardly keep his balance.

Several guards surrounded Drew the second he hit the ground. Two held his arms—the one on the right awkwardly trying not to brush against his metal brace—while a couple more kept their guns trained on him.

The guard facing him met his eyes. Then he leaned his head to the side and spoke into his earpiece mic. “We have him. Bringing him in now.”
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Thank goodness for those rappelling classes at summer camp.

Jazz clung to the side of the roof with all the strength she could muster. She never would have made it out of that window without those climbing lessons. Then again, she wouldn’t have agreed to go out that way without them, either. She was way better than she’d been before, but heights still weren’t among her favorite things on earth. Unlike blueberries. Or chocolate. Or munching on blueberries and chocolate chips while getting caught up on all the latest Hollywood gossip. Now that was heaven right there.

What she wouldn’t give for some blueberries right now. She felt weak as a kitten, her muscles screaming at her. Small as she was, strong as she was from daily swim practice, it still wasn’t easy to crawl out a window and haul herself onto the roof with only the strength of her arms. Not to mention making sure she didn’t break her dad’s camera. Being smashed against a brick wall wouldn’t exactly qualify as good care tactics, and he would ground her for the rest of her life if she returned it with even a scratch.

Versus grounding me until I graduate for taking it out tonight in the first place.

Normally that thought would have made her get chills of dread all over. But somehow, lying on a roof trying to escape a swarm of bad guys, the inevitable grounding to come didn’t seem quite so bad.

No, Jazz had plenty of other things to worry about right now. She and Drew had discovered something big. Bigger than big. Something even a seasoned journalist would die to expose. Donhil Corporation itself, corrupt? It was almost incomprehensible. But after what Jazz had seen in there, pacing that control room while Drew was stuck in the VR, watching the monitors as his brain shut off and then seeing him panic when he finally got out… Jazz couldn’t believe Donhil was innocent of anything anymore. Drew might still be in denial, but Jazz saw the facts. This wasn’t right. And they had to do something about it.

Jazz finally gathered the strength to sit up. It was cold up here on the roof. And she’d never be able to get her story out there by hanging around up here.

Keeping as low to the roof as she could, in case any guards out here decided to look up, Jazz started creeping toward the far side of the warehouse. She’d spotted an access ladder earlier, when she’d been doing her recon as Drew arrived. Once she got back to the ground she could start working on how to get Drew out of here, too. Partners never left each other behind.

Besides, she still needed to get that interview from him.

She wasn’t even halfway across the roof when she heard the outer gate rattle open behind her. She paused mid-step. Who would be coming into Donhil this late? She had already turned around before she even finished the thought.

Jazz pulled the camera out of her hoodie and held it in her hand as she got down on her belly and squirmed the last few steps toward the edge of the building. Three super sleek, elegant transports, modeled like fancy cars from the 1920’s, came to a stop right before the entrance. Bunches of security guys got out and checked over the parking lot. Jazz recognized their movements and readied her camera, her heart pounding with excitement. This was the same thing bodyguards did before some major celebrity stepped onto the red carpet.

Jazz snapped pictures in rapid succession as a guard opened the back door of the transport. A woman stepped out, as elegant as her transport, and surveyed the building as if she owned everything in sight. Jazz got several clear shots of her face before her brain caught up with her. She nearly dropped her camera when it did. That wasn’t just some A-list celebrity there. That was Chatana Lungowe herself, founder and CEO of Donhil Corporation, one of the richest and most powerful people in the world.

Jazz could think of only one thing that would have brought her to this office after hours. Security had called her when they’d discovered her and Drew snooping around. Chatana Lungowe had come to personally deal with the intruders.

Drew was doomed.

The entrance doors opened and one of the internal security guards stepped out. He started reporting to one of Ms. Lungowe’s bodyguards under his breath, but clearly Ms. Lungowe wasn’t having any of that. “I assure you I already know quite a bit of the situation here. But even if I didn’t, I believe I am entitled to know everything that happens within my company.” She sounded so confident that Jazz knew she wasn’t used to be disobeyed.

“Yes, Ma’am,” the guard stammered. He sounded terrified, like he’d just been called into the principal’s office.

Jazz held her breath.

“We caught one of the kids, a boy, Drew Stirling. We’re still looking for the girl. No ID on her yet, but we’re checking the security feed for more information. We’ve confirmed they got into R&D, the vault, and the director’s office.”

“How did they get access to the vault?” Ms. Lungowe’s voice sounded cold, like she was holding in a whole lot of anger.

“A security pass was swiped at the door.”

“Get me all the information on the pass holder, and suspend him or her until our investigation is complete. With pay, of course, unless they are proven complicit in this.”

“Yes, Ma’am.” The guard looked like he was about to say something, but stopped himself.

“Stalling will not make your report any easier.”

“Yes, Ma’am.” He cleared his throat and launched in, speaking a lot faster like he had to get it all out before he lost his nerve. “We checked the vault logs and it seems like the VR was activated for a brief period of time. We don’t know what these kids did or if they even know what they found, but we have some science people looking over the logs now. One of our guys also grabbed this off the boy when they were trying to escape from the director’s office.” He handed over a crinkled, torn set of papers—that report Drew had tried to swipe. Jazz never really got a great look at it, but from the look on Ms. Lungowe’s face it must have been something really juicy.

“We need to get the PR department on this right away. There are about to be some nasty rumors flying around, and we need to stomp them out before they can make any significant progress.” Ms. Lungowe pulled out a sleek cell phone. Whoever she called must have picked up immediately, because she hardly paused before giving out more orders. “We need to push up our media timelines. Set up an emergency meeting with Philadelphia tomorrow morning. We need the next phase of Donhil’s plan in place by the end of the year at the very latest.” She put away her cell phone without another word and looked back at the security guy. “Get me all the information you can on the boy you’ve caught. I’d like to have a word with him.”

The guard nodded and scrambled back into the building. 

Ms. Lungowe turned to one of her bodyguards. “Once I’ve dealt with that, I’d like to see the production lines for myself.”

“You have a tour scheduled for tomorrow morning…”

She waved him away. “Yes, I know. But I’m already here, and I’d rather like to see the facility without a mob of sycophants trying to pretend everything is perfect when I can clearly see it’s not. This way I can see how things truly run when I’m not around. And this project is too important for anything to go wrong. If these mattresses don’t function properly, the future of Donhil Corporation will be at risk.”

“Yes, Ma’am.” That seemed to be the only thing people were capable of saying around her.

“Besides,” she said, looking up at the building, “I might as well make the most of this unexpected complication.” She said that last bit with enough venom to poison a small town.

That would be us, Jazz thought.

Ms. Lungowe stood still for a moment, the torn and crinkled report gripped in her hand. Jazz wasn’t sure what she would do next. She looked like she was about to scream or something. But she breathed deeply for a few seconds like she was meditating, purposely pushing the tension from her shoulders, and then she walked into the building like everything was perfectly okay.

Wow. Now that was a woman who knew how to deal with pressure. And power.

Despite everything she’d learned tonight, Jazz couldn’t help but admire her.

The parking lot emptied behind Ms. Lungowe, a few bodyguards returning to the transports and the rest trailing after her. In seconds Jazz was alone on the rooftop.

There was no way she could leave Drew in there, alone, with Ms. Lungowe. Not that she had planned to abandon him in the first place. Whatever Drew’s intentions had been in helping her to escape, Jazz was not about to leave her partner behind. Partners didn’t do things like that, end of story.

Besides, Ms. Lungowe had mentioned the importance of the mattresses functioning properly. She’d said the future of Donhil Corp relied on it. What could be so important about a bunch of mattresses? Did this have anything to do with why they were putting computers into every Surefire Sleep that rolled out of here?

Whatever Ms. Lungowe had meant, Jazz was dying to get a closer look at that factory anyways. Drew had pulled her away just when she was starting to find some good stuff. If she could get back in there, maybe even figure out the purpose of those computers in the mattresses… it could mean everything. They didn’t have much to go on right now. Nothing that would mean serious trouble for Donhil, anyway. Ms. Lungowe was right, everything she and Drew had collected so far would add up to some nasty rumors at best. They needed proof. And Jazz had a feeling the proof they needed was back in that factory.

But how would she get back in there? Security already knew they’d been here, and they were still on the lookout for her. Now Ms. Lungowe had brought even more goons with her. Trying to get back in, when Drew had let himself get caught so she could escape, sounded like the dumbest possible thing she could do right now.

And yet…

Ugh. Too many thoughts swirled through her head. She had to calm down, think through everything logically. Jazz needed to play the Game.

 She crawled backwards, away from the edge, and sat down in the middle of the roof. Closing her eyes, she breathed deeply like she’d seen Ms. Lungowe do and imagined her mother sitting across from her.

Tell me what you saw.

Her mother’s voice was clear in her head, and Jazz spoke like she was right there in front of her. She talked about how Ms. Lungowe had looked, her expressions and small movements that betrayed her emotions. How nervous the guard was. How hard she held onto that report, like she could squeeze her anger into it.

Tell me what you heard.

Jazz talked about how the guards knew exactly where she and Drew had been, and how they knew what they had found. Ms. Lungowe had really not liked any of that. Her orders had been crisp and direct, and she seemed genuinely worried their information could do real damage to Donhil. The media part of their plans was being accelerated, too, which Jazz found especially interesting.

Tell me how you felt.

Nervous. Scared. She’d been so confident earlier, so proud of how well they were sneaking about. But Donhil was onto them. They knew everything she and Drew had done. That made her feel young and naïve and way out of her league, though she would never admit that to Drew.

Now tell me what you learned.

This was always the hardest one. It was easy to remember things, but sitting down and figuring out what to do about them was a lot more difficult. Her mother was always very patient at this part of the Game, never giving Jazz hints but giving her all the time she needed to come up with her answer. Sometimes it would take Jazz a day or two to find a good enough one.

“But you don’t have a day to think about this one,” she mumbled. No, she really had to step up her game today.

Ha-ha, now she was making bad puns like Drew. A few hours hanging out with him and he was already affecting her. Great.

Thinking of Drew made Jazz think of Ms. Lungowe’s statement. I’d like to have a word with him. She was probably in there now, interrogating him. That just made Jazz even more worried.

“I learned that I can’t leave Drew alone in there,” she said. “And that we can’t let Donhil keep doing whatever they’re doing. I have to make sure Drew is okay, and we have to find some way to stop them.”

She knew it wasn’t a good answer even as she said it. The whole point of the Game was to take in new information and come up with new answers. New plans. Something she hadn’t known before. A plan she hadn’t had before.

Jazz went through everything again, all the sights and sounds and feelings, gleaning every bit of important information from them. When she was done her answer was sitting there, like it had just been waiting for her to stumble across it.

“I learned that our opponents are stronger, smarter, and better than us at just about everything,” Jazz said aloud. She could almost see the tiny smile on her mother’s face. “Which means we need to find what we can do better than them and use it to our advantage.”

And what are you better at?

Now it was Jazz’s turn to smile. “We’re kids. Adults might know how to work hard, but we know how to play hard.”

Instead of heading to the access ladder like she’d planned, Jazz went back to the window she’d escaped from. Shoving her camera back into her hoodie, she braved the long fall and climbed back into the warehouse. It was dark inside, and all the security guys were gone. Most of them were still out looking for her, she knew that, but she was willing to bet none of them had played hide-and-seek in a long, long time.

It was time for Jazz do what she did best. Run, hide, play, snoop around. And in the end, save the day.
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Drew was only mildly surprised that the guards brought him right back to the director’s office. He could have just stayed here and saved them the trouble—and saved him the pain of trying to run. Even now his leg screamed at him. The burned skin under his arm brace itched and stung. The bed in the corner looked even more inviting now than it had earlier.

 Then again, he wouldn’t have been able to get Jazz out if they hadn’t run. He was glad he didn’t just give up.

Not like giving up had ever been an option.

Drew stood in the middle of the office, six guards standing around him, everyone completely silent. It was almost creepy. Minutes passed like hours until one of the guards’ earpieces squawked loudly enough for Drew to hear and the door behind them opened. Drew noticed the guards stand a little taller. A flick of his finger and RECORD popped up in the bottom of his vision. His glasses-cam didn’t have great quality or a ton of memory, but it would be good enough. Whatever happened now, Drew would have proof of it.

“There are always some hiccups during the release of our new products, but you have raised the bar on problems I’ve been forced to deal with.”

Drew had to work really hard not to freak out. He recognized that voice. Everyone in the world would. That voice, rolling with a rich African accent, had been behind every major announcement from Donhil, had been interviewed hundreds of times.

This wasn’t some regional office director. This was Chatana Lungowe. The CEO, founder, and owner of Donhil Corporation. She must have flown in to oversee the release of their Surefire Sleeps. Just Drew’s luck.

She stepped around so Drew could see her. She was even taller in person than she looked on TV. Gorgeous, dark, and curvy like the Zambian supermodels dominating the fashion world. She wore an African business suit in bright colors, long skirt and fitted jacket with matching scarf in her kinky black hair. She looked like she’d walked off the cover of a magazine.

But Drew knew better than to think this woman was just another pretty face. You couldn’t stand beside her and not feel her presence or sense her intelligence. She was literally the most powerful person on Earth, and she’d earned that title. Drew was an idiot to have thought he could go up against her and have even a chance of winning.

She watched Drew for a few minutes, and he tried not to fidget too much. But her eyes never left him, judging him, evaluating him. He was convinced she saw everything inside him, understood exactly what he was trying to do and already had a dozen ways to stop him.

“Have you found the girl?” Ms. Lungowe asked, still staring at Drew.

“Not yet, Ma’am,” one of the guards replied. He seemed really nervous admitting that.

Her expression didn’t change, but even Drew could feel her disapproval. It was about a million times worse than the most threatening Mom Look he’d ever received.

“It was quite noble of you to give yourself to the guards to help her,” Ms. Lungowe said, but instead of pride she said it like his noble intentions were dog poo on her fancy shoes. “But we will find her. The entire complex is surrounded and filmed constantly. She can’t escape punishment for her actions any more than you can.”

Drew’s heart stopped for a second. Of all the things he’d thought he might face coming in here, somehow he’d forgotten to think of something as basic as security cameras. Jazz’s photos of him committing these crimes wouldn’t matter—Donhil’s would be better, more concrete, and much more likely to land him in jail.

Ms. Lungowe spent a few more minutes watching Drew while he tried, unsuccessfully, to pretend like he wasn’t scared out of his mind. This woman’s stare was more intimidating than an entire football team looming over him in the locker room.

“This leaves the question of what punishment is fitting for you. You’ve committed, after all, quite an impressive list of infractions in the last few hours.”

Drew couldn’t help it. He shuffled his feet against the carpet and looked down. He couldn’t stand that gaze any longer. Especially when he knew he’d totally earned whatever she was planning. Righteous cause or not, he’d still broken the law. And he didn’t have Bruce Wayne’s wealth or Clark Kent’s reputation to get him out of it, either. He didn’t even have anything he could use as leverage against her, now that he’d lost that report.

She finally turned away from Drew and moved behind the desk. She punched a few keys on the keyboard and the screen flared to life. She smiled, a creepy villain smile totally at odds with her supermodel good looks, and rotated the monitor toward Drew. His school picture stared back at him.

“Andrew Christopher Stirling, 13 years old, eighth grader at Heritage Middle School. Eldest son of Louise and Gerald Stirling. Crippled from birth.”

Drew cringed. He hated that word.

Ms. Lungowe seemed to notice his expression and smiled again. Drew hated that smile almost as much as he hated ‘crippled.’ And pickles.

“A gifted young man, smart, good grades, excellent with technology. Your tinkering shows particular promise.” She gave the SuperDrew braces a once-over. “If I remember correctly, I had even offered you an internship position when you turned 16. Had you not shown such delinquent behavior tonight, we’d have likely extended that internship into a full-time position in our R&D department when you graduated.”

And there went all of Drew’s dreams, flushed right down the toilet. There would be no impressing Donhil after this. No internship, no job. Right now the best Drew could hope for would be a restraining order.

He was finished. Everything Drew had ever wanted was gone. He should just give up, confess, and accept whatever punishment Ms. Lungowe gave him. He could try to make something out of his life from there. It would destroy him, but it would be relatively easy. No work necessary, just sit back and take the pain. Drew knew all about pain.

His shoulders slumped and he stuck his hands in his pockets.

His fingers closed around an action figure. Heroic pose, flaring cape. Superman.

Superman wouldn’t give up at a time like this.

Superman has all sorts of powers he could use right now. All I have are the SuperDrew braces, and there’s no way I’m using them with these people staring at me.

Superman was also Clark Kent, though, and how many times had his smarts gotten him out of situations his powers couldn’t?

Everyone always said Drew was too smart for his own good. What was the point of being smart if you gave up without even trying to think your way out of a problem? At the very least, he could try to get some answers before he was arrested. It’s what Clark Kent would do. Shoot, it’s probably what Jazz would do, too.

He was already in more trouble than he could possibly dig himself out of. Might as well go for broke.

“Why are you trying to take over humanity?”

Ms. Lungowe paused and looked at him very, very carefully. She could just be surprised—subtlety wasn’t exactly his strong suit—but that could be suspicion, too. “Excuse me?”

“I’ve seen what you’re working on. Put it with the stuff you’ve already done and you’re controlling every aspect of what humans need to survive. Food, sleep, transportation, news, education, housing, clothes, and medicine. Once you’re in charge of all that humans will be totally dependent on you. No one tries to do that without reason, and I want to know yours.”

Ms. Lungowe narrowed her eyes at him. “Your tone implies you don’t believe our motivations are innocent.”

It didn’t? Drew wanted nothing more than to prove Donhil was as good as everyone believed. As good as he’d believed. Donhil should be everything they claimed to be: a bunch of people trying to make the world a better place. Ms. Lungowe really could be the brilliant, gorgeous, revolutionary businesswoman and humanitarian everyone believed her to be.

But then he remembered the VR simulation, where Drew had been turned into a human computer. The indents in those chairs were deep, and the leather straps looked well-used. And the pictures in that health and wellness file had looked more like mugshots. Mugshots from a hospital wing. Or a morgue. We have to do this for them, Jazz had said. Drew couldn’t say no to that.

Drew was certain Donhil wasn’t giving just anyone a chance to see how they got their new inventions. No one would stand for it if they knew. Which meant very few people knew: probably only the eight who were usually strapped to those chairs, the techs who watched the monitors in mission control, and the doctor who claimed they were perfectly fine when even Drew could see they weren’t. And Chatana Lungowe, the woman who knew everything that went on in her company.

Why would Donhil do that to a handful of people if their true goal was to make everyone’s lives better? Why would they extend themselves to so many different areas, spending who knows how much money, just to make sure they controlled it? Why focus solely on the things most important to society’s existence?

The more Drew thought of it, the more it stunk like a supervillain’s sinister plot.

Ms. Lungowe seemed to read a lot of his thoughts from his expression. She laughed, like she’d just heard the funniest thing in the world. “You’ve been reading too many comic books, Andrew.”

“And it’s just like a comic book supervillain to keep people trapped in a virtual reality to fuel your inventing.”

“I’m sure I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

That was crap and they all knew it. But Ms. Lungowe was smart enough not to admit she knew anything about the VR, even to a kid. Which sucked, because having a video of her saying she did know about it would have been awesome evidence.

“Don’t look so distraught, Andrew. The entertainment business has always loved the idea of megalomaniac supervillains in charge of wealthy, revolutionary corporations. But I can assure you that’s all it is: entertainment. Things don’t work like that in the real world. Donhil is not operating some giant conspiracy and I am not a supervillain. We only wish to improve human existence, to give everyone a fair chance at success and happiness.”

“Yeah. I’ve heard you say the same thing in your speeches.”

Ms. Lungowe came back around the desk and stood in front of Drew again. When she smiled this time, Drew couldn’t see a trace of the evil mastermind. She smiled like a cover model, looking so happy and beautiful it made everyone want to share in whatever made her that way. “You’re a smart kid, Andrew. Resourceful. Clearly far more adept than most 13-year-olds. I respect that. It was those traits that made me what I am today.” She eyed the SuperDrew braces again, and Drew caught a glimpse of hunger in her gaze. “But I have not worked for years to make Donhil what it is just to have one broken child ruin it. If you insist on pursuing this fascination with our ‘evil plan’, as you put it, I will have to take extreme measures to ensure you are unable to do so.” Her threatening words totally did not fit the gorgeous, welcoming face.

“You already tried that. Your guards would have shot me if I hadn’t run.”

“The shots wouldn’t have been lethal. Completely safe crowd-control invention, one of many in our testing phase.” She glanced down at her nails, painted neon orange, and actually buffed them against her collar like a cheesy movie villain. “No, if I’m forced to intervene you’ll wish getting shot was all that had happened to you.”

Drew took a step back. This woman was nuts. Like Arkham Asylum nuts. Genius, sure. But mad as a hatter.

She was easily the scariest person Drew had ever met.

Ms. Lungowe stepped forward. Drew took another step back. He was almost to the door by now. Maybe he could make a break for it…

She sighed, looking for all the world like he’d just broken her heart. “You will never relent on this ridiculous quest of yours, will you?” It wasn’t really a question, and they both knew it.

He paused, then glanced down. He couldn’t meet those eyes anymore. “I really want you to be everything you claim to be. I hope you know that. I love Donhil. I always have.” He steeled himself and looked up. “But I have to know the truth. Whatever you’re up to, I’m going to find out.”

“Yes. I’m sure you will.”

She reached out suddenly, neon orange nails like claws, and pushed Drew backwards. He tried to keep his balance, but she stood too close. He couldn’t compensate for the force of the push.

Drew fell. Braced himself for impact.

And landed on the softest, most comfortable thing he’d ever imagined. The display bed in the corner.

“Sleep tight,” Ms. Lungowe said. She sounded like a loving mother wishing her beloved son a good night.

Drew tried to struggle, but the Surefire Sleep mattress beneath him practically swallowed him whole. He could feel it adjusting to exactly what he wanted it to be: a little softer, a little thicker. It was like sinking into a marshmallow, being wrapped up in your favorite hoodie (the one your mom kept trying to throw away) and laid on a cloud. It even smelled perfect, like fresh baked bread and damp, cool mornings on top of a mountain. Drew yawned. He’d done a lot in the last day, and his joints were killing him. A little rest wouldn’t be such a bad idea, would it? He’d wake up refreshed and with more energy to fight.

Drew’s eyes closed without him telling them to. He had just a minute to think this is a seriously bad idea before the mattress buried him in deep, thoughtless sleep.
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Jazz might be an only child, as much as she’d begged for siblings when she was younger, but she was still the hide-and-seek champion of her neighborhood. She had the best combination of abilities to hide where people would never think to look for her: she was strong, small, and flexible. Five years ago she spider-crawled to the very top of a tiny coat closet in her friends’ house and everyone gave up looking for her after more than an hour. No one had been able to beat that record since.

If anyone could sneak around a handful of security cameras, Jazz could.

Admittedly, the mattress factory being only a few rooms away from the warehouse helped too. She wouldn’t have to risk the more secure areas like the director’s office again. With any luck, there might not even be any cameras around here. After all, the guard had said they confirmed she and Drew had been in R&D, the vault, and the director’s office. He hadn’t said anything about the cafeteria, or the factory, or the locker room where Jazz had swiped that security badge.

She was willing to bet Donhil didn’t have cameras absolutely everywhere. In a facility this large that would be a lot of data to sort through. No, she bet they had cameras in strategic areas, sensitive areas, places they didn’t necessarily want the average employee hanging around. But everyone had to eat, and there were probably some laws about having cameras in rooms where people change clothes. A place like a factory, with so many moving parts and loud noises and little room to move around, would be a nightmare to record. Hopefully they wouldn’t even bother and Jazz could just stroll right in.

Still, she wasn’t about to take the chance. She kept her eyes open for cameras, though neither she nor Drew had noticed any on their first trip through the facility. And if Drew didn’t notice a piece of technology it was either so old and clunky it wasn’t worth it or so high-tech it was camouflaged like a pro. It was a no-brainer to figure out which one Donhil would have.

She didn’t see anything that could even pretend to be a camera in the first hallway, or the second. She still kept an eye open, but things were definitely looking up.

Jazz peeked around the last corner, confident that her assessment had been right and she’d find no surveillance here either. And it was right, she didn’t see any cameras. But she did see three security guys hanging around the door to the factory, looking far less bored and far more attentive than the ones she and Drew had seen earlier.

She ducked back around the corner before any of them turned this way, then dashed away from the factory as fast as she dared. She put a few hallways and a handful of random turns between her and the guards. Then she waited, heart pounding, to see if they followed her. She didn’t think they’d seen her, but better safe than sorry.

No one came after her, but that didn’t mean she could relax. They had definitely upped the security around here. And no wonder—they knew she was still on the loose, and Ms. Lungowe had said she wanted a tour when she was done talking to Drew. For all she knew the CEO could be in there right now.

Cameras were now the least of her worries. As long as those guys hung around the factory, there was no way she could get in. Waiting them out didn’t seem like a good option. They could be there the whole night for all she knew. And she couldn’t lure them away like Drew did with the guards at the vault—they’d never fall for that a second time, especially since they knew to look out for her. Not like she had any handy pieces of metal she was willing to lose in the first place.

That left her with exactly zero options. But she had to get back in there, whatever it took. She would never get another chance at this.

Jazz leaned against the wall and breathed.

Tell me what you saw.

Tell me what you heard.

Tell me how you felt.

Now tell me what you learned.

She went over everything she remembered from the night, from the very first moment she arrived and watched Drew crawl out of the truck. She had gotten all the way through the VR, the chase from the director’s office, and into the factory before she made the connection.

The conveyor belt that feeds the old mattresses into the facility. Drew pointed out where it comes into the factory.

She was going about this all wrong. The best way to win at hide-and-seek was to hide where no one would look. They would look at doorways and hallways, but who would ever think to monitor a conveyor belt most adults wouldn’t even consider crawling into?

Stupid, Jazz. So stupid.

She should have guessed they’d have more security around. After all, Ms. Lungowe had brought half a dozen new bodyguards at least. Knowing she and Drew had been poking around it was only logical they’d have the entire place more heavily guarded. Jazz should have taken that into account when she made her new plan. Now she had to backtrack, losing precious time and risking her only chance.

Jazz went back through the warehouse, climbing up the stacks until she could reach the metal beams that led to the window. What I wouldn’t give for Drew’s rockets right about now, she thought as she heaved her way back up onto the roof. Her arms ached from all the climbing. Swimming was great exercise, but nothing could prepare you for hauling your entire body weight up sheer walls.

Jazz crossed the roof and climbed down the access ladder, hiding behind trucks and dumpsters to avoid the few security guards lingering outside. These guys seemed much less alert than the ones inside. Either they hadn’t gotten the news to watch for her, or they had decided she wasn’t about to cross their paths any time soon.

All of the mattresses that had been collected today had been unloaded, and the machinery was still and silent. Jazz pushed her way through the heavy rubber flaps protecting the entrance and crawled along the conveyor belt. It smelled like tires and oil and sweat, and Jazz sneezed. It sounded so loud in the cramped space she waited for several long minutes to make sure no one would come investigate the sneezing machinery. That would be awkward.

Unsurprisingly, there wasn’t much to see inside the conveyor belt. A metal tunnel with codes and machine part numbers stamped on certain pieces, lines of rollers to help move things along, and that was about it. Nothing even remotely interesting, and certainly nothing that would help in their investigation. Jazz wasn’t sure why that disappointed her so much.

The noise from the factory reached her as she neared the end of the conveyor belt, echoing along the metal until her ears rang with it. She peeked through the rubber flaps to make sure no one was in the factory—it was empty, but Ms. Lungowe could show up for her tour at any second—before slipping out and ducking under the first piece of machinery she found.

Okay, she was in. Time to figure out what was going on in here.

Jazz pulled out her camera and took pictures of everything, whether she understood it or not. Granted, she didn’t understand much of what she saw: everything was jumbled together, nothing was labeled with friendly instructions like here is where we insert the sinister listening devices, and there was so much fancy technology she hardly recognized. Maybe Drew could have made more sense of it, but it just looked like a bunch of random computer parts to Jazz.

Near the back of the room Jazz found a small workspace built into a corner. Two large bulletin boards covered the walls and a high desk, the kind built to stand up at rather than sit down, was covered in manuals and papers. Everything seemed piled on top of one another, without any sense of organization. It made Jazz cringe. Whoever worked here didn’t even bother straightening the papers so it at least looked decent. How they got any work done was beyond her.

Jazz snapped a dozen pictures, capturing as much of the bulletin boards and papers as she could. Maybe they’d find something interesting when they downloaded the pictures. For now she made sure she documented everything, then let her camera hang at her side and sifted through the piles on the desk.

Lots of work orders and invoices for machine parts, memos from the bosses, a few time cards and other administrative stuff. But there, near the very bottom of one particularly large and neglected-looking pile, was a thin manual. Surefire Sleep was written in large print at the top, and a diagram of the mattress’s innards filled the rest of the cover. Jazz squealed with excitement. This was perfect.

Following Drew’s lead, she snapped pictures of the pages in case something happened. The last thing they needed was to lose not one, but two essential pieces of evidence tonight.

As much as she wanted to sit down and read through the manual, matching up pieces with the machine putting them together, Jazz had to get out of there. Every minute she wasted was one where Drew was stuck, and one where she risked getting caught herself. Better to clear out of here and get to safety before getting lost in a book. Besides, it was high time she got her partner back.

No sooner had the thought entered her mind when the door to the hallway started to open. Jazz dropped to the ground so fast the breath whooshed from her lungs. She belly-crawled along the wall, camera held off the ground in one hand and manual in a death-grip in the other, toward the conveyor belt. It was only a dozen feet at most, but it felt like miles.

Her heart thudded in her chest as she peeked under the machinery. Several pairs of combat boots moved around the far side of the room, coming closer with each step. Then a pair of expensive heels. Ms. Lungowe was here. Jazz was out of time.

She jumped up and climbed onto the conveyor belt in one lightning-fast motion, practically diving through the rubber flaps and into the dark tunnel. She didn’t wait to see if anyone had spotted her. She shoved the manual into her hoodie pocket, thrust her camera beneath the fleece for safekeeping, and crawled as fast as she could toward the other end.

Spots of feeble light checkered the tunnel walls from behind just as she reached the far side. She heard the echoed shout of a guard and looked back. He was looking in, right at her. Spotted.

Jazz slid out the far side of the conveyor belt and into the rapidly darkening night. She dashed toward the gates, determined to put as much distance between her and the building as possible. She could come back for Drew once the search calmed down. For now, she had to make sure she didn’t join him in captivity.

Jazz climbed the tall chain-link fence as quickly as she dared. She dropped on the far side and ran into the trees, for all Donhil knew disappearing into the night.
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Drew groaned. Why did everything hurt so much? And why was he so cold?

He’d known he was tired, but he felt like a zombie waking from the dead. Thinking, moving, just existing felt like a monumental effort. If he could get comfortable again, maybe he could just go back to sleep. Yeah, that sounded like a great idea.

He tried to shift, but this wasn’t the ridiculously soft, comfortable Surefire Sleep he’d been shoved into. This was concrete, hard and ice cold against his exposed skin. What the heck?

He rubbed the crusties from his eyes and opened them. It was too dark to see much, but Drew could tell he was in an immense, mostly empty space. Another gigantic warehouse. Great.

The memory of Ms. Lungowe shoving him into the bed jolted him fully awake. He’d been captured. He was stuck in Donhil. A prisoner, trapped in a warehouse until… what? Drew didn’t want to think about that.

At least they hadn’t hooked him back into the VR again. Look on the bright side. That would help, right?

Yeah right.

He laid still for a while, just listening. He didn’t hear anything. No voices, footsteps, not even breathing. The tiniest sound would echo in a place like this, so he was pretty sure he was alone.

Next he tried to sit up, but that proved next to impossible. He felt off-balance, like his body weight had been redistributed all wrong. His joints were stiff from sleeping on the concrete, and his skull hurt like someone had used it for soccer practice.

He flicked a finger, hoping to click on his flashlight and get a better look around. Nothing but pain met the attempt. No light spilling into the warehouse. No motion from his finger.

Drew squeezed his eyes shut. He knew what he’d see if he looked down, and he didn’t want that. Anything but that. Maybe if he kept his eyes closed he’d drift back to sleep and wake up outside of this nightmare.

But it wasn’t a nightmare. Slowly, ready to throw up, Drew opened his eyes and looked at his hand.

Skin far too pale to ever look healthy glared at him, marred by patches of bright red, stinging burns. Knuckles that seemed knobby compared to the atrophied muscles between them, twisted at inhuman angles that made peoples’ stomachs churn. No gleaming metal, no glowing computer screens. No struts to hold his fingers straight, no gears to help them flex. He caught the same abundance of too-pale skin from his left leg in his peripheral vision.

They’d taken his braces.

Now Drew was really ready to vomit. They hadn’t just taken away his SuperDrew powers. They’d taken away everything. Without those braces he was helpless. Useless. He was just poor broken Drew, who couldn’t even take care of himself.

He couldn’t walk away now. He couldn’t walk anywhere. He was a sitting duck, trapped here by his own useless body until someone decided to show up and take him away. He’d be fooling himself if he thought that person would be anyone outside Ms. Lungowe’s influence.

Drew almost wished he was back in the VR now. He wouldn’t know how trapped he was in there, while out here it was painfully obvious. Plus he’d have something to do. Without the SuperDrew braces he was as useless and floppy as a landed fish.

He wanted to cry. He wanted to scream and beat his fists against the ground. It wasn’t fair. After all he and Jazz had done, the bad guys still won. And all it took was two minutes to remove Drew’s braces.

Something poked into Drew’s thigh as he tried to shift into a sitting position. He reached into his cargo pocket—Ms. Lungowe hadn’t even bothered to empty them—and pulled out one of his action figures.

He stared at Superman’s heroic pose, squeezing the figure so tightly it dug into his palm. Drew wasn’t a superhero. He’d been such an idiot to think a few modifications to his braces—to medical braces, the only thing giving him a hint of freedom in his broken body—would make him anything other than a disabled kid playing at being something special.

He chucked the action figure across the room, listening to the plastic skid across the concrete. Superman never would have let himself be as weak as Drew.

But… he did. Even Superman had his Kryptonite.

Without enough food, the Flash was grounded.

Wonder Woman could be stopped by her own lasso.

Daredevil was blind, but he didn’t let that disability stop him.

Shoot, take away Batman’s gear and he was just another rich guy. Better than a 13-year-old disabled kid, but not really a superhero either.

Drew trembled on the cold concrete floor, staring after the figurine even though he couldn’t see it in the darkness. All of these guys had their weaknesses, just like Drew. But they didn’t let that stop them. They kept working through it. How many times had Superman won the day despite Kryptonite? Even weak and dying, he still managed to crawl out of danger and win the day.

Superman didn’t stop being Superman in the face of Kryptonite. Drew didn’t stop being SuperDrew just because he’d lost his braces. He’d designed those braces. Everything that made them super had come from him.

Drew took a long, deep breath. He’d show Donhil he was still SuperDrew, with or without his braces. As long as he could do something, anything, he would do it. Weak as a newborn or not, pained to the point of tears or not. He could not let Donhil beat him.

Drew sniffled and wiped his nose on his sleeve. Moment of weakness over. Time to be SuperDrew again.

His eyes had adjusted to the darkness while he’d sat and whined, and now he could get a decent look around. A dark window sat high on the wall, probably fifteen feet off the ground at least. He could jump up to it, if he still had his SuperDrew braces. Without them, that window might as well be on Mars.

No. He couldn’t let himself think like that. Stick with what you have, Drew. Don’t complain about what you don’t have.

So he couldn’t get to the window. But it did tell him something: it was dark, which meant he’d been out for a while at least. And he was still exhausted. If he’d slept most of the night, even on concrete, he’d feel at least a little more awake than this. He guessed it was probably around midnight, give or take.

He pushed himself into a weird reclining position, resting too much weight on his elbows, and looked behind him. There wasn’t much to see. A few desks pushed against a wall, a heap of computer parts on and around them. A bunch of free-standing shelving units cluttered the area to his left, random boxes and junk filling about half of them.

And a wheelie stool, like the kind Taylor used in his shop.

If he could make it there he could at least move around a bit, maybe see a little more of where he was being kept. Better than he could writhing on the floor, anyway.

The stool was probably forty feet away. The longest forty feet of Drew’s life.

His awkward army crawl, putting pressure on his burned and damaged arm, dragging his bum leg behind him, hurt so much he couldn’t stop himself from crying like a baby. He hated himself for the weakness, for letting the pain get the better of him, but Drew was gonna beat it. He was gonna win at this, even if it killed him.

It took forever to reach the stool.

He braced himself on the ground with his right elbow, careful not to put weight on his mangled hand. He reached his good hand up to the stool and tried to pull himself up.

The stool slid out from beneath his grasp, wheeling away from him. He fell back to the ground, landing heavily on his bad hand and knocking his chin against the concrete. Bright flashes of light obscured what little he could see of the warehouse and pain wrenched through his body, so sharp he almost did puke right there.

Drew only let himself sulk for a minute. The stool hadn’t gone far, maybe another eight feet away. He could do this. He would not let his Kryptonite get the better of him.

This time he managed to get up on his knee before reaching for the stool. Elbows on the seat, he pulled his torso onto the stool, then carefully, awkwardly, rolled over until his butt made contact with the padding.

He was dizzy, nauseous, and his hand and leg hurt worse than they’d ever had before, but he was sitting. Drew had never been so proud of such a tiny accomplishment.

Okay. He was up. Step 2: Find the way out.

He scanned the darkness. “What I wouldn’t give for my flashlight,” he muttered, pulling himself across the concrete with his good leg. Then he sighed. “What I wouldn’t give for a lot of things right now.”

Drew had to stay focused. Moping wasn’t going to get him out of here. He had to think.

He was trapped, but there had to be a door somewhere. They’d brought him in here, which meant there was a way out. Drew just had to find it.

He wheeled around the warehouse, slower than a kid dreading a big test. He hadn’t missed much on his first assessment of the warehouse: it was pretty much empty aside from shelves, broken desks, and a mess of random crap.

Finally, Drew found the way out.

Of-freaking-course.

Sure, there was totally a door. At the top of a long flight of rickety metal stairs. No way could he make it up those, wheelie stool or no.

He’d never needed the Force more in his life. Or a broomstick. Heck, he’d even settle for a miraculous rescue from Superman right now. Anything to get him up those stairs.

Be practical, Drew. Wishing won’t get you to the top. Think!

Okay. He’d found the way out of the basement. Now he just needed a way to get there.

It was obvious what he had to do next. Step 3: Find the SuperDrew braces. There was no way he was leaving without those, even if he could have climbed the stairs on his own.

He knew better than to think Ms. Lungowe was stupid enough to have left his braces in the same room as Drew, which meant they could be anywhere in the building. Or maybe she’d ordered them taken somewhere else, in which case he’d be lucky to ever find them. He’d be stuck here forever, at the mercy of Donhil and Ms. Lungowe.

Focus on what you can do, Drew. Worry about the rest later.

Step 3: Find the SuperDrew braces. He’d figure out Step 4 once he knew what he was dealing with.

He needed a way to get information outside this basement. If he could access Donhil’s security cameras, he could learn a lot. Maybe he could even see his braces somewhere.

He looked at the pile of computer parts scattered on the broken desks. A lot of it was real junk, but there were towers over there, monitors, keyboards. Probably forty or fifty in all. If he couldn’t make one functional computer from that, Drew would have to give up his geek status permanently.

He wheeled over to the desks and looked things over. A thick layer of dust lay over everything—none of this had been touched in ages.

First things first. Find a tower that looked to be in good shape.

He poked through the wall of towers—not CPUs like a lot of people called them, CPUs were the central processing unit chips inside the towers—and found a likely candidate: a sleek black minicase that seemed fairly recent. Not like the ginormous off-white behemoths from the 90’s.

Drew struggled to pull it off the desk with only one hand, but he managed to pull it onto his lap with a minimum of pain. He wheeled it over to a cleaner desk, one right against the wall, and hefted it up.

Power cord. He found one in a knotted pile and wheeled behind the desk, crossing his fingers for an outlet.

Finally something went right. He plugged it in.

Monitor, keyboard, and mouse next. No use starting up anything without user interface, in and out.

Once the junk started looking like a computer again, Drew turned it on. The tower hummed to life, but the monitor showed nothing but static. Fried.

The next one he tried had broken LCD crystals in the bottom corner. No good.

One more try, and Drew finally found a monitor that worked. Third time’s the charm.

He needed a few minutes to rest after that. All this wheeling and lifting with one leg and one arm, respectively, was a crapton of work.

He accessed the BIOS of the computer and went to work, trying to diagnose the problems. He replaced the hard drive and a handful of fried memory with scraps from the other towers, which was loads of fun without proper tools. His one functional hand felt like a beast trying to maneuver pieces in and out of the towers. He had to use a dull razor blade he found among the junk as an improvised screwdriver and got a few cuts for his efforts. More than once he found himself slapping his thigh, searching for the compartment full of carbon fiber tools on his SuperDrew brace.

Once the hardware was functional Drew did a defrag and system clean-up on the software. Any decent IT guy should have been able to keep this computer running. No reason to ditch it completely. Either Donhil employed a team of idiots, or they were so rolling in cash they’d rather replace an entire computer rather than put in a little effort to keep them going.

Drew restarted his creation, and this time Franken-puter fired up without a hitch.

Worming his way into Donhil’s system wouldn’t be nearly as easy. They were sure to have massive firewalls and passwords and all kinds of security. Drew wasn’t a hacker. He preferred to do things the honest way. How was he going to bypass security and get into Donhil’s mainframe, of all places?

A message flashed on the screen. Welcome to Donhil Corporation. Please scan your employee ID now. A red light blinked on in the webcam built into the monitor.

Drew stared at it for a minute, then reached into his cargo pockets and found the ID he’d swiped from Edward’s desk in R&D. He held it up to the red light, and the computer beeped like he’d just scanned a candy bar at the corner store.

Edward Navarro, Research and Development Technical Assistant

Employee #92004

Log-in: 25 March, 12:52 a.m.

Drew fought the urge to double-check his missing watch. He was supposed to check in with his parents hours ago. They were going to kill him when he got home.

Drew shook his head. He could worry about that later. First he had to get out of here so he could get home.

The monitor flashed as the OS fired up. At least he didn’t have to figure out how to break into Donhil’s system anymore.

Drew settled in at the keyboard, checking his access. He wouldn’t be able to get into things like the security cameras or incriminating documents, not with a tech assistant’s privileges, but maybe he could find something useful. All he had to do was find out where the SuperDrew braces were, where he was, and then figure out how to get one to the other. He had to be able to do that with what he had.

Drew took stock. One mostly working computer. One wheelie stool. More junk than he could categorize in a year.

His eye caught on a new icon that popped up in the bottom tray of the monitor.

And internet access. Jackpot.
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Drew could do a lot with internet access. There was a lot more to it than social media and fandoms. He should know, he’d spent half his life stuck in bed and cruising the net.

He might not be able to hack into Donhil’s system, but with this he didn’t have to. All he had to do was get into the SuperDrew braces.

Drew fired up the internet—a miserable two bars of Wi-Fi making it take forever to load—and navigated to his remote access site. From here Drew could access all the computerized functions of the SuperDrew braces: programs and games, downloads, and even a few of the on-brace tools.

First things first: Drew had to make sure at least something about Donhil’s operation made it out of here. He found the video file of Ms. Lungowe confronting him, cut short by the size limit of the recorded file, and spent a few minutes altering it. He did one of the voice-masking things on his voice, so it couldn’t be identified, and cut out the part where Ms. Lungowe gave his name and information. Then he uploaded it to YouTube under an anonymous account.

It wouldn’t look like anything credible, but it was something. Maybe it would get people asking questions. It was the best thing he had.

Now it was time to get out of here.

Drew navigated back to his brace’s tools. He checked the GPS, breathing a sigh of relief when the ping showed they were still at Donhil HQ. He couldn’t get much more exact than that, but at least he knew they were still somewhere in the building. That was a start.

There wasn’t much else he could use here, but accessing his brace’s computer let him use one other very important tool: the scanner in the palm of his hand brace. It was, after all, just a camera with a bunch of extra software added onto it.

It only took a few minutes for Drew to launch the software. He brushed aside the partially finished scan of his precious incriminating report, grumbling at its uselessness, and accessed the camera feed from the scanner. The picture came up in a new window, so dark he couldn’t be sure it was actually working. But he could make out a few shadows, so he figured the brace was probably just palm-down on a table somewhere.

Drew entered a handful of commands, and then the hydraulic calibration screen popped up. He and Taylor had messed with this so many times, making sure the tension in the pistons that allowed him to move his fingers wasn’t too tight, but was still sensitive enough to react to the tiny twitches his muscles were capable of. They’d started with manual hydraulics, but Drew had added in a computer chip to make it work as well as humanly possible. With a few clicks he could move the fingers—not nearly as well as he could wearing it, but he couldn’t complain right now. At least he had something.

He flexed the fingers of the brace, and they snapped into a fist. The camera feed on the palm of the brace went completely black. Drew opened the fingers and closed them again a few times. It was something, but not enough. Drew had to see where he was if he was going to make any progress with this.

He made an A-OK sign, pointer finger and thumb curled into a circle. The brace leaned over a little, and a tiny shred of light seeped in from the gap. Drew could see the edge of the desk and the cheap linoleum of the floor beyond that, but not much else.

He flattened those fingers, then ordered the pinkie and ring finger to ninety degrees. The brace tipped the other way. More desk, and just the tiniest hint of bluish metal. Drew would recognize that anywhere—that was the heat design Taylor had welded onto his leg brace.

Okay. So his braces were together, on a desk somewhere. He didn’t know where they were, but then again he didn’t know where he was either so that wasn’t a big deal. Just another problem to solve.

He had to get the SuperDrew braces out of there, before someone decided to start messing with them. And since he couldn’t go get them himself, he’d have to have them come to him.

First, the hand. Drew initiated one of the test programs, a series of finger flexes that always reminded him of an upside-down spider. Well, now he’d see just how spider-like it really was.

Light filled the camera as the fingers on the SuperDrew brace all went to ninety degrees at once. Then, one by one, they started bending and straightening. With each movement, the brace inched forward.

He had to restart the test program three times before the brace had moved enough to touch his leg brace. It took him even longer to get the fingers to find and latch onto the other brace. By the time he did his neck ached from leaning into the computer screen for so long.

Once he was confident the hand held onto the leg brace he engaged the super-strength grip to make sure it didn’t fly off. The camera was partially obscured and pointed more down than forward, but there wasn’t much Drew could do about that.

Then he fired up his ankle rockets.

His leg brace zoomed off the desk. The view from the camera got fuzzy for a second—it wasn’t made for tracking moving objects, especially at rocket speed. Drew could just make out the upcoming wall before the braces smacked right into it. Even though he couldn’t hear the banging and clattering, he still winced. He could almost feel the pain an impact like that would have caused.

“It’s not like they’re your real limbs, Drew,” he said to himself. Sometimes they felt more real, more a part of him, than the mangled flesh cradled in his lap.

He glared down at his pathetic, useless hand. Who was he kidding? The SuperDrew braces were a part of him. Without them, he was nothing.

Then you’d better get them back, moron, before Donhil steals them again.

Drew leaned forward and set to work. Operating the rockets remotely was way harder than he’d thought it would be, like the world’s worst flight simulator. He could hardly see where he was going—not like he knew where he should be going—and the rockets weren’t made for minute adjustments. They were high-powered, sure, but Drew would give anything for some stabilizing thrusters right about now. Even the USS Enterprise had thrusters for delicate maneuvers. Drew had a warp drive and that’s it. He was boldly going nowhere, but at least he was going there fast.

Man, I am going to make so many improvements to the SuperDrew braces after this.

He had to figure this out, though. The rockets weren’t exactly silent, and his braces were banging around like a high-speed pinball game. Someone was going to hear it and come investigating. He had to get the braces out of there, and down here, ASAP.

It was more luck than skill that got the SuperDrew braces to the door. There were only four walls, after all—he was bound to bounce off one and fumble toward the door eventually.

 Once in the hallway things got a little easier. It took Drew a few tries to get pointed away from the wall, but as soon as he did it was a clear shot away from the office his braces had been stashed in. He could put some distance between them and then figure out how to get them here.

A chat window popped up on the screen. Drew panicked for a second before recognizing it as an automated message. Security has been dispatched to a disturbance in the R&D department. Please stay clear of the area and do not hinder security personnel.

Drew nodded. It would make sense for them to take his braces to R&D. They would be the most qualified to dissect them. Just the thought made Drew’s heart thunder. He hated letting anyone mess with them too much. Even Taylor sometimes. The SuperDrew braces were such a part of him it felt like people getting way into his personal space. Thinking of Donhil getting their grubby hands on them made his stomach churn.

Drew flew his braces to the far end of the hallway, bounced awkwardly around a turn, and rocketed to the end of this one too. Hopefully this would be far enough away to give him a few minutes. Flying around blind was only going to give security time to track the braces. He had to figure out where he was so he could get them here before they caught up to him.

He powered down the rockets and, keeping the camera rolling so he could see if something happened, went back to Donhil’s employee system.

A red warning message flashed on the screen: R&D Evacuation in Progress. Retreat to Safety and Await Further Instruction. Drew clicked on it, and a map opened. The R&D department was highlighted in red and green arrows traced a route back to the cafeteria.

Drew zoomed out, and out, until he could see the entire facility. It had seemed huge on the basic map he’d found on Google, but seeing it with this much detail emphasized just how big it really was. The corporate offices were up near the top, while the warehouse he’d entered from—the one Jazz hopefully escaped from—was all the way on the bottom. The red R&D department was sort of in the middle, off to the right. The green arrows pulsed toward the cafeteria, drawing Drew’s eye.

He followed them past the large empty block of the cafeteria, into the kitchens… and a tiny doorway blocked off with red.

Drew zoomed in until that doorway dominated the screen. There was no explanation for why this area was blocked off, but he didn’t need one. They must have closed that section to keep anyone from stumbling upon him. He’d bet anything this basement was underneath the kitchens.

Just thinking of food made his stomach growl. He pulled a candy bar from his pocket, hopelessly smooshed, and devoured it. Knowing it was only because of Donhil that it was a full, nutritious meal instead of junk food didn’t make it taste any better.

Still, he couldn’t complain. The protein gave him energy, which bolstered his hope. He knew where the SuperDrew braces were, and now he knew where he was too. One step closer to getting out of here.

Drew traced out the most direct route between them. It wasn’t nearly as direct as he’d like, but there was a lot of ground to cover. And he had to make sure to avoid the corporate and security offices. No use flying his braces right past Ms. Lungowe and giving him away.

He’d hoped he would get better at navigating the more he practiced, but this stretch of flying was as full of wall-hitting as his first. Everything worked against him. The rockets were too powerful, too direct, and his camera was angled badly and fuzzy. But if Drew had learned anything from his mangled limbs, it was patience and determination. He ignored everything and concentrated on the screen, firing the rockets over and over until he made it through first one corridor, then the next. And the next. His heart thundered louder the closer he got to the tiny red door that marked his prison. It wasn’t pretty, but it was progress. He’d take it.

It seemed like hours later when his braces finally rounded the corner and faced the door leading to the insurmountable staircase. Drew swore he could hear the rockets, a faint drone above him.

A guard stood at the end of the hallway, just before the door. He was staring right at the SuperDrew braces, his gun half raised. Drew could only imagine how strange it must seem to the poor guy: a chunk of metal, vaguely limb-shaped, soaring down the hallway with no one in sight. He was probably wondering if he was going crazy right about now.

The guy finally seemed to decide he really was seeing them, because he raised his gun the rest of the way and fired. Drew flinched at the sound. Don’t you dare hurt the SuperDrew braces!

Drew hit the rockets to full power.

He definitely heard them this time, roaring like a jet overhead. The camera image streaked and grew fuzzy, but Drew didn’t need it anymore. He heard the impact as the SuperDrew braces gut-punched the guard and then a clatter as his gun hit the ground. The door at the top of the stairs shuddered in its frame. Even though Drew was expecting it, the boom made him jump.

He didn’t let up on the rockets.

The basement filled with the sound of creaking wood and twisting metal. Drew cringed, hoping that wasn’t the SuperDrew braces getting mangled. That was the last thing he needed.

It only took a few seconds for the rockets to overpower the door. Wood splintered and a couple of hinges popped off as the doubled-over guard crashed to the ground and the SuperDrew braces flew into the room. Drew whooped and killed the rockets, then flinched as they crashed into a shelf. The racket of toppling computer parts made his ears ring.

Drew wheeled over to the SuperDrew braces. One of the casters on his stool skid when he ran into something on the way, and Drew bent to get it out of the way.

It was Superman.

Drew grinned and pocketed the action figure. He hadn’t come for a miraculous rescue, but he’d done something even better. He’d showed Drew he could rescue himself.

Drew rolled the rest of the way to his braces and leaned over, hand shaking as he lifted the heavy metal. An urge to start crying like a baby burned his throat. He had them back. He’d be able to get out of here. He had his body back.

Drew strapped on his wrist brace first, painstakingly aligning each finger into its metal cast with his left hand. His burned skin, feverishly hot and sticky, did not like getting locked back behind the metal, but Drew would have to worry about that later.

The twisted joints hurt after so many hours outside the brace, but Drew knew the pain wouldn’t last long. Soon he was flexing his fingers, relishing the way the hydraulics made them move like they were supposed to. A few more minutes and he’d feel better than he had in hours.

Next came the leg brace. Same story, same pain and relief and relaxation. The knot of anxiety that had curdled his stomach since he’d woken finally started to untie itself.

He stretched and stood, finally able to leave the wheelie stool behind. He flexed his fingers, one by one, made a fist, gave himself the Live Long and Prosper sign. He took a step, then another, then jumped. Everything worked exactly as it should. Besides a handful of scratches from his clumsy flight through Donhil HQ, the SuperDrew braces were none the worse for wear.

Drew was back to himself.

He returned to Franken-puter and unplugged it without even bothering to shut it down. He dismantled the pieces and put them back into the piles of junk. Let them wonder how he’d managed to get his braces and escape. He couldn’t leave a trail for Donhil to find, especially an internet history that lead them directly to his SuperDrew braces’ remote access site.

He took one more look around the warehouse, then over to the stairs. With an indignant snort, he climbed them two at a time. “You aren’t gonna keep me in here any longer,” he said at the top, kicking the metal rail.

The stairs hadn’t stopped him. Neither would security, or Ms. Lungowe, or anything Donhil could throw at him. He was SuperDrew again. It was time they saw just what that meant.

Drew made a metal fist with his right hand. He flicked on his computers, revved his rockets, and loaded a washer into his disc shooter. Then, just because he could, he kicked open the shattered door like a legit superhero.

Game on.
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In theory, getting out of Donhil shouldn’t be that hard. All Drew had to do was find a door.

But he couldn’t just leave. He didn’t have much proof of what Ms. Lungowe and Donhil were doing. A short video and some screenshots of a seemingly innocent company map. Jazz had her pictures, but even with those it wasn’t convincing evidence. Even Drew would swear it was just a conspiracy theory if they didn’t come up with anything more solid.

As much as Drew just wanted to retreat to his Fortress of Solitude, he had to find something he could use against Donhil before he did.

If only he hadn’t lost that report. That would do some real damage to Donhil’s secrets. But he knew better than to think they’d just leave it laying in the hallway where he’d dropped it, and there was no way he could get back into the director’s office now. Even if Ms. Lungowe had left, they’d have it under crazy security. And once they found out he’d escaped the basement this entire place would be locked down tighter than Alcatraz.

Anything he’d have been able to find here was lost to him now.

Drew ducked into an office and sat on the floor behind the desk. Unless the guards started doing a room-by-room search, he should be safe here for a while. Long enough to figure out what he needed to do. He hoped.

Drew sat on the floor, elbows on his knees, and knocked his head against the desk. After everything that had happened, all the problems he and Jazz had overcome, they weren’t any closer to a solution. Donhil would continue releasing their new products and no one would ever believe how they were getting their ideas. Even worse, Donhil knew that he knew what they were doing. They knew who he was, where he went to school, where he lived. If they decided he was too much of a liability they had all the information they needed to find him. He hated to think of what they would do then.

He needed something to keep him safe from Donhil’s retribution. Something he could hold onto, threaten to release if they did anything to him. Even if it didn’t help him nail Donhil right away, it would buy him time to find more.

But that meant he had to find something in the first place. That report would have been perfect. Whoever had sent it hadn’t spared details or tried to hide what they’d found. They knew what Donhil was doing to those people.

Drew’s thoughts short-circuited for a second. Whoever had sent the report. Which was someone outside of Donhil. They’d sent that report in. If there was a copy here, there would probably be another one wherever it came from in the first place.

Drew pulled up his scanned files and opened the quarter-page he’d been able to scan earlier. The logo was clear as day, that FRMS with the snake and staff. This was the office that had handled the medical tests on the VR people. They’d have record of that somewhere, wouldn’t they? They’d have to.

Drew pulled up Google and did a reverse image search on the logo. Twenty seconds later he was staring at the same logo at the top of a snazzy-looking website. Franklin Rose Medical Services—Premier Medical Care Since 1992.

Drew scrolled to the bottom of the page, where they listed the address and phone number for the office. He plugged the address into Google Maps, hands shaking with excitement. If he could get into that office, he could find something to keep Donhil off his back.

 But that excitement died when he saw where it was: halfway across the state of Minnesota. Way too far for them to do much for Donhil, especially if the entire thing had to be kept a secret.

Drew clicked on the office anyway, staring blindly at the ratings and detailed information on Franklin Rose Medical Services. He was just about to close the entire thing and start over—somewhere—when another little map marker caught his eye. He scrolled over until the marker indicating his current position within Donhil was right in the middle of the screen.

Another marker named Franklin Rose Medical Services was almost right on top of Donhil, no more than a handful of miles from the complex.

Drew zoomed in on this new location, but no information came up. No office ratings, no hours of operation, nothing. It was like Google recognized this place as FRMS, but it wasn’t really there.

Or maybe they didn’t want anyone to know it was there.

Drew was willing to bet that auxiliary office handled Donhil’s secret check-ups. Why else have a doctor’s office that wouldn’t accept any patients?

“I freaking love Google,” he whispered.

Drew stood and snuck out of the office. Finally things were starting to look up.

And now all he had to do was follow the giant glowing EXIT signs and leave Donhil HQ behind.

He had to detour around a handful of guards a few times, but Drew made it to one of Donhil’s exits in no time flat. Here he paused, his nerves finally getting the best of him. What would be on the other side of this door? Were they still patrolling the grounds? As far as he knew Donhil still thought he was locked away, but had they given up on finding Jazz yet? It had been a couple of hours since they’d split up. Hopefully she was long gone and they’d stopped watching for her to show up. But if they hadn’t, Drew could open this door and walk right into a bunch of guards. Then he’d really be in trouble.

Then again, standing here like an idiot wasn’t helping much either. He had to get out of Donhil and to that doctor’s office, and the only way to do that was through this door. He had to take the risk.

Drew had never been so nervous to open a door in his entire life.

He leaned into the push bar, pressing it slowly until the latch slid open without a sound. The door opened an inch, then another, blasting frigid night air into his face. Drew shivered, his heart racing. Any second he expected to hear shouts and bullets ricocheting off the metal. No matter how non-lethal Ms. Lungowe claimed the shots to be, Drew did not want to get hit with one.

All he heard from outside was an owl, followed by silence.

He stood there, pressed against the barely opened door, peering through the tiny crack and listening. Other than a few faint pools of yellow light, he couldn’t see much of anything. For a second Drew thought he heard something that might have been a transport. No footsteps, no voices, no clicks of guns.

There definitely weren’t any guards right outside. Drew couldn’t have hoped for much better. He slipped out of the door, wincing as it banged shut behind him. Long minutes passed while he waited for the sound to call down all of Donhil’s patrols upon him, but no one showed up. Maybe his good luck was starting to return.

From what he could tell Drew had come out on the back side of the building, into an empty parking lot. Big dumpsters lined the wall to his right. The whole thing was surrounded by a chain link fence, the gate leading out to the road locked with a ginormous padlock.

A cold breeze blew away most of the rotting trash smell, but Drew shivered through his hoodie. The metal of his braces was already cold to the touch. He needed to get out of here quick. It was only going to get colder before dawn broke, several hours from now.

Drew worked through his options. He had a pair of wire cutters in his tool compartment, but he didn’t want to leave Donhil any evidence of how and where he’d gotten out. His rockets could launch him over the fence, but that would make a lot of noise. Donhil was sure to have at least a couple security guards even on a normal night. The last thing Drew wanted to do was draw their attention.

“Climbing it is, then,” he mumbled, groaning. As great as the SuperDrew braces were for a lot of things, climbing wasn’t really one of them. The super-strength fingers came in handy, sure, but the thick metal on his foot made finding footholds nearly impossible.

Drew moved toward the fence, using the shadows of the dumpsters to hide from the widely spaced lights. He had to force himself not to run. He could smell freedom now—literally smell it, pine trees and soil overpowering the dumpster trash as he reached the fence. Once he was over he could disappear among the trees scott-free. No one would be the wiser. He’d be safe enough to call Jazz and make it to the doctor’s office. And once he got that finished, he could start figuring out how he was going to get home.

He could hardly contain his relief at that thought.

Drew was halfway to the fence when he heard a muffled cough. He froze, heart thundering in his ears. Where had that come from? He couldn’t see anyone, and the wind made it hard to tell which direction the sound had come from. For all he knew, Drew was walking right into the guy.

A flashlight beam snapped on, maybe thirty feet in front of Drew. A second later another one came on, from the other direction. Two guards at least, and they were sweeping the area with their lights. They must have heard him.

Drew dashed back the way he’d come and squeezed himself between two of the smelly dumpsters, cringing as his leg brace clanked against the metal side. The flashlights swung toward him and started bobbing, like the guards were trotting toward the sound.

Crap crap crap. It would take a massive stroke of luck for them to not see him.

He didn’t have a choice. He had to get out of here. Activate his rockets and hope he could get far enough away fast enough the guards would lose him? It was a long shot, but maybe he could make it onto the roof. From there he could figure out his next step. Could his Flea Man jump get him into the trees from up there? He’d have to try. It was his best chance.

A clatter broke the silence, like something big had slammed into the chain link fence. The flashlights swung away and were gone within seconds. Drew listened to the guards’ running steps grow quieter until silence returned, heavier than it was before. He counted to twenty, and when the guards were still gone, he wrenched himself out from the dumpsters and made a mad dash for the fence.

He jumped as high as he could, without rocket assistance, and used his super-strength grip to grab onto the fence. He climbed as fast as he could, ignoring the freezing metal against his body and the terror racing through him. He just climbed like his life depended on it.

It kind of did.

Drew crested the top of the fence and tumbled to the ground on the outside. He got to his feet, brushing leaves and dirt from his clothes, ignoring the new aches the fall had added to his already existing ones. The knee joint on his brace squeaked a little with each bend as he ran into the trees.

A tiny light flashed on and off in the trees—not a flashlight, more like the screen of a smartphone. He could only think of one person who’d be out here and trying to get his attention, so he veered toward the tiny light. Half a minute later he almost plowed straight into Jazz.

“Drew? Holy crap, are you okay? It’s been hours and I tried to get back in but the guards wouldn’t let me get close and I’ve been so worried.” She launched herself at him in a bear hug. Drew was so stunned he stood there like a moron. What the heck was he supposed to do now?

“Uh. Yeah, I’m fine.”

Jazz let go and jumped back, not noticing his embarrassment. “I saw those guards coming after you. I wasn’t sure I got their attention fast enough.”

“You made that noise?” Drew could see her smile beaming in the dim light. “Thanks! I would have been toast without you.”

“I know.” She shrugged, but Drew heard how pleased his admission had made her. “I’m just glad you made it out. I was starting to worry I’d have to go back in there and rescue you.”

“My knight in shining armor,” Drew said sarcastically. “Don’t worry. This prince saves himself.”

Jazz giggled, and Drew found himself laughing too. After all the fear and stress of the last few hours, it felt good to just be stupid for a minute.

Jazz took a deep breath, calming her giggles. “I have so much to tell you. I think I found something good. Did you get anything else while you were in there?” she asked.

Drew grinned, pulling up his GPS and double-checking it against the address of Franklin Rose Medical Service’s auxiliary office.

“Not exactly, but I think I know where we can.”
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Jazz let Drew lead the way, trusting he wouldn’t get them too lost out here. With how often he checked his GPS, she was pretty sure they wouldn’t have to worry about any if-only-you’d-asked-for-directions moments.

She kept just enough attention on her surroundings so she wouldn’t trip. The rest she used to look over the pictures she’d taken in the factory. She wished she could get more detail, but she couldn’t do that until she got home and downloaded them. Her tiny camera screen would have to do for now.

Once they’d filled each other in on their adventures, impressing the crap out of each other, Jazz didn’t have anything to do but sort through her pictures. Not that she minded. The more she reviewed them, the more likely she could find something useful.

They’d been walking for close to an hour, she guessed, when Drew called for a rest. He’d started limping a while ago. Neither of them had mentioned it but she knew he had to be in a lot of pain with everything that had happened. After all, if she was tired and achy from so much activity, Drew had to be close to collapsing by now.

“How much farther is it?” she asked, leaning against a thick tree trunk.

Drew once again checked his GPS. “Not too far. We’re almost there.”

“Thank goodness.”

Drew grunted agreement and sat beside her, legs stretched out at an angle so he could lean against the tree too. Jazz kept scrolling through her pictures, for the fourth time at least, trying to make sense of it all.

“Hey Drew, why would someone want to put a bunch of computer parts in a mattress?”

“Depends on the computer parts.”

“Umm, the green-and-silver things that look like miniature cities?”

“Motherboards,” he said. She could almost hear him roll his eyes, like everyone in the world should have known that.

“Okay, those.”

“Could be anything. Motherboards are the brains of a computer.”

“Huh. Cool.” She zoomed in on an already close-up picture of one. “So why would Donhil put one in a mattress?”

Drew’s braces clinked together as he thought. “What’s it connected to?”

Jazz looked through her pictures until she found one that showed the whole thing. “Looks like the springs, maybe?”

“Probably a computerized tensioning system. I felt something like that when Ms. Lungowe pushed me onto the Surefire Sleep earlier. It adjusted to what I wanted even as I got comfortable. Everyone’s different so it probably reads a person’s comfort by the position of their body and stuff. That would explain how they’re impossible to stay awake in.”

“That makes sense,” Jazz mumbled, already scanning through more pictures. “But if that’s what the computer is doing, then why are there so many more wires going toward the person’s head than their body?”

Drew went completely still for a second, then turned so they were cheek-to-cheek. “Let me see.”

Jazz held the camera between them so Drew could see, and they both stared at it for a minute. She’d gotten an awesome shot of an almost-finished mattress, one that showed a whole mess of wiring and motherboards and computer-y gizmos throughout the entire thing. One end of it, though, was even thicker than the rest. Jazz could hardly even see any mattress parts beneath all the tech stuff.

“This looks like a sensor mat,” Drew said, pointing to the bluish sheet skimming over the springs. “I’ll bet the pillowtop goes right on top of this.”

Jazz nodded. The next pictures showed that, but they weren’t as interesting as this one at the moment.

“Hmm. So far it doesn’t look too suspicious. Most of this is what I’d expect from a computerized comfort-adjusting mattress. Do you have any close-ups of that pillow area?”

Jazz nodded, pulling the camera back while she found the right one. “They build the pillows separately,” she said while she looked, “then put them together right before they sew it all up.” She held out the camera again with the proper picture on the display.

Drew was quiet for a long time while he studied the picture. Another motherboard nestled below the pillows, and it had more than double the amount of wires than the rest of the bed. A few evenly-spaced sensors dotted the pillow. It looked like a gigantic mess to Jazz.

“I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” he said.

Jazz cocked an eyebrow at him. “Thanks, Han.”

Drew grinned. “A girl who gets my obscure Star Wars references? How did I ever get so lucky?”

Jazz elbowed him in the ribs—not hard since they were sitting so close—and felt herself blush. Thank goodness it was dark enough Drew wouldn’t notice.

They turned their attention back to the picture, and they both got quiet again. “Seriously though. Why would they do this? The body sensors should be more than enough to keep the person asleep and comfortable. They couldn’t get much more input from a person’s head.” Drew fell silent after that, clearly thinking through everything.

Tell me what you saw.

Tell me what you heard.

Tell me how you felt.

Now tell me what you learned.

Jazz scrolled through the pictures idly while she reviewed everything in her mind. It seemed like everywhere they turned, Donhil was doing scary things with computers. First in the VR, then in the mattresses…

Jazz gasped and Drew jumped at the sound. “What?”

She didn’t answer right away, clicking through pictures quickly to find the one she wanted. When she did her excitement at figuring something out turned to dread that made her want to puke.

“Jazz, what is it?”

She turned the camera toward him, so he could see the picture it displayed. Another collection of wires and motherboards and stuff she couldn’t even name. “This is the back of the VR chairs,” she said, zooming in. “Those sensors are the ones that read your brainwaves.”

Drew stared at the picture and finally voiced what Jazz feared. “They look just like the pillows in the mattresses.”

Jazz dropped the camera into her lap, for once not caring that it might get scratched. Her entire body started shaking, like she was shivering from cold. “They’re going to do the same thing they’re doing to the people in the VR.”

Drew shook his head. “They can’t. Not with this equipment. There’s no interface.”

Jazz was already shaking her head. “Sleeping people don’t need an interface, Drew. They’re dreaming.” She stood and started pacing, unable to sit still a minute longer. Even she could tell she was talking fast—a bad sign. When she noticed it people tended to be unable to follow her. She took a deep breath and slowed down. A little. “You always hear about how people’s brains are better than the fastest computer. Not even AIs can match our creativity or ingenuity, especially when we’re sleeping. I mean, just think about dreams. We couldn’t come up with half of that crazy stuff on our own.”

“So what are you saying? That Donhil is going to collect peoples’ dreams?”

“Yeah,” Jazz said. “They’re already using those VR people like an inventing machine, and look how well it’s gone for them. That’s just eight people. Imagine what they can do if they get the entire world creating for them.”

Drew whistled. “Crowdsourcing their inventing by making people sleep more often and more deeply, then analyzing their dreams. That’s an A+ evil villain plan.”

“And by doing this they can know what people want the most, then start working on inventing something to fulfill that need. No guessing what products will go over best. After this they’ll know exactly what humanity wants, and the people in the VR will turn it into reality.” Now what Ms. Lungowe had said made sense. The future of Donhil really did rely on the success of these mattresses. And on no one figuring out what they were really doing.

“That’s why they’re giving them away for free,” Drew said. “They want to make sure as many people as possible get hooked on these mattresses. More people, more data.”

“That’s a massive invasion of privacy. Even if people could ignore Donhil doing awful things to eight people they’ve never met, no one will stand for the company invading their dreams. That’ll get everyone checking into Donhil for sure.” She stopped in front of Drew. “Can we prove that’s what they’re doing with these pictures?”

Drew reached for the camera, and Jazz unhooked it from the sling and handed it over. He scrolled through the pictures for a while, muttering about wiring and configurations under his breath. “No. It looks suspicious, but they could easily say these read feedback from the head to keep people comfortable and no one will be able to argue.”

“Shoot.” She put her hands into her hoodie pocket, only to feel resistance as the folded manual crinkled at the pressure. Her heart raced. Of course. She pulled it out triumphantly, holding it up like it was a golden trophy. “What about with this?”

“What is it?”

“The manual for the Surefire Sleep. I’d almost forgotten about it. I found it in the factory.”

Drew did some kind of weird hand motion and a flashlight lit from his fingertip. Jazz blinked at the sudden brightness, then sat beside Drew again. He held his hand up so they could see the manual, Jazz turning the pages while they read.

She turned a page to the center and found a full-spread layout of the Surefire Sleep, deconstructed layer by layer, with all the parts labeled. She could hardly hold the manual steady, she was so excited.

“These schematics are interesting,” Drew said. “Vague, but interesting.”

Jazz’s heart dropped a little. Sure enough, the descriptions of the wiring and pillow sensors didn’t explain much. Lots of technical gibberish, though, which hopefully would mean something to Drew. “Does it help?”

“Yeah, it helps. It isn’t foolproof, but it’s a great place to start.” He pointed out a small notation. “Check it out, these babies even have Wi-Fi. They’ll probably claim it’s for software updates but I’d bet an entire year’s worth of allowance it’s to send the dream data back to Donhil. Nice going, Jazz. Forget sidekick—you’re officially the best partner I could have asked for.”

She could hear the sincerity in his voice, and it made her blush all over again.

It was one nail in the coffin of Donhil’s evil scheme. One more bit of evidence to tie the VR to the mattresses, and Ms. Lungowe was officially busted. Jazz could almost see the headlines already: Humanity Saved! Genius Kids Bring Down Evil Plot.

Newly energized, they made a beeline for Franklin Rose Medical Services.

 

* * *

 

It was still dark when Drew’s GPS said they had arrived, and would be for a few more hours. He stopped and crept forward until he caught sight of a fence. Bingo.

He looked over at Jazz beside him. She looked nervous, just like he was. Everything could come together here. Or it could all come crashing down around them.

His eyes fell to Jazz’s camera. That thing held all the evidence they’d found so far. The VR, the motherboards in the mattresses. Not enough, but the best they had. “We have to make sure we don’t lose those pictures,” Drew said. “Or the manual. We’re gonna need them both if we want anyone to believe us about this.”

Jazz nodded. She looked around at the trees, then ran up to one and jumped, grabbing onto the lowest branch. She scrambled up it like climbing trees was the easiest thing in the world. Drew was instantly jealous.

She hooked the camera’s sling over a thick branch and shoved the manual underneath it, high enough that Drew couldn’t even see it once Jazz moved away. He put a marker on his GPS so they’d be able to find it again.

Jazz jumped back to the ground, brushing off her hands on her yellow hoodie. “All right. Ready?”

Drew nodded. “Ready.”
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Drew was even more convinced this was the place once he saw it: a single building in the middle of nowhere, blocked off by a ten-foot-tall chain link fence topped with barbed wire. A rusted address sign said 9920 in faded numbers. The road dead-ended at the gate. There wasn’t a soul in sight.

“Yeah, that’s not suspicious at all,” Jazz said.

“It looks more like a prison than a doctor’s office,” Drew said.

“From what we’ve seen of those VR people, it’s probably both.”

Drew shuddered.

“Got any wire cutters in there?” Jazz asked, stepping up to the chain link fence.

“As a matter of fact…” Drew pulled them out with a flourish.

Jazz grinned as she took them. “I need to get me a pair of those,” she said, looking over Drew’s braces with admiration.

“I don’t actually recommend it. They come in handy but I’d give anything to not need them in the first place.”

“I’ll bet. But you’ve turned them into a strength instead of a weakness, which is really awesome of you.”

Drew felt his jaw drop open. He’d been expecting the “I’m sorry I don’t know what to say about you being crippled” silence—the pickle of awkward silences. Everyone else on the planet would have blushed and turned away and made him endure that horrible feeling of being an outsider, of being misunderstood. But not Jazz. She didn’t seem to care at all.

“Don’t they weird you out?”

“Why would they?” She didn’t turn away from cutting a hole in the fence.

“Most people don’t know how to react to my having braces. Like they can’t get past the metal, or the fact I need them.”

“You’re still a person inside them.” She glanced over her shoulder with a mischievous grin. “You are a human, right?”

“Last time I checked.”

Jazz turned back with a shrug. “Then I don’t see why you should be treated any differently than the other seven billion people on the planet.”

Drew hardly knew what to say to that. “Thanks,” he mumbled. “That… means a lot.”

Jazz stood and turned fully toward him. “You said you wished people would see you instead of your braces,” she said, handing him back his wire cutters. “That’s what I’m going to do. You deserve no less.”

Drew stashed the wire cutters and followed her through the hole in the fence, so dazed it took him a minute to get his bearings and check out what they were getting themselves into.

If Donhil HQ’s security was a trained police dog, Franklin Rose Medical Services’ was a fat Pomeranian who was more interested in treats and pets than guarding anything. Drew was able to cut the bolt that locked the door with his hacksaw with no trouble, and once inside the office a red light blinked above an ancient yellowed keypad. The lettering on the 9 button was completely worn off, and the 0 and 2 were nearly there. Drew stepped up to the keypad, punched in 9920, and the light turned green.

“Never use your birthday, phone number, or address for your PIN,” he muttered. “Basic security, people.”

With the alarm safely shut off, Jazz turned on the lights. They stood in a tiny office, hardly big enough for them both, with two desks lining one wall. Papers were strewn about them like whoever worked here had never heard of organization before. A calendar of generic landscapes hung crookedly on the wall, still showing October of last year. A coffee cup sat on an official-looking report, FRMS letterhead and all, with mold growing in the bottom. The air smelled like dust and recycled A/C.

“No one’s been here for a long time,” Jazz said, crinkling her nose at the moldy coffee cup.

“Boy, am I glad I brought along an investigative journalist to help me come to that conclusion,” Drew replied.

Jazz sneered at him. “My point is what can we expect to find here? It’s not like this place has seen a lot of use recently.”

“We don’t need a recent report. Just one that shows what Donhil is doing to the people in the VR.” Drew picked up a pile of papers and started skimming the indecipherable medical terms, looking for anything that named Donhil.

Jazz wandered over to a broken-looking filing cabinet. The drawer barely opened, squealing the whole way, but she was able to pull a handful of files from it.

They leafed through papers silently for a while. A grubby window on the left wall showed a lightening sky by the time Jazz gasped. “Drew, I think I found it.”

He snatched the papers she handed him a little too eagerly. Sure enough, it was the same health report he’d started scanning back at Donhil. Drew didn’t waste any time. He cleared off a section of the desk, sending dust flying through the air, and immediately started scanning. Jazz kept going through files as he stored page after page in his brace’s memory.

“This is perfect,” he said, reading through the document as he scanned it. Everything they needed was there: a list of the people’s names, their health, even mention of Ms. Lungowe’s approval of the rigorous schedule. A few notes showed someone named Dr. Amanda Rose, probably the “Rose” of FRMS, objected to the treatment, but another note stated she was removed from the company shortly after. Drew didn’t want to think about how she was “removed.” Somehow he didn’t think it came with a severance package.

Once he had the entire report scanned he uploaded it to his computer back home. That way no matter what happened, he’d have a copy. Hopefully it would be enough to keep him and Jazz safe from Donhil’s wrath.

He was wondering whether to keep looking for more ammo against Donhil when noise from the front office echoed through the small building. Drew and Jazz froze. Before Drew could think of what to do, Ms. Lungowe’s smooth voice reached them. “I know you’re here. Come out, please. I’d just like to talk.”

Yeah right, Drew thought.

Jazz side-stepped to him and whispered into his ear. “A bunch of guards just came around back,” she said, pointing to the window. Drew glanced that way and saw a guy staring back at him, a nasty bandage wrapped around his thigh. The guard he’d shot with his washer.

“You can’t get out, as I’m sure you’ve noticed by now,” Ms. Lungowe said in a pleasant tone. “We might as well make this civil. My guards will not be as gracious as I will.”

“I’m sure of that,” Drew said, still staring at the guard outside. He could feel the anger coming from that guy. If Drew left that way, he was walking into the worst bully beating of his life.

Drew took the health report, folded it in half, and shoved it into the tool compartment on his thigh. He’d need all the leverage they could get to make it out of this one.

Jazz followed him out of the office, wringing her hands the entire way.

They passed two small exam rooms, one on each side of the narrow hallway, a bathroom, and what looked like a break room before making it to the lobby. Ms. Lungowe sat in one of the dusty waiting room chairs like it was a throne, long legs crossed beneath her colorful skirt. She watched them enter the room calmly, gorgeous dark eyes judging them before they ever said a word.

“It’s rare to have so much trouble apprehending two children,” she said, her tone accusing but kind of impressed, too. Pride swelled in Drew’s chest and he stood just a bit taller. “But as you can see, I’ve not only found you but caught you quite thoroughly. In the end, I always win. That is something you should never, ever doubt.”

Drew searched for a clever comeback, something smart or defiant to say in return, but his mind was blank. No matter how well they’d done evading Donhil’s security and finding their secrets, Ms. Lungowe had always been there to stop them. He couldn’t muster enough belief in himself to dispute her claims.

Some hero SuperDrew turned out to be.

Ms. Lungowe watched them for a minute or so, and when neither of them looked up or dared make a comment she seemed to sense her victory. She stood, unfolding from the chair like an elegant movie star, and came to stand right before them. “You took my guards on quite a merry chase, Yasmine.”

Jazz grinned up at her, but it looked fragile around the edges. “I did my best.”

“You can be sure I will report you to the Junior Journalist Internship Program. They take a poor outlook on breaking rules to get your story, as I understand. I wouldn’t put much hope in continuing with the program after this. A shame, really. Not many applicants as young as you are accepted.”

Jazz’s shoulders slumped.

Ms. Lungowe smirked, just a little, then turned to Drew. “And you’ve made quite an annoyance of yourself, Andrew. The video you posted will be a thorn in my side for the next month.”

“Good.”

“You don’t truly believe it will do anything, do you? It proves nothing and hints at even less.”

“I know.” He hated admitting it, but he’d known from the start that video wouldn’t be worth much without something more. Something like the report weighing down his leg brace. If only he’d gotten those scans when he’d first found them!

Ms. Lungowe nodded. “I’m pleased to see you understand that. But you wouldn’t have come here if you didn’t think you could find something more definitive.” She held out her hand, neon orange nails pointed toward him like claws aimed for his heart. “I’ll take whatever ‘evidence’ you think you’ve collected on me now, Andrew.” 

“Tell me something first,” he said. His voice was quiet and defeated, but he managed to look up and meet her eyes. The surprise in them almost made him smile.

Ms. Lungowe lowered her hand and watched him for a few seconds. “I’m not convinced you actually found anything. Why should I divulge anything to you?”

Drew pulled the report from his brace. Ms. Lungowe reached for it, but Drew pulled it back. No way he was going to lose this again, scans or no.

She squinted at the pages in Drew’s hand. He saw the moment she realized what he’d found, and how devastating it could be. “Tell me why you’re doing this.”

Ms. Lungowe only hesitated for a few seconds. “Are you expecting some kind of supervillain’s monologue now?” she asked, clearly making fun of him. “Do you believe I’ll spout some nonsense about getting the power I deserve or paying back humanity for all the wrongs it has done? Perhaps even some mad claims of superiority?” She laughed, and Drew blushed. “You truly have been reading too many comic books.”

“I just want to know why,” he mumbled, letting his hand and the report fall to his side. This was worse than her threatening him. He felt like such an idiot, just a delusional kid seeing supervillains in normal, everyday life.

“I’m sorry to disappoint you, Andrew. I’m not a villain. I’m simply a woman doing her best to fulfill her dreams.”

“What dreams are those?” Jazz asked. She managed to sound a little less defeated than Drew had, but not by much.

“Dreams of peace. Of preserving this Earth. Of, quaint as it might sound, making the world a better place.”

Drew’s brow furrowed. “It’s like I’ve thought all along. You’re putting humanity in your pocket so you can lead them wherever you want.”

“This world deserves peace. But humans are creatures of war. We are incapable of living in harmony with ourselves, let alone nature. We destroy anything and anyone we cannot bend to our whims, even though those very whims often destroy whatever is bent before long.”

“And your solution to that is to give humanity everything it wants?” Jazz asked.

Ms. Lungowe turned, pacing the room and growing more animated the longer she talked. “If humanity is sated, it becomes pliable. Once people have what they want they cease fighting. By supplying all of humanity’s desires, I’m giving everything exactly what it needs. Humans are cared for without destroying each other, and the planet doesn’t have to suffer our relentless machinations.”

“You’re taking away their free will,” Drew said. “Making them so passive they don’t work, or create, or do anything worthwhile. You’re taking away their lives just like you’re taking the lives of the people in your VR!”

“It is their own free will that draws them to my products,” Ms. Lungowe replied. “And their own free will compels them to continue using them. Nothing I produce will harm them. In fact, I believe I’ve proven my dedication to their health with my superfood.”

“Being alive isn’t the same thing as living. I know that better than anyone.” Drew lifted his right hand and flexed his metal fingers.

Ms. Lungowe scowled at Drew and his braces. “If something does not change, humanity will destroy itself and this planet. You can’t tell me that is a better outcome than the future I’m shaping.”

Drew wished she sounded like a crazy villain. That would make this so much easier. But she didn’t. She sounded just as intelligent, just as level-headed as ever. Everything she said made sense. It was wrong, but it made sense. How could he argue against her logic when it was more sound and pragmatic than his?

“I’m the first to admit it sounds good,” Drew said. “I’ve wished I could reprogram people to be better more than a few times. But what you’re doing… it isn’t right,” he said, knowing how lame it sounded but having nothing better to say.

“If only the adult world worked by a child’s estimation of right and wrong,” Ms. Lungowe said. She sounded genuinely saddened that it didn’t. “But our world is more complicated than that, Andrew. Sometimes adults have to do ugly things because they need to be done. Not everyone is strong enough to accept that. Those of us who are shoulder the burden, whether we like it or not.” She paused for a minute, and Drew swore she looked so tired then. But she shook it off like a dog getting out of water and the conviction flooded back into her face. She held out her hand again. “I indulged your curiosity, which is far more generous than most people would have been. Now give me that report.”

“What you’re doing is wrong,” Drew said, “and you know it. Otherwise you wouldn’t be afraid of what I’ve found.”

“I am not afraid.”

“Yes you are,” Jazz said. She sounded so much braver than she had a minute ago. Like seeing Ms. Lungowe vulnerable proved she wasn’t invincible. “You’re afraid we’ll show it to someone who will investigate Donhil. If that happens, someone will find out about the VR and how you’re treating those people. Even if that’s the only fault they find you’ll still be put on trial. I’m sure you’re smart enough to avoid going to jail, but your reputation will be ruined. So will Donhil’s. And everything you’ve built will be destroyed.”

Jazz’s defiance, and the look on Ms. Lungowe’s face—some kind of angry terror—gave Drew confidence. “You can try to take this report from us, but it won’t do you any good. I’ve scanned the whole thing. It’s already uploaded to my server.”

“And it isn’t the only thing we have,” Jazz added. “We saw what you’re doing with the new mattresses. Hooking people up to computers every night, collecting their dreams to fuel your company’s inventing.”

“Dreams express humanity’s most deep-seated desires,” Ms. Lungowe said, almost like she didn’t realize she was talking out loud.

“And you can take that information and use it to guide your company. Instruct the people in the VR to work on what you learn from the dreams. Maybe get a few more invention ideas, or even find people who are really good at inventing in their subconscious and recruit them for more VR projects?”

Ms. Lungowe narrowed her eyes at Jazz. “That is a lot of speculation, Yasmine.”

“But I’m not wrong, am I?”

They stared at each other for a few minutes. “You would have made an exceptional journalist.”

Jazz grinned at her.

“We have pictures of all of that. People would have been mad at the VR, but when they find out you’re crowdsourcing the inventing with your new mattresses, collecting their dreams, everyone will be pissed. You might have gotten away with the VR, but no one will let you get away with this.”

Ms. Lungowe glared at them for a minute, then dropped her hand. “I see. I assume you plan to leverage this information against me?”

Drew nodded. “You let us go and leave us alone, and we won’t show a soul.”

Jazz snapped her head to Drew, but didn’t say anything. She didn’t need to—Ms. Lungowe said it for her. “Doesn’t that negate your original purpose of putting a stop to my ‘evil plan?’”

“We’ll call it a truce,” Drew said. “Otherwise we’ll be stuck here forever. You’ve got us trapped, but we have you cornered. Let us walk away and we’ll respect that.”

“You realize you are trying to blackmail Donhil Corporation and myself, a woman with the wealth and connections to turn such an attempt into years of imprisonment with a handful of phone calls?”

“You do that and we’ll hand over what we’ve found to the police and the media. We’ll ruin your life just as much as you’ll ruin ours,” Jazz said.

“And we don’t have as much to lose as you,” Drew added. He hoped he sounded confident. The thought of him losing what he had, little though it was, terrified him.

Ms. Lungowe spent a few more minutes watching them, like she could read just how sincere they were from their silence. She seemed to do that a lot.

“You’ve built yourselves quite a neat defense,” she said at last. “You’ve met me with a true impasse. Congratulations.” This time the nice words sounded like a threat.

Drew swallowed hard, but didn’t budge.

Ms. Lungowe turned away, as indignant as a Disney villain, and left Franklin Rose Medical Services. Drew watched out the windows as she waved her guards after her and climbed into a sleek black transport. Two minutes later and they were gone.

Drew knew better than to think that was the last they’d seen of Ms. Lungowe.

“I can’t believe you promised we wouldn’t release this information,” Jazz said. “All that work to find proof of Donhil’s corruption and you won’t even use it.”

“It’s insurance,” Drew said. “It’ll keep us safe while we look for more.”

Jazz started saying something, but choked on the words. “More?”

“Of course. You didn’t think I was going to drop this, did you?”

“I was worried for a couple of minutes.”

“Then you don’t know me very well. We know Donhil is up to no good now, whatever crap Ms. Lungowe said about doing ugly things because they’re necessary. This is wrong, and we have to stop it.”

Jazz grinned. “So what’s the plan?”

“We keep digging. Find more proof. Figure out how we can release this information without getting ourselves killed in the process.”

To her credit, Jazz hardly stumbled over the whole getting killed possibility. “Right. Nothing we can’t handle.”

Drew grinned. “Right.”

They stood in the lobby for a little while longer before Drew looked at his friend. “So. Any ideas how we’re going to get home?”
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Turned out Jazz had a pretty sweet ride, a Donhil ultra-fast transport modeled to look like Cinderella’s pumpkin carriage, that her parents let her use every once in a while. “I’ll lose privileges for a long time after this,” she said, “but it was totally worth it.”

She looked through the pictures on her camera for the fifth time since they’d fetched it, grinning all the while. “These will be great. When we can actually use them.” She turned the camera toward Drew, showing him a shot of the VR chamber. He shuddered just thinking of that place.

“Yeah. We’ve got a lot of work to do first though,” he said.

Jazz didn’t even hesitate. “We can do it.”

“Yeah,” he said. “We can.”

Drew stared out the window, even though all he could see were a handful of lights dotting the darkness. He’d be home soon. Far later than he’d planned, but soon. He was going to be in so much trouble.

Jazz dropped him off about half a mile from his house, and Drew walked the rest of the way as the first bits of light grew in the east. He was exhausted and bruised from head to toe. His arm felt like it was on fire, getting burned all over again. He had no clue how he was going to explain this to his parents. He couldn’t exactly say it had happened at Taylor’s. They’d never let him go back, and Drew had way too many plans for his welder cousin coming up.

He walked slowly, his leg killing him, until he’d come up with the best possible explanations to any questions he could think his mom might ask. Then he hustled, despite the pain, to get it over with as soon as possible.

He was sweaty and practically screaming in pain by the time he opened the door to his home. He hadn’t taken two steps in when his mother barreled into the room, rumpled PJs and tangled hair and dark circles under her eyes attesting to a terrible night’s sleep. If she’d even slept at all.

“Andrew Christopher Stirling!”

Drew flinched. It was never good when parents pulled out the middle name.

“I should have called. I forgot, I’m sorry.” He hoped the admission would stem some of the shouting and help them overlook the more pressing questions that would be a lot harder to answer.

“Yes you should have. We’ve been worried sick. And what happened to you?” Drew’s mom still looked furious, but he could tell at least half of that was because she was scared for him. He’d seen it enough to recognize it by now. Every time he got hurt it was the same thing.

“I was testing out my new rockets,” he said. “I crashed a couple of times.”

“You’re still in trouble, young man. Grounded for sure. Don’t think you’re getting away with this disobedience.” His mom’s face softened, and she gave him a gentle hug. “But you look like you need some rest. Get cleaned up and go to bed. We’ll discuss this later.”

Drew hugged his mom back, suddenly overwhelmed with relief. “Thanks, Mom.”

He wouldn’t argue over the punishment. He deserved it. Grounding wouldn’t be fun, that’s for sure, but he promised himself he would be the most perfect son the entire time. He’d made it home. He was just grateful for that.

 

* * *

 

“It’s a masterful CGI representation, I must admit,” Ms. Lungowe said, looking as calm and beautiful in this TV interview as she did in all the others. “And the voice dubbing is quite convincing as well. But when put under the microscope it’s clear that’s all it is: an exceptionally skillful forgery. Quotations and video from previous speeches, all available online, can be found throughout the clip.” She took a dramatic pause, so full of righteousness Drew thought he would be sick. “I assure you, there is no conspiracy wrapped around Donhil Corporation. Our goal is to improve humanity’s existence, as we have already done several times before, and there is nothing sinister behind our motivations.”

Drew shuddered as Ms. Lungowe looked directly at the camera, like she knew Drew would be watching. “And no one will be able to prove otherwise.”

Drew shut off the ‘net. He’d known his video wouldn’t be taken seriously. But he still hated how easily everyone dismissed it. No one wanted to admit Donhil was up to no good. If they did, they’d have to give back all the stuff they’d gotten from them. All the superfood, all the transports, their new mattresses. Humanity was already too spoiled to do that, so they cried conspiracy and ignored Drew’s hard-won proof.

That was fine with Drew. He would find more. He’d already found enough once. He’d even outsmarted Chatana Lungowe, arguable the most brilliant person on the planet. He could do it again.

And this time, he wouldn’t be alone. Jazz had been in contact almost every day. She was grounded just like Drew was, but that wasn’t about to stop either of them. They already had half a dozen ideas of what to do next.

“I’m coming for you, Donhil,” Drew whispered. “And next time, it won’t be so easy to get rid of me.”

He leaned over his desk, sketching out more improvements to the SuperDrew braces. When he struck again, Donhil wouldn’t know what hit them.
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Drew scrambled to hide his plans when his mom knocked on his door. She came in, holding something slightly behind her, and stood beside his desk. Something bad was coming, Drew could feel it.

“Feeling better?” she asked.

“Yeah. I’ll be all right,” he said. Most of the bruises were fading, and even his burns weren’t quite as bad as he’d feared. He’d be back up and running, figuratively speaking, before long.

“Good.” She paused, and Drew’s heart raced. “Where were you that night?”

He didn’t have to ask what night she was referring to. “At Taylor’s. We were working late and I forgot to call. I’m sorry.”

His mom raised an eyebrow. Not quite a Mom Look, but close. Like it lurked in the background, just waiting for an excuse to show up. Not a good sign.

“Care to try again?” She dropped something on the bed in front of him. A full-sized manila envelope addressed to his parents.

The return address simply said “Lungowe”.

Oh no. This was not good. This was very, very, very not good.

Drew stared at the envelope like it was going to bite him.

“Go ahead,” his mom said. Not a suggestion. A command.

Slowly, sick to his stomach, Drew opened the envelope and pulled out a stack of glossy papers. His face stared back at him from surprisingly high-quality black-and-white photos. In the hallways of Donhil. Standing in the director’s office. Kneeling before a locked door, clearly attempting to break in.

Drew’s heart plummeted to his stomach. He’d known things would be bad, and that Ms. Lungowe would retaliate. But this went beyond his worst nightmares. She hadn’t just struck back at him. She’d done the dirtiest, meanest, most diabolical trick Drew could have possibly imagined.

She’d told his parents.
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Check out the next exciting book in the SuperDrew series!

 

* * *
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SuperDrew and the Betrayal of Donhil Corp

by BJ Pierson

 

Who says kids can’t make a difference in the adult world? Not SuperDrew, and he’s proved it big time.

Not only did Drew and Jazz sneak into Donhil Corporation and uncover their secret supervillain plans, but they even negotiated a shaky truce with CEO Lungowe to get them out safely. They could call it quits there and count themselves lucky. But that would mean letting Donhil Corp win, wiping out humanity’s free will in the name of world peace. Like they could let that happen.

Keeping up the fight is easier said than done, though. While they’ve been enduring the most epic groundings known to man, Ms. Lungowe has poured all her resources into a huge project that would seal humanity’s fate for good. If Drew and Jazz can’t stop her, they can kiss things like creativity and individuality goodbye.

Drew and Jazz will have to navigate unfamiliar territory, master new gadgets, and trust new allies—not to mention dodging all of Ms. Lungowe’s hypervigilant goons—to stop her and Donhil’s plans. It’s a tall order, even for SuperDrew. Is it more than they can handle?

 

Coming April 2, 2024!
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These books are technically for grown-ups, but they are all-age appropriate!
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Joythief

by Brenda J. Pierson

 

Joythief. The most feared weapon of the elite thieves’ and assassin’s guild known as the Star-Blades. The magical poison that doesn’t kill its victim, but kills the most prized aspect of themselves. Star-Blades rarely use this terrible poison, and never against their own.

Except Mariq Ashai Meidani, Princess of Kuriza and Star-Blade spider-thief, has been poisoned. She knows exactly what the Joythief will take from her-her thieving skills, the one thing that makes her more than a simple pawn in her father’s court.

Trying to discover who poisoned her, and why, leads Mariq to discover plots far more intricate than the blackmail of a single spider-thief. The Star-Blades would use her as a tool in their war against magic, a war that would leave thousands dead and the land devastated. A war Mariq cannot allow to happen.

Battling the Joythief is futile. Battling the Star-Blades seems even more so. Yet if Mariq wants to be anything besides a delicate, useless princess or a catalyst of destruction, she’ll have to fight both—and, somehow, win.

 

Available now!
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Soul of the Blade (A Guardians of Taron Novel) 

by Brenda J. Pierson

A legendary sword for a legendary assassin. At least, that’s what Aeo thought when he first took the enchanted Bok’Tarong for his own. But instead of fame and glory, his life was ended and his soul consumed by the sword. Now the Bok’Tarong has a new bearer who’s determined to set things right—mainly by evicting Aeo’s soul from the blade and continuing with her holy mission to destroy the mind-eating parasites the Bok’Tarong was made to kill. Yet the blade won’t work without a soul, and Aeo’s is the only one available.

Together, they could free humanity from these parasites forever. But doing so will require them to put their trust in dangerous new allies—and each other, which might be asking too much of them both.

 

Available now!
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Soul of the Guardian (A Guardians of Taron Novella) 

by Brenda J. Pierson

One moment all is normal, the next… insanity. Scores of people drop dead, their minds ripped to shreds. All that’s left is a twisted corpse with alien eyes, and what survivors remain are given no explanation.

Ryanne and Kole beg relief from the Guardian, a sometimes-doubted mythical being who watches over the world, but this is beyond even his mighty powers. This is an invasion, a parasitic race determined to make humanity their next meal. In order to free their people from the monsters’ hunger, the Guardian, Ryanne, and Kole will have to pool all their abilities… and decide what’s worth sacrificing to save the whole of mankind.

Witness the birth of the legendary Bok’Tarong and the beginnings of the Entana war in this prequel to Soul of the Blade!

 

Available now!
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If you liked SuperDrew and the Secrets of Donhil Corp, here are some other adventures from Snowy Wings Publishing you might like!
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The Worst Villain Ever

by Amy Bearce

 

A good villain is the worst.

When eleven-year-old George Pruwell is finally admitted to the Academy of Villainy and Wrongdoing, he has big plans of making his family proud, especially his older brother Alex. Unfortunately, unlike his brother, George is anything but villainous. To secure a slot in the school’s best class roster and prove himself worthy of his family’s wonderfully wicked name, he takes on a nearly impossible assignment: defeat Captain Perfectus, the world’s greatest superhero.

Now, George has to figure out how one too-nice-villain-in-training can defeat the most impressive superhero of all time. Alex offers his help, but George isn’t so sure he wants to use his big brother’s methods. And when Captain Perfectus turns out to have some seriously big problems of his own, George must choose whether to follow his instincts and help the superhero or crush him and become the most villainous Pruwell ever.

 

Available now!

 

* * *
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Thelma Bee in Toil and Treble

by Erin Petti

 

It’s time to face the music…

Just when eleven-year-old budding scientist Thelma Bee thinks she might finish sixth grade like a semi-normal kid, supernatural activity begins to spike once again in Riverfish, MA. From reports of wandering tree monsters, to a local river shifting its course, something is weaving magical chaos—and this time it’s all by deadly design. When her school’s a cappella group starts acting suspicious, and a classmate goes missing, Thelma learns that sometimes dark magic comes in the most unexpected packages. Now, with her hometown on the line, Thelma must harness the ancient power inside her to heal the wounds of a dark local history and save the people she loves—she just has to figure out how.

 

Available now!
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