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  CHAPTER ONE


   


  With a gasp of pain, I fell from the sky and crashed into the street hard enough to leave a small crater where I landed. Clutching my chest, my head spun, making it almost impossible for me to think clearly long enough to get up. I had never been hit that hard before and for a moment I wasn’t sure if I would ever see well again. It didn’t help that there was a loud buzzing sound in my ears that made it hard to hear anything.


  Nonetheless, I shook my head and looked up into the sky at the guy who had just sucker-punched me. He was one of the strangest enemies I’d faced yet, a fully-grown adult man wearing green spandex, floating above me on long, eagle-like wings which extended from his back like my cape. He grinned down at me, revealing row after row of sharp, jagged teeth that made him look like an alligator about to chomp down on its prey.


  “Is this the best that the legendary Trickshot’s got?” said the man in a loud, boisterous voice. He chuckled. “You certainly don’t live up to all of the stories I’ve heard about you. Then again, you seem to be little more than a brat playing pretend, so maybe I shouldn’t be surprised at your weakness.”


  I gritted my teeth. “Sorry I’m not very entertaining, but I don’t give refunds.”


  The man chuckled. “Refunds? Why, I, the great Aeolus, do not need refunds. I shall finish you off and dominate this city, as I have done to countless other supers over the years. You may think yourself a superhero of great importance, but in truth, you are just a kid who is in way over his head.”


  Rising to my feet slowly, I said, “It’s hilarious to hear ‘the great Aeolus’ lecture me about thinking I’m someone of great importance. Self-awareness clearly isn’t one of your superpowers.”


  Aeolus’ eyes narrowed when I said that. “And I tire of your childish banter, boy. Time to teach you a lesson you’ll never forget.”


  Aeolus snapped his fingers and pointed a finger at me. A blast of wind came blasting from his fingertip, but I launched into the air at the last second, avoiding the wind blast that struck the crater I had been lying in. I arced in the air toward Aeolus, pulling back my fist to smash him in the face, but with a flap of his wings Aeolus shot away to the left, avoiding my fist and forcing me to stop in midair to look for him.


  Aeolus landed on top of a nearby building and turned to face me with a mocking wave of his hand. “You’ll have to be a bit faster than that to hit me, Trickshot! I, the great Aeolus, move as fast as the wind and hit as hard as the tornado!”


  My hands balled into fists. Aeolus was a braggart, but he was the worst kind of braggart: The kind that could actually back up his bragging. I’d been fighting him for the last ten minutes or so, ever since I came here to take him down, but Aeolus had thus far managed to avoid most of my blows. It was because he was ridiculously fast, able to use those great big wings of his to fly in nearly any direction like he weighed nothing. But he was no feather. He also had super strength, which he had displayed by punching me in the chest not too long ago. He wasn’t as strong as me, from what I could tell, but he was definitely not the kind of bad guy you wanted to let your guard down around.


  I wasn’t sure where Aeolus came from. He just appeared in southern Rumsfeld less than an hour ago, where he proclaimed that he was going to make Rumsfeld part of his ‘dominion’ and that he would kill anyone who got in his way. From what I’d been able to gather from his ramblings, Aeolus was a former superhero from California who had gone rogue and now thought of himself as some kind of god king who was destined to rule America. He had bird-like wings, control over the wind, and super strength, which made him a ‘Triplet,’ that is, a superhero who got three powers from Superpower rather than one like most.


  Normally, I would have been glad to let Bug Bite deal with him, but Bug Bite was still recovering in his home from being shot last month, so I’d had to pick up his slack when it came to dealing with supervillains and criminals that the police couldn’t handle. It seemed like Bug Bite’s absence had turned Rumsfeld into supervillain central, because Aeolus was the third villain in as many weeks to pop up out of nowhere with delusions of grandeur. It also seemed like a lot of these guys wanted to fight me, like it was some kind of badge of honor, but in any case, I was more than happy to fight them if it meant they would leave innocent civilians alone.


  But it was annoying, as I found out during my fight with Aeolus. Aeolus might have been a blowhard, but there was a reason he wasn’t rotting in jail somewhere yet and it was because, despite his bragging, he had some skill and ability.


  Therefore, I couldn’t let myself get complacent while fighting him. And I needed to end this fight quickly, partly because I wanted to have limited property damage, but also because I had a date and it was one I couldn’t be late for. The longer this fight went on, the more likely it became that my date—a girl named Debra Ackerman, from my school—would decide that I had blown her off and go home. It would be just my luck if I didn’t get to go on my date because I got distracted fighting some supervillain freak who thought he was the king of air or whatever.


  “You talk about being a tornado, but frankly I think you’re just a lot of hot air,” I said. “Maybe you should call yourself Hot Air Balloon instead of Aeolus. Would be more appropriate, in my opinion.”


  Aeolus’ eyes narrowed again. “You dare mock my greatness? But perhaps I should not be surprised. The weak often do not understand the power of their superiors until they are crushed underneath it.”


  Aeolus waved his hands and a powerful gust of wind slammed into me, sending me tumbling through the air backwards. I tried to fight against the wind, but it was so strong that I couldn’t make any headway. A particular strong gust of wind sent me flying backwards until I crashed into and through the window of a nearby office building, smashing into a desk and sending papers and pens flying everywhere.


  A shriek of terror caused me to look up and see a woman in a business suit staring down at me with a mixture of shock and horror. Somehow, I had avoided crashing into her when I was knocked through the window, though I had completely destroyed her desk.


  “Sorry about your desk,” I said as I jumped to my feet. I glanced around at the desk’s remains around me. “I didn’t mean to destroy it.”


  The woman just stared at me with her mouth hanging open, but then she shook her head, screamed, and ran out of the room shrieking about how a guy in blue and red spandex had just crashed into her office and destroyed her desk. It would have been kind of funny, but I had no time to think about it, so I just shot through the window again and flew toward Aeolus, who had not moved an inch from where he stood.


  “Back again?” said Aeolus. “Very well. I can do this all day, though I am not sure if you can do it all day.”


  Aeolus raised his hand again, but I pulled a disk out of my pouch and hurled it at him. Aeolus ducked at the last second, however, allowing the disk to go flying over his head, and stood up again, saying, “What was that? Are you just throwing random garbage at me now? You’re getting desperate.”


  I smirked. “Why do you think I missed?”


  The disk I’d thrown bounced off the wall behind him and struck Aeolus in the back of the head. It didn’t knock him out, but he did stagger forward from the blow, so I zoomed forward and slammed my fist into his gut, making Aeolus gasp in pain. I followed up the punch with an uppercut that sent him reeling and then swept his legs out from underneath him with a kick.


  When Aeolus hit the ground, I got on his back and twisted both of his arms behind his back as painfully as I could without breaking them. Aeolus groaned, but I pinned him down in such a way that he would break his own arms if he tried to throw me off.


  “Get off me, you child!” Aeolus cried. “I am your superior!”


  “Keep telling yourself that, bro,” I said. “Maybe someday it will become true. Until then, I suggest not moving too much, because your arms feel awfully fragile under my grip and it would be a real pity if I accidentally broke them both at once. Well, a pity for me, but probably a pain for you.”


  Aeolus just grunted underneath me, but it was pretty clear that he wasn’t going to risk trying to escape from me if it meant losing both of his arms. I couldn’t help but smile to myself at the thought of how this big, bad supervillain. who liked to brag about how awesome he was, giving up because he was afraid of a little pain. What a wimp.


  “Jack,” said TW in my head suddenly, urgency in his voice, “my sensors pick up a large force coming your way.”


  I raised my head and looked around, but I saw nothing except the roofs of nearby buildings on every side. “Large force? What are you talking about? I don’t see—”


  Abruptly, a foot came out of nowhere and kicked me in the face. The force of the blow was so unexpected that I let go of Aeolus and fell over the side of the roof and landed on top of a car on the street below. I landed on the car hard enough to crunch the roof underneath me, as well as set off the car’s alarms, though thanks to my durability the fall mostly shook rather than hurt me.


  “What was that?” I said, raising and shaking my head. “That wasn’t Aeolus, was it?”


  “No, I don’t think so,” said TW. “Whoever it was, they were too fast even for me to—Watch out!”


  I looked up in time to see someone falling down toward me. I rolled backwards off the roof of the car instinctively and landed on the street in a crouch just as the person who fell toward me landed on the car, though they landed more gracefully than me.


  Looking up at the newcomer, I didn’t quite know what to make of him at first. He wore a full-body black and white costume, but it was strange. It appeared to be an entirely white suit covered with black dots of various sizes, including a big black dot on the face of his costume. The black dot did not have any eye holes or mouth holes, which made me wonder how this guy could possibly see or speak or even breathe. He was muscular and athletic and carried what looked like a gun at his side. The black dots looked strangely organic, too, like they were stickers put on his body or something.


  “Who the hell are you?” I said, looking up at the new guy with confusion. “Friends with Aeolus?”


  The newcomer tilted his head to the side briefly, as if just as confused as me, before he said, “I’m not sure if you’re stupid or just pretending to be stupid. You know who I am.”


  “Actually, I don’t,” I said, shaking my head as I rose to my feet. “Mind introducing yourself for me? That would be kind of nice.”


  “Call me Holes,” said the newcomer. He pointed a finger at me. “And I am going to get the revenge I have been denied for all of these years.”


  Before I could ask him what he meant, Holes snapped his fingers and, without warning, a hole materialized underneath me and I fell to my doom.




  CHAPTER TWO


   


  I fell into a deep, empty, inky blackness and, for a moment, could not see where I was. But I could tell I was falling, falling down, but to where, I couldn’t say. All I could tell was that I was falling into endless darkness, feeling the wind rush by me as I fell.


  Then, without warning, a light shone below me and I fell out of the darkness and into the light. It took me a second to realize that I was back in Rumsfeld, only now I was about a mile above the city falling to my doom.


  But it didn’t matter. I could still fly, after all. I tried to activate my flight powers so I could make a safe landing, but oddly, I did not feel the usual sensation of power that flowed through me whenever I used my flight power. It was like I had somehow lost my powers, even though I still wore the Trickshot costume and the Trickshot Watch.


  “TW!” I said in my head as I fell. “What’s wrong with my suit? Why can’t I fly?”


  “I’m not sure,” said TW. “I think something in that hole might have interfered with the suit’s—”


  TW’s voice suddenly shattered, turning into a loud, irritating buzzing noise like radio static. It was deafening in my mind, briefly making me forget that I was falling to my doom.


  “TW?” I shouted in my head. “TW, are you there? TW?”


  Unfortunately, all I heard was the strange static that had interrupted his voice. And even worse, the pavement was drawing closer and closer, to the point where I was sure I was going to become little more than smashed meat once I hit the pavement.


  I desperately tried to access my powers again and again, but I couldn’t feel them whatsoever. It didn’t help that the static in my head was getting louder and louder with each passing second, to the point where I could barely even hear my own thoughts. I had no idea what happened to TW or my suit, but I knew that if I didn’t do something soon, my life and my superhero career were about to end.


  Just as I passed the roof of the tallest building, I suddenly felt power flood my limbs and my powers activate again. I activated my flight powers at the last possible second, skirting over the pavement and shooting back up into the sky, before I went back down and landed on the street next to a lamppost, which I leaned against for support. Adrenaline flooded my entire being, making my heart race as I panted and tried to catch my breath.


  “Hmph,” said Holes, who was still standing on top of the car where I had left him before. “What a disappointment. I thought for sure that you were going to land head first onto the street and die. I forgot about your flight powers. Guess I’ll just have to kill you myself.”


  Holes jumped off car and strode toward me without any fear in his step. Not that I could blame him. Whatever his powers were, they were unlike anything else I had faced before. Even Aeolus, despite his strength, was not as tricky as this guy.


  “Who are you?” I said. I still heard the static instead of TW in my head, though it was a lot quieter now. “And why did you try to kill me?”


  “I already told you,” said Holes simply. “I’m Holes. What more do you need to know than that?”


  Pushing myself off the lamppost, I said, “A lot, actually, but that’s fine for now. Once I take you down and hand you over to the police, I’ll find out all about you when they publish the details of their interrogation in the Rumsfeld Journal.”


  I rushed toward Holes without hesitation and threw a punch at his chest. My fist successfully connected, but instead of slamming into his chest, my fist actually went into the black hole on his body and came out of the hole in his face. My own fist punched me in the face, sending me staggering backwards from the blow. I had never punched myself before and now wondered how anyone had managed to withstand a solid blow from me. My whole world spun around me, making it nearly impossible for me to focus on anything.


  Shaking my head, I looked at Holes, who had stopped and had folded his arms again, tapping his foot impatiently.


  “What was that?” I said, blinking my eyes rapidly. “How … how did you make me punch myself?”


  “You mean you seriously didn’t know that would happen?” said Holes in genuine astonishment. “Amazing. Perhaps you really aren’t the same Trickshot I once knew.” He shrugged. “Not that it matters. Whether you’re the original Trickshot or some kid wearing his clothes, I’m going to get my revenge no matter what.”


  Hole held out his hands. Another hole opened up underneath me, but I flew into the sky at the last second, hovering several feet above the pitch-black hole on the street below me. Looking into the hole, I realized that I couldn’t see the bottom of it and that it also looked exactly like the holes which dotted Holes’ body.


  “Let me guess,” I said, looking at Holes again, “you can create holes that allow you to bend the space-time continuum and break physics like a criminal breaks the law, right?”


  “You figured that out quickly,” said Holes. “Unfortunately, knowing even that much won’t help you stop me.”


  A hole opened up underneath Holes, who fell into it out of my sight quickly.


  “Holes?” I said, looking around in confusion. “Where did you go?”


  All of a sudden, through the static in my head, I heard TW say, “Look out behind you!”


  I looked over my shoulder to see a black hole—identical to the one that Holes had just fallen through—appear on the building behind me. Without warning, Holes leaped through it and kicked me in the jaw with feet as strong as steel. I immediately crashed down to the street below again, hitting the pavement hard enough to crack it. My body aching all over, I pushed myself up and looked around again, but Holes had once more disappeared.


  “Hey, where are you?” I called out, rising to my feet slowly due to how much pain I was currently in. “Show yourself, you coward!”


  A deep chuckle came from above and I looked up to see Holes standing on top of a nearby truck trailer. Though I couldn’t see his face, it was clear to me that he was extremely amused by my inability to fight back against him effectively.


  “Coward? I’m no coward,” said Holes. “I simply know how to use my powers to their limit. Nothing ‘cowardly’ about that, though you can keep crying about it if it makes you feel better for being such a loser.”


  I was so angry I didn’t even say anything. I just drew three silver disks from my pouch and threw all three of them in different directions. The disks bounced off the streets, buildings, cars, and everything else, moving so fast that even I had a hard time following their trajectory, but I knew that if I could barely follow them, then Holes likely couldn’t see them at all.


  Soon, the disks bounced one last time off different surfaces and went straight toward Holes. But to my astonishment, the three disks entered three different holes in his body and emerged from three other holes. One of them even came at me, but I jumped out of the way before it could hit me.


  “You still haven’t figured out that you can’t hit me unless I want you to?” said Holes. “Truly, you must indeed be a different Trickshot, because the original Trickshot was well-acquainted with the limits and abilities of my powers. You, on the other hand, are so ignorant that it would be hilarious if it wasn’t so depressing.”


  “I’ve never fought you before,” I said. “How can I know the limits of your powers if this is the first time I’ve met you?”


  “Easy,” said Holes. “You can’t.”


  Holes suddenly fell into a hole on top of the trailer and disappeared from sight again. I whipped my head this way and that, looking for him, but Holes did not appear to be anywhere. He seemed to have vanished into thin air, though knowing his general strategy, it was clear to me that he was probably going to pop out of a hole and strike me when I least expected it.


  “J-Jack?” said TW in my head suddenly, his voice slightly buzzing. “Are you th-there?”


  “TW?” I said aloud, not caring if anyone overheard me. I kept looking for Hole. “Where have you been, buddy? I’ve just been getting static this whole time.”


  “My a-apologies,” said TW in a shaky voice. “I’m n-not sure, but I seem to be experiencing some sort of t-technical iss-iss-issue.”


  It was hard to understand what TW was saying due to the static occasionally overlapping his words, but I said, “We’ll figure it out later. Right now, I’m fighting some guy who can make holes everywhere and—”


  “Holes?” TW interrupted. “Do you mean the supervillain?”


  “Yeah,” I said. “You heard of him?”


  “Heard of him?” said TW. “I f-fought h-him with Gregory years a-ago. He’s s-supposed to be in jail.”


  “Then what’s he doing, well, not in jail?” I said in annoyance.


  “I don’t k-know,” said TW, “but you s-should beat him anyway. His p-powers are tricky to deal with, but the trick to taking him out is—”


  Something hard slammed into the back of my head, temporarily diverting my attention away from TW. I staggered forward from the blow, stars flashing in my eyes, but managed to turn around in time to see Holes disappear into another hole before I could stop him.


  “Get back here!” I shouted, running over to the spot where Holes had been standing. “Stop running like a girl and fight!”


  “It’s not going to work,” said TW. “Holes doesn’t care about honor. He j-just c-cares about winning. Which is why you n-need to listen to me and take my advice before he strikes again.”


  “Shoot, man,” I said, once again looking around to find him. “I’m all ears.”


  “V-Very well,” said TW. “Holes’ main w-weakness is—”


  Abruptly, TW’s voice was replaced by more irritating static, only this time it was even louder than before.


  “TW?” I said. “TW, are you there? TW? Hello?”


  Unfortunately, it seemed like I had lost my connection to TW again. And just when he was about to tell me how to beat this guy, too. Just my luck.


  But I had no time to whine about that. Right now, I needed to focus on figuring out where the heck Holes was going to pop up again next and what his weakness was.


  Before I could do that, however, I was kicked in the back, the blow sending me staggering forward again. But I turned around and grabbed Holes’ arm just before he could disappear into another hole.


  “Gotcha,” I said, tightening my grip on his forearm, a wolfish smile on my face. “Can’t get out of this, now can you?”


  Holes, however, just pulled his gun out of his pocket and pointed at me. He pulled the trigger and some kind of dart shot out of the gun and into my shoulder.


  Gasping in surprise, I accidentally let go of Holes, who quickly disappeared into yet another hole. But I didn’t pay him any attention. I grabbed the dart and ripped it from my shoulder, grunting under my breath after the brief surge of pain followed the removal of the dart.


  “Damn it,” I said, clutching the hole in my shoulder where the dart had once been, “what was that all about?”


  Suddenly, I began to feel tired and sluggish. I leaned against the lamppost again, doing my best to fight my drowsiness, but it was a losing battle. I didn’t feel like I was going to fall asleep, exactly, but I felt as though all of the strength had been sapped from my body, making it very hard to move.


  “Jack!” said TW, his voice breaking through the static again. “Holes injected some kind of sedative into your muscles. It won’t knock you out, but it will make your muscles relax.”


  “Yeah, I can tell,” I said, doing my best not to let my relaxed knees let out underneath me. “Tell me something I don’t know, like Holes’ weakness.”


  “Right,” said TW. “Holes’ weakness is—”


  Static once again interrupted TW’s sentence.


  “Dang it!” I screamed. “This isn’t funny anymore!”


  I quickly shut my mouth, however, and tried to calm down. Getting angry would not solve anything. I needed to remain calm and rational in order to stop Holes. At this point, it was pretty clear that I was on my own insofar as I needed to defeat Holes. I couldn’t rely on TW to help me, given whatever his technical issues were.


  But how? Holes’ power was unpredictable. He could appear seemingly anywhere at any time for any reason he wanted. There was no rhyme or reason to his tactics, other than he liked to sneak up on me, but that was not very helpful information. I guess I also knew that he had a gun with some kind of sedative laden darts in it, but that would have been useful to know before he shot me the first time.


  Thinking fast, it occurred to me that Holes could apparently only open two holes at one time: One for him to enter, the other for him to exit, not counting the ones on his body. Maybe if I could force him to use up his two holes trying to redirect one of my attacks, I would be able to get a good hit on him. It wasn’t much of a plan, but it was the only one I had.


  Pushing myself off the lamppost again, I shouted, “Hey, Holes! Your glorified game of whack-a-mole isn’t fun anymore! Think I’m going to go home now and find something more fun to do, like telling my friends how lame you are!”


  “Lame?” said Holes behind me. “You haven’t hit me even once, you little brat, and you see fit to talk to me about—”


  I whirled around and punched Holes in the chest. As I expected, my fist went into his chest and came out of his face, but I ducked my own punch and slammed my other fist into the white space between two of the holes on his body.


  Holes cried out in pain and staggered to the side, causing my arm to pop out of his chest. He clutched the spot where I’d punched him tenderly, but I wasn’t about to give him a chance to get away. I threw another punch at him, striking him in the other side of his body. He nearly fell this time, but instead just backed away up against a nearby car, his breathing heavier than before.


  “You may not be the original Trickshot, but you certainly hit as hard as he did,” said Holes, his voice slightly strained as he clutched his stomach. “Maybe even harder.”


  “Definitely harder,” I said, slamming my fist into my other hand, “though mostly because you pissed me off and I’m not in a particularly forgiving mood today.”


  I ran toward Holes again, about to deal the final blow, but I only got a few steps toward Holes before a hole suddenly appeared on the car behind him and he fell into it backwards. I rushed over to go after him, but by the time I reached the car, Holes had vanished again.




  CHAPTER THREE


   


  “Holes!” I shouted again, rotating on the spot to look for him. “Holes, show yourself! I know you’re still around here! Stop this stupid game of hide and seek and fight me like a man!”


  But no matter how loud I shouted, Holes did not reappear. I looked in every direction, but as far as I could tell, Holes had finally retreated.


  “H-He seems to have run away, Jack,” said TW in my head again. “I c-can’t sense him anywhere. Perhaps he’s l-licking his wounds.”


  “Like the coward he is,” I said with disgust.


  “A-Actually, this is typical of him,” said TW. “Holes always knew when to give up. P-Presumably, you turned out to be harder than ex-expected.”


  “So what?” I said. “He got away. I had him on the ropes, but he escaped anyway.”


  “A-At least you got Aeolus,” said TW. “He hasn’t escaped, as far as I—”


  A loud laugh from above made me look up. Aeolus flew past overhead suddenly, a powerful gust of wind following him. The wind knocked me down on my butt, and by the time I got back up to my feet, Aeolus was long gone, leaving me standing all alone in the now-empty streets of Rumsfeld. I thought about taking off after him, but decided against it, because I was too sore and too depressed to think about going after him right now.


  “What were you saying about Aeolus not escaping, TW?” I said, frowning.


  “N-Never mind,” said TW. “I—Look at these shoes!”


  I looked down at my feet, though I actually wasn’t wearing any shoes because my full-body costume went down to my feet, though the feet of my costume were padded underneath to keep my feet safe. “What shoes?”


  “My apologies, Jack,” said TW, his voice back to normal all of a sudden. “Seems like I somehow picked up a radio signal, a commercial of some sort from a nearby radio—Now available at your favorite retailer! Better get them now before they sell out!”


  “TW, I think you should go quiet for a while,” I said. “Getting seriously concerned about you, buddy. Let’s get back to base and talk there. You need to tell me more about this Holes guy and his past with Grandfather, okay?”


  “O-Okay, Ja—Call now to receive an EXCLUSIVE training DVD today!”


  I wasn’t sure what was more disturbing: That TW was trying to sell me training DVDs or that there was clearly something wrong with his programming. The latter was probably more disturbing, but either way, I still realized that things were about to get a whole lot more complicated for me.


  -


  My ‘base,’ if you could call it that, was a small bungalow located well out in the country outside of the Rumsfeld city limits. It had originally been owned by a lady named Margaret Rumsfeld, a descendant of the original Harold Rumsfeld who founded the city over one hundred and fifty years ago, but when she passed away last month and it fell into the hands of her granddaughter Ashley, Ashley had allowed me to use it as a base of operations for my superhero career. I’d taken to calling my base Target Practice 2, because there was also a makeshift range behind the house which I could use to practice my skills, in particular my aiming skills.


  Landing on the other side of the gate, I was immediately greeted by loud barking from Sammy, Ashley’s Saint Bernard, who ran out from behind the house and tackled me to the ground before I could do anything. Instead of ripping my face off with his teeth, however, Sammy just licked me happily, which was a big departure from how he had treated me the first time I came here. But as I found out since moving here, Sammy was a big softie and easily made friends.


  “Okay, Sammy, okay,” I said, pushing the big dog off me. “Nice to see you, too, but right now I need to get into the house. We can play catch later, all right?”


  Sammy barked a couple more times, this time more happily than before, and followed me back to the house. He sat down on his bed next to the door, while I unlocked the door and entered, closing the door behind me and turning on the main lights at the same time.


  As soon as I closed the door, TW materialized before me in his blue hologram form, only he didn’t look nearly as stable as before. His holographic body kept flickering on and off, its transparency was lighter than normal, and he looked like he was about to simply blink out of existence entirely. His face—which normally resembled Grandfather’s face—would occasionally be replaced by a blank blue screen, which was every bit as creepy and disturbing as you’d expect.


  “TW?” I said worryingly, looking at him with concern. “Are you okay? You look like you’re glitching out.”


  TW’s form suddenly stabilized, though based on his expression, he seemed to be holding himself together through sheer willpower alone. “Sorry. I am not quite sure what just happened, other than I appear to be experiencing some kind of glitch. It disturbs me as much as it does you, by the way, perhaps even more so because of the implications behind it.”


  “Implications?” I said. “What do you mean?”


  TW folded his hands behind his back. “Do you recall how, when we first met, I told you that I didn’t have much time left and that, unless the Trickshot Watch was repaired, I would cease working entirely at some point?”


  “Oh, yeah,” I said, nodding. “I remember. You said it was because you were old.”


  “Right,” said TW, nodding. “I thought I had more time than I did, but it appears that my degeneration is accelerating. I believe that it may be partially due to Holes’ powers, though I’m not sure how, given how your grandfather had to deal with Holes’ powers many times before and yet they never affected me negatively.”


  “I see,” I said. “Is there anything we can do about it? Anything at all?”


  TW shrugged. “You would need to find someone who can repair the Watch, but there aren’t very many people like that due to the Watch’s unique nature. Your grandfather developed me himself, so he could fix me, but I’m not sure anyone else could.”


  I bit my lower lip. “And Grandfather, of course, is still imprisoned on Icon’s island base. Which is why we need to go there as quickly as we can, not that we need more reasons to hurry, of course.”


  “Exactly,” said TW. “I’ve been trying to make contact with people on the coast of Texas who could take us to the island base, but I haven’t received any replies yet, not even from Gregory’s old friends. But I’m still trying, so don’t worry about that.”


  I nodded, but TW and I both knew that that wasn’t the main reason I hadn’t left for Icon’s base yet was because of my parents. I was still just a teenager who lived with his parents. Yes, school might have been out for the summer and I might have had a lot of free time because I didn’t have a summer job or anything like that, but that didn’t mean I had the freedom to just up and go to the Gulf of Mexico for my final showdown with Icon without telling anyone. My parents would wonder where I was, maybe even outright panic. Considering how they reacted the last time I disappeared without telling them where I was, I didn’t want to know what they would do if I disappeared for a week or longer.


  The best way to avoid panicking my parents about this would be to tell them that I was Trickshot and that I was going to save Grandfather. But that would be difficult, mostly because I didn’t know how they would respond. They both seemed to like Trickshot okay, but if they knew that their one and only son had secretly been practicing superheroism for the last couple of months without their knowledge, I didn’t think they would take it very well. They especially wouldn’t take it well, I thought, if they knew that I was going to break into the base of a powerful, secretive organization that had already displayed a willingness to kill, especially one that had kidnapped them once already.


  But I had to save Grandfather. I knew where he was now, thanks to the coordinates given to me by my uncle Josh last month. At this point, it was only a matter of time before I went to Icon’s island base and rescued him. Yet I needed to figure out an excuse I could use to leave town without raising any alarms. And I needed to do it before school started up, too, because once school started back up, I would have very little time to head down to Icon’s base and save Grandfather.


  But I pushed such thoughts out of my mind for now in order to focus on TW. “Well, I hope you hear back from someone soon. The longer we wait, the more likely it is that Icon will do all sorts of horrible things to Grandfather.”


  “I know,” said TW, “but I think we have a more urgent problem at the moment. Namely, Holes.”


  “Oh, right,” I said, nodding. “What is that guy’s story? You said he was an old enemy of Grandfather’s and he was supposed to be in jail, but you didn’t elaborate on what you meant by all of that.”


  TW held out a hand and a small hologram appeared in his palm, a hologram of Holes, which began to slowly rotate on the spot in order to give me a good look of his general appearance. “Holes, like most supervillains, was a former superhero who went rogue, his real name being Arthur Renner. In his case, he was a superhero of Oklahoma, but went rogue after an investigation discovered that he was paying off criminals in order to make himself look better. He fled to Texas, where he started his criminal career by trying to rob a bank in Rumsfeld, which is how he ran into Gregory.”


  “Did Grandfather beat him?” I said.


  “Yes,” said TW. “Unfortunately, Holes’ powers make it hard to keep him locked away in prison for long, so every time Gregory beat him, he would just use his powers to escape prison and resume his criminal career. He clashed with other superheroes over the years, but Gregory was the one he clashed with most often and the one he hated more than the others due to how persistently Gregory opposed his efforts.”


  “If he can just use his powers to escape prison whenever he wants, why were you surprised to find out that he wasn’t in jail?” I said.


  “Because the last time I saw him, his powers had been negated,” said TW. “Ten years ago, right before Gregory was kidnapped by Icon, he fought Holes one last time on the outskirts of Rumsfeld. The fight ended with Gregory winning, but the results of the battle were different from all the others. Gregory managed to negate Holes’ powers once and for all, leaving Holes an ordinary human who could be placed in ordinary prison without any chance of escape.”


  “How did Grandfather do that?” I said. “Aren’t superpowers genetic? I mean, after you’ve been injected with the Superpower drug, of course.”


  “They are,” TW agreed, “and for the longest time, it was thought to be impossible to negate or remove superpowers from an individual who had been injected with the Superpower drug. But Gregory, working together with a scientist friend of his, came up with a formula that could outright remove an individual’s superpowers from their body, if injected into the bloodstream.”


  “Really?” I said. “What was the formula called?”


  “Depower,” said TW. “It is essentially an ‘antidote’ to the Superpower drug. By injecting it into a superhuman’s bloodstream, Depower essentially cleanses a person’s body of their powers. It was an experimental drug at the time, with no guarantee it would work, but Gregory was desperate to deal with Holes once and for all, so he volunteered to field test its abilities on Holes.”


  “And I presumed it worked, then,” I said. “Right?”


  “Right,” said TW, nodding. “It worked flawlessly. It left Holes unable to use his powers. They even did DNA tests and found that there were no traces of Superpower in his body at all. It was truly miraculous, especially once you consider how this was the first time the drug was even tested.”


  “Is this Depower stuff still around?” I said. “If so, why haven’t I heard about it until now?”


  “Because the government has kept a tight lid on its existence,” said TW. “And it has rarely been used, even though it is effective at what it does. The government does not want Depower to end up in the hands of criminals who would use it to depower superheroes. Imagine what would happen if a supervillain like, say, Aeolus got his hands on Depower? You wouldn’t want the only people with superpowers to be villains and criminals, would you?”


  I shuddered at the thought. “No, I definitely wouldn’t. But if it was used on Holes and it worked, then how did Holes get his powers back?”


  “That, I am afraid, is a question I don’t have the answer to,” said TW. “Perhaps Depower’s effect has finally worn off and his powers returned. As I said, Depower was an experimental drug and no one knew what its long-term effects might be on an individual, especially because Holes was literally the first person to have the drug tested on them.”


  “He said he broke out of jail, didn’t he?” I said. “Are there any news reports on that?”


  TW paused, which he usually did whenever he was searching the Internet, and finally said, “Oddly enough, no. The most recent articles about Holes that I could find were written about ten years ago when Holes was put in jail. There aren’t any recent articles about him breaking out of prison.”


  “Weird,” I said. “I’d think there’d be at least one news report on the escape of a dangerous supervillain from prison, especially one who had lost his powers. Wonder what’s up.”


  “I’m not sure,” said TW, “but perhaps he broke out so recently that even the local news hasn’t reported on it yet. In any case, Holes’ presence is incredibly troubling, especially knowing that he wants revenge against you because of what your Grandfather did to him years ago.”


  “I know,” I said. My shoulders slumped. “And as long as he’s in Rumsfeld, there’s no way I’m leaving to go to Icon’s base. Oh, and I can’t forget Aeolus, too. Now there are two supervillains running around Rumsfeld, supervillains I can’t just leave alone or forget about.”


  “Right,” said TW. “If it helps, Gregory faced a situation similar to yours once, where he had to deal with two separate supervillains wreaking havoc in Rumsfeld. He solved the issue by calling in help from a fellow superhero of his in a neighboring city.”


  “Which I can’t do because I’m an illegal superhero, remember?” I said. “If I tried that, I would just get arrested. Man, I wish Bug Bite was out of the hospital, because I’m sure he would be working hard every day to bring in Holes and Aeolus.”


  “Indeed,” said TW. “But until he gets out of the hospital, you’re the only person in the city who can actually deal with these two.”


  “Yeah,” I said, “but still—”


  I was interrupted by a sudden beeping sound from my pocket. Pulling my phone out of my pocket, I glanced at the screen and nearly jumped into the air when I saw who the text was from.


  “Aw, crud,” I said. I looked at TW. “I gotta go.”


  “Go?” said TW. “Go where?”


  “To my date,” I said, turning around and walking back toward the door. “My date with Debra Ackerman. Which I can’t be late for, because if I am, I doubt she’ll go out with me ever again.”




  CHAPTER FOUR


   


  Yes, I’d finally asked out Debra Ackerman about a week ago. She was a girl who went to my school and was in most of the same classes as me. I’d had my eye on her for a while, but had not been able to gather up the courage to ask her out until last week. That was because she was really pretty, to the point where I was convinced that she was out of my league. It didn’t help that, thanks to school being out, I didn’t see her as often as I used to, mostly due to the fact that we didn’t run in most of the same circles.


  But then, last week, I got lucky when Kyle and I went to the One Heart Mall located in east Rumsfeld, where we were going to see a new movie that had just come out at the theater attached to the mall. There we ran into Debra and some of her girlfriends and somehow I managed to ask her out and she said yes. It surprised even me, but I never questioned strokes of luck. Well, I suppose it helped that Kyle practically dragged me over to Debra because he was tired of me talking about her and never actually approaching her.


  I’d been looking to the date all week. We were supposed to have lunch at the Mall and then go for a walk in the city park afterward. And I’d actually been on my way there earlier, but then Aeolus appeared out of nowhere and I got distracted trying to stop him. And then, of course, Holes attacked and delayed it even further, to the point where I had almost forgotten about my date with Debra until she sent me this text:


  Hey, Jack, where r u? Waiting at the Mall.


  Even as I flew through the skies over Rumsfeld, I could still see the text in my mind as if I was staring at my phone, which I wasn’t currently doing, because staring at my phone while flying was a really dumb idea, almost as dumb as looking at your phone while crossing a busy intersection during rush hour. I had sent a reply back to Debra telling her that I would be there as soon as I could and that I was running late, but as far as I could tell she hadn’t responded to my text. I feared that Debra might have already left the Mall and was already telling her friends that I didn’t show up and that they should avoid me at all costs from now on.


  “Jack, I think you’re o-overthinking this way too m-much,” said TW in my head. “I-I’m s-sure Debra will understand. She’s probably j-just worried about why you haven’t s-shown up yet.”


  “Shut up, TW,” I snapped. “What do you know? You’re just an AI. You’ve never gone out on a date before.”


  “Sorry f-for offering my o-opinion on the matter,” said TW. “I guess I’ll just s-shut up now, because you are o-obviously the expert on adolescent female psychology.”


  I would have said that TW was acting like a drama queen, but at that moment I came across the massive One Heart Mall, its parking lot sprawling in every direction like the sea. I landed behind a dumpster behind the Mall, took off my costume, and made my way around the Mall itself to the entrance. I walked as quickly as I could, hoping and praying that Debra was still there and that I would not be late.


  By the time I got to the entrance, I was huffing and sweating like I’d run a marathon. Stupid Texas summer. It got hot earlier and earlier every day, it seemed, but I pushed such thoughts out of my mind as I shoved open the front doors of the Mall, nearly knocking down an elderly man who was about to exit (and who I hastily apologized to as I passed him) and entered the cool, air-conditioned mall. I sighed in relief as I felt the air conditioning blast me full force, but I didn’t pay attention to it for long. I looked around the Mall, searching for Debra and hoping to spot her.


  The One Heart Mall was two stories tall and full of people today. Everywhere I looked, I saw people walking and talking to each other, entering and exiting shops, or sitting down at food courts and having lunch. The ceiling above was completely glass, allowing the hot Texas summer sun to rain down its misery upon us all, though thanks to the air conditioning it was nowhere nearly as bad as it could have been.


  Ah! There she was. Debra Ackerman was sitting on the edge of a water fountain situated in the center of the Mall, looking down at her phone. Her silver blonde hair reflected the light of the sun beautifully, while her dark framed glasses fit well with her black t-shirt and jeans. She didn’t seem to notice me yet, but I was so relieved to see her still here that I forgot all about my earlier fears that she had gone home already.


  “See?” said TW in my head. “She’s still here. Did I tell you so or what?”


  I ignored TW as I walked over to Debra and said, “Hey, Debra! I’m here.”


  Debra looked up at her phone and smiled when she saw me. “Finally. I was wondering when you would get here. You got here quick.”


  I stopped in front of her and shrugged. “I was already on my way here when I got your text. I just woke up really late this morning and had to unclog our toilet, which took a lot longer than expected.”


  That, of course, was a lie, because our toilet had been working perfectly this morning. But Debra did not know that I was Trickshot and I didn’t want to tell her, at least not yet. Maybe someday I would, if we started a relationship together, but for now, I needed to make sure Debra didn’t even suspect I was Trickshot.


  “I know what you mean,” said Debra. “My dad’s a plumber and he’s always groaning about clogged toilets. People put the strangest things in toilets, like CD cases and stuff.”


  “Huh,” I said. “That’s weird.”


  “People are weird,” said Debra. She stood up and slipped her phone into her pocket. “So, do you want to get lunch now? I’m starving.”


  “Ah, sure,” I said. “Let’s go to, uh, Ronny’s. I’m in the mood for pizza.”


  Ronny’s Pizza was a pizza place here in the Mall, and one of the more popular restaurants in the place as well. It was also one of my favorite places to eat, because they made a pepperoni pizza that was to die for. I didn’t know if Debra liked it or not, but I hoped she did.


  “Ronny’s?” said Debra. “I’ve never been. Is it good?”


  “It’s the best,” I said. “Come on. Let’s get a booth before the place fills up with people on their lunch break.”


  Debra and I walked side by side down the Mall to Ronny’s Pizza, which was a few shops down from the fountain. It was both awkward and exciting to be walking side-by-side with Debra. Exciting, because this was the closest I’d ever been to Debra, but awkward because I wasn’t sure what to say to her or whether I should try to hold her hand or not. It probably would creep her out if I tried to hold her hand right away, but it was just a few inches away from my own and it looked so soft and fragile …


  “You need to spend less time thinking and more time doing,” said TW all of a sudden. “That’s what Gregory would say if he was here. He was never afraid of letting a girl know he liked her, which is how he met your grandmother.”


  “Shut up,” I muttered without thinking. “I didn’t ask for your opinion.”


  “What was that?” said Debra, glancing at me.


  “Uh, nothing,” I said, trying to change the subject. “I was just, uh, muttering to myself about, um—”


  Luckily, I didn’t have to finish my sentence, because at that moment, someone shouted, “Hey, you two! Would you be interested in some of my offerings?”


  Debra and I stopped and looked over to see who had just shouted at us. It was a Mexican man wearing a red t-shirt and jeans, standing inside a small kiosk between two shops. The Mexican man looked to be in his mid-thirties or so, with a friendly, inviting smile that made it hard for me to distrust him. Above his head hung a banner that read ‘INTERESTING SUPERHERO THINGS!’ and beneath it, in Spanish, was ‘¡COSAS INTERESANTES DEL SUPERHÉRO!’ There were no products or objects on the table of his kiosk, however, which made me doubtful he actually had any interesting superhero things.


  “Were you talking to us?” said Debra, gesturing at herself and me.


  “Yes, yes, senorita,” said the man in the most exaggerated Mexican accent I’d ever heard in my life. “You two young people look like discerning customers, the kind who would love to own an authentic piece of superhero history!”


  I looked around. Pretty much everyone else in the Mall was giving this particular kiosk a wide berth. I honestly could not blame them, because this guy struck me as being too friendly. Maybe he was just trying to get us to buy stuff, but I still didn’t trust him.


  “An authentic piece of superhero history?” said Debra, who sounded genuinely interested. She walked over to the kiosk. “What do you mean?”


  “Deb, we’re going to be late for lunch,” I said as I walked after her. “We can come back and look at his stuff later.”


  “But you can’t,” said the man, shaking his head. “I’m only open until one, after which time I close up shop and go home for the day. And because tomorrow is Saturday, I won’t be back until Monday, so if you would like to see what I have to sell, then right now is the best chance to look.”


  “Yeah, you heard him, Jack,” said Debra as she stopped in front of the kiosk. “He’s not going to be here forever. It won’t hurt to take a look.”


  “But you just said you were starving,” I said as I stopped beside her. I glanced in the direction of Ronny’s. “And Ronny’s is starting to fill up …”


  Debra, however, seemed to be ignoring me. She looked at the kiosk’s sign again and said, “Exactly what do you sell here, Mr. …?”


  “Del Sal,” said the man. “Pepe del Sal, though you can call me Mr. Salt if you want.”


  “Mr. Salt,” I repeated. “That’s an … interesting name.”


  Mr. Salt shrugged. “It’s easier for people to say, so I just go with it.”


  I nodded, but again didn’t quite trust him for some reason. It was probably just my inherent distrust of salesmen, a trait I had inherited from Dad, who also distrusted salesmen. But I didn’t walk away, because I didn’t want to leave Debra alone with this guy.


  “Anyway,” said Mr. Salt, putting his hands on the table, “in this little kiosk, I sell authentic pieces of superhero history, as I just said. Have you ever wanted to own a piece of New York City street asphalt from Baron Glory’s epic showdown with Titan King? Or one of Mech Master’s used up batteries that he discarded during his battle with Queen Bee in Las Vegas? If so, this is the place to get it. Every piece is on sale for an amazingly affordable price.”


  Mr. Salt reached under his desk and pulled out a chunk of asphalt and a battery, which he placed on the table before us. “See? Authentic pieces of superhero history, just like I said.”


  I looked at the two objects on the table, which had their prices labeled on them, and blanched. “Fifteen dollars for a chunk of asphalt and thirty for a depleted battery?”


  “These aren’t ordinary asphalt chunks or batteries, though,” said Mr. Salt, sweeping his hand across them. “They are from famous and well-known moments in superhero history, acquired through great effort by yours truly. It is only reasonable that I charge a premium for them. True superhero fans will pay good money to own a piece of history.”


  To me, they looked just like a couple of pieces of overpriced junk, but Debra seemed completely sold on Mr. Salt’s rhetoric. She picked up the battery and turned it over in her hands, an awed look on her face. “This belonged to Mech Master?”


  “Correct, senorita,” said Mr. Salt. “As I said, it was retrieved from the debris left over from his battle with Queen Bee in Las Vegas five years ago. Mech Master used up over one hundred batteries in that fight alone to take down Queen Bee before she could destroy the city of Las Vegas. There are many depleted batteries on the market that you can find online which their sellers claim belonged to Mech Master, but only this one is the real deal.”


  “I wonder if there is a way to verify that claim,” said TW in my head. “It sounds like sales talk to me. Make him prove it’s real.”


  “I’m not getting into an argument with a salesman in the middle of my first date,” I shot back, “though I think I’m going to get out of here anyway. I’m getting hungry and want to keep Debra from convincing me to buy her something.”


  “This is cool and all, but my date and I have to go,” I said. “We’re not really interested in purchasing anything at the moment and—”


  “Speak for yourself,” said Debra. She put the battery down and looked at Mr. Salt. “I love superheroes and think this is the coolest little kiosk you’ve got here. But I have to ask: Do you have anything that belonged to Trickshot?”


  I nearly started when she mentioned my alter ego and looked at Debra in surprise. “Why do you want something that belonged to Trickshot?”


  Debra looked at me with a puzzled expression on her face. “Didn’t I tell you that I’m a huge Trickshot fan? I think he’s awesome.”


  “You are?” I said, starting to feel a little hot under the collar. “I didn’t know that.”


  “Well, I guess I don’t talk about it much,” said Debra. “It’s a little embarrassing, honestly, but Trickshot is just so cool. I’d love to own something that belonged to him.”


  I was at a loss for words. It had never occurred to me that Debra might like Trickshot. And from the sound of it, she liked Trickshot a whole lot more than she liked me. I wondered if Grandfather ever had to deal with this. It was a weird feeling, because I was torn between telling Debra outright that I was Trickshot and actually feeling jealous of my alter ego, even though he was technically me.


  “Trickshot, eh?” said Mr. Salt, stroking his chin. “Let me check under my table and see what I have. I think I may have something, but I am not sure.”


  Mr. Salt knelt below the table and began rummaging through what sounded like a ton of garbage. I wished I could see what Mr. Salt had, but the tablecloth was thick, so all I could do was wait for him to reemerge with whatever he had under there.


  “Ah, here we go,” said Mr. Salt, standing up with a box in his hands. “This is something I got a while ago, which I usually don’t offer to customers due to how rare it is. But since you are such a charming young lady, I think it would be acceptable to show it to you and your date.”


  Mr. Salt put the box on the table and popped open the box’s lid. “Here you go. Look inside and tell me if you are not impressed.”


  Debra leaned forward eagerly, while I leaned forward cautiously and skeptically. I doubted this Salt guy had anything that belonged to Grandfather, but it wouldn’t hurt to look.


  My eyes widened when I saw what was in the box. I instinctively glanced at the Trickshot Watch on my wrist, just to make sure it was still there, but I quickly returned my attention to the object in the box.


  “Oh, cool, what is it?” said Debra.


  Mr. Salt smiled. “It is the original Trickshot Watch, owned by the original Trickshot. And it can be yours … if you’re willing to pay the price, that is.”




  CHAPTER FIVE


   


  As much as I didn’t want to believe it, I felt that Mr. Salt might be telling the truth. The watch that lay inside the wooden box, sitting on top of a red silk pillow, looked almost identical to the Trickshot Watch I wore (at least whenever my Watch wasn’t disguised as a normal watch, anyway). There was the familiar TS symbol under the arms. It was even the same colors, though the red and blue were faded like they had been exposed to the air for years. It resembled an exact replica of the Watch on my wrist, but it couldn’t be, because there was only one Trickshot Watch.


  Wasn’t there?


  I looked up at Mr. Salt. “Where did you get this?”


  Mr. Salt folded his arms in front of his chest. “Why do you want to know? I never reveal the names of my business partners to anyone. My suppliers are a trade secret and the key to the success of my humble business.”


  Trying to act as casual as possible, I said, “Well, it’s because the original Trickshot Watch is a pretty rare item, rarer than a battery or a piece of concrete at any rate. When the original Trickshot disappeared a decade ago, you would think that the Watch would have disappeared with him.”


  “Perhaps,” said Mr. Salt. “I see your point. But I don’t know what happened to the original Trickshot. I can confirm that I did not receive this watch from Gregory McDonald. That is all I am willing to tell you on the matter.”


  “McDonald?” said Debra. She looked at me curiously. “Jack, isn’t that your last name? Are you related to the original Trickshot?”


  Knowing how much Debra liked Trickshot, this would have been a great opportunity for me to puff out my chest and brag a little. Maybe I could even convince her that I had inherited some Trickshot paraphernalia from Grandfather before he disappeared, which I kept in my room where I could close the door for a little ‘privacy’ between us.


  But all thoughts of impressing pretty girls with my parentage were currently fighting for mind space with alarmed thoughts about this watch. If it was real, then that meant that there was another Trickshot Watch in the world, but it made no sense because there was only supposed to be one Trickshot Watch and I owned it.


  “Yeah, he is,” I said distractedly. “I mean, I am related to the original Trickshot. He was my grandfather.”


  “Really?” said Debra, who sounded interested. “I didn’t know that. Then again, I didn’t know your last name until you asked me out, so that’s probably why I didn’t realize that until now.”


  “You mean to tell me, young man, that you are the grandson of the original Trickshot?” said Mr. Salt with a mixture of surprise and interest. “How very interesting. I assume, then, that you are very interested in this Watch, which must have belonged to your grandfather, correct?”


  I wasn’t sure how I felt about the Watch, because just seeing it messed with my understanding of everything I’d been told about my own Watch.


  “TW, is that Watch real?” I said in my mind. “TW? Hello?”


  Disturbingly, TW didn’t answer. I couldn’t even feel him like I normally could. I glanced at my Watch again, wondering where TW was and why he wasn’t answering my questions.


  “I’m … a little surprised, to be honest,” I said, scratching the back of my neck. “When my old man disappeared ten years ago, he took the Watch with him. I thought for sure that I would never see it again.”


  “Luckily, it appears that fate has decided to put it in your path again,” said Mr. Salt. “I’m not much of a believer in destiny, to be frank, but this certainly seems like a destined meeting to me.”


  “Can I look at it?” I said. “I mean, can I hold it?”


  “As long as you don’t run off with it without paying,” said Mr. Salt. “I don’t tolerate thieves and will do whatever I can to take you down if you try to steal it.”


  “Don’t worry,” I said without missing a beat. “I have zero intention of going anywhere with this thing, believe me.”


  I scooped up the Watch with one hand and looked at it. It looked almost exactly like the Trickshot Watch, down to the last detail. Turning it over, I saw three letters on the back:


  G.M.M.


  “G.M.M.?” Debra repeated. I hadn’t realized that she had gotten on her tiptoes to look at the Watch with me. “What does that mean?”


  “Gregory Matthew McDonald,” Mr. Salt said promptly. “That was the full name of the original Trickshot. Right, young man?”


  I nodded, though I was still too distracted by the Watch itself to pay very close attention to whatever he was saying. “Yeah, sure.”


  “Proof of its authenticity,” said Mr. Salt, rubbing his hands together eagerly. “Only the original Trickshot would carve his initials into the Watch to prove his ownership. I hope you have no more doubts about it authenticity now.”


  I half-wondered how Mr. Salt knew that I doubted its authenticity, but maybe he was used to dealing with people who didn’t believe his sales pitches about the authenticity of the items he owned. I certainly thought there was a good chance that this was a fake meant to be sold to gullible Trickshot fans who didn’t know any better.


  “But how can this be the real Watch if the new Trickshot is also using it?” said Debra, looking at Mr. Salt questioningly. “Every picture I’ve seen of the new Trickshot shows him wearing one on his wrist.”


  “Clearly, the new Trickshot made his own, perhaps basing it off the original,” said Mr. Salt. “Believe me, I always make sure to confirm the authenticity of my wares before I sell them to the public. Indeed, I even refuse to sell items I obtain which I find out are fakes, even if I could make good money off them and throwing them out puts me back several hundred or even several thousand dollars. I would not be stating the genuineness of this watch if I had reason to believe otherwise.”


  Gotta admit, Mr. Salt could sound very persuasive when he wanted to, but I could also tell that he was a salesman who was eager to sell merchandise to a couple of clueless (in his eyes, anyway) teenagers with more money than sense. I didn’t yet know how much this Watch cost, but I doubted it was cheap.


  But at the same time, the Watch seemed one hundred percent genuine to me. It felt just like mine, identical in nearly every detail save for the initials carved on the bottom and the faded colors. Indeed, it looked more real than mine. It didn’t help that TW was still silent. I thought at first that he was glitching up again, but now I wondered if TW was hiding in order to avoid having to talk to me. It was a troubling thought.


  “How much does it cost?” said Debra.


  “For an item as rare and valuable as this?” said Mr. Salt. He closed his eyes dramatically, like she had asked him to reveal the secrets of the universe. “Oh, I cannot say. Such an item should normally not be sold at all, because it is priceless in its unique nature. To put a price on it at all would be an insult to the original Trickshot and the ideals of justice and heroism which he stood for.”


  “Uh huh,” said Debra. “So you’re not selling it or—?”


  “Of course I’m selling it,” said Mr. Salt, opening his eyes and smiling. “And it can be all yours for the low price of three thousand dollars.”


  My eyes practically popped out of their sockets. “Three thousand dollars? You’re not being serious, are you?”


  “I’m being perfectly serious, young man,” said Mr. Salt, who sounded a bit offended by my surprise. “This isn’t the left tennis shoe of Miss Atom or the lost tweezer of Armor Man. This is one of the most valuable superhero objects I own and must therefore be priced accordingly. Trust me, this is actually a steal. Other superhero item dealers would charge at least ten times as much, given the importance of this item to history.”


  Mr. Salt spoke as if I should be grateful he was only charging $3,000 for it, rather than the $30,000 other people apparently would. In either case, I did not have $3,000 dollars on me, not even in my bank account. And I was pretty sure that Debra didn’t, either, even though I knew that she came from a fairly well-to-do family.


  “Gee, that’s a lot,” said Debra. She immediately shot me puppy dog eyes. “But you would be willing to get it for me as a gift, wouldn’t you? It would make this a really memorable first date if you did.”


  Debra’s puppy dog eyes were almost too much for me to handle, but I knew that there was no way I could afford this Watch, and even if I could, I wouldn’t get it as a gift for her, even if she promised to marry me for it. If this thing was genuine—and I had the creeping feeling that it was—then I needed to have it in my possession, no matter what I had to do to get it.


  “Three thousand dollars is an awful lot,” I said. “Do you think you could knock it down a few times to, say, thirty dollars? I’ve got that much on me.”


  Mr. Salt leaned back as if I’d just spat in his face. “Thirty dollars? Young man, what do you take me for? A fool? I’ve been buying and selling superhero historical artifacts for over twenty years, well before you were born. Do not insult me with such a low ball offer, otherwise I will take back the Watch and ask both of you to leave.”


  Dang it. I wasn’t very good at this negotiating stuff. I wished that TW would step in and lend me a hand, but he was being disturbingly quiet and I didn’t know when—or if—he would ever speak to me again. Yet I couldn’t just give the Watch back to Mr. Salt, because if it was real, then there were all sorts of questions I needed to have answered about it. A second Watch completely changed my understanding of Grandfather’s superhero career and what TW told me. Maybe that was why TW was being pointedly quiet about this.


  “Sorry for insulting you,” I said, lowering the Watch, “but you know that my grandfather was the original Trickshot. When he disappeared, my family ended up with a lot of his stuff, including things he used during his superhero career. The only thing we didn’t get was the Watch, and now that I’ve finally found it, it would be nice if you could let me have it and return it to my family, where it rightfully belongs.”


  Mr. Salt tapped his chin thoughtfully. “It would be very nice of me to do that, I agree. But it would also be very stupid and unprofitable, and if there is anything that Pepe del Sal is known for, it is not being stupid and unprofitable. So no. Either pay me the three thousand dollars or give me the Watch back and leave. Don’t kid me with that thirty dollars crud.”


  I hesitated. For a moment, I was tempted to take the Watch and run away, even leaving Debra behind if I had to. The Watch was in my hands, after all, and I could run pretty fast, especially if I put on my suit.


  But then I handed the Watch back to him and said, “All right. Here you go.”


  Mr. Salt took the Watch and put it back in its box, which he closed quickly, resting his hand on its lid protectively. “I can’t say I am surprised. Teenagers like yourself usually don’t have three thousand dollars just lying around, even for items as important as this. I’m just glad you didn’t run off with it like a thief.”


  “Don’t worry,” I said, though my voice was flatter than normal. “I’m not a thief. I’d never steal anything from anyone. Ever.”


  “Good to hear,” said Mr. Salt. “So, are you interested in purchasing anything else? I have quite a few other items that may interest you and are more within your price range.”


  “No, sorry,” I said quickly. “Deb and I need to grab lunch. We don’t have time to look at anything else you have to offer. Goodbye.”


  I walked away from the kiosk and Debra, who looked a little stunned at my sudden decision, nonetheless caught up with me and said, “What was that? Don’t you want to see what else he was selling?”


  I shook my head without looking at Debra. “No. I’m not really interested in buying anything from him. Besides, I’m really hungry and Ronny’s Pizza Place smells so good. Maybe after lunch, we can go back and talk to him if he’s still there.”


  Debra looked offended, as if I had just told her that she was fat, but right now I didn’t care. But I did glance over my shoulder one last time to see Mr. Salt—shaking his head in disappointment—pick up the box with the Watch in it and put it back under the table in his kiosk before he stood up again and called out to another young couple walking nearby if they were interested in owning an item from superhero history.


  “TW,” I said in my mind, turning my attention back to the path in front of me, “you have a lot of explaining to do when I get home after this date. And I do mean a lot.”


  But, of course, TW did not respond.




  CHAPTER SIX


   


  The rest of the date went okay, I guess. Debra still seemed a little sour about the fact that I didn’t spend $3,000 I didn’t have on her, which made the rest of the date rather unpleasant. The pizza at Ronny’s Pizza Place was as good as ever, but it was kind of hard to enjoy it with Debra when she was very clearly still annoyed about not getting the Trickshot Watch.


  It didn’t help that I was heavily distracted by the Watch myself. I rapidly became convinced that the Watch which Mr. Salt owned was indeed real. Which meant that there were two Trickshot Watches. One on my wrist and the other in Mr. Salt’s box. And TW, mysteriously, had never bothered to mention this fact to me in the three months I’d known him. It made me wonder if TW had a good reason for not mentioning this to me or if he had deliberately kept me in the dark about it.


  But I couldn’t entirely blame TW for this. I’d been taught my whole life that Grandfather only had one Watch. In all of the pictures and videos I’d seen of Grandfather in his prime, he had only ever worn one Trickshot Watch on his wrist. And it was always the same Watch, no matter whether he was beating up drug dealers in an alleyway or clashing with a supervillain downtown or posing with kids for the cameras.


  Yet now I had reason to believe that Grandfather had two Watches at one point, one he sent to me, the other somehow ending up out of his possession and into the possession of Mr. Salt. And again, up until now, I’d had no clue at all that this was the case.


  As a result, I was glad when Debra told me that she needed to get home. By then, it was late in the afternoon and we were in the Mall Arcade where we alternated between playing the games and watching other people play. We were watching this really fat guy whose name I didn’t know playing this dancing game really well, doing all the correct steps without missing a beat.


  “What did you say?” I said, looking at Debra, taking my attention off the loud noises coming from the machine that the fat guy was playing.


  “I said I need to go home,” said Debra, raising her voice to be heard above the sounds of the various arcade games being played all around us. She nodded toward the exit. “My dad’s waiting outside to pick me up.”


  “Oh, okay,” I said. “Sure. Want to do this again some other time or—?”


  Debra shrugged. “I don’t know. I had a good time, but—”


  Debra was interrupted by the various other onlookers spontaneously breaking out into applause when the fat guy hit a new high score on the game. She even cringed slightly, but then said, when the applause died down, “Well, I got to go. See you later.”


  Debra turned around and left the arcade before I could say anything. I watched her go, feeling like this date had not gone well at all.


  “Women can be very strange creatures sometimes,” said TW in my head all of a sudden. “You might want to think about avoiding that one in the future.”


  “Oh, so now you decide to talk?” I said aloud.


  A couple of people looked at me oddly, which was when I realized I said that aloud. Turning away from them and lowering my voice, I said, “Where have you been? I’ve been trying to talk to you for over an hour.”


  “Sorry, Jack,” said TW. “I just didn’t want to get in the way of your important date with Debra, though given how terribly it went, perhaps my efforts were in vain.”


  “That’s not the reason you were quiet and you know it,” I said in my mind. “You were quiet during my entire conversation with that Salt guy and outright ignored me when I asked for your help. Don’t treat me like I’m an idiot.”


  “Fine, but don’t expect me to treat you like a genius, either,” said TW. “There’s a very good reason I’ve kept my mouth shut since then, but I guess I couldn’t stay silent forever or expect you to simply forget about that other Watch. Let’s find a private place to talk and I’ll answer whatever questions you’ve got.”


  Finally. I had expected TW to keep quiet until I got home. I decided to use the arcade’s bathroom, because it required a key to get into, which I retrieved from the arcade owner, who warned me not to spend too much time in there to prevent a line from building.


  The arcade bathroom was small but clean, with a urinal, toilet, and sink, but I paid little attention to my surroundings. As soon as I locked the door, TW flashed into existence before me, floating above the tiled floor with a frown on his lips.


  “All right,” I said, looking at TW hard. “The Watch. Is it real?”


  TW sighed for a long time before he finally said, “Yes, I can confirm that the Watch which Mr. Salt tried to sell you is genuine, though I didn’t think it was still around.”


  “So there is another Trickshot Watch?” I said in surprise. “Did Grandfather have a second one for backup or something?”


  TW shook his head. “It’s not that simple. Technically speaking, I am the second Watch and that one was the original.”


  “What?” I said in surprise. “Are you telling me you’re not the original TW?”


  “I am the original TW,” said TW quickly. He gestured at the Watch on my wrist. “My AI was transferred from the first Watch to the one you’re currently wearing. Think of it like transferring files from one computer to another.”


  “Oh,” I said. “So did the first Watch become outdated and Grandfather upgraded? Kind of like buying a new phone?”


  TW folded his arms across his chest. “If only that was the reason he did it. No, Gregory got rid of the first Watch because it would have killed him if it didn’t.”


  “Killed him?” I repeated. “What are you talking about? How would it have killed him? It’s just a Watch.”


  TW sighed again. “Allow me to start from the beginning. You remember what I told you, don’t you, about how Gregory originally received the Trickshot Watch from a mysterious source, who expected him to use it for the greater good?”


  I nodded. “Yeah, I remember when you told me that. It was just a few months ago, after all.”


  “Right,” said TW. “And indeed, that is the truth. But there is a little bit more to the story than I originally told you. I didn’t see any point in telling you more at the time, but given how circumstances have changed since then, I think it is time I tell you more.”


  “You mean since I saw Mr. Salt’s Watch, right?” I said. “Because that was, like, an hour and a half ago. You talk about it like it was months.”


  “I’m not talking about that,” said TW. “At least, not that by itself. I’m referring to everything that’s happened since then. Your defeat of the Injectors, Baron Glory’s assassination, and, of course, Holes’ return and revenge. It is clear to me that if you are going to be the hero you need to be, then you will have to know far more than I told you during our first meeting.”


  “I’ll be honest,” I said, “I didn’t think you had omitted any information to me, but now you’re telling me that you did.”


  “My apologies,” said TW. “As I said, I didn’t think it was necessary at the time, but given how everything has developed since then, I figure it is time you knew more.”


  “Then go on,” I said. “Tell me what I need to know. I’m all ears.”


  TW nodded. “Very well. When Gregory first received the Trickshot Watch, he was not the first superhero to do so.”


  “He wasn’t?”


  “Not by any means,” said TW, shaking his head. “Remember what I originally told you. The Trickshot Watch’s suit absorbs the powers of the last owner, adding each power to its nature which future users can use when they don the suit. It is how you can fly, have super strength, durability, and, of course, perfect aim, because you can borrow them from the suit itself.”


  I glanced at the Watch on my wrist again. “Who owned the Trickshot Watch before Grandfather?”


  “A handful of people,” said TW. “Unfortunately, I don’t know their names, because I did not exist until Gregory made me. But anyway, it doesn’t matter. What matters is that Gregory was able to take these powers and use them to become a legal superhero, defending Rumsfeld from criminals both great and small until his kidnapping ten years ago.”


  “And?” I said. “I know this already. It doesn’t sound like you have any new information for me.”


  “I’m getting there, don’t worry,” said TW. “For example, I didn’t tell you about the negative effects of using the suit.”


  I frowned. “Negative effects? What do you mean? It seems like a pretty positive thing so far. All ups and no downs.”


  TW chuckled. “Ah, but nothing in life is perfect, Jack. Everything pays a price. Everything has its upsides and downsides. And that includes the Trickshot costume housed within the Watch.”


  I moved uneasily. “What, exactly, are the downsides of the Trickshot costume?”


  “Well, if you use it too much, it can sap you of your life force and kill you,” said TW matter-of-factly, “which nearly happened to Gregory after he used it extensively for a decade.”


  “What?” I said. I looked at the Watch again, this time with horror. “You mean I’ve been killing myself this entire time and you didn’t think I needed to know this?”


  “Please hear me out,” said TW, holding up a hand. “Let me finish my story before you lose your mind. There is far more to it than what I just said and you need to hear the whole story before you do anything.”


  Biting my lower lip, I nodded and said, “Okay, continue, then.”


  “All right,” said TW. “As I said, the Trickshot costume can sap its user of their life force. It is how the suit keeps itself alive. It draws upon the life of the host in order to survive. Otherwise, it would starve to death, which is a fate it understandably wants to avoid.”


  “So the suit is … alive?” I said. “Like a living creature?”


  “Or close to it,” said TW. “It may be more helpful to think of it as a battery that requires charging. When you plug a re-chargable battery into the wall, it naturally charges itself via the electricity it gets from the plug. Your suit does the same thing, except for your life force.”


  “Life force,” I repeated. “Does that mean my blood or something?”


  “I am not sure,” said TW. “The suit seems to draw upon something in you that isn’t currently quantifiable by modern science. Whatever it is, it plays a vital role in keeping you alive, though the rate at which the suit absorbs your life force is very, very slow, to the point where you usually don’t notice until it’s too late to do anything about it.”


  “You said it nearly killed Grandfather,” I said. “Mind elaborating on that?”


  TW nodded again. “Sure. You see, ten years after Gregory started his superhero career, he was close to death’s door. He originally thought he was sick, even though every doctor he went to was unable to find anything wrong with his body. He eventually found out, on his own, that the suit was slowly but surely killing him, which meant he had two choices: Either keep using the suit and eventually die from its effects or get rid of the Trickshot Watch and quit his superhero career entirely before it was too late.”


  “What did Grandfather decide to do?” I said.


  “He got rid of the Trickshot Watch,” said TW. “He didn’t give up his license, at least not yet, but he did take a break from superheroics for a while. He worked hard to figure out a way to counteract the negative effects that the suit was having on him, studying the Trickshot Watch late into the night in an effort to understand how it worked. I think he put more effort into understanding the Trickshot Watch than anyone before or since.”


  “What were his results?”


  “Me,” said TW. He put a hand on his chest. “Gregory designed the second Trickshot Watch—the one you’re wearing now—with me built into it. You see, my presence in the Watch is what keeps the suit from killing you.”


  I looked down at the Trickshot Watch again in surprise. “Wait, what?”


  “It’s true,” said TW. He scratched the back of his neck. “You see, Gregory realized that the suit would keep draining him of his life no matter what he did. He knew that the suit needed another source to drain, so he created me for the purpose of distracting the Trickshot suit. Instead of taking Gregory’s life force, it drains my energy, at roughly the same rate as Gregory’s life force. That is the primary reason I exist.”


  “Really?” I said. “Is that why Grandfather made this Watch, then? To contain you?”


  “Yes,” said TW, nodding. “He couldn’t put me in the original, so he made an entirely new one from scratch, using materials he obtained from the government group which controls the alien spaceship that the tech for the Watch originally came from. He then copied the suit and put it inside the new Watch, along with my AI. Thus, I was born.”


  “Oh,” I said. “What did he do with the actual original Watch, then?”


  “He tried to destroy it,” said TW. “You see, just because he copied the suit and put it in the new Watch didn’t mean that the old Watch stopped working. It very much still does and it isn’t even weaker than yours, either. He didn’t want the old Watch to fall into evil hands, so he took it out to the ocean and threw it out there where no one would find it.”


  “And yet Mr. Salt has it,” I said. “And it isn’t a fake or a duplicate or anything like that.”


  “Right,” said TW. “It is indeed the original Watch. I recognized it because it looks just like mine. I can’t tell you how he obtained it or whether he’s even aware of the full extent of its powers, but I can confirm that it does work.”


  I folded my arms in front of my chest. “Then we need to get it before someone else does. The Trickshot Watch is too important a weapon to allow to be in the hands of someone like Mr. Salt, because if he keeps hawking it in front of every dude or girl who walks up to his kiosk, eventually he’s going to try to sell it to the wrong guy and all hell will break loose.”


  “Agreed, but there’s one last thing I should tell you before you try anything,” said TW. “It’s very important, something you should know before you get too close to the Watch.”


  “And what is that?” I said.


  TW leaned toward me and said, in a low voice as if he was afraid someone might eavesdrop on us, “The Watch might not want to be saved.”




  CHAPTER SEVEN


   


  “What are you talking about?” I said. “Might not want to be saved? What does that even mean?”


  TW leaned back, a troubled look on his face. “The suit, as I said, resembles a living being in the way it acts and behaves. There’s a good chance that if you retrieve the original Watch, the suit within may not appreciate your help, assuming it believes that it has been wronged by Gregory.”


  “Come on,” I said. “I think you’re anthropomorphizing it too much, buddy. It’s just a suit, albeit one of alien origin that can turn you into a literal superhero.”


  “I know,” said TW with a frown. “But it’s still dangerous and I would advise heavy caution if you choose to steal it.”


  “Retrieve it.”


  “Same difference,” said TW with a shrug. “You yourself said that you don’t have three thousand dollars lying around with which to purchase it, so—”


  “Whatever,” I said. “You and I agree that the old Watch needs to be retrieved before it lands into the hands of anyone who might want to use its powers for evil. Therefore, I need to find some way to swipe it from Mr. Salt without him knowing.”


  TW nodded. “That’s true, but it is easier said than done, given how we don’t know where Mr. Salt even lives.”


  I cracked a smile. “That’s where you come in, TW. Use your fantastic detective skills to scout the Internet for Mr. Salt’s information, which you can then give me so I can use it to find out where he lives and where he keeps his stuff.”


  TW hesitated. “Does that not count as ‘doxing’? That is, the act of releasing someone’s private information on the Internet?”


  “I’m not going to post his social security number and other private information on Twitter like some loser,” I said, waving off TW’s concern. “I’m just going to use it for private purposes. Besides, you don’t get to lecture me on the legality of searching his private information when I’m already operating outside the law anyway. If I get busted, what would finding out someone’s private information add to my prison sentence? Maybe a few years?”


  TW shrugged again. “You make a good point. I’ll begin my search, starting with any social media accounts Mr. Salt may have and moving from there. I doubt it will take me long to do, given how Mr. Salt doesn’t strike me as a particularly tech-savvy individual, but it will take time nonetheless. In the meantime, what are you going to do?”


  “Go home,” I replied. “And try to forget about how disastrously my date with Debra went. Duh.”


  -


  Because I wasn’t exactly in a hurry to get home, I took the public bus for a few stops until we got to the one nearest my home, at which point I stepped off the bus and made the rest of the journey home by foot. I was glad for that, because I’d ended up next to this weird homeless dude who ranted about how the Earth was really flat and our entire government was controlled by a secret cabal of lizard alien people from another dimension who ate babies for breakfast. Admittedly, it was interesting to listen to his ramblings, if only because they were more well thought out than most science fiction and fantasy books I’d read, though I was more than glad to get off the bus as soon as we got to my stop.


  But I didn’t listen too much to his ramblings, because I was distracted by how terrible my date with Debra went. Now that I didn’t need to worry about that mysterious other Watch, I could see just how terribly that first date went. No wonder Debra was so eager to go home. I had been a pretty awful date and even Ronny’s Pizza Place hadn’t tasted as good as it normally did. And considering how Debra didn’t say she would call me back, I had a feeling this was the last date I would ever go on with her.


  Opening the front door of my house, I stepped inside and shouted, “Mom, I’m home! What’s for dinner?”


  There was no response and I didn’t hear anything coming from the kitchen. That worried me at first, because I knew that Icon knew my secret identity and I worried that they might have come after Mom while I was away.


  But then I noticed a sticky note attached to the land line next to the shoe rack, which I picked up and raised to read better:


  JACK,


  GOING OUT WITH MY FRIENDS. WILL BE BACK AFTER DINNER. THERE’S CHOCOLATE CHIP COOKIES IN THE FRIDGE IF YOU WANT A SNACK!


  MOM


  P.S. HOPE YOUR DATE WITH DEBRA WENT FANTASTIC. YOU SHOULD TELL ME ALL ABOUT IT WHEN YOU GET BACK.


  I cringed slightly at the idea of reliving my awful date with Debra again, but I wasn’t surprised. Mom really wanted me to start dating girls for some reason and was always interested whenever I expressed interest in a girl. She’d probably grill me for hours on what we did together and how it went. I figured Mom could make an excellent police interrogator if she ever decided to do that. She may have seemed like a nice housewife, but she always got what she wanted.


  But the idea of getting chocolate chip cookies pushed all other thoughts out of my head. I walked into the kitchen, opened the fridge, and pulled out a plate of chocolate chip cookies covered with plastic wrap. I partially removed the plastic wrap covering and started snacking down on the cookies. As usual, they tasted wonderful, so good that I briefly forgot all about my terrible date with Deb and focused on how good the cookies were.


  Unfortunately, my attention was broken when my phone started ringing. I pulled my phone out of my pocket and saw that my best friend, Kyle Denniger, was calling me. That was odd, because Kyle had just gone on a week long vacation to Florida with his family a couple of days ago. I hadn’t expected him to call while he was away—figured he would be too distracted by the fun beach and the pretty girls in bikinis to call me—but I was getting bored without him around, so I answered the call and put my phone against my ear.


  “Hey, Kyle, what’s up?” I said, leaning against the kitchen counter as I chowed down on another chocolate chip cookie.


  “Hiding from my parents,” said Kyle.


  I tilted my head to the side. “Why? They’re not trying to make you swim without a shirt on, are they?”


  “It’s not that,” said Kyle in a somewhat embarrassed tone, “it’s just that Dad is trying to get me to talk to the girls and I don’t want to.”


  “What’s so wrong with that?” I said. “If the girls are hot, then what’s the problem?”


  “Because I’m not trying to get a girlfriend right now,” said Kyle in annoyance. “I’m trying to focus on my studies and get good grades so I can go to Harvard like my parents want me to. Dating girls is just a distraction from that right now. And besides, these girls are in Florida, not Texas, and I don’t like the idea of long distance relationships.”


  “Dating might be a distraction, but it’s not a really good one if you ask me,” I said with a sigh.


  “Uh oh,” said Kyle. “Your date with Debra didn’t go so well, I take it.”


  “You’re absolutely right,” I said.


  I filled Kyle in on the details of my date. It felt good to have someone to talk to other than TW. It helped me to see just how ridiculous that entire situation was, even if Kyle didn’t say very much. I just liked having someone listen to what I said.


  When I finished telling him my story, Kyle said, “Sorry to hear that, man. You’ve been crushing on Debra so hard for so long but it sounds like you two aren’t going on a second date anytime soon.”


  “Or ever,” I said. “But yeah, it was a mess and Debra didn’t seem very interested in going out with me again. Not sure if I should try calling her again or not.”


  “Well, do you want to go out with her again?” said Kyle. “I mean, I’m not an expert on relationships and dating or anything like that, but figuring out if you still like her or not seems like an important first step to figuring out what to do next to me.”


  “I guess I do,” I said. “I mean, I still think she’s hot, but right now looks alone aren’t really doing it for me. Maybe I’ll just leave her alone for the rest of the summer and focus on something else.”


  “Yeah, man, that’s probably the best response,” said Kyle. “Anyway, what about that watch that that Mr. Salt guy was trying to sell to you? Was it legit or not?”


  I hesitated for a moment, wondering if I should share this information with Kyle, but I decided that Kyle was already deeply involved in my superhero career anyway, so I said, “Yes, it is real, but don’t ask me about it. The story behind it is too long to get into right now.”


  “All right,” said Kyle. “I’ll take your word for it. So what are you going to do about it?”


  “Going to try to retrieve it somehow,” I said. “A weapon like that shouldn’t be in the hands of anyone but myself. It’s too risky, because it could easily end up in the wrong hands and the last thing I need is for some supervillain or criminal to get their hands on another Trickshot Watch.”


  “So you’re going to steal it?” said Kyle. “Real heroic move there, bro.”


  “Do you have three thousand dollars I can borrow?” I said. “Because if you do, I promise to pay you back eventually.”


  “If I asked my dad for three thousand dollars, he’d just laugh and tell me to come up with better jokes,” said Kyle. “But still, stealing is just going to make you look even worse to the public than you already do.”


  “It’s the only option I have at this point,” I said. “I can’t let something like this just float around in public like this. It’s too dangerous. If someone like Holes got his hands on it—”


  “Holes?” Kyle interrupted. “Who’s that?”


  “Oh, I forgot,” I said. “Holes is a supervillain who just appeared in Rumsfeld earlier. He fought my grandfather ten years ago and was in prison until he somehow broke out recently. Wants to get revenge on Grandfather for taking him out, though since he doesn’t know where Grandfather is, he’s decided to kill me instead.”


  “Crazy,” said Kyle. “You know, I seem to remember seeing a news article about some supervillain guy in Texas breaking out of prison in my news feed, but I didn’t pay much attention to it because it didn’t seem important. But maybe I should have.”


  “Right,” I said. “Well, I’m just lucky to have survived my fight with that guy. He’s pretty crazy. He can create holes on any surface which he can use to travel from spot to spot. He’s even got them on his body, which makes it impossible to actually punch him anywhere except in a few very specific spots on his body.”


  “That’s a cool power, though, you gotta admit,” said Kyle. “If I had superpowers, that’s the power I’d want. I’m no good at fighting or anything like that, so being able to redirect attacks like that would be very helpful.”


  “It’s annoying is what it is,” I said in annoyance. “But that’s my own problem. You don’t need to worry about it right now. You should just enjoy your vacation.”


  “Okay,” said Kyle. “Oh, and by the way, I just remembered what I was calling you for.”


  “To let me know you’re hiding from your parents?”


  “No,” said Kyle. “That isn’t what I was calling you about. I was actually calling you about something that happened in Florida recently near the resort my parents and I are staying at.”


  “What happened?” I said as I took a bite out of another chocolate chip cookie.


  “It’s kind of weird,” said Kyle. “I was walking along the beach earlier when this guy came up to me.”


  “A guy?” I said. “Someone you know?”


  “No, and even weirder, he was fully clothed, unlike everyone else on the beach,” said Kyle. “Dude wore, like, a gray t-shirt and jeans, but he was completely bald and maybe even hairless entirely, because he didn’t have any hair on his forearms or anything. He actually looked really creepy and out of place like he was from another universe or something.”


  “What did the guy say to you?” I said.


  “He told me to give ‘Trickshot’ a message,” said Kyle. “I tried to ask him how he knew that I knew you, but he didn’t give me a chance to talk. He just told me to deliver you a very important message from his boss. And don’t ask me who his boss is, either, because he didn’t tell me and he ran away as soon as he gave me the message.”


  I frowned. “And what is this message he told you to give me?”


  Kyle took a deep breath. “He said that you should watch your back and not involve yourself in things that don’t concern you.”


  I snorted. “What a lame message.”


  “But that’s not it,” said Kyle. “Or, at least, not all of it. He told me one last thing before he ran away, which is way more disturbing than a warning to stay out of things that don’t concern you.”


  “And what would that be?”


  Kyle was silent for a moment, like he was afraid of saying what he was going to say next, but then he finally said, “He said you should watch your next step if you don’t want to lose your soul.”




  CHAPTER EIGHT


   


  “My soul?” I repeated in confusion. “Are you sure that’s what he said?”


  “Positive,” said Kyle. “It’s as weird as it sounds, trust me, but I’m not lying. I’m just repeating to you exactly what he told me, nothing more, nothing less.”


  “Weird,” I said. “And creepy. Did he elaborate on any of that or—”


  “No,” said Kyle. “Like I said, he ran away as soon as he told me that message. And he just seemed to … vanish. I thought I might have been hallucinating him or something, but that experience was way too real for my mind to make up, plus my parents told me they saw him, too. It’s as creepy as all get out.”


  “That’s putting it mildly,” I said. “But thanks for the message. I’ll definitely think it over.”


  “Well, I hope you figure it out, because I can’t,” said Kyle. “Anyway, I hear Mom is calling me for lunch, so I’ve got to go. Talk to you later. Bye.”


  Kyle ended the call and I lowered my phone to my side and looked down at the plate of cookies. As much as I loved Mom’s homemade chocolate chip cookies, I had to admit that they no longer looked nearly as appetizing as they did before. It seemed like I was getting bad news all the time from every direction, and sadly it was probably going to get worse from here, if that message from the mystery man meant anything.


  “TW?” I said. “Do you have any thoughts on this?”


  TW flashed into existence before me, but of course his form was flashing in and out of existence rapidly. “I-I think th-that it is very s-strange, but that y-you should k-keep an eye out for any suspicious characters. You n-never know who may be trying to get you.”


  “TW, you look worse than ever,” I said. “You should probably go back into the Watch. You’re glitching out like Dad’s old desktop.”


  “I-I am f-fine, Jack,” said TW. “Hold on a s-second.”


  TW closed his eyes and put on an expression of pure determination. A couple of seconds later, his form stopped flickering and he looked as solid as he usually did.


  “My apologies,” said TW, opening his eyes again and looking down at his body. “It seems that my degradation is getting worse and worse. My memory and personality are in tact, but the rest of my form is suffering greatly. I am not sure how much longer I have left.”


  “We need to find a way to get this Watch fixed,” I said, raising the Watch and waving it back and forth at him. “I don’t want you glitching out on me like back during my fight with Aeolus and Holes.”


  “I know, but there’s nothing you can do to help me,” said TW with a shrug. “Gregory built me himself. He could repair me, but, of course, you and I both know that Gregory is not available at the moment, so it doesn’t make sense to worry about him.”


  “Yeah, but I’m sure I could find someone else to fix you,” I said. “Maybe I could have Kyle look you over for a while when he and his family get back from vacation. He’s a pretty techy guy. I’m sure he would be thrilled to work on an AI like you.”


  “Thrilled, maybe, but perhaps not qualified to fix me,” said TW. He put his hands on his chest. “My AI is too advanced for a high school student like him to repair. Kyle has a higher chance of accidentally deleting my AI entirely rather than fix it. I would rather not put my life into the hands of a high school student, even if it is one you trust.”


  “But there’s got to be someone who can fix you,” I said. “I know Rumsfeld isn’t exactly Silicon Valley, but a lot of tech guys have been moving to here from California recently because of how cheap it is, guys who work for the big tech companies. Maybe one of them would be willing to help.”


  “I would not go up to some complete stranger and ask if they would like to mess with a very advanced piece of alien technology,” said TW. “That would be a great way to accidentally reveal your identity to someone who would probably report it to the police.”


  “You know what I mean,” I said. I sighed. “I wish I knew someone who could help, but I don’t know a lot of tech guys other than Kyle. He’s really the only one I know who would be willing to help at all.”


  TW hesitated. He looked like he was going to say something, but then thought better of it and kept his mouth shut.


  But if he thought I didn’t notice him do that, he was sorely mistaken.


  Leaning forward, I said, “TW, you looked like you were about to say something. Do you happen to know someone who might be able to repair you?”


  TW tapped the tips of his fingers together uncertainly. “I do, but I’m not sure it would be wise to see him, even though I am fairly certain that the man I am thinking of would have no trouble whatsoever fixing me.”


  “Why would it be unwise to see him?” I said. “Is it because he’s really far away and it would take a long time to go see him?”


  “Not quite,” said TW. “He isn’t particularly far away. He lives in Rumsfeld’s city limits. You could take the bus to his apartment if you wanted. He’s not hiding or anything like that.”


  “Then what is the problem?” I said. I ate another cookie and swallowed. “Let me put away these cookies and we can go see him right away.”


  I was about to pull the plastic wrap over the cookies again before TW said, “The problem is that he hates superheroes.”


  I paused and looked at TW. “Hates superheroes? What do you mean?”


  TW folded his arms in front of his chest. “Exactly what I said. The man I am thinking of is no superhero fan. And he especially hates Trickshot.”


  “Then why would you bring him up at all?” I said. “Seems kind of pointless if you ask me.”


  “He just popped into my head,” said TW. “And he didn’t always hate superheroes. He helped Gregory several times with tech-related crimes over the years, but then the two of them had a falling out and now I’m not sure he would be happy to see you or anyone else wearing the Trickshot costume, for that matter.”


  “A falling out?” I said. “What happened between Grandfather and this guy?”


  “It’s a long story,” said TW, “one you don’t really need to know, given how we are not going to see this man in the first place.”


  “Hey, I didn’t agree to that,” I said. “If this guy might be able to fix you, then we should at least check him out. You never know, he might change his mind if we ask nicely.”


  “You would have to have very good persuasion skills in order to convince him to help you,” said TW. “As I said, he’s not a fan of superheroes or Trickshot. Even if you don’t show up in costume, he’ll recognize the Trickshot Watch for what it is and refuse to help us.”


  “You don’t know that for sure, though,” I said. “And the only other alternative is just waiting for the Watch to give out and your AI to become completely inactive. You don’t want to die, do you?”


  “I guess not,” said TW, “especially because the threat Gregory spoke of is still yet to come.”


  “Then it’s settled,” I said. “You will tell me who this guy is and where’s he living and we’ll go and ask him if he wants to fix you. If he says no, we’ll just go home and figure out something else. How does that sound?”


  TW looked extremely uncomfortable, but he nodded slowly and said, “Very well. I suppose it won’t hurt to try, though I doubt it will help, either.”


  I smiled. “We’ll see about that, TW. We’ll see about that.”




  CHAPTER NINE


   


  A day later, I walked through the streets of West Rumsfeld, following the directions that TW had given me that, according to him, would take me directly to the apartment of Jim ‘Techno’ Albert. I rarely ever went to West Rumsfeld. I mostly hung out in East and South Rumsfeld, where my house and my school were, respectively. West Rumsfeld was known for being slightly higher class than the rest of the city, meaning you had to have a lot of money if you wanted to rent or live in one of the various apartments or houses that dotted the place. Dad had built a few houses out here, but he told me that most West Rumsfeldians were not very good people and that most of them were rich, stuck up jerks.


  I’d asked TW, before I left the house, if Jim was also a rich stuck up jerk, but TW told me that Jim was one of the poorer people in West Rumsfeld and that the only reason he lived here at all was because he had made some intelligent decisions in the stock market that allowed him to retire early. TW would not tell me how much money Jim had, exactly, mostly because TW himself did not know, but based on his comments, it sure sounded to me like Jim was a millionaire of some sort, which made TW’s comment about him being one of the ‘poorer’ people in West Rumsfeld rather questionable.


  In any case, West Rumsfeld was definitely nicer than East Rumsfeld. The sidewalk I walked upon was so clean that it was practically shiny, while the lampposts that stood at regular intervals looked more like steel watchtowers than normal lampposts. The houses were all bigger and nicer than the ones back in my neighborhood, each one having its own fence and gate to protect its inhabitants from unwanted guests. Even the girls were hotter than the ones back in my neighborhood. I saw a couple of girls my age driving around in a really nice BMW and they looked more like college students than high school students, though sadly they didn’t pay me any attention as they zipped down the street past me.


  It made me wish I had come here sooner, but I guess there wasn’t any way I was supposed to know that all of the hot girls were hiding here. Maybe one of them would make a better girlfriend than Debra, assuming any of these girls would be interested in dating a low class male like myself.


  “How much farther do I have to walk until I get to Jim’s place, TW?” I said in my head as I walked.


  “Not much farther now,” said TW. “Keep going and I’ll tell you when to stop.”


  I hoped it was soon, because although I wore a light blue t-shirt and gym shorts, the sun was blazing hot today and I was looking forward to entering Jim’s undoubtedly air-conditioned apartment. I was sweating like crazy, forcing me to drink a lot of water from my water bottle. I thought this cold water bottle I took from the fridge would be enough to keep me hydrated, but I had underestimated how long I would have to walk from the bus station to Jim’s apartment and was starting to wish that I had chosen to lug an entire gallon of water with me, rather than just one bottle.


  All of a sudden, TW said, “There it is, straight ahead.”


  Raising my head, I saw a large apartment building coming up not too far ahead of me. It was about three or four stories, and looked even fancier than many of the houses I’d already walked past. It looked like it was made entirely out of glass, though I knew that it was just covered in windows and that the actual building was made out of more than just glass. Still, it was an impressive sight, one I would have stopped to admire if I had not been on an urgent mission.


  “That’s it?” I said. “Looks awfully fancy.”


  “According to the information I found, yes, that’s where he should be,” said TW. “I don’t know if he’s actually home or not, though when Gregory knew him, he wasn’t exactly much of a socialite and I doubt he’s become more extroverted over the years.”


  I walked through the front door of the apartment building and found myself in a lavish foyer that looked more like the foyer of a bank than the foyer of an apartment building. I made my way up the stairs to the third floor, where Jim’s apartment was supposed to be. I didn’t take the elevator because it was already in use by the time I tried to use it and I was in such a hurry that I didn’t bother to wait for it to come back down. Besides, the air conditioning of the building’s foyer cooled me down a lot, so I didn’t find the flight of stairs that imposing to climb.


  It wasn’t long before I found myself in front of the door to Apartment 217, which was also Jim’s residence according to TW’s research. I would not have known that if I hadn’t been looking, because the door was unmarked save for the numbers 217 etched in it in bright silver lettering.


  “Here we are,” said TW. “Perhaps you should knock and see if he’s home.”


  I nodded and knocked a couple of times on the door. I wasn’t sure what to expect. If Jim wasn’t home, I would have to come back some other time, but if he was home, then I would see if he would be willing to help me. I didn’t want to have to come back later, though, because that would mean going back out into the heat and that was the last thing I wanted to do.


  All of a sudden, I heard a strangely monotone, almost robotic voice above me say, “State your name and business, kid, or go away.”


  I started and looked up to see a camera above the door pointing down at me. I had not noticed the camera when I approached the door. As a matter of fact, I was pretty sure that there hadn’t been a camera there when I got here. Maybe it popped out of the wall or something.


  “I’m Jack McDonald,” I said. “And I’m here to see James Albert. Are you him?”


  “Maybe,” said the camera. “Why do you want to see him?”


  Was Jim actually referring to himself in third person? Maybe he was crazier than I thought, but I did not say that aloud.


  “I have something I need to show him,” I said. “A piece of tech that I think he can fix.”


  “And what piece of technology would this be?” said the camera. “Do you have it with you?”


  I looked up and down the hallway again, but it was devoid of people other than myself. Still, I didn’t think it would be exactly prudent to just state outright that I had the Trickshot Watch. That would be a good way to reveal my identity, especially if the walls were thin.


  Looking up at the camera again, I said, “Yeah, but I can’t really show it to you. It’s kind of a secret.”


  “A secret,” said the camera. Despite its monotone, the camera managed to sound skeptical anyway. “Jim can’t fix secrets.”


  My face flushed, but I raised my watch and said, “This. It’s my watch. It’s … not broken, exactly, but it’s not working as well as it normally does and I think that Jim could get it back into proper shape.”


  “Jim isn’t a watchmaker, kid,” said the camera. “Maybe you should find someone who is. He has more important things to do than fix watches.”


  “But this isn’t an ordinary watch,” I said. “It’s special. Different. Jim has worked on it before.”


  “How, exactly, is this watch of yours special or different from every other watch in the world?” said the camera. “It looks rather ordinary, not too different from any watch you can find in a department store. Let me guess, this is some kind of dumb prank, right?”


  “Prank?” I repeated. “This isn’t a prank at all. I genuinely need it fixed and Jim is the only one who can do it.”


  “Jim is not a watchmaker,” said the camera. “If you continue to insist on being let in, I will activate the apartment’s security systems and send a message to the police reporting a break in. Trust me, I will do it.”


  I hesitated. I hadn’t expected Jim to value his privacy so much. And even worse, I could tell that the camera was entirely serious about this threat. I was tempted to just turn around and go home and forget all about this, but I held my ground and desperately thought of what I could say to convince Jim to let me in.


  “Jim knew my grandfather,” I said. “Gregory Matthew McDonald. Does that name ring a bell?”


  The camera was silent for a moment, which made me think that the camera might be calling the police after all, but it finally said, “Yes. Jim did know Gregory McDonald. You’re his grandson?”


  “Yeah,” I said, nodding eagerly. I raised my watch again. “And this watch—the Trickshot Watch—belonged to him. Jim knows what it is. And Jim, I know you’re listening in on this conversation, maybe even watching the security footage. Don’t try to play dumb. You know exactly what this watch is, whether you’ll admit it or not.”


  The camera went silent again. I kept a confident posture, trying not to look afraid or worried. I wasn’t lying when I said I thought Jim was watching this entire situation. Maybe he himself wasn’t speaking through the camera—it seemed to be some kind of AI—but he was surely aware that I was here and that I wanted to see him.


  The only question now was whether Jim would be smart and let me in or if he would follow through with his threat to call the police and force me to leave. I hoped for the former, but the latter seemed very likely to me.


  Then the camera abruptly said, “All right. The door is unlocked. You can let yourself in. And make sure to close the door behind you so no one will overhear anything we’re about to talk about.”


  Then the camera pulled back into the wall above the door, which closed shut. At the same time, I heard a small click as the door unlocked. I could not believe my luck, because I had been sure that Jim was just going to tell me to leave. Maybe Jim wasn’t as reclusive as I thought.


  Shaking my head, I pulled the door open and entered, ready to meet Jim.


  What I wasn’t ready for was the cyborg sitting in the chair on the other side of the door. And he was aiming a gun directly at my face.




  CHAPTER TEN


   


  Maybe it was a bit of a stretch to call the guy pointing the gun at me a ‘cyborg,’ but that was the initial thought I had when I saw him. His legs and right arm were completely mechanical, while his left eye had apparently been gouged out at some point and replaced with a glowing red optic that didn’t blink, unlike the normal blue eye in his right socket. The cyborg’s gun looked more like a laser blaster than a normal gun, but I had no doubt that if he pulled the trigger it would hurt a lot anyway, maybe even kill me outright.


  The cyborg sat in a chair that looked like a command center of sorts. Two touch screens and a dozen buttons were on each arm, but I didn’t pay too much attention to my surroundings, because when a cyborg was pointing a laser gun in your face, it was kind of hard to pay attention to anything else.


  “Close the door,” said the cyborg, whose voice sounded almost exactly the same as the camera’s voice. “Now. Before someone sees.”


  I let go of the door, which closed entirely on its on with an audible and ominous boom that made me think I had just closed the door of a tomb. Given how this cyborg guy was pointing a gun in my face, this might very well be my resting place.


  “Raise your hands,” the cyborg said. “Palms forward. No funny business.”


  I raised my hands, showing him my palms. “I don’t have any weapons on me, Mr., uh, Robot.”


  “Cyborg,” said the cyborg without hesitation. “I may not be as human as I once was, but I’m not a robot.”


  “Cyborg,” I repeated. “Right. Are you Jim Albert?”


  The cyborg’s facial expression did not change as he said, “Jim Albert. Been a long time since I used that name. I prefer Techno now, though I still use that name for tax and business purposes. The government doesn’t treat Techno as a real name for some reason.”


  “Oh,” I said. “I didn’t, um, expect you would be a cyborg. I thought you would be an ordinary human.”


  “It doesn’t matter what you thought,” said Techno. “You claim to be Gregory McDonald’s grandson. Furthermore, you claim that you have the Trickshot Watch. Those are both strong claims to make … and perhaps foolish, too, if they’re lies.”


  “They’re both true,” I insisted. “I’m the grandson of Gregory McDonald. And I do have the Trickshot Watch, as well.”


  “Which means you’re the new Trickshot that everyone has been talking about,” said Techno. “Correct?”


  “Right,” I said, nodding. “I can prove it, too. Watch.”


  I flipped the face of the Watch open and pressed the red button underneath. In seconds, I wore the full Trickshot costume and could feel the costume’s power flowing through my form, easily making me stronger than Techno.


  Techno showed no surprise whatsoever at my transformation. He just nodded once and said, “I believe you. The Trickshot Watch’s ability to store the costume as a form of energy like that is unique. No other piece of tech can do that. At least, no earthly piece of tech, anyway.”


  “Yeah,” I said. “So now that you know I’m telling the truth, maybe you should lower your gun. It would be a lot easier to talk if I didn’t have to worry about being shot in the face.”


  Techno released his grip on his gun, which I realized was actually attached to his palm. The gun flipped backwards, folding over itself into his forearm, which opened and closed to let the gun inside. Soon, the gun was gone and Techno’s forearm looked normal again, or as normal as a cyborg’s arm could, anyway. “Feel safer now?”


  “Yeah,” I said, nodding. “I do.”


  “Well, you shouldn’t,” said Techno. His chair rotated on the spot, turning its back to me. “Because my gun isn’t the only way to defend myself if I have to. And it’s the least harmful, too.”


  I looked around the apartment, partly out of paranoia, but I did not see any other guns or weapons that could be used to harm me. I did, however, see that this was no ordinary apartment. It looked more like a combination of apartment, laboratory, and workshop.


  The floor, walls, and ceiling had been replaced with dull metal paneling that didn’t reflect the lights on the ceiling very well, though the light provided enough illumination by which to see. On one half of the apartment was a large desk with a variety of different test tubes and vials full of strange colored liquid scattered about, along with documents and books that seemed to cover really obscure scientific topics. The other half of the apartment was basically one long workbench, covered with tools and half-finished tech that I couldn’t even identify, either because it wasn’t completed or it was so different from anything I’d seen that I had no real reference point for it. There was a door on this side which seemed to lead to Techno’s bedroom, but I wondered if this guy even slept.


  Directly before me was what appeared to be Techno’s control center. Two massive hard drives stood on either side of the desk, connected to three different monitors that displayed a bunch of strange numbers and letters that made no sense to me. It looked like he was programming something, but I couldn’t tell you what. Kyle might be able to make sense of Techno’s stuff, but to me, it looked like a bunch of gibberish. I bet even my math teacher would find it confusing, if not outright incomprehensible. The entire apartment smelled very sterile, like Techno had coated everything in antiseptic.


  “You sure went quiet all of a sudden,” said Techno, though he didn’t look over his shoulder at me. “Forget why you’re here?”


  I shook my head and said, “Sorry about that. The reason I came here was because I need your help.”


  “Yeah, I know that,” said Techno. “What do you want me to look at, exactly?”


  “The Trickshot Watch,” I said. “I need you to look at it and fix it.”


  Techno’s chair turned around again, but Techno’s expression still hadn’t changed. “Fix it? It suited you up just fine. What needs to be fixed? Does it no longer tell time?”


  “No,” I said. “It’s TW, the AI. He’s getting old and—”


  “TW?” Techno repeated. He scowled, the first change in expression I’d seen since I entered his apartment. “Let me see him. Now.”


  Before I could say anything, TW flashed into existence next to me, a grim expression on his face. “Hello, Techno. Long time, no see.”


  “TW,” said Techno. As always, he was completely nonplussed. “You look just like Gregory. Any reason why?”


  “Because that’s the form Jack is most comfortable with,” said TW. “I suppose I could take one more comfortable for you—”


  “No, that won’t be necessary,” said Techno. “But it does make it harder to look at you. Gregory wasn’t eye candy back then and I see he’s still as ugly a son of a gun as he ever was.”


  “You haven’t asked where he is, though,” I said. “Aren’t you curious to know what happened to my grandfather?”


  “Nope,” said Techno, shaking his head. “Gregory was a jerk through and through. Like every superhero, he cared more about glory than doing the right thing. Rumsfeld was better off without him. And it would be better off without you playing superhero, too, kid.”


  I flushed in embarrassment again. “I—”


  “I need your help,” said TW. He gestured at his fuzzy body. “My programming is starting to degrade. Without your help, my entire existence is at risk of disappearing forever.”


  “Good riddance,” said Techno indifferently. “I imagine you’re the one who put the idea to become a superhero in the kid’s brain, huh?”


  “I didn’t put anything in his brain,” said TW. “I—”


  “Whatever,” said Techno. His chair swiveled around again. “Bored now. Get out of here or I’ll disintegrate you with my lasers. And yes, that is legal in Texas. I checked with my lawyer before I had them installed and it is legal to disintegrate intruders on your property.”


  TW looked at me with a look that said, I told you so, but me, I wasn’t ready to give up yet. Techno may have been rude and selfish, but I wasn’t about to let the only guy in Texas who could help us just turn us away.


  “Listen, Techno, I know you and my grandfather didn’t get along that well, but I’m not Gregory,” I said. “I’m not interested in glory or whatever. I just need some help, to have TW fixed up so he can help me continue to defend Rumsfeld.”


  “Why should I help?” said Techno. “Are you going to pay me? I charge a lot of money for repairing broken or damaged technology. Helps pay the bills, though I haven’t done it in a while because my money from the stock market makes me richer than the entire lower half of Rumsfeld’s poorest combined.”


  “I don’t have money—”


  “Then I’m not interested,” said Techno. “And don’t give me the spiel about ‘the greater good,’ because I don’t believe in it. It’s all about justifying your power. That’s what that phrase means.”


  “I wasn’t about to say it was for the greater good,” I said. “Maybe you need to listen a little better instead of, you know, accusing me of saying things I haven’t said.”


  “Don’t care,” said Techno. “And if you don’t leave now, I’m going to invoke my Second Amendment rights and disintegrate both of you on the spot.”


  I was getting really annoyed with Techno now and starting to understand why TW had been so hesitant about going to him for help. “Then why did you let me in at all if you had no intention of helping me whatsoever? For such a smart guy, you sure are inconsistent.”


  Techno’s seat whirled around, to the point where I was sure Techno would fall off. But he stayed on his seat and glared at me with such intense hatred that I was sure he was going to start shooting laser beams from his eyes at us. Maybe his disintegration beams would come from his eyes rather than some hidden blaster somewhere in the apartment.


  But then Techno sat back in his chair and said, “Tell me, do you know why I had a falling out with your grandfather, kid? Did TW see fit to tell you that?”


  I glanced at TW, but kept my focus on Techno because I was worried that if I took my eyes off him for too long he might attack me. “No, he didn’t.”


  “It wasn’t important,” said TW. “I didn’t tell him because I didn’t need to.”


  Techno laughed, which sounded strangely robotic. “Oh, you didn’t want to crush the boy’s idealization of his old man, did you? I understand. Like I said, Gregory always wanted the glory all for himself. His PR game was on point, given how most people even to this day, ten years later, don’t know my story.”


  “What are you talking about?” I said. “You’re acting like you have some dirt on Grandfather.”


  “I don’t just have dirt on him, boy,” said Techno. “I have an entire mountain on him, which if people knew it, would utterly destroy your grandfather’s legacy for good.”


  “What is it, then?” I said. “Go ahead and tell me. I can handle it.”


  Techno cracked a smile, revealing that several of his teeth had been replaced with metallic teeth that looked sharper than any human tooth. He gestured at himself and said, “The reason I’m a cyborg is because Gregory made me into one. And he did it quite deliberately, too.”




  CHAPTER ELEVEN


   


  “What do you mean?” I said in surprise. “Do you mean that Grandfather actually modified your body himself?”


  Techno snorted. “Don’t be so literal-minded, kid. I did the actual modification work. Gregory is responsible insofar as he put me into the situation which resulted in me having to make the changes in the first place. Had he not put me in that situation in the first place, I might still be able to live a normal life as a normal person … but of course, then Gregory would never have gotten the glory, now would he?”


  I looked at TW. “TW, is that true? Did Grandfather really hurt him?”


  “Yes,” said TW, though he didn’t look at me. “But it wasn’t intentional, not in the way Techno says. It was an accident. And he knows that.”


  “I only know that the entire situation could have been prevented by Gregory if he had been just a bit smarter,” said Techno. “Or less glory-hogging.”


  “Tell me what happened,” I said. “I’m willing to listen.”


  Techno folded his hands over his lap. “I guess it can’t hurt to tell you. It won’t change my opinion of your grandfather or anything, but I’ve always been one to believe in knowing the truth, even if it hurts. And this truth will hurt. However good you think Gregory is, this story will reveal another side to him, one he never showed in public.”


  I hated Techno’s smarmy attitude, but I had to admit he had me hooked. For the longest time I had thought of Grandfather as a great hero, maybe even the greatest superhero to have ever lived. It helped that my parents always spoke of him so glowingly and that I didn’t have very many memories of him due to being so young when he first vanished. I didn’t see what Techno could tell me that might be so devastating, but perhaps Techno knew something I didn’t.


  “I first met Gregory twenty years ago,” said Techno. “I was a young man, fresh out of college and working in IT as a computer programmer. The two of us, although from different generations, nonetheless hit it off well, because Gregory was also interested in technology and computer programming. Eventually, he began seeking my assistance with problems he ran into during his superhero career that required a tech head to deal with, assistance I was happy to provide at first because I thought he was a great hero and I was willing to do whatever I needed in order to help him make Rumsfeld a safer place for everyone.”


  I was struck at how much Techno and Grandfather’s relationship resembled mine and Kyle’s. Kyle was my go-to tech guy for whenever I needed help with technology, just like Techno had been for Grandfather. It reminded me of the saying Dad always told me, about how history repeats. It was a weird echo at any rate.


  “Our partnership was very successful,” said Techno. “Together, we took down many dangerous threats to Rumsfeld, such as Virus, a supervillain who could turn into a computer virus and had taken control of the city’s power supply in an effort to enrich himself. We were an unstoppable team, with his powers and my brains, to the point where a lot of people even began calling me his sidekick. I never formally worked for him like that, of course, but we were closer than brothers at that point and were willing to defend each other whenever we were in danger.”


  Techno actually sounded nostalgic as he spoke, though I figured it was against his will, because he certainly didn’t sound happy as he recounted his past. Maybe he was conflicted, because on one hand these were happy memories he was reliving, but on the other hand he didn’t like Grandfather anymore and didn’t want anything to do with him anymore. I guess he was still more human than he let on.


  “Things changed, though, on a hot summer day in July, about a year before Gregory disappeared,” said Techno. “Have you heard of the supervillain Holes?”


  “Yeah, of course,” I said. “I haven’t just heard of him. I fought him yesterday.”


  “Yes, I saw the news article about his escape from prison,” said Techno. He grimaced. “Didn’t expect him to break out of prison. Doesn’t help that none of the news sources I read explained how he got his powers back. That’s a trick I’d like to learn the secret to.”


  “It doesn’t matter,” I said. “Can you continue your story, please?”


  “Sure,” said Techno. “Sorry for the digression. I hate Holes almost as much as Gregory, because Holes is just as guilty for what happened to me as Gregory. If we hadn’t run into him … things might have been different.”


  Techno sighed. “Anyway, like I said, it was on a hot July day, very much like today. Holes appeared in downtown Rumsfeld, where he tried to rob the Rumsfeld First National Bank. As usual, Gregory went to confront him as soon as he heard the news and the two of them clashed. It was an intense, but inconclusive, battle, because Holes ran as soon as the police showed up, even though my understanding is that he had the upper hand against Gregory due to his powers. Gregory got frustrated by this and went to visit me, thinking I might be able to build a weapon or something he could use to nullify Holes’ powers.”


  “Did you?” I said.


  “Of course not,” said Techno. “I’m smart and talented, but I’m no chemist. Still, I considered Gregory a friend, so I tried to help him as best as I could, though our brainstorming session wasn’t very fruitful, so Gregory left to go to dinner with his family. As for me, I stayed in my apartment and focused on completing a programming project I’d put off all week. I was by myself and defenseless. This was before I cared about my security, though I should have cared even before I was attacked.”


  “Attacked?” I said. “By who?”


  “Holes,” said Techno. He touched his eye. “Holes was always a pragmatic sort, unlike most supervillains. He was well aware of my partnership with Gregory and he was afraid that I might have some kind of tech I could use to help Gregory beat him. As soon as Gregory left, Holes entered my apartment and nearly killed me.”


  I looked at Techno’s mechanical limbs. “Is that where you got these limbs?”


  Techno nodded. He raised his mechanical arm and rotated it in its socket. “Yep. Even back then, Holes knew how to use his powers to inflict maximum damage. Only reason I didn’t die was because my neighbor heard the commotion and called the police, though by the time the police got there, Holes was long gone. The police rushed me to the hospital, but they were too late to save all of my body parts.”


  “What did Gregory do?” I said. “Did he visit you when he heard what happened?”


  “And here is the part of the story where Gregory reveals himself for the jerk he really was,” Techno said. “He didn’t show up at all. He didn’t call or text me or do anything to show that he even knew I had nearly been killed by one of his enemies and was bleeding out enough blood to flood the streets of Rumsfeld. Nah, dumb bastard didn’t show up until two days later, and he didn’t even have an excuse for why he didn’t show up quicker.”


  I looked at TW. “TW, what took Grandfather so long to check on Techno? Did something come up or—”


  “It doesn’t matter why,” Techno interrupted before TW could say anything. “All that matters is that Gregory and I had a big fight, which ended with our friendship being completely shattered. Afterward, I began work on prosthetics that would replace my missing limbs, though I needed help from a prosthetics company which had all of the necessary materials that I lacked. Still, from that point on, I didn’t help Gregory and he never came to me for help, and for good riddance.”


  I shifted uncomfortably where I stood. “And you blame Grandfather for what Holes did?”


  “Yeah, I do,” said Techno. His mechanical hand curled into a ball. “If Gregory hadn’t let the jerk get away, Holes would never have come after me. I would still be fully human, instead of this grotesque cyborg mockery that I have to live with every day of my life.”


  I wanted to ask TW for his perspective on the matter, but something told me that Techno was not going to listen to anything TW said. Or rather, he had already listened to TW’s side of the story and didn’t care about it. I would still have to ask TW about it later, though, because I was sure there was more to the story than what Techno had shared with me.


  “Anyway, that’s the story,” said Techno. “Full of drama, highs and lows … it makes all of those superhero movies everyone loves watching look boring by comparison, wouldn’t you say?”


  “I—”


  “I don’t care what you think,” Techno said. “You know my story. And now you know why I don’t want anything to do with you.”


  “But if you help me, I could beat Holes,” I said. “Now that Holes is back, he’s probably going to come after you again.”


  “If he tries, I’ll kill that jerk on the spot,” said Techno. “Disintegration lasers, remember?”


  “Yeah, but—”


  “Again, don’t care,” said Techno. “Now, this is the last time I’m going to say this: Leave. Or I really will disintegrate you on the spot.”


  I bit my lower lip. I found Techno’s constant orders to leave grating, but at the same time, there was no way I could force him to help me. If he didn’t want to help me, then he didn’t have to, and that was that, however much I wished it wasn’t.


  So I nodded and said, “All right. I understand why you don’t want to help me, even though I think you’re wrong. But if you don’t want to do it, that’s your call. I’ll just go look for help somewhere else.”


  “Good,” said Techno. His chair swiveled around once more, its back to me. “Door’s unlocked. Oh, and one last thing: Don’t come back. Ever.”


  TW flashed back into the Watch and I took off my costume before I opened the door and left the apartment, with a lot of questions on my mind and a feeling that beating Holes was going to be a lot harder than I thought.




  CHAPTER TWELVE


   


  TW said nothing at all until I got back to the house and into my room. It was pretty clear to me that TW intensely disagreed with Techno’s characterization of Grandfather and, hey, I didn’t quite agree with it myself. After all, I still hadn’t heard TW’s side of the story, which might provide some context or information that Techno either didn’t know or had left out of his story for his own reasons.


  As soon as I closed the door to my room, TW flashed into existence before me. He floated up toward the ceiling, a frustrated and disappointed look on his face.


  “I take it that you didn’t agree with Techno’s story?” I said, looking up at TW.


  “That’s putting it mildly,” said TW. “His story was … I mean, he had the basic facts right. Gregory did go to his apartment, he really was attacked by Holes, and, I am sad to say, Gregory didn’t check on him until a couple of days later. But he completely misinterpreted why Gregory was late. It had nothing to do with him being a ‘glory hog’ or whatever. That is simply ridiculous.”


  I sat down on my bed and leaned back on my hands. “Then what did take Grandfather so long to check on Techno? Surely it couldn’t have been that important, could it?”


  “It was,” said TW. “There was another supervillain attack that very night on the other side of Rumsfeld. It was Holes’ associate, a supervillain known as Calamity Jane, who got into a very big fight with Gregory. Gregory won, but he had taken such a beating that he had to spend the next couple of days in bed. He couldn’t even go to Marge for healing, though if he did, it wouldn’t have helped, because his injuries were extensive and not easily healed even by her powers.”


  “So the reason Grandfather didn’t check on his best friend was because he was also really badly injured?”


  “More or less,” said TW. “But as soon as he heard the news that Techno had been attacked by Holes and was in the hospital, he went to see him and make sure he was okay. He even offered to pay Techno’s medical bills, though Techno denied his help because he felt betrayed by him.”


  “What a jerk,” I said, shaking my head. “Grandfather even offered to pay his bills and Techno rejected him because of a misunderstanding? For being such an intelligent tech guy, he sure doesn’t seem all that smart.”


  “Agreed,” said TW, “but Techno has always been somewhat moody, especially in comparison to Gregory. Techno used to style himself as a ‘realist’ in comparison to Gregory’s ‘idealism,’ but it seems he’s entirely dropped the ‘realist’ part in favor of outright cynicism, maybe even nihilism, though I would hesitate before calling him that.”


  “Whatever his deal is, he’s useless,” I said. I walked over to my bed and sat down on it, crossing my legs as I did so. “And now we’re back to square one, at least when it comes to getting you fixed.”


  “What did I tell you?” said TW. “I told you he wouldn’t listen or help. His hatred of Trickshot—or, really, Gregory—is deep and has had ten years to fester. I’m surprise he didn’t just disintegrate you on the spot like he kept threatening to do. It would have been very in character for him. Perhaps he just didn’t want to deal with the murder charges.”


  “Yeah, because the police would definitely be able to deal with a cyborg shut-in who has disintegration lasers built into his apartment,” I said sardonically. I rested my chin in my hands and sighed. “It doesn’t really matter now, I guess. But you seem to be taking this pretty well, TW, given how Techno is the only guy who could have fixed you.”


  “As I said, I already expected him to say no and send us away,” said TW. “That’s another life lesson for you. When your expectations are in line with reality, you are rarely disappointed, no matter how bad the outcome of a particular situation is.”


  “Then how are we going to fix you?” I said. “There’s got to be someone else we can talk to.”


  “Gregory could fix me, but of course he’s still being held prisoner by Icon,” said TW with a shrug. “I w-wouldn’t worry t-too much about it. What we n-need to focus on is getting you ready to d-defend Rumsfeld from the threat Gregory foresaw coming. T-That’s what matters in the end.”


  I frowned. “TW, you’re stuttering again. Maybe you should take a break.”


  TW’s form flickered in and out a couple of times before it stabilized again, though TW wore a very concentrated expression on his face. “Don’t worry about me, Jack. I just lost focus there for a bit. As long as I maintain my f-focus, I won’t stutter or flicker in and out of existence.”


  I wondered how long TW could possibly maintain his focus. Probably until his programming gave out entirely, which seemed likelier and likelier by the day. Still, I had to admit that TW had a point. Right now, there was nothing I could do to fix his programming, nor did I know anyone who could. I considered asking Kyle, but Kyle was still in Florida on vacation with his family, and besides Kyle had never fixed something as complex as TW. I was worried that Kyle might accidentally damage TW’s programming beyond repair if he had access to it.


  “All right, I guess we’ll return to this topic some other time,” I said. I looked at TW. “How has your research into Mr. Salt been going?”


  “Excellently, actually,” said TW. He held up a palm and a holographic image of Mr. Salt’s face appeared in it. “According to my research, Mr. Salt lives in an apartment in north Rumsfeld by himself, not too far from the headquarters of your father’s construction company, actually. I’m not sure if he keeps his superhero artifacts there or if he stores them elsewhere, but it’s a good place to start looking, at any rate.”


  “Sounds good to me,” I said. “When do you think we should go after him?”


  “Whenever you want,” said TW. “I suggest choosing a time when he’s out of his apartment. That will make it easier to break in and look for the second Watch.”


  I folded my arms over my chest, thinking about what TW said. “Midnight wouldn’t work, because he will probably be sleeping. Sometime during the late morning would work, I think, because he is usually at the Mall at that time, which means that his apartment is probably empty for most of the morning and afternoon.”


  TW frowned. “Daytime break-ins are extremely risky. If someone sees you trying to break in, then they may report you to the police. You don’t want to go to jail, do you?”


  “Good point,” I said. Then an idea occurred to me and I smiled. “What if I don’t break in, though? What if Mr. Salt lets me in?”


  TW’s frown became more confused. “Why would Mr. Salt ever willingly let you into his apartment? You didn’t even buy anything from him this time. I can’t imagine why he would ever feel the need to let you into his living space.”


  My smile grew wider. “If he thought he was going to get three thousand dollars from me, I’m sure he would give me the password to his social media accounts.”


  “But you don’t have three thousand dollars,” said TW. “You barely even have thirty. I’m not sure you’ve thought through this very well.”


  “I don’t need three thousand dollars,” I said. I rose from my bed and rubbed my hands together. “If I contact Mr. Salt and let him know that I am interested in purchasing the Watch at his apartment, I’m sure he will let me in. Then I could sneak it out without his knowledge and make sure it never falls into the wrong hands ever again.”


  “Perhaps you should offer to buy something else from him instead of the Watch,” TW suggested. “Then, while he isn’t looking, you can swipe the Watch and leave without actually buying anything. How does that sound?”


  “That’s even better than my plan,” I said. “TW, you’re really getting the hang of this.”


  “Planning has always been one of my strong suits,” said TW proudly. “Though I learned it, of course, from Gregory, who was an even better planner than I am.”


  “Great,” I said. “Then let’s get to it. There’s no time to waste.”




  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


   


  As it turned out, Mr. Salt had a Facebook page through which he did the most amount of his communication. I contacted him through it and the two of us set up a date I could come to his apartment, where he apparently kept the majority of his superhero artifacts. I implied in the message that I had gotten a lot of money from my dad and that I was looking to spend it on something pricey, which was my way of implying that I was interested in buying the Watch. Of course, I didn’t know if Mr. Salt would actually show me the Watch or not, but it certainly couldn’t hurt to see if he would pick up my clues and bring it with the rest of his inventory.


  The next day, I stood in front of the door to Mr. Salt’s apartment, which, in contrast to Techno’s apartment building, was cheap and plain. It was smaller than Techno’s apartment building, for one thing, and much smellier, like it was full of dogs that weren’t potty trained. The building also looked fairly bombed out and there were a couple of young Mexican guys standing on the sidewalk just outside who had watched me go in with looks in their eyes that I didn’t like. They didn’t approach me, though I felt like that was more because I didn’t look wealthy than because they were afraid of me.


  Pushing such thoughts out of my mind, I knocked on the door to Mr. Salt’s apartment. Less than a second later, I heard a series of locks being undone and then the door cracked open just enough for me to see Mr. Salt’s dark eyes peeking out from within.


  “Mr. McDonald?” said Mr. Salt. “Is that you?”


  I nodded. “Yep.” I hefted my backpack over my shoulder in a not-so-subtle gesture. “And I’ve got the money.”


  “Ah, yes, of course,” said Mr. Salt, flashing me a winning smile that nonetheless made me feel revolted. “Come in, come in. I have plenty of interesting superhero objects that the grandson of the legendary Trickshot should be very interested in looking at.”


  Mr. Salt opened the door wide and stepped aside. I walked inside and looked around at the tiny apartment in which I now stood as Mr. Salt closed the door behind me.


  In comparison to Techno’s apartment, Mr. Salt’s felt more like a cramped broom closet. Off to the side was a partially open door which revealed a dirty-looking bathroom, while to my right was an entryway into a small kitchen that smelled of bad Mexican food that had been burnt. The walls were mostly bare, save for a couple of pictures of what looked like Mr. Salt’s parents, perhaps back in Mexico, because the background didn’t look like anywhere in the United States. The ceiling tiles were cracked in a few places and, based on a couple of dark spots, I could only assume that they were the victim of frequent leaks from whenever it rained too hard.


  The main living room was clean enough, but the couch looked old and already had some stuffing poking out of it in a few areas. A large cardboard box stood in the center of the living room, next to the coffee table that sagged in the middle, with a couple of wooden chairs set up on either side of the table for sitting. A small flat screen TV stood on top of a desk next to a couple of those candles that have Jesus on them, though the TV was currently off. A door leading to what I assumed was Mr. Salt’s bedroom stood next to the door to the bathroom, though unlike the bathroom door, it was closed.


  “Please, take a seat on my couch,” said Mr. Salt, gesturing at his sofa. “Would you like some iced tea? I just made some. It’s quite fresh.”


  I nodded. “Sure, I’ll have some tea. Is the stuff in the box?”


  Mr. Salt nodded as he walked over to the kitchen. “Of course. But please don’t touch any of it yet. I do not want you to accidentally break or damage it. It’s my livelihood, you understand.”


  “Oh, sure, sure,” I said. “I would never think to touch someone’s stuff without their permission. My parents always taught me to respect others’ property, especially if they make a living from it.”


  “You have good parents, it seems,” said Mr. Salt. “Reminds me of my parents, who taught me the value of treating others’ possessions with respect. Not too many people seem to understand that particular virtue nowadays, alas.”


  I nodded politely again and sat down on the couch, resting my backpack on the sofa cushion next to me. The couch sagged under my weight and felt lumpy and uncomfortable, but I didn’t complain, because I didn’t want to accidentally offend Mr. Salt and make him kick me out of his apartment. I needed to get close enough to the Watch that I could take it from him, hopefully without him knowing. The last thing I needed to do was jeopardize my plan before it even started.


  While Mr. Salt poured me some tea in the kitchen, I said in my head, “TW, can you sense the original Watch yet?”


  “Not yet,” said TW. “But I am looking f-for it. T-Tracking is h-hard because of my g-glitch.”


  I frowned slightly. TW was stuttering again, which was never a good sign. But before I could say anything to him about that, Mr. Salt appeared and held out a glass of iced tea to me. “Here you are, my friend. A freshly poured glass of iced tea, just as you requested.”


  Snapping out of my thoughts, I took the iced tea and said, “Thanks, Mr. Salt. This looks pretty good. I’m thirsty.”


  I sipped the tea and winced involuntarily. It was the worst tea I’d ever had in my life. It tasted less like tea and more like tea-flavored ice water.


  “Is there a problem, Mr. McDonald?” said Mr. Salt. “You cringed.”


  “Oh, it’s nothing,” I said, shaking my head. “It’s just that the tea tastes, uh, unique and I wasn’t prepared for it.”


  Mr. Salt chuckled as he sat down in one of the wooden chairs near the box. “I suspected that was the case. You see, I used a special family recipe that has been in my family for generations. I’m not going to tell you the secret ingredient to its unique taste, but suffice to say that there is a reason it was the most popular beverage in Mexico for a while there and it wasn’t because my grandparents were great marketers like me, I’ll tell you that.”


  I smiled politely, but I knew Mr. Salt was just lying to me. He probably just used store bought tea that he diluted heavily with water. I always suspected Mr. Salt was something of a liar, but to hear him make such an obviously false claim made me think that he also thought I was just a stupid kid who didn’t have enough experience to see through his lies. He was about to be in for a big surprise.


  “But enough about my familial legacy,” said Mr. Salt. “We are here to talk business and business we shall talk. You have the money, yes?”


  I patted my backpack, which was actually full of old newspaper I had found in the attic of our house, but he thought it had thousands of dollars. “Sure. Enough to buy almost anything you have, I reckon.”


  “Really?” said Mr. Salt in an impressed voice. “Well, let’s start with the first artifact I wish to show you. Another lesson I’ve learned is that you never delay business needlessly.”


  Mr. Salt put down his own tea glass—which I noticed he hadn’t even sipped from yet—on the coffee table and reached for the cardboard box, but before he could open it, some kind of Spanish song suddenly started playing out of nowhere. I thought it was a radio at first, but then Mr. Salt pulled his phone out of his pocket and I realized that it was actually his ring tone.


  “Hello?” said Mr. Salt, holding the phone close to his ear. “Who is it?”


  A voice on the other end started talking quickly in Spanish, but Mr. Salt quickly interrupted that voice in Spanish of his own. I wasn’t a Spanish speaker myself, but I knew a few words from my Spanish classes in high school. Even so, I found it hard to understand what Mr. Salt was saying about anything, though perhaps I didn’t need to, because his increasingly angry facial expressions and tone of voice made it clear to me that whatever he was talking about, it wasn’t any good.


  Finally, Mr. Salt said one last harsh thing in Spanish and hung up on the call. He looked at me and said, in a polite voice that was the exact antithesis of the angry one he used on the phone, “My apologies, Mr. McDonald. That was the landlord of my apartment, telling me that my payment was late and that if I didn’t pay today, he would evict me and kick me out on the street.”


  “What?” I said. “Is that true?”


  “Of course it’s not true,” said Mr. Salt. “I paid my rent yesterday and he knows that. Jerk is always trying to get more money out of me and the other people in this building. I should probably find somewhere else to live, but unfortunately that’s easier said than done given how … cheap the rent here is.”


  “Uh huh,” I said. “What are you going to do?”


  Mr. Salt stood up. “Go down to the office where that jerk is and give him a piece of my mind. I apologize for having to leave you here like this, but this call was the last straw and I am tired of being pushed around by this guy. I’ll be back in about five minutes and we can resume our transaction then.”


  Mr. Salt walked past the couch to the front door. I turned around in my seat to see Mr. Salt open the door and close it behind him, almost slamming it in anger. I was kind of glad that I wasn’t the landlord, because I wouldn’t want to find myself the target of Mr. Salt’s anger.


  Regardless, this was exactly the opportunity I’d been looking for. While Mr. Salt was away, I could look for the Trickshot Watch and retrieve it. He said he would be back in five minutes, but I suspected that it would take longer than that for him to get his rent problems figured out. Regardless of how long he would be away, this was the best opportunity to look for the Watch.


  Rising from my seat, I peeked inside the box, but to my displeasure, I didn’t see the Watch or the box in which it was normally kept. Just a bunch of junk, like the piece of concrete and battery that he had tried to convince me and Debra belonged to some legendary superheroes. I suppose I shouldn’t have been surprised, given how the original Watch was probably the most valuable thing he owned, but it was a bit of a disappointment anyway.


  “I found it,” said TW in my head suddenly. “It’s in Salt’s room. Look in there.”


  I looked at the door I had noticed earlier and walked over to it. I tried to open it, but the door was locked. I looked around for a key, but did not see any nearby. Mr. Salt probably had the key on him, which made sense from his perspective, but from mine, it just meant that it would be harder to get in.


  “Maybe I should try punching it in,” I said. “I could do that.”


  “I wouldn’t,” said TW. “Not unless you want his neighbors to hear you trashing his apartment and call the police on you.”


  Scowling, I had to admit that TW had a point. “Then how should I get in?”


  “Break the lock,” TW said. “Without punching the door in.”


  “You’re boring, you know that?” I said, but I nonetheless pressed the button on my Watch and soon wore the Trickshot costume.


  I grabbed the doorknob again and twisted it hard enough to hear a small but audible snap come from the knob. Turning the knob, I pushed open the door and entered the room, though I left the door open in case Mr. Salt came back and I needed to make a quick escape.


  Mr. Salt’s bedroom was fairly small, with a single bed against the wall, an old-looking chest of drawers with a mirror on top of it, and not much else. The only window in the room was closed and covered with a cheap-looking curtain, which was thin enough that light from outside filtered in nonetheless. There was also a closet door, though it was closed.


  Taking off the Trickshot costume, I said, “All right, TW, where is the Watch?”


  “It should be in the closet,” said TW. “That’s where the strongest readings are coming from, so I would suggest searching there.”


  “Closet, eh?” I said, looking at the closet door. “Seems like an obvious place to look.”


  I walked over to the closet and opened it. Several shirts of various colors and styles hung from the clothing pole, while shoes were scattered about the floor. But my eyes were drawn to the top of the closet, where a familiar box stood like it hadn’t been touched in years.


  “There it is,” said TW. “The Watch. Get it down and check on it to make sure it’s still in one piece.”


  I didn’t need TW to tell me twice. I pulled the box down from the closet and flipped it open, expecting to lay my eyes on the Watch that I had seen back in the Mall.


  Instead, I found that there was nothing in the box at all. It was completely empty and the Watch was nowhere to be seen.




  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


   


  “What the heck?” I said. I turned the box over and shook it several times, but nothing came out. “What happened to the Watch? TW, didn’t you say that the Watch was supposed to be in there?”


  TW flashed next to me, looking every bit as confused and worried as I was. “I don’t understand. My sensors said that the Watch was in there, but now I don’t see it anywhere. I’m not sure what went wrong.”


  “It must have been your sensors,” I said, looking at TW in annoyance. “With your programming decaying, I bet that your sensors are starting to pick up on things that aren’t even there. They’re not as reliable as they used to be.”


  “I … I suppose so,” said TW, who sounded like he had just been sucker punched. “But my sensors have never been wrong before, not once.”


  “Do I look like I care?” I said. “I just wasted a ton of time and energy going to this terrible apartment in the bad side of town to meet with a shady merchant who doesn’t even have what I want. All for nothing.”


  “It must be somewhere in here,” said TW, floating into the closet and looking around. “Perhaps he doesn’t keep it in that box anymore. Perhaps he keeps it—”


  TW was interrupted by the sound of a door being unlocked. With a start, I realized that Mr. Salt was already back and was clearly trying to unlock his front door. I was still standing in his bedroom, in front of his closet, with one of his possessions in my hands, looking exactly like a thief.


  Trying not to panic, I closed the box and tossed it up back into the closet before I slammed the door shut and ran out of the room. I closed the bedroom door behind me and practically jumped back onto the couch just as Mr. Salt opened the door and entered the apartment.


  “Oh, hi, Mr. Salt,” I said, turning in my seat and waving at him like I’d always been sitting here. “You got back fast.”


  “What did I say?” said Mr. Salt as he closed the front door behind him. He flashed me a smile. “My landlord is a jerk, but he’s also a spineless coward who doesn’t know how to handle renters who aren’t willing to put up with his crap. He’s not going to harass me about my rent anymore, at least until next month, anyway.”


  I nodded, but took a sip from Mr. Salt’s tea instead of saying anything. The tea tasted as awful as ever, but the point was to keep myself from saying something that might make Mr. Salt suspicious of me. Still, I couldn’t help but glance at the door to his bedroom. It was closed, sure, but it was not locked, and Mr. Salt would notice that sooner or later. Hopefully later, by which time I would be on the other side of Rumsfeld and Mr. Salt would be left with no explanation for why his bedroom door’s lock was broken.


  Mr. Salt, luckily enough, sat down on his chair from before. “With that out of the way, I think it is finally time for us to begin our business transaction. Let’s start with something I know you will love: The late Baron Glory’s left sock, recovered from his battle with Titan King in New York City.”


  Mr. Salt reached inside the box, but I held up a hand and said, “Uh, before you do that, can I ask if you still have the Trickshot Watch? The one you showed me in the Mall?”


  “Hmm?” said Mr. Salt. “Oh, yes. I remember. I sold that one yesterday.”


  “What?” I said, but caught myself and said, “Uh, I mean, is that so?”


  “It is,” said Mr. Salt, nodding. “And I fetched a pretty penny for it, too. Much more than the three thousand dollars I quoted you. The man who bought it from me must have been very well-off, though I don’t think he is from around here, because I’ve never seen him before.”


  “Ah,” I said. “This man, could you describe him to me? What did he look like?”


  Mr. Salt frowned, furrowing his brow as he searched his memory. “Let’s see … he was fairly tall and well-built, though his skin was very pale, like he didn’t get out much. He was also bald. As for his age, I would put him in his early thirties or so. He wore a black button down shirt and jeans, which I remember noticing because it was very hot that day and I thought it strange he would wear such warm clothing. He also seemed to be a former prisoner to me.”


  “Former prisoner?”


  “Yeah,” said Mr. Salt. “I have a few, uh, ex-convicts in my family and they all have this same steely, hardened attitude that they did not have before they went to prison. This man was just like them, but the only difference was that he didn’t look like the kind of man who had ever spent even one day behind bars. Struck me as a respectable member of society, you dig?”


  “I think so,” I said. “Did he give you a name?”


  Mr. Salt smiled. “Now, Mr. McDonald, you seem rather interested in a complete stranger. Do you know him?”


  “Oh, no, I don’t,” I said. “At least, I don’t think so. I’m just interested in the kind of guy who would buy something like the Watch from someone like you.”


  “A man of discerning taste and impeccable eye for authentic superhero artifacts, of course,” said Mr. Salt. “But no, he didn’t give me a name. He just gave me a big suitcase of cash that I had thought was from his work. You know those big suitcases of cash you sometimes see in movies but think don’t exist in real life? Well, I guess some people do pay for things that way after all. Life imitates art.”


  “Seems a bit odd that a guy would lug around a suitcase full of cash to buy something from you,” I said. “I mean, most people don’t drag suitcases of cash with them to the Mall, not even when they plan to go on a shopping spree or buy something really expensive.”


  “It is strange, I agree, but why should I care?” said Mr. Salt. “Money is money, regardless of how it was obtained or who gives it to you. That is another business lesson I’ve learned over the years.”


  I nodded, but deep down, I was trying to figure out who this guy who bought the Trickshot Watch could possibly be. Who else could even be aware of the other Watch’s existence? It wasn’t like it was one of Mr. Salt’s most marketed products, either, given how he only showed it to Debra and I when Debra asked to see any Trickshot objects he owned. There was something very fishy going on here and I didn’t like it at all.


  “Now that I think about it, though, the man did make a rather strange comment when I gave him the Watch,” said Mr. Salt. “He mentioned something about finally getting his hands on this ‘weapon,’ something he’d been seeking for a long time apparently. I found it odd because not too many people refer to the Trickshot Watch as a ‘weapon,’ but I guess it doesn’t matter.”


  “Did you see where this guy went?” I said.


  “No,” said Mr. Salt. “He just disappeared into the crowds of people in the Mall. Even though he was a very tall and distinctive man, he just vanished like he wasn’t there at all. I’m not sure how he did it, honestly. It seemed like he just took one step away from the booth and then I got distracted by a customer who came up to see what I had. When I next looked, he was totally gone.”


  A theory started to form in my mind as to the identity of this man, but I didn’t dare voice it out loud then. “He just disappeared, huh? You didn’t see him leave?”


  “No,” said Mr. Salt. “I did not. But I will admit that I thought I saw something black—pitch black, like midnight in the country without any stars—out of the corner of my eye, but it was probably just my eyes playing with me. I doubt it was anything real.”


  I figured that Mr. Salt had likely seen one of Holes’, well, holes, but I said nothing. Mr. Salt didn’t need to know right now that he had just sold a potentially powerful weapon to a powerful and dangerous supervillain, though I couldn’t see what Holes would want with the old Watch. Whatever his reasons for buying it, I doubted they were pure or good.


  “Anyway, I’m sorry I don’t have the Watch for you to purchase anymore,” said Mr. Salt. “Had I known that you were interested in buying it at a later date, I would have held onto it for you longer than I did. As it is, the Watch is now gone and I doubt you will ever see it again. That is, unless you can track down this man and convince him to sell the Watch to you, though given how he just bought it a day ago, that seems extraordinarily unlikely.”


  I cracked a smile, but said nothing. But if I did say something, I would have said something like this: Who said I was going to buy it from him?




  CHAPTER FIFTEEN


   


  An hour or so later, I was walking up the driveway of my house, my lips pursed and my thoughts anywhere but present. All through the bus trip home, I thought deeply about my visit to Mr. Salt’s apartment, which had turned out to be far less profitable than I thought it was going to be. Actually, it was the opposite of profitable, because even though Mr. Salt did not have the Watch anymore, I felt guilty about wasting his time like this, so I bought one of the cheaper artifacts he had on sale and went on my way.


  The artifact in question I bought was the broken glass from a street lamp that had been destroyed during the legendary Alpha Sentinel’s battle with the Knights of Light in San Francisco twenty years ago. I had no way of knowing if that was true, but the glass shard cost about ten dollars, so I didn’t waste that much money. I had probably been ripped off with some junk that Mr. Salt had picked up off the street, but at this point I didn’t care.


  What I did care about was the fact that Holes seemed to have the original Trickshot Watch now. I didn’t know why he wanted it or how he knew that Mr. Salt even had it in the first place. Had he researched Mr. Salt’s business or something? Or had he been in the Mall on the same day as Debra and I and saw us talking to Mr. Salt about it? It was impossible to say for sure, but if the latter was correct, then Holes might know my name and identity. If so, then I could expect an attack from him any day now, which was one of the reasons I’d been so worried about going home, though given how I couldn’t stay outside the house forever without panicking Mom and Dad, I decided that I’d just have to risk it.


  TW had not been very helpful during the bus ride, admitting that he didn’t know why Holes would want the original Watch. TW’s only theory was that Holes may have stolen it in order to make sure that I didn’t get it, which seemed plausible to me, but at the same time, how would Holes know I wanted it?


  It was frustrating and stressful. Frustrating because I had wasted almost all morning on something that didn’t pay off. And stressful, because if Holes had the original Watch now, then he might just use it against me at some point, especially if he knew my real identity.


  But as I opened the front door to our house and stepped inside, I pushed such thoughts out of my mind in order to focus on the present. I was hungry and I had just gotten home in time for lunch. I hoped that Mom would have lunch all ready for me. I was so hungry that I didn’t care if Mom made broiled spinach, just as long as it distracted me from the utter failure of today’s mission.


  “Mom!” I called out, dropping my backpack on the floor next to the shoe rack and rolling my shoulders at the same time. “I’m home! What’s for lunch?”


  All of a sudden, Dad poked his head out of the kitchen and waved at me. “Hey, Jack! Welcome home. I thought you were going to be out all day.”


  Surprised to see Dad, who wore a chef’s hat on his head, I said, “Uh, nah. I got the stuff done I needed to do faster than I thought, so I decided to come home for lunch and chill out for a while.”


  “Ah,” said Dad, nodding. He straightened the chef’s hat on his head. “Well, you’re just in time for the McDonald family’s world famous spaghetti made with our top secret tomato sauce! Come on in and grab a bite to eat.”


  Dad’s head disappeared back into the kitchen. Perplexed, I nonetheless walked into the kitchen to see that Dad had a pot of steaming spaghetti noodles on the counter, along with an equally large pot of bubbling spaghetti sauce that instantly made my mouth water. The kitchen sink was full of utensils and dishes that Dad had used to make the spaghetti, soaking in the warm, soapy water. The kitchen window was open to let in a soft breeze, while the table was set with empty plates, bowls, and silverware for me, Mom, and Dad on top of a bright red tablecloth that looked fancier than what we normally had.


  “Whoa,” I said, looking around the kitchen in astonishment. “How long have you been working in here?”


  Dad—who was busily stirring the sauce—glanced over his shoulder at me and smiled. “All morning. Made enough spaghetti and sauce to last all of us for the week. Once we’re done here, I’m going to take the spaghetti and sauce and put them in individual containers, which I’m going to take to work for lunch for the next week or so.”


  I blinked. “Speaking of work, shouldn’t you be at the construction company today? I thought you had left for work earlier.”


  Dad shook his head as he turned his attention back to his sauce. “Nah. Today is my day off. I guess I didn’t tell you. I slept in a little bit, but not much, because I wanted to get a head start on the spaghetti before it got too hot today.”


  “Where’s Mom?” I said. “If you’re here—”


  “Out with friends,” Dad said, again without looking over his shoulder at me. “She’s been planning this for a while and I told her she could go and hang out with her friends for the day if she wanted. So I’m in charge of taking care of the house today, and so far, it’s been really easy, much easier than hauling rebar at the job, anyway.”


  I was about to say that I didn’t remember Mom telling me anything about her going out with friends today, only to catch myself and remember vaguely that Mom had mentioned that she was going out today at breakfast. I must not have been paying attention to what she said because of how much in a hurry I was. I felt a little embarrassed about that, to be honest, so I didn’t say anything about that.


  Instead, I said, “Oh, okay. I didn’t know you cooked.”


  “I’m not as good as your mom, but I got skills,” said Dad. “How else do you think I made your mom fall in love with me? I cooked her a great meal on our first date and she fell head over heels in love with me after that. Women love men who cook, by the way.”


  Given how Dad had apparently been working all morning without burning the noodles or sauce, I thought Dad was severely understating his own cooking skills. But I wasn’t one to argue with Dad. Besides, I was too hungry to argue with him about anything. The spaghetti looked and smelled great.


  So I grabbed my bowl, put some spaghetti and sauce in it, and sat down at my place on the table. The spaghetti looked even better up close, and when I put some in my mouth, it was like an explosion of taste in my mouth.


  “Wow, Dad,” I said after I swallowed my first helping of spaghetti. “This is really good.”


  “Of course it is,” said Dad. “Just because I’m more comfortable with a hammer than a spatula doesn’t mean I don’t know how to make good spaghetti. Eat as much as you want. There’s plenty more where that came from.”


  I nodded and put another forkful of spaghetti in my mouth when Dad suddenly stopped stirring the sauce and looked over his shoulder at me curiously. “Oh, by the way, how did your date with that girl go? Debra, I think you said her name was?”


  Because I had a mouthful of spaghetti when Dad said that, I could not answer at first. But after I finished eating and swallowing my spaghetti, I looked at Dad and said, “It, uh, didn’t go very well.”


  “It didn’t?” said Dad. “Why?”


  Because I let myself get distracted by Mr. Salt’s Watch, which he ended up selling off anyway, rather than actually paying attention to Debra. Now Debra probably hated my guts and wanted nothing to do with me after this.


  But that would require a lot of explanation I didn’t feel like giving at the moment, so I said, “Debra and I just didn’t get along that well. We didn’t fight or anything like that, but it was just kind of a bad date. You know what I mean?”


  “I think I do,” said Dad. “And I’m sorry to hear it turned out that way. It sure seemed like you were really excited for Debra when you told me you asked her out, but this happens, I guess. Life doesn’t always go the way you want it to sometimes. Ask me how I know.”


  “Yeah, I know,” I said with a sigh. I stirred my spaghetti in my bowl. “It’s still frustrating. And I feel like it is all my fault.”


  “Hey, it takes two to tango, Jack,” said Dad as he moved over to the kitchen sink and began rinsing off and drying the dishes lying in the soapy water. “If the date went badly, it wasn’t just your fault”


  “No, it was definitely my fault,” I said. “I didn’t pay as much attention to Debra as I should have.”


  “Well, why not?” said Dad, raising his voice slightly to be heard over the clinking of dishes in the sink. “Haven’t seen Debra for myself, of course, but given how excited you were about going out with her, I figured she had to be drop dead gorgeous.”


  “She is,” I said. I looked down at my spaghetti. “But I got distracted by something else.”


  “Distracted by what?” said Dad. “Did you see something in the Mall that caught your eye or something?”


  I hesitated. I glanced at the Trickshot Watch I wore, which looked like an ordinary watch on my wrist because I wasn’t currently transformed into Trickshot. I still hadn’t told Mom or Dad that I was Trickshot yet because I wasn’t ready to tell them, though I had a feeling that the day was getting closer and closer all the time. Right now, however, I needed to give Dad a different reason why I ignored Debra. If I told him the truth, then he might figure out my real identity.


  So I said, “Yeah, sort of. She wanted me to buy her something at this kiosk, but it was too expensive and I didn’t have the money for it.”


  Dad dropped a spoon in the sink and looked at me. “Are you serious? That’s why your date went south?”


  “Well, yeah—”


  “Then that Debra girl doesn’t sound like she’s worth your time,” said Dad as he picked the spoon out of the sink again and rinsed it off before putting it in the drying rack. “You don’t want to date a girl who thinks she can just tell you what to do with your money, especially on a first date. I was lucky, because your mom didn’t insist I buy her something on our first date together.”


  “Yeah, I’m starting to think you’re right,” I said. “I’m not sure if I’ll ever go on another date with Debra again. Besides, she probably hates me now, because she didn’t waste any time in leaving as soon as her dad showed up to pick her up.”


  “Then you probably shouldn’t,” said Dad. “Life advice, Jack. Don’t pine after girls who don’t pine after you. Great way to waste your time and make yourself depressed. Ask me how I know.”


  I didn’t need to, because I could tell that Dad was speaking from personal experience. And I had to admit that he had a good point. However attractive Debra was, if she was going to treat me this way because I didn’t buy her a three thousand dollar gift on our first date, then she probably wasn’t worth dating again. I still felt horrible about it, though, because this was the first date I’d ever gone on and it had ended so horribly.


  “Hey, Jack,” said Dad, snapping me out of my thoughts. “Did you hear the news about those two supervillains, Holes and Aeolus?”


  “Huh?” I said, looking at Dad. “What about them?”


  “Nothing much from what I can tell,” said Dad with a shrug. “But the federal government is getting involved with Holes, from what I heard, because he apparently broke out of federal prison a while back and is considered an extremely dangerous man.”


  “You think?” I said sarcastically as I ate another mouthful of spaghetti. “Given how he used to give Grandfather trouble in his heyday, I’m not surprised the feds have gotten involved. I’m just surprised that they didn’t get involved sooner.”


  “Yeah, I don’t really remember this guy all that much when I was a kid,” said Dad. “Then again, by the time this guy showed up, I was already married and focused on raising you and Thomas, rather than on whatever villain my dad, your grandfather, was fighting that week. Still, I remember Father complaining about him one time, because his powers made it hard to hit him.”


  I almost said that I understood because I’d had trouble hitting him, but then remembered that Dad still didn’t know my secret identity and closed my mouth. “I bet it was. He can create holes to redirect attacks and stuff, right?”


  “Right,” said Dad. “I wouldn’t want to fight him myself if I was a superhero. I’m just wondering what he’s doing back in Rumsfeld, what with Father having disappeared ten years ago and all.”


  “Maybe he’s after the new Trickshot,” I said. “Like, getting revenge for when he was taken down by Grandfather or something.”


  “Well, that doesn’t make a whole lot of sense,” said Dad, shaking his head. “The new Trickshot obviously isn’t Father, and he might not even be connected to him. Then again, given how no one knows where Father is, maybe this is the only way Holes can get his revenge.”


  “I guess so,” I said. “Regardless, he’s definitely one we should look out for, because—”


  I was interrupted by a sudden ringing sound, which I realized was coming from the land line. Dad was closer to the land line than me, so he dried his hands and walked over to the phone, which he answered and said, “Hello, this is the McDonald household. Who’s calling?”


  I couldn’t hear what the voice on the other side of the phone said, but Dad’s face suddenly contorted with anger and he shouted into the receiver, “What the hell are you talking about? This has to be some kind of cruel joke.”


  The voice on the other end kept speaking, but its tone had become harried, like it was trying to speak as fast as it could before Dad hung up.


  Dad rubbed his forehead, his veins popping out of his temple, but when he spoke again, it was in a slightly more polite voice, “Right, right, I see. Thanks for telling me. Jack and I will be there as quickly as possible. Bye.”


  Dad hung up the phone and turned to face me with a deadly grim expression on his face. “Grab your backpack, Jack. As soon as I get my shoes on, we’re going for a drive.”


  “A drive?” I repeated. “Where?”


  “To downtown Rumsfeld,” said Dad. He walked past me to the kitchen exit, forcing me to turn in my chair to follow him. “And we have to get there as soon as possible.”


  “Why?” I said. “What happened in downtown Rumsfeld that is so bad that we need to head there ASAP?”


  Dad stopped in the kitchen archway and turned to face me, his expression even grimmer than it had been a few seconds ago. “Your mom was kidnapped. And Holes is the kidnapper.”




  CHAPTER SIXTEEN


   


  Less than half an hour later, Dad and I pulled up in his truck into the parking lot of Clothes & Colors, a somewhat higher end clothes store in downtown Rumsfeld that Mom loved shopping in. I had been to the store a few times myself, usually with Mom whenever we needed to buy new clothes for me. While Clothes & Colors sold men’s clothing, I never liked going to it because it seemed like mostly a women’s clothing store. It didn’t help that they sold far more women’s clothing than men’s, though I had to admit that their men’s clothing section was pretty good despite that.


  But today, I wanted to be there both more and less than I ever wanted. Less because I dreaded finding out what happened to Mom. More because I wanted to find out where Mom was and how to save her from Holes.


  The police were already there when Dad and I arrived. Yellow crime scene tape had been put around the entrances to Clothes & Colors, while a handful of police cruisers were parked near the entrance. A couple of police officers stood outside the store, talking to each other while occasionally glancing around the area as if to make sure no one tried to slip past them into the store. I didn’t see any other cars in the parking lot aside from theirs and a couple of others I assumed belonged to the workers at the store.


  “Hey, Dad,” I said, glancing at Dad as he parked the truck. “How did Mom get to Clothes & Colors if she didn’t take the car?”


  “Took a ride with one of her friends,” said Dad in a tone that clearly said ‘We are not going to talk about this right now.’


  I nodded and undid my seat belt and hopped out of the truck with Dad. We walked up to the entrance of the store. As we approached it, I looked through the windows, but saw nothing except for rows of clothing and mannequins standing in the windows showing off the newest styles of the season. The store itself looked pretty empty, although I saw a couple of officers standing at the checkout counter talking to what looked like a very nervous girl not much older than myself who must have been the cashier.


  “Hi,” said Dad as we approached the officers at the entrance. “I’m Walter McDonald and this is my son, Jack. We’re here because we got a call about my wife’s kidnapping from you.”


  One of the officers—a fresh-faced Hispanic guy who looked like he must have just started the job—looked at us and said, “Oh, yes. Officer Henry was the one who called you. Here, let me take you to him. He was one of the first officers to answer the nine one one call about the kidnapping, so he knows the details of the situation better than any of us.”


  The officer took us inside the store. Clothes & Colors smelled as fresh and pleasant as it always did, but the air was tense and thick. I kept glancing at the clothing racks on either side of us we walked down the aisle toward the checkout counter. These clothing racks would have made excellent hiding spots for Holes, though that was mostly my paranoia talking. If Holes had indeed kidnapped Mom, then he was probably long gone by now and certainly wouldn’t be hiding among women’s dresses, no matter how pretty or stylish they might be.


  “Officer Henry,” said the officer as we approached the checkout counter. “The kidnapping victim’s husband and son are here.”


  Officer Henry—who I recognized from the time the Injectors attacked and nearly hijacked my school bus a couple months back—turned to look at us. He wasn’t smiling, which was unusual for him, because in my experience Officer Henry was usually an upbeat guy. The girl cashier, who had short brunette hair and fingernails painted red, was nervously playing with a strand of her hair, which I had to admit made her look kind of cute.


  “Thank you, Officer Garcia,” said Officer Henry, nodding at him. “You can go back and protect the entrance. I’ll fill in Mr. McDonald and his son here on what happened.”


  Officer Garcia nodded in return and turned and walked away. I was under the impression that Officer Garcia was actually glad that he didn’t have to stick around and explain anything to us. Maybe he also sensed the same tension in the air that I did.


  “Officer Henry,” said Dad, looking at him urgently. “What happened to Mary? Where is she? You said on the phone that she was kidnapped by Holes.”


  Officer Henry sighed, removed his glasses, and polished them on the fabric of his shirt briefly before putting them back on. “Yes, I did tell you that, but unfortunately I’m not sure there is much we can do to save her at the moment, mostly because we don’t know where Holes is.”


  “Tell us what happened anyway,” Dad said. “She’s my wife. I want to know all the details and I want to know them now.”


  I was almost taken aback by how vehemently Dad insisted on knowing the details of Mom’s kidnapping. Then again, it made sense, given how Mom was his wife. And I felt pretty much the same way, because she was my mother and I couldn’t bear the thought of her being in the clutches of a supervillain who hated me and wanted me dead.


  “All right,” said Officer Henry. “I’m not sure what good it will do you, but I’ll tell you, starting from the beginning, by which I mean about forty-five minutes ago.”


  Officer Henry gestured at the nervous cashier. “About forty-five minutes ago, Mary McDonald and three of her friends entered Clothes & Colors with the intention of buying clothes. Miss Rachel Shane here confirmed seeing all four of the women enter together at the same time.”


  “What happened to Mom’s friends?” I said. “Are they still here or—”


  “They were taken to the hospital,” Officer Henry said. “They were incredibly shaken by Mrs. McDonald’s kidnapping, to the point where one of them even fainted. I don’t think they were injured, but we had to rush them to the hospital anyway to help them deal with their nerves.”


  “And what happened after Mom entered?” I said. “Did Holes attack?”


  Officer Henry glanced at the woman he called Miss Rachel Shane. “According to Miss Shane, Mary had to go to the bathroom, so she went to the ladies’ room on the other side of the store, but before she could enter, Holes emerged from a hole in the ceiling and grabbed her.”


  I glanced at the ceiling, which was perfectly solid and lacked even a single hole. “He came from the ceiling and grabbed her? Did Mom fight back?”


  “She did,” said Rachel suddenly. She spoke softly and timidly, sort of like she had just gotten off a really big roller coaster. “She tried to fight Holes off with her purse, but he just knocked it out of her hands and grabbed her like she hadn’t done anything. It was really scary.”


  I could not help but find the way Rachel spoke really cute. Not that I thought terror was a cute emotion or whatever, but there was something about Rachel I liked even though I had never seen her before.


  “What happened after that?” said Dad, wringing his hands.


  “Holes took Mary into another hole and the two of them vanished,” said Officer Henry. “All in all, the entire event happened in less than five minutes. Right, Miss Shane?”


  Rachel nodded. “Yeah. M-Maybe less. But it sure seemed to take longer when it was actually happening. Scariest day of my life.”


  “Is that all that he did?” said Dad in disbelief. “Just popped in, kidnapped Mary, and left? He didn’t say anything or even explain why he kidnapped her?”


  “Actually, he did leave something,” said Officer Henry. He pulled a folded up piece of paper from his pocket and handed it to Dad. “A note he addressed to you, regarding why he kidnapped your wife. I already read it myself, but it’s disturbing nonetheless.”


  Dad took the note wordlessly and unfolded it so fast that he nearly ripped it. As for myself, I moved closer to Dad so I could read the note, too, which read thus:


  To Walter McDonald,


  If you are reading this note, then I already have your wife, Mary, in my possession. I imagine that the actual kidnapping was pretty easy, though it would have taken days, maybe even weeks, of preparation time on my part, because even the simplest kidnapping requires a lot of planning in order to pull off. Luckily, I specialize in kidnapping and was quite good at it in my day, which your own father, the original Trickshot, could tell you about if he was still around.


  But enough of my own brilliance. You are likely worried about the well-being of your wife and where she is. I cannot tell you that now, because I don’t want the police, who will inevitably read this note before you do, to find out where I am.


  But I can tell you that Mary is likely safe and will remain so for the foreseeable future. I say ‘the foreseeable future’ because I am perfectly willing to give you back your wife, Mary, safe and sound, if you give me what I want.


  And what do I want? That’s easy to answer. The Trickshot Watch. I know that you have it, because you are the son of Gregory McDonald, the original Trickshot. I have theorized that he passed it down to you and that you must have it even if you are not currently using it yourself.


  Furthermore, you must give me the Trickshot Watch in person at a time and location I will determine. And you must come alone, without any police, superheroes, or other allies. You can’t even bring your own son.


  If you agree to the above conditions, then call me at the below number and we can arrange the meeting. I am giving you a day to call me so we can arrange the meeting.


  If, at the end of the next 24 hours, you have not decided or even have outright refused to give me the Watch, I will kill Mary in cold blood and send her corpse to your house.


  Sincerely yours, Holes.




  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


   


  Dad held the ransom note so tightly that his knuckles turned pure white. His hands shook and he stared at the note so hard that he seemed to be trying to set it on fire through sheer force of will alone.


  “What do you think?” said Officer Henry, who rested his hands on his belt.


  Dad suddenly looked up at Officer Henry, a dazed look on his face. “What do I think? I think I’m going to go home, grab my shotgun, find out where this Holes guy is, and shoot him until he stops moving, and then shoot him some more. And if he lays even one finger on Mary’s head, why, I’ll—”


  “I know,” Officer Henry interrupted. “But as I already said, we don’t know where he is. We could try calling that number and setting up a fake meeting, but—”


  “But Holes isn’t going to listen to anyone who isn’t Dad,” I said. “I bet if anyone other than Dad called that number, Holes would probably kill Mom outright. You shouldn’t risk it.”


  “But Mary is in danger,” said Dad. “I have to save her. And I only have twenty-four hours to find her, if this letter is accurate. If I don’t call Holes before the twenty-four hours are up, he’ll kill her.”


  “We know,” said Officer Henry, “but Holes is a supervillain and an incredibly dangerous one at that. It would be beyond foolish for you to confront Holes on your own. You have to let us find him while you—”


  “While I what?” Dad interrupted. He waved the note in Officer Henry’s face. “Sit around and wait while Holes does God-knows-what to Mary? Hope and pray that maybe you guys will be able to find him in twenty-four hours? Just twiddle my thumbs and hope that maniac decides out of the goodness of his heart to let Mary go?”


  Officer Henry actually leaned back slightly at Dad’s shouting, which was impressive, given how Officer Henry was younger and fitter than Dad. “Mr. McDonald, we’ll do whatever we can to find your wife, starting right away, but we need you to remain calm and not do anything impulsive. The last thing we need is for you to go after Holes and get yourself killed.”


  “You mean you think Holes is going to murder Mary anyway?” said Dad. “That’s not very reassuring.”


  “I didn’t mean that,” said Officer Henry quickly. “I—”


  “I don’t care what you meant,” said Dad. He poked Officer Henry in the chest. “If you don’t save Mary right away, I’ll—”


  I grabbed Dad’s forearm, causing Dad to look at me in surprise. “Dad, please don’t threaten Officer Henry. I know how you feel about Mom, but getting angry at Officer Henry won’t solve anything.”


  Dad continued to stare at me in surprise, which made sense, because I rarely challenged his authority or contradicted him on anything. But I knew that getting angry at Officer Henry wouldn’t solve anything, especially because the police were in no position to find and save Mom at the moment. Besides, I was worried that Dad might let his anger get the best of him and he might outright assault Officer Henry. That might have seemed a bit of a stretch, but Dad was incredibly protective of Mom and had a short temper. I knew for a fact that Dad could get violent when he lost control of his temper, having once seen Dad get into a fistfight with a cashier at a grocery store because the cashier treated Mom really disrespectfully.


  To my relief, Dad lowered his arm, but he didn’t look very happy. He just looked at Officer Henry and said, “My apologies, officer. I lost control of my temper.”


  “I understand,” said Officer Henry, who sounded quite relieved that I had managed to deescalate the situation. “If my wife was kidnapped, I’d probably feel the same way you do.”


  “Right,” said Dad. But then he leaned toward Officer Henry, a harsh expression on his face. “But I expect you to find and rescue Mary as soon as possible. Understood?”


  Officer Henry nodded quickly. “Completely, Mr. McDonald. We’ll find and bring your wife back to you as soon as possible.”


  Dad leaned back, though he still didn’t look quite satisfied. “Thank you, officer. I wish you the best of luck.”


  Then Dad nodded at me. “Come on, Jack. Let’s go home. No point in sticking around here if Mary isn’t here.”


  “We’ll call you if we have any luck finding your wife,” said Officer Henry. “Just to let you know.”


  “All right,” said Dad.


  Dad turned and walked toward the exit. I followed silently, hoping that Dad wasn’t too angry at me for stopping him from picking a fight with Officer Henry. But perhaps I was getting worried for no reason, because Dad seemed more depressed and frustrated than anything.


  -


  The car ride home was very silent. Neither Dad nor I said anything. I figured Dad was probably lost in worry over Mom’s well-being and safety. So was I, but I had other things on my mind as well, things I wasn’t sure I could share with Dad just yet.


  For one, Holes’ ransom note was still on my mind. Holes wanted my Watch. Dad, of course, didn’t have it, but I did. Even if Dad had agreed to Holes’ demands, it would have become obvious that Dad did not have the Watch. Therefore, even if Dad had gone to meet with Holes, the situation probably would have ended with Mom’s death anyway, and likely Dad’s, too, given how Holes hated Grandfather and wanted to kill everyone related to him.


  But I hesitated to tell Dad that. For the past three months, I’d kept my secret identity as Trickshot a secret from my parents. They were just as ignorant as everyone else about the true identity of the new Trickshot running around Rumsfeld. It had been tricky to do, of course, because I lived in the same house as my parents, but through a combination of skill and luck, I’d managed to avoid drawing their suspicion onto me.


  But I wasn’t sure I could do that any longer. With Mom kidnapped and about to be killed in 24 hours, events seemed to be trying to force me to reveal my secret identity to Dad. If I did that, we might be able to put together a plan to save Mom, but I resisted the idea anyway because I was worried about how Dad might react.


  It was no secret that Dad did not like Grandfather being a superhero. He had even explicitly told me and my late brother Thomas that he did not want us to become superheroes when we grew up. He didn’t think much of the lifestyle because of how dangerous it was. If I told him that I had been doing superhero work behind his back illegally, he might very well disown me and kick me out of the house. Hell, he might even blame me for Mom’s kidnapping. After all, if I hadn’t started using the Watch, Holes would never have come back to Rumsfeld seeking revenge.


  Yet I hated seeing Dad so sad, even depressed. ‘Depressed’ was a word I had never used to describe Dad before, but it fit his current mood to a T right now. If I told him I was Trickshot, he might not be depressed anymore, though he’d probably get angry instead. And trust me, Dad’s anger was NOT something you wanted to be on the receiving end of, as Officer Henry learned earlier.


  “TW,” I said in my mind. “What do you think I should do?”


  “I can’t tell you what to do,” said TW. “Ultimately, whether you reveal your secret identity to your father is your choice, not mine.”


  “You sure are helpful.”


  “Sometimes, I can be more helpful when I don’t tell you what to do.”


  That seemed like a cop out to me, but at the same time, I knew that I couldn’t make TW do anything. This decision really did fall on my shoulders, even though I wished it didn’t. That meant I and I alone was responsible for making this decision, regardless of the consequences. I mean, I always knew that, but now it was starting to seem far more real than it did before.


  When we got home, we still didn’t say much. Dad went into the kitchen and turned on the sink and started washing dishes and putting the spaghetti away. My own bowl of half-eaten spaghetti was still on the table, but I wasn’t in the mood to finish it, given everything that had just happened. Besides, I was too nervous trying to figure out whether to tell Dad I was Trickshot to eat. I covered my spaghetti with plastic wrap and put it in the fridge, intending to finish it later, though at the moment I didn’t give much thought as to what ‘later’ even meant at this point.


  Looking over at Dad, who was busily washing and drying the dishes, I said, “Hey, Dad, do you need any help with the dishes? I’m willing to help if you need it.”


  Dad didn’t even look at me. “Nah, Jack, I’ve got this. You can go to your room if you want or go outside or whatever. I’ll put away everything in the kitchen. Don’t worry yourself.”


  I bit my lower lip. It was very uncharacteristic of Dad to refuse my offer for help. He was usually enthusiastic if I offered to help with or do chores. That he didn’t want me to help told me just what kind of state his mind was in … and was the motivation I needed to do what I needed to do, whatever the consequences may be.


  Taking a deep breath, I looked at Dad again and said, “Dad, I have something I need to tell you.”


  “Can it wait until later?” said Dad in an emotionless voice. “These dishes aren’t going to wash themselves and unless it’s important—”


  “I’m Trickshot.”


  The sound of shattering glass told me that Dad had accidentally broken one of the plates in the sink, but he apparently didn’t care, because he finally turned around to look at me, a dumbfounded look on his face. “What did you just say?”


  This was it. I could take back what I said and pretend I had meant to say something else. But there was no going back now.


  So I said, “You heard me, but I’ll repeat it again anyway. I’m Trickshot.”


  Dad was silent for what felt like an eternity, staring at me with an expression I found hard to read. Though I wasn’t sure how he was going to respond, I had a feeling that I should not have dropped this revelation on him so soon after Mom’s kidnapping. I just hoped that he wouldn’t get too angry at me for it.


  Finally, Dad said, “How long?”


  “What?” I said.


  “How long have you been Trickshot?” said Dad. He looked and sounded calm, which was not what I had been expecting at all.


  “Uh, three months,” I said. “Almost four at this point. Why?”


  Dad was silent for another moment, as if what I said was still sinking in. “I see. I always suspected, but I never knew for sure.”


  I looked at Dad in surprise. “You always suspected I was Trickshot? Why?”


  “Because it made a lot of sense,” said Dad. “I’ve never been a very deep or observant thinker or anything like that, but even I can put two and two together. I just found it odd that someone wearing the original Trickshot costume would just show up out of nowhere exactly ten years after my father’s disappearance and start fighting crime again.”


  “Yeah, but—”


  “And you know, I didn’t think anyone else would have the suit or the Watch,” Dad continued. “If there was one thing I knew, it was that when my father disappeared, he took the Trickshot Watch and the costume with him. Trust me, when he disappeared and it was clear that no one knew where he was, I searched all of his belongings myself for the Watch, but I never found it. And it made sense to me that if my father was still alive somewhere, then he would want to give the Watch to one of his grandchildren if he absolutely had to give it up.”


  Huh. While I never thought Dad was an idiot, I had not realized that he could make such simple but logical deductions based off available evidence. I guess doing all that work in the construction field didn’t mean he couldn’t use his brain. It made me wonder what other evidence Dad may have used to figure out who I was.


  “Well, you’re absolutely right,” I said. I held up my Watch. “See this? This is the Trickshot Watch, the one that belonged to Grandfather. Right now, it looks like an ordinary Watch, but when I put on my costume, it looks like how it normally does.”


  Dad nodded. “I suspected as much. You got it in the mail for your sixteenth birthday, didn’t you?”


  “Uh, yeah,” I said. “How did you guess?”


  “Your mother told me about the package you got in the mail on your birthday,” said Dad. “She said there was just a watch in it and that she didn’t know who sent it. I thought it might be the Watch, but when I first saw you wearing it and noticed it didn’t look like the Trickshot Watch, I just thought I’d made a mistake.”


  “If you suspected this for so long, why didn’t you tell me right away?” I said. “Why not confront me about it immediately?”


  “Because, like I said, I wasn’t sure,” said Dad. He wiped his hands with a dry wash rag. “And, honestly, I didn’t want to believe that one of my sons was going behind my back to play superhero. Knowing you were a superhero—and an illegal one at that—meant knowing that you were putting your life in danger, if not every day, then at least on a regular basis. I didn’t want to think about the danger you put yourself in, so I decided that you were just an ordinary teenage boy who happened to have a nifty watch.”


  I stared at Dad, stunned to hear such a frank admission from him. I had never guessed that Dad would ever be too afraid to confront even the hardest truths. In the time I’d known him, Dad had always made it clear that he wouldn’t put up with crap from anyone and that he was willing to pursue the truth no matter how hard or unpleasant it may be. He had even explicitly taught me to always be honest and truthful even if it was hard. To hear Dad admit that he, like myself, sometimes tried to ignore unpleasant truths actually made me respect him more, rather than less, than I had before.


  “Well, I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner,” I said. “I would have told you earlier, but I have a good reason for not telling you or Mom about my identity, though I guess it isn’t good anymore now, given what I just told you.”


  Dad nodded. “I’m not angry, but I am disappointed that you weren’t honest with me upfront. Still, I’ll accept your apology anyway, because right now, we have more important things to worry about than that.”


  “Like saving Mom,” I said. “Right?”


  “Right,” said Dad. “When I first read Holes’ ransom note, I felt despair because I knew I didn’t have the Trickshot Watch. But now that you have it—”


  “I don’t want to give it up,” I said. I covered the Watch with my hand. “Not to Holes, anyway. He’ll just kill all of us if I do that.”


  Dad rubbed his forehead in frustration. “Jack, what is more important to you? That Watch or your mother’s very life?”


  “Mom’s life,” I said, “but it would still be stupid to give Holes the Watch. I’m the only one who can beat him, but if he has the Watch, then all of Rumsfeld will be at his mercy, especially because Bug Bite is still in the hospital.”


  “And?” said Dad. “I would sacrifice the entire city and everyone in it if it meant saving Mary’s life. And I don’t say that lightly, because I love Rumsfeld and the people who live in it almost as much as I love my own family.”


  “I know, Dad,” I said, “but we can’t play Holes’ game. He won’t uphold his own end of the deal. He wants revenge for what Grandfather did to him and he will do anything to get it.”


  “But how can we save Mary and keep the Watch out of his hands?” said Dad in despair. He rested his face in his hands. “Holes is too strong. There’s no way we can stop him on our own. Our only hope is to give him the Watch and hope that he has enough honor in him to give us Mary back without a fight.”


  I sympathized with Dad’s feelings, but I still didn’t want to make the trade. I wanted to save Mom—wanted to save her more than anything else in the world—but I didn’t want to lose the Trickshot Watch, which, while not as valuable as Mom’s life, was still something I did not want falling into the hands of Holes.


  I had to admit, however, that Holes had us in a tricky spot. If we gave him the Watch, we would be powerless to stop him from slaughtering us. And he would. I knew he would, because even though I didn’t know Holes myself, I knew that he was too obsessed with revenge against Trickshot to think rationally or behave honorably. This whole situation had the word ‘TRAP’ written all over it in bright neon pink ink, yet I could not see any way out of it. It didn’t help that we had less than 24 hours to agree to Holes’ demands before he killed Mom.


  That was when an idea occurred to me. It was a simple idea, one that might possibly help us, but it was also incredibly risky and had the potential to blow up in our face if I didn’t do it right. But it was also our best chance of saving Mom and stopping Holes at the same time.


  So I said to Dad, “Dad, I’ve got a plan.”


  “A plan?” Dad repeated, raising his face out of his hands to stare at me blankly. “What kind of plan?”


  “A plan that will let us save Mom without letting Holes lay even one finger on the Trickshot Watch,” I said. “In fact, if it works, we might even be able to put Holes back in prison. But we’ll have to be smart about it. We can’t just go charging in. And, in order for it to work, we’ll have to do it without the help of the police, which will make it a lot more dangerous for us.”


  Dad cracked a grin. “Sounds good to me. The police are useless anyway. The two of us ought to be more than enough to stop Holes. And if Holes does turn out to be tougher than we think … well, I’m sure we’ll figure something out.”


  “Good to hear,” I said. “Now listen closely, because we have less than twenty-four hours to save Mom and I don’t want to waste a lot of time talking when we need to spend as much time as we can doing.”
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  Sixteen hours later …


   


  At midnight that night, I flew silently through the air and landed on top of the abandoned warehouse where the exchange between Dad and Holes was to take place. I looked around briefly, searching for Holes, but it seemed like I was alone up here, which was fine by me, because the last thing I needed was for Holes to notice me. If he knew I was up here, then Holes would either call off the exchange entirely or maybe just kill Mom outright and run away. With luck, Holes would only realize that he was about to be played when things had progressed too far for even him to fix.


  I walked over to the window on the roof and peered through it at the interior of the warehouse. The warehouse was completely empty, which meant that Holes was not here yet, though that wasn’t surprising, because Holes had indicated over the phone call with Dad that he wouldn’t show up until Dad did. I suppose he just wanted to make sure that Dad would actually be here, instead of Dad sending police cops in his place instead. It was logical for him to do, but it did bother me a little, because it meant I’d have to time my intervention very carefully in order to make sure this plan went off without a hitch.


  TW flashed into existence next to me. His form glitched horribly for a brief second or two before he became solid again, though the edges of his holographic form were fuzzier than ever and he still flickered a time or two. “Do you think this plan will work, Jack?”


  “It should,” I said as I rose to my full height and stretched my limbs. “And it has to, because if it doesn’t, Holes will kill Mom and probably Dad, too.”


  “I dislike the idea of putting Gregory’s son in danger,” said TW, folding his arms across his chest. His arms flickered and merged with each other before flickering again and becoming separate. “Unlike you, he doesn’t have any powers that he could use to defend himself.”


  I smiled. “Don’t worry too much about Dad. He might not be a superhero, but he’s got the heart of one. Plus, he did say he was going to carry his handgun concealed on his person, even though I told him that Holes’ powers basically make guns useless against him.”


  “Your powers are not much more useful,” said TW. “We still don’t have a real strategy against him. We don’t even have the Depower that Gregory used to beat him the first time. And of course I’m still g-glitching out, so I don’t know how much help I’ll be in the final fight.”


  “I’ll figure something out,” I said. “I already basically beat him the first time we met. I’m sure I can beat him again, especially if I get the drop on him.”


  “Well, I hope you’re right,” said TW. He sighed. “And I suppose this is really our only option if we’re going to stop Holes once and for all. I don’t like it, but if this is what we have to do, then so be it.”


  “Hey, I don’t like it anymore than you do,” I said. “But like you said, this is our only chance at beating him. We just have to pray and hope for the best.”


  “My cynicism says that’s naive,” said TW. “But maybe that’s just the glitch s-speaking.”


  “Yeah, probably,” I said. “Anyway, you should stay in the Watch for now to conserve your energy. Right now, I need to keep my wits about myself in case Holes has something up his sleeve that we’re not aware of.”


  TW nodded and disappeared with another flash. I knelt down before the window again, but due to the stillness of the night, my mind wandered a bit and I reflected on the plan which Dad and I had hammered out several hours earlier, though it seemed more like a lifetime ago now due to how tense and nervous I was.


  Several hours ago, Dad had called Holes, as per the ransom note, and the two of them had agreed to meet in the warehouse district in eastern Rumsfeld. Dad would bring the Trickshot Watch and Holes would bring Mom and the two of them would make the exchange inside the warehouse itself. Once the exchange was complete, Dad and Mom would be allowed to leave the warehouse unharmed, as would Holes. I doubted that part myself, because there was no way that Holes would ever let the son of Grandfather leave unharmed, but that was what they had agreed to over the phone and it was what we all more or less expected to happen.


  Of course, Dad wasn’t going to give Holes the Trickshot Watch. Dad was going to enter the warehouse with an empty box that he would try to give Holes in exchange for Mom, hoping that Holes might be so desperate for the Watch that he might not even check the box to make sure the Watch was actually in there. Even if Holes didn’t take the box, I would break through the window and jump Holes before he even knew what was happening. Assuming all went well, in a few minutes, Mom would be safe, the Trickshot Watch would remain safely in my possession, and Holes would be back in prison again.


  But that was assuming everything went well and I knew from experience that plans didn’t always work out the way you want them to. There was always an element of uncertainty to even the best plans and this was no different. Still, I had reason to believe that this plan would more or less work out the way I thought it would. As far as we knew, Holes still didn’t know my real identity, and as long as he didn’t know that, then he would never even suspect that we had laid a trap of our own for him to walk into.


  My phone buzzed in my pocket and I pulled it out and saw that Dad was calling. Answering the phone, I said, “Hey, Dad, where are you?”


  “Just outside the warehouse,” said Dad. “Still sitting in my car. Is Holes there yet?”


  I glanced through the window and shook my head. “Nope. The warehouse looks pretty much entirely abandoned. I don’t see anyone in there.”


  “Are you sure he’s going to show up?” said Dad worryingly. “I know he told me he would show up with Mary, but what if this is all a trap? He might just show up without her and kill me for being the son of the original Trickshot.”


  “Maybe, but I wouldn’t worry about it if I were you,” I said. “Holes wants the Trickshot Watch. I’m absolutely certain he’ll show up and bring Mom with him, though I can’t guarantee he won’t try to kill you. But that’s what I’m here for. If Holes decides to go back on his end of the deal, then I’ll jump in and save you and Mom like we agreed.”


  “Right, right, I almost forgot you’re there,” said Dad. “Makes me feel better already, to be frank. But I’m still going to be cautious, and if that bastard lays even one finger on Mary’s head, I’ll introduce him to my good friend Samuel Colt. I think the two of them will get along great.”


  “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” I said. “Anyway, are you going to enter now?”


  “Yeah,” said Dad. “And I’ll call Holes to let him know, so don’t worry about that. I still have that jerk’s number on my phone. Hopefully, this will be the last time I ever have to dial it.”


  “Hopefully,” I agreed.


  I ended the call and slipped my phone back into the pocket of my suit. I then knelt in front of the window again, keeping as low as possible so that when Holes appeared, he would not see me. I doubted Holes would see me anyway, given how I was on the roof and he didn’t have any reason for looking up, but it was still best to be as still and quiet as possible in order to make sure he didn’t notice me.


  A second or two later, I heard the faint sounds of rusty door hinges creaking as a door was opened and closed. Another instant and Dad walked slowly into view, the empty cardboard box in one hand, his cell phone in the other. He was talking into his phone, most likely to Holes, though thanks to the glass, I was unable to hear anything Dad said. I couldn’t even see his face, because I was looking directly down at him and could only really see the top of his head.


  Dad himself, on the other hand, was looking this way and that as he walked. I didn’t blame him. The warehouse was pitch black inside, which would give Holes plenty of places in which to hide. I could tell that Dad was worried that Holes might jump him, but my night vision goggles showed me that the warehouse was still empty, so Dad really didn’t have anything to worry about right now.


  Then Dad lowered his smartphone to his side and slipped it back into his pocket. Just as he did that, a large black hole appeared on the other side of the warehouse and Holes himself stepped out of it. He was not alone. He dragged Mom out behind him and I was disgusted to see that he had tied up Mom and stuffed a sock in her mouth to keep her from speaking. She didn’t look injured from what I could tell, but even from up here, I could tell that Mom was absolutely terrified. She was shaking like she was having a stroke and I worried that she might just have a heart attack outright if she became too afraid.


  With Holes now here, I cracked open the window just enough for me to be able to hear whatever they were saying below. I got closer to the crack, putting my ear as near it as possible to make sure I didn’t miss a single word of Dad and Holes’ conversation.


  “Mary,” said Dad as soon as he spotted Holes and Mom. He took a step forward. “Mary, I—”


  Holes pointed a gun at the side of Mom’s head. “Ah, ah, Walter. Take one step closer and you know what I’ll do to your wife’s pretty little head.”


  Mom moaned through her sock. I could tell she was looking at Dad, desperately trying to convince him to run away, but Dad didn’t run. He just stayed where he was, his grip on the box tightening.


  “Wise man,” said Holes, though he didn’t lower the gun from the side of Mom’s head. “You know, I really don’t want to hurt your wife. She’s not related by blood to Gregory. Killing her would not sate my desire for revenge. So I am hoping that you and I will be able to behave like rational adults and make the exchange without any needless drama or problems.”


  I found Holes’ insistence on behaving like ‘rational adults’ hilarious given the circumstances, but I kept my mouth shut and listened as closely as I could.


  “Right,” said Dad. He lifted the box. “This is it. Had to dig it out of the attic, but here it is, the Trickshot Watch, originally owned by my father, just as you requested.”


  “Wonderful,” said Holes. He nodded at Dad. “Come closer so I can get a better look at it.”


  “First, give me Mary,” said Dad. “Then you can look inside the box as much as you want.”


  Holes tilted his head to the side, either in confusion or amusement. It was hard to say, because he technically didn’t have a face. “You’ve got a bit of a sharp tongue there, Walter. Much like your father, only your father usually followed it up with a punch to the face. Because you lack your father’s powers, you have no power over me, meaning you’re in no position to make any demands of me.”


  “But you want the Watch, don’t you?” said Dad, waving the box at him. “I won’t give it to you unless you first give me my wife back.”


  Holes suddenly threw the gun away into the darkness of the warehouse. At first, I thought he was going to let Mom go, but then Holes snapped his fingers and a hole appeared in the air next to Mom’s head. He then forced Mom’s head inside the hole and Mom’s head reappeared in another hole on his left side.


  “Mary,” said Dad. “Don’t you dare.”


  Mom was whimpering through the gag in her mouth, but Holes held her steady with a strong grip. “Call me whatever names you like. It doesn’t change the fact that I can behead your wife anytime I like. And because you’re alone, you wouldn’t last very long against me in a fight, either. Trust me, I don’t value the Watch so much that I would let myself walk into such an obvious trap.”


  My hands balled into fists. I considered jumping down then and there, but the time wasn’t right yet. If I tried jumping down there now, I’d just as likely get Mom killed as I would defeat Holes. But I could sense that the time to strike was getting closer and closer. I just needed to wait for it.


  Dad’s hands shook. I thought he was just going to throw the empty box at Holes, but instead Dad nodded and said, “Okay. I’ll give you the box.”


  Dad lifted a foot to take a step toward Holes, but Holes shook his head and said, “Ah, ah, Walter, there’s no need for you to walk all the way over to me. Here, I’ll make a hole you can use.”


  Holes pulled Mom’s head out of the hole. A second later, two more holes appeared on the ground, roughly about the same size as the box. One of the holes was in front of Dad, while the other was in front of Holes himself.


  “Just drop the box into that hole and it will pop out of this one,” said Holes, gesturing at the hole in front of himself. “It’s quite simple.”


  Dad bit his lower lip, but he nonetheless bent over and slipped the box gently into the hole. The box disappeared briefly before it popped out of the hole in front of Holes, landing before Holes’ feet. Holes waved his hand and the box fell into another hole, only to reappear in a hole about a foot above Holes. The box fell into Holes’ outstretched hand, which he clutched against his chest like it was his firstborn.


  “There,” said Dad. “You’ve got the box. Now give Mary back to me. Give her back now.”


  Holes looked the box over as if he had not heard Dad’s words. Then he looked up at Dad and said, “Very well. Have at her.”


  Holes shoved Mom forward. Mom fell toward the floor, but before she hit it, a deep black hole appeared underneath her and she fell into it.


  “Mary!” Dad yelled. “No! What did you do with her?”


  Holes pointed toward the ceiling. “Look up.”


  Another black hole appeared on the ceiling of the warehouse, not too far from where I was, and Mom fell out of it toward the floor below, her eyes wide with fear and muffled screams escaping her gagged mouth.
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  I couldn’t let her fall and die. I smashed through the window, sending glass shards flying everywhere, and rocketed toward Mom, who was falling almost faster than I could fly.


  With a burst of speed, I caught Mom in both of my arms when she was about halfway between the ceiling and the floor. She looked at me with a mixture of shock and confusion in her eyes, like she didn’t understand what was going on. I just smiled back at her to show her that she was safe and that she could trust that she was safe with me.


  Landing on the floor, I ripped the gag out of Mom’s mouth and said, “Mom, are you okay?”


  “Mom?” Mom repeated, staring at me with a dumbfounded expression. “You’re not my son … right?”


  Before I could answer that, Dad rushed up to us and threw both of his large arms around Mom. “Mary! I’m so glad you’re okay! When Holes threw you into that hole, I thought you were a goner for sure.”


  “Th-Thanks, Walt,” said Mom in a strained voice. “Can you please let me go? You’re squeezing the air out of me.”


  Dad loosened his tight hold on Mom, but he didn’t take his arms off her. No doubt he wanted to keep her safely where she was, a feeling I agreed with given everything that had happened. “I’m just relieved that you’re all right. That bastard Holes nearly killed you. I knew he would try something like that, but I just wasn’t fast enough to stop him before he did.”


  “It’s all right, Walt,” said Mom. She hugged Dad back. “You came to my rescue. That’s all that really matters to me, regardless of whether you were able to save me yourself or not.”


  Dad smiled and then nodded at me once. “I couldn’t have done it without our son here. If he hadn’t saved you, then we wouldn’t even be having this conversation at all.”


  Mom let go of Dad and looked at me, surprise glimmering in her eyes. “Our son? Do you mean that Trickshot is Jack?”


  I nodded. “Yeah. Sorry for not telling you that sooner, Mom, but I promise I’ll explain everything later, when we get back to the house.”


  Mom opened her mouth, no doubt to voice her opinion on the subject, but then I heard a cardboard box hit the floor and looked over my shoulder.


  Holes still stood where he had been standing moments ago, the only difference being that the empty box was on the floor at his feet again. Only this time, it was open, revealing that it was completely empty save for some old newspaper packaging. And, while Holes’ lack of a face made it hard to read his emotions, his body language made it clear that he was far from happy.


  “Very clever,” said Holes, a twinge of insanity in his voice. “I see what you did there. You never intended to give me the Trickshot Watch at all. No, you and your father deliberately worked together to make a trap to save your mother and maybe even take me down in the process. I will admit that I didn’t see that coming and that you’re much cleverer than I thought, even cleverer than the original Trickshot.”


  “It’s not very difficult to trick someone as obsessed with revenge as you are,” I said, turning to face Holes. “You like to think you’re so much smarter than everyone else, but in truth, you’re just a coward who likes to run away as soon as things don’t go his way. You don’t fool me.”


  “Call me what you like, but I’m not running away tonight,” said Holes “That box may not have the Trickshot Watch, but you clearly do. I’ll just kill you and take the Watch for myself, which I should have done during our first fight.”


  I punched my fist into the palm of my hand. “Very well. Let’s fight, you and me, and end this here and now. How does that sound?”


  “It sounds just fine to me,” said Holes. “Tonight will be the night that Trickshot finally dies for good. And it will be at my hands.”


  “We’ll see about that,” I said. I looked over my shoulder at Mom and Dad. “Dad, you and Mom need to get out of here. I can’t protect you guys and fight Holes at the same time. Get into the car and get out of here, but also call the police and let them know that Holes is here. I’ll try to distract him until the police get here.”


  Dad nodded again. “Sure thing, son. Give that jerk hell. Come on, Mary.”


  Dad grabbed Mary and half-dragged, half-led her toward the exit. Mom kept glancing back at me, confusion still in her eyes. I could tell that she hadn’t quite grasped the fact that I was Trickshot, but she would have plenty of time to let that fact sink in later. For now, I had a supervillain to defeat.


  I looked over at Holes. “All right, Holes. It’s just you and me now. Why don’t we get this party started?”


  I drew three silver disks out of my pouch and hurled them at Holes. But Holes opened a hole underneath himself and vanished into it, causing my disks to fly harmlessly through the air where Holes had been standing a moment before.


  But then Holes fell from the ceiling and lashed out with a kick aimed for my head. I dodged the kick and swung a fist at Holes just as he landed on the floor, but he raised his arm and my fist disappeared inside one of the holes in his arm. It immediately reappeared through a hole in his bicep and my own fist struck me in the face again, the blow sending me staggering backwards.


  Holes lashed out with another kick, striking me in the chin and knocking me flat on the floor. But as I hit the floor, I suddenly found myself falling through the darkness again, watching Holes become smaller the further I fell.


  Without warning, I found myself in the warehouse again falling toward the floor. I activated my flight powers and hovered near the ceiling, shaking my head to recover my senses and figure out where I was. Looking around, I did not see Holes anywhere, which troubled me, because I hated it whenever Holes disappeared like this.


  “TW, can you sense Holes anywhere?” I said, turning my head this way and that as I looked for Holes.


  “No,” said TW. “S-Sensors fail to pick u-up—”


  TW suddenly went quiet, prompting me to say aloud, “TW? Hello, TW? Are you still there? TW—”


  Abruptly, I felt two hands grab onto my cape and drag me down to the floor below. I crashed into the floor hard, but rolled back onto my feet just in time to see Holes disappear into yet another hole. I threw another disk at him and it did follow him into the hole, but then it came out of another hole above that one and flew straight toward me. I jumped out of the way, narrowly avoiding the disk, which struck the floor hard enough to embed itself in the concrete.


  “Dang it,” I said under my breath. “This is not a good time for TW to glitch out. Not a good time at all.”


  I looked around again, carefully searching for Holes, but he had once again disappeared. That was annoying, but not impossible to deal with. I already knew that Holes couldn’t open more than two holes at one time, not including the ones on his body that were perpetually open. With a bit of luck and effort, I could potentially turn the tide of this fight in my favor.


  “Come out and show yourself, you coward!” I shouted. “Or are you afraid of a teenage boy? You can admit it if you want. I won’t judge you.”


  “I fear nothing, boy,” came a voice from behind me. “It is you who should be afraid.”


  I whirled around just in time to see Holes’ foot coming at my face. But I caught his foot before it could connect and whirled around and slammed Holes onto the floor as hard as I could. Holes gasped in pain upon impact, but he quickly summoned a hole underneath him that he fell into like a pool.


  “No, you don’t!” I said. “You’re not getting away this time!”


  I jumped into the hole after him and tackled Holes’ midriff. The two of us immediately began to grapple as we fell endlessly through the darkness of his holes. I punched and grabbed at his face, while he shoved his hands into my face and tried to get me off of him, but I meant it when I said he wasn’t getting away this time. I was determined to make sure that Holes didn’t get away and if I had to follow him into his own void to do it, then so be it.


  Suddenly, we rolled out of his hole back onto the floor of the warehouse. The sudden change in scenery took me by surprise, allowing Holes to kick me in the gut and knock me off him. I let go of him and rolled away, but quickly jumped to my feet just as Holes rose to his own, rubbing his abdomen where I had gotten a few good licks in while we were falling through the void.


  “Not running away this time?” I said. “Guess you’re a bit braver than I thought.”


  Holes growled. “Don’t get so cocky, boy. I’m simply bored of dealing with you, which is why I am going to end this fight now.”


  Holes raised both of his hands above his head. I expected him to try to make me fall into another one of his holes, but no matter how long I stood there, no holes appeared underneath or near me.


  “Um … what are you doing?” I said. “Just standing there with your hands up?”


  Holes inclined his head toward me and for some reason I thought he was smirking. “Look up.”


  Puzzled, I looked up just in time to see a large black hole appear on the ceiling. It was bigger than the other holes he had created so far, about the size of a car, but I didn’t know what he was going to do with it.


  That was when a huge truck fell out of the hole directly toward me.




  CHAPTER TWENTY


   


  I had just enough time to throw my arms over my head before the truck crashed down on top of me with a crash. I collapsed underneath the weight of the truck, which would have crushed me if I hadn’t been so strong. I was shocked by the fact that Holes had somehow managed to drop an entire truck on me with his powers. It made me wonder just what the full extent of his powers was.


  But getting pinned underneath a full-sized truck was enough to distract me from all other thoughts. The sheer weight of the truck left me unable to do much other than lay there on the smashed concrete floor with no ability to free myself. I would have used my super strength to push the truck off me, but the truck had fallen on me in such a way that I could barely move at all. I suppose it was my durability that had saved me from being entirely crushed to powder, but that was hardly a reassuring thought, given how I couldn’t save myself.


  “Jack!” said TW in my head all of a sudden. “Jack, are you okay? I was briefly offline due to my glitch and just managed to get back online a few seconds ago. What happened?”


  “Holes dropped a truck on me,” I said. “A truck, by the way, I can’t lift off me because it’s got me pinned to the ground like a ribbon.”


  “Ah,” said TW. “You know, I t-think Holes did this same thing to Gregory once. Guess you really c-can’t teach an old dog n-new tricks.”


  “Very funny, TW,” I said. “Help me get out of this, will you? Holes is still around and I have to get him before he gets away again.”


  “How am I supposed to help you get this truck off you?” said TW. “I’m just an AI program. I can’t directly interact with the physical world, even though I wish I could.”


  “You’re useless, you know that?” I said in annoyance. “Guess I have to do everything myself, then.”


  I managed to put both of my hands on the floor underneath me and, my super strength flowing through me, began pushing myself up. It was hard work. Although my super strength made me stronger than even the world’s strongest bodybuilders, this truck was still one of the heavier things I’d ever had to lift. It didn’t help that I was mostly using my back to push. Otherwise, it would have been a lot easier to push it off me.


  Nonetheless, I could feel myself making progress, despite how heavy the truck was. Inch by inch, I pushed myself up further and further until, with a roar of triumph, I threw the truck off my back. It crashed against the floor behind me loudly, but I didn’t care about that. I rose to my feet, wincing at my aching back and hands, and looked around for Holes.


  But he seemed to have disappeared yet again, which was frustrating to say the least. I realized that that dropping the truck on me had likely been a distraction so Holes could get away again.


  “Hey, Holes!” I shouted. “I survived! Did you see that? I survived. Dropping a truck on me was a neat move, I’ll admit, but you seem to forget who you’re dealing with here.”


  “On the contrary,” said Holes’ voice from the shadows all around me, “I know exactly who I am dealing with here, given how I’ve fought your grandfather many times in the past.”


  A hole suddenly appeared nearby and Holes stepped out of it. Unlike me, he didn’t look like he was struggling at all, though I guess it must have helped that he didn’t have a huge truck dropped on him out of nowhere like I did.


  “So you didn’t run away after all,” I said, rolling my shoulders and wincing slightly at the pain. “Good for you. Want a cookie?”


  “I want nothing from you except the Watch,” said Holes. “Oh, and your death, too, of course.”


  “You’re not going to get either,” I said. “The only thing you’re going to get is a prison cell, probably in maximum security prison once this is all over. It’s what you deserve.”


  “Keep telling yourself that,” said Holes. “Perhaps you will prove superior to your grandfather and will defeat me once and for all. Personally, I doubt it. You are significantly weaker than he is, younger and greener, with all of the inexperience that that implies. Taking you down will be child’s play.”


  “You haven’t beaten me yet,” I said. “But you can keep talking like the big bad supervillain you are. Maybe I’ll come down with a case of the stupid and end up running away.”


  “I don’t want you to run, Trickshot,” said Holes. “I want you to die.”


  Holes spread his hands. As he did so, two holes appeared on either side of my body. Before I could react, the holes suddenly start sucking me toward them with equal force. It kind of felt like the time I accidentally put the vacuum cleaner hose on my nose when I was six, but this was much worse. I slammed my feet into the floor in an attempt to keep myself from being sucked into the portals, but I could tell that it wouldn’t last forever and that soon I would either be torn apart by the suction force of the portals or end up getting sucked into one or the other and end up who-knows-where.


  “Surprised?” said Holes. “You shouldn’t be. I don’t just make portals that you can hop into. I can also make portals with enough power to suck in anything in their general vicinity. I won’t tell you where these portals will take you, but I can tell you it won’t be anywhere you like.”


  I would have had a snappy comeback to that, but the sucking portals made it impossible for me to talk. As a matter of fact, I couldn’t breathe at all. The suction portals were not merely trying to suck me in, but they were also sucking the air out of the area around me. I didn’t have much time before I ran out of air, and once I did, I would be toast.


  But there was nothing I could do to save myself. If I tried to fly, I would definitely get sucked into the portals, but sooner or later I would run out of air and die that way. And I couldn’t throw my disks at Holes, either, because they would probably just end up getting sucked into the portals as well. It didn’t help that I was still suffering from the pain I’d taken from the truck, either, which had left me weaker than I had been before.


  All in all, this situation looked really bad for me, if not entirely hopeless. I wished I could see Holes’ face, because even though I figured he was smirking at me, I still preferred to see the face of my killer. That would be better than dying at the hands of someone whose face I would never see.


  Already, I could feel my feet starting to be tugged out of the floor. My ankles were straining and the lack of air was starting to cloud my mind. My cape whipped around behind me uncontrollably. I wished I could stop it, but I was too dazed from the lack of air to care about my cape at the moment.


  “It’s over, Trickshot,” said Holes, raising his voice to be heard over the howling of the sucking sounds. “Today is the day you die. Tonight, the Trickshot line finally ends, and with it, my quest for revenge. Let the last thing you see be my faceless head as you gaze into its never-ending empty—”


  A gunshot suddenly rang throughout the warehouse. I thought at first that Holes had shot at me for some reason, but that was when I noticed that Holes had gone strangely quiet. He took one step forward and then collapsed onto the floor. As soon as he did, the portals on either side of me vanished and air flooded my lungs, making me gasp as hard as I could. Panting hard and taking in great, big gulps of air, I looked to see who had saved me.


  It was Dad. He stood holding a gun in his hand—the same gun Holes had thrown away a few minutes prior—with an unshakable aim. I looked down at Holes and noticed a gunshot hole in his back, in one of the few spots on his body that wasn’t covered in portals. Blood was leaking out of the wound, staining Holes’ white costume, though some of the blood went into the holes on his body and disappeared like everything else.


  “Dad?” I said, staring at Dad in surprise. “What are you doing here? I thought I told you to take Mom and leave.”


  “Mary is safe out in the car,” said Dad. He lowered the gun. “But when I heard the sound of that truck crashing on top of you, I knew I couldn’t just abandon you. I wanted to help you. I want to shoot the man who threatened my wife and tried to kill my son.” He cracked a grin. “Looks like I got my wish.”


  I rubbed my throat, which still ached from the lack of air, but said, “Thanks, Dad. You didn’t need to do this, but—”


  “Actually, I did,” said Dad. “I’m your dad. Dads protect their kids. Of course I needed to do this. I’d be a pretty terrible father if I didn’t.”


  I couldn’t help but smile. I also felt a bit silly now for keeping my identity secret from Dad for so long. I should have known right from the start that he would have supported me, and Mom would have, too, probably. It felt kind of nice to have allies aside from TW, if only because it would make me feel a lot less lonely than I did before.


  “Now,” said Dad. He held out a hand toward me. “Let’s go home, son. The police will be here any minute and I think you need to leave, given how you’re an illegal superhero and everything. I’ll answer the questions they’ll inevitably have about all of this.”


  “Right,” I said.


  A loud groaning sound from the floor made Dad and I look down at Holes. The supervillain was not, as I previously thought, dead. He was moaning softly, leaving no doubt at all that he had survived being shot in the back, though given how much he moaned, I figured he was probably in a ton of pain.


  “No …” Holes raised his head to look up at me. The hole on his face had faded slightly, allowing me to see two brown eyes peering out from the other side. “I will get my revenge … he will get his revenge … this is not over yet …”


  “What are you talking about?” I said. “It is over. You’ve been shot. Unless you want me to beat you into submission, this fight is definitely over.”


  “The fight … the fight might be over …” Holes breathed heavily. “But my revenge isn’t.”


  Holes held out a hand toward me and squeezed his fist.


  Without warning, a portal appeared under my feet and I fell into it before I could react. The last thing I heard before I disappeared into the portal was Dad calling out my name in surprise.




  CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


   


  I fell through what seemed like endless darkness for hours on end. I could see nothing, feel nothing, hear nothing. The only thing I felt was the sensation of falling, like I was hurtling down a cliff, but even that was vague and uncertain. The only thing I knew for sure in here was that I had been tricked and that Holes might very well get his revenge after all, depending on where he sent me. Knowing Holes, I bet he sent me into the heart of a volcano, though now that I thought about it, there weren’t any volcanoes in Texas at all from what I knew, not even dormant ones. Still, I doubted Holes had sent me to a tropical island with plenty of pretty hula girls to wait on my every need.


  Suddenly, I landed on what seemed like hard, metal floor. Blinking hard, it took my eyes a while to adjust to the change in lighting. It didn’t help that the fall had jarred my senses, making it hard for me to tell where I was. The best I could figure was that I had fallen into some kind of laboratory, based on the metal floor and antiseptic I smelled. I thought it might be Bug Bite’s lab in the Hive at first, but as my vision cleared, I realized I was definitely not in the Hive.


  Under the fluorescent lights on the ceiling, I saw robotic arms hanging above me. The robotic arms were tipped with tools of every kind, from screwdrivers to hammers to surgical knives and everything in between. They looked like they might help a worker build something, though what they were used for building, I didn’t know.


  Sitting up, I looked around at the laboratory in which I found myself. A few desks topped with large desktop computers stood here and there, while workbenches with machines in various states of completion stood along the desks. That explained the robotic arms. They obviously aided in the creation of these machines, machines whose purpose I could not quite get but which looked rather ominous. I wondered if I had somehow ended up in some kind of factory rather than a pure lab.


  “Hello?” I called out, rising to my feet and using a nearby table for support. “Anybody here? Hello?”


  “Hello, Trickshot,” said a familiar monotone voice behind me. “Nice of you to drop in. I wasn’t expecting a visitor today.”


  I turned around to see someone I had not expected to see here: Jim ‘Techno’ Albert. He was no longer sitting on his hover chair, however. Instead, he stood on his robotic legs, his arms folded in front of his chest. Standing up, I realized that he was about a foot taller than me, mostly thanks to his legs, though he had a surprisingly lanky body. I had not realized, the first time I saw him, just how tall Techno really was. I wondered if he had always been that tall or if he had increased his height after he lost his original legs.


  Regardless, I said, “Techno? What are you doing here? Is this your lab?”


  Techno nodded. “Yes. The better question is, what are you doing here?”


  “Um …” I rubbed the back of my head. “I was fighting Holes and nearly defeated him, but then he opened a portal underneath me and sent me here. Not sure why he sent me here specifically, but maybe he didn’t have a specific destination in mind and just wanted to send me as far away from him as possible.”


  Techno turned and began working on a small, odd-looking device on a nearby workbench. The device resembled a screwdriver, although the actual screwdriver portion was replaced with a tiny gun barrel, though I doubted the device shot bullets. “He didn’t send you very far away, though, now did he? We’re still in Rumsfeld, after all.”


  “Right,” I said. “But I need to get back to the warehouse where we were fighting, because I left him alone with my parents and I’m afraid what he’ll do to them without me being nearby. He was pretty badly wounded the last time I saw him, but—”


  “Your parents will be fine,” said Techno, again without looking at me. “Just fine. There’s no need for you to worry about them.”


  “What?” I said. “Techno, I’d think that you of all people would understand how dangerous Holes is, especially because my parents aren’t even superheroes. The longer I’m away from them, the more time Holes has to kill them.”


  “Oh, I’m well aware of how dangerous Holes is,” said Techno. He put down the tiny monkey wrench he had been using to tighten a bolt on his device and then lifted up the device itself. “After all, I wouldn’t have gone to all of this trouble to break him out of prison if he wasn’t dangerous.”


  My mouth fell open. “Wait, what?”


  Techno lowered the device, seemingly satisfied with its design. He looked over at me, but he looked far less friendly than he did before. His red optic was glowing dangerously, while a mad smile crossed his lips. “You were asking why Holes sent you here. You thought he just sent you to a random place. I suppose it never occurred to you that he sent you here deliberately, on my command, now did it?”


  Before I could say anything, something sharp pierced my back. I cried out in pain and fell to my knees as my muscles turned to mush underneath me. I tried to stand, but my muscles became so soft and relaxed that it felt like I was wearing a heavy chain around my neck.


  I heard footsteps before me and then Techno forced my head up to look at him. His smile had become even crazier, to the point where I was now genuinely afraid of him, even though he wasn’t anywhere nearly as strong as I was.


  “What … what did you do to me?” I said, my voice weaker than normal.


  “One of my robotic arms injected you with a fast-acting sedative,” said Techno, “a sedative you should be familiar with, I think, because it’s the same one Holes injected into you during your first fight with him.”


  Techno kicked me in the gut suddenly. I cried out in pain and fell over onto the floor. My eyes watered from the pain and I could barely think straight.


  “Oh, you don’t know how long I’ve waited to do this to Trickshot,” said Techno. He took a deep breath. “Man, that kick felt good. But it’s only the beginning of the world of pain I’m going to inflict on you. You think you know the meaning of pain now? Trust me, you’re going to experience far worse before I give you permission to die.”


  “But … why …” I said. I was trying to fight off the effects of the sedative, but it was too potent for me to fight off entirely. “Why are you doing this …?”


  Techno squatted next to me, his crazed smile never leaving his lips. “Isn’t it obvious? I want my revenge. Revenge against your grandfather for ruining my life. You’re not your grandfather, perhaps, but you are close enough for my purposes.”


  My eyes widened. “So you are the one who freed Holes?”


  Techno nodded. “That’s right. For years, I’ve been nursing a grudge against Greg, waiting for the right day to strike. It seemed like all of my waiting would be in vain, however, when Greg disappeared ten years ago. That’s why I put my focus on developing my wealth, because I had no other purpose for living other than that.”


  Techno patted me on the cheek. “Then you came along out of the blue. I knew from the start that you weren’t Greg—you’re too young—but I didn’t care. You may not be your grandfather, but killing you would get me the revenge I sought just as if I killed Greg himself. Therefore, I put together a plan to take you out, though of course I had to do it subtly in order to make sure that you didn’t realize what I was doing until it was too late.”


  “Why didn’t you just kill me yourself?” I said. My lips were not quite numb, but it was getting harder to talk nonetheless. “I was in your apartment. Your disintegration rays—”


  Techno slapped me in the face. “Do I look like someone who wants to go to jail for murder? If I had killed you then, your parents would have realized you were missing and there would have been a citywide manhunt for you, one that might have eventually linked back to me. I didn’t want to risk going to jail just to sate my own desire for revenge. Hence why I worked with Holes. If Holes killed you, then it would be considered tragic, but no one would ever link him back to me, especially after I killed him myself to ensure he didn’t snitch on me.”


  Breathing hard, I said, “How did Holes get his powers back? Was that your doing, too?”


  “Yep,” said Techno, nodding. “I managed to get a hold of some of that Depower stuff which Gregory originally used to defeat Holes all those years ago. Then I reverse engineered it so that it would have the opposite effect of restoring a super’s powers. It was an experimental drug, I’ll admit, but it worked fabulously, as you have no doubt noticed.”


  “You’re crazy,” I said. “With his powers back, there’s no stopping Holes.”


  “Oh, I don’t intend to let him live forever,” said Techno. “He’s just another tool, like the screwdrivers I use to create my devices. Once he outlives his usefulness, I will end his life. I told him I would let him do whatever he wanted after he killed you, but in truth my hatred for him burns as brightly as ever. After you are out of the picture, I’ll get rid of him, and he won’t even see it coming.”


  “Are you going to kill me now?” I said with a slightly numb lower lip. “I thought you didn’t want to be wanted for murder.”


  “Different circumstances,” said Techno. “You see, no one knows where Holes sent you. I suppose they probably will still search for you, but without any clues leading to your current location, I sincerely doubt they will even come close to finding you. And because I plan to dispose of your body in the cleanest way possible, they will never even think to look here in my lab. I hope you agree that it is quite clever.”


  “Clever? It’s mad,” I said. “You’re going to murder a teenager just because you had a falling out with my grandfather a long time ago. You’re crazy.”


  “Lots of people have told me that,” said Techno. “Crazy though I may be, I am also very intelligent and clever. Besides, this isn’t my first rodeo. I’ve killed other people in the past using similar methods. You’re just the latest of a long line of victims I’ve eliminated after determining that they were a threat to my plans.”


  “You jerk,” I said. I struggled to get up, but the sedative made my muscles feel like mush. “You monster. You—”


  “Yes, yes, call me whatever you want,” said Techno, waving a hand at me dismissively. “I don’t care. But if you would like a bit of good news, I’m not going to kill you right away. You have something I want.”


  Techno reached over and removed the Trickshot Watch from my wrist. As soon as he did, my entire costume turned into blue energy and vanished, leaving me in my street clothes, lying nearly paralyzed on the cool metal floor of Techno’s lab.


  “Here,” said Techno, looking the Watch over. “The Trickshot Watch. Just what I always wanted.”


  “Give it back,” I said, though my voice was weaker than ever. “Give it back to me. That was my grandfather’s. It belongs to my family.”


  Techno chuckled. “Oh, so you think this is just a family heirloom? Please. You and I both know what kind of power this weapon—which is what it is—really holds. In the wrong hands, it could be used for great evil and destruction. In the right hands … it could be used for profit.”


  “Profit?” I said. “I don’t understand. What are you talking about?”


  “Isn’t it obvious?” said Techno. He leaned closer toward me, his crazy grin growing wider with each passing second. “I’m going to mass produce the Trickshot Watch and make a fortune off it. Unfortunately, you will not live long enough to see it yourself.”
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  “Mass produce the Watch?” I repeated. “You mean, like, in a factory?”


  Techno nodded. “Sure. It will sell like hotcakes, because everyone wants to be a superhero but not everyone wants to pass the Superhero Exam. With their very own Trickshot Watch, however, anyone will be able to put on a costume and fight evil. It will be even more popular than Power, especially because it will be legal.”


  “How could this be legal?” I said. “Superheroes who don’t have their licenses are considered criminals. Mass producing the Watch won’t change that.”


  Techno stood up, the Trickshot Watch still in his other hand. I could have reached up and taken it, if not for the fact that the sedatives kept me more or less paralyzed on the floor. “I have a few connections in the federal government to have the laws regarding supers changed. I’m not in much of a hurry to mass produce it anyway. I just wanted the Watch so I can study its properties and figure out how to duplicate it on a mass scale.”


  “But why?” I said. “I thought you hated Trickshot. Why would you—”


  “Money,” said Techno simply. “Plain and simple. I’m already quite wealthy, but if I play this right, I will become the richest man in the world. Americans are not the only people in the world who would like to become superheroes with a simple press of a button. There’s practically no limit to what I can accomplish if I put my mind to it.”


  “Superheroes aren’t for profit,” I said. “You wouldn’t be making people into superheroes. You’d just be giving them powers, powers they might not know how to use well.”


  “Who cares?” said Techno. He held up the Watch. “I’ve never been one for philosophy or morality. All I care about is what works and what will make me money, and this fits both criteria excellently.”


  I gritted my teeth. “I won’t let you get away with this.”


  “Amusing,” said Techno. He leaned toward me, a wicked grin on his face. “You’re in even less position to stop me now than you were a few seconds ago. Even if I didn’t take the Watch from you, my plans would still go apace, because I’ve got the other Watch as well.”


  “The original one, you mean?”


  “Precisely,” said Techno. “I gave Holes the money to purchase it from that kiosk vendor in the Mall. I was worried for a bit that Holes might take the money and run, given his notorious greed, but I think his desire for revenge against you overrode his inherent greed. Either way, I now own both Watches, which means I am guaranteed to discover the secrets of the Watch sooner or later.”


  I couldn’t believe what I was hearing, but it made sense. I didn’t understand why Holes would want to buy the old Watch in the first place or where he, a wanted criminal on the run from the cops, could have gotten enough money to buy it. Looks like both of those questions had just been answered for me. Unfortunately, I was in no position to act on those actors.


  “With the Watch in hand, my plans are nearly complete,” said Techno. “There’s just one loose end I need to tie up, however.”


  Techno took the small handheld device off the table and pointed it at me. “Your death.”


  “What is that thing?” I said, staring at the strange device in horror. “Some kind of blaster?”


  Techno stood very still for a few seconds, not saying a word, until he suddenly laughed out loud and put the device back on the table. “Ha! That expression on your face was priceless. You genuinely thought I was going to kill you with that little toy.”


  “Toy?” I said. “What do you mean?”


  “It’s a glorified flashlight,” said Techno. “I have a lot of little devices like that just lying around my lab, because I like having projects I can jump to when I get bored of my current one. I was just trying to scare you with that one, and it looks like I succeeded fabulously.”


  “So …” I said hopefully, “you’re not going to kill me after all?”


  Techno abruptly stopped laughing. “Don’t be ridiculous. Of course I’m going to kill you.”


  Techno raised his hand and snapped his metal fingers. One of the robotic arms lowered from the ceiling and aimed a cannon of some sort at me. I stared down the barrel of the cannon in confusion and fear. “What is that?”


  “One of my disintegration rays,” said Techno. “One blast from the cannon and soon it will be as though you never existed at all. Don’t worry. It’s a lot less painful than it sounds. In fact, it’s practically painless. Or should be, at any rate. All of the test subjects I’ve used it on have been unable to tell me how much it hurts due to the fact that they get disintegrated into nothingness.”


  “Don’t do it, Techno,” I said. “It’s not worth it. You’re not a murderer. You were once friends with Grandfather. What do you think Grandfather would say if he saw you do this?”


  “Eh, he probably wouldn’t approve,” said Techno with a shrug, “but I’ve already explained that I don’t give a damn about Greg’s opinions on anything. Actually, I would love it if he were here. Then he would be able to watch as his beloved grandson is disintegrated into fine powder and there would not be a damn thing he could do about it.”


  I heard a low whirring sound, which I realized was coming from the disintegration ray. It was probably building up energy for its blast, a blast I would not be able to survive. I struggled to get up and run away, but the sedatives were still working on my muscles. All I could do was stir pointlessly on the floor, like a fish flopping on a deck. Techno watched me with an amused grin on his face, as if he was taking great pleasure in seeing me suffer.


  “You seem very anxious, Jack,” said Techno. “But there’s no need to be, really. You can’t free yourself or run away. You should try to face death with dignity. I know that that is a hard concept for kids like you to wrap your minds around, but there are far worse things than death. When you get older … ah, what am I saying? You’re not going to get older. You get to die in the prime of your youth, which I suppose is better than wasting away in a nursing home somewhere.”


  I knew Techno was just prodding me at this point, but I still wished I could sock him in the face. Unfortunately, all I could do was lie there on the floor defenselessly and hopelessly, listening to the ever-increasing whirring sounds of the disintegration ray as it grew louder and louder. I estimated that I had only a few seconds left before the ray reached full power and blasted me into oblivion.


  This was it. The end of my life. I had not expected to die this way, but I guess we never get to choose when we die. My rather short life flashed before my eyes. I could only hope that my parents would never stop searching for me and perhaps find out somehow that Techno was my murderer, but I knew that was more fantasy than reality.


  Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed the face of the Trickshot Watch flashed blue. I glanced at it, but I didn’t see anything out of the ordinary. The Trickshot Watch looked as normal as ever, making me wonder if my eyes had been playing tricks on me. That was probably the case. I wondered if people who were about to die started seeing things that weren’t there. If so, then I could pretty plainly say that I was about to die and my life as I knew it was over.


  “One …” Techno said under his breath. “… two …”


  I realized that Techno was counting down to the ray’s charging. I didn’t have much time left, it seemed. The ray’s whirring sounds were louder than ever, drowning out almost every other sound in the lab.


  “…Three!” Techno cried.


  The ray immediately went silent. I closed my eyes, not wanting to see my own coming death.


  But as the seconds ticked by and I didn’t feel myself die or anything, I wondered if Techno had perhaps miscounted. I cracked my eyes open just a hair to see the disintegration ray still aimed at me, but it had not fired yet. It looked like someone had shut it off entirely, which was strange, because Techno had activated it to kill me, so why was it off?


  “What the hell?” said Techno. “Why isn’t it firing? Disintegration ray, I order you to shoot the brat. Shoot him now.”


  All of sudden, a bright flash of blue light exploded in the lab. I had to close my eyes again, as did Techno, but soon the light faded and we opened our eyes to see someone who I had not heard from in a while.


  It was TW. He was floating beside the disintegration ray, his arms crossed in front of his chest. His form was glitching out crazily now. His body flickered in and out of existence several times, while the edges of his form were so fuzzy that it hurt to look at. The only part of his body that wasn’t glitching out like someone had just dumped a bucket of water on it was his face, which somehow, despite everything, remained perfectly solid and still.


  “Greg’s hologram?” said Techno. He looked down at the Watch. “What are you doing out of the Watch? I didn’t give you permission to leave.”


  “I d-don’t need anyone’s permission to d-do a-anything,” said TW. His voice was awful now, sounding like the music on my old MP3 player, only it was more scary than frightening. “Y-You are n-not my boss, even if you h-have the Watch.”


  Techno sneered. “You sound just like Greg, except unlike Greg, you’re not a superhero or even a human. You’re just a tool, bits and pieces of bites arranged to form something that appears human but isn’t actually so. It makes your defiance amusing rather than heroic.”


  “I-I m-may not be a super,” said TW. “I m-may n-not even be h-human, like y-you said. But th-that doesn’t mean I can’t still save the people I care about.”


  “And how do you intend to do that, machine?” said Techno. “You’re a hologram. You can’t even touch me, much less stop me with your bare hands. Or are you hoping I’ll get scared and give up? Maybe if you were a ghost, but remember, I am Techno. I am the master of technology and machines. I know how you work and I know how to reprogram you to make you into my loyal servant.”


  TW flashed a smile. “When did I e-ever say I would lay hands on you?”


  TW snapped his fingers. The disintegration ray started whirring again, only now it sounded like it was at the breaking point. It swiveled on its ball joint and aimed directly at Techno, who took a step back in shock.


  “What the hell?” said Techno. “That’s my disintegration ray. How dare you—”


  Techno never got to finish his sentence, because at that moment the ray fired a red beam of energy. The red energy beam struck Techno directly in the chest, but he never got a chance to scream out in pain. He just immediately disappeared into thin air, leaving behind only the Trickshot Watch, which fell onto the floor with a small clack.




  CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


   


  I stared at the Trickshot Watch for a long while, barely able to believe my eyes. “What … what happened to Techno? Is he—”


  “Dead,” TW said. “Yes. I h-hacked into the systems of his disintegration r-ray while he wasn’t l-looking and shot him with it. It w-wasn’t hard. I’ve broken into smartphones with b-better security than that disintegration ray cannon.”


  I gulped. “What an awful way to go. There’s not even one molecule of him left.”


  “Yes,” said TW. “I d-didn’t want to k-kill him, but he n-needed to be stopped. If I hadn’t d-done that, you would have been dead i-instead.”


  I looked at TW again. “Thanks, man. I didn’t know you care that much about me.”


  “A-As I told you, Gregory s-sent me to protect and t-train you,” said TW. “S-So—”


  All of a sudden, TW flickered out of sight.


  “TW” I cried out. “No!”


  Then, quite abruptly, TW reappeared, though his form was glitching out more than ever. He slowly hovered down toward the floor, looking at his own hands, which kept flickering in and out of existence seemingly at random.


  “Oh, dear,” said TW without any fear in his voice. “I th-think I m-might have o-overextended myself this t-time. Systems are unstable and are close to a crash. Several c-critical files are corrupted or h-have c-ceased working outright. P-Power is low, at about five p-percent, and d-dropping l-like a rock.”


  “What does that mean?” I said. I struggled to sit up, but only managed to push myself up with my hands. “Are you going to be okay?”


  TW looked at me. The only part of his face that was clear now were his eyes, but even those were getting fuzzier and fuzzier. “N-No, J-Jack. I-I’m dying, to p-put it in human terms, and t-there’s n-nothing I can do to reverse the process.”


  “No,” I said, shaking my head. “No, you can’t die. If I can get you to Kyle—”


  “N-Not possible,” said TW. “K-Kyle is still in F-Florida. Even if he wasn’t, t-there’s nothing he could d-do to save me. M-My systems are failing fast and soon I-I won’t e-exist at all anymore.”


  With a supreme force of will, I crawled over to TW inch by inch. “No, TW, there’s got to be something we can do. Even if you are damaged, maybe you just need to go into hibernation for a while or something.”


  “W-Won’t help,” said TW, shaking his head. “My p-power l-level is d-dropping r-rapidly. S-Soon, I will break d-down e-entirely.”


  “But …” I struggled to think of something to say. “What about Grandfather? How are we going to find him if you’re dead?”


  “T-The c-coordinates your u-uncle gave us are o-on your p-phone,” said TW. “F-Follow t-them and y-you should r-r-reach Icon’s island base.”


  “But I can’t do it without you,” I said. “There’s still so much about the Trickshot Watch I don’t understand, so much about my own powers that I need to learn more about. If you won’t be around to teach me anymore, then what am I supposed to do?”


  “M-My apologies, J-Jack,” said TW. He hung his head on his chest. “I-It is my fault for not completing y-your training. I h-hope Gregory f-forgives me.”


  By now, I had crawled close enough to TW that I could reach out to him, which I did. But my hand just went through his holographic form and I touched nothing but air.


  “Come on,” I said. “You can’t die, TW. You just can’t.”


  “I-I’m s-sorry, Jack,” said TW. He raised his head. His face was practically a blur now, with only the faint hint of eyes hidden somewhere in the blurry mess that was once his face. “E-Everything dies, even c-computer programs l-like me. I w-wish it weren’t s-so, but this is the e-end.”


  Despite myself, I could feel tears starting to form in the corners of my eyes. I tried to wipe the tears away, but my muscles were so weak that it was basically useless. Besides, it wasn’t like there was anyone in here who could see me crying, aside from TW, and I wasn’t sure how much TW could even see now, given how his holographic form was so blurry now.


  “I still don’t like this,” I said. “I don’t want you to go, TW. You’re not just my mentor or a computer program. You’re my friend.”


  TW faintly smiled, though it was hard to make out through the blurriness. “T-Thank you, Jack. I-I c-couldn’t ask for a b-better student or—”


  Abruptly, TW disappeared. I thought he had just flickered out of existence again and would be back to finish his sentence, but the longer I lay there staring at the spot where he had once floated, the more I started to realize that TW was really, finally, actually gone.


  And I lowered my head and wept.




  CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


   


  One week later …


   


  I was awoken by my alarm clock, which was blaring in my ears. I slammed my fist down on the snooze button and tried to go back to sleep, but I hadn’t slept very well last night and now that I was awake, I couldn’t go back to sleep. Resigned to my fate, I threw the blankets off me and sat up, rubbing my eyes and yawning as I looked around my dark room.


  According to the clock, it was about eight in the morning, which was the usual time I got up during the summer, but I didn’t feel well-rested. Then again, I hadn’t felt well-rested this whole week. I now understood how Dad felt whenever he got home late but had to get up for work early the next morning. It made me wonder how he dealt with it, because I was pretty sure I couldn’t run off of a lack of sleep like that.


  My eyes fell on the top drawer of my bedside desk. The Trickshot Watch was in there, but I didn’t care to look at it. Ever since getting it back from Techno, I hadn’t worn the danged thing even once. Well, okay, I did wear it in order to escape from Techno’s lab and get rid of the sedatives in my body, but as soon as I got back home, I put it in the top drawer of my desk and hadn’t even looked at it. After TW’s passing, even looking at it was too much for me.


  Yawning, I picked up my phone off the desk and started going through my news feed. I was hungry and wanted breakfast, but I was too depressed to get up and get something to eat. Besides, I didn’t hear the sounds of Mom making breakfast, so I had probably missed it.


  My attention was drawn to the first headline at the top of my feed, from the Rumsfeld Journal, which read:


  INFAMOUS SUPERVILLAIN ARTHUR ‘HOLES’ RENNER SENTENCED TO MAXIMUM SECURITY PRISON, GOVERNMENT OFFICIALS CAN CONFIRM


  Curious, I clicked the headline and began reading the article:


  “HOUSTON, TEXAS—Governor Alexander Jones has confirmed to the media that the infamous supervillain Arthur ‘Holes’ Renner, formerly the superhero of Houston and infamous for his serial killings back in the early 2000s, has been upgraded to a maximum security prison just outside the city especially designed for supervillains, the Rumsfeld Journal can confirm.


  Holes—who was apprehended in Rumsfeld, Texas last week after kidnapping a local woman and threatening to kill her—has been placed in the highest security prison in the country. Governor Jones has stated that Holes is expected to remain behind bars for the rest of his life and that he is currently not a threat to anyone at the moment.


  Holes became a national news subject last week when he broke out of prison in Houston. He successfully evaded police and superheroes alike until he was apprehended in an abandoned warehouse in north Rumsfeld, thanks in no small part to the efforts of Rumsfeld citizen Walter McDonald, who shot Holes in the back with a gun, which paralyzed Holes long enough for the police to arrive and arrest him.


  Walter McDonald was recognized for his heroism by Rumsfeld Mayor Harry Adams two days later. Officials are still investigating how Holes broke out of prison in the first place, though current evidence suggests that Holes may have had outside help.”


  That was where the article ended, but underneath the article, under the ‘Related articles and links’ section, was another headline that read JAMES ‘TECHNO’ ALBERT, FORMER SIDEKICK OF TRICKSHOT, HAS GONE MISSING IN HIS APARTMENT.


  I didn’t bother to click the link, because I already knew what the article would say. It would probably say something about how no one heard from Techno in a while and when someone went to check up on him, they discovered that his apartment was empty and no one knew where he was. They would never know the truth about Techno or what really happened to him, and I intended to keep it that way, because right now I didn’t think that people were ready for the truth. It wasn’t like I had any proof that Techno had been obliterated by his own disintegration device or that I could prove that he had been Holes’ mysterious benefactor.


  And anyway, I managed to find and retrieve the original Trickshot Watch that Holes had bought for Techno. Right now, it lay in a box underneath my bed where it would stay until I could figure out what to do with it. I thought of outright destroying the Watch, but for some reason I hesitated, maybe because it was such a unique device that I couldn’t bear the thought of destroying it. It might be useful to have a backup Watch, anyway, though hopefully it was one I would never need to use.


  But given how both Watches didn’t have TW anymore, was there really much of a difference between them, aside from age? I didn’t know. All I knew was that I couldn’t stand thinking about TW’s sacrifice. It had affected me far more deeply than I would have originally thought, to the point where I wasn’t sure I would continue my superhero career at all.


  It was funny. Back when I first met TW, he had kind of freaked me out because of his status as a sentient AI. It didn’t help that he acted too much like Grandfather to my liking. Yet I was now mourning him almost as much as I mourned Thomas’ death, although not to the same degree, of course. Even so, it felt more like I’d lost a close friend than a sentient computer program.


  Kyle was back in Texas now, having come back home the day after TW’s death. I had even told him about it, but I rejected his offer to look at the Watch and try to fix TW, because I knew there was no way Kyle could do it. Kyle was a tech genius, but I figured that TW’s AI was too advanced for even someone as technologically gifted as him to handle. Techno might have been a scumbag who was wrong about a lot of things, but I figured he was probably right about TW.


  Sighing, I almost decided to go back to bed and sleep in for the rest of the day, but then my stomach growled louder than normal and I realized that I was too hungry to go back to sleep, even for just an extra five minutes. Rubbing my stomach, I swung my legs over the side of my bed and made my way downstairs without bothering to shower first or even change out of my pajamas. It didn’t really matter anyway, because Mom and Dad didn’t mind if I came down in my pajamas, and besides I only wanted to get like, maybe a piece of toast and some milk. I wasn’t expecting to have a full breakfast, especially because it seemed like Mom hadn’t cooked it this morning.


  Reaching the kitchen, I found Mom and Dad sitting at the table. Dad was reading something on his tablet, probably the news, while Mom was sipping her coffee and reading something on her e-reader. The two of them, however, did look up at me when I entered.


  “Morning, Jack,” said Dad as he lowered his tablet onto the table. “How are you holding up?”


  I shrugged as I walked over to the coffee maker and poured myself a cup of coffee. “About as well as ever, I guess. TW …”


  “Ah,” said Mom. “The hologram you told us about, right?”


  I nodded glumly. After TW’s death, I told my parents everything about my identity as Trickshot, including TW. The two of them had been absolutely shocked to learn I had been keeping such a big secret from them so long, but luckily they were still accepting of me. I still expected Dad to take my Watch away from me at some point, however, because I knew how Dad felt about superheroes and I doubted he was going to let me continue to play the superhero for much longer, however accepting he might be right now.


  “I remember TW when I was your age,” said Dad. “He was always with my dad whenever they were out on the town fighting supervillains and criminals. It’s a shame I didn’t get to see him again before he died. I bet we would have gotten along great.”


  “Yeah,” I said. I leaned against the kitchen counter and sipped my coffee cup. It was dark and fresh, which was exactly how I liked my coffee. “All I know is that he’s gone for good and there’s no bringing him back, at least from what I can tell.”


  “Sorry to hear that, Jack,” said Mom gently. “Losing a friend is very hard. When I was in fifth grade, my best friend died in a car crash. It took me a long time to get over it.”


  “Yeah, I know,” I said, nodding. I put a hand on my heart. “It’s kind of like losing Thomas. Not exactly the same, but I feel pretty much exactly the same as I did back then. I’ll handle it.”


  I would have added ‘I think,’ but I didn’t want to worry my parents more than I already had. My parents were very protective of me due to being their only son and I didn’t want to make them even more protective of me than they already were.


  “Take as much time to mourn as you need,” said Mom. “Just like with Thomas, you can mourn as long as you want and we’ll support you every step of the way. Right, Walt?”


  Dad nodded, though he looked a little uncomfortable. “Of course. You’re our son and we’ll always be there for you, no matter what. You understand?”


  “Yeah,” I said. “Thanks. I really appreciate it.”


  “Uh huh,” said Dad. He hesitated, but then said, “About being Trickshot … have you been wearing the costume at all lately?”


  I shook my head. “No. Not this week, anyway. Too painful.”


  “Right,” said Dad. “I get that. But what about your grandfather?”


  I blinked. “What do you mean?”


  “You said you know where he is, right?” said Dad. He leaned forward slightly, a concerned look on his face. “Are you going to go get him at some point or not?”


  I tilted my head to the side. “You want me to go rescue Grandfather from Icon?”


  “If that’s the group that’s got him, sure,” said Dad. “You’re a superhero now, right? So you should be strong enough to take on those guys.”


  I bit my lower lip. I hadn’t even thought of Grandfather at all this week, primarily because I was too busy mourning TW. But I remembered that TW had downloaded the coordinates to Icon’s island base into my phone, which meant that even without TW’s help, I could still find Grandfather if I tried. “I suppose so, but I’m surprised you’re even suggesting this at all. I thought you wouldn’t want me to go fight a secret criminal organization by myself like that.”


  “Don’t get me wrong,” said Dad, waving a finger at me, “I want what’s best for you and don’t want you to put your life in danger needlessly. On the other hand, however, I also want to see my dad again, and if you can save him … well, just know that your mom and I will support you no matter what you do.”


  “But I haven’t even mentioned rescuing him, though,” I said.


  “But you want to save him, don’t you?” said Dad. “I can tell. You have that look in your eyes.”


  “I do want to save him, but …” I shrugged. “Without TW, I don’t think I can do it.”


  “You still have us,” said Dad. He put an arm around Mom and drew her close to him. “We’ll support you. We’ll help you however we can. We’re on your side one hundred and ten percent, just like we always are. I know you’re mourning and all, but I also know you want to save your grandfather and we want you to save him, too, so we’ll give you whatever you need in order to do that.”


  I was about to say that I wasn’t ready to assault Icon’s base just yet, but then I paused and thought about it. Wouldn’t TW want me to save Grandfather, rather than spend all this time mourning his loss? The two of us had talked about going to Icon’s island base to save Grandfather ever since Uncle Josh gave us the base’s coordinates, but we had never done it while TW was alive. Yet who said I could only do it with TW’s help? Maybe I just needed to believe in myself and not get worried about being on my own.


  Looking up at Mom and Dad again, I nodded and said, “You’re right. TW may be gone, but I’m sure he would have wanted me to save Grandfather even if he wasn’t there to help me. So I’m going to do it, no matter what Icon throws at me.”


  Dad smiled. “I’m proud of you, son. When do we start?”


  I smiled back. “Tomorrow. We’ll need to make a lot of plans, but we’re going to move fast. We’re bringing the war to Icon … whether they like it or not.”




  CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


   


  It was unusual for Roland Chaser, the Superior of Icon, to summon anyone into his personal chambers. It was even more unusual for Chaser to summon the woman who had used the alias Christina Madison while in Rumsfeld a few months back. Usually, whenever Chaser interacted with the rest of Icon, he conferred with the higher level agents only, and even then he would be selective about which one of them he spoke to. Christina did not understand why Chaser was so secretive and selective of the company he kept even in his own organization, but she had been with Icon long enough not to be bothered by it. She was actually more bothered by the fact that Chaser had summoned her, a lower level agent, to his personal quarters, which was almost as rare as finding a four leaf clover.


  She stood in front of the door to Chaser’s chambers. It was a huge, thick metal door located on the deepest levels of the Tower. Supposedly, it was designed to be strong enough to withstand a nuclear blast, but Christina, lacking a nuclear bomb to test that claim, could not verify it. She could only verify that the door was very big, very wide, and thicker than a boulder. She doubted that even that Trickshot brat using his super strength would be able to knock it down even if he put all of his strength into one mighty blow.


  Shaking her head, Christina looked up at the single camera hovering above the door and said, “Superior Chaser, this is Christina Madison. I am here in response to your earlier summons.”


  Christina spoke politely enough, but only because she knew what would happen if she was rude. Chaser didn’t like rude agents and Christina had plenty of reasons to be rude. She had been in the middle of taking a nap when she received the summons from Chaser and she just hoped that, whatever Chaser had summoned her for, that it was important.


  Of course, it had to be important, because Chaser never summoned his agents for anything less.


  There was no verbal answer, but the door slowly opened inwards, revealing a pitch black room that look more like a cave than the personal quarters of the Superior of Icon. But Christina dutifully stepped into the chamber. As soon as she entered, the door slammed shut behind her, making her jump at the loud sound, but then she stopped and looked around, trying but failing to see in the darkness.


  All of a sudden, a huge computer screen flickered on before her. Its blue light was the only light in the room, a room Christina sensed was far larger than she could see. The only thing on the screen was the symbol of Icon, which was a single eye with a line crossed through it.


  “Superior Chaser,” said Christina, bowing at the screen. “It is a pleasure to meet you.”


  Of course, Christina knew that the screen wasn’t Chaser. At least, she though it wasn’t. Truth was, most Icon agents didn’t know much about Chaser or even what he looked like. Supposedly, only Atticus Frederick, the second highest ranked member in the organization, had ever seen Chaser, but Atticus kept whatever he knew of Chaser to himself. That was frustrating, but Christina didn’t expect anything different from Atticus, who was, in some ways, even more secretive than Chaser himself.


  A monotone, robotic voice came from the screen. “Agent Madison. I am pleased to see that you answered my summons promptly. Your files state that you have a lazy streak, but perhaps that was an exaggeration from Atticus.”


  Christina blushed. She was well aware that all Icon agents had extensive files on them that Chaser had access to. The files were nearly definitive guides to each individual Icon agent, detailing not just their names, ages, and birth dates, but also their personal histories, personality flaws and quirks, and habits both good and bad. Christina never knew how Icon managed to compile such detailed files, but she supposed that Icon was just very good at digging for dirt from people’s pasts.


  “Yes, I can be a bit lazy,” said Christina, “but I know better than to ignore summons from you. After all, you expect nothing but the best from your agents.”


  “If you think you will win me over with flattery, agent, then you are quite delusional,” said Chaser. “I did not summon you because I need my ego stroked. I have a specific task I need you to do and you are the only one qualified to complete it.”


  Christina cringed at Chaser’s harshness. She was well aware of how harsh he could be even to his most loyal subordinates. Though Christina was pretty sure that Chaser wasn’t a robot, he was very good at pretending to be one. “What do you need me to do? Not that I am complaining or anything, but I’m just a low level agent, not good for much.”


  “I don’t care where you stand in the organization’s hierarchy,” said Chaser. “There have been recent developments in the outside world that require we take action right away. Specifically, developments related to the Trickshot issue.”


  Christina could not help but snort. “Are you talking about how he beat that sniper y—uh, Atticus sent after him? I thought you had already sent someone to kill Damian before he could tell the police who hired him.”


  Christina was careful not to place the blame for the failure of that particular mission on Chaser. Chaser did not take blame very well and more than one agent had met a rather grisly end for blaming Chaser whenever something went wrong, even if they were correct. Christina would rather be alive than be correct.


  “That is not the issue at hand,” said Chaser. “The real issue is that Trickshot knows where Iconia is. And he is going to come very soon in order to rescue Gregory McDonald, despite the message we sent to his friend Kyle in Florida.”


  Christina’s face went pale. “No way. No one outside of Icon knows where Iconia is.”


  “So we believed, but apparently that information was somehow leaked to Trickshot,” said Chaser. “In any case, we must now prepare for his inevitable assault on the island. I’m confident that Iconia’s defenses and security systems are more than enough to protect the island, but Trickshot has been known to win despite the odds being against him. Hence why I have called you here.”


  “Not to show any disrespect, Superior, but I don’t see how I am supposed to help,” said Christina. “I have fought Trickshot before, true, but he’s beaten me twice. If you are going to ask me to kill him—”


  “Oh, I would never ask you to do something you have already proved you cannot do competently,” said Chaser. “I learn from my mistakes. If I wanted Trickshot dead, I would just send one of the other agents to do it.”


  Christina frowned. “Then what do you want me to do? Just try to keep him off the island?”


  “On the contrary,” said Chaser. “I want Trickshot to come here. And you are going to help him.”


  “What?” said Christina in shock. “Why? He’s the enemy. I thought we don’t want him here. Do you think he’ll be easier to kill if we have him here?”


  A low, robotic chuckle came from the computer screen. “On the contrary, Christina, I have no interest in killing Trickshot. I want him to kill me. And I want you to help him do it.”


  -


  Read on for more titles by Lucas Flint and a preview chapter of A Superhero’s Assault, the next and final book in the series!
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  A Superhero's Assault


   


  Chapter One


   


  The first clue I got that someone was following me were the soft footsteps I heard behind me. I stopped walking and looked over my shoulder, but I did not see anyone. The alleyway in which I walked was totally empty. Well, not totally empty. I mean, there were garbage cans and stuff, but I was the only living thing in the alleyway, at least from what I could see. I glanced at the rooftops, but I didn’t see anyone up there following me, either.


  Maybe I had just heard my own footsteps echoing off the alley walls, but I didn’t think so, because the footsteps I heard were soft, almost womanly, while mine were louder and heavier. Yet I didn’t see anyone, male or female, in the alleyway with me. It seemed like I was alone, but I was sure that I had heard someone behind me, even if I didn’t know who that ‘someone’ was.


  You might have thought I was paranoid, but I didn’t think so. I was on my way to the island base of the secret organization known as Icon to rescue my grandfather. Knowing Icon, they’d probably send someone to take me down before I got even close enough to reach their base.


  But again, I saw no one. I wished TW, my AI assistant, was still alive, because he could have scanned the alleyway for any heat signals. Unfortunately, I couldn’t manually use the Trickshot Watch’s scanning capabilities, mostly because TW had not taught me how to do that before he died. I had to rely on my own senses now, which had worked out for me well so far, but at the same time, I knew I was very vulnerable without TW and so I was more sensitive to noise than I normally was.


  But I didn’t hear any other sounds, so I decided I’d just heard things and turned around to keep walking. I needed to get back to the hotel room my parents had booked for me so I could get myself ready for my trip to Icon’s base. I still had the coordinates to their base in my Watch and intended to fly across the sea to get there. I’d have to be careful about when I did that, however, because I didn’t want anyone to see and follow me. I had left my hotel room in order to scout out the docks and beach and see if I could find a good, isolated spot to take off from tonight.


  This was the first time I’d traveled any significant distance by myself. Sure, I’d gone on field trips and family vacations across the state and even country, but this was the first time I’d ever left Rumsfeld entirely on my own. Dad had insisted on coming with me, but I told him and Mom that they were much safer in Rumsfeld. The closer I got to Icon’s base, the more dangerous it would be for both them and me. Icon had already tried to harm my parents before. I didn’t want to put them in harm’s way again.


  I had to admit, though, that I was a bit lonely. The hotel I stayed in was nice, but without any friends or family, I really did feel like I was all on my own. I’d even considered heading back to Rumsfeld, because the idea of assaulting Icon’s island base alone—which I knew practically nothing about—was very overwhelming, even though I knew I needed to do it, because that was where my grandfather and the original Trickshot, Gregory McDonald, was being held prisoner.


  Soft footsteps again. This time, there was no mistaking them for anything other than what they were. Someone was following me, like an Icon agent. I wasn’t in costume at the moment, but that didn’t mean I was entirely useless.


  I drew three small Trickshot disks out of my pocket and whirled around and threw them behind me. They didn’t fly nearly as well as they did whenever I used my powers, but I did hear someone jump to the side as the disks flew through the air. The disks clattered against the pavement, but that was okay, because I now knew that there was definitely someone here, even though I couldn’t see them.


  “I hear you!” I shouted. “Why not just show yourself? Are you scared of a teenager like me?”


  No response, but frankly I didn’t expect one anyway. Whoever was following me was obviously smart enough to keep quiet. Looked like I was going to need to make them show themselves.


  I dropped my backpack on the ground and hit the TRANSFORMATION button on the Watch. In the next instant, I was covered head to toe in the Trickshot costume, with my cape flowing out behind me and my fists balled.


  “I know you’re there, but if you think the fact that you’re invisible means I can’t hit you, then you’re about to be proved wrong,” I said, “in the most painful way possible.”


  I rapidly drew twenty Trickshot disks from my pouch and hurled them all against the pavement. All of the disks started bouncing off every conceivable surface in the alleyway, bouncing off the walls and pavement with blinding speed. If the invisible person was here, then at least one of the disks ought to hit him. There were too many disks bouncing off the alleyway too quickly for anyone to dodge. Even I wouldn’t be able to dodge all of them if I tried and I doubted this idiot would be able to, either.


  But then I felt something slam into the back of my knees and I fell forward. I broke the fall with my hands, but rolled over onto my back and kicked out. My foot connected with someone’s shin and I heard a cry of pain—which sounded feminine—and then a woman appeared before me.


  She was a pretty young woman, barely out of her twenties most likely, but she looked incredibly goth, with pitch black hair, skin as pale as a ghost, and dark clothes to match. Tears appeared in the corners of her eyes as she clutched her shin and bounced backward on her other leg.


  “Ow!” the woman said. “That hurt!”


  “Kind of the point, lady,” I said.


  I jumped to my feet and rushed toward her. Before the woman could react, I’d grabbed her and pinned her against the wall, twisting both of her arms behind her back to make sure she didn’t try anything. She struggled against my grip, but it was obvious that she was not even remotely strong enough to break my iron grip.


  “Let me go,” said the woman in a whiny voice. “You’re hurting me.”


  I rolled my eyes. “You’re the lamest would-be assassin ever, you know that? The last assassin Icon sent against me wasn’t anywhere nearly as whiny as you.”


  Confusion flickered across the woman’s face. “Assassin? I’m not an assassin. I’m not even with Icon.”


  “And you’re a bad liar, too,” I said. “Seriously, I thought you guys were good at lying. Try something a bit more convincing than—”


  Suddenly, someone grabbed my cape and yanked me backwards. I let go of the woman and before I knew it, I was thrown at the wall on the other side of the alley. I slammed into the wall hard enough to leave an imprint shaped like myself and fell down onto the pavement. The crash didn’t really hurt—super durability was a really useful power—but I was nonetheless surprised by the impact of the throw, mostly because I hadn’t been expecting it.


  Shaking my head, I sat up and looked over to see who had thrown me and was surprised to see that the woman and I weren’t alone anymore. A large man stood between me and the woman, who wore a full bodysuit similar to mine, except his was brown and gray. He looked like a walking boulder, especially with his huge muscles.


  “Okay, now who are you?” I said as I slowly rose to my feet, rubbing my back.


  “My name doesn’t matter,” said the man. He pointed a large finger at me. “What does matter is that you assaulted my partner. Normally I cannot stand anyone who even so much as threatens a woman, but I especially despise anyone who harms women I care about. Men must never use their power to harm women.”


  “She attacked me first,” I said, but shook my head. “Doesn’t matter. I’ll kick your butt just as much as I would anyone else’s.”


  But to my dismay, the man had apparently forgotten all about me. He had turned his back to me to focus on the woman, who was rubbing her arms like she was trying to massage the pain out of them.


  “Gina, are you okay?” said the man in a tender voice that didn’t fit his hulking form. “Trickshot didn’t break any bones or anything, did he?”


  “No, I’m fine,” said the woman, who was apparently named Gina. She sniffled. “But he did hurt me. Nothing permanent, but I’ll feel it for a few days at least.”


  “I’ll make sure you get a full body check up after we finish our mission,” said the man. “Your health is of utmost importance to me and I will ensure that you stay in top health at all times.”


  “Thanks, Mack,” said Gina, flashing him a smile. “I really appreciate it.”


  Ugh. It was obvious that these two were in a relationship. I was over the whole ‘Girls have cooties!’ thing, but I still found these kinds of public displays of affections groan worthy. I even felt uncomfortable when my parents did them.


  But Mack had his back to me and seemed to have forgotten about me entirely. Guess he was too distracted by his girlfriend to realize what a terrible mistake he had made. One solid punch to his back and Mack would be the one who would need a check up.


  I flew toward Mack and punched him directly in the back.


  But instead of breaking Mack’s back, my fist just stopped. It felt like I’d punched a mountain. In fact, I doubted Mack even felt my punch, even though my punch had been fueled by my super strength.


  All of a sudden, Mack whirled around and grabbed me with both of his large hands. He closed his huge fingers around my body and squeezed, instantly squeezing the air out of my lungs and making me gasp for breath.


  “Foolish boy,” said Mack, with no strain in his voice at all. “Attacking an enemy from behind is not honorable, but even that could have been forgivable if your attack hurt. I barely even felt it, so let me teach you what I do to enemies who fail to beat me. It will be quite painful.”


  -
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