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May, 2018

Loveland, Colorado

When the alarm on her phone went off, Annalisa Torres was trying on her new costume.

It wasn’t easy, being the leader of a team of youthful superheroes who were all too young to attend the Hero Academy in Denver. Well, she was only sort of the leader. Wheels was much better at that sort of thing. She had all her gimmicks and tools and everything that almost made up for being in a wheelchair. Wheels was probably the group’s actual leader, but Annalisa could fly, and she had the most heroic-sounding super name of the team, so that was something.

She’d had a long argument with Hothead about her name: La Capitána. He said she should be Captain Something. That was a better name, he said, a heroic name. She thought it over, and tried out several different Captain Whatevers, but none of them sounded as good in her ears as La Capitána, so that’s what she was going to be.

At the moment her phone began beeping like an overexcited bird, Annalisa was posing in her bedroom. She was hovering over her bed in her green t-shirt with the white star and jean shorts that were maybe a little too big. She had a belt to hold them up, and she called it her utility belt, so that was okay. On her feet were the big clunky boots that belonged to her mom, and across her shoulders, of course, her red cape.

The others were always asking her about the cape. Why would she wear it at all? It was just going to get caught or tangled in stuff, or a supervillain might grab hold of it and play tetherball with her head using it. But the others just didn’t understand. Capes looked cool, and as long as La Capitána was part of the Neighborhood Watch, she was going to try to look as cool as she could.

At least Breezy understood. He had a cape. Of course, he needed his to fly, because he used it like a reverse parachute with his air control powers. His always looked pretty cool, the way it filled up with air and lifted him into the sky.

Annalisa dropped onto her bed with a satisfying thump and snagged her phone as it bounced away from the covers. The app Wheels had written was making the screen flash with a scan of the Neighborhood Watch logo. Rascal had drawn for them. He was the best artist of the team, but Annalisa thought that was because he was always tagging stuff with a fat Sharpie he kept in his pocket for just such an eventuality. He was a super-powered skateboarder, which didn’t make any sense until you saw him using his powers, at which point you got it. She swiped away the logo and read the text from Wheels beneath it.

Emergency! Convene at HQ for debriefing ASAP! Plz respond!

Annalisa shook her head. Wheels was always using fancy terms like debriefing when nobody but her knew what they meant. For that matter, Annalisa suspected Wheels might not know what they really meant either, but she delighted in sounding important. Still, being a superhero—even at twelve years old—meant one had to put aside one’s desires when it came to duty, and right now, duty was calling. Annalisa pecked out capitana on my way without bothering with such niceties as spelling, punctuation, or language-appropriate accents.

She opened her window, letting the early summer breeze swirl around her bedroom, making posters on the walls flutter. Annalisa reminded herself she needed to close the window behind her. More than once she’d flown off and left it open, oblivious to any negative effects until her mom yelled at her about the electric bill.

Her parents knew about her powers. Although it wasn’t common for kids to develop parahuman abilities before puberty, it wasn’t unheard-of, either. Annalisa had been able to fly since elementary school, and it had been difficult for her to understand that no, not everybody else could do it. Nor could everyone else pick up a car. Super-strength, super-toughness, and flight weren’t uncommon powers as far as parahuman abilities went, but that didn’t matter to her. In two years she’d be fourteen and starting her first year at Just Cause’s Hero Academy. After that, well, she could go anywhere. Every superhero team needed a good flying brick—that’s what the internet called people like her—but Annalisa didn’t want to be on just any team. She wanted to be on the Big One. The One that Mattered.

Just Cause New York!

She was kind of obsessed with the New York team. Some kids were into bands and sports teams, but not Annalisa. She was into parahumans. She hit up the Just Cause website several times a day, followed the heroes and teams on social media, and participated in forums under her hero name La Capitána, even though she wasn’t technically old enough to do so.

“Hey, Capitána, wait up!” A brown-skinned boy with short dreadlocks flew up to join her from a nearby street, his winds inflating his large blue cape and lifting him aloft.

“Hey, Breezy.” Annalisa smiled at him and he grinned back. His real name was Bryson but he hated it so much that he’d been going by Breezy since Kindergarten. She noticed his costume, or more specifically, his lack of it. He had his cape, but besides that wore a tank top and basketball shorts instead of the swirly-white bodysuit his mom had bought for him on the internet. “What’s the matter, is it laundry day?”

“It’s Sunday. Ain’t it supposed to be our day off?”

“Crime doesn’t take days off. Neither should we.”

“Besides, where’s your costume?”

Annalisa wanted to smack him, but as strong as she was, she might actually hurt him. “I’m wearing it, stupid.”

“It’s different. I thought you were goin’ to wear that gymnastics leotard.”

She rolled her eyes. “Nobody wears stuff like that when they’re being superheroes. They all have super-expensive high-tech polymers in their costumes. Like Kevlar nanoweave.”

Breezy shrugged. “I dunno what that is. But I don’t think nobody wears jean shorts and a t-shirt to be a superhero neither.”

“That’s not true. Bombshell does. She’s super-strong like me but she can’t fly and I can.” Annalisa did a barrel roll just because she could.

Breezy giggled. “I’m just messin’ with ya. I don’t care what kinda costume you wear.”

“You . . . you jerk!” Annalisa dove beneath him, grabbed one of his feet, and turned him upside down.

“Hey! Hey, quit it! I can’t fly when I’m like this!” Breezy shrieked loud enough to make a couple of people walking on the street below look up in surprise. “Dang it, Annie, stop it!”

Annalisa turned him right-side up again and waited until his cape inflated before letting go. “Don’t call me Annie . . . Bryson.”

Breezy laughed and blew a puff of air right into Annalisa’s face. “Gotcha. Hey, look, there’s Hothead.”

Annalisa looked down and saw a bicyclist standing on his pedals, pumping hard like his hair was on fire.

His hair really was on fire.

Hothead’s name was Cole, and he was an angry boy. His anger manifested as parts of him catching on fire. It didn’t hurt him, and he could fling the fire around like a human flamethrower so long as he stayed pissed off about something. Luckily for Annalisa and the rest of the Neighborhood Watch, there was plenty for him to be mad about at any given time, so they could count on Hothead to provide their firepower, both figuratively and literally. His costume was a red body stocking with decorative orange and yellow puffs at his wrists and ankles that his mom had made to look like fire, even though they were mostly just frizzed-up fabric. He even had a chest logo like a candle flame.

Annalisa and Breezy flew down until they were flanking Hothead as he pedaled up the street toward Wheels’ house. His head flames burned bright and hot and Annalisa could see why. Instead of his mountain bike with the big knobby tires, he was riding a pink cruiser with tassels flapping from the handlebars.

“Where’s your bike, Cole?” called Breezy.

A jet of flame shot off the top of Hothead’s head, narrowly missing Breezy’s cape. “I’ve got a stupid flat tire. Had to borrow my stupid sister’s stupid bike.”

Breezy wasn’t fazed by his near-miss with fiery death. “That’s pretty stupid.”

“Boys, quit being so stupid.” Annalisa felt a twinge of irritation. “We’ve got a crime to stop.”

“Is it a crime? Wheels didn’t say.” Hothead panted as he pedaled.

Annalisa took pity on him, flew down, and lifted him into the air, bike and all.

Hothead wobbled on his seat. “Whoa, don’t drop me! We don’t all fly!”

“Don’t set me on fire,” retorted Annalisa.

The three young heroes crossed over town, heading for the older part where Wheels lived.

Wheels’ parents had named her Aighleigh, which was a classy name if difficult for almost anybody to spell. She’d been in a car accident with her parents when she was five. Her dad lived, her mom didn’t, and Aighleigh was stuck in a wheelchair, probably for the rest of her life. Somewhere in the process of healing and grieving, her power had surfaced, and it was a rare kind of super-engineering ability, like the supervillain Destroyer had. Aighleigh had used it first to build fantastic and wonderful toys, using cast-off bits of machinery she found around her dad’s auto salvage yard. Later, as she grew older, she’d created inventions to help her father run his business, to make their lives easier, and to beef up her wheelchair until it was loaded with more high-tech gizmos and gadgets than anyone might possibly need. Aighleigh had been the first one to want to be a superhero, and she and Annalisa had founded the Neighborhood Watch.

A dozen different satellite dishes and aerials decorated the roof of the Neighborhood Watch headquarters. It had begun life as a Winnebago in the salvage yard, with horrible shag carpet from the Seventies and mice living in the cabinets. Wheels and Annalisa—and later, the others—had worked hard to clean it up and turn it into something of which they could be proud. It might not have been as fancy or high-tech as Just Cause’s Fort Justice in New York, but for a handful of twelve-year-olds, it was an impressive improvement. They’d cleaned it, pulled out the carpet and replaced it with tiles salvaged from a trailer wreck. They had old TVs and computer monitors to show off data and images from the tiny cameras Wheels was building and installing all over town with her fleet of drones. There was even a tiny refrigerator that Wheels’ dad kept well-stocked with Mexican Coca Cola.

All the kids’ parents knew about their children’s abilities. For the most part, they were proud of their young would-be superheroes, and so long as the kids didn’t get into any real trouble or do anything truly dangerous, it wasn’t a problem for them to play at being heroes. If they got themselves into trouble, Annalisa figured she’d be grounded until she was eighteen.

She and Breezy landed outside their HQ, and she carefully set Hothead’s bike back on the ground. His temper had subsided enough that only occasional sparks spat from the top of his head. When they’d first started using the Winnebago, they had secret code phrases and knocks and stuff, but now that Wheels had her gear set up around it, nobody could even get close to it without her seeing them coming from a mile away.

Rascal threw open the Winnebago door. “About time you guys got here. We’ve been waiting for hours.” Rascal’s real name was Vinnie. Like Hothead, he was wearing his costume. His was a black body stocking with shiny red plastic armor pads on his knees, elbows, chest, and back that were made from melted-down skateboard wheels. The demon-face visor of his helmet was made from the same material. He was a gifted sculptor and artist too, although he chose to turn those talents to tagging just about every surface he could reach throughout town. And with the powers to run up walls and across ceilings, he could reach pretty much any surface. His powers were also great for keeping his feet attached to his skateboard, although at the moment it was stuck to his hip like a gunslinger’s pistol.

“We got here as fast as we could,” said Breezy.

Rascal looked him up and down. “I mean, is it laundry day?”

Hothead’s hair flickered as he grew impatient. “You gonna let us in or what?”

“Oh yeah.” Rascal backed out of the door to let the others enter their HQ.

It was cool inside the Winnebago, thanks to the air conditioner Wheels had rigged up on the roof with Annalisa’s help. The brains of the Neighborhood Watch was parked amid a nest of TV screens and keyboards. She had her back to the others, instead watching a scene play out on one of the screens before her. “Thanks for coming, you guys.”

Annalisa elbowed Breezy, and he grinned back. “Anything to get out of the house on a boring Sunday afternoon.”

Wheels tugged on her wheels and turned herself around. She had a smudge of dirt across her chin and her goggles sat up high on her forehead. “Is it laundry day or something?”

“Yes, dang it. My mom said if I didn’t let her wash my suit, she was gonna burn it. She said it smelled like a goat.” Breezy looked crestfallen.

Annalisa laughed with the others, even though she felt a little bad about it. She hadn’t ever noticed Breezy smelling funky. “Don’t worry about it,” she said as the giggles subsided. “You got your cape, and that’s all you really need for people to know who you are.”

“Still, it might be a good idea to have a backup costume,” said Wheels. “For laundry day.”

More laughter followed, and Annalisa could see Breezy was really starting to get angry about it. She flew up until she was nearly bumping her head against the Winnebago’s ceiling. She stuck her fingers in her mouth and blew a sharp whistle loud enough to have hailed a cab on a busy New York City street. It was one of the most useful things her mother had ever taught her how to do.

Everyone quit laughing at Breezy and stuffed their fingers in their ears, a moment too late.

“Dang it, that’s loud.” Hothead glared up at Annalisa.

“That’s the idea. Now what’s this emergency, Wheels?”

Wheels blinked in surprise, clearly having forgotten what it was all about. “Oh. You guys know the Angry Face House up on Park Hill Road?”

Everyone nodded. It was one of the McMansions that sprang up in the lower class neighborhoods during the last economic boom. Annalisa’s mom called it gentrification but her dad said it was just rich folks trying to crowd out the working class. Angry Face House had oddly-shaped eaves above its windows that made it look like it was glaring at everyone who came up Park Hill Road. It was a local legend, as was the eccentric family who lived in it.

“What about it?” asked Hothead. 

“Well, one of the old lady’s cats escaped and went up a tree,” said Wheels.

“So?” Rascal didn’t sound impressed.

“Her grandson climbed up after it. Now he’s stuck too.”

Annalisa gasped. What a perfect opportunity! “We get to be heroes! Real heroes!” She clasped her hands together, feeling like she might burst with excitement. 

Breezy nodded. “Looks like.”

“That’s why I called you,” said Wheels. “So, you guys want to go?”

Annalisa nodded. She was first out the door of the Winnebago. “Neighborhood Watch, let’s roll!”
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They say getting there is half the fun, and in the Neighborhood Watch, that was no exception. Wheels had a motor in her wheelchair for such journeys, but instead of a pathetic electric motor, she had an engine appropriated from a short-track quarter midget racer. With wide tires for traction and extra outrigger wheels for balance, she could really blaze down the road. She was so fast, in fact, that she had to slow down to keep from outpacing the others. Annalisa was pretty sure someday Wheels would get a speeding ticket, but no police officer would ever believe a twelve-year-old girl had a wheelchair as fast as a patrol car. 

Rascal was fearless. He used his powers to stick his feet onto his skateboard and one hand onto Wheels’ chair. As her chair howled along, he would hop into the air to clear seams in the pavement, sometimes doing flips just because he could. Annalisa hoped he never fell because he’d leave a trail of red plastic armor and body parts for a quarter mile.

Hothead, of course, couldn’t fly, and Wheels didn’t have room for a passenger. Breezy’s wind wasn’t strong enough to carry him either, which left Annalisa. They hadn’t yet worked out the best way to carry him. When he tried sitting on her back, her cape flapped in his face, which made him mad, which meant Annalisa’s cape would catch fire. He also hated dangling from her arms beneath her, which meant his hair burning right into her face. So far, carrying him on his bike seemed to be the best option. Privately, Annalisa had suggested to Wheels that some kind of trailer or sidecar might be a better option. Wheels promised to look into it, but Annalisa was pretty sure she was dragging her feet on it because she didn’t want to have the grouchy superhero riding shotgun.

They raced toward Park Hill Road. People out enjoying the sunny Sunday afternoon whistled and waved as the young heroes passed by. Annalisa tried to smile and wave back to all of them. She knew how important it was for the Neighborhood Watch to keep impressions positive, because the truth of it was they hadn’t gotten to do any real superhero stuff yet. She and Wheels had discussed it for a long time over a couple of bottles of Mexican Coca Cola in their headquarters on a rainy afternoon when it was just the two of them. The problem with being superheroes in their sleepy little town was that there wasn’t much to keep them busy. Even Just Cause New York, the world’s premier superhero team, barely got called into true parapowered action three or four times a year. The rest of the time they were oriented more toward community service. They visited sick kids in hospitals. They helped with rescues or provided security for important events. Rarely did they have the chance to fight supervillains, or to save the world. And if Just Cause didn’t see much action, what chance did the Neighborhood Watch have?

Very little, Wheels had said, which was why it was so important for them to be well-liked among the civilians. Especially—and this made Annalisa grind her teeth until it gave her a headache—since they weren’t the only game in town.

They called themselves the Culture Club, after some band from Annalisa’s mom’s youth. There were three of them, all girls. Identical triplets. Each with unique parahuman abilities. Brittany was the leader, and like Annalisa, she was super-strong and could fly. Brianna could move things with her mind. Brooklyn could stretch herself like a rubber band. They didn’t even bother with superhero names, instead using their own names like they were brands. They wore matching costumes that seemed to change every other week, thanks to their fashion icon mother and they were always in the news, thanks to their father’s position as a local television reporter.

And the worst of it was they all went to the same school as the Neighborhood Watch.

Annalisa was fascinated by the number of parahumans in Malley Middle School’s seventh-grade class. She’d memorized enough of the statistics about parahumans to know that her town wasn’t large enough to have an average of even one parahuman. Somehow, though, there were eight, and they were all in the same grade at the same school. The odds against such an occurrence were ridiculously low, and someday Annalisa planned to figure out exactly why it had happened. In the meantime, though, she had her team and Brittany had hers, and it seemed like the Neighborhood Watch was always trying to catch up to the Culture Club.

“Come on, you guys, can’t you go any faster?” she called to Wheels and Breezy.

Rascal slapped Wheels’ back. “Yeah, I ride cars that go faster than this.”

Wheels goosed her throttle, but the road was pretty rough and she had to keep steering her chair around potholes. “I’m going as fast as I can risk.”

Hothead’s hair burned bright. “Come on, we’re gonna miss our chance to do anything.”

“Maybe you and Annalisa—I mean La Capitána—should go on ahead,” suggested Breezy.

Annalisa wanted to agree with him, but that wouldn’t have been right. “No, we’re a team. We need to show up together. Maybe we won’t . . .” She didn’t finish her sentence, not wanting to put it out there that they might be too late.

But of course, they were.

As they approached the Angry Face House, Annalisa’s heart sank. She saw the KTVG news van amid the flashing lights of police cars and fire trucks. Of course it was there, because the Culture Club was there. Brittany already had the errant grandson gathered in her arms as was gently floating down from the upper branches. Brianna had used her mind powers to pull the cat away from the tree where Brooklyn could stretch her arms up to gather it in. She retrieved the cat as Brittany touched down to the ground with the boy. He giggled as she solemnly took her fashionable silk scarf off and draped it around his neck with a smile and gentle admonishment to behave himself.

The Neighborhood Watch came to a screeching halt well outside the circle of attention and admiration commanded by the Culture Club. A few people glanced back at the newcomers but mostly they kept their attention on the identical triplets as they addressed the crowd.

“Hi, everyone, and thanks for coming out to support us today!” said Brittany as the crowd applauded. “Remember, the Culture Club isn’t just me and my sisters. It’s all of you, too.” The applause transformed into cheers. The triplets basked in it. They all wore tight black jeans with midriff-exposing white button-down shirts and multicolored silk scarves. Annalisa grimaced, knowing that half the girls in school Monday would be dressed the same way. So much for her simple star-logo t-shirt.

“That’s so rehearsed,” grumbled Wheels as Annalisa landed beside her. “I bet her parents make her memorize that.”

“Do you see their dad?” asked Hothead. “Or is that just a regular news van?”

“I don’t see him,” said Breezy. “Maybe he’s inside it?”

“More likely they’re so famous now they don’t need him to talk them up every time they show up.” Hothead’s hair flashed into bright flames and he crossed his arms. “It’s not fair.”

“What’s not fair?” asked Rascal, pirouetting on his rear wheels.

“Every time we have a chance to do something, to be real superheroes, they get there first.”

Annalisa stepped back from the heat pouring off Hothead. “Yeah, it sucks.”

“Hothead . . .” Wheels sounded urgent.

“It sucks? It sucks? We’re missing every chance and all you can say is it sucks?” A glob of flame shot into the sky.

“Hothead!” Wheels yelled.

He turned around to face her. “What?”

“You’re melting your sister’s bike.”

Everyone turned to see the pink bicycle sagging under Hothead’s heat. The tires were bubbling like chili on the stove.

“Is there a problem over here?” A fireman trotted over, an extinguisher at the ready.

Annalisa interposed herself between him and Hothead, floating up so she’d be at eye level and maybe would carry a little more authority than if she stayed on the ground to look up at him. “It’s fine. We just came to, uh, to make sure there wasn’t more than the Culture Club could handle.”

The fireman’s eyes widened. “Oh, now I recognize you. You’re those junior superheroes. The New Kids on the Block or something.”

“The Neighborhood Watch,” said Wheels.

“Sure, whatever you like. Listen, we can’t have you guys out here spraying fire around like, uh, Matchstick here.”

“Hothead,” said Breezy.

The fireman looked at him. “Is that your costume?”

Breezy grimaced.

“’Bye, everyone!” called Brittany from the circle of adoring fans. She flew into the sky with her arms around her sisters. Brianna used her powers to help her sister fly with the extra weight while Brooklyn stretched an arm around all of them like a seat belt. They headed off toward the wealthy part of town.

The fireman watched them go and then turned back to Annalisa. “You kids had better go, and tell Firehair there behind you to get himself under control or I’m going to have to douse him with this.” He held up the extinguisher so everyone could see it.

“All right, all right. Jeez.” Hothead kicked at the ground.

Annalisa saw he was making a real effort to calm down and get his fire under control and looked at the fireman. “You sure everything is okay over there? If there’s any trouble, or anyone needs help, well, that’s why we’re here.”

“I’m sure everything is getting along just fine without you,” said the Fireman. Rascal wandered around behind him, uncapping a Sharpie as he went.

Annalisa’s eyes grew wide. Getting busted was the last thing any of them needed. “Uh, well, we’re here to help. It took us longer to, uh, to get here than we thought because . . . because . . .”

“Because we were busy being superheroes,” said Wheels, coming to the rescue. “That’s what we do.”

“Yeah, son,” said Breezy. “That’s what we do.”

Rascal came around from behind the fireman and Annalisa stopped holding her breath in relief. “Look, kids, this town already has a superhero team, and they’re called the Culture Club. I’d be more worried about the five of you getting hurt trying to do something you’re not prepared for.”

“What do you mean, not prepared?” asked Annalisa. “We’re prepared. We’ve got powers. We practice and stuff.”

“You’re just kids, and parahuman powers aren’t as uncommon as they used to be when I was your age. You might have abilities, but that doesn’t make you superheroes any more than carrying a fire extinguisher makes you a fireman.” He raised a finger, assuming the lecturing position that so many adults took when they were telling kids what they could and couldn’t do.

Annalisa hated that pose. “Okay, fine, we’re leaving. There’s nothing left for us to do here, anyway.”

The fireman nodded. “Good.” He turned to leave and Annalisa saw that Rascal had somehow managed to write KICK ME on the man’s back in permanent marker. She stifled a laugh, as did the rest of her team.

“All right, guys, let’s go back to HQ. We need to figure out what to do next,” Annalisa said.

Wheels frowned. “There’s not much for us to do except watch the news coverage.”

“It’s not fair,” said Hothead. “They’re not any better than us. Why do they always get all the attention?”

“Because they get to things first,” said Breezy.

“But how do they do that? Don’t they get the same alerts we get?”
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