R L. Stine: Attack of the Miutant (Goosebunps #25)
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"Hey —put that down!™

| grabbed the com c book from WIson dark's hand an

d snoot hed out the plastic cover.

"I was only looking at it," he grunbl ed.

"I'f you get a fingerprint onit, it will [ose half
its value," | told him | exam ned the cover thro
ugh the clear wapper. "This is a Silver Swan Nunb

er Zero," | said. "And it's in mnt condition."

Wl son shook his head. He has curly, white-blond h

air and round, blue eyes. He al ways | ooks confused

"How can it be Nunber Zero?" he asked. "That doesn'

t make any sense, Skipper."

Wlson is areally good friend of mne. But soneti
mes | think he dropped down fromthe planet Mars.
He just doesn't know anyt hi ng.

| held up the Silver Swan cover so he could see th

e big zero in the corner. "That makes it a collect

or's item" | explained. "Nunber Zero cones before
Nunber One. This comc is worth ten tinmes as nuch
as Silver Swan Nunmber One.™

"Huh? It is?" WIson scratched his curly hair. He
squatted down on the floor and started pawing thro
ugh nmy carton of com c books. "How cone all your c
omcs are in these plastic bags, Skipper? How can

you read thenf"

See? | told you. WIson doesn't know anyt hi ng.
"Read then? | don't read them" | replied. "If you
read them they |lose their value."

He stared up at ne. "You don't read thenf"

"I can't take them out of the bag," | explained.

|f | open the bag, they won't be in mnt condition

anynore. "

"OQoh. This one is cool!" he exclained. He pulled u
a copy of Star Wl f. "The cover is netal!"

"I't's worthless,” | nunbled. "It's a second printin

g.



He stared at the silvery cover, turning it in his
hands, making it shine in the light. "Cool," he nu
ttered. His favorite word.

W were up in ny room about an hour after dinner.
The sky was bl ack outside ny double w ndows. It ¢
ets dark so early in wwnter. Not |like on the Silve
r Swan's planet, Ocos IlIl, where the sun never se
ts and all the superheroes have to wear air-condit
| oned cost unes.

Wl son cane over to get the math honework. He live
S next door, and he always | eaves his math book at
school —so he al ways cones over to get the honew
ork from ne.

"You should collect comc books," I told him "In
about twenty years, these will be worth mlIlions."
"I collect rubber stanps," he said, picking up a Z
-Squad annual . He studi ed the sneaker ad on the ba
ck cover.

"Rubber stanps?"

"Yeah. | have about a hundred of them" he said.
"What can you do with rubber stanps?" | asked.

He dropped the com c back into the carton and stoo
d up. "Well, you can stanp things with them" he s
aid, brushing off the knees of his jeans. "I have
different-colored ink pads. O you can just | ook a
t them"

He is definitely weird.

"Are they val uabl e?" | asked.
He shook his head. "I don't think so." He picked u
p the math sheet fromthe foot of ny bed. "I'd bet

ter get hone, Skipper. See you tonorrow. "

He started for the door and | followed him Qur re
flections stared out at us fromny big dresser mr
ror. Wlson is so tall and skinny and bl ond and bl
ue-eyed. | always feel |ike a dark, chubby nole ne
Xt to him

|f we were in a com c book, WIson would be the su
perhero, and | would be his sidekick. I'd be the p
udgy, funny one who was al ways nessing up.

It's a good thing life isn't a com c book —right?
As soon as WIlson left, | turned back to ny dresse
r. My eye caught the big conputer banner above the



mrror: SKIPPER MATTHEWS, ALI EN AVENGER.
My dad had soneone at his office print out the ban
ner for me for ny twelfth birthday a few weeks ago

Beneat h the banner, | have two great posters tacke
d on the wall on both sides of the dresser. One is
a Jack Kirby Captain Anerica. It's really old and
probably worth about a thousand doll ars.

The other one is newer —a Spawn poster by Todd MF
arlane. It's really awesone.

In the mrror, | could see the excited | ook on ny o

wn face as | hurried to the dresser.

The flat brown envel ope waited for nme on the dresse
rtop.

Mom and Dad said | couldn't open it until after di
nner, after | finished ny honmework. But | couldn't
wai t .

| could feel ny heart start to pound as | stared do

wn at the envel ope.

| knew what waited inside it. Just thinking about i
t made ny heart pound even harder.

| carefully picked up the envelope. | had to open i
t now | had to.
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Carefully, carefully, |I tore the flap on the envel

ope. Then | reached inside and pulled out the trea
sure.

This nonth's issue of The Masked Mutant.

Hol di ng the com c book in both hands, | studied th
e cover. The Masked Mutant #24. In jagged red lett
ers across the bottom | read:

"A TI GHT SQUEEZE FOR THE SENSATI ONAL SPONGE! "

The cover art was awesone. It showed Sponge Life —
known across the universe as The Sponge of Steel
—in terrible trouble. He was caught in the tentac
| es of a gigantic octopus. The octopus was squeezi

ng hi mdry!



Awesone. Totally awesone.

| keep all of ny comc books in mnt condition, w
apped in collector's bags. But there is one comc
that | have to read every nonth. And that's The M
sked Mut ant.

| have to read it as soon as it cones out. And | r
ead it cover to cover, every word in every panel.

| even read the Letters page.

That's because The Masked Mutant is the best-drawn
, best-written comc in the world. And The Masked
Mut ant has to be the nost powerful, nost evil vill
ain ever created!

What makes himso terrifying is that he can nove hi
s nol ecul es around.

That neans he can change hinself into anything that
's solid. Anything!

On this cover, the giant octopus is actually the M
asked Mutant. You can tell because the octopus is

wearing the nmask that The Masked Mutant al ways wea
rs.

But he can change hinself into any animal. O any o
bj ect .

That's how he al ways escapes from The League of Go
od Guys. There are six different superheroes in Th
e League of Good Guys. They are all nutants, too,

Wi th amazi ng powers. And they are the world's best
| aw enforcers. But they can't catch The Masked Mu

t ant .

Even the League's | eader —The Gl |l oping Gazelle —
the fastest man in the solar system isn't fast e
nough to keep up with The Masked Mut ant.

| studied the cover for a few mnutes. | |iked the
way the octopus tentacles squeezed Sponge-Life in

toalinp rag. You could see by his expression tha

t The Sponge of Steel was in nortal pain.

Awesone.

| carried the comc over to the bed and sprawed o
nto ny stomach to read it. The story began where T
he Masked Mutant #23 |left off.

SpongeLife, the world's best underwater sw nmer, w

as deep in the ocean. He was desperately trying to
escape from The Masked Mutant. But The Sponge of



St eel had caught his cape on the edge of a coral r
eef .

| turned the page. As The Masked Mutant drew neare
r, he began to nove his nol ecul es around. And he c
hanged hinself into a huge, really gross octopus.
There were ei ght drawi ngs showi ng The Masked Mt an
t transformhinmself. And then cane a big, full-pag
e drawi ng showi ng the enornous octopus reaching ou
t its sliny, fat tentacles to grab the hel pl ess Sp
ongeli f e.

SpongeLife struggled to pull away.

But the octopus tentacles slid closer. d oser.

| started to turn the page. But before | could nov

e, | felt sonething cold and sliny wap itself aro
und ny neck.
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| let out a gasp and tried to struggle free.
But the cold tentacles wapped thensel ves tighter a
round ny throat.

| couldn't nove. | couldn't scream
| heard | aughter.
Wth a great effort, | turned around. And saw Mtz

i, my nine-year-old sister. She pulled her hands a
way fromny neck and junped back as | glared at he
;

"Why are your hands so col d?" | demanded.

She smled at ne with her innocent, two-dinpled sm
le. "I put themin the refrigerator.™

"You what?" | cried. "You put themin the refrigera
tor? Why?"

"So they'd be cold," she replied, still grinning.

My sister has a really dunb sense of hunor. She ha
s straight, dark brown hair like ne. And she's sho
rt and a little chubby Ilike ne.

"You scared nme to death,” | told her, sitting up on
t he bed.

"I know," she replied. She rubbed her hands on ny c
heeks. They were still cold.

"Yuck. Get away, Mtzi." | shoved her back. "Wy di



d you cone up here? Just to scare ne?"

She shook her head. "Dad told ne to cone up. He sa
id to tell you if you' re reading comc books inste
ad of doing your honmework, you're in big trouble."
She | owered her brown eyes to the com c book, open
on the bed. "Guess you're in big trouble, Skipper

"No. Wait." | grabbed her arm "This is the new Ma
sked Mutant | have to read it! Tell Dad |'m doi ng
nmy math, and —"

| didn't finish what | was saying because ny dad s
tepped into the room The ceiling light reflected

in his glasses. But | could still see that he had
his eyes on the open com c book on ny bed.

"Ski pper —" he said angrily in his boom ng, deep v
oi ce.

Mtzi pushed past himand ran out of the room She
| i ked to cause trouble. But she never wanted to s

tay around once things got really ugly.

And | knew t hings were about to get ugly —because
| had al ready been warned three tines that week a

bout spending too nuch tinme with ny com c book col

| ecti on.

" Ski pper, do you know why your grades are so bad?"
nmy dad bel | oned.

"Because |'mnot a very good student?" | replied.

A m stake. Dad hates it when | answer back.

Dad rem nds ne of a big bear. Not only because he

growls a | ot. But because he is big and broad. He
has short, black hair and al nost no forehead. Real
ly. H's hair starts al nost right above his gl asses

And he has a big, booming roar of a voice, like
a bear's roar.
Well, after | answered hi mback, he let out an ang

ry roar. Then he | unbered across the room and pick
ed up ny carton of com c books —ny entire collect
i on.

"Sorry, Skipper, I'mtossing these all out!" he cri
ed, and headed for the door.



You probably expected ne to panic. To start beggin

g and pleading for himnot to throw away ny val uab
| e collection.

But | didn't say anything. | just stood beside the
bed with ny hands | owered at ny sides, and waited

You see, Dad has done this before. Lots of tines. B
ut he doesn't really nean it.

He has a bad tenper, but he's no supervillain. Act
ually, 1'd put himin The League of Good Guys nost
of the tine.

His main problemis that he doesn't approve of com
I ¢ books. He thinks they're just trash. Even when

| explain that ny collection will probably be wort
h mllions by the tine I'm his age.
Anyway, | stood there and waited silently.

Dad stopped at the door and turned around. He held
the carton in both hands. He narrowed his dark ey

es at nme through his black-framed gl asses.

"Are you going to get to your work?" he asked stern
ly.
| nodded. "Yes, sir," | nuttered, staring at ny fee

t.

He | owered the carton a little. It's really heavy,
even for a big, strong guy like him "And you won
't waste any nore tinme tonight on comc books?" he
demanded.

"Couldn't | just finish this new one?" | asked. |
pointed to The Masked Mutant com c on the bed.

Anot her m st ake.

He grow ed at ne and turned to carry the carton awa

Y.

"Okay, okay!" | cried. "Sorry. |I'Il get ny honmewor

k done, Dad. | promse. I'll start right now "

He grunted and stepped back into the room Then he
dropped the carton back against the wall. "That's
all you think about night and day, Skipper," he s

aid quietly. "Comcs, comcs. It isn't healthy. Re

ally. It isnt."

| didn't say anything. | knew he was about to go ba

ck downstairs.



"I don't want to hear any nore about comcs," Dad s
aid gruffly. "Understand?"

"Ckay," | murnmured. "Sorry, Dad."

| waited to hear his heavy footsteps going down th
e stairs. Then | turned back to the new issue of T

he Masked Mutant. | was desperate to find out how
SpongelLi fe escaped fromthe giant octopus.
But | could hear Mtzi nearby. She was still upsta

irs. If she saw ne reading the com c book, she'd r
un downstairs and tell Dad for sure. Mtzi's hobby
IS being a snitch.

So | opened ny backpack and started pulling out
mat h not ebook and ny science textbook and ot her s

tuff I needed.

| zi pped through the math questions as fast as | ¢

ould. | probably got nost of the problens wong. B
ut it doesn't matter. |I'mnot any good at math, an
yway .

Then | read the chapter on atons and nol ecules in
my science text. Readi ng about nol ecul es nade ne t
hi nk about The Masked Mut ant.

| couldn't wait to get back to the com c book.

| finally finished my honmework a little after nine

-thirty. | had to skip a few essay questions on th

e literature honmework. But only the class brains a
nswer all of the questions!

| went downstairs and fixed nyself a bow of Frost

ed Fl akes, ny favorite | ate-night snack. Then | sa
I d good-night to ny parents and hurried back up to
my room closing the door behind ne, eager to get
back in bed and start reading.

Back under the ocean. SpongelLife escaped by squish
ing hinself so snmall, he slipped out of the octopu

s's tentacles. Pretty cool, | thought.

The Masked Mutant waved his tentacles angrily and

vowed he'd get SpongelLife another day. Then he cha
nged his nol ecul es back so he | ooked |ike hinself,
and flew back to his headquarters.

Hi s headquarters!

| stared down at the com c book in shock.

The secret headquarters of The Masked Mutant had n

ever been shown before. Ch, sure, we'd been given



glinpses of a roomor two on the inside.

But this was the first tine the building had ever b
een shown fromthe outside.

| brought the page up close to ny face and exam ne
dit carefully. "What a weird place!" | exclai ned
out | oud.

The headquarters building didn't |ook |ike any bui
| ding I had ever seen before. It certainly didn't

| ook |ike the secret hideout of the world' s worst
villain.

It kind of |ooked Iike a giant fire hydrant. A ver
y tall fire hydrant that reached up to the sky. A
| pink stucco with a huge, green-doned roof.
"Weird," | repeated.

But of course it was the perfect hiding place. Wo
woul d ever think that the super bad guy of all ti
me stayed in a building that | ooked |ike an enorno
us pink fire hydrant?

| turned the page. The Masked Mutant slipped into
the buil ding and di sappeared into an el evator. He
rode all the way to the top and stepped out into h
IS private conmuni cati ons center.

Waiting for himthere was . . . a big surprise. A
dark figure. We could see only his black sil houett
e.

But | could tell instantly who it was. It was The
Gal | opi ng Gazel l e, | eader of The League of Good Cu

yS.
How di d The Gazelle get in? Wiat was he about to do
?

To be continued next nonth.

Ww. | closed the comc. My eyelids felt heavy. My
eyes were too tired to read the tiny type on the

Letters page. | decided to save it for tonorrow.
Yawni ng, | carefully set the com c book down on ny

bed table. | fell asleep before ny head hit the p
i 11 ow.

Two days later, a very cold, clear day, WIson cam
e running up to ne after school. H s blue coat was

unzi pped. He never zipped his coat. He didn't lik
e the way it | ooked when it was zi pped.



| had on a shirt, a sweater, and a heavy, quilted,
down coat, zipped up to ny chin —and I was still
cold. "What's up, WIlson?" | asked.

Hi s breath steaned up in front of him "Want to co

me over and see ny rubber stanp coll ection?”

Was he ki ddi ng?!

"I have to go to ny orthodontist,” |I told him "M
braces got confortable. He has to tighten them so
they'Il hurt again."”

Wl son nodded. Hi s blue eyes matched his coat. "How
are you getting there?"

| pointed to the bus stop. "City bus,” | told him

"I've seen you take that bus a lot," he said.

"There's a com c book store on Goodale Street," |

replied, shifting ny backpack onto the other shoul

der. "I take the bus there once a week or so to se

e what new com cs have cone out. The orthodonti st

s just a few blocks fromit."

"Do they have rubber stanps at the com ¢ book store

?" WI son asked.

"I don't think so," | told him | saw the bl ue-and
-white city bus turn the corner. "Got to run. See
you later!" | call ed.

| turned and ran full speed to the bus stop.

The driver was a nice guy. He saw ne running and w
aited for ne. Breathing hard, | thanked himand cl
| mhed on to the bus.

| probably wouldn't have thanked himif | had know
n where this bus was going to take ne. But | didn'
t know that it was carrying ne to the nost frighte
ning adventure of ny life.
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The bus was unusually crowded. | stood for a while
. Then two people got off, and | slid into a seat.

As the bus bounced along Main Street, | stared out
at the passing houses and front yards. Dark cloud
s hung | ow over the roofs. | wondered if we were a
bout to get our first snowfall of the winter.

The com ¢ book store was a few bl ocks away. | chec



ked ny watch, thinking naybe I had tine to stop th
ere before ny orthodontist appointnment. But no. No
time for com cs today.

"Hey, do you go to Franklin?" Agirl's voice interr
upted ny thoughts.

| turned to see that a girl had taken the seat bes
i de nme. Her carrot-colored hair was tied back in a
single braid. She had green eyes and |ight freckl
es on her nose.

She wore a heavy, blue-and-red-plaid ski sweater o

ver faded jeans. She held her red canvas backpack

i n her | ap.

"Yeah. | go there," | replied.

"How is it?" she asked. She narrowed her green eyes
at me as if checking ne out.

"I't's okay," | told her.

"What's your nane?" she asked.

" Ski pper," | told her.

She snickered. "That's not a real nane, is it?"
"I't's what everyone calls nme," | said.

"Do you live on a boat or sonething?" she asked. H
er eyes crinkled up. | could see she was | aughi ng
at ne.

| guess Skipper is kind of a dunb nane. But |'ve g
otten used to it. I like it a lot better than ny r
eal nane —Bradl ey.

"When | was a little kid, | was always in a hurry,

"I told her. "So | used to skip a lot. That's why
they started calling nme Skipper."

"Cute," she replied with a smrk.

| don't think I like this girl, I told nyself. "Wa
t's your nane?" | asked her.

" Ski pper," she replied, grinning. "Sane as yours."
"No. Really,"” | insisted.

"I't'"s Libby," she said finally. "Libby Zacks." She
stared past ne out the wi ndow. The bus stopped fo
r ared light. A baby started crying in the back.
"Where are you goi ng?" Libby asked ne. "Hone?"

| didn't want to tell her | had an orthodontist ap
poi ntment. That was too geeky. "lI'mgoing to a com
i c book store," | said. "The one on Goodale."

"You collect comcs?" She sounded surprised. "So do



| "
It was ny turn to be surprised. Mst of the comc
book collectors | know are boys. "Wat kind do you
col lect?" | asked.
"H gh School Harry & Beanhead," she replied. "I co
| lect all the digest-sized ones and sone of the re
gul ar ones, too."
"Yuck." | nmade a face. "Hi gh School Harry and his p
al Beanhead? Those com cs stink."
"They do not!" Libby insisted.
"Those are for babies," | nmuttered. "They're not re
al comcs."
"They're very well witten,"” Libby replied. "And t
hey're funny." She stuck her tongue out at ne. "M
ybe you just don't get them"

"Yeah. Maybe," | said, rolling ny eyes.
| gazed out the wi ndow. The sky had grown darker.
| didn't recognize any of the stores. | saw a rest

aurant called Pearl's and a tiny barbershop. Had w

e passed the com c book store?

Li bby fol ded her hands over her red backpack. "What
do you collect? Al that superhero junk?"

"Yeah," | told her. "My collection is worth about

a thousand doll ars. Maybe two thousand."

"I'n your dreans," she shot back. She | aughed.

"Hi gh School Harry com cs never go up in value," |
i nformed her. "Even the Nunber Ones are worthl ess
. You couldn't get five dollars for your whole col
| ection.”

"Why would | want to sell thenf?" she argued. "I do
nt want to sell them And | don't care what they'
re worth. | just like to read them"

"Then you're not a real collector,” | said.

"Are all the boys at Franklin |ike you?" Libby aske
d.

"No. |"'mthe cool est one," | decl ared.
We bot h | aughed.
| still couldn't decide if |I |iked her or not. She

was pretty cute-looking. And she was funny, in a
nasty sort of way.

| stopped | aughing when | gl anced out the w ndow a
nd realized | had definitely passed ny stop. | saw



the bare trees of a small park I'd never seen bef
ore. The bus runbled past it, and nore unfamli ar
stores cane into view

| felt a sudden stab of panic in ny chest. | didn't
know t hi s nei ghborhood at all.

| pushed the bell and junped to ny feet.
"What's your problen?" Libby denmanded.

"My stop. | mmssed it," | stanmered.
She noved her legs into the aisle so that |I could
squeeze past. The bus squealed to a stop. | called

out good-bye and hurried out the back door.
Where am1? | asked nyself, glancing around. Wy d
id |l let nyself get into an argunment with that gir
| 2 Wy didn't | pay attention instead?
"Are you | ost?" a voice asked.
| turned and saw to ny surprise that Libby had fol
| owned ne off the bus. "What are you doi ng here?" |
bl urted out.

"It's ny stop,"” she replied. "I live two bl ocks dow
n that way." She pointed.
"I have to go back," | said, turning to | eave.

And as | turned, sonething canme into view that nade
my breath catch in ny throat.

"Ohh." | let out a startled cry and stared across

the street. "But —that's inpossible? | exclained

| was staring at a tall building on the other corn
er. Atall, pink stucco building with a bright gre
en, domed roof.

| was staring at the secret headquarters of The Mas
ked Mut ant.
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"Ski pper —what's wrong?" Libby cried.

| couldn't answer her. | stared goggle-eyed at the
bui Il di ng across the street. My nouth dropped open
. My jaw nearly hit ny knees!

| raised ny eyes to the bright green roof. Then |

slowy lowered themover the shiny pink walls. | h

ad never seen colors like these in real life. They



wer e com ¢ book col ors.

It was a com ¢ book buil ding.

But here it was, standing on the corner across the
street.

"Ski pper? Are you okay?" Libby's voice sounded far

away.
It's real! | told nyself. The secret headquarters b
ui l ding of The Masked Mutant is real!

O isit?

Two hands shook ne by the shoul ders, snapping ne o
ut of nmy amazed thoughts. "Skipper! Are you in sho
ck or sonet hi ng?"

"Th-that building!" | stammered.

"Isn'"t that the ugliest thing you ever saw?" Li bby
asked, shaking her head. She pushed back her carr
ot-colored braid and hi ked her backpack onto her s
houl der.

"But it —it's —" | still couldn't speak.

"My dad says the architect had to be color blind,"
Li bby said. "It doesn't even look |ike a building
. It looks like a blinp standing on its end."

"How |l ong has it been there?" | asked, ny eyes stu

dyi ng the glass doors that were the only entrance.
Li bby shrugged. "I don't know. My famly just noved

here last spring. It was already here."

The cl ouds darkened overhead. A cold wind swirled a
round the corner.

"Who do you think works in there?" Libby asked. "T
here's no sign or anything on the building."

O course there's no sign, | thought. It's the sec
ret headquarters of the world' s nost evil villain.
There's no way The Masked Mutant woul d put a sign
out front!

He doesn't want The League of Good CGuys to find his
secret headquarters, | told nyself,

"This is crazy!" | cried.

| turned and saw Li bby staring at ne. "You sure yo
u're okay? It's just a building, Skipper. No need

to go ballistic."”

| could feel ny face turning red. Libby nmust think
|''msonme kind of a nut, | realized. "I —I think

| saw this building sonmewhere,” | tried to explain.



"I've got to get honme," she said, glancing up at t

he darkeni ng sky. "Want to cone over? |I'l|l show yo
u nmy comc book collection.”

"No. I'"'mlate for ny orthodontist appointnent,"” | r
epl i ed.

"Huh?" She narrowed her green eyes at ne. "You sai
d you were going to a com ¢ book store."

| could feel ny face turning even redder. "Uh . .

. I"'mgoing to the comc book store after ny appoi
ntnent," | told her.

"How | ong have you had your braces?" she asked.

| groaned. "Forever."

She started backing away. "Well, see you sonetine."
"Yeah. Bye."

She turned and j ogged down the street. She nust th
ink I'ma total geek, | thought unhappily.

But | couldn't help it. | really was in shock, see
ing that building. | turned back to it. The top of

t he buil ding had becone hidden by the | owering cl

ouds. Now the building |ooked |ike a sleek, pink r

ocket ship, reaching up to the clouds.

A noving truck runbled past. | waited for it to go
by, then hurried across the street.
There was no one on the sidewal k. | hadn't seen an

yone go into the building or cone out of it.

It's just a big office building, | told nyself. Not
hing to get excited about.

But ny heart was pounding as | stopped a few feet

fromthe glass doors at the entrance. | took a dee
p breath and peeked in.

| know it's crazy, but | really expected to see pe

opl e wearing superhero costunes wal king around in

t here.

| narrowed ny eyes and squi nted through the glass d

oors.

| couldn't see anyone. It appeared dark inside.

| took a step closer. Then anot her.

| brought nmy face right up to the glass and peered
in. | could see a wi de | obby. Pink-and-yell ow wal
|s. A row of elevators near the back.

But no people. No one. Enpty.



| grabbed the glass-door handle. My throat made a |
oud gul ping sound as | swal |l owed hard.
Should I go in? | asked nyself. Do | dare?
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My hand tightened on the glass-door handle. | start
ed to tug the heavy door open.

Then, out of the corner of ny eye, | saw a bl ue-an
d-white bus noving toward ne. | glanced at ny watc
h. I was only five mnutes late for ny appoint nent

|f | junped on the bus, | could be at the orthod

ontist's office in a few m nutes.

Letting go of the handle, | turned and ran to the
bus stop, ny backpack bouncing on ny shoul ders. |

felt disappointed. But | also felt relieved.

Wal king into the headquarters of the neanest nutant
in the universe was a little scary.

The bus eased to a stop. | waited for an elderly m
an to step off. Then | clinbed onboard, dropped ny
noney into the box, and hurried to the back of th

e bus.

| wanted to get one |last |ook at the nysterious pin
k- and- green buil di ng.

Two wonen were sitting in the back seat. But | pus
hed between them and pressed ny face against the b

ack w ndow.

As the bus pulled away, | stared at the buil ding.
Its colors stayed bright, even though the sky was

so dark behind it. The sidewal k was enpty. | still
hadn't seen anyone cone out or go inside.

A few seconds later, the building disappeared into
the distance. | turned away fromthe w ndow and w

al ked up the aisle to find a seat.

Weird, | thought. Totally weird.

"And it was the exact sane building as in the com
c book?" W] son asked. Hi s blue eyes stared across
the lunchroomtable at ne.

| nodded. "As soon as | got honme yesterday afterno
on, | checked out the com c book. The buil di ng was



exactly the sane."
Wl son pulled a sandwich fromhis |lunch bag and st
arted to unwap the foil. "Wat kind of sandwi ch d
i d your nom pack for you?" he asked.

| opened m ne. "Tuna salad. Wat's yours?"

He |ifted a slice of bread and exam ned his sandw
ch. "Tuna salad," he replied. "Want to trade?"

"We both have tuna salad,”" | told him "Wy do you
want to trade?"

He shrugged. "I don't know. "
We traded sandw ches. His nonis tuna sal ad was bet
ter than mne. | pulled the juice box fromny |unc
h bag. Then | tossed the apple in the trash. | kee
p telling Momnot to pack an apple. | told her | |
ust throw it away every day. Wiy does she keep pac
ki ng one?

"Can | have your pudding container?" | asked W] son

"No," he replied.

| finished the first half of the sandwich. | was t

hi nki ng hard about the nysterious building. |I'd be

en thinking about it ever since | sawit.

"I've solved the nystery," WIson said. He scratch

ed his white-blond curls. Asmle fornmed on his fa

ce. "Yes! |'ve solved it!"

"What ?" | demanded eagerly.

"It's sinple,” Wlson replied. "Who draws The Maske

d Mut ant ?"

"The artist?" | asked. "Jimy Starenko, of course.
St arenko created The Masked Mutant and The League
of Good Guys." How could WIson not know t hat?

"Well, 1'll bet this guy Starenko was here one day

," WIlson continued, jabbing the strawinto the to

p of his juice box.

"Starenko? Here? In Riverview Falls?" | said. | was

n't follow ng him

Wl son nodded. "Let's say Starenko is here. He's d

riving down the street, and he sees the weird buil

ding. He stops his car. He gets out. He stares at
the building. And he thinks: Wat a great buil ding

I This building would make a perfect secret headqu

arters building for The Masked Mutant."



"Ww. | see," | murnmured. | was catching on to WI
son's thinking. "You nean, he saw the building, |i
ked it, and copied it when he drew t he headquarter
s building."

Wl son nodded. He had a piece of celery stuck to h
is front tooth. "Yeah. Maybe he got out of the car
and sketched the building. Then he kept the sketc

hes in a drawer or sonething till he needed them"
|t nade sense.

Actually, it made too nuch sense. | felt really di
sappointed. | knew it was silly, but | really want

ed that building to be The Masked Miutant's secret
headquarters.

Wl son had spoil ed everything. Wiy did he have to b

e so sensible for once?

"I got sone new rubber stanps," he told nme, finish
ing the |ast spoonful from his pudding container.

"WAant to see thenf? | could bring them over to your
house after school ."

"No thanks," | replied. "That would be too exciting

| planned to take the bus and go see the buil ding
again that afternoon. But Ms. Partridge gave us a
ton of honmework. | had to go strai ght hone.

The next day, it snowed. WIson and I and sone ot he
r guys went sledding on Gover's Hill.

A week later, | finally had a chance to go back an
d take another look at the building. This tinme, |’
m going inside, | told nyself. There nust be a rec
eptionist or a guard, | decided. |I'll ask whose bu

ilding it is and who works there.
| was feeling really brave as | clinbed on to the
bus after school. It was an ordinary office buildi
ng, after all. Nothing to get excited about.
Taking a seat at the front of the bus, | |ooked fo
r Li bby. The bus was filled with kids going hone a
fter school. Near the back, | saw a red-haired gir
| arguing with another girl. But it wasn't Libby.
No sign of her.
| stared out the wi ndow as the bus rolled past the
com c book store. Then, a few bl ocks later, we bo



unced past ny orthodontist's office. Just seeing h
I's building nade ny teeth ache!

It was a sunny, clear afternoon. Bright sunlight k
ept filling the bus wi ndows, forcing ne to shield

my eyes as | stared out.

| had to keep careful watch, because | wasn't sure
where the stop was. | really didn't know this nei
ghbor hood at all.

Kids were janmmed in the aisle. So | couldn't see o
ut the wi ndows on the other side of the bus.

| hope we haven't already passed the building, | t
hought. | had a heavy feeling in the pit of ny sto
mach. | have a real fear of getting | ost.

My nom says that when | was two, she lost ne for a
few mnutes in the frozen foods section at the Pi

c 'n Pay. | think |'ve had a fear of getting | ost
ever since.

The bus pulled up to a bus stop. | recogni zed the
smal |l park across the street. This was the stop!
"Getting off!" | shouted, junping into the aisle.

| hit a boy with ny backpack as | stunbled to the

front door. "Sorry. Getting off! Getting off!"

| pushed through the crowd of kids and | eaped down
the steps, onto the curb. The bus runbled away. S

unl i ght streaned around ne.

| stepped to the corner. Yes. This was the right st

op. | recognized it all now.

| turned and raised ny eyes to the strange buil di ng

And found nyself staring at a |l arge, enpty | ot.
The buil di ng was gone.
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"Whoa!" | cried, frozen in shock.

Shielding ny eyes with one hand, | stared across t
he street. How could that enornous buil ding vanish
i n one week?

| didn't have long to think about it. Another bus
pulled up to the bus stop. "Skipper! Hey — Ski pper
" Li bby hopped off the bus, waving and calling ny



nane.

She was wearing the sane red-and-blue ski sweater

and faded jeans, torn at one knee. Her hair was pu
|l ed straight back, tied in a ponytail with a blue
hai r scrunchi e.

"Hey —what are you doi ng back in ny nei ghborhood?"
she asked, smling as she ran over to ne.

"Th-that building!" | stamered, pointing to the va

cant lot. "It's gone!"

Li bby' s expression changed. "Well, don't say hi or

anything," she nuttered, frowning at ne.

"H," | said. "What happened to that buil di ng?"

She turned and followed ny stare. Then she shrugged
. "CQuess they tore it down."

"But —but —" | sputtered.

"I't was so ugly," Libby said. "Maybe the city made

themtear it down."

"But did you see themtear it down?" | demanded im
patiently. "You live near here, right? Did you see
them doing it?"

She t hought about it, crinkling her green eyes as

she thought. "Well . . . no," she replied finally.
"I've gone past here a few tines, but —"
"You didn't see any nmachi nery?" | demanded anxi ous

ly. "Any big wecking balls? Any bull dozers? Dozen
s of workers?"

Li bby shook her head. "No. | didn't actually see a
nyone tearing the building down. But | didn't real
ly | ook."

She pulled her red backpack off her shoul der and h
eld the strap in front of her with both hands. "I
don't know why you're so interested in that ugly b
ui l di ng, Skipper. I'mglad it's gone."

"But it was in a comc book!" | blurted out.

"Huh?" She stared hard at ne. "Wat are you talking
about ?"

| knew she woul dn't understand. "Nothing," | nutter
ed.

" Ski pper, did you cone all the way out here just to
see that buildi ng?" she asked.

"No way," | lied. "OF course not."

"Do you want to cone to ny house and see ny comc b



ook col |l ection?" _ _
| was so frazzled and m xed up, | said yes.

| hurried out of Libby's house | ess than an hour |

ater. Those Hi gh School Harry & Beanhead com cs ar

e the nost boring comcs in the world! And the art
is so lane. Can't everyone see that the two girls
are drawn exactly the sane, except one has bl ond

hai r and one has bl ack?

Yuck!

Li bby i nsisted on show ng ne every Hi gh School Har

ry & Beanhead com ¢ she had. And she had shel ves f

ull of them

O course | couldn't concentrate on those boring c

omcs. | couldn't stop thinking about the weird bu

i 1 ding. How could a whole building vani sh w t hout

a trace?

| jogged back to the bus stop on Main Street. The

sun was si nking behind the buildings. Long blue sh

adows tilted over the sidewal ks.

When | get to the corner, | bet the building will b

e back! | found nysel f thinking.

But of course it wasn't.

| know. | know. | have weird thoughts. | guess it

cones fromreading too many com ¢ books.

| had to wait nearly half an hour for the bus to c

one. | spent the whole tine staring at the enpty |
ot, thinking about the vani shed buil di ng.
When | finally got hone, | found a brown envel ope

waiting for ne on the little table in the hall whe
re Momdrops the mail.

"Yes!" | exclained happily. The special issue of T
he Masked Mutant! The com cs conpany was sending o
ut two special editions this nonth, and this was t
he first.

| called "hi" to ny nom tossed ny coat and heavy
backpack onto the floor, and raced up the stairs t

o nmy room the com c book gripped tightly in ny ho

t little hand.

| couldn't wait to see what had happened after The
Gal | opi ng Gazel |l e sneaked i nto The Masked Mitant'’

s headquarters. Carefully, | slid the comc book o



ut of the envel ope and exam ned the cover.

And there it stood. The pink-and-green headquarters
bui I ding. Right on the cover.

My hand trenbled as | opened to the first page. MO
RNI NG OF A MUTANT was the big title in scary red |

etters. The Masked Mutant stood in front of a big

conmuni cati ons consol e.

He stared into a wall of about twenty TV nonitors.
Each TV nonitor showed a different nenber of The
League of Good Quys.

"I'"'mtracking each one of them" The Masked Mut ant
said in the first dial ogue balloon. "They'll neve
r find ne. I've thrown an Invisibility Curtain aro
und ny entire headquarters!™

My nouth dropped open as | read those words. | rea

d themthree tines before | let the comc book sli
p out of ny hands to ny bed.

An Invisibility Curtain.

No one can see The Masked Mutant's buil di ng becaus

e he slipped an Invisibility Curtain around it.

| sat excitedly on the edge of ny bed, breathing ha
rd, feeling the blood pulse at ny tenples.

| s that what happened in real life?

|s that why | couldn't see the pink-and-green build
ing this afternoon?

Was the com c book giving ne the answer to the nyst

ery of the m ssing building?

|t sounded crazy. It sounded totally crazy.

But was it real? Was there really an Invisibility C
urtain hiding the building?

My head was spinning faster than The Amazi ng Torna

do-Man! | knew only one thing. | had to go back th

ere and find out.
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After school the next afternoon, | had to go with
nmy nromto the mall to buy sneakers. | usually try

on at least ten or twelve pairs, then beg for the
nost expensive ones. You know. The ones that punp
up or flash lights when you walk in them



But this tinme | bought the first pair | saw, plain

bl ack- and- whi t e Reeboks. | nean, who could think
about sneakers when an invisible building was wait
i ng to be discovered?

Driving honme fromthe mall, | started to tell Mm
about the building. But she stopped ne after a few
sentences. "I wish you were as interested in your

school work as you are in those dunb comics," she
sai d, sighing.

That's what she al ways says.

"When is the last tine you read a good book?" she c
onti nued.

That's the next thing she always says.

| decided to change the subject. "W dissected a wo
rmtoday for science," | told her.

She made a di sgusted face. "Doesn't your teacher h
ave anything better to do than to cut up poor, inn
ocent wor ns?"

There was just no pleasing Momtoday.

The next afternoon, wearing ny new sneakers, | eag
erly hopped on the city bus. Tossing ny token into
the box, | saw Libby sitting near the back. As th
e bus lurched away fromthe curb, | stunbled down
the ai sl e and dropped beside her, |owering ny back
pack to the fl oor.
"I"'mgoing back to that building,"” | said breathle
ssly. "I think there's an Invisibility Curtain aro
und it."
"Don't you ever say hi?" she conplained, rolling he
r eyes.
| said hi. Then | repeated what | had said about t
he Invisibility Curtain. | told her | read about |
t in the newest Masked Mutant com c, and that the
com c may be giving clues as to what was happeni ng
inreal life.
Li bby listened to ne intently, not blinking, not m
oving. | could see that she was finally starting t
0 see why | was so excited about finding this buil
di ng.
When | finished expl aining everything, she put a h
and on ny forehead. "You don't feel hot," she said



. "Are you seeing a shrink?"

"Huh?" | pushed her hand away.

"Are you seeing a shrink? You're totally out of you

r mnd. You know that —don't you?"

"I'" mnot crazy," | said. "I'll prove it. Cone wth

e "

She edged closer to the window, as if trying to ge

t away fromne. "No way," she declared. "I can't b

elieve |"'msitting here with a boy who thinks that
com ¢ books cone to life.™

She pointed out the wi ndow. "Hey, |ook, Skipper —

t here goes the Easter Bunny! He's handing an egg t

o the Tooth Fairy!" She |aughed. A nean | augh.

"Ha-ha," | nuttered angrily. | have a good sense o

f hunor. But | don't |ike being | aughed at by girl

s who collect H gh School Harry & Beanhead com cs.

The bus pulled up to the bus stop. | hoisted ny ba

ckpack and scranbl ed out the back exit. Libby step

ped off right behind ne.

As the bus pulled away, sending out puffs of black

exhaust behind it, | gazed across the street.

No building. An enpty |ot.

"Well?" | turned to Libby. "You com ng?"

She twi sted her nouth into a thoughtful expression
"To that enpty | ot? Skipper, aren't you going to

feel like a jerk when there's nothing there?"
"Well, go hone then,"” | told her sharply.
"Ckay. |I'll cone," she said, grinning.

We crossed the street. Two teenagers on bi kes near
ly ran us over. "Mssed "em" one of themcried. T
he ot her one | aughed.

"How do we get through the Invisibility Curtain?"
Li bby asked. Her voice sounded serious. But | coul
d see by her eyes that she was | aughing at ne.

"I'n the comc book people j ust stepped through it
," | told her. “You can't feel it or anything. It'
s |ike a snbke screen. But once you step through i
t, you can see the building."

"Okay. Let's try it," Libby said. She tossed her p
onytail over her shoulder. "Let's get this over w
th, okay?"

Wal ki ng side by side, we took a step across the si



dewal k toward the enpty |ot. Then another step. Th
en anot her.

We crossed the sidewal k and stepped onto the hard d
irt.

"I can't believe |I'm doing this " Li bby grunbled
We took another step. "I can't believe |'m—

She stopped because the buil ding popped into view,
"Ohhh!" We both cried out in unison. She grabbed m
y wist and squeezed it hard. Her hand was i ce-col
d.

We stood a few feet fromthe glass entrance. The b
right walls of the pink-and-green building rose ab
ove us.

"You —you were right!" Libby stamered, still sque
ezing ny wi st.

| swallowed hard. | tried to talk, but nmy nouth wa
s suddenly too dry. | coughed, and no words cane o
ut .

"Now what ?" Li bby asked, staring up at the shiny wa
Il s.

| still couldn't speak.
The com c book is real! | thought. The com c book i
s real.

Does that nean the building really belongs to The M
asked Mutant?

Whoa! | warned nyself to sl ow down. My heart was al
ready racing faster than Speedboy.

"Now what ?" Li bby repeated inpatiently. "Let's get
away from here —okay?" For the first tinme, she s
ounded real ly frightened.

"No way!" | told her. "Cone on. Let's go in."
She tugged ne back. "Go in? Are you crazy?"
"We have to," | told her. "Cone on. Don't stop to t

hi nk about it. Let's go.
| took a deep breath, pulled open the heavy glass d
oor, and we sli pped i nsi de.
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We took one step into the brightly it | obby. My h
eart was poundi ng so hard, ny chest hurt. My knees



were shaking. |1'd never been so scared in ny |ifel
| gl anced quickly all around.
The | obby was enornous. It seened to stretch on fo
rever. The pink-and-yellow walls gave off a soft g
| ow. The sparkly white ceiling seened to be a mle
above our heads.
| didn't see a reception desk. No chairs or tables.
No furniture of any kind.
"Where i s everyone?" Libby whispered. |I could see
t hat she was frightened, too. She clung to ny arm
st andi ng cl ose besi de ne.
The vast roomwas enpty. Not another person in sigh
t.
| took anot her step.
And heard a soft beep.
A beam of yellow light shot out of the wall and rol
| ed down over ny body.
| felt a gentle tingling. Kind of a prickly feelin
g, the kind of feeling when your arm goes to sl eep

|t swept down quickly frommny head to ny feet. A's
econd or two later, the light vanished and the tin
gly feeling went away.

"What was that?" | whispered to Libby.

"What was what ?" she replied.

"Didn't you feel that?"

She shook her head. "I didn't feel anything. Are y
ou trying to scare ne or sonething, Skipper?"

"I't was sone kind of electric beam" | told her. "
It shined on nme when | stepped forward."

"Let's get out of here," she nmuttered. "It's so qui

et, it's creepy.”
| turned ny eyes to the row of el evators against t

he yellowwall. Did | dare take a ride on one? Was
| brave enough to do a little exploring?

"It —it's just a big office building," |I told Libb

y, trying to work up ny courage.

"Well, if it's an office building, where are the wo

rkers?" she demanded.

"Maybe the offices are closed," | suggested.

"On a Thursday?" Libby replied. "It isn't a holida
y or anything. | think the building is enpty, Skip



per. | don't think anyone works here."

| took a few steps toward the el evators. My sneake

rs thudded I oudly on the hard nmarble floor. "But a
|1 the lights are on, Libby," |I said. "And the doo
r was open."

She hurried to catch up to ne. Her eyes kept darti
ng back and forth. | could see she was really scar
ed.

"I know what you're thinking," she said. "You don'
t think this is just an office building. You think
this is the secret headquarters of that com c boo
k character —don't you, Skipper?!"

| swal l owed hard. My knees were still shaking. | t
ried to nake them stop, but they woul dn't.

"Well, maybe it is," | replied, staring at the ele

vators across fromus. "I nean, how do you explain
the Invisibility Curtain? It was in the comc boo
k —and it was outside this building."

"I —I can't explain it," Libby stamered. "It's w
eird. It's too weird. This place gives ne the cree
ps, Skipper. |I really think —"

"There's only one way to find out the truth," | sa
id. | tried to sound brave, but ny voice shook nea
rly as nuch as ny knees!

Li bby followed ny gaze to the el evators. She guess
ed what | was thinking. "No way!" she cried, stepp
i ng back toward the gl ass doors.

"We' Il just ride up and down," | told her. "WMaybe
open the el evator doors on a few floors and peek o
ut."

"No way," Libby repeated. Her face suddenly appear
ed very pale. Her green eyes were wide with fright

"Libby, it will only take a mnute,"” | insisted.

We've cone this far. | have to explore a little. |
don't want to go hone w thout finding out what th
is building is.™

"You can ride the elevators," she said. "I'm going
honme." She backed up to the gl ass doors.

Qutside | saw a blue-and-white bus stop at the cur
b. A woman clinbed off, carrying a baby in one han
d, dragging a stroller in the other.



| could run out the door and clinb right onto that
bus, | thought. | could get out of here, safe and
sound. And be on ny way hone.

But what woul d happen when | got hone?

| would feel like a coward, a total winp. And | wo

uld spend day after day wondering about this build

i ng, wondering if | had actually discovered the se

cret headquarters of a real supervillain.

|f | junped on the bus and rode honme now, the buil

ding would still be a nystery. And the nystery wou
| d drive ne crazy.

"Ckay, Libby, you can go hone if you want," | told
her. "I"mgoing to ride the elevator to the top a
nd back."

She stared at ne thoughtfully. Then she roll ed her
eyes. "Ckay, okay. |'Il conme wth you," she nurnu
red, shaking her head.

| was glad. | really didn't want to go al one.

"I"'monly doing this because | feel sorry for you,
" Li bby said, following ne across the marble fl oor
to the el evators.

"Huh? Why do you feel sorry for nme?" | demanded.
"Because you're so nessed up," she replied. "You r
eally think a com c book can cone to life. That's
sad. That's really sad."

"Thank goodness Hi gh School Harry and Beanhead can

"t come to lifel” | teased. Then | added, "What ab
out the Invisibility Curtain? That was real —wasn
"t oit?"

Li bby didn't reply. Instead, she |aughed. "You're
serious about this!" she said. The sound of her |a
ughter echoed in the enornous, enpty | obby.

It nmade ne feel a little braver. | |aughed, too.
What's the big deal? | asked nyself. So you're goin
g to take an elevator ride. So what?

It's not |ike The Masked Mutant is going to junp i
nto the elevator with us, | assured nyself. W']||
probably peek out at a lot of boring offices. And
that's all.

| pushed the lighted button on the wall. Instantly
, the silvery elevator door in front of us slid op
en.



| poked ny head into the elevator. It had walls of
dark brown wood with a silver railing that went a

|1 the way around.

There were no signs on the walls. No building direc

tory. No words at all.

| suddenly realized there were no signs in the |Iob

by, either. Not even a sign with the name of the b

uilding. O a signto tell visitors where to check
in.

Wei rd.

"Let's go," | said.

Li bby held back. | tugged her by the arminto the e

| evat or .

The doors slid shut silently behind us as soon as

we stepped in. | turned to the control panel to th

e left of the door. It was a long, silvery rectang

le filled with buttons.

| pushed the button to the top fl oor.

The elevator started to hum It jerked slightly as

we began to nove.

| turned to Libby. She had her back pressed agains

t the back wall, her hands shoved into her jeans p
ockets. She stared straight ahead at the door.
"We're noving," | nurnured.

The el evator picked up speed.
"Hey!" Libby and | both cried out at the sane tine.

"W —we're going down!" | exclained.

| had pushed the button to the top floor. But we we
re dropping. Fast.

Fast er.

| grabbed the railing with both hands.

Where was it taking us?

Wuld it ever stop?
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The el evator stopped with a hard thud that nade ny
knees bend. "Woa!" | cried.

| et go of the railing and turned to Libby beside
me. "You okay?"



She nodded. She stared straight ahead at the el evat

or door.

"We shoul d have gone up,"” | nuttered tensely. "I pu

shed up."

"Why doesn't the door open?" Libby asked in a trenb

| ing voi ce.

We both stared at the door. | stepped to the cente

r of the elevator. "Qpen!" | commanded it.

The door didn't nove.

"We're trapped in here," Libby said, her voice gett

ing shrill and tiny.

"No," | replied, stil

"I't"ll open. Watch. |

The door didn't open.

"The el evator nust be broken," Libby wailed. "W']|

| be trapped down here forever. The air is startin

g to run out already. | can't breathe!"

"Don't panic," | warned, struggling to keep ny voi

ce calm "Take a deep breath, Libby. There's plent

y of air."

She obediently sucked in a deep breath. She let it
out in a |l ong whoosh. "Way won't the door open? |
knew we shoul dn't have done this!"

| turned to the control panel. A button at the bot

tomread OPEN. | pushed it. Instantly, the door sl

i d open.

| turned back to Libby. "See? W're okay."

"But where are we?" she cri ed.

| stepped to the doorway and poked ny head out. It

| trying to be the brave one.
t's just slow "

was very dark. | could see sone kind of heavy mac
hi nery in the darkness.
"We're in the basenent, | think," I told Libby. "T

here are all kinds of pipes and a big furnace and

t hi ngs. "

"Let's go," Libby urged, hangi ng back against the e
| evat or wal l.

| took a step out the door and gl anced both ways.

| couldn't see nmuch. More nmachinery. A row of neta
| trash cans. A stack of |ong netal boxes.

"Cone on, Skipper," Libby demanded. "Let's go back

up. Now "

| stepped back into the elevator and pushed the but



ton narked LOBBY.

The door didn't close. The elevator didn't nmove, di
dn't hum

| pushed LOBBY again. | pushed it five or six tines

Not hi ng happened.

| suddenly had a lunp in ny throat as big as a wat
ernelon. | really didn't want to be stuck down in
this dark basenent.

| started pushing buttons wildly. | pushed everyth
ing. | pushed a red button marked EMERGENCY five o
r six tines.

Not hi ng.

"I don't believe this!"™ | choked out.

"Let's get out and take a different elevator,"” Libb
y suggest ed.

Good idea, | thought. There was a | ong row of elev
ators up in the | obby. We'll just get out of this
one and push the button for another one to cone do
wn and get us.

| led the way out into the dark basenent. Libby sta
yed cl ose behi nd ne.

"Oh!" We both let out low cries as the elevator doo
r quickly slid shut behind us.

"What's going on?" | demanded. "Why wouldn't it clo
se before?"

Li bby didn't reply.

| waited for ny eyes to adjust to the darkness. The
n | saw what Libby was staring at.

"Where are the other elevators?' she cried.

W were staring at a snmooth, bare wall. The el evat
or that had brought us down here was the only elev
ator on the wall.

| spun around, checking out the other walls. But it
was too dark to see very far.

"The other elevators don't cone down here, | guess,
" Libby murmured in a trenbling voi ce.

| searched the wall for a button to push to bring
our elevator back. | couldn't find one. No button.
"There's no way out!" Libby wailed. "No way out at
al 11"
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"Maybe there are elevators on the other wall," | sa
I d, pointing across the huge, dark room

"Maybe, " Libby repeated doubtfully.

"Maybe there's a stairway or sonething," | said.
"Maybe, " she said softly.

A sudden noi se nade ne junp. A runble followed by a
gri ndi ng hum

"Just the furnace starting up," | told Libby.
"Let's find a way out of here," she urged. "I'm ne
ver going in an elevator again as long as | live!"

| could feel her hand on ny shoulder as | started

to make ny way through the darkness. The huge, gra

y furnace runbl ed and coughed. Anot her big machine
made a soft clattering sound as we edged past it.

"Anybody down here?" | called. My voice echoed off
the | ong, dust-covered pipes that ran along the |
ow cei ling above our heads. | cupped ny hands arou

nd nmy nouth and called again. "Anybody here? Can a
nybody hear ne?"

Si | ence.

The only sounds | could hear were the runble of th

e furnace and the soft scrape of our sneakers as L
| bby and | slowy crept over the floor.

As we cane near the far wall, we could see that th

ere were no elevators over here. The snpboth pl aste
r wall was bare except for a thick tangle of cobwe
bs up near the ceiling.

"There's got to be sone stairs |eading out of here,
" Li bby whi spered, close behind ne.

Dimlight shone through a narrow doorway up ahead.
"Let's see where this leads," | said, brushing st
ri ngy spiderwebs off ny face.

We stepped through the doorway and found oursel ves
in a long hallway. Dust-covered ceiling bul bs cas

t pale light onto the concrete fl oor.

"Anybody here?" | called again. My voice sounded ho
|low in the |ong tunnel of a hallway.
No reply.

Dar k doorways |ined both sides of the hallway. | p



eeked into each door as we passed. | saw stacks of
cartons, tall file cabinets, strange nachinery |
didn't recognize. One |arge roomwas janmed with e
nornous coils of netal cable. Another room had she
ets of netal piled nearly to the ceiling.

"Hel | oooooo!" | called. "Helll ooooooo0!"

No reply.

Fl ashing red lights inside a | arge room caught ny
eye. | stopped at the doorway and stared in at som

e sort of control panel.

One wall was filled wth blinking red and green Ii
ghts. In front of the lights stood a | ong counter
of dials and gears and |levers. Three tall stools w
ere placed along the counter. But no one sat in th
em

No one worked the controls. The roomwas enpty. As
enpty as the rest of this strange, frightening ba
senent .

"Weird, huh?" | whispered to Libby.

When she didn't answer, | turned to nmake sure she w
as okay.

"Li bby?"

She was gone.
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| spun around. "Libby?"
My entire body shook.
"Where are you?"
| squinted back down the long, gray hallway. No sig
n of her.
"Li bby? If this is sone kind of a dunb joke . . .
| started. But the rest of nmy words caught in ny
t hr oat .

Breathing hard, | forced nyself to retrace our ste
ps. "Libby?" | stopped at every door and called he
r name. "Libby?"

The hallway curved, and | followed it. | began jog

ging, ny hands down stiffly at ny sides, calling h
er name, searching every door, peering into every
dark room



How coul d she get lost? | asked nyself, feeling ny
panic rise until | could barely breathe. She was
ri ght behind ne.

| turned another corner. Into a hallway |I hadn't ex
pl ored yet. "Libby?"

The narrow hall led to an enornous, brightly lit r
oom | had to shut ny eyes against the sudden brig
ht |ight.

When | opened them | found nyself nearly face-to-

face wwth a gigantic nmachine. Bright floodlights f
romthe high ceiling covered it in light.

The machine had to be a block Iong! A big control
panel, filled with dials, and buttons, and |lights,
st ood against the side. Along, flat part —Iike

a conveyor belt —led to several rollers. And at t
he very end of the nmachi ne stood a huge white whee
|. No —a cylinder. No —a roll of white paper.
It's a printing press! | realized.

| lTurched into the room stepping around stacks of
paper and cardboard cartons. The floor was litter

ed with paper, ink-sneared paper, crunpled, folded
, and ri pped.

As | staggered toward the huge printing press, the
sea of paper rose up nearly to ny knees!

"Li bby? Are you in here? Libby?"

Si | ence.
This roomwas as enpty as all the others.
The paper crackl ed under ny sneakers. | nmade ny wa

y to a long table at the back of the room | found
a red stool in front of the table, and | dropped
down on it.

| kicked big sheets of paper away fromny | egs and
gl anced around the room A hundred questions push
ed into ny mind at once.

Where is Libby? How coul d she di sappear |ike that?
| s she sonmewhere cl ose behind ne? WIl she followt
he hallway to this big roonf

Where is everyone? Wiy is this place totally desert
ed?

|s this where they print the com c books? Am | in

t he basenent of Coll ectable Com cs, the conpany th
at publishes The Masked Mut ant!



Questions, questions.

My brain felt about to burst. | stared around the
cluttered room ny eyes rolling past the gigantic
printing press, searching for Libby.

Where was she? Wiere?

| turned back to the table —and gasped.

| nearly toppled off the stool. The Masked Mutant w
as staring up at ne.
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A large, color draw ng of The Masked Mutant stared
up at ne fromthe table. Startled, | picked it up
and examned it.

|t had been drawn on thick posterboard in col ored

| nks. The Masked Mutant's cape swept behind him T

hrough his mask, his eyes appeared to stare out at
me. Evil, angry eyes.

The ink glistened on the page, as if still wet. |

rubbed ny thunb over an edge of the cape. The ink

didn't cone off.

| wonder if Starenko drew this portrait, | thought,
studying it.

d ancing across the table, | saw a stack of papers
on a low counter that ran along the entire back w

all. Hopping off the tall stool, | nade ny way ove

r to the counter and began shuffling through the p

apers.

They were ink drawi ngs and pencil sketches. Many o

f them were of The Masked Mutant. They showed him

in different poses. Sone of them showed hi m noving
hi s nol ecul es around, changing into wld aninals

and strange, unearthly creatures.

| opened a thick fol der and found about a dozen co

| or sketches of the nenbers of The League of Good

@Quys. Then | found a stack of pencil drawi ngs of c

haracters |'d never seen before.

This nust be where they nake the com c books! | tol

d nysel f.

| was so excited about seeing these actual draw ng

s and sketches, | nearly forgot about Li bby.



Thi s pi nk-and-green buil ding nust be the headquarte
rs of Collectable Comcs, | realized.

| was starting to feel calnmer. My fears dropped awa
y like feathers off The Battling Bird- Boy.

After all, there was nothing to be afraid of. | ha
dn't stunbled into the headquarters of the world's
nost evil supervillain. | was in the basenent of

the com c book offices.

This is where the witers and artists worked. And
this is where they print the com c books every non
t h.

So why should | be afraid?

| shuffled through folder after folder, naking ny
way down the |long counter. | found a pile of |ayou
ts for a comc book that | had just bought.

It was so exciting seeing the actual art. The page
was really big, at |least twce as big as the com
c book. | guessed that the artists nade their draw
i ngs nmuch bigger than the actual page. And then th
ey shrank the drawi ngs down when they printed them
| found sone really new pencil draw ngs of The Mas

ked Mutant. | knew they were new because | didn't
recogni ze themfromny comcs at hone —and | have
themal | !

Drawvi ng after drawing. My eyes were practically spi

nni ng!

| never dreaned that Collectable Comcs were nade r

ight in R verview Falls.

| flipped through a sketchbook of Penguin People p

ortraits. | never |iked the Penguin People. | know
t hey' re good guys, and people really think they'r

e great. But | think their black-and-white costune

s just look silly.

| was having a great tine. Really enjoying nyself.

O course it had to end.

It ended when | opened the |ast folder on the count

er. And stared at the sketches inside.

| gaped at themin disbelief, ny hands trenbling as
| shuffled fromone to the next.

"This is inpossible!" | cried out | oud.

| was staring at sketches of ME.
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| frantically shuffled through the big stack of dra

W Nngs.

You're just imagining it, Skipper, |I told nyself.

The boy in the sketches only looks |ike you. It is

n't really you.

But it had to be ne.

In every drawi ng, the boy had ny round face, ny da

rk hair —cut short on the sides and | ong on top.

He was short like nme. And just a little bit chubby

. He had ny crooked smle, up alittle higher on o

ne side. He wore ny cl othes —baggy j eans and | ong

-sl eeved, pocket T-shirts.

| stopped at a drawi ng hal fway through the pile an

d stared hard at it, holding it close to ny face.

"Oh, wow " | exclai ned.

The boy in the drawi ng even had a chip on his front
tooth. Just like ne.

"I't's inpossible!™ | cried out |oud, ny voice tiny

and shrill in the enornous room

Who had been drawi ng ne? And why? Wiy would a com

c book artist nake sketch after sketch of ne?

And how did the artist know ne so well? How did th

e artist know that | have a tiny chip on one front
t oot h?

A cold shiver ran down ny back. | suddenly felt ve
ry frightened. | stared at the drawi ngs, ny heart
poundi ng.

In one drawing, | |l ooked really scared. | was runn

ing fromsonething, nmy arns out stiffly in front o

f me.

Anot her drawi ng was a cl ose-up portrait of ny face
My expression in the sketch was angry. No. Mre

t han angry. | | ooked furious.
Anot her sketch showed nme fl exing ny nuscles. Hey,
| ook pretty cool! | thought. The artist had give

n me bul gi ng superhero biceps.

| n anot her drawi ng, ny eyes were closed. Was | asle
ep? O was | dead?

| was still staring at the drawi ngs, shuffling fro



m one to the next, studying each one —when | hear
d the footsteps.

And realized I was no | onger alone.

"Who-who's there?" | cried, whirling around.
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"Where were you?" Libby demanded angrily, running
across the roomtoward ne. "I searched everywhere!
"Where were you?" | shot back. "I thought you were
ri ght behind ne."
"I thought you were right ahead of ne!" she cried.
"I turned a corner, and you were gone." She stopp
ed in front of nme, breathing hard, her face bright
red. "How could you | eave ne by nyself in this cr
eepy pl ace?"

"I didn"t!" | insisted. "You left ne!"
She shook her head, still gasping for breath. "Wl
|, let's get wit of here, Skipper. | found sone el

evators that are working." She tugged ny sl eeve.

| picked up the stack of draw ngs. "Look, Libby."

| held themup to her. "You have to see these."
"Are you serious?" she cried. "I want to get out o
f here. I don't want to | ook at com c book draw ng
S now "

"But —but —" | sputtered, waving the draw ngs.
She turned and started toward the doorway. "I told
you | found sone el evators. Are you com ng or not
N

"But these are drawings of we!" | cried.

"Yeah. Sure," she called back sarcastically. She s
topped at the front of the big printing press and
turned back to ne. "Way woul d anyone draw you, Ski
pper ?"

"I-1 don't know," | stammered. "But these draw ngs
"You have a sick inmagination," she said. "You seem

| i ke a normal guy. But you're totally weird. Bye.
Li bby started joggi ng over the paper-cluttered f

| oor to the door.



"No —wait!" | called. | dropped the drawi ngs onto
the counter, slid off the tall stool, and chased
after her. "Wait up, Libby!"

| followed her out into the hall. | didn't want to
be left alone in this creepy place, either. | had
to get hone and think about this. | had to puzzle
it out.

My head was spinning. | felt totally confused.

| followed her through the I ong tunnel of hallways
We turned a corner, and | saw a row of elevators

agai nst the wall.

Li bby pushed the button on the wall, and one of th

e elevators slid open silently. W both peered car

efully inside before stepping on. It was enpty.

W were both panting. My head was throbbing. My sid

e ached. Neither of us spoke a word.

Li bby pushed the button marked LOBBY. W heard a s

oft humand felt the elevator start to nove.

When the door slid open, and we saw the pink-and-y

ellow walls of the |obby, Libby and I both cheered

. Wé burst out of the elevator together and ran ac

ross the marble floor to the exit.

Qut on the sidewal k, | stopped, |owering ny hands

to ny knees, sucking in deep breaths of fresh air.
When | gl anced up, | saw Li bby studyi ng her watch.

"I've got to get honme," she said. "My nomis going

to have a cow "

"Do you believe ne about the drawi ngs?" | asked bre

at hl essly.

"No," she replied. "Who woul d believe that?" She w

aved and nade her way across the street, heading f

or hone.

| could see a bus approaching, a few bl ocks down.

Searching in ny jeans pocket for a token, | turned
to take one last ook at the weird buil ding.

|t had vani shed once agai n.

| needed tine to think about everything that had h
appened. But WIson was waiting for ne when | got
honme, and he followed ne up to ny room

"I brought over sone of ny rubber stanps," he said
, raising a brown paper bag up to ny face. He turn



ed it over and enptied it onto ny desk. "I thought
you mght like to see sone of the better ones.™
"WIlson —" | started. "I really don't —"
"This one is a ladybug," he said, holding up a sm
|l wooden stanp. It's very old. It's the ol dest on
el owmn. Here. I'll showit to you." He opened a b
| ue i nkpad, stanped the |adybug on it, and pressed
it onto the top of a pad of paper | had on the de
sk.

"How old is it?" | asked him

"I don't know," he replied. He held up another one
"It's a cow," he said. As if |I couldn't tell. He

stanped it onto the pad. "I have several cows," W

ilson said. "But | only brought one."
| studied the cow, pretending to be interested.
"It's another really old one," WIson said proudly.

"How ol d?" | asked.
He shrugged. "Beats ne.

He reached for another sta

"Uh . . . Wilson . . . | just had areally weird t
hi ng happen,” | told him "And | need to think abo
ut it. Al one."

He narrowed his blue eyes at ne, confused. "Wat ha
ppened?”

"I't"s kind of a long story,"” | said. "I was in a b
uilding. On the north side of town. | think it's w
here they make the Col | ectable Com cs."

"Really? Here in Riverview Falls?" WIlson's face fi
|led with surprise. "And they let you in?"

"There was no one there,”" | told him It felt good
to share the story with soneone. "So we went in.
This girl | nmet on the bus. Libby. And ne. W trie
dtogo up inthe elevator. But it took us down. T
hen Li bby got lost. And | found a stack of draw ng

s of nyself."

"Whoa! " W1 son exclained, raising a hand for ne to
stop. "I"'mnot followng this too well, Skipper."
| realized what | had said didn't nmake any sense at

all. How could | explain it?
| told Wlson I'd talk to himlater, after | calne
d down. | hel ped hi mgather up his rubber stanps.



He' d brought about twenty of them "Twenty of the
best," he said.

| wal ked himdownstairs and said |'d call himafter
di nner.

After he left, sonething caught ny eye on the mail

table in the hall. A brown envel ope.

My heart junped. Was it —? Yes! An envel ope from

the Coll ectable Com cs conpany. The next special i
ssue of The Masked Mut ant.

| was so excited, | nearly knocked the whole table
over as | grabbed for the envelope. | tucked it u
nder ny armw thout opening it and ran up the stai
rs, two at a tine.

| need total privacy. | have to study this! | told
nysel f.

| closed the bedroom door behind ne and dropped do

wn onto the edge of the bed. My hands trenbl ed as

| ripped open the envel ope and pulled out the com
c book.

The cover showed a cl oseup of The Masked Mutant. H
Is eyes glared angrily out at the reader. A NEW FO
E FOR THE MUTANT! proclained the title.

Huh? A new foe?

| took a deep breath and held it. Cal mdown, Skippe
r, | urged nyself. It's only a com c book.

But would this new issue help to solve the nystery

for nme?

Wuld it tell nme anything about the strange, pink-
and- green headquarters building? Wuld it hel p sol

ve any of the puzzles fromthis afternoon?

| turned to the first page. It showed the headquar

ters building fromabove. The next draw ng showed

the building at street level. In the deep shadows,
soneone was approaching the gl ass doors.

Someone was sneaking into the headquarters buil ding

| turned the page.

And shrieked at the top of ny lungs: "I don't belie
ve it!"
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Yes. You probably guessed it. It was MeE sneaking i
nto The Masked Mutant's headquarters buil di ng.

| stared at the page so hard, | thought ny eyes wer
e going to pop out of ny head.
| was so excited —and so shocked —I| couldn't read

t he words. They becane a gray bl ur.

| turned the pages wth shaking hands. | don't thi

nk | took a breath. | studied each picture, holdin

g the com c book about an inch fromny face.

The Gl |l oping Gazelle sat in a tiny room The room
grew hotter and hotter. In mnutes, The Gall opi ng
Gazel l e woul d becone The Boil ed Gazell e!

The Masked Mutant had trapped The Gl |l opi ng Gazel |

e in his headquarters. And now he planned to | eave
The Gazelle there to boil.

| turned the page. My hand shook so hard, | nearly

tore the page off.

There | was, creeping through the dark hallway. In
the comc, | wore the sane T-shirt and baggy jean

s | had on right now

The next drawi ng showed a cl oseup of ny face. Big

balls of sweat rolled down ny pink face. | guess t

hat neant | was scared.

|'"'ma little too chubby in that drawi ng, | thought.

But it was ne. It was definitely IE!

"Mom " | screaned, closing the comc and junping o
ff the bed. "Moml Dad! You have to see this!"

| tore out of ny roomand hurtled down the stairs.
| don't think ny feet touched the floor!

"Mom Dad! Where are you?"

| found themin the kitchen, preparing dinner. Dad
was choppi ng onions by the sink. H's eyes were fi
|led with tears. Mom was bent over the stove. As u
sual, she was having trouble getting the oven lit.

"I'min this comc book!" | cried, bursting into th
e room

"Not now" they both replied in unison.

"No. You have to see this!" | insisted, waving it |

n front of Dad.
Dad didn't stop chopping. "You had a letter to the



edi tor published?" he asked through his tears.
"No! I"'min the comc!" | told himbreathlessly. |
waved it closer to him
"I can't see a thing!" Dad exclainmed. "Get that aw
ay fromne. Can't you see what this onion is doing
to ny eyes?"
"There's a trick to chopping onions," Mmsaid, be
nt over the stove. "But | don't know what it is."
| ran over to Mom "You have to check this out, Mm
|"'min here. Look. It's really ne!"

Mbm shook her head, frowning. "I can't get it to |
ight," she said, sighing. "I think the pilot is ou
t again."

"I''ll check it if | ever stop crying," Dad told her
"W you | ook at this?!'" | screaned, totally |osin
git.

Mom gave a quick glance to the page | was hol di ng
in front of her. "Yes, yes. That does look a littl
e |ike you, Skipper," she said, waving ne away. Sh
e turned back to the oven. "We really need a new s
tove, dear."

"Dad —take a | ook," | pleaded.

| ran back to him but he had shoved a towel up to
his face and was crying into the towel. "l guess

you can't | ook now, huh?" | said softly.

He didn't answer. He just cried into the towel.

| et out a | ong, exasperated noan. \What was their
probl em anyway?

This was the nost exciting thing that had ever hap
pened to ne. And they couldn't be bothered to take
one | ook.

Angrily, | closed the com c and stonped out of the
room

"Ski pper, set the table,” Mom shouted after ne.

Set the table? I"'mstarring in a fanous com ¢ book,
and she's asking ne to set the table?

"Why can't Mtzi do it?" | asked.

"Set the table, Skipper,”" Momrepeated sternly,
"Okay, okay. In a fewmnutes," | called back. | d
ropped down onto the |iving roomcouch and turned

to the back of the comc. | had been too excited t



oread it to the end. Now | wanted to read the par
t where it tells you what to expect in the next co
m ¢ book.

My eyes swept over the page. There was The Gall opi
ng Gazelle, still trapped in the boiling hot room
And there stood The Masked Mutant outside the doo
r, about to declare his victory.

| squinted at the white thought balloon over The G
all opi ng Gazell e's head. What was he sayi ng?

"Only the boy can save ne now," The Gall opi ng Gaze
|l e was thinking. "Only the boy can save the world
from The Masked Mutant's evil. But where is he?"

| read it again. And again.

Was it true? Was | the only one who could save The
Gal | opi ng Gazel | e?

Did | really have to go back there?
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After school the next day, | hurried to the bus st

op. It was a clear, cold day. The ground beneath m
y sneakers was frozen hard. The sky above | ooked |

| ke a broad sheet of cold, blue ice.

Leaning into the sharp wind, | wondered if Libby w
ould be on the bus. | was dying to tell her about
the com c book. | wanted to tell her | was going b

ack into the strange buil di ng.

Wul d she go back with ne?

No way, | decided. Libby had been frightened after
our first visit, | could never drag her back ther
e.

| jogged past the playground, ny eyes on the street
, watching for a bus.

"Hey, Skipper!" a famliar voice called. | turned

to see Wlson running after ne, his coat unzi pped
and flapping up behind himlike w ngs. "Skipper —

what's up? You goi ng hone?"

Two bl ocks up, the blue-and-white bus turned the co
rner.

"No. I'm going soneplace,” | told Wlson. "I can't
| ook at your rubber stanp collection now "



Hi s expression turned serious. "I'mnot collecting
rubber stanps anynore," he said. "I gave it up."

| couldn't hide ny surprise. "Huh? How cone?"

"They took up too nmuch of ny tine," he replied.

The bus pulled to the curb. The door opened. "See y

ou later," | told WIson.

As | stepped on to the bus, | renenbered where | w

as going. And | suddenly wondered if | would see W
ilson later. | wondered if | would ever see himag
ai n!

Li bby wasn't on the bus. In a way, | was glad. It

nmeant | wouldn't have to explain to her what | was
doi ng.

She woul d have | aughed at ne for believing what | r

ead in a com c book.

But the com c book had told the truth about the In

visibility Curtain. And now it had said that | was
the only one who could save The Gall opi ng Gazelle
and stop The Masked Mutant's evil.

"But it's just a com c book!" Libby would have sai

d. "How can you be such a jerk to believe a comc

book?"

That's what she woul d have said. And | don't know h

ow | could have answer ed.

So | was glad she wasn't on the bus.

| clinbed off the bus in front of the enpty lot. |

gazed at it fromacross the street. | knew it was
Nt really an enpty lot. I knew t he pi nk-and-green
bui | di ng was there, hidden behind the Invisibilit
y Curtain.
As | crossed the street, | felt a wave of fear swe
ep down over ne. My nouth suddenly got dry. | trie

d to swall ow, but nearly choked. My throat felt as
| f sonmeone had tied a knot init. My stomach felt
kind of fluttery. And ny knees got sweaty and ref

used to bend.

| stopped on the sidewal k and struggled to cal mnys

el f down.

It's just a com c book. Just a com c book. That's

what | told nyself, repeating the words over and o

ver.



Finally, staring straight ahead at the enpty | ot,

| worked up ny courage enough to nove forward. One
step. Anot her. Anot her.

Suddenly, the building popped into view.

| gasped. Even though | had crossed through the In

visibility Curtain before, it was still amazing to
see a buil ding suddenly appear before ny eyes.
Swal l ow ng hard, | pulled open one of the glass en

trance doors and stepped into the bright, pink-and
-yel | ow | obby.

Staying near the door, | turned to the left, then t
he right.

Still enpty. Not a person in sight.

| coughed. My cough sounded tiny in the huge | obby
. My sneakers squeaked over the nmarble floor as |
started to the elevators on the far wall.

Where is everyone? | asked nyself. It's the mddle
of the afternoon. How can | be the only one in th
I s huge | obby?

| stopped in front of the elevators. | raised ny f
i nger to the elevator button —but | didn't push i
t.

| wish Libby had cone along, | decided. If Libby w
ere here, at least |I'd have soneone to be terrifed
Wi t h!

| pushed the el evator button.

"Well . . . here goes,” | nmurnmured, waiting for the
door to open.
And then soneone | aughed. A cold, evil Iaugh.

Ri ght behi nd ne.
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| et out a low cry and spun around.

No one there.

The | aughter repeated. Soft, but cruel.

My eyes darted around the |obby. | couldn't see any
one.

"Wh-who's there?" | choked out.

The | aughter stopped.

| continued to search. My eyes went up to the wall



above the elevator. A snmall, black | oudspeaker po
ked out fromthe yell ow wall.

The | aughter nust have cone fromthere, | decided.
| stared up at it as if | expected to see soneone
i n there.

Get out of here! a voice inside ne begged. My sens

| bl e voi ce. Just turn around, Skipper, and run out
of this building as fast as your rubbery, shaky I

egs wll take you!

| ignored it and pressed the elevator button. The

el evator door on the left slid open silently, and

| stepped inside.

The door closed. | stared at the control panel. Sho
uld I push up or down?
The last visit, | had pushed up, the top floor —a

nd the el evator had taken Libby and ne down to the
basenent .

My finger hesitated in front of the buttons. Wat

woul d happen if this tinme | pushed down?

| didn't get a chance to find out. The el evat or st

arted with a jolt before | pushed any button at al

| .

| grabbed on to the railing. My hand was cold and w

et. The elevator hummed as it rose.

|'"'mgoing up, | realized. Up to where?

The ride seened to take forever. | watched the flo
or nunbers whir by on top of the control panel. Fo
rty . . . forty-one . . . forty-two . . . The elev

ator beeped each tine it passed a floor.
It cane to a stop at forty-six. Was this the top fl
oor ?

The door slid open. | let go of the railing and ste
pped out.
| gl anced down a long, gray hallway. | blinked onc

e. Twice. It looked as if | had stepped into a bla

ck-and-white novie. The walls were gray. The ceili

ng was gray. The floor was gray. The doors on both
sides of the hall were gray.

It feels like I"'mstanding in a thick, gray fog, |
t hought, peering one way, then the other. O in a
dar k cl oud.

No one in sight. Nothing noving.



| Iistened hard. Listened for voices, for |aughter

, for the click and hum of office nmachinery.

Sil ence —except for the thudding of ny heart.

| shoved ny cold, clamy hands into the pockets of
my jeans and began to walk, slowy follow ng the

hal | way.

| turned a corner and stared down anot her endl ess,
gray hallway. The end of the hall seened to fade

away, to fade into a gray blur.

| suddenly renenbered the drawings in the newest i

ssue of The Masked Mutant. A big, two-page draw ng
had shown the |ong hallways of The Masked Mutant'

S secret headquarters.

The long, twisting hallway in the com c book | ooke

d just like this hallway —except that the comc b

ook hal lway had bright green walls and a yell ow ce

iling. And the roons were filled with costuned sup

ervillains who worked for The Masked Mut ant.

As | slowy nade ny way through this gray, enpty h

allway, | had a weird thought. Everything | ooked s

o gray and washed out, | had the feeling that | wa

s in a sketch of a hallway. A bl ack-and-white penc

il drawing that hadn't been filled in yet.

But, of course, that didn't nake any sense at all.

You're just thinking crazy thoughts because you're

so scared, | told nyself.

And then | heard a noi se.

A hard, thunping sound. A bunp.

"Whoa! " | whispered. My heart |eaped up to ny thro

at. | stopped in the mddle of the hall. And liste

ned.

Bunp. Thunp.

Com ng fromup ahead. From around the next corner?

| forced nyself to walk. | turned the corner. And ¢

asped at the bright col ors.

The walls down this hallway were bright green. The
ceiling was yellow. The thick carpet under ny sne

akers was a dark, w ne-red.

Bunp. Bunp. Thunp.

The colors were so bright, | had to shield ny eyes

wi t h one hand.

| squinted to the end of the hall. The green walls



led to a closed yell ow door. The door had a netal

bolt against the front.
Thunp. Thunp.
The sounds were com ng from behind the bolted doorw
ay.

| made ny way slowy down the hall to the doorway.

| stopped outside the bolted door. "Anyone in ther
e?" | tried to call into the room But ny voice ca
me out in a choked whisper.

| coughed and tried again. "Anyone in there?"

No reply.
Then, anot her | oud bunpi ng sound. Like wood thunpin
g agai nst wood.
"Anyone in there?" | called, ny voice a little stro
nger.
The thunpi ng sounds stopped. "Can you hel p ne?" a
man's voice called frominside the room

| froze.
"Can you help ne?" the man pl eaded.

| hesitated for a second. Should | try to help hinf

Yes.
| raised both hands to the netal bolt. | took a de
ep breath and shoved the bolt with all ny strength

To nmy surprise, it slid easily.

The door was unl ocked. | turned the handl e and push
ed the door open.

| stunbl ed off-balance into the roomand stared in
amazenent at the figure staring back at ne.

"You —you're real ?" | cried.
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Hi s cape was twi sted, and his mask had roll ed down
over one eye. But | knew | was staring at The @l
| opi ng Gazell e.

"You're really alive?" | blurted out.

"OF course," he replied inpatiently. "Untie ne, Ki

d." He gazed toward the open door. "You'd better h
urry. "



| realized that his powerful arns and | egs were ti

ed to the chair. The thunpi ng and bunpi ng had been
t he sounds of his chair bangi ng agai nst the fl oor
as he had tried to escape.

"I —1 can't believe that you're here!" | cried. |
was so amazed —and so frightened —I didn't know
what | was sayi ng!

"I''ll give you ny autograph later,"

he said, his e

yes still on the doorway. "Just hurry, okay? W' ve
got to get out of here. | don't think we have nuc
h time."

"T-time?" | stamered.

"He'll be back," The Gl loping Gazelle murnured. "

W want to get to himbefore he gets to us, right,
ki d?"

"Us??" | cried.

"Just untie ne," The Gall oping Gazelle instructed.
"I can handle him" He shook his head. "I w sh |
could contact ny buddies at the League. They're pr

obably all searching the universe for ne."

Still half dazed, | stunbled across the tiny room
to the chair and began working at the ropes. The k
nots were big and tight and hard to untie. The coa
rse rope scraped ny hands as | struggled to | oosen
t hem

"Hurry, kid," The Galloping Gazelle urged. "Hey, h
ow did you find the secret headquarters, anyway?"
"I . . . just found it," | replied, tugging at the
knot s.

"Don't be nodest, kid," the superhero said in his
flat, low voice. "You used your secret cyber-radar
powers, right? O did you use ultra-m nd control

to read ny thoughts and hurry to ny rescue?"

"No. | just took the bus," | replied.

| didn't really know how to answer him D d he have
me confused with soneone el se?

Wiy was | here? What was going to happen to us? To
me?

Questions, questions. They flew through ny mnd as
| frantically worked at the heavy ropes. | tried
to ignore the pain fromthe cuts and scrapes to ny

hands. But it hurt a | ot.



Finally, one of the knots slid open. The Gl l oping
Gazelle flexed his nmuscles and stretched out his
power f ul chest —and the ropes popped away easily.
"Thanks, kid," he booned, junping to his feet. He
adj usted his mask so that he could see t hr ough bot
h eyehol es. Then he swept his |ong cape behind him
and strai ghtened his tights.
"Okay. Let's go pay hima surprise visit," he said
, pulling up the ends of his gloves. He started to
ward the door, taking long, heavy strides. H s boo
ts thundered | oudly as he wal ked.

"Uh . . . do you really want ne to cone, too?" | as
ked, lingering behind the chair.
He nodded. "I know what you're worried about, Kkid.

You're worried that you won't be able to keep up
with ne because | have dyno-legs and |'mthe faste
st living mutant in the known universe."

"Well . . ." | hesitated.

"Don' t morry," he replied. "I'Il go slow." He notio

ned inpatiently. "Let's get noving."

| tripped over the tangle of ropes on the floor. G

rabbed the chair to catch ny bal ance. Then foll owe

d himout into the green-and-yellow hallway.

He turned and began running down the hall. As | st

arted to follow, he becane a bl ue-and-red bl ur of

| i ght —and then vani shed.

A few seconds | ater, he canme jogging back. "Sorry.

Too fast for you?" he call ed.

| nodded. "Alittle."

He rested a gl oved hand heavily on ny shoul der. Hi

s gray eyes peered at ne solemly through the slit

s in his mask. "Do you have wall-clinbing abilitie

s?" he denanded.

| shook ny head. "No. Sorry."

"Okay. W'll take the stairs," he said.

He grabbed ny hand and pulled ne down the hall. He
noved so fast, both of ny feet were in the air.

| guess it was inpossible for himto go sl ow.

The walls whirred past in a bright green blur. He

pul l ed nme around a corner, then another corner.

| felt as if | were flying! W were noving so fast,
| didn't have tine to breathe.



Around anot her corner. Then through an open doorway

The doorway led to a flight of steep, dark stairs.
| peered up to the top, but | could see only heav

y bl ackness.

| expected The Galloping Gazelle to pull ne up the
stairs. But to ny surprise, he stopped just past

t he doorway.

He narrowed his eyes at the stairs. "There is a di

sintegrator-ray there," he announced, rubbing his

square jaw thoughtfully.

"A what?" | cried.

"A disintegrator-ray," he repeated, his eyes | ocke

d on the stairs. "If you step intoit, it will dis

i ntegrate you in one hundredth of a second.”

| swall owed hard. My entire body started to trenble

"Do you think you can junp the first two steps?" Th
e Gl |l opi ng Gazel |l e asked.

"You nean —?" | started.

"Land on the third step,"” he instructed. "Get a goo
d running start."

"Il need it, | thought, staring at the steep steps

| suddenly wished | hadn't eaten so many Pop-Tarts
and bowl s of Frosted Fl akes for breakfast every m

orning. If only I were alittle slimer, alittle

| i ghter.

"Get a good running start and nake sure you cl ear
the first two steps,” The Gl l opi ng Gazel | e war ned
"Land on the third step and keep noving. If you
| and on the first or second step, you'll disintegr

ate." He notioned with his fingers. "Poof."

| et out a low, frightened noan. | couldn't help
nmyself. | wanted to be brave. But ny body wasn't c
ooperating. It was shaking and quaking as if | wer
e made of Jell-Q

"I'"I'l go first," the superhero said. He turned to
the stairs, bent his knees, stretched both hands f
orward —and | eaped over the invisible disintegrat
or-ray. He landed on the fifth step.

He turned around and notioned for ne to follow "Se



e? It's easy," he said brightly.

Easy for you! | thought darkly. Sone of us don't ha

ve dyno-| egs.

"Hurry," he urged. "If you stop to think about it,

you won't be able to do it."

| "' m al ready thinking about it! | thought.

How can | not think about it?

"I —I"mnot very athletic,”" |I nmurnured in a tiny,
trenbling voice. What an understatenent! Wenever
the kids I know play any sports, | am al ways the

| ast kid chosen for a team

"Hurry," The Gall oping Gazelle urged. He reached o

ut both hands. "Take a good running junp, kid. Aim
for the third step. It isn't that high. I'll catc

h you."

The third step | ooked about a mle in the air to m

e. But | held ny breath, bent ny knees, took a run

ning leap —ny best leap —

—and | landed with a hard thud on the first step.
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| screaned and cl anped ny eyes shut as the disinte

grator-ray poured through ne, and ny body crunbl ed
into thin air.

Actually, | didn't feel anything.

| opened ny eyes to find nyself still standing on t
he bottomstep. Still in one chubby piece.
"I —I —I —" | stanmmered.

"I guess he doesn't have it turned on," The Gall op
ing Gazelle said calmy. He smled at nme through t
he mask. "You caught a break, kid."

| was still trenbling. Cold beads of sweat rolled d
own ny forehead. | couldn't speak.

"Hope your luck holds out," The Gallopi ng Gazell e
muttered. He turned and started up the stairs, his
cape floating behind him "Cone on. Let's go neet
our destiny."

| didn't like the sound of that. Not one bit.

But | didn't like anything that was going on. The
Gal | oping Gazelle had said that | was |ucky. But |



certainly didn't feel lucky as |I followed himup
the dark stairs.
At the top | anding, he pushed open a wi de netal do
or, and we stepped into an amazi ng room
The roomglowed with color. It was decorated |ike
an office, the fanciest, nost |uxurious office |I h
ave ever seen.
The shaggy white carpet was soft and so thick, | s
ank in it nearly to ny ankles. Silky blue curtains
wer e draped over enornous w ndows that overl ooked
the town. Sparkly, crystal chandeliers hung from
the ceiling.
Vel vety couches and chairs were arranged around da
rk wood tables. One wall was covered with floor-to
-cei ling bookshel ves, each shelf filled with |eath
er-covered books.
A giant TV screen —dark —stood in one corner. Be
side it, a wall of electronic equipnent. Enornous
oil paintings of green farmfields covered one wal
| .
A shiny, gold-plated desk stood in the mddle of t
he room The tall desk chair behind it |ooked nore
|ike a throne than a chair.
"Ww " | cried, lingering near the door, ny eyes ta
king in the splendor of the vast room
"He treats hinself nice," The Gall oping Gazell e com
mented. "But his tine is over."
"You nean —?" | started.
"I"'mtoo fast for him" the superhero boasted. "I'
|1 run circles around him faster and faster —unt
il | becone a raging tornado. He'll be swept away
forever."
"Wow, " | repeated. | didn't know what el se to say.
"He caught ne napping before,"” The Gl l opi ng Gazel
| e continued. "That's the only way he can catch ne
. When I'masleep. Oherwise, |'"'mnuch too fast fo
r him Too fast for anybody. Know how fast | run t
he one- hundred?"
"How fast?" | asked.
"I Tun it in one-tenth. One-tenth of a second. Tha
t would be an Aynpic record. But they don't et m
e in the Aynpics because |I'ma nutant."”



| started to follow The Gl loping Gazelle to the c
enter of the room But | stopped when | heard the
| aught er .

The sane cold [aughter | had heard in the | obby.

| froze in fright.

And stared as the gold desk began to nove. And chan
ge.

The shiny gold shimmered as it shifted and bent, r
aising itself up and formng a human figure.

| took a step back, trying to hide behind The Gall
opi ng Gazelle as the desk nelted away —and The M
sked Mutant rose up in its place.

Hi s dark eyes burned nenacingly through the slits
in his mask. He was a lot taller than he appeared
in the comc. And a | ot nore, powerful -1 ooking.

And a | ot scarier.

He raised a fist at The @Gl l oping Gazelle. "You da
re to invade ny private office?" he denmanded.

"Say good-bye to all this ill-gotten splendor," The
Gal | oping Gazelle told the Mitant.

"I'"ll say good-bye to you!" The Masked Muit ant shot
back, spitting the words angrily.

Then he turned his frightening, cold eyes on ne. "
"Il handle you easily, Gazelle," the world's nost
evil supervillain said softly. "But, first, watch
me destroy the kid!"

22

| shrank back as The Masked Mutant took a step tow
ard nme, his fist still raised, his black eyes gl ar

ing furiously into m ne.

My heart pounding, | turned and frantically searche

d for a hiding place.

But there was nowhere to hide.

And | couldn't nmake a run for it. The door sl amed
shut as The Masked Mutant noved cl oser.

"Whoa!" | cried. | raised both hands in front of ny
face, as if shielding nyself.

| couldn't bear to see his cold, cruel eyes glaring
at me as he approached.



He's going to destroy ne, | thought. But | don't ha
ve to watch!

And, then, as The Masked Mutant took one nore step
, The Gall oping Gazell e noved to block his way. "Y
ou'll deal with nme, Mutant!" he declared in his bo
om ng voice. "If you want the kid, you'll have to
take ne out first."

"No problem" The Masked Mutant decl ared softly.
But his expression changed as The @Gl | opi ng Gazel |
e began to circle him Faster and faster —until t
he Gazel |l e appeared to di sappear into a whirling,
spi nni ng tornado of blue and red.

The Gazelle is carrying out his plan, | realized a
s | backed up to the wall. He's going to run faste
r and faster around The Masked Mutant until he cre
ates a whirlwind that will blow the evil Mitant aw
ay.

Pressing ny back against the wall, | watched the a

mazi ng battle eagerly. The Gl l oping Gazelle whirl

ed faster. Faster. So fast, a powerful w nd swept

over the room slapping the curtains, toppling ove

r a vase of flowers, sending books flying fromthe
shel ves.

Yes! | thought happily, shooting both fists into th

e air. Yes! W winl W wn!

| owered nmy hands and let out a horrified groan w
hen | saw The Masked Mutant casually stick his foo

t out.

The Gl | opi ng Gazelle tripped over the foot and sl

ammed facedown onto the floor with a shattering th
ud.

He bounced hard a couple of tinmes and then lay stil
| .

The wi nd stopped. The curtains fell back in place.

The Masked Mutant stood over the fallen superhero,
hands triunphantly on the wai st of his costune.
"Get up!" | screaned, w thout even realizing | was

doing it. "Get up, Gazelle! Please!"

The Gazell e groaned, but didn't nove.

"Dinnertinme," sneered The Masked Mut ant.

My back pressed hard against the wall, | stared in
horror as The Mutant began to change again. H s f



ace twi sted and appeared to flatten. H's body | owe
red, and he | eaned forward, spreading his hands on
the floor.

He stepped forward as a snarling leopard. Tilting
its head to one side, the | eopard uttered a feroci

ous grow of attack.

Then it arched its back, tensed its back | egs —an

d | eaped on to the sprawl ed body of The Gall opi ng
Gazel |l e.

"Get up! Get up, Gazelle!" | shrieked as the | eopar

d attacked.

The Masked Mutant cl awed and gnawed at the hel pl ess
Gazel |l e.

"Get up! Get up!" | screaned.

To ny shock, The Gl |l opi ng Gazell e opened his eyes.

The ferocious |eopard ripped anway the bottom of The
Gazelle's mask with its teeth.

The Gl |l oping Gazelle rolled out fromunder the eno
rmous beast and scranbled to his feet.

Wth a roar, the |leopard sw ped its paws, sending

a long tear down the length of The Gazelle's cape.
"I"moutta here!" The Gazelle cried, nmaking tracks
to the door. He turned back to ne. "You're on you
r own, kid!"

"No! Wait!" | screaned.

| don't think The Gazelle heard ne. He shoved open

t he door with one shoul der and vani shed.

The door slamed behind him

Qui ckly, the | eopard changed, rising up on its hin
d legs, its body shifting and noving —until The M
asked Mut ant stepped forward.

He smiled at ne as he approached, a cold, nenacing
sm | e.

"You're on your own, kid," he said softly.
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| edged along the wall as The Masked Mutant noved
slowy, steadily toward ne. | knew | couldn't get
to the door, as The @Gall oping Gazelle had. | wasn’



t fast enough.

He should call hinself The Gl l opi ng Chicken! | tho
ught bitterly.

How coul d he save his own skin and | eave ne here ||
ke this?

| couldn't run. | couldn't fight. What could | do?

What could | do against a deadly foe who could turn
hi msel f into anything solid?

The Masked Mutant stopped in the center of the roo
m hands on his waist, his dark eyes tw nkling. He
was enjoying ny fright. And already tasting his v
i ctory.

"What are your powers, kid?" he denmanded, a sneer i
n his voi ce.

"Huh?" Hi's question caught nme by surprise.

"What are your powers?" he repeated inpatiently, s

wirling his cape behind him "Do you shrink down t

o atiny bug? Is that your secret?"

"Huh? Shrink? Me?" | was shaking so hard, | coul dn'

t think straight.

Wiy was he asking ne these questions?

"Do you burst into flanmes?" he continued, noving c
| oser. "Is that your power? Are you nagnetic? Are

you a m nd-fogger?" Hi s voice turned angry. "Wat
is it, kid? Answer ne! Wat is your power?"

"I —1 don't have any powers," | stammered. If | p
ressed any harder into the wall, |'d becone part o

f the wall paper!

The Masked Mutant | aughed. "So you won't tell ne, h
uh? Ckay, okay. Have it your way."

Hs smle faded. H' s dark eyes turned cold and har

d. "I was just trying to nake it easy on you," he
said, noving even closer. "I want to destroy you i
n the easiest way possible."

"Oh. | see,” | nuttered.

My eye caught sonething on the shelf. A large, sno
oth stone as big as a coconut. It was sone kind of
decoration. | wondered if it would nake a good we
apon.

"Say bye-bye, kid," he said through clenched teeth.

He canme toward ne qui ckly.



And as he noved, | grabbed the big stone off the s
helf. It was a |ot heavier than I'd thought. It wa
sn't stone, | realized. It was shaped |i ke a snoot
h stone. But it was nade of solid steel.

| hoisted it up and took careful aim Then | heaved
it at The Masked Mutant's head.
And m ssed.
The stone thudded heavily onto the carpet.
"Nice try," he nuttered . . .

and noved quickly to destroy ne.
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| tried to duck away fromhim but he was too quick

Hi s powerful hands grabbed ne around the wai st and
lifted ne off the floor.

Hi gher. Hi gher.

| realized he was noving his nol ecules, nmaking his
arns stretch until he had |lifted ne above the cha
ndel i er.

| thrashed ny arns and legs and tried to squirm awa

y. But he was too strong.

Hi gher. Higher. Until ny head banged hard agai nst
the ceiling, at least twenty feet above the fl oor.
"Happy | andi ngs!" The Masked Mutant cried gl eefull

y as he prepared to drop ne and send nme plumeting
to my doom

But before he could drop ne, | heard the door sw ng
open.

The Masked Mutant heard it, too. Holding ne suspen
ded in the air, he turned to see who had entered.
"You!" he cried in surprise.

Hi gh above the floor, | squirnmed around and bent m

y head to see through the chandelier. The light sp
arkl ed through the crystals, making it inpossible
to see.

"How dare you burst in here!" The Masked Mutant cri
ed to the intruder.

He lowered ne a little. Just enough for ne to see t
he doorway.



"Li bby!" | cried. "What are you doi ng here?"
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The Masked Mutant | owered ne to the floor and turn

ed to face Libby. My I egs were wobbling so badly,

| had to grab on to a bookshelf to hold nyself up.

"Li bby —get out of here! Get away!" | tried to war

n her.

But she storned into the room her red hair flying
behi nd her. She had her eyes on ne and conpletely
i gnored The Masked Mut ant.

Doesn't she know that he is the nost evil supervill

ain in the known universe?

"Ski pper —didn't you hear ne calling you?" Libby d

emanded sharply.

"Huh? Li bby —"
"I was across the street," she said. "I saw you goi
ng into this building. I called to you."

‘I —I didn't hear you," | stammered. "Listen, you'

d better get out of here, Libby."

"I've been searching and searching for you," she ¢
onti nued, ignoring my warning, ignoring ny frantlc
gestures. "Wat are you doi ng in here, Sklpper?"
"Uh . . . | really can't talk right now," | replied

, pointing to The Masked Mutant.

He stood inpatiently, hands at his waist, tapping

his boot on the carpet. "I see that | wll have to
destroy you both," he said quietly.

Li bby spun around. She seened to notice the superv

illain for the first tinme. "Skipper and | are |eav

i ng now," she said with a sneer.

| gasped. Didn't she know who she was tal king to?

No. O course she didn't know. She reads only High
School Harry & Beanhead conics. She has no idea h

ow nmuch danger we are in! | realized.

"I" msorry," The Masked Mutant replied, sneering b

ack at Libby fromunder his mask. "You are not |ea

ving. In fact, you are never leaving this building
again."

Li bby gl ared back at him and | saw her expression



change. Her green eyes grew wi de, and her nouth d
ropped open.
She took a step back until she stood beside ne. "W
have to do sonething," she whispered.
Do sonet hi ng?
What coul d we do agai nst the nonstrous nega- nutant ?

| swal lowed hard. | couldn't think of how to answer
her .

The Masked Mutant tossed back his cape and took a

step toward us. "Wiich one of you wants to go firs

t?" he demanded softly.

| turned and saw that Libby had backed up to the b

ookshel ves. She pulled a yellow plastic toy gun fr

om her backpack.

"Li bby —what are you doing!" | whispered. "That's

just a toy!"

"I know," she whispered back. "But this is a comc
book —right? It can't be real. So if it's a com

c book, we can do anything!"

She raised the plastic toy pistol and ained it at T

he Masked Mut ant.

He | et out a cold laugh. "Wat do you plan to do w

th that toy?" he asked scornfully.

"It only I-looks like a toy," Libby stamered. "It

's a Molecule-Melter. Leave this room—or 'l ne

|t all your nolecules!”

The Mutant's smle grewwider. "Nice try," he said

, flashing two rows of perfect, white teeth.

He narrowed his eyes at Libby and took another ste

p toward her. "I guess you want to go first. |'I|

try not to hurt you —too nuch."

Li bby held the toy gun in front of her with both h

ands. She gritted her teeth, preparing to pull the
trigger.

"Put down that toy. It can't help you," The Masked

Mut ant decl ared, novi ng cl oser.

"I'"' mnot kidding," Libby insisted in a shrill voic

e. "It isn't atoy. It really is a Mdlecule-Mlter

The Masked Mt ant | aughed agai n and took anot her st
ep cl oser. Then anot her step.



Li bby ained the gun at The Mutant's chest. She pull
ed the trigger.

A hi gh-pitched whistle burst out of the gun.

The Masked Mutant t ook another step closer. Then an
ot her .
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Li bby | owered the plastic gun.

We both stared in horror as The Masked Miutant cane
nearer.

He t ook one nore step. Then stopped.

A bright white light circled his body. The Iight be

cane a crackling electrical current.

The Mutant uttered a | ow noan. Then he began to nel

t.

H s head nelted down into his mask. Tinier and tin
ler —until it disappeared conpletely. The enpty m

ask slunped on to the shoulders of his costune. An

d then the rest of his body nelted away, shrinking
until there was nothing left but a winkled costu
me and cape, heaped on the carpet.

Li bby and | stood staring down at the costune in si
| ence.

"I't —it worked!" | finally managed to choke out.

The toy gun —it worked, Libby!"

"OF course," she replied with surprising calm She
wal ked over to the enpty costunme and kicked it w

th her sneaker. "OF course it worked. | warned him
it was a Mol ecule-Melter. He wouldn't listen.™

My brain was doing flip-flops. | didn't really und

erstand. It was just a toy pistol. Wiy did it dest
roy the mghtiest nutant on Earth?

"Let's get out of here!" | pleaded, starting toward
t he door.
Li bby noved to block ny path. "I'msorry, Skipper,"

she said softly.

"Sorry? What do you nean?"

She raised the plastic pistol and ained it at ne.
"' msorry," she said, "because you're disappearin
g next.”
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At first | thought Libby was joking. "Libby, put d
own the gun,” | told her. "You have a sick sense o
f hunor!"

She kept the plastic gun ained at ny chest.

| et out a feeble |augh.

But | quickly cut it short when | saw the hard exp
ression on her face. "Libby —what's your problenf

| denmanded.
"I mnot Libby," she replied softly. "I hate to br
eak the news to you, Skipper —but there is no Lib

by.

As she said those words, she began to change. Her
red hair slid into her head. Her cheeks grew w der
. Her nose | engthened. Her eyes changed from green
to bl ack.

She stretched up, growng taller. Miscles bulged o
n her skinny arnms. And as she grew, her clothing c
hanged, too. Her jeans and T-shirt appeared to nel
t away —replaced by a famliar-I| ooking costune.
The costune of The Masked Mut ant.

"Li bby —what's going on?" | cried in atiny, frig
ht ened voice. | still didn't understand. "How are

you doi ng that ?"

She shook her head. "You don't catch on very fast,
do you?" she said, rolling her eyes. Her voice ca
me out deep and boom ng. A man's voi ce.

"Li bby, I —"
She swept her cape behind her. "I'm The Masked Mut
ant, Skipper. |I changed ny nolecules into a girl

our age and called nyself Libby. But |I'm The Maske
d Mutant."

"But —but —but —" | sputtered.

She tossed the toy gun aside and grinned at ne triu
nphant 1 y.

"But you just nelted The Masked Mutant!" | cri ed.
We both saw himnelt!"

She shook her head. "No. You're m staken. | just ne

| ted The Magnificent Ml ecule Man."



| gaped at her in astonishnent. "Huh? Mol ecul e Man?

"He worked for nme," she expl ai ned, glancing down a

t the crunpled, enpty costune on the floor. "Sonet
imes | ordered himto dress |ike ne. To keep peopl

e off ny track."

"He worked for you —and you nelted hin" | cried.

"I'ma villain," The Masked Mutant replied, smling
. "l do very bad things —renenber?"

It all started to cone clear. There never was a Li
bby. It had been The Masked Mutant all al ong.

The Masked Mutant stepped over the crunpled costum

e to nove closer to ne. Once again, | pressed ny b

ack against the wall. "Now | have no choice. Now I
have to do sonething very bad to you, Skipper," h

e said flatly, his black eyes staring hard into m
ne through his nask.

"But —why?" | cried. "Whay can't | just leave? |']|

| go straight hone. 1'll never tell anyone about vy
ou. Really!" | pleaded.

He shook his head. "I can't let you | eave. You belo
ng here now "

"Huh?" | gasped. "Wat are you saying, Libby —I ne

an, Mitant ?"
"You bel ong here now, Skipper," he replied coldly.
"I knew it when | saw you on the bus for the firs

t time. | knew you were perfect when you told ne y
ou knew everyt hing about ny comcs."

"But —but —"I sputtered again.

"I't'"s so hard to find good characters for ny stori
es, Skipper. It's so hard to find good foes. I'ma

| ways | ooking for new faces. That's why | was so p
| eased when | discovered you."
His evil grin grew w der. "Then when you recogni ze

d ny headquarters building, |I knew you were right.
| knew you were ready to star in a story."
The smle faded quickly. "I'mso sorry, Skipper. B

ut the story is over. Your part has cone to an end

"What —what are you going to do?" | stammered.
"Destroy you, of course!" The Mutant replied coldly



| pressed ny back against the wall. | stared back a
t him thinking hard.
" Good- bye, Skipper," The Masked Mutant said softly.

"But you can't do this!" | screaned. "You're just
a character in a comc book! But I'mreal! I'mar
eal, live person! I'ma real boy!"

A strange smle formed on The Mutant's lips. "No,

you' re not, Skipper," he said, snickering. "You're
not real. You're just like ne now. You' re a conmic
book character, too."
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| pinched ny arm It felt as warm and real as al way
S

“You're a liar!" | shouted.
The Masked Mutant nodded. A pleased smle forned o
n his face. "Yes, I'ma liar," he agreed. "That's

one of ny better qualities.”" H's smle faded. "But
|"'mnot lying this time, Skipper. You re not real
anynore. "
| refused to believe him "I feel the way | al ways
have," | decl ared.
"But | changed you into a com c book character,"” h
e insisted. "Renenber when you entered this buildi
ng for the first tinme? Renenber when you wal ked th
rough the gl ass door and a beam of |ight passed ov
er you?"
| nodded. "Yes. | renenber that," | nuttered.
"Well, that was a scanner," The Masked Mitant cont
| nued. "Wen you stepped through it, it scanned yo
ur body. It turned you into tiny dots of ink."
"No!" | shout ed.
He ignored ny cry. "That's all you are now, Skippe
r. Tiny dots of red, blue, and yellow ink. You're
a com c book character, just like nme."
He slid toward ne nenacingly, his cape spreading o
ut behind him "But |I'msorry to say you've nade y
our | ast appearance in nmy comc book. O in any co
m ¢ book."



"Wait!" | cried.
"I can't wait any longer," The Masked Mutant repli

ed coldly. "I've already wasted too nuch tine on vy
ou, Ski pper."

"But |'m not Skipper!" | declared.

"I'"'m not Skipper Matthews," | said. "There is no Sk

| pper Matthews."
"Oh, really?" he asked, rolling his eyes. "Then who

are you?"

"I'"'m The Col ossal Elastic Boy!" | replied.
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The Masked Mutant uttered a | ow gasp. "El astic Boy
1" he exclained. "I thought you | ooked famliar!"
"Good- bye, Mutant," | said in a deep voice.

"Where are you goi ng?" he asked sharply.

"Back to ny hone planet of Xargos," | replied, sta
rting toward the door. "I'mnot allowed to guest-s

tar in other comc books."
He noved quickly to block the door. "Nice try, Ela

stic Boy," he said. "But you have invaded ny secre
t headquarters. | have to destroy you."

| |aughed. "You can't destroy Elastic Boy!" | boas
ted. "I'Il stretch out ny elastic arns and wap yo

uin them and squeeze you into Play-Doh!"
"I don't think so," The Masked Mutant replied dryl
. He let out an angry grow. "I'mtired of all th
is talk, talk, talk. I'"'mgoing to tear you to piec
es —and then tear your pieces into tiny pieces!"
| |aughed again. "No way!" | told him "I'melasti
c, renenber? | can't be torn into pieces. | bend —
but | don't break! There's only one way that Elas
tic Boy can be destroyed!"
"What ' s that?" The Masked Mutant asked.
"By sulphuric acid,” | replied. "That's the only th
i ng that can destroy ny elastic body!"
A pl eased smle spread behind the masked face.
"Qops!" | cried. "I didn't nean to let that slip ou
t!"
| tried to nake it to the door. But | wasn't fast e



nough.

| saw The Masked Mutant quickly begin to change. H

e changed into a steam ng hot wave of sul phuric ac

i d.

And before | could nove, the tall wave of acid swep
t toward ne.
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Wth a loud cry, | |eaped away.

The tall wave swept past. It mssed ne by inches.

| turned and watched it splash over the carpet. The
carpet began to sizzle and burn.

"Yes!" | shouted gleefully. "Yes!"

| had never felt so happy, so strong, so triunphant
|

| had defeated The Masked Mutant. | had totally tr
i cked him | had destroyed the nost evil supervill
ain ever to wal k the planet!

Me! A twel ve-year-old boy naned Ski pper Matthews! |
had sent The Masked Mutant to his doom

Such a sinple trick. But it had worked.

From reading the comcs, | knew that The Masked M

tant coul d change his nolecules into anything soli
d. And then change back agai n.

But | tricked himinto changing hinself into a liq
uid! And once he changed into a liquid, he could n
ot re-form hinself.

The Masked Mutant was gone forever.

"Ski pper, you are a clever guy!" | shouted out | ou

d. I was so happy, | did alittle dance on the thi

ck car pet.

| couldn't believe The Masked Mutant had believed

that | was Elastic Boy. |I'd nade that nanme up. 1'v

e never heard of any El astic Boy!

But he fell for it. And now the evil supervillain i

s gone! | thought happily.

And | amalive! Alive!

| couldn't wait to get hone and see ny famly again
. The bus ride seened to take hours.

Finally, | was running up ny front lawn. Into the h



ouse through the front door.

| imediately saw a brown envel ope lying on the na

il table. The new i ssue of The Masked Muitant.

Who needs it? | asked nyself.

| ignored it and hurried to say hi to ny parents.

| was so glad to be hone, | was even happy to see

Mtzi. "Mtzi —how about a ganme of Frisbee?" | as

ked.

"Huh?" She gaped at ne in shock. | never want to pl

ay anything with ny little sister.

But, today, | just wanted to be happy and cel ebrate
bei ng alive.

Mtzi and | hurried out to the back yard. W threw
a Frisbee around for about half an hour. W had a
great tine.

"How about a snack?" | asked her.

"Yeah. |I'mstarving," she replied. "Momleft sonme c

hocol ate cake on the counter."”

Chocol at e cake sounded just right.

Hunmm ng happily to nyself, | trotted into the kitc

hen. | pulled down two plates fromthe cabinet. Th

en | found the big cake knife in the drawer.

"Don't make your slice bigger than mne!" Mtzi wa

rned, watching ne carefully as | prepared to cut t

he cake.

"Mtzi, | promse | won't cheat you," | said sweet
ly. I was in such a good nbod, even Mtzi couldn't
get ne upset.

"This | ooks |i ke awesone chocol ate cake!" | exclaim
ed.

| slid the big knife over the cake.

It slipped.

"OM" | cried out as the knife blade cut the back o

f nmy hand.

| raised ny hand and stared down at the cut. "Hey!"
| uttered in surprise.
What was trickling out fromthe cut?

Not bl ood.
It was red, blue, yellow, and bl ack.
| NK!

"Cool!" Mtzi cried.
"Where's that new Masked Mutant com c?" | asked. |



suddenly had the feeling that ny com c book caree
r wasn't over!



