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PRAISE FOR Cape


“Readers across genres will be enamored by this blend of history, mystery, and superpowered action.” —Booklist, starred review


“Hannigan takes on history, prejudice, friendship, and bravery with aplomb. Fans of fast-paced action adventures, computer science, and confident main characters will enjoy this series debut that is sure to fly off the shelves.” —SLJ


“With interwoven action sequences told in comics panels, the tale has the exciting pace of a superhero adventure. Puzzles readers can solve are the icing on this cake.” —Kirkus Reviews


“Cape is a book with something for everyone—codes to crack, villains to vanquish, and a trio of superheroes who just might save the world. An absolutely original story, filled with so much excitement that the pages practically turn themselves.” —Frances O’Roark Dowell, Edgar Award–winning author of Dovey Coe


“A one-two punch of heroism and fun!” —Ingrid Law, Newbery Honor winner and New York Times bestselling author of Savvy


“Josie, Mae, and Akiko aren’t just the friends and superheroes we need today; they’re the friends and superheroes we need to be today. These girls rock!” —Liesl Shurtliff, New York Times bestselling author of the Time Castaways trilogy


“Kate Hannigan does more than write a rip-roaring girls’ adventure story. She brings back to life real women who were real superheroines… along with some sadly forgotten but wonderful fictional superheroines who predated Wonder Woman. I can’t wait for book two!” —Trina Robbins, author of Babes in Arms, Women in Comics During the Second World War
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For the Usual Suspects
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YOU CAN TALK ABOUT THINGS all you like. But what really matters is taking that first step toward actually doing something.


Or in our case, I guess it’s more like taking that first leap—into the air and flying.


After battling the serpentlike Hisser and stopping the Duke and his band of Nazi spies, we had been feeling pretty good. Not only had Akiko, Mae, and I kept my cousin Kay and the other Secret Six computer programmers safe, we’d also kept the ENIAC—that blinking heap of metal Kay and Jean had called a giant electronic brain—from falling into the wrong hands.


But the next morning, after Mrs. B had stood up from our booth at Gerda’s Diner and left us, things got a little more complicated. That was when our puzzling skills had really kicked in. We’d figured out that Mrs. B and Astra weren’t just members of the league of secret heroes. They were superheroes themselves—the Palomino and her wolfy sidekick, Star!


There have been others taken by villains, she’d told us. Many others.


And this is where you come in.


It was clear to me that Mrs. B wasn’t expecting the Infinity Trinity just to fly around Philadelphia rescuing cats from trees or slowing down the occasional runaway train. She had big plans. As in saving her sister, Zenobia, who happened to be the most important superhero of all time.


“We’re going to need to practice our superpowers for a few hours every day,” Akiko was saying as she poked her straw around her milkshake. “And keep our superhero costumes clean,” added Mae, who was the tidiest person I’d ever met.


“And what should we call Mrs. B and Astra now? Mrs. Palomino? Mr. Star?”


That was Mae again. Tidy and polite, even to a dog.


Their ideas kept piling up, one after another. But for me, my mind was stuck like one of those kiddie rides at the amusement park—the kind that go around and around but never get anywhere. I kept thinking the same thing: Zenobia was in danger. And she didn’t just need help. She needed our help. As in the three of us. Akiko Nakano, Mae Crumpler, and me, Josie Mary Maeve O’Malley.


One asthmatic know-it-all.


One animal-obsessed know-it-all. And—


“Are you listening, Josie?” Akiko’s gravelly voice interrupted my thoughts. I dropped my fork. “You might think you know everything about superheroes and, well, life. But it’s time you listen to Mae and me.”


“And you should consider wearing a broad-brimmed hat,” added Mae, sipping her chocolate malted and gesturing toward my face. “You’re pretty pink today.”


My hands automatically shot up to my freckled cheeks. I guess it was clear what they thought of me: I was a sunburned know-it-all.


“Why don’t you take charge for a while, Akiko?” I asked, hoping my voice sounded light and not as worried as I was feeling. “I’m fine listening to you and Mae.”


“All I’m saying is that if Mrs. B calls on the Infinity Trinity this summer,” Akiko said, plowing ahead in that sandpaper voice of hers, “you can’t be stuck babysitting your little brothers.”


“She’s right,” agreed Mae. “Granny Crumpler is going to want me helping her open the new library branch. But I cannot possibly stack mysteries on shelves when I could be out solving them!” And then she leaned in and whispered, “In a superhero costume, too!”


Before I could reply, Mae and Akiko steamrolled ahead like they were flattening tar onto a new road. “We can have Mrs. B send a letter to our families so they don’t worry about where we are,” said Mae. “We’ll tell them we’re going to sleepaway camp or somewhere,” said Akiko.


I opened my mouth to speak. But they kept on rolling. “We need to make a list of what superheroes have been spotted and where.” That was Akiko. She pulled a pencil and notebook out of her Hauntima bag and began taking notes. “And what was happening when any superheroes went missing,” added Mae, tapping the page and urging Akiko to write faster. “Were they vaporized like the Stretcher? Were they stunned? frozen? turned invisible?”


I took another bite of my blueberry pie as Akiko and Mae added to their list. Their banter became background noise to the voice in my head. I kept coming back to the same thought as before:


Zenobia was legendary. Zenobia was the most beloved superhero of all time. Zenobia was the type of hero memorialized in statues and street names and songs! She was powerful, smart, clever, inventive. In a word, she was everything.


So how exactly were three kids like us supposed to save her?


It went on like this for nearly a week—until Wednesday. That’s the day we took off for San Francisco.


But it wasn’t like we just packed our suitcases and climbed aboard a train from Philadelphia, the way most people travel. Things with the three of us, I was quickly learning, weren’t exactly typical anymore.


“Could we please find somewhere to cool off?” I had been asking this question for nearly an hour. It wasn’t even ten in the morning, and already I’d felt my shirt sticking to my back. “I can’t stand this heat.”


“Let’s go to my aunt and uncle’s store,” Akiko had suggested. “A fire hydrant burst, and it’s been gushing water like a fountain for the past two days. We won’t even need to change into bathing suits.”


This had sounded good to Mae and me, so we started walking. But as soon as we’d turned onto Akiko’s block, one of her cousins had come running toward us. He’d waved an envelope in his hand and practically knocked her over trying to give it to her.


“For me?” Akiko’d said, steadying her little cousin. He looked to be about the same age as Baby Lou, though he had both his front teeth. “Why’s it already opened if it’s for me?”


“I didn’t mean to read it,” he’d confessed. “I thought it might have baseball cards inside. I’m looking for Joe DiMaggio and Yogi Berra cards, see, so I can trade ’em with—”


“So you tore into my mail?” interrupted Akiko. “I’m pretty sure opening somebody’s mail is against the law, Squirt.”


I’d tried not to smile. Hearing Akiko, who weighed about as much as a baseball card, refer to her little cousin as “Squirt” made me want to laugh. Mae had shifted her feet, and I could tell she was hiding a smile too. All three of us were just as scrawny as this little guy.


“But it’s really important,” Squirt had insisted, his voice growing louder. “It’s about your mom, Akiko. I read it three times. The letter says she’s gone missing!”
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AND THAT’S HOW WE WOUND up on the West Coast, flying around California.


“Manzanar?” Mae whispered.


“I’m sorry if I sound like a lunkhead, Akiko,” I began, hoping she wouldn’t say that she already knew I was a lunkhead. “But I just don’t understand how a whole neighborhood of people could get moved out into the desert like that.”


“It wasn’t just my block in Japantown that got moved, Josie. It was the whole community. And not only here in San Francisco, but in all of the cities in California—from Los Angeles and San Diego in the south, straight up the coast.”


She reached up to adjust the barrette in her hair, like she needed something to do with her nervous energy.


“Japanese Americans were ordered out of Oregon and Washington too,” she added. “Out of the whole West Coast.”


“Everybody to the same camp?” whispered Mae.


“No. The government has set up lots of them—ten altogether. There’s a couple east of here in California. And the rest are in Arizona, Utah, Idaho, Wyoming, Colorado, and even over in Arkansas.”


Mae and I went quiet. Akiko already told us that grandparents and little kids were forced to relocate to the camps, right along with the grown men and women. I tried to imagine Baby Lou and Vinnie leaving our apartment for the desert.


“Hauntima’s ghost! There’s a copper,” Akiko said, and I knew she was trying to whisper. I watched a black-and-white police car slow down at the corner behind us. “I can’t get caught here in Japantown.”


We shuffled closer toward a shrub blooming with flowers of the brightest pink I’d ever seen. Out of sight from the street, the three of us leaned in tightly together and grabbed each other’s right hands.


“I know how the two of you are—you have to see something to believe it,” said Akiko. “And I don’t blame you, since I’m the same way.”


As we straightened up, shoulder to shoulder in the triangle formed by our three bodies, I felt the familiar hum of electricity begin to pulse in my ears. What a week ago had seemed unbelievable was now just part of who we were. Golden light shot skyward and enveloped us in a churning funnel—like we were in the center of a hurricane. Swirls of purple, orange, and green danced before my eyes as our hair whipped in all directions.


Then we were off the ground, hanging suspended just a few feet above the sidewalk as the force of our transformation lifted us. Seconds after, we dropped back to the ground, and I heard Akiko’s voice. I knew she was calling out our destination.


With that familiar Pop! my stomach dropped and we were teleporting again.


Just as the first time—when I appeared in Toby Hunter’s apartment with an armload of his stolen bikes—the same dizzying feeling rushed over me. It was like we were plunging down an elevator shaft, and my stomach lurched up into my throat. If I weren’t so nervous about what we’d see at the other end, it might have been fun.


I heard the Pop! again as we appeared on a hot and dusty patch of land, though I wasn’t sure exactly where. I knew it must have been the internment camp Akiko had described, but I didn’t really know what that meant.


Ah-choo!


“Allergies here too,” Akiko complained, rubbing at her nose with an orange-gloved hand. “Never mind. Follow me.”


In the blink of a dry and scratchy eye, we transformed back into our regular clothes. But my stomach kept right on dropping. I was worrying about how we’d explain ourselves to anyone who asked what we were doing here. Akiko had mentioned barbed wire and towers with guns. It took me only a few quick glances around to spot them.


I shoved my hands into the pockets of my dungarees to keep Akiko and Mae from noticing how much they were shaking. Mam’s voice echoed in my head: Be safe. No trouble. I listened for footsteps, certain that at any minute an armed guard was going to grab us by the shoulders. How would I explain any of this to my mother?


“Josie, close your mouth,” whispered Mae. “You’re breathing as loud as Akiko.”


“Okay, but I’m just a little nervous!” I tried speaking as softly as I could, but this was serious. “What are we going to say when someone catches us?”


“She’s right,” agreed Mae, tugging on Akiko’s arm. “Neither one of us looks like you. What happens if somebody asks us what we’re doing here?”


We began walking under the blazing sun, following a dusty path that seemed to divide rows of long wooden buildings. The sky was a cloudless blue, and waves of hot air rose off the rocks and dirt beneath us like the heat beams Zenobia could shoot from her eyes. Laundry hung on clotheslines, and little kids were playing catch and jumping rope. As far as I could see ahead of us and behind, these same buildings repeated on and on and on. Far in the distance stood snow-capped mountains.


“This is Manzanar,” Akiko said. She was clearly trying to speak quietly. I glanced left and right to see if anyone had noticed us. Akiko went on talking.


“Like I said before, this place is in the desert, though I’m not exactly sure where,” she explained. “Still in California, I think. I’ve read about the death camps in Europe that the Nazis run—this isn’t like that. But still, all of us are packed in here, and there’s no privacy for sleeping or eating or showering. Or even using the bathroom.


“Everybody here is a prisoner.”


Mae started in, doing that thing where she asks lots of questions—about the food and going to school and what they did to pass the time. But I had only one thing on my mind.


“What do we say?” I asked. “When a guard comes? We’re not supposed to be here, Akiko!” I was practically shouting now. “Mam doesn’t want any trouble!”


“We’ll say you’re visiting my troop.” Akiko shrugged in a matter-of-fact way. “I’m a Girl Scout, and sometimes we invite other Scout troops from the nearby towns to come visit, work on badges together, that sort of thing. The Boy Scouts do it too.”


Akiko didn’t seem as panicky as me, so I tried to steady my breathing. Sometimes worrying seemed to be my true superpower. But Mae must have been thinking about trouble too, because her eyes were stuck on a nearby gun tower. She asked Akiko to do all the talking if anyone approached.


“So many people,” I whispered, stumbling as I tried to keep up with Mae and Akiko. Off to the left of our dusty path, a lizard froze like a statue. It was about the size of my shoe, and its eyes moved like searchlights in all directions as it studied us. Lifting my gaze, I saw clusters of teenagers, grown-ups, white-haired grandparents, noisy little kids. The camp was like its own city.


Despite the drab sameness of the clapboard barracks, Akiko knew her way around. She turned us down a sort of alley between buildings, and then down another. Close to ten thousand people were living at Manzanar, she told us.


“Up ahead is where the camp choir practices,” she announced with a nod, finally coming to a stop in front of another long, plain building. “Behind us, where we began, is where families live. But over here is where school happens, where clubs meet, and where we eat all our meals.”


Each building looked the same as the next.


“There’s a choir?” Mae asked. “And clubs?”


“We make the best of a terrible situation. We’re prisoners—what else are we supposed to do all day?”


I heard singing and turned to study Akiko’s face. Her expression was somewhere between angry and sad. The voices floated out of the building like puffs of cottonwood and rose in the hot, dusty air.


I shuddered thinking about Akiko and her family being stuck here instead of living in their old neighborhood back in San Francisco. When we were in Japantown, she’d taken us past not only the toy store where she’d bought her comic books, but also her church where she’d sung in the choir on Sundays, her school, and where her Girl Scout troop held its meetings. Now all of that happened here, behind barbed wire.


“My mom never misses choir practice,” Akiko said. “We’ll make sure she’s there, and then we can get going. That letter my cousin gave me must have been a mistake.”


She grabbed our hands and pulled us down a pathway in between another two barracks. We slinked along the length of the building until we were about halfway down, partly tiptoeing, partly tripping over the rocky ground. Akiko kept telling us to hush, but nobody could compare to her noisy breathing.


Without saying a word, she signaled for us to lock our fingers and make a foothold for her to stand in. Then she leaned against our shoulders and stepped into our cupped hands. “Okay, now stand up straighter,” she croaked, digging a knee into my shoulder. “I can almost see inside the window!”


Lucky for us, Akiko was a good climber.


But not so lucky for us, she was allergic to pretty much everything. Especially dusty, dirt-covered buildings.
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AH-CHOO!


“Get her!”


Mae and I were struggling to keep Akiko lifted to the window when three figures suddenly came running toward us from the top of the alley. My knees turned to spaghetti and my hands went weak. Just before we dropped Akiko completely, she jumped to the ground.


“What are you doing here, Akiko?” squealed a boy who must have been about five or six. “Is Tommy with you? I want to see him wearing his army uniform.”


Two girls about the same size as the boy rushed to hug Akiko, wrapping their arms around her waist and pressing their faces into her faded dress. Then, as if one body, they began shuffling their feet, moving like a six-legged lizard toward the front of the barracks. When the boy decided to wrap his arms around Akiko too, it made for an eight-legged, shuffling desert octopus.


Akiko laughed and hugged them back, tousling their hair and patting their shoulders. I was stunned and at the same time relieved. We had been caught, but we didn’t seem to be in trouble.


Yet.


Mae shook her head beside me and whispered, “I’ve never seen Akiko so…” She was searching for the right word. And so was I. Pleasant? Not cranky? Un-irritable?


“Nice,” Mae finally said, sounding a little surprised. “She won’t show an ounce of affection to dogs. But kindergartners seem to be another story. Look at her!”


“If she had two knucklehead brothers the way I do,” I whispered back, “then I bet she’d come around to puppies.”


Akiko stopped before her group hug reached the end of our alley. We watched as she dropped to one knee and looked her young friends in the eye. She was talking softly, holding their hands and leaning in close. Mae and I hung back to give them privacy.


After a few minutes, the kids scampered off.


“They haven’t seen my mom for a long time,” she said. Her fingers fiddled with the strap of her Hauntima bag.


“You know how little kids are,” Mae said gently. “A long time for them might mean ten minutes.”


“Maybe they’re mixing up your mom with someone else,” I suggested. “Maybe they’re not remembering right.”


But Akiko was firm. She gazed up at Mae and me, then let out a long breath.


“No. My mom sings in the choir, and she teaches the little ones too. These kids love her. They’re not confused.”


But I was. Where could her mom have gone? Akiko had been granted permission to leave, for farmwork, she’d told us. So long as she stayed far away from the West Coast and kept on working for her aunt and uncle, she was fine. But her mom? From the looks of the barbed wire, nobody could just walk out of Manzanar.


“We’re done here,” Akiko said tensely. “Let’s go.”


“What about your family?” I asked, feeling a pang of homesickness for Vinnie and Baby Lou. “Don’t you want to see your brother?”


“Tommy’s off fighting in the war,” Akiko said. “I don’t know where in the world he is right now, but I can guarantee that it’s dangerous. People say the Japanese regiment gets sent into the fiercest battles.”


I let my eyes wander down the rows of barracks stretching ahead of us. It was hard to understand how Akiko must have been feeling. Her brother was risking his life fighting for freedom over in Europe, while his family, friends, and neighbors were stuck here, in a hot and dusty camp in the desert.


“Akiko, this must be so hard—”


“Lizard!” shrieked Mae. “Wait, no! I mean snake!” And despite being the calmest and coolest of our trio, she leapt into my arms and tried to scale up my shoulders like a cat at bath time. “Get it away from me!”


I jumped too, clinging just as tightly to Mae as she was to my forehead and hair. Then, temporarily losing my mind, I flung myself behind Akiko, hoping she could protect us from the horrible, fork-tongued reptile sunning itself just steps away. But she turned and leapt onto Mae’s back, which didn’t exactly help my escape.


“A lizard-snake? Is it the Hisser?” I shouted, stumbling backward under the weight of my once-fearless partners. “Do you think he’s escaped?”


“Could be!” wailed Mae. “Get away from it!”


“It’s just a gopher snake,” said Akiko, her usually gravelly voice sounding higher-pitched than I’d ever heard it before. But never one to skip a chance to show off her knowledge, she began to tell us about its habits and history. “It’s not venomous the way a rattler is, like the Hisser. But they eat—”


“Enough with the trivia, Akiko! Let’s get out of here!”


Without even forming a triangle this time, since we were already tangled like tumbleweed, we transformed in a swirl of purple, green, and orange light. Akiko’s sandpaper voice sounded in my ears, and suddenly—thankfully—I felt that familiar stomach drop as we plunged down, down, down. She was teleporting us again, but where?
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WE’RE BACK IN JAPANTOWN?” I asked, turning in all directions. We were exactly where we’d left, standing in front of Akiko’s old house. “Couldn’t you have returned us to Philadelphia? Or maybe to the beach? Or to a diner for milkshakes?”


“I was feeling a little pressured,” Akiko said, shooting the stink-eye at Mae. “That Hisser lookalike was a bit too close for somebody’s comfort.”


“If you are implying that I was the only one uncomfortable with a possible supervillain—”


“Button it, you two!” I said, shushing them. “There are more people on the street now than before, and we don’t need to draw more attention to Akiko than necessary.”


Suddenly the heavy gray clouds hanging overhead opened up. Fat drops of water hit my arms and head. After the desert heat of Manzanar, Mae and Akiko turned their faces up to it. And I couldn’t stop from opening my mouth and catching raindrops on my tongue.


“Let’s make a run for that toy shop,” Mae called, flinging her hands over her head and trying, but failing, to keep her hair dry.


“No, the place next to it,” Akiko said, pulling an umbrella from her bag as the rain began to fall in heavy sheets. “I think it’s a diner! I’m hungry!”


“Good idea! Anywhere we can dry off is fine with me,” I shouted. Once we caught a break in the traffic, we raced across the street. “It’s raining cats and dogs!”


“My mom can’t stand thinking of animals stuck in the rain,” said Akiko. “She always says, ‘It’s raining gnats and frogs.’ ”


“You and your mom are alike,” Mae teased gently, slipping beneath the umbrella with Akiko and me. “Sounds like she avoids dogs too.”


We made it inside and scooted into a black vinyl booth, panting and dripping. It was our first chance to rest since this morning in Philadelphia, when we’d grabbed Akiko’s hands and teleported across the whole country. I rattled my head at the thought. What would my cousin Kay think about life with superpowers? Though I already knew what her power was: math.


“A couple changes to the menu today, ladies” came the flat drone of a waitress who walked up to our table without even so much as a hello. She’d probably recited this list a hundred times already, judging by her complete lack of enthusiasm. She clicked her gum and never once looked up. In fact, nobody in the booths around us paid Akiko, Mae, or me any attention. Instead, our waitress stared at her notepad, pencil poised and ready to write down our order.


“Sugar rationing just got worse, so our chocolate cake with buttercream frosting is just a chocolate cake—naked, so to speak. No chicken. No lamb. No pork. Though we do have a special on beef tongue sandwiches.”


She noisily smacked her gum—click, click, click—and waited for our response.
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