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      Nobody.

      At least, if anyone ever bothered to ask Kelly Donovan who she was, she’d have said nobody. If someone asked Alexis Stephens, California’s most perfect fifth-grader, who Kelly was, she’d likely have answered with ‘turd,’ ‘four-eyes,’ or ‘noodle-butt.’

      Kelly’s parents had accused her on multiple occasions of being kinda smart. It certainly didn’t help her social standing at school that she’d skipped forward and wound up the smallest kid in fifth grade at only nine years old.

      This, of course, made her somewhat of a target for Alexis and her little group of popular girls.

      Kelly stopped a few steps away from the doors at the end of the hall, clutching her backpack strap tight in both hands. Other kids streamed around her on both sides, eager to get out of school and enjoy the rest of the day. She stared down past her denim skirt at the red-and-white striped tights covering her noodly legs. New purple sneakers—her favorite color—made her feet look too big on her body. Dad got the bright idea to buy slightly-too-large shoes so they’d last longer. Just another thing for Alexis and her friends to tease her about.

      A boy bumped her by accident, muttered an apology, and hurried out the door.

      She wanted to leave school and enjoy the rest of her afternoon, too, but this moment represented one of the two biggest pain points of her day: arriving at school and leaving it. Alexis and her friends occasionally messed with her during lunch, but not a day passed where they didn’t do something after school. On good days, she only had to duck a box of chocolate milk or something slimy flying at her. Dad suggested trying to ignore them and they’d stop, but that hadn’t worked.

      Sighing, Kelly slung her backpack off her shoulder and opened it, tucking the comic book she’d been carrying inside. She just knew Alexis and the others would be waiting for her at the bottom of the steps. Bad enough they would torment her, but she didn’t want them ripping up Star Prince #17. Dad still hadn’t told her mother how much that one cost due to it being rare. Honestly, she should have left it at home. Not like she could ask Alexis to leave it alone because of its value. That would only make the girl deliberately try to mess it up.

      She zipped the backpack, slung it over her right shoulder, and sighed again.

      “Might as well get it over with.”

      Head bowed, face hidden behind her fluffy red hair, Kelly Donovan—aka Nobody—trudged out the doors of John Q. Petersen Middle School and went down the stairs. The school district had recently decided to move fifth grade into the middle school due to space limitations. She had hoped being in ‘big kid school’ would’ve given Alexis something else to worry about other than bothering her. Alas… about all that really changed was having to run a gauntlet between different classrooms every period instead of staying in the same room all day long, more opportunities for Alexis—or her group—to mess with her.

      A line of school buses waited off to the right near the huge sidewalk. Kids ran back and forth heading to buses or parents waiting in the pick-up lane. Some headed off on foot if they lived close enough, like Kelly. Her house sat two blocks over six blocks up from the school, a short walk. A shorter walk if she took the direct route which involved three backyards and a tree swing.

      The instant her new purple sneaker hit the sidewalk at the bottom of the steps, someone moved in front of her. Kelly didn’t have to look up to know who got in her way. The black ballet flats on the perfectly-suntanned feet may as well have been a name tag.

      “Hi, Alexis,” said Kelly, still looking down.

      Four hands, two per bicep, grabbed Kelly from either side.

      “Hi, Brittany. Hi, Colleen.”

      A third pair of hands from behind administered the expected wedgie.

      “Hi, Rachel,” muttered Kelly, once she stopped cringing.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” asked Alexis Stephens.

      “Just home. I don’t have as many friends as you.”

      “Correction. You don’t have any friends.” Alexis giggled, as did the other three girls. “Aww. That’s so sad.”

      “Maybe you should go back a grade with kids your own age,” said Brittany Chang, presently holding her left arm.

      “Naw.” Colleen Brandt shook her by the right arm. “Smarty McSmartpants is too good for that.”

      Kelly continued staring at her sneakers.

      “Aww, she’s sad,” sing-songed Brittany.

      “Gonna cry now?” Colleen squeezed her bicep as if testing it. “I think her arms are even skinnier. I’ve seen spaghetti bigger than this.”

      “Please leave me alone.” Kelly tried to twist away from the two girls holding her, but they wouldn’t let go.

      The girls laughed.

      Alexis plucked Kelly’s glasses off, making anything more than five feet away turn into a blur. “Wow, Donovan. These are thicker than Mike Hopkins.”

      “Give them back!” She tried to grab for her glasses, but couldn’t reach with Colleen holding her right arm. “And Mike’s not stupid. He’s just lazy.”

      “Aww.” Alexis leaned back, waving the glasses over her as if teasing a dog with a treat.

      Fortunately, she got bored with that fairly soon when Kelly didn’t try to grab them. Smirking, Alexis tossed them at her chest. Kelly managed to catch them before they fell.

      Her backpack unzipped. “What’cha got here, noodle-butt?” Rachel McMeadows, Alexis’ best friend, reached into her bag.

      “Stop. That’s my stuff!” Kelly put her glasses on and struggled in earnest, grunting, but having two girls bigger than her holding her arms kept her right where Alexis wanted her.

      “Hmm. Math. Spelling… Booo-ring.” Rachel tossed textbooks aside one by one into the grass.

      “Stop! Please leave me alone.” Kelly squirmed. She almost broke her self-imposed rule and screamed for help, but that would only make the girls tease her worse. It’s what they wanted: for her to break down and start yelling for a teacher like the little kid they all thought she was. If she caved in and did that, they’d know they could break her and they’d only give it to her worse. She clenched her jaw and kept on fighting, though couldn’t get away from the larger eleven-year-olds.

      “Ooh, what do we have here?” Rachel pulled Star Prince #17 out of her backpack. “Eww. A comic book? Oh. My. Gawd. You are such a nerd, Donovan.”

      Colleen giggled. “It’s probably for her boyfriend. Girls don’t read comic books.”

      Alexis glanced off to the side, surprisingly not saying anything or even smiling.

      “Noodle-butt with a boyfriend? Are you serious?” asked Brittany.

      “Of course not,” said Colleen. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      All four of them laughed.

      Kelly struggled to twist around, reaching for the comic back. “No! Please don’t. My dad will kill me if…” She bit her lip. If she dared finish that thought and speak the dreaded words ‘anything happened to it,’ the $300 comic would surely be destroyed.

      “If what?” asked Rachel, flapping the comic. “It must be special. It’s in a plastic bag.”

      Kelly struggled harder. “I put them all in plastic protectors. Please. Get off. Stop.”

      “Open it,” said Brittany. “What’s so special about it?”

      “It’s just a stupid comic book.” Alexis rolled her eyes and tossed a lock of her perfect, straight blonde hair behind her ear. “Only nerds and losers read comic books.” She looked off to the side, not making eye contact with anyone.

      “Which is why Donovan has one, obviously.” Colleen overacted a sigh.

      Paper fluttered behind her.

      Kelly strained to peer back, dreading what she’d see… but Rachel merely had the book open, looking at it.

      “It’s just pictures of stupid people in stupid outfits doing stupid things.” Rachel shook her head. “Why would anyone want this junk?” She tossed the comic into the wet grass.

      “No!” screamed Kelly, finally at the verge of crying. “Don’t ruin it! It’s rare and cost a lot of money! My dad’s gonna kill me. That’s Star Prince #17!”

      Alexis sucked in a little bit of air.

      “So stupid.” Colleen laughed. “What kind of idiot would waste so much money on stupid cartoon books? I thought you were supposed to be like a brainiac or something, Donovan?”

      “Rachel,” said Brittany in a fake scolding tone. “You know better than to litter on school property.”

      “Oh! I’m so sorry!” Rachel ran over to grab the comic. Humming victoriously, she jogged toward the giant black garbage can near the front doors, containing the toxic aftermath of today’s cafeteria science experiments.

      “Stop! Rachel. Don’t! Please! That’s Star Prince 17! Only 5,000 were ever printed.” She kicked and squirmed, fighting so fiercely Brittany and Colleen lifted her completely off the ground, feet pedaling at the air. This, of course, only made them laugh.

      Rachel held the comic over the trash can with two fingers, glanced back at Kelly with an ‘I win’ smirk, and opened her fingers, allowing the comic to fall into the trash can. Almost as an afterthought, she tossed the empty plastic protector in after it.

      Defeated, Kelly hung limp in her tormentor’s grasp, and screamed.

      “C’mon. Teachers are gonna hear the little turd yelling,” said Colleen.

      “Wait.” Alexis held up one finger. “I have a better idea. She wants to take her book and go home. Let’s help her go home. Right down The Hill.”

      Kelly shivered. The Hill ran along the entire left side of the school, a giant grass-covered slope that made for epic sleigh riding in the winter. Unfortunately, it also made for less-than-epic trash can rides once or twice a month for her.

      “Ooh,” chimed Brittany and Colleen together.

      They started dragging her toward the garbage can. Kelly set her heels on the sidewalk, fighting as hard as she could to resist, but the girls simply picked her up off her feet again. Being small, super skinny, and two years younger certainly did not count as advantages.

      The girls hauled her into the air and stuffed her headfirst into the trashcan, burying her in a stinky mess of orange juice, half-eaten spaghetti, mashed potatoes, and some green stuff she couldn’t recognize. A splash of chocolate syrup hit her on the left cheek the same time she plunged face first into a mass of nacho cheese sauce.

      She struggled to right herself, but slipped deeper into the can when the older girls dragged the giant plastic container of horror across the front of the school and tipped it over sideways. One of them kicked it squarely on the side, sending it rolling down the enormous grass hill. All manner of liquids, slimes, and solids soaked into her clothes as she spun over and over and over. Her—albeit minuscule—weight pressed into the side, turning rolling into progressively bigger bounding. She did her best not to scream. Opening her mouth would be… flavorful.

      After the tenth bounce, Kelly flew out of the can in a spray of trash, but kept rolling for a little while more until she came to a sliding stop against the chain link fence surrounding the athletic field behind the school.

      “Turd all the way to the fence!” shouted Brittany. “One thousand points!”

      Kelly sat up and pulled her chocolate-syrup-soaked hair off her face. Chocolate milk had splashed all over her shirt. Mustard smeared her skirt and leggings all down her right side. A blob of spaghetti fell from her shoulder into the grass with a splat. Four girl-shaped blurs at the top of the hill patted each other in congratulations before walking off. Girl-shaped blurs meant that her glasses had disappeared somewhere between trashcan entry and fence contact. She peeled a half-eaten French fry off her forehead and tossed it aside.

      Desperate, she scrambled around investigating various blurry objects until she finally found Star Prince #17, and held it a few inches in front of her face so she could see it. The precious book had been mildly crinkled and stained with spaghetti sauce, soda, and strawberry ice cream. She sank to sit in the grass, head bowed, and wept.

      Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. Why did I bring this to school?

      Having something to do for the three-quarters of math class she expected to be idle—due to finishing the test first—wasn’t worth the disappointment that would be all over Dad’s face when he saw it destroyed.

      Already, in her imagination, he called her irresponsible for taking such an expensive comic to school. He’d be hurt that she’d been so careless with something like that, and probably would never trust her again with any real responsibility.

      A glint in the grass not far from where she sat turned out to be her glasses. Those, at least, hadn’t been broken—but they did have a coating of nacho cheese sauce. She cleaned them as best she could with her fingers, wiped her hand in the grass, and put them on.

      The plastic lenses brought the mutilated comic into great and tragic detail.

      She hung her head, and sighed. “I hate school.”

      A little more looking around later, she found the clear protector in the grass, completely pristine, not even one crease. In a complete fit of irony, she decided not to put the book in the plastic sleeve to keep the plastic clean.

      No one remained in front of the school by the time she finished trudging back up the hill—only a lingering haze of bus exhaust. She collected her textbooks from the wet grass, stuffed them in her backpack, and dragged herself home, carrying Star Prince #17 in her hand… to keep her books free of spaghetti sauce.
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      Much like the comic book characters Kelly loved, her mom had superpowers.

      She had the uncanny ability to sense unfinished homework, un-picked-up clothes, un-brushed teeth, and last (and most annoying), she always sensed when her daughter wanted to be alone—so she could rush over to ask what was wrong. Or, like today, be standing right in the front hall as soon as Kelly walked inside.

      “What happened, sweetie? You’re late,” said Mom in that overly sweet voice she always used whenever she sensed a problem. “Oh, my. You’re a mess.”

      Kelly hid the comic behind her back. “I stepped on a banana peel.”

      Mom smirked. “You stay right there.”

      While her mother ran off to the kitchen, Kelly looked around for a quick hiding place. She stashed Star Prince #17 in the umbrella can, moved Dad’s giant black umbrella to hide it, then waited patiently for her mother to return with damp paper towels.

      Mom’s other major superpower involved the ability to sense the tiniest amount of dirt from across the house. She wiped at Kelly’s face, hair, and arms, attacking the goopiest stains first. “Honestly, sweetie. How did you get chocolate sauce in your hair? There’s nacho cheese all over your back.” She gasped.

      “The banana peel was right next to a trash can. I fell in it… and went rolling down the hill.”

      “Your new sneakers…”

      “They’re waterproof. Just need to be wiped.”

      Mom continued to fuss over her. “Sweetie, those other girls won’t tease you forever. Once you’re done with eighth grade, you’ll probably never see them again.”

      “Eighth grade? That is forever.” She flapped her arms. “I don’t wanna keep going to school. Can’t you just teach me here?”

      “You know I work, hon. Besides, you need social interaction.”

      Kelly reached up with both hands, pulling her hair away from her face like a theater curtain opening. “No, Mom. I don’t. I’ve had enough social interaction for a lifetime.”

      “Aww, sweetie. You’ve never been shy before.”

      “I’m not shy. I’m just allergic to trash cans.”

      Mom took the nacho-stained glasses off her and brought them to the kitchen sink for cleaning. “I don’t understand why those girls bother you, sweetie. You’re adorable. Certainly not even close to fat.”

      “Ugh. No, Mom. I’m a noodle.” Kelly followed her to the kitchen and held her arms up. “I have pasta for arms and legs. They call me noodle-butt.”

      Mom rinsed the glasses clean, dried them, then slid them back on her. “That’ll pass. I was the same way at your age.”

      “You are still skinny.”

      “Why thank you, sweetie.” Mom patted her on the head. “I just don’t understand why they tease you.”

      Kelly pointed at herself. “Because I’m a nerd, Mom. I’m nine years old in fifth grade. I like comic books and drawing and I like math. A kid who admits to liking math has their head shoved in a toilet while someone flushes it at least once a month. I don’t play with dolls or care about makeup or fancy clothes. School is the ocean. Alexis is a shark, and I’m wearing a chum suit.”

      “Aww, it’s not that bad. You’re way too cute to be a nerd.”

      Kelly sighed at the floor.

      “Give me that backpack so I can wipe it down. You go right upstairs and take a bath. Those clothes go straight to the hamper.”

      “Yes, Mom.” Kelly shrugged the backpack off and handed it over before running down the hall to the foyer, snagging Star Prince #17 from the umbrella pail, and dashing upstairs.

      For the most part, Kelly Donovan behaved herself, did her work, obeyed her parents and—more or less—cleaned her room when told. She didn’t lie often, but if Dad asked about the comic book, she’d probably come real close to fibbing for at least a little while. Change the subject, vague answers, or… something.

      She sprinted to the bathroom, set the book on the sink, and proceeded to dab at it with a wad of toilet paper in a mostly futile attempt to soak up the spaghetti sauce and soda stains. The cover had taken the brunt of it—bad enough—but the soda had gotten to the edges, affecting every page. Seeing the true extent of the damage almost made her cry again, not for the loss of the object, but for how much it would hurt Dad to find out she’d been so dumb. He loved comic books, too. And giving her this one as a pre-birthday present—her tenth birthday wouldn’t happen until next August—had been a weak excuse because he wanted to get it that badly for her. Years down the road, when she’d grown up, it could have become worth a lot of money.

      And she’d destroyed any possible value it had. No collector would offer fifty cents for it now.

      While doing her best to save the unsavable comic book, she daydreamed about throwing Alexis headfirst into a trash can. Even if Kelly had superpowers like Ms. Omni—Star Prince’s girlfriend—she probably wouldn’t do that. Alexis enjoyed making other people miserable. Kelly didn’t.

      She carried the wounded comic back to her bedroom, grabbed an old, battered protector sleeve to put it in, and hid it under her mattress. The still-clean protector it had come in, she put in her top left desk drawer. That sleeve had once held an important relic, now ruined due to her being dumb. She couldn’t put a lesser comic in it, so it would be either a shrine to the fallen or a badge of shame depending on her mood at any particular moment.

      With little more to do for the book, she grabbed a clean purple T-shirt and jean skirt from her dresser, then headed down the hall to the bathroom. As if having a priceless—well, expensive and irreplaceable—well, rare as heck and hard to replace—comic ruined wasn’t bad enough, having to take a bath so early in the day felt like Alexis had followed her home and kept on laughing at her.

      Still, she didn’t enjoy being covered in the disgusting smell of school trash.

      So, she dealt with taking a bath.

      After cleaning up and changing, she trudged to her bedroom—hair wrapped up in a towel—and flopped on her bed, chin in her hands, feet up, reading Star Prince #56, the newest one.

      “Doctor Fix’s Mendy-ray could clean the crud outta issue seventeen and make it like new.” She banged her head over and over again into her soft bed while muttering, “Dad’s gonna kill me.”
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      On normal days, Kelly didn’t usually spend the entire day in her bedroom unless it rained.

      She had homework to deal with, but not that much. Depending on the subject, her schoolwork ranged from ‘not bad’ to actually fun. Most of the other kids all complained about the ‘vast amounts’ of work heaped on them by cruel teachers. Kelly didn’t think they gave out too much work. In fact, more often than not, she wanted the teachers to assign more… because she ran out.

      Maybe that’s why Alexis picks on me.

      With a groan, she climbed off her bed, sat at her desk, and got started on her homework.

      On normal days, she’d finish it in an hour or so, then either read for fun, use up some of her daily allotment of video game time—Mom limited her to one hour on school days—or go outside. They had a huge yard with a swing set, sadly no pool, but playing outside kinda sucked alone. Frisbees and soccer balls didn’t work too well for a kid with no friends. She did, however, enjoy exploring other people’s yards. Not snooping on anyone, merely treating her neighborhood as an adventure course: navigating fences, tables, trees, sheds, and so on while picturing herself as a superheroine making her way deep into a mastermind’s lair.

      Sometimes being a living noodle did help. She weighed so little, it didn’t take much strength to pull herself up. She easily climbed fences and trees, or squeezed into narrow passages behind garden sheds. Most of her neighbors didn’t mind, though the old couple at the end of the block complained to her parents, so she couldn’t go in their yard anymore. Fortunately, Dad believed her about the ruined flowerbed. She really had no idea what happened to it. Neither did Mr. and Mrs. Stewart… so naturally, they blamed her.

      Guilt over the destruction of the expensive comic took away any urge she had to do anything but hide in her room. Unfortunately, Mom could always read her moods. She had a way with people like that, always seeming to be able to tell how someone felt. Her father, also a giant comic geek, often joked that Mom abused her powers for evil purposes, having gone into sales rather than like counseling, therapy, or psychology to help people.

      Her father’s superpower would have to be time compression. Whenever he got into something he enjoyed, he could just sit there for hours and hours, losing track of time. This usually took the form of hobbies: painting miniatures, building model mecha, or something along those lines. He liked making stuff with his hands. Probably a side effect of his boring office job. It apparently provided plenty of money—which is why he still worked there—but his secondary superpower had to be weaponized feelings of inadequacy. Whenever he started complaining about other people at work getting promoted while he remained in whatever role he’d been in for the past eleven years, it made people leave the area. As superpowers went, not exactly a tier one.

      Kelly couldn’t help herself and finished her homework in fifty-two minutes. If she tried to stay hidden in her room all day and blamed a ton of homework, Mom would smell the lie. Kelly never took that long to finish her homework. If she sat in her room all day reading, Mom would still know something happened. If Kelly tried to act normal, Mom would still know she wanted to hide something.

      That left only one choice: avoid contact at all costs.

      She pulled on her socks and sneakers, then ran outside. Still too upset over Star Prince #17, she couldn’t bring herself to pretend-infiltrate an enemy lair. Without imagining any laser trip mines or pressure plate traps or monsters, Kelly simply climbed a couple fences and hid in the narrow space behind Mr. Hollister’s garden shed, arms wrapped around her legs, face hidden behind her huge floof of red hair.

      Wasting a whole afternoon sulking didn’t happen often, and when it did, it almost always traced back to Alexis Stephens. The last time Kelly had wanted to avoid everyone that bad had been a little over a year ago when Alexis had snuck up behind her in gym class and yanked her shorts down in front of everyone. To make matters worse, Ms. Farris, the gym teacher, hadn’t been looking at the time and yelled at Kelly for not pulling her shorts back up faster. How the teacher hadn’t noticed Alexis stepping on them, she couldn’t explain.

      Shame over being stupid enough to take such an expensive, delicate thing to school—straight into the danger zone—eventually gave way to her feeling dumb for just sitting there doing nothing for most of the afternoon.

      She made her way home, slipped in the back door past Mom in the midst of cooking dinner, and flopped down in the living room at her MegaStation 4 to fire up the newest Star Prince game, The Trials of Tabrin, which had come out a couple months ago. She liked this one because it gave players the choice of using either Star Prince or Ms. Omni as the player character.

      Before she started playing, she wrote down the time on the small dry-erase board Mom kept there to log video game hours. Her mother most likely decided to limit her screen activity so strictly because of Dad. In the years when her parents dated, he’d often waste entire weekends playing games. Mom had a thing about ‘too much video game time.’ She didn’t want Kelly to develop the same obsessive-addictive thing her father had.

      Unfortunately, Kelly did have it… just not for video games. She could lose herself in three activities: interesting schoolwork or science, reading (comics or books), and imagination. The third option most often took the form of running around outside pretending to be a superhero or a character from a movie, but sometimes involved daydreaming or drawing. When she sat down with a pencil and art pad, whole afternoons could disappear.

      For some reason, Mom didn’t mind her losing time with schoolwork, reading, or drawing—she just had a problem with video games.

      Even her father teased her sometimes that enjoying schoolwork to the point she lost track of time while doing it meant she failed at being a child. Kids weren’t supposed to like school. Even though he joked, Mom always yelled at him for ‘sending the wrong message.’

      Speaking of Dad, he came up from his basement workshop about half an hour after Kelly started playing, swooping into the living room to pluck her off the floor. She managed to hit the pause button before the controller fell out of her hands. He swung her in circles twice, then gave her a huge hug.

      Her father stood quite tall, but skinny, with a long, pointy face and a contagious smile. She had no doubt why she had a body like a stick figure. Thanks, Dad. Her parents were younger than the other parents she’d sometimes seen at the school during teacher meetings. Mom had only turned thirty-one last July. With only two weeks separating their birthdays, they joked that once Kelly got old enough for birthdays not to be a big deal, they’d just have one celebration for both of them.

      That, of course, made no sense.

      How could birthdays ever not be a big deal?

      “There’s my little Fire Phoenix.” Dad kissed her on top of the head. “Didn’t see you when I got home from work. Burn down any enemy lairs today?”

      “Jack, our daughter is not a pyromaniac,” called Mom from the kitchen.

      Kelly looked at his chest to avoid giving away her epic failure. “I was outside.”

      “Is something wrong, sweetie?” He leaned closer, peering into her eyes.

      Crap! Darn! I have Silver Ion’s stupid screen on my forehead. The fully robotic character from Star Prince couldn’t talk. A small screen on his face scrolled text whenever he wanted to say something, and Kelly’s forehead screen betrayed her.

      “Alexis again,” muttered Kelly.

      Mom poked her head around the kitchen archway. “C’mon you two. Dinner time.”

      “Aww. Don’t pay any attention to those girls.” Dad carried her over to the table and set her in a chair before helping her mother move stuff to the table. “It’s just a rite of passage for us.”

      “Us?” asked Kelly.

      “Anyone who isn’t like everyone else.” He smiled.

      He and Mom sat down at the same time.

      “Alexis isn’t like everyone else. She’s perfect. Blue eyes, blonde, tall, graceful…”

      “Smart?” asked Mom.

      “Umm. Not really.” Kelly stuck out her tongue. “She’s not stupid. That’s Colleen. Every time the wind blows, that girl hears a whistling sound.”

      Dad snickered.

      Mom smirked.

      “We are people of a certain… character.” He scooped some lasagna on a plate for her, then let Mom take a portion first, then helped himself. “We often wind up as easy targets for those with issues of self-worth. Other kids used to call me Egon in school.”

      “Egon? What the heck does that mean?” asked Kelly.

      “It means we are going to watch Ghostbusters.” Dad held up a triumphant finger. “As it appears I have been remiss in your education.”

      She shrugged and picked at the lasagna.

      “So, what happened?” asked Mom.

      Kelly shifted her gaze to her mother. The woman’s perfectly-shaped black bob of hair never had chocolate syrup in it. Her flawless makeup and movie-star face had never seen the inside of a toilet bowl. Mom never wound up shoved in a garbage can, either. She suspected her mother might have even been the Alexis Stephens of her middle school, or at least a hanger-on like Rachel McMeadows. More likely, Mom had been her generation’s Gina Vasquez—a rare combination of looks, brains, and charm. Gina could easily have been Alexis, but lacked the desire to torment people. Sometimes, Kelly had heard the boys trying to decide which girl was prettiest between Gina or Alexis. Of course, no boy ever mentioned her name. But at nine, a year or more younger than everyone else, they all thought of her as ‘the little kid.’

      She did ‘cute’ in the sense of ‘aww.’ Not the sort of cute Alexis or Gina had that made boys forget how to talk if they got too close.

      “Well?” asked Mom. “You’re just sitting there staring into your food. What are you thinking about?”

      “Can you homeschool me?”

      “We don’t have the time for that, sweetie.” Mom patted her hand.

      “Hmm.” Dad. “Maybe we should talk to Principal Walsh again.”

      “Don’t. I’ll only get teased worse, and the school won’t do anything.”

      “What happened?” asked Dad.

      With a heavy sigh, Kelly explained about being thrown into a garbage can and rolled down The Hill. She didn’t mention the comic, hoping her parents would read the awkwardness she felt at lying—by not saying anything—as being upset over the girls teasing her.

      Her parents shook their heads.

      “Those bullies will regret it eventually. They’ll rue the day!” Dad thrust his arm up, then lost confidence, glancing at Kelly. “That’s the phrase, right? Rue the day?”

      “Umm.” She shrugged. “Maybe. It’s not a big deal. Ninety-nine percent of the kids I’m going to school with now, I’ll never see again after I grow up. It’s not a big deal. I don’t care if anyone likes me or not because when I’m old like you guys it won’t matter.”

      “Today’s wedgie is a laugh over beers in twenty years, or something,” said Dad.

      “Jack, in case you didn’t notice, we have a daughter. Wedgies are a boy thing.” Mom sighed and stabbed her fork into the lasagna.

      Kelly squirmed in her chair. Maybe her mother hadn’t been a bully in school. She had no idea. Every period between classes became a gauntlet in the hallway. If she ran into Alexis or any of her crew, something would happen. Either they’d trip her, try to step on her heels to make her shoes come off, go for the wedgie if she didn’t have a dress on, yank the zipper on her backpack so everything fell out… and so on. Most times the bell went off, Kelly felt like a soldier trying to make it through a minefield to the next classroom.

      “Umm, girls do the wedgie thing, too, Mom. At least Alexis and her friends do.”

      Her mother shook her head. “Amateurs. Back in my day, the mean girls didn’t rely on such primitive tactics. We had it way worse than the boys. A wedgie stops hurting after an hour, but a truly deep emotional cut is a work of art that lasts a lifetime.”

      “Good grief, Melinda.” Dad blinked.

      Mom smiled. “I’m just saying if Kelly decides to get a little revenge on the girls picking on her, there are far more elegant means available that befit a young lady of superior intelligence. Though, she is a little young yet. Girl bullies don’t truly evolve into their final state of advanced wickedness until like fourteen.”

      “You’re kinda scaring me, hon.” He fake cowered away from her. “Did I marry the mean girl?”

      Melinda Donovan examined her fingernails. “Oh, I never started anything. But I cut back.”

      Kelly couldn’t picture her mother being cruel to anyone, but she did have a scary glint of satisfaction in her eyes.

      “Why don’t you try making a few friends? It’s much more difficult for those girls to bother you if you’re not alone.” Mom smiled, back to her usual warm self.

      “No one likes me.” Kelly shrugged. “I don’t care. I’m happy alone.”

      “Sweetie,” said Mom, a few minutes later. “You can’t spend your whole life alone in your room reading comic books and playing video games.”

      Dad looked over at Mom. “Why not? Oh, right. Stupid job thing. It is kind of addictive having food and a roof.”

      “I don’t just play video games and read comic books, Mom.” Kelly cut off a piece of lasagna with her fork. “I read books too.”

      “Mel,” said Dad, “she’s only nine. We don’t have to hit her over the head with the reality bat yet.”

      Her mother rolled her eyes. “The two of you are stuck in a fantasy world.”

      Dad pursed his lips, nodding. “That’s because this world is so boring.”

      “Will you take the trash out after dinner, hon?” asked Mom.

      “Sure. I am the garbage whisperer, after all. Oh, I rolled all the way down and hit the fence today. Extra points.”

      “Aww, honey…” Dad reached across the table to pat her hand. “We really should talk to the principal.”

      Kelly kept her head down while she ate. Her parents briefly discussed what to do about the ‘bullying problem.’ She mostly ignored everything except her food until a voice from Mom’s little television on the kitchen counter caught her attention with the word ‘alien.’

      “… observatory have picked up what they believe might be objects of unknown origin near Saturn. The objects in question were not observable a month ago, which leads some scientists to speculate that they are moving at incredible speeds.”

      “Oh, here come the aliens,” said Mom, rolling her eyes.

      “It’s probably just a comet. Maybe a big one collided with Saturn’s rings and scattered some stuff that made the instruments go crazy.” Dad shrugged… then took more lasagna.

      For a rail-thin guy, he sure could eat.

      Kelly daydreamed about aliens invading Earth and zapping all the bullies with nacho cheese guns or energy beams that instantly tied shoelaces together while finishing her dinner. Her parents briefly discussed work. Mom made a big sale today, but her father suffered another unimportant day of doing the same old boring stuff he did every other day. The most exciting thing that happened for him was watching someone named Pritchard drop coffee in the break room.

      Her desire to get out from under parental eyes beat her lack of appetite. Kelly finished off her dinner, set the plate in the dishwasher, then proceeded to change the bag in the kitchen trash can before hauling the full one out to the big can outside.

      She went straight to her room afterward, flopped on her bed, and resumed reading. The ruined comic book under her mattress practically filled the room with a heartbeat, a loud, constant drum advertising her guilt. Kelly kept fidgeting on the bed, too consumed with worry that her father would find it and she’d get in trouble.

      Eventually, she needed to use the bathroom, so she trudged down the hall. On the return to her bedroom, she paused inches from her door when Dad’s voice speaking her name carried up from downstairs.

      Kelly crept down a few steps and stuck her head through the banister posts. Her parents’ shadows stretched into the hallway from the kitchen.

      “… just think it’s unhealthy for her,” said Mom. “She needs to have friends. Even you had friends growing up.”

      “Ouch,” said Dad, chuckling. “That’s cold.”

      “Aww, Jack. That’s not how I meant it. Anyone looking at you would know you’re extremely intelligent. Until our daughter opens her mouth, she looks normal.”

      Kelly rolled her eyes and whispered, “Yeah, sure. Hubble telescope lenses on my face sure look normal.”

      “You’re saying intelligence isn’t normal?” asked Dad.

      Mom chuckled. “Have you gone outside for anything other than work at any time in the past, oh, twenty years?”

      “Good point.”

      “What I’m saying is, you were at the extreme end of nerd-dom, but you still had friends. I’m not saying she needs to get in with the popular crowd. A pack of fellow nerds is still friends. Kelly doesn’t even look like a nerd. Maybe we should try to get her into TV commercials or something. She’s certainly photogenic enough. That would boost her confidence.”

      “We keep assuming she’s socially awkward,” said Dad. “Maybe she just doesn’t have time for the foolishness of lesser mortals.”

      I am socially awkward. Kelly started to frown, but couldn’t help cracking a tiny smile at the lesser mortals thing.

      “Look, let’s give her a little time. Maybe she only needs to run into a kid on the same wavelength. If we force her to hang out with other kids she doesn’t really like, that could make things worse.”

      Kelly gave a thumbs-up. “Go, Dad.”

      “All right.” Mom sighed. “I’m just worried about her. She seems extra miserable today. I can’t help but think there’s something she hasn’t told us.”

      Eep!

      “Hmm. Maybe. Oh, hon… what exactly did you mean about deep cuts?”

      “Heh. I had a bit of a problem with this girl in high school. Carrie-Anne Simons. Thought she was queen of the school and felt threatened by me for some reason.”

      “Well, you were the prettiest girl in the entire class.”

      The soft sound of a kiss made Kelly cringe and stick her tongue out.

      “She started a rumor that cost me my boyfriend at the time. So, I planted some seeds here and there. Pretty easy to tell who had secret crushes on who and set things up to look like things happened that didn’t. Carrie-Anne and all five of her friends broke up with their boyfriends in the same week, all the girls blaming each other. I don’t think any of them are on speaking terms to this day.”

      “Wow. You killed five relationships and made a pack of best friends hate each other for the rest of their lives?” Dad whistled. “Remind me not to get on your bad side.”

      “Like I said. Wedgies are small time.” Mom waved dismissively.

      “Crap,” whispered Kelly. “My mother is scary!”

      She scrambled back to her room, flopped on her bed, and stared at the comic without reading it. Daydreams of somehow making Alexis, Colleen, Rachel, and Brittany all hate each other occupied her thoughts. But… she couldn’t do that. Those girls had been friends ever since first grade. Making them hate each other over something that hadn’t been their fault would be worse than stuffing them in a nasty garbage can.

      “Kelly?” Mom leaned in. “You didn’t put the MegaStation away. And, it’s bedtime.”

      “Sorry, Mom.” She hopped off the bed. “I’ll get it now.”

      Mom patted her on the head when she ran by. The whiteboard didn’t have an end-time filled in for her play today, since Dad interrupted it. She once tried to debate for the ability to transfer unused time into the next day, but her mother insisted on a ‘use it or lose it’ policy.

      Kelly sat on the rug, unpaused the game, and started flying Ms. Omni back to the safe zone.

      “I said put it away, not play it.” Mom walked up to stand behind her arms folded.

      “I still have like twenty minutes left, but I’m not actually playing it.”

      Mom tilted her head. “You’re not? Sure looks like you’re playing it. What are you doing then?”

      “Dad made me pause in the middle of a mission. I’m just moving Ms. Omni back to a save crystal so I can turn the game off without losing where I was.”

      “All right.”

      Kelly directed the character over to one of the glowing blue spheres, saved the game, and shut the system down. After putting the controller back in the cabinet under the TV, she hurried upstairs.

      While changing into her nightgown, she paused to sigh at herself in the mirror on her closet door. Embarrassingly skinny. I look like one of those floppy noodle men at the car place. Even though Alexis hadn’t yanked down her underpants, the gym shorts fiasco had started a recurring nightmare of finding herself randomly naked at school. Every time Kelly saw her reflection, she just pictured the whole class laughing at her for being freakishly thin, almost like a cartoon character. In her nightmare, even the gym teacher laughed at her. She hated looking at herself—and slammed her closet door to hide the mirror.

      Sad, but too angry to cry, Kelly slipped into her nightgown and stormed off to the bathroom to brush her teeth and use the toilet one last time before bed. Soon, she crawled under her purple-and-white comforter and stared at the ceiling, also purple, flecked with hundreds of glow in the dark star stickers—Dad’s idea. But she liked them.

      Tonight, however, she didn’t.

      They made her think of Dad.

      And how sad he’d be when he found Star Prince #17.

      Because, of course he’d find it.

      Eventually.

      The longer it took him to find it, the worse it would be when he did. Not only would he be upset with her for being careless with it, he’d be hurt she didn’t tell him about it. She would have to confess. Having the evidence directly under her beneath the mattress felt like a sign waving back and forth over her head with ‘guilty’ written on it. Mom already suspected she hadn’t told them something.

      Okay. Okay. I’ll confess. Tomorrow.

      Her parents walked into her room. Both smiled, kissed her good night, and wished her pleasant dreams. She couldn’t even look at Dad. They exchanged a glance that proved they knew something was wrong. For whatever reason, neither one pressed her on it. They probably decided to give her at least until tomorrow to come clean. Of course, her parents knew her too well.

      Kelly Donovan also had a superpower: guilt.

      Mom tucked Floppet, her favorite stuffed animal—a bright purple rabbit with oversized ears—into bed beside her and patted it on the head.

      “Good night, sweetie.” Mom kissed her on the head again, then followed Dad out into the hall.

      For a while, Kelly lay there, tapping her foot on air under the blankets, staring at the glowing stars. Cuddling Floppet made her feel somewhat better. She eventually closed her eyes and imagined having Ms. Omni’s powers, being able to cartoonishly beat up Alexis and her friends, stuff them all in matching garbage cans, and roll them down The Hill so hard they went through the fence onto the football field.

      “Nah. That would make me just as bad as they are.”

      Kelly sighed.

      Dad says I should ignore bullies, but how long is it gonna take them to realize I’m ignoring them?
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      Kelly took her time walking to school the next morning.

      She didn’t want to be late and get in trouble, but if she cut it close, it reduced the chances of Alexis and company attacking her. Spending the entire school day with juice soaked into her clothes stank. At least if they got her on the way out, it didn’t take her long to get home and clean up.

      Head bowed, hiding from the world behind her hair, Kelly meandered the six blocks down, turned left at the corner, and walked the last two blocks to the school. The loudness up ahead from a few hundred kids still hanging out said she hadn’t dawdled enough. But she couldn’t stop here, not in sight of the school. Just standing there alone on the sidewalk would get her picked on even worse.

      She couldn’t let them see that they bothered her.

      “Hey, Donovan! Think fast!” shouted Brittany.

      Kelly peered up a split second before a basketball smashed into her face hard enough to knock her on her butt and send her glasses flying. Laughter—from far more than Alexis and her three friends—came from everywhere. Stunned, Kelly sat there staring at the blurry world, trying to figure out what just happened.

      A slender girl in a pink skirt, white top, and white ballet flats stepped into her view. “Gonna cry now?” asked Alexis.

      “Umm, no,” replied Kelly in a dazed voice. She looked around, grabbing at dark spots on the sidewalk in hopes of finding her glasses. Miraculously, neither Alexis nor her friends stopped her from picking them up. After putting them on, she peered up at the four girls towering over her. “Oh. Hi.”

      “She’s not crying,” said Colleen.

      Brittany shot her a look. “Thanks for pointing that out. I hadn’t noticed.”

      “Go on. Cry,” said Alexis.

      “Nah.” Kelly rubbed the sore spot on her nose where the basketball crushed her glasses into it. “It didn’t hurt.” Rarely, she could lie and not feel guilty.

      Alexis grabbed Kelly by the collar of her purple dress and dragged her from sitting on the sidewalk to standing on tiptoe. “How ’bout if I break your face?”

      She didn’t struggle, hanging limp from the girl’s grip. “Go ahead if it makes you happy. I guess your life is pretty bad if picking on me makes you feel better.”

      Colleen folded her arms, her long black hair swaying as she shook her head. “She’s trying some of that psycho stuff on you.”

      “The word is psychology,” said Kelly.

      Colleen growled. “I think it’s garbage time for smarty pants.”

      Kelly glanced down at herself. “I don’t have pants today. This is a dress.”

      “Trash can time.” Alexis smiled. “What do you think about that, Noodle-butt?”

      “Can we reschedule this bullying session to after school? If I’m covered in slime all day, the teachers will notice and you might get in trouble.”

      “We’re not gonna get in trouble.” Alexis carried her down the sidewalk toward the big can. “Because you’re gonna tell them you’re a clumsy idiot and fell in.”

      “You got so much hair you can’t see where you’re going!” Brittany giggled.

      Kelly watched the big can coming closer and closer. Still, she didn’t struggle. No point in it. She would end up going down The Hill either way. Not fighting only meant she wouldn’t be tired by the time she crashed into the fence. At least, this early in the day, there wouldn’t be too much stuff in the can. It only became truly horrible after lunch.

      Mr. Potts, a seventh-grade teacher, happened to walk out the front doors mere seconds before the girls upended Kelly into the garbage can. He paused, looking at them. “Is there a problem here?”

      Alexis let go, jerking her hands back as if she’d grabbed a boiling pot, then patting Kelly’s dress down to smooth it. “No, Mr. Potts. She tripped. We were just helping her up.”

      “Miss Donovan?” asked the teacher.

      “It’s okay.” Kelly stared down at her purple sneakers.

      “Hmm.” Mr. Potts looked at the older girls with a suspicious smirk. “Indeed. All right. Get on inside. Bell’s about to ring.”

      As soon as he walked off to the left to chase the kids hanging out on the grass into the building, Alexis pushed Kelly against the wall and pointed at her face. “You know what happens to snitches.”

      “I didn’t say anything, did I?” asked Kelly in a bored voice. “If I was gonna tell on you, I would’ve done it right here.”

      The tall blonde gave her a ‘that’s right’ nod, then led her clique past the doors.

      Kelly dusted herself off. Great. Nine more years of this until I’m free.

      A small green car rushed up to the sidewalk out front. Mike Hopkins, another eleven-year-old in her class, jumped out the passenger side door while his mother continuously yelled at him for not getting out of bed on time and making her drive him here so he wouldn’t be late. If Kelly personified the nobody and Alexis personified perfection, Mike Hopkins would be the personification of average. Shaggy brown hair he couldn’t be bothered to comb framed a face neither particularly handsome nor weird looking. His clothes, baggy and bland khaki-beige were the kind of thing no one would remember if they tried to describe him an hour after seeing him.

      He jogged up the sidewalk, muttered, “Hey, Kell,” as he passed, and dashed inside.

      Mrs. Hopkins yelled at him for leaving the door open while struggling to reach it from within the car.

      Kelly laughed at that, then ran inside and rushed down the mostly-empty hall to Mr. Reynolds’ room. As a general rule, she loved school—except for social studies, which felt more like a history class. She didn’t exactly dislike it, but it bored her to death. Admittedly, it made no sense since she loved reading stories and comic books. The only real difference between them and history was that one really happened. Maybe the boredom came from dealing with the teacher’s dreadful monotone voice first thing in the morning. At least she had second period with Mrs. Webb to look forward to. She loved math.

      Upon taking her desk, she pulled her text and notebook out from her bag… and found herself doodling Ms. Omni within five minutes. She had to do something to avoid falling asleep as the slightly heavyset teacher droned on and on about the American Revolution.

      “Miss Donovan?” called Mr. Reynolds. “This is social studies, not art class. Please pay attention.”

      “Sorry, Mr. Reynolds.” Kelly set her pen down, sat up straight, and tried to pay attention.

      As soon as he turned back to the presentation, a spitball stuck in her hair. She ignored it, sighing out her nose.

      Nine more years… and I’ll never see her again.
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      Lunch period presented the third most risky time of the school day.

      Kelly had gotten into the habit of selecting lunch items like sandwiches or hamburgers that she could carry outside right away while the rest of the kids ate at the cafeteria tables. That protected her from various missiles and other projectile attacks while eating. She sat on one of the metal benches by the small playground area behind the school, a spot where the teachers assigned to monitor the lunch period often congregated as it kept them in the shade.

      Even Alexis wouldn’t mess with her—usually—directly in front of teachers. None of the kids bothered with any of the playground equipment anymore, not since third grade. Mostly, they hung out in groups to talk or ran back and forth playing tag. Some of the boys occasionally played a form of soccer involving a tennis ball, but no one touched the seesaws, monkey bars, or swings. It surprised her that the middle school even had them.

      Naturally, Alexis and her friends taunted her about being a little kid at the playground, but she didn’t let that bother her. Mostly because she didn’t use the playground, merely sat near it. For once, her total non-reaction to teasing actually worked. They’d stopped picking on her for that.

      As usual, Kelly kept her head down and ate. By the time the other kids finished their meals inside and flooded the area between the school building and the football field, she’d be done with her food and able to keep her full attention on her surroundings.

      After eating, she sat with her hands in her lap, scuffing her shoe back and forth over the blacktop. She didn’t make the same mistake again. No comic books came to school with her, nor would they ever again. Having nothing to do but wait for the period to end, she merely existed.

      Soon, the din of other kids broke the calm. Two teachers took up their usual position near the door. Some of the boys ran off to kick the tennis ball around, while most of the others arranged themselves in their usual friend clusters. She spotted Alexis, Brittany, Rachel, and Colleen off to the side, keeping their distance.

      Rachel could’ve been Alexis’ twin, except for having light brown hair instead of blonde. Both wore the same outfit of white tops, pink skirts, and black ballet flats. Rachel always tried to do whatever Alexis did, including dress alike.

      Do they call each other in the morning to plan that?

      Brittany Chang’s neon green shirt and matching jeans could be seen from outer space. That girl had a lot of nerve for teasing Kelly about skinny. Colleen’s pink sweater covered in sparkly red hearts almost looked cute, until she remembered who wore it.

      Weird that they’re all the way over there. The four of them standing at almost the farthest point away from her within the area kids could go during lunch worried her. Even if they didn’t have the nerve to actively harass her right in front of teachers, they usually stood close enough to keep making faces or throw stuff whenever the teachers weren’t watching.

      A scuff came from the left, close. Kelly jumped and whirled toward the noise, locking stares with another girl in her class, Paige Warren. She, too, was on the small side but not as short as Kelly. Then again, at ten, Paige belonged in fifth grade. The girl hadn’t skipped a year. Not much came to mind about her in the first few seconds of recognition. Kelly didn’t pay too much attention to her classmates at all, but this girl had stealth technology woven into her T-shirt and denim skirt or something. She practically didn’t even exist in the class as far as anyone knew.

      Kelly broke eye contact first, looking down—at the girl’s pink flip flops and purple-painted toenails. The last time she’d worn flops to school, someone had stolen them out from under her desk right in the middle of class. She’d spent the rest of the day barefoot. Not that she minded that much, but it got her yelled at in every class.

      “Hey,” said Paige.

      “Hi.”

      “Is it okay if I sit here?”

      Kelly cringed mentally at having to deal with someone invading her personal sanctuary… but her parents did want her to have friends. Prior to Alexis making it her mission in life to torment Kelly, she never would have considered herself shy, merely feeling content with her own company. However, this girl approached her. That didn’t count as Kelly going out of her way to change things.

      “Okay. You’re Paige, right?”

      “Yeah.” She sat. “Kelly, right?”

      “Yeah.” Moment of awkward silence. “I like your nails.”

      Paige raised one foot. “Thanks. Purple’s my favorite color.”

      “Mine, too.” Kelly smiled.

      “Really? That’s cool. I thought redheads liked green.”

      “Where’d that come from?”

      Paige shrugged. “Dunno. Just what I thought.”

      “So, umm… why did you wanna sit here?”

      “You always sit alone. I always sit alone. People think I’m weird.”

      Kelly glanced at her. The girl appeared relatively average in most respects. Dark brown hair, hazel eyes, on the pale side. Neither too thin nor too thick. Clothes neither stylish nor old. “Why would they think you’re weird?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe because I had an Amazing Anna lunch box in first grade.”

      Kelly smiled. “Those comics are okay. She’s powerful and all, but I hate that she keeps getting kidnapped and needs to be saved.”

      “Most of the time she saves herself. And don’t forget Flying Fox and Sparrow… Sparrow always ends up getting into trouble and Flying Fox has to save him.”

      Kelly tapped a finger to her chin. “That’s true, I guess.”

      “Guess you like comics.”

      “Yeah.” Kelly grinned.

      “I saw what happened yesterday with number seventeen. Sorry.”

      Mood destroyed. Kelly stared down. “Thanks.”

      “Your parents should complain to the school and demand Rachel’s parents pay for it.”

      Yeah, right. I’d have to tell Dad first. “Maybe.”

      Paige swung her legs back and forth, snapping her flops. “Did you ever wonder why bad guys always use these complicated things to kill the heroes instead of just, umm, killing them?”

      “Probably because if they just killed them, the story would end.”

      “Oh. Good point. But that’s the writers, not the characters.”

      “Besides, they don’t kill characters in normal comics. Only the dark ones.” Kelly pulled her hair off her face. “Yeah. But the complicated death machine stuff is like part of it. Comics aren’t supposed to be too serious.”

      “My brother has some serious ones. He won’t let me read them because he thinks they’ll give me nightmares.”

      “Neil Wright’s Ebon Wraith series?” asked Kelly.

      Paige gasped. “You’ve read them?”

      She slouched, chin on her fist, smirking. “No. Dad won’t let me read that one either. And, technically, those are graphic novels. The cover art looked cool, but he said I have to wait for like fourteen before he’ll let me read them.”

      “It must be really cool if they won’t let us see it.”

      “That’s what I’m thinking. But, it probably is really scary and dark if my dad won’t let me read it. He’s pretty laid back about comics.”

      “Wow.” Paige blinked. “Ben said people die in it. Wraith kills bad guys.”

      Kelly blinked. “People aren’t supposed to die in comics.”

      “Didn’t you say they’re graphic novels, not comics?”

      “Ooh. Right.” She cringed… and asked Paige if she read normal books too.

      That set off a long conversation.

      … which ground to a halt when Alexis and her crew walked up to stand in front of them.

      Kelly braced for impact. So much for Mom’s idea about having friends will make them leave me alone.

      “Who is this again?” asked Alexis, gesturing at Paige.

      “Umm, Patty I think,” said Colleen.

      “Priscilla?” Brittany scratched her head.

      “Penelope.” Rachel scrunched up her nose, pretending to think.

      “Oh, look, it’s a Bimbie doll four-pack,” said Paige. “Two even have matching costumes. How cute.”

      Rachel’s face went red.

      Kelly almost laughed but managed to keep a straight face.

      “You should stay away from this loser, Paige,” said Alexis. “You wouldn’t want to get on my bad side.”

      Paige leaned back, both eyebrows up. “Wait… you have a good side?”

      Brittany gasped. Rachel gawked.

      Colleen looked at Alexis as if framing her for a photograph. “She does!”

      “Watch it.” Alexis pointed at Paige. “You hang around the runt and you’re socially dead.”

      “Umm. I’m already socially dead. You didn’t even know my name, remember. Why do you think I care anyway? You probably have nightmares worrying there might be someone in school who doesn’t think you’re awesome. I don’t care what people think.”

      “Forget this loser,” said Colleen. “She thinks she’s sooo smart.”

      Kelly pointed at Colleen’s spring water bottle. “You shouldn’t drink too much of that. It contains dihydrogen monoxide, which can kill you.”

      “Eep!” Colleen dropped the bottle.

      Paige laughed.

      Rachel glanced worriedly at the abandoned spring water.

      Alexis and Brittany both stared at Colleen in disbelief.

      “Don’t be an idiot, Coll. That’s just nerd words for water.” Alexis picked up the bottle and handed it to her. “She’s only trying to make you look stupid.”

      Colleen swiped it back and glared, despite blushing. “I knew that. Water can’t kill anyone!”

      “What do you call drowning?” muttered Kelly.

      For a second, Colleen appeared about ready to jump on her… but hesitated due to the teachers watching them. She seethed, glaring.

      Paige jumped to her feet and grabbed Kelly’s hand. “Come on. Don’t listen to them. It’s pretty sad they have nothing better to do than tease you. Go pick on Gina Vasquez if you’re that brave. Only a real wimp would pick on the tiniest girl in the whole school.”

      “Gee, thanks,” muttered Kelly.

      Alexis glowered, but only stood there making faces as Paige dragged Kelly off the bench beside the playground and pulled her out onto the grassy field. They stopped at the narrow sidewalk crossing from the middle school to the music building that served as the left boundary of the lunch area, pretty much as far away from the doors back into the school as they were allowed to go until school ended for the day.

      “Ugh. I hate people like that.” Paige rested her hands on her hips. “Why do you just stay quiet and take it?”

      “Look at me.” Kelly held her arms out to either side. “If I make them mad, they will end me.”

      “Nice with the dihydrogen monoxide.” She giggled. “You totally scared her.”

      “Yeah, but outsmarting her is even more unsportsmanlike than Alexis beating me up.”

      Paige sat on the grass and patted the ground beside her. “Enough about them. So what was the last book you read?”

      “The Waif of Westminster series.”

      “Haven’t read them. What kind of book is it?”

      Kelly sat on the grass and rambled about the series starring a twelve-year-old orphan named Elise Thomas in Victorian London who gets stuck living with her mother’s half-sister. The woman didn’t really want Elise but put up with taking care of her to avoid social shaming. The girl basically existed as a ghost in the giant house since no one really paid attention to her. She overheard various things which led to her solving mysteries in and around the manor grounds, once even stopping an assassination plot against the King of England. Of course, the story fictionalized the names of the royalty and other famous people, not referring to anyone real.

      “Sounds cool,” said Paige.

      “I guess you’re right. Elise does get captured a lot by the bad guys, but she always manages to escape or outsmart them.”

      They talked for the rest of the lunch period. Turned out, Paige was into comics even more than Kelly, but hadn’t much tried novels. She also really adored the Wolfdark comics, which Kelly hadn’t read. They involved vampires and werewolves, specifically a werewolf with additional superpowers.

      “Except for Star Prince, I mostly read comics with female main heroes… there aren’t that many.”

      Paige rolled her eyes. “I know, right. But, you should try Wolfdark.”

      “You should read Waif.” Kelly grinned.

      “How ’bout we swap? You bring in the first book of that and I’ll bring in the first issue of Wolfdark and we can borrow.”

      “Umm. I would, but Alexis will ruin it.” Kelly looked down. “I don’t wanna bring any comics to school anymore.”

      “Oh yeah. You should totally tell on her for that. Three hundred dollars? She’d get in a bunch of trouble. Like I said, the cops might even make her parents pay for it.”

      Kelly fussed at the grass by her knees. “That’s exactly why I haven’t said anything. I don’t want to know what they’ll do to me if I get them in trouble.”

      “They’ll never stop bothering you until you do something about it.”

      “Yeah, but—”

      The bell rang.

      Paige stood. “Umm, what bus do you take?”

      “I don’t. I walk.”

      “Wow. Really?” Paige grinned. “Me too! Don’t gotta bring books to school. You could come over if you want. Or I could go to your house.”

      “Umm. Okay.” Kelly got up. “That sounds cool.”

      “Donovan, Warren,” shouted Mrs. Zahn from across the field. “Hurry it up.”

      Kelly ran for the door. When Paige caught up and ran beside her, she grinned.

      Maybe having a friend might not be so bad after all.
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