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      “Hey kid!”

      A red blur flew by me, followed by a gust of wind that almost knocked me on my butt. I whirled around to see the blur race up the street and disappear into the hills of Burbank above me.

      “Holy cow!”

      I’d just witnessed my first ever real live superhero! That had to be The Blur from the Pacific League of Heroes. I heard another gust of wind and looked up. My mouth dropped open.

      Slipstream hovered high above me.

      Oh. My. Gosh. Slipstream, leader of the PLH. I’d recognize that white and blue uniform anywhere. He flexed his arms at his sides as he scanned the neighborhood. His gaze settled on me. He smiled and raised his hand in a small salute. I fumbled my iPhone out of my pocket and took a quick picture as he flew off deeper into the hills.

      I stood for a second, unable to speak or move. Then I let out a whoop and jumped up and down, waving my arms above my head and howling like a maniac. I’d just seen two actual members of the PLH. Two!

      I chortled as I hunched over my phone, my thumbs dancing across the screen. Within seconds, the photo appeared on my social media accounts.

      I might finally be one of the coolest freshmen at Burbank High School ever!

      I smiled to myself as I practically skipped home.

      As I neared our house, my phone began beeping with responses to my posts. I scrolled through them and smiled. Sure enough, Scott had left an all-caps and numerous-exclamation-points response to my picture.

      The only way this could have been better is if I’d seen Arsenal, my favorite member of the PLH. He wore high-tech body armor with a range of guns, missiles, and anti-villain deterrents attached to the outside. I've seen him on TV a bunch of times, and of course in the PLH Headquarters comic book, but never in real life.

      As I reached our house, I noticed Dad’s Escalade parked in the driveway. Cool, I couldn’t wait to tell him. I pulled a couple of bills and a letter for Dad from the mailbox, and fumbled the keys out of my pocket. My phone beeped again with another response to my photo.

      Walking and reading, I grinned. Then something caught my eye. I looked up and noticed our front door.

      Or what used to be our front door.

      The splintered remains sagged on one hinge. The rest of the door littered the foyer.

      My phone beeped and I jumped, the mail almost slipping out of my hands. My heart began to race.

      Okay, calm down, Cory. Dad is home and he's probably already looking the place over.

      As I approached the wreckage, I tried to say, "Dad?" but only a croak came out. I cleared my throat and tried it again. “Hello? Dad?” I stepped inside.

      I heard a faint a voice. I couldn’t make out what it said, but the voice continued and made no response to my call. “Dad? That you?”

      I stepped through our front door and out of habit, set my phone and the mail on the small table against the wall and dropped my backpack down next to it. That’s when I smelled the heavy odor of ozone. I remembered it from the art department at school when Mr. Lipski’s class baked pottery overnight in the kiln.

      I stepped into the living room. Our big-screen TV was tuned in to Dad’s favorite news program. That accounted for the voices, but still no Dad. This time I bellowed, “Dad?”

      Looking around, I could see no real damage except for a lamp and small table next to the couch that had been knocked over. I started to pick up the lamp, but then I pictured the cast of Dad's favorite crime show. I could just see the forensic specialists dressed in Burbank Crime Lab coats saying, “Well, we would have gotten good prints if the boy hadn't touched the lamp.”

      I turned off the TV. All the uber-expensive equipment Dad bought to “liven up” our movie night experience was still there, too. If this had been burglars, they must be new to it because they sure skipped a bunch of stuff.

      I could still hear the newscaster’s voice drifting down from upstairs. Dad’s bedroom TV must be on. I turned from the living room and crept down the hall to the stairs. That's when I noticed peculiar scorch marks on the walls of the hallway.

      What are those? I touched one of them. It still felt warm and some black soot came off on my finger.

      I could see a large splatter of what looked like blue-tinted snot on the wall at the first landing. What the heck? Did a Na’vi sneeze here or something?

      I climbed the stairs and examined the gunk sprayed across the wall. It was nearly transparent with a strong blue tint to it, almost like really thick Axe body wash. I reached out and touched it.

      My whole finger went numb! I gasped, whipped back my hand, and wiped it on my jeans. I studied my fingertip. It looked fine, but it still felt numb. I flicked it and couldn't feel a thing and couldn't move it.

      It was paralyzed.

      “Paralyzing snot? Gross.” I cradled my hand and, making sure not to touch the snot, climbed the stairs to the second floor. A couple more scorch marks and another splatter of snot marred the walls at the far end of the hallway.

      Wiping my clammy hands on my jeans, I strained to hear anything besides the TV. I would have probably turned and run if I heard so much as a mouse fart. I chewed my lip and slowly crept toward Dad's bedroom.

      My heart pounded a million miles a second and my breath came in quick, short gasps. I forced myself to walk the last ten feet to Dad's door and slowly poked my head around the corner to look inside.

      It was trashed. The nightstand had been reduced to particleboard smithereens. The bed had been flipped onto its side against the wall. Dad's watch, wallet, and other stuff littered the floor. The TV sat on top of its stand, still on Dad's favorite news channel, but covered in a large spray of the mystery goo.

      Another spray of snot smeared the far wall, but this one appeared to have a gap in the middle. I realized the gap was human-shaped as if someone had been hit with the goo as they ran away.

      This couldn't be real! Who would want to hurt my dad?

      I fought back tears. This was no robbery.

      Dad had been kidnapped.

      Turning off the TV, I tried to think. A faint sound like someone walking over the shattered remains of the front door captured my attention.

      I froze and held my breath. My ears strained to pick up the slightest noise over the pounding of my heart. There! The sound of another footfall on some of the splinters in the foyer. I fought the sudden urge to call out and see if it was Dad.

      Call the police! I reached into my pocket for my phone, but it wasn't there. I patted my other pockets trying to find it.

      Then I remembered — it was on the foyer table with the mail.

      I closed my eyes and cursed to myself.

      I heard another soft footfall on broken glass. Had the kidnappers come back to take me, too?

      Keeping watch on the bedroom door, I crept toward Dad’s golf bag in the corner of the room and pulled out a club. I settled it over my shoulder and sneaked into the hallway.

      Okay, so once I get downstairs, I’ll sprint next door to the Banner's house to call the police. If anyone gets in my way, I’ll brain them with the golf club. Easy peasy.

      I’d memorized the quietest path down the hall for the times I crept downstairs to play my Xbox while Dad slept, and it sure came in handy now. Glancing over the banister to make sure the coast was clear, I tiptoed down to the first landing, avoiding the blue goop that strangely seemed to be shrinking. Was it dissolving or evaporating? Maybe I should put some on the club to hit the intruder with. Then I pictured myself swinging the club and the toxic snot landing on my face or in my eyes.

      Rambo, you are not!

      I peeked down to see a shadow on the floor of the foyer. I swallowed and tightened my grip on the club. I wasn't a big kid, but I had the element of surprise.

      I ventured a couple of steps down the stairs and took another deep breath. Okay, Cory, the moment of truth.

      Vaulting down the remaining stairs, I let out a loud scream and charged into the foyer. I’d planned for more of a “I’m a crazy lunatic” battle cry, but my yell came out more like a girlish “Oh, I saw a mouse!”

      Even over my insane yelling, I heard a distinctive sh-wing like someone drawing a sword. I closed my eyes and swung at the intruder as hard as I could.

      A light breeze touched my face. With a soft clink, the club grew lighter in my hands. I opened my eyes and saw my weapon now missing two feet off the top.

      A fist rocketed into my stomach. I doubled over, my breath escaping with a loud oof. The invader kicked my feet out from under me, dropping onto my back where I lost the remaining air in my lungs.

      I lay there dazed and gasping for breath, black dots dancing before my eyes. I felt the flat edge of a sword placed under my chin, lifting my head. I locked eyes with my attacker.

      I was face-to-face with my very first super villain.
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      Well, not really a full-fledged super villain, more like a junior member super villain. I recognized her from some of the news reports and a couple of the newer comics. She seemed taller than me and wore a sort of stylized samurai outfit with a mask that covered her lower face and a rising sun headband. She carried two katanas, one of which she continued to hold to my throat. I strained to remember her name as I gasped for air and tried not to move.

      She studied me, then glanced around the room as if looking for more people to hack to pieces. Man, what was her name? Sword Girl? Blade Chick? No, no, it was something Japanese.

      She looked down at me again. “Are you alone?” she demanded.

      I croaked out a few syllables that turned into a fit of coughing as I struggled to breathe properly. She lowered the sword slightly, a look of concern crossing her face.

      I swallowed a couple times and tried again. “Yes.” I tried to sit up, but she pointed the sword at my chest.

      “Stay there, I have to think…I have to figure out what to do.” She glanced around, almost nervously, as if she hadn’t planned on finding anyone here and she didn’t know what to do with me.

      “Listen, Dicing Damsel, you're armed with two sharp swords and I’ve got what’s left of my dad’s prized five iron. So give me a break and let me up.”

      She narrowed her eyes and glared menacingly at me. “It’s not Dicing Damsel! It’s Shōtō! She emphasized each word of the sentence with a short jab of her sword at me.

      “All right, Shoo-do!” I said, slowly moving her blade away from my chest. I sat up with a groan.

      “It’s Shōtō, not Shoo-do!”

      “Whatever it is, just let me up.” I climbed to my feet and was rewarded by a wave of dizziness. I staggered a bit, put my hands on my knees, and waited for the world to stop spinning.

      “Are you…okay?” she asked.

      “What? Are you afraid I'll pass out and you'll have to carry me out to the van yourself?” I really hoped that wouldn't happen.

      She dropped her sword to her side. “What? I’m not here to kidnap you. I was here to…to...” Her voice trailed off as she glanced around the house in dismay.

      “Well, you're the one who took my dad, aren’t you?”

      She brought her sword up to point at my chest. “I didn’t kidnap your father. I heard…I know who did, but it wasn’t me.” She sounded almost hurt at the accusation.

      I shook my head. “Wait, what? You know who took my father? Who?” I took a step toward her. Sword or no sword, I wanted answers.

      Shōtō touched the tip to my chest to stop my advance. Even with my T-shirt and hoodie on, I could feel the sword tip through them both.

      “Listen, stop! Yes, I know who did this, okay, but I... I don’t know why!” She sounded almost as freaked out as I was.

      What was she talking about?

      She moved into a menacing stance and cleared her throat, her voice taking on an air of authority. “I know who took your father, but I can’t tell you…and you are not to call anyone.”

      I narrowed my eyes and studied her.

      She softened a bit. “Just trust me, okay? Don’t call anyone until...until you hear from me again.” She backed away, still pointing her sword at me, until she reached the sliding glass door to the backyard, all the while keeping her eyes locked on me. “Just promise me.” She didn't wait for a response before running out the door. And bam, she was gone, just like that.

      I took a weak step forward and said, “Wait…” in a small voice.

      What. The. Heck.

      So, she didn’t kidnap my dad, but knew who did, but didn’t know why? None of this made any sense!

      I stood there, not sure if I should run after her, when I heard somebody behind me.

      “Were you just talking to someone?”

      I whirled around to see Slipstream standing just inside the front door. A villain and a hero inside my house. The day just kept getting weirder. All I could do was point at the patio door and say, “She went that way.”

      Slipstream reached up to touch something in his ear. I heard a faint beep, and he commanded, “Blur, possible hostile, rear of house at my location — investigate.”

      I didn’t hear anything, but Slipstream must have gotten a response because he gave a slight nod. He looked over at me. “Son, can you tell me who did this? Did you see anything?”

      I opened my mouth, but remembered what Shōtō told me. If I said anything, my dad might get hurt. But she didn’t say not to tell the Pacific League of Heroes specifically.

      Slipstream must’ve sensed my hesitation. “It’s okay, you can tell me. We’re here to help you and your dad. But for us to help, you’re going to have to tell me everything.” He walked over and put his hand on my shoulder.

      Holy cow, Slipstream is actually touching me!

      I sort of sighed and said, “Shōtō.”

      Slipstream stiffened and put his hand to his ear again. “Blur, we have identification, it’s Shōtō — be careful!”

      As if on cue, we heard coughing and spitting at the patio door. The Blur, dressed in his trademark dark red suit, stumbled in rubbing his face and eyes.

      “You all right?” Slipstream said, running over to his teammate.

      “Yeah.” He coughed a couple of times. “The little witch hit me with some sort of pepper spray as I rounded the corner of the house.”

      Slipstream led him into our kitchen. I heard the faucet turn on and some splashing.

      I wasn’t sure what was the proper superhero etiquette. Should I offer them water? Coffee? A soda?

      Before I could figure out what to do, Slipstream returned. “I should have known that she might have a hand in this. Don’t worry Cory, I’ll call in some extra support to check the area.” He pulled out a phone.

      It almost didn’t register in my topsy-turvy brain what he had just said. Cory? Did he say Cory? I pointed at him. “Wait a second, how do you know my name?”

      He froze, his eyes growing wide. He slowly looked up from the phone and locked eyes with me.

      “I…I…” He stammered.

      “Oh, great job there, Slip.” The Blur said as he came walking out of the kitchen, wiping his face with a dishtowel. He absently dropped the dishtowel on the floor and adjusted his mask.

      Slipstream looked at The Blur and sort of deflated, dropping his shoulders as he let out a big sigh. He shook his head. “Oh man, I can’t believe I did that.”

      He sat down and put his head in his hands. “After all these years, the first time I’ve ever slipped up and it had to be now. Listen, Cory, I’m so sorry. You weren’t supposed to find out like this. Your dad didn’t want you to know just yet.”

      I looked from Slipstream to The Blur and back. “Know what?”

      The Blur and Slipstream traded a look. Slipstream started to speak, but The Blur interrupted. “Your father works for us at the PLH. He's been working as a security consultant for quite a while now." The Blur nodded to Slipstream who nodded back.

      Dad was working for the PLH? How come he never told me? I had to sit down as my mind reeled in shock.

      “Listen, son,” Slipstream said as he walked over and picked up the dishtowel. He shook his head at The Blur as he neatly folded the towel and put it over the back of the sofa. “We don’t know why he never told you.” Slipstream glanced over at his partner again. “I’m afraid that’s something you need to ask your dad about.”

      I was dumbfounded. But something else occurred to me.

      “So my dad’s been working on your security stuff…” I looked at him in horror. “Is that why he was taken?”

      “We don’t know,” The Blur said, glancing at his partner. “We got an electronic S.O.S. from your dad. By the time we got here, the place was like this and your dad was gone. We searched the area hoping to find some suspicious vehicle, but came up with squat.”

      “But we now know Shōtō was here, and that’s a start.” Slipstream said to The Blur. "Cory, can you give us a minute?” The two superheroes huddled together, then after a quick glance at me, moved their conversation into the kitchen.

      I felt totally helpless, and even a little useless. I looked around the living room and righted the table and lamp. With nothing else to do, I sat on the couch with my head in my hands.

      Dad works for the PLH and he never told me. And now he's been kidnapped. Will they torture him? I tried not to think about it, but images of Dad tied to a chair being asked questions by big men with blowtorches and pliers kept popping into my head.

      The heroes emerged from the kitchen with Slipstream talking on his phone. The Blur came over. “Hey, bud, how you holding up?”

      I just looked at him and shrugged. It's not like I had a manual handy on "How to handle parental abduction by super villains."

      The Blur nodded and patted my shoulder. “Yeah, don’t worry, Cory, we’ll find your old man.”

      “Yeah, but do you know who has him?”

      “Mmm…maybe.” He rubbed his chin absentmindedly.

      I almost told him right then and there what Shōtō had said, but decided to keep my mouth shut. The superheroes would find Dad. But just in case they didn’t, I could get the information from the Ginsu knife wielding miscreant who broke into my house.

      Slipstream said goodbye to whomever he was talking to and came over to join us. “Okay, here’s the deal. I got a guy coming over right now to replace the front door. I’d appreciate it if you could pick up the pieces of your old door so when he arrives, he can get right to work.”

      What? Dad was kidnapped and I still have to do chores?

      “And I’m not feeling too good about you staying here unguarded considering there was a super villain in your house, so I’m going to stay overnight, just in case.”

      I couldn’t believe my ears. The Slipstream was going to be my personal bodyguard tonight. Imagine what my friends will say when they find out. And Uncle Jerry will freak! He loves the PLH almost as much as I do. I could picture his face lighting up when he saw Slipstream at the house. I hoped the hero didn’t see my silly grin.

      As if reading my mind, Slipstream added, “I would appreciate it if you don't tell anyone about your father's abduction or me being here.”

      I looked up at him in surprise.

      He held up his hand to stop me before I could voice my disagreement. “Your father is a very, very important part of our team. It’s imperative that our enemies not discover that we might be weakened by his abduction. People can’t know that the PLH isn’t at full strength or that part of its resources are being used to guard one person. So, if you put anything on social media or email any of your friends, if you take pictures, or even mention in passing or imply about this, things could get messy. You see what I’m getting at, don’t you, son?”

      I sighed. I couldn’t really argue with his reasoning. I would hate to put Scott or any of my friends in danger. I reluctantly nodded my head in agreement.

      “Thanks a lot, sport.” He gave me a quick wink and walked away.

      I got to work cleaning up what was left of our front door. It made me feel a little better to be doing something, and it kept me from thinking about where Dad might be or what might be happening to him. I had just finished taking an armful of broken wood out to the trash bins when a guy poked his head into the foyer.

      “Hi, umm, I think I’m in the right place. Is…Slipstream here?”

      Before I could answer, Slipstream appeared. “Harry. Boy, am I glad to see you. Man, you got here quick.”

      Harry grinned. He walked in and the two men shook hands.

      I tried not to stare. This guy had to be almost seven feet tall with shoulders at least that wide. He had arms as thick as my chest and legs as big around as my whole body. His head was bald and he had a nose that looked like it had gone a couple rounds with a bulldozer. He wore a white T-shirt, jeans, and a trucker’s hat.

      “Well, I was in the neighborhood finishing up another job when I got your call," he said, "so I packed my things and came right over.” He looked at me curiously.

      Slipstream hit his forehead with the palm of his hand. "Oh, geez, I'm sorry. Harry, this is our client, Cory MacGregor. Cory, this is Harry Basser. He's done some work for us at the PLH headquarters and at various battle sites around town.” Slipstream slapped Harry on the back.

      “Hi, Cory, it’s good to meet you,” he said with a slight southern accent. His smile transformed his beat-up boxer face from beastly to boyish. He walked over, extending his hand in greeting.

      The big man’s hand engulfed my own, and even part of my wrist. He pumped it with a hearty vigor. I prayed my arm would not detach from its socket.

      “I know it’s getting a little late,” Slipstream said as he studied the front entrance like an experienced carpenter, “but I was wondering if you could put up some plastic or something for tonight, then fix the doorframe and replace the door tomorrow. Nothing fancy, you know, just something to keep the bugs and elements out.”

      Harry nodded. “No problem. I can have that up in no time.”

      The Blur appeared suddenly at my side. “Come on, sport, let's go to the kitchen and start making dinner.”

      As if on cue, my stomach rumbled. I followed him into the kitchen where he started rifling through the refrigerator and cupboards.

      “So, what do you feel like? Hamburgers? Pizza? Nachos? Oooo…I could make my special burritos! You guys have all the ingredients.” The Blur started throwing stuff on the counter from the fridge and pulling spices and stuff from the cupboards. “I just need a frying pan to cook the meat and a couple of mixing bowls. You think you could get those out for me?”

      I pulled open various cupboards and handed him the requested items. I had to step back as the superhero became a whirling dervish and started to cook things here and mix things there.

      I wandered into the living room and sat down on the couch. I picked up the TV remote from the coffee table and started flipping through channels. I found a reality TV show to watch and was about to set down the remote when it was snatched from my hand and the TV was switched off.

      “Hey!” I said in surprise. I glared up at Slipstream who was setting the remote back on the coffee table. “I was watching that!”

      He crossed his arms over his chest and peered down at me. “Well, young man, don’t you have homework to do first?”

      I sat there stunned, staring up at the superhero. “Are you serious? You're kidding, right?”

      The hero stood there like some fatherly statue unfazed by my protest. “I think your father would want you to continue your studies in spite of his predicament,” he lectured. “Your education is very important. Did you know that right now the part of your brain that processes information is just starting to peak? This is the perfect time in your development for learning.”

      He stood to one side and, with a sweep of his arm, indicated that I should go to my room.

      Too flabbergasted to even argue with him, I mechanically stood, snatched up my backpack from the foyer, and trudged upstairs. Closing my door behind me, I dropped into my desk chair, swiveling back and forth. I picked up my Arsenal action figure from my desk. If Arsenal were here, I bet he wouldn’t make me do my homework.

      I looked around my room at the eclectic mix of Star Wars, Star Trek, and every other science fiction show out there. My bookshelves were crammed with computer programming manuals, a wide range of fantasy novels, comics, action figures, and all my D&D books. Star Wars posters, pictures of me and Scott, and even a poster of The PLH covered the walls. This all came together to form what Dad liked to call my “Nerdy Fortress of Solitude.”

      This coming from the guy who owned a complete set of 1970s Star Wars action figures still in their original boxes.

      Dad wasn’t just nerdy, he was goofy, too. This morning I caught him dancing around the kitchen in his old MIT T-shirt, cooking breakfast and singing along with Mick Jagger about how it’s all right that he’s Jumping Jack Flash and it’s a gas, gas, gas. I’d yelled, "Rock on, Dad!" as I walked in.

      Dad spun around, surprised, but he only increased the volume of his singing while using the scrambled egg covered spatula as his microphone. I shook my head in mock disgust at my crazy father, even when Dad held out his "mic" for me to join in.

      Our morning routine had gone as usual with us chatting about what our day was going to be like. I remembered Dad kissing me on top of my head and saying, “Have a great day, kid” like he always did.

      I suddenly found tears running down my cheeks. I wiped my nose on the back of my shirt sleeve, something Dad always hated. Come on, Cory, they’ll find Dad and get him back in no time, you’ll see. A half hour later, when The Blur called me down to dinner, I found I’d gotten very little homework done.
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        * * *

      

      I walked down to discover that dinner had turned into an event. The table had some sort of Mexican blanket draped over it like a tablecloth. Heck, I didn’t even know that we had a Mexican blanket. There were bowls of diced tomatoes, cooked beef, chicken, shredded cheese, and a variety of other items making my mouth water.

      Dinner was fantastic. The Blur ate more than two of us combined. Slipstream said it had something to do with his accelerated metabolism. I also noticed that for a guy as big as Harry, he actually ate very little of the meal. I was more surprised later when he admitted sheepishly that he was a vegetarian.

      “All right, everyone, let's thank The Blur for such a wonderful meal.” We gave him a round of cheers and clapping, at which The Blur stood and took a slight bow. I had to admit that the superhero did know how to cook.

      “Cory, you and I will clear the table and start the dishes.” Slipstream handed me a stack of dirty plates.

      I took them into the kitchen and came to an abrupt halt. The only time I'd seen something like this was in a cartoon.

      The kitchen was a calamity.

      Dirty pots and mixing bowls were piled everywhere. There was spilled food on the floor, including a puddle of grease that had a towel thrown on top in a vain attempt to mop it up. There was even food on the walls. How do you get food on the walls?

      Slipstream came in carrying some bowls of food. “Oh yeah, The Blur tends to make a bit of a mess when he cooks. Part of the ‘creative process,’ he says.”

      I looked at the hero in disgust. “Looks like it’s more part of the ‘destructive process’ to me.”

      He chuckled and we got down to the job of cleaning up. Thank goodness for dishwashers or it would have taken us forever to get the kitchen back to its original tidy condition. After that, I went back to my room to try and finish my homework. It went a lot better this time around, and I finished a little before nine.

      I got ready for bed and went downstairs to say goodnight. Slipstream was watching The History Channel, engrossed in some old black and white footage of World War II, by the look of it. I paused at the entrance to the living room. “Well, goodnight, sir. I’m going to bed now.”

      His eyes lingered on the screen for a moment, and then he looked at me. “Yeah, goodnight, little man. You sleep tight. If you need anything, I’ll be around, just give me a shout.” He gave me another bigger-than-life smile.

      “Okay, see you in the morning,” I said. I gave him a half-hearted wave and trudged back upstairs.

      In my room, I pulled open the top drawer of my dresser. There were separators between the drawers so things couldn't fall through. This made for a handy hiding place. I removed a photo and sat on the edge of my bed.

      The picture was of me and my mom on a beach somewhere, I think Santa Monica. I was maybe a year old, still in diapers. Mom wore a wide brimmed hat and a swimsuit. I gripped a plastic shovel in one chubby hand, an empty sand bucket on my head, and a wide grin on my face. Mom was mid-laugh when Dad snapped the picture.

      "Hey, Mom," I said quietly. I glanced over my shoulder to make sure the door was closed. "It's been a crazy day. So much has happened that I want to tell you about."

      I lay down on the bed, holding the picture above me. I thought about everything that had happened in the last few hours. How could I tell mom that dad had been kidnapped? I couldn't.

      "I actually ate dinner with both Slipstream and The Blur tonight, and the crappy thing is, I can't even tell anyone at school. Man, the guys would go crazy if they knew." I shook my head and stared at Mom's laughing face.

      "But since I can't tell them, I'll just have to settle for telling you instead." I lay there and told her about my day and everything that had happened. After a while, I thought I should probably get some sleep. I put Mom's picture back in its hiding place.

      Dad missing, I was beat up by a junior super villain, and a superhero watching my TV. Yeah, I’ll sleep great tonight.
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      I woke to a relentless banging on my bedroom door. I finally roused myself enough to croak out, “All right, all right, I’m up.” The banging stopped.

      “Hurry up, breakfast will be ready soon,” a muffled voice said from the hallway. I lifted my head and groggily stared at the door. That didn’t sound like Dad.

      The events of yesterday came flooding back.

      That wasn’t Slipstream. It sounded more like The Blur. I rolled out of bed, almost literally, catching myself before I fell on my face. I’d spent half the night having weird dreams about me looking for Dad while costumed heroes tried burying me under piles of dirty dishes and homework. Not a good night, especially with quizzes today in two of my honors classes.

      I stumbled to the bathroom hoping a nice, hot shower would wake me up. Well, I got the shower part, but someone had used all the hot water. I bet my screams were heard two counties away in Riverside when the near freezing spray hit my skin. After one of the fastest showers I’d ever taken, I dressed, grabbed my backpack, and went downstairs.

      I looked for Slipstream on the way to the kitchen, but the living room was empty and the superhero was nowhere in sight. In the dining room, I stopped to stare as a slim blond guy with tousled hair set the table. He wore torn jeans and a ratty AC\DC T-shirt with a very wrinkled button-down shirt over it. I wasn’t sure what to think.

      “Um, hi?” I murmured.

      The stranger looked up and smiled. “Hey, you’d better sit down, I made eggs Benedict this morning and the Hollandaise sauce can’t sit forever.”

      My mouth dropped open. Out of the stranger’s mouth came the voice of The Blur. This guy was The Blur? He seemed more like a college student than a superhero.

      “I'm sorry I used all the hot water. I took a shower here after Slip did because I was running late.” He rolled his eyes when he noticed the expression on my face. “Yes, I am The Blur. I figure if I have to hang out here, I might as well be comfortable. You can call me Cliff.”

      I stood frozen in place. I have seen what The Blur looks like. A superhero has trusted me with his secret identity.

      Cliff sighed. “Listen, your dad is almost family. He’s seen some of us without our masks. I figured I might as well extend the courtesy to his kid, right?”

      “Umm, sure. Thanks.”

      He nodded, satisfied with my answer. “Cool, sit down, and I’ll grab the eggs. The sauce turned out really good on the third try.”

      Third try? I glanced toward the kitchen and envisioned the humungous piles of dishes that probably lay in wait on the other side of the wall. It was my turn to let out a sigh as I sat down. “So, any word yet about my dad?” I yelled into the kitchen.

      He came back into the dining room carrying two plates. “Nothing yet. Don't you worry, the experts are on the job.”

      My plate looked like something from a fancy restaurant. I was almost afraid to cut into it.

      “I’ll take you to school and then hang out here. I figure I’ll pose as a family member watching you because your dad is on a ‘business trip’.” He made air quotes.

      “Is that what I should tell people? My dad is on a, quote, ‘business trip’?” I imitated the air quotes.

      He arched an eyebrow. “Yeah, unless you can come up with a better excuse? Listen, nobody should notice anything weird at school. I mean, how often do you even see a kid’s parents, right? If anyone does ask, keep it simple, ‘Yeah, Dad’s out of town on a business trip.’ If they ask where, just shrug and say, ‘I think Ohio’ and leave it at that. Keeping a lie simple leaves little room for exploratory questions.”

      I guess when you’re a superhero with a secret identity, lying becomes second nature. When I finished my breakfast, the plates were quickly whisked away and I got up and grabbed my backpack.

      He steered me toward the driveway, tossing my dad’s car keys up in the air and catching them repeatedly. “I figured I’d drive you to school and then drop by the store to pick up some groceries.”

      “Did you get those from my dad’s room?” I asked, my eyes still on the keys.

      He stopped tossing them and looked a little sheepish. “Oh, yeah, I, umm, had to sift through your dad’s stuff to find them. Unless you want me to run you to school with you on my back.”

      I laughed weakly.

      “Listen, I’m sorry, but my car is in the shop and I⁠—”

      “No, it’s okay,” I interrupted with another weak smile. “I’ll go up to Dad’s room after school and clean it up a little bit.”

      Cliff nodded and shrugged and seemed uncomfortable. “Oh, yeah, all right.” We piled into Dad’s SUV and drove to school in silence.

      As we pulled up, I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. Remember, Cory, act natural. Everything is fine and dandy in McGregorland. Nothing out of the ordinary.

      “You’re going to do great, just act natural.” Cliff said, giving me a pat on the back.

      "I’ll try." I mumbled and exited the car. I navigated the madness of the school’s hallways until I reached my locker. A loud bang on the locker next to me made me jump.

      My friend Scott leaned against the locker with his usual mischievous grin plastered across his face. “Hey, Cory-meister, what up?”

      I swallowed my heart back down into my chest and punched him in the shoulder in retaliation for scaring me. Our silent morning ritual complete, I tried a second time to open my locker. “Hey, what’s up?”

      He frowned. “Wow, you look like crap. Stay up late on the Xbox again?”

      I wanted to tell Scott everything. How I had Slipstream and The Blur staying at my house. How I met a real super villain face-to-face. How I spent most of the night worrying about my dad who was taken by forces unknown. But I knew I couldn't tell him.

      Natural, Cory, just act natural. “Nah, didn’t sleep well last night — weird dreams.”

      Scott perked up. “Ooooo, was it the one about walking the hallways naked or the one where you're about to go on summer break and you’ve missed all your tests?”

      I chuckled as I finished the combination and opened my locker with a mumbled "open sesame," dumping my backpack and grabbing the textbooks and binder needed for my first couple of classes. “Just weird stuff, nothing kinky,” I said.

      We walked together to our first class chatting about what TV shows Scott had watched last night. The rest of the morning went on as usual. I was still a bit distracted, my thoughts often turning toward Dad, but I muddled through with no one the wiser that anything was wrong at home.

      At lunch, I dropped my books at my locker and went to the cafeteria, still feeling less than my normal self. I picked up my food and proceeded to the table I always ate at with my friends. It had earned a couple of different names over the semester: “Nerd Nirvana,” “The Geek Group,” and even “The Nerd Herd.”

      “Hey guys,” I said as I approached. All the usual suspects were here. Scott Sheets, my best friend since grade school. Randy Fisher, the other big computer nerd of the group. Alan Stokes, the Star Trek walking encyclopedia. David Emmons, who seemed to be reading a different book every time I saw him. And Bill Hopkins, the avid D&D player of the group. A chorus of “Hi’s,” “Hey’s,” and one “Aloha” greeted me as Alan and Scott scooted over to make room.

      Everyone went back to their conversations as I got settled in. “Sho, whash new?” Scott asked around a mouthful of sandwich.

      I shrugged “Quiz this morning in Algebra, Mrs. Barnes flipping out on people for not finishing their homework in Earth Science, you know, the usual.”

      “Did you watch the new episode of Star Trek: Starfleet Academy last night?” Alan asked hopefully.

      With everything that had happened, I’d actually forgotten. “Ugh, no, I had too much homework last night. I’m sure it’s on the DVR though. I’ll probably watch it tonight.”

      “Oh, it was so cool, you’re going to love it!” he said, becoming really animated. “There’s this scene in the science department with this⁠—”

      “Dude. Spoilers!” Scott piped up, looking seriously upset.

      “No, no, I wasn’t going to say anything, just wow, it is so cool,” Alan blurted out again.

      Scott shook his head at Alan then went back to eating.

      Bill reached into his backpack and threw a comic in a plastic cover on the table. “Behold, my friends, I give you the latest edition of the Pacific League of Heroes.” A couple of ooo’s and ahhh’s erupted from around the table.

      I stopped eating and glanced at the comic book. Had Dad ever been drawn in one of the PLH comics? They were based on actual fights and real-life dangers the League faced (with minor embellishments from time to time, I’m sure). But if what I’d been told was true about my father being a consultant, he might actually be in the background of one of the comics. I made a mental note to go through my PLH collection later and look.

      “Oh, man, this is the one based on the untelevised battle between the PLH and the Furious Five in downtown LA,” Scott said, picking up the comic carefully and peering at the cover through the plastic.

      Bill grinned. “Yes, it is. Slipstream, The Blur, Powerhouse, and the mighty Arsenal duke it out with The Jackal, Eclipse, Ransack, Harpy, and Cinder.” That elicited more sounds of approval and excitement from the table.

      By far, the PLH was our favorite superhero team. Most of us had a collection of their comics and action figures.

      I found it hard to picture Cliff as The Blur running around and fighting crime. The guy looked so…normal.

      “I still need to get last month’s edition,” Alan said, “the one with Arsenal on the cover grappling with The Monstrosity. Now that’s a battle I would have loved to have seen in real life.”

      Scott shook his head and talked around a mouthful of PB&J. “No way, man. Issue 334 with Arsenal versus Roughhouse and Granite from Holocaust Incorporated. Now that would have been the battle to have front row seats to.”

      That started another round of furious debates on which PLH battles were the best.

      I was about to mention my favorite battle when the table suddenly grew quiet. David and Bill stared directly behind me with a mixture of amazement and disbelief. When they had this sort of reaction, it usually meant someone had come over to harass, tease and/or beat up one of us. We had developed a sort of meerkat mentality when it came to bullies. I tensed.

      “You're Cory McGregor, right?” The very female voice didn’t sound like our typical bully. I frowned and slowly turned around. The person standing behind me was one of the last people I ever expected to see over here, let alone looking for me.

      Annika Tang, the school’s best cheerleader and definitely one of the hottest! She was Japanese American and a couple of inches taller than me with raven black hair pulled back into a single ponytail. She stood there in her red and gold cheerleader outfit clutching what appeared to be an honors biology book. I’d heard her father was some big-wig industrialist from Japan and her mother was one of those uber-moms, you know, head of the PTA, on the school board, Girl Scout leader, etc.

      As I continued to stare, she raised her eyebrows at me, obviously awaiting a response.

      Okay, this is one of those life-changing moments where someone’s first impression of you could change every aspect of your school life. You have to say something funny without sounding like a clown. You also have to say something smart without sounding like a total nerd. You have to be confident, self-assured, witty, and intelligent all in one sentence.

      As these thoughts raced through my head, I realized I was still staring into her emerald green eyes and I still hadn’t said anything.

      She asked again, “Aren’t you Cory McGregor?”

      A little voice in my head screamed, my gosh, say something, anything!

      I croaked out the first thing that came to my addled brain. “Affirmative.”

      I closed my eyes in disgust. Oh, geez, you’re such an idiot.

      A wave of snorts and giggles came from my friends. A picture suddenly came to my mind from Disney’s animated film Aladdin where the genie was in the shape of a bee going down in flames yelling, “Mayday, Mayday!”

      She smiled and tilted her head, looking amused as she glanced around at my friends. “I don’t think we’ve met. I’m Annika Tang.” She stuck out her hand in greeting.

      Oh man, I bet your palms are sweaty, my brain screamed. I reached down to wipe my hands on my pants only to hit my hand hard on the side of the table, a loud thud heard by all. I tried not to whimper. “Sorry, had food on it.”

      I shook her hand. Her grip was firm and her palm was a little calloused. Huh, those cheerleaders must practice a lot.

      “Well,” I said, leaning on the table, “what brings you to this side of the cafeteria?” It was a well-known fact that Cheerleaderland was on the far side of the cafeteria next to FootballPlayerland. It wasn’t often that we received dignitaries from either unless the jocks came over to harass or threaten one of us. The fact that she was a sophomore visiting us lowly freshmen was especially frightening.

      “I’ve heard you’re the student helper in the computer lab, one of the only students that Mr. Greenlee trusts to watch over the lab.”

      Well, it was no secret I did know a thing or two about computers, what with Dad being one of the leaders in computer hardware engineering, plus Mom had been a software genius.

      “I may have formatted a computer drive or two in my time,” I said, trying to sound suave. Ack, too nerdy, too nerdy. Dial it back, my brain screamed.

      She smiled and made a move to sit down.

      Alan shoved the guy next to him and yelled, “Move down, move down.” Almost knocking the guy over, Alan scooched across the bench so Annika could sit next to me.

      All I wanted to do was stand on the table and scream at the top of my lungs, “Look, look, the Annika Tang is sitting next to me.” I settled for scooching down a little myself to make sure she had enough room to sit.

      “That’s really great,” she said in a relieved tone. “When it comes to computers, I am clueless. My grades are so bad in that class, it could totally wreck my G.P.A. and ruin my chances of a decent college. I asked Mr. Greenlee who I should get as a tutor, and you came highly recommended.” She smiled, her perfect white teeth almost sparkling. “Do you think there’s any way you can tutor me?” she asked, putting her hand on my shoulder.

      The Star Wars hoodie I was wearing would never get washed again. I may even consider having it framed with a plaque stating, This hoodie was touched by Annika Tang.

      I summoned every ounce of willpower and put it into a nonchalant shrug. “Yeah, I guess I could help you out.” I forced myself to eat a bite of ravioli to try and act casual. In fact, all I wanted to do was run around the cafeteria, lifting my shirt over my head and screaming like some professional soccer players do after scoring a huge goal. “I should have the time after school. I'm pretty open all this week.”

      I glanced over at Scott who mouthed “holy crap” behind his hand so she wouldn’t see.

      “That’s great, but don't you think you should ask your dad first?” she said, giving me a peculiar look.

      Okay, Cory, just as The Blur coached, keep the lie simple. I pretended to play with my food. “Oh, yeah, it should be okay. My dad is out of town anyway, so it should be fine.”

      She studied my face for a moment, her smile never fading.

      “Dude, you never told me your dad’s out of town,” Scott said, tapping me on the shoulder. “Where’d he go?”

      I took a deep breath and once again forced myself to act natural. “Cleveland, Ohio. He flew first class out of Bob Hope Airport last night.” Easy does it there, Mr. DeNiro, don’t go too far off script.

      Scott grinned. “Sweet, dude, that means Xbox games at your place!” A chorus of whoops and cheers went up from around the table.

      Didn’t think of that, did you, Mr. Blur?

      “Well,” I said, trying to stay near the boundaries of the truth, "my dad called in someone to stay at the house with me while he’s gone, you know, to make sure things don’t get out of control.”

      “Really? Is it Uncle Jerry again?” Scott asked.

      I shook my head. “No, not Uncle Jerry.” Time to go a little more off script. “It’s a cousin. Of my mom’s. Cousin Cliff.” I took a drink of soda.

      Scott stared at me. “Cousin Cliff, huh?”

      I held my breath, nodding at Scott. Okay, Scott, no more questions, please. These aren’t the droids you’re looking for.

      Scott shrugged and I swallowed a sigh of relief, turning back to Annika. "Whenever you want to get together, just let me know.”

      She reached down and pulled a cell phone out of her pocket, all the while her eyes never leaving mine.

      I chewed my lower lip.

      She typed something, then looked up at me and waited.

      I glanced at her phone, then back up at her, perplexed.

      “If you give me your cell phone number, I’ll let you know what days I have free,” she said with slight smile.

      “Oh, right, my cell number.” Oh please, oh please, just remember your cell phone number. I closed my eyes and focused and rattled the number off to her. I was surprised I remembered it. “There you go, call me when you want me.” I cleared my throat. “I mean, call me and let me know when you're available.”

      She smiled and held up her phone. “Say ‘cheese’.”

      She caught me by surprise when the phone’s flash went off. I flinched and blinked a couple times. She pressed a couple more buttons on her phone and smiled. “Cute picture,” she said, and leaned in close to show me the screen.

      It wasn’t the best I’d ever taken, but not the worst by far. I had a sort of deer in the headlights look with my mouth open like I was in the middle of asking a question. I caught a whiff of her shampoo before she moved away.

      “Cool, thanks a bunch,” she said, putting the phone back in her pocket.

      I didn’t fight the goofy grin spreading across my face. Man, oh man, I hope this moment never ends.

      “Hey, Annika, what are you doing over here with these nerds?” a deep voice rumbled from behind me.

      Aaaaaand…end of moment.

      I groaned as I recognized the voice. I turned to see the walking wall known as Barry Brown towering over me. Barry was a fear-inducing defensive end for the school’s football team. Not only did he lead the league in roughing penalties, he was also the school’s biggest bully. And I’d heard he considered himself sort of Annika’s boyfriend, which spelled instant disaster for anyone he thought might be hitting on her.

      I took a big, very audible, gulp.

      Annika looked up at Barry and rolled her eyes. “Hello, Barry. I’m arranging tutoring lessons with Cory. I need help in my computer class and I heard he is the man to talk to.” She looked over at me and flashed a heart-stopping smile.

      Barry looked at me and scowled, causing a wave of uneasy murmurs from around the table. “Oh, really? I could have helped you, Annie. You know I’m good with computers.” He continued to scowl at me.

      “Installing and playing games on your computer doesn’t count. I needed a brainiac like him.” She stood and stepped between Barry and me. “Come on, leave these guys alone. If you beat them all up, they’ll be in traction and nobody will be able to help me with my homework.”

      She took him by the arm and steered him back toward friendly territory. She looked over her shoulder and mouthed “Thanks” at me and disappeared into the lunch crowd.

      The table erupted around me with excited chatter. I heard “cheerleader” and “the Annika Tang” and I might have even gotten a pat on the back, but I sat there stunned.

      I had the strange feeling that I had inadvertently grabbed a tiger by the tail.
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