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      “Wait, I’m what?” I practically yelled.

      “You heard me, young man. You’re grounded until further notice,” my dad stated.

      It was Sunday morning and we stood in the kitchen of our house in Burbank, the day after introducing me – well, my new alter ego, Guardian – to the world. The press conference had been held at Justice Hall, home to the Pacific League of Heroes, a little more than a week after my daring, and somewhat foolish, rescue of my dad from the evil clutches of the terrorist group CHIMERA.

      Did I just say evil clutches?

      “I just finished reading the final report of my rescue that Agent Whitehall put together and sent me last night.” Dad motioned to a small pile of papers sitting on the kitchen counter. “Now I know we talked about Jerry helping you adapt one of my suits and everything, but I don’t like the idea of you running headlong into danger without some sort of backup.”

      Dad shook his head as he pulled down a mixing bowl and the ingredients needed to make pancakes for breakfast. “I’m sorry, Cory, but I’m grounding you for doing something so foolish. It means no TV, no Xbox⁠—”

      “Oh, come on!” It came out a little more of a whine than I would have liked.

      “—no surfing the web,” he said, raising his voice so he could be heard over my complaints, “and you forfeit your phone right after you get home from school tomorrow.”

      "Really? You’re grounding me for saving your butt?"

      "Oh, don't worry, you won’t be alone. Annika will be joining you as soon as she gets here." He shook a stirring spoon at me.

      To my surprise (and sheer joy), I was told yesterday after the press conference that Annika was moving in with us for the time being.

      After her father was arrested for his part in kidnapping my dad, her mother was taken in for questioning about her involvement in her husband’s job at Hyperon Computers and its ties to CHIMERA.

      The PLH gave us several reasons why they wanted Annika to stay with us, but the main one was, well, she didn't trust anyone else.

      Can you blame her? CHIMERA had sneaked a mole into the PLH itself, which led to the deaths of several PLH security personnel, as well as two superheroes, one of whom I had known. So, it's sort of understandable when she insisted on staying with the only person she really trusted: my dad.

      Sure, there was some flak from the Justice Department, and cries from some law enforcement agencies that she should be locked up with her parents or placed under house arrest. But cooler heads prevailed, thanks to Agent Whitehall and my dad, a.k.a. Arsenal. They assured the higher-ups that the last week of raids had weakened CHIMERA considerably, and we received approval for our newly reformed up-and-coming super villainess to stay with yours truly. She was slated to be dropped off here in a couple of hours.

      "Seriously? What a way to welcome a new houseguest, Dad," I snapped.

      My dad pointed the spoon at me and gave me "the look."

      We've all gotten "the look" at one time or another from our parents. It's that magical silent message you get when you have gone too far and you'd better watch what you say next.

      I bit back any further complaints and, with a sigh, wandered back into the living room where I busied myself straightening things up for the hundredth time.

      It really didn't need it, of course, but I wanted to make sure everything was looking perfect before she showed up. I had just enough time to run upstairs and tidy my room before the pancakes were done.

      Well, tidy might be stretching the truth a little bit, but it wasn’t its usual catastrophe. The bed’s made (i.e., sheets pulled up to the top), most of the laundry’s off the floor (the rest kicked under the bed), and I straightened up the mix of comic books, graphic novels, role-playing books, computer books, and action figures on my shelves. I thought about taking down some of my Star Wars and PLH posters on the walls, but I didn't want to go overboard. I even dusted my desk off and shoved everything into the drawers so you could actually see the top of it for the first time in a long time. I gave my room one last glance when Dad yelled that breakfast was ready.

      I ran back downstairs, stopping long enough on the stairs to straighten an old family portrait, and sat down at the table. I helped myself to a stack of pancakes and enthusiastically dug in while my dad sat down opposite me with his own stack and his coffee.

      "I'm sorry I have to be so strict on you and Annika," he said as we ate. "Of course I appreciate everything you did for me, but the reality of what you did was dangerous! You were two kids versus a bunch of grown-ups with guns! You were lucky to get out of there with just a couple burns and bruises."

      I stopped mid-chew and looked at him, then down at my forearms. I still wore some light gauze bandages over the burns I received from fighting Annika's dad.

      "I just want you to understand, your life is going to be different now." He stood up to start cleaning the kitchen as he talked. "You’ve joined the ranks of active superheroes. You and Annika are going to be put in more situations that will be increasingly dangerous. You guys can't go running off half-cocked without any sort of help, okay?"

      "Yeah, sorry," I mumbled around a mouthful of pancakes.

      Dad smiled and leaned over to kiss me on the forehead.

      "Just don't do it again, okay? I don't know what I would do if something happened to you guys." He glanced at the clock. "Oh look, there’s still time after you eat for you to vacuum the house for the third time before she gets here." He laughed as he tousled my hair.
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      I was dusting off one of the end tables in the living room with my shirt sleeve when there came a knock at the front door. I replaced the lamp and saw my dad coming out of the kitchen toward the front door.

      "No, no, no, no." I rushed to intercept him before he could reach the door. "I'll get it." I threw myself in front of it like I was guarding some precious treasure.

      He smirked and shook his head before turning around and heading back into the kitchen.

      With my hand on the doorknob, I took a deep breath and readied myself, going over the greeting I’d spent fifteen minutes in front of the bathroom mirror perfecting last night.

      I would say, “Hey, Annika, welcome to Chateau MacGregor,” with a grand arm sweep and a slight bow. I went over it in my head one more time then opened the door, smiling. "Hey, Ann—" was all I was able to get out before a large duffle bag almost bowled me over.

      "Gangway, Cory, this sucker’s heavy!" I heard the familiar voice as the bag rushed by me and made its way to the living room where it was unceremoniously dumped on the floor, spilling its dirty laundry contents like a busted overripe melon.

      The man behind the bag dropped himself in one of the armchairs with an exaggerated groan. His face was red and covered in sweat. He wore his usual shorts and T-shirt, this one telling me that some guy named Frankie in Hollywood wants me to relax.

      "Man, thanks for letting me use your washer and dryer, Mike," Uncle Jerry said with a wave of his hand toward the kitchen. “My repair guy promises he’ll be by to look at mine soon.”

      "No problem, Je—" was all my dad said before I ran into the living room screaming.

      "Nooooooooo, Jerry, we need to pick this up before she gets here!" I dropped to my knees and tried to stuff his dirty underwear and T-shirts back into the duffle bag as quick as I could.

      "Before who gets here?" he asked, looking toward the kitchen at my dad who emerged drying his hands.

      "Ah, I forgot to tell you. Annika will be staying with us for a little while," Dad said with a chuckle.

      "Oh really?" A big grin split Jerry’s face.

      Just then, a gust of wind filled the living room with a fast drumming of feet. The Blur appeared in front of us. He was dressed in his usual bright red suit with matching gloves and boots and a mask covering his face.

      "Hey guys, what's cooking?" he said. "Oh, cool, laundry day." He looked down at the duffle bag in front of me that I was still unsuccessfully trying to repack.

      My uncle rocketed out of his chair in surprise and stared open-mouthed at our new guest.

      "Hey, Blur," my dad said nonchalantly, "glad you could make it. This is my brother-in-law, Jerry." He nodded toward my uncle.

      Cliff, or should I say The Blur, turned to him and gave him a quick glance up and down before offering his hand. "Hey there. Cory and Mike talk about you all the time. Pleased to meet you."

      Uncle Jerry stood agape staring at his hand. He turned to look at my dad, then back down to The Blur’s hand again before accepting the handshake. The Blur gave it a couple of hearty pumps before pulling his hands away and rubbing them together.

      "So, Annika will be here soon. What shall I make everyone for lunch?" His figure blurred and disappeared, then we heard his voice in the kitchen. "Let's go have a look in the fridge, shall we?"

      "What? No, no, no, no." I jumped up to stop Cliff from destroying the kitchen, only to trip and knock over the full duffle, spreading dirty laundry all over the floor again.

      "Crap." I glanced down before racing into the kitchen to see The Blur pulling out half the contents of the refrigerator and littering the countertops.

      "Oh boy, I can make Monte Cristo sandwiches," came his muffled voice from inside the fridge.

      "No, no, no, no," was all I could seem to say as I looked around the kitchen, running my fingers through my hair.

      "Sounds great," came Jerry's voice from the living room. "I'll run out to the car to grab the other bag of laundry and then help you out."

      "What? No!" I ran back toward the front door in hopes of stopping him and holding off the upcoming catastrophe of the mess left behind from The Blur’s cooking.

      Of course, it would be at that exact moment when Agent Whitehall showed up with our new houseguest, Annika.

      Oh no, not now.
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