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Chapter One

“I have a plan.”

Celeste stopped crunching down a carrot stick as if it was food, and swung that stick to the side of her mouth to ask me, “This has something to do with super powers, Stella, right?”

I put my hands on my hips even though we were sitting across from each other at a lunch table, and gave her a look so ferocious that I could hear in my imagination the sound of her skepticism and my dudgeon meeting in midair. Sizzle sizzle crisp crisp.

As my relentlessly stylish and her relentlessly athletic gazes battled, I said, “It’s all about super powers. I knew it in Northeast West Hollywood Middle School, and now I’m sure. I can prove it. We’ve been here a whole semester now. Who’s the coolest kid in school? The top of the pecking order?”

Celeste used thinking as an excuse to chew down her carrot stick. Crunch snorf ronkronkronk gulp. Okay, actually Celeste could eat carrot sticks quietly and even make it look kinda cool, but seriously, carrot sticks? I understood that even less than why anybody would cheer after throwing a nine pound metal ball slightly farther than the person before them, but then, Celeste would have exactly one t-shirt and pair of jeans and wear them every day without me. The burgundy and only slightly faded blue combination she wore today looked good on her.

I couldn’t afford fancy, but my burgundy blouse and charcoal off-black slacks stood out without being ridiculous.

Celeste stuck a fresh stick in her mouth and swung it around to point across the cafeteria without being obvious and using her hands. “Claire Lutra. Beautiful, rich, athletic, smart, actually a really nice person, always smiling, witty. She wouldn’t crush anybody else, but if she wanted to, your social life would be toast. And yeah, she has super powers.”

Ka-shink! I closed my verbal trap! “Nuh-uh. Nope. Wrongo. It’s the girl next to her.”

“The girl… what?” Now Celeste did look directly at the freckly little girl with the brown braided pigtails, the human mouse lurking almost invisibly next to the gleaming sunshine of Claire Lutra’s radiance. Snap! Celeste bit hard on her carrot stick, but didn’t chew yet. “I don’t even know who she is.”

I sneered in triumph as I filled my darker-haired comrade in. “That’s Penny Akk.”

Celeste frowned as her memories turned over like a creaky car engine. Chug chug chug chug. “Bad Penny? The girl supervillain? And Claire was her partner, right? Okay, now I know who she is, but I didn’t know sixty seconds ago. Come on.”

Raising a lazy finger, grinning like a wolf, I told Celeste, “You didn’t have to. The cool kids know who she is. Claire is Penny’s sidekick, in life as well as villainy, and would die for her. Everyone makes way for Penny in the halls and don’t even know it, because the kids with super powers make sure they do. She’s their god. They are in awe of her. They love her and fear her. Nobody crosses her, because nobody would cross the super powered kids.”

Leaning back, wishing I had a proper chair to creak, I relaxed into a lazy smirk and finished, “And you know they wouldn’t. I don’t aspire to be Penny Akk. The truly cool and popular blaze their own path. But I need an edge, and in this school, that means a super power. Especially a fancy super power.”

“And you can’t wait a couple of years? We could both have super powers and not know it!” By rights, the cafeteria should have gone quiet and the lights dark from the exhaustion in her tone. The world should have faded into monochrome. Yeah, we’d been through this part of the conversation before, but I had new twists. One of those was the final twist, that would settle this forever. Oh, yes. Today was my day.

I raised a finger. “One.” Ting! “Two years from now it will be too late. We’re in high school already, Celeste. We’re a whole semester into high school. I needed to walk in the door impressing people.” I flicked out another finger. “Two.” Ting! That was the sound in my head. “Seventy-five percent of people with super powers know by their fourteenth birthday.”

“One in four is a big, real chance yours just haven’t happened yet,” Celeste said, as she had many times.

I ignored her. Another finger out. “Three.” Ting! “I know all the signs that someone will have super powers. It’s not just hair color. We don’t have any of them. Four.” Ting! “You know I went to that scientific investigating super powers thing yesterday. They had an extra day to do checks on normal people. I got a full scan. No superpowered metabolism. They have a way to test for that now.”

“Mad science and psychic powers don’t have a super powered metabolism,” countered Celeste, but her grousing tone had gone. She took the carrot stick out of her mouth and held it between two fingers like a cigarette, watching me hard. She’d caught it. This was going somewhere new.

“Five.” Ting ding ding ding ding! “So I’m going to get super powers.”

Horror crept slowly over Celeste’s face. I imagined the sound of crumbling rock as she said, “Oh, no. You mean it. You have a plan, Stella. I still have actual extra holes in my body from your last plan.”

“That was three plans ago and I wish you’d wear earrings, you’d look great in them,” I scoffed.

Pushing her rabbit food aside, Celeste folded her forearms over the table and watched me like a hawk, but a curious hawk now, demanding, “What do you mean go get super powers? You don’t mean… dig up mad science weapons, or something?”

My grin should have had background music. “I mean be a mad science weapon,” I corrected.

“This is going to be bad. This is going to be your worst plan ever,” Celeste predicted.

I stood up from the bench with sinuous grace. Slither slither slither. Then, leaving Celeste and all her unasked questions staring, I walked across the cafeteria. Strutted. A little hip sway, arms straight at my side, smirk, chin raised just a touch. Nothing exaggerated. Maybe nobody but Celeste was paying attention yet, but this was still a public performance, and I was on for my audience even if it was an audience of zero.

On the far side of the cafeteria, at one of the smaller tables and still with space to spare, sat the platinum-haired, lushly beautiful Claire Lutra, and the harmless-looking, easily underestimated freckle pile Penelope Akk. I stopped at their table, touching my fingertips to it as if about to lean, tilted my head so my own light-brown hair fell over one shoulder, and because I knew how things really work I addressed Penelope. “Mind if I borrow Claire for a minute? I need to discuss super powers with her.”

“ …sure?” Penny answered, with the confusion of someone so in charge that she doesn’t even know it.

Claire watched me with blue eyes so hungry they ought to glow, ought to make vmmmm radiation noises. Just like I expected. This plan had actual planning behind it. Research.

Turning around, not needing to explain anything more, I strutted back to my table. With Claire along, I got a few stares, especially when I passed what I thought of as the superheroes-in-training table, and especially from three of the most dangerous, most important teenagers in the school, Marcia, Charlotte, and Cassie.

On the far side of the cafeteria from them, the black-magic goth princess Barbara watched us too, in her black and white and purple and more black and still more black dresses I would kill for. Not the style I would pick if my parents had enough money to pay for clothing like that, but a big upgrade on anything I had. Personally, I’d throw a bit more punk in, but with her look so dark it seemed to suck light in around herself, Barbara had style and lots of it. She wasn’t the girl everyone wanted to know, but she was the girl connoisseurs wanted to know.

This wasn’t part of my plan, but if the kids with the coolest super powers knew I was about to break into their world, that was nothing but bonus.

I imagined the sound of the cafeteria fading around us, conversations dim and distant, mere background to the clack clack of my boot soles and the click click of Claire’s three-inch heels on the tile.

Reaching the little two-person table Celeste and I had staked out by the wall and near the food line, now I leaned with studied casualness against it, while my best friend glared at me and the blonde queen of popularity watched me with hunger. Yes, I’d learned Claire’s weakness, and figured out what I could do with it.

My voice low so that none of the outside watchers could see, I asked, “Miss Lutra, could you recommend a mad scientist who could give us super powers?”

It hit Celeste. I heard it in my head: the cracking of marble as her world collapsed and a glorious new one dawned.

Mad scientists irradiated people, injected people, cyborged people, sooner or later their experiments always turned to giving someone super powers. Claire Lutra was the girl obsessed with who had powers, the popular girl with contacts. A girl who, with Bad Penny, had been an official supervillain. She had contacts way beyond mere teenagers. She could hook us up.

And who wanted to hook us up. Behind her big, delicately gold-rimmed glasses Claire’s eyes blazed with an eagerness greater than my own. She whipped out her phone and tapped away at it. Tap tap tap click click click beep beep deedle deedle… no, it made none of those noises, but she still looked like a movie hacker.

With downright geeky glee, she whispered as she worked, “No, not trustworthy enough. No, I bet he’s alive, but there’s no way Rage and Ruin would spill the beans. No, no, no… wait. She’s working on power-granting technology? That’s perfect.”

Claire’s head snapped up, and with feral delight she looked back and forth between me and Celeste. She flipped her phone over to show us a street map, and told us with a downright unholy smile, “You’re looking for a supervillainess named Red Eye. She’s not cruel, and she doesn’t need money, so she’ll make you a deal that you can live with. This isn’t her normal line, but she’s competent and reliable. If she tells you she can do it, she can do it. You’re girls, which helps. She doesn’t like teenage boys. I know that’s not fair, it’s not twenty-first century, but supervillains aren’t fair, and this time you’re the winners. Her lab is here.”

We stared until the street names on the map clicked home. Celeste gasped. “That’s within walking distance!”

Claire snapped her phone off, and tucked it away in the pocket of a skirt with more ruffles but fewer petticoats than Barbara’s. “My fee is that you have to show me what powers you get,” she told us primly, and strutted better than I ever could back to her partner.

With the love known only to those whose plans are coming together, I told Celeste, “I guess I’ll see you after viola practice.”
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The only less cool and popular instrument in the orchestra than the viola was the triangle, and even then only possibly. I didn’t care. The viola was my instrument, and trendsetters don’t follow the pack, they blaze their own trail and do it well. I liked the viola, and the first violins could stick their snooty fiddles up their own… noses. Yes. Noses.

But boy, was a viola a big, heavy hunk of wood to hold under your chin and sticking straight off to the side. The hard plastic chin pad probably made things worse. Still, my well-rosined bow slid from side to side with practiced smoothness, the liquid sound of the strings betraying nothing of the slight vibration only the player feels. I was working on “While My Guitar Gently Weeps,” because it was in a good register for the viola, a beautiful song I loved, and a nice break from more classical pieces. Variety is the spice of life.

Despite my eagerness for super powers, I probably lingered a minute or two longer than necessary before putting my viola away. The faster bars between lyrical lines were giving me trouble. They shouldn’t. It wasn’t a fast song. They were anyway, and practice would fix that.

As I finally did close the latches over my bow, fit the rosin into its holder, and buckle the viola case shut, excitement bubbled up in my gut and made my heart flutter. Today I would change my life!

Music practice didn’t even take place in Upper High. It was held across the street at Northeast West Hollywood Middle, in a low-ceilinged, yellow-painted room with small windows further dimmed by blinds. The room smelled like carpet and rosin, which wasn’t a strong smell, but once it got you it never went away. The room wasn’t even properly in the middle school, but slightly underground in a small white building attached to the back of the middle school.

So, I climbed the steps into the mild January sunlight and found Celeste waiting for me, as was the plan. She stood with her arms folded and body tilted slightly to the side, radiating skepticism, because I’d rubbed off a little on her over the years.

We had a long walk ahead, so thank goodness I stored my viola at school rather than taking it home most nights.

Several blocks passed in silence, or at least as much silence as you can get anywhere between Downtown and Santa Monica. Celeste let it drag to let me know how doomed my plan was before finally saying, “It’s going to be sundown by the time we get there.”

I folded my arms behind my head, signaling back my confidence in the genius of this scheme. “Time and stringed instruments wait for no man. You won’t get any trouble staying out after dark on short notice, will you?”

I had to add that last, because while we both knew what our answers would be, you have to check and make sure your best friend will be okay. You just have to.

“My mom knows I’ll be fine. You?” she dutifully recited.

I smirked. “If they notice, I’ll tell them I’m with you. The fools think you can keep me out of trouble.”

Celeste let out a little bark of laughter at that. It’s not like I didn’t think we were walking into trouble. Making a deal with a mad scientist for super powers? I knew we were walking into trouble. Just trouble that would be worth it.

Anyway, this was the safest neighborhood in LA, so the streets after dark didn’t worry me at all. Everybody knew this area was crawling with superheroes. I’d be more worried walking around the rich houses on the hills. A lot more worried. There was a mountain lion up there somewhere.

But tomorrow I wouldn’t be worried, because I would have super powers. That put a strut in my step. Background music. I needed background music for this walk. Something arrogant and pop. Yeah, that song about being happy from the supervillain movie. That would be perfect.

The neighborhood gently changed from little apartment buildings to little businesses, mostly with signs in Korean even though we weren’t actually in Koreatown. The sun was sinking below the horizon. We were almost there.

Celeste grabbed my elbow, squeezing tight. Her voice gruff with nerves, she asked, “Are you sure about this plan?”

I abandoned the strut, laying my free hand on her wrist, and said solemnly, “You don’t have to do this with me.”

She gave me a look of disgusted disbelief. “And miss out on getting super powers!?” Her hand squeezed harder for a second, then withdrew. Her face settled into grim determination, which was good, because now I could pretend I wasn’t scared.

Let’s see, from the map… “That’s it.” I pointed at a building.

“A boarded-up Largeburger?” Celeste asked skeptically.

Seriously boarded up. The sign had been taken down, the windows covered in paper, wooden boards, or both, a chain link fence surrounded the parking lot, and a smaller chain blocked the driveway entrance from cars, but not people. You couldn’t miss the striped, flat-topped mushroom shape of the building, though.

We stepped over the driveway chain, picked our way through the half-torn-out asphalt of the parking lot, and I tried the front door. Locked. I knocked on the door, and waited.

“Okay, but a boarded up Largeburger?” Celeste repeated, looking the place over with a pinched expression.

“It’s a little small, but absolutely no one is going to bother you, pay attention to any noises, or think twice about the property if it’s abandoned for years,” I countered.

She nodded. “Fair point.” But she laid her hand on my shoulder. Not squeezing this time, but there, binding us together.

Nobody was answering the door. What to do next?
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Chapter Two

Ah HA! I had a plan!

Doing my best to look casual, or at least just like a nosy teenager, I climbed over chunks of asphalt and worked my way around to the drive-through-order sign. The menu had been covered by a tarp, but not the grill of the speaker/microphone. Leaning down to it, I said, “Two orders of super powers, please.”

A couple of seconds later, a woman’s irritable voice said, “Second window.”

So, we kept circling around to the second window. It was as closed and papered over as every other glass surface on the building, but when I fiddled with it, the window slid open.

Inside, I saw a shadowy fast food restaurant kitchen and nothing else, stripped of everything small enough to move. And yet, we’d been invited in.

Giving Celeste an amused shrug, I hoisted myself up and wriggled through the narrow window, which really wasn’t that narrow and didn’t squeeze me or anything. Very, very quietly under my breath because they would be ridiculous rather than stylish, I mumbled, “Erg oof umf,” and wished I was athletic enough to jump up and slide my legs through.

I landed in a shadowy fast food restaurant kitchen. The place looked as abandoned on the inside as it did from the outside, although less messy. There wasn’t anything left to mess.

Celeste jumped up and slid her legs through the window, landing neatly on the floor inside. The thump of even her sneakers’ soft rubber soles hitting the tiles echoed around this small, empty building.

The freezer door opened with a faint click rather than the wshh-chunk and breathy wind noises it deserved.

A mad scientist stood in the doorway.

There wasn’t anything else she could be. The white lab coat was a clue. The old-fashioned, brass-rimmed flight goggles hanging around her neck was a bigger clue. Her oversized, crimson, faintly glowing and obviously cybernetic left eye removed any remaining trace of doubt, along with the metallic rim around the socket because it was just a bit too big to fit normally.

Other than all that, which had been a pretty big “all that,” she looked like a normal woman. Back-brushed black hair down to around her shoulders, cut unevenly at the ends either from mad science damage or because she didn’t care what her hair looked like. A sharp face, not ugly but definitely severe and pointy. A maroon button-up blouse a lot like mine, and shiny black vinyl pants tighter than my slacks and tucked into bigger, stompier boots.

She had to be at least thirty, and a sour expression and tired voice made her seem older as she looked us over, said, “Teenagers. Yeah, sure, why not,” and turned around to stomp down the stairs.

That’s what the freezer held. Not an actual freezer, but stairs going down to somewhere much better lit than the restaurant it hid beneath.

The woman—Red Eye, Claire had said the mad scientist’s name was Red Eye—had left the freezer door open, so we followed her in and down those stairs, with me in front and Celeste guarding my back. Not just following me. From the few glances of her I got back there, she kept her fists balled up but not tight, and kept looking around suspiciously. Actually guarding my back.

Naturally courteous, she also closed the door behind us.

The stairs went down a flight, angled around, and went down another flight. They were simple and concrete-walled, like you’d see in any hospital or office building. The light all came from the bottom, which we soon reached.

This was a mad scientist’s lab.

Admittedly, I was disappointed by the lack of electrical zzzzzp zzzzzp noises, but it looked right. A table covered in the bits of a half-assembled ray gun that included big crystals. Wires running between mysterious machines with buttons and gauges on them. A couple of work benches for machines, one of them like a huge, all-metal record player with mechanical arms instead of a needle. Metal racks with bins of sheet metal, crystals, glass panes, more crystals, tubes, plastic blobs, screws, nails, and so on and so on, all neatly sorted. One thing this place wasn’t, was messy.

The fastidious Red Eye clearly hadn’t carved out the room itself, because the concrete or possibly raw stone walls weren’t quite straight and even, and bore a lot of old, dark stains on the unpainted grey. Two little doors, both the same nondescript grey as the ceiling, walls, and floor, lurked on different walls.

Weirdly, I couldn’t see where the light was coming from, but I was here for mad science, right?

Red Eye stood in front of the most mad-sciency of all devices, a vertical tube big enough to hold a human. It stood open, the halves tilted away from each other on hidden hinges, with the inner surface gleaming mirror-silver, the outer surface transparent, and the ceiling and floor a mass of little circles that had a mysterious, mad-sciency projector look. If you’d told me this was a teleporter I’d have believed you instantly.

Lots and lots of cables, running along the floor and up along the ceiling, connected it to a set of computers and monitors, all lit up and running. Red Eye tapped on a few keyboards, picked up a clipboard, looked it over with bored familiarity, and announced, “No names. You’re Subject One and Subject Two. Got it? Ages?”

“Fourteen. Both of us,” I supplied, standing by the stairs and feeling off-balance, not at all cool, and not knowing how to even pose for this situation. This was happening. I was going to get super powers. That was… too big. How could anyone play that role?

“You are absolutely sure you don’t have super powers?” she asked next, with that tired, cranky voice, looking only at the clipboard and not at us or the computers she typed away at.

“Absolutely sure. We both scored zero on both the standard medical and the Akk test. I got a negative metabolism scan yesterday,” I answered. This was so cold, so clinical. What had I expected? Leering? Cackling?

Red Eye unbent enough to mutter, “Oh, yeah, good idea.” She rummaged through some cardboard boxes on a rolling table next to her computers, ripped one open, pulled out a device that looked a lot like a bullhorn, and waved it at us. Still tired, but more conversational, she explained, “This was just shipped to me. Yep, you’re both clean.”

“And no relatives with super powers. None,” I told her, figuring that would be the next question.

Red Eye did indeed nod. “Any allergies or medical conditions? Subject One, you have bipolar two, but it’ll be a few years before that’s diagnosable. Subject Two, you’re hyper-mobile, and that’s going to put an end to any team sports dreams. Sorry, kid.”

Celeste shrugged, a faint smile replacing her nervousness. I felt it too. Those comments had been so personal, this all felt a little more comfortable. My athletic best friend told the skinny, energetic, precise mad scientist, “Not a problem. I’m not competitive. I just like to run, jump, lift, and throw things.”

“Cats give me hay fever. That’s it,” I told Red Eye.

“And I’m not really into violence, so don’t worry about fighting sports,” added Celeste.

A faint hint of a smirk and a touch of grumbling amusement livened Red Eye’s tired voice. “That may change if you get powerful enough. Or may not, but keep in mind, it happens. People find out things about themselves.”

Turning, the lab-coated woman leaned her butt against the edge of the computer table and let out a loud sigh. Snapping her fingers, she beckoned us closer with two of them. Her tone turned personable, if gruffly so. “Here’s the score, girls. I can give you super powers. The experiments I’m working on will do that. I can’t predict what super powers, or how dramatic they’ll be, and you only get one go. I don’t provide this service for free. When I’ve seen what powers you get and think about it, I’ll demand a favor, and trust me, you do not get to wriggle out. I can be a hard case when I feel like it. The favor will probably be supervillainy, but I’ll make sure you don’t get hurt or go to jail, and I won’t ask you to kill anyone or anything like that. A big price, but not so big you regret the decision. Betrayal and trickery annoy me, so I don’t do those myself. Feel free to back out now. That would be the wise thing, but any of us who come this far are fools. Either way, won’t bother me.”

We shuffled over obediently, and up close… my whole body tingled with excitement, looking at the setup. Yes, it was simple. The computers were computers, the monitors were monitors, the tube didn’t have any details from a couple of feet away that I hadn’t noticed from across the room, but it was all exactly right. One of the monitors showed a starry sky. Another the moon on the horizon. Numbers streamed down a third screen, and a fourth was covered in unlabeled, colored bars that pulsed irregularly. This was hardcore mad science. Looking at it, you knew Red Eye could do what she promised.

Trying to think, to be someone poised and in charge at least of herself, to look out for Celeste, to not gawk like an idiot high school kid in front of the professional, I asked, “Can you tell us anything about the process or powers we might get?”

She stared down at me. Red Eye was a tall woman. Not super tall, but enough to look down at merely middling height folks like me. Then she smiled, and with more animation than she’d shown so far started tapping buttons and flicking switches on her computers. The monitors showed… more stuff that didn’t make any sense to me, more numbers, some geometry, oscilloscope type waves. She explained, “It all started by examining a girl from your school who’s a werewolf. The old-fashioned full moon kind. It’s not as fun as it sounds, and I was trying to find a cure. I haven’t yet, but I did find the trigger. There are types of light, types of darkness, that non-mad science can’t yet detect. They come from the night sky, and they affect elements of the human metabolism that everyone has, the framework that super powers get built on top of. I have isolated and can reproduce that light and dark, and I’m going to bombard you with them at levels so intense that like a werewolf, some buried evolutionary potential you don’t have the full set of genes for will be forced to express itself.”

She calmed down. Slightly. Enough to shrug one shoulder. “As for the powers you get, they could be anything, world-shaking or insignificant. This technique leans to transformations and night-themed powers, but there is no predicting. If you are wrong and already have powers, they will explode in the literal sense, and I will have a lot of gore to clean up and my therapist will get rich. So are you in or out?”

Celeste grabbed my shoulder again, hard. I turned enough to look into her eyes.

She was terrified. She was worried about me. She was ravenously hungry for her chance to get super powers.

As the designated crazy risk taking friend, I turned back to Red Eye and said, “We’re in.”

What I wouldn’t give for the sound of a door slamming shut and locking behind us. Something final.

Instead, I got Red Eye going back to tired, but brisk and businesslike tired. A tired doctor, instructing, “Airline rules. Take off your shoes, empty your pockets, take off your belts. Take off all jewelry, especially piercings. Everything metal stays behind. If you have pins in your bones or other metal implants, walk out the door now, because I don’t want to have to explain your corpse. You’re kids, so I won’t tell you to take off your pants, but I’m warning you that I don’t know what dangers you’re risking from the zipper. Throw them away when you get home, because the danger might not be over. I can’t imagine why you’d be wearing underwire, but if you are, leave it out here. No metal. No electronics. Got it?”

We got it. We obeyed. My boots took a couple seconds longer than Celeste’s sneakers to take off, my earrings took a few extra seconds, and my slacks slumped more than her tight jeans, but I made up all that time with eagerness and we finished dumping everything on the rolling table at the same time. Our backpacks we left beside it.

Then I, Subject One, stepped smartly into the tube and stood at attention but not stiff, with my arms straight at my sides.

That must have been right. The tube closed with disappointing but admittedly spooky silence, and I stood surrounded by mirrors and my own weirdly distorted reflection.

The lights went out.

The lights came back on, and I tried not to scream as they slid through me.

The lights went out, and I tried not to vomit as the darkness pushed into me.

Normal light came back, and I took a few ragged breaths. That hadn’t actually hurt, just felt weird and uncomfortable. Very, very weird and uncomfortable, okay, but only that. Was it done?

The tube opened up. I already had my composure back, and stepped out to stand with a quietly triumphant smile and my fists on my hips. As Celeste passed me, I whispered, “It’s not fun but it’s not awful.”

It also didn’t take long. Thirty seconds, tops, while I scooped things back into my pockets and replaced my earrings. Red Eye didn’t object to any of that, and I didn’t notice anything stranger than my pulse racing. It had been doing that since before we got to the restaurant.

The tube swung open, at least with a faint pop this time, and Celeste emerged. She scrunched up her nose and gave her head a little shake, but after that walked over to me and reclaimed her possessions.

As I laced up my boots, I asked, “So, what now?”

Red Eye was watching her monitors, which had a lot of new numbers and graphs, and blobby multicolored silhouettes of me, Celeste, or both. As she tapped buttons, she said, “You tell me. Give each other some room, and try your super powers.”

“I’ll go first. I feel something,” said Celeste, frowning in puzzlement and sounding distracted. She stepped well over a body length away from me, her face screwing up more in thought.

Celeste sparkled.

White zoomed up her legs. She didn’t actually turn white, but she glowed a pale light that obscured the rest of her without being uncomfortably bright.

She floated into the air, just high enough that her dangling toes still hovered an inch from the ground.

Then the transformation really hit. Her hair lengthened, blowing behind her in a wave, glittering white and accompanied by faint pinging like ice crystals. White light swirled and streamed away from her, covering her clothes and drifting down her legs in a train.

Eyes completely hidden by white glow, arms raised out to her sides, Celeste looked down at herself and in a rich, melodically feminine version of her own voice said, “A gown? Ugh, are you serious?”

She spun around in the air, and her legs pulled up, sitting in the air with her feet tucked not quite up underneath her and toes pointed. One of her hands tossed through her hair. I could tell she was trying to swat it away in disgust, but the gesture looked… elegant.

Celeste shook her head, hard. Her new, long, glowing and glittering white hair flew around. All her lights flickered, went out, and she dropped. The hover lasted just long enough for her to land neatly on her sneakered feet without wobbling. Dress, long hair, catlike grace, all the changes had disappeared and Celeste was just Celeste again.

Shuddering in disgust, clawing theatrically and harmlessly at her own face, she squealed at Red Eye, “You gave me powers that make me super girly!”

“Moonlight powers. Strong moonlight powers. Find out what else you can do, and get back to me. Or rather, I’ll contact you, and then we’ll discuss payment. You’ve only scratched the surface,” replied Red Eye, leaning her hip against the computer table now and watching us. She didn’t even hint at seeing a reason to possibly feel guilty.

Celeste covered her face in her hands, and told the universe woefully, “This is both the best and worst day of my life.”

Red Eye nodded at me. “Your turn, Subject One.”


[image: ]

Chapter Three

My turn? I didn’t need to step away from Celeste or anyone. There was plenty of distance between me and the nearest object, the transformation tube.

Okay. Concentrate. Try to feel what’s different. Focus. Try to move something that didn’t exist before. Try to do… something, anything.

Nothing happened.

Absolute silence.

The faint scratching of a rat interrupted the silence, just to make sure we all understood what a fat lot of nothing was happening.

“Well, that’s interesting,” said Red Eye.

I opened my eyes. I’d closed them to focus. The mad scientist was looking at her monitors, her remaining eyebrow raised.

“What? Did I miss something?” she demanded.

Celeste shrugged and shook her head, not knowing what Red Eye meant either.

The ragged-haired mad scientist typed away at her keyboard. Tic-tac-tic-tac-tic-tac. Staring at windy oscilloscope type graphs, she said, “There are no rats in this room, and my keyboard doesn’t make those noises.”

Now Celeste’s eyebrows went up, and her eyes wide. “You mean Stella is making us hear things? Like psychic projection?”

Red Eye touched one of her monitors, and swiped her finger across the screen. Vwip! A second later, her computer repeated the scurrying rat noise. Then it went tic-tac-tic-tac-tic-tac. Then vwip! Frowning with serious scientist face, she corrected, “No. My computer registered the sounds. They’re real sounds Subject One is making happen. Also, look at her. She’s not standing in a dark spot.”

What did that have to do with anything? Celeste thought it had to do with something. She turned that wide-eyed stare at me, and moon glow flickered over her as she touched her fingertips to her mouth and whispered, “Stella, you’re covered in shadow, like you’re standing under an umbrella.”

I lifted my hands and looked at them. They did look a little dark. I waggled my fingers. No zzzt-zzzt like my imagination demanded, but I heard… something. The faintest violin playing, teasing, barely audible.

I stamped my foot. Bam! My arms were suddenly brightly lit as I raised a fist towards the ceiling and declared, “Special effects! My power makes special effects! I can work with this! I need to control it. You have to use something like this delicately. I’m going to have theme music. I will walk into a room and I’ll have theme music and no one will know why or how or if it’s even me. Ha! Ha ha ha ha ha!”

I doubled over, eyes squeezed shut, laughing. This. Was. GREAT. Not what I was expecting, but great!

Celeste stepped closer, which I mainly knew by how her voice got louder. Curious, delighted, not pretending to be grumpy at all, she asked, “The music. Is that something you’re learning in class? That’s a violin, not a viola, right? It’s beautiful, but… somber. Ominous, maybe?”

The background music had gotten louder. I needed to learn how to shut it off, but first I wanted to know what I’d made play. Ah, yes. I opened my eyes, still doubled over, and with a little bit of wheeze because I’d been laughing so hard reported, “Dans Macabre.”

I wanted to say more, but Celeste gasped, and while her eyes remained wide, her face lit up in a grin of delight. “That’s so cute!”

Straightening up, I furrowed my brow, staring at her curiously. That would be easier if my eyes were open, so I opened them.

Except they’d already been open, hadn’t they? So… uh… what?

Whatever was going on, my vision had never been so good. I swear I could see every pore, every eyelash in Celeste’s face, and my peripheral vision had gotten so good I could see Red Eye way off to the side, still tapping at her now silent keyboards while watching me. Something was off, because every second or two Celeste’s head would bulge and then settle down.

She leaned closer, close enough for me to smell her. Celeste normally smelled like sweat from all her exercising, and the harsh shampoo she used to try and clean that off. Now she had an extra touch of salt and sand, like the beach, and… something. Something I didn’t recognize, that I’d never smelled before. I could barely make it out at all.

Her hand reached out, finger pointed to poke my eye, which looked weird because I got that see-through distortion you get when you look at your finger touching your nose, but as if she had at least six fingers. When her finger got too close, I jerked my eye away.

I did what now?

Celeste giggled. Well, chuckled, with a bit of snort. Celeste didn’t giggle. A quick laugh, hard enough to bounce her pageboy haircut. I did let her touch my cheek, and when she pulled her hand back she rubbed her fingertip against her thumb thoughtfully. I swear, with her this close, her head bulged bizarrely. I could see the sides as well as the front. She met my confusion with more amusement, explaining, “You’ve turned into a monster girl. You look good in grey skin. The fangs are pretty intimidating, though, especially with all the shadows, and the creepy background music.”

That smell! It came back. I sniffed the air for it. Had I ever smelled something so delicious? Tangy, and smoky, and maybe a touch meaty… no, those words were all useless. How could I describe a brand-new smell, even to myself? But it hovered enticingly around Celeste, and made my mouth water.

Her smile faltered, and she straightened up, maybe even leaned back slightly. “Okay, that’s a lot less cute,” she corrected.

I leaned forward. Celeste took a step back. I took a step forward, following that wonderful smell that got stronger and stronger.

Something slithered and rasped in the background, like snakes and spiders scurrying around us. Celeste’s breathing picked up. Her voice shook. “That’s not cute at all. What happened to your arms? Stella? Stella, can you hear me? Are you in there? Wake up!”

I raised my tail behind me, the tip pointed at Celeste, who smelled so, so delicious it drove everything else out of my head. Splitting the tendrils of my tail—

BURNING.

Hot hot hot hot! I danced aside, trying to flap at the heat lighting up my back, which I couldn’t do because my arms weren’t in my sleeves anymore, they were tucked against my sides under my blouse.

Twisting around, I glared at Red Eye, who with her tired but interested scientist stare held a funny, homemade-looking flashlight pointed where I just stood. The hot pain and the hissing, frying sound coming from my back receded quickly, but not fast enough to stop me from yelling, “What was that, a laser!?”

Unperturbed, with the ease of a teacher, she explained, “Sunlight. Intense sunlight disrupts night-based powers, although that was extreme. That was quite a transformation. What happened?”

I opened my mouth. I closed my mouth. I looked over at Celeste, who watched me with a stunned, confused, and hurt expression.

That was more important than Red Eye’s question. I bolted the few steps to close with my best friend, threw my arms around her, and squeezed her tight, babbling, “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know what was happening. You smelled so good, and I didn’t even know I was changing, and I didn’t want to hurt you, but that was the best thing I’ve ever smelled. I’m so sorry I scared you. I’ll get control over it next time.”

She hesitated for a moment, then put her arms around me and squeezed me back. We both trembled. My sound effects remained thankfully silent.

Then Celeste started to laugh again. “We both got the worst super powers ever, didn’t we? I bet we’re awesomely strong, but who wants to be strong like that?”

I laughed too, still shaky, still guilty, still hungry, and still triumphant, because, “We did it, though. We have super powers. We’ll figure out how to use them. They just went out of control the first time. You might be able to blast moonbeams. I think you can fly! How cool will that be if you can fly?”

Breathy, weak but laughing a little now too, she agreed, “That would be great. They’re going to stick me in powered track and field now, and I can’t compete there, but who cares? Competitions were just an excuse. Just please help me stop the girliness, and I’ll help you stop at ‘cute monster girl.’ I’m serious, those little eyestalks were weird, but adorable.”

We held each other so tight I felt her heart beating fast, and we tried to calm down. But I had to know something. I raised my voice and asked, “What happened?”

Red Eye understood that I meant her. She said, “You were eating her fear. Much like a werewolf, you can turn into a creature of the night.”

I nodded, face buried in Celeste’s shoulder. “That was it. It feels so weird, like when you’re stuffed but the meal was so good you’re still ravenously hungry.”

Okay, I could have phrased that better. Poor Celeste heard it, and that smell came out, that haunting, mouth-watering aroma. It mixed with something nastier, faint but rancid.

There were black stains on Celeste’s t-shirt now. Were those from me?

What they were was a good distraction from the smell, so I stepped back and rubbed the back of my hand over my face. When I was done my hand and sleeve were smeared with thin, crusty black slime.

Gaping up at Red Eye, horrified and angry, I accused, “Thanks to you I have new bodily fluids. Do you know how gross that is!?”

She wasn’t impressed, of course. In fact, she’d stopped looking at us and was messing with her computers. Great, my nightmare power was fascinating. I was a mad science triumph.

Celeste laughed, at least, and clapped me on the back affectionately. “It was nastier to watch. You went straight from cartoon character to creepypasta, and that’s a lot scarier in person than on an internet video. Whew.”

She meant it. I knew she meant it, because the fear smell gusted past me. I sniffed at it. So good.

My hands. My hands had turned blue, and transparent. I could see the bones inside.

That smell. I refused to give in to it, but wow. Pizza did not smell this good. Watching me change again must be haunting for poor Celeste. I was still changing. A dress congealed out of fog, covering up my regular clothes, not quite opaque enough to hide them. My hair billowed around me, now down to my waist and a dead-looking blue-grey.

My fingers twitched. I hadn’t meant them to.

Screaming, “Not again. Run! Run away, please!” I turned and sprinted away from Celeste.

I had to get out. I had to get away from the smell. I would not, could not hurt Celeste. That door in the wall. I flew towards it, not sure if my feet were actually touching the floor.

The door felt like nothing more than a cold mist as I ran through it like it wasn’t there. Behind me, as I left the light and darkness engulfed me, I heard Red Eye shout, “Not that way, you idiot! That leads to the Undercity!”
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Chapter Four

I had a plan.

Yes, the plan was “run away’” but it was enough to achieve my goal of not murdering my best friend. Once I was sure Celeste was safe, I could try and figure out plans to deal with the many, many other problems I now had, thanks to mad science.

But first, “away.” The door had led into a tunnel unlike anything I had ever seen before. Not a hallway or subway tunnel or even a mine shaft. Circular, this tube of stone headed down at a sharp angle, rough and wavy-edged, and nearly twice my height. It looked like something a gigantic worm might make chewing its way towards the surface.

A fine reminder that mad science turned out things like me regularly.

Right now, being a monster was keeping me alive. The uneven, grooved floor and steep angle would have broken my neck, except my feet weren’t touching the floor. Sometimes I was pretty sure they passed through the floor. I felt the floor when my feet touched it, and I ran rather than flew, but the running and the floor didn’t quite line up. In my real body, I’d have tripped and done the “horrible demise from falling down stairs” thing before I’d run ten feet.

And that would be if the tunnel was perfectly lit. It wasn’t. It wasn’t lit at all. Pitch blackness surrounded me, but with highlights. Faint lines brighter than the surrounding black marked the edges along walls, floor, and ceiling, especially close up, so I could see where I was setting my feet and even kind of see my feet. This wasn’t how light worked, but as a literal creature of the night, I guess I could see in the dark.

Not far, though. Soon, the tunnel branched. Both sides were equally black, but the tunnel off to the right stirred with a draft and a smell like rotting cut grass. That was better than the dusty smell of bare rock, so I followed the fresh-ish air down farther in that direction.

I emerged into an underground swamp. Shallow pools of salty-smelling water stretched away around me. Paths of dirt and bare stretches of rock separated the shallow ponds. Plants grew, in the dirt and especially in the pools.

Most of the plants were chest-high grassy stalks that looked suspicious for no reason I could explain. Maybe they were too perfect? They looked like a photograph for a wheat field advertisement. Still, something I couldn’t put my finger on felt dangerously wrong.

As for taking a photograph, there might, just barely, be enough light, if I could get my camera out from under the ghostly nightgown I’d grown. Unlike the tunnels, the swamp wasn’t pitch-black. Mushrooms grew here and there, ranging from pinky finger–sized to taller than a man, and they all glowed softly in varying colors, with more soft pink and light blue than anything else.

They provided enough light to make out the walls. This wasn’t just a swamp, it was a swamp in a cave. Natural, unnatural, I had no idea. The far wall curved away, tunnels led out of irregular rock walls, and in a banana shape the cave covered about as much area as Red Eye’s lab, which had been the biggest basement I’d ever seen by a good margin.

The Undercity.

I’d heard it existed. Underneath the sprawling Los Angeles Metropolis, at least as far north as Ventura and down way past Orange County, lurked a labyrinth of old superhero and villain bases, caves they’d carved out for their experiments, prisons, ruins of super powered weirdness from before Europeans set foot on this continent, ruins from before anything recognizable as human set foot on this continent… the rumors were wild, including stuff like underground seas not connected to the Pacific. All I knew for sure was that the Undercity was down there.

Down here.

And a perfect place to hide for someone who didn’t want to hurt others with my super power.

Take a deep breath, Stella. Calm down. Time to start thinking about what comes next.

Time to not take any more deep breaths, because it smelled kind of gross here. “Swamps stink” is the kind of thing that is only obvious in hindsight.

This place needed the distant laughter of strange birds and crocodiles growling and splashing as they slid between pools. Ee! Ee! Ee! Grrrrrrrnnnnn splish splish flooosh paddlepaddle. Like that.

What I got instead was singing.

Beautiful, distant singing, from a woman with a pure and powerful voice. The lyrics weren’t in English, but I recognized the style of opera immediately. She sounded sad, begging, although it was hard to be sure with how stylized opera is.

No, forget that. Usually, yeah, but the sorrow in this woman’s song cut to my heart, if I currently had one. The song echoed through tunnels from far away, but after a few seconds of listening I figured out the direction and headed that way.

Sloop. Splosh. Mud and salty water would have sucked at my feet if I had any weight and things could stick to me. I tried to edge around the wheat because it was both disturbing to see it pass through me and the plant still creeped me out for no reason I could define.

A tunnel from this swamp cave led to another swamp cave. The tunnel itself was just a tube of worn, irregular rock, except someone had implanted Greek-looking columns of a different, whiter stone in the walls. Maybe for stability? This whole place had to be thick with magic and mad science. I couldn’t take anything for granted.

Look around, Stella. My life had gone from tediously normal to this so fast!

Maybe whoever was singing could explain things. New plan: Find the singer. That would work well with the old plan, getting me far away from Celeste.

A hulking shadow rose out of the wheat in the new cave.

It made noises. Hideous noises. The most threatening choking noises I had never imagined, like a snarl too loud and angry to be fully strangled, despite someone trying hard to do just that.

I froze up in terror—for a fraction of a second. Whatever this was, down here, I bet I was deadlier. I’d run through a door! This monster wouldn’t be able to physically touch me.

Something else staggered into the dim mushroom light, clunking down a path towards me. Clunkdragclunkdrag… no, actually very quiet and not that clumsy. As it got closer and the light revealed it better, I got the impression of a human robot. A teenage girl robot, from the size and shape, but with half the covering ripped off and the rest horribly bludgeoned. If there had been any flesh it would have been gross, but this was just sad and mistreated.

The robot’s eyes lit up, mismatched blue and red. In a buzzy, staticky voice, she said, “I stand corrected. You were right, Madeline.”

A deep man’s voice, lazy and thick with malice, declared, “That song wasn’t for us. The Graveyard Princess is hunting a new monster.”

I almost jumped at that, because the voice had been close! Off to my left, out of sight when I’d been focusing on the robot, stood a damaged pillar slumped against the wall. That left a niche that went beyond “dim” or “shadowy” to perfect blackness, but another black shape marred the natural outline. Tall, skinny, maybe human. All I could really make out was a top hat, and that only in jet-black silhouette.

He was ten feet away! Had I just missed him walking in?

Time for a new plan, Stella. Come up with one fast, because these were just the forerunners. A faint moaning echoed out of the swamp, like the approach of a still-distant zombie army. Tiny things squelched and scurried in the water.

The hulking shadow looked around, making a squeaky, confused noise. The thing was… an animal? Just a really big one, like a hunchbacked canine the size of a bull.

The robot bashed the more intact side of her head a couple of times with her palm. In the gloom, was that a puzzled expression on her remaining metal face? She sounded puzzled as she said, “My audio triangulation circuits tell me those sounds are coming from empty locations. Are you doing that, new sister?”

New sister?

I looked down at myself.

Grey night gown. Transparent blue arms with less transparent but still see-through bones underneath, at least where my arms stuck out of the frilly cuffs of the nightgown’s sleeves. Thick, ragged, dull, purple-grey hair hung around the sides of my face and a little past my shoulders.

Okay, okay, okay. A good plan updates on the fly, right? They were monsters. I was a monster. Roll with it! I flipped a hand to one side with all the social butterfly disdain I possessed, which was a lot, and grumped, “Sorry, boo. I think that’s my new super power, boo. I haven’t learned to control… it… boo.”

I ditched the blasé valley debutante act for an honest scowl. What was with the “boo”? I wasn’t trying to say it!

The shadow with the top hat chuckled maliciously. “Useful. You must feed well.”

Badly damaged robot girl lurched another step towards me, although she was still yards away. Her head tottered a nod as aimless and enthusiastic as a bobble-head toy. “To fill out his hints, we know you have just eaten. That is how Madeline found you.”

The animal let out a stuttering yippy noise, like drunk giggles.

The bobbing of the robot’s head died down to something more subtle and regular. Sniffing, maybe? She said, “Up close, I detect it as well.”

HOLY WHAT TH—

I stopped mid-jump, and settled back to the floor. Two kids were standing on the path watching me! They hadn’t been there a minute ago. They hadn’t been there a second ago! Now they stood with black hair that shadowed and hid their eyes, long sweaters that gave the impression of jeans below one and a short denim skirt and tights below the other. One was a girl and one a boy? Early teens? Maybe? They were the same height, held hands, and didn’t move, not even to breathe.

Light flashed behind them like a striking lightning bolt, along with a downright deafening thunder crack that traveled around and around the swampy caves. Everybody looked around in curiosity. Well, the robot and animal did, I thought the shadow guy in the top hat did, and the twins just stood there.

Calm down. This is a first impression, Stella. Don’t blow it by looking like an easily impressed noob! Apologetic was fine as long as you owned it. That was always the key. Own it! So I tossed my frizzy, clumpy purple hair and gave a wry smirk. “Sorry again, boo.” This “boo” thing was ridiculous. I was not going to keep doing it. “These are completely the wrong special effects anyway.”

There, I’d spoken without the “boo” and it took hardly any effort. Plus, the zombie and scurrying noises faded, replaced by… a triumphant rock ballad swelling in the background? No!

That, too, died. It left us with the faint, distant sloshing of swamp water, breathy, gurgly noises from Madeline the humpbacked, bristly animal, and the occasional sparking noise from the robot. All of those might be actual sounds.

So, my special effects power was controllable, too. Or at least, it could be shut off.

It also left us with the singing, which had never stopped. I turned my head to figure out where it was coming from, again. That darkness back there, which might be a tunnel.

I took a step forward.

“Stop her,” hissed the shadow man maliciously.

The robot girl stepped clunkily right between me and the tunnel I’d been pacing towards, her arms held out to either side.

Sneering and malicious, the shadow man observed, “A beauty like this does not belong in a sarcophagus.” The guy could make a compliment sound like a threat.

Was it a threat?

The question became thoroughly moot as Celeste shouted behind me, “She belongs with me! In the name of the Moon, release my friend!”

Jazzy, triumphant anime theme music swelled, the kind that plays over opening credits. I whirled around to see Celeste in the tunnel behind me, floating a couple of inches off the ground, one leg extended until her sneakered toe-tips pointed at the rocky floor, the other tucked up at the knee. She held her arms slightly up and out to either side, but most of all she blazed with exquisitely beautiful silver light and sparked rainbow glitter all around.

… no no no, super power. Celeste did not need your help. You’re completely ruining the drama!

That worked. The music and glitter stopped, leaving Celeste a moonlit angel in this eternal night time swamp. The brightest light by far, she was plenty impressive with no extra special effects.

Pained and malicious, the shadow man hissed, and when I glanced in his direction the space between pillar and wall held nothing but normal shadow. The twins had vanished while I looked back at Celeste. The robot staggered backwards, head twisting to either side and whining, “Too bright!”

The hulking animal Madeline leaned back, head too low in the wheat to be seen, and whined, pleaded, “Master.”

A word! The beast could talk! At least kinda!

“Come on, Madeline!” screeched the robot. It (she?) grabbed the beast’s scruff, and pulled it out of the overgrown puddle where it had been lurking. I got a badly lit glimpse of brown and black spots, big claws and a short tail as they retreated into the nearest tunnel and out of sight.

The opera singing stopped.

This had been a lot to catch up with, and only now did it finally hit me that Celeste was here, and what that meant. By reflex I inhaled deeply to check if she still smelled like fear.

Wait, no! Terrible, terrible idea! I grabbed my nose to stop that, and while I still had a nose to grab. Backing away from Celeste, I waved my other hand at her and yelled, “Get away, boo! I’m not safe, boo!”

Great. The “boo” came back the moment I stopped concentrating.

Celeste flowed forward, quick and graceful, and grabbed the collar of my nightgown. I hadn’t been sure it was even physically touchable, but she got a grip on it secure enough to start pulling me back the way we came.

I didn’t have to stumble after her. I didn’t have to walk. She pulled, and I floated after her, with my feet’s opinion of the matter irrelevant.

Celeste did walk, but like an angel or fairy, prancing delicately on her tiptoes, with little steps or deft jumps.

OoooOOOOOooOoOoOoO! Spooky theremin noise!

Only in my head, thankfully. Maybe my special effects got the message there were some sounds that should exist only in Stella’s world.

Celeste laughed. The shining light disguised her expression, the dancing, girlish movements hid the body language, but she was utterly casual and unconcerned about this, and sounded it as she said, “Like I’m ever going to be scared of you, Stella.”

“Don’t give me that, boo. You were terrified, boo. I could smell it, boo!” I barked back.

Smiling gleefully as she pulled me back into the worm boreholes, Celeste chattered, “Oh, you were gross. ‘I’m not even going to describe it’ bad. We have to learn to stop the transformation when you’re still at super cute levels. Do you think it’s going to be a new monster every time? Wouldn’t that be amazing?”

Incorporeal or not, my heart stung. I’d been hit by emotion after emotion in the last couple of hours, but one had ruled all others—my fear of hurting Celeste. My eyes burned like I was about to shed tears as I demanded, “Why are you so cheerful about this, boo?”

“Because you would never have hurt me,” she answered, as calm and happy as I was tormented.

But I had good reason to be tormented. “I was about to eat you, boo!”

She glanced back from navigating the uneven floor, flashing me her smile for a quick second. “Were you? Or were you just trying to scare me?”

I…

… had no immediate answer to that.

In Celeste’s lovely, peaceful light, I saw the tunnel I’d descended clearly for the first time. It wasn’t much different than I’d imagined. Grey rock, weird undulations all around the sides of a round tube, with little gouges like tooth marks here and there. Neither Celeste’s nor my feet made any noise on the stone, but light, tinkling music, that fairy sequence from the Nutcracker, start—

No! Bad super power!

—and stopped, leaving us in silence except for Celeste’s breathing.

After enough silence, she went on, “Anyway, if I’d been afraid, really afraid, not just caught in the moment, it would have gone away when Red Eye started blathering.”

I turned my head sharply and ended up with hair the color and texture of a mass of lint in my face. But weird ghost hair wasn’t important. “She told you I’m safe, boo?”

Celeste’s face took on a cynical smirk I was far more used to than this wholesome good cheer. “No, she wouldn’t shut up about your super power.”

I picked at my tangled purple hair. I looked at the billowing dress that might just be part of my body, hiding the street clothes underneath it. I flexed fingers you could see the bones through. “It is kind of—”

Celeste laughed again, delighted but also gleefully snarky. “No, she wouldn’t shut up about the special effects. Our transformations are just regular super powers, but those sounds and lights you make are really whacked out physics, apparently. She told me how to follow you. You leave darkness stains. Darkness stains! Isn’t that crazy? Look behind us.”

I looked behind me. She was right. Where Celeste’s moonlight fell on the rocks, I noticed a trail of glistening purple marks descending into the depths, left where my feet had touched or passed through the floor.

A flat cement wall and a dull grey door loomed suddenly in front of us. We’d gotten back to Red Eye’s basement. That door was the entrance to the human world.

Where I didn’t belong anymore.

Clenching my fists, thrusting them down at my sides, I demanded, “Why are you so happy, boo!?”

The glowing hand released my collar. Celeste twirled around like a ballerina and flung herself onto me. Her arms wrapped fiercely tight around my shoulders, and she squeezed me so close that I could see one of her feet tucked way up behind her. Her voice shuddered with joy as she whispered, “We have super powers, Stella! Your stupid plans finally delivered! Can you honestly tell me you can’t come up with more plans to make them useful? You were right, okay? You were right about everything. We’re part of the super powered kids society now. Popularity is around the corner. This is where our life gets fun!”

“But the powers we got—” I began.

“You’ll come up with a plan,” she repeated, emphatic.

Her grip loosened, and I pushed Celeste away. Fine. Adopting my confident and in charge girl persona, I did the messy hair toss move and made a “pfft” noise. “Oh, right, boo. Now I remember why we’re friends, boo.”

She held up a fist. I tapped the top of it with mine, then we reversed and I tapped the bottom. I’d panicked for a good cause, but…

… well, I would give humanity another chance. It was freaky down there in the darkness.

Celeste opened the door. I metaphorically gave my special effects power a hard, warning stare, and the door opened in silence.

We were greeted by snores. Red Eye lay slumped backwards in a rolling office chair, flesh and blood eye closed, mouth open and snoring softly.

We looked at her. We looked at each other. We shrugged. Celeste’s glow had dwindled the instant we opened the door and didn’t need it. Now it disappeared entirely. We walked as quietly as we could to the stairs, and started to climb.

On the second step up, I felt a burning pain hit the middle of my back. Crackle, crunch, hiss! I stumbled as my weight hit the cement stair step on feet that hadn’t been quite aligned with it.

Whirling around, I saw Red Eye awake and pointing a flashlight at me, shining a focused orange beam that couldn’t be anything but sunlight. The hot pain where it touched me faded quickly.

I raised a hand and looked. Skin. Regular, opaque skin. A blouse sleeve, actually clean, since the nightgown had protected it. I was human again.

Her expression was too far away to see, but Red Eye told us with cold, crisp, businesslike efficiency, “Go home. Figure out your powers. I’ll contact you soon enough about payment. I can find uses for what you two can do, oh yes.”

Fine. We left her there, and resumed climbing.

Out of sight, by the heavy freezer door, Celeste whispered to me, “She’s almost as creepy as you.”

I glared at her. “Thanks.”

We got out into the abandoned restaurant. It was dark, now. Really, really dark. For about one second, before Celeste lit up one of her hands and we found our way to the drive-through window and climbed out into a merely poorly lit LA parking lot.

Shaking her hand, Celeste shut down the light. Staring up at the sky, she asked in a soft, distracted tone, “Can we go home separately? It’s already late and I have a lot on my mind.”

“Do you think it’s safe?” I asked automatically. In this neighborhood, it probably was.

Celeste gave me a small but wolfish grin. “I’m pretty sure I can do terrible moonlight things if I’m attacked, and anyone who tries to mug you deserves what will happen to him.”

I glared at her. “Thanks again.” For reminding me of how awful my powers were.

And yet, when she held out her fist, I grinned back at her and we bopped top and bottom.

Celeste took her first step away, hands tucked into her jeans, leaving me with, “See you at school tomorrow, Stella! Remember, if I’m happy about one of your plans, it has to be a success.”

Alright, I smirked, because I couldn’t argue with that.

So I strolled home, and things were normal. So normal. Pavement a pale orange under the street lamps, cars whizzing by, lots of open restaurants because it wasn’t anywhere near midnight yet.

Occasionally, I touched my head, or looked at my hands. Completely human. Well, except my hair was greyish purple now. If my hair kept its color after transformations that was only a plus.

Did the night feel different? I belonged to it now, didn’t I? Would sunlight hurt tomorrow? I was tired, so I hadn’t suddenly become nocturnal.

Honestly, the only odd thing now was the way shadows oozed and flowed around corners and side streets, and that was my special effects super power making LA a little more dramatic. I enjoyed watching it. Sometimes, my power would make a neon sign buzz and spark as if it were about to short out.

I wished I could have followed that singing. What had that been? Who had that been? It sounded so… kind. Yes, that was it. Compassionate. The other monsters were weird, but the song sounded like the singer really understood what I was dealing with.

I shook my head, hard. Moot. I had no intention of going back there or meeting any of them ever again.
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At last, I stood at the front door to my family’s house. Brick and big, curtain-shrouded windows loomed around me. Since shapeshifting hadn’t damaged my clothes, I still had my house key. I unlocked the door, and this time I didn’t have to imagine the loud clattering. It happened, provided by my powers, along with a squeak as I pulled on the door that I hadn’t intended.

The smell of fear gusted out of the doorway, just a sweet hint of anxiety. I shook my head and ignored it.

Inside, I closed the door behind me, and that was enough time for my mother to stick her head out of the living room to check who had come in. So did my little sister Jaime, whose manic smile was only starting to fray at this hour.

“Stella!” exclaimed my mother. “Thank goodness. I sent you all those texts and you didn’t answer.”

Texts? I pulled my phone out of my pocket and checked. Yes, there was a pile of little green bubbles on the lock screen. I must have lost connection going underground, and they had all registered only when I got back to the street.

Mom stepped out into the hall, in one of her blue knit sweater and skirt combinations tonight, and bustled towards me, saying, “I know you can take care of yourself, but I was getting worried.”

She was telling the truth. I could smell it. By the time I remembered not to, I had already taken a deep sniff of that nutty, tasty, low-key kind of fear, with its little sharp spikes of something more harsh and real hidden behind.

Pop!

Boing!

Reaching up to my head, I felt pointy animal ears in hair that had now turned thick and shaggy with a mix of grey and brown stripes. My tail swiped once, sharply, behind me, where it had forced its way out above the belt of my pants.

Sighing with the deep world-weariness of being fourteen years old, I said, “My super powers finally arrived, awoo.”
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Chapter Five

“Nice hair.”

Celeste and I converged on the low, grassy hill leading up to the entrance of Upper High. She had gone for cream color on the t-shirt and one of her most faded pairs of jeans, maybe believing it would match her moonlight. Not that she was shining at the moment.

I reacted to her compliment by sliding my fingers back through my hair, which was more coarse and thick than I was used to. My power changed more than just my hair’s color, but at least I hadn’t kept the super-long ghost hair.

The important thing was, my pointy animal ears were gone. After reminding myself of that, I looked up at the winter sun, which thankfully was bright enough.

“I can handle color-changing hair,” answered.

Celeste sneered in well-founded skepticism, and pulled her backpack farther up on her shoulders. “Handle? You’re giddy. Everyone knows at a glance you have powers now.”

Me, I gave Celeste’s pale clothing a pointed stare before looking her back in the eyes with a smirk of my own. “Wait until your hair turns blonde permanently. Or white.”

“I’m not falling for that. I looked in the mirror this morning,” said my friend, whose hair was, yes, the same color brown it had been before transforming yesterday. She hadn’t studied super powers as much as me. Hair changes could creep up, over months or a whole year sometimes. She was right about no sign right now.

Anyway, we were talking about me and my hair, so I quipped back, “So did I, but sunlight fixed most of what I saw. It took about fifteen minutes of sunlight, for the ears and tail to go away, but the natural way doesn’t hurt.”

Celeste’s smile dropped to sincere, friendly concern. “So everything is under control?”

“So far.” I couldn’t help shooting an anxious glance up at the looming, dull-red school, and the kids flooding into it.

Celeste circled behind me, placed her hand between my shoulders just above my backpack, and pushed me towards that door. Celeste was quite strong, so we moved towards the door.

“You’re been yapping to me about this moment for four years. You don’t get to be shy now,” she said over my shoulder.

She was right. She was so right. With hair like a mane of grey and brown splotches, everyone would know at a glance I had powers. Time to ascend that throne, Stella.

Strut. Not aggressively, just proud and relaxed. Always relaxed. They knew. Smile like you own the place, because you do, and nothing can change that now.

Step through the doorway. The slightest of pauses so the sun catches you. Shiiiing! The music swells.

Crap, the music was actually swelling. With my hands holding the straps of my backpack, I saw them brightly lit in the corner of my eyes. I was standing in a spotlight! And the music was… an eighties rock ballad? Seriously? No!

The spotlight and music stopped. Music started again. No, not “Die Young” either, super power. Why would you even pick that? It was current, but made less sense than “Final Countdown.” Come on!

All the music stopped. A few people were looking around, but the music hadn’t come from me, it came from everywhere. All I had to do was resume my casual, queenly dive into the crowd of my peers.

So I did that, and it hit me.

The smells.

They were overwhelming. I stumbled, but managed to recover enough after one step to fake confidence. Maybe. I couldn’t tell.

I wasn’t diving, I was drowning. I’d thought I could only smell fear. With so many people crowded together, the smells of emotions compounded on each other. I could smell all of them, and this time they were instantly identifiable.

Tasty touches of anxiety lurked around the edges, yes, but also different kinds of happiness, from light and floury to sharp and lemony. Threads of smoky anger fought for my attention, but faded into the stew. Despair. Desire. Hope. Sadness, as many flavors as happiness. More than anything else, tedium, a smell as dull and dirty as the emotion, as a hundred teenagers prepared to go through another day of school before they could have fun.

Tedium didn’t make me transform, and like loud music, I only needed a few seconds before the mass of smells became just part of the atmosphere. School was an emotional dance club, where the DJ was boring and I could ignore him. Thank goodness.

I swanked my way to homeroom. Occasionally I pushed locks of my wild hair back, to give people an excuse to notice its inhuman, lupine colors and textures. One of those times I noticed my deep tan sleeve was subtly better lit than everyone around me. Excellent. Now, if only I could get my super power to do that on command, and keep doing it.

Were people looking? Maybe a few who recognized me. I couldn’t tell, but really, nobody stops you on your way to homeroom. This was the “establish in everyone’s minds that I’m different” period. The key was always to Own It and not push too hard. Rules One and Two, always, and the ones I had to focus on because it would be so easy to scream to the world—

“I have frikkin’ super powers!”

I did not scream that. I went about my day as if it were completely normal, letting my change in status soak in. There would be a time to strike, but I could wait to find it.

It found me instead. I had gotten used to ignoring the new smells, which were a lot less thick in classrooms than out in crowded hallways. Right up until Math class, when Mr. Agonist announced, “Okay, kids. Test time!”

I’d forgotten it was test day, but I wasn’t bothered. I was kicking butt with quadratic equations.

Someone else wasn’t as ready. Multiple someone elses. The enclosed room suddenly flooded with the heavenly aroma of fear, and I had to keep my mouth tightly shut to keep from drooling.

Shick-shick-shick-shick rattle rattle rattle rattle.

Some of that was real. Some was my special effects power. Some was just the exaggerated way I heard it in my head as green scales, more like plates of bony armor, spread from my now clawed fingertips back to my wrists. I automatically reached up to check for animal ears, and found that my hair had been replaced entirely with a jagged crest and long, backwards-pointing horns. Nice! Scaly eyebrows and sideburns circling my still human ears, too.

The emotional scent of the room changed sharply, although I couldn’t define it now. Floating on glee, I fought to look sincerely humble and unconcerned as I smiled up at my teacher. “Sorry, Mr. Agonist, growf. Just got my super powers. They’re so hard to control at first, aren’t they?”

I successfully strangled down the “growf” on the last two sentences.

Hey, can you throw on a little glitter, a little shine, special effects power? Just make these green plates catch the eye so that people had to keep thinking about me.

Since I couldn’t see the back of my own head, I had no clue if it did as requested. I let it do or not do its thing, picked up my pencil, and serenely answered math problems. I managed to do that without dropping the pencil. It turns out, rigid claws do not hold a pencil well, but I was positive no one could tell while I learned.

Then the bell rang, and it was time for lunch. The daily social arena.

I hooked up with Celeste a couple of classrooms down. The hallway was filled with the scents of excitement, eagerness, and hunger. Hunger was an… interesting, appealing smell, especially since I was so hungry already. By rights, the muted screams and roars of need should be whispering from my belly.

Holding my arms out, I cracked my knuckles. Normally that was just for show, but my super power gave me a nice range of pop popopop pop pop noises and the gesture looked dramatic with armored, green claws. “I’ve been waiting years for this.”

Celeste gave me a hard stare. “I know, you said so every single day.”

With regal dignity and style, I stuck my tongue out at Celeste, then nearly tripped over my own feet when I took the next step towards the beckoning cafeteria. Nervousness crawled up my suddenly heavy legs, through my guts, and squeezed my heart. What did I look like? Was I hideous? Was I silly? What if I started saying “growf” in front of the actually cool kids?

Celeste planted her hand on my backpack, and pushed me forward. She knew me well enough to read my thoughts and murmur, “You look like a magazine-cover superhero. You’re leaving flaming footprints. I am crawling with jealousy about that, by the way.”

I risked a peek down. Yes, my special effects were nailing it this time. Flaming footprints! I ran my clawed, plated fingers back over my spiky, plated crest and my sharp horns. Nobody could see them, but thanks to the pressure from Celeste’s hand on the middle of my back, I felt plates running down my spine as well.

Repaying the best friend mind reading favor, I whispered back, “Put on just enough moonlight to float. Never let them know you’re trying. Power is who we are now.”

She must have heard me recite the “play it casual” rule a million times, but unlike me this didn’t normally consume her. She gave me a slight nod, and turned pale. Not pale of skin, and this time there was no white dress or white hair, but in a hallway well-lit by windows and sunshine, her silvery glow wasn’t bright enough to be instantly obvious. It showed mostly underneath her feet as her toes lifted an inch off of it, one knee bent back slightly farther than the other.

Using her power lightly also changed her body language only lightly. She didn’t usually keep her head tilted this way as she floated towards the waiting cafeteria alongside me, asking, “So what, we just talk about school work and complain about our parents?” Her hands wagged playfully near her chest. “Hey, look at me, I’m a regular kid.”

I heh’d one irresistible laugh, especially because she was doing it exactly right. “What do we usually talk about?”

Her eyelashes lowered to give me a sardonic stare. “Whatever insane thing you have planned for the weekend.”

We were on the threshold. We were entering the most public area of the school at the most public, the most social time. Play it cool, super power. I had to keep telling it that. No music, not yet. This was the perfect level. Looking over at Celeste gave me a glimpse at the edge of my vision of the flaming footprints I was still leaving. They had turned green, which was fantastic. They also didn’t leave any marks after they faded out, so they must be only a light show, an illusion.

Celeste did say that Red Eye went absolutely nuts over the physics involved.

Meanwhile, I made fun small talk. “Like my plans are the only insane ones. What were you going to do this weekend? Throw sticks at paper?”

She put an impatient hand on a hip, easy since her legs didn’t move as she hovered along. “Archery is not insane. You’d appreciate it if you had better aim. Maybe you should grow some extra eyes again.”

I laughed again, louder, because Celeste wasn’t mocking me. She sounded hungry and full of wonder. She had said the eyestalks stage of the transformation had been cool, right? I wondered what they’d looked like.

Claire Lutra appeared in front of us as if she’d teleported. Not even snuck up. Just… there, all golden hair and cherubic, doll-cute face with curious blue eyes devouring me and Celeste. Coy and playful, she asked, “Sooooooo…?”

Being coy right back, I spread my hands. “You know how it is when your super powers arrive, growf. One day you’re nobody, the next day you’re an untouchable night creature, growf.”

Literally untouchable, at least during that ghost transformation. Oops, and the growf was back. It was harder to control than I’d thought.

How could someone so adorable look so hungry, and sound so sly? Claire twisted around, grinning back at us. “I know some other people who would want to know what you can do. Give us all the details.”

This time Claire hadn’t teleported. We did. Or rather, Celeste, Claire, and I were standing next to the superheroes-in-training table, and I didn’t remember how it had happened.

Mind control powers were scary. Claire Lutra was legendarily nice, and thank goodness, because abilities like that used for cruelty could cause havoc.

“Yeah, spill it. Glamor Geek thinks we should recruit you, and she won’t tell us why,” ordered the closest girl at the table, a pale blonde with frosted blue tips. Cassie Pater.

I knew all six of the teens at this table, at least by reputation. On the closer side, Cassie, then a red-headed boy with lean but impressively hard muscles. Will. I didn’t know his last name. Beyond him, his girlfriend, the girl almost completely covered in a beige old-fashioned narrow dress, gloves, and a big hat. The girl made of glass, Mirabelle, who didn’t have a last name. Her little triangular cat ears stuck out through holes in the hat, and her tail wrapped safely around her waist.

On the other side of the table, but still closest to me, sat the wild-eyed Marcia Bradley, with her equally wild, short black hair, and her pale-pink but frayed and wrinkled designer clothing. Rich, powerful, mad as a drugged-up monkey, and supposedly reformed after being the meanest bully back at Northeast West Hollywood Middle School. In the middle, Charlotte Denier. Very dark, very slender, but with muscles nearly as clearly lined as Will’s, and the kind of poise I tried so hard to fake. Cornrow braids covered in little beads that went rattle click rattle click whenever she moved. Then on the end, some girl with neon purple dreadlocks who I didn’t recognize, but must be their friend Magenta Slade.

Probably. Magenta was an alchemist with a super power that made you never recognize her.

These were the names and faces the rest of the super powered kids looked up to. The people I needed to impress.

And, not coincidentally, some of the most interesting kids in school who I’d love to hang out with even if they were nobodies. Fun, supportive, the clique anyone would want to be part of because they were welded together by friendship rather than hierarchy. Having this many friends who I could trust like I trusted Celeste was… I couldn’t imagine it, but I wanted to.

Okay. This was the school’s treasure I’d been hungry for since middle school, right in front of me. Don’t hide that you’re smug this moment has arrived. Own it, but be nice about it. And no growfs!

Except for the growf part, all that came naturally. I grinned wide, and since I couldn’t toss my hair, I ran my claws back over my skull crest. My special effects power added a bit of rustling to the natural scratchy sounds. “Weeeeell, our powers might be a little impressive. We only got them last night, so it’s a bit early to be sure.”

Celeste tucked both feet up farther behind her, losing maybe an inch of hovering height. Now both her hands went to her hips as she gave me a sidelong smirk. “She means it’s early to be sure about me. I’ve seen her in action and the only reason I didn’t pee my pants was that I knew Stella would never hurt me. That was before she walked through a wall.”

Charlotte waved a carrot stick at Celeste. Of course the jocks were all into rabbit food. She sounded interested in a focused, clinical way. “Do you mean super strength or noncorporeal.”

My faintly glowing best friend bragged for me, “Noncorporeal. She was in her ghost-girl shape. You should have seen it. A little creepy because you could see her bones, but so, so perky and pretty.”

Marcia Bradley’s face split in a manic, eager grin. “Multiple shapes, you say?”

One arm draped over the tabletop, Cassie spoke to me directly, and with an approving smile of her own. “This look is more than a little aesthetic. If I hadn’t found my soulmate, I’d consider fluttering my lashes. The claws might have been a problem, and…” She squinted. “Are you on fire?”

Okay, look suave and unworried checking out your hand, Stella. Yes, a tiny green light flickered and smoldered around my silhouette. I assured her, “Oh, that’s my other super power. It’s just a visual effect. It doesn’t do anything.”

Except get people’s attention, and what could be better than that? The coolest kids in school were staring at me, and they liked what they saw!

The ever-serious Charlotte asked another serious question. “You’ve got a ghost-girl shape. What do you call this one?”

I held up my claws in front of my face, flexing my fingers one at a time. “This is only the first stage, and the first time I’ve seen it. I think I’m a dragon.”

Marcia went from slouched but gleeful to bolting upright in her chair and gleeful. “Dragon? There are more stages!” Raising her fists, she chanted, “Transform! Transform! Transform!”

I had everyone’s attention. Even Mirabelle had looked up, interested, and rumors hadn’t done justice to a living crystal statue of a girl. I didn’t have words. I did have a super power that made her tinkle faintly, like muffled wind chimes.

Which made it hurt to hold my palm out and say, “That would not be safe.”

Marcia clapped her hands together. “I love not safe!”

Celeste hovered closer to me, her shoulder touching mine. “No, she’s right. This is the not fun kind of not safe.”

The raven-haired, psycho heiress flapped a hand. “Oh, please. There is no not fun kind of not safe.”

Not hard, but firm and deliberate, Charlotte bonked Marcia on the head with her fist. I imagined a clown horn noise that my super power, thankfully, did not supply.

Marcia slumped a little, and pouted. “Aw.”

Celeste nudged me with her elbow, and then her shoulder. She suggested, “You don’t even have wings or a tail yet. I bet you can transform way more before things start to get scary. You floated and walked through walls before you hit the lose control point, so I know you’ll get more powers.”

Ugh. Everyone was so happy. So eager. But none of them had been that night beast attacking Celeste, and they didn’t know how important it was for me to say, “I don’t know where the lose control point is.” My guts crawled with slightly less disappointment as I tried to fill in some lesser, practical reasons. “Besides, if I got wings and a tail in here, my clothes would explode. There are limits to how much even I like to show off.”

Everyone listened soberly, and when I finished, Cassie turned immediately to Celeste, asking, “So what about you? Can you fly?”

Celeste lowered one of her feet, extended sneaker still not quite touching the floor, and twisted around enough to peer down at that fact. “I think so. I can’t get very high yet, but I think I just need practice. It’s like I was given a real rocket ship for a birthday present. There’s all these ways I can activate my power, but I don’t know what they do, and when I figure one out, I still have to figure out how to do it right. Like this.”

She extended her right arm over the table, palm forward. The rest of her glow was subtle during the day, but now her hand shone like a high-powered flashlight, enough to make me squint uncomfortably.
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