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CHAPTER ONE

 

I knew I shouldn't have opened that package that my long-lost grandfather sent me on my sixteenth birthday. If I had just listened to my gut, like my older brother Thomas always used to say, maybe I wouldn't be falling from a six story building to my death to the street below.

Let me back up a bit. My name is Jack McDonald and I just turned sixteen a week ago. Most kids, when they turn sixteen, look forward to getting their driver's license, if they haven't already gotten their driving permit. And sure, I'd like to get my driver's license at some point as well, because driving a car would be freaking cool and I wouldn't always have to have my parents shuttle me around everywhere. I'd even be able to take girls out on dates.

But when I received a package from my grandfather on my sixteenth birthday ... well, let's just say that getting my driver's license became the last thing on my mind. It was replaced by a realization that I could avenge my brother's death and maybe even save the city of Rumsfeld itself from the deadly villains who threatened it.

But I'm getting ahead of myself. It all started about a week ago, on the morning of my sixteenth birthday ...

-

Friday, May 4th, 2018

 

Like all kids, when I woke up on the morning of my birthday, I was actually excited. I hopped out of bed, took a shower, and got dressed, pausing briefly in the mirror to make sure my red hair was in good shape and that none of my clothes had holes or dirt on them. Mom would kill me if I left the house 'looking like a bum,' as she always put it, so I had gotten into the habit of making sure I looked my best whenever I left the house, whether for school or anything else.

I thought I looked pretty good, so I slung my backpack over my shoulder and ran out of my room and down the stairs to the first floor. As I ran, the smell of bacon and eggs wafted through the air, becoming stronger and stronger the closer I got to the kitchen. I heard Mom working in the kitchen, the bacon in her pan hissing and spitting, while Mom herself was humming a tune I couldn't quite make out. Not that I cared. I just wanted my bacon and eggs.

Entering the kitchen, I said, "Good morning, Mom! Those bacon and eggs smell great."

Mom, who stood at the stove with her back to me, nodded. "Morning, Jack! Since today's your birthday, I thought I'd make bacon and eggs for breakfast. There's a plate at your spot on the table."

I immediately spotted the huge plate of bacon and eggs on the table, next to a small brown package I had never seen before, and quickly sat down at my seat. Picking up my fork, I began shoveling mouthfuls of fluffy scrambled eggs--which also had butter and cheese melted into them--into my mouth as fast as I could, along with handfuls of crunchy, greasy bacon that made my taste buds explode. "Man, Mom, this is great! Is Dad up yet?"

"He had to leave early for work," said Mom, glancing over her shoulder at me. "Something came up at the construction site that required his attention, so your father had to leave, even though today was supposed to be his day off."

I frowned. I had been looking forward to spending the afternoon with Dad after I got home from school today, but it looked like we were going to have to put that off for now. "Dad isn't going to have to work too late, is he?"

Mom shrugged as she moved the pieces of freshly cooked bacon from her pan and carefully laid them out on the paper towel lined plate next to the stove. "I'm not sure. Walt said he was going to try to get off work as soon as possible, but it sounded to me like he was going to have a long day. He said he would probably be back by dinner for your birthday cake."

My shoulders slumped. I didn't want to just have cake with Dad. I wanted to go down to the gun range with him and get some shooting in today. I wasn't old enough to legally carry a gun yet, but Dad had already taught me how to shoot and handle a gun and he had promised me we could do that this afternoon after I got off school. "Well, okay. I hope he can get off early anyway."

"Me, too, Jack, me, too," said Mom. "Oh, and a package arrived for you earlier."

"A package?" I said. "For me?"

Mom nodded. "Yes. It's there next to your bacon and eggs."

I had been so hungry that I hadn't paid much attention to the small brown package that stood next to my plate. It was very small, slightly larger than Dad's wristwatch. It had no marks on it, except for two words in big black marker: FOR JACK.

"Who sent this?" I said, looking at Mom again.

"I'm not sure," said Mom. "When I got up this morning to make breakfast, I heard a knock at the door and came to see who it was. But when I opened the door, I didn't see anyone. Just that package on the front porch."

"Are you sure it's safe?" I said, looking at the package uncertainly. "If we don't know who sent it--"

"Don't worry," Mom interrupted. "As far as I can tell, it's perfectly safe. I felt it thoroughly and didn't feel anything dangerous inside it. Likely, it's just a birthday present from someone."

I frowned again. "Who would send me a birthday present in such a weird way?"

"I have no idea," said Mom without even the slightest hint of worry. "But you should open it and see what's inside. Maybe there's a note inside from the person who sent it explaining who they are."

Being curious, I decided Mom had a point. So I tore open the end of the package and turned it upside down. A small object fell out of the package on the table next to my plate. Dropping the package, I picked up the object and looked at it curiously.

It was a wristwatch. Not one of those smartwatches that my math teacher, Mr. Gonzales, had, but more like the old-fashioned clockwork ones, although it didn't look very old. It was blue and white, which was a cool color combination, but my attention was mostly drawn to the even cooler 'TW' symbol just underneath the clock hands. The T looked kind of like a cross, while the W had lightning-like thunderbolts pointing from either end of its upper parts. The watch was light in my hands, though it felt sturdy nonetheless.

"Is that a watch?" said Mom as she turned off the stove top and turned around to look at me.

I nodded, turning over the watch to get a better look at its entirety. "Yeah, but I've never seen it before in my life."

Mom tilted her head to the side. "There's something familiar about that watch, but I just can't place it."

"Yeah, I agree," I said. I snapped it onto my wrist and was amazed at how natural it felt, like it was just an extension of my body. "It fits perfectly around my wrist, but who would send me a watch as a gift? I've got a phone if I need to tell the time."

"Is there anything in the package that might tell you who sent it?" said Mom, leaning forward slightly. "A note, perhaps?"

I picked up the packaging and shook it again. This time, a folded up note fell out of the package and landed on the table. I picked up the note and unfolded it to discover that it said this, which I read aloud:

HAPPY BIRTHDAY. A BIG BOY LIKE YOU NEEDS A BIG WATCH LIKE THIS.

I looked up at Mom, mystified. "Okay, this is starting to get really weird. This is either someone's weird idea of a prank or I'm being stalked."

Mom looked every bit as confused as me. "I have no idea what that could mean. If I were you, I wouldn't wear that watch until your father gets home. He might be able to find out where it came from."

I reached over to remove the watch, but then a voice in the back of my head, one which sounded like Grandfather's voice, said, "Stop. The Watch is not dangerous. Keep it on. Don't take it off."

The voice should have worried me, because I never heard voices in my head, but for some reason this one didn't. Maybe because it sounded just like Grandfather for some reason.

Lowering my hand, I said, "Mom, it's just a watch. Yeah, we don't know where it came from or who sent it to me, but so what? I think it looks pretty cool myself."

Mom frowned, but then she slowly nodded and said, "Well, I suppose you have a point. Still, this is starting to scare me. That package appearing on our front porch out of nowhere, the watch, the note ... something's rotten in the state of Denmark."

I had to admit that I agreed with Mom about how strange this situation was. At the same time, however, I also felt like this watch was too important to give up. There was something about this watch that made it too valuable to throw away or even take off my wrist. Maybe I'd show it to my friend, Kyle, at school. He was a science and engineering geek, so he might help me figure out if there was more to this watch than meets the eye.

"You know, it reminds me of the watch your grandfather wore," said Mom. "I don't know if you remember, of course, given how he disappeared when you were only six-years-old, but he always wore a watch around his wrist that looked similar to that, even when he was doing superhero work. In fact, today is the tenth anniversary of his disappearance, if I'm not mistaken."

I looked at my watch again. "You know, it does kind of look like Grandfather's watch. But that's impossible, of course, because like you said, he disappeared years ago and no one has seen him since."

That was true. Ten years ago, Grandfather had retired from his job as Trickshot, the superhero of Rumsfeld, Texas, on the same day as my sixth birthday, and then utterly vanished for reasons that no one knew. I had only been six-years-old at the time, but I could still remember how anxious and worried Mom and Dad had been, as well as how the topic dominated the local news for weeks and even months afterward. Grandfather's disappearance had prompted a massive search conducted by police and volunteers alike all over Rumsfeld, but they had completely failed to find any trace of him. As a result, the police closed the case only a year after it started, because there was literally no evidence or clues to help lead them in the right direction. The police chief had told Dad that there was a very good chance that Grandfather was dead, but Dad hadn't accepted or believed it, which was why we hadn't held a funeral for Grandfather yet, and probably never would.

As I grew older, I'd learned that the topic of Grandfather's disappearance became something of an urban legend among the people of Rumsfeld. There were plenty of conspiracy theories online about why Grandfather disappeared, such as aliens abducting him or the federal government whisking him away to some black site in the middle of nowhere due to his alleged knowledge of government secrets.

Personally, I had no idea what happened to Grandfather. I didn't even think about it too much because my memories of Grandfather were pretty hazy due to how young I had been at the time. Even his disappearance happening on my birthday didn't bother me as much as it should. Still, I remember being about as upset as everyone else when we first heard the news and the topic always came up whenever my birthday rolled around.

"It's probably just a coincidence," I said with a shrug. "Grandfather's been missing for a decade. He's probably ... not around anymore, so he couldn't send me a birthday gift even if he wanted."

Mom nodded, but she still looked troubled. "I guess you're right." She glanced at the clock above the fridge. "Oh, the bus will be here soon. Are you ready to go?"

I gulped down the last of my eggs and, standing up, said, "Not yet. I left my phone in my room, so I'm going to rush back up there to get it."

I ran out of the kitchen and bounded up the stairs two at a time, knowing that I didn't have much time left before the bus pulled up. Pushing open the door to my room, I spotted my phone lying on my desk next to my bed. It was strange that I'd forgotten it, but I guess I'd been in such a hurry to get breakfast that I wasn't as careful as I normally was.

In any case, I just walked over to my desk, snatched the phone off its surface, and turned around to find myself face to face with Grandfather.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

The man who stood before me looked almost exactly like Grandfather. He was very tall and well-built, like he played sports back in high school. He had a full head of gray hair and wore a sweater vest and jeans, which made him look like my history teacher. But even though it had been years since I had last seen him, there was no mistaking this man for anyone other than Grandfather.

"Grandfather?" I said, unable to hide my disbelief. I rubbed my eyes. "Is that you?"

Grandfather opened his mouth to say something, but then Mom suddenly called, "Jack! The school bus is here! Better hurry, because it's not going to wait for you forever!"

"Yes, Mom!" I called. "I'll be down there in a minute. I just--"

I stopped speaking, because when I looked at Grandfather, he was no longer there. I whipped my head this way and that, but it seemed like Grandfather had completely vanished.

"Jack?" said Mom, who sounded a bit worried now. "Were you saying something?"

An ominous feeling went down my spine, but I shook my head and shouted back, "No, Mom, it's okay! Just thought I saw a mouse or something."

"A mouse?" said Mom. She appeared in the doorway to my room and poked her head inside and sighed. "Looks like I'll have to get the mouse traps out again."

"Uh, sure," I said. "Anyway, I've got to go. See you later!"

I ran past Mom out of the room, down the stairs, and out of the house toward the yellow school bus which stood at the end of our driveway. The school bus driver--Mr. Smith--didn't look even remotely patient. He tossed me a nasty glare when I climbed onto the bus, which I could only return with an apologetic smile to show him that I didn't mean to be late. But Mr. Smith didn't smile back. He just grunted and looked away, putting his foot down on the gas pedal and sending the bus going down the street to its next stop. I wondered what Mr. Smith was so upset about, but decided not to push my luck with him today and just make my way to my seat.

As usual, the bus was crowded, mostly because my house was one of the last stops on the bus' route. All of the students were sitting in their seats, with girls chatting with each other, boys talking about last night's baseball game, and everyone loud and noisy, not helped by the students who were watching videos on their phones or listening to music. I didn't mind it, though I did have a hard time finding a place to sit, because one of the hazards of being one of the last stops was that it was hard for me to get a good seat. Usually, I had to get one of the seats in the back, though a few times I had to stand and hold onto whatever I could due to how crowded the bus could get at times.

Luckily, this time I spotted an open seat near the middle of the bus, where a familiar face was sitting with his face practically glued to his phone.

"Kyle!" I said as I fell into the seat next to him. "What's up, man?"

Kyle--who was my best friend in the school--nearly jumped when I sat down next to him and looked at me in surprise. "Jack, you nearly scared the daylights out of me. Almost made me drop my phone."

"Sorry," I said, resting my backpack in my lap for safekeeping. "I forgot how focused you can get. I wish I could get that focused sometimes, honestly. It would make doing my homework a ton easier."

"Only if people respect your focus," said Kyle, rolling his eyes behind his thick glasses. "My younger sister always pesters me to play with her every time I sit down to do my homework at home. And, in case you hadn't noticed, I'm not a big fan of dollhouses and tea parties."

I chuckled at that. While Kyle was not much of a jock, I knew that he didn't care much for girly things. He liked science, specifically medical science, and planned to go to medical school when he graduated high school. Me, I was probably going to go into construction like Dad, though I hadn't decided yet.

Then Kyle's eyes darted to the watch on my wrist and he frowned. "Where did you get that watch? I've never seen you wear it before."

"This?" I said, holding up my wrist so Kyle could see it better. "This is a birthday present that I got today. It's pretty cool, isn't it?"

"Today's your birthday?" said Kyle. He slapped himself in the forehead. "Aw, man. I forgot that your birthday is today and didn't get you any gifts. Sorry, dude."

"Nah, it's fine," I said with a shrug. "I don't care if I get a lot of presents or not anymore. I'm not a kid anymore, after all."

"But presents are what make birthdays so great," said Kyle. He sighed and sat back in his seat. "On the other hand, this means I don't have to feel guilty about not getting you anything. Still, I feel like I got to do something for you, so I'll pay for your lunch at school today. How does that sound?"

"Sounds great," I said, nodding. "I'll make sure to pick the most expensive stuff off the menu just to empty your pocket."

Kyle groaned. "With a friend like you, who needs enemies, eh?"

I chuckled at that. Kyle and I had known each other since we were kids, so we joked around with each other a lot. Our sense of humor wasn't exactly the same--his was drier than mine--but we still got along pretty well nonetheless.

Then Kyle leaned toward me and said, in a low whisper, "Hey, Jack, did you hear what happened to Robby Mattis?"

"Robby Mattis?" I repeated. "Isn't he the quarterback on the football team?"

"Linebacker," Kyle corrected. "But it doesn't matter. There's a rumor going around that he got arrested last night."

"Arrested?" I said, sitting up straighter. "Why? Wait, let me guess. Drunk driving, right? I know he's been drinking despite not being old enough yet, but--"

"Worse than that," said Kyle. "No confirmation yet, but all of the rumors say that Robby was caught buying the Power drug illegally. Supposedly, he met with the dealer in the park last night, but got jumped by the police. The dealer got away, but Robby got arrested and is currently sitting in jail."

My eyes widened. "No way. Granted, I don't know Robby very well, but he always seemed like a cool guy to me. Are you sure he was even arrested? Maybe he got sick and had to stay home from school today or something."

"Look around," said Kyle. "Do you see Robby anywhere on the bus? I haven't, and my house is one of the bus' first stops, so I get to see everyone who gets on board. And we didn't stop by Robby's house, not even for a little while."

I looked around and found out that Kyle had a point. I didn't see Robby anywhere on the bus. He wasn't even sitting with his fellow football teammates upfront. I saw Ryan Bond, the star quarterback of the Rumsfeld Robbers and all around popular guy, laughing and joking with a couple of other players, while his girlfriend Steph leaned against him like he was a magnet. But Robby himself was nowhere to be seen, though there was an empty seat next to Jorge Garcia, where Robby usually sat.

I looked at Kyle again. "Okay, but that still seems crazy to me. Just because Robby isn't on the bus doesn't mean he was arrested."

"My cousin works in the city's police department," said Kyle. "He told me this morning that a guy who looked like Robby was brought in late last night, though he wasn't able to confirm his identity. It fits with the rumors, though."

I bit my lower lip and looked back over at Robby's empty seat near the front of the bus. A part of me still hoped that Robby might have been absent for reasons that weren't as bad as the rumors suggested, but in the pit of my stomach, I knew that they were probably right, because Robby wasn't the first student in the area to get arrested for buying such a dangerous drug and he probably wouldn't be the last.

You see, Power was an illegal drug that, when injected into a person, gives the user a superpower, such as flight, super strength, x-ray vision, etc. It was a knock-off version of Superpower, a drug that the government injected into people who passed the Superhero Exam and got their superhero licenses, which also gave the person injected with the stuff powers.

But while Superpower was generally safe to use and was strictly regulated, Power was not. If you injected yourself with Power, you ran the risk of not having complete control over your power. So while you might gain the ability to conjure fire, your body might not have the ability to withstand the heat generated from said fire, meaning you might die the second you use your new power.

As a result, Power was completely illegal, with extremely harsh penalties for anyone caught dealing or using it. Even so, there was definitely a black market for it, like with any illegal drug, and the problem was growing bigger by the year, from what I'd heard on the news. There was a gigantic market for the stuff and it was very hard to make, which was why drug dealers who sold it often charged the craziest prices for it, with $2,000 per kilogram considered the low end.

Me, I'd never used the drug myself and had no intention of doing so, but I knew that there were plenty of kids my age who did. This was because it was supposedly an easier way to get superpowers than going through the Superhero Exam, which had a 90% failure rate. Lots of guys and girls my age wanted to be superheroes and this seemed like an easy way for most of them to do it, but I didn't want anything to do with the stuff, myself. It was far too dangerous and I hated seeing anyone who used it for any reason.

"I can't believe it," I said. "And Robby's friends don't even seem concerned about him."

"What do you expect from a bunch of dumb jocks?" said Kyle with a snort. He pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose. "But I can't say I'm surprised Robby would try this. He's exactly the sort of person who would try to buy a drug as dangerous as that. Like all Power users, he probably thought it would be a quick and easy shortcut to popularity, popularity he didn't even want to work for. Disgusting, isn't it?"

"Not all Power users are like that, though," I said. "Some use it because they feel like they have no other choice."

"Yeah, sure," said Kyle, rolling his eyes. "We all know what Power users are like, Jack. My cousin has arrested enough of them to get a pretty good idea of what they're like. They're criminals, every last one of them, and I, for one, am glad that they're rotting away in prison, where they deserve to--"

"Shut up," I said in a low voice.

Kyle paused and looked at me in surprise. "What did you say?"

"I said shut up," I said. "You don't know what you're talking about."

"What do you mean?" said Kyle. "Sure, I'm no expert on Power users, but I've seen enough to--"

"My brother," I said, interrupting Kyle again. "Thomas."

All of a sudden, the blood drained from Kyle's face. "Oh, right. Your older brother. I forgot. I didn't mean to imply that he--"

"No, it's fine," I said. "I know you didn't mean to offend me. I don't even disagree with you necessarily. I'm just bringing up my brother because, well, you know."

"Yeah, I do," said Kyle, nodding rapidly. "I'm so, so sorry. I think I'll just shut up now and get back to reading my ebook until we get to school."

Kyle immediately buried his face in his phone again. I didn't mind that, necessarily, because the last thing I needed was hearing Kyle's one-sided opinion on Power users which, while not entirely wrong, didn't exactly have the whole truth behind it. It didn't include my older brother Thomas, for example, who died from a Power overdose last year.

Thomas hadn't been a crook or a criminal. He'd just been an ordinary guy trying to do the right thing until he got fired from his job, got divorced from his wife, and ended up losing his home and kids to her. Even though my parents and I tried to support him, Thomas became desperate and went to a local drug dealer, who worked for the Injector drug cartel, for Power, because he thought it might give him a power he could use to ace the Superhero Exam and make some money.

But it hadn't worked out that way. When Thomas injected Power into his bloodstream, his skin melted off his body and he died within seconds. We're still not sure what superpower he got, but whatever it was, it killed him, though none of us saw him die. Not that I was complaining, however, because just the mental image of Thomas' skin melting off his bones was enough to give me nightmares for weeks afterward.

That had been over a year ago now. Like Grandfather's disappearance, Thomas' death didn't hurt as much as it used to, but it was still a sensitive subject for me. Unlike with Grandfather, however, I had wanted to avenge Thomas by finding the idiot who sold him that drug and teaching him a little vigilante justice. Sadly, my parents didn't let me go out in the streets with my baseball bat to find the guy who sold Thomas that drug, and the police weren't successful in arresting the dealer, either.

Nowadays, I accepted that Thomas was gone and that there was nothing I could do to avenge him. Even so, every now and then I still felt a strong desire to find that monster who sold him the drug and take him out myself. But that would never happen. The best I could hope for was becoming a cop when I graduated from high school, which was a career path I'd seriously considered, but I wasn't sure I would actually do it.

Of course, I could always try to pass the Superhero Exam and become an officially licensed superhero working for the government, but like I said, the failure rate for the Exam was 90% and I definitely didn't think I would be part of the 10% who did pass. I would just have to live with the knowledge that I would never avenge my brother's death, and learn how to deal with it.

The school bus came to an abrupt stop, so abrupt that I was nearly thrown out of my seat, while Kyle accidentally dropped his phone, which fell on the floor and slid underneath the seat in front of us out of his reach.

"What was that?" I said, looking at Kyle.

Kyle--who was bent over trying to reach under the seats in front of us for his phone--said, "I don't know. You should ask someone else."

Frowning, I looked out the window and saw that we were at the last stop before the school, but I didn't see any students climbing on board. I looked at the girls who sat in the seats before and, leaning forward, said, "What's going on?"

"I don't know," said one of the girls, a black girl with pigtails. "Heard that there's someone in the road, but I'm not sure."

I was about to get up and go look for myself when a man with a gun stepped onto the bus and opened fire.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

Everyone screamed, including myself, but then the gunman fired the gun into the ceiling again and everyone went quiet. Kyle was literally trembling right next to me, keeping his head down and his hands on his head. Even though I felt the same fear Kyle did, I couldn't help but peer around the seats in front of me to get a better look at the gunman.

He was a Hispanic man, probably in his late twenties, with a red bandanna wrapped around his mouth and nose to hide his face. It wasn't as useful as the masks superheroes wore, but given how he had a gun and the rest of us didn't, I saw no reason to quibble with details like that.

Lowering his gun, the gunman said, in a thick Mexican accent, "Much better. I can't stand screaming children. Too annoying."

Mr. Smith, who was shaking in his seat, turned toward the gunman and said, in a very trembling voice, "W-Who are you? If you d-d-don't get out of here now--"

The gunman pointed his gun at Mr. Smith's face. "I wouldn't be so quick to boss me around, amigo, especially when I have a gun and you don't."

All of the blood drained from Mr. Smith's face as soon as the gun was pointed at his face. He made a very undignified whimpering sound, but didn't even try to stop the gunman. That disappointed and scared me, because Mr. Smith was the only adult on the bus and if he couldn't or wouldn't defend us, then we were definitely screwed.

Two more gunmen stepped onto the bus. Like the first gunman, they wore red bandannas around their mouths and appeared to be Hispanic, though they were shorter than the first guy. They immediately aimed their guns at us, probably to make sure that none of us got any bright ideas or tried to take them down. I figured that the gunmen could kill us all within minutes if they wanted. Even hiding behind the seats wouldn't work, because those bullets would be able to tear through the soft material of the seats as easily as flesh.

"It's just a bunch of kids," said one of the gunmen, who was slightly shorter and fatter than the other two. "Are you sure this is the right bus?"

The first gunman nodded. "Yes, but there are far more students than I thought. It will take too long for us to search them all before the police or Bug Bite get here, so let's force them to give us their things."

"W-Who are you guys?" said Ryan Bond, who, due to sitting upfront, was one of the closest students to the gunmen. "Terrorists?"

The first gunman chuckled. "Not terrorists, no. Criminals, outlaws, yes, but not terrorists. We are Injectors."

Every person on the bus knew what that name meant. Of course, no one said anything, because no one wanted to get shot, but even a cursory glance around the bus showed me that all of my fellow classmates knew just who the Injectors were and why you should be afraid of them.

The Injectors were the members of the drug cartel that sold the drug Power. They called themselves that because Power had to be injected directly into the body in order to work. It had started out as a nickname, but was now so closely associated with them that they had taken it as their official name a while ago. Their leader was a man known as Michael Jones, though I didn't know much about him because Jones operated in secrecy and, as far as I know, no one has ever actually seen his face.

But I knew about the Injectors not just because their criminal activities were so infamous. I knew about them because they were the guys who had sold Thomas Power and had even helped him inject it into his body. They were responsible for his death, much more so than Thomas himself in my view. I had learned about the Injectors last year when the police were investigating Thomas' death, but at the time, they had seemed so distant because I had never met an Injector myself.

Now I got to meet three. And each one of them was armed with a gun and ready to kill anyone who looked at them funny. Just my luck.

"Injectors?" Kyle whispered next to me. "No way. Why would people like them be on our bus?"

"No idea," I whispered back. "But I think these guys are the real deal. They've got the red bandannas, plus I heard that a lot of Injectors are Hispanic. If they're fakes, they're doing a pretty good job of faking it."

"Now," the first Injector said, raising his voice to be heard throughout the bus, "my comrades and I are not here for a quick chitchat. One of you students has something that belongs to us and we want it back."

"What are you looking for?" said Steph, who was Ryan's girlfriend, and clinging so tightly to Ryan right now that the two of them looked like they were about to combine into one person. "Money?"

"Something far more important than that, girl," said the first Injector. "According to our sources, one of the students on this bus has something very important that belongs to us, and we are here to get it back."

I glanced at Kyle, but said nothing. I could tell Kyle was thinking the same thing as me, though: What were they looking for and why did they think anyone on the bus had it? Had one of our classmates stolen some Power from them and they were coming to get it back? I could see Ryan or one of the other jocks doing something that stupid, but somehow taking back stolen drugs from a bunch of scared kids didn't seem important enough for them to go to all of this trouble for.

"Because it would take too much time to go through all of your stuff, we're going to have every dumb kid in here line up and dump the contents of their backpacks on the floor in front of us," said the first Injector. "Anyone who hesitates or tries to run away will get a bullet in their leg. If they try to run away even after that, they'll get a bullet in their head."

"Hey, you can't do this," said Mr. Smith, rising from his seat. "These kids don't have anything that belongs to you. Whatever you're looking for, it isn't--"

The first Injector shot Mr. Smith in the chest, sending Mr. Smith falling back onto his seat. Everyone started screaming again before the other two Injectors shot the ceiling, which shut up everyone once more.

"Did you see what we did to the adult, kids?" said the first Injector, gesturing at Mr. Smith. "If any of you are dumb enough to play the hero, then you'll all end up just like him."

From where I sat, it was hard to tell if Mr. Smith was dead or just unconscious from the shock of the bullet. Not that it really mattered, however, because Mr. Smith was obviously not going to be able to help us no matter what his current condition was.

It seemed like I wasn't the only student in the bus to get that idea, because my fellow students started to pull their bags from the luggage area or out from under their seats in order to comply with the Injectors' demands. Even Kyle pulled his bag out from under his seat and rose to join the growing queue toward the front of the bus, but I grabbed his wrist and pulled him back down into his seat.

"Jack, what are you doing?" said Kyle in a low, but very panicked, voice. "If we don't go up front with everyone else, those guys will kill us. Kill us. Do you want to get a bullet in your head? Because I don't."

"I know," I replied in an equally low tone, "but I don't want to give these crooks anything."

"What choice do we have?" said Kyle anxiously. "They're adults with guns, while we're just unarmed kids. They even killed Mr. Smith."

"I know," I said again, "but I hate bad guys and don't want to help them, even at the point of a gun. I'm going to call the police."

"Call the police?" said Kyle. "But what if they hear you?"

"That's why I'm going to get out of the bus," I said, gesturing toward the back of the bus. "The bus has an emergency exit, so I'm going to sneak out through that way and contact the police outside of the bus. Then I'll climb back in and rejoin the line. Since we're so close to the back of the bus, I doubt they'll notice a thing."

"Jack, that's crazy," said Kyle. "If they notice you, what if they decide to shoot you? You could die."

"It's worth risking my life for," I said. I patted Kyle on the shoulder. "Here, take my backpack just in case I don't make it back."

I thrust my backpack into Kyle's arms and, rising from my seat, made my way to the very back of the bus, doubled over the entire time in order to make sure that the Injectors didn't see me. None of the other students going toward the front of the bus seemed to notice me. They were too busy grabbing their backpacks and forming a line to the Injectors to care about or notice me. That was good, because the last thing I needed was my classmates bringing attention to me, attention which would just result in me getting shot.

When I reached the back of the bus, I glanced over my shoulder just to make sure that no one had noticed me. Everyone was still going up front, paying no attention to me whatsoever. I could see that the first students were already starting to empty their backpacks in front of the Injectors, however, which meant that I didn't have a whole lot of time before the end of the line reached the front.

Turning my attention back to the door, I pressed against the exit bar as gently but firmly as I could. The back door slowly started to open, but I didn't dare increase pressure too quickly, because I didn't want to make loud noise that would attract the attention of the Injectors. I needed to open it just enough for me to slip through. Luckily, I wasn't a very fat person, so I didn't need to open it very much in order to exit.

"Hey, what are you doing?" someone behind me said in a voice that was shockingly loud.

I jumped and looked over my shoulder to see one of the students looking at me in confusion. It was Billy Haas, a kid who shared my English class but wasn't the brightest bulb in the shed. I hadn't even noticed him in the back of the bus, but he was at the very back of the line and seemed to have just noticed me himself. He stared at me with his large, dull eyes like we weren't currently being held hostage by a bunch of violent criminals.

"Billy, shhh," I said, holding a finger to my lips. "I'm going to get help."

"You're going to get help?" Billy repeated in a voice that was definitely loud enough to be heard from all over the bus. "Really? Can I come with you?"

"Hey, what's going on back there?" said the first Injector from the front of the bus. "Everyone needs to be lined up or else."

"Rodriguez, I think one of the brats is trying to escape through the back of the bus!" said another Injector.

I didn't even wait to see what they would do. I just shoved the back door open without hesitation and fell out of the bus, landing on the pavement on my hands and knees. But I quickly scrambled back to my feet and ran like hell toward the nearest house. I heard the Injectors shouting at me to get back, but I didn't even stop. I just grabbed the top of the fence lining the house and launched myself over the top at the same time I heard gunshots go off. I landed hard on the soft green grass, nearly knocking the wind out of my lungs, but again, forced myself to get to my feet and run toward a small building that look like a tool shed.

I yanked open the door and then slammed it shut behind me as soon as I entered the building. I groped in the dark for a few frantic seconds until I found a rake, which I stuck through the door's interior handle. It was a terrible lock, but hopefully it would keep the Injectors distracted long enough for the police to arrive.

Speaking of the police, I needed to call them. I put my hand into my pocket, intending to grab my phone, but my pocket was empty. I checked all of my jean pockets, but I didn't have my phone on me anywhere. What the hell? I thought I'd made sure to grab it before I left the house earlier. Did I accidentally drop it? Probably when I fell out of the bus or maybe it fell out of my pocket even earlier than that, when I left my seat to sneak away.

Either way, I was completely screwed. Without my phone, I couldn't call the police. And now I had trapped myself in a tiny shed, with no escape route save for the front door, which would probably soon be kicked in by the Injectors, who would then gun me down right where I stood. By the time they were done with me, I'd probably just look like meat paste.

Turning sixteen sucks.

Suddenly, I heard banging on the door, followed by the distinct voice of Rodriguez shouting, "Come out, brat! And don't try to be a hero. We know you're alone in there. We have you completely surrounded. If you don't come out in ten seconds, we'll start shooting and that shed doesn't look bulletproof."

I backed away from the door until I hit a lawn mower. I looked desperately around the shed for anywhere I could hide, but there was nowhere to hide in such a small space. If I surrendered, they'd definitely kill me, despite what they said. My only other option at this point was to pick up a shovel or an ax and try to use it as a weapon. If I was lucky, I could get them by surprise and maybe take out one of those guys before they realized what happened. At the very least, I might be able to poke out an eye, which was better than nothing, I guess.

But this was a terrible way to go. I didn't even get a chance to say goodbye to my parents. Then again, Thomas didn't get a chance to say goodbye, nor did Grandfather. I guess it was just a very depressing family tradition at this point.

Before I could grab a gardening tool I could use for my last stand, my eyes darted to the face of my watch. In all of the confusion, I had forgotten about the mysterious watch I got as a birthday present this morning. The face was backlit, allowing me to see that it was exactly 7:21 AM, with thirty seconds left before the next minute. Something about the watch was comforting, like I was looking at an old friend who I hadn't spoken to in a long time.

"Press the button, kid," said that voice in my head again, the one that sounded just like Grandfather. "It's your only chance to get out of this mess alive. Better make it count."

Like my hand was guided by something else, I pressed a button on the side of the watch and the face flipped up, revealing another button--this one bright red--set directly in the center of the watch itself. It was labeled simply: SUIT UP.

It probably wasn't smart to listen to the voices in my head, but at this point, I had no choice. If I was going to die, I might as well listen to that voice.

Without hesitation, I pressed the red button in the middle of the watch.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

As soon as I pressed the red button, bright blue energy immediately flowed out of the watch down my arm onto my body. It felt really strange, like being soaked with water, but I didn't get wet. The energy covered my entire body, except for my mouth and eyes. I looked down at my body, which was now covered from head to toe in this weird blue energy, and then the energy flashed so brightly that I had to close my eyes to avoid going blind.

But the flash soon faded away and I opened my eyes to get a better look at my clothing. I was shocked by what I saw.

My body was glowing. No, not my body, but the red and blue bodysuit which now covered my body. I was still wearing my normal clothes underneath, but I now had a strange spandex suit which covered my whole body like a second skin. And, while I wasn't the most muscular guy around, the spandex did show off my muscles quite well, with a stylized TW emblazoned on my chest. A quick glance over my shoulder showed that I had a red cape now, of all things, though I had no idea where it came from. It looked pretty cool, though.

"What the heck?" I said, looking at my new clothes in confusion. "Where did all of this stuff come from? It's tight."

"Hey!" Rodriguez shouted from the other side of the door. "Brat, what was that flash of light? You've got a one man light show going on in there or something?"

"Brat's probably calling the police on his phone," said another Injector. "Get him before he ruins everything!"

All of sudden, there was more banging and pulling at the door. This time, I could tell that all three of the Injectors were working together to open it. With their combined strength, they would probably succeed, and once they did, I would definitely be screwed, even with my new clothes that just magically appeared out of nowhere.

Once again, I looked around for an exit, but I saw none. Damn it. I never gave much thought to how I would die--I guess I just assumed I would die of old age or something. I didn't expect to get gunned down by a bunch of drug dealers while hiding in someone's garden shed like a little kid playing hide and seek. Even Thomas' death by melted skin was more dignified than that.

"You're tougher than you think, kid," said Grandfather's voice in my head again. "Much tougher. The Watch didn't just give you a new get up, you know."

Before I could ask the voice what it meant by that, strength poured through my body. It was like drinking a big cup of coffee in the morning. I became more alert, with a clearer mind, and felt like I could bench press a diesel truck fifty times if I had to. My sudden increase in strength almost scared me, but more than anything, it filled me with confidence. All of my previous fear vanished, replaced by the feeling that I could handle whatever these Injector guys would throw at me.

The only question was, could they handle me?

Suddenly, the front door was ripped off its hinges, allowing light from outside to pour in. One of the Injectors appeared in the doorway, gun in hand, but as soon as he saw me, his eyes widened and he said, "Wait a minute. You're not the brat. Where did the brat go? And who the hell are you?"

I smiled. "I'm your dentist."

Without hesitation, I pulled my fist back and smashed it directly into the Injector's jaw. I expected the Injector to fall flat on his back and maybe also fall unconscious, where he would remain until the police came by to arrest him.

But he actually flew backwards, head over heels through the air until he crashed into and through the wooden fence surrounding the house.

"What the hell?" Rodriguez shouted. "Cristiano, what happened? Cristiano, can you hear us?"

I was just as stunned as the Injectors by what I just did. I looked at my fist in awe, wondering if any of this was real or if this was part of some weird dream and I was still back home in my bed.

"This is real all right, kid," said Grandfather's voice again. "But I wouldn't get too distracted. Those Injectors might be shocked now, but they'll get over their shock soon, and once they do, they'll want to avenge their friend. Don't waste the opportunities that fate gives you."

Grandfather or his voice or whatever it was, was right. I shook my head and leaped out of the shed, coming to a landing right between the remaining two Injectors, Rodriguez and the other one whose name I didn't know. They immediately turned their guns on me when I appeared, but rather than fire, they just stared at me with absolute bewilderment.

"Who the hell are you?" said Rodriguez. "You're not the brat."

"You're right," I said, rising to my feet. "I'm not a brat. I'm a hero, and I'm going to kick your asses."

Rodriguez scowled. "Pedro, kill him!"

Pedro--who must have been the other Injector--raised his gun, but I whirled around, kicking the gun out of his hand and sending it flying to the other side of the yard, where it landed safely out of reach. Then I followed up with a kick to the gut, which, like my earlier punch, sent Pedro flying. He crashed into the ground so hard that he actually made a shallow crater, where he lay in a heap, clearly unconscious from the impact.

Whirling around to face Rodriguez, I saw him raise his gun and fire. I jumped into the air, going high enough to avoid the bullet, and landed on top of the roof of the nearby house behind Rodriguez. My landing wasn't entirely smooth, however. I nearly lost my balance upon landing on the tiles, though I grabbed onto the chimney for support.

But then Rodriguez turned around and started firing at me. I fell behind the chimney, which was thick enough to catch the bullets, but Rodriguez still had me pinned down. I cursed myself for jumping like that, because it just left me stuck again and it was only a matter of time before Rodriguez got me.

"Don't be so hard on yourself," said Grandfather again. "See that loose tile? Pick it up and throw it at him. Trust me, it will be hilarious."

"Hilarious?" I said aloud, because I wasn't sure how to speak to Grandfather in my mind. I cringed at the sound of bullets striking the brick chimney. "I'll get shot."

"Not if you're fast," said Grandfather. "You don't even have to think about it. Just grab that tile and throw it as hard as you can at him. Don't worry about aim, either. It will work out on its own."

I looked at the loose tile before me, the one the voice told me to grab. I didn't understand what he meant about not worrying about aiming, but I decided that if the voice in my head had been right about pressing the button, then it was probably right about this, too. Even so, I made a mental note to ask Mom and Dad to send me to therapy, because I was pretty sure that hearing voices in your head was the first sign of insanity.

Snatching up the tile, I peered around the side of the chimney and saw that my situation had gotten worse. Rodriguez wasn't alone. Four other Injectors had entered the backyard, each one armed with what looked like a machine gun, and they were all setting up around various parts of the yard. I realized they were getting ready to strike me from multiple angles, which would definitely increase their chances of killing me.

"There's more of them," I said, whispering because I didn't want the Injectors to hear me. "How is this tile supposed to help me take out all of them?"

"Don't worry," said Grandfather. "Just throw it at the shed and let your powers do the rest."

I bit my lower lip, but again, decided to trust the voice. I aimed at the roof of the shed and hurled the tile with all of my might. As the tile left my hands, however, I thought I felt some of my energy pass into it, though I didn't quite understand what that meant. I just knew that the tile flew straight and true toward the roof of the shed, like a drone.

The tile struck the roof, but rather than harmlessly bounce off, it ricocheted. It hit the top branches of a nearby tree, bounced off the side of the house, and flew straight toward one of the Injectors, who had just enough time to glance in its general direction before the tile struck him in the forehead and knocked him flat off his feet.

But the tile wasn't done yet. It flew toward another Injector, who raised his machine gun to fire on it, but the tile flew over his gun's barrel and struck him directly in the nose. He collapsed onto the ground in an embarrassing heap, while the other two new Injectors turned to see what had happened to their friend, only for the tile to bounce between both of their faces and knock both out of them out cold.

That left Rodriguez, who had just enough time to look at his fallen comrades before the tile flew toward him. Unfortunately, the tile didn't hit him, because Rodriguez ducked at the last second, allowing the renegade roof tile to fly harmlessly over his head.

"What in the hell was that?" said Rodriguez. He looked up at me and scowled. "You! Did you throw the tile? If so, it didn't work. I'm still standing, even if you took out all of my other comrades."

"That may be true, but have you considered that maybe you have spoken too soon?" I said.

Rodriguez tilted his head to the side, like he didn't understand what I meant, but then the tile hit the shed door behind him and bounced off it. It hit him in the back of the head so hard that Rodriguez fell face first onto the ground, where he lay as still as a stone.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

I just stared at the scene below me uncomprehendingly. Seven Injectors--the toughest of the tough, some of the most dangerous and murderous criminals alive--lay scattered around the backyard in various states of unconsciousness. The roof tile I had thrown now lay on the ground next to Rodriguez. It looked pretty harmless at the moment, but I now knew that roof tiles could be dangerous weapons in the right hands. Or at least in my hands, anyway.

Speaking of my hands, how did I even do that? I could barely even bounce a ball off a wall, yet I had made that square tile bounce all over the backyard like everything was made of rubber. Even stranger, the tile itself looked okay, not even cracked from bouncing off of so many hard surfaces.

"Good job, kid," said Grandfather again. "For a newbie, you sure got the hang of that quick. You're almost a natural, though you still have a long way to go before you'll have complete control over it."

"Are you real?" I said aloud. "Are you really Grandfather? Or am I just going insane?"

Grandfather chuckled. "Could be both. The McDonald family line is known for going crazy at sixteen. It's a family tradition, mostly because it's genetic and crops up every now and then like bad acne. Speaking of acne, you've got too much of it."

"You can't really be Grandfather," I said, "because Grandfather would never give me skin care advice."

"It's just a joke, son," said Grandfather. "Kids these days are so high strung, I swear. But never mind that. I think you should get back down to the yard and ditch the costume."

"Why?" I said, looking down at the costume I wore. "It's kind of tight, but it also looks kind of cool."

"Because the police are going to be here soon and the last thing they need to see is you in costume," said Grandfather. "They'd ask too many questions you don't have the answer to right now. Best to play the part of the scared teenager who has no idea how these guys got defeated."

I frowned. "If I do that, will you explain who you really are and what this costume is?" I already had my suspicions, but I didn't want to say them aloud just yet in case they were wrong.

"Sure," said Grandfather. "It will be my birthday present to you. Only, I won't be able to wrap it up in a box and put a bow on top. You won't mind, though, will you?"

Either Grandfather had more of a sense of humor than I remembered or this guy actually wasn't Grandfather at all. Regardless, he had a point about getting rid of my costume. The last thing I needed was to explain my getup, mostly because I couldn't even explain it myself right now.

So I jumped off of the roof and, landing on the ground, was about to make my way over to the shed when I heard a ringing noise coming from somewhere. It sounded like someone's ring tone, but when I looked around, I could not see where it might be coming from.

Soon, however, I noticed it was coming from Rodriguez's pocket. It must have been his cell phone ringing, but I had no idea who could be calling him. Probably one of his fellow Injectors, perhaps checking to find out the current status of their mission. Or maybe ... it was his boss, Michael Jones, calling for the same reason. It made sense. My own research of the Injectors indicated that Jones worked closely even with the lowest members of the organization. If I answered the call, I might be able to find out why the Injectors attacked the bus in the first place and maybe even find Jones himself.

I walked over to Rodriguez' unconscious body and fished his smartphone out of his back right pocket. As I suspected, the number on the screen was listed as 'BOSS,' so I swiped right to answer and held the phone to my ear. "Hello?"

"Rodriguez," said a deep, calm voice on the other end, which I assumed was Jones. "I have not heard from you since you left headquarters this morning. How is the mission going?"

I could not help but crack a smile and look down at Rodriguez, who still lay very unconscious at my feet. "Gee, boss, I don't know. I've got a splitting headache, you see, so I'm probably going to go home after this and take a long nap. You wouldn't happen to have any pain meds, would ya? 'Cause I'm going to need them later."

"You don't sound even remotely like Rodriguez," said Jones, who sounded both alarmed and annoyed now. "Who are you and where is Rodriguez?"

"To answer your second question, Rodriguez is currently indisposed," I said, glancing around the backyard, "as are the six other guys who helped him. As for who I am ..."

My voice trailed off. I knew I couldn't just give him my actual name, but at the same time, I didn't know what else to tell him. Clearly, I was now a superhero of some sort, but at this point I didn't know what my superhero name was. I was pretty terrible at improv, so I didn't trust myself to come up with a cool name on the spot.

But when I looked at the TW insignia on my chest, I suddenly knew, without even thinking about it, who to tell Jones I was.

My smile never leaving my lips, I said, "I'm Trickshot. And I'm going to take down your entire operation piece by piece."

Before Jones could respond, I dropped the phone onto the ground and smashed it under my heel.

"What was that?" said Grandfather, who sounded genuinely bewildered by my actions.

I smiled. "A declaration of war. What else?"

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

As it turned out, I didn't have to wait long inside the shed before the sound of police sirens could be heard roaring down the street toward my location. It was just a few minutes later that the backyard was crawling with police officers and even SWAT members, who had come in response to the news that the Injectors were behind this attack. Of course, I had gotten rid of my Trickshot costume long before any law enforcement officers showed up. Taking it off was as simple as putting it on. I just pressed the red button under the face of the watch, and the suit disappeared from my body, making me look like an ordinary teenage boy again.

But I still had to pretend I was an ordinary teenage boy to the police. That required shaking and even faking some tears, as well as stuttering a lot to show that I was rattled by everything that happened. It was easier than I thought, because despite how thrilling that fight had been, the adrenaline wore off very quickly and my whole body shook with fear and exhaustion. Luckily, the police did not pay much attention to the Trickshot Watch, which I guess they didn't notice or maybe thought was just an ordinary watch.

They did, however, question me to find out if I knew who defeated all of the Injectors. I told them that I didn't know, that I'd been hiding inside the shed the entire time and didn't see a thing due to the lack of windows. I told them that I heard someone who might have been a superhero beating up the Injectors, but I couldn't tell them who it was. The police seemed to think it was Bug Bite, the local superhero of Rumsfeld, though given how Bug Bite was apparently busy with another crime on the other side of the city at the time, that theory was a lot less plausible than it first seemed.

The reason I lied was because Grandfather told me to. He told me that I needed to keep the true power of the Trickshot Watch under wraps for now, because he was afraid of the police taking the Watch from me as evidence. It was easy enough for me to lie about, because I didn't want anyone knowing about my new secret identity yet, because there was still a lot I didn't know about the Watch and how it worked.

I did learn, however, that thanks to my efforts, not a single student on the bus had been killed or even harmed. Apparently, as soon as the Injectors jumped off the bus and chased me, Mr. Smith woke up and managed to drive the bus all the way to the school itself before he lost consciousness again, forcing some of the students to call 911. The police told me that Mr. Smith was currently in Rumsfeld General, where he was expected to undergo surgery for his gunshot wound, surgery he was expected to survive.

It was a relief to hear that everyone was okay, but not surprising. The Injectors had only sent three people to take over the bus, after all. It only made sense that Mr. Smith would take advantage of their absence to escape. Stopping the Injectors before they shot him would have been better, I guess, but what happened happened and there's no changing it.

In any case, I didn't actually have to go back to school. Though I was unharmed--which the police apparently found surprising--I shook enough that they decided that I was in no mental condition to go to school today. Instead, one of the officers--a nice twenty-something dude named Henry--escorted me in his police cruiser back to my parents' house, which was pretty cool, because I always wanted to ride in a police cruiser.

When we got back to my house, Mom was practically insane with worry over me, because she'd apparently received a phone call from the police a few minutes ago and had been worried sick about me. She hugged me so tightly that she nearly crushed the air out of me, even though I told her I was perfectly fine. Officer Henry explained the situation to Mom, who listened intently, while I interjected every now and then to provide details that Officer Henry didn't know, though I was mostly quiet because I wanted to get back to my room to talk to Grandfather.

"So they're all under arrest?" said Mom when Officer Henry finished his story, all three of us standing on the front porch in front of my house. "Every last one of them?"

"Yes, ma'am," said Henry, nodding. He stood on our front porch with his hands in his pockets, looking quite relaxed despite the tense situation. "You don't have to worry about any of them coming after you or your son."

"What about the other members of their gang?" said Mom. "Won't they come after us to avenge their friends?"

"That doesn't seem likely," said Henry. He nodded at me. "Your son here wasn't the one who beat their friends up. It was someone else, so I bet the Injectors are going to look around for him instead of you or your son. Still, I would recommend getting a gun, if you don't have one already--"

"My husband has three," Mom interrupted. "And we all know how to shoot them."

"Good," said Henry, who looked slightly taken aback by Mom's promptness. "In any case, just take basic safety precautions and you should be fine. And if you see anything suspicious, just call us up and let us know. We'll be happy to help."

"Thank you, Officer, for bringing my son home safely," said Mom. She clutched my shoulders with a surprisingly firm grip. "When I heard his bus was attacked by the Injectors, I thought he was a goner for sure."

"You're welcome, ma'am," said Henry. "Now, I need to go back to HQ and file a report. But if you see anything suspicious, please feel free to let us know. We're just as committed to putting the Injectors behind bars as anyone, especially if they're going to start threatening our children like this."

With that, Henry turned around and walked down the steps to his car, which was parked at the curb. He hopped into his cruiser, waved goodbye at both of us, and then turned on his car and drove off down the street out of sight.

Mom sighed in relief when Henry left. "Good God. Of all of the bad things that could have happened today, I never thought that the Injectors would attack your bus. When I heard that name over the phone, I thought for sure that I was going to be told that the Injectors had blown up the bus or gunned down everyone inside."

"It's fine, Mom," I said, gently brushing her hands off my shoulders. "The Injectors weren't looking to kill anyone this time, I think. They just thought that we had something they were looking for."

"And what were they looking for?" said Mom. "Did they say?"

I shrugged. "No, they didn't. I think they were probably looking for Power, however. I bet one of the other students stole some from them and they were just trying to get it back before it was used up or sold to someone else. I know that Robby Mattis just got arrested for possessing that drug last night."

Mom shook her head in disappointment. "I just don't understand why so many kids these days want such a dangerous drug. When Thomas died last year, I read a bunch of articles and books on Power and how its ruined so many lives. With all of that information out there, why would anyone ever even consider using that stuff?"

I shrugged again. "I guess a lot of people just want to be special, especially younger people, but they don't want to work for it. Or maybe they think it will make their life more interesting or something."

"I suppose," said Mom, frowning. "Still, I wish the government would do something about it. That drug has taken far too many promising young lives for it to be tolerated anymore."

"I know, Mom, I know," I said. I glanced at the empty driveway and then back at Mom. "Where is Dad? Is he still at work?"

Mom nodded. "Yes. I tried to call him, but my call just went to voice mail, so I left him a message telling him to call me back as soon as he gets a chance. I bet he'll get off work early just to come back home and make sure you're okay."

"Right," I said, though deep down I was a little pleased with this information, because it meant I wouldn't have to wait to talk to Grandfather. "Well, I'm going to be up in my room for now. All of the excitement of the past hour or so has left me tired out, so I'm going to take a nap."

"Okay," said Mom. "I need to get your birthday cake out of the freezer, anyway. It should be ready to eat by dinnertime, but if you need to sleep the rest of the day, you can do so and we'll just have cake tomorrow."

"Nah, I'll definitely be ready to have cake later," I said. "But thanks anyway. I really appreciate your concern."

Before Mom could say anything else, I went back into the house, up the stairs, and into my room. I closed and locked the door to my room quickly and then sat on my bed. "Okay, Grandfather, I'm ready when you are."

At first, I didn't see anything, but then Grandfather flickered into view like a hologram. He was leaning against my desk, his arms crossed in front of his chest, a mischievous little grin on his aging features.

"Hi, Jack," said Grandfather. "Oh, and happy birthday, before I forget. I hope you'll remember to leave some of that ice cream cake for me later, because it sounds delicious."

"But you're just a hologram," I said. "You can't eat."

"It was just a joke, son," said Grandfather. "You take things too literally sometimes. Just like your father when he was your age."

I scowled. "So you are a hologram, then?"

Grandfather shrugged. "Technically, I'm an advanced artificial intelligence that is mimicking the appearance, behavior, and mannerisms of the real Gregory McDonald, that is, your grandfather. I only take this form in order to make you feel safer around me, but I can take other forms if you like."

My shoulders slumped. "So you're not really Grandfather at all? You're just a really fancy computer simulation?"

"More or less," said Grandfather. "To be your actual grandfather would require Gregory McDonald to download his consciousness into the Watch, but because that's currently beyond the limits of modern technology, he couldn't do it. So he made me instead, his personal AI assistant who exists to serve him and any other users of the Trickshot Watch."

I frowned. "You're awfully intelligent for an AI."

"Because I'm not made entirely of human technology," said Grandfather. He waved his hand. "But I will get into that later. For now, I assume you wish to know about the status of your actual Grandfather."

I nodded. "Yeah, but first, can you give me your real name? I don't want to keep calling you Grandfather if that's not what you actually are."

"Very well," said Grandfather. He put a hand on his chest. "You can call me TW."

"TW?" I said. "For Trickshot Watch?"

"Yes," said TW. "Technically, I don't have a proper name. TW is just what your grandfather always called me. I'm used to it, so I don't mind being called that name."

"I see," I said. "Okay, TW, let's get to the most important question: Is Grandfather still alive?"

TW nodded. "He is."

I breathed a sigh of relief. "Whew. For a moment, I was worried that you might say he was dead."

"But he's not free," said TW. "Not anymore, anyway."

"What do you mean?" I said. "Is he in prison? Did the federal government really arrest him after all?"

TW shook his head. "No, not the government. Another organization did, one that has nothing to do with the government. They are called Icon. Have you heard of them?"

I shook my head. "No, I haven't. Who are they?"

"A secret organization," said TW. "Very covert, to the point where the vast majority of people on the planet have never even heard of them. They're so secret that even I don't know everything they're trying to do. But I do know that they captured your grandfather and are holding him captive even as we speak."

"Why did they capture Grandfather?" I said. "Are they holding him hostage?"

TW unfolded his arms and pushed himself off the desk. He began pacing back and forth in front of me, as if trying to think about how to answer my question. "To answer your question, I need to go back to the beginning, to the very start of your grandfather, Trickshot's, career. You know that he was once the superhero Trickshot, yes?"

"Of course," I said. "Everyone in my family does. Heck, everyone in Rumsfeld knows that."

TW stopped and looked at me curiously. "But did anyone ever tell you how he became Trickshot?"

I frowned. "Well, I assume he just passed the Superhero Exam and got injected with Superpower, like everyone else."

"He did pass the Superhero Exam, that's true, and was injected with Superpower, that is also true," said TW. "But there is a lot more to his story than that. And it involves the Watch you're currently wearing on your wrist."

I looked down at the Trickshot Watch. "This? I'm pretty sure Grandfather just wore this as part of his costume, right?"

"Wrong," TW said. "The Trickshot Watch is more than just a fancy bit of technology. It is the source of Trickshot's powers itself."

"What? Really?" I said in surprise. "That doesn't make sense. Technology can't give you powers. Only drugs like Superpower can."

"Then how did you manage to use Trickshot's powers earlier?" said TW. "You used almost all of them. Super strength, perfect aim, and even durability. You also partially flew. It looked like a jump, but you were actually using very limited flight to help you jump greater distances that you normally could."

I opened my mouth to argue, but when TW put it that way, I had a hard time disagreeing.

So instead, I said, "But how does that work? I've never heard of a superhero gaining their powers from technology or costume."

"The world is a lot bigger than you think," TW replied. "Earlier, I said that the Trickshot Watch is not entirely made of human technology. What I meant by that was that the Watch--and the suit it creates--were found fifty years ago in a crashed alien spaceship found in Nevada."

"Wait, now you're telling me aliens exist?" I said in disbelief. "Come on. Everyone knows that aliens aren't real."

TW smiled. "Believe what you want, but this is the truth. Let me show you a hologram of the alien spaceship in question."

TW held out a hand and another, smaller hologram appeared in his palm. It was a hologram of what looked like a crashed spaceship half-buried underneath tons of sand. It looked almost like a regular NASA spaceship, but then I noticed that it was shaped more like a saucer than a rocket and seemed much bigger than any spacecraft created by humans.

"All right, I believe you," I said. "So the suit was the source of Grandfather's powers, not Superpower."

"Exactly," said TW. He closed his fist and the hologram vanished. "The suit itself is made out of pure energy, as you noticed when you first put it on. It instantly adapts to the weight, size, and body shape of the user, meaning that anyone who uses the Watch can wear it easily."

"Cool," I said. "But why was Grandfather given the Watch in the first place?"

"That, I do not know," said TW. "I know that Gregory wanted to become a superhero, but I don't know the exact circumstances under which he received it. All I know is that I was programmed to serve him or anyone else who uses the Watch. Beyond that, I know nothing."

"But you do know why Grandfather sent me the Watch," I said. "And you know where he is."

"Yes and no," said TW. "Yes, I know why your grandfather sent you the Watch, but no, I don't know where he is."

"What?" I said. "How can you not know where he is?"

"Because I have no way to track him," said TW with a shrug. "Or his location, for that matter. The Watch does have limited tracking capabilities, but in order for me to track anyone, I need to be able to access any computers or devices they have on them. Gregory doesn't have any tech on him at the moment. As well, I believe that Icon is blocking my tracking tech, though I don't know for sure."

I folded my arms across my chest. I had hoped that TW might help me find Grandfather when he told me he had belonged to him, but now, it was obvious that I would never find Grandfather, at least not anytime soon. "All right. Tell me why Grandfather sent you to me."

"He wanted you to protect Rumsfeld from a threat," said TW.

I raised an eyebrow. "Could you be a bit more specific about what 'threat' he's referring to? Because there are lots of things that threaten Rumsfeld. Drug dealers, crime, businesses closing down, teenage pregnancy ... all of these things are pretty threatening in their own right."

TW shrugged again. "I don't know for sure what threat Gregory wanted you to defeat. I only know what he told me, and he didn't tell me much, because getting me out of the place where he is held captive required a lot of effort and secrecy on his part. I believe it had something to do with the Injectors, however."

"Really?" I said. I leaned forward. "Can you elaborate on that?"

"I seem to recall Gregory mentioning something about the Injectors posing a threat to Rumsfeld," said TW. "But I don't know for sure. All I know is that I was given the task of helping you to use your new powers to defend Rumsfeld."

"But Rumsfeld already has a superhero," I said. "Doesn't Grandfather know that?"

"I am not sure," said TW. "It doesn't seem likely to me that he does, given how long Gregory has been in captivity with little connection to the outside world. Regardless, Gregory wants you to have the Watch and to learn how to use its powers in order to become Rumsfeld's newest protector."

I thought about that. TW's story was really wild, almost impossible to believe, but at the same time, I had seen too much evidence of weird stuff happening to just dismiss it as a prank or some kind of deception. I believed that TW was really telling me the truth, or as much of the truth as he knew, anyway.

I still had a lot of questions, questions that even TW could not answer, but at the same time, I was already starting to see the possibilities that the Watch would give me. With the powers of Trickshot at my command, I would be able to not only fight the Injectors, but maybe even defeat them. I could avenge Thomas and free Rumsfeld of its Power problem. Bug Bite might have failed to stop them, but the Injectors wouldn't know what hit them, especially once I mastered these new powers and became really proficient at using them.

"Sounds great," I said, looking up at TW again. "Stopping the Injectors is a noble cause and, while I've never really wanted to be a superhero, I think being a superhero could be a lot of fun. I accept."

"Excellent," said TW, nodding. "Gregory told me that you would accept once I explained the situation to you. It seems that you are more like your grandfather than even he knows."

I smiled. "Well, what can I say? Maybe fighting crime really does run in the blood after all."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

After my conversation with TW, I took a long nap, because I was still exhausted from my fight with the Injectors. But I didn't sleep nearly as well as I should have, because my mind was aflame with curiosity over the news and information TW had shared with me.

First off, Grandfather was still alive. For ten years, my parents and I had been wondering whether we would ever see him again. Now I knew for a fact that he was still alive. I didn't know where he was or how well he was doing, but just knowing that he was somewhere in this world made me feel much better than I had in a long time.

Now I wondered who these Icon people were. TW's explanation of them didn't help. Whoever they were and whatever they were trying to do, they probably weren't good people. I mean, they kidnapped Grandfather and held him prisoner for the last ten years. That's not the behavior of good guys. It's the behavior of bad guys who are probably planning something evil.

Still, there was nothing I could do about Icon or Grandfather at the moment. Wherever he was, Grandfather was probably going to be okay for now, because Grandfather was a tough guy who could take care of himself. Besides, it didn't sound like Icon was trying to kill or torture him, so I didn't have any reason to rush to his rescue right away.

What I really needed to focus on was defeating the Injectors. With the powers of Trickshot under my belt (or, rather, on my wrist), I suddenly had the chance to do what I always dreamed of doing. There was still a lot I didn't know about my new powers and abilities, of course, but if my fight with the Injectors went as well as my fight with those seven Injectors in the backyard of that house, then pretty soon Rumsfeld wouldn't have an Injector problem anymore.

Of course, there was still the problem of being an illegal superhero. I had never taken the Superhero Exam before, much less passed it. Using superpowers without a valid superhero license could get you arrested. In some states, you could even be executed for it. Granted, that was mostly because anyone using superpowers with a license likely got them from Power, but somehow I doubted that the federal government would believe me if I told them that my powers came from my costume, rather than from an illegal injection of Power.

But I would worry about the details later. For now, I would use every opportunity I could find to practice and refine my skills. I doubted I would need to spend much time practicing, however. After all, I'd already defeated seven Injectors by myself. With just a few more days of practice, I would probably be strong enough to take down the entire organization all by myself.

How long I slept, I didn't know, but it must have been a few hours at least, because I didn't wake up right away even when I heard Mom knocking loudly on the door to my room. A quick glance at the Watch showed me that yes, I had been asleep for a few hours--it was just after lunch--which explained why I felt so groggy.

"Jack!" Mom shouted, her voice jarringly loud despite being on the other side of the door. "Are you awake? There's someone who would like to meet you."

I blinked several times and, yawning,raised my head and said, "Who is it?"

"A detective from the police," said Mom. "She's really rather young for her job, but she's got the badge and everything. She wants to talk to you about your incident with the Injectors earlier because she's filing a detailed report."

I frowned. It seemed strange to me that the police would send a detective to interview me when I had already told them everything I knew, and it was even stranger that they would do it so soon after I got home. Maybe there was a detail or two they needed clarification on.

In any case, I sat up and shouted, "Okay, Mom, I'll be right there. Just let me put my shoes on."

I hopped off my bed and pulled on my shoes. As I tied the laces, I glanced at the Trickshot Watch on my wrist. I had not taken it off when I took a nap earlier. It was so light that I couldn't even feel it, but for some reason I didn't think it would be wise to take my watch downstairs with me this time.

So I removed the Watch from my wrist and tossed it in the top drawer of my dresser, pulling one of my old plain T-shirts over it quickly for safety reasons. Then I left the room and made my way downstairs to the kitchen, where I heard voices speaking. I recognized Mom's voice, as well as Dad's voice, but I didn't recognize the third voice, which sounded like a young twenty-something woman. It must be the detective, though she sounded more like a college student than a detective.

Entering the kitchen, I saw Mom and Dad sitting around the kitchen table. Mom, as usual, wore her favorite green dress, while Dad was still in his dirty construction jacket and jeans. Dad and I looked very similar to each other, the only difference being that I was taller and thinner than him. Dad's years of construction work had left him with hard, tanned skin and a very stout body that was much stronger than it looked. His construction hat sat on the table in front of him, while he held a beer in his other hand that he had obviously just opened, based on how full it was.

Sitting across from Mom and Dad was a young woman I had never seen before in my life. She was very short and petite, to the point where I would have mistaken her for one of my classmates if I didn't know that she was an adult. She wore a simple business suit that made her look very official, though it also looked awkward on her, as if she didn't usually wear suits. Her blonde hair was straight and clean, almost sparkling it was so clean.

Dad was the first one to notice me. His hard eyes glanced in my direction and he smiled, crinkling the skin around his eyes. "Hey, Jack. How are you feeling? I got back from work as fast as I could when I heard about those damned Injectors who tried to kill you."

"I'm fine, Dad," I said, smiling back. "I didn't get hurt. Just really scared, but I'm going to be all right, I think."

"I still can't believe that happened," said Dad, shaking his head. "Getting attacked by the Injectors of all people ... boy, if I had been there, I would have sent every last one of those monsters to the hospital."

I couldn't help but smile even more. Dad may not have been a superhero like Grandfather, but he had the strongest sense of justice of anyone I knew and was incredibly protective of Mom and I. It was nice to know that he managed to get off work to come back home and make sure I was okay. It made today seem better than it was.

"If you're done bragging about how you would beat up a bunch of drug dealers with guns, then maybe you can introduce me to your son," said the young woman, leaning back in her chair and looking over at me. "Unless you just want to sit around and waste time talking, that is."

Maybe it wasn't entirely fair, but I immediately disliked this lady. Based on the way Mom and Dad looked at each other, I could tell that they didn't like her anymore than I did.

But I didn't say that aloud. I just waved at her and said, in a polite voice, "I can introduce myself. I'm Jack McDonald. You're--?"

"Detective Christina Madison," said the woman. She pulled out a police badge and flashed it at me. "I work for the City of Rumsfeld Police Department. It's my job to follow up on cases involving the Injectors and other drug dealers."

"That seems like a kind of specific title for a small city police department," I said, tilting my head to the side.

"There is a lot of drug dealing out here," said Christina. "Especially from the Injectors. You'd never guess, given how idyllic this place seems, but I guess every city has its dark side, eh?"

"I take it you're not from around here?" I said.

"Yeah," said Christina, nodding. "I'm from New York City. Moved out here because it's cheaper and it's the only place I could find a job. Otherwise, I'd be back in NYC where I'd have to deal with less drugs than you find out here."

I bit my lower lip. I couldn't tell if Christina was trying to provoke me into responding to her negatively or if this was just her personality. I would have responded in kind, but I could tell that Mom and Dad wouldn't like that, so I decided to take a more diplomatic approach.

Taking a seat at the table next to Mom, I said, "So you're here to ask me more questions about the attack?"

"Right," said Christina. "More specifically, I'd like to ask you about the unidentified individual who saved you."

"I already told the police what happened," I said. "I didn't see the guy who saved me because I was hiding in that tool shed. The shed didn't have any windows and the door was closed, so I couldn't see anything. All I heard was the sounds of the Injectors fighting the guy. I don't even know what his name is."

Christina rested her chin on her hand, looking at me with penetrating eyes. "Yes, I'm aware of what you told the police, but I'm just trying to make sure you didn't leave out any details accidentally. I have a talent for helping people remember things they forgot in the heat of the moment. It's why I'm so good at what I do."

Humility was definitely not one of her defining character traits, but I said, "Well, I'm not sure how your talent will help me, because if I didn't see anything, how could I forget it?"

"The human mind has an interesting way of remembering the strangest things, but putting that memory out of normal reach," said Christina. She pulled out her phone and began tapping the screen. "I have a picture which might jog your memory. It was taken by one of the neighbors of the house you were at. It's not very good, because the neighbor in question was trying to avoid drawing the attention of the Injectors, but it should be clear enough for our purposes. Ah, here it is."

Christina turned her phone toward me. My parents and I leaned forward to get a better look at the picture, but as soon as I saw it, my palms became sweaty and I wished that I was anywhere else right now.

The picture showed me, in my Trickshot costume, talking on the phone to Jones. And the door to the shed was open, revealing that I wasn't in there at all.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

I would have jumped up and run away just then, but I knew that that would just make me look guilty. Instead, I looked up at Christina and said, "Who is that?"

"The man who defeated the Injectors who were trying to kill you, presumably," said Christina, putting the phone on the table. "According to the witness I spoke to, after he defeated the Injectors, he was seen speaking on the phone that belonged to one of the Injectors, though we don't know where he went after that, because the witness went back into her house after that to call the police and inform them of the Injector attack. When she came back out to see if he was still there, he was gone and the tool shed's door was closed."

This seemed like an absurd amount of investigation for a detective from a small city police department, especially in such a short amount of time. Maybe Christina really was as good as she said she was. If so, then I would have to tread very carefully around her in order to avoid revealing that Trickshot and I were the same person.

"But I don't get the guy's getup," said Dad before I could respond. He gestured at the picture on the phone. "I recognize that costume. That's my dad's Trickshot costume, back when he was a superhero."

"Are you sure about that?" said Christina, shifting her attention from me to Dad.

"Yeah," said Dad, nodding. "I saw my dad put on that costume for work every day for eighteen years. It's been a long time since I last saw it, but there's no way I would ever forget that cape or those goggles. I just don't understand where this guy could have gotten the costume from, though, because it disappeared with my dad ten years ago."

"That's a mystery for another time, I think," said Christina. She looked at me again. "The more important question is, where were you when the door to that tool shed was open? By your own account, you hid inside the tool shed for the entirety of the encounter. You didn't emerge until long after the fight was over, by which time the police had arrived and started arresting Injectors. Can you explain why you are not in this picture and why you did not see this man, despite the fact that he was standing in the middle of the backyard with nothing to obstruct him?"

I was sweating something fierce now, like how I did after a hard workout. I didn't know how to answer in a way that would avoid arousing Christina's suspicions. Or to my parents, for that matter. I was just glad that I had chosen to leave the Trickshot Watch in my room before I came down, because if I hadn't, the gig likely would have been up the second I entered the kitchen.

Thinking fast, I said, "Well, I'll admit that my memory from that time is kind of fuzzy, because I was so scared and terrified. I hid behind the wheelbarrow inside the shed, which as you can see was turned on its side. That's why you can't see me there."

"What about the open door?" said Christina. "Can you explain that?"

Christina had an incredibly intense stare, like she was looking directly into my soul. I was glad I kept my hands on my lap under the table, otherwise she would have seen them sweating and realized that something was up.

"One of the Injectors did manage to open the door before that guy arrived," I said. "Yes, I remember that now. Rodriguez--that was the Injector's name--ripped open the door, but before they could shoot me, that guy appeared and defeated them. I didn't see it, however, because I was too busy hiding behind the overturned wheelbarrow to risk looking at the fight."

"And when did you close the door?" Christina questioned. "Because the door was closed when the first officers arrived upon the scene."

"I didn't," I admitted. "I think it was probably the guy in the Trickshot costume. Maybe he wanted to make sure I was safe or maybe he didn't know I was in there and just thought the door didn't need to remain open. I just remember the door being closed from the outside."

"I take it, then, that you don't know the man wearing the Trickshot costume," said Christina.

I nodded. "Yeah. Don't recognize the guy at all. He's probably not my grandfather, though. He looks too young."

It was meant to be a joke, but it came out kind of pathetic due to my nerves.

Christina didn't look amused. She picked up her phone and put it back in the coat of her jacket before looking at me again. "Well, you've answered all of my questions, I think. I'm going to write this all up in a report when I get back to HQ."

"Wait, you're leaving already?" I said in surprise. "You're not going to ask me more questions?"

Christina stood up. "What else is there to ask? You already answered all of the ones I had, as well as a few new ones that I came up with during the questioning. I'm a rather busy woman, in case you can't tell, so I don't have time to spend talking to teenage boys like you all day."

That would have offended me normally, but I was so relieved that I had somehow managed to stumble my way through the questioning process without revealing who I really was that I was more relieved than anything. "Okay. Makes sense."

"Mister and missus McDonald," said Christina, looking at my parents. "I wanted to thank you for allowing me to come into your house and speak to your son about this issue. With this information, the Rumsfeld City Police Department is that much closer to making the city of Rumsfeld a safer place for everyone."

"Uh, you're welcome, detective," said Dad, who seemed taken aback by Christina's sudden change in attitude. He halfway rose from his chair. "Do you want me to get the door for you or--?"

"Don't worry," said Christina cheerfully. "I might be a crazy big city gal, but I think I know how doors work. Thanks for the offer, though."

With that, Christina walked out of the kitchen. A second later, I heard the front door open and close, and then the sound of a car engine starting up and driving away down the street until it was out of hearing range.

"Well ..." Mom looked at me and Dad, mystified. "That woman was certainly ... different."

"That's a nice way of describing her," said Dad with a grunt. "She obviously thinks we're just a bunch of hicks from flyover country. I don't know why those idiots in the police department hired her if she's just going to talk down to us like that."

"Maybe she's just stressed from moving from such a big city like New York to such a small one like this," said Mom, though she spoke rather halfheartedly. "Moving is always stressful, especially when you're by yourself."

"Nah, I think she's just stuck up," said Dad, shaking his head. "I bet she won't last one month here. Then she'll go crawling back to NYC where her kind belongs."

Dad chuckled when he said that, while Mom frowned her disapproval but, as usual, said nothing about Dad's crude jokes.

Me, I said nothing, because I was still thinking about how lucky I had gotten. If the conversation had gone even slightly differently, my secret identity would have been blown before my superhero career even started. I made a mental note to avoid Christina if I ever saw her around town. She acted like she was satisfied with my answers, but deep down, I suspected that she didn't believe them entirely and would be keeping a close eye on me from now on.

I was snapped out of my thoughts when Dad slapped me on the shoulder and said, "Hey, sport, how are you doing? You're sweating like an elephant."

"What?" I said, looking at Dad. "Oh, I'm all right. She's just a really intense lady."

"You can say that again," said Dad. "Anyway, let's stop talking about stuck-up women from big cities. I'm just glad to see that you're all right and that those Injector idiots are going to rot in jail for the rest of their lives. So long as you're safe, I don't care who they have working for the police."

"Thanks, Dad," I said. "Um, can I go back to my room now? I'm still kind of tired and I'd also like to take a shower."

"Wait a minute, Jack," said Dad. "Today's your birthday, remember? I got you a gift. I planned to give it to you when I got off work later, but now that we're both here, I might as well give it to you now."

Dad pulled a small box out from under the table and gave it to me. The box was about the size of a smartphone, but slightly bigger. Written on the top were the words 'HAPPY BIRTHDAY, JACK--FROM DAD.'

"What is it?" I said, looking up at Dad.

"Open it and find out," said Dad.

Wondering what Dad could have possibly gotten me for a present, I popped open the box's lid and pulled out the object inside it.

It was a small framed photograph. It showed Grandfather, still wearing his Trickshot costume but with the mask removed, holding a small baby in his arms, a proud smile on his face, while a young boy who looked to be about six stood next to him, also smiling, though he looked a little jealous of the baby in Grandfather's arms.

"See that?" said Dad. "It's a picture we took of you, Dad, and Thomas not long after you were born. Told Dad to take off the stupid costume, but he insisted on wearing it. So this picture is about sixteen-years-old, the same age as you."

"I've never seen this picture before," I said, looking up at Dad again. "Where did you find it?"

"I didn't," said Dad. He put an arm around Mom's shoulder. "It was your mom here who found it in the attic while going through old family photos. I had forgotten about it, even though I was the one who had taken the picture all the way back then."

"It's great," I said, looking down at the picture again. "Grandfather looks really young in this picture, but he was in his forties or something around then, wasn't he?"

"Late fifties, actually," said Dad, "but yeah, he always did look young, even despite the stress of being a superhero aging him a lot."

I looked at the picture again. I spotted the Trickshot Watch on Grandfather's wrist. It was angled in such a way that the face of the watch faced the camera, though that looked more like coincidence than deliberate. Looking at Thomas, I was amazed at how he looked so much like Grandfather even back then, when he was just six.

As nice as the picture was, I couldn't help but feel sad when I looked at it. Both Grandfather and Thomas were gone. Granted, Grandfather, at least, was still alive, but Thomas wasn't. It reminded me of how small our family had gotten over the years. Yes, I did have some aunts and cousins in other parts of the state, but they all lived far away from each other and we rarely saw them except for around Christmas, Thanksgiving, and the like. Seeing this picture and then looking at Mom and Dad reminded me of how big our family had once been.

There was no way I could bring Thomas back to life. I could save Grandfather, possibly, but even then, there was no guarantee that I would be able to do that anytime soon.

But one thing was certain: I was going to use the Trickshot Watch to take down the Injectors and Icon, no matter the cost.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

For the rest of the day, I mostly napped, except at dinner time when the ice cream cake came out of the freezer. Then Mom, Dad, and I had cake together and just generally had a good time. It was a nice distraction from all of the bad stuff that had happened recently. Plus, the cake was absolutely delicious, the best cake I had had in a long time. I made a mental note to get another cake just like this as soon as the next excuse for eating cake came up.

I slept surprisingly well that night, but my dreams were weird. They mostly consisted me of running and hiding inside the tool shed, but what I was running from changed constantly. Sometimes it was the Injectors, sometimes it was Christina, and sometimes it was just a large, shadowy mass that would definitely hurt me if I let it get me.

Such dreams would have scared me normally, but I didn't find them quite as scary as I should have. Maybe it was because I had the power of Trickshot now, so if any of those people came after me, I could defend myself.

In any case, when I got up the next morning, I found that my phone was full of texts from my friend Kyle. Apparently, he had been texting me all day yesterday, trying to find out if I was okay or not after I ran out of the bus with the Injectors chasing me down. I was about to text him back, but then decided that Kyle probably deserved to actually hear my voice, rather than just read a simple text from me saying I was okay.

So I dialed Kyle's number and waited for him to answer his phone. I didn't have to wait long. Two beeps and then I heard Kyle's slightly breathless voice on the other end, saying, "Jack, is that you? Did you get my texts?"

"Yeah, I did," I said, nodding as I sat up in my bed and yawned. "All four hundred of them. I'm perfectly fine. The Injectors didn't hurt me or anything."

"Whew," said Kyle. "I really thought you were a goner when I saw those three Injector guys leave the bus to get you. And when I heard that four more Injectors joined them ... well, I wasn't exactly making plans to go to your funeral, but I figured I should prepare just to be safe."

I chuckled. "Nah, I don't think I'm going to die anytime soon. It was very scary, though."

"I bet," said Kyle. "I'm amazed you survived at all, by the way. I've always heard that whenever the Injectors come after you, that you never survive. They don't take prisoners."

"And they wouldn't have taken me prisoner, either, if I hadn't been saved," I said. "I got lucky."

"Yeah, who defended you, anyway?" said Kyle. "Some of the other kids at school are saying Bug Bite appeared out of nowhere and saved you, but others are saying it was an entirely new superhero no one has ever seen before. I haven't been able to find out who is right."

I paused to think about what I should tell Kyle. It was too risky to tell him that I had saved myself as Trickshot, because even my parents didn't know about my identity as Trickshot yet. Even if Kyle was my friend, I wasn't sure I was ready to involve him in this just yet.

So I said, "I'm not sure. I was inside the tool shed the entire time and there weren't any windows or anything that I could use to look outside. Whoever saved me probably was a super of some kind, though, because there's no way an ordinary person could have taken down seven Injectors by himself like that."

"Well, I heard rumors that Trickshot did it," said Kyle, "but that doesn't make sense, of course, because your granddad retired ten years ago, so there's no way it could be Trickshot unless someone somehow got their hands on his costume again or made their own."

"Uh, yeah, right," I said, nodding. "Whoever it was, I'm grateful they came to my rescue. There's no way I could have saved myself, not unless I ran into some police officers accidentally, of course."

"Right," said Kyle. "Everyone at school is talking about you, but I'm the first person to actually talk to you since then, I think. Even Debra has been worried about you."

My heart skipped a beat. "Debra? You mean Debra Ackerman?"

"Yeah, your girlfriend," said Kyle teasingly. "Not that I'm surprised, given how nice she is, but I thought I would mention it anyway."

I rolled my eyes. Debra Ackerman, one of my classmates, was not my girlfriend. But I had had a crush on her for a while now and had been trying to muster up the courage to ask her out. Kyle knew how I felt about her, which he teased me about whenever he got the chance because that was just the kind of friend he was.

"Maybe you should ask her out when you come back to school on Monday," Kyle suggested. "You're sixteen now, which I'm sure makes you a man in some foreign country somewhere in the world. And men ask out the women they want."

"Says the guy who's never asked out a girl in his life," I said.

"I'm not telling you to fight and die for some great cause here," said Kyle. "Just saying that now's your time, dude. Go for it."

I shifted uncomfortably on my bed. "I'll 'go for it' when I feel like it. Anyway, let's change the subject."

"Like we always do whenever I tell you to ask Debra out."

"This is important," I said. "Remember when that one Injector, Rodriguez, claimed that one of us had something that belonged to the Injectors? Something they were trying to take back?"

"Of course I remember that," said Kyle. "What about it?"

"Because I want to know if you found out who might have had what the Injectors wanted," I said. "Did anyone admit to stealing from them or anything?"

"Of course not," said Kyle. "Do you really think that anyone would admit out loud that they outright stole something from the Injectors? That would be like walking onto Times Square and announcing to everyone that you stole a million dollars from the mafia. No one is that desperate to get put on the hit list of the Injectors, not even the emo kids who talk about how much life sucks all the time."

"But someone has to have something that belonged to the Injectors, right?" I said. "It doesn't seem likely that the Injectors would bother hijacking a school bus unless they had good reason to."

"I don't know," said Kyle. "I haven't gone around demanding that the other kids empty their backpacks or lockers so I can see if they have anything that might have belonged to the Injectors at some point. Personally, I think the Injectors just made that up as an excuse to rob us."

"But it doesn't really fit with how the Injectors work," I said. "I've never heard of them robbing or hijacking a school bus before. My theory is that one of the other students has or had Power, but who, I can't say."

"I bet it was Ryan Bond," said Kyle. "He seems like the kind of guy who would steal from a group as dangerous as the Injectors. Plus, he's friends with Robby, who we know actually did try to buy Power from the Injectors."

"Can't argue with that," I said. "Ryan is a jerk and jerks like him are more likely to do something stupid like that than other people. Still, I don't want to jump to any conclusions, especially without any evidence."

"Okay," said Kyle. "Anyway, do you want to hang out today? I didn't get to pay for your lunch yesterday at school, so maybe we can grab lunch or go see a movie. I heard the newest White Leopard movie is supposed to be pretty good."

I opened my mouth to say sure, but then I glanced at the Trickshot Watch, which sat on the desk next to my bed, and remembered that I had promised to train with TW today. "Sorry, Kyle, but I won't be able to hang out with you today. I've got a lot of chores to do today and stuff, so I can't hang out with you right now."

"Oh, okay," said Kyle, who sounded somewhat disappointed. "Well, maybe we can hang out on Sunday, then, if you're not too busy."

"Yeah, Sunday sounds good," I said. "Anyway, see you later. I've got to go."

I ended the call. At the same time, the Trickshot Watch flashed and TW stood before me again, his arms folded behind his back and a curious expression on his face.

"Was that your friend Kyle?" said TW.

I nodded as I put my phone back on my desk. "Yeah. He was just calling to make sure I was okay because he hadn't heard from me since yesterday."

"What a good friend he is," said TW. "It reminds me of the friendship Gregory had with his fellow superhero, Jinx. The two of them always had each other's back, even though they worked in two different cities."

I shrugged. "Kyle and I have known each other since first grade. We'd do anything for each other."

TW's eyes narrowed. "You didn't tell him about the Watch, did you?"

I shook my head. "No, I didn't. And I don't have any plans to at the moment, because I'm not sure I want to rope him into this stuff yet."

"Good," said TW. "Gregory made it very clear that he didn't want knowledge of the Trickshot Watch to trickle down into the general population yet. He doesn't want you or your family to become targets for the Injectors or any other group out there who might wish you harm."

"Like those Icon guys you mentioned, right?" I said.

TW nodded. "Precisely. Icon is as ruthless as the Injectors, if not more so. That is why it is so important that you train today and learn how to control your powers."

Yawning, I glanced at the clock on my phone and said, "But it's so early. Do I have to start training now?"

"Not right away," said TW, shaking his head, "but it is imperative that you get started as soon as possible. Because you don't have school today, that means you have all day to train and learn how to use your new powers."

"Right," I said as I stretched my arms. "But where are we going to train? I'm not supposed to let anyone see me transform or use my powers just yet. Where should we go?"

"I already have a place picked out for this purpose," said TW. "I spent last night running a search on the Internet for any abandoned places in or near Rumsfeld which you might be able to use for training. I located one such location and have downloaded its address to your phone, as well as the quickest route there via bike."

I picked up my phone and went to my map app and saw that there was indeed a location that I hadn't looked up myself: Warehouse 19, on the east side of Rumsfeld.

I looked up at TW. "What is Warehouse Nineteen?"

"According to my research, Warehouse Nineteen was once owned by the Lockmiller Corporation twenty years ago," said TW. "It was abandoned after a fire, however, and has remained locked up and closed to the public ever since."

"There aren't any security guards or homeless people living there, right?" I said as I lowered my phone.

"From what I have researched, the place is totally abandoned," said TW. "Even homeless people don't go anywhere near it. Apparently, there is a rumor among the homeless people of Rumsfeld that Warehouse Nineteen is home to an evil fire spirit that burns anyone who tries to enter and claim the place."

I raised an eyebrow. "And you decided that that would be a great place to train?"

"Well, why wouldn't it?" said TW. "It is large, with plenty of space for you to use your powers freely, and no one lives in or near it, which means that it is unlikely that someone will accidentally stumble upon you while you're training. Plus, as we all know, spirits don't actually exist. It is just an urban legend created by superstitious individuals who don't understand science."

I frowned. "Says the advanced hologram which can grant me superpowers whenever I put on the costume you made."

TW crossed his arms. "I didn't know you were so superstitious, Jack. Gregory thought you weren't."

"I'm just joking," I said, waving at TW dismissively. "Anyway, let me get dressed and have breakfast and we can head down there. Best not to train on an empty stomach, after all."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

Warehouse 19 looked pretty much what I expected it to look like. It was a huge warehouse, easily twice the size of my house and about three times as wide as my school's campus. It had probably looked really impressive in its heyday, but as I parked my bike in front of it and looked it up and down, I could tell that this warehouse had seen better days. Its exterior was rusted and dirty, while several of the windows near the top of the building that were busted out were so dirty that you probably couldn't even shine a light through them. There was also a lot of crude graffiti on the walls, including one that said INJECTORZ WERE HERE.

Warehouse 19 wasn't alone, either. It was surrounded on all sides by other abandoned or rundown warehouses of varying sizes, with some smaller and others even bigger.

Normally, I would have avoided this place completely. I didn't even tell my parents where I was going. I just told Mom that I was going to hang out with Kyle for the day. Dad had already left for work by the time I left, so I didn't need to tell him anything, but I still felt a little guilty about lying to Mom's face. But then I reminded myself that this was necessary, because I didn't want to tell her or anyone else in my family about my secret identity until I had my powers under control.

As I climbed off my bike, the Trickshot Watch flashed again and TW appeared beside me, looking up at Warehouse 19 with mild interest.

"This is it," said TW. "What do you think about it?"

"It looks like it's going to fall apart any minute," I said. I looked around. "Also, it's really quiet around here. Like, really quiet."

"As I said, this part of town has been more or less abandoned for some time," said TW. "Even so, I would suggest not being too loud or boisterous in your training."

"Because I don't want to attract the attention of the evil fire spirits that will consume my soul if I disturb their naps," I said. "Right?"

TW rolled his eyes. "It's for your safety. Because of the age and decay, Warehouse Nineteen is not as stable as it looks. If you hit it too hard, it might collapse."

"Don't worry about me," I said, giving TW the thumbs up. "I'm always careful with my environment. Just ask my parents."

TW looked at me as if he didn't quite believe me. "Well, it's good to see that you're confident. Perhaps that will make it easier to teach you how to use your powers, assuming your confidence doesn't become arrogance."

"Well, why do I need to do this training at all?" I said. "I'm not against practicing my powers, but look at how easily I defeated those Injectors yesterday. And that was my first time using my powers. I think I'm already pretty good at using them."

"Because you had my help," said TW. "But the fact is that I'm not always going to be around to help you. Had I not been there, that fight likely would have ended very differently."

"Wait, you're not?" I said. "Are you going to leave me? I thought you said you were built into the Watch."

TW scratched the back of his neck. "True, my AI does reside in the Watch, but that doesn't make me immortal. You see, my AI is slowly fading away."

"Fading away?" I said. "How does that make sense? If you're AI, doesn't that basically make you immortal?"

TW shook his head. "No." He pointed at a broken down car sitting not far from us. "See that car and how it is decaying? All technology decays with time. Even the best, most advanced technology that is meticulously taken care of and given the appropriate repairs on a regular basis will eventually stop working or at least become less effective than it once was."

"So you're decaying like that car?" I said.

TW nodded. "Yes. I've been around for decades, and during much of that time, Gregory took good care of me, but my lifespan is nearly over. Gregory knows this, which is another reason he sent you the Watch."

I frowned. "How much longer do you have? Do you think you're going to go away soon or--?"

"I ... cannot say," said TW. "I may have as much as a year left, or as little as a month. It all depends on how much the rate of decay accelerates, which will happen if I am used too much."

I was about to say that I didn't notice the decay, but then I noticed that the edges around TW's form were slightly fuzzy. It was a very slight effect, which I probably wouldn't have noticed under ordinary circumstances, but given what TW just told me, I realized that I was seeing his body decay right before my eyes.

"But enough about my problems," said TW. "Let's enter the warehouse. I suggest taking your bicycle inside in order to ensure that it is not seen or stolen by anyone who might be around here."

With that, TW disappeared back into the Watch. Grabbing my bike's handlebar, I walked over to the entrance, pushed it open just enough for me to enter, and then went inside. As soon as I was inside, I closed the door behind me, leaned my bike against the wall, and turned around to see what the interior of the warehouse was like.

As TW had said, Warehouse 19 was fairly wide open, with plenty of room for me to practice without fear of harming or hitting anything. It was dark, but growing lighter by the minute thanks to the light streaming in through the grimy, cracked windows above. An abandoned forklift stood in one corner, while at the very back of the warehouse was a staircase which seemed to lead up to the warehouse's office. Old chains hung from the catwalks above, while a smell of dust and mold filled my nostrils. Just like the exterior, it was very quiet in here, though I heard a rat scurrying around somewhere nearby when I took a step forward. A tall, cracked mirror stood off to the side, covered in grit and dust.

Without warning, TW reappeared by my side and turned to face me. "Now that we are here, it is time to begin your training. Open the Watch and put on your suit."

I held the Watch up and flipped open the face to reveal that same red button that had saved my life yesterday, though it seemed like a lifetime ago now. "This?"

"Yes," said TW, nodding. "You've pressed it before."

"Yeah, I know," I said. "But is that all I have to do? Just press the button?"

"Correct," said TW. "It really isn't as complicated as it looks. You see, the Watch contains the Trickshot costume as a form of energy. When you press the button, the energy suit covers your body and then becomes actual fabric that conforms to your unique body shape."

"I figured as much," I said. "All right, here goes nothing."

I pressed the button. Like yesterday, bright blue energy rolled down my arm and over my entire body. In less than a second, I stood in the Trickshot costume once again, standing before TW, who looked me up and down with an approving look on his face.

"Excellent work," said TW. "You look just like Gregory, except younger."

"Thanks," I said. "But I want to look at myself in the mirror first."

I walked over to the cracked mirror I'd noticed earlier and stood in front of it. Yep, there was no doubt about it: This was the same costume Grandfather wore in his superhero days. The TS emblazoned on the chest, the red and blue body suit, the goggles that obscured my eyes from everyone else but enhanced my own vision, and even the long red cape I always thought looked cool. Never in my wildest dreams would I have thought I would become a superhero, but here I was, wearing the same costume that Grandfather had worn to take down countless criminals and supervillains over his 30 year long career.

"This is so cool," I said, flexing my muscles and striking poses in order to test the suit's full range of motion. "It's bulletproof, right?"

"Right," said TW, floating over to stand behind me. "Additionally, it is fireproof, waterproof, and can adapt to nearly any change in temperature. It is not, however, cut-proof, so I suggest avoiding enemies that use swords, knives, and other sharp weapons, or at least keep your distance from them. Oh, and I nearly forgot to add that the Watch itself can change its form when you're not wearing your costume. That way, no one will know you're Trickshot when you're not wearing the costume."

I stopped posing and looked at TW, a frown on my face. "So I could get hit by a machine gun and I'd be okay, but if someone stabbed me with a butter knife, I'd get hurt?"

TW shrugged. "The suit isn't perfect. Frankly, I think you should just be happy it does everything else. Most superhero costumes cost an incredible amount of money for far fewer features than your suit has, while you got yours for free."

"You sound just like Grandfather, you know that?" I said.

"I was his personal assistant for thirty years," said TW. "I may have picked up on a few nuggets of wisdom from him in that time."

"Right," I said. "Anyway, what else can the suit do? Is that it?"

"More or less," said TW. "Aside from the powers it gives you, of course."

"Powers," I repeated. "Super strength, durability, and perfect aim, right? Those were the powers Grandfather had."

"Don't forget flight," TW said. "You can fly as well."

"I can?" I said. "Cool, let me try."

I jumped into the air as high as I could and then fell back down to the floor on my feet.

"What?" I said, looking at my feet. "Why didn't I fly?"

"Because you will need to be taught how to do it," said TW. "Remember why we're here. You will learn how to do all of this in time."

I looked up at TW, feeling slightly disappointed. "But I don't get it. When Grandfather passed the Superhero Exam, you said he got flight as his power when he was injected with Superpower. So how do I have the same power if that's what Grandfather has?"

"It's another feature of the costume," said TW. "It can actually copy whatever powers you have and make them part of the suit. That way, other people who wear the suit can use your same powers."

"You mean if I passed the Superhero Exam and got injected with Superpower, that it would copy whatever power I got as a result of that?" I said in surprise.

TW nodded. "Correct. But you are not going to take the Superhero Exam, at least not yet, so I wouldn't worry about that if I were you."

I nodded to show understanding, but privately, I was wondering if there were a limit to how many superpowers the suit could copy. If every single superhero in the country--or even the world--wore this suit just once, then anyone who wore it afterward would become the most powerful superhero on the planet. Not that I thought that would ever happen, of course, but it was still fun--and a little scary--to think about.

"Now, let us start your training," said TW. "Come over to the center of the warehouse, where we will begin our first lesson."

TW and I walked over to the center of the warehouse, kicking up dust and dirt as we walked. I coughed a lot, while TW, of course, was completely unaffected, which made me a little jealous of him, but I didn't say anything. We stopped in the very center of the warehouse and then stood facing each other like opponents about to wrestle.

"All right," I said, punching my fist into my open hand. "Let's start the first lesson. Which power will I get to learn how to use first?"

"Super strength," said TW without delay. He pointed at the abandoned forklift. "Lift that forklift over your head once and then put it back down."

"That seems simple," I said, "but okay. Watch and be amazed."

I walked over to the abandoned forklift. It wasn't a very big forklift--I'd seen bigger ones at Dad's construction sites--but it was definitely heavier than any normal human could hope to lift on their own. But with the Trickshot costume on, I wasn't a normal human. I was a super human, a superhero to be more specific, and I could do things that most people only dreamed of.

Stopping behind the forklift, I got a good, tight grip on its underside and then lifted with all my might. But no matter how hard I tried to lift it, it wouldn't budge even one inch off the concrete floor of the warehouse. I struggled, grunting loudly under my breath the entire time, but the forklift stayed stubbornly where it was.

"Having trouble?" said TW, hovering behind me like a ghost.

I looked over my shoulder at him in annoyance. "Yeah. Why can't I lift it? I remember using my super strength yesterday to send one of those Injectors flying. So why can't I do the same to this stupid forklift?"

"Because, like I said, I was helping you yesterday," said TW. "You must put more focus into lifting the forklift before you can use your super strength. It's not a very difficult skill to learn, really, but it does require some effort to do."

"How do I focus?" I said. "Do I just close my eyes and try really, really hard or is there more to it than that?"

"You're not far off the mark," said TW. He tapped the side of his head. "First, you must focus on activating your super strength. Force your super strength to manifest in your body. Tell the costume to fill your body with the strength to lift this forklift. Command it, the way a general commands his army. Don't let any hesitation enter your mind, otherwise it won't work."

"All right," I said, standing up and dusting off my suit. "Let me try to command my costume to give me my super strength and see how that works."

I closed my eyes and focused as hard as I could on my costume. It was kind of awkward at first, because I felt like I wasn't really doing anything initially except just standing there in the warehouse with my eyes closed.

But then I felt the costume. I felt the way it covered my body and the powers that were at its command. I knew that those powers could be mine, but only if the costume would give them to me.

So I said, in my mind, Give me my super strength. Give it to me now.

No response from my costume.

Frustrated, I opened my eyes and looked at TW. "It's not listening."

"Try again," said TW. "The costume doesn't know you, so it isn't inclined to listen to you the way it listened to Gregory yet. Just command it more forcefully. It responds to strength, not weakness."

"Strength, not weakness," I repeated. "Okay, let me try again."

I closed my eyes and felt the costume again. Give me my super strength. I want it now, not later. I command that you give it to me.

Again, no response. This time, I was sure that the costume heard me, but for some reason was just ignoring me. It was probably because it didn't know me yet, like TW said, but I still felt frustrated at its obstinacy. It reminded me of a puppy that won't listen to its owner, so I'd just have to be tougher.

Listen here, you stupid costume, I said, I know I'm not Grandfather and I know that you don't trust me because of it. But guess what? I'm your owner now. So you have to listen to me, even if you don't like it. Got it?

Still no response. I was frustrated enough to seriously consider taking off my suit and trying again another day, because I was starting to lose my patience with this costume and I didn't want to keep telling it what to do fruitlessly like this.

But then it occurred to me why the suit wasn't listening to me and what I could do to get it to pay attention to my commands.

So I said, Okay, I know you probably miss Grandfather, because you were his costume for thirty years, which is a pretty long time to work alongside someone. But Grandfather gave you to me because he wants me to use you to save Rumsfeld from some threat, probably the Injectors. If you don't do what I tell you to, Grandfather will be very disappointed in you, and you don't want to disappoint him, do you?

Once more, no response. That was almost enough to make me rip off this dumb costume and throw it away, but then, without warning, strength flooded my limbs and I suddenly felt like I could lift the entire warehouse over my head.

My eyes popping open, I grabbed the forklift with both hands and lifted it above my head, yelling all the while. The forklift weighed practically nothing in my hands. I almost threw it away, but then remembered what TW told me about being quiet, and so I gently rested it back on the floor where it had stood before.

I stood back up and turned around to face TW, who was looking at me with an impressed look in his eyes.

"Impressive," said TW. "How did you master it so quickly?"

I shrugged. "I just told the costume that Grandfather would be disappointed if it didn't help me. I'm surprised it worked myself."

"Interesting," said TW, though he seemed to sense something more in that than I did, based on his tone. "Well, let's resume our training. You need to be able to call upon your powers consistently, so keep lifting the forklift. We'll do that until lunch and then take a break."

I nodded and turned around to pick up the forklift again, but at the same time, I couldn't help but think about what TW found so interesting about how I managed to get the suit to work for me. Maybe there was more to this costume than met the eye.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

By the end of my first lesson, I felt great. Though the suit was still rather finnicky--at times, it didn't want to give me strength and at other times my super strength would nearly give out while I was lifting the forklift over my head--I had still made a remarkable amount of progress in a fairly short amount of time, according to TW. He mentioned that Grandfather mastered the Watch faster than me, but he said I did well nonetheless.

We decided to take a quick lunch break. I had packed a peanut butter sandwich and chips for lunch, but I was still very hungry even after eating that.

"Not surprising," said TW when I mentioned that. "You did a lot of work today. You should probably have a larger than usual dinner tonight in order to make up for all of the calories you burned."

Sitting on an overturned crate, I sipped my soda and nodded. "Yeah, I think I will. But if I keep working like this, will I get big and buff?"

"The costume isn't magic," said TW, floating next to me. "It won't grant you muscles like that. To build muscle, you need to eat good foods, work out, and get plenty of sleep, regardless of whether you have powers or not."

I frowned and looked at the forklift, which no longer looked quite as intimidating as it did before. "Yeah, I guess you're right. But if I can master this suit, then I won't need to hit the gym to get strong, right?"

"Right," said TW, nodding, "though I recommend maintaining a strict training regimen nonetheless. There will be times where you won't always have access to the Watch, so learning how to defend yourself when you are not in costume is important."

"What, are you a personal trainer now in addition to being an alien AI?" I said jokingly. "Because you sound just like the guy who trained Thomas for a while there."

"Thomas?" TW repeated. "Who is Thomas?"

I tilted my head to the side. "You mean you don't know who Thomas is? He's my oldest brother. Or was, I should say, before he died."

"Ah, now I remember," said TW, nodding. "Gregory told me that he had two grandsons, though he didn't tell me what happened to Thomas."

I looked away, trying not to show any emotion. "He injected himself with an illegal dosage of Power. It was too much for his body to handle and he ... he died."

"Oh," said TW. "I'm sorry to hear that. Is that common?"

"Sort of," I said with a shrug. "Lots of people just want to become superheroes, but either can't or don't want to pass the Superhero Exam. So they go to the Injectors to get Power, but it rarely works out."

"Is that what Thomas wanted?" said TW. "To be a superhero, but without first passing the Superhero Exam?"

I folded my arms in front of my chest. "All I know is that he was desperate. He'd been fired from his job, broke up with his girlfriend, and had other problems, too. I think he turned to Power because he thought it would solve his problems."

"Why didn't you or your parents offer to help him?" said TW. "Surely he could have stayed with your family while he was trying to get back on his feet?"

"We did offer to help him," I said. "But Thomas didn't want our help. He and Dad ... they had a falling out when he graduated from college."

"May I ask what they fought about?" said TW. "Or is that private?"

"No, I can tell you," I said. "You see, Thomas wanted to become a superhero, but Dad was against it, because he didn't want Thomas to go through the same things Grandfather did. He wanted Thomas to go into construction like him, not try to follow in Grandfather's footsteps."

"Why didn't your father want him to follow in Gregory's footsteps?" said TW. "I was under the impression that most people are proud to be the children of superheroes."

"I'm not entirely sure," I said. "I think Dad just didn't like growing up with a superhero dad, because Grandfather wasn't always around or something. All I know is that the two had a big fight, which I think was probably one of the reasons Thomas took Power."

"So you think your father would not be very happy if he learned that you are the new Trickshot?"

"Probably." I shrugged again. "But it's too late now. I'm going to use this costume and these new powers to take down the Injectors. If I can do that, then we'll finally have some closure over Thomas."

"Yes, I remember you telling Michael Jones that you were declaring war on the Injectors," said TW. "I didn't know you meant it literally, however."

I looked at TW. "Why wouldn't I mean it? The Injectors are evil. If they hadn't been around, Thomas would still be alive. So would a lot of other people, actually, because their drugs have ruined the lives of countless families. The police haven't been able to stop them and neither has Bug Bite, so it's up to me to do it."

"That seems like a big responsibility for a sixteen-year-old boy to take on his shoulders," said TW. "Perhaps too big for someone your age."

"You yourself said that Grandfather sent me the Watch so I could defend Rumsfeld from a threat," I said. I held up the Trickshot Watch. "And the Injectors are definitely a threat to Rumsfeld, no matter how many there are."

TW frowned, as if he was not entirely convinced about that, but I didn't care. It wasn't like TW could stop me. Even if he tried, I would just stop him, because I had zero interest in hearing him or anyone else tell me how I should use these new powers when I knew quite well what to use them for.

"Be that as it may, it will be a while before you are fully ready to handle the Injectors in a fight again," said TW. "You still need to learn to master your powers, as well as gain some real fighting skills."

"How long will that take?" I asked.

"No idea," said TW. "It all depends on how much effort you put into it. You've already displayed a small amount of talent, but you are still quite a ways off from being ready to take on the Injectors in a fight again."

I bit my lower lip, but said nothing about that. TW was right. If I wanted to fight the Injectors again, I would just have to work even harder than I already was in order to master my powers faster. By the time I was done with my training, I would definitely be a force to be reckoned with, one that would make even the Injectors shake with fear. Of course, if the Injectors were smart, they'd be afraid of me already, but no one ever said those guys were smart.

My phone started ringing in my pocket. I pulled my phone out of my pocket, saw that Mom was trying to call me, and answered the phone, saying, "Hi, Mom, what's up?"

"Jack, are you all right?" said Mom in a worried voice. "Are you and Kyle safe?"

"Me and Kyle--?" I said before I remembered the excuse I gave Mom earlier and quickly said, "Uh, yeah, we're okay. What's the matter? Has something bad happened? Did the Injectors attack again?"

"No," said Mom, "it doesn't really have anything to do with the Injectors, but it also does have something to do with them."

"Mom, you're not making any sense," I said. "Look, you're obviously letting your emotions mess with your thinking, so I'll just hang up and head back home and we can talk there, okay?"

"You should come back home, but I still need to tell you about what I just learned first," said Mom. "The police called to follow up on the Injector attack yesterday."

I frowned. "Why would they feel the need to follow up again? I already spoke to that Christina lady. What else could we possibly tell them? Did any of the guys they arrested spill the beans on the Injectors' plans?"

"No," said Mom, "at least, not as far as I know. I told them what you told me, about Christina coming over to our house for the interrogation, but they were surprised to hear it."

"Surprised?" I said. "Why? If Christina works for the police--"

"That's just the thing, Jack," said Mom, fear rising in her voice. "The Rumsfeld City Police Department had a Christina Madison working for them as a detective ... ten years ago."

"Wait, you mean the woman we spoke to is retired?" I said, glancing at TW worryingly. "And they didn't know it?"

"Not retired," said Mom. "Dead. The real Christina Madison died ten years ago in a car accident while chasing down a suspect. The woman who spoke to us and interrogated you ... she's not with the police at all."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

That Monday, when the lunch bell rang, I was among the first students to leave my classroom and get my lunch from the cafeteria. I wasn't particularly hungry, because I'd had a big breakfast of bacon and eggs before I left for school this morning, but I just wanted to make sure I got my table, which was in the upper right corner of the room away from all of the entrances. That was where Kyle and I normally ate lunch, but it was even more important that I get that spot than normal, because I wanted to be able to keep an eye on all of the entrances, exits, and windows of the cafeteria.

Looking around the large cafeteria that was rapidly filling with hungry students, I didn't see anything out of the ordinary. There was Ryan Bond with his girlfriend Steph, as well as his other jock friends, getting lunch at the cafeteria; near the main entrance was Mrs. Helga, the English teacher who also pulled double duty as the cafeteria security; and out the window, I saw the large oak tree which had been planted in front of Rumsfeld High over a century ago, which was a favorite eating place for a lot of students due to how shady and cool it was.

Everything looked as it should, but I didn't let my guard down whatsoever. As I started to eat my soup, I thought about the conversation I'd had with Mom back on Saturday about the mysterious Christina Madison.

According to Mom, the last Christina Madison who worked for the Rumsfeld City Police Department had died ten years ago during a car chase. Furthermore, the police confirmed that no one with that name was currently working for them, much less as a detective whose job was to follow up on these kinds of cases. That meant that someone had impersonated Christina Madison and used a fake police badge to trick us into letting her into her home to talk about a case that the police were still investigating themselves.

At this point, no one knew for sure who this 'Christina Madison' lady really was, but I was already assuming the worst: Namely, that 'Christina' was an Injector agent who was trying to find out who Trickshot really was. It was very probable that the Injectors were looking for Trickshot in order to avenge their friends who were currently rotting away in prison, because the Injectors were well known for forgiving those who harmed them.

I had gotten really lucky by not revealing to Christina who I really was. Even so, I had become somewhat paranoid ever since Saturday, keeping my eyes and ears open for any signs that the Injectors were following me. Every bustling bus, every creaking tree limb, every footstep behind me would make me jump or look twice, only for it to turn out to be nothing other than a cat or another person. This paranoia wasn't doing me any good, but at the same time, I felt like I couldn't be too careful, because I'd heard a lot of stories about how the Injectors kill people they don't like and I didn't want to be another one of those stories that circulated in my high school.

Yes, I had the Trickshot Watch, which meant that I was not nearly as defenseless as most people, but at the same time, I wasn't invincible. The Injectors got a glimpse of my power when I took out all seven of their men, which meant that they were probably packing more power than normal in order to take me down. I would be safe as long as they never suspected me of being Trickshot, but if they ever found out my identity, then I would be in for the fight of my life.

"Hey, Jack!" said Kyle suddenly, dropping his tray on the table and plopping down in his seat directly in front of me with his usual cheerfulness. "When I saw you get out of class earlier, I thought you really needed to use the bathroom, but when I saw you in the cafeteria, I realized that you just wanted to get here before everyone else. Not that I blame you, 'cause lines suck, especially lines for school lunches."

I almost started when Kyle sat down, but then realized who he was and sat back down on my seat. "Sorry about that. I just, um, wanted to get the best stuff before everyone else gobbled it up."

"Hey, I'm not blaming you," said Kyle as he opened his soda can and sipped it. "I should have done what you did, but I got caught up discussing whether or not Superpower would give the same power to twins with Mr. Ferguson."

Mr. Ferguson was the science teacher who had also been a Superpower scientist in his youth. It didn't surprise me to hear that Kyle had been talking with him about that subject. Kyle, after all, wanted to become a Superpower scientist himself someday.

"So what did you two figure out?" I said as I scooped up some mashed potatoes from my plate. "Yes or no?"

"We didn't figure out anything," said Kyle. "Mr. Ferguson said that there hadn't been a case of twins being injected with Superpower, despite how long the drug has been in use, but he did give me a link to a new study on siblings who were both injected with the drug. Not quite the same thing as twins, but I guess the same principle more or less applies, huh?"

"Right," I said, glancing toward the entrance again. "Maybe that's something you can study when you become a scientist."

"Eh, why not?" said Kyle with a shrug. "It might lead to new breakthroughs in the science of Superpower. If that happens, don't worry. I won't forget you or any of the other little people who supported me, though I'm going to have to charge you for an autograph if you ask."

I rolled my eyes, but saw something out of the corner of my eye and looked to the right. Two students sat at a table not far from ours with a tiny red laser dot, which they were using to tag a guy sitting at the table next to theirs. The guy didn't seem to notice, because he was too busy stuffing his face with food, but the two girls were giggling at the red light, which they flashed on and off rapidly.

"What are you looking at?" said Kyle. He looked in the direction I was looking and frowned. "Just a couple of girls being girls. Not sure what's so interesting about them."

"Uh, nothing," I said, looking back at Kyle. "I just thought I saw something."

"Like what?" said Kyle in between French fries. He paused and smiled. "You didn't think you saw Debra, did you?"

"I ... what?" I said.

"Debra Ackerman," said Kyle. "You know, the girl you're head over heels in love with?"

I looked around the cafeteria again when he said that and noticed Debra immediately. She was still in line with her friends, laughing and joking about something I couldn't hear over the sounds of the cafeteria, but even from a distance, she looked really beautiful, especially her green eyes.

But then I shook my head and looked at Kyle. "It's not Debra. I'm just ... it's nothing."

Kyle smirked. "Come on, Jack. I know you well enough to know when you're lying. You're clearly afraid of something and, unless you're just really paranoid, I bet it's something real."

"Real?" I said. "What do you mean?"

"Like the Injectors," said Kyle. "Or Principal Jacob, though given how the Principal is currently at home because of the flu, I'm thinking the Injectors are more likely."

"How could you tell?" I said.

"Because you survived the Injectors," said Kyle. He wiped his mouth with a napkin. "And if there's one thing I know about the Injectors, it's that they don't like anyone who manages to escape them, even if you weren't the one who beat up all those guys."

I slumped slightly. "You're right. I've been worried about the Injectors attacking me if I let my guard down, and not just because I survived that one attack, either."

I told Kyle about my encounter with Christina Madison and the subsequent phone call from the police that proved she was a fake.

Behind his large glasses, Kyle's eyes grew wide with worry. "Uh oh. That doesn't sound good."

"It's not," I said. "And I suspect that this woman, whoever she really is, works for the Injectors. They're trying to find the guy who saved me so they can kill him, but I bet they're going to try to kill me, too."

"No doubt," said Kyle. "By the way, do you know who saved you yet? I've heard rumors from all over, but no one seems to agree."

I hesitated, wondering whether to tell Kyle about Trickshot or not. I didn't see any harm in telling him who saved me, because it wasn't like admitting that I was Trickshot.

So I said, "It was someone dressed up as Trickshot."

"You mean the rumors about Trickshot saving you are true after all?" Kyle repeated. "Wasn't that your grandfather's superhero identity?"

I nodded. "Yeah. Don't ask me how this guy got my grandfather's costume, because I don't know."

"Maybe it actually is your grandfather," said Kyle, leaning forward excitedly. "Maybe he's finally came back from wherever he disappeared to in order to save you from the Injectors. Did he look like your grandfather?"

"Not really," I said. "He's ... different. Someone else. My actual grandfather is probably too old to fight anymore anyway. It has to be someone else."

"If you say so," said Kyle, leaning back again. "Still, this is wild. Someone is running around Rumsfeld wearing your grandpa's old costume, maybe even with his same powers, and he's taking down the Injectors left and right."

"He's just taken down seven of them so far," I said. "Not exactly the same as taking down all or even most of them."

"I know, but it's still great news to hear," said Kyle. "If there are two superheroes in Rumsfeld, then that makes it twice as likely that the Injectors will be taken down. The only question I have is whether or not this new Trickshot has a superhero license."

"Probably not," I said. "Bug Bite is supposed to be the only licensed superhero working in Rumsfeld. If there was another, we'd definitely know."

"So he might be an illegal superhero, too?" said Kyle. "Man, the plot just thickens, doesn't it?"

"It does," I said. "And maybe not in a good way, either."

"We'll see how it develops," said Kyle. "Personally, though, I have a good feeling about this new Trickshot. If his first public act is saving a high school student from a bunch of Injectors, then he has to be good for the city, right?"

"Of course," I said. "I just wish that I didn't have to worry about the Injectors coming after me. I mean, I don't think they actually will, given how I'm not nearly as big a threat to their operations as Trickshot is, but still."

"True, but as long as you're careful, you should be fine," said Kyle. "Maybe you could ask the police to patrol the streets around your house for a while, at least until the Injectors are no longer a threat."

"I'll have to mention that to Dad," I said. I ate a spoonful of mashed potatoes and swallowed. "It's a good idea, though given how dangerous the Injectors are, I'm not sure if it would be of much use."

"It's just a suggestion," said Kyle with a shrug. "If you really wanted to find out if the Injectors are after you or not, you could always ask."

"Ask?" I said. "Ask who?"

Kyle suddenly looked down at his French fries, like he had just said something he wasn't supposed to. "Oh, it was nothing. I was just thinking aloud, that's all."

"No, Kyle, you obviously meant what you said," I said. "Who should I ask if I want to find out if the Injectors are after me or not?"

Kyle looked around quickly, as if to make sure no one was eavesdropping on us, and then leaned forward and whispered, "I heard on the grapevine that some of the students here are going to meet with some Injectors to buy some Power."

"Which students?" I said. "And when is this meeting?"

"I'm not entirely sure who, but I think it might be Ryan and one of his friends," said Kyle, glancing over his shoulder at the table where Ryan and his friends sat eating and laughing with each other. "And it's supposed to be tonight at midnight in the old car factory that shut down a few years ago. Supposedly, Ryan and one of his friends are going to buy some Power from the Injectors."

"Why would they do that?" I said incredulously. "They were threatened by the Injectors on the bus just like us. Why would anyone be stupid enough to do that?"

"I'm not sure," said Kyle. "Like I said, I just heard about it on the grapevine. It might not even be true. It's connected with the rumors that Ryan is the one who had the thing that the Injectors were looking for when they stopped the bus."

I looked over at Ryan's table. Ryan's back was to me, so I couldn't see his face, but his physical gestures and tone told me that he was his usual boisterous self. I guessed that he didn't let something like having his life threatened by drug dealers to be that big of a deal, or maybe he was just hiding it. Regardless, I found it hard to believe that even someone as dumb as Ryan would be stupid enough to buy Power from the Injectors, especially after Mattis got arrested for it.

"And you think I should go to that meeting and ask the Injectors politely if they're trying to kill me?" I said, looking at Kyle in disbelief.

Kyle held up his hands defensively. "Like I said, I was just thinking out loud. It would be extremely stupid of you to go to any meeting with the Injectors, whether alone or with someone else. The smart thing to do is to avoid going into any dark alleys and try to stay close to home as much as possible."

I nodded and returned to eating my mashed potatoes, thinking about what Kyle said.

Yes, it would be smarter--or at least safer--to stay home tonight and not go and do anything dangerous. The Injectors were cold-hearted killers in addition to being ruthless drug dealers, and if they saw me, they'd kill me probably without even thinking about it.

But the brave thing would be to don my Trickshot costume and head out to the old car factory tonight without telling anyone. Regardless of who was going to this meeting, this would be my chance to get closer to locating Michael Jones. If I was lucky, Jones himself would be there tonight.

And if I wasn't ... well, beating up Injectors was quickly becoming my favorite pastime anyway.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

"We shouldn't be here."

"I know."

"We shouldn't be here."

"Great insight. Really original."

"We shouldn't be here."

"You sound like a broken record."

"And you sound like you are going to get yourself killed."

I stopped and frowned. "I'm the one in charge here, TW. Not you."

TW suddenly flashed into existence before me, his arms folded in front of his chest and his lips turned down in a disapproving frown. "It doesn't change the fact that we shouldn't be here. You are not ready for another battle with the Injectors, especially not so soon after your first one."

I walked straight through TW, who, being a hologram, was unable to stop me. "Yeah, whatever. Could you please whisper? I don't want them to overhear us."

TW suddenly flashed in front of me again, forcing me to stop once more. "It doesn't matter if I'm whispering or not. What matters is that we shouldn't be here. This is pure foolhardiness that will only end in your failure at best and your death at worst."

"You're a bundle of sunshine and rainbows, you know that?" I said, putting my hands on my waist. I cocked my head to the side. "By the way, I don't remember asking for your opinion on whether this was a good idea or not."

"You should have," said TW, "because I'm smarter and wiser than you, and not just because I look like Gregory, either. And, knowing your abilities, I can confidently say that we shouldn't be here."

I scowled and looked down at the Trickshot Watch. "There's got to be a button on this thing that turns you off."

"That is impossible," said TW, shaking his head. "As the Trickshot Watch's built-in AI, you cannot turn me 'off.' I have full ability to appear and disappear as I see fit. Furthermore--"

I pressed a button on the side of the Watch and TW suddenly went silent. His lips kept moving, but no words came out of them. He looked funny at first, at least until he realized that no sound was coming out of his mouth and he shut his mouth, looking rather embarrassed.

"Well, that's not quite what I meant by turning you off, but I guess muting will do," I said. "Anyway, I'm going to be late for a meeting, so if you will excuse me, I have to go."

Once again, I walked through TW. This time, he disappeared and did not reappear. Perhaps he had finally accepted that I wasn't going home no matter what. That was good, because the last thing I needed right now was TW distracting me with his insistence that this mission couldn't possibly end well for either of us.

Gotta admit, though, it was rather lonely walking through the large, abandoned car factory on the south side of town. The absence of light meant the interior of the factory was almost pitch black, but luckily my Trickshot goggles provided me with night vision that helped me find my way around here without tripping over car parts and hurting myself.

This car factory had once been owned and operated by Efficiency, a popular car company whose best known vehicle, the Sublime, was owned by lots of different people, including my Dad. In fact, Dad had helped build this very factory when it opened twenty-five years ago, though given how rundown this place looked, you would be forgiven for thinking it had been built fifty years ago instead.

The factory closed down about three years ago due to safety concerns and for some reason had never been reopened. Rumors suggested that Efficiency execs didn't want to pay for the place to be overhauled to fit modern safety standards, but either way, the place had remained abandoned since then. It was surrounded by a big, tall fence with a sign with the words 'NO TRESPASSERS' on the main gate, but my flight powers--which I had some basic control over--allowed me to bypass the fence fairly easily and land on the roof of the factory. From there, I had entered the factory itself, making my way down into the factory in search of the Injectors and their 'customers.'

So far, I had not run into anyone other than myself down here, but that meant nothing. The factory was a big place, after all, and I hadn't even explored half of it yet. I had plenty of time to look for the Injectors and their clients, whoever they were. And with the powers of the Trickshot costume at my command, it would not be hard for me to take them down, especially if I ambushed them.

A part of me wondered if this was a wise move, given how dangerous this mission was, but I pushed all doubts out of my mind in order to focus on the present. I had already made a vow to go to war against the Injectors. If I was going to doubt myself now, I might as well go back. Besides, if this was as simple a transaction as Kyle suggested, then there were probably only going to be one or two Injectors, maybe three at most. Given how I had already beaten twice that many, I was confident that I would be able to handle however many Injectors might be present tonight.

That was when I heard voices somewhere up ahead. I couldn't make out their words, but it sounded like a couple of men talking to each other in low tones. It was probably the Injectors, which meant I was close. I advanced more slowly now, taking care not to make any unnecessary noise so as to not alert the Injectors to my presence.

As I walked along the catwalk, the voices became clearer and more distinct. One of them was an older guy, probably in his thirties or forties, and quite hoarse, kind of like a smoker's voice, while the other was higher-pitched and sounded more like a high school student, though I didn't recognize the voice.

"... Are you sure we're alone?" said the younger guy, who sounded incredibly nervous.

"Of course," said the older guy, who I assumed was the Injector selling this younger guy drugs. "Unless you were stupid enough to let yourself be followed, that is."

"No, I wasn't followed," said the younger guy, his voice still nervous. "I made sure of it. My mom was asleep and my dad is working the midnight shift at his office, so no one in my house saw me leave. No one knows I'm here except for you."

"Good," said the Injector. "I was almost about to ask my silent friend here to check you for any listening devices. You know, in case you're really part of a police sting."

A nervous chuckle left the younger guy. "M-Me? Work for the police? Nah. I don't like those guys anymore than you do. A bunch of bullies, that's what they are, especially toward minorities."

I suddenly realized that I was now close enough to hear their voices coming from directly below me. Crouching low, I peered over the side of the catwalk to see who stood below.

Three figures stood on the ground below me, near a pile of old tires that were covered in dust. Two of them were obviously Injectors. One of the Injectors was a tall, skinny guy with a long, haggard-looking face, while the other was shorter and stouter, built like a brick wall. They both wore the signature red bandannas of the Injectors, though even if they hadn't, there was no way I would have mistaken them for belonging to any other gang or cartel.

Standing opposite them was a very nervous-looking high school student carrying a suitcase in his right hand, probably a senior, though I didn't recognize him. I was a bit disappointed to see that the senior obviously wasn't Ryan Bond, because Ryan was a lot bigger and muscular than this guy. This guy must have been from one of the other high schools in the area, though I couldn't guess which one. He looked kind of dorky, though I couldn't fault him for that given how I wasn't exactly the epitome of cool, either.

"Good on ya, kid," said the tall Injector, the one whose voice sounded perpetually hoarse. "Never trust a cop. If you take away that lesson from all of this, then you will live a pretty good life."

"Yeah, sure," said the senior, who was literally shaking with fear. "Can we just get this over with? I brought the money. I want Power. So why don't we make our exchange and get out of here? I don't want to be out too long in case Mom wakes up and finds out I'm missing."

The tall Injector smirked, which made him look like a ghoul. "You're more afraid of mommy than the cops? Then again, given how rich you obviously are, I guess the cops probably are a lot less scarier to you than mommy, huh?"

"If you insist on insulting me like this, then I'm j-just going to turn around and leave," said the senior, though his quaking voice made his threat sound pretty pathetic. "I'll just get Power from somewhere else."

The short and stout Injector suddenly laughed, prompting the senior to say, in a flustered voice, "What is he laughing about?"

"Probably the fact that you said you would get Power from somewhere else," said the tall Injector, who was still smirking. "Kid, the Injectors own the Power trade. We're what you call a monopoly, though the boss prefers to call us the top dog in the biz. Either way, you have no other way of getting Power and you know it, not unless you plan to steal some Superpower from the feds, anyway."

The senior's face was red with embarrassment now. I would have felt sorry for the guy, but he did seem kind of stuck up and besides he was trying to buy a very dangerous and illegal drug that could kill him. He may have come from a well-to-do family, but he clearly didn't inherit any common sense.

"Now that we all understand where we stand, let's get down to business," said the tall Injector. He nodded at the short Injector. "Paul, show him Power."

The short Injector, apparently named Paul, nodded and pulled a needle out of his jacket, which was covered in a plastic bag. Inside the shaft of the needle was a sickly-looking purple liquid that I easily recognized as Power, the drug which had killed my brother and ruined countless lives all over the country. My anger burned at the mere sight of that crap, but I didn't move just yet.

"That's it?" said the senior in an indignant voice. "That doesn't look like a whole lot."

"It's more than enough to make you the next Alpha Sentinel," said the tall Injector. "Or make you explode, depending on how your body reacts to it. Now show us the cash. We're not going to give you even one drop of Power until you can show us you've got the money."

The senior nodded rapidly. "Yes, yes, of course. Here."

The senior dropped his suitcase on the floor before him and, popping open the lid, turned it around for the Injectors to see. From my position, I saw that the suitcase was filled to the brim with 100 dollar bills, neatly pressed and ordered to fit the suitcase without causing it to bulge.

"Ten thousand dollars in cash," said the senior, "straight from my dad's bank account, though of course he won't notice because of how rich we are."

The tall Injector whistled. "Impressive. When you first contacted us, I was skeptical you would be able to scrounge up enough money to pay our price, even knowing who your daddy is. Guess you have more guts than I thought."

"I just want to be strong," said the senior. "And I'm willing to do anything to get it."

"That's the ticket," said the tall Injector. "All right. First, you give us the money. Then Paul will give you your Power and we can go our separate ways."

I wasn't a cop, nor was I an officially licensed superhero, but there was no way I was going to let this transaction go through. If that guy took the injection, he would probably die, while the Injectors would get away with ten thousand dollars in cash. Once I defeated them, I would call the police and let them know about this transaction so they could come and arrest the Injectors themselves.

Gripping the railing of the catwalk, I was just about to jump over the side of the catwalk when TW suddenly said, "Watch out behind you!"

Surprised and confused, I looked over my shoulder just in time to see a fist flying at me. The fist smashed directly into my face, knocking me over the railing and sending me falling to the floor below.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

I landed on the open suitcase, sending money flying everywhere, though thankfully most of the money broke my fall. Even so, the impact of the fall left me slightly dazed, while my face hurt from whatever had punched me. My nose didn't feel broken, but it did hurt a lot and I wouldn't be surprised if it was bleeding, because that punch had hurt.

"What the hell?" said the tall Injector. "Where did this guy come from?" He looked at the senior. "You said you came alone."

"I did," the senior said in an increasingly hysterical voice. "I have no idea who this guy is. I've never even seen him before in my life. You have to believe me. I would never even think of double-crossing you, not even once."

Rubbing my head, I sat up and groaned. My back hurt from the impact of the fall, though luckily nothing felt broken.

"Hey, wait," said Paul, the short Injector, who looked at me closely. "Isn't that the guy who defeated Rodriguez and the others last week?"

The tall Injector's eyes widened in surprise. "Paul, I think you're right. Looks just like he does in the picture. That's Trickshot."

I was about to say something snarky about them recognizing me, but then I heard the catwalk creak above me and looked up in time to see something big falling toward me. I instinctively rolled backwards just in the nick of time, because the thing landed on the suitcase right where I had been sitting just moments previously, sending even more hundred dollar bills flying as the new arrival stood up to his full height. Rolling to my hands and feet, I looked up to see who the newcomer was.

I had never seen him before. He was tall and powerfully built, even taller than me. He wore a full-body lime green jumpsuit, with a helmet on his head that resembled a scorpion's face, though the eyes were replaced by a single red visor that wrapped all the way around the head. A long, mechanical, scorpion-like tail hovered over his right shoulder, while twin needles poked out of his wrists like wrist knives.

"Holy crap," said the senior, staring at the newcomer with pure fear in his eyes. "What the hell are you? You don't look like Bug Bite."

"Lethal Injection?" said the tall Injector in surprise. "I didn't know you were going to be here. Did you punch Trickshot?"

The figure nodded without saying a word. His helmet made it impossible to read his face, but based on his body language alone I could tell that he wasn't interested in having a civil conversation.

"Did you say his name is Lethal Injection?" I said, looking at the tall Injector in confusion. "Is he with you?"

The tall Injector nodded, a smirk on his lips. "Yeah. He's the Injectors' official assassin, though few of us have actually seen him. He tends to work alone and in the shadows, but he's very good at what he does. Just ask any of his victims. Oh, wait, you can't, because they're all dead."

I had never heard of Lethal Injection before, but given how the silent, mysterious figure standing before me didn't contradict anything the Injector said, I assumed he was telling the truth.

"If Lethal Injection is here, then I'm guessing he must have somehow guessed you would be here," said the tall Injector. "Looks like the rumors of Michael Jones putting Lethal on the Trickshot case were true."

I looked at Lethal Injection again. I wasn't sure if Lethal Injection was a supervillain--that is, a superhero who went rogue and became a criminal--or if he was just a very strong guy. Given how he had that weird scorpion tail, I figured he probably didn't have any actual powers. Like most Injectors, Lethal probably relied more on weaponry than powers, which was fine by me, because I could handle criminals without powers just fine.

"Nice costume you got there, buddy," I said, "but that green really doesn't--"

Lethal Injection suddenly leaned forward and his scorpion tail shot something hot and burning at me. I jumped backwards and the hot, burning substances hit the floor and immediately started sizzling, eating away rapidly at the concrete like it was paper.

"Oh, and I forgot to mention that good old Lethal here can shoot acid from his tail," said the tall Injector with a chuckle. "The bad acid, not the good kind."

I was going to have to rethink my original assumption that Lethal Injection would be easy to take down. If his tail could shoot acid, then I didn't want to know what the stingers on his wrists could do.

Glancing at the senior, I said, "You should get out of here, kid, because this fight is--"

But the senior was already gone. I can't say I was surprised. He didn't seem like a very brave guy and the appearance of Lethal Injection must have been the last straw.

But I would worry about him later. For now, I needed to take down Lethal Injection and his fellow Injectors before they got me.

"That tail of yours is pretty cool," I said, rising to my feet and dusting myself off. "But I doubt it will help you dodge a tire!"

I picked up two tires from the pile of tires I had seen earlier and threw them at Lethal Injection. But Lethal Injection dodged both of them easily and fired two more bursts of acid at me. I jumped into the air, flying just high enough to avoid the acid, which struck the floor again and ate away at it, leaving a hissing sound which sounded almost like an actual snake.

Lethal Injection began walking toward me, while the other two Injectors started to gather up the money which we had scattered everywhere. Not that I had time to worry about those two, however, because Lethal Injection and his acidic tail were the bigger problem at the moment.

I flew toward Lethal Injection as fast as I could, aiming a punch at his face, but Lethal Injection caught my arm and threw me over his shoulder. I landed on top of an abandoned conveyor belt, nearly cracking my skull on its hardened surface. Shaking my head, I rolled off the conveyor belt just as Lethal Injection fired another blast of acid at me. The acid struck the conveyor belt and started hissing loudly, but I was already flying back toward the ceiling out of his reach.

My plan was simple: I would take advantage of the darkness of the factory to avoid Lethal Injection's attacks. If he couldn't see me, then he couldn't shoot his acid at me accurately. It was an ingenious plan, at least until I heard more acid coming directly at me, forcing me to duck hard at the last minute to avoid getting a face full of acid.

Looking down, I saw that Lethal Injection was looking directly up at me, already taking aim with his tail again. Damn it. His helmet must have given him night vision like my goggles did. Pretty neat trick, but I had a few neat tricks of my own.

I dove toward Lethal Injection, who fired his acid at me again. But I swerved at the last minute, neatly avoiding the flying ball of acid, and coming at Lethal Injection from his side. He turned to face me, but he was too late to dodge. I swung a punch at his chest, but Lethal Injection held up his tail at the last second, causing my fist to collide with that rather than his chest.

But that didn't stop the impact of the blow from sending him flying. He flew backwards through the air uncontrollably until he crashed through an abandoned crate full of auto parts, smashing through it loudly.

"Ha!" I said, lowering my fist and smirking. "Bet you didn't see that coming, did you?"

"I wouldn't declare victory just yet, Jack," said TW in my head. "He's obviously a strong one, superpowers or no."

"Come on," I said, "that was a pretty powerful punch from me. There's no way he could have survived it."

Just as I said that, the sound of sizzling acid entered my ears and more acid flew out of the darkness at me. I flew into the air, narrowly avoiding the acid, and looked in the direction from which the acid came in disbelief. Lethal Injection rose from the destroyed crate like a zombie rising from the grave. His helmet hid his face, but I could tell that he was pissed.

"Doesn't that tail of yours ever run out of juice?" I said. "Seriously, that's like the fifth or sixth acid you've shot at me. Might be time for a refill, fella."

As usual, Lethal Injection didn't say anything. He just jumped off the crate, but rather than running at me, he turned and ran away among the conveyor belts and mechanical arms that stood in the factory.

"Hey, where are you going?" I said. "Get back here!"

I flew after Lethal Injection, but even with my night vision goggles, I couldn't see Lethal Injection. The conveyor belts, mechanical arms, and leftover machine parts meant he had plenty of hiding spots. It annoyed me that a guy in a lime green scorpion costume could somehow hide so effectively among the various black, silver, and dark gray machines, but I guess there's a reason this guy is the Injectors' top assassin.

Stopping in midair, I looked around the factory, trying to spot Lethal Injection, but everything was eerily quiet. I didn't even hear his footsteps.

"Come out, come out, wherever you are," I muttered, looking this way and that. "I just want to play."

Again, no answer. Not that I expected him to actually respond, but it still felt like Lethal Injection was mocking me with his silence.

Rotating in midair, I said, "Is this the great Lethal Injection I've heard so much about? Yeah, you're really scary, running and hiding from a kid. I bet your reputation is well-deserved, just as long as no one is looking, eh? Maybe you just think you're too good for me. Wouldn't surprise me, given how arrogant you Injector idiots tend to be."

I heard the shuffling of feet below me and looked down at a crate near one of the conveyor belts. I thought I saw movement behind it, movement that looked like Lethal Injection.

I grinned. "Found you."

I flew straight down toward the crate and lifted it above my head. "Got you!"

But to my surprise, I didn't see Lethal Injection standing there. Instead, I saw a small mouse, which made a frightened squeaking noise and then turned and disappeared into a hole inside the base of another crate of parts.

"What the heck?" I said. "I thought I saw--"

Something sharp and burning suddenly jabbed into my back. I gasped in pain and dropped the crate, which crashed loudly onto the floor. But I paid no attention to that, because I could feel something hot and burning being injected directly into my body.

Gasping for breath, I swung my fist backward, but the sharp needle was pulled out of my back at the last second and my fist hit nothing. Turning around, I saw Lethal Injection standing not more than a few feet away from me, holding up his right arm. The needle on his right wrist was slightly bloody, which I realized, with a lurch of my stomach, was my blood.

"What did you do?" I said, touching the spot where the needle had been jabbed. "What did you ... what did you inject me with ..."

A sudden drowsiness suddenly came over me. I blinked several times, trying to keep myself awake, but it was a losing battle. My innards burned, while my mouth became dry and cotton-like. Even breathing was becoming hard, to the point where I could feel my lungs swelling up inside my body.

"It appears that Lethal Injection must have injected some kind of poison in your body," said TW. "I am currently analyzing it in order to find out what it is and if there is a possible cure, but I cannot actually rid your body of it."

I wanted to tell TW thanks in the most sarcastic way possible, but then my stomach lurched again and I nearly hurled. Lethal Injection suddenly lashed out with a kick, striking me in the stomach and sending me falling to the floor. My head smacked against the concrete floor, leaving me dazed.

Still gasping for air, I looked up at Lethal Injection, who now stood above me with a cold disinterest.

Then he aimed his tail at me and fired.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

I rolled away at the last possible second, avoiding the acid that splashed against the concrete where I had been lying mere moments before. I rolled into a crouch and looked up at Lethal Injection. Though his face was unreadable, I thought he was legitimately impressed by the fact that I managed to avoid his attack at such close range. I wasn't sure if that was me or the suit at work, though, but I guess it didn't matter as long as I survived.

But then Lethal Injection just aimed his tail at me again. I tried to stand, but even just standing upright was a herculean task in its own right.

Right before Lethal Injection fired again, however, a voice suddenly rang out in the shadows, "This is the police! Drop your weapons and get down now!"

Half a dozen bright lights suddenly flashed on, nearly blinding me and Lethal Injection. The two of us looked over in the direction of the lights to see several SWAT team members pointing rifles at us, their vision illuminated by the lights on the ends of their rifles. The collective lights hurt my eyes and made my aching head even worse.

"I won't repeat myself!" the lead SWAT team member shouted, nearly screamed. "Get down now!"

Lethal Injection, however, just pointed his tail at them and fired several acid blasts in rapid succession. The SWAT agents scattered, though one of the slower agents got nailed in the chest and fell to the floor screaming in agony. Their lights also scattered, which allowed Lethal Injection to turn and run away, most likely to escape the SWAT team members before they recovered and came after him.

I wanted to chase after Lethal Injection, but I realized that I couldn't chase him and avoid the SWAT members as well, who would probably arrest me in addition to Lethal Injection once they found out I was an illegal superhero. I launched into the air, going as fast as I could even with the poison working its way through my body. I heard SWAT team members shouting at me to get back, even heard some of them shooting at me, but I didn't look back or slow down even slightly.

I smashed straight through the ceiling of the factory and emerged out into the open night sky. I immediately flew in what I thought was north, which would take me back to my parents' house, but the poison must have been messing with my sense of direction, too, because every direction felt the same to me.

"TW!" I shouted as I flew. My vision was starting to darken around the edges, making it harder than ever to see where I was going. "Am I going in the right direction? Is this the direction home?"

"It doesn't matter," said TW. "The poison Lethal Injection put into your body is killing you even as we speak. You need to find someplace safe and land right now, otherwise the poison will accelerate and kill you."

I was going to ask TW how landing would help me, but my mouth was too dry to form sentences now. I increased the speed of my flight, heading in what I hoped against hope was the direction home.

But the darkness was gathering around the edges of my vision, to the point where I could no longer make out the individual buildings below me. It all looked like a bunch of pretty lights shining against the darkness of the night, kind of like how lights looked reflected against a lake.

And then unconsciousness claimed me and I fell.

-

"Wake up, Jack," said TW's familiar voice in my head, urgent and quick. "I said, wake up. Can you hear me at all?"

I could, and I wanted to tell him that I did, but my consciousness was slowly returning bit by bit. It was kind of like turning on an old computer that hadn't been used in forever. Everything seemed to have a hard time coming back online quickly or in anything but a piecemeal fashion, and right now talking was one of the functions that just wasn't available yet (though it probably would be after an update, assuming it didn't crash the rest of my system in the process).

What I first became aware of was my body. It no longer burned or felt sluggish the way it did when Lethal Injection poisoned me. It was stiff, true, but it didn't hurt anymore.

Next, I became aware that I was lying on a bed of some sort. At first, I thought it was my own bed back in my room, but then I realized that the mattress was lumpier than mine, as if it was old and hadn't been replaced in a long time. Still, it was superior to the concrete floor of the factory, though not as good as my own bed.

I also became aware that I was still in my Trickshot costume. I couldn't quite describe how I knew. It was like knowing that I still had my skin on, if that made any sense. I didn't really think about it, but I had no reason to doubt it unless something happened to it. And as far as I could tell, the costume was perfectly unharmed, though for some reason I had a feeling that it shouldn't be.

Then my eyes opened, slowly but surely, until I found myself staring up at the grimy, dirty ceiling of an apartment I didn't recognize. Looking around, I saw that I was in an apartment, but not one I had ever been in before. The windows were boarded up and closed, while the walls were cracked and full of holes, including a few that looked like gunshot holes. The room smelled of alcohol and drugs, which made me wince, because it was a very strong smell, even though there wasn't anyone in this room aside from me.

Suddenly, TW flashed beside me. "You're awake! I thought you would never wake up. You looked quite nearly dead."

I blinked several times and yawned. "Dead? Why would I be dead? How did I get here? What happened?"

"You lost consciousness when you were flying away from the factory last night," said TW. "You ended up crashing in the streets not far away from the car factory. You're lucky you landed on a pile of garbage bags, because they cushioned your fall, which would have really injured you otherwise."

"Last night?" I said, sitting up and rubbing the back of my head. "How long have I been out?"

"Eight hours," said TW. "That means it is now eight o'clock in the morning, Central Time."

I almost started. "Eight in the morning? Damn it, I'm going to miss the school bus."

"Correction: You have missed the school bus," TW said. "The bus always gets to your house by seven thirty in the morning. Since it is now eight, that means that the bus passed your house half an hour ago, without picking you up."

I put a hand on my forehead, my eyes widening as the implications of TW's statement hit. "The school will probably think I'm sick or something, but Mom and Dad won't. They'll notice I'm not in my room and will lose their minds."

"Probably," said TW. "Unless, perhaps, you can get back home quickly enough."

"They're probably already putting up lost posters all over the city," I said, shaking my head. I punched the mattress. "Damn it. I didn't mean to be out that long. I was supposed to get back home well before the sun rose. Stupid Lethal Injection and his poison." I suddenly looked up at TW. "Say, how come the poison didn't kill me? Did you find a way to cure me after all?"

"Not me," said TW, shaking his head. He pointed at my costume. "It was the suit. It removed the poison from your body and started the healing process on your wound. The wound should be closed by now, given how long you slept all night."

I touched my back and did not feel any holes in my costume or body. Indeed, if I hadn't known that I had been stabbed the night before, I would never have even guessed that I had been stabbed in the first place.

"You said the suit removed the poison from my body," I said, looking up at TW. "How?"

"It's one of the suit's capabilities," said TW. "Because it is bonded so tightly to your body, it reacts quickly whenever anything foreign and dangerous enters your body. As a result, the suit removed the poison, though it took all night to do it."

"So this costume also has healing abilities in addition to the other powers it has?" I said. "Cool!"

"Not quite," said TW. "It can heal small wounds, such as bullet holes or the hole in your back created by Lethal Injection's stinger, though it usually takes time and rest, and anything deeper or more serious than that will require actual medical attention to heal. The best the suit can do is alleviate some of the pain, but I wouldn't risk your life unnecessarily on the assumption that your suit will just heal any injuries you take."

I frowned in disappointment. "Dang. I was hoping you were going to tell me that I had super healing powers, too, but I guess I can't be that lucky, huh?"

"Quite right," said TW. "But you should feel lucky nonetheless, because that was an incredibly deadly poison which Lethal injected into you. Had you not been wearing the suit at all, you likely would have died, perhaps even before you flew out of the factory. So I wouldn't complain about not having miraculous healing capabilities."

I rubbed my back. "You're right. I should be more grateful. But where am I and how did I get here? Did you somehow drag me up here, TW?"

"No," said TW, shaking his head. "As a hologram, I cannot physically interact with the world. As for who saved you, it was--"

TW was interrupted by the door on the other side of the room swinging open, causing TW to instantly vanish before anyone entered, probably so the person who opened the door wouldn't see him and find out about his existence.

As for me, I just sat up more in order to better see who it was. I suspected they were probably friendly, given they had saved me, but I wanted to put myself in a good position to escape just in case.

Then a person stepped into the room and I could not help but gape.

It was Christina Madison. And she was aiming a gun at me.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

"Morning, sunshine!" said Christina in a sarcastic voice as she lowered her gun. "Up bright and early, I see. That's just what I'd expect from the famous Trickshot."

Disoriented by her sudden appearance, I said, "Wait, why did you enter the room with a gun? Were you going to shoot me?"

"Shoot you?" Christina repeated. She glanced at her gun. "Not unless I had to. I just heard two voices in here and wanted to be safe." She looked around. "Say, where is the other person I heard?"

It was clear to me that Christina did not know about TW, and I definitely wasn't going to tell her about him, at least not yet. I didn't know if I could trust her yet, and I doubted I could, even if she did save me.

"Well, thanks for saving my life," I said as I hopped out of bed. "I don't know why you did it, but I guess it doesn't matter. I really need to leave now, so if you'll excuse me, I'm out of here."

I flew into the air, but before I could fly out one of the windows, Christina thrust out her right hand and sent a flying green energy rope at me. The energy rope wrapped around my body and tightened, making me gasp in surprise before Christina yanked down and slammed me onto the floor. I tried to break free of the rope, but it was as solid as steel and even my super strength wasn't enough to break it.

"There, there, now," said Christina, holding the energy rope with one hand. "I didn't drag you all the way up to the second floor of this building just to let you run away like this."

"What ... what is this energy thing?" I said, looking down at the energy wrapped firmly around my body. "How are you able to do this? Do you have a device of some kind that lets you shoot energy or something?"

Christina shook her head. "Nope. I'm a former superhero who took the Superpower drug. I can summon solid energy constructs. Generally, I use it to create bridges and the like to help me cross gaps or fill in holes, but as you can tell, it's also very good for creating energy ropes and chains which hold down annoying brats like you. And it's way more efficient than normal rope, because solid energy doesn't break."

I looked at Christina in disbelief. "So you're not only not an actual police detective, but you're a former superhero, too? What other secrets are you hiding from me?"

Christina smiled. "More than you would ever guess. But it doesn't matter how many secrets I have. What matters to me is finding out what your secrets are."

"M-My secrets?" I said. "I don't have any."

"Yes, you do," said Christina. She pointed at my face. "Like what your real identity is, for one. I know you're not the original Trickshot. You're way too young, but I still don't know exactly who you are, though I have my suspicions."

"If you're so curious to find out who I am, why didn't you just unmask me when I was unconscious on that bed?" I said, nodding at the bed that lay just a few feet away from me. "I was completely defenseless for an entire night and you obviously had access to me."

"I tried," said Christina, "but unfortunately the mask seems to be stuck to your head. It wouldn't come off no matter how hard I pulled at it. It felt more like another layer of skin than a costume."

Interesting. I had not known that my mask could not be removed. That was yet another one of the suit's abilities that TW had failed to mention. Then again, it was hard to see how knowing that would help me, given how I had no intention of letting anyone rip off my mask against my will.

"So I decided to wait until you were awake and I could interrogate you myself," said Christina. "And I will make you talk. I've got a lot of experience making people tell me what they don't want to tell me and you're not going to be any different."

"Why do you want to know who I am?" I said, turning awkwardly on my side to look at her better. "Why are you even after me in the first place? I don't know you. I've never even met you before. You're a complete stranger to me."

"It's nothing personal," said Christina. "My boss just sent me after you for his own reasons. Well, technically, I'm not after you, per se, but your watch."

I glanced down at the Trickshot Watch, which was still attached firmly to my wrist. "Why do you want my watch?"

"Because it's not supposed to be out in the wild like this," said Christina. "It's supposed to be kept away from the public. It's too dangerous to be allowed to be used without supervision the way you've used it."

"And just who, may I ask, is your boss?" I said. "You're not working with the Injectors, are you?"

Christina snorted. "Those losers? Nah. I work for a higher power, one that doesn't make most of its money from selling illegal drugs to stupid kids. My organization is actually affecting real change in the world, change for the positive. Unfortunately, that change might be disrupted if we continue to let that watch of yours float around in public like it has been recently."

"You're acting like I've just been letting other people borrow it," I said. "I haven't. I've had it for ... for a while now and haven't even told anyone else about it yet."

I almost told Christina that I had almost had the Watch for a week, but had switched out the words at the last minute in order to avoid giving her that kind of information. The less information Christina had, the less she had to work with.

"So what?" said Christina. "As long as you have the Watch, there's always the chance that it could be stolen and used by the wrong people. So I'm going to ask you nicely to give me the Watch. If you do that, I'll let you go without any further fuss and you can go back to living your normal life, whatever it is."

I bit my lower lip. Even if Christina wasn't working for the Injectors, that didn't mean I could trust her. Given how she had already lied to me once about her true nature, I didn't trust her claims about her organization working for the greater good. Likely they were just as criminal as the Injectors, just in more refined or less obvious ways.

"She's with Icon," said TW in my head.

"What?" I said aloud.

Christina frowned. "What?"

"Uh, nothing," I said quickly. "Just thought I heard you say something."

"She's with Icon," TW said again. "That's who she's working for."

"Icon?" I said in my mind. "You mean the organization that is holding Grandfather prisoner?"

"The one and the same," said TW. "I recognize her. She looks different from the last time I saw her ... longer hair, for one ... but I remember seeing an Icon agent with the same face as her when Gregory broke out of their prison. They probably sent her to get the Trickshot Watch back."

"Great," I said sarcastically. "What should I do about her?"

"Not give her the Watch, for one thing," said TW. "She may think that Icon is working for the greater good, but in truth, Icon's motives are far from pure. I don't know for sure what they're trying to do, but I do know that Gregory risked his life to send out the Watch in order to stop them."

"I suspected as much," I said. "Still, it's not like I can free myself. She's got me in a pretty tight bind at the moment, one that even my super strength can't break. Unless you've got a plan, it doesn't matter why Icon wants the Trickshot Watch back."

"I've got a plan, but it will require that you get close to her," said TW. "I'll let you figure out how to do that."

I tried to ask TW what his plan was, but he wouldn't respond to anything I said. It annoyed me that TW was not letting me in on his plan, but I decided to trust him for now and see if I could get Christina to pull me closer to her. After that, I would just have to trust TW to have a plan to escape from her that would actually work.

"Fine," I said to Christina. "You can have the Trickshot Watch back if you want."

For the first time since I'd seen her, Christina looked genuinely surprised. "What? Really?"

"Really," I said. I shrugged. "You've clearly got me in a bind here. I can't free myself and you are not going to let me go just because I asked nicely. It would be a waste of time for me to fight you, so you might as well take the Watch and leave."

Christina eyed me suspiciously. "That's a rather abrupt change of attitude from the defiant kid you were earlier."

"I may be cocky, but I'm also smart," I said. "I know when I can win and when I can lose, and I will definitely lose if I keep fighting you."

Christina smiled. "Well, I guess you're smarter than I thought after all. Very well. I'll just bring you closer to me so I don't have to walk over there and get the Watch myself."

The energy rope began retracting toward Christina, dragging me across the grimy wood floor at a surprisingly fast speed. I kept a neutral look on my face, hoping to avoid tipping Christina off to the fact that not all was what it seemed. Luckily, Christina seemed to be so eager to get the Trickshot Watch from me that she didn't even seem to consider that this was all a trap.

As soon as I was close enough to her, Christina reached down toward my wrist with a triumphant look on her face. Just as her fingers brushed against the surface of the Watch, TW suddenly said, "Surprise!"

A bright flash of light exploded from the Watch. My goggles protected my vision, keeping me from going blind, but Christina shouted in surprise and stumbled backwards. The sudden bright light must have shattered her concentration as well, because the energy rope dissipated as soon as she shouted. I jumped to my feet and immediately flew toward the boarded up windows, intending to smash directly through them in order to escape.

But just before I could smash through them, I felt two ropes wrap around my ankles and stopped in midair. Looking over my shoulder, I saw that Christina had fired two energy ropes at me, which were wrapped firmly around my ankles. Even though I was pulling with all of my might, Christina was somehow not budging even one inch from where she stood.

"Nice trick with the flash there," said Christina, blinking rapidly, probably to get rid of the tears in her eyes. "But I'm not going to let you get away that easily."

Christina yanked her ropes back. I fell back a few feet, but still strained to fly forward. But as long as Christina held onto these ropes, I was not going anywhere. It was only a matter of time before I either ran out of energy and gave up or Christina did, but given how determined Christina was to get me, I might give up before she did.

But if Christina wanted me, then she could have me.

I immediately turned around and flew toward Christina, rather than away from her. A shocked look appeared on Christina's face, but she was too slow to dodge my attacks. I slammed into her with my shoulder, sending Christina flying backwards into the back wall, where she smacked into it and fell onto the floor, where she lay unconscious.

As soon as Christina lost consciousness, the energy ropes around my ankles disappeared and I turned and flew away toward the window. I didn't even hesitate to smash through the window and out into the city itself, flying in a random direction away from Christina's apartment as fast as I could.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

"See?" said TW in my head as I flew away from Christina's apartment. "I told you that Icon was after you. I was right."

"I didn't say you weren't," I said as I flew. "No need to brag."

"I know, but I still felt like doing it anyway," said TW. "One of life's greatest pleasures is to brag when one is right about something. At least, that's what I learned from my time with your grandfather, anyway."

"You should have learned another lesson," I replied. "Anyway, I need to land and get my bearings because I have no idea where I am."

I landed on top of a nearby apartment building and quickly hid behind the large air conditioning units on the roof. I didn't think Christina was going to come after me anytime soon, but the last thing I needed was to be spotted by someone, even if that person wasn't associated with either the Injectors or Icon, because that would be a good way to get both of those organizations' attention on me.

"All right, TW," I said, glancing at the Watch. "How far away am I from my parents' house?"

TW flashed into existence next to me. That was when I noticed that he was even fuzzier around the edges than before, which worried me, because I remembered what TW originally told me about how he didn't have much time left.

"We are about five miles south of your parents' house," said TW. He pointed north. "If you go directly north, you should reach your parents' house in less than five minutes, especially if you fly at top speed."

"Thanks, TW," I said. "I can't even imagine what must be going through their heads right now. They haven't heard from me since last night. I bet they have every cop in the city looking for me. Hell, they're probably leading the search themselves. I wouldn't put it past them."

"Then why did you decide to stop on this roof?" said TW curiously. "Wouldn't it be better to fly straight home to show them that you are okay?"

I leaned against one of the air conditioning units and sighed. "Yeah, but I can't do that without telling them that I'm Trickshot, and I still don't feel like telling them that yet. I need to come up with a good excuse for why I went missing, one that they won't question."

"The longer you stay missing, the more worried your parents will become," said TW. "And the harder it will be to convince not just them, but the police, of whatever story you come up with, because I guarantee you that the police will want to talk to you, especially if your parents have called them to let them know that you're missing."

I groaned. "Yeah, I know. You wouldn't happen to have a believable cover story, would you?"

"I was about to suggest that you tell them that you were kidnapped by Christina Madison, but then I decided that that might raise more questions than answers," said TW.

"No, that's actually a good suggestion," I said. "My parents and the police already know that Christina is not actually a detective. If I tell them that she also kidnapped me and held me hostage in that apartment back there, the police will be on her trail, which will make it harder for her to come after me. It's even technically true."

"Well, I'm glad you appreciate one of my suggestions," said TW. "But I am doubtful that it will stop Christina entirely. Icon agents are incredibly ruthless and determined. If you put up a wall in their path, they'll blow it up and use its remains to bash you over the head to make it easier to kidnap you."

"It's not meant to stop her for good," I said. "It will just make life more inconvenient for her. She might even leave me alone, at least until I beat the Injectors and am able to devote my time to dealing with her."

TW folded his arms in front of his chest. "Perhaps, but it is still distressing that Icon is here. I knew they would come to Rumsfeld eventually in search of the Watch, but I didn't think they'd send an agent so soon. They must want the Watch even more than I believed."

I glanced at the Watch. "Christina said they wanted the Watch because of its destructive power, because they didn't want it to fall into the 'wrong' hands. What did she mean by that?"

"Nothing good," TW said dismissively. "Icon doesn't actually care about good and evil. They just want to keep powerful objects like the Trickshot Watch to themselves for their own purposes. It would be foolish to take anything they say too seriously."

I nodded. "You're probably right. Still, this is pretty bad if you think about it. Not only are the Injectors after me, but so is Icon. And all because of this tiny little watch I got in the mail for my sixteenth birthday."

"You don't seem particularly upset about it," said TW.

"Why should I be?" I said. I puffed out my chest. "I'm Trickshot. I can take care of myself."

"You certainly took very good care of yourself against Lethal Injection," TW observed, "which is why, of course, the costume had to remove literal poison from your body."

"So what?" I said, folding my arms in front of my chest. "I didn't know what I was up against. Next time I fight that guy, I'll know all of his tricks and he won't be able to pull a fast one on me."

"If you fight him again," said TW. "Perhaps the Injectors won't send him after you again."

"Why not?" I said. "He's the only Injector who has even been a challenge to me so far. He's probably already looking for me again even as we speak."

"I still wouldn't suggest actively seeking him out," said TW. "You should resume your training before you do something reckless like this again. Otherwise, your next encounter with Lethal or any of the other Injectors won't end any better than this one."

"Yeah, sure, whatever," I said, waving off TW's concerns. "I'm more worried about what my parents may have done when they realized I'm missing than whether I'll be able to beat those Injector idiots."

TW rubbed his forehead in exasperation. "You are very frustrating to work with. I am trying to help you learn how to control your powers, but you are so reckless that I often wonder what the point is."

"Sorry for not being the perfect little student," I said. "I just want to defeat the Injectors, and maybe Icon, too, but definitely the Injectors. I've already got a pretty good hang of my powers. I doubt I need much more training."

"Oh, you are going to need far more training than you have already received if you are going to be able to defend Rumsfeld from the threat Gregory warned of," said TW. "I don't care how much talent you may have for these powers. If you are not going to learn how to use them, then you might as well not use them at all."

I sighed. "Listen, TW, I know that you're just trying to follow the last order Grandfather gave to you, but you don't really seem to understand why I am the way I am. I'm not against training. I just prefer on the job training against actual bad guys versus what we were doing in the warehouse, you know?"

"You need both," said TW. "But fine. If you want to go and put your life in danger because you don't think you need proper training, then so be it."

With that, TW flashed away, leaving me alone on the rooftop wondering what I said to make TW so upset with me. I tried to talk with him in my mind, but he wouldn't answer any of my questions. I might as well have been talking to myself for all the good it did.

But whatever. I had no idea that an AI could get so emotional, but it didn't really matter. Maybe TW just needed a time out until he calmed down and could act a bit more rationally. Besides, I was getting tired of talking to him, especially with the knowledge that if I didn't get back home soon, my parents would probably tear apart the whole city looking for me and maybe even take down the Injectors themselves if they thought they had me.

So I flew into the air and headed north, just as TW said, though I could not help but feel a little guilty about the way I spoke to him. I just hoped that TW would not stay angry at me forever, because as much as he annoyed me, I really was going to need his help to master my powers in the coming weeks and months.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

Luckily, I ran into no other problems on my way back home. That was partly because I didn't fly all the way back. Yes, it was fairly early in the morning, but with the sun rising and people on the streets of Rumsfeld going to work and school, I would risk being spotted flying to my parents' house by hundreds of people. And if anyone saw me land in my parents' back yard, my secret identity would be toast.

Instead, I landed in a discreet back alley, took off my costume, and took a combination of walking and public transportation to get back to my neighborhood. Though I got a few odd looks from random people on the streets or on the bus due to the fact that school was in session, no one really paid that much attention to me. To the average person, I was just an ordinary teenage boy traveling on the bus back home. Not a single person I saw even suspected I was Trickshot, which was exactly how I wanted it.

As I suspected, my parents were worried sick when I stepped through the front door and announced that I was back. Mom nearly hugged the life out of me, while Dad demanded to know where I had been overnight and if I had been in danger. They told me that they had called the police to report I was missing as soon as they noticed that my bed was empty and that they had spent all morning calling up friends around the city to find out if anyone had seen me or knew where I was.

I told my parents exactly what I told TW I was going to tell them: namely, that 'Christina Madison' had kidnapped me in the middle of the night and took me to an abandoned apartment complex on the south side of Rumsfeld, where she intended to hold me hostage for money. Of course, I managed to escape through one of the windows when Christina wasn't looking and managed to make my way back home not long after that.

Thankfully, my parents believed every word I said. Dad even promised to call up the police and tell them to call off the search now that I was back home safe and sound. Dad also said he would tell the police about Christina and where she had kidnapped me. I didn't object to that, mostly because I hoped that Christina would still be out cold by the time the police arrived and would therefore be unable to put up a fight when they tried to arrest her.

So I went up to my room to rest and made my parents promise to leave me alone so I could get some shut eye, because I hadn't gotten any sleep last night. Dad, however, insisted on standing guard outside my room just in case Christina tried to get me again. It seemed unnecessary to me, because I didn't think that Christina would try to kidnap me again so soon after her first attempt, but I didn't object to it. If it made Dad feel better, then I was not against it.

In truth, however, I didn't really need to sleep. I only went back to my room because I needed to do some research. More specifically, I needed to do some research on Icon, because I was curious to learn more about these people. I guess I could have asked TW, but he still wasn't in the mood to talk and I wasn't sure when he would get over his hurt feelings, so I did an Internet search to find out about them.

Sadly, my Internet search didn't show up a whole lot of results. There was the Wikipedia article about iconography, a website for a local business called Golden Icons which specialized in making golden statues for sporting events, and various other things with the word 'icon' somewhere in their title, but I didn't find anything on the actual organization itself. Guess I shouldn't have been surprised. If Icon was as secretive as TW said it was, then it only made sense that I wouldn't be able to find out about it from a public Internet search.

So I slept well that night and the following morning found myself sitting in the passenger's seat of the car, with Dad at the wheel, taking me to school himself this morning. I insisted that I didn't need him to drive me and that I would be okay just taking the bus, but Dad still insisted that I would be safer driving with him. I guess Dad was still worried about the bus attack, as well as Christina, even though the Injectors probably weren't going to attack the bus again and Christina was either in police custody or on the run, depending on what the police found when they raided her apartment.

But Dad was impossible to argue with once he made up his mind, so I just sat quietly in the passenger's seat of our four door sedan, staring out the window at the houses as we drove by them quickly. Dad drove much more carefully than usual, his eyes darting this way and that as he tried to keep an eye on everywhere at once, probably keeping an eye out for any Injectors who might be nearby.

"Dad, relax," I said as we turned down a side street that would take us to Rumsfeld High. "The Injectors aren't going to come after me. They're probably more interested in taking down Trickshot rather than me."

"You can never be too safe, especially when dealing with the Injectors," said Dad, wagging a finger at me. "And after that Christina woman kidnapped you, the last thing I want is for you to be in danger again because I wasn't there to protect you."

I sank back into my seat, but said nothing, because I knew Dad wouldn't listen to anything I said. Still, I couldn't help but wonder if Dad was really worried about me because of Thomas. It must have been scary for him to think of losing two sons to the same gang. I wish I could have told him that he wouldn't need to worry about me anymore soon, but I couldn't do that just yet.

"What do you think about that guy wearing Grandfather's old costume?" I said, looking at Dad again. "The new Trickshot?"

Dad scowled. "I'm not sure what to think of him. On one hand, he did save your life from the Injectors, but on the other hand, I don't like the fact that he's somehow gotten Papa's old costume and is wearing it. He must know where Papa is, which is why I want the police to arrest him so they can interrogate him and find out where Papa is."

"I'd like to know where Grandfather is, too," I said. "But I don't think Trickshot is a bad guy or has anything to do with Grandfather's disappearance."

"I didn't say that." Dad sighed. "I just don't really know what to make of him. For ten years, Papa has been missing, along with his costume and watch, only for a guy I don't know wearing his suit to appear out of nowhere and start taking names. Half the time I suspect it's an Injector plot, but the other half ... well, I don't know what's going."

I nodded. "If it helps, the Injectors don't seem to like him, which is a pretty good sign that he's not on their side, at least."

"Yeah, but it doesn't mean he's on our side, either," said Dad. He glanced at me briefly. "Jack, I want you to keep your distance from this guy, okay? Until we know if we can trust him or not, I want you to avoid seeing him too often."

I smiled. "What, do you think Trickshot and I are best friends because he happened to save my life once?"

"Not exactly," said Dad. "I just think that it's best to avoid those kinds of people. The last thing I want is for you to get involved in the superhero lifestyle, especially at such a young age."

"What makes you think I want to be a superhero in the first place?" I said curiously.

Dad shrugged. "Nothing. I'm just saying that young guys like you always have dreams of becoming superheroes and fighting crime and stuff like that. Trust me, as the son of an actual superhero, it's not nearly as glamorous as the movies or comic books make it out to be."

I had always known that Dad didn't care much for superheroes, but I had never really known why until now. "Care to elaborate?"

Dad stopped at a stop light, allowing a large truck to pass in front of us. "Papa was never really there for me. He was always too busy being a superhero to really be a father to me or my brothers. I didn't understand why growing up, but even now that I do understand better, I still wish he had carved out more time to be a father to us."

"I'm not a father yet, though."

Dad looked at me like I was an idiot. "You think I don't know that? But someday, you will be a father, and I want you to be able to live a normal life without putting your life at risk fighting drug dealers and supervillains like Papa did. He could have died at any moment, leaving me, my brothers, and my mom with nothing."

"But he was defending the city," I said. "He was making it safer for everyone, wasn't he?"

"True," said Dad as the stop light turned green and we resumed heading toward the school, "but what's the point in making your city safe for your family if you never actually do anything with them? I would rather he have been a construction worker like me or, hell, even an accountant than going out and fighting crime all the time."

"Dad--"

"And that's not even getting into what happened to Thomas," Dad continued. "Kid wanted to be a super so badly that he ... well, you know what he did. I've lost two family members to the super lifestyle and I don't want to lose another."

Dad spoke really passionately when he said that, which surprised me, because Dad usually wasn't very passionate about, well, anything. He didn't look at me because he was too busy keeping his eyes on the road, but I could tell that if he didn't have to keep his eyes on the road, he would have been looking directly at me as he said every word.

"So promise me, Jack," said Dad, glancing at me. "Promise me that you won't become a superhero. Can you promise me that?"

I hesitated. Technically speaking, I had already been a superhero for almost a week now. Not a licensed hero, true, but a superhero nonetheless. There was no way I could make or keep that promise to Dad, especially knowing that Grandfather wanted me to follow in his footsteps.

But I couldn't just sneak out of this conversation or change the subject. Dad would notice and he would probably drag the conversation back to the promise if I tried that.

Trying my best not to look guilty, I looked Dad in the eyes and said, "Sure, Dad. You don't have to worry about me."

Dad visibly relaxed. "Thanks, Jack. I figured you would say that, but I appreciate hearing you say it just the same."

Dad patted me on the shoulder. I smiled as best as I could, but deep down I couldn't help but feel a little ashamed of myself for lying to his face like that.

But I would make up for it when I defeated the Injectors. Then I would tell Mom and Dad and they would understand. At least, I hoped they would, anyway.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

After school was out for the day, I went home, dropped off my homework and school supplies, and went directly to the warehouse where TW and I would do our training for the day. I managed to do this because Dad was still at work when I got off school and wouldn't be home for a few more hours at least, while Mom had left a note on the kitchen table informing me that she was also out running errands around town, which would also take her a while based on the number of errands she needed to complete. Thus, I didn't think either of my parents would notice if I was missing for a couple of hours. I would just have to make sure to be back home before either of them returned, otherwise I would risk panicking them again and causing them to start another citywide search for me.

When I arrived at Warehouse 19 and went inside, I looked down at the Trickshot Watch and said, "Hey, TW, I'm ready for more training. Are you there?"

At first, I thought that TW was just going to keep ignoring me, but then he reappeared next to me suddenly. I immediately noticed that the fuzziness around the edges of his form were more pronounced than before, though he didn't seem to notice them himself. He just floated there, his arms crossed in front of his chest, looking at me with a scowl on his face.

"I thought you said you didn't need to train," said TW. "Did you change your mind?"

I shrugged. "I'm not sure what to do next. Don't know how to locate Michael Jones, so I decided to train today, rather than sit around and worry about figuring out my next move."

"What about your homework from school?" said TW. "Are you going to do that?"

I waved off TW's question. "Eh, it's not that hard. I'll just do it before I go to bed. Right now, I want to train with my powers. And why would you care, anyway? You were the one insisting on training me, but now you're wondering why I'm not doing my homework?'

"I was just under the impression that you thought you knew everything there was to know about your powers," said TW, "so you didn't feel the need to train with them."

"Well, I guess I don't," I said. "So can we just move onto our next lesson now? I'm getting bored."

TW looked like he was going to say no at first, but then he slowly nodded and said, "All right. We'll begin our n-next lesson."

TW's voice stuttered slightly when he said that, prompting me to say, "Are you okay?"

"Yes," said TW, looking at me curiously. "Why do you ask?"

"You're kind of fuzzy around the edges and you just stuttered," I said. "You told me before that you're decaying."

TW looked down at his body and grimaced. "Yes, I can see what you mean. But I would not worry about it. I still have a lot of time left before my AI decays to the point of no return. Until then, you and I should focus on training you to the best of your abilities and nothing else."

"All right," I said, though secretly I wondered if TW was just changing the subject because his own 'death' was uncomfortable to talk about. "What's our lesson for today?"

"We'll practice your aiming ability," said TW, "the power that earned Gregory the name Trickshot."

"You mean the one I used on those Injectors back on my birthday?" I said. I mimicked throwing a rock. "When I threw that roof tile that bounced off everywhere and hit all of those guys in the head."

"Precisely," said TW, nodding. "Back then, you only managed to use it because of my help, but this time you will do it under your own power."

"So how does the power work, exactly?" I said. "I know you said it is perfect aim, but does that really mean it never misses?"

"More or less," said TW. "Assuming your target doesn't have a shield or take cover behind something, the object you throw at him will hit him in exactly the spot you want to hit him. The way it works is that the object you throw locks onto the target and will take whatever path necessary to get the target."

"That's really cool," I said. "Do I have to actually throw the object to make the power work or does it work with a gun, too?"

"It works with guns and other projectile weapons as well," said TW, "but it is less effective because you are transferring your energy through the weapon rather than directly into the object itself."

"All right," I said. I looked around the warehouse. "What should I start with first? I need something to throw."

"You already have something to throw," said TW. "Look at your belt."

I looked down at the belt of my costume, but did not see anything. "What about my belt? It--"

I stopped speaking as soon as I saw a blue light glowing on my belt. Before my startled eyes, the blue light slowly turned into a small pouch on my belt, the same colors as the rest of my costume.

I looked up at TW. "Where did that come from?"

"The Watch, obviously," said TW. "Did I forget to tell you that the Watch can remove or add parts of your costume at will?"

"Yeah, you did," I said. I tapped the pouch on my belt, feeling its soft surface. I flipped open the lid and pulled out a small, shiny metal disk. "What's this?"

"A throwing disk," said TW. "Gregory created them when he first got the suit. He created them in order to make sure he would always have small objects on hand to throw. They are specially designed to work with your aiming powers, unlike most objects."

"So all I need to do is throw them and they'll bounce around crazily like that roof tile?" I said, flipping the disk over in my hand to get a better look at it.

"It's not quite that simple," said TW. "But with some practice, yes, they'll not only bounce around, but will also hit your target dead on."

"What if I run out?" I said. I patted the pouch. "Doesn't feel like there's a whole lot in there. Maybe a dozen at most."

"The suit can make more on demand by drawing upon the suit's energy itself," said TW. "But only enough to fill the pouch, so I wouldn't worry about it right now. Let's start your next lesson."

TW pointed at a thin chain hanging from the ceiling on the other side of the warehouse. "See that chain? That will be your target for today."

I looked over at the chain. It was very far away from where I stood, to the point where I wasn't sure I would be able to hit it even if I used my super strength to give my throw an extra boost. But I obviously would not need to worry about the distance, because my aiming powers would make it easy to hit it.

I raised the disk. "Okay, I'm ready. What do I do next?"

TW pointed at the chain. "First, lock your gaze on the chain. You must have complete and total focus on your target. If you let your focus slip for even a second, then your powers won't work. While this will require careful, deliberate practice at first, in the long run it will become second nature and you will be able to do it without thinking."

I nodded and focused hard on the chain. It was difficult at first, because the chain was really boring and I found myself constantly distracted by thoughts about Mom and Dad getting home before me and finding me missing again. Still, I eventually managed to focus on the chain itself.

"Focused?" said TW.

I nodded again, though without looking at him. "Yeah."

"Now pull your arm back and throw," said TW. "Do it in one smooth motion."

I pulled my arm back and threw the silver disk at the chain. As the disk left my hands, I felt some kind of power within me flow into the disk and the disk launched straight through the air toward the chain much faster than I intended. The disk sliced straight through the chain, causing the chain to fall straight to the floor below.

"Wow," I said. I looked at TW eagerly. "That was easier than I thought! And on my first try, too."

"Yes, you did a good job," said TW, nodding. "But it will take more than that to master this power. After all, the power of Trickshot lies not in his accuracy, but also in his ability to manipulate the trajectory of his objects."

TW gestured at another chain hanging from the catwalk above us. "See that? I want you to throw another disk, but not directly at it. Throw the disk against the wall."

I pulled another disk out of my pouch and looked at the walls on either side. I decided to aim at the right wall, so I turned so my back would face TW and I threw the disk at the wall.

But the disk just bounced off the wall once and fell onto the floor uselessly without hitting anything.

"What the heck?" I said. "Why didn't it bounce off the wall and hit the chain like that roof tile did?"

"Controlling the trajectory of your disk is a lot more complicated than just throwing it directly at your target," said TW. "As with aiming, you must focus intently on the path you wish the disk to take. You must visualize it bouncing off the wall toward your intended target. Otherwise, it will treat the wall itself as the target, which it obviously isn't."

"I see," I said, nodding. "But does that mean I have to visualize every area I want it to bounce off of?"

"If you want it to take a longer path to reach the chain, then yes, you will," said TW. "Again, I wouldn't get too worried about it. With time and practice, you will be able to do it with ease. It will become second nature."

I wasn't so sure about that. Aiming and throwing a disk was easy, but controlling the trajectory of that same disk, having it bounce off multiple targets before it hit the actual intended target, seemed far more complicated than just throwing a disk. But I decided to take TW's advice.

Drawing my third disk out of my pouch, I aimed at the wall once again. This time, I imagined my disk bouncing off the wall and hitting the chain dead on, just like my first disk. It was surprisingly easy to do, so once I felt comfortable with the mental image, I pulled back my arm and threw the disk.

Like before, part of my energy went into the disk as it left my fingers and it flew through the air straight and true. It bounced off the wall, but rather than hitting the floor, it flew up directly toward the chain itself.

"Aw, yeah!" I said, pumping my fist. "It's working!"

But then the disk suddenly wobbled and veered to the left in midair, completely missing the chain by several feet. I watched in disappointment as it landed on the floor, its clanking lamely against the concrete surface.

"Why did it fail?" I said, looking at TW. "I did everything right."

TW raised an eyebrow. "No, you didn't. You lost your focus as soon as success seemed to be within your grasp."

I opened my mouth to argue, but then paused and realized TW was correct. "It's not my fault. I just got excited when I saw it happening."

"Well, it doesn't matter whether it is your 'fault' or not," said TW. "What matters is that you lost focus, which caused the disk to lose focus as well. You need to keep your focus on the disk until it hits its target. Otherwise, it will veer off course and end up not hitting anything at all."

I didn't like TW's holier than thou tone, but I couldn't argue with his assessment. I pulled another disk out of my pouch and said, "Then I'll just try again. The suit can make unlimited disks, right? So it's not like I'm in danger of running out or anything."

"Practice makes perfect," said TW, nodding again. "Now that you know what to do, try again. And don't lose your focus. Keep the focus on the disk and its target at all times, or at least until it hits the chain."

"Sure," I said.

But I didn't get a chance to try again, because just as I raised the disk, the wall exploded.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

The explosion sent me flying backwards. I landed hard on the floor and rolled to a stop in front of an empty metal container, my senses briefly dazed before I shook my head and looked over at the wall that had once stood there. Now there was just a big hole in the side of the warehouse, covered in smoke and flames from the explosion, making it impossible to see who had done it.

"What the hell?" I said, pushing myself up and shaking my head. "What's up with the explosion? TW, can you see who did it?"

"Sorry, Jack," said TW in my head; I realized that he was not floating nearby in his hologram form. "The smoke is as hard for me to see through as it is for you. I have no idea who could possibly have set off that bomb, though I imagine we'll soon find out."

Over the roar of the flames, I heard footsteps coming from the smoke cloud, multiple sets of footsteps, like there were a lot of people rushing toward us.

All of a sudden, half a dozen Injectors burst through the smoke cloud, each one armed with a high-powered rifle that they aimed at me.

"There he is!" said one of the Injectors, pointing at me. "Shoot 'em!"

All of the Injectors began firing at me. I immediately flew into the air, narrowly avoiding their bullets, and pulled several disks out of my pouch. I threw them all in a hurry, which meant that most of the disks missed, but one of them hit an Injector in the forehead, knocking him down. That seemed to cause the other Injectors to scatter, but they didn't take their guns off me, nor did they stop shooting. They just kept firing at me, forcing me to do all sorts of aerial maneuvers just to avoid getting shot.

"How did the Injectors find me?" I said, zipping through the air as I avoided the hail of bullets coming from below. "This doesn't make sense!"

"I don't know, Jack, but I think it might be wiser to flee than fight," said TW. "There are far too many Injectors for you to take on by yourself. Best to escape and go home. As long as they don't know your secret identity, they won't be able to track you down back to your house."

"Did you just tell me to run away?" I said, stopping on the catwalk briefly in order to catch my breath. "Yeah, I'm not going to do that. Either help me take down these goons or shut up."

"But you're outnumbered."

"I don't care." I heard bullets strike the bottom of the catwalk, but luckily none of them had pierced the underside yet. "I'm going to teach these guys a lesson and find out how they knew I was here in the first place."

I launched off the catwalk and flew down straight toward the Injectors. They aimed their rifles at me, but I was too quick and landed right in their midst before they could react. I swung my fists this way and that, taking down two Injectors in an equal number of hits, but had to fly straight back up into the air to avoid another volley of bullets.

Landing in front of the abandoned forklift, I picked up the forklift with both hands and flew into the air, still holding the forklift above my head. Once I got high enough, I threw the forklift directly at the largest group of Injectors. The Injectors scattered at the last second, which was a smart move, because when the forklift crashed into the floor, it created a huge crater and sent pieces flying everywhere.

Now that the Injectors were distracted, I flew toward them again. I grabbed two of the Injectors by the collars of their shirts and threw them at another pair of Injectors, knocking them down in a confused heap of limbs. I heard some of the Injectors cursing in Spanish, but didn't stick around to listen to anything else they had to say, because their friends immediately began shooting on me again, forcing me to fly toward the ceiling to avoid getting shot.

I flew across the ceiling, deftly dodging the bullets that came at me from below, and then rushed toward the Injectors again. They aimed their guns at me, but at the last second, I pulled up, causing them to shoot pointlessly in air. I landed behind the Injectors and kicked one of them in the back, sending him flying forward into another Injector, knocking them both out instantly.

The remaining four Injectors turned toward me, but I rushed toward them before they could shoot me. I smashed the gun of one Injector before punching him in the face, followed by grabbing two other Injectors and smashing their skulls together before throwing them both aside, leaving only one Injector left.

The last Injector backed away from me quickly. Though his hold on his gun was steady, I could see the fear in his eyes as he realized exactly just how screwed he was.

"G-Get away from me, you monster," said the Injector in a voice that wasn't anywhere nearly as steady as his grip. "Or I promise you, I'll sh-shoot and--"

I rushed forward, knocked the gun out of his hands, and then pinned him to the floor, twisting his arms behind his back and putting the full weight of my body on his so he couldn't get away.

"Sorry, buddy, but you started it," I said. "Now that this is all over, however, tell me how you knew I would be here. Who told you I came here?"

"I'll never t-tell," said the Injector, whose voice was surprisingly sharp now. "It was an anonymous tip, so I couldn't tell you even if I wanted to."

"Wrong answer," I said. "I can tell you know, but for some reason you don't want to tell. Why is that?"

"I said I don't know," the Injector repeated. "It was anonymous. I wish I could tell you, but I c-can't. Please don't break my arms."

"He appears to be telling the truth, Jack," said TW in my head. "I don't sense any deceit from this one. Just cowardice."

I decided that TW probably had a point, but I still wasn't letting this guy go, because he might be able to tell me other things about the Injectors that I wanted to know.

"Okay, I think you're telling the truth," I said, "but I'm still not going to let you go until you answer a few questions for me. First off, where's your boss, Michael Jones?"

"Mr. Jones?" said the Injector. "Why do you want to know w-where he is?"

"You're not very smart, are you?" I said. "It's because I want to take him down. If I take him down, then the rest of your little group of criminals will go down with him. It's pretty simple. So tell me, where is he?"

Oddly, the Injector smiled. "Why don't you ask Ferdinand?"

I frowned. "Who?"

A large shadow suddenly appeared over me. Before I could react, two large hands grabbed my shoulders and threw me against the other wall. I smashed into the wall so hard that I almost crashed through it, but I ended up just leaving a huge dent in it that was the size of me. I fell to the floor, where I lay briefly stunned before I shook my head and looked over to see just what had thrown me.

Standing on the other side of the room was a bull. No, it wasn't a bull. It was a huge, muscular man with the head of a bull. Sharp, curled horns stuck out of his skull, while his massive hands curled into boulder-like fists. He wore jeans, but no shirt, though he didn't really need clothes given how hairy his muscular body was. He easily towered over me, probably a head or two taller, and was as thick as a brick wall. His brown eyes were strangely human, though they twitched every now and then like he was crazy.

"Who are you?" I said, rising slowly to my feet, my back aching from the impact of the throw. "Another Injector?"

The last Injector stood up, dusting off his clothes, his eyes full of laughter. "Did you honestly think Mr. Jones would send us to fight you alone? Mr. Jones knows that us ordinary Injectors are no match for superheroes like you. That's why he sent Ferdinand here with us."

The giant bull-man--apparently named Ferdinand--snorted and growled. He pawed the floor, his massive feet leaving deep ruts wherever he pawed. I estimated he had to weigh a ton, and that was without the horns.

"But what is he?" I said. "A genetic experiment gone wrong?"

"Ferdinand is no experiment," said the Injector. "He was once one of us, before he volunteered to be injected with Power. Now he has the appearance and physical strength and endurance of a full-grown, very angry bull. It was risky, of course, because Power could have killed him, but luckily that was one batch of Power that worked. Right, Ferdinand?"

Ferdinand just snorted in response. His eyes seemed to be getting angrier and angrier, as if my very presence was an insult to his existence.

I gulped. "You've got to be kidding me."

"Not even slightly," said the Injector. He pointed at me. "Ferdinand, kill him!"

Ferdinand bellowed like a bull and rushed toward me like a runaway freight train. I flew into the air, but Ferdinand suddenly jumped into the air toward me and grabbed me before I could get very high.

Ferdinand slammed me into the floor hard enough for me to hear something crack underneath me, though I couldn't tell if it was my back or the floor that broke. Either way, intense pain flowed through my body and for a moment everything went black.

When my senses returned, I found myself hanging upside down in Ferdinand's grasp. He was pulling back his other fist, ready to smash me into pulp and, though I was still in pain, I flew upwards, jerking Ferdinand's hand up and wrenching myself out of his grasp. Ferdinand tried to grab me, but I flew out of his reach and then back toward him. I punched Ferdinand in the face, sending him staggering several feet backward, but he recovered quickly and thew another punch at me, which I dodge by flying into the air out of his reach again.

As I flew near the ceiling, I drew three disks out of my pouch and threw them at Ferdinand. Ferdinand raised his arms in front of his face, but the disks cut into his skin anyway, causing him to growl in pain, but he barely seemed to notice it. He just lowered his arms and, picking up one of the guns dropped by his fellow Injectors, threw it directly at me.

I easily dodged the gun, but then I heard a gunshot and a bullet struck me in the chest. My suit blocked the bullet, but the impact of the bullet still stunned me and caused me to fall to the floor. I hit the floor hard and gasped for breath, though I shook my head and looked over to see that the last Injector was aiming his gun at me.

I rolled to my feet, but Ferdinand was upon me again and slammed his fist into my gut. I gasped in pain before Ferdinand smashed his fist into the back of my head, knocking me into the floor. I tried to get up, but Ferdinand slammed his foot down on my back, pinning me to the floor and forcing me to exhale all of my breath.

Ferdinand kept stomping on me over and over again, each blow even more devastating than the last. I tried my best to get up, but Ferdinand's stomps came hard and fast, to the point where I could barely react. For a long time, all I saw was the increasingly destroyed warehouse floor as Ferdinand smashed me deeper and deeper into the floor, until he finally stopped, grabbed me by the cape, and once again threw me halfway across the warehouse.

I landed on the floor hard and rolled several feet until I came to a stop against another crate, my head spinning from the impact of the crash. Every bone in my body felt like it had been smashed into a million little pieces and I wasn't sure if I was ever going to walk again after this.

"Get up, Jack," TW urged in my mind. "You can't give up now. Ferdinand is coming over to finish you off."

I raised my head to see Ferdinand walking over to me slowly, his lips parted in a bloodthirsty grin. I tried to sit up, but the pain in my back flared and I laid back down.

"I can't," I muttered, panting heavily under my breath. "He broke me, TW. He broke me."

"No, he didn't," said TW. "You're still alive, aren't you? If you are still breathing, you can still fight."

"Easy for you to say," I said. "You're not the one who just got stomped into concrete by a literal cow man."

"If you give up now, you will never be able to avenge Thomas," said TW. "Do you want your brother's death to be unavenged?"

My hands curled into fists. "No. Never."

"Then get up and fight," TW said.

I gritted my teeth, but knew that TW was right. Against my screaming body, I not only sat up, but slowly rose to my feet. This seemed to surprise Ferdinand, because he actually stopped for a moment to look at me with a face that clearly said You're not serious, are you? before he shook his head and resumed walking toward me, wearing a smirk that told me that he didn't fear me.

Truthfully, I understood that. Ferdinand had given me the absolute worst beat down of my life so far. He had no reason to fear me. He had every reason to believe that I was a weakling who didn't stand a chance against him.

Too bad I was about to show him why you shouldn't assume anything.

I drew three small disks from my pouch and threw them, but not at him. I threw them in three different directions, imagining each one bouncing off different parts of the warehouse, imagining their exact trajectory as they moved toward Ferdinand.

Ferdinand, on the other hand, apparently didn't realize what I was trying to do, because he just snorted and, lowering his head, rushed toward me with the speed of a charging bull. Once his horns struck me, I would probably die, but I didn't move just yet because I was waiting for the right moment to strike.

The disks bounced along the walls, floor, and ceiling of the warehouse. Ferdinand drew closer and closer to me, his feet smashing across the floor of the warehouse while he did it. I stayed exactly where I was, keeping my focus on my disks, making them bounce in seemingly random patterns that even Ferdinand wouldn't notice until it was too late.

Then Disk One suddenly sliced through Ferdinand's right knee, making him stumble slightly, but not enough to stop. Disk Two slashed across his left cheek, cutting his face open and making him roar in pain, but again he didn't stop. And finally, Disk Three bounced off the ceiling and lodged itself directly into the back of his head, making Ferdinand roar in pain even louder than before, but again, he didn't stop.

When Ferdinand's horns came within my reach, I grabbed them both with my hands and, yelling loudly, I whirled around and threw Ferdinand with all my might toward the back of the warehouse.

Ferdinand flew toward the back of the warehouse and crashed into the abandoned office. He crashed into it so hard that the entire thing collapsed on top of him, sending up a cloud of dust into the air and even causing part of the roof to collapse in itself.

I waited a few seconds to see if Ferdinand would get back up, but he did not rise again.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

I heard footsteps running away and looked over my shoulder to see the remaining Injector--the one who had tried to shoot me--running away toward the blasted apart wall in an obvious attempt to flee from me.

I jumped into the air and flew toward him. I grabbed the Injector by the collar of his shirt and lifted him off the floor and slammed him against the nearby wall, pinning him several feet above the floor, almost up to the ceiling. Fear appeared in his eyes and he stopped struggling as soon as he realized how far above the floor he was.

"I have to admit, I didn't expect you to throw a literal bull man at me," I said, tightening my grip on the collar of his shirt. "But it obviously didn't work. Now, unless you happen to have another bull man waiting around here somewhere, it's time that you told me where Michael Jones is. And I want you to tell me now, so I can confront him myself."

The Injector's chattering teeth made it almost impossible to tell what he was saying. "N-Never. I will n-never tell--"

I slammed him against the wall again, making the Injector scream and clutch my arm as if he was afraid I would drop him. "Drop the tough guy act. If you don't tell me where he is, then I'll make sure you go to jail in a body cast."

"Okay, okay, okay," said the Injector, almost babbling. "Michael Jones is at our headquarters. He's always there, but you won't be able to make it in because it is protected by the best security systems money can buy."

"And where, exactly, is your headquarters?" I said. "Give me an address. Give it to me now, because my grip is starting to slip and this is an awfully high place for a normal human like you to fall from."

"H-Here," said the Injector, stuffing his hand into his pocket and pulling out a piece of paper. "This is a receipt for some recent P-Power shipments. It lists our headquarters' address at the bottom."

I took the receipt and looked it over once. Unfortunately, I was not familiar with the address' exact location, but that was okay, because I would just put it into my phone's GPS app and search for it there.

"Thanks," I said as I stuffed the paper into my costume's pouch. "By giving me this receipt, you've ensured the safety of the city of Rumsfeld from your kind."

"Why are you thanking me?" said the Injector with wild eyes. "Once Jones finds out what I did, he's gonna send Lethal to kill me! Jones doesn't tolerate or forgive traitors. Ever."

I shrugged. "I wouldn't worry so much if I were you. Once you're in prison, you'll be safe and sound ... for a while, at least."

I slapped the Injector across the face hard enough to knock him out. I slowly lowered the Injector to the floor and, after making sure that he was out for the count, I rose to my full height and surveyed the warehouse.

It was a complete mess. Injectors lay scattered around the place, every last one of them unconscious. The hole in the wall they had blown out still smoked vaguely, while the dust had settled on the office area where I had thrown Ferdinand. I was surprised that Warehouse 19 still stood at all, given all of the abuse it had taken. Perhaps it was better built than I thought.

TW flashed next to me, a worried frown on his face. "This is not good."

I looked at TW. "Why do you say that? I took down all of the Injectors and their pet bull. Sure, Warehouse Nineteen got a little roughed up, but don't most superhero battles usually result in some collateral damage, anyway?"

TW looked at me as if I was an idiot. "I'm not talking about how you defeated the Injectors. I'm talking about the fact that the Injectors knew you were here at all. You haven't told anyone you're here, right?"

"Right," I said, nodding. "Only you and me know that I go to this place to train."

"Or so we thought," said TW. "Yet the Injectors' attack proves that someone else knows you train here. The only question is, who?"

"I don't know," I said. "Do you think it could be Christina? Maybe she's been following me around and tipped off the Injectors that I would be here."

"Impossible," said TW. "While she's still on the run, I think we would have noticed her if she was following us around. Remember, her mission is to capture you and, by extension, the Trickshot Watch. Why would she send the Injectors to kill you if it might result in the destruction or even outright theft of the Watch?"

I folded my arms in front of my chest. "Well, aside from her, I can't think of anyone who could have possibly done it. I wish I did, though."

"It's a deeply disturbing mystery," said TW. "And in any case, until we find out who did it, we should stop coming here. You did well against Ferdinand and the Injectors, but there's no guarantee that you will do as well in the event of another attack."

"Sure," I said, nodding. "I was thinking we'd have to stop coming here, anyway, given how it's been totally wrecked. Maybe we should find another abandoned warehouse to train in."

"There aren't many of those in Rumsfeld," said TW. "And even if you find another, it won't solve the real problem: namely, the Injectors actively hunting you down."

"That's why I'm going to take the fight to Jones himself," I said. I patted my pouch where I put the receipt. "Once I locate their headquarters, I will go in and take down the man himself and end his reign of terror once and for all."

"Are you sure that would be so wise?" said TW. "I'm still not convinced that you're ready for this. Yes, you've handled the Injectors well so far, but your control over your powers still needs work and--"

"And when will I be ready?" I said. I put my hands on my waist. "A week from now? A month? Two months? Six months? A year? And how much time do you have left to teach me?"

"What do you--"

"You're fuzzy," I said, gesturing at TW's form. "And getting fuzzier by the day."

TW looked down at his body, grimaced as if he had just spotted a really ugly pimple, and looked at me with a somewhat shameful look. "You're right, but I'm still functioning at near one hundred percent. I'm not about to go away anytime soon."

"Can you guarantee that, though?" I said. "Can you really be sure you won't just suddenly disappear all of a sudden? Because you made it sound like that would happen to you when I first met you."

TW shifted his gaze away from me. "To some degree, you are correct. I don't know how long I have, except that I have less than I should. If we could get the Watch repaired, I would be able to live much longer, but my time is indeed limited. Still, you need training, more training than you've received now."

"Maybe, but will the Injectors or Icon leave me alone long enough for me to train?" I said. "You know the answer to that question, don't you?"

TW nodded reluctantly. "Yes, I do. I wish I didn't, but I do."

"Then the only way to stop the Injectors from coming after me--and, eventually, my family, if they ever find out my real identity--is to take the fight directly to them," I said, punching my fist into my other hand. "No more hiding. No more waiting for them to come after me. We go to their headquarters and take them down once and for all. I have the power. I know I can do it."

"What if you run into Lethal Injection?" said TW. "Your last fight with him ended with you nearly dying of poison. Should that happen again, you might very well die for certain this time. Do you think that's a risk worth taking?"

I hesitated, remembering how badly my fight with Lethal Injection went not too long ago. If we attacked their headquarters, I would definitely run into him at some point. And even with a better grasp on my powers and knowing what he could do, I still might not be able to beat him.

But then I thought about Thomas. The knowledge that Power would continue to ruin the lives of other people, people just like my brother, filled me with such rage that I couldn't even begin to describe it.

"I'm not afraid of Lethal Injection," I said. "Even if Lethal Injection is leading an army of Ferdinands against me, I will handle them. By the time it's over, there won't be even one Injector left free to sell their drugs on the streets of Rumsfeld to innocent people. Not one."

TW looked taken aback by how passionately I spoke, but I didn't feel the need to apologize. What I said was the truth. Whether TW agreed with it or not, I believed it and I was going to do everything in my power to make it a reality.

To my surprise, TW actually smiled. "You reminded me of Gregory just then. He said something similar to me once, years and years ago, about how he was willing to do anything to protect his family and the people of Rumsfeld. It was the first time I'd ever seen a human speak so passionately about anything and I didn't quite understand it at the time. But now ... now I think I do, having seen it in you."

"So you think I'm ready?" I said.

TW shrugged. "No one is ever ready to storm a drug dealer's den and put an end to their activities once and for all, but then, I suppose you need to take a leap of faith sometimes and just hope it works out for the best. That's what Gregory said to me once."

I nodded. "All right. Tomorrow night, we'll begin the assault. And by the time we're done, the Injectors won't know what hit them."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

Waiting for tomorrow night was pure agony. I probably could have simply gone straight to the Injectors' headquarters that very day and confronted Michael Jones, but I decided that that would be too hasty. I needed time to formulate a plan, as well as rest and get ready for the attack. Despite how strong I was, my body ached all over from my fight with Ferdinand and I wanted to make sure I was in tiptop shape before I did anything strenuous.

I did call the police and inform them about Ferdinand and the Injectors, but I made it an anonymous tip, because the last thing I needed was to have the police ask me, a sixteen-year-old boy, what I was doing in an abandoned warehouse after school with no adult supervision whatsoever. I trusted that the police would be able to figure out what happened there by themselves when they arrived, especially once they started hauling Injectors off to jail.

Speaking of the Injectors, before I left Warehouse 19, I gathered all of the unconscious Injectors up and tied them together with some steel chains I found lying around, as well as neatly piling their weapons up in a corner out of their reach. I didn't bother to tie up Ferdinand or do anything to restrain him, partially because I thought he would just break out of it regardless, but also because Ferdinand was out cold, to the point where I wasn't sure he would ever wake up. It may have been the unstable effects of the Power drug affecting his consciousness, but in any case, I was content to leave him alone, and besides the police would probably bring Bug Bite with them, who would be able to deal with Ferdinand if it turned out that Ferdinand was more dangerous than I thought.

I returned home before Mom or Dad did, luckily enough, and managed to get out of my costume and shower before either of them got back home. As a result, neither of them suspected that I had been doing anything other than my homework in my room after I got home from school, which was exactly what I wanted them to think. It was safer for them if they didn't know that I had just been involved in a fight to the death with a crazy bull man and his drug dealing friends. I wasn't even sure how I would explain it to them.

But there was a news report on the clash between Trickshot and the Injectors on the evening news, which Dad turned on during dinner that night. The news reporter claimed that the police had arrived at Warehouse 19, in the northeastern section of the city, where they had found over a dozen unconscious Injectors tied together, plus an unconscious man with a bull face who they quickly identified as a Power user. All thirteen of the criminals were promptly arrested, bringing the total number of Injectors arrested that week up to twenty, which was the most Injectors ever arrested in such a short time span. There was, of course, no sign of Trickshot himself, though apparently some people speculated that Trickshot might have been the one to inform the police about the Injectors in the first place.

While Mom and Dad chatted about the attack, I didn't say much, mostly because I didn't want to say anything that would make my parents suspicious of me. It helped that we had a big dinner of steak and potatoes that night, which meant that my mouth was usually too full of good food for me to say more than a few words at a time. I was surprised by how Mom and Dad both seemed very positive about Trickshot now, especially Dad, who had been worried that Trickshot might be someone who wanted to cause no good. Dad still wasn't entirely on board with Trickshot, however, though he was definitely warming up to him.

It was times like that that I wished I could have said something, but I didn't. I just finished my dinner and went to bed early, mostly because my body was aching from everywhere Ferdinand had beaten me earlier.

At school the next day, however, I found myself sitting in my usual spot in the cafeteria with Kyle, who, like everyone else, was talking about the arrest of so many Injectors last night.

"It's pretty awesome," said Kyle in between mouthfuls of pizza. "According to one news report I read, this is the largest number of Injectors ever arrested at one time. Even Bug Bite has never taken down that many Injectors in one go like that."

I nodded and sipped my water bottle. "Really? That's pretty interesting. Guess this Trickshot guy is really something, huh?"

"He sure is," said Kyle. "My parents still don't like him because he's an unlicensed hero, but I think he's great. I just can't believe that the Injectors consider him such a big threat that they feel like they need to send a dozen guys and a Power user after him. They must be really scared of him to do that."

I shrugged. "The Injectors are ruthless. They'll take down anyone they consider a threat to their business. I imagine Trickshot is just better at stopping them than most."

"Even better than Bug Bite, at that," said Kyle. "If Trickshot keeps this up, I wonder if the city will offer to make him the official superhero of Rumsfeld, instead of Bug Bite."

"That doesn't seem likely," I said. "I've never heard of an unlicensed superhero being made the official superhero of a city, at least not without first passing the Superhero Exam. And besides, Bug Bite and Mayor Adams are close, right?"

"They're brothers, actually," said Kyle. "Still, imagine what would happen if he actually took down the Injectors all by himself. That would be historical."

I wanted to tell Kyle that I was Trickshot and that I intended to do exactly that, but I kept my mouth shut. I hadn't realized it, but the hardest part about being a superhero so far wasn't fighting criminals or learning how to use your powers, but keeping your mouth shut when everyone around you was complimenting you (or your alter ego, really) for saving the day. I guess that Bug Bite, being the superhero of Rumsfeld who didn't have a secret identity, didn't have to figure out how to take compliments, but I did, and it sucked.

"But there's still the mystery of just who Trickshot is in the first place," said Kyle. He shrugged. "I guess it doesn't really matter, if you think about it. Whoever he is and wherever he came from, he's done more to make Rumsfeld safer than the police and Bug Bite combined."

"He's definitely done good work so far," I said as I bit into my peanut butter sandwich, chewed, and swallowed. "But I wonder if the police will ever try to crack down on him. He's operating as a superhero illegally, after all."

"They probably will at some point," said Kyle. "I know my cousin in the police department has told me that the police don't know what to make of him. Doesn't help that Trickshot just keeps appearing and disappearing all the time, seemingly at random. But it's inevitable that they'll come after him at some point. The police don't like unlicensed superheroes."

I nodded in agreement, but I wondered what I would do if the police ever decided to come after me. I could evade them, I knew, but at some point I would have to fight them, especially if Bug Bite got involved. But I pushed that thought out of my mind for now in order to focus on my plans for tomorrow night. First, I would worry about taking down the Injectors. Afterward, I would worry about the police and what they might do to me.

"Anyway, do you want to come over to my house after school and play some games?" said Kyle. "I just got the newest Street Battler on PC. I haven't even started playing it yet."

I thought about whether to accept his offer or not. My attack on the Injectors' headquarters was scheduled for tonight at midnight. I had intended to take the rest of the afternoon and night to prepare for it, but maybe it would be better for me if I spent some time with Kyle. I remembered what TW said, about how I could never be sure if I was going to survive or not, and decided that checking out Kyle's new game with him couldn't hurt.

So I nodded and said, "Sure thing. I've got nothing better to do after school anyway."

"Great," said Kyle. "We can go to my house as soon as school lets out. Don't worry about my parents. I've already asked them and they're okay with you coming over."

"Sounds good," I said. "I'll call my parents and let them know where I'll be."

I pulled my phone out of my pocket and quickly dialed our home phone number. I didn't have to wait long before I heard someone pick up the phone, prompting me to say, "Hi, Mom! This is Jack. I'm just calling to let you know that I'm going over to Kyle's house after school to play a game with him. I'll probably be back before dinner, but I just wanted to let you know so you wouldn't get worried."

I waited for Mom's response, but oddly, I didn't hear anything on the other end of the phone. The phone was definitely working, because it wasn't making the out of order beeping noise it usually made whenever it wasn't working, but I didn't know why Mom wasn't responding. Maybe Dad had actually picked up the phone, but that didn't make sense because Dad should still be at work, unless he got off early, which was always possible, albeit unlikely in my opinion.

"Mom?" I said, turning away from Kyle and the noise from the rest of the cafeteria. "Are you there? Mom?"

Finally, a voice on the other end spoke. It was feminine, but it wasn't Mom's voice at all. It was too young, too cruel, and far, far too familiar for my liking. Even before the voice finished speaking, I didn't have any trouble recognizing it.

"Sorry, but Mrs. McDonald isn't home right now," said Christina Madison, her voice falsely sweet. "But if you leave a message after the beep, I will make sure she gets it."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

"Christina?" I said in a whisper. "What did you do to Mom?"

"What?" said Kyle, leaning forward curiously.

I looked at Kyle. "It's, uh, just Mom. I can't hear her all that well due to all the noise, so I need to go out into the hall and speak to her. I'll be right back."

Before Kyle could say anything, I jumped off my seat and made my way straight to the exit. I walked out into the hallways of the school and made my way directly to the boys' bathroom. Kicking open the door, a brief glanced at the stalls showed me that I was alone, which was good, because the last thing I needed was for someone to overhear my conversation with Christina.

"Okay, I'm alone now," I said, stopping in front of one of the sinks and looking at the mirror. "Answer me: Are you Christina Madison?"

"You know that's not my real name," said Christina. "But yes, I'm the woman who has gone by that name recently, the one you so rudely knocked out back in my apartment."

"I thought you'd need to spend the next six months in the hospital after what I did to you."

"I'm tougher than I look," said Christina. "Just like you, actually. I'm sitting here on your couch looking at this family photo and man, you look pretty weak and scrawny in this picture. Can't believe you're the same Trickshot who has given me and my boss so much trouble."

"You're in my house?" I said, feeling cold sweat starting to appear on my forehead.

"Yep," said Christina. "It was easy to break into. I don't think any of your neighbors even saw me enter."

"How did you find out where I live?" I said. "And my secret identity?"

"Easy," said Christina. "Logic dictates that your grandfather would have sent the Trickshot Watch to a family member. The new Trickshot doesn't look like either your mom or dad, so I deduced that you had to be the new Trickshot. I wasn't sure at first, but you basically admitting it to me on the phone confirmed it. Thanks, by the way. Idiots like you make my job so much easier."

I cursed myself for being such an idiot, but aloud I said, "Where are my parents?"

"Your parents?" Christina repeated. "Nice people. Seem like decent folk. Better than mine, anyway. At least they don't beat you, though I'll understand if you don't want to talk about it."

"You didn't answer the question," I said. "I said, where are my parents?"

"The Injectors have them," said Christina. "Currently, they're holding your parents hostage in their headquarters. As far as I know, your parents are safe, but they won't be for much longer, I think."

My heart started beating rapidly. "If you lay even one finger on them--"

"Why are you threatening me?" Christina interrupted with a mocking voice. "I'm not the one holding your parents hostage. The Injectors are."

"But you're working with them," I said. "Right?"

"Whatever," said Christina. "The point is, kiddo, that I would save your big mean threats for the Injectors themselves. Yelling at me over the phone makes you look like a kid. Which you are, but you get what I mean."

"Yeah, I do," I said. "And I don't like it one bit. What do I need to do to get my parents back?"

"That's easy," said Christina. "You just have to give me the Trickshot Watch. It's that simple."

I glanced down at the Watch on my wrist and looked at the mirror again. "The Trickshot Watch?"

"Yep," said Christina. "Just come back over to your house and give me the Watch. Then I'll call up the Injectors and let them know that they can let your parents go."

"They will listen to you?"

"They will if they're smart," said Christina casually. "They know what I can do to them. But yes, I can guarantee your parents' safety if you will just give me the Watch."

I hesitated. My first instinct was to agree to Christina's demand and give her the Watch. As important as the Watch was, it wasn't anywhere nearly as important to me as my parents were. And given how I had lost my older brother and grandfather already, I wasn't in the mood to lose more members of my family, especially if there was something I could do about it.

But at the same time, I didn't want to give Christina anything. The Watch wasn't just a family heirloom. It was a weapon, one that could be used for good or evil, and I believed that Christina and her group were planning to use it for evil purposes. It wouldn't be heroic of me to give her a weapon that she could use for evil.

At this point, though, what choice did I have? If Christina was telling the truth--and something told me that she was--then I had no bargaining power in this situation. She was the one with the leverage, namely my parents, and the best I could hope for was agreeing to her demands and hoping she kept up her end of the agreement. It was a terrible situation to be in, but I couldn't see any way out of it without my parents getting harmed. And I knew that Christina would harm them, or rather, the Injectors would, because it was clear to me by now that Christina was every bit as evil as them.

"You've gone awfully quiet all of a sudden," said Christina. "Trying to find a way to have your cake and eat it, too?"

I bit my lower lip. "Not exactly. More like I'm trying to find a way to have my cake and make you eat it."

"Oh, come on," said Christina. "That's such a stupid, cheesy thing to say. You really are just a dumb kid, aren't you?"

"Maybe," I said, "but at least I didn't team up with drug dealers to kidnap a sixteen-year-old kid's parents to make him give you what you want."

"And?" said Christina. "What are you going to do, preach to me about how I need Jesus now or something? Come on. Either give me the Watch or your parents die."

My hands shook. "All right, Christina. You win. I'll give you the Watch. Just give me back my parents."

I could almost hear Christina's smirk over the phone. "Very well. I'll make sure your parents are returned to you safely once I receive the Watch."

"Good," I said. "Now, do you want me to leave school early to do this or--"

"No," Christina interrupted. "The last thing I need is your school noticing you leaving early. You can wait until school gets out and then we can make our deal. How does that sound?"

It sounded like torture to me and made me wonder what Christina was actually trying to do, but aloud I said, "All right. Will you be at my house?"

"Nope," said Christina. "I'm going to be at the Injectors' headquarters. I understand, from a conversation I had with one of the Injectors you beat, that you know where the Injectors are headquartered. Since your parents are also there, we can just meet there and make the exchange at that location at midnight tonight. How does that sound?"

"It sounds terrible," I said.

"Exactly what I wanted to hear," said Christina. "See you later, then. I'll be waiting."

With that, Christina hung up, leaving me standing there in the boys' room alone, staring at the mirror and still holding the phone up to my ear.

As soon as Christina hung up, TW flashed next to me, a worried frown on his face. "I heard the whole conversation. This is worse than I imagined."

"You think?" I said as I lowered my phone. I walked up to the sink and leaned against it. "I'm sorry about agreeing to give her the Watch, but--"

"No, I understand," said TW. "While the concept of 'family' still eludes me to some degree, I understand how important family is to humans. That you would be willing to give me up to Christina in order to save your family is quite natural for a human like you, especially because you've lost so much of your family already."

"Thanks," I said in surprise. "I didn't think you would be so understanding."

"What can I say?" said TW. "Working with your grandfather for so many years has given me a good understanding of human nature, albeit an imperfect one."

"Makes sense," I said. I frowned. "Still, this shouldn't have happened. Now we don't have the element of surprise on our side anymore."

"True," said TW. "But at this point, what can you do about it? You have no real choice at this point but to go to the Injectors' headquarters and confront Christina and Jones. If you bail out on your agreement, then they will kill your parents."

My hands balled into fists. "I know. But if I give up the Watch, then I will never be able to stop the Injectors or avenge Thomas. And I can't accept that."

TW shrugged. "I wish I knew of some way to help you, Jack, but unfortunately I don't know how or if it's even possible."

I folded my arms in front of my chest. "I wish you hadn't said that, because now I'm pretty sure that I'm completely--"

The door to the bathroom suddenly opened and, before either TW or I knew what was happening, Kyle stepped in and said, "Hey, Jack, I just wanted to find out if you were--"

He stopped speaking abruptly when he saw TW floating in front of me. TW had completely frozen when Kyle entered. So did I, for that matter. Kyle just stared at TW and TW just stared at him, as if neither could believe what they were seeing.

I shook my head and said, "Kyle, this, uh, is not what it looks like it."

"I don't know what it looks like," said Kyle as he let the door swing shut behind him. He pointed at TW. "Is that a hologram or am I just going crazy?"

"You're going crazy," said TW, waving his hands up and down. "The pizza you had for lunch was rotten and it's starting to make you see things that aren't--"

"TW, cut it out," I interrupted. "You're not fooling anyone, so you might as well drop the act."

TW lowered his hands to his side sheepishly. "Sorry. I was just trying to preserve our secret."

"Secret?" Kyle repeated. "What 'secret' are you talking about? Do you mean the fact that you've been keeping a holographic old guy hidden from me? Because I'm not sure I want to know why you've been keeping that a secret from me."

I hesitated for a moment, but deciding that the direct method was the best, said, "Kyle, I might as well get to the point: I'm Trickshot."

Kyle was silent for a moment before he suddenly grinned and said, "That's a joke, right?"

I shook my head. "No, I'm serious. I can even prove it. Look."

I flipped open the lid of the Trickshot Watch and pressed the red button. My suit instantly materialized around me, causing Kyle to nearly jump to the ceiling in shock.

"What the hell?" said Kyle, staring at me with uncomprehending eyes. "Where did that costume come from?"

"It doesn't matter," I said, shaking my head. "I just need you to promise me that you won't tell anyone about this, because I'm trying to keep my identity a secret and I don't want anyone else knowing."

Kyle hesitated, but after a moment he nodded and said, "Okay, Jack. I'll keep your secret. It's what friends do, right? But I'm going to have to ask why you've kept it a secret from me."

"Because I wasn't sure you were ready for it yet," I said. I put my hands on my chest. "I'm still not entirely comfortable in this suit myself, so I wasn't sure how you would react to it."

"I think it's cool, but I have so many questions," said Kyle. "When did you get the costume? How do you have superpowers? And just who is this hologram, anyway?"

I answered all of those questions as quickly as I could, giving Kyle a small recap of everything that had happened since my 16th birthday. I left out a lot of unimportant details, because I didn't know how much time we had left before someone else walked in on us. I did, however, take off my costume just to be safe, now that there wasn't a need for Kyle to see me wearing it.

"Wow," said Kyle by the time I finished telling him my story. "That's ... a lot to take in. If I hadn't seen your costume or this hologram guy here, I wouldn't have believed any of it."

"I know it's a little hard to believe, but it's all true," I said. "And now I have to save my parents from the Injectors. And to do that, I have to give them the Trickshot Watch."

Kyle scratched his chin. "Couldn't you go to the police and tell them about this? They might be able to help us arrest the Injectors and save your parents."

I shook my head. "No. If I did that, the Injectors would probably just kill my parents. And that's assuming the police would even be capable of taking down the Injectors, which I doubt they are."

"But you can't just go and give the Injectors the Watch," said Kyle. "That's crazy. If any of the Injectors had access to the Watch, they could cause all kinds of trouble, much worse trouble than they can do now. You have to keep it."

I shrugged. "I would like to keep it, but I value my parents more than I value the Watch. I wish I could have both, but it seems like I have to choose one or the other, and I think you know why I chose my parents."

Kyle nodded, though he still had a troubled look on his face. "Man, Jack, I wish you'd told me about your superhero stuff earlier. Then I might have been able to help you somehow."

"No, it's fine," I said, waving off Kyle's concerns. "There's nothing you can do to help. Don't feel so bad about it. It's not like you're a superhero yourself who ... could ... help ..."

My sentence trailed off as an idea occurred to me. The idea percolated in my mind like coffee, quickly turning into a full-blown plan whose details were rapidly becoming clear to me.

"Jack?" said Kyle. "You look like you were just hit by lightning."

I looked at Kyle and smiled. "Kyle, I think I know how you can help me with this. I've got a plan ... and I think, if we all do our parts, it could just work."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 

Hours later, at midnight that night, I flew through the sky, my cape flapping behind me, heading directly to the headquarters of the Injectors. It was a cloudy night tonight, which meant I was unlikely to be seen by the people on the streets below, which was good, because I wasn't very comfortable with being seen in public just yet, mostly because I didn't want the police to see me and try to arrest me for being an illegal superhero.

Then again, I didn't really enjoy flying through the clouds, because they were a lot wetter than they looked. Nonetheless, my costume and goggles kept me mostly dry, and according to the Watch's GPS system, I was almost at the Injectors' headquarters.

When I first put the address which the Injector had given me into my phone's GPS app, I had been surprised to discover that the Injectors' headquarters was not some seedy abandoned apartment building on the outskirts of town, but rather a large, six story building in the middle of Rumsfeld itself. The building was a relatively new one called the Peter Glow Building, so named after the billionaire, Peter Glow, who built it in the first place. It was supposed to be a new office building that businesses could rent office space from, which many businesses used for that exact purpose.

I would never have expected the Injectors to set up shop there, but at the same time, I could see the logic behind it. After all, no one would ever expect the most infamous drug cartel in town to be set up inside a legitimate business building where plenty of real, honest businesses did work. I did wonder, though, how they had managed to go so long without arousing the suspicion of the police or anyone else who used the building. I figured they had to be using a fake business name and front to trick people into thinking that they were just another business trying to make a profit.

But it didn't really matter to me how they had managed to conduct their business, because soon their entire enterprise would come crashing down around them and they wouldn't even see it coming. Assuming, at least, that my plan worked.

There. According to my watch, I was now directly above the Peter Glow Building. Pausing in midair, I slowly lowered through the clouds until I emerged from the underside of the clouds and got a good look at the Peter Glow Building itself directly below me.

The Peter Glow Building was even bigger in person than in the pictures. Though not the tallest building in downtown Rumsfeld, its newness made it stand out in comparison to the other buildings around it that had been built much longer ago. Street lights reflected off its windows, while the words 'PETER GLOW BUILDING' in front of the building glowed white.

"There it is," I muttered. "The headquarters of the Injectors themselves."

TW flashed into existence next to me, a worried look on his face. "It certainly doesn't look like the place where drug dealers would set up shop, now does it?"

"No, it does not," I agreed. "But that's why they chose it, obviously. I can only imagine how they've managed to do business in there for so long without being caught."

"Drug dealers are more clever than most people give them credit for," said TW. "But in any case, their business is about to be upended, isn't it?"

I nodded. "Yes. Which reminds me ..."

I pulled my phone out of my pocket and dialed Kyle's number. I only had to wait one ring before Kyle answered and said, "Hey, Jack, are you at the location?"

"Yes," I said. "I'm above the Peter Glow Building even as we speak. Are you ready to call the cops?"

"Yeah," said Kyle. "Do you want me to call them now?"

"Of course," I said. "It will take the cops at least ten minutes to get there, which I estimate is how long it will take for me to have my meeting with the Injectors. By the time I'm done talking with them, the police should have the building surrounded and the Injectors will be trapped like rats."

"Right," said Kyle. "I'll call my cousin. He's pretty high up in the police department, so he should be able to get things going quickly. And he'll definitely make sure to keep my tip anonymous to protect me from the Injectors in case things go wrong."

"Good to hear," I said. "Now, I'm going to hang up, because I don't want to be late for my meeting with the Injectors. See you later."

I hung up the call and put the phone back into my pocket. I glanced at TW, who disappeared back into the Watch, and then started to descend to the roof below.

As I descended from the sky, I briefly went over in my mind the plan that Kyle, TW, and I had hammered out only hours before. It was a relatively simple plan, all things considered, but I was amazed we had managed to figure it out so quickly. I guess that's just what happens sometimes when you only have a limited time to come up with a plan.

The plan was this: I would go to the Peter Glow Building to meet with the Injectors. Ostensibly, I was to give the Injectors the Trickshot Watch in exchange for my parents, but in truth, I would do whatever I could to distract the Injectors long enough for Kyle to call the cops and tell them about the Injectors' headquarters. I needed to distract the Injectors long enough for the police to arrive and surround the place. Once they did, I would not have to worry about my parents, because the Injectors would have no choice but to hand them back over to me.

Landing on top of the Building, I briefly glanced around to take in my surroundings. There wasn't much to look at, aside from the air conditioning units. I didn't see anyone other than myself, which made me wonder for a moment if I had picked the wrong building. I glanced at the GPS system on my watch and saw that I was where I was supposed to be. But then where were the Injectors and my parents?

All of a sudden, the door on the top of the building slammed open. Five figures walked out of the doorway. Three of them Injectors, each one armed with a rifle. The other two were Christina Madison, who I would recognize anywhere, and a mysterious black man with long dreads and a very professional-looking business suit. The black man in particular caught my attention, because he looked way too important to be a mere lackey like the other Injectors.

The three Injectors spread out slightly, standing in between me and Christina and the other guy. They were probably the black guy's bodyguards, which meant I already knew who he was, though I didn't say that aloud just yet because I wanted to be sure.

"Hi, there, kiddo," said Christina, waving at me, a very fake and mocking smile on her lips. "You're actually on time for our meeting. And here I thought you might chicken out at the last minute and run away like the scared little boy you are."

"You must have a pretty low opinion of me if you think I'd just run away and abandon my parents to monsters like you," I said. "I don't know what your family is like, but with my family, when one of us is in danger, we always come to each other's rescue."

"Whatever," said Christina. "What matters is that you came." She looked at the black man standing beside her. "See, Michael? I told you he would come. You didn't believe me, but I was right."

"Michael?" I said, looking at the black guy in surprise. "Are you--"

"Michael Jones," said the black guy, his tone dull, yet dangerous. "We've spoken already, remember? On the phone about a week ago."

I nodded. "Yeah, I remember."

"When you told me that you were declaring war on the Injectors, I didn't quite believe you," said Michael. He tilted his head to the side, his eyes running up and down my body. "Or, rather, I thought you were going to be more intimidating than you actually look. You're barely more than a kid."

"A kid who has already put twenty of your guys in jail," I said. "But you can call me 'just' a kid if that makes you feel better."

"A mouthy kid, at that," Michael observed. "But it doesn't really matter now, because you have no power here, even in your costume."

Michael snapped his fingers. Two more Injectors emerged from the doorway, but they did not come alone. They dragged Mom and Dad--who were both tied up and unconscious--out behind them. They immediately put their guns to Mom and Dad's heads before I could do anything.

"Mom, Dad," I said. I looked at Michael. "Did you hurt them?"

"My men knocked them out, but they weren't hurt very much," said Michael. "They should suffer no permanent injuries ... assuming, of course, you keep your end of the deal and give us the Watch."

My hands balled into fists. I didn't know how much time I had left before the police showed up, but it couldn't be much longer. I needed to drag out this meeting as long as possible, which meant finding ways to keep them from suspecting that I was trying to stall this meeting.

"All right," I said, folding my arms in front of my chest. "You promise not to kill my parents if I give you guys the Watch?"

"That's the agreement, yes," said Michael, nodding. "I thought Christina already explained it to you."

"She did," I said, shifting my weight from foot to foot. "It's just that I'm not entirely sure I can trust you, given who you are."

Michael frowned. "I understand your reticence, but trust me, I don't like killing indiscriminately. I would rather not kill your parents than kill them, but if I must, well, then I will do what I have to."

I smiled grimly. "Is that why you had a bunch of your guys hijack a school bus and threaten to kill a bunch of high school kids? Because that sure seemed necessary to me."

"Mouthy," Michael said. "Very mouthy. Perhaps a little too mouthy, wouldn't you say, Christina?"

Christina nodded. "Yep. It sure would be a problem if that mouth of his, ah, pissed you off, wouldn't it?"

"It certainly would," said Michael. "And if I got angry enough, I might accidentally tell my men to kill his parents. I've been known to act rashly when I lose my temper and that would certainly be something I might do if I were to lose my temper just now."

I understood what they were trying to say. They were losing their patience. The longer I dragged out this meeting, the more likely it became that my parents would die. I still didn't hear any police sirens below, but it looked like I had no choice but to hand over the Trickshot Watch to them.

"All right," I said. "Here you go."

I held up my hand and pressed the button on the Watch. As soon as I did, my costume vanished, leaving me in my normal street clothes. I took the Watch off my wrist and held it out toward the Injectors.

"Here," I said. "Take it. And once you take it, I want both of my parents back. Just to be clear."

Michael nodded. He said to one of the Injectors, "Take the Watch."

The Injector nodded in return and walked over to me. He grabbed the Watch from my hand without looking at me and walked back over to his boss. For one crazy second, I had this idea of tackling the Injector to the ground and taking the Watch from him, but I didn't move, because I knew there was no way I would be able to survive without the suit. It made me feel weak and powerless, but it was the truth.

The Injector handed the Watch over to Michael, who took it and turned it over in his hands interestedly. Christina leaned over toward him, her eyes locked on the Watch like she wanted it more than anything else in the world, but she didn't take it. Maybe Michael would give her the Watch after this was over, though for some reason I didn't think he would be terribly likely to just give her such a powerful weapon now that it was in his possession.

"All right," I said. "I want my parents now. I've upheld my end of the deal. It's time you upheld yours."

Michael looked up at me suddenly, as if he had forgotten I was even here. "Your parents? Ah, right. Well, I'm not very interested in handing over hostages, because I'm aware that you haven't actually upheld your end of the deal."

"What?" I said. I gestured at the Watch. "Dude, I just gave you the Watch. And it's the real thing, too, not a fake or anything like that. The deal was that I would give you the Watch and you would give me my parents back. That's what we agreed to."

"Did we agree to allow you to call one of your friends to have them call the police and inform them about the location of our headquarters?" Michael said, tilting his head to the side. "Because I certainly don't recall agreeing to that part of the deal, unless my memory is bad, which it isn't."

I gulped. "What are you talking about? I didn't call the police and I haven't told any of my friends about you."

"Liar," Christina said. "I have contacts within the Rumsfeld Police Department who informed me of a call from a teenager named Kyle Denniger regarding a tip about the location of the Injectors' headquarters. Of course, my contact has made sure that that information doesn't reach the police chief, but it's still obvious where that kid got that information from and what he was planning to do with it."

"I--"

"You have no excuses, kid," said Michael, interrupting me coolly and smoothly. "I suspected you might try something like this, because supers like you generally do. That's why I am not going to give you back your parents, because I don't deal with people who double-cross me."

Then Michael suddenly barked at the Injectors, "Shoot him now!"

Before I could do anything, the Injectors aimed their rifles at me and fired.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

 

Bullets struck me in the chest, shoulder, and stomach. The impact of the bullets sent me staggering backwards, my arms swinging, until my foot met empty air behind me and I fell straight down to the street below, screaming my lungs out.

This was the end. As I fell, my life flashed before my eyes, almost like a movie in my head. From my earliest memory of eating birthday cake for my fifth birthday, to the day I got the Trickshot Watch in the mail, it all flashed instantly. It disturbed me how short my life had been, but I guess sixteen years really isn't much.

 Not that I had time to think about my life, however. The street below was coming to meet my face and I could only hope that I would die upon impact, because I was already in more pain than I had ever been in my life. I could only stare up at the lights from the Peter Glow Building and the barely visible stars twinkling in the night sky above as I rushed toward my doom.

I wasn't much of a praying person, but I did pray to God that my parents and Grandfather would be safe. It wasn't much of a prayer, given how I was screaming my head off and unable to think clearly, but it was a prayer nonetheless.

That was when I felt something stir inside me, something that I had never felt before. It felt like power bubbling forth from within me, power I had never even known I had. It filled my bones and body like water, flooding my entire being and making me even more aware than I already was.

And right before I splattered against the pavement below, I stopped. That's right. I just stopped in midair, hovering inches above the cracked pavement below like I was being suspended from a rope.

And it occurred to me where I had felt this before: It was how I felt when I was flying in the Trickshot suit. But how was I flying now? I didn't have the Trickshot Watch, nor was I wearing the Trickshot costume. There was no way I should have even been able to float, yet here I was, hovering above the pavement below like I was lying on my back in a pool.

I had no idea how that worked, but I decided not to question it. I immediately flew back up, straight toward the top of the Peter Glow Building. It didn't take me long to reach the roof again, and by the time I did, I was more exhausted than I'd ever been in my life. I landed on the roof and fell on my hands and knees, panting and gasping for air, my lungs burning.

Looking up, I saw that Michael, Christina, and the Injectors had already gone back inside the building. Once again, I was alone on the roof of the Peter Glow Building, but this time, I knew why. I struggled to get back to my feet, but the pain from where I'd been shot was too much. I fell back down on my hands and knees, struggling to remain conscious, but even doing that much took almost all of my conscious effort. My head throbbed and my mouth felt dry. Blood leaked out of the bullet holes in my body and darkness was gathering around the edges of my eyes.

Great. Just great. I'd somehow managed to retain the ability to fly, but it wasn't enough. Instead of dying as a splattered mess of bones and blood on the street, I'd just bleed out to death. Maybe my death would end up on one of those YouTube videos that likes to speculate about bizarre deaths no one can explain, which would actually be an awful way to be remembered.

But a flash of light before me caused me to look up and I was surprised by what--no, who--I saw floating before me, looking down at me with concerned eyes:

It was TW. He was fuzzier and more transparent than usual, to the point where I could barely see his face. Nonetheless, there was no mistaking the hologram floating before me for anyone other than my faithful sidekick and mentor, the guy who had been with me ever since I got the Trickshot Watch and taught me almost everything I know about it.

"TW?" I said, my voice shockingly weak even to me. "What are you doing here? I don't have the Watch anymore. You shouldn't be here."

TW smiled grimly. "Actually, I can project my hologram well beyond the parameters of the person who happens to own the Trickshot Watch. There is, however, a limit to how far I can project, and I'm pushing that limit farther than I ever have before. That's why I look fuzzier than normal. It's taking me almost all of my strength just to appear before you like this."

"Wow," I said. I coughed and gasped suddenly. "Not that it matters. I'll probably die of blood loss soon. You'll just be the only witness to my death."

"Not exactly," said TW, shaking his head. "Here, let me help you."

TW leaned forward and brushed his fingers against my forehead. It was a surprisingly cool touch, more like a gentle summer breeze than an ice cube. As soon as his fingers brushed against my forehead, the pain in my body started to go away. The bullets in my body fell out of the bullet holes, while the holes themselves started to close up naturally on their own.

Soon, the bullet holes closed completely and I no longer felt like I was dying, though I was still very tired nonetheless.

"What the ..." I felt the spot on my chest where the bullet had struck. "No way. This can't be happening. I must be hallucinating this entire thing."

"There's nothing false about your healing," said TW, standing up straight again. "All of your injuries have indeed been healed. You're as good as new now."

"But ..." I was at a complete loss for words. "How? I don't have the Trickshot costume. How could I have possibly been healed without my powers?"

"I forgot to mention to you that the powers of the Trickshot costume linger for five minutes after the suit is taken off," said TW. "Granted, they linger in a much weaker form than normal, but they're still there and they can still work, including the suit's healing abilities, which I activated by touching you. Therefore, the remnants of your power must have saved you from your demise."

"So that's why I managed to fly despite having lost the Watch," I said in a voice of gradually dawning realization. "That's amazing."

"It's not amazing," TW insisted. "It's just the natural abilities of the suit. You see, when you wear the suit regularly, it does, at least to some degree, start to become a second skin. It forms a symbiotic relationship with the host, and the quicker it does, the more likely you are to retain your powers even after taking off the costume."

"It's still amazing regardless." I slowly rose to my feet. "Thanks, TW. I really owe you one."

"No problem, Jack," said TW. "I'm merely doing what Gregory would want me to do. Besides, I like you a lot better than I like my current owner and--"

TW suddenly fizzled out of existence before reappearing, though now with a more worried look on his face.

"Uh oh," said TW, a weird echo to his voice now. "I'm almost entirely out of my range now. Don't have much longer before I can no longer project myself to you."

"Where is Michael Jones?" I said. "Can you tell me where he's going?"

"Back to his office," said TW, his voice rising and falling in volume with his flickering body. "Your parents are there, too, and Christina. You should hurry, because--"

TW abruptly vanished just then, leaving me alone on the rooftop of the Peter Glow Building once again. I wished that TW had stayed a little while longer, because I wanted to know why I needed to hurry. What was Michael doing that made my urgency important?

Not that it mattered. Michael may have thought that the war between me and him was over, but as he was about to learn, it just got started.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

 

I ran over to the door to the rest of the building and, opening it, peeked my head inside. I saw nothing except a set of stairs leading down further into the building, but I knew better than to just rush blindly into the unknown. They couldn't be that far ahead of me, given how I hadn't been falling very long. Still, without my costume, I'd have to be careful about moving forward, least I attract their attention and get into a fight I couldn't win.

I began walking down the stairs slowly and cautiously. I wanted to walk quickly, but I was afraid of my footsteps being heard. So I moved as silently as I could, taking each step one at a time and pausing to listen for any sounds below. It was oddly quiet, but it made sense, given how they didn't expect anyone to come down from the roof. As far as they knew, I was a splattered mess on the street, where I couldn't hurt anyone. I couldn't wait to see the looks on their faces when they found out that I was still alive.

Reaching the bottom of the stairs, I found another door, this one with a tiny window that allowed me to look out into the hallway on the other side. Peering through the window, I saw that the hallway beyond was empty. I didn't see either my parents or the Injectors, but I knew they had to be somewhere nearby.

Just as I was about to open the door, however, one of the doors in the hallway outside opened. I immediately moved my head away from the window and went very still, listening to the sounds of footsteps on the carpet. Very carefully, I peered through the window again and saw two Injectors--who I recognized as being a couple of the jerks who shot me--walking toward this door.

Uh oh. If they entered the staircase and saw me, I'd be dead for sure. I looked around for a place to hide, but in this small space, there was no real hiding place. I just moved over to the other side of the room and crouched as low as I could. When the door opened, it would block me from their view, which would mean they wouldn't see me immediately. And if they walked up the staircase, then I would also have to bet on them not looking down and seeing me, either. It was a terrible situation to be in, but it seemed like I found myself in terrible situations a lot nowadays.

The door opened. It nearly slammed into me, stopping just inches from the tips of my shoes, and then the two Injectors entered the stairwell. Luckily, they didn't look around when they entered. They just started walking up the stairs, talking to each other all the while, while I stayed as still as I possibly could against the wall, hoping against hope that the Injectors would not look down and see me crouching there like a kid playing hide and seek.

"This seems like a waste of time," said one of the Injectors in a low, gruff voice. "No way that kid could have survived being shot three times and falling from a six story building."

"I agree, but the boss wants us to make sure," said the second Injector, whose voice was a lot louder than his friend. "Says that he doesn't want any 'unnecessary' surprises. You know how he is."

I hid my surprise, but I found it difficult because I thought I had the element of surprise on my side. Perhaps I still did, because Michael Jones did not know if I was still alive or not. Regardless, I would have to move quickly now, because once the Injectors got to the roof and looked over the side of the roof and didn't see my body below, they'd probably rush back down to let Jones know about my survival.

As soon as the door to the roof opened and closed, I rose to my feet and left the stairwell, walking down the hallway as quickly as I could. There were a lot of doors on either side of the hallway, but not one of them was conveniently labeled with the Injectors' name, which made it hard to know where Jones could be. Even worse, I didn't have all the time in the world to open each door and find out who was behind each one.

"Jack ..." said TW's voice in my head suddenly, though very weak and faint. "Jack ..."

I stopped and looked around suddenly. "TW? Is that you? Where are you?"

"Third door from the stairwell on the left side of the hall ..." came TW's voice again. "It's unlocked, but hurry ... please hurry ..."

TW's voice trailed off, which made it more urgent than ever that I find Jones' office.

I backtracked a few doors until I found the door TW had described to me. It was an ordinary brown office door, indistinguishable from the five others in the hall, and completely unmarked save for the words 'JOE'S CAR WASHING, INC. MAIN OFFICE.' I frowned. The Injectors were doing business under the name Joe's Car Washing, Inc.? I guess it made sense, because no one would expect the office of a car washing company to be the front for a dangerous drug cartel, but at the same time, it also felt a bit silly. Couldn't they have used a cooler business than that, like maybe Ion Technologies or whatever?

But it didn't matter. I cracked the door open just enough to peer inside without being seen. I was surprised by what I saw.

It was a large, open office space with plenty of room for five or six people at least. At the far end of the room, tall windows overlooked the entire city of Rumsfeld, which glowed brilliantly in the dark night. On the right side of the room was a bookcase filled with books and folders, though they did not appear to be arranged in any particular order.

On the left side of the room, however, was Mom and Dad, who were still tied up and unconscious. My heart ached when I saw them, but I didn't burst in right away, because Mom and Dad were not the only people in the room.

Michael Jones and Christina Madison stood near the back of the room. Well, Michael stood, holding the Trickshot Watch in his hands and looking at it curiously, while Christina sat down in a chair in front of his desk with her legs crossed and her hands folded on her lap. Neither one of them seemed to be paying attention to their surroundings, so I opened the door, sneaked inside, and quietly closed it behind me before I hid behind a second desk that was currently unoccupied. Crouching underneath the desk, I peered through the small hole that was meant for wires in the back of the desk, watching Michael and Christina and listening to their conversation.

"The Watch is a lot less impressive than I thought it was going to be," said Michael, tossing the Watch from hand to hand like a ball. "It doesn't look any different from the watches that ordinary people wear."

"That's the point," said Christina. "The last thing we want is for it to look special, because then it would stand out to the wrong people who might want to take it."

Michael smiled. "'Wrong people,' eh? Like me?"

Christina smiled back, but it wasn't a very friendly smile. "Oh, don't worry yourself, Michael. You're not the 'wrong' person, though you are going to have to give me the Watch now. You remember our agreement."

Michael nodded slowly, though I noticed he didn't stop throwing the Watch from hand to hand. "Of course, but suppose I want to keep it for a little while longer."

"Then watch as Icon stops funding the Injectors," said Christina. She leaned forward, her catlike smile never leaving her lips. "And your entire drug operation completely falls apart. You know that the only reason your little gang has become as powerful as it has is because of the money you've received from us."

I stifled a gasp. Icon was funding the Injectors? That made a lot of sense, actually, and explained a lot, but at the same time, I couldn't help but feel surprised. Why would Icon fund a drug cartel as dangerous as these guys? What was their actual goal? What was even going on here?

Michael stopped throwing the Watch from hand to hand. "I remember quite well. I was just joking. As useful as the Watch would be to my business, I know what happens to people who let their greed get the best of them. I've had to kill more than a few Injectors who tried to keep money they were supposed to give to me to themselves. I'm not going to let that happen to me, not even for a weapon as powerful as the Watch."

"Excellent," said Christina. She held out a hand. "Now, I'd like to take the Watch off your hands. I need to get back to headquarters soon, because my boss is starting to get impatient and worried about the Watch being out in the wider world for so long."

Michael handed the Watch to Christina without hesitation. Christina took it and held the Watch in her hands, looking at it as if she had finally achieved her wildest dreams. Anger filled me when I saw Christina touch the Watch, because I knew, deep in my heart, that the Watch wasn't hers and that it rightfully belonged to me, but I still didn't move, because if I did now, then Michael and Christina would just kill me.

"With the successful acquisition of the Watch, will you please ask Chaser to increase our funding? We've conquered nearly all of Rumsfeld and much of High Hills County. In order to expand our operations to the rest of the State, we'll need more money than we currently have. At least a ten percent increase in our budget, though fifteen or twenty would be even better."

"Certainly," said Christina, flashing Michael a winning smile. "Once Chaser is holding the Watch in his hands, I'm sure he will be happy to give you as much money as you want. Your work here in Texas is crucial to the success of our own plans, after all."

I tilted my head to the side. How did Icon benefit from the distribution of the Power drug? I didn't see how that was supposed to work, but I put that question out of my mind for now, because right now I needed to focus on getting back the Watch.

For that matter, who was Chaser? The leader of Icon? It sure sounded like it, though I'd never heard the guy's name before. If was Christina's boss, then he was probably even worse than her.

"Good to hear," said Michael. "Whatever you give me, I will make it back ten times over in Power revenue. There are still lots of people who are willing to pay a pretty penny to become super, especially rich people who are too lazy to complete the Superhero Exam themselves."

"Excellent," said Christina. "Anyway, I think I should be--"

Christina was interrupted by Michael's cell phone ringing. Michael pulled his phone out of his pocket and, answering it, said, "What is it?"

I couldn't hear what the voice on the other end of the line said, but I did see Michael's expression, which grew increasingly grimmer and grimmer the longer he listened to the voice.

"I see," said Michael. "Have the others search the area around the building. Order all Injectors to shoot to kill. We cannot afford to let that kid survive."

"That kid?" Christina said as Michael hung up the call and put his phone back into his pocket. "You aren't talking about Jack, are you?"

"Who else?" said Michael. "I thought this might happen. The men I sent up to the roof just called me to inform me that they cannot see the kid's body anywhere on the pavement below, and the guards I have stationed around the building have reported not finding his body, either."

"Meaning he's survived?" said Christina in amazement. "But how? He doesn't have his powers anymore. There's no way he should have been able to survive that fall."

"I don't know or care," said Michael. "Whether the kid was saved by someone or somehow managed to survive the fall and drag himself to safety, it's clear that I can no longer rely on my men to do the job. I must take things into my own hands."

Michael walked over to the book shelves and pulled out a particularly old-looking red book from the top shelf. Immediately, the shelf to his right slid aside, revealing a short hallway that I could not see down.

"Wait, where are you going?" said Christina, rising from her chair.

Michael looked over his shoulder at her. "To prepare for war, of course."

Michael turned and walked into the hallway. As soon as he did, the bookshelves slid closed behind him, leaving Christina standing by herself somewhat awkwardly by the main desk.

I was a little annoyed that Michael had apparently disappeared, but hey, at least he didn't take the Watch with him. I quietly moved over to the next desk, avoiding Christina, who was still looking at the bookshelves which Michael had disappeared behind a few seconds ago.

"This is not good," said Christina, apparently talking to herself. "If that kid is still alive, then he might be able to tell the police where we are, and our entire plan will fall apart. Screw Michael. He can hunt the brat if he wants. I got the Watch. I'm going to get out of here before everything goes to hell."

Christina walked around the desk and toward the door as quickly as she could. When she passed my desk, I stuck out my leg and she tripped over it, sending the Trickshot Watch flying out of her hands as she fell to the floor with a shout.

I didn't even waste a moment. I darted out from the desk and jumped, catching the Trickshot Watch before it hit the floor. I landed on the carpeted floor on my belly, but I didn't care, because I had the Watch firmly in my grasp now. I couldn't help but smile, feeling the smooth surface of the Watch's face with my thumbs.

"Sorry it took so long, TW," I muttered, "but we're finally back together again."

But then I felt something wrap around my legs and looked down to see an energy rope tied around my legs. Holding the other end of the rope was Christina. Her hair was messed up and her clothing was a bit wrinkled from the fall, but it was her eyes--full of insanity and triumph--which made me freeze where I lay.

"Dumb brat," said Christina. "You had the perfect chance to go and tell the police about us, but you waste it trying to steal the Watch back. You really are just another dumb kid, aren't you?"

I didn't respond to that. I just slapped the Watch on my wrist and, flipping the face, slammed the button down as hard as I could.

In seconds, the Trickshot costume appeared over my body once again and I felt strength flow through me.

"Ha!" I cried out. "Looks like I made the smart choice after all! Get ready to--"

Christina grunted and the energy rope began crawling upon my body. I raised my arms, but it was no good, because the rope went up to my chest and, without warning, suddenly started constricting like a snake. The air was forced out of my lungs and I couldn't breathe.

"All this effort to get back the Watch, but you only accomplished dying like a clown," said Christina, shaking her head. "Lucky for us that you're such an idiot. Otherwise, I would actually be worried that you might beat us."

I would have told Christina to shut the hell up, but unfortunately that required air to breathe, which I didn't have at the moment.

But I wasn't nearly as helpless as Christina thought. I reached down and pulled out one of the metal disks from the pouch attached to my belt. I aimed and threw the disk at her face, but Christina ducked, dodging it very easily.

"How pathetic," said Christina, standing up again. "You threw a dumb disk at me and you didn't even hit me. What's up with that? I thought that the legendary Trickshot never misses."

I would have made some clever quip just then about how I never miss, but again, that required air. All I could do was smirk as I saw my disk bounce off the window behind her and then off the ceiling directly at the back of her head.

She didn't even see it coming. The disk struck Christina directly in the back of her head. She immediately collapsed onto the floor, unconscious, while her energy rope immediately dissipated around my body, allowing me to breathe once again. I scrambled to my feet and looked down at her, but it was pretty obvious that she was not going to be getting up again anytime soon.

Still breathing hard, I walked over to Mom and Dad to make sure they were okay. Kneeling in front of them, I shook them both, saying, "Hey, can you two hear me? Wake up. Please."

Thankfully, their eyes flickered open. At first, they had dazed looks, as if they didn't know where they were, but soon understanding dawned in their eyes and they looked around the office in confusion.

"Huh?" said Dad. "Where are we? What happened?" He looked at me with a confused look. "And who are you?"

"I'm Trickshot," I said. "As for where you are, you were in danger, but now you're safe. I just need to untie both of you and we can all get out of here safely."

"I remember someone knocking at the door," said Mom in a slightly dazed voice. "When I opened the door, something hard hit my head and I fell unconscious."

"It was probably the Injectors," I said. "But there's no time to explain. Come on. I'll undo your ropes and get you guys out of here."

Just as I reached for the ropes holding Mom and Dad down, Dad's eyes widened and he said, "Watch out!"

Before I could look over my shoulder, I felt something sharp stab into my back. Crying out suddenly, I threw my arms behind me, but whoever had stabbed me jumped out of my reach. I turned around to see who had stabbed me and dread fell over me when I saw who now stood a few feet away from me:

It was Lethal Injection. And he was holding up one of his stingers, slightly stained with my blood.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

 

As soon as I looked at Lethal Injection, I suddenly gasped. My veins started to burn and my whole body felt like it was on fire. I staggered, almost falling to my hands and knees, but instead I leaned on one of the nearby desks for support, panting hard as the venom worked its way through my body. It would still be a while before it actually killed me, but I could tell it was a fast-acting poison, which meant I didn't have much longer if I wanted to live.

Lethal Injection, as usual, said nothing. He just looked at me from behind his helmet, his expression hidden away by his helmet's visor.

"Damn it," I said, my voice tinged with raggedness. "I should have seen that ... should have seen that coming."

I expected Lethal Injection to be as silent as usual, but instead, he chuckled, a sound that seemed oddly familiar for some reason.

"What's so funny?" I said. "I'm dying here and you think this is amusing?"

Lethal Injection shook his head. He tapped the side of his helmet and the visor flipped up suddenly, revealing a familiar face I had not expected to see behind that helmet.

I gaped. "Michael Jones? You're Lethal Injection?"

Lethal Injection--no, Michael Jones--nodded, a smirk on his face. "Correct, kid. Since you're going to be dying anyway, I thought it wouldn't hurt to show you my real identity."

"But ..." I coughed once or twice, not serious coughs, but enough to make me worried for my own health. "I didn't know you and Lethal Injection were one and the same."

"Very few do," said Michael. "It is beneficial for my purposes if most people believe that Lethal Injection and Michael Jones are two different individuals. That way, my enemies waste time trying to shoot two targets when they should really be aiming for one. Besides, assassination is how I got my start in organized crime, and the Lethal Injection identity lets me indulge in it every now and then whenever I get bored running the day-to-day operations of the Injectors."

"You ... you monster," I said. I let go of the desk and tried to take a step closer, but the world spun around me and I was forced to grab the desk again to avoid falling over. "You don't just hire an assassin to kill people. You are the assassin."

"Brilliant deduction," said Michael sarcastically. "Tell me, what other brilliant insights will you have? Perhaps next you will realize that I am the leader of the Injectors and that I'm very good at selling Power to those who have the money to spend on it."

Breathing was becoming harder for me now, but I said, "I don't have any more insights to share with you. I'm going to take you down once and for all, regardless of what getup you're wearing."

I flew toward Michael, hoping to get in at least one good punch before the poison killed me. Just one punch was all it would take to take him down.

But Michael spun around and slammed his suit's scorpion tail into my face. The surprisingly strong blow sent me flying into and through his desk. I slammed against the windows on the other side of the room, causing them to crack upon impact, but they didn't break. Still, the impact of slamming my skull against the solid glass windows made my head spin even more than it already did, which, in addition to the poison in my body, made it almost impossible for me to focus long enough to do anything other than lie helplessly on the floor like a baby.

Michael appeared over me. He knelt beside me, resting his arms on his knees, looking at me with the most amused smirk I had ever seen on another human being's face.

"I will admit, kid, that you did well," said Michael. "Putting twenty of my men behind bars and sneaking directly into my office without me knowing? You even gave me a good fight back in the factory a few days ago, even though it was fairly inconclusive. But in the end, I can't let you live, and I think you know why."

I spat in his face. "Monster."

Michael wiped the spit off his face, but he didn't get angry. "Is that all you have to say? I thought you would pick your final words more carefully. It's a shame, because when I was growing up, I deeply admired the original Trickshot. I even dreamed of becoming a superhero myself someday, but alas, fate had a different plan for me, taking me down a road that has led me to clash rather than work with supers more often than not. Perhaps in another life, you and I would be superheroes working together to keep Rumsfeld safe, but in this life, we're mortal enemies, and only one of us can survive."

I would have said something back to his face, but it was becoming harder and harder to breathe with each passing second. My eyes started to water and all of the strength had been sapped from my limbs, making me feel as weak as I did without the costume. Darkness was tugging at the edges of my vision, and soon the poison would reach my heart or my brain or maybe both and I would be dead.

My costume, I knew, could remove the poison, if given enough time to do so, but I was afraid that I didn't have time for the costume to force the poison out of my body. Even if it did, there was nothing stopping Michael from shooting me in the face with the acid from his tail, acid that would kill me just as easily as, if not more painfully than, the poison currently coursing through my veins.

Michael stood up and dusted himself off. "Look at this. I went to all of the trouble to put on my Lethal Injection costume, only to kill you in a matter of minutes. It's somewhat of a hassle to get into and out of, but I can't complain. If I hadn't put on the costume, I would likely be at your mercy, instead of you being at my mercy."

I couldn't say anything. I could barely even move. I just glared at Michael with as much anger as I could muster, which was about the only way I could let him know that I wasn't afraid of him and that I was going to remain defiant to the end. To my frustration, Michael just chuckled.

"Keep glaring, kid," said Michael. "It's an ugly expression to die with on your face, but I suppose we're all allowed to decide how we want to look when we die. Even if it is ugly."

Shaking his head, Michael turned and started walking away, but before he could get very far, Dad suddenly appeared out of nowhere and tackled him to the floor with a yell.

"Gotcha, you bastard!" Dad said, pinning Michael to the floor with his bulk. "You're the one who sold my son those drugs that killed him! No way am I ever going to forget that!"

Michael just grunted in annoyance underneath Dad. His tail whipped Dad across the face quickly, knocking Dad off of him. Michael rose to his feet and kicked Dad in the gut, knocking Dad flat off his feet and onto the floor, where he lay with a stunned look on his face.

"Dad ..." I said in a low whisper that I doubted anyone other than myself heard. "No ..."

Surprisingly, Dad got to his feet, but Michael punched him in the face, grabbed him by the collar of his shirt, and then slammed his face against the desk. Then Michael threw Dad onto the floor and kicked him again, this time far more viciously than before, enough to make Dad wheeze in pain.

"Walter!" Mom screamed from the other side of the office. "Walter, no!"

Of course, Michael paid no attention to Mom's screams. He just kept kicking Dad while he was down, each blow more vicious than the last. I felt like he was really angry at Dad for some reason, but it didn't matter, because, while Dad was a strong guy, Michael was clearly the better fighter of the two. If I didn't intervene quickly, Dad would definitely die.

"I need to get up," I muttered to TW. "I need to get up and save Dad. I need to get up and save Dad now."

"Sorry, Jack, but I'm afraid there's nothing I can do to help you," said TW in my head. "The suit can get rid of the poison, but it will likely take hours before it does."

"I don't have hours," I muttered angrily. "I barely have minutes."

"I know, but there's still nothing I can do about it," said TW. "I'm sorry, I truly am. I wish I could save your father, but I am just as powerless to save him as you are. I'm sorry."

"Don't worry about it," I muttered. "I'll think of ... think of something ..."

The darkness around the edges of my eyes was growing thicker. It was harder to think. I was barely even aware of Michael beating Dad to death. Bit by bit, my life was slipping through my fingers, and there was nothing I could do about it. Nothing, that is, except ask for help.

Costume, I said in my mind. Costume, can you hear me? I know you're busy working on trying to get rid of the poison in my body, but I need your help. I can't move myself at the moment. I need your help to save Dad. Please, help me.

Of course, there was no response, as usual. I didn't talk to my costume much, so I supposed the lack of a response was to be expected, but I still needed to talk to it and convince it to help me.

Dad needs your help, I said. And he's not just my dad. He's the son of your original owner, Gregory. If you don't help me get on my feet and take down Michael, then you'll be letting down Gregory. You'll be letting down me.

Nothing. No response. Nothing to indicate that my suit heard me or that it was even paying attention to anything I said. Maybe it still didn't respect me enough to listen to anything I had to say or maybe it was too focused on getting the poison out of my system to pay attention. Regardless, it was clear that this last ditch effort of mine had failed. And that meant that my quest to avenge Thomas had failed as well.

But then I felt strength flood my limbs. My vision cleared and my entire body felt as energetic as it always did. Deep down, I knew this came from the costume, which was granting me its strength in order for me to do what I needed to do.

Rising to my feet, I ran toward Michael, who was still kicking Dad over and over again. But then Michael stopped kicking him and aimed his acid tail at him, clearly about to finish him off.

I grabbed Michael's tail, causing Michael to look over his shoulder at me in surprise. But I didn't give him a chance to respond. With super strength flowing through my limbs, I whirled around and threw Michael at the cracked windows behind me.

Michael didn't even scream. He just flew through the air, a stunned look on his face as if he could not believe what was happening, and smashed straight through the solid glass window as though it wasn't even there.

Then Michael vanished over the edge of the window ... and seconds later, I heard a faint thunk below to indicate that Michael had hit the ground.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

 

One week later ...

 

I climbed aboard the school bus almost as soon as it came to a stop before my house, saying hi to Mr. Smith, the bus driver, who had just recently gotten out of the hospital after a successful surgery that removed the bullets from his body. He just nodded at me politely, the way he did to every student who climbed aboard, and immediately started the bus up again even before I took my seat.

I made my way past Ryan Bond and his girlfriend Steph, who were laughing and talking with Ryan's fellow football teammates, and passed Debra Ackerman, who was chatting away happily with one of her friends whose name I did not know. As I passed them, I overheard Debra mention Trickshot, but I didn't linger to find out why she was talking about my alter ego, though I could guess, given how my alter ego had been the main topic of conversation everywhere I went this week.

Soon, I spotted Kyle, who sat in his usual seat near the back of the bus and was looking at his phone when I plopped down next to him and said, "Hey, what's up?"

Kyle nearly jumped when I sat down next to him before looking at me and saying, "Warning next time, okay? You know how I don't like surprises."

"Sorry," I said. "What were you looking at on your phone?"

"Just the latest news on the Injectors," said Kyle as he put his phone back into his pocket. "Jones is going to court in a few months to decide if he's going to prison or not. There's pretty much no way he won't get at least a life sentence behind bars, though it remains to be seen if his lawyer will be able to get him a lighter sentence."

I frowned. "Has Jones finally awakened from his coma yet? I thought the doctors said he wasn't going to wake up for months."

"Looks like he's already awake," said Kyle. "You--I mean, Trickshot really did a number on him, tossing him out the window like that. Any other human would have died after being thrown through a window and falling six stories onto a car."

I smiled and leaned back in my seat. "Eh, it was probably just costume. That Lethal Injection armor must have protected his body from the worst of the fall."

"I just wish he had died," said Kyle. He shuddered. "As long as he's alive, that means there's always a chance he will be able to come back and, well, you know."

"Yeah, I get what you mean," I said. "But really, you have nothing to worry about. Jones might be conscious again, but I bet he's going to spend the next several months or maybe even years in a full body cast. And even if he doesn't, he doesn't have any friends or allies anymore, what with the Injectors being disbanded and all."

"I sure hope you're right," said Kyle, readjusting his glasses. "I'm just worried he might come after y--I mean, Trickshot."

"He can try, but I don't think he will do any better than he did the first time," I said with a chuckle.

"Yeah, probably," said Kyle. "I just have a hard time accepting that the Injectors are gone. I didn't think they would ever be defeated, but now their boss is on his way to prison and the ones who weren't arrested are scattered like rats."

I nodded. After I threw Michael Jones out the window, I had had Kyle call the police again. This time, Kyle's call actually got through to the police chief, who sent nearly the entire department, as well as the local SWAT team, to surround the Peter Glow Building and arrest as many Injectors as they could find. They didn't get everyone--some of the Injectors had fled, while others hadn't been at the Building at the time--but they did get their hands on Michael Jones, who, as Kyle just said, had been found in a coma on top of a blue van parked in the Building's parking lot.

Although some Injectors were still at large, the organization was considered dead. The police had already confiscated all of the computers and documents found in the various offices used by the Injectors for their fake business, while the FBI had stepped in and confiscated their supply of Power, which had also been kept inside the Building. According to the articles I read, there had been over six million dollars' worth of Power just in the Peter Glow Building alone, which didn't include any stashes they may have had in other parts of the city or state, though the government would probably find all of their stashes soon enough once they finished combing through the Injectors' files. It was satisfying to know that all of their carefully laid plans had come to nothing.

"By the way, how's your dad doing?" said Kyle. "I heard he got beat pretty badly by Michael."

"Better," I said. "He's doing better. He got a few broken bones, but nothing the doctors couldn't fix, though he's had to spend the week at home because he's not in good enough shape to work. He's driving us crazy, because he's not used to having to stay home and doesn't know what to do with himself."

"Great to hear," said Kyle. He hesitated before saying, "Do your parents know--?"

I shook my head. "No. Not yet. Some day, I'll tell them, but not today."

I glanced at the Trickshot Watch on my wrist, which was currently in the form of a normal watch that would not draw unwanted attention to itself. But I could feel the power within it now, the power that would turned me into the superhero Trickshot at the word go. It made me feel safe, even though I was safe at the moment.

After I threw Michael Jones out the window, I had stayed with my parents long enough to make sure they would be found by the police. I had considered telling them my identity there and then, but they had seemed so confused and scared that I didn't dare tell them anything else that might make them even more upset than normal. So I just told them that I was a superhero trying to keep them safe, which they seemed to buy at the time, at least.

As soon as the police arrived, however, I flew back to the house, where I quickly took off my costume and awaited the phone call I knew would inevitably come through my phone. When the police called me to let me know about my parents, I had to pretend to be as confused and frightened as they were, though as the days went on, I became more and more confident as I helped take care of Dad and do a lot of the chores he normally did. It helped that the costume managed to rid my body of the poison even faster than before. According to TW, because I had already been injected with that poison once, the costume had developed immunities against it, which was how it managed to heal me quicker than normal.

I still planned to tell my parents about my true identity someday, but for now, I didn't think they were ready for it. I had learned so much about the Trickshot Watch and the costume and its powers over the last two weeks, but there was still a lot I didn't know, a lot I needed to master. TW told me as much the day after the fight at the Peter Glow Building, informing me that while I had done a good job against Michael, the threat which Grandfather had warned would attack Rumsfeld was still out there and I still needed to prepare for the day of its arrival.

"Hey, what happened to that Christina lady?" Kyle said, interrupting my thoughts. "You know, the one who impersonated that detective that died ten years ago?"

I had almost forgotten about Christina. "I don't know. When the police got there, they didn't find her body in the office, even though that's where Trickshot left it."

That was the truth. Even though I had knocked out Christina and left her body there for the police to find, the police hadn't found any trace of her when they entered the office a few minutes later. None of the workers in the Building had reported seeing a woman like Christina exit the Building at any time, either. It seemed like Christina had disappeared, though I doubted this was the last time I would see her--or her employer, Icon--ever again.

"Wherever she is, I bet she's not going to show her face in Rumsfeld for a long time," I said, folding my hands behind my head. "Every police officer in town is looking for her, plus Bug Bite. If she's smart, she'll stay away from the city forever."

"I just find it creepy how she impersonated a dead woman like that," said Kyle. "Who does that? Was she an Injector too or something?"

I thought about what Christina said about working for Icon and shook my head. "No, Kyle, she was worse. Much worse."

Kyle looked a little anxious when I said that, but I didn't bother to elaborate. I just got comfortable in my seat and closed my eyes, hoping to catch some quick shut eye before we got to school, because I had trained late last night and didn't get as much sleep as I normally did.

I had no idea what the future held in store for me. I still didn't know where Grandfather was or how to rescue him or whether I would ever live up to his legacy. There was still a lot I didn't know about the Trickshot Watch and the costume, or even about TW. And, of course, there was the ever present threat of Icon, that mysterious organization, and its leader, Chaser, whoever he was.

But one thing I did know: This was not the end of my adventures as the superhero Trickshot.

-

TRICKSHOT WILL RETURN IN 'A SUPERHERO'S DEATH,' COMING APRIL 2018.

To be the FIRST to know about it and my other new releases, subscribe to my newsletter HERE. I will never sell your contact information to anyone and you are free to unsubscribe whenever you like.

I hope you enjoyed my little tale. Please don't forget to give this book a quick review on Amazon. Even just a two-word, "Liked it" or "Hated it" review helps so much. Positive or negative, I am grateful for all feedback from my readers. Please just swing over to the book page and toss up your review, since the star rating you leave on the next page won't be visible online. Amazon simply uses that feedback for their internal recommendation engine.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

About the Author

 

Under the pen name Lucas Flint, Timothy L. Cerepaka writes superhero fiction. He is the author of The Superhero's Son, The Young Neos, Minimum Wage Sidekick, and The Supervillain's Kids.

Find links to books, social media, updates on newest releases, and more by going to his website here. You can also sign up to be the first to learn about his newest releases by subscribing to his mailing list here.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Other books by Lucas Flint

 

The Superhero's Son:

 

The Superhero's Test

 

The Superhero's Team

 

The Superhero's Summit

 

The Superhero's Powers

 

The Superhero's Origin

 

The Superhero's World

 

The Superhero's Vision

 

The Superhero's Prison

 

The Superhero's End

 

The Young Neos:

 

Brothers

 

Powers

 

Counterparts

 

Dimensions

 

Heroes

 

Minimum Wage Sidekick:

 

First Job

 

First Date

 

First Offer

 

First Magic

 

First Mentor

 

First War

 

The Supervillain's Kids:

 

Bait & Switch

 

Tag Team

 

Blood Gems

 

Prison Break
cover.jpeg
THE LEGACY SUPERHERD BOOK #1





images/00001.jpeg





