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A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR 

The events in this story take place after the first novel in 
the series, Epic Zero: Tales of a Not-So-Super 6th Grader. 

This story contains MAJOR SPOILERS and it is 
highly recommended that you read the first novel in 
the series before reading this story! 

Epic Zero Extra is a novella (aka: a short novel) that 
continues the adventures of Elliott Harkness and the 
Freedom Force. Also included is an updated Meta Powers 
Glossary and an exclusive preview of Monster Problems: 
Vampire Misfire. 

I hope you enjoy reading this story as much as I enjoyed 
writing it! And make sure you check out Monster 
Problems! 

Be Epic! 

R.L. Ullman
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Epic Zero Extra 

[1] 

ONE 

I SHOULD BE ON TOP OF THE 
FREAKING WORLD 

I don’t remember Ma and Pa Kent ever telling Superman

to take it easy. 
Yet, here I am, only weeks removed from single-

handedly saving the planet from a blood-thirsty race of 
shape-shifting aliens known as the Skelton, and I’m being 
put through the wringer! Look, if it was up to me, I’d be 
out caped crusading every night. But unfortunately, I 
don’t have parents like Ma and Pa Kent. Instead, mine are 
pictured in the dictionary next to “overprotective.” 

Take my first mission as an official member of the 
Freedom Force, the greatest heroes on the planet. There I 
was, all ready to go with my new superhero handle, Epic 
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Zero—I know, awesome right?—my fantabulous 
costume, fresh with that new-hero smell—and my totally 
devastating Meta 3 powers. So, I’m pumped for some 
major keister-kicking. 

But what happened when we got to the scene of the 
crime? I’m told to park it in the front row of the Freedom 
Flyer and watch while the vets take down the clowns. My 
dad called it a “learning opportunity.” 

Are. You. Freaking. Kidding. Me? 
Did everyone forget what I did just last month? 
Like how I tracked the Worm to Lockdown—the 

Meta super-maximum prison—and thwarted his plans to 
build an army of supervillains? Or how I saved my sister 
Grace’s life by negotiating with the High Commander—
the baddest Skelton of all time? Or how I took control of 
the Orb of Oblivion—you know, the most powerful 
weapon in the universe—and destroyed it in outer space? 

Honestly, I’m not sure what happened. Because 
instead of treating me like the super-stud I am, they told 
me they needed more time to analyze my powers to be 
sure I’m ready for the big time. 

I’m sorry, but that’s re-donk-u-lous! 
I’m guessing things would be different if I were 

twenty and rocked a six-pack. But since I’m just a 
scrawny 12-year-old kid, that apparently means I don’t 
know what the heck I’m doing. Which is why I’m 
stopping this jewelry heist all by my lonesome. 

See, while the Freedom Force is off on some mission 
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deemed far too dangerous for yours truly, the Meta 
Monitor picked up a problem at the Keystone Jewelry 
Depot. And because at least I consider myself to be a legit 
superhero, I thought I’d squash it like a bug. 

But first, I had to get my invisible dog off my tail. 
Dog-Gone is a sucker for doggie treats. So, I loaded 

up a bowl and lured him inside the Combat Room. Then, 
I activated a combat module featuring the Sinister 
Squirrel Squadron and split. Don’t worry, it’s a low-level 
training module so he’ll have no problem tackling it. But 
if I wanted to stop that robbery, I needed to get to the 
Hangar without interference. 

After all, I had a Freedom Ferry to borrow. 
The Freedom Ferry is TechnocRat’s newest 

invention. It’s basically a slimmed-down version of the 
Freedom Flyer designed to carry a few people from the 
Waystation—our satellite headquarters in space—to 
Earth, and back again. TechnocRat created Freedom 
Ferries because he was sick and tired of watching us blow 
up his prized Freedom Flyers. 

But getting shot out of the sky isn’t in today’s plan. 
I enter Earth’s atmosphere and make a beeline for 

Keystone City. Since there’s no reason to attract 
attention, I touch down on top of an empty parking 
garage. While that seemed like a brilliant idea at the time, 
I’m kicking myself after huffing it twenty levels down the 
stairwell. Note to self: there’s a reason why Batman parks 
the Batmobile in the handicapped space. 
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When I finally make it to the jewelry shop, it’s pure 
chaos. Thick, black smoke is pouring out the front door, 
and people are streaming out of the building. The cops 
aren’t on the scene yet, but that’s fine with me. I know 
what I’m up against. 

According to the Meta Monitor, the perpetrator 
inside is a Meta 1 known as Toast Master—an energy 
manipulator with the ability to radiate moderate levels of 
heat. So, considering I’m not a bagel, I figure I’ve got this 
in the bag. 

I pick my way through the crowd and reach the front 
door where the smoke is rushing out hot and heavy. I 
cover my nose and mouth with my cape and push inside. 
I stay low to the ground to avoid the fumes, but visibility 
is pretty poor. The good news is that it looks like 
everyone got out okay. The bad news is that the entire 
store reeks of burnt rubber, so I’ll be up all night 
scrubbing the stench out of my costume. 

Before I left the Waystation, I checked the 
schematics of the building, so I know the vault’s in the 
back. And—surprise, surprise—that’s where the smoke is 
coming from. So, I hop over the display case and head 
straight to the source. 

I step through a narrow opening and catch Toast 
Master literally red-handed. He’s thin, with stringy brown 
hair and an outfit that looks like it was ripped straight 
from the set of Phantom of the Opera—complete with a 
black cape, puffy white shirt, and black eye mask. He’s so 
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focused on turning the vault door into soup that he 
doesn’t even notice me. 

Since first impressions are everything, I strike a 
heroic pose—arms crossed with feet shoulder-width 
apart—and cough to get his attention. 

Toast Master turns in surprise, but based on his 
expression, he’s clearly not impressed. All he says is, 
“Beat it, kid.” 

Look, I get it, I know I’m young. But that doesn’t 
mean I’m not a bona fide superhero. And it certainly 
doesn’t mean I should be disrespected! So, I read him the 
superhero riot act. “Stand down and surrender peacefully, 
Toast Master!” I declare. “Or you’ll be sorry!” 

Toast Master responds with an eye roll. Clearly, this 
isn’t working. So, I get down to business. 

I concentrate hard and push my Meta Manipulation 
powers of negation over him. Seconds later, Toast Master 
realizes something is wrong. He stares at his hands, which 
have lost their neon red color. “Hey, what happened?” 

So, at this point, it should be case closed. 
But then he pulls a gun. 
Which reminds me, I need to start thinking things 

through more carefully. 
See, I can turn an incredibly dangerous Meta 1, 2, or 

3 into a Zero—which is super-speak for powerless—but 
my powers can’t do a darn thing to stop a speeding bullet. 
So, I’m basically a sitting duck. 

“Give me my powers back,” Toast Master demands, 
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leveling the gun’s snout with my eyes. “Or else!” 
But I don’t know how to give back powers! I can 

only take them away. And the only way they could come 
back is if I left the area. But if I do that, then he’ll steal 
the jewels and escape scot-free. I can imagine Grace’s 
face if she finds out I let a villain get away. Boy, I’d never 
live that down. Of course, if I get whacked I won’t be 
living anyway. 

Sweat trickles down my forehead. I need a new 
plan… and fast. 

“Listen,” I say, my voice cracking. “You don’t want 
to shoot me. I’m just a kid, remember? I mean, my 
parents won’t even let me see R-rated movies.” 

“Enough!” Toast Master yells, extending his arm and 
pulling back the hammer of the gun. 

“Wait!” I shout. 
But just as he’s about to pull the trigger, out of 

nowhere an incredible force SWOOSHES in and knocks 
him off his feet. Toast Master smashes into the vault with 
a sickening thud, his gun flying clear across the room. I 
watch him slide down the face of the door and crumple 
to the floor. 

Just then, a brown and black German Shepherd 
appears out of thin air. 

“Dog-Gone!” 
I move to hug him, but he backs away with a growl.  
Clearly, he’s still ticked off. 
“Look, I’m sorry about the Combat Room,” I say. 
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“But you weren’t going to let me come here, were you?” 
He turns his head and scratches his haunches. 
“Don’t ignore me,” I say. “Look, thanks for saving 

me, but how the heck did you get here anyway?” 
Dog-Gone raises his neck and makes an arc-like 

movement with his head. 
“What?” I say. “You flew? But you can’t fly. So 

how… wait a minute! Did you sneak onto my Freedom 
Ferry? You mean, you were here the whole time?” 

Dog-Gone nuzzles my hand and licks my fingers. 
“Why am I not surprised?” I laugh. 
Suddenly, I hear a series of clicking sounds. 
“Freeze!” comes a voice. “Hands in the air!” 
I spin around to find five Keystone City police 

officers with pistols aimed in our general direction. 
“Finally,” I say. “I was wondering when you guys would 
show up.” 

“I said hands up!” the officer in front commands. He 
has green eyes, gray hair, and a thick, handlebar mustache. 

Wait a minute! Does he think I’m— 
Really? 
I slowly put up my hands. 
The lead officer looks at us, glances down at Toast 

Master, and then back up at me. “You with him?” 
“No, officer,” I say. “I’m a member of the Freedom 

Force.” 
The chuckles are deafening. 
“And I’m the Queen of England,” says an officer 
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from the back, followed by more laughs. 
The mustached officer glares back, and the men clam 

up. I notice the two gold stripes on his uniform. He must 
be the guy in charge. “You’re awfully young to be on the 
Freedom Force,” he says. “You got proof?” 

Do I have proof? 
Considering I’m wearing nothing but head-to-toe 

spandex, proof may be a little hard to come by. I can tell 
him my dad is the super-strongman Captain Justice and 
my mom is the mind-bending psychic Ms. Understood, 
but something tells me he isn’t going to buy it. I catch his 
name tag. It reads: Captain Stone. 

“Look, Captain,” I say, “I understand why you might 
be confused here. This guy on the ground is the one you 
want. He goes by Toast Master, and he’s the real villain. 
My dog and I stopped him from looting the place. My 
name is Epic Zero, and this furry fellow is Dog-Gone. 
I’m telling you, we really are part of the Freedom Force. 
Trust me, we’re the good guys. This is, like, my first real 
mission. I’m sure we’ll be seeing each other a lot.” 

I lower my hand and extend it towards him for a 
handshake. But Captain Stone steps back and thrusts his 
pistol forward. “I said hands up! I’m not going to be 
sucked up in some thermodynamic vortex or whatever it 
is you do.” 

I’m about to respond when Dog-Gone steps in front 
of me and lets out a loud, threatening growl. 

“Dog-Gone, no!” I shout. 
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With his other hand, the officer pulls his collar to his 
mouth and speaks into a mini-microphone. “O’Malley, 
bring in the K-9 unit, and a truckload of tranquilizers.” 

What? They can’t take Dog-Gone! 
“Roger, Captain,” comes a muffled response. “Be 

there in a few.” 
I match eyes with Dog-Gone. He squints. 
Oh, no. He’s not— 
And then, he disappears. 
“Hey, where’s the mutt!” 
The next thing I know, officers are falling to the 

ground like bowling pins, their guns skittering across the 
floor. When they’re all down, I see a clear path to the exit. 
So, I do the most responsible thing possible. 

I take off! 
I sprint into the main area and slide across the 

display case only to find Dog-Gone waiting for me by the 
exit. We look at each other and then run for our lives. 

“Bad dog,” I say, between breaths. “Do you know 
what you’ve done?” 

Dog-Gone yelps, his head down. 
“We’ll talk about this when we get home.” 
Somehow, we make it back to the Freedom Ferry 

without further incident. I’m mentally and physically 
exhausted. I strap in and Dog-Gone curls up by my feet. I 
waste no time taking off, rocketing into outer space. 

Yep, what a debut. After all of this excitement, I 
can’t wait to be back home on the Waystation. 
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I catch my reflection in the windshield. 
Then I realize, my problems are just beginning 

because it’s only a matter of time before my parents find 
out. 

By nightfall, my mug will be plastered on every Most 
Wanted List in the country. 
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TWO 

I NEARLY DODGE A BULLET 

I can’t believe my luck!

All night I’ve been watching the Monitor Room like 
a vulture circling a dying man, waiting for a newsflash or a 
police report or a tabloid special about my misadventures 
at the jewelry store. But to my sheer and utter delight, 
there hasn’t been a lick of news about the jewelry heist 
anywhere! I can’t believe it! I’m actually going to get away 
with it! 

I was thanking my lucky stars when we got back to 
the Waystation. The Freedom Force was still out on their 
mission, so I had plenty of time to refuel the Freedom 
Ferry and polish it up a bit. I also made a pact with Dog-
Gone that he would act like nothing had happened. 

Usually, I could trust him about as far as I could 
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throw him. But seeing as how he was mostly to blame for 
this mess, I had a pretty good feeling he’d hold to our 
agreement. Giving him an entire bag of doggie treats 
probably didn’t hurt either. 

So, when everyone finally came back to headquarters, 
we pretended it was business as usual. I parked myself in 
the Galley and started cranking out homework, while 
Dog-Gone was in the hallway barfing up the entire bag of 
doggie treats I gave him. 

Someone needs to teach that pooch portion control. 
When Mom and Grace enter the Galley—still in 

their superhero garb—Mom comes over, kisses me on 
the forehead, and says, “Hey, Elliott, you seem unusually 
studious this evening. Quiet night?” 

“Um, yeah, you could say that,” I respond. “I 
thought I’d spend a few hours catching up on my algebra. 
You know, it’s always good to get ahead.” Time to change 
the subject. “So, how was the mission?” 

“A cakewalk,” Grace says, removing her Glory Girl 
cape and tossing it over the kitchen chair. “Some dude 
fell into a vat of acid and grew into a hundred-foot 
chemistry experiment. Such a shame you couldn’t be 
there.” She takes a swig out of the milk carton, wipes her 
mouth, and belches. 

“Lovely,” Mom says. “Speaking of acid, is there a 
reason the dog is hacking up a lung all over our floor?” 

“Oh, is that what he’s doing?” I say. “I thought it 
was just a furball.” 



Ep[ic Zero Extra 

[14] 

“That’s a pretty big furball, don’t you think?” Mom 
says, giving me a strange look. I can’t tell if she knows 
something happened or if she’s just bluffing. See, Mom is 
a psychic with the ability to read minds. One of the great 
mysteries of my life is whether or not she can actually 
read mine. I’m still not sure if my negation powers 
protect me or not, but every time I ask she just smiles. It’s 
absolutely maddening! 

“So, like, aren’t you gonna clean it up?” Grace asks. 
“Why don’t you clean it up?” I say. 
“Because I’m out there fighting crime,” she says. 

“The least you can do is fight germs.” 
“That’s it!” I exclaim, standing up. 
“That’s what?” Grace says, smiling. 
“Enough!” Mom yells. “Stop it, both of you! Now, 

Elliott, please clean it up. Clearly, you’ve been ignoring 
what’s happening over there with poor Dog-Gone.” 

“Fine!” I snap. Sometimes I wonder why I bothered 
saving Grace’s life. We were best buds for a few weeks, 
but now she’s back to her old self. 

I walk over to the supply closet. 
Note to self: have TechnocRat create a robot to 

follow Dog-Gone around with a pail and shovel. 
But before I can grab the cleaning gear, I get a 

reprieve. 
“Alert! Alert! Alert!” the Meta Monitor blares. “Meta 

2 disturbance! Repeat: Meta 2 disturbance! Power 
signature one identified as the Foreman! Power signature 
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two identified as Compactor! Power signature three 
identified as Snowcat! Power signature four identified as 
Mind Mixer! Power signature five identified as Dredger! 
Power signature six identified as Earth Mover! Alert! 
Alert! Alert!” 

“The Destruction Crew!” Mom says. 
Then, the overhead speaker squawks. “Freedom 

Force to the Mission Room,” Dad calls. “Freedom Force 
report to the Mission Room.” Yes! It’s another mission! 

“Are you kidding me?” Grace says. “We’ve been 
home for, like, two seconds.” 

“Justice never sleeps,” Mom says. 
I grab a spare costume from the Equipment Room 

and hustle up the stairway to find the Freedom Force 
waiting in the Mission Room: Mom, Dad, Grace 
TechnocRat, Master Mime, Blue Bolt, Makeshift and 
Shadow Hawk. On the monitor is a tall, white building 
surrounded by a high, barbed-wire fence. A giant, blue 
flag flutters over the roof. The words on the flag read: 
ArmaTech Labs. 

“Wait a minute,” I say. “Isn’t that the company that 
makes all of those crazy weapons?” A few days ago, I saw 
a news piece on ArmaTech and how they’re developing 
dangerous weapons that the army doesn’t even know 
about. “Aren’t they, like, a bunch of mad scientists or 
something?” 

TechnocRat scampers to the center of the Mission 
Room conference table. “You can call them mad or 
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brilliant, depending on your point of view. Let’s just say 
that, in my younger days, I spent quite a bit of time at 
ArmaTech.” 

“So, what’s the problem already?” Grace says with a 
yawn. “I’m wiped.” 

“The problem,” Dad says, “is that the Meta Monitor 
picked up the Destruction Crew barreling through 
security and heading straight for ArmaTech.” 

“What do they want?” Blue Bolt asks. 
“We can’t be sure,” TechnocRat answers. “But 

ArmaTech is loaded with all sorts of things that can be 
dangerous in the wrong hands. We need to stop them.” 

“Freedom Force,” Dad commands, “it’s Fight 
Time!” 

The heroes bolt for the exit. I start to follow when 
I’m stopped cold by a hand against my chest. “Hold on 
there, Elliott,” Dad says. 

“Aw, c’mon, Dad,” I say. “I’m a member of the 
Freedom Force too.” 

“You are,” Dad says. “But this is a dangerous one. 
You don’t know these guys. They’re tough customers.” 

I look him square in the eyes. “The Destruction 
Crew is a team of Meta 2 villains-for-hire, led by the 
Foreman, a super-intellect with specific talents in 
technology and engineering. They often work in smaller 
units, but when fully assembled the team consists of: 
Snowcat, a super-speedster who’s particularly adept on 
slippery surfaces; Earth Mover, an energy manipulator 
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who shifts rocks; Dredger, a meta-morph who can turn 
his body into sand; Compactor, a brute who loves 
crushing stuff with his super-strength; and Mind Mixer, a 
psychic with telekinesis, but not telepathy. They typically 
focus on small to mid-sized jobs and haven’t been seen 
for months. So, yeah, I know the Destruction Crew.” 

“Impressive,” Dad says. 
“Thanks,” I say nonchalantly. “So, let’s say we get 

this mission started.” 
Dad stares at me, one eyebrow cocked. I can tell he’s 

on the fence. I need to push him over the edge. 
“Dad, remember,” I say, “a month ago I saved the 

entire world. I think I can handle this one.” 
“Elliott, I don’t—” 
“I’ve got an idea,” I interject. “Let’s consider it a 

learning opportunity?”  
I see Dad’s face soften. “Fine,” he says. “But you 

need to follow orders.” 
“Done,” I say.  
“And I mean every order,” he adds. 
“Double done.” 
“Okay,” he says. “Let’s go.” 
We head to the Hangar and climb aboard the 

Freedom Flyer. Let’s just say there are more than a few 
surprised faces to see me. 

“Really?” Grace says. “Well, I’m not babysitting 
him.” 

“I don’t need babysitting,” I shoot back, taking a seat 
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in the back and strapping myself in. 
“Are you sure?” I hear Mom whisper to Dad as he 

settles into his seat. Dad nods back. “Well, okay,” she 
says. 

Master Mime pulls back on the throttle, and in the 
blink of an eye, we’re jetting through space. 

“Slow down!” TechnocRat warns, his paws over his 
eyes. “Not so fast!” 

I stare out the window at the stars. This is my big 
chance. It’s been a while since I’ve been able to show the 
team what I can do. I need to honor my agreement with 
Dad, but I don’t want to be stuck just watching this time. 
So, I need to pick my spots and make a solid 
contribution. Then, they’ll be able to trust me and I can 
go on all of the missions instead of hanging at home with 
Dog-Gone. 

Yep, I’m finally part of the team. 
I look to the left to find Grace snoring. 
Oh, the glamour. 
Suddenly, a buzzer goes off on the control panel. 

Master Mime hits a few buttons and the side monitor 
flicks on. 

“Keystone Police bulletin,” TechnocRat says. “I 
wonder what it is.” 

The image of a man appears on the screen. He has 
gray hair and a very familiar thick, handlebar mustache. 

It’s Captain Stone! 
“Good evening, Freedom Force,” he says. “This is 
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an All-Points Bulletin for two accomplices in an 
attempted robbery of Keystone Jewelry Depot this 
afternoon. The two fugitives assaulted, ahem, several 
competent officers, and escaped police custody. They 
claim to be members of the Freedom Force.” 

“What?” Mom says. “That’s crazy.” 
“We need your assistance in bringing them in,” 

Captain Stone says. 
“What’s going on?” Grace says, wiping spittle from 

her face. 
I slide down in my chair. 
“Fortunately,” Captain Stone continues, “one of the 

security cameras at the scene was not damaged, but the 
volume of smoke made it difficult to get a clear image.” 

Thank goodness! 
“However,” Captain Stone continues, “using 

advanced video technology, we were able to pull together 
a fairly accurate portrait of the criminals at large.” 

Wait. Is he serious? 
“Please, don’t be fooled by the pictures you are 

about to see, these individuals are considered to be 
powered and dangerous.” 

Oh. No. 
“So, let’s post those if we can.” 
I close my eyes and cover my ears. 
“Can we make those live?” 
Three. 
“And here are the subjects of interest.” 
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Two. 
“It’s a boy of about twelve and a German Shepherd.” 
“ELLIOTT!!!” 
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THREE 

I MAKE A SERIOUS MISCALCULATION 

I don’t think I’ve ever had so many people yelling at me

at once. 
Upsetting my parents was bad enough. But throw in 

the rest of the Freedom Force, and I feel even crummier. 
It also didn’t help that Grace was cackling like a hyena. 

I tried explaining what happened with Toast Master 
and how Dog-Gone and I stopped him from looting the 
jewelry store, but Dad said that’s not why they’re 
disappointed in me. He said it’s because I lied to them 
and ran away from the police. He didn’t even want to 
hear me explain how they were going to arrest Dog-Gone 
and me. 

Then Mom told me as a consequence, I’d be sitting 
this mission out. This one and many others. 
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So, I pretty much curled into a ball and shut down at 
that point. I mean, I thought I did a good thing 
preventing a criminal from stealing millions of dollars in 
jewels!  Doesn’t that stuff normally get you a medal? But 
not me. Instead, I get punished. 

Some superhero I am. 
I bet Spider-Man never got grounded. 
Look, I’m no dufus. I can see why they’re annoyed. I 

mean, Dog-Gone did treat those cops like rag dolls and I 
probably should have let them arrest me instead of 
running away. Then, Mom and Dad would just be mad at 
me because I went on the mission, and not because I’m a 
fugitive on the lam. 

So, who knows when I’ll get to remind the Freedom 
Force of my powers? I’ll probably be on the shelf for 
months. It’s just not fair! 

Then, I realize I probably have one last chance to get 
back in their good graces. 

And that chance is now. 
I mean, who knows when I’ll be allowed to go on a 

mission again? 
So, if I can get out of the Freedom Flyer first, I can 

take on the Destruction Crew and use my abilities to 
negate their powers before the fight has even started! 
Then, it’ll be easy for the rest of the team to round up the 
villains. I’ll show everyone I’m worth keeping around! 

But how am I going to do that? 
I mean, Blue Bolt and Grace will be out of the hatch 
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before I can blink. I need to think fast. 
And then it dawns on me. My negation powers! 
Duh! 
“We’re over the Atlantic Ocean,” TechnocRat says. 

“Approaching ArmaTech Labs in T-minus one minute.” 
“Prepare for landing,” Dad says. 
I look over at Grace and smile. She has no idea 

what’s coming. 
“Stay out of my air space, squirt,” she says. 
Lovely. 
As the Freedom Flyer’s landing gear unfurls, I see 

the ArmaTech building below. It’s a tall, windowless 
building sitting on top of a cliff and overlooking a lake. 
The only way in is up a winding, single-lane road that 
stops at a barbed-wire fence. 

This is going to be tricky. 
“I’m taking out the fence,” TechnocRat says. “We 

need to land this thing fast.” 
“But that’s private property,” Mom says. 
“They can sue me later,” TechnocRat says. “Right 

now, I want to get those villains out of that building.” 
“Good point,” Mom says. “Nail that fence.” 
“T-minus thirty seconds,” TechnocRat says. 
I look out the windshield to see we’re approaching 

fast. The barbed wire fence is getting closer and closer. 
“T-minus 10 seconds,” TechnocRat says. 
I grip the armrests tight as the Freedom Flyer hits 

the ground hard and bashes through the fence. The 
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brakes screech from friction as the landing gear works to 
slow our trajectory. 

While everyone else is distracted I realize now is my 
chance. I focus on Blue Bolt and Grace and wash them 
with my negation power. There, that should give me the 
head start I need. Now, I just need an innocent 
distraction for the others. 

“Is that a missile?” I ask, pointing into the sky. 
“Missile?” Dad says. “Where?” 
While everyone is looking up, I pop the hatch door 

and jump outside. I land with a thud, tumbling head-over-
heels several times before coming to a stop. My body 
aches all over, but I can’t slow down now. 

This is my only shot. 
I look up to get oriented. The good news is that I’m 

lying by the front steps of ArmaTech. The not-so-good 
news is that the Destruction Crew is running down these 
very same steps—straight for me! 

The Foreman puts up a hand, stopping the villains in 
their tracks. Under his arm is a rack of test tubes half-
filled with a green, bubbling liquid. 

I scramble to my feet. “Freeze!” I command. “You’re 
all under arrest!” 

The Destruction Crew look at one another and then 
burst into laughter. 

Why does this keep happening to me? 
“Stand down, Destruction Crew!” I hear my Dad 

shout from far away. “Epic Zero, get back here!” 
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“The Freedom Force!” Snowcat cries. 
I turn to find the heroes have exited the Freedom 

Flyer. 
“I’ve got this!” I yell. This is my chance to prove my 

worth. I concentrate and blanket the villains with my 
negation powers. 

But the villains just shrug me off, like I’m some 
annoying insect. “Get lost, kid,” the Foreman says. 
“Destruction Crew, get ready to rumble.” 

“Just hold on to those vials,” Mind Mixer says. “If 
one drop of that liquid hits the ground, none of us are 
going to be here anymore.” 

The supervillains fan out, readying themselves for a 
brawl. But as they try to activate their Meta abilities they 
come up empty. 

“Hey,” Earth Mover says. “What gives?” 
“My powers?” Dredger says. “They ain’t working no 

more!” 
“It’s the kid,” the Foreman says. “He did this to us!” 
Just then, the Freedom Force is by my side. 
“I’ve neutralized their powers,” I say. “You can 

thank me later.” 
“Oh, we’ll thank you alright,” Mom says through 

gritted teeth, “I suggest you head back to the Freedom 
Flyer and take a seat. We have a lot to talk about.” 

“A whole lot,” Dad adds. 
So, I’m guessing there won’t be a medal ceremony? 
“Freedom Force, put them in custody,” Dad says. 
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But as the heroes begin to move in… 
“I’ve lost my super-speed!” Blue Bolt says. 
“And I can’t fly!” Grace says. 
Yeah, well, that was because of me. 
“My psychic powers are … blocked!” Mom says. 
“And I’m not feeling so strong,” Dad says. 
Um, hang on. That wasn’t supposed to happen. I 

mean, I just focused on Blue Bolt and Grace. But I guess 
my powers worked so well I didn’t just neutralize those 
two, but the entire Freedom Force! 

The rest of the heroes try their stuff, but there’s 
nothing. Makeshift can’t teleport and Master Mime is 
plain out of magic. 

“Hang on,” the Foreman says. “They’re powerless 
too! D-Crew, grab the kid!” 

Suddenly, we’re bum-rushed by Dredger and 
Compactor, sending the heroes next to me flying. I’m 
grabbed by Snowcat, who pins my arms behind my back. 
She’s holding me tight! I can’t shake free! 

“Back off heroes!” the Foreman orders. “We’ve got 
what we came for,” he says, holding up the test tube rack. 
“And now we’ve got a little insurance to boot. So, if you 
ever want to see this punk again, back off!” 

The Freedom Force doesn’t move. 
“You realize you’re holding pure uranium,” 

TechnocRat says. “Essentially, you’re holding a nuclear 
bomb.” 

“Of course we know that, rat guy,” the Foreman 
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says. “We’re being paid a lot of money to deliver this 
payload, and that’s exactly what we intend to do.” 

“Listen, Foreman,” Dad says. “Leave the kid and 
let’s talk. He’s of no value to you.” 

Gee, thanks Dad. 
“No value?” the Foreman says laughing. “I don’t 

know what movie you’re watching, Captain Justice. But in 
case you didn’t notice, this kid just stripped us all of our 
powers. I think we’d be paid quite a handsome bonus if 
we delivered him along with our other goods.” 

Well, at least someone wants me. 
“Our escape plane is parked far away,” the Foreman 

says. “So, if you don’t mind, we’re going to borrow your 
ride.” 

Wait a second. Are they talking about the Freedom 
Flyer? If they take the Freedom Flyer, how will the 
Freedom Force track me down and save me? I’ll be on 
my own! 

I start to yell, “Help—!” But Snowcat clamps her 
hand over my mouth. I can’t breathe! 

I see Dad hold Mom back. He nods to me, but I’m 
hardly reassured. 

The villains drag me to the Freedom Flyer. This is 
really going to happen! They’re really going to take me 
with them! 

Just then, I see a strangely familiar object come 
twirling through the air. It strikes Snowcat hard on the 
wrist with a CRACK. 
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“Ahh!” she yells, dropping me to the ground. “My 
wrist! It’s broken!” 

I watch the object continue its trajectory and land 
squarely in the hand of a powerful-looking figure. It’s a 
Hawk-a-rang! It’s Shadow Hawk! 

The hero stands imposingly in the hatch door of the 
Freedom Flyer, a broad grin on his masked face. 

“Epic Zero,” he says. “Catch.” 
Shadow-Hawk flexes his wrist and strikes the 

Foreman across the arm with his Hawk-whip. 
The Foreman screams in pain, and the next thing I 

know, the test tube rack is flying through the air. I dive 
beneath it and catch it before it smashes to the ground. 
Miraculously, none of the liquid spilled out. 

“Epic Zero,” Shadow Hawk says. “Run.” 
I don’t need a second invitation. 
By the time I’m yards away, I can hear Shadow Hawk 

making short work of the rest of the villains. For a 
second, I’m really impressed. But then I realize that 
Shadow Hawk is the only one of us without any Meta 
powers. He’s a martial arts master and expert in hand-to-
hand combat. So, he’s the only one of us that knows how 
to win a street fight. Without their powers, the 
Destruction Crew never stood a chance. 

Mom meets me halfway, whispering, “Elliott, are you 
okay?” 

“I’m fine,” I say. “I’ve got the uranium.” 
“Great,” she says. “Because I’m about to go nuclear 
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on you.” 
“I’m sorry,” I say. “I was just—” 
Then Dad shows up, and I know it’s about to get 

worse. “Sorry, Elliott,” he says, “but you’re suspended.” 
“Suspended?” I say. “You mean, like, no longer on 

the team?” 
“Yes,” Dad says, “exactly like that. You’re suspended 

not just for the reckless stuff you pulled on the Freedom 
Flyer, but also because you don’t have control over your 
powers. That’s simply a risk we can’t afford to take.” 

“But—” 
“But nothing,” Dad says. “That’s final.” 
And it basically was. TechnocRat returned the 

uranium to ArmaTech, although we never were able to 
find out who hired the Destruction Crew to steal it in the 
first place. The heroes tied up the villains and carted them 
off to Lockdown. Then, I was handed my prison 
sentence. 

First, I’m grounded for a month, which means no 
television, no Monitor duty, and lights out by 8:00 p.m. 
Second, I’m banned from any future missions until 
further notice. And third, well, let’s just say that’s 
probably going to be the worst of all … 
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EPILOGUE 

THE NEXT MORNING… 

I barely slept a wink, but I suppose that’s normal when

you’re being turned over to the police by your own father. 
I begged and pleaded with Dad to reconsider, but he 

wasn’t having it. He wished me a good night and told me 
to be in my costume and ready to go to the Keystone 
Police Department at 5:30 a.m. sharp. 

So, despite feeling like a zombie when the alarm goes 
off, I roll out of bed and sleepwalk through the motions. 
My mind is foggy as I pull on my long johns and brush 
my teeth. I stare at myself in the mirror. The next time I 
see this face, it’ll probably have a beard down to the floor. 

I turn out the light and enter the corridor. This is 
crazy! I mean, what father in their right mind gives their 
kid up to the cops! Unless, of course, you’re lucky like me 
and live in a family of superheroes. Count on Dad to take 
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the meaning of “do-gooder” to a whole new level. 
Dad’s waiting for me when I get to the Galley—his 

arms folded across his broad chest. I grab my last meal—
a power bar and carton of orange juice—and we head to 
the Hangar. 

Dog-Gone trails behind us, tail down and looking 
miserable. He knows he’s as much to blame as I am, but 
because I’m higher up in the food chain, I get to take the 
fall for both of us. Whoever said ‘it’s a dog’s life’ wasn’t 
kidding. 

I wrap my arms around Dog-Gone. “See you in five 
to ten, old boy.” 

Dog-Gone whimpers and licks my face. 
Dad and I board a Freedom Ferry, and Dad puts in 

the coordinates for the Keystone City Police Department. 
Suddenly, my skin feels all clammy. This is really 
happening! 

I only pray it’s not a one-way ticket. 
Dad and I aren’t particularly talkative. I’m sure he’s 

sick of lecturing me, and quite frankly, I’m tired of trying 
to talk my way out of it—not that it’s worked anyway. So, 
I guess it’s time to face the music. 

I practice my speech. 
I’m sorry, Officer. I didn’t mean to run away, but it seemed 

like you couldn’t get it through your thick skull that I’m actually a 
superhero saving the day versus a two-bit criminal. Of course, I’m 
very sorry that my dog ran over you and your colleagues. 

Yeah, that sounded convincing. Not. 
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We touch down in front of the police station. 
“Ready,” Dad asks. 
“Never readier,” I lie. 
We exit the Freedom Ferry and march up the marble 

steps to the front door. Dad opens it and beckons me 
inside. I swallow hard and enter. 

I’ve only seen the inside of police stations on TV. To 
my surprise, they’re actually fairly accurate 
representations. There are loads of desks, and a bunch of 
officers milling about. I don’t see any hardened criminals, 
but maybe it’s because the only one around is apparently 
me. 

Needless to say, based on how we’re dressed we 
attract quite a bit of attention. Officers wave at my Dad 
like he’s the mayor. 

“Hey, Captain Justice!” says a pudgy officer sitting 
behind the front desk. 

“Hi, Stan,” Dad says. “How are Meredith and the 
boys?” 

“The little one’s got a loose tooth,” Stan says. “He’s 
writing an invoice for the Tooth Fairy. Claims it’s a 
business transaction.” 

“Kids today are so enterprising,” Dad says. “Isn’t 
that right, Epic Zero?” I follow Dad’s arm as he points to 
the bulletin board. There’s a wanted poster tacked to the 
wall with my face on it. 

“Very,” I say, smiling half-heartedly. 
“Is Captain Stone in?” Dad asks. 
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“Yep,” Stan says. “Go on. He’s expecting you.” 
Dad puts his hands on my shoulders and guides me 

around the desks to a closed door. A silver plaque 
mounted on the outside reads: Captain Walter Stone. 

Dad knocks. 
“Come on in,” comes a muffled voice. 
Dad opens the door and we find Captain Stone 

sitting at his desk working through a large stack of papers. 
He nods to Dad, “Captain.” 

It’s funny how his gray, handlebar mustache bounces 
up and down as he speaks. 

“Captain,” Dad responds. 
“Please,” Captain Stone says. “Come in.” 
“Thank you,” Dad says. “He will.” 
Wait, what?  
Then, before I can react, Dad guides me inside the 

office and closes the door behind me. 
I’m alone with Captain Stone! 
“Have a seat,” he says, leaning back. 
I walk around and plop down on the hard, wood 

chair. I don’t know if I should start or— 
“So, I understand we got off on the wrong foot,” he 

says. 
“Well, if you’re referring to pulling a gun on me, then 

I agree,” I say. 
“My sincere apologies for that,” he says with a smile. 

“You have to understand that sometimes it’s hard to tell 
the heroes from the villains.” 
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“Look, no hard feelings,” I offer. “I’m sorry for 
running away. I didn’t know what else to do, and I 
couldn’t have you lock up my dog. He’s a hero too. When 
he’s not being bad.” 

Captain Stone grins. “How about we shake hands 
and move on from here?” 

“So, you’re not going to arrest me?” 
“No,” he says. “We were as much at fault as you 

were. But the next time you’re stopped by the police, do 
me a favor, don’t take off. Deal?” 

“Deal,” I say. We stand up and shake on it. 
“Thanks,” he says with a wink. “Epic Zero.” 
“My pleasure,” I say. “See you around.” 
As I grab the doorknob, he says, “I hear you helped 

collar the Destruction Crew.” 
“Yeah,” I say. “You could say that.” 
“So, I guess they didn’t get away with any of that 

uranium did they? Hey, you were there, right? Did you 
recover all six vials?” 

“Yep,” I say. “You can always rely on the Freedom 
Force.” 

“Great,” he says. “Well, I suppose Captain Justice is 
waiting. Thanks for stopping by.” 

“Take care,” I say. 
I exit the office to find Dad waiting in a chair. 
“So, everything resolved?” he asks. 
“Yep,” I say. “Thanks for making me do this. I 

realize now there’s more to being a hero than just 
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stopping the bad guys.” 
“Good,” Dad says. “I’m glad. Now, let’s head 

home.” 
We turn to leave when I get a funny feeling. Why is 

Captain Stone asking me if we recovered all six vials of 
uranium? Shouldn’t that have been covered in the police 
report? 

“Hang on a sec, Dad.” 
I walk back over to Captain Stone’s door, knock, and 

push it open. He’s sitting with his back towards me. 
“Captain Stone?” 

He fumbles something in his hands. “Yes?” he says 
surprised, turning towards me. 

I do a double take as, for a split second, it looks like 
his handlebar mustache is gone? But then, he wipes his 
face with his sleeve and it’s back! 

Am I going crazy? 
I mean, I know I’m tired, but are my eyes playing 

tricks on me? 
“Yes, Epic Zero,” he says. “How can I help you?” 
“Um, it’s nothing, sir,” I say. “Sorry to bother you.” 
Captain Stone nods and I shut the door again. 
I walk back over to Dad. 
“You okay?” Dad asks. “It looks like you’ve seen a 

ghost.” 
“No,” I say. “I’m fine.” 
“He’s a good man, isn’t he?” Dad says. 
“Um, yeah,” I reply. “The best.” 
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But as Dad and I head back to the Freedom Ferry, I 
can’t help but replay Captain Stone’s words over and over 
again. 

Sometimes it’s hard to tell the heroes from the villains. 

THE END 

CHECK OUT EPIC ZERO 2 FOR MORE 
EPIC ACTION!
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EPIC ZERO 2 IS AVAILABLE NOW! 

 
Elliott is kidnapped by a band of teenage aliens who 
believe he’s the only one who can save the universe. But 
did they nab the wrong hero? 

Get Epic Zero 2: 
Tales of a Pathetic Power Failure today! 
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META POWERS GLOSSARY 

FROM THE META MONITOR: 
There are nine known Meta power classifications. These 
classifications have been established to simplify Meta 
identification and provide a quick framework to 
understand a Meta’s potential powers and capabilities. 
Note: Metas can possess powers in more than one 
classification. In addition, Metas can evolve over time in 
both the powers they express, as well as the effectiveness 
of their powers. 

Due to the wide range of Meta abilities, superpowers have 
been further segmented into power levels. Power levels 
differ across Meta power classifications. In general, the 
following power levels have been established: 

• Meta 0: Displays no Meta power.
• Meta 1: Displays limited Meta power.
• Meta 2: Displays considerable Meta power.
• Meta 3: Displays extreme Meta power.

The following is a brief overview of the nine Meta power 
classifications. 

ENERGY MANIPULATION: 
Energy Manipulation is the ability to generate, shape, or 
act as a conduit, for various forms of energy. Energy 
Manipulators can control energy by focusing or 
redirecting energy towards a specific target or 
shaping/reshaping energy for a specific task. Energy 
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Manipulators are often impervious to the forms of energy 
they can manipulate. 

Examples of the types of energies utilized by Energy 
Manipulators include, but are not limited to: 

• Atomic
• Chemical
• Cosmic
• Electricity
• Gravity
• Heat
• Light
• Magnetic
• Sound
• Space
• Time

Note: the fundamental difference between an Energy 
Manipulator and a Meta-morph with Energy 
Manipulation capability is that an Energy Manipulator 
does not change their physical, molecular state to either 
generate or transfer energy (see META-MORPH). 

FLIGHT: 
Flight is the ability to fly, glide, or levitate above the 
Earth’s surface without the use of an external source (e.g. 
jetpack). Flight can be accomplished through a variety of 
methods, these include, but are not limited to: 

• Reversing the forces of gravity
• Riding air currents
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• Using planetary magnetic fields 
• Wings 

 
Metas exhibiting Flight can range from barely sustaining 
flight a few feet off the ground to reaching the far limits 
of outer space. 
 
Often, Metas with Flight ability also display the 
complementary ability of Super-Speed. However, it can 
be difficult to decipher if Super-Speed is a Meta power in 
its own right, or is simply a function of combining the 
Meta’s Flight ability with the Earth’s natural gravitational 
force. 
 
MAGIC: 
Magic is the ability to display a wide variety of Meta 
abilities by channeling the powers of a secondary magical 
or mystical source. Known secondary sources of Magic 
powers include, but are not limited to: 
 

• Alien lifeforms 
• Dark arts 
• Demonic forces 
• Departed souls 
• Mystical spirits 

 
Typically, the forces of Magic are channeled through an 
enchanted object. Known magical, enchanted objects 
include: 
 

• Amulets 
• Books 
• Cloaks 
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• Gemstones
• Wands
• Weapons

Some Magicians can transport themselves into the 
mystical realm of their magical source. They may also 
have the ability to transport others into and out of these 
realms as well. 

Note: the fundamental difference between a Magician 
and an Energy Manipulator is that a Magician typically 
channels their powers from a mystical source that likely 
requires the use of an enchanted object to express these 
powers (see ENERGY MANIPULATOR). 

META MANIPULATION: 
Meta Manipulation is the ability to duplicate or negate the 
Meta powers of others. Meta Manipulation is a rare Meta 
power and can be extremely dangerous if the Meta 
Manipulator is capable of manipulating the powers of 
multiple Metas at one time. Meta Manipulators who can 
manipulate the powers of several Metas at once have 
been observed to reach Meta 4 power levels. 

It is hypothesized that Meta Manipulators may also be 
able to alter or control the powers of others. Despite their 
tremendous abilities, Meta Manipulators are often unable 
to generate powers of their own and are limited to 
manipulating the powers of others. When not utilizing 
their abilities, Meta Manipulators may be vulnerable to 
attack. 

Note: It has been observed that Meta Manipulators 
require close physical proximity to a target to fully 
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manipulate their Meta powers. When fighting a Meta 
Manipulator, it is advised to stay at a considerable 
distance and attack from long range. Meta Manipulators 
have been observed to manipulate the powers of others 
up to 100 yards away. 

META-MORPH: 
Meta-morph is the ability to display a wide variety of 
Meta abilities by “morphing” all, or part, of one’s physical 
form from one state into another. There are two sub-
types of Meta-morphs: 

• Physical
• Molecular

Physical morphing occurs when a Meta-morph 
transforms their physical state to express their powers. 
Physical Meta-morphs typically maintain their human 
physiology while exhibiting their powers (with the 
exception of Shape Shifters). Types of Physical morphing 
include, but are not limited to: 

• Invisibility
• Malleability (elasticity/plasticity)
• Physical by-products (silk, toxins, etc…)
• Shape-shifting
• Size changes (larger or smaller)

Molecular morphing occurs when a Meta-morph 
transforms their molecular state from a normal physical 
state to a non-physical state to express their powers. 
Types of Molecular morphing include, but are not limited 
to: 
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• Fire 
• Ice 
• Rock 
• Sand 
• Steel 
• Water 

 
Note: Because Meta-morphs can display abilities that 
mimic all other Meta power classifications, it can be 
difficult to properly identify a Meta-morph upon the first 
encounter. However, it is critical to carefully observe how 
their powers manifest, and if it is through Physical or 
Molecular morphing you can be certain you are dealing 
with a Meta-morph. 
 
PSYCHIC: 
Psychic is the ability to use one’s mind as a weapon. 
There are two sub-types of Psychics: 
 

• Telepaths 
• Telekinetics 
 

Telepathy is the ability to read and influence the thoughts 
of others. While Telepaths often do not appear to be 
physically intimidating, their power to penetrate minds 
can often result in more devastating damage than a 
physical assault. 
 
Telekinesis is the ability to manipulate physical objects 
with one’s mind. Telekinetics can often move objects 
with their mind that are much heavier than they could 
move physically. Many Telekinetics can also make objects 
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move at very high speeds. 

Note: Psychics are known to strike from long distances, 
and in a fight it is advised to incapacitate them as quickly 
as possible. Psychics often become physically drained 
from extended use of their powers. 

SUPER-INTELLIGENCE: 
Super-Intelligence is the ability to display levels of 
intelligence above standard genius intellect. Super-
Intelligence can manifest in many forms, including, but 
not limited to: 

• Superior analytical ability
• Superior information synthesizing
• Superior learning capacity
• Superior reasoning skills

Note: Super-Intellects continuously push the envelope in 
the fields of technology, engineering, and weapons 
development. Super-Intellects are known to invent new 
approaches to accomplish previously impossible tasks. 
When dealing with a Super-Intellect, you should be 
mentally prepared to face challenges that have never been 
encountered before. In addition, Super-Intellects can 
come in all shapes and sizes. The most advanced Super-
Intellects have originated from non-human creatures. 

SUPER-SPEED: 
Super-Speed is the ability to display movement at 
remarkable physical speeds above standard levels of 
speed. Metas with Super-Speed often exhibit 
complementary abilities to movement that include, but 
are not limited to: 
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• Enhanced endurance
• Phasing through solid objects
• Super-fast reflexes
• Time travel

Note: Metas with Super-Speed often have an equally 
super metabolism, burning thousands of calories per 
minute, and requiring them to eat many extra meals a day 
to maintain consistent energy levels. It has been observed 
that Metas exhibiting Super-Speed are quick thinkers, 
making it difficult to keep up with their thought process. 

SUPER-STRENGTH: 
Super-Strength is the ability to utilize muscles to display 
remarkable levels of physical strength above expected 
levels of strength. Metas with Super-Strength can lift or 
push objects that are well beyond the capability of an 
average member of their species. Metas exhibiting Super-
Strength can range from lifting objects twice their weight 
to incalculable levels of strength allowing for the 
movement of planets. 

Metas with Super-Strength often exhibit complementary 
abilities to strength that include, but are not limited to: 

• Earthquake generation through stomping
• Enhanced jumping
• Invulnerability
• Shockwave generation through clapping

Note: Metas with Super-Strength may not always possess 
this strength evenly, and have been observed to 
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demonstrate powers in only one arm or leg.
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BONUS CHAPTER 

Enjoy this special preview! 
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CHAPTER ONE 

MY LIFE BITES 

Clearly, I won’t be getting any sleep.
Not after the thundering crash of my door against 

the wall. Or the snap of my window shade, which is now 
rapping annoyingly against the glass pane. Or the bright 
light shining in my eyes as daylight streams over my face. 

Note to self: stop sleeping in rooms that don’t lock 
from the inside. 

“Well, well,” comes a nasally voice. “This must be 
the special one himself.” 

Okay, here we go. I roll over reluctantly, squinting at 
the two goons hovering over me. Needless to say, their 
expressions are less than warm-and-fuzzy. 

The first guy reminds me of a shark, with his pale, 
unblinking eyes and long, thin nose. He’s short and 
wearing the most disturbing Christmas sweater I’ve ever 
seen, featuring a snowman swallowing a reindeer. For 
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some reason, he’s studying me like I’m some kind of a 
zoo animal while frantically scribbling notes on his 
clipboard. 

The second guy could pass for Mr. Clean’s stunt 
double, minus the earing and the charm. He’s bald, 
dressed in all white like an orderly at a psychiatric 
hospital, and his biceps are twice the size of his head. 

After our awkward three-way staredown, shark-face 
finally puts down his pen and says, “Mr. Abraham 
Matthews, I presume?” 

“My friends call me Bram,” I say. “So, you can call 
me Abraham.” 

Shark-face doesn’t crack a smile. Instead, he looks 
down at his clipboard and presses on, “I see, Mr. 
Matthews, that you arrived in the wee hours of the 
morning. The night guard informed us you were hand-
delivered by the police.” 

“Yep,” I say. “They were in the neighborhood. Nice 
of the boys to give me a lift.” 

“I also understand,” he says, “that you ran away from 
your group home three weeks ago—in Arizona.” 

“Ah, Arizona,” I say. “Quite an interesting place. Did 
you know they’ll arrest you for cutting down a cactus? Or 
that crazy roadrunner bird from the cartoon is actually 
real? Dynamite-carrying coyotes, however, not so much.” 

“You do realize, Mr. Matthews, that you are now in 
Massachusetts? That’s over two-thousand five-hundred 
miles away.” 
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“Really?” I say, faking a shiver. “No wonder I’m so 
darn cold.” 

“You’re a funny guy,” shark-face says. “But we can 
be funny too. Isn’t that right, Mr. Snide?” 

“Hilarious,” the bald guy says, cracking his knuckles. 
“Do you know where you are?” shark-face asks. 
“Well, I’m no detective,” I say, taking a look around, 

“but I think you just told me I’m in Massachusetts.” 
Other than these bozos and the giant daddy-long-legs 
hanging from the ceiling, the place has an all-too-familiar 
sparseness. There’s a bed, a desk, and a closet, but that’s 
about it. 

“I’ll be a little more specific,” shark-face says. “You 
are at the New England Home for Troubled Boys. I am 
Mr. Glume, the Director, and my esteemed colleague here 
is Mr. Snide, the House Manager.” 

“Honored to make your acquaintance,” I say. Truth 
be told, I’ve bounced around group homes like this my 
entire life. There was the one in Arizona. And before that 
California. And before that Oregon, and so on. I’ve been 
in so many of these joints I’ve lost count.  

And they’re all the same. They claim they’ll find you 
a loving family. They claim you’re just one step away 
from enjoying family movie nights and roasting 
marshmallows over a fire. But trust me, it never happens. 

Not for kids like me. 
Don’t worry, there’s no need to break out the violins. 

I’m a realist, so I know the odds are against me. After all, 
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I’m twelve now, which means no first-time parents would 
touch me with a ten-foot pole. Think about it. Why 
would any wide-eyed, bushy-tailed couple looking to 
adopt take on a troubled teen when they could drive off 
the lot with a brand-new baby instead? Trust me, they 
wouldn’t. As soon as you’re out of diapers, you’re 
considered damaged goods. 

Plus, I’ve got my, well, other quirks… 
As Glume flips through the mountain of paperwork 

on his clipboard, his whisper-thin eyebrows rise higher 
and higher. Clearly, he’s got my whole case file. 

“You’ve been in the foster system since you were an 
infant,” Glume says. 

“Yep,” I say. “Guess that makes me the poster 
child.” 

“It says your parents died in a house fire,” he 
continues. “What a shame.” 

“I’ve come to grips with it,” I say quickly. 
“I’m sure you have,” Glume says. “But it also says 

you have quite a long history of causing trouble. Lots of 
trouble. In fact, the director of your former group home 
doesn’t want you back. She says you have… unusual 
habits?” 

“Like she should talk,” I scoff. “She didn’t get the 
nickname ‘Beast of Bourbon’ for nothing.” 

“She says you stay up all night. You refuse to go to 
bed during mandatory lights out.” 

“I’m a night owl,” I say. “I catch my ‘z’s’ during the 
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daytime. Otherwise, I get cranky. Like now, for instance.” 
“She says you avoid sunlight.” 
“I burn easily,” I say. “I’m delicate.” 
“And you only eat food that is red in color?” 
“Okay, now even I have to admit that’s a weird one. 

She’s got me there.” 
Glume flips through more pages. “It seems several 

reports are accusing you of property damage—like 
flooding the basement.” 

“Not true,” I say. “I walked in just as some kid threw 
the fire extinguisher into the washing machine. No one 
expected it to go off like that. The bubbles were insane.” 

“And the broken windows on the second floor?” 
“Purely an accident,” I counter. “They told us to do 

a craft project. Who knew taping worms to glass would 
attract so many birds?” 

“And the bed bug infestation?” 
“A complete misunderstanding,” I say. “I was the 

one warning those kids to leave their pillows in the 
garbage dumpster.” 

“Mr. Matthews, you are not taking responsibility for 
your involvement in any of these incidents.” 

“That’s right,” I say. “Because I wasn’t responsible.” 
“Clearly,” Glume says. “In fact, you don’t seem to be 

responsible for anything.” 
“Whew!” I say, wiping my brow. “I was worried we 

wouldn’t understand each other.” 
“Well, you’re in luck,” Glume says. “I do understand 
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you. I understand you perfectly. And fortunately for you, 
you’ve come to the right place.” 

“It sounds like it,” I say relieved. Just then, my 
stomach rumbles. I can’t remember the last time I ate. 
“Hey, this has been a great kumbaya session, but how 
about we wrap it up and head to the kitchen for a hearty 
breakfast?” 

“Excellent idea, Mr. Matthews,” Glume says. “We 
shall adjourn to the kitchen where we will begin your 
education.” 

“Great, I could eat a—wait, did you say education?” 
“Oh, don’t panic, Mr. Matthews,” Glume says with a 

sinister smile. “Here at the New England School for 
Troubled Boys, you’ll get a steady diet of exactly what you 
need.” 

“And what’s that?” I ask suspiciously. 
“Responsibility,” he says. 
“Is this the hilarious part?” I ask. 
“I guess that depends on which side of the clipboard 

you’re standing on,” Glume answers. “Now you can 
choose to get up on your own or, if you would like, Mr. 
Snide would be more than happy to assist you.” 

The bald guy steps forward and I realize this could 
get real ugly real fast. But I’m not looking for any trouble. 

“Okay, hold your horses, cue ball,” I say, throwing 
my legs over the side. “There’s no need to get personal. 
Let’s get this education thing over with so I can eat.” 
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*** 

I don’t think I’ve ever seen so many dishes in one 
kitchen sink before. They’re piled sky-high like Glume 
had been waiting for my arrival for weeks. And it isn’t just 
plates. There are stacks of dirty cups, and hundreds of 
used forks and spoons scattered all over the place. At 
least they know enough to use plastic knives. 

“Your first lesson begins now,” Glume says gleefully. 
“Every one of these items needs to be hand-washed, 
hand-dried, and returned to its proper place.” 

“Hand washed?” I exclaim. “You mean, there’s no 
dishwasher?” 

“We just got a new one,” Snide says, throwing a dish 
towel over my face. “Have fun.” 

“But… this will take hours,” I say. “What about 
food?” 

“Oh, you’ll find plenty of leftovers,” Glume says, “if 
you lick the plates clean. You’d best get started, Mr. 
Matthews. And please, no spots on the silverware.” 

As they exit, I hear them snickering down the hall. 
Well, this is a major bummer. I had hoped this would be a 
longer stop—get in a few square meals, sleep in a warm 
bed—but now I need to rethink my plans. After all, I 
didn’t volunteer to be the resident Cinderella. 

As I turn on the faucet, I catch my reflection in the 
stainless tea kettle. Not surprisingly, I look as tired as I 
feel. My skin is thin and pale, my dark hair is a tangled 



Ep[ic Zero Extra 

[57] 

mess, and my eyes look like brown half-circles. 
I take in the ceramic carnage around me and exhale. 
I’m in no mood to do this chore the conventional 

way, so I open the cabinets to see where everything is 
supposed to go, and peer over my shoulder to ensure the 
coast is clear. 

Then, I get busy. 
Remember those quirks I mentioned earlier? Well, 

sometimes they come in handy. Like right now. 
You see, I have some strange abilities. 
Super speed happens to be one of them. 
Now I’m not claiming to be the Flash or anything, 

but I can really motor when I need to. I’ve never told 
anyone about it. I mean, people think I’m weird enough 
already. But when a situation calls for it and no one’s 
around, I like to indulge a little. 

The only problem is that using my super speed wipes 
me out. Especially if I haven’t eaten in a while. But this 
task is simply too inhumane not to go for it. 

So, despite some ear-jarring dish clinking, I manage 
to wash, dry, and put away every item in less than two 
minutes with no spots on the silverware. I stand back and 
admire my handiwork. 

Even though I’m feeling drained, it was worth it. 
And the best part is that no one will be the wiser. 

At least, that’s what I think. 
Until I turn around. 
That’s when I find a blond, curly-haired kid standing 
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behind me with his jaw hanging open. He looks a few 
years younger than me, and he’s holding a dirty plate. 

I curse under my breath for being so careless. 
Time to play it cool. 
“Thanks,” I say, taking the plate out of his hands as 

if nothing happened. “I must have missed that one.” 
I turn back to the sink and begin washing it—at 

normal speed. Okay, don’t panic. Maybe he didn’t see 
anything. 

“D-Do you have superpowers?” he stammers. 
Or maybe not. 
“What are you talking about?” I say, grabbing the 

dish towel to start drying. 
“Y-You just cleaned that mess up ridiculously fast,” 

he says. “I-I saw you do it.” 
“Really?” I say, putting the plate away. I hate lying to 

the kid, but what choice do I have? “So, let me ask you 
something. If I could move like that, do you think I’d be 
hanging around this joy factory? Believe me, I’d take off 
so fast all you’d see is a cloud of dust.” 

“Well,” the boy says, thinking it over, “I-I guess 
that’s true.” 

“Believe me, I wish I had superpowers like that. Yet, 
here we are. Hey, are you feeling okay? You look kind of 
green. Maybe you need to sit down?” 

The boy looks confused. “I… but… I… Maybe I’m 
not feeling so well.” 

“Here,” I say, pulling over a chair from the table in 
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the corner. “Take a load off.” 
As he slumps down, I fill a glass with water and get 

him some ice. “Drink this. Maybe you’re dehydrated. 
Kids today don’t drink enough water.” 

“Thanks,” he says, downing half the glass in one 
gulp. “Sorry, I… must be losing my mind.” 

“No problem,” I say, taking a seat beside him and 
reaching out my hand. “My name is Abraham. But you 
can call me Bram.” 

“I’m Johnny,” he says, shaking my hand. “You’re 
that kid who came in late last night. With the police.” 

“The one and only,” I say. “Sorry if I woke you.” 
“No big deal,” he says. “I sleep with one eye open 

anyway. Have for a while.” 
“Yeah,” I say. “I get it.” 
“So, how’d you end up here?” he asks, taking 

another sip. 
“Incredible luck?” I say, causing Johnny to spit take. 
“Seriously,” I continue. “I don’t know. I’ve been in 

foster care as long as I can remember. I’ve probably lived 
with twenty foster families. Eventually, no one wanted me 
anymore, so now I just kind of go from group home to 
group home.” 

“Twenty families?” he says, either shocked or 
impressed. “That’s a lot of foster families.” 

“I guess,” I say with a shrug. “I never really thought 
about it. I mean, it’s all kind of a blur now. I just 
remember it was hard to keep track of all the different 
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rules. What was okay in one house would be against the 
law in the next. I guess I never felt settled, you know? 
How about you? How’d you get here?” 

“I got labeled a ‘bad kid’ a few years back,’” he says, 
sitting back. “I had just gotten to a new family. Nice 
couple who already had a biological son. At first, I 
thought I had a chance. Well, I guess the kid wasn’t so 
happy I was there and claimed I stole his mom’s necklace. 
It was ridiculous. I’ve never stolen anything in my life! 
Anyway, he wasn’t going anywhere so I got the boot. 
Been here ever since.” 

“That’s rough,” I say. “I can’t even tell you how 
many times I’ve been blamed for stuff I didn’t do. I 
actually had one parent tell me if her daughter and I were 
hanging off a cliff and she could only save one of us, 
she’d save her kid every single time. Like, isn’t that 
obvious? But I always wondered why she had to say it. 
It’s just cruel, you know?” 

“I guess kids like us don’t get to have real families,” 
Johnny says, his face falling. 

For some reason, his words hit me hard. 
“Yeah,” I say. “I guess so.” 
We sit in silence for a minute when I notice a 

newspaper on the table. The headline reads: 
 

GRAVE ROBBERS EXHUME BODY OF 
MILITARY HERO 
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“Well, that’s creepy,” I say. 
“Yeah,” Johnny says. “It was all over the news. It 

was the grave of some old military sharpshooter who 
helped win a bunch of wars. Someone dug him up and 
took all his bones. I think it’s the second grave robbery in 
the last two weeks. People are weird.” 

“Totally weird,” I agree, wondering why anyone 
would even think about doing something like that. 

“Well, it’s not so bad here,” Johnny says, trying to 
change the subject. “As long as you follow the rules.” 

“Guess I’m in trouble then,” I say. “Because I’m not 
much of a rule-follower.” 

“I wasn’t either,” he says. “Until I got here.” 
Just then, the door bursts open, and Snide barges in. 

“How’re the chores go—What?” 
The ogre stops short, taking in the scene. 
“Oh, I’m all finished,” I say quickly. “Guess I’m 

more of a Type A personality than I thought. I was just 
using my free time here to meet some of my fellow 
inmates.” 

“But that’s impossible!” Snide says furiously. “You 
couldn’t have done it all alone.” Then, he wheels on 
Johnny. “You helped him!” 

“No,” I interject. “He didn’t lift a finger.” 
“I think I’ll be going now,” Johnny says, standing up 

quickly. He shoots me a look, mouths ‘good luck,’ and 
makes a brisk exit. 

“I don’t believe you,” the brute says. 
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“It’s all in the magic of the suds,” I claim, holding 
out my arms. “And look, no dish-pan hands.” 

“That’s it, wise guy!” he says. “You’re coming with 
me!” 

“To where?” I ask, as Snide opens the kitchen door 
and waves me into the hallway. 

“You’ll see,” Snide says, as we walk down the hall 
and past an office where Glume is on the phone. 

“Oh, yes, Officer Smith,” Glume says into the 
receiver. Then he catches sight of us and breaks into a 
weird smile. “Mr. Matthews is having a great time. He’s 
learning the ropes quickly.” 

Snide chuckles and leads me down a flight of stairs. 
“Hope you’re not afraid of the dark,” he says. 
Well, he’s right about one thing, wherever he’s taking 

me is dark—pitch dark even. But not for me. For some 
reason, I’ve always been able to see perfectly in darkness. 
It’s like my eyes never need time to adjust. Of course, I 
have no idea why. I guess it’s just another one of my 
strange quirks. 

But when we reach the bottom, Snide flicks on a dim 
light, and my stomach drops. The basement is totally 
creepy, with cement-block walls and a way-too-low 
ceiling. It smells musty down here, like mold has been 
brewing for centuries. 

Then, I notice a row of steel doors lining the walls. 
What are those for? 
Snide reaches into his back pocket and pulls out a set 
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of keys. As he jingles them around the ring, they echo 
through the narrow chamber. Finally, he finds the one 
he’s looking for. 

“Um, is this some kind of a kid dungeon?” I ask. 
“Because I don’t think state-sponsored group homes are 
supposed to have kid dungeons.” 

“You think you’ve got it all figured out, don’t you 
Matthews?” he says, unlocking the steel door to our left. 
“Well, keep thinking that way and you’re gonna have 
problems around here. Serious problems.” 

“C’mon,” I plead, “you’re not really gonna—” 
But before I can finish my sentence, he nudges me 

inside the tiny cell. And then he slams the door shut 
behind me. 

Suddenly, a small slat opens at the top of the door, 
and Snide presses his ugly mug into the opening. 

“Do you know what we do with problems here at 
the New England Home for Troubled Boys?” 

I’m about to provide an eloquent response when I 
realize the question is rhetorical. 

“We keep ‘em down here in solitary,” he says. “Until 
one way or another, they aren’t problems anymore.” 

Then, he slams the slat closed. 
And I’m locked inside. 
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