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oh, how he hated the name Chuck.
Charles Leach sat at his office computer and banged

out this week’s edition of Chuck’s Soapbox, a weekly 
column that appeared in every new release from
Mercenary Comics. A month ago the column’s title was
Stan’s Insider, but Stan, Charles’s boss, had gotten tired of
writing the stupid thing and had assigned Charles to take
over. “Keep it light, but clever,” Stan had said. “Talk up the
new comics. Say cool things about Psychoblade and
Razorclaw.” It was Stan who had insisted on the hated
nickname. “No, no, ‘Charles’ is all wrong. It’s too smooth,
too formal,” he had said, drawing out the name,
“Chaaarrrles,” to emphasize the effect. “But ‘Chuck’ is
catchy and fun. That’s what I want from you, Chuck, fun.”

Charles paused in his writing and stared at his office
wall, where a poster for the upcoming Razorclaw one-
shot hung. It showed Razorclaw’s severed head spiked
on the Ocean King’s royal trident (with the title
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“Heads—You Lose!”). Being assistant editor at the
hottest new comic book company in the business at least
meant his work area looked interesting. On his desk was
a cold-cast porcelain statue of Gridlock, the urban
super-hero who pounded drug dealers by night and
who, by day, was a Grammy Award–winning rap artist.
On his bookshelf was a model of Psychoblade, in her
leather bikini and bronze gauntlets, waving her fluores-
cent green energy sword.

To think that he would end up in such a place! Charles
had a masters degree in comparative literature from a
small but highly prestigious university. He should be at
Random House, Simon & Schuster, or HarperCollins
editing thick, epic romances or high-tech thrillers,
nursing the powerful yet frail egos of best-selling
authors. Here at Mercenary—the only place he had been
able to find a job (there were too many idealistic English
majors out there with the same fantasies he had)—
Charles’s dreams had languished.

At first the job at Mercenary Comics had seemed
promising. A handful of the most popular artists from
the major comic companies had banded together to start
their own independent publishing house. The new ven-
ture had been the talk of the industry, a revolution. Only
later had Charles realized that although the artists could
draw spectacular images and eye-catching, action-
packed, full-page panels, not one of them had the writing
skills of an armadillo. So while other comic companies
published some truly meaningful pieces of literature,
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their editors’ offices decorated with Eagle and Eisner
awards, Mercenary Comics had captured the market in
sex, violence, and adolescent male power fantasies.

Worse, this headstrong group of artists had fought
Charles at every turn. Charles had suggested many
more literate, more deserving projects than the endless
stream of nonsense offered up week after week by his
creative teams. Their ideas never changed: “muscular
brute A meets muscular brute B, and the two of them
beat the royal snot out of each other.” Charles nearly
chewed his tongue off in story meetings, biting it so as
not to insult the sensitive artists who signed his pay-
check every other week. But he could not hold back
the vague grumbles that escaped his lips from time to
time. Though Charles had worked toward a full edito-
rial position, he remained, after five years, an assistant
editor. He sat in his office each day steaming while a
series of younger, less-experienced hacks waltzed by
his door on their way to their larger offices and fatter
paychecks.

But no more. His dignity had suffered enough.
Soon, he thought, very soon, I’ll have more than enough

money to quit this job. Go back to school. Earn my Ph.D.
I’ll be a professor, teach fine literature. I’ll write novels
and live in a large, colonial house in Connecticut—no,
Vermont.

At this thought, Charles’s flash of temper left him. He
smiled and closed his eyes, envisioning his new life. A
moment later, when the phone jangled him from his
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daydream, he sat up quickly and nearly dropped the
receiver when he grabbed it.

“Charles Leach.”
“It’s all set,” said the voice on the line. Charles immedi-

ately recognized the slow speech and whiny tone. He
shuddered. An office assistant walking by happened to
glance at him, and he nudged his door shut with his foot.
“I thought I told you not to call me at the office,” he
hissed into the receiver. “In fact, I thought I said not to
ever call me.”

“Well, you wanted a report,” the voice whined. “I’m
giving you one.”

Charles tapped his finger against his desktop until
his anger faded. “All right,” he finally said. “Give it 
to me.”

“I got the job. These places are always willing to take
on a ‘helpful volunteer,’ know what I mean? Everything
is in place.”

“And our assistant?”
“Oh, yes. Our friend had some reservations, but I

think I took care of them. There won’t be any problem.”
“Good,” Charles said. “I want this to go off without a

hitch.”
He hung up the phone and leaned back in his chair

again, reveling in his hatred of Mercenary Comics and
all it stood for. He stared at Psychoblade, conquering an
urge to grab the hand-painted resin model and throw it
against his office wall. “Chuck” that, Stan! 
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No, calm down, everything is all right, he told himself.
The plan will work. It has to. Like everything else Charles
controlled, the plan was neat and clean.

He allowed himself a smile, which lingered even as he
turned to finish the ridiculous Chuck’s Soapbox. Soon,
some wonderful things would be happening: The comic
business he loathed would pay his way through school,
and then some. American Comics, Mercenary’s rival in
the market, would be in a tizzy, and the people of Bugle
Point would see a comic book convention unlike any-
thing they had ever seen before.
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eugenia “Byte” Salzmann stood in line at the cafeteria
and ran her fingers through her long, straggly hair.

She told herself a thousand times she would never again
forget to set her alarm clock. This morning she had
overslept. Oversleeping meant she had to rush to get
ready for school, rushing meant she did not have time to
pack a lunch, and failing to pack a lunch meant eating in
the Bugle Point High School cafeteria with hundreds of
her peers.

That was the problem, of course—all the people. In all
her years of school, Byte had never quite gotten used to
being around so many people. And all of them so much
alike—eating the same fast food, wearing the same
designer labels, listening to the same music, using the
same expressions—thousands of teen drones.

Byte paused in the long, cramped line of people. The
bodies of other students closed in on her. She tried to
will herself to move forward but couldn’t. People began
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brushing past her, and Byte squeezed her shoulders
together, as though she could make herself smaller by
folding up her bones.

The people behind her pressed ahead, urging her for-
ward. Arms reached for snacks off the chip rack, one
after another, like arms on a factory robot. They were all
parts of one huge lunch machine: Grab the plate. Get the
burger. Fill the cup. Eat the chips. Don’t forget the
Coconut Sno-ball. That’ll be $2.25. Ka-ching! Next! 

Byte couldn’t take it.
Instead of ordering, she left the line and bolted for the

exit. The black nylon bag containing her notebook com-
puter banged against her leg as she ran. The funny thing
was, the whole time she was running her mind was
telling her that normal people do not flee from a lunch
line; normal people just absorb the sights and sounds
and smells without any ill effects. But to Byte’s senses,
they were like a heavy blanket, smothering.

Once outside, a chilly wind tousled her hair and the
sun warmed her face. She stood on the grassy area
between the courtyard and the asphalt blacktop, and the
world felt fresher and more open. Byte touched her hand
to the pocket of her jeans. She felt the money folded
there. This whole situation was so ridiculous! For a few
moments, Byte just stood there. There was no one else
around. The cold wind was invigorating, and she began
to think more clearly. Then she began to smile.

She had an idea. She knew it would work, as long as
Mrs. Langley gave permission.
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Byte clasped her computer bag a little more firmly and
began walking toward the school library. Mrs. Langley
was busy at the library entrance, preparing the student
bulletin board, and Byte watched for a moment as the
librarian used a stapler to tack up a newspaper article
about last night’s basketball game.

“Oh…hello, Byte,” Mrs. Langley mumbled. She had a
pencil in her mouth. Mrs. Langley wrote notes to herself
constantly, and she often kept a pencil or pen in her
mouth as she worked.

“Hi, Mrs. Langley.”
“What can I do for you, Byte?”
The librarian brushed her palms against her skirt and

walked behind her desk. She always walked so quickly,
Byte thought, as though getting that stapler or paper clip
was an emergency medical procedure.

Byte crinkled her nose, a habit she had developed 
to keep her wire-framed granny glasses from slipping.
She smiled and leaned against the edge of Mrs.
Langley’s desk. “I have a favor to ask,” she said.
“Remember a couple of months ago, when I forgot to
bring my lunch?”

Mrs. Langley pursed her lips and nodded. She seemed
to know what was coming.

“Well,” said Byte, “I was kind of wondering if maybe I
could do that again.”

The librarian raised her pencil and began tapping it
against her lips. She did not take long to make decisions.
“Same rules as before,” she said. “You share with the
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other fifth-period library aides, and no you-know-
whats. Got it?”

Byte nodded. Mrs. Langley reached for the telephone
and slid it in Byte’s direction.

Byte pulled out her computer and turned it on. She
unplugged the cord from the back of the phone,
slipped it into the modem jack on her computer, and
began tapping the keys. In seconds she had logged on
with her online provider, worked her way onto the
World Wide Web, and typed in the code for the Website
she needed. There it was. Byte coded in her order,
typed in the school’s address and zip code, then logged
off. She smiled at herself when she finished. Any 
kid could walk into a school cafeteria, plunk down a
couple of bucks, and walk out with a hot dog and Tater
Tots. But how many could order a pizza through the
Internet and have it delivered to school during library
period?

She had even remembered to leave off the “you-know-
whats.” Mrs. Langley hated onions on her pizza.

Byte felt a hand on her shoulder, and she turned to see
Mrs. Langley standing beside her. The librarian sat down
and gestured to a chair that was facing her. Byte sat.

“You know, Byte,” she said, “you are a very intelligent,
very talented young lady. But one of these days you’re
just going to have learn how to deal a little bit better with
people.”

Byte looked at her hands in her lap and nodded. “I
know,” she said.
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Mrs. Langley folded her arms. “You can’t avoid every-
one in the world, you know,” she said. “We outnumber
you.”

“I’ll try to do better,” Byte said. “Starting tomorrow. I
promise.” She rose, plugged the cord back into the tele-
phone, and closed down her computer, smiling.

She lifted her computer, and as she tried to slip it back
into its nylon bag, she noticed something. Tucked into
the bag’s outer pocket was a small envelope. Byte took it
out to look at it more closely and was not the least bit
surprised to see that it had a tiny emblem scrawled on
the outside: a circle superimposed over a square. Peter’s
emblem, the sign of the Misfits. Mattie Ramiro, that lit-
tle phantom, must have somehow yet again slipped a
note from Peter into her bag.

She opened the envelope and examined its contents.
What is this? It was not a note after all—it wasn’t even
Peter’s handwriting. It was a badge of some kind, a plas-
tic card with a safety pin on the back. Strange writing
and a drawing of a comic book character marked the
front of it.

This is interesting, Byte thought. What is Mattie getting
us into now?

Jake Armstrong sat in his second-period jazz band
class and grimaced. He squirmed in his chair—which
was much too small for his large frame—and studied the
line of music again, those awful sixteenth notes with 
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the syncopated punches. Fumbling with his clarinet,
he concentrated on hearing the piece in his mind—
the bright, bouncy “In the Mood”—remembering the
recording of it that Mr. Janson, the band director, had
just played.

He could feel it and play it—he knew he could—if he’d
just relax and let himself. “Quit thinking and let the fin-
gers work,” Mr. Janson would say.

Last year, when he had made it into the city jazz band,
Jake had come to realize that his music was more than a
mere activity, more than a hobby. The night he had
played at the summer festival, the audience cheering at
“’S Wonderful” and “Puttin’ on the Ritz,” Jake had felt the
music welling up from inside him—the vibrations not
only in his clarinet, but in his bones. Never before had he
felt such a crystallized sense of This is who I am; this is
what I do. Jake had already decided where he wanted to
go to college. Berklee College of Music. One of the most
prestigious private music universities in the country.

But to accomplish that goal, he would have to be 
better than he was now. He would have to be the best.
And he could start by mastering these stupid sixteenth
notes.

Mr. Janson tapped his baton—a-one, two, three!—and
the band began to play. Jake gazed at the music one last
time, then closed his eyes, allowing his fingers to play
from memory. Instead of forcing out the notes, trying to
control them through sheer determination, he thought
of the music as something like a river, a natural force
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that moved all by itself and only happened to carry him
along. Letting go, he played differently now, his fingers
popping off the keys in perfect sync with the song’s 
blistering rhythm. Mastering this piece was another step,
he thought—like when he switched from a number
three-and-a-half reed to a number four. The playing was
more difficult, but his technical skills were getting 
better—a little better all the time.

Jake’s mind wandered for a moment. He noticed
something out of the corner of his eye: a small envelope
lying in his open clarinet case. The envelope bore no
name, but someone had scribbled a familiar emblem on
the front: a circle intersecting a square. The emblem,
Jake knew, was meant to suggest two things that would
never fit together—a square peg and a round hole. It was
the sign of the Misfits.

Byte Salzmann, Peter Braddock, and Jake Armstrong
had met at the beginning of their freshman year and
called themselves the Misfits. At the time, their friend-
ship seemed a matter of desperation. Byte, at her moth-
er’s forceful prodding, had tried out for the school play
and barely survived the humiliation. Peter had joined
nearly every academic club on campus—and was intent
on sharing his wisdom and advice on all club matters—
but then was mystified when other club members began
to drop out one by one until Peter stopped attending the
meetings. Jake, in a burst of ninth-grade ambition, had
tried out for football but failed to make the team—in
spite of his muscular, six-foot-two, two-hundred-pound
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frame. His coach never understood how a player of
Jake’s size, speed, and sheer athletic grace could be so
lacking in aggression. His teammates had been even less
understanding.

Later Mattie Ramiro had joined the group. Hungry for
acceptance, he had become something of a sidekick to
Peter. Together, the four friends evolved into the group
Misfits, Inc.

When band class was over, Jake picked up the enve-
lope. Inside was a badge of some kind, a plastic card with
a safety pin on the back. A crude drawing of a comic
book character marked the front.

Jake studied the card, smiling. Cool, he thought. Now
how did Mattie pull this off? 

“Class,” said Mrs. Scapelli, “today we’ll continue our
unit on debate. I’ll assign topics and partners.”

Peter Braddock groaned inwardly. Two months ago,
Mrs. Scapelli, the speech and drama teacher, had attended
a workshop on “Group Learning in the Classroom.”
Although Peter didn’t know this for a fact, he was 
confident in his guess. Mrs. Scapelli had missed two days
of class back in early December, and when she returned
she suddenly knew thirty-seven different ways of
forming random learning groups. Sometimes she drew
from a deck of playing cards; sometimes she passed out
slips of paper with numbers on them; and sometimes
she asked students to choose color-coded plastic chips.
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The method didn’t matter. Peter Braddock hated
learning groups.

The problem with learning groups was that one person
in the group was generally, and often noticeably, smarter
than the others. In this system, the less intelligent mem-
bers of the group received a wonderful learning experi-
ence. The lazy members of the group found that the
more dedicated students would actually do their work
for them. And the smartest member of the group—well,
the smartest member just got shafted, having the duty of
carrying the others while trying to ensure that his or her
own score did not suffer.

At least today, Peter thought, I’ll be working with a sin-
gle partner instead of an entire group. I won’t have to carry
three people on my shoulders.

“These color-coded envelopes will tell you which side
of the debate question you will argue, affirmative or neg-
ative,” said Mrs. Scapelli. “The question itself is sealed
inside the envelope, so do not open it until I tell you.”

Peter’s envelope was green. On the outside of it,
lettered in Magic Marker, was the word Affirmative.
Someone else in this room, Peter’s new partner, held a
similar envelope. More importantly, his envelope also
bore a tiny number 1 in the corner, indicating that Peter
and his partner would be going first.

“Now, find your partner,” said Mrs. Scapelli, gesturing
broadly across the room and smiling as though she had
just set free a flock of doves.
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Peter remained in his seat. While others wandered
the room, he held his envelope up where everyone
could see it. Students milled all around him, located
their partners, and slid desks together.

The air in the room was an odd mix of terror and
laziness. January—and with it the first semester of the
school year—was coming to an end. The speech class
had completed its semester final last week; now the stu-
dents were running through informal debates, a sort of
tryout for the after-school debate squad.

Just then another green envelope landed on his desk
with a loud thwap. Peter looked up and found himself
staring into the one face he had least hoped to see. Robin
Sutter stood above him, her arms braced against his
desktop like a pair of steel girders. This was the Robin
Peter knew at her most intimidating, the in-your-face
Robin: blue eyes, auburn curls, one eyebrow raised in
challenge.

Oh no, he thought, not even trying to hide his dismay.
“That’s right,” she said, “and don’t think I’m any hap-

pier about this than you are.” She grabbed an empty desk
and scooted it next to Peter’s. “So we’re stuck with each
other for the next fifty minutes. We’ll survive. Who are
we debating against?”

Peter looked around the room for another pair of
green envelopes. These would bear the word Negative,
and whoever held them would be Peter and Robin’s
opponents in the debate.
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“There,” said Peter. He nodded toward a corner of the
room where a tiny girl with white-blond hair gripped a tell-
tale green envelope. She wore a B.P.H.S. activity sweater
with a brass math club pin. Her partner, a basketball play-
er sporting a letter jacket and a buzz-style haircut, leaned
back in his chair and made little dancing motions with his
head, as though listening to music only he could hear.

Robin Sutter took one look at them. “They’re toast,”
she said.

“You may now open your envelopes,” said Mrs.
Scapelli.

Peter and Robin opened their respective envelopes and
removed the three-by-five-inch index cards tucked
inside. Peter turned his card over and read aloud the
typed statement.

“Resolved: that all high school students should be
required to wear school uniforms.”

“It’s a slam dunk,” said Robin. “The way I see it, I’ll
take the first affirmative, define the terms of the debate,
and establish the foundation of our argument. You’ll
take the second, build on my points, and attack the neg-
ative points.”

“Well now, wait a minute,” said Peter. “I think maybe I
should take the first shot.”

Robin leaned back in her seat and gazed momentarily
at the ceiling, as though she were a parent framing a
response to a confused child. “No, Braddock,” she said.
“If you think I’m going to follow you just to clean up the
mess you make, you’re crazy.”
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Peter remained silent, backing off from the battle line
to let Robin think through her position. He could tell
she was doing that now by the way she studied the ink
marks and scratches on her desktop.

“Okay,” she said finally, “Maybe it wouldn’t mess
things up too badly if you went first.” She looked up at
him, and, as often happened when she rethought her
brash behavior, her features softened.

“I just thought,” Peter said, “that since you stayed up
really late last night, you might find building on my
points as second affirmative a little easier.”

Robin shook her head, her false smile clearly masking
some new-found anger. “I’ve known you since sixth
grade, Braddock,” she said. “Don’t do that to me.”

“What?” asked Peter.
“You know! That—that thing you do! That mind-

reading game. It’s freaky. And don’t bother telling me
how you knew I stayed up late. I know there’s some
really simple, stupid explanation that I should be able
to see, and if you wave that explanation under my nose
you’ll just tick me off.”

To preserve peace, they agreed that Robin would take
the first affirmative argument and Peter the second. And
twenty minutes later, the little blond girl and the basket-
ball player were indeed toast.

When the bell rang ending the period, Peter gathered
up his jacket, which he had slung over the back of his
chair, and was surprised to find another envelope stick-
ing halfway out of the pocket. Peter started to reach for
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it when someone sidled up next to him and lightly
touched his shoulder.

“Hey, Braddock.” Robin Sutter positioned herself
between Peter and the classroom door. She faced him,
smiling, her arms crossed in what Peter read as an
unconscious gesture of self-protection. “Good job,” she
said. “And you would have been great going first, too.”

Peter narrowed his eyes. “What are you up to?” he
asked suspiciously.

She pointed to herself in feigned surprise. “Moi?” Then
she headed out the door, waggling her fingers at him in
more of a toodle-oo than a good-bye.

Peter finished pulling on his jacket and reached for the
envelope. It was plain white, but it was made of a heavy,
high-quality paper. His name was scrawled across it in
scraggly handwriting. Above his name was a somewhat
inaccurate re-creation of the emblem for Misfits, Inc.,
Peter’s group.

He tore the envelope open, and a plastic card slipped
into his hand. Peter saw the illustration on the card and
the lettering below the illustration. Immediately realizing
what the card was, he tapped it against his open palm,
wondering how it had come to be in his coat pocket.
Mattie? He was the most likely suspect in a case like this,
but Peter discarded the idea. No. Mattie couldn’t afford
this, it isn’t his writing on the envelope, and the manner of
delivery—well, it’s just a little too obvious to be 
his work.

of heroes and villains

18



Then someone in the almost empty room called his
name. “Peter!”

He turned to see Mrs. Scapelli standing by her desk,
grinning. “Great debate today,” she said, “don’t you
think?”

“What? Oh…oh, right. Thank you.”
Peter glanced through the classroom door and down

the open hallway. Robin Sutter was halfway down the
hall, weaving through the crowd of students. Peter stood
alone, watching her, until the tardy bell jarred him from
his thoughts.

Jake carried the card with him when the lunch bell
rang. He stared at it, paying little attention to the other
students in the corridor. His broad shoulders brushed
against lockers and bumped against a support column,
but he hardly noticed. He had to find Mattie Ramiro.
The problem was that Mattie, at four feet eleven inches
tall, was the world’s most slippery kid. He tended to dis-
appear among crowds, if you didn’t know how to look
for him.

Jake swept through a door into the cold outside air,
passing a group of varsity football players. He hardly
noticed. “There goes Mr. Sensitive,” one of them mur-
mured. “It’s Clarinet Boy,” another said, and a few guys
laughed. Jake knew they didn’t understand why a person
his size was unwilling to tackle and crash into other
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of heroes and villains

20 players on a competitive team. But Jake wasn’t bothered
by what they said. Besides, he was on a mission.

He found Mattie in the student quad. He sat alone in
the cold, shoulders hunched, his eyes focused on
something, so intent he didn’t even notice the pigeon
pecking at the crust of his abandoned, half-eaten
sandwich.

As Jake approached, his shadow fell across Mattie.
“Hey,” he said.

Mattie looked up. “Hey, it’s Jake the Monster Man. Did
you bring a granola bar? I’ll trade you chips for it.”

Jake nodded and exchanged with Mattie, who tucked
the granola bar away.

“Whatcha working on?” Jake asked, sitting down next
to him and absently removing his Superball from his
pocket. He rolled it around in his hands. For some rea-
son fidgeting with the tiny Superball helped him sort
through his thoughts.

Mattie reached into his book bag and removed his
Leatherman multi-tool. Once he selected the correct
screwdriver from the several choices, he reached for the
object Jake had seen him holding. It was an action fig-
ure, a twelve-inch reproduction of the world’s most
famous comic book super-hero: Hyperman. Mattie
tugged at the hero’s costume, pulling it away from the
plastic to expose Hyperman’s naked back. There, held in
place by four screws, was a tiny door.

“Want to see how this works,” Mattie mumbled, more
to himself than to Jake.



The door came off quickly, and Mattie began probing
the open hole with his screwdriver. He pried out a
metallic device no bigger than a button, then held it up
to the light. A disk lay in the center of it, and wires from
this disk, exposed by Mattie’s labors, trailed into
Hyperman’s chest.

“This is the battery,” Mattie said, “and this is the sound
chip.” He touched his finger to a wire, and the wire made
contact with a metal plate. An electrical connection
resulted, and the device began to speak.

“I will fly to the rescue!” it said. Mattie grinned.
“Cool,” said Jake.
Mattie touched the wire a second time.
“Surrender, villain!” said the chip.
“Before now,” said Mattie, “they had to use tape or

wire recorders to make a doll or an action figure talk.
The units were really big, and they could usually only say
one thing.” Mattie reached for the screwdriver again and
began reassembling the toy. “Today, though, they have
sound chips. Chips are smaller, and you can put more
information on them, so Hyperman here can say three
or four different things.”

Jake nodded. “It’s amazing that you know all this
stuff,” he said. “And you’re so fast. I mean, I can’t believe
how fast you can take something apart and put it back
together.”

Mattie shrugged. “Been doing it since I was about five
years old, I guess.” He slid the sound device back into
Hyperman’s hollow body.
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Jake thought a moment. Five years old? That was when
Mattie’s parents got divorced, when he started living with
his grandparents.

So, somehow around the time of the divorce, Mattie
must have developed this knack, almost a compulsion,
for taking things apart and putting them back together.
He couldn’t keep his hands off anything mechanical,
that was for sure. It seemed that every time Jake ran into
Mattie, pieces of a Walkman or a camcorder or some
other electronic marvel lay scattered around the boy.
Mattie would slip these pieces back together like a child
assembling a simple wooden jigsaw puzzle. And he
would do so with the coldest sort of concentration Jake
had ever seen.

Jake realized that Mattie, as the son of divorced parents,
had a hobby that grew not from the need to take things
apart, but from the need to put them back together.

“Hey,” said Jake, “how’d you manage this?” He held up
the card. Mattie stopped his work and studied it a
moment. “Not my doing,” he said. “I got one too. Think
they came from Peter?”

Jake shook his head. “Doubt it. He would have said
something.”

Mattie twirled in the last of the screws, then tugged
Hyperman’s uniform back into place. He stared at the
toy, a strange, almost vacant expression on his face.
“There,” he said, “all together again.”

Jake fumbled with his clarinet case, a little hesitant
about leaving his friend. “Look,” he said, “I’m going to
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skip lunch. I’ve got a piece I have to practice. We’ll talk
to Peter about the cards later, okay?”

Mattie looked up as if he were just noticing that Jake
was there. “Huh? Oh, right. We’ll see if Peter knows
where they came from.”

The four of them met in the courtyard after school.
Byte, Jake, and Mattie arrived from their sixth-period

classes. Peter was already waiting for them. He was sit-
ting on a stone bench, his jacket pulled around him and
his back against a tree, his eyes glaring from behind a
clump of fine, dark hair. He yanked his glasses off and
set them on the bench beside him with an angry clink.
His friends paused before coming too close.

“Peter, is this what I think it is?” asked Jake, drawing
out the plastic card he’d received.

Mattie grinned and did a little celebratory skip-step.
“It sure is. The semester ends tomorrow, and we have
four-day guest passes to the comic book convention. It
starts Thursday, ends Sunday, and I am there!”

“Aren’t these expensive?” asked Jake.
“Thirty bucks apiece,” said Mattie. “I checked.”
Byte frowned. “Where did they come from?”
The group turned toward Mattie, but the youngest

Misfit shook his head. “Now I’m insulted. I’m thrilled to
have the badge, sure, but whoever delivered them had no
style whatsoever. I mean, I found mine shoved in my
lunch bag.”
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Peter rolled his eyes. “Where’d they come from?” he
repeated. “Where else? They’re from her. She knows Jake
and Mattie are into comics, and she’s using that some-
how. She’s up to something. I know her.”

“Her?” Jake asked, shaking his head.
“You know, her,” Mattie said.
Byte covered her mouth with her hand to keep from

laughing out loud, and Peter glared at her.
“You know, this is a pretty nice gift, Peter,” Byte said.

“We should really send her a thank-you note or some-
thing.” Then a positively evil gleam came to her eye.
“You could maybe send roses.…”

Peter raised his hands helplessly. “Can’t you see what’s
happening here? She sneaked these to us without our know-
ing. She even used our secret emblem! Don’t you know
what this means?” His voice was taking on a shrill tone.

Byte, Jake, and Mattie just looked at one another. “I
guess,” Jake said, “it means we’re going to a comic book
convention. Are you coming with us?”

Peter looked up into the overcast sky, as though his
logical world had just started rotating in the wrong
direction. “I don’t know. This has to be another one of
Robin Sutter’s competitive games.”

Byte finally settled matters. “Well,” she said, “here’s
what I think. I think you should go with us, Peter—and
I think you should be grateful.”

“Yeah!” said Mattie.
“That’s right,” said Jake.
Peter paused, then surrendered.“All right. Okay. I’ll go.
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Of course I’ll go. Even though I think she’s trying to buy
her way into the Misfits, sneaking us presents. I’ll try to
be grateful,” he grumbled. “Are you satisfied?”

“I’m satisfied,” said Byte. She turned to Jake. “Are you
satisfied?”

“I’m satisfied,” said Jake.
The four of them started walking toward the campus

parking lot.
“So,” said Mattie, “are we going in costume? What

panel discussions do you want to attend? Whose auto-
graphs do you want to get?” When no one answered his
questions, he began tugging at Peter’s sleeve.“Hey—hey!
Isn’t anyone going to ask me if I’m satisfied?”
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