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Chapter 1

 

ME AND KAT ARE making out on the couch downstairs at my house. It’s the first Saturday night of summer vacation—well, of both of our summer vacations, since technically Heroesworth got out last week—and my stupid make-up class doesn’t start until partway through next month. This is the first night that Kat’s officially back, as in, living at home again instead of at school, and I plan to take advantage of that as much as possible.

Hence the make-out session. Which I would have preferred to do in my room, for obvious reasons—like, say, the closed door and the potential to tear each other’s clothes off—but due to extenuating circumstances, we’re stuck downstairs. With an audience. Which, despite my efforts, is sort of killing the mood, or at least it is for Kat, who seems kind of nervous.

“Damien,” she whispers, her eyes darting back and forth, “maybe we shouldn’t—”

Gordon clears his throat behind us, startling Kat, who pulls away from me like we were just caught doing something we shouldn’t have been.

“Are you sure you want us to leave you alone?” Gordon asks.

Which is a stupid question if I’ve ever heard one. I turn and glare at him over my shoulder while gesturing at Kat and the couch in general. “What part of this situation makes you think I don’t want you to leave me alone?”

Helen joins Gordon in staring down at us and sighs, which is the last straw for Kat, who jumps up and escapes into the bathroom.

Amelia marches over, her hands on her hips, and huffs at me. “They mean because you’re supposed to be watching Alex and Jess, not making out with your girlfriend.” She folds her arms across her chest and glances up at Gordon and Helen. “See? I told you he couldn’t handle watching them.”

I raise an eyebrow at her. “What’s wrong, Amelia? Afraid I’ll be a better babysitter than you?”

She makes a hmph noise and doesn’t answer me, which is obviously code for yes.

There’s a moment of uncomfortable silence, where I’m pretty sure Gordon and Helen are exchanging one of their classic “what should we do about Damien?” looks, though I don’t dignify their apprehensiveness with a response, because for one thing, I’m not an idiot—I can handle watching Alex and Jess for a few hours—and for another, we already talked about this and everyone involved was cool with it. Well, except for Amelia, but that’s only because she knows Alex and Jess like me better than her and she’s afraid I’m gunning for her job as Gordon and Helen’s go-to babysitter. Which she really shouldn’t be, because it only pays two dollars an hour—one dollar for each kid—which is highway robbery, if you ask me, and definitely not enough for my services.

“Are you sure, Damien?” Gordon asks, a slight waver in his voice. “If you and Kat have, uh, plans, I could always stay home with Alex and Jess.”

Amelia’s eyes go wide and her nostrils flare. “Dad! No way! You’re coming to my recital—you promised. You have to be there. Both of you,” she adds, in case Helen was getting any ideas about volunteering instead.

“Whatever,” I tell them. “It’s fine.” Amelia’s been going on and on about this stupid dance recital for weeks, ever since she and her friends Melissa and Hil—a.k.a. Team Glitter—signed up for the class. They joined late and really had to practice in order to get their routine ready in time, and Amelia claims the only reason they were allowed to join late in the first place was because they were such good dancers already and that they practically didn’t even need the class. And even though we’ve all seen their routine, like, a million times by now, she insisted that Gordon and Helen both had to be there to watch her on stage, and I am not going to be the reason either one of them gets out of it. After all, they’re the ones who created her—they have to deal with the consequences.

Helen mutters something about grabbing her phone, and then she and Gordon disappear into their bedroom to finish getting ready.

Amelia’s still standing in front of me. “Babysitting is hard work, you know.”

I shrug. “Maybe it is for you.” What with her being so bossy all the time.

Alex comes in from the kitchen, holding up a plate with a sandwich on it. He marches right over to us, elbows Amelia out of the way, and then bows as he presents it to me. “For you.”

“Thanks,” I say, accepting the plate from him. “Did you remember the extra mayo I asked for?”

He nods.

“See?” I tell Amelia. “I have it all under control.”

Alex grins, his whole body practically buzzing with excitement. “You said after I made that for you that we could play the game. Can we, can we?!”

He’s talking about the zombie-fighting game I borrowed from Riley and Zach. The one that’s pretty gory and definitely not recommended for nine-year-olds, or at least not while their parents are watching. “Ix-nay on the ame-gay,” I tell him through clenched teeth. I glance over my shoulder to make sure Gordon and Helen’s door is still closed. The last thing I need is them asking what kind of game it is.

Alex gets a really serious look on his face and nods again.

“And of course we can play it,” I tell him. Just as soon as Gordon, Helen, and Amelia the Narc are gone. “Unless you want to watch the movie first?”

“Uh!” Amelia whines. “You guys are watching a movie without me?” She bites her lip in a pout. “What movie is it?”

“You wouldn’t like it.”

“Why?” Her eyebrows come together. “What is it?”

I snap my fingers and motion for Jess—who’s currently chewing on the DVD case, or at least slobbering all over it—to bring it to me. She gets up from her spot on the floor and practically runs across the room to toss it at me. It hits me in the chest, and while her delivery methods could use some work, her speed and enthusiasm are top notch.

The bathroom door opens, and I quickly wipe the slobbery DVD case off on my shirt before Kat sees it—since she might not appreciate damage to her personal property—before showing it to Amelia.

Amelia gapes at me. “Revenge of the Zombie Werewolves V?! Are you crazy? Alex and Jess should definitely not be watching that.” She reaches for it, but I pull it out of her grasp. As far as I know, she’s never touched the DVD case before, which means she can’t use her power to teleport it out of my hand, either.

Kat comes and sits next to me on the couch. “They still haven’t left?” she whispers, glancing at the closed bedroom door. Kat’s not a huge fan of my parents, or at least not of my stepmom, Helen, who sort of killed her grandfather before we were even born and who’s still a little weird about Kat being over, even though she’s come a long way since the days of Kat not even being allowed in the house.

“No,” Amelia says. “And we’re going to be late!” She shouts that last part.

“Almost ready!” Helen calls back.

Amelia turns her attention to me. “You can’t let Alex and Jess watch that. They’re way too young.”

“Whatever. I watched these kinds of movies when I was a kid, and I turned out fine.” Well, mostly.

“Yeah, right,” Amelia says.

Kat snatches the movie from me and gives me a disapproving look, like she actually agrees with Amelia. Well, with the part about not showing it to kids, anyway—not the part about me not turning out fine. “We’re watching this one later.” She looks over at Amelia. “The one I brought to watch with Alex and Jess is an animated movie about a family of dolphins who lose their pet sea turtle and have to go on this epic journey to get him back. It makes you laugh and it makes you cry. But it’s definitely not scary.”

Alex exhales really loudly, like that’s the most boring movie he’s ever heard of. “You said I could watch the other one with you.”

“Well…” I did tell him that, though that was before Kat and Amelia were giving me horrified looks, like I’m the worst person on the planet for saying he could watch it. “Let’s compromise. You can watch it with us, but only after Jess goes to bed.” And Amelia says this is hard.

“Yes!” Alex holds out his fist, and I bump it with mine.

Amelia scoffs. “I’m telling Mom and Dad.”

“Tell them what? That I’m such an awesome babysitter that they won’t ever need to ask you again? Looks like you’re going to have a lot more free time to still not have a life.”

“No, I’m going to tell them that you’re going to let Alex watch a scary movie.”

I roll my eyes at her. “It’s not scary. It’s so ridiculous, it’s practically a comedy. But if you feel that strongly about it, go ahead and tell them. Then one of them will just have to stay home and miss your recital.”

Amelia gasps, since that’s obviously the last thing she wants.

The bedroom door opens, and Gordon and Helen emerge, ready to leave. Helen looks nervously at Kat, who tries to scrunch down into the couch and pretend she doesn’t notice.

I glance over at them. “Amelia wants to tell you something.”

“Tell us what?” Helen asks.

Amelia’s jaw clenches and her face twists up as she glares at me. “Nothing.”

That’s what I thought. I smile at her.

Helen glances back and forth between us. “Are you sure we should go? It’s Saturday night—maybe I should stay home. You and Kat could go out—”

“Mom!” Amelia screeches. “You’re coming to my recital! You promised!”

“I know, honey, but this is—”

“Seriously,” I tell her, “it’s fine. It’s one evening. And besides, me and Kat didn’t have any plans that involved leaving the house tonight, if you know what I mean.”

“Damien,” Kat says, gritting her teeth. She sinks down even further into the couch, her face turning pink.

“Plans that we’ll have plenty of time for after you guys get back. Plus, I’m counting on you to get good footage of Team Glitter’s stage debut, since I was, for some reason, not invited.” And I’ll need that footage to blackmail Amelia with later, since something embarrassing’s bound to happen, right? Then again, knowing Amelia, she’ll probably have it posted all over YouTube either way before she even gets home.

“I already told you,” Amelia says, “I only got two tickets, and there’s no way I’d use one of them on you.”

“Yeah, especially not after I saw my name in Hil’s notebook with a heart around it.”

“What?” Kat says.

“That was a different Damien,” Amelia mutters.

“It had little lightning bolts around it.” Pretty sure that means it was me. “And don’t worry—it’s probably just a phase. She’ll get over me. Years from now, in therapy.”

Amelia’s nostrils flare and her face turns red. “You’re not invited because you wouldn’t appreciate it. And don’t go through our stuff!” She stomps away from me and over to the front door.

Gordon and Helen are still hovering by the couch, reluctant to leave. They exchange another one of their looks, and then Gordon says, “Call us if anything happens. Anything at all. And there are numbers on the fridge if there’s an emergency. Unless you want one of us to—”

“Dad!” Amelia stamps her foot before he can offer to stay home again. “We’re going to be late! Everyone else is probably already there, and I cannot miss this!”

“Seriously,” I tell him. “I’ve got this. You guys go have… Well, not fun, because it’s a dance recital, but don’t worry. Everything’s going to be perfectly fine.”

Chapter 2

 

“AND THEN,” KAT TELLS me, while we’re sitting on the couch later, “Tristan and his new girlfriend, Cyn, got—”

“Sin? That’s actually her name?”

“Well, Cynthia, but she goes by Cyn.” Kat rolls her eyes. Then she pauses her story to mash all the buttons on her controller as a horde of zombies comes after her and Alex.

“To your left!” Alex cries out.

“Got it,” Kat says, not even blinking. Her character on the screen whirls around, cutting off a zombie’s head with her ax in one smooth motion.

Alex turns to Kat, a hand over his heart, sounding completely sincere when he says, “That was close.”

He wasn’t super crazy at first about me handing Kat the second controller instead of playing myself, but it only seemed fair, since neither of them have played before, and me, Riley, and Zach have, like, way too many hours in this game to even count. Except that the game still counts for us and it’s, like, over a hundred or something. But still, he and Kat make a pretty good team.

“Then what happened?” Alex asks her. He grabs another Jolly Rancher from the giant bag in his lap, unwraps it, and pops it in his mouth. They’re leftover from the end-of-school party Amelia had last weekend. She made Gordon go back to the store, like, five times to get more, since she refused to serve any that weren’t red and yellow—a.k.a. Heroesworth colors—and that meant she needed, like, ten bags of them just to fill one stupid bowl for her guests. Alex doesn’t seem picky about what colors he eats, and his lips and tongue are turning a mottled purple.

“Well,” Kat says, looking slightly surprised that Alex is interested, “Tristan and Cyn got in this huge screaming match during the party, and she ended up locking herself in Jordan’s room and wouldn’t come out.”

Jess emerges from the bathroom, where she went to get “supplies,” whatever that means, and returns to her spot next to me on the couch. She’s got a comb in her hand, which she jabs into my shoulder. “You’re going to be beautiful.”

“Too late,” I tell her.

She jabs me again, then wobbles a little as she stands on the couch cushion and scrapes the comb across my skull.

“Ow.”

“Gently,” Kat tells her, not taking her eyes from the screen.

“I am,” Jess says.

I instinctively put my hand up to block her from combing me again. “But maybe do it even more gently than that.”

Jess makes a hmph sound, like I’m being unreasonable, and pushes my hand away. But she does make a conscious effort to, like, not make me bleed when she runs the comb through my hair again.

“And then Jordan was pissed, because he can’t stand her, and then while all of us were trying to get her to come out so Jordan could have his room back, Tristan and Liv started making out on the floor behind the couch.”

Alex makes a disgusted face, which is the right reaction, even though he doesn’t know them.

“Seriously?” I ask Kat, raising my eyebrows. “Liv—ow”—I wince as Jess’s comb almost pierces the top of my ear—“Liv took him back?”

Kat shrugs. “Not officially. She’s pretending like she doesn’t care, since he told her he didn’t want to be ‘tied down for the summer.’ Which I guess is what his fight with Cyn was all about, anyway. But Liv’s already texted me and Tasha, like, three times today, asking if she made a mistake.”

“It’s Tristan, so, duh? Ow. Jess.” She’s purposely twisting the comb, so that it gets stuck and pulls on my hair so hard, my eyes start to water.

“You need to be beautiful,” she says, a stern look on her face.

“Any more beautiful and I might end up with a bald spot. Maybe you should move on to Kat. Kat needs help.”

“Hey!” Kat says, turning to glare at me.

“Kat,” Jess says, frowning very seriously as she assesses her. Then she nods and steps on my leg to to get to her.

Right as a zombie jumps out of a closet in the game and Alex screams bloody murder and throws his controller.

Both the jump scare and him screaming about it startle all of us, and Jess loses her footing, falling to her butt on the couch. She lands kind of hard, though it’s still, like, the couch cushion, so I know she’s not hurt, but she immediately bursts into tears anyway. And starts screaming her own version of bloody murder.

Kat pauses the game as I try to get Jess to calm down. “It’s okay,” I tell her. Except, I kind of have to talk really loudly to be heard above her wailing. “Everything’s fine!”

“Damien!” Kat shouts. “Don’t yell!”

“I’m not!”

“You’re freaking her out!”

Actually, I think we both are, because Jess is crying even harder. I give up on trying to talk her down and put my arms around her and pull her to me. Which, on the one hand, seems to help a little, but on the other, means she’s now screaming right in my ear.

Alex huffs and rolls his eyes at us, as if he thinks he could do better, and then gets up from the couch and disappears into the kitchen. If he comes back with some magic Jess soothing technique—like sticking a cookie in her mouth or something—I’m going to feel pretty stupid. But probably also just happy that my ears won’t be bleeding anymore.

I scoop up Jess and get to my feet, putting a hand on her back and letting her cry into my shoulder. Kat picks up the controller again and makes sure their game is saved before turning it off.

“Hey!” Alex says, returning from the kitchen with another giant bag of leftover Jolly Ranchers. Which just goes to show how many Amelia went through to have the “perfect party.” And also how little restraint Alex has, I guess.

“Don’t worry,” Kat tells him. “I saved first.”

“But we were still playing! Just because stupid Jess got scared—”

Jess wails really loudly in defiance at that, though it might just be a coincidence. Or maybe because he said her name so rudely. Either way, I’m pretty sure my ear’s never going to be the same again.

I jerk my chin at Alex’s candy. “I thought you already had a bag of that.”

“I did, but I ate it.”

“All of it?!”

He conveniently ignores that question and peers past me, gaping at Kat as she grabs the DVD we’re going to watch. The animated one, not the horror one. “Aw, man! That movie’s for babies.”

Kat glares at him as she gets up to switch it for the game. “It’s one of my all-time favorites.”

“Yeah, from when you were a baby.”

Jess is still crying, but not quite so hard now. She’s just kind of making little hiccuping noises. I hold her up with one arm. With my free hand, I snap my fingers at Alex. “Give me that,” I say, indicating his giant bag of Jolly Ranchers. “Now.”

Alex’s eyes widen, and he looks at me like I just asked him for his most prized possession. “I thought you were supposed to be the fun babysitter.”

Well, I apparently let him eat a whole giant bag of candy in, like, half an hour. How much more fun does he want? “You’ve had enough.” More than that, judging by the large purple stain around his mouth. Which hopefully Gordon and Helen will conveniently not notice.

He tosses the bag onto the floor, letting it land with a thud. “Uh! You sound just like Amelia!”

I could say the same thing about him. Geez. I roll my eyes at Kat behind Alex’s back, then start to bend down to grab the bag of Jolly Ranchers when my phone rings. I take it out my pocket and slide my thumb across to answer it without looking first. “Hello?”

“Damien!” Mom screeches. “Oh, my God, I’m so glad I caught you. I need you to watch Xavier—”

“Nope.” I hang up on her.

Jess sniffs really loudly by my ear and jabs her fist into my ribs. “You didn’t say good-bye,” she scolds, sounding really serious about it.

“I was making a point.” I hand Jess off to Kat, then grab the bag of candy off the floor.

Alex sits on the couch with his arms folded, glaring at me the whole time.

I duck into the kitchen, toss the candy on top of the fridge where Alex can’t reach it—at least, not without getting a chair first, which would hopefully be noticeable—and then hurry to join them all.

I sit right next to Kat, who smiles and leans against me. As soon as I do, Jess crawls from Kat’s lap to mine. Alex is still on Kat’s other side, looking butthurt about the whole situation. And I might be forcing him to eat less candy, but nobody’s making him watch this movie with us. So I don’t know if secretly he does want to be here or if he just hasn’t realized he has a choice. Or maybe he’s afraid that as soon as he leaves, we’ll change our minds and put on the horror movie.

“Okay,” I tell Kat, “start the—” My phone rings again, interrupting me. I sit up a little to pull it out of my pocket, sort of making Jess slide off of me. I check the caller ID this time, even though I know it’s Mom—which of course it is—then hit ignore and put it on silent. “Okay, let’s—”

Kat’s phone rings. Her eyebrows twist in confusion as she grabs it from her purse on the coffee table. “It’s your mom.”

“Then don’t—”

“Hello?”

“—answer it.”

I hear loud but still muffled screeching coming from the phone. Kat winces, like it’s hurting her ear. “Yeah, of course. He’s right—” More screeching on the phone cuts her off. She sighs and hands me the phone. “It’s for you.”

I answer it. “Mom? What the hell are you—”

“Don’t hang up! Please, Damien, we’re having an emergency over here, and I really, really need you to watch Xavier. You know I wouldn’t ask otherwise.”

“Well, that’s not true. And what part of nope didn’t you understand? If you really need someone, call Grandma and Grandpa.” They’re her go-to suckers—I mean, babysitters—not me.

“Damien, wait! Don’t—” She pauses, and I hear screaming in the background. It sounds like someone’s actually in pain, making my blood run cold.

“Mom? What—”

“There’s been an accident. One of my experiments went a little haywire. Well, that and somebody stood a little too close to my latest concoction even though I told him it was unstable. But anyway, I need to take Taylor to the emergency doctor.”

She means one of the secret villain doctors who won’t ask questions about how he got injured. “So take Xavier with you.”

“I would, but he’s not allowed back there. Not after last time.”

“Last time? Mom, how many times has this—”

“And your grandparents are out of town,” she says, conveniently talking over me instead of answering my question, “celebrating their anniversary, and even if I called them, they wouldn’t get here in time, and there’s really no one else.”

“I…” Sweat prickles on my forehead, and there’s a knot in my stomach. “Is he okay?”

“Oh, don’t you worry, Damien. My little sweetie angelkins is handling the situation like a champ. He’s perfectly fine.”

“Not him! I meant Taylor!”

“Oh. Well, he’s—” More of Taylor’s screaming in the background interrupts her.

I can’t help wincing at the pain in his voice. And even though my stepdad’s not, like, my favorite person or anything, I don’t want him to die from Mom’s experiment exploding on him or whatever.

“We can only hope the damage isn’t permanent,” Mom says, once there’s another break in the screaming. “But, Damien, we really need to get going, because every second counts, so—”

“I’ll do it,” I say, already cringing at the thought.

“But you don’t understand. I really, really need you to— Wait, what did you say?” She sounds stunned, which, frankly, she should be.

“I said I’ll do it. I’ll watch him.” Ugh. Just saying it makes me feel dirty. “But just this once.” And only because it sounds like Taylor’s going to die if Mom doesn’t get him to the doctor, and if her only option is leaving Xavier alone… Well, I grew up in that house, and I don’t really want to see it get destroyed.

“Alright,” she says, sounding genuinely relieved. “You’d better hurry over here—”

I hang up, handing the phone back to Kat. Then I swallow and run my hands through my hair.

Jess elbows me really hard in the ribs. “You still didn’t say good-bye.”

I don’t know where she learned such strict phone etiquette, but I ignore her, having more important things to think about.

“What happened?” Kat asks. She and Alex are both staring at me.

“There’s an emergency. Something happened to Taylor. I have to go pick up my brother.”

Kat’s mouth slips open, appropriately horrified.

Alex frowns. “What do you mean, your brother?”

“I…” I sort of never told Alex I had another brother. Actually, I didn’t tell anyone in my family, except Amelia, who sort of figured it out on her own. “I don’t have time to explain.” I get up from the couch. “I have to go.”

“What?!” Kat’s eyes go wide. “You can’t leave me here!”

“It’s not for very long.” Mom’s house isn’t that far. I’ll be back in, like, half an hour. Well, maybe more like forty minutes. “Start the movie without me.”

“But what if your parents come back and don’t like that it’s just me here? Especially your stepmom—she’ll be pissed!” Kat actually looks pretty terrified about that.

Alex is still frowning at me, looking hurt and confused. “I thought I was your brother.”

“You are.” He’s just not the only one. And if he knew Xavier, like, at all, he wouldn’t be so worried.

Kat takes a deep breath. “You stay here. I can go pick up Xavier.” She sounds like that’s the last thing she wants to do.

She has a point, but… I still don’t feel right about it. “I can’t ask you to do that.”

“You’re not,” she says, but she also sounds relieved at the idea of not having to go. “And I’ve dealt with Xavier before.”

But not on her own. And, truthfully, I’m not sure I want to be on my own with him, either. If he really even needs picking up. I mean, it sounded like this was actually a legit emergency, but I still wouldn’t put it past Mom to fake it somehow. “Well… maybe we should both go.” I look over at Alex and Jess, hardly able to believe I’m saying this. “All four of us, I mean.”

Kat’s eyes go wide and her forehead wrinkles. “Damien, are you sure that’s—”

“A good idea?” I sigh, because I’m pretty sure it’s not. But I also don’t have time to think of a better solution. “It’s not far and it won’t take long. We’ll just run over there and then come right back. No problem.”

Chapter 3

 

ACTUALLY, MAYBE A BETTER solution would have been to call Riley and tell him to come watch Alex and Jess, because Gordon and Helen like him and think he’s responsible and probably wouldn’t freak too much if they found him at our house and not me. Except that would also take more time—time which Taylor may or may not have—and also I think Riley and Sarah are doing something tonight, though Sarah would probably understand once I told her it was an emergency.

Kat glances over at Mom’s house when we pull up in front of it, then at Alex and Jess in the backseat. She turns to me. “Are you sure about this?”

I tilt my head, giving her a look. “You guys just stay in the car. I’ll go get Xavier—if he really even needs picking up—and then we’ll get out of here.”

Alex stares at Mom’s house, his eyes wide. “I have to go to the bathroom.”

“Too bad.” There’s no way any of them are coming in with me. Well, except Kat, but that would mean leaving Alex and Jess alone in the car.

“But I really have to go.” He puts his hands to his crotch to emphasize how bad he has to pee.

“You should have gone before we left.”

“I was going to, but you said it was really important that we hurry, because every second meant someone was going to end up mangled!”

“That’s true,” Kat agrees. “You did say that.”

“Fine,” I tell Alex. “You can use the bathroom. But that’s it. We’re not staying.”

His eyes light up in a way that makes me think maybe he doesn’t have to pee so much as he just wants to see what Mom’s house is like.

He gets out of the car and practically races to the front door—okay, so maybe he does have to pee—and then Mom flings it open, looking bewildered to see him.

“Bathroom,” Alex says.

“Take a left!” I call out. “First door on the right.”

He squeezes past Mom, who’s still standing in the doorway. She finally glances up at me, her eyebrows coming together. “Damien, what was that?”

“That is my brother.”

She glances over at the car, then scowls at me. “You didn’t tell me you were bringing a whole zoo.”

“Gee, Mom, and here I thought you needed a favor.” I push past her, into the house. There’s a weird smell in the air, kind of like burnt popcorn, only worse. Taylor’s slumped on the couch, pressing a bloody towel to his face and moaning quietly. At least he’s not screaming anymore, though he does look kind of pale.

“Thank you,” he croaks at me, looking like he’s about to pass out.

“What took you so long?” Mom asks, her hands on her hips.

“Jess kept taking off her shoes. And we had to watch a YouTube video to set up her car seat.”

“I don’t like the idea of superheroes staying at my house.”

“We’re not staying. And don’t you need to get out of here?”

“Who was that?!” Xavier shrieks, running into the room and pointing down the hall, where Alex went to use the bathroom. “He’s a stranger—he’s not allowed at our house.”

Xavier looks like he’s about twelve, but really he was only born about nine months ago. But thanks to Mom’s stupid growth formula that she insisted on giving him, he’s been growing crazy fast. She also plays these hypnotic tapes for him at night while he sleeps to implant fake memories, in a useless attempt to try to make him even somewhat resemble a normal person. Well, and to make him too afraid to ever do anything she doesn’t want him to.

He barely registers Mom helping his injured father up from the couch and instead runs up to me, his face twisted in anger. “I thought you were babysitting me.”

“I am.”

“Then who was that?”

“My brother.”

His mouth drops open. His fists clench. “But I’m your brother! Just me!”

I shrug. It takes all my effort not to wince at his nails-on-a-chalkboard voice.

Alex emerges from the bathroom and warily makes his way across the living room to stand partway behind me. 

Xavier glares at him. “You can’t watch both of us at the same time.”

“He has a point, Damien,” Mom says, leading Taylor toward the front door. “My little angel miracle can be a handful sometimes. And you should have told me you weren’t staying. I didn’t even pack his di—”

“Mom, do not say diaper bag.” If she does, I’m seriously leaving without him.

“Well,” she says, her eyes darting over to Xavier, “it doesn’t have diapers in it anymore. Isn’t that right, sweetie?”

Xavier nods enthusiastically. “I have special underwear now.”

Ugh. No, not even ugh. Double ugh. “Mom, I don’t—”

“It’s only for bedtime. You’ll find a whole box of them in the bathroom. And his snacks are in the fridge. They’re labeled. And his formula—”

“I’m not giving him that. And we’re only going to be gone a few hours.” Once Gordon and Helen get back home, I’m carting Xavier right back here.

Mom hesitates, biting her lip with worry as she looks over Xavier, even as Taylor—who, as far as I can tell, is still bleeding—groans in pain.

“Go,” I tell her, sounding exasperated. “We’ll be fine. Get out of here.”

“Well…”

“Mom!”

“Okay, okay. Call me if anything happens.” She shuffles Taylor outside, and a few moments later, I hear their car start up.
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Alex and Xavier both squeeze into the back of the car, though they don’t look very happy about it. Especially because they’re forced to sit next to each other, with Alex in the middle, squished up against Jess’s car seat in an attempt to not have to touch Xavier at all.

Which I can’t really blame him for.

“I’m his brother,” Xavier tells Alex, shooting him a menacing look.

Alex swallows and hunches his shoulders a little, though he also glares at him. “I am, too.”

I watch them in the rearview mirror as I get into the driver’s seat. Alex probably thinks Xavier is older than him. He probably thinks I had another brother this whole time I’ve known him and just never mentioned it, letting him think he was the only one. But for the first six months I lived at the Tines house, I didn’t have any other siblings. It had always just been me and Mom, until she kicked me out. And now, thanks to her growth formula, it looks like I’ve been keeping an even bigger secret than the one I actually have.

I mean, maybe I should have told Alex. I certainly shouldn’t have let him find out like this. But it’s not like I can tell him the truth in front of Xavier—that Xavier’s a freak that Mom decided to replace me with and that Alex has absolutely no reason to feel threatened. Well, maybe from Xavier, who’s giving him a look like he wants to light him on fire, but as far as keeping his ranking as my favorite brother goes? No competition.

“Maybe you should call your parents,” Kat says, biting her lip and frowning at her phone.

Even though we’ve only been gone, like, half an hour. “If they got home and we weren’t there, I would have heard about it already.”

“Yeah, but your dad said to call if anything happened. What if they find out that you—that we—took the kids to your Mom’s house?”

“They won’t.”

Kat gives me a skeptical look. “But they might, and then they might hate me. I like coming over to your house, Damien, and we still have the whole summer ahead of us.”

Well, she does make a good point, but… “If they’re going to be mad, they’ll be mad either way. And nobody’s going to tell them we came here.” I turn around and make eye contact with Alex and then, as an afterthought, with Xavier.

“They’ll be way less mad if you actually tell them what’s going on,” Kat says.

“What, and worry them during Amelia’s big recital?” Actually, if she’s on stage right now, maybe I should call… “Besides, they never said we couldn’t leave the house.”

Kat gapes at me.

“Relax. We’ll be home in no time. And it’s not like we’re doing anything dangerous.”

I double check that everyone has their seat belt on, which they do—because, despite what Kat might think, I am actually responsible—and then start the car.

We make it about two minutes before Alex and Xavier start bickering.

“Stop touching me!” Alex shouts.

“I’m not!” Xavier screams, right as he purposely elbows him.

“Hey,” I tell them. “Nobody touches anybody in the car. That’s Amelia’s rule, not mine.” Though what she actually said was that me and Kat can’t have sex in this car, so I might be extrapolating a little bit.

“But he started it!” Alex cries, sounding devastated, like he thinks I’m taking Xavier’s side.

“Be quiet,” Xavier screeches. “You’re not even supposed to be here. And your mouth is purple.”

He says that like he thinks it’s the worst insult in the world. Mom probably never lets him have candy, though maybe that’s for good reason. After all, Xavier’s bad enough as it is—I’d hate to see what he’s like on a sugar high.

“Don’t make me turn this car around and, um…” And what? Dump Xavier back at Mom’s house so nobody has to deal with him? “Kat, tell them what they shouldn’t make me do.”

“Seriously?” She rolls her eyes at me.

“What?” I tell her. “I’m driving. I can’t focus on driving and come up with a way to punish them at the same time. I’m trying to be responsible here.”

I glance at the rearview mirror in time to see Xavier get this really smug look on his face, right as he tells Alex, “Damien’s going to zap you if you keep being bad.”

Alex sucks in a breath, the look on his face both surprised and hurt at even the suggestion. “No, he’s not!”

Before I can correct them and say that I would never zap Alex—although, the same being true for Xavier is up for debate—my phone rings. Which I can hardly hear over them shouting back and forth at each other.

But I’m driving, and I don’t have one of those Bluetooth thingies set up to answer it, so I let it ring. Plus, it’s in my pocket, which is kind of hard to get to while I’m driving.

I really hope it was Mom, calling to say that Taylor had some kind of miraculous recovery already and that I can just bring Xavier straight back to their house and be done with this. But somehow I doubt it, because even if that did happen, which seems unlikely, she’d probably sit on that information in order to get extra time without having to put up with Xavier. Though, then again, she’s probably also not crazy about him staying at a superhero’s house, so who knows?

“I’m not going to share my special snacks with you!” Xavier tells Alex. “So don’t even think about it.”

“You mean the ones we left in Mom’s fridge?” I ask him.

His face turns red, like he’s going to have a meltdown. “Go back! We have to go back right now!”

“They’re just snacks,” Kat tells him, rolling her eyes. “You can go a few hours without them.”

“But they’re my snacks, just for me!”

“Maybe I won’t share any of my snacks with you, either,” Alex tells him.

And I know I’m probably supposed to encourage sharing and all, but Alex is totally in the right with this one.

Xavier gasps. “Tell him he has to! You have to,” he adds, presumably to Alex. “Everyone has to share with me!”

Kat’s phone rings. She grabs it out of her purse and slides her thumb across it. “Hello?!” She pauses, then shouts into the backseat, “Will you guys be quiet?!” Then she plugs one ear and tries again. “Hello?” She glances over at me. “It’s Sarah.”

“Put it on speaker.”

She hits the button.

“Hey, Sarah, what’s—”

“We’ve got an emergency, Renegade,” Sarah says. “We need you and Kat down here now. And what did I tell you about answering your phone?”

“Uh, I’m driving? Besides, I can’t always be at your beck and call.”

“Me and Secant are downtown”—she lowers her voice to a whisper—“and we need you guys to get down here.”

I glance over at Kat real quick, then back at the road. “Are you sure you really need us? Because now’s not a good time. Like, at all.”

“Yes, Renegade, what part of emergency don’t you understand?! We’re in D-A-N-G-E-R down here!”

“Whose benefit are you spelling that for? Because I’m pretty sure Riley can read.”

“We were out doing superhero stuff and landed ourselves in trouble, and now we’re stuck, and we need you guys to come help.”

“Sarah! What were you guys out doing superhero stuff without us for?! And I thought you guys were, like, on a date. Tell Perkins he made a pretty crappy choice for date night.”

Sarah ignores that. “Are you coming or what?!”

I grit my teeth, because on the one hand, we probably shouldn’t bring Alex, Jess, and Xavier along for this. But on the other hand, there isn’t time to drop them off first, and what am I supposed to do, leave my best friends in the lurch to get killed? “Okay, okay. Just give me your location. We’ll be there as soon as we can.”

Chapter 4

 

I PARK ON THE street near the location Sarah gave me. She said she and Riley are hiding in a back alley downtown. They were staking out a potential crime scene when actual bad guys showed up, and, according to her, there are too many for them to take down on their own. And the bad guys don’t seem like they’re going anywhere anytime soon, and it’s only a matter of time before they find her and Riley. And then who knows what they’ll do to them.

The thought makes my stomach feel like there’s a rock in it, and little sparks of electricity run up and down my spine.

“Damien,” Kat says, glancing around and keeping her voice low, “this looks like kind of a bad neighborhood.”

“Yeah, I noticed,” I say, not liking it any more than she does. “But…”

“I know,” she says, sounding worried.

I hold up my hands and mime zapping bad guys. “This won’t take long.” At least, I hope not. “We’ll get Sarah and Riley out of there in, like, five seconds.”

Alex leans forward, his eyes wide. “Are you going to…” He glances up at me, his eyes meeting mine. “Are you going to kill people?”

“Yes,” Xavier says in an annoyed voice, as if this information is super obvious to everyone but Alex.

At the same time as I say, “No, of course not!” I glare at Xavier. “Nobody’s killing anybody. This is a hero group.”

Alex frowns. “But you’re not a hero. And neither is Kat. And Sarah’s—”

“I know.” So technically we’re a hero group with only one hero. Well, one and a half. “But we still fight crime and stuff.”

“And rescue our idiot partners,” Kat mutters.

“Right. Exciting stuff like that.”

Alex’s eyes light up. “Cool! If you’re not going to kill anybody, can I watch?”

“No!” me and Kat both say at the same time, giving him horrified looks.

“You’re staying in the car,” I tell him. “All of you.” I make eye contact with Xavier when I say that, just in case he was getting any ideas.

Though, actually, he looks pretty shocked by the thought of us leaving. “I’m Mommy’s precious little angel miracle! You have to keep me safe!”

Alex winces at Xavier’s screechy voice and rolls his eyes. Then he glances at me, about a million questions warring on his face, but he stays silent.

“Here.” I hand him my phone. “Just in case.”

His hand shakes when he takes it. “In case what?”

“Um. In case we don’t come back. Then you should call Gordon. And then he can call the police or his stupid superhero group or whatever.”

“O-okay.”

“But, Alex, that’s only if we don’t come back. I mean it. Absolutely do not call Gordon—or anyone—unless we’re gone for at least…” I hesitate, trying to think of a good number, and glance over at Kat.

She looks at me, then at the neighborhood we’re in. “Give us fifteen minutes. Or if anyone comes up to the car. Or if they have a weapon, or—”

“I think he gets it,” I say, quickly cutting her off as Alex’s eyes get wider and wider.

“Actually,” Kat says, “maybe I should stay here.”

I considered that, too, but I shake my head. “We don’t know what kind of situation we’re walking into. We might need everyone we can get. And they’ll be fine,” I say, gesturing to the kids. “If anyone tries to kidnap them, they won’t make it even two seconds with Xavier before they change their mind and run screaming.”

“Hey!” Xavier shrieks.

“Good point,” Kat says, though she still sounds kind of nervous about this.

I glance over all of them—at Alex, looking worried, and at Xavier, still gaping at me because I’m going to leave “Mommy’s precious angel miracle” unprotected, and at Jess, who’s dozing in her car seat and doesn’t seem to have any idea what’s going on.

“I’m putting my phone on vibrate,” Kat says. “We’ll just be right down that alley. So if anything happens, or you get scared, text me.”

“But we’ll be right back,” I assure them.

“And if you don’t hear from us in the next fifteen minutes, then go ahead and call your dad.”

“Right.” I swallow, not liking that scenario for about a million different reasons. “But nobody’s going to need to call or text anybody, because everything’s going to be fine.”
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“Sarah. What do you mean there’s no emergency?!” I clench my fists, seriously reconsidering what I told Alex about not killing anyone.

Sarah pushes her glasses up onto the bridge of her nose and folds her arms. “It was a drill.”

“A drill,” Kat says, scowling at her.

Sarah and Riley are both in their superhero costumes, and all four of us are standing in an empty alleyway between two streets. There are a few piles of random garbage, plus some old rotten crates piled on one side, but that’s it. No bad guys, no D-A-N-G-E-R, nothing.

Riley’s gaping at Sarah, looking just as shocked as we do, though I’m not sure that gets him off the hook.

“You better not have been in on this,” I tell him. “I thought you guys were actually in trouble. I thought—”

“Of course I wasn’t in on it!” he says, looking kind of hurt that I’d even suggest that. “You know I wouldn’t do that, X. I was in the bathroom when Sarah called you. I thought you knew it was a drill. I didn’t even think you were going to show up!”

“In the bathroom?” I tilt my head, indicating all the garbage piled around us.

“Not here,” he says. “Back at the coffee shop. Down the street.” He jerks his thumb toward it. “And, I mean, I don’t agree with lying to you about it, especially not about us being in danger”—he gives Sarah a look at that, though she ignores him—“but you do have to admit you blew off all the other drills we tried to do. Even though you agreed to this when we started.”

He means when the four of us decided to try out being a team and fighting crime together or whatever.

I glare at Sarah. “I told you it wasn’t a good time!”

She rolls her eyes at me and Kat. “Right. I can guess what you guys were busy doing.”

“That’s not—”

“And,” she goes on, not letting me say anything, “real emergencies don’t always happen when it’s convenient for you. And also your response time could really use some work. If me and Riley had actually been in trouble, you would have been cutting it close.”

“Oh, my God, Sarah!”

“And you can’t just agree to do drills and then ignore them all the time. If we’re all going to work together, we need to take this seriously.”

“Yeah, seriously, like faking an emergency?!”

“X,” Riley says, his eyes flicking to something behind me.

I glance over my shoulder and see Alex holding Jess’s hand, leading her into the alley. Xavier’s right behind them, making horrified faces at every speck of dirt that dares get on his shoe.

Jess’s face is red, and she’s making little hiccuping, sniffling noises. When she sees me, she breaks away from Alex and runs over to glomp my leg.

“Where are all the bad guys?” Alex asks. He says it totally casually, too, as if it’s actually at all okay for him to be here and as if that’s a totally normal thing to ask.

I lean down to pick up Jess, then narrow my eyes at him. “I told you to wait in the car.”

“You brought them to this?” Riley asks, making it sound like I’m the one in the wrong here.

“That explains the delay,” Sarah says. “Though in a real emergency response, you probably shouldn’t bring anyone too young to carry a weapon.” She’s eyeing Jess when she says that, but it’s Alex who takes offense.

“I’m not too young!” he cries.

“Someone who wasn’t too young would have listened to me when I said to stay in the car instead of wandering into a creepy alley to get themselves killed,” I tell him.

“But there’s no one here.”

“But you didn’t know that.” Then, to Riley and Sarah, “And I only brought them to this because I thought it was a real emergency!”

Riley furrows his brows. “That kind of makes it worse, X. You thought you were actually going to be fighting bad guys, and you still brought children with you?”

“I told you it was a bad time!” I kind of shout that at him, and Jess makes a little sobbing noise and clings extra hard to my shoulder.

“Jess woke up and was freaking out,” Alex explains. “And we wanted to see all the fighting.”

“There isn’t any,” Kat tells him. “And what did I say about texting me?”

She gives him a stern look, and he sort of deflates, his eyes darting guiltily to the ground.

“I thought you guys were in actual danger,” I tell Riley and Sarah. “I didn’t think I had time to take everyone home first!”

Riley winces at the mention of them lying to me, or at least of Sarah doing it. “Sorry, X. I really didn’t—”

The sound of lasers firing interrupts him.

We all look up and see a villain on one of the roofs overlooking the alley, firing a raygun at a couple superheroes on the opposite side. One of them shoots an energy beam at him that blows a chunk off the roof, sending bits of brick and debris raining down. The other superhero shouts, “Freeze!” and shoots a blast of ice at him.

I don’t even have time to roll my eyes at that before a stray blast from the raygun—which the bad guy is firing like crazy—comes down into the alley. I grab Xavier and pull him out of the way right as the blast hits the ground where he was just standing, blowing a chunk out of the pavement. Xavier makes a squawking noise of disbelief and just stands there frozen, his eyes wide, like he can’t believe what just happened.

I can’t believe it, either. And more stray blasts are coming toward us.

“Come on!” I scream, motioning for everyone to run.

“We have to get out of here!” Kat shouts.

Especially since the villain on the roof is now using some kind of grappling hook to zip line down to the ground, and the superheroes aren’t far behind him.

I’ve still got Jess, and I hold onto her for dear life as we all take off running toward the far end of the alley. Unfortunately, the guy the heroes are chasing has the same idea, though at least he’s not firing his raygun in our direction anymore.

Alex glances over his shoulder and sees the bad guy sort of chasing us and screams.

An energy beam from one of the heroes hits the wall of a building right above our heads. My heart races, and what the hell is wrong with people?! If they’re going to shoot in the same direction as a bunch of random civilians, they should at least know how to aim.

“Out of my way!” the bad guy shouts at us. “Move!” He turns to fire more shots at the heroes, who fire right back.

Kat uses her shapeshifting power to stretch out her arm and block an ice beam from hitting Sarah. Kat cries out when the blast hits her, but then she transforms her hand back to normal and shakes it off.

“Go right!” I shout as we hit the end of the alley, which opens onto a side street. The last thing I need right now is for any of us to get separated. Well, maybe second to last, since I really don’t want any of us to, like, get hit with a laser beam or anything.

Sarah hesitates, like she’s thinking left would be better, but only for a split second, and then we all go right.

Including the bad guy.

“Damn it!” he shouts at us, sounding kind of winded. “This is my—” He stops in mid sentence when he sees me. “Hey, you’re that famous kid! From the videos!”

He actually sounds excited about that, like catching sight of me is more important than him running for his life. Though, to be fair, he doesn’t have a bunch of children with him whose parents are going to kill him if they, like, get blasted. Plus, I’d feel pretty horrible for the rest of my life and would never get over it and stuff.

“Go away!” I shout back at him. Because, seriously, this is not the time.

And the superheroes are gaining on us, and they’re still firing at him, which means they might as well be firing at us. And my heart’s pounding, and I’m not sure how long we can keep this up, and I cannot let Amelia win. Or let any of the kids get hurt. Or any of my friends. And I can feel electricity surging through my veins, and I’m still holding Jess, and I really don’t want to accidentally zap her. Or worse.

So I focus really hard—because I’ve never done this while holding another person—and zap the bad guy instead. Just on his foot, just so he stumbles and falls and we can get ahead.

It works, and I hear an oof sound as he hits the ground.

Alex slows a little as he turns to look.

“Keep going!” I tell him.

“Get back here!” one of the heroes shouts. And I’m pretty sure they’re shouting it at us—well, at me—because I don’t hear the bad guy get up or anything.

But we don’t stop, and they don’t actually come after us. Or, at least, if they do, I’m too busy running to notice.

Chapter 5

 

WE RUN FOR A few more blocks, just to be safe, before heading back to the car. Well, circling back to it, because there’s no way we’re going back the way we came, just in case those superheroes are still around and decide they want to bring me in for questioning or something.

As if me zapping that guy didn’t totally help them out. Even if it might also be sort of frowned upon.

I shift Jess’s weight onto my other hip. I feel tired and sweaty all over, and judging from the looks on everyone else’s faces, they feel the same way.

“Are you okay?” I ask Kat.

“Yeah. It only hurt for a second.” She holds out her hand, inspecting it. It looks normal. “But, Damien, I think I’m going to have to demand half of your babysitting money. You know, for hazard pay.”

“That’s three dollars. You can put it on my tab. Or maybe I can, you know, ‘work it off’ later.” I grin at her.

She rolls her eyes at me. “I’m not paying you for something you’d do for free.”

Sarah clears her throat. “Thanks,” she says to Kat. “I could have been—”

“Don’t mention it,” Kat mutters.

“But—”

“We’re a team, aren’t we?”

Sarah takes a deep breath, then nods.

“You didn’t ask if I’m okay,” Xavier screeches.

Everyone collectively winces at his voice, even Jess, who stirs in my arms and mumbles, “Bad voice, no.”

“I almost got hurt!” Xavier goes on.

“No,” I tell him, “you almost got killed. There’s a slight difference.”

His eyes go wide. He sucks in a long breath, then shrieks, “I need to call Mommy! I need to call her now!”

“She’s busy,” I tell him. “And you’re fine.”

“I told you you couldn’t watch both of us!” He points to Alex, as if he’s the reason any of this happened.

Alex glares at him, then gives me kind of a strange look. “You really zapped that guy.”

I can’t tell if he sounds awed by that or more like worried. Maybe both. “Yeah, but he’s fine.” And we wouldn’t have been if those superheroes had kept chasing us. “Well, he’s probably going to jail, but that’s on him.” Or to be tortured, if those heroes were from the League, but they didn’t look like it. The badges on their uniforms definitely weren’t the League’s logo. Probably some independent group or something. “I only did it because I had to. So—”

“It was really cool! I mean,” Alex goes on, “I only kind of saw it out of the corner of my eye, but it seemed really cool.”

“You didn’t see it because it never happened. None of this did. Got it?” I raise an eyebrow at him.

He blinks at first, then deflates a little as understanding washes over him. “But—”

“I didn’t zap anybody, because we weren’t being chased by heroes, and you definitely didn’t get out of the car and follow us into some random alley, because none of us were ever here. I left Kat in charge while I went to pick up Xavier, and then I came straight back, and all you guys did was watch a movie.” I pause, considering that. “The animated one, not the horror one.”

Alex scuffs his shoe against the sidewalk. “Aw, can’t I at least tell everyone at school?!”

“No way. Because people at school have older siblings who might know Amelia, and then it’ll get back to her.” And that would be even worse than Gordon and Helen finding out. I mean, they’ll just never trust me again. Amelia will think she’s better than me, and I’m not sure I can live with that.

We make it back to the car, and I fish around in my pocket for my keys.

“Do you think we could get a ride home?” Sarah asks. “I know it’s going to be a tight fit, but it’s getting dark, and this is kind of a bad neighborhood.”

“Whose fault is that?” I ask her.

“I wanted our drill to be authentic.”

My keys must be in my other pocket. I move Jess to my other side for better pocket access, but… there’s nothing there, either. I hand her over to Kat, then shove both my hands in my pockets, sure that I just missed my keys somehow. Even though I can’t feel their weight or anything.

Probably because they’re not there.

Crap.

Sweat prickles against the back of my neck at the same time as little flickers of electricity run up my spine.

“Is something wrong, X?” Riley asks.

“I can’t find my keys.” I peer in the window of the car, but I don’t see them inside.

“You had them when we left,” Kat says. Then, “Didn’t you?”

“I think so. But, you know, I also thought my friends were in danger and about to be discovered by bad guys who might try to murder them, so I wasn’t super concerned with where my keys were.”

Sarah scoffs. “The point is that we could have been in danger. We could have really needed you. And it turns out your punctuality could really use some work, which isn’t that big of a surprise, so all in all, it’s a good thing we’re doing these drills.”

Lightning zaps along my arms. “What’s that, Sarah? You’re really, really sorry you lied and almost got all of us killed, and you just happen to have brought a key-finding device that miraculously doesn’t blow up when you try to use it?”

She folds her arms and scowls at me. “My metal detector’s at home. And it just makes a weird clunking noise. It doesn’t blow up.”

“Yet.” I hold out my hand to Alex. “Phone.”

“Um.” He glances at the car. “I didn’t bring it.”

“So, let me get this straight. Not only did you leave the car when I told you not to, and not only did you wander into an alley where you thought there was serious fighting going on, but you left the phone in the car?!”

His eyes dart back and forth between me and Kat. “I didn’t know I was supposed to bring it.”

“Here,” Kat says, fishing her phone out of her pocket. She starts to hand it to me, then pulls back when she sees sparks flickering on my arms. “Actually, you know what? Maybe I’ll just hold onto it.” Still, she turns on the flashlight app and shines it on the ground.

Riley and Sarah get out their phones, too. We check under the car and on the street nearby, but they’re not there.

I glance over at the alley, wondering when I dropped them. Was it when we were talking to Sarah and Riley, or was it when we were running for our lives? In which case, they could be anywhere.

“Maybe I can do something.” Kat starts to hand Jess back to me, then hesitates, like she did with her phone.

“I’m fine,” I tell her, even as a couple sparks light up my fingertips. “Well, mostly.” I’m just under kind of a lot of stress at the moment, which I think is understandable, given the circumstances.

Sarah holds her arms out for Jess, but Kat ignores her and shoves Jess at Riley instead, who seems kind of surprised to suddenly be holding a three-year-old.

Then Kat gets to work on the car. She shapeshifts her fingers into lockpicks and messes with the passenger door for a while until there’s a clicking sound.

A feel a huge wave of relief. “Have I ever told you how awesome you are?”

“Once or twice.” She grins. Then she climbs into the driver’s seat and sticks her finger into the ignition.

Which kind of creeps me out to watch, and I sort of wish I hadn’t been looking, but whatever. Kat’s going to start the car, we’re going to somehow all pile into it, and nobody’s ever going to know this happened. All I have to do is wait until Amelia gets home and tell her I can’t find my keys. Then she’ll use her stupid teleporting power to call them up, and everything will be fine. I mean, she’ll probably try and lord it over me that she’s doing me a favor and that I owe her, and me and Kat will probably have to watch the recording of her dance recital with her or something, but that’s a small price to pay in the grand scheme of things.

Kat grimaces as she pokes at the ignition, like whatever’s going on is uncomfortable and isn’t actually working. “I can’t make it turn,” she says.

“What do you mean, you can’t make it turn?”

“I mean, I can’t make it turn. It’s stuck.” She gives up, pulling her hand away from the ignition. I watch as her flattened, key-shaped finger morphs back into normal shape and feel kind of sick.

“That happens sometimes,” I tell her. “You just have to jiggle it.”

“I did. As much as I could, anyway.” She holds up her finger. “I don’t know if you know this, but I’m not made out of metal. And stuff that happens to me when I’m shapeshifted still hurts. We need the key.”

I sigh. Then I unlock the back door and grab my phone from where Alex left it on the seat.

“Are you calling your dad?” Riley asks, almost mouthing the words, like he’s afraid the Crimson Flash is going to forever associate him with all of this and always look down on him.

Not that I’d make him and Sarah stay for that—not unless they’re really desperate for that ride—but I know they wouldn’t abandon us, either. “I’m looking up the recital hall,” I tell him. “The one where Amelia’s performing tonight. It’s downtown, not that far from here.” Though it’s at least in a better neighborhood.

“We’re going to find Mom and Dad?” Alex asks, sounding both hopeful and wary, like he’d really like this whole ordeal to be over with, but… maybe not in a way that ends with us all getting in trouble.

“No way in hell. We’re going to the recital hall, but Gordon and Helen are never going to know we were there. Neither is Amelia.”

Kat raises a really skeptical eyebrow at me. “What does that mean?”

“It means,” I tell her, slipping my phone into my pocket now that I know where we’re going, “forty minutes from now, we’re all going to be back home, watching a movie, and nobody’s ever going to know any of this happened.” Well, except for the fact that Xavier will still be there and I’ll have to explain that, but it hardly compares to dragging everyone to a bad part of town and almost getting them all killed.

Chapter 6

 

THE RECITAL HALL ISN’T that far from where we’re parked—though it sure seems like it, what with us having to carry Jess and practically having to drag Alex and Xavier—and the recital is well underway, and it’s not like there’s anyone guarding the doors. I mean, it’s a public building. We’re allowed to wander in here. Getting into the auditorium where the recital is actually taking place might be another story, but we don’t need to. In fact, the auditorium doors being shut with a sign on them that says, “NO ENTRANCE—SHOW IN PROGRESS,” is kind of reassuring, because it means Gordon and Helen are safely on the other side and not going to, like, notice us or anything.

I feel a wave of relief. We made it. All seven of us are accounted for. And despite being tired and cranky and kind of sweaty from running around all night, everybody’s okay. I can almost pretend this is a fun adventure instead of a stressful nightmare.

“Alright,” I tell them, “we’ll just rest here for a second, and then—”

“Excuse me!” A woman with round glasses and an unruly bun that’s coming apart marches over to us. “What are you doing here? Are you supposed to be here?” She looks tired and stressed, so I figure she must have something to do with organizing the recital. That and she’s holding a clipboard and wearing a headset.

Kat freezes.

Riley gapes at the woman, then at me.

Sarah adjusts her glasses and doesn’t say anything.

Alex stands behind me, and Jess—who I swear feels twice as heavy as she did when the night started, or maybe that’s just my arms giving out—purses her lips in thought as she studies the woman, then gives her a look of dismissal.

I clear my throat. “We’re—”

“I’m allowed to be here!” Xavier screeches, cutting me off. “I’m Mommy’s little sweetiekins, and I can go anywhere I want!”

The woman cringes.

I glare at Xavier, then flash a charming smile at the woman. Or at least that’s my goal. I’m not sure I actually pull it off, what with being kind of drained and just really ready for all of this to be over. “Our friends are in the recital.” I gesture to Riley and Sarah, who are dressed in their superhero costumes.

Sarah’s is blue and black with a silver theta across her chest, and Riley’s is teal and black with a silver phi, and they obviously match. They’re either in the same superhero group together or on the same dance team.

Riley glances down at himself, then up at the woman. He moves closer to Sarah in silent acknowledgment, though he doesn’t actually say anything.

“The show’s almost over,” the woman says, sounding concerned. She tugs on a lock of her hair that’s come loose from her bun.

“We had car trouble,” Sarah says.

“I thought all the groups were accounted for. I thought…” She scans her clipboard, then looks them over, taking in their costumes again. “I don’t have you on the schedule. You’ll have to go on last. And you need to hurry backstage.” She gives Riley and Sarah quick directions on where to go, then gets a call on her headset and has to hurry off.

“I can’t believe that worked,” Riley says.

“They probably don’t get a lot of people trying to impersonate dancers,” Sarah says. “Or sneak into recitals.”

“See?” I say to no one in particular. “I have everything under control.”

Right as the door to the men’s bathroom opens and Gordon steps out.

The bathroom’s down the hall a little ways, but not far enough. All of us notice him. He’s busy looking at his phone, so he hasn’t spotted us—yet. I exchange a wide-eyed look of terror with Kat, and then all seven of us—well, six of us, since Xavier has no idea who Gordon is—duck around the corner, just as Jess exclaims, “Daddy!”

I clamp my hand over her mouth, and Kat stretches out her arm and grabs Xavier, pulling him back into the group.

“Hide,” I whisper.

Riley turns invisible, and Kat shapeshifts to look like a potted plant, but the rest of us don’t have it so easy.

There’s a door to our left. I have no idea where it goes, but when I try the handle, it’s locked. I don’t have time to melt it with my lightning, and blasting it open might be kind of noticeable. I try the door across the hall. It sticks, but just for a second, and then it clicks open.

I sigh with relief just as Jess shouts, “Daddy! Come here!”

“Shh,” I hiss, putting my hand over her mouth again. I jerk my head toward the open door, indicating the others should follow me, and we all pile into what turns out to be a tiny janitor’s closet that smells strongly of floor cleaner and has room for maybe two people, not five.

Xavier elbows Alex, making him almost fall into a mop bucket. Sarah shuts the door and holds her breath.

Jess starts to cry.

“It’s okay, Jess,” I whisper, pressing her face against my shoulder to try and muffle the sound.

“Who was that?” Xavier screeches, at totally normal volume.

“Quiet,” I tell him, sounding completely exasperated, because I think it’s pretty obvious we’re trying to hide here.

“I am,” he whines, though slightly quieter this time. “Who was he?”

“My dad,” I tell him. I pat Jess’s back in an attempt to soothe her, but it’s not really working. My phone chimes.

“No, he wasn’t.”

“Yes,” Alex snaps, “he was.”

“But you’re my brother,” Xavier says, getting louder again. “That means—”

“Half brother,” I correct him, sliding my phone out of my pocket. The text is from Gordon. “We have the same mom, but that’s it.”

“But… but…”

“Why do you think I don’t live with you guys?”

“Because Mommy loves me more and there wasn’t room for both of us.”

Electricity sparks beneath my skin and I clench my jaw, even though it’s not like that’s news to me. Well, news that he thinks that, anyway. It’s not even remotely what happened.

I take a deep breath, trying to ignore both Xavier and the tiny sparks flickering on my arms that are totally visible in this dark closet, and open Gordon’s text on my phone, dreading what it might say. I tell myself if he’d seen us, he wouldn’t be texting, he’d be—

A knock at the door almost gives me a heart attack.

There’s a split second where I’m sure it’s Gordon, and then I hear Riley’s voice say, “He’s gone. You guys can come out now.”
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“So,” Kat says as we head to the backstage area, “what are you going to do? Beg Amelia for help?”

She’s carrying Jess now, because even though I’ve got my electricity under control, my arms are still tired and it’s her turn. I cluck my tongue. “You know me better than that. I’m going to steal her keys.”

I glance at the text on my phone from Gordon. It says, Everything going alright?

And if I was going to come clean about how disastrous tonight has been, this would probably be the time. But that’s not going to happen, so instead I write back, Everything’s fine. Stop worrying.

Sarah frowns. “Won’t there be a bunch of people back there?”

If the number of groups listed on that lady’s clipboard earlier was anything to go by, then yes. “That’s why this is going to be a group effort,” I say, looking over at Riley.

His eyebrows shoot up. “What?”

“You heard me, Perkins. If you want that ride home, you’re going to have to start pulling your weight.”

“You want me to steal from your sister?!”

“No, I want you to borrow from her. It’s completely different.”

“It’s still taking something without her permission.”

“Would it help if you thought of her as Zach’s ex?”

He scowls at me. “X, seriously. You can’t expect me to do that.”

“She’ll never even know they’re gone.” We make it to the door to the backstage area. I tilt my head toward it and gesture for Riley to get moving.

He swallows. “I don’t know about this. What if I get caught?”

“What’s Amelia going to do, teleport you to death? This is hardly the most dangerous mission we’ve been on.”

He huffs at that. “You know what I mean.”

“Yeah, but I don’t see how else we’re going to get home.” I open the door a little and peek inside. The backstage area is a long room with tables around the edges, where everyone has their stuff piled up. There are people in spandex outfits mulling around all over—some of them getting in last-minute practice on their routines, some looking nervous, and some just lounging, like they’re either not worried about their performance or already got it over with. “I don’t see Amelia. Or Melissa and Hil. They must be on stage right now. This is your chance.”

He makes a face, like he really doesn’t want to do this. Then he takes a deep breath and says, “Okay. I’ll… I’ll go.”

You’d think I was sending him to his death with how nervous he looks. “You know what Amelia’s purse looks like?”

“The denim one with the pink fur on the edges?”

“Yep, that’s the one.” It’s pretty hard to miss. “You’ll be out of there in no time.”

He sighs. “You owe me for this.”

“Yeah,” I tell him as he turns invisible, “a ride home. I thought I made that clear.”

He pushes the door farther open and slips inside the room. We all crowd into the doorway as much as we can without being totally obvious and peer inside.

And watch as there’s an almost immediate collision. A couple of girls in matching dance outfits take off toward the stage, running into Riley in the process. A couple chairs screech across the floor, and the two girls look confused, but also like they’re in too much of a hurry to worry about what just happened.

I wince. And Sarah thinks I’m the one who needs the drills?

Riley pushes past a few more chairs—either that or the chairs all move on their own, but I’m guessing it’s him—and then he starts very carefully, and very slowly, I might add, picking through people’s bags, looking for Amelia’s.

Thankfully, everyone else in the room is either too preoccupied with the show or too busy talking to their friends to notice someone invisible going through their stuff.

“There it is,” Kat whispers, right as a denim bag with fake pink fur along the edges drags itself loose from one of the piles.

Riley digs through it, checking the main part, then all the pockets, then the main part again, getting more and more frantic.

An uneasy feeling creeps over me, because it’s not like Amelia’s keys are hard to miss. They have a pair of pink fuzzy dice hanging off of them. Maybe she didn’t bring them. Maybe she left them at home, because it’s not like she can’t just conjure them up whenever she needs them.

Then Sarah gasps. I glance over and see Amelia and her friends come in from the stage entrance.

And despite what I told Riley about this not being a big deal, I kind of hold my breath and my heart may or may not stop beating. Either way, this is bad, and Riley doesn’t seem to have noticed them, because he’s still rifling through Amelia’s bag.

But it’s pretty obvious that Amelia’s noticed him.

“Busted,” Alex whispers.

Me and Kat exchange a worried look, and Jess reaches out and pokes me in the nose, and then I glance back over at Riley.

Get out of there, Perkins.

I consider texting him a warning, but it’s already way too late. Amelia marches over to him and grabs his arm, even though he’s invisible.

Riley cries out in terror, because I guess he had no idea she was coming, and turns visible again. He gapes at Amelia, then glances over at me.

“Crap.” I duck back behind the door.

I mean, I’m pretty sure Amelia already looked over and noticed me—plus, she knows Riley well enough to know he’d never be doing something like this on his own—but I can at least hope, right?

I’m considering making a run for it when I hear angry footsteps coming closer, and then Amelia flings the door open and glares at me. For, like, two seconds, and then she’s staring in horror at the whole gaggle of people I’ve got with me. She folds her arms. “Oh, my God. What do you think you’re doing?! And what is he doing here?” She gestures to Xavier.

Alex gasps, sounding betrayed. “You knew about him?!”

Amelia ignores that question, too busy giving me this really smug look. “You are so dead. Mom and Dad are going to kill you.”

I lick my lips, taking my time to answer and trying to hide the fact that I know she’s right and that this is probably my last night on Earth. “I had to go pick up Xavier. It was an emergency.”

She raises her eyebrows. “And you just thought you’d bring everyone with you?”

The door opens behind her, and Riley very guiltily slinks into the hallway with us. “Sorry, X,” he mouths at me from behind Amelia’s back.

“And where did they come from?” Amelia asks, gesturing toward Riley and Sarah. “And why are they in costume?”

“They’re doing a dance routine,” I tell her. “We’re here to support them.”

Her mouth starts to fall open, and then she catches herself and scowls at me. “Yeah, right.”

“They had a different emergency.” I give Sarah a look.

She rolls her eyes at me, like I’m being ridiculous and should just let it go.

“I’ve been putting out fires all night,” I tell Amelia. “But the important thing is, I didn’t do anything wrong.”

“Uh-huh,” she says, obviously not buying it.

“I brought Alex and Jess with me because it wouldn’t have been responsible to leave them at home.”

“Even with Kat?”

“Kat’s afraid of your mom. We couldn’t risk it.”

I feel Kat cringe beside me. “I’m not… I’m not afraid. Not exactly.”

I tilt my head toward Xavier. “And neither of us wanted to be stuck alone with him.”

“What?!” Xavier shrieks. “Yes, you did! Everybody likes me the best!”

Amelia’s still looking at me all smug, like she’s got me right where she wants me. “That still doesn’t explain why you’re here. Or why Riley was going through my purse.”

Riley winces. “I was just looking for your keys.”

Amelia glances over at him, then at me. “What happened to your keys?”

“I lost them.”

“What? How?”

“I dropped them. At the coffee shop where we picked up Riley and Sarah. But when we went back in to get them, they were gone, so—”

“A coffee shop?” Alex says, screwing up his face. “I thought you lost them when that bad guy was chasing us.”

Amelia’s eyes go wide.

Damn it. I grit my teeth and glance down at Alex. “There wasn’t any bad guy chasing us.”

“Then why did you zap him? And if that wasn’t a bad guy, does that mean those heroes were shooting at us?!”

“Oh, my God, Alex! Just…” I sigh, since this is obviously a losing battle. “Never mind.”

Amelia looks less shocked now and more just really full of herself. Like, even more so than before. “Wow. Mom and Dad are going to actually kill you.”

“Hey, that’s your favorite half brother you’re talking about. You don’t have to sound so happy.”

“You’re not going to be able to leave the house for the whole summer. And Kat’s not going to be allowed over.”

“That means she can’t come over and watch movies with you, either.”

Amelia’s face falls a little at that, but she quickly recovers, her joy of imagining me in that much trouble winning out over her momentary disappointment. “You probably won’t be able to have any friends over. The entire summer. Maybe for the whole year.”

Ugh. “Gordon and Helen don’t have to know about any of this. Just get me the keys.”

“Why should I?”

“Because.” I swallow. “I’ll owe you. Anything you want.”

Her eyes light up for a second as she considers it, but then she shakes her head. “Not good enough.”

“Seriously? Fine. I didn’t want to have to do this, but if you don’t help me, I’ll have no choice but to post the pictures I took of you at your end-of-school party last week.”

Her voice is skeptical, but cautious. “So? I already posted tons of pictures of it.”

“Well, I should say the pictures I took after the party. When you fell asleep on the couch and smeared your makeup and drooled all over yourself. With chip crumbs clearly visible on your sleeve.”

Her mouth drops open and her nostrils flare. “I only fell asleep for, like, a minute!”

“Yeah, one gloriously unflattering minute.”

She lets out a little squeak of indignation, and I think for a second that I’ve got her, that she’s going to give in. But then she says, “Go ahead and post them. Nobody follows you anyway. You have it set on private.”

“Your friends do. And Zach definitely does. You wouldn’t want him to look at those pictures and think he dodged a bullet. Or worse, that you’re not doing nearly so well without him as you say you are.”

Amelia gasps, her eyes narrowing at me. But then she pouts and says, “Whatever. I don’t care.”

She sure sounds like she does. I give it a second, trying to wait her out, but she doesn’t budge. I blink at her. “You’re really not going to help me?”

“I didn’t say that.”

I raise my eyebrows at her. “What does that mean?”

“It means I’ll help, but only if you admit I’m the best babysitter.”

I go silent. All my insides clench up.

And Amelia just stands there, a demonic smirk lighting up her face as she waits for my response.

“I…” I clear my throat. Tension hangs in the air, and I can feel everyone’s eyes on me. We’re all tired, and I’m pretty sure everyone just wants to go home, including me. But… 

“What’s wrong?” Amelia asks with fake sympathy. “Obviously I am the best babysitter, since you couldn’t even handle watching them for a couple of hours without needing my help.”

Erg. I don’t need her help. I just have no idea what I’m going to do if I don’t get it. And I bet she wouldn’t be nearly so smug if she’d had to deal with what we’ve been through tonight. Though, she also probably would have stayed at the house instead of carting Alex and Jess all over town with her, but still.

“Well?”

“You…” The words stick in my throat. I clench my fists. “You’re…”

She grins, looking way too happy about this, enjoying every moment of my defeat.

But I can’t do it. “You’re not a better babysitter than me, and I don’t need your help!”

“That’s— What?” She glares at me.

“You heard me.”

She sniffs. “Fine, if that’s what you want. Even if it’s a huge mistake. The recital’s almost over, and we’re going to be on our way home soon, and then Mom and Dad are going to know you screwed up. Have fun explaining it to them.”

“You’re not going to tell them?”

She scoffs. “Are you kidding? You’ll be in way more trouble when they come home to an empty house and see just how wrong they were to put their trust in you. And then you won’t even need to admit I’m the best babysitter, because it’ll be obvious to everyone.”

Chapter 7

 

WE TRUDGE BACK TO the car. I mean, we’re still in a hurry, because we’re running out of time, but there’s also this general feeling of defeat and lack of morale. Even though I totally made the right decision, not giving in to Amelia, because I can only imagine how full of herself she’d be for, like, the rest of our lives if I let her win. Plus, I’m clearly the better babysitter, and lying about it to get what I want would serve no one.

Except maybe we’d actually have the keys right now and be able to start the car. And maybe enduring Amelia’s self-righteousness forever would be better than being confined to the house for the entire summer. But it doesn’t matter, because I made my decision, and it’s too late to take it back now even if I wanted to.

“So,” Kat says as we all stare at the car, “what now?”

“You unlock it, we all pile in, and Riley turns invisible and pushes us home. No one will ever know.”

Riley rolls his eyes at me.

“Maybe…” Sarah takes a deep breath. “Maybe I can hot wire it.”

We all turn to stare at her. Well, all of us except Jess, who’s half asleep—with her arms locked around my neck in a choking death grip, of course—and Xavier, who maybe doesn’t know what that means. Alex obviously does, though, judging by the way his eyes light up in awe.

Riley gapes at her. “When have you ever hot wired a car?”

She shrugs. “I haven’t, not yet, but I like to be prepared.”

I don’t really know what all hot wiring entails, but I’m pretty sure it involves cutting wires and stuff. Which would probably be noticeable. And need fixing. Which hopefully Sarah could do, and even if Gordon and Helen found out about it, it’s not like they’d know it was from tonight.

But still, this is Sarah we’re talking about. “Are you sure you can do this?” And by that, of course, I mean can she do this without breaking anything or, more importantly, blowing anything up?

“Well… I’m pretty sure I can. I watched a YouTube video.”

“When?” Riley asks.

“Last year, when I got my license.”

“Right,” I mutter, “so, not exactly fresh in your mind.” But it’s not like we have a lot of options. “Fine, whatever, just go for it.”

“Really?” Kat says, raising an eyebrow.

Riley gives me an equally skeptical look, though he doesn’t say anything, then glances nervously at Sarah.

“Yeah, well, it’s not my favorite option, but we’re running out of time.” And it’s probably not the worst decision I’ve made tonight.

Sarah squares her shoulders, a determined look on her face. “I won’t let you down, Renegade.”

“I know you won’t, Cosine.” Though the rest of us should probably stand a safe distance away. Just in case.

Kat clenches her jaw when we use our superhero names, then goes and shapeshifts her hand again to unlock the car.

Sarah gets in the driver’s seat and gets out her phone, presumably to re-watch the how-to video.

I motion for Alex and Xavier to move farther down the sidewalk, away from the car. Kat and Riley join us.

“But I want to watch,” Alex whines.

“And I don’t want to have to explain why you’re missing your face.” Or worse.

Riley rolls his eyes at me. “It’s going to be fine.” Then, two seconds later, “Are you sure about this?”

“Relax, Perkins. I’m… I’m sure Sarah knows what she’s doing.” Probably.

From over at the car, Sarah goes, “Ohhh, that’s what that’s for,” which isn’t very reassuring.

Beside me, Xavier starts jingling some change in his pocket. Over and over again, in a super annoying way that makes me want to kill him.

I glare at him.

He gives me this nasty, defiant look—almost as smug as Amelia—and keeps doing it.

If I wasn’t already holding Jess, I think I might actually strangle him. Mom so owes me for this.

And then I look down and see that it’s not change that he’s messing with. It’s a set of keys. And I know he knows I saw them, because the nasty smile on his face gets even bigger.

I shove Jess at Kat as a sudden wave of electricity rushes through me. “What the hell?!” I scream at him, startling the others, who I’m guessing hadn’t noticed yet. “Give me those!”

He jerks away from me, holding my keys to his chest. “I found them by the car when we were here earlier. They’re mine now!”

“You’ve had them the whole time?!” Lightning crackles across my skin.

Kat, Riley, and Alex all take a step back, and even Xavier’s eyes go wide.

“You knew we were looking for those! You knew we needed them to get home!”

“If you wanted me to be nice to you, you shouldn’t have had another brother!”

“It wasn’t up to me, and for the record, you’re the other brother! You’re the one that shouldn’t—” I stop myself from saying he shouldn’t exist.

Riley and Kat both wince, probably guessing what I was about to say, but Xavier seems oblivious. Pissed at me, but not any more than he already was.

I take a deep breath.

“I finished the video!” Sarah shouts from the driver’s seat. “I think I get it!”

“Mission abort, Sarah!” I snatch the keys from Xavier, zapping him a little in the process. “Do not hot wire the car!”

“Owwww,” Xavier whines. “You’re supposed to be nice to me.”

“That’s above my pay grade. Come on—everyone in the car. Kat, you’re going to have to shrink down. Sarah, you’ll have to hold Jess. We can put her car seat in the trunk. Perkins, you’re up front with me.”

“What about me?” Alex asks. His eyes dart over to Xavier, and it’s not hard to guess that he’s dreading having to sit by him.

“Sorry, Alex. You guys are in the back.”

“Aw, man!”

“Blame Perkins for being ten-feet tall.” And knowing how to reliably navigate using his cell phone.

“I wish I was ten-feet tall,” Alex mutters as he climbs into the backseat. 

And of course, being the smallest, he has to sit in the middle. Which means he’s stuck sandwiched between Xavier and Sarah.

Xavier makes a face at him, and Alex looks like he’s this close to actually hitting him. Which I can’t really blame him for.

Kat takes a deep breath, tells Sarah, “Don’t kick me,” and then shapeshifts into a ferret and climbs onto the floor by Sarah’s feet.

Me and Riley get in the front.

“I’m six-two,” he says, “not ten.”

“Same difference.” I put the key in the ignition. It turns, not even sticking this time, and the car roars to life.

Right as my phone rings. It’s Mom.

I glance in the rearview mirror at Xavier, slightly worried it’s going to be bad news, then answer the phone. “Hello?”

“Hello?” She sounds confused. “Damien? Is that you?”

“Who else would it be?”

“I must have hit the wrong number. I was trying to call that sushi place I like before they close. I’d better go. Talk to you later—”

“Wait! Is… is everything okay? What happened?”

“Hmm? Oh, you mean Taylor?”

“Yes, of course I mean Taylor!”

She clucks her tongue, like that’s a silly question. “It’s sweet of you to worry, Damien, but he’s going to be fine. The doctor said face wounds bleed a lot, but his injuries aren’t nearly as serious as they seemed at first. We’re leaving the doctor’s right now, actually, and if we’re going to pick up dinner on the way, I’ve really got to—”

“So, what, you just weren’t going to call me?”

“For what? You don’t even like sushi.”

“For Xavier, Mom!”

“Damien, sweetie, you do not have to yell. I can hear you just fine.”

“You seriously weren’t going to call me, were you?”

“Well… of course I was. After Taylor and I had a little downtime. It’s so hard to get a minute of peace and quiet around here.”

I glance at the clock on the dashboard. Maybe we can stop by Mom’s house and still beat Gordon and Helen home. Maybe. If there’s no traffic and I drive super fast. “We’re coming over.”

“X,” Riley whispers, “are you sure we have time for that?”

I shake my head, because I’m pretty sure we don’t—or at least that it’ll be cutting it close—but I’m not keeping Xavier for even one second longer than I have to.
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I pull up in front of Mom’s house. “Come on,” I tell Xavier, turning around to give him a stern look. “Out of the car. Everyone else? Stay here.”

An annoying whine emanates from Xavier. “But—”

“Now.” I get out and open his door, practically dragging him out of the car.

He stomps his feet as I march him across the yard up to the front door. I’m just about to pound on it, so Mom can’t pretend she doesn’t hear me, when the door springs open.

Mom’s standing there. There’s a look of surprise on her face when she sees us, and she has a twenty-dollar bill in her hand that she quickly shoves into her pocket. “Oh—my boys!” She stumbles a little as she tries to make that sound casual.

“Expecting someone else?” I ask her. “Maybe someone carrying a pizza?”

She rolls her eyes at me. “I told you, Damien, we’re having sushi. Did my two boys have fun tonight?”

“No,” we both say at the same time. I give Xavier a look, annoyed that we actually agree on something for once. “Next time you have an emergency, don’t call me.”

Mom’s too busy making a face at something behind me to acknowledge that. I turn and see Alex standing there, looking guilty, like he knows he’s not supposed to be here, but also trying to peek past me into the house. I can’t help sounding super annoyed when I say, “I thought I told you to stay in the car?!” And what the hell was everybody else doing that they just let him wander off? I glance over. Everyone’s watching—including Kat, who’s transformed back into herself and taken Xavier’s seat—so I guess they didn’t actually let him wander off. But still.

Mom makes a tsking sound. “I told you you couldn’t watch both of them at once. I suppose I’m lucky my little sweetiekins made it back in one piece.”

I turn to glare at her. “Mom, seriously.”

She clucks her tongue again.

This is the thanks I get for watching her monster child all night. “Come on.” I ignore her and grab Alex’s arm, trying to lead him back to the car, and I hear the front door shut as Mom goes back inside, taking Xavier with her. “If you need to use the bathroom again, you’re just going to have to hold it. We don’t have time.” 

He digs his feet in and jerks his arm away from me. “Can’t I see your room?”

I gape at him. “It’s bad enough you got out of the car when I told you not to—twice—and now I just said we don’t have time to go to the bathroom. What makes you think we have time for a tour?!”

Alex winces at that and shrinks back a little.

I feel a pang of guilt. Maybe I’m being too harsh. But also he’s not the one who’s going to be grounded for a year if we don’t get home in time. And he’s also not the one responsible for a nine-year-old who doesn’t listen to a word I say, even when he knows it might get him killed. Though at least in this situation it’s just me who’s going to get killed.

Alex sticks out his lower lip, his shoulders hunched, and kicks at the ground. “I liked you better before you started acting like Amelia.”

“You mean, back when I wasn’t your babysitter?”

He nods.

I sigh. “Yeah, me, too. Tonight’s been… a lot crazier than I anticipated.”

“I thought it was going to be fun, but it wasn’t.”

“Really?” I raise an eyebrow at him. “Not at all?”

He considers that. “Well, maybe it was a little bit fun, like when we were being chased and you zapped that guy and we got away and stuff. And when you zapped Xavier.” He pauses, glancing up at me. “Is he really your brother?” He cringes a little at the thought.

“Yes, unfortunately. It’s… kind of a long story.” One we definitely don’t have time for right now. “I’ll tell you later. We have to go.”

He looks longingly at the house, like he knows he’s never going to have another chance to see it.

I crouch down so I’m at eye level with him. “Listen, Alex, you’ve already seen my room.”

“Not your old room. Not where you used to live.”

“I know, but…” I take a deep breath. “I don’t actually have a room here anymore. Mom didn’t waste any time giving it to Xavier. After she replaced— After I moved in with you guys. So, even if we had time, which we don’t, I couldn’t show it to you. There’s nothing left to see.”

I think I said that pretty non-chalantly, as if it’s no big deal that my mom’s basically erased my entire existence, but I must not have been as cool about it as I thought, because Alex gets this really serious, almost pitying look on his face. Or maybe it’s just that no matter how casual I try to make it sound, there’s no disguising how bad that is.

“I’m happier at your house,” I tell him. “And you’re definitely my favorite brother, in case that was in question.”

“It wasn’t,” he says, but a look of relief washes over him anyway, and he grins at me.

I smile back at him. Then my phone chimes. It’s a text from Helen that says they’re almost home.

Alex reads it, too, and then we both look up at each other, our eyes meeting in horror.

“Come on—we have to go!” he says, and then we race back to the car as fast as we can.

Chapter 8

 

I’M DREADING SEEING GORDON and Helen’s car in the driveway when we finally—finally—get home, but it’s not there. A huge weight lifts off my shoulders, even though we’re not in the clear yet. We all scramble to get out of the car. I toss Alex the keys, and he runs for the front door.

“You guys get out of here,” I tell Riley as Sarah hands Jess to me. They can walk the rest of the way.

“I could really use a drink of water,” Riley says.

I glare at him. “No way. You’re not coming in the house right now. Not dressed like that”—I indicate their superhero costumes—“and not when Gordon and Helen will be home any second.” Not because they’d be mad to find them there, but because Riley’s a terrible liar at the best of times, which this isn’t, and one look at his face would give everything away.

He laughs. “I was kidding, X.”

I roll my eyes at him. Then he and Sarah say good-bye and wander off in the direction of Sarah’s house.

Kat grabs the car seat out of the trunk, and we run inside. She tosses it in the hall closet where it belongs while I thunk down on the couch next to Alex. I lean my head back, unable to believe we actually made it, and Jess immediately sticks her finger up my nose.

Alex laughs as I make a startled sound and push Jess’s hand away.

Kat comes and sits down with us, looking about as exhausted as I feel. “This?” she says, gesturing with her arms and obviously meaning the whole evening in general. “Not worth it.”

“Agreed.”

Right as I say that, I hear Gordon and Helen’s car pull into the driveway. I swallow, hoping nobody notices my car has moved or that it’s still warm or anything. Electricity zips along my nerves. 

I turn to Alex. “Not a word about what happened tonight. We watched the movie Kat brought, the one about the dolphins and their lost turtle. Jess was a little cranky, but ultimately well behaved. And I did not let you eat a whole bag of candy—you just ate a few of the purple ones, because that’s all that was left in that bag.”

“Amelia must have eaten the rest of them,” Alex suggests.

“Exactly.” I smile at him.

The front door opens. Gordon and Helen come in, looking relieved to see us all just sitting on the couch, which I find irritating. I mean, what did they think was going to happen?

“We just finished the movie!” Alex says, even though no one asked.

Gordon frowns, looking a little suspicious, and I tilt my head at Alex, trying to discreetly motion for him to shut up.

Amelia comes stomping in, looking very not pleased to see us here.

“What’s wrong, Amelia?” I ask. “Did you screw up your routine?”

“She was actually really great,” Gordon says, beaming at her.

“Her whole group was,” Helen adds.

Amelia huffs at them. “You don’t have to sound so surprised. I told you the routine would be way better once we were on stage and in costume.”

“We watched the movie!” Alex says again. Then he laughs nervously.

Amelia looks over at me, an annoyingly self-satisfied look on her face as she stomps into the kitchen, as if she thinks Alex is about to give us away. Which he maybe kind of is.

“It was about some dolphins. Their turtle got lost, but they found it. The end.”

Gordon and Helen are staring at Alex like he’s an alien.

“Dude,” I whisper, nudging him with my arm.

Kat’s biting her lip, looking kind of pale.

“It… it makes you laugh and it makes you cry,” Alex mutters, echoing what Kat said earlier.

“Uh-huh.” Helen directs a sharp look at Gordon, shaking her head a little before disappearing into their bedroom to get changed.

There’s a squeak of outrage from the kitchen, and then Amelia shouts, “Who ate all the candy?!”

“It’s on top of the fridge!” I call back.

She comes storming back into the living room with the leftover bag. “There should be two of these, not one.”

I shrug. “It’s not my fault if you’ve had one too many late-night binges.”

She scowls at me. “I haven’t. And Alex’s mouth is purple.”

Alex sinks down into the couch cushions and doesn’t look at her.

Amelia glares at him. She’s about to say something else when her phone rings. She grabs it and hurries upstairs to her room.

Gordon comes and stands awkwardly in front of us. Well, in front of me specifically. “Damien… I think I know what happened tonight.” He sighs, rubbing his forehead. “Did you really think you were going to be able to keep this from me?”

I exchange a quick glance with Kat, which I know probably looks suspicious, but seriously, how could he possibly know? “Well, Dad, I, uh, I didn’t want to worry you. Over nothing.”

Jess sits in my lap, obliviously playing with the edge of my sleeve, while meanwhile Alex, who’s sitting next to me, looks like he’s about to wet himself in terror. And Kat looks like she wishes she was anywhere but here right now, which makes two of us.

“This is not nothing.” Gordon doesn’t sound angry, exactly, but definitely disappointed. We all brace ourselves for the worst, and then he holds up the DVD case for Revenge of the Zombie Werewolves V. “I really think Alex is too young for this stuff. Jess, too, but I’m giving you the benefit of the doubt and assuming you didn’t let her watch it.”

“Uh… no. Of course not.” I can’t help smiling with relief that that’s all he thinks happened. Which hopefully doesn’t give me away, because I’m supposed to be getting in trouble here. “And no more B horror movies for Alex. Got it.”

Gordon gives me a look.

“Or any horror movies,” I add.

He exhales, his shoulders deflating. He looks super relieved, either because I didn’t argue with him or because it’s over and he doesn’t have to lay down the law anymore. Maybe he doesn’t like having to be the bad guy, either.

He wanders off into the bedroom.

I glance over at Kat, then at Alex. None of us says anything, but there’s this shared moment of relief between us, because we actually just got away with that.

Then Amelia comes tromping down the stairs again. She’s changed out of her dance costume and into a T-shirt and jeans. The bag of leftover candy, I notice, has disappeared into her room.

Kat gives me a worried look.

Amelia catches me staring at her and comes over. “What?” she snaps.

“Nothing. Just that it looks like I didn’t need your help after all.”

Kat pinches my arm, probably as a warning not to piss of Amelia when she could, like, totally ruin our lives right now.

“I could still tell Mom and Dad, you know,” Amelia says, though she keeps her voice down, and she sounds more hurt than pissed.

“What,” I ask, “and tell them you knew and didn’t say anything? They’d never trust you again, either.”

Her nostrils flare as she stands there, considering that. “It’s not fair. They have no idea what a terrible babysitter you are, and now they’re going to ask you all the time and not me. Just because you’re older, even though I have way more experience.”

“Hey. I was a damned good babysitter. Ow.” I scrunch up my face as Jess pulls really hard on my ear.

Amelia rolls her eyes at me.

“I was. But maybe…” I take a deep breath. “Maybe there’s a teeny tiny chance that—”

“That I’m better?” Amelia finishes, her eyes suddenly lighting up.

“No. I was going to say maybe there’s a teeny tiny chance that it’s not my thing. So, I’m retiring from the babysitting business. It’s all yours.”

“What?” She stares at me.

“Once was enough. And I have way better ways of making two dollars an hour.” I wiggle my eyebrows at Kat.

Kat smacks my arm. “You already owe me three dollars. And like I said before, I’m not paying you for something you’d do for free.”

Amelia wrinkles her nose at us. “Ew, gross.” Then she puts her hands on her hips and gives Alex her typical bossy look, though it’s undermined a little because she’s also trying not to smile, now that her job is safe and she’s back in her element. “It’s getting late. You should be getting ready for bed.”

“But I don’t want to!” he whines. He looks over at me.

I shrug, then nod, even though I’m officially off duty.

Alex slowly gets up and trudges over to the bathroom, slamming the door behind him.

Jess plops down in his spot on the couch. She picks up her comb from where she left it earlier and brandishes it at me. “You still need to be beautiful.”

“Uh, you know who really needs help with that?” I point her toward Amelia.

Jess squeezes her comb extra tight and gives Amelia a really determined look.

Amelia takes a step back from the couch. “No, Jess.” Judging from the fear in her eyes, she’s been subject to Jess’s beauty regimen before. She grabs the comb from her before picking her up. “You want to watch my dance video instead?”

“No!” Jess screams. She reaches out to me and Kat for help as Amelia carts her off to the dining room.

“Come on,” Amelia says. “We can have snacks. Like when we watch movies. You like that.”

Amelia plunks her down at the dining table, then uses her power to teleport a cell phone to her. I say a cell phone, because it’s obviously not hers, since hers is covered in bling stickers and this one’s not.

Then two seconds later Helen shouts, “Amelia! Did you just take my phone?!”

“I’m showing Jess the video!” Amelia calls back, with absolutely no intention of returning it.

We sit there for a few moments, and then Kat leans over and pokes my knee. “You want to go over to my house?”

“Why, Kat,” I say, grinning at her, “I thought you’d never ask.”
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